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With Crazy about Dymphna, The Phoebus Foundation
presents an exceptional exhibition built entirely around
one single work of art: the Dymphna altarpiece by Goossen
Van der Weyden (c.1465-1538). This grandson of the famous
Flemish primitive Rogier Van der Weyden painted the
masterpiece around 1504-1505. He did this commissioned
by Antoon Tsgrooten, the abbot of the abbey of Tongerlo.
The Dymphna Altarpiece was thus one of the cultural
renaissance that Tsgrooten brought about in ‘his’ abbey.
However, all great things come to an end: in the following
centuries, the majestic riptych was sawn, neglected,
vandalized, stolen, sold and finally just forgotten.
When the panels were finally included in the collection of
The Phoebus Foundation, it marked the beginning of more
than three years of restoration and research. Now, in the
spring of 2022, the eight panels are finally ready to be shown
to the public.
The Dymphna Altarpiece tells the life story of Saint
Dymphna, a seventh-century Irish princess. After the death
of her mother, her father goes in search of a new wife. Due
to a lack of suitable candidates, his eye falls on his own
daughter. Dymphna declines his offer and flees to the
mainland. After some wanderings, she finally ends up in
Geel. There she builds a hospital for the local (mentally) ill.
But even in the rough Kempen region, Dymphna is not safe.
Her father tracks down his daughter, only to decapitate her
with his own hands.
This tragic end is only the beginning. Her heroic resistance
makes Dymphna very popular with the local population.
Her fame reached the Pope, and Dymphna was canonised.
Because of her decapitation, she becomes the patron saint
of all things head-related. Soon pilgrims flocked to Geel in
the hope of finding solace for their psychological problems.
Rooms for the sick were even added to the church, so that the
patients could stay there. This is how Dymphna originated
the centuries-old tradition of spiritual care, mercy and
charity that still exists in Geel. To this day, the town is known
for its extensive care network and its unique way of dealing
with psychiatric patients, who are cared for in the homes of

the residents. No wonder that Dymphna is still alive and
kicking in Geel: every five years (by covid exceptionally
seven) the Dymphna procession is held here (this year on
15 May). Then the whole town participates in the spectacle
Gheelamania (20 May - 5 June).
But the Dymphna Altarpiece is more than just the story
of Dymphna. The large-scale research project made it
possible to look under the paint layers of the painting using
the latest technological methods. As a result, the scenes offer
a unique insight into the workings of a sixteenth-century
artist’s studio. Why did the artist change his mind so often
and not paint what he originally drew? Did he paint
everything himself ? And where did he fail? Via an audiovisual track, visitors to the exhibition are fully immersed in
the world of Goossen Van der Weyden and his patron,
Antoon Tsgrooten. An introductory film and eight digital
triptychs playfully introduce you to the secrets of the
altarpiece. For this project, it is no coincidence that
The Phoebus Foundation once again collaborated with
the production company Koeken Troef ! The result is an
exhibition that combines art and history with a good dose of
humour, and with haunting emotion. Because the last part
of the exhibition is pure goose bumps: contemporary
testimonies make it clear how topical Dymphna still is today,
in Geel, but also far beyond. The real heroes of the exhibition
are not Goossen Van der Weyden or Antoon Tsgrooten,
nor even Dymphna. They are the people who in their lives
and hearts selflessly make room for those who are ‘different’
in one way or another. This is how they keep the spirit of
Dymphna alive.
Crazy about Dymphna is a whirlwind voyage of discovery that
leads from seventh-century Ireland through late-medieval
Antwerp to today’s Geel. It is a story of vulnerability and
strength, of holiness and recognition, of ambition and
artistic entrepreneurship, and moreover touches on numerous
themes that are still burningly relevant in 2022: incest,
emancipation, corruption, the refugee problem, selfless
charity - not to mention mental health. Dymphna is all that,
and much more. But above all, Crazy about Dymphna tells
a story that touches on who we are — as people.
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The heavily yellowed and outdated varnish made it impossible
to appreciate the true beauty of this extraordinary piece.
For this reason, the old, non-original varnish layers and
overpainting’s were meticulously removed. Millimetre by
millimetre, the restorers brought the intense colours of
Van der Weyden’s magnus opus back to light. Refined details
that had been hidden from view for decades were exposed
again. The stunning result of these efforts is an ode to the
talent and mastery of Goossen Van der Weyden.
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The Story of a Girl who Drove a Medieval City Mad
The Dymphna Altarpiece is a special masterpiece from the
collection of The Phoebus Foundation. Painted by Goossen
Van der Weyden around 1504/1505, it recounts the eventful
life of the Irish king’s daughter, Saint Dymphna. After more
than half a millennium, the eight individual panels have an
eventful history behind them. Age-old repairs, traces of
damage and layers of dirty varnish masked the original
splendour of the works of art. Therefore, a thorough restoration
was urgently needed in spring 2017.
This titanic work was carried out by a team of specialist
conservators, brought together for the occasion in the studio
of The Phoebus Foundation. The top team worked side by
side for more than three years to bring this large-scale
assignment to a successful conclusion. Many hands and eyes
were needed to do justice to this exceptional masterpiece,
with a paint surface of no less than 12 m². They were assisted
in this monk’s work by experts from home and abroad.

Moreover, this expert treatment also gave rise to an in-depth
historical and material study. With the aid of innovative
image analysis techniques and research methods, a unique
insight was gained into the process of creation of the
altarpiece, into the wishes of his patrons and into Goossen’s
working methods. One of the most remarkable discoveries
was the portrait of a young woman on the third panel, whose
head was painted on a thin layer of tin foil. An extremely rare
technique that was also used by Flemish Primitives such as
Rogier Van der Weyden, Goossens’ grandfather. At least as
interesting is the discovery of the remnants of painted bands
on the edges of the paintings.
All these discoveries and findings have been compiled in a
voluminous publication. In the book Crazy about Dymphna,
a group of international experts takes you to the world of
Saint Dymphna. This richly illustrated publication published
by Hannibal Books is the result of years of research and
contains essays by Till-Holger Borchert (Musea Brugge),
Stephan Kemperdick (Gemäldegalerie, Staatliche Museen,
Berlin), Katharina Van Cauteren (The Phoebus Foundation,
Antwerp), Lucinda Timmermans (Rijksmuseum,
Amsterdam), Patrick Allegaert (Museum Dr. Guislain,
Ghent) and many others. The reader discovers her story
as never before and is surprised by previously unexplored
angles. We meet the ambitious patrons and enter the master’s
studio. The studio of Goossen Van der Weyden, who for the
first time steps out of the shadow of his grandfather.
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DISCOVER THE NEW WEBSITE OF
THE PHOEBUS FOUNDATION
www.phoebusfoundation.org

The Phoebus Foundation is also working on her digital life.
With a brand new website, we created a home for all our projects, activities, news and updates.
From exclusive looks behind the scenes to extremely interesting discoveries:
On our website you will be completely immersed in the Phoebus world.
You will also discover the first episode of the brand new Phoebus podcast.
On the basis of fascinating conversations, Radio 1 presenter Koen Fillet will take you
on a voyage of discovery through the history of art.
Take a look on www.phoebusfoundation.org!

