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[ ChApter 1 ]

introduCtion 
‘of murder, strangling, 

burning and bloodshed’

In 1689, the Mennonite writer Barend Joosten Stol published his correspondence 
with the Amsterdam printmaker and poet Jan Luyken. In the letters, we read that 
Luyken had refused to create a frontispiece for a book by Stol on the grounds that its 
contents clashed with Luyken’s religious beliefs.1 According to Stol, these differences 
should not have precluded Luyken from providing a frontispiece, since the 
printmaker readily portrayed themes that supposedly went against his conscience. 
‘I see your prints in such books, and concerning such matters’, Stol continued, ‘of 
which I think, that you hold for them the greatest revulsion in your heart: of murder, 
strangling, burning and bloodshed […]’2. Violence, as Stol succinctly pointed out, 
was a central aspect of the enormous number of prints created by the pacifist Luyken. 
Yet Stol also recognized the persuasiveness of violence in the Dutch publishing 

1. For a discussion of Luyken’s and Stol’s religious differences, see: J.C. van der Does, ‘Het 
Conflict tusschen Barend Joosten Stol en Jan Luyken’, De Nieuwe Taalgids 23 (1929), 197-
206.

2. ‘[…] maer ik zie u prenten in soo-danige boeken / en voor soodanige saken / daer van ik 
meen / dat gy in u herte een allergrootste afgrijsen hebt : soo van Moorden / Worgen / 
Branden en Bloed-vergieten […]’. Barend Joosten Stol, Verhandeling van den Christelijken 
leidsman: Ter proeve voorgestelt en verhandelt, door eenige bygebrachte plaetsen des Nieuwen 
Verbondts: neffens eenige stichtelijke bedenkingen over Matth. 5, 6, 7 (Rotterdam: Ambro-
sius Werfhuysen, 1689), 429–30.
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industry at large. These revolting and violent prints, Stol quickly added, were surely 
only made by Luyken to support himself and his family.3

Violent imagery, it seems, was simply good business in the Dutch Republic. 
Publishers certainly saw plenty of opportunities in the exploration of violent themes 
during the printing boom of the late seventeenth-century that was centred on 
Amsterdam. In the course of the second half of the seventeenth century, publishers 
invested themselves in the creation of lavishly illustrated martyr books. They 
commissioned printed images for violent and tragic histories translated from French, 
German, Italian, and English. And finally, they produced numerous impressions of 
the non-European world as a distinctly cruel and violent one.4

Many scholars have stressed that violent imagery has qualities that make it 
both fascinating and repelling.5 Violent images indeed nurture a particular tension: 
they bring close something that is intrinsically bodily, while simultaneously keeping 
it at a safe distance as a form of representation. A famous example of this tension is 
a night scene that portrays the hanging corpses of the brothers De Witt, two high 
officials of the Dutch Republic that fell prey to Orangist-Republican animosities 
during the French invasion of 1672. After being lynched by a vicious mob in The 
Hague, the brothers’ corpses were severely mutilated and hanged at the ‘Groene 
Zoodje’, the traditional place of execution. In one particular etching, which uses 
the same composition as a famous painting on the subject by Jan de Baen (see figure 
1.1), two men illuminate the hanging corpses with a torch, only to be repulsed by 
the horrible sight that they have made visible to themselves. However, whereas these 
protagonists in the print are reacting to ‘real bodies’, the viewer is looking at images 
of the bodies. As such, a different problem is posed to anyone looking at the print 
itself: is one forced to look away from such an explicit image, or does its mediated 
form allow for a closer inspection of the mangled corpses?

Yet another question is raised by a 1698 print by Jan Luyken concerning 
the beheading of the French nobleman Henri de Talleyrand-Périgord in 1626. 
With the execution entrusted to an inexperienced headsman, Talleyrand-Périgord 

3. Stol, Verhandeling van den Christelijken leidsman, 430.
4. Benjamin Schmidt, Inventing Exoticism: Geography, Globalism, and Europe’s Early Modern 

World (Philadelphia, 2015), chapter 3.
5. E.g., Susan Sontag, Regarding the Pain of Others (New York, 2003), 95; W.J.T. Mitchell, 

‘Foreword’, in: Allie Terry-Fritsch and Erin Felicia Labbie (eds.), Beholding Violence in 
Medieval and Early Modern Europe (Surrey, 2012), xv-xxv: xviii.
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was made to suffer more than 20 hits with sword and hatchet before his head 
was finally severed from his body (see figure 1.2).6 In this particular scene, the 

6. Johann Ludwig Gottfried and Simon de Vries, Omstandigh vervolgh op Joh. Lodew. 
Gottfrieds Historische kronyck, of algemeene historische gedenk-boeken der voornaemste 
uytgeleesenste weereldlycke en kercklycke geschiedenissen I (Leiden: Pieter van der Aa, 1698) 
1115.

Figure 1.1: Roelant Roghman (attributed), The mutilated bodies of the brothers De Witt (no 
title), 1672, etching/engraving/letterpress printing, 39,4 x 30 cm., Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum: 
RP-P-OB-77.160.
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executioner is frantically hacking away with a butcher’s hatchet at the mangled 
neck of the unfortunate nobleman. The onlookers react in shock, treated to a form 
of violence that goes far beyond the accepted ‘clean’ single-stroke beheading that 
was the privilege of the highborn. At the same time, this horrible sight made for 
a spectacular print, a marketable object that allowed for violence to be observed 
within the safe confines of one’s home as part of an expensive and lavishly illustrated 
‘coffee table book’.

The observation that violence played a prominent role in the rich print 
culture of the Dutch Republic is not a new one. Scholars have long recognized 
that violence was central to the work of the two most influential and productive 
printmakers of the late seventeenth century, Jan Luyken and Romeyn de Hooghe. 
Already in 1926, book historian M.D. Henkel described De Hooghe’s ‘almost 
sadistic’ obsession with violence as a by-product of a time that was supposedly far 

Figure 1.2: Jan Luyken, Beheading of Henri de Talleyrand-Périgord by an inexperienced execu-
tioner, 1626 (no title),1698, etching 10,9 x 15,3 cm., in: Johann Ludwig Gottfried, Joh. Lodew. 
Gottfrieds Historische kronyck, Leiden 1698, vol. I, p. 1115. Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum: RP-P-
1896-A-19368-1409.
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more violent than the modern era.7 A few decades later, in 1962, book historian 
Herman de la Fontaine Verwey warned against reducing Luyken to his famed 
‘homely scenes’, and to take into account his prints on ‘bloody battles and ghastly 
representations of the suffering of pious martyrs’.8 More recently, Hendrik van ’t 
Veld has echoed this sentiment by noting the distinctly violent characteristics of 
Luyken’s prints, both profane and religious, across a wide variety of genres.9 Today, 
renewed academic interest in De Hooghe’s work again highlights the prominence 
of violence in print, and historian Henk van Nierop’s recent biography on De 
Hooghe underlines the artist’s signature use of an ‘extreme and sometimes gruesome 
realism’.10

Such observations on violence have been mostly descriptive or normative 
in character; they point to the prominence of violence in print culture, but do not 
seek to explain its broad and persuasive presence. Instead, printed images of violence 
have mostly been treated as subsidiaries of political, social, and religious conflict. 
Analyses of violence in late seventeenth-century prints have often approached the 
material from the narrow scope of propaganda, politics, and polemics, with a strong 
focus on contemporary political troubles such as the Disaster Year of 1672. Much 
attention has been paid to De Hooghe’s famously violent anti-French propaganda 
work, as well as the striking images of the gutted corpses of the brothers De Witt.11 

7. M.D. Henkel, ‘Romeyn de Hooghe als Illustrator’, Maanblad Voor Beeldende Kunsten 3 
(1926), 261-272: 272. Such a remark, made 8 years after the end of the bloody First World 
War, could perhaps only be made by someone from the neutral Netherlands.

8. Herman de La Fontaine Verwey, ‘The Netherlands Book’, in: Wytze Gerbens Hellinga (ed.), 
Copy and Print in the Netherlands: An Atlas of Historical Bibliography (Amsterdam, 1962), 
3-68: 42.

9. H. van ’t Veld, Beminde Broeder die ik vand op ’s werelts pelgrims wegen: Jan Luyken (1649-
1712) als illustrator en medereiziger van John Bunyan (1628-1688) (Utrecht, 2000), 92.

10. Henk van Nierop, Life of Romeyn de Hooghe 1645-1708: prints, pamphlets, and politics 
in the Dutch Golden Age (Amsterdam, 2018), 71. A similar description was made in 2005 
by science historian Margaret C. Jacob, who shortly remarked on De Hooghe’s ‘emphasis 
on violence and naturalism’. See: Margaret C. Jacob, ‘Bernard Picart and the Turn toward 
Modernity’, De Achttiende Eeuw 37 (2005), 3-16: 8, n. 18.

11. E.g. Donald Haks, ‘De Franse Tirannie. De Verbeelding van Een Massamoord’, in: Henk 
van Nierop et al. (eds.), Romeyn de Hooghe. De Verbeelding van de late Gouden Eeuw 
(Zwolle, 2008), 86–99; Donald Haks, Vaderland en vrede, 1672-1713: Publiciteit over de 
Nederlandse Republiek in oorlog (Hilversum, 2013); Frans Grijzenhout, ‘Between Memory 
and Amnesia: The Posthumous Portraits of Johan and Cornelis de Witt’, Journal of Histori-
ans of Netherlandish Art 7:1 (2015); Tomas Macsotay, ‘Sacred Forms and the Crowd’s Guilt 
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Similarly, the violent prints created in service of the Glorious Revolution and 
William III’s rivalry with Louis XIV have all received a fair amount of attention.12 
Yet such political explanations only cover a very small part of the violent Dutch 
imagination of the late seventeenth century. Arguably, many of the violent prints 
produced during this period did not relate directly to the contemporary politics 
of the Dutch Republic and its associated violence. For instance, as an example of 
Luyken’s violent works, Stol did not mention works on contemporary politics of any 
sort.13 Instead, he referred to the prints that Luyken made for a Dutch translation 
of a recent history work on the Crusades by the French Jesuit Louis Maimbourg.14

Besides the politically charged prints that worked by means of immediacy, 
there was an enormous number of printed images that framed violence instead 
through its relative distance from the contemporary Dutch Republic. Such a 
distinction can be illustrated with the aforementioned prints on the brothers De 
Witt and Talleyrand-Périgord. The first is an iconic image of violence close to the 
heart of the contemporary Dutch Republic. It connects to countless other polemical 
prints of that singular dramatic sight: the gutted, castrated, and altogether mutilated 
corpses of some of the most influential officials of the Dutch Republic. On the other 
hand, the equally bloody image of the half-beheaded Henri de Talleyrand-Périgord 
functioned despite its lack of a direct and deep relation to contemporary Dutch 
politics. After all, this 1698 print concerned the fate of a foreign nobleman that 
had died some 70 years earlier. Instead of working as a singular image, this explicit 
print spoke to a broader horizon of violent images. It was included in an expensive 
folio book series that included no fewer than 1,000 prints — many of them dealing 

in Late Seventeenth-and Eighteenth-Century Execution Imagery’, Cultural History 8.1 
(2019), 43-69.

12. David Kunzle, The Early Comic Strip: Narrative Strips and Picture Stories in the European 
Broadsheet from c. 1450 to 1825 (Berkeley, 1973), chapter 4. Meredith Hale, Romeyn de 
Hooghe and the Birth of Political Satire (PhD dissertation Columbia University 2006); 
Henk van Nierop, ‘Profijt en propaganda: Nieuwsprenten en de verbeelding van het nieuws’, 
in: Henk van Nierop et. al (eds.), Romeyn de Hooghe. De Verbeelding van de late Gouden 
Eeuw (Zwolle, 2008), 66–85; Isaure Boitel, L’ image noire de Louis XIV: Provinces-Unies, 
Angleterre, France (1668-1715) (PhD dissertation; Paris 8 University 2014).

13. Stol, Verhandeling van den christelijken leidsman, 430.
14. Louis Maimbourg, Historie der kruisvaarders, tot de verlossing van ’t Heilig Land. Behel-

zende een zeer nette beschrijving van de zeven kruisvaarten, welke door de pausen, keizers, en 
koningen, sedert het jaar 1095 tot het jaar 1336 tot de verovering van Palestina zijn aang-
esteld (Amsterdam: Timotheus ten Hoorn, 1683).
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with violence of some sort.15 Such prints often framed violence through a thematic 
distance from the contemporary Dutch Republic, imagining violence as something 
that happened elsewhere, either in time, place, or both. By referring to the past 
or faraway places, these prints approached particular forms of violence first and 
foremost through their distance from lived realities in the late seventeenth-century 
Dutch Republic. In a way, many spectacular forms of violence existed and circulated 
primarily, or even exclusively, in the form of printed images. Execution by burning, 
quartering, or drowning: all of these forms of capital punishment were far more 
readily found in printed format in Amsterdam book shops than on the Dam square 
on justice days.

The goal of this study is to analyse this particular violent Dutch imagination 
as a topic in its own right. Why was there a veritable explosion of violent printed 
images in the second half of the seventeenth century? And how was violence 
given form by printmakers and publishers at a time when the subject of violence 
increasingly moved into and propelled a visually oriented print culture? In order 
to answer these questions, I have chosen three cases in which printed images were 
central to the imagination of ‘distant’ forms of violence. In each case, I will ask in 
what ways printed images thematised, categorized, and evaluated the violence that 
they so readily portrayed. Such an approach will not only help in engaging with a 
diverse corpus of images that has rarely been studied before, but will also allow me 
to make broader thematic connections between the different strains of violence 
that proliferated in Dutch print culture. Most importantly, these connections will 

15. An advertisement in the ‘Oprechte Haerlemsche Courant’ by the publisher Pieter van der 
Aa boasted that the book series in question, Gottfrieds Historische kronyck (1698), included 
no less than 1191 prints. See: ‘Oprechte Haerlemsche courant’, 12 January 1702 (Abraham 
Casteleyn). https://resolver.kb.nl/resolve?urn=ddd:011110894:mpeg21:p002 (Accessed on 
4 April 2019). This enormous number of images included early seventeenth-century works 
from the famed Merian workshop, lower-quality anonymous Dutch works from around 
1670, as well as hundreds of newly made prints by Jan Luyken and Casper Luyken. Another 
ad for Van der Aa’s publication counts 1091 prints, and splits up the images into portraits 
and ‘histories’, advertising the book as including ‘503 curious brown copper plates of the 
most prominent histories and 588 imagining the illustrious men etc’ (503 curieuse bruyne 
kopere Platen der voornaamste Historien, en 588 de Doorlugtige Mannen enz. verbeel-
dende). See: ‘Oprechte Haerlemsche courant’, 4 March 1702 (Abraham Casteleyn). https://
resolver.kb.nl/resolve?urn=ddd:011111002:mpeg21:p002 (Accessed on 4 April 2019).
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enable me to discuss how printed images actively helped to create a new collective 
imagination of violence in the Dutch Republic.

By focusing various forms of distance, I aim to gauge how violence was 
thematised outside the scope of political or religious polemics, and to approach 
violent imagery instead as a broader cultural phenomenon. At the same time, each 
of the cases is firmly rooted in the history of the Dutch printing and publishing 
industry at large. They all represent strands of production that are specific to this 
particular period, which saw the establishment of a growing market for expensive 
illustrated books. During the second half of the seventeenth century, market 
incentives motivated publishers to furnish books with new and original illustrations 
even when textual material was often recycled.16 Enterprising publishers produced 
new illustrated editions of older works, as well as illustrated translations based on 
unillustrated French, German, and English originals. For example, a work like 
Gottfried Arnold’s Die Erste Liebe Der Gemeinen Jesu Christi (The First Love of 
the Christian Community), did not include any images beyond a frontispiece in 
its original 1696 German edition, yet its Dutch translation, published only four 
years later, included no fewer than 93 high-quality (and extremely violent) prints.17 
Such choices underline the importance of newly created printed images for the 
publishing market and print culture at large. Within this context, it might be apt 
to position the Dutch Republic, and Amsterdam in particular, as a place where 
text was turned into image and where image brought forth text. This view of the 
Dutch Republic is closely related to the argument made by art historian Svetlana 
Alpers, who designated Dutch seventeenth-century culture as a ‘visual culture’, 
that is, ‘a culture in which images, as distinguished from texts, were central to the 
representation [...] of the world’.18 Such a statement certainly works for the late 

16. Claartje Rasterhoff, The Fabric of Creativity in the Dutch Republic. Painting and Publishing 
as Cultural Industries, 1580-1800 (PhD dissertation; Utrecht University 2012), 159-160.

17. For the first German edition, see: Gottfried Arnold, Die erste Liebe der Gemeinen Jesu 
Christi, Das ist, Wahre Abbildung der Ersten Christen Nach Ihren Lebendigen Glauben und 
Heiligen Leben (Frankfurt am Main: Gottlieb Friedeburg, 1696). For the Dutch translation 
illustrated by Jan Luyken, see: Gottfried Arnold, Waare afbeelding der eerste Christenen, 
vólgens hun leevendig geloof, en heylig leeven […] (Amsterdam: Jacobus van Hardenberg, 
Barent Visscher, Jacobus van Nieuweveen, 1700-1701).

18. Svetlana Alpers et al., ‘Visual Culture Questionnaire’, October 77 (1996), 25-70: 26.
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seventeenth-century Dutch print industry, where new and original images often 
adorned recycled and translated texts.

The first case study articulates a distance in time and concerns the renewed 
late seventeenth-century production of illustrated folio books about the Dutch 
Revolt. Illustrations had long been central to the history of the Revolt, yet most 
books published before 1670 had either remained unillustrated or had relied on 
the reproduction of (lower-quality) late sixteenth and early seventeenth-century 
news prints. This visual stalemate was broken in the course of the second half of 
the seventeenth century with the growing supply of newly produced and expensive 
illustrated books.19 From the 1670s onwards, reissues of histories on the Revolt were 
characterized by the inclusion of new large folio etchings. This new production was 
initiated largely by a select collective of Amsterdam publishers: the widow of Joannes 
van Someren, Abraham Wolfgangh, Hendrick and Dirck Boom. In 1677 they 
republished P.C. Hooft’s Historien, for the first time in illustrated format; between 
1679 and 1684 they produced a new edition of Pieter Christiaensz Bor’s famous 
work on the Revolt, lavishly adorned with new double-folio etchings; and in 1681 
they brought to the market the first illustrated Dutch translation of Hugo Grotius’s 
Latin history of the Eighty Years’ War. As the publishers themselves asserted, new 
and original prints were central to the publication of these older texts. In the address 
to the reader from the 1679 edition of Bor’s history, the publishers boldly stated that 
one of the improvements over the previous 1621 edition was that they had gotten rid 
of ‘the old bad, artless prints’.20 What, then, did these new, supposedly ‘good’ and 
‘artful’ prints, do with the violence that had been a central aspect to the imagination 
of the Dutch Revolt ever since its inception? How did printmakers and publishers 
reinvent this violence through the creation of new illustrations for old texts? And 
how did a distance in time allow the printmakers to give new forms to the violence 
that had been central to the creation of the Dutch Republic?

The second case study is that of the execution print, and it concerns a 
growing distance between practice and print. In the second half of the seventeenth 

19. Rasterhoff, The Fabric of Creativity in the Dutch Republic, 159-160.
20. ‘d’oude slechte, konsteloose printen’. See: Pieter Christiaensz Bor, Oorsprongk, begin, en 

vervolgh der Nederlandsche oorlogen, beroerten, en borgerlyke oneenigheden […] I (Amster-
dam: Hester de Weer, [widow of Joannes van Someren], Abraham Wolfgangh, Hendrick 
and Dirck Boom, 1679), introduction, 3.
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century, printed images of capital punishment became an increasingly prominent 
theme in the Dutch publishing industry. Publishers and printmakers revisited old, 
often unillustrated martyrologies and turned them into lavishly illustrated books 
full of explicit executions, as happened with the Reformed martyr book of Adriaen 
van Haemstede in 1657 and with the Mennonite martyr book of Tielemans van 
Braght in 1685. At the same time, publishers and writers explored new genres 
through the creation of extensive compendia concerning ‘tragic histories’: foreign 
language texts about (political) crime and punishment that were translated and 
illustrated for a Dutch reading public.21 This trend in book illustration also took 
root among more general histories, which were increasingly fitted with the same 
type of execution prints found in martyr books and the so-called ‘tragic histories’. 
However, this particular violent boom in the printing industry contrasted sharply 
with the actual practice of judicial violence. Whereas the execution in print became 
a successful theme in the second half of the seventeenth century, execution in the 
flesh was temporarily in decline. Between 1650 and 1700, the city of Amsterdam — 
at the time the third largest city in Europe — would see a drastic reduction in the 
number of executions. This drop was not only measurable in absolute numbers, but 
also in terms of diversity. Most people would now ‘simply’ be hanged or beheaded. 
Only four times was someone broken on the wheel in Amsterdam between 1650 
and 1700.22

In this sense, the newly produced printed images of executions were more 
about reflection and imagination than they were about documentation or news. 
Jan Luyken’s many prints of executions, for instance, have often been approached 

21. On the rise of these ‘tragic histories’, see: Willem Frijhoff and Marijke Spies, Dutch Culture 
in a European Perspective: 1650, Hard-Won Unity (Assen, 2004), 574–575.

22. This process, however, was not a linear one. In Amsterdam, the number of executions and 
their severity rose in the first half of the eighteenth century. For instance, for the four 
convicts broken on the wheel between 1650-1700, there were 36 victims of this execution 
method in the years 1700-1750. See: Pieter Spierenburg, The Spectacle of Suffering. Exe-
cutions and the Evolution of Repression. From a Preindustrial Metropolis to the European 
Experience (Cambridge, 1984), 74. On the decline of executions in seventeenth-century 
Europe and its rise in the first half of the eighteenth-century, see: Richard Ward, ‘Introduc-
tion: A Global History of Execution and the Criminal Corpse’, in: Richard Ward (ed.), A 
Global History of Execution and the Criminal Corpse (Basingstoke, 2015), 1–36: 4.
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as unproblematic documentary evidence of contemporary judicial violence,23 even 
when many of the early modern execution methods shown in his prints were in fact 
not practised during Luyken’s lifetime. A deeper analysis of this apparent disconnect 
will tell us how capital punishment became something imagined through the use of 
prints and how particular acts of violence moved from the domain of lived realities 
to that of the printed image. At the same time, the material at stake here raises 
questions concerning the broader thematization of judicial violence. Why did an 
interest in lavishly illustrated martyr books appear relatively late — after the end of 
the Eighty Years’ War? How did the execution print negotiate between the secular 
and the sacred through its presence both in martyr books and profane histories? 
And in what ways did a distance between practice and print influence the form 
given to execution prints?

The third and final case concerns a distance in place and focuses on 
the Dutch output concerning the ‘Great Turkish War’ (1683-1699), which was 
fought between the Ottoman Empire and the Holy League. This conflict, which 
started with the famous Ottoman siege of Vienna of 1683, kept Europe enthralled 
throughout the last years of the seventeenth century and sparked the imagination 
of men and women far beyond the borders of the countries committed to the Holy 
League. In fact, many broadsheets and book illustrations of the conflict would be 
produced by artists and publishers based in the Dutch Republic, a neutral party with 
regard to the Great Turkish War and a mediator in the final peace negotiations of 
1699.24 Such images were as much about ‘news’ as they were about the consolidation 
and formation of broader tropes concerning violence in Europe’s borderlands. 
Romeyn de Hooghe’s broadsheets of the war’s sieges and pitched battles especially 
stood out for their theatrical and spectacular sights rather than their precise military 
information. At a time when the Dutch printing industry was heavily invested in 
the theme of the ‘exotic world’, invariably portrayed as a violent one,25 the wars in 
Europe’s borderlands provided another channel for Dutch printmakers to explore 
violence from a safe distance. How, then, did the political and spatial distance 

23. Spierenburg, The Spectacle of Suffering, 72, 92; Lionello Puppi, Torment in Art. Pain, Vio-
lence, and Martyrdom (New York, 1991), 58.

24. Bas de Boer, Jacob Colyer: Mediating between the European and the Ottoman World (Dutch 
Embassy Belgrade, 2015).

25. Schmidt, Inventing Exoticism.
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from the Southeast European front shape the imagination of violence in the case 
of the Great Turkish War? What did printmakers make of the violent sacks of Buda 
and Belgrade by the Holy League, and what did they do with the old established 
tropes of ‘Turkish cruelty’? And, finally, how did they re-imagine violence when the 
traditional stereotyped roles of Christian victims and Muslim perpetrators shifted 
in the course of the war?

Each case thus seeks to widen the scope of violent imagery beyond the 
strictly political by addressing different forms of distance. This focus on distance, 
however, is not a claim that acts of violence, in all their forms, had disappeared from 
the Dutch Republic, or that the Republic itself was not ready to use violence as a 
political instrument. The Dutch Republic was an early modern anomaly in many 
ways, but it was also home to many of the social inequalities and the associated 
violence that plagued neighbouring countries.26 Internationally, the Republic was, 
as historian Judith Pollmann has recently argued, ‘an aggressive superstate’, which 
readily brought violence to all corners of the earth.27 Through the Dutch East India 
Company and the West India Company, its elites were deeply involved in both 
slavery and the transatlantic slave trade. Yet perhaps tellingly, the violence that was 
intimately connected to the workings of the Dutch Republic did not easily find its 
way into printed images. As much as it is true that the Dutch Republic cultivated 
a rich visual culture, it was ultimately one that was given form through inclusion 
as much as through exclusion. In this sense, the late seventeenth-century thematic 
distance in printed images of violence was essential to the creation of a Dutch self-
image. It was a self that was supposedly adverse to warfare and its glorification, but 
at war throughout most of the seventeenth century; it was an imagined self born 
out of victimhood and Habsburg oppression, yet ready to aggressively pursue trade 
interests through force of arms; it was an imagined self free from the tyranny of 
absolutism, yet closely involved with the institution of slavery. Such paradoxes are 
inherent to cultural products like printed images, which always entail implicit and 

26. Helmer J. Helmers, ‘Popular Participation and Public Debate’, in: Geert H. Janssen and 
Helmer J. Helmers (eds.), The Cambridge Companion to the Dutch Golden Age (Cambridge, 
2018) 124-146: 125–26, 145–46; Mathilde Florike Egmond, Underworlds: Organized 
Crime in the Netherlands, 1650-1800 (Cambridge, 1993).

27. Judith Pollmann, ‘The Cult and Memory of War and Violence’, in: Geert H. Janssen and 
Helmer J. Helmers (eds.), The Cambridge Companion to the Dutch Golden Age (Cambridge, 
2018) 87-104: 104.
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explicit choices in subject matter. The dissection of such choices, and what they 
entailed in cultural-historical terms, will inform all three cases. Collectively, they 
will shine a light on the particularities of violence and the printed image in the 
Dutch Republic between 1650 and 1700 and the consequences these prints had for 
a collective imagination of violence.

In this study, then, I will investigate how various forms of distant violence 
became imaginable in new ways through the printed images produced in the Dutch 
Republic during the second half of the seventeenth century. Specifically, I will ask 
how the rising importance of printed images — book illustrations in particular — 
influenced the changing representation of violence and will discuss how the printed 
image itself increasingly became the preferred medium to explore, imagine, and 
thematise distant forms of violence.

The body of this dissertation will be structured as follows. Chapter 2 deals 
with a number of theoretical and methodological issues central to the study of early 
modern printed images. In this chapter, I will first introduce the concepts at stake 
in this study. The second section deals with the theoretical implications in using 
‘violence’ as an analytical term in historical research. Drawing upon historical 
and social scientific approaches to violence, this section will provide a working 
definition of violence and a broad overview of the landscape of historical studies 
on violence. The third section will further specify the role of violence in relation 
to images and imagination, and its use in printed images in particular. The fourth 
section of chapter 2 will deal with the distinct art, book, and cultural-historical 
approaches to printed images. Here, I will introduce my own approach to the source 
material at stake, and explain my choices in limiting this study to a particular set of 
primary sources. Finally, section 5 briefly discusses the context of printmaking in 
the seventeenth-century Dutch Republic.

Chapters 3, 4, and 5 will each deal with one of the different case studies 
introduced here. Chapter 3, on a distance in time, discusses the returning interest 
in illustrated histories on the Eighty Years’ War. Chapter 4 deals with a distance 
between practice and print, and describes the rise of the execution in several genres 
of illustrated books. Finally, chapter 5 will deal with a distance in place, focusing on 
printed images concerning the Great Turkish War produced in the Dutch Republic. 
Together, these cases will show how a revitalized and competitive printing industry 
paved the way for a new violent Dutch imagination.




