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Abstract
Late medieval sources reveal an annual handover of a marine mammal between the coun-
cil of the small coastal city of Blankenberge and the aldermen of Bruges. The reason for
the transfer is not disclosed by the sources, and there is no consensus among historians as
to the interpretation of this behaviour. This article explores the role of the presentation
and consumption of a porpoise in the relationship between Blankenberge and the nearby
medieval metropolis of Bruges. I argue that a porpoise supported the crucial, mutually
beneficial ties of solidarity between two communities favouring their position and oppor-
tunities in the competitive maritime landscape.

Introduction
Late medieval sources reveal an annual handover of a meerzwijn between the coun-
cil of the city of Blankenberge and the aldermen of Bruges. A meerzwijn is a por-
poise, a marine mammal that grows to a length of 180 centimetres and up to 150
kilogrammes in weight in adulthood. The presentation of the animal required some
organization. A few sturdy men first hauled the porpoise from the beach over the
dune tops to the city centre. From there, a sergeant transported the porpoise 12
kilometres south to Scheepsdale, a junction of land and waterways on the northern
edge of Bruges. The animal was then carried into the city centre and transferred
into the capable hands of a local fishmonger. The porpoise was cut into smaller
portions and distributed among the Bruges aldermen, officials and their servants
by breykins.1 A few moments later, the porpoise slices were taken into the kitchens,
where they were prepared for subsequent consumption. This presentation and con-
sumption of the meerzwijn consistently occurred on a spring day, and the practice
was repeated on an annual basis for more than three centuries.2

The annual pattern, the consistent timing and the longevity of this custom seem
to indicate a close, perhaps special, bond between the two cities. However, the
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1A fish boy: Brussels, State Archives (ARA), Chambres des Comptes (CdC), Registers 32555, fol. 86r.
2Reconstruction based on the Blankenberge city accounts: ARA/CdC, Registers 32148–331.
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nature of this relationship is not immediately clear. As is generally known, the
much older city of Bruges, which is located on an interface between the higher
sandy soils of inner Flanders and the lower wetlands of the coastal plain, had devel-
oped from a political and military stronghold into a centre of international trade by
the tenth century. By the second half of the twelfth century, the city secured access
to the sea via a canal to the Zwin estuary located five kilometres to the north. This
long and initially spacious arm of the sea and the outports on its shores became an
important logistical hub and a maritime transport corridor between the centre of
Bruges, the open sea and the major rivers to the north.

Blankenberge did not develop into a city until the twelfth century, and it was a
relative newcomer to this landscape. The community did not take root on the edge
of the transport corridor facing Bruges but rather an de zeecant (on the seashores)
to the north-west of that city (Figure 1). At first glance, the community did not
participate in the commercial processes that characterized the Zwin area. The
residents lived sheltered from the elements behind the dunes. Much of the
population of the coastal city was mainly engaged in fishing, and the harbour
was nothing more than a stretch of the shore where the fishermen could beach
their boats.

The reason for the handover of the porpoise is not disclosed by the sources. The
city accounts – the oldest one dates from 1400 – use conventional and fossilized
formulations such as ‘also van houden tiden langhe ghecostumiert heeft ghesiin’
(as has been the custom for a long time) or ‘ghepresenteert naer coustume’ (pre-
sented according to custom). It is an indication that the residents of

Figure 1. Blankenberge and the Flemish coast, c. 1300.
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Blankenberge at the time seemed to have taken the transfer of the porpoise for
granted.

In the historiography of fishing and coastal communities, the porpoise presented
by Blankenberge to Bruges usually only plays a role in quantitative analyses of the
past. It is generally added to the long list of documented appearances of this animal
in a vast corpus of late medieval texts. This abundance of references is believed to
indicate the economic significance of the porpoise and to demonstrate its role as a
commodity, an object of trade. The exchange of porpoises is considered to be part
of the crucial supply of sea fish on which the growing urban population depended
for food.3

However, the reason the animals are so frequently mentioned in medieval texts
is their use as a gift. The porpoise is only one of the many marine and freshwater
species that were presented in various sizes and states of preservation. Hence, medi-
evalists who study this gift behaviour in an urban context often explain the porpoise
as an instrument that the aldermen and civil servants employed to promote their
interests and uphold their reputations. Gifts such as the meerzwijn were mainly
presented to influential people, including the members of the ducal court, ambas-
sadors and members of the nobility.

The issue here is that the porpoise presented by Blankenberge lacks the typical
characteristics of common medieval urban gifts. The latter were mainly offered to
individuals and not exchanged between communities, as was the case with
Blankenberge and Bruges. It should therefore come as no surprise that the
Flemish positivist historian and archivist Louis Gilliodts-Van Severen offered a
very different interpretation. In his edited legal sources of Blankenberge, which
were published in 1890, Gilliodts-Van Severen argued that the porpoise should
not be understood as a gift but rather as a punishment, a fine imposed by Bruges.

Commodity, gift or punishment – these are three different interpretations of the
same transfer taking place between two urban communities. The absence of con-
sensus as to the meaning of the presentation of the porpoise is partly due to the
limited attention that has been paid to this custom. The history of the city of
Blankenberge has not often been explored in relation to Bruges. The latter is com-
monly researched as a trading hub, frequently in relation to the north-eastern out-
ports, but scholars have less frequently linked the role and position of the Bruges
market to the rural hinterland and the coastal communities, which only had a lim-
ited port and commercial infrastructure.4 A tendency to overemphasize infrastruc-
ture and to overlook relationships of co-operation and competition can also be
noted in research on coastal communities in other regions, which, until recently,
have been predominantly explored as independent, self-contained units with

3D.C. Orton, J. Morris, A. Locker and J.H. Barrett, ‘Fish for the city: meta-analysis of archaeological cod
remains and the growth of London’s northern trade’, Antiquity, 88 (2014), 516–30; A. Ervynck, W. Van
Neer and M. Pieters, ‘How the north was won (and lost again). Historical and archaeological data on
the exploitation of the north Atlantic by the Flemish fishery’, in R.A. Housley and G. Coles (eds.),
Atlantic Connections and Adaptations: Economies, Environments and Subsistence in Lands Bordering the
North Atlantic (Oxford, 2004), 233.

4N. Geirnaert, ‘Andrew Brown en Jan Dumolyn (reds.), Medieval Bruges, c. 850–1550’, BMGN – Low
Countries Historical Review, 135 (2020), review 12.
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wills and personalities of their own.5 Perhaps the limited attention that has been
paid to the relationships between the Flemish coastal communities and major
inland centres is due to Wim Blockmans’ argument that these communities mainly
maintained relationships with each other and promoted their interests as a group,
which resulted in difficulties in terms of fitting these communities into the agendas
of the large cities.6 The fact that Blankenberge seems to have maintained a unique
relationship with Bruges, however, has been relatively unexplored.

In what follows, I attempt to explain the role that the presentation and consump-
tion of the porpoise played in the relationship between Blankenberge and Bruges. In
the first section, I outline the development of Blankenberge and search for the roots
of the relationships that this community established as it entered a highly competi-
tive maritime landscape. I subsequently examine certain characteristics of the por-
poise and some plausible interpretations of the handover. In the final section, I
provide an explanation that clarifies the relationship between Bruges and
Blankenberge, its context and the way in which the presentation of the porpoise
supported it.

Blankenberge and the maritime landscape
The economic and technological mastery of water was an essential condition for
successful growth in the context of the Flemish medieval coastal landscape.
Control over water allowed communities to exploit newly reclaimed land while
ensuring access from and to the sea.7 Historians have referred to this coastal land-
scape as a ‘civilization de l’eau’. As this landscape was shaped by the ubiquity of
water and the eternal human struggle against the effects of the ocean, seignorial
power had fewer opportunities to take root, thus increasing the legal and economic
freedom of both urban and rural communities.8 Archaeologists frequently consider
this particular amphibious civilization as a ‘maritime cultural landscape’, a concept
that allows them to describe maritime communities as complex, flexible and resili-
ent systems that continuously adapt and evolve around environmental, economic

5Observed by J.Á. Solórzano Telechea and B. Arízaga Bolumburu, ‘La gestion des risques economiques
sur le littoral Cantabrique au moyen âge: un ensemble d’activités ou une multiactivité?’, Annales de
Bretagne et des Pays de l’Ouest, 120 (2013), 98; J.-L. Sarrazin, ‘Les ports de la Baie à la fin du moyen
âge: évolution des rivages et problèmes d’accès’, in M. Bochaca and J.-L. Sarrazin (eds.), Ports et littoraux
de l’Europe atlantique (Rennes, 2007), 33–54; Y.T. Van Popta, C. Westerdahl and B.G. Duncan, ‘Maritime
culture in the Netherlands: accessing the late medieval maritime cultural landscapes of the north-eastern
Zuiderzee’, International Journal of Nautical Archaeology, 48 (2019), 172–88.

6W.P. Blockmans, ‘Voor wijn en vis. Het politieke optreden van de Vlaamse kustplaatsen aan de voor-
avond van de nieuwe tijden’, Ostendiana, 3 (1978), 119–34.

7T. Soens, De spade in de dijk? Waterbeheer en rurale samenleving in de Vlaamse kustvlakte 1280–1580
(Ghent, 2009), 11–25; D. Tys, ‘The medieval embankment of coastal Flanders in context’, in E. Thoen, G.J.
Borger, A.M.J. de Kraker, T. Soens, D. Tys, L. Vervaet and H.J.T. Weerts (eds.), Landscapes or Seascapes?
The History of the Coastal Environment in the North Sea Area Reconsidered (Turnhout, 2013), 199–240.

8On the Low Countries as a ‘civilisation de l’eau’ or ‘amphibious state’: T. Soens, ‘Het dossier Doel.
Landschapshistorische reflecties rond het spanningsveld tussen polder en havenstad’, in H. Greefs and
I. Van Damme (eds.), In behouden haven. Liber Amicorum Greta Devos. Reflecties over maritieme regio’s
(Tielt, 2009), 134; S. Ciriacono, Building on Water. Venice, Holland and the Construction of the
European Landscape in Early Modern Times (New York, 2006), 159.
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and social relations.9 Starting from a landscape perspective, the research not only
focuses on the physical remains of maritime cultures but also on cognitive systems
and cultural practices. People do not exert a monodirectional influence on the land-
scape, as the landscape also influences them.10

Blankenberge was established on a reclaimed salt marsh at the edge of the sea,
presumably in the second half of the twelfth century. This place, initially called
Scarphout, was the western border of the rural parish of Uitkerke,11 a territory
for which the local lord had acquired seigniorial prerogatives such as the right to
receive a share of the fines imposed by judicial officers. When the coastal commu-
nity received urban privileges in the thirteenth century, the rights of this lord were
harmed. The charter between the countess and the lord settling this loss dates from
1270 and suggests that Blankenberge only acquired the privileges around that
date.12 Bailiff accounts of the early fourteenth century13 and the very first
Transport van Vlaanderen, a tax distribution list determining which part of the
contribution had to be paid by each city and rural community to the count,14 sug-
gest that the number of inhabitants in Blankenberge was considerably higher than
in other communities along the northern coast of Flanders. The fact that the bailiff
of Bruges, who was responsible for the Liberty of Bruges, the rural administrative
district around Bruges, established a prison within the city also demonstrates
Blankenberge’s central function.15

Written sources provide insights into the individuals and factors that contribu-
ted to the rise of this community. An embankment called the Genteledijk separated
the two largest water drainage systems in the region, each of which was adminis-
tered by its own water board. The main sluice of one of these systems was the west-
ern border of the jurisdiction of Blankenberge. The inhabitants made use of two
distinct waterway systems, one saltwater and the other freshwater. These were
two transport zones, each with its own types of vessels and port activities. The sys-
tems were segregated by the dunes, the management and maintenance of which
were a recurring cost borne by the urban community. The planting of straw and
the enriching of the sand dunes with manure and ash were monitored by the sluice
masters of the water boards and the so-called opperduunherder, a high official who
managed this part of the counts’ domain on their behalf.16

On the freshwater, inland side of the dunes, there was a network of waterways,
gutters and canals called the stede waterloop (city watercourse), which was largely
dug and maintained by the inhabitants of Blankenberge themselves. It linked the

9C. Westerdahl, ‘Die maritime Kulturlandschaft: Schiffe, Schiffahrtswege, Häfen – Überlegungen zu
einem Forschungsansatz’, Deutsches Schiffahrtsarchiv, 9 (1986), 7–58.

10C. Westerdahl, ‘The maritime cultural landscape’, International Journal of Nautical Archaeology, 21
(1992), 5; Van Popta, Westerdahl and Duncan, ‘Maritime culture in the Netherlands’, 175.

11M. Coornaert, Uitkerke. De topografie, de geschiedenis en de toponimie van Uitkerke en
Sint-Jan-op-de-dijk tot omstreeks 1900 (Beernem, 1967), 23.

12Ibid., 80–1.
13ARA/CdC, Comptes en rouleaux 998–1034.
14N. Maddens, ‘Het transport van Vlaanderen’, in W. Prevenier and B. Augustyn (eds.), De gewestelijke

en lokale overheidsinstellingen in Vlaanderen tot 1795 (Brussels, 1997), 546–51.
15ARA/CdC, Comptes en rouleaux 1004–17.
16B. Augustyn, ‘Duinforestier en Opperduinherder’, in Prevenier and Augustyn (eds.), De gewestelijke en

lokale overheidsinstellingen in Vlaanderen tot 1795, 585–9.
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city to Scheepsdale and the northern city gates of Bruges via two canals called Grote
Eede and Ieperleet (see Figure 1). Atop this canal system, the citizens of
Blankenberge had arranged a simple grid of streets perpendicular to the main street
that ran from the sea to the church and further inland. Most streets had to be pro-
vided with bridges because of the many waterways.17 In these streets between the
canals, the inhabitants worked and lived in their fish houses, horse stables and con-
structions called draaihuusen (rope houses) and werchuusen (workshops).18

The infrastructure on the saltwater side of the dunes was rather limited. A vier-
boete, a lighthouse, was built from wood and iron on top of the dunes; it was main-
tained at the expense of Blankenberge.19 In combination with the buildings located
further inland, this lighthouse served as an important positioning tool at sea (see
Figure 2). Towards the end of the fifteenth century, this part of the dunes was called
the quay and was regularly repaired and protected against the forces of the sea, an
indication of its importance. Additionally, the only port infrastructure on the shore
consisted of wooden posts driven into the sand to mark the area where fishing boats
were allowed to run aground.

On the salty side of the dunes, the men of Blankenberge were engaged as skip-
pers in the service of merchants, as inshore fishermen or as fishermen on the high
seas who would follow the migration path of herring and offer their catches on the
markets and ports of eastern England.20 In the fifteenth century, the added value of

Figure 2. The lighthouse of Blankenberge as a leading mark on a sixteenth-century map (Antwerp,
Erfgoedbibliotheek Hendrik Conscience, Collectie Stad Antwerpen, MS B.29166, fol. 13r, c. 1570).

17ARA/CdC, Registers 32151, 32163, 32169, 32180.
18Bruges, State Archives, Brugse Vrije Rekeningen 15821.
19L. Gilliodts-Van Severen, Coutumes du Franc de Bruges, 3 vols. (Brussels, 1879–80), vol. II, 69.
20ARA/CdC, Registers 32187–90; M. Kowaleski, ‘The commercialization of the sea fisheries of medieval

England and Wales’, International Journal of Maritime History, 15 (2003), 182; H.J. Smit, Bronnen tot de
geschiedenis van den handel met Engeland, Schotland en Ierland, 2 vols. (’s-Gravenhage, 1928–50), vol. I, 92;
R. Degryse, Vlaanderens haringbedrijf in de Middeleeuwen (Antwerp, 1944), 37; R. Degryse, ‘Vlaamse
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these men as nautical experts was undeniable. The Blankenberge aldermen, usually
in the company of the most seasoned skippers, often had to attend the councils of
the city of Bruges and other cities, as they would regularly require expert maritime
advice.21

Neither the salt side nor the freshwater side of the port was used for the tran-
shipment of merchandise. Although the stede waterloop gave access to Bruges via
the above-mentioned inland waterways, these routes were seldom used for inter-
national trade. This terminal of an inland shipping network was used by scutelieden
(barge skippers) to supply, for example, wood and salt from Bruges.22 The city and
port were mainly a logistics centre serving inshore and high sea fish production.
Along the canals, the fishermen used a hysere, a crane with which the herring bar-
rels were handled.23 The share of both sides of the port in the international trans-
port network was undeniably modest. The previously mentioned bailiff accounts
indicate that the number of foreigners in Blankenberge was insignificant at the
beginning of the fourteenth century. The Zwin was subject to rigorous staple
restrictions stipulating that all goods imported had to be sold on the Bruges mar-
ket.24 The burgesses of Blankenberge were never exempt from the series of tolls,
which applied to all ships, carriages and goods destined for the Zwin staple.25

Nevertheless, this insignificant port infrastructure did not prevent the inhabi-
tants of Blankenberge from playing a notable maritime role. They performed
well as pilots and advisers in the many nautical projects that supported inter-
national maritime transport, usually on the request of Bruges. As fishermen, they
contributed to the food supply of the entire highly urbanized region. For fishing,
Blankenberge largely co-operated with other producers, such as Walraversijde,
Ostend, Nieuwpoort and Dunkirk, but Bruges and the other cities closely moni-
tored production. Bruges controlled the major supply routes for herring and
other fish (Zwin estuary,26 Scheepsdale27), where the catch was measured, displayed
and sold, and the city also had a voice in deciding when seamen would sail.28

Blankenberge’s sea-facing position on the border of the Flemish territory also
implied that the community played an essential role in mitigating the risks asso-
ciated with that position. This risk management consisted of activities that in

kolenschepen en Schonense kaakharing te Newcastle upon Tyne (1377–1391)’, Handelingen van Het
Genootschap Voor Geschiedenis, 120 (1983), 157–88.

21ARA/CdC, Registers 32166, 32188, 32189, 32193 and 32202.
22S. Astaes, ‘Het waterwegennet ten noorden van Brugge van de XIe tot de XIVe eeuw’, Handelingen der

Maatschappij voor Geschiedenis en Oudheidkunde te Gent, 18 (1964), 5–6.
23ARA/CdC, Registers 32165.
24D. Nicholas, Town and Countryside: Social, Economic, and Political Tensions in Fourteenth-Century

Flanders (Bruges, 1971), 118.
25J.H. Van Dale, ‘Reglement voor de scheepvaart en de heffing der tollen op het Zwin, van den jare

1252’, Bijdragen tot de Oudheidkunde en Geschiedenis inzonderheid van Zeeuwsch-Vlaanderen, 5 (1860),
1–139.

26L. Gilliodts-Van Severen, Coutumes des petites villes et seigneuries enclavées, vol. III: Ghistelles, Houcke,
Lichtervelde, Maldeghem, Merckem, Middelbourg, Mude, Munikerede, Nieuvliet, Oostbourg (Brussels, 1891),
300–30.

27A. Vanhoutryve, De vishandel en het visambacht te Brugge: tot op het einde van het oud regiem
(Sint-Andries, 1975), 31.

28ARA/CdC, Registers 32160.

574 Kristiaan Dillen

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0963926821000225 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0963926821000225


contemporary sources are usually referred to as ‘de bewaernesse vanden lande ende
vander zee’ (the safekeeping of the land and the sea)29 and roughly consisted of
guarding, dissuasion and reprisal.

As vigilantes, the men of Blankenberge primarily gathered information about
possible impending threats. They stood guard, checked with neighbours and passed
on messages to the communities to their west and east. Special attention was paid to
foes approaching the Zwin estuary. Inshore fishermen were warned of impending
danger with a sailcloth hoisted from a pole and by the sound of the bell in the
city hall. Approaching enemies were greeted with projectiles from a ribaud (a
piece of artillery) placed in the dunes and from men equipped with arquebuses.30

At sea, vreitscepen (so-called ‘peace ships’) protected the fishermen.31 Encounters
with seamen considered to be hostile often resulted in the seizing of vessels and
the mistreatment of crews. Active and offensive violent actions were mainly orga-
nized by the count, who would employ his bailiffs, captains and admirals for this
purpose,32 but the boundaries between vigilance, reprisal and assault were usually
unclear.

The costs associated with these risk management activities fell mainly on
Blankenberge. However, the other actors in the maritime landscape shared the con-
sequences. The city of Bruges, dependent as it was on maritime transport, was usu-
ally not a supporter of the violence conducted at sea during reprisals or the
offensive actions led by the count.33 Nonetheless, the city encouraged the inhabi-
tants of Blankenberge to remain vigilant and draw up long-term plans that took
into account seasonal differences in conditions.34

While its port infrastructure was insignificant, the city’s interaction with the
maritime landscape turned the men and women of Blankenberge into important
players in fishing, maritime transport and the mitigation of maritime risks. Their
role obviously transcended the local level. In addition to Bruges, Blankenberge
had to maintain relations with the count and his officials, the lord of Uitkerke,
the so-called ‘small cities of the seaside’ (Ostend, Nieuwpoort and Dunkirk) and
Sluis. The city also had ties with the water boards, the opperduunherder and the
Liberty of Bruges. Consequently, all these players on the political and socio-
economic fields were important for Blankenberge in one way or another.
Nevertheless, only Bruges was offered a porpoise every year. To understand why
Blankenberge made this annual offering, we need to closely examine the porpoise
itself.

An exclusive animal
In many of the extant sources, the porpoise is usually referred to as a meerzwijn or
merswyn, marsouin, porc de mer or Schweinswall. In modern taxonomy, the

29ARA/CdC, Registers 32212.
30ARA/CdC, Registers 32178 and 32198.
31W. Prevenier, Handelingen van de Leden en van de Staten van Vlaanderen (1384–1405) (Brussels,

1959), 289; A. Viaene, ‘Corvers van Vlaendre, 1402–1405’, Biekorf, 61 (1960), 271–4.
32ARA/CdC, Registers 32171.
33ARA/CdC, Registers 32149 and 32204.
34ARA/CdC, Registers 32212.
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porpoise is classified as Phocoena phocoena in the infraorder of the Cetacea.35

Cetacea are aquatic mammals such as the dolphin, the killer whale and the
sperm whale. However, it cannot be stated with certainty whether the meerzwijn
mentioned in the sources was always a porpoise. Concepts from modern taxonomy
were not used in the Middle Ages, and we only have limited knowledge concerning
how animals were named and categorized.36 It is striking that in the thirteenth-
century encyclopaedia Der naturen bloeme by Jacob van Maerlant – an author
born and raised in the Flemish coastal area37 – the porcus marinus is depicted as
a gherebbet (ribbed) and ghespecket (spotted) pig equipped with poisonous thorns
(Figure 3). We do not know whether the authors of the medieval texts and their
contemporaries were familiar with the animal and could always recognize the ani-
mal as a porpoise. It is undoubtedly possible that the meerzwijn reported in the
sources was not always a porpoise but perhaps another member of the order of
the Cetacea.38

The acquisition and consumption of marine mammals do not seem to have been
particularly exceptional on the coasts of western Europe. The animals are believed
to have been actively hunted, and they accidentally found themselves in fishing nets
or washed up on beaches. In the Middle Ages, the meat of whales, porpoises and
seals was occasionally served on the table, and oil was produced from the skin,

Figure 3. Porcus marinus, in Der naturen bloeme of Jacob van Maerlant, c. 1340–1350 (image from ‘Liber
de natura rerum’ of Thomas van Cantimpré, Den Haag, Koninklijke Bibliotheek, KA 16, fol. 119r).

35R. Sabin, R. Bendrey and I. Riddler, ‘Twelfth-century porpoise remains from Dover and Canterbury’,
Archaeological Journal, 156 (1999), 363.

36Some authors make suggestions, e.g. P. Verduyn, Geschiedenis van Wenduine (Bruges, 1938), 296–7;
E.N. Anderson, ‘Sacred fish’, Man, 4 (1969), 445.

37I.E. Biesheuvel, ‘A medieval encyclopedist. The life and work of Jacob van Maerlant’, The Low
Countries. Arts and Society in Flanders and the Netherlands, 18 (2010), 126–33.

38C.J. Camphuysen, Walvissen en dolfijnen in de Noordzee (’s-Graveland, 2006), 51.
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fat layers and parts of the skeleton to be used as fuel.39 The afore-mentioned written
sources are generally administrative in nature. They are accounts or toll tariff rolls
in which the porpoise is listed because it was the subject of a transfer that incurred
costs. Early examples are the tariff rolls of the Saint-Vaast abbey of Arras (1024)40

and the city of Damme (1252).41 As noted previously, the list of treasurers, tax col-
lectors and bailiffs who mentioned a porpoise in their documents is too long to be
presented in its entirety here.

However, it is uncertain whether the porpoise had a common place in medi-
eval society, whether it was part of the daily diet and whether it was frequently
traded. The fact that the transfer incurred costs in no way means that the por-
poise was always an object of transaction in the economic sense of the word.
The recorded payment was often nothing more than a godspenning (God’s
penny) received by the courier to transport the animal to its destination.
Archaeological research conducted on medieval contexts over the past 30 years
also casts doubt on the role of the porpoise as a commodity,42 as the porpoise
is not abundant in archaeological deposits.43 There are hardly any indications
of the direct hunting of the porpoise in medieval Flanders. An exception is
Wenduine, a coastal community only four kilometres away from
Blankenberge, where fishermen are believed to have hunted the animals with
harpoons. However, the sources supporting this claim – the fourteenth- and
fifteenth-century account books of the local fishermen44 – have largely been
lost, and what remains is too fragmented to convincingly prove that porpoise
fishing was a widespread activity in coastal Flanders.

Fishermen likely found porpoises as drowned bycatch in their nets or washed up
on the sandy beach. These porpoise strandings also occur in the twenty-first century.
As far as the Flemish coast is concerned, these strandings seem to mainly occur east of
Ostend, in Wenduine, Blankenberge or Heist. Biologists today assume that the por-
poises follow their prey southward along the straight coastline of the east of
England.45 After a long hunt, exhausted animals – especially old and young ones –
throw themselves on the Flemish shore.46 It is not unlikely that the porpoise displayed
analogous behaviour in the Middle Ages. It is perhaps no coincidence that the animal
appears relatively more frequently in the historical texts produced by the communities
of Wenduine and Blankenberge than those produced west of Ostend.

39R. Degryse, ‘De oudste vuurbakens van de Vlaamse kust en nabijgelegen Noordzeeoevers (811 – Einde
16de eeuw) (Deel II)’, Handelingen van de Maatschappij voor Geschiedenis en Oudheidkunde van Gent, 37
(1983), 55.

40Degryse, Vlaanderens haringbedrijf, 72.
41Van Dale, ‘Reglement’.
42A. Appadurai, ‘Introduction: commodities and the politics of value’, in A. Appadurai (ed.), The Social

Life of Things. Commodities in Cultural Perspective (Cambridge, 2003), 9.
43M. Pieters, ‘Onderzoek van een 15de-eeuwse sector van het middeleeuwse vissersdorp Walraversijde’,

in I. De Smedt and I. In ’t Ven (eds.), Het Archeologisch Onderzoek in Raversijde (Oostende) in de Periode
1992–2005, (Brussels, 2013), 517; Camphuysen, Walvissen en dolfijnen in de Noordzee, 30.

44Verduyn, Geschiedenis van Wenduine, 91–100.
45www.vliz.be/wiki/Harbour_porpoise_in_the_Belgian_part_of_the_North_Sea, accessed 1 May 2020.
46G. Rappé, ‘De Bruinvis, van Algemene Soort Tot Dwaalgast’, De Strandvlo: Driemaandelijks Tijdschrift

van De Strandwerkgroep België, 2 (1982), 60.
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However, the fishermen along the coast could not simply appropriate the por-
poises. In the Middle Ages, the porpoise was generally regarded as a special and
exclusive animal that could be acquired only by a few privileged people.47 The
archaeologist Mark Gardiner notes the special role that ancient seignorial rights
played with regard to the status of these animals, particularly the royal claims to
wrecks, cetaceans or other objects deposited on beaches by the sea.48 In Flanders,
these washed-up objects, including animals, were reserved for the count. The
coastal bailiffs in Flanders generally confiscated stranded porpoises in his name
and then sold them to the highest bidder.

In some places along that coastline, exclusive access was granted to a local lord,
who sometimes delegated that access to certain groups within his jurisdiction,
often fishermen. This case was evident in Wenduine, where the community pre-
sented a porpoise as a tribute to each newly elected dean of the Sint-Donaas chap-
ter in Bruges, who was the lord of the ecclesiastical seigniory of which Wenduine
was a part.49 This offering of a porpoise to the lord could also be observed on the
coasts of Picardy, along the banks of the Seine and in Normandy, where fisher-
men presented a porpoise to bishops or abbots on occasion.50 Gardiner demon-
strates that challenging exclusive access to certain animals may have been used as
a strategy to test relationships. He analysed the wreck rolls of Leiston Abbey, the
court records of the abbey whose jurisdiction bordered a seven-mile stretch of the
English east coast.51 Although the English king claimed all washed-up goods, he
could no longer enforce that right by the thirteenth century. All the wreckage and
so-called ‘royal fish’ found on the small stretch of coastline were progressively
appropriated by the abbot, to the detriment of the English king, who eventually
only received the tails and the heads of the animals.52 The abbot’s claim on
washed-up porpoises was obviously motivated by factors beyond their monetary
value alone, as ownership and control over these animals seemed to emphasize
the abbey’s social status. According to Gardiner, exercising the right to claim
stranded animals was a manoeuvre intended to strengthen the abbey’s place in
the social hierarchy and to challenge and test the social order.53 The symbolic
value of the animals was thus greater than the material.

47A. Pluskowski, ‘The zooarchaeology of medieval “Christendom”: ideology, the treatment of animals
and the making of medieval Europe’, World Archaeology, 42 (2010), 204. For a description of the changing
attitudes towards marine mammals, see Y. Van den Hurk, L. Spindler, K. McGrath and C.F. Speller,
‘Medieval whalers in the Netherlands and Flanders: zooarchaeological analysis of medieval cetacean
remains’, Environmental Archaeology, 2020, DOI: 10.1080/14614103.2020.1829296.

48M. De Groote, ‘De baljuwsrekening: venster op de praktijk van het middeleeuws strandrecht in
Vlaanderen’, Madoc: tijdschrift over de Middeleeuwen, 13 (1999), 258; A. Cordes, ‘Strandrecht’, in
Lexikon des Mittelalter, 10 vols. (Stuttgart, 1977–99), vol. VIII, cols. 212–13.

49Verduyn, Geschiedenis van Wenduine, 92.
50P.J.B. Legrand D’Aussy, Histoire de la vie privée des Français: depuis l’origine de la nation jusqu’à nos

jours, 3 vols. (Paris, 1782), vol. II, 100; Société d’auteurs, ‘Suite des pêches du moyen âge dans les eaux
européennes’, Annales européennes de physique végétale et d’économie publique, 2 (1821), 90–9.

51The rolls have been preserved for the periods 1378–1408 and 1432–81.
52M. Gardiner, ‘The exploitation of sea-mammals in medieval England: bones and their social context’,

Archaeological Journal, 154 (1997), 182–4.
53Ibid., 185–6.
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Porpoise as a penalty
Gilliodts-Van Severen noted that the aldermen of Bruges did not pay for the
Blankenberge porpoise. He believed the meerzwijn was ‘une penalité’, a fine
imposed by the people of Bruges because the burgesses of Blankenberge had
once refused to recognize the city of Bruges as the city’s legal superior (wettelijk
hoofd, chef de sens).54 By wettelijk hoofd, Gilliodts-Van Severen refers to the
most extraordinary institution of Flemish law. In Flanders, jurisdiction was in
the hands of the count, who delegated the application and execution of the law
to municipal aldermen or lower lords. Comital law was mainly customary law,
which was based on precedents.55 Inexperienced aldermen of newly founded juris-
dictions often could not rely on previous decisions and therefore sought advice
from seasoned aldermen. The latter could be found in older cities or castellanies
whose charters had often served as a model for the privileges that the count had
granted the new communities. The more experienced bench of aldermen was the
wettelijk hoofd, and requesting advice was called hoofdvaart ( journey to the super-
ior).56 The filiation from older privileges and the advisory relationships between the
legal institutions created a type of judicial community between the territories of jur-
isdiction. Although the seasoned aldermen did not relinquish the subaltern bench’s
decision-making power,57 the advice of the legal superior gradually became bind-
ing.58 This hoofdvaart was an important driver in the formation and expansion
of the territorial spheres of influence of the cities of Ghent, Bruges and Ypres.

It should come as no surprise that Gilliodts-Van Severen used legal arguments
to explain his view that the offering of the porpoise was inflicted as a punishment.
During his entire professional life, this nineteenth-century lawyer, historian and
archivist sought to identify the roots of Flemish law, an enterprise that resulted in
an impressive oeuvre of source editions.59 However, he surprisingly linked the
argument that the porpoise served as a sign of legal submission to a motif
from the spiritual sphere. According to him, an appropriate time to settle
accounts was Lent, the period in which sacrifices are made following the confes-
sion of sins.60

Fasting originally took different forms. The main fasting period started on Ash
Wednesday and lasted until Easter. In this long period of abstention, the quantity
and the quality of the food the population could consume were subject to special

54L. Gilliodts-Van Severen, Coutumes des petites villes et seigneuries enclavées, vol. I: Ardenbourg.
Biervliet. Blankenberghe (Brussels, 1890), 389.

55R. Monier, ‘Le recours au chef de sens au moyen âge dans les villes flamandes’, Revue du Nord, 53
(1928), 7.

56R. Monier, Les institutions judiciaires des villes de Flandre des origines à la rédaction des coutumes
(Lille, 1924), 171.

57J. Lameere, Le recours au chef de sens dans le droit flamand (Brussels, 1881), 14; L. Gilliodts-Van
Severen, Coutumes des petites villes et seigneuries enclavées, vol. IV: Ostende, Oudenburg, Sluis (Brussels,
1892), 7–8.

58R.C. Van Caenegem, Geschiedenis van het strafprocesrecht in Vlaanderen van de XIe tot de XIVe eeuw
(Brussels, 1956), 306.

59T. Van Havere, ‘Op weg naar het archief. De jonge jaren van Louis Gilliodts’, Handelingen van het
Genootschap voor Geschiedenis te Brugge, 150 (2013), 425–4.

60L. Gilliodts-Van Severen, Inventaire des chartes: treizième au seizième siècle. 1er série, 9 vols. (Bruges,
1871–85), vol. IV, 434.
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rules.61 The consumption of meat was to be avoided. Although fish was a common
feature of the medieval daily menu, it appeared increasingly frequently during Lent.
Even though the porpoise is a mammal and not a fish, it was considered an accept-
able fasting food because its usual habitat was aquatic.62 Being presented with a
porpoise during Lent was therefore not inconvenient for the aldermen of Bruges,
as the consumption of this animal was compatible with the obligations imposed
by Lent. At the same time, it was a sacrifice on the part of the people of
Blankenberge that served to purify them of any sins they may have committed.

The connection of a spiritual motif to a worldly one makes Gilliodts-Van
Severen’s argument fairly persuasive, which is probably the main reason why his
thesis has hardly been contested. However, a number of elements arguably place
this reading of the porpoise as a penalty in a different light. These elements relate
to both the cause of the outstanding account to be settled and the interpretation of
the day on which the porpoise was presented.

In essence, hoofdvaart was a legal remedy intended to secure a higher-quality
judgement, somewhere between advice and appeal.63 In general, hoofdvaart should
not be regarded as an attempt of a larger city to usurp the privileges of a smaller
one, as Gilliodts-Van Severen suggests in his interpretation of the offering of the
porpoise.64 At the beginning of the fourteenth century, 27 cities were legally con-
nected to Bruges via hoofdvaart.65 With the exception of one city, there is no evi-
dence that Bruges usurped the jurisdiction of smaller cities prior to 1300. That
exception is Damme, where this attempt resulted in a conflict that was settled in
1289 by mediation of the count.66 It was not until the fourteenth century that
Bruges used hoofdvaart as a tool for gaining a firm grip on the cities on which
its prosperity depended,67 a process that largely ran parallel with that of the
Zwin staple, which evolved from a voluntary institution into an obligation.68

In late medieval Flanders, the imposition of a fine by one community on another
was exceptional. Fines payable by the cities usually had comital origins, often in
response to cities rebelling against the count’s authority. Such fines generally
went hand in hand with the deprivation of privileges, the confiscation of goods,
the destruction of urban public buildings and space and the banishment of leaders
of uprisings.69 It should come as no surprise that the imposition of a fine by one
community on another was not common. The privileges that communities enjoyed

61M. Sherwood-Smith, ‘Vasten en vraatzucht in preken voor leken. De lessen van de epistel- en evange-
liepreken (ca. 1396)’, Tijdschrift voor Sociale Geschiedenis, 29 (2003), 460–3.

62Pluskowski, ‘The zooarchaeology’, 204.
63Van Caenegem, Geschiedenis van het strafprocesrecht, 302.
64Monier, ‘Le recours’, 10.
65L. Gilliodts-Van Severen, Coutume de la ville de Bruges, 2 vols. (Brussels, 1874), vol. I, 281.
66Monier, ‘Le recours’, 11; L. Warnkönig, ‘Sur la ville de Damme au moyen-âge’, Messager des sciences et

des arts de la Blelgique, ou nouvelles archives historiques, littéraires et scientifiques, 3 (1835), 469–70.
67W.P. Blockmans, De Volksvertegenwoordiging in Vlaanderen in de overgang van Middeleeuwen naar

Nieuwe Tijden (1384–1506) (Brussels, 1978), 113.
68J. Dumolyn and W. Leloup, ‘The Zwin estuary: a medieval portuary network’, in J.A. Solórzano

Telechea, B. Arízaga Bolumburu and M. Bochaca (eds.), Las sociedades portuarias de la Europa atlántica
en la edad media (Logroño, 2016), 197–212.

69J. Dumolyn, ‘The vengeance of the commune: sign systems of popular politics in medieval Bruges’, in
H.R. Oliva Herrer et al. (eds.), La comunidad medieval como esfera publica (Seville, 2014), 251–89.
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were granted by the count, and it goes without saying that conflicts could not be
resolved without involving him or his supervising institutions, such as the
Council of Flanders. Punishment of disobedience and criminality was certainly
possible,70 but this would occur within individual communities, be they urban or
rural.71

The reasoning behind the time of the transfer can also be questioned. That time
– Lent – prompted Gilliodts-Van Severen to establish a surprising link between the
legal and spiritual motives of the presentation of the porpoise. Here, Gilliodts-Van
Severen pursued a path that scholars have since followed more frequently. To
understand non-functional, irrational behaviour, people are even today inclined
to find an explanation in the spiritual or religious domain. Especially with regard
to irrational behaviour involving animals, for want of a better explanation, one
finds a solution in ‘sacrifice’.72 In half of the recorded cases, the specific day on
which the porpoise was brought to Bruges was reported in the Blankenberge city
accounts. In all these cases, that day was identified as Groten Vastenavond,
which is the first Sunday of Lent.73 As Sundays were not fasting days, and abstin-
ence was not required on those days, it is difficult to believe that the porpoise pre-
sented on that day was a sacrifice. On the contrary, the animal seems to have played
a role in a banquet celebrating the transition from winter to spring. Consequently,
the presentation of the porpoise marked not a moment of reflection and penance
but rather of hope for a new start.74

In addition, it is not inconceivable that the occasion of presenting the porpoise
in spring had completely different, more pragmatic origins. For example, an unmis-
takable correlation exists between the renewing of the bench of aldermen in
Blankenberge and the day the sergeant went to Bruges to present the porpoise
(see Figure 4). Blankenberge was not entirely in control of the timing of the renewal
of the bench, as this process was influenced by the travel behaviour of the council
commissioners, who followed relatively fixed routes during their annual voyages.75

The porpoise seems more likely to have been a tool in the strategy of new aldermen
attempting to introduce themselves to a crucial partner or a new master to begin
their collaboration under optimal conditions. Rather than a fine, the porpoise
thus seems to gain the characteristics of a tribute or a gift.

70For examples of corporal punishment, fines, banishment, pilgrimages or enforced humility: M. Müller,
‘Het felle leven en het kalme gerecht. Misdaad en straf in vijftiende-eeuws Haarlem’, Pro Memorie, 15
(2013), 20–30.

71Van Caenegem, Geschiedenis van het strafprocesrecht.
72J. Morris, ‘Animal “ritual” killing; from remains to meanings’, in A. Pluskowski (ed.), The Ritual

Killing and Burial of Animals. European Perspectives (Oakville, 2012), 13.
73I. Strubbe and L. Voet, De chronologie van de middeleeuwen en de moderne tijden in de Nederlanden

(Antwerp and Amsterdam, 1960), 537.
74Grote Vastenavond was the last day of the so-called ‘Devil’s week’ in which carnival was

celebrated. H. Stalpaert, Van Vastenavond tot Pasen. Oudvlaamse volksgebruiken, historie en folklore
(Heule, 1960), 8–9. Feast days called ‘carnival’ do not appear in the sources before the fifteenth
century. A. Gurevich, ‘Bakhtin and his theory of carnival’, in J. Bremmer and H. Roodenburg (eds.), A
Cultural History of Humour. From Antiquity to the Present Day (Cambridge, 1997), 54–60.

75J. Dumolyn, Staatsvorming en vorstelijke ambtenaren in het graafschap Vlaanderen (1419–1477)
(Antwerp, 2003), 41.
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Porpoise as a gift
The body of anthropological and historical research focusing on the gift is exten-
sive.76 An influential scholar in this debate is Marcel Mauss,77 who at the beginning
of the twentieth century treated the gift as a prestation totale, a total social phenom-
enon incorporating market, contract and religion. According to Mauss, the gift had
numerous explicit and implicit meanings. The gift was ‘total’ because it has a mean-
ing for society as a whole.78 As mentioned in the introduction, historians have in
the past similarly made significant efforts to understand this behaviour. In their
research, medievalists usually make a distinction between the ecclesiastical, noble
and urban contexts in which gift behaviour took place. In the ecclesiastical context,
an often-studied phenomenon is the so-called ‘dona, beneficia and patrimonia’,79

the transfer of goods to ecclesiastical institutions, in addition to the ‘pro anima’
gift, seen as a form of insurance for the salvation of the soul after death.80 In the
noble or chivalric context, the display of social relations was central, along with
the strengthening of cohesion between equals. Largesse was an important and

Figure 4. Time of renewal of the bench of aldermen in Blankenberge (1400–84) and first Sunday of Lent
(rectangle) (ARA/CdC, Registers 32148–217).

76H. Liebersohn, The Return of the Gift: European History of a Global Idea (Cambridge, 2012). Specific to
the Burgundian period: J.P. Ward, ‘Guillaume de Clugny, Guillaume de Bische and Jean Gros: mediators
between Charles the Bold of Burgundy and the cities of Holland (1460–1477)’, Francia, 33 (2006), 69–99.

77M. Mauss, ‘Essai sur le don: forme et raison de l’échange dans les sociétés archaïques’, L’année socio-
logique, 1 (1923–24), 30–186.

78A. Bijsterveldt, Do Ut Des: Gift Giving, Memoria, and Conflict Management in the Medieval Low
Countries (Hilversum, 2007), 29.

79V. Groebner, Liquid Assets, Dangerous Gifts: Presents and Politics at the End of the Middle Ages
(Philadelphia, 2002), 3.

80C.M. Chattaway, ‘Looking a medieval gift horse in the mouth. The role of the giving of gift objects in
the definition and maintenance of the power networks of Philip the Bold’, BMGN – Low Countries
Historical Review, 114 (1999), 7.
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widely recognized aspect of lordship in the Middle Ages,81 one that was primarily
indebted to the feudal ties between feudal lord and vassal.

In the cities of the Low Countries, gifts mainly took the form of the presentation
of jugs of wine or smaller amounts of money. These so-called pots-de-vin and hoofs-
heden were primarily instruments in strategies intended to uphold a city’s honour
and to influence decisions yet to be made.82 According to Derville, at the extremes
of this spectrum of urban gift behaviour were spontaneity and extortion, while in
the middle of that spectrum was patronage.83 Support, internal cohesion and the
way that gifts have influenced the growth of the modern state are given an import-
ant place in in urban historical research.84

As previously indicated, the Blankenberge porpoise does not fit into these tra-
ditional explanations well. Nonetheless, the extensive body of gift research does
provide us with a number of typical properties of this behaviour that are relevant
to our case. One essential characteristic is the fact that on the one hand, gifts are
generally not coerced; on the other hand, they do not come completely unex-
pected.85 After giving, the expectation that one will obtain something in return
arises. The latter should preferably not happen immediately, but rather only after
an appropriate length of time. This reciprocity, this principle of do ut des, moder-
ates social intercourse and integration, or as Mauss viewed it, the total society.

In addition, gifts are useful in rites of passage, social events where the exchange
of objects contributes to the ceremonial passage from one status to another.86 Gifts
create an ideal climate for nurturing relationships among friends, neighbours, fam-
ily, colleagues or commercial partners at all social levels.87 In medieval society,
which was characterized by an eye for tradition and custom, the predictability of
a gift was also strongly stimulated by precedents, which allowed certain acts of gift-
giving to evolve into customary obligations and acquired rights.88 As gifts are often
part of rites of passage, they gain the appeal of a ritual. A gift then juxtaposes cer-
tain actions, producing a distinction between the extraordinary and quotidian.89

81Ibid., 4.
82On the different forms of ‘courtliness’, see M. Damen, ‘Corrupt of hoofs gedrag? Geschenken en het

politieke netwerk van een laatmiddeleeuwse Hollandse stad’, Tijdschrift voor sociale en economische geschie-
denis, 2 (2005), 78.

83A. Derville, ‘Les pots-de-vin dans le dernier tiers du XVe siècle (d’après les comptes de Lille et de
Saint-Omer)’, in W.P. Blockmans (ed.), Het Algemene en de gewestelijke privilegiën van Maria van
Bourgondië voor de Nederlanden: 1477 (Heule, 1985), 342–3.

84M. Boone, ‘Dons et pots-de-vin, aspects de la sociabilité urbaine au bas moyen âge. Le cas gantois pen-
dant la période bourguignonne’, Revue du Nord, 70 (1988), 471–87; A. Derville, ‘Pots-de-vin, cadeaux,
racket, patronage: essai sur les mécanismes de décision dans l’État bourguignon’, Revue de Nord, 56
(1974), 341–64; J.H. Van Dale, ‘De oudste stadsrekening van Sluis’, Bijdragen tot de Oudheidkunde en
Geschiedenis, inzonderheid van Zeeuwsch-Vlaanderen, 4 (1859), 5; W. Ryckbosch, Tussen Gavere en
Cadzand. De Gentse stadsfinanciën op het einde van de middeleeuwen (1460–1495) (Ghent, 2007).

85Groebner, Liquid Assets, 13.
86A. Van Gennep, Les rites de passage. Étude systématique des rites (Paris, 1909), 54.
87N. Zemon Davis, The Gift in Sixteenth-Century France (Oxford, 2000), 23, 27, 209.
88M. Bloch, ‘The rise of dependent civilization and seignorial institutions’, in M.M. Postan (ed.),

Cambridge Economic History of Europe, 10 vols. (Cambridge, 1966), vol. I, 274; F. Heal, ‘Food gifts, the
household and the politics of exchange in early modern England’, Past & Present, 199 (2008), 51.

89C. Bell, Ritual Theory. Ritual Practice (New York, 1992), 74.
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Such a ritual can subsequently turn into a cultural signal that can only be under-
stood by considering it in its context and in relation to the given object.90

The power and meaning of a gift are therefore also determined by the given
object itself. An object can be used as a gift only under specific circumstances;
this is particularly the case with food. Feeding satisfies a basic need, but, as it
is mainly done within a group, it can also play a role in strengthening cohesion.91

However, the food used for such a purpose should not be ordinary, such as cereals
or beer, and it should be adapted to the status of the recipient and to the context
of the giver, who had to be able to supply the particular food. According to the
city accounts, examples of commonly exchanged foods in medieval coastal cities
are fish or shellfish,92 carps and eels, lampreys, sturgeons, pikes and, of course,
porpoises.93

Returning to our case-study, we can presume that the annual presentation of the
porpoise was an element in a rite of passage. As noted previously, this ‘passage’ was
probably the announcement of spring and the renewal of the bench of aldermen,
who would be sworn in by the commissioners. A sergeant subsequently went to
Bruges to present a porpoise to the wet van Brugge (Bruges magistrate). This gift
was not the result of coercion, yet it was highly predictable and expected.94

Building on precedents, the porpoise eventually became a tradition, one that was
close to a customary obligation van ouden tiden (of old times).95 However, the
basis of this ultimately fossilized behaviour was the deliberate and free transfer of
a sought-after object. This object was a foodstuff of the exclusive kind. Similar to
the practice performed by the fishermen of neighbouring Wenduine, the presenta-
tion of an exclusive and special animal highlighted the distinction and the social
identity of the presenting community.96 The porpoise represented both mutual
dependence and appreciation.

We must remember that, at first glance, it seems that Bruges never presented
anything tangible to the inhabitants of Blankenberge in exchange for the porpoise.
Thus, the most important questions that remain unanswered are how and why did
this alliance come about?

The meaning of the porpoise
During its development, the community of Blankenberge had to compete and
co-operate with many players in the landscape. Although all the representatives
of these institutions were treated appropriately and presented the usual pitchers
of wine, with regard to the annual presentation of the porpoise, only the city of

90R.J. Parmentier, Signs and Society. Further Studies in Semiotic Anthropology (Bloomington and
Indianapolis, 2016).

91Heal, ‘Food gifts’, 43–4.
92I.J. De Meyer, Analectes médicaux ou recueil de faits qui ont rapport à l’art de guérir et qui se sont

passés dans le ressort de la ville et du Franc de Bruges, 2 vols. (Bruges, 1851), vol. I, 121.
93Vanhoutryve, De vishandel, 14–15.
94When the presented porpoise was too small, an additional animal was purchased. Gilliodts-Van

Severen, Inventaire des chartes, vol. IV, 434.
95ARA/CdC, Registers 32212, fol. 4r.
96A.B. Weiner, Inalienable Possessions. The Paradox of Keeping-While-Giving (Berkeley, 1992), 150.
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Bruges managed to secure VIP treatment. Bruges’ city accounts attest that this was
already the case as of 1288.97

The last quarter of the thirteenth century was an extremely tumultuous period for
Bruges. The demographic and economic boom that occurred in maritime Flanders
came with an acceleration in development and an increase in the number of new
institutions, actors and rivalries. The position of the Flemish merchant-entrepreneurs,
who had long organized themselves into so-called hanze98 and were predominantly
active in the wool trade with England and Scotland, declined. Instead, the Zwin
harbour welcomed an increasing number of foreign merchants, signalling the unfold-
ing transition from active to passive trade in coastal Flanders.99 The commercial elite
largely abandoned overseas trade and instead focused on the establishment of a
material, commercial and financial infrastructure in support of the foreign merchants
in the city.100 Bruges transformed from an industrial city into a more differentiated
trading centre. The port functions and the transhipment of goods were outsourced.101

This process was not without consequences for the structures in and around Bruges.
In Bruges itself, the members of the bench of aldermen were still recruited from the
old patriciate, supported by the count. However, tensions increased and polarization
sharpened, as the citizens were fuelled by a desire to return to the old urban
commune ideal. Mounting city debts and the tax burden on consumption eventually
triggered uprisings, resulting in a democratic turn and a tense relationship with the
count’s dynasty.102

In the last quarter of the thirteenth century, Scarphout transformed from a rural
community into a city and independent jurisdiction. As we have seen, this outcome
most likely occurred around 1270, when the frictions and competition outlined
above were intensifying. There are no texts or other indications unambiguously
demonstrating that the new privileges enjoyed by Blankenberge contributed to
the custom of presenting the porpoise. However, the arguments presented in the
previous sections provide a number of elements that provide support for this thesis.
These elements are presented below.

(1) In the late Middle Ages, Bruges became more dependent on the maritime
craftsmanship of the seaside communities. Along the banks of the Zwin, this

97Bruges, City Archives, Oud Archief 216, 1288, fol. 28r. The oldest city account dates from 1280.
However, no porpoise is mentioned before 1288.

98H. Van Werveke, ‘“Hansa” in Vlaanderen en aangrenzende gebieden’, Handelingen van het
Genootschap voor Geschiedenis, 90 (1953), 5–42; C. Wyffels, ‘De Vlaamse Hanze van Londen op het
einde van de XIII eeuw’, Handelingen van het Genootschap voor Geschiedenis, 97 (1960), 5–30.

99Hans Van Werveke, ‘Der flandrische Eigenhandel im Mittelalter’, Hansische Geschichtsblätter, 61
(1936), 7–24.

100P. Stabel, J. Puttevils and J. Dumolyn, ‘Production, markets and socio-economic structures I: c. 1100 –
c. 1320’, in A. Brown and J. Dumolyn (eds.), Medieval Bruges, c. 850–1550 (Cambridge and New York,
2018).

101J.M. Murray, Bruges, Cradle of Capitalism, 1280–1390 (Cambridge, 2005), 34.
102C. Wyffels, ‘Nieuwe gegevens betreffende een XIIIde eeuwse “democratische” stedelijke opstand: de

Brugse “Moerlemaye” (1280–81)’, Bulletin de la Commission royale d’histoire, 132 (1966), 37–142;
J. Dumolyn and J. Haemers, ‘Reclaiming the common sphere of the city: the revival of the Bruges commune
in the late thirteenth century’, in J.-P. Genet (ed.), La légitimité implicite au moyen âge (Rome, 2015), 161–
88.
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craftsmanship mainly translated into port infrastructure and logistics functions.
The coastal communities predominantly provided expertise in fishing, seaman-
ship and mitigation of maritime risks. In the thirteenth century, Blankenberge
was a prosperous community due to its location near two water drainage sys-
tems close to a sluice, involved in inland water management. Furthermore, the
city’s position on sea and coastal routes made it easy to identify approaching
danger. Blankenberge produced fish for the growing urban population, who
were supplied by a fish market controlled by Bruges. The latter partly depended
on Blankenberge’s maritime expertise and key position in the landscape.

(2) Both cities entered into a relationship characterized by co-operation and soli-
darity of their own free will. This relationship could only thrive within a
framework of common values and standards.103 The values shared by the
two cities may have sprung from the mutually beneficial interaction with
the landscape, but they may have become more material and formal through
the filiation of urban privileges and the transmission of legal knowhow. This
development produced a form of judicial community, a bond of trust and the
guarantee that the obligations associated with the trust would be fulfilled.104

This community of values could hardly have been created had Blankenberge
continued to be part of Uitkerke, within the Liberty of Bruges and partly con-
trolled by the local lord. The urban privileges of Blankenberge were therefore
an essential condition for the conception of the alliance.

(3) The annual gift presented in spring was an instrument asserting the
co-operation and solidarity between the two cities. The gift alone was insuf-
ficient to forge a lasting relationship.105 It was essential that the gift was
transferred from one bench of aldermen to another, as these individuals
served as representatives of two jurisdictions and two communities. The di-
rection of giving seems to indicate an unequal relationship. The animal was
presented, however, in return for the filiation of values, advice and legal
knowhow. The porpoise closed the circle of reciprocity.

(4) The porpoise was a suitable object to give as a present. This exclusive animal
highlighted both the maritime nature of the inhabitants of Blankenberge
and the special status of the receiver. The porpoise was also an effective
method of challenging the social order; after all, it tested the authority of
the count. By appropriating the prerogatives of the count, the cities
armed themselves against the ambitions of the other actors in the landscape
during a time in which competition was fierce.

Conclusion
This article contributes to the recent body of research on medieval port cities and
coastal communities that has been produced from a holistic and comparative

103M.D. Sahlins, ‘Poor man, rich man, big-man, chief: political types in Melanesia and Polynesia’,
Comparative Studies in Society and History, 5 (1963), 291–6.

104On the concept of ‘trust networks’ as ‘accumulation of commitment’, see C. Tilly, ‘Cities, states, and
trust networks: chapter 1 of cities and states in world history’, Theory and Society, 39 (2010), 271–3.

105A. van Steensel, ‘Giften aan vrienden en invloedrijken. Schenkgewoonten van de stad Haarlem gedur-
ende de Bourgondische en Habsburgse periode’, Holland, Historisch Tijdschrift, 37 (2005), 19.
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perspective, integrating knowledge from different scientific disciplines. In Flanders,
such research has been published on the fishing community Walraversijde106 and
the port cities Monnikerede107 and Hoeke;108 studies have approached these com-
munities as complex, flexible and resilient systems which relied on resources from
the sea and the rural hinterland and which continuously adapted and evolved in
response to changing environmental, economic and social relations, in the context
of which they developed ties of solidarity. This article introduces a cultural perspec-
tive by drawing on anthropological frameworks and concepts from archaeology for
understanding gift giving and contextualizing its role in a comprehensive way.
Historians working on coastal communities, both in the Low Countries and
other geographical regions, could benefit from this approach by considering this
alternative perspective while reanalysing the scarce written sources and integrating
knowledge from other disciplines.109

In coastal Flanders, the presentation of the porpoise demonstrates how commu-
nities not only maintained ties of solidarity with each other but also relied on rela-
tions with the larger inland cities. Similarly to the outports in the Zwin estuary, the
newcomer Blankenberge was integrated into Bruges’ sphere of influence. While the
outports became part of a port and staple network, Blankenberge entered a system
that had to provide Bruges with food, nautical expertise and protection against the
risks associated with the maritime landscape. This system was essentially based on
trust. Both cities partially depended on the support of the other to maintain and
improve their respective places in the landscape.

Perhaps the presentation of the porpoise was a custom that had existed for a long
time, possibly between the Scarphout community and another partner. The practice
corresponds well with what took place between the fishermen of Wenduine and the
dean of Sint-Donaas. Perhaps Bruges and Blankenberge began their relationship of
trust and co-operation earlier than 1270. In any case, the privileges that
Blankenberge received as an independent jurisdiction around that year paved the
way for strengthening the ties between the two cities. As the Bruges city accounts
already mentioned the porpoise in 1288, we can assume that the annual presenta-
tion started between 1270 and 1288.

It is difficult to determine whether the Blankenberge porpoise always had the
meaning described in the previous section. Through semiotic anthropology, we

106D. Tys and M. Pieters, ‘Understanding a medieval fishing settlement along the southern northern sea:
Walraversijde, c. 1200–1630’, in D. Abreu-Ferreira and L. Sick and Boston (eds.), Beyond the Catch:
Fisheries of the North Atlantic, the North Sea and the Baltic, 900–1850 (Leiden and Boston, 2008), 95–105.

107W. De Clercq, K. Dombrecht, J. Dumolyn, W. Leloup and J. Trachet, ‘Monnikerede: the rise and
decline of a medieval port community in the Zwin estuary’, The Medieval Low Countries, 7 (2020), 97–130.

108K. Dillen, ‘A paradox of maritime access. Origins and consequences of subaltern relations in a medi-
eval portuary system in Flanders: the case of Hoeke’, International Journal of Maritime History, 30 (2018),
405–21.

109On the scarcity of sources in maritime history and the need for an interdisciplinary approach, see
A. Andrade, B. Arizaga, E. Aznar, M. Bochaca, L. Jean-Marie, M. Kowaleski, F. Laget, M. Limberger,
J. Miranda, J. Solórzano and M. Tranchant, ‘Sociétés, mer et littoraux de l’Europe atlantique au moyen
âge: enjeux, objets et méthodes de la recherche depuis les années 1990’, in Groupement d’intérêt scienti-
fique d’histoire maritime (ed.), La maritimisation du monde de la préhistoire à nos jours: enjeux, objets
et méthodes (Paris, 2016), 34.
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know that signs are read differently from generation to generation.110 According to
Arjun Appadurai, the meaning of an object passed on from one owner to another
depends on the value regimes and cultural repertoires prevailing in that specific
space and period.111 These regimes and repertoires alter over time, and they are
partly determined by the landscape in which they thrive.

In the sixteenth century, the relationship with that landscape had changed sig-
nificantly for both Blankenberge and Bruges. In the coastal communities, curing
and barrelling herring at sea had increased the scale of fishing enterprises, leading
to a demand for improved port infrastructure.112 At the same time, along with the
declining significance of the staple and market of Bruges, the importance of the
Zwin harbour and the outports had diminished. From 1568, this maritime land-
scape went through a period of crisis for decades due to the Eighty Years’ War.
This long conflict had consequences for the relations between the cities of
Blankenberge and Bruges. In 1564, the treasurer of Blankenberge recorded a pay-
ment for the presentation of the porpoise for the last time. Until 1621, the accounts
continue to show the same fossilized record, without any payment being made,
indicating that the presentation of the animal was still perceived as something
that should be done and perhaps a belief that the old ways would return. After
1621, however, the animal disappears from the Blankenberge sources, never to
return.

110R.J. Parmentier, ‘Semiotic approaches to meaning in material culture’, Semiotica, 116 (1997), 51.
111Appadurai, ‘Commodities’, 4–11; G. Algazi, ‘Doing things with gifts’, in G. Algazi, V. Groebner and

B. Jussen (eds.), Negotiating the Gift. Pre-Modern Figurations of Exchange (Göttingen, 2003), 13.
112L. Sicking, Zeemacht en onmacht. Maritieme politiek in de Nederlanden 1488–1558 (Amsterdam,

1998), 74–5; R. Doehaerd, ‘La genèse d’une entreprise maritime: les pêcheurs de Wenduine au XVe
siècle’, Contributions à l’histoire économique et sociale, 1 (1962), 7–38.
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