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1 Terms of Reception
Europeans and Persians and Each Other’s Art

Gary Schwartz

“Of the 14 stations outside Batavia, Persia […] 
stood at the top, surpassing even Japan.”1 The 
quotation is from the writings of Hendrik 
Dunlop, one of the pioneer researchers of the 
Dutch East India Company in Persia. “These 
pleasing dividends,” his younger colleague 
D. W. Davies wrote, “caused Jan Pietersz. Coen 
to exclaim in November 1627, ‘God grant the 
Company a long and peaceful trade in Persia 
[…].’ And he was, in fact, graciously pleased to 
grant a continued high return. For more than 
a century, the Persian establishments were the 
most important Company posts on the main-
land of Asia.” Persia was an insatiable import 
market for whatever the Company had to offer: 
spices and condiments, foodstuffs, dyes, drugs, 
metals, steel products, wood, cloth, tobacco, 
porcelain, Japanese lacquer, and above all silver. 
Export was limited largely to silk, with smaller 
quantities of “foa, a dye stuff, and rose-water.”2

Notice that the list does not include works 
of art. This is not an oversight. Dutch-Persian 
relations lacked many of the features that made 
for meaningful artistic exchange in Asia. The 
Dutch were not in charge of territories in Persia, 
as they were in the Indonesian archipelago, Sri 
Lanka, and to a degree the Indian subcontinent. 
There were no Dutch communities where an 
artist could set up shop and work for local 
Dutch patrons, as on the Cape and in Batavia. 
The Safavid court was receptive to Western art, 
but it did not espouse it the way the Japanese 
court did, as a source of knowledge, or the 
Mogul court, out of curiosity, for status and 
iconographical support of imperial pretensions. 

The lack of positive stimuli was compounded 
by the existence of one major negative one. In 
contrast to the above countries, in Persia the 
state religion was Islam, in the form known as 
Twelver Shi’ism. While this did not deter the Sa-
favids in the seventeenth century from support-
ing a lively and eclectic production of f igurative 
art, it did spook the governors and high officials 
of the Dutch East India Company (VOC), who 
showed themselves excessively apprehensive 
about bringing paintings with human figures to 
that land. The potential damage this could do, 
one reads between the lines of their missives, 
was not worth the risk. Why trade for peanuts 
in a potentially explosive commodity that could 
endanger the market in silver, spices and silk? 
We will return to this matter below.

Purchase of Persian art was an even lower 
priority. If Persian artists showed a degree of 
interest in Western art and if the Safavid court 
patronized Dutch artists, European artists and 
patrons did not reciprocate. The voluminous 
VOC archives make no known mention of the 
purchase of even a single work of art in Persia. 
No sale within seventeenth-century Europe of 
a contemporaneous work of art from Persia has 
ever been published, to my knowledge.

The subject we are discussing, it is therefore 
well to realize, was not of major concern in its 
time. Our own reasons for delving into the role 
of art in Netherlandish-Persian relations in the 
Safavid period are anachronistic; they reflect 
the highly elevated role assigned to the f ine 
arts in present-day society, especially within 
the humanities. Even within historical studies 
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today, this subject receives little attention. In 
the recent volume Iran and the Surrounding 
World: Interactions in Culture and Cultural 
Politics (2002), there is no mention of Dutch 
art or artists in Safavid Persia.3

This situation has its advantages. The subject 
brings us close to what Roland Barthes might 
have termed the “zero degree” of art history. 
The phenomena we will be studying stand out 
all the more starkly for their location in a void. 
They help to highlight certain features of more 
highly developed artistic exchange that are oth-
erwise taken for granted. To gain the most from 
the sparse evidence available, the material will 
be analyzed to identify certain implicit features 
that carry meaning despite their scantiness. 
These are the terms, sometimes quantitative, 
sometimes qualitative, of the mutual artistic 
relations of Persia and the Netherlands, such 
as they were. What are here called “terms of 
reception” are not just found in words. Dutch 
texts on Persian art are virtually non-existent, 
and Persian ones on Dutch art completely so. 
Reception is a broader concept than that, how-
ever, and other aspects are taken into account 
as well: the physical treatment of works of art; 
gestures and other forms of behavior; off icial 
documentation; travelers’ reports; the evidence 
of works of art; and images of persons.

The conclusions of this study with regard to 
these issues are summarized in Table 1.

Only in two categories, both on the Persian 
side, do we detect outspoken reception of the 

art of one of the cultures by the other. That is, 
the honors accorded by the Persian court to 
Dutch artists and the ref lections in Persian 
art of respectful awareness of European art. 
Notice the reference to “European art,” a 
broader category than Netherlandish art. 
There are certainly instances of Persian artists 
directly copying Dutch and Flemish models. 
However, these are mixed in with examples of 
the copying or appropriation of models from 
Italy, England, and elsewhere. There is no 
reason to believe that Persian artists or patrons 
saw or were interested in possible differences 
between the art of the Netherlands and other 
European schools. All Europeans were called 
by the same name – farangi, Franks.4 In Per-
sian art discourse, Netherlandish art had an 
undifferentiated place in the Frankish School 
that was sometimes but not always included 
in the listing of the seven modes of painting, 
exemplif ied by seven peoples.5 When a direct 
comparison is made, it came out in favor of the 
Persian school, as in these lines from a poem of 
1559 by the Shiraz poet ‘Abdi Beg:

Painting has seven principles / it is like the sky, 
which has seven spheres, The Islamic bright-
ness of the Muslims / has made manifest the 
faults of the Franks.6

Table 1: Forms of recognition between the Netherlands and Persia with regard to each other’s art. The pluses 

indicate appreciative reception, the minuses active or implicit derogation.

  Physical 
survival

Gestures, 
reports of 
respect

Official 
archives

Travelers’ 
reports

Reflections 
in art

Images of 
persons

Persia -- ++ Lost -- ++ +
Netherlands -- -- Plentiful, silent 

on Persian art
Late, deroga-
tory

-- +
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Physical Survival

In 1996, in an article on the mortality of art, the 
present author emphasized an important fact 
that is widely ignored and sometimes denied 
by art historians – namely, that the survival of 
a work of art through time is not the rule but 
the exception.

We deceive ourselves in claiming that art is an 
undying repository of memory, that it comes 
to us intact from the past and that it is in our 
power to preserve it for posterity. Every gen-
eration sees the decay or destruction of far 
more art than it conserves.... Sooner or later 
objects fall under the care of an alien culture 
which has no interest in preserving them. The 
conservation of art demands money, space, ex-
pert knowledge and lots of love. What culture 
will lavish these things on the art of an enemy 
or alien group? If it is not done, then at a given 
moment art objects begin to obey not cultural 
but physical laws of survival.7

In Persia, following the Safavid period, that 
effect was aggravated by two campaigns of 
deliberate destruction of earlier art, cultural 
heritage, and archives. In October 1722, Af-
ghan forces took Isfahan after a siege of seven 
months and twenty-three days. In the course of 
a seven-year-long occupation, the Afghans not 
only ravaged the city and massacred its inhabit-
ants. They also destroyed its paper memory. 
Sussan Babaie wrote:

The massive destruction and pillaging of the 
palaces entailed enormous losses, especially 
of imperial records. All evidence of the em-
pire’s administration – its inventories and 
bookkeeping implements, its documents and 
decrees – were thrown into the river, accord-
ing to a later source. The fact that Isfahan was 
so brutally plundered has contributed to the 

dearth of documentation that stands in such 
sharp contrast to that of the Ottomans.8

To which Willem Floor adds the following more 
specif ic observation: “in October 1732 when 
Tahmasp Qoli Khan, the later Nadir Shah left 
Isfahan, ‘He paid his soldiers munif icently, 
removed all books from the royal library and 
distributed the books and pictures among the 
troops.’”9

Any Persian records concerning the work of 
European artists or details of Safavid owner-
ship of works of art from the Netherlands were 
irretrievably lost in this siege.

A following attack on the Safavid past was 
undertaken 150 years later not by a foreign 
invader but by the Persian dynastic successors 
to the Safavids, the late Qajar monarchs. Shah 
Nasir al-Din (1831-1896; r. 1848-1896) and his 
children, following the lead of Iranian national-
ist intellectuals, chose to regard themselves as 
the embodiment not of the medieval or early 
modern past, but of the ancient Achaemenids, 
specif ically Cyrus the Great. After allowing 
most of Safavid Isfahan to decay and deteriorate 
through malign neglect, a more active policy 
was pursued between 1880 and 1910.

Whether the driving force behind the destruc-
tion of the Safavid palaces was Nasir al-Din 
Shah or his son Zill al-Sultan, a fact is that in 
total 74 Safavid palaces and their gardens were 
destroyed during the latter’s governorship of 
Isfahan. [...] The decision maker as to the dem-
olition of the Talar-i Tavila [the hall of stables, 
a key reception locale for the Safavids] was 
Zill al-Sultan’s older sister, Iftikhar al-Dawla, 
in 1900. She was also the moving force behind 
the demolition of some other Safavid palaces 
such as the Jahannama, the Bihisht-i A’in, the 
Bagh-i Khargah, and the ‘Imarat-i Afschar.10
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With these palaces were lost their wall decora-
tions and other relics of artistic creations by 
artists from all the nationalities represented 
in cosmopolitan Isfahan, including Dutchmen 
(fig. 1.1). We can, therefore, draw no conclusions 
concerning what there once was from what has 
survived. All we can say is that the laws govern-
ing the mortality of art applied with particular 
force to the VOC period in Persia.

The Netherlands underwent no such calami-
ties. Nonetheless, not a single Persian item with 
a provenance from the period of VOC presence 
in Persia is presently known to be preserved in 
a Dutch museum. The only items of cultural 
heritage from Persia that I know of in Dutch 
collections are in Leiden University Library: 
several hundred manuscripts bought in Turkey 

and Syria by Jacobus Golius in the 1620s and 200 
manuscripts bequeathed to the library in 1665 
by Levinus Warner, the Dutch ambassador to 
the Ottoman Empire in Istanbul.11 The motive 
behind these acquisitions was antiquarian, 
philological, and theological, not interest in 
contemporaneous or even medieval Persian art. 
This bias is underlined by the eloquent fact that 
none of the illustrated travelers’ reports on Per-
sia from the VOC period contains a single image 
of a Persian work of art later than Sassanid times 
(224-651 A.D.). This seems to be as true of other 
European countries as of the Netherlands. The 
only instance known to me of printed illustra-
tions of Persian art are costume plates in Jan de 
Laet’s Latin book on Persia (1633) in the Elsevier 
series of pocket monographs on the countries 

Fig. 1.1: The Banquet Hall of the Talar-i Tavila in the Royal Precincts of Isfahan. From Adam Olearius, Beschreibung der 
muscowitischen und persischen Reise, Schleswig 1647.
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of the world (f ig. 1.2). De Laet says he acquired 
the miniatures on which these illustrations 
are based “from his friend Nicolas Hemmius, a 
merchant who had made the journey into Persia 
from Ormuz in 1623.”12 The original drawings, 
simple depictions of individual f igures in typi-
cal dress, have never surfaced.

This view of the reception of Persian art in 
the Netherlands may be excessively bleak. The 
survey of records concerning Indian miniatures 
in the Dutch Republic in the seventeenth 
century published in 1996 by Pauline Lunsingh 
Scheurleer presents a more positive picture. 
Among the items she assembled are several ref-
erences, from 1663 on, to Persian miniatures that 
cannot be identified today but were documented 

at the time. They were to be found in the collec-
tions of the Amsterdam alderman Roeter Ernst 
(1663), Johan Jacobsz. Swammerdam (1685) and 
Constant Sennepart (1704). These items were 
among a far larger selection of miniatures from 
India and China. Among them was a group of 
Mogul miniatures owned and admired by the 
same Cornelis de Bruyn who, as we shall see, 
wrote quite disparagingly about Persian art.13

Gestures, Reports of Respect

One body of evidence above all others illuminates 
the matter at hand. That is, the respect bestowed 
on Dutch artists by three succeeding shahs:

Fig. 1.2: Costume Prints from Jan de Laet, Persia seu Regni Persici Status, Leiden 1633.
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‘Abbas I (1571-1629; r. 1587-1629)
Saf i (1611-1642; r. 1629-1642)
‘Abbas II (1632/33-1666; r. 1642-1666).

During each decade of the half-century 
between 1605 and 1656, in the heyday of the 
Safavid dynasty and of the Dutch penetration 
of Asia, one Dutch artist or another is recorded 
as being a painter to the shah.14 A certain 
number were given off icial, well-paid ap-
pointments by the shah as well as prominent 
commissions. Nearly all of them went east as 
VOC merchants; the Company released them 
grudgingly, for limited periods of time, to the 
court. Only in one case is the VOC known to 
have taken the initiative in sending a Dutch 
artist to Isfahan to work there as an artist: 
Barend van Sichem, who seems to have died 
en route in 1639.15 Although the VOC was 
always on the lookout for export goods in 
whatever territory it operated, it never com-
missioned or purchased work from Persian 
artists. The documentation regarding Dutch 
artists in Isfahan, reviewed below, is the most 
substantial evidence that we have concerning 
Dutch-Persian artistic relations.

When Huybert Visnich, the f irst representa-
tive of the Dutch East India Company in Persia, 
arrived at the court of Shah ‘Abbas I in Isfahan 
in 1623 he resumed his acquaintance with a 
remarkable fellow countryman with great 
prestige at court, prestige that he owed to his 
mastery of the art of painting. Jan Lucasz. van 
Hasselt (b. before 1600, d. after 1653) had come 
to Isfahan in the cortege of a famous Italian 
traveler, the Roman nobleman Pietro della 
Valle (1586-1652), with whom he had “traveled,” 
by his own later statement, “over a period of 
many years in Italy, Constantinople, Egypt, 
Jerusalem, Aleppo [where Visnich f irst met 
him], Babylon and other places as well.”16 The 
painter “made portraits in Constantinople and 
Cairo, and sketches of antiquities; in Isfahan he 

drew the elephants in the Shah’s menagerie and 
made a portrait of della Valle’s Assyrian bride.”17

“Jan van Hasselt probably arrived in Isfahan 
in 1617 and was soon taken into the service of the 
Shah, who gave him the title of ustad naqqash 
[master painter],” writes Willem Floor, who 
cites this corroboratory reference: “In 1621 the 
Carmelites report that a Flemish painter was 
present at an audience given to them by Shah 
‘Abbas I.” According to della Valle, the shah paid 
him a princely annual salary of 1,000 zecchini, a 
Venetian gold coin. There is only one reference 
in the surviving documents to a specif ic work 
by van Hasselt. The English traveler Sir Thomas 
Herbert (1606-1682), who visited Persia in 1628, 
wrote of the richest room in the Shah’s palace 
at Ashraf on the Caspian Sea:

The Chamber was Gallery wise, the seeling 
garnisht with Poetique fancies, gold, and 
choisest colours, all which seem’d to strive 
whether Art or Nature should be to a judicious 
eye more valuable: one Iohn a Dutch-man, who 
had long served the King celebrated his skill, 
to the astonishment of the Persians and his 
owne advantage.18

To the Company, the fact that this valuable con-
tact person at the Safavid court was a painter 
was more of a potential embarrassment than 
anything else. In the numerous references to 
van Hasselt in the VOC papers he is often called 
“painter to the king,” but there is only one refer-
ence to his art, in a revealing passage from a 
missive of December 1624 to Visnich from the 
directors in Amsterdam:

Several paintings are [among the goods] going 
to Surat [i.e. Company headquarters in India, 
to which the Persian off ice reported], but we 
do not think it a good idea to send any of them 
to Persia, because there are human f igures in 
all of them. We have moreover been advised 
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in a private writing of 18 January 1624 that you 
have been helped greatly in attaining your au-
dience and access and opening of trade from 
His Majesty by a master painter who stands 
in high favor with the king. For this reason, 
the aforementioned painter should not be of-
fended on any occasion in any way. If he is a 
better master than those who made the paint-
ings that are being sent to Surat, then they will 
not be valued highly in Persia; if they are bet-
ter, then we will have damaged his reputation 
with His Majesty by comparison with better 
work [than his].19

The importance of Jan van Hasselt for the es-
tablishment of VOC operations in Persia cannot 
be overstated. By his report, Visnich and his 
party showed up in Isfahan without letters of 
recommendation.

Upon hearing that they carried no papers 
from their lords and masters, His Majesty was 
surprised and ordered me to gather complete 
information. On my account, His Majesty was 
prepared to treat our friends graciously,… upon 
which I asked His Majesty to extend to them 
the same honor and respect he bestowed upon 
the Portuguese, English and Italians and that 
his Majesty provide them with appropriate 
lodgings, for which I invested all my good will 
with the king and his minions, so that those of 
all the other nations were jealous and sought 
ways to prevent it. His Majesty acceded to all 
that I requested and designated a handsome 
palace to lodge our newly arrived friends and 
to allow them complete freedom, at no cost; 
they reside there to this day [seven years lat-
er].20

Visnich paid van Hasselt a fee of 100 guilders for 
his initial mediation and worked closely with 
him for years to come. Van Hasselt’s prestige 
with the Dutch was enhanced considerably in 

1625 when the shah included him in an embassy 
to the Republic led by the court factor Musa 
Beg. Della Valle tells us that Shah ‘Abbas at-
tached van Hasselt to the mission in order to 
rustle up more Dutch painters for the Persian 
court.21 This would not be the f irst time he 
did so. In 1605, the Haarlem painter Cornelis 
Claesz. Heda was taken on as painter to Shah 
‘Abbas by a Persian delegation to the court 
of Emperor Rudolf II in Prague. (Heda never 
made it to Persia. His ship was captured by the 
Portuguese and he was sent to Goa. He ended 
up working for the Bijapur court and the VOC 
in India.22) Van Hasselt, who in his own state-
ments never refers to his art, tells it differently: 
his commission was to aid in expanding trade 
between Persia and the Republic. Van Hasselt 
seems to have regarded his status as master 
painter to the king of Persia as a springboard 
to a higher station in life and to greater wealth.

Visnich wrote a warm letter of recommenda-
tion for the painter.

[Musa Beg] has in his company a Dutchman 
who has served the king as painter for several 
years, a young man of good name and repute, 
very favored by His Majesty, named Jan Luy-
ckassen Hasselt. Since I met him previously 
in Aleppo, I have been eager to employ him in 
your service [...].23

In the Netherlands, Musa Beg made a perfect 
nuisance of himself. He pestered the States-
General and the VOC for services, favors, and 
payments while chasing after women and 
drinking too much. The unannounced mission 
itself was not comme il faut in diplomatic terms, 
and Musa Beg’s behavior made things worse. 
In 1626 van Hasselt returned to Persia before 
Musa Beg and the rest of the delegation in order 
to tell the shah what was going on. His report 
was credited and Musa Beg fell into disgrace.24
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For decades the shah had been attempting 
to invigorate what he rightly perceived as the 
underdeveloped trade potential of Persia. He 
already sold silk to several European partners, 
who transported it mainly overland to Aleppo, 
on a caravan route that was not only insecure 
but also crossed the Ottoman Empire, with 
which Persia was often at war. With the arrival 
of the Dutch and their seaborne empire, bril-
liant new opportunities presented themselves. 
Soon the Company had inland way stations in 
Shiraz and Lar, supporting the 900-kilometer 
land route between Isfahan and the port fac-
tory at Gamron, renamed Bandar ‘Abbas (Port 
‘Abbas) in honor of the shah after the English 
East India Company and he drove out the 
Portuguese in 1615. From there the armed 
merchant fleet of the VOC had access to all the 
harbors of the world sea.

The benef its to the VOC of trade with 
Persia were phenomenal. Within months, a 
million-guilder cash stream came into being 
with no one guarding the banks. Anyone on 
the shore could dip into it, and all who could 
did. On paper, respectable bodies such as the 
Persian kingdom, the Dutch Republic, and the 
United East India Company were involved in 
legitimate transactions with each other. On 
the ground, the individuals working for these 
bodies were enriching themselves prodigiously 
at the expense of their masters.

Within seven years after Visnich’s arrival in 
Persia, van Hasselt and he built up one of the 
most prof itable businesses in the world and 
then, in Shakespearean style, they destroyed 
their own careers. The chief culprit was van 
Hasselt. The head of the VOC factory in Surat, 
Pieter van den Broecke, when he saw what 
riches Visnich was mining, enlisted the aid of 
van Hasselt to undermine the position of his 
colleague, hoping to take his place. “Van den 
Broecke provided van Hasselt, who emerged 
as Visnich’s greatest nemesis, with money and 

a letter of recommendation to the Directors, 
which van Hasselt seemed to have used to 
malign Visnich.”25 Visnich had indeed engaged 
in illegal practices, but even worse he had ne-
glected to cover his tracks. By 1630 van Hasselt 
and other conspirators had made Visnich’s 
position so impossible that the founder of the 
VOC stations in Persia abandoned his post and 
fled, ending up in Ottoman Iraq, where he was 
arrested and executed as a spy.26 He signed his 
last letter, of Christmas Eve 1630, “in Joseph’s 
pit,” that is, betrayed by his brothers, “who need 
a St. Stephen to pray for them: Lord, forgive 
them, for they know not what they do.”27

He was perfectly right. Van Hasselt in fact 
did not know what he was doing and was busy 
bringing about his own ruin. In the spring of 
1630 he had sailed to Holland with a return fleet 
commanded by van den Broecke. He carried 
with him a letter to the States-General from 
Shah ‘Abbas, who however had died in January 
1629. Presenting his credentials in The Hague, 
van Hasselt claimed that they were respected 
by the new shah, Saf i, as well. He presented 
his mission “not as a simple legation but as a 
veritable embassy, and van Hasselt himself 
as the resident representing the shah in the 
Netherlands.”28 He entered into negotiations 
with the States-General concerning new rights 
for traders of “the Persian nation,” a designation 
that covered himself as well as native Persians. 
On 7 February 1631 the States-General actually 
passed a resolution providing these rights. That 
resolution, in the view of a leading historian of 
Asian-European relations, Rudi Matthee, was 
unique in the history of the Dutch Republic.

In 1631 van Hasselt in fact managed to con-
clude a treaty with the States General on be-
half of the shah, according to which Iranian 
merchants in Holland received the same rights 
as Dutch merchants in Iran [...]. This remark-
able document [was] the only treaty ever 
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concluded between the Dutch Republic and 
an Asian power to include bilateral rights [...].29

The treaty was however never put into effect. It 
cut into the turf of the VOC, which refused to 
credit the new arrangements and which from 
the head off ice in Amsterdam followed van 
Hasselt’s doings with antagonistic suspicion. 
And then came the crunch. In October 1631 new 
letters arrived from Shah Safi, addressed to the 
stadholder and the States-General and mak-
ing no mention whatsoever of van Hasselt. All 
credit lost, the painter who probably played the 
most important diplomatic and commercial 
role of any Dutch artist of the seventeenth 
century, a role in which he has been compared 
to Peter Paul Rubens, met his Waterloo.

After the departure and disgrace of Jan 
Lucasz. van Hasselt, the Safavid court took 
on three other Dutch artists as painter to the 
shah. But they, like van Hasselt, came to an 
unfortunate end in typical VOC circumstances: 
one through disease, one through dissipation, 
and one through corruption.

Shah Safi died in 1642 and was succeeded by 
his nine-year-old son ‘Abbas II. His court was 
initially run by Grand Vizier Saru Taqi, who 
in 1643 hired the VOC junior merchant and 
painter Hendrick Boudewijn van Lockhorst 
for royal service at an annual salary of 4,000 
guilders. This was about ten times the amount 
that a painter of reasonable talent would earn 
at home; in Isfahan it seems to have been the 
going rate, equivalent to the 1,000 zecchini 
earned by van Hasselt. (In 1618 the zecchino 
traded at 12.8 ducats of three guilders apiece, 
making van Hasselt’s retainer 3,840 guilders.30) 
The VOC allowed van Lockhorst to commit 
to court service for three years, beginning 
in 1644, after which he was to return to the 
service of the Company. The head of opera-
tions in Persia, Carel Constant, wrote to the 
Governor-General in Batavia that the shah was 

quite pleased with van Lockhorst’s portraits. 
By 1647, however, when the contract expired, 
a new team had taken charge that was more 
struck by van Lockhorst’s misbehavior than 
by his portraits. No sooner had he reentered 
Company employ than he was arrested. On 
4 May 1647 the new men wrote to the direc-
tors that they had relieved van Lockhorst of 
his functions “because he could not govern 
himself and during his stay here led such an 
excessively luxurious and licentious life that 
he caused considerable damage to the East 
India Company.”31 Van Lockhorst attempted 
to escape with his Armenian concubine, but 
was apprehended and sent back to Batavia. 
(That he had an Armenian concubine was 
not in itself misbehavior. Christians were not 
allowed to have sexual relations with Muslim 
women in Persia, and the VOC tried to keep 
its servants from marrying; concubinage with 
Christian women was therefore the relation of 
f irst resort.32)

Van Lockhorst was the fourth Dutch painter 
in Persia, after van Hasselt, van Sichem, and a 
certain Joost Lampen, who is mentioned once 
in this function in 1630, and the third to come 
to an inglorious end. There was a f ifth artist 
whose story was even worse. Juriaen Ambdis 
was a ship’s gunner and painter. He entered 
the shah’s employ in the former capacity in 
1648 as did several of his comrades, in order 
to f ight for Persia against the Great Mogul. 
After the successful battle of Kandahar, ‘Abbas 
discharged them all from service. While the 
others resumed their duty for the VOC, Ambdis 
decided to stay. No doubt inspired by reports 
of van Lockhorst’s fabulous earnings, he told 
one of his fellow gunners that he was staying 
behind – that is, as the VOC saw it, deserting 
– to earn money “with painting and drawing.” 
Failing in that attempt, Ambdis fell almost at 
once into beggary.
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On March 29, 1649 it was reported that Ambdis 
had been seen walking alone behind a caravan 
in Iraq by an Iranian merchant, who had given 
him three loaves of bread. On May 22, 1650 the 
Isfahan off ice of the Dutch Company reported 
that according to information received from 
an Armenian merchant from Baghdad Ambdis 
had become a Muslim in that city, “which if it is 
true, will revolt the feelings of all pious Chris-
tians,” the director commented. This is the last 
time we learn anything about Ambdis.33

The sixth Dutch painter known to have been 
in Persia was Philips Angel (1618-after 1664).34 
His only known works before then were two 
etchings in Rembrandt’s style, one of which is 
signed and dated 1637. Despite his low profile as 
an artist – none of the standard books on Dutch 
artists mention him until the late nineteenth 
century – Angel was a respected f igure in the 
Leiden art world. Not only did he deliver and 
publish the St. Luke’s Day lecture of 1641; in the 
mid-1640s he also served as undersecretary and 
then secretary of the guild of St. Luke.

In 1645 Angel enlisted in the VOC and sailed 
with his wife for Batavia. Like many artists who 
took that step, he was driven to it by f inancial 
need. In 1646 he was a junior merchant and 
member of the justice council of Batavia. In 
1647, on account of his good work and good 
character, he was recommended for transfer to 
Persia as the third man on the Company team. 
For unknown reasons the assignment did not 
go through, but in 1651 he was dispatched to 
Isfahan. According to orders, he was to run the 
station as second man in Persia, under the head 
of the Gamron off ice. However, things did not 
turn out that way. By way of bad luck, he was 
in the company of his superiors when his bag-
gage arrived on the backs of 20 or 22 donkeys 
carrying not only his personal possessions but 
also 58 pieces of tin weighing 2,697 pounds and 
eight sacks of medicinal roots weighing 960 

pounds. In order to cover up the evidence for 
this unlicensed private trade and to make some 
extra money, he had charged the bill for the 
donkeys to the Company as moving expenses, 
at an exorbitant rate.35 The VOC was used to 
overlooking considerable infractions of the 
rules – in fact, everyone in the Company was 
criminalized – but this was just too much. An-
gel was ordered back to Batavia to stand trial.

At this point Angel’s status as an artist paid 
off. During his journey back to the coast, in 
shame and sick to boot, a missive from Shah 
‘Abbas II reached the VOC party. The shah said 
that he did not learn that Angel was a painter 
until after he had left Isfahan and that he 
wished to employ him in that capacity. What-
ever the truth of the matter, the Company made 
Angel an offer: either continue on to Batavia to 
face criminal charges or return to Isfahan as a 
painter to the shah of Persia. Traveling under 
arrest with his manservant and his pregnant 
(by whom we know not) black female servant, 
in miserable health, Philips Angel faced the 
choice between a kangaroo court in Batavia or a 
stint as an artist in Isfahan, a position that had 
ended badly for all his predecessors. Although 
Isfahan was considered an unhealthier place 
than Gamron or Batavia, Angel took the latter 
option. Returning to the extraordinary Persian 
capital, he invested more than 2,000 guilders 
in a studio and in 1653 went to work. With the 
court Angel seems to have got on brilliantly. 
In addition to a salary of 4,000 guilders a year, 
he was paid 6,000 guilders for f ive paintings of 
unspecif ied subjects and presented with a robe 
of honor. (The VOC preferred to regard this pay-
ment not as the purchase price of the paintings 
but as remuneration for Angel’s expenses, to be 
credited to the Company.)

History began to repeat itself. Angel was 
distrusted by the Company; as early as 1654 
the new Governor-General, Joan Maetsuyker, 
ordered the head of the Persian region, Dirck 
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Sarcerius, to remove Angel from Isfahan and 
send him back to Batavia. (This was matched 
by another Company action at the same time 
against a painter who had risen in the ranks. In 
1654 the directors objected to the advancement 
in India of Isaack Koedijck, who was doing very 
well as a merchant, merely on the grounds that 
he was trained not in commerce but in art.36) 
Because Angel was engaged in large-scale 
commissions for the shah as well as the chief of 
the royal slaves, Sarcerius declined to execute 
the command. Reconstructing these events, 
Willem Floor remarked rightly:

Sarcerius and the Governor-General clearly 
did not realize the advantage they had over 
other competitors in having a painter in their 
service, who had the Shah’s favour. Any praise 
of Angel was toned down by Sarcerius although 
the Shah had written that he was very pleased 
with him. This impression is confirmed by the 
Chronicle of the Carmelites where it is stated 
that: “Nothing could be more useful to the Mis-
sion than if we had here a good painter, the 
Shah taking great pleasure in painting; and 
in these countries good artists are rare. There 
is a Dutchman who works for the Company, 
who has done very little, and yet has received 
very good rewards, and the Shah has conferred 
great favours on him.”37

Angel was able to use his influence at court for 
the benefit of the Company, but was unable to 
muster support for himself. He tried to rally re-
sistance to Maetsuyker’s order, but to no avail. 
On 10 July 1655 Angel left Isfahan for Gamron, 
where he arrived on 31 August. There he was 
treated contemptuously by certain Company 
off icials, who spread the unlikely story that 
“some courtiers [of the shah] plainly told them 
that the Shah had honoured Angel enormously 
by giving him twice Dfl. 10,000 not because of 
the paintings which he presented to him, which 

amounted only to one item called the ‘Sacrif ice 
by Abraham’ in all these two years, but out of 
respect for the Company.”38

Whatever arrangements had been made 
between the shah, Angel, and the VOC regard-
ing payment for his services, these were not 
suff iciently clear to avoid disagreement. Upon 
his return, Angel laid a claim before the Com-
pany for monies he felt were coming to him. 
In January 1656 the claim was refused, and the 
Company instituted charges against him for 
illegal private trade.

At the end of July 1656 the widowed artist 
married a woman from a distinguished fam-
ily. Maria van der Stel was the daughter of a 
murdered VOC off icial and the younger sister 
of Simon van der Stel, later the founder of Stel-
lenbosch and governor of the Cape. It might 
have been thanks to this newly acquired at-
tachment to a prominent family that Angel was 
able to walk away from his contentious VOC 
job and take up various positions in the civil 
government of Batavia, including secretary of 
the aldermen’s chamber. The supposition that 
he was protected by his marriage f inds support 
in the fact that his relations with the township 
of Batavia turned sour shortly after the death of 
Maria on 6 July 1661. On 21 October, in the wake 
of earlier accusations of f inancial impropriety, 
Angel was arrested for misappropriating 6,000 
or 7,000 rijksdaalders. Four days later his goods 
were sold at auction for 4,242 rijksdaalders, at 
which point the VOC laid a new claim against 
him for 3,300 guilders for “the expensive studio 
that he built on his own responsibility in Isfa-
han in violation of the orders of the director in 
Persia.” In December the Reformed church of 
Batavia ejected Angel from Holy Communion, 
readmitting him conditionally.39 In 1664 an 
inventory of Angel’s possessions was drawn 
up in Batavia. He was “lodging” – an apparent 
euphemism for cohabiting – with the widow 
Dieuwertje van Thije. The meager inventory 
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included nine “paintings of various portraits” 
of Angel, his deceased wife, his grandfather, 
and his children. That is the last record of the 
man who trod in the footsteps of Jan Lucasz. 
van Hasselt and Hendrick Boudewijn van Lock-
horst. Three painters who were richly paid 
retainers of the shah of Persia overplayed their 
hands in their relations with the VOC and were 
brought down low by Jan Compagnie.

Philips Angel suffered the slings and arrows 
of outrageous fortune not only in his lifetime. 
After his death he was also mistreated, by 
fellow artists, writers, publishers, and art 
historians. Precious drawings that he made in 
Persia and Batavia were published under the 
names of other draftsmen, painters, scholars, 
and engravers. For a long time his identity was 
confused with that of a namesake from Middel-
burg. It was not until 1949, when Laurens J. Bol 
studied these issues, that the identity of Philips 
Angel was cleared up.40 This is particularly 
unfortunate because Angel produced some of 
the most important antiquarian documents of 
the time. On his way to Isfahan in 1652 with 
the party of the newly appointed ambassador 
to Persia, Joan Cunaeus, Angel stopped off in 
Persepolis. There, on 10 February 1652, he cre-
ated one of the f irst drawings of the ancient site 
to come down to us. That is, it has come down in 
the form of a print after Angel’s drawing, which 
itself is lost. It is reproduced in François Valen-
tijn’s Oud en nieuw Oost-Indiën, vervattende een 
naaukeurige en uitvoerige verhandelinge van 
Nederlands mogentheyd in die gewesten (Old 
and New East India, Containing a Precise and 
Extensive Report on Dutch Authority in Those 
Territories; 1724-1726).

It would be nice to say that Angel’s drawings 
of Persepolis were inspired by the scholarly 
interests that were manifest in his St. Luke’s 
Day lecture in praise of painting.41 This however 
cannot be maintained, in view of damning 
testimony reported by the French traveler and 

art dealer Jean-Baptiste Tavernier. Tavernier 
claims that Angel told him personally “that he 
had spent his time poorly, and that the thing 
[that is, Persepolis] was not worth the effort 
of being drawn, nor to oblige the interested 
traveler to take a detour of as much as a quarter 
of an hour from his route.”42

Our last reference to Angel in Persia is the 
kindest one. In a journal entry for 1657, the 
same Jean-Baptiste Tavernier relates that 
upon taking leave of Shah ‘Abbas II he received 
as a parting gift “several drawings, of which a 
few were by himself, since the king had indeed 
learned to draw from two Dutch painters, 
one named Angel and the other Lokar [van 
Lockhorst] that the Dutch Company had 
sent to him.”43 ‘Abbas was only eleven years 
old when van Lockhorst came to Isfahan 
and eighteen when Angel arrived. It is nice 
to think of him taking drawing lessons from 
these Dutch artists and being proud enough 
of the results to give samples of his work to 
visiting dignitaries.

Reciprocity on the part of the VOC is not 
evident from the documents. The Company 
showed its regard for one of the king’s paint-
ers, Mamet Beg, in its own way. In August 1638 
it lent him 40 tomans, about 1600 guilders, 
without requesting a receipt, and which it 
did not expect to be repaid. This piece of 
petty corruption under the table, recorded 
in contemptuous innuendo in the books, is 
paltry indeed compared to the public shows 
of favor conveyed by the shahs on his Dutch 
painters.44

Insofar as institutional maneuvering can 
be interpreted as a form of artistic reception, 
the picture seems clear. From 1605 to 1655 
a certain pattern prevailed in the artistic 
relations between the Safavid court and the 
Dutch authorities. During the reigns of Shahs 
‘Abbas I, Safi and ‘Abbas II, Dutch painters were 
welcomed at the Safavid court and accorded 
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public signs of high regard. Upon request of the 
court, individual artists would be allowed by 
the Dutch to enter royal service, always with 
strings attached. The relations are put into 
so many words in this passage concerning 
the neighboring kingdoms of India from the 
pioneering study of our subject, two articles 
by Pieter Arend Leupe in De Nederlandsche 
Spectator, 1873.

In 1656, while the post of second man [of the 
VOC station] at Soeratta [Surat] was f illed 
by [the Dutch painter Isaack] Koedijck, [the 
Great Moghul] Shah Jehan sent a letter to one 
of his governors, in which he writes of “having 
heard news about the painters and surgeon 
(or one with knowledge of the things of na-
ture) of the Hollanders,” commanding him to 
send them to the court at once. The governor 
informed Director Hendrik van Wijck [of the 
VOC in Persia, where the personnel were ap-
parently stationed] of the order. Van Wijck 
was not in the least pleased. In the f irst place 
because the [Indian] ruler was deciding over 
the persons in question without acknowledg-
ing him and regarded Company employees 
as being in his service. In the second place 
because it was usually so diff icult to get per-
sonnel back again once they had been placed 
at the disposal of His Majesty. But in order not 
to offend His Majesty and in view of the [pos-
sible] consequences [of refusal], van Wijck, 
supported by his council, decided to honor the 
request, stipulating however that the oldest 
member of the group would go in the capac-
ity of agent [of the VOC] and that he be put in 
charge of Company interests there.45

The VOC, by contrast, is not known ever to have 
patronized a Persian artist. The attitude of the 
VOC toward its own functionaries who worked 
as artists for the shah was dictated entirely by 
the administrative and diplomatic interests of 

the Company. This is true even in the single 
instance, concerning Barend van Sichem, when 
it did seem to take the initiative in sending an 
artist to Isfahan.46

Christians for Christians Outside the 
Royal City

On 28 September 1638, a new director for Persia, 
Adam Westerwolt, was issued his instructions 
by the high command in Batavia. After touch-
ing on the trade in “rarities,” the instructions 
continue:

Which is why we are also giving you a certain 
Barend van Sichem, who is an able draftsman 
and is reasonable with the brush as well, along 
with Claes Andriesz. of Amsterdam who can 
make enamels and set jewels. In the past His 
Majesty [Shah Saf i] has displayed particular 
appreciation for the work of these artists. You 
shall offer their services and thanks to them 
you will garner as much good will as previ-
ously was the case with French and Italian 
[artists]. The supplies they require will be sent 
in batches.47

The instruction from Batavia says that work 
by van Sichem had reached Saf i before 1638, 
to the marked satisfaction of the shah. The 
appointment specif ied in the instruction 
seems to have been aborted. Westerwolt fell 
ill and died en route to Qazvin, where the shah 
was in temporary residence. This seems also 
to have been the fate of van Sichem, about 
whom the documents are further silent, 
while Claes Andriesz. – as well as Huybert 
Bufkens, a diamond polisher – do appear in 
later dispatches.48

Willem Floor speculates that van Sichem 
may have reached Isfahan alive and have gone 
to work not for the shah but for the Armenian 
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community. The All Savior’s Cathedral and 
other Armenian churches of New Julfa, across 
the river and within easy walking distance of 
Isfahan, are elaborately decorated with cycles 
of wall paintings illustrating the Bible and 
the lives of the saints. The authorship of these 
paintings is a vexed question. Floor’s sugges-
tion that Barend van Sichem was involved 
in their creation f its in well with the known 
evidence. In 1950, the English art historian 
T. S. R. Boase, who visited New Julfa in British 
military service during the Second World War, 
demonstrated that some of the monumental 
paintings in All Savior’s resembled woodcuts 
by Christoffel van Sichem the Younger (1581-
1658) in the f irst Armenian Bible, published 
in Amsterdam in 1666.49 Boase noted that 
the arrangement of the subjects was highly 
signif icant. It followed the dictates of typo-
logy, an age-old Christian interpretive method 
that links subjects from the Hebrew Bible to 
passages in the Christian Bible. This implies 
a modicum of theological and iconographical 
knowledge, knowledge that would have been 
commanded by the Armenian patriarchate in 
New Julfa.

Boase assumed that the Amsterdam imprint 
of 1666 was the source for the imagery in New 
Julfa. However, the decorations in the church 
are now dated to 1645-55, ruling this out. 
Nonetheless, the connection was real and sig-
nificant, in a form of which Boase was unaware. 
The same engravings used in the Armenian 
Bible were printed earlier by van Sichem, in a 
volume of Bible prints entitled Bibels tresoor 
[Biblical Treasury], published in Amsterdam in 
1646, making them available as a source for the 
churches of Julfa. The correspondences were 
published in 1968 by J.  Carswell (see plates 
1.1a-b).

What would have been the role of Barend 
van Sichem? Floor writes that he “was un-
able to f ind any family connection between 

Barend and Christoffel.” That connection has 
since been found by Marten Jan Bok, in the 
framework of the NIAS project. Barend was 
baptized in the Nieuwe Kerk in Amsterdam 
on 27 October 1620 as the son of Christoffel 
van Sichem the Younger, the maker of the 
woodcuts. In 1638 he was only eighteen years 
old, making it unlikely that he was personally 
responsible for the execution of the mighty 
vaults and domes in Julfa Cathedral. However, 
he may well have been the bearer of icono-
graphical models for that project. The edition 
of 1646 did not come out of thin air. One of the 
prints is dated 1631, and Christoffel van Sichem 
is likely to have had the drawings for most if 
not all of his woodcuts, many of them based 
on older sources, by the time Barend left for 
the east. In accounting for the transmission 
of those images from Amsterdam to New 
Julfa, there is every reason to take seriously 
the possibility that Barend van Sichem was 
the main agent. It is not even necessary to 
assume that he survived his trip. He may 
have been bringing prints and drawings for 
the Armenian community that were delivered 
there and were adapted and executed by local 
Christian artists.

If we therefore expand our view of “Persian 
art” to “art in Persia,” the connection between 
the van Sichem family and the Armenian 
community of New Julfa emerges as a key 
example. With regard to extant survivals, 
this connection would by far exceed the VOC 
in importance. Opposed to this view of the 
transfer in real time of Dutch sources to Persia, 
Amy Landau points to sources in the more 
distant past that had been used by van Sichem 
and that could have been available in their 
original form to the Armenians of New Julfa.50 
That is, the extremely influential volumes of 
iconographic models published in the 1590s 
by the Plantin press in Antwerp, Hieronymus 
Nadal’s Evangelicae historiae imagines (1593) 
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and Adnotationes et meditationes in Evangelia 
(1594) as well as other prints and books that 
Catholic missionaries had been introducing 
into Asia for over a century. While granting this 
point, I do not believe that it detracts from the 
signif icance of the van Sichems as providers 
of iconographical and stylistic content to the 
Armenians of New Julfa. The fact that the f irst 
Bible edition in the Armenian language (1666) 
was a translation of Christoffel van Sichem’s 
Bibels tresoor (1646) and was undoubtedly 
printed by the van Sichem f irm, is indicative 
of meaningful ties between them and the 
Armenian community. With such a strong, 
tailor-made connection at hand, it seems to 
me unlikely that the New Julfa clergy would 
have resorted to a much older source.

The hard evidence presented in Table 2 for 
royal Persian patronage of Dutch artists may 
not be extensive. However, it shows that for 30 

of the 37 years from 1618 to 1655, there was a 
Dutch painter in royal or high court service 
in Isfahan.

Official Documentation

In Persia, as we have seen, no official documents 
have survived. In the Persian literature of art 
there are no reported references to European 
artists except in the most general terms. The 
Dutch records, on the other hand, are immense. 
It therefore is signif icant that they contain no 
mention of Persian art or for that matter hardly 
any of Dutch art.

These two points are brought out clearly 
by what is missing from two exhaustive 
publications on the respective subjects, David 
Roxburgh’s masterly study of Persian writings 
on art and Hendrik Dunlop’s collection of 

Table 2: Persian court patronage of Dutch painters, 1605-1655.

Shah ‘Abbas I
(1571-1629; r. 1587-1629) 

1605 His envoy to the court of Emperor Rudolf II takes on the Haarlem painter 
Cornelis Claesz. Heda as painter to the king. Heda never reaches Isfahan.
1617-1630 Employed the Dutch painter and draftsman Jan Lucasz. van Hasselt. 
Among his commissions was the decoration of the royal palace at Ashraf. Extends title 
ustad naqqash (master painter) to van Hasselt, bestows favor on him, honors causes 
pleaded by him.
1625 Sends van Hasselt on diplomatic mission to the Netherlands led by Musa Beg.
1629 Signs letter to States-General giving van Hasselt status of envoy.

Mulaim Beg, factor to Shah 
Safi

1630 Has Joost Lampen paint several pictures in his house.

Shah Safi I
(1611-1642, r. 1629-1642) 

<1638 Expresses satisfaction to Company officials concerning portraits by Dutch 
painter Barend van Sichem, who is sent by the VOC to work in his service.

Grand vizier Saru Taqi (in 
office 1632, assassinated 
1645)

1643 Mediates in hiring of Dutch painter Hendrick Boudewijn van Lockhorst to work 
for court of young shah, at annual wage of 4,000 guilders.

Shah ‘Abbas II
(1632/33-1666; r. 1642-1666)

1643> Takes art lessons from van Lockhorst.
1652 Intercepts the departure from Persia of Philips Angel, who was being removed 
by VOC to Batavia to face charges, bringing him back to Isfahan to work for him as 
painter and drawing teacher.
1653 Puts Angel to work at 4,000 guilders a year painting palace decorations in 
Isfahan. Pays Angel 6,000 guilders, according to Angel for five small paintings, 
according to VOC money intended for the Company. Grants Angel high favor at court.
1655 Upon departure of Angel, presents artist with robe of honor and 100 tomans for 
watercolors. 
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sources for the study of the Dutch East India 
Company. In Roxburgh’s book on a large num-
ber of Persian writings on painting, there are 
only two passing references to European art, 
none to Dutch art in particular.51 In Dunlop we 
f ind three references to paintings, compared to 
the hundreds referring to such items as pepper, 
sandalwood, sappanwood, presents, spices, 
sugar, tin, and tolls. In fact, as shown by the 
missive of 1624 cited above, trade in paintings 
was avoided by the Company out of trepida-
tion with regard to the religious sensibilities 
of Muslims, uncertainty concerning quality, 
and the nagging suspicion that Persian buyers 
would not understand why the price of a paint-
ing had to be so high.

The VOC archives reveal that the Persian 
court turned to the Company not only as 
a source for painters but also of paint. On 
15 March 1635 the manager of Persian opera-
tions, Nicolaes Jacobsz. Overschie, wrote from 
Gamron to Batavia that the shah had again 
requested that he be sent from the Nether-
lands suff icient paint to execute portraits 
of one thousand persons, with brushes in 
corresponding quantity. The order was not 
shipped, since in December 1636 the request 
was taken up again in the general order for 
1637.

Voor de Coningh van Persia verwe om duysent 
personen te conterfeijten pinceelen na adv-
enandt.52

[For the King of Persia, paint for portraits of a 
thousand persons, brushes in the same meas-
ure.]

We have no record of the presence of a Dutch 
artist at the court during that period. The ruler 
was the f ifteen-year-old Shah Saf i, who is re-
ported by the VOC to have a taste for the work 
of Western artists and jewelers. However, we 
cannot be sure that the order was an expression 

of artistic interest – say, for creating portraits of 
courtiers to adorn public buildings. There was 
another use for portraiture in the pre-photog-
raphy age in the Middle East. Painted images 
of wanted criminals were spread around the 
provinces to help track down fugitives. This 
would f it in better with what we know about 
Shah Saf i’s suspicious and vengeful character. 
Whatever purpose was intended, the VOC did 
not rush to help the king of Persia to accomplish 
it.

As we have noted, the VOC displayed 
habitual reluctance to send f igurative art to 
Persia. The repeated conviction by Company 
off icials in Amsterdam and Batavia that Per-
sians would be offended by images of human 
beings is hard to explain. Not only is Persian art 
full of human and even divine f igures, there is 
also the express wish by the Safavid court for 
paintings of genre subjects, with pretty girls, 
rather than the battle scenes that the Dutch 
thought more appropriate. The head of the 
Gamron station, Wollebrant Geleijnsz., wrote 
the following to headquarters in Batavia on 
9 May 1641 concerning an aborted attempt by 
the Dutch to present some paintings to the 
shah.

We are hereby returning the large painting of 
the sea battle at Gibraltar fought by Admiral 
Heemskerck as well as [the portrait of] the 
chief merchant Adriaen van Oostende and 
various Moors, as a [French] painter formerly 
in the king’s service told us that they would not 
please the king or be valued at anything close 
to their price. What he would like are [paint-
ings of] beautiful women, banquets, parties, 
anything smacking of luxury....”53

The Dutch traveler Cornelis de Bruyn, to whom 
we will return below, wrote in 1711 something 
that must have been well known to any resident 
of the country:
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there is little difference between their reli-
gion and that of the Turks, except that the 
Persians have no aversion to painted images, 
which one sees in their houses as a matter of 
course.54

The English East India Company had better 
intelligence on this issue than the Dutch. In 
1618, on a list of 101 items considered “vendible” 
in England, India, and Persia, English agents 
included as number 101, under “[…] particulars 
[…] supposed to be most acceptable to present 
unto the kinge[…]” – that is, Shah ‘Abbas I: 
“Pictures bearing the resemblance eyther of 
man woman or other creatures beinge drawne 
to the lyfe are much desired by this king.”55

This misunderstanding on the part of the 
VOC must be held responsible in some measure 
for the low level of artistic interchange between 
the Republic and the Safavid Empire. We do not 
know how it arose, but it might be conjectured 
that the Heren XVII took advice concerning 
trade with Muslim countries from a Dutch theo-
logian who made a major point of the presumed 
Muslim antagonism to images. In the sixteenth 
century, the Safavid Shah Tahmasp may 
indeed have given expression to this feeling, 
after decades of supporting and practicing the 
arts, when in 1556 he issued an Edict of Sincere 
Repentance, dismissing all painters and callig-
raphers from their court positions. However, it 
is not likely that the motivation was aniconism, 
which is not ordained by Shi’ite Islam. As one 
recent student of the edict, Abolala Soudavar, 
put it, “Had there been a Shi’ite prohibition of 
painting, Ţahmāsb would have been a master at 
f inding ways to circumvent it.”56 The same au-
thor points out that the fact that calligraphers 
as well as painters were dismissed from royal 
service, casts another light on the matter.

If painting had been from time to time the sub-
ject of religious controversy, calligraphy was 

not only immune from such controversy but 
represented Islamic art par excellence. There-
fore, if Ţahmāsb expelled calligraphers along 
with painters, a reason other than religious 
fanaticism must be sought.

Whatever information the VOC was acting on, 
we seem to be confronted with a case of bend-
ing too far over backwards out of ignorance and 
exaggerated fear, compounded by commercial 
defensiveness.

One occasion when the Dutch, by their 
own account, outdid their European rivals 
in an artistic endeavor took place in 1636. On 
24  November of that year Nicolaes Jacobsz. 
Overschie wrote the following in a report to 
the governors in Amsterdam:

On the 13th of this month the shah [the 25-year-
old Shah Saf i] was given a triumphal recep-
tion, bringing with him many Turkish pris-
oners from Eriwan, as well as an ambassador 
from Constantinople and one from Hindustan. 
The shah extends to him [Overschie], as he 
does to the Englishmen [in Isfahan], the cour-
tesy to invite him to festive meals. H.M. [His 
Majesty] begins to take increased interest in 
affairs of state.
Like the other foreigners, Overschie had a tri-
umphal arch made. The shah honored the tri-
umphal arch with a visit and Overschie offered 
H.M. jewels and money in the amount of 4,000 
guilders, while H.M. also accepted a cup of wine 
and spent an hour there. He also inquired after 
the name of His Princely Excellency [Frederik 
Hendrik]. H.M. declared that this triumphal 
arch was the most beautiful of all. The total 
costs amounted to 6,000 guilders, not includ-
ing the gift. He [Overschie] hopes that this will 
not be held against him.57

Unfortunately, Overschie does not tell who 
designed and executed the triumphal arch.
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Travelers’ Reports

Not only in Europe but in Persia and India as 
well books of travel were a popular and wide-
spread form of literature. However, when we 
turn to this resource for what it tells us about 
the art of painting in the mutual regard of 
Persians and Europeans, we draw a near blank. 
Persian travel literature from our period has 
been studied in an authoritative volume by 
Muzaffar Alam and Sanjay Subrahmanyam, 
Indo-Persian Travels in the Age of Discovery.58 
The book is silent concerning the art of paint-
ing. For that matter, the index contains no 
reference to the Dutch East India Company. 
The idea that the Dutch were somehow in 
control of territories in Persia and India beyond 
the conf ines of their off ices, trading posts, 
factories, and harbor installations would have 
come as a complete surprise to contemporary 
locals. On Persian literature in general, Sussan 
Babaie writes:

Until late in the seventeenth century, when 
some substantive written commentaries on 
Christians appear in Safavid sources, Euro-
peans feature rarely, often in passing and in-
variably with little or no commentary on the 
specif ics of their character or social conduct 
[…]. Persian chronicles take an interest in de-
scribing, characterizing and doling out either 
praise or disdain for the visiting dignitaries 
from their rival empires of the Mughals, the 
Uzbeks or the Ottomans. Europeans seem to 
have been neither as important, nor as inter-
esting!59

The disregard was mutual. During the sev-
enteenth century the Dutch were notably 
backward in publishing about Persia. In every 
western European language as well as Russian, 
important travelers’ reports on Persia saw the 
light of day from 1600 on. The trend was set 

by a book published in that very year by the 
“adventurous but unscrupulous Englishman Sir 
Anthony Sherley.”60 The earliest piece of travel 
literature on Persia by a Dutch author did not 
come out until three-quarters of a century later, 
in 1676. (The most informative piece of Dutch 
writing on Persia from the seventeenth century 
was the journal of a failed VOC delegation to 
Isfahan in 1651-1652 by Cornelis Speelman; it 
was not published until 1908.)

By 1676 the Dutch East India Company 
had been established in Persia for half a cen-
tury, since 1623. Before that year important 
f irst-person books on Persia had appeared 
in French, German, Spanish, Portuguese, 
Italian, and Russian, some of them printed 
in Amsterdam. Dutch translations had been 
published of travel accounts by Adam Olearius 
and Jean Chardin. The man under whose name 
the 1676 imprint was published was not a VOC 
off icial. He was a sailmaker named Jan Struys. 
The English title of his book is The Perillous 
and Most Unhappy Voyages of John Struys.61 It 
was a ghost-written product based only in part 
on the experiences of Struys, who could not 
read or write very well, and for the rest cob-
bled together by Olfert Dapper from various 
published sources. However, the words under 
which it was recommended in 1677 by the 
Amsterdam bookseller Jan Claesz. ten Hoorn 
are quite apposite: “Most travellers who travel 
there are commonly people who rather focus 
on personal prof it than on a precise descrip-
tion of a place [...].”62

A notable exception to this rule was the 
German physician and naturalist Engelbert 
Kaemper (1651-1716), who after spending a year 
in Isfahan from 1684 to 1685 with a Swedish 
delegation entered the service of the VOC. 
He served as chief surgeon of the VOC in 
Persia from 1685 to 1688, when the Company 
transferred him to Japan. The posthumous 
publication of his writings on his travels in 
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1712 was a formidable contribution to European 
knowledge of the Orient. Kaempfer’s book 
contains an extensive, illustrated section on 
Persepolis, but is silent on contemporaneous 
Persian art and on the activities of European 
artists in the country.

The f irst substantial comments on the 
country by a Dutchman who actually spent 
time there are to be found in a book published 
in 1711 by Cornelis de Bruyn, whose English 
title begins Travels into Muscovy, Persia 
and Part of the East Indies.63 De Bruyn was a 
dedicated traveler who did aspire to write a 
precise description of the places he visited. He 
provides detailed information on the time it 
took to travel from A to B and the distances 
between them, on the quality and price of fruit, 
on water, vegetation, bird life, and the weather. 
His book contains a treasure of information on 
Persian and Armenian costume, jewelry, and 
folkways. He was a passionate draftsman who 
provided his book with more than 200 illustra-
tions. He would depart from the caravan with 
which he normally traveled and, accompanied 
by Armenian interpreters, would spend hours 
traipsing around in search of the best angle 
from which to draw a village or town. De Bruyn 
showed considerable interest in antiquities, 
tombs, and miscellaneous ruins that he drew 
assiduously without knowing very much about 
them.

De Bruyn devotes two and a half columns 
of his large book to “The Use of Painting by 
the Persians.”64 His attention was drawn in the 
f irst place to matters involving the Dutch. He 
tells of a visit he paid to one of the two painters 
who during his visit to Isfahan worked for the 
shah,

in order to sample his art, which consisted 
mainly of painting small birds from life in wa-
ter color. And I must admit that his work was 
quite attractive, exceeding my expectations, 

although like all the rest he showed little or 
no understanding of light or shadow, which 
are after all of the essence in painting. This 
painter was at the time engaged in painting 
for the king water colors of f lowers from a 
book of prints printed in our fatherland. [Be-
cause the images were in black and white and 
the artist was painting the f lowers in color,] a 
European clergyman told him as well as one 
could what color they were. They have excel-
lent pigments here, but I did f ind some that 
were brought from our Netherlands, such as 
enamel paint and others.

The European clergyman was in all likeli-
hood a Catholic priest or friar from one of the 
missions that were permanently established 
in Isfahan. The practice that de Bruyn here 
described is a rich adaptation by a Persian 
artist of European art and natural history. The 
resulting painting cannot however have been 
of impressive quality either as a work of art or 
a botanical document. To a contemporary of 
such scientif ically inclined still-life painters as 
Jan van Huysum and Rachel Ruysch, painted 
copies of prints colored in on the basis of recol-
lection by a third party cannot have been taken 
very seriously.

While the Dutch artist-traveler was able to 
express grudging admiration for his Persian 
colleague’s watercolors of small birds, when 
it came to miniature painting, the glory of 
the Persian Golden Age, he displays sheer  
contempt.

People of distinction also own books that are 
handsomely bound and decorated with all 
manner of f igures dressed in their style, as 
well as hunting scenes, single f igures of men 
and women, companies, animals, and birds, 
depicted in beautiful colors in water color. 
There were also indecent images, which they 
like quite a lot. I found books of this kind with 
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a certain distinguished gentleman, but all the 
painting was poor, f lat, stiff, and totally lack-
ing in technique. So that there was nothing 
attractive about it, aside from the pleasing 
colors. All the sheets were adorned with gold 
and silver to please the eye.

De Bruyn’s opinion concerning Christian art in 
Persia was no more generous.

The interior of the small Armenian church [the 
Anna-baet, or Episcopal cloister] is painted on 
the walls from top to bottom. Most of what you 
see are Biblical stories, painted by Armenians 
with little art […]. Of the glorious cathedral, 
[de Bruyn says no more than that] it is painted 
completely with Biblical stories.65

De Bruyn even takes the trouble to disparage 
patronage of the arts in Persia. Only excep-
tional individuals, including certain rulers of 
the past, were willing to pay a fair price for 
art. Otherwise they kept their money in their 
purses. He cites the case of a German painter 
named Dionys who painted a multi-f igure 
composition for the shah that was accepted but 
never paid for. In this context, de Bruyn repeats 
a story dating from 1652 about a large painting 
of riders brought to Isfahan by Joan Cunaeus. 
And that, aside from the remark about religion 
quoted above, is all that de Bruyn has to say 
about art in Persia.

De Bruyn’s dismissive judgment of Persian 
painting corresponds with the only other pas-
sage on the subject that I have found in the 
extensive European travel literature. In 1686 
the Frenchman Jean Chardin brought out an 
account of his travels to Persia and the East 
Indies undertaken between 1671 and 1677. 
Chardin is considered to be the most perspica-
cious and intelligent of the European writers 
on Persia from the seventeenth century. His 

chapter “On Mechanick Arts and Trades” 
begins thus:

Before I treat of the Arts and Trades in par-
ticular, I’ll make f ive general Observations 
with regard to the Subject [...]. The f irst is, 
That the Eastern People are naturally Soft and 
Lazy, they work for, and desire only necessary 
things. All those beautiful Pieces of Painting, 
Carving, Turning, and so many others, whose 
Beauty consists in an exact and plain imita-
tion of Nature, are not Valu’d among those 
Asiaticks: They think, that because those 
Pieces are of no use for the occasions of the 
Body, they do not therefore deserve our No-
tice: In a Word, they make no account of the 
making of good Pieces; they take notice only 
of the Matter, which is the Reason that their 
Arts are so little improved; for as to the rest, 
they are Men of good Parts, have a penetrat-
ing Wit, are Patient and Sincere, and would 
make very skillful Workmen, were they paid 
liberally.66

Even allowing for the conventional nature of 
these remarks, with their echoes of Herodotus 
and Lucian on the ancient Persians, they and 
the judgment of Cornelis de Bruyn leave no 
room for doubt concerning the main issue. 
That is, that Chardin and de Bruyn could not 
see Persian painting in any other terms except 
those of high Western art, and in those terms 
it failed.

Both Europeans think in terms of bipolar 
opposites. In no particular instance do they 
f ind common features between the art of 
their countries and of Persia. This is all the 
more a pity because in other respects these 
travelers were open-minded for their time. 
Rudi Matthee, in a fresh reconsideration of 
the contribution of these and other Euro-
pean travelers to our knowledge of Persia, 
takes issue with colleagues who accuse 
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seventeenth-century writers on Persia of cul-
tural bias. “Early modern European travelers 
to Iran brought remnants of past religious and 
cultural prejudice with them,” he writes, “yet 
the best explored the country with an open 
eye, an appreciation for difference, and even 
a critical perspective on their own culture.” 
While I agree in general with this judgment, 
which Matthee backs up with solid evidence, 
I can say with some certainty that it does not 
apply to the f ine arts.67

Art Itself

Turning to the art of Persia with the judgments 
of Chardin and de Bruyn in mind, we discover 
something of considerable interest. That is, that 
by the time the two travelers visited Persia, the 
artists of that land had already gone a long way 
to appropriating and adapting the very features 
they f ind lacking in Persian art. This phenom-
enon can be demonstrated with two typical 
examples, one from the 1550s and another from 
the 1670s. Both images show one of the favorite 
motifs of Persian painting, court receptions.

Yusuf Entertains at Court before His Marriage 
is the subject of the earlier painting (see plate 
1.2a; Washington, D.C., Freer Gallery of Art). It 
partakes fully of the stereotype characteristics 
that were found so objectionable by Chardin 

and de Bruyn. There are no shadows, no mod-
eled forms, space is treated as a makeable 
commodity, nothing in the painting is depicted 
directly from nature, the f igures are indeed 
stiff, and gold is applied to please the eye 
without adding anything to the composition.

At the far end of this development, regard 
a painting of another court event, The Head of 
Iraj Presented to His Brothers Salm and Tur (see 
plate 1.2b; Dublin, Chester Beatty Collection). 
Cast shadows are employed, space is effectively 
suggested, the f igures are modeled to some 
degree, faces are individualized as are the trees 
in the background. Nonetheless, one can still 
see what the Europeans were talking about 
when they would call a painting of this kind 
stiff and lacking in artistry.

References to and adaptations of Western 
art begin long before the VOC f irst put foot 
on Persian soil in the 1620s. Eleanor Sims, 
one of the foremost specialists in Persian art, 
remarks repeatedly in her survey Peerless Im-
ages: Persian Painting and Its Sources that new 
developments in Persian art tend not to grow 
in steps but to start at a climax and decline 
from there. One can say this in fairly certain 
terms of the study by Persian artists of Dutch 
art. In the 1990s the art historian Gauvin Bailey 
published an extraordinary example of our 
phenomenon (see plates 1.3a-b). A drawing by 
the Persian artist Sadiqi (b. 1533/34; d. after 

Table 3: Comparative Judgments of Jean Chardin and Cornelis de Bruyn of Persian and European Painting.

Source Feature Persian European
[implicit]

Chardin Industry Lazy [Diligent]
Chardin Imitation of nature Not valued Mastered
Chardin “Making of good Pieces”: contribu-

tion of artist versus cost of materials
Do not value skill 
above materials

[Have high regard for artistic skill]

de Bruyn Light and shadow Not understood [Mastered]
de Bruyn Modeling Flat [Suggestive of volume and space]
de Bruyn Grace Stiff [Suggestive of movement]
de Bruyn Technique Lacking [Mastered]
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1600) in the Harvard Art Museums, dated to 
the 1580s, clearly shows knowledge of a Neth-
erlandish woodcut of the f ifteenth century 
by an anonymous Flemish artist known as 
the Master of the Banderoles. The angel of 
the Annunciation in the Flemish print was 
adapted by the Persian miniaturist without 
wings, without halo, and without cross. No 
exact model for the Madonna has been found, 
but other Annunciate Virgins by that master 
and his contemporaneous colleagues come 
close. The words in the banderole are turned 
by Sadiqi into meaningless signs. The large 
inscription above and below reads

I have gained experience from every single 
thought. There is nothing more honorable 
than generosity.

This would seem to refer to the patron for whom 
the drawing was made, who is identif ied in the 
smaller inscription below the f igures:

These two f igures are in the manner of the 
Frankish masters: drawn while in the service 
of the one giving asylum to those seeking the 
right path, the Wonder of the Age, Khvaja Ghi-
yath Naqshband. Written by the servant [of 
God] Sadiqi, the Librarian.

Khvaja Ghiyath Naqshband was a many-sided 
individual, a maker and manufacturer of costly 
textiles, an artist and poet, an archer, athlete, 
and connoisseur of the arts. His profession led 
Bailey to connect him to another object with 
f igurative elements derived from the same 
Flemish print as the painting. The textile col-
lection of the Correr Museum in Venice owns 
a Persian brocade datable to the year 1603 that 
shows motifs from sura 19 of the Koran, in forms 
that ref lect knowledge of Flemish prints. In 
this work they do retain haloes, in the pointed 
Persian form.

Fig. 1.3: Aegidius Sadeler II (c. 1570-1629), Portrait of Mehdi 
Quli Bey, 1605. Engraving.

Naqshband is believed to have died in the mid-
1590s, leaving up in the air Bailey’s suggestion 
that the brocade came from his workshop. 
However, around that time there was a fresh 
opportunity for Persian artists to learn about 
Netherlandish art. In 1599 Shah ‘Abbas I sent a 
high-level delegation to the court of Emperor 
Rudolf II in Prague. There the Persians made 
contact with the remarkable stable of artists 
maintained by the emperor, including some 
of the best Flemish engravers of the day. The 
mission returned to Isfahan in 1602, but in 1605 
Ali Quli Bey, the nephew of the chief envoy, 
visited Prague once more. On that occasion 
he was portrayed in a print by the Antwerp 
engraver Aegidius Sadeler (f ig. 1.3). I would 
speculate that one of the Flemish artists in 
Prague presented to a member of the Persian 
delegation old and new engravings that came 
into the hands of Sadiqi. Only a small number 
of Persian masters are considered practitioners 
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Fig. 1.4a: Marcantonio Raimondi (1480-1534) after Raphael (1483-1520), Reclining Woman, Partly Nude, identified as 
Cleopatra, c. 1515-1527. Engraving.

Fig. 1.4b: Riza Abassi (c. 1565-1635) after Marcantonio Raimondi, Reclining Woman, Late Sixteenth Century.
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of an art informed by European principles. 
This manner was sometimes employed by 
Sadiqi’s younger contemporary Riza (1565-
1635), as in his adaption of a print by Marcan-
tonio Raimondi after a Raphael painting of 
a famous antique statue in the Vatican then 
thought to depict Cleopatra but since identi-
f ied as Ariadne (f ig. 1.4a-b). When Riza’s pupil 
Mu’in Musawir, Mu’in the Painter, honored 
his teacher with a portrait drawing, on which 
according to the inscription he worked from 
1635 to 1673, he showed him at work, tenderly 
drawing from his imagination a European man 
(see plate 1.4).

The earliest surviving examples in Persia 
of monumental painting in a European mode 
are found in a mid-seventeenth-century royal 
pavilion in the palace complex of Isafahan, the 
Chihil Sutun or Hall of Forty Columns. The 
building stands in a shady park, open from 
the f irst to visitors who were even allowed to 
peer at royal celebrations on the terrace and 
within.68 Not all the decorations in the build-
ing are from the Safavid period, and those 
that are have been dated variously, from the 
1650s to 1670.69 The earlier date, shortly after 
construction was completed, seems the most 
likely. The wall paintings in the building are 
regularly brought into connection with West-
ern art with regard to the use of perspective 
and landscape background, the portrait-like 
depiction and plastic modeling of f igures, and 
the European garb and behavior of f igures in 
various panels. These features, combined with 
the documented presence in Isfahan of Dutch 
painters during the period of decoration, has 
fostered the assumption that the murals with 
the most pronouncedly European appearance 
were the work of Dutch painters. When I was 
led through the building in the summer of 2007, 
my well-informed guide stopped before a hunt-
ing scene and said plainly that it was made by 
Philips Angel (see plate 1.5).

However, as Sussan Babaie suggested in 
1994 and Amy Landau showed convincingly in 
2007, the derivations from European art are not 
direct, but came into being through the partici-
pation in the project of local Armenian artists. 
This is visible, to cite an example illustrated by 
Landau, in the unmistakable resemblances be-
tween a wall painting of Christ and the Woman 
Taken in Adultery in the Armenian Bethlehem 
Church of New Julfa, of the 1630s and 1640s, 
and the most representative mural in the Chihil 
Sutun, Shah Tahmasp Holding a Reception for 
the Moghul Emperor Humayun. The def inition 
of space, the columned dais and window on a 
Western-style landscape, the grouping of the 
figures, and the cast shadows, occurring within 
a few years of each other in the same location, 
speak strongly of a common source. Landau 
writes that

correspondences between the Meydani Beth-
lehem and the Chihil Sutun indicate a shared 
pool of designers, craftsmen and painters on 
behalf of the court and the Armenians of New 
Julfa […]. Contemporary documentation indi-
cated that […] the Armenian painter Minas, to 
whom the Bethlehem murals are attributed, 
[…] worked for Muslim court off icials, super-
vised building projects and trained Persian 
painters. It is then plausible that this Arme-
nian painter, trained by a European artist, 
was involved in the decoration of the Chihil 
Sutun.70

Concerning the possible participation of Dutch 
artists in the decoration of the Chihil Sutun, 
Landau writes convincingly that “Dutch artists 
may well have participated in the project,” but 
that it is unlikely that foreigners who did not 
speak the local languages could have played 
a supervisory role. In addition, she points out 
that “the Chihil Sutun murals are a hybrid of 
European and Persian elements,” making “sole 
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European authorship […] unlikely.”71 Her re-
marks conjure up an appealing and believable 
picture of a collaborative art world in Isfahan, 
with Persian court artists occupying studios 
in the Daulatkhane, the palace precinct where 
royal workshops of all kinds were housed, and 
Armenian colleagues based in New Julfa, an 
hour’s walk away. European artists too will 
have lived in New Julfa, where all non-Muslims 
were put, but they may have had workshops 
in Isfahan itself. Be that as it may, on a project 
as ambitious as the Chihil Sutun, designed to 
impress an international as well as local audi-
ence, the talents of all three groups would be 
called upon.

Study of this material, and of our subject in 
general, has greatly benefitted from the work 
of Amy Landau, who in 2007 was awarded a 
Ph.D. by Oxford University for her disserta-
tion Farangī-sāzī at Isfahan: The Court Painter 
Muhammad Zamān, the Armenians of New Julfa 
and Shāh Sulaymān (1666-1694). One of her most 
striking conclusions is that the application of 
Western principles of art in Persia was not a 
long-term trend in taste or a natural outcome 
of increased East-West commerce. Rather, its 
most signif icant manifestation took place all 
at once, at a given, rather late moment, after 
a good century of being honored more in the 
breach than in the observance. Landau f inds in 
the work of Muhammad Zaman a sharp break 
with earlier practice, a programmatic favoring 
of European above traditional Persian aesthetic 
principles. In her view,

the unprecedented sophistication of Muham-
mad Zaman’s assimilation of the European ar-
tistic tradition, as presented by his manuscript 
paintings of 1675 and the biblical compositions 
of the 1670s and 1680s, is the result of histori-
cal circumstances specif ic to the post ‘Abbas 
I epoch.

Those circumstances pertain to certain 
religious and cultural policies of the often 
neglected Shah Sulayman and the ways in 
which they affected the practice of poetry 
and art in Persia in the last quarter of the 
seventeenth century. Whether or not that 
was the driving motivation for Muhammad 
Zaman’s stylistic choices, there is no doubt 
that his work raises to an unprecedentedly 
high level the integration of European artistic 
principles and models in Persian painting. 
This applies to subject matter of all kinds. 
Landau rightly stresses the importance of the 
subjects from the Jewish and Christian Bibles 
that were ordered from Muhammad Zaman 
by Shah Sulayman himself in support of his 
supposition that he might be the Messiah (see 
plates 1.6a-b). However, the artist also worked 
in an identical way on non-religious, even 
erotic motifs.

Landau’s revision casts a different light 
on the main question that concerns us here, 
the signif icance of the Dutch contribution to 
Persian art.

Emphasis must be shifted away from exter-
nal factors, such as the f low of Europeans and 
their goods into Iran in the f irst half of the 
century, and placed on internal historical de-
velopments in the latter half. I believe changes 
in Safavid visual culture are not so much di-
rectly and causally linked with Iranian taste 
for exotica and the patronage of European art-
ists. Rather, they are related to developments 
in non-royal patronage and evolving aesthetic 
interests in and outside of the court.72

These remarks are in keeping with our opening 
assessment of the negligible signif icance of the 
Dutch input, via the VOC, in Persian artistic 
developments.
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Images of Persons

This section deals not only with portraits of 
individuals but also with the generic and icono-
graphical types that were more familiar both to 
Persians and Europeans. The tiny European on 
Mu’in Musawir’s portrait of Riza can stand for 
all Persian images of the Westerner, Dutchmen 
or not. They were men – Western women were 
unknown in Persia – with characteristic cloth-
ing, often with red hair and nearly always with 
hats. If any portraits of individual Europeans 
were made by a Persian artist, they have either 
not survived or have not yet been recognized as 
such. It has been suggested with some likelihood 
that a portrait by Anthony van Dyck of Henrietta 
Maria, a copy of which was presented to the shah 
by an English delegation on 16 April 1638, ac-
companied by a personal letter from Charles I to 
Shah Safi, was adapted by Muhammad Zaman 
in 1675 for a non-portrait image of an Indian 
princess being visited by Bahram Gur.73 This re-
minds us that the relatively low regard in which 
Europeans were held in Persia is due in consider-
able measure to the fact that no European ruler 
ever visited the country. A favorite theme in 
Persian art is the meeting between a shah and 
the ruler of a foreign land. Those rulers came 
from neighboring countries, not Europe. Within 
Europe, the Dutch stood on a lower plane than 
countries with a proper king. Not only for that 
reason, the English had longer staying power in 
the region, down to Iran in the twentieth cen-
tury. Shah Suleyman does not seem to have had 
Dutch painters in his employ. Instead, he turned 
to the English, requesting in 1668-1669 in a letter 
to King Charles II that he send him “an enameler, 
a watchmaker, a diamond cutter, a goldsmith, 
a gunsmith, a painter, and a cannon-maker.”74

As Sussan Babaie has shown, Persians dem-
onstrated lively interest not only in how Euro-
peans dressed, but also in what they did when 
they took their clothes off. Just as the Dutch 

were misinformed about Persian imagery, the 
Persians allowed themselves to be misled about 
the sex life of Christians. They seemed seriously 
to have believed that Christians adhered to the 
belief that

“celibacy and taking the path of Jesus is bet-
ter than taking a wife.” […] Persians saw their 
European guests’ abstinence from sex (and 
not just among missionaries) to be a bizarre 
form of repression, as the paintings and later 
discursive sources indicate.75

One of the paintings to which Babaie refers 
is a single-sheet painting entitled Lovers’ 
Dalliance, painted in the mid-seventeenth 
century by Muhammad Qasim Tabrizi (d. 
1659) (see plate 1.7). The man’s hat is not – or 
not entirely – a sign of sexual kinkiness, as in 
Randy Newman’s song “You Can Leave Your 
Hat On,” but a marker identifying the man as a 
European. In addition to such explicit images, 
Europeans were also shown in social foreplay, 
partying, f lirting, and drinking. In these forms 
of behavior they were depicted in public on 
palatial wall paintings. Concerning this form 
of imagery, Babaie writes:

[…] the large panel on the east f lank of the 
Qaysarriye portal depicts a crowded and 
rather bawdy gathering of European revelers: 
all are dressed in formal clothing reminiscent 
of seventeenth-century Dutch costumes and 
occupy a balconied loggia with a vista onto 
the distant landscape that recalls contempo-
rary Dutch and Flemish painting […]. As far 
as I know, there is no parallel tradition within 
Mughal or Ottoman realms of mural painting 
that spotlights Europeans, especially in public 
spaces, as we f ind in Safavid Isfahan.76

To which she however adds: “Whether the 
artists of these images intended them to be 
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recognizably of one or another nationality 
remains unknown.” This uncertainty is mani-
fest in a remark penned by Cornelis de Bruyn77 
concerning “several European f igures painted 
in the Chihil Sutun, dressed in Spanish fashion 
and otherwise.”

Fig. 1.5: Dominicus Custos (after 1550-1612), Shah  ‘Abbas I. 
From Atrium heroicum Caesarum, Augsburg 1602.

Summing up, we can say that the image of the 
Netherlander in Persian art was invariably a 
generic image, indistinguishable from that 
of other Europeans. There were single-sheet 
paintings of European men in recognizable 
costume and in flagrante delicto with women 
of the Middle East; wall paintings of Europeans 
in attendance on the shah and engaged in 
more and less raucous leisure activities. The 
function of these images within Persian visual 
culture seems to reflect internal interests and 

received ideas rather than dynamic bilateral 
interchange with Europeans.

Stereotyping and prejudice are also the 
norm in Netherlandish images of Persians, with 
a number of important exceptions. Among the 
exceptions is Aegidius Sadeler’s powerful por-
trait of Mechti Quli Beg. Less exceptional but 
better circulated is the portrait of Shah ‘Abbas 
I made by another Flemish engraver in Prague 
(and Augsburg), Dominicus Custos (f ig. 1.5). It 
was made for a collection of portraits of great 
rulers published in Augsburg in 1600 under the 
title Atrium heroicum Caesarum (Heroic Court 
of the Emperors).78

If Persian interest in the Dutch suffered 
from the lack of high Dutch delegations to 
their country, the opposite effect took hold in 
Europe, albeit with visits by intermediaries, 
not the shah himself. A powerful impulse was 
administered by Sir Robert Sherley, represent-
ing ‘Abbas I in Europe in 1608-1613 (see plate 1.8).

Sir Robert and his Circassian wife, Lady Ter-
esia, both dressed exotically à la Perse, made 
a great stir during their protracted progress 
around the courts of Europe.79

Although they did not visit the Netherlands, 
the Sherleys were in close contact with vari-
ous people from the circle of Rubens. Through 
those contacts, it is surmised, Rubens acquired 
materials that allowed him to include in his 
album of costume studies two sheets with 
seven drawings of Persians (f ig. 1.6).80 He made 
use of them in at least one painting pertaining 
to Persia, The Head of Cyrus Brought to Queen 
Tomyris, c. 1622-1623 (Boston, Museum of Fine 
Arts).

In the following decade the Northern Neth-
erlands did receive a Persian mission. In 1625 
the royal factor Musa Beg showed up in The 
Hague and Amsterdam (see above pp. 31-32). 
His appearance and behavior made a powerful 
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Fig. 1.6: Peter Paul Rubens, Study of Eastern Women’s Dress from the Costume Book, c. 1610-1615. Pen and Ink.
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impression on the popular imagination and 
on Dutch artists. “It is this embassy,” wrote 
Hermann Goetz in 1938,

to which must be attributed the strong Per-
sian interest so long to be felt among the public 
and the artists of Holland […]. The most obvi-
ous of these new Eastern features in the art 
of Holland are the f igures of actual Persians 
or of other persons in Persian costume. This 
vogue was so strong that we are fairly entitled 
to speak of a specif ic Persian tradition among 
the Dutch artists affecting portraits and reli-
gious paintings in Eastern garb. This tradition 
sets in suddenly in 1626-27, slowly to ebb away 
about the end of the century.81

While admitting that most of his examples 
display no authentic knowledge of Persia, Goetz 
makes one prophetic statement that did not 
pan out until more than 70 years later. “It seems 
quite probable that the famous embassy of Joan 
Cunaeus […] revived the interest in paintings à 
la Persane […].”82 In fact, one major evocation of 
that embassy was indeed painted, but that was 
not recognized until in 2009 Erlend de Groot of 
the Rijksmuseum published his discovery that 
a painting by Jan Baptist Weenix (1621-1659) 
that until then had been thought to depict a 
Dutch delegation to Sri Lanka or Bijapur in 
India was an image of the arrival in Bandar ‘Ab-
bas of the VOC functionary Joan Cunaeus, on a 
mission to Shah ‘Abbas II in Isfahan (see plate 
1.9).83 The artist had never been to the Middle 
East; he modeled his topographical details on 
a print in Isaac Commelin’s 1646 book on the 
VOC and presumably on information provided 
by Cunaeus himself, who returned to the Neth-
erlands in 1658. De Groot’s perfectly convincing 
new identif ication of the subject matter of the 
painting is a major contribution to the history 
of early Orientalism in Europe. The particulars 
of costume and of the place of dogs and horses 

in the event are conveyed with an air of author-
ity. Erlend de Groot is justif ied in saying that 
Weenix’s painting is “the most important visual 
documentation of Dutch relations with mighty 
Persia.” At the same time, this reveals the nar-
row limits of such documentation. It has not 
much more reportorial value than the flower 
paintings by the artist in Isfahan who copied 
black-and-white Dutch prints and f illed in the 
colors on the basis of oral information provided 
by expat churchmen from another country.

The fact that one of the members of the Per-
sian mission was the Dutch artist Jan Lucasz. 
van Hasselt deserves to be re-emphasized here. 
One striking example of the trend described by 
Goetz is actually attached to the name van Has-
selt. On 15 May 1636, a woman named Grietje 
Hermans van Hasselt (1613/14-1668) married 
Jochum Berntsen van Haecken (b. 1603/04) 
in the Buurkerk in Utrecht. In celebration of 
the event, an intriguing painting was made 
of a wedding couple seated at a festive table, 
surrounded by guests (see plate 1.10a). The 
groom wears a crown and golden chains. He 
and his bride – portraits historiés of Jochum 
and Grietje, whose ages are inscribed in the 
painting – are dressed in exotic garb. The 
subject is interpreted, somewhat hesitantly, as 
the wedding feast of the Jewish maiden Esther 
and King Ahasuerus of Persia. Some support 
for this theory is provided by the carpet behind 
them, with the prominent star motif. The name 
Esther is related to the Persian word for star, 
setareh.

The painting, owned since 1947 by the 
Centraal Museum in Utrecht, is signed and 
dated J. Hasselt fe 1636. The artist is assumed 
to be a relative of Grietje. Three painters with 
that name come into consideration, the most 
likely of whom is Jan Gerritsz. van Hasselt. In 
1983, Leonard Slatkes, in his book Rembrandt 
and Persia, suggested that the author was Jan 
Lucasz. van Hasselt. Even if this is not the case, 
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it seems reasonable to suppose that he was 
involved in the conception if not the execution 
of the painting.

In addition to the location of the presumed 
subject in the Elamite capital of Susa, the ruins 
of which lie some 300 kilometers west of Isfa-
han, the painting refers in other ways as well to 
Persia. The geometry of the carpet, with small 
lobes connecting larger lozenges, speaks of an 
origin in Shiraz. Concerning the rich clothing, 
the costume historian Jennifer Scarce wrote 
when I showed her an image of the painting:

It […] seems to me that while the characters 
in the painting are beautifully and opulently 
dressed, most of them are wearing garments 
of plain rich silks with a satin f inish which 
are of European origin, probably Italian. I do, 
however, detect traces of a subtle repeated 
medallion lattice on the woman’s red gown 
which is outlined in gold. This may be of Per-
sian brocaded silk.84

About two years after the date of the Hasselt 
wedding dinner, another painting of such an 
event came into being, a large canvas by Rem-
brandt (see plate 1.10b). This is not a portrait 
historié, but a history painting of another story 
from the Hebrew Bible. The theme is quite 
obscure; only one other depiction of it has ever 
been recorded in Dutch art, a lost painting by 
Gabriel Metsu. It shows the wedding feast of 
Samson and his f irst wife, from Timnah. The 
story is from the Book of Judges, chapter 14. In 
the days before his wedding with a Philistine 
woman, Samson killed a lion and later found 
that the carcass had been taken over by a 
swarm of bees, which was producing honey 
in it. At the wedding feast, he posed to the 30 
companions who had been assigned to him a 
riddle based on this incident. The prize was 
30 linen garments and 30 sets of clothes. The 
men pressured Samson’s bride to discover the 

answer. She badgered him until he told her the 
solution, which she passed on to her compatri-
ots. When they came up with the answer to his 
impossible riddle, Samson guessed what had 
happened. He paid off the wager by killing 30 
countrymen of the wedding guests and giving 
their clothes to the winners.

On 18 October 1641, at the annual dinner of 
the Leiden painters’ guild on the day of their 
patron saint, the evangelist Luke, Rembrandt’s 
painting was singled out by the speaker for 
special praise:

I once saw a depiction by Rembrandt of the 
Wedding of Samson, of which we read in 
Judges, chapter 14, verse 10. You can see in it 
how that keen intelligence, by thinking hard 
about the actual way the guests sit (or in this 
case recline) at table – since the ancients used 
small beds on which to lie, not sitting at table 
the way we do today, but lying on their elbows 
the way the Turks still do in that part of the 
world – showed it very nicely…. These fruits 
of natural representation, true to the subject, 
come into being by reading the story well and 
analyzing it in deep and wide reflections.

Although it speaks of Turks rather than Per-
sians, the text, published in book form in 1642 
as Lof der schilderkunst [In Praise of Painting], 
suggests that Rembrandt had performed a kind 
of ethnographic research for his painting.85 
Remarkably, the speaker was none other than 
Philips Angel, who within a few years was him-
self to come to Persia with the VOC. If in 1642 he 
was contemplating that move, this would help 
explain his interest in things Oriental.

Rembrandt’s envisioning of the event is 
not copied from van Hasselt’s, but it comes so 
close in general arrangement and details such 
as the crown, the carpet, the white tablecloth, 
the discourse between the groom and a guest, 
and the exotic clothing that we must assume 



TERMS OF RECEPTION 55

that Rembrandt saw the painting by J. Hasselt. 
And if Jan Lucasz. was involved in the creation 
of the painting, as I am inclined to believe with 
Slatkes, we can surmise further that the two 
of them met between 1636 and 1638, that Jan 
Lucasz. was the source of Rembrandt’s ideas 
concerning table manners at Middle Eastern 
feasts and that this was known to the Leiden 
speaker.

This is not Rembrandt’s only connection to 
Persia in the years after Musa Beg’s mission. In 
1635 he painted the portrait of the VOC off icial 
Philips Lucasz. (b. before 1600, d. 1640) and his 
wife Petronella Buys (c. 1605-1670). From 1625 
on Philips spent ten years in the Indies and 
Asia for the VOC. Toward the end of this term 
he served as “Council of India, Commander of 
the Company’s naval forces in the kingdoms 
of Gujarat and Persia.” In that capacity he paid 
two visits to Gamron (19  January-2  March 
1632; 22 February-19 March 1633), although he 
never got to Isfahan.86 Petronella Buys’s sister 
Maria Odilia was married to Governor-General 
Jacques Specx, who owned the portraits of 
Philips and Petronella as well as several other 
paintings by Rembrandt. None of them seem 
to contain visual or iconographic references to 
Persia. If however we widen our scope to Indo-
Persian sources, Rembrandt is revealed to have 
shown the strongest interest in the art of Asia 
of any European artist of his time. His 25 copies 
of the 1650s after drawings of people from the 
Mogul court are famous, as is his adaptation of 
one of them for an etching of 1656.87

Equally forthright testimony to a new appre-
ciation of Indo-Persian art in the Netherlands 
was evinced in the same years as Rembrandt 
by the Amsterdam artist Willem Schellinks 
(1627-1678). In one of four paintings by him that 
incorporate sources from Mogul painting (see 
plate 1.11) we see two cavalcades approaching 
from either side of a stage, bringing princely 
personages toward the center. This takes 

place under the aegis of a celestial vision of 
the apotheosis of Mogul emperors Akbar and 
Jahangir. The source of that detail was also 
known to Rembrandt, who made a copy of it 
about the same time. Even more unusual is that 
Schellinks also wrote a poem about the excel-
lence of Indian art. It appeared in the second 
volume of a two-volume collection of poetry 
called Klioos Kraam (The Muse of History Gives 
Birth).

His poem is called “On the Painting of 
the Benjans,” a common word for Indians. It 
presents the following capsule history of the 
art of painting: after being invented by the 
Chaldeans, painting was improved on by the 
Greeks, then the Romans, then the High and 
Low Germans (that is, the Netherlanders) and 
the French, only to be trumped in our time by 
the clever Gujarat.

Delightfully, on the silken sheet,
His painting is as wonderfully distinguished
As the brush has ever been able to create:
So that he, mocking Europe,
Captures once more the crown of painting.88

This is the highest praise ever paid to Indian 
painting in the West at that time. It seems to 
have emerged from enthusiastic discussions be-
tween Schellinks and Rembrandt and perhaps 
a group of collectors around them like those 
identif ied by Pauline Lunsingh Scheurleer. 
Among them must have been a high off icial 
of the Dutch East India Company. Drawings 
of the Moghul court were not the kind of col-
lectible one could pick up at the bazaar. The 
Schellinks-Rembrandt initiative can be called 
a starting shot for a development that never 
came to fruition.

Not that Persia lacked appeal to the Dutch 
public. On the Amsterdam stage, a number of 
plays were produced on Persian themes. The 
Coronation of Darius by P. Dubbels was staged 
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thirteen times in seven years from 1651 to 1665. 
Kosroes, King of Persia by A. B. de Leeuw had 
less luck, with only three performances in 1656. 
Jacob Cats’s Cyrus and Aspasia, the story of the 
emperor’s love for a shepherdess, was the most 
successful of these productions, going through 
seventeen performances in six years between 
1656 and 1662.89 It has been suggested that this 
is the subject of the painting by Rembrandt 
known as The Jewish Bride.90 Whether or not 
this probably unprovable hypothesis is true, 
the painting, with its tender evocation of love 
between a man and woman in seemingly Ori-
ental dress, f its in with Rembrandt’s respectful 
evocation of the east in his work of this period.

Conclusion

Real-life contact between Dutch VOC off icials 
and the Persians was anything but tender. 
It was mainly guided by sheer venality and 
disf igured by thievery and abuse of power, 
corruption and lying, threats, and employment 
of actual violence on both sides. To paraphrase 
von Clausewitz, to the VOC warfare was a 
continuation by other means not of politics 
but of business.

The terms in which artists of the Persian and 
Netherlandish cultures received each other’s 
work and each other barely come loose of the 
prejudgments brought to the arena by members 
of each group. This impression may be overly 
influenced by the sparseness of the evidence. 
It is possible that a minority opinion has been 
wiped out by time. The fact that the evidence 
is so sparse is however itself a ref lection of 
the fact that artistic exchange is a minuscule 
phenomenon by comparison with more mate-
rial forms of commerce. In the marketplace, a 
certain equality and mutuality are presumed. 
When a buyer and seller shake hands on a deal, 
they agree on the value of the items or services 

concerned. It was hard enough for the VOC to 
achieve workable exchangeability in trading 
silk and silver. Transactions were complicated 
by issues of prestige, military considerations, 
corruption on both sides, European smugness, 
and the underlying assumption by the Persians 
that the Dutch were petitioners for favor, 
bringing tribute to the king of kings. Deals that 
were made, even royal edicts and resolutions 
of the States-General, were simply thrown out 
the window at the f irst setback or the f irst op-
portunity to gain an advantage by violating the 
treaty. Yet business did get done.

When it came to works of art, nothing close 
even to that defective degree of compatibility 
was attainable. All other factors aside, there 
was too large a f inancial-cultural gap between 
Dutchmen who wouldn’t give a stiver for a Per-
sian painting and Persians to whom European 
prices for works of art were incomprehensible. 
Recall the missive of 1641 accompanying a 
return shipment of paintings that were not of-
fered to the Safavid court because they would 
not “be valued at anything close to their price.” 
It would have taken a Joseph Duveen to sell 
Dutch paintings to the Persians for a good price, 
and none of the VOC off icials in the country 
were endowed with his belief in the product, 
let alone his gifts as a salesman.

If Rudi Matthee is right that “the seventeenth-
century travelers […] brought with them a set 
of specif ic ways of seeing that facilitated the 
translation and the mediation of difference to 
the point of engaged empathy,”91 then the f ine 
arts formed an exception. Of the two cultures, 
the Persians showed themselves far more open 
to European values than vice versa. Insofar as art 
entered Dutch-Persian relations, it can be said 
to have smoothed over rough edges. In a global 
perspective on our subject, we could suggest that 
f ine art serves to divert attention from – and 
therefore make more palatable – the raw interest 
or hard necessity that otherwise threatens to 
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govern human relations. This may sound cynical, 
and to some it undoubtedly was. But artists and 
art lovers who looked beyond the borders of their 
own upbringing, however few in number they 
may have been, could be richly rewarded. In the 
midst of the mutual exploitation of Dutchmen 

and Persians in the Age of the VOC, the realm 
of art gave room, however infrequently it was 
entered, for imagining, projecting, or experienc-
ing the most personal qualities of the other and 
oneself.
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Plate 1.1a: Christoffel van Sichem II (1581-1658), The Temptation of 
Christ. Woodcut from Bibels Tresoor, 1646.



Plate 1.1b: Painted Wall in the All Saviors Cathedral, with Temptation of Christ on Left. New Julfa, Isfahan.



Plate 1.2a: Jami, Yusuf’s Marriage Banquet, c. 1550-1565. From the Haft Awrang (Seven Thrones). 



Plate 1.2b: The Head of Iraj Presented to his Brothers Salm and Tur. Isfahan or Ashraf, c. 1675-1676. 



Plate 1.3a: Master of the Banderoles (active c. 1450-1475), The Annunciation, c. 1450-1470. Engraving. 



Plate 1.3b: Sadiqi Beg (1533/34-1609/10), Kneeling Woman Approached by a Man, c. 1587-1610. Pigments on Paper. 



Plate 1.4: Mu’in Musawwir, Portrait of Riza-y ‘Abassi, Drawing a European, 1673. 



Plate 1.5: The Chihil Sutun Pavilion, Isfahan, Hunting Scene, c. 1645-1650.



Plate 1.6a: Lucas Vorsterman (1595-1675) after Peter Paul Rubens (1577-1640), Return from the Flight into Egypt, 1620. 
Engraving.



Plate 1.6b: Muhammad Zaman (fl. 1650-1700) after Lucas Vorsterman after Peter Paul Rubens, Return from the Flight into 
Egypt, September 1689 (Safar 1100). Pigments and Gold on Paper.



Plate 1.8: Anthony van Dyck (1599-1641), Sir Robert Sherley, 1622. Oil on 
Canvas. 

Plate 1.7: Muhammad Qasim Tabriz (d. 1659), Lovers’ Dalliance, Mid-Seventeenth Century. Opaque Watercolor and 
Gold on Paper. 



Plate 1.9: Jan Baptist Weenix (1621-1663), The Mission of Joan Cunaeus on its Way to Isfahan, 1652, c. 1658-1659. Oil on Canvas.



Plate 1.10a: Jacob Claesz. van Hasselt (?; active 1636-1659), The Wedding Feast of Grietje Hermans van Hasselt and Jochum 
Berntsen van Haecken, 1636. Oil on Canvas.



Plate 1.10b: Rembrandt van Rijn (1606-1669), Samson Posing the Riddle to the Wedding Guests, 1638. Oil on Canvas. 



Plate 1.11: Willem Schellinks (1627-1678), Parade of the Sons of Shah Jahan on Composite Horses and Elephants. 


