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N owadays, if one seeks the 
origins of the phenomenon of 

flânerie, one will almost immediately 
find oneself amidst the massive urban 
regeneration of Paris that took place 
immediately after the mid-nineteenth 
century. With its broad boulevards and 
wide pavements, the French capital 
presented for the first time a dynamic 
and diverse aspect, in which servant 
girls strolled around the shops at the 
same time as the well-to-do middle 
class and even the aristocracy. It was in 
June 1853 that Georges-Eugène, Baron 
Hausmann (1809-1891) embarked on 
the immense project to make the old, 
decaying inner city of Paris more open, 
more accessible and, most importantly, 
healthier. His instructions had come 
from Louis-Napoleon Bonaparte 
(1808-1873), proclaimed Emperor 
Napoleon iii a year earlier, whose 
ambitious plan was to put the capital 
on an equal, and above all ‘modern’ 
footing with cities like London and 
Berlin.1 

Until then Parisians had had to 
contend with a maze of narrow, 
unsurfaced streets and mean, filthy 
alleyways, where fast-moving carriages 
claimed countless victims (fig. 1).2 The 
Genoese Gian-Paolo Marana (c. 1642-
1693), who moved to Paris in 1681, 
wrote, ‘As regards the coaches, there  
is an infinite number here which are 
ramshackle and covered in mud, and 

their only purpose is to kill the living. 
… The coachmen are so violent…’3 The 
German lawyer Joachim Christoph 
Neimitz (1679-1753), who visited Paris 
in 1727, warned prospective visitors 
that ‘in wet and bad weather I would 
not advise anyone to dress well, the 
slightest amount of rain renders the 
Parisian streets impassable because  
of the mire they are filled with…’4 This 
was certainly not a place in which to  
go for a stroll or saunter aimlessly. 

Walking, idling and sauntering had 
of old been the preserve of the French 
royal family, their courtiers, the nobility 
and the haute-bourgeoisie who had 
private parks and gardens in town at 
their disposal (fig. 2).5 The Parisian 

‘Here one comes to see, and be seen’ *

Flânerie in the Seventeenth Century 

•  b i a n c a  m .  d u  m o r t i e r  •

	 Detail of fig. 9

	 Fig. 1
pieter van bloemen, 
Carriage, after 1667. 
Black chalk, brown 
wash, 120 x 163 mm. 
Amsterdam,  
Rijksmuseum, inv. no. 
rp-t-1943-13(r).
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	 Fig. 2
stefano  
della bella and  
jean marot after 
israel silvestre, 
Palais de la reine 
Catherine de Médicis, 
dit les Tuileries,  
bâti l’an 1564  
(The Palace of  
Queen Catherine  
de Médicis, called  
the Tuileries, built  
in 1654), 1650-55.  
Etching,  
127 x 244 mm.  
London,  British 
Museum, inv. no. 
1928,0713.57.

lawyer and historian Henri Sauval 
(1623-1676) belonged to this privileged 
elite and had access to the ‘Famous 
Gardens of the Tuilleries’, where he 
saw ‘an infinite number of persons of 
consequence who frequented it, a large 
number of Beautiful Ladies who em-
bellished it, and an extreme number of 
respectable folk, who always walked 
there. Entrance is prohibited to lackeys 
and to the riffraff: it is very spacious 
and quite capable of holding a large 
party of people, if they were to gather 
there at the same time’.6

Although the city authorities had 
gradually started lining some streets 
with trees during the eighteenth 
century, the only places Parisians could 
enjoy a pleasant walk was along the city 
ramparts or at one of the promenades 
du Mail where they could participate  
in a game of pall mall or stroll in the 
shade of the lime trees.7 The private 
and public circuits remained strictly 
separated.

Growing industrialization and the 
resultant mass movement of people to 
the city meant that by the middle of the 
nineteenth century Paris was bursting 
at the seams and major projects of 
urban development had become vital.8 

At the same time French society was 
changing: previously predominantly 
aristocratic and class-bound, it became 

increasingly meritocratic. The ensuing 
social mobility was a new phenomenon. 
Never before had the middle classes 
been so influential and wealthy or such 
a force to be reckoned with.9

All the same, these burgeoning 
middle classes were still excluded from 
the exclusive al fresco pleasures of  
the nobility and the upper classes. 
Nevertheless, they wanted to show  
off and be seen: the grande avenue des 
Champs-Elysées (fig. 3) accommodated 
an elegant défilé of around four hun
dred carriages in 1838, but by 1842 the 
number had increased tenfold.10 As 
early as 1830 French writer Honoré  
de Balzac (1799-1850) had explained  
in his Treatise on the Elegant Life that 
‘an elegant life is the perfection of a life 
of outward show and material wealth’.11 

Into this ever expanding urban 
landscape, which to a growing extent 
enabled public exposure, in 1859 French 
poet Charles Baudelaire (1821-1867) 
introduced an artist ‘working’ this  
new city landscape: the flâneur.  
He strolled or sauntered along the  
Parisian boulevards, absorbing the 
hustle and bustle of the modern  
town, yet remaining an isolated  
entity – observing, not participating.12 

Baudelaire’s idea caught on and 
eventually sparked many theories 
about the impact of the massive social, 
economic and artistic changes during 
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the second half of the nineteenth 
century, culminating in German 
philosopher and art critic Walter 
Benjamin’s (1892-1940) unfinished 
Passagenwerk written between  
1927 and 1940 and published post
humously.13 Benjamin’s work on 
flânerie became highly influential  
and is to this day considered one of  
the most authoritative studies on  
the subject.

Yet Baudelaire’s and Benjamin’s 
perspective is limited to the artist’s 
perception of this ‘new’ phenomenon 
of flânerie. They fail to include the 
broader social context and draw atten
tion away from the fact that it may have 
been new to France, but had existed in 
other European countries in previous 
centuries. The link between flâner and 
changes in social mobility was already 
evident in these earlier periods and this 
phenomenon can be traced back to the 
seventeenth-century Low Countries. 
This article aims to reveal more of the 

origins of flânerie through the Dutch 
example – which at the time was 
unique in Northern Europe, while 
trying to establish the parameters 
required for the development of this 
phenomenon. At the heart of this trend 
is the need for public display, for show- 
ing off either by walking or driving.

The Dutch Republic in the 	
Seventeenth Century

In the Netherlands the political, 
economic and social developments 
over the previous centuries had been 
quite different from those in France. 
From the seventeenth century onwards 
this relatively open and democratic 
society ruled by Stadholders, a States-
General and regenten allowed for more 
social mobility. Dutch society became 
a meritocracy where achievements 
were prized above land and family 
history. Some of the hardworking 
brewers, merchants, traders, printers 
and even writers managed to climb the 

	 Fig. 3
j. lubin vauzelle, 
A View of the Tuileries 
from the Champs- 
Elysées, across the 
Place de la Concorde, 
1794-1836.  
Watercolour  
over black chalk, 
252 x 356 mm.  
London, British 
Museum, inv. no. 
1990,0127.15.
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social ladder through shrewd deals, 
marriages, partnerships and ‘friend
ships’ that allowed them access to local 
and national government or commercial 
bodies and enabled them to become 
regenten.14 The ensuing new layer of 
society, the patriciaat, was basically no 
different from the other burghers save 
for the offices they held. However, these 
patricians now felt they needed to set 
themselves apart from the ‘ordinary’ 
burghers and so they consolidated their 
interests and status in this new and 
closed class.15 A great many of them 
bought land, built stately homes and 
country residences and added the 
names of these estates to their family 
names, calling themselves ‘Lord of…’ 
ever since. Others who were knighted 
by foreign rulers for services rendered 
saw themselves as aristocrats and 
began bearing a family crest.16 

A strong commercial spirit and  
the awareness of the need for good 
infrastructure to cater for trade in 
bustling and booming cities such as 
Amsterdam led to carefully executed 
town planning. One of the objectives 
was to provide room for strolling, 
sauntering or idling, in the sense of 
aimlessly walking back and forth, now 
generally practised by high and low 
alike and, most importantly, at the 
same time and place. This was a result 
of the growing wealth of the popu
lation in the coastal provinces. In the 
periods 1500-1650 and 1650-1800 the 
real wealth per capita tripled, and 
between the 1570s and the 1620s the 
population in the Province of Holland 
nearly doubled while urbanization  
rose from forty to nearly sixty percent, 
increasing the percentage of people 
likely to work for wages. The abolition 
of the Catholic holidays in the wake  
of the Reformation meant that the 
working year had increased from about 
260 to 307 days, but this still allowed 
for six working days and Sunday off. 
At the same time, the rapid population 
growth caused a steep rise in the 
demand for goods and services.17 

In this socially mobile society, public 
exposure was very important and 
many contemporary newspaper 
articles, diaries, plays, songs and 
sermons attest to its popularity –  
but also to the criticism it sparked. 

Brageeren
Emulation is an indelible part of human 
nature. At the end of the long Middle 
Ages, known for the strict systems of 
class-defining rules, including vast 
numbers of sumptuary laws, the desire 
to dress one step up became ever more 
apparent.18 In the course of the sixteenth 
century it was not only the upper and 
middle classes who strove to dress above 
their station; even people who earned a 
much smaller income, those in service, 
for instance, could aspire to be better 
dressed. They could inherit or be given 
expensive or fashionable items of 
clothing; they could buy them in the 
flourishing second-hand clothes market, 
or even steal them.19 In an edict on the 
sale, cutting, embellishing and wearing 
of silk fabrics issued by Emperor 
Charles v (1500-1558) in Brussels in May 
1550, concern is expressed about the 
‘intolerable expense’ incurred by many 
of his subjects to obtain these precious 
silks – which, according to their rank, 
most of them were not even entitled to 
wear.20 Yet despite laws and regulations, 
the consumption of luxury goods grew 
steadily, with the urge to show off one’s 
newly acquired finery keeping pace. 
Where better to exhibit oneself than  
in the streets of the towns and cities?

The first reference to parading in 
the Dutch language can be found in  
the work of the Flemish lexicographer 
Cornelis Kiliaan (1529-1607) who in 
1599 defined the verb bragghéren as  
‘to walk in many different ways, walk 
arrogantly, show off.’21 Arrogance and 
vanity were essential to brageeren: 
‘They are off to parade in colourful 
clothes/ They are very pompous/ One 
is supposed to treat them as gentlemen’ 
was sung in 1544.22 In another song, a 
rich young man – facing death – ponders 
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where his soul would eventually go and 
‘Who will keep my treasures and my 
clothes/ In which I used to parade so 
conceited/ Someone else will use them 
to my discontent’.23 And, ‘I recently 
went for a walk, Showing off (with) my 
pretty Love, A little triumphant’.24 The 
origin of the surviving printed evidence 
suggests that the custom of brageeren 
most likely originated in the Southern 
Netherlands and was probably not intro- 
duced into the Northern Netherlands 
until after the fall of Antwerp in 1585. 

Amsterdam poet and playwright 
Gerbrand Adriaensz Bredero (1585-
1618) used it in his satirical comedy 
Spaanschen Brabander Ierolimo (1618), 
set in Amsterdam, to describe the pro
tagonist, Jerolimo Rodrigo – formerly 
from Antwerp and an impoverished 
squire: ‘The bachelor is approaching, 
and treads like a Prince…/ He is well 
bedecked, and coming to parade/ As if 
he had a thousand pounds per annum 
to spend.’25 It is all pretence, however, 
for Jerolimo is as poor as a church 
mouse – as is Francisco, the lover of 
Antwerp prostitute Marie in the play 
Trijntje Cornelis (1653) by Dutch poet, 
diplomat and playwright Constantijn 
Huygens (1596-1687).The heroine, 
Trijntje Cornelis – born north of 
Amsterdam, young, naive and newly-
wed – visits Antwerp for the first time. 

There she is accosted by Marie and  
her lover, who steal Trijntje’s silk 
stockings, the proceeds of which allow 
Francisco to change his worn boots  
for quality items and subsequently ‘… 
parade! Now I can show myself and 
mingle with the grandees’.26 Similarly 
the young woman in the song Ha 
Bonjour Margriete – by obscure author 
J.Z. Baron from Leiden – desperately 
wants ‘to parade,/ Like the Princesses 
in the Hague/ With silk clothes’.27 Of 
course these texts exaggerate, after all 
they are taken from popular comedies 
and songs, but they clearly demonstrate 
the constant need for emulation even 
at the lower levels of society. 

Strolling in Town
Where would the fictional Margriete – 
dressed to the nines – have gone in  
The Hague? One has only to delve into 
the diary of widower David Beck 
(1594-1634), a schoolmaster in the city, 
to find out.28 Whenever his school 
duties permitted, Beck – who was fond 
of strolling – went for walks around his 
home town, either visiting relatives on 
the way, dropping in at the wet-nurse’s 
house where his baby daughter was 
being cared for, or wandering through 
one of the public parks and gardens 
while meeting acquaintances along  
the way.29 Since the early seventeenth 
century the Haagse Bos (fig. 4) – an 
oak forest, originally royal hunting 
grounds, which had been transformed 
into a park on the edge of the town 
centre – had been ‘a place … where 
Princes, Earls, Lords, Counsellors, 
Advocates and all sorts of people 
usually walk to refresh themselves 
after their labours’.30 

The presence of such a large variety 
of people would not have been uncom
mon in The Hague, as the town was  
the administrative seat of the Republic 
and the residence of the Stadholders. 
One October afternoon Beck and his 
brothers Hendrick and Steven walked 
‘deep into the Bos’ staying there until 
six o’clock alternately walking, resting, 

	 Fig. 4
roelant roghman, 
View in the Haagse 
Bos, Looking Towards 
The Hague, 1637-92. 
Black chalk, grey 
wash, 194 x 258 mm. 
Amsterdam,  
Rijksmuseum, inv. no. 
rp-t-1899-a-4241. 
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idling, wrestling, jumping, playing  
and upon returning ‘practising for the 
health of the body’ a game of stick 
throwing.31 Upon entering the Bos  
they usually passed the pall mall or 
pallemagiebane but never took part  
in a game or stopped to watch.32 
Another of Beck’s favourite haunts 
was the Voorhout, which he usually 
strolled up and down several times  
(fig. 5) – the established custom in  
this avenue of elms, with a growing 
number of splendid town residences 
alongside it. It dated back to around 
1536 and by David Beck’s time the trees  
had fully matured, providing plenty of 
shade in summer.33 Beck’s references  
to the Voorhout are manifold, from 
seeing passing royalty on horseback  
to young princes, nobility and young 
gentlemen playing a ball game and 
ambassadors in their carriages taking 
the evening air.34 To accommodate  
the latter, the Voorhout was paved 
between 1621 and 1631. It was a cher
ished spot for many of the inhabitants 

of The Hague and so much so that 
Constantijn Huygens – who had lived 
on the Voorhout with his parents and 
siblings – even devoted a famous pan
egyric to it: ‘Batava Tempe, ’t Voor-
hout van ’s Gravenhage’.35 

During the second half of the 1640s 
William Frederick of Nassau-Dietz, 
Stadholder of Friesland (1613-1664), 
recorded his many walks in the Voor
hout – mostly in June – either alone or 
accompanying Stadholder Frederick 
Henry, Prince of Orange, and his wife 
Amalia of Solms, or Elizabeth Stuart, 
Queen of Bohemia. William Frederick 
occasionally dined with Frederick 
Henry and the two of them would then 
stroll along the Voorhout.36

British visitor William, 3rd Baron 
Fitzwilliam of Lifford (1643-1719), 
wrote in June 1663: ‘This town [The 
Hague] is one of the most pleasant 
places of Europe … for here are … fair 
large streets all set with trees, every
where delightful walks out and within 
the town. The chiefest [walk] is … 

< 	

	 Fig. 5
jan van call, 
Lange Voorhout in 
’s-Gravenhage with 
the Minster on the 
Right, c. 1690.  
Pen and grey ink, 
colour wash,  
179 x 278 mm.  
The Hague, 
Municipal Archives, 
inv. no. kl. a 426.
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called the Voorhout, where every 
evening … after supper, about nine 
o’clock in the summer only, they [men 
and women] walk in the same place on 
foot till 10 or 11 o’clock.’37 

London
It is not surprising that Fitzwilliam  
was impressed by the various walks  
in The Hague. He lived at Milton Hall 
near the cathedral city of Peterborough 
(Cambridgeshire) but as a Member  
of Parliament was called to London 
regularly. The situation in the English 
capital was quite different from that  
in The Hague at this time. The parks  
in London had traditionally been  
royal property and private, with the 
exception of Hyde Park which Charles i 
(1600-1649) opened to the general 
public in 1637. London had suffered 
the consequences of the Civil War 
(1642-51); previously royal Hyde Park 
had been occupied for seven years by 
troops that in 1660 used its grounds  
to build forts. When Charles ii (1630-
1685) returned to England from exile 
in the Netherlands and was restored  
to the throne, Hyde Park once again 
became a royal park, was restocked 
with deer and accommodated grand 
carriage parades. On 1 May 1661, British 
writer John Evelyn (1620-1705) wrote 
in his diary: ‘I went to Hyde Park to take 
the air, where was his Majesty and an 
innumerable appearance of gallants and 
rich coaches…’38 On 1 May 1663 the civil 
servant and diarist Samuel Pepys (1633-
1703) went ‘towards Hide Park, whither 
all the world, I think, are going…’.39 

Upon his return the king had also 
ordered the redesign of one of the 
other royal parks, St James’s Park 
between the palaces of Westminster 
and St James (fig. 6). It was to be laid 
out with elaborate gardens, a canal, 
avenues of trees and a Pall Mall which 
Charles ii had been introduced to as 
‘pelle melle’ in France. On 2 April 1661 
Pepys recorded in his diary: ‘To  
St James’s Park, where I saw the Duke 
of York playing at Pelemele, the first 

time that ever I saw the sport.’40 On  
15 May 1663 Pepys talked to the ‘keeper 
of the Pell Mell, who was sweeping  
of it; who told me of what the earth  
is mixed that do floor the Mall, and 
that over all there is cockle-shells 
powdered, and spread to keep it fast; 
which, however, in dry weather, turns 
to dust and deads the ball’.41 Both park 
and mall were open to the public.42 

During the following decades the 
Mall became one of the most fash- 
ionable walks in London, probably due  
to loss of interest in the game,43 and  
at the end of the seventeenth century 
Sir Francis Child (1642-1713) – banker, 
politician and jeweller to King William 
iii from 1689 to 1697 – had it in mind 
when describing the Voorhout in The 
Hague: ‘[It] is a walk boarded in like 
our Mall in St James’s Park, but of the 
shape of an L. Round it is a large road 
with high elms on each side [of] it … 
This Voorhout is an open part of this 
town, where are many beautiful houses 
pleasantly situated on account of the 
noble trees…’44

Paris
As we have seen, people simply did not 
walk in the streets of Paris. When the 
Parisian writer Charles Sorel, Sieur  
de Souvigny (1582?-1674), published 

	 Fig. 6
john bowles, 
The Royal Palace of 
St James’s, ‘British 
Views’, 1724.  
Etching and  
engraving,  
177 x 218 mm.  
London, British 
Museum, inv. no. 
1880,1113.2134.
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Les Lois de la galanterie in 1640, he 
described the various ways of ‘tackling’ 
the capital.45 Because of the increasing 
amount of dirt (i.e. faeces) in the streets, 
‘the Lords and men of substance’ who 
used to go on horseback – albeit never 
without protective leg covers – retired 
into carriages and, more specifically, the 
expensive covered carosses or coaches. 
One’s social standing would be deter
mined by the question ‘Does he have a 
coach?’ and the required answer would 
have been ‘He keeps a fine coach’. Keep
ing one’s coach – or preferably two – in 
pristine condition was essential ‘for the 
good reputation of a gentleman’.46 	

Even when Russian writer Nicolay 
Karamzin (1766-1826) visited Paris in 
1789-90 he still found that ‘a coach is 
indispensable here, at least for us 
foreigners; but the French have found 
a way of walking amidst the filth with
out getting dirty; they jump neatly 
from pavement to pavement, and hide 
in the shops from passing carriages 
going fast’.47 

Strolling amidst flowers and greenery 
in seventeenth-century Paris conse
quently remained the preserve of the 
court, the aristocracy and the upper 
classes, who gathered in the private 
gardens of the Palais du Luxembourg 
or the Tuilleries (fig. 7).48 Common 
Parisians who were brave enough to 
venture through town to the ramparts 
– which for military purposes were 
increasingly planted with trees – found 
it an agreeable place to saunter in the 
shade, or they could go to the Pall Mall 
located near the river Seine, which had 
been lined with trees to accommodate 
the game (fig. 8).49

Amsterdam and Dutch Town 	
Planning

All this was in sharp contrast to the 
various walks, forests and public 
gardens in The Hague that had 
gradually developed over the past 
centuries. In Amsterdam, the booming 
commercial centre, the authorities had 
to take bold steps to achieve similar 

	 Fig. 7
jacques androuet 
du cerceau, 
‘Les Tuilleries’, plan 
showing the formal 
gardens and the  
chateau, c. 1570.  
Drawing,  
512 x 748 mm.  
London, British 
Museum, inv. no. 
1972,u.872.
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Amsterdam was among the first cities 
in early modern Europe to develop 
such a municipal scheme for greenery 
and this did not go unnoticed by 
foreign visitors.53 As early as 1610 the 
Venetian ambassador to the Dutch 
Republic, Tommaso Contarini (1542-
1617), wrote in his official report that 
although the canals in the ‘new part’  
of Amsterdam reminded him of those 
in the Canareggio area in his home 
town, the large trees planted in straight 
lines along the quays made them much 
more attractive.54 The German poet 
and writer Philipp von Zesen (1619-
1689) who resided in Amsterdam on 
and off from 1642 to 1648, praised the 
beauty of the canals with their long 
rows of trees and well paved streets 
and pavements.55 John Evelyn could 
not have agreed more; in 1641 he wrote 
that the Amsterdam ‘streets [are] even, 
straight, and well paved … and planted 
with lime trees, as nothing can be more 
beautiful. … The Kaiser’s or Emperor’s 
Graft, which is an ample and long street, 
appearing like a city in a forest; the lime 
trees planted just before each house’.56 
William, 3rd Baron Fitzwilliam of 

surroundings. Between 1580 and 1662 
the city grew so fast it had to expand 
four times. In September 1614 – at  
the beginning of the third expansion 
(1600-50) – the city council briefly 
considered the possibility of laying  
‘a wide street with a beautiful view 
similar to the Voorhout in The Hague’ 
instead of digging the Keizersgracht.50 

Although this plan failed, every 
expansion included an extensive 
scheme for planting broad-leaf trees, 
mostly elms, in the public space.51  
Not only did the trees strengthen the 
construction of the quays and remove 
dust from the air, above all they em- 
bellished the city. The earliest of the 
three main canals, Herengracht (1613), 
had been zoned as a prime residential 
area without any traffic along the  
canal or on its embankments (fig. 9).52 
With its large town residences, very 
wide, paved quays with trees at  
regular intervals and neat pavements, 
Herengracht may well have been 
Amsterdam’s answer to the lack of a 
walk like the Voorhout. At least the 
authorities did their best to provide  
for an undisturbed stroll there.

	 Fig. 8
reinier nooms, 
Maliebaen aan  
de Ceine, 1656-62.  
Etching and dry 
point, 135 x 246 mm. 
Amsterdam,  
Rijksmuseum, inv. no. 
rp-p-ob-22.414.
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	 Fig. 10
Plan of the Plantation, 
between the  
Herengracht and  
the Muiderpoort, 
measured and drawn 
by city engineer and 
surveyor Jacob Bosch 
and engraved by  
B. Stoopendaal, 1682. 
Amsterdam, City 
Archives, inv. no. 
Stadsgedeelten 112.22.

	 Fig. 9
pieter schenk i, 
Herengracht, Looking 
from Leidsestraat 
towards Vijzelstraat, 
1675-1711.  
Etching, 131 x 164 mm.  
Amsterdam,  
Rijksmuseum, inv. no.  
rp-p-1921-362;  
J.G. de Groot Jamin 
Bequest, Amsterdam.
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	 Fig. 1 1
daniel stopendaal 
and a. and  
h. de leth, 
View of the Middel-
wegh or Muider Straet 
in the New Plantage 
towards the Muider 
Poort, c. 1725.  
Etching, 146 x 195 mm.  
Amsterdam,  
City Archives,  
no. 010094005751.

Lifford, wrote in his diary some twenty 
years later (May-June 1663): ‘Most of 
the streets are planted with trees and 
through them runs water, which if it 
was fresh would make Amsterdam the 
Paradise of the world.’57 

As the principal canals had already 
been lined with trees from 1585-90 
onwards, in 1682 – after the Fourth 
Expansion (1656-62) – a hitherto  
large, empty stretch of land on the 
outskirts of the city was designated as 
an area for recreation and called The 
Plantation (fig. 10).58 This design by 
municipal engineer and surveyor Jacob 
Bosch provides a clear indication of 
the fashionable, symmetrical structure 
of the area with its wide walks and 
private gardens. The planting scheme 

is shown in the bottom right hand 
corner. True to its name, The Plan
tation was filled with a large variety  
of trees, shrubs and flowers, making  
it a pleasant place to stroll (fig. 11).

In the smaller town of Utrecht the 
municipality had taken a different 
course in 1637: ‘Herewith to the 
adornment of this City, as well as for 
honest amusement and exercise of the 
burghers and inhabitants of such, and 
for those who attend the Academy 
[university], a mall has been made, 
with several alleys or walks’ (fig. 12).59 
As the much later print shows, there 
were indeed various walks on either 
side lined with tall elms and separate 
carriage ways on both sides. The 
Utrecht maliebaan was regarded as  
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	 Fig. 12
jan van vianen, 
View of the Maliebaan 
in Utrecht, 1697  
(first state), 1715 
(second state).  
Originally illustration 
in C. Specht,  
De Riddermatige 
Huysen en Gesighten 
in de Provincie van 
Utrecht, Utrecht 1698.  
Etching, 191 x 308 mm.  
Amsterdam,  
Rijksmuseum, inv. no. 
rp-p-1959-607;  
purchased with  
the support of the 
F.G. Waller-Fonds.

	 Fig. 13
daniel stopendaal 
and ijsack greve, 
View of the 
Maliebaan, c. 1725. 
Etching, 141 x 184 mm. 
Amsterdam,  
City Archives,  
no. 010097004805.
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the finest in the country.60 William,  
3rd Baron Fitzwilliam of Lifford, 
considered it to be quite exceptional: 
‘There is likewise a very curious long 
pall-mall; on each side of it trees and 
fair walks.’61 

Amsterdam also had a maliebaan 
which was situated not too far from 
The Plantation but outside the city 
walls in the so-called Diemermeer,  
a polder of reclaimed land (fig. 13).  
The location was perfect, for it was 
surrounded by the country houses  
of wealthy Amsterdam merchants.  
The distance from town could be 
covered by private carriage or by a 
regular coach service which, towards 
the end of the seventeenth century, 
seems to have been particularly busy 
on Sundays.62 This maliebaan was 
centred between tall, leafy trees with 
branches clipped in a straight vertical 
line on the side of the actual mall to 
accommodate the players.63 There  
was a pleasant inn where those who 
strolled or played could buy refresh
ments (fig. 14). 

	 Fig. 14
daniel stopendaal, 
The Inn at the Malie-
baan, Amsterdam,  
c. 1725.  
Etching, 142 x 189 mm.  
Amsterdam,  
City Archives,  
no. 010097004803.

Walking is Healthy
To some extent what we have read 
here bears witness to the fact that 
certain circles had become more aware 
of the benefits of walking for one’s 
physical and mental health. In 1637 the 
physician Johan van Beverwijck (1594-
1647) published Schat der Gesondheyt, 
his famous treatise on health, in which 
he recommended keeping the body  
in shape with ‘all manner of work and 
exercise, such as walking, running, 
jumping, riding’.64 Of course, women 
and the elderly should practise this in 
moderation. Van Beverwijck particu
larly directed his advice at the rich upper 
and middle classes, who obviously  
did not have to perform any physical 
labour and had recently adopted a new 
means of ‘walking’ by coach, which in 
its most refined form was called the 
Tour à la Mode.65

Promenading by Coach and the 
Tour à la Mode

The Dutch word karos or karosse is 
derived from the French carosse, which 
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in turn was a corruption of the Italian 
carozza, meaning a particular kind of 
carriage on leather springs, covered 
with a fixed leather top (see fig. 1).  
This derivation perfectly illustrates the 
origin and rise of this extraordinary 
status symbol in northern Europe. It 
started in the sixteenth century, when 
Italian royalty, aristocracy, important 
clergy and ambassadors became 
accustomed to travel in beautifully 
decorated coaches with four or six 
horses according to their rank (fig. 15). 

Marie de’ Medici (1575-1642) 
accordingly switched to a coach with 
four horses as soon as her engagement 
to the French king Henry iv (1553-1610) 
was announced in Florence.66 She is 
credited with the introduction of the 
coach in France after her marriage in 
1600. Like most Italians, Marie was 
accustomed to take the air in her  
coach at the end of the afternoon, so  
in 1618 she installed the Cours la Reine 
between the gardens of the Palais  
des Tuilleries and the river Seine, 
consisting of three walks lined with 
trees, 1,813 metres long and 38 metres 

wide. The central walk was the widest, 
allowing for five coaches to pass at  
the same time.67 This instantly became 
the most fashionable place in Paris to 
meet, parade, find a suitor or a prospect
ive bride: ‘Reflect a little on her [lady] 
who arrives in her gilt coach, I judge 
from her expression & her comport
ment, that she considers herself to be 
the idol of all those who look at her…’68 

The Cours la Reine enabled women to 
go out alone in their coaches. This new 
fashion also caught on in England and 
even before King Charles I opened 
Hyde Park to the public in 1637 he had 
already created the Ring – a circular 
carriage walk – which became extremely 
popular with the ladies over the next 
decades.69 

During the first decade of the seven
teenth century coaches were also intro
duced into the upper echelons of society 
in the Netherlands. When Stadholder 
Maurice, Prince of Orange (1567-1625) 
received the Italian commander of the 
Spanish troops, Ambrogio Spinola 
(1569-1630), in The Hague in 1608, 
Spinola arrived on horseback whereas 

	 Fig. 15
a. van de venne, 
Ambassadors, Seven 
Carriages, Pulled by 
Teams of Six Horses, 
Leaving The Hague 
(the figure in the first 
carriage is probably 
Charles d’Espesses, 
French ambassador 
from 1624 to 1626),  
c. 1620-26.  
Watercolour  
with bodycolour,  
over black chalk, 
heightened with  
gold, 96 x 152 mm.  
London, British 
Museum, inv. no. 
1978,0624.42.11; 
accepted by  
HM Government in 
lieu of Inheritance 
Tax and allocated to 
the British Museum, 
1978.
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Maurice and his retinue arrived in 
coaches and covered carriages (fig. 16). 
In the end, though, it was Marie de’ 
Medici’s exile in 1631 and her stay in 
Brussels with her extensive retinue 
that seems to have set the seal on the 
practice of ‘promenading’ by coach in 
the Netherlands (fig. 17).70 

As the seat of the Habsburg monarchy, 
Brussels was a cosmopolitan city with 
many Flemish and foreign aristocrats. 
French fashions had gradually diluted  
the strong Spanish influences and this, 
coupled with Marie de’ Medici’s presence, 
explains why it was that Brussels started 
its Tour à la Mode at an early stage.71  

	 Fig. 16
frans hogenberg, 
Prince Maurice 
Receives Spinola and 
his Retinue at Rijswijk 
before Peace Talks  
on 1 February 1608, 
1608-10. Engraving, 
230 x 280 mm. 
Amsterdam,  
Rijksmuseum, inv. no.  
rp-p-ob-78.784-332.

	 Fig. 17
j. martszen de 
jonge, Marie de' 
Medici’s Entry into 
Amsterdam in 1638, 
1638-39.  
Pen and grey ink,  
grey wash, over  
a sketch in black 
chalk, 197 x 314 mm. 
Amsterdam,  
Rijksmuseum,  
inv. no. rp-t-00-195.
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It required a fixed route which the 
coaches would cover several times.  
In 1646 the Jesuit priest and author 
Adriaan Poirters (1605-1674) gave a 
full account of what he regarded as a 
disreputable event: ‘A waste of time… 
This Tour is done crosswise, to allow 
the Squires to see the faces of the 
Young Ladies… And while the Tour 
passes they carefully ogle one another. 
That one appears to be all right, and 
does not need any changes. … You 
Tour every day, and drive around 
Brussels as if you had an allowance of a 
thousand pounds a year…’72 Poirters 
also rebukes those without one of 
these expensive coaches who pay large 
sums of money to hire them for the 
occasion.73 

Eight years later, the Antwerp-born 
writer Geeraerdt van Wolsschaten 
(1603-1660) considered taking part in 
the fashionable Tour to be a sign of 
vanity and practised only by those 
young women who slept till midday, 
followed every new fashion and were 
exceedingly interested in the latest 
fripperies from Paris, sleeve lengths, 
the cut of the neckline and the bodice 
and its decoration instead of good 
housekeeping.74 Middelburg-born  
poet and lawyer Simon van Beaumont 
(1574-1654) supported this view; his 
love should preferably be an unspoilt, 
unpretentious girl who ‘does not drive 
in a … coach/ But walks to the forest 
on her dainty feet’.75 

Despite criticism in the Spanish 
Netherlands, The Hague was soon  
to follow suit. The increased use of 
coaches caused hitherto unknown 
problems: in the afternoon of Sunday, 
12 August 1657 the coaches of the 
French ambassador Jacques-Auguste 
de Thou, comte de Meslay (1609-1677) 
and his Spanish counterpart Don 
Estevan de Gamarra y Contreros 
(1593-1671) met head on in the 
Voorhout in The Hague. When the 
Voorhout was paved between 1621  
and 1631, a single traffic rule had been 
introduced: coaches meeting head on 

were supposed to pass each other on 
the right-hand side. However, neither 
ambassador wanted to give right of 
way – De Thou’s coach having had to 
leave the side of the railing – and a row 
ensued. Apparently De Thou refused 
on the grounds that, in France, his side 
counted as ‘le haut de pavé’ to which his 
status entitled him.76 Finally some of 
the fencing along the Voorhout was 
removed on one side allowing the two 
coaches to pass simultaneously on each 
other’s right-hand side.77 

In the spring of 1664 Sir George 
Downing (1623-1684) – King Charles 
ii’s envoy to The Hague – became 
involved in a similar incident with the 
Duke of Holstein at the Voorhout. This 
time the lackeys of both parties fought 
for their respective master’s honour, 
and two of Downing’s men and one of 
the Duke’s were wounded in the brawl. 
Fortunately Grand Pensionary Johan 
de Witt was on hand to straighten out 
the situation and persuade the Duke and 
Downing to have their coaches turned. 
This episode even made the Opregte 
Haerlemsche Saterdaegse Courant and 
was included in the Hague writer and 
lawyer Aernout van Overbeke’s (1632-
1674) Anecdota sive historiae jocosae 
(1672-1674).78

On 17 May 1660 Pepys ‘took a tour 
or two about the Forehault [Voorhout] 
where the ladies in the evening do as 
our ladies do in Hide Park. But for my 
life I could not find one handsome, but 
their coaches very rich and themselves 
so too’.79 According to William, 3rd 
Baron Fitzwilliam of Lifford, the tour 
in The Hague started ‘every evening 
before supper, men and women meet 
in their coaches for to make the tour à 
la mode’.80 

Around the same time Johan 
Aleman – castelijn or caretaker of the 
Hague residence  of William Frederick 
of Nassau (1613-1664), Stadholder of 
Friesland – wrote to his patron to tell 
him how one Sunday Amalia of Solms 
(1602-1675) – widow of Stadholder 
Frederick Henry – had first attended 
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	 Fig. 18
adriaen 
schoonebeek, 
Arrival of the  
Ambassadors at  
the Royal Palace  
in Rijswijk, 1697. 
Etching,  
232 x 287 mm. 
Amsterdam,  
Rijksmuseum, inv. no. 
rp-p-1885-a-9023.

church, then visited her sister and finally 
taken part in the cours des carosses ‘for 
a long time around the Voorhout until 
after seven o’clock in the evening with 
a retinue of so many coaches, that it was 
unbelievable’.81 By that time Amalia of 
Solms was already sixty-one and by no 
means the young single lady the tour had 
originally been designed for. Princess 
Mary ii of England (1662-1694) on the 
other hand was only fifteen years old 
when, shortly after her marriage in 1677 
to Amalia of Solms’s grandson Stadhol
der William iii of Orange (1650-1702), 
‘her Highness rode her first Tour a la 
Mode in the Voorhout, where hundreds 
of people and a large number of coaches 
had gathered’.82 John George iii, Elector 
of Saxony (1647-1691) came to The 
Hague in 1688 for talks with William of 
Orange, and on the afternoon before his 
departure ‘the Elector together with 
many important Gentlemen [drove] 
the Tour a la Mode in the Voorhout’.83 

Sir Francis Child visited The Hague in 
June 1697 and witnessed the tour in the 
Voorhout, ‘where all the quality of this 
place appear about six at night in their 
best coaches and equipage, and come 
as constantly hither as our ladies go to 
the Hyde Park. I have seen one hundred 
coaches here of a night. This Voorhout 
… where are many beautiful houses 
pleasantly situated on account of the 
noble trees, but more because of the 
noble tour the fair sex make round this 
place’.84 Child’s stay took place during 
the talks that preceded the Peace Treaty 
of Rijswijk on 20 September, so ‘the 
ambassadors of all the princes of 
Europe … resided here … and they 
[the ambassadors] all used to appear  
at the Voorhout, where everyone 
endeavoured to be the most admired 
for richness of liveries … sometimes 
the French came to this rendezvous of 
fine fellows with finer coats’ (fig. 18).85 
The city of The Hague prepared itself 
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for this influx of dignitaries and the 
accompanying problems of precedence: 
‘7. In the areas designated for promen
ading [in coaches], such as the Voorhout 
and the Maliebaen, the recognized 
procedure of passing on the right  
hand side is continued … without  
any difference or precedence to one’s 
office.’86 When Child ‘had occasion  
to make any public visits, as to go to 
the Voorhout’, he hired ‘a handsome 
chariot with a pair of good Flanders 
horses, the coachman having a good 
large coat which would serve for any 
livery, for four guilders and a half per 
diem’.87

It is obvious one could not take part 
in the Tour without a splendid coach. In 
the summer of 1660 William Frederick 
of Nassau-Dietz, Stadholder of Fries
land (1613-1664) – who resided on and 
off in The Hague – could barely make 
ends meet. Despite his penury, he 
ordered a new open carriage for the 
following summer even though he al-
ready owned three coaches. Unfortu
nately he could not afford the model he 
preferred, which was priced at 2,200 
guilders, so he had to make do with a 
coach for four that ‘only’ cost 1,200 

guilders. The coachbuilder reassured 
him that the gilded woodwork on the 
outside would still be as beautiful and 
the special camel hair lining would not 
fade and was moth-proof (fig. 19).88

 
Stop Promenading!

When the tour was at its height in 
Brussels, Jesuit authors Adriaan Poirters 
and Geeraerdt van Wolsschaten 
opposed it vehemently, but there  
were no such strong reactions in the 
Northern Netherlands. This may have 
been because in the 1660s in The 
Hague, great care was taken never to 
start the Tour à la Mode on Sundays 
before the end of the sermon; at this 
point the church service was deemed to 
be over. According to an authoritative 
history of The Hague published in 1711, 
this rule was always strictly adhered 
to.89 No members of the Orange family 
ever forsook their religious duties in 
favour of such amusements. Orthodox 
elements in the Reformed Church 
nevertheless demanded that Sundays 
should be devoted exclusively to the 
worship of God, so any public displays 
of vanity and wealth had to be quashed. 
In 1679 one of their ministers, the 

	 Fig. 19
anonymous after 
jean lepautre,  
Nouveaux Dessings 
Pour Orner et Embelir 
les Carosses et 
Chaires Roullantes 
(New Designs for 
Ornamenting and 
Embellishing Coaches 
and Carriages),  
1680-1701.  
Etching, 169 x 241 mm. 
Amsterdam,  
Rijksmuseum, inv. no. 
rp-p-1904-1875.
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hard-liner Jacobus Hondius (1629-1691), 
published a book titled Black Register 
of One Thousand Sins.90 Hondius did 
not confine his blacklist to the upper 
classes: ‘As regards the Craftsman,  
or anyone who toils six working days, 
[he] is not at liberty to stroll for his 
pleasure on the Day of Rest.’91 Appar
ently, however, even members of  
his own church were fallible: ‘Those 
people sin, who adhering to our Church, 
nonetheless … go out walking on the 
Sabbath for their amusement’.92 

Conclusion 
Introduced in the nineteenth century 
as a novelty, the French concept of 
flâner and its protagonist the flâneur  
– the brainchild of Charles Baudelaire – 
had several seventeenth-century pre-
cursors: brageeren (Antwerp), the Tour 
à la Mode (Brussels) and the Dutch 
wandelen or strolling and sauntering 
around town. While the Northern 
Netherlands only had a relatively recent 
court without any tradition of parading 
for ceremonial or other purposes, 
Brussels had long been the seat of the 
ruling Spanish sovereigns.93 It was in 
this environment that brageeren was 
initiated: showing off whilst strolling. 
Whether or not it caught on in the 
Republic remains unclear, especially 
since contemporary authors in Holland 
primarily associated it with such places 
as Antwerp and Brussels. The latter 
was also the perfect breeding ground 
for the Tour à la Mode which required 
money, taste and, of course, a fashion
able audience out in the streets.

What David Beck’s diary had already 
inadvertently shown is confirmed by 
Jacobus Hondius: in the early modern 
Netherlands even members of the 
lower middle class walked not just out 
of necessity but also for their pleasure 
or amusement. No wonder that the 
Dutch word uitspannen, to relax, and 
its opposite inspannen, to exert one-
self, date from the second quarter of 
the seventeenth century, when the 
Netherlands and especially the coastal 

provinces of Holland, Zeeland and 
Friesland prospered. 

As was later to happen in nineteenth-
century Paris, a growing, largely urban
ized and increasingly wealthy popula
tion in the seventeenth-century Nether
lands had turned to walking for their 
recreation. There are many similarities 
between the Dutch Republic and 
nineteenth-century France: the highly 
skilled craftsmen of the seventeenth 
century and the white collar workers 
and shop assistants of the industrial 
age all toiled during the week. To them 
strolling without aim and purely for 
pleasure – either marvelling at the 
coaches on the Voorhout or window-
shopping in a boulevard – was an 
inexpensive and easy way to relax on  
a Sunday. Local governments in the 
Netherlands offered their populace 
opportunities for recreational walking 
and even incorporated planting schemes 
into their urban development pro
grammes. Georges-Eugène Hausmann 
later followed suit – albeit in a much 
grander fashion – with parks like the 
Bois de Boulogne and the Buttes 
Chaumont. 

The Dutch seventeenth-century 
towns and nineteenth-century Paris 
also catered to those who had amassed 
fortunes, gained status and felt the 
need to flaunt them: in The Hague  
they gathered in such places as the 
Voorhout for a stroll or for the Tour  
à la Mode; in Paris they drove their 
cabriolets up and down the Champs-
Elysées or sauntered along the spa
cious boulevards.

It is therefore not surprising that as 
early as 1842 the Dutch verb flaneren 
was defined as ‘without purpose, to 
saunter and to nose about, to view  
here and look there’.94 What is extra
ordinary, though, is that this definition 
predated by a full ten years the build
ing of the great Parisian boulevards.
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