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Rita Maasdamme (1944-2016) made over 200 fabric dolls and used them to depict Dutch colonial history 
and daily life in Suriname, Curaçao, and Aruba. These were her life’s work, and will be on display from 
Sunday 16 October at the Amsterdam Museum, in the form of seventeen three-dimensional scenes 
featuring over 130 of these ‘creations’, as Maasdamme called them. The dioramas are a unique way to 
find out about the Dutch colonial influence in these three territories, with the emphasis on the lives of 
enslaved people, Maroons (those who escaped slavery and their descendants), and indigenous 
communities.   
  
Maasdamme was born on Aruba to parents who had emigrated from Surinam. She began making fabric 
costumed dolls at the age of nine, and moved to Amsterdam to study fashion in 1963. In the 1980s, when there 
was little discussion of the colonial past, she began depicting the history of slavery. She and many of her peers in 
the Netherlands and its former colonies had not been taught this at school.   
 

 
 

     
 
A multitude of stories told in a unique way 
Maasdamme portrayed this history through the eyes of enslaved people in Suriname, Curaçao, and Aruba, using 
fabric rather than stories or drawings on paper. She employed her sewing skills to make dolls, and incorporated 
these into three-dimensional scenes that are just as impactful today. The seventeen dioramas on display at the 
Amsterdam Museum draw us in to these stories, with details that make us feel a part of the scene and confront us 
face to face with the colonial past.  
 
The portrayals are very diverse: traders in enslaved people in the harbour of Suriname’s capital, Paramaribo; 
daily life in a Maroon village; workers on an aloe planation in Aruba, and the Curaçao slave revolt of 1795. There 
are also more contemporary scenes, such as the village of Campo Alegre on Curaçao, known for its legal brothel, 
and carnaval on Aruba. Not all scenes are grim and confrontational. The dolls also depict everyday life in the 
former Dutch colonies: not just Suriname and its African heritage, but also Aruba and Curaçao. Maasdamme 
sought to give as complete an account as possible of all the places whose stories were bound up with hers.   



 
Amsterdam Museum junior curator Inez van der Scheer says: ‘Rita Maasdamme  
was a pioneering artist and educator, and made her dioramas at a time when these 
themes had still received very little attention. She was driven by a strong sense of equality 
and social justice, and turned a passion into her life’s work, telling little-known stories in 
fabric and thread. She did extensive research and transformed everything from historic 
prints to poems and urban legends into narrative dioramas.   
 
‘The collection, totalling some 200 dolls, was her way of sharing knowledge and promoting 
understanding. She was often present at her exhibitions, engaging in conversation with 
people. We hope that this event, which is opening during Black Achievement Month just 
over six years after Rita Maasdamme died, does justice to her research, her passion, and 
her interdisciplinary and multivocal way of working.’      
 

Slavery and the colonial past are important themes in Amsterdam’s history. The museum is showing this unique 

collection as part of the debate among museums and other institutions as to how these stories should be told. It 

has previously done this with exhibitions such as Sugar (2015), The dark side of the Golden Age (2013), The 

Golden Coach (2021), and Colonial stories: work in progress (2022). It also took part in the Mapping Slavery 

project in 2014.   

 

Extensive research 

Slavery dehumanises people, so Rita Maasdamme turned her dolls into real individuals. She preferred to describe 

them as ‘creations’, and since colonial history is about people who actually existed, she gave each one a name: 

they were her children and her stories. Maasdamme carried out thorough historical research and depicted 

detailed scenes and real and imaginary people. When she died in 2016, she left 75 metres of dioramas and over 

200 dolls.  

 

Works of art  

The dolls and props are works of art made entirely of fabric, employing exceptional manual dexterity to tell an 

often neglected story. Maasdamme studied the history, environment and people extensively, using various 

materials to recreate the smallest details: fingernails (sometimes painted), lips in two colours for added realism, 

and lifelike teeth make the dolls highly expressive, and they are also brought to life with realistic hair, eyebrows, 

and even eyelashes. Their clothing, and earrings and other jewellery, are also meticulously reproduced. Curator 

Inez van de Scheer says: ‘When I look at all the details, I can’t imagine how much time, energy and love 

Maasdamme put into each doll.’ 

  

     
 

Children 

Rita Maasdamme was both an artist and an educator, and sharing knowledge about the Netherlands’ colonial 

past and reliance on slavery was an important part of her work. The Amsterdam Museum has produced a lesson 

on  slavery for primary school children in grades 7 and 8, in collaboration with Peggy Reiziger, one of 

Maasdamme’s nieces. In it, a Surinamese grandmother named Moesje explains the beginnings of slavery, from 

the journey from Elmina Castle in Ghana to Paramaribo in Suriname, to the abolition of slavery in 1863. Students 

learn about life on the plantations, typical Surinamese dishes, the important role of forests, and Suriname’s rich 

religious diversity. The lesson ends with a dance like those at Keti Koti, the yearly festival commemorating 

abolition. 

 

The future of the Maasdamme collection 

‘Rita’s collection is special,’ say her niece Bianca Maasdamme and her sister Britha Reiziger-Maasdamme. ‘It was 

her life’s work. She always said her one big dream was for it to end up in a museum, and she really wanted to 

bequeath it. We’ve been campaigning for that since she died, and it’s wonderful to see the dolls on display in the 

Amsterdam Museum telling Rita’s stories. She used to love standing by the dioramas, introducing the creatures to 



visitors and explaining what they have to say. But this way, the stories are still being told, and she would have 

been delighted to see it.’ 

 

The last room of the exhibition looks at the future of the Maasdamme collection. In holding this event, the 

Amsterdam Museum is building on the research being done by Imagine IC into the collection and its cultural and 

historical importance. The exhibition is also a way for the museum and the Maasdamme family to find public 

collections in the Netherlands, Suriname, Aruba and/or Curaçao that could house the dioramas. The museum will 

be asking visitors this question, and the event will end with a symposium for fellow institutions to discuss 

solutions, possibly involving more than one venue.  

 

   
 

‘The Maasdamme Collection: Scenes from the colonial past’ takes place at the Amsterdam Museum on the 

Amstel from 16 October 2022 to 12 March 2023. It is being held in collaboration with the Maasdamme family and 

Imagine IC. The museum receives structural support from Amsterdam city council and the Vriendenloterij.  

  

Due to renovations, the Amsterdam Museum has been located at Amstel 51 since March 2022, together with 

Hermitage Amsterdam and Museum of the Mind. It will remain there for several years, featuring a permanent 

display and temporary exhibitions.   

 

If you have any questions, please contact our press officer, Kim Koopman, at k.koopman@amsterdammuseum.nl or +31(0)6 - 
22 92 77 29.   
 
Preview  
A press preview of The Maasdamme collection: Scenes from the colonial past will be held on Tuesday 11 October from 10 am 
to noon, before the exhibition opens to the public. Representatives of the Amsterdam Museum and relatives of Rita 
Maasdamme will talk about the event and answer questions. 
 
If you’d like to visit the exhibition at some other time, or interview anyone involved, we’d be happy to set up an appointment for 
you. 
 
Pictures 
You can download high-resolution versions of the above pictures here. More photographs of the exhibition will be made 
available to the media in the week before it opens. 
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