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arts/   “peter the great”
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How Amsterdam

Peter the Great was 
a radical reformer. 

in his lifetime he chanGed 
russia from a medieval 
Byzantine Backwater 
where only the tsar had 
knowledGe, into a modern 
country epitomised By the 
free and open new capital 
of st petersBurG 

“If God give me time, I shall make of 
Petersburg a second Amsterdam.” 
Peter 1703.
The exhibition explores this complex and 
highly gifted man. He was not afraid to roll 
up his sleeves and he became a skilled 
craftsman who mastered 14 different 
trades. And yet with those same hands he 
personally executed some of the Strelstsy 
(tsar’s personal bodyguards) after they had 
rebelled against him.

by Dave Thomas

Peter the Great @ the Hermitage, Amsterdam

Made Peter Great
Images by permission from Hermitage Museum St Petersburg
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So what exactly waS amSterdam’S 
role in all of thiS? Peter viSited 
amSterdam twice. he Stayed for 
three monthS during hiS firSt grand 
tour of euroPe in 1696-1697 and he 
Stayed again for Some time during hiS 
Second grand tour of 1716-1717. 

Amsterdam inspired St Petersburg that 
was built on the site where Peter had 
defeated the Swedish army of Charles XII. 
St Petersburg, like Amsterdam, was built on 
wooden piles and it made use of the rivers 
and other water there as lines of defence, just 
like the Singel in Amsterdam used to act as a 
moat around the old city. When Peter first came 
to Amsterdam he initially stayed in Zaandam 
and the wooden house there inspired his first 
wooden cabin where he lived in St Petersburg. 
This new city was partly built to defend Peter’s 
trading interests. It provided an ice-free port all 
year and gave Peter command of the Baltic 

“A monarch with an army has one hand. A 
monarch with a navy has two hands” Peter 
1702. 

Peter was the first tsar to sail (he loved it) 
and it was at the Dutch East Indies Company 
shipyard in Amsterdam that he trained to be a 
shipwright in the space of just three months!
Yet Peter also picked up some very down 
to earth things in Amsterdam. For example, 
he saw Jan Van der Heyden’s new fire hose 
demonstrated and was so impressed that he 
immediately purchased several. 

Always wanting to acquire new skills, he 
also learned the art of tooth extraction from 
a travelling dentist who was working on the 
Rembrandtplein. 
Peter preferred European dress to traditional 
Russian attire and he took a strong liking to the 
simple Dutch clothes he saw in Amsterdam. 
Not only did he wear such clothes himself 
but he also insisted that his subjects simplify 
their dress. At the city gates, army guards 
were instructed to shorten the long sleeves of 
Russian garments. Such moves were resented 
by the old nobility but Peter was in favour of 
meritocracy and sought to curb old privileges.
Under Peter, Russia’s army was trained in 
modern warfare and so his soldiers became 
valuable assets that could not simply be left to 
die from their injuries. 
Peter therefore took an interest in medicine 
and he received lessons from the Amsterdam 
professor of anatomy Frederik Rusych. Peter 
carried a medical kit that included a cauterising 
iron and an amputation saw.
Amsterdam also inspired Peter’s interest in 
archaeology and art and, it could be argued, 
therefore helped to pave the way for the 
founding of the State Hermitage Museum in 
St Petersburg several decades later. 

The mayor of Amsterdam, Nicolaas Witsen, was 
a good friend of Peter and an avid collector of 
Siberian curiosities. He convinced Peter to ban 
the then common practice in Russia of melting 
down old gold objects. 
Instead Peter decreed that such objects should 
be collected and documented – the birth of 
archaeology in Russia. Witsen also introduced 
Peter to other Amsterdam collectors such 
as Jacob de Wilde and Albert Seba. Wilde’s 
private museum the Wildeanum inspired 
Peter to establish Russia’s first museum: the 
Kunstkamera. 
Peter’s private collection of art was filled with 
minor Dutch masters. This collection was 
crowned, however, on 13 May 1716 when 
Peter’s agent purchased Rembrandt’s David’s 
Farewell to Jonathan for 80 guilders at the sale 
of Coenstraat van Beuningen’s collection in 
Amsterdam. His second wife Catherine, once a 
commoner, succeeded him.

Practical information
Exhibition:
Peter the Great, an Inspired Tsar

When:
9 March to 13 September 2013

Location:
The Hermitage. Amstel 51, Amsterdam

Admission:
Adults 15 euros, children (6-16) 5 euros, 
children under 6 free, Museumkaart and 
IAMsterdam card free

“My own life I deem of no importance; what is 
important is that Russia lives in fame and favour”


