
THE HISTORIC 
CITY HALL  
A rich past
OF KORTRIJK





The historic Kortrijk city hall can be found on the Grote Markt, between 
Leiestraat and Rijselsestraat.
The façade is lavishly decorated and testifies to a fascinating past, as does 
the interior. The building exudes quality, stateliness and authority.

But do not be deceived, it also contains playful winks, visible to the observant 
visitor: a reckless crusader, a mysterious measuring rod, a pseudo-countess 
and a naive poet, mocked for his courting.

Curious?

HISTORIC KORTRIJK 
CITY HALL
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FACADE

Windows and roof

Take a step back and view all the Gothic windows of the city hall 
from a distance. There are two rows of three windows and two 
rows of seven, perfectly balanced and interspaced with regard 
to the entrance door, adorned with an elegant balcony. The city 
hall building dates back to the 17th century and is associated 
with the name of the city’s master builder, Robert Persyn. Its 
current appearance was created by the intervention of the 
architect Pierre Nicolas Croquison, who had the city hall restored 
between 1856 and 1875. Important restoration work was also 
performed in 1959, under the supervision of architects Jos and Luc 
Viérin. Recently, in 2016, the façade was thoroughly spruced up.

The wooden shutters on the nine dormers at the top are 
decorated, from left to right, with the coats of arms of the city 
of Ypres, Bruges and Ghent, followed by the regions over which 
Kortrijk exercised authority, being the capital of the castellany: 
the rod of the 13 parishes, those of Menen, Deinze, Tielt, 
Harelbeke and lastly the coat of arms of Kortrijk itself.

Now look carefully at the shape of the windows. Can you see 
that one of them really stands out? That’s right, the pointed 
arch of the window on the bottom, far left, is different and the 
window is shorter and broader than the others. This is because 
of the entrance to the cellars below the city hall (see below), and 
the construction of the ‘scepenhuus’, or city hall. Another striking 
element is the statue above the entrance door. This is Saint Paul 
with a sword. He refers to the aldermen’s original role: exercising 
the law.

Intrepid ancestors

There’s quite a history lesson in store for anyone that takes a close 
look at the façade. The 19th century statues represent the counts 
and countesses of Flanders. Baldwin Iron Arm occupies the 
position on the far left. In around 862 AD, he kidnapped Judith, 
the 19-year-old daughter of the French king, and made her his 
own.  Poor, innocent young girl, you might think? Not at all, this 
was her third marriage. Baldwin was able to legalise the union 
and the couple produced an influential dynasty, in spite of his 
irate father-in-law.

Further along we see, on either side of the small, projecting 
balcony, father Diederik (†1168) and his son Philip van de Elzas 
(†1191). They left on a crusade to the Holy Land. Diederik brought 
the Relic of the Holy Blood back to Bruges, Philip I brought Kortrijk 
the Relic of the Holy Hair. The city was famous for the procession 
of the Holy Hair for a long time. Note the brave ‘Lion of Flanders’ on 
the chest of Philip van de Elzas. He introduced this coat of arms.







Wrong lady

Then we come to the first lady in the company. According to 
written sources this is Countess Beatrice, lady of the castle of 
Kortrijk. Next to her is Count Baldwin IX (with a cross) beside 
his daughter, Joan of Constantinople. However, chronologically 
Baldwin (†1205) should come first. Countesses Joan (†1244) and 
her sister Margaret of Constantinople (†1280) come next. Beatrice 
(†1288) was Margaret’s daughter-in-law and is not in the correct 
chronological position. What’s more, she never ruled Flanders as a 
countess. She was only important to Kortrijk as a lady of he castle.

In fact Baldwin IX and the lady to his left, should swap places. 
This would produce the correct order:  man  –  woman – woman: 
Baldwin, Joan, Margaret. However, Beatrice would not then be 
part of the series, yet she was very important to Kortrijk!

Powerful men

The next statue is that of Guy of Dampierre. He only fully took 
over the reins at the age of 52, after the abdication of his elderly 
mother Margaret of Constantinople. And it all went horribly wrong 
because Flanders became embroiled in a bloody war with France.

The series continues with the 
stylish Duke of Burgundy, Philip 
the Good. He founded the 
Order of the Golden Fleece in 
1430 and wears its distinctive 
chain.

In between the last two 
windows we see the statue of 
Charles V, Holy Roman Emperor 
(†1558). Albert VII, Archduke 
of Austria and Isabella Clara 
Eugenia can also be admired 
around the corner in Leiestraat. 
He is wearing a fashionable 
millstone collar and a hat 
with a feather; she is wearing 
a stand-up lace collar. During 
their reign in the first half of the 
17th century Kortrijk flourished. 
This was when the béguinage 
acquired its (preserved) stone 
housing and the artist Antoon 
Van Dyck delivered his ‘Erection 
of the Cross’ to the Church of 
Our Lady.

 CELLARS

Below Kortrijk city hall there are no fewer than six old, 
successive cellars. They belonged to several houses, which 
were appropriated and converted over the centuries. The 
largest measures 21 by 10 metres and in terms of surface area 
is similar to the hall, whose construction dates back to the 
early 15th century. These houses had no numbers but were 
given eloquent names such as De Zwaan (The Swaan),  Het 
Paerdekin (The Horse Trader’s Son), De Baers (The Boss) or De 
Zwarte Leeuw (The Black Lion).

For centuries, the city hall cellars served as a tavern, until 2006, 
when the former catering establishment De Raadskelder 
closed its doors.





RECEPTION HALL

As soon as Kortrijk acquired town privileges, a symbolic place 
was needed to enforce those privileges. This was the case as of 
the 12th century, with the charter from 1190 as the benchmark. 
Justice was initially administered in the open air, at four benches 
(=vierschaar tribunal) and usually under a tree, since God had 
to be able to listen in. Yet a central building was required. The 
earliest mention of a city hall at the Grote Markt in Kortrijk dates 
back to the 14th century. Following the city’s major destruction 
in 1382, work began to build a new, and larger city hall. Four 
tall stone pointed arches of the early 15th century construction 
phase can still be seen in the reception hall. The city hall then 
consisted of an aldermen’s room, council room, a room for the 
city collector and his clerk, and a chapel. This old core of the city 
hall was later extended to the Leiestraat, through the purchase 
and acquisition of the neighbouring houses.

City sirens

A beautiful old door catches one’s eye to the left of the 
connecting corridor to the Beatrice room. Fortunately it was 
preserved during the many building and restoration works. 
It dates from the 16th century and the top is decorated with 
Kortrijk’s coat of arms: embossed with a silver chevron and a 
sculpted border of deep red. The chevron and border are visible; 
you have to imagine the colours white (=silver) and red (=keel). 
The shield bearers are rather striking.  Where there are now two 
flesh-coloured ‘wildemannen’ (savages) bear the Kortrijk shield, 
each clothed and crowned in oak leaves of emerald (= green) 
leaning on a natural coloured club, here, at first glance, there 
appears to be a mermaid and  

a merman. Though they have a (double?) pair of wings and 
neither of them has a beard. Are they angels? Or sirens? Next to 
them we see decorative birds. One is pecking at a pomegranate. 
This fruit is the symbol of fertility and wealth, for unity in diversity 
and for the spring, which reawakens nature each year. The centre 
of the door depicts a lion jumping up. He is reaching for a bird. 
The lion is also an ancient symbol for the Resurrection. All in all, 
the door communicates a fresh message.

Half a cloak

Along the staircase leading upstairs hangs a monumental 
painting by the Ghent painter Gustave Vanaise (1854-1902). 
It depicts Saint Martin, patron saint of Kortrijk, riding a horse. 
Beside him kneels a beggar, to whom Martin has given half 
his cloak, which he cut off with his sword. Why didn’t the saint 
give the entire cloak away, if he was so good-hearted? He 
couldn’t because he was a Roman Legionary soldier and half his 
equipment belonged to the emperor.
There are countless representations of Saint Martin, one of the 
most popular Western European saints. His saint’s day falls on 11 
November, the day on which the livestock was moved into the 
stable, out of the winter cold.





COUNCIL ROOM

City and castellany 

The old council room on the first floor is accessed through a 
stunning High-Gothic door. This is where the aldermen con-
vened to rule and enforce the law. Since the powers were not 
separated then, as is now the case, everything was more inter-
mingled.

Which areas did their authority encompass? You can find out 
by consulting the two large 17th century wall maps, painted 
on linen by the Kortrijk surveyor Louis de Bersaques. One provi-
des an overview of the Kortrijk castellany, which comprised five 
regions, or so-called rods. The other displays the city’s territory, 
the ‘schependom’ (area the aldermen controlled) and the ‘keur-
staken’ (= boundary posts) of Kortrijk.

The stained glass in this room features the coats of arms of Bel-
gium, West Flanders and the 46 municipalities of the adminis-
trative district of Kortrijk (up until 1976).

The walls are clad in oak and Mechelen gilt leather.





Woman’s ruse

Images of women humiliating or ruining their lovers were 
popular during the Renaissance (16th century). They served 
as warnings of the power a woman exerted over a man, who 
usually triumphed through his strength or wisdom. This served 
as inspiration for the decoration of the eight beam supports, 
which can be seen on the ceiling of this hall. To the left at the 
rear is the oldest woman’s ruse ever depicted: Eve tempting 
Adam. They are wearing fig leaves, overcome by shame. On its 
left is a scene with the Greek philosopher Aristotle, in a rather 
unenviable position. He is being ridden like a horse by Phyllis, 
who is beating him with a whip. Onlookers are laughing at 
his humiliation. Third in the row is the Roman poet Virgil. He is 
making advances towards a lady in the tower, so allows himself 
to be hoisted up in a basket. But the basket stops halfway up 
and instead of being able to make love to her, he is mocked by 
passers-by. In the left hand corner is a scene with Samson and 
Delilah. She takes all the great hero’s power away by cutting off 
his hair.
 

On the other side, to the right of the hearth, the row continues 
with the fate of Hercules. His lover has soaked his shirt in a 
poisonous potion, which will kill him when he puts it on. Next 
to him King Solomon allows his ladies-in-waiting to tempt him 
to idolatry. On the third beam King Sardanapalus is being totally 
humiliated. He sits between two women spinning thread, an 
unworthy task. The last ruse is of the resolute Aunt Jaël, who 
murders her beloved Sisera by hammering a tent peg into his 
head.

Indeed, surrounded by these images the lord justices would not 
allow themselves to be swayed by amoral women. What’s more 
the 16th century was an extremely violent period, especially 
for women, or more specifically: for so-called witches. On 30 
April 1569, on the Grote Markt in Kortrijk, Pieter Bailliu, the city 
executioner burned six heretics at the same number of stakes. 
What a spectacle!
 





Vice and virtue

The city hall was embellished and extended between 1517 
and 1527. The new building was influenced by the upcoming 
Renaissance period, but still featured many Gothic elements as 
well. The stunning stone decorative fireplace in the old council 
room dates from this period. Charles V, Holy Roman Emperor, 
administrator of Flanders, adorns the centre with a sword and 
‘globus cruciger’ (cross-bearing orb). The eight alcoves to the 
ruler’s left and right are occupied by the effigies of unbelief 
(idols) and of the personification of the seven vices.

On the left (1) pride: a woman on a horse holding a mirror; (2) 
greed: a woman with a moneybag on a mole or toad and (3) 
lust: a woman on a Billy goat, being embraced by a man. To the 
right of Charles V, Holy Roman Emperor, (4) envy: a woman on a 
dog, with a bone in its jaws; (5) gluttony: a woman with a jug on 
a wild boar; (6) wrath: a woman with a sword on a bear and (7) 
sloth: a man on a donkey.

 

Each time a sin is represented using a woman on a suitable mount 
accompanied by a special attribute. A man is only depicted for 
sloth (laziness), which is seemingly more appropriate for this 
particular vice.

The images underneath display possible punishments or 
consequences of the vice. Extreme anger results in suicide. 
Anyone that indulges in adultery and lust ends up in a cauldron. 
A malicious devil uses a bellows to stoke up the fire. The wooden 
statues right at the top symbolise faith and the seven virtues: 
humility, kindness, chastity, charity, temperance, patience and 
diligence.





GOTHIC ROOM

The stately row of the façade windows on the first floor 
conceal an equally stately reception room: the Gothic room. It 
is intended for official ceremonies, lectures or speeches, prize 
award ceremonies and suchlike.

The wall painting at the rear of the room was created in 2002 on 
the occasion of the 700th anniversary of the Battle of the Golden 
Spurs. The artist Jan Van Imschoot (°Ghent, 1963) portrays the 
battle using children as the main characters.

The Flemish film ‘De Witte van Zichem’ served as his inspiration. Blue, 
plastic paddling pools represent the water of the Groeningebeek, 
the barrier between the Flemish and French ‘army’.

The tapestry in the corridor is an example from Antwerp and 
displays a scene from the Old Testament. We see Moses striking 
a rock from which water proceeds to flow in the middle of the 
desert. We encounter the same theme on the fireplace in the 
aldermen’s room downstairs.





ALDERMEN’S ROOM 
WEDDING ROOM

Downstairs, on the right at the rear of the hall, is the aldermen’s 
room, used for receptions and ceremonies such as weddings 
and jubilee celebrations. In the past the number of aldermen 
always varied between seven and thirteen. The word 
‘schepen’ (alderman) comes from ‘recht schep(p)en’ of which 
‘rechtschapen’ (virtuous, honest) is a variant. Aldermen were 
judges and enforced the law. In fact, in the Netherlands they are 
called ‘wethouders’ (upholders of the law).

Moses and Thomas: a duo

As in the council room above, the showpiece in the aldermen’s 
room is a stone-sculpted 16th century decorative fireplace.
The essence of what it portrays here can be found right at the 
top under the two pointed arches. On the left is a small group 
of people with Moses in the middle. He is striking a rock and 
water flows out, for the people of God travelling through the 
desert. This is a story that belongs in the Old Testament. We 
also see the ‘unbelieving’ apostle Thomas with Christ, from 
the New Testament. He touches Christ’s wounds before being 
convinced that it truly is the Lord who has risen. Conclusion: faith 
(Moses) and tangible evidence (Thomas) are the indispensable 
cornerstones for a just decision.

Heraldry and wisdom

In the bottom sections of the decorative fireplace we recognise 
the coats of arms of the different regions and cities once more, 
as on the attic shutters on the façade.
The names are included as well as the patron saints, such as 
Saint Martin with the beggar for Kortrijk, Saint Peter with the key 
for Tielt and Saint Vedast with a bear for Menen. Each figure is 
assigned its own niche, recognisable visit cards for anyone. The 
Madonna with child seated on a throne occupies the centre of 
the row. Such a statue appears often and refers to the Regina 
Coeli, Queen of Heaven and to Sedes Sapientiae or the Seat 
of Wisdom. The central position, the crown on the head and 
the sceptre in Our Lady’s left hand testify to the decisive and 
overarching value of this presentation.

The large Flemish cities of Ghent, Bruges and Ypres are also 
represented here with their coats of arms, as is the castellany 
Brugse Vrije (on the far right), which does not appear on the façade.



LADY JUSTICE

The eight beam supports on the ceiling are also decorated in the aldermen’s room, as in the council room: one theme takes 
precedence here: justice, represented by Lady Justice wearing a crown.

Naturally, symbols belong here too. What do we see? A mirror indicates that anyone that has authority must also be capable of 
critically assessing his or herself (photo 4). A jester in a fool’s hat with the ears of a donkey (photo 8) embodies folly, which Justice 
should meet with love and prudence. A striking sun wheel (photo 1) is the attribute for truth because the light of the sun reveals 
all. There will be no dark practices here!
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Jugs appear throughout (photos 5, 6, 7 and 8) as symbols of her compassion. She offers a jug to a poor person dressed in rags, to 
a pilgrim (with a ‘pellegrina’ over his shoulders), and to the foolish jester and a man staring death in the face (= a skull). She urges a 
king to act with humility using a statue of the dying Christ: he removes his crown (photo 2).
She promotes an ordinary man with a backpack (a traveller?) to the position of administrator: she places a crown on his head and 
gives him a generous sack of money (photo 3).
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Celebrations with Guffens and Swerts

Major restoration work was carried out in Kortrijk between 1873 
and 1875. The Broel Towers, the Church of Our Lady and the Grote 
Hallen on Schouwburgplein (now disappeared) underwent a 
thorough overhaul.  However, most attention was devoted to 
the city hall. The façade was revamped with new statues and 
the large Gothic room took shape on the upper floor. In 1875, as 
the cherry on the cake, artists Godfried Guffens and Jan Swerts 
adorned the walls of the aldermen’s room with wall paintings. 
The choice was for scenes from Kortrijk’s history.

Saint Eligius is first, to the left of the decorative fireplace. He 
was responsible for Christianisation and laid the foundations for 
St. Martin’s Church. Then follows a cultural gathering. Diederik 
van Assenede is reading a poem to an illustrious company. 
Countess Margaret of Constantinople is sitting next to Beatrice 
(in blue), her daughter-in-law. The young boy is considered to be 
Beatrice’s nephew, later acquiring fame as Robert II of Artois, and 
leader of the French troops in 1302.

On the large side wall Baldwin IX is saying farewell to his pregnant 
wife and child. In 1202, he went on a crusade to be crowned as 
Emperor of Constantinople two years later. This is a great honour.

In the medieval hierarchy he rises above the French king! 
Unfortunately it was not to last, because in 1205, he was 
taken prisoner by the Bulgarians and he disappears from the 
scene.  Meanwhile his wife Maria of Champagne dies in Acre. 
Flanders is in the hands of two young girls, Joan and Margaret of 
Constantinople. They ruled the county for three-quarters of the 
13th century. A prosperous era... until war broke out between 
Flanders and France. The eve of the Battle of the Golden Spurs 
is depicted on the rear wall of the aldermen’s room. We see 
everyone nervously preparing for the showdown. In the 19th 
century the heroic freedom fighters of Kortrijk 1302 enjoyed 
romantic adoration. Hendrik Conscience described them in 
1838 in the ‘Leeuw van Vlaanderen’ (Lion of Flanders).

In September 1875, the renovated city hall received a visit 
from the Belgian King Leopold II and his family. The celebratory 
menu was preserved. The company filled their bellies on English 
oysters, Julienne soup, sorbet with kirsch, turbot with Hollandaise 
sauce, mushrooms à la crème, pastries, meringue à la Parisienne, 
pineapple, melon, pears and many more delicacies.
 









COUNCIL 
CHAMBER 

The council chamber is located to the right of the aldermen’s 
room, on the side of the Grote Markt. Inside, the wooden décor 
catches one’s eye. This is no coincidence, since the Kortrijk firm De 
Coene, specialised in carpentry, produced the furniture in 1962.

Kortrijk’s city council convenes here every month. On the right 
sit the members of the college of the mayor and aldermen, and 
the councillors sit on the left. There is also room for the press and 
the public. This configuration dates from early 1977, following 
the fusion of cities and municipalities. The number of councillors 
then increased from 25 to 41.
 





BEATRICE ROOM

Measuring tree trunks

At the back of the room is a connecting corridor that leads to the 
reception room. Here we can see a mysterious long, metal rod 
on the wall on the left. It is just 5 cm wide and over 3.70 metres 
long and its inscription reads ‘FASSEEL MAET VAN ’T GESLOTEN 
HOUT’, followed by the crowned coat of arms of Kortrijk and the 
date 1780.

The metric system was only introduced in the 19th century. This 
rod establishes a number of old Kortrijk standard measurements. 
Top-left are Kortrijk inches (2.7 cm) identified by copper plates 
with a single dot. The Kortrijk foot (= 11 inches or 29.7 cm) is 
the distance between two plates with two points above each 
other. The ‘fasseel’ is a volume measurement that corresponds 
to a cylinder (tree trunk) equivalent to a length of four foot with 
a circumference of 53.4 cm. This is why distances of 53.4 cm are 
marked on the front of the rod. The (wood) merchants came 
here to test whether their measuring tools corresponded to the 
standard measurement. 

 

The word ‘fasseel’ is related to fascism, derived from the name 
of a Roman bundle of rods (fasces), an ancient symbol of power. 
‘Gesloten hout’ means whole tree trunks instead of bundles of 
branches.

Under a glass roof

In 1993-1994, the inner courtyard to the rear of the city hall 
was converted into a reception room. A glass roof makes this 
room feel spacious and open and allows the light to pour in. 
At the same time the rough brick façade and windows fully 
come into their own. You see the external walls of the historic 
aldermen’s room (downstairs) and the council room (upstairs). 
At the entrance on the right there is a third access point to the 
cellars, in addition to the one on the Grote Markt and the one 
on  Leiestraat.





COUNTESS BEATRICE

So who was the famous ‘Countess’ Beatrice that we saw among the statues on the façade and who appears here once more? 
This noble lady was the daughter of Duke Henry II of Brabant. In 1247, she married the heir of the County of Flanders, William III 
of Dampierre. A distinguished young lady and a handsome knight, with all the trimmings. This alliance could have laid the foun-
dations for a long and powerfully dynasty, ruling Flanders and Brabant.

Alas! William died at the age of 26, after jousting against his archival and half-brother John of Avesnes in 1251! Beatrice was left all 
alone and was given Kortrijk as a dowry, where she spent the rest of her life. She promoted culture and religion and extended in-
vitations to poets and singers. Thanks to her the Sisters of Groeninge moved from Marke to a new abbey close to the Leie and the 
road to Ghent (now Abdijkaai). She died there in 1288. The stones from her heart monument, reused in the later Groeninge Abbey 
(now museum Kortrijk 1302), were found again. A lead urn containing her heart (!) was preserved in Saint Michael’s Church. Her 
other mortal remains were given a burial place next to that of William in a lost abbey in Northern France.

Therefore Beatrice of Brabant was very important to Kortrijk, as a lady of the castle and as a protectress. She was briefly married to 
the heir of the County of Flanders. However, neither she nor her husband ever exercised the count’s power.
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