
THROUGH THE AGES, MANY SPHERES OF EUROPEAN SOCIETY 
HAVE BEEN SHAPED BY THE BIBLE AND THE STORY OF JESUS

ARCHITECTURE - Ideas about God, humankind and reality 
influenced many European styles of building.

BUSINESS - Max Weber spoke about the ‘Protestant work 
ethic’ and capitalism but long before that Biblical concepts had 
influenced guilds, commerce and trade. 

FAMILY & MARRIAGE - Traditional European norms and 
values are based on Biblical principles (not, for example, on 
Greek or Roman values) 

HOSPITALITY - Monasteries were hospitable and offered 
shelter to homeless girls, pilgrims and others in need.

HEALTHCARE - Care for the sick and the establishment of 
hospitals was the purpose of a number of orders, including the 
Teutonic Order, the Order of St John’s, and also the Beguines.

ART - Bibles stories and themes were the subject of most 
artwork up until and including the time of Vincent van Gogh.

AGRICULTURE - According to historian Christopher Dawson, 
the monks taught the peasants and farmers how to drain the 
swamps to make arable land.  

HUMAN RIGHTS - The dignity and sanctity of human life is 
rooted in Genesis 1: we are made in God’s image.

MUSIC - From Gregorian chants to U2, much of European 
music has been inspired by Biblical themes. This is true for, for 
example, Bach & Händel. Jazz, pop and rock are also rooted in 
gospel.

EDUCATION - From the kindergarten to the university, 
education through the centuries has been greatly shaped by 
biblical thought. 

LAW, GOVERNMENT & POLITICS - The Bible, ‘a forgotten 
political classic’, has been the primary influence on European 
law and government. 

CITIES - Many old European cities have been developed 
around monasteries and churches, e.g. Utrecht, Amsterdam, 
Zwolle, Aachen ... 

LANGUAGE & LITERATURE - No book has had more 
influence than the Bible on the development of European 
languages, names, proverbs and literature.

SCIENCE - Modern science has been developed on the idea 
that a dependable God created a predictable reality.

RICHARD DAWKINS: We cannot understand European history 
without understanding Christianity and the Bible.
JÜRGEN HABERMAS: We still find our inspiration from this (Judeo-
Christian) heritage. Everything else is just postmodern chatter.

 Tracing the story of Europe
through the streets of Amsterdam 

What changes did the Reformation bring to Amsterdam?
How did these help to birth the modern age? 

How do the competing worldviews continue to shape this city? 

T H E  S E C R E T S 
O F  A  C I T Y

The Schuman Centre for European Studies
www.schumancentre.eu

AMSTERDAM
WOMB OF THE MODERN WORLD 

HERE WITHIN THE PERIMETER OF OLD AMSTERDAM WE 
CAN TRACE THE STORY OF EUROPE FROM MEDIEVAL 
FEUDALISM, THROUGH THE RENAISSANCE AND THE 
REFORMATION, INTO THE AGE OF DISCOVERY, THE 
ENLIGHTENMENT AND THE EARLY MODERN PERIOD.  
Growing from a fishing village at the mouth of the Amstel 
River into an established city in the Gothic period (see Oude 
and Nieuwe kerken), the character of Amsterdam changed 
radically when the city elders embraced the Reformation in 
1578 with the ‘Alteratie’. 
All of the city’s 20 or so monasteries and convents, plus the 
numerous churches and chapels, were taken over by 
Protestants or turned to secular use as hospitals, university 
facilities, libraries, armouries or nursing homes. A few 
remaining chapels and street names (like Monnikensteeg, 
Bethaniëstraat, St Annastraat, SintJansstraat, SintPieterspoortsteeg, Gebed 
Zonder End, SintAgnietenstraat) still witness to this era. 
The young, independent, protestant Dutch republic enjoyed a 
Golden Age in the 17th century when Amsterdam became 
the leading commercial centre of a global trading empire. 
The world’s first limited company, the VOC, and her sister 
company, WIC, catapulted the city into wealth and influence. 
Fortresses and outposts of this empire birthed cities like New 
York, Cape Town and Djakarta. Amsterdam’s swampy origins 
inspired Peter the Great’s St Petersburg, Russia’s door to the 
West.  
The multi-cultural, tolerant, artistic and intellectually 
invigorating climate attracted refugees, traders and thinkers 
from across Europe, including Spinoza, Descartes, Comenius, 
Iberian Jews, Hugenots and the Pilgrim Fathers. 
Amsterdam became a clearing house of ideas and 
discoveries through her publishers and map-makers. Europe 
was seeking a new order for nations and states. In 1648, the 
Treaty of Westphalia signalled the end of the Religious Wars 
and the Eighty Years War with Spain. The Dutch Republic, the 
first in northern Europe, was in the vanguard of the new era, 
exploring new expressions of democracy and social order.
100 years ago, the city lent the preacher’s pulpit, the 
professor’s lecturn, the journalist’s column and the politician’s 
platform to Abraham Kuyper’s ceaseless efforts to extend 
‘God’s ordinances over home, school, church and state’. 
Amsterdam remains on the leading edge of issues facing 
Europeans today: secularism, Islam, new spirituality and 
globalisation.



Originally named ‘scrye’ tower, meaning sharp angle, 
as it stood where the Geldersekade and the Oudezijds Kolk 
come together. VOC & WIC sailors farewelled their women 
here while embarking on long voyages. Hence the name 
‘Schreiers’, meaning ‘crying’. After Henry Hudson sailed 
from here in 1609, he discovered the Hudson River.

2.  Old Wooden House
Built in 1550 this house is one of the two remaining 
original wooden houses in Amsterdam. The Dutch 
expression ‘je bent in de aap gelogeerd’ (meaning ‘you’re 
in trouble’) originated here as sailors brought back 
monkeys for the owner, fleas and all. 

4. Schreierstoren built 1487

For 750 years people have been praying, buried, trading, 
making music and getting married here in Amsterdam’s oldest 
church. 10.000 prominent citizens are buried here, amongst 
whom composer Sweelinck, Rembrandt’s wife Saskia, naval 
heroes, mayors and statesmen. Originally dedicated to Sint 
Nicolas, the sailors’ patron saint, it became known as Oude 
Kerk after Amsterdam became protestant in 1578. 

9. Oude Kerk (Old Church) 1250

6. Leeuwenburgh House

Designed by Hendrick de Keyser in Amsterdam 
Renaissance style, the Zuiderkerk was the first protestant church 
built in Amsterdam, 1603 to 1614. De Keyser also designed 
the Wester- and Norderkerken. Since 1929, the building has  
served in various secular functions and will house the new 
National Historical Museum.

8. Onsʼ Lieve Heer op Solder
‘Our dear Lord in the attic’ is one of the city's oldest 
museums. This beautiful 17th century house served as a 
‘hidden church’. Private churches were common in the 
Northern Netherlands, born of necessity when in 1581 the 
practice of Catholicism was prohibited.

7. Gable stones
Before houses were numbered, gable stones 
were often built into the facade of houses as a 
distinguishing symbol, often indicating the business of 
the owner or some biblical scenario.  

One of Amsterdam’s oldest locks, the Kolksluis, 
(Kolk Sluice) has operated since the Middle Ages on this 
canal connecting the Oosterdok to the Oudezijds 
Voorburgwal. A few 17th and 18th century warehouses 
can still be seen, including one of Amsterdam’s oldest 
warehouses (1617): Het wijnpakhuis Malaga (wine 
warehouse Malaga) is a national monument, at no.5.

The Leeuwenburgh house on the Oudezijds 
Voorburgwal number 14 is a beautiful stone house with a 
wooden frame. It was built in 1605 by a merchant from 
Riga (Latvia). In the middle gable stone you can see two 
crossed keys, the Coat of Arms of Riga.

The oldest chapel in Amsterdam (b. 1440-50) was 
named after a Norwegian saint, and later became the 
Jerusalem Chapel for returned pilgrims. After 1578 it 
doubled as a Reformed Church and a commercial 
exchange. Here VOC officers met to contract English 
explorer Henry Hudson to find a North East channel to Asia.

1. St Olof’s Chapel

3. Oudezijds Kolk

5. Ship-chandlerʼs warehouse  
This 17th century warehouse at Gelderskade 8 supplied 
many ships in the Golden Age with food and other needs for 
their long journeys. It is a reminder of the key trading role the 
city played in a commerical network stretching from Asia to the 
newly-discovered Americas. Shipyards covered the east bank.

10. Bethany convent of Mary Magdalene
One of some 20 convents and monasteries in the 
city prior to the ‘Alteration‘, this convent was originally for 
women converted from prostitution but later became a place 
for noble women. The nuns raised cattle (see Koestraat) and 
brewed their own beer. Today it houses a fine concert hall.

11. Trippenhuis   Kloveniersburgwal 29
The house of the Trip family, built in 1662, is one of the 
broadest houses in Amsterdam (22 meters). The Trip family 
became extremely wealthy by trading weapons, artillery, 
ammunition and even battle ships. The chimneys on the house 
are shaped like mortars. (Note the narrow house built for their 
coachman at no.26.)

12. East India House   Oude Hoogstraat 24
The VOC (Verenigde Oost-Indische Compagnie or East 
India Company) was set up in 1602 and was the first 
international company with shareholders. The VOC focused 
on the trade between Europe and Asia, and within Asia. The 
VOC was located here until its bankruptcy in 1798.

13. De Zuiderkerk

14. Sint Antoniesluis
Originally, the Sint Antoniesbreestraat was a dike 
(Sint Antoniesdijk), an extension of the Zeedijk. The second 
part of the street was called Jodenbreestraat from the 17th 
century on, due to its many Jewish inhabitants that came to 
Amsterdam. Note the Lepers’ Doorway with their rattles.

15. Rembrandt House
Rembrandt van Rijn, (b.1606), came to Amsterdam from Leiden 
in 1631. He lived with Saskia in the Rembrandt House which 
he bought in 1639 at the peak of his fame. In 1641 their son 
Titus was born. Saskia died in 1642, the same year Rembrandt 
finished The Night Watch. Rembrandt died in 1669.

16. Portuguese Synagogue
Dating from 1665, this synagogue testifies to the religious 
freedom in the Netherlands. Sephardic Jews fleeing Spain 
and Portugal settled in the Jewish Quarter. Due to the 
ongoing conflict between the Dutch Republic and Spain, the 
community referred to themselves as "Portuguese Jews."

21. Gebed Zonder End

23. Mennonite Schuilkerk
Another example of a hidden church, the 
Singelkerk was built by Mennonites in 1607 and 
called ‘Bij het Lam‘ after the neighbouring brewery, 
‘t Lam. Inside is a surprisingly large auditorium 
with two levels of galleries.   

18. Bakkerstraat  
The worldwide Baptist Church movement began 
here above a Mennonite baker’s house in 1609. English 
dissident John Smyth found refuge in Amsterdam, and 
became convinced of baptism as witness of conversion. 
He baptised himself and others like Thomas Helwys, 
who returned home to start the English Baptist churches. 

20. Oudemanhuispoort
Constructed on the remains of the St Ursula 
Convent, a former old people’s home has been part of 
the University of Amsterdam since 1876. The university 
started in 1632 as the Illustre Athenaeum with lectures 
in the St Agnes chapel, recognised as the UvA in 1877.

22. The Begijnhof
The only inner court in Amsterdam during the 
Middle Ages, the Begijnhof was home to Begijnen living 
like nuns without vows. Since 1604, the chapel has 
served English-speakers. A clandestine chapel has 
served Catholics since 1671. See the oldest wooden house.

24. Amsterdam Museum 
Originally the St Lucien monastery, these 
premises housed the city orphanage after the 
Alteratie in 1581. Now a museum of the city’s 
history, it also displays canvases of the civil guards.

The name of this lane refers to the many cloisters 
that were found in this part of the city before the 
Reformation. Prior to the Alteratie in 1578 the 
neighbourhood was known as the Quiet Side (Stille 
Zijde)". On the location of Gebed zonder End stood 
the St Clare Convent, founded in 1397. 

17. The Hermitage
The Amstelhof opened its doors in 1683 to 400 
elderly women. Above the entrance the original 
inscription is still visible: Diaconie Oude Vrouwen 
Huys anno 1681. Today the beautifully restored 
building houses a branch of The Hermitage Museum 
in St Petersburg.

19. The Night Watch
or The Shooting Company of Frans Banning 
Cocq is one of the most famous works by Rembrandt. 
Now in the Rijksmuseum, the painting originally 
hung in the Kloveniersdoelen in Amsterdam in the 
Groote Zaal, now the Doelen Hotel. It was trimmed 
for size when moved to the town hall in 1715.


