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Saintly, 
glorious crones
“Heilige glorieuze wijven” (Saintly, glorious crones). The expression does not immediately conjure 
up beguines and their beguinage. At least, not from what we think we know about them. The 
description “saintly glorious crone” was coined by John of Ruusbroec, one of the greatest mystics 
of the 14th century, who used it to express his respect for Hadewijch, a 13th century poet and 
mystic, and in all likelihood a beguine.
 
But Jan van Ruusbroec’s expression was not random. Beguines were tough and free-spirited 
ladies. Democratically-organised. Independent of church and state. They inhabited and organised 
a city within the city for centuries. Today, you can discover their surprising history in the experience 
centre of the Kortrijk Beguinage.
 
Kortrijk cherishes its historical legacy. We devote the necessary attention to the Beguinage 
because whoever takes the time to discover its history, discovers the history of Kortrijk at the same 
time. 
 
The time has finally come. 2021 will witness the completion of the Beguinage’s total overhaul. 
Together with the Flemish Government, for which we are very grateful, the local authorities have 
invested a great deal of time and money in making this world heritage site shine again for everyone 
to enjoy. 
 
The Beguinage site is not only a symbol of caring and sharing in a society, it also represents the 
multiple facets that are hidden behind one and the same gate. People live in the Beguinage; it is 
visited by thousands of people and its premises are made available to the people. So many stories 
and personalities come together in one place. The Beguinage belongs to you. Treat it well.

    
City council Kortrijk



Very often, beguinages are an oasis of peace and 
quiet in otherwise bustling cities. This is also 
the case in Kortrijk. Thanks to the legacy of the 
beguines, the city’s residents and visitors have 
been able to find a quiet spot where it is very 
enjoyable to hang around.

My agency’s research shows that there is a 
great deal of support in Flanders for the care of 
immovable heritage. It forms an integral part of 
our day-to-day lives. It is, in fact, part of who we 
are and brings us together. 

I am, therefore, delighted that the stories of 
the Kortrijk Beguinage can continue to be told 
through the heritage they left behind. I would also 
like to thank the city for all its efforts in managing 
the Beguinage.  

Those beguines were quite something. 
Revolutionaries of their time, I would even go 
so far as to say that they were arguably the first 
feminists. Especially as a woman, I am grateful 
that besides the bricks and mortar they left 
behind, they introduced ideas and values that 
went on to inspire countless others. 

    
Sonja Vanblaere,
Administrator General of Immovable Heritage



On 2 December 1998, a group of 13 representative Flemish 
beguinages were added to the UNESCO list of cultural and 
natural world heritage in Kyoto. Their inclusion in this list 
is the highest possible recognition of their exceptional 
universal value and – at the same time – an appeal for 
international solidarity for their protection and preservation. 
But this listing is not an end point. Now that the Flemish 
beguinages have been recognised, the international 
community expects Flanders to safeguard the cultural-
historical value and the living qualities of these unique 
architectural settings. 

Because the Flemish beguinages are so different when it 
comes to their architecture and ground plans, not one but 
13 beguinages were put on the list. All selected sites scored 
well in terms of authenticity and integrity. Unmistakable, 
original elements, such as a chapel, entrance gate, bleaching 
field and the seclusion of a court have been preserved. 
What’s more, the houses in typical Flemish style are 
available to present-day residents.

Most of the 13th-century beguinages can be found on the 
edge of the city centre. The building plots, often donated by 
a feudal patron, were often of inferior quality: lower lying 
marshlands, near a watercourse (which later proved to be 
useful in the textile industry). The beguinages were walled in 
for safety reason. Due to the growth of the cities, beguinages 
were later situated in more densely built-up areas. Only 

in Kortrijk and Hoogstraten were the beguinages centrally 
located from the start.

Nowadays, most beguinages are owned by a local Public 
Centre for Social Welfare (OCMW) or city council, as is the 
case in Kortrijk. Why is this? After the French Revolution, 
the religious institutions for the poor were secularised and 
came into the hands of the Administration of Municipal 
Almshouses (Bestuur der Burgerlijke Godshuizen), the 
forerunner of the Public Assistance Commission (Commissie 
van Openbare Onderstand) and the current Public Centre 
for Social Welfare. The beguinages were always transferred 
along.

Both the city and Kortrijk’s Public Centre for Social Welfare 
have chosen to cherish their heritage. With the Belfry on 
the Grote Markt, the city has not one, but two, heritage 
gems with UNESCO status. Every intervention is carefully 
considered and carried out in close cooperation with the 
Heritage Agency. 

World Heritage 
in Kortrijk





The beguines are dead, long live the 
beguines

When Marcella Pattyn died at the age of 92 in Kortrijk, 800 
years of uninterrupted tradition came to an end. She was 
the last beguine in the world. The reputable international 
magazine The Economist paid her a last tribute: “She spent 
a good part of her time praying, all the prayers she could 
remember, but above all her rosary of which she could just 
about make out the white beads (Marcella was partially 
sighted). She was musical and made herself useful by 
playing the organ in the chapel; and she cheered up the 
sick she cared for by singing to them and playing the banjo 
and accordion. Almost her only concession to modernity 
was the motorised wheelchair in which she rode - at high 
speed - through the streets of Kortrijk, wrapped in a thick 
knitted scarf against the cold, brandishing her white cane 
dangerously like a lance.”

When Marcella moved from the Beguinage of Ghent to that 
of Kortrijk in 1960, there were still nine of them. “And then 
there were none”. Thus ends the article in The Economist 
of 27 April 2013. Although the beguine movement seems 
to have ceased to exist after Marcella’s passing, we see 
it being reinvented elsewhere. Inspired by the beguines, 
contemporary women are looking for a modern design for 
a meaningful life in community. In Germany, several new 
beguine communities have arisen, consisting of women 

of all ages, who, inspired by their medieval predecessors, 
are founding beguinages once again. Caring for each 
other, seeking spiritual depth and meaning, but just as 
free and free-spirited as the beguines of yesteryear, 
these communities stand out by the answers they offer to 
contemporary questions and social challenges.

A revolutionary new order

The origins of the beguine movement remain vague. Like 
most religious orders, it was not founded on purpose. The 
beguine movement grew in the 12th century out of a group 
of religiously-minded women who practised their religion in 
an individual way, without rules and with fewer vows. The 
statutes show that beguines were not nuns. They only took 
two vows, those of chastity and obedience. The vows were 
temporary and only applied as long as a woman wished to 
remain a beguine. Beguines did not take a vow of poverty. 
They retained their own income and had to provide for 
themselves.

In the Middle Ages, women had two options: either marry and 
take care of the family or enter the convent and pray. The fact 
that some women chose to follow an independent, though 
religious, path was revolutionary, but the fact that the beguines 
did not take eternal vows was equally objectionable. Beguines 
had the freedom to retire and marry whenever they wanted. 
This possible way-out led to doubts about their sincerity. 

The beguines: 
a city within the city



The pioneering beguines clearly did not fit the existing 
mould and were seen as rebellious and disobedient. For 
some theologians, this was enough to describe the beguines 
as a “pernicious species of women”. In the 14th century, the 
Church was to persecute the non-organised beguines as 
heretics. Margareta Porete from Hainaut, for example, was 
probably a beguine but was burned at the stake in 1310 along 
with her writings after being condemned by the Inquisition.

The beguines organised themselves

The first beguines lived together in private houses or 
travelled around. When the Pope prohibited many new 
religious movements in 1233, the beguines were still 
tolerated. The first official beguinages appeared all over 
Flanders during that period. The one in Kortrijk probably 
came into being in 1238. In 1242, the year it became official, 
Countess Johanna of Constantinople bought a house in 
which some beguines already lived.

Illustration from ‘Boek van de 
stad der vrouwen’ (1405) (Book of 
the City of Women) by Christine 
De Pisan, in which she described 
how offended she was by the 
notion that women are inherently 
sinful. She lists women who were 
virtuous and would, in her ideal 
world, find protection in a city 
where women could escape the 
misogynist culture.



In order to alleviate the continuing suspicions of the Church, 
it was essential for the first beguines to show themselves as 
an organised, ostensibly controlled, community. In order to 
maintain their way of life, they organised themselves behind 
walls, with their own set of rules, oratory, infirmary and 
cemetery.

Countess Johanna provided financial support and had the 
earthly possessions of the Kortrijk beguines administered 
in name by the master of the Lille hospital so that “the 
beguines would have no difficulties possessing this house”. 
In 1250, the Kortrijk beguines received their first statutes and 
in 1284, a first chapel was founded.

While we often see wives of landlords acting as protectors 
of the beguines, there were still some contemporaries who 
recognised that the beguines’ way of life was inspired by the 
Christian ideal of living in poverty, service and devotion. One 
of those early defenders was historian and Cardinal Jacques 

de Vitry. He was so impressed by the life of the beguines in 
Liège that he stood up for them against his colleagues. One 
beguine in particular, Mary of Oignies (1177-1213), caught his 
attention. She was a free recluse who gathered like-minded 
women around her and went to great lengths in her religious 
zeal and penance. In 1215, Jacques de Vitry wrote a vitae, or 
life story, in which he recommended life as a beguine.

Part of the cityscape

Their sincere devotion, the support of local patrons and the 
efforts of the beguines to become part of the day-to-day 
life of the city ensured that the beguine movement could 
continue to exist despite condemnation from the Church 
in the centuries to follow. During their long existence, the 
beguines pursued a religious life while keeping both feet 
firmly planted in reality. 

Although they lived a sheltered life within the walls of the 

Purchase of the Rijkaard van Halle 
house for beguines by Johanna of 
Constantinople (1242)



Beguinage, the beguines had a distinct presence in the 
cityscape. Not only did they teach a considerable number 
of children in the Beguinage, they also had to provide for 
their own needs. If a beguine could not live on what her 
family provided, she earned her living by handicrafts or by 
working flax or linen. The latter ensured a lot of contact with 
the outside world but sometimes led to protests from the 
craftsmen. The beguines would always maintain this spirit of 
independence, religious immersion and social commitment. 
Thus, the beguines were the first to provide schooling for 
girls in the 19th century.

In the 20th century, the movement had run its course and 
the beguines disappeared from the street scene in Flanders. 
They are remembered as rather withdrawn and bigoted. 
Unjustly so, because those who delve into the rich history 
of the beguine movement quickly realise that beguines 
were strong women in every sense of the word. With their 
white hoods and black cloaks, they stood out in the street 

scene and were often regarded as some sort of nuns. But 
with their revolutionary, religious views and idiosyncratic 
interpretation of a spiritual experience, they managed to 
seriously offend both the church and society.

Iconographic representation of the 
Beguinage of Kortrijk on the map of 
Sanderus (1641-1644, edition 1735)

Beguine Elvire Roose 
escorting a group of 
school children (1932)



Many soldiers and a Breton fire

The Beguinage is located very centrally and is also very 
much intertwined with the city. Its location, previously right 
next to the Count’s Castle, is probably attributable to its 
original patroness, Countess Johanna of Constantinople.

Today, Kortrijk’s Beguinage is an oasis of peace in the 
midst of a bustling city. This makes living at the Beguinage 
appealing and ensures that many people make a point of 
stopping by. But there have been times when this tranquility 
was hard to find. The greatest breach of the peace and 
quiet in the Beguinage occurred during military events in 
and around Kortrijk. In 1302, during the Battle of the Golden 

The St Elisabeth 
Beguinage



Spurs, the siege of the Count’s Castle, which was occupied 
by French troops, caused great damage to the Beguinage. 
Eighty years later, the Beguinage suffered the same fate 
after the Breton fury, during which Kortrijk was plundered 
and set on fire.

At the end of the 18th century, during the Battle of Kortrijk 
involving the French, the Kortrijk Beguinage was repurposed 
as a field hospital. For four years, from 1790 to 1794, the 
beguines took care of the soldiers. Two years earlier, in 1788, 
the Beguinage was used to quarter 300 to 400 soldiers. After 
that, the St Anna Room was used to store military equipment 
and soldiers were constantly coming and going. Grand 
Misstress Clementia Hiers was to put an end to this around 
the middle of the 19th century. Grand Grand Mistresses

In the experience centre in the St Anna Room, three strong 
women guide the visitor through 800 years of Kortrijk’s 
Beguinage: Marie Van den Brande, Barbara Bonte and 
Clementia Hiers. All three were Grand Mistresses of the 
Beguinage and all three have left their mark on its history.

In the 15th century, Marie Van den Brande, who came from a 
prominent family, enforced a number of important rights for 
the community, which strengthened the Beguinage’s position 
within the city. She placed its financial management on a 
professional footing. The exit towards St Martin’s Church dates 
back to her period as Grand Mistress. Moreover, the beguines 
were granted the right to bury their dead in their own chapel.

In the 17th century, Barbara Bonte was a shining example of 
women leading a devout life outside the convent. She made 
an impression through her penance and mystical experiences 
were attributed to her. But Barbara also devoted herself 
actively to her fellow citizens. She worked hard and donated 
her earnings to the poor. Barbara helped the sick and was a 
sounding board for the less fortunate, which contributed to her 
being credited with miraculous powers.

The Administration of the Municipal Almshouses 
(Bestuur van de Burgerlijke Godshuizen) puts the 
Beguinage’s houses up for public rent in 1802, in the 
name of the French Republic.



Finally, Clementia Hiers was the driving force behind the 
Beguinage’s heyday in the 19th century. After the French 
Period, during which the survival of the Beguinage was in 
the balance, she was the one who gave it a final flourish and 
ensured a lasting presence of the beguines in Kortrijk. She 
was able to reclaim the St Anna Room, which had been used 
as a soldiers’ depot, for the beguines. Clementia financed 
many renovation works and secured a spiritual revival.

A period of growth

Originally, the Beguinage did not extend beyond the house 
of the Grand Mistress and the St Anna Room. The number of 
beguines remained limited until the restriction of 52 residents 
was lifted in 1606. Over the next thirty years, the number of 
beguines grew exponentially to 136. The number of residents 
would continue to fluctuate until it gradually began to decline 
from the end of the 18th century. 

In order to absorb this explosive growth, the Beguinage had 
to be extended. The moat behind the Beguinage was filled in 
to make room for a bleaching field and a row of new houses 
with gardens, which were added around 1612. This expansion 
turned the Kortrijk Beguinage into a unique combination of 
a court beguinage (old part) and a street beguinage (new 
part). The appearance of the houses and the Beguinage as it 
is today was largely determined in the 17th century. Despite 
the changes in the centuries that followed, the Beguinage has 
managed to preserve its integrity and authenticity remarkably 
well.

Modification of the statutes by Albrecht and 
Isabella, allowing the number of 52 beguines to be 
exceeded, subject to the further development of the 
hospital and the erection of new dwellings (1606)

Clementia Hiers





The story of the restoration

When the number of residents gradually, but permanently, 
started to decline, this had an impact on several levels. As 
the number of residents dwindled, so did the number of 
working hands and financial income. Not all houses were 
still being lived in and maintained. Minor repairs could not 
prevent the increasing dilapidation. 

In the 1970s, the realisation grew that something needed to 
be done to save the site. Numerous ideas were put forward, 
from demolishing the 19th-century houses to build a gallery, 
to building additional houses in the gardens. A more or less 
structural plan for the restoration did not emerge until 
the mid-1980s, which marked the beginning of 37 years of 
restoration work, broken down into ten phases. The full 
restoration will involve a sum of €16.5 million.

The urgent repair work on the roofs of all the houses was 
given absolute priority and ran from 1984 to 1986. After that, 
the houses were renovated in phases. Houses 10 to 16, at 
the back of the Beguinage, were tackled first. The first phase 
took no less than seven years. These houses did not become 
available for rent until 1994. Things went up a gear when the 
Beguinage gained recognition as a world heritage site. Phase 
2 (houses 17-23 and 32-36) was started in 1996 and was 
completed by mid-2000.

With phase 3, houses 1 and 2 were tackled, and with phase 
4, houses 24 to 30. Phase 3, started in 1999, was much 
more involved as it also included the chapel with organ. 
The chapel is a unique, functional building that also has 
an important heritage value. The same applied to phases 
5 (St Anna Room) and 7 (House of the Grand Mistress). 
These buildings boast a unique history and dimensions 
within the Beguinage and require a well-considered usage. 
The museum content of the St Anna Room and the tourist 
content of the Grand Mistress’ House form an important part 
of what will be shown to the public once they gain access to 
the site.

From phase 6 (houses 37-40 and viewing home), the pace 
of restoration really picked up. Whereas 23 years passed 
between the start of phase 1 (1991) and the end of phase 
5 (2014), only 7 years passed between the start of phase 
6 (2014) and the end of phase 10 (2021). The multi-year 
premium agreement concluded between the Kortrijk Public 
Centre for Social Welfare and the Flemish Government in 
2014 made this acceleration possible. This also greatly 
shortened the administrative part that precedes each phase.

Houses 37 to 40 (phase 6) are the first houses you encounter 
when you come through the large gate and have been there 
in their present form since the early 18th century. Although 
the houses overlook the charming Johanna’s Square, their 
orientation is a little unfortunate as neither of the houses 
benefit from much direct sunlight. For this reason, during 
the preparations for the restoration, it was decided to move 

Archival image of work on the water mains in 1966



the living spaces to the first floor. The 
bedrooms, which look out onto the 
courtyards, are on the ground floor. 
Dwelling 40 was the smallest house in 
the Beguinage and had an impractical 
layout. However, it was precisely this 
layout and its favourable location that 
made it useful as a viewing home. The 
first floor of the house was integrated 
as living space in house 39.

With phase 7 (2015-2016), it was the 
turn of the Grand Misstress’ house. 
The iconic house with its stepped 
gables, built in 1649, has been the 
Grand Misstress’ home base ever since. 
Although the house looks untouched 
and symmetrical at first glance, many 
details reveal its history. Even though 
the left and right front façades may 
appear identical, they still differ from 
each other. The different cast iron 
anchors, for example, indicate that the 
left-hand side of the house is probably 
somewhat more recent. The tower 
round the back is also an 18th-century 
addition. But the 20th century also left 
its mark: a large part of the back facade 
and a back room had to be rebuilt 
due to damage during the First World 
War, which came to light during the 
preparatory studies for the restoration.



Phases 8 and 9 together formed the penultimate restoration 
phase. Originally, houses 3-9 were to be split up and 
restored separately, but an increase in scale ensured a more 
efficient use of time and resources. Houses 3 to 9 are located 
in the ‘new Beguinage’. They were built around 1612 on the 
filled-in canal behind the Beguinage. The rear side contained 
no windows because of possible “distraction and other 
inconveniences”. The large windows at the front and the 
favourable orientation make these houses very bright.

With phase 10, this large-scale restoration project is on 
its way to completion. Because of site traffic, but also 
because of the ravages of time, a lot of the cobblestones 
were in a poor state of repair. The space outside was 
completely revamped, with major work done on the utilities 
underground and above-ground, the street lighting has been 
renewed and the courtyard, the paving and bleaching field 
redesigned.

Each restoration phase began with a comprehensive 
analysis of the historical, archaeological and architectural 
elements of the buildings. All architectural traces and 
historical elements were recorded and preserved in their 
original state as much as possible. Together with the 
Heritage Agency (Agentschap Onroerend Erfgoed), it was 
decided to take the appearance of the 19th century with its 
last major heyday as the point of reference. This standard 
was extensively respected. Even for the outside space, 
historical research was conducted into the Beguinage’s 
authentic appearance. In terms of living comfort, too, 
the Agency was involved in striking a balance between 
authenticity and modern-day comfort. All homes were given 
a contemporary kitchen and sanitary facilities. The insulation 
is limited to the roofs, floors and interior windows added to 
the historic windows.



The Info Point

The Info Point of the Beguinage moved in 2014 from the 
house behind the chapel to Begijnhofstraat 2. The Info Point 
is located just outside the main gate and is the ideal base for 
a visit to the Beguinage. A motivated team welcomes visitors 
and shows them the way around the Beguinage and the city.

St Elisabeth Beguinage

Elisabeth (1207-1231) was a Hungarian princess married to 
the Count of Thuringia. After her husband’s premature death, 
she had a hospital built where she herself, in voluntary 
poverty, rolled up her sleeves to help the poor and sick. 
Elisabeth was canonised only a few years after her death. 
Her uncompromising selflessness was a great inspiration to 
her contemporaries, such as the beguines, who pursued a 
similar ideal. 

Johanna’s Square

When you walk through the large 17th-century gate, the 
view of Johanna’s Square fills you with a sense of serenity 
and intimacy. Although the forecourt with its grass border, 
large white maple tree and statue of Countess Johanna of 
Constantinople feels very natural, it is a recent addition 
to the Beguinage. Until the 1890s, Johanna’s Square was 
a fully paved little square where even a market was held 
for a while. Skirting the square are the viewing home, the 
chapel and the house of the Grand Mistress.

Where there is now a five-metre tall, plain wall, there were 
twelve additional houses belonging to the Beguinage until 
1855. The administration wanted to widen the narrow 
Canesiestraat that was there at the time. The houses with 
the doors opening onto the Beguinage were demolished 
and rebuilt as smaller houses opening onto Canesiestraat. 

The viewing home

The first house after the big gate is the porter’s house. Like the 
houses next to the chapel, this one does not have a courtyard 
either. The job of the porter was unclear for a long time, but 
later sources revealed that she saw to it that the gate opened 
and closed on time. She was, moreover, responsible for the 
lanterns in the Beguinage. According to the statutes of 1853, 
the porter also had to check whether third parties were 
staying in the Beguinage after closing time. In return, she was 
paid a small salary.

In 2016, the former porter house was turned into an viewing 
home. Through the windows and the small hallway, visitors 
can get an idea of a typical 19th-century beguinage house. 
On the left, there is a lounge and living area. In the middle, a 
small kitchen has been installed. To the right, the beguine has 
a workroom available for handicrafts.

Visiting the site



The chapel

St Matthew’s Chapel is located to the left of Johanna’s Square 
and was, both literally and figuratively speaking, at the centre 
of the life of the Kortrijk beguines. Having its own chapel was 
crucial to the Beguinage and not just for spiritual reasons. 
The first chapel was built in 1284 and helped confirm the 
Beguinage’s independence. The chapel allowed the beguines 
to practise their faith together, but it was also the place where 
meetings were held. The statutes were displayed there to 
remind the beguines of their duties. From the end of the 15th 
century, the beguines could also be buried there. 

In the 17th and 18th centuries, the chapel was rebuilt 
and extended several times. It owes its appearance to 
this period. The chapel was well equipped and contained 
centuries-old altar cruets, a ciborium, silver crucifixes, 
chasubles, relics and silver candlesticks. These heritage 
objects are housed in the Trezoor heritage depot in Kortrijk. 

Between 2001 and 2003, the chapel, together with houses 
1 and 2, was completely renovated. The organ on top of 
the rood loft was also restored to its former glory. This 
heritage gem dates from 1678 and is the second oldest of 
its kind in Flanders. The organ furniture is decorated in late 
Renaissance style.

The House of the Grand Mistress

The Grand Mistress was the head of the Beguinage. She 
was elected by the beguines every two years and could 
even be re-elected. A democracy avant la lettre therefore 
applied within the Beguinage walls. Once elected, a Grand 
Misstress was elevated above the other beguines. Together 
with a companion, she was responsible for both the spiritual 
and earthly welfare of the Beguinage. In exchange for this 
responsibility, she was paid a salary. However, despite the 
many advantages, the power of the Grand Misstress was not 
unlimited: she was accountable not only to the beguines but 
also to the bishop and city council.



In 1649, the construction of the big house with the stepped 
gables, also known as the Grand Mistress’ house, was 
completed. She lived there free of charge and the house 
remained the property of the community. And so it would 

remain. As long as several beguines lived in the Beguinage, it 
was the Grand Duchess’ home. Thereafter, it accommodated 
the former Beguinage Museum between 1955 and 2008. In 
2015 and 2016, this house was restored. After restoration, 
a flat was located on the first floor. On the ground floor, a 
coffee shop has been established to allow visitors to relax 
in, and with respect for, the Beguinage’s atmosphere and its 
peace and quiet.

The dwellings

The beguines were generally women of a certain affluent 
background. Beguines did not have to take a vow of poverty 
and, therefore, did not have to surrender their worldly 
possessions upon entry. These assets were partly used 
to support the more needy sisters. A beguine had to buy a 
house on her entry and on her death, the house went back to 
the community. Moreover, they had to maintain or renovate 
the houses at their own expense. Beguines who could not 
afford to do so had the option of living together in what were 
called ‘convents’, or congregations. These convents were 
larger houses in the Beguinage where up to ten beguines 
could live together. The Beguinage comprises a total of 40 
houses. The exterior of most of them dates from the 17th 
century. Many of the houses still boast period features that 
date back to that era. 

The bleaching meadow

At the rear of the St Anna Room is the bleaching field. A 
bleaching field is a short-mowed grassy meadow that was 
used to bleach linen. As the beguines often earned their 
income by doing the laundry for others, the bleaching field 
was an indispensable part of the Beguinage.

A ‘lochtinghe’ (vegetable garden) for vegetables and fruit 
has been mentioned since the early centuries. There were 
no city walls behind the Beguinage, so a large recess with a 
bleaching field and a landing stage to the Nedervijver was 
constructed. Supplies could arrive and textiles could leave 



via this canal. When the Nedervijver was filled in during 
the 17th century, the bleaching field became completely 
enclosed by houses. 

The experience centre  

The St Anna Room was built in 1682 to house the 
Beguinage’s administration. The building was used for 
various purposes, including as a military hospital after the 
French Revolution and as a Sunday school for the Sint-Anna 
textile workers, which is how the building acquired its name.

The dynamic and interactive experience centre focuses on 
the beguines as strong women. You will be immersed in 
three storylines, which together refute the stereotypical 
image of the beguine. A surprising sculpture by Lieve 
Blancquaert, at the centre of the experience centre, refers to 
the strong radical and mystical character of the beguines.

The restoration of this building started in February 2012 and 
was completed in June 2014. The St Anna Room, with the 
experience centre on the ground floor and a multi-purpose 
hall on the first floor, is one of the most important elements 
of the renovation project, along with the viewing home.

The upstairs room offers space for a wide range of activities, 
from meetings to exhibitions and concerts. The room can, 
subject to certain conditions, also be booked by outside 
parties.
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For guided tours or other tourist 
information:
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