
		
			Chapter One

			Redefining the Golden Age

			It takes less than ten minutes to cycle from my home to the Rijksmuseum, one of the most beautiful museums in the world with priceless paintings, such as Rembrandt van Rijn’s The Night Watch and Johannes Vermeer’s The Milkmaid. While I ride past the beautiful facades of the canal houses, I imagine that some of these paintings once decorated their walls. These historic homes were built in the sixteenth, seventeenth, and eighteenth centuries and tell two stories: one of economic prosperity reflected in architectural beauty and the other of great hardship. The latter is difficult to address for many Dutch citizens, and history books often focus on the details of acquisition and discovery. But while the Dutch conquered lands and established colonies on all continents, they committed atrocities to inhabitants in the Americas, Asia, and Africa.

			My enslaved and indentured great-grandparents helped build the wealth of this country but never dreamed that someday their great-granddaughter would live in the former canal home of a wealthy merchant, retelling their story from a different but equally important perspective. Reclaiming their narrative not only acknowledges the trauma of the past but allows me to move beyond its pain into a new and equitable creative footing. When shame and guilt are left behind, we can participate in and celebrate the beauty of collective healing.

			An Age of Tolerance

			The extravagance of the nouveau riche funded the expansion of the arts in Europe during the Age of European Expansion (roughly the fifteenth to eighteenth centuries), a loose term used to describe when seafaring Europeans began exploring already inhabited regions across the globe. Before the Golden Age, the Netherlands was occupied by the Spanish, and King Philip II reigned with a brutal hand. After winning the Eighty Years’ War against the Spaniards in 1648, the Dutch regained political and religious independence. Many newcomers with great knowledge in the arts, crafts, and literature relocated to the Netherlands because of this newly inspired setting. As the Netherlands grew wealthier, the Dutch embraced diversity within population growth, and a unique style of creative expression emerged that persists even today. The appreciation of the contributions by craftspeople from all over the world has continued to shape a nation of great cultural diversity and artistic expression.

			The Dutch Global Influence

			At the end of the sixteenth century, the Netherlands was at the center of world trade, exchanging linens, silks, spices, and sugar. Amsterdam became the largest hub in the world that shipped, traded, and redistributed goods to the farthest stretches of naval exploration. In 1602, the Dutch East India Company (Vereenigde Oost-Indische Compagnie, or the VOC) was founded, followed by the West India Company (West-Indische Compagnie, or WIC) in 1621. Both exercised a monopoly in trade. The Dutch eventually gained control of the sugar industry with their South American colonies, and hard labor was imperative to make the sugarcane plantations profitable. Although the focus of the Dutch East India Company was on spices, silks, and porcelain, its West India counterpart dominated the sale and trade of slaves as personal property in North and South America.

			Great strides in the processing of raw materials and the industrialization of agriculture, in addition to the exploitation of labor, maximized profits for both Dutch companies. Amsterdam became powerful, with an international influence that lasted for more than a century; money was pouring into the Dutch Republic for a select group of aristocracy, and the nouveau riche had money to spend. Beauty was for sale, and the arts, science, and literature greatly benefited from this prosperity. With Rembrandt, Vermeer, Frans Hals, and Rachel Ruysch, the Dutch Golden Age of the arts was born. It was also around this time that flowers became a must-have—the ultimate luxury good.

			Scientific and botanical discovery also helped influence the use of natural resources that mirrored the spread of Western imperialism. Live exotic plants, detailed botanical illustrations, and stylish Dutch delftware vessels for sugar and precious flowers became symbols of affluence during this time. Stunning but fictitious still-life paintings of bouquets spilling with flowers from all seasons became a more accessible and permanent representation of fleeting beauty. Studying these important works increases our understanding for their context and offers clues to the modern artist for creating compelling compositions with light that directs our attention to detail and emotion. By recognizing the choices that were made during this time, we can develop a new and more honest appreciation for these remarkable arts and sciences. It is also an opportunity for healing and collective growth from a legacy of brutal manipulation for monetary gain and privilege.
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				Sunflowers and dill as companions to eighteenth-century waybills framed in the background. These relics describe the sea trade of the merchant who originally built and lived in our home.
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				The Legacy of Rachel Ruysch

				If we are lucky, our parents provide for us an environment that nurtures our impressionable personality, encourages us to think critically, and fosters our emerging creative abilities. But imagine growing up in a home that is a literal museum, full of curiosities that your peers, let alone their parents, have never seen before or could even fathom existed. This was the early life of Rachel Ruysch (1664–1750), one of the most talented Dutch still-life painters and an artist who has continuously influenced my work.

				Rachel’s father, Frederik Ruysch, a professor, an influential botanist, and an anatomist, recognized the healing powers of plants for the human body. His insatiable curiosity about the spoils of global exploration resulted in one of the largest European collections of curiosities, a Wunderkammer. He was world famous for his scientific studies during a time when information and communication were sometimes oceans apart rather than an instantaneous digital click away. The Ruysches’ home was filled with taxidermy animals, preserved body parts, and fetuses eerily floating in formaldehyde-filled glass bottles, displayed between rare plants from distant lands and insects proudly delivered to the Netherlands by boatsmen from the East and West Dutch India companies. The exoticism of these items drew the interest of influential academics and even royalty, including the czar of Russia. The Ruysches’ home in Amsterdam must have been an incredible sight. How magical for a young child like Rachel Ruysch to grow up in an environment where science and wonderment were always center stage—a museum come to life!

				Frederik encouraged Rachel and her sister Anna to observe and document nature, and they both began studying with accomplished painters at a very young age. They were incredibly talented floral and still-life painters who, working from their father’s collection, depicted nature with remarkable detail and accuracy. Highly talented, Rachel was just fourteen years old when she started sharing her sketches and drawings with the public. While Anna stopped painting at the age of twenty-one, Rachel continued with professional dedication. She eventually married Juriaen Pool, a portrait painter, and together they bought a house on the Bloemgracht (flower canal) across from the Westerkerk church and a couple of streets from Rachel’s family home.
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					Rachel Ruysch, Vaas met Bloemen (Vase with Flowers), 1700. Mauritshuis Den Haag, the Netherlands.

				

				The depth and skill of Ruysch’s renderings were considered by the public to be a testament to God’s divinity and were much sought after by royalty and the nouveau riche. Her paintings were priced between 70 and 1,400 guilders, an extraordinary amount at the time, eclipsing even Rembrandt. The importance and popularity of her work are a great source of inspiration, especially considering the obstacles that women of her era faced in becoming successful artists. She bore ten children, but this did not stop her from producing the high-quality floral paintings that we still admire to this day. I have two children whom I love dearly, but I cannot imagine producing such prolific work of outstanding quality while balancing the demands of motherhood!

				Ruysch combined flowers in her paintings that would not have otherwise been blooming in the same season and acknowledged that time can either nurture or terminate life. She had an eye for detail and depicted the truth of decay that must have been instilled by her father; she often included all stages of a flower’s life in her paintings, from bud to fading bloom. These arrangements and their accompanying insects and fruit were full of symbolic meaning and hinted at luxury, subject to Dutch fashion of the time. Although flowers have a relatively short bloom time, painting them on canvas granted them the status of immortality, while insects like a caterpillar or a butterfly were a way of addressing death and rebirth.

				By using sugar flowers in my arrangements, I can work as Ruysch did to traverse the seasons and feature flowers in their varied states of expression alongside abundant displays of fruit to create lush still-life scenes.

				The depiction of exotic flowers was considered highly valuable, and these often carried the most prominent positions in her arrangements; a daisy or a buttercup rarely appeared in paintings. The colors of Ruysch’s paintings are so rich set against dark backgrounds and her attention to detail so astute that you can almost smell the scent of her flowers! Although I adore the forms and admire the symbolism of common flowers and even some weeds as much as more exceptional specimens, I am endlessly inspired by Ruysch’s manipulation of light and use of contrast to feature her favorite flowers by making their colors and forms stand out. I apply this lesson to my arrangements by creating a moody backdrop using fabric or the blackboard in my kitchen. When the natural light softens and I am ready to capture images, I adjust the composition in the frame or use reflective mirrors to emphasize the flowers that I deem worthy of interest.

				Ruysch’s painting Vaas met Bloemen (Vase with Flowers) is a prime example of how Ruysch conjured meaning in the realism of her work. It showcases a full arrangement of coveted flowers, from freshly harvested buds to rare blooms fading in exquisite ephemeral beauty. The most fascinating aspect, however, is a poppy stem cut with precise intention to remove the bloom. The absence of the bloom gives a feeling of emptiness to the otherwise abundant composition and makes the viewer question the importance of this dark, negative space. Does this truncated stem mean beauty is fleeting, or is it something more personal? Ruysch suffered heartbreak and loss when some of her children perished at a young age. Her floral paintings are an obvious documentation and appreciation of nature, but this spectrum of life and death speaks to a longing and grief that exists beyond a vase full of pretty flowers.
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					As summer transitions to autumn, peonies are missed, but their presence is immortalized through sugar, much as Rachel Ruysch painted flowers out of season. Both Ruysch’s painted arrangement on this page and mine, above, use negative space to emphasize the relationships between its subjects.
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			New Amsterdam to New York

			As expansion of European colonization continued, so too did the struggle for power and wealth. After many years of war between England and Holland, a Dutch fleet sailing with West India Company’s sanction forced the British to capitulate when they seized Suriname (then a British colony) in the northeast corner of South America. The Peace of Breda was signed in 1667, awarding the British the Dutch colony of New Amsterdam, which they renamed New York, and English became the dominant language of the thirteen founding American colonies. In return, Holland gained Suriname from the British. Some Dutch people joke that it was a shame to relinquish New York, a bustling metropolis of wealth and fashion, for a rural South American jungle. Although it is questionable if the Dutch would have ever won the war with the British, I laugh at the thought of the modern world speaking Dutch, with its difficult-to-pronounce, throaty G! What the British gained in expansion into North America, the Dutch grew in wealth through the control of South American sugar production.

			Time Capsules of Suriname

			Slavery can seem like a distant tale in the Netherlands, something that occurred in faraway lands, separate from personal concern and the seemingly open-mindedness of modern Dutch society. The narrative of colonialism has been slow to shift since the abolishment of slavery, and because the lives of the enslaved were not well documented, their stories have largely been lost. It is estimated, however, that over the course of two hundred years, the Dutch enslaved more than 500,000 people to work in its colonies. About 30 percent of the enslaved people perished from disease and malnourishment en route to their destinations. It wasn’t until 1814 that Holland signed an international treaty to end slavery, but it took until 1863 for the Dutch to enact the abolition of slavery. Even then, it was with great reluctance; the Dutch were one of the last nations to sign this historic treaty. After the abolishment of slavery, the few former slaves who did not flee were unwilling to do dangerous and difficult work, and the Dutch looked to the other side of the world for low-cost labor. Holland had already colonized the vast archipelago known as Nederlands-Indie (Indonesia) in 1816, but the presence of the Dutch East India Company had been established long before, in the 1600s. It is in this collection of islands where the Dutch found people willing to work in the fields of Suriname in return for the promise of great wealth. My maternal great-grandparents emigrated from Indonesia to Suriname during this time, and I am a descendant of both African slaves and Indonesian contract workers.

			When I was fourteen years old, my mother and stepfather fulfilled my grandmother’s dearest wish to visit central Java, and for the first time in her life, we traveled with her from Suriname, where she lived, to Indonesia via the Netherlands. She had only heard about this beloved country in tales described to her by her parents. We searched for Solo, the town my great-grandparents had left behind and which my grandmother had always remembered in their stories. We talked with people living there, searching for anyone who could provide us with information of our family. Many of the stories were passed down from generation to generation, but all of them were the same: a white Dutch person dressed like a rich man would recruit locals on the market square, telling them that if they boarded a ship, they would return wealthy. Desperate for a better life and perhaps some adventure, no one ever returned home after crossing the ocean. From one day to the next, people would disappear, never to be seen again. Frantic parents were left wondering what had happened to their children.

			I have returned to Suriname several times with my mother later in life to revisit our homeland. On one unforgettable trip, we were in a remote, densely overgrown area when we stumbled upon two glass bottles half-buried in mucky-wet earth. As we walked through the bush filled with stately palm trees and exotic colorful fruits, we were lucky to come upon these artifacts, as they now mostly exist in museums. I did not know their significance, but my mother instantly remarked that they belonged to enslaved Africans or Indonesian contract workers who cultivated the fields. She explained that the water that filled the bottles was the only drink they would have to sustain themselves in the long days of backbreaking planting, weeding, and harvesting sugar or rice under a blistering tropical sun. It was a remarkable moment of reckoning, as we stood there swatting insects, our clothes drenched with sweat. This intimate encounter with the cruel reality of my ancestors made me realize how important it is that their story live on. The Indonesian side of my family is private about the details of the past, but I yearned to learn more about their lives before their grueling introduction to Suriname.

			My mother was shaped by the hardship of our family in Suriname, and because of this, my childhood was not always easy. I have discovered that knowing and owning our narrative can break the cycle of transgenerational trauma and create a deeper understanding of its place in our lives. Accepting the inevitability and normality of ongoing pain is an important step in managing grief for lives lost or unwarranted cruelty. Rather than feeling bitter about what happened, survivors of enslavement, descendants of slave owners, or those who have experienced other forms of injustice can try to integrate it as a secondary experience rather than allowing it to continue to control their lives. This has been a lifelong process for me, and creating sugar flowers and floral arrangements in the Dutch style has been one way of processing history and breaking uncomfortable habits of silence. When we acknowledge but are no longer victims of suffering, it becomes easier to ensure a brighter and more beautiful future for our children, who can continue to bring about the change we want to see.
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				Suriname Through the Eyes of Maria Sibylla Merian

				After three months crossing the rough Atlantic waters, Maria Sibylla Merian, her daughter Dorothea Maria, and an unidentified Amerindian woman who was their servant returned to Amsterdam from the Dutch colony of Suriname. Merian’s research had been interrupted by illness, but this divorced mother of two had no regrets—her curiosity for the flora and fauna of this exotic and distant land must have outweighed her fears of the unknown. She had amassed many sketches, notes, and specimens that were almost too bizarre to be considered real, especially by other naturalists and artists like her. But as crates of lizard eggs and brandy-preserved snakes, hummingbirds, and caterpillars were unloaded, her celebrity status only increased, especially among her collectors. It was this undeniable proof combined with the artwork of her research that immortalized Suriname in the eye of eighteenth-century Europe and sealed Merian’s reputation as one of the most important artists and scientists in history.

				Born in Frankfurt, Germany, in 1647, Merian grew up during an era when women did not typically study art or science but were groomed instead to become mothers, govern the household, and take up polite hobbies such as embroidery. Like the celebrated painter Rachel Ruysch, Merian was fortunate to be surrounded by many working artists in her family. Her father, Matheus Merian, was a trained engraver and publisher who died when she was only three years old, and her mother remarried the celebrated floral painter Jacob Marrel, whose home studio focused on flowers and landscapes. From a very young age, Merian was exposed to books and journals of faraway places and viewed the world with the eye of an artist. Although her surroundings must have been tremendously encouraging, it was her curiosity and otherworldly talent that propelled her toward becoming one of the greatest botanical artists of all time.

				From the age of thirteen, Merian was so mesmerized by the natural world that she began methodically studying insects with boundless dedication and patience. With her detailed, colorful botanical paintings, she not only identified and named new species of flowering plants, insects, and animals but also documented their life cycles in ways that had never been done before. This was during a time when insects were thought to reproduce by spontaneous generation, almost as if by magic from piles of dung or rotting food. She quickly observed that there was so much more to learn and discover and was one of the first to document metamorphoses of the butterfly. Merian’s work made a significant contribution to the fields of entomology—the study of insects—and ecology—the study of relationships among living things and their environments.

				The elite’s hunger for new and exotic findings meant that Merian’s botanical illustrations were acquired by many influential collectors and royalty. Unlike Rachel Ruysch’s paintings that defied the seasons and embraced fantastical combinations of lifelike flowers, Merian became famous for her scientific accuracy. Her clientele ranged from the Swiss court to Czar Peter the Great of Russia, a frequent visitor to Frederik Ruysch’s Wunderkammer (see this page), and one of Merian’s many admirers. Despite her success, she longed to illustrate life beyond the dusty curio cabinets of dried specimens and their long-dead, faded insects. Merian was ready to embark on her own metamorphosis, a transformative experience on the shores of a faraway land.

				
					[image: ]
					Plate 45 in Merian’s Metamorphosis Insectorum Surinamensium is a watercolor of a peacock flower (Caesalpinia pulcherrima) with the life cycle of the Carolina sphinx moth (Manduca sexta, also known as the tobacco hornworm). In her text, Merian described how enslaved Africans used the flower to abort their children to prevent them from being born into a life of cruel servitude.

				

				At the time of her journey to Suriname, Merian was already an accomplished author, having published the two-volume work Der Raupen wunderbare Verwandelung und sonderbare Blumen–Nahrung (The Caterpillars’ Marvelous Transformation and Strange Floral Food) in 1679 and 1683 as well as the three-volume Blumenbuch (Book of Flowers) in 1675–1680. But her last two years in Suriname were spent amassing those artifacts and drawings that would contribute to her life’s work, Metamorphosis Insectorum Surinamensium (The Metamorphosis of the Insects of Suriname), published in 1705. This impressive tome beautifully illustrates the life cycle of one hundred insects and fifty-three plants and flowers. The sheer volume of her work is not only masterful but overwhelming, an extraordinary achievement considering the extreme, unfamiliar conditions of this hot and humid land. It was a remarkable feat for a woman of her time, but her research, enabled by the knowledge and experience of the enslaved, remains relevant and inspiring, especially for those with a passion for flowers.

				A seventeenth-century maritime journey from Amsterdam to Paramaribo, Suriname, could take months under bleak conditions; and because of hurricanes or pirate attacks, it wasn’t uncommon for ships to never reach their destination. It was a bold decision in 1699 for a single mother to travel the dangerous waters with a twenty-one-year-old daughter in tow. But she was enabled by and benefited from connections to the Dutch sugar plantations that were already established in Suriname, helping to justify the voyage beyond her insatiable desire for discovery. I have traveled the dense interior jungle of Suriname with its stiflingly hot and humid climate and recall moments of shock running into a large, hairy spider or two. It was certainly courageous of Merian to take this journey and study the frighteningly large tarantulas and other alien insects, but the privilege of her class and her participation in colonial systems of slavery helped
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			The Tulip: Lessons in Pursuit of Excellence
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			Resources

			Delftware Pottery

			eBay 
www.ebay.com

			Catawiki 
www.catawiki.com

			Supplies

			Sugar Delites 
www.sugardelites.com

			Ellen’s Creative Cakes 
www.ellenscreativecakes.nl

			Amazon 
www.amazon.com

			Bulbs and Peonies

			Brent and Becky’s Bulbs 
www.brentandbeckysbulbs.com

			Colorblends 
www.colorblends.com

			Floret 
www.floretflowers.com

			Holland Bulb Farms 
www.hollandbulbfarms.com

			Peony Shop Holland 
www.peonyshop.com

			Van Engelen 
www.vanengelen.com

			Flower Arranging Books and Botanical Illustrations

			Ariella Chezar with Julie Michaels. Seasonal Flower Arranging: Fill Your Home with Blooms, Branches, and Foraged Materials All Year Round. Ten Speed Press, Berkeley, CA, 2019.

			Alethea Harampolis and Jill Rizzo. The Flower Recipe Book. Artisan Books, New York, 2013.

			Maria Sybilla Merian. Metamorphosis Insectorum Surinamensium. Lannoo Publishers, Tielt, Belgium, 2016.

			Pierre-Joseph Redouté, The Book of Flowers. Taschen Books, Cologne, 2021.
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			Natasja Sadi is a celebrated ﬂoral artist who composes fresh ﬂower arrangements and sculpts exquisite sugar ﬂowers from her home atelier in Amsterdam. Her cakes are lifelike resemblances of ﬂoral beauty and are some of the most sought after in Europe. She and her ﬂowers have been featured in magazines such as Elle Décor, Victoria, Flower, Dutch Vogue, and Harper’s Bazaar. She teaches ﬂoral design and the secrets of sugar-ﬂower artistry in Europe, Asia, South Africa, and North America.
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