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From west to east

An old church is usually accessed from the west. Inside, you will find a portal and then several oblong aisles that 
together form the nave. 
This is supported by pillars*. Next is the transept. There is an extension to the left, north and right, south. 
Finally, you reach the choir where the windows catch the light from the east, the side where the sun rises and 
the direction where, according to tradition, the Garden of Eden was to be found. The choir is the most mystical 
part of the church.
To ‘orient’ oneself literally means to look for the east. On old world maps, you can find the east or the Orient at 
the top.

* A ‘pilaarbijter’ (pillar biter) is someone who goes to church very regularly, often meant in a negative way: a hypocrite. 
 Pieter Bruegel the Elder depicts such a person in his painting Dutch Proverbs.
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1 Entrance/facade - see p. 4, 5
2 Holy water font - see p. 6
3 Tombstone and altar upholstery - see p. 6, 7
4 Saint Eloy of Maarten De Vos - see p. 10, 11
5 Our Lady of the Hazel - see p. 12 
6 Saint Martin and Saint Eloy - see p. 10
7 The Three Wise Men of Gaspar de Crayer - see p. 13
8 Our Lady of the Grapes - see p. 12
9 Decapitation of Catherine of Alexandria by Karel van Mander - see p. 8, 9
10 Our Lady at the Rings - see p. 12
11 The Holy Vessels of Jan van Moerkercke - see p. 20
12 Saint Martin’s legend by Jan De Coninck  - see p. 18, 19
13 Pulpit and the 12 apostles  - see p. 14, 15
14 Reconstruction after fire - see p. 16, 17
15 Sacrament tower  - see p. 21
16 Descent from the Cross of Christ by Jan Ykens - see p. 22
17 Our Lady Help of the Christians - see p. 12
18 Resurrection, Ascension and Pentecost by Bernard De Rijckere - see p. 24
19 Kelderke Gods (God’s Cellar) - see p. 23
20 Stained glass window Annunciation - see p. 12
21 Door to the bell tower - see p. 15, 25
22 Monsignor Paul Goethals - see p. 26
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The pointed steeple of Saint Martin’s Church in Kortrijk – standing 83 metres 
tall – has been a beacon for every visitor to the city on the River Leie from afar. 
What stories does the church have to offer? 
The interior is rich in sculptures, paintings, pillars, silver artefacts, portraits, 
coats of arms... but what is their meaning?

Rest assured, we don’t dwell on everything in this much detail. That would be 
too much of a good thing. 
This is a mere guide for looking at, and understanding, certain aspects.

Saint Martin’s
church Kortrijk
A RICH HISTORY
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Visitors to Saint Martin’s Church are welcomed by - 
who else? - Saint Martin. 

His statue, sculpted in 1939 by Joseph Lelan, stands 
in the middle of the double entrance door (1). 
Martinus of Tours (†397), who had the dignity of a 
bishop, is a man donning a mitre, a long coat and a 
crosier. Notice that he is not holding the staff with 
his bare hand, but with a piece of cloth or sudarium. 
Such a cloth is also noticeable on the staff of abbots 
and abbeys. Martinus of Tours is known for his 
charitable nature, because legend has it that he 
donated half of his cloak to a beggar. This scene 
is depicted on the 15th-century bas-relief at the 
very top of the arch of the entrance door (2). Saint 
Martin was the patron saint of many craftsmen 
such as coopers, winegrowers, farmers, shepherds, 
merchants, weavers and tailors. 
In short: he had a heart for the common man.

Five arched bands around the entrance doors boast 
62 supports and canopies for statues of saints. 
On both sides of the statue of Saint Martin, there 
is room for extra statues (3). These pedestals are 
decorated with pairs of winged angels. A delightful 
detail: a small 15th-century horizontal frieze with 
grapes and leaves decorates the supports of the 
largest niches, to the left and right of the entrance (4). 
Have these ever held statues?

Traces
of wine
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Birds 
with no feet
Right behind the doors, there is a stone holy water font 
(1) at the disposal of the faithful. The purifying water 
also plays a role in what you find inside on the right: a 
catafalque (=plinth for a coffin) and a little further on 
a baptismal font. A coffin is blessed with holy water 
and brush and, of course, so is a child when it is being 
christened.

In the memorial to the dead, a large grey tombstone (2) 
depicts the noble couple Wouter van der Gracht, lord of 
Maelstede (†1593) and his wife Elisabeth van Vlierden 
(†1613). Wouter was mayor of Kortrijk from 1588 to 
1590. He had a high honorary title: chamberlain of 
Archduke Matthias of Austria. He is depicted as a knight 
in a harness, with a sword and at his feet a helmet and 
gloves. At the lady’s side, you see a precious long dress, 
cloak and hairdo. 

12
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Both wear a ruff around their necks, then in fashion. Judging 
from the rows of coats of arms, these were people with 
many possessions and titles. Sitting between them is the 
van der Gracht family coat of arms, with a chevron and three 
martlets, which are heraldic birds without beaks or feet. The 
long inscription at the bottom shows that two of the couple’s 
children, Wouter and Anna, were also buried along with their 
parents. They died ‘at marriageable age’ in 1623. Afterwards, 
the two remaining daughters continued the noble family line. 
This tombstone was found in 1958 under the floor of the high 
choir.

Can you spot the dates 1446, 1659, 1752 on the other 

tombstones in this room? 
The inscription I.N.R I. (= Iesus Nazarenus Rex Iudaeorum = 
Jesus of Nazareth King of the Jews)? 
And the name of Beguine Mary Magdalene de Groote? And 
some creepy skulls?

Christ also appears here, on an embroidered antipendium  
(= upholstery of an altar) from 1644 (3). 
He is stood in what is called the ‘mystical wine press’. 
Supporting a large cross, he has his bare feet in a crate full of 
grapes. In the front is a slit to drain liquid. 
This scene literally shows how the blood of the suffering 
Christ matches the wine of the Eucharist.

3
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Headless woman

More blood is about to be shed.
This time near the holy martyr Catharina of Alexandria. Because of her faith, she 
was tied and tormented on a wheel with nails until a lightning bolt (‘heavenly 
fire’) destroyed this harness. The Roman emperor then decided to have her 
beheaded and this scene was painted by Karel van Mander (1548-1606). 

This artwork, commissioned by the Kortrijk linen weavers, was painted by 
van Mander, born in Meulebeke, in 1582. He signed and dated his work at the 
bottom left on a horizontal panel. The painter had just returned from a trip to 
Italy and tried to use light and dark effects to depict the dramatic scene. 

In 1604, he became known as the author of the Schilder-Boeck (Book of 
Paintings), in which he gave detailed instructions on new painting techniques 
and mythological themes. 
Moreover, it contains unique biographies of artists of his time. By then, Karel 
van Mander lived in the Northern Netherlands, fleeing the violence of the 
religious wars. 

Did you know that this Fleming introduced nude model painting in his studio in 
Haarlem? This was a first in the Netherlands.
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Baptism is administered in the western end of the church. 
The two busts watching the 18th-century baptismal font 
in red marble represent Saint Martin and Saint Eloy (1). 
They take us back to the origins of the Saint Martin’s Church. 
Legend has it that it was St. Eloy, aka Eligius, who founded 
this place of worship around 650 and dedicated it to the 
bishop of Tours, St. Martin (†397).

So, Martinus predates Eligius (†660) by about 300 years. 
Whether the year 650 marked the actual start of the church 
remains unknown. Roman remains have been identified in 
the foundations. The first written mention dates from 1027, 
and in 1650, the faithful celebrated the church’s millennial 
anniversary in the presence of the bishop of Tournai.
The relationship between Saint Eloy, Saint Martin and Kortrijk 
is clear from the painting by Maarten De Vos (1532-1603) (2).

St. Eloi is sat in the middle, dressed as a bishop. He 
addresses a motley crew of men and women. In his left hand, 
he clutches a hammer. From this, it is evident that he is the 
patron saint of blacksmiths and metalworkers. 

Also notice what can be seen behind the throne of St. Eloi: 
the Triptych of the Holy by Bernard de Rijckere. This painting 
was already in this church and still is today. It means that, in 
a way, De Vos depicts the 16th-century interior of Kortrijk’s 
Saint Martin’s Church. 
To rule out any confusion, it is described in verses below that 
the Bisschob… Uut den franschen Lande [from the French 
Land ] [= Saint Eloy] Hier Te coorterijc [= here in Kortrijk] 
de kerk van Sente Marten heeft Gheconsacreert [= has 
consecrated Saint Martin’s Church].

Eligius worships Martinus

1
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DIOCESE AND PARISH
From the Christianisation onwards, Kortrijk has 
belonged to the diocese of Tournai. This meant, 
inter alia, that communication was in French. 
As is known, Napoleon carried out major 
administrative reforms and also changed the 
dioceses. 
That is how Kortrijk moved to the diocese of 
Ghent, which corresponded to the Département 
de la Lys. 
Shortly thereafter, in 1834, the ecclesiastical 
authorities had the diocese of Bruges coincide 
with the Belgian province of West Flanders. 
That has remained unchanged to this day.

Up until shortly before the French Revolution, 
Saint Martin’s was the only parish church in 
Kortrijk. All the locals used this church for 
the Eucharist celebrations, as well as for 
any christenings, confession, confirmation, 
weddings and funerals. This meant that the 
parish priests and their vicars were very in 
demand, not least because they had to go out 
to assist the dying on a regular basis. 
They also served about 20 side altars in the 
church, intended for guilds, commerce and 
brotherhoods. Chairs were introduced in church 
from 1749, which provided extra income.

2
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Happy Birth
Birth and foundation, saints and angels ... for many centuries, the Catholic faith has centred 
around the imitation and worship of Jesus Christ. Who could understand him better than his 
mother? 
The announcement of the birth of Jesus to Mary by the archangel Gabriel is depicted on a 
beautiful stained-glass window on the north side (1). This so-called Annunciation is a neo-
Gothic gem. On the left, you see the angel in a bright orange cloak and wings. Mary’s cloak is 
blue. She kneels down respectfully and bows her head, above which a dove is fluttering. On 
the floor is a jug with white lilies, which stand for purity and cleanliness.

Like in every church, you see many statues of Mary, for example Our Lady of the Hazel (2), 
Our Lady of the Grapes  (3), Our Lady at the Rings  (4), Our Lady Help of the Christians (5).  
Each have their own story to tell. 

1

2 3 4 5
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The Three Wise Men from the East very quickly learned, 
through a sparkling star in the sky, of the birth of Christ. 
Caspar, Melchior and Balthazar are depicted in the painting 
on the wall to the left of the baptismal font. It is a work by 
the Antwerp painter Gaspar de Crayer (1584-1669). 
 
Meanwhile, the period of the religious wars was over and the 
Church did everything in its power to proclaim its doctrine. 
The Spanish governors and all the churches and monasteries 
joined in. Artists received numerous commissions for 
religious sculptures and paintings. 

De Crayer was in charge of a large studio in Brussels, later 
in Ghent. In addition to Mary, baby Jesus and the three kings 
with their gifts, he painted someone on the far right who 
stares the visitors in the face. That is the artist’s self-portrait, 
as a young man. 

The work, dated around 1609-1619, was painted to mark a 
retrospective exhibition in Cassel (Fr.). De Crayer is mentioned 
in the same breath as Van Dyck and Rubens, and his work is on 
display in many important international art collections. 
And so Kortrijk is no exception.
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The purchase of the large wooden pulpit (1), dating back to 
the time of the Counter Reformation, should be seen in the 
light of promoting the ecclesiastical doctrine. Two elegantly 
curved staircases lead to a pitch suitable for addressing the 
faithful. The preacher stands in an octagonal shell that rests 
on four personalised angels. The staircase, canopy and shell 
are lavishly decorated with medallions, garlands, bunches of 
grapes and putti (= angels). Can you spot the tiara  
(= three-part crown) with two keys (2)? 
This symbol refers to the person in charge of the Church: the 
Pope, successor of the apostle Peter. Except for the stairs, 
that date from 1805, the pulpit is a work from 1665, and 
can, as such, be classified as pure Baroque. From the 1960s 
onwards, the pulpit fell into disuse.

In addition to Mother Mary and the Three Wise Men, the 12 
apostles stood very close to Jesus. Their wooden sculptures 
by Nicolas Lecreux (1766) are attached to as many pillars. 
Very recognisable is, for example, James the Greater (3). 
As a pilgrim, he wears a cloak with scallops. Thomas, the 
carpenter (4), clutches a carpenter’s square and Andreas 
stands for the Andrew’s cross named after him, in the shape 
of an X. The beardless John (5) is holding a chalice from 
which a snake emerges. These attributes refer to a rare 
legend about John. One day, in order to test his faith, he was 
forced to drink a poison chalice. Two convicts had already 
drunk from it and had died. Not only did John survive the 
test, he also brought the two others back to life! Question: 
Which of the 12 is not a real apostle? That is Paul, with 
the sword (6). After Judas’ betrayal, he was added as the 

twelfth apostle. He takes up an important place, opposite 
Peter. Together, they represent the founders of the Christian 
Church, with Peter embodying the Jewish element and Paul 
the Gentile element.

The proclamation of Christ’s message is accompanied by 
music and singing. The organ in the back of the church dates 
from the 19th century. 
When you turn around, pay attention to the thick, heavy 
columns. These carry the weight of the high western tower. 
It contains 19 church bells, which can be played as carillons. 
Together they weigh 18,700 kg.

Speaking, playing and singing
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TRACES OF DISASTER

The columns to which Peter and Paul are attached display a strange characteristic. 
On the one side, they consist of rough stone, while on the other side, they are much 
smoother. The foot of the column and the capitals at the top are also very different, 
in terms of both height and decoration. What’s more, all the columns facing the high 
choir are different from the columns facing the entrance. Why is that? 

The difference is a remnant of the reconstruction of the church after the disaster of 
1862. In the summer of that year, on 7 August to be exact, lightning struck and the 
building caught fire. The roof burned down completely, and the bells fell down. The 
damage was enormous. There was one casualty. Fortunately, many works of art could 
be saved and miraculously, the sacrament tower (see below) remained intact.

Two insurance companies were involved in the reconstruction. They each took 
care of part of the work. What could be re-used and what was beyond repair? The 
restorations took decades. The entire superstructure had to be renewed. 
Neo-Gothic stained-glass windows, the organ, many ornaments and murals date 
from the period of reconstruction. 
The distinction between old and new is clearly visible in the ‘double’ columns.
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Rich man on a horse

At the intersection of the nave, transept and choir, a 
modern altar has been placed at the centre for the 
purpose of the services. To the right in the transept 
hangs the colourful legend of Saint Martin (1) from 1632 
by the Kortrijk painter Jan De Coninck. 

In the middle, you see Martinus sitting on a black horse. 
He is richly dressed and wears a hat with tall feathers. 
One arm is naked, the other covered. In the foreground 
sits next to a small dog a crippled man who has to help 
himself with hand supports. His legs are apparently 
paralysed. In his hat, he receives a coin from Saint 
Martin: a handout.

To the left of the horse, we see another cripple, this 
time standing upright on crutches. In amazement, he is 
holding (half of) a red cloak, a gift from Saint Martin. 
The characters to the right of the horse also attract 
attention. A woman carries a cage with chickens on her 
head, a man is carrying slaughtered poultry. They are 
preparing for the St Martin’s Festival on 11 November: a 
time to have a good meal and a stiff drink. After all, the 
new wine is in the barrels! 

The four medallions contain scenes from the life of Saint 
Martin, for example when he visits an abbey.
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A RED CLOAK
Nobody nowadays thinks twice about the use of red paint 
or dye, but in the past, it was a much sought-after colour. In 
the Middle Ages, the roots of madder were used for dyeing 
cloth red. When madder was planted, the plants stood on 
plots divided into beds and needed at least three years to 
reach maturity.
Even animal substances were used. For example, they 
often worked with kermes or Polish cochineal to derive a 
red dye from the egg-filled abdomen of these female scale 
insects. That was not easy to get by and trade in this was 
big business.

The discovery of America brought new plants and dyes 
within reach. The braziel tree, for example, which gave 
Brazil its name, produced red powder. In Central America, 
the colonists came across a spectacularly better variant 
of the cochineal lice, which were grown on disc cacti. Their 
dye became very much in demand in Europe, but Mexico 
retained its monopoly as a supplier for a long time. Another 
advantage: this dye is edible. To this day, it is still often used 
in sweets, puddings, yoghurts, cakes, soft drinks or Campari 
and in cosmetics, such as rouge and lipstick.
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As a parish church, Saint Martin’s had a lot of income, which 
translated into fine dishes in gold and silver, used in worship 
services. This wealth, however, also attracted people 
with bad intentions. During the night of 17 to 18 December 
1686, three thieves stole from the sacrament tower the 
sacramental vessels, including a square silver wafer box (1). 
These are depicted in a painting by Jan Moerkercke (2) and 
are still in the possession of the church. There was a lot of 
commotion until shortly afterwards, the loot with vessels was 
found in a murky, smelly pond in Maaltebrugge, near Ghent. 
How did that happen? 

Legend has it that an unsuspecting shepherd with his sheep 
walked along the water, on which the animals started to 
bleat anxiously and fell down to their knees in the grass. The 
shepherd then warned the local parish priest, and one thing 
led to another. A miracle had occurred. 
The treasures could be used again at Saint Martin’s Church on 
Christmas Day. A chapel was built on the site of the find. The 
water immediately cleared and was endowed with healing 
powers. The main culprit, a certain Pieter Bogaert, nicknamed 
Gros Pierre, turned out to have several thefts to his name. 
After his right hand had been cut off at the Korenmarkt in 
Ghent, he was burned alive.

Sacramental vessels

1 2
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The sacrament tower from which the valuables were 
stolen in 1686 is on the left in the choir. It is an exuberantly 
decorated tabernacle for Hosts. The specimen here in Kortrijk 
dates back to 1585 - the date is on it - and that is extremely 
rare, because many sacrament towers from that time have 
long since disappeared. Moreover, this tower survived the 
church fire of 1862. Around 1580, the Jesuit Fathers, who 
arrived in Kortrijk, gave a boost to Catholic teaching.

This is about the Hosts or sacred slices of bread, which are 
distributed during communion. This ritual refers to the Last 
Supper, where Christ and his twelve apostles sat together at 
the table for the last time (2).
This scene is depicted on the bas-relief in the front above the 
door. It is a scene that can be found in many churches and 
abbeys. 
The beardless apostle who snuggles up to Jesus  is John. 
On the dish is the Easter lamb. The mass chalice is missing. 
Christ raises his right index and middle finger.

To the left and right of this scene are two so-called 
prefigurations of the Last Supper, the sharing of bread and 
wine. 
This means that certain events in the Old Testament are 
forewarnings of what would come to pass later. On the left (1) 
it is the meeting of Abraham and Melchizedek. They had bread 
and wine together after Abraham had succeeded in freeing his 
cousin Lot together with his family and warriors. 
On the scene on the right (3) an angel appears to the sleeping 
prophet Elijah. He had withdrawn to the desert despondently, 
with the intention to die. The angel awakens him and persuades 
him to eat and drink. 
That is how Elijah survives his depression.
Offering the Host to the faithful used to be done at the 
communion bench. You would kneel on the bench and the priest 
would administer the Host on the tongue. The ritual did not 
allow a layman to touch the slice of bread by hand. Part of the 
19th-century communion bench, decorated with wrought iron, 
is still present in the church.

Slices of bread

1 2 3
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A dead body
At the back of the central high choir, a giant painting draws you 
in. It is Christ’s Descent from the Cross, painted around 1644 
and is attributed to the Antwerp painter Jan Ykens. With its 
dramatic facial expressions, bright contrasts of light and rich 
draping, it bears the typical hallmarks of a Baroque work of art. 

The arrangement of the characters is reminiscent of the 
painting of the same name by Rubens in the church of Our 
Lady of Antwerp. This work has only been here since 1967. It 
is from the former Capuchin Convent in Kortrijk. Right in front 
of this painting, there has been a second organ here since 
1968.

Joseph of Arimathea, Nicodemus and a servant took the body 
from the cross and slipped the shroud underneath it. John, 
in red, carries the weight, while the feet slide onto Mary 

Magdalene’s shoulder. Mary with folded hands looks up to 
her son’s dead body. On the left a Capuchin in worship, on the 
right a Capuchin and an angel holding a crown of thorns.

The same characters are also present at the scene of the 
burial of Christ, which can be seen in Kelderke Gods (God’s 
Cellar), a group of statues from 1894. John is about to 
cleanse the body with a sponge; Mary Magdalene obligingly 
holds a bowl of water. 

Joseph of Arimathea, kneeling down, managed to secure the 
release of the body from Pilate. 
It is believed it was he who collected the blood of Christ in a 
chalice, the Holy Grail. The character on the right is Nicodemus, 
a Jewish jurist. He holds a torch and brings fragrant oil in a jar to 
embalm the body.
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The story does not end with the suffering and death of Christ. 
The resurrection is at Easter, followed by Ascension 40 days 
later and Pentecost another ten days later. This bank holiday 
is depicted on the triptych of Bernard De Rijckere from 1587, 
which can be seen in the locked chapel.

This last work of art brings us back to the period shortly 
after the arrival of the Jesuits in Kortrijk, characterised by 
a resurgence of the Catholic faith. In the central part, the 

twelve apostles gather around Mary. The man who takes 
the lead here is Peter with a large key in his hand. He is 
considered to be the founder of the Church as an institution 
and is at the forefront to spread the doctrine of Christ 
everywhere. From above, the Holy Spirit, in the form of a 
dove, inspires all present. The fire of faith descends upon the 
heads.

Fiery tongues
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Upon leaving the church, turn right.

You will see a small door that gives access to the bell tower 
and the carillon. The 246 steps form a spiral staircase to the 
top, which can be reached with a guide. You get beautiful 
views over the Grote Markt and the city. The clock is also very 
impressive from up close. On the way up the stairs, you will 
encounter a strange wooden mill wheel, more specifically a 
treadmill. 

This structure was used to rebuild the church tower after 
the fire of 1862. Through a lifting system, driven by people 
who by walking, set the wheel in motion, loads of stones and 
other material could be brought up. The wheel was left after 
the work was completed and has become very mouldy. It is a 
curiosity reminiscent of an era without electricity.

High in the tower
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A bronze statue has been near the church since 1996. It is 
that of the Jesuit of Kortrijk, Monsignor Paul Goethals (1832-
1901), made by Jef Claerhout from Tielt. 
Paul Goethals, who was the nephew of the first mayor 
of Kortrijk, Antoine Goethals, left for India in 1878 as a 
missionary and managed, far from home, to become the first 
Archbishop of Calcutta. 

In India, he is considered one of the great figures in the 
development of the Catholic Church. He is buried in Calcutta 
Cathedral. To this day, there is a Goethals Memorial School 
in India; his collection of valuable books has been preserved 
in the Goethals Indian Library and recently, in 2000, with 
Belgian help, the Goethals Medical Health Center was 
launched.

The little square next to the church, shaded by some large trees, 
is now called Saint-Martin’s Graveyard. You will, among other 
things, find a gate there, with direct access to the beguinage. Until 
1967, the dean of Kortrijk resided in the large building at the back 
of the square, the Oude Dekenij. 

What is less well known is that this is where the wonderful 
tale of Mijnkyn of Kortrijk took place. She suffered from 
a peculiar ailment, referred to as divine anorexia. From 
February 1445 to October 1448, almost three and a half 
years, Mijnkyn lived here near the church. She ate nothing 
more than the daily Holy Host, which the priest administered 
to her. The miracle that she survived became known far 
beyond the city and sparked a devotion. But after an official 
investigation, the government decided to intervene. Mijnkyn, 
meanwhile only skin and bones, was taken away.

The ascetic fast of Mijnkyn is in stark contrast with St 
Martin’s Festival, which was traditionally celebrated on 11 
November with a lot of food and drink. Waffles were always 
on the menu. In folk songs, there is also talk of ‘large chunks’ 
of white bread and of eating ‘your belly full’ of rice or sweet 
milk soup. Children begged for sweets or received presents. 
They went out singing with a hollowed out sugar beet, with a 
candle inside. Moreover, all civil servants and city employees 
were treated to wine that day. After all, the new wine had to 
be tasted. 
St Martin’s Day marked the day when the cattle would be 
kept inside and a 40-day period of fasting started until 6 
January, Epiphany.

FAMOUS IN CALCUTTA NO FOOD IN THE GRAVEYARD
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DID YOU KNOW
that for several years now, a couple 
of peregrine falcons have been 
living in the Saint Martin’s Tower?
You can follow their comings and 
goings on: 
www.youtube.com/stadkortrijk

For more information  
about Saint Martin’s Church, 
please visit  
www.sintmaartenkortrijk.be

Guided tours or other tourist 
information:  
www.toerismekortrijk.be




