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Abstract 

This paper uses the photographic collection created by the heritage organisation ‘Comité 

d’Etudes du Vieux Bruxelles’ to study deconstruction practices in Brussels between 1903 and 

1939. An analysis of images just before, during and after buildings were taken down, allows 

insights into the demolition techniques that were used and the economic and heritage value of 

the materials that were dismantled. By doing so, the paper contributes to the research on the 

reuse of building materials in Brussels, while also illustrating the value of photographic 

reportages that documented buildings at the end of their lives.   

 

Introduction 

Throughout history, the reuse of building materials salvaged from ruins, abandoned or 

destroyed buildings was a common phenomenon, happening in different historical contexts, 

with a variety of motivations and in all parts of the structure. Recent developments in 

archaeological technology have facilitated the identification of reused materials, yet those 

findings reveal little information on the context in which deconstruction and reuse occurred. 

Namely, it does not provide insights into the actors that were involved and the preceding 

demolition, including the extraction, collection and treatment of materials [1]. In their article 

‘For a history of deconstruction’, Phillipe Bernardi and Daniela Esposito argued that 

construction historians could pay more attention to the practice of deconstruction as it holds the 

promise to reveal many strategies in relation to the preparation of a site, the salvage of materials 

and the adoption of security measures to avoid damage to the materials [2]. As such, research 

into the process of deconstruction can contribute to a more thorough understanding of the 

building culture, including the handling of buildings at the end of their lives. However, whereas 

the festive inauguration of a building was often well documented, sources on the disappearance 
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of the building’s last remains are scarce, which makes the collection of information on 

deconstruction more complicated.  

This paper draws attention to a source that particularly focusses on buildings at the end of their 

lives: the photographic collection commissioned by the Comité d’Etudes du Vieux Bruxelles 

in 1903-39. A detailed analysis of three types of photographs of this collection is complemented 

by a close reading of additional sources like textbooks, newspapers and local magazines to 

enrich the understanding of what is depicted. Six photographs are selected and discussed to 

understand what the photographic collection can reveal about demolition techniques and the 

economic and heritage value of deconstructed materials. As such, the paper provides new 

insights into the previously initiated research on the reuse practice in nineteenth- and twentieth-

century Brussels by Ghyoot et al., Wouters and Dobbels [3]. In doing so, the analysis enables 

us to establish the (unintended) value of photographic reportages as a source of information on 

the deconstruction process in Belgium and beyond. 

 

Photography as an alternative to preservation 

The emergence of photographic collections such as those of the Comité d’Etudes du Vieux 

Bruxelles corresponded to a twofold international trend. During the second half of the 

nineteenth century, in line with the growing historical consciousness in Western Europe, 

photographers like Henri Le Secq (1818-82) and Edouard Baldus (1813-89) in France, and 

Edmond Fierlants (1819-69) in Belgium, were commissioned to document important 

monuments and to set up a catalogue of national heritage [4]. This interest in the photograph as 

a documentary tool was stimulated by improvements in photographic technology, enabling 

shorter exposure times and price drops. Therefore, photography became the medium par 

excellence not only to document the heritage that was to be preserved, but also what was about 

to be lost or threatened to disappear.  As the historic city centre of many European cities was 

subject to large-scale infrastructure works and renewal, photographic reportages were an 

efficient and instantaneous tool to capture fast-paced urban transformations in the nineteenth 

and twentieth century [5]. 

At the turn of the century, new and often local conservation organisations were actively engaged 

in preserving buildings with an ‘old’ and ‘picturesque’ character. In addition to their attempts 

to physically preserve buildings, which all in all had relatively little impact, they committed 

themselves to ensure an alternative existence of the built fabric through photographs. Entire 
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parts of the city were inventoried systematically, street by street, by capturing them on camera.  

For example, in London, the Society for Photographing Relics of Old London was founded in 

1875. In Paris, it was one of the core tasks of the Commission Municipale du Vieux Paris, 

created in 1898. The development of their photographic inventory took place simultaneously 

with the rising fame of the photographer Eugène Atget (1857-1927) and his work dedicated to 

the Old Paris.  Furthermore, in Berlin, the Märkische Provinizial Museum published three 

volumes of a photo publication ‘Das malerische Berlin: Bilder und Blicke’ (Picturesque Berlin: 

Images and Views) between 1911 and 1914 [6].      

The Brussels’ Comité d’études du Vieux Bruxelles (from here onwards referred to as ‘the 

Comité’) fits into this list of organisations. Similar to the organisations in Paris, London and 

Berlin, it was established in response to the large-scale renewal of the historic centre of the 

capital city, that was taking place since the second half of the nineteenth century. The Comité 

started its activities in 1903 and contacted their Parisian counterpart, established only five years 

before, to use their approach as a source of inspiration for their own activities. One of the major 

achievements of the Comité was the creation of an extensive photographic collection of 

Brussels’ quarters and lesser-known heritage that were threatened to disappear. They appointed 

several photographers, who remained anonymous, to complete this work. By 1939, the 

collection contained around 1,500 photographs, mainly of buildings constructed between the 

sixteenth and eighteenth century that were considered to have an ‘artistic’ character. A 

considerable part of the buildings were taken down not long after they were photographed, and 

some structures were already in the process of demolition. Only 278 buildings that correspond 

to the 1,200 photographed civil houses were preserved throughout time. Today, a major part of 

the collection is easily consultable via the online library of the Académie Royale des Beaux-

Arts de Bruxelles (ArBA-EsA) [7].    

 

The photographic collection from a construction history perspective 

Whereas construction history research is often used as a source for heritage studies and 

renovation projects, this collection enables the opposite approach. The collection of the Comité 

was initially established (and is mostly praised) for documentary purposes, as it is often the 

only remaining iconographic source of some remarkable Brussels’ monuments that have 

disappeared [8]. Yet, as a number of these pictures depict heritage just before, during, and after 

it was taken down, the collection gives an idea of the extent of the destruction of Brussels' 
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architectural heritage since the beginning of the 20th century.  As such, it becomes a valuable 

and rare source that documents the deconstruction process. The ‘end-of-life’ pictures can be 

divided in three categories, each showing different aspects. The first type captures buildings 

just before they were taken down and give an idea of the buildings’ state right before the end 

of its life. A second type of photograph focused on buildings in the process of demolition and 

contains information on demolition techniques and tools, the workers involved and their 

working conditions. A third type of image depicts the materials that were salvaged during 

demolition works and illustrates which materials were considered valuable from an economic 

and heritage perspective. 

One of the most interesting photographs that catches the eye, because it combines the three 

afore mentioned categories in one picture, is the image of the former seat of the Université Libre 

de Bruxelles, Palais Granvelle, taken around 1930 (Fig. 1). Some parts of the building are still 

standing while others are already in the process of demolition. The façade of the courtyard can 

still be observed in all its glory, and it is clear that this part of the building was in a good 

condition – indeed, the façade had only recently been constructed of high-quality materials 

during a renovation in 1860 [9]. On the other hand, the clearance of the interior parts was 

already in progress, as can be observed from the many old materials gathered in the courtyard. 

These large piles of already sorted brick and timber would probably be transported by the truck, 

visible at the back of the courtyard, which tells us that the materials were of significant 

economic value to the demolition contractor. Moreover, when zooming in on the panel that is 

hanging on the front left façade of the building, it is possible to read the words “matériaux 

façade à vendre”. A publication in a magazine of local history gives insights into the heritage 

value of this façade, as it explains that it was purchased in its entirety in 1931 by the 

administration of a nearby municipality, who wanted to reconstruct it as the front façade of their 

new town hall [10]. 
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Figure 1: Demolition of the of the former seat of the Université Libre de Bruxelles, Brussels, 1930. Photo: Comité d’Etudes du 

Vieux Bruxelles. © KIK-IRPA, Brussels. 

 

Before-and-after images of demolition  

The combination of photographs before and after demolition can give information about the 

deconstruction process that happened in between. An example of this are the images of Caserne 

Sainte-Elizabeth, a building complex that was built several centuries earlier on the sloping 

terrain of Montagne de Sion and that was photographed by the Comité just before as well as 

immediately after its demolition. In the 2018 publication by Ghyoot et al., the demolition of the 

buildings of Caserne Sainte-Elizabeth in 1912 was perceived as a turning point for the reuse of 

building materials in Brussels. The complex needed to be demolished to make room for 

infrastructure works, yet the state had difficulties in finding a demolition contractor who could 

meet the conditions of the building specifications. The authors concluded that from then on, the 

value of second-hand materials decreased and the timeframe to demolish increasingly became 

shorter due to an accelerating economy [11]. However, in the research by Wouters and Dobbels 

such a trend was not visible [12]. At this point, the Comité’s photographs can add another 
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dimension to this history of the Caserne Sainte-Elisabeth, which may explain the demolition 

contractors’ concerns. 

 

Figure 2. The Caserne Sainte-Elisabeth before it was demolished, Brussels, 1912. Photo: Comité d’Etudes du Vieux Bruxelles. 

© KIK-IRPA, Brussels. 

Because the barracks were documented before their demolition in 1912 (Fig. 2), the 

photographs provide rare information about the state of the monument at the time, with 

implications for its material value. The photo of 1912 pictures a building in a poor condition. 

The outer walls are peeling off, windows are broken, the roof seems unstable and lacks several 

tiles…. In short, the building is depicted as a ruin in a bad state. That there was no place or time 

for a ruin in the rapidly changing city of Brussels was confirmed by several newspaper articles, 

which announced with relief that the state finally decided to take down the centuries-old, 

dilapidated barracks [13]. However, the photo of 1913 from the site after demolition (Fig. 3) 

indicates that despite the condition of the buildings, they still contained valuable materials. The 

image gives an overview of the site where the buildings were located. The terrain is closed off 

from its surroundings by the remains of the outer walls of the old buildings at one side (at the 

right), and wooden panels at the other side (in the back). Materials such as timber and tiles can 
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be observed on the site, sorted and ready to be sold. This sale was also confirmed in a newspaper 

article, although the journalist described it as a sad bric-a-brac business for bidders “competing 

for the remains of the dilapidated building” [14]. Further studies are necessary to determine if 

the difficulties in finding a demolition contractor were linked to an accelerating economy and 

changes in the profession. In any case, the before-and-after photographs of the Comité show 

that the building was in a bad condition, yet still yielded economically valuable second-hand 

materials.  

 

Figure 3. The site of Caserne Sainte-Elisabeth after demolition, Brussels, 1913. Photo: Comité d’Etudes du Vieux Bruxelles. 

© KIK-IRPA, Brussels. 
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Picturing the demolition site 

Another type of photograph by the Comité that is of interest, are the images taken during the 

demolition. The Comité had to act quickly to record certain buildings before their 

disappearance, and in some cases the demolition was already in progress. These images provide 

insights into the organisation of the site, the workers, and the tools and techniques they used. 

Typically, demolition contractors paid a certain amount of money for taking a building down. 

In return, they became the owners of the materials that were released while doing so. Therefore, 

it was important for them to take down the building carefully and to damage the materials as 

little as possible. Furthermore, they had to deal with an imposed timeframe that varied from a 

few weeks to months [15]. This meant that demolition contractors had to look for strategies and 

technologies that allowed them to achieve the desired balance between speed and caution.  To 

get a better understanding of the common techniques, two of the photographs of the Comité are 

deciphered by comparing them with the information given in Edgar Lucas’ 1944 textbook 

‘Building repairs and maintenance’, in particular the chapter on ‘Demolition. Shoring’. As the 

textbook was mainly instructive for small demolition works as a part of a renovation, including 

the salvation of some important materials, it contains valuable information on common 

demolition techniques and procedures in the first half of the twentieth century. Furthermore, 

Lucas’ drawings can easily be compared with the photos of the Comité, resulting in the 

identification of specific demolition techniques [16]. 

A first technique was applied by contractor Henri Elsoucht in 1913 during the demolition of a 

number of adjacent houses in the city centre (Fig. 4). Therefore, the demolition contractor 

placed a row of inclined shores against the façades, to prevent the walls from collapsing. Lucas 

described how these shores had to consist out of one to four struts each and had to be placed at 

certain intervals along the wall. The shores were attached to the wall with a wall plate, and the 

angle of the shores needed to be around 60 degrees, depending on the available space (Fig. 6). 

The photo also shows that the workers dismantled the windows in the early stages of the 

demolition. To strengthen the wall and prevent distortion, the window openings were strutted 

as in the drawings by Lucas. 

Another interesting technique described by Lucas and visible in the photographs of the Comité 

is the placement of fans (Fig. 5). This wooden structure was used to prevent materials and debris 

from falling into the street. Lucas described how such fans could be constructed, using old 

timbers that projected outward, through the window openings, and upward, so that they rested 

on the sill and could be secured to the floor, as is visible in the section in Figure 7. The fans 



Capturing the Practice of Deconstruction in Brussels (1903-1939): Photographic Heritage Collections as a 

Starting Point for Construction History 

 

9 

 

were tied to scaffold poles that rested on a cornice, a sill, or a hole in the wall. Afterwards, 

strong boards had to be secured to the fans. Demolition started at the top of the building, so fans 

could be removed and re-erected lower after each part of the works [17].  

Beside these two techniques, the photos of the Comité show that the demolition contractors 

used a handcart to transport materials and a pulley for hoisting (Fig. 4). Furthermore, they used 

a long tool to carry out their works, possibly a shovel or a crowbar. Moreover, the large number 

of people in the photo could be an indicator for the labour intensity required for this kind of 

work (Fig. 5). 

 

Figure 4. Shored façades and windows during the demolition works in rue de la Madeleine, Brussels, 1913. Photo: Comité 

d’Etudes du Vieux Bruxelles. © KIK-IRPA, Brussels. 
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Figure 5. The use of fans during the demolition works in rue Montagne du Parc, Brussels, n.d., Photo: Comité d’Etudes du 

Vieux Bruxelles © KIK-IRPA, Brussels. 

 

 

Figure 6. The execution of deconstruction works, 1944, Illustration: Edgar Lucas. 
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The salvage of architectural objects 

The collection of photographs not only provides insight into the practice of deconstruction, but 

also into the broader participation of organisations such as the Comité itself in this practice. 

Remarkably, several photos of buildings before their demolition correspond to drawings of 

objects that were salvaged from these buildings. These drawings were part of an inventory that 

describes how a variety of salvaged architectural elements were stored in the city depot of 

Brussels, that was established around 1850 [18]. The strong resemblance between the 

photographs and the drawings (Figs 7-8), suggests that the Comité was involved in the 

dismantling of objects, the drafting of the inventory, and the production of the corresponding 

drawings.  

 

  

Figure 8. Door in rue des Tanneurs 73, Brussels, n.d., Photo: 

Comité d’Etudes du Vieux Bruxelles © KIK-IRPA, Brussels. 
Figure 7. Corresponding drawing of the door in rue 

des Tanneurs 73 that was salvaged and stored in the 

city depot, n.d., Brussels, City Archive Brussels, 

ARCH808. 
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The inventory of objects contains a list of 231 elements that were salvaged between 1877 and 

1931 from different quarters in transformation. The list was supplemented by 58 drawings 

which match the inventory and several of the featured objects were formerly present on the 

façades or in the interiors of the houses photographed by the Comité. Furthermore, the inventory 

mentioned the address of the buildings from which the objects were salvaged (including the 

year of demolition), the material characteristics of the objects, and sometimes an additional 

observation [19]. Could this imply that the Comité inspected Brussels’ quarters threatened by 

demolition to photograph objects with a certain heritage value to them, thus encouraging their 

salvage and eventual storage at the city depot? 

Indeed, most of the objects stored in the city depot were architectural elements with a distinctive 

character, such as (partial) staircases in oak, marble mantlepieces, sculpted panels and stones, 

columns, parts of balconies, decorations, etc. To most of the objects an architectural style was 

ascribed, such as Louis XV, Louis XVI, or Henri II. This reflects the Comité’s desire to 

physically preserve at least some distinctive elements of the buildings that were to be 

demolished, thus encouraging their dismantling. This desire was also pointed out in the reports 

of the departments and services of the city of Brussels from 1920. Here it was stated that the 

Comité wanted to find the missing coping stones of the dismantled entrance of the former 

Arbalétriers garden that was transported to the city depot [20].  

The comparison between the photos of the Comité and other archival sources thus illustrates 

how different actors with different motivations were engaged in the process of deconstruction. 

The city administration of Brussels, probably encouraged by the Comité, took possession of 

certain elements of houses in the process of demolition. That the city administration did not do 

this out of economic considerations is confirmed by a letter in which an alderman gave a 

negative answer to the request to sell one of the stored staircases to a company. To them, the 

dismantled objects had probably more of a heritage value, as a souvenir of the Old Brussels. 

However, a journalist once called the city depot a ‘museum without visitors’, because all these 

stored objects and curiosities reminiscent of a past city were not presented to a wider audience 

[21].  

 

Conclusion 

Deconstruction is an understudied part of the construction sector involving unrecorded 

organisation and skills. This study demonstrates that the photographic reportage of the Comité 
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d’Etudes du Vieux Bruxelles is helpful to understand the practice of deconstruction, certainly 

in combination with other sources. First, the images allow us to identify the state of a building 

just before it was taken down, with implications for the economic value of the building 

materials. Second, they reveal insights into the demolition site, the techniques that were used 

and other details about the deconstruction process. Finally, the photos illustrate an involvement 

of the members of the Comité in the extraction of elements with heritage value from demolished 

buildings, making clear that they took an active role in the deconstruction practice themselves. 

The insights from the collection of the Comité show that there is useful information to find in 

photographic reportages created by heritage organisations in response to urban transformations 

that took place from the second half of the nineteenth century. Therefore, collections similar to 

those of the Comité are possibly a valuable source in further studies on the deconstruction 

practice and the life cycle of building materials in general.  
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