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fig. 1 Title page of Victor Hugo, Alexandre Dumas, Nisard, Théophile Gautier, André Delrieu, 
etc., etc., Guide du touriste en Belgique (Bruxelles: Chez tous les libraires, 1845).

fig. 2 Page 152 of Victor Hugo, Alexandre Dumas, Nisard, Théophile Gautier, André Delrieu, 
etc., etc., Guide du touriste en Belgique (Bruxelles: Chez tous les libraires, 1845), 152. 
Manuscript note identifying Désiré Nisard as the author of a section of the Guide.
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Composite Belgium
The Guide du touriste en Belgique of 
1845 and French Travel Writing 
in the First Two Decades of 
Belgian Independence

In 1845, the cream of French travel writers—Victor Hugo, Alexandre 
Dumas, Désiré Nisard, Théophile Gautier, André Delrieu, and 
others—jointly published a guidebook for Belgium, the Guide du 
touriste en Belgique.1 Or so its title page suggests. Bearing no other 
imprint than Imprimerie N.-J. Slingeneyer Jeune in Brussels, the 
Guide is in fact a collection of previously published material.2 Texts 
by the listed authors are strung together with sections from various 
guidebooks; summary footnotes refer to Alexandre Ferrier’s Prome-
nades sur le chemin de fer, a Guide du voyageur en Belgique, and Ferrier’s 
Liége et ses environs. The resulting composite presents an itinerary 
across Belgium, echoing the trips described in its various sources. 
Starting in Brussels and Waterloo, the Guide follows the Prome-
nades sur le chemin de fer by moving to Mechelen, the center of the 
Belgian railroad network, and from there by train to Antwerp, Ghent, 
Bruges, and the Belgian coast, and finally to Liège. Each destina-
tion is described by one or more of the celebrated French authors.

As a montage of republished fragments tentatively attrib-
uted to their author, the Guide du touriste en Belgique provides a 
compelling entry point into French travel literature about Belgium 
in the 1830s and early 1840s. Drawn from a sizeable body of texts, 
the Guide is a node in a network of voices and publications. In fact, it 
offers two interlocking kaleidoscopic views: one of how the mostly 
French authors saw Belgium, and the other of the range of French 
language publications written about the country. The guidebook’s 
fragments and literary descriptions purporting to portray Belgium 
fifteen years after its independence are taken from a plethora of 
widely circulating material, which was subject to seemingly limit-
less citing, copying, and editing. The Guide fully participates in this 
publication culture. Probably few if any of the authors featured in 
the Guide were involved in its production; texts are taken from their 
sources wholesale, with minor changes to suit the publication.3 This 
process befitted the Belgian publishing world, which thrived on the 
production of contrefaçons, unauthorized reprints or counterfeits, 
and suited a market eager for travel writing.

Claude Pichois, Nicole Savy, and others have mapped how 
nineteenth-century French authors viewed Belgium in their novels 
and récits.4 This essay uses the Guide du touriste en Belgique as an entry 
point into the periodical and guidebook literature devoted to the 
young kingdom, to explore how Belgium was composed in popu-
lar print.5 The French exploration of Belgium was a shared and 
intertextual endeavor. Writings traveled in an environment where 
publishing practices, genre conventions, and authorial strategies 
were as decisive for the impact of a text as its originality or authen-
ticity. This condition affected the very construction of a Belgian 
patrimoine and its associated values. Composite Belgium emerged 
between the observations of the guidebook and the artful appraisal 
of a particular voice, between the worn enumeration of sights and 
the well-honed evocation of personal discovery and judgment. 
Particular items, be they buildings, anecdotes, or observations, 
accrued weight and importance both to those authors who chose 
to rehearse them and the nation they came to represent. By prob-
ing some micronarratives that were reproduced and exchanged in 
popular travel literature on the young nation, this essay foregrounds 
how a Belgian patrimoine was constructed and canonized within the 
very fabric of the printed word.

fig. 1

fig. 2

Maarten Delbeke

© BREPOLS PUBLISHERS 
DOI 10.1484/M.ACSHA-EB.5.151007
This is an open access chapter made available 
under a CC BY-NC 4.0 International Licence.



48 Composite Belgium

The French authors of the 
Guide du touriste en Belgique

The many French authors who visited Belgium in the first decades 
following its independence portrayed the country as much by 
means of discoveries and unexpected encounters as by layering 
literary experiences and reproducing texts. The various distri-
bution channels of the récits de voyage, legitimate or not, ensured 
that views of the young kingdom circulated rapidly. Authors and 
readers shared an awareness of facts, expectations, and tropes. 
Certain cultural works became must-sees, such as Peter Paul 
Rubens’ Descent from the Cross in the Antwerp cathedral, a paint-
ing dear to French visitors as it had been at the Louvre from 1794 
until 1815. Exchange was enhanced by shared travel experiences. 
When Gautier first visited Belgium, he was accompagnied by 
Gérard de Nerval, who visited Belgium five times between 1836 
and 1852. Together they scaled the spire of the Antwerp cathedral, 
an experience Gautier recalled in his récit and in a poem.6 But 
even when they did not travel together, authors were well aware of 
each other’s texts. In his novel Lorely, published seven years after 
the Guide du touriste en Belgique, Nerval would refer his reader to 
Dumas’ description of Liège in the three-volume Excursions sur les 
bords du Rhin, published in 1841.7 When Hugo visited Belgium, he 
knew of the novel Virginité (1837) by André Delrieu, a well-known 
travel writer, who featured his observations of the Low Countries 
in the dramatic love story of a young French painter in Antwerp.8

If common travel experiences and shared references 
formed a repository that various authors could draw on, episodes 
were also reworked within a single literary oeuvre. Before the 
Belgian reminiscences of Désiré Nisard—a critic, classicist, and 
future member of the French establishment—became a particu-
larly popular reference, the author had honed his views of Belgium 
over multiple publications. The “Souvenirs de voyage” of Antwerp 
and Rubens that Nisard published in the Revue de Paris of 1836 
opened with the statement, “Anvers est plein de la gloire de 
Rubens” (“Antwerp is full of the glory of Rubens”), a phrase that 
also introduces Antwerp in Promenades d’un artiste: Bords du Rhin, 
Hollande, Belgique, a book issued anonymously in 1835.9 The texts 
resemble each other to a point that confirms Nisard’s authorship 
of the anonymous account. But the two versions approach their 
subject differently. Promenades d’un artiste dwells on the traces 
of the siege of Antwerp by Maréchal Gérard during the recent 
Franco-Dutch battle. When turning to Rubens, Nisard analyzes 
the Descent from the Cross with the reluctance of an author forced 
to meet the expectations of his readers. By contrast, the siege is 
scarcely mentioned in his essay “Souvenirs,” and when facing the 
Descent from the Cross, Nisard hides behind his alleged amateurism 
to analyze in depth the work and Rubens’ “two styles.” A sketch 
biography of Quentin Matsys in Promenades d’un artiste is developed 
into a careful comparison between Rubens and his master. If in 
the first publication Nisard still poses as an artist who casts his 
penetrating but blasé gaze over the city, in the second he finds his 
voice as an astute cultural critic preoccupied with understanding 
art and tradition in a changing world.

The Guide du touriste en Belgique taps a particular vein of the 
rich material available. Its closing section consists of dated but 
unsigned copies of Letters V to VIII of Le Rhin; Hugo’s authorship 
can be inferred only from his mention on the Guide’s cover. Apart 
from these letters, the Guide selects material from French peri-
odicals or Belgian counterfeits rather than sanctioned editions 
and books. For Dumas’ contributions, the Guide refers summarily 
to his Excursions en Belgique. This book is a counterfeit edition of 
the accounts about Belgium extracted from the Excursions sur les 
bords du Rhin, published as part of the Muséum littéraire by Jamar; 
the Guide avails itself of the sections on Brussels, Waterloo, and 
Ghent.10 As was customary, Dumas had published his accounts first 

fig. 3

fig. 3 Alexandre Dumas, Excursions en Belgique (Bruxelles: A. Jamar, 1841), 
title page.
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in periodicals, such as the Revue de Paris.11 This journal provided 
the bulk of the literary contributions to our Guide. It draws four 
installments from the “Souvenirs de voyage” that Nisard published 
there in 1835–1836: on Cockerill’s establishments in Seraing, the 
mining industry (with a first-person account of a descent into 
a coalmine), the city of Liège, and finally a trip by train from 
Brussels to Mechelen and visits to Mechelen and Antwerp.12 
Delrieu’s contribution to the Guide appeared in the Revue de Paris 
in 1836.13 Théophile Gautier’s Un tour en Belgique, as our Guide calls 
it, is drawn from a series of articles in yet another periodical, the 
Chronique de Paris of 1836.14

The selection in the Guide du touriste en Belgique points to the 
importance of periodicals as an outlet for travel writing. Journals 
like the Revue de Paris and the Revue des deux Mondes covered France, 
Europe, and beyond. Belgium is well represented in their pages. 
Besides the writings of Nisard and Delrieu, the Revue de Paris 
also included Roger de Beauvoir’s assessment of Belgian art 
past and present.15 L’Artiste was another important venue.16 There 
de Beauvoir published a poem on Antwerp, and Louis Batissier 
issued articles on Belgian churches and the city of Liège.17 Nerval, 
Gautier’s travel companion, would publish his own impressions 
of Belgium in the Messager, La charte de 1830, and La Presse.18 From 
its inception in 1833, the Magasin pittoresque included features on 
the young nation.19 These periodicals provided a rich context for 
travel accounts of Belgium. In their pages, they were flanked by 
contributions on such topics as contemporary buildings and the 
history of art and architecture, often penned by the same authors.20 
In addition to an article on “the Gothic museums of Leuven and 
Brussels,” Delrieu published several polemical articles on the 
present state of art and architecture in France.21 Batissier’s texts 
on Belgium reflect his architectural historiography that roots the 
character of architecture in geography.22

Numerous republications increased the scope of this 
production, first of all in the counterfeited editions of the jour-
nals themselves. The Revue de Paris appeared as counterfeit in 
Brussels, combined with articles from its competitor the Revue 
des deux Mondes.23 Articles appeared in translation as well, such as 
the German version of Delrieu’s chronicle of the Belgian coast.24 
The most popular piece of those surveyed here is Nisard’s account 
of his visit to Seraing and the factory of John Cockerill. In line 
with a common counterfeit practice, it graced the page bottom 
of the Belgian daily L’indépendant almost simultaneously with its 
publication in France.25 It would be reprinted until as late as 1860, 
in Fernand Lagarrigue’s Études et voyages.26 By then, it had become 
a staple of the guidebook literature that provided much material 
for the Guide du touriste.

Guidebook literature and 
the impact of Nisard

Unpacking the guidebook literature incorporated into the Guide 
du touriste en Belgique reveals yet another channel of reproduction. 
The Guide refers to a Guide du voyageur en Belgique as well as Ferrier’s 
Promenades sur le chemin de fer and Liége et ses environs, but this is 
approximate at best. Connecting these references to publications 
opens a window onto the rich guidebook production in post-
independence Belgium. Close examination of this production lays 
bare how guidebooks reused and transformed available chronicles 
and descriptions. Well before our Guide, guidebooks included liter-
ary récits such as Nisard’s and combined them with other sources. 
The composite texts of these guidebooks directed the attention of 
travelers like our French authors to certain sites and monuments 
and affected how they described an emerging patrimoine.

The Guide du touriste en Belgique claims to rely on two guides 
by Alexandre Ferrier. By 1845 Ferrier was probably the most 
prominent author of popular pocket guides in Belgium. After 

fig. 4

fig. 4 Front page of L’Indépendant, 357 (December 23, 1835), with Désiré Nisard, 
“Le Pays de Liége. Seraing” at the bottom.
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failing to establish a privately run telegraph network in France, 
Ferrier became a member of the French expat community in 
Belgium so well characterized by Dumas and Nerval.27 From 1836 
onward, Ferrier published with the Société belge de librairie of the 
brothers Hauman—prolific purveyors of counterfeits—a series 
entitled “Descriptions historiques et topographiques,” of Brussels 
(1836), Antwerp (1836), Bruges (1836), Mechelen (1836), Louvain 
(1837), Ghent (1838), and Liège (1838), which went through numer-
ous reprints and translations.28 Nearly sixty pages of the Liège 
Description would end up in the Guide.29 These short guidebooks 
also fed into Ferrier’s own illustrated Guide pittoresque et artistique 
du voyageur en Belgique, first published in 1838. As the title of the 
city guides suggests, Ferrier rooted his appraisal of the artistic 
and picturesque marvels in history, topography, and statistics. On 
the title page of the Guide pittoresque, Ferrier presents himself as an 
engineer and a member of the Société de géographie de Paris and 
the Société française de statistique universelle, in whose journal 
he published the general overview of Belgium that opens many of 
Ferrier’s guides as well as our Guide.30 With his armada of publica-
tions, Ferrier was prominent in the burgeoning guidebook market. 
The Promenades sur le chemin de fer (1838), a guidebook for visiting 
Belgium by train, published under the initials M.d.W., repeatedly 
defers to Ferrier for more detailed historical and artistic informa-
tion, a courtesy that did not prevent Ferrier from issuing his own 
Manuel du voyageur sur le chemin de fer Belge in 1839.31

The almost simultaneous publication of two guides with 
very similar titles on the same topic—travel by train—is one exam-
ple of a general trend: the emergence of pocket guides for the 
popular market published under generic titles. The Guide du tour-
iste en Belgique incorporates large portions of such material, but 
misidentifies its sources. It refers to Ferrier’s Promenades sur le 
chemin de fer, but rather than cribbing from his Manuel du voyageur 
sur le chemin de fer Belge, it includes large sections of the earlier 
Promenades sur le chemin de fer, not by Ferrier. Conversely, the title 
Guide du voyageur, which the Guide du touriste en Belgique does not 
attribute to Ferrier, in fact refers to a later edition of Ferrier’s 
Guide pittoresque, now published as La Belgique: Guide pittoresque et 
artistique du voyageur.32 Whether this confusion attests to Ferrier’s 
involvement in the Guide du touriste en Belgique, to his reputation 
as a guidebook author, or to a deliberate obfuscation on the part 
of our Guide’s compiler must remain an open question.33 But the 
imprecise use of what seem almost interchangeable references 
hints at an underlying phenomenon. In addition to their titles, the 
guidebooks also exchange much of their content. Ferrier’s Guide 
pittoresque bears a more than passing resemblance to a guidebook 
actually titled Guide du voyageur en Belgique, a remarkable booklet 
published in 1838 by the railroad employee Auguste Gobert under 
the full title Guide du voyageur en Belgique sur le parcours du chemin de 
fer de l’état. Both guidebooks reproduce and adapt existing texts, 
some of which would again feature in our Guide.34

This process is best illustrated by examining the section 
on Liège in various guidebooks. To describe the cathedral there, 
Gobert’s Guide du voyageur en Belgique quotes “ce qu’en dit M. Nisard 
dans ses Souvenirs de voyage en Belgique” (“what M. Nisard says 
about it in his Souvenirs de voyage en Belgique”). Gobert proposes 
to “[écouter] encore le même auteur” (“listen to more from the 
same author”) on the subject of the Gothic St. Jacques church, and 
offers an abbreviated version of the description Nisard published 
in the Revue de Paris.35 The section on Seraing consists of Nisard’s 
essay on Cockerill, because “il serait impossible d’en donner une 
idée plus grande et surtout plus exacte” (“it would be impossible 
to impart a more extensive and particularly more precise notion 
of it”) than the full essay provides. It is reproduced over a full 
twenty pages, neatly captured between quotation marks.36 Ferrier 
follows Gobert’s example in relying on Nisard for certain sections 
of his own Description historique et topographique de Liége.37 The essay 

fig. 5
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fig. 5 First page of Alexandre Ferrier, “Aperçu statistique 
en 1839 de la Belgique suivi d’un Précis historique sur ce 
Royaume,” Journal des travaux de la Société de la statistique 
universelle 1 (1839).

fig. 6 Auguste Gobert, Guide du voyageur en Belgique sur 
le parcours du chemin de fer de l’état (Bruxelles: Société 
nationale pour la propagation des bons livres, 1838), 30–31.

fig. 7 Alexandre Ferrier, Guide pittoresque et artistique du 
voyageur en Belgique (Bruxelles: Société belge de librairie, 
Hauman et companie, 1838), 244–245.
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on Cockerill is also quoted in full.38 St. Jacques is introduced as a 
“marvel” on the authority of Nisard’s Voyage en Belgique, and Ferrier 
includes the same shortened description drawn from Nisard as 
Gobert. In contrast to Gobert, however, Ferrier does not iden-
tify Nisard as its author.39 By the time Ferrier incorporates this 
section in his Guide pittoresque of 1838, any mention of Nisard has 
disappeared, and the French author’s words have become part 
of the running text.40

The slow erosion of the marks of Nisard’s authorship 
changes the voice in the text. Nisard’s original account employs 
the first person emphatically: “Les mots vagues comme les mots 
techniques me manquent pour peindre cette nef si vaste, si majes-
tueuse, si légère, qui élève l’âme sans peser sur elle”.41 Nisard’s 
evocation of unspeakable beauty, which serves to position him as 
a literary critic devoid of architectural expertise, becomes in the 
Guide pittoresque a statement voiced implicitly by Ferrier. More-
over, Gobert had already cut the “comme les mots techniques” 
from the quote, changing Nisard’s avowal of limited expertise into 
a pure expression of awe.42 Between the first edition of his Guide 
pittoresque and the Description historique et topographique de Liége, 
Ferrier changes “me manquent” into “manquent,” further elid-
ing the presence of the author in the text.43 This process carries 
over into later texts. In 1845 Ferrier’s publisher issued the Guide 
illustré du voyageur en Belgique. One of the earliest pocket guides 
to Belgium with in-text illustrations, it relied heavily on Ferrier’s 
guidebooks. The section on St. Jacques still contains snippets of 
Nisard’s letter: “La merveille de Liége, c’est Saint-Jacques. C’est 
l’architecture gothique avec toute la coquetterie de l’art arabe.” 44 
At this stage, Nisard’s words serve as impersonal comments, and 
his appraisal lies embedded in seemingly generic guidebook prose. 
Between Gobert and the Guide illustré, replication has transformed 
Nisard’s personal appreciation, staged in a refined description, 
into a generic value judgment that points the visitor toward a 
picturesque highlight.

The progressive absorption of an auctorial stance into 
the both impersonal and normative statements of the guidebook 
could follow different paths. Henaux’ Description historique et topo-
graphique de Liége of 1837, which was mined extensively by Ferrier, 
also adapts Nisard’s text on St. Jacques. Here there is no mention 
of the author at all, and in the text the presence of a viewing 
subject is completely erased.45 By contrast, Alphonse Wauters’ Les 
délices de la Belgique of 1844, an ambitious record of the artistic and 
natural wonders of the young nation, interrupts its description of 
St. Jacques to mention that “[un] des plus spirituels écrivains de 
la France, M. Nisard, a donné de Saint-Jacques une description 
à la fois poétique et exacte” without, however, quoting it.46 As these 
two approaches suggest, descriptions could become authoritative 
either through the anonymous repetition of their very fabric or 
through the fame of their author. On the subject of Cockerill, as we 
have seen, several guidebooks rely on both strategies by quoting 
Nisard’s entire article.47 Replication slowly canonizes works and 
their representation in the very texture of the prose.

The combined forces of replication and canonization turn 
guidebook texts into testing grounds for interpretation and judg-
ment. This happens with another building in Liège, the Palace of 
Justice, formerly the residence of the Prince-Bishops. Philippe 
Vandermaelen’s Dictionnaire géographique de la province de Liége of 
1831 provided a prototypical description. It points out that the 
building is structured around two large courtyards circumscribed 
by a vaulted gallery that is supported by “une superbe colon-
nade.” The neoclassical façade of the building, built by Johannes 
Andreas Anneessens after a fire in 1734, is celebrated for its portico 
crowned with a “magnifique cornice.” 48 Vandermaelen’s descrip-
tion is reproduced in Bellet’s La Belgique pittoresque of 1834 and 
serves as the basis for Gobert, Ferrier’s various guides, and the 
Guide illustré du voyageur en Belgique. The most significant textual 

fig. 7

fig. 8

fig. 8 Désiré Nisard, “Souvenirs de voyage III. Liége. 
Septembre 1835,” Revue de Paris 29 (1836): 139–140.
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variation concerns the columns of the courtyard. Bellet follows 
Vandermaelen and characterizes them as “taillées en candélabres 
et chargées d’ornements du meilleur goût,” which Ferrier and 
the Guide illustré du voyageur en Belgique develop into “chargées 
d’arabesques, qui ressemblent assez à celles du palais ducal de 
Venise.” 49 Gobert extends the horizon even further by incorpo-
rating some ideas of Henaux; he marvels at the “figures bizarres” 
decorating the columns, which recall “les monuments de la Haute-
Égypte, avec leurs signes hiéroglyphiques.” 50 True to its title, the 
Guide illustré provides a view of the courtyard.

The changing description of the columns suggests that 
the critical appreciation of works evolves according to available 
descriptors and references. In parallel to the process observed at 
St. Jacques and Cockerill, where specific texts provide the matrix 
for subsequent descriptions, such modifications reflect and shape 
aesthetic appreciation and stylistic categorisation. Our French 
authors participate in this process by providing models—as in 
the case of Nisard—but also by adopting them. Hugo’s Belgian 
encounters provide particularly telling examples of how available 
texts became absorbed into a literary response.

Victor Hugo’s Belgian discoveries

Hugo’s first two visits to Belgium took place in 1837 and 1840. The 
letters he wrote during his first trip would not be published until 
1892, but his trip to Givet, Dinant, Namur, Liège, and Verviers in 
August 1840 fed into Le Rhin of 1842.51 In 1837, the author carried 
with him yet another contender in the guidebook market, the Guide 
du voyageur en Belgique et en Hollande—the so-called Richard, after 
the pseudonym of its author.52 The Richard went through numerous 
editions. It wears its multiple sources on its sleeve and probably 
inspired Ferrier to introduce Belgium with Frances Trollope’s 
words.53 Over time, the number of references only increased; 
from at least 1839 onward, the Richard, too, would incorporate 
Nisard’s article on Cockerill.54

Nevertheless, the guidebook did not impress Hugo at all. He 
called it a “stupide livre.” 55 But if he was still using it when visit-
ing Liège in 1840, it would have introduced him to the Palace of 
Justice in Vandermaelen’s words.56 Not that Letter VII of Le Rhin 
mentions the guidebook. Hugo writes how, wandering through a 
narrow street from one church to another, he brushed past “une 
vaste et sombre muraille” (“a vast and dark wall”) which suggested 
the presence of a palace behind it. “Une porte obscure” gave access 
to a “une vaste cour. Cette cour, dont personne ne parle et qui devrait 
être célèbre, est la cour intérieure du palais des princes ecclésias-
tiques de Liége. Je n’ai vu nulle part un ensemble architectural 
plus étrange, plus morose et plus superbe.” Hugo did not fail to 
remark upon the columns of the gallery:

Ces piliers sont en granit gris comme tout le palais.—Selon 
qu’on examine l’une ou l’autre des quatres rangées, le fût 
du pilier disparaît jusqu’à moitié de sa longueur, tantôt 
par le haut, tantôt par le bas, sous un renflement enrichi 
d’arabesques. … Mais ce qui rend l’archéologue perplexe, 
c’est que les arabesques ciselées sur ces renflements, c’est 
que les chapitaux de ces piliers, naïvement et grossièrement 
sculptés, chargés, aux talloirs près, de figures chimériques, 
de feuillages impossibles, d’animaux apocalyptiques, de 
dragons ailées presque égyptiens et hiéroglyphiques, 
semblent appartenir à l’art du onzième siècle, et pour ne 
pas rendre ces piliers, courts, trapus et gibbeux à l’archi-
tecture bizantine, il faut se souvenir que le palais … ne fut 
commencé qu’en 1508.57

Hugo’s enthusiastic analysis reaches well beyond Vandermaelen’s 
“candélabres” or Gobert’s hieroglyphs. However, their descrip-
tions suggest that when Hugo explored the four ranges of the 
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fig. 9 Guide illustré du voyageur en Belgique présentant les vues des localités les plus intéressantes; une carte; un itinéraire des chemins de fer exécutés, 
et un aperçu des chemins de fer en projet (Bruxelles: Hauman [1845]), 214–215.



55 Maarten Delbeke

quadrangle, he walked well-trodden ground. The fame of the court-
yard had even extended south of the border well before Hugo’s 
visit. In an extensive account of Belgium published in 1836, the 
Magasin pittoresque singled out the Palace of Justice as “un monu-
ment gothique d’un style particulier,” and described the columns 
as “décorées de formes végétales, sculptées à l’imitation de la 
figure humaine.” 58 But Hugo may have been drawn to the court-
yard in particular by the final of Louis Batissier’s three essays 
on Belgium in L’Artiste in the same year.59 Intending to capture 
the character of Liège, Batissier singles out the quadrangle and 
compares the columns to “Byzantine monuments,” as Hugo would 
do: “C’est la renaissance gothique, avec son luxe d’ornemens et 
sa profusion de détails; les piliers de la galerie, qui ressemblent 
à des colonnes lampadaires ou à des candélabres antiques, sont 
variées à l’infini, et ont de plus une grande affinité avec ceux des 
monumens byzantins.” 60 The courtyard is further highlighted in 
a lithography of a view by Ignace-François Bonhommé, with the 
columns at its center.

Guidebooks and Batissier’s article prefigured Hugo’s 
account of the Palace of Justice. The modest modifications of 
the guidebook descriptions over time already suggested a persis-
tent fascination with the ornamentation in the courtyard. In 
Batissier’s text, the evocations of arabesques, Venetian Gothic, 
and hieroglyphs are echoed in a description that sees the court-
yard as a typical example of the “caractère qui se remarque dans 
plusieurs édifices de Belgique élevés ou embellis pendant la domi-
nation de Charles-Quint et de ses successeurs,” where Spanish and 
“Arab traditions” intermingle.61 But if Batissier casts the mould 
for Hugo’s encomium of the courtyard, he pays no attention to 
the new neoclassical façade of the palace, widely praised in the 
guidebook descriptions. By contrast, Hugo sets off his celebra-
tion of the pseudo-romanesque monument against a damning 
rejection of the recent restoration. It is an “oeuvre glaciale et 
déclamatoire.” This fits Hugo’s general appreciation of “cette 
architecture du dix-huitième siècle”: “il n’y a pas de milieu: des 
oripeaux ou de la nudité, clinquant ou misère.” 62 Thanks to the 
author’s vigor and reputation, the rhetorical opposition of the old 
and more recent parts would shape the reception of the palace. In 
his contribution to La Belgique monumentale, historique et pittoresque 
of 1844, a multi-authored historical introduction to Belgium’s 
landscapes and monuments, Félix Stappaerts’ hugolian reading 
of the monument draws a damning contrast between the original 
courtyard and the recent additions.63 The text is illustrated with 
one of the many courtyard views that were circulating by then. 
Some years later, Nerval’s description of Liège in Lorely opens 
abruptly: “Allons vite au plus pressé, c’est à dire au plus beau.” It is 
the Palace of Justice, “un vaste carré long, entouré de magnifiques 
galeries aux colonnes de granit sculptés; les voûtes et les murs 
sont en brique rouge, sur laquelle se détache la colonnade noire 
et polie, ce qui rappelle certains palais de Venise. … L’extérieur, 
du côté de la place, ne répond pas à ces magnificences: c’est 
l’aspect d’un hôpital ou d’une caserne, et pourtant c’est le plus 
bel édifice de Liége.” 64

Nerval clearly echoes the enthusiasm and value judgments 
of Hugo’s Letter. With the available texts on the palace in mind, the 
Letter in turn should be read less as the account of an unexpected 
encounter with an unknown and challenging masterpiece than the 
digestion of an available trope into the author’s “archeological” 
categories and aesthetic considerations. By 1840, Hugo’s predi-
lection for Gothic and romanesque architecture over classicism 
was well established.65 His description of the Liège gallery reit-
erates his fascination for the graphic dynamism and mysterious 
appeal of arabesque ornament. The victims of this operation are 
the neoclassical restorations and façade, cast as the feeble anti
thesis of the intriguing courtyard. In this sense, Belgium served as 
a testing ground for Hugo’s fascination with hybrid forms, intricate 

fig. 10

fig. 10 Lithography by Benard and Frey after Ignace-François Bonhommé,  
Palais du Primat à Liège, in L’Artiste, 12 (1836).
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ornament, and capricious invention. But rather than moments of 
individual revelation, encounters like the one in Liège are part 
of an ongoing reflection on art and architecture that appropri-
ates widely shared fascinations and activates them in emphatic 
judgments. Hugo explored Belgium in a sustained dialogue with 
multiple voices, from guidebook prose to literature, and in the 
reading room as much as on the spot.66

Extending this fascination to the art and architecture of 
Renaissance, Baroque, and what Hugo calls “rococo,” too, is part 
of this dialogue.67 The often-repeated claim that Hugo was forced 
to reassess his aesthetic predilections and engage with Baroque 
and rococo in the face of Belgian art and architecture should 
be nuanced.68 Hugo shared his interest in Baroque forms with 
Gautier.69 How this enthusiasm was shaped by exchange and 
appropriation is well illustrated by an episode which stands out 
among Hugo’s encounters with post-Gothic Belgian art. In a letter 
of August 17, 1837, to his wife, Adèle, he described the monumental 
pulpit of St. Gudule Cathedral in Brussels, carved by Hendrik-
Frans Verbruggen and originally installed in Louvain in 1699. In 
contrast to the author’s celebration of the Liège courtyard, this 
letter did not affect the critical reception of the piece until 1892, 
when it was published.70 Nevertheless, Hugo’s interpretation sits 
perfectly at the intersection between his own preoccupations and 
a reception history that would develop undisturbed from the late 
eighteenth to the late nineteenth century.

Hugo’s description of the pulpit is quite well known:
C’est la création toute entière, c’est toute la philosophie, 
c’est toute la poésie, figurées par un arbre énorme qui porte 
dans ses rameaux une chaire, dans ses feuillages tout un 
monde d’oiseaux et d’animaux, à sa base Adam et Eve chas-
sés par l’ange triste et suivis par la mort joyeuse et séparés 
par la queue du serpent, à son sommet la croix, la Vérité, 
l’enfant Jésus et sous le pied de l’enfant la tête du serpent 
écrasée. Tout ce poème est sculpté et ciselé à pleine chêne 
de la manière plus forte, la plus tendre et la plus spirituelle.

The account has received notice because it not only treats the 
visual arts as a form of poetry but also departs from firmly held 
aesthetic norms by embracing the “rococo” style of the pulpit:

L’ensemble est prodigieusement rococo et prodigieuse-
ment beau. Que les fanatiques du sévère arrangent cela 
comme ils voudront, cela est. Cette chaire est dans l’art 
un de ces rares points d’intersection où le beau et le rococo 
se rencontrent.71

As in Liège, Hugo unleashed his critical appreciation for an 
object that had received ample attention. The French public knew 
the work thanks to the large frontispiece of the récit de voyage 
in the Magasin pittoresque of 1836. The Magasin’s illustrator prob-
ably never set foot in St. Gudule, as the frontal view is inverted 
and the body of the snake crawling over the entire construc-
tion is rendered instead as a billowing veil; the illustration may 
have been based on an illustration in Paquet-Syphorien’s Voyage 
historique et pittoresque fait dans les Pays-Bas, first published in 
1813. Still, the text singles out the pulpit as the only thing worth 
seeing inside the church.72 Hugo’s despised Richard also marks 
the work as “un modèle extrêmement rare de sculpture en bois” 
(“an extremely exceptional example of wooden sculpture”) and 
offers a brief description of the scene to emphasize its wealth 
and complexity.73 It is also duly mentioned in Ferrier’s guide-
books and the Guide illustré du voyageur en Belgique.74 By 1840, 
an engraving after Thomas Allom of the interior of St. Gudule 
fully canonized “the celebrated carved pulpit,” which would be 
included in several guides and would serve as model for numer-
ous other images.75

fig. 11

fig. 12

fig. 12 Paquet-Syphorien, Voyage historique et pittoresque fait dans les Pays-Bas, 
et dans quelques départemens voisins, pendant les années 1811, 1812, 1813, vol. 2 
(Paris: Firmin Didot, maintenant P.J. De Mat, Bruxelles, 1816), plate XIV.
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fig. 11 “Une excursion en Belgique,” Magasin pittoresque 3, no. 22 (1836): 169.
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Hugo’s emphasis on Verbruggen’s grandness of inven-
tion (“la création toute entière, c’est toute la philosophie, c’est 
toute la poésie”) may have had its roots in Mauvy’s Bruxelles et ses 
environs (1834), which sees in Verbruggen’s work “tout le poème 
de Milton.” 76 Mauvy’s suggestion that the pulpit is the marvelous 
sculptural expression of a magnificent poetic idea is picked up 
and developed in subsequent descriptions. One publication that 
includes the Allom image is La Belgique en 1841, a multi-authored 
guide published by Hauman. There, Victor Joly treats the pulpit 
briefly but incisively: “L’artiste a su enfermer dans son oeuvre 
une belle et grande pensée: La chute du premier homme, qui y est 
symbolisée avec une admirable entente.” 77 In the Revue nationale 
de Belgique of 1842, the critic Eugène Robin devotes two pages to 
the “idée grande et simple” of the sculptor, in full admiration of 
“la profondeur et l’unité de sa pensée,” expressed in a “poëme 
[sic] plastique.” 78 If Hugo amplified Mauvy’s reference to Paradise 
Lost into a giant microcosm teeming with life, transforming the 
six animals seated on the balustrade into “un monde d’oiseaux et 
d’animaux,” his description fits the mould of an established critical 
tradition perfectly. As in the case of Liège, Hugo’s amplification 
of an available trope supports an aesthetic judgment: pushed 
to the precipice of bad taste by exuberance, the pulpit’s poetic 
force exonerates Verbruggen. This trade-off, too, is not without 
precedent. The critical reception of the pulpit in the nineteenth 
century weighed the originality of Verbruggen’s invention against 
its aesthetic appropriateness. Ferrier would caution that “[cette] 
oeuvre est exécutée avec soin, mais l’auteur y montre plus d’ima
gination que de goût.” 79 In Belgium: In a Picturesque Tour, Ferrier’s 
words are voiced by a “Belgian critic” who wishes to temper the 
enthusiasm of an English visitor in the face of “the wholly novel 
and original” design.80 The assessment, by Dumas, that ends up 
in the Guide du touriste en Belgique deems the work “plein de puis-
sance,” even though it was “une oeuvre de mauvais goût sans 
doute.” 81 As in the case of St. Jacques, a critical judgment coalesced 
around a limited number of tropes, but now less by the repetition 
of a single text than by the rehearsal of similar considerations.

What Hugo inserts into this perception is the notion of 
“rococo,” a category he brought with him from Paris. In fact, 
Hugo’s tentative association of rococo with beauty when faced 
with the pulpit echoes an ongoing reappraisal of the notion in 
Romantic circles.82 In 1833 a theatre critic bemoaned the renewed 
popularity of rococo among Parisian high society, blaming writ-
ers for its resurgence. Hugo in particular was accused of having 
betrayed his “chevalerie du moyen âge” by hanging his apartment 
with “tapis à ramage et les fauteuils de satin brodé qui descendent 
en ligne directe de Mme de Pompadour.” 83 Hugo’s taste in inte-
rior design reflects a reassessment of the style along lines that had 
been indicated by the great author himself. The novel Monsieur de 
l’Argentière (1833), by the Hugo-acolyte Petrus Borel, opens with 
a chapter called “Roccoco” that sets the scene in a monumental 
dining room decked out in Louis XV style.84 Borel’s description 
contrasts the “funestes et ignorantes copies de l’antique” (“dreary 
and ignorant copies of antiquity”) of contemporary neoclassical 
architecture with rococo, much as one year earlier, in his Notre 
Dame de Paris, Hugo had condemned Renaissance architecture 
and its offspring in comparison to the capacity of the Gothic to 
encapsulate the ideas of an entire society. Borel, in fact, states that 
in the eyes of future generations, the “style Louis XV” will carry 
the “imprint” of its time, in the same way that Hugo celebrated the 
Gothic as the stone record of the society that produced it.85 In his 
own assessment of Verbruggen’s pulpit, Hugo invokes the same 
trope, casting the work both as “rococo” and a material poem.

Because Hugo tested his aesthetics against Belgian monu-
ments, his absorption of existing material inherent to his writing 
process became enmeshed with the construction of a patrimoine 
and its values. Similar to the slow incrustation of Nisard’s writings 
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in guidebook prose, Hugo’s literary amplifications transformed 
available tropes into critical positions and aesthetic interpreta-
tions.86 The impact of these positions depends on their circulation; 
Le Rhin affected discourse more than private letters. At the same 
time, Hugo’s judgments remained deeply embedded in the universe 
of texts from which they emerged. Amplified by Hugo’s fame and 
reputation, they became beacons in a slowly coalescing landscape 
of monuments and values. If Hugo did not uncover these lands, 
he did help plant the flags.

A counterfeit

By the year the Guide du touriste en Belgique was published, 1845, 
most of its content was five to ten years old. Many of its compo-
nents had been reprinted, counterfeited, cited, copied, and 
transformed in the process that generated a Belgian patrimoine 
in print. The Guide makes the process of replication at the heart 
of this construction explicit, to the point that it consists of two 
layers of texts: the counterfeited publications and the works they 
quote. Nisard’s essay on Cockerill sits in the Guide as its repro-
duction in Ferrier’s Description historique et topographique de Liége, 
and the Guide quotes Trollope’s La Belgique et l’ouest de l’Allemagne 
as part of Ferrier’s Guide pittoresque. In fact, because our Guide 
provides some indication of its sources, it displays the practices of 
replication that characterized the travel literature about Belgium 
in general, and allows the identification of its composing parts. 
The Guide exhibits a process of appropriation that elsewhere is 
largely dissimulated. However, as a counterfeit, the Guide remains 
clearly distinguished from contemporary multi-authored guides. 
Ferrier also contributed to La Belgique en 1841, another publication 
by Hauman that included such authors as Victor Joly and H.G. 
Moke. Just like the two-volume La Belgique monumentale, historique 
et pittoresque of 1844, the Hauman book is larger and heavier than 
a pocket guide. The various authors are assigned a clearly delin-
eated topic, and their authorship serves as a mark of distinction. 
Ferrier rose to the occasion: his texts on Ghent and Liège in La 
Belgique en 1841 offer far more elaborate versions of his texts in the 
“topographical descriptions.” In contrast, our Guide is a patchwork 
of ready-made components, combining the generic structure of 
the guidebooks with the most eminent available voices.

Nevertheless, a perusal of our Guide suggests an edito-
rial strategy at work.87 The sequence of literary authors plays 
to their strengths. Dumas’ opening accounts of Brussels and 
Waterloo provide the reader with a typical historical introduc-
tion to Belgium, at once wide-ranging and anecdotal. Introducing 
a recurring theme, Dumas emphasizes the historical parallels 
between the sixteenth century and the present. Nisard contin-
ues the narrative in his accounts of Mechelen and Antwerp. The 
diptych on Antwerp first published in the Revue de Paris is used 
to great effect. After characterizing the people of Antwerp as the 
pious, clean, carnal, and not particularly elevated Belgians many 
French authors took them for, he turns to Rubens and Matsys to 
understand how such materialist disposition translates into art. 
Nisard’s careful analysis reverses his initial value judgment, and 
Belgium is upheld over France as a “pays de faits” rather than 
a “pays des idées.” 88 This view is complemented with Gautier’s 
Antwerp experiences, which add a more visceral and comical 
dimension. Ghent is handed back to Dumas, who again combines 
ample sixteenth-century historical details with yet more anec-
dotes and a visit to such highlights as the Van Eyck altarpiece. 
Delrieu’s piece changes the tone of the Guide. After criticizing how 
tourism runs after industrial development, Delrieu turns his atten-
tion to the forlorn western part of the country. He visits Bruges 
(“Bruges est tout un musée” (“Bruges is an entire museum”), with 
Memling—written as Hemling—as its star), before exploring the 
Belgian coast and its partly forgotten towns.89 Again the sixteenth 
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century resonates with the present, as Delrieu muses on the fate 
of the Spanish army and the Armada, and discovers the “style 
Arabe” on the main square of Furnes.90

The connecting tissue of our Guide is travel by train. To
gether with the material drawn from the Promenades sur le chemin 
de fer, including a digression on how the railroad challenges the 
remit of architecture, the new infrastructure tinges the Belgium 
of the Guide.91 Modernization becomes even more prominent in 
its final part, when the reader is taken to the east side of Belgium. 
Making up nearly half of the Guide, this section forfeits the largely 
linear succession of authors from the first part, and confronts two 
voices: Nisard and Hugo. For his visit of September 1835, Nisard 
approached Liège by train from the west, moving from the histori-
cal city to its industry: Cockerill and the coalmines. Hugo entered 
from the south, along the river Meuse, passing Dinant and Namur 
before encountering the factories lining the valley and arriving 
in Liège. The Guide includes both accounts and inserts between 
them guidebook visits to the surroundings of Liège, ensuring that 
Verviers appears three times in its pages.92

This loop merits one final examination, as it complicates our 
understanding of the composite Belgium of French travel writers. 
The main overlap between Nisard and Hugo concerns the area of 
Liège and its industry. The two authors start from a similar prem-
ise, juxtaposing the churches and factories of Liège.93 But in the 
city, the two men largely avoid each other, with Hugo describing 
churches of little interest to Nisard, who turns a blind eye to the 
Palace of Justice. These ommissions are striking. Nisard must have 
noticed the prominent palace, as he details the destruction of the 
adjacent cathedral, but perhaps it did not suit his characterization 
of the city as composed of “two kinds of monuments,” churches 
and factories.94 When Hugo visited, nearly five years after Nisard, 
St. Jacques was well established as the Gothic marvel of Liège, 
in part thanks to the descriptions by Batissier and Nisard. Even 
if Hugo does not engage with Nisard or his views in his letters, it 
seems implausible that the Romantic author had not been aware 
of Nisard’s writings, if not through the Richard then the Revue de 
Paris. Otherwise rarely daunted by adverse circumstances in his 
quest for archaeological pearls, Hugo claims that on his day in 
Liège, rain prevented him from visiting more than four churches, 
all situated at some, but only little, distance from St. Jacques.95

If the two authors identify Liège with different historical 
highlights, they do face off over the region’s modernization and 
industry. Even in the city, they view modernization with different 
eyes. Nisard is pleased to contrast “[les] rues de la vieille ville … 
étroites, sales et sombres” with “quelques quartiers nouveaux … 
plus riants” (“the streets of the old city … narrow, dirty and dark”; 
“some new neighborhoods … more cheerful“), but sees a city in 
suspense as well as in transformation, in the grips of incessant 
industry but mired in bigotism, and all too dependent on coal. 
His characterization of Liège as hanging between France and 
Holland is echoed by Hugo, who, however, draws a far sharper 
line between the old and the new: the modernizing city destroys 
much that is of value to the antiquaire.96 This difference in appre-
ciation extends to the city’s industry. Confronted with the works 
of Cockerill, Nisard further develops his reading of Belgium as a 
country of “facts” and Liège as a modern city. He tries to come to 
terms with his own status as a man of letters in the face of indus-
try, all while remaining alert to the social and economical realities 
underpinning these developments.97 Particularly compelling is 
the account of his descent into a coalmine, a mix of astonish-
ment, fear, estrangement, and outright admiration: “Voir l’ouvrier 
de trop loin donne des illusions, le voir de trop près donne des 
désenchantements, deux choses qui sont peu propres à inspirer 
de bons jugemens.” 98 Hugo’s description of the same establish-
ments is much shorter, more distant, and of a different tone: “Ce 
spectacle de guerre est donné par la paix; cette copie effroyable 
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de la dévastation est faite par l’industrie. Vous avez tout simple-
ment là sous les yeux les hauts forneaux de feu Cockerill. … Là, 
j’ai admiré véritablement l’industrie.” 99 Hugo values the industry 
for its potential for myth and because it appeals to his aesthetic 
appreciation, in contrast to the modern city.100

By bringing both Nisard and Hugo to bear on Liège and its 
industry, our Guide puts stress on the composite image of Belgium 
emerging from its pages. At the time of its publication, the two 
authors had become antagonists. In the same Revue de Paris that 
contained his “Souvenirs de voyage,” Nisard had published the 
scathing “M. Victor Hugo en 1836,” casting the Romantic writer as 
the victim of his own febrile imagination, deprived of intelligence, 
taste, or judgment.101 By contrast, Nisard fashioned himself as a 
classicist, a keeper of tradition. From this position he both crit-
icized Romanticism and explored Belgium. The juxtaposition of 
Nisard’s and Hugo’s views of Liège and its industry thus amounts 
to a confrontation.102 That the two authors face off in the pages of 
the Guide is possibly merely a matter of their prominence or—espe-
cially in Nisard’s case—the status of their writings on Liège. But 
even if the editor had remained aloof to more sophisticated critical 
considerations, the reader of the Guide would have encountered 
two different views of Liège, signaled by the topographical loop 
in its structure. At this point, the Guide is no longer a repository 
of echoing, converging, or complementary voices, but a site of 
implicit debate about an issue at the heart of the French percep-
tion of Belgium: the effects of unbridled modernity on a territory 
whose historical patrimony bears witness to a particular mental-
ity, tinged as much by indigenous factors as foreign influence. 
As such, the debate goes to the core of the interpretations and 
values that French authors inscribe in Belgium’s patrimoine. If our 
authors always considered Belgium as a counterfeit of France, 
they nevertheless produced different copies.103
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