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seen as mirrors o f our very own subliminal 
desires, created by a bricolage o f maritime 
motifs in an urban aesthetic o f popular cul­
ture.
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The Belgians: a bi-marit ime people .
Belgian marit ime identity  and its representation  
in everyday life1

Michael-W. Serruys

In t roduc tion :  T he  p a ra d o x  of  B e lg ium ’s 
re la t io n sh ip  w ith  t h e  N orth  Sea
The sea, and in this case the N orth Sea, has 
w ithout doubt played an im portant role in 
the carving out o f the national identities of 
its coastal states and a rapid tour along the 
N orth Seas shores will soon establish this 
fact. No one trying to understand the British 
will om it its naval might and island status and 
whoever wants to explain the D utch national 
identity will have to bear in m ind their for­
midable maritime mercantile expansion. The 
Scandinavian peoples can link their identity 
to the sea by remembering their forefathers, 
the bold seagoing warriors who established 
trading lines, and in a less distant past brave 
and daring fishermen. Even semi-continental 
nations, like France and Germany, have re­
gions and provinces whose inhabitants claim 
to be maritime people.

To a greater or a lesser degree, the North 
Sea has influenced the way people along its 
shores think about themselves. At first sight 
the identity o f the Belgians does not seem 
to have been aflFected by the N orth Sea at 
all, though this apparent lack o f maritime 
identity does not appear to bother the Bel­
gians unduly, as the whole question o f their 
national identity remains at best a tricky 
issue. Belgian identity does indeed create 
something o f a problem, some will despond­

ently agree, while others will say, with utmost 
satisfaction, that no such thing exists. It is 
easy to understand why some say there are 
two regional (or national) identities in Bel­
gium, as the D utch speaking Flemish and the 
French speaking Walloons from time to time 
express their mutual contempt for each other 
and their dislike at continuing to cohabit in 
the same nation. Nevertheless, others claim 
that Belgian identity is bi-national (or bi-eth­
nic), consisting of a Belgian-Flemish and a 
Belgian-Walloon com ponent.2 As this endless 
debate rages on it does not help us regarding 
Belgian maritime identity. Neither the uni­
tary Belgian, the Flemish, the Walloon, nor 
the bi-national identities seem to be tinged 
by any maritime feelings at all.3

Nevertheless a paradox remains, as Bel­
gium had, and still has, very strong ties with 
the N orth Sea which have persisted since 
the early Middle Ages. From then on, Bel­
gium, or its predecessors, have hosted one, or 
more, o f Europe’s major port cities. Situated 
along the shores of the N orth Sea, one o f the 
most navigated seas in the world, Belgium is 
highly dependent on maritime trade. Brug­
es, Ghent, Ostend, and especially Antwerp, 
are household names for every maritime or 
economic historian, ports which in 2007 
together handled about 258,000,000 ton.4 
Its added value to the Belgian economy in
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2006 am ounted to 13,997,600,000 Euros5 
and it is clear that Belgium maintains a very 
im portant relationship with the sea, albeit 
a rather odd one. Odd, because it does not 
seem to appear in the country’s complex 
maze o f identities. Nevertheless, the N orth 
Sea has certainly left an im print on the way 
the Belgians see and experience their coun­
try. To understand the maritime com ponent 
o f Belgium’s identity, and the way it is rep­
resented in the country’s national symbols, 
monuments, works o f art and everyday life,

we must first solve the paradox of Belgium’s 
strange relationship with the N orth Sea. To 
decipher this we will have to go back in time 
to find the clues for understanding Belgium’s 
maritime heritage.

From  o n e  to  tw o  c o a s t s
W hen Belgium regained its independence in 
1830, its policymakers were very well aware 
that they were the continuation of the old 
Southern Netherlands. N ot surprisingly, the 
borders o f the new Kingdom of Belgium co­

M I C H A E L - W .  S E R R U Y S 119

incided to a large extent with that o f its Anc­
ien Régime predecessor annexed by the French 
in 1795, and then by the D utch in 1815. 
Nevertheless most policymakers in Brussels 
feared that the great European powers, in­
volved in establishing the border between the 
D utch and the Belgians in the years follow­
ing the Belgian revolution, would give away 
territory that had formerly belonged to the 
Southern Netherlands. They were quite right 
to have such fears, as both the eastern part of 
the provinces of Luxembourg and Limbourg 
were set outside Belgium’s borders in 1839 
(see map I).6

Belgian decision makers had nurtured 
various territorial ambitions and in 1830 
they claimed the area that formed the south­
ern shores of the Scheldt estuary, nowadays 
known as Zeeland-Flanders. This area had 
been firmly D utch since the late sixteenth 
and early seventeenth century, and as with 
the eastern parts o f Luxembourg and Lim­
bourg, Belgian diplomacy failed to have it in­
corporated into their kingdom. These terri­
tories were however not forgotten and several 
attempts were made to annex them during 
the nineteenth and twentieth century.8

Such plans were not new, as these same 
territorial takeover schemes could be traced 
back to early modern times. Both the Span­
ish and the Austrian monarchies, which suc­
cessively ruled the Southern Netherlands in 
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, 
tried to incorporate Zeeland-Flanders into 
their dominions. Even the French waged a 
short war against the D utch after having an­
nexed the Southern Netherlands in 1795 and 
at the Treaty o f The Hague (1795) the Dutch 
were compelled to cede Zeeland-Flanders to 
the French, who united it with the newly 
created Département de l ’Escaut, the current 
Belgian province of East-Flanders.9 The dog­
gedness of the Belgians and their predeces­
sors to annex Zeeland-Flanders cannot be

explained by the attractions o f the area’s most 
obvious geographical features, a m ultitude of 
wetlands and a few m inor towns. Zeeland- 
Flanders’ significance is mostly geopolitical, 
since possession gives the opportunity to 
control, at least partly, the Scheldt estuary, 
and thus the shipping lanes between A nt­
werp and the N orth Sea. This geopolitical 
opportunity, which the D utch managed to 
seize in the past, has had tremendous con­
sequences for the Southern Netherlands and 
later for the economy o f Belgium.10 It also 
plays an im portant role in the Belgians’ mari­
time identity.

To understand this, we must see that 
Antwerp was one o f the largest and wealthi­
est commercial port cities in Europe in the 
sixteenth century. It was w ithout doubt the 
most im portant city in the Low Countries 
under the rule o f Philip II (1555-1598) of 
Spain. Goods not only from the Low C oun­
tries themselves but also from all over Eu­
rope, Asia and the Americas, were gathered 
and redistributed to the known world from 
Antwerp’s ‘W harf’. Antwerp was unques­
tionably the major maritime hub o f  the Low 
Countries, although a m ultitude o f small or 
medium-sized harbours dotted the N orth  Sea 
coastline in Flanders, Zeeland and Holland. 
The majority o f ships that carried goods to 
and from Antwerp belonged to shipmasters 
and merchants from Holland and Zeeland 
harbours but nonetheless, even the Antwerp 
merchants maintained a medium-sized fleet 
o f small and sometimes larger vessels, that 
kept the city’s maritime sector, such as ship­
building etc, very much alive.11

Antwerp’s ‘Golden age’ did not last, since 
the Low Countries entered an intense period 
of distress in the second half o f the sixteenth 
century. New religious beliefs, economic 
hardship in the widespread and very im por­
tant textile sector, rising taxation and the 
infringement o f the population’s local rights
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and privileges by Philip II brought social un­
rest. Slowly this unrest grew into civil strife, 
then into civil war and then finally it turned 
into a fully fledged international war, as two 
new nations emerged out o f the once united 
(albeit loosely) Low Countries. The northern 
half became the mercantile protestant Dutch 
Republic, while the southern provinces, 
nowadays Belgium, remained faithful to the 
catholic Spanish monarchy. Between what 
were now called the N orthern and Southern 
Netherlands a border was drawn by the flux 
and reflux o f their respective armies.

By 1600, it had become patently obvi­
ous that the Scheldt estuary would remain in 
D utch hands. O n the other side o f the bor­
der, Antwerp, which had been recaptured by 
the Duke o f Parma’s Spanish army in 1585, 
had been thoroughly re-catholicised. It was 
clear that it would become very difficult to 
budge either army from their respective en­
trenched positions but in the meantime, the 
D utch had seen the opportunity to give a 
telling blow to the Spanish by closing down 
the Scheldt to all vessels. It seemed like the 
end of Antwerp’s maritime activities, how­
ever, the Dutch politicians in The Hague had 
not foreseen that by closing down the trade 
on the river Scheldt the province o f Zeeland, 
one of the most steadfast focal points o f the 
D utch revolt would experience a strong de­
cline in its maritime commerce. N ot sur­
prisingly really, since Zeeland’s commercial 
enterprises were grafted onto Antwerp’s mar­
itime trade.12

A new modus vivendi had to be found, 
one which secured Zeeland’s major economic 
and commercial activities on the one hand, 
while maintaining Antwerp’s commercial 
subjugation to the new D utch Republic on 
the other. In the early seventeenth century 
the maritime trade on the Scheldt was re­
sumed, albeit all the goods going to Antwerp 
coming from the N orth Sea (or moving in

the other direction) had to be transhipped in 
a D utch port.13 Another new feature on the 
Scheldt was the levying o f customs duties by 
respectively The Hague and Brussels and the 
mandatory transhipment and the expensive 
customs duties meant the end o f Antwerp’s 
maritime and commercial hegemony in Eu-

14rope.
’This was indisputably a hard blow for 

Antwerp’s economy, nevertheless the city 
continued to be the foremost port o f the 
Southern Netherlands, since most o f the ex­
ports and imports left or entered the country 
by way o f the Scheldt on D utch ships.15 The 
reason why Antwerp maintained its position 
as the Southern Netherlands’ main gateway 
was that it was ideally located to gather, dis­
tribute and redistribute goods to large parts 
o f the country. By using the river Scheldt 
and its tributaries, barges could easily serv­
ice major cities and influential centres, like 
Brussels, Louvain, Mechlin, Ghent, Tour­
nai and Mons.This situation would remain 
unchallenged until the last decades o f the 
eighteenth century, when another Southern 
Netherlands’ maritime hub would take over 
Antwerp’ gateway position.16

Notwithstanding its fundamental role as 
the country’s major harbour, Antwerp was 
not the one and only maritime hub in the 
Southern Netherlands. In the west, the N orth 
Sea coastline o f the County of Flanders gave 
the Southern Netherlands another window 
upon the world. This coastline stretched 
from D unkirk in the south (lost to France in 
1662) to Sluis in the north (captured by the 
D utch in 1604) and in between laid the har­
bours o f Newport, Ostend (recaptured from 
the D utch in 1604) and the fishing com m u­
nity of Blankenberge, where the fishing boats 
had to be beached.17 From 1640 on, Bruges, 
which had lost its waterway connection to the 
D utch, was reconnected to the N orth  Sea by 
a set o f canals accessible to small or medium
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sized seagoing vessels, first by way o f New­
port, and later by way o f Ostend (1664).18 
In the seventeenth and eighteenth century 
Bruges, and especially Ostend, became quite 
active seafaring communities with maritime 
ties stretching from Spain all the way to the 
Baltic. Although the Flemish ports had an 
enormous advantage because o f their unre­
stricted access to the N orth Sea, their com­
mercial activities remained quite modest in 
comparison with Antwerp. The main reason 
for this modest growth can be explained by 
the restricted hinterland of these Flemish 
ports, much more constricted than Antwerp’s 
inland distribution network. So from 1585 
onwards, the Southern Netherlands had to 
take into account two separate and very dif­
ferent maritime hubs. Because both maritime 
hubs, the Flemish coast along the N orth Sea, 
and the Scaldian coast (named after the river 
Scheldt) had very distinctive features, both 
coasts evolved quite differently a situation 
that leads us to classify the Southern Nether­
lands as a bi-maridm e state.19

T he  choices  o f  b i -m a r i t im e  s t a tu s
A bi-maritime state can best be described as a 
country with two or more separate coastlines 
separated from each other by the territory of 
another country. The best known examples 
are the United States (Atlantic versus Pacific), 
Germany (North Sea versus Baltic), France 
and Spain (Mediterranean versus Atlantic), 
but other illustrations o f this bi-maritime na­
ture can easily be found. To be a bi-maritime 
state it is necessary that the maritime routes 
linking these two stretches o f coastlines 
make a considerable detour and/or that they 
are controlled by another state. The United 
States are bi-maritime because ships going 
from one coast to the other have to make a 
considerable detour around Cape H orn or 
through the Panama Canal. Spanish ships do 
not have to make such a long detour but Brit­

ish Gibraltar controls the sea route between 
M adrid’s Mediterranean and Atlantic coasts. 
Finally, the French must not only make a 
long roundabout way around the Iberian pe­
ninsula but they also have to endure British 
control when navigating through the Strait 
o f Gibraltar.20 M ost bi-maritime states do not 
experience this condition in a positive way, 
since it halves their naval power and often 
makes them subservient to other states. The 
bi-maritime state also has to make a choice 
between its coasts, for instance when it comes 
to maritime investments and instead o f hav­
ing one major naval base, a bi-maritime state 
requires at least two o f these. The bi-mari- 
time states have to try to come to terms with 
this geopolitical status.21

The Southern Netherlands can be seen 
as a bi-maritime state because it does have 
two coastlines, the Flemish and the Scaldian 
coast, and because the maritime route be­
tween these two coasts, the Scheldt, is con­
trolled by the Dutch. Like most bi-maritime 
states it has sought to end its bi-maritime 
status and Southern Netherlands, and then 
Belgium, have tried several times, but to 
no avail, to annex Zeeland-Flanders.22 The 
Southern Netherlands and its successor, has 
had to cope, like other bi-maritime states, 
with the strenuous question of where to 
make their maritime investments. The choice 
Brussels made in the late sixteenth and early 
seventeenth century was an awkward and sin­
gular one. Instead o f spreading its maritime 
investments along both its coasts, the central 
government decided that Antwerp, regard­
less o f the fact that it did not have free access 
to the N orth Sea, would become the South­
ern Netherlands’ maritime focal point.23 O f 
course, Antwerp had several very interesting 
and enticing assets which explain this choice. 
It was the foremost commercial and indus­
trial city o f the Southern Netherlands, and 
it was well connected to the country’s other
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major cities and political centres. Along with 
D utch shipping Antwerp could still partici­
pate in world trade and Antwerp’s merchants 
were also powerful enough to defend its indi­
rect maritime activities against competition 
from the various harbours along the Flemish 
coast.24

Although the Flemish ports, like New­
port, Ostend and Bruges, had unlimited 
access to the N orth Sea’s open waters, the 
Southern Netherlands’ central institutions 
did not consider turning any of these har­
bours into a major maritime hub. Several rea­
sons can be given why Brussels ignored the 
vast array o f possibilities the Flemish coast 
had to offer. The Flemish coast’s remoteness 
vis-à-vis the country’s major cities and mar­
kets, the ongoing political strife between the 
coastal cities and the high cost o f the greatly 
needed investments could not be remedied 
by an ailing Spanish monarchy in the sev­
enteenth century. Therefore the harbours 
along the Flemish coast could not take over 
Antwerp’s commercial and maritime gate­
way functions. M aritime activities along the 
Flemish coast continued at a low level and 
were peripheral to the economy o f the South­
ern Netherlands.25

A good example o f how the Flemish ports 
drifted away from the Southern Netherlands’ 
heartland and the Scaldian coast, is the cen­
tral governments attitude towards its mili­
tary navy in the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries. Soon after the D utch closed down 
the Scheldt, Brussels split its navy into two 
admiralties or fleets, one for each coast. The 
Scaldian fleet was based in Antwerp were it 
was effectively imprisoned but continued to 
exist until the end o f the Ancien régime. D ur­
ing the eighteenth century its main function 
was to please the aristocratic classes with the 
sought-after title o f admiral!26 The Flemish 
fleet, first based in D unkirk and then in O s­
tend, had a much more im portant strategic

task to fulfil, since the Southern Netherlands 
were constantly at war with the Dutch and 
the French during the seventeenth century. 
Nevertheless, the central authorities in Brus­
sels and in Madrid decided to give the Flem­
ish fleet to the States o f Flanders in 1682 and, 
not too keen to take over the war at sea, this 
body discontinued naval activities over the 
following years. Privateers, or private enter­
prise with little state control, completely re­
placed the navy of the Southern Netherlands, 
reducing the central government’s control o f 
naval warfare to almost zero.27

It is clear that maritime activities, both 
military or commercial, were not deemed 
important, or even necessary enough, by 
the landlocked aristocratic decision mak­
ers in Brussels or Madrid. The possibilities 
o f Ostend’s harbour and the Flemish coast 
were only discovered in the second half o f the 
eighteenth century by the then enlightened 
central government in Brussels. The new 
spatial reorganisation process, the so-called 
transit policy’, which sought to reconnect the 
Flemish coast and the economic heartland, 
came to an end with the annexation of the 
Southern Netherlands by the revolutionary 
French Republic in 1795. Both this annexa­
tion, as in the following one in 1815, which 
incorporated the départements belgiques into 
the former Dutch Republic, resulted in the 
removal o f the Southern Netherlands’ previ­
ous bi-maritime status, as the traffic o f the 
Scheldt now flowed unhindered to the sea.28

T he ec o n o m ic  c o a s t  v e r s u s  t h e  ro m an t ic  
c o a s t
As a part o f the French Republic/Empire 
(1795-1814) and as a part o f the United 
Kingdom o f the Netherlands (1815-1830), 
Antwerp had free access to the North Sea 
once again. The French invested heavily in 
Antwerp’s harbour, because it was, as N apo­
leon said, a gun pointed at England’s heart.29
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New docks were dug, shipyards and ware­
houses were built, new maritime facilities 
were created, to turn Antwerp into France’s 
major N orth Sea commercial and military 
harbour.™ It was especially under the Dutch 
king, William I (1815-1830), that Antwerp 
regained its position as one of Europe’s fore­
most harbours. The post-war maritime ex­
pansion and W illiam I’s dynamic and suc­
cessful economic policy towards his southern 
provinces were of great importance for this 
renewal. He finished several projects the 
French had started and he steadfastly contin­
ued to invest in new maritime infrastructure. 
This policy secured new commercial relations 
between Antwerp and its rapidly industrialis­
ing hinterland in the provinces o f  Liège and 
Hainault and within a few years, Antwerp 
competed with the other D utch harbours o f 
Rotterdam and Amsterdam to become the 
nation’s major port.31

The Belgian revolution o f 1830 put an 
end to the D utch government’s benevolence 
towards Antwerp. Europe’s great powers de­
cided that the border between the divided 
Kingdom o f the Netherlands and the newly 
created Kingdom o f Belgium would be the 
one previously drawn at the Treaty o f  M un­
ster in 1648. W ith the restoration o f these 
borders Belgium regained its bi-maritime 
status, as once more the Flemish or North 
Sea coast was separated from Antwerp by 
Dutch territory but the great European pow­
ers nevertheless stated that the D utch had 
to guarantee freedom of navigation on the 
river Scheldt.32 It was not because maritime 
trade to and from Antwerp was now free 
from D utch interference, that Belgium’s bi- 
maritime status had to all intents and pur­
poses ceased to exist. More importantly, 
Brussels was now ignoring its bi-maritime 
status which had ostensibly been renewed, 
and instead automatically followed the earli­
er French and D utch examples. It vigorously

continued to develop Antwerp’s profitable 
maritime expansion and the Belgian govern­
m ent even improved Antwerp’s proximity to 
consumer markets, the political centre and 
to the coal mines and steel mills o f Wallonia 
and the Rhineland, by way o f the continent’s 
first railway network in 1836.33

It was not however because the govern­
m ent in Brussels ignored the country’s bi- 
maritime nature, that the typical problems 
around this issue were not apparent in Bel­
gian politics during the following years. One 
of the major differences between the people 
living along the Flemish coast and those in 
Antwerp was their differing perception of 
maritime activities. Used to the Scheldt’s clo­
sure in the last two centuries and relatively far 
away and separated by Dutch territory from 
the N orth Sea, the inhabitants o f Antwerp 
had become expert in handling incoming 
and outgoing ships and inland distribution, 
but did not invest much in shipping activi­
ties or seafaring enterprises.34 O n the other 
hand the inhabitants o f the Flemish coast 
had, w ith a few exceptions, never endured 
a ban on their maritime activities and were 
therefore much more aware o f the multitude 
o f possibilities the sea had to offer.35 From 
the end o f the eighteenth century until the 
early 1820s, the port o f Ostend had even 
surpassed Antwerp as the major port in the 
Southern Netherlands and this resulted in a 
considerable growth o f the maritime sector 
along the Flemish coast.36

M ost ship-owners were thus active on the 
Flemish coast and they consequently urged 
the government to increase the subsidies o f 
the merchant fleet in the years following Bel­
gian independence. They were supported by 
Léon de Foere (1787-1851), a priest from 
Bruges and a member o f the Catholic Party.37 
As one of the delegates for the province of 
West-Flanders in the national parliament, 
he waged a campaign to obtain more protec­
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tive measures to safeguard the merchant fleet 
from foreign competition. Subsidising the 
merchant fleet would, according to de Foere, 
create opportunities for Belgian industries, 
and he used the well-known English axiom 
that ‘trade follows the flag’ to gather sup­
port.38 De Foere’s crusade was badly rimed, 
as most Western European countries now be­
gan to adhere to the free trade ideology and 
most entrepreneurs and industrialists feared 
that if Brussels took protective measures for 
its merchant fleet, foreign countries might 
raise their im port duties on Belgian prod­
ucts.39 Their spokesman was Auguste Orts 
(1814-1880), a Brussels lawyer and a mem­
ber o f parliament for the ruling Liberal Party. 
As a staunch supporter o f free trade, Orts 
believed that the Belgian entrepreneurs and 
industrialists needed above all ‘des transports 
à bon marché’ and that Belgian ships were 
not necessary at all, because: ‘on exporte fort 
bien sous un pavillon étranger’. Everything 
else concerning maritime trade was ‘insignifi­
ant’ according to Orts40 and the ruling Liber­
al Party, which had its stronghold in Antwerp 
and Brussels, radically opted for free trade in 
the 1850s.4'

W ithin a few years the Belgian merchant 
fleet lost 42 per cent o f its units and a cou­
ple o f years later, in 1862, the government 
abolished the Royal Navy because there 
were barely any Belgian ships left to defend. 
This drain on maritime activities was espe­
cially felt on the harbours along the Flemish 
coast, but not in Antwerp, which witnessed 
an unprecedented growth of 147 per cent 
in shipping tonnage due to Belgium’s strong 
economic growth. In the following decades, 
Antwerp developed into one o f the largest 
ports o f the continent, catering to large parts 
o f the European hinterland. It was, and still 
is, w ithout any doubt, Belgium’s window on 
the world and one o f the country’s foremost 
economic powerhouses42 therefore, the Bel­

gians see Antwerp as their main harbour, and 
the Scaldian coast as its ‘Economic coast’.

After parliament’s decisions in the 1850s 
and 1860s, it became utterly impossible to 
initiate a maritime policy for the harbours 
o f the Flemish coast. Badly connected to the 
Belgian heartland and the European h in­
terland, maritime activities remained more 
or less unchanged, fishing and some coastal 
navigation. Only the use of steamships on 
the cross-channel lines to Dover, from 1846 
on, gave a little dynamism43 and so instead 
o f maritime activities the Flemish coast de­
veloped tourism. Soon the Belgian and Eu­
ropean aristocracy and high bourgeoisie, 
encouraged by the frequent visits o f King 
Leopold II (1865-1909) flocked to Ostend. 
The ‘Queen of the Seaside resorts’, as the city 
was soon known, offered its upper-class visi­
tors a broad range of activities like bathing, 
golfing, tennis, but also offered more m un­
dane activities like dancing, horseracing and 
gambling.44 One of the favourite leisure ac­
tivities was to stroll along the harbour and 
watch the fishermen repairing their nets and 
rigging their boats. These fishermen em bod­
ied the everlasting and unchangeable tradi­
tional connection between mankind and the 
sea, a reassuring fact in a fast changing and 
increasingly industrial world.45 Artists like 
James Ensor (1860-1949) and Guillaume 
Vogels (1836-1896) captured the fishermen’s 
hard life on canvas, painting them on rough 
and unforgiving stormy seas.46 N ot only did 
it give the upper-class a feeling o f nature’s 
power, it also thrilled them to be standing 
on the edge o f this dangerous and mysterious 
watery domain. M odern aspects also made 
the Flemish coast enticing to the rom an­
tic mind, as the new steamships to Dover 
slowly plied their way beyond the horizon. 
A spirit o f travel was engendered among 
the bystanders, as they waved at the outgo­
ing ferries leaving the port o f Ostend. Quite
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quickly the Flemish coast became a place 
of great romance, where nostalgic and tra­
ditional maritime activities o f bygone days, 
like fishing, still took place and where fer­
ries departed to discover ‘unknown worlds’.4 
O ld historic cities like Bruges, extolled by 
Georges Rodenbachs (1855-1898) roman­
tic novel Bruges-la-morte (1892), were a re­
m inder o f a bygone era, when the maritime 
activities in coastal Flanders still mattered to 
the rest o f the world.48 O f the two Belgian 
coasts, the Flemish coast, w ithout any doubt, 
can be called the ‘Romantic coast’, a percep­
tion that became more and more widespread, 
as in the twentieth century seaside holidays 
became available to middle-class and lower- 
class families.49

The majority o f Belgians might see the 
Flemish coast as the ‘Romantic coast’, a coast 
devoid of ‘serious’ and ‘modern’ maritime 
activities, but this does not mean that the 
people living along the N orth Sea were not 
aware o f the great num ber o f opportunities 
the sea has to offer. In 1907, the harbour 
o f Zeebrugge (Bruges-by-the-Sea) was built 
against the wishes of Antwerp’s establishment 
and some sixty to seventy years later it was, 
still against the wishes o f Antwerp’s mari­
time fraternity, modernised and enlarged to 
accommodate the largest category o f ships. 
It is now Belgium’s second largest harbour, 
handling around 42,000,000 ton a year.50 
Zeebrugge is just one example o f the fact 
that maritime awareness is still present in the 
people living along the Flemish coast. Nev­
ertheless, there is a clear dualism present in 
the Belgian m ind concerning their two mari­
time hubs or coasts. The maritime activities 
along the Flemish coast are perceived as his­
toric, nostalgic and traditional, while along 
the Scaldian coast they are seen as essential 
economic activities.

U nity  in d iversity .  G eography  as  a r e p r e ­
s e n t a t i o n  o f  n a t io n a l  id e n t i ty
The argument that Belgium is an artificial 
state created ab nihilo can easily be refuted, 
but it certainly cannot be denied that the 
Belgian authorities enthusiastically assem­
bled a new national identity in the decades 
following its independence. The creation and 
fixing o f a Belgian identity was needed in 
order to tie its citizens feeling to its new na­
tional institutions.5' It was indeed necessary, 
because separate French and D utch national 
sentiments had to be erased and those o f the 
Southern Netherlands had to be reinstated 
albeit in a way befitting the modern liberal- 
bourgeois and unitary state that Belgium 
became after 1830.52 Unlike this new entity, 
the Southern Netherlands had been a loose 
confederation o f independent ‘provinces’ 
(duchies, counties and lordships), all ruled by 
the same absentee Spanish or Austrian m on­
arch.53 The patriotic identity, or rather identi­
ties, in the Southern Netherlands were made 
up o f a complex grid of bonds of loyalty di­
rected towards the Habsburg monarchy, the 
Catholic religion, the particular social group 
to which one belonged (a guild, the nobil­
ity, etc.) and o f course towards one’s native 
soil (city, province, etc.).54 By ‘nationalising 
patriotism’, as Belgian historian Sébastien 
Dubois described it, these allegiances were 
turned into im portant national symbols, for 
instance the monarchy. The new national 
symbols reminded the population o f its old 
patriotic bonds of loyalty, and individuals 
could thus fit themselves more easily into the 
new national identity. For the authorities the 
genuine enthusiasm o f the Belgian popula­
tion for these national symbols, and thus its 
national identity, meant the general accept­
ance o f the nation’s sovereignty.55 This overall 
acknowledgement enabled Belgium not only 
to eradicate post-revolutionary movements, 
like pro-French Réunionism or pro-Dutch
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Orangism, but also to affirm itself as an old, 
established and historic nation amongst the 
other historic nations o f Europe.56

So in Belgium, the national identity fo­
cussed mainly on its history. H istory was 
thought not only to be glorious, but also to 
be instructive. The past was an example, and 
the Belgians were thus stimulated to follow 
in the footsteps of their illustrious forefa­
thers. To encourage just that, the government 
ordered a large series o f statues o f historic 
countrym en to be sculpted in the 1830s and 
the national pantheon was extended with nu­
merous paintings and publications in the fol­
lowing years. N ot only did the unitary Bel­
gian state create its national pantheon, but 
its example was also avidly copied by a large 
num ber of local administrations, in cities 
and provinces, who built their own panthe­
ons o f local heroes.5 Besides these and other 
national symbols like flags and anthems, the 
authorities also organised grand festivities 
to glorify the nation. National celebration 
days were therefore an inherent part o f the 
range of symbols58 which created the national 
identity. The parade was one of the impor­
tant elements in these Belgian national days, 
and usually consisted of a series o f highly 
decorated floats, showing, amongst others, 
tableaux vivants o f historical episodes. Local 
authorities not only held their own celebra­
tion days to exalt their local heroes, they also 
participated in these national celebrations. 
In the parade given for the 25th jubilee o f the 
accession of King Leopold I (1831-1865) to 
the throne, there were tableaux hailing the 
Belgian nation but also nine floats repre­
senting Belgium’s nine provinces.59 The lat­
ter glorified their provinces finest hours and 
their immortal heroes, for example Antwerp 
portrayed painter Pieter Paul Rubens ( 1577- 
1640) to show its artistic primacy in the 
Baroque age, while the province o f Luxem­
bourg displayed its distinguished medieval

past through one o f its knights who led the 
First Crusade (1096-1099).60

It might strike us as odd that a unitary 
nation-state seeking to rally all its citizens 
around a new national identity should allow 
the local authorities o f the provinces to cre­
ate an identity o f their own. This apparent 
anomaly is however perfectly understandable 
given the nations fascination with its own 
history. Belgian history was looked upon in 
those days as a conflict between those sov­
ereigns who respected the Southern Nether­
lands’ numerous privileges, such as emperor 
Charles V  (1515-1555), the archdukes Al­
bert and Isabella (1598-1621) and empress 
Mary-Theresa (1740-1780), and those rul­
ers who wanted to curtail local autonomy, 
like Philip II and Joseph II (1780-1790). 
The Belgian revolution o f 1830 was the final 
apotheosis o f these tensions, as the nation, 
symbolised by its monarch, now guaranteed 
through its modern liberal constitution the 
rights o f the various local authorities.61 M u­
nicipal and provincial freedom was thus not 
so much seen by the Belgians as a dilution 
of the national identity but on the contrary 
as the local authorities’ contribution to it.62 
The Belgian people’s attachment to its native 
soil, to its villages, cities or provinces, was 
recognised by its constitutional lawmakers in 
1831 and it has accordingly been translated 
into fundamental laws in the constitution 
which give local authorities a large am ount 
of autonomy.63 Considering the importance 
given to territorialism, it can be stated that 
geography, like history, is also a representa­
tion o f Belgian national identity.

So far little has been written on the na­
tional identity’s focus on geography. Dubois 
recalls the population’s affinity and affection 
for their native soil during the Ancien regime, 
but, for the period following Belgian inde­
pendence, geography as defining the nation 
has not received much attention.64 Neverthe­
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less, geography was an aspect predominantly 
present in the national parade o f 1848. O f 
the thirteen floats that took part in the pa­
rade, four represented Belgium as a whole, 
while the remaining nine were allotted to 
the provinces. Each o f these provincial dis­
plays symbolised the physiognomy or the 
geographical features o f its respective prov­
ince.65 For instance, Luxembourg has tradi­
tionally been described as the nation’s most 
mountainous province, a land o f forests and 
valleys teeming with game. The provinces of 
Hainault and Liège were usually depicted as 
industrial powerhouses while Brabant, on 
the other hand, was portrayed as the cradle 
o f the nation, the home o f Brussels the coun­
try’s capital and its institutions. The specific 
geographical features o f every province were 
not only represented in national parades but 
also reproduced over as part o f the nation’s 
iconography, like provincial maids on na­
tional m onuments or in engravings in books. 
Geographical representations were also very 
popular in post offices and railway stations, 
as the function o f these buildings emphasised 
even more the bonds of loyalty between the 
nation’s provinces.66 The purpose o f these 
territorial pantheons was to show the nation’s 
geographical wealth and through this pan­
theon the nation could boast that it extend­
ed all the way from the N orth Sea coast to 
the Ardennes highlands, encompassing rich 
farmlands, romantic wastelands and bustling 
and industrious cities, etc. In this way, the 
geographical representation o f the national 
identity praised Belgium’s unity, by stressing 
that the city dweller, the farmer, the forester, 
the N orth Sea fisherman, etc. were all Bel­
gians. At the same time as this geographi­
cal representation showed the diversity of 
the nation it also emphasised the numerous 
differences that existed among the Belgians 
and between the different regions, cities and 
provinces of the country. Therefore the geo­

graphical com ponent o f the national identity 
exemplified in national symbols, is an ideal 
medium to look at how the romantic, tradi­
tional and nostalgic Flemish coast and the in­
tense economic activity o f the Scaldian coast 
were, and still are, represented.

T he  g eograp h ica l  r e p r e s e n ta t io n  o f  Bel­
g iu m ’s b i -m a r i t im e  id e n t i ty
The maritime identity o f Belgium can of 
course only be portrayed in national symbols 
and geographical representations depicting 
maritime features, and above all distinguish­
ing the two different Belgian coasts. There­
fore, these symbols and representations also 
need to have a territorial com ponent able 
to embody both Belgian maritime hubs. 
The Flemish coast can be incarnated by the 
province o f West-Flanders, by its old capital 
Bruges and by some o f its coastal cities, like 
O stend or Blankenberge. Antwerp, both the 
city and the province, stand for the Scaldian 
coast. We will therefore analyse the 1848 na­
tional parade, several national monuments, 
engravings in books, murals in railway sta­
tions, children’s games and tourist signposts 
along motorways.

The 1848 national parade opened with 
the floats o f the forested province of Lux­
embourg and the agricultural province of 
Limbourg.67 West-Flanders was the third 
province to display its economic activities 
and geographical physiognomy to the fes­
tive crowd. Pulled by several horses the front 
o f the cart staged a tableau vivant o f farm­
ers harvesting the province’s rich soil. Agri­
culture was not however West-Flanders’ sole 
economic activity and the rear o f the cart 
was dominated by a small smack or cutter, 
wherein actors dressed as fishermen proudly 
hoisted a sail bearing the names o f the four 
Belgian fishing communities: Ostend, Blank­
enberge, Newport and Heist while around it 
fishmongers praised the yields of the sea and
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West-Flanders’ traditional maritime destiny, 
fisheries.68 The last provincial display was 
from Antwerp but unlike the other provinc­
es, Antwerp did not build a regular cart, but 
simply put some wheels under a little three- 
masted boat. This represented Antwerp’s new 
maritime and commercial renaissance and its 
significance for the Belgian export-minded 
economy (see figure I).69

National celebrations were not enough, 
the Belgian government and the monarchy 
also erected quite a num ber o f monuments to 
glorify the nation. The most im portant and 
well-known national monuments are the Col­
onne du Congrès and the l ’Arcade du Cinquan­
tenaire in Brussels.70 In 1850 the government 
decided to commemorate the National C on­
gress, Belgium’s revolutionary parliament o f 
1830, by building a 47 metre high column 
topped by a statue o f king Leopold I. The 
Colonne was designed by a famous architect 
Joseph Poelaert (1817-1879) and decorated 
with allegorical statues, representing the Arts, 
the Sciences and the four constitutional liber­

ties. O ne o f the many decorations comprises 
an allegorical representation o f the nine prov­
inces, each one represented by a young wom­
an. The ‘M aid o f West-Flanders’ does not 
show any maritime attributes, but she firmly 
clutches, as does the ‘M aid of Limbourg’ a 
plough, thus highlighting its agricultural des­
tiny as in the 1848 parade. Antwerp’s Maid 
does not display any maritime properties ei­
ther, but she is portrayed with Mercury’s ca­
duceus indicating Antwerp’s role as Belgium’s 
maritime gateway represented by its eco­
nomic and commercial activities.71 Another 
im portant national m onum ent is the Arcade 
du Cinquantenaire, which also boasts statues 
o f the provincial maids. This triple triumphal 
arch was financed by Leopold II’s African 
revenues and built in 1905 to celebrate the 
75th birthday o f the Belgian revolution.72 O n 
top of the 42 metre high arch stands the Bra- 
bantine Maid, as the primus inter pares o f the 
Belgian provinces she commands a quadriga 
while raising the nation’s flag. The other eight 
provincial maids can be found on the base

Fig. 1 The provincial floats o f West-Flanders (fish­
ermen and fishmongers) and Antwerp (a ship) 
represent respectively the Flemish and the Scaldian 
coast during the 1848 national parade.
(from : Les fêtes de septembre illustrées, p. 17-18)
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Fig. 2  Michael-W. 
Serruys, Charles Van 
der Stappens provincial 
Alaid o f  Antwerp at the 
Arcade du Cinquan­
tenaire’. The maritime 
activities o f  the Scaldian 
coast are represented 
by the Little boat in the 
maid’s left hand.

of the arch’s eight pillars. Accompanied by 
a lion and a bear, respectively the symbol of 
Flanders and of its capital Bruges, the West- 
Flemish M aid is not very helpful in estab­
lishing Belgium’s bi-maritime status and Jef 
Lambeaux (1852-1908), her sculptor, did 
not represent her with geographical or eco­
nomic attributes. Much more interesting is 
the provincial ‘Maid of Antwerp’, sculpted 
by Charles Van der Stappen (1843-1910), 
who holds a little boat in her left hand and 
clearly demonstrates the maritime activities 
o f the Scaldian coast (see figure 2 ).'3

Provincial geographic representations are 
not only found in national parades or as al­
legorical maids on national m onuments they 
are also seen in books dealing with Belgium, 
in which each province has a section describ­
ing its particular character, often summed up

in an engraving on the first page of each 
chapter. O f course such engravings are to be 
expected in books treating on Belgian geog­
raphy, but they also turn up in books deal­
ing with totally different subjects, like art or 
World War I. Printed in 1891, La Belgique 
illustrée, ses monuments, ses paysages, ses oeu­
vres d ’art describes works of art (architecture, 
sculpture, paintings, etc.) in all the Belgian 
provinces. The engraving announcing the 
chapter on West-Flanders reveals O stend’s 
sunlit and crowded beach, its casino and its 
luxury hotels along the promenade while in 
the corner o f the engraving can be discov­
ered, fishing boats (with sails), fishing nets 
and a lighthouse.’4 This illustration, pro­
claiming the Flemish coast’s traditional mari­
time undertakings and romantic leisure ac­
tivities, can be compared with the maritime
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Fig. 3 Lefi: W. Brown Sc, The Flemish coast. Seaside 
tourism and fisheries (engraving in La Belgique 
illustrée’ II, p. 1, 1891) and Below: C. Dratz, The 
Scaldian coast. Antwerp’s harbour (painting in 
Cuvelier : L’invasion allemande, p. 348, 1924).

scenery on the engraving for the province of 
Antwerp. Here one sees a quay laden with 
crates, bags, barrels, and other kinds o f mer­
chandise and in the background a clipper is 
plying its way on the Scheldt, while a steam­
ship, emitting dark puffs o f smoke, is getting 
ready to raise its anchor. This representation 
tells the viewer that maritime activities were 
paramount on the Scaldian coast.’5 More or 
less the same conclusion can be drawn from 
the second volume o f La Belgique et la guerre, 
printed in 1924, L’invasion allemande, re­
calls the atrocities o f the German invasion of 
Belgium in World War I, province by prov­
ince. West-Flanders’ agricultural tradition is
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brought out again, as the engraving shows 
rich pastures with grazing cows. The North 
Sea looms in the distance, tranquil and 
placid, as if maritime activities had yet to be 
discovered.’6 The contrast with the maritime 
activities represented in the engraving an­
nouncing the chapter on the German inva­
sion of the province o f Antwerp is immense. 
The numerous ocean steamers, freighters and 
barges describing an elaborate m inuet on the 
river Scheldt, undeniably demonstrate that 
Antwerp’s harbour is one of Belgium’s eco­
nomic powerhouses (see figure 3).

‘Railway termini [...] are to the nine­
teenth century what [...] cathedrals were to 
the thirteenth century’ according to an 1875 
edition o f Building News7s Railway stations 
were not only tokens of hum an progress, they 
also united the different parts o f the country. 
As such the Belgian railway stations were a 
very suitable place to represent the nation’s 
geography on huge murals. M ost stations did 
not depict the nine provinces, but rather the 
nation’s major cities, or sometimes the sta­
tion’s own city. This is for instance the case 
for Antwerp’s eclectic neo-baroque Central 
Station ( 1905), 9 where passengers, on their 
way out, all have to pass under Antwerp’s 
coat o f arms flanked by N eptune’s trident and 
Mercury’s caduceus. Antwerp thus presents 
itself as the economic maritime gateway of 
the country. Most Belgian stations however 
show representations o f several cities, like the 
station of Ghent-St.Peter. Built in a medi­
eval-oriental style for the 1913 World Fair, 
G hent’s main railway station (1912) hosts 
a series o f wonderful sgraffiti depicting Bel­
gium’s major cities.80 The image illustrating 
Antwerp not only shows this city’s landmarks, 
but also its bustling harbour where ships load 
and unload goods. These intensive maritime 
economic activities are set off against the 
sgraffito representing the romantic, tradi­
tional and nostalgic Flemish coast exempli­

fied by O stend with sunbathers enjoying a 
warm, ozone-filled summer’s day, fishermen 
braving the N orth Sea in a small cutter and 
a ferry on its way to Dover.81 Another sta­
tion showing the dualism between the two 
Belgian coasts is the main railway station at 
Bruges, built in the austere modernist style 
o f the 1930s.82 Inside is a gigantic and play­
ful map of Belgium which covers one wall of 
the main haii. The left and right walls respec­
tively show the southern and northern parts 
o f Belgium, while the remaining wall depicts 
West Flanders w ith Bruges and all the coastal 
cities. Ostend emphasises tourism, repre­
sented by sunbathing holidaymakers and 
card playing in the casino, and the fisheries 
personified by two fishermen carrying a creel. 
M aritime activities are shown on the N orth 
Sea itself, where a great num ber of boats can 
be seen. Antwerp, painted on the right wall, 
is easily recognised by its skyline (cathedral) 
and the politically very incorrect silhouette 
o f a Jewish diamond merchant. Here, as on 
the Flemish coast, boats roam around on 
the Scheldt, but again Antwerp’s intensive 
maritime activities can be discerned. Unlike 
the picturesque harbours along the Flemish 
coast, Antwerp boasts modern port infra­
structure, that is cranes (see figure 4).

The geographical representation o f Bel­
gium’s bi-maritime status in railway stations 
continued to be demonstrated after World 
War II (1940-1945), as can be witnessed 
in the main haii o f Brussels’ central station 
(1952).83 A large mosaic on the wall shows 
the different cities and regions o f Belgium, 
Bruges is represented with a historic boat, a 
reminiscence o f its maritime grandeur in the 
middle ages, and Ostend with a mermaid, a 
fishing net and an old-fashioned fishing boat 
with sails. Such traditional maritime activi­
ties are certainly not the features of Antwerp. 
The mosaic and this city’s clearly modern 
maritime activities are illustrated by ship-
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Fig 4 Michael-W. Serruys, The main hall in 
Bruges’ railway station. Above, the Flemish coast 
with the seaside resort and harbour o f Ostend, 
represented by sunbathing tourists, its casino (play­
ing cards) and its fisheries (fishermen carrying fish). 
Below the Scaldian coast represented by Antwerp’s 
skyline (cathedral, Jewish diamond merchant).
Its intensive economic maritime activities can be 
recognised by modern cranes along the river.

building. A further proof that the really im ­
portant maritime activities take place in A nt­
werp can be found on the floor o f the central 
stations main haii where three tiles represent 
the three largest Belgian cities, Brussels, Liège 
and Antwerp. The one featuring Antwerp 
shows a ship (see figure 5).

The geographical representation o f Bel­
gium’s bi-maritime status with its two sepa­
rate and distinct coasts was not only repro­
duced on national monuments, in books or 
on buildings. It also appeared on trivial ob­
jects, for instance in a children’s game like the 
game o f goose’. In a 1923 edition o f this 
game, a drawing on every square represented 
a different city, square num ber three showed 
Antwerp’s skyline with its quays laden with 
goods and the river Scheldt teeming with 
freighters and barges. The squares num ber­
ing 48 to 51 portray the Flemish coast and, 
in contrast, leisure activities fill the first three 
squares with images of the beach of Westend
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and the casinos o f Ostend and Blankenberge. 
According to this game, maritime activities, 
did still take place, along the Flemish coast, 
albeit of a traditional nature, and square 51 
portrays the village o f Heist where fishermen 
are still beaching their little sailing boats.84 
The Flemish coast was thus, in the early 
twentieth century, still portrayed as a place 
o f old fashioned maritime activities despite 
the fact that the Heist fishermen for instance, 
had already started to move to the brand new 
harbour of Zeebrugge in 1906, and by 1920 
they all had gone over to motorised fishing 
vessels.85

In Belgium, as in most Western Euro­
pean countries, state funded nationalism 
gradually disappeared in the second half o f 
the twentieth century, especially from the 
1960s onwards. The result o f this was that 
the national identity was not promoted any 
more on monuments, in railway stations, 
etc., and the general public began to demand 
more contemporary works of art. These geo­
graphical representations continued to be re­
produced, albeit not in a nationalist way. In 
the 1980s it was decided to put brown and 
white octagonal tourist signs along the m o­
torways. These signs give concise informa-

Fig. 5  Michael-W. Serruys, A  tile on the floor in 
Brussels Central station’s main haii. I t represents 
Antwerp’s, or the Scaldian coast’s, main activity, 
that is its harbour.

« I

Antwer en
Fig. 6 Joost Hendrix, Tourist signs along the Belgian 
motorways. Above, the tourist sign ‘Ostend’ (Oos­
tende) along the E40 motorway Brussels-Ostend.
The Flemish coast is represented by seaside tourism 
(horse racing and kingly beaches) and maritime 
activities o f bygone days (sailing ship). Below, 
Antwerp, or the Scaldian coast, is represented by its 
cultural heritage (Rubens) by its famous diamond 
industry and by its modern harbour (the unloading 
o f a container ship).

tion in the form o f pictograms o f im portant 
landmarks, significant economic activities 
and o f great historic events that have taken 
place in and around the region or city that 
the driver is driving through. Anyone driv­
ing on the motorways to the Flemish coast 
encounters brown and white tourist signs an­
nouncing the ‘Coast’ {Kust) and/or ‘O stend’ 
{Oostende). The first sign shows the sea, the 
beach, the dunes, beach cabins and a seagull, 
while the second emphasises O stend’s fine
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beaches, sporting events (horse racing) and 
maritime activities (sailing ship).86 Drivers on 
their way to Antwerp will come across a tour­
ist sign which points out Antwerp’s diamond 
trade, its historic heritage (Rubens) and of 
course its maritime activities. Again the pic­
togram representing the maritime activities 
on the Flemish coast, a nostalgic sailing ship, 
contrasts sharply with the pictogram depict­
ing the intensive economic maritime activi­
ties o f the Scaldian coast, the unloading of a 
containership (see figure 6).8~

C onclusion
O f all the peoples living along the N orth Seas 
shores it looks like the Belgians are the least 
affected by the sea. W hile the other North 
Sea countries have incorporated their mari­
time awareness and heritage into their na­
tional identity, the Belgians seem to have for­
gotten to do this. Nevertheless, the Belgians 
have an intense relation with the sea through 
their harbours, which makes the absence o f a 
maritime com ponent in their national iden­
tity even more surprising.

To understand Belgium’s relation with 
the N orth Sea one must go back to the end of 
the sixteenth century. During those years the 
nascent Dutch Republic occupied Zeeland- 
Flanders, thereby controlling the Scheldt es­
tuary and the shipping lanes to Antwerp. The 
ensuing so-called ‘Closure of the Scheldt’ cut 
the Southern Netherlands’ maritime façade 
into two separate stretches of coastlines. This 
resulted in the creation o f two distinct mari­
time hubs in the Southern Netherlands, that 
is the Flemish coast along the N orth Sea (Os­
tend, Bruges) and the Scaldian coast at the 
end of the Scheldt estuary (Antwerp). This bi- 
maritime status confronted the government 
in Brussels, whether in Spanish, Austrian or 
Belgian hands, with a choice as to where it 
should concentrate maritime activities. Brus­
sels decisively opted, w ith the sole exception

o f the second half of the eighteenth century, 
to deploy its maritime activities in Antwerp 
on the Scaldian coast. W ith the shipping 
lanes between Antwerp and the N orth Sea 
controlled by the Dutch, most maritime ac­
tivities focussed on handling incoming and 
outgoing goods. Thus the Scaldian coast, the 
country’s major intensive economic maritime 
hub, did not itself invest in seafaring activi­
ties. At the same time the seafaring activities, 
the maritime awareness and know-how of the 
Flemish coast were neglected by the govern­
ment, because o f this area’s geographically 
peripheral situation. The existing dualism be­
tween the two coasts thus explains Belgium’s 
maritime paradox. Its bi-maritime nature 
with the distinctiveness o f the two coasts, the 
intensive/industrial economy o f the Scaldian 
coast and the romantic, traditional, nostalgic 
Flemish coast, has forged the Belgian mari­
time identity.

After the Belgian revolution, the authori­
ties did their utmost to create a new national 
identity. This national identity not only had 
to fit Belgium’s modern liberal-bourgeois and 
unitary constitution, but the country needed 
to affirm itself as an ancient historic nation 
amongst the other European nations. As a 
result o f this the Belgian national identity 
revered and glorified its predecessor during 
ù\e Ancien regime, the Southern Netherlands, 
a loose confederation o f independent prov­
inces. A lot o f attention was therefore de­
voted to the provinces and their geographical 
representations, which could be found in a 
multitude o f national symbols, for instance 
during national celebrations, on national 
monuments, in books, on railway stations, 
in children’s games or on signs along m otor­
ways. By specifically looking at the geograph­
ical representations of the maritime provinc­
es or cities it is possible to discern Belgium’s 
maritime identity. The romantic, traditional 
and nostalgic representation of the maritime
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aspects o f the Flemish coast, has been cus­
tomarily depicted as seaside tourism, fisher­
ies (with sails) and Bruges medieval trading 
activities. In some cases only the agricultural 
undertakings of the Flemish coast have been 
portrayed on national symbols, dem onstrat­
ing once more that the real maritime activi­
ties, i.e. hardcore economic activities, took 
place along the Scaldian coast. The national 
symbols representing this coast always por­
trayed Antwerp’s bustling harbour or an alle­
gorical image praising its mercantile activities 
through Mercury’s caduceus. Forged by the 
distinctive nature o f its two coasts, the Bel­
gian maritime identity is not the expression 
o f a single maritime people, but o f a thor­
oughly bi-maritime one.
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