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Innovation and Tradition in Seventeenth- and Early Eighteenth-Century Vaulting Techniques 
in the Southern Low Countries: A First Assessment 
 
Overviews of Southern Netherlandish religious architecture of the Early Modern Period 
(‘Baroque’, 17th-18th centuries) still hold to the assessment that the vaults of many of these 
buildings do not have any innovatory character; i.e. they ‘never outgrew their Gothic shell’. 
Rib vaults – even the many built anew during the 17th century restorations – are indeed seen 
as inherently conservative, a legacy of the past and a symptom of a traditionalist mindset. 
Research carried out during the past ten years, including observations made, sometimes 
fortuitously, during restoration campaigns, show that this assessment should be revised, not 
only for the avant-garde Jesuit context of the early 17th century but also for ‘forgotten’ orders 
such as the Discalced Carmelites and ‘indigenous’ ones such as the Norbertines and 
Benedictines, mostly active in the later 17th century.  
 
This paper, based primarily on contemporary evidence (drawings and archival sources), will 
offer the starting point for a new, technical history of vaulted structures in the Southern Low 
Countries of the era, structured around the following ‘problems’: 1. wood, stone and iron: 
composite structures; 2. cupolas; 3. light, perforated brick vaults.  
 
The current view of ‘Baroque’ Netherlandish vaults shows an unfortunate bias. The earliest 
theoretical reflections on vaults/arches in the Southern Low Countries which are not actually 
geometrical rules of thumb, postdate the period under review; they originated in the academic 
milieu of the Enlightenment, on the cusp of French influence on Netherlandish architectural 
thinking. Earlier and later historiography adopted the same focus on the ‘stone’ vault, seen as 
independent from the roof structure (and its inevitable iron anchoring system). Rare, surviving 
architectural drawings from the Jesuit milieu (Promptuarium Pictorum and ‘Hoeymaeker 
Sketchbook’) on the contrary suggest that according to contemporary thinking, vault, roof 
structure and anchoring system conceptually constitute one structure, even if the components 
are signed for by different masters; a fact which would go long towards explaining the fluid 
transition from stone/brick towards wood in the planning history of cases such as the Leuven 
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Jesuit church. In some, more obviously ‘mixed’ cases the roof structure even carries the vault 
(Namur Jesuit church). If vaults sometimes show up (tangentially) in overviews, roof 
structures almost never do; there is no systematic study as yet of the complex crossing 
structures, often carrying lanterns, which abound in seventeenth-century Netherlandish 
religious architecture. 
 
The most obvious test-case of modernity in vaulting is the cupola (single or double) and its 
covering dome, which is also considered as a ‘vault’ in contemporary sources (letters and 
reports from the patrons). Apart from the Leuven Jesuit church with its different projects 
(none of which were realized), the Mechelen pilgrimage church of Our Lady of Hanswijk 
(accounts and other documentary evidence) and the Ghent Benedictine church of Saint Peter’s 
offer the full range of possible combinations in brick/stone and wood. 
 
Lastly, by the end of the 17th century examples of thin-shelled brick vaulting pierced by oculi 
in all quadrants can be noted from Bruges to Brussels, most often covering a crossing (hence 
the necessity for maximum transparency) but distinct from the ribbed cupolas mentioned 
above. Contemporary documentation is mostly lacking, and structures are often inaccessible: 
this technique, which has gone unremarked so far, needs further study. Two rare drawings 
from the Jesuit context nevertheless show that bricklaying patterns for similar (non-ribbed) 
vaults were an object of study already from ca. 1600. The domed-up examples with 
decorative rib patterns in stucco, known from Mechelen, Bruges, Ghent and Drongen, suggest 
an as-yet-to-be-explored link with the true rib vault.  
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