Isabel Conway
is enchanted by
Ghent, the
art-steeped
Belgian city
that Victor
Hugo called
‘the Venice of
the north’
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The 1898 Post Hotel in Ghent

vening shadows dance on the cobbled alleyways, lofty church spires,
grand guild houses and baroque
bridges. It’s as if we’re on a medieval movie set, peeking through
the handblown glass windows of
an imposing mansion at portraits of
doughty merchants and bejewelled
ladies, illuminated by a hanging candelabra.
We pause in front of the Castle of the Counts, the
only remaining medieval fortress in Flanders, whose
defence system is still virtually intact. Its history
dates back to the Roman occupation, and I fully
expect knights in armour to emerge on prancing
horses. Then we wander into Patershol’s narrow

pattern of alleys and winding lanes dating back to
the Middle Ages.
Here in the city of Ghent, capital of Flanders, it is
easy to visualise the 15th-century world of Jan Van
Eyck, the Flemish Master who was to late medieval
art what Pablo Picasso is to modern painting.
Victor Hugo described Ghent as “a kind of Venice
of the north”. Belgium’s second largest city, known
as the historic heart of Flanders, is a medieval masterpiece, yet overshadowed in this small country by
bureaucratic Brussels and chocolate-boxy Brugge.
Nowhere else can you switch so quickly from the 14th
to the 21st century (and back!) without ever having
the feeling that something isn’t quite right, it’s said.
Now, thanks to the genius of Van Eyck, court paint-
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er, diplomat, secret agent and mystery man, Ghent
has caught the international attention at last. Only
20 of his paintings are known to still exist, and more
than half of them are gathered together for a oncein-a-lifetime exhibition between now and the end
of April at the Ghent Museum of Fine Arts (MSK).
Ghent has assembled a long list of events from
visual art, theatre, dancing, design, music and also a
historical culinary celebration of Van Eyck’s life and
times. An intriguing ‘seven senses’ tour will include
sounds and some of the authentic less savoury odours
of a bustling medieval metropolis. Another crowd
getter is the spectacular robot-controlled blend of
multimedia art, music and projection entitled Lights
On Van Eyck.

A picture of medieval
magic in Flanders
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Ghent, known as the historic heart of
Flanders and a medieval masterpiece
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