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In 1526, almost five hundred years ago, somebody from the neighbourhood of Tongeren was standing here as the central authority at the occasion of the inauguration of this freshly finished new building.  It was Mary of Hamal.  Hamal is a hamlet just south of Tongeren.  It was she who ordered to build a church and convent on this very spot and who supervised the day by day progress of the construction works.  She could be very proud of the result, indeed: in less than five years she succeeded in creating a charming small monastery and a magnificent church in this location.

The former convent is now converted into a library.  It constitutes the newest accomplishment in the building programme of the K.U.Leuven.  The university is very proud with this result: it is a project with a rich cultural-historical value, with an impressive modern architectural value and a clear educational-scientific value as a modern scientific library for the university community.  I would like to say a few words about all three aspects. 

I would like to start by devoting some words to the history of this monastery.  When Mary of Hamal started here to build a monastery and church in 1521, she did this as an executor of the will of her late husband, William of Croÿ.  Who was William of Croÿ ?  William of Croÿ was a nobleman of Picardian descent, whose ancestors had come to this region in the service of the rulers of Burgundy.  He had inherited from his parents the Heverlee castle, which was then just an old medieval fortified tower close to the river Dyle.  He added the still-existing renaissance building facing the very banks of the river.  At the end of the fifteenth and the beginning of the sixteenth century he was the most important political public servant in the Low Countries, first in the service of Philips the Handsome, and later in the service of his son Charles, the future emperor. 

When the young Charles was six years of age, his parents left for Spain.  His mother, Joanna of Castilia, had inherited the throne after the death of her own mother.  Charles would never meet his father again.  He died suddenly after his arrival in Burgos.  His mother, since then  known as Joanna the Mad, was heartbroken to the verge of madness and was confined to the castle of Tordesillas for the rest of her long life.  In the Low Countries Margaret of Austria, the aunt of Charles, was appointed as temporary ruler, and our local William of Croÿ was appointed governor.  His duties were to help to rule the Low Countries as a kind of prime minister and to educate the later emperor Charles V in state affairs.  All this happened in the beginning of the 16th century at a moment in history where the state of Burgundy, which already included the Low Countries, suddenly expanded into the most important political power of the world as it fused with the Habsburg possessions and with the Spanish kingdom with its newly discovered overseas territories.

William of Croÿ educated the young Charles.  When in Leuven, they went hunting or they had conversations with university professors.  William of Croÿ accompanied Charles in his important travels.  When Charles was 18 years old, it was his turn to travel to Spain.  His grandfather Ferdinand of Aragon had died and Charles was called to Spain to run state affairs, his mother being unable to do so.  William of Croÿ accompanied Charles.  It was William of Croÿ, so the chronicles tell, who personally introduced the 18 year old boy to his own mother, who had not met him for 12 long years.  The fact that William of Croÿ had to perform this very delicate task is perhaps a historical detail, but it illustrates the important role that William of Croÿ had not only in state affairs but also in the personal life of the future emperor.

William of Croÿ was not really appreciated by the Spanish.  He went further than originally planned by the Spanish in working out a political deal between Charles and his mother.  From now on Charles would not only be the governor of Spain on behalf of his handicapped mother, but William of Croÿ obtained her consent that Charles would carry the official title of king of Spain, she remaining the queen.  William of Croÿ was personally appointed by Charles as contador de Castilla with the authority to collect taxes.  William of Croÿ finally really earned the hatred of the Spanish when he made Charles appoint his younger nephew, only 19 years old, and carrying the same name of William of Croÿ, as cardinal of Toledo and archbishop of Spain.  The life of a cardinal must have been extremely heavy in those days, as this nephew did not live very long.  He died 3 years later and was buried here in this very Celestine monastery, where he was given a funeral monument more than 7 meters in height.  Apparently, by some whim of fate, we honour today a Spanish architect who restored a building devoted to a person who was not at all loved in Spain.

Charles and William of Croÿ returned from Spain.  Three years later, 1521, they went on a trip again.  This time they travelled to Germany to attend the meeting of the German royalty, the Reichstag, in Worms.  This meeting turned out to be of the uppermost historical importance as it was the meeting, the only one, where the future emperor of the Holy Roman Empire ever met Luther from person to person.  And he immediately disliked him.  What was not planned was that William of Croÿ, who in the meantime was 63 years old, became very ill.  In those days, when becoming very ill, the appropriate thing to do was to write a will.  William of Croÿ wrote his will, had it officially noted down by the notary of Charles, and died in Worms.  In his will – the original of which is in the archives of our University – he asked his widow to build a church and a monastery close to their castle in Heverlee.  He specified that the monastery had to be given to the order of the Celestine monks and the church had to serve as a mausoleum for their heirs.

And so she did.  She hired the best architect that could be found in the Low Countries in those days: Rombout II Keldermans.  By 1526, in this spot, close to the Heverlee castle, a magnificent church and an adjoining convent had arisen.  The people of her time admired her for it: paintings and drawings always show her carrying a small church in her hand.

We dwelt somewhat longer over the historical origin of this building.  We will quickly go over the rest of the history of this convent.  Roughly one century after the monastery was built, it passed through inheritance from the Croÿ to the Arenberg family, together with the castle of Heverlee and many other possessions.  Since then we call it the Arenberg castle.  Like so many other contemplative monasteries, the Celestine monastery of Heverlee was dissolved in 1783 by the Austrian emperor Joseph II and put on sale.  The duke of Arenberg had to buy the convent founded by his ancestors.  Times became even worse during the revolutionary years after the French revolution and occupation of Belgium.  In 1796, one year before the University of Leuven was closed down for more than 30 years, the mob from Leuven came down to Heverlee, plundered the altars and destroyed the magnificent mausoleums in the church.  A few preserved fragments of church monuments will be put on permanent display in this building.  The church was further damaged when lightning struck and the roof of the church collapsed.  In 1816 the duke of Arenberg finally ordered to turn down the church building.  At the same time he transformed the convent into horse stables for his more than 100 horses.  To have easy access he ordered the south-west wing to be removed.

About one hundred years later, after the first world war and the destruction of the University Library by the German army, the Arenberg possession were confiscated by the Belgian government and handed over to the University of Leuven.   The Arenberg castle was given an academic destination and was used by the new faculty of Applied Sciences.  The former monastery was hired for many years by the Belgian Farmers Organisation who ran there an agricultural research station.  After 1985 the building was deserted and it was deteriorating year after year.  All kind of materials were stored in the complex and trees started growing through the roof.

The present University board decided in 1996 to restore the building and to give it a new destination as campus library for the pure and applied sciences, integrating about fifteen smaller departmental libraries.  Somewhat later the close-by faculty of Physical Education and Physiotherapy asked to incorporate also their library collection into the Arenberg Campus Library.  This was found possible and accepted.

The university decided to open an international competition to find an architect for the restoration and new destination of the building.  The jury, consisting mainly of outsiders, decided to entrust the task to the world-famous Spanish architect Rafael Moneo.  He is known for many international projects, such as the Madrid railway station, the Musea of Modern Arts of Houston and Stockholm, and recently also a cathedral in Los Angeles.

The time span between the decision to restore, 1996, and the inauguration today, is 6 years.  It took one year more to restore the monastery, than it took for our ancestors, without motors nor trucks nor electricity, to build the monastery and the adjoining church.  We are grateful to the minister-president and the Flemish administration for the ample subsidies that we received for the restoration of this classified historical monument.

The final result is worth seeing.  I will not give you a detailed overview of all details of the building: just keep your eyes open when you are visiting the building.  Around the monastery fruit-trees will be planted, just like it used to be many centuries ago when the monks were still here.

· Let me finish my opening address by listing a few technical details about the modern science library that is created here to day.  Other speakers will dwell in more details about this topic.

· Let me start by mentioning that a modern science library is for a great deal a Centre of Informatics: you will find more than 100 computer terminals to consult as well library catalogues as electronic journals;

· the library contains about one million books, making it the largest science library in Belgium;

· about one third of the books are in open shelves spread over two floors: textbooks on the ground floor, bound journals in the basement; recent unbound journal issues are to be found in the reading room in the former refectory and chapter room of the monks;

· the other two thirds are less-consulted volumes, half of which are shelved in the compactus underneath this floor and the other half in an outside store-room close to this site;

· let me finally mention that every book is provided with a computer chip and antenna.  This is an ultra-modern novelty of which there are no precedents in Belgium.  It allows identifying all books from a certain distance.  It is useful for the lending procedure, for theft protection and for the shelving of the books.
We feel proud about our accomplishment.  We have made a cultural contribution by saving a historical monument.  You will notice that we had an open eye for modern culture with an original artwork by Panamarenko specially made for this library.  Thanks to Moneo we have made an architectural contribution that can be seen internationally.  Finally we have made a contribution to science by creating a modern library which supports as well scientific research as university teaching.

The creation of this library is of course the merit of many people.  I will not mention names, the list is too long.  Let me just mention two university services which have devoted the best of their efforts to arrive where we are today:

· the Technical Department of the university took care of the whole building project and succeeded in finishing the building and its infrastructure within the projected time frame and within the allocated budget;

· the Campus Library Services have worked for many years as well with their own technical staff as with committees of professors and researchers to plan the set-up of the new library and to schedule the moving of one million books into this location.

What I will always remember is the enthusiasm by which everybody worked on this project.  I want to thank everybody personally for this from the bottom of my hart.

