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7	 The VOC Boardroom
A Forensic Investigation into the Built Environment

Gabri van Tussenbroek

Abstract
This contribution focuses on the VOC boardroom in the Bushuis (ar-
moury), the presumed meeting room of the governors of the VOC. Main 
topics concern the building’s location, the layout of the building and its 
construction history. The interior of the VOC boardroom is currently 
a reconstruction from the second half of the twentieth century. The 
building’s history can serve to understand this reconstructed VOC 
boardroom. Did those involved in the reconstruction investigate all 
the options? And which sources offer the most support to base the 
reconstruction on? To answer these questions, this essay discusses the 
location and appearance of the VOC boardroom, the material traces 
in the walls of the complex and the reconstruction of the boardroom 
in 1998.

Keywords: seventeenth-century Amsterdam; VOC; building archaeology; 
dendrochronology; building preservation; reconstruction

Research into historic buildings has a long history, but the ways it has been 
done vary widely. Although a kind of proto–building historical research was 
already being conducted in the sixteenth century to learn about buildings 
from antiquity, the foundations of modern scientif ic research were laid in 
the nineteenth century. Two research directions should be distinguished that 
run parallel in the Netherlands to this day and only rarely intersect. In the 
wake of the development of classical archaeology, the method of investigating 
buildings in a building archaeological manner emerged in the nineteenth 

Noorman, Judith and Feike Dietz (eds), Objects, Commodities and Material Cultures in the Dutch 
Republic. Exploring Early Modern Materiality Across Disciplines.
Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press 2024
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172� Gabri van Tussenbroek 

century, with German researchers in particular playing an important role.1 
With the rise of monument conservation, a tradition of surveying, measuring 
and documenting buildings also emerged in the Netherlands.2 In this sort 
of research the building itself, with special attention given to materials and 
structures, was always the primary source.

The parallel track of investigating buildings concerns architectural 
history, which grew out of the f ield of art history. This discipline also has 
its roots in the nineteenth century.3 However, the area of focus is not so 
much the history of structures and the material culture of building as it 
is the world of ideas associated with them: designs, architects, clients and 
movements. The discrepancy between the two directions is reflected in the 
work of building historians on the one hand and architectural historians 
on the other.4 A difference existed not only in the method used but also 
in the areas of focus of the respective two disciplines. Art history, when 
addressing itself to buildings, focused on the architecture of churches, 
palaces and works by famous architects, paying scant attention to the 
history of vernacular building.5

Building archaeological research in the Netherlands after World War II 
was mainly carried out within the framework of monument preservation, 
and rarely within university departments of architectural history. Initi-
ated by what was then the Rijksdienst voor de Monumentenzorg (RdMz), 
the Vereniging Hendrick de Keyser and by certain municipalities such as 
Amsterdam, Utrecht and ’s-Hertogenbosch, insights gradually emerged 
around the fact that behind younger façades many older structures were 
hidden. To map this out, research was needed into the physical remnants 
of these buildings. The development of building archaeological residential 
research was f lanked by similar research on castles and other building 
categories. Much more than with research on use or typology, questions of 
material development based on building materials, structures and building 
traces were central. This emphasis often involved research into individual 

1	 Cramer 1993, 7–10.
2	 Van Tussenbroek 2000, 28–49.
3	 Bosman 1998, 63–87.
4	 Building archaeological researchers have not infrequently received architectural training or 
have been trained in the f ield. For architectural historical research on architecture, academic art 
history has existed in the Netherlands since 1914, expanded from 1947 onwards by M.D. Ozinga’s 
chair in architectural history in Utrecht. Fortunately, in the past 25 years, both currents have 
strongly converged.
5	 Schulte 2000, 35–40.
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The VOC Boardroom� 173

objects, in a quest to unravel building histories.6 Methodological differences 
with those of architectural history practised at universities remained – with 
certain exceptions.

Yet architectural history and building history also possess many areas 
of mutual interest, while the attitudes characterizing these disciplines’ 
approach to research material also share common features. The relatively 
recent attention that historians have given to the spatial turn is much less 
insightful for architectural historians, because this spatial approach has 
traditionally been taken for granted in this discipline. For building archaeolo-
gists, the material turn – apart from academic, not practice-oriented but 
theoretical reflections – does not bring much new either. After all, attention 
to the material culture of building is ingrained in the building archaeological 
foundations of the discipline.7 To ‘read’ the history of a building, it is crucial 
to have knowledge of brick, stone, wood and other materials. In recent 
decades, natural science methods have been added to the toolkit, but even 
a visual analysis of found materials and structures alone can reveal much 
about the building history of an object.

This contribution will illustrate the importance of a material approach to 
buildings in knowing building history by examining the VOC’s boardroom in 
the Bushuis (armoury) of the University of Amsterdam. Historical research 
and architectural-historical research will both be deployed at the same 
time to answer the central question: What does the building history of the 
East India House, and the history of the VOC boardroom in particular, look 
like? First, we will look at the building’s location, the building itself and its 
construction history. Next, we will direct our attention to the location and 
appearance of the VOC boardroom, considered an object in this contribution. 
We will examine the material clues in the walls of the complex where the hall 
was located, the reconstruction of the room in 1998, the discussion that arose 
about it afterwards and the way the building’s material appearance reveals 
that the current reconstruction does not reflect a historical situation. Finally, 
we reflect on the fact that the room as it must have existed in the seventeenth 
century has been transformed by a confluence of factors into the space it is 
today. The original hall has disappeared, replaced by an interpretation that 
is a product of its time, the second half of the twentieth century. This last 

6	 Van Tussenbroek 2010, 9–23. Synthesizing studies appeared mainly due the initiative of the 
RdMz, whether or not in the context of the Restauratievademecum, published between 1985 and 
1998.
7	 Cf. Stenvert et al. 2020.
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point touches on a current debate, as the image of the seventeenth century 
has changed considerably over the past 25 years. Choices made at the time 
for the purpose of reconstruction stemmed from the image of the past that 
held sway at that particular moment. The implications of this observation 
are highlighted at the end of this contribution.

The Place and the Object

The locale of the VOC headquarters, established in 1606, had been annexed 
to the city area around 1425 at the latest. Earlier, there had been a monastery 
on the site. The earliest mention of St Paul’s Monastery dates from 5 Janu-
ary 1409; that year the clerics moved from a prior location elsewhere in the 
city to a new site near the Oudezijds Achterburgwal.8 Here, between the later 
Oude Hoogstraat (1490) and the grounds of St Ursula’s Convent on the south 
side, St Paul’s Monastery bought more and more land during the f ifteenth 
century. Only 25 monastics and four to f ive proveniers or boarders were 
allowed to be housed in the convent until 1493, when these numbers were 
increased to 40 and six to eight proveniers. Laymen were now also allowed 
to be buried there, but it does not seem that the monastery f lourished as 
a result.9 In the 1530s, the St Paul’s Friars were in f inancial distress and 
sold part of their land to the city, a process that would continue until the 
monastery ceased to exist in 1578 (f ig. 7.1).10

One of the most signif icant transformations on the monastery grounds 
occurred in the years 1551–1555. On 10 December 1550, it was recorded in 
the city’s Groot Memoriaal that the city had now bought 18 rods of property 
from the St Paul’s Friary on the Oude Zijde.11 This was part of the orchard, 
still clearly recognizable on Cornelis Anthonisz’s map. The city bought the 
orchard with the intention of building a new armoury there. It had originally 
intended to make the building 265 feet long (75 metres), but by October 1550 
the plan was revised to 200 feet (57 metres).12 Its height was initially to be 
no higher than one storey.13 Construction began in November 1554 at the 
latest. The building was given a Renaissance façade with a scrolled gable 

8	 Van Eeghen 1944, 23; De Melker 2021, 285.
9	 Offenberg 1981, 12; De Melker 2021, 291.
10	 saa 5014, inv.no. 6, (1537), fol. 68v; Scheltema 1859, 50; Van Eeghen 1944, 25 and 27.
11	 saa 5023, inv.no. 2 (Groot Memoriaal), fol. 39.
12	 Van Iterson et al. 1986, 112.
13	 Van der Laan et al. 2008, 19.
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The VOC Boardroom� 175

on the Oude Hoogstraat side (f ig. 7.2).14 It is obvious that city mason Willem 
Dircxz was closely involved in the building’s construction.15

After the monastery continued to lose inhabitants and resources in the 
years that followed, the complex – along with the other Catholic institutions 
– was confiscated by the city authorities during the Alteration in 1578, when 

14	 Cf. Zantkuijl 1993, 122
15	 Van Tussenbroek 2014.

Figure 7.1 St Paul’s monastery with orchard on Cornelis Anthonisz’s 1544 bird’s-eye view map, 
Amsterdam City Archive.

Figure 7.2 Amsterdam, Kloveniersburgwal/corner Oude Hoogstraat. The armoury from 1555, 
before demolition in 1890, Amsterdam City Archive, inv.no. OSIM00002003729.
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Amsterdam became a Protestant city. The earliest known image from after 
1578 shows the Bushuis along Kloveniersburgwal and a row of houses along 
Oude Hoogstraat in 1597. The site next to the Bushuis is still empty (f ig. 7.3).

Headquarters of the VOC

The VOC, soon after its founding in 1602, began looking for a place for a 
warehouse and an off ice. With the demolition of the city wall, the Bushuis 
became accessible to ships and could serve as a warehouse. Part of the 
ground floor was used as a slaughterhouse for the fleet from then on, while 
another part continued for some time to be used by the city as an armoury. 
With the construction of another, new Bushuis on the Singel, the VOC was 
able to rent the entire building from 1606 onwards.16

The undeveloped land next to the Bushuis was owned by the St George’s 
Court (Sint-Jorishof) in 1604, but it was bought by the city that same year. 
On this site, a new off ice, with an L-shaped floor plan, was built to hold its 
regular meetings and to house off ices.17 The new off ice faced a courtyard 

16	 Pontanus 1614, 146; Wagenaar 1765, 82–83; Meischke 1958, 200–201; Jeeninga 1995, 16.
17	 The city government decided to provide the VOC ‘met meerdere plaetse omtrent het Boshuijs, 
omme aldaer harer ordinaris vergaderinge, comptoir ende andersins […] te mogen houden’. saa 
5025, inv.no. 9, fol. 118. Cf. Overvoorde 1928, 20; Meischke 1958, 202.

Figure 7.3 The armoury on Pieter Bast’s bird’s-eye view map from 1597 and Balthasar Florisz van 
Berckenrode’s from 1625, Amsterdam City Archive.
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The VOC Boardroom� 177

and consisted of a partly stone-vaulted basement, bel-etage, f irst f loor and 
attic. The main entrance faced the courtyard and was accentuated by a 
Flemish gable with scrollwork above it. Construction was in the hands of 
the city building company, with a portion of the work performed by city 
carpenter Hendrik Staets and most likely Hendrick de Keyser.18

In 1928, the astute archivist J.C. Overvoorde noticed that the L-shaped 
off ice did not originally extend to the street and that the street wing must 
be of later date. While this was evident from an etching by Claes Jansz 
Visscher, and from Balthasar Florisz van Berckenrode’s bird’s-eye map from 
1625 (f ig. 7.4), it was also apparent from the building’s material appearance, 
which Overvoorde seems to have examined closely:

It seems to have escaped the notice of the old writers that this west 
façade was not set in one piece, but after the third bay shows a rising 
straight joint in the masonry, slightly covered by a gutter. They therefore 
make no differentiation in construction period and mention only the 
later extension of 1658. […] The ascending joint mentioned is complete 
proof that two non-simultaneously created sections of the building are 

18	 The Kroniek van Staets, under the year 1605, says: ‘Oock mee ’t Oost-Indisch-huys met vele 
schoon vertrecken’. De Roever 1886, 32; Ottenheym et al. 2008, 97–98.

Figure 7.4 The East India House on a print by Claes Jansz Visscher, shortly after 1606, Amsterdam 
City Archive, inv.no. ANWU01468000006.
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connected here, and this is further accentuated by the slight curvature 
that is visible in the façade.19

The extension to Hoogstraat was completed in 1633, with the architecture 
following the design of the original 1606 layout (f ig. 7.5). This new wing 
housed the accountants and receivers. Another extension followed in 1658 

19	 ‘Het schijnt aan de oude schrijvers ontgaan te zijn, dat deze westelijke gevel niet in één 
stuk is gezet, doch na de derde travee een opgaande rechte voeg in het metselwerk vertoont, 
die eenigszins door een goot wordt bedekt. Zij maken daardoor geen verschil in bouwperiode 
en vermelden alleen de latere uitbreiding van 1658. […] De genoemde opgaande voeg is een 
volledig bewijs, dat hierbij twee niet-gelijktijdig ontstane bouwgedeelten aaneen sluiten en dit 
wordt nog nader geaccentueerd door de lichte kromming, welke zich hier in den gevel vertoont’, 
Overvoorde 1928, 20–21.

Figure 7.5 The 
building seam 

between the 1606 
and 1633 sections 

as visible in the 
courtyard.
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(f ig. 7.6).20 Here is not the place to set out the entire construction history of 
the building, so we will concentrate in the following on the 1606 building 
section and the history of the VOC boardroom.

Building Materials and Construction

There were several requirements for building in Amsterdam: f irst, the 
land had to be prepared for building, which in practice often consisted of 
embankments.21 Next, a foundation was necessary, consisting of a grid with 
piles in it or two piles side by side.22 These piles, made of softwood, came 
from abroad, mainly from Scandinavia. Once the foundation was ready, 
a masonry f loor on which to build, using bricks from Gouda, Utrecht or 
elsewhere, followed. For visible façades, the somewhat better Leiden brick 
was often chosen.23 Masonry mortar consisted of lime (stone lime, shell 
lime), sand and water.

20	 Overvoorde 1928, 23.
21	 Jayasena 2020.
22	 It is not entirely clear what the foundation under the East India House looks like. For an 
overview of developments in foundations in Amsterdam, see: Van Tussenbroek 2023, 366–373.
23	 Van Tussenbroek 2023, 322.

Figure 7.6 The building volumes of the complex, with the armoury in the foreground, and the 
oldest phase of the East India House to the left behind. Hoogstraat is on the right.
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The wood used in building beams and floors could come from a wide variety 
of sources. The timber market was particularly differentiated: for example, 
one building could combine both oak from the Southern Netherlands for 
beams or roof components and Scandinavian softwood for floorboards or 
other parts. Slate from the Meuse or Rhine basin were used for the roof. 
Other materials came from England (lead), Sweden (iron, copper) or the 
German Harz region (iron).24

The East India House has undergone major changes since its construction 
in 1606. The stone-vaulted cellar under the northern part of the main build-
ing and the roof structure are parts where the early-seventeenth-century 
situation has changed the least and where the building is most legible as a 
source. The vaulted cellar with sandstone columns and cross-rib vaults is 
a rare phenomenon by Amsterdam standards (f ig. 7.7). Such a stone base-
ment – because of the city’s weak soil – indicates an ambitious building 
programme.

The roof construction is another exceptional element. The construction 
rests on the single floor joists and forms a broken or mansard roof (f ig. 7.8). 
Although the neighbouring armoury was also covered by such a roof, this 

24	 Van Tussenbroek 2013.

Figure 7.7 The vaulted cellar of the East India House, built in 1606.
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example from 1606 is still exceptionally early.25 The use of a ‘double nave’, 
or two back-to-back rooms, created a comparatively deep floor plan. This 
could be covered by a single gable roof, which would have become extremely 
high (and heavy) due to the large span. An alternative could consist of two 
parallel gabled roofs of much lower height. The disadvantage of this option 
was the complicated drainage of water by means of an interior gutter.26

The age of the roof construction has been up for debate in the past.27 
However, dendrochronological research in spring 2022 showed conclusively 
that the structure was almost entirely created in 1606. Nine wood samples 
could be dated, revealing that one of the trees was felled in the spring of 
1604 and f ive others between the late summer of 1604 and early 1605. Two 
other wood samples provided a somewhat more global dating due to the 
lack of wane, but they were probably also felled in or around 1604, whereas 
the last sample was from a tree felled in the summer/winter of 1580–1581, 
so reused material must be taken into account here.28 The oak timber came 
from Westphalia and Norway.

25	 Van Tussenbroek 2007, 108.
26	 Balthasar Florisz’s map of 1625 (see f ig. 7.3) shows a platform on top of the roof. No doubt 
this is the ‘f lat’ that Pontanus spoke of, where ‘one can ventilate pepper/nuts muscates and other 
animal-like things and lay in the sun if it is of need’. ‘[waar] men peper/noten muscaten ende 
andere diergelijcke verluchten can ende inde sonne legghen als het van noode is’, Pontanus 1614, 
145.
27	 Mattie 2001, 213.
28	 Domínguez Delmás 2022.

Figure 7.8 Impression of the roof construction of the East India House, dendrochronologically 
dated 1606.
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The Hall

Gaining insight into the appearance of the room interiors on the bel-etage 
(or ground f loor) and f irst f loor is considerably more complicated than 
unravelling the overall building history. Very little is known about the 
interior of the East India House at the beginning of the seventeenth cen-
tury. The earliest description is by Joh. Pontanus, who wrote in 1614 that 
the new building was ‘decorated with delightful halls and chambers and 
other rooms for the writers and clerks and secretaries of the Compagnie. 
There are foreign paintings here and there, and new castles and overseas 
institutions are to be seen in the large room of the administrators, such 
as, for example, the court of the Prince of China’.29 So we know that there 
were several richly decorated halls and rooms, and that one of them was 
the ‘great chamber of the bewinthebbers’. What the decoration looked like 
is described in Barlaeus’s publication of 1638, following Marie de’ Medici’s 
visit to the East India House. He called it a ‘tremendously large building’, 
with ‘halls and rooms’ that were ‘delightful and attractive’.30 The description 
of the ‘hall, where the Bewindhebbers gathered’ that follows is somewhat 
more extensive:

There hang Chinese and Japanese paintings. There also hangs the great 
city of Batavia, with its terrifying and uninviting castle. There hangs the 
royal court of Japan, whose likeness is unequalled in the world in terms of 
costliness, size and strength. Around it hang the islands of the Moluccas, 
ditches, groves dense with spice trees, cities, harbours, which we have in 
another world. Painted there are those places, situated close to China, 
where one searches, what a favour the Dutch f ind by ferrying more and 
more people every day. Foreign weapons, whole and half lancets, axes, 
tortoise shells can be seen there on the wall. Here lay stacks and piles of 
wrought and unwrought silk. Here you can see all kinds of spices, each 
one in their own containers and vats. Elsewhere juices, gums, and fabrics, 
with which one dyes, each in its proper place. Beams and attics stretched 
wide and wide, and divided into several compartments, are bent in from 
the load. All that the Muscovite, the Pole, the Dane, the High German, 

29	 ‘verciert met heerlicke salen ende cameren ende andere vertrecken voor de schrijvers 
ende de secretarisen der Compagnie. Daer zijn hier ende daer uutlandsche schilderijen ende 
voornemelick in de groote camer van de bewinthebbers te sien nieuwe ghestaltenissen ende 
overzeesche ghestichten als voornemelick het hof des conincx van China’, Pontanus 1614, 145–146.
30	 A ‘geweldigh groot gebouw’ with ‘zaelen, en vertrecken’ wich were ‘heerlijck en treffelijck’, 
Van Baerle 1639, 37.
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the Frenchman, the Italian, the Turk, the Greek and Dutchman possess, 
is to be found in this house.31

In ‘the groote zael’, an ‘aenzienelijck’ banquet offered many strange fruits 
and crops displayed ‘on a long table’, along with a long list of products, 
making it clear that the room must have been impressively large. The hall, 
as Marie de’ Medici found it in 1638, was altered just over 20 years later. In 
1660, ‘it was resolved that the room in which the meeting was to be held 
would be enlarged with two rooms, as a lower and an upper room, taken 
out of it, and that the walls would be removed, and accommodated in the 
aforementioned room’ (f ig. 7.9).32 This ‘sael’ was thus enlarged, with two 
superimposed rooms previously separated from the hall.

Four other sources – from 1663, 1694, 1734 and 1765 – should also be 
mentioned here. Olfert Dapper almost literally followed Barlaeus in his 
description of the ‘zael daer de Bewinthebbers vergaderen’.33 Commelin 
offered a new eyewitness account in 1693 when he wrote that there were 
‘several meeting places partitioned off’ in the building and that the ‘gemeene 
groote Zaal’ served as the meeting room of the Administrators.34 Commelin 

31	 Daar ‘hangen Chineesche en Iaponsche schilderyen. Daer hangt oock de groote Stad Batavien, 
met haer schrikkelijck en onwinnelijck kasteel. Daer hangt het koningklijck hof van Iapon, 
wiens gelijck in de weereld niet is van kostelijckheid, grootte, en sterckte. Daer hangen rondom 
de eilanden van de Molucken, sloten, bosschagien dicht van speceryboomen, steden, havens, 
die wy in een andere weereld bezitten. Daer hangen uitgeschildert die plaetzen, dicht by China 
gelegen, waer aen men speurt, wat een gunst de Nederlanders by veergelege volcken dagelijcx 
meer en meer vinden. Uitheemsche wapenen, heele en halve lancien, bijlen, schildpadschilden 
zietmen daer aen den wand. Hier leggen stapels en baelen met gewrochte en ongewrochte zijde. 
Hier zietmen allerhande speceryen, elck in zijn eige kassen en vacken. Elders sappen, gommen, 
en stoffen, waer mede men verft, een yeder op zijn behoorlijcke plaets. Balcken en zolders wijd 
en breed uitgespannen, en in verscheide vacken gedeelt, zijn van den last ingebogen. Al wat de 
Moscoviter, de Pool, de Deen, de Hooghduitsch, de Franschman, d’Italiaen, de Turck, Grieck en 
Neerlander verbezight, dat is in dit huis veil’. Van Baerle 1639, 37–38.
32	 ‘geresolveert dat de sael daer inne de vergaederingh wert gehouden sal werden vergroot metten 
twee vertrecken, als een onder en een bovenvertreck daervan affgenomen, en sulx de muijr daer 
van doorgeslaegen ende wechgenomen, ende tot de voorsz sael geaccomodeert’. NA, Archief van 
de Verenigde Oost-Indische Compagnie, inv.no. 236, 226. Previously cited, albeit incompletely, 
by Overvoorde 1928, 30 and transcribed from it by Mattie, Van Soestbergen 2001, 97.
33	 Dapper 1663, 449.
34	 He wrote that in the building were ‘verscheide vergader-plaatsen afgedeelt’ and that the 
‘gemeene groote Zaal’ served as the boardroom of the bewindhebbers. There were also rooms ‘daar 
de dagelijksche afschrijvingen geschieden, en Acten getekent werden, Rekenkamers genaamt; 
Advocaats vertrek; en verscheyde Boekhouders schrijf-plaatsen en anderen soo beneden al 
boven; uytgesondert noch boven in het Zuyderdeel een wel-gestoffeerde Rust-kamer’. Commelin 
mentioned also that the ‘gemeen Vergaderkamer ofte Groote Zaal’ was gestoffeerd met Chinese 
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also mentioned that the ‘common Assembly Room or the Big Hall’ was 
upholstered with ‘Chinese paintings, a painting of the Japanese court, 
the castle of Batavia etc’. So there is nothing to suggest that the original 
decoration had been altered during the 1660 remodelling. Signif icantly, 
however, with regard to the armoury section, Commelin writes: ‘Herein 
meet the Lords’.35 He explicitly named this building volume as having 
three ‘grand stone vaulted’ entrances; two in the Hoogstraat and one on the 
Kloveniersburgwal. He thus distinguished between the ‘common Assembly 
Room or the Big Hall’, where the administrators met, and the room where 
the Lords met. Reference to the administrators indicate the 20 members 
of the Chamber of Amsterdam (bewindhebbers), and mention of the Lords 
(Heeren) refers to the Heeren Zeventien, who were thus accommodated 
differently at the end of the seventeenth century. Forty years later, in 1734, 
A.G. Luïscius followed Commelin almost word for word in his Algemeen 
historisch, geographisch en genealogisch woordenboek.36 Because of Com-
melin’s statement that there were ‘several meeting places’ in the complex, 
even more meeting rooms must be taken into account.

That the administrators had a different meeting room than the Lords has 
not been hinted at in the literature so far, but this is not an illogical matter. 
The Lords Seventeen met two to three times a year, and their meetings 
lasted several weeks. The administrators, however, saw each other several 
times a week. If both colleges were to use the same room, this meant that 
the Amsterdam bewindhebbers had to leave their room several weeks a year.

Jan Wagenaar in 1765 spoke of ‘rooms and chambers’ to be found in the 
East Indies House, ‘which were very many in number and suitable for many 

schilderijen, een schilderij van het Japanse hof, het kasteel van Batavia etc’, Commelin 1693, 
733–734.
35	 ‘Hier in vergaderen de Heeren’, Commelin 1693, 733.
36	 Luïscius 1734, 30.

Figure 7.9 Mention of the enlargement of the great hall, 1660, The Hague, Native Archives, Archive 
of the United East India Company, inv.nos. 236, 226.
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special uses’. In some of them, ‘where the bewindhebbers meet, a few Chinese 
and other paintings have been placed. An upper room of the southern part 
of the building serves as an Armoury [….] Also here [i.e. in the southern 
part of the building] is the large Hall, where the public auction of Indian 
wares takes place’. With this, Wagenaar distinguishes between the ‘groote 
Zaal’ and the room ‘where the bewindhebbers meet’.37

So what is now known as the VOC boardroom was referred to in 1614 as the 
‘groote camer van de bewinthebbers’, in 1638 as the ‘zael daer de Bewindheb-
bers vergaderen’ and in 1660 as the ‘sael daer inne de vergaederingh wert 
gehouden’. It is not known how large that room was; we only know that in 
1660 it was extended with an adjoining room, divided into an upper and a 
lower room. Overvoorde assumed in 1928 that after the enlargement, the 
hall occupied the entire width on the side of the f irst-floor courtyard and 
that the painting of Batavia by Andries Beeckman now hung against the 
chimney. By ‘courtyard’, incidentally, Overvoorde did not mean the forecourt 
but the open space behind the building.38

Ruud Meischke, in 1958, also assumed that there was a large hall at the 
rear (f ig. 7.10 in blue). According to him, this was the large hall depicted 
on Simon Fokke’s drawing of 1771.39 In making this assumption, he fol-
lowed Overvoorde; and this caused great confusion, as it guided the 1978 
reconstruction and the 1998 reconstruction of the interior.

Before we turn to the reconstruction, we pause here to consider where the 
largest room in the building might have been located. That it should be sought 
on the bel-etage is beyond doubt, as this is the level with the greatest height. 
In the plan of the double nave building, the front (northern) nave was in use 
as the entrance, with a substantial spiral staircase in front of the partition 
wall, which is preserved in the attic to this day. This means that this nave 
possessed a subdivision that left a space of two window axes only to the left 
of the entrance. The space in the southern nave could remain undivided and 
received light from the south side; it thus plainly qualif ies as a site of a great 
hall. This does not conclusively prove that this was indeed the room where 
the administrators met, nor do we know whether it was always the same room 
that was used as the main meeting room between 1606 and the dissolution 

37	 ‘die zeer veelen in getal en tot veelerlei byzonder gebruik geschikt’ waren. ‘In sommigen, 
daar de Bewindhebbers vergaderen, zyn eenige Chineesche en andere Schilderyen geplaatst. 
Een bovenvertrek van ’t zuiderdeel des gebouws dient tot eene Wapenkamer […]. Ook is hier [dat 
wil zeggen in het zuidelijke deel van het gebouw] de groote Zaal, alwaar de openbaare veiling 
der Indische waaren geschiedt’, Wagenaar 1765, 83.
38	 Overvoorde 1928, 30; Mattie et al. 2001, 97.
39	 Meischke 1958, 203 and 208.
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of the VOC in 1795. The passage in the book by Wagenaar seems to indicate 
that this was not the case. Given the description by Barlaeus and others, 
however, it seems obvious that the largest room in the building should be 
sought at the rear. It is not plausible – based on what Commelin writes – that 
the administrator’s room was also where the Lords Seventeen met.40

A Reconstruction of a Reconstruction

First in 1811, and then in 1891, the East India House was extensively rebuilt. 
In 1811, a design was drawn up to convert the building into the Ministry 
of the Navy and Colonies, which included a new layout of the f loor plan. 
Presumably in 1872, the seventeenth-century beam floor above the rear 
section was replaced with a cast-iron structure.41 In 1891 the 1555-era armoury 
was demolished, except for parts of the west wall partition.42 The actual 
East India House from 1606 also underwent major changes. The rear south 

40	 As Schoonenberg 2023, 2 assumes.
41	 Jeeninga 1995, 42–45.
42	 Cf. Jehee 2002, 41–42.

Figure 7.10 The three boardroom locations suggested in the literature.
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aisle received a new floor above the cellar, and the room we now consider 
the ‘hall’ had been given a cast-iron construction in 1872. Later, this was 
replaced by a concrete floor , and during the 1978 restoration it was decided 
to install a historicized, composite floor here. For inspiration, Simon Fokke’s 
drawing had been used, as it was for the reconstruction of the large stone 
consoles (f ig. 7.11). It was Fokke’s drawing that Meischke had assumed in 
1958 to represent the great hall at the back.43 Reconstruction of the interior 
followed in 1998–1999, again based on Fokke’s drawing (f ig. 7.12).44

Following the reconstruction of ‘the hall from which the world’s seas were 
governed’, an article by Mattie and Van Soestbergen was published in 2001 in 
the Bulletin KNOB, arguing that the reconstruction of the VOC boardroom’s 
historical interior had been based on a mistake.45 The authors’ main criticisms 
concerned the means of the interior’s reconstruction and the hall’s location. 
On the method of reconstruction, they were brief: it was a justifiable choice to 
use Simon Fokke’s 1771 drawing of the meeting room as a starting point. The 
reconstruction as a whole looked ‘certainly not bad’, but it was problematic 

43	 Jeeninga 1995, 101–102; Mattie et al. 2001, 96.
44	 Mattie et al. 2001, 95.
45	 Mattie et al. 2001.

Figure 7.11 William V takes his seat as chief administrator of the United East India Company in the 
Great Hall of the East India House, 1 June 1768. Drawing by Simon Fokke, 1771, Amsterdam City 
Archives, inv.no. 010001000758.
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that elements in the reconstruction dated from a period other than 1771 and 
that the examples for those parts originated not from the room itself but 
from elsewhere, so that an inaccurate image could easily arise.

More problematic for these authors was, however, the site where the 
room had been reconstructed. The layout of the East India House had been 
repeatedly altered since it was f irst built. Historical drawings and prints as 
well as written sources and travel accounts mentioning the East India House 
are inconclusive about the location of the meeting room, they argued.46

Mattie and Van Soestbergen argued that Fokke’s drawing, with a f ireplace 
against the back wall and windows on the left, could be situated either at 
the front left or at the back right of the building.47 The main point is that 
there must have been a flue against the back wall, something that – judging 
from the drawing by Balthasar Florisz from 1625 – would be the case on the 
left but not on the right (cf. f ig. 7.3).48 The authors therefore argued that the 

46	 Mattie et al. 2001, 96.
47	 Mattie et al. 2001, 97. Why they argue that the hall can only be located at the back of the 
ground f loor or on the f loor on the courtyard side, and not at the back right of the f loor or at the 
front left of the ground f loor, is not clear.
48	 If one zooms in properly, one can indeed see a chimney behind on the right. Cf. Schoonenberg 
2023, 4.

Figure 7.12 The reconstructed VOC boardroom, seen to the west. Condition as in 2022.
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meeting room should be located on the f irst floor, adjacent to the courtyard 
(f ig. 7.10, red room).

This article was followed by a somewhat facile but also forced and selective 
response from Ruud Meischke and Henk Zantkuijl.49 They maintained 
that the location of the hall was correct without providing clear or new 
arguments. A location on the f irst f loor they considered unlikely, given 
the ‘somewhat shoddy’ pine joists present there. That it dates from the 
building period is not in doubt, as the beams are structurally necessary to 
support the roof trusses above. Erik Mattie’s rejoinder in the same issue of 
the Bulletin KNOB was in fact a repetition.50

A breakthrough followed with Jan Jehee’s contribution to the Bulletin 
KNOB in 2002. Jehee marvelled that the discussion focused on the interpreta-
tion of drawings and prints and that there had been no consideration of the 
documentation of building traces made during the restoration of the complex 
in 1978 by Bart van Kasteel and J. Schipper. Without repeating the whole 
discussion here, Jehee made it clear that the bel-etage (or ground floor) of 
the East India House behind the still-present front door from the courtyard 
had had a three-part layout, with a spiral staircase in the entrance space up 
to the top (fig. 7.13). From the entrance room, the room behind, as well as the 
side room on the left, could be reached (fig. 7.10 in green). This room appeared 
to have previously had a floor of white and black marble tiles. Against the 
wall with the armoury, there had been a f ireplace which, as evident in the 
building traces, was about 267 cm wide and 210 cm high. And f inally, the 
room had been f itted with a composite beam and the walls showed traces 
of huge carved sandstone consoles, all exactly as depicted in Simon Fokke’s 
1771 drawing.51 In the rear hall (blue), although those consoles had been 
reconstructed in 1978, no traces of stone consoles had been found. However, 
this room was somewhat higher than the room at the front, and there was 
also a chimney in the room’s west wall. However, the absence of consoles 
makes it unlikely that it was this room that Simon Fokke had immortalized 
in 1771 on the occasion of Stadholder Prince William’s visit in 1768. For that 
honour, the room at the front seems by far the most likely candidate.

All this does not mean – as Jehee also argued in 2002 – that the place 
where the VOC hall is now reconstructed cannot have had a representative 

49	 Meischke, Zantkuijl 2001, 210–211. The argument is somewhat lame. The print from 1661 is 
dismissed as a sound source because the print is said to be somewhat less detailed at the edges 
and because two chimneys are drawn on the left side of the end gable of the armoury. saa, 
Beeldbank 010005001342.
50	 Mattie 2001.
51	 Jehee 2002, 42.
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function. Indeed, in view of the above, it is even likely that the current great 
hall of the East India House is located where there was also a great hall in 
the seventeenth century, and where the bewindhebbers met. Its interior, 
however, must have looked completely different. Fokke’s drawing refers to a 
smaller room at the front of the building, located to the left of the entrance. 
In this drawing we see a f ireplace that can probably be linked to the 1660 
renovation, and most of the paintings also date from that time. If we take 
a look at Wagenaar’s text from 1765, we read that there was at that time 
‘the large Hall, where the public auction of Indian wares takes place’, and 
a room ‘where the Directors [bewindhebbers] meet’. So this must also have 
been the room where Stadholder William V was received on 1 June 1768, as 
depicted in Fokke’s drawing and print. However, this image of the meeting 
room at the front had provided the starting point for the reconstruction of 
the Hall in 1978 and 1998.

Conclusion

In the past, the reconstruction of the VOC boardroom has led to professional 
controversy, with the question of what exactly had been reconstructed not 

Figure 7.13 In the front room, a spiral staircase led from the bel-etage to the attic. In the attic, the 
staircase is still present; on the second floor, the stairwell can be seen in the joisting.
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being clearly stated. As a result, a drawing that depicted a room other than 
the great hall could become the subject of debate as to its location, which 
simply cannot be deduced from said drawing.52 Fokke’s drawing shows this 
very room, with the transverse table accommodating a party of 22 people. 
Traces in the wallwork of the sandstone consoles have made it clear that 
the drawing depicts the room at the front. The company that met here in 
June 1768 consisted of the VOC administrators of the Chamber of Amsterdam, 
and not the Lords Seventeen. The latter group met in March-April 1768, and 
then again only in September, both times in Middelburg.53 The resolutions 
of the ordinaris and extraordinaris meetings of the Amsterdam chamber, 
however, show that the Amsterdam chamber met in a special meeting on 
1 June 1768 and that the stadholder, after being met at the gate by some of 
the administrators, was received in the ‘vergadersaal’.54

Another question that has never been asked concerns the origins of the 
paintings depicted in Fokke’s drawing, reconstructed in 1998. The works 
by Johannes Vinckboons and Andries Beeckman were not created until 
around 1660, which would mean that an entirely new decorative programme 
was also devised when the hall was remodelled in 1660. Without much 
diff iculty we can say that the f ireplace also seems to date from around 
this time. It has not been asked whether the paintings in Fokke’s drawing 
were not a bit meagre for the main hall, nor where the paintings they were 
to replace – mentioned by Barlaeus, but also by Dapper and presumably 
Commelin and even Wagenaar – would have gone.

Continuity has not been theorized either. We know that, apart from the 
changes in 1660, it was also decided in 1706 to alter the decoration, and 
thus we see how a reconstruction is always a snapshot in time – something, 
however, that has not been reasoned with in the present case.55 That the Lords 
Seventeen had a meeting room in the armoury at the end of the seventeenth 
century, and not in the East India House itself, has not been hinted at before.

Looking now at what happens when we bring the VOC boardroom and 
its material manifestation to the centre of our research – in the spirit of 
what this volume attempts to do – we can see that ‘authenticity’ with regard 
to buildings seems to occupy a different place than it does with regard to 

52	 Although Meischke himself also suggested in 1958 that the room at the front (f ig. 7.10 green) 
could have been the space ‘where Prince William V’s retinue had to wait, while the stadholder 
dwelled in the great hall’, he seems to have forgotten this forty years later. Meischke 1958, 206.
53	 National Archives, Archief van de Verenigde Oost-Indische Compagnie, inv.no. 133, 142ff 
and 198ff; NA, Archief van de Verenigde Oost-Indische Compagnie, inv.no. 179, 10ff and 251ff.
54	 National Archives, Archief van de Verenigde Oost-Indische Compagnie, inv.no. 276, 377–384.
55	 National Archives, Archief van de Verenigde Oost-Indische Compagnie, inv.no. 246, 381.
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art objects. The VOC boardroom case study not only teaches us how much 
more malleable the built environment is compared to art and other objects, 
it also reveals the importance of using building history methods to trace 
building histories. In addition, it shows how the existing reconstruction 
gives us an image of the Republic that, apart from its location, has few real 
links left with the past. First and foremost, the reconstruction of the VOC 
boardroom shows how the Republic was perceived 50 years ago as well as 
during the late 1990s. The claim that the room has been partially restored 
‘to its former state’ does not make sense and also ignores the motives behind 
the reconstruction.56 These motives were threefold: the Faculty of Political 
and Social Cultural Sciences at the University of Amsterdam needed a 
representative space; some of those involved wanted to make the historical 
character of the East India House more visible than it had been at the time; 
and, f inally, the Cultural Historical Tourism Project Group set up by the 
WVC Ministry sought to promote tourism in the Netherlands by making 
traces of patriotic history visible.57

Apart from the inadequate professional discussion prior to the reconstruc-
tion, political and financial motives were behind the current reconstruction. 
The criteria guiding this policy of remembrance were not based on the 
material remains of what was once the ‘VOC boardroom’. Instead, the 
reconstruction was a form of identity politics – no doubt well-intentioned 
and perhaps also partly unconscious – fuelled by an ideologically coloured 
image of the past. By not starting from the hard material traces of the 
past, the VOC boardroom – or what was left of it – became vulnerable to 
ideological imagery. That such images and narratives are by no means 
value-free was demonstrated in the summer of 2023, when discussion about 
the reconstructed hall flared up publicly. It turned out as well that previous 
assumptions are particularly intractable in the process.58

The ‘Golden Age’ of 1998 is a completely different century from that of 
2024. Today, therefore, different choices would be made than what was 
decided in 1998, and a very different reconstruction would result, with 
different focal points, based on our view of history today. We would come 
to take very different decisions than what was opted for in 1998, and 

56	 Flyer Universiteit van Amsterdam, Bushuis / Oost-Indisch Huis. Een historische rondleiding, 
April 2017.
57	 Mattie et al. 2001, 94.
58	 Vgl. Schoonenberg 2023. Here the author assumes, without making an argument for it, that 
the right wing was added only in 1606–1625; Jehee’s 2002 article remains unmentioned. Thus 
the erroneous placement of the stone consoles and the interpretation of Fokke’s drawing are 
misrepresented, thus creating an incomplete account of the facts.
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these decisions in turn would probably be questioned again in 50 years’ 
time. Thus, reconstructions like that of the VOC boardroom always offer 
a glimpse into the time these reconstructions occurred and into views 
held at that time, much more than into the times they should ultimately 
be about.

Unpublished sources

National Archives, The Hague (na)
– Archief van de Verenigde Oost-Indische Compagnie (VOC), 1602–1795 (1811) 
(toegangsnummer 1.04.02), inv.no. 133: Kopie-resoluties van de Heren XVII (en 
halve, kleine XVII). Met bijlagen, 1767 sep. 28–1770 okt. 15.
– Archief van de Verenigde Oost-Indische Compagnie (VOC), 1602–1795 (1811) 
(toegangsnummer 1.04.02), inv.no. 179: Resoluties van de ordinaris en extraordinaris 
vergaderingen van de Heren XVII (en halve, kleine XVII). Met bijlagen, 1768 mrt. 
21–1769 okt. 25.
– Archief van de Verenigde Oost-Indische Compagnie (VOC), 1602–1795 (1811) 
(toegangsnummer 1.04.02), inv.no. 236: Minuut- en net-resoluties van de ordinaris 
en extraordinaris vergaderingen van de kamer Amsterdam. Met bijlagen, 1658 jul. 
11–1661 dec. 29.
– Archief van de Verenigde Oost-Indische Compagnie (VOC), 1602-1795 (1811) 
(toegangsnummer 1.04.02), inv.no. 276: Minuut- en net-resoluties van de ordinaris 
en extraordinaris vergaderingen van de kamer Amsterdam. Met bijlagen, 1767 
aug. 1–1768 aug. 15.

City Archives Amsterdam (saa)
– Archief van Burgemeesters: Stadsrekeningen (toegangsnummer 5014), inv.
no. 6, (Stadsrekening 1537).
– Archief van de Burgemeesters (toegangsnummer 5023), inv.no. 2: Groot 
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– Archief van de Vroedschap: resoluties met munimenten of bijlagen (toegang-
snummer 5025), inv.no. 9: 1603 okt. 13–1610 jul. 5.
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