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CHAPTER 3

Empire of Riches: Visions of Dutch 
Commercial Imperialism, c. 1600–1750

Arthur Weststeijn

If there was anything exceptional about the early-modern Dutch empire, 
it was that the Dutch, unlike any other global power in the early- 
modern world, lived in a Republic. All European competitors who con-
tended with the Dutch worldwide throughout the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries, be they Portuguese, Spanish, English, French, 
Danish or Swedish, were subjects of monarchical states. Single rulers also 
governed all non-European imperial powers, from the Ottoman sultanate 
to the Tokugawa shogunate and from the Mughal empire to the Ashanti 
empire. This monarchical dominance forms a clear contrast with Dutch 
imperialism, which took wing on the very moment the Dutch Republic 
came into being in the late sixteenth century as a confederate, kingless 
state. Indeed, the subsequent development of Dutch colonial rule in the 
first half of the seventeenth century was essentially justified as an anti-im-
perial project to undermine claims for Habsburg universal monarchy. 
Dutch colonial expansion, its propagandists argued, protected liberty 
against tyranny worldwide.1
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In actual colonial practice, the ‘republican’ dimension of the Dutch 
empire made little difference, for Dutch imperialism clearly shared many 
characteristics with other imperial states—not least, as Catia Antunes 
has shown, with the Spanish and Portuguese empires.2 Yet on the more 
abstract level of intellectual history, Dutch imperial self-justification in 
terms of a global competition between liberty and tyranny has more sig-
nificance, for it reveals the conceptual opposition between republicanism, 
commonly defined as a language of liberty in the sense of non-domina-
tion, and imperialism as a language of domination.3 Indeed, the Dutch 
Republic, despite being one of Europe’s most expansionist and belliger-
ent policies, never in its history called itself an empire. Unlike the con-
ceptual and ideological construction of, for example, the ‘British Empire’ 
over the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, there was no intellectual 
development of a clear-cut ‘Dutch empire’.4

How to account for this absence of imperial self-awareness in ear-
ly-modern Dutch history? This chapter argues that the tension between 
republican liberty and imperial domination resulted in a particular 
commercial interpretation of empire that was developed from the very 
onset of Dutch imperialism around 1600 onwards.5 In this process, 
the actual practice of Dutch colonial rule overseas, based on conquest, 
occupation and regal display, was mitigated through metropolitan rep-
resentations that proclaimed its beneficial nature as a ‘republican empire’ 
of worldwide commercial cooperation and prosperity.6 The ideolog-
ical construction of this ‘empire of riches’, I argue, can be considered 
a counternarrative to the ‘embarrassment of riches’ that Simon Schama 
famously characterized as a foundational aspect of Dutch culture.7 For 
Dutch imperial advocates in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, 
worldly riches were not just a reason for embarrassment but rather for 
self-confidence: global trade was considered to be the foundational prin-
ciple of a republican empire that merged commercial self-interest with 
the res publica, the common good of the commonwealth and, by exten-
sion, of humanity.

To explore the development of this republican-imperial narrative, 
I focus on a number of case studies of moral and cultural framing of 
empire within early-modern Dutch society, building upon insights on 
the significance of humanist high culture in the early-modern Spanish 
and British empires,8 and on scholarship regarding the imperial dimen-
sion of nineteenth- and twentieth-century metropolitan cultures.9 This 
focus on the metropolitan context of the Dutch empire does not imply 
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a strictly ‘national’ approach, for local as well as international contexts 
and actors interacted in the creation of early-modern Dutch visions of 
empire. Indeed, the analysis of these visions reveals how a national con-
ception of ‘Dutch empire’ did not materialize because of the persistent 
notion of a purely commercial enterprise based upon urban and corpo-
rate personifications of empire. This imperial self-presentation in terms 
of a Company-Republic may have been typical for the Dutch context, 
but this does not warrant the conclusion that the Dutch republican fram-
ing of commercial empire was altogether exceptional. A comparable 
emphasis on commerce pervaded seventeenth- and eighteenth-century 
visions of empire in Britain,10 while the republican empire of the United 
States of America has also tried to solve the tension between liberty and 
domination by ‘hiding’ its imperial nature.11 The Dutch case is relevant 
precisely because it shows how an alternative idea of empire in terms of 
global commercial exchange for the sake of profit developed and why 
this idea remains in vogue in a postcolonial world.

CiCeronian ethiCs and the intelleCtual origins 
of dutCh CommerCial imperialism

In the summer of 1601, Sa’id al-Din, the sultan of Ternate in the 
Moluccas, received a remarkable letter from the other side of the globe. 
The parchment letter was written in elegant Arabic, but the signature 
and red lacquer seal attached to it revealed it came from an unlikely 
source: Maurice, Prince of Orange, the military leader of the Dutch 
Republic. A small Dutch delegation had recently arrived at Ternate and 
delivered the letter to the sultan with the following request:

Since we have considered that it is not only honourable, but also expe-
dient for our Republic that we not only maintain love and peace with 
our neighbours, but also establish friendship and conclude treaties to the 
extent of our abilities with foreign nations and distant peoples, and [having 
considered] that the people of our lands, driven by natural inclination, are 
desirous to travel abroad and see far-flung countries, we have seen fit to 
facilitate their endeavour and fulfil their ardent desire and to grant them an 
opportunity by concluding and confirming a mutual covenant and treaty 
with the inhabitants of those parts.12

For Sa’id al-Din, this was an offer he could not refuse. The sultan 
regarded the Dutch as useful allies in the ongoing competition with 
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the neighbouring island of Tidore, which was controlled by their com-
mon enemy, the Portuguese. Having read the Arabic letter, he therefore 
granted the Dutch permission to launch an attack against the Portuguese 
fortress on Tidore.

At first sight, this particular diplomatic episode was not exceptional, 
and it also had no significant consequences on the ground (the attack 
against the fortress on Tidore failed miserably). In the years around 
1600, there were numerous comparable cases of collaboration between 
local sovereigns in Southeast Asia and Dutch interlopers who tried 
to outplay the Portuguese overseas.13 Indeed, two years before, sultan 
Sa’id al-Din had sent a royal letter of his own to the Prince of Orange, 
together with a gift of cloves to show his willingness to cooperate.14 This 
particular instance of global diplomacy between rulers in Southeast Asia 
and the Dutch Republic was therefore not surprising. More significant 
is the specific wording of the Arabic letter, which exemplifies how the 
Dutch thought of themselves and presented themselves on this global 
diplomatic stage. At its very inception, Dutch colonialism appropriated 
the venerable language of Ciceronian ethics to legitimize its republican 
imperial endeavour.

The crucial passage of the Arabic letter concerns the phrase ‘not only 
honourable, but also expedient’. This may seem a fairly general state-
ment of little significance, but it gains weight considering that the author 
of the letter was the French scholar Joseph Justus Scaliger, professor at 
Leiden University and arguably the most prominent humanist in Europe 
around 1600.15 Scaliger had been requested to make the Arabic text on 
behalf of the Old East India Company (Oude Compagnie), one of the 
first Dutch companies for colonial trade. The letter, signed and sealed 
by the Prince of Orange, was evidently meant to gain the confidence of 
sovereign rulers in Southeast Asia and to show the good intentions of 
the naval expedition organized by the Company. To address its intended 
audience, the Company made a Portuguese as well as an Arabic version 
of the letter, since Portuguese and Arabic were used regularly in interna-
tional communication in Southeast Asia. There was only one man in the 
Dutch Republic up to the task of making the Arabic text, and that man 
was Scaliger.

True to his nature and fame as a humanist scholar deeply steeped into 
the classical tradition, Scaliger clearly regarded the task as an opportu-
nity to put Europe’s classical vocabulary into a time-honoured, exotic 
language (Scaliger was a self-taught Arabist and had never met a native 
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speaker of Arabic). To accomplish his aims, he had at his disposal an 
earlier Arabic patent letter made for the first Dutch voyage to the East 
Indies in 1595,16 as well as his own handwritten Arabic-Latin lexicon. 
This lexicon provides the clue for Scaliger’s understanding of the Dutch 
colonial expedition, which set sail some four weeks after he finished 
the letter on 1 June 1600. The lexicon shows that the Arabic phrasing 
Scaliger used for ‘honourable’ (hasan) and ‘expedient’ (nafi‘) is based on 
his Arabic translations of two key Latin terms: honestum and utile.17

Given Scaliger’s humanist credentials, the source of the coupling of 
these two terms is obvious: it derives from Cicero’s De officiis, the domi-
nant classical handbook on ethics in European humanism. Discussing the 
potential conflict between morality and utility, Cicero famously claimed 
the two are inseparable: that which is morally right, or honourable (hon-
estum), is also expedient (utile), and vice versa.18 In the light of this 
classical framework, Scaliger’s prominent coupling of honourable and 
expedient at the very start of the Arabic letter therefore has a significant 
connotation: it is meant to present Dutch interloping in Southeast Asia 
as a token of Ciceronian ethics.

The significance of Scaliger’s statement is further corroborated by the 
frequency with which the same terms were used in humanist circles and 
discussions about colonial trade in the Dutch Republic around 1600. 
A crucial role in this regard was played by Dirck Coornhert, a tower-
ing figure in early Dutch humanism who had translated Cicero’s De 
officiis into Dutch in 1561.19 In his moralistic dialogue The Merchant 
(De coopman) from 1580, Coornhert argued that a honourable mer-
chant engages in expedient trade.20 Once Dutch colonial trade took off 
towards the end of the sixteenth century, the Ciceronian language that 
Coornhert had made popular gained momentum. From 1594 onwards, 
many different companies for overseas trade were established; when the 
States of Holland advised in 1601 to merge them together, they argued 
this united company ‘would not only be honourable and expedient but 
necessary for the conservation of trade’.21 To maintain internal concord 
and to outdo external competition (embodied in 1600 by the foundation 
of the English East India Company), it was deemed necessary to bring 
a variety of commercial interests together under a single organization 
which, consisting of different chambers in different cities, mirrored the 
confederal political structure of the Dutch Republic.22

The subsequent establishment in 1602 of the United East India 
Company (Vereenigde Oost-Indische Compagnie, or VOC) followed this 
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logic. In the process, the dominant figure in the creation of the VOC, 
the statesman Johan van Oldenbarnevelt, added a significant third 
term to the Ciceronian equation. Explaining the reasons why the VOC 
should be granted an exclusive charter by the Dutch States General, he 
claimed that this would be ‘honourable, expedient and profitable’.23 Van 
Oldenbarnevelt thus tried to explicate Cicero’s ambiguous language for 
a commerce-minded audience, merging the classical vocabulary of hon-
estum and utile with a modern emphasis on straightforward profit. The 
strategy worked, and this tripartite explanation of Ciceronian ethics 
ended up prominently in the preamble of the official charter granted to 
the VOC in 1602:

It would not only be honourable, expedient and profitable for the United 
Provinces, but also for all who had commenced and participated in this 
commendable trade, if the Company is united and commerce is shared, 
managed and expanded under a fixed and secure unity, order and govern-
ance, for all the residents of the United Provinces who would like to par-
ticipate in it.24

The VOC charter thus connected the self-interest of a private company 
to the common interest of the nascent Dutch Republic.

The prominence of the Ciceronian theme in the intellectual ori-
gins of Dutch commercial imperialism is made manifest in the work of 
Hugo Grotius, Scaliger’s star student at Leiden, close collaborator of 
Van Oldenbarnevelt and legal adviser to the recently founded VOC. 
In his manuscript treatise De jure praedae, commissioned by the VOC 
to justify the seizure of a Portuguese vessel in the Strait of Singapore, 
Grotius argued with intricate humanist reasoning that the Dutch act of 
piracy had been honestum as well as utile.25 Moreover, Grotius followed 
Scaliger’s lead in presenting Dutch colonial trade as the embodiment of 
global commercial cooperation. While Scaliger’s Arabic letter from 1600 
manifestly employed terms such as love, peace, friendship and treaty to 
present Dutch interloping in Southeast Asia as a benign enterprise based 
on mutual collaboration, Grotius continued with the claim that colonial 
trade fulfilled the purpose of interhuman interaction: ‘A natural bent (so 
to speak) for maritime enterprise characterizes our people, who regard it 
as the most agreeable of all occupations to aid humanity, while finding a 
ready means of self-support, through an international exchange of ben-
efits from which no one suffers loss’.26 In this way, Grotius combined 
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the construction of a republican Dutch identity based on maritime com-
merce with the ideal of a global exchange of commodities sanctioned by 
natural law. Dutch self-interest (which, for Grotius, primarily entailed 
the interest of the province of Holland) was ideologically coupled to the 
general interest of humanity at large.

The dominance of humanist reasoning around 1600 meant that the 
construction of this commercial republican identity was firmly based 
upon a classical model: that of the Batavians, the ancient tribe that alleg-
edly had remained independent from the Roman Empire. Originally, this 
‘Batavian myth’ had clear anti-imperial overtones, being employed not 
only as a token of an intrinsic Dutch freedom from domination (in its 
Roman and Habsburg guises), but also as a token of agrarian simplicity, 
unstained by commercial expansion and the resulting wealth.27 Grotius, 
however, gave an important twist to this traditional view by presenting 
the Dutch as a seafaring people who explored the outer confines of the 
globe to seek for ‘honourable profit’. This commercial ambition, Grotius 
argued, was the opposite of territorial imperialism. With a curious lin-
guistic explanation that typified his humanist approach, Grotius stated 
that it could not be a coincidence that the Dutch term for imperium, 
‘rijk’, is also the Dutch word for ‘rich’.28 In other words, the nascent 
Dutch empire should not be interpreted as a standard expansionist 
empire, but as something different: an empire of riches.

empire abroad vs. empire at home: batavia, amsterdam 
and the imperial metropolis

In 1619, the humanist interpretation of empire that permeated Dutch 
culture at the start of the seventeenth century was materialized in con-
crete colonial practice with the creation of Batavia, the centre of the 
Dutch empire in Asia. The new city, raised upon the ruins of Jayakarta, 
was baptized on the explicit instigation of the governing board of the 
VOC as a physical incarnation of the Batavian myth. This manoeuvre 
however could not conceal the deep rift between the intellectual con-
struction of empire and its actual manifestation on the ground. Clearly, 
the alleged opposition between a territorial empire based on war-
fare and conquest and a commercial empire based on peace and trade 
did not correspond to colonial reality. The VOC frequently engaged in 
open warfare, not only against its European competitors but also against 
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erstwhile allies in Southeast Asia, the genocide on the Banda Islands in 
1621 being the most striking example. Indeed, the perpetrator of this 
genocide, VOC governor-general Jan Pieterszoon Coen, effectively col-
lapsed the distinction between bellicose and commercial imperialism with 
his famous dictum: ‘Trade without war or war without trade cannot be 
maintained’.29

Tellingly, the Amsterdam chamber reacted to Coen’s aggressive pol-
icies in Southeast Asia with the claim that from their commercial point 
of view, honourable behaviour does not consist in ‘exercising violence 
and injustice’ but in ‘making profit’—an insight, they stated, ‘princes 
and potentates’ did not understand.30 Profitability was thus considered as 
the essence of a republican, non-monarchical morality. In the traditional 
Ciceronian balance between honestum and utile, the emphasis had been 
shifted towards expedience in sheer commercial terms of profitability.  
A comparable development of a commercial ideology of colonization 
took place in contemporary England, although the conceptual prom-
inence of ‘profit’ in the Dutch context slightly differed from English 
discussions in terms of ‘greatness’. While English colonial writers and 
actors such as Robert Johnson primarily discussed commercial wealth in 
the context of the formation of (monarchical) state power, Dutch visions 
focused upon the mercantile interests of the VOC as a corporate organi-
zation intertwined with the confederal Dutch body politic, a Company-
Republic.31 The resulting embrace of profit could also be legitimized 
religiously, for example in the work of the businessman-pamphleteer 
Willem Usselincx or the Calvinist cleric Godefridus Udemans, who 
argued that commercial expansion should not be seen as an end in itself 
but rather as a means to spread the Protestant faith over the globe: profit 
then counted as the proof of missionary zeal.32 ‘Gain and godliness’, in 
the felicitous phrasing of Charles Boxer, thus came together in Dutch 
visions of commercial empire.33

Dutch colonial practice overseas, however, followed a trajectory that 
contrasted with the republican and commercial self-image constructed in 
the metropolis. As Scaliger’s Arabic letter already made clear, the open-
ing moves of Dutch colonial expansion in Asia merged a republican with 
a monarchical self-presentation, especially centred upon the Prince of 
Orange as alleged sovereign ruler. To enhance their standing and dip-
lomatic leverage, Dutch delegations in Asia claimed they represented a 
(non-existing) ‘king of Holland’. Seeking to impress Asian sovereigns, 
they tried to make clear they served a powerful military sovereign, for 
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example in 1602 when they gave the Sinhalese king Vimaladharmasuriya 
a portrait of Prince Maurice on horseback on the battlefield.34 This regal 
self-presentation further increased after the foundation of Batavia, which 
strengthened the sovereign claims of the VOC itself and especially of 
its governor-general. The building of a large fortress at Batavia, which 
housed the residence of the governor-general and the governmental 
offices of the Council of the Indies, clearly meant to enhance the impe-
rial posture of the VOC and its officials. As eighteenth-century observers 
noted, the governor-general was ‘provided with no less Pomp and State 
than the Princes of Europe’, becoming known as ‘the Raya de Jaccatra 
of the Hollanders, that is the King of Jaccatra’. Rulers throughout the 
Indian Ocean basin, from Abyssinia to Tonkin, addressed their diplo-
matic correspondence to the ‘king of Batavia’.35

The clear-cut imperial nature of Dutch colonialism became manifest 
as well in the Atlantic. After the creation of the West India Company 
(WIC) in 1621, a ‘grand design’ of open warfare and territorial con-
quest was developed to deal a decisive blow against the Habsburg empire 
in the Americas.36 The occupation of Northeastern Brazil from 1630 
onwards in particular revealed the imperial features of Dutch colonial-
ism, not least because Dutch military exploits received intense coverage 
in contemporary news media.37 The presence on Brazilian ground of a 
scion of the House of Orange, Johan Maurits van Nassau Siegen, and his 
princely court at Recife between 1636 and 1644, further intensified the 
regal character of Dutch colonial rule in the Atlantic.

While the Dutch empire thus turned increasingly imperial in the colo-
nial arena, its self-presentation ‘at home’ continued the creed of com-
merce and collaboration that had been created around 1600. The lasting 
dominance of this humanist perspective is especially clear in Amsterdam. 
The city’s dominant role in Dutch colonial expansion was first celebrated 
shortly after the establishment of the VOC, when the burgomasters of 
the city commissioned a celebratory decoration of Amsterdam as Ruler 
of the World (Image 3.1). The image, painted in 1606 upon the lid of 
a harpsichord played at formal events, portrays Amsterdam in a classical 
Roman pose as empress of the globe, overlooking the continents, ‘places 
on earth of which even the Ancients had no knowledge’, as the accom-
panying text proudly proclaims.38 This self-confidence, a typical gesture 
of humanist rivalry with the classics that was also manifest in the con-
temporary works of Grotius, grew even more obvious in later decades, 
until being immortalized in the very heart of the city. In the imperial 
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Image 3.1 Pieter Isaacsz, Amsterdam as the Centre of World Trade. 
Harpsichord Lid showing an Allegory of Amsterdam as the Center of World 
Trade, c. 1604–1607. Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam

imagination that Amsterdam projected upon itself and the world, the 
narrative of a benign commercial empire took centre stage.39

A crucial moment in the development of this narrative was the visit of 
Maria de’ Medici to the Dutch Republic in 1638. To celebrate its own 
importance, Amsterdam welcomed the French Queen Mother with a 
ceremonial royal entry that highlighted the city’s central role in global 
trade. Under the guidance of P.C. Hooft and Caspar Barlaeus, two of 
the leading humanist authors of the day, an elaborate iconographical pro-
gramme was designed with large displays and festivities.40 The overall 
theme of the program became manifest upon the queen’s entrance to the 
city at Dam Square, where a monumental triumphal arch was erected, 
crowned with a large cog, the ship of Amsterdam’s coat of arms. As 
Barlaeus explained in the text he wrote for the occasion, the ship symbol-
ized Dutch global trade ‘through which we enjoy the profit and pleasure 
of faraway countries’.41

To expound this message of imperial prosperity, the procession con-
tinued to the Oudezijds Voorburgwal, where another triumphal arch 
allegorically revealed Maria de’ Medici’s entrance on a triumphal carriage 
pulled by four lions. Guised as Berecynthia, the Roman Cybele that in 
the Augustan tradition was considered the protecting Magna Mater of 
empire, she is received by the personification of Amsterdam, seconded 
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by four figures that represent the four continents. Significantly, the scene 
is crowned with the phrase Laeta deum partu (‘Happy in a progeny of 
gods’), taken from a passage in Virgil’s Aeneid that celebrates the global 
destiny of the Roman Empire.42 For all its humanist studiousness, the 
message of the arch is clear: Maria de’ Medici honours with her divine 
presence the imperial metropolis of Amsterdam—the new Rome.

But Amsterdam was a particular incarnation of Rome, the heart of an 
empire not built by legionnaires, but by trade. Passing through the arch, 
Maria de’ Medici reached the Oost-Indisch Huis, the headquarters of the 
Amsterdam chamber of the VOC, where she received a warm welcome 
in the boardroom, decorated with paintings of Dutch colonial outposts 
in Asia and exhibitions of weapons, silk, spices and other trading goods 
from the Dutch empire. A sumptuous banquet completed the scene, with 
dishes and ingredients from all over the world—meant to give Maria de’ 
Medici the impression ‘she was the guest of Indians, Moluccans, Persians, 
Arabs, Japanese and Chinese’. Amsterdam was thus turned into a global 
village, the centre of a multicultural world allegedly created by cooperative 
commerce. Barlaeus did admit that the VOC, apart from being a com-
mercial company, had evolved into a warlike sovereign, ‘performing and 
acting in ways that do not differ much from those of great Rulers’.43 For 
Barlaeus, the Company and the Republic basically coalesced. When Maria 
de’ Medici visited the WIC headquarters on the other side of town, he 
stated that the VOC and WIC together formed a strong foundation for 
the Dutch Republic ‘to spread its empire wherever the Sun is shining’.44

This grandiloquent expression of imperial self-esteem, hailing the 
Dutch empire as a new Rome where the sun never sets, arguably formed 
the culmination of humanist imperialism in the Dutch Republic—indeed, 
the single most manifest expression of empire (Barlaeus uses the term 
imperium) in the seventeenth century. It was also widely disseminated, 
for Barlaeus’ celebratory text, printed in a lofty Latin edition, was sub-
sequently translated into Dutch and French. Moreover, Barlaeus contin-
ued his imperialist fervour a decade later in his famous treatise on Johan 
Maurits van Nassau Siegen in Brazil.45 Yet Barlaeus’ outspoken imperi-
alizing tone continued to highlight the commercial nature of the Dutch 
empire, allegedly not based on territorial conquests but on the insatiable 
lust for profit. After the loss of Brazil in 1654 and the stagnation of VOC 
expansion in Asia, this core element of the Dutch imperial narrative was 
intensified in the further monumentalization of Amsterdam as a com-
mercial imperial metropolis.



48  A. WESTSTEIJN

By far the most prominent illustration of this process is the 
Amsterdam Town Hall, inaugurated in 1655. The design and decorative 
scheme of this magnificent building merges different iconographical and 
allegorical references to Biblical and Roman antiquity under the general 
claim that Amsterdam should be considered the centre of the world, if 
not the universe.46 Most prominently, the two façades on either side of 
the classical building give a remarkable synopsis of the Dutch imperial 
self-image, carved into stone and visible to all. The façade at Dam Square 
is crowned by a bronze statue of Peace, under which a pediment shows 
Amsterdam ruling the seas. The pediment on the other side contains a 
personification of Trade resting on the globe while the four continents 
pay tribute. Inside of the building, on the floor of the central hall, two 
large marble maps reveal the Western and Eastern hemisphere and the 
latest Dutch naval campaigns at the end of the world.47 In the Town 
Hall, Amsterdam’s citizens thus literally trod the globe.

The same self-confident message of global domination, trade and pros-
perity spread throughout the city in the years around 1660. On their way 
from Dam Square towards the VOC headquarters, citizens and visitors 
first encountered the stock exchange, the financial heart of the Republic, 
and then the new building of the Amsterdam Admiralty, the organization 
for maritime control that played an important role in Dutch imperial pol-
icy. Its classical façade from 1662, clearly inspired by the Town Hall, was 
crowned with a pediment that shows the Dutch lion protecting Holland, 
flanked by Lady Justice, the god Mars and the sea god Neptune. In the 
same year, the boardroom in the VOC headquarters around the cor-
ner was embellished with a new series of paintings portraying important 
places for Dutch colonial trade in Asia, including Canton in China and 
Ayuthaya in Thailand, where the VOC held trading privileges, Cochin 
and Cananor, two recently conquered cities in India, and Banda Neira 
in the Moluccas, the location of Coen’s notorious genocide from 1621 
(now being portrayed as a well-ordered and serene colonial outpost).48 
The most prominent painting, placed above the boardroom’s chimney, 
depicted the centre of the Dutch empire in Asia: Batavia. Significantly, 
the artist, Andries Beeckman, took a viewpoint outside of Batavia’s for-
tress, capturing an apparently peaceful urban scene in which the different 
cultures of the colonial city happily mingle and exchange goods. The set-
ting of a cheerful and prosperous colonial order of intercultural cooper-
ation, set against the backdrop of an imposing fortress and exotic palm 
trees, perfectly fitted the imperial illusions of the VOC board.49
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Amsterdam’s imperial self-representation concluded in the city’s 
harbour with the construction of two colossal classical buildings, both 
designed by the city’s chief architect Daniel Stalpaert.50 The first build-
ing, placed at a strategic location overlooking the harbour in 1655, 
served as the Admiralty’s maritime arsenal; the second, an enormous 
construction from 1665, contained the Oost-Indisch Magazijn, the 
warehouses of the VOC.51 Erected in a monumental and imposing style 
meant to imitate Roman antiquity, these two buildings made a decisive 
impact on Amsterdam’s urban outlook. Indeed, when another scion of 
the Medici family, Cosimo III of Tuscany, visited Amsterdam in 1668, 
the very first buildings he visited were those belonging to the VOC and 
the Admiralty.52 Some seventy years after the onset of Dutch colonial 
expansion, Amsterdam had been turned into an imperial metropolis that 
could not only easily compete with Renaissance Florence but also with 
the colonial capitals of Paris, London, Madrid and Lisbon. But unlike the 
Louvre, Whitehall, the Buen Retiro or the Paço da Ribeira, the palaces 
that represented Amsterdam’s imperial might were not connected to a 
ruling monarchy proud of its victories on the battlefield, but to a repub-
lican elite that celebrated the exploits of global commercial enterprise.53

empire is a lady: Celebrating the Company-republiC

In 1702, on the occasion of the VOC centenary, Amsterdam’s imperial 
self-image was aptly epitomized in a classicist painting made by Nicolaas 
Verkolje for the Amsterdam Chamber of the VOC (Image 3.2).54  
It shows a female representation of the Company, dressed in full armour 
and seated on the throne of empire, flanked by representations of navi-
gation and trade. While two putti empty a cornucopia of Asian spices, a 
ship sets sail beyond the Pillars of Hercules, aiming for the Orient. The 
painting revisited many of the iconographical elements that had become 
staple images of Dutch imperialism in seventeenth-century Amsterdam, 
from the 1606 harpsichord to the Town Hall façade. In this tradition, 
the classical depiction of empire as an enthroned woman was given a 
decisive commercial and maritime twist with the claim that the Dutch 
had gone beyond the limits of the ancient world to trade in exotic spices.

At this moment, by the start of the eighteenth century, Dutch power 
in the Americas had subsided while the VOC in Asia essentially sought 
to consolidate its sovereign control over key areas and to develop exist-
ing trading networks without further territorial expansion. As a result, as 
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Image 3.2 Nicolaas Verkolje, Apotheosis of the Dutch East India Company. 
Allegory of the Amsterdam Chamber of Commerce of the VOC, c. 1702. 
Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam

Benjamin Schmidt argues, Dutch publications of the period increasingly 
emphasized the continental European perspective of empire, gradually 
eliding the Dutch role as a colonial actor.55 The very notion of a ‘Dutch 
empire’, which had only briefly surfaced in the work of Barlaeus around 
1640, was never developed into a straightforward ideological concept. 
Nonetheless, the humanist idea of a specifically commercial empire, cre-
ated around 1600, continued to dominate the representation of Dutch 
imperial power throughout the first half of the eighteenth century. 
Indeed, an honorary medal struck on the occasion of the VOC cente-
nary, again showing a female imperial figure and a ship that sails beyond 
the Pillars of Hercules, is framed with the message In altera saecula 
pergo, ‘I go on in another century’.56 This self-assured expression of con-
tinuing VOC power eventually evolved into a widespread iconographical 
celebration of the Dutch Company-Republic as a successful commercial 
empire, publicized to national and international audiences at the height 
of the Enlightenment.
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One of the leading figures in the development of this  iconographical 
celebration was Bernard Picart, the French engraver and protes-
tant convert who made a successful career in Amsterdam. Apart from 
his ground-breaking engravings on global religious diversity for the 
multi-volume Cérémonies et coutumes religieuses de tous les peuples du 
monde, Picart also provided elaborate illustrations for a series of works 
on Dutch and general history.57 First, in 1722, he made the notewor-
thy frontispiece to Histoire des Provinces-Unies des Pays-Bas, one of the 
final works of Jean Le Clerc, the controversial Swiss theologian who had 
also migrated to Amsterdam where he became a leading Enlightenment 
scholar. This treatise on the history of the Dutch Republic, published 
in three volumes in Amsterdam between 1723 and 1728, opens with 
Picart’s full-page allegory which is clearly indebted to the traditional 
representations of the Dutch commercial empire: a seated woman, pro-
tected by a lion and flanked by personifications of Religion, Liberty, 
Peace, Navigation, Trade, Fortune and Abundance, receives the treasures 
from America, Africa and Asia, against the background of a sailing fleet 
(Image 3.3).58 For Picart, the Dutch Republic could be epitomized as a  
global commercial power whose reign was based on freedom and inter-
national exchange.

A couple of years later, Picart further elaborated this theme with an 
illustration for a massive Dutch treatise on world history, authored by 
Geerlof Suikers and published posthumously in five volumes between 
1721 and 1728 by the leading Amsterdam printing house of the 
Wetstein family. For the volume dealing with the sixteenth and early sev-
enteenth century, dedicated by the Wetsteins to two Amsterdam burgo-
masters and Company directors, Picart made an engraving which depicts 
two female representations of the VOC and WIC. Once again, these fig-
ures are accompanied by personifications of Liberty and Trade, together 
with Lady Justice and a putto holding a Roman fasces, the emblem of 
imperium. With the dominating façade of the Amsterdam Town Hall 
in the background, different people who represent the non-European 
world provide an array of exotic goods, including chinaware and a small 
statue of Buddha. In the dedicatory text that accompanies the engrav-
ing, the Wetsteins explained it meant to show the importance of ‘the 
Companies for the expansion of our patriots’ trade to where the sun rises 
and sets’.59 The global reach of the VOC and WIC was thus connected 
to notions of urban patriotism and mercantile pride.
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Image 3.3 Bernard Picart, frontispiece to Jean Le Clerc, Histoire des Provinces-
Unies des Pays-Bas, vol. 1 (Amsterdam: François L’Honoré and Zacharias 
Chatelain (II), 1723)
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Yet this image of a local-global commercial empire was not only 
intended for Dutch readers but also for an international audience. In 
1730, Picart made a third engraving that combined the elements of his 
first two representations of the Dutch empire, now as the frontispiece for 
a French treatise on the political and economic situation of the Dutch 
Republic. This image shows three female figures together: the Dutch 
Republic in the middle, flanked by the VOC and WIC. Religion and 
Trade admire the scene, Neptune resigns ‘the empire of the sea’ to the 
Republic, and a putto unveils a map of ‘the world where she extends her 
commerce’.60 The Dutch Republic and the two companies for colonial 
trade are merged into a trinity of maritime commercial imperialism.

Picart’s engravings form the context to arguably the most impor-
tant depiction of the early-modern Dutch empire: the lavish frontispiece 
to the multi-volume treatise by François Valentyn, who had served as 
a Dutch minister in different areas in Southeast Asia before writing an 
extensive historical, geographical and ethnographical overview of the 
areas where the VOC was active. The title of Valentyn’s famous work, 
published between 1724 and 1726, prominently mentions that it gives 
an analysis of Nederlands mogentheyd or ‘Dutch authority’ in the East 
Indies – the only contemporary treatise to use this explicit conception of 
Dutch colonial power.61 This imperial claim is exemplified by the frontis-
piece, designed by the Amsterdam artist Gerard Melder and engraved by 
Andries van Buysen (Image 3.4). Clearly modelled after Picart’s allegory 
of the Dutch Republic from 1722, the frontispiece shows a crowned 
woman seated on a throne, with the acronym VOC embroidered on her 
breast. This is Lady VOC, protected by the Dutch lion and with her feet 
placed upon a cornucopia and a helm, a bundle of arrows, and Mercury’s 
staff—the insignia of navigation, concord and commerce. The personifi-
cation of Time unveils the globe, next to the figure of Liberty who holds 
her symbol, a Phrygian hat, above Lady VOC. The naked truth, wav-
ing a palm leaf, pulls away a curtain that reveals an oriental scene, while 
Fortune blows her trumpet in the skies. Never before was the Dutch 
empire visualized so powerfully.

Compared to Picart’s allegory from 1722, the crucial change in 
Valentyn’s frontispiece is that Lady VOC has literally taken the place 
of the Dutch Republic, as an illustration of the interchangeability of 
Company and Republic. Following the iconographical tradition of the 
four continents paying tribute, the Company-Republic is presented as 
the mistress of the world who becomes rich through global exchange, 
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Image 3.4 Andries van Buysen after Gerard Melder, frontispiece to François 
Valentyn, Oud en Nieuw Oost-Indiën, vervattende een naaukeurige en uitvoer-
ige verhandelinge van Nederlands mogentheyd in die gewesten, vol. 1 (Dordrecht: 
Johannes van Braam; Amsterdam: Gerard onder de Linden, 1724)
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receiving the luxury produce from Africa, Asia and America, while 
Europe observes the scene in front of a ship. Another element of the 
frontispiece is also slightly adapted from Picart’s 1722 image: the angel 
of History in the foreground, who writes the letters of a psalm while 
putti open a cabinet filled with images and artefacts of the Orient. The 
Biblical verses written by the angel are from Psalm 107:23–24: ‘They 
that go down to the sea in ships, that do business in great waters; These 
see the works of the Lord, and his wonders in the deep’. This Biblical 
message, which was often used in the early Enlightenment to claim the 
religious significance of gathering empirical knowledge, clearly referred 
to Valentyn’s own career as a minister who turned into a scholar, com-
bining godly with scientific pursuits. This reference to Valentyn’s own 
persona is embodied by the dark figure on the right, a man in an orien-
tal dress who represents the author himself: the middleman between the 
empire of the VOC and its immortalization in the book of history.62

The representation of the Dutch empire as a powerful Company-
Republic remained en vogue for the next couple of decades, reappear-
ing for example in 1739 as the frontispiece to a work on Dutch history 
by the prominent historian Jan Wagenaar,63 in 1740 as the frontispiece 
to a long colonialist poem on Batavia by the Amsterdam merchant and 
playwright Jan de Marre,64 and in the 1750s as an Allegory of the VOC, 
engraved by the designer Simon Fokke.65

The iconographical strength of this portrayal of commercial empire 
is shown by the fact it was also employed in eighteenth-century depic-
tions of the British Empire. For example, the ceiling of the Upper-Hall 
at Greenwhich Hospital, painted by Sir James Thornhill between 1718 
and 1725, shows a grand scene that centres upon Queen Anne, with ‘the 
four continents admiring our Maritime Power’.66 In 1778, the Venetian-
Greek artist Spiridione Roma continued this theme in his allegorical ceil-
ing piece for the East India House in London, titled The East Offering its 
Riches to Brittania.67 In these cases, the central female figure explicitly 
represents Britain as such, either personified by the monarchy or in the 
guise of ‘Britannia’. Indeed, in the 1730s and 1740s the conception of 
a ‘British Empire’ increasingly gained momentum, perhaps best epito-
mized by the patriotic song ‘Rule, Brittania!’ from 1740.68

In the Dutch Republic, however, this amalgamation between empire 
and nation-state did not materialize. In the absence of a monarchical fig-
ure to represent the unity of nation and empire, the Dutch empire could 
only be embodied by the figure of the Company-Republic, based upon 
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corporate and local visions of empire developed over more than a cen-
tury, especially in the context of the VOC and the city of Amsterdam. 
Although the actual colonial policies of this Company-Republic differed 
little from those of other imperial powers, the Dutch narrative of empire 
remained firmly based upon the notion construed around 1600 of a 
purely commercial enterprise of profit-seeking for the common good. As 
a result, the concept of a ‘Dutch empire’ never became a comprehensive 
ideological construct.

ConClusion

The visions of commercial empire that were created and disseminated 
from 1600 onwards, permeated early-modern Dutch political cul-
ture, from the foundational ‘Batavian myth’ to the bookshops of the 
Enlightenment. In a variety of public media, including written docu-
ments such as diplomatic correspondence and the official VOC charter, 
visual representations such as the paintings in the VOC headquarters and 
Picart’s frontispieces, and urban architecture such as the triumphal arches 
for Maria de’ Medici and the Amsterdam Town Hall, the Dutch empire 
was presented as a benign commercial enterprise based upon global 
cooperation and prosperity.

Foreign observers and competitors were not easily deluded by this 
narrative. In 1682, for example, the Court of Committees of the EIC 
in London warned an embassy from the Javanese sultanate of Banten 
that the Dutch sought ‘Empire of all those Countries, to the enslaving 
of many noble & ancient Princes’.69 This language of ‘empire’ was not 
adopted in the Dutch Republic itself. Protagonists in the development of 
the Dutch imperial self-image such as the humanist scholar Barlaeus or the 
colonial minister Valentyn occasionally used the terminology of imperium 
and its Dutch equivalent mogentheyd to describe and legitimize Dutch 
colonial rule. However, their phrasing did not imply a connected political 
system of the metropolis and its colonies (a ‘Dutch empire’), but rather 
referred to the extent of Dutch power overseas (the imperium and author-
ity ‘of the Dutch’). Unlike in Britain, where a comparable narrative of 
commercial empire eventually evolved into the ideological conception of 
the ‘British Empire’, Dutch visions of empire remained within the frame-
work established at the very onset of Dutch colonial expansion around 
1600: that of a corporate enterprise seeking for profit, morally sanctioned 
by its conflation of mercantile self-interest with the common good.
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Arguably, this narrative of a Company-Republic had become so dom-
inant over the course of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries that 
it largely remained in place also after the demise of the Dutch Republic, 
the dissolution of the VOC, and the creation of an ‘imperial nation-
state’ around 1800.70 Still today, popular allusions in the Dutch public 
sphere to the early-modern colonial past often continue the enduring 
visions already created around 1600—most strikingly perhaps in the 
recurrent references to the alleged ‘VOC-mentality’ of commercial enter-
prise. One reason for this lasting dominance of the idea of an ‘empire 
of riches’ may be the long-term stability of its public incarnations from 
the seventeenth century, for example the Amsterdam Town Hall which 
still towers over Dam Square, the ceremonial centre of the Netherlands. 
But also less prominent traces of the early-modern imperial narrative 
remain in place as ties between past and present, such as the Admiralty’s 
arsenal in Amsterdam harbour which is now the National Maritime 
Museum, visibly celebrating the country’s colonial history with a large 
replica of an eighteenth-century East Indiaman, or the boardroom of 
the VOC headquarters, which has been reconstructed to its design from 
the 1660s and now serves as a lecture hall for history students of the 
University of Amsterdam. Recent interventions in the public debate have 
started to expose this continuous linkage between the colonial past and 
the postcolonial present, for example addressing the predominantly pos-
itive presentation of colonial objects and paintings in the collection of 
the Rijksmuseum.71 To understand why such uncritical attitudes to the 
Dutch empire remain entrenched in contemporary society, a first step is 
to realize that they go back as far as the origins of the Dutch empire 
itself.
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