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Introduction 

Setting up Shop 
 

Thursday, December 3, 1908. A Bruxelloise by the name of Christine is writing an entry 
in her diary.1 She confides that the ‘spectacle of the Brussels street on the fine evening of 
Sunday last’ had made such an impression on her that she cannot refrain from writing 
about it.2 She had been strolling through the city center that particular evening, a week 
before the holiday of Saint Nick, and the sight of it all had simply rejoiced her heart. 
‘The boulevards, the Passage and its surroundings’, the liveliness of the big streets of the 
city center, lined with shops and packed with people, had reminded her of the most 
exciting carnivals of her childhood.3 Making her way through the crowds, she had been 
particularly enchanted by the Rue Neuve, one of Brussels’ foremost shopping streets:  
 

‘As seen from the Place de la Monnaie, the Rue Neuve resembled a strait through 

which a rippling wave of heads pushed its way and through which advanced with 

difficulty, zigzagging, like a boat rocking on the waves, the red carriage of a tram car. 

All of it bathed in a dazzling, reddish glow; the glittering vitrines reflected an immense 

light, and, from the heights of the roofs, the corners of the façades and the windows 

where they illuminated the signs, arc lamps thrust beams of leaden, violet, green and 

yellow light.’4 

 
As the twentieth century made its début, shop fronts and windows had become the most 
prominent feature of Brussels’ city center. Shopping and walking the central streets had 
almost morphed into the same activity. Never before had there been so many and so 
diverse an array of shopping sites in the city. In fact, a century earlier, Christine would 
not have been able to marvel at the Rue Neuve’s glittering ‘vitrines’. In the early 
nineteenth century, it had been a primarily residential street, containing town houses 
and only a few shops. When the moneyed inhabitants of the city had gone shopping in 

                                            
1 This diary was published as a chronicle in 1911: Christine, Au fil des jours. Chronique Bruxelloise de 1908-1909 
(Brussels 1911) 107. 
2 ‘Le spectacle de la rue bruxelloise par le beau soir de ce dernier dimanche valait qu’on le considérât.’ Christine, 
Au fil des jours, 107.  
3 ‘Les grandes voies commerçantes du centre de la ville, les boulevards, le Passage et ses abords étaient grouillants 
de monde.’ Christine, Au fil des jours, 107.  
4 ‘Vue de la place de la Monnaie, la rue Neuve prenait l’aspect d’un goulet de mer dans lequel se mouvait la houle 
des têtes, et avançait péiblement, en zigzaguant, tel un bateau balance par la vague, la caisse rouge d’un tram-car. 
Tout cela était baigné dans les lueurs d’incendie; les vitrines flambantes reflétaient une énorme lumière et, du haut 
des toitures, des angles de façade, des fenêtres où elles éclairaient les enseignes, les lampes à arc versaient des feux 
livides, violatres, verts et jaunes.’ Christine, Au fil des jours, 107-108.  



 2 

the early nineteenth century, their go-to-location had been the Rue de la Madeleine and 
the Montagne de la Cour, located eastward and uphill from the Rue Neuve. At the dawn 
of the twentieth century, many more options presented themselves to the wealthy 
consumer.  

This book is about what happened during the years that separated these two 
shopping panoramas. It traces the development of the shopping landscape in the city 
and analyzes the cultural practices. As we shall see, the locational changes in and the 
densification of the shopping landscape were coupled with cultural developments. 
Technological innovation and typological diversification in the form of new retail outlets 
played their part, but equally important were shifts in the overall municipal vision for the 
organization of urban space, in the categories that structured the bodily experience of 
the city, and in the burgeoning culture of spectacle and visual splendor. 
 

No shop is an is land 

The unbridled commercialization of urban centers during the nineteenth century has 
long been a topos in historiography. Nevertheless, our knowledge of retailing and 
shopping has remained fragmented and uneven. As historians Jan Hein Furnée and Clé 
Lesger argue in the introduction to their volume on the history of shopping streets and 
cultures in Western Europe, there has been very little comparative research to date.5 
The big metropolises of the nineteenth century have furthermore snatched up most of 
the scholarly attention, to the detriment of slightly smaller cities and towns. More 
importantly, scholars working on the subject matter have tended to single out one 
specific commercial circuit or institute and study it in isolation from the others. This 
fragmentation is a direct result from the historical interest in supposedly ‘modern’ 
retailing and shopping institutions. Seminal to this modernist reflex was James Jefferys 
and his theory of the retail revolution, which he considered both the pendant and 
consequence of the industrial revolution. With his theory, Jefferys aimed to describe 
and explain the fundamental changes he discerned in retailing and distribution during 
the second half of the nineteenth century. These changes included 1) the growing 
dominance of shops over markets and fairs; 2) the development of central business 
districts; and 3) the rise of new retailing forms: the co-operative, the multiple and the 
department store, all of which, according to Jefferys, were apt to sell larger quantities of 
goods at an increased pace to an expanding audience.6  

                                            
5 Jan Hein Furnée & Clé Lesger, ‘Shopping streets and cultures from a long-term and transnational perspective: an 
introduction’, in: Jan Hein Furnée & Clé Lesger (eds), The landscape of consumption. Shopping streets and 
cultures in Western Europe, 1600-1900 (Basingstoke 2014) 1-15.  
6 James Jefferys, Retail trading in Britain 1850-1950 (Cambridge University Press 1954).  
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The concept of the ‘retail revolution’ proved such a powerful narrative that it 
lured much of the ensuing historiography into a debate on the timing and location of 
shopping and retailing modernity. 7  Although the ‘retail revolution’ theory was not 
necessarily endorsed by all scholars, the so-called ‘modern’ shopping sites soon became 
the subject of a long list of studies. Co-operatives and multiple stores were very popular 
with retail historians, but department stores are by far the best known – and most 
studied – examples. 8  They were at the center of a myriad of different kinds of studies, 
ranging from business hagiographies to cultural histories and theories, in which 
consumption was identified as a key characteristic of modernity. 9  From the 1980s 
onwards, the narrative of modernity developed by Jefferys had found a pendant in 
research on the advent of modern consumer culture. Having been neglected for a long 
time because it was considered as something negative and unproductive, consumption 
became a hot topic during the 1980s. From that time onwards, scholars began to 
reconsider the image of the passive consumer who was being continuously manipulated 
by big corporations. Simultaneous to the rediscovery of the consumer as a powerful 
agent in the economic system, the practices and meanings of consumption – including 
that of shopping – soon became popular objects of study. 10  In this context, the 
department store appeared as an institution that was central to cultural modernity.11  

                                            
7 Jefferys continues to be cited in introductions to histories of retailing and consumption to this day. E.g.: Geoffrey 
Crossick & Serge Jaumain, ‘The world of the department store. Distribution, culture and social change’, in: 
Geoffrey Crossick & Serge Jaumain (eds), Cathedrals of consumption. The European department store 1850-1939 
(Aldershot 1999) 1-45; Bruno Blondé et al, ‘Retail circuits and practices in medieval and early modern Europe’, in: 
Bruno Blondé et al. (eds), Buyers and sellers. Retail circuits and practices in medieval and early modern Europe 
(Turnhout 2006) 7-29; Ilja Van Damme, Verleiden en verkopen. Antwerpse kleinhandelaars en hun klanten in 
tijden van crisis (ca 1648 - ca 1748) (Amsterdam 2007) 22; Ian Mitchell, Tradition and innovation in English 
retailing, 1700-1850. Narratives of consumption (Farnham 2014) 1 and Furnée & Lesger, ‘Shopping streets and 
cultures’, 1 and 14. 
8 On multiples, see P. Mathias, Retailing revolution. A history of multiple retailing in the food trades based upon 
the allied suppliers group of companies  (London 1967); Nicholas Alexander & Gary Akehurst (eds), The 
emergence of modern retailing 1750-1950 (London 1999) and Andrew Alexander, Gareth Shaw & Deborah 
Hodson, ‘Regional variations in the development of multiple retailing in England, 1890-1939’, in: John Benson & 
Laura Ugolini (eds), A nation of shopkeepers. Five centuries of British retailing (London & New York 2003) 127-
154. Nelleke Teughels studied Belgian multiple grocer Delhaize with special attention for the development of 
shopping for food: Nelleke Teughels, Mag het iets meer zijn? Kleine kruideniers worden big business, Delhaize 
frères & cie (1867-1940) (Leuven University Press 2014). On co-operative retailing, see Martin Purvis, ‘Co-
operative retailing in Britain’, in: John Benson & Gareth Shaw (eds), The evolution of retail systems, c. 1800-1914 
(Leicester 1992) 107-133 and Peter Scholliers, ‘The social-democratic world of consumption. The path-breaking 
case of the Ghent Cooperative Vooruit prior to 1914’, International Labor and Working-class history, 55 (1999) 
71-91.  
9 For a more elaborate overview of the historiography on department stores, see chapter five and Crossick & 
Jaumain, ‘The world of the department store’, 1-45.   
10 Paul Glennie, ‘Consumption, consumerism and urban form. Historical perspectives’, Urban Studies, 35:5/6 
(1998) 927-951; Donica Belisle, Retail nation. Department stores and the making of modern Canada (Vancouver 
2011) 3-12; Frank Trentmann, ‘Introduction’, in: Frank Trentmann (ed), The Oxford handbook of the history of 
consumption (Oxford University Press 2012) 1-20.  
11 See Daniel Miller et al., Shopping, place and identity (New York et al. 2005) 3. Examples: Rosalind Williams, 
Dream worlds. Mass consumption in late nineteenth-century France (Berkeley 1982); David Chaney, ‘The 
department store as a cultural form’, Theory, culture and society, 1(1983) 22-31 and Rudy Laermans, ‘Learning to 
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Although historians continued to be as liable to the seduction of department 
stores as had been their contemporary consumers, a more recent strand of research 
uncovered the continued importance of so-called traditional commercial circuits such as 
markets or ambulant trade – two retail forms that, according to Jefferys, had become 
superfluous. 12  A flaw that both the ‘modernist’ and ‘traditionalist’ research had in 
common was a preference for analyzing one shopping site or retail circuit in isolation 
from the others. As will become clear in chapters two through five, a direct result from 
this is that every type of nineteenth-century shopping site has its own historiography. 
Insights generated in one strand of research hardly ever spilled over to another. 
However, the scholarly partitions between different types of retail outlets are not a 
reflection of a historic reality. Retail outlets as diverse as markets, shops, arcades, 
bazaars, market halls, department stores, branches of multiples, co-operatives and 
auction houses shared both pavements and customers. The only exceptions to the 
isolative tendency were studies in which the opposition between different circuits made 
up the core of the research questions. Several scholars have for example scrutinized the 
frictions that arose in the relationship between small-scale shopkeepers and their 
‘modern’ and ‘traditional’ competitors.13 Similarly, markets have been studied with a 
special interest in the potential threat that fixed food retailers posed to them.14  

This book aims to continue this line of inquiry, but it will follow the lead of 
historical research on the early modern period. In the past few years, research on early 
modern shopping and retailing has demonstrated that different retail circuits – whether 
fixed or itinerant, formal or informal and first- or secondhand – developed in relation to 
each other.15 Thus cultures of buying and selling and the changes marking them are best 
understood when the retailing landscape is viewed as a whole, taking into account the 
interaction, competition and the co-existence of different commercial circuits and 
without singling out modern or traditional institutions. For the nineteenth century this is 
a decidedly new approach .16 Building upon the ‘early modern’ findings, this book takes 
                                                                                                                                        
consume. Early department stores and the shaping of the modern consumer culture (1860-1914), in: Theory, 
culture and society, 10 (1993) 79-102.  

12 For a historiographical overview, see chapter three and Serge Jaumain, Les petits commerçants belges face a la 
modernité (1880-1914) (Brussels 1995).  

13 E.g.: Jaumain, Les petits commerçants and Philip G. Nord, The politics of resentment. Shopkeeper protest in 
nineteenth-century Paris, 3rd revised edition (New Brunswick 2009).  
14 See chapter three and Roger Scola, ‘Food markets and shops in Manchester 1770-1870’, Journal of Historical 
Geography, 1:2 (1975) 153-168 and Roger Scola, Feeding the Victorian city. The food supply of Manchester. 
1770-1870, edited by W.A. Armstrong and Pauline Scola (Manchester & New York 1992). 
15 Blondé et al, ‘Retail circuits and practices’, 7-29.  
16 For the exceptions, see Clé Lesger, Het winkellandschap van Amsterdam. Stedelijke structuur en winkelbedrijf in 
de vroegmoderne en moderne tijd, 1550-2000 (Hilversum 2013); Furnée & Lesger, The landscape of consumption 
and Mitchell, Tradition and innovation. See also Jon Stobart, Spend, spend, spend! A history of shopping (Stroud 
2008) which paid attention to different sites for shopping and different commercial circuits in different time 
periods. Bevely Lemire emphasized how alternative modes of exchange complemented formal economies: Beverly 
Lemire, ‘Plebeian commercial circuits and everyday material exchange in England, c. 1600-1900’, in: Blondé et al., 
Buyers and sellers, 245-266. Although Gareth Shaw and John Benson had already called for a less fragmented 
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the geographical and cultural connections between different shopping sites as its core 
interest. It will neither focus on the ‘modern’, nor on the ‘traditional’, but it will try to 
integrate both in an in-depth analysis.  

The recent developments in research on the early modern period have 
furthermore called into question the usefulness of the divide between the ‘traditional’ 
and the ‘modern’. It has already been established that research on the modern period 
was characterized by a quest for modernity, although it should be mentioned that some 
scholars, in uncovering or denouncing it, engaged with modernity more explicitly than 
others who simply focused on a ‘modern’ retailing institution. 17  Among those 
denouncing the idea of nineteenth-century modernity were scholars claiming the 
resilience of so-called superseded, ‘traditional’ retail forms during the nineteenth 
century. More important and insistent though, was a group of early modern historians 
who claimed modernity for retailing prior to the nineteenth century.18 Phenomena that 
had previously been connected to the ‘century of retail modernity’ and the rise of 
department stores were traced back to the eighteenth and seventeenth centuries. 
Shopping streets and central business districts had already existed in early modern 
towns; fixed shops had been predominant over markets and itinerant trading well before 
the 1800s; shopkeepers had long known how to seduce customers with lush and 
elaborate decorations and advertisements. As a consequence, the practice of shopping 
for pleasure had burgeoned long before department stores made their entrance on the 
retailing scene. 19  The attempt to strip the early modern period of the backward 
associations historians of the modern period had bestowed it with, led to an extreme 
focus on so-called modern phenomena in the eighteenth century, such as the fixed shop 
and genteel shopping practices. The quest for modernity thus repeated itself and again 
led to the neglect and undervaluation of retail circuits that did not fit the picture of 
‘modernity’, such as ambulant trading, markets and fairs.  

                                                                                                                                        
approach by studying the entirety of retail systems, most of the contributions to their volume nevertheless singled 
out a specific retail system: John Benson & Gareth Shaw (eds), The evolution of retail systems, c. 1800-1914 
(Leicester 1992). 
17 Jefferys himself was concerned with the modernity of the distributive trades from the 1850s onwards. 
18 E.g.: Hoh-Cheung Mui & Lorna H. Mui, Shops and shopkeeping in eighteenth-century England (London 1989); 
Claire Walsh, ‘The newness of the department store. A view from the eighteenth century’, in: Crossick & Jaumain, 
Cathedrals of consumption, 46-71 and Ilja Van Damme, ‘Pendelen tussen revoluties en tradities. Recent historisch 
onderzoek naar de kleinhandel in de late middeleeuwen en de nieuwe tijd (ca. 1450 - ca. 1850)’, 
Stadsgeschiedenis, 2 (2007) 54-64.  
19 E.g.: Claire Walsh, ‘Shop design and the display of goods in eighteenth-century London’, Journal of design 
history, 8 (1995) 157-176; Jon Stobart, ‘Shopping streets as social space: leisure, consumerism and improvement in 
an eighteenth-century town’, Urban history, 25 (1998) 3-21; Andrew Hann & Jon Stobart, ‘Sites of consumption. 
The display of goods in provincial shops in eighteenth-century England’, Cultural and social history, 2(2005) 165-
188; Van Damme, Verleiden en verkopen; Laura van Aert, ‘Buurtwinkels en winkelstraten. De evolutie van het 
Antwerpse winkelbedrijf in de nieuwe tijd’, Stadsgeschiedenis, 4:1 (2009) 21-44; Clé Lesger, ‘Patterns of retail 
location and urban form in Amsterdam in the mid-eighteenth century’, Urban History, 38:1 (2011) 24-47. 
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Although they had fallen into the same trap as modernists had, scholars studying 
the eighteenth and seventeenth centuries were quicker to recognize their neglect. The 
revolt of the early-modernists against claims of a nineteenth-century modernity soon 
subsided and scholars began to study the period as a time frame in retail history that was 
interesting in its own right. In the meantime, the notion of ‘progressive’ modernity was 
replaced with an alternative view.20 The simplified scheme of Jefferys’ retail modernity 
had to make room for an interpretation in which modernity was seen as increasingly 
complex, fragmented and contested.21 This view fitted well with the call for studying 
commercial circuits in relation to each other so as to fully understand contemporary 
developments, since it did not seek to over-emphasize innovation to the detriment of 
tradition, or vice-versa. Both the new interpretation of modernity and the encompassing 
approach aim to give to each their own.  

With so much of the modernist claims having been undermined by early 
modernist findings, the re-evaluation of nineteenth-century patterns of continuity and 
change has become topical.22 Nevertheless, non-schematic approaches to nineteenth-
century shopping are still relatively rare. Several recent studies centered on the 
department store adopted the newer, more complex interpretation of modernity. 
However, these studies were often not really out to trace developments in shopping 
(culture). They used shops and shopping as a proxy for understanding nineteenth-
century bourgeois culture. For example, in his seminal The Bon Marché (1985) Miller 
argued that the department store was ‘a creation of bourgeois culture, both capturing 
and threatening many things that culture stood for’.23 His and subsequent studies on the 
department store were about exploring that culture and did not tend to dwell upon its 
so-called revolutionary or innovative features as a site for shopping.24 Although their 
insights have demonstrated the centrality of shopping to that culture, the developments 
marking retailing and shopping during the nineteenth century were never part of their 
interest or arguments. The recent attempts to make sense of these developments in a 
nuanced and finely grated manner have – not coincidentally – been written by early-
modernists, thus breaching the divide between the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. 
                                            
20 Jon Stobart & Andrew Hann, ‘Retailing revolution in the eighteenth century? Evidence from north-west England’, 
Business history, 46 (2004) 171-194. 
21 See Nancy Cox, The complete tradesman. A study of retailing (Aldershot et al 2000) and Blondé et al, ‘Retail 
circuits and practices’, 8-9.  
22 Furnée & Lesger, ‘Shopping streets and cultures’, 1-2.    
23  Michael B. Miller, The Bon Marché. Bourgeois culture and the department store, 1869-1920 (Princeton 
University Press 1981) 236.  
24 Miller, The Bon Marché; Uwe Spiekermann, ‘Theft and thieves in German department stores, 1895-1930. A 
discourse on morality, crime and gender’, in: Crossick & Jaumain, Cathedrals of consumption, 135-159; Erika 
Rappaport, Shopping for pleasure. Women in the Making of London’s West End (Princeton University Press 
2000); Lisa Tiersten, Marianne in the market. Envisioning consumer society in Fin-de-Siècle France (University of 
California Press 2001); Stephanie Rains, ‘Here be monsters. The Irish Industrial Exhibition of 1853 and the 
growth of Dublin department stores’, Irish studies review, 16 (2008) 487-506 and Donica Belisle, Retail Nation. 
Department Stores and the making of modern Canada (University of British Columbia Press 2011). 
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Clé Lesger for example studied the shopping landscape in (early) modern Amsterdam 
and Ian Mitchell sought to uncover both modernity and tradition in British retailing 
between 1700 and 1850.25  

Building upon the recent insights in early modern retailing, this book sets out to 
rehabilitate the nineteenth century as a period of shopping history in its own right. It will 
approach nineteenth-century shopping and retailing in Brussels in an encompassing way. 
To move beyond the traditional quest for modernity and to break through the isolation 
is to study the relationships between the different ‘modern’, ‘traditional’ and 
‘undeclared’ retail circuits and shopping sites. What better way to do so than to literally 
start from their common ground and adopt a spatial perspective? This book takes the 
shopping landscape as its method and its object of study. The shopping landscape 
contains the nineteenth century’s iconic shopping sites as well as the less spectacular and 
the older circuits. From a methodological point of view ‘shopping space’ is what 
connected these different circuits. It is in this space that all retail circuits came to unity 
and in which the shopkeepers, market vendors, peddlers and auctioneers competed 
with each other for (the same) customers. It was also the space in which a shared 
shopping culture took shape that was both constitutive and reflective of that shopping 
landscape. As we shall see, shopping cultures were not delineated according to the 
typological divides that separated department from other stores, arcades, markets, 
market halls, or auction rooms. Each of these shopping sites in one way or another 
shared elements of the same culture. The economic, social and cultural determinants of 
shopping all have a spatial component and it is that component which provides the 
starting point for this book.26  

Whereas until now research has started from within the shop, this book follows 
in the footsteps of the shopper, down the streets of Brussels, along its pavements and 
into its shops, market buildings and auction rooms, under its arcaded roofs, onto its 
market squares and behind the looking glass into the department store. The term 
‘shopping landscape’ thus refers to the sum of these shopping sites and to the urban 
space that sits in between them. It may be defined as the physical, material, social, 
economic and cultural environment in which people went shopping and interacted with 
each other and with retailers of all kinds. ‘Shopping’, then, is not reduced to the mere 
economic transaction during which money is exchanged for goods. Social scientists have 
recently argued that shopping ‘is a term we use to denote a network of activity of which 
the actual point of purchase of a commodity is but a small part’.27 As it does today, 
shopping in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries implied more than merely the 
purchasing of goods. In her book Shopping for Pleasure (2000), Erika Rappaport 
                                            
25 Lesger, Het winkellandschap van Amsterdam and Mitchell, Tradition and innovation.   
26 See also the introduction to Lesger, Het winkellandschap van Amsterdam, 11-12.  
27 Miller et al., Shopping, place and identity, 14. 
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argued that ‘Victorian shopping was […] understood in spatial terms’. Shopping involved 
walking the town, engaging with peers and vendors, looking at, talking about and 
perhaps smelling, touching, buying and rejecting goods.28 Although the focus has mostly 
been on shopping for ‘luxury items, such as fashions, furnishings and other fancy 
goods’,29 recent research on provisioning has demonstrated that much of the above-cited 
characteristics of the activity of shopping are applicable to the more mundane grocery 
shopping too.30 This book is not about the economic transaction over the shop counter. 
It reflects on the cultural practices (and ideas) with which the moment of sale was 
enmeshed – yet to which the moment of sale was not necessarily central – and the places 
and spaces that were shaped by and brought forth these cultural practices. 

A study of the shopping landscape should not be confined to mere quantitative 
and geographic developments; it takes into account ideas, discourses and practices as 
well. As Henri Lefebvre and Michel de Certeau have argued, space is not a mere 
backdrop to historical developments; it is constitutive of them.31 Following their spatial 
theories, space is reflective of the ideas and visions that preceded or informed its 
(re)construction and is imbued with meaning through the social practices of its 
consumers. Conversely, the specific characteristics of space, as it has been conceived 
and practiced, subsequently inform people’s visions of and practices in that space. The 
Lefebvrian theory on the production of space discerns three interconnected types of 
space: 1) ‘espace perçu’ (translated as ‘spatial practices’ or ‘perceived space’), or the 
materialized, construed and actualized space that can be measured and described and is 
shaped by the social practices of its variety of users; 2) ‘espace conçu’ (translated as 
‘representations of space’), or the vision of what space is supposed to look like as 
conceptualized by those in power; and 3) ‘espace vécue’ (translated as ‘representational 
space’ or ‘spaces of representation’), or space as it is lived in and appropriated by the 
‘powerless’ or, in other words, the spaces of everyday experience in which the individual 
may be represented. Lefebvre saw the latter as both distinct from and encompassing the 
other two types of space.32 For De Certeau, the city was but lifeless matter until it was 
actualized. He distinguished between ‘place’, which is mapped, seen from a distance, 

                                            
28 Rappaport, Shopping for pleasure, 5.  
29 Rappaport, Shopping for pleasure, 5.  
30 E.g.: Teughels, Mag het iets meer zijn. In his theory of shopping, Daniel Miller did not pre-emptively distinguish 
between everyday shopping for fashion and food: Daniel Miller, A theory of shopping (Cambridge 1998).   
31 Henri Lefebvre, La production de l’espace (Paris 1974) and Michel de Certeau, The practice of everyday life 
(University of California Press 1984).  
32 Lefebvre, La production de l’espace. See also: Edward W. Soja, Thirdspace. Journeys to Los Angeles and other 
real-and-imagined places (Malden et al. 1998) 10 and 66-68 and Richard Dennis, Cities in modernity. 
Representations and productions of metropolitan space, 1840-1930 (Cambridge University Press 2008) 1-3. For 
the ‘spatial turn’ in the context of retailing and consumption, see Jon Stobart, Andrew Hann & Victoria Morgan, 
Spaces of consumption. Leisure and shopping in the English town, c. 1680-1830 (London & New York 2007) 18-
22.  
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imagined and so on, and ‘space’, which is practiced place. 33  When studying the 
multitude of shopping places and spaces that make up the shopping landscape, the 
historian is thus challenged to move beyond the mere mapping of retail outlets to 
include the visions, discourses and practices that have informed and construed these 
spaces in all of their materiality.  

Whereas most of nineteenth-century shopping and retailing history has focused 
on either the economic modernization of retailing or the relevance of the burgeoning 
practice of leisurely shopping for bourgeois society, this book focuses on the social and 
cultural production of shopping spaces. As we shall see, the transformations in shopping 
and retailing during the nineteenth century were pre-eminently spatial. The iconic 
shopping sites of the nineteenth century, the arcades, market halls, auction houses and 
department stores, all constituted spatial reworkings of existing sites of shopping. The 
arcade was a ‘perfected’ shopping street and at its most fundamental level – when 
looking past its new business and commercial strategies – the department store 
presented an enlarged version of older neighboring large shops. Market halls did not 
change the economics of marketing, but they did make for a different spatial 
environment, with all of the connotations and aspirations that came with it. Similarly, 
auction houses can be considered the gentrified version of older auction rooms.   

From a spatial perspective, there was something ‘modern’ about the iconic 
shopping sites and the pavements that connected them. As we shall see, many changes 
in the shopping landscape fitted with typically liberal, bourgeois visions for the ‘modern’ 
city in a period of intense population growth. Urban modernity is a charged term. 
Although there are plenty of scholars who would like to dispose of the concept 
altogether, recent studies in urban history have re-embraced the concept in an altered 
form. Like in research on early modern retail, the search for modernity is no longer 
focused on economic and technological progress. Rather, the term is used to designate a 
time-specific and complex culture. In his study on the production of nineteenth-century 
metropolitan space, historical geographer Richard Dennis uses the term as ‘a form of 
historical shorthand’, because despite its problems, there is ‘the self-evident truth that in 
Britain and North America and most other ‘western’ nations the nineteenth century 
witnessed urban growth, immigration and cultural diversity, and technological change on 
an unprecedented scale’.34  

In trying to make sense of these changing surroundings, contemporaries used the 
term ‘modernity’ themselves.35 In his study of experiences of urban transformation in 

                                            
33 De Certeau, The practice of everyday life, 117. See also Stobart, Hann & Morgan, Spaces of consumption, 18-
22; Dennis, Cities in modernity, 1-3 and Nicolas Kenny, The feel of the city. Experiences of urban transformation 
(Montreal 2014) 9-16.   
34 Dennis, Cities in modernity, 3.  
35 Usually three phases are discerned in the history of modernity: 1500-1789, a time when awareness of modernity 
was restricted to scientific and business elites; 1789-1900, a period during which modernity was a structuring 
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fin-de-siècle Brussels and Montréal, historian Nicolas Kenny stresses that ‘the 
circumstances of modernity – the machines and factories, trains and steamships, mass 
markets and fashions, what the geographer David Harvey identifies as the new 
conditions of production, circulation, and consumption – only actually became modern 
when their magnitude entered consciousness’.36 The awareness of modernity further 
elicited attempts to control, support, modify or streamline these transformations. 37 In 
recent historical studies modernity appears then as the continuous interplay between 
‘the perception and awareness of change’, the ensuing ‘efforts to rationalize the layout of 
cities and the behaviours of their residents’, and the recurring failure to do so. After all, 
‘modernity as it was lived in the streets also sowed unrest, confusion and uncertainty’.38 
Urban dwellers did not necessarily act as wanted or predicted by those planning urban 
space.  

 This tension has taken center stage in recent, spatially informed studies on the 
nineteenth-century city.39 Kenny describes the attempts to streamline the changes that 
marked urban life during the nineteenth century as the ‘project of modernity’, which was 
essentially spearheaded by liberal politicians, public health reformers, engineers and 
clerks ‘determined to impose a more methodical and efficient organization of urban 
society’. In his study of liberalism and the modern city, Patrick Joyce argued that 
practical interventions in urban life by those in power were aimed at establishing a 
society of self-governable citizens. Although liberalism was ill disposed towards too 
much governing, said aim required a set of interventions in order to create the ideal 
circumstances in which freedom and self-regulating mechanisms could flourish. Liberal 
city councils therefore intervened quite a lot in the urban tissue, in an attempt to secure 
society as a free play of goods, individuals and information.40 The liberal or bourgeois 
vision for the nineteenth-century city was thus largely focused on establishing smooth 
traffic circulation and cleaning up penurious neighborhoods, thereby ridding urban 
centers of the jumble of narrow winding streets that had often been there since the 
middle ages.  

As we shall see, these types of interventions – often termed projects of 
Haussmannization – were strongly intertwined with the transformation of the shopping 
landscapes and the cultures that sprang from and were shaped by them. Not only did 

                                                                                                                                        
mental category for ever-growing groups of people; and post-1900, when the idea of modernity had become self-
evident and thereby lost its capacity to give meaning to people’s lives. See Marshall Berman, All that is solid melts 
into air (London 1982) 16-17. 
36 Kenny, The feel of the city, 6-9. See also David Harvey, The condition of postmodernity (London 1989) 22-23. 
37 Harvey, The condition of postmodernity, 23.  
38 Kenny, The feel of the city, 6-9. See also Dennis, Cities in modernity, 1-28 (chapter one).  
39 E.g.: Patrick Joyce, The rule of freedom. Liberalism and the modern city (London & New York 2003); Dennis, 
Cities in modernity; Chris Otter, The Victorian Eye. A political history of light and vision in Britain, 1800-1910 
(Chicago 2008) and Kenny, The feel of the city.   
40 Joyce, The rule of freedom, 1-19 and 62-97.  
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these interventions tackle the streets people walked and shopped along, shopping sites 
such as the arcade and the market halls constituted urban redevelopment projects in 
their own right. From that point of view, the spatial approach of this book allows for an 
exploration of shopping modernity in a different light. As Kenny argues, the fact that 
‘modernity’ was a category nineteenth-century city dwellers used in order to make sense 
of their cities and their shopping sites, forces us to, as Dennis puts it, ‘make sense of the 
messiness’ that is modernity.41 When the terms ‘modern’ or ‘modernity’ are used in this 
book, they therefore do not refer to a kind of retailing modernity, as in its former 
progressive and teleological guise, but they either refer to the comments of 
contemporaries or to the concept of urban modernity as it has been described here. 
From a liberal and bourgeois point of view, most of the nineteenth century’s iconic 
shopping sites had explicitly modern ambitions, while certain older types of sites for 
shopping were considered unsuitable for the modern city. 

Distancing oneself from the teleological perspective of modernity does not entail 
negating the novelty of certain sites for shopping during the nineteenth century any more 
than it requires a pertinent focus on more traditional or less outspoken retail forms. In 
some way or another, arcades, market halls, auction houses and department stores did 
constitute (partially) new sites for shopping or previously unseen mutations or variations 
of existing shopping sites. As will be demonstrated in this book, replacing the 
teleological narrative with a less schematic one requires seeing those innovators as part 
of the landscape they sprang out or mutated from.  

Studying the shopping landscape is presented here as an alternative method for 
understanding the developments in shopping during the nineteenth century, aimed at 
giving each site for shopping its own place and weight at different moments in time. In 
exploring the potential of such a method, this book therefore starts off from the 
shopping landscape as it existed in the early nineteenth century, complete with all of its 
different retail outlets and shopping sites. It will then progress to examine the concrete 
urban environments in which new shopping sites were built or developed and subject 
them to an in-depth spatial analysis. The focus will thereby shift from examining the so-
called ‘modernity’ (in its teleological interpretation) of the innovative shopping sites to 
asking how its relations with the pre-existing, yet continuously evolving, shopping 
landscape developed. How did the interaction between different shopping spaces impact 
upon the shopping culture and inform transformations?  

In studying shopping from a spatial point of view, three key questions form the 
connecting thread in this research: 1) What quantitative and geographic changes marked 
the shopping landscape in the nineteenth century? 2) What different urban and 
commercial sites did it consist of, and how did their mutual relations evolve? 3) How 

                                            
41 Dennis, Cities in modernity, 26 and Kenny, The feel of the city, 8.  
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did these geographical, material and economic transformations translate in a qualitative 
sense; in other words, how did shopping cultures evolve?  

 

The case of Brussels  

Brussels provides the perfect locale to re-evaluate nineteenth-century shopping from a 
spatial perspective. From a practical point of view, it was a medium-sized city, making a 
study of the entirety of the shopping landscape feasible and manageable. But there is 
more to its attractiveness. First of all, with so much of the historiography having delved 
into Paris and London, studying a smaller, yet not unimportant city would really add to 
the existing knowledge. Brussels was such a ‘second-rank’ city: it was no metropolis, but 
it was quite prosperous and of some importance, both locally and within a European 
context. It was perfectly located to present itself as a stop-over for travelers making their 
way from England and the Netherlands to Paris and vice versa. Because of the liberal 
character of the Belgian constitution, Brussels became one of Europe’s renowned places 
of refuge for exiles from other countries – mainly France. It was also known as a place 
where one could easily hide from creditors and live quite comfortably at an affordable 
price.42  

Brussels had long been an administrative center and a royal seat, but it was only 
in 1830 when it became a full-blown capital of a new country, Belgium. Eager to 
promote Brussels’ newfangled status, both the municipal and national authorities 
formulated a clear ambition for the city. It was to become a capital worthy of that name 
and capable of competing in the ‘big city league’. As we shall see, the metropolitan 
aspirations of the then small town would contribute to the transformation of Brussels’ 
shopping landscape. As the city began to boom, the city council saw itself confronted 
with the typical urban challenges of the nineteenth century. With the liberal council 
having pursued its own ‘project of modernity’, nineteenth-century Brussels presents an 
interesting case for studying the connection between urban redevelopment and the 
transformation of shopping in the nineteenth century. Throughout the century, the 
liberal city council proved especially benevolent towards entrepreneurs and the 
moneyed elite. The city council repeatedly collaborated with private investors on 
symbolic projects that were often of a speculative nature, such as the construction of 

                                            
42 Travel writer Boyce mentioned the low prices in his travel guide in 1836. See J.-B. Boyce, Guide du voyageur en 
Belgique et en Hollande, revu, coordonné, mis en ordre par Richard, auteur du Guide du Voyageur en France 
(Paris 1836) 87. Similar arguments have been made by historians: e.g. Saskia De Bodt, Halverwege Parijs. Willem 
Roelofs en de Nederlandse schilderskolonie in Brussel 1840-1890 (Ghent 1995); Sophie De Schaepdrijver, ‘Trois 
images d’une capitale qui se cherche: Bruxelles, 1850-1914’, in: Anne Pingeot & Robert Hoozee (eds), Paris-
Bruxelles, Bruxelles-Paris: réalisme, impressionisme, symbolisme, art nouveau. Les relations artistiques entre la 
France et la Belgique, 1848-1914 (Paris 1997) 34-41.    
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monumental buildings, arcades or other broad lanes. They aimed at advancing the 
Brussels economy, but they also represented the economic and politic predominance of 
the bourgeoisie. In general, liberal policy aimed at establishing and safeguarding a 
pleasant living environment for its target audience, the bourgeoisie, and this, as we shall 
see, would have a clear impact on the Brussels shopping landscape.43 

Nevertheless, in 1830 Brussels was still a relatively small town, boasting about 100 
000 inhabitants and another 22 000 in its neighboring hamlets or faubourgs. Eighty years 
later, the population in the agglomeration had multiplied by six: 177 078 people were 
registered as living on Brussels’ territory – i.e. inside the pentagon-shaped confines of 
the city or the territory annexed by the Brussels municipality – and another 523 795 
resided in one of the twelve legally independent faubourgs. The growth inside the 
pentagon had been most spectacular during the first decades of the nineteenth century, 
increasing only so much during the Belle Epoque. Once the city center had been built 
in, urban growth presented itself in the form of urban sprawl. In the fifty years between 
1830 and 1880, the population of the suburbs increased tenfold. By 1913, the pentagon-
shaped city of yore had been swallowed by an ever-expanding Brussels agglomeration, 
yet it would remain the political, administrative, cultural and commercial heart of it. It 
clearly felt the pressures of the explosive growth of the city most acutely.44   

With shops and other retail outlets taking in so much of the central space of the 
Brussels urban landscape, it is remarkable that so little is known about them. There are 
a few popularizing publications with regard to Brussels’ department stores, markets and 
arcades.45 Véronique Pouillard studied the business organization of Maison Hirsch & cie 
in detail. Historian Serge Jaumain investigated the struggle of small shopkeepers during 
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries against ‘modern’ and ‘traditional’ 
competition. Although he did occasionally refer to Brussels’ stores, his results concern 
Belgium more generally. Peter Lemmens studied career lengths and economic success 
among female retailers in the Marolles in the second half of the nineteenth century, and 
Yvon Leblicq delved into commercial directories to give an occupational profile of the 
streets neighboring the Senne during the Haussmannization works of the 1860s and 
1870s.46 Overall, the existing research is fragmented and teaches us very little about the 
shopping environment in its all of its complexity.   
                                            
43 Els Witte, ‘Politiek leven: 1830-1914’, in: Jean Stengers et al. (eds), Brussel. Groei van een hoofdstad (Antwerp 
1979) 188-205.  
44 Yvon Leblicq & Machteld De Metsenaere, ‘De groei’, in: Stengers et al., Brussel, 167-177; Yvon Leblicq, ‘De 
evolutie van het stadsbeeld’, in: Stengers et al., Brussel, 256-278; Frank Daelemans, ‘De bevolking (19de-20ste 
eeuw)’, in: Arlette Smolar-Meynart & Jean Stengers (eds), Het gewest Brussel. Van de oude dorpen tot de stad van 
nu (Brussels 1989) 212-217; Claire Billen & Jean-Marie Duvosquel (eds), Brussel (Antwerp 2000) 108-125 and 
Kenny, The feel of the city, 29-40.   
45 Marie-France Willaumez, Les passages-galeries du XIXe siècle à Bruxelles (Brussels 1983); Georges Renoy, Les 
Grands Magasins (Brusssels 1986) and Claire Billen, De marktplaatsen van de vijfhoek (Brussels 2000). 
46 Yvon Leblicq, ‘Approche du milieu socio-professionnel d’une zone urbaine en passé d’Haussmanissation. Un 
exemple à Bruxelles’, Annales de la Société Royale d’Archéologie de Bruxelles, 58 (1981) 151-171; Peter 
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The road traveled 

With the center of Brussels increasingly morphing into an administrative, political, 
financial, commercial, entertaining and – above all – shopping hub, the empirical focus 
of this research is directed at that center, the pentagon, albeit without losing sight of the 
larger developments characterizing the entirety of the agglomeration. The chronological 
focus is set in between the 1830s and the First World War. 1914 is most often put forth 
as the end-point of the nineteenth century, and in Brussels it marked the end of the 
Belle Epoque, a period of ‘unbridled dynamism’ and cultural ‘experimentation and 
change’ for the Belgian capital.47 If from an artistic point of view the ‘mind-numbingly 
conventional’ World Fair of 1910 marked the end of Brussels’ golden age and the 
unique atmosphere of avant-garde that had accompanied it,48 from a shopping and 
commercial point of view it signaled a highpoint. Never would there be a higher number 
of shops in Brussels, never would the shopping network be more elaborate (in the city 
center) than in 1914. As a starting point, the year 1830 might be more controversial 
because it seemingly refers to a political rather than a commercial rationale. However, 
the 1830s provide a good point of departure for studying the Brussels shopping 
landscape because the period immediately preceded the construction of iconic shopping 
sites, such as market halls and arcades. The choice was moreover prompted by 
pragmatism: starting earlier would have required tapping into a whole different set of 
sources. Fortunately, there is the work of Ellen Debackere about the location patterns of 
shopkeepers in 1816 and the research of Christophe Loir on urban redevelopment in 
the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries to build on.49 

The next few paragraphs will expound on the route that was carved to reach the 
nineteenth-century shopping landscape. In this research a qualitative and quantitative 
approach were combined. Multiple in-depth spatial analyses of specific shopping 
environments, such as the Rue Neuve or the network of streets made up by the 
Chaussée and the Galeries Saint-Hubert, were framed in a broader quantitative analysis 
aimed at uncovering patterns of retailing and shopping at the level of the agglomeration. 
With business archives and personal diaries of shoppers near to non-existent for 

                                                                                                                                        
Lemmens, ‘De Brusselse middenstandsvrouwen in de tweede helft van de 19de eeuw’, Tijdschrift voor Brusselse 
geschiedenis, 4:1-2 (1987) 111-132; Jaumain, Les petits commerçants and Véronique Pouillard, Hirsch et Cie 
Bruxelles. 1869-1962 (Brussels 2000). Serge Jaumain, ‘La boutique à la fin du XIXe siècle: un univers féminin?’, 
Cahiers Marxistes, 25:191 (1993) 113-126 has an equally generalist approach, not referring to Brussels specifically.     
47 See Jane Block (ed), Belgium, the golden decades, 1880-1914 (New York 1997).   
48 See Eric Min, De eeuw van Brussel. Biografie van een wereldstad 1850-1914 (Antwerp 2013).  
49 See Christophe Loir, Bruxelles néoclassique. Mutation d’un espace urbain 1775-1840 (Brussels 2009)  and Ellen 
Debackere, ‘Winkelhouden in een hoofdstad. De vestigingsplaatsen van Brusselse winkeliers aan het begin van de 
negentiende eeuw’, Stadsgeschiedenis, 8:1 (2013) 19-37. 
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Brussels in this period, a variety of other sources have been resorted to. The quantitative 
side of the analysis was largely founded on commercial directories. These ‘Yellow Pages’ 
avant la lettre, listing professionals, entrepreneurs and retailers with their name, 
professional category and address, were published annually from the 1820s onwards. 
The first editions were presumably rather incomplete, but the directories became more 
elaborate during the 1830s. Later on in the nineteenth century, the entries were based 
on official administrative records, combined with information that was gathered in the 
field. It seems rather unlikely that people had to pay to be listed. Editors would have 
drawn little benefit from following claims of comprehensiveness with a defective 
overview. It is plausible though that people could pay for advertisements or to get their 
name highlighted.  

Although they do have their defects, commercial directories provide the most 
practical source to efficiently reconstruct the shopping landscape. Tallying in censuses or 
patent tax registries50 would have been a much more daunting task, while presumably it 
would not have exposed the variety of activities shopkeepers were sometimes involved 
in. Entrepreneurs would have been much more likely to downplay the extent of their 
economic activities to government officials than to the editors of directories, who 
essentially offered them free advertising. The published censuses, offering an overview 
of professional activities in the city, worked with broad categories and did not contain 
figures per street. 51 
Obviously, commercial 
directories had their flaws 
as a source. The 
nomenclature and scope of 
categories changed as the 
century progressed, 
thereby complicating 
comparison between 
different sample years. 
Furthermore, as is 
expounded by Yvon 
Leblicq, it is very difficult 
to distinguish between 
retailers, wholesalers and 
manufacturers. Some of the 

                                            
50 The patent tax was a tax that had to be paid by everyone who wanted to pursue a certain set of economic 
activities, including retailing. See Ginette Kurgan-van Hentenryk, ‘Les patentables à Bruxelles au XIXe siècle’, Le 
Mouvement social, 108 (1979) 63-88.   
51 This made it impossible to use them to verify the figures retrieved from the commercial directories. 

Il l  1.   A fragment in the 1913 commercial directory  
Source: Mertens & Rozez (eds), Annuaire du commerce et de l’industrie  
de Belgique (Brussels 1913).   
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categories are specifically devoted to either one of these categories, but others are very 
much undeclared.52 

To retrace the development of the shopping landscape throughout the period 
under study, the entries from three sample years were transferred into a database: 1833 
(at the beginning of the period), 1878 (after the covering of the river Senne and after the 
first arcades, market halls and department stores were built or had opened) and 1913 
(the end of the period). The professional categories that formed the organizing principle 
in the directories were standardized and grouped in broader typologies. One typology 
organized them per product type, another one per type of service. The latter 
distinguished between: ‘retail+’ (all categories referring explicitly to retail or for which it 
was certain that their activities involved retailing); ‘undeclared’ (categories for which it 
was uncertain whether the entries referred to retailing, wholesaling or manufacturing); 
‘wholesale’; ‘manufacturing’; ‘services’ or a combination of the latter. Because the 
‘undeclared’ category contained an unknown number of factories and wholesalers, it was 
omitted in automatic calculations of numbers and percentages of shops. 

Automatic calculations through queries in the database were always based on the 
‘retail+’ categories. Therefore they continuously represented an underestimation of retail 
reality.53 Because the denomination and scope of categories evolved throughout the 
century, and the number of ‘undeclared’ categories increased as the century progressed, 
it was difficult to compare and contrast between sample years. Also problematic was the 
fact that no adequate method was found to measure the degree of commerciality of a 
street automatically. I therefore resorted to factor analysis to generate a more reliable 
list, based on two automatized methods of calculating retail occupancy (see Appendix 
one). Although the ranking was roughly representative of commercial reality, the actual 
percentages usually represented an underestimate. Because of the inaccuracy of the 
percentages, I decided to calculate the retail occupancy by hand for the top thirty retail 
streets that resulted from the factor analysis, for every sample year. I did the same for 
the streets in selected case studies (see Appendix one).54  

The database was used to identify the city’s most commercial streets, to count the 
number of retailers active in a particular trade and to trace developments in 
nomenclature. In an ideal world, this quantitative analysis would have been 
complemented with a thorough spatial analysis using GIS-software (Geographic 
Information System). However, the lack of a geo-referenced map for Brussels precluded 
that possibility. Because of the importance of detecting dispersal and concentration in 

                                            
52 Leblicq, ‘Approche du milieu socio-professionnel’. 
53 The fact that the denomination of categories changed throughout the century makes it difficult to compare 
between sample years. 
54 The extra information that was increasingly added behind names and addresses in directories helped to make 
those out. Sometimes it could also be made out on the basis of the names (think for example of railway 
companies.) 



 17 

understanding the developments of the shopping landscape, I have set out retail outlets 
on maps manually whenever I could not do without. Elsewhere, I have made do with 
quantitative queries. In both cases, neoclassical location models concerning the use of 
urban space were resorted to so as to interpret patterns of location and dispersal. 
Concepts as threshold, range and general, linear and special accessibility – which will be 
explained in the chapters when relevant – are used in these models to explain why 
certain shops tend to be dispersed and others tend to concentrate in specific locations.55 
Unfortunately, because the quantitative and geographic reconstruction of Brussels’ 
nineteenth-century shopping landscape already proved quite an elaborate enterprise, it 
was impossible to integrate it with social information on the different shops and their 
different locations. 

The quantitative approach was nevertheless integrated with a more qualitative 
research on the materiality, discourses, ideas and practices that gave the shopping 
landscape its shape. The qualitative part of this research rests on a large and varied body 
of sources. From the early nineteenth century onwards, citizens wanting to alter the 
outside or structure of their properties were obliged to ask permission from the 
Department of Public Works. Application files contained correspondence, reports, 
permits, drawings and – if applicable – floor plans. The Archives de la Ville de 
Bruxelles hold thousands of these files for the nineteenth century. Samples were taken 
in the streets that were subject to the in-depth spatial analysis and included the Rue de la 
Madeleine, the Rue de l’Ecuyer, the Galeries Saint-Hubert, the Rue Marché aux 
Herbes, the Rue Neuve and the Boulevard Anspach.56 The myriad of files on market 
buildings contained the internal correspondence within the municipal administration. A 
selection of these was consulted, along with a few for auction houses too. 

To uncover discourses about shopping and sites of retailing, I turned to the 
written press. Apart from a few women’s magazines, including Bruxelles Féminin and 
other relevant periodicals, such as Le Flâneur, the majority of press clippings were taken 
from the liberal newspaper L’Indépendance Belge and the Catholic newspaper Journal 
de Bruxelles. Perhaps certain other newspapers would have contained more references 
to shopping and retailing. However, both were digitally available and searchable and the 
perspectives available in them were not limited to that of the shopper or the 
shopkeeper. Both contained shopping columns, alongside short stories, judiciary 
reports, announcements, advertisements and opinion pieces, offering a wide view of the 
shopping landscape. The papers were searched through using different key words 

                                            
55 Clé Lesger, Het winkellandschap van Amsterdam. See also: R.L. Davies & D.J. Bennison, ‘Retailing in the city 
centre: the characters of shopping streets’, Tijdschrift voor Economische en Sociale Geografie, 69 (1978) 270-285. 
56 All available building applications filed between the 1800s and the First World War were consulted for the Rue 
de la Madeleine, the Rue de l’Ecuyer and the Galeries Saint-Hubert. A small and very large sample was taken for 
the Marché-aux-Herbes and the Rue Neuve respectively. The files for the Boulevard Anspach were searched 
through for applications concerning department store-like stores.    
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(including Galerie(s), Marché(s), Magasin(s)) for different sample years (depending on 
the key words), as will be further explained in the different chapters.  

Additional sources were sought where necessary. The reports of the city council 
were very useful to recover political debates about markets, market halls, the arcades, 
department stores, peddlers and the policing of the streets. Sections of the police 
archives, preserved in the Archives de la Ville de Bruxelles, further elucidated market 
policies and helped give access to the perspective of the market vendors (see chapter 
three). In order to be able to delve into Brussels’ auction cultures, a selection of auction 
catalogues and their prefaces were consulted (see chapter four). A miscellanea of travel 
guides, novels, chronicles and other writings published throughout the nineteenth 
century added color and life to a picture that was sometimes vague. Similarly, 
advertisements, illustrations and photographs were used as additional sources to resolve 
questions that could not be answered using the discursive sources.57 Finally, two rare 
building archives could be consulted: the company archives of the Société Générale des 
Galeries Saint-Hubert, the real estate company that has been the Galeries’ proprietor 
since 1847, and the archives of the Belgian branch of the Société Anonyme Grands 
Magasins Leonhard Tietz, a German department store chain that set up shop in 
Brussels in 1908.58   
 

The promenade ahead 

This book begins in 1822, when Jean-Baptiste Jobart decided to immortalize the shops 
of the Rue de la Madeleine, Brussels most popular shopping street at the time, in print. 
It then continues to take its reader on a tour following the course of the nineteenth 
century, halting at the right places at the right time, in search of the evolving 
characteristics of Brussels’ shopping landscape and culture. Because so much of the 
historiography has focused on one particular circuit, without asking how it fitted with the 
remainder of the shopping landscape, this book starts with an in-depth look at the 
context in which new sites for shopping could blossom. The four chapters that follow all 
center on a case study. As explained above, that case study integrates an innovative site 
for shopping – the Galeries Saint-Hubert, Brussels’ market halls, its auction houses and 
its department stores – with its immediate commercial environs or context. Every case 

                                            
57 They were found in the Photographic Collection of Ghent University Library; in the iconographic collection of 
the Archives de la Ville de Bruxelles; in Renoy, Les Grands Magasins and on different historical blogs about 
Brussels. 
58 The archives of the Société Générale des Galeries Royales Saint-Hubert have been preserved in place, in one of 
the mansarde rooms of the Galerie du Roi. The archives of the Grands Magasins Tietz were confiscated after the 
First World War and have been preserved ever since in the Archives Générales du Royaume (ARA), Archives des 
séquestres, XIV (Archives de la Société des “Grands Magasins Leonhard Tietz” (1900-1921)). 



 19 

study presents an in-depth spatial analysis of such a site-in-context and is meant to 
explore the aspects of the evolving shopping culture that originated, developed and 
transformed in those contexts. The order of the chapters is roughly chronological, 
acquainting the reader with a new type of shopping site and new or transformed 
elements in the shopping culture as they appeared or evolved. A final chapter 
subsequently sketches the landscape in 1910. Because of the thematic approach, the 
four main chapters will allow the reader to travel through the entire research period.  

The first chapter provides an overview of the lay of the shopping land in the early 
nineteenth century. In what guise had it left the eighteenth century behind? What types 
of goods could be bought in what types of places? What did the city’s shops, markets 
and streets look like? Where were they located, and what goods were sold at what 
locations? What was shopping like in the first half of the nineteenth century?  

A second chapter moves forward to describe how the physical activity of 
shopping was transformed. Budding sensibilities of bodily comfort, somewhat catered to 
in the most central of the city’s shopping streets, were addressed in a most encompassing 
way in the Galeries Saint-Hubert. As we shall see, the increased appeasement of the 
other senses carried within it the seeds of the visualization of the shopping culture. As 
much a project of real-estate development as a site for shopping, the Galeries Saint-
Hubert presents itself to us as emblematic of the bourgeois project of ‘modernity’, the 
rejection thereof and the appropriation of the resulting space.  

Chapter three, which is centered on markets, food shops and market halls, 
further explores that project for the city and the way it played out, the way it met with 
resistance and how it impacted upon the shopping landscape. The chapter explores how 
specific types of shopping sites and specific forms of retailing were pushed off the streets 
to make room for fashionable strollers and the efficient circulation of vehicles. It traces 
the process of gentrification of the central shopping districts, complete with all of the 
twists, turns, adaptions and failures.  

Gentrification is also part of the themes explored in chapter four. This chapter 
uncovers how different goods with different social standings were increasingly sold in 
different shopping environments, locations and spaces. This process is best illustrated by 
comparing the history of second-hand markets with that of the art auctions and dealers. 
The chapter further highlights how sites for shopping, such as the art dealer and the 
high-end auction house, sought out locations with a profile that would benefit their 
business.  

If the nineteenth-century history of the art market in Brussels suggests the 
development of different shopping districts with different appeals, chapter five explores 
the role of locations and product types in the development of shopping streets. It re-
evaluates the history of the Brussels department stores by scrutinizing their choice of 
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location and their organizational and material development in comparison to smaller 
stores in their vicinity, and elsewhere in the city. It further develops the idea of 
innovative sites for shopping as catalyst agents in the shopping landscape.  

Chapter six takes measure of Brussels and its shopping landscape in the early 
twentieth century. It checks back to see what types of retail outlets existed by that time, 
where people bought their goods, what the average shop looked like, inside and out, 
what it sold and what type of shopkeepers were located where. It explores the place of 
the shopping landscape in a changed city.  

As a whole, the book aims to examine the Brussels shopping landscape from a 
wide variety of viewpoints, allowing the reader to delve into specific shopping places and 
spaces while maintaining as broad an overview as possible of the entire commercial map 
of the city. At times this may seem like a daunting task, especially to those who are not 
familiar with the streets inside the pentagon. In order to help the gentle reader find his 
bearings, he will find a useful map in the back of this book. Let us now stroll to the Rue 
de la Madeleine, where our shopping spree commences. 
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I l l .  1. The Rue de la Madeleine in 1825 (engraving by Jean-Baptiste Jobard, 1882 edition) 
 

 
Source:  Bovenlichten en snijramen in Nederland (http://www.bovenlichten.net/id265.html) 
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Ch a p t e r  1  

Bursting Buds 
Bru s s e l s  s h o p s  &  s h o p p i n g ,  1 8 3 0 s  

Late bloom 

The year is 1825. Four carriages drive down a cobbled street, lined with 
sidewalks. Pedestrians make their way up and down the cobbles and the 
footpaths. At one end of the street a peddler is climbing uphill. A little further 
down a woman holding an umbrella is standing beside the sidewalk with a small 
child, watching a carriage thunder by. The carriage has just crossed a hurdle of 
dogs and is about to run into another peddler, armed with cart and dog. The 
sound of soldiers’ boots echoes in the street, while three equestrians race 
downhill. Uphill, two men entertain a group of children, while others are having a 
little chat. Couples and small groups of women stroll the pavement. They pass 
doors providing entry to narrow step-gabled houses and modern neoclassical 
buildings, designed after the fashion of the time. On the façades lining the 
sidewalks, shiny shop windows abound. Some take the shape of arcaded windows, 
while others are rectangular. Most are flat, but some are projected or have bow 
windows. All of them are made up of multiple windowpanes, varying in size in the 
different shops. Just above the panes are shop signs advertising the name of the 
shopkeeper and his trade, except for house number 406, where a signboard 
depicting a large pair of glasses hangs outside.1 [Ill. 1] 

 

                                         
1 Engraving by Jean-Baptiste Jobard, reproduced in: Louis Hymans, Bruxelles à travers les âges (Brussels 1884) vol. 
2, 68.  
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The street represented is the Rue de la Madeleine, one of  – if not the – 
major shopping streets in Brussels at the time. Several sources indicate that the 
print was intended to provide a faithful representation of the street, showing all of 
the street’s shopkeepers and their stores as they were. In creating it, engraver Jean-
Baptiste Jobard, together with an artist named Pattison, provided the shopkeepers 
of the Rue de la Madeleine with a commercial tool, allowing them to show 
customers the aspect and location of their stores.2 According to studies concerning 
the eighteenth century in Brussels, the appearance of the Rue de la Madeleine, 
abounding with shop windows as it was represented in the 1825 engraving, was 
quite novel. The street had been filled with (fancy) boutiques for decades, but the 
outward appearance had, for the better part, always been somewhat different. In 
fact, actual ‘vitrines’ had been quite rare in eighteenth-century Brussels. From an 
architectural point of view, commercial dwellings mostly resembled residential 
homes. Shop windows could hardly be distinguished from other windows. They 
usually had the same shape and were barely decorated. Sometimes the door was 
ornamented – think of stone-sculpted vases, garlands and conchiform decorations 
– and in those cases it was often the only thing that marked the commercial 
function of a property.3  

All this changed in the early nineteenth century, when shopkeepers started 
to transform their façades. Most buildings in the Rue de la Madeleine dated back 
to the eighteenth century, having been rebuilt in stone after the 1695 
bombardment of Brussels by Louis XIV’s troops. During the first decades of the 
nineteenth century, homeowners started to file building applications seeking 
permission for constructing ‘vitrines’ on the ground floor level of their façades. 
Most files contain both the projected and the existing state, informing us of what 
these buildings looked like prior to the renovation. Indeed, although some 
applications concerned the transformation of the style of a shop window, most of 
the drawings depicting the ‘current state’ portrayed properties without 
recognizable shop windows. If the door sat on the side, thick strips of plastered 
brick and mortar usually separated the windows. The desired transformations 
aimed at removing those separations and increasing the glazed surface. 4 
Individualized shop windows took root quickly afterwards. When the Quartier de 
la Monnaie was redeveloped in 1820-1821, the frontal plans for the new buildings 

                                         
2  The engraving is attributed to Jobard and Pattisson in: Thérèse Symons & Jean Houssiau, ‘Les espaces 
commerciaux à Bruxelles au XVIIIe siècle. Premier croquis de la rue de la Madeleine’, in: Kim Béthume and 
Jean-Philippe Huys (eds), Espaces et parcours dans la ville Bruxelles au XVIIIe siècle (Editions de l’Université de 
Bruxelles 2007) 92. Other studies refer to the engraving as anonymous. See Hymans, Bruxelles à travers les âges, 
68 and Claire Billen & Jean-Marie Duvosquel, Brussel (Antwerp 2000) 114-115.  
3 See Caroline Berckmans & Lucia Gaiardo, ‘Les devantures commerciales: la quête de la séduction’, in: Région de 
Bruxelles-Capitale, Commerce et négoce (Brussels 2003) 103-125 and Symons & Houssiau, ‘Les espaces 
commerciaux à Bruxelles au XVIIIe siècle’, 89-95.    
4 E.g.: Archives de la Ville de Bruxelles (AVB), Travaux Publics (TP)  15522 (1836), TP 25734 (1833), TP 25719 
(1834), TP 25718 (1834) and TP 25715 (1833).   
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did not specify the design of the ground floor, because the architects assumed that 
the tenants of the shops would want to choose their own design for their shop 
windows. 5  The desire to achieve a completely symmetric design was clearly 
secondary to the commercial potential of the individualized shop window.   

With so little recognizable shop windows lining the Rue de la Madeleine, 
one of Brussels foremost shopping streets, Brussels was unfashionably late 
compared to larger European cities.6 As research has demonstrated, the shopping 
streets in big metropolises such as Paris and London were already filled with shop 
windows since the early eighteenth century and the practice of window-shopping 
had already taken root there. 7 In the fashionable streets of London, for example, 
shop signs, fascia boards and projecting or bow windows marked the presence of 
shops. Although some of the down-market shops used the exterior of the shops 
themselves to display wares – in piles on the floor, draped from the fascia board 
or the doors, heaped on window sills – the most exclusive boutiques steered clear 
of any of these sales techniques, reminiscent of markets and street vendors. 
Instead, they focused on displays behind the window, while continuing to fit out 
their shop floor as a safe haven for the wealthy customer.8 

In historiography, the shop window has been considered a constitutive 
element of a culture of leisurely shopping among a moneyed middle class 
audience.9 British, French and Dutch historians have demonstrated that during 
the eighteenth century, urban shopping had become a leisurely activity for the 
wealthy. Rather than a mere exchange of money for goods, shopping had become 
a sociable pursuit in its own right, pinned on civilized contact between shopkeeper 
and client, interaction between peers, gathering information on fashion trends, 
and pleasurable walking. 10  In British historiography, the eighteenth-century 
burgeoning of this type of shopping is usually broken down into four components: 
1) an important numerical growth in shops; 2) a denser clustering of a specific 
type of shops in the city center; 3) the refashioning and redevelopment of the 

                                         
5 Christophe Loir, Bruxelles néoclassique. Mutation d’un espace urbain 1775-1840 (Brussels 2009) 190.  
6 Claire Walsh, ‘Shop design and the display of goods in eighteenth-century London’, Journal of Design History, 
8:3 (1995) 157-176; Clé Lesger, Het winkellandschap van Amsterdam. Stedelijke structuur en winkelbedrijf in de 
vroegmoderne en moderne tijd, 1550-2000 (Hilversum 2013) 154-172; Natacha Coquery, ‘Shopping streets in 
eighteenth-century Paris. A landscape shaped by historical, economic and social forces’, in: Jan Hein Furnée & Clé 
Lesger (eds), The landscape of consumption. Shopping streets and cultures in Western Europe, 1600-1900 
(Basingstoke 2014) 57-77 and Ilja Van Damme, ‘Antwerp goes shopping! Continuity and change in retail space and 
shopping interactions from the sixteenth to the nineteenth century’, in: Furnée & Lesger, The landscape of 
consumption, 78-103.    
7 Walsh, ‘Shop design’, 157-176.  
8 Walsh, ‘Shop design’, 157-176. According to Wolfgang Schivelbusch, exclusive eighteenth-century boutiques 
invested in a luxurious interior, reminiscent of opulent drawing rooms, to please their equally opulent customers. 
As the group of customers able to afford luxury goods grew, the contact became less personal and the focus shifted 
to the displays behind the windows. Wolfgang Schivelbusch, Disenchanted night. The industrialization of light in 
the nineteenth century (University of California Press 1988) 143-146.  
9 Lesger, Het winkellandschap, 150-151.  
10 Schivelbusch, Disenchanted night; Walsh, ‘Shop design’; Lesger, Het winkellandschap, 150-190.   
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central streets – rendering  them suitable locations for leisurely shopping; and 4) 
changing retail practices.11 It has sometimes been argued that the absence of shop 
windows was both constitutive and symptomatic of a lack of window-shopping in 
Brussels before 1800, but there is no solid research to back this theory.12 It is 
therefore unlikely that the lack of shop windows in eighteenth-century Brussels 
should be indicative of the absence of a ‘leisurely and sociable shopping’ culture.  

On the one hand, several elements seem to suggest that Brussels was a late-
bloomer when it came to shopping. For want of solid research with regard to the 
numerical evolution and location of early modern shops in Brussels, it is difficult 
to determine when periods of growth occurred in the early modern period and – 
therefore – to situate Brussels in an international context. Ellen Debackere, who 
studied the location patterns of Brussels shopkeepers in 1816, argues that 
Brussels lagged behind. Whereas shopkeepers in Amsterdam and in English 
towns had already settled according to what is often termed ‘modern location 
patterns’ in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries respectively, their Brussels 
counterparts were still established within ‘the older system’. In Amsterdam, for 
example, the shops that tended to cluster in the city center mainly sold expensive 
goods that were only bought so often, while food shops had already left the center. 
The exit roads, connecting the city center and the outlying districts already formed 
commercial axes too. Conversely, before 1750 Brussels’ fixed shops – those 
selling food and consumer goods – had been centered on the city’s central market 
places. It was not until the late eighteenth or early nineteenth century that 
‘modern’ location patterns appeared. But even then Brussels’ exits roads had not 
yet become prominent shopping arteries of the kind that could be found in 
Antwerp or Amsterdam.13  

  Another element that may be indicative of a late bloom is the lack of 
projects of urban improvement, cited in historiography as the necessary 
prerequisites for elegant leisurely shopping. Like in Paris, but unlike London and 
Amsterdam, the Brussels’ street plan – a maze of narrow and tortuous streets – 
was still remarkably reminiscent of a medieval city.14 Streets lacked comfortable 
sidewalks and proper lighting. Not coincidentally, the sprawl of shop windows 
during the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries happened 
simultaneously with the construction of the city’s first sidewalks. In keeping with a 
broader municipal concern for establishing smooth traffic flows, sidewalks 
                                         
11 See for example: Jon Stobart & Andrew Hann, ‘Retailing revolution in the eighteenth century? Evidence from 
North-West England’, Business History, 46:2 (2004) 171-194 and Lesger, Het winkellandschap, 150-151.   
12 Berckmans & Gaiardo, ‘Les devantures commerciales’ and Symons & Houssiau, ‘Les espaces commerciaux’. 
13 Laura Van Aert, ‘Buurtwinkels en winkelstraten. De evolutie van het Antwerpse winkelbedrijf in de nieuwe tijd’, 
Stadsgeschiedenis, 4:1 (2009) 21-44; Clé Lesger, ‘Patterns of retail location and urban form in Amsterdam in the 
mid-eighteenth century’, Urban history, 38:1 (2011) 24-47; Ellen Debackere, ‘Winkelhouden in een hoofdstad. De 
vestigingsplaatsen van Brusselse winkeliers aan het begin van de negentiende eeuw’, Stadsgeschiedenis, 8:1 (2013) 
19-37; Lesger, Het winkellandschap, 132-190.   
14 Loir, Bruxelles néoclassique and Lesger, Het winkellandschap, 154-172.  
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facilitated window-shopping. The busy, muddy streets were not inducive of 
leisurely strolls, since pedestrians had to keep their eyes on oncoming vehicular 
and pedestrian traffic, as well as trapdoors, displays, market stalls, carts and so on. 
The Rue de la Madeleine and the commercial streets near the theater of the 
Monnaie were among the first to be donned with footpaths, and their construction 
often coincided with the first wave of building applications concerning ‘vitrines’. 
Both developments were constitutive of each other. Indeed, the newly issued 
building code forced every homeowner to install a sidewalk lining his property if 
he wanted to be granted permission to execute construction works. Installing a 
shop window thus entailed the construction of a footpath. Conversely, the 
presence of sidewalks might have attracted more strollers, prompting shopkeepers 
to pimp their façades.15 Shop windows had been absent from those façades for 
most of the early modern period. Drawings that have been preserved in building 
application files documenting eighteenth- or early nineteenth-century commercial 
properties, indicate that the ground level of a typical early modern storefront 
usually had multiple windows that were separated by stone or plastered columns. 
They were delimitated by window sills, placed as high up as in residential 
properties. Even if shopkeepers put up displays behind ordinary windows, it must 
have taken more of an effort for passers-by to peer into them compared to the big 
windows of the (later) nineteenth century. As traffic was on the rise, it must have 
been quite dangerous for pedestrians to get distracted by displays of goods in shop 
windows.   

The lack of ‘modern’ location patterns, sidewalks and shop windows does 
not preclude the possible existence of leisurely shopping in early modern 
Brussels. Shop windows were not the only way to seduce potential customers on 
the street. As Clé Lesger demonstrates for Amsterdam, shopkeepers often 
draped, hung and piled up goods around their windows, on the window sills and 
in front of their stores.16 Similar remarks have been made with regard to down-
market London shopkeepers, seducing their eighteenth-century customers on the 
streets rather than from behind a window. 17 Moreover, goods may have been put 
up nicely behind ordinary windows too, in a way similar to how upscale London 
shopkeepers set up displays behind their actual shop windows. And although 
most scholars assume that the blooming culture of leisurely shopping was in every 
way ‘genteel’ – including a  clean environment that was adapted to elegant 
shoppers and consisted of a comfortable, appealing interior; a modest, un-
cluttered exterior; and an entertaining shop window – a slightly different shopping 
environment may have been constitutive of a variation of ‘window-shopping’, 
common in eighteenth-century Brussels.  
                                         
15 On sidewalks, see Loir, Bruxelles néoclassique, 280-286.  
16 Lesger, Het winkellandschap, 172-190. 
17 Walsh, ‘Shop design’.  
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Without sidewalks and actual shop windows, customers perhaps traveled to 
the Rue de la Madeleine by coach, walking in and out of shops and inspecting 
indoor counters much like they would stroll the streets and examine window 
displays in later days. The wealthiest of customers presumably did not want to 
ruin their expensive clothes by walking through the mud and mingling with those 
at the lower end the social ladder. International research has furthermore shown 
that customers felt free to browse in shops long before the introduction of self-
service.18 Entering a shop and asking to see the goods did not come with an 
(implicit) obligation to buy. There is no evidence to suggest that shopping did not 
constitute an important social activity for some men and women, centered upon 
browsing, informing oneself of the latest fashions and interacting with peers and 
visiting shops, rather than on buying goods. Perhaps the lack of sidewalks might 
not even have hampered the behavior of moneyed consumers. After all, Brussels 
never had sidewalks before and both pedestrians and moving vehicles were used 
to sharing the road. However, as the city entered the nineteenth century, the 
increase in population and economic activity created or heightened tensions in 
this respect. The late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries transformed 
Brussels from a small regional center into an aspiring capital. After having 
sketched the more general traits of Brussels in the 1830s, the lay of the shopping 
land in the early nineteenth century will be explored more thoroughly.  
 

Portrait of a town 

In 1834, The stranger’s guide through Brussels and its environs introduced the 
city as ‘the capital of Belgium and the royal residence. The town of Brussels, 
which is called in French Bruxelles, and in Flemish Brussel, is in the form of a 
pear’.19 The edges of that pear consisted of a pentagon – which was Brussels’ 
vernacular name – made up of boulevards that had replaced the old ramparts. In 
most travel guides these boulevards featured prominently as Brussels’ most 
pleasant assets.20 The broad lanes, bordered by ‘lofty elms with neatly trimmed 

                                         
18 See Walsh, ‘Shop design’, 172.  
19 The stranger’s guide through Brussels and its environs; containing a description of the various objects of curiosity 
and interest, together with much useful information with regard to the time of arrival and departure of letters, 
hackney coach fares, etc. the same and with two plans, one of Brussels, the other of the suburbs, with a plan of the 
battle of Waterloo, and the monuments (Brussels 1834) 5.  
20 For other such travel guides and reports, see Henry Smithers, Observations made during a residence in Brussels 
and several tours through the Netherlands, comprising Ostend, Bruges, Ghent, Antwerp, Malines and Brussels; 
with remarks on the works of nature and art; and enquiries into the present state of agriculture, political economy, 
literature, the arts, laws, government and religion. To which are added, from the most authentic information, 
several original anecdote relative to the Battle of Waterloo. And the humane conduct of the Inhabitants of the City 
of Brussels, on that occasion in a series of letters, 2nd edition (Brussels 1820); J.B. Romberg, A new picture of 
Brussels, and its environs; or, stranger’s guide to the curiosities of that interesting city: containing a minute 
description of the remarkable buildings, public amusements, and every other object worthy of attention; to which is 
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lindens intervening’, provided pleasant walks and spectacular views over the city.21 
At the other side of the boulevards were little hamlets on the verge of 
urbanization. Introducing travelers to Brussels, travel guides of the 1820s and 
1830s emphasized the town’s ‘happy situation’: ‘it stands partly on the summit of a 
lofty hill, and partly on low grounds; which gives an interesting diversity to its 
views, and a general air of cheerfulness to its appearance.’22 Brussels’ most distinct 
feature – as well as its biggest challenge for urban planners – was the fact that it 
was made up of a lower and an upper town, connected by hilly streets.23  

Uptown and downtown Brussels provided different urban environments, 
with geological highs and lows reflecting the social hierarchy.24 Historically, the 
upper city had been the site where royals and nobles had taken up residency.25 Its 
main feature was the Royal Palace, built for King William I, the sovereign of the 
short-lived United Kingdom of the Netherlands. It had since become the official 
residence of the Belgian monarchy. Further west, the lower city presented a 
wholly different aspect. Centered around the Grand Place, Brussels’s main square 
boasting the age-old City Hall, it consisted of a tight jumble of streets cut through 
by an infected river, the Senne. Alongside the river were plenty of water-reliant 
industries and bleaching fields. The streets, as an ensemble still seemingly 
medieval, were filled with artisan’s (work)shops. Most of the city’s markets were 
located downtown. Some of them were held on market squares, cut-aways or on 
designated streets.26  

If, by and large, uptown and downtown were of a completely different 
social layout, there was nevertheless no strict spatial segregation in Brussels in the 
1820s and 1830s. The upper city was home to the elite, while the populace lived 
in the ‘bas-fonds’ downhill, but just as well there were poverty-stricken alleys to be 
found up the hills, while fancy mansions adorned some of the streets downtown. 
The Quartier-du-Notre-Dame-au-Neiges in the upper city, for example, was one 
of Brussels most pauperized neighborhoods. In the lower city, streets such as the 
Rue Neuve or the Rue des Alexiens housed one opulent mansion after another.27 

                                                                                                                               
annexed, an historical sketch of the Battle of Waterloo, 2nd revised edition (London 1820) and Anne Laure 
Thorold,  Letters from Brussels, in the summer of 1835 (London 1835). 
21 The stranger’s guide through Brussels, 77.  
22 Henry Smithers, Observations made during a residence in Brussels, 27. 
23 The fact that the city consisted of a ‘haute’ and ‘basse ville’ was often commented upon in the aforementioned 
travel guides as well as in a myriad of others, see for example: J.-B. Boyce, Guide du voyageur en Belgique et en 
Hollande, revu, coordonné, mis en ordre par Richard, auteur du Guide du Voyageur en France (Paris 1836) 87; 
Auguste Gobert, Guide du voyageur en Belgique sur le parcours du chemin de fer de l’état (Brussels 1838) 168.  
24  Sophie De Schaepdrijver, Elites for the capital. Foreign migration to mid-nineteenth-century Brussels 
(unpublished doctoral dissertation, University of Amsterdam 1990) 31-36 and Tatiana Debroux et al., ‘Les espaces 
résidentiels de la noblesse à Bruxelles (XVIIIe-XXe siècle)’, Belgeo, 4 (2008) 441-452.  
25 Debroux et al., ‘Les espaces résidentiels’.  
26 Billen & Duvosquel, Brussel, 108-125; Yvon Leblicq, ‘De groei’, in: Jean Stengers et al. (eds), Brussel. Groei van 
een hoofdstad (Antwerp 1979) 167-177 and Loir, Bruxelles néoclassique..  
27 On urban redevelopment in Brussels during the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries: Loir, Bruxelles 
néoclassique.  
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In other streets, a dead-end alley, housing a multitude of families without means, 
might have sat next to a large town house, occupied by one prominent family.28 
Taken together rich and poor made for a medium-sized city. Since the second 
half of the eighteenth century, the number of inhabitants had been on the increase 
and the population growth would only speed up as the century progressed. A 
comparison of maps drawn in 1835 and 1854 makes clear that the city soon grew 
denser, while urban sprawl transformed the neighboring hamlets, fields and 
woodlands surrounding Brussels into proper suburbs. With about 100 000 
inhabitants inside the ‘pentagon’ and another 22 000 in the faubourgs in 1830, 
Brussels was a second-rank city.29  

Since the Middle Ages, Brussels’ role as an administrative center and a 
royal seat had stimulated the development of a luxury trade.30 In 1830, Brussels 
could boast a long-standing reputation for manufacturing and selling luxury goods 
– both retail and wholesale. It was known for its extensive publishing and book 
trade, but also for its gold- and silversmiths and the manufacturing of carriages 
and lace. In the early nineteenth century, the Brussels economy bore the 
distinctive marks of an economic past that had been structured by corporations. 
For this reason, Brussels had a relatively numerous working-class ‘elite’ that was 
able to participate somewhat in consumption. Factories and workshops had 
remained rather limited in scale, which meant that workers here were less likely to 
be paid a pittance, compared to those working in larger factories. Soon after the 
Belgian Independence in 1830, the new metal and chemical industries that had 
been budding in Brussels a century earlier, came to full bloom. Most factories and 
workshops were still located downtown in 1830, but with time an increasing 
number moved to or was established in the faubourgs. 31  As the country’s 
administrative and economic center, Brussels was at the core of a dense 
communications network too. In 1832 a canal connecting Brussels to the 
industrial town of Charleroi was inaugurated and only three years later, one of 
Belgium’s first two railway stations was constructed immediately north of the 
pentagon.   
                                         
28 Based on the census of 1816: A. Cosemans, Bijdrage tot de demografische en sociale geschiedenis van de stad 
Brussel. 1796-1846 (Brussels 1966) 27-44.  
29 Which it had been for most of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, see Frank Daelemans, ‘De bevolking 
tijdens het ancien régime’, in Arlette Smolar-Meynart & Jean Stengers (eds), Het gewest Brussel. Van de oude 
dorpen tot de stad van nu (Brussels 1989) 130-137 and Roger De Peuter, Brussel in de achttiende eeuw (Brussels 
1999) 21-53. On the demographical evolutions in early nineteenth-century Brussels: Cosemans, Bijdrage and 
Frank Daelemans, ‘De bevolking (19de-20ste eeuw)’, in: Smolar-Meynart & Stengers (eds), Het gewest Brussel, 
212-217. 
30 Ginette Kurgan-van Hentenryk, ‘Economie en vervoer’, in: Stengers et al., Brussel, 216-226; De Peuter, Brussel 
in de achttiende eeuw, 21-53; Bruno Blondé, Een economie met verschillende snelheden: ongelijkheden in de 
opbouw en de ontwikkeling van het Brabantse stedelijke netwerk (ca. 1750 - ca. 1790) (Brussels 1999) and Claire 
Billen, ‘Jalons pour une histoire du commerce à Bruxelles’, in: Région de Bruxelles-Capitale, Commerce et négoce 
(Brussels 2003) 9-30. 
31 Kurgan-van Hentenryk, ‘Economie en vervoer’, 216-226; De Schaepdrijver, Elites for the capital, 6-12 and 38-52  
and Billen & Duvosquel, Brussel, 108-115.  
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Even in the early nineteenth century Brussels was the financial hub of the 
country. The most important investment banks, such as the Société Générale, had 
their seat in the city. Therefore, even if factories and companies were located in 
the south – in Hainaut and Liège or near the coal basin of Charleroi – the 
entrepreneurs that headed them managed their fortunes in Brussels. For many of 
them it was also a preferred place of residence.32 Bankers and investors made up 
the new elite of the town, which was also reflected in its political landscape. From 
the Belgian Independence onwards, Brussels was governed by a liberal city 
council. Although there was a constant struggle for power in the Liberal Party 
between the progressive and the conservative wings, it never lost its comfortable 
electoral majority – even if the party was benched in national politics.33 The liberal 
city council especially catered to entrepreneurs and the moneyed elite. It often 
collaborated with private property developers for the construction of municipal 
monuments or urban spaces.34 These speculative undertakings aimed at advancing 
the Brussels economy, but they also symbolized the power of the bourgeoisie. In 
general, liberal policy aimed at ensuring a pleasant living environment for the 
bourgeoisie. One of the major concerns in this respect was the need to facilitate 
traffic. In order to obtain a smooth circulation in a town with narrow and winding 
streets, the city council issued a multitude of regulations with regard to the use of 
the streets – usually to the detriment of peddlers and other professional ‘street 
workers’. They decided to widen certain streets and install footpaths in order to 
separate traffic. Although, like in Paris, the 1860s constituted the most cited 
period of urban redevelopment, it was actually during the 1840s that politicians, 
architects and officials started to rethink the city. As the population grew and 
economic activity increased, a public debate arose on how the city was supposed 
to be organized, what it was supposed to look like and how it could be adapted. 
The discussion gave rise to both large-scale and less invasive projects, such as the 
straightening of streets and the construction of pavements and squares.35 

One of these early redevelopment projects concerned the Quartier de la 
Monnaie, where a new royal theater had been built between 1817 and 1819. 
Thereupon, in 1820 and 1821, the immediate surroundings had been given a 
face-lift. Having been the site of a royal theater before, the neighborhood had 
already been a leisurely location, but its allure would only increase with time.36 By 
1830, the area around the Théâtre de la Monnaie was the town’s ultimate location 

                                         
32 Kurgan-van Henteryck, ‘Economie en vervoer’, 216-226; De Schaepdrijver, Elites for the capital, 38-52 and 
Billen & Duvosquel, Brussel, 108-115 
33 Els Witte, ‘Politiek leven: 1830-1914’, in: Stengers et al., Brussel, 188-205.  
34 Witte, ‘Politiek leven: 1830-1914’, 188-196.  
35 Leblicq, ‘De groei’, 167-177; Edwin Smellinckx, Urbanisme in Brussel. 1830-1860 (unpublished master’s thesis, 
University of Leuven 2001) and Loir, Bruxelles néoclassique. 
36 Loir, Bruxelles néoclassique, 179-211.   
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for (nightly) leisure.37 Its appeal led an investor to construct Belgium’s first arcade, 
giving onto the square, complete with shops and cafés. The Quartier de la 
Monnaie, a budding commercial district with shop windows, was also the location 
where the municipality first experimented with gas for street lighting.38 The true 
shopping heart of Brussels in 1830 was nevertheless located closer to the Grand 
Place. Situated on the hills in between the entertaining lower city and the 
sumptuous upper city, the Rue de la Madeleine was the place to shop in Brussels.  
  

Sequences and dots 

 
‘Making our way from the Grand Butcher’s Hall to the Place Royale, we cross 
the most visited and most commercial part of town. […] The Rue de la 
Madeleine, which we are entering, is filled with shops offering a sumptuous 
display of fabrics, novelties, jewelry, etc., equaled next to nowhere in Europe.’39  

 
If an early nineteenth-century traveler picked up a travel guide to Brussels, this – 
or a very similar statement – would have been his introduction to the Brussels 
shopping scene. The Rue de la Madeleine featured in nearly every travel guide as 
a sight to be seen. It was Brussels’ most renowned shopping street, oftentimes 
bracketed together with the Rue Montagne de la Cour.40 Apart from the lyrical 
descriptions of the pretty shop windows in both streets, authors and editors of 
travel guides were rather sparse in their comments on the Brussels shopping 
landscape. However, together with the occasional recommendation for a specific 
boutique, they nearly always added a segment with practical information on the 
city’s markets. Contrary to what has often been argued in international 
historiography, markets were not at all considered redundant. On the contrary, 
they were included in the practical segment of travel guides, providing information 
about the town’s accommodation, public transport, postal services, dining and 
shopping facilities. Travel writer Romberg cited the markets as one of Brussels’ 
main draws. He argued that Brussels’ biggest advantages, as a town, were its 

                                         
37 See for example Boyce, Guide du voyageur en Belgique et en Hollande, 99. On Brussels’ nightlife, see Jacques 
Deraeve & Jean-Marie Duvosquel (ed.) Nachtraven. Het uitgangsleven in Brussel van 1830 tot 1940 (Brussels 
1987). 
38 Marie-France Willaumez, Les passages-galeries du XIXe siècle à Bruxelles (Brussels 1983) 21-24 and Loir, 
Bruxelles néoclassique.  
39 ‘En nous dirigeant de la Grande Boucherie à la Place Royale, nous traverserons le quartier le plus fréquenté et le 
plus commerçant de la ville. […] La rue de la Madeleine, dans laquelle nous entrons, est riche en magasins qui 
offrent un étalage somptueux d’étoffes, de nouveautés, de bijouteries, etc., que peu de villes surpassent en Europe.’ 
Mauvy, Bruxelles et ses environs, contenant: Le promeneur dans Bruxelles et ses environs … (Brussels 1834) xiv.  
40 E.g.: Guide de l’étranger à Bruxelles, pendant les fêtes, qui auront lieu à l’occasion de l’exposition publique des 
produits de l’industrie nationale (Brussels 1830) 120; Mauvy, Bruxelles et ses environs, xiv; Thorold, Letters from 
Brussels, 210; Boyce, Guide du voyageur en Belgique et en Hollande, 91.  
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‘centrical situation, its elevation, its public walks and rides’, ‘the magnificence of its 
buildings’, ‘the general health of its inhabitants’ and ‘its excellent markets’.41  

Authors mentioned these markets because they considered them 
constituents of urban commercial life. Markets constituted the oldest of Brussels’ 
many types of retail outlets. Since next to no fresh foodstuffs were sold from 
permanent stores, they were still the primary distribution channels for fresh food. 
Fresh meat could only be purchased on public markets or in one of the five 
butcher’s halls, following an edict issued during the French Period that prohibited 
butchers to set up shop in privately owned premises.42 Apart from a handful of 
resellers, fresh vegetables and fruits could be procured on the town’s fruit and 
vegetable markets on the Place de la Chapelle, the Place du Grand Sablon and 
the Rue du Marché aux Herbes on market days, or on the daily early-bird market 
on the Grand Place. Despite the latter’s wholesale character, people bought retail 
there too. The town’s central market square was also the place to buy flowers, in 
one of the many booths set up around it. By the 1830s, market vendors primarily 
sold foodstuffs. Other goods, ranging from dry foodstuffs – excluding fodder –, 
textiles, kitchenware, clothing, furnishing, decorative items and other consumer 
goods had disappeared from the markets. They only appeared in booths during 
the fair-season, with the exception of cast-offs.43  

Throughout the year, the Vieux Marché was the only market offering 
something other than food (or animals). Located in the southern neighborhoods 
of town, it had housed displays of secondhand dealers since the seventeenth 
century. Despite its decreasing social standing, it kept on thriving, with stalls and 
displays spilling out onto adjacent streets. Another place to purchase secondhand 
goods were the so-called ‘houses of mourning’,44 where auctioneers had for a long 
time organized public estate sales. Indeed, when someone died, their relatives 
could opt for dividing the belongings by selling them at auction. Historically, many 
of these auctions were held at or in front of the property of the deceased. 
Gradually auctioneers had also started to organize sales in (temporary) auction 
rooms, on and near the Grand Place. By the early nineteenth century, auctioneers 
did not just take care of estate sales or other public sales following bankruptcy or 
departure. Some of them had become entrepreneurs in the business of luxury 
and artistic pre-owned goods, selling pre-existing collections of paintings and 
antiques. They assembled luxury, antique and artistic goods with different 

                                         
41 Romberg, A new picture of Brussels, and its environs, 19.  
42 They were privately owned, but their owners paid taxes to the municipality for them. See chapter three.  
43 Another exception was the odd ‘Marché aux cotonnettes’, a market for inferior cotton goods appearing and 
disappearing from the market scene all through the century. See Claire Billen, De marktplaatsen van de vijfhoek 
(Brussels 2000). See chapter three of this dissertation for an in-depth study of the market scene in Brussels.  
44 Which was the term for the property of a deceased whose estate was auctioned in said premise.  
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backgrounds and brought them together at auction in an auction room specifically 
fitted out for the purpose.45  

Another traditional, yet major player on the Brussels shopping scene was 
the ambulant trader. Peddlers or hawkers, who took their business from door to 
door or put up displays in the streets, formed a distinct part of the distributive 
system. Because of the informal character of this type of retailing, it is difficult to 
fully grasp its scope. Ambulant traders and their practices presented a recurring 
topic of legislation for the city council, which suggests that they must have been 
quite numerous and visible. During the early nineteenth century especially, the 
city council tried to curb ambulant trade as much as possible. In general, its policy 
was inspired by the concern for smooth, undisturbed traffic flows, but there was 
also a clear political bias in favor of permanent shopkeepers, the municipality’s 
taxpayers and part of their electorate. In restricting practices of ambulant traders, 
the municipality (indirectly) protected storeowners, who considered the displays 
peddlers put up in front of their windows as unfair competition.46  

If it is difficult to assess just how many ambulant traders there were and 
how much of the total retail activity in town they represented. It is however 
somewhat easier to gauge the importance of the final outlet that formed the 
backbone of the early nineteenth-century shopping landscape: the shop. In 1802, 
ten percent of the Brussels population worked in retail. That number remained 
stable, expanding only to eleven percent in 1846.47 The number of shops and 
shopkeepers had nevertheless increased. Debackere counted 1 808 registered 
shopkeepers in the patent tax registers in 1816, a number that had more than 
tripled in 1847.48 In 1833, the commercial directory listed at least 1 984 properties 
in which a retail business was set up.49 There might have been more, since the 
directory does not always allow to distinguish retailers from wholesalers and 

                                         
45  See Dries Lyna, The cultural construction of value. Art auctions in Antwerp and Brussels (1700-1794) 
(unpublished doctoral dissertation, University of Antwerp 2010) and Anneleen Arnout, ‘Gouden toetsstenen? 
Over de cultuur van schilderijenveilingen in negentiende-eeuws Brussel’, Belgisch Tijdschrift voor Filologie en 
Geschiedenis, 90:2 (2012) 541-570.  
46 See chapter three.  
47 Kurgan-van Hentenryk, ‘Economie en vervoer’; Jos De Belder, ‘Socio-professionele structuren’, in Stengers et 
al., Brussel, 227-234 and M. Thielemans, ‘De vestiging van industrieën omstreeks 1830’, in: Smolar-Meynart & 
Stengers, Het gewest Brussel, 246-261. 
48 Kurgan-van Henteryck, ‘Economie en vervoer’, 222 and Ellen Debackere, De Brusselse winkelier aan het einde 
van het Ancien Régime: een sociaal profiel (unpublished master’s thesis, Free University of Brussels 2010-2011) 
29.  
49 The number of retail properties was calculated as follows: all records listed in the commercial directory of 1833 
were inserted into a database. A query ‘retail+’ selected those categories for which it was explicitly mentioned that 
they contained retail businesses (possibly alongside manufacturers and wholesale traders). Because there was a 
bigger chance for ‘undeclared’ categories to contain references to factories and wholesalers, these were left outside 
the scope. Because several storeowners were mentioned in multiple categories, surplus entries have been filtered 
out by counting unique addresses rather than entries. The number of shops resulting from this method of counting 
is probably an underestimate since a number of retailers must have been listed in ‘undeclared’ categories and were 
left outside the scope. A couple of non-retailers might have sneaked in through the combined categories, yet their 
number is negligible compared to those not adopted.  



 35 

manufacturers. Some categories made explicit mention of the fact that the 
properties listed housed ‘marchands’ or ‘magasins’, or that its owners distributed 
‘en détail’. Other categories listed stores for which it can safely be assumed that 
retailing was part of their owner’s daily business – think of butchers, shoemakers 
or grocers.50 By contrast, there were plenty of categories that explicitly mixed 
‘marchands’, ‘manufactures’ and ‘négocians’. The discursive confusion probably 
reflected an economic reality in which wholesalers sold retail as well, while both 
retailers and private individuals could buy goods from small factories and retailers 
still had their own workshops.51 Indeed, the mid-century New Year’s shopping 
columns that appeared annually in L’Indépendance Belge contain explicit 
references to the intermingling of wholesale, retail and manufacturing, and so do 
several more elaborate records in the commercial directory.52 

 
  1833 1878 1913 
Streets 382 1292 2202 
Retail+ 1984 9220 16311 
Undeclared 68 1179 8083 
Fashion+ 824 3507 6826 
Food+ 551 2978 4138 
Shopping Goods+ 1129 4624 9509 

Table one. Numbers of streets and entries in commercial directories, 
per category and per sample year  

 
Because retail was anything but a clear-cut, well-defined commercial activity, the 
shopping landscape is not easily fathomed. Although the 1984 retail properties 
traced in the directory offer nothing more than an estimate, they nevertheless 
provide a starting point for reconstructing the shopping landscape. All of these 
stores were located in one of the 382 streets featuring in the 1833 directory. [See 
table one]  If evenly distributed throughout the city, there would have been 
about five shops in every street. However, like in 1816, the multitude of shops was 
concentrated in about 66 percent of Brussels’ streets.53 Indeed, 76 of the 382 
streets housed just the one shop, leaving the remaining 1908 established in the 
177 remaining streets. Among those 177 streets, there were some in which there 
was a very limited retail presence, while other streets housed one shop after 
another. Among the streets with the highest numbers were the Rue de la 

                                         
50 I am aware that bakers and shoemakers were manufacturers as well as retailers, but since this research is 
concerned with retail outlets, these kinds of categories were nevertheless included – especially since it was unlikely 
that their activities were limited to either manufacturing or retailing.   
51 See also Kurgan-van Henteryck, ‘Economie en vervoer’, 218. 
52 See ‘Le jour de l’an’ column, published in L’Indépendance Belge during the final days of 1846 through 1849. 
See also Madame la Baronne Willmar, Souvenirs de Bruxelles (Brussels 1862) 457. In her memoirs, Willmar 
recounts ordering a set of shawls for a friend from an export company. 
53 According to the automatized calculations in the database, using the ‘retail+’ query.   
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Madeleine, the Montagne de la Cour, the Rue de Flandres and the Rue Haute. 
There were plenty of other, shorter streets with a high number or ratio of retail 
properties too. On average, shops tended to be concentrated rather than 
dispersed, as is indicated by the Gini-coefficient.54 The Gini-coefficient measures 
the inequality among values in a frequency distribution – in this case, the 
distribution of shops in different streets. If the frequencies (i.e. the number of 
shops) would be distributed equally (in the city’s streets), the Gini-coefficient 
would be zero. Conversely, if the utmost inequality was to characterize the 
frequency distribution – and all 1984 shops would be clustered in one street – the 
Gini-coefficient would equal one. An analysis of the distribution of shops in 1833 
in Brussels resulted in a coefficient of 0,75 – indicating that shops were clustered 
rather than dispersed.55  

What streets and locations did these clustering shopkeepers prefer? 
Unsurprisingly, some of Brussels’ longest streets are among those holding the 
highest number of shops. 56  Shorter streets, highly commercial or not, 
automatically score lower in absolute numbers compared to longer streets. 
Therefore, in order to identify Brussels’ most commercial streets, the length of 
the street has to be taken into account. In order to find Brussels’ top shopping 
streets, two methods to automatically generate percentages of retail density were 
combined using factor analysis. The resulting list was used as a basis for 
establishing the top thirty of Brussels’ commercial streets (see Appendix one). 
Like in 1816, the heart of the shopping landscape was the ‘Chaussée’, a paved 
road connecting the Porte de Namur in the east and the Porte de Flandres in the 
west. Up until the mid-century, this was Brussels’ most traveled traffic artery. In 
1833, the highest ratios of retail occupancy continued to occur on the most 
centrally located stretch of the road, near the main markets and the butcher’s 
halls. Brussels’ top twenty commercial streets were all situated in the city center.57 
Unsurprisingly, the Rue de la Madeleine was Brussels’ most commercial58 street 
by far, with 93 percent of its properties housing some sort of retail business. The 
Marché aux Herbes and the Marché aux Tripes, the Rue de la Madeleine’s 
westward extension, followed suit, with 80 and 78 percent retail occupancy 
respectively. The Montagne de la Cour, connecting downtown and the Rue de la 

                                         
54 Considering the lack of available historical GIS maps for the nineteenth century, an alternative way of measuring 
concentration was sought. One way of measuring said concentration, is the Gini-coefficient.  
55 One of the problems of the Gini-coefficient is the fact that this calculation method does not take into account the 
lengths of the streets.  
56 Following automatized calculations, the Rue Haute held the most, with 83 retail properties, and the Rue de 
Flandre came second with 78 retail properties.  
57 The top twenty of Brussels’ retail streets consists of the twenty streets with the highest percentages of retail 
occupancy as calculated by hand (see Introduction) out of the thirty streets with the highest percentages of retail 
occupancy generated automatically using factor analysis (see Appendix one). In what follows, the percentages 
mentioned refer to those calculated by hand.    
58 I.e. streets with the highest percentage of retail occupancy.  
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Madeleine with the elitist ‘ville haute’, shared third place with the Marché aux 
Tripes, with an equally high percentage of shopkeepers. In fifth place was the 
Grande Rue au Beurre (76 percent), located right off the Grand Place. The Rue 
de l’Empereur and the Rue de l’Impératrice (both 74 percent) branched off from 
the ‘Chaussée’ right where the Rue de la Madeleine gave way to the Montagne de 
la Cour, while the Rue au Lait (also 74 percent) was at right angles with the Rue au 
Beurre and gave way to the Rue des Fripiers (72 percent), past the church of Saint 
Nicholas. Even the Rue Sainte-Cathérine (ninth with 73 percent) was part of the 
city’s geographical and cultural heart, next to the fish market, and on the 
‘Chaussée’. [see map 1 & appendix 2]  

Retail occupancy in the ten remaining streets of the top twenty reached 
between fifty-five and seventy percent. Although they were located somewhat off 
center, they formed a dense network with the ten most commercial streets. 
Connecting the Rue de l’Empereur in the east and the Rue au Lait in the west, the 
Rue de l’Hôpital, the Rue de la Violette, the Rue Marché aux Charbons and the 
Rue des Pierres formed a route south of the Grand Place and parallel to the 
Chaussée. The Marché aux Bois extended the short north-south shopping axis 
between the neighborhood of the Sablon to the Cathedral of Saint-Michael and 
Saint-Gudula. Although slightly more off-center in a geographical sense, the Rue 
Treurenberg provided the main communication between the cathedral and the 
governmental neighborhood uptown, north of the park. The Rue Marché aux 
Poulets bridged the gap between the highly commercial streets of the central 
Chaussée and the Rue Sainte-Cathérine. The Quai aux Briques was the real 
outsider in the top twenty, located near the northwestern extremity of the 
pentagon. Its location next to the docks in the harbor presumably explains the 
high percentage of commercial properties there. Indeed, among those retail 
properties, about a quarter held construction materials, fifteen percent sold 
utilities and another 25 percent of the retailers located here dealt in basic 
foodstuffs. [see map 1]  
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Map 1. Brussels top 20 retail streets in 1833, as calculated by hand (based on the list generated 
using factor analysis)  
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Map 2. Locations of butchers in 1833  
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Map 3. Locations of bakeries in 1833  
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Map 4. Locations of shops selling novelties in 1833  
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Map 5. Locations of ‘bottiers et cordonniers’ in 1833  
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Map 6. Locations of cloth sellers in 1833  
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Shopping historians tend to focus more on luxury or ‘shopping’ goods rather than 
food products, which were mostly procured in different ways Although recent 
research has demonstrated that shopping for groceries is just as much a culturally 
construed activity, it was allotted different meanings than shopping for items of 
fashion or consumer goods.59 The latter were required for less often than victuals. 
Even if the wealthy shopped for fashionable items on a daily basis, it constituted 
an activity of leisure, centered on luxurious goods, the display of wealth, the 
interaction with peers and the passing of time. Food – or at least the most basic of 
foodstuffs – was presumably brought to the house or procured by servants. At the 
other side of the social spectrum, the lesser-off bought clothing and other 
fashionable items much less frequently than they did basic foodstuffs, and they 
did so in different environments than their moneyed counterparts. Because food 
is bought on a daily basis, neoclassical location patterns suggest that the outlets 
where it is procured are likely to be dispersed all over town. Contrary to early 
modern Antwerp and Amsterdam, this was not the case in Brussels, where a 
strong degree of concentration marked both food and fashion outlets. What is 
even more remarkable is that – using the Gini-coefficient as an indicator – fashion 
stores even were somewhat more dispersed than food stores.60 The higher level of 
concentration is all the more surprising because there was a far more significant 
portion of food stores that sat alone in a street (37 percent, compared to seven 
percent of fashion stores).  

The fact that food retailers tended to be concentrated more than fashion 
retailers might have had to do with the fact that some of the food categories in the 
directory contained market vendors instead of shopkeepers. This was most 
certainly the case for the butchers, but it was probably true for those selling fish 
and dairy too.61 Because these vendors had to work from the market, it made 
sense for them to find a home nearby. This might explain why the majority of the 
butchers were established in the neighborhood between the ‘Grande Boucherie’ 
in the Marché aux Herbes and the ‘Petite Boucherie’ in the Rue des Fripiers. 
Eight out of a total of 22 listed butchers lived in the Courte or Longue Rue des 
Bouchers. Four were registered in the Grande or Petite Rue des Dominicains and 
another three could be found in the Rue de la Fourche. All of these streets were 

                                         
59 E.g.: Tracey Deutsch, Building a housewife’s paradise. Gender, politics and American grocery stores in the 
twentieth century (University of North Carolina Press 2010) and Nelleke Teughels, Mag het iets meer zijn? Kleine 
kruidenierswinkels worden big business, Delhaize frères & cie (1867-1940) (Leuven University Press 2014). 
60 The discrepancy between fashion and food was very limited, with a difference of just 0,02 in the Gini-coefficient, 
especially considering the fact that there were quite a few more fashion stores (824 compared to 551 food stores). 
Based on automatic calculations within the larger retail+ category, the Gini-coefficient for fashion equalled 0,8 
whereas that for food was just a little higher at 0,82. Thus 824 fashion shops were found in a total of 367 streets, 
whereas the 551 food stores were found in a total of 347 streets.  
61 As mentioned in chapter three, a list of market experts was added as a subcategory to that of both fish and dairy 
vendors in the 1833 directory, suggesting these vendors sold at market too.    
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only minutes away from the two major butcher’s halls in town. Similarly, a large 
number of fishmongers lived in the Rue des Bateaux, the street bordering the fish 
market. Here too, the presence of the market seems to account for the high 
degree of concentration, or at least played a part in it. [See map 2]  

Location patterns for food stores that were not dependable on the market 
clearly differed from this pattern. Bakers, for example, were allowed to sell their 
wares out of their home or from a fixed shop somewhere else. They could be 
found all over town, save in the most remote areas.62 Hence they were far more 
dispersed than their meat-working colleagues. 63  [See map 3]  Not only did 
bakers opt for the city’s major exit roads, such as the Rue Haute, the Rue de 
Flandres and the Rue d’Anderlecht, they also set up corner shops in 
neighborhoods and streets where there were very few other bakeries. In their 
settlement choices, bakers thus seem to have adhered to the location patterns for 
stores selling daily necessities, as predicted in neoclassical economic theories.64 If 
they did cluster, they chose central locations and exit roads, like in 1816, but the 
majority had a corner shop. Those were spread out over town and probably 
serviced their immediate surroundings. The most remote corners of the city were 
nevertheless void of bakeries. These were not coincidentally the neighborhoods 
that either housed the biggest concentrations of paupers in Brussels – the Quartier 
du Notre-Dame aux Neiges in the northeast and the Marolles in the southeast – 
or were void of buildings, like the bleaching fields in the southwest.  

Similarly, different location patterns emerge in the category of fashion. Very 
numerous and very diverse, this category contains haberdasher’s and novelties 
shops, alongside cloth and textiles sellers and shoemakers. Novelties shops sold 
items of high fashion. The word alone indicates that the goods on offer were 
always in sync with the latest trends in the fashion world. Perfectly suited for 
comparing goods, acquiring knowledge of the latest fashions, and demonstrating 
that knowledge to peers, novelties stores were constitutive of the social and 
cultural shopping experience, as it had been budding since the early modern 
period.65 Novelties were often shipped in from Paris, and are unlikely to have 
been produced on site. The stores that sold them must therefore have been of the 
‘purest’ of the retailing kind. In total, there were 53 novelties shops in Brussels in 
                                         
62 There is a chance that the commercial directory was more exhaustive for the central neighborhoods than for the 
more remote streets, which would skew the results.  
63 This is confirmed by their respective Gini-coefficients: 0,87 for the bakers and 0,97 for the butchers.  
64 On modern location theory, see Peter E. Lloyd & Peter Dicken, Location in Space. A theoretical approach to 
economic geography (London et al. 1977); Jan Buursink, Stad en ruimte. Inleiding in de stadsgeografie (Assen 
1980); G. Shaw, ‘The study of retail location’, in: John A. Dawson (ed.) Retail geography (London 1980) 95-155; 
Ann Verhetsel, Isabelle Thomas & Marjan Beelen, ‘De pendel in en rond de stad. Een ruimtelijk-economische 
analyse’, in: Marc Despontin & Cathy Macharis (eds.), Mobiliteit en (groot)stedenbeleid (Brussels 2006) 15-28 and 
Clé Lesger, Het winkellandschap, 21-25. 
65 Novelties have always had a central place in the shopping history of the nineteenth century, and were usually the 
most important and one of the earliest departments in the later department stores. See Michael B. Miller, The 
Bon Marché. Bourgeois culture and the department store, 1869-1920 (Princeton University Press 1981).  
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1833, and 32 of them were established along the ‘Chaussée’: eleven on the Rue 
de la Madeleine, known as the ultimate fashion street, seven on both the 
Montagne de la Cour and the Marché aux Herbes, another three on the Marché 
aux Tripes and four on the Marché aux Poulets. The remaining shops were 
mostly nearby, on the Place Saint-Nicolas, or right where the Rue de la Montagne 
and the Rue de la Colline gave onto the Marché aux Herbes. Together, they 
formed a long sequence of stores. The other stores were dotted about other 
streets, but both the sequence and the dots were nevertheless situated in the most 
central of Brussels’ neighborhoods. [See map 4]  

Retailers for whom wholesale or manufacturing was part of their daily 
business too, often needed more space. According to neoclassical location 
patterns, a central location is not as indispensable to manufacturers and 
wholesalers as it is to retailers. Therefore, they often establish themselves in a 
second circle around the city center. 66  The location patterns of Brussels’ 
shoemakers in 1833 partly adhered to that logic. As with bakers, there was a 
manufacturing side to many of the ‘bottiers et cordonniers’ daily business 
practices. If most of the shoemakers could be found in the central neighborhoods 
of the city, some of them nevertheless set up shop in more distant streets too. 
They did not establish themselves as close to each other as the novelties’ 
shopkeepers did. Their clusters were smaller and a larger portion was established 
in isolation from their colleagues. In contrast to the products on offer at the 
novelties shop, which were bought by those with money to spare and to spend, 
shoes were a necessity for all. Even the poorest needed one pair of shoes. 
Moreover, even if they probably used them for a longer period of time and even if 
they were more likely to buy them secondhand, their shoes were still likely to 
need repair at some point or other. Hence the social diversity of this professional 
category’s potential clientele might be one of the factors explaining why they took 
their business further outside the center. [See map 5]  

A similar pattern of small clusters and a high number of isolated dots could 
be found for the cloth sellers (drapiers). [See Map 6]  Like the shoemakers, 
they could also be found in the more distant neighborhoods. Chances are there 
were a number of wholesalers among them, who had less to gain by a central 
location than retailers did. These stores probably fitted less into the ‘fashionable’ 
shopping spree too. Cloth was not necessarily a finished product. It often still 
needed to be made into clothing or curtains. Its reworking was probably less of a 
typical handiwork for bourgeois ladies to spend their time on than, for example, 
embroidering. The less fashionable and exciting character of this type of store and 
the fact that it was more likely to concern more than retail alone, presumably 

                                         
66 Lloyd & Dicken, Location in Space; Buursink, Stad en ruimte; Shaw, ‘The study of retail location’, 95-155; 
Lesger, Het winkellandschap, 21-25. 
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accounts for the fact that they were set up in a more dispersed manner than the 
novelties shops.  

The presence of these kinds of outlets in the fashion category had an 
impact on the overall results. Indeed, even if there were quite a lot of isolated dots 
on the fashion map and even if the Gini-coefficient indicates a slightly lower level 
of concentration for them, compared to food stores, the core of the Brussels 
shopping landscape nevertheless consisted mainly of fashion stores.67 Indeed, in 
the Rue de la Madeleine, 54 percent of all properties housed at least one fashion 
retailer.68 Eighty percent housed at least one retailer trading in so-called shopping 
goods,69 while only seven percent of the Rue de la Madeleine’s properties housed 
a food store. Slightly lower yet similar figures could be found for the Montagne de 
la Cour and the Grande Rue au Beurre. Fashion retail occupancy even attained 
over forty percent in the Marché aux Herbes and the Marché aux Tripes, both 
important market locations close to the Grande Boucherie. Reviewing the food 
retailers and fashion retailers among Brussels’ most commercial streets in 1833, it 
becomes clear that they preferred different streets. Indeed, among Brussels’ most 
commercial streets,70 the highest percentages of food retailers preferred to be close 
to markets on the one hand, and settled in outlying streets on the other. Three of 
the five most commercial streets for which the highest percentages of food 
retailers could be found, were located off-center – the Rue Treurenberg (28 
percent), the Rue de Flandres (22 percent) and the Quai aux Briques (21 
percent). The other two were located next to the fish market (the Rue Sainte 
Cathérine (34 percent)) and next to the Grande Boucherie (the Rue Marché aux 
Herbes (26 percent)). The percentages of food retailers were always lower too, 
which is due to the fact that there were less of them (551 compared to 824 for 
fashion) and to the fact that they did not tend to cluster to the same degree as 
fashion stores. [See Appendix 2]   

Among Brussels’ most commercial streets, those with the highest 
percentages of retail occupancy in fashion stores were the most centrally located. 

                                         
67 This was true even when taking into account the fact that there were more entries in the fashion category than in 
the food category: 52 percent of fashion retailers had their shops in a street with up to ten other fashion retailers 
(431 out of 824); the 393 other fashion retailers (48 percent) had set up shop in streets with eleven or more (up to 
33) other fashion retailers. With food retailers the ratio was 69 percent of retailers (381 out of 551) in streets with 
up to ten other food retailers and only 31 percent of them (170 out of 382) in streets with eleven or more (up to 
43) other retailers.  
68 Sometimes multiple retailers were listed on the same address in the directories.  
69 Shopping goods are understood here as the type of goods one would buy on a shopping outing, which asked for 
plenty of comparison and which were not bought to the same degree as victuals. Technically the category was made 
up of stores selling fashion, consumer goods (such as musical instruments, furniture or stationary), objects of art 
and precision and items concerning housekeeping and leisure activities (think of suitcases, raincoats and travel or 
fishing supplies). It is the type of goods that made up the product array of most department stores in the later 
nineteenth century.  
70  The most commercial streets refer to the thirty streets with the highest percentages of retail+, calculated 
automatically in the database using factor analysis (see Appendix one). The percentage of food retail occupancy 
was then calculated by hand for all of these thirty streets.  
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The Rue de la Madeleine (54 percent), the Rue Montagne de la Cour (47 
percent) and the Marché aux Herbes (44,44 percent) made up the five most 
important ‘fashion streets’ among Brussels’ most commercial streets, along with 
the Grande Rue au Beurre (46 percent) and the Rue des Fripiers (45 percent). 
Together, they formed a tight little network along the Chaussée’s most central 
stretch and encapsulating the Grand Place. From the Marché aux Poulets (31 
percent), the Place Saint-Nicolas (38 percent) and the Marché aux Tripes (41 
percent) in the west, it stretched uphill to the Montagne de la Cour in the east, 
with a little southward bend, including the Rue de l’Empereur (38 percent) and 
the Rue de l’Hôpital (35 percent). Forming a tight network, each one of Brussels’ 
‘fashion streets’ gave onto at least one other. Examined in more detail, fashion 
stores and food stores/vendors thus seem to have adhered to modern location 
patterns quite convincingly already. Following the logic of the bakers, the existing 
food vendors that worked from their private premises presumably clustered a little 
in central (market) streets or set up shop in a more isolated manner to service 
their neighborhood. Market vendors nevertheless seem to have lived close to 
where they worked, thereby skewing the results somewhat in terms of shop 
location patterns. Fashion stores often sold goods that were more expensive and 
bought less often than victuals. Fashion stores without attached wholesale or 
manufacturing activity tended to cluster in the central and most commercial of 
Brussels’ streets. This is not to say that centrally located shops did not have 
workshops. Other factors also played their part in settlement choices, such as the 
social composition of the audience and the shopkeeper’s dependency on the 
developing social and comparative practice of pedestrian shopping.  

Overall, the indications assembled above suggest that Brussels’ myriad of 
stores tended to form sequences in the center of town and along its exit roads, 
unless they were established in a more isolated manner as corner or 
neighborhood shops in more distant areas. The city’s most commercial streets 
were located along the age-old ‘Chaussée’, near the Grand Place. There were also 
little hubs south of the Grand Place, one of which in the direction of the wealthy 
neighborhood of the Grand Sablon. The road between the Place de la Chapelle, 
to the immediate west of the Grand Sablon, and the cathedral, seems to have 
been busy with stores as well, which might indicate that certain shopkeepers 
preferred privileged neighborhoods. The fact that the more remote and the 
poorest of Brussels neighborhoods – in the south and in the northeast, for 
example – seem to have been void of shops, supports that theory. However, the 
relationship between wealth and stores was not at all absolute. There were shabby 
streets in the center where stores abounded, and the highly commercial Marché 
aux Charbons connected the Grand Place with mixed and rather poor 
neighborhoods around the devaluated Vieux Marché.  Centrality was not vital 
either. Some of the city’s food stores had already moved into more distant 
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neighborhoods and there were plenty of streets with only one or a few stores. The 
New Year’s column in L’Indépendance Belge in the late 1840s sometimes 
featured shops outside the shopping heart described above. Obviously, certain 
stores enjoyed such a reputation that they were a destination in themselves and 
did not need to be located in the heart of the city. Generally speaking however, it 
did bode well for shopkeepers to invest in a centrally located property, especially 
since window shopping was clearly on the rise.  
 

The shop and its keeper 

 
‘The two downstairs windows still displayed their selection of weapons rather 
tastelessly; the effect of it all was diminished by the ordinary, dilapidated 
windows. Jeanne continued to wait for the customers, sitting behind a wooden 
counter, darkened of age, its edges worn thin of use; and Colette, standing 
upright at all times, never left her lectern, fixed on the edge of the counter 
where she registered the debit and credit. Both were dressed in black and spent 
their lives in this small space, knitting when their business did not occupy 
them.71     

 
Jeanne and Colette are the principal characters in a novel written by Emile 
Leclercq about a shop in the Rue de la Madeleine. The plot revolves around the 
relationship between two sisters managing a store together. Written in the early 
1860s, the story starts by asking whether its readers remember the building on the 
corner of the Rue de la Madeleine and the Rue des Eperonniers thirty years back, 
‘before it was completely modernized’. 72  Back in 1830, Jeanne and Colette 
inherited that building from their father, an arm’s dealer. Although ‘not really a 
women’s type of trade’, they had no choice but to continue it. Like Jeanne herself, 
the store is anything but exciting and modern. It has plain windows that make it 
hard for a passer-by to remark the otherwise unappealing and unimaginative 
displays. Inside, the gloominess continues. A brown wooden counter, darkened 
by age and worn thin of use is the main feature, and the glazed door, it seems, 
hardly ever swings open. The façade sits in between large, grand and fabulous 
other buildings, like a dwarf. Obviously, it is a fictional tale and the dowdy-looking 
store stands to represent its unworldly inhabitants. Leclercq’s first aim is to tell a 
                                         
71 ‘Les deux fenêtres du rez-de-chaussée étalèrent toujours aux yeux des passants leurs faisceaux d’armes disposés 
sans trop de gout, et don’t l’éclat était fort amoindri par des vitres communes et pleines de défauts. Jeanne 
continua d’attendre les chalands, assise derrière un comptoir en bois bruni par le temps, aux bords arrondis par 
l’usure; et Colette ne quitta point le pupitre visé sur un coin du comptoir, où elle inscrivait, debout, le doit et 
l’avoir. Toutes deux vêtues de noir, ells passaient leur vie dans cet étroit espace, tricotant lorsque le commerce ne 
les occupait pas.’ Emile Leclercq, Histoire de deux armurières (Paris 1864) 8.  
72 ‘[…] avant qu’on ne l’eût complètement modernisée’. Leclercq, Histoire de deux armurières, 5.  
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story. Although the description of the store is subservient to that story, the author 
did appeal to his readers’ recollections of the Rue de la Madeleine. Trying to 
connect with their memories, Leclercq is not at liberty to let his imagination run 
away with him completely. His description of Jeanne and Colette’s store must 
have in some ways resonated with reality. Stuffy little shops like these must have 
existed in the Rue de la Madeleine back then.73  

It is difficult to verify Leclercq’s image of a dusty 1830s shop. Sources that 
can help reconstruct the interior and exterior of early nineteenth-century shops 
are very sparse. For the exterior, building applications of the period form a great 
visual aid, but the images they provide are nevertheless biased as they leave 
storekeepers without the means to transform their stores outside the scope. The 
plans usually did include drawings of the ‘actual’ state of the property that was 
about to be transformed. Although these are usually far less detailed than the 
drawings of the projected transformations, they do offer a glimpse into the gamut 
of storefronts that must have adorned Brussels’ (most important) shopping streets 
in the 1830s.74 Taking into account the bias in the selection of drawings and 
properties, and emphasizing the fact that there must have been a wide variety of 
storefronts, the sample of building applications suggest that the shop window 
gained increasing prominence as a store’s most important feature. If the 
aforementioned 1825 engraving was somewhat accurate, most of the Rue de la 
Madeleine’s shops held a recognizable shop window. The store fronts that could 
not be distinguished from the façades of non-commercial dwellings – like the 
fictional one in Leclercq’s novel – were very rare. In the Rue de la Madeleine the 
shop window had become a staple before the 1830s. Indeed most building 
permits concerning a store in the 1830s in the Rue de la Madeleine contain 
requests to remodel rather than construct a shop window anew.75 Whether this 
was the case throughout the city is hard to say. The transformation projects in the 
early building applications for stores in the Rue Neuve more often concerned the 
construction of shop window. It is possible that the construction of a shop window 
was indicative of a residential property being turned into a retail property, but it 
may also be the case that said property had housed a shop before without a 
recognizable ‘vitrine’.76  

                                         
73 Indeed, one travel author makes a similar statement, marvelling at the fact that the best and the most inferior 
stores could be found sitting together in Brussels’ best streets: Romberg, A new picture of Brussels, 20.   
74 The selection of streets for which building applications were studied included the Rue de la Madeleine, the Rue 
Neuve, the Rue Marché aux Herbes and the Rue de l’Ecuyer. Although the levels of retail occupancy are not yet 
that high in the Rue Neuve and the Rue de l’Ecuyer, there nevertheless was a bias in the selection towards 
commercial streets. It would definitely have been interesting to take a look at a more remote and less commercial 
streets, in order to see how the types of shop windows differed and to get a more complete view.  
75 See TP 15440-15441; TP 15518-15519; TP 15522; TP 25714-25724 and TP 25734.  
76 For example an early nineteenth-century advertisement for A la confiance – Grand Bazar de Devisscher Lory in 
the Rue Neuve demonstrated a property without modest displays in regular windows, see: Georges Renoy, Les 
Grands Magasins (Brussels 1986) 19.   
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The location of a store was probably a factor in whether or not it had a 
shop window, but the types of goods sold in a store had a decisive impact too. 
The building application for a piano store in the Rue Neuve, filed with the 
municipal administration in 1889, demonstrates that shop windows were not 
always deemed a necessity.77 Apart from the fact that large products like piano’s 
were less easily displayed in a window compared to smaller items, enticing 
customers to buy certain products might have been less dependent on visual 
stimuli than others. Indispensable or not, the shop window had nevertheless 
become a staple of commerce. When the Galeries Saint-Hubert were built in the 
mid-1840s, shopkeepers of the Rue de la Madeleine, the Rue Marché aux Herbes 
and the Rue de l’Ecuyer tried to retain their clientele by investing in renewing 
their shop windows to fit the latest fashion.78 The fact that shopkeepers in the 
Galeries were obliged to leave the lights on in their shop windows until after ten 
o’clock in the evening indicates the growing importance of displays in urban life.79 
In their elaborate praise of jeweler Buls’ store, it was the spectacularly magical 
aspect of his shop front at night that truly impressed the columnists of 
L’Indépendance Belge.80 That a shopkeeper would even consider investing in 
lighting his shop at night, confirms that the shop window and the displays in it had 
become important marketing tools by the 1840s at the latest – and probably 
earlier. At first, these experiments probably took place in the central streets, 
where potential clients would actually be walking around after dark.81 In their 
efforts to beautify the city, the municipality was supportive of these centrally 
located shopkeepers. According to historian Christophe Loir, it is no coincidence 
that the municipality first experimented with gas street lighting in the Quartier de 
la Monnaie, an up-and-coming shopping district in the 1820s.82 

Although there was a variety in shop windows to be found, the ones in the 
building applications and on the 1825 engraving of the Rue de la Madeleine did 
have certain things in common. In the 1830s nearly all of the shop windows were 
still made up of a multitude of square or rectangular panes. Some of them were 
already bigger than others, but none with uninterrupted glass, not in the Rue 
Neuve, nor in the Rue de la Madeleine. Usually this is put down to technological 
limitations, but I would argue that there was more to it. On the 1825 engraving, 
the upper windows often consisted of larger windowpanes than the shop windows 
on the ground floor. The glass in the shop windows was portrayed differently: it 
was shinier and had a different color. Perhaps a different quality of glass was used 

                                         
77 AVB, TP 17672: correspondence between municipality and J. Oor, piano manufacturer and drawings with 
regard to his store in the Rue Neuve (April through August 1889).   
78 L’Indépendance Belge (29 September 1846). 
79 AVB, TP 20472: Acte de bail Galeries Saint-Hubert [1865]. 
80 L’Indépendance Belge (25 December 1846) 
81 See also Schivelbusch, Disenchanted night, 147-150.   
82 Loir, Bruxelles néoclassique, 193-195. 
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in shop windows, to give their storefronts a lush appeal. Perhaps the window itself 
acted less ‘like glass on a framed painting’ and was more of an attraction in its own 
right.83 Bow and bay windows were furthermore rather numerous in the Rue de la 
Madeleine and because the technique to curve glass had yet to be invented, 
architects probably resorted to the use of smaller panes in order to simulate a 
curve. Probably rather expensive and therefore a sign of economic viability, these 
bow windows may have been imitated by less affluent storekeepers, using 
relatively smaller windowpanes, hoping it would enhance their allure and – 
ultimately – their economic success. 

Regardless of the size of the panes, the glazed surface of the average 
transformed Brussels’ shop window84 did increase. In the Rue de la Madeleine, 
reconstruction projects on average increased the glazed surface of the ‘vitrine’ 
from 6,85 to 7,87 square meters.85 A bigger difference marked the shop fronts 
before and after their transformations in the Rue Neuve, where shop windows 
were newly being put in, in the 1830s. There, the average width of the glass 
increased from 2 to 3,1 meters and the average glazed surface increased from 4,21 
to 7,22 square meters. In the following decades, the glazed surface would increase 
much more. With building techniques quickly developing, architects could 
demolish the wide pillars – indispensable to ensure the property’s stability – in 
between the windows and instead replace them with slender iron columns.86 The 
possibilities for creating large uninterrupted shop windows grew simultaneously 
with the increasing disposition towards more theatrical displays, designed to 
seduce the increasing mass of middle-class consumers making their way through 
the city on foot, rather than in carriages. 

Most of the shop windows of the 1830s and 1840s were heavily decorated. 
[See Il l .  1]  Especially when larger windowpanes became available, the glass of 
the ‘vitrine’ was usually flanked with columns. A recurring sober style throughout 
the century featured flat stone or wooden columns, with some relief worked into 
them, but the more elaborate ‘vitrines’ resonated historical styles and included 
columns in the Doric, Ionic or Corynthian styles. A combination of a more sober 
column and an elaborate capital usually supported a sober entablature, topped off 
with an elegant cornice. Some shop windows featured elaborate decorations, 
reminiscent of antique temples, complete with capitals, an architrave and a 
pediment. [See Il l .  2]  During the mid- century, lion heads, armorial bearings 
and conchiform decorations recurred quite often. These were presumably aimed 
at radiating a noble atmosphere, which was intended to reverberate with clients 
                                         
83 See Schivelbusch, Disenchanted night, 146-147 (citation on p. 146).  
84 In the sample of measurable drawings of (selected) shop windows in the building applications for selected streets.  
85 For the Rue de la Madeleine, measurements could only be taken from six of the ‘current state’ and eight of the 
‘projected transformation’ drawings. For the Rue Neuve, the figures are only calculated for three and four drawings 
respectively for the 1830s.   
86 The invention of the I-beam in 1849 was especially crucial. 
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who were used to spending their time in 
luscious surroundings. 87  The door 
especially was something architects tended 
to go all out on. It was usually at the center 
of the shop window and had more glass 
fixtures than the regular entrance door to a 
building, but it was nevertheless 
considered worthy of interrupting the 
glazed surface. This again emphasizes that 
a unified, spectacular, theatrical display 
was not yet indispensable to a shopkeeper. 
Perhaps welcoming a customer was 
considered more important.88 

 
If it is quite difficult to assess what 

shop fronts looked like in Brussels during 
the early nineteenth century, references 
about the interior are even more sparse 
and usually concern higher end or 

successful stores. Following those snippets 
of clues, most businesses were made up of a 

‘magasin’, the main shop space, and an ‘arrière-magasin’, a storage area, only 
accessible to the exceptional client.89 Oftentimes, an atelier was attached to the 
shop. The Deux armurières, Jeanne and Colette, for example, employed a 
worker who manufactured, repaired and prepared goods for their clients.90 The 
plans for the Galeries Saint-Hubert demonstrate that the architect expected the 
future tenants to require a workshop space. 91  Most often, that ‘atelier’ was 
separated from the shop floor.92 Indeed, the sisters’ employee Julien seldom 
entered the shop itself.  Jeweler Buls, marveled at by the columnist of 
L’Indépendance Belge in December 1846, had an entire staff working in his third 
floor workshops. He kept them far away from the public. Indeed, the columnist 
rejoiced at his ‘magical’ way of doing business. Buls communicated with his 
employees through a discretely placed voice tube, with a little chain inside it for 
transporting objects up and down. He thereby eliminated any ‘unnecessary’ 
                                         
87 As Schivelbusch argues for the 18th-century luxury store’s interiors. Schivelbusch, Disenchanted night, 143-146.  
88 See Teughels, Mag het iets meer zijn, 83.  
89  AVB, Plans Portefeuilles 421, 423 and 424: Galeries Saint-Hubert designs and New Year’s columns in 
L’Indépendance Belge in the last week of 1846, 1847, 1848 and 1849. 
90 Leclercq, Histoire de deux armurières, 7-11.  
91 AVB, Plans Portefeuilles 421, 423 and 424: Galeries Saint-Hubert designs.  
92 An exception was Aubray’s glove shop. In a frequently published advertisement in L’Indépendance Belge, 
Auvray boasted that his workshop was the only one where the work was actually done before the eye of the clients. 
L’Indépendance Belge (5 December 1847).   

I l l  2.  A ‘classic’ shop front in Brussels  
Source:  AVB, TP 15522 (1836).  
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contact between his employees and his clientele.93 The upper floors of buildings in 
the city center were often rented to residential tenants, but the data from the 1833 
directory suggests that several shopkeepers also shared a property with other 
commercial tenants. There is a record of fruit and vegetable ‘resellers’, selling the 
leftover produce from the market from the trapdoors and cellars of certain 
properties on the Rue Marché aux Herbes.94 Sometimes the function of a space 
changed throughout the day. For example, Le diable à Bruxelles, Louis Hymans’ 
and Jean-Baptiste Rousseau’s satirical account of life in Brussels, includes an 
encounter with a shopkeeper in the Galeries Saint-Hubert. He and his family live 
and sleep on the entresol that is used as workshop during the day.95  

The shops themselves must have varied in size, yet – according to the 
commercial directory – they seldom took up more than one property, which 
obviously varied in width and depth. Most shops only consisted of one room in 
the front, on the ground floor, yet there were a few exceptions taking up several 
rooms and several floors. In the 1840s, L’Indépendance Belge reported of 
shopkeepers moving to a larger property that was better suited to their needs. In 
their advertising, shopkeepers often emphasized the openness and size of their 
premises, thereby enfeebling the myth of the cramped little early nineteenth-
century shop. A wooden counter was presumably the main feature in most of 
Brussels’ retail businesses. 96  A mid-century advertisement for Parent & 
Roquencourt’s novelties shop A la ville de Bruxelles pictured a royally decorated 
storefront with large shop windows. [See Il l .  4,  chapter 5]  The inside, partly 
visible through a large entranceway, featured multiple counters with both male 
and female shop assistants and elegant shelves with drawings reaching up to the 
ceiling.97 Although the image is clearly intended to emphasize the space, airiness 
and height of the store, most stores presumably did have similar storage space 
behind or underneath their counters.  

The New Year’s column in L’Indépendance Belge emphasized the wealth 
and variety of objects that filled the inside of the shops it selected, and so did 
shopkeepers in their advertisements. For example, according to the columnist of 
L’Indépendance Belge, La Petite Cendrillon  

 
‘is ahead of all others in the capital, because of the perfect choice of 
merchandise, the exquisite taste of its cloths and the variety of items it offers to 

                                         
93 L’Indépendance Belge (25 December 1846).  
94 Louis Hymans & Jean-Baptiste Rousseau, Le diable à Bruxelles (Brussels 1853) 136. 
95 Hymans & Rousseau, Le diable à Bruxelles, 128.  
96 Buls had a counter and so did Jeanne and Collette. Advertisements for real estate sales or news reports in the 
judiciary column usually mention the presence of counters too. E.g.: Journal de Bruxelles (3 September and 31 
October 1941) and L’Indépendance Belge (21 October 1845, 11 March 1847, 31 August, 11 September and 14 
December 1848).  
97 Reprint of advertisement: Renoy, Les Grands Magasins, 30.  
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its numerous clientele. […] The elegant ladies should congratulate themselves 
on having in Brussels such a shop, where they can take their pick, in the midst 
of a mass of textiles, the one even more beautiful and rich than the other’.98  

 
The same types of adjectives returned with regard to nearly every shop described 
in the mid-century columns in L’Indépendance Belge. All of these commendable 
shops contained a wide variety of goods, offered clients the perfect choices and 
represented exquisite taste, elegance and opulence. 99  If the directories are 
somewhat dependable, most stores specialized in one (smaller or larger) product 
group. There were a limited number of entrepreneurs listed in multiple 
categories. Despite the fact that this might simply be due to the lack of detail in 
those early directories, it is nevertheless plausible that stores had a specific profile. 
Some nevertheless did sell a combination of different types of goods. There were 
the bazaars and other stores described in L’Indépendance Belge as the kinds of 
places where one could literally find ‘everything’.100 The term ‘everything’ was 
obviously somewhat of a stretch, as the product array in the bazaars was usually 
limited to household and other related consumer goods, ironmongery, industrial 
goods and building materials, or an assortment of textiles and items of fashion. A 
few exceptional entrepreneurs were active in trades as unrelated as bronze objects, 
pairs of glasses, lacquered leather and toys, or cutlery and liquor. 

Behind the counter stood a wide variety of shopkeepers. As Ellen 
Debackere calculated for 1816, the average shopkeeper earned about 4 400 
florins per year. About a quarter of the then Brussels’ shopkeepers made less than 
a 1000 florins a year. Fifty percent earned somewhere in between 1 000 and 5 000 
florins. Another quarter earned up to 15 000, while only two percent surpassed 
that threshold.101  Like in The Hague, there were extensive social differences 
among retailers in early nineteenth-century Brussels.102 A lot of these shopkeepers 
were female. Indeed, 24 percent of all registered shop owners in the patent tax 
registers of 1816 were women. Half of them were widowed and another forty 
percent was unmarried. The actual number of women behind the counter was 
probably even higher. There were the female shop assistants, sometimes 
mentioned in news reports of hold-ups and robberies.103 Although married women 

                                         
98 ‘ […] ne le cède en rien à tous les autres de la capitale, pour le choix parfait de ses marchandises, le goût exquise 
de ses étoffes et la variété des articles qu’il peut offrir à sa nombreuse clientèle […] Les femmes élégantes doivent 
se féliciter d’avoir à Bruxelles un magasin où elles peuvent aller faire leurs choix, au milieu d’une masse d’étoffes 
plus belles et plus riches les unes que les autres’. L’Indépendance Belge (1 January 1846).  
99 New Year’s columns in L’Indépendance Belge in the last week of 1846, 1847, 1848 and 1849. 
100 L’Indépendance Belge (24 December 1846 and 26 December 1849).  
101 Debackere, ‘Winkelhouden in een hoofdstad’, 27.  
102 Jan Hein Furnée, Plaatsen van beschaafd vertier. Standsbesef en stedelijke cultuur in Den Haag, 1850-1890 
(Amsterdam 2012) 708-709.  
103 E.g.: Journal de Bruxelles (1 and 22 August and 8 October 1841, 4 September 1847 and 6 October 1848) and 
L’Indépendance Belge (30 October 1848).   
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could be registered as shop owners, there might nevertheless have been a 
substantial number of women running what was officially their husband’s store.104 
Also, female market vendors must have been numerous, but it is unlikely that 
they got listed in the directories. Farmers often sent their wives to sell their 
produce on the market and marketing or peddling was often used among other 
professional groups as a way of supplementing the family income.105 Women had 
been prominent in the retailing business for quite some time, as Laura Van Aert 
has demonstrated for early-modern Antwerp. Apart from pointing towards the 
fact that retailing often presented a means of survival for unmarried or widowed 
women, Van Aert also pointed to the rise of new products and sales techniques.106 
Indeed, it is probably no coincidence that the lingerie shop featuring in one of 
L’Indépendance Belge’s New Year’s columns was run by a woman.107  

Of the men and women keeping shop, most only managed one store, in 
one location. There might have been a few ‘succursales’ of Parisian or London 
stores, but they were very rare.108 Some entrepreneurs had two (or more) outlets 
for their retail business, but they were few and far between.109 Although most 
business owners presumably hired staff to help out in the store, it seems highly 
unlikely that complex ownership structures – with managers and shareholders – 
were widespread. The actual store and its location often featured prominently in 
advertising. Illustrated advertisements even featured drawings of the shop front, 
with the address underneath. 110  Many retailers that had moved continued to 
incorporate their former address in their advertising, so as to make sure clients 
would follow them. Dujardin-Lammens, for example, advertised itself as 
‘Haberdasher and tapestry’s shop (wholesale and retail). Rue Saint-Jean, 32, in 
Brussels, previously Marché-aux-Fromages, 40’. 111  Woolbert, the city’s best 
‘coutellerie anglaise’, even went as far as warning its clients to ‘not forget that the 
store is at 61, Rue de la Madeleine’.112 This was probably intended to keep clients 
away from a competitor located in the same street.  

                                         
104 See also Peter Lemmens, ‘De Brusselse middenstandsvrouwen in de tweede helft van de 19de eeuw’, Tijdschrift 
voor Brusselse geschiedenis, 4:1-2 (1987) 111-132.   
105 See chapter three.  
106 Laura Van Aert, Leven of overleven? Winkelhouden in crisistijd: de Antwerpse meerseniers, ca 1648 – ca 1748 
(unpublished doctoral dissertation, University of Antwerp 2006) 99-101 and 157.  
107 L’Indépendance Belge (25 December 1846). Serge Jaumain also connects the type of good sold and the gender 
of the fin de siècle shopkeeper. Serge Jaumain, ‘La boutique à la fin du XIXe siècle. Un univers feminin?’, Cahiers 
Marxistes, 191 (1993) 112-123.   
108 For example L’Indépendance Belge (30 December 1850) featured an advertisement for a Brussels’ outlet for a 
Parisian factory.  
109 One of those entrepreneurs advertised in L’Indépendance Belge, having his chocolates sold at multiple outlets in 
Brussels (29 December 1847).  
110 Several examples of these kinds of advertisements can be found in Renoy, Les Grands Magasins.  
111 L’Indépendance Belge (31 August 1848).  
112 ‘Il faut faire attention que le numéro du magasin est 61’. L’Indépendance Belge (10 December 1848) and 
Journal de Bruxelles (12 November 1848).  
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In commercial directories, as well as in most advertisements, shops 
advertised under a personal rather than a business name. There were a few 
exceptions, such as La Petite Cendrillon or the three stores named after cities: A 
la ville de Londres, A la ville de Paris and A la ville de Bruxelles.113 Considering 
the fact that even Brussels was included in that list, shopping for fashionable 
goods was considered an urban activity. The reference to Paris and London also 
functioned as quality markers. Even if shopkeepers did not include them in their 
names, Paris and London were often referred to in advertisements, with 
shopkeepers announcing to the public that they had just returned from either city, 
with a large and varied assortment of the newest and most fashionable goods. 
Shopkeepers used similar categories in trying to enhance their reputation and 
clientele as the columnists of L’Indépendance’s New Year’s column when they 
described their appreciation for ‘the best of Brussels’ outlets’. Obviously the 
products were always of excellent quality.114 They either came from factories with 
an outstanding reputation or were handcrafted in the excellent workshop of the 
shop itself.115 The best of shopkeepers offered a good choice and wide variety of 
goods, making sure there was something for everybody.116 Depending on the type 
of goods being sold, excellent shopkeepers offered elegance, beauty and solidity.117 
Tradition and experience also played their part. Certain shopkeepers referred to 
their predecessors in an attempt to convince potential customers that they would 
be in capable hands. 118  Conversely, the ‘novelty’ of the goods on offer also 
featured as a sales argument. Plenty of advertisements included a reference to a 
royal warrant or a prize obtained at some or other industrial exhibition. Most 
retailers also advertised their goods as ‘au bon’ or ‘au meilleur marché’, indicating 
that they offered their goods at advantageous or modest prices, or at low cost.119  
 

Up next 

The shopping landscape in Brussels consisted of periodical food markets, out in 
the open air on streets and squares, a very popular secondhand market, some 
temporary auction rooms, a few bazaars and an extensive number of shops. 
Walking past the occasional vitrines trying to sell their wares was a large number 
                                         
113 See for example, L’Indépendance Belge (7, 18 February, 14 May and 31 December 1848). 
114 E.g.: advertisements in L’Indépendance Belge (23 June and 29 September 1847) and  Journal de Bruxelles (15 
August 1847) and New Year’s columns in L’Indépendance Belge in the last week of 1846, 1847, 1848 and 1849.  
115 E.g.: advertisements in L’Indépendance Belge (2 July, 23 June and 26 December 1847, 7 February and 17 July 
1848 and 30 December 1850) and Journal de Bruxelles (3 December 1847 and 21 May 1848) 
116 E.g.: advertisements in L’Indépendance Belge (23 May, 23 June and 29 December 1847, 7 February and 11 
June 1848) and Journal de Bruxelles (15 October and 12 November 1848).   
117 E.g.: advertisements in L’Indépendance Belge (19 April 1849, 13 October 1850). 
118 This is often the case in the more elaborate entries in the commercial directories.  
119  See New Year’s columns in L’Indépendance Belge (1846-1849) and examples of advertisements in 
L’Indépendance Belge (2 July 1847 and 3 August 1848).  
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of peddlers. The center of town was still dominated by the ‘old Chaussée’ and the 
markets on and near it. Together, they formed the preferred location for most 
types of shops, with retail occupancy reaching eighty percent and more in the 
central streets. Retailers had yet to spread along exit roads and into more distant 
neighborhoods, with the exception of food stores, such as bakers and grocers. 
Quite a few of them had already set up a corner shop. Whereas little is known 
about the few stores that did sit in remote locations, centrally located shopkeepers 
did their best to attract customers. They placed advertisements in newspapers and 
magazines. The ground floor windows of their properties had been or were being 
transformed into shop windows and would continue to be remodeled according 
to the latest fashion. For the first time in the early decades of the nineteenth 
century, these windows were lit by gas, either from the outside in, through street 
lighting, or from the inside out, offering a nighttime spectacle for passers-by after 
sundown. These passers-by could increasingly stroll on a designated space in the 
street, specifically designed for that activity. 
 With the landscape now laid bare, the question is put forth how it would 
evolve as the century progressed. During the following century a number of 
transformations in the urban, cultural, technological and economic context 
impacted upon and interacted with an evolving retail reality. New types of retail 
spaces were developed in, next to, in competition with or influenced by the 
market squares, the streets and shops that were there in the 1830s. We have 
already moved past the teleological modernist reflex, but that does not make the 
question of what role different shopping sites played in the development of 
shopping spaces and cultures any less pressing. Modernity and innovation are 
often assumed when a new type of building appears. Yet how relevant were these 
claims? What distinguished these new shopping sites from the ones that already 
existed and how did they relate to the shopping landscape with its multitude of 
shopping sites as it was in 1830? What dynamic propelled the shopping landscape 
towards new characteristics and what forces stimulated continuity in the materiality 
and the practicality of the shopping landscape? How did the shopper travel from 
the narrow Rue de la Madeleine with its gabled roof houses and its colored and 
bracketed windows to the Rue Neuve with its ‘cathedrals of consumption’; and 
did that journey make a difference?  

The next four chapters will examine the development of the four most 
prominent of these new shopping sites in detail, in an attempt to understand their 
relationship with the existing, yet ever evolving, shopping landscape and culture 
they sprang from. First up is the arcade, which Walter Benjamin put on the map 
as the emblem of modernity. Yet, how self-evident was that association? How did 
the arcade differ from the shopping streets in the immediate surroundings? 
Chapter two explores these questions by studying the case of the Galeries Saint-
Hubert, Brussels’ most iconic arcade.  
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Il l .1.  Engraving of the Galeries Saint-Hubert on a busy evening  
Source:  Emile Bruylant, La Belgique Illustrée. Ces monuments, ces paysages, ses oeuvres d’art (Brussels 1890).   
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Ch a p t e r  t w o  

Shopping in Style 
The  G a l e r i e s  S a i n t - H u b e r t  a n d  t h e  C h a u s s é e  

 
 

Brussels when it s izzles 

Brussels, September 20, 1897. L’Indépendance Belge features a gloomy account 
of ‘Bruxelles pluvieux’. Endless rains announcing the end of summer have been 
soaking the city for several days now. Streets are deserted and through the 
cloudbanks there is hardly any distinguishing between one tower or monument 
and another. The atmosphere in the city is downright drab. No more wandering 
about lively streets, no more flânerie: ‘La chère flâne est morte!’1 And yet one 
place seems to have escaped the dreariness: the Galeries Saint-Hubert. Brussels’ 
most famous arcade has soaked up the energy of the whole city. ‘Le Passage’ – as 
it is popularly referred to – has become Brussels most interesting site. Autumn 
has made it into the city’s pounding heart, home to a swarm of flâneurs – 
‘requiring their evening stroll about as much as their five o’clock absinth’ – 
business men, lawyers and women of questionable morals. At sundown a more 
transitory audience joins the daily flock of regulars. Together they form an 
interesting and diverse sight for the willing newspaper observer, while the arcade 
presents itself as ‘une vraie lanterne magique de la vie quotidienne’.2 Damp and 
sizzling from the rain, the Galeries Saint-Hubert turns into something of a dream 
world, or as the author puts it: 
 

‘Oh! These autumnal visions of the Galeries Saint-Hubert, through the 
rainy weather! The sidewalks are glistening with rain and the streetlamps – 
like the lights of the shops – reflect in it in bizarre ‘zigzags’; the humidity 
of the joyous atmosphere of the finished day offers a nervously 
picturesque, and singularly modern, sight. Both business and pleasure 
pass by – pleasure which should not be meddled with; and it is an 
infinitely delicate sensation to feel this vivacious life vibrate around 
oneself, without participating in it.’3 

                                         
1 L’Indépendance Belge (20 September 1897).  
2 L’Indépendance Belge (20 September 1897). 
3 ‘Oh! Ces visions d’automne des Galeries Saint-Hubert, par les temps de pluie! Les trottoirs sont luisants de 
pluie et les réverbères comme les lumières des magasins s’y reflètent en zigzags bizarres, l’humidité de 
l’atmosphère joyeuse de la journée finie est d’un pittoresque nerveux et singulièrement moderne. Il y a des 
affaires et du plaisir qui passent, du plaisir auquel on ne touche pas et c’est une sensation infiniment délicate 
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As the anonymous author of this piece evocatively brings to the fore, ‘Le Passage’ 
was a very specific urban space. Located in the heart of the city, the Galeries 
Saint-Hubert could be distinguished from other urban spaces through its form-
specific characteristics. Because of the central location and conception as a 
passageway, it was a transitory space people used to make their way through the 
city. Home to several societies and full of boutiques, cafés and other 
entertainment venues, the arcade also functioned as a commercialized meeting 
place. An arcade was a street, typically reserved for pedestrians, providing urban 
dwellers with ample possibilities for looking, browsing, shopping, talking and 
promenading in comfort and safety, while avoiding the mud, dirt, noise and 
danger of the average busy street. With the glazed roof covering the paved street 
came the potential to concentrate urban social and public life during times of bad 
weather. Furthermore, it was one of the few brightly lit places in the city. To sum 
up, one could say the author perceived the Galeries Saint-Hubert as ‘a place to 
be’ in Brussels. He characterized it as a distinctly modern space, where one could 
either engage in the ‘sizzling’ enjoyments of the crowd or take a step back and be 
a prime witness of city life at its fullest.  

About sixty years earlier, on December 13, 1837, a group of four investors 
– consisting of Brussels banker Jean-André De Mot, businessman Adolphe 
Hauman, the Baron de Wykerslooth de Weerdesteyn and an otherwise 
unidentifiable man named Brugelman – informed the city of their plans to 
construct a new street. The building application concerned a plan to widen the 
alleyway connecting the Marché-aux-Herbes (near the Grand Place) and the Rue 
des Bouchers and to extend it in the direction of the Rue Montagne aux Herbes 
Potagères. The resulting connection was to take the shape of a monumental 
arcade complex, consisting of two galleries laid out in line with one another. It 
also included a theater. In order to obtain the permission to expropriate the 
requisite buildings, a petition was sent to King Leopold I. Initially, the plans were 
not executed, even though the required permits (including a Royal Decree) were 
obtained by 1839. In a 1840 brochure issued by De Mot and Hauman, the delay 
was attributed to the difficult political climate (the city council having collectively 
stepped down in May 1838) and to the economic crisis that was partly induced by 
the submission of the Banque de Belgique. Although De Mot and Hauman 
expressed their renewed interest in the project in this brochure, it was not until 
1844 when a new building application was submitted.4  

                                                                                                                               
de sentir vibrer autour de soi cette vie trop vivante, sans y participer.’ L’Indépendance Belge (20 September 
1897). 
4 Archives de la Ville de Bruxelles (AVB), Travaux Publics (TP) 6208: Letter from J.A. De Mot, A. Hauman, 
Brugelman and Baron de Wykerslooth de Weerdesteyn to the city council (CC) (13 December 1837); 
Minister of the Interior, Nothomb, to CC (22 November 1844); Petition signed by Jean-Pierre Cluysenaar 
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The timing was not at all coincidental. Rumors had started to circulate that 
there were plans to construct an ordinary street on the projected arcade’s location. 
Not only would this street take up the space of the projected arcade, it would also 
completely strip the arcade complex of its use and utility. Had this plan gone 
through, De Mot and Hauman would have lost all hopes of receiving permission 
to expropriate the necessary buildings in order to be able to construct their 
arcade. With that, the opportunity to build a remunerative shopping gallery in the 
city center would have disappeared as well. The group of investors had 
nevertheless undergone some changes by 1844, as several of the earlier investors 
had opted out and new ones had been attracted. They also decided to ask for 
financial help from the city council.  The latter would not be actively involved, but 
was requested to stand surety for a minimum profit of three percent for the 
stockholders of a public limited company that was to construct and exploit the 
Galeries. In March the investors received the city council’s approval, and in July 
the company was established under the name of Société anonyme des Galeries 
Saint-Hubert. In the meantime, the Royal Decree had been reissued and the 
design of the arcade complex had been slightly altered, a third arcade having been 
added as a side-branch to the main ones. In 1846 a market hall was introduced in 
the plans as well. After a difficult process of expropriation, construction started in 
1846 and the Galeries was finally inaugurated on 21 June 1847.5 
 The Galeries Saint-Hubert was not the first arcade complex to be built, nor 
were its characteristics unique. Even though there are many architectural 
forerunners to be acknowledged, the shopping arcade is generally put forth as 
having originated in late eighteenth-century Paris. In the 1780s the Duke of 
Orléans, the owner of the Palais-Royal, had found himself in desperate need of 
money to fund his princely lifestyle. He decided to transform a part of his garden 
into a built structure with colonnades, wooden paneling and shop spaces on the 
ground floor. In less than no time, gambling houses, shops, brothels and Parisians 
of all walks of life arrived to occupy these spaces and so the famous Galerie de 
Bois was born. This Galerie was the first public space in the city that was secluded 
from (non-pedestrian) traffic and it functioned both as an arena for political 
debate and as a site for promenades and luxurious consumption. It was a place 
where one could be informed and diverted at the same time. The Galerie de Bois 

                                                                                                                               
addressed to CC (2 November 1844); Plans dressés par M. Cluysenaer, architecte, de deux galeries couvertes 
à construire à Bruxelles, entre le Marché-aux-Herbes et la Montagne aux Herbes Potagères, en vertu de la 
concession accordée par arrête royal du 6 février 1839 aux sieurs A. Hauman, négociant, et J.-A. Demot, 
banquier (Brussels 1840). 
5 AVB, TP 6208: CC to the Governor of Brabant (22 July 1844) and Cluysenaar to CC (2 November 1844) 
and Archives de la Société Générale des Galeries Saint-Hubert (AGSH), Pièces officielles: Royal Decree (3 
April 1845) attached to letter from CC to Cluysenaar (21 April 1845). See also: Guy Conde Reis, 
‘Geschiedenis en architectuur. Bijdragen tot een analyse’, in: Guy Conde Reis (ed), De Sint-
Hubertusgalerijen. Geschiedenis & restauratie (Brussels 1998) 16-36.  
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quickly became the Parisian hotspot for entertainment. It was a socially diverse 
space frequented by the elite as well as common people. The idea caught on. As 
the name ‘Passage’ was adopted, the concept of the shopping arcade was 
developed with the addition of yet another function. It was deployed to alleviate 
traffic build-ups by offering pedestrians shortcuts in the nearly medieval jumble of 
streets that was Paris. Indeed, property developers in the city had started to cut 
through building blocks, thus creating new passageways. They covered them with 
a partially (or fully) glazed roof and lined the sides with boutiques, restaurants, 
cafés and game halls. Following the Galerie de Bois, Paris saw the rise of five 
more arcades before 1820. With only three specimens built elsewhere (two in 
London and a small one in Brussels), the arcade remained first and foremost a 
Parisian phenomenon.6   

The rage for glazed shopping streets reached its highpoint in Paris around 
1830, when the City of Lights boasted no less than thirteen arcades. However, 
while getting out of fashion in Paris – with only two arcades built after 1840 – they 
became all the vogue elsewhere in the world. From the 1820s and the 1830s 
onwards, arcades were built in Britain, Belgium, Italy, Russia, Germany, the 
Netherlands, the United States and even Australia. The Parisian arcades and the 
first exponents of the genre abroad had always remained rather small in terms of 
width and height. However, as the glazed shopping streets conquered Europe and 
the world, they took on a more monumental shape. From the 1840s onwards, as a 
building type, the arcade grew in height, width, length and technical complexity. 
Pivotal to this evolution was the construction of Brussels’ Galeries Saint-Hubert.7 
In architectural terms, this arcade complex, designed by architect Jean-Pierre 
Cluysenaar, was the most ambitious of its time. Inaugurated in 1847, ‘Le Passage’ 
consisted of two consecutive arcades and a smaller side-branch. The main 
passageway of the Galeries (formed by the Galerie du Roi and the Galerie de la 
Reine) measured over 200 meters long, eight meters wide and eighteen meters or 
three floors high. The smaller side-branch was only two floors high, four and a 
half meters wide and about fifty meters long. Especially astonishing and 
inspirational to the many architects that were to follow Cluysenaar was the width 
of the span of the glazed roof covering the Galerie du Roi and the Galerie de la 
Reine. Its ingenious structure ensured the architect a place in the architectural 
canon. Cluysenaar set the tone for all future arcades, until the Galleria Vittorio 

                                         
6 On the history of the arcade, see Margaret MacKeith, The history and conservation of shopping arcades 
(London & New York, 1986) 1-21; J.F. Geist, Le passage. Un type architectural du XIXe siècle, transl. 
Marianne Brauch (Paris 1989) 96-120; Bertrand Lemoine, Les passages couverts en France (Paris 1989) and 
Patrice de Moncan, Les passages en Europe (Paris 1993) 15-39.  
7 Geist, Le passage; De Moncan, Les passages and Marie-France Willaumez, Les passages-galeries du XIXe 
siècle à Bruxelles (Brussels 1983) 14-15.  
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Emanuele II in Milan, with its four branches and unparalleled monumentality, 
took over as the leading lady in the 1860s.8 

Although often referred to in general histories of the nineteenth century, 
research on arcades is not all that extensive. It has also been double-faced. On the 
one hand, the scholarly focus has been on the history of the building type and its 
diffusion. The roots of this tradition reside in the mid-twentieth century, when 
nineteenth-century ‘passages’ were being dismantled in several locations. In 1969, 
architectural historian Johann Friedrich Geist published the standard work in this 
scholarly tradition.9 His Passagen. Ein Bautyp des 19. Jahrhunderts is part of a 
series on the architectural history of nineteenth-century building types. The 400-
pages long catalogue consists of an overview of every arcade built in the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries and is preceded by an in-depth analysis 
of the arcade as a building type. In this introductory analysis, Geist tried to 
establish an architectural typology while discerning the differences and similarities 
between the arcade and its forerunners. He traced the different stages in the 
architectural evolution and attempted to grasp the socio-economic and cultural 
circumstances surrounding its development. Geist’s book has been the base on 
which several authors have built their own accounts of specific shopping arcades 
and their history.10 Apart from the occasional coffee-table book, studies have 
tended to focus on the built heritage of the arcade in one specific city or country. 
While some do recount their nineteenth-century history, most are engaged in 
listing arcades, narrating their ‘petite histoire’ and elaborating on questions of 
preservation and conservation. The common denominator of this strand of 
research is the architectural point of view. For the socio-economic, political and 
cultural aspects of the history of the arcade, all of these studies refer to the other 
face of scholarly research, that of German philosopher/historian Walter 
Benjamin.  

Since the 1990s especially, due to a resurged interest in Benjamin’s 
writings, the arcade has achieved an iconic status in research on nineteenth-
century modernity and bourgeois culture. In the collage-like conglomerate of 
notes, citations and essays that together form Benjamin’s Arcades Project, he 
presents these glazed shopping streets as emblematic of the bourgeois 

                                         
8  Geist, Le passage, 101-120; Willaumez, Les passages-galeries, 13-15 and 25-48 and Conde Reis, 
‘Geschiedenis en architectuur’. 
9 Johann Friedrich Geist, Passagen. Ein Bautyp des 19. Jahrhunderts (Berlin 1969). 
10 E.g.: Günter Bandmann, ‘The Galleria Vittorio Emanuele II. zu Mailand’, Zeitschrift für Kunstgeschichte, 
29:2 (1966) 81-110; Marie-Peale Schofield, ‘The Cleveland Arcade’, Journal of Architectural historians, 25:4 
(1966) 281-191; Willaumez, Les passages-galeries; MacKeith, The history and conservation; Lemoine, Les 
passages couverts; De Moncan, Les passages; Michaela Brožová et al., Prague. Passages et galeries (Paris et al. 
1993); Jean-Claude Delorme & Anne-Marie Dubois, Passages couverts parisiens (Paris 1996) and Conde 
Reis (ed), De Sint-Hubertusgalerijen. 
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consumerist culture that came into being in nineteenth-century Paris. 11  He 
considers the arcade as a place where ‘commodities are suspended and shoved 
together in such boundless confusion, that [they appear] like images out of the 
most incoherent dreams’.12 In this view, the commercial character of the arcade 
was quintessential to its being a prime locus of the nineteenth century. 
Paradoxically, it is precisely this character which has received very little attention. 
The function of the arcade as a commercialized space, a site for shopping, has 
seldom been the primary focus of the architectural strand of research on arcades. 
Similarly, in literary studies, scholars inspired by Benjamin have directed their 
research efforts onto the literary topos of the flâneur, the archetypical user of the 
arcade.13 Finally, cultural historians studying nineteenth-century consumer culture 
and modernity have frequently taken Benjamin’s viewpoints on the arcade as a 
starting point for looking beyond the arcade to other commercial and consumerist 
institutions and locations.14 The number of studies that treat the arcade as a 
consumerist space is rather limited. Articles on the arcades of The Hague, Saint-
Petersburg, Moscow and Besançon have nevertheless demonstrated the central 
role of the arcade in explaining the intricacies of the entanglement of shopping 
culture within the broader society and culture.15  

Whereas Benjamin used the arcade as a way into the culture of 
consumerist modernity, I will use the idea of modernity to study the arcade as a 
shopping space. What were the different aspects of its modernity? If it was 
perceived as a modern space in a broad cultural sense, was it a space where 
shopping was ‘modern’ too? And if so, in what sense? If the arcade was indeed a 
site of modernity (both in perception and in reality), how did it alter the shopping 
landscape and culture of mid-nineteenth-century Brussels? In order to grasp the 

                                         
11 Walter Benjamin, The Arcades Project, ed. Rolf Tiedemann, transl. Howard Eiland & Kevin McLaughlin 
(Cambridge & London 1999).  
12 As cited in Susan Buck-Morss, The dialectics of seeing. Walter Benjamin and the Arcades Project (MIT 
Press 1989) 254.  
13 E.g.: Mike Featherstone, ‘The Flâneur, the city and virtual public life’, Urban Studies, 35:5/6 (1998) 909-
925; Mary Gluck, ‘The Flâneur and the aesthetic appropriation of urban culture in mid-19th-century Paris’, 
Theory, Culture & Society, 20:5 (2003) 53-80 and Richard Pope, ‘The jouissance of the Flâneur: rewriting 
Baudelaire and modernity’, Space and Culture, 13:1 (2010) 4-16.   
14 E.g.: Thomas Richards, The Commodity culture of Victorian England. Advertising and spectacle 1851-
1914 (Stanford University Press 1990); Anne Friedberg, Window shopping. Cinema and the Postmodern 
(University of California Press 1993); Hazel Hahn, Scenes of Parisian Modernity. Culture and consumption 
in the nineteenth century (Basingstoke 2009) Most of the literature on department stores is also tributary to 
Benjamin’s insights on the arcade: see chapter five.  
15 Jan Hein Furnée, ‘“Om te winkelen, zoo als het in de residentie heet”. Consumptiecultuur en stedelijke 
ruimte in Den Haag, 1850-1890’, in: Sekse en de city. Jaarboek voor vrouwengeschiedenis, 22 (2002) 28-55; 
Katia Dianina, ‘Passage to Europe. Dostoevskii in the St.-Petersburg Arcade’, Slavic Review, 62:2 (2003) 237-
257; Marjorie L. Hilton, Selling to the Masses. Retailing in Russia. 1880-1930 (University of Pittsburg Press 
2012) 31-72 and Marie Gillet, ‘Innovation and tradition in the shopping landscape of Paris and a provincial 
city, 1800-1900’, in: Clé Lesger & Jan Hein Furnée (eds), The landscape of consumption. Shopping streets 
and shopping cultures in Western Europe, c. 1600-1900 (Basingstoke 2014) 184-207.   
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significance of ‘the arcade’ within the whole of the shopping landscape, I will 
focus on Brussels’ foremost arcade, the Galeries Saint-Hubert. Even if it was not 
the only arcade to prosper on Brussels’ soil, nor the first, none of the others could 
compete with it in terms of relevance and importance. Even during the 1890s 
when several other and newer arcades had taken foot, it was still the Galeries 
Saint-Hubert that was referred to as ‘le Passage’, as if none of the other arcades 
mattered. Because of its location and its social and cultural function, the Galeries 
Saint-Hubert was (part of) Brussels’ virtual center, both at night and during the 
day. Also, the Société générale des Galeries Saint-Hubert is the only limited 
company exploiting an arcade that has kept some of its early records. The focus 
on this single arcade thus offers the possibility to study a single case in depth from 
an entrepreneurial, social, architectural, spatial and cultural point of view. In this 
chapter, I will unravel the arcade’s so-called ‘modernity’ and determine if and how 
‘le Passage’ changed the shopping landscape and culture in Brussels.   
 

A place of modernity 

From the outset, the Galeries Saint-Hubert was planned, designed and 
characterized – both implicitly and explicitly – as a modern space in the city. It 
was intended and expected to boast the standing of Brussels as a modern capital 
and help the city keep up with the times. It reflected the hopes and dreams of 
Brussels’ new elite, the bourgeoisie. Both its material reality and the ideas that had 
shaped its conception contributed to its being a central site of the Brussels’ 
bourgeois culture of modernity. In conceptual terms, the next three paragraphs 
focus on what Henri Lefebvre termed ‘represented space’, space as it was 
envisaged and construed before it could be actualized by its users through 
processes of adjustment and appropriation.16  
 

Manifestly bourgeois 

In part, the arcade’s modernity was embodied in the culture and values shared by 
the people who designed it. The material configuration of the arcade reflected the 
ideals, aspirations and ideology of a new elite striving for a modern, beautiful and 
efficiently organized city. In many respects, the Galeries can be considered a 
monument of the Brussels high society. All of its investors belonged to the haute 
bourgeoisie. At the time of its foundation on July 5, 1845, the administrative 
council of the Société des Galeries Saint-Hubert consisted of the architect, two 
bankers, three ‘propriétaires’ (non-noble, wealthy landed proprietors), a 

                                         
16 Henri Lefebvre, La production de l’espace (Paris 1974).  
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tradesman, a lawyer, a stockbroker, a State Security official and the principal 
private secretary of the Ministry of the Interior.17 In 1846 King Leopold I became 
a shareholder, and in 1893 a minority of ten percent of shareholders were dukes, 
duchesses, counts and countesses. Only 249 shares out of 4357 or five percent 
(eight percent if we leave out the main stockholder) were registered to the name 
of a nobleman or -woman that was identifiable as such.18  The administrative 
council nevertheless belonged to the new entrepreneurial, moneyed and real 
estate elite. Their involvement in the arcade was one of their numerous 
investments in all kinds of speculative ventures. This type of corporation was in 
fact a prime example of a new type of investment scheme that was rapidly gaining 
ground among wealthy entrepreneurs at the time.19 

Administrators and investors often held influential positions in the financial 
and the business world, as well as beyond. Professionally, this male-only club 
consisted of people with different backgrounds. As the list of occupations of the 
councilors of the limited company that owned the arcade complex demonstrates, 
several of the administrators held a political office. Edmond Stevens, for example, 
the main shareholder and therefore also chairman of the corporation in 1845, was 
the head of the administration of the Ministry of the Interior. One of the other 
appointed administrators, Jean-Baptiste Gendebien, a landed proprietor, was a 
member of the city council.20 The members of the Société’s administrative council 
circulated in influential circles and took part in activities that were typical for 
powerful bourgeois men at the time. Several of them, including De Doncker, De 
Mot, Gendebien, Palmans, Mourlon and architect Cluysenaar, belonged to the 
Cercle artistique et littéraire, one of the foremost artistic and intellectual societies 
in the city.21 This society even had its headquarters at the Galeries for a while.22 In 
summer many of them left town, keeping to the bourgeois ‘season’ by holding off 
meetings during that time.23  

The administrative council consisted exclusively of men, and was therefore 
reflective of prevailing bourgeois ideals concerning gender relations.24 While the 

                                         
17 AGSH, Archives XIXe siècle, Varia: unedited booklet on the establishment of the Société anonyme des 
Galeries Saint-Hubert (undated).  
18 AGSH, Registre des propriétaires des parts de la Société civile des Galeries St Hubert (1893 et seq) and 
AGSH, Pièces officielles: Cluysenaar and De Mot to the intendant of the Civil List (30 July 1845).   
19 Conde Reis, ‘Geschiedenis en architectuur’.    
20 AGSH, Archives XIXe siècle, Varia: unedited booklet on the establishment of the Société anonyme des 
Galeries Saint-Hubert (undated). 
21 Ouvrage dédié a sa majesté le Roi des Belges. Fête donnée par le Cercle artistique et littéraire sous le 
patronage du Roi du gouvernement et de la ville aux artistes exposants et aux membres du congrès agricole 
(Brussels 1848).  
22 AGSH, Registre des baux. 
23 AGSH, Assemblées générales. Conseils d’administration 1893-1907.  
24 The ideal usually was that a man provided for his family by entering the political and economic arena, and a 
wife cared for her husband and his children, as the angel in the house. See Leonore Davidoff & Catherine 
Hall, Family fortunes. Men and women of the English middle class, 1780-1850 (London & Chicago 1987). 
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company would be run by men all through the century, there were plenty of 
women among the shareholders, but these women were not represented in the 
board of the Société. Unfortunately there is no way of retrieving a complete list of 
shareholders for the first Société in 1847, but a list exists for the Société générale 
replacing the Société anonyme in 1893. At that point, 64 out of 128 stockholders 
were women. With one stock held by a company, there were more female than 
male shareholders. Moreover, with 2454 out of 4357 shares, 56 percent of the 
company was owned by women. More significant still, the main stockholder, 
owning the largest number of stocks (1173 shares), was a woman.25 She owned 
approximately 900 shares more than the second biggest stockholder. According to 
the rules by which the first president of the first Société had been elected, she 
should have been made director, but she was not. Despite its being owned by a 
majority of women, its management remained a men’s club all through the 
nineteenth century.26  

Frequenting powerful social circles, the men in charge of the Galeries 
received considerable political support. King Leopold I did not only put his 
signature on the Royal Decree declaring the project a project of public utility, but 
he was also financially involved in the arcade and graced the Société with his 
presence at both the ceremonial laying of the foundational stone on May 6, 1846, 
and the inauguration on June 20, 1847. Even the ceremonial inauguration of the 
covered market inside the Galeries was a royal affair. As was extensively reported 
in L’Indépendance Belge, l’Observateur, and the Journal de Bruxelles, all three 
events displayed the requisite pomp and circumstance: commemorative medals 
were coined, important people attended and speeches were delivered.27 On May 
6, 1846, after having taken up the trowel and the mortar and having laid the 
ceremonial first brick, the King invited the administrative council of the Société to 
dine at the Royal Palace. The following evening a festive banquet was held to 
celebrate the presidents of the Société. Approximately a year later, the 
inauguration of the Galeries Saint-Hubert was a fashionable society event. Apart 
from the political representatives, the King and Queen were accompanied by a 

                                                                                                                               
About the ‘femme au foyer’ ideal in a Belgian context, see Eliane Gubin, ‘Home sweet home. L’image de la 
femme au foyer en Belgique et au Canada avant 1914’, Revue Belge d’Histoire contemporaine, 22:3/4 (1991) 
521-568. For an exploration of gender in the construction of a bourgeois culture in The Hague, see Jan Hein 
Furnée, Plaatsen van beschaafd vertier. Standsbesef en stedelijke cultuur in Den Haag 1850-1890 
(Amsterdam  2012).   
25 The identity of this woman is unclear. The Régistre des parts sociaux mentions that one Maria Mommaerts, 
épouse de Mr Brialmont, held 1173 stocks at the foundation of the Société générale des Galeries Saint-
Hubert, while the ‘Liste des convocations de l’assemblée générale du 9 Décembre 1893’ mentions a Mme 
Léon Grosjean as the owner of 1173 stocks. 
26 AGSH, Registre des propriétaires des parts de la Société civile des Galeries St Hubert (1893 et seq).  
27 L’Indépendance Belge (28 April 1846, 7 May 1846, 21 June 1847, 9 November 1847 and 15 November 
1847); Journal de Bruxelles (7 May 1846, 19 June 1847, 21 June 1847 and 15 November 1847); 
L’Observateur (21 June 1847) and AGSH, Pièces officielles: Stevens to CC (25 April 1846).   
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retinue of three counts, the princes’ governor and a lady-in-waiting. After walking 
and admiring the arcade itself, the visit continued in the theater. To the strains of 
the orchestra playing the overture of the very popular opéra comique ‘La Dame 
Blanche’, the director of the theater led the party into the Royal box, while 
holding a traditional flambeau. The same evening, De Mot was granted the title of 
Knight in the prestigious Order of Leopold.28  

In return, the Société expressed its loyalty to and appreciation of the 
monarchy on multiple occasions. First of all, there was the nomenclature of the 
different branches in the arcade. In the first drawings of the arcade complex, the 
façade on the Marché-aux-Herbes featured the inscription ‘Galerie Louise’ above 
the portico, which must have been a tribute to King Leopold’s wife Louise-Marie 
d’Orléans. Their actual names, Galerie de la Reine, Galerie du Roi and the 
Passage des Princes still referred to the Royal family, albeit in a less personal 
manner. When Louise-Marie succumbed to a lingering disease a few years after 
the inauguration, the Société and its tenants expressed their condolences in a very 
public manner. According to L’Indépendance Belge, as an instantaneous sign of 
national mourning, shops had started to close up, from the main shopping streets 
to the most remote corners of the city. The shops in the Galeries had been the 
first to close and in the evening the arcade was plunged into semi-darkness:  

 
‘And in the Galerie de la Reine, where not one shop was open, they had 
put up two banners on both ends, in black cloth studded with silver tears. 
Similar banners had been attached to the exterior façades of the Galeries, 
which by night offered the saddest sight, the gas burners being lit but here 
and there’.29  

 
The author of this news item wrote about the arcade as if it were symbolic for a 
whole nation’s mourning.  
 If, in a way, the arcade was indeed a symbol of the nation and its prosperity, 
the Belgian national government had been instrumental to its construction. 
Regardless of the political signature of the successive governments, the plans for 
the arcade were continuously supported, first by Barthélemy de Theux, a 
secretary of state of the Catholic Party in the late 1830s and early 1840s, then in 
1845 by a Liberal secretary, Jean-Baptiste Nothomb, who in turn was succeeded 
by two members of the Catholic Party, first Sylvain Van de Weyer and then De 

                                         
28 L’Indépendance Belge (21 June 1847).  
29 ‘Et dans la Galerie de la Reine, où pas un magasin n’était ouvert, on avait arboré aux deux extrémités deux 
oriflammes en drap noir, parsemées de larmes d’argent. Des oriflammes semblables avaient été attachées aux 
façades extérieures des Galeries, qui, le soir, présentaient l’aspect le plus triste, les becs de gaz n’étant allumés 
que de distance, en distance’. L’Indépendance Belge (13 October 1850). See also Journal de Bruxelles (13 
and 15 October 1850). 
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Theux again.30 The national government helped to declare the Galeries a project 
of public utility, which was instrumental to its success, and it sometimes 
intervened when the Société and the city council were at odds during the 
construction process. In 1846 for example, the city and the Société went to the 
mat over the alignment of the façade of the Galeries along the Marché-aux-
Herbes. The foundations were already in place, when a neighbor uncovered that 
the arcade’s alignment, ordained in the Royal Decree of February 6, 1939, 
conflicted with a new master plan establishing building lines for the whole of 
Brussels, issued on August 4, 1845. From the Public Works Department’s point 
of view the Société was legally obligated to rebuild the foundations and level the 
façade with the new alignment, like every other homeowner. The Société rebuffed 
that the original alignment for the Galeries had been royally decreed, thus freeing 
them from this obligation. The construction works were shut down twice, before 
the Minister of the Interior – whose head of the administration was also the 
president of the Société – settled the battle in favor of the Galeries, arguing that 
every obstacle to the construction of its façade needed to be removed.31 

As Erika Rappaport has argued for London’s Regent Street, sometimes 
different types of urban space – such as the official and monumental, and the 
commercial – overlapped, which resulted in the occasional conflict of interest 
between different parties. 32  In the Galeries, too, there were different stakes 
involved for the different governments concerned. However, apart from the 
occasional hic-ups, the Société generally maintained good relations with the liberal 
city council. First and foremost, even though the project was openly speculative 
and aimed at making a profit, the city council supported the attempts to get the 
Galeries recognized as a monument of public utility. In doing so, it allowed the 
investors to expropriate the requisite slots of land. As a consequence, the city 
would be endowed with a new and fashionable street, but the investors would also 
make huge profits on transforming slums into stylish shops and thus increasing 
land value. Furthermore, by the mid-1840s the investors asked the city to stand 
surety for their shareholders. It was an innovative way to ensure the attractiveness 
of the enterprise for potential investors, who would be guaranteed a three percent 
profit margin from the start. If accepted, it would also ensure them of the 
enduring support of the city council. Despite the dissident voices criticizing the 
fact that a speculative enterprise did not need any support, the city council 

                                         
30 L’Indépendance Belge (7 May 1846).  
31 AVB, TP 6208: Governor Liedts to Mayor & Aldermen (18 June 1846). For the correspondence with 
regard to this conflict, see for example AVB, TP 6208: Report by the Inspector of Public Works (7 July 
1846); Chief of Police to Mayor (18 June 1846); Mayor and Aldermen to Governor Liedts (19 June 1846) 
and minutes of the session at the court of first instance (6 February 1847) and L’Indépendance Belge (9 June 
1846).    
32  Erika Rappaport, ‘Art, commerce and empire. The rebuilding of Regent street, 1880-1920’, History 
workshop journal, 53 (2002) 94-117. 



 72 

decided to comply with the Société’s request. From that moment onwards, the 
urban government was financially involved in the project – even if only passively – 
while supporting a speculative undertaking.33 A few years later, the city council 
even considered buying the complex for its own account.34  

Their cooperation should not come as a surprise, since the municipality 
and the members of the administrative council of the Société presumably shared 
the same political convictions. It is, for example, telling that meetings of the 
Liberal Party were held in the Galeries. According to the Catholic newspaper 
Journal de Bruxelles, the Galeries was the home of ‘le club Saint-Hubert’, a 
faction of the Liberal Party.35 In August 1848, the Association Libérale and the 
Union Constitutionelle held a general assembly meeting in the hall rented by the 
Société Philharmonique in the Galeries Saint-Hubert. On January 10, 1849, 
L’Indépendance Belge reported that the Association Libérale was to move into its 
newly extended headquarters in the Galeries, and it would remain there for a long 
time.36 According to the report of the general assembly in 1848, most of the 
leading politicians in Brussels were present at this meeting. The fact that they 
chose the Galeries as the location for their meetings and headquarters cannot 
have been coincidental. Through this choice of location, liberal politicians must 
have aimed to associate themselves with the progressive image of the arcade. For 
its part, the Société anonyme des Galeries Saint-Hubert could have refused to 
rent out the space to the liberals, which it did not. 

Throughout the nineteenth century, the city council balanced between 
enthusiasm and restraint for the project. For example, whenever a complaint 
would arise from neighboring shopkeepers about the inconveniences caused by 
the construction works, the city council would act upon that complaint and raise 
the matter with the Société. However, in most cases that discussion would bring 
Cluysenaar and De Mot – the Société’s managers at the time – to defend their 
interests and be set right by the city council. 37  The council’s restraint was 
presumably inspired by the desire to maintain in control of their city and of the 
way in which it was organized. The enthusiasm nevertheless stemmed from the 
                                         
33 Conde Reis, ‘Geschiedenis en architectuur’, 25 and AGSH, Pièces officielles & titres de propriété: diverse 
correspondence, e.g.: note on the ‘système de l’amortissement du capital et de l’extinction de la garantie du 
minimum d’intérêt; Mayor to Cluysenaar (21 April 1845); Société to CC (26 May 1845) and Procès-verbal du 
Conseil communal de Bruxelles (15 February 1845).  
34 Conde Reis, ‘Geschiedenis en architectuur’,  36.  
35 Journal de Bruxelles (14 July 1850).  
36  L’Indépendance Belge (27 June 1848, 5 June 1848, 15 August 1848 and 10 January 1849). 
L’Indépendance Belge announced a general meeting of the Association Liberale in the Casino of the 
Galeries on 1 June 1872.   
37 In the public works file on the construction of the Galeries there are several examples, e.g.: AVB, TP 6208: 
Mayor & Aldermen to De Mot and Cluysenaar (11 January 1847); De Mot and Cluysenaar to Mayor & 
Aldermen (21 January 1847); Barboni and Abts to Mayor & Aldermen (28 January 1847); Report of the 
Inspector of Public Works (17 June 1847); inhabitants of the Rue des Bouchers to Mayor & Aldermen 
(undated [May 1847]) and Mayor & Aldermen to inhabitants of the Rue des Bouchers (4 June 1847).  
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hope of seeing some of its ambitions for the city materialized in the project. Both 
parties shared a liberal vision on urban redevelopment and, even if they did not 
always agree on the path to follow, the city council and the Société shared a vision 
for the city of Brussels to fully live up to its potential as the bustling capital of a 
new nation. 

The Galeries Saint-Hubert was the first shopping space in Brussels of 
which both the economic elite and those in political power were stakeholders. 
Despite the occasional tensions, the Galeries Saint-Hubert suited both their 
interests and could therefore be seen as the result of one of their many 
partnerships.38 The entrepreneurial and political elites joined in the quest to make 
Brussels as attractive a city as possible. 39  Attracting visitors or new wealthy 
inhabitants suited both the city council’s need for finances and the entrepreneurial 
elite’s drive for profit out of lucrative business investments. From the outset, the 
fate of the investor’s arcaded plans resided with the city’s more encompassing 
plans for urban beautification. In their quest for prettifying Brussels, the project of 
the Galeries presented itself to the municipality as a favorable opportunity. It 
would provide a part of the city with a face-lift, without having to spend any money 
on it. All of the parties involved seemed convinced that the arcade was a necessary 
ingredient for turning Brussels into an attractive capital – or they at least invoked 
that argument in their discourse. For example, in 1840 De Mot and Hauman 
argued in a brochure: ‘[…] the advantage gained from the execution of the project 
will go to the city of Brussels, as the capital which should by all means be 
rendered agreeable to citizens and strangers alike, so that people – both from 
within as from the outside – will come here eagerly and settle here with pleasure.’40 
De Mot and Hauman lauded the city council’s previous investments in the 
embellishment of Brussels’ outskirts, but they regretted that the city center had 
been left as it was and offered to tackle this issue themselves. The Government 
officials participated in the Société’s beautifying discourse and newspapers started 
to report on the project in the same terms in the mid-1840s too.41 L’Indépendance 
Belge even went as far as making an active plea for approving the plans.42  
                                         
38  Urban redevelopment projects were continuously outsourced by the city council: Yvon Leblicq, ‘De 
evolutie van het stadsbeeld’, in: J. Stengers et al. (eds), Brussel, groei van een hoofdstad (Antwerp 1979) 256-
278; Yvon Leblicq, ‘L’urbanisation de Bruxelles aux XIXe et XXe siècles (1830-1952), in: Villes en mutation 
XIXe-XXe siècles (Brussels 1982); Conde Reis, ‘Geschiedenis en architectuur’, 25; Claire Billen & Jean-
Marie Duvosquel (eds), Brussel (Antwerp 2000) 115-124 and Rik Röttger, ‘Capitol and capital. Het ‘moment 
Anspach’ in de Brusselse urbanisatie en liberale politieke cultuur (1860-1880)’, Stadsgeschiedenis 1:1 (2006) 
27-50.  
39 Leblicq, ‘De evolutie’; Billen & Duvosquel, Brussel, 115-124 and Röttger, ‘Capitol and capital’.  
40 ‘[…] c’est l’avantage que retirera de l’exécution du projet, comme capitale, la ville de Bruxelles qu’il faut 
rendre, par tous les moyens, agréable aux nationaux et aux étrangers, afin que de l’intérieur comme du 
dehors on y vienne avec empressement, on s’y fixe avec plaisir.’ Plans dressés …, 4. See also: Cluysenaar and 
De Mot to Governor, cited in: L’Indépendance Belge (9 June 1846). 
41 For the press, see for example: L’Indépendance Belge (21 July 1845) and Journal de Bruxelles (19 March 
1897). AVB, TP 6208: Minister of the Interior to the Governor of Brabant (copy, 23 January 1838); 
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One of the main reasons why the city council – as well as the Belgian 
government and the King – was eager to comply with the request for public utility, 
was that the Galeries would grant the city a new monument, worthy of modern 
times. When the foursome of investors first mentioned the Galeries in 1837, 
Belgium had just been established as an independent nation. The need for 
legitimation was still very topical. 43  Whether motivated by sly tactics or true 
patriotism, the arcades’ initiators played upon this sensibility by arguing that the 
Galeries would turn the city of Brussels into a more worthy capital.44 They argued 
that the arcade could help establish Brussels as the stronghold of Belgium and 
reinforce it as the ‘foyer of patriotism and devotion to the institutions, inspiring 
the rest of the country, directing it, encouraging it through its own example’.45 The 
King, the Governor of Brabant, the Public Works Department and the public 
opinion, voiced by the press, were all in agreement too.46 
 From the outset, the Galeries was designed to figure as a monument worthy 
of a modern-day capital and it was spoken of as such. De Mot and his colleagues 
boasted that the Galeries would not be an ordinary passageway; the arcade would 
be laid out ‘d’une manière aussi utile que brillante’ and in a monumental design.47 
In 1840, the argument was further developed. De Mot and Hauman were 
confident that the fine work of their skilled architect would ensure the arcade’s 
future as one of Brussels’ finest monuments or sites.48 It did not take long before 
governmental circles adopted a similar monumental discourse. In a letter dated 

                                                                                                                               
Governor to CC (31 January 1838); CC to Governor (14 March 1838) and AGSH, Pièces officielles: Procès-
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46 E.g.: AVB, TP 6208: Mayor & Aldermen to Hauman and De Mot (25 February 1839) and Minister of the 
Interior to the Governor of Brabant (22 November 1844); AGSH, Pièces officièlles: Procès-verbal du conseil 
communal (15 February 1845) and L’Indépendance Belge (21 July 1845, 7 May 1846, 3 December 1846, 28 
December 1848 and 7 December 1850).  
47 AVB, TP 6208: J.A. De Mot, A. Hauman, Brugelman and Baron de Wykerslooth de Weerdesteyn to CC 
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CC (2 November 1844); De Mot to CC (24 June 1846); Cluysenaar to CC (9 January 1845) and De Mot to 
CC (25 March 1847). 
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February 25, 1839, the Bench of Mayor and Aldermen congratulated De Mot 
and Hauman with the obtained permits. They urged the Société to move quickly, 
for they could not wait for the city to be endowed with a ‘monument majestueux’.49 
In 1844 the Governor expressed himself in a similar way.50 Finally, the press were 
in agreement as well, and reported on the construction process of the Galeries 
Saint-Hubert on a regular basis.51 

As a monument, the Galeries was nevertheless somewhat unusual because 
of its primarily commercial function. When a discussion arose among the board 
of directors on the language of the motto ‘omnibus omnia’ that was to be 
inscribed on the façade of the Galerie de la Reine along the Marché-aux-Herbes, 
everyone agreed that the content of this saying, which had previously ornamented 
the façade of the demolished guild house of silver- and goldsmiths, fitted the 
Galeries perfectly. After all, the arcade was to become a ‘bazaar in which all 
industries will offer their products to the public’.52 Opponents disagreed with its 
being in Latin because only few of the ‘omnibus’ referred to in the motto would 
actually understand what it meant. The advocates called in the authority of the 
Académie française, arguing that Latin should be kept in use for inscriptions on 
all kinds of public monuments. If the monumental aspect of the arcade was never 
disputed, the opponents argued that it was not an archeological nor an historical, 
but rather a commercial site. Put on a par with public monuments, such as palaces 
and town halls, in contemporary travel guides, Benjamin has argued they were the 
new cathedrals, sanctuaries of the cult of the material good.53 The Galeries did 
clearly represent the richness of the burgeoning industrial nation of Belgium. It 
combined its regal nomenclature with the display of statues in honor of 
‘Commerce’ and ‘Industry’. As one of the main shopping streets and a main 
tourist attraction, it became a commercial and a patriotic symbol.54  

                                         
49 AVB, TP 6208: CC to Hauman and De Mot (25 February 1839). Other examples: Journal de Bruxelles 
(13 December 1847) and L’Indépendance Belge (9 June, 7 October 1846, 17 November 1847 and 7 January 
1848).  
50 AVB, TP 6208: Copy of letter from the Minister of the Interior to the Governor of Brabant (22 November 
1844). 
51 E.g.: L’Indépendance Belge (12 July 1845, 9 and 29 June, 9, 12 and 28 July, 7, 17 and 29 September, 15 
and 20 October and 23 November 1846) and Journal de Bruxelles (23 July 1845, 11 March, 7 April 1846, 2 
August and 22 August, 6 and 30 September and 21 October 1846).  
52 ‘[…] bazar où toutes les industries offriront leurs produits au public’. AVB, TP 6208: De Mot to CC (24 
June 1847). 
53 Alphonse Wauters, Bruxelles et ses environs. Guide de l’étranger dans cette capitale (Brussels 1852); A.J. 
De Pays, Guide Joanne. Itinéraire descriptif, historique, artistique et industriel de la Belgique (Paris 1863); 
Kiessling et Comp. Guide de l’étranger dans Bruxelles et ses environs, accompagné d’un nouveau plan de 
Bruxelles et des communes-limitrophes, d’un plan du bois de la Cambre, d’un plan du champ de bataille de 
Waterloo et d’un frontispice, 13th edition (Brussels 1884); Edouard Dremel, Guide de Bruxelles et de ses 
environs (Brussels 1888) and Karl Baedeker, Belgien und Holland nebst Luxemburg. Handbuch für 
reisende von Karl Baedeker, 9th revised edition (Leipzig 1914). 
54 E.g.: Journal de Bruxelles (7 May and 4 July 1846) and L’Indépendance Belge, (18 June and 21 July 1845, 
18 January and 7 May 1846, 5 January and 24 August 1848).  
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The architecture of the arcade complex was supposed to convey this 
discursively construed monumentality in material terms. Architectural historians 
have introduced the Galeries Saint-Hubert as the arcade that ushered in the so-
called monumental phase. Everything was scaled up: the pavement, the number 
of floors, the height of the ceilings and the number of interlinked arcades. The 
Galeries Saint-Hubert formed a real complex, complete with a theater and a 
market hall.55 Its façades were designed to create the illusion of endlessness. Both 
the outside façades and the ones under the roof were made to ooze grandeur.56 
The inner façades were to be even more luxuriously fitted out than the exterior 
ones, as the protected environment under the roof allowed for the use of fragile 
materials, such as marble.57 Because it had been royally decreed that the arcades 
would perpetually retain ‘un aspect monumental’, the Department of Public 
Works of the city of Brussels tightened its rules with regard to renovation 
permits.58 In practice this meant that the Société anonyme des Galeries Saint-
Hubert and its tenants were more or less free to do anything they wanted to the 
interior of the shops and apartment buildings, provided it was within legal bounds. 
For the inner and outer façades – which included everything that could be seen 
from the (inside) pavement – stricter rules applied. The Public Works 
Department used the conservation of the architectural coherence of the façades as 
a gauge to assess whether a building application could be approved or not.59 In 
doing so, it seemed to assume the role of a Historic Buildings Council ‘avant la 
lettre’. Even though the Société was an organization driven by profit, it was 
committed to prohibit certain commercial strategies in order to maintain the 
architectural integrity of the building. For example, in their leases they stipulated 
that none of the tenants could alter their shop front, or hang anything from the 
façades without having received prior permission.60 
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Modern contours 

If Walter Benjamin argued that arcades epitomized the bourgeois culture of 
modernity, it was especially because they were emblematic of a newly dominant, 
spectacular, dream-inducing consumer culture.61 Be that as it may, the modernity 
of the arcade nevertheless extended beyond its commercial function. Whereas 
‘modernity’ used to be viewed as a factual set of wide-ranging, fast-paced 
transformations altering the western world dramatically during the nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries and including industrialization, urbanization, and the 
advent of new technologies ‘improving’ daily life, theorists now agree that these 
changes did not, on their own, constitute modernity. Equally instrumental were 
the ‘common and willful postures adopted in response to them’. According to 
geographer David Harvey, ‘the modernism that emerged before the First World 
War was more of a reaction to the new conditions of production (the machine, 
the factory, urbanization), circulation (the new systems of transport and 
communications) and consumption (the rise of mass markets, advertising, mass 
fashion), than it was a pioneer in the production of such changes’.62 It ‘provided 
ways to absorb, reflect upon, and codify these rapid changes’ and ‘suggested lines 
of action that might modify or support them’.63 As historian Nicolas Kenny argues 
for Brussels, ‘the modernity of […] Brussels resided in the interplay between the 
perception and awareness of the changes, and the attempts to shape, regulate, and 
direct their outcomes’.64 If modernity is seen as ‘the continual back-and-forth 
between efforts to rationalize the layout of cities and the behaviours of their 
residents, and the more intuitive ways in which people apprehended these 
transformations’, the arcade definitely qualified as a site of modernity. 65  The 
outlines of the Galeries fitted within a broader vision for the city, aimed at 
controlling and streamlining urbanization, population growth, circulation and so 
on. 

With its lushly decorated façades, its orderly appearance and its luxurious 
commodities soon on display, the Galeries was conceived to become one of the 
prettiest spots in Brussels. Still, its impact reached beyond mere beautification. If 
the ‘allure of innovation and profit’ inspired many a project for city councils in the 
western world, so did their fears of congestion and social disorder. Setting those 
wrongs right was the principle aim of the project of modernity in its rationalist 
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64 Nicolas Kenny, The feel of the city. Experiences of urban transformation (University of Toronto Press 
2014) 7.  
65 Kenny, The feel of the city, 7.  



 78 

guise.66 The constant municipal preoccupation with the desire to reorganize the 
city according to the predominant liberal rationale played right into the hands of 
the architect and investors of the Galeries project. In fact, it was precisely the city 
council’s eagerness to redevelop Brussels that made it possible for this kind of 
speculative real estate enterprise to flourish. The Galeries was not projected in the 
midst of a stately neighborhood, with pretty houses and wealthy inhabitants. It was 
to replace the grubbiest of neighborhoods, a plague spot marring the city center.67 
If properly developed, land value could increase rapidly, making property 
investments a lucrative undertaking. These opportunities made for eager 
investments.  

In an attempt to make a case for public utility in 1837, De Mot and the 
other investors built their argumentation on the existing traffic problems in the 
city.68 Like in nearly every nineteenth-century city that had to accommodate a 
growing population, the easy, safe and efficient circulation of people in and 
around Brussels posed a major concern. Even though it is obvious that De Mot 
and his companions sought to make a profit in the first place, when they 
presented it to the city council, they centered their project’s rationale on its being 
a passageway. They capitalized upon the lack of convenient connections between 
the (commercial) streets around the Grand Place and the northern neighborhood 
‘occupied by high commerce, the bank and the Bourse’. 69  De Mot and his 
associates justified the necessity of their arcade by presenting it as the only 
possible alternative to the Rue des Fripiers. This busy street was loaded with 
heavy traffic at all hours of the day, since it was the only convenient connection 
between north and south. The other streets took the shape of narrow and 
encumbered alleyways. With the increase in traffic, accidents multiplied in the 
Rue des Fripiers and the need for a complimentary connecting road was urgent. 
The issue became even more pressing by 1837, when plans were made for a 
second train station in the south of Brussels, in addition to that in the north. It is 
no coincidence then that Hauman, De Mot, Brugelman and De Wykerslooth de 
Weerdesteyn did not necessarily intend for their arcade to offer a pedestrianized 
route. They left it up to the city council to decide whether they preferred a route 
for both or either pedestrians and vehicles. In the scenario in which coaches 
would be allowed to pass through, the Galeries was to become a full alternative to 
the Rue des Fripiers. Leaving the option open must have made the arcade 
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especially attractive to the city council. In comparison with a pedestrianized street, 
this flexible version of the arcade could be fitted into their plans more easily.70  

By the 1840s the argumentation changed. Due to the failure of a few recent 
Parisian arcades, critics had started to cast doubt on the profitability of the project. 
Furthermore, circumstances had changed. Rumors had started to circulate that 
the city council was about to take matters into its own hands, since the Galeries 
project was not getting anywhere, and that it contemplated constructing an 
ordinary street on the proposed site of the Galeries. Afraid that they would lose 
their window, De Mot and Hauman redefined their project. Because they were 
now competing with a project for an ordinary street, they needed to be more 
specific on the way an arcade would help solve the traffic conundrum. Apart from 
highlighting the financial benefits for the city council, the architect and the 
investors astutely chose to reserve the arcade for pedestrian use. Even though the 
more general increase in traffic in a north-south direction was still drawn into the 
argument, they refrained from trying to solve the whole problem. Focusing on one 
aspect of the traffic conundrum, they now presented the arcade as a pedestrian 
alternative for the dangerous and congested Rue des Fripiers, a notorious 
deathtrap. In doing so, they aimed at diverting the pedestrian traffic circulating 
between the upper city (along the Montagne de la Cour and the Rue de la 
Madeleine) and the Place de la Monnaie in the lower city. In offering the arcade 
as a space in which pedestrians would be safe from the dangers posed by the 
increased number of vehicles, they proposed to separate pedestrian and vehicular 
traffic. The arcade was now conceptualized as a transitory safe-haven, providing 
pedestrians with a safer, shorter and more comfortable route. The urgency of 
such a pedestrian route was argued by way of the argument that leisurely traffic in 
the city increased. The Galeries would be able to double as a passageway and a 
meeting place, without obstructing traffic. For it to work as a place of sociability, 
its pedestrian character was instrumental.71  

Even though traffic still played a pivotal role in the 1840s, Cluysenaar and 
De Mot had to tap out of a wider range of arguments as circumstances changed. 
In order to convince the city council that a pedestrianized arcade was the way to 
go, De Mot and Hauman pointed out that ‘the veritable buyer, the pedestrian 
attracted by the shop window of the merchant, will come to the Passage because it 
saves him time, offers him an advantage and security to take this route’.72 As their 
argumentation focused on providing an alternative for the Rue des Fripiers, the 
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commercial character of the Galeries had become self-evident. After all, the Rue 
des Fripiers was one of the city’s major shopping streets. For the Quartier du 
Monnaie to develop further, the alternative connection was to become a central 
shopping axis too. If the pedestrian was the ultimate shopper, as De Mot and 
Hauman argued, a pedestrianized arcade would surely be the perfect new 
shopping axis. In contrast with the butcher’s quarter the Rue Saint-Hubert was 
located in, the Galeries would fit in perfectly with the surrounding shopping 
streets. By choosing to offer a shortcut between the Rue de la Madeleine and the 
Place de la Monnaie, Cluysenaar and De Mot had the wealthy shopping public in 
mind that promenaded between the upper city and the elegant shops of the Rue 
de la Madeleine, and among whom figured presumably many of the city 
councilors and their wives and daughters. The arcade was to extend this 
fashionable promenade to include the commercially blossoming Monnaie 
quarter.73 In doing so, it would capitalize upon the existing network of shopping 
streets. The previous chapter already referred to the well-documented prestige 
and allure of the Rue de la Madeleine and its neighboring shopping streets during 
the early and mid-nineteenth-century. Situated at the foot of the main hill, filled 
with Brussels’ most elegant shops and connecting the political and noble upper 
city with the more vulgar and commercial lower city, it is not surprising then that 
the Galeries Saint-Hubert was announced to be built in ‘the center of the part of 
town that is destined exclusively for retail of all types’.74  

The Société chose its location carefully, finding a plot of land they could 
redevelop in the midst of a highly commercialized neighborhood. Most of the 
streets the arcade would connect to already held a relatively high number of shops 
in 1833. Retail occupancy in the Rue de la Madeleine and the Rue Marché-aux-
Herbes, extending the former westward, already attained 93 and eighty percent 
respectively in 1833.75 On the other end of the projected Galeries, de Rue de 
l’Ecuyer was not a shopping street yet. In 13 of its 40 properties a shop was 
established, which resulted in a retail occupancy of 33 percent – only slightly more 
than the predominantly residential Rue Neuve at the time (31 percent). The other 
surrounding streets were mixed. The Rue du Montagne-aux-Herbes-Potagères, 
the street the projected Galerie du Roi was supposed to give onto – was a modest 
commercial street (49 percent). The Rue des Bouchers was only limitedly 
commercial, with 36 percent retail occupancy. Along the hills in the direction of 
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the cathedral, the Rue de la Montagne (61 percent) and the Rue d’Arenberg (fifty 
percent) housed comparatively more shops. In their studies on location patterns 
for shops in early modern Amsterdam and Antwerp, Clé Lesger and Laura Van 
Aert established that shopping streets required a threshold value of at least sixty or 
fifty percent respectively.76 Following this assumption, the Galeries Saint-Hubert 
connected an established shopping district with one that had not yet come to full 
bloom. 

A second concern that played right into the hand of the entrepreneurs 
behind the arcades-project was the municipal administration’s pursuit of a clean 
and hygienic city. The Galeries replaced a plot of land comprising a myriad of less 
than salubrious alleyways containing hovels, pokey little lock-up shops and dodgy 
cafés. The fact that none of the bars or shops in that Saint-Hubert alley were 
mentioned in the 1833 directory probably testifies to its marginal and penurious 
character. One of the main reasons why the city council supported the Galeries 
was the fact that the arcade would rid the city of the grubby neighborhood that was 
marring the symbolic and commercial heart of it. After all, this slum was situated 
right next to the politically symbolic Grand Place, the elegant and fashionable Rue 
de la Madeleine and the up-and-coming Monnaie district. The construction of the 
Galeries Saint-Hubert would allow the city council to see this penurious 
neighborhood redeveloped into a fashionable promenading space boasting 
luxurious shops, elegant displays and affluent clientele, without having to spend 
any or little of its own finances.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Map 1. The surroundings of  
the Rue Saint-Hubert  

 Source:  Craan, Plan géométrique 
De Bruxelles (1830). 
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Replacing the grubby plot of land was a ‘new’ type of urban space, 
organized according to the ideal principles of the bourgeoisie. 77  The arcade 
complex was lit by gas and its street-wide pavement protected its users from the 
nuisances of the ordinary streets. The elegant and disciplined appearance of the 
place remained of great importance to the Société and the city council, as they 
demanded its users to maintain orderly behavior. By setting up a private guard 
amongst other measures, the Société generously invested in creating a disciplined 
environment. They also set great store by the Galeries’ immaculate appearance. 
Most of the regulations drawn up in the rulebook issued in 1848 dealt with the 
cleaning of pavements and doorsteps, the organization of refuse collection and the 
times at which the unloading of merchandise or coal was allowed. All of these 
activities were restricted in time and needed frequent repetition in order to create 
a perfectly clean canvas.78 It seems as though the rules were drawn up with the aim 
to remove anything that could deflect from the social and consumerist activity of 
window-shopping and promenading, allowing people to fully concentrate on the 
goods in the shops. Or, in the words of Walter Benjamin, the arcades were 
conceived as dream worlds, to deflect attention from the disillusionment brought 
about by life in the industrial city.79 

What many have suggested about this dream world of the arcade was that it 
was a radically new, ‘modern’ space.80 However, neither the establishment of the 
Galerie du Bois in Paris nor that of the Galeries Sint-Hubert in Brussels resulted 
in the invention of a completely new urban type of space. Benjamin seemed to 
suggest that there was something radically new to the arcade by arguing that it was 
the archetypical urban space with which Parisians tried to cope with their 
disrupted, disenchanted world of industrial relationships. He nevertheless also 
argued that every epoch carried within it the ideas of the future in the form 
language of the past. Therefore, Benjamin suggested that everything is made up of 
past, present and future. However, rather than understanding its perceived 
modernity as reflecting new ideas in an old form, it could be argued that the 
Galeries Saint-Hubert in Brussels was a reworking of existing spatial 
representations and practices into a new mold. Although the architectural 
language may have referred to the past, the Galeries seems to have translated 
existing ideas into new forms. The conceptualization of the Galeries did not result 
in the invention of a whole new urban shopping environment in Brussels. Rather 
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than inducing revolution, it reworked and radicalized certain practices, needs and 
desires that had taken shape in the spatial configuration of its surroundings. For 
example, the first pavements in the city had been laid out in precisely this area 
and the first streets to be lit by gas had been situated around the Monnaie-square.81 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Map 2. The Galeries Saint-Hubert and its surroundings in 1881  
Source:  Institut cartographique militaire, Plan de Bruxelles et ses environs (AVB, Sections Cartes et plans 112).   
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 By sweeping the neighborhood clean of its imperfections and installing a 
civilized spick-and-span looking space, the construction of the Galeries stimulated 
other new and established shopkeepers in the neighborhood to pay even more 
attention to their shop exteriors. While shopkeepers had already been polishing 
their shop fronts before the 1830s (as demonstrated in the previous chapter), 
there was a proliferation in building applications in all of the streets surrounding 
the Galeries Saint-Hubert from the 1840s onwards.82 Part of this increase might be 
accounted for by the fact that the obligation for filing a building application was 
only in practice from the turn of the century onwards. It might also be the case 
that an older file is less likely to have survived. However, it is likely there was 
more to it. In September 1846, the editors of L’Indépendance decided that the 
number of shopkeepers sprucing up their shop fronts was striking to a degree to 
print a news report on the topic, following a progress report of the arcade’s 
construction works:  
 

‘For some time now, a certain emulation reigns among the shopkeepers of 
the neighborhoods of the city center with regard to the exterior decoration 
of their shops: many of them have their shop windows redesigned; the 
small squares are disappearing one by one and are being replaced by large 
and pretty glass panes in one piece.’ 83  

 
The Galeries did not only sweep the city clean of one of its pestering plague spots, 
it also sent a wave of embellishing activities through its center. In some ways, it 
could seem that the alliance between the city councilors and the Galeries’ 
investors was a marriage of convenience. Each had their own specific goals: the 
entrepreneurs wanted to make money, while for the city the arcade complex 
solved some of its redevelopment and circulatory concerns. However, the alliance 
went beyond convenience. Both parties did share a vision of what was desirable in 
a present-day city and their shared project was distinctively modern in its 
characteristics.84 Both strove for order, efficiency, decency and cleanliness. Since 
their alliance went beyond practicalities, the Galeries can be considered a 
testament to a communal action to refurbish the city. The Galeries was the first 
example in Brussels of a shopping space that resulted from the synergy between 
commercial incentive and urban redevelopment. Several places in the city had 
been redeveloped in the first decades of the century, but the process of 

                                         
82 See AVB, TP (search entry Rue de la Madeleine).  
83 ‘Une certaine émulation règne depuis quelques temps entre les marchands des quartiers du centre de la 
ville, en ce qui concerne la décoration extérieure de leurs magasins; beaucoup d’ entr’eux font renouveler 
leurs vitrines; les petits carreaux disparaissent successivement et font place à de grandes et belles glaces d’une 
seule pièce.’ L’Indépendance Belge (29 September 1846).  
84 In a sense that it presented a rationalized response to the rapid and invasive changes they were confronted 
with. See Kenny, The feel of the city, 6-9.  
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redesigning urban space had never so evidently and purposefully included the 
retail landscape.85 Therefore, the case of the Galeries Saint-Hubert demonstrates 
how, for the first time, the interests of entrepreneurs and shopkeepers coincided 
with the interests of the city council. Even if there were occasional conflicts 
between these two parties and even if they were often driven by different motives, 
they do seem to have shared a similar, liberal, vision of their ideal Brussels. 
Assisted by a new legislation that allowed for private properties to be expropriated 
in case of public utility, they molded the city into its new, desirable shape. In that 
sense and in contrast with earlier, more modest Parisian arcades, the Brussels 
arcade was a real monument of the new bourgeois elite, representing their 
ambitions for the city. As we shall see in the following chapters, the Galeries was a 
first, but it was not the last cooperation. While every new transformation in the 
shopping space was intimately connected with the redesigning of urban space, it 
was the Galeries Saint-Hubert where this connection was first and most clearly 
established.  
 

Hip under a timely tip  

Throughout its existence, the Galeries Saint-Hubert would come to mean 
different things to the very different people that passed through it, owned it, 
worked or lived there. Indeed, to use De Certeau’s terminology, the arcade was 
not just ‘a place’. As it was being used and practised, it became ‘a space’ that was 
polyvalent and had plural, sometimes contradictory, meanings and functions.86 
The arcade was far from a culturally or socially exclusive space. Fashionable ladies 
would go there to shop, prostitutes came in search of clientele, while shop girls 
simply came to work. The gaslights under the glass umbrella and the theater 
attracted both the rich and the poor, while pickpockets saw opportunities in the 
dense crowds. The city council saw a cleaned up neighborhood and the investors 
saw money. Even if the meanings attributed to the Galeries were as diverse as the 
reasons for visiting it, on the day of the inauguration it became clear that the ideas, 
motivations and visions that had shaped it discursively, had resulted in a building 
that oozed modernity to its contemporaries. In fact, even by the time the building 
was half a century old, the atmosphere was still considered ‘particularly modern’.87 
Throughout the century the space of the arcade was a symbol of the present-day 
and therefore exemplary of modernity. But what did this modernity consist of? 

Because of the Parisian origins of the building type, the Galeries was 
believed to bring to Brussels something every self-respecting and modern city 
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ought to have. Whatever happened in Paris was fashionable, advanced and 
beautiful by default – even if at the same time it was threatening, scary and 
uncontrollable. Benjamin called Paris the capital of the nineteenth century for a 
reason and it was no coincidence that he chose the arcade as its pars pro toto.88 It 
was precisely the reference to the City of Lights that made the arcade so desirable 
as a building type. Even after arcades had gone out of style in Paris by the 1840s, 
elsewhere in Europe they continued to symbolize the image of a city that kept up 
with the times. Paris was overrepresented in the argumentation used by 
Cluysenaar and De Mot to convince the city council of their plans for the covered 
shopping gallery. They promised their Galeries would overtrump every arcade 
that already existed, even the ones in Paris. When trying to get the city council to 
relinquish the plan to build a street instead of an arcade, Cluysenaar argued: ‘By 
executing this new project, the possibility to erect a monument in Brussels that 
would outstrip everything every other capital contains of this genre, in terms of 
splendor, scope and usefulness, would forever be lost to us.’89 Later on, when the 
arcade was in use, the board of directors boasted that the atmosphere in the 
Parisian arcades was easily surpassed by the bustle and activity in the Galeries 
Saint-Hubert.90 Paris was always the ultimate yardstick when it came to arcades. In 
Saint Petersburg, for example, the ‘Passage’ was an established symbol of the 
influx of Parisian and European culture. 91 By referring to Paris, then, the Galeries’ 
investors put forth an argument the city council was very sensitive to. Similarly, 
Brussels set the standard for The Hague, where the ‘Haagsche Passage’ was built 
in the 1880s, in an attempt to finally catch up with trendy Brussels.92 As argued by 
historian Peter Clark, the combination of competition and emulation has long 
been an incentive for urban redevelopment. As transport and communication 
grew, the world got a little smaller, and it became increasingly important for cities 
to keep up.93  
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Il l  2.  Bustle in the Galeries Saint-Hubert  
Nineteenth-century engraving by Adrien Canelle, printed by Simonan B. Toovey  
Source: AVB, Iconographic collection D2034. 
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The arcade’s modernity was further construed and conceived through 
form-specific and spatial characteristics. The arcade was a modern-day symbol 
because it provided a new type of space. Even when considering its forerunners, 
the particular configuration of the arcade was novel. It conglomerated different 
types of functions. It was not only a transitory place for passing through; it was also 
a commercialized space with shops and entertainment venues. Its apartments and 
stairwells took the shape of a (semi-)private space of accommodation. These 
functions were literally brought together under one roof. The arcade’s modernity 
was further couched in its architectural new-ness. It could be argued that 
Cluysenaar delivered on his promise that the Galeries Saint-Hubert would surpass 
every other arcade by far. In historiography, it is still bookmarked as having 
heralded a new era in the architectural history of the arcade. Considered as a 
whole, the building was indeed an innovative expression of the average European 
arcade at that time. It was the first real monumental arcade. It held more stories 
than earlier arcades and the floor plan became more complex, as it passed from 
the more modest passage to the more elegant galleries.94  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 Il l  3. The Galeries, its glazed roof and pavement (ca. 1900) 
 Source: Washington DC, Library of congress, LOT 13422, no.041[item]. 
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Cluysenaar made ample use of the latest technology, techniques and building 
materials. The fully glazed roof spanning the full breadth of the pavement was 
particularly innovative and from a technological point of view it could be 
considered state of the art. Made out of glass and iron, it was typical for the 
architecture of new building types with ‘modern’ and often transitory functions, 
such as exhibition halls and railway stations. Even if this type of technology was 
not perceived as startling anymore, an arcade-roof that spanned a width of eight 
meters was a first in 1846.95 Furthermore, the design, which consisted of a double-
level structure and a layering of glass plates in the shape of fish scales, was 
inventive because it allowed for ample circulation of air without running the risk 
of condensation and humidity. Both the increase in natural light and the ample 
circulation of fresh air were instrumental to creating a modern environment. This 
suited the ambitions of the liberal city council for Brussels. As Chris Otter argued 
for Britain, the nineteenth-century liberal rationale was aimed at making cities 
work efficiently. To accomplish this goal, seeing to sufficient lighting in public 
spaces was crucial, as the liberal ideology of self-government necessitated an 
increased visibility within the city.96  

With the glass and the gas lighting, the arcade was fitted out with state of the 
art technologies. As an entire strand of research has shown, modernity and 
technology are intimately entangled with each other. Technology shaped the 
material conditions of modernity, while nineteenth-century modern sensibilities 
created the mental framework steering the development of technology.97 Artificial 
lighting was one of those modern technologies carrying the hopes and fears of 
modernity. Apart from the glazed roof, it was most definitely the use of gas 
lighting that contributed to the perception of the arcade as a modern space. The 
city council kept repeating its demand that the Galeries should be lit profusely 
and ‘for eternity’. On its end, the Société des Galeries Saint-Hubert set great store 
by its use of gas lighting while advocating their project.98 During its early years 
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especially, gas lighting was particularly associated with modernity.99 It was one of 
the first things visitors noticed when entering capitals such as London or Paris. 
Brussels was rather quick at experimenting with gas for its street lighting – the first 
use of gas streetlights dating back to 1819.100 Its dispersed use within the city had 
nevertheless remained rather limited. Therefore, the arcade would quickly 
become one of Brussels’ few places that were well lit and these lights were 
responsible for at least part of its attraction. The introduction of gas lighting 
combined with the glazed roof also formed a particular momentum within the 
age-long association between illumination and reliability and honesty in trading. A 
shopkeeper displaying his wares publicly in full daylight, offering the possibility of 
close inspection, was believed to be selling more honestly.101 With gas lighting and 
a glazed roof, new possibilities arose. And indeed, the success and popularity of 
the illuminative features of the arcade reached beyond its devisors and the city 
council. Early on, the descriptions of the Galeries always included the mention of 
its gas lighting, and even in the 1890s this was considered one of its particularly 
modern features.102 For example, in the article quoted at the beginning of this 
chapter, a journalist of L’Indépendance Belge linked the modernity of the 
atmosphere in the Galeries to the flickering of the gas lighting on the wet 
pavements and shiny shop windows.103  

The use of modern technologies extended beyond gas lighting and glazed 
roofing. The Galeries were fully paved, which was quite exceptional in a city 
where pavements were either non-existent or so narrow that they could barely fit 
one person. The arcade was also fitted out with a sewer system, during a time in 
which pipes had only started to conquer the city. In 1846, the Société even urged 
the city council to construct pipes in a nearby street, in order for their sewage to 
connect to the city’s small sewer network in a more convenient manner.104 Because 
of the use of these novel techniques, the building exuded a modern feel, even if 
the architectural style – consisting of a combination of neo-classicist and neo-
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renaissance elements – could be considered historicist. Keeping up with the times 
remained a point of particular interest for the Société, as it continuously kept 
investing in new technologies throughout the century. Great store was set by its 
modernity and there were frequent investments in the application of innovative 
materials and techniques. Shop windows were a point of particular interest. A 
mere three years after the opening of the Galeries Saint-Hubert, the Société 
encouraged its tenants to replace the shop windows with plate glass.105 In 1847 a 
company was advertising a new type of gaslight, the ‘bec phlogostatique’ invented 
by Maccaud, which was already in use ‘in plenty of establishments in Paris, and in 
Brussels in the Galeries Saint-Hubert, in different societies, cafes, hotels, shops, 
etc. etc.’106 The Société was also among the first to experiment with electric lighting 
for its theater, at a time when the use of electricity for illumination was still rather 
rare in Brussels. By 1895 the theaters in the Galeries were negotiating a switch to 
electricity for their lighting, while the Société d’electricité des Galeries Saint 
Hubert was buying a concession for putting electric wiring on the walls of the 
building.107 These technological experiments contributed to the Galeries’ modern 
connotation. 

There was nevertheless an issue of timing in its modernity. Although one 
journalist of L’Indépendance Belge characterized the atmosphere as ‘particularly 
modern’, another one in the same year talked of the Galeries as ‘le vieux passage’. 
Although he still considered the Galeries to be a hotspot, he also seems to suggest 
that its heydays were over. Looking at its material evolution and comparing it with 
the surrounding streets, it is clear the trendiness of the arcade diminished as the 
century progressed. In its early years, the architect was surprised when 
shopkeepers preferred shopping spaces that took up at least two or three arcades, 
while he had foreseen that most shops would have the width of only one arcaded 
window. As such, the shops in the arcade were early examples of the increase in 
the spatial scale of shopping. By the turn of the century, the Galeries’ 
shopkeepers kept up with the trends of the times, as some of them fitted out the 
space on the entresol and installed department-store-styled staircases as well.108 
The Galeries was nevertheless no longer at the forefront of the shopping 
evolutions. Instead, it had started to follow trends. Shopkeepers in the 
surrounding streets and elsewhere in the city were quicker to scale up and install 
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skylights and stained-glass cupolas.109  At a time when department stores were 
starting to grow to the size of entire city blocks, the board of directors of the 
Société des Galeries Saint-Hubert argued that there was no need to expand the 
building to the back. They believed shopkeepers had no use of great depth, as 
long as there was room for display.110 Apparently, in their opinion, display was still 
something that was confined to the shop window. Other amenities were also 
introduced earlier elsewhere in the city. For example, while the first mechanical 
roll-down shutters in the Rue de la Madeleine were installed in the early 1880s, it 
would take until 1899 for the first ‘volet mécanique’ to be installed in the arcade 
complex. 111  Even if the Galeries lost its particular status as a technological 
trendsetter by the early twentieth century, a trendy space had nevertheless resided 
under the arcade’s glazed tip from the mid-century onwards. While the material 
configuration gradually grew past its pioneering phase – leaving the innovation to 
other commercial sites – the atmosphere continued to breathe modernity as the 
century progressed.  
 

Shopping in space 

In January 1849, about a year and a half after the arcade’s inauguration, a 
journalist of L’Indépendance Belge took a close look at the sales figures of the 
Société. He considered the success of the Galeries – along with a few other streets 
he did not elaborate on – a pars pro toto for the state of retailing in the city: ‘The 
manner in which the houses in the rues de la Madeleine, Montagne de la Cour, 
Marché-aux-Herbes, the Galeries Saint-Hubert, and some other central streets are 
sought after, is one of the yardsticks for the state of prosperity or suffering of the 
commerce of the capital.’112 As the Société had booked a revenue of 147,000 
Belgian francs within the timespan of a mere eighteen months and during a time 
of general crisis in Europe, the journalist felt that Brussels was in good retailing 
shape. If we are to believe this article, this new site, as it had been designed and 
sculpted through discourse and matter, functioned as it had been intended to 
function. As a ‘represented place’, to use Lefebvre’s term, the Galeries was 
shaped through the imperative ideas and disciplining discourse of the Société and 
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the city council. This process elicited new ways of using urban space, including 
new shopping practices. It did so in two ways. On the one hand, the molding of 
urban space led its users to adapt to the new material and organizational 
circumstances. On the other, these users began to alter the new urban places by 
appropriating and claiming them, thus managing the spatial transformations. This 
paragraph will focus on the first reaction. It will unravel how this new space, 
ultimately conceived as a space of modernity, altered shopping behavior by 
adapting the existing practices and meanings of shopping in a way to suit modern-
day sensibilities.  
 

A new route 

The journalist of L’Indépendance Belge was sure of it. The Galeries Saint-Hubert 
was immediately successful at luring in shopkeepers. Indeed, many other sources 
indicate that the arcade became a commercial destination from the very start. 
During the first few months after its inauguration, the Société placed newspaper 
advertisements in order to attract new tenants. The vacancies were quickly filled. 
Even if the exchange rate of the shares of the Galeries dropped at the stock 
exchange in December 1847, and even if the Société played with the idea of 
selling the complex to the city, it did not take long for the Galeries to conquer the 
general economic crisis.113 Within a year or two, all the shops were continuously 
let. The apartments on the upper floors were less popular than the shops on the 
ground floor, but even here vacancies never lasted long.114 By 1878, eighty percent 
of the separate units in the arcade building contained shops. The other twenty 
percent housed cafés, restaurants and entertainment venues. Furthermore, the 
apartments on the upper floors were often used for commercial activities, albeit in 
some cases on a temporary and informal basis. The Galeries had thus rapidly 
become a highly commercialized space. With its eighty percent retail occupancy, 
it had become a major shopping street. It had also quickly turned into a 
landmark. On July 17, 1847, L’Indépendance Belge announced the publication 
of a new travel guide aimed at foreign visitors, emphasizing that its accompanying 
map contained the Galeries Saint-Hubert.115 Almost every guidebook mentioned 
it, but Kieslings went one step further and suggested their readers to take the 
arcade complex as their central point of orientation.116 In these travel guides, the 
Galeries would be described as a place where one could do some fine shopping 
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and already in December 1847, L’Indépendance Belge had included many a new 
arcade shop into its New Year’s shopping column.117  
 As a highly commercialized space, the Galeries fulfilled the goal laid out for 
it by its creators. It was successful at luring in pedestrians traveling along the 
Chaussée. The elegant promenade was extended beyond the Montagne de la 
Cour and the Rue de la Madeleine into the Galeries. This promenade remained 
fashionable for quite some time. For example, in her semi-autobiographical novel 
Keetje (1919), Neel Doff tells the story of Keetje Oldema, a young woman who is 
forced to walk the streets as a prostitute so as to be able to feed her younger 
siblings. Eventually she finds a way out and makes a life for herself as a 
respectable young lady. To symbolize this process of rehabilitation, Doff lets 
Keetje participate in the fashionable afternoon promenade, parading along Place 
Royale, down the Montagne de la Cour and the Rue de la Madeleine, through the 
Galeries Saint-Hubert and back up again following the same route.118 The arcade 
attracted strollers heading in the opposite direction as well. On November 9, 
1850, for example, a wanted advertisement was placed in L’Indépendance Belge 
for a pin set with precious stones. The owner lived at 126, Rue Neuve and had 
lost it the evening before, ‘en traversant la rue Neuve, place de la Monnaie, rues 
des Fripiers, de l’Ecuyer, galeries de Saint-Hubert’.119  

Bringing both routes together, one cannot but wonder whether the Galeries 
formed the passageway its designers (city, investors and architect alike) had 
wanted it to become. The evolutions in retail occupancy in the streets surrounding 
the Galeries Saint-Hubert underscore the assumption that the arcade did form a 
passageway between the luxurious shopping route along the Rue de la Madeleine 
and the up-and-coming quarter of the Monnaie. Following neoclassical economic 
urban models, the number of shopkeepers in a street is directly proportional to 
the number of passers-by walking through the street. Turning that logic around, if 
the Galeries were successful, it should have caused retail occupancies to either 
hold or increase in the Rue de la Madeleine, increase at the other end of the 
Galeries, in the Rue de l’Ecuyer, while dropping in the Rue du Marché-aux-
Herbes and the Rue des Fripiers. As the Galeries was intended to supplement the 
existing route along the Marché-aux-Herbes and the Rue des Fripiers, it was 
precisely these streets that were most likely to suffer from its construction.  

The share of properties housing shops in the Rue de l’Ecuyer did increase 
phenomenally between 1833 and 1878: from 33 to 76 percent. [See table 1]  
Newly connected to the Chaussée by way of the Galeries, the Rue du Montagne-
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aux-Herbes-Potagères’s retail occupancy increased as well, from 49 to 71 percent. 
The Rue de l’Arenberg profited from the new connection too, with the relative 
presence of shops increasing from 50 to 55 percent. Attesting to the fact that the 
Galeries was successful at diverting pedestrian traffic, shops in the Rue des 
Fripiers did suffer, with retail occupancy decreasing from 72 to 65 percent – and 
the Rue des Fripiers dropping out of the top 20 of Brussels’ most commercial 
streets. Having lost part of its circulatory purpose for pedestrians to the Galeries, 
the street had presumably become less attractive for shopkeepers to establish their 
shop. If the number of shops decreased in the Rue de la Madeleine too, it was 
probably due to the fact that it had been extremely commercial at the outset and 
had, since 1833, experienced increasing competition from a growing number of 
nearby shopping streets.120 At first, the Rue du Marché-aux-Herbes did not seem 
to suffer from the competition, but that would change.121 Considering the overall 
increase in all but one surrounding street, it seems as though the Galeries 
stimulated retail activity in its immediate vicinity. It is however difficult to assess 
how much of the increase was due to the construction of the Galeries Saint-
Hubert and how much could be explained by the growth of retail activity Brussels 
experienced in general throughout the century. With the retail occupancy in 
Brussels’ most commercial streets increasing a few percentage points between 
1833 and 1878 (see chapter six), it is most plausible that the increased retail 
activity in the Rue de l’Ecuyer, the Rue de la Montagne, the Rue Montagne-aux-
Herbes-Potagères and the Rue des Bouchers had been sparked by the arrival of 
the Galeries.  

 

Street 1833 1878 1913 
Saint-Hubert 0% n/e n/e 
Galerie du Roi n/e 63% 53% 
Galerie de la Reine n/e 72% 91% 
Passage du Prince n/e 82% 36% 
Arenberg 50% 55% 76% 
Bouchers 36% 52% 62% 
Ecuyer 33% 76% 79% 
Fripiers 72% 65% 78% 
Madeleine 93% 80% 83% 
Marché aux Herbes 80% 81% 77% 
Marché aux Tripes 78% n/e n/e 
Montagne 61% 74% 70% 
Montagne aux Herbes Potagères 49% 71% 64% 

Table 1. Retail occupancy in the neighborhood of the Galeries Saint-Hubert 
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Street 1833 1878 1913 
Saint-Hubert 0% n/e n/e 
Galerie du Roi n/e 69% 82% 
Galerie de la Reine n/e 71% 53% 
Passage du Prince n/e 73% 18% 
Arenberg 50% 55% 73% 
Bouchers 36% 57% 58% 
Ecuyer 38% 87% 81% 
Fripiers 75% 65% 72% 
Madeleine 104% 90% 95% 
Marché aux Herbes 85% 82% 74% 
Marché aux Tripes 80% n/e n/e 
Montagne 72% 79% 73% 
Montagne aux Herbes 
Potagères 51% 69% 89% 

  Table 2. The number of retailers compared to the number of properties, per street 
 
The situation in 1913 is more difficult to read. While shops continued to multiply 
all over the city, growth in the neighborhood of the Galeries rather slowed down, 
stopped or was reversed. The Rue de la Madeleine had recovered a little, 122 while 
the Galerie de la Reine and the Rue d’Arenberg flourished as shopping streets. 
The number of shops in the Rue des Bouchers and the Rue de l’Ecuyer increased 
a little too, but several of the other streets lost shops. While the Taverne Royale 
had expanded into multiple properties, the number of retail properties in the 
Galerie du Roi diminished. The number of shops along the Marché aux Herbes, 
although still a prominent shopping axis, was on the decline, and a similar pattern 
could be discerned in the Passage du Prince, the Rue de la Montagne and the 
Rue Montagne-aux-Herbes-Potagères. The Rue des Fripiers, taking advantage of 
the broader footpaths that were installed there in the meantime, was once again 
on the rise, with a retail occupancy of 78 percent. Retail activity prospered there 
because the street was part of a newly thriving shopping axis, connecting the Gare 
du Nord and the Gare du Midi and including the Rue Neuve. 

With most streets in the neighborhood of the Galeries – excluding the 
already intensely commercial Rue de la Madeleine and the Rue Marché-aux-
Herbes – containing a higher number of shops in 1913 compared to 1833, it can 
be concluded that the neighborhood had not lost its appeal. Rather, it would seem 
that retail growth reached its highpoint here earlier than in other parts of the city 
center. The Galeries were constructed in its particular location because of the 
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vicinity to the full-grown shopping district centered on the Rue de la Madeleine. 
In turn, it could be argued that the arcade boosted an acme for its environment in 
the mid-nineteenth rather than the early twentieth century.123 This does not imply 
that the arcade was solely responsible for the commercial success of that 
neighborhood. It did not bring about a shopping space where none had 
previously existed. On the contrary, the Galeries Saint-Hubert was erected in a 
highly commercial neighborhood that formed the base of its success. Even if it is 
difficult to assess its precise contribution, it is clear that the establishment of the 
arcade did add to the early culmination of the neighborhood as a site for 
shopping. As a new type of shopping space it neither revolutionized commercial 
practices nor did it crush the small shopkeepers in the neighborhood. Rather, it 
functioned as a catalyst agent or an amplifier, strengthening and radicalizing the 
commercial potential of the surrounding area as a shopping landscape. The 
arcade’s construction enforced the natural connection between the central areas 
around the Grand Place and the activity of shopping, as the city’s central shopping 
district grew increasingly dense.  
 

Sense and sensibility 

While the need for a shortcut was one of the keys to the Galeries’ success, its 
attractiveness also resided in the way the material and organizational configuration 
responded to practical problems and altered sensibilities that had arisen in the 
existing shopping landscape. Within the new urban environment, the sensual 
aspect of shopping was transformed as well. Shopping has presumably always 
been a sensual experience, but the arcade seems to have accommodated the 
senses in a different way than before. In fact, its configuration was – at least in part 
– intended to respond to a heightened sensitivity to the bodily discomforts of 
regular shopping streets. In his sensory account of Belle Epoque Brussels, 
historian Nicolas Kenny argues that ‘modern cities, with their myriad and 
simultaneous sensory stimulations, were particularly intersensorial places’.124 As 
Brussels grew, its ‘inhabitants became increasingly sensitive to the sensorial 
displeasures caused by the crowds and industrial nuisances’.125 The architect of the 
Galeries Saint-Hubert aimed to provide with the arcade a space of complete 
bodily comfort, for which a new sensibility was budding.126 In doing so, the arcade 
became an inspiration to the city council, which in the century to come would 
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launch many a campaign to reduce ‘the unsightliness, the din, and the stench of 
the urban environment’.127      

A first advantage the arcade had over any street was its glazed roof. 
Designed to serve as a grand umbrella, it was both unique and useful, especially in 
countries with a high average of rainfall. ‘The umbrella’ was after all the arcade’s 
nickname. It referred to the comfort the Galeries offered its users by protecting 
them from wind, rain and sun alike and by offering them ‘a promenade sheltered 
from the elements’.128 Even though the practicality of such a covering in summer 
was contested – ‘Are all the streets to become sweltering hot houses?’, Parisian 
opponents of the glazed roof complained – newspaper articles suggest that the 
Galeries did function as a refuge for the rain.129 In late August 1847, a mere two 
months after the big inauguration, the Journal de Bruxelles reported that many 
shops had already been let and that the remaining vacancies would soon be filled 
with the outlook of winter, when long evenings and abundant rainfall would 
inevitably turn the arcade into a crowd-puller. By the time autumn reached its 
highpoint, the arcade would be filled with all kinds of shops, offering clients a 
chance to shop for a myriad of goods in a comfortable environment.130 At several 
occasions in the next few years, L’Indépendance Belge remarked how during 
main events such as carnival or the national holiday, the rain would drive people 
into the Galeries, where the celebrations continued.131 It was no coincidence that 
the journalist of the article in L’Indépendance Belge, cited at the start of the 
chapter, celebrated the arcade’s atmosphere in times of endless showers.  
 The bodily comforts the Galeries catered to nevertheless ranged beyond 
the issue of bad weather. From the first proposals onwards, the arcade was 
presented as a physically comfortable space. First of all, because of its pedestrian 
character, promenading gentlemen and ladies would not have to fear being 
overrun by carts and other vehicles. Their safety was much less guaranteed in 
other shopping streets. In fact, the first Parisian arcades had been constructed so 
as to offer pedestrians quick and safe shortcuts in an overcharged network of 
maladjusted streets without paving.132 By the time the Galeries was constructed, 
Brussels did have some footpaths in a few streets. As a whole however, the paved 
urban infrastructure in Brussels was still scarcely out of the egg in the 1830s: 
pavements were few and narrow. In 1838 city councilor Edouard Ducpétiaux 
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made a case for improving sidewalk facilities for pedestrians, arguing that the 
current situation was rather appalling:  
 

‘In Brussels, the public road seems to be made exclusively for vehicles; 
pedestrians cannot circulate on it unless they take infinite precautions and, 
in some way, only by exception. Here the sidewalks scarcely have the 
requisite width to put one’s foot on it, and one needs to have a genuine 
talent for balance in order to remain upright without trembling and falling 
in the gutters that tend to border it. Here, the sidewalk does not fit more 
than one person at a time, so that when two pedestrians meet, it is 
necessary for one of them to step off it and cede the passage, and it is 
almost necessary to establish a special gymnastics course in order to 
escape the inconveniences and dangers of pedestrian circulation.’133    

 
While in the late eighteenth century sidewalks were constructed as part of the 
redevelopment schemes (such as on the Place Royale and along the Nouveau 
Marché aux Grains), they were more randomly laid out during the first half of the 
nineteenth century. 134  Lacking the money and the space to install footpaths 
throughout the city, the city council decided to compel property owners to 
construct a sidewalk when they wanted to refurbish, renovate or rebuild their 
façade. However, these sidewalks were narrow and because of the way they were 
laid out, they rarely formed an unbroken pavement. Moreover, even if there was 
room for an uninterrupted footpath, there were still many obstacles to be 
conquered for the pedestrian to walk safely. For example, in March 1849 the city 
council discussed in all earnesty the profound danger for pedestrians in Brussels 
to tumble into trapdoors.135 In order to avoid any more accidents of the sort, they 
decided to prohibit the construction of said trapdoors for new building sites and 
they compelled homeowners to get rid of them when refurbishing their property. 
Throughout the 1840s, the city council was fixated on ridding the sidewalks of 
everything that could possibly infringe upon them, such as windowsills, doorsteps, 

                                         
133 ‘La voie publique semble faite à Bruxelles exclusivement pour les voitures; les piétons ne peuvent y circuler 
qu’avec des précautions infinies et en quelque sorte par exception. Ici, les accotements ont à peine la largeur 
nécessaire pour y poser le pied, et il faut un vrai talent d’équilibre pour s’y maintenir sans vaciller et tomber 
dans les rigoles qui les bordent d’ordinaire. Là, le trottoir ne peut admettre qu’une personne à la fois, de 
sorte que lorsque deux passants sy’ rencontrent, il faut nécessairement que l’un ou l’autre en descende pour 
trouver ou donner du passage; […] et il serait presque nécessaire d’instituer un cours de gymnastique spécial 
pour y échapper aux inconvénients et aux dangers de la circulation pédestre.’ Edouard Ducpétiaux, Rapport 
sur l’éclairage de la voie publique, le mode de pavage, les trottoirs et accotemens, l’indication des noms de 
rues et le numérotage des maisons. Lu dans la séance du 12 novembre 1838 (Brussels 1841) 28-29.  
134 Loir, Bruxelles néoclassique, 281-286 and an annual report printed in Bulletin communal (BC) 1849, vol. 
2, 240.  
135 BC 1849, vol. 1, 136-139.  



 100 

and the famous scraper or ‘décrottoir’.136 Shop windows were only allowed to have 
very small protrusions and so did wooden cornices. 137  In order to level out 
building lines, differences in projection between neighboring facades were erased.  

Looking at the multitude of regulations issued with regard to sidewalks in 
the 1840s, it is clear that the Galeries Saint-Hubert fitted in well with the times. It 
responded to the heightened sensibility for physical comfort while walking the 
streets. Considering the fact that it was designed in the mid- to late thirties of the 
nineteenth century, one might even suggest it was ahead of its time. The Passage 
de la Monnaie had already been constructed in 1820 as a fully paved arcade with 
a partially glazed roof. Yet, despite its – rather narrow – pavement, its circulatory 
function was limited and it was therefore not very successful at attracting and 
intercepting visitors.138 Hence the Galeries Saint-Hubert provided the city with the 
possibility of gaining something it did not yet have. With its span of eight meters, 
the Galeries was one of the most spacious streets of Brussels at the time – 
especially considering the fact that it was reserved for pedestrians only. 
Furthermore, it was fully and evenly paved from the thresholds of the shops on 
one side to those opposite. In addition, there was no danger of being hit by a cart 
or carriage passing through the middle of the street, since carriages, carts and even 
barrows were prohibited from going through it.139 There were no air- or coalholes 
along the façades and the display of foodstuffs and consumer goods outside the 
shops was generally prohibited as well. Even if one of the engravings shows a 
display case outside Sanson’s advertising shop in the Galeries, the Société was in 
the capacity of putting a halt to the proliferation of stalls and it generally used that 
authority. Furthermore, the floors of the Galeries had little chance of becoming as 
dirty and muddy as the paved and unpaved streets elsewhere in the city, if only 
because the roof kept the rain from transforming dust into mud. If the paving 
should fall victim to this after all, the Société had foreseen a regular cleaning 
service to keep their arcade spotless regardless.140 From all of the sources written 
about the Galeries, it can be gleaned that the pavement was one of its main assets, 
which in part drew the fashionable crowd.  
  

                                         
136 E.g.: BC 1849, vol. 2, p. 106-109; BC 1849, vol. 2, 416-417. On the facilitation of traffic in nineteenth-
century Brussels, see also Loir, Bruxelles néoclassique, 268-272. The next chapter will deal with the issue of 
circulation in greater detail.    
137 There are plenty of examples of discussions about designs, with shop windows or window sills built right 
outside the building alignment. E.g. AVB, TP 15522: report (2 June 1896); TP 21497: Mayoral resolution (5 
August 1846); TP 15520: Acte d’autorisation (5 March 1840) and TP 15464: correspondence 1857-1858.  
138 L’Indépendance Belge (1 December 1847) and Willaumez, Les passages-galeries, 21-24.   
139 See the excerpt of the procès-verbal of the CC in L’Indépendance Belge (22 October 1847) and AGSH, 
Pièces officielles: Ordonnance du police 18 May 1848.   
140  AGSH, Assemblées générales 1846-1875: Épreuve du règlement des Galeries Saint-Hubert du 1er 
décembre 1849 – approuvé par le bourgmestre de Bruxelles and AVB, TP 20472: Acte de bail Galeries 
Saint-Hubert [1865]. 
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Il l  4.  Sanson’s shop in the Galeries in the mid-century (Unknown artist) 
Source: GUL, Europeana Topo, BRKZ.TOPO.1095.A.07.  
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Even if the Galeries was not an entirely new urban space for pedestrians, 

seeing as sidewalks had already been laid out sporadically before, it proposed a far 
more radical answer to the heightened preoccupation with physical safety, comfort 
and cleanliness. Because of its width – which was more akin to that of the 
sidewalks along the boulevards than it was to the narrow Parisian arcades – it 
presented a most radical solution in the continuous attempt to limit bodily 
encounters.141 It would encourage the city council to take more drastic measures 
too, forcing property owners to reconstruct their façades in order to straighten 
building lines, widen streets and sidewalks. Plans to redevelop new neighborhoods 
always included the creation of ‘efficient’ traffic arteries. In adjusting urban space 
to the new sensory sensibilities, the Galeries functioned as a trendsetter in altering 
the way the ideal urban space was imagined. The same was true with regard to 
other senses. Moving beyond the haptic, the arcade was also a disciplined 
olfactory space. Again, the arcade gracefully catered to altered sensibilities. 
Certain types of smells, like that of garbage, sewage and foodstuffs, were 
increasingly being discovered as disturbing. Research has shown that the 
rationalist modern project for the city included a war on smells. Associated with 
unsanitary conditions through the widely popular miasma theory, odors were 
believed to potentially carry disease and the process of sanitation was therefore in 
part directed against bad smells.142  

The focus on ventilation in the design of the building and the glazed roof 
was directed at purifying the air and ensuring the easy elimination of unwanted 
scents. The lease between the Société and their tenants contained an olfactory 
paragraph, forbidding the latter to install kitchens in the rooms facing the covered 
street or in rooms that connected to the public space of the Galeries through the 
ventilation system. All other types of smelly activities were also curbed and there 
were strict regulations on when to put the trash out.143 Even though it was symbolic 
of both the arcade’s modernity and its success, the smell of gas was another one of 
those unwanted smells. In fact, when Parisian engineer Maccaud invented a kind 
of odorless gas, the Société was quick to install and promote it.144 Shopping clearly 
needed to take place in an environment free of smells that were considered vile 

                                         
141 As argued by Richard Sennett, ‘the age of individualism’ produced cities which no longer brought people 
together, but instead pushed people through, with as little physical contact as possible. Sennett, Flesh and 
stone, 15-21-and 323-366. According to Sennett, the Parisian arcades and the boulevards differed from one 
another in the fact that the narrow arcades had drawn crowds because they were a small city on its own, while 
the boulevards did not intend for groups to form or people to stand still but were intended to push forth the 
individual in perpetual movement. With its exceptional width, the Brussels arcade stood somewhere in 
between.    
142 Kenny, The feel of the city, 13.  
143 AVB, TP 20472: Acte de bail Galeries Saint-Hubert [1865]. 
144 E.g.: L’Indépendance Belge (24 October 1847, 10 December 1847 and 31 December 1847). 
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and a threat to the Galeries’ respectability. Some smells however were not off 
limits – such as perfumes and tobacco – though some people found them 
annoying. For example, in 1859 a new urban redevelopment project including an 
arcade was presented to the city council. In advocating the necessity of another 
arcade in Brussels, the author of the project argued that the Galeries was not an 
agreeable atmosphere for ladies to abide in. All the pipe-smoking men created a 
fuggy environment. The new arcade would provide ladies with a comfortable 
promenade/shopping space that would be smoke-free and therefore pleasant.145 

Apart from offering a place of shelter against bad weather, muddy feet and 
foul smells, the Galeries Saint-Hubert also shielded the urban wanderer from 
unwanted noise. Much has been written on the effect of the advent of factories, 
railways and public transport on the soundscape of the city. The proliferation of 
different kinds of noises in the nineteenth-century city brought about an increased 
intolerance against sound pollution, and a supposed bourgeois love of silence.146 
Because of its configuration as a pedestrianized street with a roof, the arcade was 
again advantageously positioned to accommodate these budding sensibilities. No 
cars meant less noise, while the roof muffled unwanted noises coming from 
elsewhere in the city. 147  The Société nevertheless went beyond those built-in 
advantages. The tenancy agreement contained strict rules with regard to the 
creation of a ‘neutralized’ soundscape. Tenants were not allowed to undertake any 
chores or handiwork without prior permission of the Société. Nor was the packing 
or unloading of boxes of merchandise to take place in common areas or public 
spaces of the Galeries without preliminary authorization. Tenants were also 
denied the right to keep pets, ‘neither dog, nor bird, nor any loud animal’.148 The 
rules were never as strict as they were in London’s Burlington arcade, where 
visitors were even prohibited from whistling and singing, but they were aimed at 
creating a soothing soundscape.149 As with the smells, some of the sounds were 
tolerated. The uninterrupted sound of people walking and chatting was, in fact, 
part of the allure of the arcade. In 1853 one of the pieces on the Galeries Saint-
Hubert in Le diable à Bruxelles, the jocular publication edited by Louis Hymans 

                                         
145 Second prolongement de la rue de la Loi, nécessaire à l’établissement d’une communication directe, avec 
toutes les parties de la capital, par le percement de l’impasse du Parc jusqu’à la Plaine Sainte-Gudule. Projet 
proposé le 1er mai 1845 par F. Duboix de Bruxelles, présenté plus tard au Conseil Communal par Ed. 
André, F. de Koninck et Fr. Sterckx (Brussels 1859) 4.  
146 E.g.: Peter Bailey, ‘Breaking the sound barrier: a historian listens to noise’, Body & Society, 2:2 (1996) 49-
66; Ralph Turvey, ‘Street mud, dust and noise’, The London Journal, 21:2 (1996) 131-148, see page 135; 
Dennis, Cities in modernity, 114 and Kenny, The feel of the city, 13.   
147 Dennis, Cities in modernity, 114 and Conde Reis, ‘Geschiedenis en architectuur’.  
148 ‘[…] ni chien, ni oiseau, ni aucun animal bruyant’. AVB, TP 20472: Acte de bail Galeries Saint-Hubert 
[1865]. 
149 The Brussels arcade was more akin to the Parisian arcades, which were usually not reserved to the upper 
classes alone: Gillet, ‘Innovation and tradition’, 188. Up until today stewards called ‘Beadles’ are in charge of 
keeping visitors’ behavior in check in the Burlington Arcade.  
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and Jean-Baptiste Rousseau, recounts the experience of a foreigner settling into 
his temporary home in one of the attic rooms of the Brussels arcade. After 
complaining about the myriad of stairs he has to climb to get there, and ironically 
commenting on the ‘fresh’ air curling out the nearby chimneys, the foreigner 
settles into the front room to enjoy his view of the arcade and concludes:  
 

‘Through the windows of my room at the front, I was able to soothe my 
ears with a fantastic and original sound; it is the one made by passers-by, 
walking and chatting in the Galeries Saint-Hubert; from the height of my 
floor, approximately ten meters high, this sound had upon me the effect 
of a small Ocean that came to smash its waves against a pier; the 
conversations from below are lost and become an indistinct murmur as 
they rise towards me, and they arrive as muffled sounds at irregular 
intervals. And I am reassured. From the air and the sound, I have 
everything I need in order to live, a great man could not wish for more.’150  

 
Provided with air and the soothing sounds of people fading into an 
undistinguishable murmur, the foreigner felt at home.  

Walking in the arcade was then a carefully monitored experience, adapted 
to the sensibilities of the modern senses. Reviewing all of the precautions the 
Société and the architect had taken with regards to bodily comfort and reducing 
noises and smells, it is clear that the design of the arcade was attuned to the 
physicality of shopping and walking in urban space. In part, the modernity of the 
space resided precisely in the specific material and spatial configuration and the 
altered physical experience it brought about. Through the design, the bodily 
perception of shopping in the arcade differed from the same activity in another 
street. Cluysenaar had not reinvented the wheel. He merely responded to 
sensibilities that had taken shape on the ordinary shopping streets. Furthermore, 
since the first Parisian arcades were already half a century old by the time the 
Galeries were built, Brussels’ streets had already been partly transformed. Its 
design and lay-out nevertheless did alter the way people expected to shop. 
Because one single company was in control of the entire arcade, it was the 
ultimate contemporary urban space in which to meet budding sensibilities. It was 
much more difficult for the city council to exercise similar control in the streets, 
although it certainly tried to (see chapter three). In making people accustomed to 
this kind of ‘civilized’ bodily experiences, the Galeries presented itself as a catalyst 

                                         
150 ‘Par les fenêtres de ma chambre de devant je puis bercer mes oreilles d’un bruit très-fantastique et original; 
c’est celui que font en marchant et en causant les passants des Galeries Saint-Hubert; du haut de mes dix 
mètres, hauteur approximative de mon étage, ce bruit me fait l’effet de celui d’un petit Océan qui viendrait 
briser ses vagues contre une estacade; les conversations d’en bas se perdent en s’élevant vers moi en un 
murmure indistinct, et ne m’arrivent que par bouffées de sons, à des intervalles irréguliers. Me voilà rassuré. 
De l’air et du bruit, j’ai là tout ce qu’il faut pour vivre; un grand homme n’en veut pas davantage.’ Hymans & 
Rousseau, Le diable à Bruxelles, 118. 
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force, popularizing both the sensibilities and the measures to act upon them. 
Furthermore, by soothing the olfactory, tactile and auditory senses, the path was 
smoothed for the eye to be tantalized.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

I l l  5. Comfort and  awnings in the Galeries Saint-Hubert (turn-of-the-century photograph) 
Source GUL, Europeana Topo: BRKZ.TOPO.1095.A01. 

 
 

Because of the comfortable arrangements, such as the lack of carriages, 
carts and other vehicles, the eight meters-wide pavement, the glazed roof and the 
lack of displays along the streets, the Galeries Saint-Hubert was the ultimate place 
in the city where one could undisturbedly feast one’s eyes. No chance to be run 
over by a cart while admiring a beautiful window display or to fall down a 
trapdoor while walking and talking. The Galeries offered the opportunity of 
window-shopping in comfort. According to Walter Benjamin, it was this 
experience that made the arcade archetypical of its time. It was through the 
display of goods the arcade functioned as a dream world, through which a 
bourgeois society re-enchanted its industrialized world. Benjamin based his study 
on the Parisian arcades, which were in this respect somewhat different from the 
Galeries Saint-Hubert.151 In most of the Parisian ‘passages’ there were next to no 
limitations on how shops were dressed from the outside. The walls of these 
arcades could be overloaded with goods, images of goods and images referring to 
consumer goods. When browsing through some of the prints and engravings of 
these Parisian arcades, it is clear that they were packed with visual consumerist 

                                         
151 Benjamin, The arcades’ project.  
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stimuli. The appearance of the Galeries Saint-Hubert was far more strictly 
regulated. Tenants were not allowed to put up signs, posters, billboards or 
inscriptions on their façade or in any place that would be visible from the outside 
without preliminary approval of the Société.152  Judging by the few nineteenth-
century engravings that portray the arcade, requests and/or approvals were rare 
during the earlier years. By the turn of the century, the Société seems to have 
become a little less strict, with photographs showing the occasional shop sign 
sticking out. Apparently shopkeepers were also allowed to place awnings, 
although they were absolutely useless. Their uselessness presumably testifies to 
the fact that regular shops in regular streets and elaborate market stalls were of 
influence shopkeepers in the Galeries too. [see Il l  4]  

Even if the outlook of the Galeries was rather strictly regulated, there was 
still plenty to be mesmerized by. In fact, the lush décor was designed to be 
admired. From the outset, Cluysenaar meant for the Galeries to be a luxurious 
monument, with plush materials such as marble and elegant statues giving the 
arcade a sumptuous feel. The shop windows were lined with brass chassis and 
already a few years later the glass in the shop windows was replaced with a newer – 
more alluring – kind of plate glass. Cluysenaar was firm: if the façades were of 
monumental style, the glazed roof would shelter a space that was to become even 
more luxurious and splendorous. The luxuries would nevertheless halt at the 
doorsteps to the apartments, behind which plain decency was to reside.153 The 
luxurious outfitting of the Galeries was aimed at effect, at catching the eye of the 
passers-by and the people coming to shop there, luring in passers-by and keeping 
them engaged to buy as much and as often as possible. There was more than 
architecture alone to fascinate passers-by. Shopkeepers were obliged to always 
keep their shops open and leave the lights on in their shop windows until at least 
ten o’clock in the evening.154 Apparently, the tenants took these regulations to 
heart with enthusiasm, leaving the Société to deal with conflicting ambitions and 
functions. Merely two years after the opening of the Galeries, the Société issued a 
rulebook that was ratified by the city council. In an attempt to guarantee the 
function of the arcade as a connecting road, the Société urged their shopkeepers 
to cease the exhibitions in the shop windows for it led to chaos. As people 
crowded round the shop windows, they bumped into each other, blocked the 
passage and disturbed the smooth promenading experience.155  Apparently the 
equilibrium between the different functions and senses was hard to find, and, as 

                                         
152 AVB, TP 20472: Acte de bail Galeries Saint-Hubert [1865]. 
153 AGSH, Assemblées générales 1846-1875: untitled and undated draft (dating back to the early years of the 
Galeries Saint-Hubert).  
154 AVB, TP 20472: Acte de bail Galeries Saint-Hubert [1865].  
155  AGSH, Assemblées générales 1846-1875: Épreuve du règlement des Galeries Saint-Hubert du 1er 
décembre 1849 – approuvé par le bourgmestre de Bruxelles. 
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argued more broadly by Kenny, nineteenth-century dwellers continued to 
experience their surroundings in a profound sensory manner.156 

Its shops and cafés staying open until late at night, the Galeries Saint-
Hubert was apparently a big hit until late in the evening. According to the Société, 
the ‘animation’ that could be found in the Galeries at night easily equaled that of 
any Parisian arcade.157  Its nighttime splendor and spectacle was only possible 
thanks to its being lit. According to Mr. Drory, the Director of the Compagnie 
continentale du gaz the Société was in contract with, the gas lighting was the clue 
to the Galeries’ prosperity: ‘… for if there had been no gas your galleries would 
not have been as attractive as they are and the shops would not have let so well as 
they have’.158 And indeed, it was mentioned in nearly every description of the 
arcade that it was ‘brillamment’ lit by gas. Gas lighting as such was not new. The 
first public gas light had been lighted on the Place de la Monnaie on August 24, 
the birthday of the then King of the United Kingdom of the Netherlands, 
William. According to historian Christophe Loir, the experiments had taken 
place because the intensity of the gas lights would emphasize the new theater 
building, as well as be a foil to the increasing number of shop windows in the 
environs. All through the first half of the nineteenth-century, gas lighting 
nevertheless remained scarce. With the Galeries, Brussels gained another 
illuminated street, designed to host a feast of light. As the Galeries was intended to 
become an evening as well as a day promenade, Cluysenaar made the gas lighting 
central to its construction.159 Since it was one of the distinguishing traits of the 
arcade, no less than 135 ‘becs à gaz’ were ordered for the three-legged covered 
street alone.160 The Galeries was furthermore the first street in which all shop 
windows would be lit, forming a string of flares, thus reinforcing the connection 
between light, promenading and shopping.161  

Apart from facilitating the late-night admiration of window displays, the gas 
lighting allowed for evenings of people-gazing as well. At the occasion of the 

                                         
156 Despite the rationalist program of modernity being aimed at taming and progressively dull the senses. 
Kenny, The feel of the city.  
157 AGSH, Pièces officielles: draft of a letter to the King (without date). 
158 AGSH, Assemblées générales 1846-1875: Mr Drory to De Mot (7 November 1861).  
159  About gas lighting in Brussels: Loir, Bruxelles néoclassique, 193-195 and L. Clerbois, Histoire de 
l’éclairage public à Bruxelles (Brussels 1910). Wolfgang Schivelbusch demonstrated the centrality of artificial 
lighting for shop windows as business hours started to expand into the night and potential customers were 
increasingly found out on the streets. He marks the ‘arcade’ as an intermediate stage between lighting the 
individual shop and turning the shop window into an ‘interior’ space outdoor on the boulevard: Wolfgang 
Schivelbusch, Disenchanted night. The industrialization of light in the nineteenth century (University of 
California Press 1988) 143-154.  
160 Another 130 were to illuminate the theater, while a mere 22 were to be installed to light the staircases of 
the apartments: AVB, TP 6208: Communication entre le Marché-aux-Herbes et la Montagne-aux-Herbes-
Potagères à Bruxelles au moyen de deux galeries couverts projetée par M. Cluysenaar. Devis de dépenses & 
de recettes.  
161 The Société could after all force its tenants to keep their lights on, which was impossible in any other street. 
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golden jubilee of the Galeries Saint-Hubert, L’Indépendance Belge recounted the 
many hours men of earlier generations had spent ogling the pretty shop girls in 
the arcade. They presumably had also enjoyed the sight of the flock of prostitutes 
that paraded there every night.162 Despite the bourgeois design, the Galeries came 
to be a home to a myriad of people of all walks of life, both regulars and 
accidental passers-by. In September 1897, the cast of the Diable au corps theater 
amused its audience with a jesting sketch about Le Passage’s regulars and that 
same year, one of the journalists of L’Indépendance Belge mused on the delight 
the arcade offered by watching people, pleasure and business passing by without 
necessarily having to participate.163  About forty-five years earlier, the foreigner 
from Le diable à Bruxelles had done exactly the same thing from his attic window. 
In one of his diary entries, he writes about his friend coming to visit him, right 
when he is finishing up a sketch of the arcade. Upon the suggestion that they 
should go out together, the friend objects, stating that the sketch is not yet 
finished. Surprised, the Galeries’ tenant asks his friend what in the world could be 
missing from it. ‘Les passants!’164 Because there is no ‘passage’ without passers-by, 
his friend starts drawing people in the sketched Galeries. The result is a 
typography of the visitors of the arcade: a lamplighter at dusk, some students early 
in the morning and a group of girls ‘of the lowest kind’ chased by a band of 
drunken factory employees, a party of ‘littérateurs’, a knot of artists, a ‘flâneur’ or 
two scattered about, an indolent soldier, an aspiring artist and a bored and boring 
bourgeois daughter. The arcade was only properly represented if it was packed 
with people. Walking the arcade had as much to do with entering the 
entertainment venues and admiring shop windows as it was about gazing at each 
other. The spectacle was not confined to the theater and cafés; it took place on 
the glazed street. Neel Doff conveyed a similar image of the arcade in her novel 
Keetje, in which she talks about the Galeries as a main site for promenading, a 
place where women (and men) would strut showing off their pretty clothes. Fitted 
out with its pavements and glazed roof, the brightly lit and broad Galeries offered 
the possibility of feasting one’s eyes on one another in a more comfortable 
manner.  

Men and women in the streets of Brussels had of course had much to look 
at before walking the Galeries had become part of their daily routine. The Rue de 
la Madeleine and the Montagne de la Cour had been famous for their beautiful 
shop fronts and window displays for a long time and people had been parading up 
and down these streets for some time. According to the findings in international 
research, what the French call the ‘lèche-vitrine’ had already existed long before 
the nineteenth century. Walking the streets and visiting shops had also been a 
                                         
162 L’Indépendance Belge (19 June 1987) and Conde-Reis, ‘Geschiedenis en architectuur’. 
163 L’Indépendance Belge (20 and 24 September 1897).   
164 Hymans & Rousseau, Le diable à Bruxelles, 146-155.  
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sensual experience when it had involved muddy shoes, wet feet and dusty faces. 
As mentioned in the previous chapter, shopkeepers had been paying attention to 
their shop fronts before the middle of the nineteenth century too. However, in 
the arcade, the physical activity of shopping was in a sense straitjacketed; it was 
adapted to what was deemed a respectable sensory experience, having barred as 
much disruptive elements as possible. In the arcade, shopping was less thwarted 
by external factors than along a regular street. There were only shop windows and 
other people to take into account. To be sure, pedestrians could still block the 
road for one another, but other obstacles had been removed. There were no 
irritating noises or inconvenient smells to disrupt the magic. As a site for 
shopping, the Galeries kept the eyes stimulated and the other senses pleasantly 
engaged. As Kenny argued more broadly with regard to urban experiences, the 
different senses ‘functioned simultaneously, each complementing and responding 
to the others’.165 If Walter Benjamin argued that the arcade took the shape of a 
dream world through the prickling sights of goods on display, I would add that it 
did so by accommodating the other senses. It needed to, if it wanted to succeed. 
As long as the latter were not distracted, the eyes could be seduced to infinity. As 
such, the Galeries acted as leverage for neighborhood development.   

 

Practical diversity 

In order to keep the eye and the mind of the shopper engaged, more was needed 
than beautiful shop displays and comfortable surroundings in which one could 
gaze at each other and drink in the splendor of it all. According to 
L’Indépendance Belge, the mid-nineteenth-century shopper wanted variation. To 
the authors of the New Year’s shopping column in 1846 it was rather unthinkable 
that all shops of one specialty would be concentrated in the same street: 
  

‘What would you say of a city where all the jewelers would live in the 
same street, all the hatters in another, all the merchants of novelties in a 
third, and so on? Each street would offer a most monotonous sight. 
When a modiste places herself next to an ironmonger or a furrier, a 
goldsmith next to a merchant of comestibles or a novelties’ shop, the 
result of all these contrasts would be a variety that revives the eyes.’166 

 

                                         
165 Kenny, The feel of the city, 200-211.  
166 ‘Que diriez-vous d’une ville où tous les bijoutiers seraient dans la même rue, tous les chapeliers dans une 
autre, tous les marchands de nouveauté dans un troisième, et ainsi de suite? Chaque rue aurait un aspect on 
ne peut plus monotone. Aussi une modiste vient-elle se placer à côté d’un quincailler ou d’un fourreur, un 
orfèvre auprès d’un marchand de comestibles ou d’une maison de nouveautés, et il résulte de tous ces 
contrastes une variété qui récrée la vue.’ L’Indépendance Belge (29 December 1846).  
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From the shopper’s point of view, it seems as though, in the mid-nineteenth 
century, the ideal shopping street was one where there was a variety of shops. As 
the proprietor of a whole street, the Société anonyme des Galeries Saint-Hubert 
was in the position to reinforce this ideal and it did in fact go as far as 
institutionalizing this diversity. No two shopkeepers in the Galeries were to engage 
in the same trade. Tenants were contracted to engage solely in the trade stipulated 
in the tenancy agreement. It was also established that this trade could not be 
identical to that of any of the other shops in the arcade. For instance, there could 
only be one tobacco-salesman and one ‘dentiellière’. Some of the categories were 
nevertheless rather similar, such as a ‘joaillier’ and a ‘bijoutier’, both selling and 
making jewelry.167 Sometimes this resulted in conflicts between two shopkeepers 
and occasionally it led to trouble for the Société as well. The obligation to keep to 
a unique trade within the Galeries also functioned as a form of protection for the 
tenants. It held the guarantee that no other shop with the same profile would be 
established in the arcade. In case of conflict, the Société would sometimes settle 
the matter itself, reprimanding the shopkeeper that had not stuck to his trade. 
Occasionally, however, the Société went to court with a tenant over the clause. For 
example, in July 1850 Mr Buys, a watchmaker set up in the Galeries, pressed 
charges against the Société, Mr Sturbelle and Mr Lacour for unauthorized 
competition. Buys claimed that he had the exclusive right to practice the trade of 
watchmaking in the Galeries and argued that the Société had broken the 
agreement by allowing jewelers Sturbelle and Lacour to display watches in their 
shop windows in the Galeries. 168  The Société had not initiated the case and 
defended itself on the grounds that the sale of watches was part of the trade of 
jewelry makers. Buys only had the exclusive rights for the manufacturing of 
watches in the arcade. The fact that the case was ultimately resolved in the 
Société’s favor did not bring them to relinquish their general aim for variety.  
 By institutionalizing the diversity, the Société des Galeries Saint-Hubert 
wanted to guarantee there was a little bit of everything present on the premises. 
On occasion it was lauded for that ambition. For example, in one of the 
feuilletons in the jocular publication Le diable à Bruxelles, the foreigner set up in 
the Galeries wrote of his enthusiasm for his location in the city: ‘Ces Galeries 
Saint-Hubert sont tout un monde’.169  Overwhelmed with the myriad of shops 
located in the arcade, he concluded that the Galeries was like a city writ small:  
 

Thus I only have to take few steps right and left to find myself furnished, 
clothed, fed, entertained! Nearly all the things to which my needs or 

                                         
167 Several shopkeepers were involved in the same trade, as becomes clear in the commercial directories too.  
168 AGSH, Assemblées générales 1846-1875: Jugement du tribunal de première instance de Bruxelles – Buys 
horloger contre la Société des Galeries Saint-Hubert et Sturbelle & Lacour appelés en garantie (26 July 1850).  
169 Hymans & Rousseau, Le diable à Bruxelles, 121.  
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whims may turn, I have them here, close to me, at hand! A silver bridge 
or small arc and I reach the goal of most of my desires. Living the life of 
ivy around a tree, without having to make an effort to broaden the circle 
of my explorations, I can satisfy myself at my own discretion. I conduct 
myself with the necessary, the useful, the luxurious. In order to see an 
unbelievable quantity of people, things, works, different results, I have but 
to turn my feet or my head. In truth, there is an entire city in this narrow 
and short promenade, lined with two rows of houses that are linked to 
each other by a long glass hyphen.’170  

 
In practice, there was a bit of everything to be found in both the Galeries Saint-
Hubert and the surrounding streets. Still, the shops here mainly sold shopping 
goods – the kind of semi-durable or luxury consumer goods that are (rather) 
expensive, or that are only needed every so often. Following neoclassical 
economic models, shops for shopping goods tend to be concentrated in the city 
center, while food shops are spread around neighborhoods. The Galeries was a 
typical central shopping street from the outset, then, since the number of food 
shops there was very low. By 1878, 51 percent of the shops housed in the 
Galeries traded in fashion and toiletry goods. In total, 47 percent of the Galeries’ 
shopkeepers sold consumer goods, such as books, engravings or furniture and 
items used for housekeeping, or items of art and precision – which some of them 
combined with items of fashion. Overall, 82 percent of the arcade’s retailers sold 
‘shopping goods’. The others dealt in tobacco, glasses and goggles, cardboard 
boxes, shop signs, chocolates or pastries and there was the famous weapon store 
where Verlaine bought the gun he shot Rimbaud with.171  

By 1913 about 49 percent of the shops were involved in the sale of items of 
fashion and toiletry, while about fifty percent dealt in consumer goods – some of 
them simultaneously. Taken together, 89 percent dealt in shopping goods. Food 
shops were rare from the beginning, with Neuhaus, a luxury confectioner, being 
the only one selling perishables in 1878. By the turn of the century, shopping 
goods were still the most important product category. However, in 1913, there 
were two shops selling regular foodstuffs. One of them sold elegant bottled water, 
while the other one, the ‘Epicerie de 1r choix’ was a luxury grocer selling colonial 
wares. Its shop front was decorated with elegant paneling and its threshold was 

                                         
170 ‘Ainsi je n’ai qu’à faire quelques enjambées deci delà et me voilà meublé, vêtu, nourri, amusé! Presque 
toutes les choses vers lesquelles peuvent tendre mes besoins ou mes caprices, je les ai là, près de moi, sous la 
main! Un pont d’argent d’une petite arche, et j’atteins au but de la plupart de mes désirs. En menant la vie du 
lierre autour de l’arbre, sans me donner la peine d’élargir outre mesure le cercle de mes explorations, je puis 
me satisfaire à ma guise. Je me condoie avec le nécessaire, l’utile, le luxe. Pour voir une incroyable quantité 
d’hommes, de choses, de travaux, de résultats différents, je n’ai qu’à tourner le pied ou la tête. En vérité, il y a 
toute une ville dans cette étroite et courte promenade, bordée de deux ranges de maisons qui tiennent les 
unes aux autres par un large trait d’union vitré.’ Hymans & Rousseau, Le diable à Bruxelles, 122. 
171 See Eric Min, De eeuw van Brussel. Biografie van een wereldstad (Antwerp 2013) 61-90.  
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decorated with a colorful mosaic spelling out the name of the shop. The drawings 
adjoining the application attest to the fact that this was a top of the range grocer, 
fitting the consumerist profile of the Galeries perfectly.172 

 
 
 

Product range 
1878 1913 

 # retail properties percentage  # retail properties percentage 
art & precision 4 15% 2 6% 
consumer goods 4 15% 2 6% 
fashion 13 50% 14 45% 
food 1 4% 2 6% 
industrial     1 3% 
military & weaponry 1 4%     
stimulants 1 4%     
wine & liquor     1 3% 
multiple categories 1 4% 5 16% 
multiple retailers 1 4% 4 13% 
# retail properties 26 1 31 1 

Table 3. Distribution of shops per product type, Galerie de la Reine (1878 & 1913) 
 
 
 
 

Product range 
1878 1913 

 # retail properties percentage #  retail properties percentage 
art & precision 3 14% 2 11% 
consumer goods 2 9% 2 11% 
drink     1 6% 
fashion 7 32% 5 28% 
housekeeping 1 5%     
medicine 2 9%     
stimulants 1 5%     
wine & liquor     1 6% 
multiple categories 2 9% 5 28% 
multiple retailers 4 18% 2 11% 
# retail properties 22 1 18 1 

Table 4. Distribution of shops per product type, Galerie du Roi (1878 & 1913) 
 

 
 

 
 

                                         
172 AVB, TP 14300. 
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Product range 
1878 1913 

# retail properties percentage # retail properties percentage 
consumer goods 1 11% 1 25% 
fashion 2 22%     
industrial  1 11%     
military & weaponry 1 11%     
stimulants 1 11%     
wine & liquor 1 11%     
multiple categories 2 11% 3 75% 
multiple retailers         
# retail properties 9 1 4 1 

Table 5. Distribution of shops per product type, Passage des Princes (1878 & 1913) 
 
 
 
Street 1833 1878 1913 
Saint-Hubert 0% n/e n/e 
Galerie du Roi n/e 54% 47% 
Galerie de la Reine n/e 64% 79% 
Passage du Prince n/e 45% 36% 
Arenberg 50% 55% 62% 
Bouchers 15% 30% 28% 
Ecuyer 28% 61% 61% 
Fripiers 51% 58% 60% 
Madeleine 80% 68% 73% 
Marché aux Herbes 56% 67% 67% 
Marché aux Tripes 57% 

  Montagne 40% 51% 50% 
Montagne aux Herbes 
Potagères 34% 59% 44% 

Table 6. Retail occupancy for shops selling shopping goods in the surroundings of the 
Galeries Saint-Hubert 

 
 
Whereas the different branches of the Galeries had a similar profile, the side 
streets offered a more diverse sight. In the 1830s the larger streets, located at the 
rear ends of the axis formed by the Galerie du Roi and the Galerie de la Reine, 
already housed a majority of shops selling shopping goods. The smaller streets 
that formed part of the plot of land of which one part would be transformed into 
the Galeries, housed either no shops or they contained a majority of food shops. 
As mentioned in the previous chapter, the Rue des Bouchers was densely 
populated with butchers. Overall, 55 percent of its properties was taken up by 
food retailers selling regular foodstuffs, such as bread or meat. As the century 
progressed the small number of food shops that were present in the bigger streets 
nevertheless gradually disappeared, while their importance in the alleyways 
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diminished too. In all of these streets, there was a whole gamut of consumer 
goods on sale and the variation even increased as the century progressed. When 
reviewing the evolution of product range sold in the Galeries and the surrounding 
streets between 1833 and 1913, it is obvious there was a steady increase in the 
variety of shops. The most striking example was the Montagne aux Herbes 
Potagères, which witnessed a rise from only 35 different types of products in 1833 
to 161 different categories by 1913.173 The Rue de la Madeleine followed suit, its 
diversity growing from 118 different product types in 1833 to 149 in 1913.174 The 
increasing diversification in the streets was mirrored by that in the shops. For 
example, the amount of shops that sold only shoes would diminish in favor of the 
shops selling both shoes and socks or canes and raincoats. 

The increased variety that can be deduced from the information in the 
commercial directories can in part be explained by the evolution of these 
directories themselves. As time progressed, the categorization system of the 
Brussels directories became more sophisticated, which resulted in an increase of 
categories. Furthermore, a growing number of shopkeepers was listed in two or 
more categories. The increased diversification in the shop and the shopping street 
is however too significant to be attributed solely to the evolution of the directories. 
With a higher number of shops in the streets, it is but logical that the product 
range diversified, as there was simply more space to stack the different goods. 
Furthermore, the fact that the editors of the directories deemed it appropriate or 
necessary to refine their categorization system, demonstrates the importance 
attached to the diversification between products. The discursive reality of the 
directory must have touched upon a (perceived) diversifying retail reality. 
Therefore, it is most likely that the quantitative increase in shops was indeed 
paralleled by a qualitative diversification. As with the qualitative increase, it is not 
easy to determine the impact of the Galeries on this process of diversification. 
When keeping into account the length of the streets whilst measuring the increase 
in the number of product categories sold there, it is clear that certain streets 
boomed more than others. The Montagne aux Herbes Potagères and the Rue de 
la Madeleine, for example, were still the most varied shopping streets in 1913, but 
they were closely followed by the Rue de l’Ecuyer. With the Galeries as the main 
connection between the lowest point of the Rue de la Madeleine and the highest 
point of the Rue de l’Ecuyer, it is not unlikely that its construction had an 
influence on the development of their product range. Furthermore, the Galeries 
functioned as an approach route for the Montagne aux Herbes Potagères. Even if 
it is difficult to assess the precise impact of the Galeries on this process, it seems 

                                         
173 The massive increase here, compared to the others, it should be noted, might in part be due to the fact that 
the undeclared categories counted several wholesalers.   
174 The numbers of product groups quoted here refer to the number of categories that were found in the 
respective streets. 
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safe to state that its construction did not cripple the development of the 
neighborhood, neither in quantitative nor in qualitative terms. From a qualitative 
point of view, the Galeries internalized the commercial diversity of its 
surroundings. Because it was in an organizational situation to do so, it radicalized 
the principle, thus contributing to the diverse character of the neighborhood.  

Apart from offering a variation of shops, the Galeries also offered a 
diversity in urban activities. As established before, one could be furnished, 
clothed, fed and amused all within the distance of a little more than a hundred 
meters. The arcade offered the possibility to engage with other people, while 
strolling, gazing, shopping, having a drink or a bite in one of the cafés or 
restaurants and enjoying a show, an exhibition or a play. Nineteenth-century 
engravings and photographs of the Galeries show different people doing different 
things. Some of the figures are walking straight ahead, while others are conversing, 
glancing or admiring shop windows. Others still are entering shops or making 
their way out.175 Some of them were most probably looking for entertainment. 
While most of the tenants were shopkeepers, the other ground floor spaces 
housed cafés, restaurants and entertainment venues. The Théâtre des Galeries 
was a real crowd-puller and when the flower market turned out to be unsuccessful, 
it was transformed into the Casino des Galeries. The Café de la Renaissance was a 
famous meeting place for French exiles and several of the apartments housed 
famous societies and clubs.  

The upper floors also hosted touring exhibitions on popular subjects. For 
example, in 1849 an anatomic museum descended on the Galeries. For about a 
month, a certain Mr Kahn from Paris exhibited all kinds of waxworks, including a 
fascinating Venus, on the upper floors of number 23 in the Galerie de la Reine, 
between 9 and 10 o’ clock for an entrance fee of one franc.176 In 1852 a Chinese 
family was exhibited in one of the Galeries’ numerous apartments and in 1871 a 
scientific museum was set up there.177  Actress Juliette Drouet, Victor Hugo’s 
mistress, was staying at the Galeries at the time of the Chinese exhibition. She left 
us with an account of her visit with Hugo on Tuesday March 30, 1852. The 
exhibition put on display the everyday life of two Chinese sisters, their maid and 
one of the women’s husbands. The apartment they were settled in consisted of 
several rooms, filled with typical Chinese consumer goods such as porcelain, 
Chinese fabric and small furniture. During their private visit to the exhibition, 
Drouet and Hugo found the women in the second room doing some embroidery, 

                                         
175 E.g.: AVB, Iconographic collection: D 2034 (engraving by Adrien Cannelle, printed by Simonan B. 
Toovey); Ghent University Library, Europeana topo collection: BRKZ.TOPO.1095.A.07, 
BRKZ.TOPO.1095.A.01, BRKZ.TOPO.1095.A.05, BRKZ.TOPO.1095.A.03.  
176 L’Indépendance Belge (19 August and 2, 3 and 25 September 1849). 
177 Journal de Bruxelles (25 January 1871); Juliette Drouet, Souvenirs 1843-1854 (edited by Gérard Pouchain) 
(Paris 2006) 253-277 and AGSH, Galeries Saint-Hubert Journal B (1 February 1851 - 31 January 1856): 
several entries for ‘exposition des chinois’.  
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while the man was signing memento-cards behind his desk in another room. After 
having studied their outfits, talking about their daily routines and wondering at 
their exotic habits, the visit continued into the final room where a ‘museum shop’ 
was established selling all kinds of Chinese merchandise. Juliette bought a 
Chinese fan and a little purse for half the money it would have cost her in Paris.178  

The account of the ‘Exhibition des Chinois’ demonstrates how 
entertainment and shopping were strongly intertwined in the arcade. By grouping 
all these different urban venues under one roof, the Galeries reinforced the 
connection between entertainment and shopping. The spectacle performed in the 
theater, the casino, and the apartments, spilled out into the shops; hence the 
regulations aimed at curbing the theatrical displays in the arcade’s many shop 
windows. In the arcade, the spatial and geographical bond between the 
entertainment and shopping industries was more clearly established than ever 
before. With the Passage de la Monnaie, located right next to the theater, the first 
connection had been made. In its wake, shops had popped up next to and near 
the theater. With the Galeries Saint-Hubert, entertainment and shopping were 
brought under one roof for the first time. Both arcades thus contributed to the 
growing connection between shopping and a culture of entertainment and 
spectacle in Brussels. It would nevertheless only reach its full development on the 
Boulevard Anspach, where wax-works museums, dioramas, auction houses and 
department stores would be sitting next to each other by the turn of the century.  

The spatial grouping of activities encouraged the merging of the buying and 
selling with a broader scope of urban activities. Apart from looking for 
entertainment, shopping was now also intimately connected with walking the city. 
If this association had existed before, the Galeries capitalized upon it by 
developing the right infrastructure for doing so and reinforcing it. Installing this 
infrastructure nevertheless stretched beyond the way the Galeries was laid out. For 
example, it is no coincidence that the first paying restrooms, recommended to 
visitors of the city, were constructed in the Galeries and around the park. It was in 
1859 when the Société decided to install so-called ‘cabinets inodores’, or closed 
off lavatories, which could be used when paying a small entrance fee. They were 
such a huge success that only a year later the Société decided to expand them. In 
1875 the Galeries’ restrooms first appeared in the commercial directories, 
alongside other paying restrooms in the park and the Galeries du Commerce. 
The fact that one had to pay (about 15 cents in 1905) suggests that the Société was 
aiming at a respectable – read affluent – audience. By 1905, Baedeker promoted 
the restrooms in the Galeries Saint-Hubert along with five other restrooms. These 
restrooms were either located in Brussels’ greenbelts – the Parc and the Bois de la 
                                         
178 Drouet, Souvenirs, 259-277. I would like to thank Eric Min for pointing Juliette Drouet’s memoires out to 
me. In his biography of nineteenth-century Brussels, Min devotes a chapter to Hugo and Drouet’s ventures in 
Brussels: Min, De eeuw van Brussel, 45-63.   
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Cambre – or along the fashionable shopping streets of the time: the Galeries, the 
Rue Neuve and the Boulevard Anspach.179 While it is clear that the Société took 
advantage of an existing gap in the market, the restrooms in the Galeries set the 
tone for other paying restrooms of the same price category in other shopping 
streets. The availability of such restrooms made it possible for women to venture 
on long outings in the city. The spatial distribution of restrooms throughout the 
city suggests that many of these long outings assumed the shopping streets as their 
radius of action. Therefore, they testify to the way the activity grew into an all-
round, important, urban experience. Research on department stores has already 
connected the appearance of semi-public restrooms to the development of 
shopping as a social and cultural practice.180 In Brussels, this connection can be 
pushed back further in time. Furthermore, the geographical distribution of this 
particular type of restrooms shows that they were not confined to the shopping 
spaces in and around the Brussels department stores.  

Shopping thus clearly involved more than just the buying and selling of 
goods. It had to do with walking the city and admiring the look of shops, buildings 
and people. It involved spectacle, whether it be in the shop windows, in the 
apartments, or in the other entertainment venues the arcade had to offer. Even if 
regular food shops were near to absent, the sense of taste was addressed in the 
arcade too. Not only did the arcade provide ladies and men with a comfortable 
walking path and plenty to look at, it also offered meals in its restaurants and 
beverages in its tea and coffee shops. Tasting chocolates, pastries and ice cream 
already took place along the Montagne de la Cour in 1847 and it must have 
happened in the Galeries’ confectioner’s shops too. In fact, reviewing the possible 
scope of the activity of shopping, it closely resembles the modern definition 
associated by many an historian with the advent of department stores.181 Even 
though scholars of the early modern period have argued convincingly that the 
broader activity of shopping already took place before the nineteenth century, 
some things did nevertheless change – or crystalize at the least – in the mid-
nineteenth century. 182  The arcade attracted people through its comfortable 

                                         
179 H. Tarlier & J. Rozez (eds), Almanach de commerce de Bruxelles et des communes limotrophes (Brussels 
1875); Karl Baedeker, Belgique et Hollande. Manuel du voyageur, 18th revised edition (Leipzig 1905) and 
AGSH, Assemblées Générales 1848-1878: general assembly meetings (17 November 1859 and 15 
November 1860). 
180 E.g.: Rappaport, Shopping for pleasure, 36-37 on ladies’ rooms in London department stores; Furnée, 
‘Om te winkelen’, 44. The public toilets for women nevertheless remained something of a taboo in Brussels, 
see Claire Billen & Jean-Michel Decroly, De kleinste kamertjes in de grootstad. Openbaar sanitair in Brussel 
van de Middeleeuwen tot vandaag (Brussels 2003) 42-43.  
181 The classic example is James Jefferys, Retail trading in Britain 1850-1950 (Cambridge University Press 
1954). More recently: Rachel Bowlby, Carried away. The invention of modern shopping (London 2000). For 
the historiography on the nineteenth-century department store, see chapter five.  
182 E.g.: Claire Walsh, ‘The newness of the department store. A view from the eighteenth century’, in: G. 
Crossick & Serge Jaumain (eds), Cathedrals of consumption. The European department store, 1850-1939 
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surroundings, alluring outlook and coherent sensual experience. Even if attractive 
shop windows had tempted pedestrians before and even if promenading had 
already taken place in fancy shopping streets for a long time, the Galeries 
facilitated and reinforced the development of shopping as an encompassing urban 
experience through its spatial configuration. In the Galeries’ wake, other streets 
were broadened and fitted out in a more comfortable manner, while shops there 
mingled with entertainment venues and an infrastructure of comfort was installed. 
In that sense, the arcaded space contributed to a broader transformation of 
shopping practices, boosting their infusion with a broader pallet of urban 
activities.  

 

Close encounters 

Apart from being pervaded with the promenading and the entertainment 
business, shopping in the arcade also took on a public character.183  First and 
foremost and as argued earlier, the Galeries Saint-Hubert took on a political 
dimension as a monument for the new elite and the city. It was in fact one of the 
first arcades that was built in close cooperation with a municipal administration. 
Second, part of the agreement with the city council was the exchange of property 
with regard to the expropriation of the Rue Saint-Hubert. The Société could 
dispose of the Rue Saint-Hubert if it returned the passageway of the Galeries into 
public property. As a result, the pavement of the Galeries was a public space. This 
of course limited the Société’s authority over it, which resulted in the occasional 
conflict. At one point the Société wanted to fence off the arcade at night and limit 
access during the day, but it was not allowed to because the arcade was a public 
road.184 From a juridical point of view the passageway the Galeries Saint-Hubert 
had brought about was just another street. The public character of the arcade 
nevertheless stretched beyond that. As a monument, it represented the city and 
sometimes even the country. It often figured in the reports on the happenings at 
the occasion of national holidays and it is no coincidence that L’Indépendance 
Belge demonstrated the feeling of collective grief in the city when Queen Louise 
died in 1850 by referring to the dimmed lights and the black oriflammes in the 
Galeries Saint-Hubert.  

                                                                                                                               
(Aldershot 1999) 46-71; Van Damme, Verleiden en verkopen and most recently chapters two, three, four, 
five and six in Furnée & Lesger, The landscape of consumption.   
183 Apart from those arcades financed with public funds, the arcade has come to be regarded as a transitory 
place, symbolic of a changing relationship between private and public space. See Dennis, Cities in modernity, 
114-115. 
184 AGSH, Assemblées générales 1846-1875: SAGSH to CC (25 April 1848) and CC to SAGSH (29 April 
1849). 
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The arcade, moreover, was a place where people met and discussed 
politics. For a long time the Galeries was the seat of one of the major liberal clubs 
of the country, while throughout the nineteenth century and especially in the early 
1870s, it was the meeting place for French political and literary exiles. Baudelaire 
held lectures in the upper apartments and according to the accounts of Georges 
Barral he called it ‘the theater of his pedestrian adventures’ on rainy days.185 Victor 
Hugo frequented ‘le Passage’, while his mistress lived in the Passage des Princes. 
Together with Alexandre Dumas and Appolinaire, they were frequent visitors of 
the arcade’s famous Café de la Renaissance. The Galeries was also the place 
where Verlaine bought the gun he shot Rimbaud with.186 Contemporary shopping 
theorists have argued that the confines of the public sphere have come to coincide 
with the confines of shopping space.187 One could say that this collision stretches 
back to Antiquity, where the Roman agora was both a market place and a space of 
political power. The arcade was nevertheless one of the first places where the 
development of public debate and civil society became infused with shopping 
behavior of another kind. If the market place was where one shopped for food, 
the arcade was about shopping for less vital items such as shoes, tobacco, prints 
and jewelry. 

The public character of the arcade led to its being filled with all kinds of 
people from different social backgrounds and with different ambitions. These 
people would appropriate the space of the arcade and thereby alter it. Bringing 
different people, roles and backgrounds together under one roof sometimes gave 
cause for tensions. These tensions then undermined the spotless image the 
Société was trying to create for its arcade. By managing the urban transformation 
represented by the arcade, urban dwellers altered, transformed and remolded the 
space they used. First of all, the grouping of men and women gave cause for 
gender trouble, as conventions were never secure. Second, the use of the arcade 
for different purposes by different people coming from different backgrounds 
with different morals, led to social tensions. After having analyzed how discourse 
and matter together shaped the arcade, which in turn impacted upon the practices 
and ideas structuring the shopping experience, the following section aims to 
demonstrate how this new urban space was impacted upon by the way its users 
‘practised’ it. According to De Certeau, the urban environment is lifeless until 
given significance by its users through discourse and practice, or what he terms 
spatial stories.188 As Kenny argues, that significance is often the result of ‘conflicts 

                                         
185 Georges Barral, Five days in Brussels with Charles Baudelaire, transl. Andrew Rickard (Newmarket 2010) 
76.  
186 Graham Robb, ‘Rimbaud, Verlaine, and their season in hell’, New England Review, 21:4 (2000) 7-20. 
187 E.g.: Pasi Falk & Colin Campbell, ‘Introduction’, in: Pasi Falk & Colin Campbell (eds), The Shopping 
Experience (London et al. 1997) 1-14.  
188 De Certeau, The practice of everyday life, 117-118.  
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and compromises between competing spatial stories’.189 It is the competition of the 
differing practices and discourses that will be elaborated upon next. 
 

Sin city 

The Galeries Saint-Hubert was a highly gendered space, with men and women 
fulfilling different roles within the same space. To begin with, and even though by 
the turn of the twentieth century women owned two thirds of the company’s 
shares, the board was a full on masculine affair. Why so many women owned a 
share remains a mystery. Perhaps the original shareholders, who often had stakes 
in many different companies, passed down their shares of the Galeries to their 
daughters, because they felt it was a suitable investment for them. In any case, 
despite the number of women owning stocks, they did not do anything with them, 
or they were not allowed to do anything with them. It was the men who made the 
decisions with regard to the Galeries. A skewed gender balance was also reflected 
in the arcade’s visitors and their activities. As a shopping space, the Galeries Saint-
Hubert was not straightforwardly feminine. In fact, although there already existed 
a rather strong connection between women and a type of shopping centered on 
fashion, men were thought to visit certain shops too. Shopping was nevertheless a 
gendered affair. When L’Indépendance Belge first featured a column to help 
their readers pick out New Year’s presents in late December 1846, the male 
authors switched between addressing the often gender-neutral ‘lecteur’ and the 
gendered ‘lectrice’. The column started off by arguing that everybody needed to 
buy something at the occasion of Christmas. The ‘lecteurs’ are prodded to buy 
something for their children, wives, servants and so on. However, a few lines 
further down, it is their female audience they turn to when trying to justify that 
they will start by reviewing a furniture shop:  
 

‘We can already hear our young, pretty and elegant female readers – we 
imagine having many who possess these three qualities – it seems to us 
that we hear them cry out: ‘My goodness! Why start out with this bazar, 
why initiate us, above all, in the details of housekeeping? Please without 
further ado, guide us to the best novelty, linnen or jeweler’s shops; show 
us that what will make us prettier still; later, when the years force us to 
renounce the world a little, to flee in our households, only then will it be 
time to take us to Bazar Royal.’ One moment, ladies, do not be impatient. 
The linen’s shops, the jewelers, the shops selling novelties and curiosities 
will have their turns. For the moment, come with us into this bazar that 
you seem to disapprove of: perhaps we will have a hard time trying to get 

                                         
189 Kenny, The feel of the city, 10.  
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you to leave. Do you believe that there is nothing here that would concern 
you?’190 

 
The columnists then continued to discuss the vanity tables that were sold at the 
Bazar Royal. Apart from the paternalistic tone in which these ‘young, pretty and 
elegant’ ladies are addressed, it was apparently assumed that women were 
interested in appearances only. According to these columnists, women were only 
happy to shop if the goods concerned fashion and clothes. When reviewing the 
entire eight-day column, it is clear that women are addressed each time scarfs, 
mirrors, fur, chocolates and similar goods are involved. Men are addressed with 
regard to shops selling art, books or scientific objects.191 In other words, women 
were associated with frivolity, whereas men were considered more serious and 
substantial. Conversely, a young man was not expected to have any knowledge of 
textiles and tissues, as becomes clear when discussing the advantages of fixed 
prices. Shopkeepers you could haggle with were considered unreliable. They 
demanded ‘a different price for the foreigner or for the young man who is unable 
to appreciate the quality of the cloth that is presented to him, and for the 
housewife whose experience guards her from being duped’.192 If at first sight, the 
gendering of shopping seems to have confirmed the historiographical model of 
separate spheres for men and women – wives shopped for the household, while 
men shopped for entirely different types of goods – shopping was nevertheless 
gendered in a more intricate way.193 A married woman was more knowledgeable 
than a frivolous young girl. Young – foolish – girls were more likely to be into 
appearances and frivolous shopping than married mothers. It furthermore seems 
significant that the columnists talked of a ‘young man’ who was easily duped when 
buying goods for the household. As research by John Tosh has shown, the home 
was as essential to a man’s masculinity as were his activities in the public sphere.194 
Despite the diversification by age within the sexes, it is however clear that men 

                                         
190 ‘Il nous semble entendre d’ici nos jeunes, jolies et élégantes lectrices – nous avons la prétention d’en avoir 
beaucoup qui possèdent ces trois qualités – il nous semble les entendre se récrier: «Mon Dieu! Pourquoi 
commencer par ce bazar, pourquoi nous initier, avant tout, aux détails de ménage? Conduisez-nous bien vite 
dans les magasins de nouveautés, de lingerie, de bijoux; montrez-nous ce qui doit nous faire plus belles 
encore; plus tard, quand les années nous forceront à renoncer un peu au monde, pour nous enfouir dans 
notre ménage, il sera temps de nous conduire au Bazar Royal.» Un instant, mesdames, ne soyez pas si 
impatientes. Les lingères, les bijoutiers, les marchands de nouveautés et de fantaisie auront leur tour. En ce 
moment, entrez avec nous dans ce bazar que vous semblez dédaigner: nous aurons peut-être ensuite de la 
peine à vous en faire sortir. Croyez-vous donc qu’il ne s’y trouve rien qui vous concerne?’ L’Indépendance 
Belge (24 December 1846). 
191 L’Indépendance Belge (24-31 December 1846).  
192 ‘[…] un prix différent pour l’étranger ou pour le jeune homme qui ne soit pas en état d’apprécier la qualité 
de l’étoffe qu’on leur présente, et pour la femme de ménage que son habitude met en garde contre la 
duperie’. L’Indépendance Belge (24 December 1846).  
193 The classic work with regard to the ‘separate spheres’ model is Davidoff & Hall, Family fortunes.   
194 John Tosh, A man’s place. Masculinity and the middle-class home in Victorian England (Yale University 
Press 1999).  
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and women were believed to have different interests in shopping and that a gap 
was established between the superficial girl and the intelligent man.  

The arcade contained both the male and female kinds of shops. There 
were shops to fit the discursively established needs of both women and men, with 
famous lace, fashion and confectioner’s shops sitting next to tobacco-shops and 
librarians selling engravings and prints. Consequently, the Galeries Saint-Hubert 
can be considered a mixed space, a space both women and men visited for their 
own kinds of business. In that respect, the Brussels’ arcade seemed to differ 
somewhat from the Haagsche Passage in The Hague. There, as was the case in 
the department stores of London’s West End, the management stimulated 
women to visit the place by creating a ‘safe’, female environment by installing 
restrooms, prohibiting the ‘male’ coffee house to set up tables and chairs outside, 
and by opening predominantly female ‘tea rooms’.195 The Brussels arcade did not 
contain spaces that were exclusive to women. On the contrary, when Mr Kahn set 
up his anatomic museum in 1849, women were not allowed inside. It is rather 
unlikely then that the Société tried to focus on one of the sexes at the expense of 
the other. Women and men were using the space, both together and alone. 

Women seem to have been at liberty to enjoy the arcade, a ‘heterosocial 
space’, on their own for most of its nineteenth-century existence. One of the 
engravings, dating back to the 1850s or 1860s, figures several women walking the 
arcade by themselves amongst other small groups of people.196 The women in the 
engraving do not look different from the women with male or female escorts. 
Although it is uncertain whether this engraving is representative of reality, it was at 
least a picture normalizing or encouraging this behavior if not representing it. 
With Sanson’s shop drawn out sharply and figuring prominently, the engraving 
most probably served as an advertisement. It is then rather likely that the people, 
serving as background, would be walking in a way that was familiar to its audience. 
Other sources also point to the fact that it was already deemed normal in the mid-
century for a woman to walk the arcade by herself. For example, the portrait of 
the arcade’s visitors in Le diable à Bruxelles contained different types of cliques, 
groups and individuals. Apart from the girls of questionable morals, the bourgeois 
daughter visiting the arcade looking for a husband was presented to us as one of 
the individuals strutting in the arcade. An article in Bradshaw’s monthly, a British 
travel magazine at the time, advanced that  

                                         
195 Rappaport, Shopping for pleasure; Furnée, ‘Om te winkelen’, 28-55.  
196 Ghent University Library, Europeana topo: BRKZ.TOPO.1095.A.07. According to the information given 
by the Ghent University Library, the engraving is dated in the late nineteenth or early twentieth centuries. 
However, according to both the information from the commercial directories and the register of tenants held 
by the Société, Sanson was located in the Galeries somewhere between the early 1850s and 1866. It is 
therefore likely that this engraving dates back to that period of time. H. Tarlier, Almanach du commerce et 
de l’industrie (Brussels 1854); H. Tarlier, Almanach du commerce et de l’industrie (Brussels 1866); H. 
Tarlier, Almanach du commerce et de l’industrie (Brussels 1875) and AGSH, Registre des baux.  
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‘the fair capital of Belgium is peculiarly the property of the ladies. It is 
Paris in miniature, Parisian toilettes, gantries, chausseries, and, above all, 
the genuine lace of Mechlin and Brussels manufacture are to be had here 
on advantageous terms! The Montagne de la Cour, the Rue de la 
Madeleine, and the beautiful Arcade of St. Hubert, should be the special 
objects of their attention, and whilst they are making acquisitions at these 
marts, we will invite the messieurs to accompany us to the Grande Place, 
to admire […] the various architectural designs of the surrounding 
buildings.’197 

 
Although it is likely that many men accompanied their wives on their shopping 
spree, this magazine nevertheless recommended them to go out on their own.198   

In her novel, Neel Doff, too, lets Keetje walk the streets by herself several 
times. The first time, when she is trying to find clientele as a prostitute, her 
mother is following her from a distance to protect her. The second time, Keetje 
participates in the daily ‘women’s parade’ between the Montagne de la Cour and 
the Rue de la Madeleine. Drawing parallels with Doff’s own life, it is likely this 
scene is to be situated in the 1870s or 1880s. The passage of the elegant strut 
seems to be a symbolic transition between Keetje’s past as a prostitute and her 
newly established respectable life. Keetje remarks that she looks just like the other 
respectable women in the street, thus attesting to the fact that respectable women 
could walk on their own at this particular time of day.199 Turn of the century 
photographs portray multiple bourgeois women – women that did not look like 
prostitutes or beggars – walking the arcade both alone and in the company of 
men, children and other women. Even if the social tensions of the late nineteenth 
century reinforced the ideal of the ‘femme au foyer’, it does not seem to have 
affected their shopping habits.  
  

                                         
197 Bradshaw’s monthly continental railway steam transit, and general guide, for travellers through Europe, 
19:1 (1859) 237.  
198 In his account of his travels to the continent, American Curtis Guild recounts visiting lace shops in the Rue 
Royale in the late 1860s or early 1870s: Curtis Guild, Over the ocean; or, sights and scenes in foreign lands 
(Boston & New York 1871) 319-320. 
199 Doff, Keetje. 
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Il l  6. Men and women in the Galeries, sometime during the nineteenth century 
Source: GUL, Europeana topo: BRKZ.TOPO.1095.A.03 
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 Il l  7. Men and women walking the Galeries at the turn of the century  
 Source: Private collection. Author Wilhem Hoffmann.  
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In her study on London’s nineteenth-century department stores, Erika 

Rappaport demonstrates how gender relations were central to the 
commercialization of the late-Victorian and early-Edwardian West End. She 
shows how, in the second half of the century, ‘female shoppers constantly traveled 
from their homes to the urban center’. Although it can be argued that shopping 
reinforced traditional gender roles because it presented an extension of women’s 
domestic duties and made them into passive consumers, it did give them a 
respectable reason to leave their homes, even if they were housewives, and walk 
the city. Judging from the women depicted in engravings, stories and photographs, 
the arcade definitely formed an attraction pole for women in the city before the 
advent of the department store. As such it must have played its part in negotiating 
gender roles. Although sources do not allow for an in-depth analysis of the way 
gender relations were reshaped in the arcade (or in other shopping sites, for that 
matter), it presumably furthered an ongoing process of feminization of a type of 
leisurely shopping, centered on fashion, novelty, domesticity and affirming social 
status, that originated in an earlier period.200 According to Hazel Hahn, in her 
research on Paris in the mid-nineteenth century, the image of women in 
consumer culture proliferated around the late 1830s and early 1840s. Whereas 
consumption increased and broadened for both men and women, Hahn argues 
that there was a distinct feminization of consumption in this period and that this 
proliferation of female consumerism was a key element in the construction of the 
image of Paris as a modern city.201 As George Bradshaw’s recommendations show, 
men and women were expected to use the space of the arcade in a different way. 
The characteristics of the arcade molded the ‘gendered’ activities that took place 
there, while these in turn produced the arcade as an urban space.202  

As Rappaport skillfully demonstrates, the Victorian bourgeoisie ‘was 
troubled and yet excited’ by the newly ambulatory female crowd.203 Similarly, the 
fact that women seem to have been able to walk the arcade by themselves rather 
early on does not entail that the presence of women in this particular public space 

                                         
200 Gender relations were obviously about more than female mobility in the city alone. See Henk de Smaele, 
‘Sociëteiten, seksen en sferen’, Low Countries Historical Review, 129:3 (2014) 83-92.  
201 Hahn, Scenes of Parisian Modernity, 20.  
202  In her study of gender and urban space in Regency London, architectural historian Jane Rendell 
demonstrates that ‘women and men traversed urban space, moving and looking, but in different ways’. Their 
rambles represent ‘gendered space in terms of dynamic and overlapping set of spatial practices rather than as 
a series of static architectural objects. These activities – consumption, display and exchange – both produce, 
and are produced by, the architectural and urban spaces they take place in’. This must have been the case in 
the arcade as well. Jane Rendell, The pursuit of pleasure. Gender, space and architecture in Regency London 
(London 2002) 126-141. 
203 Rappaport, Shopping for pleasure, 5. Rendell demonstrates that attitudes towards female ‘rambles’ shifted 
from an ambivalent attitude to a more conservative response, celebrating domestic ideologies. Rendell, The 
pursuit of pleasure, 126-141. 
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did not lead to similar tensions and conflicts. There is no trace of the 
management discussing the issue of whether respectable women would feel free to 
visit the arcade or not, like there was in The Hague. Nor were there restrictive 
measures, like the ‘police des moeurs’ in the arcade in Rotterdam. Nevethtless, it 
is doubtful that their presence in the Galeries Saint-Hubert was not controversial 
during certain times of the day.204 There are some indications that it was deemed 
preferable to walk the arcade escorted. First of all, crossing the Galeries 
unescorted seemed like a hazardous and foolish idea to some. For example, on 
December 15, 1847, the Journal de Bruxelles reported that a young girl had 
betted that she would walk the arcade at six o’clock in the evening, wearing an 
outdated hat the size of an umbrella. She had only just entered the Galeries when 
a few rascals started to hiss at her and slap her in the face. She subsequently hid in 
a nearby house, but they forced the door and she was ‘en butte aux mauvais 
traitements’ until she was rescued (or arrested) by the police. The journalist 
concluded by classifying her action of walking through the arcade alone – and with 
that hideous hat – as a ‘gageure’, a provocation or gamble. This was not the only 
vice to take place in the arcade. For example, on April 19, 1872, L’Indépendance 
Belge reported on a court case against Alexandre Beaudrant, a 57-year old 
Frenchman who was charged for having committed indecent assaults on girls 
under the age of fourteen. Apparently he had picked them up in the Galeries, 
where they must have been walking alone for him to manage that.  

Tensions also ran high with regard to the streetwalkers that used the 
Galeries Saint-Hubert to find clients. When trying to fence off the arcade in the 
late 1840s, part of the motivation of the Société and its tenants was to get rid of 
prostitutes. Backed by his tenants, in a letter dated April 25 De Mot tried to 
convince the city council of the need for some form of admittance policy that 
would allow the Galeries’ guards to deny access to certain people. He argued: 
‘What everybody asks for is the repression of scandal, which has driven the 
peaceful public away at night.’205 The problem did not disappear as the century 
progressed. In fact, in September 1875, the Galeries’ shopkeepers filed a 
complaint with the city police because of the harm caused to them by ‘une foule 
de femmes de mauvaise foi’ overrunning the Galeries. They demanded that the 
police would increase their patrols, because ‘they [the ‘women of questionable 
morals’] permit themselves to halt the passers-by and throw insults to the ladies 
who wish to enter our shops; these women consider the Passage to be a terrain 
that is rightfully theirs. The result of this state of affairs is that our shops are truly 

                                         
204 Furnée, ‘Om te winkelen’.  
205 ‘C’est la répression du scandale, qui eu chassé le public paisible dans la soirée, que tout le monde 
demande.’  AGSH, Assemblées générales 1846-1875: Letter from SAGSH to CC (25 April 1848). 
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inaccessible and from this we suffer great prejudice’.206 It is obvious, then, that 
these prostitutes encroached upon an existing female freedom of movement in 
the urban environment. 

Apart from the female prostitutes there were other reasons why the Société 
might have wanted to fence off the arcade. In fact, the Galeries was not only a 
renowned streetwalker district; it was also one of the major meeting spots for gays 
in Brussels. As Wannes Dupont has argued, modern urban infrastructures, such 
as the Galeries, were attractive ‘cruising areas’ because one’s presence there was 
not suspicious. Hook-ups tended to happen at night, especially between eight and 
nine in the evening.207 Although the ‘promenade’ took place in the afternoon, 
somewhere between two and five o’clock, shops stayed open until ten. The 
people entering the shops might have been different at four or at nine in the 
evening, but the shopping and the nightlife did coincide. In fact, gay men looking 
for a hook-up used practices common to the shopping culture in order to make 
contact. While wandering through the arcade, a gay man would casually stop to 
look at a window display and go stand next to a prospective partner. He would 
then proceed to get in touch rather literally by inadvertently touching the other 
person’s behind. If there was no shocked response, the initiator would then 
continue by putting his hand on the other one’s crotch to see whether he was 
interested in going any further. All of this happened while admiring the goods on 
display. If the Société wanted to turn the Galeries into a clean and bourgeois 
space, it obviously did not succeed at barring all inappropriate behavior. Through 
their actions, gay men and female prostitutes did partake in the shopping culture, 
to the level where their behavior thwarted the illusion or dream the Société 
wanted to create for its shopping ladies and men. So did the presence of different 
social classes.  
 

An interrupted illusion 

When trying to fence off the arcade, social tensions also played a role. When 
making their plea, the tenants and the Société argued that all they wanted was to 
put an end to scandalous practices, in order to stop a more respectable audience 
from staying away. They stressed that ‘the goal of the inhabitants of the Galeries, 
and moreover that of the Société, is to not forbid usage of the Passage to the 

                                         
206 ‘Elles se permettent d’arrêter les passants et d’insulter les dames qui désirent rentrer dans nos magasins; ces 
femmes considèrent le Passage comme un terrain qui leur est acquis. Il résulte de cet état de choses que nos 
magasins sont véritablement inabordables et que nous nous en éprouvons un grand préjudice’. AVB, Police, 
POL 817: Galeries Saint-Hubert, Letter from SAGSH to the Mayor (27 September 1875). 
207 Dupont devotes a chapter to Gay Brussels in his doctoral dissertation: Wannes Dupont, Free-floating evils. 
A genealogy of homosexuality in Belgium (doctoral dissertation, to be defended at the University of Antwerp 
in 2015).   
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working class, no one has that idea.’208 The fact alone that they felt the need to 
elaborate on this point, demonstrates that social tensions were present in the 
Galeries Saint-Hubert. The public spaces within the arcade were quintessentially 
bourgeois in conception. The lush architecture and elegant shops were aimed at a 
wealthy audience for which conspicuous consumption was only natural. At night 
however, the social character of the arcade was less straightforward. Built at a time 
when street lighting was still rare, the Galeries attracted a flock of workers looking 
to be diverted. A week or two before its official opening, people were given a 
chance to buy a sneak peak by purchasing a ticket.209 On Thursdays and Sundays 
the price of the tickets was higher than on weekdays. Since working class people 
would only find the opportunity on Sundays, it is likely that this price policy was 
aimed at excluding poor people from the arcade.210 While they clearly intended 
for the arcade to be a real monument and a fashionable promenade, the Société 
was not very successful at keeping control over how the space was used. It took 
only a few months for the Société to demand that the city council would issue 
special regulations for disciplining behavior in the Galeries. As discussed above, a 
lot of these regulations had to do with keeping the arcade clean and doing so in an 
organized manner; in a way that would not disturb the affluent passers-by. Some 
were nevertheless aimed at controlling the way people moved around in the 
Galeries. For example, ‘rassemblements’ in front of shop windows were curbed in 
order to guarantee a smooth circulation.211 Although that stipulation might have 
had something to do with the climate of social unrest in the late 1840s, the Société 
continued to hire guards, acting as security officers, all through the century too.212 
They resembled the police corps to such a degree that a debate took place in the 
city council, asking whether to incorporate them as a special task force within the 
police force or whether to demand a change in their uniforms.213 It is obvious, 
then that they were hired to maintain order in a bustling place. 
 The importance of time has been stressed in research on nineteenth-
century sociability.214 Apart from different days of the week, different hours of the 
day could alter the character of a space entirely. Respectable ladies promenaded 

                                         
208 ‘Le but des habitants des galeries, par plus que celui de la Société, n’est d’interdire la fréquentation du 
passage, à la classe ouvrière, nul n’a cette pensée.’ AGSH, Assemblées générales 1846-1875: Letter from 
SAGSH to CC (25 April 1848). 
209 L’Indépendance Belge (18 June 1847) and Journal de Bruxelles (19 June 1847). 
210 Discussions within the city council regarding market policy reveal Sunday to be the only time the working 
classes had time to visit the market (see chapter three) and in the next couple of decades museum officials 
would start to debate whether the museum should be opened on Sundays to allow the working classes to visit 
as well. See Liesbet Nys, De intrede van het publiek. Museumbezoek in België 1830-1914 (Leuven 
University Press 2012) 157-167.  
211  AGSH, Assemblées générales 1846-1875: Épreuve du règlement des Galeries Saint-Hubert du 1er 
décembre 1849 – approuvé par le bourgmestre de Bruxelles, and L’Indépendance Belge (22 October 1847). 
212 The city council prohibited people from assembling on the streets too, see: BC 1847, vol. 1, 291-296. 
213 L’Indépendance Belge (22 October 1847).   
214 E.g.: Corbin, Time, desire and horror, 1-12. 
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along the shopping streets in the afternoon, while the working class would be 
working at that moment. The portrayal of the arcade’s most iconic visitors in the 
painter’s sketch in Le diable à Bruxelles, also appointed different times to the 
different types of people. Students roamed the arcade in the early mornings, while 
actors did so late at night.215 The time of the year could also make a difference, as 
summer usually saw the retreat of the elite to their country houses. The Galeries 
Saint-Hubert could easily be conceived as one of the spaces affected by these 
changes. There are several indications that demonstrate the temporal 
differentiation of the arcade as a social space. For example, the administrative 
council never held its monthly meetings during the summer months, as if there 
was nothing to take care of during the summer season. At the time of its 
inauguration, a journalist remarked that summer would not be the high season for 
the arcade because of the absence of the well-to-do.216 

Still, different social groups must have encountered each other in the 
Galeries. Many of the personages on the Diable-sketch did not pass by during a 
specific time of day. Furthermore, the prostitutes embarrassed respectable woman 
while they were shopping, so they must have been there at the same time. We 
know the promenade to have been designated to the afternoon, but we are less 
certain of the actual times during which the diversity of respectable women with 
different social backgrounds shopped in the arcade. The haute bourgeoisie might 
have had a different timing than the average middle class woman. Also, the 
Société would not oblige their tenants to keep their shop open until ten o’clock in 
the evening if no one walking through the arcade would enter them.217 If they 
wanted the arcade to remain lively, there must have been a reason for it. 
Moreover, the complaints to the police demonstrate that the arcade was not a 
straightforwardly bourgeois space at any time of the day, otherwise the Société 
would not have bothered to protect their well-to-do clientele. On May 3, 1848, the 
Journal de Bruxelles reported on a petition the tenants of the Galeries Saint-
Hubert had filed with the city council. In their petition, the tenants demanded for 
measures to protect them against ‘the insults to which they are subject from the 
part of a certain class of pedestrians who meet each other there every night, and 
whose presence scares away the clients’.218 Apparently, shoppers did show up in 
the evenings as well as during the day. The unidentified group of visitors – which 
most probably consisted of prostitutes – was detrimental to the status of the 
Galeries as a pleasurable shopping space. In their complaint, the tenants of the 

                                         
215 Hymans & Rousseau, Le diable à Bruxelles, 146-155. 
216 Journal de Bruxelles (28 August 1847). Indeed, autumn was the season with which the Galeries was most 
associated. See L’Indépendance Belge (20 September 1897).  
217 AVB, TP 20472: Acte de bail Galeries Saint-Hubert [1865]. 
218 ‘[…] des avanies dont ils sont l’object de la part d’une certaine classe de promeneurs qui s’y donnent 
rendez-vous tous les soirs, et dont la présence éloigne les chalands’.  Journal de Bruxelles (3 May 1848).  
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Galeries continued that ‘to tolerate such a state of affairs any longer without an 
efficient remedy, would be to ruin the Galeries and compromise the existence of 
the numerous families who reside there’.219   

Moreover, even if the Société tried to preserve the public spaces of the 
Galeries for a well-to-do audience used to lush luxury, the interaction between 
different social groups was inherent to the arcade’s configuration. In fact, from the 
outset, a social duality was projected. In a programmatic text, Cluysenaar stated 
that no effort was to be made for the apartments and the staircases leading to 
them: ‘But the luxury and the spending end at the doorstep of the houses. Inside, 
everything is plain, but clean, comfortable and healthy, as befits the laboring 
population for whom the Galeries Saint-Hubert is destined.’220 In fact one could 
argue that the Galeries was designed as a social ladder turned upside down. In 
one of the diary entries printed in Le diable à Bruxelles the foreigner staying at 
the Galeries recounts his visit to a downstairs neighbor, living on the mezzanine 
floor over the shop. Packed with ten to twelve people inside, our lead exclaims his 
surprise at these floors being used as living spaces. His neighbor explained:  

 
‘What would you say, he told me, if you knew that – of all the floors of a 
house in the Passage – the basement is almost always the one that is 
inhabited the most? On the ground floor; shops of all kinds; by day, the 
basement serves as the workshop to the employees of the shops, by night, 
as bedroom to the masters of the house. The rest is let out. As the 
apartments on the first floor are big, you will sometimes meet rich tenants 
here, more often societies, circles, sometimes even galleries of objets d’art 
and entire theaters. With my ground floor and my basement, I do not 
need the luxury of an attic, this is it; I will not speak to you of my garden, 
all my flowers are kept in the roof-gutter of my house.’221    

   
With exhibitions and club meetings organized on the first floors, close encounters 
between different social groups were inevitable. As we have seen, the members of 
the Cercle artistique, for example, were members of the haute bourgeoisie, while 

                                         
219 ‘Tolérer plus longtemps sans une remède efficace, pareil état de choses, serait ruiner le commerce des 
Galeries et compromettre l’existence des nombreuses familles qui s’y sont installés.’ Journal de Bruxelles (3 
May 1848).  
220 ‘Mais le luxe et la dépense s’arrêtent au seuil des maisons. À l’intérieur tout est simple, mais propre, 
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diable à Bruxelles, 127-128. 
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the shopkeepers and artisans living on the upper floors were most often of a lower 
social stature. They would not only meet over the counter, but they could also 
bump into each other rather easily in the other common areas in the Galeries. 

The conjoined use of the Galeries by different social groups and their 
cohabitation did lead to tensions. Its status as a popular nightlife scene among the 
working classes troubled the Galeries’ function as a clean and respectable 
bourgeois space. For example, in 1859 the Société addressed the city council with 
a request to place brick or iron constructions in the corner formed by the exit of 
the theater and the facades along the Rue de l’Ecuyer, often used as a place to 
leave all kinds of ordures. The same problem existed near the façade of the 
Galeries in the Rue des Bouchers, a street that would retain its vulgar and dodgy 
appearance throughout the century. The Société demanded both the construction 
of something that would block the access to these corners (either by filling it up 
with brick and mortar or by installing some sort of fence or iron bar) and the 
intensification of police patrols. If a strong repressive action would fail to occur, so 
they argued, these practices would devaluate the rental prices of the nearby 
properties.222 In other words, these grubby practices diminished the attraction the 
arcade would have on prospective shoppers. As a result, the places would not let 
as well as they would otherwise. Because of its lighting, the Galeries remained a 
popular place to hang out at night throughout the century, for wealthy young men, 
intellectuals, artists, workers and employees alike. The status the Galeries enjoyed 
as an entertainment center brought with it the perks of a lot of coming and going 
of passers-by. Even if this added up to its attractiveness as a commercial location, 
it also brought about the inconveniences of bustling hot-spots, such as drunken 
people producing street refuse. 
  The Galeries Saint-Hubert also appeared quite often in the judicial column 
of the papers. For example, on July 31, 1848, L’Indépendance Belge reported of 
two thieves getting caught in the Galeries after robbing shopkeepers all over the 
city. Walking the Galeries while wearing a cap pinched from a tailor’s shop the 
day before, one of the scroundels was grabbed by the collar and turned in with the 
police by the duped tailor himself.223 A similar thing happened in 1872 to an 
imposter who had robbed a female money dealer. A few evenings after the 
incident the woman noticed the culprit as he entered the Galeries. Keen to get her 
money back, she approached the man and asked him if he would be so kind as to 
escort her through the arcade. He willingly accepted, only to recognize her when 
she turned him in with one of the police officers patrolling in the Galeries.224 A 
multitude of other reports in the judiciary section of the newspapers tell stories of 
pickpockets operating in the Galeries, swiping men and women of their wallets 
                                         
222 AVB, TP 6208: De Mot to Mayor (20 January 1859).  
223 L’Indépendance Belge (31 July 1848). 
224 Journal de Bruxelles (4 March 1872) and L’Indépendance Belge (3 March 1872).  
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and purses.225 The existence of these stories does not only demonstrate that the 
arcade was a bustling hot spot in the city, where nearly everybody would come to 
hang out; it also attests to the social tensions that came with the social mix that 
abided there both during the day and in the evening. It is clear that the 
confrontation and ‘cohabitation’ of different social groups led to tensions in the 
Galeries. The presence of poor and unrespectable persons jeopardized the 
Société’s attempts to create a perfect illusory shopping space of comfort and 
spectacle. Yet, it might be equally true that the rough edges that infringed upon 
that perfect illusory shopping space helped to constitute the attraction of the 
Galeries Saint-Hubert. Could it be that the unpredictability of the scene made it 
terrifyingly exciting? As Richard Dennis has argued, the discrepancy between the 
attempts to keep different social groups separated and the reality of an ever-
growing amount of encounters between them, was one of the elements specific to 
nineteenth-century modernity.226  
 

Conclusion: A s ite of modernity? 

When the foreigner in Le diable à Bruxelles explained the thrill of the arcade as a 
city writ small, he compared the Galeries to a shop he remembered from his 
hometown, somewhere in a small provincial village. To him the arcade seemed to 
refer back to something familiar, provincial and therefore old-fashioned. This 
characterization of the arcade stands in stark contrast with the way it was 
presented in most other texts and the way it seemed to fit with our current 
understanding of the century of ‘modernity’. As Marshall Berman has argued in 
his famous All that is solid melts into air (1982), nineteenth-century modernity 
was about more than its material and technological ramifications; it was also about 
the mental framework these ramifications were connected to. Modernity was a 
concept with which people in the nineteenth century tried to make sense of their 
altered environments.227 As a space, then, the arcade was modern in its material 
and technological conception, it was modern in its spatial configuration, it was 
modern in the practices it altered and it was modern because of the specific 
mentality it presupposed. Still, modernity did not imply a radical break with the 
past. In the arcade the old and the new co-existed. For example, the design of the 
shop spaces shows that the arcade’s shopkeepers were still expected to need a 
workshop, even if the environment surrounding their shops was novel. This 
implies that the division of labor between retailing and production was not 

                                         
225 L’Indépendance Belge (30 May 1849, 22 September 1849 and 18 June 1897) and Journal de Bruxelles (30 
May 1849, 11 August 1849, 22 September 1849, 20 February 1871 and 19 September 1849).  
226 Dennis, Cities in modernity.  
227 Marshall Berman, All that is solid melts into air. The experience of modernity (New York 1982).  
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complete. Furthermore, even though shop space and apartments were mostly 
rented out separately, many of the shopkeepers still had their homes above their 
shops.228  

The fact that the Galeries could be considered a site of (shopping) 
modernity does not mean it was a radically new type of space. It offered a 
crystallization of images of and ideas on shopping that had taken shape in an 
older, existing shopping landscape. There was a desire for a safe promenade and 
a pleasant environment in which to enjoy the visual pleasures of the city and the 
shops. The Galeries played upon these new, modern-day sensibilities, but the 
Société had not invented them. In fact, since arcades had been around in Paris for 
over half a century, it is hardly surprising that the Galeries did not represent a 
revolution in shopping practices and in the shopping landscape. These Parisian 
(and London) predecessors did put the Brussels Société in a prime position to 
perfect the building type, by addressing modern-day sensibilities in a more 
comprehensive manner. It was not simply a copy of earlier examples. In fact, at a 
time when Parisian arcades were going out of style, the Société found a way to 
adapt the concept to make it work within the Brussels urban space and culture of 
the mid-nineteenth century. 

If not brand new, what then did the modernity of the arcade consist of? To 
contemporaries, its architectural reference to Paris associated it with modernity. 
They also perceived it as a distinctly modern space because of the technology and 
materials used for its construction. It was part of a larger project for the city, 
usually termed as a modern rationalist project in historiography. It was a project of 
the bourgeois’ quest for beautification and sanitation, for establishing a 
controllable and smooth flow of people and for designing the city to cater to a 
specific understanding of bodily comfort. Because this covered street was owned 
by one and the same landlord, it could control the spatial characteristics to a 
degree that was unattainable for the city council, and it could enforce more 
elaborate codes of conduct to achieve the perfect shopping environment. Rather 
than containing new ideas in old forms, the Galeries thus seemed to reinforce 
existing ideas by shaping them in new molds. By creating a sensually pleasant 
environment and tantalizing the eye and by institutionalizing commercial and 
practical diversity and elegance, the Galeries did however impact upon its (highly 
commercial) environment. It acted as a catalyst agent, picking up on tendencies 
that had already existed in the shopping landscape, strengthening them and by 
doing so stimulating new developments in its surroundings. As a result, the arcade 
reached its full retailing potential rather early compared to other shopping 
locations in Brussels.  
                                         
228 ASGSH, Assemblées générales 1848-1878: Note entitled ‘Mars 1870: Renseignements sur la fondation, les 
revenus de la SA des Galeries Saint Hubert’. and Assemblées générales. Conseils d’administration 1893-
1907. 
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Although the arcade remained a top shopping spot all through the 
nineteenth century – the Galerie de la Reine even ranked among Brussels top five 
commercial streets by 1913 – it did lose some of its ‘modern’ edge. Even though 
its material shape had once been state-of-the-art, by the turn of the century it had 
lost some of its modernity to both its users and to commentators. It continued to 
feature in travel guides in the twentieth century, but was no longer at the center of 
descriptions of Brussels. By the early twentieth century, the attention there had 
shifted to the now ‘modern’ boulevards. Yet, even though its appearance was no 
longer considered ‘modern’ and the original ideas that had structured the arcade 
referred to earlier decades as well, the one thing that did continue to be perceived 
as ‘modern’ was its atmosphere: the crowds, the lights, the goods. If the traits of a 
rationalist modern urban program had once been constitutive of the arcade’s 
(perceived) modernity, the resistance to that program and the ultimate failure to 
control the meanings and uses of the space continued to be so. The Galeries was 
used by a whole myriad of people and the Société and the city council were 
constantly trying to juggle the different functions and meanings of the Galeries, 
while endeavoring to keep its elegant and luxurious image afloat. When the city 
council discussed the possibility of constructing a new arcade in 1871, one 
councilor even remarked that it was already hard enough to maintain order in the 
Galeries. 229  As Kenny argues, the tension between the rationalist program of 
modernity to control the transformations of the nineteenth century on the one 
hand and the predominant resistance to that program is typical of the nineteenth 
century.230 This tension would implicate other parts of the city and the urban 
policies as well. Throughout the century, urban redevelopment would continue to 
help shape new, more ‘comfortable’, shopping environments. Managed by the city 
council, the markets and market buildings that will be dealt with in the next 
chapter were even more immersed in the modern, liberal, bourgeois project for 
the city. If the bourgeois vision of urban commercial space did not always mesh 
with the users of that space, the latter contributed to the Galeries’ continued 
success as a hotspot for entertainment and shopping. But in the market hall, the 
tension between bourgeois ideals and non-bourgeois appropriation had a different 
outcome.  
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                         
229 BC 1871, vol. 1, 399. 
230 Kenny, The feel of the city, 6-9 and 200-211.  
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Il l .  The Saint-Géry market hall with stalls outside  
Source: GUL, Europeana topo: BRKZ.TOPO.962.D.07. 
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Chapter three 

Cleaning House 
Mar k e t s  a n d  H a l l s   

 
 

Chronic le of a demise foretold? 

‘My goodness! Nothing but poverties piled up in this building that seemed so 

pleasing and elegant from the outside! What a sudden change of scenery when 

one passes from one perspective to the next! How rapidly can admiration turn 

into pity! Once past the threshold, the unexpected contrast disconcerted me as 

much as the most shocking absurdity.’1  

 
Our foreigner, who’s diary entries were printed in Louis Hymans’ and Jean-
Baptiste Rousseau’s Le diable à Bruxelles (1852), has ventured out of his attic 
room and into the Marché de la Madeleine, located some 200 meters uphill from 
his humble abode in the Galeries Saint-Hubert. He is less than impressed. The 
market hall reminds him of the grubby blind alleys of the neighborhood, filled 
with revolting lock-up shops and poor ill-qualified artisans. ‘Nothing is fresh, 
nothing is elegant, nothing is clean; none of the merchandise appears attractive in 
any way.’2 Humid and sodden with ‘miasma’, it smells like a sewer. Its walls are 
covered in smoke stains. He nevertheless admits: ‘In the midst of all that, it is 
true, ladies with hats and servants dressed in white aprons are strolling among the 
multicolored stands of the fruiteresses and greengrocers, their skirts, red with blue 
stripes, their colorful shawls, gaudy scarfs provide a scene of a certain vivacity.’3 
Even though he seems impressed with the sound of the market and the sight of 
the fruit, vegetable and flower displays, his general opinion of this particular 
commercial space remains ultimately negative: ‘Even with a picturesque and 
amusing detail here and there,’ he concludes, ‘the totality of it is miserable and it 
afflicts me. The beauty and richness of the space shocks me in the presence of its 

                                         
1  ‘Que de pauvretés, bon Dieu! Accumulées dans cette édifice dont l’extérieur a tant de coquetterie et d’élégance! 
Quel changement subit s’opère dans le tableau quand on passe d’un aspect à l’autre! Comme l’admiration tourne 
vite à la pitié! Le seuil dépassé, ce contraste inattendu m’a abasourdi tout autant que la plus choquante absurdité.’ 
Louis Hymans & Jean-Baptiste Rousseau, Le diable à Bruxelles (Brussels 1852) 135-136. 
2 ‘Rien n’est frais, rien n’est coquet, rien n’est propre; aucune marchandise n’a une mine un peu engageante.’ 
Hymans & Rousseau, Le diable, 138. 
3 ‘Au milieu de tout cela, il est vrai, les boutiques multicolores des verdurières, des légumières, des fruitières; ces 
jupons rouges à raies bleues, ces têtes coiffées de mouchoirs de couleur, ces fichus bariolés parmi lesquels se 
promènent des dames en chapeau, des servantes en tablier blanc, composent un tableau d’une certaine vivacité.’ 
Hymans & Rousseau, Le diable, 139.  
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botched up inhabitants and its repugnant furnishings; its light pillars, painted in 
radiant colors, are marred by all of this old junk; the content makes too overtly a 
parody of its envelop and the envelop too sadly disgraces the content.’4 
 Construction on the Marché de la Madeleine had started in 1847 – the year 
the Galeries Saint-Hubert were inaugurated – and it was put to use in November 
1848. It was Brussels’ first purpose-built market hall. To the author of these 
fragments, it seemed ridiculous to accommodate such paltry trade in such a 
fashionable and modern environment. Through his eyes, the Marché de la 
Madeleine is presented as one sorry mess. This picture of a poverty-stricken 
market trade in the middle of the nineteenth century is reminiscent of James 
Jefferys’ analysis a century later in his Retail trading in Britain 1850-1950 (1954). 
As has been extensively discussed in the introduction, Jefferys argued that the 
middle of the nineteenth century had witnessed a ‘retail revolution’, a radical 
move away from a pre-industrial commercial structure towards a modern, 
rationally, and efficiently organized one. Although his assessment of the changes is 
more nuanced than he is often given credit for, he did explicitly state: ‘Decaying 
and moribund institutions such as fairs and markets disappeared or completely 
changed their character and purpose.’ 5  
 Jefferys set the agenda for half a century of research. The market was most 
often studied from the perspective of the history of food distribution.6 In this 
scholarly tradition, research was mainly about pinpointing the timing and scope of 
the transition between a market-orientated and a shop-orientated distribution 
system. Several studies affirmed Jefferys’ main conclusions, discerning abrupt 
changes in retailing from the 1850s onwards and labeling markets as relics of a 
rural past.7 Little by little however, Jefferys’ view was revised. From the late 1960s 
onwards, several historians studying the food supply of Victorian towns pushed his 
timeline back into the eighteenth century. They argued that shops had been 
predominant over markets even before the middle of the nineteenth century for a 

                                         
4 ‘S’il y a ça et là un détail pittoresque et égayant, l’ensemble est misérable et m’attriste. La beauté et la richesse du 
local me choquent en présence de ses habitants rapiécés et de son ameublement sordide; ses pilastres légers et 
peints de couleurs éclatantes sont déparés par toute cette friperie; le contenu fait trop ouvertement la parodie du 
contenant, et le contenant fait trop malheureusement honte au contenu.’ Hymans & Rousseau, Le diable, 139-140.  
5 James Jefferys, Retail trading in Britain 1850-1950 (Cambridge University Press 1954) 39. 
6 See e.g.: Janet Blackman, ‘The food supply of an industrial town. A study of Sheffield’s public markets 1780-
1900’, Business History, 5 (1963) 83-97; Roger Scola, ‘Food markets and shops in Manchester 1770-1870’, Journal 
of Historical Geography, 1:2 (1975) 153-168; Jean-Michel Roy, ‘Les marchés alimentaires parisiens et l’espace 
urbain du XVIIe au XIXe siècle’, Histoire, économie et société, 17:4 (1998) 693-710; Richard Thames, Feeding 
London. A taste of history (London 2003); Peter J. Atkins, ‘“A tale of two cities.” A comparison of food supply in 
London and Paris in the 1850s’, in: Peter Atkins et al. (eds), Food and the city in Europe since 1800 (Aldershot 
2007) 25-38; Ian Mitchell, ‘Supplying the masses. Retailing and town governance in Macclesfield, Stockport and 
Birkenhead, 1780-1860’, Urban History, 38:2 (2011) 256-275 and Gergely Baics, ‘Is access to food a public good? 
Meat provisioning in early New York City, 1790-1820’, Journal of Urban History, 39:4 (2013) 643-668. 
7 See, for example: Dorothy Davis, A history of shopping (London 1966) and David Alexander, Retailing in 
England during the Industrial Revolution (London 1970).  
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myriad of products.8 Their view has been enforced by more recent studies of early 
modern scholars concerned with retailing in non-British cities. 9  They have 
demonstrated that so-called modern patterns of distribution and retail location 
already applied to early modern cities throughout Europe, with a wide array of 
non-perishable foodstuffs already being sold out of corner shops. The type of 
outlet was, nevertheless, dependent on the type of goods (food or non-food) and 
of the type of foodstuffs (dry or fresh foods). For example, most dry foodstuffs 
were already being sold from fixed shops before the nineteenth century.10 Fresh 
foods presented a different story. Gathering the results of different studies, most 
scholars seem to view the 1830s and 1840s as a critical period during which 
perishables, such as fresh meats and vegetables, started to move from market stalls 
to shop counters.  

The fact that shops were already central to retailing and shopping during 
the eighteenth century does not mean that markets had immediately become 
superfluous. In fact, as early as 1966 Janet Blackman argued that markets and 
shops should not be seen as consecutive stages in retailing history, but rather as 
complementary commercial circuits. 11  More recent research has further 
elaborated on the complexities of the relationship between fixed and ambulant 
retailing. Although the view of the nineteenth century as the cradle of modernity 
has proved very persistent, an increasing number of scholars have stressed the 
resilience of the practices that Jefferys had deemed moribund. For example, 
research shows that peddling and hawking remained very common even after 
1850.12 Apart from the continued success of informal economies, a recent study 
demonstrates the continued centrality of markets in food distribution in 
nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Barcelona.13 Similar arguments have been 

                                         
8 For example: Blackman, ‘The food supply’; J. Burnett, Plenty and want. A social history of diet in England from 
1815 to the present day (London 1966) and Scola, ‘Food markets’.   
9 See for example: Laura van Aert, ‘Buurtwinkels en winkelstraten. De evolutie van het Antwerpse winkelbedrijf in 
de nieuwe tijd’, Stadsgeschiedenis, 4:1 (2009) 21-44; Clé Lesger, ‘Patterns of retail location and urban form in 
Amsterdam in the mid-eighteenth century’, Urban History, 38:1 (2011) 24-47 and Ellen Debackere, 
‘Winkelhouden in een hoofdstad. De vestigingsplaatsen van Brusselse winkeliers aan het begin van de negentiende 
eeuw’, Stadsgeschiedenis, 7:1 (2013) 19-37.  
10 Blackman, ‘The food supply’ 83-97 and Roger Scola, Feeding the Victorian city. The food supply of Manchester. 
1770-1870, edited by W.A. Armstrong  and Pauline Scola (Manchester & New York 1992). 
11 Blackman, ‘The food supply’, 83-97. Historian Ian Mitchell made a similar point in 2011: Mitchell, ‘Supplying 
the masses’, 275. 
12 See for example: Daniel M. Bluestone, ‘The pushcart evil. Peddlers, merchants and New York City’s streets, 
1890-1914’, Journal of Urban History, 18:1 (1991) 68-92; Dietrich Denecke & Gareth Shaw, ‘Traditional retail 
systems in Germany’, in: John Benson & Gareth Shaw (eds), The evolution of retail systems, c. 1800-1914 
(Leicester University Press 1992) 76-86; Serge Jaumain, Les petits commerçants belges face a la modernité (1880-
1914) (Brussels 1995) and Andrew Lohmeier, ‘Bürgerliche Gesellschaft and Consumer Interests: The Berlin 
Public Market Hall Reform, 1867-1891’, Business History Review, 73:1 (1999) 100.  
13 At the ‘Cities in Comparative Perspective’ conference organized by the European Association for Urban History 
in Prague (31 August 2012) N. Fava, M. Guardia and J.L. Oyòn elaborated on the Barcelona case. Their paper will 
be published in a special issue of Urban History, edited by Jon Stobart and Ilja Van Damme: Nadia Fava, Manuel 
Guardia & José Luis Oyòn, ‘Food retailing and the public market system. The Barcelona Case, 1876-1936’, Urban 
History (forthcoming). 
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made with regard to London’s street markets, as well as for nineteenth-century 
German and Canadian cities.14  

In order to assess the role of markets in the nineteenth-century city, we 
nevertheless need to look beyond the question of food distribution. In the last 
decade, a new historiographical tradition has emerged, stimulating scholars to turn 
to the urban context in which markets operated. Apart from including factors 
such as population growth, resources, transportation and price evolutions in their 
analysis – as others had done before them – historians have recently started to 
incorporate urban development and urban policy as well. Similar to Patrick 
Joyce’s analysis of slaughterhouses in the context of reigning liberal policy, 
research has been focused on the way municipal administrations organized and 
regulated markets during the nineteenth century and on the political ideals 
involved.15  Because of the focus on policy-making, the municipal attempts at 
reforming the market scene have come to the fore. As a result, scholars have 
started to differentiate between open-air markets and market halls, often built in 
an attempt to modernize the market system. 16  The debates surrounding the 
construction of these buildings, as well as their changing fates afterwards, offer a 
new insight into how shopping space was envisioned and how it worked within the 
broader urban fabric. Digging into the history of markets and market halls allows 
us to gain a better insight into municipal administrations as actors shaping 
shopping landscapes and in the idea(l)s driving and inspiring them. As the chapter 
on the Galeries Saint-Hubert has demonstrated, the vision of what the city should 
look like had a decisive impact on how shopping space was imagined, designed, 
constructed, and on how shopping practices evolved within that space. The 
impact of the bourgeois project of ‘modernity’ stretched even further when 
markets were concerned. Market policy was nevertheless purely a municipal 
matter. It offers a clear insight into the administration’s vision for the city and how 
they believed shopping fitted in there. Therefore, the city council’s market policy 
allows us to step out of the store and into the city. 

                                         
14 Denecke & Shaw, ‘Traditional retail systems in Germany’, 77-79; John Benson, ‘Small-scale retailing in Canada’, 
in: John Benson & Gareth Shaw (eds), The evolution of retail systems, c. 1800-1914 (Leicester University Press 
1992) 87-99 and Victoria Kelley, ‘The streets for the people. London’s street markets 1850-1939’, Urban History 
(forthcoming).  
15 Jean-Michel Roy, ‘Les marchés alimentaires’; Lohmeier, ‘Bürgerliche Gesellschaft’, 91-113; Patrick Joyce, The 
rule of freedom. Liberalism and the modern city (London & New York 2003); Helen Tangires, Public markets 
and civic culture in nineteenth-century America (Johns Hopkins University Press 2003); Gergely Baics, ‘Is access 
to food a public good?’; Gergely Baics, ‘The geography of urban food retail. Locational principles of public market 
provisioning in Early New York’, Urban History (forthcoming); Jens Toftgaard, ‘Market places and central spaces. 
Markets and the rise of competing spatial ideals in Danish city centres, c. 1850-1900’, Urban History 
(forthcoming).   
16 See for example: Lohmeier, ‘Bürgerliche Gesellschaft’, Mitchell, ‘Supplying the masses’, and Toftgaard, ‘Market 
places’. James Schmiechen devoted a complete study to the British market hall: James Schmiechen & Kenneth 
Carls, The British Market Hall. A social and architectural history (Yale University Press 1999).   
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Whereas markets have long been treated as an ‘old’ commercial circuit, 
associated with traditional retailing, this chapter will start from the innovative 
measures introduced by urban officials trying to adapt the market scene to the 
nineteenth century. The most radical of these measures was the construction of 
new market halls. It might seem odd to talk of the nineteenth-century market hall 
as an innovative shopping space. In many ways, it was not new. From the 
medieval period onwards, some of the urban commercial activity had moved 
indoors, in enclosed market halls or other buildings, all over Europe. There were 
halls dedicated to a specific product – such as cloth halls – and others where one 
could buy a variety of goods. Several halls functioned as the seats of guilds.17 
Although market halls did exist throughout the early modern period, the majority 
of food markets took place in open-air on streets, cut-aways and squares, 
sometimes covered with shambles, or in semi-covered structures. Enclosed 
market halls revived during the nineteenth century, when they were proposed as 
‘modern’ alternatives to the open-air markets as efficient solutions to old and new 
problems on the market scene. They were built from different materials and their 
function slightly differed from the earlier examples. Still centers for retail and/or 
wholesale trade, manufacturing nevertheless did not take place there anymore. 
Although cellars were provided for storage, they were no longer used as 
warehouses or entrepôts. Furthermore, nineteenth-century market halls were 
usually built with the purpose of hosting general food markets, rather than 
markets for consumer goods, as had often been the case during the early modern 
period.18  

In the province of Brabant the provincial and municipal governments were 
responsible for public markets all through the nineteenth century. No one was 
allowed to organize a public market on Brussels’ soil without their prior 
permission, and few requested to do so. With the exception of the privately 
owned and exploited butter, eggs, and cheese market in the former convent of the 
Récollets, public markets were either organized and monitored by the urban 
administration or they were farmed out to a contractor. Most markets in Brussels 
dealt in fresh foodstuffs, with the exception of a second-hand market and the 
repeatedly abolished and reinstated ‘marché des cotonnettes’, a rag-and-cloth 
market. Markets tended to be somewhat specialized, though several of them sold 
the same products. At the beginning of the century, they were the only places 
where city dwellers could buy certain types of fresh foods, such as fresh meats.19 
As in other European cities in the early nineteenth century, markets were mostly 
                                         
17 Donatella Calabi, The market and the city. Square, street and architecture in early modern Europe (Aldershot 
2004).  
18 On open-air markets and the introduction of the nineteenth-century market hall, see Schmiechen & Carls, The 
British market hall, ix-xii; Claire Billen, De marktplaatsen van de vijfhoek (Brussels 2000) and Helen Tangires, 
Public markets, 9-24. For a comparison with the early modern period: Calabi, The market.  
19 See: Bulletin communal (BC) 1847, vol. 1, 233-241. 
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held alongside streets, on squares or in cut-aways, but they were increasingly 
moved to semi-closed-off structures, such as the fish market.20 The first plans for 
market halls appeared in the 1820s and 1830s, but the first buildings were only 
constructed by the late 1840s. In his final design for the Galeries (1847), architect 
Jean-Pierre Cluysenaar adopted a market hall for flowers and fruits. He 
simultaneously designed Brussels first full-fledged market hall, the Marché de la 
Madeleine (1848). Six other market halls would be constructed on the Brussels 
territory in the next 65 years: the Marché du Parc, the Halles Centrales, the 
Marché de la Loi, the Marché du Parlement, the Marché Saint-Géry and the 
Marché et Minque au Poisson.21   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Il l  1.  The Récollets butter market 
Source: GUL, Europeana Topo:  BRKZ.TOPO.962.D.16. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

I l l  2.  The old fish market,  
near the Senne 
Source: GUL,  Europeana Topo:  
BRKZ.TOPO.962.D.13. 
 
  

                                         
20 Billen, De marktplaatsen and Anne Lannoy, Marchés et circulations à Bruxelles au XVIIIième siècle. Nouvelles 
conceptions et pratiques de la ville (unpublished master’s thesis, Université Libre de Bruxelles 2012). 
21 Because the faubourgs were never incorporated into the Brussels territory and therefore held on to a separate 
municipal council and administration, I was not able to include the markets of the faubourgs into the scope of this 
research. I will only refer to them sporadically.  
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In this chapter, I will trace the history of the Brussels market halls in the 
nineteenth century within the context of the whole of the market scene in 
Brussels. It will be assessed whether markets still were significant commercial 
players and how they functioned within the urban shopping landscape and 
culture. What measures were implemented and what ideals inspired them? What 
effects did the municipal market policy have and what was the impact of the 
ensuing measures on the shopping landscape and culture as a whole? Apart from 
a booklet on the history of market places in Brussels and a masters’ thesis on the 
eighteenth-century history of market policy, the modern history of markets in 
Brussels is relatively unknown.22 In order to unravel the political, cultural and 
economic relevance of the market scene in Brussels, I searched through the 
Bulletin Communal from 1847 (the earliest edition) until 1914 and located 
vendors of foodstuffs in commercial directories. I complemented these sources 
with a selection of police records for different markets throughout the century.23 In 
addition, a selection of newspapers and building files were consulted. Samples 
were taken with a focus on three market halls: the Marché de la Madeleine 
(Brussels’ first real market hall), the Halles Centrales (the most ambitious project) 
and the Marché Saint-Géry (a market hall built on an existing market square).24 
Using these sources, this chapter will first explore the expanding landscape of 
food shops and the attempts to modernize a market system that was considered to 
be outdated. A second section will review the results of those attempts and the 
state of the market scene in relation to the expanding number of food shops. A 
final section will demonstrate the complexity of the nineteenth-century food 
distribution network.  

 

Under pressure 

There is no clear consensus in historiography on the (relative) importance of 
markets within the nineteenth-century urban commercial landscape. At first sight, 
and as will be elaborated upon in this section, there are plenty of indications that 

                                         
22 Billen, De marktplaatsen and Lannoy, Marchés et circulations.  
23 The selection of policing files was based on their descriptions and the period of time they covered. 
24 For the building applications: the most relevant of the building files about these three buildings were consulted. 
With regard to public opinion, sample years were chosen with a focus on these three market halls, but the search 
nevertheless went beyond the market hall onto the whole of the market scene. Trying to get a good idea of how 
public opinion viewed this commercial circuit, the term ‘marché’ was entered as a key-word for both the Journal de 
Bruxelles and L’Indépendance Belge for the years 1847 and 1848 (the years of design, construction and 
inauguration of the Marché de la Madeleine); the term ‘marché’ and the term ‘halles’ were entered for the years 
1875 (the year the Halles Centrales were put into operation) and 1882 (the year the Marché Saint-Géry was put 
into operation). In order to gain insight into the discourse about the new use several market halls were attributed, 
these searches were complemented with the term ‘halles’, entered for 1894 (when the Pavillon Nord of the Halles 
Centrales was transformed into a skating rink/variety theater) and the term ‘Madeleine’ was entered for 1911 (the 
transformation of the Marché de la Madeleine into the city’s banquet room/reception hall). 
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seem to confirm the ‘retail revolution theory’. As the nineteenth century 
progressed, the Brussels network of food stores expanded and spread out into 
remote corners of the agglomeration. From the 1820s onwards, policy makers 
and city councilors themselves deemed the market scene as somewhat antiquated, 
no longer fit to meet with the needs of the time. Because they believed to be 
responsible for providing consumers and producers with a platform for buying 
and selling at fair prices, they attempted to modernize the distribution system. 
Their plan to adapt an outdated market system stretched beyond the facilitation of 
food distribution. It fitted with their wider vision for organizing the city in a more 
efficient and rational manner. Even more so than the Galeries Saint-Hubert, 
Brussels’ market halls formed part of the city council’s program for the ‘modern 
city’.  
   

To shop or not to shop 

As elaborated upon in the first chapter, Brussels already counted a large number 
of shops selling a vast array of goods in the early nineteenth century. In her study 
on the location of Brussels shopkeepers in 1816, Ellen Debackere counted 619 
shopkeepers involved with the sale of foodstuffs, stimulants and groceries. There 
were 126 bakers, 13 butchers, 36 fishmongers and 24 shopkeepers selling fruit 
and vegetables. About 200 shopkeepers paid a patent tax in the capacity of 
grocers. 25 Similar to other European cities at the time, the majority of Brussels 
food shops in the early nineteenth century dealt in dry foodstuffs.26 The number 
of fresh food shops was rather limited at that point, which probably indicates that 
these types of foodstuffs were mainly bought on market places, or through the 
informal economy. Although there was a designated grain market and a hay 
market, the majority of markets specialized in a selection of fresh foods, such as 
meat, poultry, fish, butter, milk, eggs, cheese, fruits, potatoes and vegetables. 
None offered the complete gamut, though. The number of groceries and bakeries 
listed in the census and patent registry of 1816 suggests that the sale of bread and 
groceries had already moved away from the markets at that time. Nineteenth-
century regulations and descriptions confirm this suggestion and demonstrate that 
markets would never regain a dominant position for these product categories.27  

                                         
25 Ellen Debackere, De Brusselse winkelier aan het einde van het Ancien Régime. Een sociaal profiel (unpublished 
master’s thesis, Université Libre de Bruxelles 2010-2011) 34, 61 and 71. Debackere counted shopkeepers in the 
patent registry of 1816 and checked for more information in the census. Her category of food shops contained 
bakers, butchers, fishmongers, greengrocers, fruit sellers and gingerbread sellers. Among shopkeepers selling 
groceries, she counted those selling gin, liquors, wine, tobacco, chocolate, coffee and tea. Her category of retailers 
selling groceries stretched from grocers to apothecaries, chemists and sellers of greasy wares.  
26 See for example on Manchester: Scola, Feeding the Victorian city, 179-230.  
27 E.g.: BC 1849, vol. 2, 400-416 and BC 1900, vol. 2, 753-766.  
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In the early nineteenth century bakers and grocers far outnumbered 
shopkeepers involved in the provision of fresh foods. In 1833, the commercial 
directory listed over a hundred bakeries and nearly three hundred grocery stores, 
but only 22 butchers and 33 fishmongers. Apart from four butter factors 
(wholesale) and four cheesemongers, there are no records referring to retailers 
involved in the sale of dairy, potatoes, fruits and/or vegetables, even if markets 
filled up with them. It is likely that the directory did not inventory the full scope of 
the trade, because it seems odd that all 24 fruit and vegetable shops listed in the 
1816 census would have disappeared by 1833. The discrepancies between the 
census and the directory are nevertheless small enough to be able to use the 
figures from the latter as a proxy for the number of shop spaces. If there were 
next to no registered shops in 1833, the absence of references with regard to most 
fresh foodstuffs is easily explained. A large number of the city’s market vendors 
were peasants and farmers arriving from the countryside to sell their produce.28 
The butchers, fishmongers and butter factors listed most probably referred to 
market vendors rather than shops. Butchers were not yet legally allowed to sell 
fresh meats from private properties. They were confined to markets. Although no 
such restrictions seem to have existed for other types of fresh food, it is likely that 
markets were their main outlets too. It is no coincidence that market officials 
(weighers and experts) were adopted as a subcategory to the main categories of 
fishmongers and butter factors in the 1833 directory. This discursive relationship 
presumably suggests that the vendors listed operated from the market stalls, 
controlled by the officials mentioned.  

As the century progressed, the number of (dry and fresh) food shops 
entered in the commercial directories increased exponentially and the discursive 
association between market officials and vendors disappeared. By 1878, there 
were 732 grocers, 700 bakeries, 554 butchers and 89 fishmongers among the 
directory’s entries. On top of that, 250 shop spaces were listed in a new category 
dedicated to the sale of ‘comestibles, fruits, primeurs et légumes’ and one 
shopkeeper was registered in a separate category devoted to ‘fruits conservés’. 
Comparing the numerical increase of shops to that of the population, it becomes 
clear that fresh food shops evolved in a different manner than bakeries and 
grocery stores. Whereas the ratio of shops compared to the population remained 
relatively stable for the latter group, the relative presence of fresh food shops 
                                         
28 Even if no research has been carried out to trace the origin of market vendors, the indications that most of them 
were farmers are numerous in different types of sources. Councilors referred to it during debates in the city 
council, for example: BC 1871, vol. 2, 580; BC 1889, vol. 1, 399; BC 1890, vol. 1, 274-275 and BC 1900, vol. 2, 
630-635. Several press items make mention of this fact, e.g.: L’Indépendance Belge (12 November 1875 and 22 
February 1882) and Journal de Bruxelles (14 January and 25 February 1882). It can also be deduced from 
complaints they filed with the municipal administration, e.g.: Archives de la Ville de Bruxelles (AVB), Travaux 
Publics (TP) 30737: butter sellers and cheesemongers of the Marché Saint-Géry to Mayor & Aldermen (27 
November 1881). Furthermore, thorough research on the supply of other nineteenth-century cities has yielded 
similar results.    
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increased dramatically. For example, in 1833 there were 803 inhabitants for every 
bakery listed. This number dropped to 564 in 1878, but was restored to its 
original range (833) in 1913. In contrast, the increase in butchers proved steadier: 
in 1833 there were 4 524 inhabitants for every listed butcher. By 1878 the number 
of butchers had multiplied to 713 inhabitants for every butcher. The number kept 
dropping until there were only 610 inhabitants per butcher in 1913.29 Although it 
is in fact impossible to rule out the possibility that some of the records in the 1878 
and 1913 directories describe market vendors or ambulant traders instead of 
shops, the increased number of records with regard to dairy, fruit, vegetable, meat 
and potato sellers in the 1878 and 1913 directories was most likely indicative of an 
expanding shopping landscape for these products. [See table 1]  

 
Type 1833 1878 1913 
fruits/vegetables 0 250 465 
bakeries 124 700 816 
butchers 22 554 1114 
f ishmongers 33 89 236 
groceries 294 732 16 
Table 1. The number of food retailers in Brussels per type and sample year 

 
The expansion of the (fresh) food shopping landscape had multiple 

causes.30 There was the population increase and the expansion of the city, which 
stimulated the dispersal of food outlets. There were technological innovations in 
public transport and cooling mechanisms, which made it possible for fresh food 
to be transported over longer distances and for longer periods of time.31 Several 
legal and organizational changes were instrumental as well. For reasons of food 
safety, the Napoleonic administration had forbidden butchers to sell fresh meats 
from private properties. All meat sales were limited to the designated public 
market spaces. Most of these markets were organized in and around butcher’s 

                                         
29 I have adopted the population figures as cited in: F. Daelemans, ‘De bevolking (19de-20ste eeuw)’ in: A. Smolar-
Meynart & J. Stengers (eds), Het gewest Brussel. Van de oude dorpen tot de stad van nu (Brussels 1989) 212-213. 
For want of a census for 1833 and 1878, the listings in the directories have been compared to the population 
figures from the census of 1831 and 1880. For 1833, records in the directory referred almost exclusively to 
addresses in Brussels. Therefore, they were compared to the population figures of Brussels without the suburbs. 
For 1878, it is mentioned in the directory that Brussels and a selection of suburbs are covered (Anderlecht, 
Etterbeek, Ixelles, Koekelberg, Laeken, Molenbeek-Saint-Jean, Saint-Josse-ten-Noode, Saint-Gilles and 
Schaerbeek). For 1913, it is explicitly mentioned that the directory covers Brussels, Anderlecht, Etterbeek, Ixelles, 
Koekelberg, Laeken, Molenbeek-Saint-Jean, Saint-Josse-ten-Noode, Saint-Gilles and Schaerbeek. The number of 
inhabitants is also mentioned. However, some records do refer to other suburbs. As it is not clear which suburbs 
should be included into the population count, the number of inhabitants mentioned in the directory is used, 
instead of the official census data for 1910.  
30 E.g.: Nelleke Teughels, Mag het iets meer zijn? Kleine kruidenierswinkels worden big business, Delhaize frères 
& cie (1867-1940) (Leuven University Press 2014) 40-48.  
31 E.g.: Isabelle Lescent-Giles, ‘The rise of supermarkets in twentieth-century Britain and France’, in: Carmen 
Sarasua, Peter Scholliers & Leen Van Molle (eds), Land, shops and kitchens. Technology and the food chain in 
twentieth-century Europe (Turnhout 2005) 188-211; see p. 194.   



 147 

halls.32 All but one of these halls was privately owned, although their proprietors 
paid dues to the municipal administration. 33  By the 1840s, it had become 
increasingly clear that the system of meat sales was pressurized and city councilors 
started to debate the possibility of re-authorizing butchers to sell fresh meats from 
their homes. In 1846 the city council revoked the Napoleonic regulation and 
permitted the sale of fresh meats ‘à domicile’ in a selected number of streets. The 
main motivation for allowing butchers (and other shop keepers) to sell fresh 
meats from private properties was to facilitate the provisioning and sale of meats 
throughout the city.34 A side-factor in the debates about the ordinance was the idea 
of free trade. Several councilors advanced that prohibiting butchers to exercise 
their trade wherever they wished, could be considered an infringement upon their 
freedom. Although this infringement had been promulgated with the purpose of 
ensuring the hygienic conditions of the fresh meats sold in the city, councilors 
argued that salubriousness could now be enforced in private premises as well.35  

It is unclear whether similar restrictions existed for other food shops in the 
early nineteenth century. Shopkeepers often required a permit for the sale of dry 
or salted fish, as well as for opening a fruit and vegetable shop.36 The market 
police archives contain numerous such requests. Most of the petitions, all dated 
between 1840 and 1864, were approved, as long as the concerning shop would 
not infringe upon the passage on the streets. During the 1850s and 1860s city 
officials increasingly replied that a permit was no longer required, and after 1864, 
the permit-system seems to have disappeared completely.37 If it seems to have 
been eroding, filing for a permit might have been but a formality. After all, 
according to a list that was published in 1850, among the businesses requiring a 
special permit were bakeries, butchers, fish dealers, pork butchers and ‘triperies’, 
but no fruit and vegetable shops. Although all entries in the list referred to fixed 
and permanent shops, the term ‘à domicile’ is only added to the butchers’ 
nomenclature.38 Private shop premises were presumably self-evident with regard to 
all shopkeepers of fresh foods save the butchers. In contrast with the rather recent 
butcher’s shops, other shops might have existed throughout the nineteenth 
century.  

                                         
32 In 1833 there were five butcher’s halls: the Grande Boucherie (Marché aux Herbes), the Petite Boucherie (Rue 
des Fripiers), the butcher’s hall of the Récollets market, one in the former Brigitinnes church and another one near 
the Grand Place. Most of them dated back to the Ancien Regime, but two more would be constructed in the south 
and the northeast of the city in the next decade. Billen, De marktplaatsen.  
33 Etablissement géographique de la Belgique, ‘Listes particulières classées par ordre alphabétique d’états et de 
noms. Bruxelles’, in: Annuaire industriel et administratif de la Belgique (Brussels 1832) 10; L’Indépendance Belge 
(6 October 1847) (reprint of the annual report of the municipal administration) and Billen, De marktplaatsen.  
34 ‘[…] afin de faciliter l’approvisionnement et le debit de la viande’. BC 1847, vol. 1, p. 235.  
35 BC 1847, vol. 1, 233-241. 
36 For selling salted and dry fish for example: BC 1847, vol. 1, 236.  
37 AVB, Police 289 (Marchés divers, période française – 1860), II. Commerce de fruits et légumes, demande 
d’ouverture (1840-1863): several petitions and permits. 
38 BC 1850, vol. 2, 283.  



 148 

Another legal change that possibly affected all types of foods, was the 
abolition of the so-called ‘octroi’, a tax levied on foodstuffs and other goods as 
they were brought into the city. With the abolition of the toll in 1860, economic 
barriers between cities and their surroundings were lifted.39 As a consequence, the 
structures of food distribution altered. Before 1860, all comestibles (fruits, 
vegetables, potatoes, butter, eggs, cheese, poultry, game and smoked and salted 
pork) were to be brought to the designated market immediately upon entering the 
city. Apart from goods that were already the property of registered Brussels 
shopkeepers, these foodstuffs could not be sold outside the markets.40 After the 
end of the octroi, goods were no longer registered at the city gates and municipal 
governments lost control over what happened to them. Since it was difficult to 
control the flow of goods in the city even with the registration in tollbooths, plenty 
of foodstuffs must have been sold illegally from street corners, in backrooms and 
in ‘revendeurs’ shops, instead of on officially designated market places or without 
having been bought there first even before the end of the octroi. However, after 
1860, the city council lost all control. They could not possibly have managed to 
legally oblige vendors to go to the market because there were no city gates left at 
which these vendors were intercepted. As a consequence, the markets lost some 
of their competitive advantages. The 1883 market regulation’s stipulations were 
altered somewhat, designating that all ‘comestibles, such as fruits, vegetables, 
potatoes, butter, eggs, cheese, poultry, game and salted and smoked pork entering 
the city and aimed at being sold at the market must immediately be brought to the 
designated market places for the sale of comestibles.’41 Even though it is unclear 
how this would have been enforced, it no longer concerned all types of food.  
 The abolition of the octroi allowed producer-retailers to do whatever they 
wanted with the foodstuffs they brought into the city. As a consequence, producer-
retailers were no longer bound to the market place after 1860. At that point, 
small-scale farmers (or their wives) still often brought their produce to the markets 
themselves.42 Before the advent of the railway and cooling techniques to keep 
produce fresh, there was little time to be lost between harvesting and eating. The 
market was the most obvious place of business for the producer-retailer. It is not 
likely that farmers invested in renting or owning a fixed shop space. Nor is it 
probable that they could have afforded to rent and staff one all through the year. 
Periodic markets where they were not obliged to pay rent up front and where they 

                                         
39 On the history of the ‘octroi’ in nineteenth-century Belgium: Yves Segers, ‘Een omstreden verbruiksbelasting. De 
stedelijke octrooien in België (1799-1860)’, Bijdragen tot de Nieuwste Geschiedenis, 30: 3-4 (2000) 325-369.  
40 See the market regulation issued on 10-17 November 1847: BC 1849, vol. 2, 465-477.  
41 ‘Les comestibles, tels que fruits, légumes, pommes de terre, beurre, oeufs, fromage, volailles, gibier, viande de 
porc salée et fumée, arrivant en ville et destinés à être vendus sur les marchés doivent être conduits directement 
sur les marchés qui sont affectés par la présente ordonnance à la vente de ces comestibles’, cited in: BC 1888, vol. 
2, 1033-1034. The stipulations were part of a larger police ordinance.  
42 As they did in other European countries, see e.g.: Scola, Feeding the Victorian city, 194 and 232.  
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could show up when they wanted, presented the perfect outlet for them. Another 
viable option was selling produce to ambulant traders. Discussions with regards to 
markets in the city council and correspondence in the police archives confirm that 
a large portion of all market vendors came from outside the city for most of the 
nineteenth century. 43 The fact that no egg or milk sellers and only four butter 
factors, four cheesemongers, and four comestible shops were recorded in the 
1833 directory seems to point to the presence of farmers as well. Since most 
producer-retailers lived outside the city, it makes perfect sense for them not to 
have been listed in a Brussels directory.  

With the development of the railway, perishables could be ‘imported’ from 
longer distances, beyond the immediate surroundings. In the meantime, during 
the second half of the nineteenth century, techniques for keeping foodstuffs fresh 
for long periods improved dramatically.44 This, in turn, allowed for additional 
phases in between harvesting and consuming. The possibilities for fresh food to 
reach the market through a web of middlemen therefore increased. The use of 
these intermediaries saved time and manpower. With the producer-retailer having 
turned into a producer-only, channels for food distribution could be made more 
permanent and predictable. Produce did not necessarily need to be brought to the 
market and could find its way into the shop more easily. It is possible then, that 
part of the increase in shops can be accredited to the rising number of 
intermediaries. All through the century, the market scene proved to be a complex 
landscape. Markets filled up with farmers and market gardeners, but they were 
nevertheless accompanied by so-called ‘revendeurs’, retail traders operating on 
markets. These ‘revendeurs’ sold foodstuffs they had bought from middlemen or 
from producer-wholesalers on the so-called ‘Vroegemerkt’, the early-morning 
wholesale market on the Grand Place. Most of the revendeurs were Brussels 
residents.45  

It is not completely clear why these ‘revendeurs’ were not mentioned in the 
1833 directory, while other market vendors, such as fishmongers, butchers and 
butter factors, were. Social status might have played a role here. With some 
categories explicitly referring to the most important among a profession only – as 
was the case with the ‘charcutiers principaux’ – it is likely that shopkeepers and 
other retailers were omitted implicitly in other categories as well. It is conceivable 

                                         
43 E.g.: AVB, Police 288 (Marchés généralités, période française – 1862), I. Marchés généralités, 1794-1863: 
officier-inspecteur du police, report (5 March 1861) and Barbe Moreau & Petronier Nollens to Mayor (19 July 
1861); AVB, Police 289 (Marchés divers, période française – 1860), I. Marché aux fruits et légumes généralités 
1826 à 1852: ‘entrepreneurs des marchés’ to Mayor & Aldermen (5 July 1828); AVB, Police 347 (Marchés divers 
1860-1880), VI. Marché de la Madeleine: Wauters to Mayor & Aldermen (23 January 1849) and XII. Marché 
Saint-Géry: M. Cuypers to Mayor & Aldermen (21 May 1855); Journal de Bruxelles (20 August 1847); BC 1847, 
vol. 1, p. 71 and 85; BC 1849, vol. 1, p. 232 and BC 1900, vol. 1, 630-651.  
44  Simon Reif-Achterman, ‘Domestic ice-making machines 1830-1930’, in: Kostas Gavroglu (ed), History of 
artificial cold, scientific, technological and cultural issues (Dordrecht 2014) 135-170. See pages 135-136.  
45 BC 1847, vol. 1, 77-79; BC 1849, vol. 1, 232; vol. 2, 23-24, 32, 35-36, 403-412 and 469-474.   
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that the editors of the directories neglected to register retailing on a very small 
scale or retailing of very low social standing, just as much as they did not adopt the 
informal trade of hawkers and costermongers. Whereas no fruiterers or 
greengrocers were adopted in the 1833 directory, other sources indicate that there 
were fruiterers and greengrocers operating from cellars and lock-up shops. Police 
records show that several ‘verdurières’ rented a cellar in the Marché aux Herbes 
(and elsewhere in the city) to set up a vegetable shop.46 Le diable à Bruxelles also 
mentions grubby lock-up shops for fruit and vegetables in the alleyways leading 
away from the Rue de la Madeleine in the early 1850s.47 Some of these operated 
from trapdoors, while others set up shop along the indoor staircase leading to a 
cellar they rented. It is not clear whether (some of) these shops formed part of the 
official economy – registered in the census – and how many of them were 
established in the city. In any case, most of the ‘verdurières’ seem to have been 
extremely poor. It was a perfect way of making ends meet, since running a 
vegetable shop required no specialist infrastructure or knowledge. The standing of 
these shops must have resembled that of hawkers or peddlers carrying produce 
around the city.  

Even if a semi-informal circuit of vegetable and fruit shops existed in the 
early nineteenth century, the adoption of a whole new category of 250 shops for 
‘comestibles, fruits, primeurs et légumes’ in the 1878 directory remains significant. 
The census had listed a mere 24 of these shops in 1816. Therefore, even if the 
adoption of this category was in part the discursive affirmation of an older reality, 
it did register an actual transformation in the organization of the fruit and 
vegetable trade too. Part of the transformation presumably consisted of the 
metamorphosis of the fleeting and grubby trade in cellars near market places into 
a more stable retailing sector, as was the case in other European cities at the time; 
a shift from the informal to the official economy. 48  With the city and the 
population continuing their boom after 1878, the number of fruit and vegetable 
shops kept increasing as well. In fact, by 1913 they had their very own category 
(separate from comestibles), counting 465 shops. However, their numbers were 
still relatively low as compared to that of butchers and bakers, with 1 580 
inhabitants for every fruit seller and/or greengrocer in 1878, dropping only slightly 
to 1 416 inhabitants by 1913. Taking into account that there was a growing 
demand for fruits and vegetables throughout the century, the number of 
greengrocers and fruiterers remained relatively low.49 Especially when comparing 
their presence throughout the city with the population figures, it seems as though 
                                         
46 See for example: AVB, Police 289 (Marchés divers, période française – 1860), II. Commerce de fruits et 
légumes, demande d’ouverture (1840-1863): several petitions and permits and BC 1847, vol. 1, 85. 
47 Hymans & Rousseau, Le diable, 136. 
48 Scola, Feeding the Victorian city.  
49  Yves Segers, Economische groei en levensstandaard: de ontwikkeling van de particuliere consumptie en 
voedselverbruik in België, 1800-1913 (Leuven University Press 2003) 271-273 and 397.   
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other outlets must have continued to be involved in the provision of fruits and 
greens.  

Not only did the number and type of food shops increase as the century 
progressed, food retailers too, increasingly spread out over the Brussels 
agglomeration. The question as to where shops were set up, had everything to do 
with the accessibility of locations in the city. According to modern location theory, 
two concepts roughly determine the location of retail outlets in urban 
environments.50 On the one hand, there is the concept of range. The range of a 
product is the maximum distance a consumer is willing to cover in order to 
purchase said product. Theoretically speaking consumers are not willing to travel 
far for relatively cheap products that are bought rather frequently. Because the 
cost of travel is less significant when expensive goods are concerned, consumers 
will travel longer distances for luxury goods that are only bought every so often. 
On the other hand, there is the concept of threshold. The threshold is the 
minimal consumptive demand necessary for a shopkeeper to supply a certain 
product in a certain location in an economically sound way. The degree to which 
the obvious tension between both concepts mount, depends on the distance 
between the outskirts of the city and the center. In small places the center is 
within easy distance for all inhabitants. This is why, historically speaking, market 
places were always located in the geographical heart of the city. As cities grow, 
distances to the city center increase until the point where they exceed the range 
for goods that are relatively inexpensive and are bought frequently. Consequently, 
shops will start to spread throughout more distant neighborhoods.51  

Following location theory, most foodstuffs – with the exception of most 
expensive items – belong to the category of goods for which one is not willing to 
travel.52 Therefore, when the distance between the city center and its outskirts 
increases, food shops are most likely to be the first shops to spread out. At the 
beginning of the nineteenth century, the majority of Brussels shops were still 
located in the city center. Whereas shops in Amsterdam, Paris and Antwerp 
already echoed modern location patterns – with corner shops for necessities 
dispersed through neighborhoods and other shops concentrated in the city center 
and along arterial roads – the situation in Brussels had remained nearly medieval. 
Concentrations along arterial roads were low and it was remarkable how many of 
Brussels’ food shops were located in the city center and how few neighborhood 
                                         
50 On modern location theory, see for example: Peter E. Lloyd & Peter Dicken, Location in Space. A theoretical 
approach to economic geography (London et al. 1977); Jan Buursink, Stad en ruimte. Inleiding in de 
stadsgeografie (Assen 1980); Gareth Shaw, ‘The study of retail location’, in: John A. Dawson (ed), Retail geography 
(London 1980) 95-155; Ann Verhetsel, Isabelle Thomas & Marjan Beelen, ‘De pendel in en rond de stad. Een 
ruimtelijk-economische analyse’, in: Marc Despontin & Cathy Macharis (eds), Mobiliteit en (groot)stedenbeleid 
(Brussels 2006) 15-28 and Clé Lesger, Het winkellandschap van Amsterdam. Stedelijke structuur en winkelbedrijf 
in de vroegmoderne en moderne tijd, 1550-2000 (Hilversum 2013) 21-25.  
51 Lesger, Het winkellandschap van Amsterdam, 21-25.  
52 Indeed, food items are bought often and the cost of travel is high compared to the price of purchase. 
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shops there were.53 Parallel to the growth of the city, food shops nevertheless got 
more dispersed as the century progressed. The share of streets in the directory for 
which there were no food shops listed, diminished considerably.54 In 1833, 61,8 
percent of the 382 streets mentioned in the directory lacked food shops. By 1878, 
that share had dropped to 47,5 percent out of 1 292 streets listed. The ratio of 
food shops to streets seems to have stabilized in the final decades of the 
nineteenth and the first of the twentieth century. In 1913, food shops were absent 
in 46,5 percent of all of the 2 203 listed streets in Brussels. The height of the 
commercial conquest of the city thus occurred in the mid-century.  

While the number of streets with food shops rose, the number of streets 
holding high concentrations of them diminished.55 In 1833, food retailers made up 
more than ten percent of the occupations listed in 64 percent of all Brussels 
streets.56 This number dropped to 55 percent in 1878 and to 38 percent in 1913. 
This evolution is confirmed when looking at the streets for which over twenty 
percent of all listings represented food shops. In 1833 these streets made up 24 
percent of all Brussels streets, only to drop slightly to eighteen percent in 1878.57 
By 1913, in only six percent of all streets did food retailers make up more than 
twenty percent of the listed occupations.58 Furthermore, streets with a relatively 
high number of food retailers became increasingly rare in the city center as the 
century progressed. In 1833 all of these streets were still located in the area near 

                                         
53 Van Aert, 'Buurtwinkels en winkelstraten’, 21-44; Lesger, ‘Patterns of retail location’, 24-47 and Debackere, 
‘Winkelhouden in een hoofdstad’, 28-32. 
54 The number of streets in which there were no food shops listed in the directory is only a first indication to 
measure the degree of dispersal throughout the city. A geographical analysis gauging the levels of concentration of 
food shops as compared to the population, distinguishing between central streets, arterial roads and other streets in 
residential neighborhoods, would provide a more accurate and advanced insight into the matter. Unfortunately, 
because of the large number of streets listed in the commercial directories of 1878 and 1913 and the lack of a 
proper GIS-map for Brussels, this was not possible within the bounds of this study. 
55 In order to calculate concentrations, I have compared the number of food shops listed in the directory to the 
total number of professions listed in the directory for a particular street. Shops or people that were listed under two 
or multiple headings have been filtered out, by taking every house number into account only once. Because several 
streets only appear in one or two records, even though they contained many more buildings and inhabitants at the 
time, the view could be distorted when taking all records and streets into account. Therefore, a threshold was 
established, only taking into account streets for which the directory listed 10 or more entries. The threshold was 
kept relatively low, because some central streets did only contain a handful of buildings and inhabitants. 
56 For which more than ten records were listed in the directory. See footnote above.  
57 Whereas the Almanach of 1833 generally refers to the pentagon alone, the directories of 1878 and 1913 
nevertheless include an increasing amount of suburbs. As within the scope of this research it was not possible to 
distinguish between Brussels streets in a strict sense and between the streets under the authority of the faubourg’s 
municipalities, the data for 1878 and 1913 always refers to greater Brussels.  
58 This decreasing retail occupancy is confirmed when using the alternative method of calculation, comparing the 
number of food shops to the highest house number listed for a particular street in the directory: the average ‘retail 
occupancy’ for food decreased from eight percent in 1833, to seven percent in 1878 and five percent in 1913. 
Streets with a retail occupancy of over ten percent made up seven pecent of all Brussels streets in 1833, nine 
percent in 1878 and four percent in 1913. The increase between 1833 and 1878 is due to the fact that many of the 
house numbers in 1833 did not reflect the street’s actual length. Streets with a retail occupancy for food of over 
twenty percent made up one percent of all Brussels streets in 1833, one percent in 1878 and 0,3 percent in 1913. 
Again, the one percent for 1833 is presumably an underestimate of the actual percentage, because some of the 
highest house numbers exceeded the actual number of properties in a street dramatically.  
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the market places and the butcher’s halls in the city center. A minority of them 
were arterial roads. By 1878, the number of centrally located streets was still 
rather high, but the share of arterial roads – connecting the city gates with other 
cities such as Mons or Charleroi – and local neighborhood streets increased.59 In 
1913, three of the five streets were located downtown, near the Halles Centrales, 
but the others were spread out in a seemingly haphazard manner.  

Part of the reason why food retailing was still mostly concentrated in the city 
center, was the fact that so many market vendors figured among the entries in the 
directories. Indeed the categories that most likely listed market vendors instead of 
shops are the categories which concentrated most in the center. As elaborated 
upon in the first chapter, butchers stayed close to the city’s public butcher’s halls. 
A quick review of the addresses of fishmongers indicates they preferred locations 
close to the fish market. Bakers and grocers occupying fixed premises had already 
ventured out into the more remote corners of the pentagon. 51 out of 107 streets 
with groceries housed just one grocer’s shop. In only six percent of these streets60 
did grocers take up more than ten percent of the street’s properties. They tended 
to cluster just a little bit more than bakeries, which in no street took up more than 
ten percent of the street’s properties. Bakeries could be found in nineteen percent 
of the city’s streets, and in a majority of those streets with bakers, 62 percent 
housed only one bakery. As the century progressed, all different types of 
foodstuffs would be sold in the farthest corners of the Brussels’ agglomeration. As 
will be argued in the final chapter, in 1913, egg and butter sellers could be found 
both in the city center as well as in very remote locations in the faubourgs. In 
1913, there was only one street, the Rue Steenpoort in the city center with three 
‘boulangers’, in which over ten percent was taken up with bakeries. The share of 
streets with bakeries (21 percent of Brussels’ streets) in which there was just one of 
them, increased to over 65 percent (306 out of 464). Similarly, 26 percent of the 
city’s streets housed butchers.61 Here, 346 of the 568 streets in which butchers 
could be found, housed only one butcher’s shop. Only four streets had a retail 
occupancy of over ten percent butcheries.  

The network of shops for both dry and fresh foodstuffs was clearly 
expanding in Brussels as the nineteenth century progressed. Whether or not they 
formed an increasing threat to economic viability of the city’s markets is unclear. 
The city council still believed they had a vital role to play in the distribution of 

                                         
59 Some of these arterial roads were part of the core of the faubourgs, which makes them centrally located as well.  
60 Excluding those for which ten or less records were listed in the commercial directory, following the threshold 
explained above. The threshold is only used when percentages of retail occupancy or relative retail activity, 
compared to the total professional activity in a street, is concerned. When actual numbers of streets are used, they 
are included in the scope, because they do not skew the absolute numbers.  
61 Because the percentage does not refer to the retail occupancy per street, the threshold explained above is not 
applied here.  
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food in the city. However, also believed market reform was necessary to better 
adapted to the ‘modern day’.    

 

Under cover 

While the network of shops for both dry and fresh foodstuffs was expanding and 
spreading out over the city, the city council was taking action to ‘modernize’ the 
market system. Sometime during the early nineteenth century, policy makers had 
come to be convinced that the current system of open-air and street markets was 
outdated. They did not believe the market to be redundant, but did not like its 
existing form. The municipality had intervened on the market scene before, in an 
attempt to alter its contours. From the middle of the eighteenth century onwards, 
markets had been an important matter of urban policy. An array of measures had 
been taken to ensure the smooth flow of people on, to and from market places in 
the city. The edges of market places had been lined with poles or ropes. 
Regulations had been issued with regards to the parking of carts, barrows, dogs 
and beasts of burden.62 Although nearly all markets were moved from one site to 
another during the French period – especially the ones along the ‘Chaussée’ – 
none of those new market sites were redesigned or fitted out for the purpose, 
except for the Nouveau Marché aux Grains. A square was constructed on the site 
of the garden of the former Jéricho convent and it was especially designed for the 
purpose of hosting a cereal market. It was by far the most extreme intervention on 
the market scene during the eighteenth century.63 Nearly all markets – except 
those for fish and meat – were open-air markets. In contrast with English and 
American towns, market sheds provided by the government had not been 
common.64 In the first decades of the new century, several half-open constructions 
were built. The butter market was accommodated in the former convent of the 
Récollets, near the Grand Place. [See Il l .  1]  Prints and photographs tell us the 
privately exploited market took place on a square-shaped courtyard, lined with 
shelters. Tables were set up under the shelters and in between the trees on the 
courtyard. In 1826-27, a new fish market was built in the shape of an elongated 
courtyard, lined with sheltered galleries on one side and bordered by the Senne 
on the other.65  

However, these measures and constructions were only the beginning. 
Markets remained topicalities for the better part of the century to follow. As 

                                         
62 Helen Tangires mentions these types of regulations for the late colonial period and the early republic in America: 
Tangires, Public markets and civic culture, 3-25.   
63 Christophe Loir, Bruxelles néoclassique. Mutation d’un espace urbain 1775-1840 (Brussels 2009) 130-134 and 
Lannoy, Marchés et circulations, 75-77.   
64  Anger, (Victor) Baltard and A. Husson, Rapport sur les marches publics en Angleterre, en Belgique, en 
Hollande et en Allemagne (Paris, 30 November 1845) 42-46 and Tangires, Public markets and civic culture, 3-47.   
65 Loir, Bruxelles néoclassique, 130-134.  
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market policies were incorporated in larger redevelopment and planning 
ideologies from the 1830s onwards, the interventions of the city council on the 
market scene grew more extreme. Indeed, the council had more in mind than 
facilitating food provisioning alone. During the 1830s, it became increasingly clear 
that the city center was getting overcrowded. Since 1800, the population of 
Brussels had grown by a third, from 66 297 registered inhabitants inside the 
pentagon to 99 522. The pace of growth increased even more during the 1830s 
and early 1840s.66 With the population growing in number and density and the 
simultaneous development of the railway, traffic in the capital city increased. The 
heightened flow of traffic in the jumble of narrow and tortuous streets that made 
up the city center increasingly led to traffic jams, havoc and accidents. Congestion 
in central streets had become a pressing problem because the main thoroughfares 
were used for multiple purposes at the same time. Even though most markets had 
been moved to side streets, the fruit and vegetable market was still situated on the 
centrally located Marché aux Herbes and the Marché aux Tripes. Not only were 
these streets part of the main thoroughfare, they also sat near its crossroad with 
the increasingly busy north-south thoroughfare in between Brussels railway 
stations. Furthermore, due to population growth, markets spilled out of their 
official limits.67 Since most market vendors made use of carts and carriages to 
bring their produce to the markets, their vehicles and the animals pulling them 
needed to be parked somewhere too. To worsen the matter, the main arteries 
were also busy shopping streets. With travelers, vendors, carts, carriages, market 
stalls and other pedestrians all having to make use of the same space, these streets 
became cramped. Like the Galeries Saint-Hubert, the market hall made its 
entrance in Brussels in a context of increased circulatory issues.   

Another logical consequence of the population increase was the fact that 
there were more mouths to feed because more people had to make use of the 
same facilities. It did not take long for councilors to start worrying about the lack 
of efficiency in the system of food provisioning for the city. All through the 
second half of the eighteenth century, municipal authorities had relocated markets 
in order to alleviate the central streets. However, most markets were still 
established in the city center. From the late 1820s onwards, more distant locations 
were being proposed. For example, when Antoine Barthélémy, member of the 
Provincial council, published a brochure on the redevelopment of the Bas-Fonds 
along the Rue Royale in 1826, he argued: ‘It is becoming important not only to 
clear the center of its markets but also to provide some closer to the new 

                                         
66 Frank Daelemans, ‘De bevolking tijdens het ancien régime’, in: Smolar-Meynart & Stengers , Het gewest Brussel, 
130-137.  
67 BC 1847, vol. 1, 67. This situation continued near the Grand Place: BC 1871, vol. 1, 41.  
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neighborhoods that are taking shape.’ 68  In 1838, Edouard Ducpétiaux, city 
councilor and member of the Conseil de salubrité publique de Bruxelles, 
advocated for turning the current system upside down by decentralizing the 
markets. The Conseil de salubrité publique had been founded in 1836 with a 
general aim of improving health and living conditions in Brussels. In 1838, 
Ducpétiaux presented a report before the Conseil suggesting measures to improve 
the existing regulations concerning ‘la petite voirie’ – the municipally owned road 
system.69 Among the suggestions was his plea for the municipal administration to 
build market halls in different neighborhoods. The plan was to mentally divide 
the city in four parts and construct a market building in each of those areas. 
When discussing the possibility of constructing the Marché de la Madeleine in the 
city council in 1847, Ducpétiaux again stressed the necessity to spatially 
decentralize markets.70 Councilor Michel-Auguste Blaes supported his opinion. 
He argued:  
 

‘Decentralizing the markets presently piled up, or – more accurately – 
pressed together in the center of the city; redistributing them between 
the different neighborhoods; then concentrate in each separate market 
the sale of diverse goods of provision; in one word, bring the consumer 
closer to the retailer: that is the idea, I think, that should structure the 
reorganization of the markets in Brussels.’71  

 
The journalists of the Journal de Bruxelles concurred a year later: ‘The 
decentralization of the markets had become a pressing necessity’.72 There was no 
general consensus. When submitting their project for building an arcade with the 
city council in 1838, Adolphe Hauman, Jean-André De Mot, baron De 
Wyckersloot de Weerdesteyn and a man named Brugelman argued there were 
better ways to unclog the city center. They presented their arcade as a solution to 
the problems caused by the concentration of markets in the city center and held a 
plea to keep the markets where they were:   
 

‘When looking at the map of Brussels, one sees the admirable position 
of the Grande-Place and of the markets assembled: when one sees the 

                                         
68 ‘Il devient important, non-seulement de désobstruer les marches du centre, mais encore d’en fournir de plus 
rapprochés à de nouveaux quartiers qui se forment’. Cited in L’Indépendance Belge (10 May 1847).  
69 Edouard Ducpétiaux, ‘Rapport sur les réglements pour la petite voirie de la ville de Bruxelles, lu dans la séance 
du 23 juillet 1838’, in: Annales du conseil de salubrité publique de Bruxelles, 1 (1841) 87-100. 
70 BC 1847, vol. 1, 39-40 and 75-80.  
71 ‘Décentraliser les marches actuellement agglomérés ou plutôt entassés au milieu de la ville; les répartir entre les 
divers quartiers; puis dans chaque marché particulier, concentrer la vente des divers objet d’alimentation; en un 
mot, rapprocher le marchand du consommateur: telle est la pensée qui doit, je crois, présider à la réorganisation 
des marches de Bruxelles.’ Cited in the reprint of the minutes of the city council meeting of 13 February 1847 in: 
L’Indépendance Belge (14 February 1847).   
72 ‘La décentralisation des marchés était devenu une impérieuse nécessité’. Journal de Bruxelles (17 October 1848).  
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equality of the distances that separate it from all extremities of the 
present enclosure, one cannot seriously wish for the relocation of the 
markets. One could desire the establishment of a few secondary 
markets here and there in order to satisfy the daily needs of the most 
distant neighborhoods, but it nevertheless goes without saying that the 
natural site for the main markets, the place that is in fact suggested by 
the configuration of the capital itself, is the square they occupy.’73 

 
The idea of centralization and decentralization kept on returning in the debates of 
the city council, with certain market halls being built with the intention of 
decentralizing markets and another with the purpose of centralizing them.  

Although there was no consensus on where they were supposed to be built, 
everyone seemed to agree that the construction of market halls was the ultimate 
way to solve the circulatory problems in the city center while facilitating food 
provisioning. Although market squares might have been useful in solving 
problems of circulation, the city council never even considered them. The first 
substantial trace of the conviction that market buildings would contribute greatly 
to relieve congestion can be found in a 1839 report on the workings of the 
Conseil de salubrité publique, where it was argued that ‘among the many works of 
public use that are needed in Brussels, the construction of market halls needs to 
be put in first place.’74 The Conseil had already appointed three of its members to 
determine how many market halls would be needed and where they should be 
established. Their report was written with a sense of urgency. Time was of the 
essence, they said, because of the many demolition works in progress. In a city so 
densely developed and thick with buildings, the opportunity needed to be seized 
when open space became available. The Conseil concluded that four new market 
halls sufficed. In contrast with the existing markets, each selling only a selection of 
foodstuffs, the new buildings were to assemble all provisions under the same roof. 
With the exception of the market in the undeveloped southwest, retail and 
wholesale would be combined. When considering possible accommodation, it 
was clearly of importance that they were established in different neighborhoods. 

                                         
73 ‘Lorsque, jetant les yeux sur le plan de Bruxelles, on voit l’admirable position de la Grande-Place et des marchés 
dont elle est la réunion: lorsque l’on voit l’égalité des distances qui la séparent de tous les points extrêmes de 
l’enceinte actuelle, on ne peut songer à émettre sérieusement le voeu de la translation des marchés. L’on peut sans 
doute désirer qu’il s’en établisse ça et là quelques-uns de secondaires pour satisfaire aux besoins journaliers des 
quartiers les plus éloignés, mais il demeure évident que la place naturelle des principaux marchés, la place 
qu’indique forcément la configuration de la capitale, est la place qu’ils occupent.’ AVB, TP 6208: Projet de 
communication entre le Marché-aux-Herbes et la montagne aux Herbes Potagères à Bruxelles; présenté au conseil 
de régence, par MM. Ad. Hauman, Brugelman, Jean De Mot, Baron de Wykerslooth de Weerdesteyn (January 
1838).  
74 ‘Parmi les nombreux travaux d’utilité que réclame Bruxelles, la construction de marchés couverts doit être placée 
en première ligne’. See: ‘Compte-rendu des travaux du Conseil central du salubrité publique de Bruxelles, pendant 
l’année 1839, lu dans les séances du 17 février et 4 mars par le docteur Dieudonné’, in: Annales du Conseil central 
de salubrité publique de Bruxelles (Brussels 1841) 31-35.  
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The pentagon was mentally divided in four parts, with a market hall in the center 
of each of them.75 The city council seems to have been amenable to the plans. 
Their annual report of 1847 conveyed a sense of impatience when it was 
mentioned that Brussels had ‘only two markets’ that came somewhat close to 
being under (partial) cover.76 In 1846, an elaborated version of the plan of the 
Conseil de salubrité publique received the city council’s full support when it was 
presented to them by councilor Ducpétiaux.77 However, even if it were true that 
the majority of city councilors approved of the plan in principle, several of them 
also pointed towards the practical and financial problems when it came to its 
realisation.78  

Having been discussed since the 1820s, the first proper market halls would 
not appear until the late 1840s. In 1847, a small flower and fruit market hall was 
established in the Galeries Saint-Hubert. It can be considered Brussels’ first 
market hall, although it was an annex to the Galeries rather than an autonomous 
building. 79  The opposite was true for Brussels’ first proper market hall: the 
Marché de la Madeleine was a market hall in its own right, adjoined by a small 
arcade connecting it to the Rue de la Madeleine. The small Galerie Bortier, 
providing a connection between the market and the Rue de la Madeleine, was not 
the only thing the Marché de la Madeleine and the Galeries Saint-Hubert had in 
common. They were designed by the same architect, Jean-Pierre Cluysenaar, who 
deployed similar elements in both buildings. With its glazed roof aimed at 
providing both protection and daylight, Cluysenaar used the architectural language 
of the arcade to update the form of the early modern market building. Both the 
entrances on the Rue Duquesnoy and the Rue Saint-Jean were built in a neo-
renaissance style, similar to that of the Galeries.80 Like the Galeries, its design was 
focused on addressing the newly budding sensibilities of bodily comfort.   

The construction of this market hall resulted from a lucrative proposition 
by Pierre Louis Bortier, a Parisian banker, who approached the city council on 9 
January 1847. He proposed building a market hall on the land formerly owned by 
the hospices, near the Rue de la Madeleine. Bortier was to supply the capital and 
allow the municipality to buy back the complex in installments over the next 
twenty years, using the revenues.81 Bortier’s proposal gave rise to fierce debates in 
the city council, centering on location on the one hand and money on the other. 
The Marché de la Madeleine was presented as an alternative site for the fruit and 
                                         
75 ‘Compte-rendu des travaux’, 31-35.  
76 Report of the city council meeting of 29 July 1848, printed in L’Indépendance Belge (1 August 1848). 
77 BC 1847, vol. 1, 63 and 75-80.  
78 BC 1847, vol. 1, 55-89.  
79 On the expropriations for the construction of the market hall, see: AVB, TP 6208: Minutes of the Section des 
contentieux (21 August 1846) and of the Section des travaux publics (23 July 1846); Hembrechts to Mayor (29 
August 1846) and Governor to Mayor & Aldermen (14 July 1846).  
80 Les passages-galeries du XIXe siècle à Bruxelles (Brussels 1983) 49-56.  
81 AVB, TP 6132: Bortier to Mayor & Aldermen (9 January 1847).   
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vegetable market of the Rue Marché aux Herbes, where congestion was a major 
issue. The advocates of the project applauded its ‘prime location’, while the 
opponents – not in the least the councilors that were also members of the Conseil 
central de salubrité publique – disapproved. While the former approved because 
of the centrality of the location, the latter rebuffed that it did not fit the former 
plans for decentralizing the market scene. Furthermore, critics of Bortier’s 
proposal argued that the projected hall was too small for a full market, while 
supporters declared that it would suffice to replace the vegetable and poultry 
markets. Opponents also feared the effect of higher rents – required to cover the 
heavy construction costs – on food prices. Advocates rebuffed that the benefits of 
building the market outweighed the obstacles. Their main and most decisive 
argument was the money. Although the critics of the project uttered that many 
entrepreneurs would be found willing to invest in a market hall on the 
municipality’s own – more opportune – terms, those in favor disagreed. They 
argued that Bortier had just offered them a uniquely lucrative proposition that 
would allow them to finally construct a market hall, and without having to spend a 
penny.82 The opponents lost the battle. A year and a half later, the Marché de la 
Madeleine was ready to be inaugurated.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Il l  3.  The Marché de la Madeleine 
Source: GUL, Europeana topo BRKZ.TOPO.962.D01. 

  

                                         
82 BC 1847, vol. 1, 55-89 and AVB, TP 6132: A.J. Daumerie to city council (12 February 1847) and Bortier to city 
council (13 February 1847).    
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Even though city councilors disagreed over what to build and where to 
build it, the utility of constructing covered markets was generally unchallenged. It 
had in fact become the city council’s aim to clear all markets of the streets and 
bring them under cover in practically fitted-out buildings. Market halls were 
perceived as having multiple advantages over open-air markets alongside streets or 
on squares. First, relocating markets from streets to buildings was believed to 
solve the circulatory issues in the city center.83 A side-advantage was the fact that 
markets could now have extended opening hours. Because markets were no 
longer of hindrance to traffic and other street activities, there was no reason to 
limit their duration until noon.84 Secondly, although less thoroughly substantiated, 
it was believed a market hall would help streamline the distribution of food in the 
capital. All market buildings were to host full markets, where one could buy any 
type of food. The complete market was preferred over specialized markets 
because of its convenience for shoppers. Councilors advanced more than once 
that the Brussels housewife would now finally be able to halt her daily pilgrimage 
along the series of markets.85 A third advantage of the market hall was its added 
comfort. Like the arcade, the design of market halls catered to a specific new-
grown set of bodily sensibilities. The city council hoped to offer market vendors, 
their clients and their wares a protected environment. Apart from sheltering them 
from bad weather, market buildings would free vendors and clients of muddy feet 
and of marketing along or traipsing about dusty cobblestones.86 Furthermore it 
would prevent the goods on sale from festering on dirty floors, exposed to rain or 
shine. In the market hall, hygiene could be enforced more efficiently upon 
market vendors.87 With convenience and comfort heightened for both vendors 
and customers alike, several city councilors were convinced that stallholders 
would be willing to pay higher tolls than they did on the streets. Although some 
disagreed, most believed the construction of a market hall would pay off 
financially. They saw it as a solid and secure financial investment.88  

Apart from the Marché de la Madeleine, six other market halls would be 
constructed on behalf of or with cooperation of the city council during the 
nineteenth century: the Marché du Parc (opened in 1857), the Marché de la Loi 
(1874), the Halles Centrales (1874), the Marché du Parlement (adjacent to the 

                                         
83 E.g.: ‘Compte-rendu des travaux’, 31-35; Ducpétiaux, ‘Rapport sur les réglements’, 93-94 and BC 1847, vol. 1, 
60, 67, 72, 81-82 and 88.  
84 BC 1847, vol. 1, 60, 65, 71 and 81 and BC 1868, vol. 1, 150-152.  
85 BC 1847, vol. 1, 39 and 55-89.  
86 This argument was made several times, e.g.: BC 1847, vol. 1, 60, 69, 72 and 83; BC 1849, vol. 1, 335; BC 1861, 
vol. 2, 399-401; BC 1871, vol. 1, 89-90 and BC 1872, vol. 2, 322-335. Comfort remained a consideration in the 
construction of market halls, see for example: AVB, TP 5447: Van de Wyngaerde to Mayor (23 July 1896).   
87 See for example: BC 1849, vol. 2, 465-477. 
88 E.g.: BC 1847, vol. 1, 55-89, 84 and 221; BC 1870, vol. 1, 365-370 and AVB, TP 6132: A.J. Daumerie to city 
council (12 February 1847) and Bortier to city council (13 February 1847). 
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Galerie du Parlement, 1880), the Marché Saint-Géry (1882)89 and the Marché et 
Minque au Poisson (1883).90 All of these were purpose-built market halls. In the 
middle of the century, several propositions were put forth to establish market 
buildings of mixed use, similar to the kind of market buildings that had often been 
built in early modern England and early nineteenth-century America.91 Proposals 
included the combination of a market on the ground floor with the rooms for the 
Academy of Fine Arts or for the city’s archives on the first floor.92 They were 
never carried out and mixed market houses were never built as such in Brussels. 
Since different architects designed them at different times, the Brussels’ market 
halls of the nineteenth century were built in different styles. There were, however, 
certain similarities: their floors were paved, tiled or asphalted, their interiors 
designed and their internal disposition strictly organized. They were built to last, 
which was more than could be said of the Anglo-Saxon market sheds.93  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
I l l  4.  The Marché et minque au poisson at the turn of the century 

Source: GUL, Europeana Tropo: BRKZ.TOPO.926.D.04. 
  

                                         
89 A market building seems to have been present at the Place Saint-Géry before the 1880s, because there was talk of 
replacing the market rather than building a market hall, but no further information could be found about its 
erection. BC 1877, vol. 2, 526-527.  
90 Marché du Parc: BC 1857, vol. 1, 52-53; Marché de la Loi: BC 1874, vol. 1, 205; Marché du Parlement: BC 
1880, vol. 1, 805-818, 860-880 and 894; Marché et Minque au Poisson: BC 1883, vol. 2, 954-957; Halles 
Centrales: L’Indépendance Belge (21 April 1875) and Journal de Bruxelles (1 July 1875); Marché Saint-Géry: 
L’Indépendance Belge (10 April 1882) and Journal de Bruxelles (2 May 1882). A second-hand market was also 
installed in the Palais du Midi, but that building was not a market hall per se. Therefore it is left outside the scope. 
91 Tangires, Public markets and civic culture, 39-40 and 130-132.   
92 Henri Engels, Marché couvert et local pour les archives de l’état, à construire sur les bas-fonds de la Rue Royale 
à Bruxelles, projet présenté à l’administration communale le 22 décembre 1840 (Brussels 1841); BC 1847, vol. 1, 
87 and report written by councilor Blaes on behalf of the Section des travaux publics and read at the city council 
meeting of 8 May 1847, printed in: L’Indépendance Belge (10 May 1847).  
93 For an example of such a temporary shed: BC 1879, vol. 2, 861.  
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Although the Marché de la Madeleine and the Marché de la Loi were often 

described as luxurious and/or elegant constructions – like the Galeries –, the 
general consensus was that a market needed a modest and functional 
appearance.94 This is beautifully illustrated by the municipal appraisal of one of 
the competing designs for the redevelopment of the Bas-fonds.  The proposal at 
hand was by M. Muller, a Viennese architect. His design was so lavish that the 
reviewing committee thought there must have been a misunderstanding. Rather 
than a market building, it seemed he had drawn something more akin to a 
Moresque palace:  

 
‘It is in the architecture of the market that the artist has deployed all of 
his imagination. He has inspired himself on the old Arabic buildings of 
Granada and Córdoba, which he has taken as his models. […] 
Openwork ornaments like marble lace everywhere; murals on a golden 
fond everywhere. […] Everything breathes of the most exquisite taste. 
But there must have been a misunderstanding on the part of the artist. 
We have asked him for a market. A palace we have been given, a 
palace in which more than one queen would be happy to set up her 
boudoir.’95 

 
However charmed they were by the design, the city council did not regard it a 
feasible suggestion. It was argued: ‘A market like this would require shoppers 
dressed in royal garments, the market women in satin shoes and shops made of 
acajou. What would happen to the gildings, the paintings of the magnificent 
paneling, when they are exposed to contact with the crowds every day?’96 Enough 
was said. It was obvious that a market like Muller’s would never be. The eventual 
market hall turned out much more modest, with simple interior plastering void of 
ornamental sculptures.97 Markets needed to be plain and modest, or as the city 
councilors of the Section des Travaux Publics put it with regard to the design of 

                                         
94 See for example: Hymans & Rousseau, Le diable, 139-140 and BC 1871, vol. 2, 440.  
95 ‘C’est dans l’architecture du marché que l’artiste a déployé toutes les ressources de son imagination. Les vieux 
édifices arabes de Grenade et de Cordoue sont les modèles dont il s’est inspiré. […] Partout des ornements 
travaillés à jour, des dentelles de marbre; partout des fresques sur fond d’or. […] L’ensemble et les détails de 
l’œuvre est splendide, tout respire le goût le plus exquis. Mais évidemment il y a eu un malentendu de la part de 
l’artiste. Nous lui avons demandé un marché. C’est un palais qu’il nous a donné, un palais où plus d’une reine 
serait charmée d’installer son boudoir.’ Minutes of a city council meeting in: L’Indépendance Belge (24 December 
1847). 
96 ‘A un marché pareil il faudrait des chalands en habits de cour, des marchandes en souliers de satin et des 
échoppes en acajou. Que deviendrait les dorures, les peintures de ces magnifiques lambris, exposées chaque jour 
au contact de la foule?’ Minutes of a city council meeting in: L’Indépendance Belge (24 December 1847). 
97 BC 1857, vol.1, 52-53.  
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the Marché Saint-Géry: ‘Replace the excess of details in the façade with broader 
lines, fitting with the character that suits a market.’98  

Looking at photographs and drawings of the other Brussels market halls, it 
seems some of them were nevertheless built in an elaborate and refined 
architectural style. For example, the façades of the Marché de la Madeleine were 
more elaborately decorated than the façade of the Galeries Saint-Hubert, which 
was nonetheless explicitly a site of luxury. [See Il l  3]  The market consisted of 
two superposed porticos, each of which counted nine bays, separated by clustered 
columns. On the first floor, elegantly designed French doors, complete with 
wrought ironwork, connected the balcony with the inside gallery.99 As the century 
progressed, the style of building changed. Although plenty of iron was used and 
some of it was even visible in the interior of the Madeleine market, iron and brick 
were much more ostentatiously used in the Halles Centrales, the Marché Saint-
Géry and the Marché et Minque au Poisson. The brick walls were no longer 
covered up behind a façade of dimension stone and bluestone. The techniques 
for ventilation in both the Halles Centrales and the Marché Saint-Géry – not 
coincidentally in less formal locations than the first of Brussels market halls – 
were also very openly displayed.  

Technology was thus more openly applied by the end of the century than it 
had been before. As had been the case with the Galeries Saint-Hubert, market 
halls had nevertheless always made use of the most modern materials. For 
example, the floor of the Marché de la Madeleine had already been asphalted 
instead of paved in 1848. Correspondence shows that it took the architect some 
convincing to get the city council to agree to the experiment. Apparently the 
municipal administration was not very well acquainted with the advantages of 
asphalt for indoor use.100 Experimenting with new techniques continued and a new 
type of asphalted floor was constructed in the Marché Saint-Géry in 1881.101 
Another typical example of applying novel technology in market halls was the 
establishment of cold storage.102  The installation of a so-called ‘glacière’ – an 
icehouse – in the basement, intended for keeping meat and produce fresh, was 
provided in the design of the Marché Saint-Géry. In 1889, the basement of the 
Halles Centrales was rented out to the ‘Compagnie Frigorifique’, a company 
involved in the business of cooling and ice-making.103  

                                         
98 ‘Remplacer les détails trop multiples des façades par de grandes lignes par un rapport avec le caractère à donner 
à un marché.’ AVB, TP 30737: ‘Construction d’un marché Place St Géry. Observations énoncées en séance de la 
section des travaux publics en date du 30 juillet 1879’.  
99 On the construction of the Marché de la Madeleine: AVB, TP 6133: multiple reports and correspondence. See 
also: L’Indépendance Belge (7 August 1847, 16 October 1847, 15 November 1847 and 24 November 1847) and 
Journal de Bruxelles (17 October 1847 and 10 April 1848).  
100 AVB, TP 6133: Cluysenaar to Mayor & Aldermen (31 March 1848).  
101 AVB, TP 30755 (asphalte): multiple reports and correspondence.  
102 See also: Tangires, Public markets and civic culture, 175.  
103 AVB, TP 30761 (glacière Marché Saint-Géry): report and correspondence and BC 1889, vol. 1, 193-194.  
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Similar to the Galeries Saint-Hubert, the glazed roof was the main 
technologically advanced feature of all of Brussels market halls.104 Glazed roofs 
provided shelter while retaining full daylight. As mentioned in the previous 
chapter, the importance of light cannot be overestimated in a commercial context. 
The age-long association between illumination and reliability and honesty in trade 
was even most important when it came to food. A shopkeeper who willingly 
displayed his wares publicly in full light, proved to his clients he had nothing to 
hide when it came to the quality of his wares. It is no coincidence that all of the 
remaining drawings of the Marché de la Madeleine emphasize the abundance of 
natural light inside the hall. Natural light was the only type of illumination. 
According to a German report about the European market scene by Theodor 
Risch, city councilor in Berlin, in 1867, there was no artificial lighting in the 
Marché de la Madeleine.105 Indeed, there is no sign of gas lanterns having been put 
up in the building files of the market. Because the market closed at sundown, 
there was simply no need for it. Later on, artificial lighting was a standard feature 
in market halls. It is not clear whether markets stayed open after sundown then or 
whether artificial lighting was provided for gloomy days. The latter is likely, as it 
was mentioned with regard to the galleries of the Marché Saint-Géry.106  The 
increased importance of artificial lighting is probably best illustrated by the 
numerous correspondence and multiple sketches regarding the distribution of 
light in both the Halles Centrales and the Marché Saint-Géry.107 By 1900, the 
Marché Saint-Géry switched from gas to electricity because of the lamentable state 
of the lighting. It took longer in the Halles Centrales, where the southern pavilion 
was not fitted out with electric lamps until 1908.108  

Adding to the brightness was the colorful painting of the plastered internal 
walls of the market halls. When finishing off his Marché de la Madeleine, 
Cluysenaar had pushed the city council to agree to a new color scheme including 
bright green. He believed the customary off-white hues, used in other public 
buildings, did not suit a busily frequented market hall.109 By the time the Halles 
Centrales were reconstructed after a fire in 1894, Cluysenaars color-scheme of 

                                         
104 With the exception of the Marché du Parc, which was built in part underneath the Place du Congrès and which 
received its daylight from its windowpanes.  
105  Theodor Risch, Bericht über Markthallen in Deutschland, Belgien, Frankreich, England und Italien. Im 
Auftrage des Magistrats der Haupt- und Residenzstadt Berlin (Berlin 1867) 37.  
106 AVB, TP 30748: Note (16 September 1882).  
107 AVB, TP 20691: drawings and notes regarding lighting in the Halles Centrales 1873; TP 30641: drawings and 
notes regarding lighting in the Halles Centrales and TP 30752: correspondence and drawings regarding lighting in 
the Saint-Géry market hall 1882.  
108 AVB, TP 5415: internal report (27 December 1907) and correspondence, including tendering contract, with 
regards to the placement of electrical cabinets and BC 1900, vol. 1, 66. The Pôle Nord/Palais d’été established in 
the northern pavilion of the Halles Centrales in 1893 did use electricity immediately. However, its usage did not 
extend to the market hall at that time: BC 1893, vol. 2, 29-32.  
109 AVB, TP 6133: Cluysenaar to Mayor & Aldermen (16 June 1848).  
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white and green had become the obvious choice.110 The similarity in color was not 
the only thing Brussels’ market halls had in common. They were fitted out in a 
specific way as well. All of them had a scale, a source of running water, and a 
clock to indicate the start and the end of the market.111 A series of identical stalls 
filled up the body of the market, according to a carefully considered and strictly 
regulated internal disposition. The precise configuration often depended on the 
type of goods for sale. Every type of vendor had their designated space. For 
example, in the Marché de la Madeleine, fruit and vegetables were sold on the 
ground floor, in stalls or on the floor, on the so-called ‘carreau’, the middle of the 
hall. The galleries were reserved for poultry and game vendors and florists.112 
Where one ended up did matter greatly to the vendors. In 1882 the butter- and 
cheesemongers complained that their designated places were on the galleries of 
the newly built Marché Saint-Géry. They were so upset that they threatened to 
leave and sell their wares in the faubourgs. Apart from firmly believing that the 
spatial arrangements of the market hall were detrimental to their business, their 
complaint was of a practical nature. They wanted to escape lugging heavy baskets 
up the stairs. 113  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Il l  5. An airy, light and bustling Marché de la Madeleine 
Source: AVB, Iconographic collection: D723. 

  

                                         
110 AVB, TP 30647 (Peinturage des Halles): Cahier des charges de l’entreprise du peinturage and correspondence.  
111 See for example: AVB, TP 6133: correspondence and drawings about a clock for the Marché de la Madeleine. 
BC 1847, vol. 1, 64 and 68 and BC 1897, vol. 1, 171. 
112 BC 1849, vol. 1, 152; BC 1849, vol. 2, 400-416 and AVB, TP 5478: report by Vandenbrugge on the Marché de 
la Madeleine (30 May 1872).  
113 AVB, TP 30737: butter- and cheesemongers to Mayor (27 November 1881) and BC 1881, vol.2, 598.  
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Specific to the Marché de la Madeleine was the introduction of the ‘shop’ on the 
market. Apart from the open floor space and the space reserved for semi-
permanent stalls, Cluysenaar had included a row of shop spaces in his design in 
order to fill up the space under the galleries. The tenants of the shops were 
allowed to put up shop fronts as well as establish counters and shelves. The 1849 
market regulation demonstrates that the rental fees for these spaces were to be 
negotiated ‘de gré à gré’, rather than by a fixed rate.114 The system soon spread to 
the rental of stalls as well. Soon after the opening of the Marché de la Madeleine, 
market vendors who wished to operate from a stall were required to comply with 
a standard model issued by the city council. The construction of such a stall 
demanded a bigger investment of said market vendor than merely selling wares on 
a table or from baskets. As a consequence, spaces could be rented for a longer 
period of time than just a day. In the meantime, longer tenancy terms were 
already used in the Marché et Minque au Poisson too.115 Because of these longer 
periods, the logic behind the pricing of the market stands increasingly resembled 
that behind the pricing of shop spaces. Location did not just matter to particular 
market vendors as a group – such as the butter- and cheesemongers in the 
Marché Saint-Géry – it also mattered to the individual. Indeed, the rental price 
paid for these stalls depended on both the location of the market hall as well as on 
the specific spot within each hall.116 

The first stalls in the Marché de la Madeleine had been provided by the 
market vendors themselves. As the century progressed, the city council took over 
the responsibility and consequently assumed more control. Stalls started to take 
up an increasing share of the halls. For the Halles Centrales, the building files 
even contain drawings with their placement included.117 By the 1870s stalls were 
usually rented out monthly.118 Farmers wanting to sell their produce in the halls 
were only welcome to rent a stall for the day if there were open spaces. 119 
Excluding the more fleeting trade, the municipality seems to have counted on 
more permanent vendors. Strangely enough, this did not lead to lower rental 
prices for current vendors wanting to engage themselves for a longer period of 
time. In fact, it was exactly the opposite. If a market vendor wanted to rent his stall 
for a longer period of time than was proposed in the regulation, he could. 
However, he would pay a higher price.120 It is odd that the city council did not opt 
for lower prices in exchange for the increased financial security of being assured 

                                         
114 BC 1849, vol. 1, 530-532.  
115 BC 1850, vol. 1, 10-12.  
116 BC 1847, vol. 1, 69.  
117 AVB, TP 30644: drawing (10 November 1875). 
118 BC 1876, vol. 1, 153, 170 and 221 and BC 1900, vol. 2, 753-766.  
119 BC 1876, vol. 1, 153.  
120 BC 1876, vol. 1, 170-171.  
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of tenants.  This, then, must be indicative of a specific reality on the market place. 
If not for the price, market vendors must have been eager to commit to a stall for 
a long period of time for another reason. The logical explanation is that there was 
an economic advantage in permanency. By 1900, the difference between vendors 
on the ‘carreau’ and vendors leasing stalls was referred to explicitly.121 The former 
were occasional, the latter were semi- permanent.  

Could it be the case that market stalls in market halls were increasingly 
‘shopificating’, i.e., turning into shops? In any case, there are indications that 
market vendors started to behave like shopkeepers. When the new market 
building was put to use, the butchers of the Saint-Géry market were consulted to 
help decide on the precise design of their ‘échoppes’. The stalls contained 
drawers that could be locked with a key, suggesting a sense of ownership on the 
part of the tenants. A couple of months after its opening, the butter- and 
cheesemongers demanded shop signs above their counters, so as to be 
recognizable for their clients.122 Some market vendors petitioned to the city council 
to be ensured of a new lease on their current spot before someone else could 
swoop in – in a way similar to that of the tenants in the Galeries, petitioning to the 
Société. Some of these stallholders seem to have been building market stall 
multiples, leasing a stall in several markets. 123 Building plans also demonstrate that 
the stalls set up under the canopies on the outside walls of the Halles Centrales 
had transformed into shops by 1911.124 It seems obvious, the ‘shopification’ of 
market stalls was specific to the (spatial configuration and culture of the) market 
hall. A similar process did not take place on the city’s open-air markets. Even as 
late as 1900, the latter were still the domain of the out-of-town farmer.125 

 

Mastering the market 

With the Halles Centrales finished and the auction fittings ready for use in 1876, 
the city council discussed the conditions and regulations for its exploitation and 
use. Mayor Jules Anspach set the tone by arguing that the Halles were nothing 
more than a municipal building of ‘public interest’, to be rented out to the highest 
bidder.126 Similarly, other councilors argued that the market hall was a municipal 
amenity at the disposition of the most eager entrepreneur.127 By talking about the 
Halles in this manner, the mayor and city councilors seem to have believed and 

                                         
121 BC 1891, vol. 1, 794-800.  
122 AVB, TP 30760: internal report (10 April 1882); Vanderheggen to Jamblinne (18 April 1882) and report by 
Baugniet (6 June 1882). 
123 E.g.: BC 1887, vol. 1, 221.  
124 AVB, TP 5415: drawings attached to letter from the chief-engineer to Hennet, financial director (21 June 1911).   
125 See for example: BC 1900, vol. 2, 630-651 and BC 1902, vol. 2, 858-878.  
126 BC 1876, vol. 1, 108.  
127 BC 1876, vol. 1, 107-128.  
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suggested that their hall was a passive and innocent instrument at the disposal of 
the producers, retailers and consumers of Brussels. Nothing could be farther 
from the truth. Whether they meant to or not, the Halles Centrales – as well as all 
other market halls built throughout the century – epitomized the municipality’s 
broader visions for the city. Rather than an innocent expression of the 
benevolence towards Brussels’ retailers, market halls represented the visions, 
hopes, and dreams the city council cherished for Brussels, its markets and society 
as a whole. The halls reflected a broader urban policy with regard to the 
management of urban space and the place of commercial activities in it. Even 
more than the Galeries, they were reflective of the municipality’s project for a 
‘modern’ city.  

More often than not, it was the liberal government that carried out this 
project. It was the ultimate expression of the paradox liberals were confronted 
with: using political power to achieve greater freedom for both the individual and 
for society. Liberal rule was aimed at ruling as little as possible, only intervening 
where other self-regulating mechanisms – such as the market, the family and the 
civil society – failed. In practice, such a stance required a whole set of 
interventions in order to create the ideal circumstances in which this freedom and 
self-regulation could flourish. These interventions constituted a sort of governing 
‘by proxy’, cultivating a sense of responsibility and duty in citizens to make them 
capable of coping with freedom. Interventions of urbanism were a most important 
feature of the liberal rule in the nineteenth century. Whereas earlier forms of 
government had been concerned with securing power over territories, the liberal 
rule was aimed at seeing, knowing, and securing society as a free play of things, 
information and individuals. 128  Establishing free circulation and removing all 
possible obstructions was essential to achieve a ‘sanitary city’.  

As Nicolas Kenny argues, the period of unbridled urban expansion put city 
streets in the focus of ‘a new planning impulse, carried out under the aegis of an 
increasingly professionalized class of engineers, planners, and architects whose 
primary objective was to refashion the city according to models that favored the 
rapid, efficient, and profitable flow of people and goods’.129 Brussels, like other 
Western cities, undertook drastic public works to improve traffic and hygiene. On 
a material level the projects required the remodeling of the streets by widening 
them, paving them more properly, redesigning their sidewalks and reorganizing 
intersections. On a more practical level, the ‘modernization’ of the streets was 
about rethinking how these streets were used, including a ‘reformulation of 
understandings of commercial activity’. The characteristics of the private and the 

                                         
128 Joyce, The rule of freedom, 1-19 and 62-97. In his overview of the history of governmentality, Joyce refers to the 
work of Foucault and Mitchell Dean.  
129 Nicolas Kenny, The feel of the city. Experiences of urban transformation (University of Toronto Press 2014) 
158.  
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public started to change. Whereas distinctions between the private and the public 
had previously been ambiguous to say the least – with people using streets for a 
myriad of both public and private activities – by the end of the nineteenth century 
the streets had become an invariably public type of space. It was subject to a 
myriad of regulations and was policed by the municipal government.130 In his study 
of liberalism in Brussels during the mayoralty of Jules Anspach, historian Rik 
Röttger pinpoints the height of this liberal rule in the 1860s and 1870s.131 Similarly, 
Kenny situates the process of so-called urban modernization in the final decades 
of the nineteenth century. Be that as it may, the history of Brussels market halls 
demonstrates it to have been much more of a long-drawn out process that started 
early on in the nineteenth century, as was the case in Paris.  

The construction of market halls – discussed from the early nineteenth 
century onwards and put to practice from the 1840s – encompassed more than 
trying to improve food provisioning. It was part of a greater scheme of urban 
improvement. The arguments that had been deployed to promote the 
construction of the Galeries resurfaced – albeit less manifold. Ducpétiaux and his 
colleagues at the Brussels health council dramatically argued that Brussels could 
no longer do without a market hall. Any self-respecting modern city was to be 
endowed with one. Just like the Galeries, it would boost Brussels’ reputation as a 
full-blown capital of the nineteenth century. 132  Market halls were believed to 
beautify the city. 133 Although never with the same level of enthusiasm that had 
been used with regard to the Galeries, market halls were often recommended as 
interesting sites in travel guides. Sometimes they were treated as monuments in 
their own right. For example, in 1888 a travel guide written by Eugène Nève 
included several market halls in its descriptive list of civic monuments. The word 
‘monumental’ figured in each description. 134  Politicians also deployed this 
discourse, but it did not outlive the 1840s. When advocating the construction of 
market halls in the lower city in 1849, councilors agreed that the upper city and 
the city center already held countless monuments. The question was: should the 
lower city receive one too? The Marché de la Madeleine was continuously 
referred to as a monument at that time and monumentality was mentioned in the 

                                         
130  Richard Dennis, Cities in modernity. Representations and productions of metropolitan space, 1840-1930 
(Cambridge University Press 2008) 115 and Christopher Daunton, ‘Public place and private space. The Victorian 
city and working-class housing’, in: D. Fraser & A. Sutcliffe (eds), The Pursuit of urban history (London 1983) 212-
233.   
131 Rik Röttger, ‘Capitol and capital. Het “moment Anspach” in de Brusselse urbanisatie en liberale politieke 
cultuur (1860-1880)’, Stadsgeschiedenis, 1:1 (2006) 27-50. 
132 ‘Compte-rendu des travaux du Conseil’, 31-35; Ducpétiaux, ‘Rapport sur les réglements’, 93-94 and BC 1847, 
vol. 1, 55-89. 
133 BC 1849, vol. 1, 176-181.  
134 Descriptions of the ‘monuments civiles’: Eugène Nève, Bruxelles et ses environs. Collection des Guides Belges 
(Brussels 1888) 29-96. Markets are in ‘Section E’. 
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evaluation of the competing designs for the Marché du Parc.135 The perception of 
market halls as monuments nevertheless changed dramatically in governmental 
circles, later in the century. For example, when there was talk of downsizing the 
projected Halles Centrales in 1871, everyone agreed that it would be better for the 
‘monumental aspect’ of the adjacent Boulevard Central if another building was to 
sit in between the fashionable promenade and the market.136  

Just like several of the Brussels arcades, market halls were often designed as 
a part of larger urban redevelopment projects. The Marché du Parc, for example, 
was the result of the redevelopment of a fallow piece of land that had been 
marring the municipality since the 1820s. The Halles Centrales were part of the 
largest public works project in Brussels: the covering of the Senne. The 
construction of the Galerie et Marché du Parlement was part of the 
transformation of the Quartier du Notre-Dame-aux-Neiges, in the north-eastern 
part of the city. In that sense, both market halls and arcades can be viewed as 
commercial spaces that are telling of what those in power wanted their city to 
evolve into. While the function of the Galeries was more significant in the context 
of city beautification and promotion, market halls were intimately connected to 
more encompassing visions for urban space and culture. Their history allows us to 
dig beyond the surface, in search of the municipality’s more fundamental visions 
of how the city should be organized. Although Brussels’ historiography on urban 
transformation has tended to focus on the 1860s as the period in which the urban 
tissue changed most drastically, much of the principles applied then had been 
thought out and debated as early as the 1830s and 1840s.137   

As mentioned above, the main organizational issue city councilors 
pondered was the facilitation of a smooth circulation. Instrumental to this issue 
was removing the markets off the streets and constructing market halls to house 
them. The public health commission measured the suitability of a location for 
constructing a market hall by two criteria: traffic and hygiene. The former 
courthouse, for example, was considered an ideal location because of its 
‘numerous connecting roads’. 138 Finances left aside, the fiery debate about the 
construction of the Marché de la Madeleine also centered on traffic.139 Circulatory 
considerations reached beyond the market hall and onto the open-air market.140 

                                         
135 BC 1847, vol. 1, 55-89; BC 1849, vol. 2, 30-42; reprint of the minutes of the city council meeting of 29 July in: 
L’Indépendance Belge (1 August 1848) and L’Indépendance Belge (24 August 1848).  
136 BC 1871, vol. 1, 13-47.  
137 For example: Yvon Leblicq, ‘De evolutie van het stadsbeeld’, in: Jean Stengers et al. (eds), Brussel. Groei van 
een hoofdstad (Antwerp 1979) 256-278 and Yvon Leblicq, Avant, pendant et après le voûtement de la Senne. 
Image d’un Bruxelles en mutation (Brussels  2000). For a recent exception to that trend, see: Loir, Bruxelles 
néoclassique.   
138 ‘Compte-rendu des travaux du Conseil’, 32-34 and Ducpétiaux, ‘Rapport sur les réglements’, 93-94. 
139 BC 1847, vol. 1, 55-89.  
140 After all, traffic considerations had been at the heart of many of the eighteenth-century market reforms. See 
Lannoy, Marchés et circulations.  
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For example, traffic and circulation were central to both the decision to move the 
flower market from the Grand Place to the Place de la Monnaie and to the 
opposition against it.141 Also, the market for animal feed was moved to a square 
downtown because of the jumble of narrow winding roads that lead onto its 
current location in the upper city.142  

The construction of market halls was emblematic of a radicalization in the 
city’s policy with regards to the use of streets. From the early decades of the 
nineteenth century onwards, the city council was fixated on facilitating traffic and 
ridding the streets of possible obstructions. For the better part of its history, the 
streets of Brussels had accommodated multiple functions. People had used them 
to move about the city, but they had also used them to throw their trash out, to 
hang their laundry to dry, to relieve themselves, to let their children play, and to 
buy and sell goods. Streets had been populated with pedestrians, carts, carriages, 
and stalls of all shapes and sizes. By the late eighteenth century, the appearance of 
streets started to change. Not only were they increasingly widened, straightened 
and paved, but the actual configuration of the street altered too. 143  The 
introduction of the sidewalk constituted a major change. Where the different 
functions of the street had previously co-existed all muddled up, the ‘trottoir’ was 
intended to separate users and usages alike. The first sidewalks in Brussels were 
constructed in the upper city during the redevelopment of the Place Royale in the 
1770-80s. The sidewalks provided a designated pedestrian space on the square, 
next to the entrances of the buildings. With a sequence of chains figuring as a 
boundary between pedestrians and carriages, the ‘trottoir’ functioned as a 
protective measure, sheltering those on foot from the dangerous hustle of 
carriages on the streets. Gradually, sidewalks became evenly paved walkways, 
constructed on a higher plane than the road.144 Even though they were designed as 
a facility, the construction of pavements also constituted an obligation for 
pedestrians. With a designated space at their disposal, they were no longer 
welcome to use the rest of the street.  

Not coincidentally, the height of the footpath-frenzy coincides with a period 
of intensive municipal regulation with regard to the city’s streets. During the 
1840s, all kinds of private and public practices on the streets were curbed. The 
age-old practice of auctioning outdoors was no longer allowed without paying a 
tax. 145 The city council also prohibited café owners and innkeepers to make use of 
the public street in front of their establishment without prior consent of the 
municipality. A subsequent regulation was issued to determine where outdoor 
                                         
141 BC 1847, vol. 1, 249-253.  
142 BC 1861, vol. 2, 336 and 396-401. 
143 Daunton, ‘Public place and private space’, 212-233; Dennis, Cities in modernity, 115 and Kenny, Feeling the 
city, 156-199.    
144 Loir, Bruxelles néoclassique, 69-120 and 281-286.  
145 BC 1847, vol. 1, 195.  
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cafés were admissible. The main criterion was whether the set of chairs and tables 
would hinder traffic in said street.146 A similar regulation was issued with regard to 
the placing of benches and chairs in the park and along the boulevards.147  The city 
council also wanted to get rid of public urinals, because they disgraced the squares 
and monuments of the city, but also because they often hindered the smooth 
circulation of people and vehicles. ‘Règlements de stationnement et de 
circulation’ near public buildings, such as theaters and market halls, were issued 
to regulate traffic and parking.148 Taxi companies were designated specific parking 
zones all over the city. 149  Another example was the limitation on the use of 
wheelbarrows and carts in Brussels to ensure safety and smooth traffic flows.150 
Regulations even encroached upon privately owned property bordering the 
streets. Shutters, penthouses, and awnings were prohibited from protruding into 
the road and the customary ‘décrottoirs’ next to the front door were banned from 
Brussels façades.151  Around the same time, the city council in all earnestness 
discussed the danger for pedestrians to fall in trapdoors and decided to prohibit 
citizens from opening up shop in them or to keeping them opened for any other 
reason but to enter and to exit.152  

Clearing the streets also entailed curbing hawkers and peddlers from 
displaying their wares on the open road or on sidewalks.153  In 1850, the city 
council congratulated itself on having checked the practice:  

 
‘We have had to take severe action against the hawkers and peddlers 
selling foodstuffs and to clear the public streets of the congestion caused 
by wheelbarrow-displays in nearly every street; however, the bench of 
mayor and aldermen has succeeded, because of its perseverance, in 
curbing the abuses.’154  

                                         
146 BC 1849, vol. 1, 95-96 and 147-149 and BC 1856, vol. 1, 451-454.  
147 BC 1847, vol. 1, 4.  
148 Regulations with regard to market halls: BC 1847, vol. 1, 85; BC 1849, vol. 1, 400-416; BC 1867, vol. 2, 398-
402; BC 1872, vol. 2, 213-215; BC 1876, vol. 1, 154 and BC 1900, vol. 2, 753-766. With regard to theaters in 
Brussels, e.g.: BC 1849, vol. 1, 13-14. See also: Mélanie Traversier & Christophe Loir, ‘Pour une perspective 
diachronique des enjeux urbanistiques et policiers de la circulation autour des théâtres (Antiquité, XVIIIe-XIXe 
siècles)’, Histoire Urbaine, 13:38 (2013) 5-18 and Cécile Vanderpelen-Diagre, ‘Elégance et pragmatisme. La 
circulation autour du théâtre de la Monnaie à Bruxelles au XIXe siècle’, Histoire Urbaine, 13:38 (2013) 157-174. 
In his contribution to this special issue, Jan Hein Furnée demonstrates how traffic regulations were as much about 
minimizing congestion and accidents as they were about reinforcing political and social order in a changing urban 
landscape: Jan Hein Furnée, ‘Visiting the theatre. Spatial regulation and segregation around theatre halls in 
Amsterdam and The Hague, 1750-1900’, Histoire Urbaine, 13:38 (2013) 133-156.   
149 E.g.: BC 1849, vol. 1, 104-110.  
150 E.g.: BC 1858, vol. 2, 367-368. 
151 E.g.: BC 1857, vol. 1, 76-80 and BC 1849, vol. 2, 106-109 and 416-417 and BC 1856, vol. 2, 679-680. 
152 BC 1849, vol. 1, 136-139 and 149-150. 
153 BC 1849, vol. 2, 400 and BC 1850, vol. 2, 224: Ambulant newspaper sellers were also severely controlled: BC 
1849, vol. 1, 151-152.  
154 ‘Il a fallu sévir contre les colporteurs de denrées alimentaires et débarrasser la voie publique de l’encombrement 
des brouettes qui servaient d’étalages dans presque toutes les rues; mais le Collège est parvenu, à force de 
perseverance, à reprimer les abus.’ BC 1850, vol. 2, 224.  
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As Richard Dennis has argued in his study on the production of metropolitan 
space in nineteenth- and early twentieth-century New York, Toronto and London, 
the semi-public activities of the streets, such as retailing and marketing, were 
increasingly moved to new, privately owned or carefully regulated ‘public’ spaces 
such as arcades, public halls, or amusement parks.155 As elsewhere in Europe, 
stimulated by a growing distaste for street selling, the Brussels city council aimed 
to do just that: move retailing to publicly or privately owned properties, fitted-out 
for the purpose.156 Hawking and peddling were never completely prohibited – 
probably because of the lamentable state of most peddlers and hawkers. Their 
practices were nevertheless severely curbed, for they were no longer allowed to 
halt to display their goods. Food hawkers or peddlers were most severely 
restricted. The rigorous stance was a direct consequence of the numerous 
complaints of fixed shopkeepers who argued that peddlers and hawkers caused 
them unfair competition.157 The repression of peddlers’ and hawkers’ displays in 
the streets was probably also inspired by the motives similar to those behind 
urban beautification projects of the same time period. At any rate, their 
consequences for the working poor were equally dramatic. If urban 
redevelopment often rid them of their homes, the regulations with regard to 
peddling made it more difficult for a lot of them to make ends meet. Often selling 
vegetables on a corner of a street was the only way for a single mother to feed her 
children. Most of the petitioners, imploring their mayor for help, uttered their 
surprise at being removed from a place where they had been for years. If Brussels 
was like any other European city of the time, the dramatic tone in the mass of 
requests found in the police archives must have reflected harsh realities.158 These 
petitions demonstrate that the 1840s and 1850s did indeed present a shift in the 
approach to peddling.  

The desire for a smooth flow of people and goods did not stay confined to 
the policed streets. A similar policy was applied within the newly constructed 
market halls. Stalls were placed in long lines and with walkways in between. In 
order to facilitate circulation, these walkways needed to be spacious. The city 
council took the issue very seriously, preferring broader walkways to higher 
revenues. It was no coincidence that the initial plans for the Marché de la 
Madeleine immediately contained information about the disposition of stalls and 
walkways. It allowed Bortier to offer the city a prognosis of the potential revenue 

                                         
155 Dennis, Cities in modernity, 113-118.  
156 Schmiechen & Carls, The British market hall and Toftgaard, ‘Market places and central spaces’. 
157 See for example: BC 1859, vol. 2, 402.  
158 These petitions were often written in Dutch, indicating that they came from the poorest of the poor. AVB, Police 
807 (Police de la voirie: Echoppes et commerces sur la voie publique, marchands ambulants 1848-1859): 
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of the hall. The plan provided walkways of 1,5 meters wide, which was deemed 
too narrow: ‘it is generally agreed upon, indeed, that the minimum width in 
between the stalls cannot be less than 2 meters’. 159  Keeping the established 
walkways unobstructed remained a priority. In a spirit similar to that present in 
the regulations concerning windowsills, awnings, shutters, and ‘décrottoirs’, 
architect Cluysenaar complained: 

 
‘I feel obliged to bring to your attention, dear sirs, that the majority of 
vendors already uses the corridors reserved for circulation for their 
displays; if this habit takes root, these corridors will be far too narrow 
during the fruit season when the market will be well-supplied and it will 
be difficult to end this practice.’160   

 
A subsequent market regulation in 1849 did feature a stipulation that prohibited 
market vendors from having their stalls or displays spilling out onto the walkways 
reserved for circulation.161 The concern for keeping corridors in between stalls 
large enough remained topical throughout the century in reports, regulations and 
drawings.162  

Although market vendors were obliged to follow orders and set up their 
displays in neat rows separated by a walkway of two meters on open-air markets 
too, it was easier to enforce order inside the halls. Stalls were usually permanent 
there, making it easier to align them. Later on, when the municipality provided 
the stalls, order was ensured from the outset. A sense of visual order and 
appeasement was enforced from the early days onwards. After a short experiment 
without restrictions, the 1849 regulation stipulated that all stallholders were to 
comply with municipal prescriptions for the construction of their stalls. These 
prescriptions regarded form as well as color. The municipality often disposed of 
models for the vendors to copy.163 Stalls were usually numbered and spatially 
organized by type of food for sale. There is no sign of that having been the case at 
out-door markets.  

Enforcing ‘order’ was a priority when it came to market policy and 
regulation. Even as late as 1900, a city councilor remarked that if there was one 

                                         
159 BC 1847, vol. 1, 68.  
160 ‘Je crois devoir vous signaler aussi Messieurs, que les marchands se tiennent déjà pour la plupart à côté de leur 
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place where the police should exercise its power in view of safeguarding ‘le bon 
ordre’, it was the market.164 Although not much evidence was found of conflicts or 
violation of the public order, the few references do indicate that a police force was 
useful indeed. Apart from the obvious pickpocketing, the newspapers also 
reported of a couple of riots in 1847 and 1848 related to rising food prices and 
the ensuing general unrest in those years. In 1880 the few remaining vendors at 
the Marché du Parc demanded that a police office would be installed in the 
market, because of a couple of instances of theft and because of the troubles they 
were having with loitering young men. As the police report stated:  

 
‘The boys of the neighborhood […] meet there, while the ones play on 
the staircases, the others play cards inside the market on the counters. 
[…] Those brats do not admit the remarks made by the butchers [and] 
when the butchers want to expel them from the market, they go 
complaining to their older peers who come to the defense of the 
younger ones and start threatening the butchers.’165 

  
Thefts were common in market buildings, but police officers must also have been 
present to keep an eye on the behavior of the market vendors. Explicit references 
are rare, but the remark of a city councilor in 1900 is telling. He denoted:  
 

‘We have often spoken of the oral unruliness of market vendors… It is 
not surprising that the police is brought to intervene in these 
conversations during which specific kinds of gestures sometimes 
accompany words.’166  

 
Judging by the ensuing hilarity, the rowdiness of the market vendor constituted a 
known cliché.  
 The remark on the ‘oral unruliness’ of market vendors is reminiscent of the 
early modern discourse about the vile conduct typically associated with vendors.167 
The stipulation prohibiting market vendors from cursing or molesting anybody 
must have been adopted in the 1849 market regulation for good reason. 
References did disappear from later regulations, but the struggle with proper 

                                         
164 BC 1900, vol. 2, 745-752.  
165 ‘Les gamins des environs […] s’y donnent rendez-vous, pendant que les uns jouent sur les escaliers, d’autres 
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BC 1900, vol. 2, 630-631.  
167 Ilja Van Damme, Verleiden en verkopen. Antwerpse kleinhandelaars en hun klanten in tijden van crisis (ca.  
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behavior might have continued. For example, in 1850, a conflict arose between 
the market women in the Marché de la Madeleine. A group of market vendors 
accused another vendor’s daughter of indecent behavior – with herself, several 
men and supposedly even a dog – in the toilets and behind the stalls. Faced with 
an infuriated band of women defending their own reputations, the police officer 
in charge of the surveillance of the market did not see fit but to expel the market 
woman and her daughter from the market.168 Considering how well-documented 
the disciplinary and educational aspirations of the nineteenth-century bourgeois 
governments are, it is surprising that only a few of these stories about the moral 
and social behavior on the market could be found.169 Perhaps the age-old concern 
for bettering the behavior displayed at markets had been traded in for a stronger 
focus on discipline and efforts to check and better the hygienic reflexes of market 
vendors.  
 The cleanliness of markets had been of concern for a longer period of time 
too. Indeed, the first system for cleaning roads and collecting household waste in 
Brussels was already established in the fourteenth century. The service was also 
deployed for cleansing market places. The interest in public health nevertheless 
increased as the centuries progressed. Economic and urban expansion provoked 
the spread of epidemic diseases, causing governments to respond.170 If healthy 
living conditions had increasingly come to be understood as a civil right for 
everyone, enforcing hygiene nevertheless also became a good excuse for 
municipalities to pursue drastic urban redevelopment projects in which slums 
were replaced with ‘more civilized’ neighborhoods. Despite the fact that a growing 
concern for cleanliness had already been central to marketing during the early 
modern period, extensive regulation in these matters did not appear until the 
1830s. 171  Market halls played a central part. As has been argued by James 
Schmiechen in his study on the nineteenth-century market hall in Britain, the 
increased awareness for hygiene contributed to the growing disgust for the sale of 
food on the streets.172 It is no coincidence that the members of the Brussels public 
health council were the biggest advocates of establishing a full network of halls. As 
councilor Ducpétiaux put it graphically: ‘Is there anything more revolting than the 
Marché-aux-Peaux leading onto the rue des Fripiers, where one finds the bleeding 
                                         
168 AVB, Police 347: letter to police officer Van Berseel (25 June 1850) and undated note by deputy police officer. 
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hygiénistes. Enjeux, modèles et pratiques (Paris 2001) and  Joris Vandendriessche & Kaat Wils, ‘Een traject van 
onderhandeling. Hygiënisme als wetenschap, Antwerpen 1880-1900’, Low Countries Historical Review, 128:3 
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remains of animals having been slaughtered in nearby abattoirs displayed in the 
sun for several hours?’173 Another report of the Conseil talked of how shopping 
for groceries and victuals could only be done ‘by braving the elements, the most 
disgusting squalor and the incessant danger emanating from the passing 
carriages’.174  
 If the market hall got vegetables off the muddy and dusty streets and into 
highly controllable environments, its comfortable indoor setting also had a 
downside. Market halls lacked the natural flow of air of the open-air setting, which 
could jeopardize public health. Indeed, infection was believed to spread through 
contaminated air. Rather than being a social marker, a bad smell was still 
considered a natural marker of unhealthy situations. Again, circulation was a top 
priority. Architects were always required to design a proper ventilation system to 
ensure a free and abundant flow of air and plenty of discussion often ensued as to 
whether the system would suffice.175 By 1890 several stalls were fitted out with fans 
in their ceilings. 176  A clean floor was as instrumental as clean air. The old 
obsession with ventilation was gradually matched for by the idea of soil as a 
contaminator. The concept was far-flung. 177  Ducpétiaux talked of cadavers 
festering on filthy streets and it was suggested to cover the floor of the Marché de 
la Madeleine with a layer of asphalt, arguing it would be easier to clean. 178 
Similarly, when a company tried to convince the city council to use asphalt in the 
Marché Saint-Géry, hygiene was a major selling point.179 Furthermore, market 
halls were always provided with modern facilities of running water and pipes.180  
Once the market hall was established, hygiene was enforced by regulation. The 
general stipulations of the 1849 market regulation contained a couple of 
references as to their maintenance: market vendors were not allowed to throw 
their garbage onto the walkways. Waste was to be collected at a designated place 
upon leaving the market. The set of hygienic rules was always more elaborate in 
the market halls. Stalls in the Marché de la Madeleine were to be kept in a perfect 
state of salubriousness at all times. Every month – or more often if necessary – 
vendors needed to remove them from their designated space to clean the floor 
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space underneath thoroughly. If they did not comply with these prescriptions, the 
municipality had city officials do the cleaning at the vendor’s expense. Out of a 
concern for both cleanliness and the circulation of air, stalls were prohibited from 
being attached to the walls or fixed to the floors. Nor could they stand too close to 
neighboring shops.181 The old fish market had a system of running water to keep 
the fish fresh and fishmongers as well as butchers were required to clean their 
counters daily.182 When the Halles Centrales were being refurnished, the butcher’s 
counters were executed in non-absorbent wood.183  

According to the city council, the sale of fish and meat in a market hall 
required more vigorous precautions and measures to ensure hygiene.184 The cattle 
market and the fish market were especially tricky spaces. 185  While the cattle 
market was moved to the outskirts rather quickly, the fish market had always 
resided in the city center. It brought with it a lot of smells that were increasingly 
being perceived as disturbing. After having been established on the same spot 
near the unsanitary river for ages, the market was moved about four times in 
twenty years. Having been removed from their age-old location, the fishmongers 
were housed in temporary shelters on the Vieux-Marché-aux-Grains for several 
years. When they exchanged that square for their new accommodation in the 
Halles Centrales, the Journal de Bruxelles reported that the neighborhood was 
ready to throw a party, because it was finally ridded of all the fish and filth.186 
Barely five years after having been set up in the northern pavilion of the Halles 
Centrales, city councilors agreed that such a central spot was not a place for a fish 
mine. After another temporary accommodation, the market finally moved to a 
brand new hall set up on the filled-in docks of the former harbor in 1883. While 
preparing the move, city councilors agreed it was time to reinforce hygienic 
standards. Complaints were expressed that discipline among the fishmongers left 
a lot to be desired. There were repeated reports that unsold fish was left to rot in 
the basements and that market stalls were scarcely cleaned or maintained. One 
city councilor remarked that in view of the anticipated move to a more beautiful 
location, the time had come for the fishmongers to be educated in cleanliness, 
order and hygiene.187  The complaints did not halt after the move. Even then, the 
city council still had to spend more than was budgeted for on the upkeep of the 
market hall.188  
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If the Conseil central de salubrité publique had been a pioneer in 
improving hygiene and salubriousness on the market place and in the market hall, 
it was increasingly replaced by the city council itself. By the 1880s a medical 
commission was involved in determining the hygienic rules for the new fish 
market and in 1887 it was noted that the same medical commission had been 
inspecting the salubriousness of markets for a few years in a row now. The 
inspection of the markets formed part of a larger task of checking up on other 
public buildings, such as theaters and schools. 189  Obviously, the concern for 
improving the hygiene reached beyond the realm of the market place. Most of the 
urban redevelopment projects in European cities were about doing just that all 
through the nineteenth century. Patrick Joyce has argued that markets were 
central to this aim. Cleaning them up, regulating the blood and the water of the 
city was an important step on the way to creating self-regulating bodies.190  
 The whole of the market policy, especially the deployment of market halls, 
is reminiscent of the account of the nineteenth century as an age during which 
bourgeois governments tried to discipline their citizens. Analyzing Brussels 
market policy throughout the nineteenth century, market halls do seem to have 
been an instrument in rationalizing the use of urban space and in disciplining the 
market practice and practitioners. By clearing markets off the streets and housing 
them in beautifully construed buildings, the municipality tried to rid them of 
negative connotations. Inside these halls, regulations could be enforced more 
thoroughly. In a sense, the market hall can be seen as both an instrument and an 
outcome of the city council’s attempts to straightjacket the market practice and 
mold market vendors and clients into civilized, hygienic human beings. The 
desire to move markets indoors, mostly expressed between the 1830s and the 
1880s, reflected the municipality’s ambitions for the streets. Ridding them of all 
possible distractions and obstructions, the city council aimed at turning the streets 
into neutral public space, used for transitory purposes only.  
 

The best laid plans of mice and men oft’ go awry 

Reviewing the history of the market scene and the market hall, as presented 
above, it seems to fit perfectly with the Foucauldian history of discipline and 
punishment. The market could easily be included in the long list of urban spaces 
in which poor citizens were educated, straightjacketed and repressed by the urban 
government. Together with the expanding food store network, it seems to confirm 
the old historiographical theories about the distribution system modernizing from 
the mid-nineteenth century onwards too. However, as pointed out by many of 

                                         
189 BC 1883, vol. 1, 323-324; BC 1883, vol. 2, 840; and BC 1887, vol. 1, 313.  
190 Joyce, The rule of freedom, 62-97.  
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those having found fault with (some of the) Foucault-inspired historiography, 
there is more to the story than policy-making alone. The aims set out by policy-
makers did not always resort the desired effect. Urban space might have been 
imagined and ruled top-down, it was lived from the bottom up. For all that was 
provided in the city’s beautiful market halls, it needed buyers and sellers if it was 
to function properly. Policy-makers did not always get what they signed up for 
with the market halls, for as a whole, the market scene had actually been far better 
adapted to the times than they had judged it to be.   
 

Mayday, mayday 

On 21 July 1848, L’Indépendance Belge reported that a flock of curious people 
had visited the Marché de la Madeleine. It was the annual fair season and the 
market had been opened to the public for inspection. According to the journalist, 
the general public approved of the building: ‘All seemed deeply satisfied with the 
construction; all seemed struck by the originality of the design and by the way the 
difficult and irregular terrain had been turned to an advantage.’ 191  Strangely 
enough, the author observed, those who had a true interest in visiting the market 
had not deigned to show up. By refraining from visiting their future dwellings, the 
greengrocers and fruiteresses of the Marché-aux-Herbes made it abundantly clear 
they preferred staying put.192 A couple of months later, L’Indépendance Belge 
expressed its good hopes for the opening of the market on 1 November. The 
coalition of greengrocers had disintegrated:  
 

‘While some of them, victims of deplorable illusions, protest, request 
and demand to keep their current places on the public road, others, 
better advised and having studied the terrain for a long time, now 
possess the best spots in the new market.’193  

 
The cheers uttered in L’Indépendance Belge – partisan to the city council’s policy 
– were nevertheless premature. It took a while for the Marché de la Madeleine to 
draw vendors and clients. Furthermore, its subsequent good fortunes proved of 
short duration.194 By the late 1870s, the hall had fallen into despair beyond return.  
If the establishment had no doubt that market halls would prove a huge success, 
their convictions soon proved ill-founded. By 1914, the fish market was the only 
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hall still flourishing. The saddest story was that of the Marché du Parc, which had 
simply failed to launch. There, the city council had immediately encountered 
problems in attracting stallholders and customers. Offering the market vendors a 
free lease for a couple of months did not turn the tables.195 By 1862, the municipal 
administration was desperate. A possible savior was found in the entrepreneur 
Dubois, who installed Brussels’ first ‘criée’ in the hall – a wholesale-mart where 
food was sold by auction.196 What promised to be the start of the hall’s golden 
years, turned into a failed business too. By 1880, the Marché du Parc had 
emptied once more and by the turn of the century it was turned into a kind of 
soup kitchen.197 Similarly, the Marché de la Loi and the Marché du Parlement 
were not granted a long and prosperous life. They too were almost immediately 
completely abandoned.198  

The Marché de la Madeleine was popular and much frequented for a 
quarter of a century, but it started to loose vendors and clients – supposedly to the 
Halles Centrales – in the late 1870s to a point of no return.199  In 1889 the 
neighboring retailers cried out to the city council, asking them to do something 
about the lamentable state of their neighborhood market.200 A year later Bruxelles 
Attractions – a society aimed at making the city more attractive for foreigners as 
well as inhabitants – proposed to turn the building into a banquet hall.201 The 
matter was discussed in the city council in 1891. Those in favor argued that the 
market was in fact a financial disaster, yielding less than 30 000 francs a year, and 
stressed the need for a municipally owned establishment for hosting banquets, 
balls, concerts and other events. After all, the inhabitants of the surroundings 
streets were in favor of the transformation. Furthermore, it was time to accept that 
the remaining market activity was now concentrated in the Halles Centrales. The 
only thing left to do was to relocate the remaining vendors of the Marché de la 
Madeleine. The opponents rebuffed that the ongoing exodus had come to a halt. 
They argued revenues had diminished all through the 1880s, but had stabilized 
since 1889. They argued that this stabilization implied that what little market 
activity was left was actually vital, and that the market, in its current shape, was 
indispensable to the neighborhood. The Halles would prove too far away for 
some of the clients of the Marché de la Madeleine and it would be inhumane to 
rob those clients of their convenience.202  
  
                                         
195 BC 1858, vol. 1, 128-131 and 141. 
196 BC 1862, vol. 2, 239-240.  
197 BC 1880, vol. 1, 527-529, 589 and 691-693; AVB, Police 347: police report (8 July 1880) and market vendors to 
Mayor (undated) and L’Indépendance Belge (12 February 1882).  
198 BC 1891, vol. 2, 336; BC 1886, vol. 2, 19-21 and BC 1887, vol. 1, 559.   
199 BC 1891, vol. 2, 41-56. See also police files about the transformation into a party hall: AVB, Police 977.  
200 BC 1889, vol. 2, 569 and 695.  
201 BC 1890, vol. 2, 896-897; AVB, Police 977: diverse correspondence.  
202 BC 1891, vol. 2, 41-56.  
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Il l  6.  A far less crowded 
Marché de la Madeleine  

Source: AVB.  

 
Although the argument was decided in favor of the advocates of the 

transformation, no headway was made. By 1893 the project was off the table, 
because the northern pavilion of the Halles Centrales had been put to a new use 
and there was no place left to house the remaining vendors of the Marché de la 
Madeleine. Originally the northern pavilion of the Halles had housed the fish 
mine. When the fishmongers moved out, the city council was undecided about 
the new purpose for the pavilion. A plan to turn it into a butter market was short-
lived.203 Finally a so-called ‘marché aux cotonnettes’ – a market where low-quality 
cloth along with basic and cheap household utensils were bought – was installed. 
Plenty of opponents wanted the decision to be revoked, because such a low-
profile type of market did not belong in a very costly building. Furthermore, the 
existence of a public ‘marché aux cotonnettes’ was challenged, with councilors in 
disagreement over whether the facilitation of the sale of non-food was a public 
responsibility. Finally, the municipality caved and the market was abolished.204 In 
1889, the Compagnie Frigorifique, an ice-making company, settled in the caves of 
the northern pavilion and in 1893 the ground floor was leased to a company 
wanting to install an ice-rink slash variety theater, the Pôle Nord/Palais d’été.205 
This entertainment venue was expected to bring some much-needed activity to the 
neighborhood.206 When a fire destroyed the new Brussels hotspot of bourgeois 
entertainment in 1894, it was swiftly restored and enlarged. 
  

                                         
203 BC 1883, vol. 1, 329-332 and 457-462.   
204 BC 1883, vol. 1, 329-332 and 457-462 and BC 1888, vol. 1, 246-254. The discussion on the sale of cotonnettes 
was also entangled with another discussion on whether new goods could be sold in the streets or on public 
markets. The city council was obviously torn between market vendors and shopkeepers, who felt their interests 
were being harmed. They believed to be entitled to certain privileges because of the patent taxes they paid. See 
e.g.: BC 1887, vol. 2, 222-226; BC 1895, vol. 1, 8-9 and BC 1899, vol. 1, 661-673.  
205 BC 1889, vol. 1, 193-194; BC 1890, vol. 1, 174-178; AVB, TP 5433: diverse correspondence 1894-1895.  
206 BC 1893, vol. 2, 29-32.  
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Apart from the popular fish mine, the Marché Saint-Géry was the only 

market hall to survive the nineteenth century without a (partial) change of 
purpose. Inaugurated in 1882, it immediately proved too small for the number of 
vendors it was supposed to hold, prompting the city council to install the 
cheesemongers outside. At that time, the Saint-Géry market was considered 
Brussels’ most important market and policy makers were afraid to harm its 
prosperity.207  Trying to fit everyone into the overcrowded Saint-Géry building, 
several city councilors advanced the plan to relocate some of the butter- and 
cheesemongers to the empty northern pavilion of the Halles Centrales. Other 
councilors argued that the one market hall actually yielding profits should not be 
messed with and the plan was buried. Furthermore, once the proposal had spread 
among stallholders and shopkeepers, the mayor received so many complaints that 
he decided to leave it be. However prosperous it had been in its first years, the 
revenues of the Marché Saint Géry nevertheless plummeted downhill in the early 
twentieth century. With 6 out of 7 markets not living up to the expectations set 
out by the city council and struggling to stay alive, one cannot but wonder what 
went wrong. Some of Britain’s market halls failed to live up to the expectations as 
well, but the case of near-collective demise in Brussels is odd.208 

First of all, a major contributing factor was the lack of a consistent policy 
concerning marketplaces. Even though in 1847, the whole of the city council had 
agreed that setting up a network of market halls was the best way to go, finances 
got in the way. With no money to carry out a carefully thought-out plan, market 
halls were mostly construed when lucrative propositions came along.209 The plan 
to decentralize markets was never properly carried out. Furthermore, the first 
actual hall did not host the type of complete market where housewives could buy 
everything they needed for their suppers. Instead, the Marché de la Madeleine 
was opened to the public as a market for fruits and vegetables. While the 
Madeleine market failed to attract clients and stallholders, vendors jostled to get a 
pitch in the vegetable and poultry market in the lower city. Urged by worried local 
residents, the city council decided to add poultry and game to the range of food to 
be sold from the market. Opposition arose, arguing that the loss of the poultry 
trade would be fatal to the lower city. Even if several city councilors rebuffed that 
there were plenty of markets downtown, a compromise was reached that kept 
parts of the vegetable market and parts of the poultry market in their former 
locations.210 Therefore, some of the open-air markets the hall was supposed to 

                                         
207 BC 1883, vol. 1, 329-332.  
208 Schmiechen & Carls, The British market hall, 144-200. Schmiechen also pointed out that regional differences 
characterized the appetite for market halls, see pages 153-156.  
209 BC 1847, vol. 1, 195, 217 and 226; BC 1861, vol. 2, 399-401 and BC 1871, vol. 1, 13-47.  
210 BC 1849, vol. 2, 22-24 and 30-42.  
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replace remained in place and the Marché de la Madeleine never became a 
centralized market nor a specialized monopoly market. The effects of policy are 
beautifully illustrated by a comparison with Barcelona. During the second half of 
the nineteenth century, a network of market halls was built in Barcelona. 
Completely opposite to the situation in Brussels, the plan to decentralize markets 
was meticulously carried out. By the end of the century, every neighborhood had 
its proper market building. The contrast is telling: markets remained central to 
food provisioning in Barcelona until well into the twentieth century.211  

Proof of the municipality’s fickle policy can also be found in the history of 
the Halles Centrales. Conceptualized in the original urban redevelopment plans 
of the mid-1860s as a centralized wholesale market, the conviction that there was 
an actual need for something like the Halles Centrales had started to waver before 
it was actually built. In 1871, the city council proved unresolved over what to 
make of the southern pavilion of the projected Halles Centrales. Establishing a 
centralized retail and wholesale market there would compel more distantly 
located residents to travel all the way to the city center, which was deemed unfair. 
Not being able to fully make up their minds, the city council opted for a half-
hearted solution and decided to install a wholesale and retail market. The Halles 
would now take up only half of the space that had originally been budgeted for.212 
As with the Marché de la Madeleine, the market did not become the center of the 
distributive system for food, nor was it a pawn in a larger network. In that respect, 
the history of the hall stands in stark contrast with the fish market. The Marché et 
Minque au Poisson did possess a monopoly over the trade of fish in markets. For 
the most part of the century – regardless of its location – it figured as a linchpin 
for the Brussels fish trade, with retailers selling in their shops what they had 
bought at the mine. With this monopoly and given the fact that fish dealers 
presumably were dependent on the fish mine for their supplies, it was the only 
market to remain remunerative, yielding increasing revenues with every passing 
year.213   

In the meantime, the city council had given up the idea of abolishing all 
open-air markets and transforming them into market halls. One city councilor 
even explicitly argued that it would not be opportune to try and abolish all open-
air markets and put them under cover. Indeed, open-air markets brought much-

                                         
211 At the ‘Cities in Comparative Perspective’ conference organized by the European Association for Urban History 
in Prague (31 August 2012) N. Fava, M. Guardia and J.L. Oyòn elaborated on the Barcelona case. Their paper will 
be published in a special issue of Urban History, edited by Jon Stobart and Ilja Van Damme: Fava, Guardia & 
Oyòn, ‘Food retailing and the public market system’.   
212 BC 1871, vol. 1, 13-47. 
213 For revenues, see e.g.: BC 1886, vol. 2, 1099;  BC 1904, vol. 2, 1460-1461; BC 1905, vol. 2, 304-305; BC 1907, 
vol. 2, 422-423; BC 1909, vol. 2, 392-393; BC 1911, vol. 2, 656-657 and BC 1913, vol. 2, 440-441.  As Roger Scola 
denoted, preserving fresh fish was notoriously difficult. The development of the railway and of ice-making 
technologies nevertheless contributed to the facilitation of preservation and the ensuing growing importance of fish 
in people’s diets. Scola, Feeding the Victorian city, 126-146.  
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needed life to a neighborhood. 214  Whereas outdoor stalls and stands were 
explicitly forbidden in the first market halls, outdoor spaces were provided in the 
later ones.215 Whereas the northern pavilion of the Halles Centrales, designed in 
the 1870s to hold the fish market, was a completely closed-off construction, the 
new fish market on the filled-in docks on the Quai aux Briques and the Quai aux 
Bois à Brûler of 1883 resembled the old fish market. It consisted of a square of 
porticos with an open courtyard in the middle.216 Perhaps the closed-off Pavillon 
had shown that for olfactory reasons, an open space was preferable. The potential 
need for outdoor spaces had also been taken into account in the design of the 
Marché Saint-Géry, where penthouses were attached to all four outer walls to 
shelter the cheesemongers.217 Finally, when the northern pavilion of the Halles 
Centrales needed to be reconstructed after a fire in 1894, the outer walls were 
lined with stalls as well.218  

A second factor of demise pertained to the choice of location. The most 
obvious example is the Marché du Parc. At the time of its conception, many 
councilors believed that the Bas-fonds presented a prime location in a 
neighborhood that was on the cusp of social transformation and within easy reach 
for the developing faubourgs east of the pentagon. However, speculating on 
impending development worked out unfavorably and by the 1880s it was flat out 
acknowledged that the hall had been built in the wrong place. A questionable 
choice of location was emblematic of most of the other market halls as well. 
Whereas the Parisian Grands Halles were constructed on the site of a traditional 
market place, the halls in Brussels were mainly constructed in places where there 
had not been a market before.219 The Marché de la Madeleine was located half a 
mile uphill from the original market site. The Halles Centrales, the Galerie et 
Marché du Parlement and the Marché de la Loi were all part of urban 
redevelopment projects. By contrast, the immediate popularity of the Marché 
Saint-Géry is explained by the fact that the market building replaced an existing 
open-air market. Apparently, old habits proved difficult to alter. Similar findings 
for Britain confirm this.220  
                                         
214 BC 1870, vol. 1, 334-335. 
215 The 1849 market regulation explicitly forbade vendors to display wares on staircases and in front of the market: 
BC 1849, vol. 2, 400-416. 
216 The structure of the fish market is evident in turn of the century pictures. AVB, Iconographic collection, Album 
I, photo 39; Album III, photo 8 and Ghent University Library, Iconographic collection: BRKZ.TOPO.962.D.04 
and BRKZ.TOPO.962.D.12.       
217 AVB, TP 30737: report 2 August 1879 and turn of the century pictures and illustrations, e.g.:  Ghent University 
Library: Iconographic collection: BRKZ.TOPO.962.D.03;   
218  AVB, TP 5433: undated note read by the competent official on 22 June 1895 and turn of the century 
photographs, e.g.: Ghent University Library, Iconographic collection: BRKZ.TOPO.962.D.02.  
219 Bertrand Lemoine, Les halles de Paris. L’histoire d’un lieu, les péripéties d’une reconstruction, la succession des 
projets, l’architecture d’un monument, l’enjeu d’une « Cité » (Paris 1980).  
220 Victoria Kelley elaborated on the continued success of open-air markets in nineteenth-century London at the 
conference ‘Retailing and distribution history’ (5 September 2012, University of Wolverhampton, Telford UK). 
Her paper will be published in a special issue of Urban History, edited by Jon Stobart and Ilja Van Damme. 
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The municipality tended to listen to the wishes formulated by their 
constituency in wealthy neighborhoods. When the construction of a market hall 
was requested downtown, near the harbor, city council dismissed it by answering 
there was no money for it.221 Regardless of the money, it simply was no priority, 
because when a group of residents of the exceedingly wealthy Quartier Léopold 
asked for a market hall, the council immediately obliged. Several city councilors 
agreed that it made good sense. Since the bulk of municipal taxes were collected 
in this neighborhood, they deemed it only natural to give something in return.222 
The Marché du Parc had also been projected to serve the well to do – even if that 
turned out differently – and the environment of the Marché de la Madeleine was 
clearly privileged as well, leading onto the city’s fanciest shopping street.223 It was 
not until the 1870s that the lower city was finally endowed with a market hall and 
even then its location could be considered fashionable. The Halles Centrales were 
constructed near the Boulevard Central, one of Brussels’ famous bourgeois 
promenades.  

The city council definitely privileged the wealthy neighborhoods when it 
came to market halls. It proved an unfortunate strategy. In 1849, several 
councilors identified the mismatch between the market’s vendors and the 
elegance of the Quartier de la Madeleine as a contributing factor to its faltering 
start. They believed the farmer-retailers could not afford staying in that part of 
town, where inns and taverns were more expensive.224 Furthermore, vendors in 
general did not feel at home there, because of the luxuriousness of the 
architecture. 225  The choice for combining a market hall with an arcade 
demonstrates that fashionable intentions had steered the design of the Marché de 
la Madeleine and the Marché du Parlement. Furthermore, several of the halls 
were inaugurated by means of a highbrow cultural event. For example, on 26 
September 1848, the Cercle Artistique et Littéraire de Bruxelles – the most 
illustrious society of the time – organized a grand ball and a fine-arts exhibition in 
the newly-completed Marché de la Madeleine. Newspapers raved about the 
decoration of the hall, with draperies hung, paintings put up and gigantic rugs 
covering the asphalted floors, and described how fashionable an event it had 
been. All of the Brussels’ high society attended the event, primped, preened and 
ready to shine. The King and Queen had attended and with tickets costing a 
fortune, it was obviously no event for Joe Doakes.226 
                                         
221 BC 1849, vol. 1, p. 176-181.  
222 BC 1870, vol. 1, 365-370 
223 BC 1896, vol. 1, 374-375 and 1063.  
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225 E.g.: L’Indépendance Belge (17 July 1848); Hymans & Rousseau, Le diable, 138-139; BC 1849, vol. 1, 176-181 
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related to its glamorous architecture.  
226 Ouvrage dédié à sa majesté le Roi des Belges. Fête donné par le Cercle artistique et littéraire sous le patronage 
du Roi du gouvernement et de la ville aux artistes exposants et aux membres du congrès agricole. Le 26 7bre 1848 
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Even though the choices made with regard to location, architecture and 
inaugural ceremonies for some of the market halls do point in that direction, it is 
not clear whether the city council did have a bourgeois audience in mind. Some 
of the arguments inspiring specific decisions might suggest otherwise – or not. For 
example, the Marché de la Madeleine had to be dressed up completely, if it was 
to be the site of a grand ball. Besides, the city council had turned down the noble 
Moresque-styled design for the Marché du Parc because the atmosphere of it did 
not comply with the average market audience.227 In most debates, councilors did 
try to empathize with the ‘common’ housewife shopping for her household.228 
However, who was she, and was she an actual or an idealized user of the market 
hall? The weal and woe of servants, for example, might very well have been too 
removed from the political elite to be thought off. Working classes were 
occasionally considered when it came to opening hours. For example, it was 
decided to extend market hours on the Place Saint-Géry in 1868 to facilitate those 
working at the factories.229 If it is unclear what public was envisaged, it is even 
harder to find out who actually used the indoor facilities. The working classes 
were at work for most of the day and with the halls closing at dawn, it is unlikely 
they were able to shop there on workdays. The consumers at the other end of the 
social continuum most probably sent its servants. The foreign observer in Le 
diable à Bruxelles talked of elegant ladies as well as (their) servants walking the 
Marché de la Madeleine.230 Several drawings picture men in hats and elegant ladies 
strolling about, whereas city councilors only talked of women when considering 
the buyers at markets. Photographs and judiciary news items indicate that men 
frequented the markets as well.231  

Considering these sparse indications, it is probable that a mixed audience 
visited the market hall. Might this social mix provide another clue for 
understanding why Brussels’ market halls failed to catch on? According to Helen 
Tangires, in the United States men went to the markets because the uncivilized 
vendors and the unstable social boundaries were considered shocking for the 
fragile female.232 Although women visited markets there too, the fear of social 
mixing has also been used to explain why market halls never really took root in 
the Netherlands, whereas going to the market was similarly considered an 

                                                                                                                               
(Brussels 1849); L’Indépendance Belge (27 September 1848) and Journal de Bruxelles (3 & 14 October 1848). 
Even though they were a little less splendorous, the Halles Centrales were the theater of a national exhibition right 
before it was put to use: AVB, TP 30644: several letters and notes. 
227 Minutes of a city council meeting in: L’Indépendance Belge (24 Decembre 1847). 
228 BC 1849, vol. 1, 176-181.  
229 BC 1868, vol. 1, 150-152.  
230 Hymans & Rousseau, Le diable, 138-139.  
231 E.g.: AVB, Iconographic collection: C14603; C14607; C14608; C15444; G300 and Album II, photo 11. E.g.: 
L’Indépendance Belge (23 October 1882) and Journal de Bruxelles (26 April 1882; 2 May; 22 October 1882).  
232 Tangires, Public markets & civic culture, 53-55. In Britain women went to the market too: Schmiechen & Carls, 
The British market hall, 165-168.  
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unsuited activity for respectable ladies. They often preferred their goods being 
brought to their homes. Home delivery was so common a practice in the 
Netherlands that it affected domestic architecture. Most urban houses were 
provided with a long corridor connecting the front door with the kitchen, allowing 
a deliveryman to carry wares into the kitchen without actually having to intrude 
into the private sphere.233 The practice of home delivery was also widely popular in 
Belgium. Multiple-grocer Delhaize made it a point of honor to offer this service to 
its clients from its establishment in 1867 onwards.234  

If it is true that bourgeois ladies bypassed the market for social reasons, 
market halls might just as well have been passed over by the less moneyed. 
Several market halls were located far away from the working class neighborhoods. 
Consequently, the less well-off mostly passed several open-air markets on their 
way to finding a covered one. Even if the location was not the issue, the working 
classes might very well have shrugged at the bourgeois connotations most market 
halls incited, because of their appearance as well as the disciplining regulations. 
The fact that several market halls had to be put to a different use and did not live 
through the nineteenth century might thus be indicative of a reluctant working 
class resisting the bourgeois policy aimed at keeping them in check. The fact that 
none of the Brussels market halls developed into entertainment centers for the 
working classes, as many of the British market halls did, seems to indicate that 
they did not attempt or were unsuccessful at appropriating this quintessentially 
bourgeois environment, or that it was too far removed from their homes.235 The 
fact that there is absolutely no sign that market halls became sites for leisurely 
shopping, centered on consumer goods rather than food, for the lower classes, 
further suggests that they were somewhat removed from the fashionable shopping 
circuit – even if they had been intended to turn marketing into a more pleasurable 
affair, in conditions similar to those of the arcade.236  

 

Dead meat?  

If market halls were not the big solution the city council had counted on, and 
even if so many of them were transformed into party halls, as a whole the market 
scene did retain some of its importance. In fact, considering that despite the 
boom in vegetable and fruit stores throughout the century their absolute numbers 
                                         
233  Irène Cieraad, ‘The milkman always rang twice. The effects of changed provisioning on Dutch domestic 
architecture’, in: David Hussey & Margaret Ponsonby (eds), Buying for the home. Shopping for the domestic from 
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235 On Britain: Schmiechen & Carls, The British market hall, 165-168.  
236 Ian Mitchell, Tradition and innovation in English retailing, 1700 to 1850. Narratives of consumption (Farnham 
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were nowhere near comparable with those of butchers in 1913, it is likely that 
market vendors – both producer-retailers and ‘revendeurs’ – and ambulant 
traders continued to play an important role in the provision of fruits and 
vegetables. Although it is irrefutable that the network of food shops in Brussels 
expanded dramatically throughout the century, it nevertheless remains the 
question whether this growth fundamentally altered or damaged markets as viable 
outlets for fresh food. A good indication of how viable markets were and whether 
they had lost their dominance to shops, is the location of these shops in relation 
to said markets. 
 Markets continued to be more numerous in the city center than outside. 
Although markets were established in the faubourgs and new ones were built in 
the city center all through the nineteenth century, the plan for decentralization was 
never executed. The Brussels markets for food provisioning remained located 
within what had once been the first city wall.237 Their center of gravity did shift 
from the neighborhood of the Grand Place and along the main thoroughfare 
through the city to the area northwest of it. All located within 500 meters from 
each other or less, the Marché Saint-Géry, the Halles Centrales, the market on 
the Place Sainte-Cathérine and the Marché et Minque au Poisson formed a 
market hub in downtown Brussels. At the end of the eighteenth century, when the 
market hub had been located in the city center, it had functioned as a major 
attraction pole for all kinds of shops, including food shops. According to 
Debackere’s spatial study and the data from the 1833 directory, the market hub 
corresponded with the city’s main shopping district in the early nineteenth 
century.238 Did markets hold on to their attractive force on retailers, once markets 
moved and the shopping landscape expanded? To answer that question more 
precisely, the presence of shops in the streets near market places must be 
analyzed more thoroughly. Location theory is therefore brought into play. 

Even if food shops got dispersed all over the city as the nineteenth century 
progressed, they continued to cluster in certain places as well. Theoretically, both 
the dispersal and the clusters can be accounted for by the principle of 
accessibility. This principle was coined by the British geographer R.L. Davies, 
who argued that the location of shops in urban agglomerations had everything to 
do with it. He distinguished three types: general, arterial and special accessibility. 
General accessibility can be described as the ‘need to be central to a surrounding 
consumer body’. 239  This principle accounts for the dispersal of food shops, 

                                         
237 When referring to Brussels markets, I refer to those located on the Brussels territory, under the authority of the 
Brussels municipality. Each of the faubourgs had their own municipal administration. Their market policies will be 
touched upon insofar as they were discussed in the Brussels city council. Otherwise the markets of the faubourgs 
are left outside the scope of this research.  
238 Debackere, ‘Winkelhouden in een hoofdstad’.  
239 R.L. Davies & D.J. Bennison, ‘Retailing in the city centre: the characters of shopping streets’, Tijdschrift voor 
Economische en Sociale Geografie, 69 (1978) 270-285 and Lesger, Het winkellandschap van Amsterdam, 21-23.  
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because it explains why shopkeepers settle near their consumers – with the 
concepts of range and threshold determining whether being central to consumers 
entails establishing a central or a neighborhood store. The second type is arterial 
accessibility. Apart from city centers or corner stores in neighborhoods, 
shopkeepers will tend to set up shops in places where they can intercept clients on 
the move: the arterial roads, connecting the city center with peripheral area’s and 
suburbs.240 The concepts of general and arterial accessibility can only explain the 
location patterns of shops (and markets) in so far. They can clarify the dispersal of 
food shops and the clustering in central streets or along arterial roads, but they 
cannot account for distorting factors and they cannot explain why certain 
shopkeepers prefer specific central or arterial roads over others.  

Most urban centers tend to have clusters of shops of a particular kind in 
neighborhoods with specific characteristics, such as a densely developed cultural 
infrastructure, a population with great purchasing power, important civic 
monuments or a popular market place. This brought Davies to coin a third type 
of accessibility, which takes non-geographical factors into account. When it comes 
to special accessibility, Davies tried to explain why certain shops cluster in specific 
neighborhoods or streets. He argued that certain shopkeepers might feel ‘the 
need to occupy areas exhibiting prestige, historical affiliations or some particular 
environmental attribute’. 241  The concept of special accessibility might help us 
describe and understand the evolving relationship between food shops and food 
markets on a deeper level. Following the data for the second half of the eighteenth 
and the early nineteenth century, markets in Brussels were indeed major 
attraction poles for retailers of all kinds.242 Looking at individual streets, the share 
of food shops compared to the totality of professions listed in the directories 
varied between streets. With the population expanding exponentially, it made 
sense for food retailers to follow their clients into more distant neighborhoods. 
Because food shops tend to be dispersed, they are less likely to cluster. 
Therefore, it is interesting to study the places where they did cluster.  

In order to establish the location patterns of food shops near markets, a 
selection of markets and market places on the Brussels territory have been chosen 
as case studies. In order to be able to differentiate between markets that stayed 
put and markets that moved house throughout the century and between open-air 
markets and market halls, the selection includes the markets on the Grand 
                                         
240 Davies & Bennison, ‘Retailing in the city centre’, 270-285; R.L. Davies, ‘Structure models of retail distribution. 
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Sablon, the Grand Place, the Place de la Chapelle and the Place Sainte-Cathérine, 
the butter market (moving from the former convent of the Récollets in 1833 to 
the Marché Saint-Géry in 1878), the fish market (established along the Senne for 
centuries, settled into the Halles Centrales in the 1870s243 and moved once more 
to a new market building in 1883) and the market for ‘comestibles’ (organized 
along the Marché aux Herbes in 1833, settled into the Marché de la Madeleine in 
1848 and finally relocated to the Halles Centrales in the early twentieth century). 
The Grand Sablon and the Grand Place both hosted daily markets for provisions 
throughout the century. The market on the Grand Sablon was a retail market, 
while the early-morning market on the Grand Place was a wholesale market in 
principle, although many housewives kept on using it as a retail market. The 
markets on the Place de la Chapelle and the Place Sainte-Cathérine were 
established in the course of the nineteenth century.244 One was situated in the 
highly commercial neighborhood of the former harbor, while the other one was 
situated in the working-class neighborhood of the Marolles and gave way to the 
Rue Blaes and the Rue Haute, two arterial roads.  

For every one of these markets, the surrounding streets have been 
identified and the share of food shops has been calculated as compared with the 
highest house number listed in the directories of 1833, 1878 and 1913.245 [See 
Appendix 3]  Subsequently, the average of these figures has been taken for each 
market neighborhood.246 Comparing the general average share of food shops with 
the average share of food shops in market streets, it becomes clear that streets 
near markets held slightly higher concentrations of food shops all through the 
century, with the exception of the Marché aux Beurre in 1833. Throughout the 
century, retail occupancy in the market neighborhood with the highest 
concentration of food shops was always at least twice the general urban average. 
This difference between the general average and the market average increased a 

                                         
243 After having briefly been accommodated in temporary sheds on the Vieux Marché aux Grains.   
244 The market on the Place Sainte-Cathérine was installed there in 1861: BC 1861, vol. 2, 399-401. 
245 In all three directories, professionals are often mentioned in several categories. In order to make sure that every 
shopkeeper was counted only once, I chose to count unique addresses. For practical reasons, addresses were 
standardized on the basis of the highest house number mentioned for each address. For example, both Rue Neuve 
15a and Rue Neuve 15b have been standardized as Rue Neuve 15. Although this method of counting does not 
include multiple professionals mentioned on the same (standardized) address, the number of multiple mentionings 
is so high that the margin of error when omitting multiple residents is lower than the margin of error when 
including every professional whenever he is mentioned. This method has been used on every calculation in this 
chapter, unless mentioned otherwise. The highest housenumber was taken as an indicator of the length of the 
street. In 1833, two types of house numbering were still in use, one of them having nothing to do with the length of 
a street. In these cases, it was replaced by a count of the number of properties drawn on the 1830 map of Brussels 
by Willem Craan. This was the case for the Rue des Eperonniers (39 properties), the Rue Fossé aux Loups (95), 
the Grand Place (35), The Rue de la Montagne (89), the Rue Rollebeek (34), the Rue de la Madeleine (74) and the 
Marché aux Herbes (54). In 1878 and 1913 a number of typing errors in the directory skewed results, in which 
cases the actual highest housenumber was retrieved in the directory organized per street: Chapelle (21 in 1878), 
Flandre (199 in 1878), Grand Sablon (49 in 1913) and Marché aux Poulets (57 in 1913). For the other streets, the 
highest listed housenumber was a reliable indicator. Percentages for these were calculated automatically.    
246 Again, streets for which ten or less records were adopted in the directory have been taken out of the dataset.    
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little as the century progressed, from eight percent in 1833 to twelve percent in 
1878 and eleven percent in 1913. Although several elements can be identified 
explaining the differences among market neighborhoods, it remains difficult to 
fully account for the exceptions. In 1833, the area around the butter market only 
seemed to host an average of eight percent food occupancy. In 1878, it was the 
Marché de la Madeleine that scored just above the urban average with a retail 
occupancy of eight percent for food. In 1913 the Place Saint-Géry and the Grand 
Sablon flirted with the threshold of the municipal minimum. In fact, when taking 
into account the square of the market and the streets leading onto it, only six 
percent of its properties housed food shops, whereas the average for the whole 
city amounted to five percent.247  

 
 
 
 

Location 1833 1878 1913 
Grand Sablon 16% 15% 6% 
Marché et minque au poisson (near Senne) 13%     
Minque et Marché au Poisson (former 
harbor)     9% 
Halles Centrales   10% 16% 
Marché de la Madeleine   8%   
Marché aux Herbes 13%     
Marché aux Beurre (Recollettes) 8%     
Marché Saint-Géry   12% 7% 
Place de la Chapelle   19% 6% 
Place Sainte-Cathérine   12% 13% 
Urban average 8% 7% 5% 
Table 2. Average percentages of food retail occupancy per market neighborhood 
(Based on automatic calculations measuring the number of retailers against the highest housenumber) 
(Note: These figures only represent the streets for which more than ten records were listed in the commercial 
directories) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                         
247 When looking at a wider perimeter, the average presence of shops did amount up to 9,93 percent. It is possible 
this square attracted more inns and cafés than food shops. Including them might alter the view. 
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Graph 1. Urban average of food retail occupancy versus (dark 
l ine) market neighborhood average ( l ight l ine).  

 
 
Regardless of the exceptions, which might have been partly due to the presence of 
other types of shops, restaurants or cafes, it is likely that the high concentrations of 
food shops in the ‘market streets’ were due to the nearness of the market place. 
Apart from the level of concentration, there are several other subtle indications. 
For example, the share of food shops tended to increase – at least a little and 
initially – in neighborhoods that had previously been without a market. For 
example, before the construction of the Marché de la Madeleine, food shops 
made up only five percent of the professional occupations in the neighborhood.248 
By 1878, that number had increased to nearly eight percent. Similarly, the 
number of food shops near the Marché Saint-Géry increased from seven percent 
in 1833 to twelve percent in 1878 after the establishment of the butter and meat 
market.249 Furthermore, streets in areas near several markets were more likely to 
hold the highest concentrations of shops. In 1833, this was the case in the 
neighborhood of the fish mine, with strong concentrations of food shops as well as 
food markets. Adjacent to the fish mine and market building there was a poultry 
market building surrounded with open-air stalls for poultry, game, and 
comestibles. On the other end of the fish market, there was the mussel market. 
According to Anne Lannoy, the wood market was held on the Quai des 
Poissonniers, leading to the fish market from the south. 250  The highest 
concentrations of food shops could be found in the Rue Sainte-Cathérine (29 

                                         
248  Food retail occupancy attained seven percent in the Rue de la Madeleine, five percent in the Rue des 
Eperonniers, seven percent in the Rue de l’Hôpital and zero percent in the Marché aux Fromages.  
249 Neighboring streets for the Marché Saint-Géry in 1833: Vinket (twelve percent), Saint-Christophe (zero percent), 
Place Saint-Géry (zero percent), Rue au Lin (five percent) and Quai des Poissonniers (nineteen percent), Rue de la 
Carpe, Rue du Grande-Ile, Rue des Riches-Claires and Borghval (ten or less records).  
250 Lannoy, Marchés et circulations, 126.  
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percent), located in between the fish market, the Marché aux Herbes and the 
Harbor, and on the Grand Place (29 percent). Slightly lower concentrations of 
food stores could be found on the Marché aux Herbes (26 percent), hosting a 
fruit and vegetable market and housing a butcher’s hall, and the Grande Rue des 
Bouchers (22 percent), in-between two butcher’s halls. In 1913, the ‘market-
streets’ holding the highest concentrations of food shops were located between the 
Halles Centrales and the Place Sainte-Cathérine (the Rue Sainte-Cathérine (35 
percent) and the Marché aux Poulets, its continuation in the direction of the 
boulevards  (18 percent)), connected the Halles Centrales with the Place Saint-
Géry (the Rue des Poissonniers (29 percent)). 251 The Rue de la Colline, leading 
from the Grand Place to the Marché aux Herbes and the Rue de la Madeleine 
also ranked high in food shop occupancy (25 percent).  

Following existing research on the nineteenth-century history of markets in 
other European cities, one would expect for markets to have lost their attraction 
on food retailers as the century progressed. The bare numbers for Brussels are 
very unclear. On the one hand, when analyzing the numbers at street level, it 
seems that percentages withstood the test of time. The highest percentages in 
streets along, near or leading onto markets reached up to 29 percent in 1833, 32 
percent in 1878 and 35 percent in 1913. On the other hand, the average share of 
food shops in all ‘market streets’ did decrease. In 1833, the average retail 
occupancy in market streets equaled thirteen percent, as it did in 1878. In 1913, 
this number had dropped to ten percent, while the general average food 
occupancy rate fell back from eight percent to seven percent in 1878 and five 
percent in 1913. Compared to the general level of decentralization in the city, 
market streets seem to have done relatively well then – on average. Therefore, it 
seems as though markets continued to be relatively successful in attracting similar 
commercial activity in its surroundings all through the century.  

Market neighborhoods nevertheless did evolve. Analyzing the numbers on 
street level, it becomes clear that the mutual differences between market 
neighborhoods were relatively small in 1833 and in 1878, when most market 
neighborhoods held an average food shop occupancy of thirteen or sixteen 
percent (the Marché aux Beurre neighborhood excepted). By 1913 the 
discrepancies had increased. The retail occupancy for food ranged somewhere in-
between sixteen and six percent. Five ‘market streets’ were void of food shops, 
while concentrations in other market streets amounted to over 25 percent. 
Furthermore, eight out of nine of the highest concentrations of food shops in 
1913 were located in the same neighborhood around the Place Sainte-Cathérine. 
It seems as though certain markets had lost some of the attraction they had 
previously exerted on food retailers, while the allure of other market 
neighborhoods had increased. In fact, a market hub had emerged in downtown 
                                         
251 I will refer to the selected streets in the neighborhood of the selected markets as ‘market streets’. 
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Brussels, with the Halles Centrales, the fish mine and the Place Sainte-Cathérine 
as its linchpins. It is no coincidence that the small streets connecting the Halles 
and the Place Sainte-Cathérine held high concentrations of poultry dealers and 
butchers. In fact, this was the only market area in 1913 in which retailers selling 
similar rather than complementary wares surrounded the markets.252 Especially 
considering its closeness to the Boulevard Anspach, filled with department stores 
and other fancy shops, the high percentage of food shops is very significant.  

Earlier on, the presence of shops near markets had been distributed more 
evenly over different neighborhoods. The equivalence of the figures for 1878 
might well suggest that, in general, markets were at their highpoint of generating 
general food retailing in their surroundings. Between 1833 and 1878, the general 
average occupancy in food shops declined more quickly than the average 
concentration of food shops in market streets. The discrepancy between the 
general and market average was at its largest in 1878. While the average share of 
food shops remained relatively stable in market streets between 1833 (eight 
percent) and 1878 (seven percent), the general average occupancy had 
nevertheless dropped with five percent (to five percent). The general average kept 
dropping, but the market average did not follow suit until 1913. Although there 
was still a marked difference between market streets and the general average, this 
discrepancy had decreased by the turn of the twentieth century. The general 
decrease of the market as a linchpin in the food trade was compensated by the 
creation of the market hub. Whereas markets had attracted all kinds of food 
retailers in 1833 and 1878, the market hub neighborhood filled up with market-
specific food retailers in 1913. The offer at hand in the shops in the streets in 
between the different markets now sold the types of foods sold at the market 
rather than complementary goods, as had been the case earlier.   

While it is difficult to make a definite statement without taking into account 
the presence of cafés, restaurants and inns – which would be a testament to the 
geographical centrality of markets in the urban tissue too – the figures do suggest 
that markets continued to exert attraction on food retailers for the better part of 
the nineteenth century.253 However, the question as to what commercial share was 
left for the market has a complex answer. Even if the numerical and geographical 
data for Brussels seem to indicate that shops became predominant in the course 
of the century, they also point towards a continued significance of markets in the 
system of food distribution. Markets seem to have withstood the pressure very 

                                         
252 Other markets tended to hold higher concentrations of bakeries and groceries or butchers, in case no meat was 
sold on the market. This had been the case for all markets in 1833 and 1878, with the exception of the fish market, 
which always appealed to a high number of fishmongers.   
253 Indeed, figuring out in a more decisive manner whether markets remained linchpins of urban commerce and 
whether the fin de siècle was a turning point, would require a more encompassing geographical analysis. 
Geographical software could also be used to reconstruct patterns of accessibility, in order to take into account the 
influence of arterial and general accessibility.  Such an analysis nevertheless lies beyond the scope of this research. 
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well and continued to function as geographical centers for food retailing up until 
1878. Even if their general appeal diminished after that, the emergence of a 
market district by 1913 indicates that markets were not dead yet – even in the 
early twentieth century. The discrepancies between marketplaces on the one hand 
and the market hall’s failure to launch on the other nevertheless suggest there was 
more than mere geography at play. Therefore, to unravel the matter further, we 
need to broaden the spatial horizon to include other perspectives.  

 

Exploring shadows  

If shops came to play a growing part in food distribution during the nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries, they do not seem to have crushed the market 
system altogether. The fact that market halls could not live up to the high 
expectations formulated at their outset, while open-air markets continued to draw 
the public, indicates that markets were altogether a complex commercial circuit.  
This is presumably the reason why there is no clear consensus in historiography 
on the (relative) importance of markets within the nineteenth-century urban 
commercial landscape. On the one hand, the assessment always depends on the 
expectations of the author and the viewpoint of the study. On the other hand, the 
often informal character of markets renders interpreting figures most difficult. As 
John Benson observed, evidence is ‘less clear-cut than it sometimes appears’.254 
Sifting through the wealth of possible sources, it soon becomes clear that 
nineteenth-century markets are a difficult phenomenon to grasp. In part, this is 
due to the archival situation, certain documents not having been preserved. 
However, it is also an indication of the complexity of the market scene. In 1903 
city councilor Maurice Lemonnier already suggested that part of the market scene 
lurked in the shadows, when denoting: ‘The difficulty resides in finding out 
exactly how much markets could yield.’255 He was right. Every new find could 
easily overturn earlier conclusions, rendering the use of a wide selection of 
sources and perspectives necessary.  
 
 

Complementary circuits 

 
‘As they halted at the Passage Bortier, they were taken by the warm and 
penetrating scent of the heaps of freshly cut and mellow fruits that the 

                                         
254 Benson, ‘Small-scale retailing in Canada’, 89.  
255 ‘La difficulté est de se rendre compte exactement de ce que peuvent rapporter les marchés.’ BC 1903, vol.2, 
874. 
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Marché de la Madeleine abounded with; May wanted to see it. «A 
Brussels market must be quite something … » […] She was suddenly 
filled with the desire to dive into the enormous round baskets, in which 
all imaginable fruits were piled up in beautiful and mouthwatering 
pyramids, and she started to feast on a couple of greengages, standing 
upright, in the middle of the market, out of her senses, while Caro 
bedecked Lily’s ears with big pink cherries and Lily covered herself in 
raspberries.’ 256 

 
In her 1882 novella about May, a young American woman visiting her stuck-up 
and boring in-laws in Brussels, novelist Marguerite Van de Wiele included a 
scene in the Marché de la Madeleine. The visit of the market hall formed part of 
a longer shopping trip during which May was reminded of her life in New York. 
Contrasted with the dull and stiff environment of the parental home of her 
husband, she experienced the market as a place of escape. Van de Wiele 
presented the Marché de la Madeleine as an alluring space of sensory pleasure – 
rather than one of horror as in Le diable à Bruxelles. Albeit presented as 
something somewhat exotic, the visit to the market seems to fit into the shopping 
spree very naturally. It formed an exciting part of the shopping landscape, rather 
than an outdated relic of the past. Further on in the story, it is revealed that May’s 
mother-in-law visits the market every morning. Merely mentioned in passing – 
‘with Mrs. Martin Veydt usually at the market that time of day’ – it seemed self-
evident that the head of the household was out to the market every morning, even 
in 1882.257 
 As Helen Tangires argued in her monograph on the history of public 
markets and civic culture in nineteenth-century America, the viability of urban 
markets cannot simply be measured in terms of economic success or failure. 
Determining whether markets were important or not, whether they ‘succeeded’ or 
‘failed’, should not be measured solely in terms of their share of the economic 
retail markets.258 Although Tangires has been accused of being too optimistic with 
regard to the importance of markets throughout the century, she hit the nail on 
the head with her plea to widen the scope. Even if the geographical data regarding 
shops and markets indicate that the retail and distribution systems were more 

                                         
256 ‘Comme ils s’arrêtaient au passage Bortier, l’odeur des fruits coupées et des tas de fruits mûrs dont le marché de 
la Madeleine regorgeait leur arriva, pénétrante et chaude; May voulut voir. « Cela devait être particulier, un 
marché, à Bruxelles ! » […] Un désir la prenait de puiser à même les énormes paniers ronds, où tous les fruits 
imaginables s’étageaient en belles pyramides appétissantes, et elle se mit à manger des reines-claudes, debout, en 
plein marché, sans plus de façon, tandis que Caro attachait des pendants de grosses cerises roses aux oreilles de 
Lily, qui se barbouillait de framboises.’ L’Indépendance Belge (27 September 1882), reprint of Madame Veydt 
jeune, a novella by Marguerite Van de Wiele.  
257 ‘Mme Martin Veydt étant toujours au marché à cette heure-là […]’. See: L’Indépendance Belge (28 September 
1882) reprint of Madame Veydt jeune. 
258 Tangires, Public markets and civic culture. 
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shop-oriented than market-oriented, there are multiple circumstantial indications 
of the centrality of markets in urban life to be found in other types of sources. For 
example, markets are mentioned in travel guides all through the century. In 1862, 
the Guide de l’étranger dans Bruxelles et ses environs, published by Kiessling et 
Compagnie, encouraged its readers to take a stroll on the galleries of the Marché 
de la Madeleine to admire the elegant displays of flowers.259 By 1884, several 
market halls had even made it onto the list of the 27 highlights of Brussels.260The 
1878 Baedeker guide to Belgium and the Netherlands similarly recommended 
the Marché de la Madeleine, ‘which definitely merits a visit in the morning, as do 
the Halles Centrales’ and highlighted several market halls on the accompanying 
map of Brussels. 261  Eugène Nève included a section on market halls in his 
overview of Brussels’ civic monuments. He described them as if they were 
palaces, halls, museums or libraries.262 Although one could argue market halls 
were mostly adopted in travel guides as interesting sights to be seen rather than 
ordinary shopping spaces, most of the travel guides also included practical 
information on what types of food could be found in what markets. The 1884 
Kiessling travel guide even contained a two-page guide on what type of provisions 
could be bought where.   
 Furthermore, local entrepreneurs, city councilors and journalists talked of 
markets as assets for a neighborhood. The Brussels market police archives 
contain plenty of requests of local residents to either install a market or to not 
remove it. For example, when the market for fruit and vegetables was transferred 
from the Grand Place to the Place Saint-Géry, the café owners of the Grand 
Place, fearing they would lose customers, complained and demanded that the 
decision be revoked.263  The inhabitants of the Place Saint-Géry, on the other 
hand, could not have been happier with the establishment of a market on their 
square, because the square had become ‘somewhat deserted, since the cattle 
market had moved’.264 Similar petitions and complaints were sent to the mayor’s 
office with regards to the possible relocation of the poultry market to the newly 
built yet hardly successful Marché de la Madeleine in 1849. The owners and 
tenants of the buildings near the old Marché aux Volailles protested, while 

                                         
259 Kiessling et Comp., Guide de l’étranger dans Bruxelles et ses environs (Brussels 1862) 16. 
260 Kiessling et Comp., Guide de l’étranger dans Bruxelles et ses environs, accompagné d’un nouveau plan de 
Bruxelles et des communes-limitrophes, d’un plan du bois de la Cambre, d’un plan du champ de bataille de 

Waterloo et d’un frontispice, 13th edition (Brussels 1884) 1-12. 
261 ‘[…] qui mérite une visite dans la matinée, de même que les Halles Centrales’, cited in: Karl Baedeker, Belgique 
et Hollande. Manuel du voyageur, 9th revised edition (Leipzig 1878) 37. 
262 Nève, Bruxelles et ses environs, 26-94.  
263 AVB, Police 347 (Marché divers 1860-1880), XII. Marché Saint-Géry: Jean Pt de Keyser to Mayor & Aldermen 
(16 October 1843); Petition by the inhabitants of the Grand Place and its surrounding streets to Mayor & 
Aldermen (30 Septembre 1843).  
264 AVB, Police 347 (Marchés divers 1860-1880), XII. Marché Saint Géry: Petition to Mayor & Aldermen (31 July 
1843) and Raeymaeker to Mayor & Aldermen (14 June 1843).  
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retailers and other entrepreneurs near the Marché de la Madeleine stimulated 
every regulation that could rescue their market.265 Nearness to a market drove up 
property prices and taxes.266 For example, when construction works on the new 
market building on the Place Saint-Géry started to draw out, local residents 
complained. However pleased they were with the establishment of the market 
building, they criticized the lack of speed of its completion. With the market now 
held in a smaller space located slightly further away, clients stayed away from the 
old square. Allegedly, several business owners had already been forced to quit 
because of it.267 If markets turned neighboring squares and streets into attractive 
retailing locations, there was one self-evident exception. The fish market was 
usually not wanted in any neighborhood, for the evident reason of the smell that 
accompanied it.268  
 Several sources hint at the bustle of Brussels’ market places throughout the 
century. Markets meant crowds. Indirectly, press reports often indicate that 
markets did fill up with customers at times. For example, in 1882 
L’Indépendance Belge reported the apprehension of two pickpockets by a team 
of plain-clothes policemen in the crowds of the Halles Centrales.269 In 1893 it was 
reported that ‘numerous witnesses’ saw a lady being violently robbed as she was 
leaving the Halles Centrales.270 Earlier on, in a piece on London affairs in 1875, a 
reference is made to the swarming crowds that are typical of a market place and 
the Journal de Bruxelles mentioned the ‘foule du marché’ on the Place du Grand 
Sablon.271 Similarly, councilor Blaes had referred to the masses when evaluating 
one of the competing designs for the Marché du Parc in 1847.272 That crowds were 
expected to visit market halls is often made clear implicitly and explicitly by city 
councilors.273 Every once and a while a market site even proved too small.274 The 
fact that the city council was continuously involved in discussing the organization 
and (re)location of public markets all through the century is perhaps the most 
obvious indication of their continued importance in urban culture, economy and 

                                         
265 BC 1849, vol. 1, 326 and BC 1849, vol. 2, 30-42. Similarly, the local residents near the Place Joseph Lebeau 
petitioned for the establishment of a food market after the second-hand market had been moved from their 
neighborhood. See: BC 1881, vol.1, 406.  
266 E.g.: AVB, TP 30743: local residents to Mayor & Aldermen (10 October 1881); TP 30738: local residents to 
Mayor & Aldermen (4 December 1878).   
267 AVB, TP 30740: entrepreneurs established near the Place Saint-Géry to Mayor & Aldermen (July 1881).  
268 See e.g.: Journal de Bruxelles (1 April 1875) and L’Indépendance Belge (16 May 1875).  
269 L’Indépendance Belge (23 October 1882). This case was also mentioned in the Journal de Bruxelles (22 
October 1882).   
270 L’Indépendance Belge (19 September 1893).  
271 L’Indépendance Belge (16 June 1875) and Journal de Bruxelles (11 August 1875).  
272  Cited in the reprint of the minutes of the city council meeting of 22 December 1847 in: L’Indépendance Belge 
(24 December 1847).  
273 E.g.: Report of the city council meeting of 29 July 1848, printed in L’Indépendance Belge (1 August 1848).   
274 For example, the ‘marchands d’oeufs’ did not fit in the temporary Marché Saint-Géry (AVB, TP 30737: several 
letters and reports, April to September 1881) and in 1909 plans were designed to enlarge the Minque et Marché au 
Poisson: AVB, TP 1035, TP  1036 and TP 1037: several reports and letters.  
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society. The discussions covered a wide range of subjects, from traffic around 
market sites to what would be a more ‘picturesque’ sight: stalls filled with flowers, 
fruits and vegetables or displays of old furniture.275 All century long, policy was 
being discussed and revised and councilors continued to mention the 
municipality’s responsibility in organizing public markets. Debates concerning the 
construction of market halls often took up a lot of time, especially when it 
concerned projects of great prestige as well as great investment.276 Other types of 
discussions took up quite some time as well, such as the debate in 1903 on 
whether the existing system of subcontracting open-air markets should be 
sustained.277 More than once the market-discussions in the city council centered on 
money. Councilors talked about whether a market hall would raise rental fees or 
whether increased income would help pay for expenses on new facilities.278  
 

A moral economy 

The continued success of markets was obviously dependent on the continued 
support of the city council. All through the century, city councilors framed market 
policy as the execution of their responsibility in facilitating food distribution.279 For 
a long time, it was believed organizing markets was fundamental to establishing 
fair food prices. In 1847, Blaes argued in favor of the construction of the Marché 
de la Madeleine because he believed it would allow the municipality to ‘finally 
organize the sale of the bare essentials in a seemly manner, conform with the 
interests of the market vendors as well as with the wishes of the public’.280 A 
colleague confirmed this viewpoint referring to the construction of the Marché de 
la Madeleine as an ‘act of good governance’.281  When the Marché du Parc was 
nearly ready for use, city councilor Walter reminded his colleagues of how much 
the public works department had always emphasized that establishing the market 
was nothing less than the municipality’s duty:  

 
‘The need for a market is felt in the upper parts of the city more 
ardently every day. The importance of the area, its consecutive 
developments in the past as well as in the future, the population 

                                         
275 BC 1847, vol. 1, 39.  
276 BC 1847, vol. 1, 55-89; BC 1871, vol. 1, 13-47 and BC 1876, vol. 1, 107-128.  
277 BC 1903, vol. 2, 858-878.  
278 E.g.: BC 1847, vol. 1, 55-89; BC 1870, vol.1, 365-370 and BC 1903, vol. 2, 858-878. 
279 E.g.: BC 1862, vol. 2, 30.  
280 ‘[…] d’organiser enfin, d’une manière convenable et conforme aux interest des marchands comme aux voeux du 
public, la vente des objets de première nécessité’. BC 1847, vol. 1, 72.  
281 ‘acte de bonne administration’. BC 1847, vol. 1, 73.   
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increase, all of it has made it our duty to remedy the inconveniences of 
the present market scene.’282  

 
In 1871, when discussing the size of the Halles Centrales, councilor Splingard also 
talked of market halls in terms of ‘public interest’ and in 1876 Anspach argued 
that the Halles Centrales needed to profoundly alter the way the capital was fed.283 
If Brussels wanted to be amply provided with a wide array of foodstuffs, in the 
best possible circumstances, such a publicly owned wholesale mart was 
indispensable. The sentiment lived on all through the century. City councilors 
kept referring to the market as a public space. The fact that the public interest 
came first in market matters was also an oft-repeated argument when answering 
petitioners.284 
 Referencing municipal responsibility was no empty discursive strategy. 
Apart from constructing market halls – which they believed would alter food 
provisioning in the city – the city council testified of its commitment in numerous 
ways. In order to prevent engrossing – the artificial inflating of food prices by 
vendors – regulations always included the stipulation that all goods entering the 
city were to be brought to the market immediately. Furthermore, transactions 
based on samples were not allowed either. Consequentially, goods could not be 
stored just anywhere. In order to deal with goods that arrived early or were left 
over after the market had been closed, the city council provided space in the 
municipal entrepôt. Goods were stored at public expense.285 The city council also 
did not hesitate to acquit the vendors of their rental dues, if it could help make 
new market halls attractive. It is obvious that the sense of responsibility, inspiring 
these measures, was accompanied by financial considerations. If rental fees were 
maintained in the faltering Marché du Parc in 1858 for example, there was a risk 
that all market vendors would leave. If they offered the stalls for free, the vendors 
might return. Eventually clients would follow and that might lead the market to 
become lucrative again.286  

Similarly, the reason for limiting trade transactions to markets was at least 
partially inspired by the taxes and tolls that would otherwise be lost. Besides 
financial considerations, electoral stakes were at play too. The city council’s 
responsibility in providing the most advantageous market conditions only applied 
to the townsfolk in strictu sensu. All through the century city dwellers were 
                                         
282  ‘Le besoin d’un marché se fait chaque jour plus vivement sentir dans la partie supérieure de la ville. 
L’importance de ce quartier, les développements successifs qu’il a reçus, ceux que l’avenir lui promet, 
l’augmentation de la population, tout nous fait un devoir de remédier aux inconvénients qui resultent pour lui des 
marches actuels.’ BC 1857, vol. 1, 52-53.  
283 BC 1871, vol. 1, 13-22 and BC 1876, vol. 1, 72. 
284 E.g.: AVB, Police 293: Mayor & Aldermen to Governer (12 March 1850) and undated report; Police 935: 
undated report and letter (Mayor & Aldermen to Limauge, director of the Compagnie des Marchés).  
285 Risch, Bericht, 37 and BC 1849, vol. 2, 465-477.   
286 BC 1858, vol. 1, 128-131 and 141.  
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markedly distinguished from outsiders. For example, according to a 1847 
regulation, city dwellers were acquitted from paying tolls on official market days 
(Monday, Wednesday and Friday) whereas vendors traveling in from outside the 
city were not.287 With the new regulation of 1849, this stipulation seems to have 
disappeared, but a new distinction took root. Regular vendors – renting a stall for 
a longer period of time in market halls – were differentiated from ‘forains’, 
farmers traveling in from outside the city and displaying their produce on a casual 
basis. In a discussion on whether to resume complete control over the open-air 
markets – populated by these farmers – in 1900, it was suggested that the mayor 
did not show enough of an interest in the well-being of these ‘forains’, because 
they were not part of his electorate.288  

Leaving the financial and electoral stakes aside, the complaints that were 
repeated most often concerned the food prices. In 1847, city councilors debated 
the possibly disastrous consequences the construction costs of the Marché de la 
Madeleine could have on food prices. Because of the common conviction that the 
heightened comfort of the market allowed for raising tolls, they were afraid these 
increases would come at the cost of the poor.289  In 1850, similar fears were 
expressed with regard to the system of auctioning market stalls and stands to the 
highest bidder.290 Although tensions never ran as high as in New York, where 
disagreement over the auction system between butchers and the city council 
contributed to the (temporary) disintegration of the public market system, the 
critique on the practice of auctioning reflected a concern with prices in Brussels 
too.291 These concerns were not unfounded. The 1847 and 1848 volumes of 
L’Indépendance Belge and the Journal de Bruxelles contain several reports on 
food rioting and violence on the market place because of rising prices.292 Although 
it is not clear whether the threat of riots remained topical – 1848 was, after all, a 
revolutionary year – city councilors did continue to talk about keeping the food 
prices low.293  

The best way to ensure low prices, it was believed, was setting up one or 
several ‘marchés d’approvisionnement’, markets with wholesale prices where 
consumers and producers could meet. This suggestion had taken shape within the 
Conseil de Salubrité Publique and this council’s opposition against the Marché de 
la Madeleine rested on the fact that it was designed as a classic retail instead of a 
wholesale market. The first ‘marché d’approvisionnement’ took shape in the 
1860s. An entrepreneur named Dubois proposed to lease the moribund Marché 

                                         
287 BC 1847, vol. 1, 70. 
288 BC 1900, vol. 2, 630-651.  
289 BC 1847, vol. 1, 55-89.  
290 BC 1850, vol. 1, 59-60.  
291 On the disintegration of public markets in the USA: Tangires, Public markets and civic culture, 69-148.  
292 Journal de Bruxelles (9 March and 7 July 1847) and L’Indépendance Belge (9 March 1847).   
293 E.g.: BC 1868, vol. 1, 150-152; BC 1870, vol. 1, 255-257.  
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du Parc and turn it into a ‘criée’, an auction hall for foodstuffs. The hall was 
supposed to lower food prices by canceling out intermediaries. Farmers would not 
be required to attend the sale or sell it to a middleman who then sold it to 
someone else. The less people were involved in the transport of the goods, the 
lower the prices would be. Obviously, the city council was eager to comply.294 In 
the following years, several entrepreneurs set up similar businesses on private 
properties all over the greater area of Brussels. Considering the spread of these 
privately owned ‘criées’, several city councilors were worried about the effects of 
this privatization on the food prices. They rooted for the construction of a central, 
municipally owned ‘marché d’approvisionnements’ downtown, near the central 
boulevards. Its construction was to be part of the redevelopment of the river 
Senne. By 1871, the projected Halles Centrales had nevertheless started to divide 
the city council. While debating the precise configuration of the hall – its 
exploitation, the type of trade and its place in the existing market scene – a group 
of city councilors argued that it was not the city council’s duty to provide a criée, 
housed in public property and where prices could be controlled through 
municipal regulations.295 The generally shared belief in the city council’s moral 
responsibility for markets had disappeared.  
 Up until the 1870s the city council’s market policy had always resembled 
what has been coined ‘the moral economy’.296 The municipality saw a central role 
for itself in organizing the market scene in a way that was beneficial to their 
inhabitants. By the late 1870s, the practice of government intervention in the day-
to-day food trade had lost its self-evidence to several of the policy makers 
involved. Although the concept of ‘freedom of trade’ had popped up occasionally 
before that time, it is clear that the moral economy ideology was becoming 
increasingly pressurized by the impending success of the free trade doctrine.297 
Tensions never rose as high as they did in the United States, where some believed 
the city had no business at all facilitating markets.298 That it was the city’s duty to 
protect the interests of both producers and consumers to some degree was most 
definitely a given. However, from the 1870s onwards, the concept of free trade 
emerged far more often when discussing how to do just that. Rather than 
disagreeing on the necessary level of state intervention, city councilors were at a 
variance on the way to keep regulating the market while simultaneously adhering 
to the popular principles of free trade.  
                                         
294 Not in the least because trade in the retail market had never really picked up: BC 1862, vol. 2, 239-240.  
295 BC 1871, vol. 1, 13-47.  
296 On the moral economy and nineteenth-century market policy: Tangires, Public markets and civic culture, 151. 
In general, see: E.P. Thompson, ‘The moral economy of the English crowd in the eighteenth century’, Past and 
Present, 50 (1871) 76-136; John Bohstedt, The politics of provisions. Food riots, moral economy, and market 
transition in England, c. 1550-1850 (Aldershot 2010).  
297 Earlier references to freedom of trade in the city council: BC 1847, vol. 1, 249-253 and BC 1849, vol. 2, 400-
416.  
298 Tangires, Public markets and civic culture, 71-148. 
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The disagreement resurfaced in a heated discussion on how to exploit the 
Halles Centrales. Would it be opportune to lease it to an entrepreneur, who 
would be allowed to make money off of it, or should it be municipally managed? 
The debate, taking up 21 pages in the Bulletin Communal, contained over 35 
references to the concept of free trade. Monopolies and protectionism were 
referenced over 15 times. 299  Although all councilors emphasized that their 
viewpoint did not entail an intrusion upon free trade, they seemed to harbor a 
different understanding of the concept and its consequences. For example, 
councilor Allard believed that the best way to preserve the principle of free trade 
was to let the city council take administrative control rather than farming it out to 
an eager entrepreneur. Because the city council intended to impose a maximum 
rental or commission rate – that did not apply to private entrepreneurs – he 
believed leasing it to an entrepreneur would not work unless the latter was granted 
a monopoly. If the entrepreneur was to work with imposed maximum rates and 
not be granted a monopoly, he would never manage the competition, Allard 
argued. 300  Mayor Anspach rebuffed that the entrepreneur did not need a 
monopoly to withstand the competition from private rivals. The maximum rate 
established would allow him to be competitive enough. He also argued that the 
principles of free trade would be threatened far more seriously if the municipality 
was to assume control over the sales:  

 
‘If he [Allard] had thought about this more thoroughly and if he had 
reread the old regulations of our father’s market halls, he would have 
seen that the strictest regime of protectionism reigned in them, whereas 
today, […] it is freedom, it is the freedom of competition that has 
become the rule in our markets; and the public administration should 
not be intervening in this matter.’301  

 
Besides epitomizing the liberal program for the ‘sanitary city’ most radically, the 
reign of mayor Anspach (1863-1879) presented the acme of doctrinal liberalism 
and its strong emphasis on freedom of trade, which might explain its sudden 
relevance in debates concerning urban market policy. 302  It should also be 

                                         
299 BC 1876, vol. 1, 107-128.  
300 For Allard’s argument, see BC 1876, vol. 1, 109-114.  
301 ‘S’il y avait bien pensé et s’il avait relu les règlements anciens des halles de nos pères, il aurait vu qu’il y avait là la 
protection la plus absolue, tandis qu’aujourd’hui, […] c’est la liberté, c’est la libre concurrence qui devient la règle 
de nos marchés; et l’administration publique n’a plus à intervenir dans cette question.’ BC 1876, vol. 1, 116.  
302 See Röttger, ‘Capitol and capital’, 27-50. Other possible explanations for the sudden interest in freedom of trade 
and a different stance towards market policy might include the increasing tension between progressive and 
conservatist forces in the Liberal Party: while progressive forces within the Liberal Party and beyond advocated for 
increased governmental intervention in social matters, a faction in the Brussels Liberal Party, centered on city 
councilor Albert Lacroix, fueled an increasingly rigid interpretation of abstention of intervention in all sorts of 
societal domains. Furthermore, although the Liberal Party was standing strong in the municipal government, they 
were benched in national politics, which might have pushed them to consider their viewpoints more carefully. See 



 205 

considered in an international context in which the utility of the market and the 
responsibility of governments to organize them had already been questioned for 
longer periods of time.303 Despite the free trade discourse, the city council never 
really gave up on its responsibility to offer consumers and producers a platform 
for establishing a fair price. Like in Britain in the late eighteenth and early 
nineteenth century, older conceptions of morality in marketing continued to 
persist.304 In 1903, the city council even decided to resume complete control of all 
open-air markets. Before the decision was made, city councilors debated the 
responsibility of the municipality in matters of trade once more. This time, the 
discussion shifted from ideological questions to practical matters, such as the 
question whether the municipal administration was well-equipped to collect taxes 
efficiently. At the time when American municipalities decided to resume 
responsibility for the markets after years of neglect, the Brussels city council 
decided it was time to reap the financial benefits of their previous efforts by 
assuming complete control.305 Reviewing the discussions about municipal markets 
in the Bulletins communaux of the turn of the century, it is obvious that 
government involvement in the domain of markets was as much a given as it had 
been before. Even if the free trade doctrine had made its entrance, market policy 
remained reminiscent of a moral economy. Whether the involvement reflected a 
true concern for the wellbeing of Brussels’ citizens, is unclear. Electoral motives 
played their part, together with the ‘modern’, bourgeois vision for the city, 
discussed in the first section of this chapter.  

Financial considerations also contributed to the fact that markets were such 
a hot topic for the city council. The rent paid by stallholders or the money paid by 
subcontractors to exploit markets bolstered the municipality’s coffers. Although 
markets can hardly be considered to have been a major source of income for the 
city, the revenues were not negligible, ranging between two and five percent of the 
city’s ordinary revenues. Financial gain was most definitely on many a city 
councilor’s mind. As the century progressed the sum of rents paid by stallholders 
and subcontractors kept increasing: from 41 090,37 francs in 1833, to 359 701,39 
francs in 1878 and 520 895,79 francs in 1912.306 Breaking the period up into 

                                                                                                                               
e.g.: Els Witte, ‘Politiek leven: 1830-1914’, in: Stengers et al., Brussel, 188-205 and Cecile Vanderpelen-Diagre, 
‘Als de kunst liberaal kleurt. Het discours van het Brusselse stadsbestuur over het stedelijke beleid voor schone 
kunsten en publieke vermakelijkheden (1830-1899)’, Stadsgeschiedenis, 5:1 (2010) 19-38.   
303 Mitchell, Tradition and innovation, 23-29.  
304 Mitchell, Tradition and innovation, 23-29. In the United States a ‘new morality’ marked the urban market scene 
in the late nineteenth century. See: Tangires, Public markets and civic culture, 151-171.   
305 BC 1900, vol. 2, 630-651 and BC 1903, vol. 2, 858-878.  
306  Although nearly all preserved Bulletins communaux contain annual statements of the accounts of the 
municipality, including detailed information on market revenues, some annual reports have not been preserved. 
Because the annual accounts of 1863, 1873, 1893 and 1913 were missing and the Bulletins communaux of the 
1870s, 1890s and 1910s were incomplete for several years, I had to make do with the annual accounts of 1864, 
1875, 1892 and 1912. Furthermore, the categorization of these accounts was altered several times. For 1833, 1878 
and 1913 it was possible to sort out the market revenues as such. However, between the 1850s and the 1870s, the 
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decades, it becomes clear that revenues dropped slightly after the 1880s, only to 
recover by 1912. A franc did not have the same value in 1833 as in 1913. 
Therefore, the picture slightly changes when reviewing the proportion market 
revenues took up in the totality of the municipality’s earnings. Although the 
differences seem minor, the share of market earnings in the whole of the city’s 
ordinary income rose a little at first, but started to drop by the end of the century. 
With markets growing in financial importance for the city until after the middle of 
the nineteenth century, they clearly did not constitute a moribund commercial 
circuit just yet.  

Comparing the market revenues with the totality of the municipal income is 
only one way of gauging how important the increase in income really was. 
Contrasting it with the average tolls and rental prices for booths, stalls and a place 
on the ‘carreau’ of the market offers an alternative. No information about the 
market tolls could be retrieved for the 1830s. The first list of maximum rates 
found in the Bulletin Communal dates back to 1849. Different rates applied to 
different markets. For example, a stand on the Place de la Chapelle was cheaper 
than a similar one on the Grand Sablon. Some rates were calculated per square 
meter, while others were calculated by counting sacks and baskets for specific 
products. At a rough estimate one square meter was rented for 0,05 francs a day 
on average. With the exception of a few specialized markets – such as the hay 
market and the potato market – markets were held daily, in- or excluding Sundays 
and holidays.307 These rates seem to have been maintained until the early 1870s at 
least, when councilors decided to review the 1849 ordinance.308 Unfortunately no 
general ordinance could be traced for the 1870s. The first subsequent somewhat 
comprehensive statement with regard to rates appeared in 1903 and only applied 
to open-air markets. On the Grand Place, two rates were decreed: for a stall or a 
display lower than 60 centimeters, the municipality asked 0,15 francs for two 
square meters per day. For any display exceeding 60 centimeters in height, the 

                                                                                                                               
main category with regard to markets combined market profits as well as taxes paid (by café-owners) to place tables 
and chairs along sidewalks and boulevards and in the park, as well as rental fees concerning public properties (such 
as newsstands, advertising pillars, the shop spaces of the Galerie Bortier, the booths in the Rue Borgval and so on). 
From 1878 onwards, the detailed information included in the budgetary prognoses allowed for distinguishing 
between the proceeds of markets and other revenues. The revenues do not include any income yielded on the 
‘marché aux bestiaux’. These revenues were listed in a separate category with the tolls and taxes levied in the 
slaughterhouse. Because the abattoir was a different type of space altogether and because the cattle market was not 
a market where average people went to shop, but rather a market for butchers and dealers, I have decided not to 
include this category into the totality of market revenues.   
307 The list of rates was drawn up to establish a limit to how much the market farmer could ask for renting a stand or 
a stall in or at the market. For the list, see: BC 1849, vol. 1, 530-532.  
308 BC 1867, vol. 2, 398-402; BC 1870, vol. 2, 379-381. When the meat and butter market was transferred from the 
to be demolished Récollets convent to the Marché Saint-Géry, the municipality assumed complete control over 
this market. The previously existing rates were maintained (BC 1867, vol. 2, 398-402). The rates imposed by the 
private owner of the Récollets-market seem to have been significantly higher than on other municipal markets (with 
0,15 francs per meter a day), but there were fewer market days. Because it is unclear how much this change of 
authority over this market altered the revenues, it has not been taken into account. 
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price was 0,25 francs for two square meters per day. On any other market place, 
the price for a place to stand was settled on 0,15 francs per two square meters per 
day.309 Apparently, there were no fixed rates for the market buildings and tolls in 
the ‘halles à la criée’ of the Halles Centrales and the fish mine were calculated in a 
different way.  

With the knowledge of the ‘droits de place’ and the total sum of market 
revenues, it is possible to get an idea – albeit a very rough estimate – of the size of 
the market scene in Brussels. Assuming that a market stand was rented for the 
average price of 0,05 francs per square meter in 1850 and that the average market 
took place 6 days per week and 52 weeks per year, the price for an average place 
on the market amounted to 15,6 francs per square meter and per year.310 Dividing 
the actual market revenues recorded for 1850 by this rough estimate, markets 
must have taken up some 4 398 square meters.311 By 1870 the market surface had 
presumably more than doubled. With the same estimated rental price but a 
recorded revenue of 181 220,41 francs, the totality of Brussels markets could 
have grown to 11 617 square meters.312 The 1903 ordinance allows for estimating 
the average rental price for a place on the open-air markets. With the total 
revenue yielded on open-air markets in 1904 amounting to 156 654,90 francs and 
a presumable average rental price of 28,08 francs per square meter per year, 
open-air markets are likely to have taken up some 5 578,88 square meters.313 
However, this surface does not account for market halls. Gauging how much a 
square meter was prized in these halls is impossible, especially because parts of 
them were used as auction halls. Since produce was sold in a different way, tolls 
were no longer based on space but on the price of the produce sold. The income 
gained at the Minque au Poisson and the ‘criée’ in the Halles Centrales is not 
indicative of the actual or ‘commercial’ size of these markets. When leaving out 
the auction spaces and taking the estimated outdoor rates as an indication for the 
rental prices of booths and stalls in market buildings, the totality of retail markets 
must have equaled some 12 201,36 square meters. Considering the fact that rental 
prices are likely to have been higher in market halls than they were in open-air 
markets, the total market surface was presumably similar to that of the 1870s.  

These figures are but very rough estimates. However, the number of 
markets having increased within the pentagon between 1830 and 1913, it is likely 

                                         
309 BC 1903, vol. 2, 934.  
310 Some markets were held daily, while only two were held only on traditional market days (Monday, Wednesday 
and Friday). Because the daily or nearly daily markets were more numerous and probably also of greater 
significance, I have chosen to work with an average of 6 days a week. See: BC 1849, vol. 2, 530-532.  
311 Market tolls yielded a revenue of 68 602,58 francs in 1850 1850. See: BC 1851, vol. 2, 132. 
312 For the market revenue in 1870, see BC 1871, vol. 2, 113. Both the 1870 and 1850 market revenue is 
comprised of market profits as well as the taxes paid for use of public space. The inclusion of the butter and meat 
market in the Marché Saint-Géry and its slightly different rates have not been taken into account.    
313 Because the new rates were decreed in 1903, it is the money markets yielded for the city council in 1904 we 
need to analyze. For market revenues in 1904, see BC 1905, vol. 2, 304-305 and 1183-1184.  
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the market surface did increase as well. The Brussels market scene thus seems to 
have expanded before stabilizing during the fin de siècle. Furthermore, markets 
were being established throughout the suburbs during the nineteenth century, 
indicating that there was a demand for them. The city council of Brussels was 
asked to advise on the establishment of markets in the faubourgs on several 
occasions.314 The minutes of the Provincial Council, printed in L’Indépendance 
Belge, also contain several requests for the establishment of markets in the 
Brussels faubourgs in the late 1840s.315  Market halls were constructed in the 
suburbs as well.316 Apparently markets were still considered as vital to urban and 
suburban centers alike. Rather than having been paralyzed by the success of food 
shops, markets seem to have found a way to withstand some of the competition. 
The data assembled for this study does not allow us to compare the growth of 
shops and the growth of markets to that of the population in a satisfying manner, 
nor are there reliable indications as to how much food shopping was actually done 
in shops and on markets. However, it seems as though the shop and the market 
were not merely communicating vessels. Even if shops assumed a part of the 
market share that had previously belonged to markets, this did not prevent the 
latter from still taking part in the distributive system. They each played their 
proper role.  

In part, the resilience of the market might be attributed to shifting functions 
between retail and wholesale. An increasing share of market profits represented 
wholesale trade. A wholesale auction venue for produce was established in the 
Halles Centrales in the 1870s. Even though it took up only part of the Halles, the 
totality of wholesale trade on markets in the city had nevertheless increased. The 
existing early-morning wholesale market on the Grand Place remained as popular 
as before.317 By the early twentieth century, the Minque au Poisson had become 
the most remunerative of all individual markets. In 1912 the fish mine yielded 
134 173,64 francs, nearly trice as much as the retail fish market in the same 
building (revenue: 50 689,25 francs). The only category of markets for which a 
higher sum was recorded was the totality of all open-air markets on the Brussels 
territory, with 169 211,60 francs. 318  If the burgeoning wholesale market trade 
altered the market landscape profoundly, it was not the only factor of change. The 
sites and practices of marketing changed as well. Actor of change was the 
municipality, which deployed a myriad of strategies in order to update their 
market sites and usher in market modernity. If its most drastic instrument did not 
pay off to the degree they had counted on, their measures did resort some effect.  

                                         
314 E.g.: BC 1862, vol. 2, 29-30; BC 1866, vol. 1, 19;  
315 E.g.: L’Indépendance Belge (7 and 9 July 1847 and 20 July 1848).  
316 E.g.: L’Indépendance Belge (17 June 1875 and 7 November 1875).  
317 BC 1913, vol. 2, 440-441 and BC 1900, vol. 2, 745-752. 
318 BC 1913, vol. 2, 440-441.  
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To market … to market! 

The demise of the British market hall in the late nineteenth century has been 
attributed to the rise of the co-operative, the multiple and the department store.319 
In that respect Schmiechen’s cultural assessment does not differ much from that 
of the socio-economic historians describing and explaining the demise of the 
market scene as a whole. Somehow these accounts suggest a sense of inevitability 
– as if markets were bound to become superfluous. It is undeniable that the 
establishment of all kinds of shops and stores for fresh foodstuffs contributed to 
the limited successes of market halls throughout the western world. However, that 
is only part of the story. The Brussels market scene was a complex reality during 
the nineteenth century and, as a whole, seems to have withstood the test of time 
relatively well. For the better part of the century, markets and shops co-existed 
cordially. Furthermore, the market scene was of diverse nature and fate. Its oldest 
segment, the old-fashioned street markets, proved more resilient than their 
modern counterparts, albeit in a transformed guise. 

During the late 1840s, it took time for the Marché de la Madeleine to 
attract stallholders, while those same vendors were jostling to get a prime spot on 
the open-air market downtown. The greengrocers and fruiterers of the Marché-
aux-Herbes had not been thrilled when they found out they were being relocated 
to the fancy new building up the street.320 There are numerous indications open-air 
markets remained popular all through the century. The police repeatedly had to 
remind second-hand dealers to stay within the limits of the Vieux Marché. 
Drawings and pictures of the subsequent second-hand market on the Place du Jeu 
de Balle always pictured it as a bustling place, crowded with people.321 The early-
bird market on the Grand Place never lost any of its attractiveness either. In the 
late 1880s, it was bursting at the seams and the city council stressed the need to 
increase the surface of the market by allowing vendors to display their wares in 
adjacent streets.322 New open-air markets were established on the Place Joseph 
Lebeau323 and the square Marie-Christine. By the end of the century, the market 
on the Place Anneessens was the theater of upheaval due to the limited number 
of spots.324 The new open-air stalls lining the outer walls of the Halles Centrales 
proved very popular and contemporary pictures show the bustle of market 
                                         
319 Schmiechen & Carls, The British market hall, 185-200.   
320 BC 1847, vol. 1, 55-89 and 1849, vol. 1, 102-104 and 154-155 
321  See the following chapter for pictures. E.g.: AVB, Iconographic collection: C14584. Second-hand dealers 
themselves complained that the Place de Jeu de Balle was too crowded at the turn of the century: AVB, Police 
935: several letters, notes and reports.  
322 BC 1889, vol. 1, 117-119; BC 1900, vol. 1, 696-699 and BC 1900, vol. 2, 745-752.  
323 The name of the square that was built on the site of the old Vieux Marché after the Senne-works. It was later 
renamed Place Anneessens.  
324 AVB, Police 935: report (24 April 1896) and several letters and notes.   
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vendors displaying their wares outside and in front of the Marché Saint-Géry as 
well.325 The detailed descriptions of the market revenues in the early years of the 
twentieth century demonstrate that the revenue yielded on the open-air markets 
kept increasing, whereas all market halls – with the exception of the fish mine – 
lost income every year.326 If Ian Mitchell argued for Britain that the market scene 
was marked by radical innovation after 1820, it is clear that in Brussels those 
attempts at innovation did not pay off as well as the small-scaled adaptations of 
traditional forms.327   

The peddler, another presumed relic from the past, kept roaming the 
streets successfully too. The city council had to issue and reissue legislation in an 
attempt to control the mass of retailers trying to sell a myriad of things on 
Brussels’ streets. Regulations prescribed what they were allowed to sell and how 
they were to behave. Ambulant traders – mostly women – were to be on the move 
at all times, not allowed to sit down or form groups with their colleagues.328 The 
strictness of the regulations most probably stemmed from the complaints of the 
fixed shopkeepers, who viewed the ambulant trade as a real threat to their 
livelihood.329 During the 1870s the practice of peddling became the subject of a 
new regulation. Motivated by the complaints of their taxpayers, the city council 
compelled all ambulant traders to be in possession of a permit if they were to walk 
the Brussels streets. In order to obtain said permit, they needed to register with 
the city council and pay a small sum. By 1903, they even needed to pay a real tax, 
depending on the length of duration of their permit.330 With the strict regulation, 
police officers did give many of these peddlers a ticket.331 Be that as it may, the 
fines represented but the tip of the iceberg, as is beautifully illustrated in a news 
story printed in L’Indépendance Belge. The story was about the flock of female 
orange vendors swarming the boulevards and the vicinity of the Halles Centrales 
every December. The police chased the herd of hucksters relentlessly, trying to 
catch them red-handed. The women nearly always got away. The throngs of 
people, compassionate of their fate, helped pave the way for their flight. However, 
every once in a while, one of the hucksters was grabbed by the scruff of the neck. 

                                         
325 BC 1896, vol. 1, 1063 and Ghent University Library, Iconographic collection: BRKZ.TOPO.962.D.02.   
326 Before 1903, the open-air markets were farmed out to an entrepreneur for a fixed amount on a three-year basis. 
Because the markets were not exploited by the city council, there are no detailed descriptions of revenues before 
that date. The leasing price did increase a little over the years for most of the century. BC 1882, vol. 2, 1079; BC 
1891, vol. 2, 1169; BC 1901, vol. 2, 1225; BC 1905, vol. 2, 304-305; BC 1907, vol. 2, 422-423; BC 1911, vol. 2, 
656-657 and BC 1913, vol. 2, 440-441.    
327 Mitchell, Tradition and innovation, 29.  
328 ‘Colportage’ remained an issue for most of the century inciting numerous debates and regulations, e.g.: BC 1854, 
vol. 2, 54; BC 1860, vol. 2, 67 and 374; BC 1879, vol. 1, 320-322; 399-400 and 405-407; BC 1886, vol. 2, 714; BC 
1881, vol. 2, 123-128; 1887, vol. 2, 222-226; BC 1897, vol. 2, 311-331 and BC 1903, vol. 1, 97-129 and 149-152. 
329 Jaumain, Les petits commerçants face à la modernité. 
330 BC 1879, vol. 1, 405-407 and BC 1903, vol. 1, 149-152. 
331 The municipality’s annual reports contained the number of fines issued with regards to ‘colportage’. See for 
example BC 1891, vol. 2, 416 and BC 1893, vol. 2, 279.  
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Although the poor woman’s oranges rolled like golden globes in the mud as she 
tried to flee in vain, the officer nevertheless got his just rewards: her colleagues 
always managed to disappear from his reach.332  
 Although vendors were never again allowed to display their wares on the 
streets, the strict attitude with regards to peddling slackened after a while. 
Sometime during the 1870s and the 1880s, the city council changed its ambition 
for the streets. Peddling was regularized and open-air markets were no longer 
perceived as inappropriate. Whereas the city council had very openly expressed 
its wish to clear the streets in the 1830s and 1840s, it started to install new open-air 
markets by the turn of the century. Symbolic to that change of policy was the 
establishment of a market on the Place Joseph Lebeau. After the covering of the 
Senne the neighborhood had lost its former market – the second-hand market – 
to the Marolles and in 1881, local residents filed a petition with the city council 
for a new market. Initially the request was rejected, because the city council was 
convinced no market should be established on a square that was already being 
used as a playground for a nearby school.333 Eventually the request was granted 
and the market was reinstated. The permission signified a change in viewpoint. 
This ultimate municipal cooperation did contribute to the survival of the open-air 
markets in the late nineteenth century. However, the lack of municipal meddling 
all through the century might have been even more essential. To be sure, open-air 
markets did not require the grand investments market halls did. Therefore they 
could be established wherever they were wanted, even in poor neighborhoods. 
The fact that there was less money involved also entailed that they were of less 
interest to the municipality. Consequently, open-air markets were less prone to 
inconsistencies in matters of policy. Furthermore, not subject to the great 
expectations of the halls, they could never be the source of an equal degree of 
disillusionment.  
  

                                         
332 L’Indépendance Belge (27 December 1893).  
333 BC 1881, vol. 1, 568-569.  
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I l l  7.  The busy early-bird wholesale market on the Grand Place at the turn of the century 
Source: AVB, Iconographic collection: C14598. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Il l  8.  Vendors operating on tables as well as on the floor on the Place Sainte-Cathérine 
Source: AVB, Iconographic collection: Album I-39. 
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Ill 9. Stalls provided with tables on the market of the Place Sainte-Cathérine 
Source: AVB, Iconographic collection: Album I-39. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Il l  10. The Marché Saint-Géry and the stalls under the awnings at the turn of the century 
Source: GUL, Europeana topo: BRKZ.TOPO.962.D.09. 
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Another factor explaining the resilience of the open-air market are its form-
specific characteristics. Other sources indicate that – similar to the critique on the 
arcade – not everyone was thrilled about the glazed roof. On sunny days, the 
market hall turned into an oven, to the detriment of the produce for sale. The 
florists of the Marché de la Madeleine demanded that the glass plates of the roof 
be painted, so as to avoid that the sun would ruin their floral arrangements.334 
Building plans demonstrate that interventions were staged in the Marché Saint-
Géry to prevent similar problems. 335  Open-air markets did not suffer from 
hothouse issues. Sun was compensated for by the wind and produce shielded 
behind umbrellas. Furthermore, nobody expected any comfort at the open-air 
markets. In fact, according to our foreigner in Le diable à Bruxelles it was quite 
the opposite. As mentioned earlier on in this chapter, he was especially abhorred 
by the contrast between the elegance of the building and the degrading it had gone 
through because of its users. Whereas it was self-evident that the spatial features of 
open-air markets did not resemble the protected and comfortable environment of 
the shop, market halls did express an emulative ambition in their disposition, 
configuration and design. They were designed to be comfortable and, as 
elaborated upon above, they seem to have gone through a process of  
‘shopification’ as the century progressed. This ‘shopification’ might very well have 
contributed to the demise of the market hall, whereas a lack of it might have 
ensured the popularity of the open-air market. Because there was no sense of 
permanency, the system was more flexible. Farmers did not need to engage 
themselves for a long period of time. They could simply show up on days that 
were practical for them.336 Furthermore, because these sites were less likely to be 
as thoroughly policed as the market halls, vendors – with their so-called 
countrified manners and rustic jaw – might have been more at ease there. Going 
out on a limb, the popularity of the open-air market might very well have resided 
in its being in the open air, its lack of comfort and its uncontrollable and inelegant 
atmosphere. After all, if one wanted to vend or shop in fashionable comfort, the 
market hall could not win from the convenience offered by the corner shops that 
were popping up everywhere.  

Finally, the resilience of the open-air market might have had to do with 
money. It is likely that prices were lower on the open-air markets. First of all, 
rents presumably continued to be higher in market halls. Secondly, the open-air 
markets were still filled with farmer-retailers at the turn of the twentieth century.337 
These farmers sold their produce themselves or sent their wives, without 
interference of middlemen. The vendors active in the market halls were real 

                                         
334 AVB, TP 33389: flower sellers to Mayor (20 May 1857 and 9 May 1866) and report Lion (4 June 1857). 
335 AVB, TP 30736: Vanautgaerde to Jamaer (17 April 1880).   
336 BC 1900, vol. 2, 745-766 and BC 1903, vol. 2, 858-878.   
337 BC 1900, vol. 2, 745-766 and BC 1903, vol. 2, 858-878 
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retailers, who had bought their produce from farmers or middlemen. With every 
increasing step, the price must have gone up. If markets continued to be popular, 
it was also partly due to the shifting balance between retail and wholesale. Even if 
the difference between wholesale and retail was not always easily discernable – 
both for the contemporary and the historian – it is clear that wholesale took up 
more market space in the late nineteenth century than it had done in the 
beginning.338 It is no coincidence that the wholesale market on the Grand Place 
was bursting at the seams and that – simultaneously – the fish mine, the only 
remunerative market hall, included a flourishing wholesale market.339 However, 
this structural shift in the market scene cannot fully account for the continued 
resilience of the open-air market. To be sure, not every wholesale market in the 
city was popular and several retail open-air markets, such as the one on the Place 
Sainte-Cathérine, were bustling with people.340  

 

Conclusion: Divide and conquer 

Even if nearly all of Brussels’ market halls were closed down or put to a new use 
before 1914, it would be wrong to sum up the history of the nineteenth-century 
market hall as a chronicle of demise foretold. City councilors were very optimistic 
that the market hall was just what modern food provisioning needed. Their 
optimism can easily be understood. There had been plenty of encouraging 
examples abroad and the architecturally kindred arcades were big hits all over the 
continent. Both the arcade and the market hall were constructed as a way of 
catering to the changing needs in shopping. Both sites were considered 
archetypical sites of the nineteenth-century city, accommodating city dwellers and 
their modern-day sensibilities. One site of modernity was nevertheless not the 
other. While the presumed modernity of the arcade shifted from the elegance 
and comfort of the building as a social shopping site to the excitement aroused by 
the pleasures and anxieties of big crowds, the market hall never really found a way 
to fit into the urban or shopping culture properly. If its fate was dependent upon 
the spatial context it was erected in, it might nevertheless have been superfluous 
from the start, trying to alter shopping practices without there being a breeding 
ground for them to be changed. If anything, the city council most definitely did 
not succeed in exciting a want or a need for these changes. 

Apparently, shopping in the comfort of the arcade was something 
altogether different from shopping in a market hall. Even if May Veydt, our young 

                                         
338 E.g. the discussion on whether retailing was allowed in the early-morning market on the Grand Place. BC 1907, 
vol. 2, 1006-1014.  
339 BC 1913, vol. 2, 440-441.  
340 As can be seen in multiple pictures: e.g. AVB, Iconographic collection: C14607; C14608 and Album I, photo 
39.  
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heroine from New York, paraded the Marché de la Madeleine in the same way 
she did the fancy shops, it seems that the two kinds of shopping were generally 
unrelated – hardly ever part of the same outing. If they were, it would not have 
been as difficult to keep the Marché de la Madeleine profitable. From a 
fashionable ‘shopping’ point of view, the Marché de la Madeleine could not have 
been located more advantageously, right off Brussels’ most fancy shopping street. 
If a trip to the market could easily be followed or preceded by a visit to the 
tailor’s, the bookshop or the perfumery, this market should have been bursting at 
the seams. The fact that it did not, demonstrates that the two types of shopping 
did indeed grow increasingly separate. Whereas markets had been located on 
shopping streets for ages, the geographical connection faded away as the 
nineteenth century progressed. The highest concentration of market halls was 
now to be found in between the Place Saint-Géry, the Halles Centrales and the 
covered-up docks of the former harbor. More than that, by 1871, city councilors 
did not deem it suitable anymore for a market hall to border the fashionable new 
boulevard, because it would interrupt the endless line of shop windows.341 As 
shopping and provisioning (or marketing) became distinct activities, it makes 
sense that they required different settings. The hallowed halls of nineteenth-
century marketing simply did not suit the modest act of doing groceries.  

If doing some marketing and going shopping increasingly meant two 
different things, it does not mean that the Brussels’ market culture of the 
nineteenth century did not alter the shopping culture. By the turn of the century, 
markets were no longer held on streets or street corners. They had all moved to 
spacious squares, where market vendors tended to display their wares on tables 
instead of in baskets or on blankets on the floor. According to the 1900 market 
regulation, some market vendors were even required to use stalls modeled after 
the municipal prescriptions. Florists selling their plants and flowers at the day-long 
flower market on the Grand Place had the same type of booths and the same type 
of umbrellas.342 One could argue that the city had been swept clean. Streets were 
now reserved for people and vehicles on the move. Shopping men and women 
could now stroll the streets without a care in the world – not having to fear to be 
run over by a cart, a car or a carriage, or to stumble into an open trapdoor or onto 
a display of food or other goods on the sidewalks. Therefore, even though the 
market hall might not have succeeded very well at surviving the nineteenth 
century, it altered the sight of the (shopping) street forever. If the city council did 
not see its hopes and dreams fulfilled because of the lack of interest from buyers 
and sellers alike, it nevertheless saw much of its goals and ambitions accomplished 
– albeit not as planned. 

                                         
341 BC 1871, vol. 1, 13-47.  
342 BC 1900, vol. 2, 753-766.  
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  I l l  1. A day in the life of a flâneur  
   Source: Le Flâneur, 1:1 (1868). 
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Ch a p t e r  f o u r  

Moving on up 
Secondhand and the Auction House 

 
 

Going once, going twice 

A ‘flâneur’ rises early in the morning. Between the hours of eight and ten, he 
hangs about, cigarette in hand, and draws or reads a little. At eleven he runs out 
the door, late as usual for one or another auction, only to return home at eight or 
nine in the evening. The next few hours are spent organizing new finds, before 
retiring to bed. This, at least, is how an average day in the life of an average 
‘flâneur’ was colorfully characterized in the first issue of a new Brussels’ 
periodical, Le Flâneur (1868). The self-declared flâneur-editor enunciated his 
reasons for starting the periodical as follows:  
 

‘I love to saunter wherever one can see and buy; but, unless born rich, one 
cannot make a living on gallivanting about. I will therefore turn my ‘flânerie’ 
into work, meaning I will be rummaging for amateurs, collectors, vendors and 
buyers of books, engravings, art objects; I will keep them abreast of what they 
will want to know.’1 

   
Particularly of interest were the auctions and ‘there are plenty of auction rooms in 
Brussels, and an amateur, a collector, wanting to see it all, must be in possession 
of great health and good legs, and tire them every day’.2 [Ill. 1] 

Although the flâneur is typically associated with urban life in the arcades or 
along boulevards, this author associates him most closely with a world of art. He 
does not speak of the Galeries Saint-Hubert, but rather situates the flâneur in one 
of Brussels’ many auction rooms. Of all of the new types of shopping institutions 
that are examined studied in this book, the auction house is the least studied of 
all. Although it was a vital part of the commercial life in many nineteenth-century 
cities, auctions have interested but a mere handful of historians. For the most part, 
they focused on the triumphs of the famous Parisian and London auction houses. 

                                         
1 ‘J’aime à flâner partout où l’on peut voir et acheter; mais comme, à moins d’être riche, on ne peut vivre en 
flânant, je ferai donc un travail de ma flânerie, c’est-à-dire que je flânerai pour les amateurs, les collectionneurs, les 
vendeurs et les acheteurs de livres, gravures, objets de l’art, etc., que je les tiendrai au courant de ce qu’ils 
désireront connaître.’ Le Flâneur, 1:1 (1868).  
2 ‘Il y a beaucoup de salles de ventes publiques à Bruxelles, et un amateur, un collectionneur, s’il veut tout voir, n’a 
qu’à posséder bonnes jambes et bonne santé, il a de quoi les fatiguer chaque jour.’ Le Flâneur, 1:1 (1868). 
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Business histories and even the more general auction histories, including Brian 
Learmount’s A History of the Auction (1985), overemphasized the successful 
histories of auction houses such as Christies’, Sotheby’s and Hôtel Drouot. Other 
studies, like Gerald Reitlinger’s The Economics of Taste. The Rise and Fall of 
Picture Prices (1961-1962) concentrated on the sales prices, leaving the social and 
cultural implications of the art auction as a commercial form outside the scope.3 

The historiographical discovery of the auction as a socially and culturally 
construed event is of a recent date. During the last fifteen to twenty years, research 
in this context has mainly focused on the earliest stages of development of the art 
auction. The eighteenth century has been of particular interest as a period during 
which the specialized art auction came to be a separate, very distinct, commercial 
genre, emancipated from the more general estate sales. 4 In these studies the art 
auction manifested itself as a social space in which commodities were exchanged 
and redistributed. It was presented as a social arena in which social and artistic 
relationships and conventions were continuously negotiated. The most recent 
research concerning the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries put forth the 
social and cultural dimension of the auction. While the traditional markets for 
secondhand lost respectability and prestige, specialized art auctions increasingly 
moved into luxurious rooms in fashionable entertainment districts. This 
gentrification of the public art auction found a parallel in the development of a 
new sophisticated artistic language in auction catalogues and advertisements. As 
demonstrated by (art) historians Manuel Charpy and Charlotte Guichard, Parisian 
auctions got increasingly wrapped up in an urban spectacular culture. Their 
directors preferred locations near the recently construed boulevards, where 
flâneurs gazed at each other and feasted on the visual splendors of the window 
displays, department stores and theaters. Auction houses were decorated as if they 
were theatres and auctioneers dressed up in costumes, took up their mallet and 
convincingly played their part in a dramatic show. The public was actively 
involved in a play that revolved around the display of artistic expertise and the 
construction and articulation of social hierarchies.5 

                                         
3 Gerald Reitlinger, The economics of taste. The rise and fall of picture prices (1760-1960), 2 vols. (New York 
1961-1962) and Brian Learmount, A history of the auction (London 1985).   
4 Cynthia Wall, ‘The English auction. Narratives of dismantlings’, Eighteenth century studies, 31 (1997) 1-25; Brian 
Cowan, ‘Arenas of connoisseurship: auctioning art in later Stuart England’, in: Michael North & David Ormrod 
(eds), Art markets in Europe, 1400-1800 (Aldershot 1998) 153-164; John Michael Montias, Art at auction in 17th-
century Amsterdam (Amsterdam 2002); Monica Preti-Hamard & Philippe Sénéchal (eds), Collections et marché 
de l’art en France 1789-1848 (Presses Universitaires de Rennes 2005); Dries Lyna, Filip Vermeylen & Hans 
Vlieghe (eds), Art auctions and dealers. The dissemination of Netherlandish art during the Ancien Regime 
(Turnhout 2009) and Dries Lyna, The cultural construction of value. Art auctions in Antwerp and Brussels (1700-
1794) (unpublished doctoral dissertation, University of Antwerp 2010).  
5 Charlotte Guichard, ‘From social event to urban spectacle. Art auctions in late eighteenth-century Paris’, in: 
Bruno Blondé et al. (eds), Fashioning old & new. Changing consumer patterns in Western Europe (1650-1900) 
(Turnhout 2009) 203-216; Manuel Charpy, ‘The auction house and its surroundings. The trade in antiques and 
second-hand items in Paris during the nineteenth-century’, in; Blondé et al (eds), Fashioning old & new, 217-231 
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Parisian auctioneers increasingly fitted their auctions in the growing network 
of urban bourgeois consumer and leisure culture. Spectacle, culture and 
commerce came to an interesting entanglement in the nineteenth-century auction 
rooms of Paris. While department stores sold fashionable novelties along the 
Parisian boulevards, auctioneers used these locations to respond to the budding 
urge to consume authentic and historic collectibles.6 Despite the importance of 
these auction houses in nineteenth-century consumer culture, auctions were 
mostly left outside the scope of both art market studies and consumer 
historiography. The latter focused mainly on the spectacular culture that shaped 
the boulevards, or on the arcades, department stores, wax works museums, 
panoramas, dioramas and cinemas that adorned them.7 Even within the history of 
the consumption of secondhand – which most of the goods sold at a typical 
auction house were – little attention has been paid to the culture and the 
construction of value on the auction market for consumer goods in general and 
art in particular.8 What little research there is, is furthermore perennially focused 
on Paris or London.9 Paris was the nineteenth-century capital of culture and is 
therefore not at all representative of other cities and countries in Europe and the 
Western world. Together with London, it was the foremost hub for the art trade 
and therefore by definition not representative of smaller metropolises and cities. 
The strategies deployed by auctioneers to try and control the erratic character of 
the auction game did not necessarily yield similar results in other historical and 
geographical contexts. For example, as historian Dries Lyna has argued for 
eighteenth-century Antwerp and Brussels, the construction of an artistic and elitist 
culture at auction was not necessarily accompanied by a bump in the sales prices 
for paintings.10  

                                                                                                                               
and Lyna, The cultural construction, 251-280. Manuel Charpy studied the Parisian auction culture as part of his 
PhD research entitled ‘Le théâtre des objets. Espaces privés, culture matérielle et identité sociale. Paris 1830-1914’. 
6 Manuel Charpy, ‘The auction house’.  
7 E.g.: Leo Charney & Vanessa Schwartz (eds), Cinema and the invention of modern life (Berkeley University Press 
1995); Vanessa Schwartz, Spectacular realities. Early Mass Culture in Fin-de-siècle Paris (Berkeley University Press 
1999); Simon Gunn, The Public Culture of the Victorian Middle Class. Ritual Authority and the English Industrial 
City 1840-1914 (Manchester University Press 2000); Erika Rappaport, Shopping for pleasure. Women in the 
Making of London’s West End (Princeton University Press 2000) and Jan Hein Furnée, ‘“Om te winkelen zoo als 
het in de residentie heet”. Consumptiecultuur en stedelijke ruimte in Den Haag 1850-1890’, in: Sekse en de City. 
Jaarboek voor vrouwengeschiedenis, 22 (2002) 28-55.  
8 See Bruno Blondé et al. (eds), Fashioning old & new. Changing consumer patterns in Western Europe (1650-
1900) (Turnhout 2009) and Jon Stobart & Ilja Van Damme, Modernity and the second-hand trade. European 
consumption cultures and practices, 1700-1900 (Basingstoke 2010).  
9 With the exception of a few master’s theses: Myriam Heuvelman, De Antwerpse kunstveilingen. 1890-1918. De 
schilderijen (unpublished master’s thesis, University of Leuven 1993); Joke Van de Vel, De Antwerpse 
kunstveilingen, 1851-1870 (unpublished master’s thesis, University of Leuven 1999) and Gitte Paulussen, 
Schilderijenconsumptie op de veilingmarkt. Internationalisering en professionalisering van de Antwerpse en 
Brusselse schilderijenveilingen (1814-1830) (unpublished master’s thesis, University of Antwerp 2009). None of 
these focused on the social and cultural aspects of the auctions.  
10 Dries Lyna, ‘Changing geographies and the rise of the modern auction. Transformations on the second-hand 
markets of eighteenth-century Antwerp’, in: Blondé et al., Fashioning old & new, 169-185 and Lyna, The cultural 
construction, 251-280.  



 222 

This chapter will unravel the way auctions for consumer goods in general, 
and specifically auctions for paintings, evolved as commercial events throughout 
the nineteenth century in Brussels. As most historians have either neglected 
auction rooms and houses or studied them as somewhat isolated institutions, I will 
put them back into their original commercial context. In Brussels, auctioning had 
its part in the broader shopping landscape. In her early-twentieth century 
shopping columns for Bruxelles Féminin, a women’s magazine, an author by the 
name of ‘Tante Hélène’ recommended her readers to visit the ‘Salles de ventes’ 
Michel-Lalieux, a reputed auction house uptown. She herself had the idea to walk 
to the auction house while looking around in an art shop in the neighborhood.11 
The discursive connection is no coincidence. Upmarket auction houses sold a 
range of goods that was similar to the offerings of art and antiquity shops. 
According to ‘Tante Hélène’, the sales at Michel-Lalieux featured antique 
furniture, paintings and rare objects of art. Most of these goods were presumably 
already owned. This was also the case for the more down-market auction houses, 
whose offerings presumably resembled that of the ensemble of vendors on the 
secondhand market on the Vieux-Marché and the Place du Jeu de Balle 
consecutively. After all, sometime during the eighteenth and early nineteenth 
centuries, the official auctioning system had developed as a specialized circuit out 
of the broader market for used goods. Although the auction scene for consumer 
goods did not fully correspond with either the art market, nor with the second 
hand market, they were undeniably related. Therefore, the market for 
secondhand and the network of shops for art and antiquities can be considered as 
the commercial context in which the auction business developed.  

The way auctioneers construed the event of the (art) auction will be studied 
in relation to how the urban environment and its art and secondhand markets 
evolved. An auction is obviously simply a method of selling goods by offering 
them up for bidding. There are different types of auctions, ranging from 
ascending and descending auctions to silent auctions or blind auctions. Although 
it is most often associated with art and valuable consumer goods, plenty of goods 
could be sold at auction. Auctions for food in the Halles Centrales and other 
‘halles à la criée’ have, for example, been mentioned in the previous chapter. By 
the early twentieth century there was also a branch of Tattersalls in Brussels, a 
famous British auctioneer for racehorses.12 The ‘Salles de ventes par notaires’ 
often witnessed the auctioning of real estate and there were auction house 
directors that specialized in books too. 13  The ‘hôtel de ventes’ as it gained 

                                         
11 Tante Hélène, ‘Promenade à travers Bruxelles’, Bruxelles Féminin, 1:2 (1902) 17-18.  
12 Archives de la Ville de Bruxelles (AVB), Travaux Publics (TP) 13760: diverse correspondence and drawings.  
13 Because the auctioning of books was such a specific and often separate circuit, it will not be dealt with here. It is 
subject to a specific historiography within book history. Similarly, endless amounts of (repeated) advertisements for 
real estate auctions were found in L’Indépendance Belge and the Journal de Bruxelles. However, because 
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prominence in Paris, London and Brussels was nevertheless more specifically 
devoted to furniture and household objects in general, as well as art objects, art 
historical books, prints, drawings, engravings and paintings. Together with art and 
antiquity shops, auction rooms and houses formed the main commercial sites in 
which art – mainly old, but sometimes modern – and valuable objects were sold. 
It is these auction houses that form the subject of this chapter.  

Because of the availability of source material, most of this research focuses 
on auctions in which art – and more specifically paintings – was sold.14 The 
objective is nevertheless to understand them within the wider contexts of other 
auctions for consumer goods, where the source material allows it. This chapter 
investigates the way Brussels auctioneers attempted to market their auctions as 
cultural events, how their strategies – whether they achieved the hoped-for effect 
or not – responded to changing circumstances, and how they fitted with broader 
shopping cultures. Brussels might have been small compared to Paris in both 
reputation and actual size, but it boasted a well-developed art market, a thriving 
shopping landscape and plenty of potential buyers with vast amounts of money to 
spend. During the late nineteenth century, Brussels even became one of Europe’s 
most important cultural centers for a while.15 Its art, secondhand and auction 
market evolved quite substantially throughout the century and it is these changes, 
and their place in the shopping landscape as a whole, that will be traced here.  

For want of business archives, two methodologies have been combined. 
First, the organizational practices of the auction business are traced in commercial 
directories. Apart from allowing for a reconstruction of the location, the 
commercial directories offer a first way into how auctioneers presented their 
businesses. The location patterns of auctioneers and auction rooms, secondhand 
dealers and art shops have been reconstructed for four sample years (1832, 1854, 
1885 and 1914), but to get a better insight into the evolution in names and 
business structures, auction rooms and directors have been searched for in the 
Brussels commercial directories every other two years all through the nineteenth 
century.16 Second, the discourse deployed by auctioneers to market their auctions 
                                                                                                                               
‘shopping’ for a house had little in common with actual sites for and practices of shopping, it falls beyond the 
confines of this research.   
14 Art auctions were usually accompanied by catalogues, which have been preserved. These allow for both a 
discursive analysis and an analysis of the organizational aspects of the sale. Although the sales information might 
have been retraced through advertisements, texts containing more elaborate indications as to the meaning of the 
auction or its public are much more difficult to find for other types of auctions.  
15 Saskia De Bodt, Halverwege Parijs. Willem Roelofs en de Nederlandse schilderskolonie in Brussel 1840-1890 
(Gent 1995) 23-39 and 61-68; Sophie De Schaepdrijver, ‘Trois images d’une capitale qui se cherche: Bruxelles, 
1850-1914’, in: Anne Pingeot & Robert Hoozee (eds) Paris-Bruxelles, Bruxelles-Paris: réalisme, impressionisme, 
symbolisme, art nouveau. Les relations artistiques entre la France et la Belgique, 1848-1914 (Paris 1997) 34-41; 
Claire Billen, ‘Bruxelles. Carrefour de cultures’, in: Robert Hoozee (ed), Bruxelles. Carrefour de cultures 
(Antwerp 2000) 19-25 and Eric Min, De eeuw van Brussel. Biografie van een wereldstad (1850-1914) (Antwerpen 
2013).    
16 1832 has been chosen as a starting point because the earlier directories were less comprehensive and lacked 
detail. Although Brussels was rebuilt all through the century, the 1860s and 1870s witnessed the most crucial and 
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as fashionable commercial events will be recovered through an analysis of title 
pages and forewords in auction catalogues. These catalogues have been collected 
on the basis of the Art Sales Catalogue Online, a database containing the data 
concerning every auction catalogue that was published during the seventeenth, 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries and has been preserved in public libraries 
and archival collections all over the western world.17 The ASCO is itself a digital 
variant of the repertoire assembled by art historian Fritz Lugt in the early 
twentieth century.  

The history of the auction catalogue dates back to the eighteenth century, 
when art and luxury objects first came to be auctioned at separate events. 18 
Auction catalogues had been intended as an instrument to promote the works of 
art on sale, but gradually received a documentary value as books of reference. 
Indeed, when amateurs started to scribble down the prices next to the description 
of the objects, the catalogue came to be an indispensable source of information 
for future bidding. The prices (comparable) paintings had attained before offered 
bidders a framework. It is obvious that the contemporary and art historical value 
of an auction catalogue stimulated preservation. However, this is not self-evident. 
Not every printed catalogue was conserved and not every preserved catalogue 
found its way into public collections – and consequently into this research. 
Although catalogues were increasingly printed at the occasion of the less 
prestigious sales, the totality of preserved auction catalogues probably does not 
include the lowest segments of the auction market for art and luxury goods.19 The 
number of auction catalogues in this research therefore offers but an 
underestimation of the actual commercial circuit of artistic auctions.  

Where possible, the commercial directories and auction catalogues will be 
supplemented with building files for auction houses and reports of the Brussels 
city council (especially concerning the secondhand market). During the early 
modern period, the specialized auction for art and valuable consumer goods 
emerged out of a context of estate sales and open-air markets for secondhand 

                                                                                                                               
invasive urban redevelopment projects. In order to take into account the impact of these spatial changes, there are 
two sample years before 1860 and two after. In order to keep the intervals in between sample years as even as 
possible, the directories of 1832, 1854, 1885 and 1914 were chosen among those preserved. In addition to this 
more elaborate analysis, the category of ‘directeurs de ventes’ or ‘salles de ventes’ has been studied in the following, 
wider, selection of directories (every other year in principle, but adjusted to the actually preserved directories): 
1832, 1833, 1834, 1840, 1854, 1857, 1859, 1860, 1862, 1865, 1866, 1868, 1870, 1873, 1875, 1878, 1880, 1882, 
1885, 1887, 1889, 1891, 1893, 1895, 1897, 1899, 1901, 1903, 1905, 1907, 1911, 1913.    
17 Art Sales Catalogue Online, http://asc.idpublishers.info, last consulted on 27 March 2015. Because the ASCO 
ends in 1900 no auction catalogues have been consulted beyond that point.  
18 Montias, Art at Auction; Ed Romein & Gerbrand Korevaar, ‘Dutch guilds and the threat of public sales’, in: Neil 
De Marchi & Hans Van Miegroet (eds), Mapping markets for painting in Europe (1450-1750) (Turnhout 2006) 
101-128; Koenraad Jonckheere, The Auction of King William’s Paintings (1713). Elite international art trade at the 
end of the Dutch Golden Age (Amsterdam University Press 2008); Linda Whiteley, ‘The language of sale 
catalogues (1750-1820)’, in: Pretti-Hamard & Sénéchal, Collections et marché de l’art en France, 35-45; Lyna, The 
cultural construction, 6-10.     
19 Whiteley, ‘The language’, 35-45 and Lyna, The cultural construction, 9-11 and 151-163.  
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goods. I will first sketch that context for the early nineteenth century, before 
turning to the spatial politics of auctioneers compared to the geographies of 
secondhand markets and art and antiquity dealers. Finally, I will connect these 
spatial evolutions to the organizational practices and the discursive construction of 
auction rooms and houses – or the culture of auctions – in Brussels.   
 

Commercia l contexts 

The nineteenth-century (art) auction sat in between two commercial circuits. First, 
the practice of auctioning a collection – be it pre-existing or not – of pre-owned 
consumer goods stemmed from the more general estate sales. These had often 
taken place on the secondhand market or in houses of mourning, and if they did 
not, they were at least part of a wider trade in pre-owned and used objects. 
Although the actual auctioning moved indoors during the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries, the Belle Epoque auctioneers still took it upon themselves 
to deal with general estate sales too. They hammered a myriad of goods, ranging 
from furniture to jewelry, paintings and what was increasingly termed as 
‘antiquities’. Second, the auction house functioned within that specific market for 
art and antiquities too. It might seem odd to consider the art and antiquities 
market as a whole. The market for art and the market for antiquities obviously 
had their specificities, but they nevertheless did overlap to a certain extent. For 
most of the century, commercial directories put vendors of art objects, curiosities 
and antiquities in the same category, even at a time when very specific categories 
were already in use.20 Among the listed vendors there were plenty of art dealers 
and auctioneers that were also listed as antiquarians, especially during the later 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Auctioneers often combined both 
specialties too. Most of the auction catalogues found in this research accompanied 
auctions of collections consisting of paintings, art objects, prints, drawings, 
engravings, antiques, porcelain, faience, books and coins. These combined sales, 
where more than one type of art or antiques was auctioned, grew from about half 
of the traced auctions in 1830 to over seventy percent in 1900.21   
 

Between rubbish and vintage  

Ever since 1639, the market for second hand clothes had been situated in the 
south of the city. [Map. 1] In that year, the Vieux Marché, as it was called, was the 

                                         
20 The relationship between both trades was similarly suggested in the 1913 census, where dealers of paintings, art 
objects, curiosities and antiquities were counted in one category. 
21 These figures are based on the database compiling the sales information for all of the preserved Brussels art 
auction catalogues between 1830 and 1900, as adopted in the Art Sales Catalogue.  
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first market square to be constructed as part of a wider redevelopment project, 
designed by two property developers. They had planned to construct an 
esplanade, bordered by some two hundred modest dwellings, on the site of a 
bleaching field near the southern edge of the city. On the square, the property 
developers proposed to organize a market for second hand goods and used-up 
garments, for which the city council granted them permission. The market square 
soon became too small and stalls spilled over into adjacent streets. In 1835, the 
city council facilitated access to the market with the construction of a bridge 
towards the popular neighborhood of the Marolles, as its inhabitants were 
frequent visitors – and perhaps vendors – on the market.22 In the early nineteenth 
century, the market continued to thrive. City councilors repeatedly mentioned the 
bustle of vendors and stalls in the streets leading from the Grand Place to the 
Vieux Marché.23 

Although the market place was located in the poorer neighborhoods near 
the Marolles and the river Senne, the consumption of secondhand goods had by 
no means been confined to the lower tiers of society historically. Re-using goods 
had always been a necessity for the poorest in society, but the middling classes 
and even the aristocracy did it too. There was the obvious mending, handing 
down and reworking of clothes and utensils, but there was also the purchase of 
fancy furniture, tableware and art at public auctions. Research has suggested that 
the market for used goods was subjected to a loss of status over the course of the 
eighteenth century, and that its importance decreased, especially for those higher 
up the social ladder. Consumer tastes had increasingly moved in the direction of 
the fashionable and the new, leaving the old undesirable. The trend was 
compounded from the early nineteenth century onwards, with increasingly 
efficient production and distribution systems allowing the less fortunate to engage 
in the consumption of new goods as well. These goods were produced for little 
money and were less durable than before. Both supply and demand were 
therefore less amenable to the consumption of secondhand: consumers were 
interested in novelty and goods lived a shorter lifespan.24 In Brussels this process 
did not entail a complete decline of the second hand trade. Indeed, the number 
of old-clothes dealers and rag-and-bone men listed in the commercial directories 
initially increased from fourteen in 1832 to 43 in 1854 and 230 in 1885. A 
numerical drop nevertheless occurred at the turn of the century, and in 1914 
there were only 180 entries left. The number of entries presumably constitutes 
but an estimate of the trade, especially in the early directories. It is nevertheless 

                                         
22 Claire Billen, De marktplaatsen van de vijfhoek (Brussels 2000) 19.  
23 Bulletin Communal (BC) 1849, vol. 2, 22-24 and 30-42.  
24 Blondé et al., Fashioning old & new and Jon Stobart & Ilja Van Damme, ‘Introduction. Modernity and the 
Second-Hand Trade: Themes, Topics and Debates’, in: Stobart & Van Damme, Modernity and the second-hand 
trade, 1-15.   
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likely that the trade did keep up with the population increase until the late 
nineteenth century.25 After all, different economic crises drove country dwellers to 
the city in search of jobs and food. If they could not find any other employment, 
the lower tiers of the secondhand trade – which ‘fripiers’ and ‘chiffonniers’ 
belonged to – did not require much capital to start.  

It is likely that the downgrading of secondhand took place in Brussels too. 
With its newly established immediate connection to the pauper district of the 
Marolles, the Vieux Marché was a destination for those in search of (cheap) 
secondhand goods. Its merchants were probably part of the lower tiers of society. 
The city’s old cloth dealers – ‘fripiers’ as they were called – had their operating 
base near the Vieux Marché and along the route connecting it with the Grand 
Place. In 1832, five of them were located on the Marché aux Charbons or the 
Rue de la Petit-Ile and one more along the Rue des Vierges, giving directly onto 
the market. Four others were located in a side street of the Marché aux Charbons. 
Four out of fourteen were located in a different area: two near the Recollets 
market for dairy in the center and one in the northern extremity of the city, along 
the Rue de Schaerbeek, and finally, one in the Rue des Alexiens. [Map 1] 
Whereas most of the city’s ‘fripiers’ lived or worked in the poorer parts of the 
city, the Rue des Alexiens was a rather wealthy street.26 The presence of an old-
cloth dealer there is nonetheless logical, since the Jardin de Saint-Georges, known 
for having served as an auction room on several occasions during the eighteenth 
century, was located in the street.27  

 
Map 1. The addresses of old cloth dealers (‘fripiers’) in 1832 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

  

                                         
25 For population figures, see Frank Daelemans, ‘De bevolking (19de-20ste eeuw)’, in: Arlette Smolar-Meynart & 
Jean Stengers (eds), Het gewest Brussel. Van de oude dorpen tot de stad van nu (Brussel 1989) 212-217.  
26 A. Cosemans, Bijdrage tot de demografische en sociale geschiedenis van de stad Brussel 1796-1846 (Brussel 
1966).  
27 Lyna, The cultural construction.  

 

 
Map 2. The addresses of old cloth dealers (‘fripiers’) in 1832 
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If secondhand goods suffered a general loss in reputation and appeal, one 
‘old’ object was not the other. While old clothes and rags increasingly lost value, 
art objects, rare books and durable furniture were considered increasingly 
valuable. For these objects, being old was what bestowed them with patina. It was 
exactly their historical (or art historical) value that made them interesting. 
Research has demonstrated that this process of specialization often translated into 
spatial separation, with the lower tiers of the market staying in or moving to the 
poorer neighborhoods and the upper tiers of the secondhand market blossoming 
in gentrified or affluent quarters. 28 Although the secondhand trade was located 
near Brussels’ poorest of neighborhoods, while the auction business was situated 
on the historic Grand Place, there was no absolute or definite spatial separation in 
1832. First of all, even if there were poorer and richer streets, the wealthy and the 
needy sometimes did live next to each other. Furthermore, the majority of the rag 
and old cloth sellers were registered on the route between the Grand Place and 
the Vieux Marché. Although the ‘secondhand’ neighborhood was – generally 
speaking – rather impecunious, part of that route belonged to the most thriving 
retail streets of Brussels. Furthermore, in 1848, the city council had passed a 
resolution that implicitly banned all auctioneers and their ‘salles de ventes’ from 
the Grand Place. The alternative proposed was the Vieux Marché, which the then 
Mayor considered their ‘natural’ location anyway.29  

As the century progressed, the auction business nevertheless did move 
further apart from the ‘Vieux Marché’ and the display of goods in the open air. 
Up until the mid-century, the municipal administration had tolerated the display 
of all kinds of goods in the open air and alongside streets. As mentioned in the 
previous chapter, the city council subsequently grew fixated on facilitating 
circulation and ridding the streets of everything that could possibly obstruct 
passage. Parallel to the campaign to clear the streets of food vendors, the 
discussion rose as to whether the display of old furniture could be tolerated on the 
Grand Place and how to deal with the overcrowded streets near the Vieux 
Marché. In an 1849 report on the general situation of the city’s markets, the 
police asked the municipal administration to reconsider the ban on auction rooms 
on the Grand Place. It was argued that the displays of furniture had only taken up 
a small corner of the square and that the practice ‘had something picturesque 
about it’, reminiscent of days long gone.30 Furthermore, the report said, ‘the Vieux 
Marché and the adjacent streets were far too crowded to add yet another new 
industry’.31 Apparently, the auction business was not considered an extension of 
                                         
28 Blondé et al (eds), Fashioning old & new and Ilja Van Damme, ‘Second-hand dealing in Bruges and the rise of 
an “Antiquarian culture”, 1750-1870’, in: Stobart & Van Damme, Modernity and the second-hand trade, 73-92.  
29 BC 1849, vol. 2, 30-42.  
30 ‘[…] qui ont un côté pittoresque’. BC 1849, vol. 2, 22-24.  
31 ‘Il y a déjà assez d’encombrements au Vieux-Marché et dans les rues avoisinantes, sans y entasser une nouvelle 
industrie.’ BC 1849, vol. 2, 22-24.  
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the secondhand trade, nor one of its manifestations. If there was truth to their 
argument that it would be a new trade there, auctioneers must never have been 
located there before either. Although a year earlier the then Mayor had argued it 
to be a natural environment for auctioning, there were no councilors who 
repeated that line of reasoning. The opponents believed that the display of 
furniture, put up for auction, marred the Grand Place and that such a practice was 
unworthy of a city like Brussels, or as city councilor De Doncker put it:  
 

‘It is argued in the report that “the display of furniture recalls age-old customs 
that have something picturesque about them, in a site where everything 
reminds us of ages gone by”, but I would much rather call vegetables 
picturesque.’32  

  
Those opposed to the practice of auctioning on the Grand Place argued that the 
Vieux Marché was a viable alternative, because it was a square with none to little – 
important or worthwhile – circulation to be obstructed. Most city councilors 
however disagreed. They reasoned that the display of furniture and estates in and 
around the Vieux Marché contributed to an insurmountable congestion there. 
They also believed that the victuallers of the Grand Place could use a 
compensation for the construction of the Marché de la Madeleine (see chapter 
three) and that the animation that the auction business generated could provide 
just that.33 If anything, the social degradation of secondhand was not a rectilinear 
process. 

 During the second half of the nineteenth century auctioneers started to 
establish their businesses in the neighborhoods near the Monnaie theater and the 
new boulevards. The secondhand market conversely moved south, into the heart 
of the Marolles. The new fashionable boulevards might have welcomed several 
auction houses, but they were not considered a suitable location for the physical 
market place for secondhand goods. In fact, because the seventeenth-century 
Vieux Marché square was located on the southern edge of the route mapped out 
for the boulevards, the market had to move. The redevelopment plans did 
foresee to maintain a square in that same site, but a secondhand market was no 
longer considered appropriate.34 The report of the Department of Public Works 
argued that ‘The displays of old rags etcetera, as they are found on the square of 
the Vieux Marché, considerably mar the sight of the new boulevards’. Apparently 
there had been complaints in that sense and these needed to be respected. Old 

                                         
32 ‘On dit dans le rapport que “l'étalage des meubles rappelle d'anciens usages qui ont un côté pittoresque, là où 
tout rappelle un autre âge.” Pour moi, j'avoue que je trouve les légumes beaucoup plus pittoresques’. BC 1849, vol. 
2, 30-42.  
 
33 BC 1849, vol. 2, 30-42. 
34 Billen, De marktplaatsen, 19-20.  
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and used objects could now be sold on the Place du Jeu-de-Balle, in the middle of 
the penultimate working class neighborhood of the pentagon. The municipal 
administration did foresee a transition period during which vendors could choose 
between displaying their secondhand goods on the Vieux-Marché, in its side-
streets or on the Place du Jeu-de-Balle.35 Not long afterwards, the Vieux-Marché 
was redeveloped and renamed Place Joseph Lebeau – ridding every association 
with the secondhand trade. When an open-air market was reinstated there after 
much debate in the later nineteenth century, it was limited to fruits, vegetables and 
other foodstuffs (see chapter three).  

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

    I l l  2. The second-hand market on the Place du Jeu de Balle at the turn of the century 
     Source: Blog ‘C’était au temps où Bruxelles bruxellait’. 

  

                                         
35 ‘L’étalage de vieilles ferrailles, etc., qui se fait sur la place du Vieux-Marché nuit considérablement à l’aspect des 
nouveaux boulevards’, BC 1871, vol. 1, 51. During this city council meeting it was agreed that the public works 
report would be discussed in a subsequent meeting, but no trace could be found of that subsequent meeting. It is 
probable that it did take place, but was printed in the City Council Reports for either 1874 or 1875, which have not 
been preserved. The 1876 Bulletin Communal holds a reprint of the invitation for tenders for the Brussels 
markets. Among them is the display of goods on the Place du Jeu de Balle and the streets near the Vieux Marché, 
indicating that the Place du Jeu de Balle was now being used as a second-hand market.  
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Il l  3.  The second-hand market on the Place du Jeu de Balle 
Source: Gustave Abeels, Le Vieux Marché. 
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Not in keeping with the intended bourgeois character of the new fashionable 
boulevards, the city’s secondhand market was obviously hidden away in a poor 
working-class neighborhood. The Marolles held the city’s poorest and most 
penurious streets and buildings. For most of the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries the Marolles were seriously overcrowded and subject to impoverishment 
and decay. 36 While travel guides for Brussels today list the flea market of the Place 
du Jeu de Balle as a highlight, nineteenth- and early twentieth-century travel guides 
mention the market but in passing, if at all. The Baedeker guides for example 
explicitly referred to it as the market for ‘brocanteurs’, which is a term known to 
refer to the lower and less qualitative of pre-owned objects.37 Kiessling mentioned 
the market somewhat earlier as the city’s ‘vieux marché’, where ‘old cast-offs and 
hand-me-down clothing’ were being sold.38 The fact that they were mentioned 
does nevertheless imply that the authors and editors of travel guides expected 
their (bourgeois) audience to venture out into the Marolles, even if they were 
forewarned that it might be a shocking experience to wander the impoverished 
and popular streets. Nearly all photographs and illustrations of the time present a 
bustling market place, mostly filled with poor souls, but occasionally a top hat can 
be discerned among the caps too.39 It remains unclear whether the audience of the 
secondhand market remained mixed or whether it was mostly a working class 
affair. If bourgeois men and women visited it too, that would indeed counterfeit 
the assumption that the secondhand market lost status and appeal in Brussels, as 
it did elsewhere in Europe. [Ill. 2 & 3] 

Although the matter of the audience is uncertain with regard to most 
auction houses too, there were nevertheless an increasing amount of upscale 
auction houses, not coincidentally involved in the sale of printed materials, art and 
antiques. It is possible that the less distinctively elitist auction houses downtown 
were visited by a socially diverse audience, but it is unlikely that the poorest of 
visitors of the Place du Jeu de Balle flocked to them ‘en masse’. The secondhand 
trade as a whole must nevertheless have been more socially differentiated than the 
location of its core market place leads to suspect. Although the terms might have 
been interchangeable, there probably was a social difference between ‘marchands 

                                         
36 Liesbet Nys, ‘Brussel: de Marollen. De duurzame poëzie van een volkswijk’, in: Jo Tollebeek et al. (eds), België. 
Een parcours van herinnering, vol. 2: Plaatsen van tweedracht, crisis en nostalgie (Amsterdam 2008) 476-486.  
37 Karl Baedeker, Belgique et Hollande y compris le Luxembourg. Manuel du voyageur, 18th edition (Leipzig & 
Paris 1905) 55 and Karl Baedeker, Belgique et Hollande y compris le Luxembourg. Manuel du voyageur, 19th  
revised edition (Leipzig & Paris 1910, reprinted in 1919) 53.  
38  ‘[…] vieux défroques’, cited in: Kiessling et Comp., Guide de l’étranger dans Bruxelles et ses environs, 
accompagné d’un nouveau plan de Bruxelles et des communes-limitrophes, d’un plan du bois de la Cambre, d’un 

plan du champ de bataille de Waterloo et d’un frontispice, 13th
 edition (Brussels 1884) 16.  

39 See for example the photographs published on the blog C’était au temps où Bruxelles brussellait (items listed 
under ‘Vieux Marché’): http://sofei-vandenaemet.skynetblogs.be, last consulted on 27 March 2015.  
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de chiffons & ferrailles’ and ‘fripiers’.40 While the term ‘chiffonnier’, an alternative 
to the former, referred to ragmen in the directories, the word was commonly used 
to designate bums or beggars too. The word ‘fripier’ on the other hand did not 
carry an equally vile connotation. It was simply a description of the profession of a 
secondhand or old clothes dealer. In 1885, the listed ‘marchands de chiffons et 
ferrailles’ were scattered about the city. None but two of them lived in the same 
street. The listed ‘fripiers’ on the other hand were more numerous and several of 
them lived in the same streets. They formed clear concentrations in the Marolles 
and near the Vieux Marché. Although they did not stay confined to these 
neighborhoods, there were no similar concentrations elsewhere. The 
‘chiffonniers’ did have their neighborhoods too, but they were far less numerous 
there. Apart from the southern Marolles and the neighborhood near where the 
secondhand market had used to be, there was also a marked preference for the 
industrial faubourg of Molenbeek. 

Overall, secondhand dealers had found their way to the suburbs before art 
shops and auctioneers did. Their dispersal continued beyond the turn of the 
century too. In the center, ‘fripiers’ still preferred the Marolles, near the open-air 
secondhand (or flee) market of the Place du Jeu de Balle. The previous site for 
secondhand marketing on the actual Place Anneessens continued to exert an 
attraction on secondhand dealers. The neighborhood had not gentrified like 
urban planners of the 1860s and 1870s had hoped it would, but it was slightly less 
moneyed than the Marolles. While the ‘marchands de chiffons & ferrailles’ 
continued to settle near industrial terrains, some of the ‘fripiers’ were established 
in bourgeois neighborhoods. As research for other cities and countries has 
demonstrated, the secondhand market was not of a monolithic nature. However, 
the old-clothes dealers settling in the fashionable districts remained the exception 
and as a whole, they belonged to the lower tiers of society and retailing. In general 
they were spatially removed from their auctioning colleagues. The latter had 
traded up, capitalizing on the growing lust for objects that were not just old, but 
historical, artistic and durable. As the next paragraph will demonstrate, they 
moved in very different neighborhoods, together with their new colleagues: those 
dealing in art.  
 
 

 

 

                                         
40 The 1832 directory, for example, only contained a category for ‘fripiers’, while in 1854 there is only the category 
of ‘chiffonniers’. In 1885 and 1914 there are two categories.  
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The art of the address 

 
‘The price, always and nothing but the price. Three consecutive hours. When 
during those three hours they have cited sales prices, they believe they have 
discussed painting. […] Everyone is an art dealer here.’41 

 
Charles Baudelaire was less than impressed with the Brussels world of fine arts 
when he wrote these words in the 1860s. This and other of his observations on 
Belgium and Brussels written in gall were posthumously bundled in Pauvre 
Belgique. Baudelaire’s expression of dissatisfaction with the Brussels world of art 
– great as it may have been – reveals the existence of a significant art trade in 
Brussels. Not much is known about it though. Art historian Saskia De Bodt 
already pointed toward this historiographical hiatus twenty years ago in a study on 
the Dutch artist colony in nineteenth-century Brussels. Although several papers 
have been published on individual art dealers since, a good view on the whole of 
the retail outlets for art in nineteenth-century Brussels is still lacking.42 

Yet, the nineteenth-century Brussels art market is an interesting case to 
study. Obviously, Brussels was not the equivalent of Paris or London, the artistic 
metropolises of the nineteenth century, but it was not without importance or 
reputation. Indeed, for most of the century the numerous French exiled writers, 
journalists and artists in Brussels made for an exciting cultural and artistic climate 
and a direct link with Paris. Even if many were about as impressed with Brussels 
as Baudelaire – which was hardly surprising considering the fact that they were 
there in exile – some of them nevertheless appraised Brussels more positively.43 
What is more, the Brussels Academy enjoyed some renown and Brussels was 
actually known as a ‘paradise for painters’.44 Artists could live there cheaply and 
comfortably. They were less numerous and disposed of a reservoir of potential, 

                                         
41 ‘Le chiffre, toujours le chiffre! Cela dure trois heures. Quand, pendant trois heures, ils ont cité des prix de vente, 
ils croient qu’ils ont discuté peinture. […] Tout le monde ici est marchand de tableaux’. Charles Baudelaire, 
Oeuvres complètes, edited by Jacques Crépet, vol. 11 (Paris 1923) 181.  
42 Cathérine Heesterbeek-Bert, ‘Léon Gauchez, un marchand d’art de la seconde moitié du XIXe siècle. Ses 
rapports avec les Musées royaux des beaux-arts de Belgique. Quelques révélations puisées aux archives du musée’, 
Bulletin van de KMSKB, 43-44 (1994-1995) 183-225; Saskia De Bodt, Halverwege Parijs; Judith Ogonovsky, ‘Le 
commerce de tableaux en Belgique sous le règne de Léopold Ier (1831-1865). Première vue d’ensemble’, Art & 
Fact, 21 (2002) 6-14; Ingrid Goddeeris, ‘Etienne le Roy (1808-1878), un expert et marchand d’art renommé de son 
temps’, in: Jacques Toussaint (ed), Actes du colloque. Autour de Bayard / Le Roy (Namur 2008) 303-317; Ingrid 
Goddeeris, ‘De drie broers Stevens. Over twee tentoonstellingen in 1850 en 1880’, in: Saskia De Bodt et al. (eds), 
Alfred Stevens. Brussel – Parijs. 1823-1906 (Brussels & Amsterdam 2009) 177-197 and Jan Dirk Baetens, 
‘Vanguard economics, reargued art. Gustave Coûteaux and the modernist myth of the dealer-critic system’, Oxford 
art journal, 33:1 (2010) 25-41.  
43  De Bodt, Halverwege Parijs, 23-39; Sophie De Schaepdrijver, ‘Brussels 1850-1914’, 34-41 and Marc 
Quaghebeur, ‘Un pôle littéraire de référence internationale’, in: Hoozee, Bruxelles. Carrefour des cultures, 95-
108.  
44 Cited in: De Bodt, Halverwege Parijs, 7.  
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moneyed buyers for art.45 Apart from the Royal family and nobility, there was an 
increasing amount of wealthy bankers, entrepreneurs and investors that settled in 
the capital. The latter formed a new, liberal elite that had built power on an 
economic base, but were eager to validate their status socially and culturally. The 
fact that famous Belgian collections of art and paintings were not necessarily sold 
in Paris and London further demonstrates the viability of the Brussels art market 
during the nineteenth century.46 It is quite likely that these auctions attracted 
foreign buyers too, since auction catalogues for Brussels sales were often sold 
abroad too. It was exceptional, but at least once a famous international collection 
was put up for auction in Brussels, rather than in Paris or London.47 

The Brussels art market flourished throughout the nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries. The total number of art and antique dealers and auction 
houses listed in the commercial directories rose spectacularly as the century 
progressed. In 1832 the different categories – ‘Antiquités, curiosités, objets d’art’, 
‘estampes, gravures’, ‘tableaux’, ‘ventes publiques’ – together amounted to 24 
unique addresses listed.48 [Table 1] By 1914 that number had multiplied by ten 
and Brussels counted 293 shops and auction houses. Obviously, this numerical 
boom was partially due to the increased meticulousness with which these 
directories were compiled. However, it is equally certain that the trade in art and 
antiques – together with the whole of the retail business49 – expanded as the 
century drew to a close. Apart from the number of shopkeepers, there was also an 
exponential increase in the number of preserved auction catalogues, for example. 
The number of retailers engaged in the sale of multiple types of goods grew 
exponentially too. In 1832 no art or antique dealer was listed in more than one 
category, but by 1914, there were 43 retailers listed in two or up to four of the 
studied categories. Even when those mentioned in multiple categories were 
filtered out, it becomes clear that all of the categories counted the highest number 
of entries in 1914, with the exception of the auctioneers and auction houses, who 
reached their numerical highpoint in 1885.  

 
 

                                         
45 De Bodt, Halverwege Parijs, 23-33 and 61-68; Billen, ‘Bruxelles. Carrefour de cultures’, 19-25; Quaghebeur, ‘Un 
pôle littéraire’, 36-43; Robert Hoozee, ‘Plein-air et realisme’, in: Hoozee, Bruxelles. Carrefour de cultures, 53-67 
and Claire Billen & Jean-Marie Duvosquel (eds), Brussel (Antwerp 2000) 107.  
46 This was, for example, the case on the collapsed art market in Spain, see: Mari-Tere Alvarez, ‘The Almoneda. 
The second-hand market in Spain’, in: Jeremy Warren & Adriana Turpin (eds), Auction, agents and dealers. The 
mechanisms of the market 1660-1830 (Oxford University Press 2007) 33-79.  
47 See for example: L42454: Catalogue de tableaux modernes de l'école française… (Brussels 1882). To refer to the 
auciton catalogues as efficiently as possible, I will use the numeration used in the repertoire compiled by Fritz Lugt. 
48 These numbers refer to retail businesses. If one shopkeeper or dealer had multiple businesses or branches at a 
different address, every one of these branches or businesses was counted separately. If one dealer was listed on the 
same address in multiple categories, he was only counted once.  
49 See chapters one and six.   
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Type of trader 1832 1854 1885 1914 

Antiquités,  curiosités,  objets 
d 'art  

21% 32% 42% -67% 

Antiquair    53% 

Objets d 'art     14% 

Estampes, gravures 33% 15% 2% 4% 

Tableaux 25% 23% 25% 10% 

Ventes publiques 21% 19% 21% 5% 

Multiple categories  10% 9% 15% 

Total number 24 78 121 293 

Table 1. Distribution of Brussels auction rooms and art and antique dealers during the 
nineteenth century 

 
 Although the locational preferences of Brussels’ art and antiques dealers 

changed with time, there was one constant. Both the shopkeepers and the 
auctioneers preferred the center of the city. They mostly settled in the region 
confined by the elegant ramparts-turned-boulevards. In 1854 a small colony of art 
dealers settled north of the pentagon, in a neighborhood just beyond the 
boulevards, near the Gare du Nord railway station and the Place Rogier. It would 
nevertheless take until the early twentieth century for the art and antique dealers 
to really take root in the faubourgs, and even then, they usually settled right 
outside the historic city limits. Those established within these limits continued to 
outnumber those settled outside by far, but by 1914 a significant number of art 
and antiquity dealers and auctioneers had settled in Ixelles and Saint-Josse-ten-
Noode – both neighborhoods that were (soon to be) a part of the Brussels 
municipality.50 [Map 2]  

The preference for the city center among shopkeepers or auctioneers 
specialized in art and antiques or valuables can easily be explained by neo-classical 
location theory. In fact, because of the objects involved, these stores can be 
considered the opposite of the food trade (explained in chapter three). Indeed, 
art, antique and other valuable goods are usually relatively expensive and relatively 
infrequently bought. The range of these goods is rather high: consumers would be 
prepared to travel longer distances for a piece of art than they would to buy bread. 
The economic threshold (the minimal economic demand for a product that is 
needed to keep a shop remunerative) for such a business was also rather high: 
there was but a small segment of the consumer population that was actually able 

                                         
50 Yvon Leblicq, ‘De evolutie van het stadsbeeld’, in: Jean Stengers et al. (eds) Brussel. Groei van een hoofdstad 
(Antwerp 1979) 256-278; Jacques Deraeve & Jean-Marie Duvosquel (eds), Nachtraven. Het uitgangsleven in 
Brussel van 1830 tot 1940 (Brussels 1987) 11-12; Billen & Duvosquel, Brussel, 154-155; Edwin Smellinckx, 
Urbanisme in Brussel (1830-1860) (unpublished master’s thesis, University of Leuven 2001) and Röttger, ‘Capitol 
and capital. Het moment Anspach in de Brusselse urbanisatie en liberale politieke cultuur (1860-1880)’, 
Stadsgeschiedenis, 1 (2006) 27-50 (particularly 39-43). 
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to buy art, antiques and other valuable objects. Furthermore, contrary to the 
colorful depiction of the average ‘flâneur’ cited in the introduction to this chapter, 
those who could afford these types of goods were likely to buy them on a less 
frequent basis than they would provisions. When cities expand, these types of 
goods usually continue to be bought and sold in a central location.51  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

                                         
51 See Clé Lesger, Het winkellandschap van Amsterdam. Stedelijke structuur en winkebedrijf in de vroegmoderne 
en moderne tijd, 1550-2000 (Hilversum 2013) 21-25.  
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Map 2.  Urban renewal projects in Brussels during the first half of the nineteenth century (author: 
Claire Billen)  
Source:  Claire Billen and Jean-Marie Duvosquel, Brussel (Antwerpen 2000) 155. 
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Map 3. The addresses of artists in 1914 
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Map 4: The art, antique and auction trade in the Brussels pentagon 1854 
Legend. Locations listed in the 1854 directory: Antiquités, curiosités, objets d’art   Tableaux   Estampes  

Ventes publiques ; auction houses recurring most often in the preserved catalogues of the 1850s:  

Source: Almanach de commerce, 1854 ; Brussels auction catalogues (1841-1850) in the Art Sales Catalogues 

Online  & Map: Huvenne, Bruxelles, 1858. 
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Map 5: The art, antique and auction trade in the Brussels pentagon 1885 
Legend. Locations listed in the 1885 directory: Antiquités, curiosités, objets d’art   Tableaux   Estampes Ventes 

publiques ; auction houses recurring most often in the preserved catalogues of the 1880s:  
Source: Almanach de commerce, 1885 ; Brussels auction catalogues (1881-1890) in the Art Sales Catalogues Online  & Map: 
Bruxelles, 1930. 
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Map 6.  Urban renewal projects in Brussels during the second half of the nineteenth century 
(author: Claire Billen)  
Source: Claire Billen and Jean-Marie Duvosquel, Brussel (Antwerpen 2000) 157. 
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Map 7: The art, antique and auction trade 1832 
Legend. Locations listed in the 1832 directory : Antiquités, curiosités, objets d’art   Tableaux   Estampes  Ventes 

publiques ; auction houses recurring most often in the preserved catalogues of the 1830s:  
Source: Almanach de commerce, 1832 ; Brussels auction catalogues (1831-1840) in the Art Sales Catalogues Online  & Map: 
Huvenne, Bruxelles, 1858. 
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Map 8: The art, antique and auction trade in the Brussels pentagon 1914  
Legend. Locations listed in the 1914 directory:   Tableaux   Estampes  Ventes publiques Antiquités&curiosités 

Objets d’art Antiquités & curiosités + Objets d’art  Multiple categories: Antiquités &curiosités en/of objets d’art + tableaux, 

estampes en/of ventes publiques ; Auction houses recurring most often in the preserved catalogues of the 1890s :  

Source: Almanach de commerce, 1914 ; Brussels auction catalogues (1891-1900) in the Art Sales Catalogue Online & Map: 

Bruxelles, 1930 
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Map 8: The art, antique and auction trade in the Brussels pentagon 1914  
Legend. Locations listed in the 1914 directory:   Tableaux   Estampes  Ventes publiques Antiquités&curiosités 

Objets d’art Antiquités & curiosités + Objets d’art  Multiple categories: Antiquités &curiosités en/of objets d’art + tableaux, 

estampes en/of ventes publiques ; Auction houses recurring most often in the preserved catalogues of the 1890s :  

Source: Almanach de commerce, 1914 ; Brussels auction catalogues (1891-1900) in the Art Sales Catalogue Online & Map: 

Bruxelles, 1930 
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The threshold for art dealers to be economically viable was too high for setting up 
shop in a remote location. The goods on sale were so specific that they had to aim 
for an audience beyond the immediate surroundings. That central location must 
have been even more important for art and antique dealers than for shopkeepers 
selling other types of fashionable goods usually associated with city centers, such 
as clothes, fashion accessories and shoes. Indeed, although the central shopping 
axes in Brussels filled up with all types of shopping goods – think of fashion, 
furniture, stationery, household goods – all through the century, there was 
nevertheless a tendency toward decentralization for these product categories. As 
will be argued in chapter six, even the shops selling fashionable and durable 
consumer goods were established in increasingly remote locations as they 
multiplied throughout the century. With art and antiquity dealers only taking their 
first cautious steps outside the pentagon in 1914, in the city’s most close-by and 
wealthy suburbs, it can be concluded that the goods they sold were bought more 
infrequently than other consumer goods, such as clothes and shoes. Their 
continuous concentration near each other also indicates that these stores and 
goods were indeed subject to shopping behavior, such as browsing and 
comparing.  

As a collective, it is likely they were more uniformly elitist than the stores 
selling other fashion and consumer goods. Indeed, a location in the center – 
which they collectively adhered to for a long time – was much more expensive 
than a remote one. Because the city center was the most convenient location for 
intercepting clients, its buildings were much sought after. The locational 
advantages of the center – the most logical meeting point for the biggest group of 
inhabitants – translated into higher rental or property prices. While paying for a 
central location was worth the while for those who could make more money of of 
it compared to another location, this was not the case for others. Artists, for 
example, always lived more dispersed than the commercial outlets their art was 
sold in. [Map 3] As the city expanded, the distance between their studio’s or 
dwellings and the center increased. Painters and retailers presumably wanted 
different things out of a property. With their wider streets and a larger amount of 
greenery, suburbs boded better for the former, because it offered them more light 
in their studio’s and the possibility to paint ‘en plein air’.52 Nevertheless, there 
probably was more to their settlement preferences. It is likely they could no 
longer afford to rent a house in the city center. This economic logic was further 
strengthened by the municipal policy aimed at transforming downtown into an 
administrative, governmental and – above all – commercial center.53  

                                         
52 Tatiana Debroux, ‘Géographie de l’élite artistique bruxelloise à la fin du 19e siècle’, Les cahiers de la fonderie, 
21:43 (2011) 31-37.   
53 Röttger, ‘Capitol and capital’.  



 245 

For the most part of the century, art and antiquity dealers demonstrated a 
preference for the northeastern side of the center and its wealthy streets and 
neighborhoods in particular. Even in socially diverse neighborhoods, such as the 
area near the Grand Place, they picked the streets with a more elitist profile. Since 
the endless number of urban redevelopment schemes launched by the 
municipality aimed at homogenizing neighborhoods, social diversity diminished 
as the century progressed. Poor working class slums were transformed into 
bourgeois neighborhoods boasting stately mansions and elegant Parisian 
apartment buildings along neatly drawn boulevards, lined with trees and broad 
pavements. As the number of real working class districts diminished inside the 
pentagon, the art and antiques trade demonstrated an even more marked 
preference for the upper class districts, near the eastern elitist residential areas of 
the center and the faubourgs.54 Only rarely could auctioneers or art and antique 
dealers be found in the western or southern neighborhoods of the city. Those 
were – not coincidentally – the poorer areas of the city, home to the less 
fortunate. It can be concluded that the central location of auction rooms, houses, 
art and antique shops was telling of their economic success and their social 
standing in the nineteenth-century Brussels society.  

Indeed, the fact that art and antiquity dealers and even auction houses 
never settled in the immediate vicinity of the Vieux Marché or the Place du Jeu de 
Balle, further underlines this. Although the ‘plain’ market for secondhand was 
probably socially diversified, as argued in the previous section, the discrepancy 
between the locations of the secondhand dealers and market on the one hand and 
the addresses of auctioneers and antiquity dealers on the other nevertheless 
demonstrates that a spatial and social specialization marked the Brussels market 
for pre-owned goods in the early nineteenth century. 55  The antique became 
spatially and discursively detached from the pre-owned that was just plain old and 
worn. In contrast to the average secondhand good, antique objects were searched 
for and collected because of their age and the history they represented. They 
formed a category of goods that somehow escaped the social degradation of pre-
owned and used goods because they held historical or esthetic value. With the 
spatial discrepancy between the fashionable and the discarded old, the former 
received its own outlets, separate of the market and dealers of the latter. The 
specialized distribution network consisted of auction houses and antiquarians.56 
                                         
54  Cosemans, Bijdrage; Yvon Leblicq, ‘De evolutie’, 256-278; Ginette Kurgan-van Hentenryk, ‘Economie en 
vervoer’, in: Stengers et al. , Brussel, 216-226; Marie-Rose Thielemans, ‘De vestiging van industrieën omstreeks 
1830’, in: Smolar-Meynart & Stengers, Het gewest Brussel, 246-261; Deraeve & Duvosquel, Nachtraven, 11-12; 
Smellinckx, Urbanisme in Brussel and Röttger, ‘Capitol and capital’, 39-43.  
55 As it did elsewhere, see Blondé et al, Fashioning old & new.  
56 See Lyna, ‘Changing geographies and the rise of the modern auction’; Bruno Blondé & Ilja Van Damme, 
‘Fashioning old and new or moulding the material culture of Europe (late seventeenth – early nineteenth 
centuries)’, in: Blondé et al. (eds), Fashioning old & new, 1-13; Lyna, The cultural construction and Van Damme, 
‘Second-hand dealing in Bruges’, 73-92.  
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Although the commercial directories do not mention what type of goods went 
under the hammer, it probably concerned fashionable goods. In any case, the 
auction houses were located in the same fashionable, wealthy and commercial 
neighborhoods art dealers and antiquarians worked in. Both shops and auction 
rooms were spatially and imaginatively far removed from the ‘plain’ secondhand 
trade, perceived as inferior.  

Within that center, auctioneers, art dealers and antiquarians preferred 
different locations at different times. In the early nineteenth century, retailers of 
art and antiquities were centered on and near the Grand Place, the commercial 
and symbolic heart of the city. As mentioned in chapter three, plenty of markets 
were still organized on the Grand Place and its immediate side streets in the early 
nineteenth century. At that time, the Grand Place housed many bars and the 
neighborhood bubbled with nightlife. The Grand Place was also the center for 
urban politics and economics. Guildhalls surrounded the square and although the 
corporations dissolved, City Hall remained the site where municipal policy took 
shape. In 1847, the Galeries Saint-Hubert had been erected precisely there. The 
new, glittering arcade elegantly connected the Grand Place with the up-and-
coming commercial and business district near the Monnaie theater and – in the 
meantime – cleaned up one of the most central slums that had been marring the 
city center. With the construction of the Bortier arcade and the accompanying 
Marché de la Madeleine, another one of the city’s prestigious projects was 
executed there, further attesting to the continued symbolic centrality of the 
neighborhood in those mid-century decades.57  

If the addresses mentioned on art auction catalogues are considered, 
auctioneers already held plenty of auctions in the up-and-coming district of the 
Theatre de la Monnaie during the 1830s. The alliance between theater and 
entertainment on the one hand and auctioning on the other occurred noticeably 
sooner in those catalogues.58 However, somewhere between 1832 and 1854 the 
trend found its way in the listings of commercial directories too. The focal point 
of the art and antiquity trade shifted from the commercial, symbolic and political 
heart of the city to a neighborhood with more leisurely and spectacular 
connotations. Although the Grand Place remained one of the sites for art and 
antiques, a new hub blossomed near the Théâtre de la Monnaie and the Gare du 
Nord. The Quartier du Nord, the immediate vicinity of the railway station, was 
the city’s newest entertainment district, filled with all sorts of entertaining 
establishments, such as the Théâtre des Nouveautés, a summer casino and an 

                                         
57 See chapters one, two and three, and Billen & Duvosquel, Brussel, 118-124.  
58 The difference in timing might very well have to do with the fact that every auction catalogue concerning auctions 
held in the 1830s (1831-1840) has been counted, while only the 1832 commercial directory was consulted. Indeed, 
the shift probably took place somewhere in the 1830s or early 1840s rather than during the late 1840s, 1850s, 
which is now suggested, because there is a twenty year gap between the sample years used for the directories.  
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endless supply of bars, pubs and cabarets.59 [Map 4] The alliance between art, 
antiques and worldly entertainment had strengthened by 1885. Art dealers, 
antiquarians and auctioneers demonstrated a specific spatial preference for the 
neighborhood of the new boulevards downtown. Between 1854 and 1885, 
downtown Brussels had transformed dramatically. As Mayor, Jules Anspach had 
revealed himself the equivalent of Paris’s Georges-Eugène Haussmann. 60  He 
pushed forward the project to cover up the river Senne and replace the jumble of 
streets winding next to it with long broad, fashionable boulevards. The hoped-for 
affluent inhabitants for the apartment buildings never came to stay, but they did 
love to show themselves on the sidewalk, in the cafés and bars, theaters, shops 
and so on.61 Art and antique dealers followed the parading audience. The mid-
century concentration of art and antiquity shops and auction houses had 
expanded and started to spill out along and near the Boulevard Central. [Map 5] 

Apart from the concentration downtown, art dealers and antiquarians had 
found a different path too. Although several of them had been established on the 
hills between the lower and upper city since the 1830s, it was not until the 1880s 
that they formed a clearly demarcated group. Similar to what happened 
downtown, urban redevelopment instigated the move. In 1854 the extended Rue 
Royale had already been flanked with stately mansions, like those surrounding the 
park. The adjoining neighborhood, the Quartier du Notre-Dame-aux-Neiges, had 
nevertheless continued to be among the most poverty-stricken in the pentagon. A 
drastic operation of slum clearance wiped the whole neighborhood of the map in 
the late 1870s. Slums, alleys and courtyards were replaced with a neat and rigid 
street plan. Workers were removed in the hopes of finding affluent residents 
instead. While there had only been one antiquarian in the Rue Royale in 1854, 
this neighborhood boomed as a central site for art and valuable collectables 
between 1885 and 1914. A similar development took place in the neighborhood 
south of the Royal Palace. In 1872, the Rue de Régence had been extended and 
in 1883 it led to the newly constructed courthouse. As a result the neighborhood 
was revalued and by 1914 it had become a budding antiquarian district.62 Again, 
this move towards the upper city could be traced in the addresses found in 
auction catalogues before it showed in the listings of the commercial directories.63 
[Map 6] 

                                         
59 Deraeve & Duvosquel, Nachtraven.  
60 About Jules Anspach, see Joseph Tordoir, ‘Jules Anspach’, in: Serge Jaumain (ed), Dictionnaire d’Histoire de 
Bruxelles (Brussels 2013) 40.  
61 Leblicq, ‘De evolutie’, 261-265; Deraeve & Duvosquel, Nachtraven, 11-12 and 74-75; Billen & Duvosquel, 
Brussel, 118-123 and 156-157 and Röttger, ‘Capitol and capital’, 39-43.  
62 Leblicq, ‘De evolutie’, 265-267 and Billen & Duvosquel, Brussel, 154-157.  
63 Which obviously has to do with the fact that sample years are used for the commercial directories, while every 
auction catalogue printed between 1830 and 1900 – and entered in the ASCO-database – has been considered.  
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By 1914, the upper city had become the ultimate location for art and 
antiques. Starting from the Rue Royale, past the Cathedral of Saint-Gudula and 
Saint-Michael on the Parvis Sainte-Gudule, a route of art dealers and antiquarians 
reached as far as the Avenue Louise outside the pentagon in the southeast. The 
upper city was not really known for its worldly entertainment. It had a more elitist 
and exclusive character than downtown. With the Royal Palace at its heart, the 
Quartier du Parc had always been Brussels’ most noble neighborhood. The hills 
leading to it had traditionally been home to luxurious stores of all kinds. Apart 
from being elitist and refined, the upper city near the palace had more recently 
been bestowed with some artistic flair too. Since the early nineteenth century, it 
had been home to the Royal Museum and the Royal Academy for Fine Arts.64 
Settling in a location in the vicinity of the museum and academy was an especially 
crafty move these dealers made, given that the authenticity of art and antique 
objects had become more of an issue and that these institutions had come to be 
considered the ultimate locations of artistic expertness. While the upper city 
emerged and developed as a true hub for art and collectibles, the earlier 
concentrations downtown dissolved. As will be argued in chapter five, the 
boulevards and the Quartier de la Monnaie grew and thrived as a sizzling 
entertainment and shopping district. By the turn of the century, the Rue Neuve 
had become one of, if not the shopping axis for fashionable novelties. In the 
decades between 1885 and 1914 several grand stores had emerged there, with 
splendid façades and glittering shop windows. The neighborhood had lost none of 
its general appeal, and yet the art dealers, auctioneers and antiquarians preferred 
to move elsewhere.  
 

The address of art 

The geographical shifts and changing associations were related to changing power 
relations on the art, antique and auction market. Geographically, the auctioneers 
stood at the core of the art and antique market for a long time. In 1832, four out 
of five auction houses were located on or near the Grand Place. The Grand Place 
was a logical choice for auctioneers, since it had always and continued to be 
central to urban life. Because of their former functions, the buildings of the Grand 
Place furthermore had rooms available that lent themselves well to the practice of 
auctioning. The open space moreover allowed them to display goods that were 
too large to set up inside. It was also a public square, which was convenient since 
auctioneers were bound by law to hold certain types of estate sales – the so-called 
ventes judiciaires – in a public place. As mentioned before, the Grand Place was 

                                         
64 Christophe Loir, Bruxelles néoclassique. Mutation d’un espace urbain (1775-1840) (Brussels 2009).   
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the traditional site where furnishings for such sales could be displayed and sold.65 
Only during the mid-century did this practice of auctioning and displaying on the 
public road become a point of discussion.  

Apart from the practical motivations, the concentration of auctioneers in 
the most central location of Brussels (and its art and antique trade) is probably 
also indicative of its centrality in the retailing of art and antique. Dealers of art, 
prints and engravings settled around the auction houses, but those selling 
antiques, curiosities and objects of art were scattered about without much 
coherence. [Map 7] They had not fully emancipated themselves from the lower 
tiers of the secondhand market. One antiquities dealer still lived and worked in 
the impoverished Quartier du Notre-Dame-au-Sommeil. In 1854, this had not 
fundamentally changed. From a spatial perspective at least, auction houses 
remained central to the market for art and antiques and a couple of antique 
dealers remained located in the then penurious neighborhoods along the Rue 
Royale. The number of auction houses on the Grand Place had increased to a 
number of five, but the neighborhood of the Monnaie theater now housed some 
too.  

During the first half of the century, auction houses and art and antique 
dealers were spread out concentrically around the center of town, but in 1885, the 
location patterns had changed form. Downtown, the existing concentration of 
auction houses near the Théâtre de la Monnaie grew in density and variation. 
Together with antiquarians and shops selling paintings, prints or engravings, 
auction houses had also been erected along the Boulevard Central (later renamed 
Boulevard Anspach). In the meantime, a sequence of antique shops had emerged, 
connecting the Place de la Monnaie with the upper city. Other kinds of shops 
adorned this specific route, but the antiquarians were the only representatives of 
the art market. The antiquities route was located near the main shopping districts 
in the city and stretched from the Rue de l’Ecuyer and the Rue Montagne-aux-
Herbes-Potagères, along the Rue d’Arenberg to the Cathedral of Saint-Michael 
and Saint-Gudula. In fact, it connected the old center for auctioning, art and 
antiques with a new, budding hub in the upper city. A long drawn out group of 
shops, selling paintings, antiquities, curiosities, art objects, prints and engravings, 
could now be found in between the Montagne de la Cour and the northern 
extremity of the Rue Royale.  

While the art market was structured around the auction houses downtown, 
the latter were absent uptown, at least according to the 1885 directory. At first 

                                         
65 Several advertisements could be found for these ‘ventes judiciaires’. They took place outside the Grand Place, in 
front of an auctioneer’s establishment. Even in the 1840s, auctioneers always made explicit when a sale occurred 
voluntarily or unvoluntarily. Among the ads and the catalogues found, only the unvoluntary sales were held 
outside. See ads for ‘ventes judiciaires’, e.g.: L’Indépendance Belge (11 March, 22 April, 24 October and 1 
December 1847, 6 February and 23 March 1848).   
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sight, it seems as though the shopkeepers moved up first, but the situation was 
more complicated. The auction houses listed in the commercial directory and 
established on and near the Boulevard Central, such as the Hôtel de Ventes de 
Bruxelles and the Salles de Ventes Saint-Michel, were involved in estate sales as 
well as art sales. Their directors might even have focused more on furniture and 
knick-knacks and less on art. Their association with the neighborhood made 
sense. Neighboring department stores sold furniture and household goods too, in 
a different, yet equally spectacular way. Conversely, the most recurring addresses 
mentioned on the front pages of auction catalogues were located on the hills 
connecting downtown and the upper city – with the exception of a single one on 
the Boulevard Central, near the stock exchange. All of them must have been 
among the most prestigious of Brussels. Indeed, the preserved printed catalogues 
indicate that these auction houses sold the kind of goods that attracted a wealthy 
and educated audience.66 In 1885, the higher ends of the auction market had – at 
least in part – moved on up near the Royal Palace and the Museum and the 
Academy of Fine Arts – the artistic sanctuaries of the city. It is uncertain then 
whether the art and antique shops followed the auctioneers, whether it was the 
reverse, or whether they moved together. In any case, by 1914, art and antique 
dealers had left downtown completely and settled in the upper city instead. [Map 
8] The numerous antiquarians, as they were officially termed now, were at the 
core of a long artistic route. Brussels’ auction houses had in turn settled in distant 
locations, wholly unrelated to the other art and antique outlets and without any 
pattern to be discerned in their settlement preferences. The most popular art 
auction houses however – those retrieved through auction catalogues –were still to 
be found along the route of art dealers and antiquarians on the hills and in the 
upper city. In the directories these auction houses were significantly listed as 
antique shops or as both auction house and antique shop. The only auction 
houses found at the center of the art market were auction houses no more or only 
in part. It therefore seems logical to conclude that they had lost their 
(geographical) centrality to the art and antique market in the early twentieth 
century. The auctioneer had, so it seems, passed the torch to the up-and-coming 
guild of the antiquarian.  

The geographical shift from the lower to the upper city went hand in hand 
with changing numerical and economical power relations between auction houses 
and shops for art and antique. Shopkeepers had the upper hand in the upper city. 
Especially antique had become big business in Brussels by the turn of the century. 
The share of stores selling antiques and art objects grew spectacularly as the 
century progressed. In 1885 they had become the most important group of stores 
within the art market, with 51 entries. By 1914 – taking into account those 

                                         
66 Furthermore, those catalogues were preserved, which suggests they were considered valuable at some point.   
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mentioned in multiple categories too – antiquarians and dealers of art objects 
represented about eighty percent of all entries in the studied categories. The Belle 
Epoque had been a period of intense growth, to the extent that the editors of the 
Almanachs decided to split up the category of ‘marchands d’antiquités, curiosités 
et objets d’art’ in: ‘antiquaires, antiquités et curiosités’ and ‘marchands d’objets 
d’art’.67 Although 22 shopkeepers were listed under both headings, the decision to 
create new categories is nevertheless telling. Together with the exponential growth 
in the number of entries, the explicit use of the term ‘antiquaire’ – instead of 
‘marchand d’antiquités’ – demarcates the breakthrough of an antiquarian culture 
in Brussels. The period of bloom of the antique trade in Brussels coincided with 
that in other cities. As the existing historiography on the market for secondhand 
has pointed out, entrepreneurs capitalized upon the process of specialization 
between sought after valuable collectables and old junk. With collectors and 
amateurs seeking out certain books, art, jewelry and antique furniture for their age 
and patina, entrepreneurs fitted out shops to cater to those with an urge to 
consume the historical.68  

During the early nineteenth century, the number of auction houses and the 
number of antique shops had grown steadily in Brussels, but while the latter 
continued to increase exponentially in number, the former lost momentum, both 
in absolute figures and in relation to the art market as a whole. It is quite possible 
that the drop in numbers was due to a tendency towards concentration. Different 
auction houses might have merged or one auction house might have started to 
monopolize the market. The fact that only one of them had nestled in the route 
of art and antique stores along the hills and the upper city in 1914 might in that 
case point towards the success of that specific auction house, rather than implicate 
the loss of the auction as a medium for the sale of art and antiques. Indeed, the 
sales information mentioned in catalogues revealed that the most popular (and 
possibly most prestigious) art auction houses of the later decades of the nineteenth 
century were located in the midst of the art and antique shops. In first instance 
their success could logically explain the numerical fallback of the auction business. 
Unfortunately, there are no business figures available for Brussels’ auction houses, 
nor are there any other indications as to how successful they might have been. 
Even so, a discrepancy remains between the clustering tendencies among 
auctioneers in 1832, 1854 and 1885, and the complete lack thereof in 1914. 
Furthermore, the auction house that provided the most preserved catalogues 
might have been located uptown, but it was listed in the directories as an auction 
house slash art and antique shop. What is more, a thorough search in the 

                                         
67 In order to be able to compare these separate categories with other sample years, their numbers have been added 
in tables and charts. The difference will nevertheless be pointed to when necessary.  
68 Van Damme, ‘Second-hand dealing’, 73-92 and Stobart & Van Damme, ‘Introduction. Modernity and the 
second-hand trade’, 1-15.  
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directories shows that there were plenty of auctioneers that switched gears during 
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Several auctioneers traded their 
mallets for a shop counter and display window.69 Many added retailing in art and 
antiquities to their function as auctioneers. Only rarely did the opposite of both 
actions occur. Once listed as an auction house, these businesses were now entered 
in the categories of ‘marchands de tableaux’, ‘antiquaires, antiquités et curiosités’ 
or ‘marchands d’objets d’art’. Even if there was one extremely successful art 
auction house monopolizing the market, there was more going on.  

The geographical transition from the lower to the upper city went hand in 
hand with cultural shifts from theatrical spectacle downtown to the artistic and 
elitist neighborhoods near the museum and the palace. The different 
characteristics of these neighborhoods can help account for the changing power 
relations within the art market. Research on Parisian art and luxury auctions has 
demonstrated that auction houses took part in the bourgeois spectacular culture, 
typical of nineteenth- and early twentieth-century metropolises. The surroundings 
of the grand Parisian boulevards, with their theaters, department stores, wax works 
museums and parading urban dwellers permeated the interior as well, as the act of 
auctioning got infused with a spectacular culture. The buying and selling of artistic 
and luxury goods by means of bidding was packed in a theatrical wrapping.70 Little 
imagination is needed to draw the connection with the civilized excitement 
associated with a big sale at Sotheby’s or Christie’s today. Although there are far 
too few sources available to make out whether such a theatrical culture developed 
in Brussels as it did in Paris, it is clear there was a similar spatial connection. In 
1854 and 1885 at least, Brussels’ auction houses were established in the city’s 
most bustling and worldly entertainment districts: the Quartier du Nord (near the 
train station), the Quartier de la Monnaie (near the theater) and near the Parisian 
styled Boulevard Central. Their fortune there did not prove durable though. 
Somewhere between 1885 and 1914, the number of auction houses fell back and 
the remaining ones left both the boulevard and the art market’s central stage, 
which could be meaningful, especially in light of the Parisian story. The new 
location for art took shape in the upper town, exclusive, elitist and artistic at heart. 
It was not frivolous and worldly in appearance and it nearly lacked auction houses 
(and other grand and spectacular palaces of consumption) completely.  

The art and antique dealers’ choice for the more exclusive and artistic 
upper city seems logical. Because the differentiation between worthless rubbish 
and valuable collectables sometimes amounted to nothing less than perception, a 

                                         
69 For example in 10, Rue d’Assaut and 54-56, Rue des Bouchers, where an auction house was replaced with an 
antique’s shop, or S. Aronowitz, who had an auction house between 1885 and 1911 at least, but was entered as an 
antiquarian in 1914. Similary, when C.E. Blondeel moved from 50, Rue des Plantes to 19,  Rue d’Assaut, he left 
his auction house to open a shop for paintings and engravings.   
70 Charpy, ‘The auction house’ and Guichard, ‘From social event’.  
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reputation of artistic expertise and exclusivity was vital to antiquarians. Location 
mattered in that respect. Indeed, settling near the more luxurious shops and in the 
immediate vicinity of the Royal Museum of Fine Arts, the ultimate artistic temple 
in the later nineteenth century, could grant such a store a reputation by proxy. 
Because of the excitement the system of bidding incited, the medium of the 
auction fitted well with the culture of spectacle and dramatization that had come 
to characterize the pavements of the boulevards, in shop windows, museums, 
department stores, diorama’s and theaters. Art and antiquity shops were less well 
suited to profit from such a culture. Indeed, dealers always ran the risk of being 
accused of puffing up the goods (and thus increasing the price). A shopkeeper 
with art or antiques on sale boded better when inciting the idea that he could be 
trusted and that he had the necessary expertise. A location near the spectacle 
downtown might have been less suitable than one in the upper city, where the 
Academy and the Museum of Fine Arts helped to reinforce a reputation of artistic 
expertise and commercial integrity. The move up the hills thus entailed a shift 
away from the spectacle and towards a more artistic, lush and exclusive 
environment and a different sales tactic.  

These spatial and power shifts from an auction-centered art and antiquities 
market in the commercial and entertainment districts in the mid-century to an 
antiquarian’s dominated scene in the luxurious and elegant upper city at the turn 
of the century seem to have been related to changes in organizational practices 
and marketing strategies in the auction business. The next section will therefore 
explore the Brussels auction business and these themes more in depth.   
 

The gavel and the Lydian stone 

On April 17, 1883, the picture gallery of the deceased collector Edmond Ruelens 
went under the hammer. The auction took place in a gallery on the Quai aux Bois 
à Bruler and took up five days. Auctioneer Louis Lampe, master of ceremony for 
the occasion, predicted the auction’s reception in his preface to the catalogue: 
‘The sale of a pretty collection of paintings always thrills the artistic world.’71 A 
prestigious auction of paintings, so it seems, was an event that reverberated 
throughout the entire artistic world. It was designed to do so. There were 
advertisements and exhibitions preceding the actual moment of sale. There were 
catalogues, functioning as a sort of program. Indeed, every auction was a carefully 
construed event. The moment of exchange between buyers and sellers was jelled 
in a specific culture. The outlines of that culture shifted as the century progressed. 
Not only did the business practice evolve, but auctioneers had to adapt their sales 

                                         
71 L42899: Catalogue de la belle collection de tableaux anciens des écoles… (Brussels 1883) xi-xii.  
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Graph 1: Preserved art auction catalogues (containing paintings 
among other objects) (Brussels, 1831-1900) 
(Source: Art Sales Catalogue Online) 

strategies in response to altered contexts and circumstances. First, I will attempt to 
sketch the girth of the art auction phenomenon in Brussels, before delving into 
the shifts in both the business organization and the sales discourse.  
 

A booming business 

The number of auctioneers or auction houses grew steadily throughout the 
nineteenth century. The editors of commercial directories entered five 
auctioneers in 1832. By 1854 the category contained fifteen entries. The year 
1885 was the highpoint, with 25 auction houses established in greater Brussels. 
Their number fell back to fifteen again in 1914. [Table 1] Inside these rooms an 
increasing number of events were organized. The ASCO database contains 836 
catalogues for auctions for paintings organized between 1830 and 1900. The 
eighteenth century has often been termed the age of the auction and the 
catalogue, but in Brussels, the numerical explosion in (preserved) catalogues only 
occurred during the nineteenth century. Especially from the 1850s onwards did 
the number of catalogues expand enormously. [Graph 1] This growth can be 
explained in different ways. First, it might very well be that the catalogue 
‘democratized’, in the sense that it was compiled and distributed for an increased 
number of sales. Printing and dispersing became cheaper as the century 
progressed. Second, the more catalogues were annotated, the more useful and 
logical it became to preserve them. At the very least, this increased number of 
catalogues is indicative of the auction business’ top tier having become more 
visible. However, it is much more likely that there was more going on than 
democratization and increased preservation alone. The numerical increase in 
catalogues is spectacular to a degree that it must be indicative of a market that was 
booming.  
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Catalogues did not change much throughout the century. Every catalogue 
consisted of a title page, a review of the terms and conditions of sale and a list with 
the lots on sale. The auction catalogues that were selected for this research 
belonged to specialized auctions for paintings and auctions where paintings were 
hammered with other art objects (usually sculptures, drawings, antique furniture 
or other antiquities and coins). Sometimes auctions were devoted to only one of 
these categories, but this type of auctions never became the norm. [Table 2] If 
several types of goods were sold together, they were usually organized per 
category. Paintings were nearly always organized alphabetically, though there often 
was a separate category for old masters (‘tableaux anciens’) and modern art 
(‘tableaux modernes’). Certain auctions only featured either old or modern 
paintings. The share of auctions at which modern art was sold grew slightly 
towards the end of the century, while the relative importance of auctions at which 
older paintings were sold diminished somewhat. Over half of all of the auctions 
for paintings during the nineteenth century combined both. This chapter is about 
all of these sales, regardless of the precise composition, because there was no 
difference in business strategies and sales discourse between them.  

 
 

Decennium 
Tableaux 
anciens 

Tableaux 
modernes 

Beide Total 

1831-1840 1 1 1 3 

1841-1850 9 3 8 20 

1851-1860 17 7 25 49 

1861-1870 11 10 37 58 

1871-1880 14 35 50 99 

1881-1890 31 34 58 123 

1891-1900 34 53 101 188 

Total 117 143 280 540 

Table 2. Brussels art auctions per type of paintings auctioned (if specified on the title page of 
the catalogue)  
Source: Art Sales Catalogue Online, Brussels sales (1831-1900) 

 
 

The style of the title pages followed the fashion of the day, but came to be 
more neatly organized and more structured. Every once in a while, a catalogue 
would be preceded by a preface. The length of these prefaces varied between a 
mere few sentences and ten whole pages.72 Prefaces were especially common 
during the 1840s, 1850s and 1860s. They afterwards decreased in number quite 

                                         
72 149 out of 711 consultable catalogues had a preface.  
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spectacularly. Apparently the genre had gotten past its highpoint. However, while 
the percentage of catalogues with a preface decreased, their length increased 
significantly. From the 1870s onwards there were less and less platitudinous 
prefaces. These introductory texts had a kind of marketing function all through 
the century, but their content varied considerably. Prefaces often provided an 
introduction to the collection but sometimes they were used to reflect upon the 
nature of the amateur and the collector. When galleries of deceased painters were 
concerned, the introduction often took the shape of a laudatory eulogy.  

While the auction room rose in Paris, London and Antwerp, the houses of 
mourning remained the most common location for auctions in eighteenth-century 
Brussels. If the auction took place in a different location, the room in question 
was usually temporarily or once-only fitted out for the purpose.73 This changed in 
the nineteenth century. [Graph 2] The locations mentioned on the title pages of 
catalogues demonstrate that the auction room had already got the lead on the 
houses of mourning as the preferred setting for an auction in 1830. Both locations 
were nevertheless still well matched. The gap between them widened as the 
century went on, until in the 1890s nearly ninety percent of all art auctions took 
place in an auction house – a business enterprise established in a building 
especially fitted out for the auction trade. Only rarely would a public sale be held 
at a bookshop, in a theater or in a court of justice, but these alternative locations 
became less frequently used as the century drew to a close. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Legend: red= auction room; purple = not mentioned; plaid = 3rd party or unclear & blue 
checkered = houses of mourning or owner’s house  

                                         
73 Lyna, The cultural construction.  



 257 

Artsy and crafty 

With auctioneers preferring a fixed auction house in artistic and elitist Brussels, it 
is immediately evident that the world of art auctions was closely intertwined with 
the broader world of art, artists and wealthy art lovers. Although they were in 
charge of a commercial company, auctioneers usually used their prefaces to 
emphasize the connection between the auction of paintings at hand and a broader 
elitist and artistic culture both implicitly and explicitly. In an 1868 auction 
catalogue it was literally argued that the taste for paintings was a privilege of the 
social and artistic elite:  
 

‘The Belgian capital, like every metropolis in the civilized world, will prove on 
this occasion that the reasoned taste for grand and beautiful paintings is always 
the prerogative of the enlightened and wealthy classes in society.’74   

 
Art was about more than wealth alone though. Art lovers were believed to be 
especially ‘enlightened’ and the idea of an artistic civilization was belabored in 
catalogues. When famous art galleries went under the gavel, prefaces usually 
emphasized how regretful it was that one of the meeting places of the beau monde 
would now be dissolved. The sale of the artwork adorning former British 
secretary Sanford’s salon was, for example, presented as marking the loss of an 
artistic sanctuary.75 A fair amount of collections was described as being too well 
known amongst art lovers to trumpet it extensively. It seems auctions of paintings 
were part of a specific world of art lovers, artists and collectors. In an 1886 
catalogue the idea of one big artistic family was called upon, when a charity 
auction was organized for the family of the deceased Brussels painter Gustave de 
Jonghe.76   

The authors of prefaces usually addressed the public quite explicitly. Most 
often, the catalogue was addressed to a specialized audience of ‘amateurs’, 
connoisseurs or collectors and the core of an average audience presumably did 
consist of art lovers with the necessary financial means to sponsor their pursuit of 
collectables. 77 Art dealers and speculators were part of the audience too, but they 
were not put on a par with the art lovers. Because their motivation for purchasing 
art at auction was so dissimilar to that of amateurs, they were said to belong to two 

                                         
74 ‘La capitale de la Belgique, comme toutes les métropoles du monde civilisé, prouvera dans cette circonstance 
que le goût raisonné de la grande et belle peinture est toujours l’apanage des classes éclairées et opulentes de la 
société.’ L30452: Catalogue de tableaux anciens des écoles… (Brussels 1868) 6.  
75 L35357: Catalogue des tableaux modernes et dessins des écoles… (Brussels 1875) vi.  
76 L45449: Oeuvres de Gustave de Jonghe… Tableaux, aquarelles… (Brussels 1886) xiii-xiv.  
77 Guichard, ‘From social event’, 203-204. 
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very different worlds.78 An 1835 catalogue preface contained a rather explicit 
statement in this respect. Speculators, so it said, were only interested in the thrill 
of the sale, whilst amateurs longed to be acquainted with the art of painting in its 
most qualitative and exceptional emanations.79 Authors also addressed a third type 
of audience in the auction catalogue prefaces. The differentiated category of 
specialists was sometimes contrasted with a more vaguely and less frequently 
mentioned general public: ‘the artistic world’ or ‘the public’. This general public 
was always mentioned in combination with or in opposition to the more 
specialized audience of experts or artists. What is remarkable is that a more 
general audience only surfaced in catalogues printed at the occasion of auctions 
held in auction houses – which might suggest that the venue helped generate a 
more general interest.  

Whether the actual discursive differentiation of the audience was paralleled 
in the auction room, in a way similar to theaters for example, is unclear. The only 
relevant clue in this respect was found in an 1894 auction catalogue. For once, the 
preface contained explicit information about the spatial and practical organization 
of the event. Visitors in possession of tickets were informed of the reserved seats 
they could make use of. 80 The organizers thus separated a committed audience 
from the casual public passing by coincidentally or casually, or without the intent 
of buying anything. It is plausible that this practice of selling tickets for reserved 
seats was related to the specific room in which this particular auction was held: an 
unspecified house in which the number of seats might have been limited. It is, 
however, just as likely that this is the only explicit reference to a widespread 
practice. In any case, distinctions within the audience were very common on 
viewing days. Such days preceded nearly every art auction in nineteenth century 
Brussels. City councilors had talked of the exposition of furniture on the Grand 
Place in the mid-century, in front of auction rooms, but the practice to display 
goods had also been continued inside. Exhibitions offered the possibility for 
potential clients to inspect the goods carefully. Although exhibitions were usually 
free and open to everyone interested, it was also customary to combine public and 
private exhibitions. The private exhibition was intended for potential buyers and 
facilitated connoisseurs to converse with kindred spirits, while those new to the 
business of collecting could get to know the ropes. The public exhibition offered a 
broader audience the opportunity of gazing at paintings that were usually locked 
up in private collections, only accessible to insiders. Auctions were usually held 
around noon – with the exception of a few soirees – but the preceding exhibitions 

                                         
78 Buyers at Antwerp auctions during the second half of the nineteenth century were indeed often art experts and 
dealers: Heuvelman, De Antwerpse kunstveilingen, 161-169 and Van de Vel, De Antwerpse kunstveilingen, 96-
113 and 132-142. 
79 L13983: Catalogue d’une belle et rare collection de tableaux… (Brussels 1835) 4.  
80 L52487: Catalogue des objets d'art, antiquités, tableaux… (Brussels 1894).  
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were mostly opened in the afternoon and the early evening. In this way they 
linked up with the matinees in theaters and other venues of bourgeois leisure. 
They also coincided with the busiest hours in Brussels’ department stores. A 
quick visit to the auction house down the street might thus have been part of a 
shopping trip. In her shopping column for Bruxelles Féminin, ‘Tante Hélène’ 
advised her readers to include a visit to the auction house in their promenades 
through Brussels.81 Viewing days must have been quite popular, as they continued 
to be organized all through the century.  

 Whether the discourse was indicative of the lived reality is unclear. The 
question as to which audience actually visited these auction houses is difficult to 
trace. There are the buyers, but not everyone present at these events actually 
bought art. A prosopography of buyers might offer a first indication, but a 
thorough study in this respect is still lacking and falls outside the confines of this 
research. Indirectly, the former owners of the collections put up for auction can 
help to examine what the active part of the auction audience looked like. Those 
who let an auctioneer put their collections under the gavel were likely people who 
were at least somewhat acquainted with the auction business. [Table 3] They 
bought their art somewhere and some of it might have been scooped up at 
another auction. If an auction was centered on one or more specific collections, 
the owner was usually marked on the title page of these catalogues. Two hundred 
of the collected catalogues contained explicit references to the profession or social 
status of the salesman in question. Nobles made up the largest group of previous 
owners, recognizable as such because of their titles (knights, dukes and counts). 
Second in row – and increasing in numbers as the century progressed – were the 
artists themselves. Their collections were sometimes limited to their own work, 
but often included works by other masters too. A third category, termed the 
‘haute bourgeoisie’, consisted of bankers or entrepreneurs, professionals or public 
officials, politicians or landed gentry. Fourth came the art dealers and speculators. 
Seventy other catalogues made mention of a collection owned by an art lover or 
art expert. Although the profile of those whose goods were auctioned does not 
reflect the actual audience – nor the totality or the portion that actually bought 
something – it is nevertheless undeniable that this particular segment was both 
rich and artistically knowledgeable. Even if the remainder of the audience was less 
wealthy, they must have had an interest in art in general.  
  

                                         
81 Tante Hélène, ‘Promenade à travers Bruxelles’, 17-18.  
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Table 3. Identifiable collectors per occupation 

 
  Type of collector per 'profession' Number 
Nobility 57 
Artists  54 
Haute Bourgeoisie  51 
Art and antique dealers 31 
Multiple categories 12 
Clergy  6 
Other 2 

Total 213 
Source: Art Sales Catalogues Online, Brussels sales 1830-1900 

 
 
Not much is known about the gender balance in the auction room. As mentioned 
in chapter two, L’Indépendance Belge’s New Year’s column of the late 1840s 
demarcated the buying of books and objects of art and science as a man’s domain. 
Conversely, women were only expected to be interested in matters of fashion, 
interior decoration and housekeeping. The art, antique and auction business does 
seem to have been a predominantly male trade, which was absolutely not the case 
in the larger retail world.82 Brussels counted plenty of female shop owners, and 
they were listed as such in commercial directories too. There was a mademoiselle 
Crickx with an auction room on the Grand Place in the late 1840s and early 
1850s, and a few came after her, but women were a minority. Other auctioneers, 
especially those listed in art auction catalogues, were male too. So were the 
experts mentioned, and so were – with a few exceptions – the collectors whose 
collections were gaveled.83 If the world of collectors was in any way indicative of 
the actual audience – which it presumably was only to a very limited degree – the 
art world was indeed predominantly male. Prefaces always mentioned ‘amateurs’ 
and ‘connaisseurs’. They spoke of ‘lui’, ‘leur’, ‘ils’, but there was never a feminine 
alternative. The ‘flâneur’ this chapter commenced with was also a man. Women 
were probably not at all absent and perhaps increasingly present as the century 
progressed. By the early twentieth century ‘Tante Hélène’ recommended a visit to 
the auction house Michel-Lalieux to her predominantly female audience. 
Moreover, one of the late nineteenth-century catalogues for an auction at the 

                                         
82 Out of 672 auction rooms or auctioneers listed in the selection of commercial directories (a sample of about 
every two years where possible, between 1832 and 1913) 206 could be identified as male or headed by a male 
director, while only 34 women could be traced. Among those for which it was uncertain what gender they were, it is 
most likely they were male, since the term ‘monsieur’ is never added to a name in the directories, whereas the 
terms ‘madame’ or ‘mademoiselle’ or ‘veuve’ recur all the more often.   
83 Among those collections for which it could be made out who they had belonged to and whether that person was 
a man or a woman, there were but a very limited number that had belonged to women.  
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Galerie du Centre features a drawing of what must have been the auction house 
on its title page. In it, both men and women can be seen looking at art objects. 
Furthermore, the female derivatives of the words ‘amateur’ and ‘connaisseur’ 
might simply have not been all that common and women might have been actively 
involved in searching for objects for their husbands’ collections. The fact that their 
names were mostly absent and that the auctioning discourse was predominantly 
male does however stand in stark contrast with the marketing discourses 
surrounding department and fashion stores (see chapter five). Although women 
probably visited auction houses just as men visited department and other ‘female’ 
stores, the predominantly male sphere could also have contributed to the move 
uptown. Might it have been so that the lower city was considered too ‘feminine’, 
with all its fashion, interior design and department stores? After all, apart from the 
museum, the upper city also housed the most important governmental buildings. 
Given that many a collector whose collection was sold at auction during the 
nineteenth century was an ambassador or a nobleman, auctioneers might simply 
have moved closer to the physical environment important men spent their time 
in. 

Like their preferred audience, organizers of art auctions felt at home on the 
artistic scene of Brussels. They usually came from artistic families or worked as art 
dealers or restorers. That used to be different. Estate sales were historically the 
terrain of the ‘crieurs jurés’, or sworn criers, public officials that did not 
necessarily have any knowledge of or expertise in the goods they were selling. 
During the course of the eighteenth century, their role in auctioning had been 
gradually assumed by specialized dealers.84 That a crier’s function had become 
secondary to the auctioneer’s was structurally visible in the 1832 directory. While 
all professional categories were alphabetically organized, the ‘crieurs jurés’ were 
classified as a sub-category of the ‘directeurs de ventes’. 85  This discursive 
association did not reappear later in the century, but the sales information 
gathered from catalogues suggests that their role of official, judicial representative 
was gradually taken over by notaries. In 1895, the ‘crieurs jurés’ disappeared from 
the directories altogether. 86 The function of a sworn crier does not seem to have 
been cumulated with that of the auctioneer. A sworn crier was never listed as an 
auctioneer and vice versa, but they were sometimes listed on the same address in 
the 1830s. There were namesakes active in both professions too. At least half of 
the sworn criers or auctioneers had a namesake that was also working in the 
auction business. For example, the name Lalieux appears in at least ten variations 

                                         
84 Lyna, The cultural construction, 63-95 and Van Damme, ‘Second-hand dealing’, pp. 73-92. 
85 Etablissement géographique de Bruxelles. Annuaire industriel et administratif de la Belgique (Brussels 1832).  
86 For this part of the research I studied the categories concerning auctions and sworn criers in the directories every 
two years – when possible – in between 1832 and 1914: Annuaire industriel et administratif de la Belgique 
(Brussels 1832-1914).  
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throughout the period: with different first names, on different addresses and in 
different formations or partnerships.87 Another famous auction family was the Le 
Roy family: Etienne, Henri, Victor and Frédéric Le Roy all worked as auctioneers 
or experts at some point during the nineteenth century and Jules De Brauwere, 
director of the renowned Galerie Saint-Luc, married a female descendant of the 
Le Roy family too.  

Apart from the auctioneer and a legal representative, the presence of 
experts, assisting to the sale, became increasingly common too. In practice, 
auctioneers and experts often switched hats depending on the auction and the 
location. Sometimes artists or other authoritative persons were called in for a sale 
as well.88 The rise of the expert assisting the auctioneer points towards the growing 
importance of expertise and knowledge in the business. The word alone is 
revealing. It surfaced on title pages with increasing recurrence and the artistic 
expertise of the auctioneer came to the foreground in other ways as well, as the 
century progressed. Auctioneers added all sorts of information to their names on 
the title pages of catalogues. Even if these additions were sometimes limited, 
empty or blank, the urge to give context nevertheless points towards an attempt to 
validate reputation, much like other types of shopkeepers or manufacturers 
boasted the prices and medals they had obtained at international and/or industrial 
exhibitions (see chapters one and six). Furthermore, in these specifications, 
auctioneers often hinted at their connections or reputation within the artistic 
world. For example, when Etienne Le Roy acted as auctioneer or expert, it was 
always mentioned that he restored paintings for a living and that he was associated 
with the Royal Museum of Fine Arts as an expert too. Underlining the expertise 
and reliability of the organizers of the sales clearly added to the positive image of 
the auction house as an institution of impeccable repute.  

Although there is far too little source material left to unravel who did what 
exactly – were they one and the same person or did they perform two different 
tasks, and if so did the director or the auctioneer hold the mallet or did somebody 
else perform the actual sale all together? – it seems rather obvious that the 
director and the auctioneer were the central figures in the auction house. The 
artistically knowledgeable auctioneers or directors seem to have gained more 
elbowroom towards the end of the century.89 They often actively searched for 
potential collections to put up for auction. Sometimes sales consisted of one or 

                                         
87 Annuaire industriel et administratif de la Belgique (Brussels, 1832-1914). 
88 There might have been more actors involved in the act of auctioning, because the person holding the mallet was 
not necessarily the director of the auction house, the auctioneer or the expert. Who performed what role 
presumably varied depending on the sale in question, but unfortunately we know too little about this subject to 
elaborate on the precise content of the specific jobs.  
89  I presume auctioneers often headed auction houses, but that as directors, they could also appoint other 
auctioneers to assemble collections and catalogues. Because there is no way of knowing who did what, I will use the 
terms interchangeably.   
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more pre-existing collections. [Graph 3] At other times, there was no sign that the 
objects at auction had belonged to an existing collection. In first instance, the 
relative share of sales for which there was no explicit mention of a collection 
decreased. On the one hand, this preliminary fallback might have been due to the 
relatively high number of famous collections going under the hammer in this 
period. On the other hand, the representativeness of the figures should be 
considered. Only very few catalogues were found for the early 1830s. Those that 
were discovered were not always compiled with the detail characteristic of the later 
catalogues. They often lacked essential sales information. Therefore it can be 
assumed that the increase in the number of auctions of specific collections 
between the 1830s and 1850s is actually indicative of the growing detail with which 
catalogues were compiled. Although the sales information was increasingly 
comprehensively inserted in catalogues as the century progressed, the number of 
sales of pre-existing collections fell back from the 1850s onwards. The number of 
sales without explicit reference to a pre-existing owner or collection grew 
significantly. If in those cases there truly was no pre-existing collection, the 
auctioneer had assembled a group of works to auction together, much like an art 
dealer would assemble his stock. If there had been a collection, the fact that it was 
kept completely secret might point to the prevalent use of the auction house as a 
marker of value over the collection and its owner.90 Two related evolutions can 
thus be discerned. While the auction moved from the houses of mourning to the 
‘hôtel de ventes’, the owner of the collection was gradually shunted in favor of the 
organizers of the sale. The position of the collector as quality marker thus seems 
to have decreased in favor of the established auctioneer.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Legend: dark = one or more collections; light = no collection  

                                         
90 Of course, the owner(s) or legatee(s) might also have been ashamed that their decision to sell by auction caused a 
carefully collected gallery to be dispersed or to leave the country.  
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Considering the preceding viewing days and the artistic experts hammering on 
stage, auctions for paintings were integrally part of the cultural infrastructure of the 
city. At the same time when other cultural institutions were provided with 
purpose-built accommodations, auctioneers constructed new buildings for their 
auction businesses too. During the 1830s most auction rooms had fulfilled 
multiple functions. Some of the auctioning action even took place on the Grand 
Place, in the open air. Furthermore, if auctions were held inside, the rooms had 
(probably) not been designed or intended as auction rooms from the start. The 
venues mentioned in auction catalogues confirm that auctions could be held at a 
variety of venues. Some of the less evident locations included theaters, court 
rooms, shops and salons. For example, in 1841 and 1842 the Waux Hall, a 
theater near the Parc du Warande, close by the palace, was the setting for two 
auctions of paintings (and other objects) and in 1865 an auction was held in the 
meeting room of the Société Royale d’Horticulture. 91  When a collection of 
paintings of a deceased painter was sold, his studio would sometimes be used to 
organize the auction. Later in the century, alternative locations usually concerned 
art galleries and dealer’s shops, which seems to confirm the prevalence of dealers 
on the art market scene by the turn of the century. The fact that many of the 
auction houses with preserved catalogues had names that contained ‘galerie’ 
further points in the same direction.  

With the total number of auctions growing overtime, the number of 
temporary or alternative locations simultaneously decreased in importance. The 
number of auction rooms that were specialized venues continued to expand as 
auctioneers started to establish and construct their own buildings, in which they 
designed and fitted out their auction rooms to their liking. This started early on. 
Indeed, when the city council debated the right location for the display of old 
furniture that was put up for public auction in 1849 – mentioned in a previous 
paragraph – the investments made by one of the city’s auctioneers was called into 
the argument. The debate centered on whether to revoke an earlier92 resolution 
stipulating that all public auctioning and adjoining displays should be removed 
from the Grand Place and be relocated to the Vieux Marché. One councilor 
objected that if such resolution should be revoked, it would be at the expense of 
the auctioneers that had complied with legal obligations:  

 

                                         
91 LS 16617: Catalogue d'une riche collection de tableaux des ecoles anciennes et modernes, flamands, hollandaise 
et française… (Brussels 1842); LS 16326: Catalogue d'une riche colleciton de tableaux des écoles modernes 
Flamande, Hollandaise et Française, quelques meubles de boule, porcelaines de Saxe, … ages en ivoire… (Brussels 
1841) and LS 28728: Catalogue de la riche et nombreuse collection de tableaux anciens & modernes… (Brussels 
1865). 
92 Which most probably dated from one or two years prior.  
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‘Much prudence is called for, since it concerns revoking a resolution that 
would change the situation of those concerned. There are auctioneers that have 
complied, who have left the square. I cite mr. Kenettenorf who is in this 
situation. […] In changing your minds, you will generate trouble for those who 
have followed your instructions. He has bought a property where he has had an 
auction room constructed.’93  

 
During the course of the 1860s through 1880s especially, there are more traces of 
auctioneers fitting out complete buildings for the purpose. The famous Galerie 
Saint-Luc opened in 1870.94 In the late 1870s or early 1880s, an auction house was 
also established on the Boulevard Central. It took up a large, irregularly shaped 
building plot which gave onto the Boulevard and one of its side streets. There are 
no traces of what it actually looked like inside, but is obvious there was plenty of 
space available inside.95 It is likely to have had a central courtyard, covered with a 
glazed roof, and a selection of different exhibition and auction rooms.96  

A number of building plans from the later nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries give some indications as to what auction houses in Brussels could have 
looked like. For example, in 1892, G. Cambier asked permission to start 
demolishing three adjoining properties in the Rue des Chartreux. The plan was to 
transform them into one vast sales room.97 Later on he constructed stables, which 
was especially useful for his rich clients arriving at the auction house by carriage. 
Other reconstruction works were aimed at bringing as much natural light into the 
auction rooms as possible. Later, proprietor Joseph Stevens replaced the 
courtyard’s wooden roof with one made of glass and steel. The corridor in 
between the auction rooms was also glazed, allowing for much natural light. His 
auction house counted a large and small auction room of respectively 145 and 89 
square meters. The rooms themselves were provided with a side-entrance – most 
probably for the audience – and a front entrance, which probably functioned as a 
kind of stage door through which the objects could be brought out.98 An auction 
house could also be built from scratch, which was the case for the Galerie Saint-
Luc, the auction house that featured the most in the collection of studied 
catalogues. This complex of auction rooms was constructed in 1870 in the Rue 

                                         
93  ‘On devrait mettre beaucoup de circonspection, lorsqu’il s’agit de revenir sur une résolution qui change 
entièrement la position des intéressés. Il y a des directeurs de ventes qui se sont exécutes, qui ont quitté la place. Je 
citerai M. Kenettenorf qui est dans ce cas. Pour vous faire revenir sur votre résolution, on vous dit que le Vieux-
Marché est insuffisant; mais ainsi vous allez rendre très défavorable la position de celui qui s’est exécuté. II a 
acheté une propriété où il a fait construire une salle de ventes.’ BC 1849, vol. 2, 30-42. 
94 And it was for sale by 1884: L42465 and L44449.  
95 It featured on the 1882 map of Brussels used in this book.   
96 This is what the department store that sat in the same property afterwards looked like and these elements could 
be found in other auction houses too, albeit less irregularly shaped.   
97 AVB, TP 9093: letter from Cambier to the city council (2 August 1892).   
98 AVB, TP 388: correspondence and drawings.  
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des Finances, under the management of Jules de Brauwere.99 According to an 
advertisement in an 1882 auction catalogue, the complex consisted of four 
exhibition or sales rooms with adjoining depots. They were specifically fitted out 
for auctions of paintings and art. 100 The catalogue for an art auction in the Hôtel 
de Ventes de Bruxelles on the Boulevard Anspach mentioned the sale would take 
place in room seven, indicating there were multiple auction rooms there too.101  

The development of auction houses as cultural and commercial institutes in 
their own right was also reflected in their (self-)(re)presentation. The name of the 
category devoted to auctions in the directories shifted from ‘directeurs de ventes’ 
in the 1830s to ‘directeurs et salles de ventes’ in the 1850s. Perhaps this was a 
mere coincidence. Auctioneers did not necessarily have control over the name of 
the category they were listed in. However, there is reason to suspect that there was 
more to the nominal change than chance alone. An auction room in the 1830s, 
1840s and 1850s was clearly connected with the personal name of the auctioneer. 
During the 1860s, the editors of directories started to specify that the person listed 
was the ‘director’, implying that there was something he directed. In 1868 the 
term ‘salles de ventes’ was first cited as part of an entry, in order to distinguish 
between the book store ‘J. Sacré librairie’, and the auction room ‘J. Sacré, salles 
de ventes’. In the following years, auction houses were increasingly advertised with 
a non-personal name, as if they were brands. Although personal names did not 
disappear, company names like Galerie Ghémar, Galerie Saint-Luc, Hôtel de 
Ventes de Bruxelles and Salle Sainte Boniface started to pop up. The auction 
business followed a pattern of change discernable throughout the whole of the 
shopping landscape. Although some of Brussels shops already had non-personal 
names (such as A la petite Cendrillon) in the 1830s and 1840s, their numbers 
increased throughout the century. By the end of the century, all but one 
department store, for example, had a non-personal business name, and there 
were plenty of other stores like this too. 

Both in the wider retailing world and in the auction business, this transition 
from a personal name to a brand or business name might have been related to 
changes in the business structure. Many big retailing institutions – such as certain 
department stores – seem to have evolved from simple shops to business 
enterprises with stakeholders. The Hôtel de Ventes de Bruxelles was a public 
limited company for example, headed by an ‘administrateur-délégué’, a business 
manager. It can be assumed that there were other auction houses like it, with a 
board of directors in charge of the major decisions and a business manager 
managing daily affairs. Unfortunately though, this kind of organizational 
information is often lacking for Brussels’ auction houses. It is therefore unclear 
                                         
99 AVB, TP 11134 (building file Financiënstraat 8-10-12).  
100 L42465. 
101 L41975.  
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whether the nominal transition from ‘directeur de vente’ to ‘salle de vente’ also 
presented a more general shift from one-man to public limited companies. If it is 
unclear what happened from a business point of view, a shift in marketing 
strategies was clearly discernable. The listings in directories (nearly) always 
mentioned the person in charge, but mostly only at a later stage than the company 
name, which was now used as front and hallmark. If there was a company name, it 
always sat at the outset of the entry in a directory.  

With a similar timing, a shift in marketing strategies marked the auction 
catalogues. In the early years, auctions were announced as being held ‘in Louis 
De Man’s establishment’ or ‘in the salons and under the direction of Henri Le 
Roy’.102 With time, the family name was combined with the prefix ‘salles de ventes’ 
and from 1870 onwards company names started to appear. The typographical 
development is even more significant. During the 1830s the location of an auction 
was mentioned in one small paragraph printed together with all the other sales 
information. A decade later, the sales information was increasingly spread out 
over the title page. In the beginning these cover pages took the shape of a 
cluttered assemblage of data about the sale, but gradually information was 
structured more neatly. Simultaneously, the sales location came to the foreground 
more prominently. Initially, it was the address that stood out, but from the 1870s 
onwards it was the name of the auction house that was printed, mostly in capitals, 
on a separate line. It was printed higher up than the names of the auctioneers or 
the responsible organizers. At the turn of the century, title pages had become less 
loud. What prevailed was the name of the auction house. It is, for example, 
surprising to find the auction house more prominently featured on the title pages 
of the catalogues of the Galerie du Congrès than the actual content of the sale.103 
Combining this rhetorical shift with the spatial prominence of the auction house 
instead of the houses of mourning and their establishment amongst dealers in art 
and antiques with the growing assertiveness of the auctioneer in compiling 
collections, it seems as though auction houses climbed to their highpoint in the 
1870s and 1880s by building and playing out their repute as professional 
commercial institutes. Indeed, it seems as though the auction business grew to be 
increasingly commercial and professional. It was no longer a medium used for 
estate sales that must be publicly sold at auction by law, but a completely 
commercialized outlet, with an adapted business and professional ethic.   
 

                                         
102 ‘[…] à l’établissement de Louis de Man’ and ‘[…] dans les salons et sous la direction de Henri le Roy’. Multiple 
catalogues. 
103 E.g.: L42465: Tableaux , aquarelles, marbres italiens délaissés par… (Brussels 1882).  
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A dangerous expedition 

Indirectly, the organizational practices already demonstrated the agility of the 
Brussels auctioneers to transform their business into the most functional version 
possible. The prefaces of their auction catalogues hold more direct and explicit 
discursive strategies. They give a more direct insight into the careful construction 
of auctions as respectable and edifying cultural events and into how auctioneers 
adapted their strategies to changing circumstances. The quality of the auction was 
always argued through the works of art themselves. A range of adjectives, 
including ‘famous’, ‘beautiful’, ‘valuable’, ‘rare’ and ‘precious’, recurred 
throughout the century. Works of art were said to be of unseen perfection and 
merit and of the purest conservation. Apart from these descriptions, the quality of 
the works under the hammer was construed using three other strategies. First, the 
collection was elaborated upon and praised. Second, one’s own reliability as a 
business and tradesmen was put forth. Third, the moment of truth, the actual 
auction, became increasingly important as the century progressed. 
 Every auctioneer or organizer attempted to present the collection put up for 
auction as the most extraordinary having been sold in a long time. The same 
laudatory adjectives, used to describe the objects, passed in revue to characterize 
the collection. Value and quality were connected with rarity. The uniqueness of 
such a collection was always argued in contrast with the mediocrity of ‘every other’ 
collection. For example, in an 1856 catalogue, the carefully designed strategy that 
had been at the outset of the collection for sale was contrasted with the 
compulsive agglomerative urge that characterized so many other collectors and 
collections. According to another author, a so-called ‘agglomeration-mania’ 
transformed a wealth of picture galleries into ‘vast bazaars of mediocrity’.104 In 
1882, mediocrity was the subject of an elaborate rant in a preface:  
 

‘Because we have to force ourselves to get excited over the left-over scraps of 
trivial collections so often, we will now find sweet satisfaction in letting our 
imagination get us carried away, without having to fear any disappointment.’105    

  
Auctioneers also attempted to convince their audience of the exceptionality of a 
collection by talking up its owner. Even though explicit references of a collector’s 
fortune and social standing was rare, it was nevertheless systematically implied that 
they (had) belonged to an artistic and cultural elite. Typical of those playing the 
cultural field, social distinction was subtly articulated in terms of enlightenment, 

                                         
104 ‘[…] de vastes bazars de médiocrité’. L23131: Catalogue de la belle et riche collection de tableaux anciens… 
(Brussels 1856). 
105 ‘Si souvent on s’est efforcé de nous illusionner sur des rebuts de collections banales qu’il y aura pour nous, cette 
fois, une intime satisfaction, à nous laisser aller aux élans de notre admiration, sans craindre, d’être déçus.’ 
L42454.  
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civilization, artistry and artistic knowledge. 106  Collectors were consistently 
portrayed as distinguished ‘men of taste’. It was emphasized that in assembling 
their collection, they had manifested insight in artistic matters and distinguished 
themselves from others, or that their collection reflected their enlightened spirit. 
When the owner of the collection had not been a collector but a painter, the 
preface of the catalogue took the shape of a biography of merits, especially during 
the second half of the nineteenth century. As was the case when a collector was 
concerned, the artists’ moral accomplishments were put forth, albeit accompanied 
and enforced by a statement on the brilliance of his artistic talent.  

Renown was another recurring feature in the prefaces. Befitting a 
commercial strategy of exciting anonymity, it was sometimes argued that there was 
no need to reveal whose collection would be gaveled. Authors of prefaces gasped 
that everybody knew who was concerned, or that the collector’s cabinet had been 
a true salon, a meeting place for the artistic world. Especially during the 1850s, the 
eminence of collectors was evidenced by means of the word ‘urbanité’. Although 
it is unclear what this term meant precisely, it can be assumed that it indicated 
some kind of civilized, honorable behavior. In 1856, for example, reference was 
made to the ‘urbanity’ with which a collector had done the honors whenever his 
collection was called on by eminent visitors.107 In 1858 another art lover was 
admired because of the ‘urbanity’ in his speech. Yet another preface contained 
the explicit contrast between the owner of the collection at hand and the ‘amateur 
de convention’. This ‘conventional’ or ‘seeming’ art lover patronized the arts with 
an extreme love of paternalism and most often had a hidden agenda.108 Buying art 
was clearly entangled with issues of social, cultural and literal capital. 

Social distinction was called into play, yet ever so subtly in terms of artistry 
and knowledge of artistic matters. Apart from the collector’s distinguished 
personality, his insightfulness and knowledge of the artistic world was used in the 
argumentation too. Collectors were presented as visionaries. In an age of cultural 
eclecticism, it is obvious that making the right choice had turned into an art of its 
own.109 Prefaces were chockfull of words such as ‘taste’ and ‘choice’, referring to 
the ability to produce order in the chaos of possibilities. Both words were never 
really defined, but they clearly referred to a combination of innovation and 
convention; of being able to make a choice that would be well received by peers, 
but was individual and risky at the same time. In the mid-century, this discourse 
was elaborated upon with the concept of a golden age for collectors. That golden 

                                         
106 On social and cultural distinction: Pierre Bourdieu, La distinction. Critique social du jugement (Paris 1979) and 
Nick Prior, ‘A question of perception. Bourdieu, art and the postmodern’, The British journal of sociology, 56 
(2005) 123-139.  
107 L23131.  
108 L24230: Catalogue de la riche et nombreuse collection de tableaux modernes… (Brussels 1858).  
109 Yves Schoonjans, ‘“Intérieur d’un employé aux magasins du Louvre Rue St Jacques”. Een negentiende-eeuws 
burgerlijk interieur’, Dietsche Warande & Belfort,  97 (1997) 2-23.  
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age dated back to the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries and was being 
referred to as a kind of prehistoric age, characterized by a lack of interest in 
artistic matters and the continuous undervaluation of great masterpieces. During 
that golden age visionaries had been able to assemble extremely valuable 
collections for next to nothing.110 Conversely, the mid-century itself was perceived 
of as a time during which an increasing number of art lovers and bidders 
competed for a decreasing number of available masterpieces and famous 
collections.111  

The golden-age theory intertwined with a nationalistic discourse lamenting 
the loss of the national art reserves. Authors of prefaces regularly pointed towards 
the utterly deplorable dispersal of collections, bought up by foreign amateurs. 
They pointed the finger at the local and national governments, as well as foreign 
amateurs and museums as guilty parties.112 Although this discourse fitted perfectly 
with the blossoming interest in the (national) past, so typical of the nineteenth 
century, it is nevertheless at least ironic that auctioneers were the ones to 
recuperate this nationalistic and historicist discourse and point their finger at 
others.113 After all, the auction business was the ultimate commercial circuit that 
facilitated the exodus of art works to foreign bidders with bulging purses. 
Collections were divided into lots, and each lot was sold at the highest possible 
price, regardless of whether the bidder lived in Brussels, elsewhere in Belgium or 
abroad. This ambiguity beautifully illustrates that auctioneers incorporated 
existing cultural and political discourses in their marketing as a rhetorical strategy 
to underline and argue the exceptional value of the collections they put up for 
sale. Obviously the nationalistic discourse was intended to drive up the prices and 
lure in native buyers. If foreign buyers were interested, the art at stake must be 
very valuable indeed. 

The golden age rhetoric passed and with it a new type of discourse arose. 
Indeed, with the competition having grown fierce, it made more sense to 
emphasize and appreciate the diligent efforts that had been invested in the 
formation of a collection. From the 1850s onwards, the capital and time that had 
been sacrificed in assembling a collection came to be increasingly emphasized. 
Although the authors of the prefaces stressed that they could not think of a better 
and more honorable way one could spend one’s fortune and time, they brought 
the difficulties ‘their’ amateurs had encountered into the limelight ever more.114 
The difficult existence of the art lover and collector was sometimes contemplated 

                                         
110 The eighteenth century was indeed characterized by an overload of available paintings and a clearance sale to 
foreign collectors: Lyna, The cultural construction, 251-267. 
111 L26461: Catalogue de la collection de tableaux anciens et modernes… (Brussels 1861). 
112 L23598: Catalogue de la belle et riche collection de tableaux anciens… (Brussels 1857). 
113 On the blossoming historical interest during the nineteenth century, see Stephen Bann, Romanticism and the 
rise of history (New York 1995) and Jo Tollebeek et al. (eds), Romantiek en historische cultuur (Groningen 1996).  
114 E.g.: L18734: Catalogue d’une belle collection de tableaux des écoles… (Brussels 1847) and L24230.  
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quite elaborately. The most poetic of those contemplations came from the pen of 
Louis Lampe, auctioneer of the Ruelens auction in 1882. He described the love 
for paintings as a dangerous expedition and compared art lovers to explorers:  

 
‘The art of painting is a vast territory that, even though it has been tamed and 
conquered in every possible sense for a long time, still elicits many emotions 
and plenty of surprises for the shrewd and cautious explorers, but reserves 
daunting miscalculations and grim disappointments for inexperienced 
travelers.’ 115  

 
Because of the dangers this vast land of painting provided, a decent guide was of 
the utmost importance. Unsurprisingly, Lampe himself had the honor of 
presenting the collection of such a guide and a most exceptional one at that. 
However sweet the adventure could turn out, explorative missions could very well 
fail too. The world of art and auction could prove trying. For example, in 1856, 
an anonymous collection was auctioned. According to the author of the preface of 
this auction’s catalogue, the collector had collapsed under the disastrous 
consequences of a collecting mania, so typical of passionate art lovers. According 
to the rather dramatic description, this particular art lover (or explorer) was now 
so deeply offended and his self-esteem so deeply hurt, that he could not but sell 
his art. Betrayed by everyone he had trusted, he now wanted to get rid of 
everything that had ever given him pleasure and comfort. The collection consisted 
of a conglomerate of both ordinary and exceptional pieces of art. Expertly art 
lovers were encouraged to sift the wheat from the chaff and take advantage of the 
opportunity.116 

As the century progressed auctioneers also inserted potential buyers in their 
attempts to demonstrate quality. At the end of the 1840s, the museum first 
appeared as a place auctioneers suggested the works of art could or should end 
up. It was nevertheless not until the 1870s that public museums started to be 
actively deployed in the construction of value. From then on, collections were 
regularly described as ‘worthy of featuring in a public collection’.117 Museums had 
come to be perceived as leading institutions in the construction of a canon. 
Especially with regard to old masters, museums were considered to be temples of 
quality. The discursive appearance of the museum at auctions ran parallel with 
their geographical alliance. Indeed, it was rather soon after museums started to 

                                         
115 ‘La peinture est un vaste pays qui, depuis des siècles battu en tous sens, ménage encore aux explorateurs sagaces 
et circonspects bien des émotions, bien des surprises, mais réserve aux voyageurs novices de décourageants 
mécomptes et de dures déceptions.’ L42899.  
116 L 23115: Catalogue de la belle et nombreuse collection de tableaux… (Brussels 1856).  
117 ‘[..] digne de figurer dans une collection publique’. L32622. Other examples: L18738: Catalogue de tableaux des 
écoles anciennes… (Brussels 1847); L32622: Catalogue de tableaux, esquisses, études etc. délaissés… (Brussels 
1871) and L41963: Catalogue de deux portraits de Franz Hals… (Brussels 1882). 
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appear regularly in prefaces, that the more prestigious auction houses for art 
established themselves in their vicinity. By the end of the century, external 
institutions, such as the museum, had even surpassed the collection as a marker of 
quality for art works in auction catalogue prefaces. Because the role of private 
artistic cabinets as artistic sanctuaries weakened in the wake of the rise of public 
museums, this shift in the auctioneers’ discourses made sense.118 Auction house 
directors capitalized on changing circumstances with remarkable flexibility and 
ease. That flexibility moreover characterized their overall stance towards 
museums. Off and on they were addressed positively as desired clients or 
negatively as fearsome competitors for the amateurs. Obviously, mentioning the 
museum as a potential client could help drive up prices, as had been the case with 
foreign amateurs. Both were treated in a similar way. Early on in the century, the 
foreign interest was only phrased positively, but from the mid-century onwards, 
foreign buyers were addressed negatively quite often.  

Although the attention for the collection and collector never subsided, in 
the later decades of the nineteenth century it no longer sufficed. Auctioneers had 
to throw their own respectability in the fray too. Their assessment of quality and 
value had always been amenable to discussion. As a reporter of the Journal de 
Bruxelles remarked in 1878: ‘The arts are most often a matter of fancy, money 
and convention’.119 This kind of remark indicates the bad reputation the auction 
business enjoyed. For example, in 1862, French dissident author and political 
journalist Henri Rochfort satirized the Parisian auction circuit in his Les petits 
mystères de l’hôtel de ventes. Every party involved in any auction, ranging from 
the auctioneer himself to the shrewd amateur, got it in the neck. In Rochfort’s 
opinion, auction houses were ‘Nestle’s towers’ – a historical term used in popular 
culture to point out places of ruin and deteriorating morals. 120 Similar to what will 
be argued for department stores in the next chapter, the Brussels auction business 
aroused less controversy than its Parisian counterpart. One preface’s author even 
explicitly denoted that Brussels’ art lovers were of a less fiery nature than their 
colleagues in Paris and that the battle in the auction room was therefore usually 
less heated in Brussels.121 Although Brussels obviously was not the equal of Paris 
in any way, it is nevertheless clear that a concern with reputation was very much 
alive among the writers of catalogue prefaces. 

 Credibility was a recurring topic in prefaces for the better part of the 
century. Apart from a more general concern discernable with most tradesmen, the 
degree of importance attached to it in the auction business was a direct result from 
                                         
118 Christophe Loir, L’émergence des beaux-arts en Belgique. Institutions, artistes, public et patrimoine (1773-1835) 
(Brussels 2004) and Liesbet Nys, De intrede van het publiek. Museumbezoek in België 1830-1914 (Leuven 
University Press 2012).  
119 ‘Cet art est souvent une affaire de fantaisie, d’écus et de convention.’ Journal de Bruxelles (23 December 1878).  
120 Henri Rochfort, Les petits mystères de l’hôtel de ventes (Paris 1862).  
121 L31671 and L32527.  
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the way earlier auctioneers had deployed the auction catalogue. Indeed, in the late 
eighteenth century, auctioneers had cashed in on the potential of the auction 
catalogue as a marketing tool rather enthusiastically. The specific language, as it 
had developed in the early catalogues, had eroded into pompous eulogies with 
little substance. Furthermore, many works of art had been wrongfully attributed to 
specific artists – either out of ignorance or in an attempt to pump up the prices.122 
The effects of this blatant marketing technique remained visible until well into the 
1870s. In half of the prefaces auctioneers explicitly guaranteed they would refrain 
from praising the objects listed. There seems to have been a general consensus 
that the use of blatant publicity slogans should be foregone as much as possible. 
Etienne Le Roy, member of a renowned Brussels auction family, for example, 
indicated that all of his auction catalogues were consistently edited with the 
premise of avoiding all kinds of praise.123 Praise was clearly believed to be an 
indicator of dishonest business practices. The link between the resolution to avoid 
puffing up pieces of art and the existing prejudices was explicitly expressed on 
occasion. For example, in an 1841 catalogue preface it was argued that eulogies 
were only inserted by quacks. Therefore, extolling the works of arts’ exceptional 
properties should be avoided at all costs:  

 
‘It is completely useless to use big words or inflated language in an attempt to 
draw public attention on that Sale. […] All amateurs and connoisseurs will be 
able to convince themselves sufficiently of the rarity and richness of the objects 
[…] without it being necessary to take the road of charlatanism or camaraderie, 
unfortunately so commonly traveled.’124 

 
Condemning quacks was thus deployed in an attempt to emphasize one’s own 
dignity, reliability and honor. It constituted a rhetorical trick that was used rather 
often.  
 Obviously, the rhetorical strategy of denouncing the malpractices of others 
did not withhold auctioneers from enthusiastically puffing up their own auctions 
anyway. The author of an 1844 catalogue preface boldly stated that only swindlers 
used a preface: 
  

                                         
122 Whiteley, ‘The language’, 35-45 and Lyna, The cultural construction, 9-11 and 151-163.  
123 L24140: Catalogue du cabinet de tableaux anciens, des écoles… (Brussels 1858).  
124 ‘Il est complètement inutile d’employer de grands mots ou des phrases emplantiques, pour appeler l’attention 
publique sur cette Vente. […] tous les amateurs et connaisseurs pourront suffisamment se convaincre de la rareté et 
de la richesse des articles […] sans qu’il soit nécessaire de se jeter dans la voie malheureusement trop commune, 
du charlatanisme ou de la camaraderie.’ L16152: Catalogue de tableaux des anciennes écoles… (Brussels 1841).  
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‘A preface! Really, we should dispense with it on this occasion as if it were 
something superfluous. Charlatanism alone finds itself in need of extolling its 
fleeting works!’ 125  

 
His words proved to be hollow. Even after condemning the medium, he 
nevertheless went on making eager use of it. He justified himself by arguing that 
his auction was to feature the most exceptional collection and that presenting it 
constituted the most intimate pleasure for him. This type of inconsistency in 
discourse and practice was very typical of prefaces and catalogues. They nearly 
always combined a promise to keep far away from puff with writing a text 
chockfull of laudatory adjectives and remarks.  

Authors of prefaces promised to stay away from boosting the works of art 
under the hammer for various reasons other than the fact that extolling objects 
smelled of charlatanism. Some authors argued that it had been the wish of the 
collection’s owner. Others spoke of practical reasons, such as lack of time and 
space. As mentioned before, some put forth that the fame of the collection or the 
owner outdid the necessity of describing its merits. The argument recurring most 
frequently was the addressed audience of ‘amateurs’. The insertion of puffy 
sentences could offend these amateurs, because the use of publicity slogans 
suggested that auctioneers thought they might influence the former’s opinions. 
Instead they argued that art lovers were expected to form their own opinions. 
More than once it was stipulated that any attempt to influence those opinions was 
both a waste of effort and an insult of their taste. The auctioneers’ reasoning thus 
balanced in between buttering up the oh-so-very competent art lovers on the one 
hand and emphasizing the latter’s own responsibility in knowing their business.   

In the early nineteenth century, buyers were expected to know what they 
bought and would not be guaranteed that the works actually did belong to those 
artists they were attributed to and that they were in fact authentic. Initially, authors 
of catalogues put forth that the works of art and their attributions were believed to 
be authentic, until proven otherwise. Amateurs were called upon their own 
knowledge to discover potential mistakes. In this way, the organizers of the 
auction cleared themselves of any responsibility. In practice, this allowed them to 
list unfunded attributions in the catalogue without being held responsible for it, 
even if this was a practice they discursively frowned upon. Rather than reflecting 
an honest concern that something might be wrong with the trade, the discourse 
against quacks clearly proved to be a tool to present oneself as a reliable 
tradesman. The auctioneers’ own reputations increasingly came to the foreground 
as the century progressed. Quality was actively construed in the old-fashioned way 

                                         
125 ‘Un avant propos! en vérité nous devrions nous en dispenser en cette circonstance, comme d’une chose 
superflue.  Le charlatanisme seul a besoin de prôner ses oeuvres éphémères!’ L17477: Catalogue d'une belle et 
riche collection de tableaux… (Brussels 1844).  
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by means of some sort of professional code or honor. Apart from setting 
themselves apart from the quack crowd, auctioneers used an increasing array of 
ploys from the mid-century onwards. They recurrently boasted that they had 
specifically been requested to organize the auction at hand.126 They emphasized 
that the collection’s owners had faith in them and used this in their prefaces as 
some sort of token of their professional reputation. Instead of (or in addition to) 
emphasizing the good breeding of the owner of the collection, it was the 
respectability of the auctioneer that was put forth.127 Slowly but steadily the focus 
shifted.  

As pompous puffing gradually lost topicality in prefaces later in the century, 
auctioneers progressively guaranteed the authenticity of the lots without reserve. 
Works of art were provided with a stamp of provenance, allowing art lovers and 
art historians to reconstruct its pedigree. By introducing these measures, 
auctioneers seem to have taken a turn, and walked the path of establishing a firm 
relationship of thrust with their customers. In doing so, they became less of a 
theatrical director and more of an advisor, while possible lessening the excitement 
of the sale somewhat. Their choice for guaranteeing authenticity fitted with the 
scholarly culture that was increasingly invading the auction room. At the same 
time when experts started to show up to assist to the sale and auctioneers 
emphasized their own expertise, scholarly authorities were called in to help 
underpin the arguments of quality and rarity. Authors spoke of the reliability of 
their sources in prefaces and they introduced the adjective ‘scientific’ in their 
vocabulary, which became more scholarly altogether. At one occasion, a 
collection was described as having been collected ‘with science’, rather than with 
taste, as had often been the case previously. Another author remarked that ‘not a 
single atom of fame’ could be added to the memory of a deceased artist whose 
collection had been put up for auction in 1885.128  

Authors of prefaces left behind the negative phrasing of the anti-praise 
rhetoric and instead formulated the positive promise to describe their lots in as 
technically, accurately, and scientifically a way as possible. Unsurprisingly, this 
‘new objectivity’ or ‘scientific’ turn was accompanied by an increase in the number 
of signed prefaces. The number of prefaces for which we know who wrote them 
increased from the 1850s onwards, but it was mostly during the final decades of 
the nineteenth century that they were written by experts instead of the auctioneers 
or auction house directors. The outsiders’ voice was probably introduced in an 

                                         
126 This had been a common strategy amongst early modern shopkeepers. See Ilja Van Damme, Verleiden en 
verkopen. Antwerpse kleinhandelaars en hun klanten in tijden van crisis (ca. 1648-1748) (Amsterdam 2007) 160-
169. 
127 E.g.: L23598, L28389: Catalogue de la collection de tableaux anciens & modernes… (Brussels 1865) and 
L42899. 
128 ‘[…] aucune atome de célébrité’. L24707: Catalogue de la belle et riche collection de tableaux… (Brussels 1859) 
and L44632: Catalogue de tableaux et aquarelles dépendant de la succession… (Brussels 1885).  
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attempt to add a sense of objectivity to the catalogue and sale. The rise of the 
humanities as academic disciplines and the increased popularity of scientific 
references in popular culture was thus incorporated in the auctioneers’ and 
auction house directors’ efforts to establish and maintain a professional repute of 
expertise and honesty.129 Once more, auctioneers demonstrated their flexibility 
and their ability to adapt to wider, ‘external’ evolutions, while probably aiding to 
their popularization.  

Finally, while the auction business settled into its own purpose-built homes 
in the 1870s and brought its own reputation and associated external experts to the 
fore to the detriment of the collection and its owner, the auction itself became a 
guarantee for quality too. Initially, a condescending attitude towards commercial 
motivations had prevailed. The sublime artistic qualities of both the collections 
and the owners were stressed, while the commercial circumstances were ignored 
completely. Although these art auctions were essentially commercial transactions, 
they were portrayed as edifying and elegant artistic events. It is no coincidence that 
the author of the preface of an auction catalogue published in 1835 felt the need 
to openly distinguish between the ‘amateur’, the true lover of everything art and 
gallery, and the speculator, getting a thrill from the excitement produced by a 
sale. 130  All through the 1840s and 1850s every association with commerce 
continued to carry a negative connotation. Inversely, it was stressed that the works 
of art were excellently conserved and that they had not circulated from one dealer 
to another. Art lovers were thus called on to buy the objects at auction. Indeed, in 
a true art lover’s gallery they would be safe from the danger of deterioration they 
were under in commercial contexts. One author rather explicitly argued that the 
collection under the hammer had been assembled without any sign of 
mercantilism. Commerce had not prevailed in this case as it did in so many 
others, he continued.131 When a dealer’s stock was sold, authors of the catalogues’ 
prefaces always stressed that the art dealers in question were honorable merchants 
rather than shady charlatans. In 1850, for example, one preface’s author 
underlined that the collection at hand belonged to one of those very rare 
speculators who distinguished himself from the others by propagating true art.132 
Auctioneers and auction house directors thus deployed an artistic discourse in 
order to attune to the wishes and expectations of an artistic audience.  

Even if the anxious and condescending attitude towards speculation and 
lucre never fully disappeared, the 1860s nevertheless marked the beginning of an 
opposite and complementary discourse. From then on, every once and a while 

                                         
129 On the history of the humanities and their place in nineteenth-century society: Rens Bod, A new history of the 
humanities. The search for principles and patterns from Antiquity to the present (Oxford 2014) 250-351. 
130 L13983.  
131 L20655: Catalogue d’une belle et nombreuse collection de tableaux… (Brussels 1852).  
132 L19765: Catalogue d’une belle collection de tableaux anciens… (Brussels 1850).  
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the commercial aspect of an auction figured positively in a preface. Authors 
stressed the value of a painting by arguing they could hardly be found anymore in 
any trade stock. If paintings achieved high prices, this also became a marker of 
quality. Art lovers were obviously believed to be in possession of great fortunes 
and investing in art was the only civilized way of spending it. Even though the 
collection’s owners were still mentioned when an auction featured such a pre-
existing collection, the focus slowly and steadily shifted towards the auction as a 
medium. From the 1860s onwards, it became all the more common to cite the 
previous auctions works of art had featured in, instead of referring to their 
previous owners. Although this constituted a very subtle discursive shift from the 
collection to the moment of sale, it is nevertheless significant – all the more so 
when considering the fact that the preserved prefaces in the later nineteenth 
century mostly concerned auctions of pre-existing collections, the ultimate type of 
auction for which it continued to make sense to refer to the collection and the 
owner. The fact that auctioneers increasingly brought some of the attention onto 
themselves and the auction circuit in these cases is especially indicative of the 
growing prominence of the auctioneer and the auction as an event. As the century 
progressed, a description of the rarity of the collection was replaced with a 
variation on that formula: ‘The collection we are offering to the highest bidders 
among the art lovers forms one of the most important and most remarkable 
auctions that have taken place in several years…’133 

Even though the geographical alliance of Brussels’ auction houses with the 
theatrical and spectacular culture was weaker than in Paris, Brussels auctioneers 
and auction house directors did nevertheless describe their auctions as thrilling 
events. Collections were sold ‘au feu des enchères’, in a heated bidding battle. 134 
Amateurs were expected to fight passionately over the works of art at auction, 
albeit less fiercely than in Paris.135 This – at the least – suggests that auctions were 
indeed exciting events of social spectacle. One does not need a lot of imagination 
to think of the space of the auction as a place where kindred spirits engaged in a 
ritual battle. The commercial medium of the auction was therefore positively 
perceived as an artistic event. The artistic recuperation of the auction as a 
commercial institute is beautifully illustrated in the preface of the catalogue 
printed at the occasion of an auction, directed by Etienne Le Roy in 1870. Three 
separate collections were brought together and in his preface, Le Roy remarked 
that the owner of the second collection did not need to be mentioned. Indeed, 

                                         
133 ‘La collection que nous offrons aux enchères des amateurs forme une des ventes les plus considérables et les 
plus remarquables qui se soient présentées depuis quelques années…’ L38824: Catalogue de tableaux modernes & 
anciens… (Brussels 1878).  
134 L28389. 
135 E.g.: L24230, L31988 and L48996: Catalogue. Tableaux anciens et modernes… (Brussels 1890).  
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this collection had been carved into the collective artistic memory of both artists 
and experts:  

 
‘There is to be found one of the distinctive traits of our times, when every 
public auction brings into prominence those pages in history on which either 
the old or contemporary schools congratulate themselves’.136  

 
As it were, the circuit of public art auctions fed the artistic memory. In 1865, a 
famous auction took place featuring the collection compiled by Gustave 
Couteaux, a famous Brussels banker, amateur and art dealer, during which the 
positive appreciation for the commercial medium of the auction became most 
eloquently clear. The same Etienne Le Roy was the acting auctioneer and he 
explicitly contemplated upon the auction’s importance in the world of arts. After 
having praised the collection from a number of perspectives, he denoted that he 
was quite sure that the featured paintings would attain high prices. After all, ‘the 
public auctions are much like the Lydian stone assessing the value of gold’.137 
Auctions were considered to be the artistic touchstones in the world of art. This 
remark is illustrative of the way in which commerce and culture got intertwined in 
the discourse shaping the auctions of paintings in Brussels. It also demonstrates 
how auctioneers climbed to their highpoint by drawing attention upon themselves 
as artistic tradesmen and upon the auction itself as an event, rather than on the 
collection. Although it was a most successful strategy at first – auction houses 
reached their numerical highpoint in Brussels in the decades surrounding the 
1880s – it does not seem to have proved a durable one.  
 

Conclusion: trading up 

Miscellaneous, sometimes subtle, yet meaningful shifts in location, organization 
and culture marked the nineteenth-century auction scene in Brussels. In the early 
nineteenth century, the Brussels auction business had still been connected with 
the secondhand market from which it had originated. Like the secondhand 
vendors on the Place du Vieux Marché, plenty of auctioneers on the Grand Place 
still displayed their wares in the open air. The latter were established on the 
Grand Place, from where a route dotted with ‘fripiers’ led to the secondhand 
market. By the end of the century, the auction business had spatially detached 
itself from the lower tiers of the secondhand market and had grown into a 

                                         
136 ‘C’est là un des signes distinctifs de notre temps où chaque vente aux enchères publiques met en relief les pages 
dont s’honorent les Ecoles soit anciennes, soit contemporaines.’ L31988: Catalogue de tableaux modernes des 
écoles… (Brussels 1870).  
137 ‘[…] car les ventes publiques ressemblent à la pierre de touche qui constate la valeur d’or.’ L28389. 
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separate circuit, established in its own commercial institutes, complete with form-
specific architecture and an assertive business culture. Its top segment was 
involved in the sale of expensive items of art and valuable consumer goods, which 
often included antique objects. Although success stories of contemporary auction 
houses such as Sotheby’s or Christies’ could easily provoke the assumption that 
auction houses were at the core of the art and antiques trade, fixing prices and 
trends, the history of Brussels’ auctions nevertheless demonstrates that the art and 
antiques scene was infinitely more complex. If auctioneers had been at the 
geographical center of the art and antiques market in the early nineteenth century, 
they seem to have lost out to the art dealer by the end of the century. At the very 
least, they fell back in numbers.  
 As the previous chapter has demonstrated, wrapping a specific commercial 
practice in a contemporary envelope – both materially and culturally – does not 
guarantee it to thrive. The practice of food marketing turned out much more 
suited to the open-air squares than the modern buildings with glazed roofs and 
shop-like stalls. Establishing itself as a ‘modern’ commercial institute was not the 
only thing that contributed to the auction houses’ numerical and cultural hausse in 
the late nineteenth century. In their fancy buildings, they also started to behave 
much more like an average retailer, focusing less on the specificities of what made 
an auction into an auction and trying to attract customers by engaging in age-old 
strategies: building a reputation and a relationship of trust with its clients. It seems 
the Brussels public appreciated those strategies. Art dealers were nevertheless 
even better positioned to do just that, which presumably explains the numerical 
and geographical dominance of art and antiquity shops in Brussels in the early 
twentieth century. 
 While they assumed more characteristics of a regular retailer, the top 
segment of Brussels’ auctioneers seem to have increasingly preferred the elevated 
neighborhoods of the city. While a grand and spectacular shopping culture was 
booming downtown in department and other stores – as will be argued in the next 
chapter – auctioneers retreated to the more noble, luxurious, less frenetic and 
more artistic streets of the city. It is presumable that theatrical practices continued 
to put its mark on the Brussels auction house, even if very little trails of the theater 
and spectacle associated with the Parisian auction scene could be found. The 
viewing days, the subtle construction of an artistic and elitist world at auction, and 
especially the well-chosen locations of imposing auction houses, testify to that 
assumption. Indeed, when the central boulevards were planned in the 1860s and 
1870s, a spot had been reserved for an auction house. The auction house, named 
Hôtel des Ventes de Bruxelles, even featured on one of the maps of the city, as if 
it were some sort of landmark. 

However, as the century progressed the highbrow artistic components of 
that theatrical culture were expressed in a more elitist choice of location. 
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Auctioneers had always tried to create added value by immersing their auctions in 
an artistic culture. Their commercial interests and actions were strategically and 
rhetorically wrapped in an artful packaging, giving their events an exclusive air by 
making use of a culture and a language that was typical of both their suppliers and 
their audience. As the century progressed, they nevertheless put a larger emphasis 
on their own artistic expertise and sought to back that up by a geographical 
association with museums and luxury shops. By 1900 auctioneers had moved 
away from the spectacular boulevards completely. In 1902, the Hôtel des Ventes 
on the Boulevard Anspach was replaced with the Grands Magasins du Centre, a 
department store. Granted, the Grands Magasins du Centre mainly sold furniture, 
which must have been one of the auction house’s main product lines too, but the 
switch was nevertheless significant. The only auction houses remaining within the 
central shopping districts were a number of art auction houses. Instead of seeking 
a geographical alliance with the spectacle downtown, they preferred to be near the 
museum and the fashionable antique and other luxury shops. The turn away from 
the spectacle of the downtown boulevards does not entail that the auction house 
was any less exciting or theatrical uptown. It might nevertheless indicate that 
different shopping neighborhoods harbored shopping cultures with slightly 
different emphasis.   

The fact that they relocated uptown tells us something important about the 
Brussels shopping landscape. Indeed, in the later nineteenth century, the lower 
and the upper cities did not have the same shopping profiles. As will be argued 
more elaborately in the next chapter, retailing took the path of spectacular 
shopping on an extravagant scale and a world of goods downtown. Department 
stores took the lead, with their multistory buildings stretching over multiple 
building plots, but smaller stores followed suit too. The fact that auction houses 
for art chose to settle uptown, whilst the directors managing them advertised 
themselves as dealers too, suggests that the upper city had retained its more 
intimate and exclusive character. Although the number of shops had clearly 
expanded in the upper city as much as downtown, with retailers spreading into 
previously residential streets, the small-scaled exclusive shop seems to have 
remained the norm there: less sensational spectacle, yet a more exclusive 
treatment and range of goods. While the upper tiers of the art and auction market 
moved on up, the secondhand market remained downhill, with its focal point still 
in the Marolles, Brussels’ most pauperized neighborhood. The fact that this 
market was nevertheless thriving might indicate that shopping in Brussels was not 
confined to the elitist neighborhoods. Although additional research is needed to 
draw conclusions in a more definitive manner, it is likely the working classes 
engaged in a form of shopping that was different and yet related to that in the 
upper city’s fancy shops and auction houses. Perhaps the flickering lights and the 
shop windows along the boulevards and the new shopping axis along the Rue 
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Neuve and the Rue du Midi provided the common ground, where different social 
groups engaged in visual shopping.  
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Il l  23. Promotional drawing for Grands Magasins Leonhard Tietz 
Source: AGR, Archives de sequesters, XIV, 450: template invoice paper. 
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Ch a p t e r  f i v e  

Bigger & Brighter 
Downtown and the Department Store 

 

 

Noah’s ark 

‘Believe you me’, the reporter of L’Indépendance Belge exclaimed, ‘The 
Begum’s fortune would have been eaten into quite vigorously yesterday!’ 1 
‘Yesterday’ was April 14, 1910 and the millions referred to were spent in the Rue 
Neuve, at the Grands Magasins Leonhard Tietz, Brussels’ latest shopping 
paradise. Its inauguration was quite the event, attended by all of Brussels and 
beyond. Particularly excited were the huge delegations of ‘pretty onlookers’ that 
had set out from the city, from its suburbs and the provinces.  
 

‘Whether they were « capitalists » or provincials, these graceful daughters of 
Eve had been beside themselves with curiosity, a curiosity that built up every 
time unknown details about the interior design of the superb building, about 
the countless departments on the ground floor, on every floor, were sent into 
the world during these days’.2  

 
To the enthusiastic reporter of L’Indépendance Belge it seemed crystal clear that 
the nifty marketing strategies had worked. All day and all night long, an 
immensurable crowd swarmed the halls and floors, marveling at what was before 
them: a magnificent palace filled with endless amounts of goods, stacked, draped 
and hung as far as the eye could reach. One could simply find everything at this 
department store: 
 

‘Nothing but goods, endless supplies of enticing goods, laces, silks, jewelry! 
Nothing but merchandise heaped up as far as the eye could see, handkerchiefs, 
gloves, drapes! How diverse an array of goods, ironmongery, travel goods, 
textiles! Are you looking for toys or shoes, for corsets or cigars, blouses or 
coal? Drop in at Tietz! … Do you want furniture or liquor, handkerchiefs or 

                                                   
1 ‘Les millions de la Bégum eussent été, hier, rudement écornés, n’en doutez pas!’ L’Indépendance Belge (16 April 
1910). The quote refers to the large inheritance central to the plot of Jules Verne’s Les cinq cents millions de la 
Bégum (1879).   
2 ‘Qu’elles fussent « capitalistes » ou provinciales, toutes ces gracieuses filles d’Eve avaient été affolées de curiosité, 
d’une curiosité qui s’enflait davantage à chaque fois que l’on donnait, ces jours-ci, un détail inédit sur 
l’aménagement du superbe immeuble, sur les rayons innombrables, au rez-de-chaussée, à tous les étages…’ 
L’Indépendance Belge (16 April 1910).   
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jam, comestibles or umbrellas? Drop in at Tietz! … Might you be in search of 
knives or musical instruments, of perfume or Kodaks? Drop in at Tietz!’3  

  
Not even Noah’s ark could boast such an elaborate collection of species, the 
reporter awed. He was not the first to get swept up in the spectacular display of 
goods and people in the dazzling setting of a department store. Nor would he be 
the last. Although it is agreed upon that no specific moment can be identified for 
its ‘birth’, the advent of the department store in the Western World is generally 
brought back to the middle of the nineteenth century, when novelty stores 
gradually added other specializations or ‘departments’ to their offerings.4 It was, 
however, not until later in the century that full-fledged department stores, such as 
the Grands Magasins Tietz, were established in one fell swoop. As a retail form, 
both the early and the later department stores were subject to ample 
contemporary discussion, especially in France and the United Kingdom. A 
number of commentators were as enthusiastic as the reporter of L’Indépendance 
Belge. Others were less positive, while some foresaw nothing but evil sprouting 
from the popularity of the department store. The latter emphasized the potential 
damage the department store could cause to the social fabric of society, by 
crushing small-scale shopkeepers and luring women out of their homes onto 
endless shopping sprees. Enthused or not, the department store had caught the 
attention. It had provoked a sense of the unseen, of radical change – for better or 
for worse.   

It was that sense of newness that brought the nineteenth-century 
department store to the attention of scholars too. As emphasized in the 
introduction, the department store has received ample historical attention. There 
is a long list of business hagiographies and histories, telling the stories of famous 
stores or the great men behind them.5 As historians Geoffrey Crossick and Serge 
Jaumain have argued, these ‘historical approaches to department stores tended to 

                                                   
3 ‘Que de choses, que de milliers de choses tentantes, dentelles, soieries, bijouteries! Que de marchandises 
entassées partout où portrait la vue, mouchoirs, gants, rideaux! Que d’objets divers, quincaillerie, articles de 
voyage, aunages! Voulez-vous des jouets ou des chaussures, des corsets ou des cigares, des blouses ou du charbon? 
Voyez chez Tietz! … Désirez-vous des meubles ou des liqueurs, des mouchoirs ou des confitures, des comestibles 
ou des parapluies? Voyez chez Tietz! … Cherchez-vous peut-être des couteaux ou des instruments de musique, des 
parfums ou des Kodaks? Voyez chez Tietz!’ L’Indépendance Belge (16 April 1910).  
4 E.g.: Geoffrey Crossick & Serge Jaumain, ‘The world of the department store: distribution, culture and social 
change’, in: Geoffrey Crossick & Serge Jaumain (eds), Cathedrals of Consumption. The European department 
store, 1850-1939 (Aldershot 1999) 10-12. 
5 For examples of the hagiographic kind, see: Fernand Laudet, La Samaritaine (Paris 1933); Marc Dasquet, Le Bon 
Marché (Paris 1955), R. Pound, Selfridge: a Biography (London 1960) and Jacques Lacrosse & Pierre De Bie, 
Emile Bernheim. Histoire d’un grand magasin (Brussels 1972). For examples of more in-depth studies on 
department stores, see: Robert Twyman, History of Marshall Field and Co. 1852-1906 (University of Pennsylvania 
Press 1954); Asa Briggs, Friends of the People: the Centenary History of Lewis’s (London 1956); Ralph Hower, 
History of Macy’s of New York 1858-1919 (Harvard University Press 1976) and M. Corina, Fine Silks and Oak 
Counters: Debenhams 1778-1978 (London 1978).  
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emphasise the dual themes of celebration and modernization’.6 The same could 
be said for the more general economic histories that featured the department 
store, published from the 1950s onwards. Hrand Pasdermadjian’s Le Grand 
Magasin, written in 1949 for the International Association of Department Stores, 
was among the most influential of these early studies. 7  Balancing between 
contemporary commentary and historical research, Pasdermadjian described the 
origins and development of the department store as a retail form in order to 
explain its current status and to formulate advice for the future. In his historical 
analysis, he argued that department store directors innovated the trade as early as 
the 1850s by lowering profit margins, increasing turnover, displaying fixed prices, 
demanding cash payment and assembling multiple specialties under the same 
roof. In order to make the most of their pricey setting in the city center, they 
maximized the floor space by expanding the shop into back-offices and upper 
floors. In mutual competition, department store owners also discovered and 
amply deployed advertising. On the whole, Pasdermadjian concluded, the 
department store dominated the distribution scene of the Belle Epoque. It 
exerted a formative influence on the whole of the retail trade, merely by its 
existence.8    

Similar ideas were expressed in James Jefferys’ Retail trading in Britain 
1850-1950 (1954).9 Jefferys too stressed the innovativeness of the department 
store by attributing it a central role in his retail revolution theory. He argued that 
the emergence of large-scale retailers, such as co-operative, multiple and 
department stores, constituted one of the most fundamental changes in the 
structure and organization of retail and distribution. Similar to Pasdermadjian, 
Jefferys stressed the way these institutions altered retailing by increasing the scale 
of their operations and by making vigorous use of advertising. If their narrative of 
economic modernity and revolution would be repeated for decades to come, their 
work did not lead to other (more) detailed economic research on the history of 
the department store. As Jefferys had written pre-emptively: ‘The development of 
the department store method of retailing is particularly difficult to trace and 
record, as […] it is a story not of a movement or of the spread of a standardized 
technique but of the progress of a large number of individual shops located in 
different towns throughout the country.’10 Those to follow in his footsteps thus 
tended to focus on co-operatives and multiples, which were more easily defined.11  
 The narrative of innovation and modernity structured architectural histories 
of the nineteenth century too. From Sigfried Giedion in 1928 to Nikolaus Pevsner 
                                                   
6 Crossick & Jaumain, ‘The world of the department store’, 1.   
7 Hrand Pasdermadjian, Le grand magasin. Son origine. Son évolution. Son avenir. (Paris 1949).  
8 Pasdermadjian, Le Grand Magasin, 19.  
9 James Jefferys, Retail trading in Britain 1850-1950 (Cambridge University Press 1954).  
10 Jefferys, Retail trading, 18-19.  
11 E.g.: Nicholas Alexander & Gary Akehurst (eds), The emergence of modern retailing 1750-1950 (London 1999).   
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in 1976, the department store was claimed to have set the stage for the birth of 
Modernism. The emphasis was always on the use of innovative building 
techniques in department stores, with particular attention for the iron structure. 
These studies tended to focus solely on the innovative aspects of the building 
type, including only the most progressive buildings, while leaving out the more 
traditional specimens. There was elaborate discussion of the iron structure, yet the 
use of masonry or decorative elements was passed over or frowned upon.12 The 
modernist narrative, which considered the department store as the acme of an 
evolution of building types, such as the arcade and the bazaar, continued to 
prevail in architectural studies beyond the 1980s.13 This only changed with the 
work of architectural historian Robert Proctor, who proposed a cubist history of 
the department store, using a collage methodology to bring into the limelight the 
different actors, ideas, and materials that had constructed and kept altering the 
building of the department store. In Proctor’s opinion, a building could carry 
multiple, even contradictory meanings. There could most certainly not be a 
‘simple narrative explanation for anything approaching the complexity of a 
building’.14 Department stores were not just ‘modern’.   

In the last 35 years, our understanding of nineteenth-century retailing has 
moved away from the revolutionary model. A new historical approach to the 
study of department stores emerged in the 1980s, when cultural historians took an 
interest in the history of consumption and consumerism. Again, the nineteenth 
century was put forth as a pivotal era, albeit now as a time during which 
consumerism reached the masses. It was in this context that the department store 
resurfaced as a crucial agent in the development of consumer society. It was 
argued that the department store used advertising, architecture and spectacle to 
purposefully remold customers into consumers with specific longings and 
appetites.15 Seminal to this new cultural tradition was Michael B. Miller’s study of 
the Parisian Bon Marché (1981). 16  Based on an analysis of both the inner 
workings and the public communication of this renowned grand magasin, Miller 
argued that the department store was ‘a creation of bourgeois culture, both 
capturing and threatening many things that culture stood for’.17 By putting the 

                                                   
12 Sigfried Giedion, Building in France, Building in Iron, Building in Fero-concrete, transl. J. Duncan Berry (Santa 
Monica 1995); Sigfried Giedion, Space, time and architecture. The growth of a new tradition (Boston 1941); 
Nikolaus Pevsner, A history of building types (London 1976); Robert Proctor, ‘A cubist history. The department 
store in late nineteenth-century Paris’, Transactions of the Royal Historical Society, 13 (2003) 227-235.  
13 Proctor, ‘A cubist history’, 231. See for example: Bertrand Lemoine, L’architecture du fer. France: XIXe siècle 
(Paris 1986).  
14 Proctor, ‘A cubist history’, 227-235, quotation on page 234. Proctor defended a dissertation on the architecture 
of Parisian department stores at Cambridge University in 2002.  
15 E.g.: Rosalind Williams, Dream Worlds. Mass Consumption in Late Nineteenth-Century France (University of 
California Press 1982).  
16  Michael B. Miller, The Bon Marché. Bourgeois culture and the department store, 1869-1920 (Princeton 
University Press 1981).  
17 Miller, The Bon Marché, 236.  
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department store at the center of bourgeois culture, it became less of an object of 
study in itself, and more of a proxy for exploring issues central to that culture: the 
sense of ‘modernity’, the proliferation of consumerism and consumer society, as 
well as gender and social anxieties.18 Compared to older studies, this strand of 
research was much more interested in the meanings of shopping (practices) in 
urban society and in the power relations behind those changes, rather than in 
asking whether the department store was actually a revolutionary agent in retailing. 
However, even if most studies did acknowledge earlier developments in shopping, 
referred to precursors of the department store and emphasized the continuity in 
certain aspects of its business organization, they also stressed the newness of the 
department store and its pioneering role in the proliferation of consumerism and 
the modeling of the modern consumer.   

Notwithstanding the valuable insights this more recent strand of research 
has procured with regard to nineteenth-century urban consumer culture, shopping 
and bourgeois society, it has been prone to criticism. Especially the claims about 
the economic and cultural modernity of the department store have been put into 
question. In fact, several strands of research have helped to downplay the 
innovativeness of the department store. 19  Research by early-modernists on 
shopping and retailing has demonstrated that innovations in retailing and 
shopping that were usually associated with the nineteenth-century department 
store could be found in earlier centuries too.20 They argued that shopkeepers paid 
attention to their displays, shop windows and the variety of their product array 
well before the middle of the nineteenth century and that shopping as a leisure 
activity was not something department stores taught women how to do. Together 
with research on informal retailing and peripheral shopping sites in the nineteenth 
century, these studies on the early modern period helped to demonstrate that the 
transformation of retailing and consumption was much more of a long drawn-out 
and uneven process of change rather than a sudden break.21 The department store 

                                                   
18 For examples of these studies, see: Rudy Laermans, ‘Learning to consume. Early department stores and the 
shaping of the modern consumer culture (1860-1914), Theory, culture and society, 10 (1993) 79-102; Bill 
Lancaster, The department store. A social history (Leicester University Press 1995); Tim Coles, ‘Competition, 
contested retail space and the rise of the department store in Imperial Germany’, The International Review of 
Retail, Distribution and Consumer Research, 9:3 (1999) 275-289; Geoffrey Crossick & Serge Jaumain (eds), 
Cathedrals of consumption. The European department store, 1850-1939 (Aldershot 1999); Erika Rappaport, 
Shopping for pleasure. Women in the Making of London’s West End (Princeton University Press 2000); Lisa 
Tiersten, Marianne in the market. Envisioning consumer society in Fin-de-Siècle France (University of California 
Press 2001); Stephanie Rains, Commodity culture and social class in Dublin 1850-1916 (Dublin & Portland 2010) 
and Donica Belisle, Retail Nation. Department Stores and the making of modern Canada (University of British 
Columbia Press 2011).  
19 See Paul Glennie, ‘Consumption, consumerism and urban form. Historical perspectives’, Urban Studies, 35:5/6 
(1998) 927-951.  
20 E.g.: Claire Walsh, ‘The newness of the department store. A view from the eighteenth century’, in: G. Crossick & 
S. Jaumain (eds), Cathedrals of consumption. The European department store, 1850-1939 (Aldershot 1999) 46-71.  
21 See the historiography on markets and peddling in chapter three and Glennie, ‘Consumption, consumerism and 
urban form’.   
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was thereby ridded of the most hyperbolic claims to retail and consumer 
modernity.  

A further objection to the rich cultural historiography of the department 
store is its perpetual focus on either one or a selection of leading department 
stores, leaving the others looming in the shadows. The chosen protagonist was 
then dealt with in isolation from its commercial context. In most studies, the 
department store was studied in relation to other urban institutions of 
(spectacular) leisure, such as theaters, cinemas, clubs, wax-works museums, 
dioramas and panoramas, but their relationship with other retailing institutions 
was only touched upon sporadically. 22  Several studies concerned with 
understanding the evolutions in the consumer culture of a specific location took 
the department store as a pars pro toto instead of widening the research to include 
other sites of shopping too. 23  These other sites usually only figure in the 
historiography as the pitiable victims of the department store’s progress. Indeed, 
the contemporary rhetoric of small-scale shopkeepers made quite the impression, 
leading several historians to focus on the upheaval caused by department stores. 
The rhetoric of David versus Goliath features in most of the historiography, but 
there are quite a number of studies that are specifically concerned with the battle 
between small shopkeepers and department stores and the political consequences 
of that face-off. 24  Even if these histories did pay specific attention to the 
relationship between both actors, they took the conflict as a starting point. Non-
discordant aspects of the relationship were consequently left outside the scope. 
Furthermore, ‘small shopkeepers’ formed a differentiated category.  

This chapter starts from the more neutral shopping landscape, the material 
context of streets and shops, in which different commercial circuits, including 
department and other retailing institutions, interacted with each other. The focus 
thus shifts from the individual stores to the whole of the environment, including as 
many department stores and other stores or retail sites as possible. This 
perspective pushes us to go beyond the dichotomy of department stores as 
modern retailing institutions and smaller shops as more traditional retailing 
institutions. Studying the department store within its existing urban retailing 
context allows for a different, more concrete, way of studying its precise impact on 
the shopping culture than can be achieved when reviewing the institute in 
isolation. In this chapter, I will unravel the shape the department store took in 
                                                   
22 See Crossick & Jaumain, Cathedrals of consumption; Rappaport, Shopping for pleasure and Vanessa Schwartz, 
Spectacular realities. Early Mass Culture in Fin-de-Siècle Paris (Berkeley University Press 1998). 
23 E.g.: Rains, Commodity culture and social class and Belisle, Retail Nation. 
24 This research takes part in wider debates on the history of the ‘petite bourgeoisie’ in Europe during the 
nineteenth and early twentieth century. E.g.: Philip G. Nord, The politics of resentment. Shopkeeper protest in 
nineteenth-century Paris (3rd revised edition, New Brunswick 2009; Uwe Spiekermann, Warenhaussteuer in 
Deutschland. Mittelstandsbewegung, Kapitalismus und Rechtsstaat im späten Kaiserreich (Frankfurt am Main 
1994); Serge Jaumain, Les petits commerçants belges face à la modernité (1880-1914) (Brussels 1995) and Coles, 
‘Competition’. 
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Brussels, the meanings it carried, and its relationship to its immediate physical 
and commercial environment. In order to do so, I must first explain what I mean 
with the term ‘department store’. As an object of research, it is less easily defined 
than it might seem. Most of us have an intuitive understanding of what the term 
designates. During the nineteenth and early twentieth century a ‘grand magasin’ 
could refer to different kinds of retail realities. I have loosely adopted the term as 
it was commonly used in both contemporary commentary and historiography. 
However, since the overall meaning of the term ‘grand magasin’ evolved with 
time, I have defined two objects of study. Jefferys characterized department stores 
as stores organized with multiple departments, at least one of which was devoted 
to novelties, textiles or fashion. Although this definition can easily be applied to 
the earliest department stores, the Belle Epoque department store invoked a 
more specific set of associations. By 1913 there were endless amounts of stores 
housing different departments of fashion or textiles, while the majority of stores 
known as ‘grands magasins’ in Brussels now boasted a wider typological variety in 
departments. The goods sold here were no longer confined to fashion and 
novelties, but also included furniture, stationary and household goods, amongst 
other things. Therefore, the term department store is applied more narrowly 
when it comes to the late nineteenth and early twentieth century. Considering the 
perspective of this chapter, the similarities with other stores are obviously 
elaborated upon.  

A widened research focus, including multiple department stores and their 
surroundings, requires a new methodology, engaging a different set of sources. 
Apart from a very rare preserved and accessible business archive, these included 
commercial directories, applications for building permits and press reports, 
searched for in two digitized Brussels newspapers of the time.25 Although the 
historical knowledge of Brussels’ department stores is rather limited – with the 
exception of the passages with regard to department stores in the work of Serge 
Jaumain on the ‘petite bourgeoisie’ and a few vulgarizing publications – it is 
known that the Rue Neuve and the Boulevard Anspach were the ultimate 
locations for department stores in Brussels during the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth century. 26  Since the Rue Neuve is also known as the city’s most 
                                                   
25 The archives of the Grands Magasins Leonhard Tietz have been preserved at the Archives Générales du 
Royaume: Archives Générales du Royaume (AGR), Archives des séquestres, XIV (Archives de la Société des 
Grands Magasins Leonhard Tietz (1900-1921).They were sequestered after the First World War because of the 
German associations of the store. They consist mainly of account books and some correspondence. Snippets of 
the archives of the Innovation and Au Bon Marché have been preserved at the Université Libre de Bruxelles. 
Because of the limited volumes of these archives and the fact that they were used to their full extent by Serge 
Jaumain, they have remained outside the scope of this research.   
26 Jaumain, Les petits commerçants. The most specific of these popularizing publications is Georges Renoy, Les 
Grands Magasins (Brussels 1986), including a vast array of photographs, drawings, catalogues and advertisements 
of Brussels’ department stores. More recently, several blogs dedicated to the anecdotic history of Brussels have 
published posts on department stores and shopping in Brussels in a similar manner. See for example: Bruxelles 
anecdotique (http://bruxellesanecdotique.skynetblogs.be), C’était au temps où Bruxelles brussellait (http://sofei-
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important shopping street of that time, I have opted to study the built 
environment of that street as a case study. Apart from the building files of the Rue 
Neuve27 and of the department stores of the Boulevard Anspach, 28 commercial 
directories were used to reconstruct the shop occupancy of that neighborhood in 
depth and compare it with the retail geography for shopping goods throughout 
Brussels.29 Press clippings were complemented with city council reports and travel 
guides.30  
 

Department stores in Brussels 

In 1847, L’Indépendance Belge slightingly reported about the bizarre ‘magasins 
monstres’ of Paris. As if their ever-increasing dimensions were not yet enough to 
attract customers, some had now started to transform themselves into museums, 
complete with the sensational exhibition of a recently discovered old masterpiece. 
The only thing that could be next, the reporter joked, was the construction of a 
theater where one could attend a performance for the price of a tie or half a 
dozen socks.31 Judging by his scornful remarks, the reporter clearly considered 
these developments to be silly Parisians inventions that had nothing to do with the 
shops he knew in Brussels. Half a century later, Parisian and Brussels department 
stores were more explicitly contrasted in ‘Madame Peluche’s’ fashion section in 

                                                                                                                                                               
vandenaemet.skynetblogs.be) and Retroscoop (http://www.retroscoop.com). All websites were last consulted on 27 
March 2015.   
27 Because of the volume of building files for the Rue Neuve, I worked with samples. In order to keep the oversight 
of the whole street, I have consulted the building files preserved for every other ten house numbers and adopted 
other files when the description of the index card warranted it.  
28 I.e. those I suspected to have been department stores from the index cards. Several building plans for regular 
shops ended up in the selection too.  
29 I have manually drafted street profiles for the neighborhood of the Rue Neuve and the area in between the Rue 
Neuve and the Boulevard Anspach, including the following streets: Rue Neuve, Boulevard Anspach, Boulevard du 
Nord, Place de Brouckère, Place de la Monnaie, Rue Fossé aux Loups, Rue des Fripiers, Rue Marché aux 
Poulets, Rue Grétry, Rue du Pont-Neuf, Rue de Malines, Rue Finistère, Rue de l’Evêque, Rue au Choux, Rue de 
la Blanchisserie, Rue Saint-Michel and Rue des Augustins. Other streets were examined by means of automatically 
generated queries in the directories database. However, because of practical issues – including multiple listings for 
the same retailer in different product categories; the number of vague categories excluded from the ‘retail’ 
selection; and the difficulty in getting retailers occupying multiple buildings to be weighed accordingly – the manual 
approach was warranted for the case study. The number of buildings per street was counted in the detailed map 
drawn up by Willem B. Craan in 1830 and the sections of the directories listed per street for 1878 and 1913, in 
which I have counted the number of actual properties that had their own house number.  
30 In order to find out how newspapers reported about department stores, the entries ‘grand magasin’ and ‘grands 
magasins’ have been searched for in the Journal de Bruxelles and L’Indépendance Belge for the following years: 
1878, 1896 and 1913. Because ‘grand(s) magasin(s)’ did not return any results for the earliest years of both 
newspapers, the term ‘magasin(s)’ was searched for in 1831 in L’Indépendance Belge and in the 1841 volume of 
Journal de Bruxelles. Comparing the results for the entries ‘grand(s) magasin(s)’ and ‘magasin(s)’ in 1913 
demonstrated that there was little added value in adding ‘magasin(s)’ to the search for the later years. Furthermore, 
several years have been searched for with the name of individual department stores (such as Tietz, Au Bon Marché 
and A l’Innovation).     
31 L’Indépendance Belge (20 April 1847).  
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La Femme Belge, a Catholic women’s movement periodical. 32  Recounting a 
conversation Peluche had had with a Parisian friend of hers, Brussels’ department 
stores were depicted as lagging behind their Parisian counterparts. According to 
the Parisienne, when entering a Parisian department store with the intention of 
buying a simple pair of socks, one usually walked out with a whole new wardrobe 
and a set of decorations, service and fittings for the house: ‘One spends foolish 
amounts, without seeing the money leave one’s purse.’33 In Brussels, she laughed, 
procuring the set of socks presents such an ordeal, that one cannot but give up 
and leave without a purchase. The contrast seems rather colorful and overworked, 
but it does highlight the question of comparability. Were department stores in a 
small capital such as Brussels any different than their illustrious counterparts in 
Paris, London and the United States? How did they materialize and what 
meanings did they bear? The first section of this chapter is concerned with 
empirically retracing the development of department stores in Brussels. 
  

Modest beginnings to a Belle Epoque boom 

Although it is rather difficult to uncover, it is most likely that there were indeed 
little or no so-called ‘monster shops’ to be found in Brussels during the early 
nineteenth century. The 1833 directory only lists 12 shopkeepers occupying two 
(or more) adjoining premises – compared to a total of over 5500 records.34 
Different building plots obviously came at different sizes, but the building files 
concerned with the first half of the nineteenth century confirm that the average 
shop was still rather small.35 Their drawings mostly indicate that shop space was 
located in the front room of the building, often connected to an ‘arrière-magasin’ 
in the back. The upper floors are only rarely drawn or mentioned. As the plans 
for and writings on the Galeries Saint-Hubert suggest, these upper spaces were 
mostly used for other purposes than retail. 36  Since poor fruit and vegetable 
vendors often occupied cellars at strategic market locations, it is unlikely that 
shopkeepers occupying the ground floor expanded downward either.37 There are 
nevertheless multiple indications that shops did come in different shapes and 

                                                   
32 Dame Peluche, ‘Chronique de la mode’, La Femme Belge, 1:9 (1914) 789-791. La Femme Belge appeared 
between 1913 and 1935 and published formative articles with regard to women’s issues and the Catholic women’s 
movement in Belgium. The main focus of the periodical was on social issues, supplemented with political themes, 
education, moral and religious matters, fashion, art, history, etc. The Catholic orientation of the periodical was 
rather obvious. (See: Odis, databank intermediaire structuren, entry ‘La Femme Belge (1913-1935) periodiek’: 
http://www.odis.be/lnk/PB_3516, last consulted on 27 March 2015). 
33 ‘On dépense des sommes folles, sans voir partir son argent’. Dame Peluche, ‘Chronique de la mode’, 789-791.  
34 Etablissement géographique de Bruxelles, Annuaire industriel et administrative de la Belgique. Année 1833 
(Brussels 1832).  
35 These include building files for the Rue de la Madeleine, the Rue Neuve, the Rue de l’Ecuyer and the Rue du 
Marché aux Herbes.  
36 See chapter two.  
37 See chapter three.  
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sizes. Detailed contemporary maps of Brussels show that building plots (and the 
buildings on them) differed in size from tiny to huge. L’Indépendance Belge’s 
special holiday column in the late 1840s mentions the presence of a ‘magasin du 
fond’ in the back of the shop of mirror-maker Faige in the Rue Neuve.38 Both the 
front and back parts of the shop were used for retail purposes, even though there 
was a functional hierarchy between them. The front rooms were the principal 
retail rooms most clients limited their visit to, while only the ‘doubting Thomas’ 
who wished to inspect the goods more carefully was taken to the back.39  

In another issue of the column, it was mentioned that Madame Pierron’s 
linen shop in the Rue de la Montagne simply proved too cramped for her growing 
business and that she was constructing ‘splendid’ new premises in which her 
assortment of toile would now have its own room.40 Similarly, the 1847 edition of 
the column featured several factories that doubled as ‘magasins’. Although 
presumably different from the average retail shop in central areas, these were 
actual retail outlets where private individuals could buy goods. They were 
described as vast and stretched over multiple floors, although it is uncertain 
whether clients were allowed to visit them all.41 A la fabrique Européenne et des 
Indes, a textiles and fashion store managed by one Cluzeau ainé, is another 
example of a larger store. An engraving of his store in the Rue de la Montagne, 
dated June 1851, depicts a wide building with six shop windows and a large 
carriage entrance on the ground floor. Next to the porte-cochère a sign confirmed 
that it was the ‘entrance to the fourteen shops’.42 While it is unclear whether the 
term ‘magasins’ refers to individually managed shops, or rather to departments of 
a centrally managed store, it is obvious Cluzeau owned a vast store – or bazaar. 
Size was, however, not necessarily considered a good thing. For example, 
L’Indépendance’s holiday columnists recommended Weinknecht’s small fur 
shop, precisely because its owner was ‘not looking for luxury in decoration, nor 
large scale in rooms’.43 
 Among the biggest stores were several bazaars. As historian Ian Mitchell 
has pointed out, it is impossible to define ‘the’ bazaar. One can only identify its 
main features: the sheer size of its operations, the controlled environment in 
which retailing and shopping took place, the possibility of browsing without the 
obligation to purchase and the presence of crucial retail information, such as 
marked prices. The qualitative nature of these features makes it difficult to 
                                                   
38 The holiday column, ‘Le jour de l’an’, featured in the volumes of L’Indépendance Belge of 1846 through 1849, 
but it might have had a longer run. The column set out to give an overview of the best establishment for every type 
of holiday gift, the so-called ‘étrenne’. The column appeared several days in a row leading up to New Year’s Day.  
39 ‘Le jour de l’an’, L’Indépendance Belge (24 December 1846).  
40 ‘Le jour de l’an’, L’Indépendance Belge (25 December 1846).  
41 E.g.: ‘Le jour de l’an’, L’Indépendance Belge (22, 23 and 25 December 1847).  
42 ‘Entrée des quatorze magasins’. Renoy, Les Grands Magasins, 124 (reprint of advertisement).  
43 ‘[…] qui ne vise pas au luxe des decorations, à la dimension des salles, […]’. ‘Le jour de l’an’, L’Indépendance 
Belge (28 December 1846).  
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identify bazaars in a commercial directory when there is no separate category for 
them. Although there was no explicit mention of a bazaar in the 1833 directory, 
an advertisement in L’Indépendance Belge in 1845 suggests that a ‘Bazar de la 
Madeleine’ had existed in Brussels since 1831.44  Bazaars might have existed 
before that date too, but could not be traced in the source material for this 
research until the New Year’s columns of L’Indépendance Belge made mention 
of the Foire de Leipzick on January 1, 1846.45 This bazaar, located near the fish 
market downtown, contained ‘splendid’ and vast galleries.46 While toys were its 
main feature, the columnist – ‘la guêpe’ – wondered ‘what one cannot find in this 
store’. 47  Like the Foire de Leipzick, bazaars tended to specialize in toys, 
household goods, furnishings, cutlery and an assortment of knick-knacks.48 The 
first issue of a similar column later that year, on December 24, 1846, commenced 
with a description of the Bazar Royal, marked as the best furnishings store in the 
business. Like most bazaars, this particular one held different stalls or individual 
‘magasins’ under one roof. The building itself consisted of ‘innumerable galleries’ 
on its four floors. The store sold everything one needed to properly conduct a 
household: from vanities and desks to mattresses, serving trays and kitchen 
utensils. It was probably owned by one proprietor who rented out different stalls 
and presumably issued a regulation, much like the city council did for markets. 
While bazaars in England were already long past their highpoint by the late 1840s, 
their Brussels counterparts continued to flourish until well into the twentieth 
century.49 The fact that the Galeries Saint-Hubert was sometimes referred to as a 
bazaar by its advocates, does indeed demonstrate that the concept still had a very 
positive ring to it in the late 1840s in Brussels.50 It is no coincidence then that a 
famous bazaar of the early twentieth century, the Grand Bazar du Boulevard 
Anspach, is always included in the list of leading department stores.51    
 Obviously it is impossible to pinpoint the advent of the bazaar to a specific 
date. This principle applies to the birth of the department store too, though 
folklore has it that Brussels’ first department store, Au Bon Marché, was 
established in 1860. ‘Established’ is nevertheless an exaggeration. In fact, the 
opening of the store dated back to 1845, when Nicolas, Auguste and Célestine 
Thiéry founded a novelties shop on the corner of the Rue Neuve and the Rue de 
                                                   
44 L’Indépendance Belge (24 December 1845).  
45 They might nevertheless have existed well before that time.   
46 That the Grand Bazar du Foire de Leipzick was a vast store was mentioned in the 1849 ‘Le jour de l’an’ column. 
See L’Indépendance Belge (26 December 1849).   
47 ‘[…] ce qu’on ne trouve pas dans ce magasin’. ‘Une guêpe à Bruxelles’, L’Indépendance Belge (1 January 1846). 
‘Une guêpe’, literally a wasp, was used to refer to a pretty young woman.  
48 As did bazaars elsewhere too, see: Miller, The Bon Marché, 51.  
49 Ian Mitchell, ‘Innovation in non-food retailing in the early nineteenth century. The curious case of the Bazaar’, 
Business history, 52:6 (2010) 875-891. Its continued presence in Brussels can be deduced from a myriad of 
sources, the most obvious of which are the commercial directories of 1878 and 1913.   
50 E.g.: L’Indépendance Belge (7 May 1846).  
51 E.g.: Renoy, Les Grands Magasins and Jaumain, Les petits commerçants.  
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la Blanchisserie. In 1860 the daily affairs were left in the hands of François 
Vaxelaire, a twenty-year old from Lorraine. Nicolas Thiéry finally sold him the 
business in 1866. Vaxelaire ran Au Bon Marché with his wife Jeanne Claes, the 
former première vendeuse.52 The history of Brussels department stores is thus 
very similar to that elsewhere in the western world. They did not appear out of 
thin air, but developed according to the more general pattern of expanding 
novelty shops. Apart from the Bon Marché, the later Grands Magasins de la 
Bourse were established in 1850 in the Rue du Marché-aux-Poulets as Thiéry et 
Cie – by François and Félix Thiéry, members of the same family that had started 
the Bon Marché– as a modest novelties shop.53 In the same year, down the same 
street, Waucomont-Billen founded the Grande Maison de Blanc as a sumptuous 
boutique where one could buy drapes, cloths, lace as well as linens. The ground 
floor was reserved for retail, while the business’ wholesale trade was conducted on 
the first floor.54 Although it is usually counted as one of the famous department 
stores in Brussels, it never developed to include items beyond the fashion realm 
into its offerings. 
 All three stores slowly expanded their business, both in a commercial and 
in a  spatial sense. In each store, new departments were added to the initial 
product lines. Vaxelaire quickly added ready-to-wear and fashionable textiles to 
the Bon Marché’s original specialty of novelties and by the early twentieth century 
the assortment was expanded with fashion accessories, such as gloves, hats and 
umbrellas, with shoes, leatherwear, travel supplies, bedding, napery, all possible 
textiles, stationary, furniture and even linoleum. According to the 1913 directory, 
the offer of the Grands Magasins de la Bourse was even more varied at that time, 
with the presence of a photographer and various departments dedicated to 
cutlery, household goods, heaters, lamp(shade)s, bicycles, binoculars, toys, jewelry 
and carpets. The Grande Maison de Blanc added shirts, ties, collars, corsets, 
knitwear and petticoats to their offer. 55  In order to accommodate the ever-
increasing number of product lines, department store directors added new space 
to the buildings they occupied. They expanded to the back of their plots or 
started to use the upper floors. Some bought up (or rented) small adjacent 
buildings. In first instance, these buildings remained relatively untouched, with 
only minor adjustments made to connect them to the main – and original – 
building, and adapt them to the overall style. The spatial expansion was as gradual 
as was the commercial. Therefore, department stores were often of irregular 
form. Like in Paris, the ultimate goal was to dispose of one large uninterrupted – 
preferably square-like – open-plan shop space. If said goal was achieved, several 
                                                   
52 Renoy, Les Grands Magasins, 132-142 and Jaumain, Les petits commerçants, 47.  
53 Renoy, Les Grands Magasins, 158-165 and Jaumain, Les petits commerçants, 47.  
54 Renoy, Les Grands Magasins, 150-158.  
55 Reprint of a receipt of the Grande Maison de Blanc (dated 18 november 1884) in Renoy, Les Grands Magasins, 
153 and the 1878 and 1913 commercial directories.     
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of the above mentioned interventions could be repeated.56 The rhythm by which 
these department stores were built and rebuilt was extremely high. Browsing 
through the building files of the Rue Neuve, at least eleven interventions to the 
interior or exterior of Bon Marché buildings could be traced and other sources 
indicate that there were other interventions for which the applications must have 
gotten lost.  
 New department stores were established during the 1890s through 1910s. 
The most famous examples are: A l’Innovation, founded in the Rue Neuve in 
1897 by a family of Alsatians and Lorrains, Jules Bernheim and Paul, Salomon 
and Mathieu Meyer, and still operating today; Old England, established on the 
Montagne de la Cour in 1899; the Maison du Peuple, the Brussels co-operative 
movement’s headquarters founded in 1882, had its own department store by the 
turn of the century too; and the Grands Magasins Tietz, a branch of a German 
chain of department stores owned and directed by Leonhard Tietz, which opened 
in 1910 in the Rue Neuve. Usually mentioned in the same list is the Grand Bazar 
du Boulevard Anspach, established in 1898 on the Boulevard Anspach. This was 
similar to the others in most recovered aspects, but possibly more of an oversized 
bazaar.57 None of these stores had started out as small novelty shops. They were 
deliberately conceived as actual department stores with multiple departments or 
specialties from the start. An account book of the Brussels Grands Magasins 
Tietz, for example, indicates that the store counted 34 separate departments in its 
first years of existence.58 By 1914, there were at least 52 ‘rayons’.59 Such numbers 
were no exceptions. Au Bon Marché also had 32 counters in 1890, while A 
l’Innovation was mentioned in over 30 categories in the 1913 directory.60  
 
 
 

                                                   
56 For examples of all sorts of interventions, see the drawings and correspondence in: Archives de la Ville de 
Bruxelles (AVB), Travaux Publics (TP) 210: enlargement of the building to the back (1905); TP 344: construction 
of a new building for the Grands Magasins de la Bourse (1875); TP 345: construction of a new building for the 
Grands Magasins de la Bourse (1876); TP 431: construction of a shop window in an annexed building of the 
Grands Magasins de la Bourse (1883); TP 432: construction of an adjoining building to the Grands Magasins de la 
Bourse in the Rue Paul Devaux (1881); TP 1858: elevating the roof of the Bon Marché building (1907); TP 
17713: correspondence with regards to the establishment of one large shop front and shop space on the premises 
of the Bon Marché (1870, 1890, 1896 and 1884); TP 17714: correspondence and plans concerning the integration 
of an adjoining property (133, Rue Neuve) in the Au Bon Marché building (1901-1902); TP 34907: internal 
transformations and the annexation of an adjoining building to the Grands Magasins de la Bourse (1907-1908) and 
TP 75867: elevating the roof of the Bon Marché building (1887). The process was identical to that of Parisian 
stores. See: Robert Proctor, ‘Constructing the retail monument. The Parisian department store and its property, 
1855-1914’, Urban History, 33:3 (2006) 393-410.  
57 Renoy, Les Grands Magasins, 142-150 and 165-168 and Jaumain, Les petits commerçants, 46-52.   
58 AGR, Archives des séquestres, XIV (Archives de la Société des Grands Magasins Leonhard Tietz (1900-1921), 
158: Livre de Recettes.  
59 AGR, Archives des séquestres, XIV, 8: Livre des appointements mensuels (avril 1914-october 1916), organized 
per department from september onwards.  
60 Jaumain, Les petits commerçants, 51.  
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Map 1. Department stores in Brussels (1913) 
Legend: (north to south) yellow (‘classic’ department stores: Au Bon Marché; A l’Innovation; Grands Magasins 
Leonhard Tietz; Grand Bazar du Boulevard Anspach (east); Grands Magasins de la Bourse (west); Old England 
(near park); Maison du Peuple (near Sablon); A l’etoile (Place Rouppe)); pink (atypical department stores, east to 
west: Grands Magasins de l’Hôtel de Ville and Grands Magasins du Centre) and green (major fashion houses, 
north to south: Maison Hirsch, A la Grande Fabrique, Grande Maison du Blanc and A la Samaritaine). 
Light blue shapes: railway stations and dark blue lines: boulevards, Rue Neuve and Rue des Fripiers.  
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Even if they started out bigger and more varied than their older 
counterparts, the newer department stores did leave room to grow and several of 
them adopted the expansion policy of their older counterparts. A good example is 
A l’Innovation, which started out as a large store with a focus on novelties, 
haberdashery, silks, knitted wares and (linen) undergarments. By 1913, its product 
lines included textiles, ready-to-wear clothes, fashion accessories, shoes, perfumes, 
fancywork, curtains, stationary, cutlery, household goods, furniture and linoleum.61 
At Tietz there was even a food counter at that time.62 The newest department 
store buildings of the early twentieth century also reserved space for an increased 
amount of services, such as photographers, restrooms, tearooms or restaurants.63 
The Grands Magasins Tietz even had a reading room and one could book theater 
tickets there.64 While expanding the number of departments and services, the 
directors of A l’Innovation also went in search of space to accommodate them. 
They bought adjoining plots and in 1902 Bernheim and Meyer engaged famous 
architect Victor Horta to design a new building.65 The new Innovation quickly 
became one of the most sensational commercial buildings in Brussels. It did not 
take five years for Horta to design new extension plans.66 Similarly, the Société 
anonyme des Grands Magasins Leonhard Tietz had performed a litmus test on 
Brussels by first taking over an existing store in the Rue Neuve, before establishing 
their giant new building in 1908. By the early twentieth century, most of the city’s 
department stores were either the main house or a branch in a chain of namesake 
department stores.67 A l’Innovation even had a branch in Brussels. 

The continued expansion was also reflected in their ownership structures. 
If the earliest department stores had been established by one or a couple of 
owners, like the average shop in Brussels, the turn-of-the-century department 
store was a fully grown enterprise, often a public limited company. In the case of 
A l’Innovation and Au Bon Marché, the owners (or main shareholders) also acted 

                                                   
61 Similarly, Old England was listed in the 1899 directory as a store specialized in ready-to-wear, rainwear and toys, 
expanding into stationary, perfumery and even food by 1913. 
62 AGR, Archives des séquestres, XIV, 158: Livre de Recettes and Jaumain, Les petits commerçants, 46-52.   
63 There are building files concerned with the application for and remodeling of the tea patio on the roof of Old 
England:  AVB, TP 31313 and 32519. A turn of the century postcard with a view of the tea room on the roof of A 
l’Innovation indicates that there was one there too. It was published on Sofie Peeters’ blog entitled C’était au temps 
où Bruxelles brussellait (http://sofei-vandenaemet.skynetblogs.be/archive/2009/04/03/la-terrasse-de-l-inno.html, last 
consulted on 27 March 2015). Finally, the drawings for the building of the Grands Magasins Leonhard Tietz 
indicate a restaurant or canteen: AVB, TP 17695: Building application for the Grands Magasins Leonhard Tietz. 
See also advertisement for the store in: Journal de Bruxelles (3 August 1913). The Tietz archives contain multiple 
references to a photographer leasing some of the shop space in the Antwerp Grands Magasins Tietz: AGR, 
Archives des séquestres, XIV.  
64 E.g.: AVB, TP 17695; Journal de Bruxelles (23 November 1913) and L’Indépendance Belge (30 November 
1913).  
65 AVB, TP 17705: diverse correspondence and floor plans; Renoy, Les Grands Magasins, 190 and Jaumain, Les 
petits commerçants, 48. 
66 AVB, TP 17704: Diverse correspondence and drawings.  
67 As was mentioned on their stationery and in some of their advertisments. See also Renoy, Les Grands Magasins 
and Jaumain, Les petits commerçants, 46-52.  
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as directors, but this was not the case in larger concerns. Although the 
international holding above the Grands Magasins Tietz was still managed by 
Leonhard Tietz in the early twentieth century, he must have appointed a different 
director to manage the Brussels store. Not an international company but owned 
by a public limited company too, it is unclear whether the director of the Grand 
Bazar du Boulevard Anspach was a manager appointed by the board, or whether 
he was a (co-)owner. Although these public limited companies behind department 
stores were more likely to actually own the buildings they occupied, this was not a 
given. In some (parts) of their buildings, they had landlords.68   
 Clearly, the Belle Epoque was a time during which department stores 
mushroomed in Brussels. Like their British and Canadian counterparts, they 
nevertheless came in late compared to Parisian stores.69 In 1878, Parisian big shots 
such as Grands Magasins du Louvre and Grands Magasins du Printemps even 
outweighed the Brussels department stores in the Belgian press. While 
L’Indépendance Belge filled up with advertisements for Parisian department 
stores, the few ads for Brussels department stores that could be found were for 
the Grands Magasins de la Bourse. The Journal de Bruxelles did not print as 
many Parisian ads and there was plenty of publicity for the Grands Magasins de la 
Bourse all year round. But then again, it was the only department store at the 
time.70 By 1896, the Parisian department stores were already well-matched by the 
Grands Magasins de la Bourse in L’Indépendance and by 1913 they had simply 
disappeared.71 Both newspapers were now filled with ever-changing advertisements 
for Brussels department stores, alongside the regular and recurring advertisements 
for other goods and – sometimes – shops.72 It was in that same bracket of time 
that department stores started calling themselves ‘grands magasins’.73  
 

Ins and outs 

By and large, department stores in Brussels developed in a way similar to those in 
Paris, London and the Unites States, albeit with a small time lag in between. For 
                                                   
68 As was often the case in other cities too, see Proctor, ‘Constructing the retail monument’, 392-410.  
69 E.g.: Miller, The Bon Marché; Lancaster, The Department store; Belisle, Retail Nation, 13-44.  
70 For advertisements for Parisian stores, see Journal de Bruxelles (8 June 1878); L’Indépendance Belge (20 March, 
15 June, 5 and 14 October 1878 ). For advertisements for Grands Magasins de la Bourse, see Journal de Bruxelles 
(3 March, 28 April, 18 June, 14 September and 20 October) and L’Indépendance Belge (13, 15, 16 and 20 
October 1878).  
71 For advertisements for Parisian department stores, such as the Grands Magasins du Louvre and Au Bon Marché, 
see L’Indépendance Belge (9 February, 1 March, 12 April and 27 September 1896). For advertisements for 
Grands Magasins de la bourse, see L’Indépendance Belge (30 January, 9 February, 13 March, 22 June, 25 
September and 13 November 1896). 
72  E.g.: Journal de Bruxelles (9 March, 6 April, 29 June, 21 September and 7 December 1913) and 
L’Indépendance Belge (5 January, 16 February, 7 September, 5 October and 14 December 1913).  
73 No store names included the term ‘grand(s) magasin(s)’ in the 1878 directory. The Grands Magasins de la 
Bourse still presented themselves as Grands Magasins de Nouveautés F. Thiéry, or A la Bourse. They used a 
different nomenclature in the respective advertisements in the Journal de Bruxelles and in L’Indépendance Belge.  
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want of preserved business archives, not much is known about the precise 
business organization and retail strategy of both the older and the newer 
department stores. Yet, the little clues we have left do not suggest that they were 
very different from the thoroughly studied Parisian, London or American 
department stores. According to Serge Jaumain, Brussels department stores too 
operated on the general principles of selling vast quantities of products at lower 
profit margins and facilitating as much clients as possible to buy goods. Like many 
other stores, from the 1830s and 1840s onwards department stores adopted fixed 
prices that were visibly announced – at least in advertisements.74 The matter of 
fixed and displayed prices nevertheless seems to have been more of an issue for 
stores in the 1830s and 1840s, rather than for the known department stores of the 
second half of the century. In the 1840s, the holiday columnists of 
L’Indépendance Belge still lauded the application of fixed prices as a new 
initiative that was indicative of reliable tradesmanship, and stores mentioned them 
in their advertisements too.75 By the second half of the century, the practice was 
only rarely mentioned, which presumably indicates it had become self-evident.76  

The matter of cash payment, also a common feature in department store 
histories, is less clear when it comes to Brussels department stores. Preserved 
business archives are rare, but the account books of the Grands Magasins Tietz 
for the early 1910s show that certain clients paid their bills or accounts at a later 
date than the date of purchase.77 Furthermore, advertisements for L’Etoile Bleue 
– a store that had all the traits of a department store – made explicit mention of 
the ‘payment facilities’ offered.78 Equally unclear is the degree to which customers 
felt free to walk into stores without the intent of purchase. Parisian and American 
stores are known for having been ‘walk-around shops’. In the United Kingdom, 
where historians have often argued that the notion of ‘browsing’ and ‘free entry’ 
had already become common practice in the early modern period, department 
stores nevertheless became less informal as they grew bigger.79 The little evidence 
there is concerning the matter in Brussels point in either direction. 
Advertisements about the Grands Magasins de la Bourse in the Journal de 
                                                   
74 This is true for every advertisement mentioning specific products. See the advertisements for the Grande Maison 
de Blanc, Au Bon Marché, Grands Magasins de la Bourse, etc. in Journal de Bruxelles (26 March, 18 December 
1878, 18 October, 10 May 1896, 23 February and 6 April 1913) and L’Indépendance Belge (14 October 1878, 22 
June 1896 and 26 January 1913). The 1878 Indépendance Belge also held plenty of ads for Parisian department 
stores, complete with prices, e.g. 10 October 1878.  
75  The fact that fixed prices were newly in vogue in Brussels, is approved of in the holiday columns of 
L’Indépendance Belge (e.g. the issue of 25 December 1846). The fact that stores could take pride in these fixed 
prices is also visible in several mid-century advertisements (e.g.: Journal de Bruxelles (29 August 1841) and 
L’Indépendance Belge (13 April 1848)) and a mid-century engraving of A la Ville de Bruxelles, a store ran by 
Parent & Roquencourt, which featured a large shop sign over the entrance that said ‘Prix fixe’. This engraving was 
reprinted in: Renoy, Les Grands Magasins, 30.  
76 An exceptional mention of fixed prices could be found in an ad in L’Indépendance Belge (14 May 1913).  
77 AGR, Archives des séquestres, XIV, 112-113: Livres de comptes clients (brouillon) (August 1911 – May 1914).  
78 ‘Grandes facilités de paiement’. E.g.: Journal de Bruxelles (23 March, 15 June, 9 and 23 November 1913).  
79 Lancaster, The department store, 69-70.  
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Bruxelles volume of 1878 all made explicit mention that their store could be 
entered freely without the obligation of purchase.80 These comments nevertheless 
disappeared with time and never popped up in advertisements for the store in 
L’Indépendance Belge. It is conceivable that the boom of department stores 
stimulated ‘free entry’ policies. Sneaking in without the intent of buying must have 
been easier in department stores because of their size. The same goes for 
browsing. It is no coincidence that the newspaper reports on shoplifters always 
concerned the ‘grands magasins’ of the Rue Neuve.81 Smuggling something under 
one’s coat or into one’s bag must have been a lot less tricky in stores where one 
had proper access to goods. Perhaps it was more a matter of social class? The 
downscale department store L’Etoile Bleue continued to emphasize free entrance 
in advertisements in the early twentieth century.82  

Allowing clients to browse was just one marketing strategy aimed at 
increasing turnover. Another was to sell ‘at a good’ or ‘at the best price’, a strategy 
adopted by most shopkeepers.83 Good deals did however not necessarily mean 
cheap deals. Au Bon Marché, for example, boasted about offering great deals for 
goods in both the higher and lower quality and price ranges.84 In order to sell at 
the lowest possible price, plenty of department store directors established 
immediate relations with producers, thus avoiding the intervention of 
middlemen. 85  There are traces of financial interactions between the Grands 
Magasins Tietz and manufacturers or factory directors – although not exclusively 
– in the company’s account books. Some Brussels department stores were even 
mentioned as wholesalers in commercial directories.86 Like elsewhere, department 
store directors and factory owners might have grown entangled in such a way that 
the former informed the latter of buying trends, while the latter granted the 
former discount prices. 87  The Grands Magasins Tietz kept such registries 
indicating the conditions of acquisition and sale per company. 88  By 1900, 
department stores had gone a step further and now owned their own workshops 
                                                   
80 E.g.: Journal de Bruxelles (27 March, 20 April and 18 June 1878).  
81 E.g.: Journal de Bruxelles (6 January, 30 October and 1 December 1913) and L’Indépendance Belge (13 and 29 
June 1913). Only one other instance has been found in the newspapers: a news report of a case of theft in an 
auction house, see Journal de Bruxelles (24 January 1913).  Theft stories featuring other types of shops were also 
printed, but they always concerned hold-ups: E.g.: Journal de Bruxelles (19 January, 13 April, 8 September and 23 
December 1913) and L’Indépendance Belge (18 January, 6 April and 20 November 1913). 
82 E.g.: Journal de Bruxelles (21 November 1913). It might also have something to do with how well-established a 
store was and whether its conditions of sale were consequently well-known or not. For example, in 1913, J. & S. 
Benzonana advertised their new store in the Journal de Bruxelles and added ‘entrée libre’ too. Journal de 
Bruxelles (18 November 1913).  
83 E.g.: L’Indépendance Belge (29 July 1847, 1 March 1896, 17 April 1910, 5 January and 16 February 1913) and 
Journal de Bruxelles (13 September 1847, 12 April and 18 June 1878, 3 August and 6 December 1913).    
84 La Mode Bijou. Moniteur illustré par les Grands Magasins de Nouveautés Au Bon Marché, 4:64 (1886) 10. 
85 Jaumain, Les petits commerçants, 48-50.  
86 Commercial directories of 1878 and 1913 and AGR, Archives des séquestres, XIV, 171 and 172 (Conditions 
d’achat-vente) and 235 (Rapports sur l’état des marchandises, Bruxelles 1912).  
87 Jaumain, Les petits commerçants, 48-50.  
88 AGR, Archives des séquestres, XIV, 171-172: Conditions d’achat-vente (no date). 
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and factories. The Grands Magasins de la Bourse, for example, had ‘workers’ 
make tailored clothing.89 The socialist press on its end accused certain unspecified 
department stores of having agreements with convents and prisons in the Belgian 
countryside for the production of their goods.90 

New business strategies demanded an altered business structure. Logically, 
an expanding business meant the workforce had to follow suit.91 In an interview 
with Journal the Bruxelles in 1910, the director of the Grands Magasins Tietz 
talked of 900 employees working at his store.92 Less impressively, the new design 
for the cellar of the Grands Magasins de la Bourse in 1907 provided for 130 
lockers in two separate cloakrooms, one connected to the women’s lavatories and 
the other to the men’s lavatories.93 They might have been intended to store coats 
for visitors, but it is much more likely that they served to store the employees’ 
personal belongings. The same must have been true for the 180 lockers for 
women and 308 lockers for men in the cellars of the Grand Bazar du Boulevard 
Anspach, as it was designed in 1911.94 Like elsewhere, the numerous employees 
were likely organized according to the principle of the division of labor.95 Such a 
system implied that every employee had a specific specialization, ranging from 
acquisition, sales, managing the cash desk and handling goods to administration, 
surveillance and direction. In most department stores, specific spaces were 
associated with each task. There were counters and cash desks on the shop floors, 
offices in the back or on the top floors and a receiving and packaging service in 
the basement.96 It is nevertheless unclear how rigid this departmental structure was 
applied. The wage registry of the Grands Magasins Tietz for the period between 
April 1914 and October 1916 – which is the only preserved registry – indicates 
that wages were only registered per department from September 1914 onwards.97 
There might have been differences in business organization between stores, but it 
makes sense that employees had specific tasks in the offices or on the shop floor.  

                                                   
89 Grands Magasins de la Bourse Bruxelles, Exposition et mise en vente. Blanc, rideaux, lingerie. Trousseaux, 
Layettes. Tapis et Etoffes d’Ameublement (Brussels [date unknown, but probably early twentieth century]) 14 and 
Grands Magasins de la Bourse, Supplément au catalogue été 1912. Grands Magasins de la Bourse Bruxelles. 
Tailleur pour hommes. Eté 1912 (Brussels [1912]) 2-4. See also Renoy, Les Grands Magasins, 109.  
90 ‘Les Grands Magasins’, in: Le Peuple. Organe quotidien de la démocratie socialiste (23 and 26 November 1896).  
91 See also: Jaumain, Les petits commerçants, 46-52.  
92 Journal de Bruxelles (19 April 1910). 
93 AVB, TP 34907: drawing ‘Grands magasins de la bourse à Bruxelles. Transformation des étalages et du sous-sol 
pour céder la manutention et des WC du côté de la rue Paul Devaux’ (18 July 1907) and Journal de Bruxelles (19 
April 1910).  
94 AVB, TP 25553: plans for the new building of the Grand Bazar du Boulevard Anspach (21 April 1911).  
95 Miller, The Bon Marché; Jaumain, Les petits commerçants, 49 and Lancaster, The department store, 130.  
96 E.g.: AVB, TP 17695: detailed plans of the new Grands Magasins Leonhard Tietz, indicating offices on the 
upper floors, counters on all floors and packaging area’s in the basement (1908); TP 25553: plans for the new 
building of the Grand Bazar du Boulevard Anspach and TP 34907: drawing ‘Grands magasins de la bourse à 
Bruxelles. Transformation des étalages et du sous-sol pour céder la manutention et des WC du côté de la rue Paul 
Devaux’ (18 July 1907).  
97 AGR, Archives des séquestres, XIV, 8: Livre des appointements mensuels (April 1914 – October 1916).  
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As in most Western department stores of the Belle Epoque, the new 
‘specialized’ and compartmentalized organizational structures seem to have been 
combined with more ‘old-fashioned’ paternalistic and hierarchical labor relation.98 
The Grands Magasins Tietz, for example, worked with a pay scale based on 
gender and hierarchy.99 International research has demonstrated that department 
store employees worked in a highly controlled environment. Most department 
stores even had a department of surveillance for supervising personnel.100 The 
Grands Magasins Tietz had 3 ‘inspectrices’ on the pay roll, but we are left to guess 
whether they inspected goods or people.101 The regulations nevertheless stipulated 
that a system of disciplinary sanctions and fines was to be set up in order to keep 
order among the ranks. 102  Newspaper articles about shoplifters mention the 
surveillance staff of department stores in Brussels, who perhaps surveyed both 
clients and employees. 103  It was not all harshness though. The company’s 
acquisition of a summer retreat for female personnel in the coastal town of 
Duinbergen and its support of a healthcare program among employees seem to 
indicate that the managers of the Grands Magasins Tietz approached business in a 
paternalistic manner, modeled after the familial structure associated with smaller 
stores.104  

Not much is known about the shoppers, yet it is usually assumed that the 
famous department stores aimed at the moneyed middle classes. The only 
exception is A l’Innovation, which it said to have started off trying to attract the 
less well-off. Having soon realized that they chose the wrong strategy in that 
location, they switched gears and started to compete with Au Bon Marché for the 
attention of ladies in higher circles. 105  All of the aforementioned stores 
nevertheless offered a range of goods in different qualities and for different prices. 
They advertised varieties of the same products in broad price brackets in the 
press, sometimes very explicitly. 106  For example, in 1886, Au Bon Marché’s 
monthly magazine read: ‘The House’s READY-TO-WEAR and CLOTHING 
collection ranges from the most simple goods to the most elaborate models; the 
same level of taste can always be found, whether expensive clothes or items at low 
prices are concerned, and in both cases, with the same advantages.’107 

                                                   
98 Jaumain this was the case in Brussels too, but refers to Miller’s study: Jaumain, Les petits commerçants, 49. 
99 Journal de Bruxelles (19 April 1910).  
100 Miller, The Bon Marché and Lancaster, The department store, 125-158.  
101 AGR, Archives des séquestres, XIV, 8: Livre des appointements mensuels (April 1914 – October 1916).   
102 As the director of the Brussels branch mentioned in an interview with the Journal de Bruxelles (19 April 1910).  
103 These articles concern Rue Neuve department stores: Journal de Bruxelles (11 April 1911 and 16 July 1913).  
104 AGR, Archives des séquestres, XIV, 2: Procès-verbaux d’assemblées générales 1909-1918 (15 April 1912).  
105 See: Lacrosse & De Bie, Emile Bernheim, 11-53. Because most of it is based on memories and the book as a 
whole has a celebratory perspective, caution is nevertheless called for. See Jaumain, Les petits commerçants, 47-48.   
106 E.g.: Journal de Bruxelles (15 October 1878, 6 April, 16 November and 21 December 1913).  
107 ‘La collection de COSTUMES et CONFECTIONS de la Maison s’étend depuis les articles les plus simples jusqu’aux 
plus riches modèles; on y retrouve toujours le même goût, soit qu’il s’agisse d’un vêtement cher ou simplement à 
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With regard to its audience, it can be assumed that one department store 
was not the other. The department store of La Maison du Peuple, for example, 
probably attracted a different crowd than the department stores in the Rue Neuve 
and on the Boulevard Anspach. It was located in the central building of a Brussels 
cooperative society associated with the Labor Party. The principle behind these 
types of societies was simple: members of a society would combine their resources 
for buying wholesale – at a lower cost than they would retail – and the ensuing 
merchandise would then be redistributed among the members of said society. 
Members paid for the goods they bought and received the benefits on their 
investment at a later stage. Like most Belgian cooperatives, La Maison du Peuple 
had started out with the sale of bread and had later branched out into other 
activities, annexing different retail businesses to their premises. By the late 
nineteenth century the new La Maison du Peuple building, designed by Horta, 
housed a department store. The expanding number, choice and display of goods 
as well as the advertisements and number of visitors indicate that it must have 
been a real one.108 Yet La Maison du Peuple advertised in the socialist newspaper 
Le Peuple, which probably suggests that it targeted the working classes. The 
advertisements mentioned discounts for cooperative members and one of the 
articles in the society’s bulletin addressed housewives on a tight budget who had to 
do their own shopping.109  

It seems that a social diversity of department stores similar to that in other 
cities must have existed in Belle Epoque Brussels too. 110  Although the most 
famous Brussels department stores – the ones that left behind the most 
catalogues, posters, correspondence and so forth – seem to have been modeled 
after the well-off bourgeois French department store, they were but the tip of a 
more varied iceberg. Apart from the famous Maison du Peuple, L’Etoile Bleue 
probably aimed at a more popular crowd too. L’Etoile Bleue was a store selling a 
variety of goods, ranging from clothes to furniture.111 It was located on the Place 
Rouppe, near the Gare du Midi, the railway station in the south, and at the 
western end of the Marolles, the main working class neighborhood of the 
pentagon. Furthermore, it was the only store found in this research to offer 
‘grands facilités de payement’ so explicitly and openly.112 Although it resembled 
more a large fashion house than a department store, A la Samaritaine, located on 
the Boulevard Anspach, offered similar goods to lower prices than the higher-end 
                                                                                                                                                               
bas prix et dans les deux cas, les mêmes avantages.’ La Mode Bijou. Moniteur illustré publié par les Grands 
Magasins de Nouveautés Au Bon Marché, 4:64 (1886) 10.   

108 Jaumain, Les petits commerçants, 39-43. It was similar to the famous Vooruit department store in Ghent. See  
Peter Scholliers, ‘The social-democratic world of consumption. The path-breaking case of the Ghent Cooperative 
Vooruit prior to 1914’, International Labor and Working-class history, 55 (1999) 71-91.  

109 E.g.: Le Peuple (1 January, 9 May and 12 June 1896) and Bulletin de la Maison du people, 30:3 (1912) 23.   
110 E.g.: Crossick & Jaumain, ‘The world of the department store’, 24-30 and Rains, Commodity Culture, 80-82.  
111 See the advertisements in Journal de Bruxelles (23 March, 21 September and 14 December 1913.  
112 E.g.: Journal de Bruxelles (23 March, 15 June, 9 and 23 November 1913). 
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department stores in the neighborhood.113 Searching through the 1913 directory 
for other ‘grands magasins’, it becomes obvious there were more stores than are 
generally accounted for in Brussels history. There have probably been several that 
operated for a few years only, before going out of business. Several sources 
furthermore indicate that the Rue Neuve and the boulevards were popular sites 
for entertainment among the working classes. In her year-long chronicle of life in 
Brussels, an author by the name of Christine deplored that so many of the Rue 
Neuve’s shops closed on Sundays, when the masses were able to come out and 
enjoy the sights.114 Obviously, there was a difference between looking and buying.  

 
 

David and Goliath 

Similar to what happened in other cities and countries, department stores aroused 
hostility in Belgium and Brussels too, especially on the part of shopkeepers 
running smaller-scaled stores. In Brussels, the biggest blow-out took place in the 
Rue Neuve in the days following April 14, 1910, the day this chapter started with. 
What the liberal-minded L’Indépendance Belge had failed to mention in its 
report of the inauguration of the Grands Magasins Tietz, was that not all visitors 
marveled at the store with equal wonder. Some were there to protest. According 
to city councilor Hubert, and contrary to the report in L’Indépendance Belge, the 
crowds were less numerous than anticipated. Among them were several members 
of the Syndicat des Employés, a socialist trade union for employees, who objected 
against the starvation wages paid by Leonhard Tietz. Upon their entering the 
store, security agents of the surveillance company Rondes de nuit ‘threw 
themselves upon them and ripped their hats of their heads’.115 Hubert asserted 
there were about twenty guards and that they were armed. In the meantime, the 
police intervened with violent force, arresting people and cutting off the 
surrounding streets. Inside the new Tietz store, ‘there was serious jostling and the 
night guards acted violently and aggressively’.116 The next day was relatively calm, 
but things got out of hand again on Saturday, April 16. L’Indépendance Belge 

                                                   
113 For example, prices for ‘costumes’ advertised on 19 October 1913 in the Journal de Bruxelles ranged between 
29 and 59 francs in A la Samaritaine. Over two decades earlier, Au Bon Marché had advertised men’s ‘costumes’ 
in the price range between 65 and 85 francs in its own monthly magazine. La Mode Bijou. Moniteur illustré publié 
par les Grands Magasins de Nouveautés Au Bon Marché, 4:64 (1886) 9.  
114 Christine, Au fil des jours. Chronique Bruxelloise de 1908-1909 (Brussels 1911) 107-108.   
115 ‘[…] on s’est précipité sur eux et on leur a arraché leur chapeau.’ Bulletin Communal (BC) 1910, vol. 1, 501. 
The fact that Hubert mentions that the guards belonged to the company ‘Rondes de Nuit’ suggests that the workers 
of the Syndicat des Employés must have entered Tietz in the evening. The Rondes de Nuit was a nightly 
surveillance company, offering their services to stores, factories and other instances. The business agreement 
stipulated their services would be offered between ten thirty at night and the morning. See Luc Keunings, ‘Rondes 
de nuit. La surveillance nocturne à Bruxelles à la Belle Epoque’, Les Cahiers de la Fonderie, 21(1996) 6-13.  
116 ‘[…] il y a eu de sérieuses bousculades, et les veilleurs de nuit eux-mêmes se sont montrés violents et agressifs vis-
à-vis du public’. BC 1910, vol. 1, 501.  
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reported: ‘Ce fut bagarre!’117 According to Hubert, the police entered the Tietz 
building on Monday, April 18, and started to scold and abuse the public. Women 
fainted and several respectable people were clapped in irons, including a viscount, 
a public official and an old lady.118  

Although Hubert’s account might have been somewhat inflated, 
manifestations against a department store had occurred never before. According 
to Serge Jaumain, the Grands Magasins Tietz was somewhat of a ‘black sheep’ in 
the herd of Belgian department stores because they epitomized the petite 
bourgeoisie’s greatest fear: being crushed to pieces by foreign – and worse, Jewish 
– capital.119 The outburst nevertheless unveiled frustrations that had been lingering 
for a longer time and it stirred up an old paper war fought out between the 
editorial staffs of the Journal de Bruxelles and Le Peuple in 1896. Their 
differences revolved around two main themes, which also represented the more 
general frustrations with regard to department stores such as the Grands Magasins 
Tietz. These were reminiscent of the conflicts in Belgium more generally, but also 
of those in Paris. 
 First, there was the matter of department store employees. 120  The 
manifestations aimed at persuading the shopping public to boycott the Grands 
Magasins Tietz and pressure its management into paying higher wages to their 
employees. The aforementioned Syndicat des Employés accused Tietz of 
exploiting workers and of disregarding the promised pay scales.121 In an interview 
with the Journal de Bruxelles, Tietz’s managing director rebuffed that although 
the trade union had insisted upon firm engagements before the store had opened, 
no actual agreements had been reached. He argued that the wages were fair and 
that the socialist demands were unreasonable. No employer in his right mind, he 
continued, would offer men and women equal pay. Besides, a general enquiry 
with the personnel had proved them all to be content.122 The editorial staff of the 
Journal de Bruxelles, supporting Tietz’s case, added in a different piece that the 
protesters – backed by Le Peuple – had hijacked the store’s employees for a battle 
that was based on false facts and was not theirs to be fought anyway.123 A message – 
supposedly – in name of Tietz’s employees was printed in the Journal too, saying 
that they had no attachment with the Syndicat des Employés and merely wished to 
continue working as they had been.124 Several pieces in the Journal de Bruxelles 

                                                   
117 Meaning: there were riots, it got out of hand. L’Indépendance Belge (17 April 1910).  
118 For Hubert’s full account: BC 1910, vol. 1, 500-502. For the full discussion, see pages 500-517.  
119 Jaumain, Les petits commerçants, 48.  
120 Miller, The Bon Marché, 58-162 and Jaumain, Les petits commerçants, 69.  
121 ‘Le régime intérieur d’un “grand magasin”. Interview avec un chef de service de la maison Tietz’, Journal de 
Bruxelles (19 April 1910).  
122 ‘Le régime intérieur’.  
123 Journal de Bruxelles (20 April 1910).  
124 E.g.: Journal de Bruxelles (20, 22 and 24 April 1910).  
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suggested that the attacks of Le Peuple against the Grands Magasins Tietz were 
but an attempt to influence the upcoming elections.125  

Although it is uncertain why L’Indépendance Belge did not take part in the 
discussions, it can generally be assumed that department store owners belonged to 
the commercial elite and bourgeois polite society. Its adversaries mainly came 
from within working class or socialist circles.  The battle against the Grands 
Magasins Tietz fitted with a longer and more general campaign of the Parti 
Ouvrier Belge for fair wages and improved working conditions in industry and 
retailing. The Grands Magasins Tietz was not the first store to be attacked. A 
special series of articles investigating ‘Les Grands Magasins’, published in Le 
Peuple in 1896, had already denounced the questionable working conditions in 
department stores more generally.126 August Dewinne, editor of Le Peuple, argued 
that working conditions for shop assistants had gone downhill:  

 
‘A few years ago, the working classes saw them [the shop workers] 
walking by on the streets, dressed in black, neatly coiffed, neatly cut, 
curled and smoothed with Brylcreem and they considered them 
«Messieurs», bourgeois men, and they themselves believed to be a special 
class of people, superior to the proletariat, near to the bourgeoisie. Back 
in the day, a salesclerk hardly mingled with other workers. He received a 
nice pay, lived in the intimacy of his boss’s home, ate at his table and 
sometimes even became his successor.’127     
 

Those days were gone, Dewinne continued. Capitalism had razed the small 
boutiques to the ground and had built giant bazaars on their ruins. The art of the 
salesclerk-window-dresser had lost its status. Anyone with a set of hands was hired 
at the new stores. The familial relationship between the patron and the employee 
had broken down and replaced with a system in which a worker was reduced to 
being ‘a cog in a wheel driven forward by capitalism’.128 And while the profits 
increased with every passing day, the clerks’ and workers’ wages diminished. To 
make matters worse, Dewinne argued, most shop girls and sales clerks worked on 
commission. Especially during the low season of the summer this entailed that 
they could be working a whole day without getting paid; that is, if they did not get 
laid off. Dewinne concluded that shop workers had become part of the pitiable 
                                                   
125 Journal de Bruxelles (22 April 1910).  
126 The series counted fifteen articles, appearing in Le Peuple between 22 November 1896 and 31 December 1896.  
127 ‘Il y a quelques années, les ouvriers les voyant passer à la rue, habillés de noir, bien coiffés, bien chaussés, 
pommadés et frisés, les considéraient comme des «Messieurs», des bourgeois, et eux-mêmes se croyaient d’une 
classe un peu spéciale, supérieure au prolétariat, se rapprochant de la bourgeoisie. A cet époque, l’employé ne se 
mêlait guère aux autres travailleurs. Il touchait un beau traitement, vivait dans l’intimité de son patron, mangeait à 
la même table que lui, et parfois devenait son successeur’. ‘Les grands Magasins. Les employés’, Le Peuple (27 
November 1896). On August De Winne, see: Alain Deneef, ‘De Winne August (Bruxelles 1861 – Genval, 1935)’, 
in: Serge Jaumain (ed), Dictionnaire d’histoire de Bruxelles (Brussels 2013) 271. 
128 ‘Les grands Magasins. Les employés’, Le Peuple (27 November 1896). 
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proletariat and he held the big stores accountable for it.129 The – in all probability 
very pertinent – discourse with regard to exploitation is reminiscent of the 
commotion in Paris and other cities, yet there seems to be one big difference. In 
Brussels, no allegations were made concerning the immorality of the workplace. 
No trace could be found of allegations regarding the immoral situation of shop 
girls trying to seduce or being seduced by customers, for example.130   

Second, the establishment of department stores, continuously expanding 
their shop floor and their product lines, scared smaller shopkeepers. According to 
Jaumain, individual Belgian shopkeepers acted less hostile towards department 
stores than against the cooperative movement. In fact, rather than attacking them 
fiercely, a ‘subtle mixture of attraction and aversion’ characterized the attitude of 
‘petits commerçants’ towards department stores. 131  Department stores were 
commonly accused of unfair competition because they had goods produced in 
Flemish prisons and convents for next to nothing, for example.132 They were also 
accused of trying to achieve a monopoly by smoking out their competition.133 
Several retailers’ associations accused them of false publicity, dishonest business 
practices, and a bad treatment of their staff. The attacks on the management of 
the Grands Magasins Tietz were exceptionally virulent and personal. By referring 
to the store as a ‘Joden-Bazaar’ (a Jewish bazaar) it was racist too.134  

Soon, small independent retailers found a more specific issue to focus their 
attention on.135 A particular thorn in their flesh was the taxation system. For most 
of the nineteenth century, all businesses were subject to the ‘Loi du Droit de 
Patente’. This law, issued in 1819, stipulated that ‘no-one was to exercise or have 
exercised in his name, a trade, profession, industry, craft or hold a shop without 
having provided oneself with a patent’. With the patent came a tax that was 
calculated on the basis of an estimation of the profits of the respective business. 
By the 1880s, while the economic reality had changed, the estimative indicators 
and tax brackets had nevertheless remained the same. Small business owners felt 
that the existing system was particularly beneficial for department stores and other 
businesses that operated on a larger scale. First, they argued, these stores 
combined several trades in one store, but were only taxed for one of them. 
Second, there was a maximum tax rate in Brussels that was applicable for all 
businesses whose turnover exceeded 265 000 francs. Bearing in mind the fact that 
the turnover in large stores could amount to several millions, the advocates of the 
                                                   
129 ‘Les grands Magasins. Les employés’, Le Peuple (27 November 1896). 
130 Serge Jaumain mentions that some went as far as painting a picture of the department store as a place of vice, but 
the source he refers to is a contemporary pamphlet, printed in Paris. Jaumain, Les petits commerçants, 69. On 
Paris, see Miller, The Bon Marché, 190-213. See also Rappaport, Shopping for pleasure, 209-214. 
131 Jaumain, Les petits commerçants, 68-71.  
132 It is unclear whether that accusation was correct, but it is not inconceivable.  
133 Le Peuple (23 November and 31 December 1896).  
134 Jaumain, Les petits commerçants, 69.  
135 Jaumain, Les petits commerçants, 70.  
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tax revision argued that department stores were only being levied duties on a very 
minor part of their profits, to the detriment of their smaller rivals.136 A law enacted 
in 1891, elevating the duties levied for the biggest of the retailers, did not change 
that much. Small-scale shopkeepers still believed that they had gotten the short 
end of the stick.137  

Both the municipal and national authorities were rather slow to back the 
cause of the petite bourgeoisie. The matter of the patent tax was repeatedly put on 
the agenda of the Brussels city council in the 1880s through 1900s, but it never 
gained momentum. In keeping with the contemporary market policy debates 
discussed in chapter three, the Brussels authorities were wary of interfering with 
the freedom of trade, even if the advocates of the revision argued that the 
conservation of the patent tax presented much more of an interference than its 
adaptation.138 Similarly, the Belgian government did not alter the existing patent 
system thoroughly until after the First World War. In refraining from doing so, it 
followed the sentiment among the petite bourgeoisie’s elite that a revision of the 
tax would hurt small independent retailers much more than the bigshots. The 
national authorities were equally slow to respond to other aspects of the petite 
bourgeoisie’s cry for help. Although they did not insist on the matter, they did feel 
for the petite bourgeoisie’s troubles and ended up installing the Commission 
nationale de la Petite Bourgeosie in 1902 to inquire into their current situation, 
problems and wishes in the early twentieth century. Although most of the 
independent retailers’ demands remained dead letter until after the war, the 
Commission did help pave the way for the petite bourgeoisie to battle more 
efficiently for its existence. There were no protective measures like in Germany, 
but the commission did give the petite bourgeoisie’s representatives some leverage 
with politicians.139   

Political advocates for the petite bourgeoisie mainly belonged to the 
Catholic Party. They had been the architects of the Commission nationale de la 
Petite Bourgeoisie and were also behind a multitude of associations of small 
independent shopkeepers. Their motives were clear. Having lost a portion of the 
working classes to socialism, they could not afford to lose their general influence 
on the middling classes.140 They fought a hard anti-cooperative campaign, trying to 
convince independent retailers that the cooperative movement presented the 
biggest threat to their livelihood, but they walked a tightrope. By voice of the 
editor of Le Peuple, the socialist movement questioned their concern for the 
petite bourgeoisie. After all, the Catholic Party did not protect them from their 
                                                   
136 See the debates in the Brussels City Council on the revision of taxes with regard to department stores: BC 1889, 
vol. 1, 606-615; BC 1890, vol. 1, 182-200; BC 1893, vol. 1, 341 and BC 1896, vol. 1, 421-423.  
137 Jaumain, Les petits commerçants, 70.  
138 BC 1889, vol. 1, 606-615.  
139 Jaumain, Les petits commerçants, 99-159.  
140 Jaumain, Les petits commerçants, 99-159 and 273-277.  
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‘real enemy’, the capitalist department stores. Although Le Peuple did not 
denounce the department store itself – there were advertisements for several 
department stores – it attacked the Catholic newspaper Journal de Bruxelles for 
siding with department stores in general and the Grands Magasins Tietz in 
particular.141 They saw it as an indication of the Catholic Party’s failure to protect 
the petite bourgeoisie.  

The Journal de Bruxelles denied these accusations and kept emphasizing 
that they did look out for the small business owners’ interests.142 In the end, the 
majority of the small shopkeepers went with the Catholic Party’s conviction. 
Plenty of them admired and respected department stores because of the wealth of 
their architecture and shop windows, the number of advertisements in the press 
and the people they lured in. What is more, the actual complaints against 
department stores did not emanate from urban milieus. The bulk of complaints 
were actually voiced by shopkeepers from smaller villages and towns.143 While 
there is no denying that there was animosity among shopkeepers against 
department stores, it seems to have been less fierce in Brussels than it was 
elsewhere and there is no indication that it took on a moral dimension like it did 
in France, Germany and England.144 Belgian and Brussels’ shopkeepers formed 
alliances to defend their livelihood, but these focused on co-operatives, multiples, 
and – more importantly – traditional competitors.145 Shopkeepers feared itinerant 
traders displaying their wares in front of their own shop windows much more than 
a department store down the road. As mentioned in chapter three, their attitude 
towards the former was downright hostile.146 While minimizing the display of 
goods on the streets fitted well with the city council’s own agenda for Brussels, the 
majority of city councilors was not adverse to department stores. In fact, leaving 
aside the debates on the Grands Magasins Tietz, municipal councilors talked of 
‘grands magasins’ as positive assets to the city, whereas itinerant trading did not fit 
with their view of the streets.147  
 

                                                   
141 Le Peuple (5 July 1896). See also the defense against these attacks, e.g.: Journal de Bruxelles (23 June and 23 
November 1896, 20, 21 and 24 April 1910 and 10 July 1913).  
142 Journal de Bruxelles (20 April 1910 and 10 July 1913).  
143 Jauamin, Les petits commerçants, 65-74.  
144 E.g.: Miller, The Bon Marché, 190-214; Crossick & Jaumain, ‘The world of the department store’, 3-9 and 24-
35; Kathleen James, ‘From Messel to Mendelsohn: German department store architecture in defense of urban and 
economic change’, in: Crossick & Jaumain, Cathedrals of consumption, 252-278; Rappaport, Shopping for 
pleasure and Tiersten, Marianne in the market.   
145 Nord, The politics of resentment, 60-96; Jaumain, Les petits commerçants, 65-74 and Crossick & Jaumain, ‘The 
world of the department store’, 4-5. 
146 Jaumain, Les petits commerçants, 65-74.  
147 E.g.: BC 1856, vol. 1, 161-188; BC 1882, vol. 1, 374-394 and BC 1887, vol. 1, 87. For the municipal stance 
towards itinerant trading, see chapter three on markets and market halls.   
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Location, locat ion, locat ion 

Most of the existing research on department stores has dealt with the difference 
they made, whether the interest was focused on the ‘retail revolution’, the 
conflicting terms of their competition with established small shops, or the way 
they epitomized and influenced the bourgeois culture of modernity. Caution is 
however required. Even if a struggle of life and death was discursively implied, the 
actual impact of a department store on its surroundings may have been less 
dramatic. In this respect, department stores had an impact that may have been 
primarily psychological. From an economic point of view there are multiple 
indications that the establishment of department stores in urban centers actually 
proved beneficial to their surroundings. According to historian Philip Nord, shops 
in the vicinity of the Bon Marché in Paris multiplied all through the nineteenth 
and early twentieth century. Nord furthermore suggests that, although department 
stores did pose a formidable threat to specific retail branches, the rise of 
department stores had but a small part in the origins of the association of 
shopkeepers in protest. 148  Certain retailers, both in Paris and London, even 
welcomed department stores in their vicinity because they attracted shoppers. ‘For 
all the noise made by retailer organisations, a noise which first alerted us to the 
department store as a phenomenon, independent shopkeepers were by no means 
uniformly hostile’, Crossick and Jaumain conclude. 149  All three authors base 
themselves on contemporary writings to reassess the relationship between 
shopkeepers and department stores. In this analysis of Brussels, I offer an 
alternative, complementary exploration: one that moves away from the discourse 
and into the main department store streets and offers a reconstruction of the 
spatial distribution of the product lines department stores specialized in.   
 

Peau neuve 

Brussels’ alleged first department store, Au Bon Marché, was established as a 
small novelties shop in the Rue Neuve in 1845 by the Thiéry family. From a 
contemporary’s point of view, this choice of location might have seemed odd. 
The center of gravitas of the shopping landscape of the time was located south 
and eastward, along the Marché aux Herbes, the Rue de la Madeleine and the 
Montagne de la Cour, while the Rue Neuve had remained a predominantly 
residential street. It had been constructed in the early seventeenth century as a 
long, broad and straight street with a sharp bend to the east at its northern end. 
Like in London, the first department stores – albeit in an early stage of 
development – set up shop in a neighborhood that was peripheral to the actual 
                                                   
148 Nord, The politics of resentment, 60-96. 
149 Crossick & Jaumain, ‘The world of the department store’, 4-5. See also Nord, The politics of resentment, 60-96 
and Jaumain, Les petits commerçants, 68-71.  
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commercial center of the city, but within easy reach of the suburbs and the 
provinces.150 This is not to say that it was the establishment of a department store 
that made the Rue Neuve into Brussels’ prime shopping street. The Rue Neuve 
had already come into bud before that time. Although it was still filled with 
prominent townhouses at the time, the Thiéry family was not the first to set up 
shop there. In fact, the commercial directory for 1833 listed 36 shopkeepers. 
Sixteen of them, the majority, were active in the fashion business, selling and/or 
manufacturing haberdashery, linens and other textiles. There were two tailors and 
a hat maker or seller. The second biggest category of shops sold food. There were 
six grocers, one bakery and one that combined both. Other stores sold wine and 
liquor and a selection of consumer goods, such as mirrors, watches, books, 
carriages, paintings, and carpets and upholstering. In total, about 32 percent of the 
streets’ building plots were taken up by properties housing some kind of retail 
activity.151 [See table 1] 
 

Table 1. Distribution of shopkeepers, per type of goods in the Rue Neuve 

Type of goods 1833 1878 1913 

art  & precis ion 6% 12% 9% 

consumer goods 14% 8% 10% 

fashion 44% 38% 48% 

food 25% 14% 5% 

st imulants  3% 9% 3% 

wine & l iquor 8% 0% 0% 

other categories 0% 13% 10% 

mult iple categories  0% 6% 15% 

including fashion 44% 42% 60% 
including shopping goods 64% 69% 81% 

 
Compared to the parallel Rue de la Fiancée (with fifteen percent of properties 
occupied by shopkeepers), the Rue Neuve boasted a relatively high retail 
occupancy, especially for a residential street. It housed the most shops in the 
neighborhood.152 The only streets coming close to the retail occupancy of the Rue 
Neuve were the Rue du Fossé aux Loups and the Place de la Monnaie, both in 
between the Rue Neuve and the commercial heart of the city. However, it was not 
until after crossing the Place de la Monnaie that one could find real shopping 
streets. Indeed, over seventy percent of all buildings along the Rue des Fripiers – 
the continuation of the Rue Neuve across the square – housed retail businesses. 

                                                   
150 On London, see Rappaport, Shopping for pleasure, 16-47.  
151 The percentages used in this case study were calculated manually (See introduction, and appendix one).    
152 Retail occupancy in the surrounding streets equaled about 20 percent (Rue du Curé, Rue aux Choux and Rue du 
Pont-Neuf) or 7 percent or less (Rue Saint-Michel, Rue Chant d’Oiseaux and Rue de la Blanchisserie). 
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As mentioned in the first chapter, the Rue des Fripiers was one of the most 
important retail streets of the city in 1833.153 [See table 2] It ranked among 
Brussels’ ten shopping streets that were the most densely populated with shops, 
branching off from the artery stretching from the Place Royale in the east to the 
Marché aux Poulets west.154 [See map in chapter one] 

 
Table 2. Percentage of premises housing retail activity per street 

Street  1833 1878 1913 

Anspach (bd)   47,27 68,04 

August ins   23,81 22,22 

Blanchisserie  6,67 49,02 46,43 

Choux 17,39 46,67 35 

Evêque 39,53 41,86 46,34 

Finis tère 20 38,89 35 

Fossé aux Loups 27,37 47,69 44,64 

Fripiers  71,7 65,45 77,59 

Grétry   61,36 65,71 

Malines   45,65 47,92 

Marché aux Poulets  58,46 67,86 66,67 

Neuve 32,14 61,31 79,55 

Nord (bd)   51,32 71,97 

Place De Brouckère   53,66 50,98 

Place de la  Monnaie 28,57 0 20 

Pont-Neuf 19,57 34,69 45,16 

Saint -Michel  7 50 68,42 

 
                                                   
153 In 1833, the Rue des Fripiers counted 72 percent retail occupancy. Although not a part of this case study, this 
percentage was calculated by hand because it ranked among Brussels top retail streets.  
154 As explained in chapters one and six, the top twenty of retail streets was calculated as follows: to gauge the 
density of retailing activity in the street, two complementary methods of automatic calculation were compared by 
means of a factor analysis resulting in a list based on the common denominator in both methods. The first method 
consisted of a comparison of the number of retailers to the highest house number. However, because the highest 
house number listed in the directory is not always a reliable indicator of the length of a street, a second method was 
used gauging the importance of retail activity compared to the whole of professional activities exercised in a certain 
street. Shops or people that were listed under two or multiple headings have been filtered out by taking every 
house number into account only once. Several streets appear in only one or two records, even though they 
contained many more buildings and inhabitants at the time. Because it is likely that in these streets the highest 
recorded number for that street or the total amounts of records listed is not a reliable indicator for such streets’ 
lengths, a threshold was established for both calculation methods, only taking into account streets for which the 
directory listed ten or more entries. The threshold was kept relatively low, because some central streets only 
contained a handful of buildings and inhabitants. Because of potential flaws in one or the other calculation 
methods, the percentages retrieved automatically are not necessarily reliable. Therefore, the retail occupancy for 
the top 30 streets, as ranked in the list retrieved through the factor analysis, was calculated by hand for every 
sample year. While automatic calculations were based on ‘retail+’ categories, the calculations started from retail+ 
and undeclared categories, filtering out only those entrepreneurs for which it was certain that they did not engage in 
retail. For the calculations by hand, the number of properties was either counted on the 1830 Craan map or 
retrieved from the directory organized per street.  
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While the ratio of about thirty percent retail occupancy did testify to the suitability 
of the location for a novelties shop in 1833, the attractiveness of the Rue Neuve 
increased in 1840, when the northern end of the street was redeveloped. The 
former end of the street, bending to the east, became a separate street with its own 
name, the Rue de Malines, and the route of the Rue Neuve was extended through 
a building block to connect with the Place Rogier. The Rue Neuve had now 
become part of a straight thoroughfare between Brussels’ two railway stations, the 
Gare du Nord, constructed in 1835 on the Place Rogier, and the Gare du Midi, 
constructed in 1840 near the Place Rouppe at the south end of the pentagon. 
Whereas the main thoroughfare had always ran east to west, the advent of the 
railway altered traffic flows. Close to the railway station for deliveries, on the route 
in between stations for travelers, and part of one of two main circulative axes in 
town, the Rue Neuve had become an excellent choice of settlement for 
businessmen with ambition. The station ensured shopkeepers there of a constant 
stream of passers-by to be intercepted. It is no coincidence, then, that the face of 
the Rue Neuve started to transform in this period. The first sidewalks dated from 
before the 1840s. Later on, the street was leveled to ensure a smooth walk from 
the Place de la Monnaie to the Place Rogier. 155 

The Rue Neuve and its department store blossomed at a joint pace. All in 
all, Au Bon Marché was still of very modest scale in 1878 and nowhere to be 
compared to the Parisian department stores of the time, but it had nevertheless 
expanded its novelty business to include product lines such as ready-made 
clothing for women and children and cloth and textiles for trousers and vests. It 
took up two adjoining properties. Behind the newly laid out sidewalks, 
townhouses throughout the street were quickly filling up with shops. In 1878, the 
percentage of property in the Rue Neuve that housed retail activity had doubled 
to 61 percent. The majority of stores still dealt in fashion, albeit in a wider variety. 
A new hat seller had replaced the one that had been there in 1833 and there were 
still haberdashers, tailors and textile shops. New goods on offer in the Rue Neuve 
included whites and undergarments, lace, perfume, novelties and umbrellas. A 
number of stores sold (and made) jewelry and watches, while certain others 
specialized in porcelain and crockery, paper wares or furniture. The grocers had 
been replaced with chocolate shops and confectionery stores and there were 
tobacco shops and stores for household goods. The remaining part of the street 
was filled up with wholesalers, actual townhouses occupied by the well-to-do and 
the hotel and catering industry. Instead of the four estaminets established in the 

                                                   
155 According to Christophe Loir, the Rue Neuve was already fully equipped with sidewalks by the early 1840s. 
Christophe Loir, Bruxelles néoclassique. Mutation d’un espace urbain, 1775-1840 (Brussels 2009) 263-297. For 
examples of building permits in which the reconstruction of a sidewalk on the new level is a requirement, see 
AVB, TP 17655: report 6 June 1870; TP 17656: correspondence 1884-1885 and TP 17657: acte d’autorisation 7 
February 1899).  
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Rue Neuve in 1833, there were now nine establishments: four hotels and five 
estaminets, restaurants and bars.  

Apart from new shops, two arcades were built in the Rue Neuve during this 
period. The first one, the Galerie du Commerce, had been built in 1871 on the 
premises of the former Hôtel du Comte de Grünne. The cruciform arcade 
connected the Rue Neuve to the Rue d’Argent and the Place des Martyrs. A 
decade later the Passage du Nord, connecting the Rue Neuve with the Boulevard 
du Nord, was inaugurated. Like the Galeries Saint-Hubert, both were 
monumental buildings, featuring a glazed roof and ornamental caryatids, and had 
been approved by the city council because of their potential to direct pedestrian 
traffic away from the congested Rue Neuve. Albeit more eclectic and pompous in 
style, they served a similar purpose to that of the Galeries Saint-Hubert. Their 
retail profile was similar too, with fashion being the biggest category in 1878, 
equaled by consumer goods in 1913. The Passage du Nord already hosted the 
infamous museum Musée du Nord and took in the wax works museum Musée 
Castan in 1888. 156 In 1913, the Galerie du Commerce had its own café-concert. 
Neither arcade would ever equal the Galeries Saint-Hubert as a retail destination, 
nor as a marker in urban life, but their presence along the Rue Neuve is telling 
nevertheless. It is no coincidence that the second wave of the arcade-frenzy 
occurred there instead of in the historic heart of the city surrounding the Grand 
Place.157 Of course, the area was a logical choice for property developers interested 
in building arcades, since there were large open building plots to be found, while 
the area near the Galeries Saint-Hubert was filled up. However, the revival of the 
arcade in a different area in the city might also be indicative of something else. 
The choice to give the lower city its own arcades very likely testifies of a budding 
shopping culture there and a shifting center of gravitas.  

In the forty years that had passed since 1833, the face of downtown 
Brussels had altered dramatically. The area immediately (south-)west of the Rue 
Neuve had been subject to the most intensive project of urban renewal in 
Brussels’ nineteenth-century history. The river Senne, winding through the lower 
city in a north-south direction, was covered up in a redevelopment project typical 
of mid-nineteenth-century European cities. The jumble of streets along it had 
been razed to the ground and replaced with a long artery of consecutive 
boulevards and squares. The objective of the project was clear: to clean up the 
infectious river and the slums that surrounded it by creating a straight connection 
between the railway stations north and south of the city, while at the same time 
                                                   
156 Little is known about the Musée du Nord and the Musée Castan, except for the fact that they were rather 
sensational. See: Liesbet Nys, De intrede van het publiek. Museumbezoek in België, 1830-1914 (Leuven 
University Press 2012) 144.  
157 The one exception being the municipally owned Galerie du Parlement in the governmental neighborhood of the 
city. The Passage des postes was also built nearby. Marie-France Willaumez, Les passages-galeries du XIXe siècle à 
Bruxelles (Brussels 1983) 60-78. 
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transforming Brussels into a ‘modern’ city. As in most European cities of the 
time, the inspiration came from Georges-Eugène Haussmann’s transformation of 
Paris. The new boulevards were to be flanked with broad sidewalks, civic 
monuments such as the new stock exchange, and fancy apartment buildings for 
the bourgeoisie. Shops, cafés and other entertainment venues would liven up the 
ground floors. The plan was for the central lanes to become a glittering hotspot 
for entertainment and shopping.158  

Even if the project was in many ways a bust – there were financial 
problems, the entrepreneur went bankrupt, and after their completion there 
appeared to be no craze for the Parisian style apartment buildings – the sequence 
of elegant shop windows did end up sparking many a contemporary’s 
imagination.159 The boulevards’ sidewalk cafés, bars, diorama, waxworks museum, 
theater and – later on – cinema drew crowds. Like in Paris, the boulevards also 
became home to a handful of department stores. The most famous one of those 
was the Grands Magasins de la Bourse. Seizing the opportunity of the tabula rasa 
the public works had offered him, François Thiéry put up a whole new building 
on the corner of the Marché aux Poulets and the Boulevard Anspach.160 The 
building was five stories high. Its shop windows stretched over the ground and first 
floors and ran along the full width of the plot. Like many of the French 
department stores, one of its monumental entrances was located on the corner. It 
spanned two floors, was topped off by a cupola dome and was flanked by two 
giant caryatids, dressed in empire waist lined dresses and holding a globe over 
their heads.161 According to Brussels historian and archivist Guillaume Des Marez 
– who was two years old when the new premises were inaugurated – the 
construction of this building marked a new era in the history of Brussels 
department stores.162 As had been the case with the market halls, the Galeries 
Saint-Hubert and some of the later arcades, the erection of this particular 
shopping palace was strongly intertwined with urban (re)development projects. 
Even if the municipality had nothing to do with the actual business enterprise, 
François Thiéry associated his store with the city’s newest showpiece, the 
monumental stock exchange, renaming his store after it, and featuring the 
‘Bourse’ on advertisements and stationery headings. With a massive corner 

                                                   
158 Yvon Leblicq, ‘De evolutie van het stadsbeeld’, in: Jean Stengers et al. (eds), Brussel. Groei van een hoofdstad 
(Antwerp 1979) 256-278; Anne Van Loo, ‘L’Haussmanisation de Bruxelles: la construction des boulevards du 
centre, 1865-1880’, Revue de l'Art, 37:106 (1994) 39-49 and Rik Röttger, ‘Capitol en capital. Het “moment 
Anspach” in de Brussels urbanisatie en liberale politieke cultuur (1860-1880)’, Stadsgeschiedenis, 1 (2006) 27-50. 
159 Leblicq, ‘De evolutie van het stadsbeeld’, 256-278; Jean-Marie Duvosquel, Nachtraven. Het uitgangsleven in 
Brussel van 1830 tot 1940 (Brussels 1987) 9-12; Van Loo, ‘L’Haussmanisation de Bruxelles’, 39-49 and Röttger, 
‘Capitol en capital’, 27-50.  
160 Technically, this boulevard was first named Boulevard Central, but because it was soon renamed Boulevard 
Anspach, I will only use the later name to avoid confusion.  
161 AVB, TP 242: drawings annexed to autorisation (10 and 21 August 1872).  
162 Cited in Renoy, Les Grands Magasins, 160.  
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entrance, one monumental entrance on the Boulevard Anspach and one modest 
entrance on the Rue du Marché aux Poulets, the Boulevard was clearly the new 
focal point – especially considering the fact that the Rue du Marché aux Poulets 
was endowed with a higher density in shops.163  

Despite its being the fashionable promenade and the role of the shop 
windows therein, the Boulevard Anspach never became the equal of the Rue 
Neuve in terms of retail density. As a whole, the Boulevard Anspach grew to have 
a more diversified profile, with retail being only one of the many activities on the 
street. Considering the fact that the Boulevard Anspach was a new artery, it did 
keep up with the Rue Neuve rather well, with about 47 percent of all properties 
housing one or more retail businesses in 1878. A similar presence of retailers 
could be found along the Boulevard du Nord, the extension of the Boulevard 
Anspach across the Place de Brouckère. Together with the increased number of 
shops in the Rue Neuve, the shops on the new boulevards were part of broader 
phenomenon. In fact, the whole neighborhood in between the Rue Neuve and 
the Boulevard Anspach grew more densely populated with shops. Between 1833 
and 1878, the percentage of properties housing shops in the side-streets of the 
Rue Neuve had (more than) doubled. The highest percentages were still to be 
found in streets that were in line with the age-old commercial center: the Marché 
aux Poulets, the most dense retail street in the case study, and the Rue des 
Fripiers – even if it was in decline. The fact that these streets ranked among the 
highest in the case study should not come as a surprise. After all, they were 
located in line with the city’s district that was most densely populated in shops. 
Even as late as 1878 the central parts of the ‘Chaussée’ continued to constitute the 
ultimate shopping district in Brussels. [See maps in chapter six] 

The thickening of the shopping landscape in the area near the Boulevard 
Anspach and the Rue Neuve formed part of a more general process of retail 
growth. The number of unique retailers listed in the commercial directories 
nearly grew fivefold: from 1 984 in 1833 to 9 220 in 1878. Although we have to 
take into account the fact that the accuracy and completeness of the directories 
increased over time, the increase in entries must have been indicative of an actual 
growth of the retail business.164 Furthermore, with the number of retailers taking 
up multiple adjoining properties on the rise, the actual growth in shop space might 
have been even larger. Although the overall level of concentration seems to have 
diminished between 1833 and 1878 – with shops spreading into smaller streets – 
the levels of concentration in the central streets did grow larger, from 69 percent 
in 1833 to 74 percent in 1878.  

                                                   
163 AVB, TP 242: drawings annexed to autorisation (10 and 21 August 1872).  
164 Especially considering the fact that the share of ‘retail categories’, as they were listed in the database, diminished 
as the century progressed.  
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There was however more to the increase in retail occupancy on and near 
the Rue Neuve and the new boulevards. Since the commercial heart of the city 
was slowly getting saturated with shops – over ninety percent of the Rue de la 
Madeleine had, for example, already been filled with shops in 1833 – it seems 
logical that shopkeepers had to find a place elsewhere. Both the Rue Neuve and 
the central lanes were obvious choices. Both of them were located on the axis 
between the two railway stations. Furthermore, due to the construction of the 
Galeries Saint-Hubert, there had been a fashionable pedestrian shortcut between 
the upper city and the Rue Neuve since 1847. Although the Rue Neuve and the 
boulevards were located in the periphery of Brussels’ commercial core, they were 
still within walking distance. Furthermore, the area had been cleaned up 
tremendously after the urban redevelopment resulting in the Grands Boulevards. 
The mud and dirt caused by the occasional flooding river had vanished and the 
jumble of streets and alleyways had been replaced with comfortably designed 
streets and boulevards, which – as the history of the Galeries Saint-Hubert 
demonstrates – had become instrumental to the practice of promenading and 
shopping. With the urban context having changed so much between 1878 and 
1913, it is difficult to make out how important a factor department stores were in 
the commercial transformation of the neighborhood. This is especially the case 
for the Boulevard Anspach, where the establishment of department stores 
coincided with its construction and had been foreseen by urban planners. The 
one thing that can be concluded from the bump in retail figures is that department 
stores did not discourage other – small and similar – shopkeepers to settle in the 
area. Hence their contribution to the bloom of the Rue Neuve and downtown 
must have been non-existent or positive, rather than negative.  
 
 

The bandwagon 

1878 was only early days for Brussels’ department stores. In no way could they be 
compared to their counterparts in metropolises such as London, Paris or 
Chicago. They had not yet evolved to become true monster stores, taking up 
(half) a building bloc. There was only the one building purposely designed as a 
department store and both Au Bon Marché and the Grands Magasins de 
Nouveautés de la Bourse still focused on items of fashion. The inauguration of 
the new ‘A la Bourse’ building must have been quite the event and both stores did 
offer a variety of fashionable items, ranging from undergarments and clothing to 
textiles and accessories. However, they were not unique in that respect. Other, 
less prestigious stores, usually in the business of furniture or industrial materials, 
also offered a variety of goods. There were no stores mixing fundamentally 
different branches. All traded within the confines of a larger industry, such as 
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fashion, furniture, food, or industrial goods. In that respect, even if they were 
somewhat larger and offered a wider variety of fashion goods, department stores 
of the time fitted well with their neighbors. By 1913, the scene had changed. 
There were at least three known department stores in the Rue Neuve, put up in 
magnificently grand and large buildings. They sold a wide variety of goods, 
ranging from confectionery and furniture to fashion and paper wares. The 
building of the Grands Magasins de la Bourse now took up the breadth of a 
building bloc along the Boulevard Anspach and across from it was another 
monumental building housing a Grand Bazar with multiple counters. Brussels’ 
department stores had matured.  

The Belle Epoque bloom of department stores in Brussels should not 
obscure the fact that the all-round share of department stores probably remained 
rather limited, as it did elsewhere.165 Jefferys estimated that the British retail share 
taken up by department stores in 1910 amounted to about 2 or 3 percent and 
similar figures have been calculated for Germany. Belgian department stores had 
not conquered a more substantial part of the retail market by 1930.166 Since these 
‘grands magasins’ were mostly located in the larger cities, particularly in Brussels, 
their local share might have been somewhat larger. 167 Still, their numbers in the 
commercial directories confirm that these types of stores had been a minority all 
through the nineteenth and into the twentieth century. There might have been 
more bazaars and department-store-like shops than could be traced in the 1833 
directory, but they would still have been numerically negligible. Even in 1878, at a 
time when Au Bon Marché and A la Bourse – the prefix ‘Grands Magasins’ was 
only added afterwards – were already operating, none of the listings referred to 
department stores explicitly. It is therefore unclear how many of the 9 220 unique 
retail addresses could actually qualify as department stores. By the turn of the 
twentieth century, the term ‘grand magasin’ and ‘grands magasins’ had lifted off. 
Eight business owners advertised their stores with that particular prefix or 
addition. Four known department stores were listed without ‘grand magasin’ as 
part of their name and one of them had a succursale in the suburbs.168 Adding the 
Grand Bazar du Boulevard Anspach to that list, a total of fifteen department-like 
stores could be traced in the 1913 commercial directory. That number however is 
a very rough estimation. On the one hand, several of the stores listed with ‘grands 
magasins’ to their name only from afar resembled the department store as it 
appeared in popular culture (and as it was described in the introduction to this 
chapter). On the other hand, there must have been stores that better resembled 
                                                   
165 With the exception of department stores in Canada, see: Belisle, Retail nation. 7 and 13-44.  
166 Crossick & Jaumain, ‘The world of the department store’, 5-6.  
167 Jaumain, Les petits commerçants, 37-39, 46-52, 68-71 and 274.  
168 These stores were: A l’Innovation, Old England, the fancy department store on the Montagne de la Cour, La 
Maison du Peuple, the famous cooperative department store, and A l’Etoile Bleue (Place Rouppe), known to have 
sold a wide variety of goods (ranging from furniture to fashion).  
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this description without carrying the name, making it impossible to track them 
down in the directories.169 

Of course, the number of stores does not account for the space they took 
up, the location they were put up in, or the ensuing psychological impact they 
might have had. Of the nine known Brussels department stores, five were located 
either on the Rue Neuve (Au Bon Marché, Innovation and Tietz) or on the 
Boulevard Anspach (Grands Magasins de la Bourse and Grand Bazar du 
Boulevard Anspach). Two were located elsewhere in downtown Brussels (The 
cooperative Maison du Peuple near the Sablon and A l’Etoile Bleue on Place 
Rouppe). Old England, the most luxurious of all, was located on top of the 
Montagne de la Cour and the branch of A l’Innovation was located just outside 
the Porte de Namur on the Chaussée d’Ixelles, the extension of the city’s age-old 
shopping axis. Nearly all of them took up large and/or several adjoining properties 
and large building plots. If but a minority, these department stores pulled their 
weight in the city center, with their preferred location also being one of the city’s 
new thriving shopping districts. For example, by 1913, the façade of the Grand 
Bazar du Boulevard Anspach on said boulevard stretched over four house 
numbers. Behind it was an irregularly shaped store with entrances along the Rue 
de l’Evêque and the Rue Grétry. Similarly shaped, the Grands Magasins de la 
Bourse took up three adjoining building plots along the Boulevard Anspach, but 
there were entrances on the Marché aux Poulets and the Rue Paul Devaux too. 
Department stores occupied fifteen percent of the Rue Neuve’s properties. All 
three were lined up next to each other. A passer-by walking in the direction of the 
Gare du Nord would first encounter the Grands Magasins Tietz, taking up eight 
parcels of land halfway the Rue Neuve. Three stores further down was A 
l’Innovation, worth five house numbers. Next door was the Rue Neuve’s largest 
store. Au Bon Marché consisted of two buildings (housenumbers 115 to 121 and 
123 to 139), separated by the Rue de la Blanchisserie and connected by a covered 
bridge. 

Much like in Paris, Emile Zola’s tale of small shopkeepers being crushed 
by these monster stores did not compute with the actual developments in 
Brussels. In fact, even though there were now three department stores taking up 
multiple buildings, the number of shopkeepers had continued to increase from 84 
in 1878 to 111 in 1913. [See table 3] Because several other stores took up 
multiple adjoining properties as well, 140 of the Rue Neuve’s 176 buildings 
housed retail activity (eighty percent). Similarly, the retail occupancy on the 
Boulevard Anspach had increased from 47 to 68 percent. The situation in the 
neighboring streets varied. Some had grown to the same extent as the Rue Neuve 
and the Boulevard Anspach. The Boulevard du Nord, for example, had turned 
                                                   
169 Especially considering the fact that this automatically generated number is most likely an underestimate of the 
number of addresses listed in the directory that actually referred to retail businesses.  
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into a full-blown shopping street, with stores in 72 percent of its buildings. The 
Rue des Fripiers had recovered and could now again boast 78 percent retail 
occupancy.  The Rue Saint-Michel, cutting across the Rue Neuve and connecting 
it with the Boulevard du Nord, had shops in 68 percent of its properties. The 
number of shops in the Rue du Pont-Neuf had increased from 35 to 45 percent 
of the buildings in the street. Although the other streets did not grow, their 
retailing infrastructure had remained stable, thus indicating that department stores 
had not scared away other shopkeepers.  

 
Table 3. Number of shopkeepers per street 

Street  1833 1878 1913 

Anspach (bd)   60 124 

August ins   5 6 

Blanchisserie  2 23 19 

Choux 8 36 28 

Evêque   17 19 

Finis tère 4 8 6 

Fossé aux Loups 27 33 21 

Fripiers  40 36 42 

Grétry   31 38 

Malines   21 28 

Marché aux Poulets  38 34 34 

Neuve 36 86 111 

Nord (bd)   43 109 

Place De Brouckère   23 27 

Place de la  Monnaie 2 0 1 

Pont-Neuf 9 20 29 

Saint -Michel  2 15 22 

 
By the early twentieth century, the Rue Neuve thrived as never before. It had now 
become a major shopping axis, part of the top twenty of Brussels’ retail streets.170 
[See maps in chapter 6] The central shopping district had thinned somewhat – 
although its core still remained strong – but the landscape had indeed changed. 
As will be further examined in the next chapter, the number of shopping districts 
increased. Aside from the old consecutive shopping streets on the ‘Chaussée’, a 
new small shopping district in the vicinity of the Cathedral of Saint-Michael and 
Saint-Gudula in the upper town had blossomed as a location for shopping. More 
importantly, a new major shopping axis took shape downtown, running at right 
angles with the old artery and equaling it in scope. The new axis connected the 

                                                   
170 The twenty streets with the highest retail occupancy were calculated in the same manner as for 1833 and 1878.  
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Gare du Midi and the Gare du Nord, following the Rue du Midi, the Rue des 
Fripiers, the Place de la Monnaie and the Rue Neuve, which had finally become a 
major shopping street. Parallel to the Rue Neuve, the Boulevard du Nord also 
figured in the top twenty. Off center, the first major shopping streets appeared in 
the suburbs, near the Avenue Louise – also featuring a renowned shopping strip.  

As a shopping street, the Rue Neuve had been long in the making. The 
potential explanations for its eventual peek are numerous. Most obviously, even 
in 1878 there had been space left in the Rue Neuve for commercial development 
– contrary to the saturated old ‘Chaussée’. There were other streets with similar 
advantages, but the Rue Neuve was in an exceptional location near the Gare du 
Nord. After 1878, train travel had become more common and with it grew the 
locational appeal of the Rue Neuve. 171  By the early twentieth century, Het 
Handelsblad, a newspaper edited and printed in Antwerp, encouraged its female 
readers to visit the Grands Magasins A l’Innovation in the Rue Neuve whenever 
they were next in Brussels. The phrasing of the report suggests such trips to have 
been quite common and normal, at least for the newspaper’s audience.172 The 
journalist reporting of the inauguration of the Grands Magasins Tietz also 
mentioned women from the provinces traveling into Brussels to witness the event. 
At the time, wealthy travelers were arriving numerously at the Gare du Nord and 
from there on, it was but a brisk walk to the stores of the Rue Neuve. The 
location must also have benefited from the widening of the connecting Rue des 
Fripiers in 1861-1862, since it facilitated traffic between Brussels’ two railway 
stations. 173  The completion of the long and intense period of urban renewal 
downtown during the 1880s might also have played its part. By the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth century, the number of poverty-stricken alleys had diminished 
compared to the early nineteenth century. The smelly river had been put 
underground and the giant and unseemly building excavations that had replaced 
them for over two decades had disappeared as well.  

Obviously department stores did not stand in the way of other retail activity 
increasingly finding its way to the Rue Neuve. They might even have contributed 
to that process. By the turn of the century, department stores sold a wide variety 
of goods, ranging from fashion accessories to beer and liquor. Items of fashion 
and textiles, combined with a range of consumer goods (including household 
goods, furniture, leather ware and stationary) formed their core business. 
Reviewing the type of shops settled in the vicinity of the Rue Neuve and the 
Boulevard Anspach, it seems evident that the neighborhood increasingly 
welcomed precisely those types of goods that department stores specialized in: the 
                                                   
171 Claire Billen & Jean-Marie Duvosquel, Brussel (Antwerp 2000) 109 and Bart Van der Herten, België onder 
stoom. Transport en communicatie tijdens de 19de eeuw (Leuven 2004) 290. 
172 Het Handelsblad van Antwerpen (29 September 1906).  
173 It is these construction works – combined with the success of the Galeries Saint-Hubert – that might help explain 
the drop in the number of shops in the Rue des Fripiers in 1878.  
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type of goods termed ‘shopping goods’, including items of fashion, (luxury) 
consumer goods, including furniture, stationery, jewelry, musical instruments as 
well as fishing and travel gear, and household goods, ranging from sponges and 
baskets to ironmongery.174 If the Rue Neuve was the seventh biggest retail street in 
Brussels in 1913, it came in fifth among the streets with the highest percentages of 
stores involved in the sale of shopping goods. It also was the first street in the 
ranking that was not located in the city’s historic shopping heart.175 The much 
more diverse Boulevard Anspach did not rank among the streets most densely 
populated with shops, but it did score better where shopping goods were 
concerned.176 On average, shopping goods could now be bought in 71 percent of 
all of shops in the Rue Neuve neighborhood and in 38 percent of its properties.177 

 
Table 4. Percentage of properties per street occupied by retailers selling shopping goods 

Street  1833 1878 1913 

Anspach (bd)   37% 58% 

August ins   24% 22% 

Blanchisserie  0% 39% 39% 

Choux 7% 25% 18% 

Evêque 23% 28% 29% 

Finis tère 10% 11% 30% 

Fossé aux Loups 18% 42% 29% 

Fripiers  57% 60% 60% 

Grétry   39% 50% 

Malines   28% 27% 

Marché aux Poulets  40% 41% 37% 

                                                   
174 Deciding upon what that term ‘shopping goods’ actually encompasses is difficult to define. I compared the list of 
counters in the Grands Magasins Tietz in the 1910s (see AGR, Archives des séquestres, XIV, 158: Livres des 
recettes (loose paper entitled ‘Relevé des caisses’)) with the categories known department stores were mentioned 
in, in the commercial directories. Because it was too time-consuming to work on the level of the actual categories 
in the directory for the streets that were calculated by hand as part of the case study, I joined together broader 
categories. Fashion and consumer goods (a broad category, including furniture, interior decoration, stationery, 
musical instruments, bags and purses, toys and similar goods) were obvious choices. They were complemented 
with the category of art and precision. Although this category includes items that were rare in department stores, 
such as art and antiques, some stores did sell curiosities and most had jewelry on sale. Around the turn of the 
century, most department stores also sold housekeeping equipment and other household goods, therefore these 
are included as well. Although tobacco could sometimes be found there, as well as certain luxurious foodstuffs, the 
categories of stimulants and food broadly differed too much from the product array of an average department 
store. Therefore the term ‘shopping goods’ does not include them. Although the figures refer to this specific 
interpretation of ‘shopping goods’, the flaws of this categorization have been taken into account when reviewing the 
specific streets.  
175 The percentages were calculated as mentioned above, on the basis of the factor analysis.  
176 To have an idea of how the Boulevard Anspach – which was not part of the top thirty of shopping streets 
generated using factor analysis – related to other streets in regard to shops with shopping goods, I had to resort to 
making a new ranking, based on one of the two automatized calculation methods. Because the directory is so 
elaborate for 1913, the highest house number method was the most reliable. 
177 Based on the calculations by hand. 
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Neuve 20% 46% 69% 

Nord (bd)   26% 55% 

Passage du Nord     58% 

Place De Brouckère   41% 41% 

Place de la  
Monnaie 0%   20% 

Pont-Neuf 11% 29% 35% 

Saint -Michel  0% 30% 29% 

Nord (bd) 
(percentage of 

 occupied propert ies  

housing retai l  act iv i ty)    37% 55% 

    Average 19% 34% 40% 

Median 14% 37% 37% 

 
 

The share of shopping goods had already been in the ascendant before the big 
department store boom. In the early nineteenth century, half of the shops in the 
Rue Neuve had sold textiles, clothing or fashion accessories. One could also buy 
other kinds of consumer goods, such as paintings and carpets, but there had been 
quite a number of grocers, wine and tea shops as well. As the number of 
shopkeepers rose, the rue Neuve grew more distinctive in its offerings: there were 
relatively less shops for ordinary foodstuffs. By 1878, over forty percent of the 
streets shopkeepers dealt in items of fashion and 69 percent was involved in the 
sale of some kind of shopping good. 178  [See table 1] All throughout the 
neighborhood the share of stores in the business of fashion, textiles, consumer 
goods and/or objects of art, precision, science and leisure had increased between 
1833 and 1878. On average, their share had grown from 42 to 66 percent. The 
highest percentages could be found near the age-old shopping axis (86 percent in 
the Rue des Fripiers) and on or near the new boulevards (85 percent in the Rue 
Fossé aux Loups, 83 percent in the Rue des Augustins, 78 percent on the Place 
De Brouckère and 75 percent on the Boulevard Anspach). The lowest 
percentages (25 percent in the Rue Finistère and in between 50 and 60 percent 
elsewhere) could be found in the Rue Neuve’s side streets. If anything, both the 
number of shops and the type of shops to be found, indicate that the area had 
become a real shopping district, with major streets filled with similar goods and 
side-streets with a complementary offer of food, hardware and so on.  

                                                   
178 Two among them had mixed specialties: The Bazar Saint-Nicolas and the Bazar Parisien both dealt in fashion 
and consumer goods (and housekeeping).    
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Between 1878 and 1913 the presence of shopping good shops thickened in 
some streets, while enfeebling or stabilizing in others. At the surface, the 
differences in the neighborhood might seem arbitrary, but they can be explained 
when taking into account the evolution and distribution of department stores. It is 
no coincidence that shopping goods continued to conquer the Rue Neuve at an 
accelerated pace during the big boom of department stores. While percentages 
were somewhat stable in the older shopping districts near the Madeleine, the 
share of shopping goods in the totality of the Rue Neuve’s shops had mounted 
with over twelve percent, from 74 in 1878 to 83 in 1913. Food shops had nearly 
disappeared and the only ones left had little to do with the bare necessities. One 
of them was a pastry shop that sold bread too, but the others were all exclusively 
dedicated to sweets, pastries, cakes or chocolates. Confectionery had always been 
more of a ‘shopping good’ than a regular victual. The New Year’s shopping 
columns in L’Indépendance Belge, for example, often featured a confectioner’s 
and a chocolate shop, though other foodstuffs were never mentioned. 179  As 
demonstrated in chapter three, shopping for consumer goods and fashion grew 
separate from shopping for life’s necessities. Market halls never really could 
engage passers-by in a similar way as fashion stores did – despite the imaginative 
displays of  gorgeous plums, peaches and cherries in the ‘vitrines’ of the Halles 
Centrales – and food shops were considered an increasing mismatch for the city’s 
shopping streets.180 Food shops remained concentrated in the neighborhood of 
food markets and although their nineteenth-century dispersal was less dramatic 
than could be assumed on the basis of foreign examples, food shops did 
disappear from most of the main shopping streets.  

The process of specialization was less clear on the Boulevard Anspach. 
While the overall percentage of building plots in which shopping goods were sold 
increased there between 1878 and 1913, their relative importance in the retailing 
community diminished. In 1878, 77 percent of all shopkeepers on the Boulevard 
Anspach had been in the shopping goods business. By 1913, shops selling 
shopping goods only represented 67 percent of the boulevard’s shopkeepers. Did 
the boulevard’s department stores form less of an attraction to other similar 
retailers than those of the Rue Neuve? Taken together, the Grands Magasins de la 
Bourse and the Grand Bazar du Boulevard Anspach after all assumed relatively 
less space along the Boulevard Anspach than Bon Marché, Tietz and Innovation 
in the Rue Neuve. Perhaps the breadth of façades was related to the degree to 
which these department stores appealed to other shopkeepers. Other factors 
nevertheless make for a more logical explanation. In 1878, shopping goods had 
been available in relatively more stores on the Boulevard Anspach than in the 
Rue Neuve. It immediately became a favorite promenade and there lies a first 
                                                   
179 E.g.: ‘Le jour de l’an’, L’Indépendance Belge (28 December 1846 and 29 December 1847).  
180 Journal de Bruxelles (27 April 1913).  
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clue. A  hotspot for bourgeois entertainment needed more than shop windows. It 
required coffee shops, bars, cafés, café-concerts and other entertainment venues. 
The Boulevard Anspach had all of those. It is, for example, no coincidence that it 
housed a higher number of tobacco shops compared to the Rue Neuve. The 
more varied functional profile of the Boulevard was mirrored in the goods on 
offer.  

Among the streets with a strengthened shopping goods profile were also the 
Rue de la Blanchisserie and the Rue Grétry – two departmental streets. The Rue 
Grétry housed the broadest of the Grand Bazar du Boulevard Anspach’s three 
façades, between house numbers 12 to 16. The Rue de la Blanchisserie sat 
between the two buildings that made up Au Bon Marché, and the store’s shop 
windows flanked a large part of its sidewalks. Although a bridge allowed Au Bon 
Marché’s clients to wander from one building to the next without passing through 
the street, there were entrances and exits along the Rue de la Blanchisserie too. 
Finally, shopping goods wormed their way to the top in the Boulevard du Nord, 
the Rue du Finistère and the Rue du Pont-Neuf. None of these streets housed 
actual department stores, but they did form a logical connection between the 
public transport available along the boulevards and the series of three department 
stores in the Rue Neuve. Both the Rue du Finistère and the Rue du Pont-Neuf 
connected the Boulevard du Nord with the Rue Neuve, near the entrance of the 
Grands Magasins Tietz. Of all the streets in which there was a relative increase in 
possible competitors for the department stores, the Rue Neuve – the ultimate 
location for department stores – had the highest percentage of stores selling 
shopping goods.  

Between 1878 and 1913, the neighborhood maintained its overall level of 
shops dealing in shopping goods, but the strengthened profile of the Rue Neuve 
and the other aforementioned streets was nevertheless compensated elsewhere in 
the neighborhood. [See tables 4 & 5] For example, the number of food shops (32 
in total) was maintained in the Rue Neuve’s immediate side streets between 1878 
and 1913. They differed from those in the Rue Neuve, with only one ‘patissier-
confiseur’ that did not sell bread and three combining both. There were eleven 
meat shops and one fishmonger, and there were at least six shops where one 
could find fruits and vegetables. The side-streets thus kept housing the type of 
ordinary food shops that had vanished from the main street. Although most of 
them did house some fashion shops and stores selling other shopping goods, their 
typological development differed from that of the Rue Neuve. The side-streets in 
which shopping goods decreased in importance (the Rue Fossé aux Loups, the 
Rue Saint-Michel and the Rue de Malines) hosted a variety of other types of 
goods, ranging from heating and light fixtures to industrial tools, food, wine, liquor 
and medicine. They housed the type of stores that could benefit from the 
nearness of a thriving shopping hotspot, but did not necessarily need to be in the 
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epicenter of it. Walking northward, for example, the Rue de Malines was the last 
side-street to connect the Boulevard du Nord and the Rue Neuve. It did give onto 
the second Au Bon Marché building, but that was the last in the row of 
department stores there. Those venturing from the Gare du Nord to the Place de 
Brouckère would not be very likely to make use of the street either, since they 
could use the Boulevard du Nord or the Rue Neuve and a side-street that was less 
of a detour.181 The decreasing figures for the Rue Saint-Michel are less easily 
explained, as the street presented itself as a viable means for traveling between the 
Boulevard du Nord and the Rue Neuve. Maybe it was too far away from the 
entrances to the ‘grands magasins’ to be interesting, and perhaps those exiting the 
Boulevard du Nord for the Rue Neuve at its southern end might have preferred 
the bustling and covered Passage du Nord?  

The axis of the Rue Fossé aux Loups and the Rue des Augustins was 
somehow outside the shopping epicenter as well. Neither the Rue des Augustins 
in the west, nor the Rue Fossé aux Loups in the east, led to significant locations in 
the city. Again, the passageway of the Passage du Nord might have redirected 
some of the pedestrian traffic away from the Rue du Fossé aux Loups. 
Interestingly enough, the Rue des Fripiers, void of department stores but located 
along the shopping axis between the Gare du Nord and the Gare du Midi, was 
characterized by a decrease in the number of so-called ‘shopping goods’ on offer 
too. It did have the profile of a shopping street in the sense that one could only 
procure sweets, pastries or chocolates in its food shops, but its decreasing number 
of shopping goods stores stood in stark contrast with the densification found in 
the Rue Neuve. The percentage of shopkeepers dealing in shopping goods does 
not necessarily say anything about their actual weight in the street. When it came 
to retail occupancy, department store streets were all on the rise, while other 
streets stabilized. The share of properties occupied by a store selling shopping 
goods in the Rue Neuve had risen from 46 percent in 1878 to 69 percent in 1913. 
In constrast, the ratio in the Rue des Fripiers had stabilized at 60 percent, which 
was the same rate as the fairly new Passage du Nord. Fourth came the Boulevard 
Anspach, with 58 percent of the boulevard’s properties occupied by a ‘shopping 
goods’ store – a marked rise of 21 percent compared to 1878. The Boulevard du 
Nord came in fifth. Department store-like goods could be found in 55 percent of 
its properties, a 19 percent increase compared to 1878.182 The Rue Grétry came in 
sixth, with 50 percent of its properties stocked with shopping goods. The presence 
of shopping goods had increased in all three streets that now featured one or 

                                                   
181 Furthermore, the Rue de Malines was a long street and its shops might have all been located in-between or near 
the Rue Neuve and the Boulevard du Nord.  
182 In 1878, there had been 33 vacant properties along this boulevard. The vacancies were probably due to the fact 
that it had only recently been constructed. Therefore, the percentage of shops where one could find shopping 
goods (37 percent) has been calculated on the basis of the occupied properties.  
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more large department store façades. The Boulevard du Nord had joined, just 
like the other connecting streets.  

Clearly, the Rue Neuve was the absolute champion when it came to 
shopping goods. It was one of the five main shopping streets in the city and the 
neighborhood’s preferred location for shopkeepers selling shopping goods. 
Shopkeepers selling certain types of goods did move away from the Rue Neuve. It 
is unlikely that they were crushed by department stores because their size and 
sensation. Rather, it seems as though specific types of shops, such as food shops 
but also shops selling industrial machinery or materials, fitted increasingly less 
with the profile of the street. The Rue Neuve being a top destination for 
shoppers, its land value must have increased accordingly. Following location 
theory, businesses aiming at a different audience or selling a type of good with a 
different sales logic behind it would not have profited enough from being in that 
particular location. Location and product range mattered more than the question 
whether a store was big or small. It is presumable that department stores did 
contribute to defining the character of the shopping neighborhood. It is true that 
they themselves had settled in the neighborhood at a time when the street’s 
general profile had already been dominated with shopping goods, but the fact that 
after the department store boom potential competitors flocked to the Rue Neuve 
to a previously unseen degree, does suggest that the department stores were part 
of the attraction. The ‘grands magasins’ did not make the Rue Neuve into a 
shopping street, but they did contribute to its growth. Rather than determining the 
shopping character of the neighborhood, they were the bandwagon other 
shopkeepers willingly and knowingly jumped on – much in the same way as the 
shopkeepers in the streets surrounding the Galeries Saint-Hubert and much like 
the cluster of markets and halls had contributed to the burgeoning food quarter 
near the Halles Centrales and the Place Sainte-Cathérine. Department stores must 
have pulled their weight more than their actual numbers suggest. Was it a 
coincidence that jeweler and watchmaker Recorbet found it wise to advertise his 
store as sitting ‘next to L’Innovation’ in a 1910 newspaper?183 The department 
store was obviously more of a landmark in the Rue Neuve than Recorbet’s shop 
and its vicinity was clearly something to make use of.  

 

A frenzy for more  

The quantitative conclusion that department and other stores and retail outlets 
proved complementary circuits can be further developed in a qualitative sense. 
The bandwagon effect of downtown department stores was not limited to their 
attracting rather than chasing away shopkeepers with similar goods on offer. 
                                                   
183 Journal de Bruxelles (17 April 1910).  



 328 

There was a qualitative side to it as well. Department stores influenced the notion 
of what the ideal shop looked like, how it functioned, what it had on offer, but 
they did not invent a whole new kind of shopping. Although the emphasis in 
historiography has mostly been on how department stores changed the practice of 
shopping, these stores were not made out of thin air. As historians of the early 
modern period have demonstrated, certain practices that have previously been 
accredited to the rise of the department store had been long in the making. 
However, there is no denying that in general, department stores were perceived as 
something altogether new. Even if they did not invent ‘shopping’ or revolutionize 
the practice all on their own, one simple look at their buildings and 
advertisements confirms they went for more, for bigger and for brighter. The final 
paragraphs of this chapter are therefore devoted to unraveling the catalyst 
dynamic between the department store and its commercial surroundings. By 
tracing the material, discursive and practical evolution of the department store 
district, the quantitative interplay, scrutinized in the previous section, will, in the 
following paragraphs, be further developed qualitatively.  
 

What’s in a name    

The fact that department stores did not appear out of thin air has already been 
demonstrated in early modern research. Most of the cultural histories of 
department stores in Paris, London and elsewhere too acknowledge their 
protagonist’s forerunners. The usual suspects identified as precursors, mostly 
novelties shops, were already present in earlier days in Brussels too.184 Although 
little research has been done on the early modern period, we do know that there 
were already quite a few shops in the fashion or textile business along the age-old 
‘Chaussée’. Although several department stores still advertised their policy of 
fixed prices in newspaper ads in the later nineteenth and early twentieth century, 
this practice had already caught on in some of Brussels’ finest shops during the 
late 1840s at least – over a decade before François Vaxelaire took ownership of 
Au Bon Marché.185 When he did take over the store, it did not immediately 
resemble the popular image of a department store, as it was most vividly 
described in Zola’s Au Bonheur des Dames. As denoted earlier in this chapter, 

                                                   
184  Harald Deceulaer, Pluriforme patronen en een verschillende snit. Sociaal-economische, institutionele en 
culturele transformaties in de kledingsector in Antwerpen, Brussel en Gent, ca. 1585-ca. 1800 (Amsterdam 2001).  
185 L’Indépendance Belge’s new year’s column of 1846 recommended stores that applied a fixed price policy during 
the late 1840s. Although the authors make clear that it is not yet a wide-spread practice, there were nevertheless at 
least two in their rather limited list of stores. See: ‘Le jour de l’an’, L’Indépendance Belge (25 December 1846). 
Several other stores were found advertising the fact that they worked with fixed prices in both L’Indépendance 
Belge and the Journal de Bruxelles. E.g.: Journal de Bruxelles (29 August 1848) and L’Indépendance Belge (18 
February, 13 April, 1 November and 31 December 1848). For examples of department stores advertising their 
fixed price policy, see Journal de Bruxelles (11 April and 6 June 1875 and 9 November 1913) and 
L’Indépendance Belge (22 October 1875).    
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the precise scope and configuration of department stores evolved over time, both 
in Brussels and elsewhere. During its early years, both Au Bon Marché and A la 
Bourse were nothing more than modest novelty shops and there were plenty of 
those to go around.186 That they have been identified as department stores in 
historiography has to do with the fact that they later grew to epitomize popular 
perception on the matter.  

The chronological evolution is not the only thing hampering the process of 
defining what exactly constituted a department store during the nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries. There was synchronic confusion too. The fact that there 
was no separate category in the directories for ‘grands magasins’ speaks volumes. 
Furthermore, the stores listed as ‘grand magasin’ or ‘grands magasins’ in the 1913 
Almanach differed from each other, both in terms of size and in terms of product 
offer. The Grands Magasins du Centre for example formed a giant furniture 
store. To be sure, it had different departments and from the few remaining 
photographs, we know that there must have been displays of furniture similar to 
that in other ‘grands magasins’.187 Their product range however was in no way 
comparable to that of the more classic department stores, such as A l’Innovation, 
Au Bon Marché, Tietz and A la Bourse, where one could find nearly every 
commodity. Similarly, the Grands Magasins de l’Hôtel de Ville was only listed in 
the category of  ‘quincaillerie’.188 According to the directory, the product range of 
the Grands Magasins Salberg in the Rue Neuve, opposite the far end of Au Bon 
Marché, was limited to ‘articles de cadeaux’ and the shop itself only took up two 
adjoining building lots. Its overall scope did not compute with the popular 
imagery of the department store. The Grand Magasin d’Alimentation, not 
coincidentally located outside the city center in the suburb of Schaerbeek, does 
not seem to have had anything in common with other ‘grands magasins’. Food 
was not yet a common product to be found in Brussels’ department stores and 
when it was, it was limited in scope and it always concerned the more luxurious 
items.189 The fact that certain stores, such as Dujardin-Lammens in the Rue Saint-
Jean, seemingly with a completely similar product array as the department stores 
in the Rue Neuve did not adopt the name is equally puzzling.190  

Several known department stores were not even listed as such – as if the 
prefix did not matter. While Old England, A l’Innovation and La Maison du 
Peuple were most definitely department stores, that is less clear for other stores 
                                                   
186 112 shops were listed in the category of ‘Nouveautés (mds) – Magasins en détail’. H. Tarlier (ed), Almanach du 
Commerce et de l’Industrie, publié avec le concours du gouvernement (Brussels 1860-1861) 241. 
187 AVB, TP 25459: Stationery Xallaud to Mayor & Aldermen (5 July 1905).  
188 See the commercial directory of 1913 and Renoy, Les Grands Magasins, 124.   
189 In the Grands Magasins Tietz for example, confiserie was counted on the same cash register as jewelry and 
‘doublures’, while canned foods – still in its early days – was on one counter with liquor. 
190 According to the 1913 directory, one could find a wide range of items of fashion (e.g. fancywork, perfumery, 
haberdashery and shoes), consumer goods (furniture, carpets and tapestries), as well as household goods and 
bronze or copper items at Dujardin-Lammens.  
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featuring as such in popularized historical studies on Brussels. The Grande 
Maison de Blanc, for example was one of the stores put on par with Maison 
Thiéry (later Grands Magasins de la Bourse), but it stuck to textiles and a broad 
range of linens and clothes all through the century. In its early days, it had 
resembled the product range of Au Bon Marché, but it did not expand with it.191 
Similarly, the less well-known store A la Samaritaine, clearly referring to its 
Parisian namesake, used the advertising techniques department stores were 
known for and sat opposite the Grands Magasins de la Bourse.192 Its product range 
was nevertheless limited to fashion. Although both stores adopted the guise of 
department stores in advertising, architecture or organization, they could only be 
considered department stores in the broadest sense of that term. The boundaries 
are fluid, but if the term department store was to include them, it would include a 
myriad of other stores too. In 1913, the Almanach listed plenty of stores with a 
wide variety of clothing, textiles, fashion accessories and the likes on the racks, 
such as A la Tentation or A la Grande Fabrique. An advertisement for the latter 
includes a picture of shop windows, filled with shoes, tissues, shirts, ties. One of 
the windows features a man and a boy mannequin dressed in ready-made clothes. 
Another ad for the same store showed a family dressed in ready-to-wear clothes 
on an outing.193 La Compagnie Anglaise in the Rue Neuve was listed in the 
commercial directories as a store in which umbrellas, gloves, canes, hats and 
rainwear were sold, but they also advertised themselves as tailors for men, women 
and children.194  

A store like Maison Hirsch in the Rue Neuve definitely fitted such a 
definition too. The store amply advertised its wares in the newspapers. 195 
Established in 1869, it expanded and took up several large windows along the Rue 
Neuve and the better part of the Galerie du Commerce in the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries.196 Part of historian Véronique Pouillard’s concern with 
the store was the question whether it could be termed a department store or not.197 
Rather than trying to answer the question, I would argue that the lack of clarity 
suggests there was no such thing as ‘the department store’. Even though stores like 
Au Bon Marché, A l’Innovation, the Grands Magasins Tietz and the Grands 
Magasins de la Bourse did comply rather perfectly with the popular imagery, 
other stores adopting the name should be taken seriously too. If looked at from 

                                                   
191 Renoy, Les Grands Magasins, 150-158. For the product categories it sold, see also directories 1878 and 1913. 
192 For examples of advertisements, see L’Indépendance Belge (17 April 1910) and Journal de Bruxelles (6 April, 5 
October, 7 and 28 December 1913).   
193 See Renoy, Les Grands Magasins, 183 and 184.   
194 See the commercial directory of 1913 and Renoy, Les Grands Magasins, 181-182 and 187.  
195  E.g.: Journal de Bruxelles (22 March and 26 July 1896, 11 January, 29 June and 5 October 1913) and 
L’Indépendance Belge (11 October 1896, 5 January, 12 October and 16 December 1913).  
196 AVB, TP 12; TP 17645; TP 17648 and Véronique Pouillard, Hirsch et Cie. Bruxelles 1869-1962 (Brussels 
2000).   
197 Pouillard, Hirsch & Cie.  



 331 

this perspective, the history of department stores cannot be reduced to the 
particular phenomenon discussed thus far. They essentially formed a broad – 
nearly boundless – category with vague edges. Therefore, instead of isolating them 
from the ‘rest’ of the shopping landscape, they should be seen as taking up one 
end of a wider continuum of shops. On the one extreme were the highly 
specialized and the small corner shops. On the other were the classic humongous 
department stores of the Rue Neuve and the Bourse.  

There was obviously a fine line between ‘the department store’ and other 
stores. What constituted the difference was definitely debatable. If it is barely 
possible to make out what distinguished the department store from a bunch of 
other stores in the city, it is obvious that the department store was not the radically 
new shopping site it has sometimes been put down for. Because it had so much in 
common with plenty of other stores, it cannot have been responsible for crushing 
the ‘small shopkeeper’ – an equally diverse category. In a way the difficulty to 
define what constituted the department store confirms that these types of 
shopping sites co-existed and suggests that the elements that have been attributed 
to the department store actually characterized a much broader part of the 
shopping landscape. The small shop and the big store had plenty of elements in 
common. As the next sections will demonstrate, the general manifestation of a 
shop in the later nineteenth century was the result of a (historic process of) cross-
pollination between the small shop and the big store. Location was essential to 
that process.       
 

Size matters 

Overall, the development or establishment of these monster stores fitted with a 
broader tendency away from the highly specialized shop. Obviously, there 
remained small shops with a very particular offer, but there was a general 
tendency for shops to sell a wider product array. While categorization in 
commercial directories grew increasingly specialized – think of the newly acquired 
specific category for antiquaries mentioned in chapter four – the number of 
retailers listed in more than one category increased as well. Shops listed in 
multiple categories did exist in 1833, but they were more rare than in 1913.198 The 

                                                   
198 The rate at which shops were listed in different categories was calculated as the number of categories found in 
the database for every unique address. Only categories explicitly referring to retail were taken into account in 
automatic calculations, unless specified otherwise. Calculations by hand were based on retail+ and undeclared 
categories, with entries for which it was certain that they did not refer to retailers filtered out. In 1833, 84 percent of 
all unique addresses appeared in only one category, in 1878 it mounted to 90 percent and 1913 it had dropped to 
86 percent again. As there was a higher amount of incidences in which one unique address did not refer to one 
single shop, the percentage must actually have been higher in 1833. Furthermore, the categories for 1833 – 
counted here as retail – all too often included wholesalers rather than retailers. One could argue that the number 
of categories for 1913 was more specialized. However, reviewing the categories included here as ‘retail’, they seem 
rather similar in scope to the categories of 1833.   
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number of categories they were listed in had increased as well. In 1833 a shop 
would be listed in a maximum of six categories. By 1878 there were retail stores 
listed in nine categories. The biggest increase in variety took place during the Fin 
de Siècle. In the 1913 directory some stores were listed in no less than 21 
categories.199 Department stores had not been the first to introduce the practice of 
having a wider range of goods on offer. In 1833, it had not just been fashion shops 
with a broader offer, but stores selling raw materials or ironmongery too. In 1878, 
the shop returning in the most ‘retail’ categories was a food store: A. Dugué jeune 
sold tea and a wide variety of foods, including chocolates, pastries, cheeses, 
groceries, fruits, vegetables, cold cuts and fish. More of an oddity was Martin 
Donos’s store on the Boulevard du Nord, listed in six completely different 
categories, including chocolates and teas as well as stationary, varnish, waxes and 
an avant-la-lettre Xerox machine. Even if the tendency to include ever higher 
numbers of categories in one store occurred before the big department store 
boom, Thiéry & Cie was already among the stores listed in the most categories 
and by 1913 department stores seem to have had mastered the art of getting listed 
in as many categories as possible, like no other shopkeeper could.200 The Grand 
Magasins de la Bourse, the Grand Bazar du Boulevard Anspach and A 
l’Innovation were the three stores listed in most categories. The next two on the 
list were most definitely in the grey zone in between the large fashion houses and 
the classic department stores. The first store with a different profile only came in 
seventh. If department stores had not been the first to move away from a highly 
specialized profile, its classic turn-of-the-century epitomizations were the most 
extreme examples of this tendency in retailing.  

Other features of the department store illustrate the vagueness of the 
concept even better. A much-mentioned feature of the department store was its 
characteristic tendency to scale up, both in turnover and in shop space. 201 
Unfortunately the sources with regard to trade figures of department and other 
stores are near to non-existent, rendering any comparison or analysis impossible. 
The few existing figures concerning the revenues of the Grands Magasins Tietz do 
suggest that there were huge differences between the branches in bigger and 

                                                   
199 The numbers might actually have been higher if there had been no inconsistencies in the actual house numbers 
of large stores in the 1913 directory. For example, The Grands Magasins de la Bourse were counted in 18 ‘retail+’-
categories under the address of Boulevard Anspach 65-67.  The store was nevertheless listed in 11 other ‘retail+’ 
categories under the address of Boulevard Anspach 67. Because of the standardization method, they were counted 
separately.  
200 That is, when considering categories of the ‘retail+’-selection only. When including categories for which it is 
unclear whether they refer to retail, manufacture and/or wholesale, certain department stores were still among 
those most listed, but the more industrial stores outclassed them. Counting both explicit retail and undeclared 
categories, Hans Bonn took the cake with 76 entries. His and other stores with similar numbers usually specialized 
in industrial materials, mechanics or chemicals. It is unclear whether they aimed at private buyers. Their product 
range was less varied than that in department stores, where one could find scrub brushes as well as earrings.   
201 E.g.: Miller, The Bon Marché, 19-48; Lancaster, The department store; Crossick & Jaumain, ‘The world of the 
department store’, 1-45; Proctor, ‘Building the retail monument’ and Belisle, Retail nation, 13-44.  
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smaller towns. The fact that Brussels and Antwerp generated the most turnover by 
far seems to confirm the argument that location mattered more than falling under 
the category of department stores. It makes sense that the highest revenues could 
be gained in stores that were patronized by the largest groups of customers and 
where space was available to buy as many goods as possible. Because of their ever-
increasing shop floor, it can be assumed that department stores were among the 
biggest retail businesses of the city.  

The famous 1884 engraving portraying the Rue de la Madeleine in 1825 
features plenty of elegant shops. They were fitted with glass pane shop windows 
and shop signs. Although there are no measurements on the print, they all seem 
relatively small. Although the stores’ dollhouse-like appearance might be 
indicative of the contemporary perception of earlier days, building plans confirm 
that they were rather small. Between 1831 and 1840, building applications for 
properties along the Rue de la Madeleine proposed shop fronts that were 5 
meters and 36 centimeters wide on average.202 The surface of the shop floor in an 
average shop along the Rue de la Madeleine is harder to gauge, because there are 
very few floor plans with the necessary indications. Since the Galeries Saint-
Hubert were designed to fit with the luxury shops in the neighborhood, the 
proposed shop spaces in the original plan of 1839 could provide an estimate. In 
that preliminary design, the shops in the arcade consisted of an equally large front 
and back room, with a courtyard behind. Both the front room and the ‘arrière-
magasin’ were set to measure about thirteen square meters.203 Considering the fact 
that their average width along the pavement only amounted up to 3 meters – 
compared to the average shop front measuring over five meters along the Rue de 
la Madeleine in that same time period – it is likely that these measurements were 
below average.204 The individual arcaded bays measured about the same in the 
eventual building, but there were several shops taking up two bays – coming down 
to between six to seven meters along the pavement. With a hallway now sitting 
between the front room and ‘arrière magasin’, the final design might suggest that 
shopkeepers were expected to use just the front room in the Galerie du Roi. 
There was less of a barrier in between the front and back room in the Galerie de 
la Reine, where a dwindling staircase was set up in each of the back rooms.205 
However, even there the eventual shop space provided for by the architect was 
very limited.  
                                                   
202 With the term shop fronts, I refer to the combined width of the shop window(s) and the entrance door. The 
average width was calculated on the basis of the files for the Rue de la Madeleine that included measurable 
drawings. The drawings with regard to the existing situation have been measured too. They are included in the 
averages, when it is not specifically mentioned that a figure is reflective of the transformation projects.   
203 AVB, Plans Portefeuilles (PP) 421: Projet de communication entre le Marché aux Herbes et la Montagne aux 
Herbes Potagères, à Bruxelles (1 November 1839) and AVB, TP 6208: draft entitled ‘Location des passages’.   
204 AVB, TP 6208: draft entitled ‘Location des passages’.  
205 AVB, PP 424 (2/6): Galeries Saint-Hubert. 2me Galerie. Plan du rez-de-chaussée (21 July 1845) and Marie-
France Willaumez, Les passages-galeries du XIXe siècle à Bruxelles (Brussels 1983) 37.   
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The average shop front proposed in building applications for the Rue 
Neuve during the 1830s was 4,5 meters wide. The fact that these measurements 
were lower than in the Rue de la Madeleine is surprising, because its façades were 
a little wider on average. The Rue de la Madeleine still contained a high number 
of relatively narrow medieval buildings with gable roofs, while the Rue Neuve was 
filled with large (and wide) mansions, constructed in the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries. The average width of the street’s façades must have been 
even higher if every building could have been accounted for – instead of only 
those for which building permits had been requested.206 The fact that narrower 
shop fronts were found in a street with relatively wider façades might suggest that 
the size of a shop is not solely determined by the available terrain and that small 
shops remained the dominant form in the early nineteenth century. Properties in 
the Rue Neuve were sometimes even split up to accommodate two separate shop 
spaces. The earliest of such requests dated back to 1835, but the practice 
continued well into the century, with the most recent incident found in 1892.207  

Both the Rue Neuve and the Rue de la Madeleine saw a lot of action on the 
shop windows throughout the century, but it was only in the former that shop 
fronts widened progressively with time. The average width for a shop front in 
building applications for the Rue de la Madeleine kept fluctuating between 4,5 
and 5,4 meters all through the century, despite the transformations. In the 
meantime, the average width of transformed shop fronts in the Rue Neuve 
progressed from about 4,4 meters to 9,6 meters on average. Overall, the 
breadthways increase was probably less spectacular, because there might have 
been a higher percentage of narrow storefronts among those left untouched.208 
The number of stores taking up a larger amount of space nevertheless increased 
slowly. The first trace was found in 1861 when a tenant of the Galeries Saint-
Hubert wanted to unify two adjoining shop spaces.209 Several others would soon 
follow, to the surprise of the Galeries’ management, which had expected 
shopkeepers to settle for a small shop.210  

It was indeed early days for large shops. The idea of larger premises had 
already been touched upon in the New Year’s columns of L’Indépendance Belge 
in the late 1840s, but it had always concerned moving to a bigger house, rather 
than altering the existing property. The columnist had also mentioned a bazar 
spread out over four floors, but as far as can be made out, that type of store 
                                                   
206 The breadthways differences between the Rue de la Madeleine and the Rue Neuve are also confirmed on the 
1830 map of Brussels, edited by Craan.  
207 E.g.: AVB, TP 17635 (1863), TP 17636 (1882), TP 17655 (1870), TP 17656 (1884-1885), TP 17727 (1852), TP 
17730 (1835) and TP 17783 (1892).   
208 The data is furthermore skewed by the fact that apart from the selection of shops, several department stores were 
measured, probably carrying more weight than they actually did. 
209 AVB, TP 20059: diverse correspondence and drawings (1861).  
210 AGSH, Assemblées générales 1848-1878: ‘Mars 1870. Renseignements sur la foundation, les revenus Sa des 
Galeries Saint-Hubert’ and AVB, TP 20060 (1879); TP 10494 (1878) and TP 15884 (1879 and 1908).  
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remained an exception in the early nineteenth century. Furthermore, the building 
applications indicate that the bulk of interior transformations were executed in the 
later nineteenth century. 211  Obviously, walls might have been knocked down 
before that time without the municipal administration knowing about it, but the 
documented changes do suggest that small spaces remained the norm in the mid-
century. 212 Shops usually consisted of a front room and an ‘arrière-magasin’ which 
could be reached through a normal door. If customers did enter back-rooms, 
these did not resemble the large, unified space in A l’Innovation half a century 
later. There are several reasons why it is plausible that the practice of constructing 
larger premises rather than moving to slightly bigger ones started in the Galeries 
Saint-Hubert. Because the location was such a lucrative one, cramped 
shopkeepers might have preferred to get creative and look for ways to stay put 
and expand at the same time. There were fewer spots available in the Galeries 
than along the Rue de la Madeleine or the Rue du Marché aux Herbes. 
Furthermore, there was a smaller variety in shop spaces too and since the 
provided space of a shop in the arcade was rather limited, the businesses set up 
there might have burst at the seams sooner than elsewhere. This was not the case 
in the Rue Neuve, the second shopping street where shopkeepers started to 
expand on site from the 1870s onwards.  

Between the Rue de l’Ecuyer, the Rue de la Madeleine, the Galeries Saint-
Hubert and the Rue Neuve, the latter definitely took the cake, with 44 building 
applications concerning shop enlargement in the sample alone.213 Several strategies 
were applied. Some limited themselves to knocking down partitions and creating 
one open space from the shop window (all) through the back. If there was a large 
courtyard or a garden out back, they sometimes added on by putting a roof over 
it. If an annex had already been built behind the main house, a skylight would 
usually cover the courtyard in-between. Both the annex and the covered court 
would then be integrated into the shop space of the main house. Sometimes the 
upper levels of a house would lose their residential or productive functions and be 
remodeled into a part of the store. Similar interventions took place in the stores 
of the Rue de la Madeleine and even along the Rue de l’Ecuyer, but they were 
less frequent and less invasive.214 They also came at a later date. The contrast with 
the building activity along the Rue Neuve can hardly be accidental. There was 
plenty more open space along the Rue Neuve than along the Rue de la Madeleine 
                                                   
211 ‘Le jour de l’an’, L’Indépendance Belge (29 December 1847). See also the advertisement for the Bazar de la 
Madeleine in L’Indépendance Belge (24 December 1845).  
212 It is known that the enforcement of the obligation to apply for permission progressed with difficulty, not to 
mention those files that have gone missing over the years. See Loir, Bruxelles néoclassique, 196-199.   
213 E.g.: AVB, TP 17643 (1886); TP 17645 (1898 and 1911); TP 17647 (1889); TP 17649 (1874); TP 17664 
(1914); TP 17672 (1889); TP 17676 (1911); TP 17695 (1914); TP 17697 (1875); TP 17699 (1887); TP 17704 
(1906) and TP 17710 (1899).   
214 AVB, TP 4793 (1909); TP 15479 (1889); TP 15481 (1904); TP 15486 (1900); TP 15494 (1907); TP 15502 
(1891); TP 15514 (1900); TP 54882 (1888) and TP 67494 (1912).  
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(or the Galeries Saint-Hubert, for that matter). Most homeowners along the Rue 
Neuve had the possibility to construct annexes or covering courtyards without 
violating the building code’s stipulations with regard to hygiene.215 Apart from the 
available space, the presence of expanding department stores must have been a 
factor as well. Out of the 44 building applications found with regard to plans for 
enlarging shop space, nine concerned alterations to the famous department stores 
of the Rue Neuve.216 There were three requests for the extension of the shop floor 
of Maison Hirsch – characterized as a department store by the municipal 
administration in one of them – in the Galerie du Commerce.217 Another building 
file contained two applications for opening up and enlarging the available space 
for a ‘Grand Bazaar’.218 A few other architects scribbled ‘grand magasin’ on their 
drawings, confirming the association between department stores and wide open 
shop surfaces.219  

Bazaars and department stores were definitely the shops with the most 
extreme proportions. Their directors tended to combine all kinds of strategies 
with regard to on-site expansion – whether the buildings their stores were in were 
the result of gradual rebuilding, or whether they were built from the ground up. 
The knocked down partitions, built annexes in the back and covered courtyards 
with large glazed roofs extended the shop floor to include the upper levels and 
annexed adjoining properties. In 1846, the Bazar Royal near the Rue de la 
Madeleine must have been an exception with its four floors, but by the turn of the 
century, all of the Rue Neuve’s department stores and bazaars counted multiple 
floors.220 Entering a department store meant entering one giant open space with 
lean iron columns, where different floors were connected through skylights, 
galleries and staircases. Those on the Boulevard Anspach often had multiple exits 
in different streets and were of a more irregular form. Open planning was 
therefore the less obvious – or realistic – choice, and yet, grand, vast and open 
remained the key words there too, even if there might have been the occasional 
partition.221 Interventions in the other stores of the Rue Neuve, however invasive 

                                                   
215 Building codes normally stipulated that at least 1/5 of the built surface needed to be open space (i.e. a garden or 
a courtyard), to insure air and light being able to flow into the building.  
216 AVB, TP 210 (1905, Au Bon Marché); TP 1858 (1907, Au Bon Marché); TP 17695 (1914, Tietz); TP 17704 
(1906, A L’Innovation); TP 17713 (1884, 1890 and 1896, Au Bon Marché); TP 17714 (1901, Au Bon Marché) 
and TP 17716 (1897, A l’Innovation).  
217 AVB, TP 17643 (1886) and TP 17645 (1898 and 1911).  
218 AVB, TP 17749 (1884 and 1891).  
219 E.g.: AVB, TP 17811: ‘Installation des Magasins de la Maison Marcel Kahn, rue Neuve 128, à Bruxelles 
(Centre). Propriétaire de l’immeuble Monsieur Mayer de Paris ayant comme mandataire Monsieur A. Niguet, 24 
Rue Tenbosch, à Ixelles. Plan du Rez-de-chaussée nouveau.’  
220 For the Bazar Royal: ‘Le jour de l’an’, L’Indépendance Belge (24 December 1846).  
221 E.g.: TP 4385 (construction of the Grand Bazar du Boulevard Anspach, 1898); TP 25553 (extensions to the 
Grand Bazar du Boulevard Anspach, 1911) and TP 34907 (incorporation of a building at the southern rear of the 
Grands Magasins de la Bourse, 1907-1908).   



 337 

they might have been, were only of minor importancecompared to those in the 
city’s department stores.  

There was moreover no end to the surge for a bigger scale among 
department stores. The Bon Marché, for example, kept integrating adjoining 
properties until it sat across the street and needed a bridge over the Rue de la 
Blanchisserie for customers to walk from one end of the shop to the other.222 
Similarly, Maison Hirsch encroached upon the shops on both sides of the main 
branch of the Galerie du Commerce and decided to build a bridge over the 
glazed roof of the arcade.223 Even when it was decided to construct a building 
anew, department store managers kept going at the known strategy of piecemeal 
expansion. Bernheim decided to expand his store into an adjoining property less 
than four years after Horta’s fabulous design for a A l’Innovation had been 
submitted with the Public Works Department.224 Leonhard Tietz annexed an 
adjoining property to his grand building in the Rue Neuve, four years after the 
grand opening. 225  Even though it had already been designed as the grandest 
department store of the city in 1878, the Grands Magasins de la Bourse were 
expanded side-ways and back into adjoining properties on several occasions.226 
Finally, the Grand Bazar du Boulevard Anspach was built in 1898. Building 
applications pertaining to its extension were filed for 1899, 1906, 1909, 1910 and 
1911.227  

While department stores lived their heydays, the practice of scaling-up was 
quickly catching on in the Rue Neuve. Again, department stores furthered existing 
trends. Homeowners and architects were even pushing legal limits in order to 
create larger shop spaces. The building code had always stipulated that one fifth 
of a building plot must be kept open in order to ensure the flow of air and the 
influx of light on the ground and the upper floors. From the 1870s and 1880s 
onwards, shopkeepers and homeowners started to file petitions to be granted 
permission to put a roof over the courtyard or dispense with the mandatory open 
space in another way. In trying to convince the authorities, applicants usually 
referred to precedents – including a department store – and to the indispensability 
of the newly acquired space.228 Applicants claimed the expanded space was vital to 

                                                   
222 The file with regard to the construction of the bridge was not found, but there is a request to alter it: AVB, TP 
6352 (1914).   
223 AVB, TP 17648 (1913).  
224 AVB, TP 17705 (Horta’s building application, 1902) and TP 17704 (incorporation of adjoining building 1906).  
225 AVB, TP 17676 (construction of the main building, 1908 and incorporation of adjoining building, 1914).  
226 E.g.: AVB, TP 18868 (1916) and TP 34907 (1907-1908).  
227 AVB, TP 4385 (construction of the Grand Bazar du Boulevard Anspach in 1898); TP 4371 (alterations 1909); 
TP 25552-3 (alterations 1899, 1906 and 1911) and TP 25555 (alterations in 1910).  
228 E.g.: AVB, TP 17649: report (4 December 1874) and TP 17664: Paul Hamesse to Mayor & Aldermen (15 June 
1914).  
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their business or to them getting tenants.229 Apparently, the small shop was going 
out of fashion.  

It is in no way surprising that shopkeepers or their landlords started to feel 
and/or argue that large premises were indispensable to engage in successful 
retailing. After all, they had all operated in a shopping landscape in which 
department stores had flaunted their size in as many ways as possible. Scaling-up 
was more than a matter of materially accommodating a growing business. It was 
symbolic too. Size was something department stores liked to associate themselves 
with. Every single drawing of the Bon Marché, the Grands Magasins de la Bourse, 
A l’Innovation and the Grands Magasins Tietz emphasized their dimensions. 
They usually adopted a bird’s eye and/or corner view, emphasizing the height, 
breadth and girth of the building. If adjoining stores were included in the 
perspective, they always seemed smaller. In most drawings their actual appearance 
was even altered in order to enhance dimensions. The stationery of the Grands 
Magasins de la Bourse in 1883, for example, presented a store that took up a full 
and square-shaped building bloc along the Boulevard Anspach. [See ill 1] Both 
the documentation in building applications and contemporary photographs 
confirm that this was not the case until 1916.230 Similarly, Au Bon Marché’s self-
image printed on outgoing correspondence in 1884 differed from the existing 
situation that was documented in the transformation project and filed with the 
Brussels Public Works Department in 1896. [See ill 2] Comparing it with the 
transformation plans for that same year, the illustration on the stationery must 
have represented the idealized store and not an actual one.231   

The department store repertoire was something other shopkeepers 
eventually tapped into as well. A St Lambert, a crockery store on the corner of the 
Rue Neuve and the Place de la Monnaie, put an illustration similar to that of 
department stores on its stationery.232 [See ill 3] All items depicted the store in 
question from a similar point of view. They had people walk in front of the shop 
windows and represented them in detail. Most drawings depicted a couple of 
neighboring shops too, albeit some more prominently and more faithfully than 
others. The illustrators clearly tapped into a shared language when they depicted 
shops. The fact that the same language was applied for department and other 
stores alike testifies to the fluidity of the concept of the department store. 
Although the representations of classic department stores emphasized size even 

                                                   
229 AVB, TP 17783: Dumortier to Mayor & Aldermen (16 February 1892) and other correspondence and TP 
17676: Tasinski to Mayor & Aldermen (4 March 1911).    
230 AVB, TP 431: François Thiéry to the Alderman for Public Works (18 October 1883).  
231 AVB, TP 17713: drawings for transformation project (20 November 1896) and stationery for letter by Vaxelaire-
Claes to Mayor & Aldermen (13 October 1884).  
232 So did The Grand Bazar Maison Auriel and other downtown stores. AVB, TP 17723: Illustration on stationery 
letter from Frognet to Alderman for Public Works (8 February 1912) and TP 9296: business card Grand Bazar 
Maison Auriel. See also Renoy, Les Grands Magasins.  
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more, all of these drawings looked more or less similar. And yet, department 
stores did stand out. The earliest dated drawings of the kind that were discovered 
in the course of this research depicted Au Bon Marché or the Grands Magasins 
de la Bourse. Furthermore, no similar depictions of small, specialized stores were 
traced. Maybe these stores did not boast of their materiality in a similar way. 
 
I l l  1 .  A la Bourse  
Source: AVB, TP 431: stationary of François Thiéry’s store ‘A la Bourse’ (letter dated 18 October 1883). 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

I l l  2 .  Au Bon Marché  
Source: AVB, TP 17713: stationary Au Bon Marché (letter dated 13 October 1884).  
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Il l  3. Drawing A Saint Lambert 
Source: AVB, TP 17723: stationary A Saint Lambert (letter dated 8 February 1912.  

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Il l  4.  Early to mid-nineteenth-century portrayal of A la ville de Bruxelles, a novelties and 
fancywork store  
Source: Georges Renoy, Les Grands Magasins (Brussels 1986).  
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With all of these images so alike each other, the illustrators must have tapped into 
a specific visual repertoire. The repertoire was an international one, typically used 
for promotional depictions of Parisian department stores in particular.233 Scale and 
monumentality were among the most important of ingredients, but there were 
other elements too. The buildings were always set in a busy urban scene, crowded 
with people, trolleys and carriages. Streets were usually widened for perspective’s 
sake. Irregularly shaped stores were straightjacketed into the ideal rectangular 
shape aimed for in Parisian department stores. 234  The surroundings were 
oftentimes consciously misrepresented. The Place de la Bourse, for example, was 
missing from the drawing of the Grands Magasins de la Bourse on its 1880s 
stationery and the ensuing building blocs along the Boulevard Anspach looked far 
too much alike to have been a faithful representation.235 [See ill 1] There were 
always tons of pedestrian on-lookers, a few elegant parties in carriages and several 
delivery vans riding by. The repertoire used for depicting both Brussels’ and 
foreign department stores differed from an earlier tradition of depicting stores. 
There are several illustrations of prominent Brussels stores during the earlier 
nineteenth century, but they usually assumed a frontal view, placing less of an 
emphasis on the size of the building and more on the shop sign.236 [See ill 4 & 5] 
These drawings did feature clients too, but they were less numerous. They usually 
also cut off the store from its surroundings, placing it in isolation.  

To department stores, their buildings and their size were major elements of 
self-identification and -representation. This was not only part of the visual, but 
also of the textual narratives they deployed. The illustrations of the store were 
usually accompanied by a printed remark about the impressive extensions the 
store had undergone and the amount of new counters that would open. Similar 
messages were dispersed through the press. Typically the larger premises were 
presented as a consequence of how successful the business was. For example, 
François Thiéry communicated in an advertisement, printed in L’Indépendance 
Belge in 1875, that ‘the extraordinary increase in its [the store’s] turnover, since 
the move to the Boulevard Anspach, forces us to prepare considerable extension 
work for the summer season’.237As Robert Proctor argued for Paris, department 
stores managers tried to present the physical expansion of their store as the most 
logical consequence of increased turnover, while it was obviously the result of a 
business strategy. The choice to expand outside the existing walls and maximize 

                                                   
233 Miller, The Bon Marché, 174-177 and Proctor, ‘Constructing the retail monument’, 393-410.  
234 Proctor, ‘Constructing the retail monument’, 393-410.  
235 See AVB, TP 431: Illustration of the Grands Magasins de la Bourse on stationery for letter by François Thiéry 
to the Alderman for Public Works (18 October 1883).   
236 For these illustrations, see Renoy, Les Grands Magasins, 19, 30, 124, 150 and elsewhere.   
237 ‘L’augmentation prodigieuse de son chiffre d’affaires, depuis sa translation au Boulevard Central, l’oblige à 
préparer des agrandissements considérables pour la saison d’été.’ L’Indépendance Belge (11 December 1875).  



 342 

space within – by knocking down partitions and replacing them with slender iron 
columns – Proctor continued, was essentially cultural. The loss of space in 
constructing large glazed atriums at the core of department stores was in 
contradiction with the economic reasoning for expanding the shop floor. The 
considerations ‘depended on the cultures of commerce and consumption’.238 

That culture was essentially imbued with visually entertaining spectacle. 
Department stores intentionally played out their size in their communication with 
potential clients. In 1897, for example, the inauguration of the newly extended 
premises of Au Bon Marché was extensively advertised in a puff piece in the 
Journal de Bruxelles. The readers of the newspaper were even encouraged to 
come and see the new wings for themselves. The store in itself was to be visited as 
an attraction in its own right. Although the slowness of the process of expansion 
must have had its practical reasons, it seems to have served a promotional goal 
too: to create suspense among the clientele. Whether or not the repetitive process 
of piecemeal extensions was deliberately set up to keep potential clients interested 
and create the impression of a continuously developing organism, every newly 
constructed wing was systematically deployed in marketing strategies. The size of 
the building was part of a larger spectacle of glittering architecture, stacks of goods 
and swarms of people.  
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Il l  5. ‘A la fabrique Européenne et des Indes’, dated June 1851 
Source: Renoy, Les Grands Magasins. 

  
                                                   
238 Proctor, ‘Constructing the retail monument’, 393-410 
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Spectacular sensations 

In 1901, Bernheim and Meyer, the managers of A l’Innovation, commissioned a 
new department store building from architect Victor Horta. It was to become 
Brussels’ most famous commercial construction. Looking back, in 1939, the 
celebrated artist elaborated upon the principles that had inspired that famous 
design:  
 

‘It was of remarkable simplicity, the program for the construction of A 
l’Innovation: to capture the attention of the passer-by from the outside and 
make him into a buyer and then, once inside “the cage”, force him to pass and 
stop before every single piece of displayed merchandise. It was the 
fundamental principle of commerce, to a degree that it has never been any 
different and that it is today as it was yesterday and as it will remain.’239 

 
Horta’s strategy consisted of designing the internal space in such a way that every 
onlooker would see a maximum of goods on display immediately upon entering 
the store. The staircase connecting the ground floor with the first floor was set in 
the back, while the next flight of stairs was provided up front, thus obliging clients 
to walk the depth of the building when switching floors.240 

Brussels’ turn of the century department stores were indeed known for 
their open-planned design, their glazed roofs, atriums and skylights. Strictly 
speaking, Horta’s A l’Innovation was not the first commercial building to apply 
these characteristics on a large scale. Au Bon Marché developed piecemeal 
throughout its existence, until 1896, when the square-shaped ensemble of its 
properties was integrated into one large open space, lit from above through three 
separate atriums. Its staircase was set up in the back, across from the entrance 
along the Rue Neuve.241 Similarly, the designs for the original building of the 
Grand Bazar du Boulevard Anspach in 1898 showed a ‘grand hall’, planned in 
the center of the store and most probably lit by means of a skylight, dome or 
more simple glazed roof.242 Later alteration schemes demonstrate the presence of 
multiple atriums too.243 Finally, the open-plan design of the Tietz store was also 

                                                   
239 ‘Il était d’une remarquable simplicité, le programme de construction des magasins de l’Innovation: accrocher le 
passant du dehors pour en faire un acheteur et, celui-ci une fois dans la “cage”, l’obliger de passer et de s’arrêter 
devant le moindre marchandise exposée. C’était la base fondamentale du commerce, à telle enseigne qu’elle n’a 
jamais varié et qu’aujourd’hui comme hier elle est restée à l’ordre du jour’, Victor Horta, Mémoires (edited by 
Cécile Dulière) (Brussels 1985) 103.  
240 AVB, TP 17705: drawings by Victor Horta (1902) and Région de Bruxelles-Capitale, Commerce et négoce 
(Brussels 2003) 86-88.  
241 AVB, TP 17713: transformations of Au Bon Marché, floor plans and correspondence (1896-1897).  
242 AVB, TP 4385: construction of the Grand Bazar du Boulevard Anspach, floor plans and correspondence 
(1898).  
243 Transformations of the Grand Bazar du Boulevard Anspach, floor plans and correspondence in: AVB, TP 
25552 (1899); TP 25554 (1907 and 1909) and TP 25555 (1899).  
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centered on an atrium. The large hallway was provided for in the back, rather 
than the front.244  

As Robert Proctor argued for Parisian department stores, the 
implementation of atriums did not make for the most efficient use of space.245 
They were there for the same reason the glazed roof sat atop the Galeries Saint-
Hubert and every nineteenth-century market hall: the instrumentality of daylight 
in retailing. As has been dealt with in the chapters on the arcades and the market 
halls, the possibility of inspecting goods added to the trustworthiness of a retailer. 
Atriums allowed overhead daylight to stream in on every floor, no matter how 
large they were, and made artificial lighting redundant or accessory. The 
indispensability of daylight is beautifully illustrated by the building history of the 
Grand Bazar du Boulevard Anspach. In 1908, its manager applied for permission 
to maximize the shop floor by constructing new cruciform galleries over the open 
spaces of the atrium.246 However, they wanted to sacrifice only so much of the top 
light, which is why they had the galleries be executed in glass tiles. The unusual 
sight of the galleries must have been a fringe benefit, yet atriums were about more 
than daylight alone. Because of the atrium a customer could seize up most of the 
store within minutes upon entering. It opened up a view of the workforce of shop 
assistants and the clients and onlookers in the midst of heaps of goods spread 
over multiple floors. No wonder the reporter of L’Indépendance Belge remarked 
that ‘an immensurable crowd circulated from the ground floor up, way up, 
marveling in every hall, at every floor’, all day long and into the night during the 
inauguration of the Grands Magasins Tietz.247 The people-gazing was obviously 
part of the attraction of a department store and the architecture of the building 
helped to facilitate the practice. 

In order to get a passer-by to enter the store, the building and its shop 
windows had to stand out. While there is little evidence of the lengths department 
store owners went to in order to get their building to assume monumental status, 
as they did in Paris, it is presumable that this was the goal they strove to 
accomplish. By the late nineteenth century at least they had unified façades and 
majestic entrances. The entrance of the Grands Magasins de la Bourse for 
example reached up two stories high, and four stories beyond that a cupola 
topped off the building. The façades were embellished with columns, complete 
with capitals and bases. Together, they gave the building an appearance that 
resembled that of contemporary civic monuments, such as museums. Every 

                                                   
244 AVB, TP 17695: construction of the Grands Magasins Leonhard Tietz, floor plans and correspondence (1907-
1908).  
245 Proctor, ‘Constructing the retail monument’, 398.  
246 AVB, TP 1792: floor plans annexed to letter by manager of Grand Bazar du Boulevard Anspach to Mayor & 
Aldermen (22 June 1908).  
247 ‘[…] une cohue indénombrable circula de bas en haut, tout en haut, s’émerveillant dans tous les halls, à tous les 
étages’. L’Indépendance Belge (16 April 1910).  
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department store was either designed or redressed to impress. The Grands 
Magasins Tietz was reminiscent of a gothic cathedral, with its tall towers on the 
sides and sleek leaded windows all over its façade. It had even been set slightly 
behind the building line, in order to allow pedestrians in the Rue Neuve a better 
perspective.248 [See i l l  6]  Old England could not change anything about the part 
of its buildings that gave onto the Place Royale, and therefore designed an 
elaborate and frivolous façade for the Montagne de la Cour, made out of glass 
and steal.249 Although the façade of A l’Innovation’s was very different from that of 
the other downtown department stores, it was monumental in its own way. The 
fact that it was made entirely out of iron – fully exposed as such – and glass is said 
to have fascinated people.250 [See i l l  7]  In the early twentieth century Het 
Handelsblad van Antwerpen referred to the Innovation as a temple and presented 
it as a sight to be seen, the most impressive and prettiest of all the department 
stores in the land.251  

The puff piece for Au Bon Marché in the Journal de Bruxelles of 1897 
professed its appreciation for the efforts of both private investors and the 
municipality in giving Brussels the appearance it really deserved. To be remarked 
among those efforts was the conversion of the Bon Marché. The store, so the 
article continued, was definitely on its way to become one of Brussels main sights, 
‘because of its importance as a novelties store, as much as for the luxury and good 
taste with which it was decorated’.252 Au Bon Marché and/or the journalists of the 
newspaper were not the only ones to think of department stores as monuments or 
embellishments. The Public Works Department granted them favors, because 
elegant shop fronts were considered to help beautify the city. In principle, the 
city’s building code was rather strict in regulating issues such as building height, 
alignment and courtyards, but it kept the door open for potential extensions. If 
façades presented an ‘embellishment’ for the city, the administration was allowed 
to grant these extensions.253 Obviously, the term embellishment left much room 
for interpretation and arbitrariness. While the code seems to have been 
interpreted more strictly in the mid-century, the municipality became increasingly 
benevolent towards shopkeepers as the century progressed. For example, in 1908, 
Leonhard Tietz received a building permit for a design in which the projected 
façade would exceed the prescribed maximum height by two and a half meters in 

                                                   
248 AVB, TP 17695: correspondence and drawings Tietz building.  
249 AVB, TP 18859: diverse correspondence and drawings 1899 and TP 31313: diverse correspondence 1913.  
250 Région de Bruxelles-Capitale, Commerce et négoce, 86-88.  
251 E.g.: Het Handelsblad van Antwerpen (24 June 1905, 30 June and 29 September 1906 and 15 April 1910).  
252 ‘[…] tant par son importance comme maison de nouveautés, que par le luxe de bon goût dont on s’est plu à 
l’orner’. Journal de Bruxelles (19 March 1897).  
253 E.g.: AVB, TP 187: report (26 February 1896).  
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the Rue Neuve.254 Inspectors usually reported the transgressions, only to add that 
the proposal could be accepted because it constituted an embellishment.  
 
Il l  6. Drawing façade Grands Magasins Leonhard Tietz (1908) 
Source: AVB, TP 17695.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Il l  7. Stationary A l’Innovation (letter dated 23 June 1906) 
Source: Renoy, Les Grands Magasins.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

                                                   
254 AVB, TP 17695: report of the principal inspector of the Public Works Department (27 March 1908 and 13 July 
1908).  
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Ill  8. Floor plan of the shop windows in the Grand Bazar du Boulevard Anspach (1912) 
Source: AVB, TP 171894: drawing (3 July 1912).  

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

If passers-by failed to miss the architecture, there were always the shop 
windows to be tempted by. Because of the breadth they took up along the Rue 
Neuve (and the Boulevard Anspach), all department stores had long rows of 
identical shop windows, made of plate glass, stretching the full height of the 
ground floor at least and with minimal non-transparent materials in between the 
sheets of glass. Most of them had shop windows on the ‘entresol’-level and the 
first floor too, while A l’Innovation and the Grands Magasins Tietz were nothing 
but windows all over the façade. Traditionally, bazaars in Brussels did not have 
shop windows. Large glass doors usually took up their front, facilitating both 
entrance and exit. The building of the Grand Bazar du Boulevard Anspach was 
clearly inspired by this tradition. A shop front was nevertheless installed there in 
1912, attesting to the fact that it had become a truly indispensable feature for any 
kind of store. The architect managed to combine irregularly and curved shop 
windows with no less than eight glazed entrance doors.255 [See ill 8] The store was 
also granted the right to display wares in cases on the street.256   

                                                   
255 AVB, TP 1894: drawing ‘Transformations du Rez-de-Chaussée’ (3 July 1912).  
256 AVB, TP 1894: manager to Mayor & Aldermen (20 May 1912). The Grands Magasins de la Bourse also applied 
for and were granted the right to display wares on the sidewalk during the day: AVB, TP 242: Thiéry to Mayor (14 
November 1872) and Ghent University Library, Europeana-topo: BRKZ.TOPO.926.I.01.    
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What was most crucial was to be found behind the glass. Floor plans of the 

stores demonstrate that the indoor space taken up by display windows increased 
as the century progressed. 257  Stage-like constructions were set up behind the 
window – on the level of the lower end of the sheet of glass – and by the end of 
the century most of them were over 1,5 meter deep. In the building of the Grands 
Magasins Tietz, built in 1908, about 2,3 meters of the store’s depth was reserved 
for the window displays and in 1914 a ‘magasin d’exposition’ was added to the 
premises. The ground floor of the building consisted of nothing but a deep and 
narrow vestibule, freely accessible from the street, and a closed-off space behind a 
curved shop window.258 In 1906, the Bernheim family did something similar. They 
rented a building adjacent to A l’Innovation and connected it to the main building 
on the first floor through an opening in the wall and a set of stairs. The front half 
of the lower floor of the new building was used solely for the display of goods. 
These ‘expositions’ were set on a lower plain than the rest of the ground floor. 
The fact that there was no passageway to the main building indicates that it was 
intended to seduce people walking by on the streets and perhaps – by means of a 
window in the common wall – those strolling about the store.259  

Drawings of the Grands Magasins de la Bourse, Au Bon Marché, A 
l’Innovation and the Grands Magasins Tietz all feature crowds peering into the 
shop windows.260 The bustle of people and carriages on the streets is mirrored in 
the energetic abundance of the displays behind the glass. The drawings usually 
feature spherical light fixtures hanging in (front of) the windows, which probably 
indicates that the displays were to be admired at night too. Sometimes the displays 
themselves were portrayed in detail. If these illustrations were in any way 
representative for the actual window dressing of the time, shop windows must 
have been rather atmospheric. Some windows held dramatically draped cloth, but 
others had been transformed into fully decorated bedrooms or living rooms. 
There were depictions of daily life too, with mannequins set up in recognizable 
settings. There is no evidence that Brussels’ department stores built scenic 
displays of exotic or dream worlds like in Paris, but since there was advertising in 
that sense, it is plausible they did. 261  Although the stage was thus set rather 
dramatically, there were limits to the degree of spectacle one could expect in these 
windows. When La mode pratique, Au Bon Marché’s magazine, reported about a 
                                                   
257 At least, for those stores for which the shop window was marked on the floor plan.  
258 AVB, TP 17695: floor plans (19 February 1914).  
259 It is uncertain whether the fixture on the common wall was a mirror or a window. The latter seems most likely, 
since decorative items were usually only specified on building plans if they were part of the actual architecture of 
the building. AVB, TP 17704: floor plans, elevations and cross section (7 July 1906).  
260 E.g.: AVB, TP 431: stationery François Thiéry (18 October 1883); TP 17713: stationery Au Bon Marché (13 
October 1884) and Renoy, Les Grands Magasins, 140, 142, 150, 152 and 165. 
261 There was orientalist scenery for promoting the department of carpets and rugs, and catalogues and posters 
usually depicted men from the Orient. See Renoy, Les Grands Magasins, 18 and 107.  
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New York store where real life models were mounted in the display windows to 
advertise the goods on sale, it was clear this practice was seen as far too eccentric 
and ridiculous to even consider. Wax models set up in panoramic scenes seemed 
much more common and practicable.262  

Inside the stores, there must have been an overload of goods too. Pictures 
or drawings of the interiors are hard to come by, but the very few that remain, do 
confirm that they were stacked with goods. The floor plans of Tietz, indicating 
counters and shelves, suggest there were heaps of seemingly unrelated types of 
goods stacked on shelves or laid out on counters next to each other, without there 
being any logical order in its organization. If the account of the grand opening of 
the Grands Magasins Tietz was not solely based on discursive repertoires 
regarding (Parisian) department stores, the sight of the store must actually have 
been quite a lot to process. As Horta said, the trick was to give the customers a 
view of an endless amount of goods. A picture of a display of dolls, neatly stacked 
and lined, filling up an entire wall at the Innovation clearly illustrates this point. 
Other photographs of the store show carpets draped over banisters and ribbons 
hanging over the ceiling. [See ill 9-11] An advertisement for the Grands Magasins 
de la Bourse’s winter season of 1908-1909 also depicts the store as filled with 
shoppers, plants, carpets, dresses draped on mannequins, a table filled with half-
open boxes and shop assistants running around behind counters and carrying 
parcels. Up front is a girl, pointing in awe.263 [See ill 12]  

It is not hard to imagine that the aggregate of the architecture, the counters, 
the shop assistants and the goods on display left those entering the store 
wondering where to look first. That window and store dressers tended to opt for 
packing a ton of goods and scattering them all over the store becomes clear in 
reports issued by the Brussels Fire Department. The municipality obtained their 
advice for the construction of the Tietz building and for the reconstruction of the 
Grand Bazar du Boulevard Anspach. In both cases, they formulated specific 
requirements with regard to the way the goods were organized. All combustible 
materials were to be fetched when needed rather than kept on the floor 
permanently. No display was to be set up on the stairs or hanging from the 
banisters. Tietz had to provide a central hallway of at least 4 meters wide which 
was to be kept free of displays, tables or stools over the depth of the building, to 
insure a prompt evacuation. The management of the Grand Bazar was 
encouraged to set up their counters in such a way that clients would instinctively 
find their way out.264 Whether the store managers complied is another question, 
but the fact that they needed to be reminded is rather telling in itself.  
                                                   
262 ‘Variétés’, in: La Mode Pratique. Moniteur illustré publié par les Grands Magasins de Nouveautés Au Bon 
Marché, 1:3 (1888) 22. 
263 See a reprint of the advertisement in Renoy, Les Grands Magasins, 67.  
264 AVB, TP 17695: report of the Fire Department, construction of the Grands Magasins Leonhard Tietz (23 July 
1908); TP 25553: report of the Fire Department, conversion of the Grand Bazar du Boulevard Anspach (16 May 
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Ill  9,  10& 11. Prewar photographs of A l’Innovation’s interior 
Source: Blog ‘C’était au temps où Bruxelles Brussellait’ (http://sofei-vandenaemet.skynetblogs.be). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

                                                                                                                                                               
1911) and TP 25554: report of the Fire Department, conversion of the Grand Bazar du Boulevard Anspach (23 
March 1907).  
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Il l  12. Advertisement for the winter season at the Grands Magasins de la Bourse (1908-1909) 
Source: Renoy, Les Grands Magasins, 67. 
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Like in Paris, the annual sale of whites and linens was but the tip of the 
iceberg of events organized in department stores. All through the year, 
newspapers announced the ‘mise en vente’ of a different type of good, ranging 
from novelties to tapestries. Although end-of-season discount sales did exist, the 
concept of sales stretched beyond discounts back then. In fact, most of the ‘mise 
en ventes’ marked the start of the season rather than the end of it, as they were 
literally intended to exhibit new arrivals. They were organized per department and 
were announced with much ado in the newspapers. The advertisements promised 
customers the finest of goods and the best of buys. In the early twentieth century, 
department stores were sometimes reorganized in order to accommodate the 
exhibitions more adequately. Certain exhibitions were repeated annually, others – 
such as the ‘exposition de nouveautés’ – took place every season. There might 
have been other events too, such as fashion shows, concerts or readings, as there 
were in Paris. Other than a demonstration of a new kind of electricity in the 
Grands Magasins de la Bourse in July 1886, no trace of such events was found, 
but the buildings did have spaces that could have been used for them.265 The 
Grands Magasins Tietz held reading rooms, salons and a cafeteria. The 
Innovation and Old England had their open-air tea-terraces on the roof.  

Like in Paris and other big nineteenth-century metropolises, department 
stores were at the core of a culture characterized by a plethora of visual stimuli. As 
Vanessa R. Schwartz has demonstrated, the Parisian boulevards epitomized the 
nineteenth-century bourgeois culture that ached for spectacle.266 The Haussman-
inspired boulevards of Brussels were filled with all kinds of visual entertainment 
too. There were the sidewalk cafés, theaters, cinemas, shop windows with lavish 
displays, dioramas, newsstands and the overabundant posters and placards. With 
their architecture facilitating the wandering gaze, with their window and internal 
displays seducing the eye, with their ‘exhibitions’ creating perpetually new sights to 
be seen, department stores must have contribute to that culture of visual splendor 
in Brussels. They produced fashionable advertisements that were most probably 
hung about the city and illustrated catalogues found their ways to bourgeois 
mailboxes. Even their advertisements in the newspapers were often elegantly 
decorated.267 Letters and words alone were obviously not believed to do the trick.  

However spectacular these department stores might (or might not) have 
been to the contemporary eye, their dramatic ingredients were far from unique. In 
fact, the New Year’s column in L’Indépendance Belge of 1846 already mentions 
crowds of people leaving the Foire de Leipzick bazaar enchanted.268 Similarly, 
Horta’s Innovation is often classified as a revolutionary building, fundamentally 
                                                   
265 BC 1886 (1887), vol. 1, 8-9.  
266 Schwartz, Spectacular realities.  
267 E.g.: Journal de Bruxelles (9 March, 6 April, 21 September and 23 November 1913) and L’Indépendance Belge 
(15 October 1878 and 5 October 1913).   
268 ‘Une guêpe à Bruxelles’, L’Indépendance Belge (1 January 1846).  
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altering the way in which retail buildings were conceived. Even though 
photographs reveal a truly stunning and unique work of art, several of the 
elements crucial to his architectural program had been toyed with in earlier 
buildings, both in Brussels and elsewhere. The glazed roof had first been 
experimented with as a way to retain daylight in large covered spaces in the 
construction of arcades and market halls. In fact, with its roof spanning a width of 
eight meters, the Galeries Saint-Hubert had been a landmark in architectural 
history. Although it is usually argued that department stores were the immediate 
ancestors of the arcades in that respect, I would argue that they were closer to the 
architectural construction of the market hall. Whereas arcades had consisted of a 
broad passageway lined with small boutiques, market halls usually consisted of 
one large open space on the ground floor, with columns supporting a ring of 
galleries on the upper floor. A large yet simple staircase connected both floors. 
Although the open spaces on the first floor were usually much larger, they are 
familiar to the atriums in later department stores. From a cultural viewpoint, the 
department store built upon the architectural language as it had been developed 
in both retail forms. The department store thus combined the architectural form 
of the market hall with the luxury and abundance of style in the arcades.  

Aside from the market hall and the arcades, glazed roofs and atriums had 
already been experimented with in earlier stores. Among them were not only 
department stores, but other types of stores as well. In fact, the earliest trace of 
skylights being used in the Rue Neuve dates back to 1887, when Meyers Hennau 
proposed to install a glazed roof over the rear end of his chocolate store. He also 
proposed to construct a glazed walkway to connect the main house with the annex 
in the back of his property. Many similar glazed roofs and skylights were put in 
over the course of the next thirty years in the Rue Neuve.269 The skylights were 
often put in on the first level in order to cover a courtyard and include it in the 
shop space, while retaining daylight as much as possible. Atriums have also been 
found in drawings and correspondence from the mid-1880s onwards. In 1886, 
galleries were installed on the first floor of a shop owned by a mister Lamberts 
and a mister Loevensohn in the Rue Neuve. This was presumably the first 
occurrence of the atrium-like architecture in the Rue Neuve. Lamberts and 
Loevensohn planned to include the courtyard into the existing shop and 
surmount it with galleries under a glazed roof. Although the combined use of 
glazed roofs or skylights and galleries was usually applied on a much smaller scale 
outside the most famous department stores, the structure of the Grand Bazar 
National as it was designed in 1891 prefigured the configuration of Au Bon 
Marché five years later. The open-plan store stretched over four floors, in which 

                                                   
269 E.g.: AVB, TP 17676 (1911); TP 17783 (1897); TP 17811 (1904); TP 26784 (1892); TP 75850 (1912); TP 
75867 (1887 and 1897) and TP 75943 (1888).  
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there were two atriums. A glazed roof, constructed along the full length of the 
building, let daylight in. The staircase was set in the back.270 

A similar argument can be made with regard to the monumental 
appearance of department stores. Although they obviously had their size working 
in their favor during the Belle Epoque, they were not the first to attempt 
monumentality. As elaborated upon in the second chapter, monumentality had 
been at the outset of the design of the Galeries Saint-Hubert. The architecture of 
the Galerie du Commerce and the Passage du Nord, giving onto the Rue Neuve, 
was somewhat different, but within the fashion of the day, equally – if not more – 
bombastic. Market halls were used for very basic activities, but they were always 
construed as monuments. Because they were considered to be of public utility, 
their buildings assumed the free-standing squared shape so desired by department 
store directors. As mentioned above, many a large fashion store resembled the 
‘grands magasins’, materially and discursively.271 There were plenty of stores with 
equally large shop windows, stretching over the ground floor and the entresol, that 
had the same type of lettering on cornices and in between windows on the upper 
floors. Many stores followed the Parisian fashion for laying mosaic tiling in the 
sidewalk in front of their store.272  

The Innovation was not even unique in the artistry that had inspired its 
shop front. In the early nineteenth century, there were still quite a few shops 
without an actual display window, but – at least along the Rue de la Madeleine, 
the Rue de l’Ecuyer and the Rue Neuve – there were plenty more boasting 
elegantly designed façades and shop windows adorned with arcaded windows, 
columns and/or elaborately carved wooden cornices. Some of the designs for 
shop fronts, found in the building applications of the 1840s through 1860s, were 
downright regal in their appearance. They had armorial designs worked into them 
and some of them even featured lion’s heads. [See ill 13 & 14] Quite a lot of shop 
windows, made up of small windowpanes, had remained, but as the century 
progressed, the surface of the glass increased. That of the stone- or woodwork 
surrounding it diminished and the designs sobered up. The average shop window 
consisted of large sheets of glass, simple columns to separate and accompany it 
where necessary, and a modest architrave serving as a shop sign. The door often 
got muffled to the side. [See ill 15] By the end of the century, the trend shifted 
again, and the number of complex designs rose. Glass was being curved. The 
shop door was pushed back, accentuating the depth of the display window. 
Because the shop-window now became three-dimensional, it delimitated a surface 
                                                   
270 AVB, TP 17749: cross section and correspondence, reconstruction of the Grand Bazar National (1891).  
271 See: multiple catalogues for Brussels department stores preserved in the Fondo Elisa Ricci della Biblioteca 
Civica di Torino (http://www.biblio.selfip.net/elisa_ricci/index.html, last consulted on 27 March 2015). See also 
Renoy, Les Grands Magasins. 
272 E.g.: AVB, TP 15508: report (28 September 1897); TP 17811: report (28 March 1907) and TP 75850: report 
(10 August 1912).  
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behind the glass for window-dressers to work with, similar to the space set aside 
for that purpose in the larger department stores. The number of doors set up in 
the middle of the shop window increased too, and helped to create shop fronts 
that funneled in potential clients, who were now surrounded by goods before they 
entered the shop.  

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Il l  14. Projet de façade Rue Neuve 106  
Source: AVB, TP 17682. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

I l l  13.  Design Façade Madeleine 6 (Parent & Rocquencourt) in 1850 
Source: AVB, TP 15491: drawing (3 August 1850).   
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Ill  15. Design Façade Rue Neuve 59 (12 April 1889) 
Source: AVB, TP 17672: drawing (12 April 1889). 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

I l l  16.  Design Façade Rue Neuve 159-161 (Paul Hankar, 1889) 
Source: AVB, TP 17721: drawing by Paul Hankar (1899). 
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Ill  17. Design shop window Palais des Parfums, Rue de la Madeleine 
Source:  AVB, TP 15524: drawing shop window (12 August 1899). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Several designs proposed to sacrifice some of the glass surface for an 
elegantly carved frame. [See i l l  16 & 17]  Before, the emphasis had been on 
getting people to look inside the shop window by making the glazed surface as tall 
and as wide as possible. In the intricate display windows of the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries, the function of the wood- and stonework changed. 
Instead of being the neutral framework, necessary to hold the glass in its place, the 
woodwork now became like a pretty wrapper enveloping a chocolate bonbon. 
The glass and the woodwork became part of the spectacle. There were different 
ways of achieving a visually stimulating shop front. Both the Rue Neuve and the 
Rue de la Madeleine housed several shops with windows framed and partially 
covered in elegantly and vividly curved woodwork. Other architects fitted a screen 
of small squares over the top and/or bottom of the window and door. Some 
experimented with mirrors. In 1905 a shop window was constructed on the 
ground floor of 3, Rue Neuve. The design of the window can best be described as 
an irregular patchwork of sheet glass, mirror-glass and wooden squares and 
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boxes.273 The glass of another remarkable shop window in the Rue Neuve was 
curved in such a way that its shape on the floor plan looked like a cloud.274 [See 
i l l  18]  Although the shop windows in most department stores were elegantly 
designed, the art nouveau and other extravaganza worked particularly well on the 
display window of the smaller shop. What Horta did on the whole surface of the 
façade of the Innovation, had already been performed on the more limited canvas 
of the ground floor in smaller shops for over a decade.  

If department stores contributed to the proliferation of a culture of visual 
abundance, then so did many other large and small stores, albeit in their own way. 
After all, if there was one constant in the history of Brussels shops throughout the 
nineteenth century, it was the serious attachment of shopkeepers to their shop 
windows. There are plenty of examples, in all of the examined streets, of retailers 
complaining to the city council about the ongoing renovations next door. 275 
Usually the problem was the prolonged presence of scaffolding keeping their 
displays out of view for passers-by. Regardless of what the building or the shop 
window looked like, shopkeepers knew all along that what mattered was what was 
on display behind them. Unfortunately, there is little evidence documenting 
displays in shop windows and on the shop floor, apart from a few photographs 
and drawings. Some stores must have had rather unassuming displays, while other 
window displays – such as those of A la Grande Fabrique, a store selling ready-
made clothes in the Rue de la Vierge Noire near the Boulevard Anspach – closely 
resembled the shop windows of the famous Brussels’ department stores.  [See i l l  
19]  The larger (fashion) stores represented their shop windows in drawings in a 
way similar to those in department stores. The turn-of-the-century indoor 
photographs of A la Grande Fabrique reveal an interior complete with atrium and 
impressive staircase. The floors are filled with cases and shelves, stacked with 
neatly ordered goods. [See i l l  20 & 21]  Viewed as a whole, the store seems to 
have been donned more of a clean interior design, compared to A l’Innovation at 
least. [See i l l  11]  It is furthermore unclear whether all of the departments (hats, 
men’s clothing and women’s clothing etc.) were freely accessible to the clients.276  
  

                                                   
273 AVB, TP 17633: drawing (14 January 1905).  
274 AVB, TP 17727: drawing (13 August 1912).  
275 E.g.: AVB, TP 15525: Mayor & Aldermen to Oudart (17 June 1857) and TP 17721: Léon Rosseels (7 October 
1899).  
276 A la Grande Fabrique E. Esders Eté 1909 (Brussels [1909]). Preserved in the Public Library of Turin.  



 359 

 
Il l  18. Floor plan of a cloud-shaped shop window (13 August 1912) 

Source: AVB, TP 17727: drawing (13 August 1912). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
I l l  19, 20 & 21. A la Grande Fabrique (photographs 
late nineteenth or early twentieth century)  
Source: Catalogue A la Grande Fabrique (preserved in the 

Public Library of Turin).  
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If so much of the department store’s engagement with visual culture can be found 
in older and other contemporary stores too, one cannot but wonder how much 
impact the former actually had on the development of the shopping landscape 
and culture. Since these visual techniques were so widespread, department stores 
do not seem all that new and different anymore. On the one hand, the 
widespread use of visual strategies and building styles further confirms the fact that 
the department store was a phenomenon that stemmed from an existing shopping 
landscape, in which many sites for shopping were evolving in the same direction 
of increased scale and monumentality. It also supports the argument that it is 
difficult to delineate the phenomenon. Large department-store-like fashion 
houses such as Maison Hirsch announced exhibitions of their goods to be true 
commercial events like the famous department stores did.277 The widespread use 
of spectacular tactics might even suggest that (Brussels) department stores did not 
blow shoppers’ minds as one expects when reading the Parisian and Anglo-Saxon 
historiography.  

On the other hand, it is clear that department stores were the most radical 
expressions of the visual tendencies in the shopping culture. Although there were 
plenty of visually excessive shop fronts on smaller stores, they were nothing 
compared to the gigantic cathedral-like façades of the Innovation and the Grands 
Magasins Tietz. The fact that the cultural form of the department store had 
become the dominant architectural expression in retailing is best illustrated by the 
early twentieth-century history of the Galerie du Commerce. Built as an eclectic 
arcade in the 1870s, the central aisle, leading onto the Rue Neuve, underwent a 
face-lift in 1911, when the owners of the arcade requested permission to convert 
the front part of the main aisle into a vestibule. The passer-by entering the Galerie 
from the Rue Neuve now walked first through a small passageway, under a roof 
made out of leaded-glass, leading to a circular vestibule covered by a stained-glass 
dome. Bordering the mosaic tiled flooring were large shop windows, in which 
mannequins were set on display. Behind the mannequins were either leaded-
windows giving onto the stores behind them, or – more probably – mirrors, 
enhancing the spectacular effect of the scene. [See ill 22] The shop windows 
belonged to fashion house Maison Hirsch, which took up most of the shops of 
the main aisle of the arcade. The dome was constructed at the level of the second 
floor, under the glazed roof that covered the arcade on the fourth floor. 
  

                                                   
277 E.g.: L’Indépendance Belge (11 October 1896).  
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Ill  22. Design for the Galerie du Commerce & Maison Hirsch (1911) 
Source: AVB, TP 17645: drawings 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
278  

The 1911 alterations were probably intended to give Maison Hirsch a more 
luxurious and elegant appearance. In doing so, the architect transformed the 
Galerie du Commerce by borrowing architectural and cultural elements of the 
department store. On the splendorous drawing at least, the dome was reminiscent 
of those installed in the famous department stores such as the Galeries Lafayette 
in Paris and Marshall Field’s in Chicago. Other, smaller stores installed similar, 
yet smaller, stained-glass domes and windows on their premises.279 Although it can 
be assumed that the remodeling of the Galerie du Commerce and these other 
stores referred to the visual language used in department stores all over the world, 
it is unsure whether it was the local department stores that fueled the inspiration. 
Even if smaller shopkeepers did not send research teams to Paris and Chicago, 
like major department stores did, pictures of Parisian and American stores did 
circulate. Parisian department stores advertised in the major newspapers, and 
Zola’s Au Bonheur des Dames was a highly controversial and well-discussed 
novel.280 There is, on the other hand, little evidence as to the existence of such 
colorful domes in Brussels’ department stores, although the design for the roof in 

                                                   
278 AVB, TP 17645: diverse correspondence and drawings.  
279 E.g.: AVB, TP 1042: drawings 1895 and TP 17811: plan d’entresol (8 October 1904).    
280 E.g.: L’Indépendance Belge (6 June 1896) and Journal de Bruxelles (1 August 1882).  
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the Grands Magasins Tietz in 1908 do suggest that there might have been one 
there. When trying to understand the dynamics of the shopping culture in 
downtown Brussels, there is always the added factor of foreign influence to take 
into account.  

Brussels’ department stores did not introduce the visually elaborate style for 
shops in the city and Parisian and other foreign influences might have played a(n) 
(more) important role in developing it. However, this should not obscure the fact 
that stores such as Au Bon Marché, the Grands Magasins de la Bourse and other 
department stores were at the forefront in developing the more splendorous and 
spectacular sides of the Brussels shopping culture. Their buildings were of gigantic 
proportions. They could harbor a crowd of clients. Although not the first to use 
advertising to promote their wares, department store directors did go differently 
about it than their earlier colleagues. Most mid-nineteenth-century stores used the 
same advertisement over and over again. By publishing a different ad every week 
or so, department store directors emphasized the speed at which their stock was 
renewed. In doing so, they must have attempted to create a sense of urgency and 
suspense, pushing clients to visit the store on a regular basis. The ads designed by 
department and similar large stores also took the medium to a different level. 
Their ads stood out because of their size, their eye-catching decorations and the 
varied illustrations of goods.  

 

Pretty woman, don’t walk on by 

Department stores did not invent a spectacular shopping culture, but did 
contribute to it and stood at the forefront of its development around the turn of 
the century. A similar dynamic marked another one of the department stores’ 
major characteristics: its being a female universe. Department stores were not 
exactly responsible for the feminization of consumer and shopping culture, but 
they did prove a catalyst force. As the New Year’s columns of L’Indépendance 
Belge demonstrated, shopping for clothes, accessories and the home was mostly 
considered a women’s domain (see chapter two). Men were only appealed to 
when tobacco, antiquities, art objects and books were concerned. They were 
probably also expected to accompany their wives when searching for a new stove, 
or other appliances that required technological knowledge. Because of the mixed 
profile of its stores, as well as its popularity as an entertaining site for social 
interaction, chapter two argued that the Galeries Saint-Hubert were (and 
remained) a mixed space all through the century, appealing to both sexes (and 
classes). It can be assumed that many of the (better-off) men and women strolling 
under the famous Brussels’ umbrella did the same in the city’s famous 
department stores. As pictures and drawings of grand stores demonstrate, men 
and women flocked to the shopping windows in (near to) equal measure. 
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However, like the market hall, department stores constituted the kind of shopping 
space that was discursively presented as a woman’s domain. After all, its main 
product lines revolved around women’s clothing and items of fashion and interior 
decoration. Department stores actively tried to appeal to women in their 
advertisements, with the majority of their advertising seemingly concerning 
women.281 

Parisian department stores were especially crafty in addressing women in 
their advertising.282 By urging ‘les dames’ to come visit the store, or by arguing 
ladies would find their products especially appealing, they inextricably linked the 
practice of and interest in shopping to women. Brussels stores less enthusiastically 
adopted this practice, but if they left the path of neutrality, they never addressed 
men. Several instances were found where Thiéry or his successor invited ‘les 
dames’ at visiting the Grands Magasins de la Bourse and A l’Innovation did the 
same in Het Handelsblad van Antwerpen.283 The Grands Magasins de la Bourse, 
too, addressed itself directly to women in some of its catalogues.284 Shopping and 
feminity were discursively intertwined in less obvious ways as well. The 
Innovation, for example, would advertise for a sale of gloves and lace in a neutral 
manner, only to encourage the non-specified addressee to ‘visit our tea room, 
exclusively reserved for women’ at the bottom of the ad.285 Another department 
store announced that free flowers would be distributed to the ladies visiting.286 
Obviously this is not to say that men did not accompany these ladies. In fact, most 
photographs and self-representative illustrations of department stores feature both 
men and women, in varying compositions, fussing over the shop windows. 
Department store directors nevertheless seem to have believed that women were 
the weakest link, most easily convinced into unlimited spending. Therefore they 
were far more concerned with getting women to visit their store than trying to 
encourage men. A l’Innovation had its women-only tea room on its premises for a 
reason.  

Other stores or companies did sometimes explicitly address themselves to 
women too, all through the century. The separation between women’s stores and 
men’s stores even predated the bloom of department stores.287 However, there are 

                                                   
281 This is beautifully illustrated by analyzing how much space the editors of Au Bon Marché’s monthly magazine 
reserved for women’s clothing and accessories and how little a rayon such as the men’s department (not 
coincidentally one separate department) was allowed. See La Mode Bijou, 4:64 (1886).  
282 For examples in Brussels newspapers, see L’Indépendance Belge (23 March, 14 June and 7 October 1878 and 
30 May and 27 September 1896). The Parisian ads were less numerous in the Journal de Bruxelles. E.g.: Journal 
de Bruxelles (8 June 1878).  
283 Het Handelsblad van Antwerpen (29 September 1906).  
284 E.g.: L’Indépendance Belge (17 April 1910); Journal de Bruxelles (12 April 1878) and Renoy, Les Grands 
Magasins, 109.  
285 ‘Visitez notre salon de thé exclusivement réservée aux dames’. Journal de Bruxelles (9 February 1913).  
286 E.g.: Journal de Bruxelles (9 March 1913).  
287 AGR, Archives des séquestres, XIV (Archives de la Société des Grands Magasins Leonhard Tietz (1900-1921), 
450 (correspondance diverse)): template invoice paper.    
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indications that department stores added to the distinction even further. The 
stores addressing themselves specifically to women in their ads often sold 
women’s clothing or items of women’s perfumery. By adopting the name of 
‘grand(s) magasin(s)’, stores of the turn of the century claimed a sense of 
universality, of having everything on sale. All of the bigshot department stores had 
both men’s, ladies’ and children’s departments, even if the former was of smaller 
proportions and sometimes had a separate entrance. And yet the bulk of their 
(preserved) advertising featured elegantly dressed women in idyllic settings, 
sometimes accompanied by children. [See ill 25] Men are (nearly) always absent 
from these portrayals. They only surfaced in the catalogues for the men’s 
department – and those were more rare and far thinner than for women’s clothing 
–, while women appeared on the cover of the general catalogues for the new 
season. Mixed tailors, such as A la Grande Fabrique, were much more likely to 
portray men and women together in ads. [See ill 21] Compared to department 
stores they focused a little less on women alone. Some of their catalogues even 
addressed themselves specifically to men, indicating that shopping was not simply 
a women’s activity. Although the omnipresence of women in these ads for 
department stores and similar stores is obviously related to broader societal and 
cultural evolutions with regard to fashion and clothing, the visual and subtle 
textual discourses of department stores must have had its part in strengthening the 
cultural association between femininity and the practice of leisurely and 
‘unnecessary’ shopping. Although shopping was not that much of a topic in the 
Journal de Bruxelles and L’Indépendance Belge, if it was mentioned it was mostly 
associated with women – books, art, auctions and the occasional marital 
accompaniment left aside.  

The omnipresence of female figures in pretty dresses in advertisements for 
a store that also sold goods men could have been interested in, further indicates 
that department store managers figured it was the women that could be most 
easily seduced. The promotional illustration for the winter collection of the 
Grands Magasins de la Bourse (1908-1909), for example, features both men and 
women, but it is the female clients that draw the attention. [See ill 12] Men – shop 
assistants excepted – are merely there for companionship. The pointing finger of 
the girl in the fur coat and the elaborately feathered hat is suggestive of a 
shopaholic in the making. It is no coincidence that the statues flanking the store’s 
entrance are elegantly dressed women. One of A la Grande Fabrique’s catalogue’s 
title pages depicts a man gazing at a painting portraying a woman and two children 
seemingly leaving the store in fresh attire. The woman is actively engaged in 
shopping. The man is merely a passive observer and yet he seems to be the one in 
control.288 One of the promotional drawings of the Grands Magasins Leonhard 

                                                   
288 Catalogue for A la Grande Fabrique: A la Grande Fabrique. E. Esders. Printemps été 1914 (Brussels [1914]).  
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Tietz features a depiction of the store combined with that of a stylish and 
seductive young woman, dressed in fashionable attire, admiring herself in a 
mirror. A store filled with goods is in the background and cherubs, adjusting her 
hat, holding her purse and carrying parcels, surround her. [See i l l  23, at  the 
beginning of this chapter]  How could there be any doubt left, after viewing 
such a drawing: the Grands Magasins Tietz is nothing less than a ladies’ paradise. 
A comparable promotional drawing for Au Bon Marché even went a step further, 
as it represented a woman holding a mirror, reflecting bright and spectacular light 
on the store.289 [See i l l  24]  The drawing seems to suggest that it is the women 
that make the store what it is.  

Looking back during the 1920s, the management of the Grands Magasins 
de la Bourse confirmed it:  

 
‘From time immemorial, the Grands Magasins de la Bourse have entirely 
devoted themselves to the Lady! It is of her that the founder of the House 
thought when he laid the foundation stone, half a century ago.’290  

 
They even went as far as claiming that the lushness and grandeur of the store had 
been inspired by their prospective clients: ‘If we have wanted it [the store] to be as 
grand and made it so light, we did so in order to create a really modern setting, 
worthy of your elegance and your radiant beauty’.291 It cannot be a coincidence 
that the Bon Marché distributed a publication entitled L’éternel féminin. Nor is it 
surprising that one of its contributions stipulated that the role of the female was in 
the house, submitted to the authority of her husband and destined for 
motherhood.292 Like elsewhere, it seems that bourgeois women of nineteenth-
century Brussels were expected to be the caretakers of the home. 293  Going 
shopping was a prerequisite to performing her tasks as the mistress of the 
household, as well as to gathering a fashionable wardrobe in keeping with her 
social duties.  
  

                                                   
289 Renoy, Les Grands Magasins, 140 and AGR, Archives des séquestres, XIV, 450: template invoice paper.   
290 ‘De tous temps, les Grands Magasins de la bourse se sont entièrement consacrés à la Femme! C’est à elle que 
songeait le fondateur de la Maison quand il posait la première pierre, il y a un demi-siècle.’ Excerpt from Les 
transformations de Bruxelles. 1872-1922. Album des Grands Magasins de la Bourse, cited in: Renoy, Les Grands 
Magasins, 63.  
291 ‘Si nous les avons voulus aussi grands et rendus aussi clairs, c’est afin d’en faire un cadre bien modern digne de 
votre elegance et de votre radieuse beauté’. Excerpt from Les transformations de Bruxelles. 1872-1922. Album des 
Grands Magasins de la Bourse, cited in: Renoy, Les Grands Magasins, 63. 
292 See: Renoy, Les Grands Magasins, 67.   
293 By the turn of the century the essentially bourgeois image of the ‘femme au foyer’ was reinforced and dispersed 
to the lower classes in the context of social tensions: Eliane Gubin, ‘Home sweet home. L’image de la femme au 
foyer en Belgique et au Canada avant 1914’, Revue Belge d’Histoire contemporaine, 22:3/4 (1991) 521-568.   
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 Il l  25. Au Bon Marché catalogue 1913 (preserved at  Turin Public  Library) 
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I l l  24. Early twentieth-century drawing Au Bon Marché 
Source: Renoy, Les Grands Magasins.  
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Whereas the activity of shopping and the role of the female as so-called ‘angel of 
the house’ severely clashed in other nineteenth-century capitals, there seems to 
have been rather little upheaval in Brussels. If department stores sparked 
controversy for seducing women out of their homes and onto endless shopping 
sprees in Paris and London, there was no trace of similar anxieties to be found in 
Brussels.294 Brussels’ women seemingly went shopping without anybody so much 
as blinking an eye. Newspapers did report of kleptomania cases in London, but 
no evidence was found of such cases in Brussels courts.295 The journal published 
by La Maison du Peuple did caution women into frugality, but they did not 
combine it with an attack on department stores for encouraging consumerism.296 
Newspapers reported about the suffragettes smashing the windows of Oxford 
Street in the early twentieth century, but there was no trace of them having a sister 
organization doing the same in Brussels.297 Apart from A l’Innovation’s tearoom, 
there is no evidence of department stores providing safe and exclusive spaces for 
women in the big city, as they did in London in an attempt to rebuff the criticism 
that their seductive tricks lured women to the dangerous city. Even A 
l’Innovation’s tea room seems to have gotten mixed up rather quickly, since a 
photograph, presumably taken in the early 1920s, portrays both men and women 
sipping hot beverages.298 [See ill 26] 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

I l l .  26 A l’Innovation tea terras 
Source: Blog C’était au temps où Bruxelles Brussellait (http://sofei-vandenaemet.skynetblogs.be)  

                                                   
294 About the tensions concerning women, feminism, shopping and department stores, see: Rappaport, Shopping 
for pleasure and Tiersten, Marianne in the market.   
295 Unless the case reported of in the Journal de Bruxelles (8 March 1913) did refer to the Brussels courts. 
However, although ‘dans la capitale’ is the only clue given, the fact that it is mentioned in a column of judicial cases 
‘around the world’, makes it rather unlikely that it concerned Brussels. Even if it did concern Brussels, there were 
far more reports of English kleptomania cases.  
296 Bulletin du Maison du Peuple, 30:3 (1912) 23. They did warn about buying on credit.  
297 L’Indépendance Belge (16 March 1913).  
298 This photograph was published on a local history blog: C’était au temps où Bruxelles brussellait (http://sofei-
vandenaemet.skynetblogs.be, last consulted on 27 March 2015).  
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It is unclear why department stores generated so little fuss on the moral 

front in Brussels, especially compared to London and Paris. Maybe men 
accompanied their wives and daughters when they went shopping. The male 
company might have safeguarded the female from the dangers of the streets and 
the dangers of getting swept away in the heat of the store. Plenty of pictures and 
illustrations do show men and women window-shopping together. The novella, 
printed in L’Indépendance Belge in 1882, about a young American girl visiting 
her in-laws and going about the shops and the Marché de la Madeleine 
accompanied by a trusted male companion, might attest to that fact.299 However, 
there must have been plenty of women going about town by themselves too. In 
her semi-autobiographical novel Keetje, Neel Doff recounts of strolling along the 
Montagne de la Cour and the Rue de la Madeleine by herself as she gained 
respectability. Bruxelles Féminin featured a special column ‘A travers Bruxelles’, 
devoted to ‘Tante Hélène’s’ solitary explorations along Brussels’ more and less 
famous shopping streets. Her husband accompanied her once, but she gallivanted 
off on her own most of the time. Although she does refer to her husband as her 
‘maître’ and one time hints at the fact that shopping is not supposed to get in the 
way of her duties as mistress of the household, her husband seems to approve of 
her shopping sprees.300  

Although very little is known about female mobility in Belgian towns in 
general, it is likely there was simply less anxiety with regard to women walking the 
city on their own. Brussels was of course much smaller than Paris or London. 
The developing suburbs were not that far away from the city’s foremost shopping 
streets. Therefore, women need not go out for a whole day if they went shopping. 
As a consequence, they might have been free to do so without much ado. Finally, 
part of the explanation might be of a long-term historical nature. The (Southern) 
Netherlands – which more or less equaled the Belgian territory of the nineteenth 
century – had already been known for the freedom women enjoyed there.301 Both 
the directories for the nineteenth century and the censuses counted a large 
number of female shopkeepers. In some branches, they even made up the 
majority. 302  Press reports about hold-ups and other thievery often mentioned 
female shop assistants behind the counters of the smallest of shops and the 

                                                   
299 L’Indépendance Belge (27 September 1882), reprint of Madame Veydt jeune, a novella by Marguerite Van de 
Wiele. See chapter three on markets and market halls.  
300 Tante Hélène, ‘Promenade a travers Bruxelles’, in: Bruxelles Féminin, 1:2 (1902) 17-18; 1:4 (1902) 18; 1:5 
(1902) 17; 2:6 (1903) 18; 2:7 (1903) 16 and 2:13 (1903) 17. 
301 Laura Van Aert and Danielle van den Heuvel for example demonstrates that the share of female shopkeepers 
grew in the sale of product categories that were bought by women, with whom the former built a relationship of 
trust, see: Laura Van Aert and Danielle van den Heuvel, ‘Sekse als de sleutel tot success? Vrouwen en de verkoop 
van textiel in de Noordelijke en Zuidelijke Nederlanden 1650-1800’, Textielhistorische bijdragen, 47 (2007) 7-32.     
302 Serge Jaumain, ‘La boutique à la fin du XIXe siècle: un univers féminin?’, Cahiers Marxistes, 25:191 (1993) 113-
126.   
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number of shop girls in the Grands Magasins Tietz and the Grands Magasins de 
la Bourse was presumably higher than in the Parisian department stores.303  

 

Conclusion: Shopping on speed 

The lack of fuss over women and their shopping sprees might also have been the 
direct result of the fact that department stores in Brussels presented nothing out 
of the ordinary. Studies of Paris and London could easily lead to the assumption 
that department stores were controversial everywhere. By the time the ‘monster 
stores’ began to conquer Brussels, their Parisian or London counterparts had 
already been discussed in the local press. Some of the city’s inhabitants had even 
visited them when traveling to London or Paris. Even those that had not yet 
visited the big nineteenth-century metropolises – the obvious majority of the 
Brussels population – could have read about them in books and newspapers. If 
not, they had been thoroughly prepared for the concept. Even in the 1840s there 
had been stores that switched to bigger premises and later in the century, 
shopkeepers started to expand both horizontally and vertically. Even the poorest, 
living in the center of Brussels, had been at liberty to walk the Galeries Saint-
Hubert and the Marché de la Madeleine. Spectacular shop windows had adorned 
many a centrally located building in the early nineteenth century as well. The 
management of the Galeries Saint-Hubert had felt the need to prohibit the 
ongoing ‘exhibitions’ in the arcade’s shop windows and the visual extravaganza in 
the bazaars was already being commented upon during the 1840s.  

The department stores that were established in Brussels were very much 
part of the existing shopping culture. Their Parisian predecessors and/or 
equivalents probably inspired them, but they also capitalized upon the shopping 
landscape as it had been developing in Brussels. It is no coincidence that the Rue 
Neuve and the Boulevard Anspach came to house so many of them. Both streets 
presented the ideal surroundings. The Boulevard Anspach was designed as a 
central axis of shopping and entertainment – with the Halles Centrales being 
pushed back a bloc to the west so that it would not interfere or clash with the rows 
of elegant shop windows. The tabula rasa that was at the boulevard’s outset 
offered managers the opportunity to buy up large plots of land and build grand 
stores on them in one fell swoop. As a shopping street, the Rue Neuve was still 
scarcely out of the egg when Mr and Mrs Vaxelaire-Claes took over Au Bon 

                                                   
303 The Grands Magasins de la Bourse provided cloakrooms for male and female employees in equal measure. 
AVB, TP 34907: drawing ‘Grands magasins de la bourse à Bruxelles. Transformation des étalages et du sous-sol 
pour céder la manutention et des WC du côté de la rue Paul Devaux’ (18 July 1907). The Grands Magasins Tietz 
holds one pay registry in which only women were registered: AGR, Archives des séquestres, XIV, 8: Livre des 
appointements mensuels (April 1914 – October 1916) and the director of Tietz spoke of female shop girls in an 
interview with the Journal de Bruxelles (19 April 1910). For Paris, see Miller, The Bon Marché, 193-197. 
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Marché, but it was on the rise and still had plenty of space available, thus allowing 
shopkeepers to expand.  

By the turn of the century, Brussels owned several matured ‘grands 
magasins’ and there were plenty of stores that were similar to them, either in 
appearances, product range or advertising strategies. In fact, drawing a clear line 
between the ‘department stores’ and the other stores is quite impossible at any 
given time in Brussels’ history. At best, the concept of what constituted a ‘grand 
magasin’ was blurry. There were a couple of stores that seem to have fitted well 
with the turn-of-the-century imagery of the department store – as it was imported 
from France – but there were other stores sporting the name ‘grand magasin’ that 
had a more limited or radically different product range, a less imposing building 
and a less aggressive marketing policy. And then there were the stores that did not 
call themselves ‘grands magasins’, that consisted of a wide range of fashion-related 
departments but advertised the same product ‘exhibitions’, used similar 
architectural tricks, and tried to seduce clients with equally lavish window displays.  

However, no matter how vague the term, there was something different 
about these department stores – especially when including the category of large 
fashion houses, such as Maison Hirsch and the Grande Maison de Blanc. They 
were housed in giant buildings, designed with the purpose to seduce and facilitate 
the spectacle of goods and people. Their advertising was of unseen size in 
Brussels and included a more varied set of illustrations and decorations than 
before. The enormity of shopping goods on sale was not matched in any other 
store. They provided restaurants, tearooms and reading rooms on site. They 
presented themselves as the ultimate female-friendly temple. Through their size 
and visual splendor, they took the practice of shopping in the city to a new level. 
They put their stamp on downtown Brussels, where they sat close to each other. 
They attracted comparable retail activity to their surroundings, while their shape 
and form must have encouraged other shopkeepers to keep up. Brussels’ 
department stores were the bandwagon other small shopkeepers jumped on. 
Department store managers might have overestimated the grandeur of their store 
somewhat in their promotional drawings, but it is clear that they were at the core 
of a shopping culture that was on its way towards more, bigger and brighter. 
Partaking in that culture were their neighbors, who were indispensable to their 
success. If Jaumain and Crossick argue that the newness of the department store 
lay in the shifts in the context of retailing – such as the increased mass production 
of consumer goods, increased incomes for the middle classes and the potential 
offered by a transformed urban space – those shifts impacted upon the way other 
stores operated too.304 Rather than mortal enemies, the bigshot department store 
and the small-scale shopkeeper presented complementary commercial circuits. 

                                                   
304 Crossick & Jaumain, ‘The world of the department store’, 34-35.  
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However small a place these neighbors were granted in the promotional drawings, 
department store managers never had their stores pictured in isolation, as earlier 
shops had done. They always represented themselves as part of a highly 
commercial – and distinctly urban – environment, and that is, I argue, the way 
they should be represented in historiography too.  
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Il l  1. The Rue Neuve at the turn of the century 
Source: Blog ‘C’était au temps où Bruxelles Brussellait’. 
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Chapter 6 

Shopping Galore 
Bru s s e l s  s h o p s  &  s h o p p i n g ,  1 9 1 0 s  

 

 

Ful l  bloom 

 
In the spring of 1910, a world exhibition was inaugurated in Brussels. In order to 
attract an abundant international crowd, advertisements had been placed in 
newspapers and journals, posters had been designed, guidebooks had been 
published, and a promotional film had been released. Featuring the oldest moving 
images of the city, Toto et sa soeur en bombe à Bruxelles was written and directed 
with the aim of introducing the Belgian capital to English speaking foreigners. The 
viewer discovers the city through the eyes of two mischievous children exploring 
different streets and neighborhoods. After catching a ride in their doll’s baby 
carriage, secretly hitched to their oblivious parents’ automobile, Toto, his sister 
and her doll jump out near the park. The first stop is the Place Royale and its 
statue of Godefroi de Bouillon, after which they head to the Grand Place with its 
City Hall and ‘Maison du Roi’. Having watched the iconic statue of Manneken Pis 
getting dressed up,1 Toto and his sister board a tramcar to drive along the central 
boulevards. More bustling than any of the other sites, the central lanes are 
crowded with men and women walking the sidewalks amidst a throng of trams, 
omnibuses, carriages and even a hand-drawn cart. As the camera traverses the 
boulevard, an uninterrupted line of shop windows glides by, protected from the 
sun by striped awnings. Here and there pedestrians can be seen pausing in front 
of the windows and admiring the goods behind the glass. Past the stock exchange, 
the careful observer glimpses the corner of the Grands Magasins de la Bourse 
before the tram thunders on, down the bustling boulevards. After a short stop at 
the Gare du Nord, Toto and his sister take to the nearby countryside, where they 
steal a dog-drawn milk cart. Their affected gesticulations are presumably 
supposed to convey the level of excitement that can be experienced in Brussels.2 

                                         
1 Manneken Pis is a landmark small bronze sculpture in Brussels. It depicts a naked little boy urinating. There are 
several myths about the origin of this statue and its meaning. Dressing him up in costumes is an age-old tradition in 
Brussels. See Alain Deneef, ‘Manneken Pis, statue’, in: Serge Jaumain (ed), Dictionnaire d’histoire de Bruxelles 
(Brussels 2013) 526.  
2  ‘Toto et sa soeur en bombe à Bruxelles’, film posted on Youtube by Cinematek films: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fV9w8NG3IFE.  
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Introducing Brussels to the public, this film brought the new highly 
commercial central lanes to the fore, on a par with the age-old Grand Place. By 
the early twentieth century, the sight of shops, cafés and human crowds had 
become as indispensable a part of the imagery of Brussels as its gabled houses. 
Impressions of these central lanes featured in a travel report that was printed in a 
Canadian women’s magazine in 1914, written by a traveler who had visited 
Belgium in 1907. To the author, the bustling boulevards at night were Brussels’ 
most beautiful feature. He recounted:  
 

‘Without discontinuity, along its sidewalks, a line of shops, boutiques, kiosks 
and cafés. Window displays are filled with everything that is most shiny, most 
sparkling, most dazzling, everything that draws the eye of the passer-by, stops 
him for a moment, and suggests that he enter. And all of this is lit up by gas 
and electricity, inside and outside, with such extravagance that it is no longer 
nighttime, but daytime, the full sun of noon. To this feast for the eyes are 
added the comings and goings of a compact crowd, the splendor of their 
apparel, the sounds of tramways, of carriages, of automobiles, of omnibuses; it 
is an intoxication for almost all the senses.’3  

    
The central lanes took a far more central role in the portrayal of Brussels in both 
the promotional film and the Canadian travel report, than the Rue de la 
Madeleine had done in most nineteenth-century travel guides. In fact, as Nicolas 
Kenny argues, the central lanes were inherently part of the imagery of Brussels’ 
modernity, and so were its shops.4 Back in the early nineteenth century, most 
travel guides had talked highly of the Chaussée’s pretty shop windows and had 
compared the Rue de la Madeleine to Paris’ most elegant shopping streets, but 
they hardly ever featured among the highlights. From the mid-century onwards, 
the Galeries Saint-Hubert, both a monument and a shopping street, did feature 
more prominently in travel guides, to the extent that a 1862 guide suggested that 
its readers take the arcade as their point of orientation.5 By the dawn of the new 
century, travelers calling at Brussels were advised to take in the spectacle of the 
downtown department stores.  

If the Rue de la Madeleine featured relatively modestly in travel guides and 
descriptions of the city, it was not for a lack of commercial outlets. Indeed, as has 
been emphasized in chapter one, early nineteenth-century Brussels was already 
endowed with an elaborate number of retail outlets. Before the first arcades, 
                                         
3 This description formed part of a larger series about Belgium, intended to provide the readers of the women’s 
magazine with different perspectives on the places that they often read and heard about in news reports about the 
Great War. This description of Brussels was published in French in: ‘A travers la Belgique’, Le foyer: bulletin 
mensuel des intérêts féminins, 12:4 (1914) 69. It is quoted in this English translation in: Nicolas Kenny, The feel of 
the city. Experiences of urban transformation (University of Toronto Press 2014) 156.  
4 Kenny, The feel of the city, 156-199.  
5 Kiesling et al., Guide de l’étranger dans Bruxelles et ses environs (Brussels 1862) 16.  
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market halls, auction houses and department stores were developed and erected 
in the Brussels agglomeration, a varied ensemble of ambulant trader’s displays, 
market stalls, auction rooms, craftsman’s workshops and the whole gamut of 
shops, ranging from the most luxurious to the most modest, had adorned 
Brussels’ streets. The most centrally located of these shops – and perhaps some 
of the more remote as well – had been fitted out with shop windows. Usually 
spanning a relatively limited surface, these windows had been made up of multiple 
glass plates. Some of them had been tinted and others had formed a bow window. 
Shopkeepers seem to have kept mainly to one trade, possibly selling a variety of 
items of fashion, food, industrial items or consumer goods. Exceptions consisted 
of a select number of bazaars, established in several locations, and a number of 
entrepreneurs that were presumably wholesalers. Shops had usually occupied just 
the ground floor of a property. If that property did vary in size, megalomaniac 
stores would only surface later in the century. Presumably, an average shop’s main 
feature had been the (or, in some exceptional cases, several) counter(s), over 
which an elaborate interaction between shopkeeper and customer must have 
taken place. Shopping had already been a leisurely pursuit for wealthy inhabitants 
and travelers alike – an activity that was as much about purchasing goods as it was 
about social relations, knowledge and aesthetics. 

As the previous chapters have demonstrated, the variety in retail outlets 
would only increase as the nineteenth century progressed. From 1847 onwards, 
the luxurious shopping streets of the Rue de la Madeleine and the Montagne de la 
Cour found a more comfortable counterpart in the Galeries Saint-Hubert. If 
window-shopping had already taken root in Brussels’ main shopping streets 
before that time, the designer team behind the Galeries answered to newly 
budding sensibilities of bodily comfort that engaged all the senses. The arcade’s 
layout and stately appearance further stimulated the construction of broader and 
uninterrupted sidewalks and inspired – or forced – neighboring shopkeepers to 
spruce up their shop fronts. Comfort was also at the outset of the construction of 
market halls, albeit that their main raison d’être presumably was the city council’s 
striving towards the most efficient and economic flow of goods and people 
through the streets. The council succeeded to realize only so much of its initial 
goals. Indeed, on the one hand open-air markets remained a key feature of urban 
commercial life and several market halls were eventually put to new use as party 
halls or ice rink/variety theaters. On the other hand, most open-air markets were 
relocated to full-fledged squares, thus freeing the streets from cluttered stalls. 
Similarly, the municipality never banished ambulant traders, but they were 
nevertheless forbidden from halting and displaying their wares on the streets.  

Even if it was never fully achieved, keeping things clean, fashionable and 
bourgeois-appropriate was most definitely a goal for the arcades as well as for the 
downtown boulevards. Part of their attraction and spectacle sprouted from the 
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social mix to be found here. Several of the downtown department stores catered 
to the needs of the lower middle classes and the upper working classes too. At 
night, the lights attracted both the affluent and the poor to the central lanes. Along 
those lanes, the shopping experience changed in scale. Stores became bigger and 
more monumental. Shop windows spanned from the ground to the ceiling and 
over multiple floors. Department stores had multiple counters and grand 
entrances. If shopkeepers had tried to seduce the eye from the early nineteenth 
century onwards, they now took their schemes to an entirely different level. In the 
upper city, auction houses had become full-fledged institutions as well. For the 
better part of the nineteenth century, they had joined in the spectacular culture 
brought about in theaters, cafés and shops downtown. By the turn of the century 
however, they had nestled uptown, where boutiques had a more distinguished and 
luxurious air about them. Having thus arrived in the early twentieth century, this 
chapter aims to take stock of what the city and its shopping landscape now looked 
like and what the latter had come to be to the former.  
 

Portrait of a c ity :  Bel le Epoque Brussels 

 
‘Why these transformations to the Gare du Nord, the bifurcation of fifteen or 
sixteen parallel tracks, the immense excavation of a hectare of quays in front of 
the exit? […] Why these twelve-story high ‘caravansaries’, dressing the sky with 
the audacity of their iron shells? […] Why these boutiques, shooting up like 
mushrooms in the most commercial of Brussels streets, assuming the 
appearance of a bristling city? […] Why is the ground trembling with the weight 
of these hurried, heavy and bulky buses? […] Why do excavation workers, 
bricklayers and road workers fill up those teared-up neighborhoods?’6 

 
On March 25, 1909, Bruxelloise Christine conveyed in her diary her bafflement 
at the impact of the impending world fair on the urban space surrounding her. 
The new train tracks, the hotels, the multitude of shops exhibiting ‘all possible 
silks, furniture, feathers, furs, carpets, vases, jewelry and cloths’ to satisfy 
‘countless clients’ fancies’, and the newly built neighborhoods all aimed at 

                                         
6 ‘Pourquoi ces transformations de la gare du Nord, cet épanouissement des quinze ou seize voies parallèles, ce 
déblayement immense d’un hectare de quai devant les baies de la sortie? [….] Pourquoi ces caravansérails à douze 
étages qui dressent dans le ciel l’audace de leurs charpentes en fer? [….] Pourquoi ces magasins qui surgissent de 
terre dans les rues les plus commerçantes et prennent l’aspect d’une cite fourmillante? [….] Pourquoi ces autobus 
trépidants, lourds et vastes font-ils frissonner le sol sous l’écrasement de leurs pesantes masses? […] Pourquoi 
terrassiers, maçons, paveurs emplissent-ils les chantiers des quartiers éventrés?’ Christine, Au fil des jours. 
Chronique Bruxelloise de 1908-1909 (Brussels 1911) 191-192.  
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preparing the city for the endless supply of visitors expected to arrive in 1910.7 
Having had some friends over for a visit, Christine denoted: ‘They did not know, 
or rather did not recognize a city they had not seen in twenty years.’8  
 Within the eighty years since 1830, Brussels had burst at its seems. Urban 
sprawl had transformed the former hamlets into full-grown suburbs. Inside the 
pentagon, the city’s early modern core had started to disintegrate. Profound 
alterations had changed the sight of the city both up- and downhill. At first, 
interventions were piecemeal and consisted mainly of the construction of new 
streets or the broadening of existing streets. From the mid-century onwards, major 
urban redevelopment projects brutally transformed the urban tissue of the lower 
and upper town. On the principle of sanitation and beautification, entire chunks 
of the winding street plan were replaced with a strict, ‘rationalized’ network of 
broad and straight lanes and squares. Between 1868 and 1871, the jumble of 
streets and alleys bordering the river Senne was razed to the ground in order to let 
a consecutive line of wide boulevards, designed after the Haussmannian fashion 
of the day, surface atop the river. The penurious Quartier de Notre-Dame-aux-
Neiges uptown was redesigned in the early 1870s. Finally, the matter of 
communications between the upper and lower city led to the demolishing of the 
insalubrious Quartier Saint-Roch, immediately north of the Montagne de la Cour. 
However, partially due to irreconcilable differences between mayor Charles Buls 
and king Leopold II, the redevelopment project soon came to a standstill, leaving 
the ruins of the half-demolished neighborhood as an eyesore in the center of 
town. By 1913, half of the Montagne de la Cour had been demolished, while the 
large excavation site had been transformed into a temporary garden, bridging the 
difference in height with monumental stairs and elegant greenery.9  

The major redevelopment projects usually targeted densely populated 
working class neighborhoods. If sanitation and beautification were cited as main 
motivations, that which constituted ‘beauty’ in urban development was entirely 
dictated by the bourgeois norms of the ruling elites. Moreover, the projects often 
dislocated working-class inhabitants by expropriating and replacing them with 
wealthier, more ‘respectable’ dwellers. Slum clearance was not so much aimed at 
improving living conditions as it was at gentrification. The dislocated workers 
moved to the industrializing suburbs in the west, but many stayed inside the 
pentagon, which meant that a growing group of them had to make due with a 

                                         
7 ‘[…] toutes les soies, tous les meubles, toutes les plumes, toutes les fourrures, tous les tapis, tous les vases, tous les 
bijoux, toutes les toiles du monde entier seront exposées à l’envie des clients innombrables […]’. Christine, Au fil 
des jours, 191.  
8 ‘Ils ne connaissaient, ou plutôt ne reconnaissaient plus une ville qu’ils n’avaient plus vue depuis vingt ans’. 
Christine, Au fil des jours, 190.  
9 Leblicq, ‘De evolutie van het stadsbeeld’, 256-278; Yvon Leblicq, ‘L’urbanisation de Bruxelles aux XIXe et XXe 
siècles (1830-1952)’, in: Villes en mutation XIXe-XXe siècles. 10ième Colloque Internationale Spa 2-5 Septembre 
1980. Actes (Brussels 1982) 335-394 and Kenny, The feel of the city, 29-41.   
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limited supply of mostly dilapidated accommodation. Only at the turn of the 
century did the municipality start to invest in cheap housing. The Marolles were 
the ultimate working-class district in the city, but workers could still be found all 
over the lower city. Downtown, workshops, sewing rooms of all types and sizes 
and shops were established next to each other, thus ensuring a close interaction 
between different social groups. The industrial faubourgs had a more 
homogenous social character, mainly housing those employed in the multitude of 
factories and workshops established there. The newly designed neighborhoods in 
the city center failed to attract and retain the bourgeoisie, who followed the 
nobility out to the eastern suburbs. Overall, inside the pentagon, the majority of 
the population was made up of factory workers, craftsmen and employees, joined 
by an increasing share of the petite bourgeoisie. The only region that did retain its 
original noble character was the immediate environment of the Royal Palace.10  

Politically, Brussels had not changed all that much by 1910. Despite 
national shifts in power, the capital remained a stronghold for doctrinal liberalism. 
All through the nineteenth century, it had continued its alliance with the moneyed 
elite. Accusations of financial favoritism were repeatedly voiced, and in many 
cases, rightfully so. Motivations of land speculation often lay behind its highly 
symbolic redevelopment plans, supposedly intended to improve living conditions. 
The municipal government’s policy was nothing if not accommodating to high 
finance and big business. The large group of workers, craftsmen and blue-collar 
employees among their population was largely ignored, until the turn of the 
century, when the rising popularity of the Parti Ouvrier Belge, the socialist party, 
forced them to act.11  

Brussels had remained Belgium’s most important financial center. During 
the Franco-Prussian war, it even took center stage on the European scene as a 
meeting point for international businessmen looking to close deals. Together with 
its suburbs, Brussels also continued to be the biggest industrial center of the 
country, especially in terms of employment. Its industry had a particular profile, 
with small enterprises continuously dominating the industrial landscape. Rather 
than having grown through the increased scale of factories, the city’s industry had 
boomed as a result of the multiplication of small businesses. Domestic industries 
and crafts continued to take up the largest portion of economic activity, as they 
had always done. Overall, industrial growth had slowed down inside the pentagon 
during the second half of the nineteenth century. While the textile industry caved 

                                         
10 Yvon Leblicq, ‘Approche du milieu socio-professionnel d’une zone urbaine en passé d’Haussmannisation. Un 
exemple à Bruxelles’, Annales de la Société Royale d’Archéologie de Bruxelles, 58 (1981) 151-171; Billen & 
Duvosquel, Brussel, 108-125 and Claire Billen, ‘Bruxelles au miroir de Montréal’, in: Serge Jaumain & Paul-André 
Linteau (eds), Vivre en ville. Bruxelles et Montréal (XIXe-XXe siècles) (Brussels 2006) 43-57.   
11 Els Witte, ‘Politiek leven: 1830-1914’, in Stengers et al. (eds), Brussel, 188-205; Billen & Duvosquel, Brussel,  
108-125 and Rik Röttger, ‘Capitol and capital. Het “moment Anspach” in de Brusselse urbanisatie en liberale 
politieke cultuur (1860-1880)’, Stadsgeschiedenis 1:1 (2006) 27-50. 



 381 

in completely, employment in commerce grew at five times the rate of the 
population. Although the category of transportation and professions grew quite 
spectacularly as well, it was nevertheless the sprawl of the retail trade, gradually 
taking over the city center, that characterized the economy around the turn of the 
century.12  

By the early 1900’s it was clear that Brussels had become the commercial, 
financial, administrative and entertainment center for the agglomeration. The 
expanding public transport network facilitated communication between the city 
center and the suburbs, which was beneficial to their integration. Culturally, the 
city lived its heydays during the Belle Epoque. As Eric Min colorfully 
demonstrates in his biography of Brussels, nearly everyone that mattered – or 
ended up in today’s cultural canon – passed through Brussels in that period, all 
part of each others’ histories. For a fraction of time, Brussels was at the center of 
the cultural world, with the unorthodox members of the arts collective Les XX 
organizing alternatives for the salons, with famous writers hanging out at the Café 
de la Renaissance in the Galeries Saint-Hubert and with the young Victor Horta 
stepping into uncharted architectural territory.13 Together with other architects of 
the Art Nouveau movement, Horta and Paul Hankar designed many a shop front 
and café in downtown Brussels. That there were plenty of those is beyond doubt. 
Although the new boulevards had proved unattractive for residential purposes, the 
cafés, café-concerts, variété theaters and other entertaining establishments were 
especially popular with the bourgeoisie. Throughout the Belle Epoque, the 
boulevards presented the node of nightly Brussels. Although sites of 
entertainment would increasingly pop up in the suburbs too, they were scarcely 
out of the egg.  

  

Density and diversity 

 
On November 6, 1913, writer Franz Ansel lamented the situation of the 
Montagne de la Cour in an opinion piece in the Journal de Bruxelles.14 The 
Montagne de la Cour, he wrote, ‘has forever been the favorite promenade of 
fashionable Brussels: parading there around five o’clock, halting in front of 

                                         
12  J. De Belder, ‘Socio-professionele structuren’, in Stengers et al., Brussel, 227-234; Ginette Kurgan-van 
Hentenryk, ‘Economie en vervoer’, in: Stengers et al., Brussel, 216-226; Sophie De Schaepdrijver, Elites for the 
capital. Foreign migration to mid-nineteenth-century Brussels (unpublished doctoral dissertation, University of 
Amsterdam 1990) 38-52; Billen, ‘Bruxelles au miroir de Montréal’ and Kenny, The feel of the city, 29-37.   
13 Eric Min, De eeuw van Brussel. Biografie van een wereldstad 1850-1914 (Antwerp 2013).  
14 Ansel was a member of the Académie Royale de Langue et de Littérature françaises de Belgique. A biographical 
piece entitled ‘Franz Ansel’ features on their website: http://www.arllfb.be/composition/membres/ansel.html (last 
consulted on 27 March 2015).  
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familiar shops, has been an elegant rite, a preserved habit, a sacred tradition’.15 
Daily walks along ‘that narrow, steep and slightly winding artery, that served as a 
hyphen between the upper and the lower city, between the aristocracy of the 
Quartier Léopold or the Avenue Louise and the business world, feverishly 
exercised in the surroundings of the stock exchange’ had been the acme of good 
taste, Ansel recalled.16  
 

‘It was on the Montagne de la Cour that scintillated the luxurious boutiques; it 
was there, and there alone, that the elegant crowd, the one that strolls around 
for no particular reason, for fun, came into contact with the center of Brussels: 
since its other promenades - the ring road boulevards, the Avenue Louise, the 
Bois de Chambre, the parc of the Cinquantenaire - are situated outside of the 
actual city; and everyone knows the boulevard Anspach attracts but a mob of 
business men, foreigners and provincials.’17  

 
The businessmen, foreigners and provincials were nevertheless partly drawn to 
the boulevard Anspach because of its glittering shop windows too.  
 

Shops aplenty 

Ansel was not alone in pointing to socially differing shopping neighborhoods. 
Remembering Belle Epoque Brussels, writer Herman Teirlinck recalled that ‘a 
first-rate boutique could not establish itself in just any part of town, even if it was 
popular and highly commercial’.18 Brussels had its noble, bourgeois and common 
neighborhoods. The latter were the crowded ‘bas-fonds’ of the city, while 
‘bourgeois retail filled the big boulevards, the stock exchange, the neighborhoods 
of the railway stations and a few busy agglomerations near the former city gates’.19 
Finally, there was a ‘closed-off’ neighborhood, where the ‘superior classes dared 
to venture’.  

                                         
15 ‘La Montagne-de-la-Cour a été de tout temps la promenade favorite des Bruxellois mondains: y flâner vers les 
cinq heures, en s’arrêtant aux vitrines des magasins familiers, était un rite élégant, une habitude consacrée, une 
tradition sacro-sainte […].’ Journal de Bruxelles (6 November 1913).  
16 ‘[…] cette artère étroite, montante et vaguement tortueuse, qui servait de trait d’union entre la ville haute et la 
basse, entre l’aristocratie du Quartier Léopold ou de l’avenue Louise et le monde des affaires, qui s’active 
fiévreusement aux entours de la Bourse.’ Journal de Bruxelles (6 November 1913).  
17 ‘C’est à la Montagne-de-la-Cour qu’étincelaient les magasins de luxe; c’est là, et là seulement, que la foule 
élégante, celle-là qui se promène pour rien, pour le plaisir prenait un contact direct avec le centre de Bruxelles: car 
ses autres promenades - les boulevards extérieurs, l’avenue Louise, le Bois, le parc du Cinquantenaire - sont situées 
hors de la vile proprement dite; et l’on sait que le boulevard Anspach ne roule qu’un flot de gens d’affaires, 
d’étrangers et de provinciaux.’ Journal de Bruxelles (6 November 1913).  
18 ‘Een eersterangswinkel kon zich niet permitteren te worden gehuisvest in ‘t zij eender welk stadsgedeelte, al was 
dit nog zo druk bezocht en van goede commercie.’ Herman Teirlinck, ‘Modeshops’, in: Herman Teirlinck, 
Brussel 1900 (compilation by Jaak van Schoor) (Amsterdam & Antwerp 1981) 49.   
19 ‘De burgerhandel bezette de grote lanen, de Beurs, de stationsbuurten en een paar drukke agglomeraties nabij de 
poorten.’ Teirlinck, ‘Modeshops’, 49.  
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‘This neighborhood, that had not pre-emptively been demarcated, but was 
determined spontaneously, was visibly dominated by the Royal Palace, of 
which it could be sensed to be a mysterious emanation. Its most renowned 
promenades ran along the Montagne de la Cour, the Place Royale, a small 
section of the Rue de la Régence, the section of the Rue Royale stretching 
between the Parc and the cathedral, the Rue de Namur and a few privileged 
extensions allowing their luck to God knows what. The noble privilege was 
moreover strictly guarded, even though no official instance had thereto been 
established. It might have been an occult vigilance in all of the interested 
shopkeepers? Anyhow, no lady of position in society would have ever walked 
into a shop that was not located in this noble part of the city.’20  

 
If the social contrast between the upper and the lower city had continued to exist 
– though in a slightly modified form – the scope of the shopping landscape had 
nevertheless changed. Indeed, if the Brussels’ shopping landscape had been 
largely confined to the central axes, with a minority of shops dotted about through 
the remainder of streets, the number of axes and shopping streets had increased. 
Although it is difficult to pinpoint how many shops there were on Brussels soil, 
there are several figures that provide us with an estimate. First, there was the 
patent tax, paid for exercising a certain set of economic activities in Brussels 
(excluding the faubourgs). According to Ginette Kurgan-van Hentenryk, the 
patent tax registries counted 5 487 retailers in 1847. By 1892 their numbers had 
doubled to 10 828. As retailers with a negligible turnover were exempt from 
paying the patent tax, these figures present an underestimate of the actual number 
of shops and other retail outlets inside the pentagon. Second, the proportion of 
the Brussels population working in commerce is indicative of the number of 
shops as compared to the size of the city. Whereas the figures remained relatively 
stable throughout the first half of the nineteenth century, from about ten percent 
in 1802 to eleven percent in 1846, retailing had become significantly more 
important for the Brussels economy by the early twentieth century, with about 
24,2 percent in 1910.21 There clearly was a growing presence of shops in the city 
center.  

                                         
20 ‘Daartegenover stond een gesloten wijk, waarin de verheven stand toestemde zich te wagen. Deze wijk, die 
niemand vooraf had afgebakend en uit zichzelf spontaan werd bepaald, was zichtbaar beheerst door het Koninklijk 
Paleis, waarvan men voelde dat hij een mysterieuze emanatie was. Zijn voornaamste passages liepen over de Berg-
van-’t Hof, het Koningsplein, een klein deel van de Regentschapsstraat, de strook van de Koningsstraat, aan de 
Warande gelegen en dat tot op het niveau reikt van de Sinter-Goedelekerk, de Naamse straat en een paar 
bevoorrechte uitwassen die hun geluk te danken hadden aan god weet wat. Het edel privilegie werd bovendien 
onder streng toezicht genomen, zonder dat daartoe enig bevoegd apparaat werd ingesteld. Misschien was het een 
occulte waakzaamheid van alle belanghebbende winkeliers? Hoe dan ook, er zou geen ‘dame van stand’ ooit een 
shop zijn binnengelopen die zich niet binnen het edel stadsdeel bevond.’ Teirlinck, ‘Modeshops’, 49.  
21 See Ginette Kurgan-van Hentenryk, ‘Les patentables à Bruxelles au XIXe siècle’, Le Mouvement social, 108 
(1979) 63-88; Kurgan-van Hentenryk, ‘Economie en vervoer’; De Belder, ‘Socio-professionele structuren’ and M. 
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Taking into account the entirety of the Brussels agglomeration, commercial 
directories provide a third estimate of the number of shops in Brussels at different 
times during the century. 22  Although we should take into account that the 
commercial directory of 1833 was relatively less elaborate than those of 1878 and 
1913 – and thus comparatively only provides us with an underestimate – it can be 
used to gauge the scope of the shopping landscape. The spectacular multiplication 
of shops from 1 984 unique ‘retail’ addresses listed in the commercial directory of 
1833 to 9 922 in 1878 is therefore probably somewhat overstated. It should 
furthermore be considered that the 1833 directory was compiled to reflect a 
different urban reality than that of 1878 and that of 1913. Indeed, during the 
1830s, most of the suburbs had been small hamlets, distinct from the urban 
center inside the ring boulevards. By 1878, all of the remnants had disappeared 
and the toll barrier had been lifted, thereby breaking the mental barrier between 
the city center and its suburbs. The integration – even if not in an administrative 
sense – was reflected in the commercial directory, where businesses from Saint-
Gilles or Ixelles sat in the same category as those from Brussels. Rather than a 
fivefold increase, the number of shops presumably only tripled or quadrupled, 
which nevertheless remains quite an impressive growth. The expansion continued 
into the twentieth century, with 16 311 unique retail addresses listed in the 1913 
commercial directory.  

A comparison with the population figures demonstrates that the ratio of 
shops per inhabitant grew as the century progressed.23 According to the ‘retail’ 
listings in the directories, there were sixteen shopkeepers for every thousand 
inhabitants in 1833 – twenty if the population of the faubourgs is left outside the 
scope.24 By 1878, there were 23 shopkeepers for every thousand inhabitants. The 

                                                                                                                               
Thielemans, ‘De vestiging van industrieën omstreeks 1830’, in: Smolar-Meynart & Stengers, Het gewest Brussel, 
246-261. In the figures used by Kurgan-van Hentenryk, as well as the others, the category of retail includes cafés, 
bars and other establishments of entertainment. This category was especially marked by growth. Because they were 
‘débits’ rather than ‘magasins’, they are nevertheless left out of my own figures.    
22 Like in the previous chapters, the – automatically generated – figures in the following paragraphs are most likely 
underestimates of the commercial reality. The number of retail properties was calculated as follows: all records 
listed in the commercial directory of 1833 were inserted into a database. A query ‘retail+’ selected those categories 
for which it was explicitly mentioned that they contained retail businesses (possibly alongside manufacturers and 
wholesale traders). Because there was a bigger chance for ‘undeclared’ categories to contain reference to factories 
and wholesalers, those were left outside the scope. Because several storeowners were mentioned in multiple 
categories, surplus entries have been filtered out, by counting unique addresses rather than entries. The number of 
shops resulting from this method of counting is probably an underestimate since a number of retailers must have 
been listed in ‘undeclared’ categories, left outside the scope. A couple of non-retailers might have sneaked in 
through the combined categories, yet their number is negligible compared to those not adopted. 
23 I made use of the population figures cited in: Daelemans, ‘De bevolking (19de-20ste eeuw)’, 212-217. For 1833 
(122 666 inhabitants) and 1878 (394 940 inhabitants) I used the population figures for the agglomeration as it was 
defined in that article in 1831 and 1880 (including the faubourgs of Anderlecht, Etterbeek, Saint-Gilles, Ixelles, 
Saint-Josse-ten-Noode, Molenbeek, Schaerbeek, Laeken). For 1910 the article also included Uccle, Forest and 
Ganshoren. However, since those were not officially mentioned on the 1913 commercial directory, I left those 
population figures out and added those for Brussels, Anderlecht, Etterbeek, Saint-Gilles, Ixelles, Saint-Josse-ten-
Noode, Molenbeek, Schaerbeek, Laeken and Koekelberg together (645 475 inhabitants in total).  
24 Which makes sense, because the directory only lists shops within the confines of the pentagon.  
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ratio of shops as compared to the number of inhabitants remained stable after 
that. In 1913 there were 25 shopkeepers for every thousand inhabitants. In reality, 
the shopping landscape must nevertheless have grown denser during the Belle 
Epoque. Because of the methodology used to filter out manufacturers and 
wholesalers, the automatic selection of ‘retailers’ – using the retail+ category – 
presents an underestimation of the actual number of retailers, thereby skewing the 
results. Indeed, as the century progressed, there were relatively more categories 
for which it was unclear whether its entries concerned retailers, wholesalers and/or 
manufacturers (grouped under ‘undeclared’ in the database). The near-to status 
quo between 1878 and 1913 has more to do with methodological issues than with 
reality. If we assume that the proportion of retailers in the undeclared categories 
remained unchanged throughout the century, an increasing number of retailers 
stayed under our radar. It is therefore useful to examine the evolution of the 
relation between the ‘retail+’, the ‘undeclared’ and the entirety of categories.25 
When widening the analysis to include both the confirmed and the potential 
retailers, the pattern of growth becomes more pronounced: we see an increase 
from seventeen – or 21 when leaving out the inhabitants of the faubourgs – 
unique business addresses per thousand inhabitants in 1833 to 26 in 1878 and 
finally 38 in 1913. 

In order to understand how the shopping landscape and culture evolved in 
the nineteenth century, it is crucial to uncover whether those increased numbers 
entailed significant densification. As stated in the introduction, there is no geo-
referenced map of Brussels, which makes a spatial analysis based on GIS 
impossible. Therefore, levels of concentration will have to be uncovered in a 
different way. A cross-examination of the ratio of shops versus streets at various 
moments in time offers the first indication. Despite urban sprawl, a comparison 
between the number of streets and the number of ‘retail+’ entries is suggestive of a 
marked densification in the shopping landscape. If there had been about five 
retailers for every street in 1833, that number increased to a ratio of seven per 
street in 1878 and 1913. However, if there were more retailers, they took up a 
larger portion of the city’s streets in 1878 and 1913 than half a century earlier. In 
1833 no retail activity had been entered for 34 percent of Brussels’ streets. By 
1878 only 25 percent of Brussels’ streets was void of shops. During the Belle 
Epoque new streets were constructed and new shops were established, but the 
ratio of non-commercial streets remained the same. With retailers progressing 
into more remote and distant streets, retailing was a little less concentrated by the 
beginning of the twentieth century. Comparing the Gini-coefficient for retailing in 
the different sample years, this suspicion is confirmed. As explained in chapter 

                                         
25 In total the categories of ‘retail+’ and ‘undeclared’ counted 2 052 unique addresses in 1833; 10 399 in 1878 and 
24 394 in 1913.  
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one, the Gini-coefficient measures the inequality among values in a frequency 
distribution. Thus, if shops had been equally distributed over the city’s streets, the 
Gini-coefficient would have been zero. Conversely, if all 16 311 shops would have 
been clustered in one or – since that is impossible – a few streets, the Gini-
coefficient would have equaled one. While the Gini-coefficient did not drop 
significantly enough to indicate dispersal, it nevertheless decreased from 0,75 to 
0,70 in both 1878 and 1913.26 

The overall figures provide us with average tendencies, thereby potentially 
cloaking simultaneous, yet seemingly contradictory trends. For example, if there 
were relatively fewer streets without shops in the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries, a larger proportion of the shopping landscape was taken up 
by streets with a larger selection of shops. Indeed, in 1833, about twenty percent 
of all streets had only housed one shop, but by 1878 and 1913 streets with just the 
one shop only represented sixteen and fifteen percent of Brussels’ streets. Streets 
with over twenty shops had only made up two percent of Brussels’ commercial 
streets in 1833. That their share had increased to eleven percent by 1878 is in fact 
suggestive of the fact that, while spilling out into more remote corners, the 
shopping landscape nevertheless grew denser at its core. Supporting that theory 
are the increased percentages of retail occupancy in the city’s most commercial 
streets. 27 The average retail occupancy in Brussels’ ten most commercial streets 
was certainly lower in 1833 (77 percent) than in 1878 (79 percent) and in 1913 
(84 percent). The increased retail density was even more pronounced in the 
second tier of Brussels’ most commercial streets. On average, retail occupancy 
reached 61 percent in Brussels eleventh through twentieth most commercial 
streets in 1833, 69 percent in 1878 and 71 percent in 1913. Finally, 42 percent of 
the properties in the average street rounding up the top thirty housed retail activity 
in 1833, compared to 55 percent in 1878 and 61 percent in 1913. If there had 
already been several shopping streets in Brussels in the early nineteenth century, 
their number had clearly increased. In their studies of early modern retailing, Clé 
Lesger and Laura Van Aert introduced a threshold of fifty to sixty percent retail 
occupancy for a street to be considered a shopping street. 28  Following their 
threshold, the number of Brussels’ shopping streets increased from at least 23 

                                         
26 One of the problems of the Gini-coefficient is the fact that this calculation method does not take into account the 
lengths of the streets. 
27 With Brussels’ most commercial streets, I refer to the top thirty generated automatically in the database, using 
factor analysis first, and then calculated by hand (see Appendix one and Introduction). The selection from which 
the thirty most commercial streets were calculated, excluded streets for which less than ten records were listed in 
the database. The percentages referred to are always those calculated by hand, rather than those generated 
automatically through one of the different methods explained in attachment.  
28 Laura Van Aert, ‘Buurtwinkels en winkelstraten. De evolutie van het Antwerpse winkelbedrijf in de nieuwe tijd’, 
Stadsgeschiedenis, 4:1 (2009) 21-44 and Clé Lesger, ‘Patterns of retail location and urban form in Amsterdam in 
the mid-eighteenth century’, Urban History, 38:1 (2011) 24-47. 
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shopping streets in 1833 to over thirty shopping streets in 1913, or from about 
sixteen shopping streets in 1833 to at least 27 in 1913.29  

Whether a shop sat alone in a street or had counterparts next door was in 
part dependent on the type of goods that were on offer. Without the assistance of 
GIS-technology it is difficult to study patterns of dispersal and concentration for 
different types of goods in a comprehensive way and to compare between sample 
years. Alternative tools nevertheless aid to gauge the disparity between different 
types of shops. As has been argued in chapter three, the mid-century was a period 
of dispersal in food shops. During the Belle Epoque, the degree to which they 
clustered or were established in remote areas remained relatively stable. By the 
end of the Belle Epoque food retailers were not likely to have sought out the 
company of immediate competitors in fixed shops. For example, butter and egg 
retailers were often the only ones in their streets and they could be found all over 
the Brussels’ agglomeration, even in its farthest corners. If the remote – nearly 
rural – locations of some of the butter and egg retailers might have resulted from 
producing the goods themselves and thereby being forced to set up shop outside 
the densely built areas, shopkeepers managing a more upmarket ‘comestibles’ 
shop did not produce the goods themselves. Although they did cluster somewhat 
more than their butter- and egg-selling colleagues, they were equally marked by a 
tendency towards dispersal. Confectioners and pastry shops escaped this logic. 
They were strongly concentrated in the city center, along the shopping axes, 
indicating that this type of goods was probably procured in a way similar to more 
durable shopping goods.   

Although one would expect the opposite when reviewing the percentages of 
fashion stores in the top retail streets, it seems as though fashion stores were even 
more – and increasingly so – dispersed than food stores. Comparing Gini-
coefficients, the rate of dispersal for fashion dropped from 0,8 to 0,73 whereas 
that for food fluctuated between 0,81 and 0,77.30 If indeed fashion stores did get 
scattered about to an increasing degree during the nineteenth century, it was partly 
due to the fact that it was a versatile category, including high fashion as well as 
more basic goods. Like with food, the rate of dispersal depended on the exact 
type of good that was put up for sale. Novelties had been extremely concentrated 
in 1833. By 1913, retailers selling them still demonstrated a marked preference 
for the city center, but, compared to 1833, they were distributed over a higher 
number of central shopping streets and several among them had even ventured 
out into the faubourgs, far away from the city center. Slightly less concentrated in 

                                         
29 It is possible that there were other streets with a retail occupancy of fifty to sixty percent in both years, since I only 
calculated these percentages by hand for the top thirty generated through factor analysis in the database. However, 
a check with streets from several of the casestudies shows that the tendencies described here are relevant.  
30 The discrepancy between food and fashion might have been influenced by the numerical differences, but still, the 
casestudies clearly demonstrate a wider dispersal of fashion stores selling whites and novelties.   
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specific streets, shopkeepers selling whites preferred the pentagon, but were quite 
numerous outside its confines too. At first sight, they chose streets that were 
relatively closer to the pentagon than their egg, butter and comestibles selling 
colleagues. Still, it is obvious that the practice of shopping for something other 
than victuals was conquering the suburbs quite convincingly. The Gini-coefficient 
is not the perfect indicator of concentration, since it only measures the degree to 
which shops sat together or isolated in streets without taking into account the 
length or the location of those streets.31 However, its suggestion of the increased 
dispersal of fashion shops is mirrored in the percentages of fashion retail 
occupancy among Brussels’ most commercial streets. Indeed, the share of 
shopkeepers selling items of fashion in those streets nearly always decreased as 
the century progressed. Although there continued to be plenty of fashion stores in 
the Brussels’ shopping streets, these nevertheless obtained a more diversified 
profile. One still had the pick of fashionable items and other consumer goods – 
including furniture, mirrors, rugs, musical instruments and jewelry – but one 
could also find a wider variety of stores selling household goods, chemical wares, 
medical equipment, religious objects, military goods, utilities etc.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Map 1. The dispersal of  
butter & egg sellers in 1913 

  

                                         
31 Furthermore, the proportions of the selection might influence the Gini-coefficients. Smaller selections similarly 
dispersed always yield higher levels of concentration.  
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Map 2. The dispersal of retailers selling comestibles in 1913 
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Map 3. Brussels top twenty retail streets  
(Calculated by hand, on the basis of the automatically generated list of most commercial streets, using factor 
analysis)  
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Map 4. The dispersal of shops selling novelties in 1913 
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Multiplicity 

The numerical evolution in shops elaborated upon above concerns the totality of 
the Brussels agglomeration. With the previous chapters having focused on the 
pentagon-shaped urban space of ‘municipal’ Brussels, it might be useful to 
distinguish between the city center and the suburbs. Indeed, as already hinted 
upon, while shops found their way to the suburbs – together with auction houses 
and markets – and established themselves in very remote corners, the shopping 
landscape densified in the city center. Unfortunately, there are no precise figures 
for the internal distribution between the city and its faubourgs.32 It can however be 
presumed that the ratio of growth was indeed much stronger when the city center 
would be examined separately. Reviewing the twenty most commercial streets of 
the agglomeration, none were located outside the pentagon in 1878, despite the 
fact that plenty of suburban retailers were listed in the Almanach. The only 
exception consisted of the first few hundred meters of the exit roads out of 
Brussels, such as the Chaussée de Mons or the Chaussée d’Ixelles.33 Indeed, if 
most of these streets were for a large part residential – and did therefore not 
amount to a high overall retail occupancy – their first few blocs usually had been 
highly commercial for some time, because of their proximity to the city gates.34  

Regardless of the small commercial nodes near the gates, it should be 
emphasized that the commercialization of the suburbs only really took off in the 
early twentieth century. It was only by 1913 that three of Brussels’ twenty most 
commercial streets were located outside the confines of the pentagon.35 The Rue 
de la Paix (81 percent retail occupancy) branched off of the Chaussée d’Ixelles, 
connecting it to the Chaussée de Wavre, another exit road. With its 81 percent 
retail occupancy, the Rue de la Paix was far more commercial than the first few 
blocks of the Chaussée d’Ixelles from which it branched off, and along which the 
number of shops had not increased since 1878. The Rue de Dublin (67 percent 
retail occupancy), which continued the route of the Rue de la Paix, dangled at the 
bottom of the top twenty, but it was more densely populated with shops than the 

                                         
32 The directories for 1878 and 1913 contain a list organized per street, with indications of what municipality it was 
situated in. However, recovering that information would have been time-consuming because of the large number of 
streets, and would not have changed the outcome of this research.  
33 Exit roads such as these were usually terribly long and for the most part residential. Therefore, they never 
appeared among Brussels’ most commercial streets, even if their first few blocks were usually rather commercial.  
34 A quick count of presumable retailers in both streets revealed that 51 of the 100 first properties of the Chaussée 
de Mons housed retailers in 1878, compared to 57 on the Chaussée d’Ixelles. Because of the focus on the 
pentagon in the 1833 directory, the ratio of shops compared to the number of buildings in the first few blocks of 
these exit roads could not be traced.   
35 The top twenty of Brussels retail streets consists of the twenty streets with the highest percentages of retail 
occupancy as calculated by hand (see Introduction) out of the thirty streets with the highest percentages of retail 
occupancy generated automatically using factor analysis (see Appendix one). In what follows, the percentages 
mentioned refer to those calculated by hand, unless stipulated otherwise. 



 393 

first few blocks of the nearby exit roads. The surprisingly high number of shops 
on the Parvis de la Trinité (83 percent retail occupancy) presumably had to do 
with it being a central (and perhaps a market) square. If the buds of the suburban 
shopping landscape had been situated on exit roads, its first bloom was located 
elsewhere, nearby – yet not on – these busy traffic arteries.36   

Although the dawn of the new century had brought with it the first 
suburban shopping streets, the core of the shopping landscape remained situated 
within the confines of the pentagon. For the better part, Brussels main shopping 
axes had stood the test of time. Between 1833 and 1878, the location of Brussels 
top twenty shopping streets had hardly changed. Twelve of the streets that had 
featured among the city’s most commercial streets in 1833 continued to do so in 
1878. The central part of the age-old ‘Chaussée’ continued to be the major 
shopping axis. Although the higher section fell back a little, with the Rue 
Montagne de la Cour’s retail occupancy dropping from 78 percent in 1833 to 71 
percent in 1913 and the Rue de la Madeleine’s dropping from 93 percent to 80 
percent, the lower-lying sections’ numbers of shops increased: the Rue Marché 
aux Herbes retained a solid eighty percent, but the retail occupancy in the Rue 
Marché aux Poulets had increased from 58 to 68 percent; that in the Rue Sainte-
Catherine grew from 73 to 80 percent between 1833 and 1878. While some of 
the streets near the Grand Place disappeared from the list of most commercial 
streets in Brussels, the Chaussée had now truly become the backbone of the 
shopping landscape, with the Rue au Beurre (80 percent), the Petite Rue au 
Beurre (76 percent), the Rue de la Montagne (74 percent), the Rue de 
l’Empereur (83 percent), the Rue Saint-Jean (78 percent) and the Rue de 
l’Impératrice (68 percent) all branching off of it. Although the Chaussée in the city 
center remained the shopping landscape’s predominant feature, its environment 
had nevertheless changed, with most of the street markets held on or alongside it 
now removed or relocated to market buildings.  

The increased urbanization of the suburbs clearly left its mark too. Indeed, 
previously absent, certain exit roads now came to be among Brussels’ most 
commercial streets. Not coincidentally, the most commercial of these exit roads 
linked up to Brussels’ most wealthy suburbs. The Rue Montagne de la Cour 
might have lost some of its stores to the nearby, newly commercialized Rue de 
Namur. With 71 percent of its properties holding at least one shop, the Rue de 
Namur lengthened the Chaussée’s shopping route eastward and thereby further 
developed the city’s luxurious shopping district in the predominantly residential 
‘ville haute’. With the development of the eastern suburbs, the Rue de Namur 
provided a more immediate connection between the luxurious shops uptown and 

                                         
36 The first hundred properties of the Chaussée d’Ixelles counted 56 retail properties in 1913 (as compared to 57 in 
1878), that of the Chaussée de Mons 53 (as compared to 51 in 1878).   
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their wealthy customers in the Quartier Léopold and Ixelles. Similarly, the Rue de 
Schaerbeek was part of the route that connected the developing suburb of 
Schaerbeek and the northern part of Saint-Josse-ten-Noode with the Brussels 
cathedral and the city center. With 68 percent of its properties housing one or 
multiple retail businesses, the Rue de Schaerbeek was already a budding shopping 
street. Initially, the development of the city’s eastern suburbs had an impact upon 
the shopping streets inside the pentagon, instead of in the faubourgs themselves.37  

When suburban shopping had become a reality in 1913, the gravitational 
center of the agglomeration’s shopping landscape nevertheless still remained 
inside the pentagon. In the past few decades the sight and sites of shopping had 
started to change there. As both Ansel and Teirlinck argued, the city was now 
endowed with different, spatially discernable, shopping districts and axis, rather 
than one series or network of interlinked shopping streets. First, the central and 
eastern sections of the age-old Chaussée still stood strong, with the Montagne de 
la Cour (98 percent retail occupancy) and the Rue de la Madeleine (83 percent) 
among the five streets most densely populated with shops. The Rue Marché aux 
Herbes came in eleventh place with a 77 percent retail occupancy and the Rue de 
Namur was ranked thirteenth with 73 percent retail occupancy. Branching off 
from the old axis where the Rue de la Madeleine gave onto the Rue Montagne de 
la Cour, the Rue Saint-Jean had become highly commercial in 1913 too, with 
about 82 percent of its properties housing some sort of retail business.  

Second, the new shopping axis, traversing the pentagon in a north-south 
direction, had been the result of a steady development that had taken most of the 
nineteenth century to complete. Together, the Rue Neuve, the Rue des Fripiers, 
and the north-south orientated bend in the Rue au Beurre formed the sections 
that were most densely populated with shops, with eighty, 78 and 85 percent of its 
respective properties housing some sort of retail outlet. The Rue du Midi (69 
percent) rounded out the axis to the south, thereby establishing a near-to-
complete shopping route between Brussels’ two main railway stations. Somewhat 
surprisingly, 79 percent of the properties in the Rue du Chasseur, at right angles 
with the Rue du Midi, housed retail activity. It probably indicates the overlooked 
importance of the southern district near the Place Rouppe as a commercially 
viable environment. The Boulevard Anspach had too varied a profile to rank 
among Brussels’ top shopping streets, but the Boulevard du Nord, parallel to the 
Rue Neuve and connected with it through a series of side-streets and the arcade 

                                         
37 Following the list of most commercial streets generated automatically using factor analsysis (see Appendix one), 
the only suburban streets in the top 100 of shopping streets were the Rue de Londres, listed as the 57th street, the 
Rue du Paix, as 81st street, the Rue de Paris, as 83rd street, the Rue du Prairie, as 84th, the Rue du Godefroid de 
Bouillon, as 93rd and the Rue d’Allard as 95th. The exit roads connecting the Rue de Namur with the more 
distant neighborhoods of the faubourgs housed a lower ratio of shops, even in their first few blocks. Only 57 of the 
first hundred properties of the Chaussée d’Ixelles housed retail activity in 1878 and 44 percent of the first hundred 
properties of the Chaussée de Wavre.    
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‘Passage du Nord’, ranked relatively high (72 percent). It featured as a fashionable 
shopping lane in Bruxelles Féminin’s shopping column and in Toto et sa soeur.38         

Finally, if somewhat more modestly, a third shopping district can be 
discerned. The streets leading to the cathedral from the city center and the 
governmental district had been highly commercial since the 1830s – if not before 
that.  Between 1878 and 1913, a shopping district took shape in the area between 
the Chaussée, the Galeries Saint-Hubert and the Place Saint-Gudule (73 percent), 
circling the cathedral. The Rue de la Montagne (70 percent) commenced near the 
entrance of the Galerie de la Reine (91 percent), at the intersection of the Marché 
aux Herbes, Rue de la Colline and the Rue de la Madeleine and gave onto the 
cathedral via two sidestreets. Halfway, at right angles with it, was the Rue 
d’Arenberg (76 percent), which connected to the back entrance of the Galeries 
Saint-Hubert at its western extremity. With its multitude of cafés, the Galerie du 
Roi’s profile was complementary to that of the surrounding streets. Slightly more 
isolated, the Rue Sainte-Cathérine (66 percent) continued to be among Brussels’ 
streets most densely adorned with shops, albeit to a lesser degree than before. As 
the chapter on the market hall demonstrated, it was centered in Brussels’ food 
district, with a relatively high ratio of food shops surrounding it. Also somewhat 
isolated, the Rue de l’Escalier (68 percent) had no immediate connections to 
other shopping streets, but it was part of an alternative route for vehicles making 
their way through the city in an east-west direction and wanting to avoid the steep 
Montagne de la Cour. It also continued to form a connection between the fancy 
Quartier du Sablon, with its art and antique shops and wealthy inhabitants, and 
the city center.  

 

Singular plural 

As has already been argued in the chapters on the art market and the downtown 
department stores district, Brussels’ shopping landscape had diversified by 1913. 
Although mainly traced here through the presence of stores – in all shapes and 
sizes – the different shopping districts were always made up of a selection of 
different types of shopping sites, ranging from markets, market halls, smaller, 
bigger and department stores and auction houses. Several of them counted an 
arcade among their shopping streets, and, as chapter three demonstrated, it is 
likely that at least in those streets downtown peddlers continued to walk the streets 
trying to sell their wares. Whether the different shopping districts that could be 
discerned spatially did in fact house different shopping cultures, as Ansel and 
Teirlinck suggested, and whether the precise interplay between the different sites 

                                         
38 E.g.: Tante Hélène, ‘Promenade à travers Bruxelles’, in: Bruxelles Féminin, 1:4 (1902) 18 and ‘Toto et sa soeur 
en bombe à Bruxelles’, film posted on Youtube by Cinematek films: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fV9w8NG3IFE (last consulted on 27 March 2015).   
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of shopping impacted upon the development of these (sub)cultures, is another 
question. Ansel and Teirlinck’s descriptions of the social distinction between the 
‘ville haute’ and the downtown department store district do resonate with other 
writings of the time. In her novella about May, the young American visiting her 
dull in-laws in Brussels, Marguerite Van de Wiele limits the liberating shopping 
spree of her young heroine to the ‘fine establishments’ of the Rue de la 
Madeleine, the Montagne de la Cour and the Rue Royale.39 Henri Hyman spoke 
of the ‘luxe des étalages’ on the boulevards and the rush of foreigners and 
‘provincials’ flocking to the ‘brilliant shop windows’ of the Rue Neuve and the 
Boulevard Anspach in his 1910 account of Brussels, but he pinpointed the Rue 
Montagne de la Cour and the Rue de la Madeleine as the true centers of the 
luxury trade:  
 

‘Like the actual Rue de la Madeleine, it [the Rue Montagne de la Cour] is one 
of the most frequented places in Brussels, in some ways it is the capital’s « 
Bond Street ». Lined with sumptuous boutiques, soon it will have monopolized 
elegant shopping for a century. It is also a favorite promenade for ladies, 
between four and five o’clock. How many fortunes have been made in those 
boutiques by generations of shrewd shopkeepers!’40 

    
Subtle distinctions could also be discerned in the description of the shopping 
landscape in the ubiquitous Baedeker guides. Although in 1863 the Guides 
Joanne had announced the degradation of the Montagne de la Cour in favor of 
the Rue de la Madeleine as the ultimate site for luxury boutiques, in 1878 
Baedeker announced that the most sumptuous of stores were ‘located in the Rue 
de la Madeleine and the Rue Montagne de la Cour, the principal communications 
between uptown and downtown, as well as in the Rue Neuve and the Passage 
Saint-Hubert’.41 Although the Rue Neuve is mentioned here as well, the ‘as well 
as’ 42  divides the streets into two categories, pushing the latter two to the 
background. In 1901 the old Chaussée featured most prominently as Brussels’ 
first shopping artery, with the Rue d’Arenberg and the Rue Royale cited as 
runners-up, while no mention is made of the Rue Neuve and the Boulevard 
Anspach. Baedeker’s descriptions of the sights and neighborhoods feature the 

                                         
39 L’Indépendance Belge (27 September 1882).  
40 ‘Comme la rue de la Madeleine proprement dite, c'est un des endroits les plus fréquentés de Bruxelles en 
quelque sorte la «Bond Street» de la capitale. Bordée de somptueux magasins, elle monopolise, depuis tantôt un 
siècle, le commerce élégant. Aussi les dames en font-elles, entre quatre et cinq heures, leur promenade favorite. 
Que de fortunes faites dans ces boutiques par des générations de commerçants avisés!’ Henri Hymans, Bruxelles 
(Paris 1910) 86. About the Rue Neuve and the boulevards, see pages 10 and  168. . 
41 ‘Les plus riches se trouvent dans les rues de la Madeleine et de la Montagne de la Cour, principales artères de la 
circulation entre la ville haute et la ville basse, ainsi que dans la rue Neuve et le passage St-Hubert.’ Karl Baedeker, 
Belgique et Hollande. Manuel du voyageur, 9th revised edition (Leipzig 1878) 12. 
42 ‘ainsi que’. Baedeker, Belgique et Hollande, 12. 
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animation rendered by the shops of the Rue Neuve and the central boulevards 
too.43 By 1905, Baedeker advised his readers that ‘the most sumptuous of shops’ 
could be found first in the Rue Royale, the Montagne de la Cour and the Rue de 
la Madeleine, and second on the Boulevard Anspach, the Rue Neuve, the Rue 
des Fripiers, the Rue Marché aux Herbes and the Galeries Saint-Hubert.44 Never 
did these fragments mention the type of shopping sites to be found here. 
Apparently it was not considered vital information.  

If the upper city was somewhat more luxurious in its offer of shops, the 
demarcation of different shopping districts was definitely less strict than is 
suggested in Ansel’s and Teirlinck’s descriptions. For example, ‘Tante Hélène’, a 
columnist for Bruxelles Féminin in the early twentieth century, moved between 
the ‘ville haute’ and the ‘ville basse’ with the utmost ease. Hélène, it seems from 
her own testimony, was a bourgeoise with money to spend, but her fortunes were 
limited and she definitely did not belong to the highest of society in Brussels. She 
lived in the eastern suburbs and took to describing her shopping sprees – 
although she termed them ‘Promenades à travers Bruxelles’ – in her columns. In 
the first of the columns, her promenade started out in the Rue de Namur where 
she joined a group of men and women in admiring the ‘exhibition’ in the window 
of an art dealer. She then entered several other shops, including an ironmonger 
with fascinating goods in the ‘vitrine’, and spent a pleasant hour in an auction 
house. After having finished in the Rue de Namur, she hopped on a tram to do 
some provisioning downtown in Felix Potin’s luxury grocery store. Whether it is a 
coincidence that her rambles in the subsequent columns were mainly 
concentrated in the downtown department store district is unclear. Might the 
department store district have been an environment that suited her, her readers 
and their wallets more than the sumptuous uptown boutiques? On the one hand, 
the Rue de la Madeleine, the Montagne de la Cour and the Rue Royale were 
absent in her columns, even though they were among the readiest of Brussels’ 
shopping streets. Hélène did moreover highlight the affordability of the offer on 
sale in several of the stores she visited, assuming that her readers would share her 
definition and suggesting that there was no endless supply of money. On the other 
hand, her experience of the Rue de Namur, also part of the ‘ville haute’, did not 
seem to differ all that much from her outings downtown, along the boulevards and 
the Rue Marché aux Herbes.45 

In order to determine to what degree shopping in the upper and lower city 
– and in other locations of the city insofar as possible – differed from one 

                                         
43 Karl Baedeker, Belgique et Hollande y compris le Luxembourg. Manuel du voyageur, 18th revised edition 
(Leipzig & Paris  1901) 15. 
44 Baedeker, Belgique et Hollande, 18th edition, 18.  
45 Tante Hélène, ‘Promenade a travers Bruxelles’, in: Bruxelles Féminin, 1:2 (1902) 17-18; 1:4 (1902) 18; 1:5 
(1902) 17; 2:6 (1903) 18; 2:7 (1903) 16 and 2:13 (1903) 17.  
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another, the remainder of this chapter is focused on what different Brussels 
shopping sites looked like, how they were organized, what they had to offer and 
who ran them. At first sight, there does not seem to have been any noteworthy 
difference between the offerings of the large, small and department stores in the 
Rue Neuve or the central boulevards on the one hand, and the boutiques in the 
Rue Montagne de la Cour and the Rue de la Madeleine on the other. All had a 
large selection of shops where one could procure the latest fashion, furniture, 
books, stationery and jewelry, amongst other things. Tobacco could be found in 
every decent shopping street and what little ‘food stores’ there were, sold sweets, 
chocolates or pastries, or luxury provisions. Household goods and items used for 
housekeeping could also be found up- and downtown, but the precise type of 
goods on offer nevertheless differed between the Rue Neuve and the boulevards 
on the one hand, and the Montagne de la Cour and the Rue de la Madeleine on 
the other. For example, construction materials, ‘grande quincaillerie’, chemical 
goods or utilities could be found in multiple stores in the Rue Neuve and on the 
boulevards, but they were absent from the Montagne de la Cour and only 
limitedly available in the Rue de la Madeleine. Especially the Rue du Montagne 
de la Cour seemed to have been a more refined shopping street, with only the 
products suitable for an elegant lady.  

Digging under the surface of the larger categories, it becomes clear that 
shoes, hats and clothes could be found in both shopping districts, although 
unsurprisingly, location patterns demonstrate that retailers selling novelties 
preferred to set up shop downtown. Novelties could be bought there in a range of 
stores that included department as well as more modest stores, set up along the 
boulevards, in modest shopping streets and in arcades. Novelties had often been 
the first and the central product group for department stores and were constitutive 
of a shopping culture that centered on lower quality products, sold for bargain 
prices, at low profit margins. Those were the products fleeting fashion trends 
thrived on, and because of their innate transient fashionability, they were 
frequently bought anew.46 The fact that novelties stores were so rare in the upper 
city might indicate that the shopping culture had a different focus there. Ansel and 
Teirlinck were perhaps rather colorful in their descriptions of the Montagne de la 
Cour, but they may have been on to something: shops in the upper city seem to 
have focused on fashionable, yet perhaps more durable luxury goods than their 
counterparts downtown.  

Whether the subtle (social) distinctions translated into a distinct shopping 
experience remains to be seen. In any case, the boundaries between the different 
shopping districts were fluid. There must have been more similarities between the 

                                         
46  Michael B. Miller, The Bon Marché. Bourgeois culture and the department store, 1869-1920 (Princeton 
University Press 1981). 
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department store district and the luxurious upper city than with the streets 
surrounding the Rue Sainte-Cathérine. Even though this street had become the 
linchpin of a kind of ‘food district’, as argued in chapter three, it was nevertheless 
spatially and culturally intertwined with the downtown department store district. 
Between 1878 and 1913 – not coincidentally the period during which several 
market halls had seen the light in its vicinity – both the Rue Sainte-Cathérine and 
the consecutive rue Marché aux Poulets had welcomed new food stores, which 
made up an increasing share of their retail properties. Conversely, the ratio of 
fashion stores had diminished. Yet, on one of the four corners of that same Rue 
Marché aux Poulets with the Boulevard Anspach sat the entrance to the Grands 
Magasins de la Bourse. Across the Marché aux Poulets, on the other corner, sat a 
comestibles store, which ‘Tante Hélène’ visited during one of her rambles along 
Brussels’ shops. She bought some coffee, pasta, some earlies, dried fruits, stuffed 
turkey and liqueurs in Wygaerts’ shop in the same outing during which she 
bought cuff links, collars and plastrons for her husband, enjoyed the prickling 
sensations of the Palais des parfum’s offerings, marveled at a hat in the shop 
window of a milliner and had her fan repaired.47 In her first Bruxelles Féminin 
column, ‘Tante Hélène’ ended her shopping spree gobbling down cake and tea in 
the luxurious ‘salon de dégustation’ of Felix Potin’s luxury comestibles shop, right 
around the corner of the Marché Saint-Géry. However, she did not mention any 
of the city’s market(s) (halls) or report of more mundane groceries, such as buying 
bread or meat or milk. As argued in the chapter on markets, doing these types of 
mundane groceries was presumably an activity that was distinct from going 
shopping, but the shopping cultures that they were part of respectively 
nevertheless did cross paths occasionally. 48  Luxury comestibles presumably 
presented common ground between them. The distinction between shop or 
market (hall) mattered less than the type of ‘shopping’ and the location of retail 
outlets was further informed by that distinction.  

Very little is known about the price of the goods sold in different parts of 
the city. Although one can presume that some stores remained off limits to the 
majority of the population, it is difficult to uncover where they were located.49 
According to ‘Tante Hélène’, a good bargain could be struck both up- and 
downtown. In her columns she tended to write about affordable or reasonable 
prices in the shops she visited both in the upper and lower city. However, she 
does mention one store with elevated prices: Arthur Schloback’s tailor, clothes 
and fur shop, located in the ‘ville haute’. Conversely, the ‘Parfumerie de la 

                                         
47 Tante Hélène, ‘Promenade à travers Bruxelles’, Bruxelles Féminin, 2:6 (1903) 18.  
48 Tante Hélène, ‘Promenade à travers Bruxelles’, Bruxelles Féminin, 1:2 (1902) 17-18.  
49 Patent tax registries could be of help, since patent taxes were based on turnover. However, a high end luxury 
store selling the most expensive of goods did not necessarily make more money than large enterprises, selling a 
myriad of goods at a wide variety of prices, though generally more moderate.   
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Maison du Roi’ in the Rue Marché-aux-Herbes downtown sold perfume at the 
lowest possible price in the city. What constitutes ‘affordable’ or a bargain is 
obviously a relative notion.50 When American visitor Curtis Guild was buying lace 
at a shop in the Rue Royale in the 1870s, he had been offered a piece of the finest 
lace for the price of 400 francs. Curtis cried out: ‘Eighty dollars for that mess of 
spider’s web!’ To which the lady assisting him and his wife replied in broken 
English: ‘He is varee sheep for sush dentelles’.51 Guild and his wife could clearly 
afford to spend those eighty dollars on a spider’s web, because they left not 
wanting to mention ‘how much we sacrificed at that black velvet altar’. 52 Upon 
their return to the United States, they found out that the prices paid were very 
reasonable indeed, compared to those asked at home.  

Whether Tante Hélène, the bourgeoise with the limited fortune, 
considered 400 francs for a piece of lace reasonable, will remain unknown, but it 
is clear that such purchases constituted something only the ‘happy few’ could 
indulge in. The same was nevertheless true for most of the stores in the downtown 
department store district. Department stores did play the card of modest prices to 
the degree that François Vaxelaire and Jeanne Claes opted to refer to it in their 
store’s name ‘Au Bon Marché’. Advertisements for the Bon Marché and other 
department stores alike reveal that similar goods were sold in different price 
ranges.53 It is nevertheless safe to assume that even the lowest of prices there 
would have been too high for the average worker living in one of the industrial 
suburbs, the working class neighborhoods within the pentagon or the alleys and 
poverty-stricken backstreets that continued to exist near the boulevards and the 
Rue Neuve. Given the low salaries paid at department stores, it is likely that most 
of the shop assistants in the Rue Neuve could not afford to shop at the place 
where they worked. From that perspective, it must have been similar to the more 
exclusively expensive luxurious stores along the Montagne de la Cour’s sloping 
hill. Illustrative of the socially exclusive character of shopping in Brussels is a turn 
of the century drawing by painter-illustrator Franz Gaillard.54  

The drawing depicts a multitude of fashionably dressed women and their 
children pressing about a shop window, filled with dolls and other children’s toys. 
On the street a man and a women are already carrying their purchases. The focal 
point of the print is a poorly dressed, distressed looking woman, pushing through 
the crowds, and the merry man strolling past her, completely ignorant of the scene 
next to him. Gaillard clearly intended to highlight and presumably denounce the 

                                         
50 Tante Hélène, ‘Promenade à travers Bruxelles’, in: Bruxelles Féminin, 1:2 (1902) 17-18; 1:4 (1902) 18; 1:5 
(1902) 17; 2:6 (1903) 18; 2:7 (1903) 16 and 2:13 (1903) 17. 
51 Curtis Guild, Over the ocean; or, sights and scenes in foreign lands (Boston & New York 1871) 319-320. 
52 Guild, Over the ocean, 319-320.  
53 See chapter five about Brussels and the department store.  
54 On Gaillard, see Didier Paternoster, ‘Gaillard Franz (Frans) (Bruxelles, 1861 – Saint-Gilles, 1932)’, in: Jaumain, 
Dictionnaire d’histoire de Bruxelles, 353.  
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consumerist spending pattern of the rich and the social inequality it reinforced.55 
If, compared to the early nineteenth century, shopping had now become a 
leisurely pursuit practiced by an expanded segment of the population, it 
nevertheless remained a relatively privileged affair.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Il l  2.  Social inequality in the Rue Neuve. Drawing by Franz Gaillard 
Source: Gustave Abeels, Brussel 1900 (Brussels 1980) illustration 58.  

  

                                         
55 For the drawing, see Gustave Abeels, Brussel 1900 (Brussels 1980) illustration 58.  
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All through the nineteenth century, shopkeepers had invested in 

splendorous appearances to the bounds of financial constraints. By the turn of the 
century, their efforts often resulted in impressive shop windows or, in the case of a 
few department stores, trail-blazing buildings. In terms of statement architecture, 
there was no significant difference between the shopping district up the hills and 
the one downtown. By 1913, each had their own peculiar commercial monument. 
In terms of originality, the Old England building designed by Paul Saintenoy, 
crowning the Rue Montagne de la Cour, could compete with Victor Horta’s A 
l’Innovation in the Rue Neuve. Among the smaller shops, the Rue de la 
Madeleine housed a similar amount of elaborate and imaginative luxury shop 
windows as the Rue Neuve. The understated shop fronts, consisting of a simple 
wooden frame and cornice ornamenting the window, could also be found in both 
parts of the city. Overall, neither up- nor downtown seems to have had its own 
distinctive style when it came to shop windows. What was behind the glass 
sparked the imagination and entertained the passers-by. Ansel and Teirlinck 
talked of the Brussels high society taking their tour of the pretty shop windows.56 
In her chronicle of Brussels’ life in 1908 and 1909, chronicler Christine deplores 
the fact that the Rue Neuve is no longer a magical place on Sundays. Under the 
pretext of Sunday’s rest, she argues, shopkeepers have started to take the day off 
and keep the shutters down on the day that ‘the masses have the opportunity of 
abounding there, of lingering there’.57   

 
‘What a pity to see, at those moments when everything should be welcoming 
and light, the large, dazzling eyes that these windows are, close implacably 
behind those grim lids of roll-down shutters’.58  

  
‘Tante Hélène’s’ first column significantly begins with her observing a group of 
people jostling one another for a good look at the display in an art shop’s window. 
In her other promenades, Hélène marvels at one shop window after another. 
That of jewelry store Collard-Dethuin on the boulevards is ‘a feast for one’s eyes’, 
while the profusion of elegant bottles and luxurious boxes in the window of the 
Parfumerie de la Maison du Roi in the Marché aux Herbes makes for a pretty 
sight. Slightly stunned that there is a first for everything, Hélène even finds herself 
admiring the display of a tobacco shop.59  

                                         
56 Journal de Bruxelles (6 November 1913) and Herman Teirlinck, ‘Modeshops’,49. 
57 ‘[…] le jour où la foule a le loisir de s’y répandre, de s’y attarder’. Christine, Au fil des jours, 108.  
58 ‘Quel dommage de voir, en ces moments où tout devrait être acceuillant et lumineux, se fermer les grands yeux 
éblouissants des vitrines sur lesquels sont descendues, implacablement, les lugubres paupières des volets 
mécaniques.’ Christine, Au fil des jours, 108.  
59 Tante Hélène, ‘Promenade à travers Bruxelles’, in: Bruxelles Féminin, 1:2 (1902) 17-18; 1:4 (1902) 18; 1:5 
(1902) 17; 2:6 (1903) 18; 2:7 (1903) 16 and 2:13 (1903) 17. 
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In the early 1870s, travel writer Curtis Guild remarked that many European 
shopkeepers ‘do not believe in vast, splendid, and elegantly-decorated stores, as 
we do in America, especially those who have a reputation in specialties which 
causes purchasers to seek them out’. 60  Most of Brussels’ lace manufacturers 
therefore occupy residential-like buildings, ‘with […] broad steps and substantial 
front doors’.61 Although there might have remained such stores in Brussels in the 
early twentieth century, by 1913 the shop windows had nevertheless become 
essential to Hélène’s shopping experience. There are the shop windows she 
notices in passing and then there are the windows that induce her to enter a 
particular store she had not planned to visit. Indeed, apart from the shops she 
visited with a specific, premeditated, purpose, Hélène never entered a store 
without commenting on its shop window. She entered the ‘magasin d’art’ 
mentioned earlier, because ‘the exhibition, skillfully arranged against a somber 
décor, merited […] the sincere commendations’.62 She was not alone. Marguerite 
Van de Wiele used the ‘vitrine’ as a shortcut for the shops when she talked about 
the fashion for dolls in a piece in Bruxelles Féminin in 1903: 

 
 ‘[…] it is very obvious in the shop windows this winter. The current fashion – 
there is indeed a fashion in this imaginary society like in ours – demands dolls 
that are very big, very regal, with the most incredibly splendorous toilette’.63  

 
According to Belgian advertising pioneer Paul Mosselmans in 1911, ‘the shop 
window represents a magnet that is supposed to catch the passer-by’s eye, 
therefore one has to display the merchandise in the most advantageous way 
possible’.64 If one wanted to make money, an ornamented shop window was key.  

It was the same logic that inspired Bruxelles Attractions to organize the 
‘concours des étalages’ in Brussels during the Belle Epoque. Bruxelles Attractions 
was a société that had been founded in 1886 with the principle aim to enhance the 
city’s attractiveness with foreigners and Belgians alike and to revive commerce. 
The société organized a multitude of concerts, a children’s ball for its members, 
and charitable events to raise the necessary funds for the promotion of tourism. In 
an attempt to glamourize Brussels and attract tourists, Bruxelles Attractions 
contributed to several international exhibitions. It revived the Longchamps Fleuri 

                                         
60 Guild, Over the ocean, 318.  
61 Guild, Over the ocean, 318.  
62 Tante Hélène, ‘Promenade à travers Bruxelles’, in: Bruxelles Féminin, 1:2 (1902) 17-18. 
63 ‘Pourtant, il en est de bien remarquables aux vitrines, cet hiver-ci. La mode, à présent – il y a une mode dans 
cette petite société chimérique comme dans la nôtre – la mode exige les poupées très grandes, très majestueuses, 
avec des toilettes d’un incroyable faste’. Marguerite Van de Wiele, ‘La mode des poupées’, Bruxelles Féminin, 2:6 
(1903) 6-7.   
64  ‘L’étalage représente l’aimant qui doit attirer l’attention du passant, conséquemment faut-il y étaler les 
marchandises de la manière la plus avantageuse.’ Paul Mosselmans, La défense des petits commerçants par la 
publicité (Brussels 1911) 11.  
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flower parade and organized the Balcons Fleuris competition for the prettiest 
balcony and the ‘Concours d’étalages’. Staged yearly from 1894 onwards between 
Christmas and New Year, ‘Bruxelles étalages’ let shopkeepers compete for the 
prettiest shop window. In their call for participants, the organizers suggested 
participating retailers could use flowers, plants and special lighting to enhance the 
allure of their windows and stressed that the investment would turn out 
worthwhile. According to the society, the competition did yield the desired results. 
‘Bruxelles étalages’ drew large crowds to the city. The wealth of imaginative and 
inviting displays did their jobs and turned spectators into clients. When it came to 
announcing the winners, Bruxelles Attractions was kind enough to grant non-
competing retailers with a spectacular shop window an honorable mention in its 
report. In 1897, the ‘Concours d’étalages’ lasted the entire duration of the world 
fair and a ‘concours d’éclairage’, focusing on shop lighting, was added to the 
program.65  

Compared to the 1830s, in the early twentieth century window-shopping 
had become even more of a self-evident component of the practice of shopping. 
Shops without a display window had become a rarity. To be sure, there might 
have been quite a few specialty stores left, reminiscent of residential buildings 
without recognizable shop windows, like the ones Curtis Guild described on his 
trip to Brussels in the late 1860s or early 1870s, but it is likely that they 
represented a minority of Brussels shops. Given the relatively high amount of 
tailors sharing a building with another retailer, it is furthermore presumable that 
the former did not occupy a ground floor with an ‘étalage’. However, the amount 
of building permits filed for shop windows in the Rue Neuve and the Rue de la 
Madeleine during the Belle Epoque is illustrative of their omnipresence. Pictures 
of Brussels’ streets during the period also feature plenty of shops. Architectural 
reminders of the ubiquitous turn-of-the-century shop windows can still be found 
in Brussels today and contemporary descriptions of the city nearly always featured 
them. As research on the grocer’s chain Delhaize has demonstrated, all of its 
urban branches were donned with one or more, elaborate or modest, shop 
windows during this period.66 Shops without the large, glittering shop windows 
might have been more likely to be located uptown. After all, one of the stores 
Guild described in detail is clearly a luxury specialty store, going about a different 
way at pleasing customers, in the Rue Royale. Nonetheless, there is very little 
indication that there was a difference between the upper and lower shopping 
district in this respect. 
                                         
65 On Bruxelles Attractions, see: Stephanie Janssen, ‘Pour faire des affaires d’or.’ Bruxelles Attractions (1886-1924) 
en het toerisme te Brussel in de 19de eeuw (unpublished master’s thesis, University of Leuven 2010) and Virginie 
Jourdain, L’hôtellerie bruxelloise 1880-1940. Acteurs, structures et logiques spatiales d’un secteur multiforme 
(unpublished doctoral dissertation, Université Libre de Bruxelles 2012).  
66 Nelleke Teughels, Mag het iets meer zijn? Kleine kruidenierswinkels worden big business. Delhaize frères et cie 
(1867-1940) (Leuven: Leuven University Press 2014) 71-156.  
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By the early twentieth century, there was a wide variety of neoclassical, 
eclectic and art nouveau shop windows. They were made of wood, stone or iron. 
Some of them were very plain, while others were elaborate artistic jewels. 
Accompanying the monumental Innovation and Old England, several 
exceptionally elaborate Art Nouveau shop fronts, with intricate designs inspired 
by nature, were constructed both down- and uptown.67 Although several mid-
century shop fronts might have survived, by the early twentieth century the regal 
style went out of fashion downtown. Two new designs reminiscent of those old 
regal ‘vitrines’ were found in building permits for properties in the Rue de la 
Madeleine, but they too presented an updated version. 68 While the majority of 
shop windows were unpretentious windows, with only so much embossing, several 
shop fronts were elegantly modest, with wooden, glass or iron ornaments on a 
relatively simple shop front.69 Based on the building applications, the Rue Neuve 
was more at the forefront of architectural experiments with shop fronts than the 
Rue de la Madeleine. It seems as though a higher number of shopkeepers 
engaged architects incorporating modern lines in their designs. If Art Nouveau 
shop windows appeared in the Rue de la Madeleine, the architects had 
nonetheless gone all out.70  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Il l  3. A typical, simple vitrine in the Rue Neuve (1884) 
Source: AVB, TP 17656: fragment of façade design. 

                                         
67 See for example Archives de la Ville de Bruxelles (AVB), Travaux Publics (TP) 15492 (1899); TP 15524 (1899); 
TP 71523 (1900); TP 15455 (1904); TP 322 (1905); TP 17811 (1907).  
68 There might have been a fashion for them in the Rue Montagne de la Cour and the Rue Royale, but considering 
the examples in the Rue de la Madeleine new shop windows with a regal allure would still have differed from the 
original ones in the 1850s and 1860s. For the designs in the Rue de la Madeleine: AVB, TP 15496 (1895) and TP 
15494 (1903).   
69 E.g.: AVB, TP 75940 (1913); TP 15488 (1898) and TP 15507 (1886).  
70 The few remaining art nouveau windows in the upper city indicate that those avant-garde shop windows could be 
found both up- and downtown.  



 406 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Il l  4.  A variation on the regal theme (Rue de la Madeleine 1895) 
Source: AVB, TP 15496. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

I l l  5. An elaborate shop window in the Rue de la Madeleine 
Source: AVB, TP 15455.   
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Trying to explain why the grocer’s chain Delhaize hardly ever opted for an Art 
Nouveau shop window, Nelleke Teughels argues that the style might have been 
too avant-garde for their clientele to identify with.71 Although this might be true, 
retailers in the city center of Brussels catering to the same audience were not 
afraid of experimenting with the new architectural style. Perhaps the frivolity of 
the lines was better suited for frivolous and leisurely shopping compared to food 
provisioning? The location also informed the appearance of a shop’s front. As 
Teughels demonstrates, shop windows in the city center were often more 
elaborate or eye-catching because competition was fierce there, whereas stores in 
small villages were assured of their clientele and were less dependent on their 
displays. Sometimes Delhaize would not even go through the effort of replacing 
plain windows with a proper ‘vitrine’. In urban centers, Delhaize tended to adjust 
the style of the shop window to the social profile of the clientele they were trying 
to target.72 Shops in working class neighborhoods thus often had a more modest 
aspect than their counterparts in fashionable shopping districts, though shop 
windows definitely made their entrance in those neighborhoods too as the 
nineteenth century progressed into the twentieth.73  

If the differences in style between the upper and lower shopping districts 
were limited, there was a marked difference between the average sizes of a shop 
window. Both up- and downtown, the glazed portion of the average shop window 
increased as the century progressed. In contrast to most of Delhaize’s shop 
windows, stone plinths were lowered to install windows stretching the full height of 
the ground floor in the city’s main fashion streets. If food stores might have 
benefited more from displays elevated to the passers-by at eye-height, it seems 
logical that fashion and furniture stores chose a different path. Indeed, by setting 
up mannequins or evoking homely tableaus behind full-height windows, potential 
customers should be made to feel like they were standing in front of a looking 
glass they could step into. As the nineteenth century had progressed from the 
1830s onwards, shop owners had started to extend their shop windows to include 
the entresol and sometimes displays.74 On the ground floor, the broad columns, 
often separating the glass of the shop window, had gradually disappeared too. For 
structural or decorative reasons they were sometimes replaced with slender iron 
or wooden pillars. Only with the fashion of the Art Nouveau-inspired windows 
did the volume of stone, wood or iron incorporated in the design increase again. 
As mentioned in the previous chapter, the width of (to be) transformed shop 
                                         
71 Teughels, Mag het iets meer zijn, 71-156.  
72 Teughels, Mag het iets meer zijn, 71-156.  
73 Witness the remaining turn-of-the-century shop windows in the Rue des Tanneurs today, for example.  
74 Entresol vitrines can be found in multiple building files. E.g.: AVB, TP 15492: drawings and correspondence 
1899. Turn-of-the-century illustrations of stores, on stationery for example, demonstrate that those windows were 
used for display too, e.g.: AVB, TP 17723: stationery A Saint Lambert (letter dated 8 February 1912). 
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windows in the Rue de la Madeleine kept fluctuating between 4,5 and 5,5 meters 
all through the century, while the average breadth of the sample of shop windows 
in the Rue Neuve reached about 9,5 meters at the turn of the century. Obviously 
the endless lines of department store display windows had their impact on the 
latter’s average, but – as argued in the previous chapter – they do seem to have 
inspired other stores to work with large glass surfaces too. 

The breadth of a window was obviously dependent on the size of the 
property they had been constructed in. If there was one difference between the 
upper and the lower city, it was to be situated there. A simple look at the size of 
the building plots as they were designed on different maps throughout the century 
demonstrates that the old Chaussée consisted of an uninterrupted series of narrow 
properties, whereas building plots in the Rue Neuve – formerly a wealthy 
residential street filled with mansions – were broader and longer on average.75 
After the demolitions in the Rue Montagne de la Cour, several expropriated 
shop-owners relocated to temporary one-story properties that did not allow for 
space-consuming businesses.76 When ‘Tante Hélène’ walked through the lower 
city, she repeatedly commented upon the vastness of the shops she entered, which 
she did not do in the upper city. In fact, the only time she remarked upon a shop 
being small, it was located in the Rue Treurenberg, connecting the square in front 
of the cathedral with the Rue Royale. Venturing out on a rainy day to find herself 
a new petticoat – truly indispensable of course, because the ones she already 
owned showed signs of wear – she was very satisfied to find a nice assortment in 
Madame Allard’s ‘petit magasin’.77 If the availability of large building plots in the 
Rue Neuve facilitated large stores, shopkeepers could have tried to expand by 
renting multiple adjacent properties uptown too. Few of them did. In the Galeries 
Saint-Hubert, several retailers filed for permission to merge two or more separate 
shops into one larger store, early on. The management of the arcade remarked 
that the smallest shops, measuring the width of one arcaded window, were the 
least commercially viable. 78 As the century progressed, the overall size of stores 
did increase in all of the sample streets, if not by expanding sideways, then by 
covering courtyards or fitting out the upper floors of a building. However, 
possibilities were nevertheless limited along that densely built Chaussée. The fact 
that most retailers did not opt for sideways expansion and occupied building plots 
with limited depth in the Rue de la Madeleine, further indicates that the spatial 

                                         
75 Although measurements taken off drawings in the building applications for transforming properties in the Rue 
Neuve indicate a difference in scope with those in the Rue de la Madeleine, the ones for which measurements 
could be taken formed too small a sample to use them as main indicator.   
76 Journal de Bruxelles (6 November 1913).  
77 Tante Hélène, ‘Promenade à travers Bruxelles’, Bruxelles Féminin, 2:7 (1903) 16.  
78 See Archives de la Société Générale des Galeries Saint-Hubert, Assemblées générales 1848-1878: untitled draft 
(March 1870) and AVB, TP 155884: correspondence and drawings (1879).   
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limitations contributed to the development of a shopping culture engrafted upon 
the smaller, presumably more specialist and luxurious shop. 

Did the girth of a store really matter to its customers? Did it influence 
shopping culture? First of all, the larger the shop, the less likely its owner or 
manager would actually serve the customer in person. Self-service had not yet 
been introduced and customers were therefore assisted in every store in Brussels 
in the early twentieth century. Yet, even if service remained a point of pride for 
department stores, the approach in a large store must have been less personal. In 
the upper town, it is always the manager or owner of the store who assists ‘Tante 
Hélène’. Although this was often the case in downtown stores as well, her silence 
on the topic in other cases might indicate that an ‘insignificant’ employee helped 
her out then. The larger the store, the more counters it had and the more 
numerous its staff. Obviously customers could get personal with shop assistants 
too, assuming there was a limited turnover in staff and employees were attached to 
a specific counter or service. These assistants nevertheless had little or no say in 
the choice of products or the conditions of sale. Therefore, one could argue, the 
customer had less leverage or (imagined) control over certain aspects of the 
shopping experience. As Clé Lesger furthermore argues for Amsterdam, 
increased scale usually went hand in hand with rationalized business practices, 
making it all the more likely that there was no room for haggling or buying on 
credit.79 Although the gist of this argument was probably applicable to Brussels 
shops too, fixed prices had nevertheless made their entry in small shops before 
the middle of the nineteenth century and department stores often did offer credit 
in some way, as mentioned in the previous chapter. Big clients with equally big 
accounts probably had plenty of influence in large stores, just like they had in the 
smaller ones, but they only represented so much of the clientele. 

The more space and the more counters, the more a store resembled a 
market hall, allowing customers to walk freely from one counter to another, 
increasing their freedom. Although Lesger emphasized for Amsterdam that 
customers were received at the door and accompanied to the different 
departments in the larger stores, and could therefore not browse on their own, 
there are several indications that things were somewhat different in Brussels. The 
‘grand bazars’ of the Rue Neuve repeatedly featured in the judicial columns of 
newspapers as scenes of shoplifting. Although pickpocketing happened nearly 
everywhere, there are no reports of people shoplifting elsewhere, which might 
indicate that shoplifting was facilitated by the layout and practices in department 
stores or the fascination with the ‘grand bazars’.80 One report recounted how an 

                                         
79 Clé Lesger, Het winkellandschap van Amsterdam. Stedelijke structuur en winkebedrijf in de vroegmoderne en 
moderne tijd, 1550-2000 (Hilversum 2013) 206-222. 
80 There were plenty of reports of hold-ups and burglaries in other shops, which proves it was not just about these 
bazaars getting more attention. E.g.:  L’Indépendance Belge (6 April 1913 and 9 October 1913) and Journal de 
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inspector, working at one of the department stores of the Rue Neuve, surprised 
two women who were smuggling a number of goods in their purses, while 
pretending to examine the displays.81 The news report about the inauguration of 
the Grands Magasins Tietz also indicates that people were able to walk around the 
store as they pleased.82 Architect Horta’s techniques for drawing people deeper 
and deeper into the Innovation department store without them noticing it, would 
only work in a space where customers would be free to follow their instincts, 
instead of following an errand boy.83 In all of her examples of the sales practices 
that discouraged her from buying anything in Brussels’ department stores, the 
Parisian friend of Dame Peluche – fashion columnist for La Femme Belge in 
1914 – did not mention being limited in her movements. She talked of not being 
allowed to touch things, or pull clothes off a mannequin if there was no shop girl 
around, of sales assistants putting her off with their unpleasant eagerness, but she 
did not ridicule being followed around, which – judging from the tone of her story 
– she would have if she were.84 

If larger stores encouraged customers to discover the shop floor on their 
own – even if only to a limited degree – the increased scale extended window-
shopping practices to indoor spaces. Like pedestrians had strolled through the 
city’s elegant arcades, customers could now peruse displays inside the stores. 
Indeed, the more space became available, the more elaborate displays of goods 
could be set up inside it. Horta referred to those internal displays in his 
architectural vision for the department store and the judicial report mentioned 
above confirms that displays of goods were set up within the customer’s reach. If 
shop girls still pulled ribbons from drawers and pulled fabrics from racks, shops 
with a large amount of space were more at liberty than their smaller competitors 
to hang, drape and display goods for the customer to see immediately upon 
entering. On average, compared to 1833, stores in 1913 occupied larger premises 
all over town, offering them a larger canvas for displaying their merchandise. The 
use of atriums, not limited to department stores, furthermore offered potential 
customers additional vistas. Windows and internal displays had been a big part of 
shopping before, but the scale of it changed. The combination of large, evocative 
window displays visible from the street and quantities of goods exposed inside, 
enhanced the visual components of the shopping experience compared to smaller 
stores and compared to earlier in the century. Although one could assume other 
senses remained involved in the shopping process too, the eye was definitely 

                                                                                                                               
Bruxelles (13 April 1913 and 10 June 1913). The fact that there were no reports of shoplifting in other stores does 
not necessarily mean that it did not happen, but it presumably did happen less frequently and perhaps in stores 
with an interior design based on similar principles to that of the department store.   
81 Journal de Bruxelles (1 December 1913).  
82 L’Indépendance Belge (16 April 1910). 
83 Victor Horta, Mémoires (edited by Cécile Dulière) (Brussels 1985) 103. 
84 Dame Peluche, ‘Chronique de la mode. Les grands magasins’, La Femme Belge, 1:9 (1914) 789-791.  
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dominant, while the sense of touch nevertheless must have been pushed to the 
background by the early twentieth century, especially in the larger stores. If 
presumably customers have always been introduced to goods through the eyes 
first – or the nose in case of food – the sense of touch might have been essential 
too. Shop girls presumably still let their customers feel the goods they were about 
to purchase, but – at least according to Dame Peluche’s Parisian friend – there 
was no non-committal touching of goods in Brussels’ department stores. The sales 
assistants did however irritate the Parisienne’s ear by getting down to business 
verbally too quickly too soon.85    

Larger shop spaces could also contain larger amounts of people. If small 
shops filled up more quickly, big ones with multiple floors nevertheless produced 
different social effects. The smaller the shop, the more control a shopkeeper had 
on whom he wanted to provide entry to his store. Figuratively speaking the 
threshold must have been higher for someone with little social standing to enter a 
small luxury shop in the upper city than a large department store, where one 
could blend into the crowd. There is a reason why pickpocketing crews could 
operate quite easily in department stores.86 Often aiming at a mixed crowd, the 
larger shops were indeed spaces where social boundaries became fluid. In large, 
multistory stores the mixed crowds could be gazed at from afar, because of the 
spectators’ point of view offered by atriums and monumental staircases, which 
added to the spectacular potential of it all. It is no coincidence that the reporter 
covering the opening of the Grands Magasins Tietz in L’Indépendance Belge 
stressed the hustle and bustle of people swarming on all different floors. 
Obviously, the crowds in the department store must have been a known cliché by 
then. Zola’s Au Bonheur des Dames had been well known in Brussels for quite 
some time. But there was more to it: because of their potential to house a 
spectacle made up of crowds of people and endless supplies of goods, department 
– and similar, yet slightly less humongous – stores drew in some of the spectacle 
of the boulevards and the promenades. In doing so, they intertwined the 
spectacular potential of the streets even more intimately with consumerism than 
had been the case in the Galeries Saint-Hubert.  

With the largest of shops located downtown, in the district of the Rue 
Neuve and the Boulevard Anspach, the most ‘innovative’ of shopping cultures – 
marked by the increase in scale – could be found there, rather than uptown. If it is 
true that the upper city housed the more exclusive shops, the growing body of 
middle class consumers flocked to the downtown department stores too. In many 
ways, one could say that shopping ‘modernity’ was to be found there. 
Nonetheless, two things should be remarked. First, the association of downtown 
                                         
85 Dame Peluche, ‘Chronique de la mode. Les grands magasins’, 789-791. 
86 There was plenty of pickpocketing in the department stores of the Rue Neuve, as can be made out from the 
criminal reports in the newspapers, e.g.: L’Indépendance Belge (11 December 1913).  
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with ‘modernity’ should not obscure the changes that had marked the uptown 
shopping district, nor should it downplay the importance of smaller – and 
sometimes more traditional – shopkeepers in the ‘modern’ shopping landscape. 
Second, the differences between the up- and downtown shopping districts were 
relatively limited. In fact, if anything, compared to the city’s less commercial 
neighborhoods, shopping in up- and downtown’s foremost shopping streets was 
probably very much alike.  

Unfortunately, very little evidence turned up with regard to shopping 
practices outside the central shopping streets, but it is not unlikely that shopping 
took a more modest form there, especially in the poorer districts. A search in the 
commercial directories demonstrates that the shopping landscape did grow denser 
in these neighborhoods too. Shop windows spread there as well, but they might 
have been more modest, as Teughels’ research on Delhaize suggests. Whether 
leisurely shoppers admired those windows as they did in the wealthier shopping 
districts remains unknown, yet unlikely. The population of these neighborhoods 
had long working days and were only granted a day off from the turn of the 
century onwards. The working classes might have enjoyed a stroll about town at 
night and on Sundays, but they may have preferred to go to the boulevards, the 
Rue Neuve or the Galeries Saint-Hubert for (passive) commercial entertainment 
and drinking. 87  Brussels’ bourgeois and bourgeoises only ventured into the 
popular neighborhoods to a limited degree. If a travel guide recommended the 
market on the Place du Jeu de Balle as a sight to be seen, they nevertheless 
warned readers that such a trip was at their own risk as they might be shocked by 
the inhabitants of the neighborhood. According to historian Peter Lemmens, the 
majority of shops in the Marolles continued to consist of small enterprises with a 
very limited turnover for most of the nineteenth century. If anything, then, these 
small retailers must have had less money to invest in seducing customers than 
those with a thriving business on one of the city’s main shopping streets.  

If the contrast between the different locations of shopping was presumably 
too subtle to speak of completely distinct shopping cultures, there were 
nevertheless subcultures in shopping. Leisurely shopping with an emphasis on 
visual seduction on the one hand and service on the other was something up- and 
downtown had in common. Quite a few sources indicate that there was a social 
difference between them, with uptown eager to please the highest of circles in 
Brussels’ society and downtown welcoming a far more varied audience of higher 
and lower middle class – and perhaps even the upper layers of the working classes 
– and of foreigners, provincials and Bruxellois(es). On average, downtown stores 
operated on a larger scale, internalizing some of the outdoor spectacle of the 

                                         
87 Christine, Au fil des jours, 108; J. Deraeve & J.-M. Duvosquel (eds), Nachtraven. Het uitgangsleven in Brussel 
van 1830 tot 1940 (Brussels 1987) and Kenny, The feel of the city, 156-199.  
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streets and the boulevards, while uptown stores were presumably somewhat more 
akin to stylish living rooms. As already argued in the previous chapter, the 
delineation of subcultures was dependent on location rather than on the type of 
shopping outlet. Department stores harmonized well with the remainder of the 
downtown shopping landscape, while art auction houses and art shops blended 
smoothly in the uptown luxurious shopping landscape. Location often did tie in 
with specific sites for shopping and the type of goods sold there. The early 
twentieth-century ‘food district’ in between the boulevards and the former wharfs, 
as mentioned in chapter three, consisted of a heightened concentration of (fresh) 
food shops and market halls. One presumably went there with a different mindset 
than in the Rue Neuve. It is no coincidence that ‘Tante Hélène’ visited two luxury 
grocery stores on the boulevard Anspach, but did not venture any further west to 
procure fresh food. Nor did she ever enter a shop in a working-class 
neighborhood. If up- and downtown were the sites for subtly differing subcultures 
of the same leisurely shopping culture – a distinction that was less marked and 
more centered on specific shops rather than different locations in 1833 – the 
discrepancy with clientele and shopping practices in the ‘food district’, at a corner 
shop and in the poorer neighborhoods was definitely more marked.   

Conclusion: Shopping galore 

By 1913, the center of Brussels was at its most commercial. Shops had been 
mushrooming all through the century. If Brussels had already been endowed with 
a shopping landscape eighty years before, it had mostly been centered in the 
immediate surroundings of the Grand Place and the age-old traffic artery of the 
Chaussée. By 1878, the average percentage of buildings occupied by shopkeepers 
in Brussels’ top retail streets had increased, while the center of the shopping 
landscape remained centered upon that old arterial road. Whereas commerce 
had previously been limited to the neighborhoods downtown, near the Grand 
Place, the river and on the hills that mentally edged off ‘la ville haute’ (the Rue de 
la Madeleine and the Rue Montagne de la Cour), shopping streets now started to 
develop uptown too. During the Belle Epoque, a new shopping axis – one that 
still dominates Brussels’ shopping scene today – took root, parallel to the new 
boulevards and connecting Brussels’ railway stations. If the boulevards were highly 
commercial too, they had a somewhat more varied profile. Although no exact 
figures can be given, it is clear that the shopping heart of the city was expanding. If 
between 1878 and 1913 the ratio of shops versus inhabitants remained relatively 
stable or expanded only a little, it seems as though these general figures mask the 
densification of the shopping landscape in the central neighborhoods. However, 
the boom in shops was not limited to the city center. During the early twentieth 
century shops were mushrooming in the suburbs too. Some of Brussels’ most 
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commercial streets were even located a short distance from the ring roads in the 
faubourg of Ixelles. Although food stores could be found in the most remote of 
corners and streets of those suburbs, shopkeepers selling (semi-)durable 
consumer goods, constitutive of the leisurely shopping cultures of the city center, 
ventured out into the suburbs too. 
 Along with its expansion, the shopping landscape became more varied as 
the nineteenth century progressed. Rather than revolutionary new sites for 
shopping, the century of modernity had provided Brussels with a widened 
typological variety of retail sites. The market had remained a main location for 
procuring fresh food, such as vegetables, fruits, milk, butter, eggs and meat. In the 
early twentieth-century city center, markets were no longer organized in the 
middle of or alongside streets. Market vendors’ set up their stalls on market 
squares or in market halls, monumental buildings with glazed roofs – or no roof, 
as in the case of the fish market –, basements and galleries. Although several had 
already been put to alternative use, those in the ‘food district’ were still relatively 
popular. Although some of the stalls in the market halls started to resemble more 
permanent ‘shops’, most market vendors packed up their wares and did not have 
a fixed spot. They were not alone: despite the efforts of the city council to curb 
the practice, ambulant traders were still walking the streets of the capital. They 
continued to sell a myriad of goods. Food was not the only thing sold in open air. 
Situated in the zone that had been expropriated for the construction of the 
boulevards, the secondhand market had been relocated to the Place du Jeu de 
Balle in the heart of the working class district of the Marolles. Fancy furniture and 
expensive art was no longer exhibited on the streets. Instead, they brought 
entertainment to the moneyed bourgeoisie in one of the city’s reputed (art) 
auction houses, now mostly located uptown. For ‘Tante Hélène’, a visit to the 
auction houses fitted well with a shopping spree past the city’s most interesting 
shops. These could be found all over the city center and all over town. Some were 
located in one of the different shopping arcades that Brussels was endowed with. 
A number of these shops were small, specialized and still reminiscent of a 
luxurious drawing room. Others, bursting at their seams, had assumed the shape 
of large retail monuments, with endless floors of all kinds of ‘shopping goods’, 
displayed behind glittering and grand shop windows or in lush sales rooms, 
connected by magnificent staircases. Most shops nevertheless presented 
something in-between.  
 As argued above, with the increased number of shopping streets came a 
diversification in shopping districts. The latter were frequented by an ever-growing 
number of people. As a result of population growth, an expanding middle class, 
increased real wages and the influx of cheaper, industrially manufactured goods, 
shopping became an activity that was available to many more people than it had 
been in the early nineteenth century. Trains had made Brussels more accessible 
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to those living in the surrounding provinces. An Antwerp newspaper even 
encouraged its readers to visit the Innovation in the Rue Neuve when they were 
next in Brussels, indicating that a trip to the capital was something at least some of 
its readers must have done on a regular basis. By the turn of the century it was 
shops and shopping galore in Brussels. The shopping landscape had densified 
and diversified to a degree that was unseen in the city to date. Although the 
availability of different shops and shopping sites in 1913 was in no way 
comparable to the level of commerciality in the early nineteenth century, some 
limitations – which had been non-existent before – arose around the turn of the 
century. In an effort to protect shop assistants and enhance their living conditions, 
the first legislative measures were taken limiting their working week to six instead 
of the usual seven days. A mandatory closing day was not to be enforced until the 
1960s, but, like Christine deplored in her Brussels chronicle, some of the shops 
in the Rue Neuve started to close up shop on Sunday (afternoon). Paradoxically, 
department stores – associated most with unlimited consumerism – were among 
the first to do so. In all probability, their pioneering role had nothing to do with 
the social conscience of their directors. It is far more likely that they were legally 
obliged to and could afford to do so too. After all, their clientele was probably 
free all week to come and peruse the goods and the exceptional working class 
customer was able to come by on Sunday morning. They often closed their stores 
between seven and eight p.m. on weekdays too, which was presumably earlier 
compared to smaller shops and definitely so compared to shops in the nineteenth 
century. However, the fact that Christine deplored the fact that shops in the Rue 
Neuve were closed on Sundays and kept their shutters down too is indicative of 
the centrality of shops, shop windows and (window) shopping in Brussels’ society.  
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Conclusion 

Closing Time 
 

 

Bruxelloise Christine might in 1909 have attributed Brussels’ face-lift – for better 
or worse – to the upcoming world exhibition, it had in fact been a work in 
progress that had taken up most of the nineteenth century.1 Since the 1830s, the 
once medium-sized town, surrounded by small, near-rural hamlets outside its 
ramparts-turned-boulevards, had grown into a city complete with full-fledged 
suburbs. The population in the agglomeration had multiplied by six (from about 
122 000 inhabitants in 1830 to over 700 000 in 1914). Much of the growth had 
presented itself in the form of urban sprawl. By 1913 the medium-sized town of 
yore, confined by a pentagon of boulevards, had been swallowed by an ever-
expanding Brussels agglomeration. The city center had changed face too. Long 
before the world exhibition, much of its medieval street plan and its characteristic 
gabled roof houses had disappeared. Broad boulevards now ran straight through 
the lower city, atop the river Senne. In several neighborhoods a structured plan of 
rectilinear streets had been constructed, boasting new townhouses and Parisian 
styled apartment buildings that were waiting for moneyed inhabitants. Travel 
guides had become thicker, because every passing decade had brought with it new 
monuments, such as the Galeries Saint-Hubert, the market halls, the Bourse and 
the Palace of Justice. More than ever before, the city center had become the 
political, administrative, financial and commercial heart of Brussels and the 
nation. At the same time, its buildings had filled up with a dense and diverse 
network of shops and other retail outlets. 
 

Questions and answers 

Together with the city, the shopping landscape changed. To investigate what that 
shopping landscape looked like and how it evolved from the nineteenth into the 
twentieth century has been the central goal of this book. This book was not about 
the act of buying and selling, the social and cultural codes or the economic 
practices that structured that particular moment of interaction between vendor 
and client. It only procured the reader a first foot in the shop, with only sparse 
hints at interior decoration, evolving modes of display and business practices. The 
focus of this book lay elsewhere, on the spatiality of shopping and the way the 

                                         
1 Christine, Au fil des jours. Chronique Bruxelloise de 1908-1909 (Brussels 1911) 190-193.  
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evolving shopping landscape gave rise to modified shopping practices and vice 
versa. In the following paragraphs I will briefly restate the questions that have 
structured this research, answer them by summarizing the main results, and reflect 
upon the route I have followed to achieve answers.  

Until recently, historiography on urban shopping and retailing in the 
nineteenth century has been fragmented. Food shops and shops selling ‘shopping 
goods’ were always studied separately. Moreover, historians interested in shopping 
practices and the meaning thereof in nineteenth-century society, have tended to 
isolate one type of shopping site – in most cases the department store – while 
discarding or largely neglecting others. As previous chapters have demonstrated, 
every type of retail outlet boasts its own historiography. However, it should not be 
forgotten that these retail outlets – as diverse as department stores, branches of 
multiples, co-operatives, small-scale retailers, bazaars, medium-sized stores, 
markets, market halls, arcades and auction houses – usually shared one and the 
same pavement. Likewise, customers did not limit their shopping to one of these 
types of shopping sites, but are far more likely to have frequented several of them, 
if perhaps not to the same degree or during the same outing. As has been put 
forth in the introduction and demonstrated throughout this book, the fate of one 
circuit is consequentially connected to all of the others and the entirety of retail 
outlets and shopping sites should therefore be viewed as an encompassing whole. 
Following that line of reasoning, this book has taken the shopping landscape as its 
main object of study. 
  

A dynamic landscape 

One of the questions central to this research was how the shopping landscape 
evolved in the course of the nineteenth century. As the previous chapter has 
demonstrated, many of the sites for shopping already existed in the early 
nineteenth century – and even before that  – but overall their number increased 
and new types of shopping sites came into being. By 1913, the Brussels 
population could procure food and other goods from peddlers on the streets, on 
markets and seasonal fairs, in market halls, at auctions and in a multitude of stores 
– of all shapes and sizes, most in regular streets, some in arcades. Apart from the 
diversification in types of retail outlets, there was also an increase in the number 
of retailers operating in them. As the century progressed, the number of retailers 
increased at a higher pace than the population. Between the 1830s and 1870s that 
increase was mostly concentrated within the confines of the pentagon, but during 
the Belle Epoque, the shopping landscape spilled out into the suburbs. By 1913, 
shops for both food and fashion or other consumer goods could be found in the 
farthest corners of the Brussels agglomeration. However, despite the increased 
geographical dispersal of shopkeepers, the shopping landscape had nevertheless 
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grown denser in its core. The city boasted many more shopping streets compared 
to 1833, and the percentages of retail occupancy in them had gone up as well.  

Having established that the shopping landscape densified and diversified, 
the question arises as to what different commercial circuits or sites made up the 
shopping landscape at different moments in time; how these circuits related to 
one another; and how the mutual relations between these different sites of 
shopping evolved. Contrary to contemporary popular imagery and to what has 
been stated in some of the literature concerned, this research has demonstrated 
that for the better part of the century, different retail circuits co-existed peacefully. 
For example, the developing network of (fresh) food shops was complementary 
with the market scene: the immediate environs of markets continued to attract a 
higher number of food retailers compared to other streets. Similarly, the Galeries 
Saint-Hubert proved beneficial to retailers in the immediate surroundings. Even 
if, in its revue L’Ilot des Ballons, the Théâtre des Galeries featured a sketch about 
the neighboring shopkeepers asking the Galeries Saint-Hubert for their clients 
back, the new fancy retail monument did not draw customers away from the 
neighborhood. Contrary to contemporary popular convictions – most eloquently 
voiced in Emile Zola’s Au bonheur des dames – department stores did not 
threaten the existence of the small shopkeeper. In fact, retail activity in the 
surroundings of the Rue Neuve and the boulevards thrived. However, the advent 
of the department store may have led to an internal re-drawing of the shopping 
landscape. Instead of crushing the ‘petit commerçant’, department stores formed 
a crucial cog in the wheel that pushed the neighborhood towards becoming one of 
the city’s main shopping districts.  

As chapters four through six have demonstrated, location and product type 
played far more crucial roles in the competition between retailers than the type of 
shopping site. If certain retailers were pushed out of the Rue Neuve, it was not just 
because of the department stores. By the early twentieth century this particular 
street must have become one of the most expensive streets in which to rent or buy 
properties. Whether investing in such a location paid off for a retailer was 
dependent on the type of goods he had on offer and the atmosphere of the street. 
In the Rue Neuve, department stores attracted shops that sold the types of goods 
they themselves had on offer, while shopkeepers selling foodstuffs, industrial 
goods and so on were pushed out. As the downtown department store district 
grew more theatrical and spectacular, specialized art shops sought out the 
atmosphere of luxury and elegance their moneyed clients would revel in and set 
up shop in the noble upper city. Among these, the rare auction house that did 
continue to thrive specialized in a similar array of goods, consisting of antiques, 
paintings and art objects. Another auction house, not coincidentally one that 
specialized in furniture and other consumer goods typical for department stores, 
stayed downtown, while the remaining other few moved to more peripheral areas. 
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Obviously there must have been competition. Shopkeepers were quick to 
complain when their neighbor’s reconstruction works blocked their entrance or 
shop window. However, rather than one type of outlet crushing the other, this 
research has shown that different sorts of shopping sites and circuits were often 
complementary. All through the century, markets, shops, both in regular and in 
glazed streets, department stores, bazaars and auction houses had their place in 
the shopping landscape and found a clientele interested in buying the goods on 
offer. In his recent study of British retailing between 1700 and 1850, Ian Mitchell 
already concluded that the modern and the traditional co-existed.2 Based on my 
research, I would propose to go even further. To truly understand evolutions in 
retailing and shopping, the opposition between the modern and the traditional is 
obviously not the best of analytical categories. ‘New’ sites for shopping often built 
upon previous sites, and the age-old retail forms – the market, the ambulant 
trader and the modest-sized shop – did not exist in a timeless void. They 
continuously adapted to changing circumstances.  

The arcade perfected the existing shopping street by way of its glazed roof 
and broad pavement. Its splendorous shopping environment in turn inspired 
neighboring shopkeepers to redesign their stores and the city to redesign its 
streets. The glazed roof would reappear throughout the century, in market halls 
and auction houses, in regular and department stores. In designing market halls, 
architects created an idealized market place, while borrowing architectural and 
cultural elements from the arcade and the bazaar. By the turn of the century, the 
‘shopification’ of market halls testified to the ongoing process of cross-pollination 
between different commercial sites. Even if they failed to attract the intended 
crowds, their construction nevertheless impacted upon the way markets were 
organized in the open air. Their architecture and spatial organization showed 
remarkable resemblances to the later department stores, and their glazed roofs 
appeared in the auction house as well. Similarly, the fact that the Hôtel de Ventes 
on the Boulevard Anspach could so easily be turned into the Grand Magasin du 
Centre, indicates how much of its form language was shared with department 
stores. Not at all the revolutionary agent it has often been mistaken for, the 
department store was in many ways – economic, material as well as cultural – a 
regular store that had burst at the seams. It combined different elements of the 
different sites for shopping that had been around for a longer time, but in turn 
inspired other shopkeepers (or arcade proprietors). Pretty shop windows had 
adorned the regular shop since the turn of the century at the latest, but their scope 
would increase as the nineteenth century passed from the first arcades to the 
department store. By the early twentieth century, even the Halles Centrales had 

                                         
2 Ian Mitchell, Tradition and innovation in English retailing. Narratives of consumption (Farnham 2014) 179-
181.  
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their ‘vitrines’ dressed by the wholesale company America & Cie and at least one 
of Brussels’ auction houses had shop windows.  

As a structuring category, the opposition between the modern and the 
traditional should be refuted then, because ‘new’ and ‘old’ sites for shopping were 
continuously in development as part of a larger dynamic shopping landscape. It 
goes without saying that these developments did not fit a linear pattern of 
innovation or – as it is often termed in this context – ‘modernization’. The 
transformations were haphazard. Some innovative initiatives caught on 
immediately, others failed to launch – think of many a market hall – and others 
still were refashioned or simply disappeared. ‘Modernity’ is indeed a relative 
term. Although often seen as markers of innovation and urban modernity, arcades 
refashioned the environment of an average shopping street, but accommodated 
shops that at the time were nothing out of the ordinary. Oftentimes places, as they 
were designed or as they existed in people’s heads, turned out quite differently 
once they were construed and used. The Galeries Saint-Hubert was as much a 
space of nightly entertainment and a cruising area for prostitutes and gays as it was 
a bourgeois shopping promenade. Instead of progressively taking over the art and 
antiques market, the auction circuit in Brussels seems to have reached a highpoint 
before the turn of the century, only to share its leading role with art dealers 
operating from regular and permanent shops from then on.  

 

Sites of splendor 

As I have attempted to demonstrate, a proper study of ‘shopping space’ does not 
limit itself to the quantitative and the strictly geographical. The fundamental 
question broached in this research was if and how geographical shifts and spatial 
transformations translated on a qualitative level. Did the culture(s) of shopping, 
ingrained in, constitutive of and reflecting the shopping landscape, change shape 
throughout the nineteenth and into the twentieth centuries, and if so, how? The 
past two decades, research on the early modern period has demonstrated that a 
leisurely ‘shopping’ culture, centered on social interaction and identity formation, 
predated the nineteenth century.  However, this book has demonstrated that 
subtle, distinct and piecemeal, yet fundamental developments nevertheless did 
mark shopping cultures throughout the nineteenth century.  

In this era, shopping became a quintessentially pedestrian activity. One 
could argue that this was nothing new. People had bought goods on fairs and from 
market stalls, lock-up shops, and peddlers in the open air for centuries already. As 
the centuries progressed, the leisurely practice of ‘shopping’ nevertheless 
developed indoors, with shopkeepers investing in plush interiors in order to 
seduce customers. ‘Shopping’ or procuring goods in the open air increasingly and 
exclusively concerned food or consumer goods of inferior value, sold and bought 
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by the lower classes. That changed in part during the course of the nineteenth 
century. As elaborated upon in chapters two and three, the mid-century was a 
time during which the Brussels city council tried to rid the streets of everything 
that was considered unsanitary and obstructive to the smooth flows of traffic in the 
city, including peddlers and markets. Open-air retailing did survive into the 
twentieth century, yet it was either located in pauperized neighborhoods, or it 
moved to (gentrified) squares where it appealed to the obsession with the 
picturesque. With ‘vile’ transactions pushed out, the genteel shopper took to the 
streets anew.  

A double standard had indeed informed the program for the ‘modern city’. 
While peddlers and markets were not allowed to impede the smooth flow of 
goods and people, shopkeepers had more leverage with the city council. All 
through the century the municipal Department of Public Works permitted 
shopkeepers to project their shop windows out onto the road a little further than 
the fixed limits, because they ‘beautified’ the streets. While peddlers were obliged 
to keep moving at all times, the city council approved the request made by the 
directors of the Grands Magasins de la Bourse and the Grand Bazar du 
Boulevard Anspach to display goods on the sidewalk. The socially inferior 
ambulant trade clearly had to make room for a more genteel shopping culture. 
Even if the municipal policy was not completely successful – peddlers continued 
to roam the streets and markets continued to be organized in open air all through 
the century – the gentrifying ambitions did alter the face of the central streets.  
Within the bourgeois shopping culture that flourished in them, the shop window 
came to be increasingly indispensable. Although there had been a limited number 
of small ‘vitrines’ in the early nineteenth century, shop windows increased in size 
and in number as time went by. By the early twentieth century Brussels’ shop 
windows had almost become tantamount to the central streets themselves.  

As the century progressed, strolling the streets and peering into shop 
windows became as important a component of shopping as entering the shop, 
taking a closer look at the goods, and eventually buying something. Shopping 
culture got imbued with an increased sense of movement.3 In early nineteenth-
century travel guides, the Rue de la Madeleine featured as a beautiful shopping 
street, but it was not recommended as a promenade. The Brussels bourgeoisie 
strolled the Allée Verte, a promenade next to the canal, the ramparts-turned-
boulevards and the park, but not the streets of the city. This changed over the 
course of the century. In 1847 the Galeries Saint-Hubert had been designed as a 

                                         
3 I argue this in analogy with the argument made by Richard Sennett that nineteenth-century societies produced a 
type of urban space that was designed to protect the individual from the crowd, to facilitate his movement, rather 
than encourage him to engage with other people. Richard Sennett, Flesh and stone. The body and the city in 
Western civilization (New York 1994) 15-21 and 323-366 and Nicolas Kenny, The feel of the city. Experiences of 
urban transformation (Toronto 2014) 9-16.  
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shopping promenade. A decade later, the first lists organized per street appeared 
in the commercial directories. It will be hard to find a clearer sign of the advent of 
a new logic. The list organized per street facilitated searching for what retailers or 
services one could find in a specific street, whereas the lists organized by 
professional category did the opposite: they were intended to be used for finding a 
specific type of retailer or service in a nearby street.  

In 1876 a reporter from a commercial magazine noticed that nobody went 
to the park anymore, while the streets of the city were continuously swamped.4 At 
the beginning of the new century, the Rue Montagne de la Cour and the Rue de la 
Madeleine as well as the central boulevards were treated as interesting 
promenades and their shop windows as the sights to be seen. In the shopping 
columns published yearly in L’Indépendance Belge during the late 1840s, the 
columnists jumped back and forth between shops in different streets. They hardly 
ever explained how to get from one shop to another; their columns did not take 
the pedestrian shopper as its starting point. Quite the opposite was true sixty years 
later, when ‘Tante Hélène’ wrote her columns for Bruxelles Féminin. Her 
‘promenades through Brussels’ were tantamount to shopping sprees in the most 
self-evident of ways. Her columns always started from a particular shopping street 
or district and she belabored upon her route insistently. Perhaps the columns 
were written with a different goal in mind, but the discrepancy in approaches is 
telling of a shift in shopping culture. The shop windows and the pavements made 
for the perfect environment for window-shopping, which became an essential part 
of the shopping experience from the mid-century onwards. Simultaneously, the 
different types of shopping sites that developed throughout the century 
increasingly favored the dynamic over the static. Arcades essentially formed 
passageways. In its regulations, the city council foresaw stipulations aimed at 
keeping customers moving in the market hall. In a similar vein, the design of 
department stores was explicitly intended to keep people moving from one 
counter to another. 

It is difficult to determine what comforts awaited the shopper once she or 
he entered a shop, but it is clear that the nineteenth century was a century of 
increased sensitivity with regard to bodily comforts in the city. As genteel shoppers 
took to the streets to window-shop, the expectations increased with regard to the 
infrastructure in which they did so. As has been demonstrated in chapter one, the 
construction of the Galeries Saint-Hubert was the most extreme result of this 
budding sensitivity, but similar preoccupations played their part in the 
construction of market halls, the municipal policy with regard to sidewalks and 
streets, and the design of the boulevards. Perhaps a bit of a stretch, in many ways 

                                         
4 ‘Tout le monde ne va pas au Parc, tandis que chaque jour, tout le monde parcourt les rues de la ville’ La 
publication. Journal des interêts commerciaux, 1:1 (25 June 1876). 
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the department store – with its different counters and goods on the same roof – 
resembled the arcade turned outside in, with all of its bodily advantages. The 
most elaborate of the Brussels department stores also offered bathrooms, 
refreshments and places to rest.  

While window-shopping grew indispensable and central to the shopping 
experience the shopping culture came to be intimately tied up with visual 
spectacle and splendor. It changed character too. The multitude of visual stimuli 
did no longer come from the cluttered whole of people, market stalls and other 
displays, carts, dogs, horses and carriages, all muddled together in narrow and 
confined streets that were lined with boutiques from whose shop fronts, doors and 
windows hung pots, pans, brooms, cloths and other goods. In the mid-century, the 
sight of shopping streets decluttered. Pavements separated the street into 
pedestrian and vehicular spaces. The spectacle of goods retreated behind carefully 
designed windows, which protruded only so much onto the road. The glass panes 
in the windows set up a barrier between the spectator and the goods, thereby 
contributing to the theatrical effect. From the streets, the sense of sight alone 
facilitated the interaction with the goods on display. Upon its inauguration, the 
Galeries Saint-Hubert was the most strictly regulated and orchestrated of all of the 
shopping streets of the time. It was behind the windows that shopkeepers staged 
‘exhibitions’.  

As the century progressed, the glazed surface of shop windows increased all 
over town, from the small specialist shop to the monstrous department stores; it 
reached even one of the market halls. As the century drew to a close and shops 
entered the twentieth century, the visual splendor moved beyond the confines of 
the theatrical stage-set of the shop window again. It physically re-entered the 
streets. There were plenty of shopkeepers installing mosaic signs in the pavement 
in front of their shop and at least one with an illuminated sign. The designs for the 
windows that framed the displays became increasingly elaborate and increasignly 
protruded onto the road. Some of the department stores displayed wares outside 
their shop windows again. As argued in chapter five, it was in the department 
stores that the spectacular culture of the streets was integrated most intimately with 
the process of consumption. Yet, as should be clear by now, the visual 
development of the shopping culture was something all different types of 
shopping sites contributed to and took part in. 

Throughout the period under research, retail and shopping encroached 
upon the cityscape, both literally and mentally. The city center became 
progressively overcrowded with an increasing variety of shopping sites and a 
growing segment of the population started to shop. As the century progressed one 
specific type of shopping grew dominant in the city’s central shopping streets: the 
genteel, leisurely kind that was centered on luxury, on items of fashion and 
consumer goods and on social interaction. As chapters three and six revealed, 
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shopping for food seems to have been (and did perhaps progressively grow) a 
separate activity, with the exception of the buying of luxury foodstuffs, such as 
chocolates, confectionery and high-end comestibles. Yet the quest for civilized 
shopping was not confined to luxuries and luxury foods alone.  Shop windows, for 
instance, became vital for food stores as well, and market policy aimed at 
gentrifying provisioning was imbued with the same concern for comfort that had 
informed the design of the arcade. If anything, market halls were supposed to add 
a touch of splendor to the market scene – even if they did not really succeed at it.  

Contrary to the picture that arises from historiography, the rise of the 
department store cannot be held responsible for the metamorphosis of simple 
buying and selling into leisurely shopping for pleasure. Not only has early modern 
research convincingly uncovered the existence of a ‘shopping culture’ before the 
dawn of ‘modernity’ and its department store, this book demonstrates that the 
precise developments that marked this ‘shopping culture’ during the nineteenth 
century were rooted in a diverse aggregate of shopping sites. It set out to pinpoint 
the new developments that marked the nineteenth-century shopping landscape 
and the culture engrained in it. As the century progressed into the twentieth, an 
increasing part of the shopping experience rested in walking the city and looking 
at shop windows in streets that provided an increasing amount of theatrical 
spectacle. These streets changed appearance as well: they became wider, straighter 
and, generally speaking, cleaner. As a whole then, it seems the shopping 
landscape was characterized by ambitions of splendor.  

However, those ambitions did not always materialize as planned. The 
development of shopping culture was an unstraightforward, interrupted and often 
fickle process. Peddlers may have been severely restricted in their options, but 
they continued to walk the streets. The sometimes-rowdy nightlife in the Galeries 
Saint-Hubert turned out to be as much (if not more) of a draw as its luxurious 
shops – which moreover contributed greatly to the former because of the well-lit 
windows. Markets never really flourished in the monuments that had been 
erected for them, but continued to do well out in the open air. By the 1900s 
department stores resorted to age-old open-air displays again. The secondhand 
market might have had a socially inferior reputation, but it continued to thrive, 
while the fate of its higher-end sibling, the auction house, was less uniformly a 
positive success story. If shopping searched for splendor in nineteenth-century 
Brussels, it always had an edge. 
 

A space odyssey 

This book proposed a hands-on spatial analysis of shopping in nineteenth-century 
Brussels. It sought to uncover how shopping space was socially and culturally 
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produced. In implementing spatial theory in an analysis of nineteenth-century 
urban shopping, this study is fairly unique. Historians with a geographical interest 
have usually limited their focus to patterns of location and dispersal, but they did 
not examine what the places they pinpointed on a map looked like or what 
meanings were attached to them and created through them. Cultural historians on 
the other hand have been interested in the appearance of, and discourses about, 
specific sites for shopping, but primarily in an attempt to understand bourgeois 
culture and without really engaging with spatial questions or drawing in the 
broader landscape. In explicitly referring to the shopping and consumer 
landscape, Clé Lesger’s study of retailing in Amsterdam from 1550 to 2000 
assumed an implicit spatial perspective.5 As elaborated upon in the introduction, 
this book has attempted to step forward by engaging explicitly with the social and 
cultural production of shopping space. The final pages of this conclusion are 
meant to reflect on that choice. What added value does the adoption of a spatial 
perspective in a study of nineteenth-century shopping yield? What are the 
limitations of the chosen approach? 

The spatial approach was inspired by recent insights in research on early 
modern retailing in which it was argued that different commercial circuits – be 
they fixed or itinerant, formal or informal, first- or secondhand – developed in 
relation to each other and should, therefore, be studied in connection to one 
another, as a whole. Starting quite literally from their common ground, the 
physical, material, social, economic and cultural environment in which people 
went shopping, allowed for doing just that.  Widening the (geographical) scope 
has led to the conclusion that the evolution of shopping in nineteenth-century 
Brussels was a long-winded, haphazard and non-linear process. Its path followed 
the consumer’s footsteps through the city’s multitude of shops, both large and 
small, along its streets and pavements, back and forth between arcades, markets, 
halls, auction rooms and department stores. Studying this process has led to the 
conclusion that the shopping culture, engrained in the shopping landscape, might 
not have been as radically different as was once proclaimed. It did however reflect 
the so-called bourgeois culture of modernity, with its gender trouble, its social 
tensions, its plan for a pretty, gentrified and ‘modern’ city and its ensuing failed 
illusions. Shopping sites, cultures and practices, so it seems, take their shape in an 
ongoing, often international, process of cultural transfers, going back and forth 
between different places and spaces.  

At a fundamental level, the focus on the dynamics between different sites 
for shopping allows us to finally move away from the age-old quest for modernity 
that was initiated by James Jefferys in 1954 and which has, ever since, structured 
                                         
5 So did the volume he edited with Jan Hein Furnée on shopping streets and cultures: Jan Hein Furnée & Clé 
Lesger, The landscape of consumption. Shopping streets and cultures in Western Europe, 1600-1900 
(Basingstoke 2014).  
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much of the historiography on retailing and shopping. As explained in the 
introduction, both historians of the modern period and historians of the early 
modern period have been seduced by the rhetoric of a teleological modernity. 
While the former called revolution, the latter denounce the view of the nineteenth 
century as the cradle of modernity, only to claim it for the eighteenth and 
seventeenth centuries. The spatial approach of this book helped to start afresh 
from a more neutral point of view. The shopping landscape appears here as a 
neutral stage in which different shopping sites were already present or popped up 
as the century progressed; a stage upon which each of these sites can be granted 
their respective weight; a stage that in itself was transformed by continuously 
changing shopping sites. The evolution of shopping landscapes and cultures did 
not come to a halt any more than it took the shape of a dramatic and all-
embracing revolution. Although early modernists were right to question the 
modernist claims many historians and social theorists had made for the 
nineteenth century, it is undeniable that new sites for shopping did in the 
nineteenth century. A finely grated in-depth analysis of the urban spaces, made up 
of these shopping sites and their commercial and immediate environs, allows the 
researcher to lay bare patterns of continuity and discontinuity. It allows for 
identifying the catalyst agents speeding up certain evolutions or reinforcing certain 
continuities. It leads to a more nuanced vision on the development of shopping 
culture. 

This approach further brings to the fore the previously neglected municipal 
authorities as key actors involved in the continuous refashioning of the shopping 
landscape. As elaborated upon above, there was a close connection between the 
liberal or bourgeois program of ‘modernity’ for the city and the development of 
the shopping landscape. Although those in power failed to fully realize the city 
they had in mind, and therefore could not ban all unwanted commercial 
transactions from the central and fashionable streets, the early twentieth century 
city center was nevertheless much more taken in by a specific type of genteel, 
pleasurable shopping than it had been a century earlier. If the focus on innovators 
in the shopping landscape paradoxically helps play down their importance and 
pinpoint their contribution and impact more precisely, it unfortunately also leads 
this research to remain focused on the city center. This study has consequently 
resulted in a rather bourgeois history of shopping, with but a few excursions into 
working class districts, the buying and shopping practices as part of a survival 
strategy, or economies of make-shifts. In this way, this history of shopping in 
nineteenth-century Brussels has reproduced the socially exclusive policies of 
urban redevelopment pursued in nineteenth-century Brussels. As such, the social 
segregation and inequalities of the day have unintentionally been replicated in this 
book.  
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However, the history of Brussels markets, as it was presented in this book, 
shows that the attempts at gentrification met with resistance or failed to succeed 
because city dwellers did not behave as expected. The history of food and 
secondhand markets is suggestive of the resilient existence of un-gentrified 
shopping practices. The continued success of open-air markets, the army of 
peddlers who continued to roam the streets despite the regulations, and the 
existence of a lower-end department store in-between the boulevards and the 
Marolles all attest to the continued importance of more scruffy and cheap 
practices of buying and selling. Together, they put forward the pressing question 
of what that vivid culture of ‘socially inferior’ buying, selling and shopping really 
looked like. What actually happened on those secondhand markets? Who visited 
them? Conversely, has it been assumed all too easily that the working classes were 
not at all familiar with the leisurely and pleasurable shopping culture that so many 
bourgeois women and men now partook in? What about the exhilarating mix of 
social groups in (Parisian) arcades? How did the bourgeois shopping streets in the 
city center and the less gentrified sites for shopping relate to one another? 
Answering these questions would obviously require another book, based on a 
different research design with its own yet different set of sources. Such a study, 
moving beyond the central shopping streets and into the working class districts 
would be most welcome and would help elucidate sites in the shopping landscape 
and issues in shopping culture that were left untouched in this book.   

This book most certainly leaves the shoppers themselves more untouched 
than it had wished to as well. Although the perspective of the shopper has been 
integrated as often as possible, the understanding of their experiences nevertheless 
remains fragmented and blurry. Many questions remain as to who the people 
were that visited the quickly expanding shopping landscape. Questions about the 
gender roles at either site of the shop counter, about how much time people spent 
shopping, who they shopped with, what it meant to them, how much money they 
spent on it and how often they practiced it, remain unanswered. Finally, the 
chosen approach and the sources that were used for it enabled the reader to put 
only one foot in the shop. The interior spatial organization and appearance of 
shops, auction rooms and department stores were only briefly touched upon and 
the consulted sources revealed only so much about the developing methods of 
(window) display. A future in-depth analysis of these issues could perhaps shed 
more light on how material and spatial changes informed the cultural codes and 
economic practices of buying and selling, and vice versa. For now, far too little is 
known about credit relations, or about how the interaction between the 
shopkeeper and the client differed between different types of shopping sites. 
Unfortunately personal accounts of Brussels’ shoppers and shopkeepers alike are 
as hard to come by as business archives and sources documenting the interior of 
retail outlets. Perhaps other cities offer better perspectives in this respect?  
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Obviously not without its defects, this book proposed a step into a new 
direction, away from the perpetual fascination with shopping ‘modernity’ and 
towards a more nuanced and integrated account of the complexity of historical 
developments, in which eye-catching institutes are always born in a wider context. 
Studying the history of shopping through a micro-analysis of shopping space and 
the production thereof allowed for a more nuanced and accurate understanding 
of how shopping developed in Brussels throughout the nineteenth and into the 
twentieth century. It revealed a timing that was slightly different from Paris and 
London, where windows, sidewalks, arcades, bazaars, market halls, auction 
houses and/or department stores had often popped up in earlier times, and where 
they had sometimes been constructed in very different spatial contexts. Since 
much of the research on nineteenth-century Paris and London still focuses on the 
spectacular developments or the progressive practices of the nineteenth century, it 
might be useful to revise their history based on the method applied in this book. 
Such an approach would not only contribute to our understanding of shopping 
within these particular cities, it would also bring into sharper relief the 
geographical and cultural discrepancies between different cities in the western 
world.  
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Appendix one 
Commercial directories, retail occupancy and factor analysis 

 
 
As explained in the introduction to this book, commercial directories are a useful if not 
unproblematic source to calculate retail density in a street. Apart from the problems in 
defining what entries and categories referred to retail, explained in the introduction, 
there is the problem that no adequate method could be found to automatically measure 
the degree of commerciality of a street. In order to identify the most important 
commercial streets of Brussels, a two-step methodology was used. In a first step, a 
combination of two methods was applied to select a long list of commercial streets 
among all Brussels streets investigated. One compared the number of unique retail 
addresses to the total number of entries listed in the directory of the specific sample 
year, per street. The other measured retail occupancy by comparing the number of 
unique retail addresses in the street to the highest mentioned house number in that 
street.  

Both methods are flawed. Long streets with a relatively limited number of total 
entries are still likely to yield high percentages of retail occupancy in both methods 
because in practice the number of entries or the highest listed house number is in those 
cases not reflective (in especially an underestimation) of the actual length of the street. 
This problem was only partially amendable by establishing a threshold, which left out 
streets for which ten or less entries were found. The problem was more likely to affect 
the first method – which by its circular nature solely relied on the number of records – 
than the second. The second method on the other hand could not take into account 
whether a street had buildings on both sides, or just on one (as was the case with the 
Montagne de la Cour in 1913). It was furthermore very sensitive to typos in the directory 
(sometimes the number would for example say 113 in stead of 13). It was especially 
unreliable for 1833, when some of the house numbers mentioned, referred to the old 
numbering system, which was not at all reflective of the length of the street. Comparing 
the percentages of retail density automatically generated using these two methods, 
patterns can be distinguished, but there are nevertheless prominent – and for the 
researcher inconvenient – deviations and differences at street level. Yet, because both 
methods do refer to the same reality, one common, latent factor could be assumed, lying 
hidden underneath both methods, in especially the level of retail occupancy at street 
level. Factor analysis, then was applied, to unveil this common factor and to reduce the 
different measurement methods to the latent factor. 
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Factor analys is  
 

1 .  Factor-analysis 1833 (select ion streets with >10 entries) 
 
Overall, three indicators were introduced to measure the commercial power of a street. 
Apart from the two indicators mentioned above, also the absolute number of retail 
outlets was introduced, in order to give somehow weight to the numeric importance of 
retailing in a street as well (N-retial). Obviosuly enough, this N_retail is the weakest of 
parameters, because it is not related to the length of the street.  
 

Descriptive Stat ist ics 

 Mean 
Std. 
Deviation 

Analysis 
N 

Percentage_n_records 52,02 15,317 97 

Percentage_n_house 
number 25,95 17,188 97 

n_retail 16,96 15,045 97 

 
The model conditions to permit a factor analysis have been fulfilled. The variables are 
measured on a metric level, are sufficiently correlated, multicollinearity could not be 
detected and the determinant further points towards the absence of problems of 
singularity.  
 
 
Correlat ion Matrix a 

 
Percentage
_n_records 

Percentage_n_
huisnummers n_retail 

Correlation Percentage_n_records 1,000 ,635 ,483 

Percentage_n_huisnummers ,635 1,000 ,430 

n_retail ,483 ,430 1,000 

Sig. (1-tailed) Percentage_n_records  ,000 ,000 

Percentage_n_huisnummers ,000  ,000 

n_retail ,000 ,000  

a. Determinant = ,442 
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The Bartlett’s Test generates a very limited probability, which means that the HO 
(absence of correlations) can be rejected. De KMO-Measure of Sampling Adequacy is 
indeed higher than ,5, but does not attain the threshold of 0,7 which is often used as the 
lower limit for a factor-analysis.  
 
KMO and Bartlett 's  Test 

Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin Measure of Sampling 
Adequacy. 

,664 

Bartlett's Test of 
Sphericity 

Approx. Chi-Square 76,825 

df 3 

Sig. ,000 

 
 
Communalit ies 

 Initial Extraction 

Percentage_n_records ,458 ,710 
Percentage_n_huisnumme
rs 

,423 ,568 

n_retail ,259 ,327 

Extraction Method: Principal Axis Factoring. 
 
As expected, there is only one component with a value higher than one. In other words, 
the model indeed discerns only one latent variable, the in this research sought after 
commercial density, explaining 53 % van the covariation between the different items (or 
indicators).  
 

Total Variance Explained 

Factor 

Initial Eigenvalues Extraction Sums of Squared Loadings 

Total 
% of 
Variance Cumulative % Total 

% of 
Variance 

Cumulative 
% 

1 2,037 67,903 67,903 1,605 53,497 53,497 

2 ,603 20,088 87,992    

3 ,360 12,008 100,000    
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Extraction Method: Principal Axis Factoring. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The Factor Matric is suggestive enough of the fact that the three selected variables or 
indicators charge positively on the underlying common factor.  
 
Factor Matrix a 

 

Factor 

1 

Percentage_n_records ,843 
Percentage_n_huisnumme
rs 

,753 

n_retail ,572 

Extraction Method: Principal Axis 
Factoring. 
a. 1 factors extracted. 14 iterations 
required. 
 
A Cronbach’s Alpha > 70 further guarantees the reliability of the three searched for 
variables.  
 
Reliabil i ty Stat ist ics 

Cronbach's 
Alpha N of Items 

,761 3 



 

 435 

 
Hence, the factor scores, calculated subsequently, will further serve as a thread for the 
automatic classification of streets as shopping axes.  
 

2. Factor-analysis 1878 (select ion streets with >10 entries) 
 
Descriptive Stat ist ics 

 Mean 
Std. 
Deviation Analysis N 

n_retail 14,45 17,177 585 
Percentage_retail_n_records 38,05 15,519 585 
Percentage_retail_hoogste_h
uisnummer 

19,63 14,539 585 

 
 
Correlat ion Matrix a 

 n_retail 

Percentage_r
etail_n_recor
ds 

Percentage_r
etail_hoogste
_huisnummer 

Correlation n_retail 1,000 ,473 ,421 

Percentage_retail_n_records ,473 1,000 ,822 

Percentage_retail_hoogste_h
uisnummer 

,421 ,822 1,000 

Sig. (1-tailed) n_retail  ,000 ,000 

Percentage_retail_n_records ,000  ,000 

Percentage_retail_hoogste_h
uisnummer 

,000 ,000  

a. Determinant = ,251 
 
 
KMO and Bartlett 's  Test 

Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin Measure of Sampling 
Adequacy. 

,616 

Bartlett's Test of 
Sphericity 

Approx. Chi-Square 804,763 

df 3 

Sig. ,000 
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Communalit ies 

 Initial Extraction 

n_retail ,227 ,243 
Percentage_retail_n_records ,695 ,917 
Percentage_retail_hoogste_h
uisnummer 

,676 ,736 

Extraction Method: Principal Axis Factoring. 
 
Total Variance Explained 

Factor 

Initial Eigenvalues Extraction Sums of Squared Loadings 

Total 
% of 
Variance Cumulative % Total 

% of 
Variance 

Cumulative 
% 

1 2,165 72,182 72,182 1,896 63,199 63,199 
2 ,659 21,952 94,133    
3 ,176 5,867 100,000    

Extraction Method: Principal Axis Factoring. 
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3 . Factor-analysis 1913 (select ion streets with >10 entries) 
 
Because n_retail correlates less than 0,40 percent with the percentage of the highest 
housenumber in 1913, the factor analysis was built solely upon the two other indicators.  
 
Correlat ion Matrix a 

 n_retail 

percentage_re
tail_n_record
s 

percentage_re
tail_hoogste_
huisnummers 

Correlation n_retail 1,000 ,405 ,380 

percentage_retail_n_records ,405 1,000 ,828 

percentage_retail_hoogste_h
uisnummers 

,380 ,828 1,000 

Sig. (1-tailed) n_retail  ,000 ,000 

percentage_retail_n_records ,000  ,000 

percentage_retail_hoogste_h
uisnummers 

,000 ,000  

a. Determinant = ,261 
 
 
 
KMO and Bartlett 's  Test 

Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin Measure of Sampling 
Adequacy. 

,596 

Bartlett's Test of 
Sphericity 

Approx. Chi-Square 1659,819 

df 3 

Sig. ,000 
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Communalit ies 

 Initial Extraction 

percentage_retail_n_records ,694 ,872 
percentage_retail_hoogste_h
uisnummers 

,687 ,785 

n_retail ,171 ,186 

Extraction Method: Principal Axis Factoring. 
 
 
Total Variance Explained 

Factor 

Initial Eigenvalues Extraction Sums of Squared Loadings 

Total 
% of 
Variance Cumulative % Total 

% of 
Variance 

Cumulative 
% 

1 2,106 70,214 70,214 1,843 61,450 61,450 
2 ,722 24,054 94,267    
3 ,172 5,733 100,000    

Extraction Method: Principal Axis Factoring. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Factor Matrix a 

 

Factor 

1 

percentage_retail_n_records ,934 
percentage_retail_hoogste_h
uisnummers 

,886 

n_retail ,432 
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Automatic versus manual ly ca lculated percentages 
 
The second step of our methodology consisted in a manual re(calculation) of the 
outcomes for the group of most prominent commercial streets according to the factor 
analysis mentioned above. In order to be able to properly identify Brussels most 
commercial streets, a list was generated for each sample year, based on the common 
factor between both methods, using factor analysis. Although the ranking was roughly 
representative of commercial reality, the actual percentages usually represented an 
underestimate. The automatic calculations were only based on the ‘retail+’ categories, 
because the ‘undeclared’ categories were too unpredictable as to whether they contained 
retailers, wholesalers or manufacturers. They therefore always represented an 
underestimate of the actual numbers of retailers, of whom there was an increasing 
number listed in ‘undeclared’ categories.1 In order to compensate for the 
underestimation in automatic calculations, I based those manual calculations on both 
the ‘retail+’ categories and the ‘undeclared’, eliminating those entries for which it was 
certain that they did not refer to retail businesses.2 Because of the inaccuracy of the 
percentages, I then decided to calculate the retail occupancy by hand for the top thirty 
retail streets that resulted from factor analysis for each sample year.  I did the same for 
the streets in selected case studies.3  
 
On the basis of the manually calculated percentages for the top thirty that had originally 
been retrieved using the factor analysis, a new ranking was assembled.  
                                            
1 The share of ‘undeclared’ categories increased with every sample year and there was no reason to assume that 
they counted a decreasing number of retailers among their rank.  
2 The extra information that was increasingly added behind names and addresses in directories helped to make 
those out. Sometimes it could also be made out on the basis of the names. (Think for example of railway 
companies.) 
3 The following streets have been calculated manually for case-studies: Rue de la Madeleine, Rue de l’Ecuyer, 
Marché aux Herbes, Galeries Saint-Hubert (Galerie de la Reine, du Roi and Passage du Prince), Rue des 
Bouchers, Rue d’Arenberg, Rue Montagne aux Herbes Potagères, Boulevard Anspach, Rue des Augustins, Rue de 
la Blanchisserie, Rue au Choux, Rue de l’Evêque, Rue du Finistère, Rue Fossé aux Loups, Rue des Fripiers, Rue 
Grétry, Rue de Malines, Marché-aux-Poulets, Neuve, boulevard du Nord, Place de Brouckère, Place de la 
Monnaie, Rue du Pont-Neuf, Rue Saint-Michel, Passage du Nord and Galerie du Commerce.   

Extraction Method: Principal Axis 
Factoring. 
a. 1 factors extracted. 17 iterations 
required. 
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Appendix two 
Top shopping streets 

 
Through the factor analysis explained in the previous appendix, a list of Brussels thirty 
top shopping streets was generated, for which percentages of retail occupancy and 
density were subsequently calculated manually. The resulting lists can be found here.  
 
Legend: 

- F+: retailers involved in the sale of items of fashion (albeit not necessarily 
exclusively) 

- SG+: retailers involved in the sale of items of shopping goods (albeit not 
necessarily exclusively) 

- Fo+: retailers involved in the sale of items of food (albeit not necessarily 
exclusively) 

 

1833 
 

Street 
% retai l  
properties 

% F+ 
retai l  
properties 

% SG+ 
retai l  
properties 

% Fo+ 
retai l  
properties 

# 
proper- 
t ies 

# retai l  
proper- 
t ies 

Alexiens 30,99% 9,86%& 19,72%& 7,04% 71 22 

Arenberg 50,00% 18,18%& 50,00%& 0,00% 22 11 

Beurre 75,68% 45,95%& 62,16%& 8,11% 37 28 

Bouchers 36,07% 9,84%& 14,75%& 19,67% 61 22 

Empereur 73,53% 38,24%& 55,88%& 11,76% 34 27 

Escalier 65,22% 28,26%& 39,13%& 17,39% 46 30 

Flandre 51,05% 9,47%& 16,84%& 22,11% 190 97 

Fourche 40,00% 16,00%& 26,00%& 12,00% 50 20 

Fripiers 71,70% 45,28%& 50,93%& 15,09% 53 38 

Haute 26,59% 5,20%& 9,83%& 11,85% 346 92 
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Hopital 60,00% 35,00%& 52,50%& 7,50% 40 24 

Impératrice 74,29% 28,57%& 62,86%& 11,43% 35 26 

Lait 74,19% 29,03%& 54,84%& 12,90% 31 23 

Louvain 36,28% 9,73%& 17,70%& 12,39% 113 41 

Madeleine 93,24% 54,05%& 79,73%& 6,76% 74 69 

Marché au Bois 56,67% 30,00%& 46,67%& 6,67% 30 17 
Marché-aux-
Charbons 60,20% 28,57%& 41,84%& 10,20% 98 59 
Marché-aux-
Herbes 79,63% 44,44%& 55,56%& 25,93% 54 43 
Marché-aux-
Poulets 58,46% 30,77%& 36,92%& 9,23% 65 38 
Marché-aux-
Tripes 78,26% 41,30%& 56,52%& 19,57% 46 36 
Montagne de la 
Cour 77,91% 46,51%& 62,79%& 8,14% 86 67 

Petite Ile 50,00% 17,65%& 17,65%& 11,76% 34 17 

Pierres 59,65% 22,81%& 47,37%& 5,26% 57 34 

Plattesteen 45,45% 15,91%& 25,00%& 11,36% 44 20 

Putterie 48,78% 26,83%& 36,59%& 8,54% 82 40 

Quai aux Briques 54,55% 3,03%& 6,06%& 21,21% 33 18 
Saint-Nicolas 
(place) 65,38% 38,46%& 68,69%& 7,69% 26 17 

Sainte-Cathérine 73,17% 4,88%& 24,39%& 34,15% 41 30 

Treurenberg 65,63% 18,75%& 37,50%& 28,13% 32 21 

Violette 65,79% 28,95%& 44,74%& 15,79% 38 25 
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1878 

Street 

% retai l  
propertie
s 

% F+ 
retai l  
propertie
s 

% SG+ 
retai l  
propertie
s 

% Fo+ 
retai l  
propertie
s 

# proper 
t ies 

# retai l  
proper 
t ies  

Beurre 79,59% 38,78% 65,31% 8,16% 0 39 
Cerises 54,55% 27,27% 31,82% 18,18% 22 12 
Colline 68,42% 15,79% 42,11% 10,53% 19 13 
Empereur 83,33% 41,67% 55,56% 13,89% 36 30 
Escalier 77,36% 43,40% 58,49% 12,20% 53 41 
Etuve 62,50% 26,25% 38,75% 16,25% 80 50 
Finances 52,38% 28,57% 42,86% 4,76% 21 11 
Haute 61,08% 17,03% 25,68% 24,59% 370 226 
Impératrice 67,86% 35,71% 50,00% 17,86% 28 19 
Jardin d'Olives 47,37% 10,53% 10,53% 26,32% 19 9 
Madeleine 80,49% 43,90% 68,29% 7,58% 82 66 
Marché-au-Bois 60,00% 36,67% 53,33% 3,33% 30 18 
Marché-aux-
Charbons 79,44% 56,07% 67,29% 7,48% 107 85 
Marché-aux-
Herbes 80,56% 50,00% 66,67% 9,26% 108 87 
Marché-aux-Porcs 63,64% 13,64% 18,18% 31,82% 22 14 
Marché-aux-
Poulets 67,92% 37,74% 39,62% 18,87% 53 36 
Montagne 74,36% 41,03% 51,28% 14,10% 78 58 
Montagne de la 
Cour 71,88% 40,63% 62,50% 5,21% 96 69 
Namur 71,43% 17,86% 42,86% 22,62% 84 60 
Petite rue au 
Beurre 76,47% 35,29% 41,18% 5,88% 0 13 
Pierres 68,00% 30,00% 48,00% 12,00% 50 34 
Poissonniers 67,74% 35,48% 45,16% 16,13% 31 21 
Rats 32,26% 0,00% 3,23% 22,58% 31 10 
Saint-Jean 77,97% 49,15% 67,80% 6,78% 59 46 
Sainte-Cathérine 80,00% 32,50% 57,50% 15,00% 40 32 
Schaerbeek 67,78% 16,67% 32,22% 23,33% 90 61 
Soignies 62,16% 8,11% 21,91% 34,78% 37 23 
Sols 58,33% 30,56% 38,89% 11,11% 36 21 
Steenpoort 68,75% 25,00% 37,50% 25,00% 16 11 
Treurenberg 78,79% 27,27% 45,45% 27,27% 33 26 
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1913 
 

Street 
% retai l  
properties 

% F+ 
retai l  
properties 

% SG+ 
retai l  
properties 

% Fo+ 
retai l  
properties 

# 
properties 
street 

# retai l  
properties 

Arenberg 75,68% 29,73% 62,16% 0,00% 37 28 
Beughem 65,38% 42,31% 53,85% 11,53% 26 17 
Beurre 85,42% 25,00% 58,33% 12,50% 48 41 
Bodenbroeck 60,98% 17,07% 36,59% 12,20% 41 25 
Chasseur 78,95% 52,63% 63,16% 5,26% 19 15 
Colline 61,90% 0,00% 19,05% 42,86% 21 13 
Comte de Flandres 54,84% 27,42% 35,48% 14,52% 62 34 
Dublin 66,67% 24,56% 42,11% 24,56% 57 38 
Economie 52,94% 8,82% 14,71% 11,76% 34 18 
Escalier 67,80% 35,59% 50,85% 10,17% 59 40 
Fripiers 77,59% 32,76% 60,34% 8,62% 58 45 
Galerie de la Reine 91,18% 47,06% 79,41% 5,88% 34 31 
Loxum 65,22% 39,13% 54,35% 4,35% 46 30 
Madeleine 83,12% 54,55% 72,73% 3,90% 77 64 
Marché aux 
Herbes 77,45% 32,35% 66,67% 8,82% 102 79 
Midi 69,01% 30,99% 55,56% 7,02% 171 118 
Montagne 70,21% 31,91% 50,00% 13,83% 94 66 
Montagne de la 
Cour 97,92% 50,00% 87,50% 10,42% 48 47 
Namur 73,20% 32,99% 58,76% 10,31% 97 71 
Neuve 79,55% 45,59% 68,75% 3,41% 176 140 
Nord (Bd) 71,97% 30,57% 55,41% 6,37% 157 113 
Paix 80,56% 26,39% 43,06% 31,94% 72 58 
Parvis de la Trinité 83,33% 50,00% 58,33% 16,67% 12 10 
Place Sainte 
Gudule 73,08% 23,08% 46,15% 7,69% 26 19 
Plume 63,16% 0,00% 15,79% 5,26% 19 12 
Renards 64,71% 23,53% 32,35% 20,59% 34 22 
Sacristie 57,14% 33,33% 38,10% 14,29% 21 12 
Saint-Jean 82,26% 56,45% 77,42% 4,84% 62 54 
Sainte-Cathérine 65,96% 14,89% 25,53% 40,43% 47 31 
Steenpoort 60,00% 10,00% 15,00% 25,00% 20 12 
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Appendix three 
Food retail occupancy in market streets 

 
 
Market Street  1833 1878 1913 
Cathérine/Poisson Place du Samedi 

 
15,38 5 

Cathérine/Poisson Place Sainte-Cathérine 
 

8,33 16,13 
Cathérine/Poisson Quai au Bois à Brûler 

 
16,67 20 

Cathérine/Poisson Quai aux Briques 
 

23,33 30,77 
Cathérine/Poisson Sainte-Catherine 35,9 15,79 45,71 
Grand Place Beurre 8,57 11,11 13,95 
Grand Place Chair et pain # records ≤10 # records ≤10 # records ≤10 
Grand Place Chapeliers 7,69 19,23 18,75 
Grand Place Grand Place 35,71 9,38 12,5 
Grand Place Harengs # records ≤10 38,46 # records ≤10 
Grand Place Hôtel de Ville 

 
# records ≤10 # records ≤10 

Grand Place Poivre # records ≤10 # records ≤10 # records ≤10 
Grand Place Tête d'Or # records ≤10 # records ≤10 # records ≤10 
Grand Place/Herbes Colline 11,11 13,33 42,86 
Grand Sablon Astre 

 
20 

 Grand Sablon Bodenbroek # records ≤10 20 13,79 
Grand Sablon Coq d'Inde # records ≤10 # records ≤10 

 Grand Sablon Ernest Allard 
  

7,69 
Grand Sablon Etoile # records ≤10 

  Grand Sablon Grand Sablon 15,79 21,05 17,95 
Grand Sablon Impasse Saint-Jacques # records ≤10 # records ≤10 # records ≤10 
Grand Sablon Joseph Lebeau 

  
1,89 

Grand Sablon Joseph Stevens 
  

6,25 
Grand Sablon Minimes 

 
16,5 5,97 

Grand Sablon Paille # records ≤10 23,53 0 
Grand Sablon Rollebeek 17,24 17,65 17,07 
Grand Sablon Sablons # records ≤10 # records ≤10 # records ≤10 
Grand Sablon Sainte-Anne # records ≤10 23,81 11,11 
Grand Sablon Seigneur # records ≤10 

  Halles Centrales Grétry 6,82 
 

7,02 
Halles Centrales Halles 

 
# records ≤10 41,67 

Halles Centrales Laeken 11,76 18,48 16,56 
Halles Centrales Vanniers 

 
# records ≤10 0 

Halles/Cathérine Controleur 
 

# records ≤10 
 Halles/Cathérine Curé 

 
# records ≤10 

 Halles/Cathérine Evêque 6,45 14,29 6,25 
Halles/Cathérine Joseph Plateau 

  
# records ≤10 

Halles/Cathérine Melsens 
  

31,58 
Herbes/Madeleine Eperonniers 6,06 8,47 11,48 
Herbes/Madeleine Madeleine 6,33 6,67 5,97 
Marché au Beurre Cerfeuil # records ≤10 
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(Recollets) 
Marché au Beurre 
(Recollets) Fer # records ≤10 

  Marché au Beurre 
(Recollets) Lait 13,79 

  Marché au Beurre 
(Recollets) Middeleer # records ≤10 

  Marché au Beurre 
(Recollets) Pierres 6,25 

  Marché au Beurre 
(Recollets) Place Saint-Nicolas 10 

  Marché au Beurre 
(Recollets) Recollets # records ≤10 

  Marché aux Herbes Fourche 16,67 
  Marché aux Herbes Grande Bouchers 38,23 
  Marché aux Herbes Marché aux Herbes 26,42 
  Marché aux Herbes Marché aux Peaux 

   Marché aux Herbes Marché aux Tripes 19,15 
  Marché aux Herbes Montagne 15,19 
  Marché aux Herbes Petite Bouchers 

   Marché aux Herbes Putterie 12,5 
  Marché aux Herbes Saint-Hubert 

   Marché de la Madeleine Duquesnoy 
 

19,23 20,69 

Marché de la Madeleine Homme Chrétien 
 

# records ≤10 
# records 
≤10 

Marché de la Madeleine Hôpital 
 

8,89 4,88 

Marché de la Madeleine Marché aux Fromages 
 

# records ≤10 
# records 
≤10 

Marché de la Madeleine Place Saint-Jean 
 

# records ≤10 
# records 
≤10 

Marché de la Madeleine Saint-Jean 
 

7,27 5,66 
Marché et Minque au 
Poisson Bateaux 47,82 

  Marché et Minque au 
Poisson Chien Marin 

  
# records ≤10 

Marché et Minque au 
Poisson Fossé aux Loups 13,16 

  Marché et Minque au 
Poisson Grand Hospice 

  
10,34 

Marché et Minque au 
Poisson Marché aux Poissons # records ≤10 

  Marché et Minque au 
Poisson Marché aux Porcs 

  
22,72 

Marché et Minque au 
Poisson Nom de Jesus 

  
# records ≤10 

Marché et Minque au 
Poisson Pays de Liège 

  
# records ≤10 

Marché et Minque au 
Poisson Peuplier 

  
13,33 

Marché Saint-Géry Auguste Orts 
  

3,45 

Marché Saint-Géry Borgval 
# records 
≤10 # records ≤10 6,25 

Marché Saint-Géry Chartreux 
 

25,42 11,48 
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Marché Saint-Géry Grande-Ile 
# records 
≤10 23,4 8 

Marché Saint-Géry Place Saint-Géry 0 35,71 7,41 
Marché Saint-Géry Plétinckx 

 
# records ≤10 15 

Marché Saint-Géry Pont de la Carpe 
# records 
≤10 # records ≤10 0 

Marché Saint-Géry Riches Claires 
 

12,5 5 
Marché Saint-Géry Saint-Christoph 

 
0 3,7 

Marché Saint-Géry Saint-Géry 
 

11,11 # records ≤10 
Marché Saint-Géry Sanglier 

 
# records ≤10 

 Marché Saint-Géry Van Artevelde 
 

# records ≤10 16,38 

Place de la Chapelle Blaes 
# records 
≤10 23,02 16,35 

Place de la Chapelle Chapelle 
# records 
≤10 21,05 0 

Place de la Chapelle Esprit 
# records 
≤10 # records ≤10 # records ≤10 

Place de la Chapelle Haute 26,88 29,26 20,42 

Place de la Chapelle Pigeons 
# records 
≤10 25,8 

 
Place de la Chapelle Place de la Chapelle 

# records 
≤10 # records ≤10 0 

Place Sainte-Cathérine Flandre 30,5 26,37 18,13 

Place Sainte-Cathérine 
Vieux Marché aux 
Grains 14,55 21,86 21,74 

Poisson/Halles Vierge Noire 16 8,7 # records ≤10 
Poisson/Halles/Saint-Géry (Quai des) Poissonniers 33,33 19,23 38,89 
Poisson/Herbes/Halles Marché aux Poulets 13,04 22,5 21,28 

 
Index:  

- empty cel = not a market street in that particular year 
- results in bold and italic = before or after the esablishment of a market 
- # records ≤10 = ten or less records were listed for this street in this year 
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Confessions of a shopaholic 

 
De avond valt. De lichten zijn gedoofd. Mijn winkelpromenade zit erop. Vijf jaar lang 
mocht ik op zoek naar de voetsporen van het Brusselse winkelpubliek. Nog voor ik 
goed en wel op pad was gegaan, hadden de vele zinnenstrelende winkelpaleizen die het 
negentiende-eeuwse landschap rijk was me al betoverd. Ik stond in bewondering voor 
hun elegantie en moest vaak hartelijk lachen om de teksten die ik over hen vond. 
Geleidelijk aan kreeg mijn ‘shopping spree’ in Brussel meer reliëf. Naast de vergulde 
spiegels zag ik ook barsten in de muren en uitgebuit personeel in de kelder. Hoe 
grondiger ik keek, hoe meer die fraaie plekken van frivoliteit me hoofdbrekens 
opleverden. Heel af en toe vervloekte ik zelfs het moment waarop ik de winkels in het 
negentiende-eeuwse landschap had opgemerkt. Maar ik was verkocht en dus bleef ik 
wandelen. Onderweg kreeg ik daarbij het gezelschap van heel wat fijne mensen. Met 
velen deelde ik een stukje parcours. Sommigen duwden me nieuwe richtingen uit, 
anderen hielpen me met het scherpstellen van de schitterende, maar vage contouren, en 
nog anderen hielpen me met intermezzo’s of boden me hun paraplu aan tegen de regen. 
Aan hen allen ben ik veel dank verschuldigd.  

Mijn dank gaat eerst en vooral uit naar de twee briljante breinen die ik mijn 
promotoren mag noemen. Jo Tollebeek zette me op weg. Dankzij zijn aansporingen 
beleefde ik een uitzonderlijk mooi jaar in Utrecht en durfde ik een promotieplaats 
ambiëren. Ik had me geen betere leermeester kunnen wensen. Zijn analytische geest, de 
strakke structuur waarmee hij zijn onderzoek vorm geeft en de heldere, esthetisch 
doordachte stijl waarmee hij de dingen op papier zet, zijn werkelijk inspirerend. Als kers 
op de taart zorgde zijn unieke kijk op de wereld en haar inwoners vaak voor amusant 
entertainment. Ook met Bruno Blondé viel ik in de prijzen. Onder het motto ‘ain’t no 
mountain high enough’ was niets Bruno te veel, of het nu om letterlijke of 
spreekwoordelijke hoogteverschillen ging. Gepassioneerd als geen ander, en altijd 
boordevol ideeën en pistes om te ontdekken, leerde hij me nieuwe grenzen opzoeken, 
was hij een enthousiaste doch kritische correspondent tijdens archiefexpedities, en een 
redder in nood bij databankperikelen. Dat hierbij veel plaats was voor vriendschap, was 
mooi meegenomen.  

It is to Erika Rappaport that I owe the inspiration for this project. Reading her 
Shopping for pleasure made it clear to me that shopping was to be my (glamorous) way 
into the nineteenth century. It was a delight to discover that the person behind the book 
was as wonderful as I had imagined. Many thanks for the insightful discussions, ideas 
and suggestions. Christophe Loir deelde gul zijn onuitputtelijke kennis van de Brusselse 
geschiedenis en haar bronnen en toonde zich bereid om hoofdstukken van dit 
proefschrift door te nemen. Ik ben hem bijzonder veel dank verschuldigd, niet in het 
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minst omwille van zijn enthousiasme aan de eindmeet. Dank ook aan Jan Hein Furnée, 
die van bij het begin een geprefereerde sparring partner was – altijd even charmant, altijd 
even enthousiast en altijd even kritisch. Nelleke Teughels wil ik bedanken voor de fijne 
gesprekken over winkelen en promoveren en voor haar zorgvuldige feedback. Dank 
ook aan Kaat Wils, voor de geweldige en inspirerende collega die ze is, en aan Hilde 
Greefs voor de nieuwe bronnen die zij me leerde kennen. Ook Geert Van Paemel, 
Tom Verschaffel, Leen Van Molle, Bram Vannieuwenhuyze, Eric Min, Benjamin 
Wayens en de leden van de onderzoeksgroep Cultuurgeschiedenis vanaf 1750 deelden 
op verschillende momenten hun expertise met me.  

Geen historisch onderzoek zonder boeken en bronnen. Dank aan Louis Holvoet en 
de medewerkers van de Société Civile des Galeries Royales Saint-Hubert voor de 
hoffelijke manier waarop ze me toegang verschaften tot hun stoffige goudmijn, en aan de 
conciërge van de galerij voor de tafel en de zolderkamer die hij en z’n familie gastvrij ter 
beschikking stelden. De behulpzame medewerkers van het Brusselse stadsarchief zag ik 
tijdens de langdurige archiefexpedities veel vaker dan mijn eigen collega’s. Hun 
vriendelijkheid voorkwam een anders onvermijdelijk gevoel van eenzaamheid. 
Badrédine Benlahcen, Daniel Dubois, Virginie Coumans, Danièle Hoslet en Gwenaël 
Guegan: un grand merci. Ingrid Goddeeris van de KMSKB bibliotheek dank ik voor 
het faciliteren van de consultatie van de Art Sales Catalogue Online. Tot slot is geen 
dankwoord volledig zonder vermelding van de baliemedewerkers van de Leuvense 
Centrale Bibliotheek en van Rudy De Groot en Stefan Derouck van de onvolprezen 
IBL-dienst.  

Twee promotoren, dat betekende ook twee werkplekken en een hele rits 
bureaugenoten en collega’s. Ik begon en eindigde dit proefschrift aan het gezellige en 
stimulerende Departement Geschiedenis van de Universiteit Antwerpen, waar 
collegialiteit in de loop der jaren vaak in vriendschap veranderde. Te talrijk om op te 
noemen, vermeld ik met dankbaarheid deze vertegenwoordigers: bureaugenootjes 
Inneke Baatsen, Julie De Groot, Isis Sturtewagen en Britt Denis, en verder Bart 
Tritsmans, Katrien Dierckx, Brecht Deseure, Stefanie Beghein, Ann Coenen, Ellen 
Debackere, Ellen Decraene, Maïka De Keyzer, Tom De Roo, Kim Overlaet, Jeroen 
Puttevils, Eline Van Onacker, Pieter Verhoeven, Gerrit Verhoeven en Svenja Weers. 
Mijn oud-bureaugenootjes Dries Lyna, Ilja Van Damme en de onnavolgbare Laura Van 
Aert zorgden destijds voor een bijzonder warm onthaal. Een gesprek met Wannes 
Dupont over Brussel was altijd zowel leerrijk als inspirerend, en bovendien steeds 
aangenaam. Een bijzonder woord van dank reserveer ik voor Veerle De Laet, ooit 
bureaugenote en raadsvrouw, maar ondertussen al lang een onmisbare vriendin. Bij jou 
en Johannes Nicaise vond ik rust in het verleden en uitbundige, vrolijke vriendschap in 
het heden.  
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In Leuven kwam ik eveneens in een bonte groep van fijne collega’s terecht. Mijn 
grootste dank gaat uit naar sister-in-arms Eline Van Assche, die mijn steun en toeverlaat 
was in Gang A en een bijzondere vriendin was en bleef daarbuiten. Dank ook aan mijn 
toffe compagnons-de-route Marleen Brock, Nina Lamal en Joris Vandendriessche, aan 
Tine Van Osselaer, die me meermaals van enthousiasme en gouden raad voorzag, aan 
Karel Van Nieuwenhuyse, Matthias Meirlaen, Truus Van Bosstraeten, Staf Vos, Liesbet 
Nys, Pieter Huistra, Gert Gielis, Jelle Haemers, Jozef Glassée, Elwin Hofman, 
Veronique Deblon, Tinne Claes, Timo Van Havere, Lies De Strooper, Tine Hens, 
Josephine Hoegaerts, Valerie Vrancken en de vele andere collega’s.   

Vriendinnen, vrienden en familie hielpen me om op tijd en stond naar de 21ste eeuw 
terug te keren en gaven me daardoor (het) frisse (ge)moed (dat nodig was) om helder te 
blijven denken en schrijven. In het bijzonder richt ik ‘un grand merci’ aan de immer 
bevallige en scherpzinnige Lieselotte Mignon, aan Ella Scheepers, Gergana Vankova, 
Hella Buttiëns, auntie Sok Sanders, Tinne Verhaert, Sophie D’Hondt, Mercedes 
Schouten-Hernanz, Birger Ceulemans, Joris Vergeyle en Louis Freund. The wonderful 
Jen Arnout-Tervelt was so generous as to proofread a chapter at the drop of a hat and, 
indeed, managed to make me laugh during that final week. 

Als voorhoede van de fabuleuze families Arnout en Sanders waren neefje Mauro en 
metekind Minne bijzonder efficiënt in het bieden van verstrooiing. Een alternatief 
perspectief vond ik bij hun mama, mijn lieve zus Liesbet. Mijn broer Pieterjan zorgt al 
een heel leven lang voor entertainment. Hun respectieve wederhelften Geert en Linde 
zijn al even geweldig. Mieke probeert me ondertussen al tien jaar op te voeden in de 
kommakunde. Dat ze ondanks het bedroevende resultaat blijft volhouden, beschouw ik 
als een van de vele tekenen van haar onvoorwaardelijke zusterliefde. Hiervoor, en ook 
voor het nauwgezet nalezen van hoofdstukken, dank ik haar duizendmaal. Aanvankelijk 
minder vertrouwd, maar niet minder entertainend en hartverwarmend, waren Stijn en 
Joost en nichtje Lien. Bij mijn geweldige schoonouders Agnes en Theo vond ik een 
warme tweede thuis en een enthousiaste supportersbasis. Bedankt, Agnes, voor de 
eindeloze stroom aan aanmoedigingen. Ik had me geen fijnere schoonmoeder kunnen 
dromen. Theo, mijn dappere schoonvader, aan jou, je charmante humor en je lieve 
glimlach, draag ik dit boek op. 

Zonder mijn ouders, Ria Sanders en Jef Arnout, was dit proefschrift er ongetwijfeld 
nooit gekomen. Cultuur was – in al haar vormen, kleuren en gedaanten – altijd 
vanzelfsprekend aanwezig in ons huis. De liefde voor het verhaal, de taal en de 
wetenschap werd ons met de paplepel ingegeven. Bedankt voor de kansen en 
stimulansen die ik kreeg. Bedankt voor de warme en stevige basis. Bedankt om er altijd, 
vanzelfsprekend en onopvallend, te zijn.  
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Toen Dries Raeymaekers en ik elkaar bijna zes jaar geleden op de drempel van D323 
ontmoetten, hadden we niet kunnen vermoeden dat hij op deze plek in dit boek zou 
belanden. Ondertussen wil ik niemand liever bedanken dan jou, mijn weledele 
‘chevalier’.1 Dankjewel, niet alleen voor die talloze keren dat ik je in een of ander oud 
warenhuis de massa mocht insleuren, voor de vele uren die je aan spreekwoordelijke 
pashokjes hebt doorgebracht, voor je geduld bij periodieke frustraties omdat iets niet 
‘paste’, voor de vele avonden van klankbord spelen, voor de secret stash van chocola en 
thee tijdens de final inning en voor de vele letters en leestekens die je nakeek, maar 
vooral en gewoon voor de geweldige man die je bent. Want hoeveel pracht en praal 
Brussel ook voor mij in petto had, jij bent met voorsprong het mooiste dat ik ooit vond.  

 
Antwerpen, 2 april 2015 

 
 
 
 
  
 

                                                             
1 © Bruno Blondé. Voor de betekenis van de term, zie: Dries Raeymaekers, One foot in the palace. The Habsburg 
court of Brussels and the politics of access in the reign of Albert and Isabella, 1598-1621 (Leuven 2013) xiv. Wink, 
wink.  
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Dutch summary 

 
Dit proefschrift behandelt de geschiedenis van het winkellandschap in Brussel 
tijdens de negentiende eeuw. Hoewel de toenemende commercialisering van het 
negentiende-eeuws stedelijk landschap al langer een topos is in de historiografie, 
was er tot nog toe zelden aandacht voor het geheel en de diversiteit aan plaatsen 
waar kon worden gewinkeld. Decennialang waren kleinhandel- en winkelhistorici 
vooral begaan met de opkomst van ‘moderne’ kleinhandelsvormen, zoals de 
coöperatie, de winkelketen en bovenal het warenhuis, waar, zo werd gesteld, ook 
de cultuur van het vrijetijdswinkelen onstond. Zij bestudeerden deze instituten 
vaak in isolement van elkaar en van de ruimere context van minder 
opzienbarende winkelplaatsen. Wanneer in meer recent onderzoek aandacht 
werd geschonken aan het voortbestaan van meer traditionele kleinhandelsvormen, 
zoals de markt, de ambulante handel en de kleine winkel, was dat vooral vanuit 
een interesse in het conflict tussen traditie en moderniteit. Ook hier was zelden 
oog voor meer dan twee circuits.  

Hoewel historici het gevarieerd geheel van winkelplaatsen in verschillende 
stukjes hebben opgebroken, was dat isolement geen kenmerk van de historische 
realiteit. Markten, markthallen, winkels, warenhuizen, galerijen, veilinghuizen, 
bazaars, vestigingen van winkelketens en coöperaties deelden straten en 
voetpaden met elkaar en met hun klanten. Om die reden wordt in dit boek het 
winkellandschap als onderwerp van studie genomen. Vanuit een ruimtelijk 
perspectief wordt de geschiedenis van het winkelen en de winkelcultuur in de 
negentiende-eeuwse stad geherevalueerd, met Brussel als case-study. Die 
herevaluering is des te meer nodig omdat de historiografie lange tijd gevangen zat 
in een zoektocht naar moderniteit. Enderzijds heeft onderzoek naar 
vroegmoderne kleinhandel en winkelen aangetoond dat veel zogenaamd 
‘moderne’ winkel- en bedrijfspraktijken dateerden van lang voor de opkomst van 
het warenhuis en de negentiende eeuw. Anderzijds is ook het concept 
moderniteit, in de teleologische en progressistische interpretatie ervan, in 
diskrediet geraakt.  

Deze studie gaat op zoek naar elementen van continuïteit en discontinuïteit 
in het winkellandschap en de daarin gewortelde winkelcultuur van de negentiende 
eeuw. Ze toont aan dat het noodzakelijk is de variëteit in winkelplaatsen in relatie 
tot elkaar en als geheel te bekijken, om op die manier de evoluties in het winkelen 
te kunnen traceren en begrijpen. In dit proefschrift wordt onderzocht hoe het 
winkellandschap zich tijdens de negentiende eeuw in Brussel ontwikkelde, wat 
voor verschillende winkelplaatsen er waren en hoe deze zich verhielden tot elkaar 
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en tot de zich ontwikkelende winkelcultuur doorheen de eeuw. Uiteindelijk staat 
de vraag centraal hoe deze ontwikkelingen zich kwalitatief vertaalden in een 
winkelcultuur, zoals die met het winkellanschap verweven was.  

Dit onderzoek toont aan dat er een enorme densificatie optrad in het hart 
van het Brusselse winkellandschap. Nooit waren er in het centrum van Brussel 
meer winkels dan aan het begin van de twintigste eeuw. Eerder dan revolutionair 
nieuwe winkelplaatsen, bracht de eeuw van de ‘moderniteit’ in Brussel een 
groeiende variëteit aan soorten winkelplaatsen met zich mee. Het winkelen in die 
winkelplaatsen werd des te meer en bij uitstek een activiteit voor voetgangers. 
Winkelen en wandelen in het stadscentrum versmolten er als het ware tot één 
activiteit. ‘Window-shopping’ groeide daarbij uit tot een zelfstandig en 
onontbeerlijk onderdeel van het winkelen. De omvang en vormgeving van de 
etalages speelden daar in toenemende mate op in. Ook de omgeving van de straat 
werd steeds meer ingericht om die praktijk van het voornaam winkelen voor het 
plezier te faciliteren. Er werden voetpaden aangelegd en mogelijke obstructies of 
praktijken die als sociaal onaangepast werden beschouwd, zoals straatmarkten, 
uitstallingen van ambulante handelaren en dergelijke meer, werden van de straten 
geweerd. De ontwikkeling van het winkellandschap droeg in die zin bij tot – en gaf 
uitdrukking aan – de ambities van het liberaal-burgerlijke stadsbestuur voor de 
‘moderne stad’. De evoluties van het winkelen waren sterk verweven met hun 
projecten van stadsverfraaiing, sanering en rationalisering van de stedelijke ruimte, 
maar tonen ook de beperkingen daarvan aan. 

In dit proefschrift wordt betoogd dat winkelcultuur (en –subcultuur) eerder 
gebonden is aan het type goederen en aan de locaties in de stad dan aan het type 
winkeloutlet. De evoluerende winkelcultuur werd gedragen door de verschillende 
‘sites of shopping’. Hoewel niet het toneel van een kleinhandels- en 
winkelrevolutie, evolueerden de praktijken en vormgeving van het winkelen in 
Brussel wel degelijk tijdens de negentiende eeuw. Dit proefschrift toont aan dat de 
ontwikkeling van hett winkellandschap en de daarin gewortelde en daaraan vorm 
gevende winkelcultuur een complex proces was dat heen en weer, soms toevallig, 
soms georkestreerd liep langsheen nieuwe en minder nieuwe plekken van de 
negentiende eeuw, en waarbij de grote spelers de rol opnamen van katalysator in 
een dynamisch winkellandschap. De nieuwe winkelplaatsen en het 
winkellandschap waarin ze waren geworteld, waren de hele negentiende eeuw lang 
getekend door de zucht naar ‘splendor’ – hoewel die ambitie niet altijd 
bewaarheid werd.   

 
 


