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fig. 1 First page of Edmond Somville’s bibliography, Répertoire bibliographique à l’usage du touriste en Belgique: La Belgique historique, 
monumentale et pittoresque of 1903, from the publisher’s series “Petite bibliothèque du Touring-club de Belgique.”
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Tourists in the Restoration Debate
A Bibliography of Belgian 
Heritage (1903) by the Touring 
club de Belgique

Around the turn of the twentieth century, printed matter for the 
use of tourists came in many forms.1 The Répertoire bibliographique 
à l’usage du touriste en Belgique: La Belgique historique, monumen-
tale et pittoresque, printed in Brussels in 1903, is among the most 
intriguing items in its genre.2 While it is a touristic publication, it 
is neither a guidebook nor an album. It is instead a collection of 
references to other publications—a bibliography tailored to the 
needs of the early-twentieth-century tourist in Belgium. Compiled 
by Edmond Somville (1856–1925), a conservator at the Royal 
Library of Belgium,3 it was published by the print and publishing 
house Vromant et Cie in their series called “Petite bibliothèque 
du Touring-club de Belgique.” 4 It inventories 2,578 titles, both 
foreign and domestic, that provide information about Belgium’s 
various places of interest. A prominent restoration activist, and 
a member of the Touring club de Belgique (TCB), promoted the 
bibliography for its value to readers, particularly members of the 
Touring club de Belgique, in forming opinions about the topic of 
restoration hotly debated in earlier polemical articles.

The bibliography includes references to maps, albums of views 
of local sites, and guidebooks, but many of the inventoried titles 
were not direct products of contemporary tourism. For instance, 
it lists recent editions of obscure travel accounts from the Middle 
Ages and the early modern period. It also lists scholars’ dictionar-
ies, folkloric studies, historical atlases, and articles from journals 
of archaeological societies. The Répertoire was therefore consid-
ered an ideal entry point into the literature on Belgium’s local 
history and heritage. In a 1923 publication, the German archi-
tectural historian Paul Clemen found the bibliography to be the 
clearest window onto the country’s “unusually extensive but at the 
same time extraordinarily scattered provincial and local histor-
ical literature.” 5

For historians of tourism and of belle époque Belgium, 
the bibliography is still a useful mine of references.6 The Réper-
toire bibliographique is also in itself an object of historical interest 
because of how its publication connects to the development of 
the TCB. The founding of this cycling club in 1895, a symptom 
of the contemporary explosion of bicycle use, soon had many 
members.7 It was modeled after similar associations of cyclists 
in other countries. While directly affiliated with the Touring-club 
de France, founded in 1890, and Touring Club Italiano, founded 
in 1894, the TCB joined the broader landscape of national tour-
ist associations. The Cyclists’ Touring Club in Great Britain was 
formed in 1875, the Algemene Nederlandsche Wielrijders-Bond in 
the Netherlands in 1883, and the Allgemeine Radfahrer-Union in 
Germany in 1885.8 These associations were all successful because 
they geared their activities to “cyclotourism” rather than to sports 
or athletic events.9 Rather than simply promoting races to a small 
demographic of able bachelors, they instead presented the lofty 
world of excursions by bicycle to a much larger demographic of 
leisure-seekers.

The Belgian association supported its members in different 
ways. It managed chalets, secured reduced prices at hotels, and 
organized group excursions.10 The TCB’s primary activity, however, 
was to kindle tourism through the dissemination of information, 
of which the publication of the Répertoire bibliographique was one 
outcome.11 The association also edited the occasional guidebook, 
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but its most important publication was the Bulletin officiel du Touring 
club de Belgique, distributed to members on a monthly and later 
bi-weekly basis. According to the TCB’s own statistics, this bulletin 
soon became Belgium’s third most widely circulating periodical.12

While the TCB appointed delegates to disseminate infor-
mation on a local basis,13 the publishing work was conducted by 
editors in the association’s head office in Brussels. There, editors 
and members could consult the association’s library, which was 
decorated with a royal bust and prints of cyclists in different areas 
of the country.14 Although an extension of the TCB’s general pro
ject to provide information to members, the bibliography ventures 
beyond the initial contours of that focus: its publication was an 
act of both compiling and disseminating information.

The TCB was also a civil interest group with a politically liberal 
orientation.15 Its head office was located in Brussels’ government 
quarter, near the parliament and the royal palace.16 The TCB 
affected government policies both through publishing efforts and 
by currying favour with influential people. In its various publishing 
ventures, it kindled the spirit of local travel by aestheticizing the 
countryside, while also pushing the government to accelerate 
the modernization of Belgium’s network of roads.17 The associa-
tion was also vocal about protecting and managing cultural and 
natural heritage, sometimes entering into critical dialogue with 
the Royal Monuments Commission.18

Disclosing useful books by means of a bibliography comple-
mented the panoply of other services the association provided to 
its members. The bibliography also reinforced the association’s 
capacity to affect the management of national heritage. Around 
the turn of the twentieth century, when the Répertoire bibliographique 
was published, questions about the restoration of historic monu-
ments arose among the members of the TCB, in line with questions 
arising elsewhere in Europe.19 Some parties, concerned about the 
erasure of valuable traces of time and of history, criticized how 
a restoration often entailed the idealization of a building, while 
others believed that idealization was inherent to any process of 
conservation. The association began to publicize the views of its 
member-tourists in its bulletin. It was in this context that the imma-
nent publication of the Répertoire bibliographique was announced in 
the members’ bulletin in January 1903.20 The bibliography, lauded 
as an empowering tool, would soon be available to help tourists 
plan their journeys. Not only could it be used to prepare itinerar-
ies, but it would be a resource for those who had already visited 
Belgium’s monuments and wished to publish their own observa-
tions. By consulting the bibliography, they could integrate into 
their travel accounts both historic sources and the most recent 
studies on Belgian heritage.

Scope and structure

The Répertoire bibliographique is divided into twelve sections. 
Although the publication lacks an introduction or preface, its 
first section has an overarching character. It bundles together 
references to about two hundred titles with a national scope, 
divided into seven themes, from accounts of travel in Belgium 
before the nineteenth century to toponymy, archeology, and fine 
arts. The bulk of the bibliography, in nine sections, is devoted 
to each of the (then) nine administrative provinces of Belgium. 
Two more brief sections about the regions of Flanders and the 
Ardennes—delineations that do not correspond to those of the 
administrative provinces—introduce a sense of cultural topo
graphy to the bibliography.

Each of the nine provincial sections opens with the titles 
that cover the entire province at hand. Within these provincial 
sections, titles are then grouped according to specific urban 
centers and surrounding rural sites. In this way, the bibliography 
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fig. 2 The relocation of the TCB head office in 1904 was 
discussed in an article on the first page of the December 25 
issue of the Bulletin officiel du Touring club de Belgique.

fig. 3 The top left photograph shows honorary president 
Prince Albert (sixth from the left) inspecting TCB’s 
publications with editor Georges Leroy (fourth from the 
right). From Edmond Séaut and Georges Leroy, “Le prince 
Albert au siège social,” Bulletin officiel du Touring club de 
Belgique, May 30, 1908, 218.
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reflects an urban perspective of the nation’s territory. For example, 
in the section on Brabant,21 after its general discussion, the city 
of Brussels itself is first richly documented. The city’s faubourgs 
(suburbs) and environs follow, then the towns and sites deeper 
within the province.22 Sections on Belgium’s other provinces are 
similar, documenting first the provincial capitals and then the 
more remote locations around those cities.

This order can be related to the history of cyclist culture. 
Pascal Delheye and Stijn Knuts describe how early cyclist tourism 
helped to knit remote patches of the territory into the national 
fabric of Belgium.23 A finely meshed network of (neighbourhood) 
railways had already made the countryside accessible, but the 
advent of the bicycle, the first means of individual mechanized 
transportation, further expanded the landscape of national tour-
ism. The bicycle allowed the urban elite to explore Belgium from 
city centers outward, hoisting bicycles onto local trains, coaches, 
and yachts to see what their nation had to offer.24

The Répertoire bibliographique was not the TCB’s first bibliographic 
undertaking. Ever since its founding, the TCB collected books in 
its head office, whose librarian, Edmond Séaut, regularly briefed 
members on the development of the club’s collection with a biblio-
graphic column.25 To understand the specific scope of the Répertoire 
bibliographique it is useful to notice how, thematically speaking, it 
diverged from the collection of the head office. The catalogue of 
the library, published in 1908, shows that most items in the library 
related to matters of transportation.The collection also included 
sports manuals and technical manuals on the maintenance of vehi-
cles. It also kept periodicals of various athletic cycling clubs, as 
well as maps and itineraries.26 Unlike the Répertoire bibliographique, 
though, the library did not feature any titles about Belgian heritage.

The bibliography compiled by Somville for the TCB also 
diverged from international bibliographic practices for tourism at 
the time. The Touring-club de France (TCF), for instance, collab-
orated with Paul Otlet’s Institut international de bibliographie in 
Brussels. The bibliographic ambitions of the TCF first emerged 
in 1898, and in 1902 Otlet’s institute was commissioned to begin 
collecting bibliographic data and create index cards.27 Their biblio
graphic initiative adhered closely to the focus of the French head 
office library, which was similar to that of the TCB library: trans-
portation and sports, rather than places, buildings, or their history. 
This French bibliographic operation disregarded heritage entirely.

The dissimilar thematic ortientation of the Belgian biblio
graphy was also noted abroad. At the TCF, Louis Farges, a pioneer in 
setting up the French network of “syndicats d’initiatives” that would 
become local tourist information centers,28 wrote that France had no 
bibliographic publication like the Belgian one that informed natu-
ralists, archeologists, and historians about the territory.29 Farges’ 
comment shows that in its specialism, the Belgian bibliography 
did not emulate a foreign example. Instead, the TCB bibliography 
responded to conditions particular to Belgium.

The bulletin’s monumental turn

Specific circumstances conditioned the bibliographic project for 
Belgian tourists. A close reading of the TCB’s periodical shows 
that the publication of the bibliography coincided with an edito-
rial reorientation in the periodical toward monumental heritage. 
By the time the TCB first announced the upcoming publication 
of its Répertoire bibliographique, the space the periodical devoted to 
monuments had increased substantially. The publication of the 
bibliography also coincided with a striking turn to heritage in the 
illustrations for the bulletin’s front pages.

For the bulletin’s first issue, of April 1895, the image that 
decorates the heading on the front page signals the TCB’s agenda 
to procure exemption of customs for cycling tourists who crossed 
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Fig. 4 The touring club’s librarian, Edmond Séaut, wrote a regular column, called 
“Bibliographie,” in the club’s periodical. Bulletin officiel du Touring club de Belgique, 
March 30, 1907, 89.



165 Jasper Van Parys

the national border. The image is of cyclists crossing from France 
into Belgium, waving their hats at a saluting customs officer. The 
officer stands outside the door of his hut and lets the cyclists pass 
without stopping.

Drawings on subsequent front pages also focused on topics rele-
vant to the TCB. The illustrations on the covers of the May and June 
1895 issues, for example, reveal the association’s urban outlook 
of the countryside. In the foreground of the May issue, a pair of 
smartly dressed cyclists leave behind the skyline of Brussels, trad-
ing the nation’s capital for the countryside surrounding it. The 
skyline is recognizable as Brussels by the landmarks that rise over 
the city, such as St. Gudula cathedral, the Colonne du Congrès, 
and the palace of justice. The presence of these monuments in the 
image is ambiguous: they seem to be not so much destinations for 
tourism as representations of the urban life from which tourists 
sought relief on their bicycles. Readers could identify with the 
cyclists, who exude a sense of carefree abandon at leaving behind 
that clearly urban context.

This interpretation is strengthened by the multiplicity of 
other early covers showing cyclists in different locations, where 
buildings contrast with countryside. Later covers began to show 
various modes of transportation. Perhaps the TCB editors revealed 
a growing confidence in the range of readership. By abandoning 
the exclusive representation of cyclists on the front pages, the 
editors effectively stopped presenting a reassuring mirror image 
to the cyclist membership.

With the publication of the January 1903 issue, in which the 
Répertoire bibliographique was first announced to the TCB readership, 
the bicycle vanished altogether from the covers of the bulletin. 
It was replaced not just with different subjects but with a wholly 
new type of cover design: cartouches of monuments from local 
town centers, each isolated within their own graphic border. The 
cartouches of monuments were creatively arranged around the 
touring club’s name and the table of contents for each new issue. 
From then on, the covers foregrounded local monuments and sites 
as the motifs of tourism.

In an article in a 1906 issue, one of the bulletin’s editors confirmed 
that the new type of front page design used as of 1903 signalled a 
change in editorial focus.30 The reorientation was spearheaded by 
Arthur Cosyn (1868–1927), who was also an executive at the Visserie 
Belge screw factory in Brussels’ royal suburb of Laeken and who 
wrote guidebooks for the TCB.31 Cosyn was one of the people 
labouring to procure a voice in the realm of heritage protection. 
He represented the TCB at the conferences of organizations who 
mobilized for heritage preservation in the face of rapid urbaniza-
tion and industrialization, such as the Fédération archéologique 
et historique de Belgique (founded in 1884) and the Société nation-
ale pour la protection des sites et monuments de Belgique (1892).32 
He called for the legal protection of landscapes and promoted the 
“esthétique des villes” urbanism of Charles Buls, Brussels’ liberal 
mayor and an honorary TCB member.33 Cosyn campaigned in 
particular to protect countryside churches from certain types of 
drastic and transformative restoration that were in vogue at the time.

Cosyn’s restoration activism predated the creation of the 
TCB. Originally, Cosyn had joined the TCB board as an author of 
cycling guidebooks. His first, published in 1894 and co-authored 
with Louis Maingie, was Guide du vélocipédiste aux environs de 
Bruxelles.34 It was succeeded, in 1898, by Sites brabançons: prom-
enades champêtres en Brabant; then another cycling guidebook, 
of 1900, for three areas, Campine in the north of Belgium, the 
Netherlands, and Luxembourg; and Le Brabant inconnu in 1911.35

Cosyn’s Guide du vélocipédiste, of the area around Brussels, 
is among the first guidebooks written specifically for cyclists. The 
guidebook provides sixty-seven itineraries, nearly all starting in the 
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fig. 5 Illustration on the cover of the first issue, April 1895, 
of the Bulletin officiel du Touring club de Belgique.

fig. 6 Illustration on the cover of the May 1895 issue of Bulletin 
officiel du Touring club de Belgique.

following pages

fig. 7 The cover of the January 1903 issue of the Bulletin 
officiel du Touring club de Belgique juxtaposes the lion 
statue of the Gileppe river dam with a view of the citadel of 
Dinant, the Nieuwerck colonnade that runs under the Ypres 
city hall, Antwerp’s Steen castle, and the belfry of Mons.

fig. 8 The cover of the January 1904 issue of the Bulletin 
officiel du Touring club de Belgique features the ruin of 
the castle at La Roche, the Rabot city gate of Ghent, the 
city hall of Leuven, and the town square of Sint-Truiden.
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fig. 9 In this spread of the bulletin, Arthur Cosyn’s criticism of the restoration of Villers-la-Ville is juxtaposed with Jos Van Damme’s defense of the restoration 
of the Our Lady of Vivenkapelle chapel. Bulletin officiel du Touring club de Belgique (September 1901): 248–249.
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center of Brussels and leading to several neighbouring villages. The 
guidebook also mentions various restorations, almost all of them 
favourably. The final itinerary in the book, though, contains some 
critical commentary. This final tour takes cyclists to the locality of 
Vlezenbeek, southwest of Brussels. It lashes out against the “peu 
artistiques enluminures,” the artless illuminations that the artists 
of the “école de Saint-Luc” had applied there to restore the medieval 
appearance of Vlezenbeek’s parish church.36

Cosyn’s voice became more militant four years later with 
his next guidebook, Sites brabançons, which is entirely dedicated to 
the protection of sites, and in which we find Cosyn calling for the 
restoration of rural chapels and parish churches.37 In his cycling 
guidebook of 1900, À Vau-le-vent: Itinéraires vélocipédiques. Campine—
Hollande—Littoral-Grand-duché de Luxembourg, Cosyn did not cover 
the Brabant region, but his Le Brabant inconnu of 1911 shows how his 
position with regard to restoration had become more articulate and 
much more critical. He now warns against the practice of resto-
ration altogether, informed by his critiques of the restorations of 
the very same chapels and churches he had previously called for. 
The 1894 guidebook, which Cosyn had co-authored, demanded, for 
example, the restoration of the church of Our Lady of Lombeek, 
whereas the 1911 guidebook lamented the restoration done in the 
intervening years. Even before-and-after photographs were used 
in Le Brabant inconnu to denounce these restorations.38

Cosyn authored his first comprehensive statement on 
restoration for the TCB’s bulletin in June 1899. In this article, 
“Esthétique dans les églises,” Cosyn denounces a restoration that 
removes traces of time by homogenizing the style of a building’s 
architecture and decoration. He dwelled exclusively on the resto-
rations of the ecclesiastically sanctioned architects of the St. Luke 
Schools, a group of vocational schools that trained artists and 
architects.39 Cosyn opposed the sort of “reconstitutions archéolo-
architecturales” with which these architects medievalized rural 
churches.40 The restorations of the St. Luke architects tended to 
make all parts of old buildings conform to a neo-Gothic ideal.

Cosyn asserted that the authenticity of all of Belgium’s 
major urban churches had already been lost to neo-Gothic “métier 
de vandale” (vandal craft) through restoration.41 He deemed the 
TCB well placed to prevent obscure churches from succumb-
ing to similar destructive activity. He envisioned the TCB as a 
more activistic entity: “le Touring Club se doit-il à lui même de 
s’intéresser activement aux questions d’esthétique.” 42 He thus 
called for the edification of TCB members about the architecture 
they might encounter. As early as April 1901, he communicated 
that the TCB board would seek out experts to make instructive 
contributions. To enlarge the agency of tourists in the realm of 
heritage, the board expressed its intent to initiate “le monde tour-
iste aux questions d’art, d’archéologie, etc. en faisant appel à la 
collaboration d’écrivains réputés et autorisés.” 43

In the pages of the TCB periodical, several TCB members 
objected to Cosyn’s vitriolic attack on the architects of the St. Luke 
Schools.44 In an exchange of words, primarily between Cosyn and 
Jos Van Damme, who counseled the TCB board but about whom 
little more is known, Van Damme points out that Cosyn entirely 
reserved his criticism for those architects associated with the Saint 
Luke vocational schools who applied their Gothic revival archi-
tecture in restorations. Moreover, Van Damme not only defends 
these restorations but employs a confessional vocabulary paired 
with a sincere interest in local devotions. He would rather see 
the critical tourism that Cosyn advocated in the villages around 
Brussels replaced by tours of exemplarily restored buildings near 
Bruges. In May 1901, he advised readers, for instance, to travel to 
Our Lady of Vivenkapelle. Desecrated in the wake of the French 
Revolution, this chapel was restored and later expanded under 
the tutelage of Jean-Baptiste Bethune, the leading Belgian Gothic 
Revival architect and founder of the St. Luke Schools.45

fig. 9
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The restoration debate at that moment was being waged in the 
media of all implicated associations along the same lines, accord-
ing to Herman Stynen, with “picturesques” like Cosyn opposing 
“aesthetes” like Van Damme. The “picturesques” argued like 
archaeologists, stating that monuments are bearers—documents—
of historical information. To those espousing the picturesque, 
called the “picturesques,” a monument was properly restored if its 
stratified historical complexity was preserved. In Belgium, such 
minimalistic preservationists were often political liberals who 
opposed Catholic adepts of the St. Luke movement. The “aesthetes,” 
however, argued along the lines of interventionistic architects: they 
would typically restore a monument in an idealizing manner to 
imagined stylistic integrity. However, both positions were predi-
cated on a similar historicism, and individuals regularly changed 
their stance on restoration according to political opportunism.46

Lessons in national archeology

Despite the opposition he faced, Cosyn remained the TCB’s 
dominant voice in matters of heritage, interacting with the Royal 
Monuments Commission and mobilizing about specific heritage 
sites. Cosyn also realized his promise of April 1901 to have others 
edify the TCB tourists. The TCB provided a platform by which 
several contributors reinforced the TCB’s involvement with herit-
age and eventually promoted the publication of the bibliography.

After the direct confrontation between Cosyn and Van 
Damme, two new article series indirectly perpetuated the debate 
about preservation and restoration. Beginning in 1902, each issue 
of the TCB bulletin presented either an urban history of one of 
Belgium’s historic towns in the provinces or a fascicle of a four-
teen-part series called “Archéologie.” The urban histories were 
often written by Van Damme. He would also highlight restora-
tions, such as those by the architect Auguste Van Assche, but he 
never connected the examples to the controversy.47 The “Archéol-
ogie” series was the work of the architect Jules Rau. Rau, a close 
friend of Victor Horta, had an architecture practice in Brussels 
and taught at the Académie des beaux-arts in Mons.48 In contrast 
to Van Damme, Rau explicitly connects his series to the contro-
versy. Rau furnishes the first of the edifying contributions Cosyn 
had promised, and he also signals that his series was prompted 
by the restoration debate within the TCB:

Les récentes polémiques échangées par quelques ‘esthètes’ 
du T. C. de Belgique sur l’interprétation et la restauration de 
nos monuments, ont eu pour effet d’attacher le grelot et de 
suggérer à notre Président […] l’idée d’ouvrir les colonnes 
de notre Bulletin touringuiste à la publication de quelques 
notions sommaires d’archéologie.49

He would teach the TCB cyclists how to relate buildings to “notre 
passé architectural.” 50 Without mentioning Eugène Emmanuel 
Viollet-le-Duc, Rau clearly paraphrases an idea from the French 
architect-archeologist’s introduction of the Dictionnaire raisonné 
de l’architecture française when he refers to “nationality” as the 
diachronic continuity that can be discerned in local buildings of 
successive cultural eras.51

At the same time, Rau’s series also inserts Belgium into a 
history of Western architecture. He chronicles his way from Celtic 
megaliths to modern buildings—from the caverns of the first men 
to the contemporary art nouveau of Brussels’ bourgeoisie. The 
series navigates prehistory, classical archaeology, Egyptology 
and Biblical archaeology, introducing Karnak, Nineveh, and the 
catacombs of Rome. It took seven instalments for Rau to even 
mention the first building on Belgian soil. This first Belgian build-
ing is the Romanesque Chapel of the Holy Blood in Bruges. This 
evocatively restored building famously housed a Passion relic 
imported from Jerusalem. Rau characterizes the Romanesque 
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chapel as a building by foreign zealots, its architecture an import, 
a product of a foreign culture. In that sense he likens the building 
to the relic it housed. The series then quickly moves on to retrieve 
the “esprit de liberté” of Flemish city halls, looking first at the 
Gothic architecture of Brussels’ St. Gudula cathedral.52

The narrative of the “Archéologie” series disregards chrono
logy only once, in a way that is quite telling about its ideological 
underpinnings. Between the instalments on the religious Roman-
esque and the bourgeois Gothic, Rau conspicuously inserts an 
illustrated aside on Belgium’s largest Celtic megalith, a “druidic 
stone”. As a result, the prehistoric monument severs religious 
import from the national architecture of urban liberty, generating 
a narrative tabula rasa where it suited the cause of liberal nation 
building. By ostracizing the Romanesque, Rau divorces the Chris-
tian past from the history of the Belgian nation: “[C]’est du XIIe 
siècle que datent véritablement les débuts de l’histoire de notre 
architecture, de nos arts, de notre littérature, de nos lois et de nos 
droits communiers, qui furent ceux de notre civilisation belge.” 53

The archaeological series calls attention to two restoration projects. 
In both cases Rau sided with Cosyn’s preservationism. The first 
project concerns the ruins of the twelfth-century abbey of Villers-
la-Ville, a site that looms large in the history of Belgian tourism. 
The abbey was nationalized in the wake of the French revolution. 
Then it was sold, and it subsequently fell into ruin. Around the 
turn of the century, however, Belgium’s Catholic government 
had the Royal Monuments Commission prepare the ruins for 
total restoration. The restored abbey of Villers was to become an 
icon of restored Catholic rule.54 In defiance of the government’s 
plan, the TCB organized a collective excursion to the ruins on 
July 14, 1901, sending cyclists to the site to celebrate the anniver-
sary of the very revolution that brought the abbey to ruin in the 
first place. Cosyn chronicled the excursion and also criticized a 
restoration of a symbolic part of the building that was executed 
by architect Charles Licot to prefigure the government’s plans.55 
Rau’s lessons in national archeology explicitly questioned the 
Catholic government’s plan to restore the ruins: Rau speculated 
that the envisioned restoration of the abbey would end the life of 
Villers’ “ruines vivantes.” 56

The second restoration Rau touched on was the Maison du 
Roi at Brussels’ Grand Place.57 Perhaps out of political consid-
eration, Rau refrained from spelling out an explicit critique on 
this flagship restoration of Brussels’ liberal city council, but he 
illustrated the building’s incredible transformation with before-
and-after photography, raising questions in a visual way.58

Rau’s close alignment with Cosyn’s preservationism is also appar-
ent from a contemporary episode that Cosyn proudly refers to 
in his 1911 Le Brabant inconnu guidebook.59 In 1902 the Brabant 
parish of Sint-Pieters-Leeuw was planning the sale of its fore-
most baroque altarpiece to finance a Gothicizing restoration of 
its church. In the TCB bulletin, Cosyn called on government to 
prevent the parish from selling the altarpiece, and he managed 
to gain control over the whole of the restoration.60 By leveraging 
his political connections, he transferred the management of the 
ongoing project from the parish’s architect to an architect of his 
choosing. This architect was Jules Rau, Cosyn’s “estimable col
lègue” on the TCB’s general council.61

An empowering instrument

In 1903, with Rau’s series up and running, Cosyn wrote two 
articles in the bulletin to promote the bibliography as another 
edifying tool.62 He referred to the bibliography’s author, the 
Royal Library conservator Edmond Somville, as someone “qui 
depuis longtemps, s’occupe de grouper des renseignements sur 
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fig. 10 The sixth instalment of architect Jules Rau’s 
introduction to national archaeology in the TCB periodical 
depicts the façade of Jerusalem’s basilica of the Holy 
Sepulchre. Jules Rau, “Archéologie,” Bulletin officiel 
du Touring club de Belgique (October 1902): 342.

fig. 11 The seventh instalment of the introduction to national 
archaeology uses Celtic megalyths to break chronological 
continuity. Jules Rau, “Archéologie,” Bulletin officiel du 
Touring club de Belgique (January 1903): 51.

fig. 12 The ninth instalment of the archaeological series 
depicts the façade of the cathedral of Antwerp. Jules Rau, 
“Archéologie,” Bulletin officiel du Touring club de Belgique 
(April 1903): 156.

fig. 13 The eighth installment of Jules Rau’s “Archéologie” 
series featured photographs before and after the restoration 
of the Maison du Roi in Brussels (second and third images 
from the left). Bulletin officiel du Touring club de Belgique 
(April 1903): 158–159.
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les sources bibliographiques de la Belgique considérée au point 
de vue de ses sites, de ses monuments, de son histoire, etc.” 63 The 
Répertoire bibliographique would make authors out of travellers, 
Cosyn wrote, sharpening pens for TCB causes:

Grâce à cette publication tous ceux qui entreprendront un 
travail descriptif concernant une portion quelconque du 
territoire belge, —ceux, par exemple, qui se proposent de 
publier une relation de voyage dans notre ‘Bulletin’ ou dans 
un autre journal, —pourront se documenter, sans devoir 
se livrer à des recherches.64

If Rau’s lessons in national archaeology supplied a theoretical 
framework in line with Cosyn’s preservationism, did the biblio
graphy also side with its promotor? Could the bibliography be 
said to complement Rau’s framework with (references to) ample 
historical data? There is little to suggest partiality in the biblio
graphy. It featured not a single title by Rau or Van Damme, and 
even some of Cosyn’s own publications were not included.65 Titles 
on the subject of restoration were referenced in the bibliography, 
but even in the section on the province of Brabant, only four out of 
460 titles have restoration as their main subject.66 And it contains 
no obvious marks of the TCB’s liberal orientation. Admittedly, 
the bibliography relegated Catholic pilgrimage to the section 
on folklore and myth, but overall the bibliography is ideologi-
cally inclusive: Catholic histories and Christian archaeology, for 
example, are prominent in the general section on the fine arts.67

The Répertoire bibliographique eludes the preservationism 
of Cosyn. Hence Jos Van Damme, the TCB’s Catholic maverick, 
did not see any problem in referring to the bibliography while 
praising medievalizing restoration.68 If anything, the countless 
references collected in the bibliography highlighted the historical 
relativity of the restoration debate. The bibliography inventories 
the literary inheritance of a century’s worth of travel accounts and 
historical learning about Belgium’s monuments and sites. Moreo-
ver, its first section gathers accounts that predate the nineteenth 
century, which puts the tourism of the early twentieth century 
into some perspective. In light of earlier motives to study archi-
tectural heritage, the motive of nation builders like Rau may have 
appeared ephemeral and historically conditioned. The perspec-
tives of nation builders on travel and heritage must have seemed 
of fleeting importance to a cyclist who might have perused the 
histories of eighteenth-century Benedictine missions itemized 
in the first pages of the bibliography.69 That cyclist may have felt 
similarly alienated from contemporary cyclist tourism by finding 
Cosyn’s cycling guidebooks itemized in the bibliography next to 
an early eighteenth-century edition of Sanderus’s Chorographia 
sacra Brabantiae, published in The Hague as Le grand théâtre sacré du 
duché de Brabant, “4 tomes en 2 vol., gr. [grand] in-fol. [in folio].” 70

Perhaps the historical perspective that the bibliography 
introduced actually helped to settle controversy. After the resto-
ration debate was imported into the ranks of the TCB, the club 
bulletin began to serialize some of the same old travelogues in the 
bibliography.71 So even beyond the bibliography, the TCB editors 
generated historical consciousness about practices of travel. They 
may even have intentionally raised awareness about the shifting 
appreciation of monuments. Publishing historical travel accounts 
and discussions about them undoubtedly instilled a sense of the 
historical relativity of how art and architectural heritage are valued 
and assessed.

The bibliography was a timely artefact in that respect. Its 
year of publication, 1903, was also the year that Alois Riegl, the 
Viennese art historian, published the essay Der Moderne Denkmal
kultus: Sein Wesen und seine Entstehung. In much more explicit 
fashion than the Belgian bibliography may have done, this essay 
conveyed a sense of how the valuation of monuments is histor-
ically conditioned.72 National tourism, and the elite variant 
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institutionalized by the TCB, was only one possible historical 
condition. If Cosyn, Rau, Van Damme, and the other TCB members 
can be called tourists in the modern restoration debate, they were 
not tourists who were uninformed dilettantes or noncommittal 
and passive consumers; they were stakeholders and active copro-
ducers of heritage discourses and practices. They were informed 
not only by travel guides but also by their own periodical and by 
the bibliography Somville compiled for the TCB. Whether the 
bibliography ultimately amplified the voices of tourists in the 
management of Belgium’s heritage at the start of the twentieth 
century remains to be researched.
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