Enslaved to the Passions: Slavery,
Emotions, and Trade in a Seventeenth-
Century Dutch Comedy

Marrigje Paijmans

Abstract: This chapter investigates how the gross inequality of slavery in
Dutch society was stylised in Bredero’s comedy Moortje (‘Little Moor’, 1617),
an adaptation of Terence’s The Eunuch. Considering the polyphony of comic
theatre, it shows how Moortje brings diverging views of slavery into discussion,
countering the prevailing view that fundamental discussion of slavery did
not occur in the seventeenth-century Dutch Republic. Moortje is a product
of white imagination, written and performed in Amsterdam, the metropole
of an emerging trade imperium. This chapter shows how the play adopts two
classical commonplaces of slavery — the Stoic metaphor of enslavement to the
passions and the comic reversal of master and slave — to establish a white,
masculine, and Christian norm that served to legitimise the enslavement
of the Other. However, Moortje also presents the classical commonplaces as
outdated: in a mercantile society such as Amsterdam, nobody could escape
‘enslavement’ to the passions of trade. Moortje, this chapter argues, presents
slavery in its entanglement with the omnipresent affect of colonial trade.
Demonstrating how Amsterdam’s inhabitants were implicated en masse
in global networks they could no longer oversee, the play both reproduces
and questions the legitimisation of the enslavement of the emotional Other.

Keywords: Early Modern Dutch Comedy; Gerbrand Adriaensz Bredero;
slavery; passions; Neostoicism

Introduction

Two enslaved women, one Black, the other white, are conveyed through
the city centre of 1570s Amsterdam to their new owner. On their way they

Paijmans, Marrigje, and Karwan Fatah-Black, eds. Slavery in the Cultural Imagination: Debates,

Silences, and Dissent in the Neerlandophone Space. Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2025.

DOI 10.5117/9789463728799_CHo02



32 MARRIGJE PAIJMANS

G.A.BREDEROOS

. fooje/

Waarinhp B

TERENTII

EUNUCHU“

bockt JRae ghevoight.

~ Enis Ghefpeeltop de Oude AmsTEL
nanmsc
R KamerAnnoM.DC. u

Figure 1.1 Front page of the first edition of Moortje, University Library Leiden, 1091 B 56,
DBNL. Translation: ‘G. A. Bredero’s Moortje, in which he has followed Terentius’ Eunuchus.
And [which] was staged at the Old Amsterdam Chamber in the Year 1615.

encounter Amsterdam’s commercially savvy inhabitants, eager to sell
anything under the sun: from the produce of Dutch farms to imported
colonial spices, and from their own bodies to those of enslaved human
beings. This is the setting for Moortje (little Moor’ or ‘Moorish woman’), a
comedy by one of the most famous Dutch playwrights of the time, Gerbrand
Adriaensz Bredero (1585-1618), first staged in 1615 and published in 1617 (see
fig.1.1)." This chapter will critically analyse the representation of slavery and

1 The play was first staged at the Amsterdam chamber of rhetoric De Eglentier. All quotations
are based on the 1999 edition by E. K. Grootes and were translated by the author.
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the slave trade in the play, arguing that Moortje renders a contemporary
discussion about the consequences of the booming trade in Amsterdam — a
discussion from which critical voices were not altogether absent. In doing
so, this chapter aims to contribute to a more nuanced understanding of the
early modern cultural imagination of slavery.

As historical research is providing an increasingly accurate picture of
early modern slavery, questions arise concerning the impact such affairs
have had on the cultural imagination of slavery.? Slavery historians have
alleged that the inhabitants of the Dutch Republic were either ignorant or
approving of Dutch involvement in slavery overseas (Emmer 2018, 9—10; see
also Emmer 2000). They have been very effective in pointing out the power
structures and representations that supported and justified slavery, but
have paid little attention to voices of dissent. Maritime historian Michiel
van Groesen (2017) mentions a handful of examples, but concludes that,
although ‘some in the city [of Amsterdam] certainly felt that the trade
in humans was morally wrong’, slavery was hardly a topic of discussion
(108, 117). Similarly, art historian Elmer Kolfin (2020) states that ‘the public
showed little interest in African slavery’ (17). If slavery was depicted, for
instance in Frans Post’s Brazilian landscapes, ‘the main characteristics of
the institution — inequality, captivity, and the use of force — remain invisible’
(Kolfin 2020, 19). These and comparable findings contributed to the idea
of a monophonic discourse without room for reservations or criticism,? at
least until the rise of abolitionism in the late eighteenth century.*

More recently, however, historians such as Dienke Hondius (2011) and
Karwan Fatah-Black and Matthias van Rossum (2015) have indicated that
the discourse on slavery was in fact far from monophonic. They contend it
was virtually impossible for Dutch citizens to remain ignorant of slavery.
From the late 1570s, Sephardic families escaping Habsburg rule settled in
Holland, introducing Abrahamic patriarchal households that included
enslaved servants — a practice Dutch merchant elites were quick to adopt,
even though slavery was officially banned by most Dutch cities (Fatah-Black
and van Rossum 2015, 59, 61-62; Hondius 2011, 383-84). Local authorities
would ‘tolerate’ the keeping of enslaved servants if it occurred on a small
scale and the servants were kept within the confines of the private house

2 Forabroader discussion of societies’ attitudes towards slavery, see Davis (1966).

3 On the absence of criticism of slavery in seventeenth-century literature, see van Kempen
(2000, 160-98); Nieuwenhuis, Paasman and Zonneveld (1990, 26); and Paasman (2002, 13).

4 On eighteenth-century abolitionist literature, see Adams (2021); Leemans and Johannes
(2017, 570-83); and Paasman (2001, 481-89).
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(Fatah-Black and van Rossum 2015, 60—63; Hondius 2011, 380). The presence of
enslaved people in a society that disapproved of slavery in principle suggests
Dutch society harboured strongly conflicting opinions about slavery.

Principled disapproval particularly emerged within specific academic
genres. Explicit condemnations of slavery are found, for example, in scholarly
treatises by Hugo Grotius, Caspar Barlaeus, the de la Court brothers, and
Franciscus van den Enden.5 Such discussions of slavery participated in a
larger intellectual exchange on colonial trade, conducted in terms of natural
law. More hidden disapproval, as well as discussion and doubt about slavery,
can be identified in literary texts ranging from travel reports and political
pamphlets to occasional poetry and classical theatre. It is unlikely the
authors of such texts would have delved into the scholarly debate. Bredero,
for example, did not read Latin. His classical comedy Moortje adopts a
rather different approach to slavery, inviting both laughter and discussion.
In contrast to the scholarly treatises, Moortje was widely received. Initially,
the play was performed for the exclusive chamber of rhetoric, but it soon
became a popular stock piece in the public city theatre, and was reprinted
seven times between 1620 and 1663.%

To unwrap Moortje’s polyphonic representation of slavery, this chapter
combines studies of early modern slavery, classical comedy, and Neostoicism,
within a framework of postcolonial theory. Crucially here, the ‘post-’ in
postcolonial does not refer to the object of research — Moortje was written
and performed during early colonialism — but instead to the position of the
researcher, who works ‘after’ the decolonisation of Indonesia and Suriname,
and wishes to theoretically respond to, and depart from, colonial discourse.
At the same time, it is important to realise this research was conducted
by a white researcher within Dutch academia, seventeenth-century liter-
ary studies in particular, where colonial discourse is still active. As such,
postcolonial theory provides a conceptual framework enabling a critical
analysis of Moortje as a product of a polyphonic colonial discourse, while
helping to intercept bias and blind spots in the researcher’s perspective.

Polyphonic implies that colonial discourse also involved criticism and
dissent. Dissent is a less demanding and more sensitive notion than criticism
as it also recognises ideas, feelings, and silences as forms of resistance. This
notion of ‘dissent’ is based on the work of Sarah Ahmed (2014), who contends
that ‘dissent is always implicated in what is being dissented from’ (99). This

5  OnGrotius, see van Ittersum (2006); on Barlaeus, see Phaf-Rheinberger (2007); on the de la
Court brothers, see Weststeijn (2012); on van den Enden, see Paijmans (2021).
6 The play was performed thirty-two times between 1646 and 1691. See Onstage (2021).
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means dissent necessarily involves participation in the discourse that it seeks
to resist, by which it is therefore also affected. Ahmed’s understanding of
dissent can be traced back to Foucault who, assuming there is no subjectivity
outside discourse, sought a theoretical foundation for criticism from within
discourse (see also Paijmans 2019, 50—51). For example, when a character in
Moortje calls slavery ‘inhumane’, he does not reject slavery in principle, but
considers it acceptable with respect to certain dehumanised groups. In that
sense this character’s criticism is implicated in colonial discourse and can
easily be dismissed as cynical or arbitrary, as will be demonstrated from
previous research into Moortje. Ahmed’s (2014) notion of dissent, however,
is more sensitive to the reality of seventeenth-century discourse, allowing
for the recognition and analysis of such utterances as dissent. In doing so,
this chapter aims to complement the work of slavery historians, offering a
more nuanced picture of the early modern imagination of slavery.

The first section of this chapter argues that Moortje tapped into an early
seventeenth-century discussion of slavery by demonstrating how the text
references contemporary knowledge of actual slavery (as distinct from
slavery as metaphor). Subsequently, the second and third sections investigate
how Moortje stylised knowledge of slavery by means of two classical com-
monplaces — the Stoic metaphor of enslavement to the passions, and the
comic reversal of master and slave — establishing a white, masculine, and
Christian norm that served to legitimise the enslavement of the Other.
Bredero’s elaboration of these commonplaces, however, not only illustrates
how perceptions of slavery were mediated through age-old conventions,
but also how conventions were confronted with the reality of early modern
colonialism. In a society completely permeated by the desires of overseas
trade, Stoic philosophy no longer offered a credible strategy for coping with
the passions. Instead of the Stoic pursuit of control, this chapter argues,
Moortje features a need for the legitimisation of the passions. The final
section discusses how the play, which is itself implicated in the process of
legitimisation, also questions the normative legitimisation of enslavement.

Contemporary Knowledge of Slavery in Moortje

Judging by the font sizes on the front page (fig. 1.1), Moortje’s publisher
considered the Roman play and author far more prestigious than Bredero’s
Dutch translation. Publius Terentius Afer (c. 195/190-159 AD), or Terence,
was probably of African descent, ‘Afer’ referring to Africa. He was brought
to Rome to work as a house slave, where his intelligence won him a liberal
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education and his freedom.” Terence based The Eunuch on an Athenian
comedy of the same name by Menander (c. 342/41—290 BC), which explains
why the Roman play is set in Athens and features ancient Greek stock types.®
Even if Bredero did not read Latin and based his (rather free) adaptation on
French and Dutch translations, the ancient stock types clearly shine through
in his characters. The slave (servus), the prostitute (meretrix), the old and
the young man (senex and adulescens), and the parasite (parasitus) were
all stock characters in the comoedia palliata — Roman comedies adapted
from the Greek (Duckworth 1994, 18). According to George E. Duckworth
(1994, 250) in his seminal study of Roman comedy, Terence’s slave characters
usually followed the common pattern of loyal ‘bunglers’, although in The
Eunuch, they also adopt character traits from Plautus’ cunning slaves (servi
callidi), who performed trickery and provided humour.? In both cases,
slave characters displayed no personal ambitions and remained faithful to
their masters, in contrast to the parasite, whose behaviour was primarily
aimed at obtaining free meals (Duckworth 1994, 265-67). Duckworth (1994,
288-90) emphasises that slave characters in comedy, particularly their
many freedoms and their immunity from punishment, bore little relation
to reality. This discrepancy leads William Fitzgerald (2019) to claim that
comedy was ‘the pre-eminent place in Roman culture where the experience
and interaction of masters and slaves was stylised’ (188).

Bredero situated his story in Amsterdam during the late 1570s (Grootes
in Bredero 1999, 388). At this time, the Republic was not yet participating
in the slave trade, although this had changed by the time the play was
written and performed. In 1602, the United East India Company (VOC) had
been founded, which immediately became involved in Asian networks of
indenture and the slave trade.' The reason why Southeast Asian slavery
goes unmentioned in Moortje may be that the VOC tried to keep these
activities secret in the Republic."* Moortje’s plot is similar to that of The
Eunuch. The servant, Koenraat, works for the rich merchant’s son Ritsart

7  SeeBarsby’s introduction in Terence (2001, 1-2). On Terence’s assumed African origins, see
Bosman (2006, 127).

8  Bredero used the French translation by Jean Bourlier, Les 6 comédies de Térence en prose Frangoise
(Antwerp, 1566) as his main source, in addition to the Dutch translation by Cornelis van Ghistele,
Eunuchus (Antwerp: Symon Cock, 1555). See Zaalberg’s introduction in Bredero (1984, 13, 18) and
Grootes'’s epilogue in Bredero (1999, 387). On Terence and Menander, see Fontaine (2014, 539-54).
9 On Terence’s use of slave characters, see Duckworth (1994, 249—53). On Terence’s slave
characters, see also Fitzgerald (2019). On Terence’s prostitutes, see Dutsch (2019).

10 See Dijk (2008); Harrison (2019, 389—91); and Van Rossum (2018). The Dutch would officially
enter transatlantic slave trade in 1636.

11 See Vink (2007, 21). Regarding the West Indies, see Schmidt (2001, 185-243).
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and is escorting the Angolan woman Negra, whilst the parasite Kackerlack
(literally: ‘Cockroach’) works for Roemert, a privateer who calls himself
‘captain’, and accompanies the Dutchwoman Katrijntje."* Negra and Katri-
jntje are gifts to Moy-aal, a brothel keeper with whom Ritsart and Roemert
have both fallen in love. At the play’s opening, Moy-aal has already met
Katrijntje and recognised her as Moy-aal’s former stepsister and member of
a wealthy family. Scheming to return Katrijntje to her family unscathed and
receive a reward, she asks Ritsart for a Black handmaid to guard Katrijntje.
However, this plan backfires when Ritsart’s brother, Writsart, falls in love
with Katrijntje, whereupon Koenraat encourages him to dress up as Negra
to gain access to the brothel to sexually assault Katrijntje. To cover up the
scandal, Katrijntje is married off to her rapist Writsart, whilst Ritsart hides
Negra at home to conceal the evidence of his brother’s wrongdoing. In the
final scene, Kackerlack, the parasite, convinces Moy-aal to keep both Ritsart
and Roemert as customers, and to enjoy their extravagant gifts and dinners
together with Kackerlack.

Bredero made two important adaptations regarding the representation of
slavery. First, the typical slave Parmeno in The Eunuch becomes Koenraat,
the free servant in Moortje, introduced as ‘the Father’s Agent’. Nevertheless,
Koenraat retains the disposition to trickery of the comic slave, suggesting
Writsart dress up as Negra and molest Katrijntje. He presents this nefarious
scheme as if it were in jest: ‘T am kidding, are you crazy? I do not mean it’
(v. 1111), but he also expresses hope for a material reward from Writsart:
‘What treats will there be in it/ for me? I bet he will certainly buy me/ a new
cloak [...]’ (vs. 2721—23)." In contrast to Parmeno (Terence 2001, vs. 923—29),
Koenraat pursues his own gain at his master’s expense. Depicting Koenraat
as a free man with ambitions, Bredero’s adaptation reproduces the myth
that slavery did not exist in the Republic.*#

The second adaptation involves the eunuch. In the plot summary, Bredero
(1999) explains: ‘because this sort of people is not very well-known here,
I have confidently replaced him with a Moor. [...] Thus, I have improved
it [the play] for my fellow citizens and neighbours, assuming it happened
in the Netherlands’ (18).”> ‘Replaced’ is not entirely correct, since Terence’s

12 Moy-aal calls him ‘Pirate’, ‘Robber’, and ‘Freebooter’ (een Ruyter, Rddver, Vrybuyter; vs.163—-64).
13 ‘watslempjes willender dan oplé6pen/ Voor myn? ’kwedt daty hy mijn voorseker sal k66pen/
Een nieuwe Mantel. ...

14 For the myth, see Emmer (2000, 12, 251), as cited in Fatah-Black and Van Rossum (2015, 58).
15 ‘also die slach van menschen hier so seer niet en zyn bekent, heb ick dien vrymoedelijck
verandert in een Moor ... So heb icket dan myn medeburghers en naghebuuren ten goede
verschickt, en ghestelt oft hier in Nederlandt waer ghebeurt.’
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play also contains an enslaved African woman from Ethiopia, who clearly
served as a model for Negra, whilst Negra also retains some of the castrate’s
characteristics. Rather, Bredero unites two stage figures into one character.
Anston Bosman (2006, 123—24, 154) has demonstrated that ‘the pairing of a
eunuch and a blackamoor’ was a cultural trope that aimed to resolve sexual
and racial ruptures through processes of exclusion, integration, or reform,
involving comic strategies of impersonation, assimilation, and conversion.
The fact that Moortje utilises this trope, Bosman (2006) argues, marks it as
an imperialist text.

Here we must ask how a seventeenth-century Dutch audience would
have conceived of eunuchs and Moors. Classically trained readers were
familiar with eunuchs as servants in Persian courts and harems.’® Deprived
of descendants and, supposedly, sex drive, their loyalty to the sultan was
undisputed, which made them reliable administrators and harem servants.
It explains why Negra must protect Katrijntje’s virginity, which is not an
obvious task for an African woman. The term ‘Moor’ originally referred to
inhabitants of Mauretania, but soon came to designate any North African,
non-white, or even Islamic person (‘Moor’, in WNT; Kolfin 2020, 26). A
textbook example of Gayatri Spivak’s (1988) notion of the subaltern, Negra
is hardly given any lines through which to narrate her previous life and
circumstances. According to Ritsart, she was captured in Angola and sold to
a Portuguese slaver, who in turn sold Negra to a skipper employed by Ritsart’s
father, only for Ritsart to then purchase her in Amsterdam harbour (vs. 385,
880). Historically, this is very plausible, because in 1576, the Portuguese
had founded the Angolese trade post of Sdo Paulo de Luanda, which would
become the greatest supplier of enslaved Africans to Portuguese Brazil and
the Spanish Caribbean colonies (Harrison 2019, 235, 242).

Negra’s character reflects numerous African stereotypes (Paijmans 2023,
28-29; Smith 2020, 84), some of which seem to legitimise her enslavement.
Negra is represented as submissive, barely defending herself when scolded
and wrongfully accused of rape. Ritsart also suggests that she used to work as
a sex slave when he remarks she ‘had a child or two’ by the skipper (v. 1857).
Another stereotype is the uncontrollable sex drive of African men, which is
used in the play to explain the rape: ‘Moors are strongly attracted to women’
(v.1880). The fact that Negra is mistaken here for a man can be related to
the nature of the crime and the palimpsestic presence of the eunuch, but
also to the gender fluidity attributed to people of colour (Paijmans 2023, 30).

16 In Terence’s Rome, eunuchs were imported mainly from the Near East, to work as servants
and educators. See Harrison (2019, 88—89) and Taugher (2006).
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The apparent conflict between submissiveness and strong drives is resolved
through reference to the Moors’ alleged ‘fear of death and punishment’ (v.
1881), which justifies Negra’s harsh disciplining. These examples reveal the
making of a dehumanising language that sought to connect ethnicity to
some innate aptitude for slavery.

Katrijntje provides the less well-known picture of white slavery. After
Katrijntje’s parents were killed in the Spanish Terror, she was adopted first
by Moy-aal’s mother and then, when she died, by a greedy uncle. He intended
to sell Katrijntje ‘to the Turks or Barbarians’ (v. 232, emphasis in original),
referring to the Barbary pirates — Ottoman and Berber privateers based in
the ports of North Africa,'” and operating throughout the Mediterranean
and the North Atlantic. Their main business was to capture travellers for
the Ottoman and Arab slave markets. Before Katrijntje and her uncle reach
North Africa, their ship is captured by Roemert, who may well have been a
Barbary pirate.”® He brings Katrijntje to Amsterdam, believing she would
make the perfect lady’s maid’ for Moy-aal (v. 298). When Ritsart hears
Katrijntje’s story, he cries out:

Inhumane custom! Godless rascality!

To hawk human beings into horselike slavery!

In this city too there are those who engage in this trade,

In Farnabock: but it cannot be concealed from God." (vs. 233—36)

Ritsart blames the Sephardic Jews in Amsterdam for the slave trade with
‘Farnabock’, a phonological variation of Pernambuco, the Portuguese sugar
colony in Brazil. His disregarding of his own implication in the Portuguese
slave trade and his complete indifference to Negra’s enslavement indicate
he considers both slavery and the slave trade non-Christian affairs, and
something Dutch merchants normally do not get involved in. Ritsart ex-
presses a white, masculine, and Christian norm that distinguished Dutch
merchants from Others who were involved in slave trade (Barbary pirates
and Sephardic Jews) or who were themselves enslaved (women and people
of colour).

17 The Barbary pirates were mainly based in Tripoli, Tunis, Algiers, and Morocco (Harrison
2019, 157-61).

18 Many Dutch adventurers joined the Barbary pirates and this may have inspired Roemert’s
character (Harrison 2019, 161-62).

19 ‘Onmenschelyck ghebruyck! Godléése schelmery!/ Datmen de menschen vent, tot paartsche
slaverny!/ Hier zynder oock in stadt, die sulcken handel dryven,/ In Farnabock: maar 't sal Godt
niet verhoolen blyven. Emphasis in original.
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In previous research, the above passage has been interpreted as criti-
cism, but such an interpretation is only reached by scholars who failed to
recognise the inconsistency with Ritsart’s actions (van Groesen 2017, 109;
Vink 2007, 30). Scholars who have recognised the inconsistency considered
this passage cynical (Paasman in Post 1984, 116; Zaalberg in Bredero 1984,
47), random (Schenkeveld-van der Dussen 1985, 230—33), or have argued
that it is ‘difficult to determine whether the utterance concerned the voice
of the author or the dubious statement of a dramatic character’ (Grootes in
Bredero 1999, 400). This chapter considers Ritsart’s criticism of slavery in
the context of a larger ethical debate about changing morals, brought about
by Amsterdam’s booming trade. The discussion of slavery, as the effect of
abnormal greed, was part of that debate. The following section analyses
how Moortje relates norms for slavery and the slave trade to early modern
ideas about the passions.

The Stoic Metaphor of Enslavement

As demonstrated, Moortje taps into a discussion on actual slavery, but slavery
also functions as a metaphor in the play. In the opening scene, when Ritsart’s
servant Koenraat warns his young master to remain his ‘own guardian’ and
not to ‘deliver’ himself to ‘the lecherous passions of the heart’ (vs. 1314,
65—66), he characterises love as an enslavement by the passions. Advising
Ritsart to strive for ‘constancy’ (vs. 11, 14), Koenraat betrays a Stoic influence
(van Stipriaan 2018, 218-19). Roman Stoics not only discussed actual slavery
(Davis 1966, 75—83), but also used ‘enslavement’ as a metaphor for complete
dependence on the passions. Considering a ‘passion, in the literal sense, as
‘something one undergoes’, the Stoics strived for ‘a-pathy”: freedom from the
passions (Baltzly 2019, ch. 5; Sierhuis 2016, 334), and active control over one’s
reasoning capacities. Apathy was considered a prerequisite for constancy,
the superior state of mind in which one ‘stood firmly’. Cicero, for example,
rejected the claim that joy was the greatest good, because it was a passion.
In On Duties, he exclaims: ‘What a sorry state of servitude for a virtue — to
be pandering to sensual pleasure!’ (Cicero 1913, 399 [3. 33. 117]).2°

The metaphor was adopted by the Dutch humanist Dirk Volckertsz Coorn-
hert (1522—-1590), who translated Cicero’s On Duties (1561), Seneca’s On Good
Deeds (1562), and Boethius’ The Consolation of Philosophy (1616).*' Although

20 See also Cicero in the Stoic Paradoxes (1942), 287 (5. 35].
21 See Jansen’s introduction in Bredero (2011, 27, 35).
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Bredero did not read Latin, he was very well acquainted with these translations,
all of which contain metaphors of slavery (Jansen in Bredero 2011, 27, 35; van
Stipriaan 2018, 34). Coornhert, Justus Lipsius, and Hendrik Laurensz Spiegel
rekindled interest in Stoicism in response to the hardships of the Dutch Revolt,
a period of political and religious upheaval.** In Lipsius’s translation of On
Constancy (Lipsius 1584, 124 [2. 25]), the principal work of Dutch Neostoicism,
the metaphor of enslavement is expanded to ‘the uttermost extremity in
servitude’ under the Spanish oppressor, thus emphasising the urgency of Stoic
doctrine for the Dutch audience.? Stoicism remained relevant as the Republic
developed into a trade empire, providing an ethic that prepared merchants
for the contingencies and adversities of trade. In Coornhert’s (2016) Ethics: The
Art of Living Well (Zedekunst dat is wellevenskunste, 1586), the merchant was
compared to ‘a compass which, in a stormy sea that makes this ship of earth
tumble this way and that, keeps pointing towards the lodestar of truth in
perfect tranquillity’ (422 [5. 9. 20]).>4 In the same work, Coornhert frequently
uses the metaphor of enslavement to the passions, in this instance in the form
of avarice (ghierigheyd) in particular. The avaricious are described as enslaved,
‘bound with golden shackles’, since they exchanged their spiritual freedom for
external ‘goods’ (Coornhert 2016, 332 [4. 12. 58]). This Neostoic view on the ethics
of trade in relation to the passions of the merchant is prominent in Moortje.

The characters in Moortje are, without exception, affected by the pas-
sions of trade, endlessly striving for self-enrichment and pleasure. The best
example concerns the greedy uncle who tried to sell Katrijntje. Moy-aal
calls him a slave of avarice:

What severe punishment do you, oh just avarice, impose

On your slaves, considering them unworthy of livelihood and food?
The man had money and treasures in great abundance,

What difference did it make? He remained a servant of his goods.? (vs. 211-14)

Moy-aal’s description seems loosely based on Coornhert’s Ethics, in which
avarice is similarly personified: ‘The restless, dissatisfying, and miserable

22 See Porteman and Smits-Veldt (2016, 70). Morford (1991) speaks of a ‘cult of Seneca’ and ‘Stoic
revival’ (7, 10).

23 I quoted the English translation (Stradling 1594, 7 [1. 3]). On Bredero and Lipsius, see van
Stipriaan (2018, 215-16).

24 Iquoted the English translation.

25 ‘Wat strenghe straflecht ghy, o giericheyt! Rechtvaardich/ U slaven op? en acht haar kost
noch voetsel waardich./ De man hadt ghelt en schat in grooten overvloet,/ Wat wast? hy was
en bleef een dienst-knecht van zyn goedt.’
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nature of this witches’ brew can be seen in the great number of her miserable
slaves’ (Coornhert 2016, 322 [4. 12. 3]). It does not end well for the uncle, who
is captured by Roemert and sold into slavery on the Barbary coast, whilst
Katrijntje is brought home (Bredero 1999, v. 282).

The uncle’s degeneration from spiritual to actual enslavement is not an
isolated case in early modern thought. Godfried Udemans was a Calvinist
minister whose moral treatise for sailors, t Geestelyck roer van 't coopmans
schip (‘The Spiritual Helm of the Merchant’s Vessel’, 1638), discussed the
matter of slavery at length. He condemned any form of servitude as conflict-
ing with God’s creation of human beings after in His own image (Udemans
1655, 313-14), except for the servitude of non-Christians, who were ‘spiritual
slaves’ and deserved ‘to fall into the dirtiest and most profound [actual]
slavery’ (Udemans 1655, 315).2° Even if some of the most outspoken critics
of the slave trade were found amongst religious groups, including Calvinists
(de Jong 1971, 423—36; Joosse 2005; Vink 2007, 32), Udemans here provided
sailors with a Christian excuse for the enslavement of non-Christian Oth-
ers (van Eijnatten 2007, 197; van Groesen 2017, 111-12). In this context the
uncle’s enslavement in Moortje can be seen as punishment for his spiritual
enslavement by avarice. Employing a similar rationale as Udemans, Moortje’s
characters condemn slavery in principle, whilst justifying the enslavement
of the emotional Other.

Comic Master and Slave Reversal

The reversal of master and slave was a popular motif in ancient comedy
(Fitzgerald 2019, 189). In Moortje it is Koenraat, the enslaved character in
The Eunuch, who outwits his young masters, thus becoming their ‘master’.
When love deprives Ritsart of his wits, Koenraat offers him rational advice.
To Ritsart’s lecherous counterpart Writsart, however, Koenraat suggests
a depraved plan. When it backfires, Koenraat is deceived into thinking
that Writsart will be punished with castration. Comparable to the greedy
uncle, Writsart will be punished for his indulgence in the passions through
an actualisation (emasculation) of his emotional state (sensuality). The
castration is described as eunuchism, ‘as the Turks do’ (v. 2811), and circumci-
sion, ‘in the Jewish way’ (v. 2864), placing the emasculation in the colonial
context. Writsart’s punishment appears to be a joke, and the rape — which

26 ‘want hy was waerdigh te verallen in de vuylste, ende swaerste slavernie, overmidts hy het
soete jock van synen schepper niet en wilde onderworpen zijn.’ Translation by the author.
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was meaningfully committed in blackface — goes unpunished, because the
scandal can be averted by a marriage between the two wealthy families.
However, Writsart’s crimes are not without consequences for Katrijntje,
who marries her rapist; nor for Negra, who is blamed for the crime and
locked away; nor for Koenraat, who fears he will be severely punished.
Thus, although Koenraat indeed outwits his masters, he hardly controls
his own passions.

A similar reversal, of the prostitute and her patron, occurs when Roemert
compares Moy-aal to the mythological queen Omphale — remarkably, their
names are almost anagrams:

Shall I then serve less well

My little Moy-aal! My love! Princess of my senses!

Than Hercules served the Lydian queen

Omphale, who forced the Hero to pick up spindles.?? (vs. 3108-11)

Hercules was enslaved by Omphale, who forced him to wear women’s
clothes and to spin thread, a symbol of female sexuality. Like the Greek
hero, Roemert loses his male privileges, because he cannot control his
passions: greed, lust, and vanity have made him an unscrupulous pirate.
Although Moy-aal controls Roemert’s heart, she is not her own master
either. Her greediness makes her susceptible to Kackerlack, the parasite,
who manipulates her into sharing the profits of her sex work (vs. 3293—96).

As this chapter argues, every character in Moortje succumbs to enslave-
ment, because everyone is affected by the passions of trade. Whilst the
arena of Roman comedy is the familia (Fitzgerald 2019, 189), Moortje’s plot
centres on the marketplace, where passions of avarice, lechery, and vanity
thrive. Bredero (1999, vs. 639—755) has added several passages that emphasise
this mercantile environment, most prominently Kackerlack’s visit to the
Amsterdam food market, where he praises the goods piled up in the stalls.?®
In this passage Bredero shifts from the alexandrine to longer, free verses,
strewing his sentences with anaphors, hyperboles, and apostrophes. It is
exemplary of the ‘amplifying style’ often ascribed to Moortje (Grootes in
Bredero 1999, 380; Schenkeveld-van der Dussen 1985, 232; Zaalberg in Bredero
1984, 51-55, 63), featuring the cornucopian style of commercialism, also
prevalent in seventeenth-century still-life paintings. The characters blend

27 ‘salick dan minder dienen/ Mijn Moyaeltje! mijn lief! Mijn Princes van mijn sin!/ Als Hercules
dede der Lydier Koningin/ Omphaele, dien den Heldt de spillen dwong te rapen.’
28 On this passage, see Grootes (in Bredero 1999, 392—-93).
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seamlessly with this commercial environment. Ritsart and his father are
merchants preoccupied with ‘shops and cash,/ Boxes and drawers, dozens
of files,/ Full of payment orders, full of obligations, full of loans [...]" (vs.
503—505).>9 If they represent the growing mercantile class, then Koenraat,
Moy-aal, and Kackerlack mirror the business instinct of the people in the
street. Their speech is laced with trade jargon. For example, when Kackerlack
suggests Ritsart and Roemert share Moy-aal, he depicts her as a trading
vessel and them as joint shareholders (vs. 3246—50). Moortje shows that,
business having become second nature to Amsterdam’s inhabitants, they
are continuously confronted with ethical challenges. When the fishmonger
compares her fish to girls with ‘fair breasts’ (v. 728), she is not using an
innocent metaphor, because a fishy business in human flesh is conducted
in Moy-aal’s brothel around the corner. Everyone, from seller to buyer and
passer-by, is implicated in the global food chains and trade networks through
which goods and money accumulate in Amsterdam.

Kackerlack’s walk ends at the pinnacle of trade, the Amsterdam stock
exchange. This is an anachronism, as the exchange first opened its doors
only in 1611 (Petram 2011, 30—31). This is where the parasite makes a living,
buttering up rich merchants in exchange for food (vs. 625—28). Kackerlack
anticipates the insecurities of the new mercantile class by flattering their
impeccable style and innate class. He compares this ‘trade’ to idolatry:

You must flatter, wheedle, and caress
The grand wealthy people, even if they are ungodly,

You will make idols of the People of property.

After I created this genus [of sycophants] so artfully,

I came up with the idea of founding a sect

Of my own name, that is the Kackerlackists,

And why would I not, like the other sectarians?3° (vs. 740—41, 745-49)

In calling his patrons ‘idols’, Kackerlack implies he is an idolater. Deviating
from the Christian norm, he even considers founding a sect, ‘like the other
sectarians’, referring to the freedom of religion in Holland. Amsterdam

29 ‘Wathet hyin zyn ho6ft winckeltjes, en kassen,/ En hockels en laadjes, dosijnen van Lyassen,/
Vol Assingnatie, vol Oblygatie, vol boomery.’

30 ‘Ghy moet pluym-strijcken, en schoon-praten, en liefkddsen/ De groote rijcke luy, al warent
Goddeldosen, .../ En maackt afgoden van de veel vermoghen Mensche./ Na dien ick dit gheslacht
so Aartich heb verweckt,/ Soo heb ick oock ghedocht te voeren in de Seckt/ Van myn eyghen
naam, dats vande Kackerlackisten,/ En waarom ick so wel niet als d’andere seck-tisten?’
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was profiting from this religious tolerance, since Catholics, Jews, and non-
Calvinist Protestants had brought capital resources, advanced trading
techniques, and trade relations to the city (Lesger 2001, 75). In this sense the
entire city was blasphemous in trading with ‘heathens’, prioritising profit
over piety. The comparison of trade to idolatry — the worship of earthly
matter — was a very common one. According to Coornhert (2016) in his
chapter ‘Of Avarice’, greedy people hoarded and worshipped money because
they had lost their faith in divine providence (330 [4. 12. 45]), whilst the
Amsterdam poet Joost van den Vondel (1930, 548-49), in his 1643 poem
‘Aen de Beurs van Amsterdam’ (‘To the Amsterdam Stock Exchange’), calls
credit ‘stock market faith’ (Beursgeloof, v. 11) and the duped shareholders
‘martyrs’ (v. 15). Moortje echoes similar public sentiments against trade.
The final section investigates how Moortje envisions moral change due to
Amsterdam’s booming trade in terms of legitimisation.

Politics of Legitimisation

The analyses of the Stoic metaphor of enslavement to the passions and the
comic master and slave reversal in Moortje convey how knowledge of actual
slavery was entwined with ideas about the passions and commerce in the
early modern imagination. It presents the Stoic ideal of complete apathy as
unfeasible. In fact, the delusion of being one’s own master is considered the
greatest enslavement of all. Moortje seems to criticise Stoicism rather than
endorse it. In doing so, it touches upon Freya Sierhuis’s (2016, 334) argument
that Dutch Neostoicism was, from the sixteenth century onwards, faced with
opposition from those who viewed its rejection of emotion incompatible
with Christian ethics and theology. Coornhert (2016), for example, compared
the emotions to tools which, ‘if used correctly serve to bring their users
virtue, joy and salvation. [...]’ (71 [1. 3. 3]).3' He did not disapprove of feeling
emotions if ‘in doing this you subject yourself to God and his governance’
(Coornhert 2016, 359 [5. 1. 30]). Early modern theatre assumed the restorative
effect of the emotions, provided they were channelled into the right form
and quantity. Medical theories, endorsed by Bredero, prescribed comedy
to clear up the mind and combat melancholy.3* Melancholy was even as-
sociated with apathy or ‘hardness of heart’ — a condition also described

31 See also Grootes’ introduction in Bredero (1979, 35).
32 See Jansen in Bredero (2011, 157, 160); van Stipriaan (1993, 252). On Bredero and emotions
more broadly, see Van Stipriaan (2018, 217-24).
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as ‘coldness’, ‘heaviness’, ‘drowsiness’, and ‘deadness’ (Sierhuis 2016, 338).
Comedy functioned exactly to repel the negative effects of apathy. Yet here
we must necessarily ask how Amsterdam’s inhabitants coped with the
passions of trade once Stoic philosophy had lost its credibility.

If we look more closely, it is not necessarily to their detriment that
Moortje’s characters are guided by their emotions. It is mainly the passions
of trade that are punished, whilst those characters who recognise their own
entanglement in Amsterdam’s web of affect and who can make the emotions
work for them, are the most successful. Moy-aal, for example, who is familiar
with gut feelings and an advocate of love — ‘I know what force strong Love
can bring forth’ (v. 2530)33 — is keen to free Katrijntje, even if it is partly out
of self-interest. The most successful character is the parasite, who makes a
living by manipulating other people’s emotions, whilst never being deceived
himself. One could argue Kackerlack is the only ‘free’ character, but he is
free only in the sense that he realises that he is a dependent parasite. In a
contemporary painting by Nicolaes Moeyaert, Kackerlack is portrayed as
a ‘winner’, embracing Moy-aal, who turns her back on Roemert and Ritsart
(see fig. 1.2).

As Michel Serres (1982) explains in The Parasite, this stock character ‘buys
his dinner, paying for it in words [...] his voice for matter, [...] air for solid,
superstructure for infrastructure’ (34, 35). Parasites typically play on the
emotions, the affects that bind people to their environment (Serres 1982,
39), thus revealing social and political tensions in that environment. The
parasite in Moortje highlights a tremendous need for legitimacy amongst
Amsterdam’s inhabitants: the nouveau riche need to hear that they mea-
sure up to old money; privateers need to know that they are ‘captains’; the
uneducated that they know Latin; whilst the central subject in need of
legitimisation is, of course, slavery.

The need for legitimisation in the Dutch ‘Golden Age’ has been described
by Simon Schama (1988) as the ‘embarrassment of riches’, a ‘continuous
pricking of conscience on complacency’ that manifested itself in all sorts
of rituals and ceremonies which performed wealth in such way to garner
public benediction (8, 178). However, as noted by Susan Buck-Morss (2000,
823), Schama never related this embarrassment to the riches amassed in
the colonies, whilst more than the wealth itself, its violent origin should
be the cause of discomfort. Art historian Julie Berger Hochstrasser (2007)
has investigated how discomfort about the violent background of colonial
products manifested in Dutch still-life paintings, revealing a ‘visual language

33 ‘Of’k weet wel wat voor kracht de stercke Min kan baren.
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Figure 1.2 Nicolaes Moeyaert, Moy-aal and Her Admirers, c. 1630-1640. Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam.

of the commodity [which] commanded what now reads as a political agenda
of legitimation. [...]’ (263).

Moortje, this chapter argues, is implicated in this discourse of legitimisa-
tion. The parasite praises the abundant display of goods at the Amsterdam
market in much the same manner that Dutch still-life paintings stylise
colonial trade. The parasite thrives in the market, where his talent to
legitimise the painful histories of colonial products holds sway. Legiti-
misation, in both word and image, was a business in Amsterdam. Those
who managed to find the right balance between honour and vanity could
make good money. Bredero participated in this market of legitimisation
too, reproducing a white, masculine, and Christian norm that justified the
enslavement, trading, and exploiting of Others. In this sense, Bredero’s play
may itself be considered a parasite on colonial trade. Conversely, Moortje
can also be regarded as offering a dissenting voice from colonial discourse
in exposing the intricate workings of legitimisation. Particularly, Negra
being locked away to take the blame for Writsart’s crime dramatises the
processes of legitimisation that prevent Amsterdam’s inhabitants from



48 MARRIGJE PAIJMANS

reflecting upon their desires. The subject position for this reflection is filled
by Negra, a ‘black’ — here meaning ‘absent’ — subject. At the same time, Negra
embodies the ‘black’ — here meaning ‘obscure’ and ‘sinful’ — object of white
desire who remains unacknowledged, thus creating a dark spectre at the
centre of Dutch society. The characters’ unwillingness to face their part in
colonialism can be interpreted as a foreshadowing of what Gloria Wekker
(2016, 2) would refer to as ‘white innocence’, suggesting that this self-image
and the associated blindness have indeed, as Wekker suspects (21), been
part of the Dutch cultural archive for centuries.

Conclusion

This chapter has investigated how slavery was stylised in Bredero’s Moortje.
It has hypothesised that the play utilised two classical commonplaces of
slavery — the Stoic metaphor of enslavement to the passions and the comic
reversal of master and slave — to bring diverging views of slavery into discus-
sion, thus countering the view that any meaningful discussion of slavery
did not occur in the Dutch Republic. Moortje, the chapter argues, presents
the discussion of slavery in the broader context of changing morals due
to the booming trade in Amsterdam, demonstrating how views of slavery
were entwined with early modern notions of the emotions and commerce
in the cultural imagination. Portraying how Amsterdam’s inhabitants find
themselves entangled in affective global networks they cannot fully grasp,
the play contributes to both the construction and the questioning of an
emotional Other.

On the one hand, Moortje reproduces a white, masculine, and Christian
norm that served to legitimise the enslavement of the Other. In the theatre
— the ‘arena of the passions’ — these qualities became associated with a Stoic
attitude, whilst the absence of these qualities in a character was ‘othered’. The
enslavement of the emotional Other, epitomised by the greedy uncle, Negra,
and to a lesser extent Katrijntje, is presented as merely the actualisation
of their emotional enslavement. On the other hand, Moortje presents the
classical commonplaces that underlie the notion of an emotional Other as
outdated, thus subverting the legitimisation of slavery. In a commercial
environment like Amsterdam, the play suggests, no one could escape ‘en-
slavement’ to the passions of trade. From this ethical perspective, people like
the greedy uncle, who considered themselves the masters of other human
beings or even entire overseas territories, are considered miserable slaves
in the small territory of their personal emotions.
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Instead of Stoic philosophy, Moortje’s characters cope with the passions,
including the desires of colonial trade, through legitimisation. They manifest
the need to motivate and justify their acts of greed, desire, and vanity, and
they even spare money for third-party legitimisation, a service offered by
the parasite. In seventeenth-century Amsterdam this service was offered,
amongst other institutions, by art and literature. Moortje was itself implicated
in the legitimisation of slavery and the slave trade through the construction
of an emotional Other. In this sense, Moortje may be considered a colonial
text legitimising and ‘parasitising’ on colonial trade.

To this day, the research of early colonial literature has been guided by,
and has contributed to, nationalist and neoliberal discourses that celebrated
a supposedly glorious Dutch Golden Age (Pieterse 2019; Stoler 1995, 117-23;
Wekker 2016, 25). This research has focussed attention on the ways in which
early modern texts celebrated the overseas enterprise, rather than on the
manners in which they illuminated the dark side of colonialism. As this
chapter has demonstrated, even in a colonial text like Moortje the moral
outrage of slavery can become visible through the use of postcolonial theory.
It is not seventeenth-century literature, but rather our perspective on it,
that has obscured the atrocities of colonial history.
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