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HABITANDO 

LA HETEROTOPIA: 

LOS BEGUINATOS
1

ELENA MARTINEZ MILLANA 

INHABITING HETEROTOPIA: 

THE BEGUINAGES
1

314 



Las comunidades de beguinas comenzaron a desarrollarse en numerosas ciudades 

en el siglo trece en la region Lage Landen o Le Pays-Bas, que comprende los actuales 
territorios de Paises Bajos, Belgica, Luxemburgo, zonas del norte de Francia y del 
oeste de Alemania. La causa principal de su surgimiento, como explica Sarah Joan 
Moran en "Unconventual Women. Religion, Politics, and Image in the Court Begui­
nages 1585-1713", se atribuye al desarrollo de las ciudades en la Alta Edad Media, que 
atrajo la migraci6n de numerosas mujeres en busca de trabajo.2 En las primeras de­
cadas de su existencia, entre 1230 y 1260, el numero de habitantes de estas comuni­
dades se elev6 a cientos, y en algunos casos lleg6 al millar. Estas cifras contrastaban 
con la poblaci6n mucho menor de monasterios y conventos, segun precisa Walter P. 
Simons en Cities of Ladies: Beguinage Communities in the Medieval Low Countries, 

1200-1565.3 A diferencia de aquellas comunidades, los beguinatos fueron accesibles a 
muchas mujeres, puesto que admitieron su derecho a la propiedad y al trabajo para 

autofinanciarse. 
El beguinato, Begijnhof o Beguinage, en neerlandes y frances, es el conj unto 

arquitect6nico en el que habitaron las comunidades de beguinas. Si bien los prime­

ros fueron construidos fuera de las ciudades y contaban con sus propios muros de 
protecci6n, «poco despues comenzaron a establecerse en el interior de los recintos 
existentes, o al expandirse la ciudad quedaron dentro del area amurallada».4 Por 
ello, los beguinatos pueden ser analizados desde su origen como ciudades dentro 

de ciudades . Aunque las comunidades de beguinas han desaparecido a fin del siglo 
veinte, en la actualidad quedan muchos de los mas de trescientos beguinatos que se 

contabilizaron en 1566; Ernest W. McDonnell explica, en The Beguines and Beghards 

in Medieval Culture, que se formaron sin tener una coordinaci6n central ni un fun-

Beguine communities started to develop throughout the thirteenth century in 

numerous cities of the Low Countries region. This area, historically known as Lage 

Landen or Pays-Bas, is now homeland to The Netherlands, Belgium, Luxemburg, and 

parts of the north of France and western Germany. The main reason behind their 

emergence, as explained by Sarah Joan Moran in "Unconventual Women: Religion, 

Politics, and Image in the Court Beguinages 1585-1713", was the development of 

cities during the High Middle Ages, which attracted many migrating women in search 

of work.2 During the first decades of their development, between 1230 and 1260, the 

number of inhabitants of Beguine communities rose to several hundreds, occasionally 

reaching a thousand people. As noted by Walter P. Simons in Cities of Ladies: Beguine 

Communities in the Medieval Low Countries 1200-1565,3 such figures contrast with 

those of the population living in convents and monasteries at the time, which was 

much lower. As opposed to those religious communities, Beguinages were accessible 

to many women as they allowed property ownership and the right to work for self­

subsistence. 

A Begijnhof or Beguinage, as they are called in Dutch and French, is the 

architectural complex inhabited by communities of Beguines. Although the first 

examples of such structures were built outside of the cities, with their own protection 

walls, a "short time later they started to settle on the inside, or as the city expanded, 

they ended up being within the city walls."4 For this reason, Beguinages can be 

analyzed from their origin as cities within cities. In spite of the three hundred 

Beguinages that were accounted for in 1566, Beguine communities ceased to exist 

by the end of the twentieth century. However, many of their architectural complexes 
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dador unico y que muchos estaban conectados por media de caminos medievales.5 

Los beguinatos, con los monasterios y los conventos, podrian ser considerados coma 

diversos tipos de hibridos medievales. 
Los complejos arquitect6nicos construidos para las comunidades de beguinas 

son muy heterogeneos en su configuraci6n formal, pero comparten la activaci6n 

de diversos mecanismos y es posible identificar algunas organizaciones en comun. 

Primera, las casas se construyen en torno a una gran plaza central o jardin, con la 

fachada que da a la ciudad tratada coma un muro trasero. La inversion del acceso 

a las casas, desde el espacio interior y no desde la calle, es el mecanismo principal 

que permite proteger y dar unidad al uso dentro del conjunto. Segundo, las casas se 

disponen a lo largo de calles dentro de un area separada y amurallada. Si bien el be­

guinato se constituy6 coma una ciudad en el interior de otra, su interior no perma­

neci6 siempre cerrado. Los beguinatos transformaron las condiciones de los patios 

y crearon un interior, un espacio de intimidad que se extendia desde la casa hasta la 

ciudad, espacio al que todos los habitantes podian tener acceso. Puede decirse que la 

configuraci6n de estos conjuntos arquitect6nicos se produjo con una perspectiva de 

genera, y el muro que protege al beguinato puede ser analizado coma un indicio de 

condena del presente.6 

Las clasificaciones basadas en estos rasgos comunes muestran los diversos 

modos de configuraci6n de los beguinatos y el hecho de que todos ellos partieron de 

una ciudad heredada. El tipo de casa tradicional es la base o estructura a partir de la 

cual se definen, manteniendo la relacion historica entre casa y ciudad. Por lo tanto, 

es posible identificar en ellas el «tipo» arquitect6nico y su combinaci6n para formar 

multiples desarrollos basados en consideraciones topol6gicas, de ahi su particular 

still remain. In The Beguines and Beghards in Medieval Culture, Ernest W. McDonnell 

describes these communities as autonomous developments, without central 

coordination or a sole founder, many of which were inter-connected by medieval 

pathways.5 Beguinages, like monasteries and convents, could be regarded as a 

specific type of medieval hybrid. 

While the architectural complexes built for the beguine communities were very 

heterogeneous in their formal configuration, they have several features in common by 

which they can be clearly identified. First, the houses are gathered around a large central 

square or garden, with their rear walls facing the city. This inversion of the access to the 

houses, through a courtyard and not from the street, was the main feature that allowed 

for the complexes' usage and protection. Second, the houses are arranged along streets 

within an independently walled area. Even though the Beguinage was formed as a city 

within another city, its interior space was not always closed off. At Beguinages courtyard 

conditions were transformed, creating an interior space of intimacy that extended from 

the house to the city, allowing for controlled access of the rest of the population. This 

particular human-space relationship takes into account the gender perspective, with a 

wall that can also be understood as a sign of condemnation of the present. 6 

Classifications based on these common features showcase the diversity of 

configurations found in Beguinages, and the fact that they originated from the long­

established city. The traditional house type is the basis or structure from which the 

Beguinage is defined. In this manner the historical relationship between house and city is 

preserved. In the Beguinages it is possible to find basic building types and combinations 

of them that form a variety of developments resulting from topological considerations, 
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heterogeneidad y mutabilidad. El termino «tipo» ha sido tan empleado como maltra­
tado, pero la definici6n asumida implicitamente por Rafael Moneo como estructura 
de la forma capaz de multiples desarrollos, no como mero mecanismo de reproduc­
ci6n, se sigue demostrando util.7 Aquella definici6n dinamica del «tipo» se acerca a la 
que avanz6 Quatremere de Quincy en la segunda mi tad del siglo dieciocho, 8 y de algun 
modo se opone a las multiples reformulaciones estaticas del concepto, producidas 
por una investigaci6n limitada y relacionadas con la 16gica residencial repetitiva de la 
cultura moderna. 

Un analisis detallado ofrece dos modos principales de configuraci6n de los begui­
natos, los de las ciudades medievales de Amsterdam y Bruselas; con estos es posible 
ver la variedad de composiciones que podrian adoptar dentro de su perimetro. Sarah 
Joan Moran, en "On Locked Doors and Open Windows", explica que las casas de los 
beguinatos pasaban de beguinas a seglares y viceversa con aparente facilidad.9 Las 
beguinas compraban las casas adyacentes o las vendian segun sus fondos y necesida­
des. La radical singularidad de la domesticidad en los beguinatos produjo complejos 
arquitect6nicos inacabados, que podian variar al crecer o reducirse en tamafio. En 
su interior, la ubicaci6n de la mayoria de los elementos era circunstancial, versa.ti! y 
flexible. Por lo tanto, lejos de seguir un patron estricto de la organizacion funcional, 
su configuracion tenia en cuenta otras variables topologicas. 

En conclusion, los beguinatos permiten analizar cuestiones metodologicas sobre el 
proyecto de arquitectura y de ciudad, sobre el concepto de «tipo» y sobre las condicio­
nes topologicas en un contexto consolidado, al margen de las visiones reduccionistas; 
estas comunidades se formalizan como ciudades por derecho propio y, simultanea­
mente, como ciudades dentro de otras, de tal modo que los beguinatos pueden ser 

hence their particular heterogeneity and mutability. In architecture, the term "type" 

has long been used and abused, but Rafael Moneo's implicit definition for it as a form 

structure which is capable of multiple developments, not only as a mere mechanism of 

reproduction, still proves to be useful.7 This definition of a shifting "type" is close to the 

one put forward by Quatremere de Quincy in the second half of the eighteenth century,8 

and is somehow opposed to many static re-formulations of the concept produced by poor 

research and the logic of residential repetitiveness in modern culture. 

A detailed analysis of the formal and typical components of the Beguinages, 

stemming from the variety of compositions that could be adopted within their 

perimeters, discloses two main configurations corresponding with those found in the 

medieval cities of Amsterdam and Brussels. Sarah Joan Moran, in "On Locked Doors 

and Open Windows", explains that the houses in the Beguinages were transferred from 

Beguines to laypeople and vice versa with apparent ease.9 Beguines would buy adjacent 

houses or sell them according to their needs. The radical singularity of the Beguinages' 

domesticity produced unfinished architectural complexes that would vary as their size 

increased or decreased. Inside them, the location of most elements was circumstantial, 

resulting in a versatile and flexible configuration. Instead of following a strict pattern 

based on a functional arrangement, other topological variables were taken into account. 

We can conclude that, regardless of reductionist positions, Beguinages present 

the possibility to study some of the methodological questions regarding architectural 

design and the city, the conception of "type", and the topological conditions of the 

long-established city. These communities developed both as cities in their own right and 

as cities within other cities. In this sense, Beguinages can be considered a precedent 
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considerados como un precedente de las instituciones que surgieron posteriormente 

en la Ilustraci6n, como las prisiones, hospitales y asilos, y que Michel Foucault agru­

p6 bajo el concepto de «heterotopia».10 Los beguinatos, coma los monasteries y los 

conventos, pueden aiiadirse justificadamente a ese listado, porque el anverso de los 

espacios de exclusion son aquellos espacios destinados al retire, y ambos comparten 

el concepto de una vida alejada de la sociedad. Ademas, enclaves urbanos como los 

beguinatos demostraron la posibilidad de revertir la domesticidad heredada. 

1. Este texto forma parte de la Tesis Doctoral "Desmontado la domesticidad: Habitando las heterotopias"

dirigida por Andres Ca.novas Alcaraz.

2. Sara Joan Moran, "Unconventual Women. Religion, Politics, and Image in the Court Beguinages 1585-1713"

(Tesis Doctoral, Brown University, 2010).
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4. Dick Van Gameren, "Plan documentatie: Groot Begijnhof. Leuven", en "De stadsenclave, The Urban Encla­

ve". DASH. Delft Architectural Studies on Housing 5 (2011): 74-81.

5. Ernest W McDonnell, The Beguines and Beghards in Medieval Culture. With a special emphasis on the Belgian

scene (Nueva Jersey: Rutgers University Press, 1954).

6. Robin Evans, "The Rights of Retreat and the Rites of Exclusion. Notes Towards the Definition of Wall", en

Translations form Drawing to Building and Other Essays (Londres: Janet Evans and Architectural Association,

1997), 35-53.

7. Rafael Moneo, "On Typology", Oppositions 13 (1978): 22-45.

8 Quatremere De Quincy, Dictionnaire Historique d'architecture (Paris: L'Institute Royal de France, 1832).

9. Sara Joan Moran, "On Locked Doors and Open Windows. Architectural Strategies at the Court Beguinages

in the Seventeenth Century", Chicago Art Journal 20 (2010): 2-22.

10. Michel Foucault, "Espaces autres", Architecture, Mouvement, Continuite 5 (1984): 46-49.

to those institutions from the Enlightenment, such as prisons, hospitals, or asylums, 

which Michel Foucault, in his work "Espaces autres", describes as "heterotopias". 10 

Beguinages, like monasteries and convents, may reasonably be added to this category, 

because spaces of exclusion are counterpart to spaces of retreat, while both share 

the concept of a life withdrawn from society. Furthermore, urban enclaves such as the 

Beguinages have proven capable of reverting traditional domesticity. 
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Translations form Drawing to Building and Other Essays (London: Janet Evans and Architectural Association,
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