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Jos Gommans’ The Unseen World is part of the Country Series published by the 
�јƴƾƸǀƾƣǀƸ. �Ʃƣ ƫƹƿƣƹƿ ƺƤ ƿƩƣ ƾƣƽƫƣƾ ƫƾ ƿƺ ƣǃƻƶƺƽƣ ƿƩƣ ƾƩƞƽƣƢ ƩƫƾƿƺƽǄ ƺƤ ƿƩƣ 
NƣƿƩƣƽƶƞƹƢƾ ƞƹƢ ƺƿƩƣƽ ơƺǀƹƿƽƫƣƾ ƿƩƽƺǀƨƩ ƺƟưƣơƿƾ ƫƹ ƿƩƣ �јƴƾƸǀƾƣǀƸ ơƺƶƶƣơƿƫƺƹ. 
In The Unseen World, Gommans explores the connections between the Nether-
lands and India. The timeframe of the book is during the respective ‘golden ages’, 
of both countries, roughly from 1550 to 1700. It should be noted that when Gom-
mans refers to India, he usually means the Mughal Empire. This period was also 
the last pre-enlightenment heyday of a shared magical view of the world. Gom-
mans argues that both the Netherlands and India were part of a cultural conti-
nuum which emerged from Hellenistic philosophy marked by Neoplatonism. This 
view entails the idea that anything that is visible conceals a higher divine entity 
ƺƽ ᅵǀƹƾƣƣƹ ǂƺƽƶƢᅷ. 
ƹ ƿƩƣ �ǀƿơƩ �ƣƻǀƟƶƫơ, ƿƩƣ ƨƺƶƢƣƹ ƞƨƣ ƨƞǁƣ ƽƫƾƣ ƿƺ ƞ ƹƣǂ ƽǀƶƫƹƨ 
class of regents, in the Mughal Empire the elite of the society were the service 
nobility who were members of the travelling Mughal court. These members of so-
ciety were the most important consumers of the goods that figure as illustrations 
in this book, which are well integrated with text and are a good insight into the 
ƫƹƿƣƽƣƾƿƫƹƨ ơƺƶƶƣơƿƫƺƹ ƺƤ ƿƩƣ �јƴƾƸǀƾƣǀƸ.

The Unseen World consists of three sections. The focus of the first section is 
the ؖآة in India. Unfortunately the Indian perspective of this interaction is ne-
glected in this chapter. Jos Gommans attributes this neglect to a lack of Indian 
sources about their contact with the Dutch. This chapter features cosmopolitan 
figures who worked for the ؖآة, such as the colourful Daniel Havart who translat-
ƣƢ �ƣƽƾƫƞƹ ƶƫƿƣƽƞƽǄ ǂƺƽƴƾ ƿƺ ƾƣƽǁƣ ƞƾ ƞ ƨǀƫƢƣ ƿƺ ơƫǁƫƶƫǅƣƢ ơƺǀƽƿ ƟƣƩƞǁƫƺǀƽ Ƥƺƽ ؖآة 
servants. These notable figures make for excellent reading and they display the 
point of the book very well, namely to reveal an interaction of cultures. Howev-
er, by focusing on these elite cosmopolitan figures, the chapter obscures the dark 
side of the ؖآةᅷƾ ƻƽƣƾƣƹơƣ ƫƹ �ƺǀƿƩ �ƾƫƞ. �ƣƾƫƢƣƾ ƻƣƞơƣƤǀƶ ƣǃơƩƞƹƨƣ ƺƤ ƫƢƣƞƾ ƞƹƢ 
goods, the interaction was defined by the facilitation of slave trade on a massive 
scale and near constant conflict and warfare, carried out by the same elites de-
scribed in this chapter. 

The second section discusses how both regions dealt with the process of glo-
Ɵƞƶƫǅƞƿƫƺƹ. 
ƹ ƿƩƣ ƾƫǃƿƣƣƹƿƩ ƞƹƢ ƾƣǁƣƹƿƣƣƹƿƩ ơƣƹƿǀƽǄ, Ƣƫƾơƺǁƣƽƫƣƾ ƺƤ ƹƣǂ ƾƣƞ ƽƺǀƿƣƾ 
created awareness that the world was larger and older than the Indians and Dutch 
ƣǁƣƽ ƿƩƺǀƨƩƿ. �Ʃƫƾ ơƩƞƻƿƣƽ Ƥƺơǀƾƣƾ ƺƹ Ʃƺǂ ƿƩƣƾƣ ƹƣǂ ƽƣƞƶƫǅƞƿƫƺƹƾ ƫƸƻƞơƿƣƢ ƟƺƿƩ 
regions’ worldviews and how they correlated the old with the new. Interestingly, 
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�ƺƸƸƞƹƾ ƞƽƨǀƣƾ ƿƩƞƿ ƫƹ ƟƺƿƩ ơƺǀƹƿƽƫƣƾ ƿƩƣ ƻƽƺơƣƾƾ ƺƤ ƨƶƺƟƞƶƫǅƞƿƫƺƹ ǂƞƾ ơƺƻƣƢ 
with through similar instruments, for example by writing new world histories. 
Both regions resembled each other in their use of these instruments. The second 
chapter does a better job than the first of shining light on both perspectives of 
the interaction and ties in better with the final chapter. 

The third chapter is arguably the most important chapter as it focuses on 
Neoplatonism. Specifically, Gommans attempts to show how this common ‘cul-
ƿǀƽƞƶ ǀƹƢƣƽƤƶƺǂᅷ ƫƾ ƽƣǁƣƞƶƣƢ ƫƹ ƿƩƣ ƞƽƿƾ ƫƹ ƟƺƿƩ ƿƩƣ �ƣƻǀƟƶƫơ ƞƹƢ 
ƹƢƫƞ. �ƺƸƸƞƹƾ 
argues for the Neoplatonist meaning in paintings in both India and the Dutch 
�ƣƻǀƟƶƫơ, ƹƺƿƞƟƶǄ ƫƹ ƿƩƣ ƞƽƿ ƺƤ ƿƩƣ ƻƞƫƹƿƣƽƾ �ƣƸƟƽƞƹƢƿ, �ƣƾǀ �ƞƾ ƞƹƢ �ƫƶƶƣƸ 
�ơƩƣƶƶƫƹƴƾ. �Ƥƿƣƽ ƞ ƟƽƫƣƤ ƞƹƞƶǄƾƫƾ ƺƤ ƿƩƣƫƽ ƻƞƫƹƿƫƹƨƾ, �ƺƸƸƞƹƾ ơƺƹơƶǀƢƣƾ ƿƩƞƿ ƿƩƣ 
emblematic representations of reality found in all their paintings was a result of 
centuries-long entanglement of Neoplatonic ideas. The chapter ends with a discus-
sion on how In Europe, the enlightenment meant an end of the prevalence of the 
Nƣƺƻƶƞƿƺƹƫƾƿ ǂƺƽƶƢǁƫƣǂᄘ � ơƶƣƞƽ Ƣƫƾƿƫƹơƿƫƺƹ Ɵƣƿǂƣƣƹ ƨƺƢ ƞƹƢ Nƞƿǀƽƣ ǂƞƾ ƸƞƢƣ. 
In the same period, Neoplatonism in India waned in influence because dogmatic 
religious circles increasingly resisted Neoplatonic notions of a higher inner truth 
that lay beneath all religions. 

The idea that the concept of Neoplatonism is a shared cultural underflow in 
both regions is an attractive idea. However, as Gommans himself underlines, the 
people that partook in the consumption of the material discussed in this book were 
all elites. The proponents of this shared cultural background were therefore but 
a small section of both societies. How much then, does it truly say about cultural 
exchange between these two countries? Furthermore, the fact that Neoplatonist 
ideas were found in art and goods is very strongly argued in this book but with-
ƺǀƿ ƞƹǄ ƣǃƞƸƻƶƣƾ ƺƤ ƿƩƣ ƞƽƿƫƾƿƾ ƞƹƢ ơƺƹƾǀƸƣƽƾ ƶƞƟƣƶƶƫƹƨ ƿƩƣƸƾƣƶǁƣƾ �ƶƞƿƺƹƫƾƿƾ. 
ƿ 
is unclear whether or not they and the consumers of art thought of themselves 
as partakers in a Neoplatonist culture that was shared in both countries. With the 
ǀƾƣ ƺƤ ƿƩƣ �ƫưƴƾƸǀƾƣǀƸ Ƹƞƿƣƽƫƞƶ, �ƺƸƸƞƹƾ ƾǀơơƣƣƢƾ ǁƣƽǄ ǂƣƶƶ ƫƹ ƻƺƽƿƽƞǄƫƹƨ ƿƩƣ 
connection of the elites of both regions, but how important these connections 
were for the general populace of both countries and the sometimes violent and 
conflicting nature of the connections remain underdescribed. 
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