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“Every cup, every jar in our china ingatherings, has the charm of fantasy, visions of past life and beauty, though only imagined. I like to think that the china I love has been warmly loved before—has been made a cherished companion, been tenderly handled ere I took it to be my companion and to care for it. It is much the same friendly affection that I feel for an old well-read, halfworn book; the unknown hands through which it has passed, the unseen eyes that have gazed on it, have endeared it to me.

“This imagined charm exists in china if it be old, though we know not a word of its past, save that it has a past and is not fresh from the potter’s wheel and the kiln. The very haze of uncertainty is favorable to the fancies of a dreamer; I summon past owners from that shadowy hiding-place; weave romances out of that cloud…”

—Alice Morse Earle, China Collecting in America, New York, 1892








A blue-and-white woordenlijst



“It will be necessary as we proceed to make use of certain terms, the meaning of which should be defined with as much exactness as possible. It may be premised that considerable confusion exists in the nomenclature of the art. This has arisen partly from the want of precision in the language employed by writers, and partly from diversity of usage.”

—Jennie J. Young, The Ceramic Art: A Compendium of the History and Manufacture of Pottery and Porcelain, 1878



Call it Dutch Delftware, Delftware, or just Delft, this tin-glazed earthenware was made in the town of Delft from approximately 1620 to 1850. Potters around the world had made tin-glazed earthenware for millennia, but the artisans of this small Dutch community in Holland took the medium to new heights and created multitudes of forms, from everyday dishes and bowls to ornamental garnitures and monumental “vases with spouts” unlike anything seen before. Delftware’s glazed surfaces could be decorated with an infinite variety of styles and motifs inspired by everything from Chinese imported goods to European engravings and often—though not always—in shades of blue and white.

Dutch tiles (sometimes called Delft tiles) are frequently associated with Delftware but were actually produced in factories throughout Holland. These squares of tin-glazed earthenware were used by the Dutch for practical as well as decorative purposes—around fireplaces, along baseboards, covering sections of walls—in areas prone to smoke, dirt, and dampness. Dutch tiles were also decorated with a myriad of motifs, from blooming roses or instructive religious scenes to children at play.

As Europeans and Americans began to fall under the spell of collecting blue-and-white, from masses of dishes, bowls, and vases to tiles—a Chinamania—in the nineteenth century, a new term was permeating the English lexicon: ceramics. First used by erudite collectors and enthusiasts beginning around 1850, the word is an adaptation of the French céramique and derived from the Greek keramos (pottery). Ceramics refer to objects made of clay that have been permanently hardened by heat. Generally grouped by their material composition and firing temperature, most ceramics fall into three basic types: porcelain, stoneware, and earthenware.

Earthenware, formed from natural clay in warm shades from sandy buff to terracotta red, is the oldest form of ceramics. Dating to at least the tenth millennium B.C.E. in Japan, Jomon potters—mostly women—are believed to have crafted some of the first vessels. Fired at relatively low temperatures (800–1100°C), it stays porous unless glazed, and its softer, less dense structure often requires thicker forms for stability. While more prone to chipping than other ceramics, its accessibility and versatility have made it a staple in cultures worldwide for thousands of years.

Tough and dense, stoneware is prized for its hardness, as its name suggests. Its clay varies in tones from red and brown to slate gray and black, depending on mineral content. Fired at higher temperatures (1100–1300°C), it becomes vitrified, forming a smooth, nonporous body that can hold liquids without the need for glazing. Strong and adaptable, stoneware became a preferred material for everything from tableware to durable storage vessels.

Porcelain stands apart with its luminous white clay and mysterious balance of delicacy and strength. Fired at the highest temperatures (1200–1450°C), it develops a smooth, nonporous, translucent quality that is both refined and hard, producing a bell-like resonance when tapped. Made of kaolin, a fine white clay, and petunse, a feldspathic rock, porcelain was perfected in sixth-century China. For centuries, its production remained a closely guarded secret, fueling Europe’s obsession and relentless attempts to replicate this prized ceramic.

Yet, despite the clear distinctions between ceramic types, the potters of Delft pushed the boundaries of tradition, developing earthenware so exquisitely delicate and refined that it was often mistaken for porcelain—and earning the seventeenth-century moniker Delft porcelyne.

Between 1602–1682, at least 3.2 million pieces of Chinese and Japanese porcelain were imported by the Dutch East India Company (Vereenigde Oostindische Compagnie). By 1730–1789 that number had exploded to 42 million. When its ships returned from East Asia to the cities of the Dutch Republic, their cargo was packed with wooden crates marked with the company’s distinctive interlocking initials: VOC. These containers carried riches from the East including spices, silk, exotic plants, and animals, as well as blue-and-white porcelain for sale throughout the world. Established in 1602, the VOC was the uncontested leader in international trade in the seventeenth century, making many Dutch very, very wealthy.

Homes of burghers, prosperous Dutch citizens in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, prominently featured kasten, tall and broad cabinets with deeply molded cornices. Often made of rich exotic woods, kasten served as storage for valuable household items such as silverware and linens. But a kast was also a vehicle for the proud display of prized objects, denoting power, wealth, and influence. Chinese porcelain and sparkling Delftware were prominently placed across the top of the kast as well as symmetrically arranged on mantels and above doorways.

But only the truly wealthiest and most powerful owned the grandest form of Delftware, a pyramidal flower vase often called today a tulipière or tulip vase. These towering multilevel vases, some almost five feet in height, were characterized by their profusion of spouts for individual flowers. The name was born in the nineteenth century during the resurgent interest in Tulipmania, though the objects themselves were developed in the late seventeenth century, well after the Dutch vogue for tulips in the 1630s had passed. These vases were, in fact, not only for tulips but a breadth of flowering botanical beauties, including jonquils, hyacinth, narcissi, peonies, roses, and irises.

No Delftware, from the grandest flower vase to the smallest butter dish, could be produced without the sanction of the Guild of St. Luke. Regulating the commerce and production of artists and artisans in Delft, it oversaw its members—from painters and art dealers to glassmakers and Delftware potters. The Guild’s fixed and numerous rules and regulations were attentively followed by its members, including compulsory Master’s tests and annual dues. Potters working in Delft who were nonmembers would be fined. Any Delftware produced by nonmembers of the Guild of St. Luke could be seized and destroyed.

Delftware potters and painters, plateelschilders, were required to pass the rigorous master tests of the Guild of St. Luke in order to produce their works of art. To prepare for this role they apprenticed for six years honing their craft. The potters of Delft produced millions of pieces of Delftware from their wheels and benches, and each year sold not just in the Dutch market but around the globe, from Indonesia to Massachusetts, fueling the world’s insatiable appetite for blue-and-white.

From the Dutch winkel (shop) and houster (keeper), the winkelhouder was an owner-manager of a Delftware pottery, overseeing its global business. Each pottery was required to have a single owner-manager, who had to be either a master craftsman or a winkelhouder. The winkelhouder, like the Delftware potter, was required to join the Guild of St. Luke and followed its lengthy list of strict laws. But there was no rule of the venerable Guild of St. Luke that said the winkelhouder couldn’t be a woman.






Introduction

The pottery hums with activity. Braying horses strain their harnesses as they pull the gears of the mill, mixing heavy quantities of clay. Potters gently shape bowls while rhythmically kicking pottery wheels and the crackling fire spits and roars as plates and bowls continue their firing in the kiln. Painters sit side by side at long tables quickly applying cobalt decorations as assistants with baskets bring a constant stream of even more plates and chargers. It is 1769 in Delft, the heart of Holland’s flourishing worldwide trade of Dutch Delftware—the eponymous blue-and-white tin-glazed ceramic that has entranced collectors since the 1600s.

In the center of this pottery is its owner, a woman.

Wearing a long wool petticoat, apron, and linen hood, she orchestrates the movements of her staff as they quietly attend to their numerous tasks, from dipping pieces in vats of thick white glaze to gently placing prepared plates and bowls on shelves for drying. Out of the corner of her eye, she notices two young boys in her workshop lingering and chatting when they should be shuttling bunches of small kindling to the awaiting kiln. She stops briefly to admire her newly finished works, recently cooled from the kiln, which sit on the broad open wood shelves lining the pottery walls. She lifts one piece of Delftware in particular to inspect—it was a specially commissioned work made for a patron under her direction. It is indeed beautiful and, with its final glazing complete with no cracks, meets with her approval and is ready for delivery.

Now, centuries later, the piece rests in an urban aerie high above the streets of Manhattan. Locked in bronze cases behind thick glass panels, it lies on faded ivory velvet padding within a cache of blue-and-white Dutch Delftware. With its gently curved handle, protruding spouts, and a body adorned with cobalt flowers framing stylized rocaille panels of river landscapes, this uniquely shaped Delftware is nestled among a myriad of chargers, figurines, bowls, and vases. The afternoon light dances across its shimmering glaze. Unaffected by time, its cobalt painting remains as vibrant as the day it emerged from the kiln over 250 years ago.

Dutch Delftware was born in the 1600s, an age of piracy, when Dutch fleets audaciously commandeered galleons returning from the East laden with spices, silks, and porcelain. By the 1690s, Delftware had risen to international fame, becoming a symbol of royal favor in European courts. Nearly two centuries later, it captivated collectors once again as Gilded Age Americans, swept up in the craze of Chinamania and the enthusiasm of Holland Mania, voraciously sought blue-and-white ceramics as prized trophies.

But fashions shifted again, and for the last fifty years, the once-coveted Delftware in these cases has sat untouched. Now, the blue-and-white waits patiently, a silent testament to its enduring allure and the cycles of human desire.



Beyond Blue and White tells the story of a particular collection of Dutch Delftware. Its rediscovery in New York City opens the door to a ceramic journey from potter’s wheels in the workshops of seventeenth-century Delft to museum shelves.

But it also tells the story of another rediscovery—that of the singular women behind this collection of blue-and-white who were as impactful, dynamic, and colorful as the Delftware itself.

Glimpses of their lives were gleaned from many separate spheres across a myriad of contexts and sources. While some were hidden in plain sight in reference books on ceramics, others were found deep in seldom-accessed files of museums, archives, and libraries. From combing overflowing closets of private archives in New York to sifting through the digital files of the modernist Stadsarchief Delft (Delft City Archives), four years of research—digging through town records, newspaper articles, early travel writing, seventeenth-century guild ledgers, notarial records, and eighteenth-century court proceedings—uncovered its own treasure: the stories of these women’s lives. I had set out to learn about this collection but along the way I found not a few, but many women who were also a part of this story.

Some of these women are well-known, having lived their lives in the public eye since birth, including Queen Mary II, who changed the course of British history and many say usurped her father’s crown to become a reigning queen of England, or Alice Claypoole Vanderbilt, otherwise known as Mrs. Cornelius Vanderbilt II, a fearless self-made leader of New York society who raised the art of opulent living to new zeniths during America’s Gilded Age. In revisiting their stories through the lens of Delftware, I hope they will be viewed with a fresh perspective, revealing new angles, nuances, and truths.

Others, although prominent in their time, are now largely forgotten, like Alice Morse Earle, the American historian who wrote sixteen bestselling books, fueling popular interest in collecting and early American history, or Elizabeth Colt, the indefatigable industrialist who not only maintained control of the Colt’s Patent Arms Manufacturing Company through the Civil War and beyond but, as an art collector, was the first woman to have a museum wing named in her honor. By reintroducing these women and situating them within previously unexplored contexts—alongside the equally dynamic women they lived, worked, and collaborated with—I hope to illuminate the breadth of their influence, both individually and collectively, in shaping industries, culture, and historical narratives.

But most numerous were the women whose lives have been obscured in the shadow of blue-and-white’s mythos. These are the countless daughters, sisters, mothers, wives, and widows from the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries who served as everything from supporting household members to unnamed partners in business with their spouses in Delftware potteries. Some of them defy our notions of who an entrepreneur was in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries—many were Delftware pottery owners themselves. Their stories are perhaps the most inspiring of all.

Following the brick-paved streets along the canals of Delft, the gravel garden paths of Hampton Court Palace and the Het Loo Palace, the Dutch royal summer residence in Apeldoorn, and the yellow pine floorboards of the oldest surviving building in the upper Bronx, I retraced their footsteps, hoping to understand their inspirations and motivations. Beyond Blue and White tells the forgotten story of these women’s ambitions.

There is a myth that follows women and art, whether in painting, sculpture, furniture, glass, or ceramics.

The long-held tale goes that women were not able to produce works of art for any number of reasons, because they were not strong enough, weren’t a member of an artist’s guild, lacked the training, the financial resources, business acumen, or simply the wherewithal. Museum labels, auction catalogues, and art histories seem to support this vision, rarely presenting the broader picture beyond the name of what may be the artist, head of workshop, or name of a maker or firm. The mythos seeps into the historic perception of artistic patronage, collecting, and the histories of museums themselves, casting a shadow over women’s participation in the arts as the exceptions or oddities, instead of part of the fabric.

But with each piece of Dutch Delftware and every document I held, more and more women emerged from history. I began to imagine their presence—along the canals of seventeenth-century Delft, in the bustling shops of eighteenth-century London, within the opulent salons of the nineteenth century, and later in the twentieth-century museum galleries of New York. Connecting the dots across four centuries revealed a richer, more complete picture of inspiring female contributions.

These women appeared across the full spectrum of artistic life—acknowledged and integral participants—whether as artists, patrons, dealers, collectors, historians, pioneering preservationists, museum founders, or shopgirls selling blue-and-white pottery in the bustling salesrooms of seventeenth-century Delft.

The words Dutch Delftware may evoke the image of a monumental seventeenth-century blue-and-white pyramidal vase, or tulipière, with its numerous spouts brimming with spring flowers. These magnificent sculptures, icons of Dutch culture, reflect the artistic and technical mastery of an era when the Netherlands ascended to global prominence in commerce, art, philosophy, and science.

Over time, the Dutch Delftware aesthetic seeped into the international consciousness, influencing design across interiors, fashion, and beyond—a legacy that endures to this day. It has been widely imitated but rarely rivaled, and the term itself became so ubiquitous that it is often mistakenly used to describe all blue-and-white pottery, regardless of its origin.

Yet, as we admire the intricate spouts and masterful painting of Delftware, perhaps we should look beyond the surface and ask: Who shaped its creation, its very existence, and its enduring appeal?

Who was this woman?





[image: A historic Peacock Room with ornate decor, featuring a long table, chairs, and shelves filled with porcelain vases and plates.]
An 1892 view of the legendary Peacock Room at 49 Princes Gate, London, showcasing its opulent fusion of art and porcelain, with shelves of blue-and-white ceramics and Whistler’s La Princesse du Pays de Porcelaine (1863–64) above the fireplace. Victoria and Albert Museum, London.
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George Hayward’s 1856 lithograph, New York & City Banks and the McEvers Mansion, Wall Street in 1800, features the neo-classical facade of the McEvers residence, built ca. 1750. The Miriam and Ira D. Wallach Division of Art, Prints and Photographs: Picture Collection, The New York Public Library.




1 Delven



delven (del-ven), verb (trans., intr., st., sw.)

1. To dig.

2. To stop or store underground; to bury.

3. Bringing up by digging; dig up; excavate.

4. Dig through; digging search.

5. To separate (from) by digging; to hide.

—Woordenboek der Nederlandsche Taal (WNT, Dictionary of the Dutch Language), 1500–1976



There was no need to turn on the switch. Brilliant sunlight streamed through the multipaned windows, flooding the white-painted gallery and illuminating the twelve bronze-mounted glass display cases. The vitrines stood elegantly, with narrow frames and slender, tapering legs. The soft brown hue of the metal bore a depth of patina, a testament to their age—over a century old.

Behind the glass panels of each cabinet, seemingly floating on translucent shelves, were more than seventy-five pieces of Dutch Delftware in blues and whites of every hue, saturation, and brightness. Delicately painted on the white tin-glazed bodies were the bold shades of cobalt, indigo, and cerulean, magnetic tones of ultramarine, sapphire, turquoise, and the powdery tints of soft violet and grayish blue. My eyes darted from piece to piece, excited by the proliferation of shapes and colors that elicited a visceral response. A single piece of Dutch Delftware can be entrancing, but blue-and-white in profusion like this was exhilarating, saturating the space with visual complexity. It was uncontrollable. I craved more.

I’m an art advisor, but a type that is less commonly found in New York.

While most art advisors are consumed with canvases, works on paper, photographs, sculptures, or now the digital arts of NFTs, I am absorbed with the essentially tangible—the decorative arts. Whether garnitures of delicate porcelain, canteens of lustrous silver, suites of furniture, or finely woven textiles, decorative arts are defined by their functionality, works that were created for a purpose not solely as artistic achievement. Although populated with many an opulent objet de vertu, it is a field equally inhabited by more simple, everyday objects—a chair, a table, a cup, a bowl.

And while fine art, such as paintings, was traditionally found in the homes of the smallest portion of society, often only the wealthiest, the decorative arts, on the other hand, have long inhabited even the most modest households. By nature of the broad availability of decorative arts, the variety of narratives that can be told, extending across the socioeconomic spectrum, provide a wide exploration of social, political, and cultural contexts of the past. Decorative arts are not only works of art, but history you can hold in your hands.

Or at least try to get my hands on, as was often the case when I was growing up in Washington, D.C. in the 1970s and ’80s. Wandering through the museum doorways of the Smithsonian in a time with few entry lines and no security checks, I could freely meander and experience works on my own, including one in particular that would draw me to return again and again—Harmony in Blue and Gold: The Peacock Room, located at the Freer Gallery of Art. More than a decorative interior originally made for a home in London, this former dining room is an intoxicating immersive masterpiece by James McNeill Whistler created in 1876 and 1877. Blurring the lines between fine and decorative arts, it was a fusion of architecture, ceramics, and painting. Its walls of seventeenth-century Dutch gilt leather, shutters, and even the ceiling had been covered with shades of Prussian blue, green, and gold, featuring panels depicting peacocks with wings lifted, feathers poised.

As a girl standing before its staggered lattice of carved giltwood shelving, I imagined reaching out to rearrange the blue and white Chinese vases interspersed with Syrian pottery and Japanese and Korean porcelain, juxtaposing colors, textures, and forms to create patterns in infinite variations in search of the perfect balanced composition.

There was no shortage of great collections to explore in Washington at the time, much of which was defined by dynamic women, including the not-so-distant legacies of Marjorie Acker Phillips, cofounder of The Phillips Collection, Marjorie Merriweather Post, founder of the Hillwood Estate, Museum & Gardens, and Mildred Barnes Bliss, cofounder of Dumbarton Oaks. The women of my family were also entwined in this vibrant confluence of female collectors and philanthropists. Where my great-aunt, cofounder of the Washington Antiques Show in 1955, was drawn to porcelain, both Chinese export and eighteenth-century Meissen, my grandmother was a modernist, commissioning works by artists including the American Abstract Expressionist Franz Kline. In the summers she concocted plans with Rebekah “Betty” Harkness, founder of the Harkness Ballet, including an exhibition of the works of the young painter Sam Francis and the sculptor George Sugarman in 1959 in a former fire station by the water’s edge in Watch Hill, Rhode Island.

I was a witness as a child to her purchasing and research, following her throughout the aisles of “antique shows” to meet with dealers, brought to galleries and auctions, and traveling to see collections, museums, or artists’ studios. But there were parameters in my early art education to be followed. Playing with the towering Victorian-style doll house in my third-floor bedroom of our N Street townhouse was discouraged as, according to my grandmother, playing with miniatures “makes a girl think small.”

Decorative arts brought me to my work as an adult in the auction rooms of London and New York where the opportunity to hold endless numbers of objects, including everything from Fabergé eggs to violins by Antonio Stradivari, was not only fulfilled but a vital part of the job. At Christie’s the estimation of authenticity or value was not based solely on the visual; it was also sensorial. To understand a work of decorative art is to feel its weight, gauge the temperature of the material against skin, discern the texture of its surfaces, and manipulate its parts in every direction to reveal the nuances of its construction.

After more than a decade at Christie’s, I opened my own office, starting in a gallery space on Madison Avenue. I worked with collectors, their families, and attorneys, discreetly facilitating the sale or appraisal of single objects or entire estates. One inquiry, however, stood out.

A woman contacted me with an unusual request: would I come and review a collection of Dutch Delftware? Not just a few pieces, but an entire room’s worth. Intrigued, I agreed to meet Sue on a November afternoon in the ceramic galleries of the Metropolitan Museum of Art to discuss her proposal.

Side by side before the cases on the quiet balcony at the top of the Great Hall steps, we considered the Chinese, Japanese, and Dutch vases, teapots, and dishes on display, mounted on panels and staggered on cream linen-covered risers. A dish with flowers and birds painted with cobalt-blue pigment was juxtaposed next to its Chinese precedent. A stylistic comparison but also a game. Casting a cursory glance through the heavy glass, it might be difficult to determine which was the porcelain thrown by potters in the hills of Jingdezhen and which was the earthenware made by the canals in the small town of Delft.

Sue was tall and elegant, in her mid-eighties, with a presence that hinted at her earlier career as a prominent New York interior designer, though now she appeared more delicate. As chair of the art committee for a private women’s organization founded during New York’s Gilded Age, Sue sought assistance with a unique problem: a large collection of Dutch Delftware stored at the organization’s headquarters. According to her, it hadn’t been addressed—or even touched—in many years.

I had many questions. Where had this Delftware come from? Why was it there? Sue could provide little insight beyond a copy of an old insurance appraisal and a curious anecdote: years ago, members of the United Nations had reportedly visited the collection. Beyond that, its story remained forgotten.

She explained the Delftware was located in a secure room, tucked away in the upper floors of the headquarters, a townhouse just blocks away on Manhattan’s Upper East Side. I was instructed to call the office to set up a time for keys to be located and the cabinet locks to be opened. I said I would consider it. Sue was determined in a persistent way that made it impossible to say no. But with so many unanswered questions about this Dutch Delftware, I was curious, too.



I arrived on a quiet side street, a secluded pocket in a city otherwise filled with the sounds of bus brakes and car horns punctuating the constant rumble of speeding traffic. Nestled in the shade of modern apartment towers stood what appeared to be an eighteenth-century Georgian mansion. Its three-story red brick facade was embellished with eleven white-painted double-hung windows, each framed by keyed brick surrounds and some boasting as many as sixteen-over-sixteen windowpanes. Flanking the broad front door was not only a pair of brick gate posts with monumental carved stone finials of pineapples but black tole lanterns, each with their lamps gently flickering. If not for the tightly parked cars at the curb and groups of students lingering near the front steps, it wouldn’t have been hard to imagine the approach of a horse-drawn carriage rather than a yellow New York taxi.

This stately townhouse, however, is an architectural illusion. Built in the early twentieth century, it is an idealized recreation of a distinguished home that once graced Wall Street in the 1750s. Its design evokes an era when the city—founded by ambitious Dutch traders around 1624 and claimed by the British in 1664—was a patchwork of churchyards, a synagogue, a prominent fort, bustling markets, neatly fenced gardens, windmills, tree-lined paved streets, and a variety of brick and stone homes. More than just a building, it stands as a meticulously crafted tribute to a vanished chapter of New York’s architectural history—its last traces occasionally unearthed as chipped bricks, fragments of Dutch tiles, or nails embedded in the layers beneath modern steel and concrete skyscrapers.

When the Dutch first arrived on the island of Manhattan, the land beneath this house was the hunting grounds of the Lenape. Pigeons, spotted turtles, wild turkeys, and eastern gray squirrels thrived here, while summers brought gatherings of sweet honeysuckle, wild grapes, and scarlet hawthorn berries.

By the eighteenth century, the area became known as Jones Wood, a remnant of untamed wilderness that persisted well into the nineteenth century. At one point, it was considered as a potential site for a public park for New Yorkers. However, the proposal was ultimately abandoned in favor of a centrally located parcel of land—now known as Central Park—deemed more accessible than the eastern location of Jones Wood.

Over time, the old growth forests of hickory, chestnut, tulip poplar, and elm were felled, rock outcroppings were removed, and development rapidly followed. The relentless spread of new construction reshaped the island, eventually creating the street, a new urban landscape, where I now stood.



I was buzzed in and found myself alone in the silent wood-paneled foyer with black-and-white marble-tiled floor. But I knew where to go. I had been given my directions.

I passed the century-old Otis elevator with its brass accordion gate to take the staircase. With broad proportions and treads of a certain shallow height, modeled after an eighteenth-century design that would have allowed a well-dressed female guest in a gown with even the widest panniers to elegantly ascend unobstructed with fluidity and grace. With intermediate landings between the floors, it invited the opportunity to pause and consider the works of art arranged on the walls, not so unlike the twentieth-century nautilus-shaped center of the Guggenheim Museum just a few blocks away.

But I didn’t slow. Reaching the top, I arrived at a simple area with bare walls and clean wood baseboards. The uppermost floor of this townhouse consisted of rooms with more perfunctory purposes: an archive, an office, an oak-paneled boardroom. Through a separate doorway across the landing, a room of Dutch Delftware awaited.

Once I had stepped into the long white-painted gallery with its series of bronze display cases lining the walls, I stood entranced before what seemed to be countless pieces of Dutch Delftware. Sunlight reflected off the surfaces decorated with the nuances of vibrant cobalt on milky white. A spell had been cast, I was drawn in. Shades of blue and white invited me to pause and linger, to let my eyes wander as its hues covered faces of chargers, wrapped bodies of bowls, and enveloped lidded vases from their bases to their finial tips.

Of all the myriad color combinations, why does blue-and-white elicit such enduring fascination? Why do we love it so?

According to the nineteenth-century polymath Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, regarding the color blue, we have little choice. Blue exerts an inherent hold on us; few can resist its pull. “We love to contemplate blue, not because it advances to us, but because it draws us after it,” he wrote in his Zur Farbenlehre (Theory of Colors, 1810), the first systematic study of color’s physiological effects. Goethe explored how colors influence our moods and thoughts. Unlike Sir Isaac Newton, who viewed color through a scientific lens in the 1660s, Goethe argued that color was a deeply subjective experience, unique to each viewer.

Blue embodies peace and calm, even melancholy. Historically, it has also been described as magical, heavenly, and ethereal, its allure captivating humanity for millennia.

In ancient Egypt, blue symbolized life-giving power, reflecting the fertile Nile River. Amulets carved from expensive lapis lazuli—imported from more than two thousand miles away in present-day Afghanistan—were placed in tombs to bestow life upon the deceased. This vibrant stone, often the most valuable material in the Egyptian economy, carried deep religious and symbolic significance. Gods, depicted with blue locks of hair, were believed to have tresses made from lapis lazuli itself.


[image: Abstract illustration with geometric shapes, optical illusions, a pastoral landscape at the bottom, and a wheel with diagrams beside it.]
A plate from Zur Farbenlehre (Theory of Colors) by Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, 1810, featuring a color wheel alongside diagrams illustrating theories of distorted color perception. British Library Board.



During the Medieval and Renaissance periods, European artists revered one blue above all: ultramarine, derived from finely ground lapis lazuli. This vivid blue, as bright as an ultraviolet sky, was described in the late 1300s by the artist Cennino Cennini in his treatise Il libro dell’Arte (The Book of the Art) as “a colour noble, beautiful, and perfect beyond all other colours.” For masters like Giotto, Titian, Michelangelo, and Leonardo da Vinci, ultramarine was reserved for sacred subjects, from the celestial heavens to the Virgin Mary’s robes. Johannes Vermeer used it sparingly, choosing ultramarine to adorn the headdress of his Girl with a Pearl Earring (1665).

For pottery, however, cobalt was the preferred blue for centuries. This metallic chemical element, atomic number 27 on the periodic table, held its own mystique. The word cobalt derives from the German kobold, meaning “goblin” or “evil spirit.” Miners in medieval Germany often found cobalt intermingled with silver ores, believing it harmed valuable silver deposits—and possibly their health.

Cobalt’s appeal for ceramics lay in its vibrancy and ability to withstand the intense heat of a kiln. But its beauty came at a cost. In powdered form, cobalt is indeed toxic. Mill workers inhaled its hazardous dust during grinding, and ceramic painters risked poisoning themselves by licking brushes to achieve fine points. Prolonged exposure caused symptoms ranging from vision and hearing loss to heart ailments. Like alchemy, the dangerous cobalt transformed when fired in a kiln, shifting from a flat, dull gray paint to a saturated, intoxicating blue. The purer the cobalt, the more radiant that tone of blue.

White, too, captivates with its glowing energy. The Old English word hwit means “bright” or “shining.” Romans differentiated between two types of white: albus, a plain matte white, and candidus, a luminous white associated with light. The Latin candere (to shine) gave rise to words like candle and candid. Though white was not part of his visual spectrum, Sir Isaac Newton noted in 1672 that “whiteness is the usual color of light.”


[image: Black-and-white illustration of a menacing kobold looming over two men in a dark cavern. Text reads: That dreadful Kobold swooping down upon them.]
An 1887 illustration from chemist and author Lucy Rider Meyer’s Real Fairy Folks, or Fairy Land of Chemistry introducing young readers to cobalt and other atomic wonders. Courtesy of the Science History Institute.



For artists, white has long been the perfect ground—a foundation with the power to amplify other colors. Leonardo da Vinci, in his Trattato della Pittura (Treatise on Painting), noted, “For those colours which you mean should appear beautiful, prepare a ground of pure white.”

Potters, too, sought pristine white surfaces as their canvas, though the methods for achieving them varied across traditions. In China and Japan, artisans working in porcelain had the advantage of naturally white clay, composed of native kaolin and petunse, which provided a luminous surface for their intricate blue designs.

Elsewhere, from Mexico to Persia, ceramicists without access to these rare white clays had to innovate to replicate porcelain’s delicate appearance. To achieve a similar effect, they turned to tin oxide, developing an opaque white glaze that concealed the natural hues of earthenware, which ranged from deep red to pale buff.

Tin, sourced across Europe and Asia, was burned to create tin ash, then blended with mastic—a mixture of sand, salt, and soda—and other materials. When fired, this combination produced a smooth, glossy white surface, ideal for the rich cobalt-blue decorations that transformed simple earthenware into objects of striking beauty.

Together, blue and white create a pairing of unparalleled vibrancy. Each color is individually attractive, but together their tones harmonize—the depth of blue magnified by the contrasting lightness of white. Whether in nature, with a clear sky dotted by cumulus clouds, or crafted by human hands in a potter’s studio using cobalt and tin extracted from beneath the earth’s surface, this duo’s power is undeniably mesmerizing.

Why are we so drawn to blue-and-white? Does its magnetism stem from the materials’ exotic origins, the mystique of distant lands, or something deeper—an optic or emotional resonance hardwired in our brains?

The reason may be elusive, but the combination of blue and white remains timelessly and universally appealing. It is a pairing with the power to launch ships, shape industries, and inspire artists across generations. Dutch Delftware exemplifies this chromatic union, its luminous blue and white surfaces standing as a testament to the world’s enduring fascination.



I remained entranced by the sight of the Delftware in this third-floor gallery. Slowly, my focus shifted from the vivid interplay of colors to the objects themselves—their forms and striking silhouettes. This display of Dutch Delftware was not merely a study in color but also an exploration of shape, a celebration of the sculptural.

Circular, ovoid, or undulating in baluster form, much of the Delftware showcased here was formed on the potter’s wheel, the product of hands skillfully shaping clay against its spinning force. Glass shelves held row upon row of chargers, bowls, covered vases, tobacco jars, posset pots, salts, sugar casters, ewers, teapots, and vases.

Yet amid these familiar shapes were unexpected forms—pieces that defied the potter’s wheel. These were crafted instead at worktables, where artisans constructed rectangular-shaped birdcages and flat-sided sleigh-shaped pipe stands with architectural precision. Freely modeled human figures and animals appeared in dynamic poses, some riding, others standing, crouching, or sitting, each capturing a moment in motion.

An unbridled profusion of ceramics, the Dutch Delftware was displayed without any apparent order. In my mind’s eye, I began to rearrange the pieces. Moving them backward and forward, switching cases, I grouped them by age, maker, painting style, technique, and function. With each imaginary reorganization, the pieces revealed deeper meaning. This was not just a random display of blue and white; it was, in fact, a ceramic narrative.

Before me, I realized, lay the story of Dutch Delftware. Woven into this array was a narrative thread that recounted the history of the iconic blue-and-white ceramics. The collection illustrated the breadth of Delftware production from a specific period—roughly 1650 to 1800—unveiling how it began and evolved both stylistically and technically. Each piece seemed to introduce the major potteries of Delft while offering a glimpse into life in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries in the Dutch Republic. It reflected customs, traditions, and even historic turning points.

This was no mere assemblage; it was a collection with a story to tell.

Behind each collection is an individual—a collector. As described by the twentieth-century art critic Aline Saarinen, these collectors are “… not objective spectators. By purchase and patronage, they declared their convictions and supported or shaped different levels and kinds of taste.” As important as the story that is told, collections are the legacy and reflection of the person or people who actively created them. It mirrored their goals and aspirations, the time in which they lived and how they wanted the world to see them. This Delftware was someone’s declaration.

As I walked through the room, I noticed what first appeared to be a blue-and-white pitcher, partially hidden in a case by the window behind two chargers. This ceramic jug featured a gently curved handle that echoed the shape of its ovoid body, distinguished by cobalt flowers framing stylized rocaille panels of river landscapes.

Stepping closer, I took a longer look. The handle was longer than it should have been, connected to the body slightly lower than was customary. The lip was decorated with multiple protruding spouts and its wide cylindrical neck was pierced with trelliswork openings seemingly flaunting its undrinkability. Not a common pitcher; it was something rarer. Intricately constructed in the eighteenth century to confound, fool, and mislead—or as it is called in Dutch a fopkan, or in French a pot trompeur, a pot à surprise—it was in fact a puzzle jug.

Puzzle jugs were popularly used for drinking games in seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Europe. Once filled with wine, they were intended as a game or conversation piece. What the guest may or may not know was that the hollow tubular rim has one functioning nozzle, and two or more “dummy” nozzles connected to the hollow handle. The solution to the puzzle was for the drinker to place a finger over one particular hole in order to create the vacuum that allowed them to drink without splashing wine in every direction at the host’s sumptuous table. Some jugs even had a hidden hole to make the challenge still more confounding. The trick to solving the puzzle was in understanding its unique and complex design.


[image: A detailed black-and-white illustration of an ornate jug with intricate patterns and decorative elements.]
Charles Antoine Goutzwiller’s detailed illustration of a Dutch Delft blue and white pot à surprise, or puzzle jug, from Henry Havard’s Histoire de la Faïence de Delft (1878). Author’s collection.



Heavier models had been made since the thirteenth century, and used in pubs and taverns. But a Dutch puzzle jug like this one, with its fine details and delicate painting, was probably produced on special order and as a result was particularly unique. A luxurious amusement, this piece would have been brought out with ceremony during a dinner, gently placed on a white linen-covered table among large green glass goblets with knobbed stems at the home of a wealthy eighteenth-century gentleman or lady.

It’s probably been more than twenty years since these cases have been opened. Their interior ivory velvet panels and padding have gently bowed and discolored with age. The brass pins that were delicately inserted to hold the backing in place have begun to loosen and turn. I slowly swung open the heavy glass door and gently removed the puzzle jug from the cabinet. Cradling the ceramic work in both hands, I carefully supported its cool, smooth body.

I imagined the potter at their wheel in Delft, shaping several pounds of soft, damp clay to create the jug’s body and parts. As the pottery wheel spun quickly, they skillfully brought up the clay, throwing delicate spouts, then pulling it to form a channeled handle and the rounded, belly-shaped vessel. The piece was crafted slightly larger to account for shrinkage during firing. Once the jug had dried and was firm enough to be trimmed and assembled, the spouts and hollow handle were carefully attached, piercings were made on the neck, and the secret hole was meticulously created. After the initial bisque firing, the jug was dipped in a tin glaze, readying it for decoration.

The painter then dipped a thin brush into a cup of dark cobalt slip and applied the intricate design with practiced precision. The creation of this piece was a lengthy and collaborative process, requiring not only adept technical knowledge but also the combined expertise of multiple skilled artisans.

I inverted the jug to inspect the base, where a maker’s mark, if present, would typically be found. Not all pieces of Dutch Delftware bear the signature or mark of their creator; some are simply bare and white. But this one was different. Painted boldly in dark cobalt in the center of the base were three initials: GVS. These were the initials of the pottery’s owner—a woman named Geertruij Verstelle.

In that moment, the blue initials beneath the glaze became more than a mark; they were like a sparkling ceramic fragment, an archaeological sherd unearthed in rough soil, focusing my vision and my thoughts. Alone in the room, holding this Delftware, I felt the distant yet powerful presence of another life, a woman’s hand intertwined with the creation of art.

Decades of handling countless objects have taught me how rare it is for women to leave their names, signatures, or marks on works of art, be they paintings, sculptures, or ceramics. In the early modern era—spanning from the Renaissance to the Enlightenment—the contributions of women in the decorative arts often went unnamed. The list of women who marked their works is short, but it includes remarkable figures like Suzanne de Court, who crafted luxurious enamel masterpieces in sixteenth-century Limoges, and Hester Bateman, the celebrated eighteenth-century silversmith and entrepreneur in Georgian London. But considering the greater body of decorative arts, few women received recognition in their lifetimes or even in the centuries that followed.

Yet here I was, holding evidence—fused in cobalt—of another woman’s life in the arts.

I imagined Geertruij nearly three hundred years ago, surrounded by Delftware in her bustling warehouse or salesroom, or perhaps standing in a workroom as skilled painters meticulously applied decorations to countless plates and bowls. She wasn’t merely a pottery owner; she was a master orchestrator, guiding a team of artisans to craft ceramic masterpieces. Over the centuries, her life and achievements were buried under layers of history, forgotten like so many others. Yet her initials—three small letters—endure as a vestige of her presence. Who was she? Were there others like her?

Standing in that room above the streets of New York, surrounded by an ocean of blue-and-white Delftware, I studied the forms and the hues, each piece a testament to craftsmanship. But I wondered, what had Geertruij seen in her own time? What were the circumstances that allowed her to create this work and mark it with her name?

This piece, a source of pride crafted along the canals of Delft, had traveled nearly four thousand miles over the course of three centuries. In the eighteenth century, that voyage would have taken six to ten weeks. How had it come to be here in New York? Who brought it? What motivated them to collect not just this jug, but the entire trove of Delftware surrounding me?

The name “Delft” comes from the Middle Dutch delven, meaning “to dig, to excavate, to unearth.” What began as an observation had turned into a mystery, inviting further inquiry. The surface had only been scratched.

It was time to dig.





[image: Black-and-white illustration of a busy pottery shop with shelves of ceramics and people inside, showing the world of female Delftware makers.]
Charles Antoine Goutzwiller’s illustration, La boutique de la Marchande de faïences (after J. Kilian), from Henry Havard’s La Céramique Hollandaise (1909), captures the bustling world of female Delftware sellers. Courtesy of the Getty Research Institute.






[image: A vintage illustration of a circular shop sign featuring five decorative vases with floral and bird motifs, hanging from an ornate metal bracket.]
Charles Antoine Goutzwiller’s 1878 illustration for Henry Havard’s Histoire de la Faïence de Delft depicts the pottery sign of De Drie Porceleyne Flessies (The Three Porcelain Bottles), based on an eighteenth-century manuscript preserved in the Delft City Archives. Author’s collection.




2 Shop Daughter



“The women of Holland are verie faire, wise, paynfull, and so practised in affaires of the world, that they occupie thēselues in most part of mens excercises, especially in marchandize.”

–Lodovico Guicciardini, Descrittione di tutti Paesi Bassi, 1567

“Winkeldochter (f) A Young woman train’d up in a shop”

–Willem Sewel, Groot Woordenboek der Nederduytsche de Engelsche, 1708



The Delftware shop buzzes with activity as customers drift through the wide-open door. Outside, a wooden placard bearing the pottery’s symbol swings gently in the breeze, inviting passersby to step inside. It is 1651, and distinctive signage is essential; at least ten potteries operate in Delft during this period, making it a highly competitive market with new workshops opening every year.

Inside, the deep shelves are well-stocked from floor to ceiling with rows of Delftware in every imaginable form—from bowls, jugs, tazzas, and vases to wall plaques, lidded jars, and luxurious blue-and-white bloempotten (flowerpots). Plates in a variety of sizes, including small butter dishes and generously wide chargers, are spread across broad tables. The plentiful blue-and-white pieces sit in anticipation, awaiting their buyers.

A young woman stands poised behind the counter. Her eyes follow the movements of customers as they admire the crowded displays of blue-and-white earthenware. Her long woolen petticoat sways as she shifts her weight, while a fine white linen hood drapes over her hair, framing a face of concentration amid the activity of commerce around her.

The scent of damp cool clay and slip wafts from unseen areas, seeping under doors from spaces beyond the salesroom. A series of contiguous buildings and areas, each with a specific purpose, lie nearby—an earth house for storing clay, workshops for throwing pots and painting, drying attics, a woodshed, a hayloft, a warehouse, and the pottery kilns themselves. The industrious rhythm of this world hums just beyond the customers’ view.

While potential purchasers browse in the salesroom, the true commerce of the pottery unfolds behind closed doors. In a private room, her parents oversee large-scale transactions that will shape the pottery’s success. These deals are not measured in single vases or dishes but in hundreds or even thousands of pieces—bowls, teacups, and saucers—destined for bustling markets, elegant shops, lively fairs, and street vendors across the Dutch Republic and beyond.

Occasionally, an even more luxurious chamber is reserved for the most affluent patrons. In this opulent space, surrounded by paintings, an ebonized kast (cabinet), and walls lined with gilt leather panels, burghers or members of the nobility can leisurely consider their purchases. The grandeur of this setting mirrors the interiors where the Delftware will eventually reside.

The young woman standing behind the counter is part of this world. A gentleman gestures for her to bring him a vase, and she carefully holds the piece for his inspection. His gaze lingers on the intricate cobalt-blue flowers painted on its shiny surface before shifting to her hands. He notices the faint stains on her fingers, the light marks of black ink on the young woman’s right thumb, index, and middle fingers.

As he deliberates, she glances at other customers. A woman and her child browse nearby, perhaps considering a special commission—a plate with initials or a family coat of arms to commemorate a wedding or the birth of a child. Merchants from Paris or Rotterdam come and go, placing large orders for their shops.

At the counter, she prepares her schryf pen (writing pen) to finalize the transaction. Snipping the quill tip with practiced care, she opens the calf-bound ledger and reviews the day’s sales. She records prices in Dutch guilders and stuivers as well as foreign currencies, tracking payments received, pending, and outstanding. For now, it is her responsibility to manage the receipts, but at the end of the day, the ledger and the box of currency will be handed to her parents for review and safekeeping.

The shop is not just a place of artistry and commerce; it is also her home. Above the pottery, her family lives in well-appointed quarters with salons and chambers, some containing paneled box beds. Like many families in Delft, her parents run the business together, and her mother often handles the accounts. The young woman is learning these skills from her mother and already taking on greater responsibilities.

One day, she may run a pottery with her own family—or perhaps even own one herself. She is preparing for that opportunity, honing her skills in both artistry and business.

But today, she remains a shop daughter.



Who was the girl behind the Delftware counter?

She and her family may have come from any number of towns and villages across the Dutch Republic, moving to Delft from places like Haarlem or Rotterdam to join the growing business of Delftware. However, it is most likely she was a daughter of Delft itself, raised in one of the city’s many pottery families and taught trade secrets by her mother or father.


[image: An intricate illustration depicting a Dutch coastal scene with a sailboat, surrounded by decorative elements and smaller circular vignettes.]
A yacht sails over flooded land and past submerged villages in Jan Caspar Philips’s 1741 title-page etching and engraving for Nederlands water-nood van den jaare MDCCXL en MDCCXLI (Dutch Water Emergency in the Year MDCCXL and MDCCXLI), depicting the aftermath of the December 1740 dike breaches. Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam.



Perhaps, on a late spring day in the 1650s, she stood behind the counter of a pottery shop in Delft, part of a blue-and-white legacy that will define this era for centuries to come.

The city of Delft, her home and the center of this vibrant industry, was one of the preeminent cities in the Dutch Republic, which at the time was known formally as the Republiek der Zeven Verenigde Nederlanden (The Republic of the Seven United Netherlands). As described by the eighteenth-century Leiden artist and scientist Johannes le Francq van Berkhey, the Dutch Republic, with nearly a third of its land below sea level, was “rightly called a low country; because, compared to all neighboring countries, it is very low and swampy…” The Dutch Republic was a kingdom of marshy lands whose people fought to maintain its footprint in the face of the ever-encroaching North Sea.

In the constant battle for self-preservation, clay was part of the Dutch arsenal. Master dike builder Andries Vierling in 1570 described the ongoing fight and the means to win it:


Our enemy the sea never rests. It sleeps neither by day nor by night, but charges savagely like a roaring lion to devour the entire land. God has given us the weapons to beat it; they are willow twigs, turves, stones and clay.



Yet despite these seemingly inhospitable conditions, the Dutch were able to not only defend their territory but reclaimed and even gained new land starting in the thirteenth century. Implementing a complex system of drainage canals, dikes, dams, sluices, and pumps powered by windmills, they created an extensive network regulating water levels, continually pumping from the lowest points to the highest canals, which transported water to rivers, allowing it to flow back to the sea. Drained marshes and bogs were transformed to establish cities, construct roads, and create polders—agricultural fields used for growing crops such as valuable hemp, madder, and flax, as well as for grazing cattle.

Luminous landscapes painted in the seventeenth century by artists such as Aelbert Cuyp depict an idyllic Dutch countryside, where cloud-filled blue skies stretch over vast expanses of flat, fertile green terrain. The scenery is crisscrossed by rivers, dotted with clusters of trees, punctuated by the occasional windmill or recumbent cow. But what’s not visible in these bucolic depictions, lying in beds beneath the miles of turf in coastline regions or nestled within river embankments, was a hidden asset—natural clay.

The Netherlands is a country with little or no native stone. There may be glacial boulders, large masses deposited from receding ice sheets—marl (pale crumbly calcite knobs) and bog ore (clumps of dark iron formed in decomposing swamps)—but natural stone suitable for building purposes was rarely found. Stone was reserved for only the most important edifices or used in moderation for decorative elements on facades and main entrances. When required, stone was often imported at great expense, transported by ship from across Europe.

Clay, however, occurs in abundance. Formed over millions of years, this dense material is composed of mainly fine-grained mineral particles of decomposed sedimentary rock, weathered and disintegrated beneath the earth’s surface. Its coin- or plate-shaped molecules when joined create a slippery material, often described by terms including fatty, oily, greasy, or even glassy.

Clay eluded scientific definition for centuries. As remarked by van Berkhey in his Natural History of Holland, printed in Amsterdam between 1772–1776:


Various ideas, and not infrequently completely unfounded opinions, have arisen from time to time because of this fat and soft material of Klai. There are those who want it to be a nitrous slime; others, that it consists of the silt of the Sea Salt; and some think this to be a remnant of vitriolic acid; in short, most people consider that substance to be a kind of slimy residue of salts; which, when separated from their earthly parts, leave behind a certain fatty and seep-like substance.



Beginning in the eleventh century, the Dutch began digging canals by hand, unearthing vast quantities of clay in the process. This durable, water-resistant material became essential for building and maintaining the thousands of miles of dikes that protected the waterlogged Dutch landscape. Once extracted, the clay was inexpensively loaded onto barges and transported quickly throughout the country.

Dutch clay, however, was far more than a material for fortifying land; it became the foundation for a vast array of practical and decorative innovations. From bricks and roof tiles used to build cities to wall tiles that adorned homes and earthenware pottery ranging from the everyday to the extraordinary, clay was remarkably versatile. Malleable when moist, cohesive after drying, and rock-hard when fired, it offered endless creative possibilities.

Reviving ancient Roman techniques, Dutch clay was harvested and molded into bricks along riverbanks by the eleventh century. The character of the bricks depended on the clay’s composition and the firing process. Iron-rich clay fired to a deep red, while chalk-rich clay produced a soft yellow hue. Placement in the kiln created further variation: bricks nearest the flames emerged darker, while those farther away stayed lighter. This natural variability meant no two bricks were ever identical. These bricks, produced by the millions, became essential for global architecture and a valuable export from the Dutch Republic, traded as far afield as Africa and North America.

By the fifteenth century, Dutch clay was also used in roof tile production. Lightweight, inexpensive, and fire-resistant, overlapping s-shaped roof tiles or pantiles were developed by the Dutch. Pantiles helped safeguard towns from the devastating fires that often consumed timber-built homes. After Delft’s Great Fire of 1536, sparked by a lightning strike on the Nieuwe Kerk tower, much of the city was rebuilt with bricks and clay roof tiles. This transformation not only strengthened Delft against future blazes but also infused its urban landscape with the warm, earthen tones of red ocher and umber.


[image: Engraving of workers making bricks with village and smoking chimneys behind, paired with Dutch text reflecting on servitude and freedom.]
By the river’s edge, De Tichgellaar (The Brick Maker) expertly molds clay into bricks using wooden forms, as depicted in a 1694 etching by Caspar Luyken and Jan Luyken. Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam.



Clay’s role extended indoors as well. By the sixteenth century, factories across the Dutch Republic were producing tiles for floors and walls. These tiles, celebrated for their beauty and functionality, became a distinctive feature of Dutch homes, lining walls, covering kitchen and cellar floors, and surrounding fireplaces. Van Berkhey, writing in the 1770s, praised Dutch tiles not only for their aesthetic appeal but also for their practical qualities as they were “exceptionally good at repelling the damp exhalation of the soil, in walls and floors; why it is now used everywhere in Holland with good results to that end.”

But ultimately, Dutch clay would assume its most pivotal and widely recognized role in the ceramic arts.

Early examples of Dutch pottery date back to the fifteenth century, when earthenware was painted with watery slip and finished with a clear lead glaze. However, the late sixteenth century marked a transformative period for Dutch ceramics. Following the fall of Antwerp in 1585, artisans fleeing Spanish forces brought the craft of colorful tin-glazed earthenware to the Northern Low Countries, areas later known as the Dutch Republic.

Tin-glazed earthenware, coated with a glaze containing tin oxide, created a brilliant white surface, ideal for intricate designs in blue or polychrome. These designs featured a vibrant palette including deep blues, yellow-greens, and ochreous oranges. The technique, which originated in Mesopotamia over a millennium earlier, spread through Spain and Italy before reaching Northern Europe. Known as maiolica in Italy and faience in France, pottery of this type flourished worldwide.

Dutch tin-glazed ceramics of the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries—precursors to Delftware—exhibited distinctive signs of their production and the unique qualities of Dutch clay. Small spur marks from triangular spacers, used during firing, left subtle scars on the glossy surfaces of plates and bowls. The reverse sides, coated with a transparent lead glaze, revealed the warm tones of Dutch earth. These early innovations paved the way for the development of Dutch Delftware.




[image: Black-and-white engraving of Delft with canal, bridges, trees, church towers, and a barge led by a horse, beneath a cloudy sky and city coat of arms.]
Jan Gerritsz. Visser’s 1792 etching presents a picturesque view of Delft, featuring a towing barge gliding along the water, led by a horse on the towpath, with the city’s coat of arms displayed below. Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam.



Clay shaped the Dutch as much as the Dutch shaped clay.

It built cities, adorned homes, and provided a canvas for creativity and cultural exchange. From the dikes that held back the sea to the bricks of gabled houses and the tiles lining Dutch kitchens, clay was more than a material—it was intimately intertwined with Dutch existence. Walking the streets of the Dutch Republic was, as it still is now, an experience of clay.

But of all the Dutch towns, none would develop a more unique relationship with clay than the city of Delft.



Delft, as described by the Florentine diplomat and merchant Lodovico Guicciardini in 1567, was “a goodly large town wel built thrughout, with broad and pleasant streetes, and beautified with sumptuous and stately churches.” Since receiving its founding charter in 1245, Delft had been a noted destination, attracting visitors from around the globe.

Arriving in the seventeenth century, a traveler entered the walled town of Delft with its ramparts, towers, and encircling moat through one of its fortified gatehouses. Once across a drawbridge, they would find themselves in, as described the English diarist Samuel Pepys in the spring of 1660, “a most sweet town, with bridges, and a river in every street.” Like so many Dutch medieval cities, Delft was reclaimed from the soggy marshland and characterized by a system of gently curving brick-lined canals created by hand, dug from the earth. The oldest canal, the Oude Delf, was built in the eleventh century. The canals of Delft not only discharged water but allowed commercial goods and travelers to be easily transported to and from Delft, connecting the small town of around 20,000 inhabitants in the 1620s to cities and trade routes not just within the Republic but throughout Europe and via the North Sea to the greater world.

Windmills punctuated the inner wall of Delft at intervals, their broad turning sails gently providing power for a variety of uses from controlling water to milling grain to cutting wood. Some windmills in the Delft area were also owned or shared by the potteries. By the mid– to late–seventeenth century, the need for vast quantities of finely processed minerals required for glazes was considerable. These paint mills powered by the Dutch wind were in constant movement, grinding hundreds of thousands of pounds of tin oxide, lead, and cobalt needed for making the blue-and-white.


[image: An 18 th century engraving of Delft’s Groote Markt, lively with people, dogs, carriages, vendors, and grand buildings like a church and town hall.]
Leonard Schenk’s etching (1706–1767) captures Delft’s Groote Markt, teeming with pedestrians, dogs, vendors, and carriages as men and women sell goods from doorways and stands. Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam.



Continuing down the brick-paved streets, past tree-lined canals and over small bridges, visitors encountered rows of gabled red brick facades—homes, warehouses, and businesses—juxtaposed along the way. Among them were numerous Delftware potteries, leading toward the area known as the Grote Markt, Gootemarkt, or simply the Markt.

Only a few minutes’ walk from the city gates, the Markt with its sprawling stretch of brick paving in bands of herringbone was one of the most expansive and historic market squares in Europe. Towering over this market square was the Nieuwe Kerk (New Church), built beginning in 1381. The carillon of its monumental brick and stone tower, rising 326 feet above Delft, provided a constant melodic background to the otherwise quiet city. Lying opposite, facing the Nieuwe Kerk, was the Stadhuis (City Hall). In the distance over the tiled rooftops was the leaning tower of the Oude Kerk (Old Church), founded in 1246.

Delft was often noted for these imposing architectural landmarks, but for many foreign visitors to the Dutch Republic, eliciting descriptive responses ranging from surprise and curiosity to consternation, equally noteworthy was the observation of not a building or work of art but the unique Dutch female presence.

Whether walking the streets of Delft or riding one of the many horse-drawn trekschuiten (commuting barges) along its canals, Dutch women moved freely and unaccompanied. Girls and boys played together in the streets, chasing wooden hoops as dogs darted around their feet. Through the open doorways of shops selling everything from silk to silver to books, or at stalls offering cheese, fruits, and vegetables during the markt each Thursday, women could be seen managing employees, handling transactions, and orchestrating trade with practiced efficiency.

In his travel journal The Delights of Holland, printed in 1696, Sir William Montague comments on his visit to the Dutch Republic:


Tis very observable here, more Women are found in the Shops and Business in general than Men; they have the Conduct of the Purse and Commerce, and manage it rarely well, they are Careful and Diligent, capable of Affairs, (besides Domestick) having an Education suitable, and a Genius wholly adapted to it.



Beyond just scrubbing stoops, women of the Dutch Republic were actively participating in a life flourishing with the energy of commerce, industry, and creativity. But not all visitors were as complementary. Although delighted by the charms of Delft, Florentine merchant and writer Guicciardini seems also to have been taken aback by the overt public presence of Dutch women. One of the earliest diarists of the Dutch, he expressed disdain when noting widespread female activity in commerce in his description in 1567 that in Holland:


The Women governe all, both within the doores and without, and make all bargaines, which joyned with the naturall desire that Women have to beare rule, maketh them too too imperious and troublesome.



Like their mothers, precocious Dutch girls did not go unnoticed. Fynes Moryson, the son of a Lincolnshire gentleman, visited the Dutch Republic in 1592 at the age of twenty-five, fulfilling his desire to explore lands beyond England. In his journal of newfound sights and wonders, he remarked on his observations of the “Netherland,” expressing surprise: “Nothing is more frequent than for little girls to insult over their brothers much bigger than they, reproving their doings, and calling them great lubbers.”

Shocked foreign observers like Guicciardini, Montague, and Moryson may not have understood that the laws and common culture of the Dutch Republic granted daughters rights that were unparalleled elsewhere in Europe. Among these was the right to inherit equally with their brothers in the event of their parents’ deaths. This system allowed Dutch girls the opportunity to establish and maintain their own households without depending on male relatives. Moryson, intrigued by these practices, further noted:


[image: Allegorical 1642 engraving with a tulip in a vase, flanked by two women—Learning Curiosity and Simplicity—with books, animals, and symbols.]
Experiens Sillemans’s engraving, Maeghde-wapen (The Maiden’s Coat of Arms), from Jacob Cats’s Houwelyck (Marriage), 1642, reflects a Dutch female ideal, depicting a tulip in a pot flanked by two women symbolizing “Learning Curiosity” and “Simplicity.” Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam.




    Upon the Mothers death the children may compel

    their father to devide his goods with them, least

    perhaps he should consume or waste the same.



Such inheritance laws continued to bewilder and astonish Europeans for the next century.

Yet, for a girl or young woman in the Dutch Republic, even with these unique rights and abilities, life was not without conflicting societal expectations.

Dutch presses struggled to keep pace with the soaring demand for mass-published emblem books and advice literature, including works by the celebrated poet and statesman Jacob Cats. His Houwelick (Marriage), published in 1625, became a widely influential guide for young women, promoting strict adherence to traditional gender roles. Cats emphasized female conformity, urging wives to embody moderation and self-restraint. The ideal woman, he declared should be “Not too sweet, not too sour” and “Not too meek, not too domineering.” Firmly situating women within a domestic sphere, Cats articulated his views clearly:


De man moet op de straet on sijnen handel gaen;

Het wijf in het huys de keuken gade slaen.

Men vin teen seldsaem lant, dear slechts alleeen de wijven

Ook met het buyte volck den gantscgen handel drijven.

(The husband must conduct his business in the street,

The wife must look after the kitchen in the house.

One finds a country strange,

Where only women conduct business with people outside.)



By 1655, Houwelick had sold 50,000 copies, and by 1700, books by Jacob Cats had reached a quarter of all Dutch households owning books, making Houwelick the most widely circulated book in the Dutch Republic after the Bible. Yet, despite the immense popularity of Cats’s prescriptive vision of female domesticity, many women in the Dutch Republic took on active roles in business—driven, in part, by necessity.

In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the Dutch Republic experienced a notable population disparity between men and women, particularly in densely populated urban centers including Delft. With many men engaged in overseas trade through the Dutch East India Company (VOC), it often became necessary for women to step in and out of roles within families and to manage family businesses in their absence. While the VOC was a highly lucrative venture for its investors, it carried significant risks for those who manned its ships. The loss of life during voyages was so common that it earned a grim moniker: the Indisch lek (Indian leak).

If employees of VOC ships, whether sailors or soldiers, managed to survive storms, pirate attacks, and onboard accidents during the journey to Asia, many succumbed to diseases such as malaria upon arrival. For those signing on for voyages that typically lasted two years, survival rates were bleak. Between 1700 and 1794, of the 8,340 seamen departing from Delft, only 5,050 returned. The odds were even worse for soldiers onboard: of the 2,035 who embarked during the same period, a mere 614 made it back alive.

In the face of population disparities and a culture that valued self-sufficiency, girls in the Dutch Republic were trained and educated. As described in the 1770s by van Berkhey, “thus enabling them to earn an honest living; in order that, in cases of adversity, singleness or widowhood, they may find a living in their own skills and abilities.” Girls of the Dutch Republic were shaped within the multiple spheres of learning surrounding them—beginning at home within their family, extending to church, art, and literature, and also to schools.

The Dutch took great pride in their educational system, which by the 1590s was government-administered and offered elementary education for its youngest citizens. Across the Dutch Republic, primary schools for children under the age of ten were established, enrolling students from all levels of society. Girls as young as three years old attended school alongside boys, learning together in classrooms. Under the guidance of government-appointed teachers, they were taught sacred history, reading, writing, and arithmetic.


[image: Engraving of a 17 th-century Dutch schoolroom, with a schoolmistress teaching girls, a master with boys, students studying, and girls at play.]
An engraving (1642–1665) of a Dutch schoolroom, ca. 1650, depicts a lively learning environment where a seated schoolmistress teaches three girls, a schoolmaster instructs two boys, boys study at a table, and girls play in the foreground. Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam.



By age ten, boys’ and girls’ educational paths began to diverge. Boys often attended secondary “Latin schools,” where a classical curriculum prepared them for university (both of which admitted only male students), or they began apprenticeships in various trades, ranging from painting to international commerce. Most girls, in contrast, would either return to the home or start work, often contributing to a family business. As further described by van Berkhey in the 1770s, families might:


… place their daughters in a merchant’s shop or some feminine profession, as shop or office daughters; in order to make her competent in this way, so that she can then, on that basis, equally take care of herself and her family.



Tales of Dutch girls’ education, including financial literacy, reached even eighteenth-century America. In his 1789 memoirs, Benjamin Franklin reflected on the life of Elizabeth Timothy, who was raised in the Dutch Republic before emigrating to America in the 1730s. Elizabeth became America’s first female editor and the first woman to own and publish a newspaper. Reflecting on her success, Franklin attributed it in part to her Dutch upbringing, noting that she was “born and bred in Holland, where, as I have been informed, the knowledge of accounts makes a part of female education.”

Franklin, sharing the Dutch concern for the challenges faced by unmarried or widowed women, emphasized the importance of female self-sufficiency. He advocated for practical education, stating:


I mention this affair chiefly for the sake of recommending that branch of education for our young females, as likely to be of more use to them and their children, in case of widowhood, than either music or dancing, by preserving them from losses by imposition of crafty men…
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