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A history of psychiatry in Geel, Belgium: Gezinsverpleging, or foster-family care for
the mentally ill, from the 16th to the 18th century

HASHIMOTO Akira
During the time of the legend and cult of St. Dimpna’s in the Middle Ages, Geel be-

came a popular destination of pilgrimages for the mentally ill. A nine-day church rit-
ual, novena, was the most important treatment for these people at the time. Although
St. Dimpna Church had a sickroom to accommodate pilgrims for nine days, its capac-
ity was limited and some patients, while waiting for novena, stayed with people in
Geel. After finishing the ritual, some patients continued to stay there. This practice is
the origin of gezinsverpleging, the system of accepting patients into a sickroom, con-
ducting novena, and introducing the patients to a foster family. The practice started
in 1532, when the church council began to be organized. At the same time, the commu-
nity of Geel strictly controlled the influx and the settlement of patients. A drossaard
(bailiff) and seven schepenen (aldermen), who governed Geel, feared that the poor
from other communities would be a burden to Geel's armentafel, a philanthropic or-
ganization which was common in northern France and the southern Netherlands.
“The year 1532 regime,” however, was changed because of the influx of poor peo-
ple from the armentafel of big cities in the 17th century. Those patients were not a bur-
den because the cost of caring for the poor patients was paid by the armentafels of
their country, but they brought an economic effect to Geel. Eventually the poor made
up the majority of the patients in Geel, and the religious side of the Geel system gradu-
ally vanished because they did not take part in novena and their sole objective was to
stay with foster families. Geel’s interest was rather concentrated on coping with trou-
bles caused by the patients. The drossaards and schepenen enacted various regula-
tions regarding foster-family care and patient behavior three times during the 17th
and 18th centuries. However, during the French Revolution, the Geel system was to-
tally cancelled. In 1797, St. Dimpna Church was closed, its council was dissolved, and
the drossaard and the schepenen could no longer govern the community. Then, in the

19th century, Geel encountered a new era of modern medicine.
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