
 
 
 

Strand 1. Breaking the Art Nouveau Glass Ceiling: The Women of Art Nouveau 

 

An unexpected wonder: the Art Nouveau winter garden of the Ursuline Institute in 

Onze-Lieve-Vrouw-Waver (Belgium)
i
. 
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Abstract 

Large colourful glass domes in Art Nouveau style are rather exceptional in Belgian 

architecture, as they are worldwide. In the Flemish countryside, in a former catholic 

boarding school for girls, an exceptional cupola is hidden, dating from 1900. It crowns 

an enchanting winter garden and represents Morning, Day and Night, a popular theme 

in Art Nouveau. Why was it built? Why did the Ursuline sisters make such a remarkable 

bold choice? This openness of religious women towards the innovative style is rather 

unique in the history of Art Nouveau. The answer is to be found in their idiosyncratic 

view on a new role for catholic women in society. It also reflects their modern 

pedagogical approach and their attention for the international Art à l’école movement 

that both earned the institute its international fame during the first half of the 20th 

century. 
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Large scale constructions in cast iron with a leaded glass dome in a distinctive Art 

Nouveau style are rare in the international context, though most of us are familiar with 

the beautiful glass cupola of the Palau de la Musica Catalan in Barcelona or the Crédit 

Lyonnais in Nancy. Rather unusual are also large scale Art Nouveau buildings 

somewhere on the countryside, far from the vibrant modern life in the cities of the belle 

époque. Without any doubt exceptional are Art Nouveau realisations built on demand of 

women, let alone buildings ordered by catholic nuns as this innovative style is in many 



 
 
countries often closely linked to progressive liberalism or to socialist ideas. 

So, we need to be surprised indeed, to find a beautiful Art Nouveau winter garden in the 

Flemish countryside, far from the progressive urban contexts of Brussels or Antwerp, 

situated in a former Catholic boarding school for girls run by the Ursuline sisters of 

Onze-Lieve-Vrouw-Waver, a village between Mechelen and Lier (fig. 1). Today, this 

former boarding school still functions as an important educational institution for 

secondary education
ii
. In 1900 progressive pedagogical insights went here effortlessly 

together with modern architectural concepts, decoration ideas and techniques that today 

can be remarked everywhere in the vast and extremely well detailed building complex. 

 

Why was it built as it is? Why did the Ursuline sisters make such a remarkable bold 

choice for Art Nouveau in the winter garden, as this openness of religious women 

towards the innovative style is rather unique in the history of this style? The answer is 

to be found in their idiosyncratic view on a new role for catholic women in society. It 

also reflects their modern pedagogical approach and their attention for the international 

Art à l’École movement that both earned the institute its international fame at the end of 

the 19
th

 and in the first half of the 20
th

 century. 

 

The historical context
iii

 

 

Although the Institute was founded in 1841 with the intention to improve the education 

of the local girls, the Ursulines immediately started a boarding school for girls from 

further away in order to generate the necessary funds to finance the education of the 

mostly poor village girls. Soon the Ursuline Institute of Onze-Lieve-Vrouw-Waver - or 

Wavre-Notre-Dame in French - was known far beyond the Belgian borders and was 

acclaimed by the wealthy and cosmopolitan international bourgeoisie. With many 

educational innovations inspired by a moderate Christian feminism
iv

 the school made a 

significant contribution to the spread of modern social ideas in the Belgian progressive 

Catholic world
v
. The rural location itself, far from the polluted atmosphere of cities with 

their growing industry, made the institute even more attractive. 

So it is no wonder that, around 1900, nearly a quarter of the more than 600 pupils in the 

Institute came from abroad to receive an up to date education in French, the 



 
 
international diplomatic and cultural language of that age. 

The sisters recruited not only in the neighbouring countries - Germany, France, Great-

Britain and the Netherlands - but also in Russia, Austria-Hungary, Italy, Spain and even 

in the United States, Latin-America and Africa
vi

. The girls from all over the world 

arrived in a sophisticated architectural environment at level with their social class or 

preparing them for a better social position. 

From circa 1895 onwards, a strong interest in the pedagogical and aesthetic decoration 

of the school buildings and their environment clearly became part of the general 

educational principles of the Ursuline sisters of Onze-Lieve-Vrouw-Waver. This 

interest was part of a growing international focus on the aesthetic quality of school 

buildings and their interiors, a focus which in many countries resulted in the founding 

of specific associations promoting a more prominent role for the different arts in school 

architecture as well as in education in general. 

This growing international interest for aesthetically and intellectually stimulating 

educational environments was almost perfectly materialized in the Ursuline Institute of 

Onze-Lieve-Vrouw-Waver. One of the highlights here is the striking Art Nouveau 

winter garden, a unique artistic creation that is also exceptional as a rather early, large-

scale realization of this style in a non-urban and Catholic context
vii

. 

The omnipresence of decorative elements everywhere in the Institute, make that the 

school has become a true 'environment of Beauty' where the sense of beauty is often 

spontaneously and unconsciously aroused because of its omnipresence. 

The whole building complex is therefore one of the most striking examples of a Belgian 

boarding school from the period 1840-1960, exemplifying the innovative international 

ideas around L'Art à l’École (fig. 2). We will try to make this clear in what follows. 

An attractive, modern educational program 

 

Traditionally the Ursuline Sisters devoted themselves from the start - completely in 

accordance with their catholic apostolate - to charity, the education of poor girls and, 

next to it on education of girls from the upper classes. This gave their education 

spontaneously a somewhat elitist character. In line with the ideas of their founder, the 

Italian Saint Angela Merici (1474-1540), who asked her ‘daughters’ to respond always 

attentively to the needs of the time, the Ursuline sisters were throughout their history 



 
 
also strongly progressive. These aspects are over the years clearly visible in the Institute 

at Onze-Lieve-Vrouw-Waver. 

 

Thus, in the Institute, unlike in many other convents of the same sort, great importance 

was attached to the educational training of its members in order to guarantee the quality 

of the education provided. 

Already in 1861 sister Stanislas Vervloet was send to Oxford to become proficient in 

English. Between 1863 and 1894 at least one third of the newly recruited sisters had 

graduated in one of the own teacher training programs, that were officially recognized 

by the Belgian government and were open to unmarried girls who wanted to gain 

personal independence in the future by working as a woman teacher as well as to 

religious women of other congregations. During World War I some sisters studied at the 

University of Cambridge. And when the University of Leuven finally opened its doors 

to women at the start of the academic year 1920-21, two Ursuline sisters of Onze-Lieve-

Vrouw-Waver were amongst the first women to attend courses. In the years until World 

War II no less than 25 sisters of Onze-Lieve-Vrouw-Waver obtained a university 

degree. It was by far the largest group after the Sisters of the Annunciation of Heverlee, 

a convent conveniently situated close to Leuven. 

 

The high level of education of many of the sisters led spontaneously to many 

educational reforms, e.g. in their pre-school education with integration of the principles 

of the German Protestant Friedrich Fröbel (1861), in their teacher training college for 

primary education (1863-64), in their secondary education (1873-74) and the training of 

teachers for this program (1880-1881), in the field of physical education (1875 ), music 

teaching (1886) and in household and agricultural education (1898), all for girls. 

In 1905, responding to a growing social need, a Free Vocational School for Girls was 

founded, a qualitative training with much attention to practical courses in the field of 

trade. 

The following year - at a time when Catholics, even those in feminist circles, were still 

quite dismissive of university education for women - Reverend Jan Baptist Op de 

Beeck, the spiritual director of the Institute, in a letter to Cardinal Désiré Mercier asked 

permission to start teaching girls Greek and Latin within a real humanities program of 



 
 
classical studies, so that they could prepare themselves within a Catholic institution for 

later university studies at the Belgian state universities in Gent or Liège. After 

deliberation with all the Belgian bishops this idea was decisively rejected and only 

allowed six years later
viii

. Meanwhile, the Institute successfully prepared some girls for 

the exams in Greek and Latin held by a central state jury. When the Institute in 1912 

could finally offer a regular training program in the humanities, the sisters immediately 

introduced in this new section a very innovative ‘self-government’ system, an approach 

that we might describe today as full student participation. This was based on 

educational experiments by - amongst others - Pestalozzi and Tolstoy and on ideas of 

progressive women like Maria Montessori, Ellen Key and Helen Parkhurst. 

It is therefore clear that the Ursuline Institute of Onze-Lieve-Vrouw-Waver contributed 

greatly to the social renewal of Catholic Belgium in the period before 1914. 

 

Observation and art in schools 

 

Within the emancipatory educational vision of the Ursuline sisters of Onze-Lieve-

Vrouw-Waver around 1900, their great interest in education through the observation of 

things and their pedagogical views on a more important role for the arts in education 

can also be called very modern. Both aspects had evolved significantly during the 19
th

 

century. 

 

The importance of the observation of things for educational purposes was from the 16
th

 

century onwards very regularly highlighted by major educational thinkers as the 

Spaniard Juan Luis Vives, the Czech Jan Amos Comenius, the Swiss Johann Heinrich 

Pestalozzi or the German Johann Friedrich Herbart. Their ideas had led in the 19
th

 

century to a greatly increased use of wall charts and plaster cast models as teaching 

aids, but also to the organization of extensive school museums with stuffed animals or 

industrial products and to the creation of new educational resources as the projection 

lantern and later the phonograph, the radio and film projection. 

The Institute in Onze-Lieve-Vrouw-Waver still keeps extensive collections of wall 

charts of the late 19
th

 and early 20
th

 century that were once used by the teachers together 

with many series of framed lithographs and prints that were used to decorate the 



 
 
corridors and study rooms. It is one of the largest collections in Flanders kept on the 

premises they were bought for and used in. Furthermore, some of the lithographs and 

prints still adorn some corridors and bring - as around 1900 - colour and knowledge in 

the school environment. Along with the stuffed animals and ethnographic collections in 

the School Museum and the collection of several hundreds of glass projection lantern 

plates that are also preserved, this important educational heritage makes evident that the 

Ursuline sisters closely followed all the modern educational developments
ix

. 

 

Out of the need to increase the level of industrial craftsmanship that was felt deeply 

after the Great Exhibition of 1851 in London - the first universal or world exhibition 

where the artistic shortcomings of many industrial products clearly came to light - the 

relationship between education and the arts was reconsidered thoroughly in the second 

half of the 19
th

 century
x
. It was hoped that through education - and particularly through 

the improvement and generalization of art education and drawing courses - it would be 

possible to restore the qualities of traditional design that were lost in the new industrial 

production. An aim that was shared by many Arts & Crafts artists and later also by most 

of the Art Nouveau architects and designers.  

Partly inspired by these concerns, the international attention for the quality of school 

architecture and school interiors also increased around 1900. The use of permanent 

decorations was regularly seen as much more preferable to the use of loose forms of 

decorations such as framed coloured lithographs even if they were offered by the 

prestigious English Fitzroy Picture Society or by the Brussels based printers O. De 

Rycker & Mendel that produced lithographs to designs of renowned Belgian poster 

artists working in the Art Nouveau style as Henri Cassiers, Amedé Lynen, Fernand 

Toussaint or Florimond Van Acker
xi

. A permanent form of decoration that had aesthetic 

as well as educational qualities was at that time well known in Belgium through many 

important official commissions for historic decorative paintings to adorn important 

newly built or refurbished public buildings such as the Belgian parliament, many town 

houses - as that of Antwerp, Brussels and Ypres - and important art museums as that of 

Antwerp. 

This particular approach was quickly followed in Belgian educational circles, both in 

Antwerp
xii

 and in Brussels in various schools designed by Henri Jacobs
xiii

 - now by 



 
 
specialist well known as small masterpieces of Art Nouveau school architecture, 

decorated with work of the famous poster artist and decorator Henri Privat Livemont. 

Alexis Sluys, then director of the Teacher Training College of Brussels and a prominent 

member of the local freemason lodge, suggested in 1905 that the school as a whole 

preferably had to be an aesthetically stimulating environment. The impact of the school 

building as ‘environment’ was according to him crucial because the child spends here a 

substantial part of its childhood life and is thus repeatedly confronted with aesthetic 

stimuli when present
xiv

. 

 

These progressive ideas were well received in some Catholic circles. In French-

speaking Belgium they were shared in the group around the progressive magazine 

Durendal - Revue Catholique d'art et de littérature that supported not only the new 

cultural and aesthetic approaches mentioned above, but were also sympathetic towards 

the Christian feminist movement
xv

. Already in 1899, the countess Ed. de Liedekerke 

wrote in her article De l'art dans l'éducation that all art leads to God: “L'Art mêne à 

Dieu”
xvi

. 

The priest and aesthete Reverend Henry Moeller, one of the leading figures in this 

circle, published in 1897 in L'Art appliqué - Organe de l'Union des Arts décoratifs et 

industriels de Belgique, a publication that explicitly promoted Belgian Art Nouveau, 

under the title L'Art Décoratif or Applied Arts two articles in which he stressed the 

importance of an artistic education for the child and its confrontation with 

“contemporary artistic expressions of people it shares its life with”
 xvii

. 

In the Bulletin des Métiers d'Art, a periodical at the forefront of the catholic Gothic 

Revival movement in Belgium and thus in stylistic respect opposed to Durendal and 

L'Art appliqué, R. Lemaire pleaded around 1900 against theoretical art courses and in 

strong favour of art education that starts from the real environment: "Do children see the 

beauty that can be present in all things their individual, social and religious life is built 

from and surrounded with, and their taste will be formed”. In his views this could best 

be achieved through the Gothic Revival style as 'national art'
xviii

. 

These opinions, clearly shared by a progressive part of the catholic intelligentsia, led in 

December 1905 to the founding of the Société l'art à l'école et au foyer at a conference 

in Leuven
xix

. One of the main programmatic aims of this association was to strive for a 



 
 
more tasteful decoration of classrooms. The magazine of this association, L'Art à l'école 

et au foyer, regularly reported on schools that were exemplary in the aesthetic field as 

was the Ursuline Institute of Onze-Lieve-Vrouw-Waver where these ideas were 

consciously brought in practice and where the school buildings were transformed in a 

real 'environment of beauty’ that aroused the sense of beauty in a spontaneous and often 

unconscious way. 

 

The reception rooms of the Institute, such as the Saint Ursula Parlour and Saint Anne's 

Room, the corridors around the winter garden, the Alpine Drawing Room, the various 

refectories - including the La Fontaine Refectory - and the two large former recreation 

halls are filled with fixed scenic decorations that in the first place bring colour and 

atmosphere to these spaces, but at the same time offer the possibility to transfer some 

new knowledge to those who are open to it. The latter is possible because nearly all the 

decorations bear textual information about what is to see on it. So, all that look and 

read, can learn in a spontaneous way. Moreover, these rich visual experiences were, in 

the context of the former boarding school education, amply supported by music or 

drama and art classes. Therefore, the beauty was even more omnipresent then it is 

today. 

The special qualities of the Art Nouveau winter garden and the adjacent areas of the 

institute were in 1906 clearly recognized by the editors of L'Art à l'école et au foyer: 

"The great parlour of the Ursuline Convent in Onze-Lieve-Vrouw-Waver is transformed 

into a beautiful winter garden with plants and flowers in abundance; the walls are 

adorned with beautiful scenery from across the country. Other rooms are decorated with 

Swiss landscapes and scenes from the legend of Saint Ursula after Memlinc”
 xx

. This 

appreciation of the general organization of the Institute and specific of the winter garden 

is remarkable because the editors were in general rather dismissive of the new Art 

Nouveau style which they found less appropriate for Roman-Catholics. 

 

The extensive and deliberately planned embellishment work at the Ursuline Institute in 

Onze-Lieve-Vrouw-Waver that had started in about 1895, was in some Catholic 

educational circles also criticised because of the luxury the buildings, and certainly the 

splendid Art Nouveau winter garden, emanated. So, the diocesan inspector Van den 



 
 
Broeck wrote in 1909: “One might blame this wonderful institution that it gives the 

children - almost all of modest bourgeois origin - an education and habits that stand too 

strong in contrast to their normal living conditions and their future pursuits”
 xxi

. 

 

The international context of “L'Art à l'École” 

 

With the somewhat controversial choice for an attractive architecture and an 

aesthetically pleasing interior decoration for their school buildings the Ursuline sisters 

of Onze-Lieve-Vrouw-Waver placed themselves around 1900 amidst a growing 

international circle of people with innovative views about the best possible educational 

environments. 

In England The Art for School Association was already active from 1883 onwards
xxii

. In 

Germany, this tendency to bring more beauty in schools was represented by the 

Lehrervereinigung zur Pflege der künstlerischen Bildung, established in 1896
xxiii

. In the 

Netherlands the Vereniging ter bevordering van het Schoonheidsbeginsel in het 

Onderwijs or Association for the promotion of the Beauty Principle in Education started 

in 1904
xxiv

. France followed in 1907 with the establishment of a counterpart to the 

already existing Belgian association under the almost identical name L'Art à l'École
xxv

. 

One of its prominent members was no other than the famous Art Nouveau architect and 

designer Henri Sauvage who created school furniture in accordance with the new ideas 

of this group of fellow innovators. A similar association was founded in 1911 in the 

Grand Duchy of Luxembourg. Many other countries, such as Sweden, Finland, Austria 

and Argentina, had similar associations
xxvi

. 

The ideas promoted by these associations quickly found a much wider audience, both 

through architectural handbooks - such as the influential book Les constructions 

scolaires en Suisse by H. Baudin
xxvii

 - as through progressive art magazines such as Art 

et Décoration
xxviii

 or L'Art et les Artistes
xxix

, to name but a few. In these publications - 

widely read in progressive circles open to Art Nouveau - considerable attention was 

given to concrete school projects, spread throughout Europe. 

 

A modern infrastructure: the piano gallery and winter garden in worldly art nouveau 

 



 
 
Many of the educational innovations of the Ursuline Sisters of Onze-Lieve-Vrouw-

Waver - as we mentioned before - led around 1900 to a strong international reputation 

for their institute. Nearly a quarter of the students were of foreign origin with amongst 

them - next to more ordinary bourgeois girls - also several aristocratic young ladies and 

daughters of politicians and diplomats. Especially for these last groups it was important 

that their daughters were educated in an environment up to their social class. In this way 

we can better understand the major investments the Ursuline sisters made in this period. 

 

In 1898-99, at some distance from the entrance building with parlours and drawing 

rooms, a comfortable music or piano gallery was erected. It was a building with a wide 

corridor between two long rows of twelve small chambers beneath an arched glass roof 

resting on a metal structure. All chambers, 24 in all, had a buffet piano. Until well into 

the 20
th

 century the piano was an essential instrument within the context of a good 

education of women. So, upon completion ideal opportunities to exercise extensively 

the piano were available to the many students who preferred this instrument to the 

violin or the cello. 

The gallery was - as it is still today - very appropriately embellished by a monumental 

statue of Saint Cecilia in pure white Carrara marble. Doors and windows were - and still 

are -decorated with glass panels with etched motifs, those at the outside of the structure 

in the then very modern floral Art Nouveau style (fig. 3). 

 

Shortly after the completion of the piano gallery, the open space between the piano 

gallery and the entrance building was in 1900 filled by a magnificent winter garden in 

Art Nouveau style. The ensemble was intended as a comfortable reception room and 

meeting place for the numerous foreign parents of the boarding school students and 

other visitors that stayed for some days at the premises or in the village. The cast iron 

and glass structure was in various stages provided with an attractive interior and was 

accordingly pleasing to the eye. Sadly - despite thorough investigations - nothing is 

known with certainty about the architect of the structure or manufacturer of the 

beautiful coloured leaded glass
xxx

. 

The rather unusual choice for the progressive Art Nouveau style - and not for the in 

Catholic circles more acclaimed Gothic Revival style, or for a more neutral eclecticism 



 
 
- can be explained by the group of clients the Ursuline sisters of Onze-Lieve-Vrouw-

Waver had in mind. The public they wanted to attract was indeed to be found among the 

bourgeoisie that had an open mind towards this new progressive style, e.g. the Christian 

Democratic inspired group of 'young Catholics’
xxxi

. Moreover, the floral art nouveau 

lent itself perfectly to the realization of a winter garden and so the management of the 

Institute of that time could reveal without too much hesitation its own interest in 

modern trends. This interest is also well reflected in the known advertising material of 

the boarding school. Two different informative publications dating from before 1914, 

made by Emrik & Binger of Haarlem in the Netherlands and - as it are photo booklets - 

clearly designed to give the potential customer a good picture of the attractive boarding 

school complex, are both provided with an ornate cover in pure floral Art Nouveau 

style. 

Not only the style, but also the construction itself was modern for its time. The visible 

use of iron-and-glass structures in civil buildings and houses had only become 

acceptable in the Art Nouveau period as is well illustrated in the work of Victor Horta, 

the Belgian innovator in this field. This aspect was clearly also in full accordance with 

the then views of the Ursuline sisters of Onze-Lieve-Vrouw-Waver. Around the time 

the winter garden was built we find more such structures - though all less luxurious - 

within the school domain. Apart from the winter garden and the glass-covered piano 

gallery, there are - as we can see on a lithograph from about 1903 - two glass covered 

corridors, a beautiful 'promenoir' or 'marquise' and a plant conservatory. From most of 

these iron-and-glass constructions we also know neither the exact date of construction, 

nor the designers or the constructors. 

 

The strong Art Nouveau character of the winter garden itself is due to the decorative 

effect of the colourful inner dome that features ornate stained-glass with symbolic 

representations of the 'Morning' (fig. 4) and 'Evening' for both the half rose-windows 

and of the "Day" for the barrel vault. With this theme the Ursuline sisters, or the 

designer, chose a popular theme that is often visible in Belgian Art Nouveau 

architecture, as well in stained-glass windows as in sgrafitto panels or in tile decorations 

that are often strongly influenced by Japanese art, just as here in the winter garden or in 

the work of the French École de Nancy. 



 
 
In the centre of the winter garden four white Carrara marble busts each on a separate 

green, mottled marble column, are skilfully placed around a colourful majolica fountain 

made by the Villeroy & Boch factory of Dresden in Germany. Because this ensemble 

stands on the axis of the main entrance, it is a real eye-catcher. The portrait busts - 

representing the Biblical women Sarah, Rebecca, Rachel and Ruth and signed by the 

Italian portrait sculptor A. Piazza - are more than decoration. They function additionally 

as identification figures that enable the transfer of positive Catholic values. In that way 

they fit perfectly in the world and in the values of the Ursuline sisters
xxxii

. 

In the winter garden itself all colours from walls, floors, furniture and the like are in 

such perfect harmony with each other that sharp contrasts are missing. The yellow 

tinted glass, so profusely used in the barrel vault, contributes strongly to the fact that the 

interior, even in winter, always evokes a pleasant spring or summer atmosphere. 

The large windows in the wooden doors and fixed panels surrounding the winter garden 

are all decorated with smoothly etched floral motifs with characteristic Art Nouveau 

'coup de fouet'-curls. In the evening light, these windows show a wonderful reflection 

that, even though the colour richness of the dome is not to be seen, gives a magical 

character to the room. 

Just as the floor and wall tile panels of the plant stands, the more technical and 

structural elements such as the consoles, the curved metal elements of the barrel vault, 

the chandeliers or the light fixtures on the walls, the central heating elements or even 

the door handles, all are formed as, or bare sinuous floral and plant decorations.  

In addition to this, real nature is of course also present there. The space is ‘furnished’ 

with exotic looking palms, ferns, plants and flowers. Thus, the winter garden brings its 

visitors into contact, not with a wild or threatening nature, but with a cultured nature. In 

this way the winter garden is emblematic for the pedagogical concept of the boarding 

school around 1900. 

 

Conclusion 

 

After the destruction of large parts of the organically grown building complex in the 

early days of the First World War at the end of September 1914
xxxiii

, the Institute was 

rebuilt with great care and attention according to the ideas of the international 



 
 
movement of L'Art à l'École. In 1923, at the jubilee of Mother Superior Albertine 

Genechten (1852-1935), the sisters could look back with great pride at the achievements 

since 1898 during the 25 years of her administration
xxxiv

. 

 

Today the building complex, by its decoration, the incidence of light and its spatial 

organization still gives the actual students a pleasant feeling. It clearly remains a 

stimulating environment for the large group of girls and boys who daily attend classes 

on the premises. In this way, the Institute exemplifies the functional and aesthetically 

valuable Belgian boarding school architecture, built according to the progressive ideas 

of the Ursuline sisters who, inspired by their founder Saint-Angela, wanted the best for 

their pupils
xxxv

. So it is no wonder that the school that resembles mostly the Institute of 

Onze-Lieve-Vrouw-Waver, which is situated in Tildonk in the Leuven region, is also 

built by Ursuline sisters
xxxvi

. 
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