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For Ginny, with all my heart





“Let those who have abundance remember that they are surrounded 
with thorns, and let them take great care not to be pricked by them.”

John Calvin 
Commentary on Genesis 
'3 = 5,7
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PREFACE

“I have bin the longer aboutt the discription of 
this place etts., because there are soe many 
particularities wherein it differs (and in som 
excells) allsoe beeing myself somewhat affectionated 
and enclined to the Manner of the Country.’’

Q
kjo wrote the traveler Peter Mundy of his stay in Holland in 1640. I must 
plead the same excuse but with less exoneration. His account ran to twenty 
pages, mine to somewhat more. I had not meant the shape of this book to 
exemplify its thesis: the anxieties of superabundance. And the result is more 
embarrassing because my own concerns are pretty much the same as Peter 
Mundy’s: the physical and mental bric-a-brac that describe a culture: “dwellings 
very Costly and Curious, Full of pleasure and home contentment”; as well as 
pickled whales eyes, catchpenny prints and the Great Tun of Amsterdam. So 
that when I write of culture I don’t mean Culture. There is nothing here about 
theater or poetry or music, and if there are images in abundance, they are 
summoned as impressions of mentality, not vessels of Art. What, then, is the 
Dutch culture offered here? An allegiance that was fashioned as the consequence, 
not the cause, of freedom, and that was defined by common habits rather than 
legislated by institutions. It was a manner of sharing a peculiar—very peculiar— 
space at a particular time, so as to differentiate between a new “us” and an old 
“them.” It formed eventually what Maurice Halbwachs called a “collective 
memory”: the product of the encounter between fresh historical experience 
and the constraints of geography.

If it is to the inspiration of Halbwachs’s social theory that this book owes 
its point of departure, I have incurred many more pressing debts of gratitude 
over the long haul of this book’s writing. It began as the Erasmus Lectures on
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xii Preface
the Civilization of the Netherlands in 1978, and I must thank 
University for the opportunity to air some very improbable specu a • 
Since then, many friends and colleagues have been kind enough to commen 
on their substance and to help me make those rather wild notions a little more 
respectable. They are certainly not to blame if the whole project remains 
more eccentric than persuasive. I am especially grateful to Gary and Loekie 
Schwartz for their friendship, hospitality and enlightenment about things 
close to the heart of Dutch culture. A number of Dutch art historians have 
been generous with their time and patience in entertaining my notions, and 
1 hope they will not take it amiss if 1 thank them for making me feel as much 
at home in their own discipline as in my own. I want to thank, in particular, 
Barbara Haeger and Ivan Gaskell, on whom I inflicted many of these preoccu­
pations when they were not much more than hunches, and who helped me 
think more rigorously about them. Though we have differed on some issues, I 
owe to Svetlana Alpers a great debt for her constantly stimulating and enriching 
discussions of Dutch images and her kindness in encouraging my own work. 
Ann Jensen Adams, Ronni Baer, Christopher Brown, Margaret Carroll, David 
Freedberg, Egbert Haverkamp-Begemann, Sandra Hindman, Eddy de Jongh, 
Otto Naumann, Seymour Slive, Peter Sutton and James Welu have all been most 
kind in sharing their erudition with me and saving me from some of the most 
egregious blunders in the interpretation of Dutch art. I should also like to thank 
Benjamin Kaplan and Christopher Wood, whose research on Netherlandish 
imagery of money helped me to clarify my own speculations on this subject. 
Frances Gouda has been kind enough to share with me her rich knowledge of 
Dutch social history and save me from some (not, 1 fear, all) blunders. 
Bernard Richards supplied me intriguing cross-cultural references on dirt 
and cleanliness from English literature.

In the Netherlands, a number of institutions and their custodians were 
most helpful in providing assistance with prints and rare books. This whole 
project would have been impossible but for the generosity and thoughtfulness 
of the late Meyer Elte, antiquariaat extraordinary of The Hague, who placed 
his knowledge of popular texts and rare books at my disposal. I am also 
grateful to Mr. Nix of the Atlas van Stolk, Mej. Isabella van Eeghen of the 
Gemeente Archief, Amsterdam, J. P. Filedt Kok of the Rijksprentenkabinet 
and the staff of the department of Oude Drukken in the Koninklijke Bibliotheek, 
The Hague, for their help. At Harvard, Susan Halpern and the staff of the 
Houghton Library and Ruth Rogers of the Kress Library, Harvard Business 
School, have responded with invariable courtesy and resourcefulness to my 
infuriating habits of demanding the impossible at short notice. It has been one 
of the great pleasures of this research to observe the Kress collection of prin 

grow from strength to strength.
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I wish also to thank Boyd Hill, Richard Unger, Kent Gerard, Ivan Gaskell 
and Jan de Vries, for placing unpublished material at my disposal. The 
Guggenheim Fellowship Foundation made possible research on Hollandophobia 
and patriotism, and the Lewis and Linda Geyser Foundation provided funds for 
the completion of work on visual and textual sources in the Netherlands. 
Christopher Michaels provided invaluable help with the hard labor of obtaining 
photographs and permissions for which I am most grateful.

To Michael Sissons —friend, agent and guardian angel — I owe my survival 
as an historical writer. Peter Matson has been a generous and wise counsellor. 
And I am grateful to Helen Fraser at Collins and Carol Brown Janeway at 
Knopf for neither giving up, nor, on seeing the manuscript, passing out.

A great many friends and colleagues in my discipline have sustained me 
over the years in what must have seemed an increasingly improbable endeavor. 
Sir John Plumb encouraged me to extend my early speculations on the 
cleanliness fetish in Dutch culture into a more deeply considered account of 
Dutch behavior. Much of what this book has to say springs from his own 
illuminating approach to the social history of culture. Robert Darnton has 
listened patiently and has done his best to make clear water out of turbid 
mud. At various times, T. J. Clark, John Clive, Peter Gay, Aron Rodrigue, 
Quentin Skinner, Keith Thomas and Emily Rovetch Whitman have all helped 
me to think more carefully about the implications of cultural generalizations. 
I am grateful to the members of the Cambridge Seminar in Early Modem 
History, and especially to David Harris Sacks, for their enlivening historical 
fellowship over the past five years of our meetings. The Center for European 
Studies at Harvard has provided me with the finest intellectual and personal 
company that an historian could ask for. And it is to John Brewer that I owe 
the greatest debt: for his intellectual energy, critical imagination and all- 
weather friendship.

All history tends towards autobiographical confession and I suspect that the 
centrality of household culture presented in this book owes much to my own 
witness of family pleasures and adventures. My “other” family, the Slotovers, 
over many years of dear friendship, have supplied such a bounty of domestic 
happiness as to make some of the beatitudes of seventeenth-century idealism 
actually plausible. My children, Chloe and Gabriel, have provided me with 
more insight into the hectic world of childhood than is to be gained from the 
archives. The joy of my own family history throughout this project is alto­
gether the creation of my beloved wife, Ginny. Even a big book seems a paltry 
offering for the daily riches of her companionship.
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INTRODUCTION:

the economic

The Batavian

Temperament

Where could the speck or two possibly have come from unless produced by 
spontaneous generation: there are no specks in the road . . . nor on the trees 
whose trunks are to all appearance carefully sponged every morning. The speck 
exists evidently only as a sort of mathematical point, capable of extension in the 
good woman’s Batavian brain, and the operation with the copper kettle is, as the 
metaphysicians would say, purely subjective. It is a necessity, not as regards the 
house, but as regards her own temperament.1

It is the peculiar genius of the Dutch to seem, at the same time, familiar and 

incomprehensible. Something like this reflection crossed the strenuous mind 
of Henry James in 1874 as he observed a Dutch housemaid washing the stoop. 
What ought to have been a banal chore seemed on closer inspection to be a 
bit odd, even a little compulsive. It was all the odder, since to the casual eye 
there seemed precious little to expunge. The canal walks were “periodically 
raked by the broom and the scrubbing brush and religiously manured with 
soapsuds.” But the cleaner any surface seemed the more merciless the scour­
ing it received.

The mysteries of that temperament are the subject of this book of essays. 
They, too, presuppose that there was more to Dutch behavior than met the 
casual eye. Together, they attempt to set out the cultural peculiarities of the 
Dutch in the springtime of their nationality. It is an informal description that 
says nothing much about institutions or theologies or economic structures. 
Instead, I have attempted to explore the paradoxes of being Dutch in terms of 
social beliefs and behavior. So there is a good deal more about pipe smoking 
and washing the stoop than about the Synod of Dordrecht or
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origins of the Anglo-Dutch

THE EMBARRASSMENT OF RICHES

H i wars. Despite this attention to the commonplace, 
1 have tried to avoid the estrangement between social and political history that 
belongs more to the historical profession than to historical reality. In the 
Netherlands (as elsewhere in republican Europe), the two were so intimately 
related that the ideal of the good family was a miniature of the ideal 
commonwealth. Above all, I have wanted to discover how the Dutch made 
themselves up as they went along. What animated their sense of community; 
what generated their allegiance; what crystallized the set of manners that 
became recognizably their own?

When 1 airily refer to the Dutch, the exacting social historian will want me 
to be more precise. What 1 really mean, it will be said, is the Dutch elite: that 
upper crust of the property-owning class who could afford to pass off their 
culture as the national heritage. Some of this is true. What follows is certainly 
not intended as a history of popular culture if by that is meant the beliefs of 
the very poor, the illiterate and the vagrant. Documentary attempts to recon­
struct the culture of the Dutch underclass are in any case fraught with 
difficulty, being so heavily dependent on the records of their incrimination. 
Recent social history in the Netherlands has made an auspicious beginning in 
this work.2 But if the culture of this book was not the culture of all 
Dutch men and women, neither was it the property of the very few. It was 
shared, in large measure, by that very broad stratum of the population between 
artisans and trading merchants that in England would have been known as “the 
middling sort”; in Holland the brede middenstand. It described a world that was 
predominantly urban, surprisingly literate for its time; one that nourished a 
market hungry for prints, engraved histories, poems and polemics. It worked 
and rested in what, by seventeenth-century standards, was a remarkably stable 
society. And it was stable in great measure because it was well fed and, most 
important of all for this overwhelmingly residential culture, decently housed.

This does not mean that what 1 have to offer may be conveniently classified 
as bourgeois culture. The argument of the book resists the kind of functional­
ism that assumes culture to be an outcrop of social class, and that imagines a 
kind of behavioral segregation in which “elite culture,” “popular culture” and 
“bourgeois culture” arbitrarily inhabit the same space but pass by each other 
like ships in the night. In the Netherlands, where the contours of class are 
notoriously difficult to plot, and where culture may not be reduced to an 
extension of the tax censuses, it makes little sense to make the boundaries 
between popular and elite too sharp. To whose culture did a Calvinist sermon 
belong: that of the patrician or the plebeian? Who bought a four-guilder genre 
painting, or a ten-stuiver print: a scholar or a shopkeeper? Who shared in the 
cult of patriotic heroes like de Ruyter and Tromp: a merchant or a fisherman? 
In the same year, 1655, editions of the same work, Jacob Cats’s verse marriage
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manual, Houwelijk,

THE EMBARRASSMENT OF RICHES

were published in folio with fine engravings for the grand 
and duodecimo.with woodcuts for the humble. Even though the simpler 
version got its emblems mixed up, assigning “Simplicity” to the puppy and 
“Aptitude” to the sheep instead of vice versa, the fact of a common text 
presupposes a reading public not strictly bound by distinctions of class. So 
that while this is more a history of shapers than of the shaped, I remain 
unapologetic about the catholicity of its discussion.

My subject is the community of the nation, an entity not supposed to have 
existed before the French Revolution. But when seventeenth-century writers 
and preachers speak of their Fatherland, I take them seriously, at least in not 
supposing the term to be a subterfuge for the interests of class. And an 
approach that takes patriotism or civism as a unit of cultural community does 
at least rescue the Netherlands from its ancient stereotype as quintessentially 
bourgeois. For a long time now, the culture of the Netherlands has languished 
in this gloomy conceptual dungeon. We are told, in the dancing prose of a 
recent history, that the Dutch economy was “hegemonic” in its day, and so, 
inevitably its state “was an essential instrument used by the Dutch bourgeoisie 
to consolidate an economic hegemony they had won originally in the sphere 
of production and had then extended to commerce.. .. How,” the writer 
continues, “could there not be a cultural expression of hegemony?”3 How 
indeed! Even a historian as expansive and subtle as Huizinga was unable to 
avoid the deadening cliche that tells us at once too much and not enough.4 So 
that when the Dutch have been rescued from quaintness it is to bear witness 
to the evolving chronicle of European capitalism.5 Usually they are allotted 
the role of third-leg baton carrier in the race that took capitalism from 
medieval merchant venturers through Renaissance banking to the Dutch 
international staple economy and onwards at a sprint to the finishing line of 
British industrialization. The questions asked of Dutch history are those of 
incipience; of might-have-beens. Why did the Dutch act as the commercial 
incubator but fail to hatch the industrial chicks? (Which is as much to say, 
why were the Dutch so obstinately themselves?) And all such questions 
assume, monotonously, that the business of the Dutch was business, and that 
their politics, religion, even their art somehow all obeyed that iron law. The 
result is a kind of depressing historical perennialism by which the Dutch, 
being bourgeois, were whatever the modem mind supposes bourgeois to be. 
In this social genealogy, the slouch hats on Frans Hals’s regents are the lineal 
ancestors of Daumier’s high hats and frock coats. Through that continuity are 
assumed to run the unmistakable bourgeois addiction to the prosaic, the 
literal, the frugal —the dispassionate objectification of the world and its 
reduction of mystery to commodity. It is strange how difficult it is to settle 
these cliches on a merchant of Venice, but how natural they have appeared in
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of importing goods and partly to the natural 
as it is by navigable rivers full of fish and 

no other country which 
are few deeply learned

Historians are not unlike gold prospectors. When, after years of toil, they 
finally hit on a precious nugget of evidence, they have a tendency to secrete it 
away, permitting occasional privileged glimpses while erecting grubstake signs 
to discourage trespassers. They also like to make much of the unique value of 
their lucky strike. I am no exception. In trying too hard to suggest the 
peculiarities of the Dutch world I probably exaggerate its distinctness. I have 
no doubt at all that those more learned than 1 in the social history of other 
seventeenth-century cultures will immediately recognize traits and attitudes 
that are here shown in their Dutch setting. There is, obviously, a common 
pool of cultural responses —especially to the Protestant family —from which 
more than one society drew for its prescriptions. The real particularity of the 
Dutch world lies not in these individual attitudes or practices, but in the ways 
in which they became connected in the collective mind. Dutch painters 
worked with the same pigments as their Italian and Flemish counterparts, but

If you look at the manners of everyday life, there is no race more open to 
humanity and kindness or less given to wildness or ferocious behavior. It is a 
straightforward nature, without treachery or deceit and not prone to any serious 
vices except, that is, a little given to pleasure, especially to feasting. The reason 
for this is, I think, the wonderful supply of everything which can tempt one to 
enjoyment; due partly to the ease 
fertility of the region . . . intersected 
abounding in rich pastures. . . . They say that there is 
holds so many towns in a small place. . .;. if there 
scholars, especially in the classics, this may be due to the luxury of life, or it may 
be that they think more of moral excellence than excellence in scholarship.6

Holland, as though the alteration from satin to black velour had wrought a 
kind of social mutation from patrician to bourgeois.

At the center of the Dutch world was a burgher, not a bourgeois. There is a 
difference, and it is more than a nuance of translation. For the burgher was a 
citizen first and homo oeconomicus second. And the obligations of civism 
conditioned the opportunities of prosperity. So that if any one obsession 
linked together their several concerns with family, the fortunes of state, the 
power of their empire and the condition of their poor, their standing in 
history and the uncertainties of geography; it was the moral ambiguity of good 
fortune. Much of what follows in my account turns on the ways they coped 
with that ambiguity. It is not an original insight, but it is one that has perhaps 
been left behind in the methodological mud of materialism. Erasmus knew all 
about it. In his uncharacteristically gentle view of Batavia he wrote:
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IN WANDERING around the Dutch city, bumping into its cultural furniture, 
1 have strayed a good deal from the straight and narrow of the historical method. 
Shameless eclecticism has been my only methodological guide. The thieving- 
magpie approach to other disciplines may seem, superficially, to be newfangled 
but in fact it is very old-fashioned. It follows on from the precedent of those 
venerable nineteenth-century compendia of manners and mores {zeden en 
gewoonten, the Dutch call them) that were part folklore, part antiquarian 
anthology and which for all their methodological innocence remain a rich 
treasure house of arcane and intricate knowledge. Before them, the eighteenth

8 THE EMBARRASSMENT OF RICHES

somehow the end result was distinctly different. And it is how that end result 
came about that concerns me.

For there was something special about the Dutch situation its fortune and 
its predicament-that did set it apart from other states and nations in baroque 
Europe. That something was its precocity. It had become a world empire 
in two generations; the most formidable economic power stretched across 
the globe from van Diemen’s Land to Novaya Zemlya. But the Dutch were 
claustrophobic circumnavigators. All that power and stupendous wealth was, 
in the end, sucked into the cramped space between the Scheldt and the Ems: 
the swarming bijenkoif (beehive) of fewer than two million. The prodigious 
quality of their success went to their heads, but it also made them a bit 
queasy. Even their most uninhibited documents of self-congratulation are 
haunted by the threat of overvloed, the surfeit that rose like a cresting flood — 
a word heavy with warning as well as euphoria. One of the founding patriarchs 
of Netherlands culture, the humanist Dirck Volkertszoon Coornhert, wrote 
The Comedy of the Rich Man, in which the character Overvloed, in the guise of 
an abundantly endowed serving maid, but wearing blinkers, contends for the 
soul of the rich man with Conscience and Scriptural Wisdom (“an old and 
honorable pastor”). At the outset of the play, Overvloed complains that 
though she eats succulently, though her “tongue laps” the sweetest wine and 
she dresses in finery, she remains somehow heartsick and troubled.7 So 
perhaps it is no surprise to discover in the Netherlands what de Tocqueville 
noticed in another precocious cornucopia, nineteenth-century America, namely, 
“that strange melancholy which often haunts the inhabitants of democratic 
countries in the midst of their abundance, and the disgust at life which 
sometimes seizes upon them in the midst of calm and easy circumstances.”8 
“Melancholy” and “disgust” may be too much to impute to the temper of the 
seventeenth-century Dutch burgher, though intimations of mortality —their 
own and that of their worldly goods —saturated their art. But at the very least, 
the continuous pricking of conscience on complacency produced the self­
consciousness that we think of as embarrassed.
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century had already produced the first great Dutch ethnographies, the product 
of encyclopedic social exploration. Their authors had the authentic eighteenth­
century compulsion to acquire, accumulate and codify information on every 
kind of physical and social phenomenon in their country. Where some natural 
scientists made seashells or tropical flora and fauna their specialty, writers 
such as Kornelis van Alkemade turned to drinking horns, ceremonial goblets, 
standing salts and the history of native feasts.9 An even more omnivorous 
intelligence, the physician le Francq van Berkhey, in his Natural History of 
Holland encompassed an exhaustive account of habitat, with volumes on 
social custom and costume, literally from the cradle to the grave. From the 
engraved plates in his volumes it is possible to examine, in detail, the 
reproductive organs of the cow or the human funeral rites appropriate for 
different classes of the bereaved.10

So that there is nothing especially daring about a working definition of 
culture drawn from social anthropology. In this well-established tradition I 
follow the kind of characterization offered by Mary Douglas of cultural bias 
as “an array of beliefs locked together into relational patterns.”11 In the same 
essay, however, she cautions that for those beliefs to be considered the matrix 
of a culture, they should “be treated as part of the [social] action and not 
separated from it.” I have tried to follow this rather Durkheimian command in 
what is, essentially, a descriptive enterprise that emphasizes social process 
rather than social structure, habits rather than institutions. Acting upon one 
another, beliefs and customs together form what Emile Durkheim called “a 
determinate system that has its own life: . . . the collective or common conscience ... 
it is by definition diffuse in every reach of society. Nevertheless it has specific 
conditions that make it a distinct reality.”12

To see this elusive quarry —the conscience collectif— in its proper habitat and 
in action, rather than prone and eviscerated on the sociologist’s dissecting 
table, I have used visual as well as textual evidence. Even this has a respectable 
pedigree, for le Francq van Berkhey thought nothing of alluding to still lifes or 
genre paintings when trying to evoke a particular set of customs or some items 
of the national diet. To exploit the bottomless riches of Dutch art — not 
merely panels and canvases, but architecture, sculpture, and the cornucopia of 
the decorative arts on glass, ceramic, tapestry —seems so natural and so 
obvious that it is difficult to conceive of any kind of cultural history, even an 
anthropologically bent one that leaves them out. “What other people,” wrote 
the nineteenth-century critic-politician Theophile There, “has written its 
history in its art?” Unlike the art of Renaissance Italy,'Dutch art, he thought, 
was so much the record of the here and now, offla-vie-vivante,” anchored in a 
specific time and place. It was the record of “the men and the matter, the 
sentiments and habits, the deeds and gestures of a whole nation.”13 And the
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seemed deliberately made to rebound off each other. Even allowing for his 
Catholic bias in favor of the disintegrationof the mortal world, Paul Claudel, 
who wrote with exceptional intelligence and sensitivity on Dutch painting 
eighty years after Thore, also noticed this preoccupation with what he called 
de'sagregation —a coming apart. Still lifes, he thought, were caught (in the

10 THE EMBARRASSMENT OF RICHES

quality of social document inherent in much of Dutch art does indeed make it 
an irresistible source for the cultural historian.

as a kind of historical evidence, though, has dangers for the, 'x Treating art as a kind of historical evidence, tnougn, nas Gangers ror tne 
' unwyyJhore also supposed it to be “a sort of photography of their great 

seventeenth century,” a phrase that has been used time and again to suggest 
the kind of descriptive literalism that is supposed to reflect the empirical 
ethos of the prosaic bourgeois. There are undoubtedly some pictures that 
record with unmediated naturalism what was in front of the artist’s eye. But in 
another passage Thore reminded his readers that “nothing is less real than 
reality in painting. And what is called that depends strictly on a way of 
seeing.”14 And unless one supposes baskets full of lepers’ rattles or cripples’ 
crutches to be typically suspended over Jan Steen’s kitchen, it should be 
obvious that very many Dutch paintings, and even more engraved prints, filter 
the perception of the eye through the lens of moral sensibility. Even Jacob van 
Ruisdael, for example, was known to rearrange or invent landscape, most 
famously in his versions of The Jewish Cemetery, to accommodate symbolic 
rumination.15 In keeping with these important reservations, then, I have used 
Dutch art not as a literal record of social experience, but as a document of 
beliefs. Where imagery is set to text, as in emblem books or the innumerable 
engraved how-to manuals that flourished in Holland, its meaning is immedi­
ately accessible for historical interpretation, and 1 have made liberal use of it.
Where, in genre painting, for example, meaning may be hidden but seems d 
open to monographic reading through reference to related emblematic imagery, 'e^1' 
1 have borrowed from that scholarly technique with what, I hope, is the 
respect due for the special qualities inherent in a work of art.

Surprisingly, then, Dutch art invites the cultural historian to probe below 
the surface of appearances. By illuminating an interior world as much as 
illustrating an exterior one, it moves back and forth between morals and 
matter, between the durable and the ephemeral, the concrete and the imaginary, 
in a way that was peculiarly Netherlandish. And the paradoxes crowd in so 
thickly that the culture seems almost to be designed as a contrapuntal 
arrangement. Thore thought nature morte absurdly inappropriate a term for the 
heaps of fruit, flowers, or fish that in some Dutch pictures sat carefully on 
white linen, on others tumbled over silver and glass. Still life was a misnomer, 
he wrote, for these things still live; they respire. Life in death; animation in 
immobility; the illusion of vitality and the reality of inertia: all these polarities
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Dutch) at their toppunt: the,zenith before the fall; the moment of perfect 
ripeness before the decay. Militia pieces like The Night Watch represented the 
desegregation of the group; both a setting-off and a coming-apart. So that the 
animate and inanimate world of the Dutch was seen in a state of organic flux, 
forever composing, decomposing and recomposing itself. This was what, in a 
wonderful phrase, Claudel called its elasticite secrete; the essential kinetic 
quality for a country where the very elements of land and water seemed 
indeterminately separated, and where the immense space of sky was in a state 
of perpetual alteration. And it was this acute sense of the mutable world that 
he thought gave the lie to those who supposed the Dutch lived out their 
existences according to some sort of clodlike bourgeois adhesion to the 
concrete. Was not the landscape itself, he mused, “a kind of preparation for 
the sea, a flattening of all relief.. . an anticipation through the grass of the 
water, so much so that it seems not too much to suggest that the enterprise of 
Dutch art is like a liquefaction of reality.”16

That, perhaps is too much. But it is a sobering reminder to the cultural 
historian that the collective image he may try to recover might at best be 
fugitive and ghostly, like the outline of houses that Proust saw reflected in the 
Maas at Dordrecht, which trembled into incoherence with every ripple of the 
evening tide.17
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In high summer, Amsterdam smells of frying oil, shag tobacco and unwashed 

beer glasses. In narrow streets, where the press of human traffic adds its own 
pungency, these vapors stand in the air like an aromatic heat mist. Along the 
Kalverstraat, the ancient and noisy alley that snakes south from the Dam, the 
swarm of tourists at four in the afternoon coagulates into a single, viscid mass. 
But in Amsterdam, alleys attract; avenues repel. The Kalverstraat’s din and 
cheerful vulgarity are the authentic Dutch answer to the alienating breadth of 
a boulevard, a piece of urban bombast that has never worked well in their 
towns. The same tourists who make for the Champs Elysees or Piccadilly, in 
Amsterdam instinctively shun the pompous space of the Rokin for the sweaty 
shove and jostle of the Kalverstraat.

At some points this relentless ant march towards the Rembrandtsplein 
(once the Botermarkt) is interrupted by cross streets, one of them still called 
by its medieval name, the Heiligeweg (the Holy Way). It is at this now 
altogether profane station that, in late July, as the school vacation peters out, 
small bands of children cut their way across and against the crowds to reach a 
shady doorway in the Heiligeweg itself. Before the Reformation the street took 
its name from the several religious foundations that shared the neighborhood 
with tradesmen’s stalls and artisans’ shops. The site of the building into which 
the children disappear, clutching swim fins and gaudy towels, was once the 
Convent of the Sisters of Saint Clare, the Klarissenklooster. From its lobby, 
sounds of spacious hooting and whiffs of chlorine confirm it as one of 
Amsterdam’s public swimming pools. And it was here, so travelers reported in

i THE MYSTERY OF THE DROWNING CELL
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the seventeenth century, that men were faced with a stark choice: drown or 

be Dutch.
After Erasmus, Netherlandish humanism was short on jokes, so that it seems 

unlikely that the metamorphosis of the drowning cell into the swimming pool 
would have amused the city fathers. Certainly, there is nothing lighthearted 
about the sculpture that they placed at the entrance of the house in the 
Heiligeweg. The forbidding group atop the roof, showing Amsterdam dishing 
out CAST! GAT 10 (punishment) to heavily manacled and fettered delinquents — 
a constabular version of Michelangelo’s prisoners — was added in the late seven­
teenth century.1 The alarming flail she held in her right hand has, quite recently, 
mysteriously disappeared, as perhaps out of keeping with Amsterdam’s present 
ethos of relaxed liberalism. Farther down, immediately above the keystone of 
the arch, is a much earlier bas-relief dating from 1607 and carved by Hendrick 
de Keyser, the greatest of Amsterdam’s generation of late Renaissance archi­
tects and sculptors. It shows a team of bridled lions and wolves cringing before 
the charioteer’s lash. The accompanying motto, Virtutis est domare quae cuncti 
pavent (It is a virtue to subdue those before whom all go in dread), was taken 
from Hercules Furens2 by Seneca, a favorite author of the humanist magistrates 
whose civic mission it advertised. It should come as no surprise, then, to learn 
that the door in the Heiligeweg once greeted new inmates for the city’s first 
House of Correction: the Tugthuis. A very similar work of penal iconography 
by de Keyser can still be made out through the sooty masonry of the door on 
the Oude Zijds Achterburgwal Spinhuis, where, from 1597, “fallen women” — 
vagrants, whores and thieves—were sent for stiff doses of improvement at loom 
and wheel. There, too, the upraised arm is reinforced by the edifying motto 
that de Keyser commissioned from the humanist poet and historian Pieter 
Corneliszoon Hooft in 1607. “Cry not,” the house mother is made to declare 
as she briskly sets about the impenitent, “for I exact no vengeance for wrong 
but force you to be good. My hand is stem but my heart is kind.”

These grim hostels were founded at the end of the sixteenth century3 
through the recommendations of earlier inspectors for vagabondage. Lodged 
on the sites of the dissolved religious orders, they signified the change from 
voluntary ecclesiastical alms to the aggressive social intervention that charac­
terized humanist reform, both Catholic and Protestant.4 Around the middle of 
the sixteenth century, magistrates in many of the larger European cities sought 
to deal with the rapidly increasing hordes of beggars, destitute rural migrants 
and what they perceived as whole armies of petty criminals by means other 
than the indiscriminate brutalities—brandings, mutilations, floggings and 
bloody executions —that constituted traditional punishment and deterrence. 
The two purposes of economic relief and perjaLreform united in an ambitious 
correctional program designed to reform the malefactor as well as punish him
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for his past sins and crimes. The physician and professor of surgery Dr. 
Sebastiaan Egbertszoon, who was one of the prime movers in establishing the 
Amsterdam house, and who saw the reform as a kind of clinical therapy for the 
delinquent, took it into his head that “to provide a prisoner with the right 
treatment and prevent his misconduct in the future, it is necessary to consider 
what causes brought him to prison.”5

In July 1589, the governing council of Amsterdam, mindful of the inap­
propriateness of death penalties inflicted on young offenders, announced 
itself interested in establishing a “house where all vagabonds, evildoers, rascals 
and the like could be imprisoned.” Their counterparts in London had already 
set up the Bridewell in 1555 for similar ends, but it seems that the Amsterdam 
magistracy paid little heed to the example, referring instead to an indigenous 
Dutch tradition of reform. In 1530, Gouda had proposed a House of Chastise­
ment for delinquent youth, and the poet, scholar, engraver and moralist Dirck 
Volkertszoon Coornhert had written a seminal tract on the matter, the 
Boeventucht (Punishment of Rogues) not long after his own imprisonment by 
the Spanish regime, and no doubt much preoccupied with questions of fit or 
unfit penalties.6 But it was the son of a well-to-do mercantile dynasty, Jan 
Laurenszoon Spieghel, who responded to the magistrates’ brief by suggesting 
the site at the old Klarissenklooster and setting out in a detailed memorandum 
his proposals for “the correction and improvement” of the delinquents.

By the standards of the time, Spieghel’s scheme was reasonably enlightened. 
It attempted to balance off the required dosage of corrective discipline with 
some incentives for rehabilitation through work and moral teaching. He 
stressed the need to keep the identity of the inmates secret so that when they 
should be returned to decent society they should suffer no stigma. Diet was to 
be ample though plain: dark bread, grits, porridges, peas and beans; a little 
pork or stockfish once or twice a week. It was, at least, to be sufficiently 
varied that its deprivation for bread and water would seem like punishment. 
Recreation in the form of ball games and the like was meant to be robust and 
vigorous. Prisoners who showed any willingness toward reform were to be 
taught a skilled trade, and only those who remained obstinately slothful 
forced to do monoto'twus, harsh labor like rasping wood. And the program for 
economic rehabilitaplon was to be completed by a wage commensurate with 
the measured effort.

In practice, the Amsterdam Tugthuis, which opened its doors on the 
Heiligeweg in 1595, fell short of Spieghel’s idealism. In its earliest days it seems 
to have attempted to honor his principle of prisoners’ anonymity, going so far 
as to admit them to the house under cover of darkness. But even by the time 
that Jan van Hout, the poet and town clerk of Leiden, visited the place in 
1597-98 with the object of making similar provisions for his city, it had
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4. The Heiligeweg with the House of Correction, from Philips von Zesen, 
Beschreibung der Stat Amsterdam (Amsterdam. 1633)

inevitably become a detention center for petty felons rather than a moral 
reformatory? Different categories of prisoners were jumbled together without 
much thought of providing separate accommodation or work regimes. 
Housebreakers, pickpockets and other kinds of professional criminals were 
confined together with casual vagrants, beggars and persistent disturbers of the 
peace: those who had been convicted of drunken brawls or violent affrays. 
The magistrates came to use the house as a standard resort for previous 
offenders who had violated earlier terms of banishment or had been undeterred 
by floggings. Coornhert’s emphasis on juvenile correction was honored, but in 
a way that muddied his humanist program of disciplinary pedagogy. Those 
adolescents who had committed some dreadful offense against both family and 
the law —stealing from their parents or threatening them with violence — 
could be committed in the regular way after trial. Subjected to the same work 
program as the rest of the inmates, these little criminals could be very young 
indeed. In 1620 a thirteen-year-old who had perpetrated manslaughter was 
committed “because of his youth,” having been symbolically decapitated in
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public, with a sword swung over his head, flogged and branded before 
admission. In 1637 a ten-year-old was confined for theft.8 But there was also a 
further category of arbitrarily defined “lawless” offspring, who could be 
committed by their own parents, and detained at the pleasure of the regents of 
the house until their families petitioned for release. The costs of these 
“white-bread children,” so called for their privileged diet, were borne by their 
families. In 1603 a special court to the north of the main building was opened 
to separate their accommodation from the deleterious effects of mingling with 
the riffraff-of the Tugthuis proper.

Sentencing could be capricious. In 1614 an ordinance against able-bodied 
begging laid down six weeks as the penalty for first offenders and six months 
for a recurrence. In practice, confinement could be much longer and was 
never shorter. In the Utrecht house, modeled on Amsterdam (and where the 
records are more detailed), the mean average stay during the 1620s was three 
and a half years. The most vicious offenders could be given a lifetime sentence, 
and those who had been sent there for “reform” were simply detained at the 
magistrates’ pleasure without limit of time.9 In Amsterdam, sentences of 
three, five or even seven years were not uncommon, and lifetime incarceration 
was the fate of those whom the magistrates deemed too incorrigible or 
dangerous to be let loose on the community. Every January before the retire­
ment of the incumbent city administration, the sheriff (schout) and the bench of 
nine magistrates (schepen) convened a review tribunal at the house, where they 
could commute or prolong a sentence depending on reports of the inmate’s 
conduct through the year. Not surprisingly, then, the house was fairly crowded 
for most of the seventeenth century. By 1598 it had 70 inmates, and when 
Thomas Bowrey visited it in 1698, it had 117.10

The humanist worthies who invented these places labored, as they supposed, 
in the shadow of Erasmus. Magistrates and men of letters, poetizing civic 
busybodies —figures like Coornhert and Spieghel —could be said to have 
inherited his restless Christian conscience and his schoolmasterly approach to 
social iniquity. But they conspicuously lacked his ironic sense of limits. The 
reformatories were in dead earnest, especially where the work ethic was 
concerned. The first industry established there was the weaving of “tripe” 
velveteen, and the commission to teach the willing and able a skilled trade 
was ostensibly answered by the weaving of such other kinds of coarse textiles 
as fustian and bombazeen. But the Amsterdam House became famous for a 
wholly different kind of labor. In 1599 the city granted the overseers of the 
Tugthuis the monopoly in powdered brazilwood for its dyeworks, and it was 
colloquially known thereafter as the Rasphuis (Saw-House). For this was the 
regime that was supposed to turn idlers, spongers, beggars and assorted 
ne’er-do-wells into industrious responsible members of society. The work was
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so grueling and the rewards so paltry, though, that the distinction between 
rehabilitation and punishment must have been lost on those who were bound 
to it. And since the institution came to depend for its existence on the 
proceeds of the brazilwood sales, there are some grounds for supposing that 
means came to dominate ends. For shifts that could last as long as fourteen 
hours, inmates worked with the twelve-bladed saws to reduce at least forty 
(and as much as sixty) Amsterdam pounds. In return they were credited with 
eight and a half stuivers a day, a meager wage that on Saturdays might buy 
them the treat of a loaf of white bread. If they were capable of working for 
more than their regular allotment, they could earn a whole guilder for every 
additional hundred pounds. And the overseers even incorporated the notion of 
involuntary saving into this wage-incentive system by docking two stuivers 
each week from each inmate’s pay, which went towards a small sum to be 
given to him on his discharge.”

The inmates’ salvation was supposed to be spiritual as well as civic and 
economic. Daily prayers and catechisms led by the ziekentrooster, or curate of 
souls, were of course an obligatory fixture morning and evening, as well as 
before and after meals. Bible readings and psalm singing were encouraged, and 
on Sundays there was an obligatory sermon to endure. A “school” of sorts 
provided instruction from dusk to seven on winter evenings, as well as during 
spells of “free time" at three in the afternoon. Lessons were of a rudimentary 
kind, meant to instill the basic tenets of the faith and drawn from anthologies 
of the sayings of the Apostles and editions of the Wisdoms of Solomon (Proverbs, 
Ecclesiastes and Ecclesiasticus specially published for use in houses of correction). 
This moral regimen was extended to their casual manners of speech and

it
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demeanor. Nicknames, for example, that thieves and prostitutes rejoiced in, 
were forbidden, as was the use of their private canting slang, known in 
Amsterdam as peddlers’ French. Privacy of habit or indulgence in the ways of 
the old vicious community was by definition anathema to the rule of improve­
ment. Cursing, shouting and, above all, smoking were strictly prohibited. 
The objects of all this intensive moral scrutiny were supposed to be passive, 
transparent receptacles into which could be poured the pure milk of Christian 
redemption.

Spieghel had proposed some degree of secrecy and privacy to preserve a 
modicum of dignity for the “patients” submitted to the care of the house. But 
in practice the essence of its work was close and unrelenting observation. 
From their first admission to the house through their early weeks and months, 
the prisoners were watched to see if any signs of civic life could be discerned 
struggling to break free from the old crust of vice. After they passed through 
de Keyser’s daunting gateway, new inmates would be taken to a subterranean 
cell, where they would be kept for a while in dark solitary confinement for 
initial observation before being visited by one of the overseers, who would 
acquaint them with the rules. This sharp dose of early corrective “medicine” 
was also supposed to condition the “patient” better to the regimen that 
awaited him in the light. And by the 1630s, it was not only the “house father” 
(Binnenhuisvader) and his warders who watched their charges. For a copper 
coin, the general public was admitted to watch the inmates at their labors in 
both the Tugthuis and the female Spinhuis. The houses plainly regarded this as 
a useful source of revenue, though by the eighteenth century it particularly 
appalled some visitors (one of whom complained that “they make a dumb 
show of them like so many brutes”). At carnival (kermis) time admission was 
free, and throngs came to gawk at these unfortunates, and in particular to jeer 
at the whores in the Spinhuis, so their plight must have been particularly 
wretched. Thus the original attempt to protect prisoners from public igno­
miny had been entirely abandoned. Instead, a rival ethic —both humanist and 
more bleakly Calvinist —held that the shame incurred in exhibition could be 
the herald of self-improvement. That, at any rate, was the theory.

In any event, the Rasphuis and the Spinhuis became obligatory stops on any 
tourist itinerary of Amsterdam. Ushered there by burgomasters and magistrates, 
who were only too eager to show them off as model reformatories, a proces­
sion of visitors from England, France, Italy, Germany, Scandinavia and even 
Hungary all recorded their visits there and published their impressions. Many 
of them were struck by the formidable system of disciplinary punishments 
that backed up the house regime. Ranging from deprivation of meat rations 
through to floggings at the post with “a bull’s pistle” (penis) according to one 
source.12 On November 13, 1618, no fewer than twenty prisoners (or about a
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many other aspects of Holland,

6. Rasphuis discipline, from Johan 
Pontanus, Rerum et Urbis Amstelo- 
damensium Historia (Amsterdam, 
1611)

quarter of the inmates) were whipped in one day for their obstinacy. Worse 
was the contraption that bent the prisoner across a bench, with his head in a 
vise, while the birch was applied to the body. As grim as these “correctives” 
were, a good number of travelers mentioned another punishment for the 
incorrigibly idle so sinister as to defy credulity. This was the drowning cell or 
“water house.” Jean de Parival’s terse reference in 1662 is typical of the 
laconic—but emphatic—description of this dramatic frightener: “If they do 
not want to work they are tethered like asses and are put in a cellar that is 
filled with water so that they must partly empty it by pumping if they do not 
wish to drown.”13

It is difficult not to blink in disbelief on reading this. But caravans of 
tourists from the early to the late seventeenth century all pointed it out in 
their accounts. The Hungarian schoolmaster Martin Szombor, who was there 
in 1618, wrote of the “water house used to tame boys who refused to work.”14 
Marmaduke Rawdon of York claimed that he had actually seen such a place in 
1662, and Edward Brown wrote that his guides had expressly told him of the 
“large cistern” in which the delinquents were set “placing only a pump by 
them for relief whereby they are forced to labor for their lives.”15 Others who 
mention the cell include the Levant merchant Robert Bargrave in 1634, 
William Aglionby, a Fellow of the Royal Society, in 1671, Maximilien Misson, 
the French savant, in 1688, who added the detail that it took just a quarter of 
an hour for the cell to fill were the pump not used, William Montague in 
1696, Thomas Bowrey in 1698, Thomas Nugent in the 1730s and even Joseph 
Marshall, the economics writer, who congratulated the magistrates on so 
“admirable a contrivance.”16

For all his sharp-eyed empiricism on so
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For all the satirical relish, there is a topographical specificity in this account 
that suggests something more than a fiendish joke. And near two centuries 
later, when Sir John Carr visited the old Rasphuis (a new and much more 
spacious workhouse had been built in 1694 and a Verbeterhuis, primarily for 
juveniles), he was expressly shown “a cell in the corner of the yard” that had

Moral Geography

Marshall’s report of the drowning cell is suspiciously inaccurate. He was led to 
suppose that “by law” the incorrigibly idle were supposed to drown if they did 
not use the pump to the best of their ability. Yet at about the same date as his 
visit in the 1760s, the official historian of Amsterdam, Johan Wagenaar, who 
gave a thorough account of the punishment of offenders, dismissed the cell as 
pure hearsay. The most recent historical writing on penal practice has followed 
that dismissal, though perhaps more emphatically than Wagenaar intended.17 
It is certainly true that travelers’ accounts, many (though not all) secondhand, 
should be offset by the eloquent silence of contemporary Dutch sources, 
including city descriptions like the Beschryving der Stat Amsterdam of 1665 by 
Tobias van Domselaer and Olfert Dapper that surveyed the city sites in great 
detail, in both text and engravings.18

Was the drowning cell a bizarre fable, a sadistic fantasy, concocted from 
half-digested gobbets of hearsay? There was, of course, the dark and close cell 
into which prisoners were confined on admission and to which they returned 
for spells of solitary confinement when they broke the rules of the house. 
Domselaer describes that cell as subterranean and “damp.” But it seems 
unlikely that by vochtig he meant capable of total submersion. Nor can archival 
sources of the Tugthuis throw any light on the matter, since they barely 
survive in fragments for much of the seventeenth century. Yet for all these 
gaps in our knowledge, the possibility of this cold-blooded experiment in 
behaviorist persuasion having functioned at some time cannot be altogether 
dismissed. There is at least one early-seventeenth-century Dutch source, the 
History of the Wonderful Miracles... in a Place Called the Tucht-huys, a persiflage 
published in 1612 sardonically describing “miraculous” transformations wrought 
in the institution, that gave a detailed account of the cell.

In the vestibule or entrance to the house there is running water, and beside it, a 
room with two pumps one on the outside and the other on the inside. The 
patient was brought thither so that by pumping into the room first as high as his 
knees, then as high as his waist, and as he was not yet prepared to give his atten­
tion to St. Pono [i.e., to the devotion of labor] as high as his armpits, and finally 
up to his neck when fearing that he would drown, began his devotion to St. Pono 
and by furious pumping until he had emptied the room when he discovered that 
his weakness had left him and he had to confess his cure.19
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been used for the water terror. What was equally apparent, though, was that 
such a device had not been used for many generations, backing up de 
Blainville’s report in 1705 that after one impenitent “scoundrel” had actually 
preferred to drown than pump, the punishment had been abandoned.20

When taken together with the interest shown by the magistrates of Danzig 
in the house and this device, and their attempt to engineer a modified version 
of it (with rope and well), there seems more than a shred of possibility that  
the drowning cell did, for a while at least, carry out its work of salutary 'yfy 
intimidation. But supposing it was only a popular and perennially repeated 

y myth, would that obviate its historical importance? Not, at any rate, in the 
realm of culture, where belief and utterance were as potent social realities as 
tangible action. This was, after all, a culture saturated in symbolic and 
ritualized messages. The broadsword of the public executioner swishing over 
the bowed criminal’s head on the scaffold was not idlejuummery. And at a /, - d 
time when all manner of gruesome public retribution was taken —slit noses, y 
wheel-broken bodies, bored tongues, even pierced eyes —the notion of the 
traumatic coercion of the lazy would -not have seemed particularly barbaric.
So if the story of the drowning cell seemed to the parade of well-to-do 
travelers entirely of a piece with Amsterdam’s other provision for the delinquent, 
how much more compelling would have been even a rumor to those of the 
common people that might expect a spell in the house on the Heiligeweg.

j,'. As a pupit-ive'myth—and still more as an exercise in regulated terror—the 
drowning cell drew its psychological force from the watery depths of Dutch 
culture. It was, in effect, an exercise in that sort of pedagogy around which 
Dutch identity had itself crystallized: moral geography. So that the frightening 
experience inflicted, in extremis, on the “patient” was designed to be an 
intensive rehearsal of the primal Dutch experience:^the struggle to survive 
rising waters. Was not the heraldic device of Zeeland a lion breasting the 
waves, its motto, Luctor et Emerge —“1 fight to emerge”? Tire ordeal (or its threat) 
was a traumatic shock, almost akin to some sort of violent electrical convulsion. 
Shaken down to the elemental essentials, it must have been argued, even the 
most vicious and abandoned person would respond with the effort and 
perseverance that would, at last, proclaim him a member of the Dutch 
community. And not without a didactic point, some of the inmates discharged 
from the house were sent to work on the Heer Hugowaard polders to the 
north of Amsterdam, near Alkmaar, where a prototype of an “open” prison 
was meant to further the simultaneous process of geographical and moral

; reclamation. And these “patients,” once recovered, were meant to recognize 
the peculiar sort of moral geography that would certify them as Dutch.

To be wet was to be captive.-idle and poor. To be dry was to be ft 
industrious and comfortable. This was the lesson of the drowning cell.

-
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ii TRIALS BY WATER

Whether fact or fantasy, the premise on which the drowning-cell was dreamed 
up was that survival in the teeth of calamity was the beginning of self-respect: 
a recovery of identity. To its first generation of patriotic eulogists, Dutchness 
was often equated with the transformation, under divine guidance, of catastro­
phe into good fortune, infirmity into strength, water into dry land, mud into 
gold. This arrogation of a special destiny, marked by suffering and redemption/ • 

was not so particular to the Dutch as they imagined. But the uncanny ways in'? 
which geography reinforced moral analogy gave their collective self-recognition 
great immediacy. Those who had come through flood and had survived could 
hardly miss the differentiating significance of beproeving, or ordeal. So the trial 
of faith by adversity was a formative element of the national culture.

The ordeal of water as a determinant of moral authenticity could, within 
the same cultural frame, be turned upside down to isolate the self-evidently 
alien. Any crime so abhorrent that its very perpetration announced the 
impossibility of Dutchness might be punished by a drowning from which no . 
escape was possible. Before the Reformation, radical heresy was as close to1' 
such unnatural practice as could be imagined, and in 1535, twenty-eight men 
and women were bound in sacks and thrown into the river IJ. After the 
wonderfully euphemized process of the Protestant “Alteration” in Amsterdam 
in 1578, it was crimes against the family or the “natural” sexual order that ^ 
called for extirpation by water. In 1598, a woman was drowned in a water 
barrel set on the public scaffold for kidnapping and maltreating a child, and in 
1641, a mother who had committed infanticide was executed in the same 
way.21 In 1730, some of those convicted of sodomy, during a great wave of trials 
throughout the republic, were duly condemned in the archaic style to be 
drowned in the IJ with hundred-pound weights about their necks. Those who 
were actually executed were first strangled so that they were spared the terror 
of the penalty, but the sentence was read in its full awfulness and in some 
cases carried out posthumously. An unfortunate minister of the village of 
Vianen, Emmanuel Valek, who was convicted of the same “unnatural crime,” 
took his own life in prison, but his remains were duly taken by cart and 
dumped in the sea at Brielle so that the cleansing extirpation might be duly 
completed.22

These alarming spectacles — both the drowning with escape and the drowning
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without one—were dramatic lessons in the judicial function of disaster in 
Dutch culture, just as conspicuous prosperity, in Calvinist ethics, was held to 
be a presumptive sign of membership of the Elect, so triumph over calamity 
was a presumptive sign of grace. Associated with this was the allied notion of 
rescue through providential intervention. That was provided not merely from 
divine compassion, but as a specific reward for steadfastness to God’s law, 
even on the brink of despair. In 1668 a triumphal anthology of verse and prose 
entitled’t Verheerlickt Nederland (The Glorified Netherlands) included a more 
somber reminder by the Calvinist writer and preacher Jacobus Lydius of the 
“forty death years” of the war against Spain: “Truly was the violence of these 
calamities so great that men could only weigh the suffering as a test sent from 
Heaven ... [to try] the virtue and steadfastness of this people in burdensome 
affairs.”23 Fidelity in privation, then, earned deliverance in this world as well 
as salvation in the next. The same writer later remarked that “when, as on so 
many occasions, the Netherlands has fallen into the most devilish peril, and 
has been brought to the utmost extremity, so that all seemed quite lost and 
without hope; then God has come to our aid with sudden miracles.”24

Eleventh-hour rescue, the epic counterpart of the ram in the thicket, was a 
standard feature of many of the chronicles and verse histories that related the 
eighty years’ war against Spain. The descent of the Sea Beggars on Brielle, the 
siege of Alkmaar, Voorne and Bergen op Zoom, all lent themselves to this 
dramatic narrative. Later, in the seventeenth century, in 1672, when the 
republic faced the nightmare of a joint attack by British and French fleets, a 
“miraculous ehb_tide” was said to have delayed the junction of the enemy 
fleets until they could be engaged and separately defeated by de Ruyter and 
Comelis Tromp.25

No episode in the early history of Dutch independence seemed to exem­
plify celestial deliverance as obviously as the relief of Leiden in 1574. From 
May to September of that year, the Spanish had invested the city in a wide arc 
from The Hague in the south to the Haarlem Road to the north. Without a 
garrison of regular troops, only the armed militia, the schutters, stiffened a 
resistance that was gradually succumbing to desperate hunger and disease. 
Since Haarlem itself had fallen to the Spanish after a long siege, the situation 
in the center of Holland seemed desperate enough for William of Orange to 
activate a plan of systematic inundation.26 On the third and fourth of August, 
the Ijsseldijk was pierced, and in the following weeks many more of the river 
defenses were opened, isolating major urban centers like Gouda and Rotterdam. 
But to help Leiden, the water had to be deep enough to paralyze all Spanish 
troop movement and permit a rebel flotilla to sail almost to the city walls as a 
relieving force. And it was a formidable storm in mid-September sweeping 
across the Haarlemmermeer that delivered the city from its ordeal. In vernacu­
lar accounts that became popular in the first generation of free Dutch men and

i I
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7. J. Lanckaert, tapestry with the relief of Leiden. Stedelijk Museum, 
“De Lakenhal,” Leiden

women, like the propaganda play of the rhetorician Jacob Duym, the siege of 
Leiden was represented as the national epic par excellence, when sea, wind 
and polders had fought on the side of the righteous.27 The local historian 
Orlers illustrated his city chronicle with graphic engravings of the beleaguered 
citizens, forced to cram their mouths with cats, dogs, grass and roots, and 
nursing mothers whose breasts had run dry.28 Only prayer, psalms and the 
self-sacrificing exhortation of the burgomaster van der Werff staved off com­
plete despair. Then, when no more could be endured, God Almighty sent the 
great wind from the north to put fear into the hearts of the Midianites (a.k.a., 
Alva’s Spanish troops) —who broke camp as the waters rose around them. The 
people were thus delivered from their_ordeal, their beproeving, amidst general 
thanksgiving and rejoicing. Thus ran one of the most potent of the founding 
scriptures: a witness to providential intervention and godly history. The 
chronicle became a patriotic Haggadah complete with a commemorative meal 
that in bread and herring —the food of salvation —reenacted the ordeals of 
famine and deliverance. It was a reminder, not just of victory over the Spanish, 
but of necessary suffering and earned recompense. And there were other times
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when the ordeal was invoked to reconsecrate the separateness of their history. 
In 1830, for example, following the traumatic humiliation of the Belgian 
revolution, reminder, of the peculiar identity of the northern, Protestant 
Netherlands were urgently needed to comfort national self-esteem. Predictably, 
then, a rash of history painting depicted over and over again the consolatory 
epic of Leiden.

Since freedom was an award made for surviving ordeals, it is perhaps not so 
surprising to discover that the seventeenth-century Dutch had a marked taste 
for disaster epics. The genre grew naturally out of travel and discovery 
literature that had always included hair-raising encounters and narrow escapes, 
actual or imagined. What the Dutch added; and made something of a 
specialty, were shipwreck tales featuring intrepid nautical heroes. And because 
of their skill at engraving, and the rapid expansion of a cheap octavo line in 
popular literature, publishers like Joost Gillis Saeghman and Joost Hartgers 
were able to produce a whole series of dramatically illustrated briny yarns.29 
Those tales of the deep blended narratives of voyages of exploration —dramatic 
enough in their own right—with fantastic additions drawn from an ancient 
repertoire of sea monsters and mutant humanoids. Engraved prints or wood­
cuts of ships in remote or terrifying circumstances, trapped in Arctic ice or 
battered by tropical storms, and of fights with horribly tattooed savages 
further enriched the genre. Saeghman, who, at the same time as he churned 
out these epics, produced sophisticated, expensively engraved folio editions 
for the literary elite and almanacs for everybody, had had an early success with 
the relatively sober journal of the mariner-explorer Linschoten. Being a 
shrewd entrepreneur, Saeghman understood the need to create a gallery of 
heroes and was not above sharp practice if the material was not always to hand. 
For the frontispiece of the first edition of Linschoten’s voyages, for example, 
he pirated the engraving from (of all things) a work celebrating the campaigns 
of a Spanish general and printed it up as the Dutch hero.30

The prolific genre of timber-shivering, hair-raising voyage literature, then, 
was always part fact, part fable. Some of the most popular, like J oris van 
Spilbergen’s journal, sailed pretty close to the facts; others, like the diaries of 
Paulus Olofsz. Rotman (1657), seem to have indulged in more fanciful embroidery 
of the narrative. Shipwrecks and disasters were in any case common enough for 
this vital ingredient in the tale to occur without any fabrication, and two 
best-sellers, The Unfortunate Voyage of the Ship Batavia (1647)31 and Janssen van 
der Heiden’s Shipwreck off Bengal, were authentic enough in their maritime 
drama. The prototype disaster epic, and by far the most popular and enduring, 
was Willem Ysbrantzoon Bontekoe’s journal, The Memorable Account of the 
Voyage of the Nieuw Hoorn, first published by Jan Janszoon Deutel in 1646 in a 
popular quarto edition.32 All the ingredients for a great disaster, so laboriously
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Gedenkwaardige Befchryving, 
Vai: de Achtjarige en zcer Avontuurlyke Rcife van 
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Gedaan m

O O S T-I N D I E N.
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Kommandeur op ’c Schip Shtiserccn , gedeitinccrc na Gsoinlano.

Tc A M S T E R D A M.
B. KOENE, BoekdriMer in d*- Btwaflcuu

manufactured in twentieth-century pulp fiction and cinema, were already 
present in Bontekoe’s journal. In the long chronology of this kind of semi- 
oracular epics it sits halfway between the Argonauts of antiquity and Hollywood’s 
Poseidon Adventure, and like them was targeted at an audience that expected 
good fortune to be struck by retributive calamity from which only the 
virtuous and heroic might escape. It was all the more spectacular and pro­
phetic because Bontekoe’s ship, the hlieuw Hoorn, was the seventeenth-century 
equivalent of a Cunarder or a high-rise hotel, being an East Indiaman of 1,100 
Holland tonnes and with a crew and soldiery on board of 206 men. (The 
average Dutch fluit ship was crewed by 6 to 12 men.) Disaster had to be on a 
correspondingly vast scale; in Bontekoe’s tale, it was a fire at sea in the Sunda 
Straits in the East Indies in November 1619 that caused the dramatic explosion 
of the powder kegs. The skipper, who is blown high into the sky and then 
down into the ocean, miraculously survives and is found clinging to a spar. 
The obligatory ordeal then follows, with the 72 survivors drifting in a small 
boat. During that rite of passage, the humanist ideal of community and the 
Calvinist precept of obedience to the divine will are put to stern tests, the
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temptation of cannibalism being warded off only by the inflexible piety of 

the godly captain.

Three days of grace are granted before the first boys are to be eaten, and, 
of course, it is on the third that land is finally sighted. Terrifying melees with 
murderous natives armed with poisoned spears then ensue, from which the 
Christian band escapes, much diminished, to be rescued and brought safely to 
Batavia, where they are received with somewhat understated sympathy by 
Governor Jan Pieterszoon Coen. (“A great misfortune; it can’t be helped. Boy, 
bring me the golden cup; Here’s to you, Captain, Good Luck!” [Swig.])34

The Dutch publishers who turned out this sort of epic were the first 
entrepreneurs of armchair calamity. Bontekoe’s text was reprinted eight times 
in fifty years and seventy times before 1800, making it one of the best-sellers 
on the Dutch popular market. Publishers catering to this sensational market 
were resourceful at finding new themes and more exotic locations to quicken 
jaded curiosity. As their readership tired of tropical shipwrecks and heroes, 
they came up with skippers-tumed-rovers like Claes Campaan, or the astonishing 
story of multiple murder and debauchery that stained the pages of the story of 
The Unfortunate Ship Batavia.}s When the tropics were old hat, Frederick 
Maarten’s spectacular voyages to the Arctic kept the market happy with 
engravings of polar bears, walruses and less identifiable shaggy carnivores.

None of this publishing success could have been accomplished without 
satisfying some deep craving in the Dutch popular literary market for disaster 
stories. Part of this addiction was the perennial fascination with danger, lived 
vicariously, and the need for citizen-heroes in a young republic that had 
repudiated the imperial aura of the Habsburgs. This was frontier literature, as 
much as the Wild West stories that fed another young republic’s sense of 
courage, sin and virtue. But like that later genre, it also drew on certain habits 
of self-description that had already become ingrained in native culture. Just as 
much as the vernacular history chronicles, the shipwreck epics were parables

Our distress became every day greater and heavier to bear and the men began to 
look with such despair, distrust and malevolence at one another almost as if 
they would-devour each other, verily they did speak of it among themselves, 
deeming fit to eat first the boys and when these were finished, they should draw 
lots who should be the next one. I was shocked to the depths of my soul at this, 
from out of the anguish of my soul I prayed to Almighty God that in his Fatherly 
compassion he would have mercy and not let it come to this; that he would not 
afflict us beyond endurance knowing the weakness of his creatures.... with 
God’s help I dissuaded them, praying for the boys, and said “Men, let us not do 
this thing. God will deliver us for we cannot be far from land.”33
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of a manifest national destiny and followed a standard moral formula in the 
narrative. (They still do.) Many of them emphasized the suddenness of catastrophe, 
even when fortunes seemed brightest. (It is not a coincidence that Saeghman’s 
other specialty was .almanacs that, among other services, indicated the like­
lihood of astral conjunctions.) The object of retribution (in this case a richly 
laden cargo ship) is nearly always a symbol of worldly vanity and is often 
destroyed from within by an act of corruption or moral laxity that invites 
nemesis. In the case of the Nieuw Hoorn, fire occurred when one of the crew 
took a naked candle to a brandywine cask from which he was to take the 
crew’s grog ration. The “raging inferno” then spread to nearby powder kegs 
and caused a catastrophic explosion. The Unfortunate Ship Batavia is driven on 
to the reefs of the Houtman Abrolhos Islands the very night its skipper, Ariaen 
Jacobszoon, had planned mutiny against the fleet commander, Pelsaert.36

All of this played on Dutch anxieties about unlooked-for adversity, relentlessly 
stressed by their preachers who insisted that the more lavish the feast, the 
more imminent the writing on the wall. The superfatted cargo vessel became 
an emblem of the fatherland itself, loosely derived from an earlier, quite 
independent, symbolic repertoire. The medieval commonplace of the ship as 
mother church, the allegorical parable of the Narrenschijf, the Ship of Fools, 
and the humanist image of the Ship of State were all garbled together to make 
a composite metaphor for the Dutch community, set adrift on the “great 
historical ocean,” to use another phrase from popular literature. Whether 
these symbolic connotations were translated into marine imagery is an open, 
but challenging question. A late sixteenth-century seascape, once thought to 
be by Bruegel, shows a ship laboring in a roiling sea, along with the proverbial 
detail of “casting a barrel before a whale” that alluded to the deflection of 
misfortune by jettisoning worldly goods (Jonah come to the Dogger Bank).37 
The earliest Dutch marine painters, like Hendrik Vroom, may have retained 
some of the metaphorical imagery of faith tested by trial, and even occasional 
examples of Willem van de Velde the Younger’s work, like De Windstoot (The 
Squall) seem strikingly close in their unnatural illumination to the kinds of 
engravings that gave scriptural overtones to the Bontekoe saga.

In the Nieuw Hoorn, at any rate, the didacticism is straightforward. The 
vessel itself was controlled not by the skipper, but by a seagoing merchant, 
Heyn Rol, the shipboard agent of the East India Company appointed to 
oversee its commercial interests during the voyage. And this provided the 
useful narrative motif of the ship already dangerously compromised by its 
sacrifice to money. It was common and necessary for other maritime nations, 
especially the English, to accuse the Dutch of cutting corners in their 
shipbuilding specifications (using green timber and the like), in the interests 
of profit. When Bontekoe watches the Nieuw Hoorn sink from his splintered
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spar, his exclamation is properly homiletic, dwelling on the set relationship 
between greed, sin and disaster: “Oh God, how is this fine ship undone, yea, 
even as Sodom and Gomorrah.”38

Expiation follows through suffering, and miracles answer forbearance (from 
eating each other). And in tribulation, of course, the merchant obeys the 
godly captain who takes on an almost Mosaic quality, imploring the Almighty 
for guidance in leading his flock to safety. (“Yea, with deep sighs I prayed 
‘0 Lord shew us the way and guide me; yet if Thy wisdom deem it best not to 
bring me in safety to our Nation, suffer then [if it be Thy will] some of our 
company to be saved.’ ”)39 The importance of this purgatorial phase of the 
ordeal was presented through both text and the engravings as a sequence of 
providential intercessions during the “wanderings” at sea. At the time of direst 
need, Bontekoe wrote, “when we could endure no longer without food, God 
Almighty sent seagulls to fly over the boat verily as if they desired to be 
caught, for they flew almost into our very hands.”40 And a few days later, 
having consumed their boot-toes and [being] reduced to chewing on musket 
shot and drinking their own urine, a shoal of fishes miraculously burst from 
the sea and flew into the boat. The likeness to manna and quail in the .briny­
wilderness is not at all accidental. A trial had also to be a rite of passage or,
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more precisely, a progress, not merely from Europe to the Indies, but from a 
state of transgression to a state of grace —with the pilgrim in the guise of the 
skipper. (One of the most popular of all seventeenth-century miscellanies of 
legends, fables, parables and yarns was the pious schoolmaster Simon de Vries’s 
Groot Historisch Ocean.) And in Bontekoe’s story, East Indian flying fish and 
booby birds are appointed agents of divine compassion and signposts on the 
way to rescue and redemption. In the end, Bontekoe insisted, self-denial, 
godliness and abstinence (accompanied by psalm-singing led by the captain) 
prevailed over heathen terror and skeptics’ despond.

In these accounts, the reduction of worldly state and goods to a condition 
of humility and contrition was the precondition of redemption. Set adrift in 
that “great historical ocean,” the little crew, chastened by ordeal, are led by a 
skipper who is both prince and bishop, leader and pastor: a true godly captain. 
Consoled and disciplined by his faith (and his rules), they are forced through 
adversity to be at harmony with one another. Whatever their differences, sur­
vival precluded degeneration into a Hobbesian state of animal chaos. So that 
the most extreme form of brutish self-interest — cannibalism — is represented 
as the antithesis to vaderlandsch eenheid (patriotic unity) invoked by the history 
chronicles as the ethos of community. Danger, trial and stress, in this view, 
were supposed to generate the kind of solidarity that was encapsulated in the 
patriotic motto Eendracht maakt macht, “Unity makes might.” So it is not 
surprising to find Jan Deutel, the Hoorn publisher, persuading old Bontekoe, 
twenty-five years after the wreck, to let his journal be published. For it was 
not just a patriotic exemplum (though that features prominently in Deutel’s 
prefatory dedication). It was also a parable of Christian community, much as 
Bunyan’s great Progresi, written at about the same time. “Who shall not greatly 
marvel,” wrote Deutel in his preface, “when reading how a man of that kind
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