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Chairs, Writing Tables, and Chests:
Indian Ocean Furniture and the Postures of Commercial 
Documentation in Coastal Yemen, 1700–40
Nancy Um

On 21 August 1731, the merchants of the Dutch East India Company (Verenigde 
Oost–Indische Compagnie, VOC) residing in the Yemeni port of Mocha noted in their 

daily logbook or dagregister that the English merchant Francis Dickinson had just left 

the port for Bombay. His boat, appropriately called The Bombay Galley, departed along 

with a number of English private ships and a ghurab (a square-sterned vessel with two 

or three masts) that was rented to carry the merchant’s furniture.1 Such an entry 

is hardly unusual for the dagregister. The Dutch residents at Mocha would record the 

coming and going of ships as major occurrences at the port. Moreover, they would 

carefully scrutinize the activities of other merchants, such as the English and the 

French, to speculate about their commercial plans and size up their competition. 

This offhandedly-delivered passage does, however, shed light on a particular 

aspect of European overseas lifestyles in the early modern Indian Ocean. It is notable 

that Dickinson shipped his household belongings, which probably included tables, 

chairs and a chest – items that were not available for purchase locally – to India for 

the winter. Presumably, he could have left these bulky objects at the rented house 

that the English used as their ‘factory’, or trading establishment, in Mocha, although 

Dickinson may have been unsure whether or not he would return to Yemen the next 

year.2 Or, he may have needed these personal effects while in Bombay. At any rate, it 

is clear that he found these pieces of furniture worth transporting across the Arabian 

Sea, even leasing the space of a whole extra vessel to do so. 

Dickinson’s story is not unique. In general, European merchants were 

unhabituated to the fl oor-oriented lifestyle that dominated the city of Mocha, as 

well as many other Asian sites.3 So, they brought furniture from Europe, India, or 

elsewhere in Asia for use during their residence on the Arabian Peninsula, even 

if they stayed for only a few months. This article makes the case that these mobile 

household objects, which were hardly convenient as cargo items, were transported 

to Yemen in the fi rst half of the eighteenth century not simply to accommodate the 

perennial Western habit of sitting upright on raised furniture, but more specifi cally 

because of their key role in supporting the enterprise of overseas commerce. The goal 

is to denaturalize the assumption that sitting on chairs was an unquestionable aspect 

of Western, as opposed to Eastern, lifestyles, by examining the focused goals that 

chairs, tables, desks, and chests served. By exposing the cultural conditioning and 

historical circumstances that underpinned even seemingly utilitarian concerns, this 

study attempts to explain why European merchants felt compelled to transport such 

objects across long distances, even for short periods of time. Certain material goods, 
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such as furniture, served the varied needs of long-distance traders during an era 

when European presence and impact were increasing around the Indian Ocean and 

thus serve as crucial sites for inquiry. 

During the early decades of the eighteenth century, the European interest in 

Yemen was oriented mainly around coffee, a relatively new commodity that was 

then still diffi cult to obtain outside of the region, even with the establishment of 

new colonial plantations.4 Everything that European merchants carried to Yemen in 

their boats, from Indian textiles to silver coins to quills, was marshalled in support of 

their quest to procure these beans, which they exported via the port of Mocha. Yet, 

because this coastal city did not host a local cabinetmaking industry, unlike other 

connected Indian Ocean ports such as Surat or Batavia, one had to import raised 

furniture from overseas or simply do without it.5

The Production and Circulation of Furniture for the Indian Ocean 
Without question, one needs to look toward the Indian industry of woodwork, 

which predates the arrival of Europeans in the late fi fteenth century, as the source for 

many of these furnishings.6 The Portuguese, however, were responsible for greatly 

expanding this industry in order to outfi t their newly settled Asian outposts, such 

as Goa, in the sixteenth century. In the following period, furniture workshops in 

Gujarat in the northwest and on the Coromandel Coast in the southeast served the 

increasing needs of the English and the Dutch, who also came to settle on India’s 

coasts. The products of these various workshops were extremely diverse, although 

they share a few unifying qualities. They relied upon the local availability of high 

quality hardwoods, such as teak and ebony, and also used rattan for caned backs 

and seats instead of upholstery.7 Although their shapes sometimes directly imitated 

European models or employed ornamental programmes imported from Western 

sources, local artisans also took advantage of long-used regional techniques of 

surface carving and embellishment, including mother of pearl, ivory, or wooden 

inlay and overlay, in addition to decorative veneers. They also integrated many local 

motifs and ornamental patterns. Thus, as furniture historian Amin Jaffer has stated, 

this tradition was ‘exotic both in the eyes of the people who produced it and those 

who used it’.8 For example, a late seventeenth-century ebony armchair now in the 

J. Paul Getty Museum represents a classic shape that was common around Europe at 

the time, with an upright back, square seat base, low stretchers, and twisted rails. 

However, its decorative motifs, which include cherubs, but also parrots and creatures 

from Indian iconography, point clearly to its Asian manufacture (plate 1). 

The products of this industry were not intended just for local consumption, 

but also for export around the Indian Ocean and to Europe. For instance, the set of 

twelve ebony chairs at the Getty, of which plate 1 is a part, was purchased for Longleat 

Castle in Wiltshire, England, likely at some point in the early eighteenth century.9 

Additionally, artisans worked in various connected ports, such as the enslaved Indian 

woodworkers whose skills were exploited in Batavia.10 Moreover, raw materials like 

teak and ebony were transported in an unworked state to many destination points 

around the Indian Ocean, as was the case long before the arrival of the Europeans. So, 

with their composite identities as well as the mobility of their creators and materials, 

this class of objects is slippery to categorize or identify and has thus challenged 

generations of art historians, including Jaffer, Pedro Moura Caravalho, and Jan 

Veenendaal, who have studied Indian and Indian Ocean furniture under the rubrics 

of English, Portuguese, and Dutch patronage.11 While all of them acknowledge that 

these elusive goods were extremely mobile, they are still invested in the unwieldy 
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1 Armchair, India, c. 
1680–1720. Ebony, ebonized 
hardwood, ivory, ebonized 
walnut inner-seat frame 
with cane, 106.7 × 61 × 49.4 
cm. Los Angeles: J. Paul 
Getty Museum (92.DA.24.3). 
Photo: Getty Open Content 
Program.

task of categorizing them, usually by place of manufacture, time period, and 

aesthetic criteria.12 By contrast, here, these items are not treated as decorative objects, 

particularly because their visual features are impossible to reconstruct. Rather, 

they are understood in regard to the functions that they facilitated in an intensely 

commercial maritime world.

Indian Ocean Furniture in Mocha
For the case of Mocha, only scant textual records confi rm the presence of Asian 

produced furniture, particularly from India, in European establishments during 

the eighteenth century. Yet, none treats them as items of consequence. Moreover, 



© Association of Art Historians 2015 722

Indian Ocean Furniture and the Postures of Commercial Documentation in Coastal Yemen, 1700–40

no extant examples of furniture or images of domestic interiors remain from 

that period, thus making it diffi cult to pursue even basic questions about sites of 

manufacture, type, and visual attributes. By contrast, the available records provide 

clues about the circulation of these pieces and their patterns of use, thus shedding 

light on the reasons for their fundamental itinerancy. 

Three inventories from the English East India Company (EIC) dating from 1722 to 

1740 indicate that, in addition to many other household effects, weapons, and tools, 

a large number of tables of various shapes, sizes, and functions, as well as desks, 

chairs, stools, benches, couches, and settees, were used in their trading establishment 

in Mocha. This building, which doubled as their residence, was inhabited year 

round until 1726, but only during the high trade season thereafter.13 Over this time 

span, the number of pieces is consistently large. For instance, in the inventory from 

1723, among other furnishings, seven tables and forty-seven chairs and stools were 

mentioned. Given the relatively small number of residents, these fi gures suggest that 

imported wooden furniture constituted a signifi cant part of the English adopted 

domestic environment in this Arabian port.14

Because these inventories are organized as lists, they include only scant 

information about each piece. Although one item is described as an ‘old Japan’ 

tea table and two as ‘China tables’, for the most part, a place of manufacture (or 

association) is not mentioned.15 Yet, the materials used – teak, ebony, and cane 

– strongly confi rm an Indian, if not Indian Ocean, place of manufacture. This 

impression is further endorsed by the presence of many ‘Surat cane’ chairs and 

couches, which point directly to this Gujarati port that was known for furniture 

production.16 Because the chairs often appear in high-order multiples, of twelve or 

fi fteen for instance, one can assume that they were brought over in matching sets, 

as with the Getty ebony chairs. It is also evident that these objects were used well 

and consistently over time. Several are described as ‘new’, ‘old’, or ‘broken’, which 

suggests a continuous cycle of replenishment, ultimately leading to mismatched 

groupings of pieces in different materials and styles and in various states of repair. 

2 Fall-Front Cabinet, 
Gujarat or Sindh, c. 1650–70. 
Rosewood inlaid with ivory, 
brass fi ttings, 38.42 × 55.25 
× 40.64 cm. Los Angeles: Los 
Angeles County Museum 
of Art (M.2007.56). Photo: 
LACMA. 
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However, the scribes who recorded these inventories were much more interested in 

the quantity of pieces and their condition than their decoration or visual attributes, 

neither of which is ever discussed. For example, one cannot be certain if the 

frequently mentioned ‘black wood chairs’ were as ornate as the Getty example.

The two inventories from the VOC trading establishment in Mocha, dated 1734 

and 1739, suggest that this factory was outfi tted in a much more provisional fashion 

than its English counterpart, with only three wooden dining tables, one long writing 

table, and six wooden chairs.17 However, in 1712, Dutch merchants had requested 

twelve chairs from Batavia, which suggests that a larger quantity of furnishings was 

likely held there in previous years.18 Moreover, the personal effects of individual 

merchants appear to have been omitted from these lists. Regardless, it is clear that 

these pieces of company-owned furniture were considered valuable, because the 

VOC merchants who formally closed down the factory in 1739 brought them back to 

Surat. By contrast, they chose to sell the factory’s remaining copper cooking vessels 

before departing Yemen, suggesting that some household effects, even smaller and 

less bulky ones, were better disposed of at the port.19

In a narrative of the fi rst French mission to Mocha, the St Malo captain 

Godefroy de la Merveille mentions the presence of imported furniture and 

decorative objects in a house that he rented for the trading season of 1709. 

These items included a dressing table, a buffet covered with plates, and chairs, 

in addition to two mirrors and several prints. While most of these pieces were 

probably brought from France, one object of Asian manufacture is mentioned, 

referred to as a ‘China cabinet’.20 Although its name may suggest otherwise, it 

was likely an Indian wooden fall-front cabinet with small drawers inside and 

lateral drop handles (plate 2). Amin Jaffer has called such chests, which were 

commonly referred to as China escritorios despite their Indian manufacture, ‘a basic 

requirement of European merchants and traders living and travelling in Asia’. 21 

Although La Merveille provides no further details about this object, which was 

likely similar in size to the inlaid wooden chest in plate 2, he makes it clear that, 

with their functional and visual novelty, the various pieces of furniture in his 

house inspired great interest among local observers.22

In Mocha and its wider region, domestic spaces were functionally fl exible 

and did not rely upon large or fi xed pieces of furniture to determine their use.23 

Rather, furnished with low mattresses and cushions, a single room could serve as a 

bedroom at night, a dining room during meal times, and a living room in between. 

A nineteenth-century watercolour of a reception room in the closely connected 

Red Sea port of Jidda provides a general sense of the layout of these spaces, in which 

windowpanes and shelves were low to the ground to accommodate fl oor seating, and 

the room was scaled intimately to accommodate direct social interactions (plate 3). 

In 1790, the French merchant Louis de Grandpré complained about these aspects of 

Mocha houses, saying that they are ‘not as convenient as ours’. In particular, he noted 

the lack of attributes that would meet the approval of a Western visitor, stating ‘they 

have no looking glasses or costly pieces of furniture’. Yet, he continued to describe how 

incompatible any specimens of the latter, which would undoubtedly be raised, were 

for these spaces, adding that the fl oors were ‘hardly solid and never level. It is rare for 

the four legs of a table to stand fi rmly.’24 In 1719, a tragic event signalled the implicit 

unsuitability of these pieces of bulky imported furniture for use in Yemeni interiors. 

One evening, the third fl oor of the Dutch factory in Mocha collapsed and brought a 

heavy dining table at which several people were eating crashing down below. The 

oppermeester, or physician, of the Dutch ship Luchtenburgh died in the accident.25
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Although they rarely chose to forego them, European merchants abroad could 

manage to live without such items. Historian William Dalrymple has indicated 

that some English merchants in India became quite malleable to local customs, 

particularly with regard to food, medical treatments, clothing, and entertainment 

during the early years of settlement there. As a point of contrast to Mocha, EIC 

merchants posted in the poorly provisioned factory of Ahmedabad in Gujarat had 

dispensed with raised furniture and instead sat on carpets on the fl oor, a choice 

that was noted with surprise by a contemporary observer. 26 Dutch, English, and 

French company merchants in Mocha, too, would adapt to other customs of seating, 

but only temporarily, when they visited other merchants in their residences. Yet, 

on an everyday basis, these unwieldy, bulky, wobbly, and even dangerous pieces 

of imported furniture were considered essential to their own adopted domestic 

environments. By the end of the eighteenth century, the governor of Mocha, 

who went unnamed in the source, had procured a wooden armchair, which 

was described as old and worm-infested, for his residence. It was brought out for 

European guests, which suggests that such an accessory was seen as useful for foreign 

reception by this time.27

Even though many pieces of imported wooden furniture appear on the above-

mentioned factory inventories, it is clear that others were excluded, perhaps because 

they were considered to be the private property of individual merchants, rather than 

3 Rupert Kirk, Interior 
of a House in Jidda, 1832. 
Watercolour, 10 × 12.5 cm. 
London: Royal Geographical 
Society (with IBG) 
(S0021626). Photo: RGS (with 
IBG).
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the company’s. For instance, the English merchant Dickinson was clearly attached 

to the pieces that he brought with him from Mocha to Bombay in 1731, treating them 

as his own possessions. In particular, chests were considered to be personal effects 

and thus appear on inventories of deceased sailors and traders instead of factory lists.28 

These independently owned objects were subject to company scrutiny, however. In 

the early eighteenth century, the VOC limited the chest size of low-ranking servants 

headed for the Indies in order to minimize potential abuses in private trade.29

Although we have only scant records about these pieces of furniture and it is 

almost impossible to match textual references to extant objects, the documents 

consulted confi rm that European merchants living in Yemen, even temporarily, 

required many pieces of wooden furniture imported from India or further east, as 

well as from Europe, during their Mocha residence. They were brought from land to 

ship, where they furnished cabins during the ocean voyage, and then back on land 

again quite fl uidly, and thus they were quintessential objects in motion in the early 

modern western Indian Ocean. 

Writing and Recording the Indian Ocean Trade
Art historians have described these pieces of mobile wooden furniture produced 

in India and around the Indian Ocean as sumptuous objects of luxury production, 

which inspired interest because of their enticing visual qualities, but also as ‘essential 

tools for Western living’.30 By contrast and more specifi cally, I highlight the role 

that these pieces of furniture, particularly the desks, tables, chairs, and writing 

chests, played in the maintenance of company directives toward commercial 

documentation. Recently, scholars such as Donna Merwick and Miles Ogborn have 

shown how writing practices undergirded the development of far-fl ung geographies 

of early modern overseas trade.31 Particularly, the endeavours of European companies 

were sustained not only through global streams of capital but also through papered 

routes that extended across vast bodies of water. As Ogborn rightly states, ‘relations 

to the Company were often worked out in script through networks of letter writers’ 

because travelling merchants only occasionally had direct contact with their 

associates.32

From the perspective of the company outpost in a small and remote port such as 

Mocha, keeping records and maintaining correspondence was a consuming part of 

everyday activity. Each day the merchants added entries to diaries, updated account 

books to refl ect new transactions, drafted resolutions, and penned lengthy letters to 

colleagues in neighbouring ports and local offi cials in Yemen, as well as to authorities 

in Asia and Europe. One example is the dagregister written by VOC merchants in Mocha 

in 1728–29, later copied in Batavia (plate 4). It is important to recognize that these 

European commercial writing practices could be carried out only with the support 

of a whole cadre of material objects, most of which were not local to Yemen.33 As 

Dutch annual requests to Batavia indicate, almost all of the stationary supplies used 

by VOC merchants in Yemen were brought from abroad, such as quills, penknives, 

paper in different sizes, rulers, binding cords, ink, sealing wax, and pencils.34 In both 

1712 and 1713, the VOC merchants from Mocha asked for fi ve hundred quills from 

Batavia, in addition to many other writing implements, suggesting the large volume 

of written output that was anticipated for these years.

Perhaps less obviously, furniture also played a role in sustaining such practices. 

As noted by Ogborn, the famous EIC offi cial Streynsham Master, who instituted 

major company reforms in the second half of the seventeenth century, specifi ed 

that each EIC outpost in Asia be outfi tted with a dedicated writing offi ce and that 
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the room be large, well lit, and include desks and tables for writing, along with 

a lockable cupboard.35 This mandate indicates that an effi cient and safeguarded 

system of writing and documentation was crucial to company activities, but it 

also points specifi cally to the necessity of sitting up while writing, a comportment 

for penmanship that required the availability of raised and upright furniture as 

structural supports. Master’s rule probably served to crystallize and formalize 

4 Copy of a Mocha dagregister. 
The Hague: National 
Archives, Verenigde 
Oostindische Compagnie 
(VOC), nummer toegang 
1.04.02, inventarisnummer 
9123.
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ongoing practices, rather than to dissuade merchants from sitting on the fl oor as 

those in Ahmedabad had in the seventeenth century. But, even so, it points to the 

important place that furniture occupied in underpinning a successful European 

trading enterprise in India. 

Certain pieces of furnishing were more mobile than others, such as fall-front 

cabinets that could store various writing implements while also providing a fl at 

surface for composing texts (see plate 2).36 But, in the eighteenth and nineteenth 

centuries, Indian workshops began to produce more and different types of objects 

that were easy to transport, such as portable writing desks with fold-out slopes 

and elaborate bureau cabinets with handles on the sides.37 Notably fi ne examples, 

some of which were inlaid with incised ivory and can be directly associated with 

EIC and VOC offi cials, were made in the eastern Indian port of Vizagapatam. As 

an example, a document box now in the Rijksmuseum was once in the possession 

of Carl Gustaaf Falck, a VOC offi cial posted in Ceylon, and bears his family seal on 

the top (plate 5). Veneendaal refers to such objects as ‘almost indispensible items 

of furniture’ for merchants like Falck.38 Jaffer, for a later period in Madras, notes 

that almost all of the 354 inventories that he consulted included a writing case or 

a document box, giving the sense that these items were truly widespread among 

Europeans in Asia.39 Although it is impossible to say whether such items, especially 

the most ornate ones, ever made it to the Arabian Peninsula, these expressly 

portable products provide the sense that there was a strong demand for writing 

equipment to accommodate the distinctly mobile documentary practices of a 

growing European (and perhaps also local) population engaged in the maritime 

trade of the Indian Ocean. 

5 Document Case with 
the Falck family crest, 
Vizagapatam, 1748–58. 
Wood, inlaid with ivory, 43.8 
× 63.5 × 13.3 cm. Amsterdam: 
Rijksmuseum (NG 854). 
Photo: Rijksmuseum.
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The close link among company merchants, the 

commercial practices of writing, and the production 

of Indian wooden furniture is evidenced by a pair of 

eighteenth-century ivory inlaid ebony and rosewood 

bureau cabinets that remain in the house of Ananda 

Ranga Pillai (d. 1761), a local interpreter for the 

French Compagnie des Indes, in Pondicherry (plate 6). Pillai 

is famous for leaving a multi-volume set of his private 

diaries, considered to be the earliest substantive 

Tamil language source on the Indian Ocean trade.40 

In the case of Pillai, his unique and extensive diaries 

remain for present audiences to read, but the surfaces 

upon which he penned them also endure, a pairing 

that allows us to connect the act of writing to the 

specifi c material objects that supported it. Together, 

they provide evidence of the pervasive policies of 

documentation required of all merchants and agents 

associated with the European overseas trading 

companies, foreign and local, but also highlight the 

need to look at the tools of writing and the furniture 

that facilitated them, rather than simply their textual 

remains.41

The early modern European-fostered Indian 

furniture industry was not engineered solely to cater 

to these pervasive writing practices, but its products 

certainly facilitated them in Mocha and around the 

Indian Ocean. It should also be noted that in Mocha, 

the EIC mandate for a dedicated writing offi ce was 

never implemented. Still, it is no surprise that the 

merchant Francis Dickinson, who worked in Mocha 

for most of the period from 1721 to 1734, had two 

desks and fi ve chairs in his personal space, in addition 

to two paper presses.42 He penned a large part of the 

documents that were generated from Mocha in the 

1730s, likely while sitting at one of those chairs and desks, which were brought from 

elsewhere precisely for that purpose. 

Postures of Writing
This essay has focused on the role that furniture manufactured in the Indian Ocean 

played in undergirding and supporting the commercial writing practices of overseas 

trading companies based in Mocha. However, writing was by no means the purview 

of European merchants alone. In fact, a complex, multi-lingual, and dynamic system 

of commercial documentation drove the business of this port. A series of scribes or 

katibs served the port’s administration by keeping detailed records in Arabic of the 

ships that came into the port, what merchants brought on shore, and how much 

their goods were worth, all of which were central to the proper collection of taxes 

and duties. The head scribe of the Mocha customs house was a high-level position, 

appointed directly by the imam of Yemen.43 Private merchants and brokers also 

engaged in their own systems of documentation. For instance, Baniyans, Hindu and 

Jain merchants and brokers from Gujarat, served as key intermediaries of Yemen’s 

6 Bureau cabinet, 
Vizagapatam, 1730–40. 
Rosewood and ebony, inlaid 
with ivory. Pondicherry: 
Ananda Ranga Pillai House. 
Photo: Institut Français de 
Pondichéry.
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overseas trade in Mocha and other cities.44 They kept copious records of their trade 

activity in Gujarati, as well as that of the wholesalers for whom they worked, while 

actively maintaining correspondence with their compatriots around the Arabian Sea. 

Known for their impeccable language skills, Baniyan records and correspondence 

would have required the translation of commercial data from and into many 

languages and scripts. Freelance writers also worked in Mocha, hired by individual 

merchants to pen agreements and letters in Arabic to be sent to the imam and his 

offi cials in the highlands, some of which remain in translated form in company 

archives. We can presume that these freelancers wrote letters for non-European 

merchants as well, particularly those from Gujarat who would have needed assistance 

with the intricacies of written Arabic composition.45 Unfortunately none of these 

documents remain in their original form today, and we can say little about their 

format or the material objects that lent to their production. 

However, two letters received by Carsten Niebuhr, a German traveller who visited 

Yemen in the mid-eighteenth century, provide concise specimens of Arabic missives 

from the time, although they were not related to commerce (plate 7). One was from 

Amir Farhan, the governor of the port of al-Luhayya located to the north of Mocha, 

and the other from the imam, al-Mahdi ‘Abbas. These short samples prompt us to 

consider the divergent practices of writing, both commercial and non-commercial, 

that these documents embody, as well as the material objects and postures that 

facilitated their production. The writer of each of these texts, who may have been the 

sender as well, sat on a cushion with one knee raised and a writing board upon it and 

a reed pen in hand, rather than sitting at a desk on a raised chair with a quill.46 This 

fl oor-oriented world of Yemeni scribal practice relied on a radically different set of 

bodily movements and engagements from those engendered by European upright 

furnishings. These local writing practices resulted in very specifi c products as well, 

as we can tell from these two letters, where each line of writing extends fully to the 

left edge of the paper and then sweeps upward, as is common in Ottoman chancery 

7 Letter from Amir Farhan 
of al-Luhayya (A); Letter 
from Imam al-Mahdi ‘Abbas 
(B), illustration xiv from 
Carsten Niebuhr, Description 
de l’Arabie: faite sur les 
observations propres et des avis 
recueillis dans les lieux mêmes, 
Amsterdam: S. J. Baalde, 
1774. Photo: John Hay Library, 
Brown University Library.
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documents. As a point of comparison, VOC documents, such as plate 4, follow the 

grid-like order of the horizontally ruled line with consistent wide margins. European 

writing practices, formats, and conventions adhered to their own styles and rules, 

just as they relied upon distinct suites of material objects for their production.

Conclusion
I have argued that desks, tables, chairs, stools, and chests sustained European writing 

practices in the trading world of eighteenth-century coastal Yemen. Admittedly, there 

is much more to say about these pieces of mobile furniture and one can link certain 

objects, such as tables and chairs, to other practices, namely culinary activities. 

Furthermore, soon after the era considered in this study, objects of raised and case 

furniture became increasingly ubiquitous around the Indian Ocean rim, and their 

uses extended far beyond the circumscribed framework sketched in this essay. This 

focused approach, however, has been taken in order to examine the particular, 

rather than the generic, cultural operations that called upon such material objects as 

essential attributes of the European commercial enterprise in the east. These objects 

were not passive recipients of Western identity or direct conveyors of it, but rather 

shaped and structured the behaviours and postures of those who used them for 

particular ends. 

By focusing on writing practices and its various tools, I also hope to inspire 

further consideration about the ways that historical records operate as more 

than mere conduits for information about early modern maritime trade. These 

written records do not simply refl ect the details of historic trade activity, but 

sustained and structured those commercial acts as well, as Ogborn has brilliantly 

demonstrated with regard to the scribal and print world of the EIC. By emphasizing 

these documents as material objects that have their own histories of manufacture, 

European company records become coherent beyond the many words, numbers, and 

pieces of data that they convey. Following Ann Stoler’s call to conceive of ‘archiving-

as-process’ rather than ‘archives-as-things’, we may more ably interrogate the 

foundational cornerstones upon which early modern Indian Ocean history has been 

written.47

In 2009, two of the set of twelve ebony chairs at the Getty (see plate 1) were 

selected for the exhibition, Dutch New York between East and West: The World of Margrieta van 
Varick, staged at the Bard Graduate Center in New York. The show exhibited historical 

objects that were comparable to those that appeared in a 1696 probate inventory, 

which was executed on behalf of a relatively unknown Dutch woman living in New 

York and included ‘thirteene Ebony Chears’.48 The fact that chairs like the ones in the 

Getty, originally made somewhere in Asia, could have plausibly travelled to New 

York (probably via the Dutch Republic) in the late seventeenth century, or to Mocha 

in the early eighteenth century, provides the sense that these highly mobile objects 

sustained potentially widespread itineraries of dispersal. But it also points to the 

diffi culties and challenges of extracting an understanding of the material world from 

extremely open-ended textual indications. This study proposes that the context of 

these movements, as well as the reasons for them, must be situated in both time and 

space in order to be meaningful.
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