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FLANDERS

Dutch- Speaking Northern Powerhouse
visitfl anders.com 6,865,000

Accounting for 60 per cent of the 
Belgian population yet only 44 per cent 
of its land space, Flanders is shaped 
by fl at landscapes, medieval heritage 
and culture infl uenced by centuries 
of international trade. It is a region 
of open horizons with polders, dunes, 
waterways and villages connected by 
one of Europe’s densest networks 
of hiking and biking routes. Flemish 
architecture is unmistakable, from 
stepped gables and ornate guildhalls 
to brick towers and UNESCO-listed 
beguinages. Most cities are anchored 
by a Grote Markt (Grand Market 
Square) and Stadhuis (City Hall).

Flanders has a deeply ingrained 
culture of craftsmanship and creativ-
ity. Breweries range from monastic to 

experimental; chocolatiers and tex-
tile-makers guard age-old traditions; 
and designers and artists continue a 
long lineage of innovation. The region 
is effi  cient and industrious—yet still 
convivial and obsessed with good food.

Then there is the North Sea coast 
belonging only to Flanders, where 
seaside resorts and wide beaches off er 
breezy escapes. They are connected by 
the world’s longest tram line, De Kust-
tram, a scenic 67-km track along the 
entire coastline from Knokke-Heist to 
De Panne.

Flanders also has a fantastic 
roster of folkloric festivals, cycling 
classics and contemporary cultural 
events. Open Monumentendag (Mon-
uments Day) on the second Sunday of 
September opens hundreds of heritage 
sites throughout the region at no cost. 
Several Flemish cities even indicate 
where there are free public toilets via 
the app HogeNood (HighNeed).

Belgium’s vibrant north, Flanders 
is largely fl at but never dull, historic 
yet innovative and a must on any 
Belgian itinerary. 

Recommendations on 
where to eat, drink, shop 
and stay as well as key 
annual events are listed 
at wowbelgium.com. 

flanders
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WEST FLANDERS

BRUGES
UNESCO-listed ‘Venice of the North’

visitbruges.be 120,000

Bruges (Brugge in Dutch) is one of Europe’s best-preserved medieval cities 
and the cradle of the Flemish Primitives, who transformed Western paint-
ing. Its remarkably intact historic centre is defi ned by Gothic architec-
ture, romantic canals, cobbled streets and art treasures. Named European 
Capital of Culture in 2002 and gaining global attention thanks to the movie 
In Bruges (2008), the city also excels in beer culture and gastronomy—an 
irresistible blend of heritage and pleasure.

UNESCO HERITAGE
Bruges boasts seven UNESCO rec-
ognitions, exceptional for a city of 
its size. Its historic centre, belfry and 
beguinage are World Heritage Sites, 
while Belgian beer and carillon cul-
tures—well represented in the city—
and an annual religious procession are 

inscribed as Intangible Cultural Herit-
age. Bruges also appears in UNESCO’s 
Memory of the World Register for 
Hanseatic League archives preserved 
at its Gruuthusemuseum.

Bruges’ historic centre is cel-
ebrated for its extraordinary state of 
preservation and visual unity, marked 
by Gothic brick architecture. The city 
is also UNESCO-listed as the birth-
place of the Flemish Primitives, whose 
masterpieces are scattered throughout 
museums and churches.

The turreted, 83-m Belfort van 
Brugge dominates the city’s skyline. 
Its 366 steps lead past a former treas-
ury and clockwork to sweeping views. 
Its bells contribute to Belgian carillon 
culture with concerts on Wednesday, 
Saturday and Sunday (11 am–12 pm) 
and certain summer evenings, best 
heard from the rear courtyard.

The double-layered Basiliek van 
het Heilig-Bloed safeguards a cloth 
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said to bear Christ’s blood in a crystal 
vial, carried annually since 1304 during 
the Heilig Bloedprocessie (Proces-
sion of the Holy Blood) on Ascension 
Day. During the Calvinist era, relics 
were outlawed so the vial was hidden 
in a house on Wollestraat, now marked 
by a plaque.

Founded in 1245, Begijnhof Ten 
Wijngaarde is Bruges’ sole surviving 
beguinage, housing nuns and unmar-
ried women. Its whitewashed houses, 
church, liturgical centre and sprawl-
ing courtyard garden—carpeted with 
spring flowers—create a serene retreat 
daily until 6.30 pm. Just outside, white 
swans glide along a canal as legendary 
city symbols.

UNESCO-recognised Belgian 
beer culture runs deep in Bruges, 
which has its own brew—Brugse 
Zot (‘Bruges fool’, a medieval nick-
name for locals)—two breweries, the 
Bruges Beer Experience, autumn 
Brugs Bierfestival and countless beer 
venues. The Beerwall at 2be displays 
more than 1,000 Belgian beers and 
their unique glasses in a covered pas-

sageway of a historic mayor’s house. 
De Halve Maan brews on site and 
famously pipes beer to its bottling 
plant (fake pipes are displayed at its 
entrance; the real ones are hidden), 
while Brouwerij Bourgogne des 
Flandres blends beer. Both offer 
tours, tastings and terraces. 

ARCHITECTURE
Bruges’ architectural gems largely 
date from its 14th–15th-century golden 
age, clustered around the Markt and 
nearby Burg squares. On the Markt, 
the Provinciaal Hof opens its glorious 
neo-Gothic chambers to the public, 
including artful displays, a 360-degree 
video and cafe. Opposite is the Huis 
Bouchoute, one of the city’s oldest 
civic buildings, with an unusual flat roof 
topped by a wind compass and gilded 
globe. Facing the belfry is a colourful 
row of step-gabled guild houses whose 
‘crafts’ are now eating and drinking. 
The lace-like Historium (also the Visit 
Bruges office) recreates Bruges’ heyday 
through immersive storytelling, ending 
with stellar views of the Markt.

Burg square is dominated by the 
elegant 1376 Stadhuis, Basiliek van 
het Heilig-Bloed—bi-level with a dark, 
Romanesque lower chapel and gilded, 
Gothic upper chapel where the revered 
relic is stored—and Brugse Vrije 
(Liberty of Bruges), former law courts 
housing a monumental wooden man-
telpiece carved for Emperor Charles V.  
The connecting Blinde-Ezelstraat 
(Blind Donkey Street), with gilded ele-
ments, is one of Bruges’ most photo-
graphed passageways.

Close by stand the Koninklijke  
Stadsschouwburg, a 19th-century 
Baroque theatre, and the former Sint- 
Janshospitaal from the 12th century, 
among Europe’s oldest surviving hos-
pital complexes. Lucas Huys, a striking 
black timber mansion relocated from 
Brussels, faces Koningin Astridpark.

Across the city are more than 40 
surviving godshuizen (almshouses)—
whitewashed cottages that once 
housed the poor, elderly and widows—
including picturesque Sint-Josef en De 
Meulenaere. (Since March 2026, their 
courtyards are no longer accessible.) 
They were sponsored by wealthy fam-
ilies in exchange for daily prayers—‘pay 
to pray’ so to speak—and their names 
on facades.

Bruges’ four medieval gates mark 
historic entrances, with Kruispoort 
(Cross Gate) famously used by Charles 
V and Napoleon. Other rare survivals 
include two 16th-century wooden facades 
on Genthof and Kortewinkel streets; 
about 30 original guild signs throughout 
the historic centre; and two 13th-century 
pillars near the Onze-Lieve-Vrouwekerk 
(Church of Our Lady).
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ART AND CULTURE
Bruges’ art scene spans centuries in 
the space of a stroll. The Gruuthuse- 
museum presents Burgundian splen-
dour in a 15th-century palace with an 
oratory chapel overlooking Onze-Lieve- 
Vrouwekerk and a balcony facing the 
picture-postcard Bonifaciusbrug 
(Boniface Bridge). The museum dis-
plays applied arts and luxury items, 
notably tapestries and sculptures. 

Nearby, the Groeningemuseum 
traces six centuries of art from Jan Van 
Eyck to René Magritte, complemented 
by sculptures and a white gazebo in 
the serene Arentshof garden. Just 
next door, the modern glass BRUSK 
will complement the museum as an 
international art exhibition centre 
from May 2026.

Hof Bladelin displays 15th-cen-
tury furnishings, art and everyday 
objects while the nearby Poortersloge 
(Burghers’ Lodge)—once an art school 
and a safe haven for rescued master-
pieces during wartime—hosts rotating 
contemporary exhibitions.

The Museum Sint-Janshospitaal 
paints a rich history of art and healing. 
It hosts a major Hans Memling collec-
tion, the immersive Closer to Memling 
Experience, Gothic art and medical 
instruments alongside a historic 
Apotheek (Apothecary), herb garden 
and free weekly harp concerts. Across 
town, O.L.V. ter Potterie, a former 
infirmary-convent, houses art, reli-

gious artefacts and medical instru-
ments from centuries of care.

At the belfry’s base, XPO Salva-
dor Dalí displays more than 300 works 
by the surrealist painter. Further out, 
the Kantcentrum preserves the city’s 
lace tradition, including a ‘Handmade 
in Bruges’ quality label, while the Dia-
mantmuseum Brugge delves into the 
city’s brilliant role in diamond cutting.

Contemporary culture thrives 
at the Concertgebouw Brugge per-
forming-arts centre, which offers a 
self-guided art-and-architecture Con-
certgebouw Circuit, ending on its 
rooftop with sweeping views. Colon-
nade, a walk-through labyrinth of 100 
columns, stands in northern Baron 
Ruzettepark.

RELIGIOUS RELICS
Gothic churches are a force in Bruges. 
The best known is the medieval 
Onze-Lieve-Vrouwekerk with a 115-m 
brick tower and flying buttresses. Its 
O.L.V.-kerk Museum has a coveted 
Michaelangelo sculpture of Madonna 
and Child, once stolen by Napoleon 
and Hitler (famously recounted in The 
Monuments Men movie). The sculpture 
was gifted by a wealthy family to the 
church in exchange for the right to 
be buried in it (a practice from which 
the term ‘stinking rich’ evolved). The 
church also has a stunning Baroque 
interior with black-and-white flooring 
and mausoleums of historic figures 

such as Charles the Bold and Mary of 
Burgundy. 

Other notable churches include 
13th-century Sint-Jakobskerk, for-
tress-like Sint-Salvatorskathedraal, 
frescoed Jeruzalemkapel, Baroque 
Sint-Annakerk and Sint-Gilliskerk, 
where great Bruges artists like Memling 
are buried. The city is also dotted with 
elegant corner Madonnas like a treasure 
hunt. 

CANALS AND WINDMILLS
Bruges’ canals define and reflect 
its image. Plentiful boat tours glide 
through a vast network of canals past 
medieval facades. Rozenhoedkaai 
(Rosary Quay) is the most ‘Instagram-
mable’ spot in the city. 

Marked by the old Poertoren 
(Gunpowder Tower), the Minnewa-

ter (Lake of Love) is a photographer’s 
dream with a romantic bridge, castle, 
park, swan-filled waterways and stun-
ning reflections. Restaurants and ter-
races invite lingering.

Four historic windmills remain 
along the former city walls; two are 
still operational, including the visitable 
Sint-Janshuismolen. The ramparts, De 
Vesten, form 26 ha of green space with 
a 7-km walking and cycling path linking 
old city gates and a striking red bridge. 
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GASTRONOMY
Bruges embraces Belgium’s culinary 
traditions of beer, chocolate, waffles 
and fries. The Bruges Beer Experi-
ence explains beer styles, brewing pro-
cesses and food pairing. Choco-Story 
Brugge traces chocolate’s journey 
from cacao beans to pralines and offers 
workshops, while The Chocolate Line 
features ‘tree to bar’ chocolate, avant-
garde pralines and visible production 
behind glass walls. Otto Waffle Atelier 
specialises in lace-shaped oat waffles 
and the Frietmuseum Brugge chron-
icles the history of Belgian fries. 

Dining ranges from classic Flemish 
fare, such as stoofvlees (stewed beef) 
and mosselen-friet (mussels and fries),  
to refined international cuisine in 
Bruges’ plentiful restaurants, often in 
historic settings. Free drinking-water 
points throughout the city complement 
tastings.

CURIOSITIES
The Torture Museum—De Oude 
Steen and Museum of Witchcraft 
explore darker chapters of Bruges’ 
history, while Lumina Domestica 
enlightens with 6,000 lamps charting 
the history of illumination. 

Old fire alleys along canals are a 
throwback to the time human bucket 
chains tried to extinguish burning 
houses.

Tucked away between the old Vis-
markt (Fish Market) and Rozenhoed-
kaai is Huidenvettersplein (Tanners 
Square), where medieval leather was 
treated with urine. Take a break on one 
of its cafe terraces and look for archi-
tectural details that recall this past.

CITY PERKS
The Musea Bruges Card grants 72- 
hour access to 13 museums, including 
many of the above, the Volkskunde- 
museum (Folk Art Museum in reno-
vated workers’ houses about 19th-cen-
tury life) and Gezellehuis (former 
house of Guido Gezelle, a 19th-century 
Flemish poet).

Visit Bruges offers guided tours 
on foot and by bike, photography 
workshops and free walking routes via 
its own app. Horse-drawn carriage 
tours and hot-air balloon rides offer 
different sightseeing perspectives. 

For fewer crowds, visit the his-
toric centre before 11 am or in Novem-
ber, January or February. 

KNOKKE-HEIST
‘St. Tropez’ of the North

knokke-heist.be  32,400

Often associated with wealth and glamour, Knokke-Heist has Belgium’s 
highest density of art galleries and second homes per square kilometre 
and ranks among the country’s leaders for the most restaurants and luxury 
cars per capita. Yet it is equally rich in nature from North Sea beaches to 
dune ridges and vast polder landscapes. A year-round resort, it is a place 
to see and be seen but also to hide. 

DISTRICTS
The municipality comprises the coastal 
towns of Heist and Knokke, village 
Duinbergen and inland hamlets 
of Ramskapelle and Westkapelle. 
Together they form five districts: the 
towns and village; Het Zoute, the 
most exclusive part of Knokke; and De 
Polders, low-lying landscapes enclosed 
by dykes that include the hamlets.

Fashionable Knokke is the lively 
heart of the resort. British-inspired 
Het Zoute concentrates luxury shop-
ping, dining and accommodation, 
while Duinbergen (‘Dune Hills’) is 
characterised by white villas, orange-
tiled roofs and laid-back charm. 
Former fishing village Heist remains 
relaxed and family-friendly. De Polders 
offer wide green spaces, including 
Zwin Natuur Park.

FUN IN THE SUN
Around 75 per cent of Knokke-Heist is 
open space. Its 11-km, sustainable Blue 
Flag beach is lined with traditional 
white cabins and some 20 beach bars 
(April–October). Dress codes, sound 
restrictions and seasonal dog rules are 
strictly enforced.

Water sports are offered by the 
Royal Belgian Sailing Club (RBSC), 
Surfers Paradise and River Woods 
Beach Club in Het Zoute, plus Lake-
side Paradise, Beachclub Anemos and 


