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Burgundian Bruges, Jan van Eyck and 
Hans Memling

During the late Middle Ages, Bruges was a 
cosmopolitan city and a melting pot of nation-
alities and commerce. With the decline of the 
cloth industry, our city changed its focus to 
the production of luxury goods such as gold, 
illuminated manuscripts, lace, paintings etc. 
These luxury goods found their way to every 
corner of Europe. 
As a result of the Burgundian court’s complex 
marriage policy, Bruges became part of the 
county of Flanders. The Burgundian Dukes 
found Bruges to be an appealing place and 
enjoyed staying in the luxurious Prinsenhof 
(now the Dukes’ Palace, a unique five-star 
hotel). The flamboyant Dukes, with their 
impeccable taste, commissioned the most 
renowned painters including Jan van Eyck, 
who based himself in Bruges and became 
the court painter for Duke Philip the Good. 
Commissioned by the Duke, he travelled 

EXHIBITIONS IN PICTURESQUE BRUGES, 
THE CRADLE OF THE FLEMISH MASTERS

and made pilgrimages, expanding his inter-
national fame and clientele. He painted his 
masterpiece, ‘Madonna with Canon Joris 
Van der Paele’, for the canon of the church 
of Saint Donatian. Another of his well-known 
pieces is his portrait of his wife, ‘Margaretha 
van Eyck’. The court painter Van Eyck had a 
huge influence on both local and international 
painters including Hans Memling, a citizen of 
Bruges who created unique panels for rich 
fellow citizens of Bruges as well as Spanish 
and Italian merchants and bankers. He was 
also commissioned by St. John’s Hospital to 
make the ‘Ursula Shrine’ and the ‘Johannes 
Altarpiece’. There were many paintings creat-
ed in Bruges by the Flemish primitives which 
remain in the city to this day; they can be seen 
at the Groeningemuseum, Sint-Janshospitaal 
and other locations in the city
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Gruuthuse Palace and other monuments
The Burgundians were an inspiration to many 
significant families. The powerful lords of 
Gruuthuse built a gothic palace on the banks 
of the Reie. Jan IV Van der Aa-Van Brugghe 
began building a manor house in 1425 and his 
descendant, Lodewijk van Gruuthuse, added 
the crowning glory with an imposing late 
15th century chapel. The splendid palace in 
the city – which is today the Gruuthusemu-
seum – is now gleaming following a thorough 
restoration. During the same period, the 
Adornes – an Italian merchant family – built 

the oriental-style Jerusalem Chapel. During 
the course of the 15th century, the gothic City 
Hall -  a source of inspiration for architects in 
Brussels, Ghent and Leuven - was also com-
pleted and the construction of the Beguinage 
(which has been a UNESCO world heritage 
site since 1998) was in full swing. Thanks to 
modest donations from the Dukes, wealthy 
guilds and patricians, embellishments were 
also added to St. James’s Church. The gothic 
architecture of Bruges’ Golden Era defined 
the way the city looks today.   
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Italians and the ‘beurs’
Many street names, such as Spanjaard-
straat, Engelsestraat, Oosterlingenplein and 
Spinolarei, are a reminder of the various na-
tionalities who made their home in the trade 
metropolis of Bruges. A colourful collection 
of foreign merchants found their way here 
to the most southerly office of the German 
Hanseatic League. The Italian tradesmen 
boosted commercial activity in the city as 
well as ensuring that the financial sector 
flourished. During the Middle Ages, Bruges 
was the financial capital of the world. In the 
area around the Beursplein, close to the 
Van der Buerze family’s inn, the Italians in-
troduced new financial tools such as bills of 
exchange and bank accounts. The ‘beurs’ (or 
stock market) was born.

City of Letters & Handmade in Bruges
The city’s tradition of manuscripts, incuna-
bles and books can still be seen today. Now-
adays, many renowned stone carvers and 
calligraphers keep Bruges’ reputation as a 
“city of Letters” alive and well. The libraries 
of the English Convent and the Carmelite 
Convent will be open to the public from 20 
February 2020. The project ‘Sacred Books | 
Secret Libraries’ will centre on the themes of 
silence, authenticity and books. Visitors will 
be able to experience the unique intertwining 
of the city and religious life in Bruges and will 
be given a glimpse behind closed doors. 
Only the very best materials were good 
enough for the Burgundian princes: gold, 
crystal, diamonds and rubies, silk and ivory. 
For them, beautiful objects and luxurious 
items were a way to display their power. 
Nowadays, with the support of ‘Handmade in 
Brugge’, traditional craftspeople still work 
with sustainable, precious materials such as 
textiles, leather, lace, silver and gold.

The Year of Van Eyck
2020 will be ‘The Year of Van Eyck’, and the 
theme of the Burgundians and the Flemish 
primitive painters will continue. The Palace 
of the Lords of Gruuthuse – the ultimate 
Burgundian city palace – opened its doors 
again last spring, following a thorough year-
long restoration. Visitors are treated to a 
custom-made museum experience and can 
learn about the history of Bruges from the 
Middle Ages to the current day thanks to a 
selection of masterpieces. 
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The recently renovated late Medieval chapel of Lodewijk van Gruuthuse – which is unique in 
Europe – is an absolute must-see. It was built by Burgundian knight Lodewijk van Gruuthuse as 
an oratory and connected his palace directly to the gothic choir of the Onze-Lieve-Vrouwekerk 
(Church of Our Lady), so that he could follow the service from the comfort of his own private 
chapel without needing to leave his home. 
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THE MAIN EXPOS OF 2020 IN BRUGES 

Musea Brugge is the umbrella organization of the 14 municipal museum loca-
tions, with a wide variety of permanent and temporary projects. Every year, some 
900,000 local and foreign guests visit one of these museums. Also in 2020, Musea 
Brugge presents a series of temporary exhibitions. Two of these are part of the  
overall project “Flemish Masters”, supported by Toerisme Vlaanderen. Numer-
ous works by Flemish Masters can be admired all over the world, yet you can 
only truly experience them to the fullest where they were created, in the unique 

setting of Flanders. Bruges is a city that will capture your heart. It is a city of human proportions, 
but one that can never be truly fathomed. Its history has made it great, a fact that garnered it the 
title of a Unesco World Heritage City. Retaining the mysteries of the Middle Ages and unasham-
edly exuberant, Bruges has been an international metropolis for centuries.

From 12 March to 12 July, 2020 the Groeningemuseum will host the exhibition 

VAN EYCK IN BRUGES. 
IN BRIEF 
This exhibition is devoted to two masterpieces by the Burgundian court painter from Bruges: 
Madonna with Canon Joris Van der Paele and Portrait of his wife Margaretha van Eyck. 
The exhibition will familiarise you with Jan van Eyck’s Bruges period and uses authen-
tic documents to demonstrate what kind of lifestyle the artist led in Bruges and where 
he lived. The exhibition also focuses on Joris van der Paele who had an impressive ca-
reer at the Roman Curia during the extremely turbulent 15th century. He bore witness 
to the power-games which were played out between the pope and the antipope and 
was involved with negotiations concerning the Hundred Years’ War and the councils. 

The Groeningemuseum has been renovated this winter; the rooms have been completely re-
freshed and the permanent display has also been redesigned. This is equally worth a visit! See 
also further in this press kit.

TIP
Also visit the exhibition in MSK Gent “Van Eyck.  

An Optical Revolution”- Until 30 April, 2020.

Van Eyck in Bruges

Groeningemuseum, Dijver 12, 8000 Bruges

from 12 March to 12 July, 2020

Tuesday to Sunday from 9.30 a.m. to 5 p.m.

€ 12 (26-64 y.) | € 10 (>65 y. & 18-25 y.) [incl. permanent collection] 

free -18 years old

Koen Bovée, Bruges

www.museabrugge.be

guided tour € 80/ max. 20 persons 

reservations via www.visitbruges.be/ticketshop

NL / FR / EN / DE / ES / IT

Free / NL / FR / EN / DE

Title

Location

Dates

Opening times

Tickets

Scenography

Info

Group visits

Audioguides   

PRACTICAL INFO EXHIBITION
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MORE INFO
 
Some time at the start of the 1430s, Jan van 
Eyck – court painter to the Duke of Burgundy – 
came to live in Bruges, which at that time was 
a flourishing economic and cultural metropo-
lis of European importance. Van Eyck opened 
a workshop in the city and it was there until 
his death in 1441 that he painted the works for 
which he is best known today. Reason enough, 
if any were needed, to focus on this great paint-
er and his home city in the exhibition ‘Van Eyck 
in Bruges’.
Two of Jan van Eyck’s greatest masterpieces 
are still on display in Bruges and they occupy 
a central position in the exhibition. The paint-
ings in question are the ‘Madonna with Canon 
Joris van der Paele’, dating from between 1434 
and 1436, and the ‘Portrait of Margaretha van 
Eyck’, dating from 1439. These two outstanding 
works form the core of the exhibition, around 
which displays relating to different aspects of 
the life and work of Jan van Eyck are linked.
After his famous ‘Lamb of God’ triptych, the 
‘Madonna with Canon Joris van der Paele’ is 
the largest of Jan van Eyck’s paintings that 
has survived to the present day. Using original 
source material, the exhibition will explain the 
function this painting was intended to serve, 
while the very latest material-technical re-
search will show how the painting was actually 
made. The life of the painting’s donor and pa-
tron will also be explored, as will his motives 
for commissioning the work.
Jan van Eyck painted the panel from 1434 on-
wards at the request of Joris van der Paele, a 
canon at the collegiate church of St. Donatian 
in Bruges. The painting was not commissioned 
for ‘personal use’, as it were, but was intended 
as part of a foundation set up by the canon to 
honour his memory. The foundation was re-
quired to say masses for van der Paele’s soul 
after his death and also to ensure that van 
Eyck’s masterpiece could serve as his epitaph.
How was it possible for van der Paele to ac-
quire the necessary financial means to fund 
this foundation and commission on its behalf 
a prestigious altarpiece from no less an artist 
than the court painter of the Duke of Burgundy? 
New research, which will be on display for the 
first time, has shed new light on the impressive 
ecclesiastical career of this well-respected 
Flemish cleric, who spent many years at the 
papal court in Rome, but never lost sight of his 
own personal and financial interests.

However it was financed, the resulting painting 
by Jan van Eyck is a masterpiece in every sense 
of the word. The work was remarkably ambi-
tious, both in conceptual and artistic terms, 
and might be said to encapsulate the essence 
of van Eyck’s art. Taking as his starting point 
a compositional scheme that was traditionally 
used for epitaph paintings, the artist added 
layer on layer of new meaning, which satisfied 
the canon’s wishes and expectations in a vis-
ually clear yet highly innovative manner. The 
exhibition will explain the meaning and sym-
bolism behind the painting, both as a whole 
and in its details, allowing visitors to discover, 
understand and admire both the artistry of the 
execution and the different levels of allegori-
cal interpretation.
Explaining how van Eyck and his assistants 
actually went about creating this masterpiece 
is closely related to the artist’s intentions and 
ambitions in terms of the composition. Thanks 
to the latest modern technologies, it is now 
possible, as it were, to follow the artist as he 
painted. Material-technical research allows us 
to understand the creative processes employed 
by van Eyck; for example, by a detailed analysis 
of his use of pigments or by close examination 
of his preliminary outlining and drawings, 
which can now be made visible by new tech-
niques. The results of this material-technical 
research will be integrated into the exhibition 
with the necessary degree of explanation, so 
that visitors can gain a real insight into the 
creativity and technical mastery of van Eyck as 
an artist.
The second core piece in the exhibition is the 
‘Portrait of Margaretha van Eyck’, painted in 
1439. It was the first painting in European art 
history – perhaps even in world art history – in 
which the artist chose his wife as his subject. 
It was only a generation before van Eyck’s time 
that portraits were still the exclusive preserve 
of kings and noble families –  and now van Eyck 
picked someone as relatively ‘humble’ as his 
own wife for this ‘honour’. His original intention 
in making this painting has never been clear, 
but it is certain that it was never intended to 
be displayed in a museum. It might reasona-
bly be assumed that van Eyck and Margaretha 
planned to hang the panel in their own home, 
but the fact that the back of the panel is also 
painted suggests otherwise, while the Latin 
text almost seems to imply  a ‘public’ function 
of some kind. The exhibition will seek to en-
lighten visitors about these possible purposes 
to which the painting might have been put and 
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will again demonstrate exactly how the work 
was painted.
This figure of Margaretha van Eyck also raises 
questions about the van Eyck home and work-
shop in Bruges, as well as the family’s social 
status. Recent source research has again shed 
new light on these matters, which now allows 
us to view the career of van Eyck in Bruges in a 
new perspective. This, too, will be incorporated 
into the exhibition. In particular, the possible 
role played by Margaretha van Eyck after her 
husband’s death will be a highlighted theme. 

The exhibition is closed by an important recent 
acquisition for the Groeningemuseum: a paint-
ing made in the 1450s by a follower or assistant 
of van Eyck. It depicts the Virgin Mary with 
the Jesus Child in a pose that was used by van 
Eyck in several of his paintings. In contrast, the 
landscape in the background is more reminis-
cent of German art at this time, while a number 
of the other elements seem to be drawn from 
the repertoire of van Eyck’s contemporaries. 
The panel’s preliminary outlines, which are 
displayed in the exhibition for the first time, 
immediately make clear that this anonymous 
artist had sufficient knowledge and ability to 
impersonate van Eyck’s style in his own work. 
This suggests that he must have worked under 
the guidance of the late master or his assis-
tants for quite some time. 
The exhibition ‘Van Eyck in Bruges’ is not a ret-
rospective exhibition of his oeuvre as a whole, 
such as were held in Bruges in 2002 and 2010 
(in the context of European-wide retrospec-
tives), and as is currently the case in Ghent. 
This exhibition is intended to deepen people’s 
experience of one of the greatest artists in 
the history of European art through a detailed 
analysis of two of his most iconic works. The 
exhibition is a collaboration between Musea 
Brugge, the Flemish Research Centre for the 
Art in the Burgundian Netherlands, the Bruges 
City Archives and the Faculty of History at the 
University of Ghent.
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At Sint-Janshospitaal, between 4 April and 6 September 2020, the exhibition

MEMLING NOW: HANS MEMLING IN CONTEMPORARY ART will be on display. 

IN BRIEF 
This exhibition departs from the paintings of Hans Memling, one of the most important painters 
in Burgundian Bruges. 
He painted no less than four paintings for the medieval Sint-Janshospitaal. These are considered 
to be masterpieces amongst the artwork of the Flemish primitives: one impressive altarpiece 
and two triptychs. The world-renowned Ursula Shrine is also one of his works. Throughout the 
centuries, Memling has had a great influence on other masters, including Dürer and Raphael. 
His work is a source of inspiration for contemporary artists too: this exhibition shows how he 
continues to affect artists even today. For visitors and specialists, this exhibition is a unique 
opportunity to rediscover his work and renew insights. 
As well as a range of portraits by Joseph Kosuth – one of the forefathers of conceptual art – 
there will also be works on display by African-American painter Kehinde Wiley, who painted the 
official portrait of Barack Obama. The exhibition also includes work by the Iranian painter Aydin 
Aghdashloo and Syrian-American artist Diana Al-Hadid. Belgian artist David Claerbout will be 
creating new work for this project.
The presentation to the press will take place on 2nd April at 11.30 a.m. at the Sint-Janshospitaal, 
Mariastraat 38 in Bruges.

Memling Now. Hans Memling in Contemporary Art

Sint-Janshospitaal, Mariastraat 38, 8000 Bruges

from 4 April to 6 September, 2020

Tuesday to Sunday from 9.30 a.m. to 17 p.m.

€ 12 (26-64 y.) | € 10 (>65 y. & 18-25 y.) [incl. permanent collection] 

free -18 years old

www.museabrugge.be

guided tour € 80/ max. 20 persons 

reservations via www.visitbruges.be/ticketshop

NL / FR / EN / DE / ES / IT

Free / NL / FR / EN / DE

Title

Location

Dates

Opening times

Tickets

Info

Group visits

Audioguides   

PRACTICAL INFO EXHIBITION



12

Musea Brugge has recently invested in the Groeningemuseum, one of the most important mu-
seum locations in Bruges. The aim was twofold: to increase visitor comfort and to display the 
works of art in the best possible manner. During the previous winter, the necessary work was 
carried out in phases, to restrict to an absolute minimum the period when the museum was 
closed to the public. 
This project was implemented within the framework of the desire of Musea Brugge to refurbish 
a number of its locations in the coming decade, with greater attention and respect for its visitors. 
In this regard, the Gruuthusemuseum, which was reopened to the public on 23 May 2019 after a 
thorough and large-scale renovation project, is a trendsetting example. 
The Groeningemuseum displays and conserves a collection of paintings of national and inter-
national importance in a building that dates from the 1930s. Each year the museum receives 
approximately 100,000 international visitors who wish to view these works of art. To make this 
experience more pleasant, the adjacent historic Xaverius Chapel, which serves as the entrance 
hall, has also been taken in hand. This 19th century chapel is a beautiful structure, but its full 
potential was never sufficiently exploited in the past. By creating a more open space in which 
the shop and the cash desk are given a proper place of their own, Musea Brugge wishes to give 
its visitors a warm and friendly welcome that sets the tone for the remainder of their visit. The 
Bruges scenographer Koen Bovée worked on the design for the new entrance hall in close col-
laboration with the young architect Jason Slabbynck. The chapel’s characteristic stained glass 
windows served as the inspiration for all the furniture used. 
However, the greatest challenge was the redesign and renovation of the exhibition rooms. The 
great variety of the collection, each item of which is a unique work of art dating from between the 
14th and 20th centuries, meant that the layout of each room needed to be different. 
In a first phase all the paintings were removed with the necessary care and stored in a temporary 
depot. The previous grey walls were given a fresh new colour and a new floor covering replaced 
the existing threadbare carpet. 
The various works have been grouped and re-hung to create a chronological circuit through 
the museum. The fragile paintings of the Flemish Primitives were provided with a new hanging 
system and special museum security glass from Tru Vue. 
The museum staff attach great importance to the experience of the numerous visitors. For this 
reason, a number of resting points have been added, so that people can take the time to truly 
enjoy the great works of art on display. In addition to the existing audio guides, it was decided to 
add a series of clear and informative texts in each room, with the aim of further expanding the 
range and depth of information available. There is now an interesting explanatory text for every 
object in the new display.

REFURBISHMENT OF THE GROENINGEMUSEUM
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Content changes:
• Reversed circuit
• Spreading of crowd-pullers
• 2 halls for neoclassicism
• Hall 1 (X) becomes a semi-permanent hall
• More artworks placed in 3D
• New glass/acrylate and suspension system for all 
Flemish primitives
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IN THE MARGIN OF THE EXHIBITION ‘VAN EYCK IN 
BRUGES’

MEET & GREET VAN EYCK / Walk in Jan van Eyck’s footsteps.

Bruges is the cradle of the Flemish primitives and was the home town of painter Jan van Eyck 
in the 15th century. Led by an expert guide, you will be following in van Eyck’s footsteps. You 
will ‘meet’ the atmosphere of the Burgundian era and learn more about his personal life as well 
as discovering locations in Bruges where you can ‘greet’ his creations and feel his presence. 
During this walk, you will not only experience his daily commute, the guide will also take you 
to a few hidden spots in the city. You will also receive a discount on your entry ticket into the 
Groeningemuseum upon presentation of your ticket.

PRACTICAL INFO

SUNDAYS AT 14.30 h. During school holidays also on Wednesdays. 
Reservations via : www.visitbruges.be/buy-tickets-meet-greet-van-eyck, 
tourist office Markt (Historium) or tourist office railway station.

RATES Adults € 12,50, Children under 12 years € 0.
Upon presentation of a printed ticket for the guided city walk, you will receive a discount of € 2 
on the regular entrance price at the front desk of the Groeningemuseum.

VISITBRUGES.BE  #VISITBRUGES #MEETANDGREETVANEYCK
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IMAGES IN HIGH RESOLUTION

Images to promote this exhibition/museum can be downloaded via the following link:  
https://www.flickr.com/photos/museabrugge/albums
Please mention the correct credits to be found with each photo.

MORE INFO

All arrangements can be made via the press officer of Musea Brugge,  
sarah.bauwens@brugge.be or t +32 50 44 87 08.
Press visits to the exhibitions are possible with an appointment: see under the heading ‘pers’ 
(press) on the website www.museabrugge.be. 
The press file can be consulted online, and texts can be copied via www.museabrugge.be, under 
the heading ‘pers’.
 
For the foreign press, the Visit Bruges press department is also available with up-to-date and 
personalized information about the city. They will be happy to assist you with introducing subjects 
and contacts, applying for permits and organising your trip. 
Contact: toerisme.pers@brugge.be

REQUEST

We collect every possible review of our museums and events. Therefore we would like to ask you 
to send a copy of any article you publish, or a link to the relevant broadcast, to sarah.bauwens@
brugge.be.
Thank you for your cooperation and interest.

MUSEABRUGGE.BE   #MUSEABRUGGE   #VANEYCKINBRUGES
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VRIENDEN VAN MUSEA BRUGGE THANK THEIR SPECIAL BENEFACTORS


