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euven is situated on the banks of the River Dijle and is the seat of
Belgium’s oldest university. The first documentary reference to Leuven is for
the year 884. In that year, the Vikings settled around an old fortification at the
Dijle river, called 'Luvanium' in Latin or 'Lovon' in the local vernacular. They were
conquered by Arnulf of Carinthia in 891. After this victory, Arnulf had a new castle
built on an island in the river. He also founded a chapter of canons in the already
existing St. Peter's Church. This became the home of the Counts of Leuven who later
also acquired the county of Brussels. In 1190 the
counts of Leuven acquired the title of 'Dukes of
Lower Lorraine', a title that gave them the right to
rule over the middle part of what is now Belgium.
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For a time, Leuven played an important role in the
cloth trade, although this declined in the 14th
century. In 1425 Duke John IV founded the
University of Leuven and within a few decades of
its foundation it had over 1,000 students. In the
16th century a number of important humanists and
scientists, including Erasmus, Mercator, Jansenius
and Vesalius did much to spread the fame of the
university.
The magnificent town hall (Stadhuis) was
constructed between 1439 and 1468; it has been
described as one of the most beautiful Gothic
buildings in the world.
The Beguinage (Groot Begijnhof)
“There are among us women whom we have no idea what to call, ordinary women or
nuns, because they live neither in the world nor out of it.”
Franciscan Friar Gilbert of Tournai, 1274
The etymology of the term Beguine is uncertain, although one possibility is that it
derives from the Old Flemish word beghen – to pray.
As early as the beginning of the 12th century, there were women in the Netherlands
who lived alone and devoted their lives to prayer and good works, but who did not
take vows. The Beguines came into existence towards the end of the 12th century
and their numbers grew rapidly. In 1216 they were recognised as an independent
religious society for women by Pope Honorius III. At the height of their popularity
there were 94 Beguine houses in Belgium alone. A medieval chronicle describes
them as “pious women living in the world, not possessing a common rule” (mulieres
sanctae singulariter in saeculo manentes, indisciplinatae).
The Beguine could not properly be called a nun: she took no vows, she could return
to the world and marry if she wished, and she did not renounce her property. If she
was without means she did not accepted alms, but supported herself by manual
labour, or by teaching the children of the town’s people. During her novitiate she

lived with "the Grand Mistress" of her cloister, but afterwards she had her own
dwelling, and, if she could afford it, was attended by her own servants. The same aim
in life, kindred pursuits, and community of worship were the ties which bound her to
her companions. There was no motherhouse, nor common rule, nor common general
of the order; every community was complete in itself and fixed its own order of living,
though later on many adopted the rule of the Third Order of Saint Francis. The
communities were as varied as the social status of their members – some only took
in women from the higher levels of society; others were only for the poor; yet others
took in women of every condition in life.
The Leuven Beguinage was
founded in 1232 for women from
the city and the surrounding
area. The original buildings were
replaced by brick houses during
the 16th and 17th centuries. It
was closed in 1796 by the
French occupants, but shortly
afterwards it was re-opened. By
1962, the original function had
long since ended and the entire
complex was bought by the
University of Leuven. Professor
Raymond Lemaire started an
important renovation campaign. The old 16th and 17th century houses were
transformed into modern flats for students and academic staff. Even after the
transformation the Beguinage kept its original look as a city within the city. Most
houses are still in brick and are decorated with a little garden on the outside. Inbetween the houses are cobble stone streets. The Beguinage church was built in the
14th and 15th centuries, although has been much restored.
he name Bruges probably comes from the Old Norse “Brygga”, which
means harbour, or mooring place. The site was fortified against the Norse by
Baldwin II in 892. The town’s
function as a port meant that it was
already a thriving city when Robert the
Frisian made it the capital of his duchy
in 1093. By the 12th century, Bruges
headed the Hanseatic League of
London and was a major importer of
English wool. By the 13th century, it was
one of the most active towns in the
powerful Hanseatic League centred on
Lubeck, which controlled the North
European trade with Scandinavia and
Russia. The town hall was built at the
end of the 14th century.
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The magnificent belfry was started in the 13th century, the corner turrets were added
in the 14th century and the octagonal top story added in the 15th century. The market
hall was started in the 13th century and enlarged in the 14th and 16th centuries.

The Basilica of the Holy Blood (Basiliek van het Heilig
Bloed) contains a reliquary which purports to contain the
Blood of Christ, brought back from the Holy Land by
Thierry of Alsace, Count of Flanders, when he returned
from the second Crusade. The lower chapel, which is
dedicated to St Basil, has retained its original massive
Romanesque cylindrical piers. The tympanum over the
door to a small side chapel bears a low relief of the
Baptism of Christ which dates to c. 1300.
The upper chapel, dedicated to the Precious Blood, was
originally of Romanesque construction, but was altered in
the 15th century (the murals date to the 19th century).
The Beguine Convent of the Vine (De Wijgaard
Begijnhof) was founded some time before 1244. In
1245 the Bishop of Tournai, Walter de Marvis and
Margaret of Constantinople, Countess of Flanders,
granted the Beguinage full parish status and the
right to have its own parish.
Following the problems of the Reformation and the
religious wars that followed, the Bruges Beguines
adopted the status of secular canonesses. Further
problems arose with the dissolution of monasteries between 1782 and 1789 under
Habsburg Emperor Joseph II, when the Beguinage lost its lands. They were allowed
to stay provided they paid a rent, and the church re-opened in 1803. Since 1922 De
Wijgaard Begijnhof has been a Benedictine Priory.
he Neolithic flint mines at Spiennes,
covering more than 100 ha, are the largest
and earliest concentration of ancient mines in
Europe. They are also remarkable for the diversity
of technological solutions used for extraction and for
the fact that they are directly linked to a settlement
of the same period.
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The mines were added to the World Heritage List in
2000 with the following reasons for inclusion:
Criterion i: The Neolithic flint mines at Spiennes
provide exceptional testimony to early human inventiveness and application.
Criterion ii: The arrival of the Neolithic cultures marked a major milestone in human
cultural and technological development, which is vividly illustrated by the vast
complex of ancient flint mines at Spiennes.
Criterion iii: The flint mines at Spiennes are outstanding examples of the Neolithic
mining of flint, which marked a seminal stage of human technological and cultural
progress.

ournai had already gained importance during the Roman period. In the 3rd
century, St Piat converted the town to Christianity. Tournai came under the rule
of the Salian Franks in the 5th century and
this was followed by the Merovingian Dynasty.
Clovis, who made Tournai a bishopric, was born
here in 465 and Clovis’ father, Childeric, died here
in 481 or 482.
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Childeric’s grave was discovered by chance in
1653 in Tournai. Workmen discovered the grave
behind the church of St-Brice. Subsequent work
has established that a total of 22 horses were
buried with the king.
Unfortunately, most of the grave goods were
stolen from the Bibliothèque Nationale in 1831,
which means that our main source of information
is Chifflet’s publication of 1655, The Resurrection
of Childeric I.

Schematic representation of
the burial of Childeric

Cathédrale Notre-Dame – The cathedral, with its five
towers, is the most striking and unusual of Belgium’s
churches. The nave and arms of the transepts are 12th
century; the chancel – which is taller than the nave and
almost as long – was built in the 13th century.
The north door (Porte Mantile) and the south door (Porte du
Capitole) have fine Romanesque sculpture, although the
carvings on the south door are in very poor condition.
The west front was altered in the 14th century and was
covered by a porch which was altered in the 16th century.

ollégiale Ste-Gertrude Nivelles – The first
church here was constructed by Itta, the wife of
Pippin the Elder, after her husband’s death in
640. It was a double house of nuns and canons and
Itta appointed her daughter as the first abbess.
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The present building is an Ottonian Empire
Romanesque abbey church which was consecrated in
1046 by the Bishop of Liège in the presence of
Emperor Henri III. The church was a “double-ender”
with an east and a west apse, although the western
apse is a modern replacement. The late Romanesque
narthex is a very imposing structure. It has five
storeys accessible from the two stair turrets and
contains an apse and two chapel galleries.

hent was one of the last pagan
strongholds in Gaul and legend
has it that St Amand, who came in
th
the 7 century to evangelise the town,
was thrown into the Scheldt. However,
around 630 AD the Abbey of Saint Bavo
was founded and shortly after that St
Peter’s Abbey near Mount Blandin
(Blandijnberg) was built.
The town
developed around theses monasteries
and c. 940 Baldwin II built a stone
castrum on the site of the present
Château des Comtes. The origin of the present Château des Comtes goes back to
1180 when Philip of Alsace, the Count of Flanders, rebuilt the 10th century
fortification. The site was extensively restored during the early 20th century.
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St Baafskathedraal - The cathedral stands on the site of the old 12th century Église
St Jean, and a few traces of the Romanesque church survive in the crypt. In 1540
the Emperor Charles V had the church of the Abbey of St Bavo demolished to create
a site for the Spanish Palace. The name of St Bavo was transferred to the Église St
Jean and it achieved cathedral status in 1561. The cathedral was constructed in
three stages, each showing different architectural influences, so that there are
elements of Scaldian Gothic in the chancel, Brabant Gothic in the tower and late
Gothic in the nave. Despite its heterogeneous heritage, the cathedral gives an
overall impression of harmony. The remarkable west tower forms the main entrance
to the church, as is the
rule in Brabant Gothic.
The Graslei (or Herb
Quay) used to be the
medieval harbour in
Ghent and it formed the
backbone of the city.
The quay is lined with
houses which date from
the 12th to the 17th
century.
echelen seems to have begun as a small settlement on the higher west
bank of the river Dijle. In the late 3rd century the Gallo-Roman influence
waned and the settlement dwindled. In time, a second settlement grew on
the lower East bank around the Canon's chapter of St Rumbold, and this became the
basis of the medieval town.
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In the 14th century the town belonged to Count of Flanders, but later legacies and
bequests brought it under the rule of the Dukes of Burgundy. Charles the Bold
established his Court of Accounts and the Parliament of Burgundian Estates here in
1473. In 1503, the parliament became the Grand Council which acted as the
supreme court until the French Revolution.

The early 16th century was the
time of the town’s greatest
prosperity and under Margaret
of Austria and Charles V the
arts and philosophy thrived.
The philosophers Erasmus
and Thomas More; Lemaire
de Belges, the historian; the
painters Gossaert and Van
Orley and the musicians
Pierre de la Rue and Josquin
des Prés all benefited from the
cultivated interests of the
Emperor
and
his
aunt.
However, in 1531 the court
moved to Brussels and,
although the Grand Council remained in Mechelen, the town’s influenced waned,
except in the religious area. It was made an archbishopric in 1559 (this title has been
shared with Brussels since 1961).
St Romboutskathedraal – The cathedral is famous for its enormous tower, which is
as wide as the nave, and 97 m high. The tower was started in 1452 and was
originally intended to reach a height of 167 m, but the project was shelved in 1521.
In the middle ages Mechelen’s bell-casters had acquired a reputation for excellence,
but strangely enough, when the town wished to create its carillon for the cathedral
tower in 1674, they recruited Pieter Hermony from Amsterdam.
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ntwerp’s position on the River Scheldt has played a major part in its
development. In 1914, Edmond de Bruyn wrote:

“Antwerp owes the Scheldt to God and everything else to the Scheldt.”
Certainly the river helped the town
to become a flourishing trading and
economic centre in the 13th century,
specialising in the exports of fish,
salt and grain and importing English
wool. The area of the old town, just
a few minutes walk from the river, is
a maze of small streets, squares
and passages in which there are
over 300 niches containing statues
of the Madonna, many of them
masterpieces produced by sculptors
seeking admission to the Guild of St
Luke.
Onze Lieve-Vrouwkathedraal -The Cathedral of Our Lady is the largest in Belgium,
covering an area of almost 1 hectare. Construction began at the east end in 1352,

but the church was not completed until 1521. Despite this, the whole structure has
considerable harmony. As with the cathedrals of Ghent and Mechelen, the glory of
the cathedral is its tower, which reaches a height of 123 m. The port Émile
Verhaeren described it as being:
“straight as a summons, beautiful as a mast, bright as a candle.”
The second tower was left unfinished in
the 16th century.
The triangular area in front of the
Cathedral is the old Handschoenmarkt,
or Glove Market and nearby is the Grote
Markt (large market place), which is
surrounded by 16th and 17th century
guild houses.
A few minutes walk away, by the River
Scheldt is the Steen fortress, originally
built after 843, but considerably enlarged
by the Emperor Charles V c. 1520.

he ruins at Abbaye de Villers-la-Ville
are the largest and most beautiful in
Belgium. This Cistercian abbey was
founded under the auspices of St Bernard in
1147, but the church and the cloisters were not
built until 1198 and 1209.
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The abbey enjoyed the protection of the Duke
of Brabant, and attracted many rich patrons
between 1190 and 1250. Most of the buildings
date from this period.
However, from the mid-13th century, the finances of the abbey deteriorated steadily.
In the early 14th century, the abbey experienced difficulty paying taxes, and was then
hit by plague. Further financial problems occurred in the late 1300's, but abbots Otton
de Dormael (1393-1424) and Gilles de Louvain (1424-1433) managed to improve the
finances and save the abbey from ruins.
From the late 15th century, the nomination of the abbots became more political under
the influence of the Dukes of Burgundy, when the position of abbot was seen as a
much sought after sinecure. After a troubled period during the wars of religion in the
16th century, the abbey experienced a new period of prosperity under Archduke
Albert and Isabela of Austria.
The abbey suffered from the wars of Louis XIV, but revived again in the 18th century
when many of the buildings were restored in the classical style.

The end of the Abbey of Villers came with the late 18th century revolutions. First, the
abbey was devastated by the Austrian Imperial Army that came to crush the
Brabantine Revolution of 1789; it was then plundered by French revolutionaries and
local people in 1792 and 1794.
The abbey stayed abandoned during the 19th century, and much damage occurred
around the middle of the century. The ruins attracted considerable attention from
Romantic artists and writers.
orroy-le-Château was built around
1270 by the Count Philippe of Vianden
and his wife Mary of Brabant. The
castle built in imitation of the layout of the
castles of Philip Augustus of France. It has a
barbican and seven cylindrical towers.
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The castle passed to the family of NassauDillenburg, princes of Orange, then to the
Nassau-Corroy, and now inhabited by the
Marquess of Trazegnies.
The interior of the castle has been much altered over time: the Gothic chapel on the
mezzanine of the seventh tower was restored in the 19th century and the apartments
show 17th, 18th and 19th alterations.

ccording to tradition, Liège was founded in 705 after the assassination of
St Lambert, Bishop of Tongeren and Maastricht. Following a vision, St Hubert
had St Lambert’s body moved from Maastricht to Liège where he constructed
a chapel on the site of Lambert’s martyrdom, which soon became a place of major
pilgrimage. In 721 the town became a bishopric, but it was not until the 10th century
that the town really gained importance when
Bishop Notger, in office from 972 to 1008,
established the office of prince-bishop with the
support of the Emperor Otto II. During the reign
of Notger, the Mosan school of art began to
develop. In the 10th and 11th centuries the school
was particularly famous for its ivories, and in the
second half of the 11th, the 12th and the 13th
centuries it began producing gold and silverwork,
enamels and cast iron, copper and brass work.
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Due to the coal deposits that were discovered in
the 12th century, many blacksmiths operated from
Liège, especially from the 14th century onwards.
This led to the town developing the industry of
armour-making.
Palais des Princes-Évêques – The Palace of the Prince-Bishops was first built c.
1000 A.D. by Bishop Notger, but was completely rebuilt after 1526 on the orders of

Prince-Bishop Évrard de la Marck. The principle façade was rebuilt after a fire in
1734 and the left wing was constructed in the 19th century. The building now houses
the provincial government offices and the law courts.
The main courtyard is surrounded by arcades with raised arches and 60 columns
with richly ornamented capitals.
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ortrijk - according to the archaeological evidence, there was already some
kind of settlement around 1500 B.C. where the town of Kortrijk stands today.

In the first century A.D. the Gallo-Roman colony called Caroticum was founded on
the banks of the River Leie at the crossroads of Tongeren-Kassel and TournaiOudenburg. Caroticum is the Latinised form of an old Celtic name.
In the 5th century the Franks in this area were converted to Christianity. Between the
9th and the 18th centuries, Kortrijk was part of the County of Flanders.
In the 15th century, the town reached the height of its prosperity when the cloth trade
flourished. Wool-weaving was
soon replaced by linen making,
as the soft waters of the River
Leie were ideal for retting flax.
Kortrijk became famous for
linen,
and
damask
linen
became its speciality.
Begijnhof – The Beguine
convent was founded in 1238
and richly endowed by Joanna
of Constantinople, the Countess
of Flanders, in 1242. The 41
houses date from the 17th
century.
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