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Introduction 

This paper is an extended summary of the dissertation “Contemporary Intervention in Religious 

Architectural Heritage”, that deals with the reuse and adaptation of religious buildings to profane 

functions, focusing on convent buildings adapted to cultural functions. Two case studies were chosen, 

one from Belgium and another from Portugal.  

It was within the framework of an ERASMUS mobility program at the Katholieke Universiteit Leuven 

(Catholic University of Leuven) in Belgium, in which I participated in, for two semesters, that justified the 

analysis/use of a Belgian case study. 

 

Objectives 

The main purpose of this dissertation is to understand the process of adaptation of religious architectural 

heritage to a, non-religious use still compatible with the existing space. Therefore, two case studies were 

analysed. For each of them it was necessary to: 

▪ Understand their historical and physical context; 

▪ Understand the genesis of the original building: its function, organisation, style and symbology; 

▪ Investigate how the passage of time modified the original organization, function and 

architecture; 

▪ Analyse of the new characteristics of the surrounding area and how the context has changed; 

▪ Understand the adaptation to new uses and the introduction of new architectural elements; 

▪ Understand the relations established between the remaining elements of the old building and 

the new additions. 

It is also intended to understand if the new use chosen in each case is actually compatible with the 

buildings, namely if the original architecture and symbology is respected or if the authenticity of each 

project ends up lost during the process. It is important to understand from the user's point of view 

whether or not the spaces are functional and interesting and if the adaptations are considered a 

significant gain for the local communities. Lastly, it is intended to be a data base on these two important 

buildings and to bring awareness to the problem of the increasing disuse of religious buildings. 

 

Methodology 

Firstly, the dissertation addresses the problem of the disuse of religious buildings, followed by a revision 

of fundamental concepts regarding the subject of conservation, restoration and rehabilitation. Some of 

the main international letters within this realm are mentioned and briefly explained. 
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Two case studies were chosen from two distinct countries within the European Union. However, both of 

them are subject to similar contexts and similar exposure to international agreements on conservation 

and heritage. For this reason the diffusion of the concern with the patrimony and its laws was not 

approached in depth, it was admitted that the differences were not significant. Therefore, these case 

studies were analysed based on theoretical research, site visits, analysis of the archeologic report (in 

the case of the convent of São Francisco) and the architectural projects of the interventions. The 

historical context that led to the construction of the convents, the physical context in which they were 

inserted (trying to perceive the dynamics with the surroundings), the ideals of its inhabitants (friars), the 

architecture of the original buildings (organization, physical characteristics, style), the changes that 

occurred over time (both physical and functional) and, finally, the project of adaptation of the convents 

to the new uses they currently have.  

The visits and the direct observation were factors of great importance, supported by photographs of the 

place that became a base of memory support. A photographic survey was carried out that greatly helped 

the development of the work. The conversations with the people responsible for the guided visits to the 

convents were also of extreme importance. They allowed the clarification of some doubts and 

transmitted a perspective of the user point were some of the parameters analysed for each case. 

 

Context 

The religious heritage in disuse is a subject that has arisen with the extinction of religious orders and 

which has recently appeared again with the reduction of the population's attendance to sacred 

ceremonies, which leads to a growing abandonment of these spaces when the demand is lower than 

the supply.  

Religious buildings were of great importance in the development of cities. However, the loss of this 

importance over time is notorious. The convents functioned as centres of power. They were places 

where knowledge, culture, artistic production and scientific development were concentrated. They 

marked the urban expansion and had a great importance in the dynamics of the place where they settled. 

With the extinction of the orders, in the 18th and 19th centuries, many of these spaces were left to the 

abandonment without a defined destiny. The abandonment, degradation or incompatible use of these 

buildings constitutes a major risk in terms of cultural heritage, the loss of the meaning and relevance of 

the building itself. These factors sometimes render these spaces obsolete and, because of the privileged 

places and prominent positions they occupy in the urban network, they constitute a problem for the city, 

punctuating it with empty and dysfunctional spaces. This issue is a problem, but it can be simultaneously 

seen as an opportunity.  

The discussion arises: What should be done to these buildings in order to adapt them to a new reality 

without losing their identity? 
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Case Studies 

Celestines Convent in Heverlee, Belgium – Arenberg Library 

The order of the Celestines had very strict rules: the monks could not eat meat at any time and had 

some fasting routines. They also had to get out of bed in the middle of the night, around four in the 

morning, for morning prayers. The Celestine convent was the only celestine’s convent in the all 

Netherlands and was included in the province of the Celestines of France.  

The religious complex in Heverlee had a convent and a church which were designed according to the 

most traditional monastic architecture of the time, with a clear structure, a functional form. The church 

was positioned on the west-east axis, while the west entrance and the main altar were positioned to the 

east. The edified set has a rectangular shape that translates into four wings around the cloister, one of 

them being the church. 

After the extinction of the religious orders in Belgium, the convent was used with many different 

functions. The building was first transformed into real stables for the Arenberg Castle and later into a 

station of cultivation and study of agriculture, among others. After being abandoned for several years 

the Catholic University of Leuven bought the property and launched the contest for the project, in 1998. 

The renovation of the former Celestine Convent in Heverlee is preceded by a long state of decay and 

abandonment. It had lost its importance to the city context and disappeared from the collective memory 

of the inhabitants of Leuven and Heverlee. Not even after being declared a monument, protected by 

royal decree on 16 June 1978, something was done to try to halt its decline. 

The Rafael Moneo's strategy at Heverlee was to bring a global sense back to the building and at the 

same time to connect the parts of the convent that had resisted and continued to stand in its urban mesh 

surroundings. The completion of the plant in the design of the new library allows to anchor this building 

once again, linking it to the existing network of streets and paths while still leading to an exploration of 

the courtyard of the cloister. The boundaries of the convent are also extended to the Willem Croylaan, 

following part of what was the plan of the former stables to this, thus creating the necessary area for the 

Image 1: Birds View of the Arenberg Library, adapted from Bing Maps, [July 2018]. 
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library. This new volume is designed with smaller height than the east wing of the convent, safeguarding 

the identity and value of all the parts that already existed. The two-storey roof of the old canteen remains 

the most outstanding volume of the whole. The exploration of the cloister and the courtyards divides the 

convent into three parts: a first one is the entrance square that is created to the south and has two 

accesses, one by the Croylaan and another opposite to that by the garden outside the convent to the 

west; the second is the parking lot of bicycles and cars that took advantage of the area of the old 

vegetable garden and annex buildings; the third and perhaps more important corresponds to the old 

cloister that serves to organize the spaces of the library. 

A multiplicity of spaces with different proportions, forms and environments is presented in this work. This 

wealth and diversity of spaces, both formal and informal, endow the complex of buildings of great value, 

both as a work of architecture and as a space of study. 

 

 

a) b) c) d) 

Image 2: a) View to the infirmary and west wing. b) Inside view to the separation between the east wing and the 

new volume at east. c) Inside view of the east wing. d) Stairs in the new entrance volume that connects the two 

floors of this volume. 
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São Francisco Convent, Portugal – Coimbra Culture and Congresses 

The Franciscan Order is part of the Mendicant Orders, orders that emerged in the 13th Century in 

Europe, and which had a great relevance in social and ecclesiastical transformations. They were 

designated as mendicants because (at least initially) they lived on alms that they begged. They followed 

the ideal of poverty, autonomy and dispossession, having no personal or collective assets. They valued 

charity and tried to be in touch with the most disadvantaged, the sick, the marginalized and the poorest. 

Its implantation offered a privileged view to the city of Coimbra and the Mondego River. The dense mesh 

on the right bank contrasted with the "unplanned" and empty left bank. The convent follows classicism 

in a more simplistic approach, with sober and functional lines. It is not endowed with great 

ornamentation. The stone is used as a constructive element, emphasizing the spans and defining the 

limits of the walls. 

The church was positioned on the east-west axis, with the entrance to be made through east and the 

main altar to the west. The main facade of the convent develops along the same line as the church. The 

church is located to the south and from where the east wing, composed mainly by the dormitories, takes 

off. The cloister is not defined by the church but it is defined by the four wings to the north. 

The monastic life in the convent ended in 1834, with the extinction of religious orders in Portugal. There 

was no plan for the destiny to give to all that patrimony. With the industrial revolution, in 1875, a pasta 

factory was installed there. The Wool Factory of Santa Clara was installed in 1890. It was responsible 

for the biggest alterations carried out in the building and it remained there until 1976, when it declared 

bankruptcy. The changes made by the industrial programs and especially by the Wool works that 

remained there for nearly a century marked the starting point of the destruction of the monastic building. 

The memory of the place was lost as the entirety of the wings were altered. Over time, and according 

to the programmatic needs of the industrial unit the space was being demeaned. 

It was in 1986 that the City Council of Coimbra acquired the property. The contest for the project of 

recovery and requalification of the São Francisco Convent was launched in 1996, aiming to use the 

building for the creation of a Cultural and Congress Center. 

Image 2: Birds View of the Convento de S. Francisco – Coimbra Cultura e Congressos, adapted from Google 

Earth, [september 2018]. 
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The strategy of the winning project of the Carrilho da Graça’s atelier was to firstly restore the buildings 

of the convent and bring them closer to their original state and, secondly, to try to ensure that all those 

spaces that need a larger technical area, such as the auditorium, were left outside the convent buildings. 

This allowed the building to be very simple and true to itself, recovering the characteristics that stood 

the test of time and safeguarding its identity and value. The new parts (square in front of the convent, 

parking and other functions underneath and auditorium to the north) do not interfere directly with the 

appearance of the convent, they are arranged in such a way that the reading of the original bodies is 

not lost. The square materializes as a kind of platform that extends in front of the convent and offers a 

panoramic view over the city of Coimbra, covering the extensive parking program underneath. The limits 

of the convent are thus extended to Av. Guarda Inglesa, to the east. 

There is a multiplicity of spaces with different dimensions and environments. Another one of the 

characteristics that is highlighted is the versatility of most of the spaces, each of them being able to have 

the diverse uses. The spaces gain an identity of their own by the characteristics they present. It is also 

interesting how the reception serves as a bridge between the old and the new, playing a fundamental 

role in the distribution of the flow of people. 

 

Considerations  

Both the former Celestine’s convent and the former Franciscan’s convent are located in places that were 

very sparsely populated at the time of their construction and have been densified and developed over 

time, making their use even more necessary. Both were adapted over time to functions quite different 

from the original and underwent profound changes in their configuration, eventually ending up being left 

to the abandonment, without maintenance, without function and thus succumbing to the degradation. 

The library function assigned to the Celestine’s convent seems to be fitting. Symbolically, the convents 

were linked to the ideals of information and knowledge spreading among a community at that time 

a) b) c) d) 

Image 4: a) Façade of the parking lot with the church façade in the background. b) West gallery of the cloister.  

c) Room in the second floor of the north wing. d) Auditorium in the new volume. 
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religious. Today the comparison can be made with the student community that uses that space also to 

share knowledge and to learn. The convents also served the people, both through charity and through 

Masses. The fact that today continues to provide a service to the community, although in different ways, 

is also a way to preserve the symbology of that place. Physically, what remained of the convent had no 

area to cover the whole library and was extended by new constructions. What existed was used in the 

best way mainly for study spaces, and it was not necessary to make big changes. In these two senses, 

symbolic and physical, it can be said that the convent has been adapted to a compatible use. 

The function of cultural and congress centre also seems to have been a fitting program to the San 

Francis convent. As already mentioned, the convents are a symbol of information gathering and were 

also a place intended to convey a message. A congress centre is also a place where you will transmit 

knowledge and pass messages, in which there is one (or more) interlocutor and an audience. Physically 

the fact that the dividers between the cells of the dormitories no longer exist was used for those large 

spaces to serve as conference rooms and showrooms, creating versatile spaces. There was no need 

for major changes in the configuration of what existed in the convent and those more specialised spaces 

were added. Also in this case it can be assumed that the use is compatible. 

Although one case study is in Belgium and another in Portugal, the architect of the Belgian project is 

Spanish (Rafael Moneo), the approaches are similar and one does not notice great differences in the 

architectural language as it might happen if the architect were Belgian or if he had more architectural 

influences of the central-northern Europe. It should be noted that both make a clear distinction between 

the old and the new, as suggested in the Charter of Venice, but still harmonize with the existing. They 

respect the meaning of the site and do not substantially alter the perception of each site. In the case of 

the library this is achieved by the fact that the highest volume continues to be the east wing and also 

because only inside the entrance square does one perceive the existence of a new architectural 

language. In the case of the congress centre this is achieved by the fact that the new program is located 

under the square and to the north, not altering the perception that one has of the convent, for example, 

seen from the city. 

These projects have substantially changed the dynamics in the surrounding areas. When they were 

abandoned, they were closed areas to the community, currently they have connections and accesses 

that allow a greater permeability and "dynamic" of that area. Arenberg library became permeable by 

opening the two opposite entrances to the garden. The San Francis of Coimbra convent brought new 

public infrastructures by creating the plaza, the north garden and the parking lot. 

The traces of heritage were respected and restored where the architects thought it made sense. The 

Celestine’s cloister gallery was restored and returned almost entirely to its original appearance (except 

for the stained glass windows). The vaults of part of the gallery of San Francisco’s that had been 

dismantled to the industrial time were redone to the image of the originals. The original place of windows 

and sometimes doors from the San Francisco’s convent was returned and the industrial alterations 

erased (it will have been by the archaeological study that was determined which the originals and the 

industrial ones). 

Carrilho da Graça eliminated the traces of the industrial era of the convent. He chose an approach where 
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elements that were not original were removed and the originals restored. He also chose not to make 

reconstitutions except for the vaults of the gallery. This option of removing the vestiges of different styles 

goes against what the Charter of Krakow defends. It is possible that this option was taken due to the 

lack of quality of the traces of the industrial era. The example of the industrial chimney that was in the 

cloister caused some dissatisfaction, because it could be considered a piece of industrial patrimony and 

it was destroyed. This was already a change that had a great impact on the image of the convent and 

that may be debatable. 

Rafael Moneo followed part of the plan of the old stables for the extension of the convent, which, 

consciously or not, turns out to be a reference to the changes of the time. The iron elements belonging 

to the stables were removed from the gallery of the cloister and from the east wing but the time stamp 

was left on the walls of the east wing, where it is possible to identify different phases of the construction 

and different types of voids. This approach already meets the Charter of Krakow, although it has 

removed less important elements it has kept most significant others. 

As to authenticity, it is thought that it was generally respected in both cases. The remains of the original 

were not modified. They were restored in specific situations but no guesswork was made nor was their 

configuration distorted. The fundamental characteristics were maintained. One perceives an interaction 

of the past with the present but without the past loses its identity. Mainly in the former Celestine’s convent 

it remains to be possible to identify the ancient materials that express the values of the building as the 

bricks in the walls and the stonework in the arcade and vaults of the cloister. Perhaps it is more 

debatable in the convent of San Francisco because stones were replaced, the walls retouched and 

painted and some new doors were opened inside the convent, which can lead to a misunderstanding of 

the spaces. However, it is always possible to see the difference between the old materials (which have 

the time marks) and the new materials and the difference between the old voids (often with masonry) 

and the new voids with a totally different proportion. This respect and understanding of the former 

characteristics allowed, in these two cases, to maintain the authenticity and identity of the monuments. 

From the user's point of view, the Arenberg library shows a better appropriation of the convent. It offers 

a wide variety of spaces with the most varied characteristics. It has a great acceptance by the target 

public (the students) also because it offers different study environments for different tastes. It has more 

life and is in constant adaptation to the needs, changing the book-exhibition spaces and increasing the 

ones to study or for meetings. The São Francisco de Coimbra convent has a different dynamic, it is a 

much emptier place that has punctual uses. Although it also has an immense plurality of spaces and 

being well accepted by the target audience (varied) seems to be still waiting to gain some live or be 

changed by the users. 

The plurality of spaces is one of the assets of the re-use of convent buildings. They give a historical 

dimension to the project, brought about by such interesting secular spaces. However, it is important to 

realize the uses in which these spaces are compatible with, it is not any use that can take advantage of 

these characteristics, which are so specific. It is also important to take into account the characteristics 

of the particular building and not generalize by type. A convent building that has, for example, intact its 

cells could be more interesting to adapt to a function that would take advantage of these divisions. 
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Probably the function of library or congress centre would not be so adequate. The characteristics of 

each place must be taken into account as unique, as advocated by the Critical Restoration theory. 

Rehabilitation, by reuse and adaptation, of this type of buildings, both economically, historically and 

socially, is very positive. Degradation and loss of this heritage is prevented by giving the community 

infrastructures that contribute to its development. The public will gain spaces with a very interesting 

character and in normally privileged locations. A cultural program can be seen as a good solution for 

some of these buildings. 

 


