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mothers, each grasping her child with one arm, hold
dishes under the stream of water coming from the
rock; others drink the refreshing liquid from hats,
cups, and pitchers. Despite the plethora of elegantly
and brightly clothed figures, their animals, and the
utensils in the setting, the mood is surprisingly quiet
and subdued as man and beast alike pause to accept
the goodness of God’s bounty.

Traditionally, the water that poured from the rock
and refreshed the Israelites was understood symbol-
ically as the gift of God’s salvation, salvation granted
through the actions of their leader Moses. The rock
was likened to Christ and the water that flowed from
it was seen as the blood flowing from the wounds
suffered at his crucifixion. Thus the episode was
typologically associated with the Eucharist and with
Christ’s forgiveness and man’s redemption.’

The story also had specific significance to the
Dutch, who often found historic parallels between
their own history and biblical narratives, associating
the tribulations of the early Jews with their own

Fig. 1. Hendrick Goltzius, William of Orange, engraving, 1581,
Rotterdam, Museum Boymans-van Beuningen
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struggles for independence against Spanish domi-
nation. The leader of their revolt, William the Silent,
was likened to Moses in that while he personified the
identity of the nation he also failed to reach the
promised land that he had envisioned.® Even before
his assassination in 1584, however, an association
had been established between William the Silent
and Moses, which became part of Dutch mythology.
In 1581 Hendrick Goltzius surrounded his portrait
of the Prince of Orange with scenes from the life of
Moses, the pillars of clouds and fire, the burning
bush, and the passage through the Red Sea (fig. 1).
As with the miraculous scene depicted by Wtewael,
the passage through the Red Sea focused on the
powerful symbolism of water in the Moses legend.
For the Dutch, whose land was both nourished and
protected by water, the imagery suggested that
God’s beneficence had guided their destiny just as it
had that of the Israelites.

The allegorical associations contained in this
work are consistent with Wtewael’s own religious
and political convictions. Although born a Catholic,
Wtewael became a fervent Calvinist and firm advo-
cate of the House of Orange. He felt strongly that
the Dutch republic, under the leadership of the
House of Orange, ought to continue the struggle to
fulfill William the Silent’s original goal of a United
Netherlands and should not accept the compromise
solution manifested in the Twelve-Year Truce of
1609, whereby the southern provinces would remain
under Spanish domination. He expressed these con-
cerns in both his art and his political activities.” As
early as 1595 he designed a stained-glass window for
the Cathedral of Gouda that depicted Holland’s
Chariot of Freedom of Conscience victorious over
Spain and Idolatry. In 1605 he engraved a cycle of
scenes of Thronus Justitiae, which depicted historical
exempla of justice that had clear propagandistic
overtones. Shortly after the Twelve-Year Truce was
signed, he designed a series of political allegories,
personified by the maid Belgica, that focused on
many of the famous patriotic incidents in the Eighty
Years’ War and argued for a United Netherlands.
Finally, in 1610 he participated in a revolt of Calvinist
and Roman Catholic burghers against the domina-
tion of Arminian (also known as Remonstrant) offi-
cials in the Utrecht government. He subsequently
served on the city council.

The decision to paint this scene in 1624 may
reflect an effort to revitalize the allegorical connec-
tions between Moses and the House of Orange after
the conclusion of the Truce in 1621, at a time when
Prince Maurits and Prince Frederik Hendrik were
renewing their military efforts against Spanish ag-



gression. One may assume because of the complex-
ity of the scene and refinement of the image that the
painting was commissioned by, or at least was
painted for, a specific patron. No surviving docu-
ments, however, elucidate this matter.®

Not much is known of Wtewael’s working proce-
dure, but in this instance a fragment of an elaborate
preparatory drawing for the painting is preserved in
the Albertina in Vienna (fig. 2).° Surprisingly, given
his penchant to reuse elements from his own works,
none of the motifs in this richly varied painting
appear to be exact quotations from his earlier im-
ages, although Lowenthal has identified close pro-
totypes in a number of instances.!® Lowenthal also
suggests that Wtewael adapted the child in the
lower left from a painting by Cornelis Cornelisz.
van Haarlem.!!

While Wtewael apparently derived his scene from
careful readings of both biblical texts in which this
story appears (Exodus 17:1—7 and Numbers 20:2—
13), he carefully constructed his composition along
mannerist principles outlined by Karel van Mander
in Den Grondt der Edel vrij Schilder-Const, along didac-
tic poem on the rules of art that Van Mander pub-
lished in his Het Schilder-Boek of 1604."* In the chapter
entitled “Van der Ordinanty ende Inventy der His-
torien” [On the Composition and Invention of His-
tory Pieces], Van Mander describes how the corners
of the composition should be filled with large repous-
soir figures, while the composition should be ar-
ranged in a circular fashion around a central focal
point “in such a way thata number of figures encircle
the focus of the story, which remains standing as the
center of the picture..” The painting should also
have variety: “a profusion of horses, dogs and other
domestic animals, as well as beasts and birds of the
forest; but it is particularly pleasing to behold fresh
youths and beautiful maidens, old men, matrons,
and children of all ages.” Finally, Van Mander recom-
mends discreetly introducing witnesses who appear
behind and to the side of the central event and com-
ment upon it. In every respect Wtewael has followed
Van Mander’s recommendations, enlivening them
still further with striking colors and effective use of
light and shade.” Particularly remarkable in this
work is Wtewael’s delicate touch, seen in the way he
has articulated the textures and people’s expressions.
The surface shimmers with light and color as the
scene unfolds before us."

Notes

1. Christie’s in London no longer has its records from
1931 and thus was not able to help clarify the buyer’s name.
See correspondence from 25 September 1986 and 7 No-
vember 1986, in NG A curatorial files.

Fig. 2. Joachim Wtewael, Moses Striking the Rock, 1624,
preparatory drawing, Vienna, Graphische Sammlung Albertina

2. Information for this and the following provenance
listing is taken from Arcade Gallery letter, 3 March 1987, in
NGA curatorial files.

3. Anthony Speelman letter, 23 January 1987, in NGA
curatorial files, states that Edward Speelman had bought the
Moses Striking the Rock from Vincent Korda prior to selling it
to the National Gallery of Art.

4. This observation was first made by Tiimpel 1983, 314.

5. Lowenthal 1974, 134—135.

6. For a full discussion of the symbolic relationships the
Dutch felt between themselves and the story of Moses see
Schama 1987, 87-101.

7. For Wtewael’s political attitudes see McGrath 1975,
209—217.

8. Lowenthal 1974, 135, speculates that the painting was
commissioned for a “private chapel or a clandestine Catholic
church.” Because of Wtewael’s fervent Calvinist beliefs, how-
ever, it seems unlikely that he would have received a commis-
sion for such a location.

9. The drawing measures ¢%; x 12 in. (24.6 x 30.5 cm).
It seems to have been trimmed on all sides. The four corners
are later additions. It is inv. no. 8132.

10. Lowenthal 1974, 137-138.

11. Lowenthal 1986a, 151.

12. The following English translations of this text are
taken from Broos 1975/1976, 202—203.

13. Lowenthal 1974, 136, identifies compositional simi-
larities between this work and Venetian paintings by Leandro
Bassano and Jacopo Tintoretto that Wtewael might have seen
when he was in Italy in the 1580s. These Venetian connec-
tions, however, scem more generic than specific.

14. 1 would like to thank Karen Lee Bowen for her assis-
tance in compiling this entry.
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