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Introduction: Anne-Marie’s Tribulations

Elwin Hofman, Magaly Rodríguez García, and Pieter Vanhees

During her father’s absence in 1888, eighteen-year-old Anne-Marie pulled the door of her childhood home shut. There were troubles in the family: life was not easy in a poor household of twelve siblings, most of them younger than her. She found a room with her older sister in the Antwerp port district, near what is now the Red Star Line Museum. It was anything but a respectable home. According to the neighbours, only ‘wantons’ lived there. Anne-Marie made her living selling sex. She walked the streets and picked up customers in the many bars of the port district. This brought her to the attention of the vice police. An officer who had spotted her promptly registered her as a ‘loose woman’ and issued her a ‘prostitution booklet’, a kind of passport allowing her to sell sex, on the condition that she report for weekly medical examinations. Through this regulatory system, the government hoped to prevent the spread of venereal disease.

Anne-Marie found the weekly examinations painful and humiliating. She tried to avoid them. After only a few months, however, fate struck: not only was she pregnant with a stranger’s child, but she had also contracted syphilis. As soon as the examining doctor diagnosed the infection, he had her forcibly admitted to Saint Elizabeth’s Hospital. The humiliations, illness, and pregnancy had devastated her. Having reconciled with her parents, her father petitioned the mayor to take her off the list of prostitutes. While he could not watch over her because was a sailor and often absent, Anne-Marie would help her mother with her work as a laundress.

The police, however, after assessing the request, argued that Anne-Marie’s infection was evidence of ‘immoral behaviour’ and refused to remove her from the register. Thus, after being discharged from the hospital, Anne-Marie returned to her parents’ home. She also stayed regularly with her sister and continued to sell sex until her advanced pregnancy made this impossible. In early 1889, she gave birth to a boy, Charles-Louis, who died a few months later. It must have been a terrible blow.

Soon after her baby’s death, Anne-Marie began a relationship with a deserting soldier. As the deserter wanted to avoid the police, the couple moved to London in June 1889. We don’t know exactly what happened there, but they returned to Antwerp in October. Anne-Marie, with her boyfriend’s approval, continued to sell sex, according to a vice squad report. She did help her mother with the laundry, but in the eyes of the police, this was just a front. Anne-Marie carried laundry to and from the ships docking in Antwerp, which gave her the opportunity to get to know the sailors, whom she then received in her room.

Anne-Marie and her father kept on trying to have her removed from the prostitution list so that she would no longer have to undergo the notorious medical examinations. But the harder they tried, the closer the vice police kept watch over her. One police officer even followed her for several days, enabling him to give detailed accounts of her streetwalking. At times she seemed inactive, but then an officer would again see her engaging in sexual activity with sailors. Witnesses described her as a ‘total street whore’. A colleague, too, said that Anne-Marie was ‘as much a whore as we are, because she never works yet has her pockets full of money’.

Anne-Marie’s life at the end of the nineteenth century raises many questions. Why did she sell sex? Was she forced to do it, or was it her free choice, or was it more complicated? Did prostitution really pay that well? Why did the police and municipal administration go to such lengths to keep her under surveillance? We cannot answer all these questions. But as the previous account shows, historical sources do provide valuable details about Anne-Marie and countless other actors in the sex industry. Archival evidence allows us to better understand the lives of people who became involved in the ‘business of pleasure’. Their backgrounds and survival strategies often resemble those of contemporary sex workers, though time and space always influenced how people sold intimacy.

Indeed, calling prostitution ‘the world’s oldest profession’, is inaccurate because it suggests that little has changed, almost as if commercial sex has no history. Nothing could be further from the truth. How women and men exchanged sex for money or goods was linked to urbanisation, nation building, and the professionalisation of police forces; to developments in the labour market and in transport; to notions about disease, sexuality, and love; and to migration flows and new technologies. The history of prostitution thus runs parallel to major historical changes, yet often remains in the shadows.


This book recounts the history of sex work in what is now Belgium, from the late Middle Ages to the present. Located at the heart of Europe, Belgium’s history reveals much about attitudes to commercial sex in neighbouring regions. Booming cities like Antwerp, Bruges, and Brussels have attracted foreigners – sex workers and clients alike – since the Middle Ages, while policymakers and journalists have often reacted to developments abroad. We are therefore telling both a Belgian and a European story – a story of politics, tolerance, and repression – but above all a lived history of women and men who saw commercial sex as a way of escaping the tedium of conventional work. It is a story of policing and creative ways of avoiding surveillance, of ambitions and false promises, of ‘easy money’ and disappointments. In this book, we consider the social profiles, motivations, and working conditions of people in prostitution, as well as society’s response to this alternative way of life. We look at the material culture and evolution of brothels, street, window and private prostitution, and at the changing ideas and practices of sex.

The sex industry has always been – and still is – characterised by an enormous diversity, even in a relatively small place like present-day Belgium. There was no such thing as ‘the’ sex worker, and prostitution policies were anything but clear-cut. Local authorities largely decided for themselves how to deal with commercial sex. Women like Anne-Marie had to take this into account, but their behaviour also influenced local policies. This book focuses on these diverse practices and personalities, revealing the interaction between sex workers, clients, pimps, brothel owners, neighbours, police officers, and policymakers. We bring the history of sex work in Belgium out of the shadows where it has long lingered. We are not motivated by voyeurism, but by a desire to come to a better understanding of the difficult situations and choices people faced in the past and still face today.


Prostitution Unravelled

Commercial sex came to the attention of historians in the 1970s, mainly under the influence of feminist historians. The timing was not accidental, but coincided with the birth of the sex worker movement. Prostitution then became what US historian Timothy Gilfoyle called a ‘metaphor of modernity’. The history of the sex industry offers a window into broader political, socio-economic, and cultural changes. In other words, the history of people in the margins provides a new perspective on classic historical themes.

Initially, historians focused mainly on policy and the thorny debates on the best way to deal with prostitution. Regulationists (who advocate the regulation of the trade by local authorities), abolitionists (who oppose regulation), and prohibitionists (who want to ban commercial sex altogether) fought one another since the nineteenth century. Despite their vocal disagreements, they all shared the belief that commercial sex was inherently problematic. Both those in favour and against regulation associated prostitution with venereal diseases, violence, exploitation, alcohol, and drugs.

The various positions on prostitution often masked a hidden agenda. Sellers of sex had a symbolic political value, as they endangered the patriarchal order. Improving the fate of sex workers was rarely a concern of policymakers. Historians have, therefore, especially during the last two decades, paid more attention to the underlying intentions of actors who called for the regulation or oppression of prostitution. Christine Machiels, for instance, has studied feminist discussions and concrete initiatives to abolish the system of prostitution in Belgium, France, and Switzerland from 1860 to 1960. She describes how feminist municipal councillors tried to weigh in on the political agenda during the interwar period. Their actions led to an abolitionist experiment in 1920s Brussels and to the actual abolition of the regulation system in Belgium in 1948.

Despite the persistent view of prostitution as a problem, historians have shifted their focus from policy and media debates to the opportunities the sex trade offered and the difficulties it posed to people engaged in it. Following the lead of activists, they understood commercial sex as an economic activity and integrated the phrase ‘sex work’ in their analyses. Beginning in the late 1980s, social historians have studied how the sector operated; who was involved in it; where transactions took place; how sex workers, pimps, and clients interacted; and how much was paid and earned. The works of Judith Walkowitz on late Victorian London, Luise White on colonial Nairobi, or Sophie De Schaepdrijver on nineteenth-century Brussels revealed the economic workings and social implications of the sex industry in various places and periods.

By the turn of the century, media attention to globalisation and international crime led to neo-abolitionist efforts to combat prostitution. As the sale of sex was perceived as synonymous to human trafficking, historians saw parallels with the outcry over ‘white slavery’ at the end of the nineteenth century. The story of English underage girls found in Belgian brothels and of the sensationalist British and Belgian reporting resonated with the mediatisation of human trafficking in Belgium and elsewhere in the 1990s. Historians and other social scientists then concluded that neither secularisation nor sexual emancipation had dissipated the fear that commercial sex provoked among elites and the public at large.

All these studies reveal the diversity of historical research on sex work. However, much uncharted territory remains, and a long-term perspective is lacking. Moreover, the voices of the main actors of the sex industry are frequently absent in the available literature. This is no coincidence, for brothel owners, pimps, and sex workers have often tried to stay in the shadows. We know Anne-Marie and many other women and men active in the sector because their attempts to escape surveillance failed, so that their stories ended up in the archives of local authorities, medical, and social institutions.
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Karin Borghouts, Abandoned brothel, Antwerp, 2001.

Much of our knowledge about the history of paid sex – including in this book – is based on sources from the domain of law and order. Over the centuries, authorities in their various guises have tried to ‘manage’ sex work. Policies oscillated between various degrees of tolerance and repression, and between strict systems of control and the ad hoc imposition of fines and penalties. Such policies produced a wealth of historical sources, of which many have been lost, but others preserved for posterity. Police reports, lists of fines and taxes, prostitution registers, accountancy books, court records, and medical files provide us with fascinating details about the sex trade, the people involved, and the policing thereof.

Depending on the historical period, artists, doctors, scientists, jurists, preachers, and secular reformers also discussed prostitution. For some, the sex worker was a muse who stimulated artistic creativity, for many others a source of disease, immorality, and decay. These sources have in common with those produced by the authorities that the sex industry’s main actors themselves rarely, if ever, wielded pen or brush: their voices can only be discerned between the lines. For more recent periods, however, a greater number of personal accounts exists, in the form of autobiographies and interviews by journalists or historians. Thus, insights gained from oral history appear later in this book. Moreover, the final chapter is exclusively devoted to the testimony of a former Belgian sex worker and activist, Sonia Verstappen.

Using such a diverse range of sources and reading them in an original way allows us to get as close as possible to the people we are interested in. We can analyse why they chose a different path in life, and the opportunities commercial sex provided them. Yet sometimes we can only speculate. Even though Belgian archives provide remarkable details about the sex trade, our historical knowledge remains quite asymmetrical. For instance, we know much less about male sellers of sex than about women involved in prostitution and, vice versa, we know much more about men in their roles of brothel owners, pimps, or clients, than about female customers. We also know little about the presumably countless persons for whom the sale of sex only had a temporary and limited impact on their lives. Still, the available sources do permit us to paint a richly detailed, and at the same time nuanced, picture of paid sex in the heart of Europe from the Middle Ages to the present.



What’s in a Name?

The attentive reader has probably already noticed that we use several terms to describe our topic: the sex industry (or trade), commercial sex, paid sex, sex work, prostitution. This is not stylistic sloppiness. While many contemporary historians and social scientists avoid the term ‘prostitution’, we choose to use it alongside other terms. We are aware of the negative connotation attached to the word, suggesting that people who sold sex were somehow ‘deviants’. Yet as historians we recognise the importance of a concept that, since the end of the eighteenth century, specifically referred to the exchange of sexual services for payment in cash or kind.

The word ‘prostitution’ derives from the Latin prostituere, prostare, or prostibulum and refers to the method of customer recruitment: sitting or standing in the front door of a brothel. But in the Greek and Roman world, as well as during the Middle Ages and the early modern period, other terms were used, such as hetaira (courtesan), meretrix (literally, ‘she who earns’), and amica (female friend), or ‘whore’ and ‘lewd woman’ in English, Middle Dutch, and many other languages. Such terms referred not only to women who sold sex, but to all women who engaged in atypical sexual relations. ‘Whoring’ is a word that often appears in medieval sources, and it is not always easy to distinguish between sex workers, adulteresses, and women who were sexually active before marriage. This changed in the eighteenth century, in Belgium and in many other European countries. Henceforth, authorities considered stricter surveillance necessary and began to stress the financial transaction. Notably, the authorities increasingly began to use the term ‘prostitute’ to refer specifically to women who sold sex. At the same time, authorities were not always sure about the monetary transaction, so any ‘suspect woman’ was at risk of ending up in the prostitution registers.

Hence, historical terms like ‘prostitution’ and ‘prostitute’ are important because they reflect the stigma surrounding commercial sex and the persons engaged in it. Tolerance of paid sex varied, depending on time and place. Sometimes, purveyors of sex were considered part of the working population, but more often than not, they were depicted as ‘public women’, very different from ‘respectable’ ones. Furthermore, the sale of sex was almost invariably linked to women. Until quite recently, prostitution was considered a typically female activity, whereas men or trans women who exchanged sex for money or material goods were often associated with homosexuality.

In the late twentieth century, the terms ‘sex work’ and ‘sex worker’ gained importance, emerging in the context of the socio-political and cultural changes of the 1960s and 1970s. The growth of new social organisations and the rise of a human rights discourse contributed to the development of the international sex worker movement. At its cradle were the legalisation of prostitution in Senegal in 1969 and the creation of organisations such as the US-based COYOTE (Call Off Your Old Tired Ethics) in 1973 and Britain’s PUSSI (Prostitutes United for Social and Sexual Independence) in 1975. That same year, a group of sex workers occupied the Church of Saint-Nizier in Lyon, to protest police violence and lack of government protection. They received much media attention and were also supported by locals, who provided them with food and clothing. Their activism received a further boost when American artist, filmmaker, and author Carol Leigh, also known as ‘The Scarlot Harlot’, protested against the one-sided depiction of commercial sex as sexual abuse by men. At a feminist conference in San Francisco in 1979, Leigh coined the terms ‘sex work’ and ‘sex worker’, which in her view emphasised the service provider rather than the client. Other feminist attendees were not amused: many of them followed an abolitionist logic and remained faithful to their notion of prostitution and pornography as blatant symbols of patriarchy. The clash heralded the beginning of what is sometimes called the ‘sex wars’.


In Belgium, the sex worker movement got off to a slower start. As a result of the AIDS epidemic, the activism of the 1980s and 1990s revolved mainly around health and safety. Social workers started to focus on harm reduction and, for the first time, paid attention to male and trans sellers of sex. While activists like Sonia Verstappen joined hands with other Belgian and foreign sex workers who demanded respect and state protection, a real movement only appeared in the new millennium. UTSOPI, the Union des Travailleur.euse.s du Sex Organisé.e.s pour l’Indépendance (‘Union of Organised Sex Workers for Independence’), was founded in Brussels in 2015 to defend the rights of all those who engaged in commercial sex, regardless of their gender identity. Just a few years after its foundation, UTSOPI, in coalition with social workers, public authorities, scholars, and other stakeholders, achieved a major success. In 2022, the Belgian government approved a law that decriminalised commercial sex and opened the door to the formal recognition of prostitution as independent or wage labour.

In this book, too, we understand prostitution as a form of work. That means we see it as an activity that requires effort and has an economic value. This broad definition of work allows us to place commercial sex within the framework of labour history, even when sex workers from the Middle Ages to today experienced their activity as unpleasant, degrading, oppressing, or even coercive. Forced labour, after all, is also labour. Of course, this does not mean that we condone forced prostitution. Nor does it mean that all people who sold or sell sex saw or see their occupation as work.

Both archival sources and oral testimonies show that many sellers of sex did not define their activities as work. Anne-Marie’s colleagues, for example, pointed out that she ‘never worked’ but made a lot of money from prostitution. For them – and perhaps for Anne-Marie, too, prostitution was something else. Many sources, from Belgium and abroad, contain accounts of women who justified their involvement in commercial sex with the argument that they ‘did not find work’. Many used terms such as ‘easy money’, which they contrasted with the negative perception of the traditional jobs available to them. For others, particularly in times of crisis, the sale of sex simply meant survival.

The development of the sex worker movement has not changed this. Today, many people active in prostitution do not define themselves as sex workers. Some refer literally to the phenomenon (‘sex for money’); others distance themselves from the profession by stressing the activity (‘I sell sex’, ‘I engage in prostitution’…). This is not unique to the world of prostitution. In various sectors, many do not consider their daily activities as work or as meaningful for their self-perception and self-esteem. But that does not deter social scientists from studying those human efforts as work, both in the present and in the past.




From the Middle Ages to Today

The story we tell in this book begins in the late Middle Ages, around 1200. Of course, women and men exchanged sexual services for money or goods before this time. We choose to start in the thirteenth century because it was around that time that the Low Countries took on a shape that is still recognisable today. Important medieval cities still exist today, and the territory that would later become Belgium developed into a densely populated area, a crossroads of trade and cultures. In the late Middle Ages, cities were the first to issue prostitution policies, ensuring a certain, though not absolute, continuity with regards to public attitudes towards commercial sex. Urbanisation led to an expanding administration and more complex governing bodies promulgating rules aimed at promoting economic activities and safeguarding public order. At the same time, the importation of paper from China allowed merchants and other private individuals to create their own records and keep track of their transactions. More and more was written down and preserved.

It is therefore from about 1200 that we encounter the primary sources mentioned above. Indeed, the thirteenth century saw the birth of the first legal texts on prostitution, written accounts of the punishment violators of these laws received, as well as detailed accounts of some brothel keepers. These sources demonstrate that early attempts at regulation existed outside France, which has often been considered the cradle of the modern system of prostitution control. The late Middle Ages ushered in an era of increased societal interest in commercial sex, viewed as a ‘necessary evil’ by some and as a ‘business of pleasure’ by many others.

From that point of departure, this book is structured more or less chronologically. Each chapter is written by an expert on the period in question, but always deals with similar themes. In the first chapter, we show how sex work was organised from the thirteenth to the sixteenth centuries. Prostitution occupied an ambiguous place in late medieval society. While the Low Countries were known for their rich commercial sex culture and brothels were often tolerated, there was also a strong stigma on ‘whoredom’. Paid sex was sinful, according to Christian doctrines, but also necessary to protect decent women. The policy of tolerance in most cities in the region that corresponds to what is now Belgium allowed so-called bathhouses to flourish.

From the end of the fifteenth century – and especially in the sixteenth century – the policy of tolerance came under pressure. With the rise of Protestantism and its Catholic reaction, Church authorities began to reject commercial sex more explicitly. As the Northern Netherlands (roughly today’s Netherlands) split off from the Southern Netherlands (roughly today’s Belgium) at the end of the sixteenth century, more and more cities tried to restrict prostitution or even ban it altogether. In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, they sometimes decreed harsh punishments for brothel owners, pimps, and sex workers. In practice, however, even in the early modern era, the authorities left most sex workers alone if they maintained a modicum of discretion. The second chapter in this book explores how the main actors of the sex industry navigated that climate.

From the sixteenth century, another difficulty confronted the sector: venereal disease. The rise of syphilis increasingly worried sex workers, clients, and authorities alike. This was one of the reasons why, at the end of the eighteenth century, attempts were made to move away from unsuccessful repressive measures and to develop a more sophisticated regulation system. As roving armies carried syphilis all over Europe, authorities desperately sought to protect their soldiers through registration lists and compulsory medical checks for sex workers. Napoleon became a champion of regulation, and many others followed his example. Around 1800, many Belgian cities drafted their own prostitution regulations, which remained in place after the official creation of Belgium in 1830. Indeed, the young nation early on earned international notoriety for its ‘hyper-regulation’, affecting Anne-Marie and many others. The third chapter focuses on the regulation system and media scandals at the end of the nineteenth century, as well as the impact of the First World War on the policing, selling, and buying of sex.

The Belle Époque – late 1800s and early 1900s – was also the heyday of European imperialism. Belgian territory expanded to include a colony in Central Africa, seventy-seven times the size of the motherland. The Congo became the private property of Belgian King Leopold II in 1885 and then, from 1908 until 1960, stood under the rule of the Belgian state. In the fourth chapter, we highlight how the colonisers made new prostitution practices possible in Central Africa, a fact so far little studied by historians. Sex work by white women was prevented quite successfully by the authorities in the Congo. To their frustration, Black women developed practices of their own, which the colonisers eventually preferred to regulate rather than curb. At the same time, Belgian authorities classified all sorts of intimate relationships foreign to them as ‘prostitution’.

Meanwhile, as we show in the fifth chapter, much was changing at home. After the First World War, American institutions such as The Rockefeller Foundation, and international organisations like the League of Nations, were fervently involved in the fight against global crime and the hedonism of the Roaring Twenties. Belgium’s prostitution policy was a thorn in the eye of abolitionist activists who saw a direct link between the system of regulation and trafficking. As prostitution control took an even harsher form during the German occupation of the 1940s, abolitionists convinced Belgian and French authorities to abandon the system. Nonetheless, the abolition of state regulation after the Second World War did not lead to many changes on the ground. In fact, the popularisation of new technologies, such as the telephone, fluorescent lights, and the automobile, meant that new forms of organisation became possible in sex work, too.

For historians, the recent past is always the most difficult to grasp. In the last chapters, we examine two complementary aspects of sex work since the 1970s. In chapter six, we provide an overview of changing policies and practices in commercial sex. At the end of the twentieth century, new opportunities and challenges emerged as Belgian society became increasingly globalised. Multinational companies and European institutions settled in Brussels; migrants from Central and Eastern Europe arrived in Belgium after the fall of the Berlin Wall; and so did refugees from former Yugoslavia, Afghanistan, Rwanda, and other parts of the world. Cheaper transport and the Internet also facilitated the arrival of sellers of sex and intermediaries of prostitution who saw in Belgium the perfect location to pursue their interests. Belgian authorities, residents, and business owners in red-light districts and local sex workers responded in different ways to this new reality.

In chapter seven we present Sonia Verstappen’s testimony. Her personal account of the circumstances that led to her engagement in commercial sex from the 1970s to the early 2000s provides a unique inside look at the recent history of prostitution. Her views on the arrival of large numbers of migrants from all parts of the world, the struggles with authorities wishing to relegate commercial sex to cities’ outskirts, and the difficulties in developing new sex work policies that would protect all sex workers tell us much about the challenges of the twenty-first century. Verstappen’s testimony is hence not only about prostitution, but also about alternative forms of intimacy, workers’ organisation, and labour in general.

Much has changed over the past eight hundred years in how sex work was organised, policed, and experienced in the area that is Belgium today. But there is also continuity. Commercial sex has always been the subject of debate. What was the ‘business of pleasure’ for some was often viewed as a problem, which in Belgium was mainly a concern of local authorities. Yet, time and again, women and men found their way to prostitution, for longer or shorter periods, by choice or under duress. Time and again, they had to look for ways to escape the tight grip of authorities, neighbours, pimps, or brothel owners. They did so in very diverse ways. This book is an ode to that diversity.









1. Guilty Pleasure (1200–1550)

Jelle Haemers

Yde Veermans and her partner Willem Neeten were in trouble. They ran The Rose in Leuven, a well-known brothel that bore the name of the medieval symbol par excellence of lovemaking. In 1460, Yde and Willem handed over a sum of money to the town’s hangman in exchange for the hacked-off hand of an executed criminal. They had hung a bag containing the skinned bones in a kettle used to heat bathing water. According to their lurid superstition, guests who washed themselves with this water would be inclined to quickly revisit their establishment. However, Yde and Willem were caught by the sheriff of Leuven, the representative of the Duke of Brabant. The couple was arrested, not only for stealing body parts from a hanged man, but also because this unsanitary practice had endangered the health of their customers. The Rose was closed and confiscated by the sheriff.

At first sight, this colourful incident seems to confirm several clichés about medieval sex work. The couple engaged in magical and criminal practices, conforming to the image of prostitution as a marginal trade and those involved in it as ‘marginal people’ or even ‘witches’. However, historians have now demonstrated that commercial sex was not a peripheral phenomenon, but omnipresent in medieval cities. We now know that medieval sex workers were integrated into the society around them to a surprising degree. From this perspective, Yde and Willem look like independent operators of a family business embedded in the city’s social fabric, providing a service indispensable for its proper functioning.

Yde and Willem collided with the authorities, but this was not because of the brothel’s primary activities. Densely populated towns maintained strict measures to prevent epidemics and watched over the hygiene of their inhabitants, as Yde and Willem experienced first-hand. Moreover, can we accuse the couple of marginal practices if we bear in mind that they had only adopted a widespread custom? After all, the Church itself tried to attract believers in a similar way: with bones and other relics on display, it hoped to attract a large influx to pilgrimage sites. However, letting people bathe in water in which bones had steeped was clearly unacceptable, as was using a deceased person’s hand for profane purposes. Contrary to the stereotypes, medieval people trying to avoid the outbreak of disease did not tolerate unsanitary practices. It was this concern that led to the imprisonment of Yde and Willem.

Sex work was considered sinful and dishonourable in the Low Countries, as elsewhere in medieval Europe, but it was not a crime. The relatively high tolerance of commercial sex created opportunities for brothel owners to attain wealth and status, though they did not escape government control, as the case of Yde and Willem reveals. Wealthy women, such as female brothel keepers, enjoyed relative freedom in the Low Countries. In towns, single women were able to work relatively freely. Daughters had the same inheritance rights as sons, and many female citizens invested in trade, just as they freely expressed their opinions in the streets. A brothel keeper like Yde often clashed with the authorities, but she clearly belonged to the wealthier citizens of the town. Though some citizens may have considered these women morally inferior, we will see that their material culture bears witness to their economic power and social status. Much like today, an ambiguous attitude thus characterised the medieval treatment of prostitution.


Women and Sex

Medieval elites often looked down on sex workers, using what was seen as their God-given body for the sale of ‘unnatural’ sex that was not aimed at procreation. This disdain is apparent in the designations given to female sex workers in Middle Dutch: vrouwen van lichte or oneerlijk leven (‘women of light or dishonest life’), deerne van oneerlijk leven, meyssen van zonden (‘sinful women’), gemeen wijf or wereltwijf (‘common woman’ or ‘worldly woman’). Middle French echoed this contempt, but also reveals desire: from femme folle (‘foolish woman’), over femme de deshoneste or mauvaise vie (‘dishonourable lady’), to fille de joye or fille de l’amoureuse vie (‘girl of pleasure’ or ‘loving girl’). Sometimes an insult was used, such as ‘whore’ (hoer, baisselette or putain), or a more curious name, like ‘priest’s women’ (papenwiven, mesquines de prêtres). Women who sold sex were told to folier leur corps – abuse their God-given body. Tellingly, such words were not used by the sex workers themselves when they took up the pen in lease contracts and the like. They called themselves vrouw, wijf, or femme, the neutral words used to describe a woman in Dutch and French.

There is no general name for male sex workers, as they barely appear in the sources. There were (rare) tales of adulterous women, knocking on the doors of handsome lovers. In Van den cnape van Dordrecht, a tale told in fourteenth-century Brussels, a male sex worker calls himself a ‘lad’ who ‘fucked wives for money’. In a French-language version, he describes himself as a foteor or fouteres as loier, freely translated: ‘a fucker for hire’. Men like him possibly offered their services clandestinely, as little is known about their lifestyles.

The same applies to homosexual intercourse. Since intolerance towards ‘buggery’ (buggerye) was high, men and women who had intercourse with someone of their own sex were disapprovingly labelled ‘sodomites’. It is possible that some of the men who were sentenced to severe punishments had worked for money, but evidence is lacking. In 1391, for example, at a major trial in Mechelen, Jan Stoelkin, along with seventeen other men, was sentenced to death for having committed ‘buggery’. The verdict was silent on whether any payment had been involved. The judges wanted to make an example of someone who had clearly challenged the prevailing sexual norms, but they were also lenient, acquitting Stoelkin’s partners. As long as people did not overtly have sexual relations with others of their sex, the Middle Ages were sometimes more lenient than is often imagined. Nevertheless, tolerance for female prostitution was much greater.

Ambivalence towards prostitution had its origins in medieval thinking about sex. Some religious thinkers were not averse to pre-marital relations or prostitution. Leading religious thinkers like Augustine and Thomas Aquinas argued that the presence of ‘sinful women’ in society could prevent greater evils. At the same time, there were rabid opponents within the Church. The sacred status of marriage and celibacy for clerics were non-negotiable. Husbands and celibates were thus expected to avoid ‘lewd’ places. Yet this did not prevent many clerics from seeking out brothels, and vice versa: street prostitution often flourished in the vicinity of monasteries. Yde and Willem’s brothel, for instance, was located close to the cloister of the Augustinians, who, in terms of sexuality, may have put their master’s advice into practice.

Taboos around sex within marriage were rare, except perhaps for an aversion to anal sex. According to a common Church-inspired view, unlike today, sex was not an act of two people. Rather, it was something men did to women via penetration. The man was the active partner, the woman submitted. In didactic stories, mostly written by clerics, the man had to lie on top of the woman to promote procreation. However, this did not prevent the circulation, among the population, of numerous poems and songs that glorified both male and female pleasure in bed and parodied the traditional positions. One poem about female sex from one of the oldest collections of poetry in Dutch (1528) was quite lyrical, for instance: ‘My red lips, blushing cheeks, stiff breasts and soft body’. A lusty and wild woman sings about the joys of lovemaking in marriage. Sex is wild, unbound by Church doctrine.

Numerous extant booklets include recipes for increasing lust in men and women, sections on the use of contraceptives, and, in disguised form, instructions for inducing abortion. The book Der vrouwen heimelijcheit (1405) – about the ‘hidden thing’ of women, namely their genitals – is full of semi-gynaecological information, including technical information about coitus. In this book, sex is a cheerful means of keeping the body healthy and women pleased. Although sex work also appears in such texts, the attitude is again ambiguous: on the one hand, it is surrounded with a hint of shame; on the other, women appear in them as creative initiators. As they dance, they perform curious stances: with their legs in the air, like a rider on horseback, or turned around with the buttocks up. Medieval literature, at least the texts circulating among the common people, is thus full of sexual pleasure. But what was it like in practice?


Stews, Sex Work, and Pimps

Let’s take a closer look at the place where women like Yde worked, the medieval brothel or ‘stew’. In the southern Low Countries, as in England and France, stews were the most common type of brothel. In Southern, Central, and Eastern Europe, the sex industry was mainly organised in public brothels: the prostibulum publicum, like the Frauenhaus in the German Empire, founded by urban or regional authorities, and leased out to wealthy people. The house on the Berlich in Cologne, the so-called Casteletto in Dubrovnik, and the Château Vert in Toulouse, to name but a few well-known examples, were leased by the city to private operators, who in turn employed the women. Private brothels, most of which were illegal, were also active in some of these towns. In the Low Countries, however, private individuals could operate brothels legally, and public brothels were very rare.

These bathhouses and brothels were both known by the name stove in Dutch or étuve in French. This was because of their distinctive feature: the ‘stove’ that heated the building and distributed warm air through a system of pipes. The best English translation for stove is ‘stew’, a word that appears in Middle English in the middle of the fourteenth century to describe a hot room and by extension a place where people took hot baths. Stews existed all over Europe, but in the Low Countries they had grown into huge establishments where one could not only bathe, but also eat, drink, dance, and find other pleasures. Some of these stews were run as brothels, as in London, where bathhouses were so notorious that by the middle of the fourteenth century a whole neighbourhood came to be called ‘Les Stuwes’. Etymologically, ‘stew’ comes from estuve or even from the Dutch stove – the latter term also being used in Middle English to refer to a heated room or building. This may be because migrants from the Netherlands and Northern France brought the invention with them. Sellers of sex from Flanders, Artois, Brabant, and Liège were active in many European cities, and brothels in Southwark were also packed with Flemish women. A fourteenth-century chronicle, for instance, describes how the London rebels in 1381 attacked a ‘stew house’, used by Flemish women, near London Bridge. To emphasise their origin, the chronicler referred to these sex workers by the Dutch term for women (vrouwen): the frows of Flanders.
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