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For forty years, Ethno/ogia Scandinavica has presented
current ethnological research from the Nordic countries
in Englishi thus making it accessible to a larger
readership.This year's volume displays two sides of the
subject: cultural-historical studies of people's lives, and
new contemporary theoretical approaches to everyday
customs, habits, and norms. The problem of how
dark memories are incorporated in today's European
integration process, and the role of prostitution in the
past, are topics that raise questions about how certain
complex and ambivalent phenomena are used in
identity formation and sense making. But questions
about the significance of class when it comes to ageing
in the right way and in the right setting, or about the
home in urban pair relationships, exemplify how
ethnology tackles topical themes in research. Several
a rticles bearthe im print of d iscussions of gendertheory,
and of the extensive research on memory processes
and their significance in the lives of individual people
and in broad transnational contexts. Spatial awareness
is making itself increasingly felt in ethnology and once
again in the borderland formerly shared with human
geography.
Ethnologia Scandinavica has always prided itself on
having a reviews section that reflects the contemporary
position of the discipline, and this year the section
is unusually rich in new dissertations and recently
published monographs and edited volumes. The
presentation of new professors is likewise a source
of knowledge about the status of the subject and this
year no fewer than six new professors of ethnology
are presented.
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Always on the Edge
Prostitution in Debate and Cityscape
By Niels Jul Nielsen

double fascicle for 1969-1970 came the
announcement: "with this volume the sedes Folk-Liv is concluded. Manuscripts,
correspondence, and books should instead
be sent to the editorial board of Ethnologia Scandinavica, Professor Nils-Arvid
Bringens, Finngatan 8, Lund." Concealed
behind this information were exhaustive
discussions between Gosta Berg, Harald
Hvarfner, and me. At the same time, the
international influences were making
themselves felt again. In 1970 the name of
the university subject was changed from
"Nordic and Comparative Folklife Studies" to "Ethnology, especially European". It was therefore natural that the
designation ethnology should occur in the
title of the journal, which presented itself
as a ·"sequel to the earlier journal Folk-Liv,
started by Sigurd Erixon. Tue journal will
publish original papers in English and
German based on all branches of material
and social culture, and in interviews, biographical notes and reports reflect ethnological contributions and activities in the,.
Scandinavian countries". Folk:loristics
was thus not included in the scope of the
jou~al since a special periodical for this,
entttled Arv, had already begun to appear
in 1945. Ethnologia Scandinavica was designed by Lars Tempte and in reality became a yearbook and therefore could not
function as an organ for debate. Cooperation with the editor of the journal Ethnologia Europaea, Professor Gtinter Wiegelmann, was significant. I myself was entrusted with the task of editing Ethnologia
S<.;andinavica, with an advisory council

composed of Gosta Berg, Stockholm,
Knut Kolsrud, Oslo, Holger Rasmussen,
Copenhagen, and Asko Vilk:una, JyvaskyIa. The members were responsible for acquir.i:ng articles and reviews from their
own country. Once a year we met in some
place where it was suitable to hold planning meetings. We were unable to employ
any editorial secretary. Coordinating the
content was something that I as editor had
to do during my summer holidays in Kivik.
Giving an all-round presentation of ethnological research in all the Nordic countries was not always easy. Finnish research in particular could sometimes end
up in the shade, and since there was considerable activity there, the Finnish Literary Society began to publish its own journal, Ethnologia Fennica, with contributions in English, starting in 1971.
Having served as editor for 24 issues, I
passed this duty on to Professor Jonas
Frykman while Margareta Tellenbach simultaneously became assistant editor
which she had been in reality before that'.
At the same time, doctoral dissertations
were separated from other literature in the
reviews section. After eleven years as
editor, Jonas Frykman was succeeded in
2005 by Professor Birgitta Svensson,
Stockholm. As Lund continued to be her
main home, the journal still, after 40
years, has its editorial office in the Folklife Archives in Lund. Since 2010, however, it has been distributed by Swedish
Science Press, Uppsala.

Welcome to Magstræde 16 - an eating place in
one of the most cbarming streets in town. Magstræde 16 is a historical address in Copenhagen's
Latin Quarter. An address redolent of tradition
and atmosphere - and through many years a rich
gastronomic culture as well.

This piece of information meets the visitor
to ~ne of Copenhagen' s new fancy semigourmet restaurants. Tue restaurant is located in a narrow alley in the old Latin
Quarter of the capital. Here prices and
rents are high, the build.i:ngs date back to
the eighteenth century, and two low
houses are even among Copenhagen's
very few remaining build.i:ngs from the
seventeenth century. Tue restaurant deliberately links itself to this past, being well
aware that potential customers are searching for more than just dinner when attending a restaurant. Nostalgia, a whiff of history, and the connection to the intimacy of
old Copenhagen are desirable assets on
the competitive market of gastronomy.
However, it is the privilege of the
storyteller to pick out the elements in his
story, and what the text does not mention
is how this crooked and paved alley, together with the streets close to it, once
made up one of Copenhagen' s prostitution
neighbourhoods for more than half a century. And to cap it all, the staircase at
Magstræde 16, from basement to dormer,
served as a full brothel at least from the
first half of the nineteenth century to the
beginning of the twentieth. So, as is wellknown since the days of Paul Ricoeur
(1984-88, 2004), our common memory is
written and rewritten over and over when
it snits the ones with the power to compose it.
That the brothel part of Magstræde's

history is erased from present-day branding - although drawing on the same bygone days - is in no way surprising. Prostitution is among the fields that we arealways reluctant to deal with. In the foliowing, this theme will be investigated
through a closer look at prostitution in
the neighbourhoods of Copenhagen in
the period from approximately 1850 to
1910.
It holds for a field like prostitution that
it is not just in the construction of the past
that it is treated with distance and ambivalence. As we also know from present-day
debate about prostitution, it is marked by
heated voices divided between opposing
points of view. The second half of the
nineteenth century showed a similar eagerness to debate the issue. This article
will investigate the debate as an important
aspect of prostitution in that period. In the
conclusion I will also briefly comment on
the change at the beginning of the twentieth century that initiated an almost hundred-year period with much less public
debate about the issue, and by extension of
this I will also consider how the debate has
flared up again in the present day.
When I look at the latter part of the
nineteenth century, it is not only the
voices of the leading opinion makers in
journals and newspapers that are under investigation. Tue intention is to combine
this aspect-you might call it the prostitution discourse - with two more: the regulation of prostitution and the practice of
prostitution.
Tue regulation through laws, statutory
instruments, and so on is closely connected to - if not inseparable from - the discourse, and it is decisive for prostitution
since it draws the horders and dictates the
Ethnologia Scandinavica, Vol. 41, 2011
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conditions for it. Furthermore, regulation
is important for the way that prostitution is
looked upon as something which is within
or beyond the edge of what is regarded as
acceptable.
The practice of prostitution is of course
deeply dependent on the two other aspects. Practice, as it is used here, refers to
the way that prostitution demands space;
how it needs to gain some kind of acceptance from the imrnediate neighbourhood;
how it is dependent on having at its disposal places of various types - such as a
room to comrnit the aet, streets and da.nce
halls where customers can be picked up, a
brothel to operate from, and so on. In connection witb tbis, the legal framework
around prostitution is of major importance.
All in all, the triad of discourse, regulation, and practice makes up a close-knit
frainework, which relates to different and
inseparable aspects of prostitution's way
of being embedded in society and among
its citizens. 1
Several scholars have investigated how
prostitution was practised in the growing
urban environments in the latter part of the
nineteenth century; several of these cities
exercised a system of regulation like the
one in Copenbagen (see later in the article). In Scandinavia the ethnologist Rebecka Lennartsson and the historian Tommy Lundquist especially have analysed
the relationship between regulation, prostitution, and cityscape (the former in
Stockholm, the latter in different Swedish
towns) while the system in Copenhagen
has been treated by tbe historians Merete
Bøge Pedersen and Karin Ltitzen and the
medical scholar Grethe Hartmann.2 Before retuming to the way that the system
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of regulation was played out in Copenhagen, I will relate the present study to the
extensive debate regarding space in the
cultural sciences, since this concept is crucial for the way I handle the three dimensions of the discourse, regulation, and
practice of prostitution.
Space as an lntersection
A lot of activity related to prostitution
takes place in bidden places and in the
shade. The aet itself generally occurs behind closed doors, remote from fellow
citizens and the public eye. This relationship between prostitute and customer is
not under investigation here, although, of
course, these meetings underlie the presence of the issue of prostitution.
But there are other kinds of space that
are critical in the intersection between discourse, regulation, and practice: prostitution is assigned space whether formally or
informally (dependent on discourse and
regulation) by the authorities; neighbours
are confronted with activity related to
prostitution; and so forth. Altogether,
various forms of clashes - or co-existence
- between prostitution and citizens in general take place in space. In working with
these different approaches, therefore, I
have chosen to go deep into a limited geographical area in the old capital. In tbis
way it becomes possible to investigate
how cpncrete practices connected to prostitution are lived and enacted within the
specific conditions existing in the latter
half of the nineteenth century. What happened in the streets? Hpw did the neighbours perceive prostitu4on? Where were
the limits of vice and pro~scuity drawn?
How did the authorities ·.·aet and react?
What meanings were attacl:ied to prostitu-

Among the aften heard objections against the regulated prostitu~on were tb~ co1:!111otion related to the
brothel streets. On of these - Gothersgade - is portrayed here w1th the heading: Gothersgade. Scenes
appearing every night from 10 evening to 4 moming" and the footer ironically adds: "A nice sight for
passing fathers with their sons and daughters, as well as for engaged couples". Photo: Museum of Copenhagen.

tion? Did the neighbourhood change as a
consequence of prostitution?
Awareness of spatiality has grown in
the last two decades. This spatial turn
(Crang & Thrift 2000:2) seems to be in
line with the change of scholarly course
which also resulted in the linguistic, the
material, and the performative turn of recent decades. It seems as if the lack of
confidence in the appropriateness of modernism' s systemic thought and theoretic
models has directed attention towards objectives of a seemingly more sensuous and
accessible kind such as written texts, materials, and human agency.
Although reflections on and investigations of spatiality are diverse, it will prob-

ably be apposite to assert, as Mike Crang
and Nigel Thrift (2000:3) do in their edited volume on space, that they have all
abandoned a Kantian perspective of space
as an absolute category in favour of a conception of space as process and space in
process, in other words, an approach also
comprising an emphasis on the relationship with time. In the present article this
perspective indeed is relevant since the
change of urban neighbourhoods - physically as well as mentally - is at the core of
the investigation.
What characterizes most present-day
perspectives on spatiality is probably also
a rejection of a clear-cut distinction between subject and object. The material
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and spatial is not exterior to the individual.
By extension it is not regarded as appropriate to see individuals simplistically as
assigning culture and meaning to tbeir
physical surroundings; it might just as
well be the other way around, and as a
consequence the subject-object divide becomes blurred, if not irrelevant. What
seems to be an even more commonly
shared perspective, hence, is the self as
created through their being-in-the-world
in a Heideggerian sense (ibid. 2000:9). It
is notable that these present-day scholarly
tendencies run parallel to an increasing
citizen interest in urban neighbourhood
history and identity (Pløger 1997:6) - of
which the opening quotation is also an example. In a great many urban settings city
planning has become a matter of keen
public interest, where a common understanding seems to be that individuals botb
create and are created by the spaces they
inhabit and visit.
It is hard to disagree witb the perspective of a very complex relationship between self and space. Spaces are certainly
not empty or neutral containers; they only
take on meaning from tbe individuals inhabiting tbem; and vice versa, individuals
are not simple pre-formed selves populating tbese different spaces.
However, I see a jeopardy involved in
this heavy emphasis on what happens in
the interrelationship between self and
space. Spaces are constituted by much besides, and more tban what individuals attach to them: why are they there at all,
what historical circumstances (of any
kind) have created the conditions for their
being and appearance? Likewise, individuals consist of much more than the spaces
they are being-in; this is apparent just

Niels Jul Nielsen, Always on the Edge

from tbe very different ways they perceive, enact, and perform in a particular
spatial setting.
Following this, I would maintain that
we are best helped with trying to understanding "the system behind" (well knowing tbat some will claim that merely using
such a phrase is basically misinterpreting
the coincidental world surrounding us);
and this calls for an approach tbat investigates how and why particular spaces townscapes for instance - are created as a
conglomerate of economic, political,
military, and other interests and struggles.
So, space has actually to a large extent
been overlooked up to the last one or two
decades, and we need to extend tbe analysis and search for botb the conditions for
the presence of particular spaces and tbe
different cultural reasons and circumstances behind why and how certain individuals enact tbese spaces (in their different ways); as tbe Norwegian ethnologist
Hilde Danielsen puts it: "When we ask
how places happen, how they are made, I
think we should be interested in the contexts, premises and ideals tbat contribute
to the specific use, interpretation and reflection connected to concrete places",
and she maintains the importance of also
looking for "the different structures - material, social and cultural - that are relevant in tbe miling of places" (Danielsen
2010:7lf.). This relation between cultural
practice and space can be summarized as a
production of social spaces through different forms of sense-making, and it is an approach shared by many scholars with only
minor variations (Pløger 1997: 15f.).
To get at the complex interrelationships
between different social groups and urban
spaces, I have felt more comfortable re-

turning to a work of older date, namely
Lefebvre's well-known 1974 book Production of Space, embedded in a Marxist,
modernist tradition. Lefebvre is well
aware of the importance of a theory of society, but he appends a conceptualization
of spatiality which goes beyond the intentions of other Marxist writers. 3 Lefebvre
w~ts to understand the development of
space in its interrelationship with specific
historical - particularly economic - circumstances, witb society and culture as a
whole. This seems to be the reason why he
stresses the importance of the concept of
production of space. Through the history
of mankind, according to Lefebvre, spaces
are generated and created in an ongoing
process. When working here with the relationship between prostitution and cityscape, this approach seems particularly
fruitful. In this societal area spaces are
created, enacted, struggled about - and
eventually demolished - through a melting pot of discourse, regulation, and actual
encountering on street level, all of this being conditioned by ideological, economic,
political, and social circumstances in a
particular historical setting.
To work with this,production of space,
Lefebvre develops fus famous "spatial
triad" (Lefebvre 1998:33) of different aspects or perspectives of space, mingled
into each other in real life but separable in
theory. For Lefebvre tbis is also a way of
getting a kind of access to qualities of
space which are not necessarily perceptible to the senses (Merrifield 2000: 173).
Tue triad is outlined as representations of
space, representational space, and spatial
practices.
Tue representations of space refer to
planned space, to the spaces of profession-
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als and technocrats, the space which is
conceived. This represents the intentions
and conceptualizations of, for instance,
city planners. How do tbey want tbe cityscape, and for what reasons? In relation to
the present purpose, we get here a key to
the designation of particular streets for
prostitution, and different efforts to create
order through spatial regulation - as well
as to potential subsequent decisions about,
for example, slum clearances. 4
Representational space refers to the
lived life, life as experienced and sensed.
It refers to affections and actions, to symbolic "readings" of tbe physical space, to
situations of any kind in actual everyday
occurrences. The area of prostitution is
replete with this kind of spatiality with its
elusiveness, promiscuity, darkness, tension, and suspense - in otber words, representational space is more or less tbe
antithesis to conceived and ordered
space, a faet easily observable in the
present case when, for instance, the autborities struggle with licentiousness and
lack of restraint.
Spatial practices, being closely related
to perception (Lefebvre here talks about
perceived space), are rather close to representational spaces, but are linked more to
the everyday world of people, to interactions and making use of space, to being in
production, reproduction, and consumption and the spaces this involves. It might
be that we can find here tbe entrance to the
different ways in which spatiality is part of
the conditions for different kinds of everyday life: for instance, do prostitution areas
appear secluded from tbe rest of the infrastructurål · network of tbe city? Or is it
something that fellow citizens will inadvertently meet and be confronted with?
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And furthermore - if we change the perspective to the prostitutes5 themselves· how are their practices related to the conditions provided by the spatiality of the
city (where can potential customers be
picked up, is soliciting an option, etc.)? In
relation to these spatial practices Lefebvre
(1998:38) also speaks of "the specific spatial competence and performance of every
society member".
Lefebvre' s triad is by no means beyond
reproach. Perhaps the relation between
presentations of space and representational space is too much of a dualism; perhaps
the tbree concepts are not that constituent
and comprehensive, and so on. However,
I find them appropriate for coming to
terms with the obviously extremely heterogeneous agendas of different groupings of the area in question here, and, furthermore, they are expedient in understanding why certain spaces run through
such extreme changes as are the case. Tue
three perspectives are intertwined; they
are inseparable in real life and constantly
provide the conditions for each other.
Tue focus on space in the following - in
concrete: the development in two separate
streets seen as expressions on a microlevel of some general characteristics of the
relationships in question - should be seen
as a methodological means to gain access
to the complex interrelationship with debate and discussions, formal regulations
and day-to-day encounters between
people related to prostitution and other
citizens. In other words, space is an intersection for discourse, regulation and practice.
To achieve insight into these different
elements and their interrelationship, I will
present and discuss the main characteris-

tics of the prostitution debate in the period
and the ways in which the authorities tried
to control it through various types of regulation. In part of the period, regulation
went into extreme detail and addressed
prostitution practice on a large number of
day-to-day issues. Along with this more or
less panoptic perspective of authorities debating and regulating - I also intend to
investigate the interrelationship between
prostitution and its neighbours "from below". For this purpose, a thorough investigation has been made of the development
of the residents in two particular streets one of them Magstræde - through more
than half a century, from 1850 to 1906.
These two streets are among the ones in
which the authorities accepted the establishment of brothels. By approaching the
field in this way, it is possible to examine
the reaction of neighbouring residents towards the prostitution activities - and
hence experience some of the mechanisms
that lay behind an urban neighbourhood
turning, as will be shown, into a cultural
wasteland. It follows from the above that
the main issue here is not the personal history of the individual prostitute, nor even
life as a prostitute, but rather prostitution
in its interrelationship with the surroundings - neighbours, public opinion, and
politicians.
Regulated Prostitution and the
Debate

In several European countries the nineteenth century meant a new way of tolerating prostitution under a broad system of
regulation. This does not imply that prostitution was actually legalized, but it was
recognized as an· issue that was regarded,
with some kind of necessity, as part of so-
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Sailors and other grown men, together with young boys gathered in Helsingørsgade, one of the brothel
streets. Also ·the local kids are bystanders to the bustling. Probably tbe sailors have arrived from nearby
Nyhavn (New Habour). In the perjod it was debated how young boys made a packed by leading sailors
to the prostitutes. Photo: Museum of Copenhagen.

ciety. The reason for this was not a more
liberal way of looking at prostitution, as
something women could choose for themselves - as we hear in the present-day debate; the regulation system was established in an effort to contain the spread of
venereal <liseases. European states were
concerned about the health of their populations because of the transmission of illnesses such as syphilis and gonorrhoea
when men visited prostitutes. Napoleon
was apparently the first to take up a kind
of regulation system, involving registration of the women in question, and _similar
systems became w~despread throughout

Europe and in the USA (Scott 1937:97f.).
It was certainly not a new thing that prostitution was regarded as a matter for the
authorities to attend to. Through the centuries the ways of tackling the issue have
alternated between legislative acceptance
(as in ancient Rome and to some extent in
the Middle Ages, with baths and other
kinds of accepted arrangements) and
harsh repression (as in the fifteenth and
sixteenth centuries with a very restrictive
church).6 What was new in the nineteenth
century were the efforts to fully control
the field by building up a large-scale administrative system; this - we can call it

14

Niels Jul Nielsen, Always on the Edge

Niels Jul Nielsen, Always on the Edge

modem and enligbtened - way of
handling a topic Iike prostitution had not
been seen befare. In Denmark, a public
police notice from 1809 is probably the
first initiative that must be seen in this
framework - althougb more isolated arrangements had also been made earlier,
such as rights for prostitutes to be cured if
necessary at public expense. From 1809
onwards, however, making a living as a
prostitute was actually accepted - not legalized - provided that the woman registered with the police. She was thereby enrolled in amore or less effective system of
regular medical examination. In Denmark, this administration and organization
of prostitution was consolidated in earnest
when in 1874 a new aet on prostitution
come into force, more or less ratifying
what had already been tbe practice.
These initiatives certainly did not come
without disagreement. Throughout the
1850s and 1860s - and definitely after the
introduction of the aet - the discussions
were fervent. There were two main sides
in the debate. One argued in biological
terms that prostitution is an unavoidable
element of society, due to men' s sexual
dispositions; therefore the only rational
answer to the challenge from prostitution
is to be sure that tbe prostitutes visited by
men are not transmitters of venereal diseases. This side largely consisted of doctors who seemed to have great faitb in
modem medical abilities. Several politicians also toøk this stance.
The otber side of the debate totally disagreed with these doctors and other
pro-regulators. They opposed tbe acceptance of men being slaves to tbeir sexual
instincts, and they opposed any kind of
regulation that would admit the recogni-

tion of prostitution. Furthermore, they
made sarcastic remarks about tbe way
only the women were subject to regulations, since men were transmitters of disease. Representatives of this stance also
included doctors, together with women
from the fledgling women's mavement.
Just as some of the individuals on the
pro-regulation side were involved in international institutional frameworks of doctors, policeroen, politicians, and other
groupings working with the planning of
modem society and the organization of the
big cities, the anti-regulation side had its international interface. Tue organization of
Abolitionists - the name referring to their
disapproval of any kind of regulation - was
founded in 1870 and had branches in several European countries, including Denmark.
It must be underscored tbat none of the
participants in the public debate in this period approved of prostitution - in contrast
to the present day, for instance in the
Netherlands, where prostitution is held
high as part of an image of tolerance and
liberty. 7 Even the pro-regulators regarded
tbe area as something erroneous, immoral,
and best practised far from the public eye;
if not cultural wasteland- since they related to it in an offensive way - then at least
it was a kind of only reluctantly accepted
terrain. This was evident with the introduction in Copenhagen of a detailed edict
in 1877 that followed up the three-yearold national prostitution act.8 This edict
delineated which streets prostitution from
brothels was allowed in and outlined the
acceptable activities of prostitutes in
minutiae. Wbat kind of behaviour was allowed; or rather :- since the edict was
packed with prohibitions - not allowed? It
outlined the appropriate conduct for

women in the brothels: children over four
years of age were prohibited inside the
brothels, as were boyfriends; any change
of address had to be reported within 24
hours; no showing off in the windows was
allowed, and so on. Tbe rules for walking
about in the streets are detailed as well:
distinctive, eye-catching clothes were
baDlled; when the women went for one of
their twice-weekly medical examinations
(also part of tbe obligations for the registered women) they were preferably to ride
in a closed carriage and wear decent clothing; and so on. And in this manner the
edict continues through more than fifty
sections.9 Altogether, the authorities did
what they could to concentrate prostitution activities in demarcated urban areas,
and to curtail chance encounters between
prostitution and "ordinary" citizens alongside their relative acceptance of it.
When tbe authorities accepted soliciting in a few streets, they were making a
virtue of necessity, since it was already
practised there. The same seems to have
been the case with the designation of specific streets for the establishment of accepted brothels - several ofthese were already well known for that kind of activities (Hartmann 1967:76). Prostitutes were
divided into two categories: those permitted to practise by themselves, and those
obliged to belong to a brothel with a hostess. The hostess constituted the link to the
authorities and guaranteed the fulfilment
of the instructions in the edict. The main
point was the registration of the women,
and the regular medical visitations they
had to attend (followed by hospitalization
if they were found to be ill). This constituted the whole basis for the system. The
police kept rneticu}OUS records 10 of indi-
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vidual prostitutes - that is, the officially
registered ones - and followed their doings. Furthermore, of course, it was the
police who took action if they received
notices from the public about women suspected of living as prostitutes, a regular incident judging by the number of such }etters from citizens in extant documents
from the police department.
Summing up, under this regulation system it was the intention of those in charge
- in contrast to their opponents - to create
a rationalized, modern, all-embracing
control regime which confronted the issue
in an offensive and openly sanctioned
way. At the same time, however, it is apparent how the whole field of prostitution
was regarded as something culturally deplorable. Alongside the intention of keeping prostitution distant from the public
eye, every effort was made to create transparency in all activities of the women in
question when it came to the controlling
party: the police.
This two-sided approach is apparent
from the regulation initiatives of the period - on the one band creating clear
guidelines for the practice of prostitution,
on the other band making sharp demarcations for this same practice and, not least,
limiting it to certain neighbourhoods.
There are several interesting perspectives
in this, both in relation to the abolition of
the system in 1906 and in relation to
present-day prostitution policy. These issues will be briefly touched upon in the
conclusion of this article.
The Prostitution of the Streets
We have seen how the debate and the
regulations put into practice handled prostitution as a problemarie part of society,
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balancing between (reluctant) acceptance
and explicit disapproval. Following Lefebvre, this also includes the efforts to
spatially control and regulate it. We need
to see the third aspect of the initially outlined triad of concepts: namely, how prostitution was actually practised in relation
to its neighbourhood - including, with the
wording of Lefebvre, how it was spatially
perceived and lived.
It is no simple task to reconstruct relevant patterns of prostitution and ordinary
life in nineteenth-century neighbourhoods. As regards available unpublished
sources, it makes sense to distinguish between what can be called silent and revealing material. To the latter belong
documents rich in information, such as the
above-mentioned }etters to the police.
Other sources of this kind are eamest approaches from dedicated citizens to the
authorities - such as the municipality - regarding their opinion of local prostitution.
These approaches, however, are as scarce
in nwnber as they are substantial in content. In other words, the archives are by no
means filled with material fit to shed light
on the co-existence of prostitution and social surroundings. Wbat seems to be totally missing in the archives, furthermore,
are the voices of the prostitutes themselves - except when they defend themselves in the police records.
Renee, I have out of necessity also used
material only touching incidentally upon
prostitutes, but in turn doing it on exactly
the same conditions as for all tbe other citizens. These sources are the regular censuses.11 In these, prostitutes are listecJ side
by side with other residents in the same
manner (name, year of birth, religion, occupation, etc.). In addition to the selection

of this kind of material, I have narrowed
down the field to two streets, both followed through six censuses - 1850, 1860,
1870, 1880, 1890, and 1906, and both
among the streets in which brothels are allowed. The investigated persons total approximately 5,000 citizens. Through this
it is possible to create two kinds of picture:
one of the social composition of the streets
in syncbronic cross-sections, another of
the pattern of development through more
than half a century. Who were the residents? Was the proportion of prostitutes
increasing? And, if so, did this influence
the number and social profile of the neighbours?
Furthermore, these particular streets
have been chosen for this investigation because - according to some contemporary
observers - one of them apparently represents the more exclusive part of the market for sex sale and the other tepresents
the more common part.
All in all, it will be possible through this
investigation to get a rough idea of the
co-existence of prostitution - wben concentrated within limited areas - and "ordinary" citizens.
In the following, I will first present the
two streets and sum up .the findings concerning their development through the period. Secondly, I will add to this picture
the (few) explicit voices from the neighbouring residents.
Neitber Magstræde nor Helsingørsgade
was among the fashionable streets of Copenhagen around 1850. Magstræde, however, was a socially heterogeneous location with quite ·a large number of occupations on the upper part of the social ladder;
residents were not necessarily very rich
but many had professions of an academic

kind. Alongside quite ordinary families
there were also officials, civil servants
from ministries, and other individuals of
rather high esteem.
Helsingørsgade - in contrast to tbis was å street inhabited by common people,
workers (skilled as well as unskilled) and
only a few masters.
'Vben it comes to prostitution, there is
no sign of it in the 1850 census - partly because it was limited, partly due to the reluctance in this early phase to actually admit prostitution as a profession. Very few
women have occupations that could be a
cover-up for prostitution on a regular or
occasional basis (these can be sewing,
wasbing, and the like, occupations carried
out from home and tberefore difficult for
the police to check up). We know from
otber sources (Hartmann 1967:5lff.),
however, that - at least for a part of the
year - prostitutes resided in a few of these
apartments, but probably with varying intensity. Only at one address (botb streets
contained just under twenty stairwells)
was there any sign of actual brothel activity - and that was Magstræde 16.
Through the following decades, however, the prostitutes show up in growing
num.bers. This does not necessarily mean
that tbere were brothels; many were living
alone or in couples in separate flats. However, brothels certainly turn up as well. In
these there are typically 3-5 women working as prostitutes together with the obligatory hostess, not infrequently a former
prostitute herself. Not in all cases does the
brothel fill the whole stairwell - although
this is stipulated in the edict. Other deviations from the rules concern the presence
of children above the age of four, which is
found in a few cases.
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A portray of Natalie Brodersen, allegedly a
brothel madam in Magstræde. Tue madams, or
the hostesses, were the link between the authorities - in this case the police - and the prostitutes
who occupied the brothels. They should see to the
adherence of the edict regarding health controls,
rules within tbe brothel, conduct of the prostitutes, etc. Natalie Brodersen was bom as a daugbter of a bricldayer in 1851 and enrolled as a prostitute in 1&69 after several instances of suspicion
for looseness. It was not uncommon that prostitutes l~tif on became madams. Pboto: Provincial
archives of Zealand.

Prostitution and the Nelghbours

What is important in tbe present investigation is the reaction to this inevitable increase in prostitution on the pait of the
neighbouring residents. Did they care, or
did their lives continue regardless of the
activities related to prostitution?
Two tendencies are apparent from a
close look at the development in these two
streets.
One is that the population as a \fhole
was declining. This, however, need not be
due to the influx of new inhabitants. On a
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general level, there was a heavy decline in
the population in the old part of Copenhagen in this period as a result of the demolition of the ramparts surrounding the
capital and the related pennission to build
on the formerly - for militacy reasons scarcely build-up environs. In this period
the irnmense working-class districts surrounding the old city were being created
and thousands of people moved to new
flats in these suburbs.
The other tendency in the two streets in
the fifty-year period, however, is significant in relation to the issue in question:
The composition of the residents changed
dramatically. There were fewer families
and w~ll-reputed dccupations; public
houses moved in; and so on. Wbat can be
deduced from the investigation in these
two streets is a development from a state
of affairs around mid-century with few
prostitutes on an irregular basis, to a situation after the turn ofthe centwy where almost one {ifth of the inhabitants were
prostitutes (or madams), and almost half
of the stairwells were made up of brothels.
In short, if we regard prostitution - as was
done in the period - as something depraved and unwanted, the two streets experienced what can best be characterized
as a radical social comedown. 12
From this picture of the two streets - no
doubt representative of the majority of the
brothel streets where prostitution gained a
foothold - let us consider the views explicitly voiced by the neighbours. It is obvious that the !etters addressed to the police and the cicy council by 'no means give
an adequate picture of attitudes to prostitution in the period; we only hear the complaints I of dissatisfied citizens. These,
however, are relevant in terms of an inter-
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est in what - for some residents - can be
regarded as culturally acceptable and what
is regarded as beyond this limit.
The complaints as a rule denounce the
behaviour and conduct of the prostitutes:
the women do not leave people unmolested, they solicit though this is prohibited,
and they invite attention from the passing
men from their windows. Judging by these
complaints, it seems as if the streets
simply became magnets for noisy people,
and furthermore, the customers were not
only grown-ups, but younger boys as well.
All in all, bustling and shouting became a
part of life in these streets.
Three main intentions in these approaches to the authorities can be discerned. One is the inconvenience caused
by the liveliness close to one's own residence. The other is the worry about the
moral condition of the young generation.
The third objective is the negative influence the activities related to prostitution
have on housing prices; often the writers
of the complaints are landlords themselves. To give an im.pression of the tone
and gist of these writings, an excerpt
from ane letter will be quoted. It was sent
by a group of citizens to the Copenhagen
City Council from Magstræde's neighbouring street Farvergade, also a brothel
street:
the women lean out the windows with the upper
part of their body, and bail the men present in the
street; and this bappens day and nigbt .. . the provisions of the edict are not complied with at all. Especially in nos. 12 and 17 the women frequently
show up, more or less dressed, in the open windows to hall or signal to the passing gentlemen,
just as they shout across the street from the two
dwellings. The women frequently stay in the front
door and solicit in a free-and-easy manner outside
the dwellings and invite men to prostitution. 13

Promiscuity, disobedience of the law and
worry about the depreciation of property
values are the main topics in this complaint, and this is typical of the (not many)
similar ones.
However, what is interesting with regard to the interrelationship between regulation and practice is that the authorities
wde
not willing to comply with the
I
wishes of the senders. The latter received
the answer that they already knew about
the status of the street when they bought
their house, and that prostitution has a
place in the public landscape and hence
must be accepted (although, of course, the
senders receive conformation that rules
must be complied with).
From the records that the police kept on
every prostitute when they were under
suspicion of vagrancy, we can also learn
several things about the way the landscape
of the city was used to create the necessacy
connections. The prostitutes picked up
customers at specific dance halls; they
mingled with them in public houses and
elsewhere in the night life of the city; and
they used certain streets - typically close
to the brothel neighbourhoods - for soliciting. In addition to these glimpses from
the unpublished sources, relevant examples can also be found in the contemporary literature where the different debaters from time to time use observations
supporting their arguments. From this we
learn, for instance, that schoolboys in
some streets were invited to see the private parts of the women for small change
(Ehlers 1896:40), and also that these same
schoolboys could make a few pennies by
taking incoming sailors to some of the
brothel streets. A final example of the use
of the cityscape far beyond the tolerated
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limits can be given through.the following
passage: "In several streets \ve meet them
in groups where they block the pavement
and obstruct the passage. Not even main
streets ... are excepted. In the most crowded streets . .. in the evening when traffic is
heavy, public women [the contemporary
phrase for prostitutes] can be met, not
singly and still, but typically two or more
in company, vociferous and insolent"
(Engelsted 1861:87).

Conflicts, Co-existence, and Efforts to
Control
Above I have given a few glimpses of the
way prostitution was a part of city life; the
setting for it; how it was enacted; and how
it was met by fellow citizens. How can
this be seen as components in the production of space? How is the cityscape here
being conceived, perceived, and lived?
Regarding the conceiving, it is unmistakable how the Copenhagen municipal authorities, in cooperation with the police in
the wake of the law of 1874 and the edict
of 1877, made buge efforts to organize,
arder, and control the sphere of prostitution. Special measures were designated
for specific areas, and tremendous resources were put into the surv~lllance and
registration by the police, who seemed to
more or less know every woman in question (to judge from the individually based
files in the archives). This was nota result
of some casual idea on the part of powerful Danish individuals, however. The
whole system is in line with the international vogue of the period and can be related to a general concern for the physical
health of the population together with an
immense f aith in the skills of medical
science; and it must furthermore be re-

l
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Inside one of the brothels in the street Helsingørsgade, c. 1905. The madam to the right. Two of the
three prostitutes app~ in the distinctive dress which they - according to the edict - were obliged to
wear when leaving the brothel. The edict also stated that children above the age of 4 were not allowed
to attend the brothels - a section clearly infringed in this case. Photo: Musewn of Copenhagen.

garded as a general part of an ongoing
inter-state struggle to be on a level with
otber modernized nations of the world.
Undemeath it all lies - as mentioned eårlier - a belief in the futility of controlling
men's sex urge; the viewpoint which in
this particular period in general took the
lead in the international debate forur,ns.
When it comes to the way space is lived
in relation to prostitution, one is struck by
bow difficult this area was to control and
curb. A fot of things were enacted in the
dark. Tue cityscape - despite tbe efforts to
control it - provided a wide spectrum of
potential encounters between buyer and

seller. Glances could be cast across the
streets as well as over the tables in bars
and dance halls and contravene the limits
intended in the regulations, just as women
could easily catch the attention of men by
showing themselves in the windows, soliciting, and so on. 14 However, all these
possibilities of creating an atmosphere of
suspense, just like the various efforts to affect the senses of potential customers,
were dependent on an actual encounter between the two necessary parties in the relationship.
This brings us to space as perceived.
After all, it was a minority of the capital' s

inhabitants who ran into prostitution by
accident. The system provided for a concentration of the related activities to specific areas, despite the above-mentioned
opportunities to sidestep these restrictions. People who did not wander about
the streets at night and kept out of the
neighbourhoods in question might not encotjnter prostitution at all. However, some
citizens were offended by prostitution.
These were basically of two kinds. There
were the ones who condemned it for moral
reasons, just as we know from today' s debate; and in that case tbe actual practice
and enactment of prostitution are unimportant, since tbere is simply no acceptable form for it. Tue other group felt that
their situation and living conditions were
spoiled or at least compromised. These are
the ones we meet in the complaints to the
city council, or the ones who wrote letters
to tbe local police station - and they are
probably also the ones who moved out of
tbe brothel streets in large numbers in the
latter half of the nineteenth century, although most of the latter are silent in the
sources (except for their disappearance
from tbe censuses from the brothel
streets). These reactions to prostitution are
not explainable through a feature common
to all mankind as regards what happens
when "ordinary" citizens are faced with
the world of prostitution, no matter how
special, if not barrier-breaking, this world
might appear for same. Tue reactions are
better understood as based on the specific
conditions related to the day-to-day practices of tbe citizens in question. For some,
prostitution tbreatens their income and
savings - we saw an example of that
above; others are physically offended because tbey live close to the activities and
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see their street being invaded by customers and prying visitors, and pestered by
shouting and noisy night-life, with frequent visits by the police. Still others were
part of the development themselves. Just
like the prostitutes and the madams, they
benefited from prostitution and its magnetic abilities; among these were the inns
and public houses, which grew in number
as we see from the censuses. For these, as
is the case for the prostitutes, tbe image of
the streets and neighbourhoods was more
or less essential for their existence. A potential party benefiting from prostitution
could be the authorities (municipality and
state), as it is well known today that the
sex industry promotes an increase in economic terms; this possibility, however, is
not mentioned anywhere in the sources,
and it is likely that circulation of money
related to prostitution mostly benefited the
people directly involved.
Tue actions of_.,prostitutes and customers; the reactions to prostitution; the efforts to control it and shape its realization;
the enactments in the urban areas; the
crossing of horders of a physical, mental
and legal kind make up different kinds of
producing and being produced by space;
in this case, living witb and by prostitution
as a component of society and urban life.
In other words there is no unambiguous lesson to learn from the experiences
in tbe late nineteenth century, except perhaps that when prostitution became heavily concentrated - as was the case in
same of the brothel streets - it caused a
severe social comedown and degeneration into slum, often accompanied by
street disturbances on a regular basis. For
the most part, however, prostitution took
place in remoteness and insularity with
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no involvement of any third party. When
it comes to spatiality, then, the area was
constituted by a diversity of spaces made
up ofJntentions of regulation and control
together with the actual actions of the
inhabitants; moreover, spaces were
ascribed a diverse seleetion of meanings
related to people' s dissimilar ways of Iiv1ng their lives and using the physical surroundings .
Posterlty

So, what happened in the years that followed the system of accepted and regulated prostitution? Briefly, in 1906, the prostitution aet was replaced with a law
against vagrancy, and the whole system
was abolished. Actually, nobody knew
wbether it had had any positive impact on
the containment of venereal <liseases - a
faet that probably is part of the explanation why the Abolitionists gained the upper hand in the debate. In general, the
twentieth century
saw a shift to abolition\
ism, one expression of that being the condemnation of c::.ountries with laws permitting brothels by the League of Nations in
1929 (Bassermann 1968:297). The impact
on the cityscape of Copenhagen in 1906
aet was quite big, at least on the areas that
were controllable. The brothels disappeared from the selected streets 1 ~ and in
this period, moreover, the Copenhagen
municipality started its first slum clearances in the most dilapidated parts of the
eapital. Some of these were in a neighbourhood close to Helsingørsgade, also
heavily marked by prostitution in the
regulation period. Helsingørsgade itself
was abolished in the 1950s. Of course,
prostitution did not disappear with the
new law. It spread to other parts of the city
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and adapted to a new time with a changed
discourse and legislative framework.
Not all prostitution neighbourhoods experienced definitive abolition or slum
clearance, but in mental terms this was
more or less their destiny. Their history as
hosts of prostitution has been erased from
the narrative of their past - as the introductory quotation explicitly shows. In this
way the prostitution of the late nineteenth
century has been subjected to a double repression - physically as well as mentally.
And that brings us to the debate of today. Not since the end of the nineteenth
century have the diseussions been as
fieree as in the last decade. The main - and
seemingly inextrieable - division today
concerns the view of prostitution ·as either
abuse or work. 16 I will go no further into
this, besides pointing out how a consequence of the intransigent arguing - where
for instanee the stance is either for a probibition on the purehase of sex as in Sweden and Norway, or for normalizing the
whole business - is that issues of prostitution remain an incessant battlefield. So,
when a fancy restaurant draws upon the
murky, gloomy, and piquant past of the
street it is loeated in, it has to leave out
prostitution, although this was what
everybody once related to its prorniscuity.
Niels Jul Nielsen
Associate Professor, Ph.D.
Ethnology Section, Saxo Institute
University of Copenhagen
Njalsgade 80
DK-2300S
e-mail: nnielsen@hum.lru.dk
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Notes
1 The present article is based on a research
project on prostitution carried out with varying intensity in the period 2008-2010. This
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project - published in Nielsen & Frandsen
2010- makes a comparison between the situation in the latter half of the nineteenth century and the last tluee or four decades, also
tluough the tluee dimensions of discourse,
regulation, and practice.
Outside Scandinavia similar studies concerning the regulation of prostitution in this period
have been undertaken, for instance by the historians Judith Walkowitz and Timothy Gil. foyle regarding the situation in England and
1
New York respectively.
Such as Castells, whose city space in The Urban Question, according to Merrifield (2000:
169), was merely a container of social and
class relationships.
In a paper delivered in 1975 Lefebvte talks
about catastrophic space, the boundaries of
which - when exceeded - lead to the dissolution of the space (be makes an analogy to an
aeroplane breaking the sound barrier). On a
small scale this can be an illustration of what
happens when urban neighbourhoods succumb due to too severe social disintegration
(Lefebvre 1997:45).
I use "prostitute" here as a somewhat neutral
term (although the designation of the women
in question has always been debated, see
Nielsen & Frandsen 2010: 173) while in the
period they were called offentlige fruentimm er (there is no parallel English term, but it
can be rendered as "public women"), this being a reference to the way they were tied to a
societal regulation system.
See for instance Scott 1936, Bassennann 1968
and Hartmann 1967.
See for instance Nielsen & Frandsen 2010:
144-160 where the background to, and the
present-day experiences of, the tolerance of
prostitution in Amsterdam is discussed and
related to the Danish experiences today and in
the nineteenth century.
Tue full title of tbe edict is Regulativ for Politiets Tilsyn med offentlige Fruentimmer i
Kjøbenhavn af 9. Marts 1877 (Edict regarding
the supervisory authority of the police over
prostitutes in Copenhagen. March 9, 1877),
http://prostitution.e-museum.dk/pdflcilder/
4. %20Politipraksis%20og%20domsmyndighe
d/Politiregulativ%201877 .pd.f.
Soliciting in the streets was also generally
abandoned; however, in a few of the brothel
streets it was permitted. Actually, one of
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these streets - Holmensgade - is an excellent
example of the efforts of the authorities and
of public opinion to deny the past if it is not
suitable for the present: originally the name
of the street was IDkegade, but since prostitution flourished here for several centuries,
an effort at rebranding was tried in the early
nineteenth century, when the name was
changed to Holmensgade. This, however,
had no impact on the activities in the street.
After 1900 and the abolition of the regula·
tion of prostitution the name was changed
once again, now to Bremerholm, a name that
it still holds today.
10 These are the "Sager vedr. indskrivning af
offentlige fruentimmere 1867-1906" (Reports regarding registration of prostitutes
1867-1906), in the Provincial Archives of
Sjælland.
11 The censuses are nationwide counts of every
citizen - the first one appearing in 1787, the
last one in the 1950s. Tue second half of the
nineteenth century was when they were conducted with the highest density. They are accessible at the National Archive and at tbe
Provincial Archive of Sjælland. A large
amount of tbem today are accessible on the
Internet as well.
12 As a means to check the validity of the analysis of the development in the two streets, the
results have been compared with an alley,
Brolæggerstræde, very close to Magstræde
and of almost the same size. Brolæggerstræde' s social profile is completely unchanged; this confirms that the developmental
pattern of the two other streets is connected to
the influx of prostitution.
13 Debates of the Municipal Council of Copen·
hagen (Borgerrepræsentationens forhandlinger), Copenhagen City Archives.
14 Theabove mentioned reports regarding registration of prostitutes contain a large amount of
exam.ples of these kinds of infringements of
the regulations, either in the form of the po·
licemen's reports or as !etters attached to the
individual reports sent to the police by citizens.
15 Actually the brothels had been illegal since
1901 without this change being followed by
their disappearance. With the more radical
change in 1906, however, they did vanish.
16 See for instance Gangoli 2006. Tue debate's
much more persistent nature is no doubt relat-
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Disappearlng Landscapes
Embodied Experience and Metaphoric Space in the Life Story of a
Female Factory Worker
By Eerika Koskinen-Koivisto

ed to the faet that organizations composed of
prostitutes (typically called "sex workers"; a
way of underlining the "prostitution as work"
approach) have come into existence in an effort to insist on regular rights for prostitutes.
This debate is analysed thoroughly in Nielsen
& Frandsen 2010.
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What disappeared then, we suggest, was not only
the central source for economic and social life in
the community, but also the framework for memories. Around tbe image of the mill, people constructed their own identities, incorporating workbased ideologies of gender. Thus, deconstruction
of the rnill altered the cultural and psychological
as well the social and the physical landscapes of
the town (Modell & Hinshaw 1996: 133).

This article 1 focuses on experiences of
change and of disappearing landscape
from the perspective of an elderly factory
worker, whose stories I analyse in my PhD
research.2 In this text, I examine the narrated space created in her stories and explOre situated embodied experiences and
their symbolic meanings. I am interested
in the way she tells about differentiated
spaces and specific places that no longer
exist in the physical landscape. What does
it mean to her that her home environment
and working place have changed radically? Using the concepts of metaphoric
space and site of memory, it is argued here
that the disappearing narrated landscape
recreated in the narration and its places
symbolize, or rather materialize or embody, larger themes central to my narrator's life and sense of self. Place-based
personal stories continue to resonate even
after the physical sites/locations are gone.
Tue narrated places, sites of memory,
need not be physical any longer but they
can be remembered, and narrated because
of their continuing metaphorical power
and relevance in the present.
In this article, I will thus go through the
material from one particular interview
with a former production line worker, Elsa
Koskinen (interview 8, January 6th 2002),
addressing the changes in the factory community .3 I asked about these changes after
several interviews ending with her saying:

"but then, life started to change in that village." Unlike in many other interviews,
this one only contains two variants of the
narratives that were told either in earlier or
in later interviews. 4 Why so? Life stories
often consist of key narratives which are
repeated and told over again (Linde 1993).
In this particular interview, new narratives
seem to rise from the context of change relating to space and places. Many of these
narratives (like much of the life narratives) are nostalgic in their tone. I am interested in this sudden burst of new nostalgic narratives. Nostalgia, melancholic
longing for the past that has been lost, derives from details that take on emotional
content. Nostalgia is twofold: some things
from the past are remembered while
others are (deliberately) forgotten (Korkiakangas 1999:171-172; Åstrom & Korkiakangas 2004:11-12). In my analysis, I
will investigate the nostalgia to find out
what kinds of experiences are attached to
the narrated places of factory village:
What features, events, and feelings are
emphasized while others are pushed into
the background? What makes certain
places special and worthy of telling about
years later, after they have disappeared?
Could it also be that certain physical sites
- whether they still exist or not - lend
themselves to being remembered? My
analysis will consist of theorizing the remembered and narrated space, and reflecting the metaphorical power of Elsa' s narratives. Instead of pointing at the degenerative, problematic power of turning towards the past, I seek to illuminate and
deploy a positive view on nostalgia. Following the folklorist Ray Cashman's reflections on critical nostalgia (2006), I argue that the nostalgia attached to the narEthnologia Scandlnavic a, Vol. 41 , 201 1

