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The sight of the sea holds an inexplicable fascination for many people. This fascination reveals
itself in art through the epochs. In the seventeenth-century Netherlands, in particular,
representations of ships and the sea became pictorial motifs in their own right. A new artistic
genre was born: the seascape. Dramatic naval battles, fleet reviews and coastal landscapes,
whether familiar from daily life or tinged with yearning, reflect both the political and public
interest in seafaring. The Seascapes showcase exhibition illuminates the various facets of the
genre and its development in a selection of drawings, prints and a painting from the
Draiflessen Collection, which are presented together with nautical instruments from the same
period.

War and Trade

In the seventeenth century — the “hour of birth” of the seascape — Europe’s three leading naval
powers, namely England, the Netherlands and Spain, were vying over maritime trade routes.
The oceans increasingly became the setting for bellicose skirmishes, which shaped day-to-day
political life in Europe and consequently found their way into artistic representations. The
fierce rivalry over trade routes was directly related to the economic development of the
countries involved. The Dutch Golden Age produced a wealthy mercantile middle class,
whose members became the new patrons of art. They were thereby interested in motifs of a
more quotidian nature, showing the world in which they lived — including in first place the
world of commerce. Views of harbours dominated by large numbers of tall ships leave no
doubt as to the economic power of this clientele.

Humankind and the Sea

The detailed representations of ships, so elaborate that they may be called portraits, illustrate
the interest in seagoing vessels and the estimation in which they were held. Again and again,
they are shown in stormy seas, defying the weather and the tides. Heeling dramatically to one
side and with sails billowing, they navigate the open sea or ply their course along coasts and
past ports. Where boats are shown sailing along rocky coastlines, they seem to some extent to
serve as a link between humankind and nature. This connection is charged with ambivalence,
however: while seafaring facilitated expansion beyond national boundaries and not least
economic and political success, the sea herself remained a perilous force of nature.

The nautical instruments on display as part of the exhibition are loans from the Deutsches
Schifffahrtsmuseum in Bremerhaven, the Maritiem Museum in Rotterdam and the
Zuiderzeemuseum in Enkhuizen.

Public programme
The Seascapes exhibition will be accompanied by regular public guided tours and a programme
for children.



Publication
A copiously illustrated trilingual catalogue (German/English/Dutch) is being published in
conjunction with the exhibition.
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