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Foreword

OUR PRESENT APPRECIATION OF DUTCH seventeenth-century
painting still owes a great deal to nineteenth-century art
critics who mainly valued the naturalistic qualities of the
Dutch Masters. A realistic approach may have been the
vital force of those artists, but art theory of the period had
little appreciation for painters who merely copied nature..
In the hierarchy of subjects, portraiture and still life ranked
lowest. The true and highest goal of an artist was to become
a history painter. By history painting, the -artists and the-
orists did not mean the rendering of historical events such
as battles or the coronation of a king, but the depiction of
ethical ideas through biblical and mythical scenes or alle-
gories. For instance, the Judgment of Solomon was a su-
preme example of justice. Portraitists, topographical paint-
ers, and those who made pretty pictures of daily life were
looked upon as useful craftsmen in an age when photography
did not exist. But those who visualized the unseen ranked
with the poets. Our traditional way of looking at Dutch art
makes us overlook precisely those works the artists them-
selves esteemed most.

The basic concept of the exhibition was formulated over
four years ago by Dewey F. Mosby and Beatrijs Brennink-
meyer-de-Rooij. Albert Blankert, who has written exten-
sively on this subject, Susan D. Kuretsky, and Arthur K.
Wheelock, Jr., quickly joined them. With the formalization

of the Scientific Committee to include Pieter van Thiel
and Christopher Brown, the group overcame the obstacles
presented by the general obscurity of the theme. The en-
thusiasm and dedication of the Scientific Committee, which
was organized to help select the objects, secure the loans,
and write the catalogue, are revealed in the exhibition that
has been assembled.

The exhibition was made possible through the generosity
of many people and institutions. They are acknowledged
specifically in the following section, but we lend our expres-
sion of appreciation to each and everyone of them. Our
greatest debt of gratitude is owed to the collectors, museums,
and institutions named on the list of lenders to the exhi-
bition, who generously agreed to part with their precious
works of art to make the exhibition a success.

We are grateful to the many members of our staffs who
were involved in this complex venture. Many of them are
named elsewhere, but to those who are not mentioned here,
such as conservation, photographic, editorial, education,
legal, bookstore, financial, security, publicity, installation,
and other personnel, we express appreciation for their hard
work which was essential to the business of the exhibition.

We are most happy to be able to present this compre-
hensive survey of an eminent area of Dutch painting, which
history kept from the eye for too long a time.

J. Carter Brown
Director
National Gallery of Art

Frederick J. Cummings
Director
The Detroit Institute of Arts

Simon H. Levie
Director General
Rijksmuseum
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Paulus Moreelse, Vertumnus and Pomona, Rotterdam, Museum Boymans-van Beuningen (cat. no. 18).
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General Introduction
Albert Blankert

“A history painting . . . in all its parts perfect, so that nothing is:lacking,
not in composition, drawing and painting of the figures . . . not in the
application of the paints, not in nude and clothed figures, not in the
depiction of the passions, nor ornament . . . such a history painting has
the power to please and enflame the eyes and attention of virtuous
connoisseurs and lovers of art in their insatiable study of this divine

miracle work: because the longer the viewer fixes his eyes on it and the
more accurately he looks at and through it, the more he discovers what
is worthy of study and what creates amazement: because everything in
it is fixed, wrought and executed according to the demands of nature
and all things balance one another.”

J. van den Vondel, Preface to his tragedy
Adam in Exile, 1664.

WHEN WE THINK OF DUTCH SEVENTEENTH-CENTURY paint—
ing, apart from that of Rembrandt, most of us envision
Hals’ portraits of sturdy burghers, Vermeer’s quiet domestic
scenes, Steen’s unruly households, Kalf’s subtly arranged
silverware and oranges, Van der Heyden’s sunlit city squares,
or Van Goyen’s yellow dunes. The prevailing view is that
during their golden age the Dutch devoted themselves ex-
clusively to the depiction of their immediate environment;
hence, the many images of their contemporary Dutchmen,
their material possessions, homes, inns, cities, and coun-
tryside.

This image is so universally accepted that even scholars
forget how little theoretical foundation it had. Until well
into the nineteenth century art theory in Holland and
throughout Europe posited that such direct representations
of low life and simple nature were beneath the dignity of
a true artist. Within painting’s official hierarchy of subject
matter, the highest accolades were reserved for history,
which at that time meant biblical or other religious scenes,
themes taken from classical literature or mythology, or al-
legorical subjects. Only in the Dutch burghers’ republic was
the painter’s immediate environment his primary subject.

Our admiration for Dutch “realism”—a concept which
actually originated in the nineteenth century—obscures the
fact that whole schools of first-rate, seventeenth-century
Dutch artists devoted themselves exclusively to the painting
of history.

The space devoted to history painting in the extensive
records of Dutch seventeenth-century pictures housed at
the renowned Netherlands Institute for the History of Art
in The Hague will surprise anyone whose acquaintance with
Dutch art stems wholly from text books.

It is rarely appreciated what large and important parts
of the oeuvres of, for example, the famous genre painter,
Jan Steen, and the Italianate landscapist, Nicolaes Ber-
chem, are devoted to historical subjects. In their early ca-

reers, the interior painters Gabriel Metsu and Jan Vermeer
van Delft also pursued these elevated goals. The modern
assumption that Rembrandt’s biblical themes were excep-
tional for their period would have surprised his contem-
porary Dutchmen. After standing so long in the shadow
of realism, Dutch history painting deserves to be assessed
in a new light. By choosing to depict religious and myth-
ological themes, these artists followed the mainstream of
European artistic theory and practice. The results were by
no means parochial. On the contrary, a review of the full
range of Dutch seventeenth-century history painting reveals
a rich variety, direct and original approaches to subject
matter, and often brilliant technical execution. Be it Goltz-
ius’ bright and powerful Venus and Adonis of 1614 (cat. no.
8), Ter Brugghen’s deeply moving Crucifixion of c. 1625
(cat. no. 11), De Grebber’s brilliant Annunciation of 1633
(cat. no. 47), Steen’s humorous Moses Striking the Rock
(cat. no. 86), or Rembrandt’s mysterious Denial of Saint
Peter of 1660 (cat. no. 30), all are masterpieces, and all
in their disparate ways, are typically Dutch.

Theory

In 1858 the great art critic and historian E.].T. Thoré-
Biirger, who rediscovered Vermeer and Frans Hals, char-
acterized Dutch seventeenth-century painting as follows:
“The vivid life . . . a kind of photograph of their great 17th
century, men and things, feelings and customs—the actions
and gestures of an entire nation. . . . Ah! No more mystical
art enveloping the old superstitions, no more mythological
art resuscitating old symbols, no more princely aristocratic
art . . . consecrated to the glorification of those who dom-
inate the human species. No more art of popes and kings,
of gods and heroes.”' Thoré-Biirger’s ideas have come to
dominate the current view of Dutch art.

Discussing seventeenth-century Dutch artists in his very
influential Maitres d’Autrefois of 1875, the French author



and artist, Eugéne Fromentin wrote, “They were content
to look around themselves and refrained from the use of
imagination. One forgot antique history and contemporary
as well. . . .”? Almost sixty years later, in 1933, the Dutch
cultural historian Johan Huizinga claimed that biblical scenes
were very scarce in Dutch seventeenth-century art: “Only
Rembrandt and his pupils found the way to the Holy Scrip-
tures.”” Two years later the Dutch art historian Willem
Martin argued that “the efforts of several of our realists to
try their hand at allegory, mythology or history are strange
phenomena. . . . Indeed, this is one of the most painful
aspects of the history of our art.” Discussing Adriaen van
de Velde's Annunciation (cat. no. 66), he expressed surprise
“that this aristocrat among our landscape painters would
ever have wanted to make such a thing.”* The most widely
used recent handbook on Dutch seventeenth-century art
states ‘“there was also some religious, mythological, and
historical painting, but none of these were large categories.
. . . Rembrandt and his school devoted much of their work
to religious subjects; but in this respect, as in so many
others, Rembrandt and his close followers were exceptions
rather than typical representatives of Dutch art and taste.”
The absence of a chapter on history painting in this book
creates a confusing impression.’ Reviewing this little an-
thology, it is evident that Dutch history painting has been
badly neglected in the modern era and deserves a reap-
praisal.

What, though, were the contemporary views on the sub-
ject? The theoretical bias in favor of historical subjects had
been forming for centuries. In 1436 the Florentine hu-
manist, Giovanni Battista Alberti, wrote that “the greatest
work of the painter is the Istoria.”® In 1669, the French
theorist Felibien set up a hierarchy of artists arranged ac-
cording to their choice of subjects. On the lowest rung of
the ladder he placed the still life painter, on the highest
the painter of the human form “because he reproduces the
most perfect work of God on earth and thus is God’s fol-
lower.” The portrait painter and the painter of a single
figure cannot, however, achieve perfection since, “one should
represent the great actions as the historians do or beautiful
subjects like the poets. . . .”" In the period that separated
the two authors these ideas dominated the thinking in
Europe’s cultural centers.® Except in Holland, almost all
serious artists who enjoyed public recognition acted ac-
cording to these assumptions. We must ask, then, what
principles were espoused in Holland? Did the Dutch always
embrace standards of “realism” like those that have made
viewers in this century consider history painting “one of
the most painful aspects of [Dutch] art history?”

In 1604 the Haarlem painter and writer, Carel van Man-
der, published his extensive Het Schilder-Boeck. Roughly
the first hundred pages of the work were devoted to his
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“Grondt der Edel Vry Schilderkunst” (Basis of the Noble
Art of Painting). Taking the form of a didactic poem ad-
dressed to youths eager for instruction, it was as much a
theoretical treatise as a panegyric on painting.’ In the first
chapter of the “Grondt,” the writer noted that Italian artists
considered their northern colleagues good in landscapes but
regarded themselves as better in figures. Van Mander hoped
and expected that this would change and urged young artists
“do your best, so that we may achieve our goal: that it
never again will be said . . . that Dutchmen cannot make
figures.”"

By “figures” Van Mander meant human figures, but not
portraits. Elsewhere in the Schilder-Boeck he deplored the
fact that Michiel van Mierevelt had ceased painting com-
positions of historical subjects and had specialized in por-
traits:

Because this unfortunate situation prevails in our
Netherlands, especially in the present time, where
there is little work to be done in compositions to give
youths or painters the opportunity to practice in order
to excel in the painting of histories, figures and nudes.
Because what they principally get to do is portrait
painting from life, so that the majority of artists, by
the temptation of gain or to make a living, strike off
on this side road of art [which is to say, portraits from
life] and thus proceed without having time or incli-
nation to seek the path or trace the road of history
and figures which leads to the highest perfection; con-
sequently many a pure and noble talent will be spent,
to the fruitless and no less eternal detriment of art."!

Concerning Abraham Bloemaert, Van Mander stated,
“He gave no place to portraits from life in his work, so that
his imagination would not be diminished.”'* The Amster-
damer Gerrit Pietersz. Sweelinck would make delightful
things if he were not obliged to waste his time on “portraits
and other minor work. . . . He has just completed a group
portrait The Militia of Jan Jansz. Carel; but he is not satisfied
and intends now to make something never done before.”"
Even the militia portrait, now regarded as one of the most
notable and characteristic genres of seventeenth-century
Dutch art, was considered by Van Mander as a subject of
secondary importance. Around 1630 the many-sided Con-
stantijn Huygens stated that Jan Lievens’ talent was opposed
to painting portraits from life.'* The extent to which this
disdain for the portrait persisted is evident from Gerard de
Lairesse’s comment published in 1707 that he did not un-
derstand “how someone [he is discussing portraitists] could
surrender his freedom to make himself a slave, and turn
away from the perfection of this noble art [of painting] to
submit himself to all the imperfections of Nature.”"

In the preface to the “Grondt,” Van Mander urged the
young to cultivate a preference for the “perfection of figures



and histories. . . . Animal pictures, kitchen pieces, fruit
still lifes, flower pieces, landscape,” etc., were all secondary
concerns: they could not achieve “perfection.” Throughout
practically his entire poem he assumed that the artist to
whom he directed his exhortations was, or ought to be, a
figure and history painter. The second chapter is entitled
“On Drawing or the Art of Drawing,” but he restricted his
comments to the question of the proper way to represent
the human form.'® The following four chapters discuss,
respectively, the proper proportions of figures, appropriate
poses for figures, the invention and arrangement of “his-
tories,” and the depiction of human emotion. Of the re-
maining six chapters three are discourses on technical mat-
ters (reflections, colors, etc.), and the three others deal
with the depiction of subjects: landscape, animals, and
clothing. Van Mander evidently considered a biblical or
mythological scene an essential requirement of a landscape.
The artist who painted a landscape would do well to think
beforehand about which “little story . . . from the Bible
or classical mythology” he would include. "

[t is surprising that no book on painting comparable to
Van Mander’s large and thorough work of 1604 was pub-
lished in the Netherlands until 1678 when the Introduction
to the Elevated School of the Art of Painting by the Rembrandt
pupil, Samuel van Hoogstraten, appeared. More surprising
yet, virtually no treatises by experts were written during the
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fig. I Rembrandt van
Rijn, The Wedding of
Samson, signed and dated
1638, canvas, 126.5 x 175.5
cm, Dresden, Staatliche
Kunstsammlungen.

period of the great flowering of Dutch art (c. 1610-1670).
Among the few exceptions were the twenty pages on art,
written around 1630 and included in Constantijn Huygens’
autobiography, which was not published until 1897.'® Huy-
gens, secretary to the stadtholder Frederick Hendrik and
in his own age known primarily as a poet, was the only
writer who seemed aware of the great achievements of land-
scape painting in his country during this time. Nevertheless,
Huygens reserved his principal commentary.and praise for
three history painters, Rubens and the “beardless youths”
(at the time when Huygens visited them)—Rembrandt and
Lievens."’

On Saint Luke’s Day, October 18, 1641, the Leiden artist
Philips Angel gave a lecture which was published in 1642
with the title Praise of the Art of Painting. Thirty-three of
the pamphlet’s fifty-seven pages discuss the importance
whic?\x had been attached to the art of painting in classical
antiquity. In the passages devoted to his own age he did
not fail to mention seascapes and landscapes and represen-
tations of guardroom scenes. By far the most attention,
however, was devoted to history painting. Only a handful
of his fellow artists are mentioned by name: his fellow Leiden
artist Dou and the “famous Rembrandt, Lievens, Backet,
Bleker”—all four history painters.”> And only one painting
is discussed at considerable length, Rembrandt’s Marriage
Banquet of Samson, now in Dresden (fig. 1).



fig. 2 Pieter de Grebber, Portrait of “‘the Painter,” monogrammed and
dated 1647, canvas, 103 x 89 cm, Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum,
cat. 1976, no. A2310.

In 1649 the Haarlem painter Pieter de Grebber published
a single sheet listing eleven rules “which a good Painter
and Draftsman must observe and follow; Compiled for the
Delight of Studious Pupils.”?' One after another, the rules
imply that the “good Painter and Draftsman” to which De
Grebber addressed himself is exclusively a painter of history
and figures. De Grebber was one of the few who observed
the rules; almost his entire oeuvre consists of history paint-
ings. Two years before his rules appeared, he painted his
notable portrait of The Artist (fig. 2).

Van Hoogstraten’s Introduction to the Elevated School of
the Art of Painting appeared almost thirty years after De
Grebber’s rules. Here again this extremely hybrid work offers
lengthy discussions of antiquity’s lost art of painting, in-
terspersed with advice and information about more current
artists. The hierarchy of subject matter is discussed twice.
On pages 75-76 he writes of still life painters, “these artists
must realize that they are but common footsoldiers in the
field army of art. . . . Surely art has come to so great a
misfortune that one finds the most famous collections com-
posed mainly of paintings which would be made as a mere
diversion or in play by great masters, for example, here a
bunch of grapes, a pickled herring, or a lizard, or there a
partridge, a game-bag, or something still less significant.
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Such things, although they also have their pretty qualities,
are but recreational aspects of art.” The landscapists fare
better, but only “some painters are . . . carried and driven
to the most elevated and distinguished step in the Art of
Painting which has all others beneath it and which is the
representation of the most memorable Histories.”?

Van Hoogstraten emphasized that “art since the Icon-
oclasm of the previous century was not entirely destroyed
in Holland, although the best careers, namely [in the dec-
orating of] the churches, are ended as a result, and the
majority of artists devote themselves to minor matters, in-
deed to painting trifles.””> Special mention is made of artists
“who have best observed the essence of art and the noblest
selection [of subject matter],”** whereupon the names of
fifteen artists are listed. Eleven of these are history paint-
ers.”

From the various literary sources, it is clear that artistic
theory in Holland was no different from that of the rest of
seventeenth-century Europe in regarding history painting
as the highest form of art.

What is a History Painting?

What then was and was not a history painting in the sev-
enteenth century? Today we would be inclined to associate
it with representations of important events from the na-
tional past,? for example the depiction of A Haarlem Bat-
tleship Breaking Through the Chained Port in the Capture of
Damiate in 1218 by Cornelis Claesz. van Wieringen (fig.
3).%" This picture, however, is dominated by ships, land-
scape, and water, while, as we have seen, a requirement
of a true history painting was the domination of figures. In
a recent translation of Van Mander’s didactic poem into
modern Dutch, the title of the chapter “Van de Ordinanty
en de Inventy der historien” (On the Arrangement and
Invention of Histories) was quite explicitly translated as
“Over de ordening en de inventie van de figuurstukken”
(On the Arrangement and Invention of Figure Paintings).*®
The subjects which Van Mander mentions in this chapter
which have been or should be represented, however, are
religious or mythological themes, and the chapter concludes
with a long digression on the antique sculpture with a
personification of the Nile which is in the Vatican. Mrs.
de Pauw-de Veen, who has systematically investigated the
use of artistic terms in the seventeenth century, concluded
that “a history is a painting in which a biblical, mythologi-
cal, legendary or other event takes place.””

If we relate what we encounter in seventeenth-century
texts to what has been preserved in paintings, then a history
painting is a picture with large figures in which an episode
from a story is depicted. If the observer wishes to understand
the representation, he must know the story. Upon close
inspection of Abraham Bloemaert’s painting known today



fig. 3 Cornelis Claesz. van Wieringen, A Haarlem Battleship Breaking Through the Chained Port in the Capture of Damiate in 1218, c. 1630, canvas,

101 x 230 c¢m, Haarlem, Frans Hals Museum.

only as the Feast of the Gods (cat. no. 5), a Renaissance
humanist would recognize its subject as the marriage of
Peleus and Thetis. Almost everyone, then and now, au-
tomatically interprets Jan Steen’s barn interior (cat: no.
84) as the story of the adoration of the shepherds. In both
instances the painting is a depiction of a story described
in a book.

Also to be identified as history paintings are allegories
in which large human figures can be understood exclusively
as personifications. Abraham van den Tempel’s The City
of Leiden Inviting the Manufacture of “‘Laken’ (cat. no. 53)
should be interpreted as a history painting. For someone
who does not know that the woman standing in the middle
represents the city of Leyden and the two women accom-
panying her personify trade and freedom, the meaning of
the picture is absolutely incomprehensible. Only those fa-
miliar with reference books which were then current, such
as Cesare Ripa’s widely employed Iconologia of Uytbeeldinghe
des Verstants, could have known that the hat and the sceptre
of the woman in the foreground indicate that she is Free-
dom, since “the sceptre alludes to the dignity and respect-
edness of Freedom . . . the hat is given to her because
whenever the Romans wanted to give a slave his Freedom
. . . they placed a hat on his head,”*

Unlike Van den Tempel’s painting, Jan Miense Molen-
aer’s picture in the museum in Toledo (fig. 4) can be viewed
as a domestic scene. In a Dutch interior an old woman
combs the hair of a young girl while a young boy stands
alongside blowing bubbles. Upon closer inspection, one is
startled to discover that the young woman is using a skull
as a footrest. Further research indicates that the painting
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fig. 4 Jan Miense Molenaer, Vrouw Wereld (Allegory of Vanity),
signed and dated 1633, canvas, 102 x 127 cm, Toledo, Ohio, The
Toledo Museum of Art, Gift of Edward Drummond Libbey.

probably was primarily intended to represent Vrouw Wereld,
the personification of all human wickedness and sin. The
picture thus occupies a position on the border between
genre and history.’!

Many seventeenth-century landscapes are filled with small
figures which one recognizes as representing the flight into
Egypt or Diana and her nymphs. These pictures cannot be
considered true history paintings. Only a few, therefore,
appear in this catalogue (cat. no. 45). Paintings which



fig. 5 Ferdinand Bol, The Intrepidity of Fabritius in the Camp of King
Pyrrhus, signed and dated 1656, canvas, 485 x 350 cm, Amsterdam,
Town Hall (now Royal Palace), Burgomasters’ Chamber.

depict only a single static figure, such as the Emperor Ves-
pasian®® or the Apostle Paul, are also excluded from con-
sideration here.

The greatest number of seventeenth-century Dutch history
paintings are representations of episodes from the Bible.
Less numerous, but also very much in demand, were mytho-
logical subjects. These are followed in popularity by stories
from ancient Greek and Roman history. It is noteworthy
that biblical stories, which in the eye of the seventeenth-
century viewer were not only sacred but also true events;
mythological fictions; and episodes from antique history
which were accepted as true were all represented in the
same manner. In the Judgment of Midas (Kassel Museum)
by the Amsterdam painter Pieter Lastman, the mythological
King Midas wears a large turban with a small crown on
top.” Precisely the same headgear adorns the biblical kings
Belshazzar and Saul in the paintings by Lastman’s student,
Rembrandt, of Belshazzar’s Feast (cat. no. 26) and Saul and
David (The Hague, Mauritshuis). We again encounter the
turban with the small crown in a scene from Roman history,

The Intrepidity of Fabritius in the Camp of King Pyrrhus, by
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Rembrandt’s pupil Ferdinand Bol (fig. 5). The turban-with-
crown motif as the headdress of kings was not restricted to
works by Amsterdam artists. We also encounter it in Utrecht
in the work of Nicolaes Kniipfer and in the art which Jan
Steen created in south Holland and Haarlem.’* At times
biblical and mythological elements were combined in ways
which seem quite astonishing to us.” The biblical could
be mixed just as easily with the exotic. The best example
of this trend is provided by the Old Testament story of
Manoah’s Offering which unfolds in a very precisely ren-
dered Brazilian landscape in The Sacrifice of Manoah (cat.
no. 77) by Frans Post, an artist who had traveled in that
country.

A relatively small but quite noteworthy group of history
paintings represent scenes from Italian literature (Bocaccio,
Tasso, Ariosto, and Guarini, whose shepherds’ play Il Pastor
Fido was a special favorite) and the works of contemporary
Dutch writers (e.g., Cats’ Spaans Heydinnetje, and Hooft’s
Granida) .

A subject from the comparatively recent past, William
11, Count of Holland, Granting Privileges to Rijnland was rep-
resented by C. van Everdingen in 1655 (cat. no. 58). Our
attention is drawn to the central action, the conferring of
the charter. The figures wear fantastic costumes, and the
background reveals the classical architecture which was
depicted and actually built in the seventeenth century.

For Van Everdingen and his contemporaries, the year
1255 was just as distant and legendary as classical antiquity.
History which still was fresh in their memory inspired no
true history paintings, except for allegories.’” The Peace of
Munster by Gerard ter Borch (London, National Gallery)
is simply a group portrait. Like so many related beach scenes
without important events, The Embarkation of Charles II
from the Beach at Scheveningen by Johan Lingelbach (fig. 6)

fig. 6 Johan Lingelbach, The Embarkation of Charles II from the
Beach at Scheveningen, June 2, 1660, canvas, 59 x 100 cm,
Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum.



fig. 7 Pieter Saenredam, Interior of St. Bavo, signed and dated 1631, panel, 82 x 110 cm, The Philadelphia Museum
of Art, John G. Johnson Collections.

is a representation of dunes and shoreline populated by
riders and strollers. The only unusual feature is their ex-
ceptionally large number. Glorious episodes from the eighty-
year war inspired the man of letters, P. C. Hooft, to write
his epic historical work, De Nederlandsche Historien. In art,
only the sea battles were regularly and, indeed, excellently
represented, the best being executed by Hendrick C. Vroom
and Willem van de Velde the Elder and Younger. From the
land battles, which should have occasioned true history
paintings, only the trivial anecdote about Breauté and Lek-
kerbeetje won a place in the repertoire of the practitioners
of the genrelike cavalry battles.”® The only outstanding
history painting to depict an event from the war is the
Surrender of Breda by the Spaniard Veldzquez (Madrid,
Prado).”

The Patrons and Their Motives

The Eighty-Years War (1568-1648) began as a revolt in the
conglomerate of territories known as the seventeen Neth-
erlandish Provinces. The revolt was directed against the
administrative centralization and the strict maintenance of
Roman Catholi¢ religious policies under the country’s mon-

21

arch, the Hapsburg King Philip 11, who resided in Madrid.
As a result of the war, the old Netherlands was divided into
two parts. The south (corresponding approximately to pres-
ent-day Belgium) continued to be ruled by kings, and Ro-
man Catholicism became the only religion that was tol-
erated. The north (roughly, present-day Netherlands) became
a republic dominated by oligarchies of rich merchants in
the cities. Calvinism became the state religion, but, es-
pecially in the cities, the religious activities of Jews, Cath-
olics, and a great many sects were tolerated.

The revolt began with the Calvinist-inspired iconoclasm
of 1566. Fanatical crowds destroyed the pictures and altar-
pieces in churches and cloisters as being “popish idols.”*
The republic’s reformed churches, shorn of ornaments, were
starkly severe. Before the iconoclasm of 1566 the walls of
the Church of St. Bavo in Haarlem were covered with rich
murals, and there were sixty-three altars. As late as 1546
Maerten van Heemskerck painted shutters with depictions
of the Annunciation, the Birth of Christ, and Adoration
of the Magi for the altarpiece of the draper’s guild.* When
Pieter Saenredam painted his Interior of St. Bavo, 1631 (fig.
7, none of this remained. Furthermore, nothing had been



put in its place, éxcept for simple mourning shields. As we
have seen, the artist and writer Samuel van Hoogstraten
deplored this situation. With the disestablishment of the
Roman Catholic church in the northern provinces, what
had been far and away the most important patron of religious
paintings virtually disappeared.

In surrounding Europe the greatest patrons of artists apart
from the church were kings and nobles. Like their eccle-
siastical counterparts, their tastes usually ran to history
paintings, especially of mythological subjects. One recalls,
for example, that the French King Henry IV of Navarre
believed (or, at least, let it be propagated) that he descended
from Hercules. The hero was also claimed by the Hapsburgs
as the progenitor of their house.* Louis XIV and his nobles
were virtually always referred to by their entourage as “ces
divinités visibles,” “les enfants des dieux,” etc.® The French
as well as the English kings regularly held sittings to cure
the sufferers of the king’s disease (scrofula), who poured in
by the thousands, by placing the hand of divine power upon
them.*

In the republic, outside the Court of Orange, hardly any
nobility of importance existed. As commanders of the army,
the members of the House of Orange were themselves only
stadtholders (i.e. stand-ins for the missing monarch) in the
service of the States General which officially retained su-
preme power. As a consequence, their palaces and the
decorations that were commissioned for them can only be
compared in a limited way with those of the royal houses
of France and England.

The greatest customer of the artist in seventeenth-cen-
tury Holland was the burgher. With a pedigree which could
be traced back two centuries, he felt himself to be very
distinguished, and he did not practice touching scrofulous
swellings, but commerce.” The clear preference of these
burghers for “realistic” depictions of their own surroundings
has been glorified since the nineteenth century. It was also
embraced in those parts of Europe which, in the interim,
had also achieved bourgeois regimes, namely France and
England. The artists of seventeenth-century Holland were
regarded as the great forerunners in the painting of “ordinary
subjects” and “common life.” This nineteenth-century vi-
sion, which in a large measure still colors our own, has
clarified matters. Yet it also has totally obscured the fact
that the Dutch burghers of the seventeenth century were
also the patrons of an art of history painting that was of
high quality and extremely varied.

These interests were also evident in other spheres of
culture. If we take what was printed and continually re-
printed as an indicator, then it appears that religious reading
matter was in constant demand. In Hoorn, an average
Dutch town, 54 percent of all books printed before 1700
were Bibles or other religious writings. Besides religious
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fig. 8 Jan de Braij, Cleopatra Betting Antony that She can Spend More
than Ten Million Ducats on a Meal, signed and dated 1669, canvas,
249 x 190.5 cm, Manchester, New Hampshire, Currier Gallery of Art.

literature, the publishers of the time brought out editions
of Virgil and Ovid.*

In the oeuvre of the greatest and the most widely read
Dutch poets, Vondel and Cats, there is hardly a page with-
out quotes from or allusions to biblical and antique stories.
The regents of seventeenth-century Amsterdam identified
themselves with the Roman Republic: “burgomaster”
(burgemeester) and “consul” were one and the same.*
Moreover, the common members of the reformed church
identified with the chosen people of Israel. When Amalia
van Solms, the wife of the stadtholder Frederick Hendrik,
had her son Prince Willem baptized before a mass audience,
the minister who performed the baptismal ceremony ad-
dressed her saying: “I think that [ see standing before me
the great queen Esther . . . O fortunate princess, O second
Esther . . .,” an analogy which he developed at length.
(The indigent winter king of Bohemia, who attended the
ceremony while in exile, was addressed as and compared
to Job by the speaker in the pulpit.) Vondel found Amalia
so lovely that Paris in judging which of the three goddesses
was the most beautiful would have placed her above Venus.*



In the light of this persistent tendency to identify their
own world with that of “history,” it is understandable that
a great number of “historical portraits” were produced by
Dutchmen.® In many history paintings the numerous faces
are clearly portraits of the patron and his family (cf. cat.
no. 57). In 1668 the Amsterdam merchant Van Kermt
signed a contract with Jan Lievens the younger. Lievens
would “as artfully as possible . . . portray from life . . . Van
Kermt as Scipio and his wife as Pallas and further depict
the story completely and as it should be.”* Often the choice
of subject in these works seems surprising. In 1670 another
Amsterdam merchant had himself and his beloved repre-
sented as the angel Gabriel and the Virgin Mary.”® We
might well ask why Jan de Braij would portray a family with
children (probably his own) as Cleopatra Betting Antony that
She can Spend more than Ten Million Ducats on a Meal (fig.
8). Cleopatra won by taking a pearl of great value which
she wore in her ear, dissolving it in a glass of vinegar, and
drinking it down. For Pliny, from whom the story comes,
as well as for the Dutch seventeenth-century writers who
repeated it, the tale stood as an examplar of extravagant
waste.

From the literature of seventeenth-century Holland, one
would expect that “history” played a much greater role in
painting than it in fact did. Closer study indicates that, in
quantitative terms, interest in history painting was high at
the beginning of the century but gradually waned over the
course of the century. Thanks to the recent archival re-
search of ]. M. Montias, we have accurate data with regard
to the city of Delft. His analysis of nearly 1,200 Delft
inventories reveals that in the years 1610-1619 almost half
of all pictures mentioned were history paintings. After 1640
the percentage fell to a third, in the years 1650-1660 it
became a quarter, and after 1670 only a sixth. (In contrast,
the number of landscapes climbed from a quarter in 1610/
1619 to thirty-seven percent after 1660; still lifes increased
in the same period from five to fifteen percent).”

Delft was a provincial town and the percentages no doubt
were different elsewhere. But we may feel safe that they
reflect the general trend. In the first half of the century an
artist could virtually restrict himself to producing only his-
tory paintings; such was the case with Cornelis van Haar-
lem, Pieter Lastman, Nicolaes Moeyaert, and Solomon de
Braij. The son of the last mentioned, Jan de Braij, was born
in c. 1627. Of his preserved work only 40 are history paint-
ings, while the other 160 are portraits, no doubt because
of “the temptation of gain or (the need) to make a living.”
The same was true for Rembrandt who was born in 1606;
his oeuvre also is divided into the two categories, history
and portraiture. This division appears in the production of
virtually all his students (Bol, van den Eeckhout, Jan Vic-
tors, Aert de Gelder) as well as, for example, of Caesar van
Everdingen (c. 1617-1678). In the work of other later
masters whose oeuvres are dominated by landscapes (Ber-
chem, Dujardin, Adriaen van de Velde) or domestic in-
teriors (Metsu) we encounter only a small number of history
paintings. These artists were in a situation similar to that
Gerard Lairesse described about Dujardin, who “was ex-
ceptionally beautiful in small things: yet he had a great
impulse and desire to follow the illustrious brave painters:
but he ultimately could not make a go of it.”** The gen-
eration born between 1620 and 1635 bred many outstanding
masters (van de Capelle, Kalff, van'Ruisdael, Vermeer) but
brought forth no important artist who devoted himself largely
to history painting. It was not until late in the century that
several history painters of the first rank again appeared on
the scene and specialized in this genre (Lairesse, van der
Werff).

It is easy to oversimplify the relation between art theory
and practice in seventeenth-century Holland. To be sure,
the ideas derived from Italian Renaissance authors about
the supremacy of history painting pervaded Dutch writing
on art. At first sight there appear to have been two markets
in Holland for domestic art, one of which was affected by

History Paintings in Delft inventories, 1610-1679, as a percentage of all subjects:

1610-19 1620-29 1630-39 1640-49 1650-59 1660-69 1670-79
OIld Testament 15.0 15.0 11.2 8.5 6.8 6.6 4.1
New Testament 15.9 16.7 17.0 13.0 10.2 11.9 7.6
Saints, angels, 6.1 6.0 4.6 5.0 2.5 3.2 2.5
and religious
allegories
Mythology 4.2 3.2 3.9 2.8 2.0 2.4 0.9
Other histories 4.9 3.7 4.4 5.0 4.6 2.2 1.5
and allegories
Total 46.1% 44.6% 41.1% 34.3% 26.1% 26.3% 16.6%
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these ideas and the other quite free of them. The first
market consisted of the upper strata of the bourgeoisie and
the Court of Orange, who bought paintings that were con-
sonant with these theoretical principles. The second was
made up of the middle and lower bourgeoisie who craved
depictions of their own environment, to which artists,
grudgingly or not, had to conform.

Such a simple, clear-cut opposition obscures a most in-
teresting and complex state of affairs. The bourgeoisie of
seventeenth-century Holland was similar only in a limited
respect to the liberal bourgeoisie of nineteenth-century
Europe. Dutch burghers had not the least desire to eman-
cipate themselves from the authority of the Bible and clas-
sical literature. They saw it as their task to fit these “scrip-
tures” into their own theory and practice. Judging from the
scarcity and the often hybrid character of writings on art
from the period we now consider the golden age of Dutch
painting, we may conclude they found it difficult to fit in
what they saw as classical art theory. However, studies of
the past decades have brought to light that Dutch seven-
teenth-century down-to-earth depictions of daily life of
ordinary people very often are imbued with allegory and
scholarly connotations of a moralizing character (cf. fig.
4).” Thus these paintings meet many requirements of his-
tory painting. They should perhaps be considered as one
Dutch answer to the demands of classical art theory, as
conceived in the seventeenth century.

Moreover, dividing the buyers into categories is hazard-
ous. In almost all the countless Dutch seventeenth-century
inventories brought to light by Abraham Bredius, we en-
counter history paintings. Usually they form, in accordance
with Montias’ findings, a minority of the whole. But none-
theless, the same public that was so avid for new genres
also kept up a keen interest in history painting. The col-
lection left in the estate of Laurens Douci of Amsterdam,
assessed in 1669, may serve as an example.’® Its 104 paint-
ings strike us by their “modernity.” Most were by artists
who were still alive. More than half of the paintings were
landscapes, by artists like A. van de Velde, A. van Ever-
dingen, C. Dujardin, and J. van Ruisdael. Three waterfalls
and a view of Haarlem by the last mentioned artist were
estimated at, respectively, 36, two at 42, and 24 guilders;
the average price of the pieces in the collection was 22V2
guilders. Next in number were thirteen seascapes (De Vlie-
ger, Porcellis), and ten genre paintings (a knife grinder by
G. Metsu, Italian card players by Th. Wyck, a lice catcher
by A. Brouwer, etc.). Douci also had three city views (J.
van der Heyden) and, most surprisingly, a few “portraits
of a gentleman” by Frans Hals; in the nineteenth century
these again became collectors’ items rather than mere family
documents. Douci’s “bourgeois” taste, however, did not
prevent him from appreciating good history paintings. They
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numbered ten in his collection. An Adoration of the Magi
by L. Bramer and Cleopatra by N. Kniipfer were both es-
timated at 30 guilders. Apart from a church interior by
Emanuel de Witte appraised at 150 guilders, by far the most
highly valued painting of the collection was a Feast of Bac-
chus by the now forgotten Cornelis Holsteyn, estimated at
120 guilders.

Concerning paintings executed on commission we often
are better informed about details than on works made for
the open market. Among other records, we possess the
letters and notes of Huygens and Jacob van Campen re-
ferring to the commission issued by the court for the dec-
orations of the Huis ten Bosch. The municipal authorities
also had the rooms of public buildings beautified with large-
scale history paintings. A typical example is that in 1664,
at a cost of 900 guilders, Ferdinand Bol executed an Allegory
on the City Government with life-sized figures for the Leiden
burgomasters’ chamber.”” Quite exceptional is that the same
Leiden burgomasters, in 1660, had considered ordering a
work from their fellow townsman, Gerard Dou, because of
the latter’s international fame as a painter of minutely ex-
ecuted, cabinet-sized pieces. We are not surprised to learn
that this commission was canceled.’®

Many large history paintings survive in situ or are known
to have hung in specific rooms in municipal buildings. The
high point was the painted and sculptured decorations of
the colossal town hall on the Dam in Amsterdam in the
years after 1648. It has been preserved virtually undamaged
in its original condition and now serves as a royal palace.

It is noteworthy that official city buildings were also
decorated with ever-increasing rows of regent and militia
portraits, far outnumbering the history paintings.’® In 1604,
after completing his militia portrait, The Militia of Jan Jansz.
Carel, Gerrit Pietersz. Sweelinck wanted to paint “some-
thing never done before.” Yet group portraits continued to
be the most frequently commissioned paintings, and the
walls of the regents’ chambers and militia companies’ rooms
became more and more crowded. At present, as we have
observed, they are counted among the most typical and
successful products of seventeenth-century Dutch art. Rem-
brandt’s Night Watch of 1642 was one of these militia pieces.
[ts author probably also intended to make “something never
done before.” Samuel van Hoogstraten wrote of this picture,
which originated during his period as a pupil under the
master, that “in the opinion of many [Rembrandt] made
the large picture too much a work executed according to
his own wishes rather than one of individual portraits which
he was commissioned to do. Nevertheless, this work, how-
ever much it can be censured, will survive its competitors
because it is so painterlike in thought, so dashing in move-
ment, and so powerful that, according to some, all the
other pieces there [in the Kloveniersdoelen] stand beside



fig. 9 Wooden mantlepiece designed by Ph. Vingboons for Joan
Heydecoper, 1638. Painting is Joachim van Sandrart, Ulysses and
Nausica, signed, canvas, 104 x 168.5 cm, Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum.

it like playing cards.” From this and from the context we
may conclude that in his most famous group portrait Rem-
brandt also realized the principles of the history painting.
The passage appears in Van Hoogstraten’s chapter “On
Composition” (van 't ordineeren) and in a passage about
how the history painter who takes his models from nature,
reforms them in his imagination “to form a whole . . . and
in this way to arrange a crowd of figures in a History so
that none of them seems in the least degree to be either
superfluous or lacking.”® The symbolic allusions which are
revealed in the Night Watch (Van Hoogstraten referred to
them when he called the picture “painter like in thought”)
are yet another feature of the historicizing character of this
group portrait.®'

The people within the circles which commissioned the
construction of the town hall in Amsterdam had their own
homes built and decorated in the same style. Philips Ving-
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boons, who submitted a design for the town hall which
never was carried out, designed palatial homes in a classical
style on the Singel for Johan Huydecoper and Anthonie
Oetgens van Waveren as early as the 1630s. Both repeatedly
served as burgomasters in the years 1626-1660, and both
were members of the committee of four which supervised
the planning and construction of the town hall.®? Oetgeens’
home (Singel 282-286) was three plots wide. From the
home of Huydecoper (Singel 548, built in 1638, destroyed
by fire in 1943), a monumental mantelpiece with Joachim
van Sandrart’s canvas depicting Ulysses and Nausica has
survived and has been preserved in the Rijksmuseum since
1895 (fig. 9). The German Sandrart was in Amsterdam in
the years 1638-1644, and there he portrayed, among others,
many members of the powerful burgomaster family Bicker
and designed title pages for works by Hooft and Vondel.
His Ulysses and Nausica, as well as the mantel itself, must
date from this period, that is to say, well before the dec-
orations of the town hall, which are anticipated in the style
of the painting and the painting-chimney ensemble. A
picture of Ulysses and Nausica by Thomas de Keyser also
later appeared as a chimneypiece in the town hall. For
Sandrart’s version for Huydecoper (and other paintings in
the latter’s house) Jan Vos composed a poem, just as he did
for many chimneypieces in the town hall.®

The home of the Trip family (the Trippenhuis) which
was built in 1660 was palatial. It was decorated with
chimneypieces by Bol and ceiling decorations by N. de Helt
Stockade who had executed similar works for the town
hall.®

In the years 1670-1680 wealthy businessmen allowed
whole walls and ceilings of their stately homes on the Her-
engracht to disappear behind the parks and heavens pop-
ulated by gods and heroes in paintings by Gerard de Lai-
resse.®’

Since information about private commissions is scarce,
speculative hypotheses deserve further research. Such is the
case, for example, with the recent theory that many of Jan
Victors' large-scale Old Testament scenes may have been
ordered by rich Jews.%

Roman Catholic paintings are also to be reckoned among
private commissions. The holding of Roman Catholic ser-
vices, the baptism by and the harboring of Catholic priests
were officially forbidden in the republic. These laws, how-
ever, were widely disobeyed. In 1656 the council of the
Reformed Church in Amsterdam complained that Catholics
in the city had no less than sixty-two “solemn places of
assembly which they themselves call churches, [and which
are] decorated with altars and all sorts of papal ornaments.”
These were private dwellings that were more or less con-
verted to serve as hidden churches. Here is where the nu-
merous high-quality alterpieces and other typical Catholic



history paintings hung, which are now found in or come
from ecclesiastical collections (see cat. nos: 6, 47, 66).%

Compared to the surprising abundance of history paint-
ings which were made for the forbidden Catholic churches,
the production for the Reformed Church of State was hardly
of any consequence at all. The Calvinists, averse to idols,
allowed only the doors of the organs (which at times were
quite large) to be decorated with painted scenes. A standard
theme was David Greeted with Music and Dance after
Defeating Goliath.®® A series of paintings by Barent Fa-
britius from the Lutheran Church in Leiden depicts episodes
from the story of the prodigal son (the Lutheran creed does
not prohibit images in churches). The prodigal’s life was
probably intended to serve as a stern example for the Ger-
man students in the university city.®

Drama

In examining the types of themes that were preferred by
history painters and their public, we often perceive a taste
for the erotic. Often-depicted episodes from the Bible were
Lot Seduced by his Daughters and Susanna Spied Upon by
the Elders while Bathing. Since the elders were later put
to death for their actions, the latter theme could serve as
a warning to the viewer. An especially popular theme from
mythology was the Judgment of Paris, in which a young
man is asked to determine which of three naked goddesses
is the prettiest. This subject too had moralizing overtones.
The subjects chosen for the most conspicuous paintings
in public buildings often were spectacular as well as didactic.
The most famous painting in Amsterdam was Ferdinand
Bol’s Intrepidity of Fabritius of 1656 (fig. 5; cf. cat. no. 38).
Of the many paintings which were to be seen in the city,
it was the only one (except for a trompe ['oeil painting by
Cornelis Brisé) to be mentioned in all the published de-
scriptions of Amsterdam. It hung as a chimneypiece in the
burgomasters’ chamber in the town hall on the Dam and
represented the Roman Consul Fabritius in his role as ne-
gotiator in the army camp of King Pyrrhus, with whom the
Romans were at war. Pyrrhus tried to unsettle Fabritius by
suddenly bringing forth a wild trumpeting elephant. Fa-
britius, who had never seen an elephant before, remained
as unmoved by this assault as he had been on the previous
day when Pyrrhus vainly attempted to bribe him with an
abundance of treasures. Fabritius’ incorruptability and in-
trepidity must have served as examples to the assembled
burgomasters. By the same token, visitors, who could wan-
der freely in the chamber when no meetings were being
held, were encouraged to believe that the leaders of Am-
sterdam were as incorruptible and steadfast as Fabritius.
Even more dramatic than the scene with the trumpeting
elephant was the representation of the gruesome moment
when King Zaleucus allowed his eye to be poked out, a
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subject which Jan de Braij depicted for the magistrates’
chamber in Haarlem (cat. no. 63). A similarly horrifying
theme was the Judgment of Count William the Good which
Nicolaes van Galen painted for the magistrates’ chamber
in Hasselt (cat. no. 59). In addition to their dramatic effect,
these works were also intended to convey a didactic ad-
monition.

Emotions and Passions

Of special importance in a history painting was the rep-
resentation of the “Emotions, Passions, Desires and Suf-
ferings of Men.” This is the title (Affecten, passien, be-
geerlijkheden en lijdens der Menschen) of the long chapter
in Van Mander’s “Grondt.”” Around 1630 Huygens wrote
of Rembrandt’s Repentance of Judas (fig. 10):

The gesture of this one desperate Judas . . . who raves,
groans, beseeches forgiveness, but does not hope for
it, nor expresses hope on his face. . . . I would compare
this figure to any beautiful work of art which the cen-
turies have brought forth. . . . I contend namely, that
no Protogenes or Apelles or Parrhatius ever conceived
of the notion or could have hit upon it: [to bring
together] all those different emotions which Rem-
brandt assembled in a single figure and expressed as
a whole.™

From this passage it appears that great value was placed
on the depiction of a person at the instant in which he is
moved by powerful, conflicting feelings. In connection with
this notion we would cite the many examples, above all
by Rembrandt and his pupils, of representations of precisely
that moment in a story when the mood is suddenly and
completely reversed. Their numerous representations of the
Angel Appearing to Hagar and Abraham’s Offering always
depict that moment in which the despair of Hagar and
Abraham is transformed into gladness and thankfulness.

The importance that was attached to the moment of the
reversal of an emotion into its opposite seems to have been
expressed much more clearly in the theoretical writings on
literature than in those on art. The literary theorists even
had a name for it, staetveranderinge, a translation of the
Greek word peripeteia (complete reversal of situation and
mood) which Aristotle employed in the same sense in his
writings on art theory. In his late dramas, the poet Vondel
made staetveranderinge or peripeteia the central feature of his
work. In the preface to his tragedy Jephta, he explained that
the central motif, around which all else revolves, is the peri-
peteia from the joy of Jephta and his family over his military
victory to the grief that began when, upon his triumphal
return from the battle, his daughter came to meet him and
it was realized that she had to be sacrificed. (Jephta had
promised God that if he was victorious he would make an
offering of the first person to emerge from his gate to meet



fig. 10 Rembrandt van Rijn, Repentance of Judas, monogrammed and dated 1629, panel, 76 x 101 cm, Private Collection.

him, see cat. no. 20.) A similar peripeteia is seen in the
story of King Belshazzar, who while celebrating with his
retinue was suddenly mortally terrified by the writing on
the wall (cat. no. 26). To this painting by Rembrandt could
be added many others by the master and his students in
which peripeteia functions as the central motif.”

A sophisticated use of peripeteia is perceived in Ferdinand
Bol’s Fabritius and King Pyrrhus (fig. 5). A soldier in the
left foreground takes flight, frightened by the sudden ap-
pearance of an elephant. His terror is shared by the soldier
seen from the rear at the right who seeks protection behind
his shield which is provided with a sharp point. Compared
to the peripeteia of these figures, the cool-headedness and
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intrepidity of Fabritius, who continues to reason calmly
throughout the uproar, stands out all the more clearly.

A preoccupation with the correct depiction of emotion
also appears in the following passage from Van Mander’s
Grondt: “People rightly reproach us, the artists, because it
cannot be determined if the heads we depict are laughing
or crying.”” This remark is part of a five-page treatise on
how much one may accurately depict laughing and weeping,
gaiety and sadness.” The prescriptions which Van Mander
offered here were strictly observed by the approximately
eighty artists who, after the appearance of Van Mander’s
book, represented a theme that previously had not appeared
in Dutch painting—the Greek philosopher Democritus who



fig. 11 Johannes Moreelse, Democritus and Heraclitus, signed, c.
1630, each on panel, 59.7 x 68.8 cm, Utrecht, Centraal Museum.

continually laughs at human vanity and foolishness, and
his counterpart, Heraclitus, who forever weeps (fig. 11).”
In 1642, Philips Angel repeated Van Mander’s remark in
other words.™

Disguise

Besides the skillful characterization of emotions, the ac-
curate representation of the sex of a figure in misleading
circumstances also clearly presented a challenge to artists.
One of the most frequently represented themes was that
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of Vertumnus and Pomona (cf. cat. no. 18).” Vertumnus,
having assumed the form of an old woman, is represented
on the verge of seducing Pomona after many vain attempts.
Also popular was the story of Amarillis and Mirtillo, which
came from the shepherds’ play Il pastor fido by the Italian
Guarini but was represented almost exclusively by Neth-
erlandish artists.” The young hunter, Mirtillo, disguised
himself as a nymph to win the kissing contest which the
nymphs organized among themselves. No less in demand
from c. 1660 onward were paintings of Achilles in hiding
in the house of Lycomedes disguised as one of the latter’s
daughters. (He was trying to shirk his responsibility of fight-
ing in the Trojan War.) Undoubtedly one reason for se-
lecting these themes was the opportunity they offered to
demonstrate the painter’s virtuosity. While the artist had
to make the female disguises of Vertumnus, Mirtillo, and
Achilles sufficiently plausible to fool the others in the pic-
ture, a careful observer of the painting should be able to
recognize them as men. ’

Representations of the mythological Vertumnus and Po-
mona often reveal resemblances in composition to the bibli-
cal Judah and Tamar, a theme often treated by the same
masters. Here too a disguise serves to hold our attention.
Veiled and disguised, Tamar goes to sit at the side of the
road. When her father-in-law, Judah, came upon her he
thought she was a harlot, and said: “Come, let me come
into you.” We are always shown the critical moment when
Judah looks at Tamar (who is often only summarily veiled)
but does not recognize her as his daughter-in-law. Often
he has already begun to fondle her, giving her his seal ring
as security for the fee which he will pay later.

The drama in these paintings, as in a play, results from
the fact that the audience knows more than the actors.
Like Judah, Pomona suspects nothing, while we know that
she is about to be seduced. Achilles deludes himself into
thinking he is safe in his girl’s clothing, while we already
see how he is unmasked; paintings always show the moment
in the story when Achilles, disguised as one of the daugh-
ters, betrays himself by eagerly taking up weapons from an
assortment of wares offered by a merchant. (The merchant
is Ulysses, who in turn has disguised himself.)

Venus becomes Magdalen—Errors

Elevated ideas concerning the instructive effects of paint-
ings and a preoccupation with precise representations of
emotions thus played very important roles. At the same
time, however, less high-minded motives also played a part.
Hendrick Goltzius, one of the most famous engravers of his
time, began to execute paintings around 1600. Not long
thereafter, in 1605, he wrote to his friend, the Amsterdam
jeweler and art lover, Jan van Weely for advice: “Select
several old testament histories for me which are picturesque



and I shall choose what I like and execute some of it. You
should only seek merry histories which are lovely in paint-
ings.”™ In 1639 Huygens asked Rubens in a letter to execute
a chimneypiece for Prince Frederick Hendrik. The con-
ception and the subject were left entirely to Rubens. The
required measurements would be forwarded to him. It was
further desired that the picture have three, or at most four,
figures and “que la beauté des femmes y fut elabourée con
amore, Studio e diligenza.”® For Goltzius, it seems mer-
riment and loveliness were of more importance than edi-
fication in the selection of themes, while for Huygens (on
behalf of Frederick Hendrik) feminine beauty was the high-
est consideration.

Often the subject seems to have been more important
to the painter than to his public. In the 1632 inventory
of the Oranges, expensive paintings by Rubens which had
only recently been acquired were already given the wrong
titles. An Alexander Crowning Roxane was mistakenly
called “Alexander Crowning Venus,” while a Sophonisba
Drinking the Poisoned Cup was identified as “Artemesia.”®'
These errors perhaps can be imputed to the ignorance of
a clerk. However, connoisseurs clearly were also often more
interested in the precise name of the painter than in that
of the subject. Johannes Vermeer’s Allegory of Faith, painted
in ¢c. 1673 (Metropolitan Museum, New York), exhibits
all the standard attributes of Faith which were specified in
the handbook, Iconologia, by Cesare Ripa. However, the
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- fig. 12 Jan Steen, Marriage of Tobias
g and Sarah, signed, canvas, 131 x 172
i cm, Braunschweig, Herzog Anton

Ulrich-Museum.

organizers of the sales of the choice collections in which
the picture appeared in 1699 and 1718 corrupted the title
to “A seated woman . .. representing the New Testa-
ment.”® Jan Steen’s Marriage of Tobias and Sarah in Bruns-
wick (fig. 12), an apocryphal Bible scene conceived as a
festive marriage, was amply praised in 1721 by the artist
Arnold Houbraken but was interpreted completely inac-
curately. He called the picture “a bridegroom and bride,”
with the explanation, “The bridegroom stands (as in the
most extreme displeasure) in a posture, as if he were stamp-
ing his foot in regret. . . . He looks at his Bride from aside
as if he wants to place the blame for it on the old one (i.e.,
her mother) and apologizes to her (the bride). . . . This
all was to be seen so clearly and explicitly from the facial
expressions and the poses of the figures and from other
accessories, as if it had been written next to it.”® We may
assume artists themselves could play with their subjects if
what the poet Jan Vos wrote of Govaert Flinck is true.

On G. Flinck, when he altered a painted Venus into
a Mary Magdalen . . .

Here one paints Venus into a Saint Magdalen:

Her book, the art of love, into a book of prayers:

The pot of face paint becomes a vessel full of ointment
to honor Jesus.

Praises to him who can convert the unchaste with the

brush.®



Concern over the possibility that the artist might not
devote enough attention to his subject is reflected in the
often-repeated advice that he “assiduously rummage through
the old stuffy Books to gain knowledge of Histories,” as
Philips Angel put it in 1642. Otherwise he will certainly
make errors. As an example, Angel cites Elijah and the
Widow of Sarepta by an artist whose name he would not
mention. In the biblical text, drought and famine are said
to be raging during the time of this story. Thus the artist
was totally wrong to paint mist and clouds and a lush land-
scape full of cattle into the scene.® Even today one can
still point out such mistakes. In his painting of Jacob Shown
Joseph’s Bloody Cloak, Jan Pynas included Jacob’s father
[saac, although by this time the latter was already dead.%¢
In 1646/1647 Frederick Hendrik had a portrait made of his
daughter Louise Henriette and her fiancé, the Elector Fred-
erick of Brandenburg, in the form of Aeneas and his beloved
Dido.®” The “real” Aeneas abandoned Dido after their love
affair, whereupon she committed suicide on a funeral pyre.
The subject chosen for the painting thus seems odd and not
at all well considered. Perhaps, however, the selection was
prompted by a deeper meaning which now escapes us.

Style

Each effort to bring Dutch art of the seventeenth century
under a single denominator excludes many interesting as-
pects from consideration. Before modern color photogra-
phy, no more naturalistic scene of a city existed that Ver-
meer’s View of Delft. Yet not long before this canvas was
executed, Hercules Segers rendered nature transformed to
a degree that was not equaled until the time of Turner and
of the later expressionists. Dutch history painting also takes
many forms. Some artists had a very personal style, sug-
gesting that they were wholly independent (Bramer, Hon-
dius, Kniipfer, Van Wijnen). Several major trends, how-
ever, can be detected. In the turbulent period of the nation’s
inception, all three Dutch artistic centers (Haarlem, Am-
sterdam, and Utrecht) were dominated by a single, tor-
mented variant of international mannerism.

After 1600 a major shift took place toward greater nat-
uralness and simplicity. No longer would one conception
dominate. When Pieter Lastman returned to Amsterdam
in 1606-1607 after a stay in Rome, he and his Amsterdam
followers built upon the work which the German Adam
Elsheimer (1578-1610) had created in Rome. Not without
reason, these artists are called the Pre-Rembrandtists. Rem-
brandt’s manner in his earliest works of ¢. 1625 until around
1640 rests upon their style, although he was already be-
coming much subtler in his control of line, light, and
shadow.

In Utrecht the influence of Caravaggio dominated from
around 1620. His antimanneristic realism was brilliantly
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translated into Dutch by Hendrick Ter Brugghen.

Both the Amsterdam and the Utrecht movements must
soon have seemed old-fashioned when compared to the
works done by Rubens in neighboring Antwerp. He de-
veloped an impressive stylistic variation on Italian history
painting in the years after 1608. Artists in Holland also
successfully sought bolder and grander results. At first Haar-
lem was the center of these developments. In his paintings
begun after 1600, Goltzius—formerly the preeminent man-
nerist draftsman and engraver—seems to have grasped and
subsequently developed the innovations which Annibale
Carracci brought to Rome shortly before 1600 (cat. no. 9).
Somewhat later, in 1625, the Haarlem artist Pieter de
Grebber created his own brand of cool classicism in paint-
ings with large formats and monumental figures (fig. 2).
Solomon and Jan de Braij, who were father and son, and
the landscape painter, Nicolaes Berchem, further devel-
oped this style (cat. no. 49). Beginning shortly after 1630
in Amsterdam, Jacob Backer (who until now has been
mistakenly considered a Rembrandt follower) produced
smoothly drawn compositions with fluent brushwork rep-
resenting large figures against lighter backgrounds.

Large figures, bright and varied coloring, and composi-
tions that, regardless of complexity, always appear simple
and easily arranged, are qualities shared by the art of De
Grebber and Backer. These characteristics became impor-
tant only when the walls of monumental buildings, such
as the Huis ten Bosch in The Hague (1648-1650) and the
new town hall in Amsterdam (from c. 1652), were deco-
rated with paintings. This led to the establishment of a
specific Amsterdam school of history painters. Rembrandt’s
students (Bol, Flinck), who initially followed their master
faithfully, began to work in this style after 1650.

Rembrandt himself now took a road on which only one
exceptional late student (Aert de Gelder) was to follow
him. The broad touch and mysterious chiaroscuro of his
late years contrast dramatically with the preference for fine
detail and bright coloring which one encounters around
1660 among his younger contemporaries.

One forerunner in the area of fijnschilderkunst (fine paint-
ing) was Cornelis van Poelenburgh, who executed finely
detailed works in small formats as early as the 1620s (cat.
no. 45). Comparable refinement appears in the interior
genre paintings of c. 1660 by Gabriel Metsu and Eglon van
der Neer (cat. no. 87). In this same period similarly refined
history paintings, but done in a grander manner, were ex-
ecuted by Adriaen van de Velde and Carel Dujardin (cat.
nos. 66, 64). These are followed by the works of Gerard
Lairesse, who first began producing his extensive oeuvre
around 1670 and whose paintings also reflect his French/
Ligge origins. Working on a smaller format Adriaen van
der Werff later combined the same stately vision and French



classicistic tendencies with Leiden Feinmalerei. Lairesse and
Van der Werff represent a typically Dutch strain of classi-
cism.

The “peasant history painting” forms a separate chapter.
Companies of peasants were a very popular subject in sev-
enteenth-century Holland. Often artists used this genre for
religious subjects. Quite a number of artists employed coarse,
boorish types in subjects such as the Nativity (not only for
the adoring shepherds, but also for Joseph and Mary) or the
Conversion of Paul (for the soldiers as well as St. Paul)
(cat. nos. 79, 80). The numerous and exceptionally vital
history paintings of Jan Steen successfully combine the re-
fined Leyden fijnschilder technique with characterizations
of rough peasants (cat. no. 84).

Despite its many forms, some generalities can finally be
made about Dutch history painting. The works of the Pre-
Rembrandtist, Lastman; the Caravaggist, Ter Brugghen;
and the peasant painter, Benjamin Cuyp are all appropri-
ately characterized by the phrase “robust realism.”® Even
artists who reveal a conspicuous desire to work in the ideal-
ized manner of the Italians could not truly rid themselves
of this impulse to realism. Looking at the Mary in De
Grebber’s Annunciation (cat. no. 47), we are more likely
to recognize a contemporary of the artist than the celestial
Mother of God. In the works of the most idealizing Dutch
artists, the execution of detail and description of materials
reveal a degree of care and refinement which are hardly
ever encountered in the paintings of their Italian or south-
ern Netherlandish counterparts (cf. A. van de Velde, A.
van der Werff). With its realism and love for detail, Dutch
history painting fits in with what we recognize as the most
typical aspect of the art of the period.

Even Rembrandt’s work, however visionary it may be,
remains typically Dutch in its imitation of nature. For the
generations that followed, he became the prototypical Dutch
painter, who:

When he, as sometimes happened, would paint a
naked woman

He chose no Greek Venus as his model,

But a washerwoman or peat-stamper from a barn,

His error calling imitation of Nature,

All the rest idle adornment . . .%

Notes

My warmest thanks go to Ruud ter Haar. If my disjunctive
notes have become a coherent narrative, it is due to his
skillful advice and patient support. [ also greatly profited
from the comments on the first draft offered by Beatrijs
Brenninkmeijer, Peter Hecht, Guido Jansen, Michael Mon-
tias, and Eric Jan Sluijter.
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