	

	Low Countries: 1st century BC - 14th century

	The name Netherlands, or Low Countries, has been given historically to the entire region around the waterways of the Rhine delta. The low-lying coastal plain, needing the protection of dikes against the constant threat of flooding, has an obvious geographical unity. 

But in cultural terms the Low Countries straddle deep and significant dividing lines in European history. These can be seen in terms of language - Dutch and Flemish are Germanic tongues, whereas the French spoken by the Walloons of Belgium is a Romance language. Similarly, at a later stage of history, Calvinism in Holland becomes a close and hostile neighbour to Roman Catholicism in Belgium. 
	 
	








	
	
	

	The linguistic division derives from the Roman empire. Established in the 1st century BC as the province of Germania Inferior, the region of the Rhine delta is an unstable frontier. To the south, in Gaul, Roman influence is all-pervasive. To the east, in the forests of Germany, it is almost non-existent. In the Netherlands it is partial. 

This intermediary position is increased from the 4th century when the Franks move into the region, settling around Tournai. They become the dominant Germanic tribe. But they are also closely allied to Rome. And they are the first barbarians to adopt Roman Catholic Christianity (as opposed to the arian version). 
	 
	






	
	
	

	This northwest corner of Europe in the late 8th century is the centre of the great Frankish empire of Charlemagne . When the empire is divided in 843 into three vertical slices, ruled separately by his descendants, the Netherlands are at the northern extreme of Francia Media, the rich but geographically unspecific central kingdom. 

This alignment south through Europe, along the Rhine and down past the Alps, becomes an important theme in Netherlandish history - particularly with the rise of the duchy of Burgundy in the 14th century. By then the provinces of the Netherlands contain highly developed towns, many of them enjoying a degree of self-government as communes. 
	 
	






	

	Flanders: 12th - 15th century

	During the later Middle Ages some of the feudal lords in the Netherlands become virtually independent. Chief among them are the counts of Flanders, an area rich from trade and manufacture. Further north, Holland is also an independent county from the 12th century. 

Ghent and Bruges are the two leading cities of Flanders. Ghent prospers from the weaving of cloth, mainly from English wool. Bruges is the headquarters in the Netherlands of theHanseatic League. The Flemish cities and the counts of Flanders are frequently at odds with each other. But in the 14th century both lose their liberty to a greater power, the duchy of Burgundy (through the marriage in 1369 of Philip the Bold, duke of Burgundy, to Margaret of Flanders). 
	 
	








	
	
	

	It takes the dukes of Burgundy the best part of a century before they establish full control over the Netherlands. The richer cities, accustomed to virtual independence as self-governing communes, resent the imposition of a centralized administration. Bruges rebelled in 1437-38. An uprising of the citizens of Ghent in 1451 is only suppressed after their army is massacred by the Burgundians at Gavere in 1453. 

Nevertheless this is a century of solid achievement for the cities of the Netherlands, and particularly for Bruges and Ghent. Their painters pioneer the Renaissance in northern Europe. In this respect their interests chime very closely with those of their Burgundian masters. 
	 
	






	
	
	

	The dukes of Burgundy are passionate patrons of art, and in Flanders they find artists of genius. In 1425 Jan van Eyck enters the service of Philip the Good (duke of Burgundy for half a century, from 1419 to 1467) as his court painter. 

Ten years later Philip's chancellor, Nicolas Rolin, wants to commission an altarpiece for the cathedral of Autun in Burgundy. He turns to van Eyck, who provides one of the masterpieces of the northern Renaissance - a Madonna and Child, conversing on pleasantly equal terms with Chancellor Rolin, in front of an extensive view over a prosperous Christian city. 
	 
	






	
	
	

	Burgundians are not the only foreigners to commission paintings in Flanders. The Flemish towns, situated at the main crossroads of northern Europe's trade routes, attract merchants and bankers from Europe's other great trading region - northern Italy. 

Italian merchants, no less than Burgundian aristocrats, recognize the quality of the local art. 
	 
	






	

	Bruges and Italy: 15th century

	The links of trade and finance between cities in Italy and the Netherlands have been immortalized in two works of art. Giovanni Arnolfini is a merchant from Lucca living and trading in Bruges. In 1434, when newly married, he commissions a double portrait from Jan van Eyck. 

Hoping for a memorial to himself and his wife, Giovanni could not possibly have made a wiser investment. The Arnolfini Marriage is now one of the most famous paintings in the world. It is also an early glimpse of the Italian interest in Flemish art which will result, later in the century, in the spread southwards of the northern technique of oil painting. 
	 
	








	
	
	

	An altarpiece of about 1475 proves very influential in this same respect when it reaches Florence. Tommaso Portinari, the agent in Bruges for the Medici bank, commissions from Hugo van der Goes an altarpiece for the church of St Egidio in which his family has a chapel. 

The central panel of the triptych shows the Virgin with her newly born Child visited by angels and shepherds, while the kneeling Portinari family are presented from the side panels by saints. This large altarpiece makes the journey south by sea and river. It is the most imposing example of the northern style of painting to have reached Florence, the heart of the southern Renaissance.
Dutch East India Company

Founded in 1602, the Dutch East India Company (Verenigde Oost-Indische Compagnie or VOC) flourished and survived for two centuries. The company, a combination of commercial organisations in various cities of Holland and Zeeland, traded both in Asia and between Asia and Europe. It was the first public company to issue negotiable shares and it developed into one of the biggest and most powerful trading and shipping concerns. The VOC ran its own shipyards, the largest being in Amsterdam. This spectacular trade with Asia made the Dutch Republic the world’s key commercial hub.
	
	


In Asia, the Dutch East India Company (VOC) built up a network of hundreds of bases: from simple offices and warehouses to massive commercial bulwarks. At the heart of the VOC’s Asian operation was Batavia (Jakarta) on Java. Batavia was established in 1619, when Jan Pietersz Coen captured the port of Jacatra. He had a huge fort built on the site (Batavia Castle) with workshops, warehouses and residences for company staff. Around this a city grew which was in turn surrounded by a perimeter wall. The fort was also the home of the governor general, the highest VOC official in the East Indies. He chaired the Council of the Indies, the executive committee that took the decisions in the East Indies.
Following the establishment of the Dutch East India Company (VOC), two or three fleets would sail each year from the Dutch Republic to Asia. Bigger ships were built for the voyage, to carry more people and more produce. It generally took eight months to reach the East Indies. An average of seven knots (13 kilometres per hour) was considered a good speed. Along the route, the VOC set up trading posts where ships could take on provisions for the next stage. Between 1602 and 1610, 8,500 people sailed to the East. The numbers soon rose: in the 17th century an average of 4,000 people sailed to East Asia each year; and in the 18th century even more. Eastindiamen could carry hundreds of passengers. The ship’s company of sailors and soldiers slept tightly packed between decks, where it was close and foul. No thought was given to hygiene. Officers, the captain and passengers occupied cabins on the quarterdeck. Discipline was severe on board. It had to be. Sailing to Asia was a dangerous undertaking, and often difficult as well as tedious. In 1604, the Dutch East India Company (VOC) began trading in India. Along the coast from Surat to Calcutta, VOC factories and warehouses covered a far larger area than the company controlled in the East Indies archipelago. It was from the islands that the VOC obtained most of its spices: salt, pepper, nutmeg, cloves and cinnamon. India provided an ample supply of fabrics: silk and cotton. The finely decorated chintz (cotton) was especially popular in Europe, as was silk. Bengal opium was traded – in small quantities – on Java and occasionally in Europe. It was smoked as a recreational drug. Japanese produce included gold, silver, copper and porcelain. In Japan there was considerable demand for Indian silk. Silk, porcelain and tea were also traded in China. For a while, the VOC even traded in elephants in Asia. They were exported by the VOC from Ceylon (Sri Lanka).
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