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A number of anonymous chronicles narrating the punishment of Ghent by Charles V in 1540 relate as its most emotional episode the demolition of the parish church of St. Saviour and the subsequent procession of its parishioners to the new location of the church (Van Bruaene 1998). Yet, modern historiography has ignored this dramatic episode. More generally, it is striking how little research has been done on the meaning of the parish and parish church in the Southern Low Countries, the urban parish (church) in particular. Studies on late medieval and sixteenth-century urban religion focus on the role of the mendicant orders, the beguine movement, processions, religious confraternities, the chambers of rhetoric and the advent of the Reformation (Simons 1987, Trio 1993, Marnef 1996, Ramakers 1996, Simons 2003, Van Bruaene 2008). The most notable exception is Jacques Toussaert’s 1963 study, but its controversial theses have never been seriously tested. The recent studies on civic religion in the Low Countries display an interest in ritual space, but favor secular buildings and spaces such as belfries, town-halls and market places (cf. Arnade, Howell & Simons 2002). More work has been done on the seventeenth-century parish (Cloet 1968 e.a.), but the stress is almost exclusively on sources produced by the ecclesiastical hierarchy (such as the Episcopal visitations) and on rural parish life. Thus, the internationally reputed research on urban corporations in the Southern Low Countries has until now – and largely because of its strong socio-economic orientation – virtually ignored the case of the parish. This is all the more deplorable when taking into account the strong interest in the late medieval and early modern parish in international research (see for example the volumes edited by Wright 1983 and French e.a. 1997 and the website of the Warwick Network for Parish Research).
The aim of this project is to uncover the social and cultural meaning of the parish and the parish church in an urban context by (1) focusing on the archives these institutions themselves produced and kept and (2) confronting this material with diverse questions and methodologies from cultural and social history. The main viewpoint will be that of the parishioners. A case study will be developed: the church of St. Jacob in Ghent. Studying the parish in this large commercial and industrial city offers interesting perspectives. In Ghent traditional religious culture was deeply challenged by the success of the Protestant Reformation (Marnef 1996). The city became an Episcopal See after 1559 and – after the collapse of the Calvinist regime (1577-1584) – developed into a bulwark of the Counter Reformation (Cloet 1992). Ghent also had a strongly developed civil society, with a specific social structure and organization on the level of districts and neighborhoods (Jacobs 1996, Dambruyne 2002). Chronologically, this project will cover the period from circa 1450 to 1700. For this period, archival sources are abundant. In addition, it is a period during which a number of socio-religious transformations and events had a strong impact on the meaning and functioning of the urban parish (church). We can refer to the success of lay devotion and religious confraternities in the fifteenth century, to the success of the Protestant Reformation and Calvinist iconoclasm (esp. in 1566) in the sixteenth century and to the implementation of the Catholic Reformation (inspired by the Council of Trent) in the seventeenth century. 
The aim of this project is not only to obtain new insights into the meaning and functioning of the urban parish (church) in the Southern Low Countries, but also (1) to develop a model for the study of single parishes and parish churches in an urban society; (2) to contribute substantially to the international debate on the meaning of the parish in early modern Europe. 

Questionnaire, sources and methods

The parish church as institution

The urban parish in the late medieval and early modern Low Countries conforms in no way to the classic stereotype of a closed community of one parish priest surrounded by his flock of devoted parishioners. In comparison with other regions, the urban parishes in the Southern Low Countries were surprisingly large: Ghent had seven parishes during the Old Regime, Antwerp had one until 1477, then four and after 1529 five (cf. Dumoulin 1998). Therefore, the urban parish churches were operated by a vast body of clerics including several parish priests, a singing choir and a large group of curates. In addition, laymen played an important role in the administration of the church, namely as church wardens responsible for the management of the church buildings and as Holy-Ghostmasters or poor wardens for the supervision of parochial charity. Yet, exactly how parish churches functioned as institutions within an urban context has scarcely been studied. This project will focus on the church wardens and poor wardens and on the intermediary role they played between, on the one hand, parish clergy and parishioners, and, on the other hand, city and parish. Therefore, the exact range of duties of and the interrelationship between the parish clergy (cf. Boone & de Hemptinne 1983, Bijsterveld 1992 and Vanden Broecke 1994) and the parochial lay elites will be mapped. Close attention will be given to the social position and power relations of the church wardens and poor wardens within the parish and within the city (via a limited prosopography and a network analysis) as well as to their investment strategies and their handling of church patrimony (via an analysis of accounts, registers of rents, judicial records etc., cf. Vroom 1983 and Bogaers 2008). These sources will also be scrutinized in order to measure the impact of ‘ordinary’ parishioners on the decision-making process (cf. Kümin 1996 and Burgess 2002). Following international research trends in this field, the project will also use a gender perspective to assess the power of women (e.g. as benefactresses) in the parish (French 2007).
The parish church as material space

Traditional architectural history has of course paid a good deal of attention to the building and rebuilding and the interior design of parish churches. More recently, art historical studies focus on the agency of material objects and, subsequently, question the effects of religious art and architecture from an anthropological perspective (Müller 2001, FWO project ‘Agents of Change’). More and more, historians are entering this debate (Spicer & Hamilton 2006). This project aims to use these insights critically to uncover the social meaning of the material space of the parish church (church building and cemetery). Attention will be paid to the changing function and use of the chancel and chapels, the distribution of church seats, the role of tabernacles, pulpits, church bells etc. (Bangs 1997, Mochizuki 2008), but also to the evolutions in the use of church space for non-religious or semi-religious practices such as commerce, official communication, theatre productions etc. (Trio & De Smet 2006). An important question is whether on the level of the layout and use of church space a growing affirmation of social status and distinction can be discerned (Hindle 2002, Bogaers 2008). In order to answer this question the impact of devotional practices, social identities, local power relations and financial possibilities will be carefully weighed. It has to be stressed that the responsibility for the maintenance and enlargement of the church buildings was mainly in the hands of laymen. Therefore, valuable sources are the church warden accounts, the accounts of religious confraternities, the contracts for building and restoration projects, the plans and drawings for these projects etc. Furthermore, this project will give privileged attention to key moments such as the iconoclast riots that in the second half of the sixteenth century ravaged the churches under study. The chronicle reports on these dramatic episodes do not only give a detailed account of the destructions, but also comment upon the affective and ritual value for the parishioners of many of these devotional objects and artwork (cf. Freedberg 1991).
The parish as social space

Theoretically, believers depended juridically upon their parish for their spiritual care. In practice, as both international (Thompson 2005) and local (Verdée 2008) studies have shown, there was sharp competition in this field e.g. from the mendicant orders. This project will focus on the religious and social identities of parishioners rather than on the clerical conflicts of competence. To what degree did parishioners identify with their parish? How important was the impact of the religious crises and social transformations in the period under study? Did the Catholic Reformation succeed in the sense that parishioners developed a stronger bond with their local parish church in the seventeenth century (Bonzon 1999, Follain 2008)? Considering the considerable size of the urban parishes in the Southern Low Countries, it is necessary to make a detailed analysis of the loyalties that were formed within or that overlapped and even conflicted with the social space of the parish (Garrioch 2004). With the parish church as the material and mental focal point of the parish, firstly the religious confraternities come to mind. This project will investigate their strategies in the field of recruiting and social representation. Some confraternities presented themselves explicitly as parish confraternities, others solicited a wider urban and even regional membership. Others still were directly linked to craft guilds, shooting guilds and chambers of rhetoric (cf. Farnhill 2001). Furthermore, attention will be paid to specific parish rituals such as the annual Corpus Christi processions. Testaments and the many sources relating to devotional gifts will also be scrutinized in order to evaluate the engagement of parishioners, their spiritual and material expectations (e.g. place of burial) and their devotional sensibilities. Finally, the significance of the parish as urban entity will be traced through the developments within the parochial poor relief system (cf. Hindle 2004 and the ongoing FWO research of Hanne Provoost). Did the Tables of the Holy Ghost win or lose importance in relation to other urban poor relief institutions? Were they able to integrate newcomers and what was their position vis à vis non-parishioners?
There were also other forms of local associations in the early modern city that laid their claim on public space, but their exact relation with the parishes remains unclear at this stage of research (cf. Whyte 2007). An interesting case is that of districts and neighborhoods. In Ghent the neighborhoods were increasingly institutionalized and patronized by the city magistracy during the early modern period (Jacobs 1996). These neighborhoods often kept their own little street chapels. By (literally) mapping the various religious ‘hot spots’ (parish church, churches and chapels from other religious institutions, neighborhood chapels, procession routes etc.) within one parochial circumscription and carefully analyzing conflicts, it will be possible to gain a much more balanced understanding of the religious and social identities of early modern urbanites.
Case study
The proposed three-part questionnaire is complex, but by applying these questions to a well-defined case study the project aims to realize integrated research on the local level. By doing so, existing insights from urban history, religious history and social history will be actively tested and coherently evaluated. The archival research will be carried out by a doctoral student, affiliated with Ghent University. 
The parish of St. Jacob in Ghent

The city of Ghent hosted seven parishes, four of them in the city centre. The parish of St. Jacob was among these four. The original Romanesque church was rebuilt in the thirteenth century in Gothic style and was further expanded in the fifteenth and seventeenth centuries (De Smidt 1966). The church buildings were situated in the immediate vicinity of the economic heart of the city: the Friday Market. Numerous confraternities, craft guilds, shooting guilds and one chamber of rhetoric patronized altars and chapels in the church. During the seventeenth century, the church became the regional seat of the confraternity of the Holy Trinity. The social composition of the parish of St. Jacob has been studied thoroughly for the period of the late fifteenth century (Blockmans 1971). At that time, approximately 4.700 people lived in the socially very mixed parish (for 1624 a number of at least 3.250 parishioners has been calculated). The rich church archives include among others accounts of the cotidiane from 1437 onwards, accounts of the Tables of the Holy Ghost from 1508 onwards, church warden accounts from 1561 onwards and multiple records relating to the various confraternities from the fifteenth century onwards. The archive is still kept in the church, but can be consulted in the State Archives of Ghent. Maurits Gysseling made a very good inventory in 1952 and Frans Verstraeten wrote a reasonable amateur study based on these archives in 1976-79.  Besides, there are a number of other important sources available such as the chronicle of Marcus van Vaernewijck (ed. F. Vanderhaeghen 1872-1881), a parishioner and church warden, who has given us a detailed account of the iconoclast destructions in 1566. Interesting seventeenth-century sources are the registers and regulations of the neighborhoods (University Library and City Archives Ghent) and the extensive but underexplored notes (1658-1668) of the police master and alderman Justus Billet (City Archives Ghent).
