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introduction

View of the trading mounds on the river Ee.  
This is where the Grote- and Kleine Hoogstraat originated. 

artiSt iMpreSSion JouKe nIJMan



5 introduction

A bird’s eye view of Leeuwarden 
leeuwarden began as three cores of human habitation located on 
top of terpen (artificial mounds) that lay on the shore of the Middle 
Sea. archaeological research done at the foot of the Oldehove at the 
beginning of this century has revealed evidence of human habitation 
from the first century aD, although at that time there was hardly any 
kind of permanent occupation. it is certain, however, that in the ninth 
century the church of St. vitus was built on this site. this position on 
the Middle Sea was ideal for trade, and contacts extended all the way 
to russia. the earliest urban centre of habitation lay on two terpen in 
the Hoogstraten area: (i.e. Grote hoogstraat and Kleine hoogstraat). 
this is where leeuwarden began to develop as a city. however, in the 
thirteenth century the Middle Sea silted up, and from then on trading 
activities were concentrated within the limits of its own region.
unlike the city of Groningen, leeuwarden was unable to secure a 
dominant position in the province and neighbouring areas during the 
late Middle ages. the countryside retained its powerful authority 
in Friesland. this was clearly reflected in the provincial Landdag 
(Diet), in which the Frisian cities were also relegated to a subordinate 
position. 
 
With the mergence in 1435 of the three cores on the terpen, 
leeuwarden became a city with one jurisdiction. the city was made 
the capital of the province when the central government and the 
administration of justice were established here in 1504.
in addition, leeuwarden was made the residence of the Frisian 
stadholders. the city truly flourished in this period. the population 
exploded from five thousand around the year 1500 to sixteen thousand 
in 1650. leeuwarden was one of the ten most prominent cities of the 
republic. numerous historic monuments from the period still bear 
witness to this, such as the leaning tower the Oldehove; the Kanselarij 
(Chancellery), an accommodation for the highest legal authority; the 
Stadhouderlijk Hof (Stadholder’s Court); and the Waag (Weigh house), 
centre of the agricultural trade.
the prospering city of leeuwarden had to be protected against 
possible enemies. the city was therefore furnished with a surrounding 
canal and a system of defensive works. the canal encircling the city 
still exists, but the ramparts, ravelins and city gates, having become 
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obsolete, were torn down, excavated and partly converted into parks 
in the nineteenth century. the canals with their trading quays, located 
within the city centre, have been largely retained.
in the nineteenth century the first neighbourhoods outside the city 
canal sprang up. thanks to great social developments in the second 
half of the nineteenth century, leeuwarden’s main importance was 
as a city that functioned as a centre for the region. on a national level, 
leeuwarden’s position fell greatly in significance; this situation has 
never changed. Within the relatively sparsely populated province 
of Friesland, the city of leeuwarden, with over 90,000 inhabitants, 
fulfills the position of a central city offering a wide range of facilities. 
Since 1 January 2014 the municipality has had a population of circa 
107,000 spread over 19 centres: the city plus 18 villages.
over the centuries, the city has produced numerous celebrities in areas 
including the arts, literature, science and politics. the artists hans 
vredeman de vries and Maurits Cornelis escher and the dancer and 
spy Mata hari are world famous. also peter Stuyvesant, the last Dutch 
governor of new amsterdam (now new York), and military engineer 

Map of Leeuwarden by cartographer Johannes Blaeu, 1644.
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The Name Leeuwarden 
What does leeuwarden mean? today 
experts agree on the second part of 
the name: it refers to ward and means 
‘raised dwelling place’ or terp. the fi rst 
part of the name is possibly derived 
from the Germanic hjeunjo, which 
means ‘lee’ or ‘shelter’. the name has 
formerly also been connected to the 
lion in the city’s coat of arms. in any 
case, leeuwarden has made it into 
the Guinness book of records as the 
place with the most variations of its 
name - around two hundred, including 
leovardia, liwwadden and ljouwert.

introduction

Stone tablet with 
Leeuwarden’s coat of arms.

Menno van Coehoorn lived in leeuwarden for a time during the 
seventeenth century. Saskia uylenburgh, rembrandt van rij n’s wife, 
was even born here. it may be the typical fate of a city like leeuwarden 
that by far the majority of these famous people moved away.

Mural of Saskia Uylenburgh next to HCL by artist Klaas Lageweg.
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a walk along the highlights of the historic city centre9

1 Historisch Centrum Leeuwarden (HCL)
 Groeneweg 1

the former municipal archives, renamed the Historisch Centrum 
Leeuwarden, has been housed in the Prinsentuin park since 2007.  
a former schoolhouse was made suitable for the public spaces and a 
new office wing was built next to it.
the schoolhouse, one of the oldest still existing in leeuwarden, dates 
from 1840 and was most likely designed by city architect Gerrit van 
der Wielen. the Tweede Stadstussenschool was for children whose 
parents were from the lower middle class, and the nursery school 
Eerste Stadsbewaarschool was attended mainly by the children of 
craftsmen. 
public spaces, including the permanent exhibition Het verhaal van 
Leeuwarden (the Story of leeuwarden) are located in the former 
schoolhouse.
a chiselled memorial on the side wall is a reminder of the founding  
of the prinsentuin in 1648.

photo ruben van vliet
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Het Verhaal van Leeuwarden 
the exhibition het verhaal van leeuwarden (the Story of 
leeuwarden) in the historisch Centrum leeuwarden (hCl) 
off ers a fascinating view of over one thousand years of history. 
remarkable historical objects, archival documents, fi lms 
and animations bring to life the experiences of the people of 
leeuwarden. the large multi-touch table in the middle of the 
exhibition room uses old city maps, photos, texts, drawings and 
prints to show the better and lesser known places in the city.

Mata hari, Saskia uylenburgh, Sir lawrence alma-tadema, 
Geert Mak en Jan-Jaap van der Wal are included in the close to 
fi ft y (world) famous people, past and present, who were born in 
leeuwarden and who are now immortalized in a metres-long 
portrait gallery here. a digital presentation on the wall tells the 
life story of these leeuwarden natives. 

photo ruben van vliet
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2	 Coulonhûs (Fryske Akademy)
	 Doelestraat	8

The Coulonhûs owes its name to Anthony Coulon, student of the court 
architect Daniël Marot. Coulon built the opulent property in 1715-18 for 
himself and his family; their portraits still hang in the salon. Sections 
of the rich interior of this period room, such as the original fireplace 
with a mirror and a painting, date from the oldest time of construction. 
The decorative stucco in the hall is truly remarkable: it depicts Aurora 
and is possibly by the hand of the Swiss plasterer Simon. The entrance 
area and the windows date from the nineteenth century.
In 1938 notary Nanne Ottema became the owner of the Coulonhûs.  
He embellished the interior with pieces from elsewhere, including gold 
leather wallpaper in Louis XV style originally from a luxury town 
house in Groningen. Ottema gave the use of the building to the newly 
established Fryske Akademy (an academic research institute on the 
Frisian culture, language and population). After the Akademy acquired 
it in 1958, it was able to expand it with a corner property thanks to a 
fund-raising campaign held by the Frisian municipalities. As a token 
of gratitude, the coats of arms of the municipalities have been placed 
on the façade. A former Reformed church, the Noorderkerk, is now also 
part of this property complex.)

The façade of the Coulonhûs shows striking coats of arms of the Frisian 
municipalities, the province and the Fryske Akademy. pHOTO HARRIe MuIS
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A Multilingual City
like other places, leeuwarden today is a multilingual city. in public 
life, the language most oft en used is Dutch. Frisian, the second 
offi  cial language in the netherlands, is also commonly used in 
the Frisian capital. the long-winded battle for recognition of the 
Frisian language has resulted in the right to communicate with 
the administrative system and the local council of leeuwarden 
in Frisian. organizations established in the haadstêd fan Fryslân 
(capital of Friesland) like afûk (publishing house, language 
education and translation bureau), the Fryske akademy, and 
omrop Fryslân (regional broadcasting corporation), use Frisian 
as their fi rst language. anyone who has been given a tour of the 
city by a native will discover that liwwadders or Stadsfries (city 
Frisian) is still widely spoken. this dialect, originating in the 
sixteenth century, is used almost exclusively on informal occasions. 

The poem Aed Levwerd (Old Leeuwarden) by D.A. Tamminga immortalized 
in stone and added to the city's poetry route. The tablet with the poem is 

located in the Wijde Gasthuissteeg.
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3 De Koperen Tuin
 Prinsentuin

Despite the military function of the ramparts around leeuwarden, in 
1648 stadholder Willem Frederik van nassau received permission to 
construct on one of the dwingers (bastions) a private pleasure ground: 
the Prinsentuin (prince’s Garden). in a corner of the garden, on the 
northern end of the bastion, a summer house was built in the manner of 
a noble country estate.  
in the beginning of the nineteenth century, landscape architect lucas 
pieters roodbaard redesigned the Prinsentuin, and it was opened to 
the public. in 1842 city architect Gerrit van der Wielen built a new 
summer house, which served as a society clubhouse. on either side of 
the building were small wings with balconies above them. in 1954 the 
summer house was enlarged, in order to be used as a garden café and a 
museum for sculptor pier pander’s collection, which had been donated 
to the city. the present name of the restaurant, De Koperen Tuin, is a 
reminder of the 1950 novel of the same name by Simon vestdijk, which 
is partly set here (the english title is: The Garden where the Brass Band 
Played). across from De Koperen Tuin stands one of the most finely 
preserved bandstands in the netherlands: the orchestschelp (orchestra 
shell) from 1881. performers here have included the brass players to 
whom the title of vestdijk’s book refers.

The draft by Roodbaard prior to the redesigning of the Prinsentuin, 1820.
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In 1956 the lead group of 5 men crossed the finish line on the Noorderstadsgracht 
(canal) hand in hand and was disqualified. From left to right Jan van der Hoorn,  

Aad de Koning, Jeen Nauta, Maus Wijnhout and Anton Verhoeven. photo SJ. anDrinGa
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Elfstedentocht (Eleven Cities Tour)
The largest event in Leeuwarden and Friesland is of course the 
Elfstedentocht (Eleven Cities Tour), which is held on average every 
ten years. The Elfstedentocht is the world’s largest skating event, 
and is held on frozen canals, rivers and lakes that link the eleven 
historic Frisian cities. The epic 200-km tour is a rare occurrence 
that grips the entire nation. The fi rst o�  cial Elfstedentocht was 
held on 2 January 1909. For decades the organization, start and 
fi nish took place in or just outside the city centre. In 1956 the 
fi nish was held on the city canal in the Prinsentuin for the last 
time. In 1963 the fi nish was on the Groote Wielen and from 1985 
on the Bonkevaart, just east of Leeuwarden. The Frieslandhal 
(a hall not far from the starting point on the river De Swette) has 
played a pivotal role in the event since the 1960s. For years there 
have also been Elfstedentochten on foot (since 1946), by bicycle 
(since 1912), by motorcycle, with row boats, etc.

The statue 
‘De Elfstedenrijder’ 
at the start of the 
Elfstedentocht, 
in front of the WTC 
on the Heliconweg. 
PHOTO MARTIN RĲ PSTRA
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4 Pier Pander Museum 
 Prinsentuin 

the Frisian sculptor pier pander (1864-1919) lived and worked 
for a large part of his life in rome. the son of a poor Frisian barge 
skipper, patrons made it possible for him to receive training at the 
Kunstnijverheidsschool Quellinus in amsterdam and the académie 
des beaux-arts in paris (both academies of art). Despite a disability, 
he developed into a celebrated artist and the most well-known Dutch 
sculptor of his time. his idealized work was inspired by classical 
sculpture.
at his death he bequeathed all his work to the municipality of 
leeuwarden. the collection found accommodations in 1954 in the 
former summer house’s new, eastern wing: the Pier Pander Museum. 
it was the first museum in the netherlands devoted to the work of 
a single artist. the museum is currently managed by the Historisch 
Centrum Leeuwarden (hCl) and is open to the public on the weekends 
from June until the end of September.

Interior of the Pier Pander Museum.
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5 Pier Pander Tempel 
 noorderplantage 

pier pander’s most important group of sculptures had been cast 
in plaster as a design, but not until after his death in 1919 was it 
carved out of marble, by an italian sculptor. the sculptures, the 
personifications of Morning, awakening Feeling, rising thought, 
Courage and Strength, were intended to be part of a complete 
masterpiece in the form of a temple of art. thanks in part to two 
friends, the noted architect J.M. van der Meij and designer n.p. de 
Koo, this temple was realised in 1924. 
the Pier Pander Tempel stands on the highest point of the partly 
excavated Noorderbolwerk (bulwark). the flour mill De leeuw stood 
here until 1882. both miller’s houses (now combined) still exist.

Sculptural group  
in the Pier Pander 
Tempel.
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Us mem
Dairy and livestock trade have always played an important role 
in leeuwarden. this can be seen in a number of sculptures, such 
as De Karnster (the Churner, by the Waag), the Frisian stallion 
‘Dagho’ (on the langepij p), hand-clapping merchants (on the 
Snekerkade) and above all the statue of the cow, known by the 
name ‘us Mem’ (our Mother). Gerhardus Jan adema made this 
life-size bronze statue of a Frisian pedigree cow in 1954. the 
work was a jubilee gift  from cattle breeders and traders to the 
Friesch rundvee Stamboek (Frisian Cattle herd-book). in 1990 
it was moved from the Zuiderplein to its current location on the 
roundabout near the harlingersingel.

Us mem (Our Mother) on the roundabout on the Harlingersingel.
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6 The Oldehove 
 oldehoofsterkerkhof 

in 1529 architect Jacob van aken was commissioned by the church 
and the city councils to build a new church. the tower was meant 
to be one of the tallest in the northern netherlands, but it never got 
that far. When only ten metres high it started to lean in a north-
westerly direction, precisely on the flank of the former terp. at 
first construction was continued, but in a truly vertical direction. 
the result was the tower not only leaned but was also crooked. the 
foundation layers of hard lime and clay apparently had not been 
calculated for weight, because the tower kept sinking. after three 
years the Oldehove was 40 metres high and 1.5 metres off balance. 
Construction was finally stopped and the new nave, intended to 
replace the old, dilapidated St. vitus Church, was never built. later 
the high, pointed arch windows and the portals in the lowest section 
were bricked up in order to make the tower more stable.
the Oldehove is leeuwarden’s most important symbol. the leaning 
tower was restored in 2011 and then redesigned. a modern lift runs 

 The oldest photograph of the Oldehove and the Westerplantage  
(taken from the Harlingersingel), 1870.
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The glass observation post on top of the Oldehove. photo harrie MuiS

to the first floor, where there is a multimedia exhibition on the oldest 
history of the tower. also, a glass lookout has been placed on the top. 
the Oldehove is open to the public everyday from april until the end 
of october. 

7 Keramiekmuseum Princessehof 
 Grote kerkstraat 11 

the Princessehof (Court of the princess) was occupied from 1731 to 
1765 by Maria louise van hessen Kassel, widow of the stadholder 
prince Johan Willem Friso van oranje-nassau, who had drowned 
in the hollands Diep (river) during a driving storm. the palace was 
a u-shaped complex made up of three properties that had been 
merged by court architect anthony Coulon during a renovation. 
a sixteenth-century fortified stone house with a corner tower, the 
liauckamastins, forms the right wing. the dining room, with rare 
gold leather wallpaper, a fireplace and a baroque ceiling of decorative 
stucco, has been preserved since the time when it served as a palace.  
later the properties were occupied separately; one of its residents was 
graphic artist M.C. escher. he was born in the middle house in 1898. 
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the leeuwarden municipality currently owns the former palace, 
which is used to accommodate the Keramiekmuseum (Ceramics 
Museum) Princessehof. the museum also has at its disposal the area 
where the stadholder’s riding school and the stables originally stood.

The dining room with stylistic elements dating from the time Maria Louise 
van Hessen Kassel lived in the town palace. photo ruben van vliet

8 Catshuis 
 nieuwestad 49

the stately house at nieuwestad 49 is one of the largest private 
houses in Friesland. it was built in 1806 in empire style for the richest 
man in the province at the time, pieter Cats. he hired amsterdam 
architect Jan Maaskant to design it, and a local master carpenter 
was hired to build it. the whole façade, with the front of its look-out 
basement covered in natural stone, is completely intact. its interior 
empire style decorations have also been preserved. in 1933 the 
municipality bought the house and the coachman’s house next door, 
converting them into a police station and a fire station. the former 
prison cells have been refurnished as toilet rooms.



22

The police station in the former Catshuis and the adjacent fire station  
on the Nieuwestad in 1935. photo h.a. rolleMa
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9 Museum De Grutterswinkel 
 nieuwesteeg 5

the heart of Museum De Grutterswinkel (grocer's shop) is over four 
centuries old, but it has the look of a mid-eighteenth century dwelling. 
at that time the burgomaster of leeuwarden, Jacob bourboom, lived 
here. he gave the house its prominent rococo façade with its carved 
window frame. in 1901 the Feenstra family used the property as 
both a grocery shop and a home; very little has changed since then. 
the Grutterswinkel is connected to the boomsma Museum, on the 
bagijnestraat, which offers a history and tasting of Frisian gin bitters.

The grocer’s shop owned by the Feenstra family, on the west  
side of the Nieuwesteeg, circa 1905. 
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10	 Patershuis and Westerkerk 
	 Bagijnestraat	57-59	

The convent of the Grauwe Bagijnen (Grey Beguines - a semi-
monastic sisterhood) originally lay outside the city ramparts, north 
of Leeuwarden. Shortly after 1500, the Beguines moved for better 
security to a sparsely settled area between the Nijehove and the 
Oldehove terpen. This new convent developed into an extensive 
complex with a chapel, a residence for the priest, a spacious 
patershuis (father’s house), spinning and weaving mills, dormitories, 
a dining hall, hospital, brewery, bakery, storehouses and stables. In 
1580 the Reformation brought an end to the activities of the Grauwe 
Bagijnen. The convent’s properties, confiscated by the city authorities, 
were given other designations.
The majority of the convent’s buildings have disappeared over the 
centuries, but two large buildings still remain: the patershuis and the 
chapel. A year after the Reformation the patershuis, dating from circa 
1518, was rented as a residence to a nobleman. In the beginning of 

The Bagijnestraat with the Westerkerk on a drawing by J. Bulthuis, 1790.
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the seventeenth century it passed into private hands, to remain for 
centuries in the possession of prominent Frisian families. 
the chapel was used, among other things, as a carpenter’s workshop, 
a brewery and a house of correction. also noteworthy: circa 1615 
Jan Jansz. Starter’s chamber of rhetoric was housed here, where 
it performed plays. in 1643 the building was once again used as a 
church, the Westerkerk, but now for the reformed. it maintained this 
function until far into the twentieth century.
During the intervening centuries the church underwent two large 
renovations. in 1681 the space was doubled with the building of a 
second nave. in 1845 city architect thomas romein covered up the 
brick exterior with a coat of plaster and installed a completely new 
interior. in 1991 the church building was converted into the pocket-
sized theatre and music hall romein, causing history to repeat itself.

The Westerkerk and surroundings on the town map by Johannes Sems from 1603. 
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11 Stadhuis and Hoofdwacht 
 Hofplein 38

in 1715 three-year-old prince Willem Carel hendrik Friso van 
oranje-nassau laid the first stone of the new stadhuis (town hall). 
the designer of the baroque Classicism style building was municipal 
master carpenter Claes bockes balck. he used the cellar vaults of 
the demolished sixteenth-century auckamastins as part of the 
foundation.
the sandstone statues above the entrance, the personifications of 
peace and Justice, are by the hand of Gerbrand van der haven. in the 
middle of the triangular pediment above them is Wisdom with the 
city’s coat of arms, flanked by providence (on the right) and law and 
Justice (on the left). a carillon made in 1687 by bell-founder Claude 
Fremy hangs in the eight-sided bell tower cupola. this carillon is 
from the Nieuwe Toren (new tower), the only city tower leeuwarden 
has ever had, on the Grote hoogstraat; it was demolished in 1884 due 
to its dilapidation. 
 
inside, a historic staircase with carved balusters leads upstairs. 
here is the only area to have kept its early eighteenth-century 
character right down to the last detail: the room where the magistrate 
assembled, and since 1845 the burgomaster’s room. the tapestries 
by the amsterdam atelier of alexander baart, delivered in 1718, 
depict the continents; only australia is missing. in the vertrekkamer 
(private room) next door is a large painted wall hanging from 1789 by 
W.h. beekkerk depicting ‘Moses Surrounded by the Seventy elders’, 
inspired by the same depiction by Jacob de Witte in the palace on the 
Dam in amsterdam (now the royal palace).
in 1760 court architect pieter de Swart, assisted by municipal master 
carpenter Jan nooteboom, built a new council chamber against the 
back side of the stadhuis. the extension was given an ostentatious 
façade in louis Xv style and crowned with the city’s coat of 
arms. the symmetrical interior of the council chamber has been 
embellished by various artisans and artists from leeuwarden. the 
painted portraits are of Dutch heads of state since 1815.
on 27 May 2005 princess Margriet reopened the stadhuis after 
a major renovation and restoration. a new council chamber had 



a walk along the highlights of the historic city centre27

Postcard of the town hall from 1909.
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been built in the former Hoofdwacht (Main Guardhouse), a civic 
building from the mid-nineteenth century. it got its name from the 
stadholder’s guard that was housed there from the seventeenth 
until the nineteenth century. in 2009 ceiling panels with portraits 
of famous people from leeuwarden were placed in the renewed 
entrance of the stadhuis. one of the most remarkable is richard 
hageman, who won an oscar in 1939 for his film music for the 
western Stagecoach. he was born in 1881 at Sint Jacobsstraat 35, 
which is now also a part of the stadhuis complex.

12 Stadhouderlijk Hof
 Hofplein 29

in 1587 Friesland bought a patrician’s residence for its first 
stadholder, Count Willem lodewijk van nassau-Dietz. in 1603 the 
Dekemahuis was added to its south side and together these became 
the Stadhouderlijk Hof (Stadholder’s Court), including a forecourt. 
the renaissance stepped gables had ornamental arches, sculptured 
lions and coats of arms. each succeeding stadholder spent a great deal 
of money renovating and embellishing the Hof. in 1709 Daniël Marot 

The ‘Oranjezaal’ (Orange Room) in the town hall. photo harrY MuiS
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Drawing of the Stadhouderlijk Hof (Stadholder's Court) in Leeuwarden, circa 1688.

transformed the central part into baroque louis Xiv style. Still 
remaining from that time are the high staircase and the Nassauzaal 
(nassau hall), with partially authentic wainscoting. the wing built 
in the garden in 1734, with a ballroom, court chapel, apothecary and 
bathroom, has been lost. 
after Willem Carel hendrik Friso went to the hague in 1747 as 
stadholder of all the Dutch provinces, the Hof served as a place for 
the stadholders, and later the royal family, to reside when visiting 
leeuwarden from the hague. 
Soldiers were housed here during the French period (1795-1813), and 
it has offered accommodation for the city orphanage, a hospital and 
the latin school. Much of its inventory was lost at that time, but the 
nassau portraits painted by louis volders were able to be rescued. 
in 1814 King Willem i bought the building back. in 1881 architect 
herman rudolph Stoett directed the last fundamental renovation. 
the high roofs were bevelled, the walls plastered over, and a new 
entrance was built with a balcony above it. the Hof (now property  
of the municipality of leeuwarden) is currently furnished as a  
hotel, integrating the valuable cultural-historic elements as much  
as possible.
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‹  The residence of  
the Zelle family on  
the Grote Kerkstraat.

›  Photo of Mata Hari at the  
peak of her career in 1906.

13 Former Home of Mata Hari
 Grote kerkstraat 212 

at the highest point of the former Nijehoveterp stands one of the 
most prominent late medieval houses still existing in the city: the 
Julius van Gheelstins, dating from 1545. in the inner corner of the 
l-shaped brick house is a high stair tower, crowned with an onion-
shaped spire. it is named after the attorney general to the Hof van 
Friesland (Court of Friesland) at the time, who had commissioned its 
construction. it is probable that there was already a stone residence 
here in the thirteenth century. the foundations were probably reused 
for the existing property.
the residence is best known as the address of the Zelle family. the 
Zelles lived here from 1883 to 1889. their daughter Margaretha, the 
later world famous Mata hari, did indeed live on the Grote Kerkstraat, 
but she was not born there. the house she was born in stood on the 
Kelders, at number 39. across from it now stands a small bronze 
statue of the dancer.
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View on Leeuwarden from the south by F.B. Werner, 1729.
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Gardens of the Nieuw Sint Anthony Gasthuis on the Perkswaltje.

photo harrie MuiS

14 Nieuw Sint Anthony Gasthuis 
 Perkswaltje

in 1857 the administration of the Sint Anthony Gasthuis (hospice) 
acquired the large stately house at Grote Kerkstraat 39, to which 
belonged a garden that stretched as far back as the Groeneweg. 
on this terrain in 1862-64 architect Frederik Stoett built a new 
gasthuis according to the most modern views of the time. a garden in 
fashionable landscape style was laid out around four wings, at each 
end of which is a striking pavilion. the three beech trees already 
existed. around 1900 the garden was given a more austere design. 
later, two wooden summer houses were placed in it: by the Wijde 
Gasthuissteeg for the less endowed residents and by the Minnema 
Wing for the more prosperous ones.



a walk along the highlights of the historic city centre35

The main gate of the former hospice on the Grote Kerkstraat was included 
in the Juliana wing of the Nieuw Sint Anthony on Schoenmakersperk. 

DraWinG bY a. Martin, CirCa 1870
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The former inner yard of the orphanage has been covered by a glass roof.

photo natuurMuSeuM FrYSlan

15  Nieuwe Stads Weeshuis/ 
Natuurmuseum Fryslân 

 Jacobijnerkerkhof 1

in the disastrous year of 1672, when the republic of the Seven 
united netherlands was attacked simultaneously by england, 
France, and Sweden as well as by the bishoprics of Münster and 
Cologne, the number of orphans increased enormously. the city 
council of leeuwarden therefore decided to establish a municipal 
orphanage. the Nieuwe Stads Weeshuis (new City orphanage), 
built on the location of the former plague infirmary, served as an 
orphanage until 1953. the classical main gate and the wardens’ 
room are still in their original, late seventeenth-century state. the 
neo-Mannerist west wing was ‘newly’ built in 1888. the square-
shaped building currently houses the Natuurmuseum Fryslân 
(Friesland’s Museum of nature).
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16 Boshuisengasthuis
 Jacobijnerkerkhof 7

two small gates give access to the Boshuisengasthuis, founded as a 
hofje (courtyard with almshouses) for poor women, as the inscription 
on the outer wall tells us. the hofje had nineteen kamers (small 
houses), a porter’s lodge and a wardens’ room. the founder was 
anna van eijsinga, widow of the grietman (burgomaster) philip van 
boshuisen. She also bequeathed a fund for the upkeep of the hofje. 
anna’s initials and the year of its construction, 1652, are carved 
in relief on the pediment of the inner gate. the houses enclose a 
bleaching lawn with a wooden water pump and an antique lantern. 
During a restoration in 1971, the rooms were converted into small 
residences by repeatedly joining two of them together. 

A resident of the Boshuisengasthuis draws water from the pump, 1954.

 photo SJ. anDrinGa
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17 Grote- of Jacobijnerkerk 
 Jacobijnerkerkhof 95

in the second quarter of the thirteenth century the Dominican, or 
Jacobin, monks founded a monastery in leeuwarden. the church 
attached to it was enlarged in the fifteenth century by adding four 
lateral chapels and a sacristy. after the reformation, the reformed 
took possession of the Catholic church, and the monastery was closed. 
important medieval remnants of the monastery are the refectory,  
or dining room, and a section of the cloister walk with its cross vaults. 
in the choir of the church is a crypt for the nassaus. anna van 
oranje, daughter of prince Willem van oranje-nassau, who had 
married her cousin, the first Frisian stadholder Count Willem 
lodewijk van nassau-Dietz, passed away in 1588; she was the first to 
be interred here. the vault was later enlarged. the nassaus had their 
own entrance to the church: the Oranjepoortje (small gate for the 
oranges) in the choir. their pew, the stadholder’s gallery, is preserved 
against the south wall of the choir. 
the Jacobijnerkerk (church) was thoroughly restored from 1972 
to 1978. this included the removal of the nineteenth-century coat 
of plaster from the exterior, allowing the original red and yellow 
kloostermoppen (type of medieval brick) to be visible once again.

18 Waalse Kerk 
 Grote kerkstraat 222 

the French-speaking members of the court and the garrison held 
their reformed services in the Waalse kerk (Walloon Church). before 
the reformation in 1580, the Catholic church had been part of the 
cloister complex of the Dominican Witte Nonnen (White nuns), 
founded in 1507. in the church is an organ from 1735 by organ builder 
J.M. Schwartsburg. it was a gift from the english king’s daughter 
anne of hannover, wife of stadholder Willem Carel hendrik Friso. 
anne herself had taken music lessons for years from the composer 
G.F. händel.

› The Oranjepoortje (small Orange gate) of the Grote Kerk. 
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The organ in the ‘Waalse kerk’ (Walloon Church) bestowed by Anne of Hannover.

19 Synagogue 
 Sacramentsstraat 19

there were Jews living in leeuwarden already around the mid-
seventeenth century. in 1670 they received their own cemetery, but 
they had no synagogue. there was no need for one until the end of the 
eighteenth century, by which time there were almost 450 members 
of the Jewish community. in 1805 they took use of a building on 
the Sacramentsstraat, with a hall for 300 men and a gallery for 
200 women. a renovation sixty years later gave the synagogue its 
current exterior in the ‘rounded arch style’ characteristic for that 
period, following a plan by architect herman rudolph Stoett.



a walk along the highlights of the historic city centre41

Drawing of the synagogue, that was opened in 1805.

at its peak, the Jewish congregation in leeuwarden included 
1400 souls. after the Second World War, in which the majority of 
leeuwarden’s Jewish community were killed in the extermination 
camps, the synagogue was too large for the few who had returned. 
From 1964-65 the synagogue was shut down and the inventory and 
the holy ark were taken to a village in israel.
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20 Bonifatiuskerk 
 Voorstreek 72

the St. Bonifatiuskerk (Saint boniface Church) has the look of a 
cathedral, which is not surprising, because after the restoration of the 
Dutch episcopal hierarchy in 1853 the Frisians hoped that leeuwarden 
would become the new episcopal see of the northern netherlands. this 
proved to be an idle hope, since it went to Groningen, but in the interim 
the capital city of Friesland had gained a beautiful, neo-Gothic church. 
built in 1882-84, the church was one of the most important designs 
of p.J.h. Cuypers, who is best known for the Rijksmuseum and the 
Centraal Station in amsterdam. 
Cuypers designed the Bonifatiuskerk as a roman Catholic 
totaalkunstwerk (universal or comprehensive artwork), which was 
conventional at the time. rose windows in the façade symbolize infinite 
wisdom and the true light. the basic form of the church is a latin cross, 
the sign of salvation. Stations of the Cross guide the worshipper to the 
altar. For a long time the Bonifatiustoren (tower), with its height of 85.25 
metres, was the highest tower in Friesland. in 1976 the spire broke 
off during a violent storm, but thanks to donations a new one could be 
erected in 1980. the Achmeatoren has succeeded the Bonifatiustoren  
as Friesland’s highest tower.

Postcard of the Bonifatiuskerk, circa 1910. photo h.J. CraIJe
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21 Centraal Apotheek 
 Voorstreek 58

the Centraal Apotheek (pharmacy) must have made a very striking 
impression in the streetscape of 1905; actually, it still does. it is the 
purest example of the art nouveau style in leeuwarden. it is a tall 
building and holds an architecturally prominent positon in the city.
pharmacist J. Feteris commissioned the Kampen architect 
G.b. broekema to design it. it is probable that either Jan van hulst 
or the rozenburg factory in the hague made the elegant tile tableau 
with the effigy of hygeia, the Greek goddess of health. She is 
presented as a femme fatale, a favourite theme in the visual arts of 
the art nouveau period. in her hands she holds a medicine cup and 
the snake of aesculapius, which drinks from the cup.

 
photo  

harrie MuiS
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View of the Turfmarkt with the Kanselarij on the right.  
Painting by Cornelis Springer from 1873. ColleCtion FrieS MuSeuM

22 Kanselarij 
 turfmarkt 11

Friesland was the northernmost province of the habsburg empire.  
in 1566 the Spanish King philip ii sent his architect bartholomeus 
Jansz. to leeuwarden to supervise the building of the Kanselarij 
(Chancellery). the Kanselarij became the seat of the Hof van Friesland 
(Court of Friesland), the highest legal authority in the province. 
Construction continued until 1571, producing a partly late-Gothic, 
partly early-renaissance building. the sculpted sandstone decorations 
have a ‘modern’ renaissance character, especially in the remarkably 
beautiful entrance area. in front of the roof, a stepped gable stands out 
like a pedestal for a programme of allegorical statues. emperor Charles 
v, father of philip ii, stands at the very top. 
the sandstone flight of steps is a later addition from 1621. the lions 
hold the shields of oostergo, Westergo, Zevenwouden and the combined 
eleven Cities: the four quarters that form the States of Friesland.
after the dissolution of the Hof van Friesland in 1811, the Kanselarij 
offered housing to a hospital, a barracks, the Rijksarchief (national 
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archives) and the Provinciale Bibliotheek (provincial library).  
the Kanselarij is one of Friesland’s most important historic 
monuments.

23 Eysingahuis 
 koningstraat 1

the small property of the bookseller Johannes Seydel once stood on the 
corner of the turfmarkt and the Koningsstraat. in 1783 Jonker (lord) 
Frans van eysinga built his louis Xvi style patrician’s residence around 
it. in 1806 he acquired the corner property as well, allowing him to 
‘complete’ the Eysingahuis. the Fries Genootschap (Frisian Society) 
bought the Eysingahuis in 1879 to house the Fries Museum.
inside, the lay-out of the stately, late eighteenth-century mansion 
has been largely preserved, as has its historic stairwell. in addition, 
the sitting rooms on the first floor still have their original finishes of 
panellings, stucco ceilings and painted wall coverings. in 2013 the 
museum moved to a newly constructed building on the Zaailand.  
a year later the Eysingahuis was transferred to hendrick de Keyser, a 
national association committed to the conservation of architecturally or 
historically important buildings and their interiors in the netherlands.

Period room dating from the time when the Fries Museum was housed at 
the Eysingahuis. photo paul JanSSen/leeuWarDer Courant
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24 Sminiahuis 
 tweebaksmarkt 36

this house, with its baroque louis Xiv façade, was built for 
Catharina aurelia lucie van Sminia in 1739 after she had become a 
widow. her husband, Goswin theodore baron van Coehoorn, who 
had passed away in 1737, was the only son of the famous military 
engineer Menno baron van Coehoorn (1641-1704). the design for 
the house is attributed to anthony Coulon, architect of the Frisian 
stadholders. 
after the death of Catharina in 1759, the house had a series of other 
prominent residents. in 1842 burgomaster Jan bieruma oosting was 
the owner. he had lucas pieters roodbaard redesign the large back 
garden in romantic landscape style.

The Sminiahuis on 
the Tweebaksmarkt 
currently 
accommodates a 
restaurant.  
photo harrie MuiS
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25 Post Plaza 
 tweebaksmarkt 25 

the architect C.h. peters, who was born in Groningen and served part 
of his apprenticeship in Friesland, thanks his nickname ‘postkantoren-
peters’ (‘post office peters’) to the dozens of post offices he designed 
for the netherlands as government architect. amsterdam’s main post 
office is the best-known example, but he also worked in the provincial 
capitals Groningen, Zwolle and leeuwarden. the office in leeuwarden 
was built in 1902-04. Most impressive is the central hall, which is as 
high as the building and spanned by an elegant roof construction of 
american pine, based on the late english Gothic style.
the post office was closed at the end of the twentieth century and is 
now used as a conference centre as part of the hotel situated next to it. 

The post office on the Tweebaksmarkt, circa 1910.
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26 De Utrecht
 tweebaksmarkt 48 

the office buildings of life insurance company De utrecht were 
advertising columns for the company’s products. they are without 
exception beautiful structures executed with great care, to which 
decorative contributions were made by visual artists and artisans. 
this applies to the demolished head office in utrecht itself as well  
as to the northern branch built in leeuwarden in 1904-05. they  
were designed by the young architects a.J. Kropholler and J.F. Staal, 
who went on to have successful careers. Joseph Mendes da Costa 
produced the building’s exterior sculptural works, including the 
fourfold pelican crowning the small tower above the entrance hall.  
a pelican feeding its young with its own blood is a general symbol for 
life insurance companies. the small building currently houses a little 
theatre.

Interior of the De Utrecht building. 

photo ruben van vliet
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27 Provinsjehûs
 tweebaksmarkt 52

Cunerus petri was the only bishop who ever held leeuwarden as an 
episcopal see, albeit for a short time. From 1570 to 1578 he lived on 
the site of the oldest building of the Provinsjehûs (province hall). 
after the reformation, the episcopal palace was refurnished as 
accommodations for the Gedeputeerde Staten (executive Council 
of Friesland). During the next four centuries the Provinsjehûs was 
gradually expanded by incorporating the adjacent houses. in 1784 
an extra floor was added, and the assembly hall of the Gedeputeerde 
Staten was given an interior in louis Xvi style. expansions continued, 
including a Statenzaal (provincial Council Chamber) in 1895. the 
neo-Gothic design, with an interior executed with painstaking care 
down to the tiniest decorative detail, was by Johannes van lokhorst, 
government architect at the time. in the end, the Provinsjehûs 
comprised an entire block bordered by four separate streets. 
the latest major modernization was headed by amsterdam architect 
Sjoerd Soeters. Queen beatrix reopened the renovated Provinsjehûs on 
22 May 2012.

Engraving of the building for the Gedeputeerde Staten (Executive 
Council of Friesland), after a drawing by J. Bulthuis, 1790.
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28 Blokhuispoort 
 Blokhuisplein 40

in 1498-1500 Friesland was placed under the control of a central 
authority when German emperor Maximilian of austria appointed 
Duke albrecht of Saxony as governor of Friesland. albrecht, and 
from 1500 his son Georg, had dwangburchten (strongholds for 
defence and coercion) in the form of blokhuizen (blockhouses) built in 
leeuwarden (1498), harlingen and Stavoren in order to be able to use 
military means to insure peace and order.
in 1515 Friesland was absorbed into the habsburg empire under 
emperor Charles v and later under his son philip ii. they used a 
representative to govern Friesland: a stadholder. the burgomaster 
adje lamberts of leeuwarden is renowned for the fact that on 
1 February 1580 he, as commander of a militia, led the storming of 
the Blokhuis. the assault was successful, the Spanish occupying force 
was expelled, and immediately afterwards the Blokhuis, a symbol of 
suppression, was torn down.
the demolition of the Blokhuis did not mean the disappearance of 
the whole fortification, however. Some of the buildings were turned 

The former blockhouse on a drawing by H. Wensel. ColleCtion FrieS MuSeuM
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into the city’s arms and ammunition depot, gunpowder warehouse 
and jail. a scaffold and a gallows were built on the inner courtyard. 
in 1600 the States of Friesland decided to establish a house of 
correction and a workhouse on the terrain, giving the south-eastern 
corner of the city a function that was tied to it until 2008, albeit in 
continuously varying form, purpose and name.
For years the present-day Blokhuis was a prison and a house of 
Detention, both from the second half of the nineteenth century. 
Since its closure in 2008, a large number of small, mainly cultural 
businesses have established themselves there. it is also the 
headquarters of Leeuwarden Culturele Hoofdstad 2018 (leeuwarden 
Cultural Capital 2018).

Postcard of the former prison, circa 1915.

29 Waag 
 nieuwestad 148

already by the fifteenth century there was a weigh house on the 
wide quay of the nieuwestadsgracht (canal). batches of butter, 
cheese and meat were weighed here before they were allowed to be 
sold at market. the charge for weighing was income for the city. 
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the current weigh house was built in renaissance style in 1595.  
the building was an expression of civic pride, and it was given a 
strongly representative character. this was reflected in its structure 
– the only purpose of the extra storey was to make the building 
appear large – and in its decorative elaboration. between the two 
floors a classical, sandstone frieze embellished with rosettes and 
cherubs’ heads encircles the building’s exterior, and on the corners 
lions stand holding shields with the city’s coat of arms. Scale maker 
peter hendricksz van de Ghere provided the large 325 and 400 pound 
pointers from which the pairs of scales hung. 
the Waag was restored in 1890 and has been put to various uses since.

Market day by the ‘Waag’ (Weigh House). Painting by  
Elias van Bommel from 1854. ColleCtion FrieS MuSeuM



a walk along the highlights of the historic city centre53

30	 Beurs 
	 Wirdumerdijk	34

The Beurs (Exchange) was built in 1880 to replace the little dairy weigh 
house on the Nieuwestad and also to offer housing for the grain trade. 
The building was designed by city architect Thomas Romein in an 
eclectic manner: a mixed style of Neo-Classicism and Neo-Renaissance. 
The basement originally contained twenty-three gates, which were 
later replaced by windows. The exceptional bronze doors were also 
added at a later date. They were made by decorative artist C.A. Lion 
Cachet. The central façade is crowned by a balustrade with vases and 
a clock. 
Within a century the Beurs lost its purpose, due to the rise of the dairy 
industry and the changing organization of the agricultural trade. In 
1980 the Beurs was refurnished for the Openbare Bibliotheek (Public 
Library).
In front of the Beurs stands the Mercurius Fountain, with in the middle 
the Roman god of trade cast in bronze. This group of sculptures was 
made in 1921-23 by the German sculptor G.A. Bredow and bestowed on 
the city by the Vereniging voor Vreemdelingenverkeer (Tourist Office). 

The ‘Beurs’ (Exchange), circa 1910.
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31 Museumhaven

the Museumhaven (Museum harbour) is situated along the north 
side of the Willemskade, a late nineteenth-century trading quay. 
the Museumhaven Leeuwarden foundation was established in 2005 
with the goal of offering roughly twenty berths for historic, inland 
waterway vessels. a wide variety of historic sailing monuments now 
berth here: tjalks, boeiers, tugboats, clippers, steam- and sailboats. 
the Stânfries X (built in 1911), which ran a regular service, could be 
considered the flagship of the Museumhaven.

The Stanfries X at the ‘Museumhaven’ (Museum Harbour). 

photo niCK CreutZburG
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32 Rabobank 
 Beursplein 1

one of the most striking buildings on the Zaailand is the former head 
office of the Friesland Bank. it is actually a collection of office buildings 
of varying age surrounding a large atrium and assembled under a 
monumental glass dome. the oldest section was built as an office for 
the Coöperatieve Zuivelbank (Cooperative Dairy bank) and dates 
from 1936-37. on the corner a Frisian farmer, carved out of bavarian 
granite, peers towards the future. the Coöperatieve Zuivelbank was 
the predecessor of the Friesland Bank. after the Second World War, 
the bank bought the surrounding buildings in succession in order 
to expand. the last structural operation was the melding of these 
separate buildings into one whole, in 2003. at the top of the dome is a 
reception area offering a magnificent panoramic view of leeuwarden. 
the Friesland Bank narrowly reached its 100-year anniversary as an 
independent bank; in 2013 it was absorbed by the Rabobank. 

Willemskade with the dome of the former Friesland Bank. 

photo Martin rIJpStra
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33 Fries Museum 
 Wilhelminaplein 91

in 2001 architect abe bonnema initiated the building of a new Fries 
Museum. at his death, he donated a generous 18 million euros to 
the museum. this was on two conditions: the construction of a new 
building on or adjacent to the Wilhelminaplein (a square popularly 
called Zaailand) in leeuwarden and the hiring of architect hubert-
Jan henket for its design. 
the project Nieuw Zaailand, of which the museum was a part, began 
at the start of 2009 with the expansion of the existing parking 
garage. the underground garage also serves as the museum’s 
foundation. the museum building itself was completed in 2012,  
and on 13 September 2013 it was opened by Queen Máxima.

The Fries Museum on the Wilhelminaplein. 

photo ruben van vliet



a walk along the highlights of the historic city centre57

34 Paleis van Justitie 
 Wilhelminaplein 1

With the reorganization of the judiciary in 1838, a provincial 
court of justice and a district court were assigned to leeuwarden. 
the province commissioned city architect thomas romein from 
leeuwarden to design a Paleis van Justitie (palace of Justice). in 
order to create a fitting location for this monumental neo-Classical 
building, part of the old city canal was filled. in 1846 romein was 
able to begin construction, which lasted until 1851. he designed 
the front of the Paleis van Justitie as a Classical temple-front, with 
a portico and six Corinthian pillars on a high flight of steps. the 
interior is imposing and richly decorated.

The Paleis van Justitie (Palace of Justice), circa 1910. 

photo b.FeenStra
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35 Achmeatoren 
 Sophialaan 4

the Achmeatoren (achmea tower) is the highest building in the 
northern netherlands. insurance company achmea commissioned 
the 26 floor, 114.6 metre high office tower. the design comes from  
the drawing table of the Frisian architect abe bonnema and his 
partner Jan van der leij of bonnema architecten in hurdegaryp  
(a Frisian village to the east of leeuwarden). the skyscraper is part  
of a cluster of office buildings of varying height near the train station, 
the majority of which were designed by bonnema. the architect 
passed away in 2001 before the building was finished. the granite 
plated tower was completed a year later. the vvv (tourist office)  
can be found on the ground floor.

36 Station NS 

on Wednesday 14 october 1863 the first Frisian railway, from 
leeuwarden to harlingen, was opened. in succeeding years railways 
to Groningen and Sneek followed. the opening of the line to 
heerenveen in 1868 connected leeuwarden to the national railway 
system, which meant an enormous improvement for travellers.  
the steam train was a fast means of transport in comparison to  
the commonly used diligences and regular service ships.
the station building was completed in 1864 and was thoroughly 
renovated in 1904. the station hall, with its tile tableaux, stained 
glass windows and decorative masonry, dates from this time. the 
arrival of the railway created a lot of activity within the station’s 
immediate vicinity, where hoteliers and coffeehouse owners opened 
their doors to travellers entering and leaving the city.

‹  View of the Willemskade with the Achmeatoren in the background. 

 photo riCharD boS





The station, circa 1875.
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