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Programme 09:00	 Welcome & introduction. Stephanie Van de 
Voorde (VUB)

09:15	 Pieter De Raedt (VUB/UAntwerpen): 
Architecture and identity of  the regional 
power company Centrales Electriques des 
Flandres (1911-1928) and its successors: a 
case study

09:30	 Louis Debersaques (VUB): Normativity 
and expertise: a case study concerning the 
use of  Belgian criminal court reports in 
construction history research (1907)

09:45	 Sarah Melsens (Centre for South Asian 
and Himalayan Studies, EHESS-CNRS, 
Paris and Flame University, Pune): 
Opaque windows into building workers’ 
lives: Construction site photographs from 
twentieth-century India

10:15	 Dennis Pohl (VAi/TUDelft): Building 
Carbon Europe

11:00	 break

11:30	 Liesbeth Langouche (UAntwerpen): 
Perception and use of  clear window glass in 
the 15th-19th centuries

12:00	 Vitaly Volkov (UAntwerpen): Invention 
patents and the technological innovation in 
the 19th-century window-glass industry

12:30	 Matthijs Degraeve (VUB): Working with 
water. Artisans, skills and regulations in 
the plumbing trade in Brussels, Paris and 
London (1850-1940)

13:00	 lunch

14:00	 Chiara Kuijpers & Femke Van der Meulen 
(VUB & KU Leuven): Constructing the 
Modern Church. A Multidisciplinary 
Analysis of  Post-War Church Roofs in the 
Context of  Adaptive Reuse

14:20	 Astrid Schreurs (ULiège): Building the 
university at the end of  the 19th century: 
the Trasenster Institutes of  Lambert-Henri 
Noppius in Liege (1880-1889)

14:35	 Baptiste Drugmand (ULiège): Railway 
passenger shelter in Belgium. Built along a 
dynamic railway line

14:50	 H. Tuba Bölük (UAntwerpen): After Hejaz 
Railway: Tracing Civil Engineers from the 
Ottoman Empire to the Republic

15:20	 Antoine Baudry (ULiège): Prosopographic 
studies to understand the industrial history 
of  a territory : the case of  Mathieu Franck, 
civil engineer, public contractor and master 
quarryman in the Ourthe-Amblève region 
during the XIXth century (Liège)

15:50	 break	
			 
16:15	 Eva Weyns  (VAi): Field Analysis of  

the Cultural Heritage of  Construction: 
Challenges for Archiving and Researching

16:30	 Jelle Angillis (UAntwerpen): Expo 
’58: Showcase of  (Social) Progress in 
Construction?

17:00	 Tom Leslie (University of  Illinois): 
Crossroads of  the Air: Politics, Technology, 
Finance, and Chicago’s Airport History

17:45	 round table	
18:00	 end
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Introduction Welcome to the 5th Interuniversity Research 
Seminar on Construction History in Belgium. 
Building upon the success of previous editions 
held in Antwerp (2019 & 2023), Brussels (2021), 
and LiŁge (2022), this seminar continues to 
serve as a pivotal platform for the exchange of 
knowledge and ideas within Belgium�s academic 
landscape.

�e seminar series originated in the wake of 
the 6th International Congress on Construction 
History (6ICCH, 2018) in Brussels, driven by 
the collaborative e�orts among scholars a�liated 
with �ve Belgian universities. �ese seminars 
foster a space where researchers can convene, 
discuss their �ndings, share insights, and establish 
collaborative endeavors. Particularly signi�cant 
in the absence of a formal society for construction 
history in Belgium, these seminars play a crucial 
role in cultivating a cohesive research community 
across various universities. Moreover, these 
gatherings uphold the tradition of facilitating 
knowledge exchange not only among universities 
but also between academics, policymakers, and 
industry experts involved in history and heritage 
preservation. Notably, architectural and archival 
institutions are increasingly recognizing the 
importance of preserving sources related to �the 
art of building�, further enriching the scholarly 
landscape.

Construction history research in Belgium is 
currently thriving. An analysis I conducted 
for the symposium commemorating the 
tenth anniversary of the Gesellscha� für 

Bautechnikgeschichte in Berlin, held in May 
2023, revealed signi�cant �ndings. Over the 
past decade, 43 PhDs have been completed in 
the �eld, with approximately 30 more currently 
in progress, indicating sustained momentum. 
Moreover, there has been a remarkable presence 
of construction history researchers within the 
Belgian academic landscape. Approximately 
150 scholars have contributed to construction 
history research in Belgium over het past decade. 
It�s noteworthy that not all scholars on this list 
strictly identify (themselves) as construction 
historians, yet their work aligns with the themes 
addressed at construction history conferences 
and seminars. Additionally, the twenty research 
groups  in which these scholars are embedded, 
spread across eight di�erent universities, do not 
primarily or exclusively engage with construction 
history but rather focus on related �elds such as 
architectural history, design sciences, heritage 
studies, archaeology, structural engineering, 
urban planning, urban history, contemporary 
history, and art history. 

�is Book of Abstracts provides an overview of 
(PhD) research that will be presented during 
the 5th interuniversity research seminar on 
construction history in Belgium, covering a wide 
range of topics from introductory pitches to 
more elaborate presentations. �e participating 
scholars span diverse disciplinary backgrounds, 
including architecture, history, engineering, law, 
heritage, archaeology, and environmental studies. 
�erefore, research topics o�en transcend 

Stephanie Van de 
Voorde
affiliation: VUB Architectural Engineering
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disciplinary boundaries, incorporating insights 
from multiple �elds to o�er holistic perspectives 
on how constructions re�ect societal values, 
technological advancements, and cultural norms. 
Studies delve into the socio-economic dynamics 
of construction industries, labor relations, and 
regulatory frameworks, o�ering insights into 
the lived experiences of workers and the broader 
social implications of construction activities. 
Additionally, presentations explore questions of 
identity, corporate branding, and architectural 
representation. 
�e research presented  spans a broad temporal 
spectrum, from the 15th to the 20th century, 
focusing primarily on Belgium but also extends 
to other geographical contexts including India 
and the Ottoman Empire. 
Researchers draw upon a wide range of archival 
sources, including court reports, patents, 
photographs, architectural plans, and historical 
documents, to reconstruct and analyse historical 
construction practices. In particular the use 
of visual evidence, such as construction site 
photographs and architectural drawings, plays 
a signi�cant role in understanding construction 
processes, architectural design, and socio-
cultural contexts. 

Overall, this quick sketch of some of the 
overarching trends and themes in the research 
presented during the seminar underscores 
the dynamic and interdisciplinary nature of 
construction history research, o�ering valuable 
insights into the historical, social, and cultural 
signi�cance of the built environment.

We extend our gratitude to all participants 
for their invaluable contributions and express 
our sincere appreciation to Prof. Tom Leslie 
(University of Illinois) for his role as an external 
reviewer. 
Special thanks are also extended to the VUB 
and ULB for their �nancial support through the 
joint VUB-ULB research group on Construction 
History and the NSE Doctoral School (VUB).

We look forward to a day �lled with engaging 
discussions, insightful presentations, and the 
forging of new collaborations in the dynamic 
�eld of construction history!
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Architecture and 
identity of  the 
regional power 
company Centrales 
Electriques des 
Flandres (1911-
1928) and its 
successors: a case 
study

Since the beginning of  the twentieth century, 
the landscape of  the Belgian power industry 
has been both complex and in a continuous 
state of  change. Scientific literature on this 
industry is extremely sparse and its deeper 
understanding requires in-depth investigations. 
Yet, the results can be rewarding, as the history 
and organization of  the power industry, 
maybe more than any other industry, allows 
to reflect on the entrepreneurship and policy-
making adopted by a country as a whole. The 
built heritage of  the power industry can thus 
serve as a mirror for society to reflect on its 
evolution and identity. 
The PhD, entitled History and Heritage of  the 
Belgian Power Industry (1885-2015) aims at 
invigorating this idea or debate, by applying 
new results from industrial archeological 
research to tackle a set of  research questions. 
During most of  the twentieth century, dozens 
of  private or public regional power companies 
were active simultaneously in Belgium. In this 
contribution, the architecture and the identity 
of  the private regional company Centrales 
Electriques des Flandres (CEF), which was active 
in large parts of  the Belgian provinces East 
Flanders and West Flanders as of  1911, will 
be analysed as a case study. 

Soon after its establishment as a company, the 
CEF called upon a young architect Eugène 
Dhuicque (1877-1955) to design the iconic 
central power station of  Langerbrugge, near 
Ghent. The CEF created its own construction 
service for laying the cables of  the distribution 

network and for building transformer houses, 
partially using materials or techniques which 
were developed in-house. Leopold Herry, who 
directed the power station from 1914 to 1933, 
was a daring entrepreneur who did not hesitate 
to have international technology suppliers put 
their latest technology into practice for the first 
time at Langerbrugge. In 1928 the company 
was renamed Centrales Electriques des Flandres et 
du Brabant (CEFB) after a merger which hardly 
impacted its autonomy. In 1956 and 1990, 
other mergers followed. The power plant was 
extended for the last time in 1993, and shut 
down in 2010. The older parts were turned 
into a museum in 1986, but this activity was 
closed down in the late nineties and the site 
was briefly abandoned after the closure of  the 
power plant in 2010. 

Today, with parts of  the site being reused and 
others still looking for a final destiny, it is 
time to look back at the role which the CEF 
played in bringing together some of  the most 
remarkable actors of  the time in this industry. 
This contribution will explore the influence 
of  architects and engineers in shaping the 
future, by making design choices which 
could stand the test of  time. Inspired by ideas 
first forwarded by Thomas P. Hughes in his 
masterpiece Networks of  Power : Electrification in 
Western Society, 1880-1930, a critical reflection 
will be developed on the relation between 
technology and society : did new technology 
define society or did society define the way 
in which new technology was applied ? The 
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timing of  the successive transformations of  
power station will be compared to that of  new 
advances in technology and of  general changes 
in the organization of  the Belgian power 
industry. Finally, the potential of  smaller built 
heritage (such as transformer houses) to serve 
as living testimonies of  the past and present 
organization of  the country will be analysed.

Transformer house of  the Centrales Electriques des 
Flandres in Aalter, Belgium. Converted into a tiny 
museum for the 100th anniversary of  electric pow-
er distribution in the municipality of  Aalter, 1923-
2023 (photo by the author).








































































