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Sara van dijk   
exhibition introduction At home in the 17 th  century  

What was daily life like in a seventeenth -century household in the Dutch Republic? The 

Rijksmuseum’s collection of decorative arts offers an excellent point of departure, featuring 

highlights in furniture, ceramics, metalwork, and textiles. At the same tim e, the division into 

these subcategories has encouraged the separate study of each material type and drawn 

attention away from the context in which all these objects were used. Furthermore, 

scholarship has traditionally focused on the artistic merit of an object’s design and 

execution. But turning our attention to daily life, we become curious about more ordinary 

types of objects  – ranging from brooms to pots and pans  – and, above all, about the people 

who accumulated and used them. For this exhibition, we therefore collaborated with an 

archaeologist and an anthropologist to offer a fresh perspective on the seventeenth century 

by opening the door to  everyday life within the home, its inhabitants, and their interactions 

with the things around them.   

Biography  

Sara van Dijk is curator of textiles at the Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam. Her research focuses 

on the material culture of the early modern home, with special attention for table linen. She 

has also worked on Renaissance dress and textiles and their representat ion in art. She co -

curated the exhibitions At Home in the 17th century on domestic culture and daily life in the 

Dutch Republic (2025) and  Remember me on Renaissance portraiture (2021). Before joining 

the Rijksmuseum  she worked as a lecturer in decorative arts at Leiden University.   
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Danielle van den heuvel   

in close quarters. Intimate lives i n cities IN motion  

This paper reflects on the complexities in the relationship between the ideal home and its 

lived experience in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. In this period, urban growth 

and the creation of new colonial cities go hand in hand with the rise of n otions of privacy, 

new ideologies of ideal homes and cities, as well as experiments for racial segregation. By 

focusing on attempts to shape and control domestic life on the one hand, and the everyday 

reality of urban living on the other hand, this paper r eveals how tensions between the two 

are mitigated.  

Biography  

Danielle van den Heuvel is professor of early modern social and economic history at Utrecht 

University. At Utrecht she co-directs the (T)Huis impact and research network, which studies 

the relation between built heritage and social cohesion. Her research i nterests include the 

home, women’s work, everyday practices, material culture, urban development and 

methodological innovation. She recently concluded a large research project on female 

mobility in cities across Europe and Asia called The Freedom of the St reets. Gender and 

Urban Space in Eurasia 1600 -1850. Her publications include Women & Entrepreneurship . 

Female traders in the Northern Netherlands  (1580-1815) (Amsterdam 2007), Food Hawkers 

from Antiquity to the Present (London 2016), and Early Modern Streets (London 2023).   
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MARLIES COUCH & JELLE VAN LOTTUM   

Unsafe  HOMES: DOMESTIC VIOLENCE IN EARLY MODERN AMSTERDAM  

Cases of domestic violence demonstrate that the notion of home as a safe haven is a limited 

perspective. For women especially, homes could be threatening environments. Through 17th- 

and 18th -century examples of abuse from Amsterdam notarial witness stateme nts, we 

explore networks of support for victims. These statements reveal that physical proximity 

played a crucial role in legitimising and exposing domestic violence. Urban households were 

crowded, dynamic spaces where inner and outer worlds converged: nei ghbours, servants 

and friends often first recognised abuse and intervened.   

The attestations show that safety extended beyond the walls of the home. Relations living 

close by offered victims shelter and sought notarial mediation. These mechanisms illustrate 

the negotiation of social control, public participation and intervention. The lens of domestic 

violence adds an important dimension to our understanding of the early modern home and 

offers a window into what happened behind Amsterdam’s closed doors. Or were they?   

Biography  

Marlies Couch studied History at the University of Amsterdam and the University of Kent, 

UK. She specialized in socio -medical gender history, focusing on the role of women and 

women’s bodies as instruments of power in early modern Europe, with an emphasis on 

England. As a PhD researcher at the Huygens Institute, Couch currently examines social 

mobility and migration in the 18th -century Dutch Republic. Her research focuses on the 

careers and personal histories of migrants working for the Dutch East India Com pany, as 

well as the lives of their relatives who stayed behind.    

Jelle van Lottum is Head of the LivesLab research group at the Huygens Institute and 

Professor of the History of Labour Migration in Comparative Perspective at Radboud 

University. His work traces how people moved for work in Europe from 1600 to today, with  

a special eye on seafarers, skills, and social mobility, and he leads data -rich projects on VOC 

crews and the Dutch Prize Papers. He previously held posts at Cambridge, Oxford, and 

Birmingham. He co -founded and edits the Journal of Applied History.   
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Heike zech   

Reading the rooms. Nuremberg doll’s houses as representations of domestic 

life  

Nuremberg’s doll’s houses are more than educational tools, specifically created for the 

instruction of young women in household management. Inspired by the methodological 

framework employed by the Rijksmuseum exhibition, this paper presents an exploratory 

investigation into a wider range of possible motivations for the creation of the Nuremberg 

Houses. Reading the rooms, that is an in -depth analysis of their contents, can help gaining 

a more nuanced understanding of the messages con veyed about life in a Nur emberg 

merchant household of the time. The two earliest such houses preserved at the 

Germanisches Nationalmuseum (GNM), Nuremberg – dated 1611 and 1639 respectively – will 

be the focus of this presentation. Particular attention will be paid to the use of p ictorial 

elements and furnishings in semi -public entertaining and entirely private areas, including 

banqueting rooms, gardens, parlours (Stuben) and bedrooms.   

Biography  

Dr Heike Zech is Curator of Decorative Arts before 1800 and the History of Crafts at the 

Germanisches Nationalmuseum, the largest museum dedicated to cultural history in 

Germany. She also serves as the institution’s Deputy Director and Head of Exhibitions.  Prior 

to this role, the art historian worked at Sotheby’s, as well as in the V&A Metalwork 

Department where she was Senior Curator of the Rosalinde and Arthur Gilbert Collection 

until 2017.  
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JAMES SYMONDS   
local lives and global networks: household archaeology and the age of 

dutch expansion    

Whilst the Rijksmuseum exhibition successfully integrates archaeological evidence to 

challenge idealised representations of Dutch domestic life, a household archaeology 

framework offers scope for further inquiry. Beyond documenting what people owned, 

archaeological approaches can illuminate how domestic spaces were actually inhabited: 

patterns of wear and use, the locations of labour, waste management practices that expose 

social distinctions within households.  

The exhibition's cesspit analysis demonstrates consumption patterns, yet questions remain 

about those whose labour sustained these households —servants, enslaved persons, 

apprentices—whose movements and daily work shaped domestic environments but left 

fewer traces in the archive. Archaeological perspectives might also trace more explicitly how 

global colonial networks penetrated everyday life: Asian spices in cooking pots, Atlantic 

commodities changing eating and drinking practices, colonial wealth materiali sed in 

architectural features and furnishings. Such an approach repositions 17th -century Dutch 

homes not simply as expressions of national culture but as nodes within complex and often 

coercive global systems of exchange and exploitation  

Biography  

James Symonds is professor of historical archaeology at the University of Amsterdam, 

specializing in modern world archaeology (1500 -present), heritage studies, and decolonial 

theory. His research examines Dutch colonial history, contested monuments, and mu seum 

practices, exploring intersections between archaeological knowledge and contemporary 

social justice. 
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ADAM EAKER   

TAKING INVENTORY: AT HOME WITH ARTISTS IN THE 17 TH CENTURY    

In 1915, Abraham  Bredius published  his Künstler-Inventare, a collection of inventories, 

transcribed from archival documents, detailing the possessions of  numerous 17th-century 

Dutch artists. Building on this foundation, the analysis of inventories 

has subsequently  played a key role in the study of such artists as Rembrandt or Vermeer. 

But why do we  care what artists owned? This lecture will address  a number of  case stud ies 

in which evidence from inventories has prompted new interpretations of paintings to 

examine both the contribution of such archival research an d its historiographic function in 

reinforcing the “reality effect” of Dutch art.   

Biography  

Adam Eaker is the Howard Marks Curator of European Paintings at the Metropolitan Museum 

of Art, where he  is responsible for  the collection of  seventeenth- and eighteenth-century 

British and Northern European painting. He studied art history at Yale and Col umbia, 

receiving his PhD in 2016.  Most recently, he was one of three curators tasked with 

reimagining the Met’s forty -five galleries of historic European painting.  He is the author 

of Van Dyck and the Making of English Portraiture  (2022), as well as a mono graph on the 

seventeenth-century Dutch artist Gesina ter Borch (2024).    
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LEE PROSSER    
Layers of richness. Enhancing the 17 th  century interior     

The key to successful presentation of a true sense of the 17th century interior seems to be 

in populating the home with the many layers for which physical, tangible evidence is often 

absent or has been overlooked, or the little things which break up the mo notony of static 

displays. Heavily waxed furniture kept behind barriers in an unlit room convey little of the 

vibrancy of 17th century life.   Color in textiles and paint are usually absent or misinterpreted 

and the effects of light are little considered.  For the British interior, archaeological and 

historical study is now suggesting a much denser layering of these sensory materials which 

can transform both our understanding and the impact of the interior in a museum 

environment.  Added to this, experiment s with light are also providing important insights 

into the lived experience of the 17th century. 

Biography  

Lee Prosser is curator of historic buildings at Historic Royal Palaces in London, responsible 

for the care of Kensington Palace and Kew Palace in the Royal Botanic Gardens.   He has been 

involved in the re -presentation of historic interiors in both places a s well as at the Royal 

Kitchens at Kew. He also has an interest in vernacular architecture and particularly the 

domestic interiors of the 16 th and 17th century, studying fixtures and fittings, and staircases 

of the period.   
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Luke syson , moderator   

Biography  

Luke Syson is the fourteenth Director of the Fitzwilliam Museum. From 2012 -19, he was 

Chairman of European Sculpture and Decorative Arts at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, 

New York, where he led on the complete refurbishment of the British Galleries, a $22 m 

project, which opened in March 2020. Luke has held curatorial positions at the British 

Museum, V&A and the National Gallery – where he led the successful campaign to acquire 

Raphael’s Madonna of the Pinks for the nation and curated the highly -acclaimed exhibition, 

Leonardo da Vinci – Painter at the Court of Milan in 2011. Since arriving in Cambridge, he has 

overseen a series of acclaimed exhibitions, ranging from ‘Hockney’s Eye’ to ‘Gold of the Great 

Steppe. 


