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To Robert, always.

This is a female text, written in the twenty-first century. How late it is. How much has changed. How little.

(Doireann Ní Ghríofa, A Ghost in the Throat)
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Abstract:This introduction offers a brief biography of Agnes Block as well as an overview of the book, the two chief aims of which are to write Block and her contributions into the art and cultural history of the Dutch seventeenth century, and to highlight both the need for and the potential of an updated and multi-faceted approach to the research of early modern women. Thus, this book approaches its subject by combining and adapting methodologies drawn from art history, cultural history, the history of science, feminist theory, material culture, and social network analysis.
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Agnes Block was an impressive individual, particularly as a woman of the seventeenth century: undaunted by the explicit and implicit limitations imposed upon her due to her gender, she taught herself botany; she bought and developed a country estate along the river Vecht, to which she gave the name Vijverhof (meaning Pond Court); she collected watercolours of flora and fauna by the most talented and popular artists of the time, paintings by celebrated masters, coins and medals, books, and naturalia.1 In a portrait painted by Jan Weenix (fig. 1), she holds the centre of the composition. She was Flora Batava, the goddess of spring and flowers of ancient Batavia reincarnated as the Dutch Republic.


1 As is frequently the case with seventeenth-century names, the spelling of Block’s name is not consistent. In print and in notarial documents, she is variously referred to as Agnes, Agnita, or Agneta, and her surname rendered as Block, Blok, de Blok, and De Flines. Catharina van de Graft used the name Agnes Block for the title of her book and I have chosen to adopt that version of her name, unless it is given in a quotation or title. Because Gualtherus surname, on the other hand, is consistently printed as Blok, I have maintained that spelling throughout. Return to text.⏎



[image: A historic oil canvas painting depicts the family portrait of Agnes Block, along with her family, near a baby sculpture.]
Figure 1 
Jan Weenix, Portrait of Agnes Block and her Family in Front of Vijverhof, ca. 1687–1693, oil on canvas, 84 × 111 cm. Amsterdam Museum, SA 20359.
Return to text.⏎



[image: A little girl wearing a gown is sitting near a pineapple plant in the garden.]
Figure 1a 
Pineapple detail, Portrait of Agnes Block and her Family in Front of Vijverhof. Return to text.⏎



[image: A woman is sitting and holding a painting of a bird sitting on a tree branch, while a man is standing and holding a sculpture.]
Figure 1b 
Collection detail, Portrait of Agnes Block and her Family in Front of Vijverhof. Return to text.⏎



Yet, like so many of her contemporaries, Block has thus far mostly remained in the shadows. The socio-economic and political barriers faced by early modern women, together with the obstinately male-dominated history of the discipline of art history, have meant that relatively few of the stories by and about women’s  16. roles in the creation, production, and consumption of art have reached us.2 C. Catharina van de Graft wrote the only comprehensive study of Block, and that during World War II. The book’s dust jacket notes that in those dark hours, reading about the stars of the seventeenth century provided a measure of comfort. Implicit in the text was the notion that Block was not considered one of the stars. She was merely a “remarkable woman” who occupied “a prominent place” amongst the people and friends who influenced Joost van den Vondel (who was one of the brightest stars of the period), which made it worthwhile to tell her story.


2 Of the sixteen books that are credited with shaping art history between 1898 and 1990, only two were written by women: Svetlana Alpers’ The Art of Describing: Dutch Art in the Seventeenth Century, from 1983, and Rosalind Krauss, The Originality of the Avant Garde and Other Modernist Myths, from 1985; Shone and Stonard, The Books that Shaped Art History. See also Wood, A History of Art History, in which the number of women art historians, patrons, and artists mentioned represents a very small fraction of the actors involved in the author’s account of the history of the discipline. Return to text.⏎

Van de Graft’s research is meticulous and thorough. Her monograph on Block, however, reflects the limitations of her time: she did not have access to the Bloemenboek, the sole volume of Block’s watercolours that survives intact; the letters that Block wrote to the botanical expert Lelio Trionfetti remained hidden at the University of Bologna; and the catalogue prepared for the 1704 auction of Block’s collection of plant specimens had disappeared from view. Van de Graft’s work was also the product of a methodological approach that preferred the individual to the collective and was built upon long-held assumptions about the secondary role of women in the early modern period. As Lewis H. Lapham noted, “stories change with circumstance and the sight lines available to the tellers of the tale. Every generation rearranges the furniture of the past to suit the comfort and convenience of its anxious present.”3 Our anxious present calls for the writing of a more inclusive art history.


3 Lapham, “The Remembered Past,” 15. Return to text.⏎

Thus, the purpose of this book is two-fold: in the first place, it seeks to provide a more complete and more nuanced version of Block’s story, and to place that story in context. Put simply, it seeks to write this particular woman and her contributions into the art and cultural history of the Dutch seventeenth century. In the second place, the book aims to highlight both the need for and the potential of an updated and multi-faceted approach to the research of early modern women, lest we simply end up with a revised canon dotted with the highest-profile, most exceptional women in history—what Merry Wiesner-Hanks refers to as the “add women and stir” approach to scholarship. The central argument of this book is that Block was an extraordinary woman who achieved tremendous success in being recognized as a serious, knowledgeable amateur botanist, and in her self-representation as  17. Flora Batava, which was largely accomplished through her patronage of important artists and by collecting. In doing so, however, she was not unique: the socioeconomic, political, and religious expectations of her time and place were such that a woman with her intellectual acumen, wealth, and determination could become an influential cultural producer, and a number of them did. A corollary argument underlying this work is that Block’s achievements and attendant self-fashioning would not have been possible without her use of and reliance upon informal social networks.



Cross-Pollination

The term “cross-pollination” is an apt description not only for the multifaceted methodological and analytical approaches that the book deploys in recovering Block’s contributions, but also in reference to Block’s participation in various networks that represented artistic and knowledge communities in her self-fashioning.

When the research for this book began, keying in the name “Agnes Block” (and variations thereon) into the database of the municipal archives in Amsterdam produced scant information. It directed one to the archive of the De Flines Family, which holds a copy of the poem Vyver-Hof, but nothing else attributed to Block or obviously about her. Further digging led to testaments and to the sparsely detailed Block inventory—a poor beginning for a standard monograph. Accordingly, my re-examination of Block’s contributions proceeds from the perspective of the individuals and institutions in Block’s world or, in some instances, firmly outside of it. This examination is multidisciplinary in its perspective but grounded in art history. Using Block’s country estate of Vijverhof as a point of departure, the investigation has been guided by objects: Block’s sole surviving intact book of illustrations of plants and flowers (Bloemenboek) and her collection of watercolours, drawings, paintings, portrait medal, letters, a poem printed as a pamphlet, and seventeenth-century botanical treatises.

Through these objects, the book attempts to reconstruct the manner in which and the conditions under which a woman could become an influential patron of the arts and contributor to the production of botanical knowledge in the early modern Dutch Republic. In this case, the examination of these objects solely in relation to Block and from her perspective is not the most productive approach.4 Accordingly, the analytical framework that underlies the reconstruction of Block’s contributions derives from methodologies drawn from material culture—meaning  18. by looking into questions of creation and production, use, and reception—as well as from the concepts and methodologies associated with social networks.


4 I echo here the observation made by Tine Luk Meganck in the context of her research on Abraham Ortelius. Meganck, Erudite Eyes, 3. Return to text.⏎






A Feminist Work of Art History

The year 2021 marked the fiftieth anniversary of the publication of Linda Nochlin’s seminal essay “Why Have There Been No Great Women Artists?” Nochlin insisted that a better analytical framework when delineating research questions regarding the role of women in the arts should “[stress] the institutional—that is the public—rather than the individual, or private, preconditions for achievement or the lack of it in the arts.”5 Despite Nochlin’s appeal, bringing the collective or institutional perspective to bear in feminist art history has proven elusive. Indeed, notwithstanding the laudable attention that has been given in the past two decades or so to early modern Netherlandish women artists, the methodologies that underlay the “lone male genius” narrative of art history have tended to dominate the scholarship. The result has been to create the impression that there were only a few, highly exceptional women artists who succeeded.


5 The original essay and the updated “‘Why Have There Been No Great Women Artists?’ Thirty Years after,” has now been published as a stand-alone book: Linda Nochlin, Why Have There Been No Great Women Artists? 50th-Anniversary edition, with an introduction by Catherine Grant. Return to text.⏎

Two recent works on the inclusion of women into the art history of the Netherlands buck this trend and have been highly relevant to this research project. The first is Women Artists and Patrons in the Netherlands, 1500–1700, edited by Elizabeth Sutton. Sutton’s quietly polemical introduction is a manifesto in support of the deployment of feminist theory in art history, which I have tried to follow in researching and writing this book.6 A central message by Sutton is worth quoting in full:



In order to combat assumed foundational structures, perhaps more important than the content are the methods for how we produce knowledge, acknowledge the bounds in which we operate, and attempt to permeate and dissolve those boundaries to broaden our knowledge and share in knowledge-making.7




The second work is Martha Moffitt Peacock’s Heroines, Harpies, and Housewives: Imaging Women of Consequence in the Dutch Golden Age.8 Peacock challenges common assumptions about early modern Dutch women and domesticity and, in  19. particular, the notion that the women were deprived of agency and were generally considered to be lesser than men, when not altogether troublesome. Key to this book is Peacock’s reliance on socio-economic and legal history. Early modern women had power and agency and the legal and economic rights to exercise them, even though they were far more constrained than early modern men, particularly in the middle and lower classes. Thus, the present book makes a point of including the perspective of early modern women with respect to gender expectations and experience, which has enabled the framing of Agnes Block’s participation in influential networks in art and in the production of botanical knowledge in a more nuanced and contextualized way.


6 This discussion draws upon my review of the book: Powell, review of Women Artists and Patrons. Return to text.⏎


7 Sutton, Women Artists and Patrons, 20. Return to text.⏎


8 This section draws upon my review of Peacock’s book: Powell, review of Heroines, Harpies, and Housewives. Return to text.⏎

With the exception of this section and the conclusion, the words “feminist” or “feminism” do not appear in this book. Nevertheless, it is undeniably a feminist work. It explores the ways in which Block and her contemporaries were aware of the limitations imposed upon them by their gender and the steps they took to overcome or at least compensate for these limitations.9 In other words, it examines the exercise of agency by Block and her female contemporaries, as highlighted by the close examination of the artworks they produced and/or consumed and the networks in which they participated to facilitate this creation and consumption.


9 This section borrows heavily from and expands upon Kemp, Link, and Powell, “Accounting for Early Modern Women in the Arts.” Return to text.⏎

This is very different from arguing that Block and her cohort took to the metaphorical barricades to demand a change to patriarchy or fought publicly to be considered as men’s equals (the modern liberal feminism with which most of us are familiar), although their actions reveal that they knew that they were as capable as the men around them. To focus on this particular “activist” aspect of feminist theory would be counterproductive and obscure the true genius of the women, which was to find a way to function and succeed in a male-dominated world without marginalizing themselves for engaging in activities that might easily have been condemned as unsuitable or even improper for women of good reputations. In fact, like today, most women fell somewhere along the spectrum between “beyond her sex” and oppressed into subjugation to men in power.10 This dichotomy is unhelpful as it produces a history that is necessarily incomplete, as illustrated by Agnes Block, who was neither a battling pathfinder, determined to publicly upend patriarchal traditions and expectations, nor oppressed. She did, however, possess agency (a concept that permeates this book), and she found a way to accomplish her objectives, namely to build a country estate that would cement her reputation as a knowledgeable amateur botanist, and become known as Flora  20. Batava.11 This may seem a low bar for qualification as a proto-feminist but, when considering the barriers some early modern women faced, becoming part of the system or finding a voice within that system was a significant achievement.


10 Pal, Republic of Women, 9. Return to text.⏎
11 A threshold that is somewhat higher than Lynn M. Thomas’s “getting by,” but is very much consistent with it in terms of the exercise of agency in the fulfilment of a particular objective. Thomas, “Historicising Agency,” 335. Return to text.⏎



Who Was Agnes Block?

Agnes Block was born in 1629 in an affluent Mennonite family. She was orphaned at a relatively young age. The second of four siblings, it is unclear when her parents died, although it would have been after 1632, the year her youngest sister was born.12 Most of what we know about Block post-dates her arrival in the household of her maternal uncle David Rutgers and his wife Susanna de Flines. It was a rich environment, literally and metaphorically. From her uncle’s home in Amsterdam, Block would have been introduced to the wealthiest and best-regarded Mennonite families of the city. She was exposed to art and literature. The poet and her uncle through marriage Joost van den Vondel tells us that she devoured books with uncommon enthusiasm, engaging in silent conversations with them secluded in her room, her focus on praise and virtue.13


12 Catharina van de Graft, in writing the only existing biography of Agnes Block, relied upon primary sources, which I have independently verified, with the exception of the records lost or destroyed in the interceding period. She helpfully set out the details of Block’s family tree, her marriages, and her relationships with her relatives, in particular with the poet Joost van den Vondel. I have relied heavily on Van de Graft’s work in rendering this succinct introduction to Block: Van de Graft, Agnes Block. Return to text.⏎
13 The comment appears in a poem Van den Vondel wrote on the occasion of Block’s marriage to Hans de Wolff: Joost van den Vondel, “Mayboom voor Joan de Wolf en Agnes Block, 2 May 1649,” in Van den Vondel, De werken, Part 5, 458.

Zonder wulpsch vermaeck te zoecken,

Sloegh ze ’t oogh op lof, en deught,

Hielt gespreck met stomme boecken.

Stichters van haer stille jeught:

Van de weerelt afgescheiden,

In haer kamer en vertreck,

Schuwdeze al die stricken leiden

Voor een stilte, zonder vleck. Return to text.⏎


After she married the textile merchant Hans de Wolff in 1649, she moved to the wealthy and bustling Warmoesstraat, into a house bearing the name De Vergulde Wolff (The Gilded Wolf).14 Cheek-by-jowl with shops displaying luxuries in their  21. windows and only a few doors from Van den Vondel’s, the property backed onto Damrak, where Block would have seen ships unloading the treasures they brought from overseas. In or about 1668, Block and her husband moved to Herengracht, the most exclusive of Amsterdam’s canals, where they joined the city’s merchant elite.15 De Wolff passed away in February 1670.16


14 Marriage contract dated 24 March 1649 transcribed and reproduced in Van de Graft, Agnes Block, 37. For information regarding Block and De Wolff’s movements in Amsterdam, see Van de Graft, Agnes Block, 21–22, 25, 27, and 45. Return to text.⏎
15 Van de Graft, Agnes Block, 56. Van de Graft mentions the existence of two pronkkamers, or showrooms. While the existence of these rooms seems probable, I have not been able to verify this assertion. The house would also most likely have featured a garden, as lots on the portion of the Herengracht excavated after 1613 featured deep backyards intended for gardens. For a detailed urban planning history of the Herengracht and of Amsterdam generally, see Abrahamse, Metropolis in the Making, 78, 244–245. Return to text.⏎
16 Van de Graft, Agnes Block, 56. Return to text.⏎

In 1674, Block married Sybrand de Flines, who was also involved in the textile trade.17 The two of them lived in the house on Herengracht, which Block had retained after the death of De Wolff. There, they were near family. Uncle Philips de Flines and his wife Susanna Rutgers occupied the house next door, known as Huis Messina.18 Nephew Jacob de Flines (son of Block’s sister and Sybrand’s brother) and his wife Anna de Flines (Sybrand’s daughter from a first marriage), lived a few houses away, on the same side of the canal as Block.19 Philips and Jacob were financially successful and decorated their houses lavishly, including by commissioning artworks from Gerard de Lairesse, Johannes Glauber, and Frederick de Moucheron.20


17 Gemeente Amsterdam Stadsarchief (hereafter SA), Marriage Register, arch. no. 5001, inv. no. 689, fol. 123r. Return to text.⏎
18 Kleijn and Duyster, De grachten van Amsterdam, 148–150. Return to text.⏎
19 Kleijn and Duyster, 146–147. Return to text.⏎
20 As expanded upon in chapter 4, in the context of the discussion about the Weenix portrait. Return to text.⏎

Block’s domestic life was full. Both of her husbands were important figures in the Mennonite religious community, Amsterdam’s most important Protestant sect at the time apart from the Calvinists.21 Mennonites were precluded from taking civic office or bearing arms and, as such, could not belong to civilian militias, which were influential organizations. They were, however, frequently active in trade and wealthy.22 As a community, Mennonites tended to be close-knit, and the wealthiest families—which included Van Lennep, De Neufville, De Flines, and De Wolff—belonged to the same circles and often inter-married, as Block did.23 As a stepmother to three children, godmother to three young women who bore her name, and stepgrandmother to at least twelve grandchildren, Block would have reflected the best gendered ideals of her religious community.


21 Goldgar, Tulipmania, 132. Return to text.⏎
22 Goldgar, 132. Return to text.⏎
23 Goldgar, 132; Schroeder, “‘Heerlijck beplantte boomgaerden als paradijsen,’” 10. Return to text.⏎

Arguably, however, the most significant event in Block’s life took place between her two marriages. In June 1670, only a few months after the death of De Wolff,  22. Block purchased a country estate in the community of Loenen aan de Vecht, near Utrecht.24 She named the estate Vijverhof, after the large ponds she had dug. Although no ground plans or representation of the grounds of the estate from Block’s time survive, we know from the poem Vyver-Hof, written in 1702 by Block’s cousin Gualtherus Blok, that the estate included an orchard, a vegetable garden, ornamental gardens, hedges, an aviary filled with exotic birds, and an orangery. It is against that background that Block chose to fashion her persona as Flora Batava.


24 Van de Graft, Agnes Block, 64. Return to text.⏎



Organization of This Book

As the reader will quickly become aware, this book is replete with the names of characters who played a role in Block’s story. So as not burden the text unnecessarily, I have striven to provide only as much detail as needed in order to understand the significance of various individuals in Block’s networks and circumstances. For example, I have only provided dates for individuals where these are relevant and/or there is an extended discussion regarding that individual. In a similar editorial vein, the reader should be aware of the following choices: the dimensions of works on canvas or panel are given in cm, while those of works on paper, books, and small objects are in mm. Titles in English are capitalized, but titles in other languages follow the conventions of those languages. Plant names in Latin are italicized throughout this book, and capitalization follows Latin conventions. Plant names in English are not italicized and not capitalized, unless containing a word that requires capitalization.

Vijverhof was an integral part of Block’s identity and self-fashioning as Flora Batava. It was inarguably her estate. The cultivation there of rare plants, trees, and flowers was possible because she belonged to an important network of botanical experts and amateurs. It was thanks to that same network that her reputation as a knowledgeable amateur botanist was cemented and publicized. The plant specimens, in turn, served as models to the artists whom Block commissioned to produce hundreds of watercolours, thereby establishing her reputation as a patron of art. Thus, Vijverhof is as significant a protagonist of this book as Block herself, and this is where the book begins.

Chapter 1 provides the history of the development of the estate and contains a hypothetical reconstruction based on the visual and literary evidence that survives. A key literary source for the reconstruction of the estate and for our understanding of Block’s public persona is the poem Vyver-Hof, mentioned above. The poem, couched like most poems of the genre in the guise of a walking tour of Vijverhof,  23. introduces a version of Agnes Block that is at once intimate in the detailing of her tastes in art and devotion to Vijverhof and public in its display of the public persona that Block wished to present.

The objective of chapter 2 is to then place Vijverhof in context. First, it situates the estate amongst others of the period by setting out the environmental context in which a culture of gardening and botany developed in the Dutch Republic, and by providing an abridged comparative analysis of Block’s garden and that of other well-known and well-connected liefhebbers (defined in chapter 1), namely Hendrik d’Acquet, Simon van Beaumont, and Gaspar Fagel. It confirms that Block’s garden would have contained one of the most important collections of rare and exotic plants and flowers in the Dutch Republic of the time. The second part of the contextual analysis concerns gender: was Block’s devotion to Vijverhof and passion for botany unique amongst women? A short case study of Gunterstein, the country estate of Magdalena Poulle, a contemporary and neighbour of Block along the river Vecht, is offered for comparison. Women like Block and Poulle were few, but they did participate in a cultural phenomenon that had a significant impact on Dutch national identity.

The third chapter explores the context in which early modern natural history developed, and locates Block’s place in that relatively small world. As the seventeenth century progressed, the field of natural history became increasingly professionalized and institutionalized, resulting in the marginalization of women, amongst others.25 A close reading of the major botanical treatises of the period, however, reveals that Block was a significant participant in a network of important botanical actors and contributed to the creation and dissemination of botanical knowledge. This exercise of agency on Block’s part is an example of how she “found a way,” notwithstanding her exclusion from the most important formal institutions of the period. A case study of Maria Sibylla Merian and her daughters and an examination of the gendered language of natural history show that Block’s participation in the public sphere of botany, if not unique, was nevertheless remarkable.


25 The concept of “professionalism” is admittedly anachronistic, although its foundation, namely the exercise of an occupation in an exclusionary field for profit, is not. Accordingly, the words professional and professionalization are used in this book as short-hand to denote the pursuit of occupations in fields with high barriers to entry, usually for profit. Return to text.⏎

The fourth and fifth chapters, respectively, examine Block’s self-fashioning through art and place this exercise in context. Chapter 4 examines the evolution of Block’s self-fashioning from an amateur botanist, patron, and collector who was also a stepmother and wife, as evidenced in portraits by Jan Weenix, Adriaen van der Werff, and Johannes Thopas, to the quasi-mythological figure of Flora Batava, standing alone over her domain, as shown in the portrait medal designed by Jan  24. Boskam in 1700. Chapter 5, in turn, sets the self Block presented to the public against the background of gender expectations and opportunities available to women in the time and place in which she lived. Was Block alone in her self-fashioning? Would she have been considered subversive? Answering these questions requires an understanding of the role of gender expectations and institutions in shaping the lives of seventeenth-century Dutch women. The chapter argues that women in the Dutch Republic at the end of the seventeenth century possessed rights and agency from which flowed power and the ability to engage in self-fashioning. The chapter concludes with short case studies of Petronella de la Court, a collector and contemporary of Block in Amsterdam, and of Block’s younger sister, Ida, who was interested in mathematics and astronomy. Both women engaged in self-fashioning through collecting and the commissioning of art, thereby establishing that while Block was remarkable, she was not unique nor a transgressor of established gender norms insofar as she engaged in self-fashioning as Flora Batava.

The book closes with two chapters focused on Block’s collection of watercolours which, like Vijverhof, was an inextricable part of Block’s identity and self-fashioning. The purpose of these chapters is not to try and reconstruct Block’s entire collection, nor to attempt the attribution of the watercolours, the majority of which are unsigned. Rather, this collection allows us to learn more about Agnes Block—about the kind of person she wanted to show to the outside world, about her artistic preferences and collecting habits, and about the way in which she used her collection as a means to self-fashion. Chapter 7 relies on the watercolours to chart a network of artists to which Block belonged by virtue of her patronage. Block’s artistic network extended to include other liefhebbers and botanists. By examining the watercolours and the conditions of their production, we can establish that Block’s patronage and support likely weighed favourably in the artists she retained receiving other commissions. The watercolours and the network they delineate provide us with a vision of Block as a source of influence for several of the late seventeenth century’s most fashionable artists. They also demonstrate with surprising clarity that Block’s self-fashioning was not accidental: she was aware of the impressions she created, of the importance of the relationships she forged, and of her legacy.

This multifaceted examination of Block’s achievements, friends and acquaintances, and objects, reveal a woman who was independent, knowledgeable, self-aware, and not above engaging in self-promotion. At once a collector, amateur botanist, avid reader, amateur artist, and patron, it might be more accurate to refer to her as a cultural producer to better capture the extent of her activities and place in Dutch society at the turn of the eighteenth century.26 This research also confirms
 25.  26. that early modern Dutch women did exercise agency and they engaged in self-fashioning. The extent to which this was possible was, of course, circumscribed by socio-economic circumstances. It is undeniable Block and her contemporaries had fewer opportunities than men and faced barriers due to their gender. This did not, however, keep Agnes Block from fashioning herself as Flora Batava, a liefhebber at the intersection of art and science.


26 It was Dr. Louis A. Waldman who suggested the terminology of cultural producer to me. The limitations imposed by the gendering of terms such as “amateur” have been noted by Honig, “The Art of Being ‘Artistic’,” among other texts on the subject. A man in Block’s circumstances would likely be referred to as a polymath, a term that is not readily applicable to Block as a result of her lack of formal education. In the circumstances, a different terminology would appear to be necessary. I agree with Dr. Waldman that the concept of “cultural producer” provides a better picture of the significance of the contributions by women like Agnes Block. Return to text.⏎
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Abstract:This chapter “reconstructs” Agnes Block’s country estate Vijverhof based on literary and visual evidence, surviving documentation, visual clues offered by contemporary estates located along the Vecht, and principles of Dutch garden design. A literary analysis of Gualtherus Blok’s poem Vyver-Hof van Agneta Blok, as well as a close examination of the iconographies contained in works commissioned by Block from Jan Weenix, Philip Tidemann, Jan Goeree, and Jan Boskam, establish the centrality of Vijverhof in Block’s identity and self-representation. Although seemingly inconsistent with the modesty preached by Mennonites, Block’s lavish spending on and devotion to Vijverhof was not uncommon amongst her peers in that community; it also accorded with the broad, generally accepted link between devotion to God and devotion to nature.
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From the moment she acquired it in 1670, Vijverhof became an inextricable part of Block’s identity. Without Vijverhof, there would have been no Flora Batava, no collection of watercolours. Vijverhof is where Block planted seeds and nurtured fragile bulbs, welcomed international botanical experts and amateurs, hosted artists who immortalized her vast collection of rare plants and flowers. Vijverhof was also the backdrop, whether realistic or idealized, of Block’s portraits by Jan Weenix (fig. 1), Adriaen van der Werff (fig. 17), and Johannes Thopas (fig. 21), and of the portrait medal cast by Jan Boskam (fig. 7). Block’s last act of self-fashioning and attempt at posterity was the commission of a poem in 1702 by her cousin Gualtherus Blok, entitled Vyver-Hof van Agneta Blok; she was, in every sense, the creator of the estate and of all it meant.

The aim of this chapter is to present and “recreate” Vijverhof and to understand the essential place the estate assumed in Block’s self-fashioning and in her identity. This “reconstruction” of Vijverhof is hypothetical and proceeds based upon what little visual and literary evidence survives, combined with information about other country estates along the Vecht to provide important context and fill informational  30. gaps. The objective is simply to provide a sense of what the estate might have looked like, and of what it might have constituted. Creating this mental image helps to put into perspective the level of devotion Vijverhof required on the part of Block, and to understand how intertwined the estate and her identity came to be.


A Literary Garden: Vyver-Hof van Agneta Blok

The jurist Gualtherus Blok authored the poem Vyver-Hof van Agneta Blok in 1702. Block arranged for the poem to be printed and published as a pamphlet, complete with a title page illustrated by Jan Goeree (fig. 2). That multiple copies of the poem survive suggests that Block arranged to have it distributed broadly.1 The poem is remarkable not for the quality of its verses, but because it provides us with the most complete account of the country estate and offers intimate insight into Block as an artist, collector, host, botanist and horticulturist, and “queen of flowers.”2


1 The Dutch Short-Title Catalogue (STCN) records two copies, at the University of Leiden and at the Koninklijke Bibliotheek. However, I am also aware of copies at the municipal archives of Amsterdam and at Utrecht University. Return to text.⏎
2 Van de Graft, Agnes Block, 109–110. Return to text.⏎



[image: A cover design of a historic book, “Al-Legory of Vijverhof” by Agneta Blok. It shows the engraved figures and the text reads, “Vyver-hof Van Agenta Blok” and “Amsteldam Voor Den Aucteur, 1702.”]
Figure 2 
Jan Goeree, “Allegory of Vijverhof, Cover Design,” in Gualtherus Blok, Vyver-Hof van Agneta Blok (Amsterdam: By the Author, 1702). Leiden University Library, Special Collections, M3 1295 A 58.
Return to text.⏎

The translated poem is included as Appendix A. At 111 lines, it is not particularly lengthy. Constantijn Huygens’s ode to his country estate Hofwijck, in comparison, runs to 2821 lines.3 Petrus Hondius wrote a book-length poem in honour of his country house, De Moffenschans, in which he mentions more than 350 individual plants.4 Gualtherus Blok, Hondius, and Huygens were not alone. Poets celebrated the beauty and freedom that could be found in the garden in hundreds of poems known under the rubric of hofdichten (literally, “country house poems”), a type of literature that proliferated in the Dutch Republic during the second half of the seventeenth century. This genre of poetry grew out of the pastoral literary tradition embraced by P.C. Hooft, Joost van den Vondel, and Huygens.5 The popularity of hofdichten surpassed the Virgilian verses that inspired them and became “the most important pastoral poetry of seventeenth century Holland.”6 Thirty-eight country house poems were published between 1613 and 1710.7 The phenomenon of country-house poetry was also known in England, but on a smaller scale than in the Dutch Republic.8


3 Huygens, Hofwijck. Return to text.⏎
4 Hondius, Dapes inemptae of de Moufe-schans; De Jong, “Earthly Stars: On the Worship of Flora,” 81. Return to text.⏎
5 Ruff, Arcadian Visions, 57–58. Return to text.⏎
6 Ruff, 59. Return to text.⏎
7 De Vries, “Wandeling en verhandeling,” 12. Return to text.⏎
8 Evett, review of The Country House in English Renaissance Poetry, 327–330. Return to text.⏎

 31. As a body of literature, these poems extoll the virtues of country living and emphasize the cultural significance of gardens in the seventeenth century. Hofdichten allowed their readers to take a mental tour of an estate and its gardens, and meditate on the benefits of this “intellectual walk.”9 They also allowed their principal audience, the urban elite owners of country estates, to publicize their status. Along the Vecht (the location of Vijverhof), Block was one of six estate owners to commission a poem, many from authors we still recognize today: Jan Vos, Constantijn Huygens, and Lucas Rotgans wrote about Goudestein, the estate of Joan Huydecoper; Katrijne Lecaijle wrote about Doornburg; and Antoni Janssen lauded Ouderhoek. These poems, and their owners, which include Vyver-Hof and Agnes Block, were sufficiently important to be listed in the popular book of engravings De Zegepraalende Vecht (The Triumphant Vecht), published in 1719 and reprinted multiple times.10 In commissioning and publishing Vyver-Hof van Agneta Blok, therefore, Block was not only following a well-established tradition, but she was also inscribing herself (and Vijverhof) into a specialized literary canon.


9 De Jong, “Taking Fresh Air,” 28–30. Return to text.⏎
10 De Leth and Stoopendaal, De Zegepraalende Vecht, 16. Return to text.⏎

One must be mindful of the limitations of poetry in providing accurate architectural and landscape information. The laudatory poem penned by Gualtherus Blok cannot stand in lieu of blueprints. As noted by Erik de Jong, “The garden evoked by the poet includes elements from the actual garden he was describing, but it was influenced by his literary imagination.”11 However, it is permissible to use the structure of the poem together with whatever topographical information is available in order to understand, if not exactly what the garden looked like, at least what the poet must have observed.12 Vyver-Hof is a literary representation of the most important characteristics of the estate, as Agnes Block perceived them.13 Since the principal purpose of recreating Vijverhof is to better contextualize Block’s involvement with the estate and understand her reliance upon it for her self-fashioning, it is appropriate to give significant weight to the poem here. It is so especially as it accords with the visual evidence left by Block by way of portraits, and with the general knowledge of country estates in and around the Vecht area during the second half of the seventeenth century.


11 De Jong, Nature and Art, 4. Return to text.⏎
12 De Jong, 75. Return to text.⏎
13 De Jong’s statement that “The real and figurative elements of a garden poem, placed within its specific context, can give us an idea of the real and ideal image the poet and owner had in mind,” is a generalization of the specific argument I am making in this case. De Jong, 76. Return to text.⏎

Blok tells us that his cousin was virtuous and a source of moral lessons; she was artistic and excelled at painting and paper-cutting, and was a book lover. The poem carefully lists Agnes Block’s accomplishments, virtues, tastes, and her rare
 32. 
specimens of both flora and fauna. So specific are the mentions of certain plants and insects, in particular, that it seems improbable that the author could have written the poem without her close involvement. The complete title of the poem, Vyver-Hof van Agneta Blok, may indeed imply authorship not only of the physical estate, but also of its literary iteration. This was how Agnes Block wanted Vijverhof—and herself—to be known and remembered.

Before beginning his imaginary tour of the estate, Blok sets the stage by cataloguing the many exotic plants, flowers, and trees that Block succeeded in obtaining and cultivating at Vijverhof, including her pineapple. These would have been found in the gardens and in Block’s greenhouses, to which Blok returns. The poet takes the reader through dense hedges and linden trees, which lead to the orchards. The walk continues towards the kitchen and flower garden, where a plane tree provides shade. From this tree, the visitor has “a vantage point to view the wax and honey being brought in,” and to the aviary, suggested by the sound of “the  33. winged, feathered animals in their homes, where each in its turn merrily sings a most pleasant song, stealthily taking time away from us by singing.”14 It is there that Agnes Block awaits her guests to take them indoors to her room of curiosities, where her collection of naturalia is displayed.


14 Blok, Vyver-Hof, lines 56–60. Return to text.⏎

Stepping outside the house, one can “snoop,” and look at “paintings, prints, and drawings” on “walls, greenhouses and corners.”15 (Presumably, Blok meant that the paintings hung on walls, and that snooping took place in the greenhouses and corners.) From there, the visitors continue their walk outdoors, energized by “The crystalline river Vecht” and the fresh air, and contemplate the ponds, which would be perfect for fishing.16 The tour returns to the house and ends at the library.


15 Blok, lines 76–77. Return to text.⏎
16 Blok, lines 98–101. Return to text.⏎


Illustration by Jan Goeree

The publication of Vyver-Hof was clearly an important undertaking for Agnes Block, who arranged (directly or indirectly), to have Jan Goeree (1670–1731) etch a design for the cover of the pamphlet (fig. 2). Goeree’s cartouche-shaped design is small. Consistent with Block’s penchant for Italianate landscapes and the classicist idiom (discussed further in chapter 4), it features two figures dressed in the antique style. On the left is Flora, with a crown of flowers. At her feet are two round frames to which are fastened insects held by pins. On the right, almost completely nude, is the nymph of the river Vecht, her right arm resting against a jug from which water flows.17 Another hint regarding the identity of this allegorical figure are the fishing implements and shells at her feet. The two female deities hold a large banner with a depiction of a waterside pavilion at the river bend. This is an allegory of Vijverhof, proudly presented to the reader by Flora and the nymph of the Vecht. Just visible behind the pavilion is a structure that is likely the orangery. At the centre and immediately above the illustration between Flora and the nymph is an angel appearing through the clouds. The angel blows a ray of sunlight, thereby conveying the presence of the divine, in the direction of Flora.


17 I am grateful to Dr. Jeffrey Chipps Smith for assisting me with this interpretation. Return to text.⏎

In the upper left corner of the cartouche is the representation of the Greek god Asclepius, recognizable by his rod, around which coils a snake. Asclepius is the mythological god of healing and medicine, an apt inclusion in an illustration about Vijverhof, given the traditional role of gardens in medicine. In the upper right corner of the cartouche is the representation of a square tower, which is very  34. similar to that included in a drawing by Jacobus Storck of Nieuwersluis, a village near Vijverhof.18 The engraving also features a putto with a feathered headdress and a quiver with arrows, tending to a pineapple, as well as a black-skinned child, also tending to a plant. They represent America and Africa, respectively. Immediately behind Flora is a personification of Europe, wearing a crown, and Asia, riding a camel. This highly personalized iconography emphasizes Block’s identity as Flora Batava, a recipient of the bounties from all corners of the world, and as a liefhebber.19


18 Jacobus Storck (attributed to), View of Nieuwersluis on the River Vecht, With the Tower of the Great Church in Loenen aan de Vecht in the Background, 1681, drawing with brown pen and grey ink wash, 123 × 193 mm. Het Utrechts Archief. Return to text.⏎
19 The term liefhebber is usually translated as amateur, virtuoso, or lover of art. Liefhebberij is the term used to express the activities of the liefhebber, and include collecting, exploring, examining, investigating. For a lexicographical overview of Dutch seventeenth-century art historical sources that use the word liefhebber, see: LexArt, https://lexart.fr/terms/view/1843. I am grateful to Dr. Claudia Swan for providing me with this reference. Return to text.⏎




“Reconstructing” Vijverhof

Vijverhof was one of many country estates that were once located along the river Vecht, a branch of the Rhine that originates in Utrecht. The river courses north-westerly and discharges in the IJmeer (pre-land reclamation, this would have been the Zuiderzee) at Muiden. Vijverhof was located at an attractive bend in the river between Breukelen and Nieuwersluis, slightly less than half-way between Utrecht and Muiden. Vijverhof no longer physically exists as the estate carefully planned and developed by Block over the course of approximately three decades. Within fifteen years of the sale of the estate after Block’s death, Benjamin Texeira, the new owner, altered and expanded the house.20 That house, in turn, was demolished in 1813 and replaced with a new mansion in the “eclectic style” in 1866.21


20 Stichting in Arcadië, Tuinhistorish onderzoek en waardestelling Buitenplaats Vijverhof te Nieuwersluis, 13 May 2016 (“SIA Report”), 5. The SIA Report was graciously provided to me, together with high-resolution images of maps, by Merel Haverman, MA, of Stichting in Arcadië. Personal communication, 1 March 2021. The following detail is included in the introduction of the book De Zegepraalende Vecht: “Vyverhof, the country estate of Miss Agnes Block, wife of Mr. Sybrand de Flines, rightly known as Flora Batava for her acquisition of rare flowers and foreign plants, who died on 20 April 1704. Today, after remodelling and enlarging, it is the house of Mr. Benjamin Texeira.” De Leth and Stoopendaal, De Zegepraalende Vecht. Return to text.⏎
21 Ministry of Cultural Heritage (Rijksdienst voor het Cultureel Erfgoed), Heritage Monument Registration, Monument number 520405, registered 2 September 2002, 1. The property was restored in 1981–1982 and, in 2020, the building and site were renovated and converted into the boutique hotel Flora Batava, marketed through the use of a logo consisting of a pineapple bearing the initial A. The hotel website offers a brief history of Flora Batava, complete with images of the Weenix portrait and portrait medal: Hotel Flora Batava, https://florabatava.com/hotel/historie/. Return to text.⏎

 35. There is no painting of the grounds and no ground plans survive to tell us what Vijverhof might have looked like between 1670–1704, the time of Block’s occupancy. Block founded Vijverhof and there are no plans or images pre-dating 1670 that can assist.22 We must therefore rely upon surviving visual clues, contemporary literature, and comparative analysis to sketch a version of Vijverhof that is a composite of the state and appearance of the estate at various points in time.23


22 Stichting in Arcadië, SIA Report, 10–11. Return to text.⏎
23 In creating this reconstruction, I have benefitted from a study on the history and heritage of Vijverhof completed in 2016 by Stichting in Arcadië on behalf of the hotel developers, as well as from the Heritage Monument (Rijksmonument) registration information, which dates to 2002. Stichting in Arcadië is an organization that provides expert historical advice regarding the architectural landscape heritage of the Netherlands. The authors of the study conducted archival and literature reviews, in addition to a field study. The organization’s website provides information about the background of the researchers and the organization’s objectives. Stichting in Arcadië, http://www.stichtinginarcadie.nl/. Return to text.⏎

While it would have been ideal to be in possession of a ground plan or detailed painting of the estate, the paucity of visual evidence is not fatal. Indeed, although images of gardens are helpful in providing information regarding topography and the general configuration of the garden, “fixed images can only provide one perspective of the garden, that which the creator of the image considered most important about the site.”24 Furthermore, a garden, unlike most works of art, is in constant evolution; it is a process—of growth and decay, of exchange of plants and ideas and knowledge—and not simply the fixed result of that process.25 Thus, although imperfect, the reconstruction that follows of Vijverhof suffices to furnish our imagination with a sense of the processes that must have taken place under Block’s watchful eye.


24 Halpern, “The Uses of Paintings in Garden History,” 184. Return to text.⏎
25 Erik A. de Jong provides his perspective on the necessity to approach the study of gardens as processes and examines how the traditional art historical concept of “influence,” in particular, can be counterproductive in our attempts to understand the gardens of the past: De Jong, “Of Plants and Gardeners,” 40–41, 52–53. Return to text.⏎


Beginnings of the Estate

Agnes Block bought the property at auction from Joris Backer in 1670.26 The land transferred measured fourteen and a half morgen, which is approximately fourteen and a half hectares: four and a half hectares were located between the river Vecht
 36. 
and Herenweg (now Rijksstraatweg), a carriage road linking the towns of Breukelen and Nieuwersluis.27 The remaining ten hectares were located on the other side of the road, but all of the land was located on the west side of the river. In relative terms, Vijverhof was not a particularly large property, as can be seen in a map of the area printed in 1702 (fig. 3).28


26 Van de Graft, Agnes Block, 64. Van de Graft notes that she found this information in the Transportregisters van het gerecht Loenen-Nieuwersluis 1627–1677, Rijksarchief Utrecht, no. 723, fol. 598–599 and 595–596. In the intervening years, municipal restructuring has resulted in these archives being transferred from the municipal archives in Utrecht to the Regionaal Historisch Centrum Vecht en Venen (RHCVV), in Breukelen. Unfortunately, the relevant register could not be located when I attempted to inspect it, despite the generous assistance provided by archivists at the municipal archives in Utrecht and at the RHCVV. Return to text.⏎
27 A morgen is a unit of land measurement that varied from place to place. The most common morgen in the Netherlands at the time was the Rijnlandsche morgen, of 8516 m², or more than four-fifths of a hectare. The measure is believed to have been approximately the amount of time a surveyor could process in one morning (the word for ‘morning’, in Dutch, also being morgen). Fourteen and a half hectares works out to thirty-six acres. I thank Dr. Mirka Beneš for this conversion. Instituut voor de Nederlandse Taal, Woordenboek der Nederlandsche Taal, http://gtb.inl.nl/iWDB/search?actie=article&wdb=WNT&id=M040111&lemma=morgen&domein=0&conc=true; Stichting in Arcadië, SIA Report, 13; Van de Graft, Agnes Block, 64. Return to text.⏎
28 The only map of the area that was drawn during the time of Block’s ownership of Vijverhof dates to 1702. Prepared by Nicolaas Visscher, the map is not particularly detailed, although it does show that Vijverhof was very close to several other estates, which confirms its limited size. There were several estates considerably larger than Vijverhof, as confirmed by the 1726 map prepared by C.C. van Bloemswaerdt. Only 1.44 hectares of land remain attached to Vijverhof today: Nicholaas Visscher, New Map of Mynden, 1702 (Amsterdam: Weduwe Nicolaas Visscher), Gooi & Vecht Historisch, Archiefdiensten in het Gooi en de Noordelijke Vechtstreek; C.C. van Bloemswaerdt, Nieuwe Kaart van Loenen, ca. 1726; Het Utrechts Archief, TA x 2079; Stichting in Arcadië, SIA Report, 5. Return to text.⏎



[image: A historic geographical map, a “New Map of Mynden,” highlights New Amsterdam regions with different colours along with cities, agricultural lands, and oceans. Published by Nicolaas Visscher in 1702.]
Figure 3 
Nicholaas Visscher, New Map of Mynden (Amsterdam: Weduwe Nicolaas Visscher, 1702). Streekar-chief Gooi en Vechtstreek te Hilversum, SAGV077.
Return to text.⏎

 37. Block bought a property that consisted of lodgings, a yard, grain storage, a barn, stables, and “other carpentry and plantings.”29 This was not yet a country estate. The vast resources invested by Block in Vijverhof are revealed by the contents of the agreement for the sale of the estate, after her death. The estate included a house with cupola, a farmhouse, a playhouse, an orchard, moss and flower gardens, a woodland, an orangery, as well as ponds.30 From Gualtherus Blok’s poem, we know that Vijverhof probably also had tall hedges, a vegetable garden, an aviary, and an apiary. Unfortunately, further details are unavailable.


29 Van de Graft, Agnes Block, 64. Return to text.⏎
30 Van de Graft notes having seen the agreement for the sale of Vijverhof from 1704, which in 1943 was in the possession of A. H. Doude van Troostwijk, in Breukelen. Notwithstanding extensive research on my part as well as by archivists in Utrecht and in Breukelen, this document could not be located; Van de Graft, Agnes Block, 66, footnote 4. Return to text.⏎

The auction of the estate was announced in local newspapers in towns and cities including Utrecht, Haarlem, Amsterdam, Rotterdam, and The Hague. The advertisements do not offer many, if any, details about the estate itself or the collections offered for sale as part of the estate, with the exception of the collection of rare and exotic plants that was also auctioned on the same day. The notice in the Extraordinaire Haerlemse Donderdaegse Courant (no. 30, 24 July 1704), which is representative, simply states:



On 28 July 1704 the estate agents Lucas de Schepper and Joost Grootvelt will sell in Amsterdam in the Oude Heeren-Logement the country estate Vyverhof, situated along the Vecht between Nieuwersluys and Breukelen, together with its lands, 30 morgen in size. Also on the 30th the especially beautiful liefhebberij of Oranges, Limes, Myrtle, Cypress trees, &c. will be sold on this estate, as well as many exotic crops left by Mrs. Agneta Block, widow of Mr. Sybrant de Flines. The catalogues are sold in Amsterdam by Jan Riewertz, in Haerlem by van Kessel, in Leyden by Vivié, in Rotterdam by Naeranus, in The Hague by Semeyns, in Utrech (sic) by Schouten, &c.31


31 “Den 28 July 1704, Sal doer de makelaers Lucas de Schepper en Joost Grootvelt ’t Amsterdam in ’t Oude Heeren-Logement verkocht werde de Hoffstede Vyverhof, leggende aen de Vecht tusschen Nieuwersluys en Breukelen, mer dijne Landeryen, groot 30 morgen: en den 30 ditto sal op dezele Hoffstede verkocht werden de extra schoone liefhebbery van Orange- Limonen, Mirtus, Cypresse-boomen, &c. als mede veel rare vremde gewassen; nagelaten door Juffr. Agneta Block, Wed: van de Heer Sybrant de Flines: de Catalogen zijn te beckomen tot Amsterdam by Jan Riewertz, Haerlem van Kessel, Leyden Vivié, Rotterdam Naeranus, Hage Semeyns, Utrech (sic) Schouten, &c.” The size of the land advertised may simply refer to a smaller morgen than the one used for the advertisement of the purchase of the land. Van de Graft reports that Sybrand de Flines bought 2 additional morgen of land in 1674, but that Agnes sold that land in 1681. Neither the Historical Monument registration nor the chronology assembled by Stichting in Arcadië indicate that the property grew in size beyond the original purchase of 14.5 hectares; Van de Graft, Agnes Block, 71–72. Return to text.⏎



 38. The only catalogue that appears to have survived is the one printed by Jan Rieuwertsz, in Amsterdam (hereinafter referred to as the “1704 Catalogue”).32 As discussed below in relation to the greenhouse, the catalogue lists the lots of trees and plants offered at auction, but provides no details regarding the estate itself.


32 Catalogus van verscheyde Soorten van Oranje, Limoen, Laurus Americana, … door de vermaerde Liefhebster Juffr. Agneta Block, Weduwe de Hr. Sybrant de Flinis. This is the first time this catalogue has been examined. In 1983, the authors of a bibliography of plant catalogues printed in the Netherlands between 1550 and 1839 noted, in relation to the plants auctioned from Block’s estate: “This important catalogue has not yet been found.” Kuijlen, Wijnands, and Oldenburger-Ebbers, Paradisus Batavus, 15. Return to text.⏎



Situating Vijverhof Along the Vecht

The area along the river Vecht developed as an ideal escape from city life during the seventeenth century, particularly after 1640.33 Joan Huydecoper (1599–1661), the head of an important patrician family, developed his own estate, Goudestein (at Maarsseveen, close to Utrecht). He developed land along the river banks and divided it into parcels that were then sold to wealthy city dwellers looking to escape the noisy and smelly hustle and bustle of the city during the warm months.34 The Vecht was a draw for wealthy individuals, but also for poets, as noted above. Claas Bruin, Jan Vos, Lukas Rotgans, and Joachim Oudaen each wrote poems of praise to the area, often looking to Italy and Antiquity for comparisons.35 Joost van den Vondel described the area as a “paradise of opulence”:



Here Vecht and Rhine flow through orchards and bowers,

and castles. Here, forest scenes draw

Turtles and cattle. There the honey bee sucks,

Yonder the nightingale and lark sing, equally happy

A sweet song that never bores the ear.

What is Utrecht then called? A paradise of opulence.36


 39. Van den Vondel penned this paean to the Vecht and Utrecht in response to a drawing by Herman Saftleven, who frequently returned to the landscape in and around Utrecht as a subject matter. In his view of the Southwest Corner of Stronghold Lepelenburg in Utrecht, the sinuous course of the river, its banks punctuated by leafy trees, guides the composition.37 The focus on a small boat, moored to the bank, is a reminder of the primary means of transportation in this area during the seventeenth century.
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