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Abstract 

 This dissertation examines the gentleman-scholar depicted at home in Dutch seventeenth-

century genre paintings, focusing primarily on art created in the Northern Netherlands from the 

1630s through the 1670s. The methodological approach is art historical but also pertains to 

history of architecture, history of dress, and gender studies. Employing the framework of the 

'Ages of Man', this thesis investigates three related pictorial themes: the student, the scholar in 

his prime, and the aged scholar.   

 Variations of male scholarly figures and the accoutrements of the study have a long 

history in Europe. Prototypical sources include religious history paintings of learned hermit-

saints; artistic interest in the allegorical Saturnine persona; portraits of famous scholars; and the 

iconography of scholarly melancholy implied through vanitas allusions in portraiture and genre 

paintings.  

 While the majority of Dutch genre paintings pertain to themes of women, male domestic 

routines form a small but important subset of this imagery and have not been studied. By the 

1640s, this subject is readily identified by his setting, clothing, and actions. The ubiquity of 

scholarly attributes, such as books and globes, paired with the wearing of scholarly robes suggest 

the merits of intellectual curiosity and the privileges of studying as a pastime and designating a 

room as a study (studeerkamer). Distinct themes in genre also imply the challenges and rewards 

of scholarly activity pursued in concert with masculine civic and familial duty.  

 Central to the development of this pictorial theme were: the innovative treatment of 

learned men by Rembrandt and his circle; the fijnschilder subjects of Dou; and the practice of 

amateur study by elite men, as suggested by the art of Vermeer. As this dissertation reveals, this 

convention did not grow to be consistent across the Northern Netherlands, nor was artistic 
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interest limited to university towns. Rather, the larger relevance of scholars in Dutch society is 

evident in visual and literary sources. The domesticity of this figure in genre painting suggests 

that scholars mediated between an active and a contemplative life. Societal respect was garnered 

for scholars through their balance of familial and social duties with the honorable pastime of 

scholarly leisure. 
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Chapter One: Introduction and Literature Review 
 

Introduction to the Dissertation Theme  
 
 This dissertation concerns the theme of the gentleman-scholar in Dutch seventeenth-

century genre paintings, focusing primarily on art created from the 1630s through the 1670s. 

While scenes of women engaged in domestic occupations were widely popular in the Dutch art 

market during this time, a small but important subset of imagery concerned domestic routines of 

men. Indeed, the gentleman-scholar figure appears in prints and paintings throughout the early 

modern period and became an iconographically distinct subject in art by the 1640s.  

 Variations of male scholarly figures at work in their study have a long history in the 

visual culture of early modern Europe. One apparent origin is the prototypical representations of 

"men at work" found in sixteenth-century Netherlandish and Germanic books of trades. These 

sources commonly feature men engaged in a variety of intellectual occupations, alongside 

manual trades.1 Jost Amman and Hans Sachs' The Book of Trades (Das Ständebuch), for 

example, contains several professions that relate to the gentleman-scholar as a type of pictorial 

convention.2 In particular, the astronomer, lawyer, merchant, and the painter all suggest ties to a 

domestic context and an occupation that involves intellectual, or at least not wholly manual, 

labor.3 While the figures of the lawyer and merchant are addressed by Amman and Sachs in 

disparaging terms related to monetary greed, the portrayal of the astronomer is more positive 

because his societal worth is based in his ability to predict "a fruitful year…famines, plagues, 

                                                
1 For a recent discussion of the representations of occupations in the early modern Netherlands, 
see: Annette De Vries, Ingelijst Werk. De verbeelding van arbeid en beroep in de vroegmoderne 
Nederlande (Zwolle: Waanders, 2004).  
2 Frankfurt am Main, 1568. See Theodore K. Rabb, translator, A Sixteenth-Century Book of 
Trades, Das Ständebuch (Palo Alto: The Society for the Promotion of Science and Scholarship, 
2009).  
3 Rabb, A Sixteenth-Century Book of Trades, 27-29, 45, and 59.  
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and wars as well."4 Books of trade were a type of literature that continued to be published 

throughout the seventeenth century; a well-known Dutch example is Jan and Caspar Luiken's Het 

Menselijk Bedrijf (The Human Profession) of 1694.5 Similar to Amman and Sachs' book, The 

Human Profession includes several figures relevant to scholarly pursuits, such as an astrologist 

and a lawyer, but does not include a scholar as a categorical type.6 Yet in contrast to The Book of 

Trades, the astrologist, the most pertinent figure type due to his study room setting and his 

scholarly robes, is portrayed in a negative light. Following the motto, "what is most important 

deserves most consideration," the accompanying verses explain that instead of "measur[ing] high 

heaven's course"…"a far better way to go is on the course of life to ponder."7 Books of trade 

suggest certain societal perspectives on individuals who engage in intellectual occupations. 

However, the gentleman-scholar was not recognized as a "professional" in the same sense in 

early modern Europe, despite visual similarities to the representation of these occupational types. 

The gentleman-scholar is distinct because this figure undertakes studying as a pastime and 

pursues learning out of curiosity, in contrast to professionals who engage in intellectual work out 

of monetary need and the desire for professional advancement, as I will define below. As such, 

the gentleman-scholar is a literary and visual convention that did not arise from one source 

alone; rather, it evolved from several sources, as this dissertation explores. The evolution of this 

figure type in art relates to the often-tenuous relationship between the active and contemplative 

                                                
4 Ibid., 27. 
5 Amsterdam, 1694. 
6 Jan and Caspar Luiken, Het Menselijk Bedrijf (The Human Profession) (Amsterdam: 1694). 
See "De Astrologist," 177-78 and "De Advokaat," 179-80. 
7 Luiken, Het Menselijk Bedrijf, 177. My translation of the motto with assistance of Dr. Ron 
Spronk. English verses as translated in Klaas van Berkel, Ton Brandenbarg, Anne van Helden, 
Jørgen Wadum and Kees Zandvliet with Rudi Ekkart, The Scholarly World of Vermeer, Museum 
van het Boek, Museum Meermanno-Westreenianum, The Hague. Translated by Lysbeth Croiset 
van Uchelen-Brouwer and Robyn de Jong-Dalziel. 2nd ed. (Zwolle: Waanders Publishers; The 
Hague: Museum van het Boek/Museum Meermanno-Westreenianum, 1996), 14. 
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lifestyles that the scholar figure embodies and mediates in art and culture well into the 

seventeenth century.  

 

Definition and Parameters of the Gentleman-Scholar Convention in Dutch Art 

 While the convention of the gentleman-scholar stems from portrayals of intellectual 

activity, this study distinguishes this figure type from a more diverse array of figures that engage 

in ostensibly scholarly tasks, such as reading or writing for academic or professional purposes. 

The gentleman-scholar engages in these activities out of a love of studying, as discussed below. 

A set of characteristics defines the scholar as an individual type in Netherlandish art: he is 

identifiable by his actions, setting, and clothing. First, the gentleman-scholar engages in a set of 

common actions. He is seen reading, writing, contemplating scientific objects, and meditating. 

More rarely, he plays an instrument, cuts quills, or engages in diversions with family members 

and friends. Unlike figures of lawyers and notaries in Dutch genre paintings, the gentleman-

scholar is not seen in the presence of clients. This figure's setting also differs from the more 

generic genre images of men and women engaged with reading the Bible or devotional texts 

(often pious old women), and portraits and genre scenes of people reading or writing letters in 

various spaces throughout the household. The latter paintings are often set in the front hall 

(voorhuis) or a formal reception room (zaal), as opposed to the scholar at work in his study 

(studeerkamer). Indeed, the second facet of scholar images is that they are typically set in the 

study. Even when the room is not overtly defined, artists typically place this figure in a chamber 

that suggests privacy, which is composed of a desk, a chair, and rudimentary implements for 

learning (e. g., books and a quill). Scholarly clothing forms the third, distinctive aspect of this 

figure type. While youthful students commonly wear everyday clothing, adult scholars wear 
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scholarly robes and certain accessories, such as a beret and a pair of slippers. As I will argue, this 

manner of dress reinforces scholars' domestic contexts and relays notions of masculinity. This 

dissertation reveals that the combination of these three elements--action, setting, and clothing-- 

typifies this convention in Dutch seventeenth-century genre painting.  

 This inquiry does not address images of scholarly women because extant examples of 

Dutch genre painting and prints from this period decidedly pertain to the representation of male 

scholarship.8 Despite the fact that women in the Dutch Republic were highly literate in 

comparison to other European countries, and renowned female scholars, such as Anna Maria van 

Schurman (1607-1678), were celebrated internationally as intellectuals, Dutch genre artists did 

not address this theme. I sought to find exceptions to this rule in my research, but the lack of 

Dutch paintings of female scholars suggests that this pictorial convention was gendered even 

more so than the actual practice it reflects in Dutch society. For this reason, I pay particular 

attention to the implied masculinity of the gentleman-scholar convention throughout the 

proceeding chapters. 

 The adult scholarly figures considered in this dissertation are most aptly described as 

gentlemen. While the term 'gentleman' evokes general connotations of monetary wealth and 

social standing, gentlemanly status in the early modern Netherlands also extended to levels of 

                                                
8 One of the only examples of a female scholar in her study in Dutch genre that I have 
encountered is associated with the Leiden school and attributed to the Monogrammist IS, 
Reading Woman in a Study, unknown date (likely between 1633-58), oil on panel, 17.5 x 15.7 
cm., Müller Collection, Staatliches Museum Schwerin. For a reproduction, see Gero Seelig, 
Kosmos der Niederländer. Die Sammlung Christoph Müller. Bestandskatalog Staatliches 
Museum Schwerin (Petersberg: Michael Imhof Verlag, 2013), 184-185. While I acknowledge 
that allegorical representations of scholarship, such as Dürer's figure of Melencholia I (Fig. 1, 
discussed throughout this dissertation) and Rembrandt's Minerva in her Study (1635, oil on 
canvas, 137 x 116 cm., The Leiden Collection, New York) exist, I am referencing genre 
paintings of plausibly realistic-looking Dutch women, not mythological or allegorical 
representations of scholarship and wisdom embodied by female figures.  
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humanist education, fluency in foreign languages and Latin, and knowledge of etiquette in 

spoken and written discourse. In addition, a familiarity with refined aspects of popular culture 

was expected, such as the ability to play a musical instrument, and this requirement even 

extended to bodily decorum, including skills like horse riding and dancing. As Herman 

Roodenburg explored in several studies, Dutch gentlemen pursued physical discipline and grace 

from childhood.9 Such rigors were complemented by the education that gentlemen received: this 

combination, in Roodenburg's words, was meant,  "…to fortify the body and incorporate 

physical grace and elegance" into daily practice.10 Physical comportment was a key part of being 

recognized in society as a gentleman, and was acquired not solely by reading etiquette manuals. 

Rather, as Roodenburg argues, this grace was attained through years of training that resulted in 

bodily memory and habit. These men strove to display an effortless grace in all aspects of life, as 

described by the term sprezzatura that is employed in Castiglione's Il libro del Cortegiano 

(Venice, 1528, The Courtier), and embodied in the Dutch word lossigheydt.11 One's ability to sit, 

                                                
9 Roodenburg, "Elegant Dutch? The Reception of Castiglione's Cortegiano in Seventeenth-
Century Netherlands," in Exploring Cultural History: Essays in Honour of Peter Burke, Melissa 
Calaresu, Filippo de Vivo, and Joan-Pau Rubiés, eds., (Farnham: Ashgate Publishing, 2010), 
265-286; "Visiting Vermeer: Performing Civility," in In His Milieu: Essays on Netherlandish Art 
in Memory of John Michael Montias, A. Golahny, M. M. Mochizuki, and L. Vergara, eds., 385-
394 (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2006); The Eloquence of the Body: Perspectives 
on Gesture in the Dutch Republic (Zwolle: Waanders, 2004); and "'Welstand' en 'Wellevendheid' 
Over houdingen, gebaren en gelaatsuitdrukking in de schilderkunst, de toneelkunst en de 
rhetorica: de inbreng van het classicisme," Nederlands Kunsthistorisch Jaarboek 46 (1995): 416-
439.  
10 Roodenburg, "Elegant Dutch? The Reception of Castiglione's Cortegiano in Seventeenth-
Century Netherlands," in Exploring Cultural History, 265-286, see 268. 
11 As Roodenburg describes the use of these terms in the seventeenth-century Dutch Republic, 
sprezzatura is "…a kind of effortlessness in which no exertion or intentionality was ever to shine 
through. In Dutch, it was generally translated as lossigheydt, a term also used in contemporary 
art theory, to denote the virtuoso brushstrokes of contemporary painters." Roodenburg also 
indicates that due to the success of The Courtier, the notions of inbred, gentlemanly grace spread 
among readers in Spain, France, England, and the Netherlands. Castiglione's concept of the 
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stand, dress, write, and speak correctly and intelligently on a wide array of subjects was 

important for such gentlemen.12 

 The Dutch term that is most fitting to describe gentleman-scholar figures is not a scholar 

(geleerde), but a liefhebber: literally a lover, or one who has a love of studying certain subjects, 

love of art as a connoisseur, or love as a devotee of religion.13 The French term amateur, in its 

original usage, similarly describes an individual who 'loves' a field, or fields, of inquiry and 

comes from higher social standing. As Steven Shapin explored in the context of early modern 

England, the phrase "a scholar and a gentleman" (sometimes also including the appellation "a 

Christian") emerged in popular parlance by the late eighteenth century.14 Although a shared 

seventeenth-century term for the "gentleman-scholar" appears to be lacking from contemporary 

usage in England and the Netherlands, this concept was nascent in the cultural atmosphere of this 

time. Dutch merchants and other upper middle class professionals, such as artists, were often 

educated enough to read and write, sometimes in multiple languages. Although these men also 

strove to engage in the social practices of collecting and to emulate the manners of true 

gentleman-scholars, they were not viewed as members of this group. A true amateur or 

liefhebber does not need to study for academic requirements or for professional reasons: he 

pursues his intellectual activity out of personal interest rather than for professional or monetary 

gain. Hence, the necessity of studying by middle class professionals and academics contrasts 

                                                                                                                                                       
graceful, "je ne sais quoi" of the social elite relates back to Cicero's terms of "venustas or 
suavitas" and Quintilian's concept of "gratia." Roodenburg, The Eloquence of the Body, 10-13. 
12 I adapt this phrasing from Roodenburg, "How to Sit, Stand, and Walk" Toward a Historical 
Anthropology of Dutch Paintings and Prints" in Looking at Seventeenth-Century Dutch Art: 
Realism Reconsidered, Wayne Franits, trans. and ed., 175-86 (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1997).  
13 I would like to thank Stephanie Dickey for her interpretation of this term. I have adapted my 
definition of a seventeenth-century liefhebber from our discussion.  
14 Shapin, "'A Scholar and a Gentleman': The Problematic Identity of the Scientific Practitioner 
in Early Modern England," History of Science 29 (1991): 279-327, see 279. 
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with the leisurely aspects of gentlemanly scholarship, although archival research indicates that 

men of the middle class did establish rooms as private studies in their homes in order to keep 

household accounts and to store personal documents.15 The term liefhebber has been explored in 

recent scholarship primarily in connection with the culture of curiosity and the collecting of art 

and naturalia. While related to my theme, this is a separate topic with its own distinct pictorial 

typology and literature, to be discussed below.  

 Examples of gentlemen-scholars from the Dutch Republic whose real-life experiences 

shed light on the genre images that will be explored in the following chapters include Constantijn 

Huygens Sr. (1596-1687) and his son Christiaan (1629-1695), as well as the patrician Jan Six 

(1618-1700). As Roodenburg, Laurinda Dixon, and most recently Wayne Franits have observed, 

these men were virtuosos and their skills and interests accord with those that defined true 

liefhebbers.16 These men exhibited the qualities delineated above: they were renowned for their 

authorship of poetry, prose, scientific essays, and autobiographies, were involved in large circles 

of scholarly correspondence, and established extensive libraries that included multi-lingual texts 

and etiquette manuals, such as the Courtier.17 In their leisure, which was often spent at their 

country estates in the summer months, such gentlemen read, composed, and translated poetry, 

studied philosophical and scientific tracts, pondered religious texts, and compiled alba amicorum 

(friendship albums, or stammbücher), such as the one belonging to Jan Six (1652) that has 

                                                
15 These findings and the arrangements of the study in the Dutch household will be discussed in-
depth in Chapter Five. 
16 Roodenburg, "Elegant Dutch? The Reception of Castiglione's Cortegiano in Seventeenth-
Century Netherlands"; Roodenburg, The Eloquence of the Body; Dixon, The Dark Side of 
Genius. The Melancholic Persona in Art, ca. 1500-1700 (University Park, PA: The Pennsylvania 
State University Press, 2013); Franits, Vermeer (London: Phaidon Press, Ltd., 2015. 
17 For instance, the 1662 Dutch translation of The Courtier was dedicated to Jan Six. His library 
included four editions of this work: three in Italian and one in French, in addition to other 
etiquette manuals. Roodenburg, "Elegant Dutch? The Reception of Castiglione's Cortegiano," 
270. 
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become well-known for several entries by Rembrandt.18 Some Dutch gentlemen took up other 

activities as pastimes, such as drawing, surveying, and cartography, playing and composing 

music, and the collection of naturalia, such as seashells and tulips, weapons (e.g. Japanese 

swords), and art (collections of paintings, drawings, prints, and sculpture). Involved in the 

culture of curiosity, the interests of gentlemen were notably unrelated to monetary gain or 

professional recognition, as emphasized above.   

 While the amateur or liefhebber often engaged with a variety subjects, or perhaps a select 

few, such specialization was also not in an academic sense. Their knowledge in particular fields 

was part of an attempt to display a universal, gentlemanly education and was especially tied to 

the elite art of conversation.19 Indeed, an often-cited example in this regard is the difference in 

the social standings of Christiaan Huygens and Antonie van Leeuwenhoek (1632-1723) in 

European scientific communities.20 While both men are highly regarded today as 'scientists,' 

Huygens was an early member of the French Academy of Sciences and was warmly received by 

                                                
18 Roodenburg clarifies that these men did not permanently reside at their country estates; rather, 
men like Huygens had a country home (his was the estate Hofwijck, including a small villa now 
open to the public) as well as an urban residence (he lived in The Hague). Ibid., 276. Jan Six's 
1652 album amicorum (Six Foundation, Amsterdam) is discussed in Chapter Six, concerning the 
drawing by Rembrandt, Homer Reciting His Verses included therein. In early modern Europe, 
university students frequently had such albums and solicited friends, professors, artists, and 
notable intellectuals to contribute to these texts. This often took the form of small drawings, 
poems, quotations of Biblical passages, and other sayings in Greek, Latin, and Hebrew. For 
another example of a Dutch album amicorum, see Album Amicorum of Jacob Heyblocq (1623-
90), one of over 700 such albums housed in the Royal Library in The Hague. See Kees 
Thomassen and J.A. Gruys, eds., The album amicorum of Jacob Heyblocq: Introduction, 
transcriptions, paraphrases and notes to the facsimile (Zwolle: Waanders, 1998), and for a 
general survey, Werner Wilhelm Schnabel, Das Stammbuch. Konstitution und Geschichte einer 
textsortenbezogenen Sammelform bis ins erste Drittel des 18. Jahrhunderts (Tübingen: M. 
Niemeyer, 2003). 
19 As Roodenburg explains, "Merchants as well as professors, ministers and artists may have 
shared [gentlemen's'] interests, but having received a less exclusive education they often lacked 
the requisite cultural capital, including the proper codes of civility and those of the art of 
conversation." "Elegant Dutch? The Reception of Castiglione's Cortegiano," 283. 
20 Ibid., 282, see also Wayne Franits, Vermeer, 2015. 



 

 9 

the wealthy intellectuals who formed the Royal Society of London. In contrast, Van 

Leeuwenhoek was looked down upon by members of these societies as a simple "draper and 

microscopist" from Delft who (by his own admission) had not received a gentlemanly 

education.21 In addition to the social currency of a universal education, marriage and family life 

played a role in defining a true gentleman-scholar in the Dutch Republic. Marrying well, within 

one's elevated social and religious circle, not only reflected a religious pledge to uphold the 

institution of matrimony, but was also tied to social ambitions in the cultivation of a network of 

family and close friends. Although these networks were not linked solely to the nobility, as in 

much of the rest of Europe, such friendships and connections through relatives were still 

important to young Dutch gentleman-scholars in their introduction to fellow liefhebbers, artists, 

authors, and groups of literati, both at home in the Netherlands and abroad.  

 Dutch seventeenth-century genre paintings and prints often reflect the gentlemanly 

qualities found in the portraiture of known gentlemen-scholars. As previously discussed, the 

liefhebber figure in genre painting is readily identifiable through the combined setting, action, 

and dress that support interpretations of masculinity, civility, and domesticity. Ostensibly, 

however, many objects that are suggestive of the culture of curiosity--such as collections of 

seashells and exotic weapons-- are missing from this pictorial type in Dutch seventeenth century 

art. This is because the kunstkamer (curiosity cabinet) was typically separate from studeerkamer 

(study) as a domestic space-- although men like Constantijn Huygens and Jan Six were avid 

collectors, they established both types of rooms in their households. As Chapter Four will 

establish, the studeerkamer functioned differently in wealthy Dutch homes than the Italian 

                                                
21 Roodenburg, "Elegant Dutch? The Reception of Castiglione's Cortegiano,"282. 
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Renaissance studiolo.22 While a discussion of the kunstkamer is beyond the scope of this 

dissertation, it is significant to note that this space in wealthy seventeenth-century Dutch homes 

was more akin to the studiolo in that collections were frequently stored and displayed in the 

kunstkamer, rather than in the studeerkamer. 

  To own collections of books, and to designate a room in one's household as a private 

study, was to participate in an elite social practice, and this sense of prestige is reflected in 

depictions of the gentleman-scholar in art. Although studying was often a solitary occupation, 

discussions with fellow connoisseurs who were invited into these spaces (the study, the reception 

halls, and the curiosity cabinet) were an equally important aspect of this practice. In genre 

painting and prints, however, it is most often a solitary gentleman-scholar in his study who 

represents this cultural phenomenon and state of social elevation. As we will see, though, there 

are some exceptions to this rule in the convention of the scholar during the prime of life. Unlike 

                                                
22 For an overview of the studiolo, see the following discussion in the literature review of Dora 
Thornton, The Scholar in his Study: Ownership and Experience in Renaissance Italy (New 
Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1997). For further sources on the studiolo, see: 
Wolfgang Liebenwein, Studiolo. Die Entstehung eines Raumtyps und Seine Entwicklung bis um 
1600 (Berlin: Gebr. Mann Verlag, 1977); Cecil H. Clough, "Art as Power in the Decoration of 
the Study of an Italian Renaissance Prince: The Case of Federico Da Montefeltro," Artibus et 
Historiae 16, nr. 31 (1995): 19-50; Olga Raggio, The Gubbio Studiolo and Its Conservation 
(New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1999); Raggio, "The Liberal Arts Studiolo from the 
Dual Palace at Gubbio," The Metropolitan Museum of Art Bulletin, New Series 53, nr. 4 (Spring 
1996): 3-35; Luciano Cheles, The Studiolo of Urbino: An Iconographic Investigation 
(Wiesbaden: L. Reichert, 1986); Cheles, "The Inlaid Decorations of Federico da Montefeltro's 
Urbino Studiolo: An Iconographic Study," Mitteilungen des Kunsthistorischen Institutes Florenz, 
26 nr. 1 (1982): 1-46; Stephen Campbell, The Cabinet of Eros: Renaissance Mythological 
Painting and the Studiolo of Isabella d'Este (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2004); At Home 
in Renaissance Italy, Marta Ajmar-Wollheim and Flora Dennis, eds., with a summary catalogue 
edited by Elizabeth Miller (London: V&A Publications, 2006); and Robert Kirkbride, 
Architecture and Memory: The Renaissance Studioli of Fedrico de Montefeltro (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 2008). 
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the student and the aged scholars, this figure is reminded of his duty to wives and children by 

their interruptions in and around the study.  

 Gentlemen-scholars in genre painting, prints, and portraiture are characterized as genteel 

figures. They are surrounded by attributes of learnedness and wealth, particularly globes and 

collections of finely bound books, and these figures are privileged with solitude. In their well-

furnished study rooms, gentlemen-scholars pursue studying as a pleasant recreation, rather than 

as a professional or academic obligation. Often depicted wearing scholarly attire-- a traditional 

tabbaard or a luxurious Japonse rock (robes worn indoors), a cap, and slippers-- the gentleman-

scholar figure embodies a range of male roles including husband, father, and a liefhebber 

interested in a range of fields, particularly the sciences, literature, and theology. The gentleman-

scholar's social status is characterized by his intellectual curiosity and active scholarship as a true 

liefhebber. As such, this figure forms a unique domestic convention in Dutch art that celebrates a 

type of individual who achieves the necessary balance between the active and the contemplative 

lifestyles to the betterment of his family, friends, and self.  

 

Terminology and Astronomers and Geographers as a Sub-Category of the Gentleman-Scholar 

 Gentleman-scholars in Netherlandish art have been variously described in sources from 

the seventeenth century, and even in some contexts today, as scholars, astronomers, geographers, 

astrologists, lawyers, merchants, notaries, or more rarely (and mistakenly), alchemists or 

physicians. Such terms are often arbitrary and are based on the subjective classification of 

viewers. In inventory records and other sources, a range of names for types of specific themes in 

genre paintings can be found, such as geselschap (merry company); conversatie (conversation); 
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and cortegarde (guardroom scene).23 Like the image of the scholar, many of these themes have 

direct roots in Flemish and Northern Netherlandish print and manuscript traditions reaching back 

to European art of the medieval period, if not further.24 These models both shared and influenced 

themes in history paintings and portraiture, forming a source from which a variety of subsequent 

themes were adopted and embellished by artists in the seventeenth-century Dutch Republic. 

While lacking a set descriptive term, such as cortegarde, an identifiable male gentleman-scholar 

"type" became a distinct subset of genre painting.25 I have chosen to call these figures 

gentleman-scholars, although, as discussed above, this is a modern term is being applied to a 

figure type that was variously described in seventeenth-century sources. 

 The depiction of certain "scientific" male scholar roles, namely the astronomer and the 

geographer, appears to be a unique manifestation of the gentleman-scholar in the art of the Dutch 

Republic.26 The seventeenth-century Netherlands was home to several renowned men of science, 

                                                
23 Eddy De Jongh, "To Instruct and Delight," In Questions of Meaning: Theme and Motif in 
Dutch Seventeenth-century Painting, Michael Hoyle, ed. and trans., 84-104 (Leiden: Primavera 
Pers, 2000). Originally published in Eddy de Jongh et. al, Tot lering en vermaak (Amsterdam: 
Rijksmuseum, 1976); Peter Sutton, Masters of Seventeenth-Century Dutch Genre Painting: 
Philadelphia Museum of Art, March 18 to May 13, 1984, Gemäldegalerie, Staatliche Museen 
Preussischer Kulturbesitz, Berlin (West), June 8 to August 12, 1984, Royal Academy of Arts, 
London, September 7 to November 18, 1984, Jane Iandola Watkins, ed. (Philadelphia: 
Philadelphia Museum of Art, 1984); Wayne Franits, Dutch Seventeenth-Century Genre Painting: 
Its Stylistic and Thematic Evolution (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2004). The origins of 
the term 'genre' and its meanings are discussed below. 
24 My dissertation only concerns the early modern period, but that is not to say that references to 
Antiquity, as well as to Christian and pagan pictorial conventions, did not exist in prints 
throughout the seventeenth century. 
25 As Wayne Franits explains, "Dutch genre paintings do indeed present a variety of subject 
matter but the scope of what is portrayed compared with what potentially could be portrayed is 
quite limited." For instance, much of the Dutch economy was tied to mercantile trade and 
seafaring, yet depictions of sailors and dockworkers are unrepresented in genre painting. See 
Franits, "Introduction," in Dutch Seventeenth-Century Genre Painting, 1. 
26 Here I employ the term "scientific" for lack of a better word, but it is also anachronistic for the 
seventeenth century. As Christopher Brown and Jane Russell Corbett have similarly concluded, 
themes of science are particularly found in the art of the Netherlands. See Brown, Images of a 
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such as Christiaan Huygens, who made advances in the technology of the telescope and the 

pendulum clock, and published treatises concerning optics, horology, and mathematics. The art 

of cartography and the production of cartographic materials were also burgeoning Dutch 

interests, as evidenced by the many maps and globes made by family firms such as Blaeu and 

Hondius in cities such as Amsterdam. In Dutch art, this fascination with geography and 

astronomy is often alluded to by means of framed wall maps and globes in portraits and genre 

scenes, especially in the presence of scholarly figures.27 Thus, while these figures gained 

currency in art, the ownership of globes and cartographic materials also spread in the Dutch 

Republic among people who could afford such luxuries. The intersection of cartography and art 

corresponds to the larger Dutch interest in seafaring, trade, exploration, and colonialism that 

developed as a feature of both commercial and intellectual life during the seventeenth century.  

 While many of the paintings and prints that I will discuss concern astronomer or 

geographer figures, it is notable that seventeenth-century viewers likely interpreted these figures 

as liefhebbers, not as "professionals," as previously discussed. James Welu explains that maps 

and globes often assume roles as symbols in Dutch seventeenth-century art because 

"cartographic material was often used to indicate a learned individual"--whether in genre 

paintings or in portraiture.28 In other words, while artists may have chosen to show a man 

                                                                                                                                                       
Golden Past: Dutch Genre Painting of the 17th Century (New York: Abbeville Press, 1984), 102 
and Russell Corbett, "Painted Science: Convention and Change in Seventeenth-century 
Netherlandish Paintings of Alchemists, Physicians, and Astronomers," Ph.D. diss., Queen's 
University, Kingston, 2004, 23-24. 
27 For example, cartography in the context of Vermeer's art is discussed extensively by James 
Welu in "Vermeer: His Cartographic Sources," The Art Bulletin 57, Nr. 4 (December 1975): 529-
547, and "Vermeer's Astronomer: Observations on an Open Book," The Art Bulletin 68, Nr. 2 
(June 1986): 263-267. 
28 Welu raises this point in a discussion of the symbolism of Vermeer's The Astronomer (1668) 
and The Geographer (1668-9) (Fig. 3-4). These works are discussed in Chapter Five. Welu, 
"Vermeer and Cartography," Ph.D. diss., Boston University, 1977, 114.  
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measuring a celestial globe, he is not necessarily an astronomer per se. Rather, the majority of 

astronomer and geographer figures in the gentleman-scholar convention represent the figure of a 

virtuoso liefhebber who contemplates the earth and stars as an elite pastime, perhaps alongside a 

variety of other fields of interest.   

 

General Statement of Methodological Purpose 

  The origins and developments of these particular themes need to be investigated to better 

understand how these seemingly exceptional images of male domestic life fit into the larger 

context of seventeenth-century art and culture in the Netherlands. My approach in this 

dissertation is interdisciplinary in order to facilitate the exploration of a variety of visual and 

literary contexts in which seventeenth-century artists and viewers might have thought about these 

images. I draw significantly from the methodologies of art history, history of architecture, history 

of dress, studies in material culture, gender studies, and to a lesser extent, the fields of the history 

of science and literary history. A comprehensive survey has not been compiled on the theme of 

the gentleman-scholar in Dutch visual culture; thus, there is no one foundation for my research to 

build upon. Instead, as my literature review reflects, a body of relevant research in several 

subfields of history has grown over the past thirty years. While I retain a topical organization for 

my review of the state of the field, my dissertation presents a more cogent survey of the origins 

and development of this specific theme in Dutch art by means of a framework based on The 

Ages of Man. With the tripartite division of the conventions of the student, the prime of life 

scholar, and the aged scholar, this dissertation addresses images of gentleman-scholars at specific 

life stages that were recognized as significant in early modern European culture.  
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Methodological Approaches Specific to the Field of Genre Painting 

 In discussions of genre painting art historians of the early twentieth century sought to 

understand the seeming 'realism' of such paintings by unraveling their iconological potential. For 

the pictorial convention of the gentleman-scholar, the seemingly codified vocabulary of scholarly 

objects and manner of dress that are prevalent in early modern European art appears to lend itself 

significantly to iconological study.29 In addition to this popular, but sometimes reductive 

methodology, the study of Dutch genre painting is complicated by the fact that genre, as a 

category of painting, has origins in the nineteenth-century French term genre. Early art historians 

often employed the term genre to connote a relationship between realistic form and quotidian 

content. Genre is thus a modern term employed to reference a particular branch of imagery that 

was known in seventeenth-century art theoretical texts, probate inventories, and other extant 

documents by more specific subject categories.30 In approaching the theme of the gentleman-

scholar in Dutch art, I have kept the contentious nature of certain modes of interpretation and the 

issues with modern descriptions of historical categories of art at the forefront of my analysis. 

While I consider the convention of the gentleman-scholar from several different contextual 

perspectives, I do not dismiss the more traditional iconographic approaches to interpretation (in 

contrast to iconological). When iconographic analysis is tempered with skepticism and 

                                                
29 For instance, see: Eugène Fromentin, Les Maîtres d'autrefois Belgique-Hollande, first edition, 
Paris: 1876.  
30 The etymological basis of genre is the French word meaning "kind" or "type." According to 
Wolfgang Stechow and Christopher Comer, the application of this term to describe Dutch 
seventeenth-century paintings began in late eighteenth-century France where it was used to 
categorize paintings of minor subjects (peinture de genre) such as landscapes, flower pieces, still 
lifes, and "everyday scenes." By the nineteenth century, French art critics began to employ the 
word to specifically categorize scenes of everyday life. Stechow and Comer, "The History of the 
Term Genre," Allen Memorial Art Museum Bulletin xxxiii, nr. 2 (1975–6): 89-94. 
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recognized as valuable to specific socio-cultural contexts, it can be a fruitful tool.31 I offer 

iconographical readings of certain repeated motifs within this genre of painting because 

particular iconographic associations have a long history in Netherlandish art and resonate with 

the figure of the gentleman-scholar. This is in an attempt to foster multiple ways of approaching 

these works for contemporary viewers, but I do not claim to offer definitive didactic meanings 

because such readings are open to interpretation. My cautious use of iconography is couched in 

considerations of socio-cultural, economic, and political history, and I value aspects of 

connoisseurship and the study of artistic style. Throughout this dissertation, visual and literary 

sources are evaluated side-by-side to contextualize these scenes of gentleman-scholars in the 

larger culture of learning that flourished in the seventeenth-century Dutch Republic. 

   The field of Dutch genre painting has been, and remains, a site of lively exchange, and 

several sources have been significant to the development of my own methodological approaches. 

The scholarship of Wayne Franits is an important model to me because his research is rooted in 

historical plausibility and considerations of viewership. In Franits' survey of Dutch genre 

painting (2004), he argues that artistic style is inseparable from the possible meaning(s) 

associated with these works.32 Franits' thoughtful approach values the political and economic 

contexts of Dutch culture, and suggests that iconography on its own is not a complete 

interpretive method of art. Rather, to better understand the conventions of genre painting and 

trends in artistic approaches, art historians should consider the importance of the visual 

                                                
31 Scholarship that has been influential to me in this regard includes Peter Hecht, "Dutch 
Seventeenth-Century Genre Painting: A Reassessment of Some Current Hypotheses," Simiolus 
21, nr. 1/2 (1992): 85-95; David R. Smith, "Realism and the Boundaries of Genre in Dutch Art." 
Art History 32 nr. 1 (February 2009): 78-114; and Eric Jan Sluijter, Seductress of Sight: Studies 
in Dutch Art of the Golden Age, Jennifer Kilian and Katy Kist, trans., (Zwolle: Waanders, 2000).  
32 In this text Franits also includes a cogent survey of the state of the field and includes extensive 
bibliographic references. Dutch Seventeenth-Century Genre Painting: Its Stylistic and Thematic 
Evolution (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2004). 
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characteristics of paintings alongside the possible didactic associations. Franits also advocates 

that meanings differ for historical viewers and contemporary viewers of art, a belief that I share 

in my study of genre painting. I am also indebted to an earlier book by Franits entitled Paragons 

of Virtue: Women and Domesticity in Seventeenth-Century Dutch Art  (1993).33 This book 

concerns the domestic virtues of seventeenth-century women evaluated at pertinent life stages 

(e.g. maid, wife, mother, based on Jacob Cats' handbook, Houwelijck), which has inspired my 

tripartite division of the conventions of the gentleman-scholar.  

  Several historians of Dutch seventeenth-century art and gender studies have also 

influenced my interpretive methods. Stephanie Dickey's research into Rembrandt's etched 

portraits emphasizes the relationship between visual depictions of individuals and their textual 

descriptions, which often took the form of an inscription below a portrait print.34 In my thesis, I 

similarly attempt to consider graphic works with inscriptions and didactic poems alongside 

paintings of scholarly men (although I focus on genre scenes of generic individuals, not portraits 

of known sitters).35 The shift toward feminist studies and considerations of gender theory in art 

history that began in the 1980s has also been formative to my methodology. The collected essays 

of Nanette Salomon in Shifting Priorities: Gender and Genre in Seventeenth-century Dutch 

Painting were an important introduction for me to feminist art theory and exemplifies the merits 

of close-readings of individual paintings.36 The scholarship of Susan Broomhall on female 

domesticity and labor in Netherlandish art, Martha Hollander's studies concerning gender the art 

                                                
33 Paragons of Virtue: Women and Domesticity in Seventeenth-Century Dutch Art (Cambridge 
U.K.; New York: Cambridge University Press, 1993). 
34 Rembrandt: Portraits in Print (Philadelphia: John Benjamins Pub. Co., 2004). 
35 Dickey's work also elucidates how such considerations can be fruitful to understanding the 
social networks in which these individuals moved, as well as the cultural and religious contexts 
in which early modern viewers considered art. 
36 Salomon, Shifting Priorities: Gender and Genre in Seventeenth-century Dutch Painting 
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2004), 107-116. 
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of Vermeer and the art of Pieter de Hooch, Laurinda Dixon's feminist approach to medical 

history and lovesickness in Dutch art, and Alison McNeil Kettering's research into topics of 

masculinity and femininity in Gerard ter Borch's genre paintings were similarly influential to 

me.37  

 Outside of the purview of Dutch art, Will Fisher's scholarship concerning masculinity in 

Renaissance and Early Modern England has also impacted my approach in this thesis.38 

Traditionally, art historians and cultural historians tended to define masculinity in opposition to 

femininity, forming a polarity of the genders that can be contentious, if not ahistorical.39 By 

                                                
37 For examples of just some of the scholarship by these individuals, see: Jennifer Spinks and 
Susan Broomhall, "Representing Female Labour at the Dawn of the Dutch Golden Age: Isaac 
Claesz. van Swanenburg's Old and New Trades (c.1594-c.1612)," Cultural and Social History 7, 
iss. 1 (2010): 9 -33;  Broomhall, and Jacqueline Van Gent, eds., Governing Masculinities in the 
Early Modern Period: Regulating Selves and Others (Farnham, Surrey; Burlington, VT: 
Ashgate, 2011); Broomhall, Emotions in the Household, 1200-1900  (Houndmills, Basingstoke, 
Hampshire; New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008); Hollander, "Vermeer's Robe: Costume, 
Commerce, and Fantasy in the Early Modern Netherlands," Dutch Crossing: Journal of Low 
Countries Studies 35 (2), (July 2011): 177-195; Hollander, An Entrance For the Eyes: Space and 
Meaning in Seventeenth-Century Dutch Art (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2002); 
Dixon, Perilous Chastity: Women and Illness in Pre-Enlightenment Art and Medicine (Ithaca: 
Cornell University Press, 1995); Kettering, "Ter Borch's Ladies in Satin." Art History 16, iss. 1 
(1993): 95-124; and Kettering, "Gentlemen in Satin: Masculine Ideals in Later Seventeenth-
Century Dutch Portraiture," Art Journal 56, nr. 2. 'How Men Look: On the Masculine Ideal and 
the Body Beautiful,' (Summer 1997): 41-47.   
38 Fisher, "Codpieces and Masculinity in Early Modern England," in The Fashion History 
Reader: Global Perspectives, Giorgio Riello and Peter McNeil, eds., 62-80 (London; New York: 
Routledge, 2010); Materializing Gender in Early Modern English Literature and Culture, 
(Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University Press, 2006); and "The Renaissance Beard: 
Masculinity in Early Modern England," Renaissance Quarterly 54, nr. 1 (Spring 2001): 155-187.  
39 Several issues exist with the presentation of a gendered polarity in historical contexts. For 
instance, as Linda Nochlin famously argued in 1971, by asking "why have there been no great 
women artists?," art historians limit their scope of inquiry. While early proponents of feminist 
theory elucidated the roles of under-appreciated female artists, such as Judith Leyster, Nochlin 
explains that finding token "exceptions" overlooks addressing the larger systemic reasons as to 
why and how patriarchy limited female participation in the Renaissance and early-modern art 
market (such as limitations to studying from the nude, or not being admitted to academies). See 
Nochlin, "Why have there been no great women artists?," in Women, Art, and Power and Other 
Essays (New York: Harper & Row, Publishers, 1988, article originally published 1971). In my 
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incorporating aspects of social history, cultural history, medical history, and considerations of 

material culture (including the history of dress), my dissertation aims to avoid assumptions of 

polarity and emulates the scholarship of Fisher. Indeed, Fishers' attention to the gradations and 

plays of masculinity in English culture, which are highlighted for instance through discussions of 

items of dress, such as the codpiece, and the symbolism of anatomical characteristics, such as 

facial hair, serve as a model to me in this regard.40 Like Patricia Simons, author of The Sex of 

Men in Premodern Europe: A Cultural History, Fisher questions the existence of a broad 

ideological shift in the concept of masculinity in early modern Europe; favoring instead a case-

by-case approach and drawing on a broad range of visual and literary sources to support his 

arguments.41 This is a current example of how studies on masculinity are informing new aspects 

of gender history and complement the research into femininity that continues to be added to by 

scholars today. As Merry Wiesner advocated two decades ago, "the kind of questions that are 

being asked about the female experience must also be asked about the male. The lives of men 

were also shaped by their gender…and history which ignores the effects of 'private' factors such 

as marital status, sexuality, and friendships in men's lives is incomplete."42 This dissertation 

inserts itself in this void, aiming to shed light on one aspect of male domesticity by paying close 

attention to the play of gender in the convention of the gentleman-scholar, and by considering the 

                                                                                                                                                       
opinion, the scholarship of Simon Schama presents a disparity between female virtue and female 
vice that accords with this problematic application of gender theory to art history/cultural history. 
For example, see his chapter "Housewives and Hussies: Homeliness and Worldliness," in The 
Embarrassment of Riches: An Interpretation of Dutch Culture in the Golden Age (London: 
Collins, 1987), 375-430. 
40 Fisher, "Codpieces and Masculinity in Early Modern England," in The Fashion History 
Reader, and "The Renaissance Beard: Masculinity in Early Modern England."  
41 Simons, The Sex of Men in Premodern Europe: A Cultural History (Cambridge, UK; New 
York: Cambridge University Press, 2011). 
42 Merry E. Wiesner, Women and Gender in Early Modern Europe (Cambridge; New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 1993), 5. 
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domestic sphere as the purview of Dutch seventeenth-century men, as well as of their wives, 

children, and (often female) servants. 

 

Timeframe and Qualifications to the Scope of Research  

 A better understanding of the gentleman-scholar theme in genre can only be fostered by 

means of contextualization; but due to the parameters of my inquiry (and the necessary 

limitations of my time frame), certain topics related to the gentleman-scholar topos are not 

discussed. These include self-portraiture of artists and genre paintings of alchemists and medical 

doctors or physicians, which are examples of related types that are in fact pictorial categories of 

their own.43 As noted earlier in the introduction, my research does not extend to the history of 

collecting, specifically, evidence drawn from original archival research of collection inventories 

and probate documentation of household goods related to the domestic space of the 

kunstkamer.44 Nor do I consider the history of theatre and the possible manifestations of the 

scholar figure as a satirical type in early modern Europe.  

 As an additional qualification of the scope of this thesis, portraiture of seventeenth-

century scholars will be referenced where it sheds light on the genre paintings and prints that I 

consider. Dutch genre artists were influenced by trends in portraiture and vice versa to some 

extent.45 By comparing portraiture and genre painting, certain interesting correspondences are 

                                                
43 The concept of the gentlemanly, humanist-educated artist is a convention in its own right. I do 
reference certain examples as a comparison to the settings and actions of scholarly gentlemen at 
the end of Chapter Three, however. 
44 See following literature review for an overview of the culture of curiosity.  
45 For examples of intersections between portraiture and genre painting in the Dutch Republic, 
see the literature of David R. Smith, including articles such as: "Realism and the Boundaries of 
Genre in Dutch Art," Art History 32 nr. 1 (February 2009): 78-114. 
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revealed as to how scholarly men might have desired to be portrayed, and how these figures were 

viewed in by artists and (prospective) collectors of art.  

  

Literature Review: Sources Most Relevant to the Theme of the Scholar in his Study   

 To date, the most comprehensive research on the theme of the scholar in his study is Dora 

Thornton's The Scholar in his Study: Ownership and Experience in Renaissance Italy (1997).46 

Although Thornton's focus predates my time period and draws upon Italian sources, certain 

shared roots exist between the Italian and Northern European traditions when it comes to this 

subject. The long visual tradition of images of scholastic saints, such as Saint Jerome translating 

the Bible in his study, are particularly relevant and fascinated Netherlandish and German, as well 

as Italian artists.47 Outside of the conventions of scholars in history painting and historical 

prototypes for the architectural space of the study, Thornton details the material contents of the 

Italian studiolo, such as book chests and desks, and the practical arrangements of this space (e.g., 

methods of heating) that pertained to homes of the Italian Renaissance elite. As her analysis 

reveals, the studiolo began in the fifteenth century as a courtly phenomenon and grew to become 

                                                
46 Thornton, The Scholar in his Study: Ownership and Experience in Renaissance Italy (New 
Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1997). Remarking on Thornton's scholarship, Dutch 
art historian Jaap van der Veen laments "a Dutch equivalent to [her] stimulating book…has yet to 
be written, and moreover, this topic does not lend itself readily to systematic research."Van der 
Veen, "Eenvoudig en stil: Studeerkamers in zeventiende-eeuwse woningen, voornamelijk te 
Amsterdam, Deventer en Leiden," Netherlands Yearbook for History of Art- Nederlands 
Kunsthistorisch Jaarboek 51 (2000): 137 and in English, 165.Van der Veen is correct in his 
observations on the complications of researching this topic, as well as in his praise for Thornton's 
publication.  
47 Similarly, portraits of the Four Evangelists are significant because they typically show these 
saints engaging with writing materials or reading, as they are associated with the writing of the 
Bible. David de Witt, Jane Russell-Corbett, and Sandra Richards, "The Scholarship and 
Spirituality of Saints and Hermits," In Wisdom, Knowledge & Magic: The Image of the Scholar 
in Seventeenth-century Dutch Art (Kingston: Agnes Etherington Art Centre, Queen's University, 
1996), 12.   
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a domestic space that appealed to a broader segment of the population by the sixteenth century.48 

The studiolo thus emerged as a 'collector's study': it became a place for wealthy intellectuals to 

gather, as well as a highly personalized space that was filled with semi-functional ornaments and 

instruments, including sculptural inkstands, bound books, pouncepots, and pen knives.49 I will 

demonstrate that the Dutch studeerkamer differs from the Italian 'collectors study,' but 

Thornton's scholarship provides a foundation to the topic, particularly in her examination of the 

study as a designated architectural space in homes of wealthy Europeans.  

 Wisdom, Knowledge & Magic: The Image of the Scholar in Seventeenth-century Dutch 

Art was a 1996-1997 exhibition held at the Agnes Etherington Art Centre of Queen's University, 

Kingston, which factors as the first significant exhibition to address the theme of the scholar in 

Netherlandish art.50 Featuring key portraits and genre scenes in painting and print, the exhibition 

highlighted Alfred Bader's collection of paintings from the school of Rembrandt as well as 

lesser-known contemporary artists.51 With thirty-eight objects in the catalogue, each with a page-

long entry and a large reproduction, Wisdom, Knowledge & Magic is one of the most expansive 

catalogues to address this theme in seventeenth-century Dutch paintings. Moreover, the three 

introductory essays not only serve as an introduction to the exhibition, but elucidate the origins 

                                                
48 As Thornton explains, "the study as collection was to become a much wider phenomenon in 
the sixteenth century, as individuals from the great colleting families, the Medici, Gonzaga and 
Farnese, were not the only ones who created study-collections of their own. Circles of collectors 
and antiquarians, and the agents and artists who worked to supply them are now well 
documented for Rome, Mantua, Florence, and the Veneto." Scholar in his Study, 8. For further 
sources on the studiolo, see footnote 22. 
49 See especially chapters 5 and 6, Scholar in his Study, 99-167. 
50 Manuth, Volker, et al. Wisdom, Knowledge & Magic: The Image of the Scholar in 
Seventeenth-century Dutch Art. Agnes Etherington Art Centre, Queen's University, Kingston, 
1996. 
51 These artists include Cornelis Bisschop, Hendrick Heerschop, and Jacob van Spreeuwen. The 
majority of the works were drawn from Alfred Bader's collection (including works now in the 
Agnes Etherington Centre collection), but also extend to other prominent Canadian collections 
and private collections in the United States.  



 

 23 

of the scholar in Dutch visual culture and provide commentary on the state-of-the-field as of 

1996 within specific subsets of this larger topos.52 My dissertation builds on this source by 

introducing further research on representations of scholars at younger life stages--the student, as 

well as the scholarly man in the prime of life-- alongside images of wise elderly scholars. In 

addition, I explore how the figure in this convention transitioned from a religious context to a 

domesticated context in Dutch seventeenth-century art and culture.  

 A little less than a decade later, a Polish exhibition entitled The Scholar in His Study 

(Uczony i jedo pracownia, Krakow, 2005), with a catalogue in Polish and in English, attempted 

to accomplish similar curatorial objectives to Wisdom, Knowledge & Magic.53 The exhibition 

investigated the prototypes of scholarly portraits and genre paintings in early modern Europe, 

and strove to define the iconography employed in various scenes of scientific types depicted at 

work, such as the alchemist. One difference from Wisdom, Knowledge &Magic is the expanded 

section devoted to the "secularization" process of scholar images that occurred in the fifteenth 

century through the age of Humanism, found in Anna Jasińska's essay.54 A second difference is 

that the catalogue features a variety of scientific instruments and tools as objects exhibited 

alongside the works of art. Despite such efforts to further develop the theme, The Scholar in His 

Study was not an international show in scope, as the works were mainly drawn from Polish 

                                                
52 Volker Manuth, Axel Rüger, Jonathan Bikker, "Learning and Its Impact on the Visual Arts in 
The Northern Netherlands" (1-10); David de Witt, Jane Russell-Corbett, Sandra Richards, "The 
Scholarship and Spirituality of Saints and Hermits" (11-18); Volker Manuth, Jillian Harrold, 
Dianna Beaufort, "Alchemy in Dutch Art of the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries" (19-28). 
53 Jasińska, Anna and Wea Wyka, et al. Uczony i jedo pracownia: katalog wystawy (The Scholar 
and His Study), edited by Maria Reklewska and translated by Krystyna Malcharek (Kraków: 
Museum Uniwersytetu Jagiellonskiego, 2005).  
54 Ibid.,"The Portrait of a Scholar in Painting. An Outline of the History and Development of 
Iconographic Types," 9-15. Jasińska considers the protoype of St. Jerome and St. Augustine as 
informing this process, but unlike the authors of Wisdom, Magic & Knowledge, she takes a more 
macroscopic approach and her research more directly concerns Italian models than 
Netherlandish. 
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collections. Moreover, very little in the way of scholarship exists outside of Poland on the 

majority of the genre paintings and portraits that were included in this show.55 

 Two dissertations in the field of art history were written over the past thirty years that 

also significantly discuss the figure of the astronomer and the more generic scholar in Dutch 

seventeenth-century art. The first is Ronni Baer's 1990 monographic dissertation, The Paintings 

of Gerrit Dou (1613-1675).56 Baer is regarded as the authority on the oeuvre of Dou and the 

insight she provides into the attribution history and the compositional nuances of Dou's scholar 

paintings is invaluable. The second dissertation of note is Jane Russell Corbett's 2004 

exploration Painted Science: Convention and Change in Seventeenth-century Netherlandish 

Paintings of Alchemists, Physicians, and Astronomers.57 Russell Corbett was a contributing 

author to the exhibition catalogue Wisdom, Knowledge & Magic (1997), and her thesis is related 

to her research for the exhibition. Her investigation focuses on three pictorial types that are 

related to but distinct from my subject here: alchemists, physicians, and astronomers. Russell 

Corbett's approach fruitfully looks to intersections of the history of science and art history to 

elucidate popular attitudes toward these figures in Dutch art and culture. 

 Finally, a chapter by Gadi Algazi in a compendium concerning Space and Self in Early 

Modern European Cultures forms the most recent consideration of the gentleman-scholar figure 

                                                
55 A few genre paintings by Dutch artists appear (in my opinion) to have attribution 
discrepancies that are not fully addressed in the catalogue entries. Particularly, the work given to 
Cornelis Dusart, A Learned Lawyer, c. 1635, 172-173.  
56 Roni Baer, The Paintings of Gerrit Dou (1613-1675). Volumes I-III, Ph.D. diss., New York 
University, 1990. Baer's scholarship on Dou is extensive and the majority of the attributions she 
assigns to the paintings of scholarly men in her dissertation are retained throughout her more 
recent publications. See for instance Ronni Baer and Arthur K. Wheelock, Jr., Annetje Boersma. 
Gerrit Dou 1613-1675: Master Painter in the Age of Rembrandt (Washington, New Haven, and 
London: The National Gallery of Art and Yale University Press, 2000). 
57 Corbett, "Painted Science: Convention and Change in Seventeenth-century Netherlandish 
Paintings of Alchemists, Physicians, and Astronomer," Ph.D. diss., Queen's University, 
Kingston, 2004. 
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(2012).58 In his contribution entitled "At the Study: Notes on the Production of the Scholarly 

Self," Algazi considers the "social arrangement" of the study in the northern European 

household.59 Algazi traces the development of the privatized study room by looking to several 

examples from Italy and Northern Europe, arguing that although a penchant for these rooms for 

solitary study developed, scholarly life was necessarily immersed in social and familial 

interactions.60 Based on the common trope of the solitary scholar in portraiture, Algazi argues 

that this convention speaks of the opportunity for the scholar to spend time alone for reading and 

contemplating as an ideological (and social) privilege. Although my dissertation specifically 

considers the scholar in genre conventions, Algazi's arguments hold true outside of portraiture, as 

we will see. Indeed, the figure of the gentleman-scholar is typically solitary in Dutch genre 

painting, which is a defining feature of these images alongside his actions and manner of dress. 

 

Interdisciplinary Approaches to the Theme of the Scholar in his Study    
 
Scholarly Melancholia and Dürer's Artistic Precedents 
 
 The prolific German printmaker and painter Albrecht Dürer (1471-1528) produced two 

seminal prints, Melencholia I (Fig. 1) and Saint Jerome in his Study (Fig. 2), which have inspired 

a breadth of research concerning the theme of scholarly melancholy in art. Both of these images, 

in their own respects, have been highly formative to artists of the Northern European tradition in 

terms of their compositions, the depiction of the melancholic (Saturnine) humor, as well as their 

                                                
58Algazi, "At the Study: Notes on the Production of the Scholarly Self," in Space and Self in 
Early Modern European Cultures, edited by David Warren Sabean and Malina Stefanovska, 17-
50 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2012). The compendium has several interesting 
contributions, however, Algazi's research is most pertinent to my time frame and geographic 
interest. 
59 Algazi's emphasis. Algazi,"At the Study,"18. 
60 Looking to Petrarch and other classical examples, Algazi posits that servants and colleagues 
attended such men in their study rooms. 
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rich layers of allegorical and symbolic meanings. The authoritative literary source on 

melancholia and the Northern tradition in art is Raymond Klibansky, Erwin Panofsky and Fritz 

Saxl's Saturn and Melancholy: Studies in the Histories of Natural Philosophy, Religion, and Art 

(1964).61 Representations of the contemplative, scholarly life were expressed through specific 

poses (head-on-hand) and couched in notions of humoral theory in Northern Renaissance art. 

Such representations in the visual arts extend well before Dürer, however, as the authors of 

Saturn and Melancholy illustrate at length. Following the premise of this study, several recent 

exhibitions have similarly explored scholarly melancholy. For instance, Mélancolie: génie et 

folie en occident was a 2005 exhibition on melancholy from antiquity to the modern age.62 In 

Jean Clair's catalogue essay "La mélancolie du savoir," the traditional iconography of 

melancholic figures (e.g., Saint Jerome) in portraiture is compared to figures in allegory, and 

these images are placed in the cultural context of painted scenes of Wunderkammern.63 The 

concept of the vita contemplativa, whether religious or secular in nature, is significant to bear in 

mind when considering secular gentleman-scholar images that stem from these prototypes, as I 

will suggest. 

 Most recently, early modern portraits and genre paintings of scholarly melancholia are 

considered in Laurinda Dixon's The Dark Side of Genius (2013).64 In the fourth chapter, 

"Privileged Work: Scholarly Melancholy," Dixon focuses on the archetype of the melancholic 

scholar and the role of Saturnine iconography, as well as the iconography of Saint Jerome, in 

                                                
61 Klibansky, Raymond, Erwin Panofsky and Fritz Saxl, Saturn and Melancholy: Studies in the 
Histories of Natural Philosophy, Religion, and Art (London: Thomas Nelson & Sons, 1964).  
62 Mélancolie: génie et folie en occident: en hommage à Raymond Klibansky (1905-2005), 
Galeries nationales du Grand Palais, Paris (10 octobre 2005-16 janvier 2006); Neue 
Nationalgalerie, Berlin (17 février-7 mai 2006), (Paris: Gallimard: Réunion des musées 
nationaux, 2005). 
63 Jean Clair, "La mélancolie du savoir," in Mélancolie, 202-209.   
64 Dixon, The Dark Side of Genius. 
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secular representations of intellectuals. Through Dutch, Italian, and Flemish examples in painting 

and print, Dixon draws connections between Dürer's Melencholia I (Fig. 1), scientific beliefs in 

Galenic humoral theory, and the supposed effects of black bile on physiognomy, thought, and 

behavior. Pointing to the archetypal head-on-hand pose, the "wreathed" appearance of men 

wearing heavy cloaks, and early modern artists' purposeful obscuring of their subjects' eyes by 

means of shaded brows and large-brimmed hats, Dixon denotes the insalubrious aspects of 

scholarly life and the consequent physical expressions of the sins of tristitia and acedia.65  

 As a whole, Dixon's book expressly embraces the ideas of Klibansky, Panofsky and 

Saxl's study, Saturn and Melancholy (1964), and she draws heavily on English primary sources, 

particularly the Anatomy of Melancholy by Robert Burton (1621).66 Due to the parameters of my 

inquiry, I consider many of the same images and some of the literature that Dixon has cited on 

the subject of scholarly melancholy. This source is valuable for Dixon's astute introduction to the 

relationship between the realm of Saturn and melancholy. In addition, this book provides 

succinct, thematic discussions of religious melancholy, love melancholy, and artistic genius and 

melancholy in European art and culture between 1500 and 1700--themes that are relevant to my 

dissertation, but are too expansive to be included in the present study.67 Although Dixon's 

chapter on scholarly melancholy is seminal for my research, I have also attempted to broaden the 

discussion to include more evidence drawn from Dutch culture and literature, in addition to the 

pertinent English sources covered by Dixon. As my consideration of the prime of life scholar 

will reveal, I propose that not all images of gentleman-scholars fall under the category of 

'melancholy.' Indeed, the art of Johannes Vermeer, Cornelis de Man, Nicolaes Maes, and Pieter 

                                                
65 Dixon, Dark Side of Genius, 84. 
66 I discuss this source in Chapter Two. 
67 Klibansky, Panofsky, and Saxl, Saturn and Melancholy: Studies in the Histories of Natural 
Philosophy, Religion, and Art (London: Thomas Nelson & Sons, 1964).  
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de Hooch suggests that the adult gentleman-scholar in the prime of life was often a happily 

engaged, productively interiorized figure, or a man dedicated to (even if sometimes distracted 

by) family members, including loving wives. While there are equally many images of 

melancholic scholars in this convention cited throughout my dissertation, I believe that this 

distinction is also important. Scholarly melancholy is an expansive topic, and Dixon's research 

greatly contributes to my understanding of how much of Dutch art is still ground in the sixteenth 

and early seventeenth-century allegorical and emblematic origins of the Saturnine persona and 

melancholy. 

 

The Culture of Curiosity 

 As a convention, gentlemen-scholars are at the center of the culture of curiosity: they are 

representatives of the types of men and women in Europe who sought to study and collect a 

diverse array of naturalia, artificialia, and curiosa through ownership, travel, and literary 

means.68 While the kunstkamer (and related wunderkamer) and considerations of collecting are 

beyond the scope of this project, background knowledge of this broader topic is still useful.69 

Most recently, Gerrit Verhoeven considers the role of the Grand Tour in the education and social 

networking of the Dutch urban elite through research into egodocuments created between 1585 

                                                
68 Naturalia consists of specimen, commonly shells; artificialia relates to collections of 
sculptures, prints and drawings, coins, and instruments (scientific and musical); and curiosa 
connotes exotic weapons and ancient metalwork. Definitions adapted from Alexander Marr, 
"The Flemish 'Pictures of Collections' Genre: An Overview," Intellectual History Review 20:1, 
(2010): 5-25, see 15. 
69 As explained earlier, I draw a distinction between the study (studeerkamer) and the studiolo/ 
curiosity cabinet (kunstkamer) in Dutch homes in Chapter Four. The study was not a space for 
displaying or interacting with such collections as it was in urban Italian Renaissance homes.   
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and 1750.70 This source builds upon Anna Frank-van Westrienen's earlier research on the Grand 

Tour and the Low Countries (1983), as well as investigations into the cultural exchange between 

Italy and early modern England by Edward Chaney (1998).71 More generally, the mentality and 

practice of curiosity is a growing field of research, including notable research on English culture, 

such as Barbara M. Benedict's Curiosity: A Cultural History of Early Modern Inquiry (2001).72 

As another facet of this large topic, the history of gallery paintings in Flemish art (popularly 

created in Antwerp) is explored by Alexander Marr, Elizabeth Alice Honig, Zirka Filipczak, and 

Katja Kleinert, among many other scholars, and has been the subject of exhibitions including the 

2005 Room for Art in Seventeenth-Century Antwerp.73 The culture of collecting is an area of 

study that has received sustained interest over last thirty years, and is a field that is now 

                                                
70 Verhoeven, Europe Within Reach: Netherlandish Travellers on the Grand Tour and Beyond 
(1585-1750), Dianne Webb, trans. (Leiden: Brill, 2015). Verhoeven notes that the Dutch tourists 
on the Grand Tour were frequently from the upper realms of society, but were not primarily from 
the nobility. Ibid., 12. 
71 Anna Frank-van Westrienen, De Groote Tour: Tekening van de educatiereis der Nederlanders 
in de zeventiende eeuw (Amsterdam: Noord-Hollandsche Uitgeversmaatschappij, 1983). Edward 
Chaney, The Evolution of the Grand Tour: Anglo-Italian Cultural Relations Since the 
Renaissance (London: Frank Cass, 1998).  
72 Benedict offers a broad interpretation of different forms of curiosity and adopts a macroscopic 
approach to empiricism that corresponds with growing interest in naturalia (later natural 
history). As she frames her point of departure in the introduction, "what is it that curiosity 
promises or threatens? Why are curious people sometimes heroized, sometimes derided, and 
sometimes both within the same moment of culture and within the same imaginative work?"  
Curiosity: A Cultural History of Early Modern Inquiry (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
2001), 1.  
73 Marr, "The Flemish 'Pictures of Collections' Genre: An Overview"; Honig, Painting and the 
Market in Early Modern Antwerp (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1998); 
Filipczak, Picturing Art in Antwerp; Verzamelen: Van Rariteitenkabinet tot Kunstmuseum, E. 
Bergvelt ed. (Haarlem: Open Universiteit/ Gaade Uitgevers, 1993); Kleinert, 
Atelierdarstellungen in der niederländischen Genremalerei des 17. Jahrhunderts: realistischs 
Abbild oder glaubwürdiger Schein (Petersberg: Michael Imhof Verlag, 2006); Room for Art in 
Seventeenth-Century Antwerp, Van Suchtelen and Van Beneden, eds. (The Hague, Antwerp and 
Waanders: Maurithuis, Rubenshuis and Zwolle, 2009).  
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augmented by recent focus on research derived from egodocuments, as well as considerations of 

material culture, history of dress, and gender studies. 

 

Literature on Vermeer  

 Research into Vermeer's oeuvre forms another avenue of approach to the topic of the 

gentleman-scholar figure in Dutch art. Although Vermeer's representations of the Astronomer 

(Fig. 3) and the Geographer (Fig. 4) are by no means the only genre paintings of this subject, the 

literature surrounding his images of scientists provides contextualization for other artists' 

versions, and has generated interest in further analyses of cultural attitudes toward scientific 

pursuits in Dutch culture.74 Surprisingly, however, very few art historians directly comment at 

any length on the themes of astrologers and astronomers in Dutch seventeenth-century genre 

painting beyond citing Vermeer's paintings as examples.75 One early exception is Christopher 

Brown in his 1984 Images of a Golden Past: Dutch Genre Painting of the 17th Century, in which 

Brown considers this theme under the subheading of professional "Men at Work."76 Brown's 

                                                
74 Historically Vermeer's famous paintings of the Astronomer and the Geographer were sold 
together at auction and Vermeer specialists have suggested that they were conceived as pendants 
due to the related subject matter and size of the canvases. Walter Liedtke points to the "technical 
evidence" of 1997, which indicates the inscriptions and the signatures "are the same." He also 
postulates that pendants were commonly dated one year apart and that "…the canvas bearing the 
later date was clearly meant to hang on the left…" The sizes of the two canvases also closely 
correspond, measuring approximately 50 x 45 cm (The Astronomer) and 53 x 46.6 cm (The 
Geographer). See Liedtke, Vermeer: The Complete Paintings (Antwerp: Ludion; New York: 
Harry N. Abrams, 2008), 150. In contrast, Wayne Franits has recently argued that the 
compositional arrangements of these scenes (both with a window to the left of the figure) makes 
this unlikely. Franits, Vermeer, 223. Another example is Cornelis de Man, Geographers at Work 
(c.1670, Hamburg, Kunsthalle).  
75 The most notable exception is Russell Corbett, Painted Science: Convention and Change in 
Seventeenth-century Netherlandish Paintings of Alchemists, Physicians, and Astronomers 
(2004).  
76 Christopher Brown, Images of a Golden Past: Dutch Genre Painting of the 17th Century 
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examples provide a thoughtful introduction to the scholarly-gentleman figure in Dutch genre, 

and underline the fact that artists did not solely portray the futility of this theme. Although I 

choose to distinguish the liefhebber from the middle class professionals that Brown discusses in 

the same category, Images of a Golden Past nevertheless provides a cogent summary of the 

difficult nature of classifying such 'scientific' figures in the culture of early modern Europe.   

 More attention has been paid to the contextualization of Vermeer's scientists and related 

themes in genre painting through exhibitions over the last twenty years. The Scholarly World of 

Vermeer is a seminal exhibition that centered on Vermeer's scientists, a companion exhibition to 

the 1996 National Gallery of Art, Washington, and Mauritshuis, The Hague, exhibition on 

Johannes Vermeer's oeuvre as a whole.77 The contributors employ the tools of technical art 

history and reference seventeenth-century scientific objects, such as maps and globes, to enrich 

their discussions. Two German exhibitions similarly employ Vermeer's genre paintings as a 

foundation for larger explorations of science and art in early modern Europe: Johannes Vermeer 

der Geograph und der Astronom nach 200 Jahren wieder vereint (Städelsches Kunstinstitut und 

Städtische Galerie, 1997) and Johannes Vermeer: der Geograph: die Wissenschaft der Malerei 

(Staatliche Museen Kassel, 2003).78 

                                                                                                                                                       
(New York: Abbeville Press, 1984). I agree with Brown's difficulty in classifying scholar figures 
as "scientists" because certain figures in art suggest the gentleman-scholar type who studies for 
pleasure, while others, such as alchemists, suggest men who study for monetary gain, or 
professional renown. 
77 Johannes Vermeer (Washington: National Gallery of Art; The Hague: Royal Cabinet of 
Paintings Mauritshuis, 1995. National Gallery of Art, Washington, 12 November 1995-11 
February 1996; Royal Cabinet of Paintings Mauritshuis, The Hague, 1 March-2 June 1996). To 
my knowledge this is one of the few exhibition catalogues in English that directly concerns 
Vermeer's scientific subjects.  
78 Städelsches Kunstinstitut und Städtische Galerie, Johannes Vermeer: der Geograph und der 
Astronom nach 200 Jahren wieder vereint, Introduction and catalogue by Michael Maek-Gérard, 
Essays by Klaas van Berkel, Arthur K. Wheelock, Jørgen Wadum, and Peter Waldeis (Frankfurt 
am Main: Städelsches Kunstinstitut und Städtische Galerie, 1997) and Staatliche Museen Kassel, 
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 Interdisciplinary models of art history, history of science, and philosophy have been 

further explored in the field of Vermeer studies by Robert D. Huerta in Giants of Delft: Johannes 

Vermeer and the Natural Philosophers: The Parallel Search for Knowledge During the Age of 

Discovery (2003) and Vermeer and Plato: Painting the Ideal (2005).79 With a similar regard for 

placing Vermeer's art in context, art historian James Welu wrote a dissertation (1977) and has 

published several important articles identifying the maps, globes, and various cartographic 

materials like sea charts found in Vermeer's paintings.80 Peter van der Krogt's 1993 survey of 

globe production in the Netherlands complements Welu's studies on this subject, expanding 

historical knowledge of globe ownership and cartographic innovations in the seventeenth 

century.81 

                                                                                                                                                       
Johannes Vermeer: der Geograph: die Wissenschaft der Malerei, with contributions by Michael 
Eissenhauer and Thorsten Smidt. Monographische Reihe; Bd. 10 (Kassel: Staatliche Museen 
Kassel, 2003). 
79 While Huerta is not a trained art historian (he holds a law degree), he accedes to the ideas of 
other Vermeer specialists like Arthur Wheelock who have encouraged the demystification of 
Vermeer's artistic techniques and (probable) use of instruments like the camera obscura. Huerta, 
Vermeer and Plato: Painting the Ideal. Lewisburg: Bucknell University Press, 2005. See also: 
Huerta, Giants of Delft: Johannes Vermeer and the Natural Philosophers: The Parallel Search 
for Knowledge During the Age of Discovery (Lewisburg: Bucknell University Press; London: 
Associated University Presses, 2003). Another example of an interdisciplinary approach is 
Harriet Stone, Tables of Knowledge: Descartes in Vermeer's Studio (Ithaca: Cornell UP, 2006). 
Stone is a professor of French and Comparative Literature at Washington University, St. Louis, 
and she argues that like Descartes, Vermeer strove to "catalogue" the world and "filtered" his 
impressions into "explicitly crafted representations" of knowledge (xii). Although Stone's thesis 
concerns Vermeer and appears to embrace much of Svetlana Alpers' art historical methodology, 
the scholar's interests in taxonomy and Descartes' methods outlined in Tables of Knowledge are 
rather tangential to my topic.  
80 James Welu, Vermeer and Cartography, Ph.D. diss., Boston University, 1977. See also Welu, 
"Vermeer: His Cartographic Sources," The Art Bulletin 57, nr. 4 (December 1975): 529-547, and 
Welu, "Vermeer's Astronomer: Observations on an Open Book," The Art Bulletin 68, nr. 2 (June 
1986): 263-267. 
81 Van der Krogt, Globi Neerlandici: The Production of Globes in the Low Countries (Utrecht: 
H&S Publishers, 1993). 
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 In a recent monograph on Vermeer, Wayne Franits considers the gentleman-scholar as an 

individual type relayed through the figures of the Astronomer and Geographer (Vermeer, 

2015).82 Through a reevaluation of the provenance and possible commissioners of these works, 

Franits dispels the long-standing assumption that the artist intended these paintings as pendants. 

Pointing to the clothing of the scientists, the highly detailed instruments in their respective study 

chambers, and objects of iconographical potential in Vermeer's paintings, Franits concludes that 

the Astronomer and the Geographer reflected the interests of a rich patron who valued the 

ideological connections between the two fields of study.83 These findings correspond to the brief 

discussion of the Astronomer and the Geographer in Ronni Baer's most recent exhibition 

catalogue, Class Distinctions: Dutch Painting in the Age of Rembrandt and Vermeer (2015).84 

Here, Vermeer's paintings are categorized in the section "Regents and Wealthy Merchants" 

alongside images of wealthy women engaged with letter writing, and Baer describes the 

scientists as representatives of "the same elite world of private contemplation."85 

 

Literature on Rembrandt and his Circle  

 The vast amount of art historical research conducted over the past century concerning 

Rembrandt's life and art is too expansive to survey in the context of the present literature review. 

Moreover, despite this wealth of scholarship, very few sources on Rembrandt directly address 

                                                
82 Franits, Vermeer. 
83 As Franits explains, "The close relationship between astronomy and geography in the artist's 
era explains the distinct connections between the two paintings and by implication, the interests 
of the wealthy patron, who probably commissioned them a year apart."Vermeer, 236. This notion 
of a connection between the sciences and activities of these figures will be explored further in 
my discussion of the Astronomer and Geographer in Chapter Five.  
84 Baer, Henk F. K. van Nierop, Herman Roodenburg, et al., Class Distinctions: Dutch Painting 
in the Age of Rembrandt and Vermeer (Boston: MFA Publications, Museum of Fine Arts, 
Boston, 2015). 
85 Baer et al., Class Distinctions, 153. 
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themes of the gentleman-scholar, in contrast to literature concerning Vermeer. Nevertheless, 

several sources on Rembrandt have informed my research. This scholarship pertains to aspects of 

the artist's history paintings, tronies, and portraiture in which the figure of the gentleman-scholar 

appears (e.g. Aristotle with a Bust of Homer, Fig. 5). One of the seminal works is Werner 

Sumowski's expansive 1983 study on Rembrandt's pupils, Gemälde der Rembrandt-Schüler.86 

Sumowski's investigation into the attribution and provenance of paintings in Rembrandt's circle 

remains one of the most valuable studies to date of certain works in (obscure) private collection, 

and of contested attribution. A number of gentleman-scholar genre paintings are traceable 

through this catalogue, particularly in the convention of the student and the aged scholar. 

However, Sumowski does not analyze iconographic or cultural context. 

 Within the topic of approaches to Saint Jerome, Catherine Scallen's Ph.D. dissertation on 

Rembrandt's representations of the saint (1990) and subsequent publications stand out as 

particularly relevant to my considerations of the scholar in his study.87 As Scallen reveals in her 

dissertation, Jerome was not only the "most frequently" portrayed saint in the artist's oeuvre, but 

also the subject of some of Rembrandt's most technically innovative prints.88 Scallen's 

observations on the iconography employed by Rembrandt in his scholarly works is pertinent to 

my inquiry into a specific repeated motif found in Rembrandt's oeuvre--the spiral staircase. I 

consider this motif as significant not only to the subject of Jerome, but also to more generic 

genre images and history paintings of scholarly privacy created by Rembrandt's circle.    

                                                
86 Sumowski, Gemälde der Rembrandt-Schüler, 6 vols. (Landau: PVA, 1983). 
87 Scallen, "Rembrandt and Saint Jerome," Ph.D. diss., Princeton University, 1990, and Scallen, 
"Rembrandt's Reformation of a Catholic Subject: The Penitent and the Repentant Saint Jerome," 
Seventeenth Century Journal 30 (Spring 1999): 71-88. 
88 Scallen, "Rembrandt and Saint Jerome," ii. I focus particularly on Rembrandt's 1642 
engraving, Saint Jerome in a Dark Study (Fig. 120) in Chapter Six, which Scallen discusses in 
Chapter Two of her dissertation. See ibid., 106-200.  
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Scholarly Dress and the History of Fashion 
 
 Scholars are traditionally associated with the wearing of a tabbaard in early modern 

Europe: a long, often fur-lined robe that was worn in secular and religious contexts of study, 

later, in the home and at the university. William N. Hargreaves-Mawdsley's A History of 

Academical Dress in Europe until the end of the Eighteenth Century (1963) remains an 

authoritative source in the field of the history of dress and its connections to university culture.89 

The more recent research conducted by Dutch costume historian Marieke de Winkel is expansive 

and has drawn attention to the role of dress in Dutch art. Relevant to this dissertation, De Winkel 

has researched the origins and iconography of the ubiquitous tabbaard.90 As De Winkel clarifies, 

by the seventeenth century the tabbaard was out of fashion but it was retained as an attribute of 

learnedness in portraiture and associated with figures such as Erasmus.91 This robe is clearly 

featured in several of Rembrandt's paintings of elderly men, and is suggested by the somewhat 

more fanciful robes of Gerrit Dou's astronomer figures and aged scholars.  

 While the tabbaard is an item of clothing with a long history, a new form of scholarly 

robe, the Japonse rock, was introduced to the Dutch Republic by the mid-seventeenth century.  

                                                
89 Hargreaves-Mawdsley provides ample sections on Italy and England, but devotes only a few 
pages to the Low Countries. Leiden University is, however, specifically considered for this 
institution's influence on the forms academic dress assumed across the Netherlands. Hargreaves-
Mawdsley, A History of Academical Dress in Europe Until the End of the Eighteenth Century 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1963). Another seminal source in the field of the history of dress is J. 
H. Der Kinderen-Besier, Spelevaart der mode: de kledij onzer voorouders in de 17de eeuw 
(Amsterdam: Querido, 1950).  
90 For example, Fashion and Fancy: Dress and Meaning in Rembrandt's Paintings (Amsterdam: 
Amsterdam University Press, 2006) is a book by Marieke de Winkel that grew out of her 
dissertation on the fashion (fine dress) and fancy (costumes) found in Rembrandt's paintings. 
Also see her article "Eene der deftigsten dragen. The Iconography of the tabbaard and the sense 
of tradition in Dutch Seventeenth-Century portraiture," Nederlands Kunsthistorisch Jaarboek 46 
(1995): 144-167.  
91 Ibid. 
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In her article from 2011, Martha Hollander surveys this transition in fashion and muses on the 

significance of the robe as an artistic choice in "Vermeer's Robe: Costume, Commerce, and 

Fantasy in the Early Modern Netherlands."92 More recently, Dutch art historian Myranda van den 

Hoogen addressed this topic through the lens of the history of dress. Van den Hoogen 

specifically considers the trade relationship with Japan, and the larger cultural and material 

impact on the citizens of Holland that resulted from the exploits of the V.O.C. (de Verenigde 

Oostindische Compagnie, or the Dutch East India Company). 93 

 

History of Architecture and the Studeerkamer 
 
 Jaap van der Veen's research into the studeerkamer (the study) as an architectural feature 

in Dutch seventeenth-century homes is particularly significant to the subject of this 

dissertation.94 In his article "Eenvoudig en stil" ('"Simple and Still"'), Van der Veen draws upon 

thirty probate inventories of seventeenth and early eighteenth-century homes in Leiden, 

Deventer, and Amsterdam to postulate the prevalence of study rooms and their contents in Dutch 

urban homes. In contrast to Italian models and perhaps certain Flemish examples, Van der Veen 

                                                
92 Hollander, "Vermeer's Robe: Costume, Commerce, and Fantasy in the Early Modern 
Netherlands," Dutch Crossing: Journal of Low Countries Studies 35 (2), (July 2011): 177-195.  
93 Van den Hoogen was awarded her doctorate at the University of Amsterdam (Universiteit van 
Amsterdam) in 2012 for a dissertation on the same topic. See: Van den Hoogen, "Japonse rocken 
en andere zeldzaamheden. De handel van Bartelt Jansen Bruijnvis, koopman en Oostindisch 
winkelier in de Amsterdamse Warmoesstraat," Amstelodamum 101-2 (April-June 2014): 78-101. 
Also see Lubberhuizen-Van Gelder, "Japonsche Rocken," Oud Holland 62 (1947): 137-152, and  
"Japonsche Rocken (vervolg)," Oud Holland 64 (1) (1949): 25-38. In her investigation of the 
Amsterdam merchant Bartelt Jansen Bruijnvis (2014), Van den Hoogen draws on archival 
sources and portraiture to notably build on the foundations of this (often neglected) branch of 
research that was established in the late 1940s by scholar A. M. Lubberhuizen-Van Gelder 
94 Jaap van der Veen, "Eenvoudig en stil: Studeerkamers in zeventiende-eeuwse woningen, 
voornamelijk te Amsterdam, Deventer en Leiden," Netherlands Yearbook for History of Art- 
Nederlands Kunsthistorisch Jaarboek 51 (2000): 165.   
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finds that the Dutch studeerkamer was not often a place to display collections.95 The inventories 

of these spaces suggest the utilitarian appointments of such rooms.96 Further, the studeerkamer 

was often separate from library rooms (boekkamers) in Dutch households, and it was located on 

the upper floors for maximum privacy and quiet.97 Adding to the contextualization of rooms 

including the studeerkamer in Dutch homes, Heidi de Mare has extensively considered an 

important seventeenth-century architectural treatise by Simon Stevin, Materiae politicae, 

published in Dutch as Burgherlicke stoffen (Leiden, 1649).98 In addition, Charles van den 

Heuvel's book, 'De Huysbou': A Reconstruction of an Unfinished Treatise on Architecture, Town 

Planning and Civil Engineering by Simon Stevin, is an indispensible transcription of Stevin's 

writing and forms a critical commentary on his idealized plans for domestic architecture.99 

Although treatises like Stevin's represent ideal solutions to the organization of space and 

cultivation of privacy in the home, they form a notable counterpart to the equally idealized 

domestic interiors featured in Dutch genre paintings.  

 

Conclusion  
 
 Commenting on the history and development of scholarship in the Dutch Republic, Klaas 

van Berkel once remarked, "a primary mark of the humanist scholarly ideal is its universality: 

although any scholar of significance had a particular field in which he could be called an expert, 

                                                
95 Van der Veen, "Eenvoudig en stil," 152. 
96 Ibid., 141-142. 
97 Ibid., 149, 152. 
98 See Heidi de Mare, Het huis en de regels van het denken: Een cultuurhistorisch onderzoek 
naar het werk van Simon Stevin, Jacob Cats en Pieter de Hooch (Amsterdam: Vrije Universiteit 
Amsterdam, 2003) and Huiselijke taferelen: De Veranderende rol van het beeld in de Gouden 
Eeuw (Nijmegen: Vantilt, 2012).    
99 Charles van den Heuvel, 'De Huysbou': A Reconstruction of an Unfinished Treatise on 
Architecture, Town Planning and Civil Engineering by Simon Stevin. D. Gardner, trans. 
(Amsterdam: Koninklijke Nederlandse Akademie van Wetenschappen, 2005).  
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it was no true specialization to speak of….It was therefore not an unusual case that a scholar 

moved about in very diverse fields."100 As this survey of the state of the field suggests, such 

notions correspond to the various manners in which Dutch seventeenth-century genre artists 

chose to portray the scholarly type in art, and the variety of roles gentlemen-scholars assumed 

are central to the interpretations of such figures. Due to this multiplicity, the theme of the 

gentleman-scholar and the subtleties of artistic approach merit further investigation. In the 

following chapters, my dissertation examines the nuanced play of masculinity, civility and 

domesticity in artists' celebratory, quotidian, or more rarely disparaging, images of scholarship to 

understand how these genre paintings may have shaped, reinforced, or were at odds with, 

particular socio-cultural ideals upheld in the Dutch Republic. 

                                                
100 "Een eerste kenmerk van het humanistische geleerdenideaal is zijn universaliteit: howel elke 
geleerde van enige betekenis een bepaald terrain had waarop hij zich bij uitstek deskundig kno 
noemen, was er van echte specialisatie geen sprake….Het was dan ook niet ongewoon dat een 
geleerde zich op voor ons gevoel zeer uiteenlopende terreinen bewoog." My translation. Van 
Berkel, "De Geleerde," In Gestalten van de Gouden Eeuw. Een Hollands groepsportret, edited 
by H. M. Beliën, A. Th. van Deursen and G. J. van Setten (Amsterdam: Bert Bakker, 1995), 190-
191. 
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Figure 1. Albrecht Dürer, Melencholia I, 1514. Engraving, 240 x 188 mm. 
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Figure 2. Albrecht Dürer, Saint Jerome in his Study, 1514. Engraving, 246 x 189 mm. 
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Figure 3. Johannes Vermeer, The Astronomer, 1668. Oil on canvas, 51.5 x 45.5 cm., Paris, Musée du Louvre. 
 
 

 
Figure 4. Johannes Vermeer, The Geographer, 1668-69. Oil on canvas, 53 x 46.6 cm., Frankfurt, Städelsches 

Kunstinstitut. 
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Figure 5. Rembrandt, Aristotle with a Bust of Homer, 1653. Oil on canvas, 143.5 x 136.5 cm., New York, 
Metropolitan Museum of Art. 
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Chapter Two: The Topos of Scholarly Melancholy 

Introduction 

 Extending back to Antiquity, the ambition to become a scholar has been historically 

regarded as a dangerous endeavor. Robert Burton, author of the famous early seventeenth-

century tome The Anatomy of Melancholy, accordingly once lamented that there is "no labour in 

the world like unto study…"101 Although authors and theologians concurred that the rigors of 

scholarship often lead to melancholy, debate existed well into the early modern era about the 

causes of this condition and the capability to (even temporarily) cure it. Many studies have been 

written on this subject in a variety of fields including art history. One seminal and encompassing 

consideration is Raymond Klibansky, Erwin Panofsky and Fritz Saxl's Saturn and Melancholy: 

Studies in the Histories of Natural Philosophy, Religion, and Art published in 1964.102 The most 

recent contribution to art historical literature is by Laurinda Dixon who considers scholarly 

melancholy alongside religious melancholy, love melancholy, and the artist and melancholy in 

The Dark Side of Genius: The Melancholic Persona in Art, ca. 1500-1700 (2013).103 In both of 

these books, the authors discuss a Problem written by a contemporary of Aristotle as a salient 

literary origin for the tie between scholars and melancholy. This chapter begins by examining 

this passage to establish the supposed links between intellectuals and melancholy before turning 

to discussion of melancholy in early modern medical literature and the visual arts. The 

melancholic scholar was an exaggerated character most likely fashioned from the trying realities 

                                                
101 Robert Burton, The Anatomy of Melancholy (Oxford: 1638, first ed. 1621), 131. This text is 
discussed extensively below. 
102 Raymond Klibansky, Erwin Panofsky and Fritz Saxl, Saturn and Melancholy: Studies in the 
Histories of Natural Philosophy, Religion, and Art (London: Thomas Nelson & Sons, 1964).  
103 Dixon, The Dark Side of Genius. The Melancholic Persona in Art, ca. 1500-1700 (University 
Park, PA: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 2013). 
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of scholarly life, but this topos was pervasive in Europe even after medical perspectives on 

melancholy changed to embrace more empirical, if not psychological, understanding after the 

mid seventeen hundreds. In addition, the melancholic scholar topos was influential to some of 

the iconographic choices artists made in genre paintings and prints of scholars in the Dutch 

Republic, as will be explored in chapters four through six.   

 

Scholarship and Melancholy: The Aristotelian "Problem Thirty" 

 The notion of a relationship between great intellect and the disease of melancholia is 

attributed to Aristotle or his circle (384-322 B.C.E.) and is explained in a famous passage from 

Problems Connected with Intelligence, Understanding, and Wisdom (commonly referred to as 

Problem XXX, c. 4th century-2nd century B.C.E.).104 Under the assumption that melancholy is a 

correlate of scholarship, the author takes a strong polemical stance, asking, "why is it that all 

those men who have become extraordinary in philosophy, politics, poetry, or the arts are 

obviously melancholic, and some to such an extent that they are seized by the illnesses that come 

                                                
104 The full title of this work in manuscript tradition is Physical Problems Arranged According to 
Kind. As Robert Mayhew explains, "it is possible that this chapter [of Problems] was written by 
Aristotle or largely based on something he wrote; but given the available evidence, there is no 
way to establish that with certainty. In any case, the author was clearly familiar with Aristotle's 
scattered remarks on melancholy." Aristotle, Problems, edited and translated by Robert Mayhew. 
(Cambridge, M.A.: Harvard University Press, 2011), vol. 2, 274-275. For a discussion on the 
possible dates this work was written and or compiled, see vol.1, xviii. Mayhew adds that if it was 
not multiple authors who wrote this text, a likely candidate is Theophrastus (c. 371-c. 287 
B.C.E.); ibid., vol. 1, Introduction, xvii. For additional sources on the Aristotelian Problem XXX, 
see: Eckart Schütrumpf, "Black Bile as the Cause of Human Accomplishments and Behaviors in 
Pr. 30.1: Is the Concept Aristotleian?" In The Aristotelian Problemata Physica: Physical and 
Scientific Investigations, Robert Mayhew, ed. (Leiden and Boston: Brill 2015), 357-380; Alina 
N. Feld, "Hippocratic Humors, Plato's Chora, and Pseudo-Aristotle's Question" in Melancholy 
and the Otherness of God: A Study of the Hermeneutics of Depression (Lanham and New York: 
Lexington Books, 2011); Pieter De Leemans and Michèle Goyens, eds., Aristotle's Problemata 
in Different Times and Tongues, Mediaevalia Lovaniensia Series I /Studia XXXIX (Leiden: 
Leiden University Press, 2006);William Wians, ed., Aristotle's Philosophical Development: 
Problems and Prospects (Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 1996). 
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from black bile, as is said in connection with stories about Heracles among heroes?"105 This 

complex problem raises more questions than can be answered in the course of the passage.106 

Despite the author's lack of a concrete 'answer,' however, Problem XXX was a historically 

influential framework for how intellectuals from the Renaissance era onwards approached the 

topic of scholarly melancholy.107 Beginning with the 13th-century Latin translation of this Greek 

text by Bartholomew of Messina, Problems became a late addition to the body of Aristotle's 

works that were studied by Western European theologians and scholars.108 Indeed, as Maaike 

van der Lugt explains, "their attribution to Aristotle, which apparently met with little doubt, 

destined Problems for university use."109 In Dutch universities during the early 1600s the 

teachings of Aristotle were a matter of contention, particularly for professors who adhered to 

Calvinism.110 While Calvinist intellectuals such as Gerardus Johannes Vossius opposed the 

                                                
105 Follower of Aristotle as translated in Aristotle XVI: Problems, Book XXX, Vol. 2, 277, edited 
and translated by Robert Mayhew (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2011). 
106 One question is the role of frenzy in melancholy, a topic that is too expansive to outline in this 
context. Suffice to say that in Platonic and Aristotelian thought, geniuses were given "divine 
melancholic frenzy" by the gods. Hence, as Dixon summarizes Plato's Timaeus,70, the 
philosopher argued that "'divine madness' was a necessary adjunct to creativity, and that no work 
of genius could be achieved under stable humoral conditions." Dixon, Dark Side of Genius, 14 
and her footnote 13. 
107 Jennifer Radden observes: "because of the authority of [Problem XXX's] alleged author and 
the boldness of its approach, subsequent thinkers, particularly during the Renaissance…accepted 
the assumption without question and proceeded to the challenge of answering the question 
posed." Radden, ed., The Nature of Melancholy, (Oxford and New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2000), 55. 
108 Maaike van der Lugt, "Aristotle's Problems in the West: A Contribution to the Study of the 
Medieval Latin Tradition," in Aristotle's Problemata in Different Times and Tongues, Pieter de 
Leemans and Michèle Goyens, editors (Leuven: Leuven University Press, 2006), 71-113; see 71. 
109 Ibid. 
110 As Craig Martin explains: "throughout the 1600s, universities and ecclesiastical authorities 
out of fear of heresy condemned teaching novel natural philosophies. The counterattacks 
provoked by these bans emphasized the supposed impiety or atheism of Aristotle, subverting past 
fusions of Aristotelian concepts and Christian dogma" in France, the Netherlands, England, and 
to a less extent Italy. Subverting Aristotle: Religion, History and Philosophy in Early Modern 
Science (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2014), 146-148. 
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teaching of Aristotle because he viewed the concept of idolatry as originating in such pagan 

writings, other Dutch proponents (including the Remonstrants) supported a revision of traditional 

university approaches to philosophy and natural history that included Aristotelianism.111 As 

Craig Martin notes, by the 1630s some of this controversy had dissipated. For instance, Martin 

remarks that by this time "…Dutch professors, despite their Calvinism, taught a version of 

Aristotelianism that largely conformed to the neo-Scholasticism that had taken hold among 

Jesuits. For example, Gisbertus Voetius, a professor at Utrecht, believed both in the Bible's 

primacy and that the foundations of theology corresponded to Aristotle's writings."112 Dutch 

readership of Aristotle's Problems was more popular than in university and theological circles by 

the seventeenth-century, however. In a recent article, Iolanda Ventura considers the reception of 

this text in the encyclopedic culture of medieval to early modern Europe.113 Ventura concludes 

that although less popular than some of Aristotle's other tracts, Problems was aligned with a 

wealth of scientific and medical texts including reference works.114 Thus, Problems "…became 

part of canons of texts" that formed a sort of  "virtual library used by different readers who were 

searching not only for collections providing concrete and useful data, but also for texts which 

could be read by everyone who could build up his own encyclopedic culture."115 This concept is 

exemplified by Latin editions of the Problems that were published in the Dutch Republic, 

                                                
111 Ibid., 158. 
112 Ibid. 
113 Iolanda Ventura,"Aritoteles fuit causa efficiens huius libri: On the reception of Pseudo-
Aristotle's Problemata in Late Medieval Encyclopedic Culture," in Aristotle's Problemata in 
Different Times and Tongues, Pieter de Leemans and Michèle Goyens, editors (Leuven: Leuven 
University Press, 2006), 113-145. 
114 More popular works with readers from the Middle Ages through the early modern period 
included: the Ethics, the Politics, and De animalibus. Ibid.,138. 
115 Ibid.,144. 
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including a 1643 edition published by Joducus Janssonius in Amsterdam, based on a translation 

by the humanist scholar Julius Caesar Scaliger (1484-1558).116 

 With the widespread popularity of the Problems, authors throughout the early modern era 

particularly sought to enumerate how the melancholic disposition corresponded to intellectual 

aptitude, if not stemmed from the pursuit of knowledge.117 An important concept underlying the 

tradition of scholarly melancholy that must be mentioned at this stage is the debate over the 

merits of the contemplative life, or vita contemplativa, and the active life, or vita activa. As Paul 

A. Lombardo summarizes this paradigm in Renaissance-era thought, "[vita contemplativa and 

vita activa] suggest the tension…between the value which had been attributed traditionally to life 

within the cloister, secluded and contemplative, and the life of an active citizen, in commerce 

with the affairs of the world."118 This debate was not only pertinent to the Italian humanists 

studied by Lombardo. Paul Oskar Kristeller explains, "in the history of Western thought the 

attempts to define the good life, its content and goals, have been a consistent concern of 

philosophers and other thinkers, and have led to a great variety of answers and discussions."119 

According to Kristeller, many of these discussions originated in the Presocratic philosophic 

tradition and were made distinct by Aristotle and Plato in philosophical works such as the latter's 

                                                
116 A copy of this work is held in the Koninklijke Bibliotheek (KB), The Hague, KW 1122 D 13: 
Aristotelis aliorumque problemata, Julius Caesar Scaliger (1484-1558), Amstelodami: ap. 
Iodocum Ianssonium, printer: Janssonius, Jodocus Amsterdam, 1643. 
117 According to Radden, "this question is echoed throughout the centuries until the eighteenth, 
although with subtle shifts." The Nature of Melancholy, (Oxford and New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2000), 12. 
118 Paul A. Lombardo,"Vita Activa versus Vita Contemplativa in Petrarch and Salutati," Italica 
59, nr. 2 (Summer 1982): 83. 
119 Paul Oskar Kristeller, "The Active and the Contemplative life in Renaissance Humanism," In 
Arbeit, Musse, Meditation: Studies in the Vita Activa and Vita Contemplativa, Brian Vickers, ed.,  
(Stuttgart: B.G. Teubner, 1991), 133.  



 

 48 

The Republic.120 These tenants continued to be discussed by medieval Christian theologians and 

later philosophers, and as we will see later in this chapter, scholarly melancholy was also a 

popular theme that fascinated artists. In Italian Renaissance art, for instance, Michelangelo's 

sculptural tomb figures of Lorenzo and Guiliano de' Medici  (Sagrestia Nuova, San Lorenzo 

Basilica, Florence) substantiate this contrast in lifestyle: scholars such as Charles de Tolnay have 

interpreted Lorenzo's passive pose as representative of the vita contemplavita, while Guiliano's 

engaged pose seems to suggest the vita activa.121 Similarly in Northern Renaissance art the 

representation of contemplative, scholarly life was couched in notions of humoral theory. 

Scholarly melancholy and religious melancholy were often accordingly conveyed by attributes of 

learnedness that connect the iconography of Saint Jerome (in his study and in the wilderness) to 

the melancholic iconography of the Roman god Saturn, as we will see in Chapter Three.122 It is 

notable, however, to establish that most ancient authors (and their forerunners) bemoan the 

lifestyle of scholars, or their sole engagement with the vita contemplativa. Although many 

proponents and opponents to scholarly life can be cited, it should be clarified that is the 

debilitating effects of black bile on the mind, body, and soul that result from scholarly discipline 

that generally receives negative commentary. Such disparity relates back to Problem XXX and 

will be evaluated through a discussion of the two main arguments of this passage. By these 

means, insight is gained into the assumption that all scholars must suffer from melancholia (in 

some form, and in varying severities) during their lifetime. This inquiry also serves as a basis of 

                                                
120 Ibid., 135. 
121 De Tolnay, The Medici Chapel, Michelangelo vol. 3 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
1948), 69-70.  
122 Dixon, "Privileged Piety: Melancholia and the Herbal Tradition," JHNA 1, iss. 2. (2009), 
DOI: 10.5092/jhna.2009.1.2.1 
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explanation for some of the numerous "cures," or means of tempering this condition found in 

early modern treatises on melancholy and in the visual tradition of scholarly melancholia.    

 Problem XXX begins by drawing an important analogy between drunkenness and the 

melancholic condition, which serves as an illustration of just how diversely the disease of black 

bile manifests in individuals. As the author explains, "one can see that [wine] brings about all 

sorts of effects, by observing how it gradually changes the drinkers."123 Thus, the effects of 

consuming alcohol are explained by the author as being quite variable, just as the equally varied 

emotional expressions and physical manifestations of melancholy.124 Some men become 

loquacious, others reckless, argumentative, stupid, paranoid, or insolent when they drink. 

Similarly, when a person is melancholic, many extremes in reaction are possible: some 

individuals are subject to weeping like the fabled ancient philosopher Heraclitus, while others 

react in an opposing fashion and express their melancholy through sad laughter like the famed 

doctor Democritus (more on both will be discussed below). Beyond these outcomes, the author 

of Problem XXX stresses that as with drunkenness, melancholia produces an inhibition of 

judgment. For instance, a lack of judgment is sometimes exhibited through inordinate sexual 

attraction to individuals who may not otherwise be appealing when a person is of more sound 

mind and body.125 The altered mental/emotional state of melancholy is related to the physical 

workings of bile on the body, just as the properties of wine produce altered states when 

consumed. That is, both black bile and wine have inherent properties that influence the 

generation of heat and of air, or wind, in the body that affect the mind and its ability to make 

                                                
123 Ibid., 279. 
124 Ibid. 
125 Ibid., 281. 



 

 50 

sound choices.126 Dark wine, for instance, is known as aphrodisiac because of the heating effect 

it has on the body and the subsequent role of air in male sexual arousal.127 Similarly, black bile (a 

typically cold entity) is prone to drastic overheating, or fluctuations in temperature, which result 

in varied displays of melancholic symptoms, including lust.128 In the end, as Problem XXX 

exemplifies, it is impossible to comprehensively describe man's symptoms of melancholia 

because the ratio of the four bodily humors varies from person to person, along with other factors 

relating to occupation, diet, and personality that make a person more or less prone to suffer from 

melancholy.  

 Another significant aspect of Problem XXX is the description the author provides of the 

variation in the severity and the duration of the various melancholic conditions. Broadly 

speaking, melancholia can be either a passing (often depressive) feeling, or a true, lasting disease 

for those more prone to such disposition. The reason for this difference rests in the fluctuations 

of temperature in the body and the predominant bodily humor of an individual. As the Peripatetic 

text explains, "such a humor--the melancholic-- is mixed: it is a mixture of hot and cold."129 The 

temperature of black bile, the source of melancholia, plays a role in a person's disposition 

because "of the things in us, the hot and cold are especially character-forming."130 In drastic 

cases, particularly with elderly men already colder with old age, changes in temperature can even 

lead to suicide if black bile is too cold, or, alternately, acts of extreme elation if the individual is 

                                                
126 Mayhew uses the term "air," but prefers the translation "breath": meaning, "like wind or 
breath or air," "flatulent," or "full of breath," etc. Aristotle XVI: Problems, Book XXX, Vol. 2, 
282, footnote 11. 
127 The author of Problem XXX explains, "the outflow of the seed in intercourse and its ejection 
is obviously due to pushing by the breath." Ibid., 283. 
128 Ibid. 
129 Ibid., 285. 
130 Ibid., 295. 
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still a youth and the bile is overheated.131 In their historical study on melancholy, Raymond 

Klibansky, Erwin Panofsky, and Fritz Saxl offer a concise summary of such episodic versus 

long-term sufferings from melancholy. In their words, a man is either "normal" and "liable to 

melancholy diseases" that bear "no lasting effect on his mental constitution," or, he is a "natural 

melancholic."132 The natural melancholic is "abnormal" because he is predisposed to a "special 

'ethos'" that separates him from a normal man, even when appearing to be in good health because 

powerful, character-altering, black bile is ever-present in such an individual.133 Whether a person 

is experiencing a brief episode of melancholia or battling a chronic melancholic condition, a 

melancholic is in an altered state of health that, as we will discuss further, brings a complex array 

of mental, physical, and emotional symptoms. 

 The author of Problem XXX does not offer an answer to the question of why all eminent 

men suffer from melancholy, but several important points can be inferred on this topic when the 

melancholic is viewed in relation to an individual's inclination to genius, which was thought by 

the Aristotelians to correspond to a melancholic-Saturnine persona. As outlined above, either 

extreme in the temperature of black bile is bad and can make a man experience melancholy in a 

variety of ways. Yet, taking as examples the Greco-Roman gods and heroes who were noted 

melancholics, ancient authors believed that just the right amount of this condition was required 

to foster scholarly greatness.134 This idea is best expressed by Klibansky, Panofsky, and Saxl. As 

                                                
131 Ibid., 291. 
132 Klibansky, Panofsky Saxl, Saturn and Melancholy: Studies in the Histories of Natural 
Philosophy, Religion, and Art (London: Thomas Nelson & Sons, 1964), 30. 
133 Ibid. 
134 Problem XXX mentions the god Heracles and his fits of frenzy, or his "epileptic" disease. 
Mayhew, Problems, Book XXX, Vol. 2, 277. The connection between melancholic frenzy and 
genius is a theme that has continually interested intellectuals through the centuries. As Klibansky 
et al. explain: "it was Aristotelian natural philosophy which first brought about the union 
between the purely medical notion of melancholy and the Platonic conception of frenzy. This 
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they write: "The final answer to the question put at the beginning [of Problem XXX] reads that 

the amount of melancholy humor must be great enough to raise the character above the average, 

but not so great as to generate a melancholy 'all too deep,' and that [the bile] must maintain an 

average temperature….Then and only then is the melancholic not a freak but a genius…"135 As 

we will see in the discussion below of melancholy in early modern medical literature, scholars-- 

whether they are philosophers, politicians, poets, or artists-- assume occupations that encourage 

imbalances of black bile, particularly if they are predisposed to this humor. As expressed in early 

modern treatises and visual imagery, this is due to the sedentary nature of studying, paired with 

unhealthy dietary choices, which can be detrimental to health. Melancholia, then, has commonly 

been aligned with the states of idleness, depression, creativity, and ultimate genius--all purviews 

of the dedicated scholar from Aristotle's time onward.  

 

Melancholy in Early Modern Medical Literature: Humoral Theory 

Ficino's De Vita Triplici: A Renaissance Revival of Genial Melancholy  
 
 
Marsilio Ficino (1433-1499), the Italian Renaissance proponent of Neoplatonism, authored the 

influential De Vita Triplici, or The Three Books on Life (1489, Florence), a work that epitomizes 

the humanist revival of the notions of genius and melancholy.136 As a scholar, priest, physician, 

                                                                                                                                                       
union found expression in what for the Greeks was the paradoxical thesis that not only the tragic 
heroes, like Ajax, Heracles and Bellerophon, but all really outstanding men, whether in the realm 
of the arts or in those of poetry, philosophy, or statesmanship-even Socrates and Plato- were 
melancholics." Ibid., 17.  
135 Ibid., 32.  
136 Specifically, the Aristotelian Problem XXX, see previous discussion. Another important work 
by Ficino is Platonic Theology (1482) that links Christian ideology to tenets of Platonism. As 
will be discussed, Cosimo de Medici was Ficino's patron and he designated Ficino as the head of 
the Platonic Academy in Florence. For a brief biography and overview, see Jennifer Radden, ed., 
The Nature of Melancholy: From Aristotle to Kristeva (Oxford and New York: Oxford 
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and a "child of Saturn," Ficino embraces the Aristotelian connection between the Saturnine 

persona and intellectual greatness.137 In fact, Ficino labors to underscore his own personal 

connection to Saturn in De Vita based on his birth horoscope, and the general, largely "genial" 

astrological influence that Saturn holds over all scholars.138 As Noel L. Brann explains in his 

study of genius during the Italian Renaissance, the "genial theory" of melancholy refers to a 

belief that the Platonic state of  "divine frenzy" corresponds to "a moderately inflamed 

melancholy humor," which is described in the Aristotelian Problem XXX as the constitutional 

marker of intellectuals and heroes.139 Ficino's book is not only a fifteenth-century revival of 

interest in reconciling these Aristotelian notions of genius with Platonic ideas of divine frenzy, 

                                                                                                                                                       
University Press, 2000), 87-88. De Vita is also referred to as Liber de Vita. For additional 
sources on Ficino and De Vita, see: Agnus Gowland, "Melancholy, Imagination, and Dreaming 
in Renaissance Learning," in Diseases of the Imagination and Imaginary Disease in the Early 
Modern Period, Yasmin Haskell, ed. (Turnhout: Brepols, 2011), 53-102; Michael J. B. Allen and 
Valery Rees, eds., Marsilio Ficino: His Theology, his Philosophy, His Legacy, (Leiden: Brill, 
2002); Melissa Meriam Bullard, “Marsilio Ficino and the Medici: The Inner Dimensions of 
Patronage” in Christianity and the Renaissance, Timothy Verdon and John Henderson, eds. 
(Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 1990), 467-492; Carol V. Kaske and John R. Clark, eds. 
and trans. Three Books on Life: A Critical Edition and Translation with Introduction and Notes 
(Binghamton, NY: Medieval and Renaissance Texts and Studies, 1989); Konrad Eisenbichler 
and Olga Zorzi Pugliese, eds., Ficino and Renaissance Neoplatonism (Ottawa: Dovehouse 
Editions Canada, 1986). 
137 Dixon, "Privileged Piety: Melancholia and the Herbal Tradition," JHNA 1, iss. 2 (2009): 1-
29, see 3.  
138 In other words, Ficino "…added the accepted astrological link between Saturn and the 
contemplative and intellectual life, to advance the idea of genius as the compensating virtue of 
states of melancholy." Jennifer Radden, ed., The Nature of Melancholy: From Aristotle to 
Kristeva (Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), 88. For an in-depth discussion 
of Ficino's Platonic stance on genial melancholy, see Noel L. Brann, "The Platonic Revival and 
the Philosophical Flowering of a Theory of Melancholy Genius," In The Debate over the Origin 
of Genius During the Italian Renaissance (Leiden, Boston, and Koln: Brill, 2002): 82-152. 
Klibansky et al. in Saturn and Melancholy (1964) refer to genial melancholy as "melancholia 
generosa." See Chapter II.I.-.II, 241-274. 
139 Brann, "The Platonic Revival…," 82. 
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however.140 As a quasi-practical manual written by a scholar for his fellow intellectuals and his 

wealthy patron, Lorenzo de' Medici, Ficino's treatise demonstrates that a professional and a 

temperamental inclination to melancholy was in fact considered a gift.141 What makes De Vita 

most remarkable is the fact that Ficino also explains the symptoms of scholarly melancholy and 

how they can be tempered, primarily thorough diet, exercise, and other lifestyle habits, which are 

ideas that become part of the traditional perspectives on scholarly melancholy in subsequent 

treatises.142  

 

Why Symptoms of Melancholy Were Regarded as Diseases 

 Ficino's discussion of the problems and cures for melancholy relates specifically to the 

purported dispositions and physical capacities of men predisposed to certain "humors" based on 

tenets of humoral theory. Despite emerging empirical scientific practices in Europe, the theory of 

the bodily humors remained popular in medical thought through the end of the seventeenth 

century.143 Humoral theory is derived from Hippocratic sources such as Plato (426 -347 B.C.E) 

and Aristotle (384-322 B.C.E), and was later promoted in the teachings of Galen (131-201 

C.E.).144 This system explains that life springs from the combination of four qualities-- hot, cold, 

                                                
140 This is particularly found in Book I. See also Klibansky, Panofsky and Saxl, Saturn and 
Melancholy, 259. 
141 Charles Boer, trans., Marsilio Ficino: The Book of Life (Irving, Texas: Spring Publications, 
Inc., 1980), introduction, xviii.  
142 A later author who is indebted to Ficino's ideas is Robert Burton, Anatomy of Melancholy 
(1621), whose work is discussed at length below. 
143 Dixon, "Privileged Piety," 2. See also Zirka Z. Filipczak, Hot Dry Men, Cold Wet Women: the 
Theory of Humors in Western European Art, 1575-1700 (New York: American Federation of 
Arts, 1997). 
144 For instance Nemesius, De natura hominis (c. 400 C.E.) draws on Galen's theories. Dixon, 
"Privileged Piety," 3. 
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wet, and dry-- that correspond to the four elements--fire, air, water, and earth.145 The human 

body was thought to produce a "substance called 'chyle,'" which was processed in the liver and 

transformed into one of four humors.146 The four "humors," or "complexions," are composed of 

the sanguine, associated with blood and Spring (warm and wet); the choleric, associated with 

yellow bile and Summer (hot and dry); the melancholic, associated with black bile and Autumn 

(cold and dry); and the phlegmatic, associated with phlegm and Winter (cold and wet).147 The 

analogy between the seasons and the bodily humors is based on an Aristotelian worldview in 

which the macrocosm of the planets and the stars is connected to the microcosm of man's life.148 

As Klibansky, Panofsky and Saxl explain in Saturn and Melancholy, humors were thought to be 

tied to "cosmic elements and to the division of time," and thus played a significant role in 

determining the personality of an individual.149 While people exhibit certain innate dispositions, 

various factors, such as diet and occupation, were also believed to affect the bodily humors. 

Physicians worked to balance the humors to counter illness, but the balance of bodily humors 

(and physician's prescriptions) varied from individual to individual in this system. Men were not 

only predisposed to conditions like melancholia because of their humors and habits, but the 

natural aging process also presented complications in terms of changing bodily humors.  

 

 

                                                
145 Ibid. 
146 Dixon, Dark Side of Genius, 11. 
147 Black bile was also thought to be located in the spleen. Raymond Klibansky et al., Saturn and 
Melancholy: Studies in the Histories of Natural Philosophy, Religion, and Art (London: Thomas 
Nelson & Sons, 1964), n.p. "The Notion of Melancholy and its Historical Development." See 
also Dixon, Perilous Chastity: Women and Illness in Pre-Enlightenment Art and Medicine 
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1995), 11. 
148 Janssen, Grijsaards in zwart-wit, 48. 
149 Klibansky et al., Saturn and Melancholy, 3 and 12.  
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Ficino on Melancholic Problems and Remedies 

…Rise up, you young people, you men and boys whom the hard study of Minerva 
has just about worn out. Come freely now to your doctor here, who only wants to 
make your studies perfect, and with God's help and wisdom offers you his advice 
and remedies for health.150 

 

Adopting the tone of a personal advisor, Ficino appeals with these words to those who are 

occupied with scholarship, "the hard study of Minerva." As he urges, men should consider the 

ways in which they may care for their minds and bodies-- suggesting a rather holistic review of a 

scholar's practices and routines in daily life.151 De Vita is in fact meant to be inspirational and 

informative in this regard. Ficino provides advice on which vices must be avoided and discusses 

remedies in forms of medicines, dietary changes, and the beneficial nature of taking breaks and 

exercise for his learned readers. This section provides an overview of Ficino's innovative 

approach to scholarly melancholia and the ways in which he believed scholars can, and should, 

change their habits to improve not only their capacities to study but their overall mental, 

physical, and spiritual health. 

   

Problems Scholars Face 

 Early in book one of De Vita Ficino makes an astute observation that scholars are often 

guilty of neglecting their bodies, which can lead to physical, spiritual, and mental inquietudes. 

He rationalizes that this needs to be addressed because "runners take care of their 

legs…musicians take care of their voices. Those who study and write ought to be at least that 

much concerned about their brains, and their hearts, their livers and their stomachs."152 

                                                
150 Ficino as translated by Boer, Marsilio Ficino (1980), 4. 
151 Ibid. 
152 Ibid. 
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According to Ficino, many of the physical ailments related to melancholia are connected to the 

quality of blood that flows through these organs. Yet more is at stake than just corporeal health. 

As the physician relates, "…the blood serves the spirit, the spirit serves the senses, and the 

senses, finally, serve reason."153 Whether a scholar is said to suffer from the "heaven-caused," 

the "natural," or the "human" derived form of melancholia, imbalances of the blood, phlegm, and 

black bile cause problems for anyone with a "mind and [a] heart bent on contemplation."154 The 

"heaven-caused" type of melancholy relates to an individual's astrology, specifically if one is 

born under Mercury or Saturn, whereas the "natural-caused" form implies that the soul of an 

individual is troubled by black bile, which splits up the soul. Finally, the third, "human-caused" 

form of melancholy relates more to physical problems with the brain, which is an organ apt to 

become dry and cold. In addition to these causes of melancholy, which scholars are highly 

susceptible to due to their Saturnine character and frequent imbalance of black bile, the author 

also emphasizes several vices common to scholars that negatively impact their minds and bodies: 

excessive coitus, gluttony, drunkenness, and sleeping late.155 This tripartite division of the causes 

of melancholy and such notions of problematic scholarly vices reflect a commonly shared 

worldview on medicine during the Renaissance-- one in which interrelationships of the mind, 

body and soul were key to the diagnosis and treatment of such diseases. As Agnus Gowland 

remarks on the historical precedent for Robert Burton's Anatomy of Melancholy (1621), which is 

discussed at length below, an early modern "…understanding of the mutual dependence of body 

and soul had been filtered through the heritage of medieval physiological and psychological 

                                                
153 Ibid., 5. 
154 Ibid., 6-8.  
155 Ficino, Chapter 7, Ibid., 12. 
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theory [and]…was directly associated with the teachings of antiquity."156 In the case of Ficino, a 

connection is particularly forged with his understanding of the relationship of the body and soul 

in the writings of Plato. Ficino's philosophic perspective thus forms, as Gowland argues, "an 

important alternative to the Aristotelian-Galenic synthesis dominant in university medical 

circles."157 Indeed, Ficino's patron Cosimo de' Medici, appointed the scholar as head of the 

Platonic Academy in Florence and Ficino actively studied Platonic theory throughout his 

lifetime.158 Although Ficino was not the first to detail some of these problems, as he often 

references ancient authors' works including Plato's Timaeus in De Vita, his Neoplatonic text 

provides an important humanist perspective on the causes of melancholy, relaying just how 

terrible and pervasive this disease could be for scholars. As the first book of De Vita underscores, 

scholars face a multitude of physical and metaphysical pitfalls that can inhibit their studies, or 

worse, cause early death.  

 

Vices to be Avoided: Excessive Coitus, Gluttony, Drunkenness, and Sleeping Late 

 Several themes of Ficino's argument for moderation in life center on regulating the vices 

of too much sexual intercourse, gluttony for food and drink, and even sleeping habits. Such self-

                                                
156 Agnus Gowland, Worlds of Renaissance Melancholy: Robert Burton in Context (Cambridge, 
U.K.: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 40.  
157 Ibid., 42.  
158 Radden, ed., The Nature of Melancholy, 87-88. See also Brann, "The Platonic Revival…," 82-
152. Melissa Meriam Bullard has considered the patronage relationship of Ficino and the Medici 
family in further depth. As she explains "the development of Christian Neoplatonism in the 
fifteenth century in particular was tied to private patronage. Since the new interest in Platonic 
studies had not yet found a place in the universities, where Aristotelian tradition had flourished 
from the thirteenth century on, for someone like Ficino to be able to study Plato in depth, he had 
to place himself under the protection of rich persons who professed a special interest in the new 
humanist culture." Bullard, "Marsilio Ficino and the Medici: The Inner Dimensions of 
Patronage," in Christianity and The Renaissance: Image and Religious Imagination in the 
Quattrocento, Timothy Verdon and John Henderson, eds. (Syracuse, N.Y.: Syracuse University 
Press, 1990), 472.  
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indulgences are troublesome to scholars because they not only disrupt productivity, but they can 

pose serious health problems. For instance, Ficino makes the point that an excessive amount of 

coitus "exhausts the spirits," and "weakens the brain and attacks the stomach and the heart…"159 

Scholars for whom wine and food are foibles find that ill vapors and humors fill their heads, so 

that, based on Galen's authority, the body becomes burdened with overconsumption and is 

unable to contemplate higher thoughts.160 Scholars' sleeping habits also greatly impact their 

lives. Ficino is particularly concerned with the issue of insomnia, paired with staying up too late 

studying, which may result in sleeping in past a healthy time in the morning. In general, the 

author's rule is that the day is for working, the night is for sleeping: if scholars don't adhere to 

this principle, they risk disruptions in digestion.161 Ficino explains that such disruptions are not 

minor because the body must be purged of excrement each morning, not to mention the 

astrological effects of the time of day on the body. In particular, Ficino explains that the spirit of 

an individual becomes depressed at night because the body becomes troubled by phlegm and 

coldness.162 Whether due to troubled humors that arise after sunset, or a disrupted digestive 

system, both mind and body can become incompatible to studious efficacy.163 While Ficino 

details only five "principal enemies of students" in chapter seven of book one, scholars faced an 

array of temptations in terms of worldly and sensual pleasures that could plausibly divert them 

from their ambitions. 

                                                
159 Boer, trans., Marsilio Ficino (1980), 12.  
160 Ibid., 13. 
161 Ibid., 14. Ficino explains that astrological phenomena of day and night effect scholars in 
terms of their humors and blood.  
162 As Ficino argues "either melancholy…or phlegm, dominates…" when the sun sets. Ibid., 14. 
163 Ibid., 13-15. 
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 Beyond his desire to point out the potential vices of the studious man, Ficino strives to be 

helpful by setting out a practical schedule for scholars to adhere to.164 He advises that it is best 

for men to begin studying at sunrise, or at most an hour or two before dawn.165 Grooming and 

personal hygiene are also important. Based on sources such as Hippocrates, Ficino advises 

scholars to prepare the body by rubbing it gently while still in bed, then to proceed to other tasks, 

including the combing of hair and washing the head. In addition to rising early and caring for the 

body, one of the author's most resounding points is the necessity of little breaks throughout the 

day. Ficino warns that if a scholar does not take these "intermissions" then the "spirit will break 

down because of such constant thinking, and if you never pause, you will be slow."166 The 

necessity of pauses from work is also linked to a scholar's daily eating habits, which will be 

discussed more below. Based on his ideas about digestion, Ficino cautions scholars to 

particularly "be careful that for two or three hours after eating you do not take up difficult 

thought or serious reading. Perhaps even four hours of inactivity will be necessary if the food or 

drink were very rich…"167 Similarly, the physician implies that napping should be an exception, 

especially after the mid-day meal.168 Ficino aims not only to help scholars in warding off mental 

fatigue, but also to reduce their bodily symptoms of melancholy through an organized approach 

to arduous days of contemplation.  

 The benefits of adhering to a study regimen and abstaining from overindulgence as 

outlined in De Vita relate to long-held notions on scholarly discipline, extending back to authors 

such as the Roman poet Horace (65 B.C.E.- 8 B.C.E.). A resoundingly similar message is relayed 

                                                
164 Ibid., Chapter 8, book 1.  
165 Ibid.,14.  
166 Ibid., 17. 
167 Ibid., 21. 
168 Ibid. 
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in an early modern emblem with the motto Crapula ingenium offuscat (Drunkenness darkens 

genius, Fig. 6), included in Otto van Veen's (1556-1629) Quinti Horatii Flacci emblemata (1607, 

Antwerp, published by Jerome Verdussen).169 First published in Latin, later editions of Q. 

Horatii included quatrains in Dutch, and by the third edition of 1612, verses in Spanish, Dutch, 

Italian, and French accompanied the Latin-- making this popular work accessible to both the 

more learned Latin scholars of the day and the educated gentlemen who could consult this book 

in several vernacular languages.170 As the emblem Crapula ingenium offuscat (Fig. 6) instructs, 

successful scholarship is dependent on a lifestyle that refrains from excess. The message, which 

is quite similarly expressed in Latin, Dutch, and French, conveys that wine, eating, and sensual 

indulgence (especially coitus) dull the senses, but the man who abstains from such excesses and 

rises early will become both healthy and wise.171 In the accompanying engraving, a slovenly 

woman reclines in a bed (likely asleep), subtly pointing out the foresaid vices that are 

represented through both her body and the vessels and objects situated on the table and floor next 

to her. In the right background a man sits at a table with a candle and he actively writes in a book 

before him. Presumably the male figure has eaten a light meal, slept well, and risen early to 

begin work at or before dawn, because both the French and Dutch verses specify the merit of 

                                                
169 This emblem is number 17, 40-41 of the 1612 edition. Otto van Veen, or Otto Vaenius, was a 
Dutch painter and humanist who turned to the composition of emblem books late in his career. 
Q. Horatii is based on classical authors such as Horace and the text is accompanied by didactic 
pictura. According to Utrecht University's online Emblem Project (Dutch Love Emblems of the 
Seventeenth Century, http://emblems.let.uu.nl/va1612_introduction.html), the Dutch verses of 
1607 were composed by Gerbrand Adriaansz. Bredero. There were in fact two editions of 1607, 
the first containing only Latin, while Dutch and French quatrains were added in the second 
edition. In the 1612 edition an unknown author composed the Dutch verses.  
170 Ibid. 
171 Translation from French assisted by Dr. Marie-France Strohschänk and Latin translation by 
Dr. Allison Fisher. The Latin translation could be read alternately as "Drunkenness hides talent." 
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these practices, just as Ficino states in De Vita.172 Hence, as Ficino and this emblem recommend, 

the night is for sleeping, the day is for working and a certain amount of self-restraint is necessary 

to support a healthy scholarly lifestyle.  

   Van Veen's emblem and Ficino's book convey similar notions on what a scholar should 

avoid, but what other habits, such as dietary measures, were thought to bolster productivity in the 

early modern era and to temper signs of melancholy? Returning to book one of De Vita, Ficino 

strictly recommends that scholars eat only twice per day, and that an individual should only 

ingest food or drink when the body is in need of nourishment.173 Scholars who are combating 

severe melancholy are further advised to eat cold and moist food sparingly, "lest black bile 

become a problem," as well as to avoid oily, fatty, poisonous, sticky things that quickly 

disintegrate.174 However, the physician finds that dishes that are seasoned with "nutmeg, 

cinnamon, saffron, and ginger, served on an empty stomach in the morning, are especially good 

for the senses and for memory."175 Other foods that are beneficial to scholars include the meat of 

birds, eggs, and animal brains, as well as certain fruits including apples, melons, plums, gourds, 

cherries, and figs, to name just a few examples.176 Harkening back to his firm stance on the 

moderation of alcohol consumption, Ficino notes the benefits of drinking some "light" wine (red 

rather than white), and based on his rather alchemical notions of medicine, he indicates that 

                                                
172 The French reads: "Mais celu[i]y qui d'un répas maigre; son e[s]tomach nour[r]it;De bon 
matin se le[v]e alegre; Sain de corps et d'ésprit." [But he who nourishes his stomach with meager 
(or modest) repast rises quickly in the morning, healthy of body and spirit.] In Dutch: "Maer die 
sijn dorst; en hongher blust; Met kleynen dranck en lichte spijsen; Ghesont van lijf kan vroegh 
oprijsen; Met eenen wackren geest en lust." [But he who satisfies his thirst and hunger with small 
drink and light food can rise early healthy of body with an alert mind and spirit.] My translation 
assisted by Stephanie Dickey. Q. Horatii, (1612), 40.  
173 Ficino as translated by Boer, Marsilio Ficino, 20. 
174 Ibid., 18. 
175 Ibid. 
176 Ibid., 19.  
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vessels made of gold or silver should be used if at all possible.177 Thus, a modest diet was highly 

advised for scholars, particularly including food and drink that did not provoke black bile, and 

which aided healthful digestion and avoided producing harmful vapors that could cloud the 

mind.   

 

Setting, Dress and Soothing the Senses 

 Alongside a healthy diet, Ficino's advice extends to considerations of the scholar's 

physical surroundings and ways in which intellectuals could be more comfortable in their study 

rooms. Based on notions of healthful air, the beneficial properties of pleasant smells, and the 

necessary solitude required for intensive study, Ficino makes recommendations as to the proper 

appointment of a scholar's study. He explains, "the room you live in should be high up, far from 

heavy mists and air, the humidity driven out of it either by fire or incense. Cold must be kept 

away from the head, and especially from the neck and the feet, for it is very harmful to 

thought."178 As will be outlined in Chapter Five, these ideas are echoed in later architectural 

treatises and idealized conceptions of the private, domestic study room in the seventeenth-

century Dutch Republic. Ficino's notions of comfort also relate to the wearing of common 

scholarly attire-- a heavy robe, cap, slippers, and sometimes a scarf or neckerchief, all which will 

be discussed in-depth later. While some of Ficino's advice may seem strangely exacting, or 

superfluous, such recommendations on the study room and the scholar's clothes in fact address 

aspects of both physical and spiritual life in Ficino's Neoplatonic worldview. 

                                                
177 Ibid., 19-21. Ficino also suggests putting these materials into the wine as an alterative to 
drinking from a cup made of gold or silver. 
178 Ibid., 18. 
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 Ficino further accentuates the therapeutic benefits of surrounding oneself with beautiful, 

fragrant things, as well as engaging in social diversions. As he suggests: "those things which are 

pleasant should be seriously looked at, listened to, smelled, and contemplated."179 Such 

pleasantries include the aromatherapy of spring flowers and citrus leaves, but plants like roses 

should be enjoyed in moderation, due to their humoral properties (roses, for instance, are cold in 

nature).180 Adhering to classical cures for melancholy, Ficino also recommends auditory 

stimulation, particularly the playing of music and engaging in singing songs accompanied by the 

lyre.181 Finally, other cures for melancholy include the enjoyment of nature and sociable 

exchanges, diversions that Ficino particularly recommends for scholars who have just eaten a 

meal.182 As he elaborates, "I recommend the frequent sight of shining water, the sight of green or 

red colors, the use of gardens or woods, walks and rivers. Take strolls through beautiful 

meadows, go horse-back riding, travel in carriages, and go sailing. Above all, I recommend easy 

occupations, diverse employments that are not a bother, and the constant companionship of 

gracious men."183 Recommendations on socialization such as these remained relevant for at least 

the next hundred years in English and European handbooks of conduct and civility. For instance, 

Henry Peacham's The Compleat Gentleman, published in 1622, advises scholars of the noble 

                                                
179 Ibid., 26. 
180 Ibid., 19-20. In this section Ficino also suggests the beneficial nature of the smell of wine, an 
interesting point to consider alongside the stress he puts on the actual consumption of this 
beverage.  
181 Ibid., 20. As Penelope Gouk summarizes, "…the De Vita was actually the first Western work 
to suggest why music acts like a 'magical charm' (the phrase [Timothie] Bright uses) on the 
minds of men, and how musicians can alter people's mood through their ability to move the 
passions." Gouk, "Clockwork or Musical Instrument? Some English Theories of Mind-Body 
Interaction before and after Descartes," in Structures of Feeling in Seventeenth- Century Cultural 
Expression, ed. Susan McClary (Toronto: University of Toronto Press with UCLA Center for 
Seventeenth-and Eighteenth-Century Studies and the William Andrews Clark Memorial Library, 
2013), 46. 
182 "Immediately after you eat food, go take a little walk, and then sit down." Ibid., 22. 
183 Ibid., 20. 
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classes to "entertaine…the aquaintance of men of the soundest reputation for Religion, Life, and 

Learning, whose conference and company may bee unto you…a living and moving Library."184 

For Peacham, this concept also applied broadly to companions for all recreations, whom he 

specifies should be "…gentlemen of your owne ranke and qualitie…"185 Such recommendations 

relate to the perceived benefits of pausing from studying, the positive stimulation of the senses, 

and the avoidance of a totally sedentary lifestyle-- measures that Ficino, and later adherents to 

his advice, promote as aids to maintain scholarly focus. 

 By the standards of Renaissance Italy, Ficino may not have been a trained physician per 

se, but he nevertheless took an interest in medical-alchemical cures for melancholy, in addition 

to the cures discussed.186 In this last section on De Vita, I will briefly summarize Ficino's 

medicinal advice to scholars because it comprises the final aspect of Ficino's holistic approach to 

the mind, body, and spiritual heath of the melancholic scholar. Above all, Ficino was a 

proponent of a substance called theriaca: an extraordinarily rare and expensive blend of 

ingredients (based on ancient recipes including Galen's) that only Ficino's most wealthy patrons, 

such as the Medici family, could afford.187 As Donald Beecher explains about this substance, it 

was an "ancient pharmaceutical preparation," that prescribed through the fifteenth century and 

                                                
184 Henry Peacham, The Compleat Gentleman (London: 1622) (reprinted Amsterdam and New 
York: Da Capo Press, Theatrum Orbis Terrarum, LTD, 1968), 39.  
185 Ibid. 
186 Ficino as translated by Boer, Marsilio Ficino, introduction, vi-vii. His father was a physician 
and Marsilio briefly studied at University of Bologna 1458-59. 
187 Ibid., xviii. Galen's recipe called for 77 ingredients, expanding the recipe of Andromachus 
(who employed 64) and this concoction was still prescribed until the ninteenth century. The term 
derives from the Greek word therion (meaning "wild beast"), which likely alludes to the 
component of viper. See Donald Beecher, "Ficino, Theriaca and the Stars," In Marsilio Ficino: 
His Theology, his Philosophy, His Legacy, Michael J. B. Allen and Valery Rees, eds. (Leiden: 
Brill, 2002), 245. 
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could be tailored to an individual as "a general tonic and antidote."188 In a section concerning 

"Things which especially nourish the limbs and spirit," Ficino prescribes this medicine as a sort 

of cure-all. As Ficino justifies, "all doctors agree, without objection, that nothing is better than 

theriaca for taking good care of each of the parts of the body and their powers, their spirits and 

thought."189 Yet as Beecher has argued, Ficino's endorsement of theriaca may be related more to 

his interest in "occult" forms of medical treatment because ingredients in theriaca, such as gold, 

were believed by Renaissance physicians and astrologists to hold specific "astral" properties.190 

For those troubled scholars who could afford it, then, theriaca formed a sort of magically charged 

"talismanic" substance, which boasted a long history of prescription and supposed positive 

properties that could combat the diseases of black bile.191  

 Beyond exotic theriaca Ficino also includes recipes for pills and elixirs comprised of 

ingredients that could be more readily attainable, such as aloe, balsam, and essences of flowers, 

sugarcane juice, and amber. These concoctions are targeted as remedies for specific problems 

that are associated with scholarship, for instance, headaches, foggy vision, and restoring the 

sense of taste.192 Finally, Ficino recommends twice-annual purging of the body in combination 

with administering certain elixirs and if appropriate, the application of blood letting based on the 

severity of symptoms from black bile.193 Thus, when these medicinal cures are combined with 

discipline, diet, exercise, sensual stimulation, and social encounters, the intellect of a scholar will 

be fueled, just as his body and spirit will become less burdened with the melancholy associated 

                                                
188 Beecher, "Ficino, Theriaca and the Stars," 243. 
189 Ficino as translated by Charles Boer, Marsilio Ficino, 22. 
190 Ibid. 
191 Beecher compares theriaca's power to the talismanic functions of music, words, stones or 
gems, amulets, and metals, etc. that the wealthy families of 15th century Florence, such as the 
Medici's, embraced for their well-being. Ibid. 
192 Ibid., 24-26, chapters 15-17. 
193 Ibid., 30, chapter 22. 
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with his work. Or, to use the author's words on this subject, "let us try to take care of our mind 

with the excellent habits taught by Socrates [about the health of the soul], so that we might more 

easily and with a serene mind pursue the light and truth sought by our natural instinct."194 

 

A Portrait of John Donne: Considering Melancholy In England and Beyond  
 
 In the 1590s, a young Englishman commissioned a decidedly melancholic portrait of 

himself by an artist who is now unknown (Fig. 7).195 Set in an oval shaped frame, his bust-length 

figure emerges from darkness. A large-brimmed black hat shadows subject's brooding face and 

his arms are crossed. These indications of his gloomy mood are further reinforced through the 

somber palette of his clothing and the casual draping of a dark cloak over his left shoulder. In 

addition, his collar is carelessly untied and a gray vapor appears to emanate from his chest. A 

Latin inscription provides some insight into this strange substance and the man's state. Bordering 

his face, the painted phrase translates as: 'Lady, lighten my darkness'-- intended, most likely, as a 

message to his spiteful lover of his suffering through a clever adaptation of Psalm 17.196 

 Although this young man could seemingly be any fashionable, heartbroken Englishman 

of the Elizabethan period, the sitter's identity is known and is significant to the melancholic 

interpretation of this portrait. The subject is John Donne (1572-1631): a prolific metaphysical 

poet and religious divine. As Tarnya Cooper clarifies in the catalogue Elizabeth I & Her People 

(2013) recent technical research conducted at the National Gallery, London, suggests that the 

                                                
194 Ibid., 35. 
195 Unknown English Artist, John Donne, c. 1596, oil on panel, 77.1x 62.5 cm, London, National 
Portrait Gallery.   
196Latin inscription reads: Illumina Tenebr[as]/ Nostras Domina. Psalm 17 originally reads: 'O 
Lady, lighten our darkness.' Translation from Tarnya Cooper with Jane Eade, Ian W. Archer, 
Lena Cowen Orlin, and Susan North, Elizabeth I & Her People (London: National Portrait 
Gallery, 2013), 181, cat. 71. See also the National Portrait Gallery website, 
http://www.npg.org.uk/collections/search/portrait/mw111844/John-Donne 
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gray paint on Donne's chest is in fact "an original part of the picture."197 In an article on this 

unique portrait Nick Davis connects this detail to Donne's description of the 'vapors of 

melancholy' found in his Devotions Upon Emergent Occasions (1624).198 For instance, Donne 

questions in one passage: "What have I done, either to breed or breathe these vapors? They tell 

me it is my Melancholy; did I infuse, did I drink in Melancholly into myself? It is my 

thoughtfulness, was I not made to think? It is my study; doth not my calling call for that?..."199 

 Donne's poetry enjoyed a readership in manuscript format during his lifetime, as well as 

translations and imitations of his work.200 Ernest Sullivan estimates that over 250 volumes of 

Donne's verses circulated in the seventeenth century and one of his contemporary readers was the 

Dutch statesman and poet, Constantijn Huygens (1596-1687).201 In the Critical Heritage of 

Donne, editor A. J. Smith warmly describes the relationship that grew between Huygens and 

                                                
197 Ibid., cat. 71, 181. 
198 Nick Davis, "Melancholic Individuality and the Lothian Portrait of Donne," ANQ: A 
Quarterly Journal of Short Articles, Notes and Reviews, vol. 26, nr. 1, 5-12 (2013): 5-12, see 6. 
199 John Donne, "Meditation 12," (lines 67-69), Devotions Upon Emergent Occasions, facsimile 
edition 1959 (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, Ann Arbor Paper back 1959) 78, 
accessed March 1, 2016 as a Project Gutenberg eBook (released December 8, 2007), 
http://www.gutenberg.org/files/23772/23772-h/23772-h.htm 
As Davis clarifies, "[Devotions] was probably written some thirty years after Donne sat for the 
Lothian portrait and focuses on scholars', not lovers', melancholy, but there is no reason to 
believe that his ideas about the functioning of melancholia as such had radically changed…" 
Ibid., 6-7. For a discussion on scholarly melancholy and Donne, see: Douglas Trevor, "John 
Donne and Scholarly Melancholy," Studies in English Literature, 1500-1900 vol. 40, nr. 1 (The 
English Renaissance, Winter 2000): 81-102. 
200 In 1614 Donne apparently asked for his acquaintances to return their manuscripts in the hope 
of publishing, but his first work was published posthumously in 1633. Charles Nicholl, National 
Portrait Gallery Insights: Shakespeare and his Contemporaries (London: National Portrait 
Gallery, 2005), 69. 
201A lengthier discussion of Huygens and his own writings is found in Chapter Five. Ernest W. 
Sullivan, II, "John Donne's Seventeenth-Century Readers," in The Oxford handbook of John 
Donne, Jeanne Shami, Dennis Flynn, M. Thomas Hester, eds. (Oxford; New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2011), 26-33, see 28; Douglas Trevor, The Poetics of Melancholy in Early 
Modern England (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 87-115; and Ernest W. 
Sullivan, The Influence of John Donne: His Uncollected Seventeenth-Century Printed Verse 
(Columbia: University of Missouri Press, 1993), 2. 
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Donne after their initial meeting in 1622 or 1623 in London.202 Huygens, Smith explains, 

"….was one of Donne's most devoted champions and expressed his admiration over more than 

fifty years."203 Huygens was not the only Dutch intellectual who knew Donne, or was at least 

familiar with his work. In fact, under the encouragement of Maria Tesselschade (1594-1649), 

Huygens translated and published nineteen of Donne's poems in his Koren-Bloemen (1658, with 

certain poems first translated in 1629-30).204 In H.J.C. Grierson's research on Donne's network he 

notes correspondence between Huygens and the poet P.C. Hooft indicates Huygens shared his 

initial translations with Hooft. In a letter from 1630, Huygens provides a praiseworthy 

description of Donne and expresses his delight in receiving his poetry. As Grierson translates, 

Huygens explains to Hooft, "[Donne was] educated early at Court….experienced in the ways of 

the world; sharpened by study in poetry, he is more famous than any one. Many rich fruits from 

the green branches of his wit have lain mellowing among the lovers of art, which now, when 

nearly rotten with age, they are distributing. Into my hands have fallen…some five and twenty 

                                                
202 Huygens sojourned in London for periods during 1618 and 1624. A. J. Smith, John Donne: 
The Critical Heritage (London and New York: Routledge, first edition 1983, reprinted 1995, 
1998, 2000), 80. See also A.G.H. Bachrach, Sir Constantine Huygens and Britain: 1596-1687: A 
Pattern of Cultural Exchange, vol. 1 (Leiden and London: Leiden University Press and Oxford 
University Press, 1962).  
203 Smith, John Donne, Ibid. 
204 Koren-Bloemen ('s Graven-Hage, 1658), with a second edition in 1672. Smith identifies the 
following nineteen poems as derived wholly or at least partially from Donne: The Flea, The 
Apparition, Witchcraft by a Picture, Twicknam Garden, Song- Goe and catche a falling stare, 
The Triple Fool, A Valediction: of Weeping, The Dreame, Elegie ii (The Anagram), part of 
Elegie vi (Oh, let me not serve so), The Exstasie, The Blossome, Womans Constancy, A 
Valediction: forbidding Mourning, the Sunne Rising, Breake of Day, Loves Deitie, The Legacie, 
Goodfriday- 1613-- Riding Westward. Ibid. For the connection to Tesselschade, see the 
accompanying note in Vondel, Werken, vol. 3, R.N. Roland Holst, ed. (Amsterdam: Goedkoope 
Lectuur, 1927-1937), 415, accessed online through DBNL, 
http://www.dbnl.org/tekst/vond001dewe03_01/vond001dewe03_01_0087.php#84 
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[of Donne's poems]…"205 The Dutch poet Joost van der Vondel (1587-1679) also knew of Donne 

and called him "die duistre zon" ("that dark sun") in a 1634 poem.206 Davis clarifies the context 

of this anecdotal reference, explaining that Vondel was comparing the Englishman's melancholic 

verses to Albrecht Dürer's famous print Melencholia I (Fig. 1, which is discussed below).207 

Although Vondel expresses his dislike for Donne's poetry through the wit of this poem, he 

notably refers to P.C. Hooft, Maria Tesselschade, and Daniël Mostart (1592-1646) as Donne's 

supporters, providing an interesting snapshot of this intellectual network in which his poetry 

circulated in the Netherlands.208 

 In addition to Donne's poetry, many other seventeenth-century treatises, essays, and 

poems circulated in England, and throughout continental Europe, that fostered a widespread and 

international dialogue on melancholia. The following sections consider two English treatises on 

melancholy: Timothie Bright's A Treatise of Melancholie (1586) and Robert Burton's The 

Anatomy of Melancholy (1621). Although melancholy, or specifically love melancholy as in 

                                                
205Herbert J.C. Grierson, ed., The poems of John Donne. Volume II  (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, first edition 1912. Electronic edition published by Oxford University, 2012), lxxvii-lxxviii. 
Accessed through Oxford Scholarly Editions Online, 
doi:10.1093/actrade/9780199692361.book.1. Grierson footnotes the original Dutch, but does not 
provide further reference to the exact letter date. The Dutch reads: "Eertijts ten dienst van de 
grooten ten hove gevoedt, in de werelt gewortelt, in de studien geslepen, in de dictkonst 
vermaerdt, meer als yemand. Van die groene tacken hebben veel weelderige vruchten onder de 
liefhebbers leggen meucken, diese nu bynaer verrot van ouderdom uytdeylen, my synde voor den 
besten slag van mispelen ter hand geraeckt by halve vijf en twintig, door toedoen van eenighe 
mijne besondere Heeren ende vrienden van die natie." Ibid.  
206 Vondel, Ibid. 
207 Nick Davis, "Melancholic Individuality and the Lothian Portrait of Donne," 9. For a reprint of 
this line in the context of the poem 'Op de diepzinnige puntdichten van den Engelschen poet 
John Donne,' see Vondel, Werken, vol. 3, 415-16 (DBNL). The poem was from 1634, published 
by Vondel in Poëzy (1682), vol. II, 246. See footnotes in Ibid.  
208 Smith, John Donne, 80. Smith provides a prose translation in English of Vondel's verses. As 
Smith and R.N. Roland Holst clarify, "den Drost" ("sheriff) refers to P.C. Hooft who was Sheriff 
of Muiden; "Het zoete Tesselschaedtje" and "lieve Nymfije Tesselschaê" (the sweet or lovely 
nymph Tesselschade) refer to Maria Tesselschade; and "Mostaert" ("mustard") is a reference to 
Daniël Mostart.  
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Donne's portrait, has been discussed historically as a particularly English disease--one aligned 

with the tragic Elizabethan heroes of Shakespeare--similar cultural, social, and medical attitudes 

toward melancholy prevailed throughout continental Europe at this time.209 Angus Gowland 

demonstrates in several publications on this topic that melancholy was a European malady: one 

that was thought by physicians to manifest in diverse forms and this condition was the subject of 

much commentary by contemporary scholars, physicians, authors, and even diarists during the 

early modern period.210 Recent scholarship in the field of early modern history supports this 

international and increasingly multidisciplinary approach to themes of melancholy. The collected 

essays in Diseases of the Imagination and Imaginary Disease in the Early Modern Period 

(2011), for instance, address topics including: melancholic nuns in Renaissance Italy; madness in 

Early Modern Spain; and female hysteria in Early Modern England, to name only a few 

examples that draw evidence from the history of medicine, science, art, and literature.211 The 

                                                
209 Dixon explains the phrase "English Disease" was coined by Gideon Harvey in Morbus 
anglicus, or The anatomy of Consumption (1672), which was adopted by George Cheyne (see 
bibliographic note below). Dixon, The Dark Side of Genius, 29, note 71. For examples of sources 
that question melancholia as English in origin, see: Vieda Skultans, English Madness: Ideas on 
Insanity, 1580-1890 (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1979); Roy Strong, "The Elizabethan 
Malady, Melancoholy in Elizabethan and Jacobean Portraiture," Apollo 79 (1964): 264-69; 
Lawrence Babb, The Elizabethan Malady: A Study of Melancholia in English Literature form 
1580 to 1642 (East Lansing: Michigan State College Press, 1951); and Babb "Melancholy and 
the Elizabethan Man of Letters," Huntington Library Quarterly vol.4, nr. 3 (April, 1941): 247-
261; George Cheyne, The English Malady: or, A Treatise of Nervous Diseases of all Kinds. With 
the Author's own Case (London: G. Strahan, 1733). For a more recent discussion of English 
'civic melancholy,' see Eric Gidal, "Civic Melancholy: English Gloom and French 
Enlightenment," Eighteenth- Century Studies 37, nr. 1 (Exploring Sentiment, Fall 2003): 23-45. 
For a specific discussion of love melancholy, see: Dixon, The Dark Side of Genius, Chapter 3: 
"Privileged Passion: Love Melancholy," 55-80. 
210 Gowland, "The Problem of Early Modern Melancholy," Past & Present, Nr. 191 (May, 
2006), 77-120, see 79-80.  
211 Yasmin Haskell, ed., Diseases of the Imagination and Imaginary Disease in the Early 
Modern Period (Turnhout: Brepols; Abingdon: Marston, 2011). The essays mentioned include: 
Sharon T. Strocchia, "The Melancholic Nun in Late Renaissance Italy" (139-158); Dale Shuger, 
"Beyond Allegory: The Meaning of Madness in Early Modern Spain" (159-180); and Heather 
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treatment of scholarly melancholy in the treatises of Robert Burton and Timothie Bright are 

considered here because they build on Ficino's treatise and also due to their sustained popularity 

throughout the early modern period. In addition, Burton's treatise particularly draws on a range 

of ancient through contemporary European authors, philosophers, and poets in several languages. 

Gowland reiterates the importance of these sources, explaining "the authorities Burton cited to 

support his diagnosis of the 'epidemic' [of melancholy] were German, French and Italian, and, 

like them, he was claiming that the whole Continent was afflicted."212 Such evidence suggests 

that in the seventeenth-century England, and the Dutch Republic by natural extension, 

international ideas on melancholy circulated by means of encyclopedic transcription, translated 

treatises, Latin medical tracts, and very likely, though commentary on personal experience with 

melancholia, as will be recapitulated in the conclusion on the impact these treatises in the Dutch 

Republic.   

 
English Treatises on Melancholy: Timothie Bright and Robert Burton 

 As the preceding analysis of Marsilio Ficino's De Vita reveals, scholarly melancholy was 

considered to be a serious condition that could affect, and presumably did affect, many 

intellectuals during the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries in Western Europe. The causes of 

melancholy and its cures were not resolved issues at the end of the Renaissance, however. This 

prevalent disease of scholars continued to puzzle physicians and philosophers alike in continental 

Europe and the British Isles well into the seventeenth century. This section examines two of the 

most famous English language treatises on melancholy. The first is by Timothie Bright (1550- 

                                                                                                                                                       
Meek, "'[W]hat fatigues we fine ladies are fated to endure': Sociosomatic Hysteria as a Female 
'English Malady," (375- 398). 
212 Gowland, "The Problem of Early Modern Melancholy," 80. 
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1615), an English physician turned Anglican minister.213 Bright's A Treatise of Melancholie was 

published in 1586 and is the first book-length English text to examine this disease.214 Addressed 

to a fictional friend called 'M,' Bright's pedagogical handbook is largely concerned with 

explaining the spiritual aspects of melancholy related to the Christian concept of Original Sin, 

which differ from those of the body that may be treated with medicine, and/or therapies.215 The 

second work is Robert Burton's (1577- 1640) widely popular tome, The Anatomy of Melancholy, 

which was first published in 1621, with many subsequent editions.216 As the previous discussion 

                                                
213 Shortly after publishing his Treatise on Melancholy (1586), he renounced his job as a 
physician at London's St. Bartholomew's Hospital to become a pastor in Yorkshire. Penelope 
Gouk, "Clockwork or Musical Instrument? Some English Theories of Mind-Body Interaction 
before and after Descartes," in Structures of Feeling in Seventeenth- Century Cultural 
Expression, ed. Susan McClary (Toronto: University of Toronto Press with UCLA Center for 
Seventeenth-and Eighteenth-Century Studies and the William Andrews Clark Memorial Library, 
2013), 43. 
214 Gouk, "Clockwork or Musical Instrument? …," 43. For additional sources on Bright, see: 
Patricia Brewerton, "'Several keys to ope' the character': The Political and Cultural Significance 
of Timothie Bright's 'characterie,' Sixteenth Century Journal XXXIII/4 (2002): 945-961; Lori 
Anne Ferrell, "Method as Knowledge: Scribal Theory, Protestantism, and the Reinvention of 
Shorthand in Sixteenth-Century England," Making Knowledge in Early Modern Europe, Pamela 
H. Smith and Benjamin Schmidt, eds. (Chicago and London: The University of Chicago Press, 
2007), 163- 177 (these sources concerns Bright's development of modern shorthand, but also 
contains biographical information); Adrian Streete, "Perception and fantasy in early modern 
Protestant discourse," Protestantism and Dram in Early Modern England (Cambridge, U.K.: 
Cambridge University Press, 2009), 110-126 (discusses Bright's perspective on melancholy's 
relationship to fantasy and this influence on Shakespeare's plays, such as Macbeth (c.1606). See 
also Geoffrey Keynes, Dr. Timothie Bright, 1550-1615: A Survey of his Life with a Bibliography 
of his Writings (London: Wellcome Historical Medical Library, 1962). 
215 Gouk, "Clockwork or Musical Instrument? …," 43.  
216 I consulted a 1638 edition. E. Patricia Vicari explains that the 6th and final (posthumous) 
edition was published in 1651. She explains Burton did not make significant additions to the 
strictly medical information in the text after the 1621 edition; rather he expanded upon other 
topics between 1624 and his death in 1640. Vicari, The View from Minerva's Tower: Learning 
and Imagination in The Anatomy of Melancholy (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1989), 
4-5. For additional sources on Burton, see: Stephanie Shirilan, Robert Burton and the 
Transformative Powers of Melancholy (Surrey: Ashgate Publishing Limited, 2015); Stephanie 
Shirilan, "Exhilarating the Spirits: Burtonian Study as a Cure for Scholarly Melancholy," Studies 
in Philology 111, nr. 3 (Summer 2014): 486-520; Mary Ann Lund, Melancholy, Medicine and 
Religion in Early Modern England: Reading The Anatomy of Melancholy (Cambridge, New 
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on John Donne and melancholy as an international disease suggests, English scholarship, 

including Bright's and Burton's ideas on melancholy, became well-known in the Netherlands 

through such publications and also in vernacular Dutch writings that express similar notions and 

were intended for a popular audience, as will be discussed in the conclusion of this section. 

Burton was a student and later scholar at Oxford University's Christ Church College, he served 

as a rector and a vicar at various stages in his life, and he is remembered as a benefactor to the 

Bodleian and Christ Church libraries.217 The Anatomy of Melancholy factors as Burton's lifetime 

achievement, and offers an encyclopedic humanist approach to the causes and cures for 

melancholy in the form of a quasi-medical vernacular handbook subdivided into many topical 

sections. The most relevant section of this very large treatise is Part I, Sect 2., Memb. 3, 

Subsection 15, page 127: "Love of Learning, or overmuch study, With a Digresion of the misery 

of schollers, and why the Muses are Melancholy." This section is the focus of my discussion. 

While Bright's treatise is much more concise than Burton's, continuities between the two 

publications illustrate some of the prevailing thoughts on melancholy that circulated in England, 

as well as continental Europe, in the early modern period.  

 Ficino's De Vita factors as source material for both English treatises, exemplifying how 

common certain ideas on melancholy became in both scientific and social circles by the early 

modern era. Although Bright's text certainly builds upon this Renaissance foundation, it is 

                                                                                                                                                       
York: Cambridge University Press, 2010); Agnus Gowland, Worlds of Renaissance Melancholy: 
Robert Burton in Context (Cambridge, U.K.: Cambridge University Press, 2006); Thomas 
Faulkner, Nicolas Kiessling, and Rhona Blair, eds., The Anatomy of Melancholy, 6 vol. (Oxford: 
Claredon Press, 1989-2000).  
217 Nicolas K. Kiessling, The Legacy of Democritus Junior: Robert Burton, An exhibition to 
commemorate the 350th anniversary of the death of Robert Burton (1577-1640) (Oxford: 
Bodleian Library, 1990), 2. Burton lived nearly half a century at Oxford (1593-1640) in the 
pursuit of scholarship. Ibid. Burton received his B.A. in 1602, has M.A. in 1605, and B.D. in 
1614. Agnus Gowland, Worlds of Renaissance Melancholy, 6. 
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largely through his exploration of the disease of melancholy that the author's Calvinist 

theological perspective is expounded.218 And while Burton's exhaustive text relied on treatises 

such as Bright's that were composed from a religious perspective, Burton avoids topics that 

broach "occultist" explanations of causes and cures for melancholy, as in Ficino's Neoplatonic 

treatise.219 With this caveat, Burton's text is remarkable because the author goes well beyond a 

simple (albeit expansive) compilation of traditional teachings on melancholy. In fact, as Angus 

Gowland has argued in several publications concerning the Anatomy, Burton "absorbed" and 

"synthesized" common Renaissance thought on melancholy, forging a new connection between 

the medical and the moral aspects of the diseases of black bile.220 Burton's finished product 

therefore included important "modifications" to the canon, which Gowland suggests "helped to 

shape some of the ways of thinking about melancholy in the later seventeenth century and 

beyond." Early modern medical treatises thus form an important lens, both positive and 

disparaging, through which the cultural perceptions of the habits of scholars can be deduced. My 

objective in this discussion is to highlight two tenets--the general problems that scholars were 

thought to face, and popular recommendations for treating melancholy-- that correspond, and in 

some cases are expanded upon, in Ficino, Burton, and Bright. Given the widespread influence of 

                                                
218 Ferrell explains that the second half of Bright's Treatise discusses the subject of spiritual 
melancholy in specifically Calvinist terms derived from Calvin's Institutes. 
Lori Anne Ferrell, "Method as Knowledge,"170.  
219 Gowland, Worlds of Renaissance Melancholy, 28. 
220 As Gowland explains, Burton "moralized the medical concept of melancholy by employing 
the classical argument that passions are irrational diseases of the soul, and as such they were both 
causes and symptoms of melancholic madness." Gowland, "Burton's Anatomy and the 
Intellectual Traditions of Melancholy," Babel [Online], 25 (2012), published online December 1, 
2012, retrieved October 26, 2015. URL: http://babel.revues.org/2078, 222-223 and 233. See also 
Gowland, "The Problem of Early Modern Melancholy," 77-120, and Gowland, Worlds of 
Renaissance Melancholy. 
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these authors on early modern thought, these themes are relevant to the contexts in which artists 

later imagined the gentleman-scholar in seventeenth-century Dutch art. 

 

General Problems that Scholars Face  
 
 The treatises of Bright and Burton do not draw directly upon the same Neoplatonic model 

as Ficino, but all three authors note the grave consequences of the scholarly lifestyle directly 

caused by solitude and bodily neglect. Timothie Bright's A Treatise on Melancholie acutely 

explains why scholarship brings misery, perhaps revealing some aspects of his personal 

struggles.221 In Bright's words: 

Of the labours of the minde, studies have great force to procure melancholie: if 
they be vehement, and of difficult matters, and high misteries: and therefore 
chiefly they are to be avoyded, and the mind to be set free from all such travel 
[travail], that the spirits which before were partly wasted, might be restored: and 
partly employed upon hard discourses, may be released, to the comfort of the 
heart, and thinning of the bloud. Besides, such actions approaching nigh unto, or 
being verie inorganicall of the soule, cause the minde to negelect the bodie: 
whereby easily it becommeth afterward unapt for the action, and the humours 
skanted of the sweete influence thereof, and spirit, setle into a melancholy 
thicknesse, and congele into that cold and drie humour, which rayseth these 
terrors and discouragements.222  

 
For Bright, like his predecessor Ficino, melancholy and bodily woes are directly related to the 

humoral constitution of an individual and the stress that studying places on the soul. Robert 

Burton also concurs with such notions in his two-point thesis on why scholars particularly suffer 

from forms of melancholia. First, Burton emphasizes the problems arising from the inactive 

nature of scholarship. As the author elaborates, scholars "live a sedentary [life]…free from 

                                                
221 Gouk explains that Bright and his wife also lost a child just a few months before the 
publication of his treatise. See Gouk, "Clockwork or Musical Instrument?," 43.  
222 Timothie Bright, A Treatise on Melancholie (London: John Windet, 1586), 236. My 
emphasis. 
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bodily exercise," which often results in unhappiness and restlessness.223 Burton's second point 

relates that physical diseases arise from sitting too much in solitude, which leads many scholars 

to become impoverished, or even "lose their wits," due to obsessive periods of contemplation.224 

In his section on "the accidents which befall melancholicke persons," Bright correspondingly 

denotes how melancholia can even be identified through physical characteristics. Not only are 

the bodies of melancholics colder and drier than individuals of other temperaments due to the 

presence of black bile, but they exhibit a certain "hardnes, leane, and spare of flesh: which 

causeth hollowness of eye, and unchearefulnes of countenaunce…"225 Scholar's habits lead them 

in vicious circles: copious time studying causes scholars to neglect their bodies, and in turn, 

physical troubles affect their minds and souls. When this is coupled with other common side 

effects mentioned in both of these treatises, which build on the precedent of Problem XXX, 

including nightmares, obsessive worrying, despair, irrational fear, weeping, melancholic 

laughter, and even "…[delight] in solitarines and obscurity," it is no wonder that the topos of the 

scholar became at least partially aligned with impoverished, reclusive, and depressive men by the 

early modern era.226   

 

 

 

                                                
223 Bright, A Treatise on Melancholie, 120. 
224 Robert Burton, The Anatomy of Melancholy (Oxford: Henry Cripps, 1638), 128. Burton 
further elaborates that "contemplation, which dries the braine, and extinguisheth naturall heat…" 
leads to several common troubles, including "…gouts, cataarhes, rhumes…bad eyes…windes, 
consumptions," etc. 
225 Ibid., 120.  
226Bright, A Treatise on Melancholie, 121. Burton focuses more on the material poverty of 
scholars (shabby clothes) and their lack of gentlemanly manners (for instance, they cannot ride a 
horse), than Ficino or Bright. See Ibid., 129 and 132-33. 
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Some Cures for Melancholy 

 A convergence of ideas on the causes of scholarly melancholy and its symptoms is found 

in Ficino's book and the two English treatises, but the latter sources expand upon Ficino's 

curative approaches to the conditions to which scholars are susceptible. Relating back to Ficino's 

treatments for tempering melancholic symptoms, several innovative therapies are suggested by 

the English authors. In A Treatise on Melancholie, Bright underscores the primary necessity of 

removing stimuli that are detrimental to a melancholic's health.227 For instance, irritating noises 

should be kept at bay and darkness should be avoided.228 To foster a positive scholarly 

environment, Bright, like Ficino, recommends the presence of "pleasant pictures," sweet smells, 

"proportionall" objects, and "lively colours" for the melancholic to delight over.229 Above all, 

Bright is a staunch proponent of the healing properties of music. As he explains, music is a kind 

of "magicall charme" that brings pleasure to all men.230 Although Bright does not elaborate 

further on the sensory cures for melancholics, he clearly is indebted to many of Ficino's ideas on 

the small but pleasant measures scholars can take to distract themselves from their troubles. 

  Burton's Anatomy of Melancholy offers more exacting and unique treatments for scholars 

in his chapter devoted to a Cure for Melancholy.231 In this section, Burton is concerned with 

outlining those "recreations of the minde within doors" that are "so aptly to be applyed to all 

sorts of men, [and] so proper to expel idleness and melancholy…"232 Instead of Ficino's vague 

suggestions of surrounding oneself with "green or red colors," or Bright's equally general 

command to view "pleasant pictures," Burton has several specific recommendations for visceral, 

                                                
227 Bright, A Treatise on Melancholie, 235. 
228 Ibid., 239-240. 
229 Ibid. 
230 Ibid., 241. 
231 Ibid., Part 2, Section 2, Memb. 4, 275-276 of the 1638 edition. 
232 Ibid., 275. 
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visual, and intellectual pleasures.233 Notably, Burton's advice has more to do with subjects a 

melancholic can study for pleasure, the cultivation of hobbies, and the formation, or at least 

viewing, of collections of drawings, antiquities, and maps in private contexts.234 As Burton 

apostrophizes, "what so full of content, as to read, walke, and see Mappes, Pictures, Statues, 

Jewels, marbles,…so exquisite and pleasing to behold…?"235 Burton further explains, "to most 

kinde of men it is an extraordinary delight to study. For what a world of bookes offers it self, in 

all subjects, arts, and sciences, to the sweet content and capacity of the reader? In Arithmetick, 

Geometry, Perspective, Optick, Astronomie, Architecture, Sculpturậ, Picturậ, of which so many 

and such elaborate Treatises are of late written…(e.g. manuals on hunting, fencing, cookery, 

gardening, etc.)…with exquisite pictures, of all sports, games, and what not?"236 As Stephanie 

Shirilan has argued, Burton's rather exhaustive list of such diverse recreations underscores his 

belief that melancholy stems from idleness and "the disparity between the scholar's labor, 

reward, and recognition," rather than scholastic overexertion.237 In order to dispel bodily and 

mental imbalances that come from idleness, Burton prescribes pleasurable study as a cure for 

melancholy. Shirilan elaborates on this point, arguing, "Burton's study cure works not by 

propelling the reader from wonder to some more sober study but from one wonder to the next. 

The forward momentum privileges the yet-to come and the out of reach. This is the momentum 

of the extended zeugmata through which Burton incants his hypothetical or wishful lists of things 

                                                
233 Ficino as translated by Boer, Marsilio Ficino (1980), 20, and Bright, A Treatise on 
Melancholie, 239-40. 
234 Burton makes the point of explaining that "princes cabinets, like that of the great Dukes in 
Florence…or Noblemens houses…" often contain an array of such objects. It is implied that even 
visiting such collections brings pleasure, not just the personal ownership and perusal of one's 
own collection. Burton, The Anatomy of Melancholy, 275. 
235 Ibid. 
236 Ibid., 276. 
237 Shirilan, "Exhilarating the Spirits: Burtonian Study as a Cure for Scholarly Melancholy," 
Studies in Philology 11, nr. 3 (Summer 2014): 498. 
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'to see,' 'to read,' and 'to learn.' He suggests that the studious inventory of what one might yet 

study does more good for the melancholic than a ruminating occupation with any one subject."238 

In this manner Burton explores the delights of pursuing diverse branches of study that differ 

from the scholar's day-to-day occupations in order to form a therapeutic recreation. 

 In particular, Burton's 'study cure' includes the amusing, diverting, and even edifying 

benefits that visual and scientific materials have to offer, such as works of art and geographical 

maps. Perhaps this point was especially resonant for scholars in the Dutch Republic because the 

author mentions not only Italian paintings, including works by Michelangelo and Raphael, but 

also remarks upon the "Dutch painters" and their "excellent landskips."239 In addition, Burton 

praises the Germanic and Netherlandish print traditions of the sixteenth century, explaining that 

one can see "…curious cuts of Sadlier of Prage, Albertus Durer, [and] Goltzius…[and] such 

pleasant pieces of perspective…" in many elite collections.240 Yet his advice is not limited only 

to pursuits of sole aesthetic pleasure. Instead, Burton also comments that some melancholic 

scholars find fulfillment by building their knowledge of poetry, in examination of naturalia and 

exotica, in studying architectural principles and languages (modern and those of Antiquity), or 

by immersing themselves in geography and topography.241 After all, Burton writes, "what greater 

pleasure can there now be, then to view," and to interact with, "those elaborate maps of Ortelius, 

P Mercator, Hondius, etc.?"242 Even if a scholar consults his maps and globes, "and never [goes] 

forth of the limits of his study," Burton is convinced that one of the best remedies for 

melancholics is "to measure by the scale and compasse," the "extent, [and] distance" of cities, 

                                                
238 Ibid., 510. 
239 Burton, The Anatomy of Melancholy, 275-276. 
240 Ibid. 
241 Ibid. 
242 Ibid., 276. 
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provinces, and towns.243 The scholar in Burton's eyes is thus afforded a sense of intellectual 

liberty not found in his day-to-day occupations by means of what we would term "armchair 

travel" today. As Shirilan observes, Burton's text specifically promotes such forms of learning 

from the comforts of home. As she explains, "the Anatomy…repeatedly insists that the body does 

not clearly differentiate real from imaginary experience."244 In agreement with Shirilan's 

conclusion on the importance of Burton's 'study cure', I concur that the author's advice is 

intended to "excite the scholarly imagination," as Burton aims to console the scholar by 

underscoring the fact that there is "too much to learn" in one lifetime. 245 

 Burton's recommendation of the study of geography in this section, and use of 

geographical metaphors throughout his treatise, are specifically notable examples because they 

also bear symbolic purport, according to other Burton scholars.246 Anne Chapple clarifies that 

while Burton did not personally engage in geographic exploration, his fascination with 

geography likely relates to his wish for "…a vantage point from which to view the world at a 

comfortable remove."247 Chapple adds that Burton thus fosters a "vicarious way of travelling"-- 

presumably for himself and encouraging his reader in similar pursuits.248 Thus, to summarize in 

the words of E. Patricia Vicari, "geographical learning--indeed, any knowledge of the natural 

                                                
243 I argue the importance of scientific materials based on Burton's reiteration of the point in this 
section, and elaboration of the joys of interacting with maps, globes, etc. 
244 Shirilan, "Exhilarating the Spirits," 510. 
245 Ibid., 511. 
246 See Vicari, The View from Minerva's Tower and Anne S. Chapple, "Robert Burton's 
Geography of Melancholy," Studies in English Literature 3, 1500-1900, Rice University (1993): 
99-130. Chapple's research primarily focuses on Burton's reference to an anonymous foolscap 
world map attributed to Epichthonius Cosmopolites found in his Preface chapter "Democritus Jr. 
to the Reader" (I, 39, 1621). She concludes that Burton employs this particular mapping 
reference in a manner that "…confirm[s] Burton's convictions about the folly of men and vanity 
of human wishes." Chapple, "Robert Burton's Geography of Melancholy," 109. 
247 Chapple, "Robert Burton's Geography of Melancholy," 104.  
248 Ibid. 
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world-- is not pursued for its own sake, but for its usefulness in curing melancholy" in Burton's 

text.249 Whether through scientific pursuits, or the study of other disciplines, Burton provides 

direction for how a melancholic scholar can dispel idleness and entertain himself even 

vicariously. Above all, such diversions are educational and aimed at self-improvement. Burton 

therefore suggests that tempering of melancholic symptoms can be achieved, rather ironically, 

through the very action that was thought to bring on melancholic diseases in scholars-- the act of 

studying. Moreover, melancholy is dispelled by the knowledge that endless and exciting topics 

are ever on the horizon: a fact that Burton believes should validate and motivate scholars as they 

peruse such subjects from the comfort of their library or study.   

 

Conclusions on Treatises on Melancholy: Impact on Dutch Republic and International Scale 
 
 While intellectuals of the Dutch Republic did not produce any vernacular medical 

treatises on melancholy similar to those composed by Burton and Bright, Dutch physicians, 

scholars, and educated gentlemen were nevertheless familiar with these treatises and the larger 

impact of humoral theory in connection to scholarly melancholy. In fact, numerous university 

dissertations that address this condition evince the marked scholarly interest in melancholy that 

arose in Europe in the late sixteenth century.250 In Dutch intellectual centers, particularly at 

Leiden University, scholars produced doctoral dissertations in Latin that contributed to this body 

of literature.251 As an early example derived from Just Emile Kroon's archival research on the 

                                                
249 Vicari, The View from Minerva's Tower, 30. In other words Vicari argues "the therapy of 
choice for Burton is distraction: curing melancholy by thinking hard about something else"-- 
meaning subjects alongside geography. Ibid., 16. 
250 Gowland, "The Problem of Early Modern Melancholy," 84. 
251 H. Perry Chapman examines the impact of melancholy in popular culture in Leiden that may 
have impacted Rembrandt and his portrayals of artistic melancholy in his early self-portraits of 
the 1630s (such as Self-Portrait with High, Curly Hair, c. 1628, Etching, London, British 
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founding years of Leiden University, a local student named Johannes Arnoldi was promoted as a 

doctor of medicine for his research on the treatment of melancholy in June of 1586.252 In 

Laurinda Dixon's appendix of dissertations on melancholia (compiled from Kroon's research and 

from other twentieth century sources), she cites fifty-five such theses approved at Leiden 

University alone between c. 1590 and 1750: the most numerous example, which may have even 

been higher, as Dixon notes, because "doctoral candidates were often allowed to substitute a 

written examination for the dissertation requirement."253 Scholarly melancholy was also a noted 

phenomenon in popular literature produced in the Netherlands that transmitted some of these 

more scholarly opinions on melancholy to a broader, vernacular audience. A prime example is 

the Dordrecht physician Johan van Beverwijck's (1594-1647) widely read Schat der gesondheyt 

(Treasure of Good Health) published in 1636.254 In Van Beverwijck's chapter on droesheyt 

                                                                                                                                                       
Museum). Chapman explains this sort of imagery that depicts artistic melancholy likely relates to 
a larger body of dissertations on melancholy produced at Leiden University that fueled a larger 
social awareness of this disease. Chapman, Rembrandt's Self-Portraits: A Study in Seventeenth-
Century Identity (Princeton, N.J: Princeton University Press, 1990), 28-30. As Dixon clarifies, 
"there are no original contributions to the literature of melancholia written in Dutch, which was 
not yet a linguistic vehicle for scientific thought; all of the dissertations produced at Leiden 
University were written in Latin. But this does not suggest ignorance of humoral pathology in the 
Low Countries. Dutch doctors were prevalent among the theorists who wrote about melancholia, 
but even they did not make a point of acknowledging their nationality." Dixon, Dark Side of 
Genius, 30.   
252 Just Emile Kroon, Bijdragen tot de geschiedenis van het geneeskundig onderwijs aan de 
Leidsche Universiteit 1575-1625, Ph.D. diss. Rijks-Universiteit of Leiden under supervision of 
Dr. P.J. Blok (June 15, 1911) (Leiden: S.C. van Doesburgh, 1911), 118-119. Also see 35-37 for 
other examples of various (Latin) titles of dissertations in the field of medicine, including 
melancholy, that were pursued during the 1575-1625 time period of Leiden University.  
253 Dixon, The Dark Side of Genius, "Appendix: Medical Dissertations on Melancholia and 
Related Subjects, ca. 1590-1750," 51 and 193-198, see 195-196 for Leiden University. 
254 Simon Schama summarizes Van Beverwijck's popularity, explaining: "[Van Beverwijck's] 
Schat der Gesontheyt en Ongesontheyt…was the standard work of home and clinical medicine, 
ranging from moral accounts of the humors and the relation between 'sound' diet and way of life 
and longevity, to detailed anatomical instructions for the dressing of wounds or the tending of 
particular sickeness and diseases." Schama, The Embarassment of Riches: An Interpretation of 
Dutch Culture in the Golden Age (New York: Vintage Books, 1987), 418-19. 
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(melancholy or sorrow), the physician opens with a direct quote from Robert Burton, ultimately 

derived from Homer's Odyssey: "That wandered in the woods sad al alone, Forsaking men's 

society, making great moane."255 Although this passage is not translated into Dutch, Burton 

clarifies the meaning of this quote with similar quotations in languages ranging from Dutch to 

Italian to Greek, before proceeding with his own lengthy commentary on the plague of 

melancholy. In addition, this chapter is further illuminated by an engraving of a melancholic man 

that reinforces the notions of sadness, despair, and the burden of solitude, likely inspired by 

aspects of Albrecht Dürer's famous engraving Melencholia I that will be discussed at length 

below (Fig. 1).  

 The international exchange of scholarly ideas on melancholy, and individuals' interest in 

John Donne's melancholic poetry in the Netherlands, were thus not isolated cases. As Laurinda 

Dixon argues, "among the many influential connections between the Netherlands and England, 

medicine is often overlooked as a vehicle of exchange."256 Unlike other centers in continental 

Europe, the Dutch admittedly lacked an academy similar to the Royal Society of London.257 Yet, 

as Dixon points out, members of the Royal Society of London sought a broad dialogue on 

medical practices, and reached out to Dutch scholars including Christiaan Huygens 

(Constantijn's son, more of which in Chapter Four), Antony van Leeuwenhoek, and Herman 

Boerhaave, who became famously active participants in this intellectual group.258 In addition, 

Leiden University matriculated many foreign students, particularly English, in the Faculty of 

                                                
255 Van Beverwijck, Schat der gesondheyt… (1636), chapter II,  25. 
256 Dixon, Dark Side of Genius, 27.  
257 Royal Society London was founded in 1660. 
258 Dixon, Dark Side of Genius, 28.  
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Medicine.259 Charles Donald O'Malley provides an example of the international stature of the 

University in this field, explaining that "the very first medical student at Leyden was an 

Englishman named Jacobus James" who graduated in 1581.260 This reputation apparently 

continued in various fields of study well into the seventeenth century, as Leiden University is 

additionally noted for attracting German, French and Swedish students between 1620 and 1660 

as an institution that boasted renowned professors including Daniel Heinsius, Gerard Vossius, 

and Caspar Barlaeus.261 The circulation of ideas concerning the causes and cures of scholarly 

melancholy was relevant to an international body of scholars and citizens alike, connecting 

English sources like Burton to examples of Dutch literature such as Van Beverwijck's popular 

handbook. 

 As we have seen, an extensive and diverse array of medicinal cures for scholarly 

melancholy existed in the early modern era, including suggestions on dietary regimens, forms of 

bodily abstinence, and lifestyle modifications that could produce positive effects on the lives of 

melancholics. Some of the most interesting recommendations relay the value of certain exercises, 

the cultivation of hobbies, engagement with sensory therapies, and means by which the 

melancholic scholar can be comforted. While Robert Burton emphasizes in The Anatomy of 

                                                
259 G.A. Lindeboom, "Medical Education in the Netherlands 1575-1750," in The History of 
Medical Education: An International Symposium held February 5-9, 1968, UCLA, ed. C.D. 
O'Malley (Berkely, Los Angeles, and London: University of California Press, 1970), 201-216. 
260 Ibid., 203. Leiden University was founded on February 8, 1575, as a Protestant institution 
chartered by William the Silent. For further essays on the founding of the University and its 
international character, see Th. H. Lunsingh Scheurleer and G. H. M. Posthumus Meyjes, eds. 
Leiden University in the Seventeenth Century: An Exchange of Learning (Leiden: Brill, 1975).  
261Daniela Progler, "Introduction," in English Students at Leiden University, 1575-1650. 
'Advancing your abilities in learning and bettering your understanding of the world and state 
affairs' (Farnham, Surrey: Ashgate, 2013) 1-3, and F. S. de Vrieze "Academic Relations between 
Sweden and Holland," in Leiden University in the Seventeenth Century: An Exchange of 
Learning (1975), 345. Vossius and Barleus later moved to the Amsterdam Atheneum (founded 
1632). Leiden University is relevant to my discussions of genre paintings of students in Chapter 
Four and will be discussed there in greater depth.  
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Melancholy that there is "no labour in the world like unto study," and that "in striving to be 

excellent to know all, [scholars] lose health, wealth, wit, life and all..," remedies existed for 

troubled scholars.262 For a successful outcome, therapies had to be tailored to an individual, and 

treatments aimed (however temporarily) to soothe the scholar, if not to result in a wholly curative 

effect. These literary examples form illuminating points of comparison to visual renderings of 

scholarly melancholy, as we will see below. 

 

Visualizing Scholarly Melancholia: The Saturnine Persona  
 
 Coinciding with the stereotypical nature of literary descriptions of melancholic scholars 

plagued bodily by effects of black bile, artists of the early modern era commonly strove to 

convey not only the physical, but also the emotional effects and spiritual turmoil that 

melancholic supposedly experienced. This section focuses on sixteenth and seventeenth-century 

emblems and allegories that form visual prototypes for genre painting and portrait imagery 

produced in the Dutch Republic. While this discussion of the visualization of scholarly 

melancholia is not comprehensive in scope, these early influences, such as the allegorical 

depictions of the melancholic god Saturn, Albrecht Dürer's figure of Melancholy, and Cesare 

Ripa's emblem of melancholy, formed a popular and lasting source for artists in traditional 

representations of this state. In fact, the figural poses and symbolic attributes of these allegories 

and emblems resonate most immediately in the iconography of the classical philosopher-doctor 

pair, Democritus and Heraclitus, in Dutch and Flemish art of the early seventeenth century. As 

subsequent chapters will explore, Dutch genre artists and portraitists adapted unique approaches 

                                                
262 Ibid., 131. 
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to portraying subjects that embody scholarly melancholia, but many examples remain firmly 

rooted in the quintessential allegories and emblems discussed below.   

 

The Melancholic Planet and Attributes of Saturn and his "Children" 

 The astrological significance of the planet Saturn serves as a basis for traditional 

allegories of the melancholic humor, the element of earth, darkness, winter, and scholarship. As 

the preceding discussions of the Aristotelian Problem XXX and medical treatises on melancholy 

have disclosed, early modern medical theory and philosophy looked to Classical sources that 

related how black bile directly affects the human body and produces melancholic dispositions if 

certain imbalances are present. The teachings of the Greco-Egyptian scientist Ptolemy (c. 100- c. 

170 C.E.) include a corresponding, systematized organization of the planets that equates certain 

human dispositions (including melancholia) and life stages to each planet's natural properties. 

Such ideas are also found in Platonic teachings of the earth-centered universe, as well as in the 

heliocentric Copernican and Galilean schemas of the heavens.263 By the early seventeenth 

century in Europe, artists commonly employed mythological figures and their planetary signs in 

representations of the seasons, looking to these traditional sources for inspiration.264 As Anouk 

Janssen explains, the seven planets of the early modern era accordingly were each understood to 

have their own character, associated with specific human types, life stages, and temperaments.265 

                                                
263 For a general overview, see Dixon, Dark Side of Genius, 12. Dixon also explains that the 
signs of the zodiac were aligned with each of the planets, with the exception of the sun and 
moon. Each planet was assigned two zodiac signs and "…the planets controlled all life on earth 
through direct sympathies with the objects, people, and activities they ruled," 12. 
264  Ilja Veldman, "Seasons, Planets, and Temperaments in the work of Maarten van 
Heemskerck," 160. 
265 "…hebben allemaal hun iegen karakter, dat wordt weerspiegeld in bepaalde mensentypen en 
in afzonderlijke levensfase…. Enkele van hen kunnen bovendien goed met een bepaald 
temperament worden vergeleken." Anouk Janssen, Grijsaards in zwart-wit: De verbeelding van 
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Indeed, a person was considered to be a "child" of a certain planet based on the astrological 

phenomena at the time of birth: a circumstance that impacted disposition and physical 

appearance.266 Saturn, for instance, was considered to be representative of the season winter, 

which provided a natural allegory for the pale-bodied and dark-visaged "children of Saturn"--or 

individuals of a melancholic temperament plagued by the diseases of black bile. For example, 

this disposition is illustrated in a print entitled Melancholic Temperament designed by Maarten 

van Heemskerck (1498-1574) (Fig. 8) and engraved by Herman Jansz. Muller in 1566. In this 

particularly negative portrayal of Saturn's children, the murderous god presides above, found in 

the act of consuming one of his children as a man hangs himself at the bottom left of the print, 

succumbing to a drastic melancholic fate. 

 Alongside the characteristics of the planet Saturn, the mythological life of the god also 

impacted the literary and visual traditions of melancholia.267 Roman mythology relates that 

                                                                                                                                                       
de ouderdom in de Nederlandse prentkunst (1550-1650) (Zutphen: Walburg Pers, 2007), 48. 
Janssen continues: "Zo is de maan vochtig en koud (flegmatisch), Apollo en Venus vochtig en 
warm (sanguinisch), Mars droog en warm (cholerisch), en Saturnus droog en koud 
(melancholish)." Or, so the moon is wet and cold (phlegmatic), Apollo and Venus wet and warm 
(sanguine), Mars dry and warm (choleric); and Saturn dry and could (melancholic). Ibid., my 
translation.  
266 When alluding to the "children" of planets, certain specific occupations and dispositions are 
associated in a variety of sources including print series, books of hours, and calendar depictions 
from the medieval period through the Renaissance. "Children of Saturn," for instance, are 
accompanied by the zodiac signs of Capricorn and Aquarius and include negative characters, 
such as hermits, criminals, as well as more reputable individuals, such as farmers, grave diggers, 
and monks. See Dixon, Dark Side of Genius, 20, and Veldman, "Seasons, Planets, and 
Temperaments in the work of Maarten van Heemskerck," 163-164 and 166. An example of a 
print series of the seven children of the planets is a set of engravings by Herman Jansz. Muller 
after Maarten van Heemskerck, published by Hieronymus Cock (c. 1568), reproduced in ibid., 
figs. 25-31. 
267Klibansky et al. clarify that the mythology of Saturn's encompasses elements of the mythology 
of the "primeavel Latin God of crops Saturn," the mythology of Kronos, "the son of Uranus, 
whom Zeus had dethroned and castrated," as well as that of Chronos, "the god of time who…had 
been equated with the two former [Gods] even in antiquity…" Klibansky et al., Saturn and 
Melancholy, 133. 
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Saturn, later connected to the Greek Titan Kronos (Cronos), was a god who was expelled from 

Mount Olympus by his son Jupiter.268 Known as the god of agriculture and vineyards, Saturn 

played a pivotal role in the foundation of Rome because he was said to have established a village 

on the Capitoline Hill.269 There, he ruled over a kingdom of perpetually youthful humans along 

with the god Janus during the so-called "Golden Age."270 The Saturnalia holiday, which occurred 

annually in winter, originated as a celebration of his reign and is associated with feasting, wine, 

and general merriment.271 The more nefarious side to Saturn's character, however, relates to 

Greek mythology and the linking of the figure of Saturn to the god Kronos.272 Like Saturn, 

Kronos was known as the generous god of agriculture, while at the same time he was a marked, 

exiled figure of the netherworld, punished for the castration of his father and the murder of his 

own children (see Fig. 8 Van Heemskerck).273 Hence, the figure of Saturn-Kronos is duplicitous 

in character, explaining the contradictory nature of his children who were typified as reticent, 

melancholic types (even criminals), as well as honest, simple laborers.  

 Before Albrecht Dürer's pivotal Melencholia I (1514 Fig. 1), an iconographically rich 

engraving that became one of the most significant images of melancholy in Western art, artists 

drew on the dual aspects of Saturn in representations of the Saturnine persona. Traditionally, the 

god Saturn is personified as an old man with a cloak drawn over his head, and in ancient sources, 

Saturn either stands or is seated in contemplation.274 Saturn's attribute is a sickle (later scythe), 

                                                
268 Thomas Bulfinch, Bulfinch's Mythology (The Age of Fable, The Age of Chivalry, and Legends 
of Charlemagne) (Stilwell: Digireads.com Publishing, 2007), 16.  
269 Andrew Campbell, Shona Grimbly, Henry Russell, and Lee Stacy, eds., Gods, Goddesses, 
and Mythology (Tarrytown, NY: Marshall Cavendish, 2005), 770.  
270 Andrew Campbell et al., Gods, Goddesses, and Mythology, Ibid. 
271 Ibid. Saturnalia begins December 17. 
272 Klibansky et al., Saturn and Melancholy, 135. 
273 Ibid., 134-135. 
274 Ibid., 196-197. 
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harkening back to his role in bountiful agriculture, but also referencing his emasculating and 

murderous acts toward his family. The sickle is sometimes replaced by a spade, in reference to 

his children who work the land, or alternately a crutch, also connecting to the less fortunate 

characteristics of the Saturnine children.275 The god was later associated with the roles of an 

accountant and mathematician in the Middle Ages, adding a key and coffer to the god's 

iconography.276 Additionally, in Northern prints before the Renaissance, Saturn assumes the role 

of the God of Time: he is often shown as a horseman, or in Italian versions, he is seated in a 

chariot that is drawn by the so-called "dragons of time."277 Indicative of Saturn's rule over death 

and the fleeting nature of time, the god is often surrounded by ruins and accompanied by 

nocturnal animals referencing the underworld, such as the owl, or other "solitary" beings, 

including swans, stags, cats, and dogs drawn from the bestiary tradition.278 Thus, the negative 

qualities of Saturn and the trials of the melancholic humor were prevalent in this iconographic 

tradition. This remained largely true in art and in literature until the Italian Renaissance when 

humanists, particularly the Neoplatonist Marsilio Ficino, identified with the melancholic-

intellectual side of Saturn, and artists, including Giulio Campagnola (c. 1482-1514), looked to 

antique sources as inspiration for the rehabilitation of Saturn's negative characterization.279  

                                                
275 Ibid. 
276 Ibid., 206. Klibansky et al. further note that Saturn was the "guardian of the treasury and the 
inventor of coin minting." Ibid., 285. 
277 Ibid., 207. 
278 Dixon, Dark Side of Genius, 20-22 and Klibansky et al., Saturn and Melancholy, 208.  
279 For example Giulio Campagnola, Saturn in a Landscape, engraving 108 x 137 mm., 16th 
century. In this engraving Saturn reclines in a landscape and has attributes indicating his 
relationship to water. As Klibansky et al. explain, this is significant in the humanist idealization 
of the god because Campagnola portrays him as a meditative god transported to a modern 
setting, rather than a mournful river god of antiquity. Klibansky et al., Saturn and Melancholy, 
211-212.  
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 Another shift in the iconography of Saturn that connects to the melancholic scholar 

includes the "scientific" instruments and references to geometry present in Northern prints of the 

Renaissance and early modern period. The allegorical connection between Geometry and Saturn 

relates back to the occupations and dispositions of the children of Saturn. As Saturnine children 

epitomize manual labor and practical crafts, they were associated with trades involving 

measurement. Thus, the attributes of geometry became linked to such melancholic 

practitioners.280 Saturn and Melancholy further explains that within the medieval schema of the 

seven liberal arts, Saturn was assigned to astronomy.281 This was later revised to geometry at an 

unspecified point, but as Klibansky et al. explain, Saturn's status as the god of the earth readily 

connects to the measurement of the earth, measurement in monetary terms because of the scales 

that hung in Saturn's Roman temple, as well as the god's measured rule over Time.282 Due to this 

connection with geometry, and more generally, the concept of measurement, celestial globes and 

pairs of dividers were just some of the instruments added to the iconology of Saturn. An example 

of a print that includes such elements is The Melancholy Temperament (The Element of Earth), 

1596-1597, attributed to Hugo de Groot and (possibly the workshop of) Jacob de Gheyn (II), 

(Fig. 9). 283 Here, a semi-nude man with his cloak rests his head on his left hand. As the 

allegorical figure of Melancholy he sits on top of a terrestrial globe and displays a down-turned 

visage. The figure also holds a pair of dividers in his right hand, while balancing a celestial globe 

in his lap. This print is not the earliest to employ the dividers and celestial globe as signs of 

Saturn, however. The previously discussed Melancholic Temperament by Maarten van 

Heemskerck (Fig. 8) also contains these scientific objects, as well as a measuring square that is 

                                                
280 Ibid., 332-333. 
281 Ibid. 
282 Ibid., 333. 
283 Engraving, 233 x 172 mm. 
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held by a woman with the globe at the bottom right of the print. As we will consider below, 

Albrecht Dürer's famous Melencholia I print expanded upon this symbolism. Yet the artist 

innovatively choose to focus on an individual, head-on-hand melancholic figure, rather than a 

variety of Saturn's children to epitomize his disposition. Thus, the German printmaker did not 

invent Saturnine iconography, but rather was inspired by existing conventions to use geometric 

symbolism to further his portrayal of the melancholic temperament.  

 

Conclusion: Saturn and Melancholy   

 Artistic and literary representations of the Saturnine persona derive from a long tradition 

of mythology and astrology based on the properties of the planet Saturn and the iconography of 

the life of the Greco-Roman god Saturn-Kronos. From ancient sources, Saturn emerges as a 

duplicitous character, which is reflected in the occupations and (sometimes tragic) fates of his 

planetary children. Representations of Melancholy particularly forged a connection between 

scholars and Saturn through the related properties of the earth and the humor of black bile, also 

connecting the god's reign over the underworld and Time to the futile and solitary nature of 

devoting a lifetime to scholarship. As Laurinda Dixon summarizes in Dark Side of Genius, "the 

ambivalent qualities of suffering, solitude, and study" are implied tonally and graphically in 

images of scholars through references to the elements of earth, darkness, and cold associated 

with Saturn.284 The melancholic realm of the god Saturn therefore served as a natural prototype 

for early modern artists who, as we will explore, often created portraits and genre scenes of 

                                                
284 Klibansky et al., Saturn and Melancholy, 22. For a rather unique exception to the melancholic 
representation of the Children of Saturn, see Jan Saenredam after Hendrick Goltzius, Saturn 
(from a series of the seven planets), engraving, 1596. Here, the children of Saturn are depicted as 
happy laborers, reinforcing the god's role in agriculture. For a discussion of this work, see 
Veldman, "Seasons, Planets, and Temperaments in the work of Maarten van Heemskerck," 175. 
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scholars that connect to this origin through their muted settings, melancholic poses, and vanitas 

symbolism.285  

 

Dürer and Ripa: The Evolution of the Allegorical Figure "Melancholy" 

 One of the most famous but most iconographically puzzling works from Albrecht Dürer's 

prolific career is his engraving Melencholia I (Fig. 1).286 While it is generally interpreted as an 

allegory of the melancholic temperament, some scholars have argued that this engraving may 

more specifically represent artistic melancholy, or more extraordinarily, form a kind of self-

portrait of Dürer, designed as a spiritual reflection on his own discipline and the art he 

produced.287 Created in 1514, this engraving is also considered as one of the three 'Meisterstiche' 

(masterpiece engravings) of Dürer's graphic work alongside his Knight, Death, and the Devil 

                                                
285 Dixon, Dark Side of Genius, 82, writes "when depicting the scholar's habitat, painters 
employed the limited color scheme of melancholy earth, shutting out the light of day to suggest 
Saturn's perpetual night." This argument does not necessarily hold true in all images of scholars, 
as I will argue.  
286 Engraving, 240 × 188 mm. 
287 See Heinrich Wölfflin's classic study of the artist, The Art of Albrecht Dürer, Alastair and 
Heide Grieve, trans. (London: Phaidon, 1971), 200-203 and E. Panofsky, The Life and Art of 
Albrecht D (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1945, 1971). For a more recent examination 
of this print, see Karoline Feulner, Dürer: Kunst- Künstler- Kontext, ed. Jochen Sander (Munich, 
London, and New York: Prestel, 2014), 262, cat. 10.3. For more recent research on the artist see: 
Jochen Sander, ed., Albrecht Dürer: His Art in Context (Munich; London; New York: Prestel, 
2013); Peter Parshall, "Graphic Knowledge: Albrecht Dürer and the Imagination," The Art 
Bulletin 95, Issue 3 (September 2013): 393- 41; David Hotchkiss Price, Albrecht Dürer's 
Renaissance: Humanism, Reformation, and the Art of Faith (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan 
Press, 2003); Rainer Schoch, Matthias Mende and Anna Scherbaum, eds., Albrecht Dürer: Das 
Druckgraphische Werk vol.I-III (Munich: Prestel, 2001-2002); Giulia Bartrum with Günter 
Grass, Joseph L. Koerner, and Ute Kuhlemann, Albrecht Dürer and His Legacy: the Graphic 
Work of a Renaissance Artist (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press; London: British 
Museum Press, 2002). 



 

 94 

(1513) and Saint Jerome in His Study (1514, Fig. 2).288 While Melencholia I is comprised of 

many rich details, the following section presents a general overview of current research on the 

work with specific attention to how it may have influenced other early modern artists in their 

representations of melancholy scholars. As a prototype, Dürer's print is both traditional and 

innovative drawing on notions of the Saturnine persona and teachings on humoral theory while 

introducing obscure mystical and mathematical symbolism, some of which has yet to be fully 

understood today.289    

 

Dürer's Melencholia I (1514) 

 Seated in a supernatural outdoor setting, Dürer's figure of Melancholy is allegorized by a 

winged woman crowned with laurels who is seated and broodingly gazes to the upper left corner 

of the print (Fig. 1).290 Melancholy supports her head with her left hand while her other arm rests 

on a book and she holds the point of a compass in her right hand. The flowing skirts of the 

woman reveal a set of keys and a purse attached to her belt, while various carpentry objects, such 

as nails, surround her feet. Providing an interpretive clue, Klibansky et al. comment that the 

Saturnine motifs of the purse and the keys are explained in Dürer's own words as respectively 

signifying power and riches, as found in a note Dürer made on preparatory sketch of a putto now 

                                                
288 The British Museum online, accessed Sept 16, 2015. 
http://www.britishmuseum.org/explore/highlights/highlight_objects/pd/a/dürer_knight,_death_an
d_devil.aspx 
289 For instance, the so-called "magic square" included in the engraving (adds up to 34 each 
way). Klibansky et. al explain it not only represents the "arithmetical side of melancholy" but is a 
"talisman of Jupiter… and a mathematical substitute for those images of astral deities which 
were recommended by Ficino, Agrippa and all the other teachers of white magic." Klibansky et 
al., Saturn and Melancholy, 325-26. 
290 Based on notions of humoral theory, the natural properties of the leafy crown may represent 
an antidote to melancholy, while also evoking the classical image of a learned individual 
crowned with laurels. See Klibansky et al., 325. 
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held in the collection of the British Museum, London.291 Unlike the busy putto of the British 

Museum sketch who is actively engaged in measurement, the companion to Melancholy is 

instead found perched on a millstone, obliviously scribbling away on a tablet. The only other 

sentient figure in this scene is a starved-looking dog that curls in a tight ball on the ground 

below. Dürer's composition is hemmed in by a stone building behind the figure of Melancholy 

that is hung with a bell, an hourglass, a numerical chart, and a pair of scales. A ladder also 

extends from the building behind the putto, drawing the eye further left to unworldly 

astronomical events occurring over a still body of water. Serving as a potential key to the strange 

seascape, figures, building, and symbolic objects found in this print, a bat hovers in the upper left 

corner displaying a banner labeled "Melencolia I." Even without this explanatory title, however, 

the woman and her unearthly surroundings convey a sense of interiorized deliberation and 

inquietude that aligns with conventional perceptions of melancholy. 

 Melencholia I is an iconic example of Dürer's precise technique and it is especially 

remarkable for the effective figural pose through which the artist depicts the melancholic 

temperament. Dürer's use of the classic head-on-hand gesture in combination with the darkened 

visage of the woman readily conveys this state.292 Klibansky et al. refer to this particular pose as 

the "cheek resting on one hand," and explain it as a pictorial convention that can be traced back 

thousands of years, originating with depictions of mourners on Egyptian sarcophagi.293 While 

traditionally symbolic of grief, this pose is also expressive of exhaustion and even "creative 

                                                
291 Ibid., 284 (Plate 8). See: 
http://www.britishmuseum.org/research/collection_online/collection_object_details.aspx?objectI
d=720578&partId=1&searchText=D%u00fcrer+putto&page=1 
292 The humoral temperament of melancholics was thought to influence their supposedly swarthy 
appearance, as discussed earlier in this chapter. See also Klibansky et al., Saturn and Melancholy 
290.  
293 Ibid., 286. 
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thought."294 Commenting on the posture of scholars, Ficino, in his Three Books notes "it 

sometimes happens that students, either because they read and write with their heads so seriously 

bent, or because they become stiff too quickly, get a thick and cold phlegm, and melancholy 

seizes them and weighs down their heads, making them dull and forgetful."295 Although Dürer 

was one of many artists to employ the head-on-hand iconography of melancholy, his print 

epitomizes early modern conceptions about the humoral properties of melancholy and visually 

furthers the connection between melancholy and contemplation. 

 The seminal nature of Melancholia I relates to both the complexity of Dürer's artistic 

interpretation of this figure and his lasting celebrity into the early modern era as an innovative 

printmaker. As Klibansky et al. argue, "…Dürer's engraving is the image of an abstract and 

impersonal notion symbolized in a human figure."296 Yet, while the woman's winged body 

removes her from reality, she is not simply a personification of melancholy, nor is she 

demonstrative of the emotional states associated with melancholy. With the exception of a few 

other models, such as the melancholic figure of Saturn as an old man, the influence of Dürer's 

allegory on future representations of melancholy was quite pervasive. Indeed, Klibansky et al. 

conclude that "…nearly all portraits of melancholy in the strict sense, as well as many pictures 

on similar themes, right down to the middle of the nineteenth century, owe a debt to the model 

set by Dürer, either direct, through conscious imitation, or by virtue of the unconscious pressure 

that is called 'tradition'."297 In addition, Dürer's printed works were familiar to many 

connoisseurs and artists of the seventeenth-century Dutch Republic, including individuals in the 

                                                
294 Ibid. 
295 Ficino as translated by Boer, Marsilio Ficino, 33. 
296 Ibid., 304.  
297 Ibid., 374-375. 
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network of Rembrandt.298 Although it is not known whether the artist himself may have owned a 

copy of Dürer's Melancholia I, Rembrandt owned a variety of prints by Dürer, such as his 1514 

Adam and Eve, from which Rembrandt drew inspiration for his own 1638 rendition of the Fall of 

Man.299 Moreover, several of the artist's colleagues and acquaintances were known Dürer 

collectors, including Abraham Alewijn, Jan Fonteijn (Jean Fontaine), Johannes de Renialme, and 

Jan Six.300 Thus, whether artists like Rembrandt knew Dürer's Melancholia I through direct and 

extensive study, or had a more general familiarity with the German artist's graphic works, 

Dürer's unique expression of the melancholic temperament shaped artistic and intellectual 

perceptions of scholarly melancholy well into the seventeenth century. 

 

Ripa's Iconologia: The figure of Melancholy in the 1644 Dutch Edition 

 Alongside Albrecht Dürer's prints, another authoritative source for allegory in the Dutch 

Republic and elsewhere was Iconologia, the widely read emblem book written by the Italian 

humanist Cesare Ripa (c. 1560- c.1623).301 Following the first two Italian editions subsequent 

                                                
298 It is unknown if certain popular Dutch artists, such as Rembrandt, owned copies of this print. 
Rembrandt did, however, have a copy of Dürer's manual of human proportion (Van de 
menschelijcke proportion [Four books on human proportions], Dutch edition 1622, first edition 
1528, inventory nr. 273) and albums of prints by Dürer, as stated in his boedelinventaris of 1656. 
In this book Dürer discusses the four temperaments, including melancholy. See Gemeentearchief 
Amsterdam, Arch. nr. 5072, inv. nr. 364, fol. 29-38v, dd 25 and 26 July 1656; transcribed as 
"Appendix 2" by Jaap van der Veen in Rembrandts Schatkamer, Bob van den Boogert, ed., with 
Ben Broos, Roelof van Gelder and Jaap van der Veen, Zwolle (Waanders) and Amsterdam 
(Museum het Rembrandthuis, 1999), 150. See also Walter Strauss and Marjon van der Meulen, 
et al., The Rembrandt Documents (New York: Abaris Books, 1979), Doc. 1656/12. 
299 Albrecht Dürer, Adam and Eve, engraving, 211x 200 mm., 1504 and Rembrandt, Adam and 
Eve, etching, 160 x 117 mm., 1638. 
300 See Jaap van der Veen's Apendix 1, "Het netwerk van verzamelaars rondom Rembrandt," in 
Rembrandts Schatkamer, 141-145. Although Van der Veen's research does not provide a specific 
indication whether these men owned Melancholia I, it is a possibility, as they collected albums 
and individual prints by Dürer. 
301 Rome, 1593. The first edition was not illustrated, nor was the second 1603 Rome edition.  
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editions with illustrations were published, including Dirck Pieterz. Pers' 1644 Dutch translation 

of the work, entitled Iconologia of uijtbeeldinghen des verstants (Iconologia, or The 

Representation of the Mind).302 As the frontispiece of the Pers version describes, Ripa's work is 

intended for artists and intellectuals of all kinds including poets, painters, sculptors and "all other 

art lovers and devotees of learning and true knowledge."303 This book did in fact gain popular 

circulation with intellectuals, collectors and artists in the Dutch Republic. In certain cases, 

individual allegorical figures from Ripa even served as clear models for specific works created 

by Dutch artists. Two quite diverse examples include an allegory by Johannes Vermeer (1632-

1675), The Art of Painting, and a portrait by Daniel Mytens II (1644-1688), The Children of 

Diderik van Leyden and Alida Paets.304 In addition, copies of the 1644 edition of Ripa were 

                                                
302 English translation of the Dutch 1644 title by Jochen Becker, Introduction to Cesare Ripa, 
Iconologia of Uytbeeldingeh de Verstands, reprint of 1644 edition (Soest: Davaco Publishers, 
1971), VII. Pers based his translation on the Italian editions of 1624/25 and the 1630 edition. 
Anouk Janssen, "The Good, the Bad, and the Elderly: The Representation of Old Age in 
Netherlandish Prints (ca. 1550-1650)," in Old Age in the Middle Ages and the Renaissance: 
Interdisciplinary Approaches to a Neglected Topic, Albrecht Classen, ed., (Berlin and New 
York: Walter de Gruyter, 2007), 443. Jochen Becker argues that it is impossible to determine if 
Dutch artists looked at the Dutch edition for inspiration, instead of earlier Italian editions, or later 
French edition. I am basing my study on the 1644 edition, but I agree with Becker that it is 
impossible in most cases to ascertain which edition artists consulted. Nevertheless, the 
vernacular edition of Iconologia appeared on the market at a key time in many Dutch 17th 
century artists' careers (see proceeding footnote), and would have been highly accessible to them. 
See Becker, Introduction, XIV. 
303 "Een werk zeer dienstig voor redenaars, poeëten, schilders, beeldhouwers, Tekenaars en alle 
andere konstbeminders en Liefhebbers der Geleerdheid en Erlijke Wetenschappen en 
Insonderheid voor deleergierige Jeughd." Dutch as translated by Christopher Brown, Images of a 
Golden Past: Dutch Genre Painting of the 17th Century (New York: Abbeville Press, 1984), 43.  
304 Vermeer, The Art of Painting, c. 1662-68, oil on canvas 120 x 100 cm., Vienna, 
Kunsthistorisches Museum; Mytens, The Children of Diderik van Leyden and Alida Paets, 1679, 
oil on canvas 178.3 x 156.3 cm., Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum. Although there is some controversy 
surrounding the interpretation of the allegorical female featured in Johannes Vermeer's Art of 
Painting, likely the artist drew inspiration from Ripa's figure of Clio (History) and/or Urania 
(Astronomy). For a discussion of this, see Robert D. Huerta, Giants of Delft: Johannes Vermeer 
and the Natural Philosophers, the Parallel Search for Knowledge During the Age of Discovery 
(Lewisburg: Bucknell University Press; London: Associated University Presses, 2003), 115-116; 
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owned by artists such as Cornelis Dusart (1660-1704) and Jacob de Wit (1695-1754), based on 

probate inventory research.305 This section will briefly discuss the symbolism of melancholy 

found in the 1644 Dutch translation of Ripa's Iconologia to suggest ways in which this emblem 

may have been an alternative model for artists of the Dutch Republic. 

 In Ripa's allegory of Malenconico (Melancholy), a bearded man in long robes stands with 

one foot on a block of stone (Fig. 10). He holds open a large folio in his left hand and a 

moneybag is clutched in his raised right hand. In this peculiar pose, Melancholy intently reads 

the book before him, with his mouth bound with a cloth and a bird-- described as "a lonely 

sparrow"--perched on his head.306 As the accompanying text explains, the symbolism of 

Melancholy is quite straightforward to interpret. The bird indicates his solitary state, the open 

book represents Melancholy's penchant for studying, and the money purse stands for avarice, 

while his gag represents silence.307 In addition, Melancholy is specifically described as a 

"duyster bruyn Man," or a man with a dark-brown complexion.308 Likely this is a visible 

manifestation of his temperament because melancholics were thought to be overcome by black 

                                                                                                                                                       
Christiane Hertel, "Vermeer's The Art of Painting" in Vermeer: Reception and Interpretation 
(Cambridge, U.K., and New York: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 167-186; Walter A. 
Liedtke, Vermeer: the Complete Paintings (Antwerp: Ludion; New York: Harry N. Abrams, 
2008); and Arthur K. Wheelock Jr., Vermeer & the Art of Painting (New Haven and London: 
Yale University Press, 1995). For a discussion of the multiple Ripa emblems employed by 
Mytens, see Pride and Joy: Children's Portraits in the Netherlands 1500-1700, Jan Baptist 
Bedaux and Rudi Ekkart, eds. (New York: Harry N. Abrams, Inc., 2000), 286, cat. 82. 
305 Becker notes Jacob de Wit is the "only" artist whose estate contained the 1644 edition, but 
later research by Susan Anderson demonstrates that Cornelis Dusart also owned this edition. See 
Anderson, "The Library of Cornelis Dusart: Between Artist and Gentleman," Oud Holland 123, 
nr. 2 (2010): 133-165. Possibly other artists also owned this work, or at least consulted it. 
Vermeer, for instance, likely could not read Italian so he probably consulted the Dutch 1644 
translation.   
306 "…en op't hofd een eensaeme Musch." Dirck Pietersz. Pers, Iconologia, Becker reprint of 
1644 Amsterdam edition (Soest: Davaco Publishers, 1971), 77. 
307 Ibid. 
308 Ibid. 
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bile, causing them to be "…van natuere kout en drooge" (by nature cold and dry).309 Ripa's 

Melancholy differs from earlier versions that are allegorized through female figures, thus relating 

more directly to the cultural construction of the male scholar as seen in Burton and other sources 

just discussed. 

 It is notable that artists who were familiar with Ripa's iconography sometimes combined, 

or even partially adapted, two or more allegorical figures from Iconologia to suit their own 

artistic visions.310  The "correct" identification of figures derived from books such as Iconologia 

is complicated by the realization that these allegories evoked several interpretations based on 

viewers' perceptions and familiarity with such sources. For instance, Dutch artists, to my 

knowledge, did not directly use Ripa's figure of Melancholy as a model on its own. Instead, they 

likely derived ideological inspiration from the verbal description and combined elements of this 

figure, such as the darkened visage, with the poses and attributes of other figures, such as 

Astronomia (Astronomy), Mathematica (Mathematics), Historia (History), and Scienza 

(Science), which also bear attributes representative of intellectual work, such as globes and 

books. Thus, whether employed alone or in combination with elements from other figures, the 

nature of Ripa's figuration of Melancholy remains consistent with tradition: the solitary nature, 

unhealthy love of studying, darkened visage, and bodily coldness of this condition. 

 

 

 

                                                
309 Ibid. 
310 Speaking about a portrait by Daniel Mytens II, the authors of the exhibition catalogue Pride 
and Joy explain, "while some artists used the Iconologia as a collection of fixed personifications, 
others seized on the freedom that Ripa offered them to create their own or to alter the suggested 
ones as they saw fit." Pride and Joy, Jan Baptist Bedaux and Rudi Ekkart, eds., 286.  
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Democritus and Heraclitus 

 The imagery of the ancient Greek philosophers Democritus of Abdera (ca. 460 - 370 

B.C.E.) and Heraclitus of Ephesus (ca. 540-470 B.C.E.), often depicted as paired opposites, also 

contributes to pictorial conventions of melancholy. Although this topic inspired artists 

throughout Europe from the fifteenth through the eighteenth centuries, paintings of the two 

philosophers were especially prolific in seventeenth-century Netherlandish art.311 In addition, it 

is from this source that globes (either terrestrial or celestial) become ingrained in the 

iconography of generic genre images of scholars, as well as portraits of known scientists, 

philosophers, and intellectuals of the seventeenth century.312 In the context of the present study, I 

will suggest how this theme of the laughing and the crying philosopher with a globe, or pair of 

globes, impacted artists in representing the characteristics of scholarship and melancholy.   

The Story of Democritus and Heraclitus 

 The story of Democritus and Heraclitus is recounted in several classical sources, 

including versions by the Roman philosopher Seneca (4 B.C.E.-65 C.E.) and the Greek 

philosopher Lucian of Samosata (120 C.E.-180 C.E.). The key element that captured the 

imagination of artists is the contrasting reaction of this pair of philosophers to the suffering that 

man experiences in life. In Seneca's tract on anger (De Ira), for instance, Heraclitus is 

characterized as excessively weeping, while Democritus has an exaggerated comedic reaction to 

the human condition. As Seneca writes: 

Whenever Heraclitus left his house and saw all around him such a mass of people 
living badly (or rather, dying badly), he wept out of pity for all the happy and 
prosperous people he met-- the behavior of a mind that is gentle, but too weak. 

                                                
311 A. Blankert, "Heraclitus en Democritus bij Marsilio Ficino (Heraclitus and Democritus in 
Marsilio Ficino)" Simiolus 1, nr. 3 (1966-67): 128. 
312 Ibid. This topic of globes in the iconography of scholars/these philosophers will be discussed 
throughout this section. 
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Besides, he himself was among those deserving of his tears. By contrast, they say 
Democritus was never without a smile in public, so hard did he find it to take 
seriously all the transactions being conducted in earnest. Where's the place for 
anger there? All things deserve either our laughter or our tears.313 

 
As Cora E. Lutz clarifies, traditional literary sources present Heraclitus as a melancholic, while 

Democritus' personality is characterized by his "euthumia" or cheerfulness.314 In an apocryphal 

writing attributed to Hippocrates, the author particularly elaborates on the emotional reaction of 

Democritus.315 As the text explains, Democritus' strange laughter elicits concern from the 

citizens of Abdera and they request Hippocrates to visit in order to evaluate Democritus' 

condition.316 While the town inhabitants suspect that Democritus must be insane, Hippocrates 

speculates that Democritus is, in fact, engaged in deep philosophic contemplation.317 He 

observes that despite Democritus' disheveled appearance and long beard, the philosopher studies 

a book on his knee and has various other texts scattered around him.318 Forming a unique 

example, this precise moment is depicted by the Amsterdam history painter Jacob Andriesz.  

Backer (1608-1651), now held in the collection of Drs. Alfred and Isabella Bader.319 Closely 

following the story, Backer's figure of Hippocrates raises his finger as he observes Democritus 

writing in a large folio; signaling the doctor's realization that Democritus' episodes of laughter 

                                                
313 Seneca, Anger, mercy, revenge, translated by Robert A. Kaster and Martha Craven Nussbaum 
(Chicago; London: The University of Chicago Press, 2010), 41 (5).  
314 Cora E. Lutz, "Deomcritus and Hereclitus," The Classical Journal 49, nr.7, (April 1954): 310. 
315É. Littré, Oeuvres complètes d'Hippocrate: traduction nouvelle avec le texte grec en regard, 
collationné sur les manuscrits et toutes les éditions: accompagnée d'une introduction de 
commentaires médicaux, de variantes et de notes philologiques: suivie d'une table générale des 
matières, vol. 9 (Paris: J.B. Baillière, 1839-1861). See particularly 349-361. Accessed online 
through the University of Toronto, Internet Archive (December 9, 2015): 
https://archive.org/details/oeuvrescomplte09hippuoft 
316 Ibid., 349. 
317 Ibid. 
318 Ibid., 351. 
319 Democritus and Hippocrates in Abdera, no date, oil on canvas, 94 x 64 cm., Private 
collection, Milwaukee. For a reproduction, see Volker Manuth et al., Wisdom, Knowledge & 
Magic, cat. 20, 58-59. 
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form a reaction of melancholy and concern for humanity, and should not be interpreted as a sign 

of mental imbalance or madness.320 This is an important point to clarify in my study of the 

artistic treatment of Democritus and Heraclitus in early modern Europe. Laughter, and other 

expressions such as smiling with an open mouth, were often regarded as socially transgressive, 

or signs of immaturity, by writers of seventeenth-century etiquette manuals and handbooks. And 

in art, for instance, beautiful prostitutes and aged procuresses found in the paintings of Dirk van 

Baburen (1594-1624) often laugh and simile widely as they swindle unsuspecting or inebriated 

men who frequent their brothels.321 Yet, as Noel Schiller convincingly demonstrates in an 

examination of laughter in Karel van Mander's 1604 Den Grondt der edel vry schilder-const 

(Foundations of the noble art of painting), "…laughter is not treated [by Van Mander] as an 

emotion, but instead as a multivalent signifier, a behavior that had the capacity to express a 

variety of internal states of mind."322 As Schiller suggests, the interpretation of laughter in early 

modern visual culture is complex, reliant on historical context, and can indeed encompass "a 

range of passions," such as Democritus' melancholy, that are "signified through laughter."323 

 While the figures of Democritus and Heraclitus provide an exaggeration of human 

emotion in reaction to the stresses of life and confrontation of death, early modern literary 

sources like Burton's Anatomy of Melancholy frequently forged a connection between the rigors 

of scholarship and these divergent reactions. In fact, references to Democritus and Heraclitus 

were so pervasive at this time that Burton chose to employ a clever pen name-- Burton styles 

                                                
320 É. Littré, Oeuvres complètes d'Hippocrate, 351-361. 
321 For example, The Procuress, c. 1622, oil on canvas, 101.6 x 107.6 cm., Museum of Fine Arts, 
Boston.  
322 Schiller, "Desire and Dissimulation: Laughter as an Expressive Behavior in Karel van 
Mander's Den grondt der edel vry schilder-const (1604)," Nederlands Kunsthistorisch Jaarboek 
(NKJ), 60, Iss. 1 (2010): 83. Van Mander (1548-1606) employs the term "affecten," which 
Schiller translates as "motions of the mind." Ibid.,  
323 Ibid., 85. 
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himself as "Democritus Junior" in the introductory letter to the reader of his treatise on 

melancholy.324 In addition, Burton draws outright on the specifically melancholic archetype of 

Democritus in two other manners. First, the frontispiece of the Anatomy (Fig. 11) prominently 

features 'Old Democritus' seated under a tree, head-on-hand with a book on his lap and, 

surrounded, as Burton explains, by "cattes, dogges, and such creatures" related to black bile, all 

surmounted by the figure of "Saturn Lord of melancholy."325 And second, Burton's very lengthy 

introduction (about fifty pages) discusses historical commentary on Democritus and Heraclitus, 

ranging from the ancient teachings of Seneca to Hippocrates who characterize this pair as 

opposites. The author summarizes the importance of these figures' perspectives on the 

disparaging state of humanity by exclaiming at one point: 

Weep, Heraclitus, for this wretched age,  
Nought dost thou see that is not base and sad;  
Laugh on, Democritus, thou laughing sage,  
Nought dost thou see that is not vain and bad.  
Let one delight in tears and one in laughter,  
Each shall find his occasion ever after.326 

 
As Democritus and Heraclitus were examples frequently referenced in early modern literature-- 

one as a deeply melancholic philosopher, the other as cheerful to a manic degree-- it is not 

surprising that artists of the Southern and Northern Netherlands drew inspiration from these 

characters, creating their own visual interpretations of scholarly melancholy as expressed 

through moments of unbridled sadness and, less frequently, exuberant satirical mirth.  

                                                
324 In the 1638 edition of the Anatomy of Melancholy, Burton gives a 2 page Latin introduction as 
Democritus Junior, followed by a three page English explanatory text of the illustrations of 
Democritus Junior included in the frontispiece of the treatise. These pages are not numbered. The 
connection of this literary theme to Rubens' art is discussed below.     
325 Burton, "The Argument of the Frontispiece," n.p., paragraph 1 (directly follows frontispiece 
and Latin introduction).  
326 This introductory page is found in the 6th edition (1651), but is missing from the earlier 
editions. Based on the transcription on 105 of Robert Burton, The Anatomy of Melancholy, Floyd 
Dell, ed. and trans. (New York: Tudor Publishing Company, 1950).  
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The Iconography of Democritus and Heraclitus: Flemish and Dutch Art of the 17th c. 

 A late sixteenth-century Flemish print that was influential in the development of the 

iconography of Democritus and Heraclitus in the seventeenth-century Netherlands is Fortune 

between Heraclitus and Democritus, an engraving produced by Crispijn de Passe the Elder 

(1564-1637) as part of the emblem series Hortus Voluptatum (1599, Fig. 12).327 Standing 

contrapposto on a large sphere (or globe), the nude allegorical figure of Dame Fortune presides 

over the seated figures of Heraclitus, who is depicted on the right side of the engraving, and 

Democritus, depicted on the left. While Democritus raises his head with a smile toward Fortune, 

Heraclitus appears instead to recoil, looking sadly downward and resting his head on his left arm. 

In his discussion of the pictorial origins of this subject, Albert Blankert describes the sphere, 

later globe, which the philosophers flank as a sort of "sphaera mundi."328 The origin of this 

unique iconography traces back to Italian art of the fifteenth century, such as Donato Bramante's 

fresco Heraclitus and Democritus of the Galleria Brera, Milan.329 Interestingly, Blankert 

recounts that this prototypical Italian composition of the two philosophers beside a globe 

originated with Marsilio Ficino's design for a now-lost fresco program of his gymnasium, which 

                                                
327 Engraving with etching, 100 x 144 mm. Inscribed "Porta Humanae vitae" above the gate, 
lettered around the arch "Homo…ludibrium," and "Quid salibus…jucundus" in bottom margin, 
according to the British Museum online collection. See: 
http://www.britishmuseum.org/research/collection_online/collection_object_details.aspx?objectI
d=1560270&partId=1&searchText=crispijn+de+passe,+democritus&page=1 
328 Blankert, "Heraclitus en Democritus," 134. Literally a "world sphere" in Latin, the "spherea 
mundi" related to a pre-Copernican approach to astronomy in Europe. The seminal treatise on 
this topic was written by Johannes de Sacrobosco (1195-, Tractatus de Sphaera or Sphaera 
Mundi, written around 1220. According to Nick Kanas this "…remained the most widely used 
textbook on astronomy from the 13th to the 17th Centuries," and included Dutch editions, such 
as one published in Leiden in 1647. For more on this subject, see Kanas' chapter 3, "European 
Cosmology," in Star Maps: History, Artistry, and Cartography (New York: Springer-Verlag, 
Praxis Books, 2012), 49-106, see 75.  
329 Ibid., reproduced Fig. 4, 132. 



 

 106 

was based on the description of these figures in Sidonius Apollinaris' Epistulae.330 The similarly 

divided nature of the print composition that was adopted by Crispijn de Passe the Elder, as well 

as the philosophical importance of the ancient teachings on Democritus and Heraclitus, is 

reflected in the seventeenth-century oeuvre of renowned artists, including Peter Paul Rubens.  

 Indeed, early in Rubens' career, his interest in this classic story manifested in an early 

double-portrait painting he created on speculation during a trip to the Spanish Court (1603), as 

well as through a preparatory drawing of the crying Heraclitus that relates to a pair of pendants 

created by Rubens' studio which once hung between doors or windows in the Torre de la Parada 

near Madrid (1638, Museo Nacional del Prado, Madrid).331 Now located in the Museo Nacional 

de Escultura, Valladolid, Spain, a 1603 version of Rubens' Democritus and Heraclitus forms an 

innovative approach to the depiction of the pair of philosophers (Fig. 13).332 With flushed cheeks 

that replicate the color of his scarlet cloak, the bearded Democritus appears to laugh as he points 

to his companion with his left hand, while he rests his right hand on an enormous terrestrial 

globe. Heraclitus seems to recoil from Democritus as he clasps his hands (a traditional gesture of 

                                                
330 Ibid., 135. 
331 The sketch of Heraclitus is found in the British Museum collection, pen and brown ink with 
some grey-green wash in the background, 320 x 197 mm., c. 1603. See: 
http://www.britishmuseum.org/research/publications/online_research_catalogues/search_object_
details.aspx?orig=/research/online_research_catalogues/russian_icons/catalogue_of_russian_icon
s/advanced_search.aspx&output=Terms/!!/OR/!!/13261/!//!/Flemish/!//!!//!!!/&numpages=10&c
urrentpage=2&partid=1&objectid=711843 
The 1603 double portrait is discussed below. The pendant paintings are now located in the Prado 
collection, Madrid. The works are oil on canvas, approx. 180.5 x 66 cm., created by Rubens and 
his workshop, c. 1636-38.  
332 Oil on canvas, 125 × 96 cm. Another version found in Princeton, N.J., in The Barbara 
Piasecka Johnson Collection Foundation. This subject was painted by Rubens on a diplomatic 
journey to Spain in 1603 to replace a damaged paintings of St. John in the Wilderness and a 
painting depicting the Virgin Mary. The Democritus and Heraclitus was given as a gift to 
Francisco Gómez de Sandoval y Rojas, first duke of Lerma (1552-1625) when the Spanish court 
was assembled at Valladolid in 1603. Alexander Vergara, Rubens and His Spanish Patrons 
(Cambridge, U.K.: Cambridge University Press, 1999) 7-8. 
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sorrow) and he gazes out at the viewer from the shadow of the dark cloak draped over his head. 

Rubens' brush strokes evoke a state of bodily distress through the emphasis the artist places on 

the veins in Democritus' neck, as well as his red-rimmed eyes and the gray pallor of the 

philosopher's skin. Rubens' painting of the philosophers is remarkable for its narrative efficiency 

and immediacy, conveying how Democritus' happiness foils Heraclitus' sadness. In addition, 

Rubens concisely draws on the traditional Saturnine iconography by including a cloak and a 

globe as attributes of the melancholic scholar. As Aneta Georgievska-Shine and Larry Silver 

argue, the importance of this subject in Rubens' oeuvre is twofold.333 Not only were Democritus 

and Heraclitus subjects popularly found in prints and in aristocratic villa interiors, but Rubens' 

(and his workshop's) continued interest in this subject demonstrates the artist's familiarity with 

visual prototypes of the pair, as well as Rubens' own interpretation of this theme of human vanity 

found in classical philosophical sources: particularly in accordance with Juvenal's Tenth Satire, 

as Georgievska-Shine and Silver have identified in this case.334  

 Rubens' Democritus and Heraclitus was also one of the earliest Netherlandish paintings 

that combined the two figures in half-length with the motif of a globe that is representative of 

their dramatic concern for humanity.335 In the north, artists associated with the Utrecht 

Caravaggisti in the Dutch Republic furthered this approach to Democritus and Heraclitus in the 

visual arts of the early 1630s. Although not rendered in the double format like the Rubens, two 

engaging examples produced in half-length format are found in the oeuvres of Hendrick ter 

                                                
333 Aneta Georgievska-Shine and Larry Silver, Rubens, Velázquez, and the King of Spain 
(Farnham, Surrey; Burlington, VT: Ashgate), 175. 
334 Ibid. Juvenal (c.55-60 C.E.-127 C.E.) was a Roman satirist-poet and his Tenth Satire concerns 
the human ambition and the vanity of wishes. Like Seneca, Juvenal advocates for hard work and 
endurance of troubles in emulation of the hero Hercules and his labors.  
335 Georgievska-Shine and Silver explain Rubens' 1603 version is among the earliest double 
portraits of the philosophers known in Spain, and that Dutch artists, particularly Hendrik 
Terbruggen adapted and popularized this format for this subject. Ibid., 181, footnote 79. 
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Brugghen (1588-1629) and Johannes Moreelse (1603-1634). Depicted in profile view against a 

plain gray background, Ter Brugghen's Heraclitus raises his left hand in a gesture of 

conversation, while he cradles his balding head with his right hand and rests his elbow on a large 

terrestrial globe (1628, Fig. 14 a. and b.).336 Clearly aged, his face and hands are wrinkled and 

sunburned in accordance with the Caravaggist attention to realism. With his face in deep shadow, 

Heraclitus remains an elusive, saddened figure. In contrast, his companion Democritus turns to 

fully face the viewer, laughing as he looks to the upper left (Fig. 14 a.). In addition to being a 

younger man with dark facial hair, Democritus wears a hat and is draped in a bright salmon-

colored velvet garment. Democritus rests his sunburned left hand on a celestial globe, while 

pointing jovially to his left (presumably to his sad companion). Johannes Moreelse's 

contemporary study of Democritus and Heraclitus is also comprised of two half-length figure 

studies (Fig. 15 a. and b.).337 Moreelse's Heraclitus is an introverted old man with white hair and 

a beard. The artist conveys sadness by means of Heraclitus' tightly clasped hands, his closed 

eyes, and his bowed head as he meditates before a globe. In a comparable manner to the Ter 

Bruggen painting, but in an even more dramatic fashion, Moreelse's Democritus sneers with 

laughter as he points to the left with one hand, and to a globe with the other (Fig. 15 a. and b.). 

He, too, wears a beret-like hat, and his pale, exposed shoulder contrasts with his flowing dark 

hair, pointed brown goatee, and sunburned, laughing face. Moreelse's pair has strong visual unity 

due to the fact that the artist chose the motif of a shared central globe that stems back to the 

"sphaera mundi" origins of this image--rather than Ter Brugghen's compositions in which each 

philosopher is innovatively depicted with a separate globe. From these fairly consistent artistic 

                                                
336 Ter Brugghen, Heraclitus, oil on canvas, 85.5 x 70 cm., and Democritus, oil on canvas 85.7 x 
70 cm., Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum.  
337 Moreelse, Democritus, oil on panel, 59.5 x 68.8 cm., and Heraclitus, oil on panel 59.5 x 68.8 
cm., Utrecht Centraal Museum. 
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interpretations of Democritus and Heraclitus before a globe that were produced in the 

Netherlands, it appears that the pictorial imagery of the laughing and the weeping philosopher 

grew to be quite consistent and readily identifiable to viewers by the 1630s; whether rendered in 

Rubens' bold Flemish manner, or in the theatrical chiaroscuro of the Dutch Caravaggisti.  

 

Democritus and Heraclitus as Models? 

 The classic story of the philosophers Democritus and Heraclitus inspired many literary 

and visual expressions in early modern Europe. While Dutch artists likely adopted this theme 

from Flemish models such as Crispijn de Passe the Elder and Rubens, and added their own 

Caravaggesque touches garnered from travels to Rome, this theme remained popular in Dutch art 

throughout the seventeenth century in the oeuvre of Johannes Moreelse, as we have seen. 

Additionally, the globe was popularly incorporated in scholarly iconography due to these well-

known images of the philosophers. Although, to my knowledge, Dutch portrait painters were 

never commissioned to create historiated portraits of men in these particular guises, the 

underlying theme may have colored the construction and response to scholar portraits as well as 

genre imagery. Significantly, most scholarly men in portraits and genre paintings exhibit more 

temperate emotions and behavior than the comedic figure of Democritus and the tragic figure of 

Heraclitus, which serve as seminal pictorial extremes for the topos of scholarly melancholy.  

 

Conclusion: Traditional literary and visual representations of scholarly melancholy 

 As this chapter has suggested, literary and visual representations of scholarly melancholy 

were exaggerated in the early modern era, suggesting more severe conditions than scholars likely 

experienced in reality; yet, this topos is a framework in which to consider pervasive attitudes 
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toward scholarly life in medical thought and various sources of popular culture. The connection 

between melancholy and genius arose with the follower of Aristotle's writings, now known as 

Problem XXX. In some respects, this origin fostered the notion of a 'genial' form of melancholy 

that was necessary for intellectual greatness. On the other hand, early treatises on melancholy, 

such as Ficino's Three Books, outlines the vices scholars encounter and suggests dietary 

regimens and daily schedules that are useful in keeping the debilitating symptoms of melancholy 

at bay. Years later, Ficino's treatise was adapted and expanded by two English authors: Bright 

and Burton, whose works contributed to the burgeoning international dialogue on melancholy, in 

literary, medical, and even artistic circles across Europe. Building on the foundations of Problem 

XXX and Ficino, these sources suggest idleness is particularly problematic in this debate, and the 

authors notably promote educational and erudite diversions particularly designed as amusing 

cures for the plagues of black bile. As suggested through this discussion of literary sources on 

scholarly melancholy in this chapter, for many early modern scholars, the vita contemplativa was 

still at odds with the vita activa. Thus, only reconciliation between these two extremes could lead 

to a productive scholarly life in the eyes of many seventeenth century Europeans. 

 In addition to literary sources, this chapter examined visual sources on scholarly 

melancholy which took several forms in early modern art. Allegory and emblems played a 

significant role in the sixteenth-century imagination of the physical and emotional manifestations 

of an excess of black bile in the body. Allegories of Saturn, god of melancholy, as well as the 

representation of Melancholy in the popular emblem literature of Ripa, for instance, influenced 

many artists in their own versions of this state. Dürer's Melancholia I was particularly 

highlighted in this tradition, because the artist's use of a head-on-hand pose and various attributes 

of melancholy grew to be archetypal for European artists. One extension of this convention of 
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melancholy is the Netherlandish interest in the theme of the scholars Democritus and Heraclitus: 

philosophers who had divergent but melancholic reactions to the state of humanity. The attribute 

of this pair--globes-- becomes a particularly significant symbol of scholarship in Dutch and 

Flemish paintings of the next hundred years. The variety of visual and literary sources 

considered in this chapter suggest a widespread, international interest in the topic of scholarly 

melancholy, even as medical practice began to turn away from humoral theory and notions of 

black bile as the cause of melancholy, to more empirical, much later psychological, explanations 

of the effects of scholarship on one's mind, body, and soul.  
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Figure 6. "Crapula ingenium offuscat." Emblem in Otto van Veen, Quinti Horatii Flacci emblemata (Antwerp 
1612). 

 

 
 

Figure 7. Unknown English Artist, John Donne, c. 1596. Oil on panel, 77.1 x 62.5 cm., London, National Portrait 
Gallery. 



 

 113 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Figure 8. Herman Jansz. Muller after Maarten van Heemskerck, Melancholic Temperament, 1566. Engraving, 215 x 
237 mm. 
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Figure 9. Hugo de Groot and (possibly the workshop of) Jacob de Gheyn (II), The Melancholy Temperament (The 
Element of Earth), 1596-1597. Engraving, 233 x 172 mm. 
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Figure 10. Malenconico. Illustration from Cesare Ripa, Iconologia (Dirck Pietersz. Pers, translator, Amsterdam 
1644). Woodcut. 
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Figure 11.Frontispiece. Robert Burton, The Anatomy of Melancholy (Oxford 1638). 
 

 
 

Figure 12. Crispijn de Passe the Elder, Fortune between Heraclitus and Democritus. From the series Hortus 
Voluptatum (1599). Engraving with etching, 100 x 144 mm. 
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Figure 13. Peter Paul Rubens, Democritus and Heraclitus, 1603. Oil on canvas, 125 x 96 cm., Valladolid, Museo 
Nacional de Escultura. 

 
 



 

 118 

    
 

Figure 14 a. and b. Hendrick ter Brugghen, Heraclitus and Democritus, 1628. Oil on canvas, 85.5 x 70 cm., 
Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum. 

 
 
 
 

        
 

Figure 15 a. and b. Johannes Moreelse Democritus and Heraclitus, c. 1630. Oil on panel, 59.5 x 68.8 cm., Utrecht 
Centraal Museum. 
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Chapter Three: Pictorial Conventions of the Scholar in Early Modern Europe 
 
Introduction 
 
 While the influential tradition of scholarly melancholy held precedence in European 

popular culture (and even medical teaching) throughout the early seventeen hundreds, other 

concurrent traditions also shaped the topos of the scholar in art and literature. This chapter begins 

by considering the visual and literary representation of Saint Jerome as a scholarly saint in the 

Renaissance and Early Modern Christian tradition by looking predominantly at the oeuvre of 

Albrecht Dürer and his influential prints of the saint in the wilderness and in the study. In 

addition to this important religious prototype, imagery that stemmed from the convention of 

author portraits, and prints and paintings that relate to the allegory of sight were additionally 

inspirational to artists in their representation of intellectuals. As I will explore, these 

complimentary conventions forge connections between interiority, privacy, and intellectual 

capability. This chapter concludes with a case study of the learned artist in his studio to reiterate 

and build upon these points. Through a discussion of this figure who is at the center of the debate 

over the merits of the active and the contemplative life, a strong comparison is drawn to the 

gentleman-scholar in his study. As I will suggest, the lifestyles that the intellectual artist and the 

scholarly gentleman ideally pursued in the seventeenth century are semi-contemplative and 

rectify some of the long-standing debates over the merits of retreating to the study (or studio) for 

periods of private contemplation. While the variety and complexity of the scholarly subject in 

Netherlandish art suggests artists were inspired by a large number of sources, the following 

topics inform some of the most ubiquitous and resonant images associated with the scholar at 

work in his study that bear particular relevance to the representation of scholars in Dutch genre 

painting of the seventeenth century, which will be discussed in the following three chapters. 
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The Visual and Literary Prototypes of the Scholar: Saint Jerome  
 
 In the Christian faith, it is believed that individuals can attain sainthood if they perform 

pious and charitable acts during their lifetimes. While many saintly acts involve the healing of 

the sick, the feeding of the poor, or martyrdom for religious faith, piety also relates to 

scholarship and the promotion of Christian values through contemplative (usually monastic) life. 

In 1502, Vittore Carpaccio (1460-1525) depicted one such prototypical scholar-saint engaged in 

theological work in his study (Fig. 16).338 Interestingly, the subject of Carpaccio's painting was 

long regarded as Saint Jerome (c. 345- c.420 C.E.). Yet as Helen I. Roberts argued in 1959, the 

presence of a bishop's miter and staff suggest this is a depiction of Saint Augustine.339 The 

misidentification of this figure is not surprising, however, because while numerous depictions of 

the Church Fathers exist, Jerome emerged as a quintessential scholarly figure in Renaissance 

art.340 Due to a renewed humanist interest in the study of his life, Jerome grew to be the most 

popularly represented Christian scholar-saint in art by the sixteenth century.341 In paintings and 

prints from the Renaissance through the late sixteenth century, Saint Jerome appears as an 

archetypal, sometimes rather generic learned man, similar to Carpaccio's Augustine figure. At 

other times, though, Jerome's hagiographic markers of the lion and a cardinal's hat are present to 

clarify the identification. This variety of artistic interest in Jerome, and attention to these details, 

                                                
338 Tempera on canvas, 141 x 210 cm., Venice, Scuola di San Giorgio degli Schiavoni. 
339 Helen I. Roberts, "St. Augustine in 'St. Jerome's Study': Carpaccio's Painting and Its 
Legendary Source," The Art Bulletin 41 nr. 4 (December 1959): 283-297. The mitre and staff are 
also found in the preparatory drawing for this painting found at the British Museum (c. 1502, PD 
1934-12-8-1). 
340 Jerome's peers included other influential Latin theologians, such as Saint Augustine of Hippo 
and Saint Ambrose of Milan, who were also celebrated as scholars in the long visual tradition in 
Western European art. 
341 Susan Kurtskey, "Rembrandt's Tree Stump," The Art Bulletin 56, nr. 4 (December 1974), 571. 
See also Catherine Scallen, Rembrandt and Saint Jerome, Ph.D. diss., Princeton University 
(1990), see especially 22-29. 
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were particularly fueled by revived study of his writings and the events of the saint's life. This 

section first considers the biography of Saint Jerome and etymological associations of his name 

in support of interpreting the conventional portraits of the saint at work in the wilderness and in 

the study. As I will argue, Albrecht Dürer's innovative approaches to portraits of Jerome fused 

these two modes of representation, creating a deeper message on the role of solitude and physical 

isolation in images of scholarship. Intellectuals of the early modern period were not only aware 

of such portraits of Jerome, but chose to emulate in early modern portraiture and a subject of 

study in their own intellectual pursuits. This result will be analyzed in the latter part of this 

chapter through a consideration secular author portrait (which closely resembles traditional 

depictions of Jerome) and their impact on portraits commissioned by scholars, particularly 

Erasmus of Rotterdam.  

 

The Life of Jerome 

 One of the most important historical biographies of Saint Jerome (or Hieronymus, c. 345- 

c. 420 CE) is contained in The Golden Legend (Legenda aurea, 1260), the famous collection of 

lives of the saints compiled by Jacobus de Voragine that was widely read by Renaissance 

intellectuals.342 According to the Legend, Jerome was a fourth-century Christian who attained 

sainthood through his renowned acts of scholarship, asceticism, and service to the Church as a 

monk, priest, and cardinal. Born into a noble family in Stridon (Dalmatia), Jerome was educated 

in Rome at an early age, studying Latin, Greek and, later in life, Hebrew. He pursued the 

                                                
342 There is an ongoing debate concerning the life dates of the historical Jerome. For instance, 
Eugene F. Rice, Jr., speculates that he was born in the mid 340s and died in 420, while other 
scholars denote a much earlier birth date, c. 320s. For a further discussion of this see Rice, Saint 
Jerome in the Renaissance (Baltimore and London: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1985), 
note 1, 203. 
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teachings of both Pagan and Christian writers, was instructed in the arts of grammar and rhetoric, 

and obtained a profound knowledge of the Scriptures.343 Following a spiritual awakening during 

a pilgrimage to Jerusalem (around 374 C.E.), Jerome studied with Saint Gregory of Nazianz, 

later seeking solitude in the Syrian desert for several years.344 One of the most famous anecdotes 

of his life occurred following his retreat to the desert when Jerome founded a monastery in 

Bethlehem. One day an injured lion appeared among the monks. While the others were overcome 

with fear, Jerome attended to the thorn in the animal's paw and the lion became domesticated.345 

Among his most well known scholastic accomplishments, Jerome was the advisor to Pope 

Damascus I who assigned to him the translation of the Hebrew Bible into the Latin Vulgate, 

which would become the primary text employed until the Reformation.346 In addition, Jerome 

later turned to critical writing on the Old Testament.347 These feats spanned the latter half of his 

life, which alongside his many other contributions to the Church, such as creating a new 

                                                
343 Jacobus de Voragine, translated by William Granger Ryan; with an introduction by Eamon 
Duffy,"146: Saint Jerome," in Golden Legend: Readings on the Saints (Reprint, Princeton, NJ: 
Princeton University Press, 2012), 598. 
344 De Voragine, Golden Legend, 599. This source indicates four years in the desert, but more 
recent scholars, such as Susan Kuretsky, cite a two-year period spent in the desert of Chalcis, 
375 to c. 377 C.E. Kurtskey, "Rembrandt's Tree Stump: An Iconographic Attribute of St. 
Jerome," The Art Bulletin 56, nr. 4 (December 1974), 571. Kuretsky bases her account of the life 
of Jerome on Ph.D. dissertation published by Renate Jungblut, "Hieronymus, Darstellung und 
Verehrung eines Kirchenvaters," Tübingen University, 1967, 1-3.  
345 Rice explains the significance of the lion parable. In his words, "taming a lion is a metaphor 
for taming the bestial in man, for the triumph of law over unregimented nature, of morality over 
passion and instinct, of civilization over savagery. In a Christian perspective, it represents the 
victory of love, holiness, and grace over the sinfulness of unredeemed and fallen nature." Saint 
Jerome, 39-40.  
346 De Voragine, Golden Legend, 601. 
347 Rice explains "Jerome's Latin translation from the Hebrew of the canonical books of the Old 
Testament (c. 391-c. 405) was his most distinguished achievement." Saint Jerome, 15. 
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liturgical organization of the Psalms, resulted in an extended resume of scholarly 

achievements.348 

 Representations of Saint Jerome in Western European art from the Middle Ages onward 

are often based on The Golden Legend, as well as the purported etymological associations of the 

name Hieronymus. With the Latin stems of gerar (holy) nemus (grove), or noma (a law), the 

name Hieronymus signifies a holy grove or a sacred law according to The Golden Legend.349 In 

addition, this source relates that Hieronymus "…is also construed as meaning vision of beauty, or 

one who judges speech."350 In yet another popular book, the Liber de laudibus S. Hieronymi that 

was written by Johannes (Giovanni) Andreae in the mid-fourteenth century, Jerome's intellectual 

merits were emphasized, along with his role as a cardinal.351 Laurinda Dixon theorizes that such 

interest in the scholastic and spiritual accomplishments of Jerome in the Renaissance arose for 

two reasons: first, the publication of Andreae's biography in 1511 (though the book was written 

in 1342), and second, the aforementioned publication by Erasmus of Jerome's collected writings 

in 1516.352 Further, several congregational orders were founded in Italy and Spain during the 

Renaissance to emulate the teachings of Jerome (the order of the Hieronymites).353 Millard Meiss 

adds that this literary and religious interest directly relates to a shift in art, observing that "in 

Northern Italian paintings of the second half of the [Quattrocento] the translator of the Bible 

                                                
348 Ibid. 
349 De Voragine, Golden Legend, 597. 
350 Ibid. 
351 Millard Meiss, "Scholarship and Penitence in the Early Renaissance: The Image of St. 
Jerome," in The Painter's Choice: Problems in the Interpretation of Renaissance Art (New York, 
San Francisco, and London: Harper & Row, 1976), 189. 
352 Dixon, "Privileged Piety: Melancholia and the Herbal Tradition," JHNA online 1, iss. 2, 
(2009): 4. 
353 Meiss explains that three such groups were founded in the late fourteenth century in Urbino 
(1377), another in Spain that relocated to Milan (1374), and one in Fiesole (1360). Meiss, 
"Scholarship and Penitence," 191.  



 

 124 

from Greek into Latin began to be represented as both a cardinal and a scholar in his study."354 

Indicative of these praiseworthy qualities of contemplation, intellect, and extreme spirituality, 

during the late fifteenth to early sixteenth centuries Saint Jerome was depicted as a paragon of 

Christian values whose asceticism is paralleled by his intellect. 

 Two different, but later conceptually related, pictorial traditions thus became 

contemporaneous during the Renaissance and demonstrative of the ideals and some of the trials 

and tribulations of scholarly life embodied by Saint Jerome. Indeed, to employ Susan Kuretsky's 

words, "because of [Jerome's] classical learning and distinguished biblical scholarship, [he] 

became, in effect, the patron saint of Renaissance humanists both in Italy and in the North."355 

Likely due to the renewed religious following of Saint Jerome and humanist study of his life and 

character, the two traditions of Jerome as a hermit and Jerome in a domestic study emerged 

nearly simultaneously in art because each branch emphasizes slightly different aspects of 

Jerome's character. While the pictorial conventions were not strictly divided by geography, nor 

particularly bound to temporal limitations in their popularity, the first tradition of Saint Jerome in 

the wilderness bears Italian roots and bears some connection to Italian landscape painting.356 

These influences lead to the theme of the hermit saint depicted in the wilderness and the theme 

of the learned man in his domestic study, which later overlapped, and even became fused, based 

on the inspired engravings of Jerome by Albrecht Dürer.  

 

                                                
354 Emphasis my own. Meiss, "Scholarship and Penitence," 189. 
355 Kurtskey, "Rembrandt's Tree Stump," The Art Bulletin 56, nr. 4 (December 1974), 571. 
356 The British Museum online, description of Albrecht Dürer, St Jerome seated near a pollard 
willow, a drypoint (1512, PD 1851-12-13-149). 
http://www.britishmuseum.org/explore/highlights/highlight_objects/pd/a/albrecht_dürer,_st_jero
me-1.aspx. Also see the National Gallery online, description of Giovanni Bellini, Saint Jerome 
reading in a Landscape (1480-5, NG281), http://www.nationalgallery.org.uk/paintings/giovanni-
bellini-saint-jerome-reading-in-a-landscape. 
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The Hermit: Saint Jerome in the Wilderness 

 The first convention that I will consider is Saint Jerome depicted as a hermit in the 

wilderness. While this subject is not chronologically first (the two branches of imagery I will 

discuss are concurrent), this convention is epitomized by Jerome's implied poverty and isolation. 

This is often achieved by the presence of a grotto or cave, and later, the inclusion of groves of 

trees, or a single tree that is often in a state of decay, all of which serve to emphasize Jerome's 

removal from society and his penitent nature. An early Italian example is Giovanni Bellini's 

(1431-1516) painting Saint Jerome Reading in a Landscape (c. 1480-85, Fig. 17).357 Seated in an 

austere rocky outcropping in the wilderness with distant views of what could be mainland Italy, 

Saint Jerome is an aged man, plainly clothed in a blue classically inspired garment. A solitary 

figure, he is accompanied only by his faithful lion as he reads the Bible.358 In contrast to Bellini's 

peaceful image an equal number of contemporary examples depict Jerome in the act of self-

mortification. For instance, in Albrecht Dürer's engraving Saint Jerome Penitent in the 

Wilderness (ca. 1496-97, Fig. 18), the kneeling saint holds a rock in his right hand, intended to 

strike his chest, as he gazes upon a small makeshift altar in the form of a crucifix propped up on 

a decaying tree stump.359 Despite the differences in the saint's actions in these two works, some 

parallels exist. For instance, both artists chose to focus on the inhospitable or wild qualities of 

Jerome's setting more than the complex hagiography of the saint, though the lion is present in 

                                                
357 Tempera and oil on wood, 47 x 33.7 cm., London, The National Gallery. 
358 Ibid., The National Gallery Online.  
359 Engraving on laid paper, sheet: 317 x 223 mm., The National Gallery of Art, Washington, 
D.C. A similar Northern example that is iconographically similar is Hans Schaufelein's painting 
Saint Jerome, c. 1504-05, Gemäldegalerie, Staatliche Museen, Berlin (cat. nr. 2101). 
Schaufelein's composition focuses more closely on the saint and his lion by placing the figures in 
the foreground, but many elements of the landscape, including the church, resembles Dürer's 
print. For more on Dürer's oeuvre, see E. Panofsky, The Life and Art of Albrecht D (Princeton 
University Press, 1945, 1971).  
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both works.360 This focus on Jerome's setting likely relates to sources on Jerome's life in which 

the severity of his time in the wilderness is described and is here graphically conveyed through 

the rough woodlands and incommodious rock formations. Artists thus emphasized the 

inhospitable quality of Jerome's locale to convey the emotional and spiritual trials that Jerome 

experienced in this period of his life. Tying back to written accounts of the saint's life, Jerome is 

additionally imagined as an old man with a large beard in these examples. The saint is frequently 

portrayed this way because it aligns with the sequence of events in Jerome's life as presented in 

the Golden Legend, although contemporary Jerome scholars, including Eugene F. Rice, Jr., argue 

that his desert experience occurred much earlier in his life.361 Despite such possible biographical 

discrepancies, artists from the Northern and Southern traditions often portrayed Jerome as an old 

man and employed wild natural settings with the theme of the hermit. Through these devices this 

convention reinforces notions of asceticism and the wisdom of Jerome. While this aspect of 

Jerome's legend is less influential for genre imagery than depictions of him at work indoors, it 

provides an archetype for the role of extreme seclusion in acts of study and Christian devotion 

and suggests that even aged scholars formed an important demographic of the learned 

community in the early modern era.  

                                                
360 A contemporary panel painting by Dürer (c. 1496) contrastingly shows the saint in a similar 
kneeling position, but without a rock found in his print. Instead, Jerome pauses from reading the 
Bible to meditate on the cross. See Dürer, Saint Jerome, London, The National Gallery. 
361 Rice places Jerome's birth around 345 B.C.E. and dates his experiences in the wilderness 
around 374-376 B.C.E., making Jerome around thirty years of age. Rice, Saint Jerome in the 
Renaissance, 7 and 25-26. Several exceptions of Jerome's age exist in art: it is by no means a 
rule that he is depicted as an old man with a beard in the wilderness. See for example Jan 
Gossaert's diptych St. Jerome Penitent (c. 1512, Washington, D.C., The National Gallery of Art). 
In addition, Catherine Scallen disputes the Golden Legend's suggestion of Saint Jerome's 
advanced age during his period in the Syrian desert. As she explains, it is more likely Jerome 
was in his thirties when he was a hermit, but artists frequently "visually conflat[ed]" this life 
event with his later role as a monk in Bethlehem. Scallen, "Rembrandt's Reformation of a 
Catholic Subject: The Penitent and the Repentant Saint Jerome," The Sixteenth Century Journal 
30, nr. 1 (Spring 1999), 73 and see her footnote 4.  
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The Scholar: Saint Jerome in his Study 

 A second popular mode of representing Saint Jerome in Renaissance art, which became 

the increasingly favored mode for artists in the seventeenth century, was the convention of 

Jerome at work in a study room.362 Within this larger context, one branch of imagery pertains to 

scenes of Jerome in fairly realistic domestic settings. This prototype is especially important 

because it foreshadows later genre paintings and portraits of scholarly men who are depicted at 

home, as will be explored in the next chapter. In one such seminal painting attributed to Jan van 

Eyck (1395-1441), now at the Detroit Institute of Arts, Saint Jerome is a clean-shaven middle-

aged man who sits in a study room and is dressed in his traditional cardinal's robe (c. 1435, Fig. 

19).363 The plain boards at his feet, a simply covered wooden table and curtained shelves laden 

with a jumble of books, folios, and an array of objects suggest a well-furnished but utilitarian 

workspace. In addition to plausibly mundane objects, such as an inkwell, other traditionally 

symbolic items surround Jerome. For instance, the hourglass typically alludes to the vanity of life 

and the clear carafe is often emblematic of Marian virginity.364 In addition, Jerome's lion is a 

hagiographic reference to the saint and the animal's presence further removes this scene from the 

sphere of reality. Yet, in terms of the compositional focus on a solitary figure, the saint's head-

on-hand gesture and his general surroundings of books and writing instruments, Van Eyck's 

                                                
362 As I will explain in Chapter Five, a study room is different from a library in most Northern 
and Italian paintings. Suffice to say, I am employing "study" here as a word for a fairly utilitarian 
workspace that typically contains a table, desk, chair, and often shelves for books and writing 
instruments.  
363 Saint Jerome in his Study, oil on linen paper on oak panel, 20.6 x 13.3 cm. 
364 Similar objects are found in the De Messina Saint Jerome. Typically, groupings of a glass 
carafe, boxes, basins, and towels refer to the virginal purity of Mary's womb in the context of the 
Annunciation. For a further discussion concerning the De Messina painting and possible Marian 
symbolism, see Penny Howell Jolly, "Antonello de Messina's Saint Jerome in His Study: An 
Iconographic Analysis," The Art Bulletin 65, nr. 2 (June 1983): 240-241. 
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painting is not very different from many seventeenth-century Dutch genre paintings of even the 

most secular of scholarly men.365  

 Due to Jerome's intellectual renown as a Father of the Church, many variations on the 

theme of the saint in his study existed in Northern and Southern Europe. Some Italian examples 

bear similarities to their contemporary Northern counterparts, like the painting by Van Eyck, but 

others contain more imaginative elements.366 One of the more spectacular Italian panel paintings 

of this theme is Antonello da Messina's (c. 1430- 1479) Saint Jerome in his Study (c. 1475, Fig. 

20).367 Antonello places the saint at the center of the painting on a raised platform, seated at a 

desk that is located in a fantastic architectural space reminiscent of a Gothic church. The 

chamber is complete with long, tiled aisles and a lofty, groin-vaulted ceiling. This architectural 

feature draws the eye to views of an idyllic landscape because of the tilted perspective of the side 

aisles. Despite the airy, monumental setting, Saint Jerome is surrounded by common objects that 

are relevant to his work, such as his desk, writing instruments, books, and shelves of assorted 

jars. An interesting detail in the Antonello painting is found at the base of the stairs that lead to 

the platform. Jerome has removed his slippers, signifying comfort and perhaps alluding to the 

sanctity of his work through the removal of his shoes on metaphoric holy ground.368 Jerome's 

removal of his shoes is not unique to the artist's portrayal of the saint. Rather, slippers often 

                                                
365 The postures of melancholy, such as the head-on-had gesture, and related physical 
manifestations of the diseases of black bile (melancholy) are discussed in the previous chapter. 
366 Italian examples also include mediums such as fresco. An important example is Domenico 
Ghirlandaio, St. Jerome in his Study (fresco, 1480), The Church of All Saints, Florence. An 
example of a very early fresco of Saint Jerome by Tommaso da Modena (1326-1379) is found at 
the Church of San Nicolo in Treviso.  
367 Oil on lime, 45.7 x 36.2 cm., London, The National Gallery. 
368 In St. Jerome's letter to Eustochium he writes: "Moses and Joshua were bidden to take off 
their shoes because the ground on which they stood was holy..." Jerome's comment is made in 
the context of the mystical union of Christ and his followers and in reference to the teachings of 
John 19:23-24. 
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appear in subsequent images of Jerome, and, as I will argue, these objects become an important 

(and complexly gendered) symbol of domesticity in the seventeenth-century Dutch Republic. In 

the North, for example, the artist Jan Lievens distinctly includes the detail of Jerome's discarded 

slippers in his 1631 etching, Saint Jerome in Penitence (Fig. 21).369 Although he is barely 

clothed, Jerome's garments include his cardinal's hat (hanging to his left), a loin cloth, and two 

slippers that have fallen from his bare feet and are illuminated to nearly the same degree as his 

haloed head. While Lievens sets this work in the wilderness, discarded slippers appear as 

frequently in either convention, such as in Rembrandt's Saint Jerome (1642), that will be 

discussed in further depth in Chapter Six because of this print's relevance to the domestic study 

in the Dutch Republic and artistic interpretations of this space.370 Whether found indoors or 

outdoors, Jerome's slippers are a clear symbol of his holiness and they are indicative of Jerome's 

humble and grave undertaking of extensive religious scholarship. 

 In the art of the Renaissance, Jerome becomes surrounded by a remarkably quotidian 

array of paraphernalia, including books, inkwells, and quills, that serve to highlight his scholarly 

diligence alongside his piety. An important source of inspiration for later artists is Dürer's 1514 

engraving Saint Jerome in his Study (Fig. 2).371 Situated in the background of a well-lit chamber, 

Dürer's haloed Saint Jerome bends over his writing desk. This object is placed on a large table 

containing only an inkpot and a crucifix. The saint's familiar attributes of a cardinal's hat and an 

hourglass hang from the wall behind him; however, next to a letter rack with a pair of scissors 

are a rosary, a brush, and assorted jars as well as a candle on the shelf located at the top right of 

the engraving. Dürer includes other potentially symbolic items in this print, such as the curious 

                                                
369 Etching, 323 x 271 mm. 
370 Jerome in a Dark Study, etching, 150 x 173 mm. 
371 Copperplate engraving, 246 x 189 mm. 
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gourd suspended from the ceiling and the human skull located in the window niche on the left.372 

The majority of the foreground is taken up by Jerome's iconic pet lion, situated on the floor next 

to a curled-up dog and a pair of discarded slippers. Indeed, Saint Jerome in his Study is an image 

of peaceful, intense concentration and suggests Jerome's scholastic illumination by means of the 

light streaming into the room through the large windows. 

 Dürer's 1514 engraving is more than just a cozy image of Saint Jerome at work in a 

domestic space, however. Through an innovative motif-- the inclusion of a dog in Jerome's 

study-- the artist impacted the iconography of humanist scholarship in the early modern era. In a 

1981 article, Patrik Reuterswärd specifically questions the associations of the dog and acts of 

scholarship in the context of Saint Jerome's study.373 As Reuterswärd notes, Dürer was one of the 

first artists to portray both Jerome's lion and a dog in the same image. Recounting an exchange 

with Erwin Panofsky, Reuterswärd explains that the dog was a known attribute of Petrarch in 

portraits of the poet (1304-1374). For instance, a fresco attributed to Altichiero of Petrarch in his 

                                                
372 Peter Parshall considers the gourd as symbolic of a philological debate over Jerome's Latin 
translation of a passage from the Book of Jonah that discusses a gourd (4:6). In the Vulgate, 
Jerome translates the plant as hedera (a kind of ivy), thus "rejecting the older Latin reading of 
curcurbita or gourd." See Parshall, "Albrecht Dürer's St. Jerome in His Study: A Philological 
Reference," The Art Bulletin 53, nr. 3 (September 1971): 303-305. Parshall goes on to explain 
that Dürer's 1514 engraving corresponds with Erasmus of Rotterdam's efforts to publish the 
complete works of Jerome (printed in Basel, 1516). In addition to Erasmus, other important 
humanist thinkers including Johannes Reuchlin and Johannes Amerbach participated in this 
project. Dürer could have been in contact with Amerbach, an acquaintance, who may have 
suggested the gourd motif. Parshall also suggests an interpretation of the gourd as a vanitas 
motif, particularly when paired with the skull in this print. See also: Walter L. Strauss, ed., 
Sixteenth Century German Artists. Albrecht Dürer, in The Illustrated Bartsch 10 (New York: 
Abaris Books 1981), 138-42, cat. nr. 60; Herbert A. Friedmann, A Bestiary for Saint Jerome: 
Animal Symbolism in European Religious Art (Washington, D. C.: Smithsonian Institution Press, 
1980), 101-14; Gothic and Renaissance Art in Nuremberg 1300-1550 (New York: The 
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, 1986), 314-15; and Erwin Panofsky, Albrecht Dürer 
(London and Princeton, 1943; rev. ed. 1948), vol. 1, 154-56, and vol. 2, cat. nr. 167. 
373 Patrik Reuterswärd, "The Dog in the Humanist's Study," Konsthistorisk tidskrift/ Journal of 
Art History 50, nr. 2 (1981): 53-69.  
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study includes a small dog at the poet's feet (1379, Sala dei Giganti, Padua).374 This symbolism 

has particular relevance to Petrarch's work beyond being representative of his ownership of a 

dog. For example, during a period Petrarch spent in Vaucluse (1345-47), he kept a dog and was 

inspired to muse upon this animal's nature in his Epistola Metrica III, 5.375 In an article on this 

little-studied work Juliana Schiesari argues that Petrarch's Latin verses are important not only for 

their biographical content, but reveal a "…profoundly poetic expression of the lyricism of 

everyday life"-- referring to Petrarch's scholarly solitude away from the papal court at 

Avignon.376 In her detailed analysis Schiesari points out instances where Petrarch employs the 

nature of the dog as a metaphor for the poet's rural setting, indicative of his notion that rural life 

is more beneficial to scholarship than a busy urban setting.377 In another passage, Petrarch places 

emphasis on the companionate qualities of the dog and its fiercely loyal protection of his owner 

from intruders, which Schiesari connects to the relationship of scholarly patronage. 378 Based on 

such examples, the dog can ultimately be interpreted as, in Schiesari's words, "…a kind of 

transitional entity (between the human and natural worlds, the urban and rural, the political and 

poetic, etc.)…" in his Epistola Metrica.379 The complex nature of the dog was therefore drawn 

upon in literature (and in art) by humanists such as Petrarch to represent aspects of scholarly life, 

inclusive of the merits of (rural) solitude for serious study and productivity. 

 Reuterswärd's analysis of the dog in Dürer's print reveals a similar perspective on the 

symbolism of this animal, as the dog in Jerome's study emphasizes the intersection between the 

                                                
374 This is illustrated in Reuterswärd's text, Ibid., 54, Fig. 3.  
375 Cardinal Colonna of Avignon gave the dog to Petrarch, among other gifts. Juliana Schiesari, 
"Portrait of the Poet as a Dog: Petrarch's Epistola Metrica III, 5," Italica 84, nr. 2-3 (Summer-
Autumn 2007): 162-172, see 162. 
376 Schiesari, "Portrait of the Poet as a Dog: Petrarch's Epistola Metrica III, 5," Ibid. 
377 Ibid., 163-164. 
378 Ibid., 166. 
379 Ibid., 171. 
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secular and religious pursuits in the saint's life. In the context of Jerome's study, the dog is not 

simply another 'pet' or a hagiographic symbol like the tame lion. Rather, as Panofsky is quoted 

by Reuterswärd: "…Dürer added this little dog to the traditional lion…[to emphasize] the 

peaceful coexistence of this dog with an animal…as warlike as the lion under the pacifying 

influence of both Christian saintliness and humanistic tranquility."380 Indeed, the dog also 

became part of the iconography of scholarly portraits due to the astrological associations 

between the animal and melancholia--the traditional humoral condition of scholars-- because the 

dog is "a typical beast of Saturn" who, as discussed in the previous chapter, is the god aligned 

with melancholia.381 Even before this print of Jerome, Dürer may have drawn upon the motif of 

the dog for similar effect in an earlier work. Around 1512 the artist was commissioned to supply 

engravings for Willibald Pirckheimer's Latin translation of a Greek text, the Hieroglyphics of 

Horapollo, or Mysteries of the Egyptian Alphabet. Klibansky, Panofsky and Saxl explain that 

this treatise on Egyptian hieroglyphics was a text that "the humanists worshipped almost 

idolatrously."382 In this context, Dürer's illustration for the hieroglyph of a dog in the 

Hieroglyphics of Horapollo relates to Aristotelian signifiers of melancholia, such as the spleen, 

prophets, and 'sacras literas', as well as connecting the natural instincts dogs have to hunt to the 

wish to pursue scholarship.383 Whether as an astrological reference to Saturn and his melancholy 

disposition, or as a recommendation of rustic solitude for scholarly benefit, the dog was clearly a 

complex and popular symbol among humanist artists and literati. As we will explore in the next 

                                                
380 Panofsky as quoted from an exchange with Reuterswärd, June 15, 1965. Reuterswärd, "The 
Dog in the Humanist's Study," 53.  
381 Klibansky et al., Saturn and Melancholy: Studies in the Histories of Natural Philosophy, 
Religion, and Art, 322.  
382 Ibid., 322. Horapollo Niliacus (4th century C.E.) was an Egyptian, and this text was translated 
into Greek in 1505.  
383 Ibid. 
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chapter, this relevance also held in portraiture and is sometimes seen in genre paintings created 

in the Dutch Republic. 

 Examples of seventeenth-century scholars represented with or writing about their beloved 

dogs also suggest a realistic, on-going association of scholars and their pets. For instance, the 

Flemish humanist Justus Lipsius owned several dogs including animals named Melissa, Mopsus, 

Mopsulus and Saphyrus.384 As Jan Papy has explored, Lipsius expressed his affection for his pets 

through letters to fellow scholars, in various written compositions, and even in a Latin epigram 

written on the occasion of the death of one of the dogs.385 Further, in Peter Paul Rubens' group 

portrait called The Four Philosophers (c. 1614, Florence, Palazzo Pitti) Lipsius is posthumously 

portrayed with his dog Mopsus.386 As Kasper van Ommen explains, the presence of Mopsus in 

this painting is more significant than simply underscoring the bond between the animal and 

Lipsius.387 Rather, in such contexts a loyal dog serves as a reflection of particular humanist 

                                                
384 Jan Papy, "Lipsius and His Dogs: Humanist Tradition, Iconography and Rubens's Four 
Philosophers," Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes 62 (1999): 167-198.  
385 Papy, "Lipsius and His Dogs," 167-198. Also, Peter Parshall, "Portrait Prints and Codes of 
Identity in the Renaissance: Hendrick Goltzius, Justus Lipsius, and Michel de Montaigne," Word 
& Image: A Journal of Verbal/Visual Enquiry, 19:1-2, 22-37. Accessed March 12, 2014 
 http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/02666286.2003.10406221 
The Dutch intellectual and secretary to the House of Orange Constantijn Huygens (1596-1687) 
also wrote a vernacular epitaph upon the death of one of his dogs in 1682. See Peter Davidson 
and Adriaan van der Weel, A Selection of the Poems of Sir Constantijn Huygens (1596- 1687): A 
Parallel Text translated, with an introduction and appendicies (Amsterdam: Amsterdam 
University Press, 1996), 186-187, nr. 42 "Myn Geckies grafschrift" (My Puppy's Epitaph), from 
MS dated "Hofwijk, 25 October, 1682." 
386 This is not the only portrait in which Lipsius and one of his dogs are portrayed. See also: 
Isaak Claesz. Swanenburgh, Justus Lipsius with Saphyrus, painting, 1585, Stedelijk 
Prentenkabinet, Plantin-Moretus Museum, Antwerp, and an engraving after the painting, Hendrik 
Goltzius, Justus Lipsius, engraving, 1587. 
387 Kasper van Ommen, "Filips Rubens" in Jeanine de Landtsheer, D. Sacré and C. Coppens, 
eds., Justus Lipsius (1547-1606), een geleerde en zijn Europese netwerk: catalogus van de 
tentoonstelling in de Centrale Bibliotheek te Leuven, 18 oktober-20 december 2006 (Leuven: 
Leuven University Press, 2006), 380-382. 
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virtues that his owner strives to uphold: vigilantia, robur, ingenium, and fides.388 The dog 

emerges, then, by the early seventeenth century as an appropriate symbol for religious or secular 

scholarship. The animals in Dürer's engraving or dogs in portraits of scholars like Lipsius can be 

interpreted as signifying a sense of dedication (fidelity) to work or the "hunt" for learning or 

information, as implying notions of wisdom and steadfastness in character, or simply as 

companionate pets.389  

 

Dürer's Conceptual Linking of the Wilderness and the Study 

 Within the repertoire of Dürer's approximately ten renderings of Saint Jerome, his 

drypoint engraving of Saint Jerome Seated Near a Pollard Willow is particularly innovative 

because it conceptually links the two conventional modes of representing Jerome (1512, Fig. 

22).390 Occupying a central focus, Dürer's saint is an ascetic, bearded old man who is reverently 

lost in prayer as he gazes to the distance on his right. Although he is in the wilderness, Jerome 

sits on a rock formation that recalls a chair (a bishop's cathedra) and he has devised a crude desk 

to contain his books, crucifix, and cardinal's trappings. A sleeping lion is found at the bottom left 

side of the engraving, while the upper right contains a tree stump and a highly detailed willow 

tree. Far from being a natural growth, the willow has been pollarded-- altered by means of a 

technique in which branches are pruned back, a method of ornamental trimming practiced in 

                                                
388 Van Ommen in De Landtsheer et. al, Justus Lipsius, 382. 
389 Reuterswärd, "The Dog in the Humanist's Study," 55. When a dog, particularly a lap dog, is 
included in genre scenes and portraiture of women, the dog is more commonly associated with 
marital fidelity. Although this symbolism can extend to men when a wife or lover accompanies 
them, the dog in the study pertains more directly to dedicated scholarship. 
390 Drypoint engraving, 213 x181 mm. As Dixon observes, "Dürer was fascinated with the 
person and legend of Jerome, portraying him at least ten times between 1492 and 1521." Dixon, 
"Privileged Piety: Melancholia and the Herbal Tradition," 4. 
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Renaissance Europe and still common in Northern Europe today.391 Dürer's Saint Jerome is a 

precedent for later artists like Rembrandt due to the artist's unique combination of the wilderness 

setting and the study, as well as the artist's emphasis on the etymological and Biblical allusion(s) 

to Jerome's name through the willow.  

 To begin, Dürer achieves a particularly strong reference to Jerome's name and his 

sanctity by combining the symbolism of a willow tree with a tree stump, serving as a multi-

faceted reference to Hieronymus. In "Rembrandt's Tree Stump: An Iconographic Attribute of St. 

Jerome," Susan Kuretsky demonstrates the "…combination of St. Jerome with a dead tree 

belongs to a rich and extensive tradition in Northern art…" that began in the fifteenth century, 

and continued to a lesser degree through the seventeenth century.392 Indeed, the common 

presence of trees in depictions of Jerome and the association of the saint's name with the groves 

of trees, or, 'wood' in reference to both the living tree (the willow) and the dead tree (the stump), 

is important in this interpretation. Although no events of Jerome's life specifically relate to trees, 

the general association and iconography arose from the explanation of the saint's name in The 

Golden Legend, and became a convention in Northern art.393 Moreover, in the Bible wood carries 

particular significance, as the wood of the Tree of Knowledge in the Garden of Eden, sometimes 

considered to refer proleptically to the wood of Christ's cross.394 The connection between 

Hieronymus, the dead tree, and the crucifix may thus suggest Christian notions of redemption 

                                                
391 Ibid., 7. 
392 Rembrandt Harmensz. van Rijn (1606-1669) is Kuretsky's focus. An early example that 
influenced this tradition includes Lucas van Leyden's Penitent St. Jerome (c.1512, Berlin, 
Dahlem Museum), and the later engraving by Hendrik Goltzius (1596, Cambridge, M.A., Fogg 
Art Museum), designed after a work by Jacopo Palma (Palma Giovane). See Kuretsky, 
"Rembrandt's Tree Stump," 574. 
393 In Kuretsky's words, "probably no other book [than the Golden Legend] was more frequently 
reprinted between the years of 1470 and 1530, exactly the same period when St. Jerome became 
such a common subject for painters and printmakers," Ibid. 
394 Ibid., 573. 
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and death, according to Kuretsky. As she further clarifies, "through the Fall of Man, the Tree of 

Knowledge… became the Tree of Death, causing [Adam and Eve] to lose their immortality, 

resulting in their expulsion from Paradise, and creating the necessity for Christ's redeeming 

mission."395 Due to these associations, learned religious men sometimes chose to have 

themselves portrayed in wilderness-study atmospheres recalling Dürer's print. For example, 

Lucas Cranach the Elder's (1472-1553) portrait of Cardinal Albrecht von Brandenburg as Saint 

Jerome (1527, Fig. 23) depicts a German theologian who was a noted patron of art and later 

played a role in the Counter-Reformation.396 In this portrayal, Albrecht pauses from writing as he 

sits at a makeshift study desk in the woods, fully arrayed in his cardinal's robes and accompanied 

by the lion and several other animals.397 In such early modern portraits, the sitter typically 

appears not only in the guise of Jerome (as a cardinal) but is also often accompanied by the lion, 

a crucifix, and a blasted tree.398  

 To clarify, the pollarded willow is symbolically related to, and often combined with, the 

tree stump as an attribute of many late Renaissance and early modern depictions of Saint Jerome 

in the wilderness. One of the most famous images that builds on this early tradition of the 

pollarded willow is Rembrandt's 1648 etching, Saint Jerome beside a Pollard Willow (Fig. 

                                                
395 Ibid., 573.  
396 Cardinal Albrecht von Brandenburg (1490-1545) commissioned other portraits of a similarly 
religious nature. For example, Lucas Cranach (1472-1553) also painted Cardinal Albrecht von 
Brandenburg before the Crucifixion, 1520-25, oil on wood, 158.4 x 112.4 cm., Munich, Alte 
Pinakotek, Bayerische Staatsgemäldesammlungen. Albrecht became a cardinal in 1518 and is 
also known as Albert of Maniz because he was the elector of Mainz.  
397 Oil on panel, 57 × 37.6 cm., Berlin, Gemäldegalerie. 
398 The presence of a dead tree stump does not automatically imply the identification of Saint 
Jerome, nor was this device only popular with Rembrandt in the seventeenth century. As 
Kuretsky observes: "along with the prevalent vanitas still life with books and frequent depictions 
of secular scholars at work, the scholarly hermit saint also found favor with Leyden artists and 
patrons. Though not always identified specifically as St. Jerome, these figures are very often 
shown in the presence of a prominent dead tree." "Rembrandt's Tree Stump," 578. 
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24).399 Stephanie Dickey has observed the divided nature of this image: Rembrandt's figure of 

Jerome seemingly takes a supportive role to the highly detailed rendering of a willow tree in the 

foreground.400 Dickey argues that Rembrandt underscores the metaphoric interpretation of the 

willow and draws from the larger emblematic tradition in executing the format of this etching. In 

other words, "though the presence of Saint Jerome is the key by which Rembrandt evokes the 

religious significance of the tree, the iconography of regeneration and faith is already implicit in 

the willow itself. A hardy species that grows tenaciously under adverse conditions, the willow 

was held to symbolize the perseverance of both Faith and the Gospel."401 The stalwart nature of 

the willow also creates a meditative solitude for Saint Jerome in Rembrandt's etching. The leafy 

canopy above the saint's head shelters the figure, while the horizontal branch also visually 

parallels the surface of his desk below. With the large, leaning trunk and this flourishing growth, 

Jerome is encompassed by the tree in a manner that suggests the protection of a full grove of 

trees, or a natural grotto, as found in variations of this convention. In fact, Rembrandt and his 

circle produced several such images of holy men that imply a sense of privacy, intimacy, and 

isolation. Johannes Gillisz. van Vliet (c. 1610-1668?), for instance, produced an etching of Saint 

Jerome praying in a darkened grotto with a vine that arches over the saint (1631).402 This 

composition was based on a lost painting by Rembrandt and it exhibits how various natural 

devices, such as grottos, are equally effective as man-made devices, such as spiral staircases, in 

                                                
399 Etching on off-white laid paper, 180 x 132 mm.  
400 Stephanie Dickey, "Judicious Negligence": Rembrandt Transforms and Emblematic 
Convention, The Art Bulletin 68, nr. 2 (June 1986): 256 
401 Dickey, "Judicious Negligence," Ibid. 
402 The etching measures 348 x 285 mm., and is inscribed lower right "RHLv.Rijn. jn./JG. v. 
vliet fec. 1631. See Jane Russell-Corbett, Wisdom, Knowledge and Magic: The Image of the 
Scholar in Seventeenth-Century Dutch Art, by Volker Manuth et al., 69, cat. 26, and Christiaan 
Schuckman, Martin Royalton-Kisch, and Erik Hinterding, Rembrandt and Van Vliet: A 
Collaboration on Copper (Amsterdam: Museum het Rembrandthuis, 1996), 46-47, cat. 3. 
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alluding to Jerome's penitent solitude.403 In the same year as the Van Vliet print, Jan Lievens also 

produced a similar etching of an isolated, penitent Saint Jerome (Fig. 21).404 Although the 

sanctity of Jerome is particularly highlighted by Lievens through the radiant halo that circles the 

saint's head and his removed slipper, Lievens' composition similarly features an obscure grotto 

that implies Jerome's removal from his companions and his extreme Christian devotion.  

 

Conclusion 

 Dürer's seminal bridging of Jerome in the wilderness with elements of the study room 

convention, his innovative symbolism of the dog in the study, and the significance of the willow 

in the wilderness, are all artistic prototypes of the scholar that convey the mental, emotional, and 

spiritual demands of scholarship. In her recent book Laurinda Dixon has argued that Dürer's 

Saint Jerome even bears an additionally strong connection to the wilderness, signifying Jerome's 

physical manifestation of the Saturnine persona.405 She explains in the context of Dürer's 1512 

engraving: "Jerome's body is visually fused with his stone sanctuary….in suggesting 

melancholia's humoral signature [the element of the earth], Dürer combined the two 

iconographic contexts of the saint's legend--hermit and scholar-- into a single image. As such, 

Jerome embodies both the solitary and misanthropic facets of the melancholic personality."406 I 

further posit that the setting of the study in the wilderness is an implied removal from fellow man 

and the social pressures and the temptations encountered within society. Moreover, despite the 

brutal aspects of the hermit's life, like the exposure to the elements and acts of self-mortification, 

portraits of Jerome by Dürer and others may in fact promote the rural quality of Jerome's setting 

                                                
403 Ibid. 
404 Lievens, St. Jerome in Penitence, etching, 323 x 271 mm. 
405 Melancholy and the Saturnine persona will be discussed later in this chapter. 
406 Dixon, "Privileged Piety: Melancholia and the Herbal Tradition," 5.  
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as a more conducive space for scholarship. After all, poets such as Petrarch drew upon the 

metaphor of the dog to laud the natural, pastoral setting of the countryside: a locale that would 

(ideally) offer scholars privacy and a wholesome atmosphere for pursuing their work in a 

productive leisure. At the same time, however, images that suggest extreme isolation even in the 

pleasant countryside may allude to the mental and emotional struggles of Jerome in his pious 

translations, and of scholarship in more general terms. Whether viewed as a specific reference to 

the melancholic condition, or as a more encompassing commentary on the difficulties of 

studying, such images of the saint imply a sense of isolation, sacrifice, and dedication. Dürer's 

fusion of the wilderness and the study is, for these reasons, an important precedent in art. The 

notion that the scholar must physically set himself apart from society (or at least ideologically) is 

a message that is resonant whether the figure is found in a natural cave, or in a secluded room of 

a seventeenth-century household.   

 

Half-Length Historical 'Portraits' of Saint Jerome 

  In addition to the full-length, contextual scenes of Saint Jerome in the wilderness and in 

the scholar's study that I have outlined, Flemish and Dutch artists of the sixteenth century 

popularized a more intimate, half-length (often nocturnal) format of painting that also serves as a 

prototype for portraits of learned men and genre scenes of scholars in the Dutch Republic. This 

alternate convention arose in Antwerp through the combined influences of Dürer, who visited the 

city in the 1520s, and Quinten Massys (1466-1530).407 Artists who then adopted this format 

include Marinus van Reymerswaele (1490-1567) and Joos van Cleve II (active 1505/1508 - 

                                                
407 An example of Dürer's painted Jerome in half-length is found at the National Museum of 
Ancient Art, Lisbon, c.1521 (inv. 828pint). See also footnote 5, Kuretsky, "Rembrandt's Tree 
Stump," 571. As an example of the artists' interaction, Dürer visited Metsys at his home 'De 
Simme' on the Huidenvetterstraat, Antwerp, in 1520.  
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1540/1541). A typical example is Jan Massys' Saint Jerome (1537, Fig. 25), which was executed 

in the manner of Jan's father Quentin.408 In this nocturnal scene that is illuminated by a single 

candle, Jerome pauses from his reading with one hand on his head in meditation as he regards a 

human skull before him. The contemplation of life after death is made even more explicit 

through the aged appearance of the saint and the scene of the Ascension of Christ depicted in the 

open Bible that is turned toward the viewer. Two similar examples underscore the prominence of 

this convention in the sixteenth-century Netherlands: a work attributed to Aertgen Claesz. van 

Leyden (1498-1564), Saint Jerome in his Study by Candlelight (c. 1520-30, Fig. 26), and 

Marinus van Reymerswaele's painting Saint Jerome in his Cell (c. 1545, Fig. 27).409 Considered 

as a group, the Massys, Van Leyden, and Van Reymerswaele paintings depict the saint in a very 

similar manner through their intimate compositions and the inclusion of a variety of analogous 

symbolic objects, most obviously the skull and a Bible (or prayer book in the painting by 

Aertgen Van Leyden). This supports not only the existence of a demand for half-length images 

of Saint Jerome, but also suggests a market for images that emphasize Jerome's mental acuity 

and contemplative nature thorough symbolic objects.  

 Alongside paintings that concern Jerome's spiritual meditation, other paintings in this 

format emphasize the saint's dedication by depicting him working through the night. For 

instance, Abraham Bloemaert's (1566-1651) Saint Jerome Reading by Candlelight (c. 1622, Fig. 

                                                
408 Oil on panel, 67 x 96 cm., Vienna, Kunsthistoriches Museum. As Jan van der Stock explains 
"some works designed or left unfinished by Quinten were certainly completed by Jan. The first 
dated painting generally attributed to Jan is the St Jerome…which is completely in the style of 
Quinten." Van der Stock, "Metsys: (2) Jan Massys," Grove Art Online, Oxford Art Online. 
Oxford University Press, accessed February 10, 2015, 
http://www.oxfordartonline.com.proxy.queensu.ca/subscriber/article/grove/art/T057484pg2?q=ja
n+massys&search=quick&pos=1&_start=1#firsthit   
409 Oil on panel, 48 × 37.7 cm., Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum, and oil on panel, 94 x 91 cm., Berlin, 
Gemäldegalerie. 
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28) is a simple composition containing only the bearded saint, a large bookmarked Bible that he 

holds open, and a candle that is obscured by Jerome's cardinal's hat that hangs down into the 

viewer's space.410 David de Witt explains in his catalogue of the Bader Collection that 

Bloemaert's Jerome is found at night in a "dark cave".411 Although the exact context is hard to 

decipher from this Caravaggesque painting, this fact is noted in the text that accompanies the 

Cornelis Bloemaert II (1603-1684) print after his father's painting (c. 1625-30).412 Whether 

found in a cave or situated in a domestic study, Bloemaert's half-length portrait painting of Saint 

Jerome projects the merits of personal reflection aided by the close reading of scriptural texts, 

particularly the Bible.  

 

Conclusions on Saint Jerome as a Role Model for Scholars 

 Renaissance and Early Modern representations of Jerome commonly emphasize Saint 

Jerome's praiseworthy asceticism and scholasticism, whether he is located in a desolate 

wilderness, or situated in an isolated study room. With the two overlapping branches of imagery 

in this convention, artistic interpretations of Jerome's life and character serve as a catalogue of 

scholarly trappings, such as the books and other accoutrements of the study. In addition, 

depictions of Jerome provide exemplary models of scholarly gestures, particularly the head-on-

hand pose in meditation and Jerome's industrious acts of writing and reading. While only a few 

intellectuals and theologians chose to literally identify with Saint Jerome in their portraits, as in 

Wolfgang Stuber's commemorative portrait of Martin Luther (Fig. 29) and the portrait of 

Cardinal Albrecht von Brandenburg by Cranach the Elder (Fig. 23), this legacy is important none 

                                                
410 Oil on canvas, 64.4 x 52.7 cm., Milwaukee, Collection of Drs Alfred and Isabel Bader. 
411 90 × 137 mm. David de Witt, The Bader Collection: Dutch and Flemish Paintings, Agnes 
Etherington Art Centre, Queen's University (Kingston, 2008), 68, cat. 34.  
412 Ibid.  
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the less.413  To offer further insight as to why men like Martin Luther and Cardinal Von 

Brandenburg would chose to have themselves depicted in such a manner, I will turn next to a 

convention that draws upon these scholarly prototypes: the convention of the author portrait. As 

we will see, these traditions--the imagery of Saint Jerome as a scholar and author portraits of 

learned men who emulate such dutiful and scholarly qualities-- remain ingrained in the secular 

and religious iconography of scholarship in genre scenes and portraiture of scholars through the 

seventeenth century.  

 

Author Portraits and the Convention of the Intellectual at Work 
 
 An author portrait, in its most basic form, is a representation of an intellectual, commonly 

a writer, philosopher, or religious scholastic, seated in a study room in an image that introduces a 

manuscript or printed text. When considering the historical origins of author portraits, Biblical 

illuminations of the four evangelists frequently come to mind, but this form of portraiture arose 

in the first century B.C.E. from Hellenistic and Late Classical roots.414 As Joyce Kubiski 

explains in her dissertation on Florentine author portraits, a distinct shift occurred in this 

                                                
413 The British Museum attributes this print to Wolfgang Stuber who likely designed this scene 
after Dürer's 1514 St. Jerome. Stuber's engraving contains Luther's emblem of a rose and has an 
inscription that roughly translates as "during my lifetime I was the plaque for you, oh Pope, my 
dying will be your death. Engraving, 131 x 127 mm., 1546, signed with monogram WS. See: 
http://www.britishmuseum.org/research/collection_online/collection_object_details.aspx?objectI
d=1352577&partId=1&people=116563&peoA=116563-1-7&page=1 
414Joyce M. Kubiski, 'Uomini illustri': The Revival of the Author Portrait in Renaissance 
Florence, Ph.D. diss., University of Washington (1993), 1. As Kubiski summarizes the Medieval 
tradition of Christian author portraits, "with the waning of interest among Christian Europeans in 
pagan literature, manuscript copies of the works of ancient Greek and Roman authors rarely 
included author portraits. Only the writings of the most revered Christian authors were decorated 
in this manner. Portraits of the four evangelists were often spectacular full-page illustrations, 
while other Christian writers, such as the early Church fathers and later apologists, were often 
represented in much smaller portraits squeezed into the empty spaces of the opening initial, a 
location with no antique precedence." Ibid. 
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tradition during the fifteenth century. Kubiski argues: "during the Renaissance…sacred literature 

did not lose its preeminent position, [but] classical literature was raised to a level of interest and 

esteem it had not enjoyed since ancient times. Similarly, the function of the author portrait in 

Renaissance manuscripts more directly paralleled its purpose as part of the decoration of ancient 

classical books."415 In other words, although Christian authors were highly esteemed in the 

Renaissance, patrons increasingly engaged with ancient authors as these texts were revived.416 

This movement affected the appearance of the author portraits because instead of adhering to 

motifs of the author's divine Christian inspiration, artists increasingly modeled such frontispiece 

portraits on secular (pagan) Greek and Roman portraits from antiquity.417 For instance, the 

illuminated Flemish manuscript Livre des fais de Jacques de Lalaing (Book of the Deeds of 

Jacques de Lalaing) contains an author portrait that illustrates this popular convention (Fig. 30, 

c. 1530-40).418 In this portrait the artist Simon Bening depicts Jean Lefèvre de Saint-Remy, the 

principal author of this manuscript, seated before a desk actively writing in an open folio. In 

addition to Jean Lefèvre's strict concentration on his work, Bening's composition contains other 

                                                
415 Ibid., 1-2. 
416 Sarah Blake McHam, "Erudition on Display: The 'Scientific' Illustrations in Pico della 
Mirandola's Manuscript of Pliny the Elder's Natural History," in Visualizing Medieval Medicine 
and Natural History, 1200-1550 (Avista Studies in the History of Medieval Technology, Science 
and Art vol. 5), Jean A. Givens, Karen M. Reeds, and Alain Touwaide, eds. (Aldershot, Hants; 
Burlington, V.T.: Ashgate, 2006), 83-114. See 95-96. 
417 McHam, "Erudition on Display," Ibid. 
418 Fol. 10v, Simon Bening, The Author in his Study in Livre de fais de Jacques de Lalaing (by 
Jean Lefèvre et al.), Burgundian Netherlands, c .1530-40, Ink, tempera colours, and gold on 
parchment, 36.4 x 26.2 cm), Los Angeles, The J. Paul Getty Museum. As the Getty's acquisition 
announcement relays, this manuscript and its illuminations concern the adventures of Jacques de 
Lalaing (1421-1453) who as "a celebrated knight of the Order of the Golden Fleece and the most 
famed tournament fighter of the Middle Ages." This manuscript is one of eight known copies, 
and the Getty edition is the "most accomplished" of the four that are illuminated. It was 
commissioned by Jacques de Lalaing's family about eighty years after his death to commemorate 
their famous ancestor. "J. Paul Getty Museum Announces Acquisition of Rare Secular Flemish 
Manuscript," January 26, 2016, The Getty Press Releases, 
http://news.getty.edu/press_materials.cfm#2-3-6038 
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motifs, such as the stacked books in the foreground and the sleeping pet dog at his feet that 

reinforce the scholarly nature of this figure. This traditional format was informed by early 

portraits of the Church father Saint Jerome, extended to portraits of early modern intellectuals 

like Erasmus of Rotterdam, and is even employed by authors today.  

 In the seventeenth century Netherlands artists drew on this tradition and perpetuated 

portraits of writers and intellectuals in similar guises. Typically, author portraits retained the 

common format of bust or half-length figures and were accompanied by laudatory verses in 

either the vernacular or in Latin (or sometimes multiple languages). Such portraits frequently 

preceded an author's text as a frontispiece, were circulated as celebratory portrait prints, or were 

produced as engravings after known painted portraits of the author that were reproduced in 

biographical contexts. Artists sometimes drew on motifs of scholarship in these portraits by 

including books, or by having the subject hold a quill or a book. Three portraits of the Dutch poet 

and historian Petrus Scriverius (1576-1660) illustrate some of the subtle variations of this 

convention. Willem van Swanenburg's 1609 Icones ad vivum delineatae et expressae, a book of 

thirty-four engraved portraits of renowned Leiden University professors, includes a bust portrait 

of Scriverius labeled with his motto, "Legendo et Scribendo" (Fig. 31).419 While this portrait 

provides a likeness of this esteemed intellectual and suggests his refinement by means of his 

elaborate ruff and the fine materials of his outfit, the artist does not include any attributes of 

learning. About two decades later, an engraved portrait of Scriverius by Jan van der Velde II, 

                                                
419 Willem van Swanenburg, Icones ad vivum delineatae et expressae, vivorum clariorum qui 
praecipue scriptis Academiam Lugduno Batavorum illustrarunt (Leiden: 1609). Engraving, 161 
x 105 mm. See Hollstein's Dutch and Flemish, vol. XXIX (1992), 45, nr. 94, not illustrated. As 
Walter Liedtke clarifies, Scriverius was never a professor at Leiden University. However, he was 
closely affiliated with the Neo-Latinist circle in Leiden, which included leading scholars such as 
Johannes Woverius, Daniel Heinsius, Janus Dousa, and Leiden professor Joseph Justus Scaliger. 
Liedtke, Dutch Paintings in the Metropolitan Museum of Art, vol. 1, 275, cat. 63. 
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after a painted portrait by Frans Hals I (1626, The Metropolitan Museum of Art), also employs a 

bust format (Fig. 32).420 Similar to the 1609 portrait, an oval-shaped likeness of Scriverius is 

surrounded by his Latin motto, but in this version, he extends into the viewers' space by grasping 

a pair of gloves outside of the frame. In addition, Scriverius' accolades are discussed in a Latin 

verse that accompanies his portrait, set in a sort of architectural relief below his image. As 

Walter Liedtke observes, this print does not include a publisher's name, hence it was likely 

created for private distribution among Scriverius' learned circle of friends and family.421 Finally, 

in an example from the late years of his life, Cornelis Visscher created a portrait engraving after 

Pieter Claesz. Soutman of Scriverius at the age of seventy-four (Fig. 33).422 Presumably marking 

the page of a book that he authored with his hand, the aged Scriverius regards the viewer in a 

bust-length portrait that is accompanied by seven Latin verses composed by Hugo Grotius. In 

this manner, Scriverious' motto, "Reading and Writing," is particularly emphasized through text 

and image, as the portrait suggests the figure's direct engagement with his book.423 

 In addition to portraits of men like Scriverius that were found in books by other authors 

and distributed as portrait prints, traditional author portraits were also included as frontispiece 

images to books well into the seventeenth century. In Samuel van Hoogstraten's 1678 art treatise, 

Inleyding tot de hooge schoole der schilderkonst: anders de zichtbaere werelt..., for example, his 

                                                
420 After 1626 based on the Hals portrait, engraving on paper, 264 x 152 mm. See Hollstein's 
Dutch and Flemish, vol. XXXIV (1989), 217, nr. 407 (III) and the RKD (Rijksbureau voor 
Kunsthistorische Documentatie, Nederlands Instituut voor Kunstgeschiedenis, or Netherlands 
Institute for Art History, here after RKD), https://rkd.nl/explore/images/172418 
421 Liedtke, Dutch Paintings in the Metropolitan Museum of Art, vol. 1, 278, cat. 63. 
422 Cornelis Visscher after Pieter Claesz. Soutman, Petrus Scriverius, Harlemensis Age 74 
Haarlem, 1649, Etching and engraving on paper, 397 x 286 mm, with seven lines of Latin verse 
by Hugo Grotius. See Hollstein's Dutch and Flemish, vol. XL (1992), 142-43, nr. 137 II, 
illustrated.  
423 For a comparative work of a scholarly figure by Rembrandt that draws on this pose but 
engages viewers through illusionism, see: Portrait of Jan Cornelisz Sylvius, 1646, etching, 28 x 
19 cm., Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam (RP-P-1962-107).  
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text is preceded by his portrait (Fig. 34, 1677).424 Notably, this engraving is in fact a self-portrait 

of Van Hoogstraten.425 Seated at a table with a quill in his hand, Van Hoogstraten regards the 

viewer. Although the background of his image suggests a turbulent outdoor scene, perhaps seen 

from a portico, Van Hoogstraten's setting also includes a small sculpture of Atlas who bears a 

globe on his shoulders. As Thijs Weststeijn clarifies, "while Van Hoogstraten pictures himself 

here as the author of art theory, he is at the same time presenting, allegorically, the subject of the 

art of painting," or "the visible world."426 The background, in Westeijn's interpretation, thus 

suggests "the invisible world" through a second circle that emerges from the mist.427 In addition, 

the author wears a fashionable Japonse rock and he is adorned with a golden chain with a 

portrait medallion. Reinforcing these attributes that evoke his laudatory skills and gentlemanly-

standing as an author and artist, the accompanying verses attributed to J. Oudaan reiterate that 

his skill is so praiseworthy that it would be recognized from Caesar's court in ancient Rome to 

London today.428 While not all seventeenth-century author portraits were this iconographically 

complex, nor were they typically created by the authors themselves, Van Hoogstraten's portrait 

nevertheless adheres to this tradition in his pose and action of writing that conveys to the viewer 

this figure's occupation and relationship to the text that follows.  

 The efficacy of Renaissance and early modern author portraits is based on the 

relationship the artist suggests between the person depicted and his (or her) authorial voice. 

                                                
424 Self-portrait, dated 1677, 162 x 124 mm., with verses in Dutch by J. Oudaan. The book was 
published in Rotterdam in 1678. 
425 This portrait was also adapted by Jacob Houbraken (after Michael Sweerts) as an engraved 
illustration for the biography of Hoogstraten in Arnold Houbraken's De Groote Schouburgh der 
Nederlantsche konstschilders and Schilderessen, vol. 2 (The Hague: 1753).  
426 Weststeijn, The Visible World, 85. 
427 Ibid.  
428 "…Geroemt in Cesars-Hof te Roome, en Binnen Londen." Hoogstraten, Inleyding tot de 
hooge schoole der schilderkonst, frontispiece. 
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Extending beyond a mere likeness of a subject, author portraits ideally mediate the visual 

characteristics of the author, their personality, and the immediacy of their textual thoughts. As 

Richard Wendorf has explored, some degree of tension exists between the artist's projection of 

these biographic details and the visual representation of individuals in this convention. In 

Wendorf's study of this visual-textual relationship in Stuart and Georgian England he explains, 

"the parallel between biography and portrait-painting appealed to practical experience as well as 

to common sense, and it was grounded…in influential arguments posed by Aristotle, [and] 

Plutarch…The root of the comparison lies in the focus of both biography and portrait-painting on 

historical figures: no matter how artfully or imaginatively it is constructed, portraiture must also 

be faithful to historical fact, to contemporary standards of accuracy (if not our own)."429 To 

consider this legacy of author portraits in early modern Europe and to address the notion of 

visual and textual accuracy further, I will examine two portraits of Erasmus: one in paint, the 

other in print. As I will suggest, both examples stem from the traditional mode of author 

portraiture by employing imagery and text to describe their learned subject. Yet the difference of 

the mediums importantly influenced the distribution of the portraits, as well as their 

interpretation and efficacy of evoking aspects of Erasmus's life and scholarship. To conclude, I 

will look to two rather exceptional seventeenth-century case studies, one of a scholar portrait, the 

other of a portrait series, which exemplify the continued artistic and cultural interest in this type 

of portraiture and the varied manifestations of this convention. Moreover, the ubiquity of this 

convention is also reflected in generic scholar images in genre painting well in the early modern 

era, which is the topic of the next three chapters.  

 

                                                
429 Richard Wendorf, Elements of Life: Biography and Portrait-Painting in Stuart and Georgian 
England (Oxford: Claredon Press, 1990), 8. 
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First Portrait Study: The Erasmus and Gillis Friendship Pendant Paintings 

 One product of the revived interest in the life and writings of Saint Jerome in 

Renaissance Europe was innovative portraits of other learned men, in which artists were inspired 

by, and upheld, Jerome's prototypical qualities of sanctity and scholarly aptitude. For example, 

Desiderius Erasmus of Rotterdam (c. 1467–1536) commissioned a pair of portraits from Quinten 

Massys (c.1465-1530) with his friend Pieter Gillis (1486-1533), intended for their mutual friend 

Thomas More (1517, Fig. 35 a. and b.).430 These portraits are not only an interesting product of 

humanist social networking, but they are also notable for the manner in which the men are 

portrayed. Erasmus is seen working in his study with large books, including one volume labeled 

"Hieronymus," prominently displayed on a shelf behind him.431 This detail is particularly 

                                                
430 After Massys, Erasmus, oil on panel, transferred to canvas, 59 x 47 cm., Rome, Gallerie 
Nazionale d'Arte Antica, and Quinten Massys, Peter Gillis, oil on panel, transferred to canvas, 
59 x 47 cm., Private Collection. Other versions of these portraits after the artist exist: Gillis in a 
British private collection and Erasmus by Massys a Hampton Court, as well as a pair in the 
collection of the Koninklijk Museum voor Schone Kunsten (KMSKA), Antwerp. The Antwerp 
set and the Rome set were exhibited together in Prayers and Portraits: Unfolding the 
Netherlandish Diptych (Washington and Antwerp, 2007). Thomas More met Erasmus in 1499 in 
England in 1499 and a friendship developed. In 1515 More travelled to the Low Countries and 
Erasmus facilitated his introduction to his friend Pieter Gillis (also known as Peter Giles or 
Petrus Aegidius) who was the town clerk of Antwerp. The friendship portraits were received by 
More in Calais in September 1517. Lorne Campbell, Margaret Mann Phillips, Hubertus Schulte 
Herbrüggen and J. B. Trap, "Quentin Matsys, Desiderius Erasmus, Pieter Gillis and Thomas 
More," The Burlington Magazine vol. 120, nr. 908 (special issue devoted to Portraiture and 
Britain, November 1978): 716-725, see especially 716. See also: Kate Heard and Lucy Whitaker, 
with contributions by Jennifer Scott, Emma Stuart, Vanessa Remington, Martin Clayton and 
Jonathan Marsden, The Northern Renaissance: Dürer to Holbein (London: Royal Collection 
Publications: in association with Scala Publishers Ltd., 2011), 41, cat. 6; Peter van der Coelen, "I 
Portraits of Erasmus" in Images of Erasmus, Peter van der Coelen, ed. (Rotterdam: Museum 
Boijmans Van Beuningen, 2008), 57-88, see especially 57-61 and cat. 2, 74-75; and Lisa 
Jardine's chapter 1, "'A better portrait of Erasmus will his writings show': Fashioning the Figure" 
in Erasmus Man of Letters: The Construction of Charisma in Print (Princeton and Oxford: 
Princeton University Press, 1993), 27-54. 
431 The other books that are labeled include a book inscribed "NOVVM TESTAMENT[VM]" 
(Erasmus' edition of the Greek New Testament published 1516) on the top shelf; on top of the 
book labeled "Hieronymus" is one with an Ancient Greek inscription that refers to Lucian's 
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relevant because Erasmus published his editions of Jerome's complete biography in 1516 with 

the assistance of his friend Gillis, just a year before this portrait was completed.432 In addition, 

the Massys portraits draw on the guise of the scholar-saint for both figures. Gillis, like Erasmus, 

is seated in a nearly identical wood paneled study replete with a bookshelf behind his desk.433 He 

also wears a heavy fur-collard robe and cap, but unlike his friend, Gillis is not actively writing. 

Rather, Gillis holds a letter that is addressed to him in his left hand and gestures to a book by 

Erasmus on his desk, perhaps his Antibarbari, as he looks to the right in a manner that suggests 

Gillis engages (at least mentally) with his fellow scholar.434 Both men in this diptych are 

dignified, scholarly types. Their actions and surroundings emphasize their engagement with 

texts, and scholarship at large, fostering a sense of dialogue that is necessary to achieve scholarly 

renown on par with historical figures like Saint Jerome. In letters to both Gillis and Erasmus, 

Thomas More expressed his appreciation of the portraits and their true likeness.435 In this 

correspondence, More also sought the original letter Gillis holds in the portrait, in order to 

                                                                                                                                                       
Dialogues (Translated by More and Erasmus); and a book entitled "HOR" (originally "Mor" 
referring to More, and likely his Enconium Moriae, 1509). In Gillis' portrait, the books include a 
Latin inscribed book (possibly translating as Plutarch), as well as books labeled  
"SVET[ONIVS]; [Q.] CVR[TIVS RVFVS]; and Archontopaideia" (or The Education of a 
Christian Prince). Ibid., 717 and 719. Kate Heard and Lucy Whitaker et al. explain that Erasmus 
is depicted writing the first words of his Paraphrase of St. Paul's Epistle to the Romans, and on 
the left-hand page of his book, the word "gratia" is visible. The Northern Renaissance: Dürer to 
Holbein, 41, cat. 6. 
432 Dixon, "Privileged Piety: Melancholia and the Herbal Tradition," JHNA online 1, iss. 2, 
(2009): 4. Kuretsky also notes that Erasmus published new editions of Jerome's works soon after, 
between 1524-1526. Kuretsky,"Rembrandt's Tree Stump," 571. 
433 Kate Heard and Lucy Whitaker et al. suggest that Massys purposefully "….depicted the men 
as if sitting opposite each other in the same interior." The Northern Renaissance: Dürer to 
Holbein, 41, cat. 6. 
434 Based on a description of the paintings in an epigram by More in which he praises the artist 
for rendering the handwriting in his own hand (the letter is from More to Gillis). Ibid., 717. The 
Antibarbari was written about 1494-5, but Lorne Campbell et al. suspect this title may have been 
a later addition to the painting because the book was not published until 1520. Ibid., 719. 
435 Van der Coelen, "I. Portraits of Erasmus, 60.  
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display this object next to the painting to create an even more immediate impression of the sitters 

(and their mutual friendship) to More's colleagues who were invited into his home to view the 

pendant paintings.436  

 

Second Portrait Study: Dürer's Inscribed Print of Erasmus  

 The dispensation granted to Erasmus of his monastic vows in 1517 and his return to 

civilian life likely impacted the scholar's increased financial capital, enabling Erasmus to 

commission additional portraits of himself.437 As Peter van der Coelen explains, before the 

Massys commission "it is doubtful that Erasmus could have afforded a portrait….[and] his 

monastic vows must also have been an impediment."438 Soon after 1517, however, Erasmus 

courted the highly sought after artist Albrecht Dürer for a portrait. In addition to his new social 

and fiscal circumstances, Erasmus was likely inspired by his desire to circulate his image in the 

humanist circles of Northern Europe. As Lisa Jardine argues, Erasmus was already over the age 

of fifty at this time and his desire to have his likeness taken by Dürer related to his ambition to 

"[disseminate] himself as living icon..."439 The much-anticipated engraved portrait was finally 

                                                
436 Upon receiving the paintings More wrote to Erasmus and Gillis, asking "unless…either of 
you has some other use for the letter, send it back to me. Put up beside the picture it will make it 
seem more wonderful than ever (duplicabit miraculum)." More as quoted in Lorne Campbell et 
al., "Quentin Matsys, Desiderius Erasmus, Pieter Gillis and Thomas More," 717 
437 Erasmus was provided with a dispensation from his monastic vows by Pope Leo X in 1517. 
Van der Coelen, "I. Portraits of Erasmus," 58.  
438 Ibid.  
439 Jardine, Erasmus, Man of Letters: The Construction of Charisma in Print (Princeton, 1993), 
48. In addition to the artists mentioned, Erasmus was painted by Georg Pencz (1500-1550). As 
Peter van der Coelen explains, "in the last twenty years of his life Erasmus was painted by some 
of the most accomplished artists of his day. The first portrait 'from life' was done in 1517, when 
he was already fifty; the last was made in 1536 as he lay on his deathbed. In this period, and for a 
long time afterwards, countless copies and imitations were painted." He goes on to argue, "to a 
significant extent," however, "it is the sublime portraits by Quinten Massys, Hans Holbein, and 
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completed in 1526, although Dürer had sketched his subject in 1520.440 Dürer's portrait depicts 

Erasmus in a familiar fashion-- at a desk in the act of writing, surrounded by books, with a letter, 

pen and ink, and a vase of flowers (Fig. 36).441 Below a Latin title that identifies Erasmus as the 

subject and Dürer as his portraitist is a Greek phrase that aligns with the figure's mouth. It is a 

well-known saying employed frequently by Erasmus, and other scholars of this time in 

portraiture and writing, to boast of their intellectual merits.442 It reads: "the better [Image] will 

his Writings show."443 This phrase is also found on a medallion portrait of Erasmus produced by 

Massys in 1519, and it is this medallion (along with sketches) that likely refreshed Dürer's 

memory of his sitter's countenance.444 Although Erasmus eagerly pursued this portrait and the 

resulting print is one of the largest engraved portraits Dürer produced, Erasmus reportedly 

                                                                                                                                                       
Albrecht Dürer that govern our image of Erasmus." Van der Coelen, "I. Portraits of Erasmus," 
57.  
440 Van der Coelen explains Dürer drew Erasmus "at least twice" in Antwerp and Brussels during 
August 1520. Ibid., 61. A surviving sketch by Dürer is now found in the Musée du Louvre 
collection (inv. RF 4113), Portrait of Desiderius Erasmus, 1520, Black chalk on paper, 373 x 
268 mm., reproduced Fig. 3 in Ibid., 60. 
441 Engraving, 249 x 193 mm. 
442 Harry Vredeveld, "'Lend a Voice': The Humanistic Portrait Epitaph in the Age of Erasmus 
and Dürer," Renaissance Quarterly 66 (2013): 509-76, see 509. 
443 Van der Coelen, "I. Portraits of Erasmus," 60. For a more in-depth analysis of the medallion 
portrait, see: Vredeveld, "'Lend a Voice': The Humanistic Portrait Epitaph in the Age of Erasmus 
and Dürer," 521-526. See also Erwin Panofsky, "Erasmus and the Visual Arts," Journal of the 
Warburg and Courtauld Institutes, vol. 32 (1969): 200-227, see 215.  
444 Based on correspondence between Erasmus and Willibald Pirckheimer c. 1524, it appears 
Erasmus urged Dürer to study the medal instead of choosing to sit for another portrait study. See 
Van der Coelen, "I. Portraits of Erasmus," 62. Quinten Massys, medal with portrait of Desiderius 
Erasmus, bronze, 1519, Antwerp. An example exists in the Victoria & Albert Collection, London 
(nr. 4613-1858), as well as at the British Museum, The National Gallery of Art, Washington, 
D.C., and the Fitzwilliam Museum, Cambridge. These portrait medals bear Erasmus' profile 
portrait on one side, and the bust of the god Terminus on the other side. The inscriptions are 
"IMAGIO AD VIVA EFFIGE EXPRESSA' and 'ER.ROT.": or, "His portrait taken in life" and 
"His writings give a better picture." Also, "CONCEDO NULLI" and "MORS ULTIMA LINEA 
REV.": "I yield to none" and "Death is the ultimate goal of all thing," and in Greek the phrase 
"Look to the end of a long life." See http://collections.vam.ac.uk/item/O102810/desiderius-
erasmus-medal-metsys-quinten/ 
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received it with mixed feelings. While he expressed his gratitude to the artist, Erasmus remarked 

in 1526 to his friend Willibald Pirckheimer that the portrait did not resemble him very much.445 

Recent scholarship on sixteenth-century epitaphs such as the one employed by Erasmus --"the 

better Image will my writings show"-- provide insight into his seeming disappointment with the 

portrait. As Harry Vredeveld clarifies, Erasmus was not likely critiquing the artist's skill, nor art 

in general.446 Rather, in Vredeveld's words, "because even an all-but-living likeness can depict 

nothing more than the mortal body at a fleeting moment in life, [Erasmus urges]…viewers to 

read his books" through his epitaph.447 Thus, Erasmus expresses the intrinsic fault of visual 

representation through his preference of this motto, signaling a transience that Dürer likely also 

refers to in this portrait through the vanitas symbol of the vase of flowers.448  

 Despite the seeming limitations of effectively expressing a sitter's true likeness through 

portraiture, Dürer's portrait medium notably enabled Erasmus to distribute his image on an 

international scale. Andrée Hayum argues that the technological advances of the printing press 

cannot be undervalued in this discussion. Rather, as Hayum elaborates, "[Erasmus' and Dürer's] 

was a fame that because of printing rapidly became international; a fame, furthermore, that was 

perceived in those terms within their own lifetimes, for the first time in history."449  Following 

the invention of Johannes Gutenberg's printing press in the late 1440s, the dissemination of 

                                                
445 It is notable that Dürer did not receive a commission for this portrait, but produced the etching 
at his own expense so that he could sell them himself on the open market. Van der Coelen, "I. 
Portraits of Erasmus," 63. 
446 Vredeveld, "'Lend a Voice': The Humanistic Portrait Epitaph in the Age of Erasmus and 
Dürer," 526. 
447 Ibid. 
448 As Van der Coelen argues, "the vase of flowers, a symbol of the transience of life, replaces 
the skull we find in contemporary images of St. Jerome. The books make Erasmus immortal; his 
physical manifestation is not." Ibid., 62. 
449 Hayum, "Dürer's Portrait of Erasmus and the Ars Typographorum," Renaissance Quarterly 38 
nr. 4 (Winter 1985): 650-687, see 659. 
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visual and literary printed material was revolutionized. Indeed, as Elizabeth Eisenstein observes 

in her history of the printing press, "printing encouraged forms of combinatory activity which 

were social as well as intellectual. It changed relationships between men of learning as well as 

between systems of ideas."450 Although Eisenstein's remark addresses literature, similar notions 

of exchange existed between Dürer and Erasmus through mutual acquaintances, particularly 

Pirckheimer, who brought the engraved portrait to fruition.   

 In addition to the portable nature of Erasmus' engraved portrait (and his earlier medallion 

portrait), his desire to have Dürer produce such an image suggests that Erasmus not only 

contemplated the ways in which he could circulate his portrait, but that he also desired on some 

level to fashion his self-image. As Jardine argues, "…the self-conscious programme of 

[Erasmus'] gift-portraits, their studied publicizing in the accompanying artful letters, suggests 

that he envisioned some kind of fame on a yet larger scale, with a yet more extensive reach…"451 

Self-fashioning was in fact a practice that many early-modern intellectuals like Erasmus pursued 

in both written and visual forms, the latter of which is attested to through Erasmus' huge body of 

correspondence. Moreover, as stated by David Warren Sabean and Malina Stefanovska in Space 

and Self in Early Modern European Cultures: "…within the self, no less than within the realm of 

the state, spatial extension was charted and theorized, penetrating early modern subjectivity as it 

                                                
450 Elizabeth L. Eisentein, The Printing Press as an Agent of Change: Communications and 
Cultural Transformations in Early-Modern Europe, vol. I (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1979), 76. For more recent research by this author on the history of printing, see: Divine 
Art, Infernal Machine: The Reception of Printing in the West form First Impressions to the Sense 
of an Ending (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2011). For a more technical 
introduction to the process of printing and its history, see: James Moran, Printing Presses: 
History and Development from the Fifteenth Century to Modern Times (London: Faber and 
Faber, 1973). 
451 Jardine, Erasmus, Man of Letters, 29. In addition, Jardine notes that as early as 1515, printed 
exchanges of Erasmus' letters were published, some of which were "under Erasmus's own 
supervision." Ibid., 14. 
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served to describe it. Indeed, 'inwardness,' the trait by which selfhood came to be characterized 

in the early modern era, is as much a spatial as a psychological term."452 This notion of a spatial-

psychological concordance is apparent in the common setting of Erasmus' portraits--in the study-

- as well as by his action of actively writing, and by means of his scholarly attire, both featured 

in the Massys and Dürer portrait examples. In addition to the interiority that is projected by 

means of these portraits, Erasmus may also have chosen to allude to portraits of renowned 

scholars through the setting of the study and his scholarly garb. In this regard, Jardine argues that 

Erasmus likely "… aspired to something more like the renown traditionally accorded only to the 

major ancient authors and teachers of secular and sacred texts--the international acclaim and 

recognition accorded a Seneca or a Jerome."453 As Hayum similarly observes, the combined 

factors of printing press technology and Erasmus' self-fashioning through portraiture have made 

Dürer's engraving "an image so familiar that for most of us it has become the quintessence of the 

scholar portrait."454 The iconic quality of Dürer's portrait is not surprising, because the extant 

portraiture of Erasmus by artists from Hans Holbein to Massys consistently, and deliberately, 

invokes familiar scholarly tropes linked to dignified, historical scholars like Jerome. 455 It is 

through such self-dictated images of men like Erasmus that the merits of isolation, privacy, 

                                                
452 David Warren Sabean and Malina Stefanovska, eds., "Introduction," in Space and Self in 
Early Modern European Cultures (Toronto: University of Toronto Press in association with 
UCLA Center for Seventeenth-and Eighteenth-Century Studies and the William Andrews Clark 
Memorial Library, 2012), 5, accessed online through Scholars Portal: Canadian University 
Presses database. Sabean and Stefanovska base this concept of 'inwardness' on Descartes, 
explaining, "…Descartes actually deemed that the human soul was located in the pineal gland, a 
precise physical spot of the brain. Materially and spiritually, individuals were moving in new 
spaces and being transformed, if not created, by them." Ibid. 
453 Jardine, Erasmus, Man of Letters, 30. 
454 Emphasis my own. Hayum, "Dürer's Portrait of Erasmus and the Ars Typographorum," 650. 
455 See Van der Coelen, "I. Portraits of Erasmus," 57.  
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devotion, and contemplation for scholarship-- qualities that bridge the conventions of Jerome in 

the wilderness and in the study--find continuity in early modern visual culture. 

 

Legacy of the Author Portrait Convention and Prints in the Netherlands 

Rembrandt's Jan Six Engraving (1647) 

 Rembrandt's 1647 engraved portrait of the Dutch nobleman Jan Six (1618-1700) is not a 

true author portrait in form; but in essence, this interiorized representation of a young man 

reading a manuscript fits this convention (Fig. 37). As a seventeenth century source explains, 

Rembrandt's portrait shows Six in his library, or study-- a fitting space that characterizes this 

amateur poet, collector of art, bibliophile, and later magistrate and burgomaster of Amsterdam as 

an intellectual.456 In the Hollantsche Parnas (1660), the publisher Jacob Lescaille's poem about 

Six's portrait particularly lauds the subject's worthy pursuits and the injustice of art that does not 

fully represent this man. As he describes: 

   Here you see Six, just as he diligently immersed in books,  
  Refreshes his spirit by seeking wisdom. 
  Thus his soul forges and shines in clear poetry 
  That represents him better than print or painting.  
  […]457 
 

Like Dürer's inscribed portrait of Erasmus, Lescaille's verses suggest that Six's accomplishments, 

and perhaps even his true persona, are best captured in words, rather than just by his likeness. 

                                                
456 Stephanie Dickey, Rembrandt: Portraits in Print (Amsterdam; Philadelphia, PA: John 
Benjamins Pub. Co., 2004), 110 and 366-367. For a biographical sketch, see: Luba Freedman, 
"Rembrandt's 'Portrait of Jan Six,'" Artibus et Historiae 6, nr. 12 (1985): 89-105, especially 90. 
Freedman explains Six began as a magistrate in 1652 and occupied various public offices. He 
became the burgomaster of Amsterdam in 1691. Ibid. 
457 Jacob Lescaille, "Op d'Afbeelding van den Ed. Heer Mr. Joan Six," Hollantsche Parnas 
(1660). The Dutch verses read: "Hiet ziet gy Six, gelijk hy, neerstigh in de boeken, zijn ziel 
verquikt met pit van wijsheit op te zoeken. Dus weit zijn geest, en blinkt in heldre poëzy; die 
hem veel schooner ciert dan print of schildery." As transcribed and translated by Dickey, 
Rembrandt: Portraits in Print, 336. 
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Moreover, Lescaille may be alluding to Six's own authorship of literary works such as Medea 

(1648), by which readers can engage with Six's thoughts directly.458 

 As Stephanie Dickey has observed, one of the most remarkable visual qualities of this 

portrait is the "impression of informality" that Rembrandt evokes through Six's seemingly casual 

pose.459 The result is a sense of immediacy, or that Six is unaware of his viewer because he is so 

engaged in his reading. In addition, as Dickey argues, the work assumes the character of a genre 

scene because of the artist's (and patron's) compositional choices.460 Preparatory drawings 

suggest that Rembrandt and Six collaborated to refine the tone of this work. The artist first 

depicted Six as engaged with the viewer and accompanied by a lively dog, but he settled on this 

compelling, final version in which Six is unaware of the viewer and exhibits a calculated, 

gentlemanly sprezzatura even as he is absorbed in studying.461 Although seventeenth-century 

commentaries like Lescaille's poem on Six's portrait that was published in a collection of 

occasional verse may have added to its efficacy, Rembrandt's composition and visual description 

of Six were equally important vehicles for circulating the image of this man. Six likely had this 

in mind when he drafted the contract of his portrait commission. Indeed, as Freedman argues, 

"the etching of Jan Six was famous, as is evident from the business contract made in 1655 

between [Rembrandt] and [a subsequent] client."462 Freedman explains the Six engraved portrait 

was specifically a model for another man who desired to be etched 'from the life' by Rembrandt 

                                                
458 Rembrandt created an etched frontispiece for this tragedy. Freedman, "Rembrandt's 'Portrait 
of Jan Six,'" 90. 
459 Dickey, Rembrandt: Portraits in Print, 116. 
460 Ibid. 
461 As Dickey astutely observes concerning Rembrandt's two preparatory sketches, "what ties the 
two versions together is the relaxed, leaning pose, creating an air of casual sprezzatura 
appropriate, as several authors have noted, for a man who owned several copies of Castiglione's 
Book of the Courtier and to whom the Dutch translation was dedicated. The impression of easy 
elegance is worthy of Van Dyck." Rembrandt: Portraits in Print, 115. 
462 Freedman, "Rembrandt's 'Portrait of Jan Six,'" 94. 
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in a similar manner. The portrait of Six was produced in a medium that distributed his image and 

this anecdote suggests that it was well received by Six's peers.463 Perhaps not unlike Erasmus, 

then, Jan Six also desired to have his image known and circulated among friends, colleagues, and 

his fellow countrymen as a form of self-fashioning. Notably, however, this was an aspect that the 

portrait commissioner could limit; as it was common practice for the patron to retain the copper 

plate from the artist, as Six received the plate from Rembrandt.464 Although seen in a different 

pose than Erasmus (frequently found writing at his desk), Six is an elegant, gentlemanly scholar 

who is equally found in an interiorized state, directly engaging with a manuscript in his study.  

 

Sandrart's Portrait Series of Amsterdam Literati (c. 1640s) 
 
 Another contemporary Dutch example that adheres to the traditional author portrait 

format of a man at work in his study is a series of scholarly portraits designed by the German 

artist and intellectual Joachim von Sandrart (1606-1688).465 Between 1641 and 1642 the 

Amsterdam printer Cornelis Danckertsz. collaborated with the engravers Theodor (Dirck) 

Matham and Reinier van Persijn to publish this series based on the artist's drawings and oil 

paintings.466 The Sandrart portrait series is unique not only because of the distinctly scholarly 

                                                
463 Ibid. 
464 I would like to thank Dr. Dickey for explaining this practice to me.  
465 Joachim von Sandrart was a scholar, painter, and art collector. He worked for the Elector of 
Bavaria and was taught in the Utrecht Carravaggisti style by Gerard van Honthorst. He also 
authored the Teutsche Academie (Nurnberg 1675). Karel Porteman, Joachim von Sandrart, Joost 
van den Vondel, Caspar Barlaeus: De Maanden van het jaar (Wommelgem: Uitgeverij Den 
Gulden Engel, 1987), see 17- 20.  
466 Porteman suggests that only four of the five paintings were executed, excluding the portrait of 
Vondel. The surviving paintings are of Vossius and Coster, but Porteman explains "more than 
twenty poems created on the series" support the notion that Sandrart did in fact create painted 
portraits of Barlaeus and Hooft. Ibid., 20. A portrait of Hooft once attributed to Sandrart is now 
in the Amsterdam Museum, on loan from the Rijksmuseum, oil on panel, 26.5 x 22 cm., c. 1641. 
Another version by an unknown artist exists in the University Library of Leiden collection (after 
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guises and settings of the individuals, but also due to the accompanying Latin epigrams 

composed by the celebrated professor and author Caspar van Barlaeus (1584-1648) that reiterate 

the subjects' learned qualities.467 As such, this series similarly draws on the important 

relationship of image and text in portraying an individual scholar's 'true' appearance and 

intellectual capacity that has been highlighted in the Erasmus and Six examples considered 

above. 

 Due to Sandrart's introduction to elite Amsterdam social and artistic circles by his cousin 

Michel le Blon in the late 1630s, he gained esteem with the leading thinkers, poets, and fellow 

artists of the day: friendships that served as the nascence of this portrait series.468 The five 

subjects of the series include the poet Joost van den Vondel (1587-1679), the professor and 

philosopher Caspar Barlaeus, the historian, playwright and poet Pieter Cornelisz. Hooft (1581-

1647), the humanist scholar and professor Gerardus Vossius (1577-1649), and the playwright 

and physician Samuel Coster (1579-1665) (figs. 38-42). As Christian Klemm explains, Barlaeus 

and Vossius were largely connected by their careers, and they also shared a mutual acquaintance 

                                                                                                                                                       
1641, oil on canvas, 25 x 21 cm). For reproductions of these paintings, see 99, Fig. 1 and 3 of 
Norbert E. Middelkoop, "New Light on Sandrart's Dutch Scholars' Portraits," in Joachim von 
Sandrart: Ein europäischer Kunstler und Theoretiker zwischen Italien und Deutschland, Akten 
des Internationalen Studientages der Bibliotheca Hertziana, Rome, April 3-4, 2006, edited by 
Sybille Ebert-Schifferer and Cecilia Mazzetti di Pietralata (Munich: Hirmer Verlag, 2009), 97-
108. The extant Vossius portrait by Sandrart is found in the University Museum De 
Agnietenkapel, Amsterdam, 1641, oil on panel, 26 x 22 cm., also reproduced in Middelkoop, 
"New Light on Sandrart's Dutch Scholars' Portraits," as Fig. 6, 101. In research and a restoration 
conducted in 1982, a portrait held in the Amsterdam Theatre Museum was reattributed to 
Sandrart and is now identified as the Coster portrait upon which the 1641-42 print was based. Oil 
on canvas, 127 x 109 cm., see Fig. 11, 103 of Ibid.   
467 As will be explained below, only the image of Vondel lacks an epigram by Barlaeus: the poet 
captioned his own portrait. Porteman, De Maanden van het jaar, Ibid. 
468 Michel le Blon (1587-1656) was a goldsmith turned art dealer and engraver in Amsterdam. 
For a brief account of Sandrart's social network, see: Middelkoop, "New Light on Sandrart's 
Dutch Scholars' Portraits," 97-108, especially 97-98.  
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with Hooft.469 In fact, Hooft united his peers at cultural gatherings he held at his summer 

residence in Muiden, and the group became known as De Muiderkring (The Muiden Circle).470 

Karel Porteman observes that beyond such connections, Sandrart's motivation for creating this 

series is unclear. 471 Jaap van der Veen similarly finds little concrete evidence as to the origins of 

the series.472 Van der Veen interestingly notes an advertisement placed by the printer Danckertsz. 

on February 28, 1643 which describes "vier conterfeytsels van den heer P.C. Hooft, D. Gerard 

Vossius, Samuel Coster en de Joost van den Vondelen, door Ioachimi Sandrart"-- or, "four 

portraits" in this series, not including the portrait of Barlaeus that Van der Veen speculates may 

have been completed at a later date.473 Despite these discrepancies, Sandrart noticeably depicts 

his subjects in similar, and recognizably scholarly, manner in these portraits. The five men were 

known for their variety of erudite skills, ranging from Latin translations to the composition of 

poetry and plays. As Klemm argues, the nuanced backgrounds of the engraved portraits 

particularly enhance the viewer's knowledge of the portrayed individual's intellectual acumen. 

For instance, the portraits of Barlaeus and Coster (Fig. 39 and Fig. 42) include busts of 

Demosthenes, an ancient Greek orator and statesman, and likely a bust of Socrates, the famed 

                                                
469 Klemm, Joachim von Sandrart: Kunst-Werke und Lebens-Lauf (Berlin: Deutscher Verlag für 
Kunstwissenschaft, 1986), 84. 
470 Ibid. For more on this circle, see: L. Strengholt, "Over de Muiderkring," in 
Cultuurgeschiedenis in de Nederlanden van de Renaissance naar de Romantiek. Liber amicorum 
J. Andriessen S.J., A. Keersmaekers, P. Lenders S.J. (Leuven, 1986), 265-277, accessed through 
DBNL http://www.dbnl.org/tekst/stre006muid01_01/stre006muid01_01_0001.php 
471 Porteman, De Maanden van het jaar, 20.  
472 As he explains, "over de totstandkoming en de precieze datering van de reeks bestaat weinig 
zekerheid, evenals over de vraag wie als de initiatiefnemer moet worden beschouwd." In other 
words, the precise dating and the initiator are unknown. Van der Veen, "Danckerts en Zonen. 
Prentuitgevers, plaatsnijders en kunstverkopers te Amsterdam c. 1625-1700" in Gedrukt tot 
Amsterdam: Amsterdamse Prentmakers en -uitgavers in de Gouden Eeeuw, Elmer Kolfin and 
Jaap van der Veen, eds. (Zwolle: Waanders and Amsteram: Museum het Rembrandhuis, 2011), 
59-119, see 90-92. 
473 Van der Veen, "Danckerts en Zonen," 92. 
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ancient Greek philosopher, respectively, which suggest by analogy some of the roles that these 

men upheld in seventeenth-century Dutch society.474 Although more generic, the background of 

the portraits of Vondel, Vossius, and Hooft also suggest the setting of a study room, and the 

figures engage with manuscripts and books in this space, which also includes a globe in the 

portrait of Hooft (figs. 38, 40, 41). Norbert E. Middelkoop interprets the book and the globe to 

which Hooft points with an elegantly gloved hand as a direct reference to the poet's forthcoming 

publication of his Nederlandsche Historiën that was completed around 1642.475 Whether through 

subtle background motifs, or through direct figural engagement with props such as books, 

Sandrart's series of portraits forms a complementary group that incorporates symbolism to 

enhance the characterization of the scholars portrayed.  

 This type of literal connection between an author and his text stems back to the 

conventions of Saint Jerome depicted translating the Bible, and is particularly relevant to the 

portraits of Vossius and Vondel in this series. For instance, Sandrart depicts Vossius in a manner 

that suggests a sense of immediacy more so than the portrait of Hooft, and perhaps the rest of the 

men: Vossius is interrupted in his studies and he looks up while turning a page of the book he 

reads to confront the (intruding) viewer (Fig. 41). In contrast to Hooft's rather static, calculated 

gesture of pointing to his text to convey his authorship, Vossius is seen in a realistic mode, 

interacting with multiple texts in his book-lined study. By these means, the Vossius portrait 

raises some of the same questions about the limitations of portraiture and the artist's ability to 

portray the true character of the intellectual, as considered in the Six and Erasmus portraits 

above. As in the earlier examples, the Sandrart series does in fact comprise both visual and 

                                                
474 Klemm, Joachim von Sandrart, 85-87. Klemm argues that the identity of the bust is Socrates, 
while other scholars have argued, less persuasively in Klemm's opinion, that it depicts 
Hippocrates. Ibid., 87, his footnote 6.  
475 Middelkoop, "New Light on Sandrart's Dutch Scholars' Portraits," 98. 
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textual descriptions of the subjects to bring further illumination to the viewer. Perhaps one of the 

best illustrations of this shared relationship is found in the portrait of Vondel that is captioned by 

the poet himself and hence is autobiographical (Fig. 38).476 In the first two lines specifically, 

Vondel's explains, "Sandrart heeft Vondel dus naar het aanzicht uitgedruckt, Niet zijn gedachten; 

want die waren weggerukt…" ("Sandrart has thus expressed Vondel, Not his thoughts; because 

they got away…").477 Vondel's emphatic statement that Sandrart expressed his person as such, 

but that this portrait does not capture Vondel's "gedachten," or thoughts, is more than a boastful 

assertion of his own literary skills. Rather, as exemplified by the previous portrait case studies, 

the notion of words being perhaps more potent than images in the expression of the true 

character of a sitter, especially a scholarly one, was relevant to Vondel as it was to Erasmus. 

Thoughts are fleeting and transient entities, just as portraits capture a brief moment and age in 

the lives of the sitters. Sandrart's portrait of Vondel is one means by which viewers may evaluate 

the man, just as are Vondel's plays and poetry that communicate other aspects of his character 

through text. Together, these two mediums create a richer portrait of Vondel, and of the other 

four men of Amsterdam's intellectual elite in this series.   

 Although the exact details of the agreement between Sandrart and Danckertsz. in the 

creation of this engraved series are uncertain, the printed portraits were certainly intended for 

public consumption, and as such conveyed to the public some of the celebrated qualities of these 

scholars to their fellow citizens. To use the words of Porteman, Sandrart also drew on this type 

of "public homage" when he returned to this compositional format and painted a self-portrait in a 

                                                
476 As mentioned above, the rest of the portraits include Latin epigrams by Barlaeus. 
477 As transcribed by Porteman, De Maanden van het jaar, 22. 
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similar scholarly guise following this series.478 Sandrart's portrait contains a bust of Minerva, 

which compliments the ancient Greek busts of the portraits of Coster and Barlaeus, and his 

image was similarly engraved in 1668 and accompanied by an epigram that Vondel composed 

(Fig. 43); the print appeared in his own art theoretical text, Teutsche Academie der Bau-, Bild- 

und Mahlerey-Künste (Nurnberg, 1675).479 As public forms of homage, whether directly by the 

artist himself, or bestowed upon his colleagues in the same manner, Sandrart's portrait and 

portrait series exemplify the continued interest in self-fashioning and promotion of the scholar as 

a positive participant in European society. Writing about self-fashioning practices by academics, 

Richard Kirwan observes: "the university…let to formation of a new elite; an academic cohort 

that comprised professors, students and peripatetic or cosmopolitan scholars. This group 

struggled to define itself in the Middle Ages but had found its voice by the dawn of the early 

modern period. That self-consciousness is to be observed widely in the social behaviour, political 

actions and representational and symbolic practices of university men."480 By extension, 

intellectual elites like the men portrayed in the Sandrart series participated in similar practices, 

and I would argue that the Sandrart portrait series is a form of conscious participation in 

symbolic representation of the scholar as a dignified and socially relevant participant in Dutch 

culture. These portraits, after all, draw upon a classical form of portraiture-- the author portrait 

convention-- and depict through word and image the prowess of these intellectual men. As 

Porteman observes, this series serves as a testament to the legacies of Vondel, Vossius, Hooft, 

                                                
478 "Zulke portretten waren immerse en vorm van publiek eerbetoon, dat juist in de lovende 
bijschriften op de geportretteerden tot uiting kwam" ("Such portraits were, after all, a form of 
public homage, which was reflected in the laudatory captions of the sitters"). My translation. De 
Maanden van het jaar, Ibid. 
479 Ibid. 
480 Richard Kirwan, "Introduction: Scholarly Self-Fashioning and the Cultural History of 
Universities," in Scholarly Self-Fashioning and Community in the Early Modern University, 
Richard Kirwan ed., (Farnham: Ashgate Publishing, 2013), 1-21; see 2-3. 
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Barlaeus, Coster, and Sandrart, just as Dürer's portrait of Erasmus and Rembrandt's portrait of 

Six have similarly been upheld as positive exempla of the scholarly type and serve as a memorial 

to the individual(s) portrayed. 

 

The Allegory of Sight: Scientific and Scholarly Contemplation 

 As considered above, scholars in author portraits are typically depicted involved in 

reading, writing, or even the consultation of scientific objects that necessitate active viewing. 

Prints that address the Five Senses, specifically the sense of sight, also adopt the scholarly figure 

as a pictorial trope and emphasize the virtuous nature of scholarly inquisitiveness. Although men 

are frequently depicted studying in portraiture and genre scenes, allegories of Vision (Visus) 

were traditionally personified by beautiful female figures with the attribute of a mirror in the 

Netherlands.481 An important early source for this allegory is Cesare Ripa's influential emblem 

book Iconologia (Rome, 1593). In Flemish history paintings prototypical allegories of sight often 

take the form of grand gallery paintings. More intimate, individual series of prints or paintings 

became popular with the Dutch, usually consisting of one image for each of the five senses. An 

early prototype of the former that incorporates the allegory of sight within the larger genre of the 

gallery painting (or kunstkamer scene) is the Antwerp painter Jan Brueghel the Elder's (1568-

1625) series Allegory of the Five Senses (1617-18).482 In Brueghel's painting representing Sight, 

                                                
481 Eric Jan Sluijter, Seductress of Sight: Studies in Dutch Art of the Golden Age, translated by 
Jennifer Kilian and Katy Kist (Zwolle: Waanders, 2000), see especially his chapter "Venus, 
Visus en Pictura," 86-159. 
482 Series completed in collaboration with Peter Paul Rubens. Oil on panel, 64.7 x 109.5 cm., 
Museo Nacional Del Prado, Madrid. For more on the working relationship of these artists see: 
Christine van Mulders, "De samenwerking tussen Peter Paul Rubens en Jan Brueghel I’," in 
Rubens. Een genie aan het werk, Joost Vander Auwera and Sabine van Sprang, eds.,  
(Warnsveld: Lannoo, 2007): 107–114; Anne T. Woollett and Ariane van Suchtelen with Tiarna 
Dohertry, Mark Leonard, and Jørgen Wadum, Rubens & Brueghel: A Working Friendship (Los 
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an archetypal, half-nude woman regards a painting instead of the traditional mirror while seated 

in a rich gallery interior. She is surrounded by a multitude of expensive objects and art works 

that further convey visual pleasure. A contemporary Dutch print by Jan Pietersz. Saenredam after 

Hendrick Goltzius similarly draws upon the female nude as an allegory of vision, but adds to this 

tradition by the unique inclusion of an artist wearing spectacles (Fig. 44 c.1600).483 Although 

Goltzius's The Allegory of Visus and The Art of Painting initially appears to be an archetypal 

image of Venus, it is also an allegorical depiction of Visus, or vision. Occupying a place of 

prominence, Visus is a kneeling, almost nude woman who gazes at her own reflection in a mirror 

supported by Cupid.484 To her right, a painter is seated before an easel. Dressed in a flowing 

silken jacket, the painter wears a hat, and gazes through spectacles at his female model. Pictured 

from left to right in the background, a group of men is comprised of a scholar-geographer, a 

doctor, and an astronomer. Additional objects that relate to the men are pictured in front of 

Visus, such as an armillary sphere, multiple sundials, and two table clocks.485A blazing sun, a 

soaring eagle, and an inlet with ships (all attributes of Visus) complete this scene. As Eric Jan 

Sluijter has noted, this engraving is not simply an amusing, and somewhat erotic, study of visual 

                                                                                                                                                       
Angeles: J. Paul Getty Museum; The Hague: Royal Picture Gallery; Zwolle: In Association with 
Waanders Publishers, 2006); Elizabeth Honig, "Paradise Regained: Rubens, Jan Brueghel, and 
the Sociability of Visual Thought," Nederlands Kunsthistorisch Jaarboek 55, iss. 1 (2004): 270-
301; Justus Lane, et al., Pan & Syrinx: Ein Erotische Jagd. Peter Paul Rubens, Jan Brueghel und 
ihre Zeitgenossen (Kassel: Staatliche Museen; Frankfurt: Städelsches Kunstinstitut, 2004); 
Dorien Tamis, "In kompagnie geordonneert en geschildert, een onderzoek naar de 
ontstaansgeschiedenis van het Aardse Paradijs van Peter Paul Rubens en Jan Brueghel d. O," 
Oud Holland vol. 115, nr. 2 (2001-02): 111-130; and Christine van Mulders, Een analyse van het 
creatief proces in het oeuvre van Peter Paul Rubens in samenwerking met Jan Brueghel de Oude 
en Jan Brueghel de Jonge, Ph.D. diss., Brussels, Vrije Universiteit, 2003. 
483 Engraving, 244 x 184 mm. 
484 Sluijter, Seductress of Sight, 89. See particularly his chapter "Venus, Visus en Pictura," 86-
159. 
485 She is also adorned with pearls, an armband with a cherub head, and a belt clasped by a 
dove's beak, which are attributes of Venus. Ibid., 87. 
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pleasure. Rather, as Sluijter argues, the Latin inscription supports an intellectual approach to art 

making and suggests that the viewing of art is meant for "those who know about art and know 

how to enjoy this art in the right way…"486 As the inscription reads: "I know from experience 

that this affords the beholder both harm and pleasure."487 While simultaneously warning of the 

seductive dangers of sight (as Sluijter has argued), The Allegory of Visus thus underscores ideas 

of the virtuous nature of scholarly inquiry and even equates the vision of the artist (and the 

learned viewer) with scientific observers of the natural world. 

 

Scholars and Vision 

 In an engraving by Jan Gillisz. Van Vliet entitled Reading Man with Glasses in a Study, 

or Sight (1634, Fig. 45) an elderly man holds open a large book in his lap and sits in a study 

room that contains a table, a bookshelf, a wall map, and assorted folios.488 The chamber is lit by 

one candle obscured by a large globe, that strongly illuminates the face of the bearded man. He is 

dressed in a cap and fur-lined robe and he wears a pair of spectacles. Through his use of 

eyeglasses, his hunched position, the manner in which his hands draw the book close to his body 

and skim the text, and, by the open-mouthed look of total absorption in his face, this figure 

                                                
486 Sluijter, Seductress of Sight, 150. 
487 Sluijter's translation of the Latin: "Haec memini nocuisse atque oblectasse videntes." Ibid. 
488 Etching, 141 × 199 mm. For a brief description of this print and the rest of the series, see 
Christiaan Schuckman et al., Rembrandt and Van Vliet: A Collaboration on Copper 
(Amsterdam: Museum het Rembrandthuis, 1996), 111-113, cat. 48e. Schuckman et al. explain 
the composition of Sight is based on "one attributed to Lievens and also on a paintings by an 
artist from Rembrandt's immediate circle, showing a student bent over his books." Ibid. See Jan 
Lievens, The Young Draughtsman, c. 1630-35, oil on panel, 127 x 99 cm., and Circle of 
Rembrandt, A Scholar Reading, c. 1630, oil on panel, 50 x 43 cm., Braunschweig, Herzog Anton 
Ulrich- Museum. For the latter, see Stichting Foundation Rembrandt Research Project; J. Bruyn 
... [et al.] A Corpus of Rembrandt paintings, translated by D. Cook-Radmore (The Hague; 
Boston: M. Nijhoff Publishers; Hingham, MA: Distributor for the U.S. and Canada, Kluwer 
Boston, 1982-2011) Vol. I, cat. C15, 533-538, ill.) 
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clearly engages his sense of sight. Yet is this a serious scholar, or do his age, his visual aid of 

spectacles, his somewhat outmoded clothing, and the exaggerated size of his collection of folios 

suggest a snide commentary on old and impoverished or misguided scholars? Based on Van 

Vliet's accompanying prints of the senses that have a consistently comedic undertone 

(particularly apparent in Taste) I agree with Christopher Brown's interpretation of this print as a 

disparaging representation of "scholarly pedantry."489 The eyeglasses of the scholar are a literal 

aid to his sight, but these lenses do not appear to improve this man's vision very much as he is 

depicted in a comedic, exaggerated position, closely studying his book.  

 Van Vliet's print forms a negative commentary on the scholar's blindness, or even 

foolishness, that may relate to a popular emblematic motif of an owl in literature of the early 

seventeenth century. As an animal that is sometimes depicted wearing spectacles, the owl is a 

complex symbol that either connotes the positive virtues of scholarship or suggests negative 

associations of human ignorance and even mortality. For instance in Gabriel Rollenhagen's 

widely read pair of emblem books, Nucleus emblematum selectissimorum… (volume 1, 1611) 

and Gabrielis Rollenhagii selectorum… (volume 2, 1613), the owl is featured in no less than five 

diverse emblems.490 These texts were accessible to scholars in the Netherlands in the original 

                                                
489 As a representation of the sense of Taste, Van Vliet depicts greedy peasants eating pancakes 
and drinking from an oversized jug of alcohol. Figures eating Pancakes in an Interior, or Taste, 
etching with engraving, 246 × 201 mm, 1634. Christopher Brown describes the scholar figure as 
"…mock[ing] scholarly pedantry…," which he contrasts with positive images of serious 
scholars, such as Vermeer's Astronomer (1668). Brown, Images of a Golden Past, 102. 
490 With engraved illustrations and introductions by the publisher Crispijn van de Passe (c.1565-
1637). Crispijn was an Anabaptist originally from Antwerp but active in Cologne after 1589, 
later forced to relocate to Utrecht (1611). His co-publisher and illustrater was Jan Janszoon for 
both volumes. Gabriel Rollenhagen was the son of a poet and held a law degree from the 
University of Leipzig and enrolled in the faculty of Law at the University of Leiden by 1605. He 
became acquainted with scholars including Jozef Scalinger, Hugo Grotius, and Daniel Heinsius 
at the university, who encouraged his writing and poetry. The full title of the first volume 
translates as: 'The kernel of very select emblems which the Italians commonly call to impresas,' 
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Latin editions, as well as in the French editions published simultaneously (1611 and 1613), 

which were soon followed by the Dutch translation by Zacharias Heyns (1615-1617) and an 

expanded English translation by George Wither (1634-35).491  

 Relating to the attribute of Athena, the ancient Greek goddess of wisdom, the owl is a 

positive symbol of scholarship in Rollenhagen's emblem Studio & Vigilantia ('Through Industry 

and Vigilance,' emblem 67, 1611, Fig. 46).492 As the accompanying verses explain, the muses 

only bestow their secret knowledge to those men who are dedicated to studying the words of the 

ancients well into the night.493 This message is visually reinforced in Crispijn van de Passe's 

illustration that depicts an owl perched upon a large open folio. The background of the pictura 

additionally includes scenes of tutors and their pupils studying by candlelight. As Dietmar Peil 

                                                                                                                                                       
and volume two is entitled: 'Gabriel Rollenhagen's select emblems second century.' Translation 
provided by Ilja Veldman and Clara Klein, "The Painter and the Poet: the Nucleus Emblematum 
by De Passe and Rollenhagen," in Mundus Emblematicus: Studies in Neo-Latin Emblem Books, 
Imagio Figurata Studies 4, Karl A. E. Enenkel and Arnoud S. Q. Visser, eds. (Turnhout: Brepols 
Publishers, 2003): 267-299, see 267 and 270. For more on Rollenhagen, De Passe, and emblem 
literature see: Peter M. Daly, The Emblem in Early Modern Europe: Contributions to the Theory 
of the Emblem (Farnham, Surrey: Ashgate, 2014); I.M. Veldman, Crispijn de Passe and his 
Progeny (1564-1670). A Century of Print Production (Rotterdam: Sound & Vision Publ., 2001); 
Dietmar Peil, "Emblem Types in Gabriel Rollenhagen's Nucleus Emblematum," Emblematica 6, 
nr. 2 (New York: AMS Press, Winter 1992): 255- 282; C.P. Warncke, ed., Sinn-Bilder. Ein 
Tugendspiegel (Dortmund: Harenbert, 1983); and A. Henkel and A. Schöne, Emblemata. 
Handbuch zur Sinnbildkunst des XVI. und XVII. Jahrhunderts (Stuttgart: J. B. Metzler, 1967). 
The owl is a prominent figure in the following emblems: emblem 9 In nocte consilium (1611); 
emblem 51 Nequeo compescere multos (1611); emblem 67 Studio & vigilantia (1611); emblem 
95 Coecus nil luce invatur (1611); and emblem 34 Memento mori (1613). 
491 The Heyns translation was a complete edition published by Jan Janszoons, entitled: 
Volsinnighe uytbeelsels by Gabrielem Rollenhagius uyt andere versamelt, en vermeerdert met 
syn eygene sinrijcke vindingen, gestelt in Nederduytsche Rijme door Zacharias Heyns. Ibid., 286. 
492 English translation of Latin provided by Ilja Veldman and Clara Klein, "The Painter and the 
Poet," 279. 
493 The Roman goddess Minerva is also known as the goddess of wisdom and has an owl as an 
attribute, similar to Athena in ancient Greek mythology. The verses in French read: "Les muses 
ne donnent leur science sacree, aceux-la qui dormant la grasse matinee: Ains à ceux qui veillants 
consumet plusieurs nuits lisant de Anciens les tresdoctes escrits." Rollenhagen, Emblem 67, 
Nucleus emblematum selectissimorum… (Coloniae: E Musaeo coelatorio Cripsani 
Passaei:Prostant apud lo[n]ne[m] lansoniu[m] bibliopola[m] Arnhemie[n]se[m], 1611), n.p. 
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argues, these small details are significant to the larger interpretation of the emblem.494 Speaking 

of the narrative details similarly found in the background of another emblem, Peil notes, "by this 

device the background embeds the main picture element in its appropriate context. Many more 

examples in Rollenhagen's collection demonstrate such a contextualizing function of the 

background." In George Wither's 1635 English interpretation of Rollenhagen's motto, Wither 

focuses more on the didactic quality of the foreground owl, emphasizing the characteristic and 

beneficial "watchfulnesse" of the animal.495 His expanded verses explain, "wee by the bird of 

Athens, doe expresse, that painfull, and that usefull watchfulnesse, which ought to bee enjoyned, 

unto them, who seeke a place, in Wisdomes Academ."496 In this context, the owl's nocturnal 

nature that corresponds to the background scene of the pictura and the owl's ability to patiently 

seek prey are praised as examples of industry and vigilance-- necessary virtues for the dedicated 

scholar. 

 Yet the interpretation of the owl (with or without glasses) as a positive symbol of 

scholarship in literature and art of the early modern Netherlands is not always so decisive. In 

fact, a common negative connotation is derived from a well-known Dutch proverb, "what good 

are candle and glasses if the owl will not see?"497 Rollenhagen's second volume of emblems 

                                                
494 Peil, "Emblem Types in Gabriel Rollenhagen's Nucleus Emblematum," 270. 
495 Wither, A collection of emblemes, ancient and moderne : quickened vvith metricall 
illustrations, both morall and divine: and disposed into lotteries, that instruction, and good 
counsell, may bee furthered by an honest and pleasant recreation (London: A[ugustine] 
M[athewes] for Henry Taunton, 1635), emblem 79, 'By Studie, and by Watchfulnesse, the 
Jemme of Knowledege, we possesse.' 
496 Ibid., Wither's emphasis.  
497 "Wat baet kaers en bril, als d'uyl niet zien en wil.'" Eddy de Jongh and Ger Luijten, Mirror of 
Everyday Life: Genreprints in the Netherlands 1550-1700 (Amsterdam: Rijksmuseum, 1997), 
192-194, cat. 36, and footnote 6. For futher on the owl as a sign of stupidity, see: P. 
Vandenbroeck, "Bubo Significans. Die Eule als Sinnbild von Schlechtigkeit und Torheit, vor 
allem in der niederländischen und deutschen Bilddarstellungen und bei Jheroninus Bosch I," 
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(1613) contains an example that relates to this common saying. Emblem 95, Coecus nil luce 

invatur, for instance, is illustrated by an owl wearing spectacles who holds two candles in a 

sunny landscape (Fig. 47). The epigram relays that the blind see nothing, like the owl that tries to 

see by candle in the daylight.498 Rollenhagen's emblem is not an isolated example, however. In 

Eddy de Jongh's 1976 iconographic exhibition on genre paintings and prints, Tot lering en 

Vermaak (Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam), the curator draws on Rollenhagen's emblem in his 

discussion of Jan Steen's The Drunken Couple: a seventeenth-century genre painting that features 

a print of a spectacle-wearing owl tacked to the wall of an inn.499 Although De Jongh concedes 

that the symbolism of the owl "is rich and varied" in Dutch art, he interprets the owl in this 

context as symbolic of the foolishness of the drunken woman and man, supported by the fact that 

transgressive figures in Dutch popular culture, such as 'Malle Babbe van Haarlem' ('Mad' or 

'Crazy Babbe of Harlem') and generic drunkards, are often depicted in association with owls.500 

Whether the owl is interpreted broadly as a symbol of foolishness, or as an allusion to 

drunkenness through such contexts, the animal's "blindness" was popularly drawn upon by Dutch 

artists of the seventeenth century for its metaphoric capacity.501 The Van Vliet print also aligns 

                                                                                                                                                       
Jaarboek van het Koninklijk Museum voor Schone Kunsten Antwerpen (1985), 19-136, 
particularly 94-101. 
498 "Cil qui ne peut, ou veut voir d'une ame rebelle, Les saints enseignemens de Dieu & des 
Sçavans, Ressemble au lourd Hybou, a qui lon perd son temps, De vouloir faire voir en plein jour 
la chandelle." Rollenhagen, Gabrielis Rollenhagii selectorum… (1613), n.p. 
499 De Jongh, Tot lering en vermaak: betekenissen van Hollandse genrevoorstellingen uit de 
zeventiende eeuw (Amsterdam: Rijksmuseum, 1976), 247, cat. 65, Fig. 65b. Steen, The Drunken 
Couple, c. 1655-1665, oil on panel, 52.5 x 64 cm., Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum. Note that the print 
is not an exact reproduction of the Rollenhangen emblem (it features only one candle), but 
includes the Dutch proverb below the image.  
500 "De iconografie van de uil is rijk en gevarieerd." Ibid. His example is paintings of Malle 
Babbe by Frans Hals. For instance, the 1633-35 version, oil on canvas, 75 x 64 cm., Berlin, 
Gemäldegalerie, Staatliche Museen. 
501 Another Dutch popular saying associated with the blindness of owls is "De wijn is een 
spotter" (or "wine is a mocker"). This connection between the owl and drunkenness illustrated in 
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with the negative vein of owl and spectacle imagery through the scholar's eyeglasses, but 

virtuous connotations of eyeglasses and scholarship also exist, as exemplified by the painter-

scholar figure who wears glasses in the Goltzius print (Fig. 44).  

 Coinciding with the diverse meanings of the owl, however, some caution must be applied 

in the interpretation of these scholarly symbols. Peter M. Daly argues "emblems may certainly be 

regarded as transmitting ideas," but in reference to the vast number of early modern emblem 

books published in Latin and in vernacular languages, Daly concedes "…it [is] difficult to speak 

generally of emblems as transmitters of knowledge and traditions."502 As we will see in the 

following section that considers the role of eyeglasses and vision in virtuous depictions of 

scholars, the distinction between actual acts of vision in studying, and metaphoric or religious 

modes of contemplation, are significant. Glasses, however, often suggest either the studious 

gravity of the subject, or alternately suggest degrees of comedic foolishness based on the context 

in which a scholar is portrayed. 

 

Symbolism of Vision and Metaphoric Vision 

 Van Vliet's Reading Man with Glasses in a Study is amusing because this type of print 

draws on traditional symbolism of the scholar and plays with tropes of vision through the 

inclusion of spectacles, monocles, and even later, telescopes and other scientific equipment with 

lenses. Spectacles were first developed in Italy during the Middle Ages, and mainly monks, 

                                                                                                                                                       
a print by Hendrick Bary after Frans van Mieris, De wijn is een spotter, engraving, 235 x 196 
mm., c. 1664 (or before 1670 according to the Rijksmuseum.nl). Illustrated Fig. 65 c in Ibid. 
502 Daly, The Emblem in Early Modern Europe, 55. See also: Peter M. Daly, Sixteenth-century 
emblems and imprese as indications of Cultural Change, with an introduction by Jon Whitman, 
ed. (Leiden: Brill, 2000). 
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clerics, and scholars used them.503 When eyeglasses became more widely used in the mid-

fifteenth century (a development concurrent with rising literacy rates and the printing press), 

these objects were disparaged as betraying a weakness and worn only when reading or 

working.504 Later, such aids to vision became culturally accepted and adopted as symbolic items 

in depictions of pious men (and women) in religious contexts. Building on a metaphorical 

association between sight and insight (or outer and inner vision), this iconography expanded 

upon a pre-existing tradition in Christian art of religious scholars and saints who experienced 

visions, such as those documented by Hildegard of Bingen (1098-1179). These figures were 

thought not merely to engage in physical sight, but to experience metaphoric, spiritual, and even 

supernatural visions.505 By the fourteenth century eyeglasses became incorporated into the 

iconography of religious images and portraits as subtle indicators to viewers of scholarly or 

religious visions.  

 One of the earliest known Early Netherlandish portraits to include this symbolism is Jan 

van Eyck's Virgin and Child with Canon Joris van der Paele (1436, Fig. 48).506 Kneeling on the 

left side of the enthroned Christ child and Virgin Mary, Canon van der Paele is surrounded by 

Saint George (dressed in full armor behind him) and Saint Donation, the patron saint of his 

church in Bruges. Van der Paele holds a book in one hand and grasps the bridge of his spectacles 

in his other as he gazes into the distance in a deep reverie. As Bret Rothstein remarks, "the 

cannon's facial expression and gaze" suggest Van der Paele is not engaged with physical 

                                                
503 Eyeglasses were likely developed between 1268 and 1289. American Academy of 
Ophthalmology. Museum of Vision. Past Exhibitions, "Timeline of Eyeglasses," accessed 
January 2, 2016, http://www.museumofvision.org/exhibitions/?key=44&subkey=4&relkey=35 
504 The printing press was developed in 1452. Ibid. 
505 Stephen Hanely, "Optical Symbolism as Optical Description: A Case Study of Canon Van der 
Paele's Spectacles," Journal of Historians of Netherlandish Art (JHNA) online 1, iss. 1 (2009): 1-
11 
506 Oil panel, 141 x 176.5 cm. (including frame), Bruges, Groeninge Museum.  
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reality.507 Rather, "he is fundamentally disconnected from the perceptible world" and surrounded 

by visionary figures that spring from his mediations.508 Stephen Hanley also considers Van der 

Paele's spectacles and interprets this unique detail as part of a larger scheme of optical 

symbolism in Van Eyck's painting.509 Hanley argues against a literal interpretation of Van der 

Paele's eyewear, explaining "no other fifteenth-century portraits survive which show this same 

motif" of a patron and his glasses, even though many of his contemporaries likely relied on 

lenses to correct their vision.510 Instead, Van der Paele's glasses evoke several associations, 

including the "magnification" of the Word of God; the liturgical text, The Magnificat, which 

praises the Virgin; and even serve as a reference to the Immaculate Conception, which is 

described as a pure act that occurred "just as light passes through clear glass without breaking 

it."511 Rothstein additional suggests that the lenses allude to the fallibility of human senses 

through a metaphor of corrective lenses used to improve vision in weak eyes.512 Taking this 

analogy further, he concludes Van der Paele's removed glasses signal the canon's removal from 

not only physical vision, "but from all sensory experience together" in his transcendence.513 To 

whatever degree of metaphoric or symbolic meaning a viewer chooses to interpret this work, it is 

clear from his otherwise symbolically rich setting that Van der Paele is unlike the scholar in the 

Van Vliet print. In other words, the subject of this portrait is not engaging in the base, physical 

act of seeing; he has removed his glasses, signaling a different meaning, likely mystical vision. 

Whether vision is literal or metaphoric, then, eyeglasses emerged by the sixteenth century as a 

                                                
507 Bret L. Rothstein, Sight and Spirituality in Early Netherlandish Painting (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2005), 50. 
508 Ibid. 
509 Hanely, "Optical Symbolism as Optical Description," 3. 
510 Ibid., 2. 
511 Ibid., 5-7. 
512 Rothstein, Sight and Spirituality in Early Netherlandish Painting, 50.  
513 Ibid. 



 

 173 

common attribute of scholarship and are highly dependent on context for interpretation, as will 

be explored in the concluding section of this chapter.  

 

Elevated Vision and Scholarly Pursuits: Comparison to the Theme of the Learned Artist in his 

Studio 

 The notion of "higher" vision that arises from contemplation does not only pertain to 

religious imagery in art of the Netherlands, like Van der Paele and his spectacles; it also forms an 

underlying theme in depictions of learned men in general. A related subject in Dutch art of the 

early modern period is the theme of the scholarly artist in his studio. While seventeenth-century 

self-portraits of artists and genre scenes of artists at work do not frequently contain eyeglasses, 

the iconography of this theme contains other equally symbolic objects that serve to underscore 

the elevated "visions" and wide-reaching interests of artists through allusions to music, language, 

geography, and history. Through metaphoric items such as musical instruments and globes found 

in the artist's studio, for instance, intellectual activity is conveyed. Moreover, the studio becomes 

a space of learning, like the scholar's study, due to these motifs. This section provides a brief 

overview of the theme of the learned artist at work. I will argue that the self-promotion of Dutch 

artists as intellectual professionals who were involved with actively viewing and re-imagining 

their world through paint influenced the theme of the gentleman-scholar in his study. 

 

From Religious Origins to Modern Domestic Contexts: The Intellectual Artist at Work 

 The artist at work in his studio is a subject that fascinated Netherlandish artists from the 

fifteenth century onwards and originated with the archetypal figure of Saint Luke, the patron of 
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artists.514 Saint Luke was afforded this honor because according to legendary sources dating back 

to Byzantium, Luke envisioned and miraculously recorded the beauty of the Virgin Mary in a 

portrait.515 In painters' guilds across the Netherlands, therefore, Saint Luke's image was hung on 

their chapel altarpieces, signaling the higher relationship artists shared with Luke in divine 

inspiration and creation.516 Rogier van der Weyden's painting Saint Luke Drawing the Virgin 

(Fig. 49, c.1435-1440) is an early example by a Netherlandish artist of this miraculous vision.517 

Found kneeling in front of the Virgin Mary and the Christ child, Rogier's Saint Luke is a middle-

aged man dressed in flowing red liturgical robes. His concentration is apparent as he directly 

gazes at the Virgin's face, pausing from his silverpoint drawing in wide-eyed awe. Although 

elements of the setting recall a space of worship, such as the round stained-glass window found 

                                                
514 H. Perry Chapman and Joanna Woodall, "Introduction: 'The Netherlander has intelligence in 
his hand'," in Nederlands Kunsthistorisch Jaarboek 59 (2009): 7-44, see 17. 
515 To my knowledge this encounter is not recorded in the Gospel of St. Luke, nor in any other 
section of the Bible. Rebecca Raynor explains that by the eighth century icons were widespread 
of Saint Luke in the Byzantine Empire and "the earliest surviving reliable textural reference to 
Luke as an artist" dates from this century. This source is attributed to Andrew of Crete (c. 660-
740) in his On the Veneration of Holy Icons (De Sanctarum Imaginum Veneratione). Raynor 
concludes that Luke was the most frequently identified artist in religious texts, hagiographies, 
letters, etc. She believes this is because Luke was "the most acceptable figure to take the place of 
the artist" based on his perceived piety and intelligence. See Raynor, "The Shaping of an icon: 
St. Luke, the artist," Byzantine and Modern Greek Studies 39, nr. 2 (2015): 161-172, see 161-
162. 
516 Ibid., 18.  
517 Oil and tempera on panel, 137.5 x 110.8 cm., Boston, Museum of Fine Arts. Rogier lived 
from 1399 or 1400 to 1464. This painting was likely commissioned for the Chapel of St. 
Catherine, Cathedral of St. Gudule, Brussels. http://www.mfa.org/collections/object/saint-luke-
drawing-the-virgin-31035. For additional sources on this painting, see: Rothstein, Sight and 
Spirituality in Early Netherlandish Painting; J. H. Marrow, "Artistic Identity in Early 
Netherlandish Painting: The Place of Rogier van der Weyden's St. Luke Drawing the Virgin," in 
C. J. Purtle, ed., Rogier van der Weyden, St. Luke Drawing the Virgin: Selected Essays in 
Context (Turnhout: Brepols, 1997), 53-59; G. Kraut, Lukas malt die Madonna. Zeugnisse zum 
künstlerischen Selbstverständnis in der Malerei (Worms: Wernersche Verlagsgesellschaft, 
1986); Ilja Veldman, "Maarten van Heemskerck and St. Luke's Medial Books," Simiolus vol.7, 
nr 2 (1974): 91-100; and Colin T. Eisler, Corpus de al peinture des anciens Pays-Bas 
méridionaux au quinzième siècle: New England museums (Brussels: Centre national de 
recherches les primitifs flamands, I, 1966), 71-93. 
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centrally above the figures, aspects of this space also suggest it is a study. Behind Luke, for 

instance, the artist includes a glimpse of a small chamber containing an ox (symbolic of Luke the 

Evangelist) that is sheltered below a built-in wooden desk laden with several books.518 As a 

space of devotion, a space of art, and a space of study, Luke's setting reinforces his 

characteristics of piety and artistry. 

 Yet as a scene of an artist at work, Saint Luke's chamber is mysteriously lacking the 

expected tools of the trade, such as an easel and a palette and brushes that are found in typical 

studio settings of more humble artists. Instead, Rogier's painting of Saint Luke's studio recalls 

the imaginary space of Van Eyck's contemporary portrait of Canon Joris van der Paele and his 

subject's visionary encounter with the Virgin (Fig. 48). This conflation of a portrait-vision set in 

a liturgical space- artist's studio/study was likely not accidental. Similar to the ways in which 

Canon van der Paele's spectacles serve as a symbolic object that associate the Canon's physical 

sight to religious vision, Rogier's Saint Luke is depicted in a manner that suggests he is engaging 

both his physical sense of sight (making the silverpoint drawing) and his visionary sight 

(imagining the beauty of the Virgin). Indeed, a later parallel can be drawn with the artist figure in 

Goltzius' Allegory of Visus (Fig. 44) that more readily exemplifies these notions. As previously 

noted, Goltzius' painter is a man who wears spectacles. Although he may seem unrelated to his 

scholarly neighbors who use instruments such as globes, the artist is actually united with them by 

his pair of spectacles. In this context, the artist's glasses are not likely intended to be negative, or 

allude to the use of visual aids as a deception of the senses: Goltzius's figure clearly departs from 

popular comedic portrayals in which inept practitioners like the common quack doctors wear 

                                                
518 Other symbolic elements in this painting include carved images of Adam and Eve are found 
in the arms of Mary's throne, symbolic of their role in the redemption of mankind after the Fall 
of Man, and the enclosed garden of the background referencing Mary's virginal purity. MFA, 
Ibid. 
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glasses.519 Rather, as Eric Jan Sluijter proposes, the artist was likely inspired by the devout figure 

of Saint Luke.520 Goltzius's emphasis on the artist's lenses can thus be read as a means to 

legitimize the role of the artist and to indicate his serious, skillful, and even perhaps visionary 

inspiration in the creation of art-- or simply to emphasize the intensity with which he applies the 

physical faculty of sight. Rogier's painting of Saint Luke admittedly lacks such glasses, but for 

an example of this in the theme of Saint Luke, we can turn to Maarten van Heemskerck (1498-

1574). 

  About a century after Rogier's painting, Van Heemskerck presented his own version of a 

Saint Luke Altarpiece to his colleagues at the local Haarlem guild of painters upon his departure 

to study in Rome (Fig. 50, 1532).521 Likely influenced by Italian Renaissance masters even 

                                                
519 Sluijter advocates against reading the doctor and scholars of this scene as farces or as negative 
embodiments of "earthly bedazzlement" lust, pride, etc., as Goltzius was a participant in this 
community and likely would not have pictured someone of his profession negatively. Seductress 
of Sight, 89. 
520 Ibid., 110. 
521 The altarpiece is oil on panel, 168 x 235 cm., now located in Haarlem, the Frans Hals 
Museum. Several years later Van Heemskerck painted another variation on this theme in which 
St. Luke is a middle-aged man depicted drawing the Virgin in a sculpture studio that recalls 
Roman architecture. This c. 1550 version is now located at Rennes, the Musée des Beaux-Arts, 
oil on wood, 158 x 144 cm. For a discussion of Van Heemskerck and the influence of his travels 
to Rome and the Netherlandish penchant for antiquarianism, see: Arthur J. DiFuria, "Maerten 
van Heemskerck's Collection Imagery in the Netherlandish Pictorial Memory," Intellectual 
History Review 20, 1 (2010): 27 -51, and DiFuria, "Remembering the Eternal in 1553: Maerten 
van Heemskerck's Self-Portrait before the Colosseum,"Nederlands Kunsthistorisch Jaarboek 59 
(2009): 91-108. For more general research on Van Heemskerck, see: R. Van Straten, Maarten 
van Heemskerck and his School: An Iconographic Index to the New Hollstein Volumes on Philips 
Galle and Maarten van Heemskerck (Leiden: Foleor Publishers, 2008); W. J. Scheick, "Glorious 
Imperfection in Heemskerck’s Lukean Portraits of the Virgin," Konsthistorisk Tidskrift 72 
(2003): 287–97; Walter S. Melion, Shaping the Netherlandish Canon: Karel van Mander's 
Schilder-Boeck (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1991), 121-123; J. C. Harrison Jr., The 
Paintings of Maerten van Heemskerck: A Catalogue Raisonné, 2 vols. Ph.D. diss., University of 
Virginia (1987); R. Grosshans, Maerten van Heemskerck. Die Gemälde (Berlin: Boettcher, 
1980); I. M. Veldman, Maarten van Heemskerck and Dutch Humanism in the Sixteenth Century 
(Maarssen: G. Schwartz, 1977); François Bergot with Sylvie Blottière, Le Dossier d'un tableau, 
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before his sojourn there, Van Heemskerck's subjects' strong musculature and commanding 

statures differ from Rogier's delicate, styled naturalism of the human form.522 Dramatically lit 

from a hidden source at the upper right of the panel, Van Heemskerck's Saint Luke Altarpiece 

includes the enthroned Virgin holding the Christ child, a small winged-torchbearer, the aged 

Saint Luke seated before a large easel, and a standing younger man who gesticulates in the air. 

Saint Luke is an elderly man who wears spectacles and steadies his hand with a maulstick as he 

paints Jesus. In contrast, the swarthy, bearded man standing behind the artist is youthful and 

adorned with an ivy crown, suggesting his role as an advisor to the artist. In a historiated 

depiction of this story, Van Heemskerck presents Luke as a classical artist whose vision-- which 

is aided by a pair of spectacles--is actively engaged in painting the model of ultimate female 

beauty, the Virgin Mary.   

 It is also possible that a number of Netherlandish artists portrayed themselves in the role 

of Saint Luke, which raises questions as to why artists would chose to so closely identify with 

this figure. Chiyo Ishikawa suggests that Luke is a self-portrait of Rogier van der Weyden in his 

Saint Luke Drawing the Virgin; at least, this figure appears to be a detailed study of a live 

model.523 This argument is supported by the underdrawings that show the artist spent more time 

rendering the face of Luke in concentrated hashes than the simpler outlines of the Virgin and 

Jesus, just as Luke's eyes are more realistic in shape.524 Bret Rothstein also entertains the 

possibility that Luke is a self-portrait in this painting. More importantly, though, Rothstein 

argues that Rogier validates his occupation through the saint because the artist's "technical 

                                                                                                                                                       
Saint Luc peignant la Vierge de Martin Van Heemskerck: Musée de Rennes, 12 octobre-20 
décembre 1974 (Rennes: Musée de Rennes, 1974). 
522 Melion, Shaping the Netherlandish Canon, Ibid. 
523 Chiyo Ishikawa, "Rogier van der Weyden's 'Saint Luke Drawing the Virgin' Reexamined," 
Journal of the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, vol. 2 (1990): 49-64, see 54 and footnote 13. 
524 Ibid. 
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ability" is distinctly highlighted by the "unforgiving medium of silverpoint" employed in the 

portrait of the Virgin.525 Nanette Salomon similarly finds evidence of self-portraiture to be 

circumstantial in this work.526 She concedes that "although it is an attractive supposition" that 

Rogier valorized himself through a self-portrait, this assumption is based on the connection 

between Rogier's participation in the Brussels painter's guild and Saint Luke's position as the 

patron saint of artists.527 Salomon furthers her argument by pointing out the face of Luke looks 

closer to the models Rogier used for Saint Cosmas and Saint Damian in the Medici Madonna (c. 

1450, Staedelsches Kunstinstitut, Frankfurt) than that of his visage in three supposed portraits of 

the artist.528 Moreover, Salomon remarks that at least in the sixteenth-century Netherlands, "there 

is little documentary evidence to support this practice" of artists' self-portraiture as Saint Luke.529 

Perhaps early Netherlandish artists like Rogier chose instead to identify with Luke's professional 

accolades but refrained from the rather blasphemous act of actually depicting themselves as 

saints. 

 In a similar vein, questions have also been raised about the possibility and the 

significance of a self-portrait in Van Heemskerck's painting in the guise of Luke's poet-advisor. 

As the seventeenth-century biographer Karel van Mander explains the scene in his Schilderboek 

(1603-1604), Van Heemskerck's Saint Luke is a "portrait of a baker," while the man behind the 

                                                
525 In addition, the portrait of the Virgin is rotated in such a way that the viewer is "cast in the 
role of [a] connoisseur" and is able to evaluate the "accuracy" of Luke's rendering. Rothstein, 
Sight and Spirituality in Early Netherlandish Painting, 4. 
526 Nanette Salomon, "Geerten tot Sint Jans and the Paradigmatic Personal," in Nederlands 
Kunsthistorisch Jaarboek 59 (2009): 45-70, see 51. 
527 Ibid. 
528 Ibid. The portraits include a now lost set of panels created for the Town Hall of Brussels, 
Justice of Trajan and Justice of Herkinbald, and two sixteenth-century portraits including a 
drawing c.1565 in the Recueil d'Arras, and an engraving by Cornelis Cort published in a book by 
Hieronymus Cock. Salomon argues there is a strong resemblance of the physiognomy in these 
three examples. Ibid., 50-51. 
529 Ibid. 
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saint is "a sort of poet" that "rather looks as if it could be a portrait of Marten himself…"530 

Although the biographer identifies this poet-advisor, his conclusions as to why Van Heemskerck 

portrayed himself in that role are speculative. Van Mander explains that "whether [Van 

Heemskerck] meant to say that painting and poetry are related and painters need to have a poetic, 

inventive spirit or whether he wished to express that this scene was itself an invention, I do not 

know…"531 In Walter Melion's interpretation, the unique figure of the poet-advisor in Van 

Heemskerck's painting evinces the artist's "inventiveness."532 As he explains, "…the poet is a 

novel conceit, whose presence allegorizes the traditional subject…"533 After all, it is the poet-

advisor (and perhaps Maarten himself) that contemplates the intellectual message of this scene 

and is responsible for inspiring creativity in Saint Luke, literally guiding the brush of the artist in 

this altarpiece. Van Heemskerck's identification with the younger, inspired poet-advisor over the 

aged but dedicated artist may have had to do with his intended audience for his art. At the bottom 

left of the composition of the Saint Luke Altarpiece Van Heemskerck includes a trompe-l'oeil 

piece of paper with the following inscription: 

This painting is presented as a memorial 
By Marten Hemskerck, who painted it. 
He did this in the honour of St. Luke; 
Thus he also considered the ordinary lads. 
We may thank him day and night 
For his generous gift which stands here. 
So we shall pray with all our might 
That God's grace may go with him 
It was completed in the year one Thousand and 532 

                                                
530 Karel van Mander, The Lives of the Illustrious Netherlandish and German Painters, from the 
first edition of the Schilder-boeck (1603-1604), edited and translated by Hessel Miedema 
(Doornspijk: Davaco, 1994-1999), vol. 1-6; vol. 1, 238, fol. 245r. See also Melion, Shaping the 
Netherlandish Canon, 121-123. 
531 Van Mander, The Lives, ed. and trans. by Hessel Miedema, vol. 1, 238-241, fol. 245r- 245v. 
532 Melion, Shaping the Netherlandish Canon, 121. 
533 Ibid. 
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 On the 23rd of May.534 
 

Serving as a memorial, Van Heemskerck's painting preserves the memory of his own creativity 

and graces his fellow painters, or "ordinary lads," with a fine example of art that was produced in 

the spirit of the artists' patron, Saint Luke. This poet-advisor is thus meant to be an identifiable 

figure for younger painters, and as a self-portrait, it also highlights the multi-faceted aspects of 

being an artist: the engagement of the intellect and the spirit in the acts of inspiration, 

envisioning, and creating.  

 As Joanna Woodall and H. Perry Chapman have argued, whether Van Heemskerck or 

any of his contemporaries chose to depict themselves in the guise of Saint Luke in such paintings 

is beside the point-- such depictions of Saint Luke painting the virgin set a precedent for 

sixteenth- and seventeenth-century studio scenes of more quotidian men at work that elevate the 

role of the artist from humble craftsman to professional-gentleman artist. In the words of 

Woodall and Chapman: "despite increasing tension during this period between the abstract, 

authoritative logos and embodied love, between the Word and naturalistic image, Netherlandish 

depictions of Saint Luke painting the Virgin posit-- in a variety of ways and even in the face of 

iconoclasm-- the artist as at once writer and painter, enraptured beholder and articulate creator, 

both inspired by nature as the vessel of divine incarnation and (re)inspiring it with the touch of 

immortal life."535 Whether artists choose to imply such intelligence and skill through the 

                                                
534 Van Mander, The Lives, vol. 1, 241, fol. 245v. "Tot een Memory is dese Tafel ghegheven, 
Van Marten Hemskerk, die't heeft gehewracht, Ter eeren S. Lucas heeft hy't bedreven, Dus 
ghemeen ghesellen heeft hy mede bedacht. Wy mogheen hem dancken, by daghe, by nacht, Van 
zijn milde gifte, die hier state present: Dus willen wy bidden, met al onse macht, Dat Gods gratie 
hem wil zijn ontrent, Anno Duyst Vc. XXXXII. ist volent. Den 23 Mey." Transcription of Het 
Schilder-boek (facsimile van de eerste uitgave, Haarlem, 1604) (Utrecht: Davaco Publishers, 
1969) accessed through DBNL: dbnl-nr mand001schi01_01  
535 Chapman and Woodall, "Introduction" in Nederlands Kunsthistorisch Jaarboek, 18.  
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symbolism of eyeglasses or other scholarly objects, or through the figure of a poet-artist or Saint 

Luke himself, these devices accomplish similar goals. Instead of being depictions of simple, 

unlearned craftsmen at work, such examples promote the intellect, acute skill, and larger 

metaphoric or religious vision(s) that inspire artists, guiding their brushes or pencils. In other 

words, as Rothstein has observed about commonly shared concepts of vision in early 

Netherlandish society: it was thought "if [vision was] properly harnessed, suitably trained, and 

carefully guided sight could put one on the mind's road to God. It also could serve as a primary 

means for conveying notions of political order, religious identity, [and] social status…"536 While 

the settings of studio scenes became increasingly more domestic as the seventeenth-century 

approached, this genre largely originated in the religious study-studio of Saint Luke-- just as 

artists' secular visions of erudition continued to relate, at least referentially, to Luke's religious or 

mystical forms of artistic vision. Self-portraiture as an artist in a studio setting, then, arose from 

dignified and intellectual origins in which the duality of literal and metaphoric vision played a 

key role, whether or not the artist chose to actually embody the patron saint of artists. 

 

Bridging the Active and the Contemplative Life: The Gentleman Artist in his Studio and the 

Gentleman Scholar in his Study 

 
 In 1647 the fijnschilder painter Gerrit Dou (1613-1675) created a self-portrait at the 

prime of his life that is now known as A Painter in his Workshop (Fig. 51).537 Rather than 

portraying himself in a humble atelier accompanied by the necessary tools of his trade, Dou 

chose instead to place himself in a monumental, imaginative portico that is filled with objects 

                                                
536 Rothstein, Sight and Spirituality in Early Netherlandish Painting, 10. 
537 Oil on panel, 43 x 34.5 cm., Dresden, Gemäldegalerie Alte Meister.  
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that speak to his well-rounded intelligence and vast appreciation for art, music, and history. In 

fact, at first glance, Dou seems to be a wealthy man in his study or a curiosity cabinet surrounded 

by his vast collection of art, naturalia, a globe, and instruments. As Ingrid Cartwright correctly 

emphasizes in her dissertation on self-portraiture, "…Dou hardly bears the appearance of an 

artist at all" in this scene.538 With closer inspection, however, it appears that this elegantly 

dressed man with a velvet beret may be more than a liefhebber, or an art connoisseur. 

Suggestions of his artistic profession are present in the plaster cast of a female bust sitting on the 

window ledge at his elbow, the large ancient statue of Hercules slaying Cacus that dominates the 

central background, and a barely noticeable palette that hangs from the wall above the sculptural 

group.539 Musical instruments also allude to Dou's creativity and proficiency in music, which 

may be additionally metaphoric of the harmony and proportion that the artist is able to bring to 

his visual work. As Ivan Gaskell observes, "the theme of the harmonic quality of music and art 

and its power to transform nature is encapsulated in the image beneath Dou's hand," referring to 

the artist's drawing of a scene of Orpheus derived from Ovid's Metamorphoses.540 Finally, the 

Asian parasol, a seashell and a terrestrial globe convey Dou's worldliness, whether gained 

through personal travel or by his disciplined study of history and geography. As the depiction of 

a gentlemanly artist in his studio-study, this self-portrait is a wonderfully successful exercise in 

self-fashioning and the self-promotion of Dou's professional artistic skill and learnedness, while 

also functioning as an indicator of his celebrity and financial success. 

                                                
538 For Cartwright's discussion of this self-portrait that agrees with my argument on Dou's 
portrayal as a scholar, see 51-53 of Cartwright, Hoe Schilder Hoe Wilder: Dissolute Self-
Portraits in Seventeenth-Century Dutch and Flemish Art, Ph.D. diss., University of Maryland, 
College Park, 2007.  
539 Ibid. 
540 Ivan Gaskell,"Gerrit Dou, His Patrons and the Art of Painting," Oxford Art Journal 5, nr. 1 
(1982): 15-23, see 17. 
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 Dou's self-portrait is just one case study of the seventeenth-century gentleman artist in his 

studio, but this example bears larger ideological import when the corresponding theme of the 

gentleman-scholar at work in his study is considered. The figures of the scholar and the artist, 

and their locations in the corresponding spaces of study and studio, invoke ideal concepts of 

(largely masculine) identity such as the active versus the contemplative or the social-professional 

versus the private-domestic life. Social changes and religious reformation in the Dutch Republic 

promoted the merits of a life that was comprised of both active and contemplative aspects, as 

will be explored in more depth in the following chapters. This is not to say that the Church or 

moralists condoned the sloth and boredom that could result from a luxurious and overindulgent 

lifestyle of inactivity. In fact, acedia, the original term from which our modern understanding of 

sloth derives, was still highly disparaged in the seventeenth century and aligned with the seven 

deadly sins: something particularly resonant for Catholics in the Dutch Republic, but also in line 

with Protestant moral teachings about self-discipline and work ethic.541  

 Although acedia could be a cause of melancholy, it was not a component of the genial 

scholarly melancholy addressed by Robert Burton and other early modern authors discussed 

above, nor did artists generally prefer to depict scholarly subjects in this state. Stephen Shapin 

observes that two contrasting modes of thought surrounded the issue of choosing a contemplative 

life over an active one during the late Renaissance and early modern era. Shapin states that "one 

repertoire held that no man, however fitted and disposed for a contemplative life, should separate 

                                                
541 Alina N. Feld explains that the term originated with Evagrius Ponticus, a Greek Sophist who 
converted to Christianity around the forth century, but that "acedia [became] hypostasized as 
sloth" when it was introduced into Western Christianity by John Cassian closely after. By the 
thirteenth century, acedia also takes on the meaning of sadness due to the writings of Thomas 
Aquinas. See Feld, Melancholy and the Otherness of God: A Study of the Hermeneutics of 
Depression, with foreword by Michael L. Raposa (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2011), 15-
16. 
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himself from civil society. To do so was egotistical, corrupting, and unnatural. The other 

repertoire maintained that those seeking the highest forms of knowledge should (indeed, must) 

live in relative solitude. Isolation from this world, from the society of man, enabled the closest 

and most direct engagement with the divine and transcendent source of truth."542 From Shapin's 

research into notions of scholarly solitude in seventeenth century England, two important 

connections can be made. First, both extremes of the contemplative life and the active life were 

viewed as negative by early modern society due to the lack of moderation. This would apply to 

the contemplative life of an artist in his studio or a scholar in his study. And second, privacy is 

required for such intellectual feats, but isolation could be viewed with suspicion based on the 

societal and familial duties a well-off man was expected to perform. Unlike the Christian monks 

such as Saint Jerome who renounced worldly goods and retreated to the wilderness to live for 

extended periods in utter isolation and contemplation, seventeenth-century gentlemen ideally 

engaged in semi-contemplative lifestyles while also performing social duties as husbands, 

fathers, householders, and sometimes merchants or professionals. In other words, scholarly life 

in the seventeenth century was pursued partially in the privacy of the study, but ideally did not 

exclude social interaction with peers, family members, and servants, or extend to the failure to 

financially support these dependents. As we will explore, the positive aspects of temporarily 

retreating to the study for set portions of the day are reflected in paintings of gentleman-scholars 

through subtle motifs indicative of their participation in larger communities and their 

professional, social, and familial obligations and responsibilities. Thomas De Keyser's Portrait 

of Constantijn Huygens (1627) is one such example of a scholar interrupted in his work by a 

                                                
542 Shapin, "'The Mind is its Own Place': Science and Solitude in 17th c. England," Science in 
Context 4, 1 (1990): 191-218, see 198.  
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servant who enters the study to deliver correspondence (Fig. 52)543 De Keyser's composition of 

Huygens' study emphasizes not only the busy and productive nature of his subject, but the artist 

also achieves a strong allusion to Huygens's larger familial and societal obligations, as well as 

his diplomatic career and international travels, through the presence of the letter in this portrait.   

 The notion of turning from worldly cares to periods of intense study and enlightenment in 

the study room, regulated through daily regimens that promoted bodily and mental health and 

performed with care to avoid acedia, was thus regarded as virtuous in the early modern period. In 

her book on the scholar in his study in Renaissance Italy, Dora Thornton states, "the retreat into 

one's study was not merely a fashionable literary theme or a philosophical ideal-- though it was 

evidently both of these things-- but a practical reality in the lives of many householders….The 

way in which the room was associated with withdrawl and contemplation, while conferring 

social honour and worldly status, perhaps appears paradoxical to the modern reader. Yet it was 

precisely the need to have a degree of privacy and organization in one's personal, professional 

and familial affairs, as provided by or formalized in the study, which distinguished an individual 

and established his social, intellectual or even his business credentials."544 As we will see, these 

concepts were true not only for fifteenth-century Italians, but also for Dutch men in the 

seventeenth century. The ideal of scholarly privacy and contemplation is affirmed in both textual 

and visual sources from the Dutch Republic. 

 

 

 

                                                
543 Thomas de Keyser, Portrait of Constantijn Huygens and his (?) Clerk, 1627, oil on panel, 
92.4 x 69.3 cm., London, The National Gallery. 
544 Thornton, The Scholar in his Study, 12. 
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Figure 16. Vittore Carpaccio, Vision of Saint Augustine, 1502. Tempera on canvas, 141 x  210 cm., Venice, Scuola 
di San Giorgio degli Schiavoni. 

 
 

 
 

Figure 17. Giovanni Bellini, Saint Jerome Reading in a Landscape, c. 1480-85. Tempera and oil on wood, 47 x 33.7 
cm., London, The National Gallery. 
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Figure 18. Albrecht Dürer, Saint Jerome Penitent in the Wilderness, c. 1496-97. Engraving on laid paper, sheet 317 
x 223 mm. 
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Figure 19. Jan van Eyck, Saint Jerome in his Study, c.1435. Oil on linen paper on oak panel, 20.6 x 13.3 cm., Detroit 
Institute of Arts. 
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Figure 20. Antonello da Messina, Saint Jerome in his Study, c. 1475. Oil on panel, 45.7 x  36.2 cm., London, The 
National Gallery. 
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Figure 21. Jan Lievens, Saint Jerome in Penitence, c. 1631. Etching, 323 x 271 mm. 
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Figure 22. Albrecht Dürer, Saint Jerome Seated Near a Pollard Willow, 1512. Drypoint, 213 x181 mm. 
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Figure 23. Lucas Cranach I, Portrait of Cardinal Albrecht von Brandenburg as Saint Jerome, 1527. Oil on panel, 57 
x 37.6 cm., Berlin, Gemäldegalerie. 
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Figure 24. Rembrandt, Saint Jerome beside a Pollard Willow, 1648. Etching on off-white laid paper, 180 x 132 mm. 
 
 



 

 194 

 
 

Figure 25. Jan Massys, Saint Jerome, 1537. Oil on panel, 67 x 96 cm., Vienna, Kunsthistoriches Museum. 
 
 

 
 

Figure 26. Attributed to Aertgen Claesz. van Leyden, Saint Jerome in his Study by Candlelight, c. 1520-30. Oil on 
panel, 48 × 37.7 cm., Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum. 
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Figure 27. Marinus van Reymerswaele, Saint Jerome in his Cell, c. 1545. Oil on panel, 94 x 91 cm., Berlin, 
Gemäldegalerie. 

 
 

 
 

Figure 28. Abraham Bloemaert, Saint Jerome Reading by Candlelight, c. 1622. Oil on canvas, 64.4 x 52.7 cm., 
Milwaukee, Collection of Drs. Alfred and Isabel Bader. 
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Figure 29. Wolfgang Stuber after Albrecht Dürer, Portrait of Martin Luther, 1546. Engraving, 131 x 127 mm. 
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Figure 30. Simon Bening, The Author in his Study, c .1530-40. Frontispiece to Jean Lefèvre et al., Livre de fais de 
Jacques de Lalaing (Burgundian Netherlands). Ink, tempera colours, and gold on parchment, 36.4 x 26.2 cm., Los 

Angeles, The J. Paul Getty Museum. 
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Figure 31. Portrait of Petrus Scriverius, age 35. Illustration in Willem van Swanenburg, Icones ad vivum delineatae 
et expressae (Leiden 1609). Engraving, 161 x 105 mm. 

 
 

 
 

Figure 32. Jan van der Velde II after Frans Hals I, Portrait of Petrus Scriverius, age 50, after 1626. Engraving on 
paper, 264 x 152 mm. 
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Figure 33. Cornelis Visscher after Pieter Claesz. Soutman, Petrus Scriverius, Harlemensis, age 74, 1649. Etching 
and engraving on paper, 397 x 286 mm. 

 

 
 

Figure 34. Samuel van Hoogstraten, Self-Portrait. Frontispiece to Samuel van Hoogstraten, Inleyding tot de hooge 
schoole der schilderkonst (Rotterdam 1678). Engraving, 162 x 124 mm. 
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Figure 35 a. After Quinten Massys, Portrait of Erasmus, 1517. Oil on panel, transferred to canvas, 59 x 47 cm., 
Rome, Gallerie Nazionale d'Arte Antica. 
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Figure 35 b. Quinten Massys, Portrait of Peter Gillis, 1517. Oil on panel, transferred to canvas, 59 x 47 cm., Private 
Collection. 
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Figure 36. Albrecht Dürer, Erasmus of Rotterdam, 1526. Engraving, 249 x 193 mm. 
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Figure 37. Rembrandt, Portrait of Jan Six, 1647. Drypoint etching, 255 x 203 mm. 
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Figure 38. Cornelis Danckertsz. with Theodor (Dirck) Matham and Reinier van Persijn after Joachim von Sandrart,  
Joost van den Vondel, c. 1641-42. Engraving 278 x 198 mm. 

 

 
 

Figure 39. Theodor (Dirck) Matham after Joachim von Sandrart, Caspar Barlaeus, after 1642. Engraving, 275 x 190 
mm. 
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Figure 40. Cornelis Danckertsz. with Theodor (Dirck) Matham and Reinier van Persijn after Joachim von Sandrart, 
Pieter Cornelisz. Hooft, c. 1641-42. Engraving, 281 x 196 mm. 

 
 

 
 

Figure 41. Cornelis Danckertsz. with Theodor (Dirck) Matham and Reinier van Persijn after Joachim von Sandrart, 
Gerardus Vossius, c. 1641-42. Engraving, 281 x 196 mm. 
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Figure 42. Cornelis Danckertsz. with Theodor (Dirck) Matham and Reinier van Persijn after Joachim von Sandrart, 
Samuel Coster, c. 1641-42. Engraving, 279 x 199 mm. 

 
 

 
 

Figure 43. Self- Portrait of Joachim von Sandrart. Frontispiece to Joachim von Sandrart, Teutsche Academie der 
Bau-, Bild- und Mahlerey-Künste (Nuremberg, 1675), based on an engraving, 380 x 224 mm. 
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Figure 44. Jan Pietersz. Saenredam after Hendrick Goltzius, The Allegory of Visus and The Art of Painting, c.1600. 
Engraving, 244 x 184 mm. 
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Figure 45. Jan Gillisz. Van Vliet, Reading Man with Glasses in a Study, or Sight, 1634. Etching, 141 x 199 mm. 
 
 

 
 

Figure 46. Studio & Vigilantia. Emblem in Gabriel Rollenhagen, Nucleus emblematum selectissimorum… (volume 
1, 1611). 
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Figure 47. Coecus nil luce invatur. Emblem in Gabriel Rollenhagen, Gabrielis Rollenhagii selectorum… (volume 2, 
1613). 

 
 

 
 

Figure 48. Jan van Eyck, Virgin and Child with Canon Joris van der Paele, 1436. Oil panel, 141 x 176.5 cm. 
(including frame), Bruges, Groeninge Museum. 
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Figure 49. Rogier van der Weyden, Saint Luke Drawing the Virgin, c.1435-1440. Oil and  tempera on panel, 137.5 x 
110.8 cm., Boston, Museum of Fine Arts. 

 
 

 
 

Figure 50. Maarten van Heemskerck, Saint Luke Altarpiece, 1532. Oil on panel, 168 x 235 cm., Haarlem, Frans Hals 
Museum. 
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Figure 51. Gerrit Dou, A Painter in his Workshop (Self-Portrait), 1647. Oil on panel, 43 x 34.5 cm., Dresden, 
Gemäldegalerie Alte Meister. 
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Figure 52. Thomas De Keyser, Portrait of Constantijn Huygens and his (?) Clerk, 1627. Oil on panel, 92.4 x 69.3 
cm., London, The National Gallery.
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Chapter Four: The Student 
 

Introduction: The Vicissitudes of Learning in the Seventeenth Century 

 As a historical figure who personifies the concept of the 'gentleman-scholar', there could 

be few better examples than Constantijn Huygens (1596-1687): a man who was typified as the 

archetypal scholar at work in his study in the previously examined portrait of Huygens by 

Thomas de Keyser (Fig. 52). In his manuscript autobiography, Huygens surprisingly designates 

his third and fourth years of life as particularly remarkable because this is when he began to read 

and to write.545 As Huygens elaborates about his father's encouraging tutelage in De vita propria 

sermonum inter liberos libri II (1677), stating, "Ik moet hier wijzen op de speciale methodiek 

van mijn goede vader. Hij wilde kost wat kost voorkomen dat de tere kinderzieltjes het leren 

tegen gemaakt werd" ("I must comment here on the special method of my good father. He 

wanted at all costs to prevent the vulnerable children's' souls from turning against learning").546 

Huygens's father instilled a love of learning in his children by devising amusing exercises, such 

as vocabulary games involving dessert foods, which aimed to "playfully" educate.547 While 

Huygens affectionately recalls this introduction to his education, his years of diplomatic 

engagements and the extensive scholarship he pursued for personal and professional 

advancement suggest Huygens also knew that learning was not all fun and games. Indeed, 

                                                
545 The period was 1599-1600. Contantijn Huygens, Mijn Jeugd, C. L. Heesakkers, ed. 
(Amsterdam: Em. Querido's Uitgeverij, 1987), 20. Accessed through DBNL 
http://www.dbnl.org/tekst/huyg001mijn01_01/index.php 
See also A. H. Kan, ed., De jeugd van Constantijn Huygens door hem zelf beschrven (Rotterdam: 
Ad. Donker, 1946). 
546 Ibid. My translation. For the original Latin edition of this book, see Constantijn Huygens, De 
vita propria sermonum inter liberos libri duo, Petrus Hofman Peerlkamp, ed.; Adrianus Loosjes 
P.F., trans. (Haarlem: A. Loosjes, 1817). A Dutch edition was published by the same firm in 
1821 as Het Leven van Constantijn Huigens in gemeenzamen dichttrant, voor zijne kinderen, 
door hem zelven beschreven, 2 vols., A. Loosjes P.z., trans. (Haarlem: 1821). 
547 Ibid., "Wij werden namelijk altijd spelenderwijs tot leren…"  
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throughout his esteemed career as advisor to the House of Orange-- he was first appointed as a 

personal secretary and advisor to the Stadholder Frederik Hendrik (1625-1687), later holding this 

post under Amalia van Solms and her son William II, as well as working under William III-- 

Huygens wrote extensively.548 The product of his ninety years is a vast body of personal letters 

and diplomatic correspondence in addition to numerous, multi-lingual poetic compositions: for 

instance, over 72,000 of Constantijn's letters alone are extant.549 As a courtly gentleman who 

attained the title of Lord of Zuilichem, Huygens also prided himself on his musical abilities and 

his original musical compositions.550 In addition to this cultured knowledge of music, Huygens 

                                                
548 For a discussion of his role in the court of the Prince of Orange see: M. Keblusek and J. 
Zijlmans, Princely Display: The Court of Frederik Hendrik of Orange and Amalia van Solms 
(Zwolle: Waanders,1997).  
549 For example, an early honor was the epitaph commissioned from Huygens by the States 
General for a tomb of William the Silent (1620), erected in the New Church in Delft. For a 
transcription of this Latin epitaph translated into English see: Lisa Jardine, "An Irregular Life: 
Not a Biography of Constantijn Huygens," in Kevin Sharpe and Steven N. Zwicker, eds., Writing 
Lives: Biography and Textuality, Identity and Representation in Early Modern England (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2008), 35-51; 40-41. Christopher Joby explains that Huygens was 
proficient in Dutch, French, Latin, Greek, Italian, English, Spanish, and High German, as well as 
Hebrew and Portuguese to a lesser degree. In addition, Joby notes that in Huygens's letters and 
poetry "…he sometimes used only one of these languages, whilst at other times he used more 
than one, engaging in bilingual and indeed multilingual code switching." Jacoby, The 
Multilingualism of Constantijn Huygens (1596-1687) (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 
2014), 15. Rudolph Dekker explains that the surviving 72,000 letters are in addition to the notes 
on Constantijn Sr.'s children, his notes in almanacs, travel journals, and his two autobiographies. 
See Childhood, Memory and Autobiography in Holland: From the Golden Age to Romanticism 
(Houndmills, Basingstoke, Hampshire: Macmillan; New York: St. Martin's Press, 2000), 8.  
550 Huygens played the lute, spinet, harpsichord, organ, viola da gamba, and guitar. He reportedly 
produced around 900 musical compositions, the majority of which are no longer extant. Peter 
van der Ploeg and Janelle Moerman, "Huygens' Hofwijck," museum website accessed February 
22, 2016, http://www.hofwijck.nl/en/colofon. Rudolf Dekker clarifies that although Huygens 
may have "aspired" to be considered as nobility, his purchase of the estate of Zuilichem 
(Gelderland) did not elevate him to this status. Dekker explains "the estate included a medieval 
castle, and the right to administer justice and levy taxes, but the main advantage was the 
privilege of being addressed as 'Lord of Zuilichem. Later Prince Frederik Hendrik give him 
comparable rights to the village of Zeelhem." Dekker, Ibid., 4. Originally published in Dutch, 
translation provided by Benjamin Roberts and Rudolf Dekker, Uit de schaduw in 't grote licht: 
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was regarded as an authority on art due to his advisory position to the House of Orange. Archival 

documents indicate that Huygens fostered personal relations with celebrated Dutch painters, 

including Rembrandt, Pieter (Jansz.) Saenredam (1597-1665), and most likely Johannes Vermeer 

(1632-1675).551  Beyond ties to artists and the contemporary art market in the Netherlands, 

Huygens was a patron of art, particularly portraiture, and was even an accomplished 

draughtsman.552 This skill and his knowledge of architectural treatises is demonstrated in 

                                                                                                                                                       
Kinderen in egodocumenten van de Gouden Eeuw tot de Romantiek (Amsterdam: Uitgaverij 
Wereldbibliotheek, 1995).  
551 Constantijn visited Rembrandt's Leiden studio in late 1628-early 1629. Dekker, Ibid., 4-12. 
Lisa Jardine provides an example of a letter exchange dated May 21, 1648, between Saenredam 
and Huygens (acting as a representative of Stadholder Willem II) concerning the price of 
paintings including Large organ and nave of St. Bavokerk, Haarlem from the choir (1648). 
Jardine, Ibid.,  47-48. Herman Roodenburg elaborates on Huygens' role as an art advisor, 
explaining that he "advised Frederik Hendrik and Amalia van Solms as to the best architects, 
sculptors, and painters to build and decorate their palaces." For instance, Huyens likely 
facilitated a visit between Pieter Teding van Berckhout (1643-1713), a regent from The Hague, 
and Vermeer. Roodenburg argues that Huygens was also present in Vermeer's studio during this 
first encounter with Van Berckhout in 1669. Roodenburg, "Visiting Vermeer: Performing 
Civility," in In his Milieu: Essays on Netherlandish Art in Memory of John Michael Montias, A. 
Golahny, M.M. Mochizuki and L. Vergara, eds., (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 
2006), 385-394; 385. See also Margriet van Eikema Hommes and Elmer Kolfin, De Oranjezaal 
in Huis ten Bosch: een zaal uit louter liefde (Zwolle: Waanders, 2013) and A. Nieuwenhuis-Van 
Berkum, "Constantijn Huygens als kunstadviseur. Schilders, aankopen en opdrachten, 1625-
1652" in Huygens in Noorder Licht, N.F. Streekstra and P.E.L. Verkuyl, eds. (Groningen: 
University of Groningen, 1987), 223-126; and A. Nieuwenhuis-Van Berkum, "Constantijn 
Huygens als kunstadviseur. Schilders, aankopen en opdrachten, 1625-1652" in Huygens in 
Noorder Licht, N.F. Streekstra and P.E.L. Verkuyl, eds. (Groningen: University of Groningen, 
1987), 223-126. 
552 As Roodenburg summarizes Huygens's connoisseurship, he "collected paintings by Scorel, 
Bruegel, Elsheimer, Saenredam, Brouwer, Palamedes, Vinckboons, Molenaer, and Teniers. 
These were all highly valued painters…" Roodenburg,"Visiting Vermeer," 391. Hendrik 
Hondius II (1597-2651) tutored Huygens in his youth, and Huygens likely received later 
instruction from Jacob Hoefnagel (a miniaturist) (1575- c. 1630). Ibid. Eric Jan Sluijter contests 
the extent to which Huygens was an active collector. It appears that he commissioned portraits 
and favored work by female painters, such as Jeanne van Aerssen. However, the most expensive 
painting Huygens commissioned was a replica of a double portrait of Frederik Hendrik and 
Amalia by Honthorst. Other paintings in his possession may have been gifts (such as by 
Saenredam) that relate to artists' ambitions to gain a commission from the House of Orange. 
Sluijter, "Ownership of Paintings in the Dutch Golden Age," in Class Distinctions: Dutch 
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Huygens's architectural designs that he created for both his urban home in The Hague and for his 

rural home and formal garden located on his country estate, Hofwijck.553 From this list of 

accomplishments and distinguished talents, it is clear that Huygens experienced a direct and life-

long relationship with the rigors of scholarship. 

 Huygens reflects on some of these challenging, if not overwhelming, aspects of pursuing 

scholarship in an introspective section of a poem that is named after his country estate, Hofwijck 

(1651).554 Employing an analogy of the interwoven patterns ice-skates make on the ice to the 

complexity of human thoughts, Huygens muses: 

How random are the whirling courses of our life; 
How crooked are the roads by which we reach our goal, 
Each by a different road, how our gyrating thoughts  
Weave crossing webs about the globe; from these entangled  
Webs of our thought come the shelf-burdening pages 
Which swell to books, which strain the timbers of the house 
Which weary the old men and make the schoolboys weep, 
Who've learned to fear their weight and from their earliest youth…555 

 

                                                                                                                                                       
Paintings in the Age of Rembrandt and Vermeer, Ronni Baer, ed., (Boston: Museum of Fine 
Arts, Boston, 2015), 89-111, see 96. 
553 Dekker explains that Hofwijck cleverly translates to "garden place" and "refuge from the 
court." Ibid., 4.  
554 Pieter Davidson and Adriaan van der Weel, A Selection of the Poems of Sir Constantijn 
Huygens (1596- 1687): A parallel text translated, with an introduction and appendices 
(Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 1996), 136- 159, nr. 30. This is from MS completed 
December 8, 1651. For additional sources on Huygens as a poet and man of letters, including his 
poem Hofwijck, see: Christopher Joby, The Multilingualism of Constantijn Huygens (1596-1687) 
(Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2014); L. Gosseye et al., ed., Return to Sender: 
Constantijn Huygens as a Man of Letters (Ghent: Academia, 2013); A. Leerintveld, "Constantijn 
Huygens's Library," in Crossing Boundaries and Transforming Identities, M.B. Lacy and C.P. 
Sellin, eds. (Münster: Nodus, 2011): 11-18; T. van Strien, ed., Hofwijck historical-critical 
edition, 2 vols. (Amsterdam: KNAW, 2008); F.R.E. Blom, ed., Mijn leven verteld aan mijn 
kinderen, 2 vols. (Amsterdam: Prometheus, 2003); and Constantijn Huygens, Hofwijck: het 
gedicht en buiten plaats van Constantijn Huygens, T. van Strien and K. van der Leer, eds. 
(Walburg: Zutphen, 2002).  
555 Hofwijck, 2748-2755. Translation from Dutch by Peter Davidson and Adriaan van der Weel, 
A Selection of the Poems of Sir Constantijn Huygens, 154-155. For the Dutch transcription of 
this excerpt of the larger poem, see the Appendix, poem F. 
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Like their father, Constantijn's sons and his daughter were among those Dutch children who, 

"from their earliest youth," were subjected to an extensive program of private tutelage that 

included the study of many such "shelf-burdening" tomes. As Rudolf Dekker explores in 

Childhood, Memory and Autobiography in Holland, the surviving diaries of Constantijn Sr. that 

detail his children's physical and educational developments are among the earliest extant 

examples of such ego-documents.556 Beyond the biographic insight into Constantijn's family life 

that these diaries afford, his approach to pedagogy is documented and Huygens's distinct 

pleasure in measuring his children's progress is expressed. In Dekker's research, for instance, he 

points to Huygens's proud diary entry from 1646, in which he explains that his eldest son, 

Constantijn Jr., has emerged "out of the shadows and into the full light of day": or, Constantijn 

Sr. deemed his son as successfully brought up and ready to take on an adult life.557 Similar to his 

father's encouraging presence, Constantijn was clearly dedicated to successfully raising his 

children.  

 Following the excellent educations that Constantijn Sr.'s children received, his sons 

became quite familiar with the rigors of scholarship as they advanced to hold prominent offices 

of government and gain renown in science as adults. Constantijn Sr.'s youngest son Christiaan 

(1629-1695), for example, suffered most acutely from periods of "melancholy" arising from his 

demanding work in the fields of physics and astronomy.558 Among his many contributions to 

                                                
556 Dekker, Childhood, Memory and Autobiography in Holland, 2. For Huygens's diary entries 
concerning his children (1628-1647), see A. Eijffinger (ed.), Huygens herdacht: Catalogus 
Herdenkingstentoonstelling Koninklijke Bibliotheek te 's-Gravenhage (The Hague: Koninklijke 
Biblotheek, 1987) 79-165. 
557 Dekker, Ibid.  
558 C. D. Andriesse, "The Melancholic Genius," De zeventiende eeuw 1, Jaargang 12, nr. 1 
(Hilversum: Uitgeverij Verloren, 1996): 3-11. For additional sources on Christiaan, see: Joella 
Yoder, A Catalogue of the Manuscripts of Christiaan Huygens including a concordance with his 
Oeuvres Complètes (Leiden: Brill, 2013); Oeuvres complètes de Christiaan Huygens, editors D. 
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science, Christiaan Huygens is credited with discovering the shape of the rings around the planet 

Saturn through his improvement of telescope lenses, the development of the pendulum clock, his 

authorship of several treatises concerning physics, mathematics, horology, and optics, and he is 

noted as a founding member of the French Academy of Science.559 Writing in French to his 

brother Constantijn in early June 1694, however, Christiaan describes the onset of what would 

become his fatal, melancholic illness.560 Christiaan explains: "I am not yet delivered from those 

interruptions and unordinary beats of [my] pulse, but feel them from time to time. I am very 

upset that I have found no other remedy than abstaining from my studies, for which I account for 

so much time lost."561 Complaining again a month later of his "sickness" to his brother, 

Christiaan notes he is still unable to work, "for fear of worse." These remarks foreshadowed his 

death a year later in July 1695, following fits of pain, delusion and overall suffering caused by 

                                                                                                                                                       
Bierens de Haan, Johannes Bosscha Jr., D.J. Korteweg, A.A. Nijland, and J.A. Vollgraff (The 
Hague: 1888–1950); and Andriesse, Titan kan niet slapen: een biografie van Cristiaan Huygens 
(Amsterdam: Contact, 1993). 
559 Late Seventeenth Century Scientists, Donald Hutchings, ed. (Pergamon Press: Oxford, 1969), 
107-131. See also: The Dictionary of Seventeenth and Eighteenth-century Dutch Philosophers, 
Wiep van Bunge, Henri Krop, Bart Leeuwenbrugh, Han van Ruler, Paul Schuurman, and Michiel 
Wielema, eds. (Bristol: Thoemmes Press, 2003), vol.1, 468-77. 
560 The editor D.J. Korteweg notes Huygens' illness and circumstances of death (July 9, 1695) in 
a footnote to nr. 2894, letter from G. W. Leibniz to H. Basnage de Bauval, dated July 26, 1695. 
As Korteweg explains, Huygens remarked at least three times in his letters during the summer of 
1694 that he was suffering from this illness. A doctor who attended him named Liebergen 
diagnosed Huygens as suffering from the diseases of black bile, melancholia, and prescribed a 
plan of treatment. Huygens' last few days in July were marked by severe pain, emaciation, and a 
sudden collapse before his death. Oeuvres completes de Christiaan Huygens, vol. 10 (1691-95), 
719, accessed through DBNL, http://www.dbnl.org/tekst/huyg003oeuv10_01/ 
561 "Je ne suis pas encore delivrè de ces interruptions et battemens inordonnez du pouls, mais les 
ressens de temps en temps. Je suis bien faschè de n'y trouver point d'autre remede que 
l'abstinence des estudes, que je compte pour autant de temps perdu." My translation. Christiaan 
Huygens to his brother Constantijn Huygens, letter dated June 6, 1694. Ibid., nr. 2855, 616, 
accessed through DBNL, http://www.dbnl.org/tekst/huyg003oeuv10_01/ 
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melancholy.562 As these anecdotes of Christiaan and his father reveal, learned Dutch men of the 

seventeenth-century left records of their enthusiasm for learning, but also commented on the 

plaguing nature of constant intellectual work.  

 In many respects the Huygens family and their engagement with higher education is not 

an isolated case; rather, they are representative of what many scholars from the middle-to-upper 

classes experienced in the seventeenth century. After all, life-long learning in this period was 

aligned with melancholy, one branch of which could be genial and a component of scholarly 

success, the other thought to be debilitating, and as Christiaan experienced, sometimes fatal. 

While not all scholars likely experienced such extremes in their bodily health resulting from 

these perceived connections, early modern authors and artists were concerned with these 

dichotomies and their relationship to studying as explored in the previous chapters. Moreover, 

the converging literary and visual evidence of the Dutch Republic suggest similar cultural 

attitudes toward the figure of the gentleman scholar, and suggest the vicissitudes of life for men 

with the ambition to study. The lived experiences of men like Christiaan and Constantijn Sr. 

encompassed these scholarly themes in which contrasting messages are relayed of the benefits 

and honors of scholarly life, in opposition to the demanding nature and bodily tolls of following 

such a path in life. To examine the concept of the vicissitudes of scholarly life further and to 

compare these biographical and literary notions to Dutch art, I will begin this chapter by 

examining a series of three genre prints with accompanying poetic verses that exemplify the 

theme of "The Scholar in his Study." 

                                                
562 "Mon mal ne veut pas encore me quiter et me contraint de m'abstenier du travail, de peur de 
pis." My translation. Ibid., Letter dated July 6, 1694, nr. 2864, 648, accessed through DBNL, 
http://www.dbnl.org/tekst/huyg003oeuv10_01/ Modern biographers tentatively suggest that 
Huygens suffered from depression. For a Freudian interpretation of his illness and perhaps 
suicidal tendencies, see: C. D. Andriesse, Huygens: The Man behind the Principle, Sally 
Miedema, trans. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), xxi-xxvi. 
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Genre Prints of The Scholar in His Study 

 Drawing on the portrait convention of learned men at work such as the De Keyser portrait 

of Constantijn Huygens Sr. (Fig. 52), and the historical prototype of Saint Jerome in his study, 

Hendrik Rokesz. van Dagen (1624/44-1665/85) designed a genre scene of A Scholar in his Room 

that was published around 1660 (Fig. 53, Amsterdam, Clemendt de Jonghe). This meditative 

scene of scholarship is accompanied by verses attributed to Ludovicus Hondius that delineate 

some of the vicissitudes of a life devoted to learning. Written from the perspective of a scholar in 

his study, the verses explain:  

Here I sit, confined, Removed from turmoil: Here I contemplate what I am: Here I 
ponder what I know, Here I journey through Earth and Heaven, Here I fathom all 
confusion/ Of Man and Beast; Not taking one step, Here beside me stand the 
Prophets; Philosophers and Poets; 
Here are Greeks and Hebrews; Yet here I sit alone. If I inquire of one such tutor/ 
Each is able to instruct me; If I inquire not, they are silent; No-one speaks except 
to answer. Away then world, let me rest; Here can my soul rejoice; Wisdom is the 
true treasure. Worldly goods give no-one satisfaction.563 
 

Together, the words of the poem and the engraving of the scholar present a rich message of 

dedication, solitude, intellectual challenge, imagination, and perhaps even pleasure. Seated 

comfortably before a window, a fashionable young man in a Japonse rock (a Japanese robe) and 

beret reads a book. While his left hand supports his head in a manner that recalls Dürer's 

allegorical figure of Melencholia I (Fig. 1), his face is relaxed and he appears to smile in his 

absorption. Although the scholar is "confined" in his study, the chamber Van Dagen illustrates is 

not an incommodious monastic cell. Rather, his room includes fine furnishings, such as the 

elaborately carved bookstand, a globe, and a chair with an inviting pillow placed before the 

                                                
563 Verses attributed to Ludovicus Hondius (inscribed on print). English translation from Friso 
Lammerste et al., Dutch Genre Paintings of the 17th Century: Collection of the Museum 
Boijmans Van Beuningen (1998), 89. For a full transcription of this poem in Dutch and English 
along with the sources in which it is found with scholar engravings, see the Appendix. 
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scholar's desk. Perhaps this seat is reserved for visiting colleagues, but more likely, it is 

symbolically intended for the "Prophets; Philosophers and Poets" with whom the scholar 

converses through his books.564 Above all, the solitude of this scholar is emphasized in Hondius' 

verses and reflected in a genial fashion in Van Dagen's engraving. While the scholar's studies of 

ancient philosophy, geography, astronomy, or history that are suggested by his scholarly 

accoutrements may be grueling at times, his solitude is both necessary and relished. Set in a 

compositional space that only includes an illuminating window and does not include a door or 

staircase to suggest a connection with the outside world, Van Dagen's scholar is able to pursue 

his "true treasure"-- wisdom. It is "here," alone in the study, then, that a scholar's soul can "truly 

rejoice." 

 While Van Dagen's engraving emphasizes the rewarding aspects of scholarly solitude and 

compliments Hondius' verses in this respect, a contemporary engraving by Jacob van Meurs (c. 

1619-before 1680) interprets this subject and the same Hondius poem in a decidedly negative 

fashion (Fig. 54, Marten Gerbrantsz., Hoorn). Engaging the viewer with a look of concern, Van 

Meurs' scholar is an elderly bearded man dressed in a rather antiquated costume of a fur-lined 

robe, or tabbaard. With one hand supporting his head and the other gesturing to the folios that 

litter the floor of his study, he appears to be a melancholic figure burdened by his vocation of 

"ponder[ing]" what he knows and "fathom[ing] all confusion of man and beast." Indeed, instead 

of an inviting chair as in Van Dagen's engraving of a scholar, large folios occupy the foreground 

of this image, just as several stacked folios burden the shelves above his head in reference to the 

instruction of ancient "tutors." Van Meurs also includes a long, empty hallway to the right, 

                                                
564 I would like to thank Dr. Walter Melion for his observation of this detail of the chair and our 
discussion of its possible symbolic importance at the Sixteenth Century Society and Conference. 
Vancouver, October 25, 2015. For a visual analogy to the imagined dialogue, see Rembrandt, 
Two Old Men Disputing, (Fig.116), discussed in Chapter Six.  
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perhaps signaling the scholar's wish to escape the confines of the study and return instead to the 

outside world. Van Meurs' scholar is additionally much older than the scholar depicted by Van 

Dagen: a fact that suggests he has more experience with the vicissitudes of scholarly life, and 

could also refer to the scholar's reduced capacity to study--whether mental limitations due to 

senility, or physical restrictions due to old age. In any respect, Van Meurs' engraving presents a 

disparaging view of the scholar at work. While his chamber is fully equipped for productive 

scholarship, the scholar may no longer choose to, or be able to, fully engage with studying and 

the prized pursuit of wisdom.   

 Van Dagen did not produce a negative version of an aged scholar in his study like the 

Van Meurs print, but he did design a subsequent engraving of A Student in his Room that betrays 

a similarly negative outlook on studying through a discreetly subversive figure of a young 

scholar in a messy chamber (Fig. 55). Accompanied by an anonymous poem that is also written 

in the voice of the scholar, the subject bemoans: 

I am a hermit and always in the fray  
I sit most still and go by sea and walk the earth 
Those who are dead speak to me, the lifeless sell  
for working knowledge which is my uncertain purpose  
what King is so rich? The world is my fool 
wisdom is my good, my morals are defective 
my coffers are not full of money, my poverty full of tricks  
my life full of pleasure, my Lord the god of the vineyards.565 
 

In contrast to the encouraging and didactic nature of the Hondius poem, these verses comment on 

the disparaging social aspects of scholarship (he is "a hermit") and importantly emphasize the 

vices to which scholars--especially university students-- are apt to succumb. Looking closely at 

the melancholic young scholar's surroundings, the table before him contains several long-

                                                
565 My translation. See the Appendix for a full transcription of the Dutch and print versions that 
reproduce this poem. 
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stemmed Gouda pipes, a lidded jug of wine, and an overturned glass related to his devotion to 

Bacchus, or "the god of the vineyards." Moreover, a discarded woman's slipper is found on the 

ground adjacent to a chamber pot that is accompanied by a littering of broken pottery, a damaged 

pipe, and what may be the remains of an oyster feast.566 Such details recall the proverbial Dutch 

saying "wijntje, trijntje"-- referring to the belief that partaking excessively in wine (wijn) and 

other indulgent substances like tobacco and oysters often lead to sexual encounters with women, 

or Trijntje, a nickname for the popular Dutch girl's name Catherina.567 In addition to the student's 

vices that are visually and textually highlighted, he is a slovenly figure based on the disorder of 

his chamber. Although the young scholar is well dressed and seemingly rich based on the 

excessive number of books stored in his large bookshelf that also contains a pair of globes, his 

room recalls the impoverished scholars and messy alchemists painted by Hendrick Heerschop 

and Cornelis Bega.568 As a result, the student could be interpreted on a comedic level-- as a 

young man wasting his money on luxury items like fanciful clothes, pairs of globes, and wine. 

Through a lack of discipline he struggles to focus on studying and does not derive pleasure form 

"travelling over land and sea" by means of his texts. Rather, this Van Dagen scholar appears to 

disparage his life as "a hermit." His life is not pious in a religious or dutiful academic sense, but 

                                                
566 Eddy de Jongh and Ger Luijten note the presence of the woman's slipper in Spiegel van 
alledag. Nederlandse genreprenten 1550-1700 (Amsterdam: Rijksmuseum, 1997), 332. There 
also appears to be a discarded military-style (masculine) boot under the table that may relate to 
fashionable dress or an aspiration to join/involvement in a civil militia.  
567 Benjamin Roberts, Sex and Drugs Before Rock 'n' Roll: Youth Culture and Masculinity 
During Holland's Golden Age (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2012), 27. Robert's 
larger argument is that "wine, women, and song were important rites of passage" for young men 
and that these factors played an intrinsic part of social and cultural constructions of masculinity 
in the Dutch Republic. Ibid. Similar ideas will be explored in the next section that concerns 
youthful scholars and university life.  
568 For example, Bega, Alchemist, 1663, oil on panel, 36 x 32 cm., Los Angeles, J. Paul Getty 
Museum, and Heerschop, A Scholar in his Study, oil on panel, 35.7 x 41.2 cm., Rotterdam, 
Museum Boijmans Van Beuningen. 
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rather the student is unhappy and isolated from society and its amusements. He is also plagued 

by poverty due to his overindulgence in worldly pleasures. Unlike the previously considered 

scholar figures, the student in this engraving is inexperienced in life and does not yet understand 

the means or the merits of seeking wisdom as a "true treasure." 

 

Conclusion: Larger Relevance of Themes Presented in The Scholar in his Study Prints 

 As these three genre prints of "The Scholar in his Study" suggest, contrasting notions on 

the benefits or disparities of a life of scholarship existed in the early modern era, and the figure 

of the scholar was typically divisive in the popular culture of the Dutch Republic. Underlying 

these opinions on the vicissitudes of scholarship are four themes that are relevant to the 

following discussion of the scholar in Dutch seventeenth-century genre painting due to their 

consistency with other sources of the period. The first is the importance of the physical 

withdrawal that is afforded by the study room. While seventeenth-century visual and textual 

sources suggest the confining nature of the study room could be viewed either positively or a 

negatively, the overall emphasis on the ability to separate oneself from the rest of the household 

by closing the door of a study is profound in these prints. Moreover, this demarcation of a set 

space for learning reflects changes in the organization of domestic dwellings, as room 

differentiation became more pronounced in the mid-to-late seventeenth century. The second 

theme that this case study highlights is the so-called "arm-chair travel" that is fostered by the 

scholar's surroundings and his engagement with texts that relay the knowledge of past scholars. 

Notably, wisdom is passed down by means of "conversations" with the deceased and these tutors 

are ever ready to impart their knowledge. This sense of a lineage of scholarship and the 

immediacy of information in books also relates to social practices of scholars, such as Erasmus' 
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extensive scholarly network of correspondence and portraits. In addition, the burgeoning 

technology of the printing press made books, pamphlets, and maps more accessible to a larger 

number of people in the seventeenth century. The third point that is raised by these genre prints 

is the benefit of scholarly solitude and the sheer appeal of retreating to the study. Solitude, 

ideally, allowed for these conversations with the dead, and intellectual pursuits involved the 

collection of items like finely bound texts and scientific instruments. Fashionable leisure 

involving luxury items employed in the study was not only sought for private (intellectual) gain, 

but this practice was also socially-sanctioned by the merchants, regents, and business men of the 

upper classes who wished to promote themselves broadly as intellectuals. Finally, the fourth 

overarching tenet in these examples is the notion that wisdom is the ultimate goal, or "treasure" 

of studying. This prize, most importantly, could only be gained by dedicated scholars through 

their regimented study habits and by their eschewal of worldly goods (money, riches) and 

worldly temptations (women, wine). Just as the scholar remains a somewhat controversial figure 

in society today, these thematic underpinnings of attitudes toward scholars in the Dutch Republic 

reflect societal trepidation toward a life that includes periods, however active or leisurely, of 

intensive study and productive scholarship. 

 In the following three chapters, I will consider the importance of the study room as a 

setting for scholarship and suggest some of the means by which scholars derived comfort, if not 

pleasure, from their pursuits of wisdom therein based on visual and literary sources from the 

seventeenth-century Netherlands. This exploration of the attractive nature of cultivating a study 

room and the pleasantries of studying does not assume that there were not distractions in the 

study, or that scholars did not face challenges--indeed, as many Dutch genre prints and paintings 

convey, these trials were often based on the age of the subject and societal roles he may appear 



 

 226 

to fulfill: whether a young student who turns to wine and women as a respite or form of 

procrastination from studying, lured by the unsanctioned social culture of University life; a 

dedicated scholar and husband tempted by an attractive wife to leave his studies, or disrupted by 

children or servants who require instruction; an aged scholar who drifts off to sleep at his desk 

when reading; or a miser who strikes a comic, senile figure in his obsessive duties of keeping his 

accounts. As this brief list suggests, scholars were represented in a variety of ways in Dutch 

genre art, but often these images were grounded in specific, culturally ingrained notions relating 

to age, wealth, education, religion, and civic and familial duties.  

  While this diverse convention could be approached from many directions, this chapter 

considers scholars in Dutch genre through a progression of age in the attempt to draw some 

overarching conclusions about how scholarship at certain stages of life was culturally regarded 

and artistically represented. A logical framework for these themes is thus to divide this subject 

as: the student, the scholar in the prime of life, and the aged scholar. Importantly, this tripartite 

division is also inspired by the traditional allegorical representation of the stages of a man's life--

The Ages of Life, which was a popular topos in Netherlandish graphic art of the sixteenth 

through the seventeenth centuries. Due to these connections, the allegory of The Ages of Man 

will be first be surveyed, along with a brief consideration of the ideal age of the scholar in the 

early modern era. Following this framework, the next chapters addresses the scholar figure from 

youth to old age through a consideration of Dutch genre scenes and the comparison of such 

visual records to literary forms of socio-cultural evidence that characterize this figure. 
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The Stages of Life in Sixteenth-and Early Seventeenth-Century Prints: Allegories of Age  

 In an introduction to his educational handbook Den eerlyken jongeling of de Edele 

Konst…, Samuel van Hoogstraten (1627-1678) delineates the "steps" necessary for the reader to 

attain the status of a true eerlyken jongeling, or an "honest youth."569 Van Hoogstraten's 1657 

book Den eerlyken Jongeling, of de Edele Konst van zich by groote en kleyne te doen eeren en 

beminnen (The Honest youth, or, the noble art of making oneself honored and esteemed by one 

and all) is a modified translation of Nicolaes Faret's famous treatise on conduct L' honneste 

homme, ou L'art de plaire à la court (Paris, 1630), which is, in turn, based on Baldassare 

Castiglione's Il libro del cortegiano (Venice, 1528).570  Van Hoogstraten notably addresses an 

audience of his compatriots, departing from Faret's courtship of a royal patron.571 Beyond 

compelling young Dutch men to "follow [his] steps" and to "learn [his] morals," Van 

Hoogstraten importantly describes the honest youth as a wandelaar or "stroller" along the path of 

life who must be reconciled to the course of fickle fortune.572 Interestingly, Van Hoogstraten 

                                                
569 Samuel van Hoogstraten (translator), Den eerlyken jongeling of de Edele Konst, van zig by 
Groote en Kleine te doen Eeren, geagt en bemint te maken (Dordrecht: Abraham 
Andriesz.,1657), Second edition (Amsterdam: Gerrit Bos, 1738), 2. 
570 Van Hoogstraten joined a Romanist group in Dordrecht (known as St. Pietersheeren) 
associated with the study of classical literature in the mid 1650s. According to Walter Liedtke, 
during this time he published Den Eerlyken Jongeling that was a "loose translation" of Nicolaes 
Faret's L'honnête homme, ou l'art de plaire à la cour. Dutch Paintings in the Metropolitan 
Museum of Art (New York and New Haven: the Metropolitan Museum of Art and Yale 
University Press, 2007), vol. 1, 372. See also Celeste Brusati, Artifice and Illusion: The Art and 
Writing of Samuel van Hoogstraten (Chicago and London: The University of Chicago Press, 
1995), 79. 
571 To the best of my knowledge, a translation of Van Hoogstraten's poem has not been included 
in English translations, or in other language editions of Faret's text.  
572 "Den wandelaar is mijn eerlyke Jongeling, die ik onder de bescherminge van UE Ed. 
uitzende, om, niet alleen onder onze Burgers, maar zelfs in de grootste Hoven, den loop der 
onbestendige Fortuyn te verwachten." Van Hoogstraten (translator), Den eerlyken jongeling, 
1738 edition, 2-3. I define "wandelaar" as a "stroller" based on the terminology used by Thijs 
Westeijn. See Thijs Westeijn, The Visible World: Samuel van Hoogstraten's Art Theory and the 



 

 228 

switches between a personification of the honest youth and the role of his mentor as he navigates 

the journey toward adult responsibilities and intellectual achievement.573 While Den eerlyken 

Jongeling is dedicated to a contemporary patron and a seventeenth-century audience of 

wandelaars, Van Hoogstraten draws on two familiar, but much older, tropes on wisdom and 

age.574 As Thijs Weststeijn explains, the first is a reference to Stoic philosophy through the 

notions of steps and the metaphoric description of a pathway, or a journey, to wisdom in life. 575 

In Seneca's Epistulae 75 (4 B.C.E.- 65 C.E.), the philosopher discusses the merits of striving for 

wisdom and he underscores the virtue of assuming this path, even if the actual achievement of 

wisdom is complicated and may be impossible during a lifetime.576 Van Hoogstraten's poem and 

the frontispiece engraving of Den eerlyken jongeling (Fig. 56) draw on these classic ideas.577 As 

Weststeijn astutely observes, the god Mars and the goddess Venus flank Van Hoogstraten's 

honest youth in his frontispiece engraving, crowning the youth "rather prematurely" for his 

achievements.578 Van Hoogstraten's text, in other words, serves to encourage and to compel the 

                                                                                                                                                       
Legitimation of Painting in the Dutch Golden Age, translated by Beverly Jackson and Lynne 
Richards (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2008), 57. 
573 For a summary of Neo-stoicism in the Dutch Republic, see Volker, et al. Wisdom, Knowledge 
& Magic, 6. 
574 The first edition of this book is dedicated to Adriaen van Blyenburgh, a Dordrecht 
burgomaster. Brusati, Artifice and Illusion, 79. 
575 Weststeijn, The Visible World, 58. 
576 Ibid. Weststeijn notes that Seneca distinguishes between three levels of knowledge on the 
path to higher wisdom. As Seneca explains, "For though he who makes progress is still 
numbered with the fools, yet he is separated from them by a long interval. Among the very 
persons who are making progress there are also great spaces intervening. They fall into three 
classes….First come those who have not yet attained wisdom but have already gained a place 
nearby." The second class contains men "who have laid aside both the greatest ills of the mind 
and its passions, yet are not in assured immunity [of vices]," while the third class "are beyond the 
reach of many vices…but not beyond the reach of all." Seneca as translated by Richard M. 
Gummere, Ad Lucilium epistulae morales (London: Heinemann, 1917), Epistle 75, 137-147. 
577  Engraving, Title page of Den eerlyken jongeling, Dordrecht, 1657. London, British Library, 
65 x 105 mm. 
578 Ibid., 57. 
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reader to take a Stoic position on gaining wisdom, while simultaneously underscoring the glory 

of this (unattainable) ideal of ultimate knowledge by means of this image.  

 A second trope that Van Hoogstraten employs corresponds to the schematic division of 

life stages, traditionally referred to as allegories of the Ages of Man. In an opening poem, and 

through further references in the text, Van Hoogstraten alludes to the common belief that a 

succession of certain, often age-based, and socially prescribed steps define a man's life. In Dutch 

culture, these included the successful advancement in education and training in etiquette for self-

fashioning purposes.579 Certain contemporary moralists drew directly on this concept, such as 

Jacob Cats in his presentation of a woman's life in Houwelijck (Marriage, Middelburg, 1625), 

but The Ages of Man schema predates the seventeenth century. In fact, such descriptions of life 

stages have roots in Greco-Roman mythology, Classical writing by philosophers including 

Cicero (106 B.C.E.- 43 B.C.E.), and medieval Christian scholarship, which inspired a variety of 

serial interpretations of life that arose from these sources in European visual culture around the 

fourteenth century.580  

 The Ages of Man appears in several formats from the Middle Ages through the early 

modern period, ranging from wheels of life, to trees of wisdom, to ladders or steps of life, but the 

convention is fairly consistent. In particular, the specific divisions of age remain regulated well 

                                                
579 Celeste Brusati interprets Van Hoogstraten's book as focused on self-fashioning, relating to 
the notion of the honnête homme (the precursor of which is the Renaissance ideal courtier). 
Brusati argues "as a manual for self-representation Van Hoogstraten's treatise [Den eerlyken 
jongeling] constitutes both a justification of his own strategies for becoming admired and 
honored and an exemplary display of the self representational artifice that the book purports to 
elucidate." Artifice and Illusion, 79. The specific requirements for each stage of life (youth, 
adulthood, old age) will be discussed in the next chapter as relevant to 17th-Century Dutch art. 
580 Elizabeth Sears, The Ages of Man: Medieval Interpretations of the Life Cycle (Princeton, NJ: 
Princeton University Press, 1986), 116. Sears discusses the twelve-month/twelve-ages of man 
organization specifically as originating in the fourteenth century. For a larger discussion of 
philosophical roots, see also Anouk Janssen, Grijsaards in zwart-wit: De verbeelding van de 
ouderdom in de Nederlandse prentkunst (1550-1650) (Zutphen: Walburg Pers, 2007), 39-47. 



 

 230 

into the early modern era (e.g. youth is typically described as age 20-30).581 A primary example 

is Lebensalter des Mannes by Jörg Breu The Younger (1510-1547, Fig. 57).582 Divided into nine 

steps, Breu's print features a succession of male figures from infancy to old age. The staircase is 

overshadowed by the ominous figure of Death who holds a bow and wears a quiver of arrows 

while standing behind a man who represents the prime of life. The biblical scene of the Last 

Judgment is framed in an architectonic manner below the stairs, clarifying the overall message of 

the brevity of life and the necessity of Christian repentance. Other symbolic elements in this 

woodblock print include the animals found in niches below each figure (symbolic of dispositions 

of man), the dark clouds of impending death found at the top right, as well as the contrasting 

symbols of the cradle on the lower left and the coffin on the bottom right of the image. The 

graphic organization of the Ages of Man as a staircase originated with Breu and his sixteenth-

century contemporaries and typically contains nine or ten (or fewer) steps arranged from left to 

right with infancy/childhood, rising to the prime of life around ages forty to fifty, ending with old 

age and death at around ninety, or an exceptionally old one hundred years of age.583 In addition 

to their consistent arrangement, in nearly all early-modern examples, Death presides over the 

stages and references are made to the Last Judgment.  

                                                
581 As Sears remarks, "the divisional systems, articles of knowledge, were passed on in the 
schools [in the Middle Ages]. Each scheme described an ideal life. No one ever died before 
seventy….Historical circumstances changed, but the schemes lived on, slowly adapting as new 
functions were imposed upon them." Ibid., 6. 
582 Woodblock print, 1540, 494 × 660 mm. Ibid., 153. 
583 Anouk Janssen describes age in terms of several categories: chronological, functional, 
biological, and cultural. She states that chronological age is the most concrete to define and that 
early modern authors, such as Johan van Beverwyck and Jacob Cats, placed old age as 
commencing by 50 to 60. This corresponds to demographic data from cities in the Netherlands, 
where men such as Constantijn Huygens, who lived to age 90, were considered exceptionally 
old. Janssen, Grijsaards in zwart-wit, 23-25. For a brief, general overview, see Benjamin B. 
Roberts, Sex and Drugs before Rock 'n' Roll: Youth culture and Masculinity during Holland's 
Golden Age (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2012), 19. 
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 Dutch and Flemish stairs of life, or levenstrappen, from the early seventeenth century 

continued to draw upon this sixteenth-century tradition, often reinforcing the connection between 

allegories of the seasons and life stages. Such elements are found, for instance, in three related 

prints: Levenstrap, Des menschen op en nedergangh valt deene soet en dander bangh (1600-

1661) by Frederik Bouttats I (1590-1661); Trap des Levens Jaer-verschil der mannen (1642-

1665) by Pieter Nolpe (1613/14-1652/3); and the frontispiece image from Jacob Cats' 

Houwelijck (1625-35), by Pieter de Jode I (1570-1634) (figs. 58-60).584 As these examples 

demonstrate, artists sometimes chose to show couples traversing the path of life together, while 

in other instances, the genders were divided into separate prints.585 In all cases, the prime of life 

for both sexes is the age of fifty. From this pinnacle life declines, and by one hundred, all of the 

couples have died and are typically entombed together.586 Allusions to the seasons of life are 

found not only through the implied humoral state of the figures themselves, as will be discussed 

further in Chapter Six, but more immediately through the device of the trees found in the 

background of these prints. Traditionally, the season of spring is aligned with childhood, summer 

with youth, autumn with middle age, and winter with old age.587 In these examples, particularly 

the sequence of life found in Cats' frontispiece, leafy trees are a metaphor of spring and are 

shown to the left side of staircase of life (Fig. 60). Barren, decaying trees of winter that are found 

on the right side of the stairs form a striking contrast. This sequence refers to the natural 

                                                
584 Engraving, 100 × 148 mm; etching, 403 × 513 mm.; etching 191 × 151 mm. 
585 See Nolpe, Trap des Levens t'Vrouwe leven, Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum. 
586 While the Cats frontispiece does not contain obvious labels of ages like the other staircases, 
the couple's life follows a similar path with one notable exception: late in life, the woman 
surpasses her husband and remains a widow, until the two are reunited again in burial.   
587 Ilja Veldman argues that Maarten van Heemskerck's series of the seasons (1563) marks the 
first "synthesis of the seasons and the ages of man." This combination was unknown in Classical 
art. Veldman, "Seasons, Planets and Temperaments in the Work of Maarten van Heemskerck 
Cosmo-Astrological Allegory in Sixteenth-Century Netherlandish Prints," Simiolus 11, nr. 3/4 
(1980), 149-176; see 155. 
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progression of youth to old age through the metaphoric life cycle of nature, succinctly 

symbolized through the growth phases of a tree.  

 

The Ideal Age of the Scholar? 

 In this discussion so far, the ages of man have been considered as a framework in which 

developmental life stages and responsibilities were understood in the early modern Netherlands. 

The schematic division of man's life, particularly the hierarchical pinnacle of the "prime of life," 

raise questions about artistic license in relation to lived experiences and their translation into art. 

In other words, does this generalization of the innocence of youth, the physical and intellectual 

prime of middle age, and gradual senility of old age provide insight to the age at which a man 

was thought to achieve the standing of a scholar in early modern culture? As remarked earlier 

about Den eerlyken Jongeling, the notion of a young man achieving total wisdom in his youth is 

somewhat antithetical. Even if a promising wandelaar follows the author's instructions along this 

path to knowledge, a man was not considered to be an adult in seventeenth-century Dutch 

society if he had simply acquired the tools necessary to succeed in life but had not yet put these 

to the test. Rather, a man's choice of 'profession', his attainment of property, and his participation 

in the roles of husband, father, and dutiful citizen, which may or may not have included military 

service or other forms of civic involvement based on socio-economic stature made a man an 

adult in the Dutch Republic, as will be discussed later in this chapter.588 Much debate also 

existed at this time regarding the threshold of the prime of life and the onset of old age. For the 

Dutch physician Johan van Beverwijck, for instance, the prime of life ended at age fifty, while 

                                                
588 For an overview of male adult roles and the artistic portrayal of the professions of man, see 
Brown, Images of a Golden Past: Dutch Genre Paintings of the 17th Century, 88-90. 
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the moralist Jacob Cats explains that old age begins at age sixty.589 These discussions on youth, 

the achievement of adult maturity, and the problems of old age lead to the question: what is the 

age of the ideal scholar depicted in early modern art and literature? 

 Although a definitive age for the scholarly type is not suggested by the Ages of Man 

series, ideas on age-dependent adult roles can nevertheless be inferred from these models. In the 

levenstrap by Pieter Nolpe (Fig. 59), ages thirty through fifty are described in the French and 

Dutch verses as the height of a man's intellectual prowess and responsibility in life. Indeed, as 

the French verses explain "…at thirty his spirit is fully formed; at forty he is prudent and wise, 

with a good judgment and perfect council, at fifty he is fine, subtle, ready to undertake whatever 

a high and generous heart can do: but at sixty he begins to descend…"590 The Dutch verses 

convey a similar message about forty and fifty years as the pinnacle years of a man's life. As the 

passage explains, the forty-year old man is "een Heer in huis, en in het velt" ("a master at home 

and in the field") and the fifty-year old is "vol wysheyt, en vol goeden raet" ("full of wisdom and 

full of good advice").591 Earlier prints on the Ages of Man confirm a similar attitude, particularly 

regarding the age of forty. For example, in a Flemish series of stages of life dating around 1569-

1575 that was likely designed by Philips Galle, a scholar in his study serves as the allegorical 

representation of the age of forty (Fig. 61).592 Set in an elaborate cartouche that contains a variety 

of scientific instruments, such as a sundial, a Jacob's staff (an instrument used in navigation and 

                                                
589Janssen, Grijsaards in zwart-wit, 24 
590 My translation. "…a trente son esprit se forme tout a fait: a quarante on le voit etre prudent et 
sage, d'un jugement bien sain, et d'un conseil parfait. A cinquante il est fin, subtil, prest 
d'entreprendre, tout ce que peut un coeur et genereux et haut: mais a soizante il faut qu'il 
commance à descendre…" Trap des Levens Jaer-verschil der mannen (1642-1665) by Pieter 
Nolpe, engraving, 403 x 513 mm.  
591 Ibid. 
592 Man at Age Forty, engraved by Gerard P. Groenning, Antwerp, possibly after Philips Galle 
and Hugo Favolius, 1569- 1575, etching, 241× 196 mm. 
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astronomy), and a terrestrial globe, a man in classically inspired robes is seated at a desk in his 

study. In his left hand he holds a large pair of dividers, while in his right, he holds up an 

armillary sphere. Several large folios are disbursed around the room and the scholar's faithful 

dog is found curled up behind his chair. The theme of scientific inquiry and dedicated study is 

further reinforced through the scene that unfolds outside: through the doorway, it appears that a 

man holds surveying instruments, perhaps measuring the height of the obelisk before him. 

Similar to the inscriptions found in Nolpe's levenstrap, the accompanying French verses of this 

print explain: "we are brought the sage muses when our years end in forty."593 While the age of a 

scholar varies in early modern prints and genre paintings, it is fair to make the generalization that 

the period of middle age-- ranging from the forties through the early sixties--is the idealized age 

of the scholar in art of the late Renaissance to early modern era, harkening back to sources such 

as these prints that allegorize the Ages of Man.  

 Mature scholars were popularly represented around the ages of forty to fifty years old, 

but a significant number of concurrent works also concern elderly scholars in the early modern 

Netherlands-- and not all of them are disparaging of the intellectual capabilities of men in 

advanced stages of life. In fact, one important theme is that of a lucid, aged scholar who literally 

takes the pursuit of knowledge to the grave. The source of inspiration for this motif traces back 

to emblem literature, for instance Gabriel Rollenhagen II's Nucleus emblematum 

selectissimorum.594 In the engraving for emblem 75, Tamen discam (Still Shall I Learn) designed 

by Crispijn van de Passe I, an old man holds up a book in the moonlight, positioned with one leg 

                                                
593 "Les sages muses nous sont amenées, quand deux vingt ans ont clos noz années." Latin verses 
also accompany the print. 
594 Rollenhagen II (1583-1619) published this source in 1611, Arnhem. 
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in an open grave and the other on the ground above (Fig. 62).595 A skull, flanked by a shovel and 

a scythe, is found in the left foreground, reinforcing the message of the man's proximity to death. 

Van de Passe's illustration closely follows the motto that explains although man may have "one 

foot in the cold tomb," enough time remains "until the last sighs [to] learn something."596 George 

Wither's 1635 English compilation-translation of emblems also includes Tamen discam, and he 

expands upon the idea of learning in old age.597 Wither states "from this, we gather, that, while 

time doth last, the time of learning, never will be past; And, that each houre, till we our life lay 

downe, Still, something, touching life, is to be knowne."598 While the author proceeds to 

acknowledge that some elderly people retain "no such minde" for studying, or betray a "dullness" 

of character antithetical to such pursuits after the prime of life, Wither ends with an apostrophe, 

asking God to grant these continued capabilities until he is "filled with fruits of pious-

knowing."599 Old age typically connotes senility and a decrepit physical state, but in the early 

seventeenth century, tropes in literature and art existed celebrating older scholars, as we will see 

in Chapter Six. This emblem, and similar examples of wise, aged scholars in Dutch seventeenth-

century art in fact refer back to several traditions, including the previously discussed Seneca 

Epistle 75, which reinforce the notion that learning is in essence a lifelong journey. 

 

                                                
595 Crispijn van de Passe I (ca.1565–1637). Leiden University Library, Signatuur 20643 C 45:1. 
Engraving measures diameter of 98 mm. 
596 "Bien qu'on eut ia un pied dedas le froid tombeau; Et que ia fut ardant le funeste flambeau; 
Si doibt-on toutefois, tant que l'ame est enclose; Jusqu'aux deerniers souspirs apprendre quelque 
chose." 
597 George Wither, A collection of emblemes, ancient and moderne quickened vvith metricall 
illustrations, both morall and divine: and disposed into lotteries, that instruction, and good 
counsell, may bee furthered by an honest and pleasant recreation, The first booke. (London: 
Printed by A[ugustine] M[athewes] for Henry Taunton, and are to be sold at his shop in Saint 
Dunstanes Church-yard), MDCXXXV[1635]. 
598 Ibid., Book 2, emblem 87, illustration XXV. 
599 Ibid. 
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Beginning A Lifelong Journey of Studying: Introduction to the Theme of the Student 

 In the Dutch Republic, the journey of education for young men began in the home at a 

young age and was facilitated by parents and sometimes tutors, yet for many, their academic life 

truly commenced in the early teenage years when boys enrolled as students at local Latin 

schools. Latin schools, as opposed to Dutch schools (primary education), and German or French 

schools that offered a more varied and advanced curriculum including etiquette, were founded to 

provide students with a working knowledge of Latin, the scholarly language of the day.600 

Following the matriculation from Latin schools, wealthy young men in the Dutch Republic had 

their choice of several options for higher education, or the advancement of their career through 

apprenticeships or enrollment in colleges that prepared young men for specific trades. By mid-

century, however, the number of students at the university level in the Dutch Republic was 

markedly growing. As Dirk van Miert explains, "between 1575 and 1648 no fewer than five 

universities and six so-called "illustrious schools" or athenaeums-- academic schools without the 

right to grant degrees-- were established."601 With the increased student population in cities 

across the Northern Netherlands in the seventeenth century, the teenage student emerged in 

popular culture and art as a specific, sometimes rather disparaging, trope. As with any stereotype, 

certain aspects of student life were often exaggerated in art and literature that center on the vices 

of youth, particularly the social distractions that could lead students away from a righteous path 

                                                
600 Peter Jan Knegtmans explains that French and German schools were founded for "students 
drawn from a variety of social backgrounds" and taught subjects such as "arithmetic, 
bookkeeping and sometimes mathematics, geography, history and even astronomy." Knegtmans, 
From Illustrious School to University of Amsterdam: An Illustrated History (Amsterdam: 
Amsterdam University Press, 2007), 22. Alongside these institutions, trade schools, nautical 
training schools, and colleges of surgeons existed for training in a particular specialty. Ibid.  
601 Van Miert also explains "two of the five universities began as illustrious schools." Van Miert, 
Humanism in an Age of Science: the Amsterdam Athenaeum in the Golden Age, 1632-1704, 
Michiel Wielema, trans. with Anthony Ossa-Richardson (Leiden: Brill, 2009), 21. 
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of learning, to a life of sin and pleasure. To contextualize student life and provide points of 

comparison between lived realities, and artistic or literary projections of university life, this 

section begins by considering the structure and learned communities of two types of institutes of 

higher education in the Dutch Republic before turning to themes of the student in Dutch genre 

painting.  

 

The Emerging University Culture in the Netherlands 
 
 Education, whether attained through private tutorship or through attendance at academic 

institutions in the Netherlands, varied from one individual to the next due to age, financial 

circumstances, social class, and religious orientation in the early modern era.602 While the 

northern Low Countries experienced a growth of universities ushered in by the establishment of 

Leiden University (1575), universities and schools of a similar caliber were not uniformly 

regulated in admission criteria, curriculum, or the ability to award degrees.603 At this time, two 

types of schools existed: universities like Leiden, and Illustrious Academies, such as the 

Amsterdam Athenaeum Illustre (1632).604 Similar to universities, the latter type of school could 

vary widely in the number of appointed professors, the size of the student body, and the subjects 

of public lecture (dependant on the professors' strengths), but the most important distinction is 

that the academies could not award degrees.605 Illustrious Academies were, however, a popular 

                                                
602 For a general overview of the university system in Early Modern Europe, see: Hilde de 
Ridder-Symoens, A History of the University in Europe, vol. II, Universities in Early Modern 
Europe (1500-1800), Walter Rüegg, general ed., (Cambridge, U.K.: Cambridge University Press, 
1996), particularly Maria Rosa Di Simone, "Admission," Chapter 7, 285-324. 
603 Maria Rosa Di Simone, "Admission," in A History of the University in Europe, 285-86. A 
discussion of Leiden University and Amsterdam Illustre school follows. 
604 Di Simone notes that the academies were popularly established in the Netherlands and 
Germany, as opposed to the rest of Europe and Britain. Ibid, 291. 
605 Knegtmans, From Illustrious School to University of Amsterdam, 7. 
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choice for many seventeenth century students. At these institutions young men could study many 

of the same subjects as at the universities, and they generally had the benefit of remaining under 

parental or familial supervision longer, because the growing number of academies offered 

students local alternatives to higher education.606 As this general overview suggests, there was 

not one set path by which an aspiring young man could achieve an education in the early years of 

the Dutch Republic.  

 Another significant factor that impacted the proliferation of universities and illustrious 

schools was the fact that Latin school education could, and did, vary greatly at this time in the 

Low Countries. In addition, students often had the opportunity to pursue the three traditional 

branches of study: theology, law, and medicine. Some schools also offered more general studies 

of liberal arts subjects and the trivium, or grammar, logic, and rhetoric, which corresponded to 

the subjects taught at Latin schools.607 In theory, these courses prepared students either for their 

professions or for university study.  

 University life was an attractive option to many young men and enrollment in such 

institutions often came with certain benefits, such as exemption from particular taxes on goods 

and the right to be tried for lesser crimes by academic tribunals.608 The artist Rembrandt van 

Rijn, for instance, was enrolled at age fourteen at Leiden University by his parents.609 This was 

likely done so that the family could exploit the tax exemptions allocated to students on beer and 

                                                
606 Knegtmans, From Illustrious School to University of Amsterdam, 29. 
607 Ibid., 23. 
608 Such tribunals were often lenient in punishment for relatively minor crimes committed by 
students or members of the academic community. As Van Miert explains, "this form of class 
justice was designated to prevent the reputations of the future elite from being prematurely 
blemished." Van Miert, Humanism in an Age of Science, 26. 
609 Leiden University Library, The Catalogus Studiosorium (university register of enrollments), 
includes an entry on May 20, 1620, that indicates Rembrandt's age and his status of living with 
his parents at the time of his enrollment. http://www.about.leiden.edu/international-face/leiden-
classics/leiden-classics-the-traces-of-rembrandt-at-leiden-university.html 
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wine. In addition, as a student, Rembrandt was also exempted from militia service, just as the 

professors of the university were exempted from having troops billeted at their homes.610 These 

incentives most likely explain why Rembrandt was enrolled because there is no evidence that he 

attended lectures during his one-year association with the university as a student.611 Rembrandt's 

case is not exceptional, though. Students of varying ages appear to have enrolled in universities, 

and some who fully participated in lectures and met all other academic requirements appear to 

have only attended for a few years before leaving the institution to practice their specialty-- with 

or without a formal degree.612 Unlike the typical university system today, the writing of an 

original, researched thesis was not always part of conferring the equivalent of what would be a 

master's or a doctoral degree. Rather, such evaluations were often oral, with the written 

component secondary in importance, or an evaluation consisted of Latin translations of ancient 

texts that proved a mastery of language and the subject matter.613 While the perquisites for 

admission to university and the requirements for graduation were later reformed and increasingly 

regulated by civic and internal governing boards by the late seventeenth century, the Netherlands 

nevertheless experienced increased interest in a variety of higher educational opportunities. 

 The following section considers two examples of institutions-- Leiden University and the 

Amsterdam Athenaeum Illustre-- to offer insight into student life, its representation in art, and 

                                                
610 The tax exemptions were an incentive for many such families: Benjamin Roberts relays that 
194 litres of wine and ten barrels of beer per year were tax-free. Roberts, Through the Keyhole: 
Dutch Child-Rearing Practices in the Early 17th and 18th Century, Three Urban Elite Families 
(Hilversum: Verloren, 1998), 124. See also: Otterspeer, The Bastion of Liberty, 37 and 
Anthony Bailey, Rembrandt's House: Exploring the World of the Great Master (Boston: 
Houghton Mifflin, 1978; reprinted in 2014 by Tauris Parke Paperbacks, New York), 41. 
611 Leiden University Library, http://www.about.leiden.edu/international-face/leiden-
classics/leiden-classics-the-traces-of-rembrandt-at-leiden-university.html 
612 Di Simone, "Admission," 289. See also: Otterspeer, The Bastion of Liberty, 37-44 and Willem 
Frijhoff, Chapter 9, "Graduation and Careers," in Ibid., 355-415; especially 361 and 370-76. 
613 Frijhoff, "Graduation and Careers,"Ibid. 
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the often complex socio-cultural, economic, and age-specific roles associated with participating 

in these academic communities. Leiden and Amsterdam were important centers for learning at 

this time and these cities were also important for their art markets, which flourished from the 

1620s on, coinciding with the early years of these institutions.614 In the markets of Amsterdam 

and Leiden, paintings of scholars of all ages were sought by purchasers of middle to upper class 

means, many of whom had personal connections to academic life, or at least the ambition to 

appear learned by identifying with the scholarly figures that adorned their homes. The theme of 

the scholar was particularly relevant to artists in Leiden because, as Sheila Muller demonstrates, 

artists including Gerrit Dou fought to establish a guild for painters in the 1630s.615 Dou 

particularly promoted the professionalism of his trade through innovative self-portraits and 

images of learned gentleman scholars, which will be considered in this section. In addition, Eric 

Jan Sluijter's research over the last decade on the art market and quality of paintings sold in the 

Netherlands points to relevant examples of Leiden collectors interested in the themes of 

scholarship, such as the Leiden professor Franciscus de le Boë Sylvius.616 As a probate inventory 

of Sylvius' house reveals (1673), he had over 170 paintings adorning the walls of his Rapenburg 

home, largely painted by contemporary artists of the Northern Netherlands and of good to 

                                                
614 Jonathan I. Israel, The Dutch Republic: Its Rise, Greatness, and Fall 1477-1806 (Oxford: 
Claredon Press, 1995), 560. 
615 The Leiden Guild of St. Luke was sought by painters in the 1610s but was not established 
until 1648 when the town council conceded. Sheila D. Muller, "Young Scholar in his Study: 
Painters and Scholars Learning the Art of Conversation in Early Seventeenth-Century Leiden," 
Nederlands Kunsthistorisch Jaarboek 59 (2009): 293-314. See also: Katja Kleinert and Cécile 
Tainturier, "Schilders uit de verf.  Leidse ateliervoorstellingen uit de zeventiende eeuw," De 
zeventiende eeuw 1, Jaargang 22. (Hilversum: Uitgeverij Verloren, 2006): 107-148. 
616 Eric Jan Sluijter, "Ownership of Paintings in the Dutch Golden Age," in Class Distinctions, 
102. In footnote 70, Sluijter also references his previously published research: "'All Striving to 
Adorne Their Houses with Costly Peeces': Two Case Studies of Paintings in Wealthy Interiors," 
in Art & Home: Dutch Interiors in the Age of Rembrandt, Mariet Westermann et al. (Zwolle: 
Newark Museum and Denver Museum, 2001), 102-127. 
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excellent quality.617 The professor specifically adorned his study with four paintings: a 

landscape, an unframed work by "Van der Hart," a tronie of an old man by an unknown artist, 

and most notably, "1 stuckgen van Douw," or a painting by Gerrit Dou that likely pertained to a 

scholarly or hermit subject.618 While a larger history of the art markets in the university towns of 

the Netherlands is beyond the scope of this chapter, this exploration provides an introduction for 

the genesis of genre paintings of scholars divided by age, beginning with the theme of students. 

 Notably, only certain aspects of student life appear to have attracted the interest of Dutch 

artists. Ostensibly lacking are seventeenth-century scenes of lecture halls filled with students and 

genre scenes of private lessons held in professors' homes, although later in the century, artists 

from Michiel van Miereveldt to Rembrandt drew attention to public dissections in the anatomical 

theatre.619 This discussion is also limited in the fact that the portrait convention of pupils with 

their tutors is not considered because the theme of private tutelage of a young-adult student is 

                                                
617 Sluijter, "Ownership of Paintings in the Dutch Golden Age," Ibid. Sylvius owned works of a 
high caliber including eleven by Gerrit Dou, such as Woman at Her Toilette, oil on panel, 75.5 x 
58 cm., 1667, Rotterdam, Museum Boijmans Van Beuningen. Ibid. For further information on 
Sylvius' inventory, see: Th. H. Lunsingh Scheurleer, C. Willemijn Fock, and A. J. van Diessel, 
Het Rapenburg: Geschidenis van een Leidse gracht, vol. 3a, (Leiden: Afd. Geschiedenis van de 
Kunstnijverheid, Rijksuniversiteit Leiden, 1986-92), 335-42. 
618 Boedelinventaris van François de le Boë Sylvius. N. A. 1073a, nots. A. den Oosterlingh, nr. 
66, April 6, 1673. Reproduced in: Ibid., 338, 'Op de studeercamer'. The description does not 
provide further information, nor have subsequent scholars including Baer identified which 
painting this was (and determined if even extant). I believe the setting of the study is likely 
significant to the subject of the painting. Moreover, Ronni Baer demonstrates that in a different 
room, Sylvius displayed "a hermit in a case." Several Protestants including Sylvius owned hermit 
paintings created by Dou. See Baer, The Paintings of Gerrit Dou, 55, footnote 144. 
619 For example: Michiel van Miervelt and Pieter Michielsz. van Mierevelt, Anatomy Lesson of 
Dr. Willem van der Meer, 1617, oil on panel, 170.5 x 224.5 cm., Delft, Museum Het Prinsenhof 
and Rembrandt, The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Nicolaes Tulp, 1632, oil on canvas, 169.5 x 216.5 
cm., The Hague, Mauritshuis. To the best of my knowledge, a few genre works attributed to 
Jacques de Gheyn II and Willem van der Vliet in the 1620s center on the themes of teachers and 
children or young adult pupils. I have only viewed these paintings in black and white 
reproduction and the attribution appears insecure, so these examples are not discussed.   
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rare in extant genre portrayals.620 This rare theme was often historiated by artists such as Jan 

Lievens, and appears similar in format (often three-quarter length) and stylistic treatment to the 

popular tronies, or genre portraits, of this period. Instead, genre scenes of university-age students 

typically consist of individuals alone in a study, or a multi-purpose (bed)room that, in 

contemporary practice, would have been rented while the student attended a university. As we 

will see, compositional clues in these genre scenes, such as body language, the time of day, and 

items that suggest possible symbolic interpretations-- globes, musical instruments, and smoking 

paraphernalia--convey either positive, or more negative, interpretations of student life. Similar to 

the Van Dagen engraving of the troubled student alone in his study, genre paintings often address 

the subjects of melancholy, the rigors of academic life, and the temptations of society that the 

students of Leiden University and the Amsterdam Athenaeum Illustre must have struggled to 

balance. 

 

 

                                                
620 The distinction I am drawing here is that young adults are not typically the focus. An example 
of a historiated portrait is Jan Lievens, Portrait of Karl Ludwig van de Palts with Wolrad von 
Plessen, as Alexander instructed by Aristotle, 1631, oil on canvas, 103.5 x 96.5 cm., Los 
Angeles, The J. Paul Getty Museum. A similar example is school of Rembrandt (formerly 
attributed to Gerrit Dou), A Young Scholar and His Tutor, or, Portrait of (likely) Prince Rupert 
of Palatinate and his Tutor in Historical Dress as 'Eli and Samuel,' ca. 1629-30, oil on canvas, 
102.9 x 88.3 cm., Los Angeles, The J. Paul Getty Museum. The only genre painting of this theme 
that I have been able to locate is: Gerbrandt van den Eeckhout, A Philosopher and his Apprentice 
in a Study, 1643, oil on panel, 54 x 47 cm., private collection. This work was featured at TEFAF 
Maastricht in 2000 by Salomon Lilian bv, Amsterdam. For a reproduction, see: Sumowski, 
Gemälde der Rembrandt Schüler, vol. II, cat. 399, illustrated 762. In the larger theme of 
teaching, genre paintings more frequently feature younger students, specifically in paintings of 
schoolmasters and their charges such as Gerrit Dou, An Evening School, c. 1655-57, oil on panel, 
25.4 x 22.9 cm., New York, The Metropolitan Museum. Another branch of genre imagery 
pertains to parents instructing their young children (typically in reading, or for girls, needlework 
or sewing), such as Cornelis De Man, The Reading Lesson, oil on canvas, n.d., 74.3 x 65.7 cm., 
The Hague, Hoogsteder & Hoogsteder (Fig.98).   
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Leiden University 

 Sanctioned by Prince William of Orange, Leiden University was triumphantly chartered 

following the Spanish siege upon that city in 1573-74, from which the citizens of Leiden 

emerged starving but victorious.621 In a dramatic fashion similar to the circumstance of its 

founding, the university's inauguration parade and festivities on February 8, 1575 were 

unparalleled.622 As Willem Otterspeer describes this day, an allegorical parade was a highlight 

and included mythological figures representative of the four faculties, such as the blindfolded 

Justitia holding a balance and sword, and float that contained the holy scriptures.623 In addition, 

the theologian Caspar Coolhaes delivered a speech, civic officials provided refreshments to the 

citizens, and the night ended with a display of fireworks.624 Notably, the foundation of this 

university was significant for religious, political, and civic reasons. As Jonathan Israel explains, 

                                                
621 William of Orange wrote to the Provincial Councils of Holland and Zeeland on December 28, 
1574, to this effect, and the particular location of Leiden was approved in early January 1574. 
For sources on the founding and early history of Leiden University, see: P.C. Molhuysen, 
Geschiedenis der Universiteits-Bibliotheek te Leiden (Leiden: A.W. Sijthoff, 1905); Th. H. 
Lunsingh Scheurleer and G. H. M. Posthumus Meyjes, eds., with the assistance of A. G. H. 
Bachrach...[et al.], Leiden University in the Seventeenth Century: An Exchange of Learning 
(Leiden: Brill, 1975); W. TH. M. Frijhoff, La société néerlandaise et ses gradués: 1575-1814: 
une recherche sérielle sur le statut des intellectuels à partir des registres universitaires 
(Amsterdam: APA: Holland University Press, 1981); Anthony Grafton and Lisa Jardine, From 
Humanism to Humanities: Education and the Liberal Arts in Fifteenth and Sixteenth Century 
Europe (Cambridge, M.A.: Harvard University Press, 1986); Willem Otterspeer, Het bolwerk 
van de vrijheid. De Leidse universiteit 1575-1672 (Amsterdam: Bakker, 2000); Willem 
Otterspeer,"The Mediating Role of the University: Leiden University, its Structure and Function 
during the first two Centuries of its Existence," History of Universities XVIII/2 (2003): 147-196; 
Christiane Berkvens-Stevelinck, Magna Commoditas: A History of Leiden University Library 
1575-2005 (Leiden: Primavera Pres, 2004); Willem Otterspeer, The Bastion of Liberty: Leiden 
University Today and Yesterday, Beverly Jackson, trans., (Leiden: Leiden University Press, 
2008).    
622 M. W. Jurriaanse, The Founding of Leyden University, J. Brotherhood, trans. (Leiden: E. J. 
Brill, 1965), 10.  
623 Otterspeer explains that the four faculties were presented in order according to the Parisian 
system of academic hierarchy, ranging from theology down to the liberal arts. Willem 
Otterspeer, The Bastion of Liberty: Leiden University Today and Yesterday, 23. 
624 Ibid., 22-24 and M. W. Jurriaanse, The Founding of Leyden University, 11. 
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this institution was "…expressly intended to bolster the political and religious separatism of 

Holland and Zeeland," and to provide education to future civic officials and preachers.625 Despite 

these connections and the importance of theology as a subject of study, religious tolerance for 

certain demographics of the student body was upheld in Leiden. By 1577 the States of Holland 

abolished an oath of religious allegiance for students who were not studying theology but 

wishing to gain admission to the university, and also by the 1660s when Jewish students were 

increasingly awarded degrees in Dutch universities like Leiden.626 However, the governance of 

the university was, by means of a 1618 reform, Calvinist although the students and professors 

represented more diverse faiths.627 For instance, as Otterspear elucidates, in the first several years 

of the university conflicts arose between "recognized libertines" including the professors Lipsius, 

Raphelengius and Thomas van Erpe (Erpenius) clashed with extreme Calvinists Lambert Daneu 

(Danaeus) an Saravia, as well as the Catholics Sosius and Tuning.628 

At times religious differences came to a boiling point: for example, debates over Amenianism in 

1618 and Cartesianism in 1656 caused the States of Holland to intervene in the governors' 

authority of the university during these religious crises.629 Despite these challenges of 

governance and the larger religious ramifications of such debates, Leiden was the first institution 

of its kind in the Northern Netherlands that eventually accommodated the inculcation of multiple 

schools of thought -- or, to employ Otterspear's terms, the university fostered "eclectic 

compromise or gradual transition" of turbulent topics, such as Aristotelianism and 

                                                
625 Israel, The Dutch Republic, 569. 
626 Daniela Prögler, English students at Leiden University, 1575-1650: 'advancing your abilities 
in learning and bettering your understanding of the world and state affairs' (Farnham, Surrey: 
Ashgate, 2013), 89, and M. W. Jurriaanse, The Founding of Leyden University, 15, and Di 
Simone,"Admission," 295. 
627 Otterspeer, Bastion of Liberty, 52. 
628 Ibid., 52. 
629 Ibid., 33. 
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Cartesianism.630 As one of the largest universities in Europe, the university was a boon not only 

to the students, but also shaped the identity of the Dutch Republic on the international stage in 

this regard.631 

 

Learned Culture and Student Life 

 Similar to other universities across Europe, Leiden University's student population was 

small at first, but it was distinct for the surprisingly large number of international students in this 

community of intellectual exchange. It is estimated that by the early 1640s, Leiden University 

grew from less than 100 students in the 1590s to nearly 500.632 Moreover, as Israel explains, 

between the 1630s and 1650 this population diversified: "over half of the student body derived 

from outside the Republic, most from German lands (3,016), Britain (672), and Scandinavia 

(621)…" in a student body of nearly 11,000.633 A significant source of attraction for students 

were the renowned professors engaged by the university. Famous scholars including Justus 

Lipsius, Joseph Justus Scaliger, Johannes de Raei, and Simon Stevin taught in the first century of 

the university. These men were known not only for their expertise in lectures, but also for their 

role in the gradual development and reform of the larger curricula. Gerard Johannes Vossius, for 

example, famously produced his own textbook of Latin grammar in 1626.634 While students 

                                                
630 Ibid., 60. 
631 Israel explains, "by 1609, Leiden was one of the biggest universities in Europe…" The Dutch 
Republic, 572. 
632 Ibid. 
633 Ibid. Many additional countries were represented, with the exceptions of Spain and Portugal. 
Ibid. See also: Daniela Prögler, English students at Leiden University, 1575-1650, especially 
"English Students and the Netherlands," 53-80, and "Fame and Success of Leiden University," 
81-127. 
634 Professors were also engaged in a 1625 draft of the Schoolordre, the planning of the 
university timetable. Other examples of new books include Franco Burgersdijk's Logica and 
Compendium. Otterspeer, The Bastion of Liberty, 77. 
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generally enjoyed a respite from lectures on holidays, such as Easter, and during the summer 

months, lectures were also not given on Wednesdays or Saturdays at Leiden University.635 This 

lead to a condensed schedule of lectures, which were both public and private: the latter of which 

were pursued in the professors' own homes, or offered by private individuals who were also 

enrolled in the university and charged for lessons in diverse subjects including fencing, 

languages, and draftsmanship.636 Speaking of the diverse professors of philosophy engaged by 

the university, Otterspeer concludes that, rather uniquely, "the university…succeeded not only in 

allowing different schools of thought to be expressed in the curriculum, but also in keeping their 

internal disputes under control."637 Whether in debates over Cartesianism versus Aristotelianism, 

or in other fields, students enjoyed exposure to different schools of thought and they benefitted 

from the diverse pedagogical approaches in their academic life at the university. 

 The values inculcated by professors in the lecture halls often resounded in the housing 

arrangements of students, as well. Following the wave of Iconoclasm (1566) in the Low 

Countries, several convents and monasteries in Leiden were dissolved and several of these 

buildings were appropriated by Leiden University for academic purposes, but not for student 

housing.638 At its founding, the university occupied the Barbara Convent along the Rapenburg, 

later changing in 1577 to the nearby Faliede Begijnhofkerk, and moving again in the early 1580s 

to the Dominican Convent of the White Nuns also located on the Rapenburg.639 Only the 

theology students lived together in former monastery buildings, while the other students had to 

rent rooms, often from local professors or private teachers. These accommodations could range 

                                                
635 Ibid., 68. 
636 Ibid. 
637 Ibid., 59. 
638 Moerman, "Leiden, city in Holland," 241-2.  
639 Ibid.  
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in size from a few rooms to housing for up to twenty or more students.640 With this sustained 

interaction between students, their professors, and fellow intellectuals who were colleagues of 

their teachers, young men received further supervision and guidance. To employ the words of 

Otterspeer, this housing arrangement combined "physical and intellectual nourishment… in the 

most literal sense," because mealtimes were apt to be filled with discussions of lessons and 

evaluations of the students' abilities to communicate their knowledge.641 Lodging for students 

could also foster a sense of camaraderie, particularly among immigrant groups. Otterspeer 

observes that foreign students would frequently board with their fellow countrymen, sometimes 

occupying rooms that were rented out by people of their same nationality.642 Thus, the rented 

accommodations of university students often offered the extended protection of the university 

community, and perhaps the familiarity of their homeland, as well as extracurricular 

opportunities to study and socialize. 

 The acquisition of certain diverse skills outside of the classroom were in fact also 

encouraged by university authorities for students. Interestingly, Leiden University sanctioned 

particular activities that fostered mind-body discipline and instilled the social etiquette necessary 

for young men as they transitioned to fulfill their adult duties. Sports such as kolf, for instance, 

were permissible for the student body in this spirit.643 The university also established a fencing 

school, and riding lessons were offered. These courses encouraged gentlemanly skills for 

students, particularly important for those who later chose to participate fully in the militia, for 

instance.644 Church attendance and religious observance were also expected by the university 

                                                
640 Otterspeer, Bastion of Liberty, 88-89. 
641 Ibid., 89. 
642 Ibid. 
643 Ibid., 93. 
644 Ibid., 98. 
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elders, and to a lesser degree, exposure to other cultural pursuits, such as the theatre, were 

viewed as edifying to a point.645 Although different from a liberal arts education today, 

university life for students at Leiden University in the seventeenth century promoted many of the 

same essential values and was offered with the intention to prepare the young men for their 

future roles-- whether as gentlemanly merchants, lawyers, religious officials, doctors, or civic 

officials.    

 A significant feature of the academic community at Leiden University was the growing 

library and its humanistic nature. Established upon a posthumous donation in 1586 by a former 

professor, Johannes Holmannus Secondus, the library collection began with theological texts as 

its core and was housed by 1595 at the Faliede Begijnkerk along the Rapenburg.646 This bequest 

was soon followed by donations from the city of Leiden, as well as private individuals. Learned 

citizens frequently patronized the collection, although it was at the rather limited disposal of 

impoverished students for whom it had been founded.647 While the books housed at this library 

                                                
645 Ibid. 
646 Ingrid W. L. Moerman, "Leiden, city in Holland," in Young Rembrandt: The Leiden Years, 
Roelof van Straten with Moerman, R. Quartero and D.J. Martin, trans., (Leiden: Foleor 
Publishers, 2005),  241-254, see 242-3. For a more detailed discussion of this bequest, see 
Elfriede Hulshoff Pol, "The Library" in Th. H. Lunsingh Scheurleer and G. H. M. Posthumus 
Meyjes, eds., Leiden University in the Seventeenth Century: An Exchange of Learning (Leiden: 
Brill, 1975), 395-460, especially 398-99 and appendix A. Christiane Berkvens-Stevelinck notes 
that the first book donated to the library was in fact the Polygot Bible, presented by William of 
Orange and printed by Plantijn. Although this was the "basis" of the library, it did not 
significantly increase until bequests and donations were offered, starting with Johannes 
Holmannus Secondus' texts. Berkvens-Stevelinck, Magna Commoditas, 11.  
647 Moerman,"Leiden, city in Holland," 243. The library was only open two days per week for 
two hours, and then student access was suspended for a period of 25 years due to reported misuse 
(c. 1605-1630). Hulshoff Pol, "The Library," in Leiden University in the Seventeenth Century, 
395 and 413. Berkvens-Stevelinck explains that this dispute between students and other 
sanctioned users arose due to abuse of a key system. As she notes, "curators and professors, the 
regent and subregent of the State College, and also members of the Town Council and public 
administrators" had keys to access the library. Students apparently got around this restriction by 



 

 249 

still largely pertained to theology in the late sixteenth century, the collection grew to 442 works 

and increasingly reflected the other subjects taught at the university, with holdings in philosophy, 

mathematics, law and medicine.648 For example, subject titles etched on the top of the 

bookshelves in a 1610 engraving by Willem Isaacsz. van Swanenburg (published in Leiden by 

Andreas Cloucq, Fig. 63) exemplify this diversification which encompassed nearly 32,000 books 

by 1640.649 As this print also shows, the library was more than a quiet space in which books were 

housed. Rather, it also contained globes, including a pair by Hondius (illustrated here with 

protective dust coverings), a collection of maps, classical and oriental manuscripts, and it was 

decorated with portraits of illustrious scholars.650 The growing importance of the university 

library was also complimented by developments in book publication in Leiden. Although second 

to Amsterdam as a publishing centre, the university established its own printing shop in the 

1590s.651 As Paul Hoftijzer explains this larger development, the "astonishing boom of the local 

book trade," particularly in academic subjects, was due to immigrants from the Southern 

Netherlands and the Walloon region who brought their publishing expertise to Leiden.652 In 

                                                                                                                                                       
copying keys and infringed upon the order of this institution, leading to the suspended access to 
the library for several years. Berkvens-Stevelinck, Magna Commoditas, 21-22. 
648 Daniela Prögler, English students at Leiden University, 115. 
649 This is from a set of four engravings of the university. The other scenes include Anatomy 
Theatre, Botanical Gardens, and the Fencing School, all printed in 1610, aprox. 333 x 402 mm. 
Otterspeer explains Swanenburgh based his engraving on drawings by Jan Cornelis van 't Woudt 
and that these prints were popularly copied and reprinted in books. Otterspeer, Bastion of 
Liberty, 105. The increase in titles is largely due to the efforts of the librarian Daniel Heinsius 
(1607-1655). Berkvens-Stevelinck, Magna Commoditas, 29. 
650 Ibid., 96. The first pair of globes was purchased by the university at auction in 1588. It 
appears that they sought updated materials like the Joducus Hondius globes, as well as 
Copernican globes. Hulshoff Pol, "The Library," in Leiden University in the Seventeenth 
Century, 416. 
651 Daniela Prögler, English students at Leiden University, 118 
652 Paul Hoftijzer, "Emblem books in Leiden," in Alison Adams and Marleen van der Weij, eds., 
Emblems of the Low Countries: A Historical Perspective, Glasgow Emblem Studies vol. 8, 
(Glasgow: Glasgow Emblem Studies, 2003), 79-94; see 79-81. 
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addition to the connection to the academic community, private citizens also benefitted from the 

increased number of publishing houses and bookshops in town. In an already highly literate 

culture, Leiden's inhabitants stand out at this time as particularly avid collectors of books and 

printed material. The result was that the private libraries of gentleman -- whether professors like 

Johannes Thysius (1622-1653), or educated merchants or businessmen not affiliated with the 

university-- offered another academic resource to students with the right social connections, in 

addition to the library collections.653   

 Two other developments in the 1590s also significantly impacted the fame of Leiden 

University. In addition to the library, Leiden was acclaimed for founding the first botanical 

garden for academic research in the Netherlands. Carolus Clusius (1526-1609) was solicited to 

come to the city to direct the construction of the hortus botanicus and he was fundamental in 

promoting this endeavor, despite his advanced age.654 As Otterspeer recounts, the university not 

only sought foreign expertise, but also maintained active trade partnerships and constructed 

heated greenhouses to further their collection of both medicinal and non-medicinal plants.655 A 

famous example is the tulip plant. Clusius introduced tulips to the Leiden botanical garden and 

studied this species with academic interest in the potential medicinal or culinary properties of 

this flower.656 Rarities such as this attracted visitors to the extensive gardens, as well as students, 

                                                
653 The Bibliotheca Thysiana is now part of the University of Leiden special collections. See 
http://www.bibliotheek.leidenuniv.nl/bijzondere-collecties/oude-drukken/bibliotheca-
thysiana.html 
654 He was 67 by the time he was engaged to come to Leiden. Moerman,"Leiden, city in 
Holland," 244. 
655 Otterspeer, Bastion of Liberty, 100. 
656 While Clusius studied in vain to discover medicinal or any other useful properties in tulips, he 
made many contributions to the field. As reiterated by Anne Goldgar, "it is clear that trade made 
the arrival of tulips in the Netherlands [at an early date] a possibility. The existence of Clusius 
made it a certainty." Goldgar, Tulipmania: Money, Honor, and Knowledge in the Dutch Golden 
Age (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2007), 34. 
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and this botanical display was also combined with a cabinet of curiosities in 1599. The cabinet 

displayed human, animal, and plant specimens in a covered passageway.657 It is no wonder that 

universities in the Dutch Republic during this time experienced a vogue for gardening after 

Leiden's example, because this trend relates to the larger cultural fascination with collecting, 

categorizing, and displaying all manner of naturalia in such settings. A related innovation was 

the anatomical theatre that was founded in 1593 and located in the Faliede Begijnkerk.658 

Dissections took place during the winter months and drew crowds of public spectators along with 

the students who filled the amphitheatre that had room for around 300 people.659 In the 

summertime, locals and foreigners visited this space because like the garden cabinet of 

curiosities, it also housed anatomical specimen, such as skeletons, engravings, and related 

instruments.660 The extent of interest in the university was vast, and often international. 

Collections such as these and the subsequent offering of courses in the physical sciences and 

medicine made enrollment in Leiden University appealing not only to students, but also to the 

family members and households who sometimes accompanied young men in their relocation to 

such communities of learning.  

 

Amsterdam Athenaeum Illustre 

 The Amsterdam Athenaeum Illustre was founded nearly sixty years after Leiden 

University, and in many respects, this school presented a competitive, albeit somewhat different, 

                                                
657 Ibid. 
658 Moerman, "Leiden, city in Holland," 245. 
659 Otterspeer, Bastion of Liberty, 96. 
660 Ibid. 
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option for higher education in the Netherlands.661 An Illustrious School, which Israel defines as a 

kind of "civic college," was an institution that prepared boys for university life following their 

matriculation from Latin school.662 In practice this was not always the case because, as 

mentioned earlier, boys received varying degrees of preparation in Latin, and some students' 

education terminated with the illustrious academies. However, the civic council initiated the 

Amsterdam Athenaeum in order to address the deficiencies of the Latin schools in the subjects of 

language and philosophy, with the overall ambition to provide a humanist education that was, in 

theory, on par with universities.663 With these intentions, the Athenaeum was inaugurated on 

January 8, 1632.664 Unlike the boisterous festivities of Leiden University's founding, this 

occasion was solemn and marked primarily by poems composed by Caspar Barlaeus and Vondel, 

as well as public lectures delivered by the Athenaeum's first two professors: Gerardus Vossius, 

professor of history, spoke on the eighth and Barlaeus, professor of philosophy, lectured on the 

                                                
661 For more sources on the founding and early years of the Athenaeum, see: Van Miert, 
Humanism in an Age of Science; Peter Jan Knegtmans, From Illustrious School to University of 
Amsterdam: An Illustrated History (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2007); Peter Jan 
Knegtmans, Professoren van de stad: het Athenaeum Illustre en de Universiteit van Amsterdam, 
1632-1960 (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2007); Peter Jan Knegtmans and Peter T. 
van Rooden, Theologen in ondertal: godgeleerdheid, godsdienstwetenschap, het Athenaeum 
Illustre en de Universiteit van Amsterdam (Zoetermeer: Meinema, 2003); C. L. Heesakkers, 
"Foundation and early development of the Athenaeum Illustre at Amsterdam," Lias: sources and 
documents relating to the early modern history of ideas, Vol. 9, Nr. 1 (Amsterdam: Maarssen: 
APA Holland University Press, 1982): 3-18; C. S. M. Rademaker, "The Athenaeum Illustre in 
the correspondence of Gerardus Joannes Vossius," Lias: sources and documents relating to the 
early modern history of ideas 9, Nr. 1 (Amsterdam: Maarssen: APA Holland University Press, 
1982): 19-55. 
662 Israel notes that the Illustrious schools were "…jointly sponsored by the Generality, through 
the Raad van State," unlike the universities (five by 1648) that existed only in the provinces and 
not in the Generality Lands. The Dutch Republic, 573-4. 
663 As Dirk van Miert explains, "in its organization and content the education at the Athenaeum 
was comparable to that at the universities. Teaching methods such as collegium privatum, lectio 
publica, and disputatio were standard at the Athenaeum as they were at other institutions." Van 
Miert, Humanism in an age of Science, 358. Also see Knegtmans, From Illustrious School to 
University of Amsterdam, 20. 
664 Van Miert, Humanism in an Age of Science, 1. The academy became a university 1877. 
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following day.665 In the words of Peter Jan Knegtmans, the inauguration "may not have attracted 

much attention from the bulk of the populace, but the city's 'learned class' turned out in force": 

including local regents, men of the professional classes, such as merchants, religious officials, 

tutors, and young men who wished to enroll in the academy.666 Similar to Leiden University, the 

Athenaeum occupied a former monastic building, the Agnietenkapel (Chapel of Holy Agnes) 

located on the Oudezijds Voorburgwal, which was appropriated by the city after the 1578 

Revolt.667 Vossius and Barlaeus were the first two professors engaged to teach at the Athenaeum 

whose student body initially comprised only twenty or so pupils in the early years.668 With 

somewhat modest beginnings, the ambitions of Vossius and Barlaeus in their public lectures and 

private tutelage shaped this institution, promoting it as a university in all but the ability to award 

degrees. 

  
Learned Culture and Student Life 

 The largest differences between Leiden University and the Amsterdam Athenaeum 

included student demographics and the astonishing lack of theology as a subject of study at the 

Athenaeum's founding. In contrast to the internationally diverse students who attended Leiden by 

the early 1640s, the Athenaeum mostly attracted students on a more local scale. In the early 

seventeenth century Amsterdam was home to two Latin schools, from which many of the 

Athenaeum students derived.669 These were young men who came from families of the social 

                                                
665 Ibid., 3.  
666 Knegtmans, From Illustrious School to University of Amsterdam, 17. 
667  Van Miert explains the building contained two floors; the bottom was a naval warehouse and 
the top included an auditorium and a small room, as well as the attic that was used as the first 
library. Ibid., 45. 
668 Knegtmans, From Illustrious School to University of Amsterdam, 9. 
669 Ibid., 22. 
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elite, such as the regents, in addition to the clergy, physicians, and lawyers.670 Students were also 

sons and male relatives of men from the more modest merchant classes (such as apothecaries) 

who likely sought proficiency in Latin and to study law for business purposes.671 Overall, the 

curriculum of the Athenaeum was organized so as to provide a quintessential humanist education 

centered on the precepts of Aristotle.672 Dirk van Miert explains that even in the 1670s the 

Athenaeum remained traditional in its attitude toward scientific subjects that were (sometimes 

controversially) introduced and developed in the curriculum of other institutes of higher 

learning.673 Moreover, Van Miert clarifies that the education supplied by the Athenaeum was by 

no means a practical introduction to particular trades or professions.674 Instead, practical courses 

in seafaring, for example, were offered at the local nautical college, just as other specialized 

trades were taught at individual schools.675 Despite its somewhat impractical nature, the 

curriculum of the Athenaeum grew to include law in 1640, medicine in 1660, and finally 

                                                
670 Only conjectures can be made as to the number and demographic makeup of the student body 
because as Van Miert explains, the Amsterdam Athenaeum lacks an album studiosorum, or, "a 
list of the matriculations of the students." Since no archive exists, there is also not register of a 
board of professors or curators, as well as no extant schedules of courses. See Van Miert, "Where 
Centers of Knowledge and Centres of Culture Meet. The Amsterdam Athenaeum and the 
Municipal Theatre," in Scholarly Environments: Centres of Learning and Institutional Contexts 
1590-1690, Alasdair A. MacDonald and Arend H. Huussen, eds., (Leuven; Paris: Peeters, 2004), 
107-120, see 109. 
671 Knegtman notes this trend started with the merchant sons attending Latin school, later 
athenaeums and universities. He distinguishes these young men from those who "aspire 
to…scholarship" and attended these institutions for longer periods. From Illustrious School to 
University of Amsterdam, 29. 
672 Van Miert, Humanism in an Age of Science, 359. 
673 "Up to the 1670s…elite sons clearly received a basic humanist and Aristotelian education at 
the Athenaeum. Even afterwards, new developments in the scholarly and scientific world did not 
influence the educational curriculum that boys followed before their twenties. Petrus Francius, a 
key figure in the last decade of the century, stood out as a traditional humanist… almost 
desperately trying to bring his students to an adequate proficiency in Latin." Ibid. 
674 Van Miert notes "none of the professors of the seventeenth century, apart from De Bie with 
his lectures on navigation, provided any practical education" at the Athenaeum, Ibid., 356. 
675 Another example is the surgeon's guild, which offered courses before medicine was offered 
through the Athenaeum. Knegtmans, From Illustrious School to University of Amsterdam, 22. 
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theology-- the founding discipline of Leiden University and most universities at this time-- in 

1686.676 Within forty years of establishment, the Amsterdam Athenaeum thus accommodated the 

interests of a broader range of local students by expanding the offerings of common university-

level disciplines.  

 While the Athenaeum's curators and professors furthered the renown of this school 

through the increased disciplines of study and they held the ambition to one day elevate the 

Athenaeum to a university, a defining difference between Leiden and its Amsterdam counterpart 

was the manner of student housing. To reiterate, the student populace was largely composed of 

young men from Amsterdam and the surrounding regions. As such, they often remained at home, 

living under the supervision of parents or relatives, in contrast to students at universities who 

relied on boarding with professors or local professionals. For some parents, the alternative of the 

local Athenaeum must have been comforting because boys as young as thirteen or fourteen often 

enrolled in university or athenaeum-level institutions. In addition, this arrangement was also 

cost-effective for guardians of students. Van Miert estimates that renting out room(s) to attend 

university cost families nearly three to four hundred guilders per year, which in practical terms 

was nearly half of what a professor earned in a year.677 While living at home dissuaded the same 

sense of collegial exchange and academic continuity that students experienced when boarding 

with university professors, this arrangement was beneficial from an economic standpoint and in 

terms of the extended parental supervision of the social life pursued by these rather young men.  

 The local nature of this institution and the students' engagement with this prosperous 

Dutch city cannot be overestimated in terms of the extracurricular advantages Amsterdam 

offered over a more sequestered university setting. Admittedly, by mid-century, young men 

                                                
676 Van Miert, Humanism in an Age of Science, 19-20.  
677 Ibid., 29.  
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could study astronomy under the professor Martinus Hortensius, mathematics with Alexander de 

Bie, and later law under Albertus Rusius, exemplifying just some of the many disciplines offered 

through the Athenaeum and the caliber of professors it solicited. 678 However, the city of 

Amsterdam also attracted many professionals who, in addition to supplementing the courses of 

the Athenaeum, frequently tutored students in disciplines not offered by the school.679 This also 

extended to members of the diverse religious communities in Amsterdam: for instance, local 

Jewish rabbis taught young men interested in theology or Hebraic studies.680 In contrast to the 

private tutelage tailored to students' individual needs, the Athenaeum lectures ran Monday 

through Friday, typically in the morning, and were open to the public.681 As such they were 

attended not only by students, but also by local adults including merchants and businessmen. In 

fact, Chris L. Heesakkers notes "hours were such as to enable those present to be in time for the 

Exchange afterwards."682 The Exchange, or Amsterdam Beurs was built in 1611 and functioned 

as the financial hub of the city, where merchants, businessmen, and clients met to negotiate trade 

deals and to arrange the transport of goods.683 To employ Van Miert's terms, such community 

interest in the public lectures suggests that the Athenaeum was "…more embedded than a 

university in the public life of the city."684 Van Miert also points to the example of student life 

                                                
678 Ibid., 32-35. 
679 Knegtmans, From Illustrious School to University of Amsterdam, 10 and 29. 
680 Ibid., 29.  
681 Barlaeus' correspondence notes that at the beginning of his tenure he would lecture at nine 
and Vossius would lecture at ten in the morning. Van Miert, Humanism in an Age of Science, 47.  
682 Chris L. Heesakkers, "Foundation and early development of the Athenaeum Illustre at 
Amsterdam," Lias: sources and documents relating to the early modern history of ideas, 8-9. 
683 The Beurs functioned alongside the Wisselbank (Exchange Bank) and offered various 
business transactions: from the purchasing of insurance for shipping, to government bonds and 
VOC shares, among other business transactions. Thus, the Beurs was a meeting space for both 
domestic and international men of business. Baer et al., Class Distinctions, 150. 
684 Van Miert, "Where Centers of Knowledge and Centres of Culture Meet," in Scholarly 
Environments, 108. 
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and the municipal theater. While he observes that there is no direct connection between increased 

playwright activity and the skills young men cultivated at the Athenaeum, the academy was 

lenient as to student participation in acting at the municipal theatre. This liberty may not have 

been "an active or conscious policy" on the part of the curators of the school, but it is reflective 

of the shared oversight of this institution between the church and civic powers in Amsterdam, not 

to mention student involvement in the larger community.685 Thus, the diverse cultural 

opportunities in Amsterdam and prosperous businesses, paired with the presence of notable local 

tutors and the Athenaeum's balanced administration, were factors that converged to offer a rich 

educational resource to young men-- catering to students of varying aspirations in perhaps a 

more unique manner than that of the universities. 

 

Conclusion: The Trope of the Student in the Netherlands 

 In the case studies of Leiden University and the Amsterdam Athenaeum Illustre presented 

above, several differences have been highlighted, but some important continuities also existed 

which suggest ways in which students were regarded as a population in cities across the Northern 

Netherlands. In this survey of the structure of Dutch higher education, a generic, idealized notion 

emerges of dutiful young men who attended lectures, participated in tutorials, and managed to 

balance the temptations of a social life with that of an academic life. However, the lived reality 

was likely different; not all students actively pursued scholarship, their length of studying varied, 

and much like young people today, life at the university or athenaeum was diversely 

experienced. In other words, academic life was an experience largely dictated by an individual's 

age, ambition, and financial means. One enlightening connection about social attitudes toward 

                                                
685 Ibid., 120. 
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students relayed in these examples is the resounding message that students needed to be 

supervised. Largely this requirement was supposed to be upheld in the housing arrangements of 

students, whether they were under the watchful eye of Leiden professors, living with relatives or 

family acquaintances, or at home with their parents in Amsterdam. Another important 

commonality is the tension that existed between the inhabitants of the larger community and the 

school itself. Although certain activities, such as participating in the municipal theatre were 

sanctioned by academic officials, students were often noted as a social nuisance, or worse, as 

criminals who disrupted civic peace in seventeenth century popular culture.  

 The stereotypical image of the seventeenth century student typically resembles the 

troubled young man whose wayward life is suggested in the Van Dagen print-- sometimes 

involved in petty crimes, raucous behavior, and immoral acts related to the amusements of wine, 

women and song. This stereotype relates to fashions in youth culture, masculine societal norms, 

and the presumable inexperience of young men in life. It is not without reason that the Ages of 

Man print series traditionally emphasize the immaturity of people in their early teens and 

twenties. A telling example is found in the Trap des Levens Jaer-verschil der mannen (1642-

1665) by Pieter Nolpe (Fig. 59). As previously examined, each step of a man's life bears a 

succinct caption in this print. At age one, the boy can stand, at age ten, he plays, but at age 

twenty he is "deluded," or under an "illusion" of love and vanity.686 As the accompanying verses 

clarify, the young man at age twenty holds a fresh rose (symbolic of vanity), and is 

inexperienced in life until age thirty--the age at which he becomes a "full man" who is able to 

                                                
686 Age 1: "Ik staan" ("I stand"); Age 10: "Ik speel" ("I play"); Age 20: "Ik waan" ("I'm deluded, 
or under an illusion"); Age 30: Ik vecht" ("I fight").  Regarding the notion of a "full man" at age 
thirty, the verses read: "De dertich geeft een volle man, die vlach en wapens kan." Trap des 
Levens Jaer-verschil der mannen (1642-1665) by Pieter Nolpe, etching, 403 × 513 mm. 
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bear weapons to fight.687 Surviving evidence from seventeenth-century civic regulations in 

university towns, and records of trials held at academic tribunals, serve as examples of some of 

the trouble young men could find themselves in when they were led astray. In several of 

Benjamin Robert's publications, for instance, he points to examples of student vandalism and 

violence, such as an incident at the university town of Groningen in 1629 when a law student 

named Otto Copes and his friends drunkenly initiated a fight and fired at the municipal guards 

with their pistols.688 Such misbehavior was not just a product of youth culture and immaturity. 

Rather, as Roberts explains, it was also related to the assertion of "masculinity in the early 

modern period [which] was culturally constructed and continuously in motion."689 These 

combined facets of student life-- immaturity, masculinity, and participation in the fashions of 

youth culture-- are pertinent to genre images of students, and will be addressed in the following 

section that considers visual evidence of this theme in Dutch painting. 

 The common fear of seventeenth-century parents, that their sons would succumb to a life 

of pleasure while away at university, or even under their watchful eye, emerges as the trope of 

the student in Dutch art. Through specific, often symbolically rich images, these trepidations are 

suggested. Images of student life are therefore often thematic and are grounded in the 

questioning of masculine roles, assertions of adulthood, and the lures of luxury--whether fashion, 

hedonistic pleasures of food and wine, or sexual temptations. For students, it was a process of 

navigating these intertwined roles and avoiding common vices as they developed in maturity and 

gained knowledge. Eventually, these young men assumed adult roles in their society: a rite of 

                                                
687 Ibid. 
688 Roberts, Sex and Drugs Before Rock 'n' Roll, 15-16. See also Benjamin Roberts and Leendert 
F. Groenendijk, "'Wearing out a Pair of Fool's Shoes': Sexual Advice for Youth in Holland's 
Golden Age," Journal of the History of Sexuality 13, nr. 2 (April 2004): 139-156. 
689 Roberts, Sex and Drugs Before Rock 'n' Roll, 25. 
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passage typically signaled by their marriage and/or completion of an apprenticeship or a course 

of study, usually around the age of twenty-five.690 Yet as genre paintings and supporting literary 

and cultural evidence of student life suggest, dedication to studying, achieving adulthood, and 

fulfilling the expected masculine roles were struggles for many young men in the Dutch 

Republic.  

 

Themes of Student Life in Dutch Seventeenth-Century Genre Paintings 

 Three themes related to the vicissitudes and challenges of student life will be identified in 

this section because they are pertinent to the questions of maturity, masculinity, and scholarship 

in the larger trope of the student in Dutch seventeenth-century genre painting. I designate three 

'types' of students as the most frequently represented: The Melancholic Student; The Distracted 

Student; and the Devoted Student. While correlations exist between these demarcated topics, and 

additional subthemes can be identified, this tripartite division offers insight into the common 

vices of students, the settings in which they are most often seen, and their manners of 

engagement with both scholarly materials and items of amusement or distraction, such as books, 

musical instruments, and smoking paraphernalia. By focusing on examples that represent these 

three types of students, understanding is gained into the larger cultural attitudes toward higher 

education and students in the Netherlands, as well as artists' perspectives of the role of the 

student therein.  

 

 

                                                
690 Roberts, "The 'Marlboro Men' of the Early Seventeenth Century: Masculine Role Models for 
Dutch Youths in the Golden Age?," Men and Masculinities 9, nr.1 (July 2006): 76-94, see 77. 
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The Melancholic Student 

 Judging from a certain branch of genre imagery, university students and students 

attending local athenaeums in the Dutch Republic had much to be melancholic about. Genre 

artists typically suggest this humoral state brought on by black bile and a life of social and 

academic imbalance through the archetypal head-on-hand pose of an individual. This is similar 

to a trend in portraiture that is exemplified by Michiel Sweerts' Portrait (or Self-Portrait) of a 

Young Man (1656, Fig. 64).691 Less frequently, the student is even depicted asleep at his desk in 

a slothful posture. During the 1630s the compositions of melancholic students often reflect a 

preference in the art market for the tonalist painting style composed of muted colors of brown 

and gray. In addition, the chambers of melancholic students in tonalist scenes often recall the 

genre of the guardroom interior in that broken floorboards, dingy walls, and disordered 

possessions typify such scenes.692 From the 1650s, artists associated with Rembrandt and his 

school experimented with so-called genre portraits of students, sometimes conveying melancholy 

through gestures of sloth and sleep. While melancholic themes were projected by genre artists 

through different formats of paintings, these examples all convey an attitude of melancholy, 

sometimes reinforced by the palette of the scene, communicated by the student's posture, and 

suggested by certain items contained in the study.  

 Jan Davidsz. de Heem (1606-1684) is known primarily as an innovative still-life painter, 

but he also produced an exceptional painting of a melancholic student. Born in Antwerp, De 

Heem was later active in Leiden (after 1625- late 1630s), and Interior of a Room with a young 

                                                
691 Oil on canvas, 114 x 92 cm., St. Petersburg, Hermitage Museum.  
692 For overviews on Dutch guardroom scenes, see: Jochai Rosen, Soldiers at Leisure: the 
guardroom scene in Dutch Genre Paintings of the Golden Age (Amsterdam: Amsterdam 
University Press, 2010), and David Kunzle, From Criminal to Courtier: the Soldier in 
Netherlandish Art 1550-1672 (Leiden; Boston: Brill, 2002).  
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Man seated at a Table (1628) is an early example of a work produced during this period (Fig. 

65).693 While curators of the Ashmolean Museum suggest that this aberrant work in De Heem's 

oeuvre may be a self-portrait, evidence is lacking of his involvement as a student at Leiden 

University.694 Instead, De Heem's interest in this theme of student life is probably related to a 

group of still-life paintings he produced during this time. In these works of his Leiden period, De 

Heem conveys his familiarity with the art market in Leiden, and also suggests the influence of 

contemporary still-life painting styles in Haarlem that were championed by Pieter Claesz. (1597-

1660). For example, De Heem's Still-Life of Books (1628) is composed of a similarly restrained 

palette, and depicts a popular subject in this university town (Fig. 66).695 Instead of focusing on 

pronk, or rich items, such as exotic nautilus shell cups, or sumptuous dishes of oysters on silver 

platters, Leiden artists developed a rather somber vanitas still-life tradition that often features 

scholarly paraphernalia. As Dixon explains, the presence of the university shaped the art market, 

and buyers sought works in which "books dominate…most of them the worse for wear."696 

Notably, the Leiden genre painter Gerrit Dou also forayed into still-life painting around this time 

and explored the vanitas qualities of this theme in Still Life with Globe, Lute, and Books (c. 

1635).697 Whether this melancholic student is considered to be a self- portrait or not, De Heem 

conveys the mental state of this young man through the somber coloring of this work, the figure's 

classic head-on-hand pose, and his gaze that evades the books before him. Much like the student 

in Van Dagen's print (Fig. 55), De Heem's young man also seems conflicted by life choices. The 

                                                
693 Signed and dated, oil on panel, 60 x 82 cm., Oxford, The Ashmolean Museum. 
694Ashmolean Museum Online: 
http://www.ashmolean.org/ash/objects/makedetail.php?pmu=730&mu=732&gty=qsea&sec=&dt
n=15&sfn=Artist%20Sort,Title&cpa=1&rpos=7&key=jan  
695 Oil on panel, 36 x 48.5 cm., The Hague, Mauritshuis. See also, De Heem, Still-Life with 
Books, c. 1628, 26.5 x 41.5 cm., Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum.  
696 Dixon, Dark Side of Genius, 88. 
697 Oil on panel, 22.5 x 30 cm., private collection, Mr. and Mrs. Michal Hornstein.  
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student's interest in the outside world is signaled by the wall map that adorns his rough chamber, 

in conjunction with the sword and the engraved portrait of military hero Christian von 

Braunschweig.698 These items could indicate that this young man wishes to forgo the burden of 

studying and turn to a military life, or seek the necessary accomplishments for the life of a 

gentleman.699 

 A similar, contemporary example of a melancholic student that takes on more of a 

portrait quality is Pieter Codde's (1599-1678) Young Scholar in His Study, or Melancholy (1630, 

Fig. 67).700 Codde and his Amsterdam colleague Willem Duyster initially began as portraitists, 

but later turned to genre scenes that reflect artistic trends developed in Haarlem.701 As such, this 

painting is an example that Wayne Franits characterizes as "transitional" in theme and style 

between the early Dutch genre artists, such as Willem Buytewech (c. 1591-1624), and the later 

genre specialists, such as Gerard ter Borch (1617-1681).702 The transitional quality of Codde's art 

is seen largely in the rather gloomy interior of the young man's study and the lack of fine 

furnishings, which contrasts with the more elegant interiors found in later high-life genre scenes 

of the study, such as those by Vermeer that will be considered in the next section. Laurinda 

Dixon, however, views the brown-hued appearance of the study room and the youth's clothing as 

significant. She argues that Codde's brown palette was deliberate and serves to emphasize the 

                                                
698 The engraving is based on W.J. Delff's engraving of Michiel Jansz. van Miereveldt's portrait, 
now at Hampton Court. The Ashmolean Museum Online, 
http://www.ashmolean.org/ash/objects/makedetail.php?pmu=730&mu=732&gty=qsea&sec=&dt
n=15&sfn=Artist%20Sort,Title&cpa=1&rpos=7&key=jan  
699 Dixon also points out the travelling trunk found in this scene as indicative of this student's 
desire to forgo academic life. Ibid., 98. 
700 Oil on panel, 46 x 34 cm., Lille, Musée des Beaux-Arts.  
701 Wayne Franits, Dutch Seventeenth-Century Genre Painting: Its Stylistic and Thematic 
Evolution (New Haven; London: Yale University Press, 2004), 57-58.  
702 Franits, Dutch Seventeenth-Century Genre Painting, Ibid. 
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earthy Saturnine connections of scholarship and the gloom of melancholy.703 On one hand, this 

could be related to traditional sources like Ripa's Iconologia where melancholy is allegorized as 

a "duyster bruyn Man," or a man with a dark-brown complexion.704 Yet on the other hand, the 

rather monochromatic palette of Young Scholar in His Study is in keeping with the practices of 

Codde's fellow genre artists in Amsterdam during the 1620s-30s, as Franits contends.705 John 

Michael Montias and Jonathan Israel also explore the possible economic factors that may have 

influenced the development of this monochromatic style, while Eric Jan Sluijter suggests that 

this phenomenon may have more to do with the influences of Flemish immigrants from the 

Southern Netherlands which lead to two styles (vibrant-colored-foreign and monochromatic-

local) in the competitive art market of Amsterdam.706 Whether Codde's Young Scholar in His 

Study emphasizes the theme of melancholy through the fashionable monochromatic qualities of 

the artist's palette, or simply implies his poverty as a student, this painting underscores the 

impoverished nature and malcontent state of a young man who struggles to pay attention to his 

studies, much like the unrelated but contemporary work by De Heem. 

                                                
703 Dixon explains, "when depicting the scholar's habitat, painters employed the limited color 
scheme of melancholy earth, shutting out the light of day to suggest Saturn's perpetual night." 
Dark Side of Genius, 82. Dixon also emphasizes the connection to the Elizabethan phrase of "a 
fit of the dumps in [a] brown study," Ibid., 92. I am uncertain if this is relevant to Dutch culture 
because, even though there is evidence of cultural exchange between England and the Dutch 
Republic at this time, I have not encountered this terminology of a "brown study" in Dutch 
seventeenth-century literature and secondary literature on this subject.  
704 See discussion in Chapter Two. Pers, Iconologia, Becker reprint of 1644 edition (Soest: 
Davaco Publishers, 1971), 77. 
705 Franits, Dutch Seventeenth-Century Genre Painting, 64. 
706 For an overview of this debate, see Ibid. See also: Sluijter et al., eds. Nederlandse portretten; 
bijdragen over de portretkunst in de Nederlanden uit de zestiende, zeventiende en achttiende 
eeuw, Leids Kunsthistorisch Jaarboek 8, (The Hague, 1990); Montias, "The Influence of 
Economic Factors on Style," De zeventiende Eeuw 6 (1990): 49-57; and Israel, "Adjusting to 
Hard Times: Dutch Art During Its Period of Crisis and Restructuring (c. 1621- c. 1645)," Art 
History 20 (1997): 449-76.  
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 The melancholy, if not sinful, tendencies of student life are more extremely suggested in 

portrait-like genre scenes in which students are found sleeping at their desks, or awake and 

overtly avoiding their work. The rather obscure painter from Gouda, Constantijn Verhout (active 

1663-1667), was interested in such themes of students, as suggested by a drawing of a young 

man writing in a book now held in the Rijksmuseum collection, and a painting Interior with a 

Young Man Sleeping (c.1663-67, Fig. 68).707 In contrast to the sleeping student, the boy in the 

drawing actively engages with his lessons. Moreover, the pose of the figure in Interior with a 

Young Man Sleeping is significant to larger stereotypes of students in Dutch culture. In Verhout's 

painting, the boy's seemingly natural pose of placing one hand in the bosom of his jacket would 

most likely have been interpreted as anything but innocent by seventeenth-century viewers. 

Rather, this gesture was commonly thought to signify acedia, or sloth. As Chirologica, John 

Bulwer's seventeenth-century manual of hand gestures, explains through an example of a pose 

adopted by the biblical Salomon: "the wickednesse of it, in that his Hand is hidden: 

sloathfulnesse being so shamefull a thing, that it needeth to be concealed."708 Indeed, as Susan 

Koslow explores in an article on fisherboys painted by Frans Hals, such sinful gestures have 

biblical origins.709 "Idle hands," as Koslow describes them, relate to Proverbs 6:10 that discusses 

sleeping with "folded" hands, as well as Proverbs 19:24, which discusses the gesture of hands 

                                                
707 Drawing is c.1663-67, chalk on paper, 220 × 184 mm., Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum (RP-T-
1937-70). Painting is oil on panel, 38 x 31 cm., Stockholm, Nationalmuseum. 
708 Bulwer's emphasis. John Bulwer, Chirologia: Or the Naturall Language of the Hand. 
Composed of the Speaking Motions and Discoursing Gestures Thereof (London: Tho. Harper, 
1644), 36-37. Bulwer explains that a similar gesture of holding laced fingers across the body also 
signifies sluggishness, particularly for people who "are fallen into a melancholy muse." Ibid., 38. 
These gestures of sloth and melancholy are not to be confused with placing one's hand to one's 
heart, which is an affirming, positive gesture of humility and honesty according to Bulwer. See 
Ibid., 88-89. 
709 Susan Koslow, "Frans Hals's Fisherboys: Exemplars of Idleness," The Art Bulletin 57, nr. 3 
(September 1975): 418-432. 
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concealed in the bosom.710 In addition, Koslow points to Psalm 118:28 and Proverbs 6:9-10 that 

more generally connect the sin of sloth to sleeping.711 As Koslow concludes, "it is not surprising 

to find that when a naturalistic image of the physical manifestation of sloth was desired, sleep 

was chosen to illustrate it."712 Yet in Dutch genre imagery, it was not just sleeping students who 

suggest acedia. Instead, artists associated with Rembrandt also adopted this hand-in-bosom 

gesture in scenes of students who are awake: images that were likely inspired by Rembrandt's 

own exploration of distracted, melancholic students in prints from the 1640s, such as Student at a 

Table by Candlelight (1642).713 The particular gesture of sloth is found in the painting attributed 

to a pupil of Rembrandt, Young Student at his Desk (no date, Fig. 69) and Lambert Doomer's 

Thinking Boy at a Table with Books (c. 1650, Fig. 70).714  

 While Rembrandt's figure does not express his sloth through the same hand-in-bosom 

gesture, his engraving of 1642 likely inspired interest in this subject for his pupils, and 

compositional similarities can be drawn between Doomer and the anonymous pupil in terms of 

the emphasis on the solitary student shrouded in darkness. In addition, if it were not for the 

combination of the concealed hands and head-on-hand poses in these examples, these students 

would also resemble Rembrandt's portraits of dignified older men who pursue contemplative 

lives, such as the Reverend Johannes Elison, a minister of the Dutch Reformed Church.715 

                                                
710 Koslow, "Frans Hals's Fisherboys," 420 
711 Ibid.  
712 Ibid. 
713 Etching, 142 x 130 mm., a version held in The British Museum, London. 
714 Unknown artist, pupil of Rembrandt, oil on canvas, unknown dimensions, Stockholm, 
Nationalmuseum (NM 7100). This painting was accessioned in 2012 and is currently undergoing 
art technological research in a project lead by conservator Lena Dahlén, Nationalmuseum, and 
Dr. Anna Vila, CATS. Doomer's painting is oil on canvas, 101 x 81 cm., c. 1650, located in 
Berlin at the Staatliche Schlösser und Gärten.   
715 For instance, Elison is shown with this hand-to-heard gesture in Rembrandt's 1634 portrait, 
oil on canvas, 174 x 124.5 cm., Boston, Museum of Fine Arts.  
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However, the young students in these paintings forgo their studies, visually emphasized by their 

elbows that are planted on top of a stack of closed books and their gazes that are directed toward 

the viewer. Unlike Reverend Elison who places his hand on his heart in sincerity, the students 

hide their hands in symbolic reference to the fact that they do not (yet) lead productive scholarly 

lives; rather, they appear to indulge in laziness on par with their sleeping counterparts who are 

similarly representative of acedia.   

 

The Distracted Student 

 Writing in the early sixteenth century, Erasmus outlined important educative precepts that 

held true through the early modern era, noting also the pitfalls and distractions of youth in his 

widely read Institutio principis christiani (Education of a Christian Prince, 1516). Addressing 

frivolities that commonly attract young men, Erasmus implores: "what would be more foolish 

than to judge the prince by accomplishments like these: dancing gracefully, playing dice 

expertly, drinking liberally, giving himself airs, …and doing all the other things which I am 

ashamed to mention but which some people are not ashamed to do?"716 Instead, Erasmus 

compels the reader to consider the virtue of modesty, and the "qualities of wisdom, magnanimity, 

restraint, and integrity."717 Ad Leerintveld's research on the expansive library of Constantijn 

Huygens reveals that Huygens owned a 1641 edition of Education of a Christian Prince.718 

Herman Roodenburg builds on Peter Burke's research on European readership and discovers that 

                                                
716 Erasmus, The Education of a Christian Prince (Institutio principis christiani), Lisa Jardine, 
ed. and trans., with Neil M. Cheshire and Michael J. Heath, trans., Cambridge Texts in the 
History of Political Thought, (Cambridge, U.K.: Cambridge University Press, 1997), 15. 
717 Erasmus, The Education of a Christian Prince (Institutio principis christiani), Lisa Jardine, 
ed. and trans., 16. 
718 For a database of Ad Leerintveld's research, see: 
http://www.leidenuniv.nl/fsw/verduin/constanter/ 
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Huygens also owned Baldassare Castiglione's Il libro del cortegiano (The Book of the Courtier, 

first edition 1528), which enjoyed a large readership among the Dutch elite.719 While it is not 

surprising that learned, multilingual Dutch men like Huygens were familiar with both 

Castiglione and Erasmus and reflected on the authors' wisdom, it is notable that different 

messages are conveyed in these sources concerning the non-academic refinements that a prince -

-or a noble, or more broadly interpreted, a gentleman-- should acquire.720 Castiglione, in his first 

book of the Courtier for instance, advocates that playing games, such as tennis, and knowledge 

of visual arts are beneficial because they exhibit refinement.721 In the second book of the 

Courtier, the merits of dancing and playing music are also promoted.722 However, "the first and 

true profession of the courtier must be that of arms; and this above everything else… [he should] 

pursue vigorously."723 Evaluated together, these two sources present a rather conflicting idea of 

what was considered necessary in a gentleman's accomplishments beside a humanist education, 

and raises questions about what activities were potentially seen as vices in early modern culture. 

                                                
719 Herman Roodenburg, The Eloquence of the Body: Perspectives on Gesture in the Dutch 
Republic (Zwolle: Waanders, 2004), 10. For more on conduct guides in the Netherlands and 
social etiquette promoted by families such as the Huygens', see: Roodenburg, "Elegant Dutch? 
The Reception of Castiglione's Cortegiano in Seventeenth- Century Netherlands," in Exploring 
Cultural History: Essays in Honour of Peter Burke, Melissa Calaresu, Filippo de Vivo, and Joan-
Pau Rubiés, eds., (Farnham, Surrey: Ashgate, 2010), 265-288, see 274.  
720 Roodenburg, "Beweeglijkheid embodied: On the Corporeal and Sensory Dimensions of a 
Famous Emotion Term." In Netherlands Yearbook for History of Art- Nederlands 
Kunsthistorisch Jaarboek 60 (2010): 307-318, 'The Passions in the Arts of the Early Modern 
Netherlands,' Stephanie S. Dickey and Herman Roodenburg, eds., (Zwolle: Waanders Uitgeverij, 
2010); Roodenburg, "Visiting Vermeer: Performing Civility," in In His Milieu: Essays on 
Netherlandish Art in Memory of John Michael Montias, A. Golahny, M. M. Mochizuki, and L. 
Vergara, eds., (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2006), 385-394; Roodenburg, The 
Eloquence of the Body: Perspectives on Gesture in the Dutch Republic, (Zwolle: Waanders, 
2004). 
721 Baldassarre Castiglione, The Book of the Courtier, translated and with an Introduction by 
George Bull (Reprint: Penguin Editions, Cambridge: 2011), 58 and 63. 
722 Ibid., 118-120. 
723 Ibid. 
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In other words, by what means did rich young men learn to embody lossigheydt, or sprezzatura: 

the seemingly natural poise and grace of a well-versed man in the Dutch Republic?724 Often this 

embodiment of culture involved learning gentlemanly sports, music, dancing, and knowledge of 

the visual arts, alongside a formal education through tutors, or enrollment at a local academy or a 

university. 

 While the differences between the specific cultures and times in which the Courtier and 

Education of a Christian Prince were written are important to keep in mind, debate over 

conflicting notions of the elevated skills gentlemen must possess in addition to academic 

knowledge remained at the forefront of Dutch seventeenth-century culture. Etiquette manuals, 

for instance, that advocate for dancing and horseback riding as gentlemanly accomplishments, 

such as the previously considered Faret's L' honneste homme (1630), were translated into Dutch 

and published and circulated in cities such as Dordrecht and Amsterdam.725 Dutch moralists 

including the renowned 'Father Cats' also discussed the subject of youth, its distractions, and 

gentlemanly conduct. A popular example that encapsulates Cats' attitude toward young men is 

found in his discussion of "The Follies of Youth," which is illustrated by an emblem of a fanciful 

young man wearing fool's shoes adorned with bells.726 As Cats' adage explains the difficulties of 

navigating the path to adulthood, "one has to wear out a pair of fool's shoes before one can be 

                                                
724 As Roodenburg explains these concepts and their importance to Dutch culture, "It all centered 
on 'grace,' or to be more precise and follow Castiglione, on sprezzatura, a kind of effortlessness 
in which no exertion…was ever to shine through. In Dutch, it was generally translated as 
lossigheydt, a term also used in contemporary art theory, to denote virtuoso brushstrokes of 
contemporary painters." Roodenburg, The Eloquence of the Body, 13. 
725 Samuel van Hoogstraten (translator), Den eerlyken jongeling of de Edele Konst, van zig by 
Groote en Kleine te doen Eeren, geagt en bemint te maken (Dordrecht: Abraham 
Andriesz.,1657), Second edition (Amsterdam: Gerrit Bos, 1738). 
726 Cats, Spiegel van de Oude en Nieuwe Tijdt (Mirror of Old and New Times), Part III (first 
edition, The Hague: 1632; Dordrecht: Hendrick van Esch, 1635), 23-24. Illustrated by Adriaen 
van de Venne. It is notable that this emblem also contains a tennis racket, playing cards, and 
other young people merrymaking in the background.  
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wise."727 As such examples convey, authors and translators of moral handbooks and etiquette 

guides in the Dutch Republic understood that certain frivolities and potential vices were inherent 

in youth culture. In genre paintings of students, this message is frequently conveyed by artists 

through the presence of vanitas items--most often groupings of books, instruments such as a 

violin, and smoking paraphernalia. On the one hand, such items and their placement in the study 

may be traditionally interpreted as a warning of the transience of life and suggest the mortality of 

the young scholar who will waste his years in idle pursuits. On the other hand, however, vanitas 

items may also be indicative of pleasant diversions that were socially validated in early modern 

culture in the cultivation of gentlemanly skills. 

 Some of the best examples of vanitas symbolism in the study rooms of students are found 

in the oeuvres of Gerrit Dou and artists associated with his Leiden circle. When Dou was only 

twenty-four years old he completed his earliest dated painting, An Interior with a Young 

Violinist, which features a boy interrupted in his music (1637, Fig. 71).728 This painting not only 

marks an early stage in Dou's career, but is also one of the earliest examples of a youthful scholar 

that bridges Dou's learned painter and gentleman-scholar figures including self-portraits--

forming an important prototype for his pupils.729 Looking to the viewer, the boy sits in a large 

                                                
727 "Men moet een paer narre-schoenen verslijten, Eer men richt wijs wort." Translation based on 
Roberts' discussion, Sex and Drugs Before Rock 'n' Roll, 77-78. This emblem is reproduced Fig. 
10, 78, Ibid.  
728 Ronni Baer dispels the notion that this is a self-portrait of Dou. Baer, The Paintings of Gerrit 
Dou (1613-1675). Volumes I-III, Ph.D. diss., New York University, 1990, Vol. I, cat. 25 and cat. 
26. Oil on panel, arched top 31.1 x 23.7 cm., National Gallery of Scotland, Edinburgh. 
729 For a discussion of the learned scholar and the conflation of the scholar's study and the 
painter's studio, see Chapter 3. Shelia D. Muller focuses on this topic in her article: "Young 
Scholar in his Study," Nederlands Kunsthistorisch Jaarboek 59 (2009). Muller demonstrates that 
as a pupil of Rembrandt, Dou was familiar with the genre of the painter in his studio (pictor 
doctus). However, Dou adapted this theme in a manner that emphasizes the genteel 
accomplishments of the learned painter who engages in civil conversation by inviting the viewer 
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chair before a draped table in a lofty chamber adjacent to a spiral staircase that is illuminated by 

a window to his right. As Ronni Baer observes, Dou's "tranquil atmosphere" and the full-length 

format of this figure are innovative because this composition departs from similar, more raucous 

half-length scenes of musicians by the Utrecht Caravaggisti.730 Grandeur is suggested not only 

by the brass chandelier that hangs above the boy, but also by the overturned pewter tankard at his 

feet, the pair of globes he possesses (one on the table, one on a shelf in the shadows), and his 

assortment of finely bound books, not to mention the violin itself. In addition to the scholarly 

tone of his room that is set by the globes and books, Dou suggests that this young musician is 

also a gentleman because he wears spurs and his cloak and sword hang on the column behind 

him.  

 Although this boy may appear to be a privileged and educated youth, Baer points to the 

underlying suggestion of "worldly pleasures" alluded to by the violin in particular. In the Flute 

Player (c. 1636, Fig. 72), a painting produced by Dou around the same time as his Young 

Violinist, Dou draws on the same theme of a boy playing an instrument and even employs the 

same model.731 Certain early modern moralists, such as the previously considered Timothie 

Bright, advocated for the healing properties of music and advised melancholy scholars to play 

instruments for relief. In addition, the peers of men such as Constantijn Huygens were praised 

for gentlemanly aptitude in the composition of music and their ability to perform on various 

instruments (in Huygens's case, the lute). Yet as Baer demonstrates, other sources including Jan 

van der Veen's Zinnebeelden oft Adams Appel (first edition Amsterdam, 1659), employ the 

                                                                                                                                                       
into his studio. She points to Dou's Artist in his Studio, c. 1630-32, oil on panel, 59 x 43.5 cm., 
private collection, as the origin of this theme. Ibid., 293. 
730 Baer, The Paintings of Gerrit Dou, Cat. 26.2.  
731 A violin also hangs from the column in the flute player's room. Ibid., cat. 25.2. Dou, Flute 
Player, c. 1636, oil on panel, 35.5x 28.5 cm., private collection, Peterborough, Elton Hall, 
William Proby.  
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emblem of a violin to condemn the vanity of "the passive life," or a life of contemplative 

pleasure.732 Similarly, in the poem Thoughts in My Room by the Dutch poet-turned-doctor 

Willem Godschalck van Focquenbroch, the scholarly narrator muses:  

I admire my fiddle and my flute  
That teach me a lesson 
Because just like the sound 
Just now heard, quickly disappears 
So has life slipped away.733 
 

As in many genre paintings, Dou leaves the question of interpretation open to the viewer; 

although a moralizing message on worldly vanities similar to Focquenbroch's poem was likely in 

the artist's mind because the pentimenti of An Interior with a Young Violinist show that Dou 

originally placed the vanitas items more prominently on the floor at the youth's feet.734  

 In addition to the vanitas symbolism of the violin in An Interior with a Young Violinist, 

the long-stemmed clay pipe and pot of embers on his table similarly evoke the notion of 

transience and importantly suggest the youth's habit of smoking. This detail is not unique to 

Dou's oeuvre: in fact, a pipe is found in the pocket of the young melancholic student painted by 

Pieter Codde (Fig. 67) and pipes feature in the Van Dagen print of a student in his study (Fig. 

55). As Laurinda Dixon argues, the presence of smoking paraphernalia in genre scenes of 

                                                
732 Ibid., cat. 26.3.  
733 Focquenbroch was born in Amsterdam in 1640, likely began studying medicine at the 
Amsterdam Athenaeum, graduated from the University of Utrecht in 1662 as a doctor, and died 
in Ghana in 1670 during his employment through the W.I.C. The Dutch reads: "Sie ick op mijn 
Fiool, en Fluyt, Die doen my mee een leeringh vinden; Want eeven eens gelijck 't geluyt, Noch 
nauw gehoort, voort gaet verswinden, Soo dra heeft mêe het leeven uyt." Bloemlezing uit de 
gedichten en brieven van Willem Goldschalck van Foquenbroch, C. J. Kuik, ed., Klassiek 
letterkundig pathéon, 207 (Zutphen: Thieme, 1977), 123. I cannot locate an exact date that this 
poem was first published, but it was published at least posthumously in Alle de werken van W.v. 
Focquenbroch, collected and published by Abraham Bogaert, 2 vol.,(Amsterdam,1696; second 
edition, Amsterdam,1709). See the Appendix, poem C for this line in the larger context of the 
poem. English translation by Stephanie Dickey. 
734 In reference to 1639 edition, this is emblem 32. Ibid. Baer also notes that the open book on his 
desk was originally painted lower. Ibid. 
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students may signify a larger connection of tobacco to the symbolism of Saturn.735 Yet, she also 

concedes that smoking "was introduced into Holland by foreign students," particularly the 

English, and young men popularly experimented with tobacco.736 Tobacco was one of the 'new 

world' products introduced to the Dutch Republic, alongside other exotic items like spices, such 

as ginger, which soon grew fashionable among the social elite.737 Consumption of tobacco in the 

Netherlands began, however, as a somewhat illicit practice among sailors and dockworkers in the 

1620s and 1630s.738 Adolescent men, like the students of Leiden University, especially sought 

this novelty product.739 The use of tobacco soon caught the attention of Dutch moralists and 

physicians, some of whom produced strongly worded treatises on the dangers of consuming this 

drug. While proponents of tobacco such as the physician Johan van Beverwijck promoted the 

medicinal properties of this substance (as an antiseptic of sorts against the plague, among other 

uses), its opponents, such as Peter Scriverius, weighted the moral depravity of this practice over 

the purported health benefits.740 During this period of Dutch debate over the societal interest in 

tobacco, students were even penalized if they were caught smoking. Roberts notes that at the 

                                                
735 Dixon explains: "the herb's link ['yellow henbane' or tobacco] with Saturn as a variety of the 
familiar herb henbane qualified smoking and pipes as new additions to the realm of vanitas 
symbols." Dark Side of Genius, 100.  
736 Specifically in reference to Leiden University. Ibid., 102. 
737 For a good overview of the social custom of smoking and the introduction of tobacco to the 
Dutch Republic, see: Ivan Gaskell, "Tobacco, Social Deviance, and Dutch Art in the Seventeenth 
Century," in Looking at Dutch Art: Realism Reconsidered, Wayne Franits, ed., (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1997), 68-77. See also: Simon Schama, The Embarassment of 
Riches: An Interpretation of Dutch Culture in the Golden Age (New York: Vintage Books, 
Random House, Inc., 1987), especially196- 220. 
738 Gaskell, "Tobacco, Social Deviance, and Dutch Art," 74-77. 
739 Roberts explains: "among the first of the upper echelons and middling sort in Dutch society to 
experiment with tobacco were male students, many still adolescent."  "The 'Marlboro Men' of the 
Early Seventeenth Century," 76. 
740 Roberts, "The 'Marlboro Men' of the Early Seventeenth Century," 79. See also Beverwijck, 
Schat der Gesontheyt (The Treasury of Health), 1636 and Scriverius' essay, Saturnalia. Ofte 
Poetisch Vasten-avond spel…(Saturnalia. Or the poetical Shrove Tuesay evening game…), 1613 
(Latin), and 1630 (Dutch) editions.  
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University of Leiden, theology students were banned from smoking and risked forfeiting their 

scholarships if they engaged in such illicit practices.741 By the 1650s, though, recreational 

smoking was appropriated by men of all ages and levels of society, and even by some women.742 

The long stem of the white clay Gouda pipe, such as the ones in the Van Dagen student print and 

in Dou's painting was a type of pipe used by the elite, while the lower classes resorted to cheaper 

and more utilitarian short-stemmed Gouda pipes.743 Similar to the multiple messages suggested 

by the violin in Dou's painting, the presence of a pipe in the chambers of students is open to 

either a negative didactic interpretation or a more positive one that suggests the student engages 

in a profitable break from his studies by indulging in what became a culturally normalized habit 

of smoking.  

 Despite cultural appropriation of smoking by mid-century, however, smoking 

paraphernalia are often more than simple illustrations of a common student habit. In fact, 

references to this habit in poetry and in genre paintings rather consistently center on the 

melancholy of scholarly life and the associated vices of youth well into the seventeenth century. 

Returning to the poetry of Willem Godschalck van Focquenbroch, for instance, further insight on 

the theme of smoking and student life is divulged.744 In a poem specifically about smoking, the 

                                                
741 Roberts, Sex and Drugs before Rock 'n' Roll, 174. 
742 Gaskell, "Tobacco, Social Deviance, and Dutch Art," 74-77. 
743 Ibid., 77. 
744 René van Stipriaan explains that Focquenbroch was well read during his short lifetime (died 
around age 30), but his poetry fell into obscurity by the 18th century. Van Stipriaan, "De mythe 
van de miskenning de grillige roem van Willem Godschalck van Focquenbroch," in Praagse 
Perspectieven 4: Handelingen van het colloquium van de sectie Nederlands van de 
Karelsuniversiteit te Praag (Prague: Prague University Press, 2006): 7-20. Accessed on DBNL 
(copyright 2014): http://www.dbnl.org/tekst/_pra004200601_01/colofon.php  
See also: Willem Godschalck van Focquenbroch, Bloemlezing uit zijn lyriek, Willem Frederik 
Hermans, ed., (Amsterdam: Van Oorschot, 1946), see especially: "Introduction," 7-16. 
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young poet Focquenbroch is perhaps explicit about his own melancholy scholarly state. As the 

narrator laments:745  

As I sit here and smoke my pipe beside the hearth 
My face reflecting gloom and looks cast down to earth, 
An elbow 'neath my head, my mind seeks explanation 
Why I am plagued by fate with so much aggravation  
… 
But when the smoking weed to dust and ash is burned 
I'm to the state wherein I erstwhile was, returned. 
And as I see the smoke thus vanish in the air 
I say I cannot find the slightest difference there: 
Whether I live and hope, or smoke my pipe in quiet: 
The one's but sighing wind, the other fire that died.746 

 
In the same poem previously considered that references the vanity of life and musical 

instruments, Focquenbroch also smokes as he regards paintings of his ancestors that hang on the 

walls of his room and function as exemplars of achievement. In his melancholy state, however, 

the poet describes: 

I daily come to the conclusion: 
That all joy is as meaningless as smoke…747 
 

More than exemplifying the common cultural association of smoking, vanitas, and scholarly 

melancholy, Focquenbroch's poems suggest a solitary scholarly lifestyle similar to the isolated 

figures in the compositions of genre artists. Moreover, his poetry largely alludes to the other 

vices of scholarly life that likely attracted students: in addition to his flute and violin, the narrator 

is diverted by "baubles" and he finds a "balm" for his nerves in the contents of "a small 

                                                
745 It is fair to assume that Focquenbroch had first hand experience with higher education 
because his biographers suggest that he attended the Amsterdam Athenaeum before receiving his 
degree in medicine at Utrecht University in 1662. See Van Stipriaan, "De mythe van de 
miskenning de grillige roem van Willem Godschalck van Focquenbroch," in Ibid. 
746 See the Appendix, poem D. for the full transcription of the Dutch poem. English translation 
by Maria A. Schenkeveld, Dutch Literature in the Age of Rembrandt: Themes and Ideas 
(Amsterdam and Philadelphia: John Benjamins Publishing Company, 1991), 87-88.  
747 English translation by Stephanie Dickey. 
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bottle."748 Returning again to the popular Dutch proverb, these distractions center on "wine, 

women, and song;" or as the poem accompanying the print A Student in His Study similarly 

expresses: a "life full of pleasure…" Simon Schama argues that smoking and its accompanying 

vices formed a sort of "treason of the senses" from the perspective of staunch Dutch moralists.749 

These "treasons," Schama explains, came in many forms including: " sexual dalliance, unnatural 

vice, narcotic stupor…or inebriate frenzy."750 Although, to my knowledge, genre artists 

following the model of Dou preferred subtle allusions to these vices (such as the inclusion of an 

unlit pipe in a study) over explicit scenes of students engaged in such acts, this cultural backdrop 

likely informed many seventeenth century viewers when they approached the trope of the student 

surrounded by vanitas items in Dutch art.751 

 In addition to the vanitas items that frequently characterize genre paintings of young 

scholars by Dou and his school, imaginative, monumental study settings are also typical and 

contribute to a more erudite interpretation of these subjects.752 This stateliness is suggested 

through a specific device that Dou repeatedly employs. Many of Dou's paintings feature a large 

                                                
748 In my interpretation of Thoughts In My Room, this section may allude to alcohol, not 
necessarily "medicine" as translated by A. F. Harms: So mijn gesight een Flesje vat, Dunckt 't 
leeven my geen groote schat, Vermits dat somtijts is gebonden, Alleenigh aen een druppel nat." 
See the Appendix, poem C. 
749 Schama, Embarrassment of Riches, 203. 
750 Ibid. 
751 For example, students are not typically depicted in the act of smoking: rather, the 
paraphernalia is found on their desk or in their pockets. A rare example of a student lighting his 
pipe is formerly attributed to Dou, Young Man Lighting his Pipe, formerly Vienna, Georg 
Czartoryski, oil on unknown medium, aprox. 26 x 34 cm., present location unknown. Ronni Baer 
rejects this work. See her "Appendix A: Untraced Works of Undetermined Attribution," Vol. II, 
The Paintings of Gerrit Dou (1613-1675), Ph.D. diss., 1990. This work is also reproduced in 
black and white in W. Martin, Gerard Dou: des Meisters Gemälde, Klassiker der Kunst 24 
(Stuttgart: Dt.Verl.-Anst.,1913),  66. 
752 As Baer points out, columns are featured in Dou's paintings of aged scholars as well as 
youthful ones. For example, Dou, Scholar Interrupted at his Writing, c. 1635, oil on panel, 24.5 
x 20 cm., (oval), New York, The Leiden Collection.  
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stone column that is adjacent to a spiral staircase, upon which vanitas items are frequently hung 

(Fig. 71-72). As Baer explains, the vanitas items of a violin, globes, Bible and candlestick were 

studio props "found over and over again in Dou's work," just as the monumental column is a 

reoccurring feature.753 Indeed, such columns are also found in paintings of students made by 

Dou's Leiden followers, especially his pupil Adriaen van Gaesbeeck (1621/22- 1650) in Boy in a 

Study Room (c.1640-50, Fig. 73) and Young Scholar in his Study (c. 1637 Fig. 74).754 In addition 

to the interesting compositional space that is delineated by the use of columns in these scenes, 

Baer explains that in certain circumstances, columns likely reference scholarly erudition.755 In 

Ann Adams discussion of Thomas De Keyser's portraiture of the 1630s, she similarly argues that 

architectural settings lend a sense of dignity to the subjects De Keyser portrayed.756 Although 

Adams suggests that the motif of a column "…may well have had associations for the 

seventeenth-century viewers which are lost to us today," she argues that columns are found in 

examples of royal portraiture, which convey a sense of "worthiness" and resolve of character. 

Ben Broos, on the other hand, points to examples of Dou's use of a decorated column in both 

portraits and in genre paintings.757 He suggests that the column may be interpreted as merely a 

                                                
753 Baer, The Paintings of Gerrit Dou, catalogue 9.3. Dou also employed a column with a bas-
relief of dancing putti in several works, instead of the plain columns I reference. See Baer, The 
Paintings of Gerrit Dou, catalogue 45.2, footnote 2 for further examples. 
754 Boy in a Study Room, signed 'A. van Gaesbeek fecit,' oil on panel, 100 x 76 cm., Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum. The Rijksmuseum notes that this genre painting was formerly described as a 
portrait of Hugo de Groot. See: Eltjo Aldegondus van Beresteyn, Iconographie van Hugo 
Grotius ('S-Gravenhage: M. Nijhoff, 1929), 39 and 57.Young Scholar in his Study, c. 1637, oil 
on panel 61.8 x 83.3 cm., Salt Lake City, Utah Museum of Fine Arts. 
755 Baer, The Paintings of Gerrit Dou, catalogue 45.2. 
756 Ann Jensen Adams, Thomas De Keyser (1596/7-1667): A Study of Portraiture in Seventeenth-
Century Amsterdam, Vol. I-IV, PhD diss., Harvard University (1985), Vol. I, 195-196, see 
footnote 279. 
757 For example, Dou, Portrait of Johann Wittert van der Aa, 1646, oil on panel, 28 x 24 cm., 
Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum, and Dou, Astronomer by Candlelight, late 1650s, oil on panel, 32 x 
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decorative motif because it is repeated and used indeterminately in both types of paintings.758 

The lack of an emblematic prototype for the column is thus problematic to interpreting the 

column in both genre painting and portraiture. While the column as a motif may refer to the 

sitter's or figure's erudition in Dou's art, other associations are equally relevant, such as 

"worthiness," as well as the characteristics of constancy and fortitude, as suggested by Stephanie 

Dickey and Eddy de Jongh in the context of Dutch portraiture.759  

  Broos is correct that, at least on some level, columns in genre paintings by Dou and his 

circle are decorative, but I believe that the sheer repetition of this motif and the related motif of a 

pilaster in genre scenes of scholars of all ages in contemporary art of the Northern Netherlands 

suggests larger ideological importance. Turning to Rembrandt's oeuvre, for instance, he employs 

a prominent pilaster with drapery as the background for his dignified subject in Scholar in His 

Study (1634, Fig. 126, discussed Chapter Six).760 Similarly, as we will see, Rembrandt's student 

Gerbrandt van den Eeckhout (1621-1674) also draws on this setting of a scholar before a column 

in his late work, as in Scholar with his Books (1671, Fig. 124, discussed Chapter Six).761 

Moreover, artists without connections to Leiden or Rembrandt's studio in Amsterdam, such as 

                                                                                                                                                       
21.2 cm., Los Angeles, J. Paul Getty Museum. Broos, Meesterwerken in het Mauritshuis (Den 
Haag: Staatsuitgeverij, 1987), 116. 
758 Broos, Meesterwerken in het Mauritshuis, Ibid. 
759 Stephanie Dickey,"Met een wenende ziel…doch droge ogen. Women holding handkerchiefs 
in seventeenth-century Dutch portraits," Nederlands Kunsthistorisch Jaarboek 46 (1995): 332-
367, see 349, footnote 76. As De Jongh explains, the context in which a column is found in 
portraiture is important because a variety of associations arise from this motif. In addition to the 
above mentioned, De Jongh also points to examples in which a column may reference vanitas 
(broken columns) or chastity. In addition, De Jongh notes "there are also numerous portraits in 
which columns…clearly function as mere stage-props, to enhance, for instance, the model's 
dignity." De Jongh, "Reticent Informants: Seventeenth-Century Portraits and the Limits of 
Intelligibility," in Polyanthea: Essays on Art and Literature in Honor of William Sebastian 
Heckscher, Karl-Ludwig Selig, ed. (The Hague: Van der Heijden, 1993), 57-76, see 67-68.  
760 Signed Rembrandt 1634, oil on canvas (lined), 141 x 135 cm., Prague, National Gallery.  
761 Oil on canvas, 64.5 x 49 cm., Budapest, Szépmûvészeti Múzeum. 
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Hendrick Heerschop (1620/21-1682) in Haarlem also adopted this motif, as will be explored 

further in the consideration below of the domestic study room in genre images of 'prime of life' 

scholars.762  

 In Van Gaesbeeck's Boy in a Study Room, the device of the column is especially 

significant because it visually connects the boy's body to the surrounding references to the 

gentlemanly etiquette and knowledge he appears to have already attained in his youth (Fig. 73). 

While the young man is not engaged in studying, his surroundings suggest erudition through the 

column, many finely bound books, a pair of globes, and two maps--one framed on the wall, the 

other on the table. More than functioning as decoration, the maps, in conjunction with the 

celestial and terrestrial globes, suggest this figure's interest in geography, cartography, and likely 

astronomy. As identified by James Welu both maps are of Italy and were produced by Johannes 

Jassonius (first issued in 1628).763 In addition to this scientific material, Van Gaesbeeck draws 

attention to the boy's refinement through his central placement in the composition and his genteel 

pose of holding his glove by the tip in his right hand, while his left hand holds his hat to his hip. 

This finely attired young man with his cape thrown fashionably over his left shoulder displays 

the lossigheydt, or sprezzatura cultivated by the social elite. More than his physical poise, the 

column also draws attention to his appreciation of the visual arts: a perhaps allegorical portrait of 

a young girl with a basket of fruit hangs above his head, while the youth's table holds a statue of 

Venus, and a large open tome rests on a plaster bust of a muse at the bottom right of the 

composition. The table also displays an overturned lute and a flute, in reference to this youth's 

musical skills and well-rounded appreciation of a variety of cultural refinements. Through the 

                                                
762 For instance, Hendrick Heerschop, A Scholar in his Study, 1660-1680, oil on panel, 42 x 36 
cm., Rotterdam, Museum Boijmans Van Beuningen.  
763 James A. Welu, Vermeer and Cartography, Ph.D. diss., Boston University, 1977, 22. 
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iconographic importance of the column and surrounding items, Van Gaesbeeck's genre scene of 

a young scholar in his study contrasts with cultural assumptions that youth cannot achieve 

gentlemanly skills and knowledge until adulthood, as expressed by Van Hoogstraten in Den 

eerylyke Jongeling. Instead, this image presents an ideal student in an imaginary, upper class 

study room that most young men could only hope to cultivate in their later years as they attained 

financial stability and participated in social networks of learned gentlemen.  

 While the presence of a column in a study room of a student suggests a certain degree of 

imaginary richness, this device may also, in fact, be related to actual architectural settings at 

Leiden University. Similar to universities established throughout the Northern Netherlands, 

Leiden University occupied former monastic buildings that were repurposed for academic uses. 

In an article on painters and scholars in Leiden, Shelia Muller suggests that the seemingly 

imaginary settings of fijnschilder genre scenes such as Dou's Artist in his Studio (c. 1630-32) and 

Van Gaesbeeck's related Young Scholar in his Study (c. 1637 Fig. 74), draw upon real elements 

of these reclaimed religious spaces.764 As Muller observes, the loftiness of these somewhat 

decrepit columned rooms particularly "…[evoke] a space like the gewelfkamer, the distinctive 

vaulted room in the Academiegebouw, where interior walls were created by closing the arches of 

the Gothic vaults below the gallery…"765 While this space would later be reconfigured to 

accommodate Leiden University's library, the Academiegebouw first housed lecture halls and the 

study rooms for faculty of philosophy: partitions that were comprised of a "combination of stone, 

brick and timber construction," as Muller describes.766 This visual connection to actual 

                                                
764 Dou, signed, oil on panel, 59 x 43.5 cm., private collection. Reproduced Fig. 1, Muller, 
"Young Scholar in his Study," 293. 
765 Muller, "Young Scholar in his Study," 307. 
766 Muller also notes that surrounding houses near the Academiegebouw exhibited a similar 
"cobbled together architecture." Ibid., 303.  
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architecture at Leiden University is more significant than simply its reflection of reality, as 

Muller suggests. Notably, Adriaen van Gaesbeeck's family had connections to the university 

administration and Adriaen also enrolled in the university in 1636--corresponding with the 

beginning of his apprenticeship with Dou.767 The Van Gaesbeeck family, therefore, formed a 

local business connection to the university community, facilitating Dou's courtship of patrons 

from educated circles in the 1630s who were likely interested in such genre scenes of learned 

artists in their studios and scholars in their study rooms. Particular paintings, such as Van 

Gaesbeeck's Boy in a Study Room (Fig. 73) suggest that Dou and his circle were familiar with the 

university and adapted realistic elements of these structures to support erudite interpretations of 

their genre subjects. As such, these scenes relate to Leiden's academic facilities and are evidence 

of artistic connections within the learned community of professors, students, and patrons of art.  

 

The Devoted Student 

 Even more removed from reality than the columned study rooms of the Leiden 

fijnschilders are a certain group of genre scenes in which students are shown actively engaging 

with materials in well-appointed study rooms: by the end of the century, these paintings fall into 

the category of 'high life' genre scenes in which young men are seen reading or writing, or 

directly interacting with globes. Not only are the actions of these figures praiseworthy and 

mature because they are wholly absorbed in acts of scholarship, but their surroundings are also 

well furnished and contain all of the trappings necessary for serious studying. Such genre 

paintings suggest monetary wealth and the pleasant leisure of studying. Like the Van Gaesbeeck 

                                                
767 Van Gaesbeeck's father had a cousin, Abraham Cornelisz. van Gaesbeeck, who was assigned 
the office of university pedel in 1631, or overseer of the university's processions and 
announcements. This honor, as Muller explains, was assigned "traditionally [to] persons with 
strong business and professional ties to the university…" Ibid., 304. 
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Boy in his Study in which a genre figure exhibits corporeal etiquette and his surroundings suggest 

gentlemanly knowledge, this branch of student imagery is rather imaginary because these young 

men seemingly adopt masculine adult roles as focused scholars and often inhabit spaces that are 

likely more luxurious than the reality of student life in the Dutch Republic. 

  As a contemporary artist in Amsterdam and admirer of Rembrandt, Salomon Koninck 

(1609-1656) shared Rembrandt's artistic interest in scholarly subjects and Koninck produced 

several genre paintings and history paintings of diligent scholars at work. Although the majority 

of Koninck's Biblical sages and generic scholars are old men, the artist also explored the theme 

of the dedicated student in Young Scholar in a Study Room; a work signed "S. Koninck" and 

plausibly attributed to Solomon, most recently by Werner Sumowski (c. 1645-50, Fig. 75).768  

Seated before a table that is swathed in a large carpet, Koninck's young scholar is bathed in light 

from a high window to his right, and he rests his head on his left hand. At first glance the posture 

of this youth resembles the classic pose of melancholy. However, upon closer examination, the 

student appears to be absorbed in his work as he actively writes in the book before him. As a 

scene of dedicated scholarship, Koninck's figure conveys a positive message, similar to 

                                                
768 Oil on panel, 52 x 44 cm. I agree with Sumowski's attribution based on compositional 
similarities with his other scholar genre paintings. The painting also bears the signature "S. 
Koninck" on the scrap of paper in the center foreground. The work was formerly attributed to 
Isaac Koninck by Hofstede de Groot, Bredius, and Martin and was exhibited in the 1952-53 
Royal Academy of Arts, Winter Exhibition of Dutch Pictures (1540-1750), London, as Isaac 
Koninck (see Royal Academy of Arts, Winter Exhibition of Dutch Pictures, cat. 219, "The 
Philosopher's Study," 48, not illustrated). However, this work was formerly held in the 
Bridgewater Collection by the Earl of Ellesmere, and was attributed to Solomon Koninck in the 
collection catalogue (nr. 109, 19). See: Catalogue of the Bridgewater Collection of Pictures. 
Pictures Belonging to the Earl of Ellesmere, at Bridgewater House, Cleveland Square, St. 
James's, fifth edition (Printed for J. M. Smith, London: 1856). In my research I have been unable 
to trace the provenance past that produced by Sumowski: the painting appears to remain in the 
Mertoun House collection of the Duke of Sutherland. See Sumowski, Gemälde der Rembrandt 
Schüler, vol. III, cat. 1135, 1650. 
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Rembrandt's Titus at his Desk (1655, Fig. 76)-- a possible portrait of the artist's son at age 

fourteen in which the youth pauses from writing to muse over his thoughts.769  

 Koninck's figure is surrounded by several rows of shelves and hooks that contain 

numerous possessions. As such, this contrasts Rembrandt's meditative figure that emerges in a 

spotlight of illumination from an otherwise dark and indistinguishable backdrop. While the 

chamber of Koninck's student has only rough wooden floorboards and cracked plaster walls that 

resemble the more humble setting of Van Gaesbeeck's Young Scholar in his Study (Fig. 74), the 

artist suggests social elevation through the boy's scholarly accoutrements. Prominently displayed 

adjacent to the spiral staircase at the right of this composition are a lute, a fanciful sword, a 

towel, a water canteen, and a satchel. While the artist does not provide further context for these 

items by means of a picture within a picture or a similar didactic device, the lute likely refers to 

the student's appreciation of music and the sword references his gentlemanly skill, in a similar 

fashion to the instruments featured in the circle of Dou paintings and the sword in the De Heem 

painting. The remaining objects, on the other hand, suggest travel and devotion because hermit 

figures including Saint Jerome were often depicted with a satchel and a canteen in early modern 

depictions in the wilderness.770 Koninck also includes a vanitas still-life above, consisting of an 

hourglass and a human skull, which complement the association of a hermit's isolated life to a 

scholar's hermetic life in the study through the items below. Unlike the print of the Van Dagen 

                                                
769 Oil on canvas, 63 x 77 cm., Rotterdam, Museum Boijmans Van Beuningen. Curators at the 
Boijmans suggest that this is a possible portrait of Titus at age 14. See: 
http://collectie.boijmans.nl/en/object/101465/Titus-at-His-Desk/Rembrandt-van-Rijn 
770 For example, Jan Lievens depicts the saint with a large canteen in the wilderness in an etching 
from the 1630s (Fig. 21). Gerrit Dou also repeated these vanitas motifs in several versions of 
hermits, such as Dou, The Hermit, 1670, oil on panel, 46 x 34.5 cm., Washington D.C., The 
National Gallery of Art. In addition, a water canteen is similarly included in Dou's paintings of 
scholars along with a skull, hourglass, and globe, as in Scholar Interrupted at His Writing (Fig. 
119), ca. 1635, oil on panel, 24.5 x 20 cm., oval, signed, on a piece of paper protruding from the 
book, “GDov,” New York, The Leiden Collection. 
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student who bemoans his life as a "hermit," this youth appears enthusiastic and unburdened by 

his life of academic isolation. Interestingly, Dou's An Interior with a Young Violinist (Fig. 71) 

was once held in the same collection as Young Scholar in a Study Room.771 While Koninck's 

work does not reflect the same refined technical skill as Dou's painting, these works concern the 

same subject and form a dialogue of artistic interest in rather imaginative aspects of student life. 

In all likelihood, university students were not able to rent such large chambers, nor were their 

possessions so numerous as Koninck's student, or as fine as that of the furnishings of Dou's 

violin player. Perhaps the unrealistic nature of this space suggests it is not found in a domestic 

setting. Rather, Koninck's setting accords more with the manner in which the former religious 

buildings appropriated by Leiden University were divided to provide study chambers for students 

and offices for professors.   

 Similar to Koninck, the Amsterdam artist Willem Drost (1633-1659) also experimented 

with the theme of the dedicated student in a rich interior, which could reflect the influence of 

Rembrandt's tutelage in the 1650s.772 Drost's Young Man in a Study Reading, known as The 

Student, now at the Statens Museum for Kunst, Denmark, is a peaceful image of a young man 

reading at an open window in a glowing, almost Italianate light (c.1653, Fig. 77).773 Rather than 

focusing on a contemporary Dutch interior, Drost suggests an imaginative space of a study that is 

                                                
771 Catalogue of the Bridgewater Collection of Pictures. Pictures Belonging to the Earl of 
Ellesmere, at Bridgewater House, Cleveland Square, St. James's, fifth edition (Printed for J. M. 
Smith, London: 1856), 40, cat. 244, described as "The Interior of a Study, in which the Artist has 
introduced his own portrait when young, sitting near a table, and playing the violin."  
772 Arnold Houbraken describes Drost as a pupil of Rembrandt around 1650. According to the 
RKD, Drost was active in Amsterdam between 1652-1655 and then Venice between 1655-1658. 
See: https://rkd.nl/explore/artists/24317 and Houbraken, De Groote Schouburgh der 
Nederlantsche konstschilders en schilderessen (1718-21), (reprint B. M. Israël, 
Amsterdam:1976), vol. III,  61. Accessed through DBNL: 
http://www.dbnl.org/tekst/houb005groo01_01/colofon.php 
773 Oil on canvas, 79.5 x 88.7 cm., Copenhagen, Statens Museum for Kunst. 
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constructed from fortified stonewalls and located at an elevated height. Occupying the left side 

of the composition, the mustached young man strikes an elegant pose with one hand to his hip, 

while his other arm rests on the window ledge as he seriously regards a small book. Similar to 

Koninck's Young Scholar in a Study Room, Drost's student occupies a well-furnished room. Not 

only does Drost suggest richness by means of the ornate gold candlestick on his table and the 

decorative sheathed scabbard and shield above, but he also conveys industriousness. This 

praiseworthy quality is reinforced by the large canopied bed in the study room, which suggests 

that the youth has heeded the advice of moralists, such as Ficino, and has risen early to begin his 

studies. Drost's figure also wears a gentlemanly robe over his everyday clothes that lend dignity 

to his pursuits by visual association with tabbaards or Japonse rocken: robes traditionally worn 

indoors by scholars.774 In many respects, Drost's student exemplifies praiseworthy dedication to 

a scholarly life and he inhabits a luxurious, yet highly imaginary space associated with the 

ambitions of adult scholars in their cultivation of a comfortable and well-appointed domestic 

study. 

 By the 1660s, the theme of the dedicated student in Dutch genre paintings followed larger 

trends in genre painting and became even more refined, focusing particularly on youthful 

subjects examining globes in elevated interiors. Notably, this theme is rather popular in the 

categories of students and scholars in the prime of their lives, as will be examined further in the 

following section. The Delft artist Johannes Vermeer (1632-1675) created what would become 

the prototypical images of the learned Dutch geographer and astronomer in the 1660s, but Gerrit 

Dou also painted astronomers as early as the 1650s. For instance, Dou's first exploration of this 

                                                
774 Clothing is especially significant in images of 'prime of life' scholars. The stylistic differences 
between these robes will be discussed in the following sections.  
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theme is The Astronomer (1657, Braunschweig, Herzog Anton Ulrich-Museum, Fig. 78).775 

Framed by a dramatic curtain and a rounded stone niche, a young astronomer looks up to his 

right, beyond the space of Dou's composition. Resting one hand on an open book, likely a 

manual of astronomy, the boy holds a compass and is poised above his celestial globe. Although 

the subject suggests this is a night scene, Ronni Baer clarifies that this may not be the case 

because Dou does not include a candle in this composition, as he later does in his later versions 

of astronomers.776 Instead of being a realistic depiction of a young astronomer, Baer argues that 

this figure takes on the quality of an icon, functioning as "a personification of his pursuit."777 

Indeed, the compass is an attribute of his science, just as the youth's rich clothing lends the figure 

a timeless dignity and the framing device of the niche causes the viewer to focus solely on the 

boy's engagement with astronomy.778 

 In the 1670s the rather unknown artist from Rotterdam, Olivier van Deuren (1666-1714), 

created two paintings of youthful astronomers that bridge the traditions of Dou and Vermeer 

through the artist's compositional focus on serious scholarship and the placement of these 

subjects in elegant study rooms.779 Produced early in his career, Van Deuren's A Young 

                                                
775 Oil on panel, signed and dated, 33 x 27 cm., Braunschweig, Herzog Anton Ulrich-Museum. 
Dou produced several other astronomer paintings in the 1650s-1660s, including Astronomer by 
Candlelight, late 1650s, oil on panel, 32 x 21.2 cm., Los Angeles, The J. Paul Getty Collection. 
The latter example features a 'prime of life' subject, and Dou's additional works of this theme 
will be discussed along with Vermeer's astronomer and geographer in the following section. 
776 Baer, The Paintings of Gerrit Dou, catalogue 69.2.  
777 Ibid., catalogue 69.4. 
778 Baer notes that bas-relief is of a philosopher, which reinforces an overall dignified scholarly 
theme. In addition, she explains the boy's clothing adheres to the type Dou used in previous 
works for serious images of doctors and schoolmaster figures. Ibid. 
779 While it is difficult to determine the extent of room behind Dou's figure from the black and 
white reproductions available to me, Baer clarifies that "…unlike Vermeer's scholar, Dou's figure 
is not placed in a study…" Ibid., catalogue 64.9. Van Deuren lived in Rotterdam and held the 
position of hoofdman in the Guild of Saint Luke several times between 1697 and 1713. He was a 
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Astronomer and The Young Scholar (both 1685, see figs. 79-80) appear to have minor precedents 

in terms of the subject matter favored by the artist's supposed teachers-- Peter Lely, Frans Van 

Mieris I, and Caspar Netscher-- although the paintings do suggest the larger influence of the 

Leiden fijnschilder technique in the artist's training.780 Van Deuren focuses on two young 

students engaged in scholarship in these scenes: an astronomer who takes a celestial globe out of 

its stand--a rare gesture in genre painting-- to examine the object closely, and a scholar who 

holds a copper proportional compass in one hand and measures it with a divider in the other, with 

a celestial globe close behind him.781 Several compositional elements suggest a thematic pairing. 

As Neil MacLaren of the National Gallery has observed, the celestial globes found in each 

painting appear to be the same, just as the artist employed the same model for both boys.782 In 

addition, a trompe-l'oeil curtain features prominently in the A Young Astronomer and a similar 

                                                                                                                                                       
pupil of Peter Lely, Frans Van Mieris I, and Caspar Netscher, based on a poem by David Van 
Hoogstraten (Amsterdam, 1697). See RKD, https://rkd.nl/explore/artists/22331. 
780 Van Deuren, The Young Scholar, signed OvDeuren fecit, 1685, oil on panel, 31 x 25.5 cm., 
private collection, Marseille (formerly New York, Christophe Janet, 1978), and A Young 
Astronomer, oil on panel, 15.3 x 12.7 cm., London, The National Gallery. Note that the 
reproduction of The Young Scholar is a print after the Van Deuren painting (Pierre Viel, 1738-
84, included in J. B. P. Le Brun, Galerie des Peintres Flamands, Hollandais et Allemands (Paris 
and Amsterdam, 1792-96), vol. I, 30), hence the composition is flipped. This is the most legible 
reproduction of this work I could locate. While the technique of Van Deuren appears to reflect 
aspects of the mature styles of his teachers, there are only two connections in terms of subject 
matter that I can find. These include: Frans van Mieris I, A Man Sharpening his Pen, c. 1650-55, 
oil on panel, 34.5 x 24.5 cm., Dresden, Staatliche Kunstsammlungen, and Caspar Netscher's 
portraits of scholarly men, such as Portrait of Abraham van Lennep, 1677, oil on canvas, 55 x 45 
cm., Paris, Institut Néerlandais. Nora Schadee suggests that Van Deuren's art also reflects the 
influence of his contemporary Adriaen van der Werff and Godried Schalcken. See: Schadee, 
Rotterdamse Meesters uit de Gouden Eeuw (Rotterdam: Historisch Museum, 1994), cat. 15, 179-
80. As Hofstede de Groot explains, Van Deuren's approach is more associated with Leiden than 
with Rotterdam artists. De Groot, "Olivier van Deuren: Rotterdamsch Schilder," Oud Holland, 
vol.18 (1900): 193-198, see 194. 
781 Schadee explains the proportional compass is a forerunner to the more modern slide rule. 
Rotterdamse Meester, Ibid., note 4, 179. 
782 Neil MacLaren, revised and expanded by Christopher Brown, National Gallery Catalogues: 
The Dutch School, 1600-1900, vol. 1 (London: National Gallery Publications Limited, 1991), 
cat. 2589, plate 87, 102.  
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curtain is also found in the background of The Young Scholar. Despite these similarities, 

however, it is unlikely that the works were conceived as pendants because A Young Astronomer 

is only half of the size of The Young Scholar.783 Nevertheless, Van Deuren's youthful 

astronomers are notable exceptions in genre depictions of students because they are dignified 

subjects who imitate (or fully adopt) adult roles of scientific inquiry. These examples also 

support larger artistic interest in scenes of gentleman-scholars across the Dutch Republic, as seen 

in another painting of an adult geographer attributed to Van Deuren that directly adapts the 

gesture and attire of Vermeer's Astronomer (Legion of Honor, San Francisco, n.d).784 

 

Conclusion: Students in Genre and Student Life in the Dutch Republic 

 As the previous section on the themes of student life in Dutch seventeenth-century genre 

painting suggests, tropes of student life typically convey either positive or negative stereotypes 

about this population based on the activity or inactivity of the subjects in their study rooms. In 

genre scenes of students engaging with scholarship-- figures shown as actively reading, writing, 

or examining a globe--their surrounding objects and often orderly, well-appointed study rooms 

suggest an idealized vision of student life. Contrastingly, genre artists also chose to focus on 

scenes of solitary, sometimes impoverished students: melancholic students who are found in 

slothful postures, youths asleep at their desks, or worse, young men distracted by the lure of 

                                                
783 For side-by-side reproductions of these works and a rare image of the painting held in a 
private collection, see: Rivka Weiss-Blok, "A Closer Look at The Jeweler's Workshop by Oliver 
van Deuren," The Israel Museum Journal XVI (Summer 1998): 80-84, see 81, figs. 3 and 4. I 
have only seen the National Gallery astronomer painting first-hand, however, based on 
reproductions I believe that the same model was likely also employed in Van Deuren's The 
Jeweler's Workshop, c. 1694, oil on canvas, 42.1 x 34.2 cm., Jerusalem,The Israel Museum.  
784 Oil on panel, 48.7 x 36.8 cm., n.d.. For a reproduction, see: http://art.famsf.org/olivier-van-
deuren/geographer-751815. This painting has alternately been attributed to "a follower of 
Vermeer" and Cornelis de Man. See RKD: https://rkd.nl/explore/images/251362 
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social activities and the corporeal temptations of 'wine, women and song.' While such negative 

scenes are equally stereotypical and convey scholarly vices and the immaturity of youth, both 

positive and negative branches of genre imagery of students suggest aspects of youth culture 

(such as experimentation with drugs like tobacco), as well as the importance of the cultivation of 

masculine roles as boys approached adulthood.  

 Genre paintings and prints of students also suggest the importance of solitary study and 

the necessity of a well-furnished study room, two facets of the much larger cultural and artistic 

interest in the lives of scholars of all ages in the Dutch Republic. While certain paintings, such as 

those by De Heem and Codde draw upon classic tropes of the melancholic scholar through the 

figure's solitary nature, head-on-hand pose, and a monochromatic palette, other images of 

students by Dou and his Leiden circle suggest the comfort of scholarly solitude and the refined 

distractions, such as smoking and music making, that could be conducive to a productive 

scholarly life if balanced with the rigors of academia. Indeed, all of the genre images considered 

in this section feature a solitary student in a study room, or a rented (bed)chamber that serves in 

lieu of a proper study. In addition to the traditional association of scholarly melancholy and 

solitude that likely informed these compositional choices, genre artists also drew upon the actual 

practices of student life that included the solitary review of notes during periods between lectures 

and related forms of academic participation. As Otterspeer explains about pedagogical 

approaches to memorization at early modern universities, students "…were even advised to 

equip themselves with different kinds of notebooks, alphabetical tables or systematic collections 

of precepts and sayings. They were encouraged to think about what they had heard, and to write 

their notes out in full in their own rooms."785 Thus, whether genre paintings are reflective of 

                                                
785 Otterspeer, Bastion of Liberty, 71-73. 
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actual study habits of students, or draw more upon the classical imagery of scholarly melancholy, 

the theme of the student is similar to images of 'prime of life' and aged scholars in the fact that 

the majority of genre paintings feature a solitary scholarly individual. The most significant 

difference between the genre themes of adult scholars and the trope of the student is the manner 

of dress (youths wear every-day clothes, adults wear scholarly robes) and the more frequent 

indications of dissatisfaction with or distractions from studying through iconographically rich 

items in the study (such as pipes or swords). The larger implication is that these young men--

perhaps with the exception of Van Deuren's and Dou's astronomers--do not yet realize that 

scholarship leads to the "true treasure" of wisdom, nor do these young men find joy in escaping 

to a private study because families and professional demands do not yet burden them. In other 

words, students have yet to bear the domestic, financial, and civil responsibilities of adulthood 

that are factors which subtly characterize genre scenes of adult scholars, as will be explored in 

the next two chapters.  
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Figure 53. Hendrik Rokesz. van Dagen, A Scholar in his Room, c. 1660. Engraving, 315 x 208 mm. 
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Figure 54. Jacob van Meurs, A Scholar in his Room, c. 1630-80. Engraving 302 x 203 mm. 
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Figure 55. Hendrick Rokesz. van Dagen, A Student in his Room, c. 1660-70. Engraving, 311 x 210 mm. 
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Figure 56. Samuel van Hoogstraten, title page of Den eerlyken jongeling (Dordrecht 1657). Engraving, 65 x 105 
mm. 
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Figure 57. Jörg Breu The Younger, Lebensalter des Mannes, 1540. Woodblock print, 494 x 660 mm. 
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Figure 58. Frederik Bouttats, Levenstrap, Des menschen op en nedergangh valt deene soet en dander bangh, 1600-
1661. Engraving, 100 x 148 mm. 
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Figure 59. Pieter Nolpe, Trap des Levens Jaer-verschil der mannen, 1642-65. Etching, 403 x 513 mm. 
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Figure 60. Pieter de Jode I, frontispiece of Jacob Cats, Houwelijck (1625-35). Etching 191 x 151 mm. 
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Figure 61. Gerard P. Groenning, likely after Philips Galle and Hugo Favolius, Man at Age Forty, 1569 -1575. From 
the series Ten Ages of Man. Etching, 241 x 196 mm. 

 
 

 
 

Figure 62. Crispijn van de Passe, Tamen discam. Emblem in Gabriel Rollenhagen II, Nucleus emblematum 
selectissimorum (Arnhem, 1611). Engraving, 9.8 mm. diameter. 
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Figure 63. Willem Isaacsz. van Swanenburg, likely after Jan Cornelis van 't Woudt, Library of the University of 
Leiden, 1610. Engraving, 333 x 402 mm. 
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Figure 64. Michiel Sweerts, Portrait (or Self-Portrait) of a Young Man, 1656. Oil on canvas, 114 x 92 cm.,  
St. Petersburg, Hermitage. 

 
 

 
 

Figure 65. Jan Davidsz. de Heem, Interior of a Room with a young Man seated at a Table, 1628. Oil on panel, 60 x 
82 cm., Oxford, The Ashmolean Museum. 
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Figure 66. Jan Davidsz. de Heem, Still-Life of Books, 1628. Oil on panel, 36 x 48.5 cm., The Hague, Mauritshuis. 
 
 

 
 

Figure 67. Pieter Codde, Young Scholar in His Study, or Melancholy, 1630. Oil on panel, 46 x 34 cm., Lille, Musée 
des Beaux-Arts. 
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Figure 68. Constantijn Verhout, Interior with a Young Man Sleeping, c.1663-67. Oil on panel, 38 x 31 cm., 
Stockholm, Nationalmuseum. 

 
 

 
 

Figure 69. Attributed to a pupil of Rembrandt, Young Student at his Desk, no date. Oil on  canvas, unknown 
dimensions, Stockholm, Nationalmuseum. 
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Figure 70. Lambert Doomer, Thinking Boy at a Table with Books, c. 1650. Oil on canvas, 101 x 81 cm., c. 1650, 
Berlin, Staatliche Schlösser und Gärten. 
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Figure 71. Gerrit Dou, An Interior with a Young Violinist, 1637. Oil on panel, arched top  31.1 x 23.7 cm., 
Edinburgh, National Gallery of Scotland. 
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Figure 72. Gerrit Dou, Flute Player, c. 1636. Oil on panel, 35.5x 28.5 cm., private collection, Peterborough, Elton 
Hall, William Proby. 
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Figure 73. Adriaen van Gaesbeeck, Boy in a Study Room, c.1640-50. Oil on panel, 100 x 76 cm., Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum. 
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Figure 74. Adriaen van Gaesbeeck, Young Scholar in his Study, c. 1637. Oil on panel 61.8 x 83.3 cm., Salt Lake 
City, Utah Museum of Fine Arts. 

 

 
 

Figure 75. Attributed to Salomon Koninck, Young Scholar in a Study Room, c. 1645-50. Oil on panel, 52 x 44 cm., 
Private Collection. 
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Figure 76. Rembrandt, Titus at his Desk, 1655. Oil on canvas, 63 x 77 cm., Rotterdam, Museum Boijmans Van 
Beuningen. 

 
 

 
 

Figure 77. Willem Drost, Young Man in a Study Reading, known as The Student, c. 1653. Oil on canvas, 79.5 x 88.7 
cm., Copenhagen, Statens Museum for Kunst. 
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Figure 78. Gerrit Dou, The Astronomer, 1657. Oil on panel, 33 x 27 cm., Braunschweig, Herzog Anton Ulrich-
Museum. 
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Figure 79. Olivier van Deuren, A Young Astronomer, c.1685. Oil on panel, 15.3 x 12.7 cm., London, The National 
Gallery. 

 
 

 
 

Figure 80. Pierre Viel after Olivier van Deuren, The Young Scholar. Engraved illustration included in J. B. P. Le 
Brun, Galerie des Peintres Flamands, Hollandais et Allemands (Paris and Amsterdam, 1792-96), vol. I. Engraving, 

230 x 185 mm.
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Chapter Five: The Gentleman-Scholars in the Prime of Life 
 

An Appeal for the Educated Merchant: Caspar Barlaeus and the Figure of the 'Mercator Sapiens'  

 In Caspar Barlaeus' inauguration speech for the founding of the Amsterdam Athenaeum 

Illustre in 1632, the philosophy professor employed a metaphor of fatherhood to describe his role 

as an educator. As Barlaeus explains: "if you are fathers, so shall it be a joy to me to make 

myself worthy of your children. If you are not fathers, then I will do it [be a father] for you."786 

More than a solicitation of young students who required fatherly encouragement to continue their 

education after Latin school, Barlaeus was also addressing the adults in the audience-- men who, 

in addition to the established magistrates and merchants present, may not yet have had command 

of their own households and established independent professions. It was Barlaeus' belief that 

these aspiring men would benefit alongside younger students from a humanist education 

inclusive of commerce and philosophy to further their ambitions in mercantilism. This concept is 

embodied by Barlaeus' expression of the "Mercator sapiens," or, "The Wise Merchant." While 

Barlaeus encouraged interest in the Athenaeum, his appeal for an educated merchant class 

reached audiences far beyond Amsterdam. In fact, Mercator sapiens was published in its original 

Latin in 1633 and included in Barlaeus' collected speeches of 1643 (Orationum liber, 

Amsterdam).787 In addition, a vernacular translation was published in 1641 (Verstandighe 

coopman…Enkhuizen), which was later included in three editions of his collected translated 

                                                
786 "Wanneer ge huisvaders zijt, zo zal het mij een vreugde zijn om mij verdienstelijk te maken 
voor Uw kinderen. Als ge geen huisvaders zijt, dan doe ik het voor U zelf." My translation. C. 
Barlaeus, Mercator sapiens. Oratie gehouden by de inwijding van de Illustere School te 
Amsterdam op 9 Januari 1632, Dutch edition, De Wijze Koopman,1632 (Reprint of original 
speech with introduction and transcription by Sape van der Woude, originally published by the 
Amsterdamse Universiteitsbibliotheek, January 10, 1967, Amsterdam University Press: 
Amsterdam Academic Archive, 2012), 59.  
787 Arthur Weststeijn, Commercial Republicanism in the Dutch Golden Age. The Political 
Thought of Johan & Pieter De La Court (Leiden: Brill, 2011), 185, footnote 164.  
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speeches (Oratien…Amsterdam, first edition 1662).788 As such, Barlaeus' paternal message 

resounded with many readers across the Dutch Republic who, like Barlaeus' hopeful young 

pupils, endeavored to gain a higher level of social and professional recognition in society as 

learned members of the merchant class.  

 In Mercator Sapiens Barlaeus outlines the cultural ideal of the "wise merchant" as a man 

who strives to improve his knowledge and his trade relations in business through the study of 

philosophy and the humanities, rather than blindly seeking monetary gains. Notably, by 

occupying himself with these studies, the merchant will learn to judge problems wisely and will 

be endowed with moderation. This is a virtue that should be exercised in order to temper 

personal ambition for monetary gain and material indulgence, a fact Barlaeus emphasizes 

through his allusions to the teachings of ancient philosophers such as Aristotle.789  While men 

may think that purchasing and displaying valuable objects in their homes boasts of their success, 

Barlaeus argues, "…more dear is the household of literature and philosophy." Such a household, 

he explains in the close of his speech, is a place where: 

more glorious than gold, silver and precious stones sparkle the commandments of 
virtue and sincerity, whose value is increased by the fact that this jewel is not 
given by fortune, but that each one can thank himself for that wisdom, and that 
those valuables are not acquired by bad practices.790 
 

                                                
788 Weststeijn, Commercial Republicanism in the Dutch Golden Age, 188, footnote 176. 
789 Dirk van Miert interprets Barlaeus's philosophical position on moderation as "closer to 
Aristotle's ideal of moderation than to the Stoic idea of apatheia, freedom from desires." Van 
Miert, Humanism in an Age of Science, 226. 
790 "In Uw huizen stelt ge de praal van allerlei kostbaarheden ten toon, maar kostbaarder is het 
huisraad van de letteren en wijsbegeerte, waarin heerlijker dan in goud, zilver en allerlei 
edelstenen de geboden van de deugd en de oprechtheid schitteren, waarvan de waarde wordt 
verhoogd door het feit, dat dit sieraad niet door de fortuin wordt gegeven, maar dat een ieder de 
wijsheid aan zichzelf te danken heeft, en deze kostbaarheden niet door kwalijke praktijken heeft 
verworven." C. Barlaeus, Mercator sapiens, 60. 
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Similar to the Hondius poem that accompanies the print of A Scholar in His Room (Fig. 53), 

Barlaeus' concept of the Wise Merchant promotes the intellectual "treasure" of wisdom over 

money and goods. Moreover, the domestic nature of this pursuit is emphasized. As Barlaeus 

concludes, "while others count their money, and weigh it on scales, do ye thus with the words 

and sayings of the wise….while others travel about, tossed on the seas… let thou stay safely at 

home…"791 Echoing this idea, Hondius' poem also concludes by extolling the virtues of 

remaining at home, because it is "here," in the study, that the scholar's "soul [can] rejoice." 

 Barlaeus's The Wise Merchant has interested scholars in the fields of history of 

collecting, economic history, and the history of educational institutions (particularly Amsterdam 

University), but appears to be less frequently examined for its relevance to art history-- although 

this subject is relevant to genre depictions of men's idealized domestic life.792 Indeed, both the 

convention of the scholar in his study considered below and the separate, but visually similar, 

convention of moneylenders weighing gold in domestic interiors are relevant to Barlaeus' 

concepts on commerce and education. In two publications from 2011, cultural historian Marika 

Keblusek evaluates Barlaeus's prescriptions on the wise merchant to better understand social 

networks of merchants and collectors, shedding further light on the connection between learning 

and mercantile gain in Dutch culture.793 Keblusek raises an interesting argument that homes of 

                                                
791 "Terwijl anderen hun geld tellen, en op de weegschaal wegen, doet gij dat met de woorden en 
gezegden der wijzen…terwijl anderen rondreizen, op de zeeën heen en weer geslingerd 
worden,…, laat gij veilig thuis." My translation. Ibid., 61. 
792 Stephanie Dickey considers Barlaeus's notions of the wise merchant in Mercator sapiens as 
influential to the proliferation of merchant and bureaucrat portraits in the Dutch Republic. 
Dickey, Rembrandt: Portraits in Print (Philadelphia: John Benjamins Pub. Co., 2004), 81 and 
125. 
793 Keblusek, "Mercator Sapiens: Merchants as Cultural Entrepreneurs," in Double Agents: 
Cultural and Political Brokerage in Early Modern Europe, Marika Keblusek and Badeloch Vera 
Nodus, eds. (Leiden: Brill, 2011), 95-110, and Keblusek, "Merchants' Homes and Collections as 
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wealthy and educated merchants in seventeenth-century Holland were often venues where fellow 

merchants and collectors would meet.794 The home therefore functioned as "an 'entrepôt' for the 

cultural and intellectual transfer of ideas and objects."795 Such dialogues on art, linguistics, 

religion, politics, and philosophy were pursued between individual colleagues, or in small 'salon' 

style gatherings held notably in the home. Keblusek points to a relationship that developed 

between Barlaeus and the wealthy Leiden merchant Matthys van Overbeke as an example.796 In 

addition to the friendly correspondence between the two men, Van Overbeke also opened his 

Leiden home to a group of colleagues including Barlaeus for weekly discussions on religion, and 

he frequently entertained learned guests at his country estate at Oud-Kalslagen.797  Such 

gatherings are comparable to the playwright and historian P. C. Hooft's "Muiderkring" gatherings 

at his country estate, as discussed in Chapter Three. The larger importance of this example of 

Van Overbeke is the fact that a wealthy merchant was regarded by certain sectors of Dutch 

intellectual society as a humanist scholar, not merely as a businessman. Although this distinction 

may not have been prevalent earlier in the century--as Keblusek explains, men including 

Constantijn Huygens disparaged merchants like Van Overbeke in the 1620s as inferior in 

education and unworthy of a true humanist friendship--Barlaeus championed this idea in 

particular, and the merchant class in general grew to embrace education and the skills associated 

with higher learning as an important facet of their business partnerships.798 In addition, the site of 

this exchange of learning and bonding between colleagues was frequently in the home; most 

                                                                                                                                                       
Cultural Entrepôts: The Case of Joachim de Wicquefort and Diego Duarte," English Studies 92, 
nr. 5 (August 2011): 496-507.  
794 Ibid., Keblusek, "Merchants' Homes and Collections," 496-7.  
795 Keblusek, "Merchants' Homes and Collections," 498. 
796 Ibid., 497. 
797 Ibid.  
798 Ibid., 496. 
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often, in rooms designated as the front hall (voorhuis), the formal reception rooms (zaal and 

sometimes kunstkamer), and most prevalently, the study (studeervertrek) and or the library 

(bibliotheek or boekkamer). In genre imagery of Dutch seventeenth-century men at home, it is in 

these domestic spaces that the gentleman-scholar in the prime of life is most often portrayed.  

 This chapter on the visual and cultural attitudes toward the adult scholar in the prime of 

life relates to the Wise Merchant because, in many respects, the figure of the successful upper-

class business and family man who aspired to establish a study room and to be regarded as a 

gentleman-scholar in the seventeenth-century Dutch Republic is contextualized by this ideal. The 

cultural importance of the cultivation of a space within the home set apart for study is first 

considered in this respect, looking to evidence drawn from architectural handbooks and extant 

Dutch dollhouses (poppenhuizen) that suggest idealized differentiation of space in the home, and 

the material luxuries associated with a study room. These concepts are relevant to genre images 

of gentleman-scholars at home, which will be emphasized through an exploration of genre scenes 

that pertain to the conventions of familial duties and interruptions around the study, and solitary 

leisure in the study. As will be suggested in the conclusion, such images suggest the cultural 

importance placed on normative masculine roles, especially fatherhood, and allude to 

engagement in public professional and civic duties, all of which were conducted, at least in part, 

in the domestic sphere--and in art, this is particularly represented through a man's presence in the 

study. The identity of the gentleman-scholar as a figure in art and in reality was, after all, 

importantly rooted in a larger cultural milieu in which intellectual curiosity and material 

affluence were joined in the burgher home--a locality that was the site of family life as well as of 

scholarship, business, and leisure. While the concept and representation of domestic space as a 

feminine sphere has been examined by scholars of Dutch genre painting, it is important to note 
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that the Dutch home in the seventeenth century was becoming, increasingly, the privatized 

preserve of seventeenth-century men, as well as of women.799  

 

The Prestige of Cultivating a Study in Dutch Seventeenth-Century Homes  

 The social and material prestige that is communicated through attributes such as books 

and the architectural spaces in which they are housed forms an important aspect of images of 

scholarly men in portraiture, as well as in genre paintings. The ownership of a room or rooms (a 

study and a library) for study purposes, material objects that facilitated study, and the time to 

enjoy leisured study were indeed luxuries for men in the Dutch Republic. As I suggest in the 

introduction to this thesis, the figure of the scholar is readily identified by his actions, setting, 

and clothing by the seventeenth century. Returning to the De Keyser portrait of Huygens (Fig. 

52), the scholar ideally surrounded himself with certain objects. In portraiture and genre 

paintings, these objects frequently include collections of books; a globe or a pair of celestial and 

terrestrial globes; framed or unframed wall maps, sea charts, or other cartographic material; 

scientific instruments, such as a pair of dividers; correspondence and personal papers stored in 

                                                
799 As a few examples, see: Susan Broomhall, "Imagined Domesticities in Early Modern Dutch 
Dollhouses," Parergon 24, nr. 2 (2007): 47-67; Martha Hollander, An Entrance For the Eyes: 
Space and Meaning in Seventeenth-Century Dutch Art (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
2002); Elizabeth Alice Honig, "Desire and Domestic Economy." Art Bulletin 83 (2001): 294-
315; Irene Cieraad, "Dutch Windows: Female Virtue and Female Vice," in At Home: An 
Anthology of Domestic Space, edited by Irene Cieraad, 31-52 (Syracuse: Syracuse University 
Press, 1999); Hester C. Dibbits, "Between Society and Family Values: The Linen Cupboard in 
Early-modern Households," in Private Domain, Public Inquiry: Families and Life-styles in the 
Netherlands and Europe, 1550 to the Present, Anton Schuurman and Pieter Spierenburg, eds., 
125-145 (Hilversum: Verloren, 1996); and Franits, Paragons of Virtue: Women and Domesticity 
in Seventeenth-Century Dutch Art (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993).  
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letter racks or on tables; and writing paraphernalia, such as ink pots and quills.800 In certain 

elevated interiors, musical instruments such as a lute, violin, or flute are also featured in the 

study, as we have seen in images of elite students in the previous chapter. Yet the study was not 

necessarily the preferred space in the Dutch home for displaying art in actual practice, as we will 

see. Nevertheless, decorative items such as the tapestry, sculptural mantelpiece, and the 

expensive carpet on the table in Huygens' portrait are not uncommon, although such objects were 

sometimes embellishments on reality in portraits, as discussed below. The iconography of the 

studeervertrek can be complex or simple, suggestive of a rich or a rather plain interior, but in its 

most basic form, the study is an intimate room containing a table, a chair, shelves and or a 

cupboard, and the differentiation of this space as a place of contemplation is often signaled by a 

book or letter before the sitter. As this chapter reveals, the placement of the study in the home for 

maximum privacy was a concern in the Dutch Republic, and the prestige of this space is 

reflected through the material objects described above, as well as the scholarly clothing that men 

typically don in portraiture, as well as genre painting.  

 While the study is a domestic space in Dutch art, the space itself emerged from a long 

tradition in religious settings, later found in private domestic contexts, throughout medieval and 

Renaissance Europe. As Dora Thornton explains in regard to sixteenth-century Italy, "to own a 

study was to lay claim to the civility, polite manners and educated tastes which came to define 

the ruling élite."801 Yet, she also observes, "just as the wish to create a study was not an 

                                                
800 Relating to the iconography of Saint Jerome and vanitas, some genre paintings in this 
convention include timepieces: an hourglass, and later, wall clocks and even pocket watches. 
These items are most prevalent in images of aged scholars, as considered in Chapter Six. 
801 Thornton, The Scholar in his Study, 1. For additional literature on the Italian Renaissance 
studiolo, see: Wolfgang Liebenwein, Studiolo. Die Entstehung eines Raumtyps und Seine 
Entwicklung bis um 1600 (Berlin: Gebr. Mann Verlag, 1977); Luciano Cheles, "The Inlaid 
Decorations of Federico da Montefeltro's Urbino Studiolo: An Icongraphic Study," Mitteilungen 
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aristocratic preserve, neither was the custom of collecting… antiquities, art objects, curiosities 

and treasures."802 In general terms, these statements are equally applicable to the countries of 

Northern Europe in the seventeenth century. Building on the scholarship of Norbert Elias and his 

controversial social history of manners, The Civilizing Process, historians of Dutch art including 

Wayne Franits have noted that affluence among citizens of the Dutch Republic rose particularly 

after the Treaty of Münster was enacted (1648).803 A manifestation of this wealth in the 

seventeenth-century Netherlands, home to several important universities and a vital hub for 

overseas trade goods, was both an increased privatization of the household and attention to its 

furnishings, including the study, as this section explores.  

 

From Spartan Cells to Comfortable Chambers: The Studeerkamer in Dutch Households 

 A unique emblem from the 1539 French emblem book Blasons domestiques addresses the 

importance of the study as a domestic space and expresses the original confined nature of such a 

room (Fig. 81).804 Employing a metaphor of the brain and its administration of the human body, 

the author Gilles Corrozet explains, "a house which likewise is not in possession of a fruitful 

                                                                                                                                                       
des Kunsthistorischen Institutes in Florenz 2, nr. 1 (1982): 1-46; Luciano Cheles, The Studiolo of 
Urbino: An Iconographic Investigation (Wiesbaden: Dr. Ludwig Reichert Verlag, 1986); Cecil 
H. Clough, "Art as Power in the Decoration of the Study of an Italian Renaissance Prince: The 
Case of Federico Da Montefeltro," Artibus et Historiae 16, nr. 31 (1995): 19-50; Olga Raggio, 
"The Liberal Arts Studiolo from the Ducal Palace at Gubbio," The Metropolitan Museum of Art 
Bulletin, New Series 53, nr. 4 (Spring 1996): 3-34; and At Home in Renaissance Italy, Marta 
Ajmar-Wollheim and Flora Dennis, eds., with a summary catalogue edited by Elizabeth Miller 
(London: V&A Publications, 2006).  
802 Thornton, Ibid., 10.  
803 Norbert Elias, The Civilizing Process, Edmund Jephcott, trans. First edition 1939 (Oxford; 
Cambridge, Mass.: Blackwell, 1994), and Franits, "'For People of Fashion': Domestic Imagery 
and the Art Market in the Dutch Republic," Nederlands Kunsthistorisch Jaarboek 51, nr. 1 
(2000): 295-316. 
804 Gilles Corrozet, Blasons domestiques (Paris: 1539). 
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study is lacking (to tell the truth) a great benefit."805 Corresponding to ideas later presented by 

Hondius in his poem about a scholar in his study, Corrozet's verses continue to emphasize the 

"pleasure" of reading and the "solace" of productive occupation in this space.806 Following a 

lengthy praise of Hebrew, Latin, and Greek authors that should comprise a scholar's library, 

Corrozet ends by returning to his original idea that a house is not truly a home if it is devoid of a 

study. As the author apostrophizes: 

To conclude briefly blessed and beautiful Study…because you possess such great 
dignity, so much excellence and authority, and because you are a store of such 
sovereign goods, that the house (without you) would be nothing. You have 
therefore made this abode honorable. On which count you deserve to be prized 
above all else.807 
  

As the accompanying woodcut image to this praiseworthy description illustrates, prototypical 

study rooms of the Renaissance and early modern era were small, utilitarian chambers with built-

in features. Furnishings included a table, a bench, various shelves, letter racks, and a high 

window, and were often complete with a locking door. This type of workspace was based on 

models found in religious institutions, such as monastic cells intended for contemplation. 

According to Thornton, it was quite common to find beds in or adjoining sixteenth-century 

Italian study rooms and emphasis was placed on cultivating 'individuality' of the space through 

decoration and the display of art objects, such as sculptural bronze inkstands.808 As Wolfgang 

                                                
805 "Une maison qui est semblablement sans posseder l'estude fructueuse, est d'ung grand bien 
(pour vray) deffectueuse." Corrozet, Blasons domestiques, Emblem 33. English translation by 
Dora Thornton, The Scholar in His Study, 178-179. 
806 Ibid. 
807 "Et briefuement Estude saincte & belle…Puis que tu as si grand dignité, Tant d'excellence & 
tant de authorité, et qu'en toy gist si tressouuerain bien, Que la maison (sans toy) ne seroit riend. 
Tu as donc mys en honneur ce pourpris. Parquoy sur tout tu doibs auoir le pris." Translation 
based on Ibid. 
808 Thornton, The Scholar in his Study, 1 and 13. See 33-38 for proximity to bedchambers. A 
painting which illustrates the latter point is Carpaccio's Vision of St. Ursula (1495), Venice, 
Accademia.  
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Liebenwein similarly observes, the Italian studiolo underwent a transition from a somewhat 

utilitarian workspace to a room that could also house family archives and display collections of 

art during the sixteenth century.809 Stemming back to author portraits of Petrarch and other 

famous writers, such as the previously considered Saint Jerome, certain objects emerged as 

attributes of learned men in art that were appropriate to the functions of the Renaissance studiolo. 

For instance, Liebenwein points to the writing instruments, books, hourglass, and astrolabe 

present in Van Eyck's Saint Jerome in his Study (Fig. 19), which are common, functional objects 

and attributes of learning within this genre.810  

 Yet certain Italian artists also chose to include art objects in the study alongside more 

practical items, such as the bronze statuette found below the bookshelves of Saint Augustine's 

room in Vittore Carpaccio's Vision of Saint Augustine (Fig. 16). The presence of art objects in 

paintings of men in their study rooms suggests that the humble study is elevated to a collector's 

room: a shift in the use and decoration of the study that was reflected in actual practice.811  With 

an emphasis on (functional) decorative objects and the display of collections, the Italian 

Renaissance studiolo thus emerged as "an exquisitely personal environment whose character 

altered according to the needs of the owner…," as Franco Francheschi reflects.812 The Medici 

Palace studiolo is a characteristic example of this model. While Piero di Lorenzo de' Medici 

commissioned a study space at the Palazzo Medici for business purposes, Luke Syson argues that 

by the time of Lorenzo de' Medici (1492-1519), this room "…had become a treasury, a 

                                                
809 Wolfgang Liebenwein, Studiolo. Die Entstehung eines Raumtyps und Seine Entwicklung bis 
um 1600 (Berlin: Gebr. Mann Verlag, 1977), see particularly chapter IV. "Das 16. Jahrhundert 
(Der Übergang zum Sammlungsraum)," 128-164. 
810 Ibid., 131. 
811 Ibid., 134-35. 
812 Francheschi, "Business Activities, in At Home in Renaissance Italy, Marta Ajmar-Wollheim 
and Flora Dennis, eds., with a summary catalogue edited by Elizabeth Miller (London: V&A 
Publications, 2006), 169. 
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Kunstkammer, a library, even a proto-museum" that housed jewels, coins from antiquity, vases, 

and ornamental vessels alongside a large collection of books and standard scholarly 

accoutrements.813 Lorenzo's individualized, multi-purpose usage of the study room in the Medici 

palace was not an exception: several contemporary examples can be cited, such as the studiolo of 

Isabella d'Este and that of the Duke of Urbino.814 The study room(s) of the Italian elite are thus 

united by the common emphasis these owners placed on decorative programs, whether frescos or 

illusionistic wooden paneling, as well as the cultivation and display of collections including 

books, antiquities, and art. Italian study rooms were not the sole domains of the rich, however. 

Similar to the Dutch Republic, Italian merchants and businessmen of upper middle class means 

also designated private study chambers in their houses. Although Italian study rooms were more 

likely a space that displayed paintings, sculpture, and other collections of art or antiquity than 

their Netherlandish counterparts, this is not to say that the Dutch did not customize or decorate 

their study rooms to some degree.815 The emphasis on creating a private and comfortable, if not 

highly luxurious, setting for studious leisure was clearly a shared ambition of educated men and 

women across Europe by the 1650s when these rooms became fairly common in middle-to-upper 

class houses.816  

                                                
813 Luke Syson, "The Medici Study," in At Home in Renaissance Italy, 288. 
814 Isabella's study was located at the Castello di San Giorgio, Mantua, begun in the 1490s 
following her marriage to Francesco Gonzaga, Duke of Mantua. Federico da Montefeltro, Duke 
of Urbino, commissioned his studiolo in the late 1470s for his home in Gubbio. Elements of the 
latter studiolo are now in the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York (the illusionistic inlayed 
wooden paneling designed by Francesco di Giorgio Martini).  
815 This is discussed below in the context of Franciscus de le Boë Sylvius' study. 
816 Jaap van der Veen,"Eenvoudig en stil: Studeerkamers in zeventiende-eeuwse woningen, 
voornamelijk te Amsterdam, Deventer en Leiden," Nederlands Kunsthistorisch Jaarboek 51 nr. 1 
(2000): 137-171, see 140-141. Thornton argues the study emerged in 15th c. Italy from two 
converging conventions: the monastic model, and the royal treasury. Dora Thornton, The Scholar 
in his Study, 8.   
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 The appearance and function of the study room(s) appears to differ slightly between Italy 

and the North, as well as between the Northern and Southern Low Countries in the early modern 

era. In A House of Art: Rubens as Collector, Jeffrey Muller remarks upon the Italian-inspired 

appointments for study rooms in the house that the painter Rubens owned in Antwerp during the 

seventeenth century.817 Although extant documentation on the layouts of these chambers is 

limited, Muller suggests that Rubens likely had two studies. One was possibly an intimate 

"'studiolo secreto'" used to house his private "intellectual property," as well as "curiosities and 

naturalia," while the other study was used by his assistants and stored more practical items 

related to his art, such as sketches.818 The storage of Rubens' personal collections and valuable 

scholarly paraphernalia was thus divided between private and semi-private chambers, and each 

room had a unique function within the larger household of the artist. In contrast to Muller's 

investigation of elite Flemish study rooms, Jaap van der Veen's research into the studeerkamer in 

the Northern Netherlands presents a much more austere picture of the contemporary Dutch study 

room.819 In his article "Eenvoudig en Still" ('"Simple and Still"'), Van der Veen draws upon 

thirty probate inventories of seventeenth and early eighteenth-century homes in Leiden, 

Deventer, and Amsterdam to postulate the prevalence of study rooms and their contents in 

Holland. In contrast to Italian models and perhaps certain Flemish examples, Van der Veen finds 

that the studeerkamer was less often used as a place to display collections.820 In the Dutch 

households the studeerkamer was often separate from library rooms (boekkamers) and these 

                                                
817 Rubens purchased this house in 1610 and spent many years rebuilding and redecorating the 
original structure. Muller, "Rubens's Collection in History," in A House of Art: Rubens as 
Collector, Kristin Lohse Belkin and Fiona Healy with Jeffrey M. Muller (Rubenshuis & 
Rubenianum. Schoten: BAI, 2004.), 35. 
818 Muller states that the best documentation is an eighteenth-century plan drawn from memory 
by the "Rubens enthusiast F. Mols." "Rubens's Collection," 60. 
819 Jaap van der Veen, "Eenvoudig en stil,"137-171.  
820 Ibid., 152. 
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spaces were frequently located on the upper floors of a house for maximum privacy and quiet.821 

Such rooms were frequently found in houses of ministers, lawyers, scholars, and physicians and 

the inventories suggest they were sparsely furnished with items including a desk, bench, shelves 

and letter-racks.822 The utilitarian nature of the room is also reflected in the fact that it often 

lacked elaborate decoration similar to the Italian model, with the possible exception of prints and 

paintings hung on the walls depicting celebrated scholars, ancient philosophers, or famous 

theologians.823 Related to this finding, bronze figurines and decorative (figural) inkstands are 

types of objects that are noticeably missing from early Netherlandish paintings of men like 

Jerome in his study, and later Dutch seventeenth-century genre paintings of scholars in their 

study rooms.824 In addition, these objects are also lacking from portraits of scholars (e.g. Fig. 52 

and 64): likely indicative of an actual difference between Dutch and Italian decoration of the 

study.  

 Pamela Smith's research into Franciscus de le Boë Sylvius' Rapenburg home in Leiden 

reveals a similar demarcation of studious spaces, and suggests manners in which learned men of 

the Dutch Republic chose to customize their study room(s).825 As Smith explains, Sylvius' house 

"was custom built for his professional needs," with spaces that comprised not only a designated 

study, but also a room in which the professor conducted his tutorials with students and three 

                                                
821 Ibid., 149, 152. 
822 Ibid., 141-142. 
823 Ibid., 150. 
824 As I have observed about the scholars of Gerrit Dou and Van Gaesbeeck, certain artists 
included sculptural columns, busts, or plaster cast fragments, but bronze statues or decorative 
bronze or glazed earthenware inkstands do not commonly appear in Dutch art.  
825 Pamela H. Smith, "Science and Taste: Painting, Passions, and the New Philosophy in 
Seventeenth-Century Leiden," Isis 90 (September 1999): 421-461. 
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laboratories, all located at the rear of the house on the upper floor.826 Instead of a distinct room 

used as a library, Smith notes that his many books "must have lined the walls" of all of these 

rooms.827 The study was a well-appointed room that served Sylvius' professional needs, housing 

fairly typical items such as: "…a table and four chairs, a standing desk, and two shelves with 

books," and it was decorated with four paintings.828 More exceptional to a Dutch home, however, 

was the fact that Sylvius also had a curtained bed in his study, "several chests" including one that 

held some of his curiosity collection (notably separate from a room that served as a Kunstkamer 

of sorts), and "a little doghouse."829 Based on this probate inventory from the 1670s, it is 

apparent that wealthy men customized spaces in their homes to serve their individual 

professional needs (and even that of their pets!).830 While not every Dutch household would have 

had such extensive studious accommodations, it is notable that some consistencies can be 

identified regarding the placement of the study and the fairly simple furnishings of this room 

when Sylvius' study is compared with Van der Veen's general findings on the study in Dutch 

homes.   

 Whether or not the studeerkamer was widespread in dwellings before mid-century when 

room differentiation arose in European domestic contexts, this room became a favored setting for 

                                                
826 Ibid., 424. See the floor plan Smith includes 425, Fig.1 that is a reconstruction based on Th. 
H. Lunsingh Scheurleer, C. Willemijn Fock, and A. J. van Dissel, Het Rapenburg: Geschiedenis 
van een Leidse gracht, 6 vols. (Leiden: Rijksuniversiteit Leiden, 1986-92), see Rapenburg 31. 
827 Ibid., 427. 
828 Ibid. For a description of these paintings including a Dou work, see Chapter Four, 204, 
footnote 619.  
829 Ibid. The inventory describes these items as "2 koffers," "1 ledekant," (with a mattress and 
two pillows), and "1 hondehuysgen." See Boedelinventaris van François de le Boë Sylvius. N. A. 
1073a, nots. A. den Oosterlingh, nr. 66, April 6, 1673, Th. H. Lunsingh Scheurleer, C. Willemijn 
Fock, and A. J. van Dissel, Het Rapenburg: Geschiedenis van een Leidse gracht, vol. 3 a, 340-
341. 
830 Ibid., 335.  
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portraits of esteemed men as well as genre scenes of such figures in the Dutch Republic.831 As 

we have seen, an early example of a portrait that contextualizes the sitter in a study is Thomas de 

Keyser's 1627 portrait of Constantijn Huygens (Fig. 52). Yet the word studeerkamer, and similar 

terms like comptoir and kantoor (office), were not consistently used in inventories before 1650, 

as room differentiation seems to have been a gradual process in seventeenth-century homes of 

the middle to upper classes.832 Even when Dutch artists suggest spaces that appear to be study 

rooms in portraits, Van der Veen emphasizes that such images were often departures from 

reality. He specifies that items pictured can be deceptive in terms of the realities of ownership. 

For example, portrait prints were made of men surrounded by vast collections of books that were 

more numerous than they were known to own.833 Additionally, the majority of portraits and 

genre paintings from the seventeenth-century suggest that only men used study rooms. Yet 

Martha Hollander proposes that it could be a shared workplace in the home, "used by men and 

women alike for business and household accounts."834 In an exceptional painting, Nicolaes Maes 

(1634-1693) even depicts a housewife (identifiable by her expensive dress and the large chain of 

keys that hangs from her waist) descending a flight of stairs as if she just emerged from this 

space in a painting now in the Apsley House Collection (1655-56, Fig. 82).835 Thus, while the 

studeerkamer appears to be a predominantly male space in art, this may not necessarily reflect 

                                                
831 Van der Veen,"Eenvoudig en stil," 138 and 140. Van der Veen speculates, however, that 
sixteenth century scholars may also have had designated study rooms as particular spaces in the 
home, although clear documentation is lacking. One of the earliest Netherlandish examples of an 
inventory that includes a study found in a religious complex in Deventer from 1592. Ibid., 141. 
832 Ibid. 
833 Van der Veen's example is the inventory of Tobias Govertsz. van den Wyngaert and his 
portrait by Abraham Bloteling after Michiel van Musscher (1667). He is shown seated before an 
extensive library of books, but his inventory (dating two years later) mentions only a small 
number of books in his possession. Ibid., 161. 
834 Martha Hollander, An Entrance For the Eyes: Space and Meaning in Seventeenth-Century 
Dutch Art (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2002), 107.  
835 The Eavesdropper, oil on canvas, 57.5 x 66 cm., London, Apsley House.  



 

 327 

reality. Most typically in genre painting and in portraiture of scholars, men are seen inside the 

study, or at the threshold of the room in rare instances, as this section will discuss.836 However 

imaginary or realistic, the studeerkamer was an appropriate setting because, by and large, it 

suggests notions of virtue, intellectual curiosity, and elite privacy, making this setting an apt 

choice for representations of scholars by portrait artists and genre artists alike.  

 

Architectural Treatises of Simon Stevin and Willem Goeree 

 Architectural treatises from the seventeenth-century form a corresponding source to genre 

paintings and portraiture on the ideal conceptualization of domestic spaces in burgher-class home 

of the mid-to-late seventeenth century. The attention to privacy and the gendered divisions 

within the home that are suggested in the work of Simon Stevin (1548-1620), a Flemish 

mathematician and engineer, is especially notable. Stevin's son Hendrick published his father's 

incomplete treatise posthumously under the title Materiae politicae. Burgherlicke stoffen 

(Leiden, 1649).837 Heidi de Mare has extensively considered Stevin's practical and ideological 

advice, as well as has Charles van den Heuvel in his 'De Huysbou': A Reconstruction of an 

                                                
836 For an early example of a portrait of a scholarly man at the threshold of his study, see: Frans 
Pietersz. de Grebber, Portrait of Job Claesz. Van Gijbland, 1611, oil on panel, 129 x 101 cm., 
Haarlem, Frans Hals Museum. The study in this picture appears rather basic in furnishing and 
quite small with built-in features. Nicolaes Maes also was interested in these scenes, likely 
related to his compositional interest at large in the doorkijke device (a 'view through' rooms). For 
example, Family Portrait, c. 1655-60, present location unknown, formerly Amsterdam art trade. 
For a discussion and reproduction of this painting, see Fig. 22a and b in Martha Hollander, 
"Structures of Space and Society in the Seventeenth Century Dutch Interior," Ph.D. diss., 
University of California, Berkeley (1990), 49, footnote 57.    
837 The surviving writings of Stevin include "Vande oirdening der steden" and "Byvough: Vande 
oirdening der deelen eens huys. Met 't gheene daer ancleeft." Heidi de Mare, "A Rule Worth 
Following in Architecture? The Significance of Gender Classification in Simon Stevin's 
Architectural Treatise (1548-1620)," in Women in the Golden Age: An International Debate on 
Women in Seventeenth-century Holland, England and Italy, Els Kloek, Nicole Teeuwen, and 
Marijke Huisman, eds. (Hilversum: Verloren, 1994), 113, footnote 2. 
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Unfinished Treatise on Architecture, Town Planning and Civil Engineering by Simon Stevin.838 

As De Mare explains, gendered implications are found throughout Stevin's treatise. De Mare 

particularly notes "[Stevin] distinguishes different spaces and allocates some explicitly to the 

male head of the family."839 While Van den Heuvel largely rejects De Mare's interpretation of 

Stevin's gendered classification of the home, he concedes that Stevin placed an emphasis on 

privacy by these means. Indeed, Stevin's advice concerning privacy and the possible division of 

the genders throughout the household form some of the most interesting aspects of this 

commentary and relate to genre images of scholars.  

 In many respects, Stevin's architectural plans aimed to make the Dutch burgher home 

function optimally for all members of the household. In order to achieve this, Stevin's ideal 

seventeenth-century home was governed by a sense of 'natural order': it was meant to be a 

dwelling in which the function of interior spaces and access to certain rooms were physically 

designated and vigilantly controlled by the master and the mistress of the house.840 Importantly, 

Stevin's natural ordering lent beneficial elements of privacy to his plans of burgher-class homes. 

An important tenet of this ordering was the privacy afforded to a householder through an 

elaborate system of thirty-six keys. In Stevin's plan for doors and keys, the master of the house 

possesses six private keys for his rooms (e.g. study and library) or private items (e.g. his money-

                                                
838 See Heidi de Mare, Het huis en de regels van het denken: Een cultuurhistorisch onderzoek 
naar het werk van Simon Stevin, Jacob Cats en Pieter de Hooch (2003, Vrije Universiteit 
Amsterdam) and Huiselijke taferelen: De Veranderende rol van het beeld in de Gouden Eeuw 
(Nijmegen: Vantilt, 2012). Charles van den Heuvel, 'De Huysbou': A Reconstruction of an 
Unfinished Treatise on Architecture, Town Planning and Civil Engineering by Simon Stevin. D. 
Gardner, trans. (Amsterdam: Koninklijke Nederlandse Akademie van Wetenschappen, 2005).  
839 De Mare, ""A Rule Worth Following?," 110. 
840Van den Heuvel discusses Stevin's ideas of "natural order" in relation to Plato's Politica, 
Aristotle's book on 'Parts of Animals,' and Petrus Ramus' teachings. Thus, "the desire to correct 
existing architectural theory on symmetry was prompted not only by a philological interest, it 
also stemmed from Stevin's more general--and more profound-- ideas on science and scientific 
order." See 'De Huysbou', 64-68. Also see Heidi de Mare, "A Rule Worth Following?," 113. 
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box).841 He is also assigned thirty additional keys that access the rest of the household. The 

mistress of the house is similarly provided with thirty universal keys and six private keys that are 

separate from her husband's. These are designed for items such as "her jewelry cabinets and linen 

cupboards" that need to be secure.842 As De Mare and Van den Heuvel both remark, it is 

interesting that the keys to the housewife's valuables were solely intended for her use, as even 

her husband would not be in possession of duplicate keys for these items in this scheme.843 Other 

contemporary sources, however, do not suggest such an equal division of the household keys. In 

the treatise De Verstandige huys-houder (The Wise Householder, Amsterdam, 1660), for 

example, the housewife is advised that she should not "trust her keys" to other household 

inhabitants (especially children and maids), but rather control them all herself.844 While both 

Stevin's treatise and this moralizing handbook suggest ideal household arrangements for the 

possession of keys, likely seventeenth-century households operated somewhere in between these 

extremes. 

 In addition to his division of keys, Stevin's precepts on staircases form a second 

remarkable aspect in this treatise. Cultural ideas on privacy are similarly expressed in an 

architectural treatise by the Dutch art theorist Willem Goeree (1635-1711). For Stevin, privacy 

depended not only on confining visitors (the public) to the reception areas of the home such as 

the voorhuis, but also on shielding physical access. This extended to also protecting the intimate 

chambers (such as studeerkamers) from the sight of visitors, as well as from various members of 

                                                
841 Dora Thornton remarks that locks and keys figure prominently in Italian Renaissance art, just 
as they must have been important in securing actual study rooms. For instance, see Carpaccio's 
Vision of St. Augustine (c.1502), Venice, Scuola di San Giorgio degli Schiavoni (Fig.16).  
842 "None of the thirty-six keys, however, apparently not even those of the master of the house, 
would provide access to where she kept her valuables." Van den Heuvel, 47. 
843 Ibid. and De Mare, ""A Rule Worth Following?," 110.  
844 "Men moet haer geen sleutel vertrouwen/maer selfs alle dingen halen…" My translation. C. 
Jansz., De Verstandige Huyshouder (Cornelis Jansz., Amsterdam, 1660),  5. 
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the household, such as servants. As he recapitulates in a section advocating for multiple 

staircases in the home: 

 …since someone might ask whether it would not be enough with one staircase 
leading to the bedroom, without adding another as well, the answer is, that a 
staircase next to the bedroom can, together with the staircases that lead above and 
below, serve for the master…with the other staircase for the general 
household…845 
 

 Locking doors and staircases thus play a particularly important role in Materiae politicae. 

Burgherlicke stoffen because they facilitate privacy and passage through domestic spaces. 

Similarly, Willem Goeree places emphasis on the vital nature of staircases in the home in 

D'Algemeene Bouwkunde…(Amsterdam, 1681).846 Employing a metaphor of blood traveling 

through veins in the human body, Goeree emphasizes that staircases (spiral stairs or landing 

stairs) are the means by which people travel conveniently throughout the house, and this feature 

also provides "grandeur" to the front entry way (voorhuis).847 As C. Willemijn Fock explains, 

hallways were not prevalent in Dutch homes before the 1650s, and treatises such as Stevin's and 

Goeree's which emphasize the role of staircases suggest an increased interest in the planning of 

thoroughfares in the household to facilitate privacy.848 Fock additionally notes that spiral 

                                                
845 "Maer want ymandt moch vragen oft met een steygher, byde Slaepcamer niet genoech en 
soude sijn, sonder daer toe noch een te maken by, hier op dient tot antwoort, dat wesende 
benevens de Slaepcamer, een steygher soo can de selve mette steyghers dieder noch onder en 
boven commen, eyghentlick dienen voor den Heer…d'ander steygher voor 't ghemeen 
huysghesin…"As transcribed and translated by Van den Heuvel, 'De Huysbou', 327. 
846 Goree, D'Algemeene Bouwkunde, Volgens d'Antyke en Hedendaagse Manier (Cicero op 't 
Rokin, Amsterdam, 1681).  
847 Relating to his larger theme of the proper organization of the household, Goeree mentions 
earlier in the treatise that the placement of spiral staircases and basement hatches must be 
especially well-planned, so no one falls and breaks their necks or legs ("…perkeleuze 
Kelderluiken die over verbijsterend wenteltrappen recht voor de ingang van d'een of d'ander deur 
komen, om hals en been te breken.") D'Algemeene Bouwkunde, 135 and 158-159.  
848 C. Willemijn Fock, Titus M. Eliëns, Eloy F. Koldeweij, and Jet Pijzel-Dommisse, Het 
Nederlandse interieur in beeld 1600-1900, C. Willemijn Fock, ed., (Zwolle: Waanders, 2001), 
85-86. 
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staircases were found in even elite homes throughout the seventeenth century, as they were quite 

practical for the tall and narrow layouts of Dutch canal houses. Significantly, however, it was the 

materials from which such stairs were constructed that distinguished the social class of the 

owner.849 The ideal wealthy household, therefore, could feature landing stairs, spiral staircases, 

or a combination of both forms, dependent on the space allocated and also the intended user--

whether the stairs were seen by guests, designated for the master of the household, or intended 

for the servants. 

 Goeree, like Stevin, places emphasis on the gendered division of the household through 

his discussion of room differentiation, including the placement of the study. In general, Goeree 

advocates that rooms must be well lit (he disparages dark "binnenkamers," or interior chambers) 

and proportioned to fit the purpose of the room.850 The study, for instance, could take the form of 

a hangkamer or a full room, but above all, study rooms "must be placed in suitably quiet 

corners" of a house.851 Moreover, the study is described as part of the housefather's domain. As 

Goeree describes, "…the front part of a house should be designated for the Man or Householder, 

for located there are his entryway, his shop, his study, his reception parlor, and his storage 

basement, etc."852 While this description contrasts with some of Van der Veen's findings from 

probate inventories on the elevated position of the studeerkamer in Dutch homes, C. Willemijn 

                                                
849 For example, staircases could be constructed of more expensive oak at the bottom (public) 
section of the home, but finished in less expensive pine in the upper (private) sections. Ibid., 86. 
850 Goeree, D'Algemeene Bouwkunde, 135, 149 and 151. 
851 Ibid., 136. A hangkamer was a type of elevated half-room that was accessed through a room 
below. This was often a very small, enclosed space, but sometimes had interior or exterior 
windows that provided more light. For an illustration of this type of space used as a study, see 
Jan van der Heyden, “Juxtaposition of the Abilities of the Two Fire Pumps,” Plate 2, Slang-
brand-spuiten, 1688-90, engraving, 365 x 465 mm, Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam (Hollstein Dutch 
2). The studeerkamer is located on the left side of the house, in the upper part of the formal hall 
(ground level, room on left that is decorated by a large wall map).  
852 "…om daar zijn Voorhuis, zijn winkel, zijn komptoir, zijn salet of spreekkamer, en zijn 
pakkelder, &c. te hebben." My translation. Ibid., 135-136. 
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Fock's research suggests that this arrangement is not wholly out of keeping because the study 

could be close to the voorhuis and pakkelders (formal entry space and storage basements), 

particularly in merchants' homes.853 While Goeree does not specify a complex system of locks as 

Stevin does, he indicates the ideal arrangement of the female preserves of the household, 

specifically the kitchens and washing rooms for the female servants, as well as the need to place 

young children's rooms close to the spaces occupied by the mother.854 Although Goeree's 

attention to these details is notable, it is important to bear in mind the theoretical nature of such 

architectural treatises. Indeed, as Van den Heuvel argues, Stevin's treatise was intended as an 

ideal model and an elite one at that-- 'De Huysbou,' in his opinion, was "not to be slavishly 

followed, but to enable architectural questions to be analyzed and visualized, and allowing 

solutions to be found for problems."855 On the other hand, genre artists including Adriaen van 

Ostade owned a copy of Goeree's D'Algemeene Bouwkunde and may have drawn inspiration 

from such sources: this was also one of the many books later inherited by Ostade's pupil Cornelis 

Dusart.856 In many respects, the idealized architectural divisions of the household that are 

promoted in these treatises, including the gendering of specific spaces like the study, are 

reflected in certain aspects of Dutch seventeenth-century genre images of the home. As I will 

suggest, artists draw on these idealized architectural motifs in particular genre themes, such as 

the 'eavesdropper,' in which spiral staircases and the male nature of the study room are devices 

employed to highlight tensions in the household between men and women.857 

                                                
853 Fock, Het Nederlandse interieur in beeld 1600-1900, 87. 
854 Goree, D'Algemeene Bouwkunde, 135. 
855Van den Heuvel, 'De Huysbou', 67. 
856 For an inventory of his collection, see: Susan Anderson, "The Library of Cornelis Dusart: 
Between Artist and Gentleman," Oud Holland 123, nr. 2 (2010): 133-165. 
857 The spiral staircase is considered in-depth in Chapter Six as a motif that stems from the art of 
Rembrandt and his circle and represents wisdom and scholarly solitude. As I will discuss, certain 
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Dutch dollhouses (poppenhuizen) 

 Seventeenth-century dollhouses form another branch of research into seventeenth-century 

households, forming a material counterpart to aspects of Dutch domestic life suggested by 

architectural treatises. While the idealized nature of dollhouses must also be emphasized, art 

historians and historians of material culture have increasingly valued such objects in their 

research over the last two decades. To employ an example from Fock's research on seventeenth-

century Dutch interiors, the ubiquity of black and white marble floors in genre painting and some 

dollhouses does not reflect the reality of most Dutch homes because even the elite preferred 

wooden flooring to cold and expensive forms of stone flooring.858 Yet as Fock observes, art, and 

by extension items of material culture including dollhouses, form a lens through which to view a 

range of social, cultural, and material contexts. Although these sources are not completely 

realistic, Fock argues that such "representations [of the domestic sphere] would rarely be entirely 

imaginary."859 Moreover, dollhouses lend rare insight into the physical arrangement of the study, 

its material furnishings, and the dress of the scholar in the mid-to-late seventeenth century 

because almost no study rooms have survived fully in tact with complete furnishings from this 

time.860 The dollhouses of Petronella de la Court (c.1670-1690, Utrecht Centraal Museum) and 

Petronella Oortman (c. 1686-1710, Rijksmuseum) are particularly significant in this regard, as 

                                                                                                                                                       
works were even identified by this architectural feature-- the spiral staircase-- in seveneenth- 
century inventories, which suggests that early modern viewers often viewed staircases as 
intrinsic formal (if not metaphorical) components of certain genre paintings.  
858 C. Willemijn Fock, "Semblance or Reality?" The Domestic Interior in Seventeenth-Century 
Dutch Genre Painting," In Art & Home: Dutch Interiors in the Age of Rembrandt, with essays by 
C. Willemijn Fock, Eric Jan Sluijter, H. Perry Chapman (Denver: Denver Art Museum; Newark, 
N.J.: Newark Museum; Zwolle, Netherlands: Waanders, 2001): 83. 
859 Marble flooring, for instance, was commonly found in just the voorhuis (formal front entry 
way) of elite homes. Ibid. 
860 The best example that comes to mind as an exception is Contantijn Huygens' library at 
Hofwijck (Voorburg, The Netherlands).  
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these objects suggest a gendering of certain spaces in the home, ranging from the feminine realm 

of the lying-in-room to the male preserve of the studeerkamer.861   

 Dutch dollhouses were admittedly popular among wealthy female adults who 

commissioned these objects, but dollhouses lend more insight into Dutch culture than simply 

their importance as a luxury good preferred by women.862 As Jet Pijzel-Dommisse and Martha 

Hollander have noted, these objects are (to some extent) realistic and they remain as some of the 

best sources of information on the appearance of the wealthy Dutch household.863 In the context 

of the present study, dollhouses are fascinating for considerations of masculinity in the home. 

The De la Court dollhouse exemplifies this sphere of masculine activity in the hangkamer 

positioned above the voorhuis in the upper-middle of the house: a room that is designated as a 

comptoir for the male householder (Fig. 83).864 In this detailed room, a doll dressed in a long 

wig, a Japonse rock, and red leather slippers sits before a table laden with books and writing 

paraphernalia. Similar to Jaap van der Veen's findings, the De la Court studeerkamer is a rather 

utilitarian space. The walls of the study are painted white and lined with bookshelves and a 

                                                
861 For an example of a kunstkamer, which is also a male preserve, see the dollhouse of 
Petronella Dunois, c. 1676, Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam. Three male dolls are found here--one as 
the householder wearing a Japonse rock. See Jet Pijzel-Dommisse, Het Popenhuis van 
Petronella de la Court (Utrecht and Antwerp: Veen and Reflex, 1987), 35-37. The Rijksmuseum 
collection houses two dollhouses of interest (Petronella Dunois and Petronella Oortman), and the 
Utrecht Centraal Museum has one (Petronella de la Court). Additional examples of a slightly 
later date include dollhouses commissioned by Sara Rothé at the Frans Hals Museum, Haarlem 
and the Gemeentemuseum, The Hague.  
862 Susan Broomhall explores the material culture of Dutch dollhouses owned by wealthy female 
adults. See: Broomhall, "Imagined Domesticities in Early Modern Dutch Dollhouses," Parergon 
vol. 24, nr. 2 (2007): 47-67. 
863 Pijzel-Dommisse, Het Hollandse Pronkpoppenhuis: Interieur en Huishouden in de 17de en 
18de eeuw (Zwolle: Waanders, 2000). Martha Hollander, "Vermeer's Robe: Costume, 
Commerce, and Fantasy in the Early Modern Netherlands," Dutch Crossing vol. 35, nr. 2 (2013): 
177-195, see 178.  
864 For a reproduction and inventory of this space, see Pijzel-Dommisse, Het Poppenhuis van 
Petronella de la Court, 30-31, "2. Comptoir en Achterkamer." The room measures h. 21 cm x w. 
25 cm x d. 28/62 cm.  
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wooden letter rack, but the room lacks decoration. In addition to the many small volumes of 

texts, the scholar's study is also furnished with a basket of rolls of tobacco (top shelf on the left), 

a basket containing long-stem pipes at the bottom left (behind his discarded outdoor boots), an 

iron coffer, and a wooden chest containing alcohol bottles, at the bottom right.865 Perhaps similar 

to the scholars of Gerrit Dou's genre paintings, these items in the doll's presence suggest 

scholarly diversions common among seventeenth-century men. In addition, the bottles may 

represent the merchant-scholar's attention to his goods, or suggest an inventory of household 

consumption. Although obscured in shadow, a final notable detail of the De la Court dollhouse 

office is the presence of a small couch, located in a room just beyond the doorway of his room--

representative of the respite that many scholars, such as Sylvius, sought from their studies and 

provided by benches or beds placed in or adjacent to the study. Whether or not Petronella de la 

Court drew inspiration for the arrangement of this room from her own office room and her 

husband's work as a silk merchant-turned Amsterdam brewery owner, the dollhouse study 

contains plausible details that suggest the functional and private nature of such workspaces that 

were ideally removed from the rest of the household. 

   A contemporary dollhouse commissioned by Petronella Oortman, wife of the 

Amsterdam merchant Johannes Brandt, also exemplifies such male domains in the household, 

particularly in the rooms of the library and study; the latter no longer contains furnishings, but is 

                                                
865 Conversation with Jet Pijzel-Dommisse, November 22, 2013, The Hague. Pijzel-Dommisse 
notes that the tobacco and pipes are unique to this dollhouse studeervertrek. Tobacco is found in 
the eetzaal (dining room) of Petronella Dunois's dollhouse, c. 1676, Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum. 
Another curious detail of this room is found at the front left: a 'silver saw and ax' designed by the 
Amsterdam master Wessel Jansen hang next to two silver scissors above the doll's boots. See 
Pijzel-Dommisse, Het Poppenhuis van Petronella de la Court, 30-31. 
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described in an early eighteenth-century account (Fig. 84).866 As an example of a miniaturized 

wealthy home, Oortman designed both a library room filled with small finely bound books and 

furnishings, as well as a hangkamer study room for her dollhouse. Although the dollhouse no 

longer contains any dolls, rooms including the small library off of a parlor (first floor, door 

through the room on the right) are still fully furnished. The library includes two wooden chairs 

with cushions, a green felt covered table, and an ornately carved bookstand. While the room is 

just large enough to accommodate these items, the entire back wall is comprised of a bookshelf 

that is protectively covered with green curtains, and a window provides some light.867 These 

details are difficult to discern from reproductions and without interacting with the object itself, 

but an eighteenth-century painting by Jacob Appel of the dollhouse includes the opened library 

door, provides a perspective of this space and suggests the fact that at least one of the male dolls 

was appareled in a fashionable Japonse rock (Het poppenhuis van Petronella Oortman, c. 1710, 

Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam). As one of the smallest rooms in the household, the Oortman 

dollhouse library is also a clearly differentiated space. Here, with only a few chairs, a desk, and a 

large shelf of books, the purpose of this room is clearly a library. Moreover, the library can be 

discretely separated from the rest of the household by means of closing the tapestry-covered door 

that matches the surrounding wall coverings of the parlor. 

  A second example of a related male space in the Oortman dollhouse is the 

studeervertrek, a room that is located above the voorhuis in a similar fashion to the De la Court 

dollhouse, and employs allegorical decorations to explain the importance of the room. Two 

                                                
866 For an article discussing the visit of Zacharias Conrad von Uffenbach, see: J. R. ter Molen, 
"Een bezichtinging van het poppenhuis van Petronella Brandt-Oortman in de zomer van 1718," 
Bulletin van het Rijksmuseum, 42 nr. 2 (1994): 120-136. 
867 For a color reproduction of this small room, see Fig. 478 'De Bibliotheek' in Pijzel-
Dommisse, Het Hollandse Pronkpoppenhuis, 269. 
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interior windows of the studeervertrek look out upon the voorhuis below (second floor, middle 

chamber with marble floors), while there are three exterior windows on the rear wall opposite 

that have painted sashes depicting birds and flora.868 As evidence of the purpose of this space, 

three copper hooks remain above the windows that would have held bundles of papers stored in 

the study. According to the eighteenth-century account of Zacharias Conrad von Uffenbach, a 

German traveler who was honored with a visit to the Oortman household (1718), the dollhouse 

study once contained a male householder doll, or specifically an "accountant," and a "knechtje" 

(young male servant) occupied with bookkeeping.869 Although no other evidence of this 

arrangement remains, the ceiling of the study is painted light green and the walls of the study, 

along with the ceiling below this chamber in the voorhuis, are notably painted with allegorical 

figures. The adjacent voorhuis figures including Prudence and Wisdom, for example, are similar 

to those found in the study in that they are painted in faux architectural niches in fashionable 

grisaille style and attributed to the Amsterdam artist, Jan Cornelisz. Hoogsaat (1654- c.1730), in 

the manner of Gérard de Lairesse (1640-1711).870 The ceiling below the study, in contrast, 

depicts a full-length figure of Mercury in a painted oculus, surrounded by a flourishing of 

scrollwork.871 The placement of this specific allegorical figure underneath an office space was 

likely an intentional part of the decorative program. Traditionally, Mercury is a Roman god who 

is aligned with commerce and monetary gain. For instance, the sculptural program of the interior 

of the Amsterdam Town hall designed by Artus Quellinus (1655) is an example of a 

contemporary public space in which the symbolism of Mercury is drawn on to represent 

                                                
868 Ibid., 291, Fig. 519-520. 
869 Ibid., and excerpt from Van Uffenbach, as transcribed by Pijzel-Dommisse on 289 of Ibid.  
870 Ibid.,  293. 
871 For a reproduction, see: Ibid., 292, Fig. 521.  



 

 338 

commerce.872 Even if the painted Mercury of the Oortman dollhouse does not directly reference 

the sculptural program of an actual building such as the Town Hall, the symbolism of Mercury is 

abundant in Dutch culture and was identifiable for learned seventeenth-century viewers.873  

 In many respects, Oortman's fashionable decorative program for her dollhouse relates to 

the ideal prescriptions of interior paintings laid out by the artist's teacher, the classicist painter 

and theorist Gérard de Lairesse. In his expansive treatise on art, Groot schilderboek (first edition 

1707), De Lairesse devotes several chapters to the consideration of appropriate imagery in 

different interior spaces, dependent on the socio-economic position of the owner, the type of 

building, and the specific occupants and uses of the rooms themselves.874 According to his 

prescriptions, De Lairesse reccomends placing bas-relief wall paintings in the voorhuis of 

merchant or citizen homes, similar to those found in the Oortman dollhouse. For the study, 

however, he recommends instead of female allegorical figures, "a study may be adorned with 

paintings, in grey marble, of learned men, philosophers, & etc." and the allegory of 

"Understanding" is an appropriate painting for the exterior door.875 Should the homeowner desire 

a more complex program, De Lairesse also suggests that "over the study, or closet chimney, 

Wisdom or Science; and, on the [interior] door, Harpocrates."876 De Lairesse even recommends 

                                                
872 The caduceus alone, and the figure of Mercury holding the caduceus, are important in this 
decorative program. A full-length figure of Mercury is found at the end of the southeast gallery 
(Quellinus,1653) and Peace holds a caduceus on top of the east front. For a reproduction of 
Mercury, see: http://www.paleisamsterdam.nl/en/the-palace/explore/palace/mercury   
873 For examples, see: Children of Mercury: the Education of Artists in the Sixteenth and 
Seventeenth centuries, Bell Gallery, List Art Center, Brown University, Providence, Rhode 
Island, March 2 through March 30, 1984 (Providence, R.I.: Dept. of Art, Brown University, 
1984). 
874 De Lairesse, Groot schilderboek, second edition (Amsterdam: Hendrick Desbordes, 1712), 
book 8, chapter 8, 73. Accessed digitally through DBNL, 
http://www.dbnl.org/titels/titel.php?id=lair001groo02 
875 My translation, Ibid., book 8, chapter 8, 73. 
876 My translation. Ibid., 74. 
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iconographic paintings that are appropriate for specific professions in a section of his treatise that 

Lyckle de Vries has termed "imagined paintings."877 A lawyer, for instance, may choose to 

include the figure of Mercury in his home, because this figure "implies the impressions of words 

upon the mind, and the force of eloquence," specifically represented through his attribute of the 

caduceus.878 While few homeowners could afford such an extensive and detailed program of 

interior painting as that recommended by the artist, it is notable that aspects of De Lairesse's 

ideal are found in the voorhuis and studeerkamer decorations of the Oortman dollhouse. More 

than reflecting contemporary trends in decoration and exhibiting wealth, the Oortman dollhouse 

employs allegory to reiterate the use of space (e.g. the study) and the financial standing of the 

family, presenting the home of a prudent and true Mercator sapiens in miniature. 

 

Scholarly Clothing: An Extension of the Luxury of the Studeerkamer 

 The settings and furnishings that surround a scholar in the study or library identify this 

type in portraiture and in genre painting, just as the particular clothing scholars wear form 

important extensions of their material surroundings. While in some instances the clothing of an 

alchemist-scholar suggests impoverishment, dishevelment, and a disregard for contemporary 

trends in clothing, most often the gentleman-scholar's manner of dress suggests his engagement 

                                                
877 De Vries explains that this was De Lairesse's invention and that these written descriptions of 
imaginary paintings were intended to inspire young artists. It is also notable that De Lairesse was 
blind by the time he wrote this treatise. See: De Vries, "Written Paintings: Real and Imaginary 
Works of Art in De Lairesse's Schilderboek," Visual Resources: An International Journal of 
Documentation, 19 nr. 4 (2003): 307-320. 
878 In this section, De Lairesse's imaginary pictures contain an array of attributes. Mercury, for 
instance, should be depicted on a stone pedestal, surrounded by a sword and shield, a lyre or 
harp, a burning lamp, an ink-horn with pens, rolls of paper, law books, principally the Bible, and 
a vase of irises, etc. "Eenige verbeeldingen op byzondere Persoonen toegepast…Derde 
Hoofstuck, Tafereel op een Rechtsgeleerden." Ibid., Book 11, chapter 3, 275-280. 
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with fashion and enjoyment of material luxury.879 As both the adult scholar in the prime of life 

and the aged scholar frequently wear scholarly robes in art--either a tabbaard or a Japonse rock-- 

over their everyday clothing, along with a cap and a pair of slippers, this section explores the 

origins and cultural meanings of these items of dress to lend further insight into how clothing 

relates to the recreation of studying in the home.880  

 On the subject of male fashion, Marieke de Winkel has written an important article that 

traces the iconography of the tabbaard: a long, often fur-lined robe that predates the Japonse 

rock as a feature of masculine dress worn at home. As such, it often appears in images of elderly 

men and of scholars.881 For instance, the aged melancholic scholar in the print by Jacob van 

Meurs wears a plush tabbaard that exemplifies the cut of this type of robe (Fig. 54). As De 

Winkel explains, the tabbaard originated as an "outer garment for men" and was fashionable 

between 1500 and 1550.882 By the seventeenth century, the tabbaard fell out of fashion but it 

                                                
879 The theme of the alchemist is not considered in this dissertation because it is a field in itself. 
For examples of recent publications, see: Art & Alchemy, Jacob Wambert, ed., (Copenhagen: 
Museum Tusculanum Press, 2006); Jane Russell Corbett, "Painted Science: Convention and 
Change in Seventeenth-century Netherlandish Paintings of Alchemists, Physicians, and 
Astronomers," Ph.D. diss., Queen's University, Kingston, 2004; and Lawrence M. Pincipe and 
Lloyd DeWitt, Transmutation: Alchemy in Art. Selected Works from the Eddleman and Fisher 
Collection at the Chemical Heritage Foundation (Philadelphia: The Chemical Heritage 
Foundation, 2002). Hendrick Heerschop's oeuvre contains some examples of the outmoded 
alchemist/scholar figure such as The Alchemist, 1668, oil on panel, 44 x 40 cm., Haarlem, Frans 
Hals Museum. The clothing of this figure contrasts a gentleman-scholar by the same artist, as in 
A Scholar in his Study, oil on panel, 35.7 x 41.2 cm., 1660-80, Rotterdam, Museum Boijmans 
Van Beuningen (Fig. 105).   
880 The spelling of the Japonse rock greatly varies in historical documents. This garment is 
sometimes referred to as simply a japon, or are called banyans later in the century when they 
were made of Indian chintz or batik fabrics. Martha Hollander, "Vermeer's Robe: Costume, 
Commerce, and Fantasy in the Early Modern Netherlands," Dutch Crossing: Journal of Low 
Countries Studies 35 (2), (July 2011): 177-195.  
881 De Winkel, "Eene der deftigsten dragen. The Iconography of the tabbaard and the sense of 
tradition in Dutch Seventeenth-Century Portraiture," Netherlands Yearbook for History of Art- 
Nederlands Kunsthistorisch Jaarboek 46 (1995): 144-167.  
882 Ibid., 145.  
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was retained as an attribute of learnedness in portraiture and associated with figures such as 

Erasmus, as in his portrait by Massys (Fig. 35 a.).883 This robe is also featured in several of 

Rembrandt's paintings, such as his Portrait of the Mennonite Preacher Cornelis Claesz. Anslo 

and Aeltje Gerritsdr. Schouten (1641, Berlin, Gemäldegalerie).884 In addition to scholars, men of 

other dignified professions, such as magistrates and lawyers, wore such robes, forging a link 

between this item of clothing and qualities such as "gravitas, dignitas and studio," as De Winkel 

argues.885 By mid-century the tabbaard was admittedly out of style, but this type of robe was still 

worn at home and retained a certain eminence in its legacy and lent distinction to its wearer, 

particularly the well-regarded moralists and religious figures like Anslo who perpetuated this 

tradition. 

  While the tabbaard was an item of clothing that had a long history, a new form of 

scholarly robe, the Japonse rock, was introduced to the Dutch Republic by the mid-seventeenth 

century. This style of robe is worn by the householder doll in Petronella de la Court's dollhouse, 

as well as by the young man in the Van Dagen genre print, A Scholar in his Room (Fig. 83 and 

Fig. 53). Due to the fragile nature of silk, very few robes survive from the seventeenth century. 

One example, however, of a late seventeenth century robe that may have been owned by King 

William III is found in the collection of the Rijksmuseum (Fig. 85). Although very faded, this 

expensive robe is comprised of purple silk with embroidered flowers, has characteristically wide 

sleeves, and has a wadded (or padded) interior lined with green silk.886 Examples of this robe in 

portraiture provide further clues as to how the robe was worn on the body and what colors were 

favored for this garment. Even in a chalk portrait of Cornelis de Man, for instance, the rich sheen 

                                                
883 Ibid. 
884 Ibid. Oil on canvas, 176 x 210 cm. 
885 Ibid., 162. 
886 Wadding or padding was added for warmth.  



 

 342 

of the sitter's Japonse rock is emphasized, as well as the heaviness of this garment, which was 

due to the padding added to insulate the wearer from the damp Dutch climate (Fig. 86, c. 

1710).887 In a slightly earlier painting, Michael van Musscher depicts Barend van Lin in a vibrant 

red Japonse rock styled with a matching scarlet beret and crimson slippers (Fig. 87, 1671).888 

Similar to the portrait of De Man, the highly reflective nature of the silk is emphasized by Van 

Musscher, as well as the fact that Van Lin wears this garment tied at the waist with a sash.889 

Although red appears to be a popular color for the Japonse rock in art-- robes in various shades 

of red are also favored by genre artists including Pieter de Hooch and Cornelis de Man-- these 

robes were available in a variety of colors and seventeenth-century artists present this clothing in 

a range of colors, such as the golden yellow of the robe worn by an unknown notary in a portrait 

attributed to Job Berckheyde (1672, Fig. 88), as well as shades of blue and green, as in Vermeer's 

genre scenes of scientists (c. 1668-69, Figs. 3 and 4).890 Following the declining popularity of the 

tabbaard, genre artists frequently included this type of robe in their paintings. Its appeal must 

have been due not only to the cultural associations with scholarship but also the potential beauty 

of the silk material rendered 'naar het leven', or "after life."  

                                                
887 Attributed to Caspar Netcher (formerly Gerbrand van den Eeckhout or Nicholaas Verkolje), 
chalk on paper, 355 x 270 mm., Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum.  
888 Van Musscher, Barend van Lin with his younger brother and his future brother in law, 1671, 
oil on canvas, 59.5 x 51.1 cm., Amsterdam Museum.  
889 It is common to see the robe worn open or with a sash in both portraiture and genre paintings.  
890 Attributed to Job Berckheyde, Lawyer or Notary in his Office with a Peasant Client, 1672, 
78.5 x 62.2 cm., Private Collection, formerly Sotheby's, London, nr. 17 sold July 7, 2005.  For 
golden yellow in genre, see: Hendrick Heerschop, A Scholar in his Study, 1660-80, oil on panel, 
35.7 x 41.2 cm., Rotterdam, Museum Boijmans Van Beuningen (Fig. 105). Cornelis de Man 
often preferred vibrant red-orange for his genre scenes of scholars, as in Scholar in a Study, n.d., 
oil on canvas, 74.2 x 60.6 cm., Private Collection, The Netherlands, similar to Pieter de Hooch, 
The Asparagus Seller, 1675-80, oil on canvas, 30 x 41 cm., The Minneapolis Institute of Arts 
(Fig. 102).  
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  The Japonse rock was a rare commodity when it first appeared in the Dutch Republic and 

was favored for the exoticism it evoked. As an item of curiosity and luxury, the Japonse rock 

factored significantly in a network of gift exchange that existed between Dutch merchants and 

the Japanese Shogun's court at Edo. Martha Hollander explains that gifting ceremonies between 

the two countries began in 1611 when the "stadhouder Maurits thanked the shogun Hidetada for 

permitting the Dutch to trade with Japan."891 As Hollander elaborates: 

These rare spoils of Asian trade were first presented annually by Japanese 
shoguns to VOC officials and thereafter were made available as Western copies. 
By the end of the seventeenth century, similar robes made of chintz or batik, also 
known as banyans, were imported from India and went through the same 
transformation to domestic product. All of these long, loose garments possessed a 
novelty and cachet unmatched by more abundant imports such as spices, lacquer, 
porcelain, and precious metals.892 
 

As Hollander outlines, the exoticism of the Japonse rock in Dutch culture arises from this 

garment's original association with the Dutch East India Company (the VOC, or Vereenigde 

Oost-Indische Compagnie). In the mid-seventeenth-century the Japonse rock thus connoted a 

direct connection with the VOC, but later these robes became more widely accessible due to 

increased imports and domestic production that sought to meet the great demand for these items.  

 The Japonse rock was an important item of fashion consumption in the Dutch Republic, 

but its significance is complex because this garment appears to have also played a role in 

fostering gendered associations in art. Regarding this line of thought, A. M. Lubberhuizen-Van 

Gelder poses an interesting question: "does the painter make the fashion, or were fashionably 

dressed men more likely to elect the painter because [the artist] takes this very costly dress and 

                                                
891 Hollander, "Vermeer's Robe," 180. 
892 Ibid., 177. 
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[knows] how to display it so beautifully?"893 Lubberhuizen-Van Gelder's point is worth further 

consideration because the Japonse rock perhaps signifies different associations than the 

traditional tabbaard in art and it is one of the most prominent attributes of scholarly men in 

genre scenes and portraiture by the end of the seventeenth century.  

 Agreeing with Martha Hollander, I posit that a relationship exists between the appealing 

foreignness of this type of garment, its initial rarity, and the definition of elite masculinity.894 

Judging from examples of male scholars in genre and portraiture that reflect this trend, Hollander 

remarks, "the type of the robed scholar/distinguished man…offers a fantasy of class, intellect, 

and materialism."895 Yet were Japonse rocken truly masculine garments? Curiously, the probate 

inventory of the Leiden professor Sylvius also describes "3 Japonsche vrouwerocken" (three 

women's Japanese robes) and "2 Japonsche kinderrocken" (two children's Japanese robes) that 

were stored in Sylvius' study.896 Lubberhuizen-Van Gelder also recognized in her 1947 research 

that probate inventories of wealthy women list Japonse rocken belonging to women as well as 

men.897  Based on her observation of an absence of extant examples in portraiture, however, 

Lubberhuizen-Van Gelder incorrectly infers that women did not wear these robes for formal 

                                                
893"Maakt de schilder de mode of kwamen modieus gekleede menschen bij voorkeur bij hem, 
omdat hij juist deze kostbare dracht zoo mooi wist weer te geven?" My translation. A. M. 
Lubberhuizen-Van Gelder, "Japonsche Rocken," Oud Holland 62 (1947): 137-152, 148. 
894 Hollander, 180.  
895 Ibid. 
896 Although the compilers of the inventory describe these garments as such, Myranda van den 
Hoogen explains in general that great inconsistencies in these terms make the exact identification 
of such robes and there uses difficult to determine. Conversation with Van den Hoogen, 
November 8, 2013, Utrecht. See Sylvius' inventory in Th. H. Lunsingh Scheurleer, C. Willemijn 
Fock, and A. J. van Dissel, Het Rapenburg, vol. 3 a, 338. 
897 The scholar found only a handful of examples, such as the robes listed in the inventory of 
Catharina Hooft, widow of Cornelis de Graaff (1695). Lubberhuizen-Van Gelder, "Japonsche 
Rocken,"151. 
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depictions.898 While the majority of individuals wearing japonse rocken in Dutch art are male, 

Myranda van den Hoogen's recent research confirms that probate inventories from the Dutch 

Republic suggest that some women owned these garments, although such evidence does not 

clarify if certain colors were thought to be masculine or feminine, or if the tailoring of the robes 

varied by gender.899 Rare examples of portraits support this premise, such as Jan Steen's 

Portraits of Gerrit Gerritsz. and Geertruy Gael Schouten, but such portraits do not answer 

further questions on ownership (could the robe be a studio prop?) or the specific gendering of 

this item in actual practice (Fig. 89 a. and b., 1665).900 Similar to the studeerkamer in art, genre 

paintings and most portraiture can be misleading in suggesting that the Japonse rock, like the 

studeerkamer, were necessarily considered entirely masculine in the Dutch Republic. The result 

is that these domestic spaces, and these robes that correspond to the luxury and material 

furnishings of the study, take on a gendered message because they are ubiquitous in genre scenes 

and predominantly employed by genre artists to represent male domains and activities in the 

home.  

 Corresponding to the ubiquity of the Japonse rock in images of scholarly men, specific 

accessories often accompany scholarly robes, namely slippers, a cap, a neckerchief, and by late 

in the century, curled wigs. In several of the portraits previously discussed, particularly in the 

Van Musscher portrait of Barend van Lin and the Job Berkheyde notary portrait (Figs. 87 and 

88), these men are typified as scholarly through such well-coordinated ensembles. Most 

                                                
898 Lubberhuizen-Van Gelder calls them a sort of "negligée." Ibid.  
899 Conversation with Myranda van den Hoogen, Utrecht, November 8, 2013. Van den Hoogen 
holds a doctorate from the University of Amsterdam (Universiteit van Amsterdam, 2012) for 
research on this topic. For a recent publication, see: Van den Hoogen, "Japonshe rocken en 
andere zeldzaamheden. De handel van Bartelt Jansen Bruijnvis, koopman en Oostindisch 
winkelier in de Amsterdamse Warmoesstraat." Amstelodamum 101-2 (April-June 2014): 78-101. 
900 Oil on panel, 25 x 20 cm., 1665, Private Collection. 
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consistent in genre imagery, however, is the accessory of slippers, specifically, red or brown 

heeled mules for both sexes (Fig. 82, Fig. 83, Fig. 87). Despite the popularity of slippers as a 

motif in genre paintings, scholars of Dutch seventeenth-century art have been unsuccessful in 

establishing a clear 'meaning' for these objects based on iconographic analysis. Without a direct 

literary or emblematic connection, it is likely that when seventeenth-century viewers saw 

slippers in art, they identified these objects with notions of domesticity because slippers were 

items worn in the home by both men and women.901 As Elizabeth Semmelhack, Senior Curator 

of the Bata Shoe Museum explains, slippers were almost a necessity in the early modern 

household because they provided some comfort against the cold floors of poorly heated 

interiors.902  

 Although they were utilitarian, slippers were fashioned from different materials and made 

in a variety of forms dependant on the social status of the owner. Typically, slippers were 

comprised of leather soles with wooden or leather heels. The upper sections could also be 

leather, or, made from more costly fabrics, as seen in the woman's embroidered slippers in 

Metsu's The Hunter's Gift (c. 1558-60, Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam). As Semmelhack has 

observed, artists' interpretations of slippers could be fairly realistic and reflective of 

contemporary fashions. Similar to the Japonse rock in art, the color red is especially popular in 

genre imagery of scholarly men's slippers. Examples from portraiture also suggest this was a 

favored color, such as the particularly vibrant pair of slippers featured in a portrait by Cornelis de 

Man of the pharmacist Dr. Ysbrand Ysbrandz (Fig. 90, n.d.). 903 A possible influence on Dutch 

                                                
901 Telephone conversation with Elizabeth Semmelhack, November 16, 2012.  
902 Ibid. 
903 Portrait of the Pharmacist Dr. Ysbrand Ysbrandz in an Interior, n.d., oil on canvas, 58 x 50 
cm., Private Collection. Reproduced in color in Vermeer’s Women: Secrets and Silence, Marjorie 
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fashion in this regard is the vogue for red-heeled footwear started by King Louis XIV of France 

(1638-1715).904 His preference for red-heeled shoes related to the martial assertions of this color 

and the ostentatious display of this expensive dye.905 Semmelhack notes that the popularity of 

red-soled and heeled shoes spread throughout Europe by the 1660s and 70s, exemplified by the 

red shoes that Charles II of England wears in his coronation portrait (John Michael Wright, 

c.1667, Hampton Court Palace, Royal Collection Trust).906 Despite these influences, however, 

slippers, like robes, were available in additional colors and the richness of these objects varied. 

 Looking at examples of scholar's slippers in genre painting, a question also arises 

concerning the gender differentiation of these objects, particularly in relation to the popular form 

of the high-heel. For twenty-first century viewers, high heels typically connote femininity. As 

Semmelhack clarifies, however, the high heel originated in European male fashion before Louis 

XIV and can be traced back to heeled equestrian boots worn by men in Persia during the 

1590s.907 By the 1630s, women's fashion in Europe began to draw on masculine elements of 

dress, and particularly incorporated the heel in women's footwear.908 Slippers, like shoes, could 

be distinguished by gender through the height of the heel, material embellishments, and the 

shape of the toe in early modern Europe. Male slippers, for instance, sometimes resembled the 

                                                                                                                                                       
E. Wieseman, ed., (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2011), 32, Fig. 20. Ysbrandz has 
removed his hat and it is found on top of a large book to his left.  
904 William Kremer, "Why did men stop wearing high heels?," Interview with Elizabeth 
Semmelhack, BBC News Magazine (January 24, 2013), accessed online: 
http://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-21151350?print=true 
905 Kremer, "Why did men stop wearing high heels?," Ibid. 
906 Ibid. His coronation was in April 1661 but the Royal Collection Trust identifies this work as 
c. 1676. https://www.royalcollection.org.uk/collection/404951/charles-ii-1630-1685 
907 Conversation with Semmelhack, November 16, 2012.  
908 The heel was then revived in the 18th century and grew to redefine femininity in footwear. 
Ibid.  
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equestrian boot prototype by having blocky heels constructed out of stacked leather.909 Beyond 

the specific form and color of slippers that artists chose to include in their genre scenes, however, 

this object appears to be significant to gendered interpretations because men wear slippers in 

Dutch genre paintings while women remove them from their feet. As we will see, scholarly men 

wearing slippers engage in dignified acts of scholarship, or in domestic pleasantries, such as 

playing games or music in the home. Women, on the other hand, are typically seen in genre 

paintings with discarded slippers in scenes of courtship, while occupied with domestic tasks, and 

even in compromising, inebriated situations at public inns.910 What makes this motif even more 

complex is that in certain contexts, particularly in the oeuvre of Jan Steen, artists also include 

chamber pots and or charcoal foot warmers in addition to slippers: objects that are traditionally 

interpreted as relating to lovesickness and signifiers of eroticism and female anatomy (see for 

instance, Steen, The Physician's Visit, c.11658-1662, Wellingston Museum, Apsley House, 

London, in comparison to The Drinker).911 The motif of slippers is complex and interpretation of 

the gendered nature of these objects is dependent on the larger context in which they are found.  

                                                
909 Ibid.  
910 For instance, Gabriel Metsu, The Hunter's Present, c. 1658-60, oil on canvas, 51 x 48 cm., 
Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum; Cornelis Bisschop, The Apple Peeler, 1667, oil on panel, 70 x 57 
cm., Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum; and Jan Steen, The Drinker, c. 1660, oil on panel, 39 x 30 cm., 
St. Petersburg, The Hermitage.  
911 For more on the theme of slippers and domesticity, the lovesick maiden, and the concept of 
the "wandering womb," see: Wayne Franits, "Wily Women?: On Sexual Imagery in Dutch Art of 
the Seventeenth Century," in From Revolt to Riches: Culture and History of the Low Countries, 
1500-1700: International and Interdisciplinary Perspectives, Theo Hermans and Reinier 
Salverda, eds. (London: Centre for Low Countries Studies, 1993), 300-319; Laurinda Dixon, 
Perilous Chastity: Women and Illness in Pre-Enlightenment Art and Medicine (Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 1995); Zirka Filipczak, Hot Dry Men, Cold Wet Women: The Theory of 
Humors in Western European Art, 1575-1700 (New York: American Federation of Arts, 1997); 
and Wayne Franits, "If the Shoe Fits: Courtship, Sex, and Society in an Unusual Painting by 
Gonzales Coques," in In His Milieu: Essays on Netherlandish Art in Memory of John Michael 
Montias, A. Golahny, M. M. Mochizuki, and L. Vergara, eds., (Amsterdam: Amsterdam 
University Press, 2006), 165-172.  
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However, I contend that Dutch genre artists suggest a gendered interpretation by means of 

figures wearing or removing this footwear. As such, slippers that are worn form one element of 

the overall masculinity that is conveyed through the entire outfit of the gentleman-scholar at 

work in the home. Whether the householder's slippers are an accessory to an old-fashioned 

tabbaard, or worn with a quite fashionable Japonse rock, the commonality of these items suggest 

an actual practice of Dutch men, as well as their ideological function in art and popular culture.  

 In addition to the masculinity conveyed through the gentleman-scholar's outfit, the action 

of changing one's clothing to prepare for scholarship is also an important literary trope drawn on 

by esteemed scholars including Niccolò Machiavelli. In a 1513 letter addressed to Francesco 

Vettori, for instance, Machiavelli recounts his joy in such preparations. As he writes:  

When evening comes, I return home and go into my study. On the threshold I 
strip off my muddy, sweaty, workday clothes, and put on the robes of court and 
palace, and in this graver dress I enter the antique courts of the ancients and am 
welcomed by them, and there I taste the food that alone is mine, and for which I 
was born. And there I make bold to speak to them and ask the motives of their 
actions, and they, in their humanity, reply to me. And for the space of four hours I 
forget the world, remember not vexation, fear poverty no more, tremble no more 
at death: I pass indeed into their world.912 
 

As this passage reveals, an important aspect of scholarship for Machiavelli was gaining the 

(metaphorical) acceptance of the dignified scholars with whom he 'converses' by means of his 

books. This acceptance was contingent, at least on one level, on his manner of dress: he is 

compelled to remove his everyday clothing and to adorn his body with the "graver" but more 

regal robes of academia. Once appareled appropriately, the scholar is able to "pass indeed into 

[the Ancient's] world." More than a literary trope, Machiavelli's notion of changing one's robes in 

                                                
912 My emphasis. The Literary Works of Machiavelli, edited and translated by J. R. Hale 
(London, New York, and Toronto: Oxford University Press, 1961), 139, dated 10 December 
1513.  
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preparation for scholarship was in fact a physical process in which many scholars engaged. 

While the fashions of scholarly robes may have changed between Machiavelli's time and the 

seventeenth century, the tabaard and Japonse rock were initially domestic garments worn by 

scores of men. As such, the male householder is readily identifiable from visitors to the 

household in genre images due to his manner of dress.913 Although the Japonse rock was 

potentially an expensive and luxurious display of a scholar's wealth in the Dutch Republic, these 

robes were also padded for warmth and comfort, functioning like the traditional tabbard.  

The adornment of the body with scholarly robes could be highly practical, as well as 

metaphorical of scholarship. Based on the ubiquity of Japonse rocken in mid to late seventeenth-

century genre images of gentleman-scholars at home, I argue that artists were familiar with this 

material practice and the ideological association of changing clothing to uphold a sense of 

scholarly dignity whether this trope is evoked in the study, or in other rooms of the household.  

 

Familial Duties and Interruptions In and Around the Study: Love and Scholarship? 

 Many seventeenth-century genre images suggest that students and scholars of all ages 

faced a variety of temptations in and around the study that could lead their dutiful lives astray. 

As an early seventeenth-century print by Jacob van der Heyden aptly illustrates, an archetypal 

distraction for young men, as well as prime of life scholars, was the temptation of love embodied 

                                                
913 When Japonse rocken were first introduced to the Dutch Republic, they were normally 
garments worn only in the home. By the early 18th century, however, it appears that students at 
the University of Leiden eschewed formal black academic robes and common forms of everyday 
dress because they began to wear similar robes (Indian chintz) in public at lectures and around 
town, as well as in domestic settings. Authorities disparaged this practice and in 1725 an edict 
forbid students from appearing at church in these garments. Foreign visitors to the Dutch 
Republic noted by the 1740s that seemingly all university students participated in this fashion. 
For an account of the commonly cited travel literature and commentary on this, see: Hollander, 
"Vermeer's Robe," 188. 
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by a beautiful woman (1608, Fig. 91).914 In Van der Heyden's print a fashionable young man 

stands on a globe surrounded by attributes of science on his left and the attributes of courtship 

and merriment on his right. Caught between a learned clergyman who tugs at his breast with a 

chain and an attractive woman who holds him by a thin thread, the man appears to choose love 

over scholarship, because he points to the woman and turns to regard her visage. As the German 

verses explain the predicament: "the young woman with a tender thread forces me more than a 

hard chain."915 In some instances, the temptations of the flesh are more apparent in artists' 

presentations of this dilemma. These overtones, for instance, are explicit in Gerrit Honthorst's 

The Steadfast Philosopher (1623, Fig. 92).916 In this painting, a nude courtesan approaches a 

turbaned scholar who is seated before a table laden with books. In a gesture of dismissal, the 

scholar turns his head away and raises his left palm, signaling his mental and physical resistance 

to the suggestive entreaties of (physical) love. While images such as Honthorst's painting and 

Van der Heyden's print evoke Biblical stories of temptresses, such as Potiphar's wife seducing 

Joseph, as well as the tale of the courtesan Phryne and the philosopher Xenocrates, these popular 

themes in art and literature are rare in Dutch seventeenth-century genre painting.917 Another 

                                                
914 'Die Junfraw mite in faden zart…', Jacob van der Heyden, engraving, measurements, part of 
the Puillus Facetarium Iconographicarum print series (Strasburg, 1608). 
915 Ibid., my translation. 
916 Signed and dated, oil on canvas, 151 x 207 cm., Schlagenbad, Collection Hohenbuchau, on 
loan to the Vienna Kunsthistorisches Museum. There is a long-standing debate over the exact 
subject of this work. For instance, in 1990 E. K. J. Reznicek argued that the philosopher and 
courtesan are identified as Phryne and Xenocrates based on the symbolism of the carved wooden 
leg of the scholar's table. See Reznicek, "The Significance of a Table Leg: Some Remarks on 
Gerard van Honthorst's Steadfast Philosopher," Hoogsteder Mercury 11 (The Hague, 1990): 22-
27. J. Most recently, Richard Judson and Rudolf E. O. Ekkart conclude that the subject remains 
unidentified, despite scholarship including Reznicek's research. See Judson and Ekkart,   
Gerrit van Honthorst, 1592-1656 (Doornspijk, The Netherlands: Davaco, 1999), cat. 157, The 
Steadfast Philosopher, plate IX and 73. 
917 In my research, I have only come across a handful of other genre paintings that similarly 
address the theme of the steadfast philosopher. For instance, C. Strangerus, The Steadfast 
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unaddressed theme in Dutch genre is love melancholy in the study room.918 As I will argue, 

cultural attitudes toward marriage as a positive institution were influential to artists. Importantly, 

moralists in the Dutch Republic recognized the value of companionate marriage: marital love 

that was based on friendship and a division of the administration of the household. Physical love 

was therefore not wholly removed from the context of marriage. Rather, scenes of companionate 

marriage in portraiture, as well as a small subset of genre imagery, often suggest subtle 

temptations of culturally sanctioned, marital love and familial duties that distract the scholar 

figure. Largely this positive emphasis on love in the home originated with Dutch and Flemish 

marriage portrait conventions from the 1630s and 1640s, especially the double portraits set in 

domestic contexts influenced by the work of Rembrandt and Gonzales Coques (1614/1618-

1684).  

 

Companionate Marriage: Moralizing Prescriptions and An Early Marriage Portrait by Rembrandt 

 A foundation of Dutch family life in the seventeenth century rested on the idealized 

concept of companionate marriage, or, the partnership of a husband and a wife that was based on 

friendly affection, sentimental bonds, and mutual love in which sexual desire found an 

appropriate outlet. Such harmony, for instance, is suggested by Eglon van der Neer's Portrait of 

a Man and Woman in an Interior, in which a chimneypiece painting of a semi-nude Venus and 

                                                                                                                                                       
Philosopher, signed and dated 1665, oil on panel, 93 x 71 cm., The Hague, Gallery Hoogsteder. 
In this version, the courtesan is clothed and holds a string of pearls out to the reading 
philosopher. See reproduction Fig. 2, Guido Jansen, "Cornelis Strangerus, an 'artful painter," The 
Hoogsteder-Naumann Mercury 1 (The Hague, 1985), n.p. Download from 
http://hoogsteder.com/publications/mercury/ 
918 I am unaware of any Dutch seventeenth-century paintings that suggest this theme specifically. 
Perhaps in the context of genre images of students this theme is subtly evoked through motifs, 
such as a woman's slipper placed on the floor of a study, see engraving by Hendrick Rockesz. 
van Dagen discussed in Chapter Four (Fig. 55). For a discussion of love melancholy, Laurinda 
Dixon, Dark Side of Genius, chapter 3: "Privileged Passion: Love Melancholy," 55-80. 
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cupid presides over the happy couple (1665-1667).919 The generative nature of married 

relationships was also emphasized in art, as in a family portrait by an artist associated with Pieter 

de Hooch now in the Budapest Museum of Fine Arts (Fig. 93).920 Surrounded by three young 

children and her standing husband in an elegant interior, a dutiful mother pauses from reading 

Cats' advice on her station as a housewife in Houwelijck (Marriage) to converse with her 

husband.921 Similar to these paintings, popular moralizing literature that reflected Protestant 

religious prescriptions on marriage, particularly the many widely-read handbooks written by 

Jacob Cats, instilled Dutch readers with ideas of women's and men's roles in this relationship, 

forming an important backdrop to portraits of married couples.922 As Franits describes, Protestant 

moralists often invoked the relationship of Adam and his helpmate Eve, suggesting "the primary 

objective of marriage was to provide companionship."923 Functioning as a binding alliance 

between man and wife, Protestant marriage was an institution that upheld "the sexual status quo" 

through the fulfillment of gendered obligations in the relationship, as Franits argues.924 Edmund 

Leites reiterates similar notions about companionate marriage, tracing the notion of friendship 

                                                
919 The Venus figure was over-painted with a landscape and later uncovered upon its entry into 
the collection at Boston. Oil on panel, 73.9 x 67.6 cm., signed, Boston, Museum of Fine Arts.  
920 Circle of Pieter de Hooch, c. 1655-58, oil on canvas, 85.5 x 107.5 cm.  
921 The woman has the page open to the section "Vrowe" or "Wife." For a reproduction of this 
detail, see: Jeroen Dekker, Leendert Groenendijk and Johan Verberckmoes, "Proudly Raising 
Vulnerable Youngsters: The Scope for Education in the Netherlands," in Pride and Joy: 
Children's Portraits in the Netherlands 1500-1700, Jan Baptist Bedaux and Rudi Ekkart, eds., 
(Ghent and Amsterdam: Ludion Press and Harry N. Abrams, Inc., 2000): 43-60, see  50 ill. 22-
23.  
922 As Dekker, Groenendijk and Verberckmoes explain, the work of Jacob Cats "was found in 
every self-respecting Protestant household…Moreover, 'Father Cats' was far from a Calvinist 
hardliner: his advice was acceptable to members of different faiths." "Proudly Raising 
Vulnerable Youngsters," in Pride and Joy, 49. See also: Wayne Franits, Paragons of Virtue: 
Women and Domesticity in Seventeenth-Century Dutch Art (Cambridge U.K.; New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 1993). 
923 Franits notes this was often expressed in relation to the teachings of Genesis 2:18: "It is not 
good that man should be alone." Franits, Paragons of Virtue, 67. 
924 Ibid. 
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between spouses back to the writings of Erasmus and even Aristotle.925 While such concepts 

were upheld by Dutch Protestants and English Puritans alike, Leites notes that this idea of the 

importance of friendship contrasts predominant Catholic views on matrimony that are expressed 

by Augustine.926 As Kaspar von Greyerz reflects on the larger subject of marriage in early 

modern society, matrimony was important because it marked "a rite of passage."927 In addition, 

as Von Greyerz argues, "marriage in the early modern era was always both an emotional and 

material community of interests."928 Thus, while different religious attitudes toward marriage 

existed in the seventeenth-century Netherlands, marriage was generally recognized as an 

important step in adulthood and was viewed as a partnership that came with responsibilities, and 

benefits, for both men and women.  

 Although the institution of marriage was often culturally recognized as an agreeable 

partnership in the Dutch Republic, the treatises of Cats and the Calvinist preacher Petrus 

Wittewrongel (1609-1662) assign fairly traditional gendered roles to the housefather and the 

housemother. In Cats' Houwelijck (Marriage, first edition Middelburg 1625) the moralist 

advocates that the father should preside as a "prince of his household," caring for his family as 

the head of a "little church."929 Based on a section outlining the ideal qualities of the housefather, 

                                                
925 Edmund Leites, "The Duty to Desire: Love, Friendship, and Sexuality in Some Puritan 
Theories of Marriage," Journal of Social History 15, nr. 3 (Spring 1982): 383-408, see 384-386 
which discuss Aristotle, Nichomachean Ethics (350 B.C.E.) and Erasmus, Encomium 
Matrimonnii (1518). 
926 Leites, "The Duty to Desire: Love, Friendship, and Sexuality in Some Puritan Theories of 
Marriage," 384, in discussion of Augustine's (354-430) De Genesi ad Litteram Libri Duodecim 
and De Bono Coniugale. 
927 Kaspar von Greyerz, Religion and Culture in Early Modern Europe, 1500-1800, Thomas 
Dunlap, trans. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), 119. 
928 Von Greyerz, Religion and Culture in Early Modern Europe, ibid. 
929 Published by Jan Pieters and illustrated by Adriaen van de Veene. See Cats, "Korte 
afbeeldinge eenes rechen huys-vaders," Houwelijck, third volume, "Bruyt," beginning  **ir. 
Accessed through DBNL: http://www.dbnl.org/tekst/cats001houw01_01/colofon.php 



 

 355 

Cats notes he must exhibit many laudatory qualities to set an example for his family: a man who 

rises before all to start the day; a man who is well-spoken and promotes his family's well-being 

through honest gain; and above all, a man who places piety above riches.930 Similarly, Cats' 

lengthy prescriptions on the ideal housewife in this treatise emphasize her role as helpmate, 

household administrator, and mother. Advocating that men seek wives of "a middling sort"-- not 

too high born, but not below a man's social standing--Cats explains that in addition to piety, a 

wife must maintain the household: she should be able to spin and "save" (money); be a woman 

that knows how to keep a house clean; be accommodating; and find pleasure with her standing in 

life.931 Wittewrongel's Oeconomia Christiana… (The Christian Household, first edition 1655) 

upholds similar notions of the marriage partnership.932 Interestingly, Wittewrongel specifically 

advocates that a man treat his wife in a "friendly" manner to foster marital harmony.933 Among 

the Calvinist's many Biblical references, Wittewrongel points to the book of Genesis and the 

relationship of Adam and Eve, explaining that God provided Adam with "not a maid (as in a 

housekeeper), but a woman."934 Moreover, the Oeconomia explains that the "covenant of the 

marriage bond" is also conjugal, or a bond of the "flesh."935 While the man of the household may 

be the "head" and the woman its "heart," Wittewrongel suggests that the ideal family can only 

exist when friendship and sanctioned physical love are mutual between the husband and wife. 

Similar attitudes toward marriage and the role of sexual relations between husband and wife 

were also reflected in the Catholic Church. As Margit Thøfner explains, "according to the post-

                                                
930 Ibid. 
931 Ibid., see: "Vrouwen-voordicht, Alle vvare huys-moeders toe-geeygent." Houwelijck, third 
volume, "Bruyt," beginning   ***iir. Ibid. 
932 Oeconomia Christiana ofte christelicke huys-houdinge (Amsterdam 1655 and 1661).  
933 Oeconomia Christiana (Amsterdam: Jan Koon-Poorts-Tooren, 1661) Chapter XXIII,  138.  
934 Ibid. 
935 Ibid.,  139. 
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Tridentine Catholic Church, marriage was the only proper framework for erotic pleasure…" 

because this sacred bond "was understood as physical."936 Such prescriptions of the Catholic 

Church and Protestant sects suggest ideal divisions of the household and the importance of 

marital affection and these notions were perpetuated in the Dutch Republic both textually and 

visually throughout the seventeenth century. According to David R. Smith in his study of Dutch 

marriage portraiture, "Dutch portrayals of husband and wife, whether or not they are bound to a 

common visual pattern, reflect understandings of their respective roles. For this reason marriage 

portraiture represents an iconographic theme rather than a formal mode or a mere genealogical 

record."937 Indeed, many of these aspects are reflected in Dutch genre painting depicting married 

couples, although the format and situations in which they are presented differ from portraiture. 

 While Cats discusses the helpmeet roles of men and women in marriage, he also explains 

the necessity of periods of private study for the male householder. Returning to a specific section 

from the treatise Houwelijck, Cats explains to the housewife: 

Let books, profound concerns, and weighty things abide, in places set aside for 
men to read and write; Who, overlong delaying, buried in his book remains, Doth 
injustice to his wife and dishonor to his bed.938 
  

Although the housewife is advised to leave "weighty" cares to her husband, Cats suggests that 

the marriage will suffer if the husband does not eventually emerge from his study and set these 

                                                
936 Margit Thøfner, "Helena Fourment's Het Pelsken," Art History 27, nr. 1 (February 2004): 1-
33, see 14 and 16. For religious attitudes toward female sexuality in the context of marriage, see 
also Merry E. Wiesner, Introduction to Women and Gender in Early Modern Europe 
(Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University Press, 1993), 9-40, see 23-25. 
937 David R. Smith, Masks of Wedlock: Seventeenth-Century Dutch Portraiture (Ann Arbor: 
UMI Research Press, 1978), 3. 
938 Cats, Houwelijck,  60 R. "Laet boecken, diepe sorgh, en groote dingen blijven 
Ter plaetse daer men plagh te lessen en te schrijven; Wie staegh en buyten tijts blijft hangen aen 
den boeck, Doet onrecht aen de vrouw, en sametheyt aen den doeck." As translated by David R. 
Smith, "Rembrandt's Early Double Portraits and the Dutch Conversation Piece," The Art Bulletin 
64, nr. 2 (June 1982): 259-288, see 278, footnote 63. 
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concerns aside to attend to his wife and perform his familial (and conjugal) duty. At the same 

time, however, Cats upholds the notion that a man must be left alone by his wife when he needs 

to study. After explaining that if perhaps a man wants to write letters or read books, Cats 

compels the "jonge vrou" to "learn" that she should not interrupt her husband's work in the 

"schrijf-cantoir" (study).939 In many respects, this suggested separation of women's work in the 

home from a man's professional or household concerns (e.g. the activities of correspondence and 

accounting), undertaken within a separate space within the home, reflects the gendering of the 

studeervertrek in Dutch dollhouses and many genre paintings in which this space is implied as 

male. Yet, it is notable that Cats also emphasizes the need for the housefather to leave his study 

and engage in family life. Speaking about early modern Germany Richard Kirwan similarly 

notes, "the ideal scholar was fashioned not only as a man of learning but also as a social 

being."940 An important aspect of this social engagement, if not the most important, was the 

scholar's marriage and domestic life. Despite the long-standing reputation of scholars as recluses 

and as celibate monastic figures, Kirwan argues marriage was viewed as a positive choice for 

scholars following the Protestant Reformation because marriage encouraged "chaste and socially 

productive lives."941 In a similar fashion, early marriage portraits by Rembrandt suggest the 

harmonious convergence of marriage and scholastic endeavors. Rembrandt's double portrait of 

Jan Rijcksen and Griet Jans (1633, Fig. 94) is particularly innovative in this regard because it is 

                                                
939 Cats, Houwelijck, 60 V- 61 R.  
940 Richard Kirwan, "From Individuals to Archetype: Occasional Texts and the Performance of 
Scholarly Identity in Early Modern Germany," in Scholarly Self-Fashioning and Community in 
the Early Modern University, Richard Kirwan, ed., (Farnham, Surrey: Ashgate, 2013), 79-102, 
see 91. 
941 Kirwan, "From Individuals to Archetype," 92. 
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set in the study and indicates the complementary roles of the male and female householders.942 

Functioning as a bearer of an important message, Griet unceremoniously enters her husband's 

study and seems to discuss the matter, as indicated by her open mouth. Jan pauses from drafting 

a plan for a ship with an instrument in his hand, turning to receive the letter from his wife. 

Rembrandt's composition is at once a seemingly realistic portrayal of the daily life of this couple 

and also a highly engaging example of the manner in which a harmonious married couple should 

interact--respectful of each other's household concerns and need for (semi)privacy in the 

home.943  

 The Antwerp portraitist Gonzales Coques was similarly interested in themes of the 

scholar-scientist and his wife at home; several extant paintings suggest marital attraction and 

relate to larger trends in marriage portraiture. For instance, Coques' Portrait of a Young Scholar 

and His Wife (1640, Fig. 95) delineates male and female spheres through gendered attributes and 

the placement of figures on opposing sides of the composition.944 Seated at a table laden with a 

globe, a statue, and other scholarly items including an hourglass, a man pauses from reading his 

book. Regarding the viewer, he points in the direction of a standing woman playing the virginal 

to his left. This instrument is symbolic of both her femininity (typically only women play 

virginals in art) and the couple's marital harmony, which is also reinforced by the presence of a 

small lap dog (symbolic of fidelity) that is curled up on a nearby chair.945 In contrast to this 

                                                
942 Signed and dated, also known as "The Shipbuilder and his Wife," oil on canvas, 113.8 x 169.8 
cm., London, Royal Collection Trust, Buckingham Palace. 
943 While David R. Smith notes the "informal" nature of this picture, he argues that it is more of 
an occupational portrait than one of the "marital relationship." While I agree that Rembrandt 
does highlight Jan's profession, I believe that the informality speaks of the mutually important 
relationship of the sitters. See Smith, Masks of Wedlock, 39. 
944 Signed and dated 1640, oil on panel, 41x 59.5 cm., Kassel, Gemäldegalerie Alte Meister. 
945 As Marjorie E. Wieseman observes in the exhibition catalogue Vermeer and Music: The Art 
of Love and Leisure (2013): "In general, women are shown playing instruments more often than 
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double portrait, The Astronomer and his Wife is a work attributed to Coques in which a married 

couple is presented in a more loving and intimate manner (n.d., Fig. 96).946 Linking her arm 

around her husband's shoulder with a modest smile, a young woman regards an instrument that 

the astronomer holds in his hand. By means of his gesture toward this object, and his upturned 

gaze, this scholar appears to discuss his work with her. Whether or not this female figure could 

be interpreted as his muse is debatable, but in any case, her presence in the astronomer's 

luxurious workspace is a welcome interruption.947  

 In many respects, The Astronomer and his Wife recalls the friendly interaction and 

affectionate gestures of Abraham Casteleyn and Margarieta van Bancken in a double portrait 

painted by the Dutch artist Jan de Bray (1663, Fig. 97).948 Set on a portico, Abraham's scholarly 

accoutrements fill the left side of the composition, while Margarieta's side is characterized by 

flora and allusions to the garden of love.949 In a gesture of perhaps humorous resignation, 

Abraham breaks from his studies and raises his left hand, while his wife smiles at him and holds 

his other hand. The significance of these two examples by unrelated portrait artists suggests that 

the theme of the scholar and his wife grew in importance between the 1640s and the 1660s. In 

                                                                                                                                                       
men in Dutch genre paintings…virginals are played almost exclusively by women. This is not 
merely a pretty allusion to the accomplishments of young ladies of social standing, but perhaps 
also a reflection of actual practice:…in the case of the Duarte family, the young men avoided 
playing before guests so there would be no question that they might be mistaken for career 
musicians." Vermeer and Music: The Art of Love and Leisure (London: The National Gallery 
Company Ltd., 2013), 30-31. For more on the interpretation of virginals and such musical 
instruments in Dutch art, see: Wayne Franits, "Living the Lap of Luxury: Vermeer, his Admirers 
and his Patrons," in Vermeer's Women: Secrets and Silence, 124-151. 
946 Attributed to Coques, c. 1633-84, oil on panel, 40.5 x 54.5 cm., Musée des Beaux-Arts de 
Strasbourg. 
947 For a frequently cited example of a situation in which a wife is interpreted as a scientist's 
muses, see: Jacques Louis David, Portrait of Antoine-Laurent Lavoisier and His Wife, 1788, oil 
on canvas, 259.7 x 194.6 cm., New York, Metropolitan Museum of Art. 
948 1663, oil on canvas, 83 x 106.5 cm., Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum. 
949 As a preparatory drawing in the F. Lugt collection (Paris, Fondation Custodia) suggests, the 
right side of the composition originally included a much larger garden scene.  
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fact, David Smith identifies the particular influence of Rembrandt's Jan Rijcksen and Griet Jans 

in this portrait convention. As Smith argues, "even when these double portraits do not show 

Rembrandt's direct influence, they tend to throw an even clearer light on the significance of his 

invention…": namely,  "the conflict between marriage and the ideal of the gentleman-scholar."950 

While the conflict is not always inherently negative, tensions between scholarly concentration 

and the husband's familial duties are nevertheless suggested by the compositions of De Bray and 

Coques.  

 

Marriage and Family Life in the Genre Paintings of Cornelis De Man 

 The oeuvre of the Delft artist Cornelis de Man (1621-1706), a contemporary of Vermeer, 

contains some of the best examples of genre paintings that address themes of family duty and 

marriage in domestic settings in ways resembling the portraits just discussed. Although De Man's 

work is largely undated, he was a native of Delft and the elegant figures and rich interiors that 

typify his work exhibit influences from his fellow genre artists Vermeer and Pieter de Hooch 

(1629-1684/94).951 However, unlike Vermeer and De Hooch who favored scenes of suitors 

engaged in courtship, De Man's work frequently concerns a male householder who is identified 

by his Japonse rock and his interactions with wives, children, and servants in the household. In 

her 2003 Ph.D. dissertation on De Man, Laura Bassett remarks upon the fact that De Man's art 

                                                
950 Smith, Masks of Wedlock,  132. 
951 De Hooch moved to Delft around 1652 and he entered the Guild of St. Luke in Delft as an 
independent master painter in 1655. He lived there from 1652-1660 or 61 before moving to 
Amsterdam. Peter Sutton, Pieter de Hooch, catalogue raisonné (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University 
Press, 1980), cat. 34. There is little scholarship on Cornelis de Man. For recent discussions of his 
oeuvre and (incomplete) catalogue raisonné, see: Martine E. Lambrechtsen, Cornelis de Man 
(1621-1706): Een selectie uit het oeuvre van een veelzijdige Delftse schilder, M.A. thesis, 
University of Amsterdam, 2005; and Laura Bassett, The paintings and career of Cornelis de 
Man: Art and Mercantile Culture in Seventeenth-Century Delft, Ph.D. diss., University of 
Michigan, 2003. 
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seemingly "blur[s]" the distinction between the figure of the scholar and the merchant by this 

device.952 While I agree with Bassett, I contend that the domesticity of this attire is additionally 

important and indicative of De Man's placement of these figures in the home among family. For 

instance, De Man's The Reading Lesson (c. 1680, Fig. 98) is a harmonious family scene in which 

a father clad in a sumptuous yellow Japonse rock pauses from drinking his tea to regard his 

wife's instruction of their young daughter by the fireside.953 In another instance, De Man focuses 

on amusing familial diversions, such as a game between (presumably) a husband and wife in The 

Chessplayers (c. 1670, Fig. 99).954 While the theme of chess playing is somewhat rare in 

seventeenth-century Dutch painting, a broad range of allegorical connections to chess stem back 

to literary and visual sources from the middle ages.955 Artistic precedents to De Man's panting 

are scenes of lovers playing chess, which as Sonja Musser Golladay explains, are found in 

medieval ivory and wooden carvings of objects such as combs and chests.956 Lucas van Leyden 

was one of the earliest Netherlandish artists to create a panel painting on the theme of chess 

playing and the tensions between the sexes (The Chess players, 1508, Staatliche Museen 

                                                
952 Bassett, The paintings and career of Cornelis de Man,  62. I acknowledge that Bassett also 
points to a seeming exception to my point on domesticity, as in the painting Men in an Office, 
which (judging from poor reproductions at the RKD) appears to show men at the beurs or a 
warehouse wearing japonse rocken. Ibid.,  63 (RKD: https://rkd.nl/explore/images/6343). 
953 De Man, The Reading Lesson, c. 1680, oil on canvas 74.3 x 65.7 cm., The Hague, Hoogsteder 
& Hoogsteder (Fig. 98). As discussed above, is quite rare to find examples of women wearing 
japonse rocken in Dutch genre painting. This is one of only a handful of examples and appears to 
have been a favored garment by De Man for both sexes. For another example, see: De Man, Visit 
to the Moneylender, c. 1680-1685, oil on canvas, 41 x 39.5 cm., Vienna, Dorotheum, October 17, 
1995, lot nr. 286 (RKD: https://rkd.nl/explore/images/6344). 
954 c. 1670, oil on canvas, 97.5 x 85 cm., Budapest, Museum of Fine Arts.  
955 Daniel E. O'Sullivan, ed., Chess in the Middle Ages and Early Modern Age. A Fundamental 
Thought Paradigm of the Premodern World (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter GmbH & Co., 2012), 2. 
956 Sonja Musser Golladay, "Images of Medieval Spanish Chess and Captive Damsels in 
Distress," in Chess in the Middle Ages and Early Modern Age. A Fundamental Thought 
Paradigm of the Premodern World, Daniel E. O'Sullivan, ed., 135-168, see 137. 
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Preussischer Kulturbezitz, Berlin).957 A later frontispiece miniature of the Duke Albrecht V of 

Bavaria and his wife Anna similarly concerns love and chess (1552, Fig. 100).958 As the court 

painter Hans Mielich depicts the pair, they are seated before a chessboard in the midst of a game, 

accompanied by their two lap dogs and an audience of courtly men. While I am not suggesting 

that Van Leyden's painting or Mielich's portrait were sources for De Man, it is notable that well-

established convention of love and chess existed in Renaissance and early modern art. Indeed, 

De Man's The Chessplayers also includes several subtle allusions to love. Not only does the 

pretty housewife smile at the viewer and point to the chess match, but De Man alludes to 

(physical) love through the motif of the footwarmer, and perhaps the cat who sits on the nearby 

hearth.959 In addition to these themes, works attributed to De Man cover a range of other family 

situations, from music-making to a birth celebration (kraamkamer), that all feature the Japonse 

rock-wearing householder.960 The presence of this figure among the other members of the 

household suggests that De Man's fictive housefathers abide by the prescriptions of Cats on 

                                                
957 Elise Lawton Smith, The Paintings of Lucas van Leyden. A New Appraisal, with catalogue 
Raisonné (Columbia and London: University of Missouri Press, 1992), 162, cat. 34, see also 45- 
50. Smith explains: "panel paintings of [chess players] were extremely rare…in fact only one is 
known to predate Lucas's painting." Ibid., 48. 
958 Hans Mielich, Kleinodienbuch der Herzogin Anna von Bayern (c. 1552-55 Munich). Now 
held in the Bavarian State Library, BSB shelfmark: Cod.icon. 429. Accessed through the Library 
of Congress, World Digital Library, https://www.wdl.org/en/item/4104/. 
959 As Laurinda Dixon explains, the motif of the cat in Dutch art may be interpreted simply as a 
house pet, but such animals are featured in sixteenth century representations of witches, and the 
notion of female promiscuity related to mating acts of cats relates back to Aristotle's teachings. 
As Dixon demonstrates, cats are frequently found in genre paintings of lovesick women that 
supports the gendered interpretation of this motif. For example, Samuel van Hoogstraten, The 
Anemic Lady, c. 1670, oil on canvas, 69.5 x 55 cm.,Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum. Dixon, Perilous 
Chastity, 70-71. 
960 A lost painting depicts a man playing a harp who is accompanied by his singing family. See a 
reproduction in Cl. Brière-Misme, "Un émule de Vermeer et de Pieter de Hooch, Cornélis de 
Man II," Oud Holland I-VI (1935): 97-120, reproduced on 100. For the nursery scene, see: 
Family Group with a Baby, oil on canvas, 42 x 48 cm., n.d., Hofje van Aerden, The Netherlands. 
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leaving the study to attend to one's family, thus, balancing the life of studious leisure with the 

social demands of a burger class lifestyle.  

 

Love and Intrigue in the Household: Nicholaes Maes and the Eavesdropper 

 While the genre paintings of De Man present a well-run, harmonious domestic sphere 

presided over by the male householder, temptations of love, illicit engagements, and outright 

disruption are suggested by the genre theme of the Eavesdropper that became a specialty of 

Nicolaes Maes (1634-1693). For instance, in Maes' painting The Eavesdropper (1655-56, Fig. 

101), formerly (and incorrectly) called The Jealous Husband, a male householder with a pencil 

tucked behind his ear descends a spiral staircase from his study.961 He appears to be disrupted by 

the happenings in the kitchen below. With a gesture to the viewer for silence, he listens to the 

kitchen maid's conversation with her lover for which she ignores the child in the cradle at her 

feet.962 The comedic elements of this painting are both figural and compositional. While the 

man's finger-to-lips gesture and smile are readily recognizable as a pose assumed by an 

eavesdropper (similar to the housewife in Fig. 82), the artist's device of the doorkijke, or "view 

through" to multiple chambers also adds to the novelty of this scene: as Martha Hollander has 

noted, the viewer can see what the householder can only hear until he fully descends the 

staircase.963  

 Maes was not the only artist who adapted the staircase motif in association with 

gentleman-scholar figures and disruptive interactions with the household. For example, in a later 

work by Pieter de Hooch entitled The Asparagus Seller, a male householder in an orange 

                                                
961 Oil on panel 72.4 x 52 cm., Boston, Museum of Fine Arts. 
962 As Martha Hollander explains, the costume of this woman is lower-class so she is most likely 
a servant, not the housewife. Hollander, Entrance for the Eyes, 106. 
963 Ibid., Entrance for the Eyes, 112. 
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Japonse rock, cap, and slippers descends a staircase to join his family (1675- 80, Fig. 102).964 De 

Hooch's man does not appear to be disturbed from his work or a conspiratorial figure similar to 

Maes' householder, but it is possible that he also descends from his study. This theme of a 

scholar descending a staircase to join his family below can be inferred by the prescriptions of 

Stevin and Goeree on the placement of the study and the householder's (private) access to stairs 

in their treatises, as previously discussed. In addition, De Hooch employs a quite similar 

composition in an early painting of a young man with books descending to a voorhuis inhabited 

by his mother and sibling.965 Contemporary portrait artists also drew on related themes of 

household disturbances in and around the study. For instance, in a rare family portrait by the 

Rotterdam artist Hendrick Sorgh (1609/11- 1670), Eeuwout Prins is depicted at work in his study 

room, positioned adjacent to a chamber occupied by his wife and young children (1661, Fig. 

103).966 While Prins' wife dutifully attends to her children, the noisy nature of this household is 

signaled by the silver rattle upheld by the baby on the table, the begging dog at their feet, and 

perhaps even by Prins' solemn expression as he regards the viewer. In a different scene of 

distraction, the temptations of marital love over scholarship are suggested in the Portrait of Jan 

Hinlopen and Leonora Huydecoper attributed to Jacob van Loo (1614-1670).967 Here, Hinlopen's 

                                                
964 c. 1675-80, oil on canvas, 76.2 x 104 cm., The Minneapolis Institute of Arts. 
965 The Schoolboy, signed and dated 1668, oil on canvas, 62 x 53 cm., location unknown. 
Reproduced in W. R. Valentiner, Pieter de Hooch, des meisters gemälde in 180 abbildungen, 
Klassiker der Kunst (Stuttgart, Deutsche Verlags-anstalt: 1929), 87. See also Sutton, Pieter de 
Hooch, 110, cat. 83. The scholarly theme of this figure is also reinforced by a small desk with a 
quill above, his proximity to a framed wall map that hangs on the wall behind the young man, 
and the dog at his feet. Similarly, in the Minneapolis De Hooch, it is notable that the scholarly 
man's head is adjacent to a globe that is placed on a cabinet. I have only viewed the painting of 
the Schoolboy in reproduction, but this boy could be described as an appropriate age for Latin 
school or university.  
966 Portrait of Eeuwout Prins and his Family, 1661, oil on panel, 65 x 49 cm., Museum 
Rotterdam. 
967 Oil on canvas, 119 x 156 cm., c. 1657-58, Budapest, Museum of Fine Arts.  
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wife who is beautifully adorned in a white satin gown and a plush fur-lined velvet coat feeds a 

treat to the small dog at her feet. Her husband, who is dressed in a Japonse rock, writes at a table 

in his study. Leonora points to the treat and smiles at her husband, signaling amorous intent and 

the sanctioned nature of their union that is also reinforced by the scene of the Nativity found on 

the cast iron stove behind the pair.968  

 While these portrait examples present a variety of themes of household interruptions in 

and around the study, the use of the staircase in such compositions is unique to genre, and in the 

case of Maes, particularly innovative. Not only does this feature pique the interest of the viewer 

to evaluate the dissolute state of the household, but it also encourages the viewer to reflect upon 

the interactions of the inhabitants: namely, the division of manual labor (servants) from the elite 

intellectual/leisure pursuits of the householders, relating to the ideal divisions of the household 

set forth by Stevin and Goeree in their treatises. Although Maes and his followers were 

fascinated with the theatrical and perspectival possibilities of staircases in several other versions 

of the eavesdropper, this is the only painted example by Maes in which a male householder 

emerges from his book-lined study.969  

 

                                                
968 Rudolf E. O. Ekkart, Old Masters' Gallery Catalogues, Szépmüvészeti Mùseum Budapest, vol. 
1, Dutch and Flemish Portraits 1600-1800 (Leiden: Primavera Press, 2011), 136, cat. 42. 
969 For an example of a female householder, see: Fig. 82, The Eavesdropper, c. 1656-66, Apsley 
House, London. Extant sketches indicate that Maes worked out the device of the staircase for 
these compositions, employing both male and female figures. For instance, in a pen and wash 
drawing from the Museum Boijmans Van Beuningen, Rotterdam, Maes depicts a male 
householder descending from a studeerkamer that resembles the interior of the Apsley House 
painting (Fig. 82). A follower of Maes, Cornelis Bisschop, adapted this theme in a painting 
known as The Listening Maid (c. 1660, oil on canvas, 76.8 x 62.8 cm., Norfolk, Norwich Castle 
Museum). Here, a young housewife or perhaps daughter is found on the stairs in her stocking 
feet, while behind her an oblivious man works in his book-lined study. It is notable that the 
gender roles are reversed here because the scholar figure appears to be comedic, as he is unaware 
of the dissolute household around him.  
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Scholarly Leisure in the Home in Dutch Genre 
 
 In addition to the genre conventions of householders interacting their family members, 

the genre paintings of Vermeer and his followers often feature solitary gentleman-scholars. With 

few exceptions, these men are unaccompanied by other figures and artist's compositions do not 

contextualize the placement of the study in the larger household, in contrast to Maes' 

Evesdropper scenes. The prime of life gentleman-scholar also does not represent specific 

'professions' in this convention. Rather, due to the influence of both Dou and Vermeer, the 

generic nature of this figure after the 1660s suggests that of a well-to-do liefhebber interested in 

scientific pursuits, including astronomy and geography: an amateur in the original sense of the 

term. This section begins by considering aberrant lower class interiors of melancholic 

gentleman-scholar figures by the Haarlem artists Hendrick Heerschop (1620-1672) and Cornelis 

Bega (1631/2- 1664) that form exceptions to this trend. Although the scholars' manners of dress 

are dignified, the disarrayed settings of the Bega and Heerschop examples reflect the peasant 

interiors of Haarlem artist Adriane van Ostade (1610-1685). In contrast to this pictorial theme, 

the legacy of the respectable middle-aged gentleman-scholar is embodied in the scholarly figures 

of Vermeer and influenced by Dou. As I will conclude, the popularity of this theme was largely 

due to the elite associations of material wealth and scholarly curiosity that these liefhebber 

astronomer-geographer figures evoke.  

 

The Troubled Scholars of Bega and Heerschop: Influence of Ostade in Haarlem 

 As various literary and visual sources considered thus far suggest, a scholar's retreat to a 

study room was viewed as either a benefit or a burden: the latter of which is conveyed through 

the melancholic pose of the scholar and often aligned with the vicissitudes of student life or the 
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troubles of old age. Relating to the notions of a man's intellectual capacity and physical prowess 

in the prime of life, very few genre images of this stage of life can be categorized as 

'melancholic.' As we have seen, sources extending back to the sixteenth century promoted the 

ages of forty to around sixty as the height of a man's life. As the verses accompanying Pieter 

Nolpe's levenstrap explain, for instance, a man during these years is "a master at home and in the 

field" and "full of wisdom and full of good advice."970 Despite this common attitude toward age, 

certain genre artists in Haarlem took a more traditional, melancholic approach to the theme of the 

middle-aged scholar. These works exemplified by paintings of Bega and Heerschop were likely 

influenced by Adriane van Ostade's depictions of peasant interiors as well as traditional graphic 

sources, such as Dürer's Melancholia I, that exemplify similar settings and poses.  

 Characterized by the use of subdued palettes and figural poses that suggest introspection, 

the melancholic scholars of Bega's An Astrologer (1663, Fig. 104) and Heerschop's A Scholar in 

his Study bear an important resemblance (c. 1660-80, Fig. 105).971 Bega is known for his peasant 

scenes that suggest his tutelage under Adriaen van Ostade, and his astrologer painting is not 

exceptional in his larger oeuvre. As Neil MacLaren and Christopher Brown clarify, the scholarly 

figure in this work is commonly referred to as an astrologer due to the attributes that surround 

him: an enormous globe is found on the table behind him and a manual of palmistry is propped 

                                                
970 Trap des Levens Jaer-verschil der mannen (1642-1665) by Pieter Nolpe (1613/14-1652/3). 
See previous discussion and Fig. 59. 
971 Bega, An Astrologer, signed and dated 1633, oil on panel, 36.9x 29.6 cm., London, The 
National Gallery. Heerschop, A Scholar in his Study, oil on panel, 35.7 x 41.2 cm., 1660-80, 
Rotterdam, Museum Boijmans Van Beuningen (Fig. 105). Heerschop also painted a similar 
melancholic aged scholar. See: Scholar in his Study, oil on panel, 41 x 35.5 cm., The Hague, 
Museum Bredius.  
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open on a nearby bookstand.972 More significant is that Bega's scholar strikes a melancholic 

pose: holding a pair of spectacles in his lap, he stares into a void, lost in thought. Moreover, the 

jumbled pile of folios and papers on the carpeted table behind him and the general dirtiness of 

his stone-flagged chamber recall the dissolute laboratories of lower-class alchemists by Ostade 

(for instance, An Alchemist, 1661, National Gallery, London). Despite the crude aspects of his 

surroundings, however, Bega's figure is appareled in the dignified black robes and cap of 

academia. In a similar fashion, Heerschop's A Scholar in his Study is also a scene of a 

remarkably well-dressed scholar in vibrant yellow Japonse rock; he adopts the pose of 

melancholy as he sits before a table laden with a globe and an hourglass in rather messy study 

room. Aspects of his surroundings suggest wealth and erudition: particularly, the books, the 

framed wall map, the lute at his feet, and the pilaster found at the left of this composition. 

However, the disorganized papers spilling onto the floor and the cracked earthenware jug recall 

peasant interiors of Van Ostade and the alchemist scenes popularized by his student, Thomas 

Wijck (1616-1677). As Friso Lammerste has interpreted, the jug likely symbolizes transience in 

a similar manner as the hourglass.973 While few extant comparisons of melancholic prime of life 

scholars can be cited, Jan Steen also created a similar, highly allegorical variation on this theme 

during a period he spent in Haarlem (Scholar in his Study, second-half of the 1660s, National 

Gallery, Prague).974 Here, Steen's painting shows the scholar approached by death in the form of 

                                                
972 Neil MacLaren, revised and expanded by Christopher Brown, National Gallery Catalogues: 
The Dutch School, 1600-1900, vol. 1 (London: National Gallery Publications Limited, 1991), 17, 
cat. 1481, plate 14. 
973 Lammerste, Nederlandse Genreschilderijen uit de zeventiende eeuw: Eigen Collectie Museum 
Boijmans Van Beuningen (Rotterdam: Museum Boijmans Van Beuningen, 1998), 90 cat. 28. 
974 Signed, oil on panel, 46.5 x 42.5 cm. The RKD dates Steen's activity in Haarlem c.1661-1670. 
For another prime-of life scholar painting by a Rembrandt pupil that has been interpreted as 
melancholic, see: Ferdinand Bol, An Astronomer, signed and dated 1652, 127 x 135 cm., 
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a skeleton who is accompanied by a young boy with an hourglass. While his fellow artists in 

Haarlem did not employ such direct symbolism, Steen's painting nevertheless accords with local 

artistic interest in this theme (and that of the related alchemist-scholar) and presents an unusually 

uniquely negative approach to the scholar in his prime. The contrasting nature of these scenes 

that contain elements of scholarly refinement and dissolution is unique to the Haarlem school 

and echoes Robert Burton's famous aphorism "no labour in the world like unto study…": these 

figures have the proper settings and accoutrements for study, but they appear burdened by, if not 

melancholic, with the weightiness of their work.975  

 

The Gentleman-Scholars of Vermeer: The Pleasures of a Liefhebber 

 In opposition to the melancholic scholars of Bega and Heerschop, Vermeer's The 

Astronomer (Fig. 3, 1668) is a painting of a gentleman-scholar pleasantly absorbed in his 

thoughts, surrounded by a luxurious study that accommodates his need for solitude and his 

scholarly interests. He is dressed in an elegant Japonse rock, and the wide silken sleeves of his 

robe emphasize the astronomer's action of reaching toward a celestial globe.976 On the table 

before him is a basic guide to astronomy and geography by Adriaen Metius, which is opened to 

the third section, "On the Investigation or Observation of the Stars."977 As the author of this 

                                                                                                                                                       
London, The National Gallery. Bol's astronmer has a slightly different pose than the typical 
head-on-hand gesture of melancholy, however. 
975 Burton, The Anatomy of Melancholy (Oxford: 1638), 131.   
976 The globe is identified by James Welu as a celestial counterpart to the globe in the 
Geographer. Jodicus Hondius produced these globes in 1600 and in 1618 (the latter posthumous 
by his family). "Vermeer's Astronomer: Observations on an Open Book," The Art Bulletin 68, 
Nr. 2 (June 1986): 263-267, see 263.  
977 Metius's guide was for both amateurs and professional scholars. James Welu identifies this as 
the second edition of Institutiones Astronomicae & Geographicae: fondamentale ende 
grondelijcke onderwysinghe van de sterrekonst, ende beschryvinghe der aerden, door het 
ghebruyck van de hemelsche ende aerdtsche globen…, published in Amsterdam, 1621. James 
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handbook explains, this guide is  “…not only useful for skippers and steersmen, but pleasurable 

for all amateurs.”978 Based on his actions, surroundings, and apparel, Vermeer's astronomer is 

one such amateur, or liefhebber. Additional books are found on top of a cabinet behind the 

astronomer, and to the right, Vermeer includes a partial view of a painting depicting The Finding 

of Moses. While Vermeer references 'the oldest astronomer' by means of this painting of Moses, 

his scene is nevertheless contemporary and pertains to a fashionable, elite pastime that many 

men of his day likely wished to pursue.979  

 Similar to the Astronomer, Vermeer's Geographer (Fig. 4, c. 1668-69) is a muted and 

intimate image of perception, study, and reflection. Although historically it was thought to be a 

pendant to the former painting due to the similar size and corresponding subject matter, recent 

scholars including Wayne Franits suggest that this painting was most likely commissioned soon 

after the Astronomer was completed.980 Agreeing with Franits, it seems unlikely that Vermeer 

would design both compositions with a window on the left if they were conceived as pendants. 

In a chamber that is appointed in a similar fashion as the astronomer's, Vermeer's geographer is 

depicted in three-quarter profile and also bears a strongly physical resemblance to the other man. 

Holding a golden pair of dividers in his right hand, he stands by a carpet-draped table covered in 

                                                                                                                                                       
Welu, "Vermeer's Astronomer: Observations on an Open Book," The Art Bulletin 68, nr. 2 (June 
1986), College Art Association, 263. 
978 My emphasis. As translated by Peter van der Krogt, Globi Neerlandici: The Production of 
globes in the Low Countries (Utrecht: H&S Publishers, 1993), 223. Adrianus Metius, 
Institutiones astronomicæ & geographicæ… (Amsterdam: 1621), Frontispiece. 
979 Van Berkel et al., The Scholarly World of Vermeer, Lysbeth Croiset van Uchelen-Brouwer 
and Robyn de Jong-Dalziel, trans., (Zwolle: Waanders Publishers; The Hague: Museum van het 
Boek/Museum Meermanno-Westreenianum, 1996), 13-14. 
980 Franits, Vermeer (London: Phaidon Press, Ltd., 2015), 223. In contrast, Walter Liedtke 
describes the Geographer as the left-hand pendant to this pair because of its slightly later date. 
The sizes of the two canvases closely correspond, measuring approximately 50 x 45 cm., (The 
Astronomer) and 53x 46.6 cm., (The Geographer). Liedtke, Vermeer: The Complete Paintings 
(New York: Harry N. Abrams, Inc., 2008), 150.  
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brightly illuminated vellum maps and pauses in his work.981 Like the astronomer, the geographer 

wears a Japonse rock, conveying his status as a gentleman scholar. Above his head, a Hondius 

terrestrial globe is stored on top of a large wooden cabinet along with several books.982 Instead of 

a painting, the back wall of his chamber features a framed sea chart above an ornamental chair, 

and a few papers or maps are found on the plain floor.983 United by their similar actions and 

appearances, The Astronomer and The Geographer are images of ideal scholarship and 

contemplation. Unlike traditional association of the superfluous and vain pursuits of the 

astrologer/astronomer/geographer figure that is alluded to in Jan Luiken's well-known Spiegel 

van het menselijk bedrijf (1694), Vermeer's scientists are dignified and seek the "true treasure" of 

wisdom, to refer back to the words of Hondius.984 As such, they are representatives of larger 

cultural attitudes toward elite masculinity and learning conducted in the home.  

 

The Scientific liefhebber in Genre Painting 

 Vermeer was not the first artist nor the last to be interested in the themes of the 

astronomer and the geographer in Dutch genre painting, but his adaptation is nonetheless 

                                                
981 Welu, "Vermeer: His Cartographic Sources," The Art Bulletin 57, Nr. 4 (December 1975), 
544. 
982 Welu, "Vermeer's Astronomer: Observations on an Open Book," 263 
983 Welu identifies this as a sea chart of Europe produced by Williem Jansz. Blaeu. Ibid., 267. 
984 Klaas van Berkel interprets the verses accompanying The Astrologist (177-78) as moralizing. 
As translated into English, the verses read: "Seated in the dust, so low, from where to measure 
high heaven's course up there seems much: but a far better way to go is on the course of life to 
ponder, on our final lot to wonder, so as to avert eternal woe." Or: "Soo laag in 't stof te zijn 
geseeten, En 's hoogen heemels loop te meeten, Schynt veel: Maar 't is van veel meer nut, Den 
loop des leevens naa te speuren, En wat 'er Eind'ling staat te beuren, Op dat men 't Eeuwich 
Onheil schut." Transcribed and translated by Van Berkel et al., The Scholarly World of Vermeer, 
13-14.  
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remarkable.985 Preceding Vermeer's paintings, Gerrit Dou also produced a prime of life 

astronomer painting, in addition to the previously considered youth and his other examples of 

aged astronomers.986 Strikingly different from Vermeer's compositions at first glance, Dou 

employs his signature niche device in Astronomer by Candlelight (c. 1665, Fig. 106).987 In a 

cavernous setting with stone archways supported by columns, the astronomer rests his globe and 

text on a ledge. By aid of the candlelight, the man's face is revealed as he bends over his reading. 

His curling hair, fashionable beret, and scholarly dress are familiar in paintings by Dou.988 To his 

right, a flask reflects the light, and his flame throws shadow on an hourglass and sculptural putti 

decoration found on a column to his left. Agreeing with Ronni Baer, Dou's Astronomer by 

Candlelight appears to be a positive image of an astronomer working through the night because 

it lacks a strongly moralizing overtone. As such, this does not accord with Eric Jan Sluijter's 

interpretation of this figure as a (foolish) man reading his fortune in the stars.989 While few genre 

artists other than Dou choose to employ a nocturnal setting for scenes of gentleman-scholars at 

work, Dou's painting alludes to a common, praiseworthy allegory of studio that is represented in 

Ripa's Iconologia by the figure of a youth who writes well into the night by the light of a 

lamp.990  

                                                
985 Artists influenced by Vermeer's scientists include Oliver van Deuren (see discussion of Fig. 
79-80) and Cornelis de Man, particularly, Scholar in a Study, n.d., oil on canvas, 74.2 cm x 60.6 
cm., Private Collection, The Netherlands, and The Geographers at Work, c. 1670, oil on canvas, 
81 x 68 cm., Hamburg, Kunsthalle.   
986 See Fig. 78. For a contemporary aged-astronomer by Dou, see: The Astronomer, c. 1650, oil 
on panel, 36 x 39 cm., Leiden, Museum De Lakenhal.  
987 Oil on panel, 32 x 21.2 cm., Los Angeles, J. Paul Getty Museum. 
988 Baer, The Paintings of Gerrit Dou, catalogue 109.3. See Sluijter's argument in Leidse 
fijnschilders: van Gerrit Dou tot Frans van Mieris de Jonge 1630-1760 (Zwolle: Waanders; 
Leiden: Stedelijk Museum De Lakenhal, 1988), 107. 
989 Ibid. 
990 Ripa, Iconologia (Padova: 1611). Dou and his followers are the predominant Dutch artists 
who employed nocturnal scenes with candles in the convention of scholar-astronomers at work 
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 While Dou's approach is seemingly different from Vermeer's some important pictorial 

connections, not least the dignified tone of the subject, link Dou's work to Vermeer's paintings. 

As Franits observes, Vermeer's art after the 1660s reflects the artist's interest in the techniques of 

his contemporaries Dou and Frans van Mieris I (1635-81), particularly seen in Vermeer's 

treatment of light and texture.991 Indeed, although both The Astronomer and The Geographer are 

set during the day, Vermeer pays particular attention to light in these compositions. The light 

falling on the celestial globe of the Astronomer and the illumination of the geographer's face by 

means of the light reflected from his papers below recalls the effect of Dou's candlelight as an 

optical device. Vermeer's men do not work through the night similar to Ripa's allegorical studio 

figure, nor have they risen before dawn as prescribed by Otto van Veen's emblem Crapula 

ingenium offuscat (Fig. 6) and Marsilio Ficino in De Vita. Yet, Vermeer's scientists exhibit the 

same attention and dedication to their work as Dou's astronomer and they are aided in their 

pursuits by the glowing light of day.  

 In early modern Europe, intellectual enlightenment was often described metaphorically 

by analogies of knowledge as a "light." In Caspar Barlaeus' "The Wise Merchant," for example, 

                                                                                                                                                       
and schoolmasters with students. I am unaware of other interest in this setting for the generic, 
adult scholar at work: candlelight scenes more often pertain to artists, often youths, drawing 
sculptural busts or statues by aid of an oil lamp or candlelight in Dutch art. For example, 
Rembrandt, Man Drawing from a Cast by Candlelight, 1639-43, engraving, 92 x 63 mm., a 
version at the Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam (RP-P-1947-121). In genre painting, a work attributed 
to Johannes Voorhout I (formerly attributed to Job Adriaensz. Berckheyde), conflates the artist-
scholar figure in Young Man studying in his Chamber, c. 1690, oil on canvas, 67.3 x 58.4 cm., 
Private Collection, formerly Sotheby's New York, lot 22 sold May 27, 2004 (RKD: 
https://rkd.nl/explore/images/27285). While the young man is reading a book, the left side of the 
composition is dominated by a large nude sculpture of a man, which is illuminated by the oil 
lamp on the boy's desk. A painting tentatively attributed to Cornelis de Man similarly draws on 
this theme of young artist-scholars engaged in a drawing lesson. See: The Artist's Lesson, c. 
1670-1706, oil on canvas, unknown dimensions, London, Leslie Hand (RKD: 
https://rkd.nl/explore/images/251369). 
991 Franits, Vermeer, 202.  
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Barlaeus explains that "the light of knowledge" is more beautiful than the glitter of gold and 

silver.992 The illuminating power of knowledge is also a theme reflected elsewhere in Dutch art. 

Rembrandt's 1647 portrait of the Dutch patrician Jan Six, for instance, depicts Six casually 

leaning on a windowsill (Fig. 37). Noticeably, light streams in from the window, illuminating not 

only Six's face, but also the text before him. As David Smith argues, Rembrandt's placement of 

his subject by a bright window is anything but coincidental. Rather, Six's act of reading and the 

emphasis on light in this portrait suggest intellectual interiority, or "…an 'inner light' that is 

linked metaphorically to light streaming in his window."993 This image of Six is complementary 

to Vermeer's scientists and Dou's astronomers, as these men are shown in pleasurable, 

interiorized states experiencing the light of knowledge.  

 While Dou's astronomer paintings may not have served as direct prototypes for Vermeer's 

scientists, the Leiden artist was well known and collected in Delft, which suggests Vermeer's 

general familiarity with Dou's art.994 Delft was not a university town like Leiden, but this city 

was nevertheless a burgeoning scientific center. In fact, Delft was home to scientists including 

Antonie van Leeuwenhoek who, for instance, commissioned a portrait of himself in the guise of 

a gentleman-scholar, complete with a Japonse rock, a globe, and a columned backdrop (1686, 

Fig. 107).995 As Vermeer's The Astronomer and Geographer suggest, the artist, like his 

contemporaries Cornelis de Man and Oliver van Deuren, was aware of the growing popularity of 

                                                
992 Barlaeus, Mercator Sapiens (The Wise Merchant) (Amsterdam: 1632), 61.  
993 David Smith, "I Janus: Privacy and the Gentlemanly Ideal in Rembrandt's Portraits of Jan 
Six," Art History 11, nr. 1 (March 1988): 51. 
994 For a discussion of Dou's patronage in Delft, see: Baer, "Dou and the Delft Connection: The 
Portrait of Dirk van Berestyen," in Face Book: Studies on Dutch and Flemish Portraiture of the 
16th-18th Centuries, Liber Amicorum Presented to Rudolf E. O. Ekkart on the Occasion of his 
65th Birthday (Leiden: Primavera Pres, in corporation with the RKD, The Hague, 2012), 279-
284.  
995 Johannes Verkolje, Portrait of Antonie van Leeuwenhoek, 1686, oil on canvas, 53.5 x 46 cm., 
Leiden, Museum Boerhaave.  
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these themes in art. Artistic attention in and beyond Delft to the gentleman-scholar in genre 

painting and in portraiture of scholarly men reflects the elite pastimes of science, collecting, and 

connoisseurship for those who could afford to participate.  

 

Conclusion: Vermeer's Legacy and The Ideal Gentleman Scholar 

 In Robert Burton's discussion of cures for scholarly melancholy considered in Chapter 

Two, the author enumerates several indoor recreations that may be beneficial to scholars, 

particularly the study of cartography. As Burton elaborates, "what greater pleasure can 

there…be, than to view those elaborate maps of…P. Mercator, Hondius, etc.?"996 In the Dutch 

Republic, this sentiment was shared among many middle- to-upper class men. In fact, as Peter 

van der Krogt explains in his survey of Dutch globes in seventeenth-century production centers 

such as Amsterdam, the majority of globes were sold to liefhebbers, rather than to seamen for 

navigation on ships.997 Van der Krogt thus argues that globes functioned on a "symbolic" level, a 

decorative level, and a pedagogical level for such owners.998 Employing the quintessential Dutch 

'Renaissance man,' Constantijn Huygens, as an example, Franits similarly explains the elite 

practices of men who were noted scholars, collectors, and patrons of their day. As Franits 

emphasizes, "these were the wealthy men who dabbled in science, who were skilful musicians 

and amateurs of art. These were the very same men who frequented artists' studios."999 In genre 

imagery, the scholar of the Van Dagen print (Fig. 53) is characterized as one such liefhebber 

because he is elegantly dressed as a scholar and among his various possessions he owns a globe, 

                                                
996 Ibid., 276. 
997 Van der Krogt, Globi Neerlandici: The Production of globes in the Low Countries (Utrecht: 
H&S Publishers, 1993), 252. 
998 Ibid., 250. 
999 Franits, Vermeer, 167. 
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a sea chart, a sword, and several finely bound books. Johannes Vermeer's famous genre paintings 

of the Astronomer and the Geographer similarly exemplify how artists in the Dutch Republic 

often included globes and other cartographic materials as iconographic references to elite 

scholarship. Vermeer's scientists form just one example of the idealized gentleman-scholar from 

the seventeenth century, but in many respects, the legacy of his paintings is solidified by the fact 

that other artists like De Man were clearly inspired by these figures, and the Japonse rock-

wearing scholar survived as a type in art well into the eighteenth century. The liefhebber figure 

emerges in Dutch art by the 1660s, then, as easily recognizable by his dress, his actions (often 

engaging with cartographic materials or writing paraphernalia), and his depiction within a well 

appointed study room.   

 In addition to the popular theme of the scientific liefhebber in Dutch art, genre paintings 

that pertain to prime of life scholar subjects also suggest other responsibilities of the male 

householder. Frequently, the gentleman-scholar figure is interrupted by family members or 

emerges from the study to participate in social and marital obligations. As we have examined, 

some of the artistic approaches to these themes reflect Dutch architectural treatises on privacy in 

the home, including the device of the staircase in Maes' eavesdropper scenes. Reflective of 

contemporary fashion Vermeer and Cornelis de Man adapted a mode of gentlemanly dress to 

imply the domestic nature and refinement of their male householders in his genre paintings. De 

Man's repeated use of the Japonse rock, slippers, and cap make this figure iconic in his oeuvre 

and relate both to the trade in Asian imports and domestic production of these garments for 

wealthy Dutch citizens. Other examples of scholars in the prime of life in Dutch genre paintings, 

however, present a contrasting view of the solitary burden of scholarship, despite ideal 

surroundings and fine clothing. While melancholic scholars are largely the exception within this 
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convention, depicted primarily in Haarlem, it is notable that the prime of life scholar figure 

emerges in a variety of settings in Dutch seventeenth-century genre painting.  

 As this section has revealed, genre paintings suggest many realities of scholarly life and 

family life for elite men, but more importantly, these visual sources also raise questions about the 

seeming naturalism of these figures, and why artists chose to paint them in certain manners. 

Overwhelmingly, the gentleman-scholar at the prime of life suggests normative masculinity and 

elite living. This figure often is typified as a man who fulfills his obligations as husband, father, 

businessman, and friend: a prudent Mercator sapiens who manages his household affairs well. 

Additionally, he has not only resources to provide for his family but also the means and 

intellectual desire to build collections of books, naturalia, and art, and to designate a private 

space in his home for studying. His retreat is a reward for this responsibility, a sign of his 

education, and a symbol of his wealth. Yet, the cultivation of a study and the luxury goods 

associated with such pastimes, such as the ownership of globes and a Japonse rock, were not 

realities for many men.  

 The middle-aged gentleman-scholar figure is frequently depicted alone, happily engaged 

in studious solitude. As we have seen, this positive interpretation was a consistent artistic choice 

in Dutch genre painting of the later seventeenth century. As Gadi Algazi has argued, the trope of 

the solitary scholar is, to some degree, representative of the social status and the mental freedoms 

associated with scholarship in the early modern era. In other words, although scholars 

necessarily interacted with others in reality both in and around the study, textual and visual 

representations of scholarly solitude such as Vermeer's scientists emphasize that these men were 
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"entitled" to be alone, and in portraiture, often chose to fashion themselves in this manner.1000 

The ownership of paintings that celebrate the virtuous nature of the gentleman-scholar factored 

as another form of participation in this elite culture of learning in the domestic sphere. The ideal, 

solitary scholar had the social privilege, then, to either personally or vicariously "forget the 

world," by travelling land and sea or talking to Ancient philosophers in his imagination, or by 

viewing such scenes of privileged scholarship in art. Studying-- if even just for a few hours-- 

emerged as a distinct genteel theme in Dutch seventeenth-century visual and literary sources. 

Such images convey notions of a welcome respite and pleasurable pastime for the burgher man, 

distinct from the demands of the household and from public civic and professional duties but 

equally understood as virtuous and important to the well-rounded life of the gentleman. 

 

 

                                                
1000 Gadi Algazi, "At the Study: Notes on the Production of the Scholarly Self," In David Warren 
Sabean and Malina Stefanovska, eds., Space and Self in Early Modern European Cultures, 
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2012), 23. 
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Figure 81."The Study." Emblem in Gilles Corrozet, Blasons domestiques (Paris 1539). Woodcut. 
 
 

 
 

Figure 82. Nicolaes Maes, The Eavesdropper, c. 1656-66. Oil on canvas, 57.5 x 66 cm., London, Apsley House. 
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Figure 83. Detail of the comptoir (office). Dollhouse commissioned by Petronella de la Court, c.1670-1690. Utrecht 
Centraal Museum. 

 
 

 
 

Figure 84. Dollhouse commissioned by Petronella Oortman, c. 1686-1710. Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum. 
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Figure 85. Japonse rock, likely owned by King William III, c. 1675- 1702. Purple silk with embroidery, 154 cm. 
long, Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum. 

 
 

 
 

Figure 86. Attributed to Caspar Netscher, Portrait of Cornelis de Man, no date (? 1631-74). Drawing, chalk on 
paper, 355 x 270 mm., Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum. 
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Figure 87. Michiel van Musscher, Barend van Lin with his Younger Brother and his Future Brother in Law, 1671.  
Oil on canvas, 59.5 x 51.1 cm., Amsterdam Museum. 
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Figure 88. Attributed to Job Berckheyde, Lawyer or Notary in his Office with a Peasant Client, 1672. Private 
collection, 78.5 x 62.2 cm., formerly Sotheby's, London, nr. 17 sold July 7, 2005. 

 
 
 

             
Figure 89 a. and b. Jan Steen, Portrait of Gerrit Gerritsz. and Geertruy Gael Schouten, 1665. Oil on panel, 25 x 20 

cm., Private Collection. 
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Figure 90. Cornelis de Man, Portrait of the Pharmacist Dr. Ysbrand Ysbrandz in an Interior, date unknown. Oil on 
canvas, 58 x 50 cm., Private Collection. 

 
 

 
 

Figure 91. Jacob van der Heyden, "Die Junfraw mit ein faden zart…" Engraving, unknown dimensions, part of the 
series Puillus Facetarium Iconographicarum (Strasbourg, 1608). 
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Figure 92. Gerrit Honthorst, The Steadfast Philosopher, 1623. Oil on canvas, 151 x 207 cm., Private Collection. 
 
 

 
 

Figure 93. Circle of Pieter de Hooch, Family Portrait, c. 1655-58. Oil on canvas, 85.5 x 107.5 cm., Budapest, 
Museum of Fine Arts. 
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Figure 94. Rembrandt, Portrait of Jan Rijcksen and his Wife Griet Jans, 1633. Oil on canvas, 113.8 x 169.8 cm., 
London, Royal Collection Trust, Buckingham Palace. 

 
 

 
 

Figure 95. Gonzales Coques, Portrait of a Young Scholar and His Wife, 1640. Oil on panel, 41x 59.5 cm., Kassel, 
Gemäldegalerie Alte Meister. 
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Figure 96. Attributed to Gonzales Coques, The Astronomer and his Wife, c. 1633-84. Oil and panel, 40.5 x 54.5 cm., 
Musée des Beaux-Arts de Strasbourg. 

 
 

 
 

Figure 97. Jan de Bray, Abraham Casteleyn and Margarieta van Bancken, 1633. Oil on canvas, 83 x 106.5 cm., 
Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum. 
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Figure 98. Cornelis de Man, The Reading Lesson, c. 1680. Oil on canvas 74.3 x 65.7 cm., The Hague, Hoogsteder & 
Hoogsteder. 

 
 

 
 

Figure 99. Cornelis de Man, The Chessplayers, c. 1670. Oil on canvas, 97.5 x 85 cm., Budapest, Museum of Fine 
Arts. 
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Figure 100. Hans Mielich, Duke Albrecht V of Bavaria and his Wife Anna, frontispiece miniature to Kleinodienbuch 
der Herzogin Anna von Bayern (Munich, c. 1552-55). 

 
 

 
 

Figure 101. Nicolaes Maes, The Eavesdropper, 1655-56. Oil panel, 72.4 x 52 cm., Boston, Museum of Fine Arts. 
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Figure 102. Pieter de Hooch, The Asparagus Seller, c. 1675-80. Oil on canvas, 76.2 x 104 cm., The Minneapolis 
Institute of Arts. 

 

 
 

Figure 103. Hendrick Sorgh, Portrait of Eeuwout Prins and his Family, 1661. Oil on panel, 65 x 49 cm., Museum 
Rotterdam.
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Figure 104. Cornelis Bega, An Astrologer, 1663. Oil on panel, 36.9x 29.6 cm., London, The National Gallery. 
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Figure 105. Hendrick Heerschop,  A Scholar in his Study, c. 1660-80. Oil on panel, 35.7 x 41.2 cm., Rotterdam, 
Museum Boijmans Van Beuningen. 
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Figure 106. Gerrit Dou, Astronomer by Candlelight, c. 1665. Oil on panel, 32 x 21.2 cm., Los Angeles, J. Paul Getty 
Museum. 

 
 

 
 

Figure 107. Johannes Verkolje, Portrait of Antonie van Leeuwenhoek, 1686. Oil on canvas, 53.5 x 46 cm., Leiden, 
Museum Boerhaave.
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Chapter Six: The Aged Gentleman-Scholar 
 

Introduction: Scholarship During Old Age?  

 In the natural progression of life presented in early modern series of the Ages of Man, the 

rigors of scholarship often appear contradictory to the abilities and dispositions of mankind in the 

advanced years of life. In a late sixteenth century engraving by Jan Saenredam, Young People 

Pleasure Making, for instance, this disparity between the genial nature of youth and the ill humor 

of old age is highlighted (1596, Fig. 108).1001 Leaning out from a window of his book-lined study 

room, a bearded old man places one finger in a text to mark his place, and sternly gesticulates to 

a group of merry young couples below. Despite the scholar's admonitions, Saenredam's youthful 

figures appear to take no heed of his words; rather, they lounge in flirtatious pairs in the grass 

and join in a lively dance circle in a nearby churchyard. Saenredam's print exemplifies the 

stereotypical unsociable nature of old age and scholarly life. Yet in the early modern era, the 

negative qualities of infirmity, miserliness, and senility were also popular tropes that pertain to 

this age group, in addition to antisocial behavior. As we have previously considered, early 

modern sources suggest that the onset of these characteristics occurs around the ages of sixty or 

seventy. In an Ages of Man series likely designed by Philips Galle, for example, the transition of 

mental and physical aptitude to decrepitude is rather sudden (Fig. 109 a. and b., 1569 -75). 

Within twenty years, a figure in this series changes from a man who provides alms to the poor 

and enjoys full mobility (Age Sixty) to one who reprimands youth and relies on a cane (Age 

Eighty). Erin Campbell, editor of the compendium Growing Old in Early Modern Europe (2006), 

suggests, "images of old age do not simply reflect the social relations that give rise" to this rather 

                                                
1001 Jan Saenredam with Paulus Bernardus Mercator, Jonge paren maken plezier en negeren de 
waarschuwingen van een geleerde, 1596, engraving 305 x 398 mm., a version held at the 
Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam (RP-P-OB-10.505). 
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marginalized population in early modern society.1002 Rather, she argues that images of old age 

"are also a formative force capable of altering social relations," because such representations 

"articulate and shape many of the defining preoccupations" of European culture, often through 

the medium of print.1003 But are these sixteenth-century misanthropic tropes of the scholar, and 

the generally negative attitude toward old age, perpetuated in Dutch seventeenth-century genre 

images of aged scholars? 

 This chapter considers the influence of Rembrandt and his circle on genre representations 

of aged gentleman-scholars in Dutch seventeenth-century art, following a brief discussion of the 

Allegory of Winter that is a salient origin for general visual representations of old age in early 

modern Europe. Beginning with paintings from the 1630s, this discussion examines the early 

Leiden works by Rembrandt, Jan Lievens (1607-74), and Dou of the prototypical aged scholar 

figure. While Rembrandt did experiment with negative themes of old age, as in Parable of the 

Rich Fool (1627, Gemäldegalerie, Berlin), his scholarly figures from this period and early 

Amsterdam years are typically sage Biblical scholars and contemplative hermit saints, as 

previously considered in Chapter Three. This chapter does not treat this imagery 

comprehensively because the focus remains on the more generic, gentleman-scholar figure in a 

(quasi) contemporary study setting. Through the development of a specific pictorial device, the 

spiral staircase in the study room of Saint Jerome, Rembrandt added a new dimension to 

compositions of the study and suggests the intellectual complexity of the scholarly figures 

therein. As I will suggest, the device of the staircase was influential to genre artists, from the 

previously considered Maes to a more direct adaptation by Salomon Koninck (1609-56). Dou's 

                                                
1002 Erin Campbell, editor, Growing Old in Early Modern Europe: Cultural Representations 
(Aldershot: Ashgate Publishing Ltd., 2006), 1. 
1003 Campbell, Growing Old in Early Modern Europe, 1-2. 
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paintings that include quintessential vanitas props in the study room of old scholars also served 

as inspiration alongside Rembrandt's use of historicized costumes for many Dutch artists 

including Ferdinand Bol (1616-80), Jacob Van Spreeuwen (1609- active until 1658), Gottfried 

Kneller (1646-1723), and Gerbrandt van den Eeckhout (1621-74). As this chapter reveals, Dutch 

seventeenth-century genre paintings and prints largely present contemplative, sometimes 

melancholic, images of aged scholars at work in less specifically domestic settings. These 

paintings were especially popular from the 1630s to 1650s, with some genre artists producing 

works of this theme concurrent with Vermeer's more modern approach to younger scholars. To 

conclude, I consider Rembrandt's painting Aristotle with a Bust of Homer because I interpret this 

work as relevant to the trope of a timeless dialogue between scholars. As such, Rembrandt's 

painting ideologically mediates between history painting and genre painting of scholars, 

coinciding with seventeenth-century notions of an on-going scholarly dialogue between the 

ancients and contemporary intellectuals. Notably, this is a conversation in which scholars of 

advanced years, and even those beyond the grave, participate, echoing, in many respects, the 

Hondius poem of The Scholar in his Study, and evoking the adage of Gabriel Rollenhagen's 

emblem Tamen discam, or "Still Shall I Learn" (Fig. 62). 

 

The Allegory of Winter And Old Age 

 Allegorical representations of Winter in early modern Europe traditionally convey 

characteristics relating to coldness and decay that are easily transferable to representations of the 

human body in old age. As Anouk Janssen describes in Grijsaards in Zwart-Wit: De verbeelding 

van de ouderdom in de Nederlandse prentkunst (1550-1650), the allegorical portrayal of winter 

as an old man in the seventeenth century stems from sixteenth-century print traditions in the 
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Netherlands.1004 An example is Jacob Matham's print Winter (Hyems) (1589, Fig. 110) after 

Hendrick Goltzius (1558-1617), which was inspired by earlier allegories, such as Philips Galle's 

Winter (1563, Fig. 111) after Maarten van Heemskerck (1498-1574) and Hadrianus Junius 

(1511-1575).1005 In both Matham's version and the Galle print, Winter is personified by a 

bearded old man wearing a hat and heavy robes that are lined with fur. The figure also holds a 

pot of fire to warm his hands.1006 Corresponding to common imagery of the advanced stages of 

life, Matham's print includes barren trees to the right of the figure, while in Galle's print the old 

man is aided by a large cane. The significance of allegories of winter as an elderly man is 

twofold, drawing on both the allegory of the seasons and humoral theory concerning the decline 

of the human body late in life. According to Janssen, in this scheme old age is aligned with 

winter or evening, as old men can exhibit phlegmatic (damp) or melancholic (cold and dry) 

qualities related to the elements of water and earth, respectively.1007 The posture and the attire of 

the Winter figures, which stoop (often aided by canes) and wear heavy robes and fur caps, are 

thus symbolic of these connections.  

                                                
1004 Anouk Janssen, Grijsaards in zwart-wit: De verbeelding van de ouderdom in de Nederlandse 
prentkunst (1550-1650) (Zutphen: Walburg Pers, 2007). See also Reinhart Schleier, "Zur 
allegorischen Dimension des Alters," in Bilder vom alten Menschen in der niederländischen und 
deutschen Kunst: 1550- 1750, Ursel Berger, Jutta Desel, Thomas Döring, et al., 60-68 
(Braunschweig: Herzog Anton Ulrich-Museum, 1993).  
1005 Engraving, diameter 256 mm, and engraving, 217x 248 mm.; see Janssen, Grijsaards in 
zwart-wit, 76-78 for further discussion of these prints. For further discussion of the Galle print 
after Van Heemskerck, see Veldman, "Seasons, Planets and Temperaments in the Work of 
Maarten van Heemskerck. Cosmo- Astrological Allegory in Sixteenth-Century Netherlandish 
Prints," 149-176. As Veldman translates, Winter is accompanied by the following Latin verses: 
"Cold Winter, you have taken on the guise of an emaciated graybeard. Your bristly beard is stiff 
from the cold, and you have covered your temples with a fur hat. A cloak of double thickness 
covers your body, and boots your feet. The fire from a flickering brazier warms your bloodless 
hands." Ibid., 151. 
1006 Fire as an attribute of winter traces back to Ovid, Remedia amoris (11:187-88). The brazier 
was a medieval variation. Ibid., 152 and 153. 
1007 Janssen, Grijsaards in zwart-wit, 48. 
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 As previously discussed in Chapter Five, elderly men in seventeenth-century portraiture 

and genre paintings also wear tabbaards-- the heavy fur robe associated with scholars, clerics, 

lawyers and learned individuals in general. Although worn for warmth, this garment also 

conveyed dignified stature and it is this trait that is most relevant to Rembrandt's portraiture of 

learned men (e.g. Portrait of the Mennonite Preacher Cornelis Claesz. Anslo, 1641, Berlin, 

Gemäldegalerie), as well as his early history paintings of Biblical scholars.1008 As the 

introduction to this chapter suggested, old age is traditionally aligned with several rather negative 

characteristics that hark back to sixteenth century print traditions, one of which is the Allegory of 

Winter. Unlike these prototypes, however, scholars in Dutch seventeenth-century genre painting 

less frequently convey the extremes of decrepitude, sloth, or comedic senility: rather, these 

figures engage in active or meditative scholarship and are commonly found before tables laden 

with books and vanitas objects. In addition, tabbaards lend distinction to these figures, 

suggesting lucidity and a desire to keep working despite old age and inclement conditions of the 

study.1009 These aged men are not distracted by the frivolities or physical temptations of youth, 

nor do family members or marital duties interrupt them, as in images of prime of life scholars. 

Aged gentleman-scholars are typically contemplative, introspective figures who suggest both the 

intellectual joy and the intellectual challenge of life long scholarship that is sought over material 

wealth and social prestige. 

 

 

                                                
1008 Rembrandt, Saint Paul in Prison, 1627. Oil on panel, 72.8 x 60.2 cm., Stuttgart, 
Staatsgalerie. Rembrandt, Saint Paul at his Writing Desk, c. 1629-30. Oil on panel, 47.2 x 38 
cm., Nuremberg, Germanisches Nationalmuseum. 
1009 A notable distinction is the work of Kneller: he employs the Japonse rock with elderly 
figures for the same effect, as will be discussed below.  
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History Painting in Leiden: The Scholar Figure c. 1630 

 Leiden was renowned not only for its university culture, but also for its textile industry, 

and as an artistic center in which Rembrandt, Lievens, and Dou were active by the late 1620s to 

early 1630s. While Rembrandt and Lievens were both pupils of the Amsterdam history painter 

Pieter Lastman (1583-1633) and became close associates in Leiden before departing for 

Amsterdam, Dou is known as a pupil of Rembrandt and, unlike his fellow painters, he remained 

active in Leiden for the rest of his career.1010 Early works from this group of artists suggest a rich 

exchange of ideas on technique, themes--such as self-portraits and tronies -- and even the use of 

shared models, as evidenced by extant drawings and paintings.1011 Of particular interest to 

Rembrandt and Lievens were aged men, often seen in the guise of ancient or Biblical scholars or 

saints in prayer-like meditation (Figs. 112-115). For example, an elderly man with a full white 

beard and a partial head of hair appears in the role of Saint Paul in two early paintings by 

                                                
1010 Dou was Rembrandt's pupil from 1628 until around 1632. For an overview of this 
association, see S.A. C. Dudok van Heel's "Rembrandt and His Pupils: A Timeline" in Drawings 
by Rembrandt and His Pupils: Telling the Difference, with contributions by Holm Bevers, Lee 
Hendrix, William W. Robinson and Peter Schatborn (Los Angeles: J. Paul Getty Museum, 2009), 
x-xi; and Ronni Baer, Arthur Wheelock, Jr., and Annetje Boersma, Gerrit Dou, 1613-1675: 
Master Painter in the Age of Rembrandt (Washington D.C.: National Gallery of Art, 2000).  
1011 For instance, the same bearded old man appears in a Rembrandt chalk drawing, Study of an 
Old Man with an Open book, c. 1627-28, 29.6 x 21 cm., Berlin, Staatliche Museen, as well as in 
a chalk drawing attributed to Jan Lievens, Bust of an Old Man Looking Left, c. 1620-30, 137 x 
116 mm., The Hague, Private Collection. For a reproduction of these works, see Bevers et al., 
Drawings by Rembrandt and His Pupils, 46-49, cat. 1.1 and 1.2. This same man appears in their 
painted oeuvre, as will be discussed. For a general discussion of tronie painting, see: Franziska 
Gottwald, Das Tronie--Muster, Studie und Meisterwerk: die Genese einer Gattung der Malerei 
vom 15. Jahrhundert bis zu Rembrandt (Munich: Deutscher Kunstverlag, 2011), and Dagmar 
Hirschfelder, Tronie und Porträt in der niederlandischen malerei des 17. Jahrhunderts (Berlin: 
Gbr. Mann Verlag, 2008). For Lievens' tronies, see: Lloyd DeWitt, Evolution and Ambition in 
the Career of Jan Lievens (1607-1674), Ph.D. diss., University of Maryland, College Park, 2006, 
76-81. For an article on Rembrandt's tronies and followers, see: Dagmar Hirschfelder, "Tronie 
und bürgerliches Kostümporträt im Werk Rembrandts und seiner Nachfolger,"Jahrbuch der 
Berliner Museen 51. Bd., Beiheft. Rembrandt, Wissenschaft auf der Suche. Beiträge des 
Internationalen Symposiums Berlin, 4- 5 November 2006 (2009): 49-59. 
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Rembrandt (Fig. 112 and Fig. 113). Dating around 1627, the figure of Saint Paul in Prison (Fig. 

112) exhibits what I describe as 'active' scholarship: the imprisoned saint grasps a large folio in 

his lap, pausing from his writing for a moment with a quill in his hand. While Paul's 

surroundings are a crude cell, the dignified nature of this figure is signaled by his illumination 

and implied through the large column that serves as a backdrop, as well as the folios next to him. 

The fact that Rembrandt shows this figure with his sandal removed is also significant: this action 

relates to Saint Paul's piety through his removal of his footwear on 'holy' ground. Paul's attribute, 

an unsheathed sword, also reinforces the notion of God's justice, or the power of Christian faith 

in this context. Painted a few years later, Rembrandt's Saint Paul at his Writing Desk (Fig. 113) 

is a scene of 'meditative' scholarship. Surrounded again by a folio and a sword, Saint Paul is 

seated by a table and looks away from his work with downcast eyes. The connection between his 

profound thoughts, faith, and humility is conveyed through his grasp of a quill and the strong 

light source that appears to emanate from the open book. In a contemporary painting by Lievens, 

the Apostle Paul, the artist also employs the same model in a similar composition (Fig. 114).1012 

Rather than turning away from his work in meditation, Lievens' Paul is seated close to his open 

folio and appears actively engaged in scholarship. The use of chiaroscuro highlights the pages 

before Paul and the right side of his face, connecting his thoughts to the words on the page in an 

equally dramatic but different fashion from Rembrandt's use of light in Saint Paul at his Writing 

Desk. A few years later, Lievens also suggests a more 'meditative' painted composition of a 

Biblical man, similar to his hermitic Saint Jerome (Fig. 21) in a scene of the trials of Job (c. 

1631, Fig. 115).1013 Dressed in only a loincloth, the bearded old man has downcast eyes, 

                                                
1012 Oil on canvas, 119 x 108 cm., Stockholm, Nationalmuseum. 
1013 Jan Lievens, Job, c. 1631, oil on canvas, 171.5 x 148.6 cm., Ottawa, National Gallery of 
Canada. 
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reflective of his punishments and likely suggestive of the faith this figure places in prayer. While 

not set in a study room, or even an interior, Lievens' work reflects the interest in sage, elderly 

figures that he and Rembrandt shared during their association in Leiden. Moreover, certain 

compositional elements of these Biblical themed paintings of a similar model are significant for 

their influence on the circle of Rembrandt even in genre paintings: the column that may be 

interpreted as a symbolic of a scholarly figure's erudition or constancy to studying, as well as the 

active versus meditative poses of the figures, and the use of light as a suggestion of intellectual 

illumination or spiritual reflection.1014 As such, these historical figures, like the paintings of Saint 

Jerome previously considered, served as prototypes for more generic approaches to aged scholars 

in Dutch seventeenth-century genre painting.  

 

Rembrandt and Dou: Domesticated Interiors and Attributes of Scholarship 

 Although Dou did not work as a history painter during his apprenticeship to Rembrandt, 

the early oeuvre of the artist nevertheless reflects interest in Rembrandt's Biblical figures, and 

elements of his master's history paintings are incorporated in Dou's genre scenes.1015 In addition 

to Rembrandt's solitary scholars, such as his Saint Paul paintings that are set in a vague chamber 

and a prison cell, Rembrandt also produced a work during this time that suggests a chamber used 

for study purposes and seems to have been influential to Dou. In Rembrandt's Two Old Men 

Disputing (sometimes referred to as Peter and Paul Disputing, 1628, Fig. 116), a pair of wizened 

scholars sit in a large space, defined by stonewalls and what may be the wooden paneling of a 

                                                
1014 For a discussion of the motif of the column and possible interpretations of this architectural 
feature in the presence of scholars (discussed in the context of art by the circle of Dou, images of 
students), see Chapter Four.  
1015 Baer, The Paintings of Gerrit Dou, 11. 
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spiral staircase to the left.1016 Deep in the shadows behind the man in the blue robe is a large 

globe, while the table and ground before him is littered with texts, writing paraphernalia, and 

folios. Similar to Saint Paul At His Writing Desk, and perhaps inspired by Dürer's composition of 

Saint Jerome in his Study (1514, Fig. 2) as Ernst van de Wetering proposes, a strong light source 

at the left of the composition highlights the text over which these figures appear to argue.1017 The 

same light also illuminates the pious bare feet of the scholar in the brown robe, similar to Saint 

Paul in Prison.1018  

 Dou's adaptation of scenes such as this in a genre context do not pertain to scholarly 

dialogues; rather, they focus on old, solitary men in chambers used as study rooms or artists' 

ateliers. Dou's Old Man Writing by an Easel (c. 1631-32, Fig. 117) is an early example.1019 

Seated in a vaulted chamber with a large brass chandelier, Dou's elderly man wears scholarly 

robes and he industriously writes a text that he holds on his lap before an easel. While the room 

of this scholar-artist is more articulated and domesticated than the setting of Two Old Men 

Disputing, Dou employs a monumental columned setting with a staircase, includes the attribute 

of a globe, and illuminates his scene with a strong light source from a large window to the left of 

the composition, similar to Rembrandt's painting. Rather innovatively, however, Dou organizes 

                                                
1016 Oil on panel, 72.4 x 59.7 cm., Melbourne, National Gallery of Victoria. The scholars in this 
painting lack specific attributes, such as the sword of Saint Paul that is seen in the previously 
considered works. Therefore, the exact subject of this painting is unknown, although historically, 
subjects including Hippocrates and Democritus, or the Apostles Paul and Peter have been 
suggested. A 1641 inventory of Jacques de Ghyen III simply describes it as two old men 
disputing. See:  
http://www.ngv.vic.gov.au/explore/collection/work/4291/ 
1017 Wetering, A Corpus of Rembrandt Paintings V: The Small-Scale History Paintings 
(Dordrecht: Stitching Foundation Rembrandt Research Project, 2011), 156. 
1018 The scholars appear to be based on the same man employed as a model for Saint Paul by 
Lievens and Rembrandt. They are sometimes described as Peter and Paul disputing.  
1019 Signed, c. 1631-32, oil on panel, 31.5 x 25 cm., Montreal, Private Collection. See Baer, The 
Paintings of Gerrit Dou, cat. 9. 
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the scholarly attributes of the globe, candlestick, books, and a violin in a still life fashion above 

the scholar's head: introducing a vanitas element that Baer describes as characteristic of the 

artist's early works.1020 Dou's elderly figure is different from the bearded model employed by 

Rembrandt, but this figure is nonetheless cast as a respectable scholar and is a model that also 

reoccurs in the art of this circle.1021  

 The same model, for example, appears in an early oval shaped genre painting by Dou, 

Scholar Sharpening a Quill (Fig. 118, 1630-35), which presents a more intimate, portrait-like 

focus on a scholarly activity.1022 Returning to the figure of a bearded old man seated before a 

staircase, Dou particularly contextualizes his figure of Scholar Interrupted in his Writing by 

means of still life elements (Fig. 119, 1635). A recent technical investigation conducted on these 

two paintings from the Leiden Collection reveals that Dou originally designed this painting with 

an easel behind the figure (to his left).1023 By choosing to replace this object with a shelf laden 

with books, an hourglass, a water canteen, and a Japanese parasol, Dou shifted the interpretation 

of the work to a more generic scholar, instead of an artist-scholar, as in Old Man Writing by an 

Easel. Moreover, the message of transience, vanitas, and likely scholarly melancholy, is 

reinforced through the human skull placed prominently next to the scholar's folio on his table. 

Influenced by his fellow artists in Leiden, particularly his teacher Rembrandt, Dou adapted 

certain elements of history paintings and aged models in the 1630s in an innovative genre 

context that constructs a prototypical figure of the refined, aged scholar. 

                                                
1020 Baer, The Paintings of Gerrit Dou, 13. 
1021 Ibid., cat. 9.  
1022 c. 1630-35, signed, oil on panel, 25 x 20.5 cm., New York, The Leiden Collection. 
1023 The X-radiograph shows the large easel was placed near the figure's head, where the column 
and parasol meet in the finished painting. See Fig. 65a in Dominique Surh, Ilona van Tuinen, and 
John Twilley, "Insights from Technical Analysis on a Group of Paintings by Gerrit Dou in the 
Leiden Collection," JHNA 6, iss. 1 online (Winter 2014): 24, doi: 10.5092/jhna.2014.6.1.3. 
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Rembrandt's Device of the Spiral Staircase: Scholarly Solitude and the Pursuit of Wisdom 

 About a decade after Rembrandt departed Leiden for Amsterdam, he produced the 

etching Saint Jerome in a Dark Study (1642)-- a work that created a precedent in tonal coloring 

and technical quality for other graphic artists, but as I will argue, also fostered a new ideological 

approach to depictions of the scholar in his study that was relevant to genre artists. Seated in an 

almost indistinguishably dark interior, Saint Jerome is ensconced at his worktable near a window 

that is situated under the curve of a large spiral staircase (Fig. 120, 1642).1024 As the light from 

the latticed window reveals, the bearded Jerome is an old man dressed in a heavy tabbaard and 

beret, and he raises a hand to his forehead as he rests his other hand with a quill on the arm of his 

chair. A human skull placed on a ledge is parallel with his head, while a Cardinal's hat hangs 

nearby. An open folio, a pair of globes, and a crucifix completes his scholarly setting. Seemingly 

cut off from the outside world except for his window, Jerome is a solitary, hermit-like figure in a 

domestic interior that is characterized by heavy shadows.  

 Unlike Dürer's 1514 engraving of Saint Jerome (Fig. 2) that may have served as an 

inspiration to Rembrandt, the attributes of this figure are not readily identifiable in the almost 

melancholic gloom of Rembrandt's darkened study setting. The hagiographic lion on the floor 

between Jerome's table and chair, for instance, is nearly indistinguishable. Describing the 

importance of Rembrandt's technique, Catherine Scallen explains, "Rembrandt used intricate 

crosshatching to create a range of tones suggesting the radiance of sunlight to half-tones and 

deep pooled shadows."1025 As Scallen notes, Rembrandt highlights the most significant 

components of the composition by employing light in this manner: the skull, the book, and 

Jerome. Following her lengthy discussion of this work and its context in Rembrandt's oeuvre, 

                                                
1024 Etching, 150 x 173 mm., version held in the Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam (RP-P-OB-185).  
1025 Scallen, "Rembrandt and Saint Jerome," Ph.D. diss., Princeton Univeristy, 1990, 108-09. 
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Scallen concludes that the artist was technique driven. In other words, Rembrandt succeeded in 

presenting his subject of a "meditative scholar in an expressive ambience" by means of the 

composition and masterful handling of his copper plate.1026 Laurinda Dixon, on the other hand, 

interprets the darkness of Rembrandt's interior and the figure's gesture of shadowing his eyes as 

evidence of the artist's message of scholarly melancholy.1027 Pointing to the same gesture 

employed by Dürer's allegorical figure of Melancholy, Dixon argues: "Rembrandt's print goes 

further by actually depicting the physical world as it would have appeared to a melancholic, seen 

through a haze of splenetic vapors…"1028 In addition to these interpretations, Rembrandt's 

specific inclusion of a spiral staircase in this composition has historically raised several 

arguments, ranging from a literal replication of an architectural feature of his home, to a 

perspectival experiment based on his familiarity with an architectural treatise by Jan Vredeman 

de Vries (Leiden, 1604, plate 36).1029 As suggested by the continued scholarly interest in this 

print, various discussions of its relationship to Dürer's Saint Jerome, and attention to the staircase 

in particular, Rembrandt succeeded in creating a unique scene of the saint at work and introduced 

a new compositional precedent to the larger convention of the scholar in his study. 

 Notably, the spiral staircase that occupies nearly three-quarters of the background of 

Rembrandt's Saint Jerome relates to two other paintings that are (somewhat contentiously) 

attributed to the artist and his circle. In terms of composition and general subject matter, 

                                                
1026 Scallen,"Rembrandt and Saint Jerome," 125. 
1027 Dixon, Dark Side of Genius, 54. 
1028 Ibid. 
1029 As discussed in Scallen, "Rembrandt and Saint Jerome, 159-60. See also: Hans Ost, 
Einsiedler und Mönche in der deutschen Malerei des 19. Jahrhunderts (Dusseldorf: 1971), 88 
for an argument on the staircase as a feature in Rembrandt's home. Seymour Slive was the first 
art historian to associate De Vries' treatise with Rembrandt's use of a similar staircase in the 
Louvre painting Philosopher in Meditation (c. 1632, discussion to follow). See Slive, "The 
Young Rembrandt," Bulletin of the Allen Memorial Art Museum (Spring 1963): 120-149. 
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Rembrandt's 1642 print of Jerome and the paintings A Philosopher in Meditation (or Interior 

with Tobit and Anna, 1632, Fig. 121) and Philosopher with an Open Book (attributed to Salomon 

Koninck, 1645, Fig. 122) are strikingly similar.1030 Dominated by a large spiral staircase made of 

wood, A Philosopher in Meditation contains an old man seated by a table with writing 

paraphernalia before a large window on the left side of the composition, while a woman attends 

to a fire at the bottom right. Philosopher with an Open Book also contains a winding spiral 

staircase, but in this composition, the elderly scholar is alone and seated under a stone arch and 

turned toward a table placed under a window to the right side of the panel. While the latter 

painting is currently attributed by the Louvre Museum curators to Rembrandt's pupil Salomon 

Koninck (1606-56), an artist who likely drew inspiration for this painting from his familiarity 

with Rembrandt's 1642 Jerome print, the attribution of the former painting to Rembrandt is a 

matter of much debate. In fact, A Philosopher in Meditation was examined by the Rembrandt 

Research Project (RRP) in 1986 and rejected rather controversially without a reattribution of the 

work to another artist.1031 In 2011 this matter was reexamined by the RRP members and in the 

most recent volume of the Corpus (2015), the work is listed as by Rembrandt.1032  

 What was at stake in this discussion among the RRP and the scholarly community was 

not only the signature and artistic style exhibited in A Philosopher in Meditation, but also the 

subject matter predicated by the staircase itself. As early as 1673, the work was described in the 

inventory of Peeter Wouters' estate by its defining feature, the staircase: the painting was noted 

                                                
1030 Signed Rembrandt, Philosopher in Meditation, oil on panel, dated 1632 (or 1631 or 1633), 
28 x 34 cm., Paris, Musée du Louvre. Attributed to Salomon Koninck, Philosopher with an Open 
Book, 1645, oil on panel 28 x 34 cm., Paris, Musée du Louvre. 
1031 Corpus of Rembrandt Paintings, vol. 2 (1986), nr. C51. The Rembrandt Database lists this 
work as Old Man in an Interior with Winding Staircase (record number 17824).  
1032 Corpus of Rembrandt Paintings, vol. 5 (2011), 196-197 and Corpus of Rembrandt Paintings, 
vol. 6 (2015), nr. 86.   
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down as "een wenteltrappeken met een oudt manneken… van Rembrant van Ryn" ("a spiral 

staircase with a little old man…by Rembrandt").1033 Was this painting of "a spiral staircase with 

an old man" an exercise in perspective prepared by Rembrandt for the instruction of his students, 

or could the figures of the man and the woman suggest the apocryphal story of Anna and Tobit in 

poverty? Much of the long-standing debate over A Philosopher in Meditation and Philosopher 

with an Open Book also arises from the fact that these paintings were displayed at the Louvre as 

pendants until 1955.1034 As Jean-Marie Clarke remarks, the formal correspondence of the 

staircases in these works explains the historical pairing. Despite this similarity, however, 

Philosopher with an Open Book relies more on the classic iconography of scholarly 

paraphernalia to suggest the occupation of the figure. A Philosopher in Meditation, in contrast, is 

a contemplative image with fewer scholarly accoutrements. The interiorized state of the old 

scholar is reinforced through the physical presence of the staircase and the protective shadows 

this feature casts on the household around the scholar, similar to Rembrandt's Saint Jerome in a 

Dark Study.   

 More importantly, Rembrandt's prominent use of a spiral staircase in potentially two 

works, and the direct emulation by his follower Koninck, suggest the significance of this 

                                                
1033 Inventory of the estate of Peeter Wouters, August 23, 1673, "Een wenteltrappeken met een 
oudt manneken sittende op eenen stoel, van Rembrant van Ryn." See the provenance included in 
Corpus of Rembrandt Paintings, vol. 2, 644. This work may be the same as the one mentioned in 
an inventory of Catharina Deyl on March 7, 1687, as "een wenteltrap van Rembrant van Ryn." 
Ibid. 
1034 Jean-Marie Clarke, translator, "The Philosophe en meditation in the Louvre: a painting 
signed 'RHL van Rijn' and dated '1632'", (2014): 1-20, based on Jean-Marie Clarke's original 
article, 'Le "Philosophe en méditation" du Louvre: un tableau signé "RHL van Rijn" et daté 
"1632,"' Revue du Louvre et des Musées de France 40 (1990): 191-200. Accessed on The 
Rembrandt Database, November 2014 (record number 17824): Rembrandt, or studio of, atelier 
van Rembrandt, or possibly Rembrandt, Old man in an interior with winding staircase, dated 
1632, Musée du Louvre, Paris, inv./cat. no. 
1740.http://www.rembrandtdatabase.org/Rembrandt/painting/208164/old-man-in-an-interior-
with-winding-staircase/document/17824, accessed 2016 June 06. See Clarke, 2014 translation, 5. 
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architectural feature and a correlation between scholarship and a pathway to wisdom that is 

complemented by other early modern sources.1035 Clarke comments on the similarity of the 

staircases between the Rembrandt and Koninck works. Both paintings feature a "helicoidal" 

staircase that fully rotates, which is not frequently found in Dutch art.1036 Despite these 

observations, Clarke overlooks the potential iconological importance of the staircase. He argues 

that the figure in A Philosopher in Meditation is simply an old man, not a scholar, because he 

lacks clear attributes. Indeed, as Clarke dismisses this connection: "despite the a posteriori 

symbolic aptness remarked upon by so many authors, a staircase was not an attribute of 

philosophy or study."1037 Based on the numerous instances in which the framework of staircases 

of life is employed and concepts of wisdom as a path are evoked in early modern sources, 

however, I disagree that the staircase cannot be included among the man's scholarly attributes in 

this example. For instance, the emblem of Philosophy found in Ripa's widely read Iconologia is 

embodied by a woman who holds a scepter in one hand, a stack of books in the other, and is 

clothed in a dress that is composed of a flight of stairs (Fig. 123).1038 An illustrated 1699 Dutch 

edition of Iconologia concisely summarizes the larger allegory in the words of Philosophia 

herself: 

Men, come to these sciences 
with reading and diligence, 
wisdom's path has steep stairs 
but gives us great dignity.1039 

                                                
1035 Ibid., 5. 
1036 Ibid. 
1037 Ibid., 10. 
1038 Caesar Ripa, Iconologia of Uitbeeldinge des verstands door Cesare Ripa. Verbeeld in 
tweehonderd drie beeldtenissen, ieder met nutte en stichteluke Varzen verrijkt. With an 
introduction by Timotheus ten Hoorn (Second edition, Amsterdam: 1699). 
1039 "Men komt tot deeze wetenschappen, Met leezen en met naerstigheid, Des wyscheids weg 
heeft steile trappen, Maar geeft ons groote waardigheid." My translation. Timotheus ten Hoorn, 
Iconologia of Uitbeeldinge des verstands door Cesare Ripa. Verbeeld in tweehonderd drie 
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Philosophy, one of the founding disciplines of nearly every early modern university, is thus 

described in terms of a staircase. Similar to the progression of the Ages of Man, the pathway to 

Wisdom entails summiting knowledge to gain "great dignity." While it is unknown if Rembrandt 

was familiar with this particular example, the ubiquity of Iconologia as a contemporary guide to 

allegory for Dutch artists, as well as the general learned populace, is significant.1040 In addition to 

the concept of a 'staircase of wisdom' that must be traversed by scholars, Rembrandt's spiral 

staircase visually recalls the welcomed shelter of the willow tree in the artist's later engraving of 

Jerome in the wilderness (1648 Fig. 24). Whether the figure is protected in the shade of a large 

pollarded willow in the wilderness, or similarly sheltered below a large spiral staircase in a 

domestic interior, Rembrandt's oeuvre contains several examples of natural and man-made 

devices that suggest Jerome's scholarly solitude --emphasizing the necessary state of privacy in 

the scholar's journey toward profound wisdom and piety.1041    

 The staircase in the presence of a scholarly figure as a motif of wisdom thus has origins 

in Rembrandt's historical subjects, but it is a motif that fascinated many genre artists associated 

                                                                                                                                                       
beeldtenissen, ieder met nutte en stichteluke Varzen verrijkt (Second edition, Amsterdam, 1699), 
139. For Philosophia in the full edition of Iconologia in Dutch, see: Iconologia of Uytbeeldingeh 
de Verstands, translated by Dirck Pieterz. Pers, with an introduction by Jochen Becker (Reprint 
of 1644 edition, Soest: Davaco Publishers, 1971), 405-417. 
1040 Margaret Deutsch Carroll similarly draws on Ripa's Philosophia and concludes that the 
staircase in Rembrandt's print could reference "…scala meditationis, a familiar symbol of 
philosophy since the time of Boethuis." Carroll, "Rembrandt's 'Aristotle': Exemplary Beholder," 
Artibus et Historiae 5, nr. 10 (1984): 35-56, see 39.  
1041 I acknowledge that Rembrandt's placement of the staircase in A Philosopher in Meditation 
and Saint Jerome in a Dark Study is particularly relevant to his 1648 engraving of Jerome. Many 
of Rembrandt's followers who appear to have adapted the motif of the staircase do not suggest 
the same degree of solitude, because staircases outside of Rembrandt's oeuvre often appear 
behind the scholar, and do not offer as much physical shelter as the examples in this grouping. 
As such, variations on Rembrandt's staircases more often suggest a 'pathway to wisdom,' rather 
than extreme solitude. 



 

 410 

with his circle. In fact, the domestic setting of the study is frequently contextualized by means of 

a staircase and a column: a combination found in the oeuvre of Dou (Figs. 117 and 119), but also 

in the paintings of Koninck (Fig. 122) and a late example by Gerbrandt van den Eeckhout (Fig. 

124, 1671).1042 While employed in various fashions by these artists, as well as others, such as 

Maes (Fig. 101) and Van Gaesbeeck (Figs.73-74), the ubiquity of the staircase and or columns in 

rooms of scholars of all ages is notable.1043 As a complex component of Rembrandt's painted and 

graphic works that influenced a variety of genre painters, then, the staircase appears to function 

similar to the previously examined motif of Jerome's willow tree and the device of the column. 

By means of these compositions of aged men in private domestic settings, Rembrandt and his 

circle particularly suggest the qualities of erudition, dedication to scholarship, and sometimes 

solitude; whether found specifically in scenes of Saint Jerome, or employed in genre images of 

gentleman-scholars. 

 

 

 

                                                
1042 The landscape artist Willem Schellinks also created an unidentified portrait/genre scene of a 
scholar in his study that contains a very similar spiral staircase, likely created during a period 
that he spent in Amsterdam (1646-1661). A Scholar in his Study, 51.5 x 45.8 cm., oil on canvas, 
signed, n.d., Douwes, Amsterdam/London, 2009, now held in a private collection. For a 
reproduction, see: https://rkd.nl/explore/images/108340. Van den Eeckhout, Scholar in his Study, 
oil on canvas, 64.5 x 49 cm., Budagest, Museum of Fine Arts.  
1043 The oeuvre of Dou contains exceptions in which a column and staircase are found in contexts 
other than a scholarly male's chamber. For instance, Dou, The Young Mother, 1658, oil on panel, 
73.5 x 55 cm.,The Hague, Mauritshuis. In The Young Mother Dou includes a column with a 
sculptural relief of a cupid figure and a staircase in the background. Similar to my discussion of 
the contextualized meanings of the column in the presence of scholarly figures in Chapter Four, 
the staircase also appears in a variety of genre contexts and does not originate in a specific 
emblematic tradition. However, I believe the ubiquitous paired motifs of the (spiral) staircase 
and column in the presence of scholarly men suggest qualities of erudition and signal domestic 
privacy. 
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Themes of The Aged Scholar: Rembrandt's Pupils 

 While not all paintings of solitary aged gentleman-scholars contain the particular motifs 

of a column and a staircase, the majority of genre scenes of older scholar subjects nevertheless 

convey contemplative, sometimes melancholic messages in a more uniform fashion than those 

depicting scholars in the prime of life. Similar to the previously considered paintings of students, 

the figures of aged scholars are often shown in three-quarter length or full-length in portrait-like 

compositions. These figures frequently adopt the pose of melancholy, or engage with writing, 

and wear fur-lined tabbaards. In contrast to youthful students, however, aged gentleman-scholars 

are often adorned with exotic hats, velvet berets, and golden chains, relating to Rembrandt's 

interest in rabbis and tronie figures, as we will explore (Figs. 125-126).1044  In other genre 

scenes, particularly those by Bol and Van Spreeuwen, the vices of old age and scholarly 

melancholy are highlighted through their poses: old men are shown sleeping or in slothful 

positions, similar to students. Distinct to this age group, many elderly scholars in Van 

Spreeuwen's and Kneller's oeuvres are also surrounded by numerous vanitas objects. The 

inclusion of such iconographically rich items suggests end-of-life concerns with transience, the 

lure of material wealth over the spiritual, and thoughts of posterity in the scholars' quest for 

knowledge. Although this discussion is not exhaustive of the aged scholar in Dutch seventeenth-

century genre, the main themes associated with old age in paintings dated between 1640 and the 

1660s are explored to provide an overview of artistic interest that stemmed from Rembrandt and 

his circle. 

 

                                                
1044 Rembrandt, Man in Oriental Costume ('The Noble Slav'), 1632, oil on canvas, 152.7 x 111 
cm., New York , Metropolitan Museum, and Rembrandt, Scholar in his Study, signed, oil on 
canvas, 141 x 135 cm., 1634, Prague, National Gallery. 
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Aged Scholars in Fur Tabbaards with Exoticized Accessories 

 In the 1650s Ferdinand Bol created a seemingly quintessential scene of a melancholic, 

aged gentleman-scholar seated at his desk, yet under close observation, Bol's figure is 

exceptionally dressed in comparison to the gentleman-scholars considered thus far (Fig. 127).1045 

While Bol's old scholar wears a robe that may be identified as a traditional Dutch tabbaard lined 

with fur and a fur cap that recalls the hat of Winter (Fig. 111), his exposed right arm reveals an 

unusually sumptuous golden-orange satin garment that has golden buttons on the left breast and 

is tied at the waist with a sash. The rich clothing of his figure generally reflects Rembrandt's 

tronies, with which Bol was likely familiar following his move to Amsterdam and association 

with the artist by the 1640s. A tronie refers to a character study, typically bust length or in some 

instances a full-length figure, such as Rembrandt's Man in Oriental Costume (Fig. 125), that is 

often arrayed in foreign, or 'oriental' inspired clothing, and elaborate headwear, such as 

turbans.1046 More specifically, however, the vibrant coloring and unusual cut of the satin garment 

Bol's scholar wears recalls Rembrandt's 1658 Self-Portrait in The Frick Collection, New York. 

While Albert Blankert remarks that Bol stopped painting "portrait-like figures in fancy dress with 

historicizing tendencies" by the time of this self-portrait by Rembrandt, Bol nevertheless was 

                                                
1045 Bol, Portrait of a Scholar Sitting at a Table, oil on canvas 122 x 98 cm., c. 1650,St. 
Petersburg, The Hermitage Museum.  
1046 As Daniela Hammer-Tugendhat argues, in other instances Rembrandt also blurs the lines 
between self-portraits and tronies. As she defines the category tronie, the term is derived from 
old French, referring to the head or face. Importantly, Hammer-Tugendhat observes, "Rembrandt 
and his circle were the first [artists] to produce [tronies] for sale on the open market." Previously, 
tronies were intended as study pieces in studios of the sixteenth century. See Hammer-
Tugendhat, The Visible and the Invisible: On Seventeenth-Century Dutch Painting, Margarethe 
Clausen, trans. (Berlin: Walter De Gruyter, 2015), 109-10. Compare Rembrandt's work to Jan 
Lievens, An Oriental, c. 1629, oil on wood, 133 x 100.5 cm., Potsdam, Stiftung Preussische 
Schlösser und Gärten Berlin-Brandenburg. For a comparative work by Lievens, see Lievens after 
Peter Paul Rubens, Sultan Soliman, oil on canvas, 135 x 100.5 cm., Potsdam-Sanssouci, 
Gemäldegalerie. 
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interested in such figures until the 1650s.1047 De Winkel also points to Van Dyck's Iconographie, 

an influential series of portrait prints by and after Van Dyck that includes a portrait of the 

Flemish artist Maarten Rykaert in 'Polish' dress (based on the painting in the Prado, Madrid), 

which could have been a source for Bol.1048 This series was published in 1645 and was known to 

Rembrandt and his circle. Rembrandt owned prints by Van Dyck and the impact of prints from 

this series has been discerned in his own work.1049 As suggested by similar figures in an etching 

attributed to Karel van der Pluym (1625-72) of An Old Philosopher and a drawing attributed to 

Salomon Koninck after Bol, Oriental Scholar at a Table, artists associated with Rembrandt and 

Bol shared an interest in these tronie-like scholarly figures typified by their exotic garments and 

hats or turbans, as in the latter example.1050  

 Unlike the transition from the practical and stately tabbaard to the fashionable Japonse 

rock found in prime-of-life genre figures of the latter part of the seventeenth century, however, 

these rare garments worn by old scholars are not reflective of a change in contemporary Dutch 

fashion. Rather, the exotic garments of the scholar figures by Rembrandt and his pupils 

                                                
1047 Blankert, Ferdinand Bol (1616-1680), Rembrandt's Pupil (Doornspijk, Netherlands: Davaco, 
1982), 66. For Blankert's catalogue entry on this work, see Ibid., cat. 69, Old Man With a Globe, 
plate 75. Blankert concludes that the painting dates from the late 1640s based on the signature 
format that suggests it could not have been painted after 1650. Ibid. 
1048 Van Dyck, Iconographie, 1645. In this source, Ryckaert wears items of seventeenth-century 
Polish dress: a fur-lined gown (delia or ferezja), a kaftan tied with a sash (zupan), and a fur-
trimmed hat (kolpak). De Winkel, Fashion and Fancy: Dress and Meaning in Rembrandt's 
Paintings (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2006), 185, see Fig. 83 and 85. 
1049 Stephanie Dickey, Portraits in Print, 24-25 and Dickey, "Van Dyck in Holland: The 
Iconography and Its Impact on Rembrandt and Jan Lievens," in Van Dyck 1599-1999: 
Conjectures and Refutations, Hans Vlieghe, ed. (Turnhout: Brepols, 2001), 289-303. 
1050 In a painting now held in the Hermitage collection that is attributed to Van der Pluym the 
scholarly figure resembles the etching in costume and facial features. See Old Man Holding 
Spectacles, oil on canvas, 86.5 x 76 cm., St. Petersburg, Hermitage Museum. Etching attributed 
to Karel van der Pluym in the manner of Rembrandt, Bust of a Philosopher, 1635-1672, 94 x 83 
mm., an impression in the Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam. Hollstein, Dutch 1, vol. XVII,(1976), 136. 
Drawing ink and pencil on paper, likely Salomon Koninck after Ferdinand Bol, Oriental Scholar 
at a Table, c. 1641-56, 157 x 178 mm., Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum.  
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exemplify a form of artistic license. As De Winkel has observed, Rembrandt's use of 'oriental 

dress' in history paintings and tronies relates to the 'Eastern' origins of Biblical subjects.1051 By 

clothing their figures in 'oriental' robes and accessories, Bol, Van der Pluym and Koninck lend a 

certain timelessness, distinction, and majesty to their aged scholars figures that is unique to genre 

images of aged gentleman-scholars.  

 Bol's Portrait of a Scholar seated at a Table thus serves as an example that blurs the line 

between portraiture, genre imagery, and tronie. Similar to Rembrandt's Scholar in his Study (Fig. 

126), Bol's Portrait of a Scholar Sitting at a Table is characterized by the historicizing nature of 

the figure's clothing and the scholarly attributes that surround him in a rather vague space. In 

contrast to genre paintings of students and prime of life scholars, these figures noticeably do not 

interact much with their scholarly objects, such as globes. In fact, Bol's figure turns toward the 

viewer while gazing pensively into space, recalling the pose of Dürer's Melencholia I, while 

Rembrandt's scholar appears to be simply interrupted from reading his text as he acknowledges 

the viewer. Although monumental and well appointed, the study room and its furnishings are 

also less defined in these portrait-like genre images of aged scholars than the rooms of students 

or middle-aged scholars. As we will see, these qualities including the three-quarter format of the 

two paintings, elements of historicized dress, and references to vanitas interpretations continued 

to fascinate artists associated with Rembrandt in genre paintings through the 1660s. 

   

 

 

                                                
1051 De Winkel notes, however, "Notwithstanding the occasional use of real exotic accessories, 
Rembrandt's oriental costumes do not give the impression of being very authentic, as a whole." 
Fashion and Fancy, 255. 
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The Aged Scholar Figure c.1640-1660: From Active to Slumbering Scholars 

 While genre paintings of aged gentleman-scholars produced by artists in Rembrandt's 

circle bear formal similarities based on their exotic clothing, the motif of the scholarly beret is 

particularly prevalent. In Elderly Scholar in His Study, a genre painting created by Jan Lievens 

while he was active in Leiden, a bearded old man wears a dark velvet robe and a matching 

floppy beret (Fig. 128, 1630).1052  As Roelof van Straten explains the costume of this figure, "the 

old scholar wears an extremely old-fashioned hat, and, considering the large cross that he wears 

on a chain, must probably be interpreted as a Christian scholar of bygone days."1053 While Van 

Straten could be correct in his observation of the cross and its connotations, De Winkel's 

research into the motif of the beret in Rembrandt's oeuvre suggests that this style of hat was not 

necessarily outmoded in all circles of Dutch society. In fact, De Winkel contends that the beret 

played an important role in academic dress and matriculation ceremonies at universities 

including Leiden; hence the beret was symbolic of "time-honored tradition" in the Dutch 

Republic.1054 As such De Winkel argues, "the association with learning which the bonnet 

acquired in the 17th century imagination played a role…in the portrayals of (pseudo) scholars in 

their study…"1055 In addition, one of the best-known motifs in Rembrandt's art is the black beret 

that is recurrent in his self-portraiture, as well as his studies of scholarly figures.1056 For instance, 

                                                
1052 Jan Lievens, Elderly Scholar in his Study, c. 1630, oil on panel, 63 x 52 cm., The Hornstein 
Collection, Montreal Museum of Fine Arts. Compare this to a similar composition attributed to 
Salomon Koninck, A Philosopher, c. 1635, oil on canvas, 71 x 54 cm., Madrid, Museo del Prado.  
1053 Van Straten, Young Rembrandt: the Leiden years, 1606-1632 (Leiden, Netherlands: Foleor 
Publishers, 2005), 198. 
1054 "The statutes of the University of Leiden of 1631 show that placing a velvet bonnet on the 
head of the graduate was an integral part of the ceremony for conferring a doctorate." De 
Winkel, Fashion and Fancy, 62. 
1055 Ibid., 61-62. 
1056 For a drawing that is contemporary with Lievens' painting, see: Scholar at His Writing Desk, 
drawing, black chalk, 206 x 152 mm., Paris.  
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Rembrandt dons this iconic hat with a historiated sixteenth-century costume in his 1640 self-

portrait (London, National Gallery), and several tronie sketches and engravings from the late 

1630s suggest his fascination with the velvet beret (for example, Fig. 129).1057 Thus, while the 

beret was a hat from the sixteenth century that was seemingly out of style by the seventeenth 

century, it was appropriated in a dignified manner by Rembrandt in his self-fashioning of the 

1640s, and perpetuated as a general motif of in Dutch genre paintings throughout the century.1058  

In European and North American academia, similar berets are still a frequent component of 

formal professional robes.  

 A majority of Dutch genre imagery concerning the aged gentleman-scholar is united by 

the motif of the scholarly beret, but the activities with which these figures are occupied, or 

refrain from pursuing, are varied. Similar to the traditional modes in which Saint Jerome is 

depicted in the study, artists frequently feature aged scholars engaged in writing or reading. The 

Amsterdam artist Salomon Koninck, for example, produced several works concerning the themes 

of quill cutting and writing that recall Rembrandt's and Dou's scholars, in addition to the 

previously considered Philosopher in Meditation (figs. 130-131).1059 While Koninck does not 

achieve the same refined style as Rembrandt in A Scholar Sharpening his Quill, for instance, he 

draws on the motif of the column and his aged man wears a familiar velvet beret (Fig. 130). 

                                                
1057 Rembrandt, signed and dated, Self-Portrait at the Age of 34, oil on canvas, 102 x 80 cm., 
London, National Gallery. Rembrandt, Old Man Shading his Eyes with His Hand, c. 1639, 
etching and drypoint on laid paper, 140 x 116 mm., a version held in the National Gallery of Art, 
Washington D.C.  
1058 As De Winkel observes, "the most frequently encountered item of clothing in Rembrandt's 
self-portraits is the beret." Fashion and Fancy, 60. 
1059 According to the RKD, he was a pupil of David Colijns. Koninck was active in Amsterdam 
c. 1629-1656. Attributed to Salomon Koninck by Werener Sumowski (2008), A Scholar 
Sharpening His Quill, n.d., oil on canvas, 57 x 46 cm., Private Collection, Willem Pieter Hubert. 
Salomon Koninck (previously attributed to Bol and rejected by Albert Blankert, 1982), An Old 
Scholar, c. 1609-1656, oil on canvas, 102 x 144 cm., St. Petersburg, The Hermitage.  
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Vanitas motifs are also prominent in Koninck's paintings of old scholars: in these examples, the 

combination of the study room and an hourglass and a globe suggest transience. In Carel van der 

Pluym's Scholar in his Study the artist relies on a human skull placed below a hanging mirror to 

convey a similar message (Fig. 132, 1655). Seated before his desk in a shadowed study, Van der 

Pluym's bearded old man wears a tabbaard and red beret. He recalls Bol's figure (Fig. 127) and 

Rembrandt's etching of scholarly figures, such as Young Student at his Desk, by the manner in 

which this figure grasps the arm of his chair.1060 As a cousin and pupil of Rembrandt, Van der 

Pluym adopts elements including the pose and the vanitas allusion from his teacher, but he 

places his elderly figure in a more realistic looking Dutch interior, engaged in reading a text.1061 

Related by their use of the scholarly beret and similar poses of aged scholars reading and writing, 

these examples suggest a timelessness through figures that could easily be identified as 

honorable Biblical sages like Jerome or more contemporary scholars in the seventeenth century 

wearing historiated dress. Indeed, the notion of timelessness suggested by these figures may also 

allude to the subjects that they are studying, including the works of ancient philosophers, such as 

Aristotle, or religious texts, such as the Bible. This quality is unique to images of aged scholars, 

in contrast to genre scenes of scholars in the prime of life who are often seen in fashionable 

Japonse rocken after 1650, and set in domestic contexts that are more readily identifiable as 

seventeenth-century Dutch homes, as we have seen in the previous chapter. 

 As a foreign mathematics student in Leiden turned artist, Gottfried Kneller moved to 

Amsterdam in the 1660s, working for a time in the style of Rembrandt and Bol and producing 

portraits and genre scenes of scholars that are characterized by Kneller's use of more 

                                                
1060 Etching, 142 x 130 mm., a version held in London, The British Museum. 
1061 Van der Pluym was a second cousin and he worked in Leiden (1645-72). Scholar in his 
Study, 1655, oil on panel, 54.5 x 41.5 cm., Leiden, Museum De Lakenhal (Fig. 132). 
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contemporaneous dress and a multitude of scholarly trappings. Unlike Dou's aged astronomers of 

the 1650s who are unique in their active engagement with cartographic materials, Kneller's old 

scholars are similar to Bol's scholarly figures in that they typically write or read nearby large 

globes, or pairs of globes (figs. 133-134).1062 Kneller's scholarly men are also distinct due to their 

rather consistent yellow colored clothing, particularly a Japonse rock that the artist employs in 

multiple examples of this theme, as in Old Scholar Surrounded by Vanitas Attributes (Fig. 

133).1063 On the other hand, Kneller also reflects Rembrandt's interest in tronie painting and 

rabbi figures due to the shawl-like yellow silk garment of A Scholar in his Study (Fig. 134). As 

David DeWitt describes, Kneller appears to suggest a "Jewish scholar engaged in theological 

study."1064 Atypical of Kneller's mature portraiture and genre imagery, but perhaps seen in some 

of his self-portrait compositions, Old Scholar Surrounded by Vanitas Attributes features a large 

assortment of scholarly trappings. Likely influenced by the Leiden school with which he would 

have gained familiarity in the early 1660s, Kneller surrounds his scholar with a pair of celestial 

and terrestrial globes, a human skull that supports an open text, a lute, an hourglass, and several 

                                                
1062 For an example by Dou, see: The Astronomer, c. 1650, oil on panel, 36 x 39 cm., Leiden, 
Museum De Lakenhal. Kneller, signed and dated, Old Scholar Surrounded with Vanitas 
Attributes, 1668, oil on canvas, 135 x 172 cm., Lübeck, St. Annen-Museum. Attributed to 
Kneller, A Scholar in his Study, c. 1668, oil on canvas, 100 x 93 cm., Collection of Alfred and 
Isabel Bader, Milwaukee. See also Ferdinand Bol, The Astronomer, London, The National 
Gallery. 
1063 For another example that is a Japonse rock, see: attributed to Kneller, Old Man in Meditation 
or Vanitas, c. 1668, oil on canvas, 145 x 137 cm., Paris, Musée du Louvre. J. Douglas Stewart 
explains that a companion piece to this work by his brother, John Zachary Kneller existed, 
entitled The Young Student (present location unknown). Stewart, Sir Godfrey Kneller and the 
English Baroque Portrait (Oxford: Claredon Press, 1983), 4. 
1064 DeWitt, The Bader Collection: Dutch and Flemish Paintings (Kingston: Agnes Etherington 
Art Centre, 2008), 167-68, cat. 99. This painting is now on view in Kingston, see: 
http://agnes.queensu.ca/search-our-
collections/detail.php?t=objects&type=all&f=&s=Kneller&record=10 
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other small books (Fig. 133).1065 While these items are rather haphazardly placed on the table 

before the old scholar, Kneller's still life elements add to the interpretation of this figure as a 

praiseworthy scholar, committed to his work despite the inevitable transience of his remaining 

years. 

 In contrast to the genre scenes of industrious aged scholars by Kneller, Salomon Koninck 

was interested in themes of elderly scholars asleep that evoke notions of the transience of life. In 

Koninck's A Scholar in his Study (Fig. 135, n.d.), for instance, the artist draws on the traditional 

pose of sloth or laziness that is exemplified by a female allegorical figure ("luiheid") in Philips 

Galle's series of the seven deadly sins (Fig. 136).1066 Resting his head on his left palm, this 

bearded old man sits before a large bookshelf and desk piled with papers, apparently asleep, or in 

a deep meditative state with his eyes closed. While his study room does not contain overt vanitas 

symbolism, another painting that is attributed to Koninck, A Philosopher, emphasizes this 

message through the scholar's act of sleeping while resting his head on a human skull (Fig. 137, 

c. 1640- 1655).1067 Unlike the youthful student of Constantijn Verhout (Fig. 68) who smiles in 

                                                
1065 Kneller was likely a student at Leiden University c. 1660-65 (although he does not appear in 
the records of the university), and then lived in Amsterdam until he departed for Rome in 1672. 
J. Douglas Stewart, Sir Godfrey, 1-7. 
1066 c. 1635-56, oil on panel, 41 x 34 cm., Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum. Luiheid or 'Acedia', Philips 
Galle with Hieronymus Wierix, VII Peccatorum Capitalium Imagines Elegantissime… Antwerp, 
c.1563-before 1619, engraving, 187 x 136 mm., a version held in the Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam 
(RP-P-1919-2048). Compare this to the painting attributed to Rembrandt in the Corpus, vol. V, 
162, Fig. 137, An Old Man Asleep by the Fire ('Sloth), 1629, oil on panel, 51.9 x 40.8 cm., Turin, 
Galleria Sabauda (see also Corpus vol. I, A 17). While the pose of this aged figure is similar to 
Koninck's old man in A Scholar in his Study, it is notable that the Rembrandt painting does not 
contain any scholarly attributes. Instead, he is seen asleep in a chair by a fireplace.   
1067 Attributed to Salomon Koninck, c.1640-55, oil on canvas, 103.9 x 93.3 cm., Newcastle Upon 
Tyne, Laing Art Gallery. Werner Sumowski disputes this attribution, and in 1983 attributed it to 
Charles Paudiss. See Rembrandt Schüler, vol. 4 (1983), 2332, cat. 1559. I have only viewed this 
painting in reproduction (see BBC-Your Paintings, http://artuk.org). However, the model appears 
to be similar to the old man Koninck employed in The Hermit, 1643, Dresden, Staatliche 
Kunstsammlungen, Gemäldegalerie Alte Meister.  
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his slumber, avoiding his work, however, these examples of sleeping elderly scholars do not 

suggest interpretations of the sin of acedia, or luiheid. Rather, because of their advanced age, 

their dignified study rooms, and in the latter example, an overt reference to the transience of life, 

such works recall the figure of Saint Jerome and may have more to do with reflections on 

mortality and the frailty of old age. Although industriousness was widely praised by Dutch 

moralists as a virtue, early modern sources also suggest that old age brought on physical and 

mental limitations as the body approached death. Returning to a sixteenth century Ages of Man 

series by Gerard Groeningen, for example, a man at the age of ninety is stooped over, aided by 

two canes, and lead by a small boy. As the accompanying French verses describe, "When we are 

ninety years old, we remain and are less than children."1068 Weighted down by their concerns of 

posterity and reflections of life's brevity, Koninck's scholars sleep not out of sloth, but perhaps 

like very young children, out of sheer necessity to rest. As Wayne Franits has argued, the act of 

sleeping and the state of death were also often related in metaphorical capacities in early modern 

literature and art.1069 Whether Koninck's sleeping scholars are interpreted as resting figures, or as 

figures representative of (impending) death, such poses are unique to elderly figures in Dutch 

genre and suggest vanitas interpretations, with or without the direct symbolism of a human skull.  

                                                
1068 "Lors qu'aons quatre vingt et dix ans, nous resuons et sommes moins que'nfans." My 
translation. Gerard van Groeningen, likely with Hugo Favolius (writer), and likely published by 
Philips Galle, "De mens op negentigjarige leeftijd," Tien leeftijden van de mens, Antwerp, c. 
1569-75, engraving, 240 x 203 mm., a version held in the Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam (RP-P-
1908-2136).  
1069 Franits also provides an example from a seventeenth-century author, explaining, "Jan de 
Brune beispielsweise legt dar daß Schlaf und Tod Geschwister seien, die sich nur wenig 
voneinander unterscheiden," or, Jan de Brune exemplifies that sleep and death are sisters, which 
differ only slightly from one another. "Zwischen Frömmigkeit und Geiz: Das Alter in 
Genredarstellungen," in Bilder vom alten Menschen in der niederländischen und deutschen 
Kunst, 84. 
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 Bol and Van Spreeuwen similarly addressed themes of old scholars at rest, but the poses 

employed by these artists evoke notions of the sin of sloth and states of depressive melancholy in 

different manner than Koninck's sleeping figures. In an engraving by Bol entitled the Sleeping 

Philosopher, a bearded old man is seated in a well-furnished study room replete with a velvet 

curtain, a column, and objects including a bookshelf with many folios and globe (Fig. 138, 1640-

46).1070 Although he is finely dressed in a fur tabbaard and cap, this figure places one hand in his 

robe and rests his other hand--still holding a quill--on the table before him. Notably, a 

candlesnuffer remains in place on top of a candle to his left. Recalling notions of sloth, his 

gesture is similar to the "idle hands" concept previously examined in genre scenes of students. 

Moreover, the detail of the snuffed candle particularly suggest that Bol's philosopher has either 

not heeded the advice of moralists concerning rising early and going to bed early, or he has failed 

to stay awake in his pursuit of scholarship. The snuffed candle in this context thus serves as a 

vanitas allusion: pinpointing the fact that this aged scholar is losing time, and has only a few 

years remaining in his life. As such, the candle recalls a contemporary adage by Johan de Brune 

in his Banket-Werk (first edition Middelburg, 1657), "aen 't verlies van den tijd, hanght het 

verlies van de eeuwighe zaligheyd," or in the loss of time hangs the loss of salvation.1071  

 Van Spreeuwen also painted a genre scene of an old scholar in a similar pose 

(Philosopher in his Study, Fig. 139, 1645).1072 Although Van Spreeuwen's figure is awake, he 

turns his unhappy countenance toward the viewer, similar to Bol's melancholic philosopher 

(Fig.127). While this old scholar is privileged enough to occupy a private study, the closed door 

                                                
1070 Bol, Sleeping Philosopher, c. 1640-46, engraving on paper, 140 x 117 mm., a version held in 
the Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam (RP-P-BI-2001A). 
1071 Johan de Brune, "DCCXXVIII. Ledigheyt," Banket- werk van Goede Gedachten 
(Amsterdam: Jan van Duisbergh, 1658), 333.   
1072 Jacob van Spreeuwen, Philosopher in his Study, 1645. Oil on panel, 35 x 32.5 cm., 
Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum. 
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and brown palette of this scene suggest utter isolation. When combined with the figure's gesture 

of sloth and the manner in which he addresses the viewer, he appears to take no pleasure in 

scholarship, similar to Bol's negligent sleeping figure. The ultimate embodiment of these vanitas 

underpinnings in Van Spreeuwen's oeuvre, however, is found in a painting created in the same 

year, known as the Allegory of Vanitas (c. 1645 Fig. 140).1073 Rising from his chair in a sudden 

rush of despair, a bearded old man gestures at a book and raises his eyes to the heavens. 

Surrounded by copious allusions to vanitas, ranging from a painting of a boy blowing bubbles 

(homo bulla), to a human skull, musical instruments and a globe, the scholar appears to question 

his material and spiritual wealth. As David DeWitt has also observed, the seemingly out of place 

objects of weapons and a saddle likely suggest the traditional conflict between the active and the 

contemplative lifestyles.1074 Overall, Allegory of Vanitas exhibits Van Spreeuwen's familiarity 

with the studio props of Dou in his early Leiden works and serves as a detailed confrontation of 

transience by an aged scholar.1075 

 

Summary of Aged Scholar Figures in the Circle of Rembrandt 

 As this survey of popular motifs in genre paintings and prints of aged, gentleman-

scholars has revealed, artists associated with Rembrandt both during his Leiden period and after 

his move to Amsterdam produced contemplative, often melancholic scenes of aged scholars in 

their study. Likely related to concerns with posterity and the transience of life reflected upon 

during old age, these aged figures are either actively engaged in writing, quill cutting, or reading, 

                                                
1073 Oil on canvas, 60.9 x 58.4 cm., Kingston, Agnes Etherington Art Centre.  
1074 DeWitt, The Bader Collection, 289, cat. 177.  
1075 Weapons appear as studio props in some of Dou's early self-portraits, such as Dou, Artist in 
his Studio, signed, c. 1630-32, oil on panel, 59 x 43.5 cm., Private Collection, and circle of 
Rembrandt van Rijn, possibly Dou, An Artist in his Studio, c. 1630, oil on panel, 66.7 x 50.8 cm., 
New York, The Leiden Collection. 
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or found in a meditative state surrounded by objects that allude to vanitas. The typical format of 

these compositions during the 1640s--three-quarter length, resembling portraiture-- and the 

styling of elderly men in fur-lined tabbaards relates to sixteenth-century print traditions of the 

allegory of Winter. Indeed, as Wayne Franits explains, "genre paintings of the elderly were still 

something of a novelty in the middle of the [seventeenth] century"; hence artists' reliance on 

traditional imagery of old age related to humoral theory and this life stage as described in Ages 

of Man series.1076 Rembrandt's history paintings and Dou's genre paintings greatly influenced the 

clothing and scholarly trappings that characterize this theme between the 1650s and 1660s. By 

introducing erudite compositional devices, such as the staircase, as well as popularizing exotic or 

historiated dress, including the scholarly beret, Rembrandt's followers shifted the imagery of the 

aged gentleman-scholar to a more timeless figure, often found in a monumental setting. Dou's 

preference for still life elements symbolic of vanitas in scenes of scholarly men was popular and 

artists in Leiden and Amsterdam also adapted these motifs. While some artists, such as Bol and 

Van Spreeuwen, chose to convey the vices or infirmities of old age, particularly sloth and 

sleepiness, other artists, such as Kneller and Van der Pluym focused on active scholars and their 

art suggests that old age is not a deterrent to lifelong learning. As we will see, the notion of a 

continual dialogue between scholars of the present and scholars of the past is particularly 

relevant. Through an analysis of Rembrandt's painting Aristotle with a Bust of Homer (1653) and 

the topos of a conversation with the dead, the idea that scholars of all ages can be productive 

participants in a lineage of scholarly debate is argued. 

 

                                                
1076 Franits, Dutch Seventeenth-Century Genre Painting, 151. See also Franits, "Zwischen 
Frömmigkeit und Geiz: Das Alter in Genredarstellungen," in Bilder vom alten Menschen in der 
niederländischen und deutschen Kunst, 78-86.  
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Discussions with the Dead: Rembrandt's Aristotle 

 Rembrandt's 1653 painting Aristotle with a Bust of Homer evokes a timeless and 

symbolic meeting of great minds (Fig. 5).1077 Standing with his left hand near his hip, and with 

his right hand resting on the head of a bust of Homer (9th or 8th century B.C.E.), Aristotle (384-

322 B.C.E.) is a contemplative figure. Aristotle's beard is still brown, but his wrinkled forehead 

and the pouches under his eyes betray advancing age and a lifetime of weighty intellectual 

concerns. Although Aristotle embraces the effigy of the great poet, his eyes do not appear to 

study the bust. Rather, Aristotle gazes in front of him, functioning not as an interlocutor with the 

viewer, but as an introspective figure in complete solitude. Contextualized only by a few books, 

a table with a red covering, and a large curtain, Aristotle's chamber suggests the vague 

monumentality of Rembrandt's Biblical figures, as does the dignity of his historiated dress. 

Wearing a large gold chain with a portrait medallion thought to represent Alexander the Great, 

Aristotle is dressed in a dark tunic over a white linen shirt with billowing, creped sleeves, over 

which a fur-lined cape is thrown over his shoulder. He also has a dark, beret-like hat that is 

embellished underneath the brim, suggesting erudition similar to the scholarly beret in other 

examples from Rembrandt's oeuvre. As a figure immersed in thought and appareled in fanciful 

yet elegant dress, Aristotle serves as an epitome of a scholar and his interaction with the bust of 

his even more ancient counterpart in his private chamber suggests the importance of scholarly 

rapports that defy temporal and physical constraints.  

 Aristotle has inspired various interpretations over the past few decades due to the 

confusion over Bredius' earlier title of this work, Aristotle Contemplating a Bust of Homer, and 

                                                
1077 Signed and dated, oil on canvas, 143.5 x 136.5 cm., New York, Metropolitan Museum. For 
an extensive discussion with bibliography, see Walter Liedtke, Dutch Paintings in the 
Metropolitan Museum of Art, vol. II (New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art; New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 2007), 629, cat. 151. 
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questions arising from the ambiguity of archival references.1078 Commissioned by the Italian 

nobleman Don Antonio Ruffo (1610/11-1678), Rembrandt completed this work in 1653 and it 

arrived at Ruffo's newly completed palace in Messina by the summer of 1654.1079 Although the 

patron communicated his preference for a half-length figural painting by Rembrandt to the artist 

through his agents, Ruffo's earliest notation of this work in a collection inventory expresses 

confusion over the actual subject matter; some documents in the Ruffo archive refer to the figure 

as "Albertus Magnus" rather than Aristotle.1080 After receiving this work, Ruffo soon 

commissioned a companion piece from the artist Guercino (Italian, 1591-1666). The Italian artist 

provided him with a now-lost scene of a Cosmographer that Guercino, based on a sketch of 

Rembrandt's painting by another hand, interpreted as an appropriate pendant to a scene of a 

'Physiognomist.'1081 In addition to these commissions Ruffo sought two more works from 

Rembrandt, which were sent to him in July of 1661 and recorded as a painting of Alexander the 

                                                
1078 For a well-known analysis on this work, see: Julius S. Held, Rembrandt's Aristotle and Other 
Rembrandt Studies (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1969). Held's interpretation will 
be discussed more below. Bredius assigned this title to the work that is disputed for the term 
"contemplating" in The Paintings of Rembrandt (Vienna: Phaidon-Verlag, 1936), Fig. 478. The 
connection between this painting of Aristotle and the Aristotle painting mentioned in archival 
documents of Ruffo was first made in 1917 by G. J. Hoogewerff, "Rembrandt en een 
Italiaansche Maecenas," Oud Holland 35 (1917): 129-48, and most recently studied by Jeroen 
Giltaij, Ruffo en Rembrandt: over een Siciliaanse verzamelaar in de zeventiende eeuw die drie 
schilderijen by Rembrandt bestelde (Zutphen: Walburg Pers, 1999).  
1079 Liedtke, Dutch Paintings in the Metropolitan Museum of Art, 629, cat. 151. 
1080 Inventory dated September 1, 1654 describes: "Rembrandt…half-length figure of a 
philosopher by the painter named Rembrandt (it appears to be Aristotle or Albertus Magnus)." 
Liedtke, Dutch Paintings in the Metropolitan Museum of Art, 630. The subject matter of this 
work is discussed below. As Liedtke explains, "Ruffo came into contact with Rembrandt through 
his agent in Messina, Giacomo di Battista, who did business with the wealthy Amsterdam 
merchant Cornelis Gijsbertsz van Goor." Liedtke, "The Meaning of Rembrandt's Aristotle with a 
Bust of Homer," in Collected Opinions: Essays on Netherlandish Art in Honour of Alfred 
Bader,Volker Manuth and Axel Rüger, eds., (London: Paul Holberton Publishing, 2004), 72-87, 
see 75. 
1081 Guercino in a letter dated February 6, 1661, as quoted and translated in ibid., 634. Only a 
sketch of this composition survives. See: Guercino, A Cosmographer, 1660, black chalk on 
paper, 260 x 193 mm., Princeton University Art Museum, Princeton, New Jersey.  
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Great (likely lost) and a scene of Homer (fragment, Mauritshuis, The Hague, Fig. 141).1082 

Despite the contemporaneous nature of Ruffo's commissions, however, Rembrandt's Aristotle 

was conceived independently by the artist and offers little support to this group of subsequent 

works in terms of interpretation. Indeed, as Julius Held argues in his seminal 1969 study, "any 

careful reading of the [archival] documents must result in the conclusion that at the time 

Rembrandt began the Aristotle there was no plan for an enlarged program….it is therefore 

justifiable to deal with the New York canvas alone."1083 Agreeing with Held, my interest in 

Rembrandt's Aristotle pertains to an analysis of this painting as an independent composition.  

 Undoubtedly, Rembrandt's Aristotle is open to a wide array of interpretations because of 

the historical importance of this subject and the virtuoso mature style of Rembrandt. Although 

Held was not the first scholar to consider Aristotle, his essay is one of the most in-depth studies 

to date. He persuasively argues that the figure of Aristotle does not directly regard the bust of 

Homer, but that his attention is divided between weighing the meaning of the chain with its 

medallion, possibly representing Alexander the Great (symbolic of worldly wealth and servitude 

as a gift of Alexander to his teacher) and that of the bust (referencing Homer's teachings and 

enduring fame). Building on Held's interpretation, Walter Liedtke similarly advances the 

argument that Aristotle does not actually look at the bust.1084 Liedtke adds to the discussion by 

                                                
1082 The works were incomplete and sent for the patron's approval. For the painting of Homer, 
see Homerus, 1663, oil on canvas, 107 x 82 cm., The Hague, Mauritshuis. It was formerly 
suggested by G. J. Hoogewerff (1917), and Christopher Brown and Ashok Roy (1992), that the 
Alexander painting was the painting now in the Art Gallery and Museum collection, Glasgow, 
Rembrandt, Man in Armor, 147.5 x 104.5 cm. However, as Liedtke demonstrates, a more 
recently published inventory describes the three Rembrandt paintings still in Italy in 1783, when 
the Man in Armor arrived in England by 1764. Liedtke, Dutch Paintings in the Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, 634. 
1083 Held, Rembrandt's Aristotle and Other Rembrandt Studies, 12. 
1084 Liedtke, Dutch Paintings in the Metropolitan Museum of Art, cat. 151. See also Liedtke, 
"The Meaning of Rembrandt's Aristotle with a Bust of Homer," in Collected Opinions. 
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questioning Rembrandt's choice of this subject in a painting intended for export, offering 

historical clarifications of the archival documents and by suggesting how Aristotle's gestures 

support the notions of inner vision, contemplation, and philosophy. Paul Crenshaw, however, 

argued in 2000 that the main figure should be identified as Alexander's court painter Apelles, not 

Aristotle, and he interprets the work in the context of a paragone between art and poetry.1085 In 

her 2008 Ph.D. dissertation Martha Gyllenhaal similarly contends that Rembrandt invokes a 

paragone "as a demonstration of the superiority of painting over sculpture."1086 Most recently in 

2016, Joanna Sheers Seidenstein evaluates Aristotle in the context of the 'Longinian sublime' that 

is evoked by Franciscus Junius in his De pictura veterum (1637).1087 While Seidenstein does not 

suggest this was a source for Rembrandt, her interpretation promotes Aristotle as a figure who 

recognizes the insignificance of his theoretical knowledge in the face of innate genius, 

represented by the bust of Homer. The deliberately ambiguous identification of the portrait 

medallion (Minerva or Alexander the Great) and the symbolism of the gold chain adds to her 

argument, as this ornament signifies the need to "bind" oneself to natural gifts over arbitrary 

rules in art and literature.1088 While the lengthy provenance and the history of disputed 

interpretations of this piece clearly warrant a larger study, my discussion in this section is limited 

to Rembrandt's choice of subject matter within the pictorial convention of scholars. In particular, 

I will consider Aristotle's acts of sight and the importance of touch and hearing in this painting 

                                                
1085 Paul S. Crenshaw, "Rembrandt's Bankruptcy," Ph.D. diss., New York University (2000), 
230. 
1086 Gyllenhaal's emphasis. Gyllenhaal, "Rembrandt's Artful Use of Statues and Casts: New 
Insights into His Studio Practices and Working Methods," Ph.D. diss., Temple University, 2008. 
See especially Chapter 4, "Rembrandt and Paragone," 121-132. 
1087 Joanna Sheers Seidenstein, “Grace, Genius, and the Longinian Sublime in Rembrandt’s 
Aristotle with a Bust of Homer,” JHNA 8:2 (Summer 2016), 1-22, DOI: 10.5092/jhna.2016.8.2.5. 
1088 Seidenstein, “Grace, Genius, and the Longinian Sublime in Rembrandt’s Aristotle with a 
Bust of Homer,” 2. 
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based on early modern notions of the hierarchy of these senses that have origins in 

Aristotelianism. By these means, I will suggest that certain formal and conceptual aspects of this 

work are relevant to the concept of a timeless conversation between scholars of the past and 

scholars of the present. My interpretation of Rembrandt's Aristotle therefore centers on this 

relationship of the scholars, which as I have noted, is also emphasized in other early modern 

sources, particularly in the commentary of Machiavelli and in the poem by Hondius that 

accompanies the print of The Scholar in his Study.  

 

Rembrandt's Choice of Subject Matter: A Philosopher 

 Rembrandt's Aristotle was a commissioned work of art, but archival documents indicate 

that the patron Ruffo left the choice of the subject matter entirely up to the artist.1089 Indeed, a 

document described the painting on September 1, 1654, soon after its arrival in Italy, as 

"Rembrandt…half-length figure of a philosopher by the painter named Rembrandt (it appears to 

be Aristotle or Albertus Magnus)."1090 But did Rembrandt really depict this "philosopher" in such 

generic terms that Ruffo surmised it might be the Greek philosopher Aristotle, or possibly 

Magnus (1206-1280), the German theologian and commentator on Aristotle? What sources did 

the artist model his figure and the bust after? A central problem for the patron, as well as 

Guercino, was the identification of the bust in the painting as a depiction of Homer.1091 

Moreover, as Liedtke reflects, Ruffo appears not to have been interested in creating an 

intellectual pairing of subjects; rather, he sought paintings that complimented his larger 

                                                
1089 Ruffo did not specify a philosopher as a subject, as previously assumed, nor did he have a 
particular interest in philosopher paintings in his collection before the 1660s. Liedtke,"The 
Meaning of Rembrandt's Aristotle with a Bust of Homer," 76. 
1090 Liedtke, Dutch Paintings in the Metropolitan Museum of Art, 630.  
1091 Ibid., 635. 
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decorative agenda.1092 Whatever problems Ruffo had in interpreting Rembrandt's work, it is 

important to note that the artist chose a subject that a wealthy, learned foreign humanist would 

likely appreciate, and even if the exact identity beyond "a philosopher" was not recognized by 

Ruffo, the patron's assumptions that the figure was Aristotle or Albertus Magnus were not 

wholly discordant with Rembrandt's theme. In fact, Magnus' lengthy study of and commentary 

on Aristotle's philosophy make this confusion plausible.1093  

 Interestingly, Rembrandt's "philosopher" figure and his costume are not entirely products 

of the artist's imagination, nor out of keeping with his history paintings. As previous scholars 

have delineated, Rembrandt based the figure of Aristotle on both a bust and, most likely, the 

countenance of a live model. When Rembrandt's possessions were inventoried in 1656 at the 

time of his bankruptcy, he was known to own busts of Socrates, Homer, and Aristotle.1094 These 

busts were likely displayed together on a shelf in his schatkamer (collection of curiosities) that 

also included statues of Roman emperors, Japanese weapons, and various naturalia.1095 While no 

actual portraits of Aristotle survive from antiquity, the plaster bust Rembrandt owned was likely 

a copy after a Renaissance sculpture that suggested his features included long hair and a full 

                                                
1092 Ibid., 633. 
1093 Liedtke especially questions the connections between Aristotle and Saint Albertus' life and 
scholarship of translating Aristotle. See Dutch Paintings in the Metropolitan Museum of Art, 
638. 
1094 See Gemeentearchief Amsterdam, Arch. nr. 5072, inv. nr. 364, fol. 29-38v, dd 25 and 26 
July 1656; transcribed as "Appendix 2" by Jaap van der Veen in Rembrandts Schatkamer, Bob 
van den Boogert, ed., with Ben Broos, Roelof van Gelder and Jaap van der Veen (Zwolle: 
Waanders; Amsterdam: Museum het Rembrandthuis, 1999), 150, nr. 162-164. Also available in 
English: Rembrandt's Treasures (Zwolle: Waanders; Amsterdam: Museum het Rembrandthuis, 
1999). 
1095 Ibid. See also the Frick Museum Montias Database online, inventory 1262, Rembrandt van 
Rijn, July 26, 1656, lot nr. 0122, 0123, and 0124, 
http://research.frick.org/montias/browserecordxl.php?-action=browse&-recid=2463. 
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beard.1096 This bust of Aristotle was well known, albeit not based on a known portrait from life, 

in contrast to the known Hellenistic portrait bust of Homer that was based on a portrait from life, 

of which Rembrandt owned in a copy.1097 The live model that Rembrandt employed for Aristotle 

resembles the bust prototype and appears to be the same person who modeled for a tronie he 

painted in the late 1650s (A Bearded Man in a Cap, The National Gallery, London).1098 In 

addition to his practice of repeating a model for various tronies and history paintings, 

Rembrandt's choice of clothing for this "philosopher" figure is also characteristic of his oeuvre. 

As previously stated, De Winkel describes Rembrandt's use of a beret-like hat, a cloak, and a 

golden chain as elements that characterize the historicized nature of his costumes in self-portraits 

from the 1620s to the 1630s, which grew to be more elaborate and perhaps accurate by the next 

decade.1099 These elements take on slightly different appearances when Rembrandt employs 

them in his history paintings, such as the thin golden chain worn by Lucretia (1666, Minneapolis 

Institute of Art), but such commonalities exemplify Rembrandt's practice of 

"transmut[ing]…clothing into something above time by obscuring or removing details and 

adding fanciful elements such as…Renaissance gold chains," as De Winkel has argued.1100 

                                                
1096 Liedtke, "The Meaning of Rembrandt's Aristotle with a Bust of Homer," 76. 
1097 Ibid. See the Hellenistic head of Homer, Boston, Museum of Fine Arts. 
1098 Signed and dated, late 1650s (possibly 1657), oil on canvas, 78 x 66.7 cm., London, The 
National Gallery. 
1099 De Winkel, "Rembrandt's clothes-Dress and Meaning in his Self Portraits," in Corpus of 
Rembrandt Paintings vol. 4 (2005), 45-87, see 61. 
1100 De Winkel, Fashion and Fancy, 21. Although not a portrait of an artist, the gold chain worn 
by Aristotle suggests a traditional attribute of the Pictor doctus, or the learned scholarly-artist 
who is honored by patrons with a chain in recognition of his humanist and artistic skills. A 
famous contemporary example is Rubens and his courtly patronage. This topos relates back to 
Horace's Ars Poetica and is contrasted with the crude figure of the Pictor vulgaris. Marieke de 
Winkel, however, argues that the chain is found in a variety of contexts in Rembrandt's oeuvre in 
addition to self-portraiture, so it may not be a specific reference to his status as an artist, nor did 
Rembrandt ever appear to receive such a chain. De Winkel,"Rembrandt's clothes-Dress and 
Meaning in his Self Portraits," 63.  
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While I am not dismissing the relevance of the on-going debate over Aristotle's garments and the 

speculations over the meaning of his golden chain, it is important to not overlook the general 

prevalence of such materials in Rembrandt's other paintings. Aristotle's clothing is admittedly 

elaborate and unique, but his scholarly beret and meditative pose, along with the obscure but 

elevated interior setting suggest the trope of the scholar, whether viewers interpret this figure as 

Aristotle, or as a generic image of a dignified, learned philosopher. 

 

Sight, Touch, and Hearing in the Relationship of Aristotle and the Bust of Homer 

 Beyond the figure's clothing, one of the most frequently discussed aspects of Rembrandt's 

Aristotle is the role of sight in this composition: Aristotle appears to be contemplating the bust of 

Homer while not actually looking at the object itself. In agreement with Held, the largest 

iconographic issue is that many scholars suggest that Aristotle is looking Homer and they fail to 

clarify "the specific nature of the confrontation" of the graven portrait and the living man.1101 In 

my opinion, Aristotle does not physically regard the bust of Homer, but his 'sight' is still 

metaphorically engaged with this object, and by extension, the philosophy of the person 

represented by the bust. As Margaret Deutsch Carroll has similarly observed about Rembrandt's 

learned saints in paintings such as Saint Paul in Prison (Fig. 112), the function of books in these 

scenes is comparable to that of the bust in Aristotle's possession. For example, in Rembrandt's 

painting Saint Paul grasps the book in his lap and looks into the distance, signaling his profound 

reflection over the Bible. As Carroll contends, "such is the prestige of the book… that it would 

never occur to us to doubt that these thinkers look away from their books in order to reflect upon 

                                                
1101 Held, Rembrandt's Aristotle and Other Rembrandt Studies, 4. 
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their meaning."1102 Perhaps similar to the metaphysical vision of the Canon Joris van der Paele 

that is symbolized by his removed glasses in Van Eyck's portrait (Fig. 48), Aristotle experiences 

a form of vision that transcends physical sight. Isolated in a dark chamber, enveloped by 

shadows, the philosopher is an interiorized person whose undirected line of sight suggests his 

engagement with an inner vision that could be inspired by the bust of Homer, and, at the same 

time (or in consequence), by larger philosophical concerns.   

 Rembrandt's relationship of the figure to the bust also argues against interpretations as an 

allegorical scene of the sense of touch, or viewing the bust as a generic attribute of learning. 

Unlike various Flemish and Dutch series of the five senses in which sculpture often factors in 

scenes of 'touch,' the bust of Homer is an object with which Aristotle interacts in a different 

manner.1103 Aristotle's physical proximity to Homer and his act of touching the bust, which will 

be discussed more below, foster an important personal relationship between the two figures that 

metaphorically and compositionally links their two minds. While painters such as Rubens also 

include sculptural busts in portraiture of learned men to suggest their erudition and affinity with 

classical scholars, this convention does not typically feature men interacting with these objects in 

such a tactile way.1104 For example, in The Four Philosophers (c. 1614, Florence, Palazzo Pitti), 

                                                
1102 Carroll, "Rembrandt's 'Aristotle': Exemplary Beholder," Artibus et Historiae 5, nr. 10 (1984): 
35-56, see 38-39. 
1103 For a typical allegory of the five senses in one painting, see: Theodore Rombouts, Allegory 
of the Five Senses, c. 1632, oil on canvas, 207 x 288 cm., Ghent, Museum voor Schone Kunsten. 
In this example, sight wears eyeglasses and holds a mirror, while the blind figure of touch 
handles fragments of sculpture.  
1104 Portraits of collectors formed a similar convention in the Italian Renaissance. For instance, in 
Titian's portrait of Jacopo da Strada (c. 1567-68, Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna) Jacopo 
holds (but does not regard) a statuette of a Venus figure with both hands, and a sculptural 
fragment of a torso is found nearby on his table. As Geraldine A. Johnson argues, such images of 
collectors "[problematize] essentially ocularcentric models of reception," but suggest the sensory 
appeal of art objects found in the studiolo of Italian elites, famously including Isabella d'Este. 
Johnson, "In the Hand of the Beholder: Isabella d'Este and the Sensual Allure of Sculpture," in 
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Rubens portrays himself and three fellow humanist scholars seated at a table with their backs 

turned to a bust of Seneca that is located in an architectural niche. The lack of direct engagement 

between the men and the bust suggests its interpretation as an attribute of Stoic philosophy in 

particular, and of learning in general. In contrast, in Rembrandt's Aristotle the bust of Homer is 

neither a decoration of the study, nor simply attribute of learning or the sense of touch, because 

the interaction between the man and the bust portrait is more immediate and complex.  

  The fact that touch plays a more significant role in this composition than physical sight is 

reinforced by the manner in which Aristotle fingers the chain with his left hand, and more 

overtly, through his reverent placement of his palm on the head of Homer. As Held has 

convincingly argued, the two motifs-- the bust and the golden chain-- are visually and 

metaphorically linked by the opposing placement of Aristotle's hands. The diagonal of the chain 

connects the body of Aristotle to the effigy of the poet, also reinforcing the connection of the 

figures to Aristotle's golden ornament and medallion.1105 Although Liedtke contests Held on this 

matter, I agree with Held in that the disparate actions of the figure's hands are relevant to each 

other.1106 Echoing the classic motif of balancing a pair of scales, the philosopher appears to be 

                                                                                                                                                       
Sense and the Senses in Early Modern Art and Cultural Practice, Alice E. Sanger and Siv Tove 
Kulbrandstand Walker, eds., (Farnham: Ashgate Publishing Ltd., 2012), 183-198, see 183. In my 
opinion, this portrait convention does not suggest the same intellectual-psychological connection 
as Aristotle and the bust of Homer. Rather, it appears that these figures engage in pleasurable 
acts of multi-sensory, but particularly tactile, connoisseurship with statues that suggest the sitter's 
wealth and general Humanist education.  
1105 Agreeing with Held, I believe this portrait medallion likely represents Alexander the Great. 
As such, it is tenuous to suggest that the chain relates to the metaphor of the so-called "golden 
chain of Homer." As Held argues, "…the golden chain of Homer…can hardly be associated with 
a chain actually worn by a human being and made even more concrete and specific by a portrait 
medal suspended from it." Rembrandt's Aristotle and Other Rembrandt Studies, 33. 
1106 Liedtke mainly contests this notion in his questioning of how Ruffo might have interpreted 
the work. As he explains, "perhaps Held goes too far when he refers to the 'age old pictorial 
conventions' of placing the 'right hand, favored in theology, symbolism, and ceremonial,' on the 
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contemplating whether to place the spiritual or moral over the material or physical; his decision 

in favor of the spiritual is indicated by the fact that Aristotle touches Homer with his right hand, 

and the chain with his left. More importantly, the reverent manner in which Aristotle embraces 

the bust recalls acts of blessing, as exemplified in Rembrandt's 1656 painting Jacob Blessing the 

Children of Joseph (Gemäldegalerie, Kassel).1107 Here, the elderly and nearly blind patriarch 

Jacob touches the head of Joseph's youngest son, Ephraim, bestowing his blessing with his right 

hand in a gesture that is quite similar to Aristotle's. Finally, as we have previously considered in 

representations of Saint Jerome holding a skull, the sense of touch similarly plays an important 

role in history paintings of saints who muse over transience and their faith (Fig. 26), as well as in 

genre scenes of aged scholars who ponder their own mortality and the vanity of worldly 

possessions (Fig. 137). The connotations of touch are thus more than just physical: the manner in 

which Rembrandt's figure interacts with the bust and the chain suggests reflection and 

contemplation on larger issues than the scholar's immediate surroundings and possessions.1108  

 The relationship of Aristotle and Homer thus suggests metaphorical sight (or insight), the 

inspirational powers of touch, and, as I will argue, perhaps even the sense of hearing, similar to 

Aristotelian notions of the primacy of this sense in relaying wisdom. As Liedtke has astutely 

                                                                                                                                                       
bust of Homer, and raising that hand into the light, whereas the left (sinister) falls into shadow." 
Dutch Paintings in the Metropolitan Museum of Art, 636.  
1107 As Michael Zell explains the significance of this scene from the Old Testament (Genesis 48), 
the dying Jacob gives his youngest grandson a blessing, which is reserved traditionally for the 
eldest grandson. Jacob thus "insists on transferring Manasseh's birthright to Ephraim…" and 
predicts that Ephraim will be the "progenitor" of a great lineage. Zell, Reframing Rembrandt: 
Jews and the Christian Image in Seventeenth-Century Amsterdam (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 2002), 162.  
1108 Although I reached this conclusion of the significance of touch between Aristotle and Homer 
and the convention of Saint Jerome independently, I acknowledge Held's articulate discussion of 
this matter. Pointing to similar scenes of Mary Magdalen with a skull, Held explains: "if it is 
true…that in pictures of this kind the busts were substitutions for skulls…both paintings share a 
common ancestry. The somber mood of the popular vanitas tradition, indeed, surely reverberates 
in Rembrandt's painting." Rembrandt's Aristotle and Other Rembrandt Studies, 29-32. 
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observed, entertaining the ways in which the artist might have reflected on the words of Aristotle 

is germane to interpreting this work, as well as considering the manner in which he represents 

Homer elsewhere in his oeuvre. Pointing to the two other known representations of Homer by 

Rembrandt-- the Mauritshuis painting fragment commissioned by Ruffo (Fig. 141, 1663) and a 

drawing found in the album amicorum of Jan Six (1652)--Liedtke argues that Homer is 

importantly shown speaking to audiences and scribes in both versions.1109 Rembrandt may have 

been inspired to depict Homer in this manner by the translated biographies of Homer, the earliest 

of which was Dirk Volckertsz. Coornhert's introduction to his 1561 Dutch translation of the 

Odyssey.1110 As Amy Golahny explains, several additional sources were published in the 

seventeenth century: G. van Staveren's introduction to a 1651 translation of the Odyssey; J. H. 

Glazemaker's introduction to a prose version of the Iliad in 1658; and Olfert Dapper's life of 

Homer in a translation of Herodotus' Histories in 1665.1111 Another possible source of 

inspiration for Rembrandt may have been biographies of Aristotle that concerned his tutelage of 

Alexander (including the curriculum of Homer's works), or Aristotle's own words. As Golahny 

explains, "Aristotle's ideas and Alexander's deeds were well integrated into the vernacular 

culture " in the Dutch Republic, and Rembrandt's Latin school education might have also 

included "the writings of Aristotle and the Life of Alexander (by Curtius or Plutarch) …for they 

                                                
1109 The painting once contained two scribe (or student) figures that listen to Homer's words 
(signaled by his open mouth). Rembrandt, Homer Reciting His Verses, 1652, Amsterdam, Six 
Foundation. See the discussion of this work and Aristotle by Jonathan Bikker, "Contemplation," 
in Bikker, Gegor J. M. Weber, Marjorie Wieseman and Erik Hinterding, Rembrandt: The Late 
Works (London: National Gallery Company Ltd., 2014), 215-233.  
1110 Homer, Deerste twaelf boecken Odysseae, dat is, De dolinghe van Vlysse… D. V. Coornhert, 
trans., (Haarlem: 1561 and 1607). Amy Golahny, Rembrandt's Reading: the Artist's Bookshelf of 
Ancient Poetry and History, (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2003), 125.  
1111 Golahny, Rembrandt's Reading, Ibid. Homer, Odyssey, G. van Staveren (Amsterdam: 1651); 
Homer, Iliad, J. H. Glazemaker, trans., (Amsterdam: 1658); Herodotus, Negen Boeken der 
Historien, Gezegt de Musen…, O. Dapper, trans., (Amserdam: 1665).    
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are listed in the ideal 1625 curriculum."1112 The extent of Rembrandt's familiarity with these 

primary and secondary sources is unknown beyond a few drawings that he created which derive 

from the Odyssey and possibly Homer's biography.1113 However, in the context of this analysis of 

Aristotle, it is important that the artist repeatedly depicts the blind Homer in the act of speaking, 

which by extension, suggests his audience attains the poet's wisdom by hearing his words.  

 Although Rembrandt's familiarity with Homer's and Aristotle's writings is somewhat 

speculative, a connection between his speaking representations of Homer and the bust's role as a 

(silent) participant in a scholarly dialogue is found in Aristotle's notions on hearing. As Alice E. 

Sanger and Siv Tove Kulbrandstand Walker describe, serial and hierarchical notions of the five 

senses originated in antiquity and are often employed in early modern European contexts to draw 

analogies between the macrocosm and the microcosm of the world.1114 The authors explain that 

Aristotle's De anima (c. 350 B.C.E.) particularly promotes the order of the human senses, 

aligning the placement of the organ from the head downwards and its place in the hierarchy.1115 

Despite the ordering of the senses from sight to touch, it is notable that each sense was 

"configured as separate and cooperative," as Sanger and Walker observe.1116 In addition to De 

anima, a particular passage from Aristotle's first section of Parva Naturalia ("On sense and 

sensible objects") discusses the importance of the senses of sight and hearing.1117 Related to my 

                                                
1112 Ibid., 128. 
1113 For example, Golahny points to the c. 1640 drawing by Rembrandt of Mars and Venus 
Caught in Vulcan's Net that reflects an episode of the Odyssey. Ibid., 115, Fig. 26. Concerning 
biographic scenes, see the discussion of Jan Six' album amicorum drawing below. 
1114 Alice E. Sanger and Siv Tove Kulbrandstand Walker, "Introduction: Making Sense of the 
Senses," in Sense and the Senses in Early Modern Art and Cultural Practice, 1-18, see 3. 
1115 Sanger and Walker, "Introduction: Making Sense of the Senses," in Sense and the Senses in 
Early Modern Art and Cultural Practice, 3. 
1116 Ibid., 3. 
1117 Liedtke employs this passage in support of his argument that Rembrandt could have reflected 
upon Aristotle's words on the senses of sight and hearing in his creation of the Jan Six album 
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interpretation of the role of hearing in the early modern literary, and as I will argue, visual, 

convention of a timeless scholarly rapport, Aristotle observes: 

Of these [human] faculties, for the mere necessities of life and in itself, sight is 
the more important, but for the mind…hearing is the more important….hearing 
makes the largest contribution to wisdom. For discourse, which is the cause of 
learning, is so because it is audible…. Consequently, of those who have been 
deprived of one sense or the other from birth, the blind are more intelligent than 
the deaf and the dumb.1118 
 

Playing on tropes of blindness, Rembrandt's Aristotle also draws on notions of the primacy of the 

other senses. Homer, a poet who went blind, is related to Aristotle in Rembrandt's composition 

because he can only engage a metaphorical sense of sight, rather than a physical one. Like the 

insensible object (the bust) and the limited senses of the blind man it represents, Aristotle 

appears to be just as 'blind' to his physical surroundings. Although the two figures are not linked 

by actual sight, Rembrandt fosters a relationship through touch. With his gesture of extreme 

reverence, Aristotle's right hand links the minds of the two scholars. Observing this connection, 

Carl Neumann suggested in his 1924 compendium of Rembrandt's oeuvre that the figures engage 

in a "silent dialogue."1119 Although I disagree with Neumann that Aristotle looks at Homer as he 

'talks' with the bust, the notion of a "silent dialogue" offers an interesting, alternate interpretation 

of this scene.1120 While I would suggest that perhaps the dialogue is not limited to the two figures 

                                                                                                                                                       
drawing of Homer. This provides grounds for his larger conclusion. As Liedtke argues, 
"…Rembrandt created a compelling portrait of Aristotle by emulating Homer: he concentrates on 
the figure's character and presents him in a revealing moment, touching without feeling, seeing 
without looking, his senses suspended by thought." Dutch Paintings in the Metropolitan Museum 
of Art, 642-43. 
1118 Aristotle, On the Soul; Parva naturalia; On Breath, W. S. Hett, trans., Loeb Classical 
Library 288 (Cambridge, M.A.: Harvard University Press, 1986), 219.  
1119 "Niemand vermag diese stille zwiesprache zu deuten." Neumann, Rembrandt, vol. 2 
(Munich: F. Bruckmann, 1924), 535. Held notes that Otto Benesch reiterates this idea years later. 
See: Benesch, "Rembrandt and Ancient History," Art Quarterly 22 (1959): 308-333, 309 ff.  
1120 Neuman suggests Aristole's eyes rest on the bust of the poet: "…dessen blick so dumpf auf 
der Büste des alten Poeten ruht." Ibid. 
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present in this work--rather, as I will conclude, Aristotle is a type of figure that participates in a 

larger historical rapport with scholars from the past-- Rembrandt's painting suggests a scholarly 

"discourse" that is not bound by temporal constraints, limitations of sight, nor even the 

requirement of audible words.  

 For this innovative composition, Rembrandt appears to draw on a body of early modern 

sources that pertain to scholarly wisdom gained through oral or written dialogues with 

intellectual predecessors. Indeed, as we have seen in Chapter Five, Machiavelli expresses a very 

similar situation when he holds 'conversations' with ancient scholars in his study. Writing in 

1513, Machiavelli explains: 

When evening comes, I return home and go into my study. On the threshold I 
strip off my muddy, sweaty, workday clothes, and put on the robes of court and 
palace, and in this graver dress I enter the antique courts of the ancients and am 
welcomed by them, and there I taste the food that alone is mine, and for which I 
was born. And there I make bold to speak to them and ask the motives of their 
actions, and they, in their humanity, reply to me. And for the space of four hours I 
forget the world, remember not vexation, fear poverty no more, tremble no more 
at death: I pass indeed into their world.1121 

 
Similar to the Ludovicus Hondius poem that accompanies prints of The Scholar in his Study, and 

as I argue, to Rembrandt's Aristotle, Machiavelli feels welcomed by scholars of the past to ask 

questions about their "motives and actions," to which these sages, "in their humanity," supply 

answers. As Hondius' poem reiterates, the scholar in his study is similarly accompanied by 

"Prophets; Philosophers and Poets" and "Greeks and Hebrews," all while sitting alone with his 

books.1122 Without "taking one step," the scholar is able to exchange ideas. As the narrator 

emphasizes the value of this privilege: "if I inquire of one such tutor each is able to instruct me; 

                                                
1121 My emphasis. In a letter addressed to Francesco Vettori, The Literary Works of Machiavelli, 
edited and translated by J. R. Hale (London, New York, and Toronto: Oxford University Press, 
1961), 139, dated 10 December 1513.  
1122 See the transcription and translation of the poem in the Appendix, poem A. 
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if I inquire not, they are silent; no-one speaks except to answer." Visually, this idea is reinforced 

by means of the unoccupied, inviting chair placed before the scholar's worktable (Fig. 53). 

Perhaps similar to Rembrandt's Two Old Men Disputing (Fig. 116) the Van Dagen scholar 

imagines a close and fruitful companionship with a fellow scholar by means of the text in his 

hand. The notion of a communion with scholars of the past is thus a resonant idea. Not only is 

Hondius' poem complementary to Rembrandt's figures and Machiavelli's notion of a silent 

dialogue, but similar to Aristotle's own words, joyful conversations with esteemed men are a 

means of traversing the path to true wisdom, because "discourse," after all, "…is the cause of 

learning…" 

 Taking a final look at this topic, the autobiographical writings of Rembrandt's 

contemporary, Constantijn Huygens, reveal a strikingly similar conception of his scholarly 

engagement with figures of the past.1123 In Cluys-werk ('Work from the Hermitage,' 1683), 

Huygens includes a lengthy poem in which he describes his daily routine. Like Machiavelli, the 

most enjoyable part of Huygens' day comes in the evening when he is able to converse with "die 

dooden," or "the dead," by which he means his books.1124 Indeed, as Huygens writes, "peasants" 

would be "amazed" by the fact that he is able to hold discussions in this manner. As he explains: 

…the people who talk to me have neither soul nor body. When I feel like 
listening, those who preach to me are wise; those who make me happy and cause 
me to laugh are fools; those who spell out to me all that went on in centuries long 
gone are old heads. They are artists whom I don't need to excuse. I command 
them to speak to me and they explain what is essential to their knowledge. These 
corpses I keep entombed in a cemetery […] I can be found and sought incessantly 
among these dead (I am talking about my books, as you will know). And only 

                                                
1123 Constantijn Huygens, Cluys-werck, in De gedichten van Constantijn Huygens, naar zijn 
handschrift uitgegeven, ed. J. A. Worp (Groningen: J. B. Wolters, 1898), vol. 8 (1671-87), 317-, 
lines 370-88. Accessed through DBNL, 
http://www.dbnl.org/tekst/huyg001jawo16_01/huyg001jawo16_01_0013.php?q=botten%20boer
#1180 
1124 Ibid., line 385. 
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now I cling to them with so much fervor as though I had been fasting for them 
throughout my long, long life.1125 
 

As Jürgen Pieters has observed, the topos that Huygens evokes in this passage is historically well 

established. It is a tradition that Pieters explains is based on "the cultural resonance of the idea 

that the past continues to live on in its textual remains--and even more intensely in its literary 

remains."1126 Whether communing with past scholars through the means of books, as in Huygens' 

case, or by means of a portrait bust, as in Rembrandt's Aristotle, the idea of an on-going dialogue 

with scholars who are memorialized in their own texts and their own effigies was recurrent in 

early modern sources. As we have seen in art, the traditional placement of an author's portrait 

before his own text (figs. 30-34) functions in a similar fashion: the likeness of the writer serves 

as an effigy of the individual alongside his textual presence. By engaging in a "silent dialogue" 

with textual and visual representations of past scholars, living scholars give voice to their 

predecessors, while furthering their own knowledge by questioning these sources. Whether 

pursuing knowledge at a young age, or in the advanced years of life, then, this trope suggests that 

scholars of all ages have access to scholars beyond the grave and, moreover, all scholars are 

invited to participate in this historical dialogue.  

 

Conclusion: Memorializing the Scholar and Themes of Aged Gentleman-Scholars in Dutch 

Genre Painting 

 On March 22, 1649, funerary procession of the renowned professor and academician 

Gerard Vossius took a special detour to the gates of the Amsterdam Athenaeum Illustre en route 

                                                
1125 Ibid., translation by Jürgen Pieters, Speaking with the Dead: Explorations in Literature and 
History (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2005), 38.  
1126 Pieters, Speaking with the Dead, 18. 
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to his burial at the Nieuwe Kerk.1127 Commemorating the life and bemoaning the loss of this 

intellectual, Jan Vos (1610-1667) describes the symbolic importance of this pause in a poem. 

Addressing the pallbearers of Vossius, the poet declares: 

One need seek for Vossius no tomb of stone 
The corpse went far enough, take down the coffin here. 
Bury him in this School, in the midst of the books 
So rests that great Intellect in a more glorious tomb 
Than that one sees rise to the stars by the Nile 
Because that’s made of stone, and this of the brain of the Wise One.1128  
 

As Vos describes, the most appropriate tomb for Vossius is one constructed of books in an 

academic institution. Not even the great pyramids of Egypt would be better, because this more 

humble funerary monument signifies Vossius' lifetime of scholastic achievements. As such, this 

"glorious tomb" compares to the welcome confines of the scholar's study. Instead of being 

surrounded by cold stone in a church for all of eternity, Vos delineates an immortal and 

comforting book-lined study chamber in which Vossius--"that great Intellect"-- can continue his 

conversations with the dead and even reach out beyond the grave to living scholars of the future 

by means of his words.      

* * * 

 This chapter considered themes of scholarly old age in Dutch seventeenth-century genre 

imagery by paying particular attention to Rembrandt and his circle. While the act of studying 

seems contradictory to the faculties and interests of old age, aspects of Dutch art and culture 

                                                
1127 Vossius died on March 17, 1649. 
1128 My translation with the assistance of Dr. Stephanie Dickey. Jan Vos, Alle de Gedichten van 
den Poeet Jan Vos, edited and published by Jacob Lescaille (Amsterdam: Jacob Lescaille, 1662), 
722. First published in Verscheide Nederduytsche Gedichten, I (Amsterdam: Lodewijck 
Spillebout, 1651), "Aen de Lyckdraers van den Heer Professor Gerardus Vossius voor de 
Doorluchtige Schole van Amsterdam,"62. For the original Dutch verses, see the Appendix, poem 
E.  
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from this time suggest that positive images of dedicated scholars were predominant over those 

that concerned the comedic vices of the elderly and the unsocial tendencies of a life dedicated to 

study. Rembrandt and Lievens greatly shaped this tradition in the 1630s when they collaborated 

in Leiden produced history paintings of dignified old men in the guise of Biblical subjects and 

used old models for tronie paintings. Rembrandt's pupil Dou was influenced by his fellow artists 

in Leiden and himself fostered an ongoing tradition there, importantly transferring qualities of 

history painting to genre scenes in which his aged scholars are characterized by his use of vanitas 

props that suggest scholarly concerns of transience and worldly vanity. By the 1640s, 

Rembrandt's interest in historiated costume, particularly the scholarly beret, and monumentalized 

architecture further shaped the prototypical image of the aged scholar. Motifs such as the 

column, signifying erudition, and the staircase, connoting scholarly solitude and wisdom, were 

widely adapted by his pupils and followers. As a result, the aged gentleman-scholar emerges by 

the 1650s as a dignified, timeless individual who is devoted to either active or meditative 

scholarly concerns.  

 This chapter is focused on Rembrandt and his circle because they were largely 

responsible for developing this pictorial theme. Most often, aged gentleman-scholars are found 

writing, reading, or cutting quills in genre paintings and prints. At other times, genre artists 

suggest the mental and spiritual reflection that is associated with these wise figures. While 

certain artists including Bol imply the vices of sloth and sleeping, other artists, such as Koninck 

employed poses of sleep and contemplation to suggest the end of life concerns that occupy aged 

scholars. Underlying connections tie these images to the allegory of Winter and elderly figures 

who descend the staircases of life in Ages of Man print series. By the 1660s, the majority of aged 

scholars are united by their exoticized aspects of dress (often in addition to or as a supplement 
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for the scholarly tabbaard). The solitary nature of these figures is also characteristic of the aged 

subject, along with the prevalence of compositions that suggest more generalized or timeless 

settings than those depicted for scholars in the prime of life and students, as seen in chapters four 

and five. Finally, vanitas imagery is also consistently associated with the aged scholar figure. 

Contemplation over posterity and death is thus suggested either by singular objects in the study, 

such as a globe, or through many objects in one composition, as in Van Spreeuwen's Allegory of 

Vanitas.    

 An interpretation of Rembrandt's painting Aristotle with a Bust of Homer contextualizes 

this painting through the trope of a timeless scholarly rapport that was popular in 

autobiographical commentaries and literary references to the scholar's occupation in the study. In 

Rembrandt's innovative composition that features only Aristotle and a bust of Homer in a vague, 

monumentalized chamber, the artist mediates history painting and genre painting through his 

subject matter and the peculiar interaction of these figures. As I have argued, through meaningful 

gestures of touch and the privileging of metaphorical or inner over physical sight, Rembrandt 

suggests a "silent dialogue" in which wisdom is exchanged. Similar to the words of Machiavelli 

and the reflections of his contemporary Huygens, Rembrandt evokes a timeless rapport of 

scholars that is accessed through objects that prompt visuality (statues, books, maps, globes) and 

perpetuated through oral, but perhaps not truly audible, means--the imaginary exchange of 

questions and answers that takes place in the minds of intellectuals, aided by books. Thus, 

whether the scholar desires to "travel by land and sea" while seated in the comfort of his home, 

or to debate points of philosophy and religion with the "Prophets…Greeks and Hebrews," these 

courses of study are all accessible to him by means of his material furnishings in the study, at 

any time. For it is in the study, during all life stages, and perhaps even beyond the grave, that this 
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timeless scholarly dialogue is fostered. What could be a more fitting tomb for Vossius, or for any 

other Dutch gentleman-scholar, than an immortal study built of books?  
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Figure 108. Jan Saenredam with Paulus Bernardus Mercator, Jonge paren maken plezier en negeren de 
waarschuwingen van een geleerde, 1596. Engraving 305 x 398 mm. 
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Figure 109 a. and b. Gerard P. Groenning, likely after Philips Galle and Hugo Favolius, Man at Age Sixty and 
Eighty, 1569 -1575. From the series Ten Ages of Man. Etchings each 241 x 196 mm. 

 
 
 
 

 
 

Figure 110. Jacob Matham after Hendrick Goltzius, Winter (Hyems), 1589. Engraving, diameter 25 mm. 
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Figure 111. Philips Galle after Maarten van Heemskerck and Hadrianus Junius, Winter, 1563. Engraving, 217x 248 
mm. 

 
 

 
 

Figure 112. Rembrandt, Saint Paul in Prison, 1627. Oil on panel, 72.8 x 60.2 cm., Stuttgart, Staatsgalerie. 
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Figure 113. Rembrandt, Saint Paul at his Writing Desk, c. 1629-30. Oil on panel, 47.2 x 38 cm., Nuremberg, 
Germanisches Nationalmuseum. 

 
 

 
 

Figure 114. Jan Lievens, Apostle Paul, c. 1627-29. Oil on canvas, 119 x 108 cm., Stockholm, Nationalmuseum. 
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Figure 115. Jan Lievens, Job, c. 1631. Oil on canvas, 171.5 x 148.6 cm., Ottawa, National Gallery of Canada. 
 
 

 
 

Figure 116. Rembrandt, Two Old Men Disputing, 1628. Oil on panel, 72.4 x 59.7 cm., Melbourne, National Gallery 
of Victoria. 
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Figure 117. Gerrit Dou, Old Man Writing by an Easel, c. 1631-32. Oil on panel, 31.5 x 25 cm., Montreal, Private 
Collection. 
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Figure 118. Gerrit Dou, Scholar Sharpening a Quill, c. 1630-35. Oil on panel, oval, 25 x 20.5 cm., New York, The 
Leiden Collection. 

 
 

 
 

Figure 119. Gerrit Dou, Scholar Interrupted in his Writing, c.1635. Oil on panel, oval, 24.5 x 20 cm., New York, 
The Leiden Collection. 
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Figure 120. Rembrandt, Saint Jerome in a Dark Study, 1642. Etching, 150 x 173 mm. 
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Figure 121. Rembrandt, A Philosopher in Meditation (or Interior with Tobit and Anna), 1632. Oil on panel, 28 x 34 
cm., Paris, Musée du Louvre. 

 
 

 
 

Figure 122. Attributed to Salomon Koninck, Philosopher with an Open Book, 1645. Oil on panel 28 x 34 cm., Paris, 
Musée du Louvre. 
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Figure 123. Philosophia. Illustration in Cesare Ripa, Iconologia of Uitbeeldinge des verstands door Cesare Ripa. 
Verbeeld in tweehonderd drie beeldtenissen, ieder met nutte en stichteluke Varzen verrijkt, with an introduction by 

Timotheus ten Hoorn (Second edition, Amsterdam: 1699). 
 
 

 
 

Figure 124. Gerbrandt van den Eeckhout, Scholar in his Study, 1671. Oil on canvas, 64.5 x 49 cm., Budapest, 
Museum of Fine Arts. 
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Figure 125. Rembrandt, Man in Oriental Costume ('The Noble Slav'), 1632. Oil on canvas, 152.7 x 111 cm., New 
York, Metropolitan Museum. 

 
 

 
 

Figure 126. Rembrandt, Scholar in his Study, 1634. Oil on canvas, 141 x 135 cm., Prague, National Gallery. 
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Figure 127. Ferdinand Bol, Portrait of a Scholar Sitting at a Table, c. 1650. Oil on canvas, 122 x 98 cm.,  
St. Petersburg, The Hermitage Museum. 

 
 

 
 

Figure 128. Jan Lievens, Elderly Scholar in his Study, c. 1630. Oil on panel, 63 x 52 cm.,  Montreal, The Hornstein 
Collection. 



 

 457 

 
 

Figure 129. Rembrandt, Old Man Shading his Eyes with His Hand, c. 1639. Etching and drypoint on laid paper, 140 
x 116 mm., Washington D.C., National Gallery of Art. 

 
 

 
 

Figure 130. Attributed to Salomon Koninck, A Scholar Sharpening His Quill, no date. Oil on canvas, 57 x 46 cm., 
Rotterdam, Private Collection, Willem Pieter Hubert. 



 

 458 

 
 

Figure 131.  Attributed to Salomon Koninck, An Old Scholar, c. 1609-1656. Oil on canvas, 102 x 144 cm., St. 
Petersburg, The Hermitage. 

 
 

 
 

Figure 132. Carel van der Pluym, Scholar in his Study, 1655. Oil on panel, 54.5 x 41.5 cm., Leiden, Museum De 
Lakenhal.
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Figure 133. Gottfried Kneller, Old Scholar Surrounded with Vanitas Attributes, 1668. Oil on canvas, 135 x 172 cm., 
Lübeck, St. Annen-Museum. 

 
 

 
 

Figure 134. Attributed to Kneller, A Scholar in his Study, c. 1668. Oil on canvas, 100 x 93 cm., Milwaukee, 
Collection of Drs. Alfred and Isabel Bader. 
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Figure 135. Salomon Koninck, A Scholar in his Study, c. 1635-56. Oil on panel, 41 x 34 cm., Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum. 

 

 
 

Figure 136. Philips Galle with Hieronymus Wierix, "Luiheid" or "Acedia", c.1563-before 1619. Included in VII 
Peccatorum Capitalium Imagines Elegantissime… (Antwerp). Engraving, 187 x 136 mm. 
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Figure 137. Attributed to Salomon Koninck, A Philosopher, c.1640-55. Oil on canvas, 103.9 x 93.3 cm., Newcastle 
Upon Tyne, Laing Art Gallery. 

 
 

 
 

Figure 138. Ferdinand Bol, Sleeping Philosopher, c. 1640-46. Engraving, 140 x 117 mm. 
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Figure 139. Jacob van Spreeuwen,  Philosopher in his Study, 1645. Oil on panel, 35 x 32.5 cm., Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum. 
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Figure 140. Jacob van Spreeuwen, Allegory of Vanitas, c. 1645. Oil on canvas, 60.9 x 58.4 cm., Kingston, Agnes 

Etherington Art Centre. 
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Figure 141. Rembrandt, Homerus, 1663. Oil on canvas (fragment), 107 x 82 cm., The Hague, Mauritshuis. 
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Chapter Seven: Conclusion 
  
 This dissertation considered the gentleman-scholar figure in Dutch seventeenth-century 

genre painting by questioning the origins of this theme and the popular conventions that govern 

this figure. As we have seen, the manners in which the gentleman-scholar is depicted in art shift 

from the beginning of artistic interest around 1630 in the Dutch Republic to the decline of 

innovation by the end of the century. Dutch artists were interested in themes of scholarship as 

practiced at all stages of life. To contextualize these manifestations, three conventions were 

presented: the student, the prime of life scholar, and the aged scholar. More significant than 

tracing the development of this figure and its iconographical underpinnings, though, this study 

revealed that the gentleman-scholar is a subject that has been overlooked in considerations of 

domesticity in Dutch seventeenth-century genre painting. While the majority of domestic scenes 

in Dutch seventeenth-century art pertain to the routines of women, a small but equally important 

subset of this imagery suggests aspects of male activity in the home. As I explored in this thesis, 

the gentleman-scholar figure is best described as a liefhebber: an amateur who has the financial 

and educational means to designate a private room in his house as a study; a person who enjoys 

intellectual work as a privileged pastime; and an individual who is well-regarded in Dutch 

society because of the admirable balance he achieves between the cares of the vita contemplativa 

and the demands of the vita activa.   

 Central to the imagery of scholars is the topos of scholarly melancholy, as discussed in 

Chapter Two. Although melancholy was accepted as the natural state of the scholar in the 

Aristotelian Problem XXX, this philosophy also expounded the virtue of 'genial melancholy' that 

was a state which led to productive scholarship. While early modern authors including Marsilio 

Ficino were concerned with abating symptoms of scholarly melancholy through dietary regimes 
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and healthy routines, such authors equally recognized the necessity of a degree of melancholy for 

great genius. At the heart of this debate was the role of the active life verses the contemplative 

life, and the related problem of idleness (acedia). If not properly addressed, melancholy could 

lead to idleness, and idleness was thought to be the main cause of debilitating melancholy that 

could inhibit intellectual work, according to Ficino and the English authors Robert Burton and 

Timothie Bright. The contrast between a productive state of melancholy and one of suffering that 

inhibits scholarship created a tension that fascinated many physicians, scholars, theologians, and 

poets throughout the Netherlands and Europe due to personal experience with these 'diseases.' 

Intellectuals who were contemporaries of Bright and Burton could no longer remain societal 

recluses due to the demands of early modern life that involved civic, familial, and professional 

duties. Scholarly melancholy, however, remained ingrained in popular culture and societal 

attitudes toward scholars, despite a shift from religious life to domestic life and scholarship as a 

pastime, rather than as a pious calling or an academic profession.   

  Scholarly melancholy was a topic of international medical debate and a long-standing 

subject in European art, as I considered in the second half of Chapter Two. Inspired by emblems 

and allegories of the Saturnine persona, Albrecht Dürer's seminal print Melencholia I (Fig. 1) 

emerged as an archetype for artists of the disposition of melancholy conveyed primarily through 

a darkened visage and the classic head-on-hand pose. The iconography of melancholy was also 

developed in artistic interpretations of Democritus and Heraclitus--the laughing and the crying 

philosophers who react divergently in their melancholy to the state of humanity. Particularly in 

the Netherlands, globes became associated with this pair in art, and these objects gained currency 

as vanitas items. While Democritus and Heraclitus serve as one prototype of intellectuals in 

Dutch art, it is notable that globes are also consistent attributes of learning in Dutch portraiture 
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and genre painting, as my research emphasized. As the subject of the gentleman-scholar became 

increasingly domestic in seventeenth-century genre painting, globes were objects that indicated 

the wealth, education, and worldliness of these figures. Globes were thus plausible objects to be 

commonly found in the well-furnished study of a Dutch gentleman. The relationship of these 

objects to Democritus and Heraclitus would likely have been less apparent, although still a 

relevant association, for seventeenth-century viewers of gentleman-scholar figures interacting 

with globes in art.  

 As Chapter Three surveyed, the history of the gentleman-scholar figure also traces back 

to the prototypes of Saint Jerome and related Biblical hermit-saints found in prints and history 

paintings of Italian, Germanic, and Netherlandish origin. Notably, two conventions of Saint 

Jerome influenced the characterization of the gentleman-scholar as a domestic and productive 

scholarly figure in Dutch art: Jerome as a pious hermit in the wilderness and Jerome as a Biblical 

scholar in his study. While Jerome was frequently depicted in these opposing settings, I argued 

that history paintings and prints of this figure uniformly suggest the positive qualities of 

interiority, erudition, and devotion. Similar to Dürer's influence on the convention of scholarly 

melancholy, the artist's innovative combination of elements from Jerome in the wilderness and 

Jerome in a domestic study setting also fostered a new approach to scenes of intellectuals at 

work. The motifs of the faithful pet dog in the study (in addition to Jerome's symbolic lion) and 

the varied iconography of tree stumps and pollarded willow trees reflect Dürer's creative 

engagement with this subject, which served as inspiration for seventeenth-century graphic artists, 

such as Rembrandt. In painting, half-length, portrait-like nocturnal scenes of Jerome in 

meditation were also quite popular and formed an intimate context of intellectuals at work. 

Characteristic of these scenes are the attributes of a skull and a variety of scholarly 
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accoutrements in a domesticated context, which foreshadows seventeenth-century genre images 

of various aged (secular) scholars meditating at their desks. In addition, the convention of author 

portraits derived elements from such portrait-like images of Saint Jerome and this format was 

employed by artists in their engraved and painted portraiture of contemporary intellectuals, such 

as Erasmus of Rotterdam. As I emphasized in this discussion, a combination of text and image 

was considered to be the most accurate representation of an individual by early modern 

standards.  

 As Chapter Three concluded, allegorical representations of the sense of sight were 

considered as indicative of the complex relationship between (metaphorical) vision and acts of 

scholarship in early modern European art. Indeed, the actions and societal worth of the scholar in 

early modern Europe were often couched in such allegorical associations. With reference to the 

origins of this topos in religious portraits, and related to scenes of intellectual artists in their 

studios, I argued that the trope of metaphoric vision was often evoked by artists to relay a 

positive message of erudition. As this discussion revealed, artists similarly strove to promote 

themselves as gentlemanly artists in self-portraiture, paralleling the figure of the liefhebber and 

the ways in which the amateur scholar distinguished himself in portraiture (and as I argued, in 

artists' interpretations of genre figures) from other professional and academic men involved with 

intellectual work. 

 Chapter Four began with a consideration of Constantijn Huygens and his son Christiaan 

to evaluate common experiences and autobiographic reflections of liefhebbers in the Dutch 

Republic. As the writings of the Huygens family reveal, even the most privileged and educated 

men in Dutch society experienced sometimes extreme vicissitudes in their attitudes toward study 

at different stages during their lives. These findings were complemented by a case study of three 
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Dutch genre prints of The Scholar in his Study (figs. 53-55) that pertained to the student, the 

scholar in the prime of life, and the aged scholar. Relevant to men's responsibilities and 

intellectual capabilities at each of these stages, the three prints suggested varying attitudes 

toward the demands of scholarship. As these examples suggested, studying could either be a 

burden to or a respite from daily life for those with inquisitive minds. Similar to these prints, the 

framework of the 'Ages of Man' (levenstrap) provided an interpretive model for studying the life 

stages of a scholar. As I explored, the 'Ages of Man,' took the form of a staircase in a didactic, 

allegorizing presentation of the stages of a man's life in sixteenth and seventeenth century prints. 

Typical to the Netherlandish levenstrap, the scholarly type is embodied either by a decrepit 

elderly man, ranging in age from his sixties to the end of his life, or by a man in the prime of life 

who appears to be a competent householder around the age of forty. In contrast, youthful men in 

their twenties (representatives of the age of students) are commonly dressed in fanciful clothing 

and are more concerned with worldly pleasures. Much of the dignity of scholarly figures in 

Dutch art hinges on the perceived age and the social and economic statuses of such men, making 

allegories on age, season, and stages of life important sources to consider for the development of 

this theme. Employing this structure for the subsequent chapters of my dissertation, I turned to 

three important life stages of male scholars, beginning with the university student.  

 Similar to the Van Dagen print of a youthful scholar in his study (Fig. 55), images of 

student life in the Dutch Republic frequently suggest the vices and distractions of youth, the 

cultivation of masculinity, and participation in youth culture. These associations with student life 

were first contextualized in Chapter Four through a historical summary of Leiden University and 

the Amsterdam Athenaeum Illustre to offer insight into lived experiences and the stereotypes of 

students in higher education. Next, I identified three themes of the student in Dutch art: the 
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melancholic student, the distracted student, and the dedicated student. While artists such as De 

Heem and Codde were interested in melancholic images of students in lower-class study rooms 

(Figs. 66-67), the images of students painted by the Leiden fijnschilders, such as Dou and Van 

Gaesbeeck, situate their figures in more finely furnished interiors, in keeping with the highly-

detailed and elegantly finished styles of these artists (Figs. 71-74). In addition, paintings by the 

fijnschilders frequently imply students' gentlemanly cultivation of skills through motifs of music-

making and smoking: actions that are unique to this age group of scholar figures, as this research 

revealed. Artists associated with Rembrandt, however, often centered on the student vices of 

sloth and sleepiness. For instance, Verhout's and Doomer's compositions concern youths seated 

at tables who place their hands in their bosoms in a well-known gesture of acedia, or they 

blatantly turn toward the viewer and away from their studies (Fig. 68 and 70). More rare are 

images of dedicated students. The paintings of Dou and Van Deuren were discussed as typical of 

the theme of the young astronomer (Figs. 78-80). Notably, the erudition of these men is 

suggested through their surprisingly luxurious surroundings and active scholarship. Forming a 

rather unrealistic approach to student life, the latter theme of the dedicated student suggests the 

same notions of maturity, duty, and fiscal success expressed in Vermeer's Astronomer and 

Geographer (Figs. 3-4, adult scholars). It is difficult to determine the full extent of the popularity 

of genre paintings of student life in Dutch art because of the limited examples that exist today. 

However, perhaps fewer artists were interested in themes of students because themes of adult 

scholars offered a wider scope of situations relating to the joy of private study, the role of the 

householder in family life, and civic duties.  

 From my consideration of the student, I turned to Caspar Barlaeus' ideal of the Mercator 

Sapiens (the Wise Merchant) in Chapter Five. This concept, expressed in Barlaeus' oration on the 
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opening of the Amsterdam Athenaeum Illustre, sheds light on the characterization of prime of 

life gentleman-scholars in Dutch art. Interestingly, Barlaeus' emphasis on the merits of studying 

in the home and the privatization of the domestic sphere in Dutch seventeenth-century culture are 

reflected in the common settings of these scenes. To explore the connections between studying 

as a pastime and the social elevation of purchasing material contents for the study, I first 

evaluated the ideal arrangement of the Dutch household. This included a consideration of the 

gendered divisions suggested in the architectural treatises of Stevin and Goeree. As I 

demonstrated, notions of male preserves in the household are apparent in these treatises and are 

also reflected in domestic arrangements found in Dutch dollhouses (poppenhuizen). These 

sources emphasized the importance of the placement of staircases and systems of doors and locks 

in the home, which I argued is also evidence of the burgeoning differentiation of rooms in upper-

class European households. While the study room emerged as a masculine space in these 

architectural sources and in art, I clarified that this demarcation did not likely reflect actual 

practice. As I pointed out in my introduction to this thesis, little to no art exists depicting of 

female scholars in their study in the context of Dutch seventeenth-century genre painting. Due to 

this limitation, I suggest that the studeerkamer is gendered in genre painting, but this forms an 

avenue of research that is unfortunately hampered today by a lack of visual evidence.  

 Chapter Five also identified a shift in the clothing of gentlemen-scholars from the old-

fashioned but dignified tabbaard to the fashionable and exotic Japonse rock. Based on the 

popularity of the latter garment and slippers in genre paintings by Vermeer and Cornelis de Man, 

as well as in portraiture, I argued that, like the architectural space of the study, this costume of 

the scholar was gendered as masculine in Dutch visual culture even more so than in lived reality. 

Next, I turned to the themes of familial duties and interruptions in and around the study. These 
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themes were explained in relation to marriage portraiture by Rembrandt, which served as 

precedents to genre artists and for later portraits, such as Jan de Bray's Abraham Casteleyn and 

Margarieta van Bancken (Fig. 97). Paintings by De Man and Maes offer a contrast between 

harmonious households presided over by the gentleman-scholar figure and households disrupted 

by semi-dissolute intrigue. Maes' eavesdropper scene of a male householder (Fig. 101) was 

evaluated as especially revealing due to the glimpse into a study space and the motif of a spiral 

staircase that enhances the narrative of this scene and suggests an idealized contemporary 

organization of the home similar to the architectural treatises by Stevin and others. 

Notwithstanding a small subset of imagery that concerns the melancholic middle-aged scholar as 

a type that remained popular especially in Haarlem, I argued that the most scholars in their prime 

of life are depicted in more positive terms that can be associated with the social construct of the 

liefhebber (Figs. 3-4). As a true Mercator Sapiens, the satin-clad figure of the liefhebber in his 

well-furnished study embodies the pleasure of solitary study and intellectual activity as a 

normative masculine role pursued in concert with companionate marriage. While men likely 

aspired to emulate Vermeer's gentlemanly scholars, ownership of these paintings was also an 

appealing way in which middle-to upper-class men (and women) could appreciate and 

(vicariously) participate in the elite cultural practice of leisurely scholarship. 

 Scholars in old age formed the final thematic consideration of this thesis in Chapter Six. 

Sources stemming back to sixteenth-century print traditions, such as the Ages of Man and the 

Allegory of Winter, suggest the infirmity of old age and the anti-social nature of the elderly 

mind's retreat from society. As my research indicated, however, popular genre themes in Dutch 

art upheld the notion of productive scholarship even late in life. By focusing on Rembrandt and 

his circle, I suggested that the most innovative approaches to aged gentleman-scholars originated 
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in history paintings created in Leiden in the 1630s. In this artistic center, Rembrandt worked 

closely with Jan Lievens. The artists' interest in aged models and Biblical sages, such as Saint 

Paul, influenced younger artists such as Dou. By adapting elements of these history paintings 

into his genre scenes, Dou contextualized his scholars in domesticated settings and enriched the 

iconography of these figures through their association with vanitas objects. Specific motifs 

developed by Rembrandt in the 1630s and 1640s, particularly the column and the spiral staircase, 

were also explained as indicative of the merits of scholarly solitude and innovative ideological 

approaches to the scholar in his study. Similar to the levenstrap arrangement of a man's life, the 

path to wisdom was described as a metaphorical staircase that a man must summit to reach 

ultimate knowledge.  

 Rembrandt's pupils, including Bol and his followers, such as Koninck, and Kneller, as 

well as Dou and his follower Van Spreeuwen, were discussed as the main artists associated with 

themes of old scholars in Dutch genre art between 1640 and the 1660s. Although these artists 

chose to show their figures as variously engaged in scholarly tasks, such as reading, writing, and 

quill sharpening, or in meditative poses, they are united by their manner of dress. As I have 

explored, some of these figures wear fur-lined tabbaards that are traditionally associated with 

scholarship in European culture, but others wear much more exotic or untraditional garments and 

hats. This interest in exotic or antiquated costume and the beret in particular relates to 

Rembrandt's tronie figures and scholarly subjects, such as his 1634 Scholar in his Study (Fig. 

126). This manner of dress transports these figures to a timeless state. Indeed, artists associated 

with Rembrandt lent a certain distinction and majesty to their aged scholars figures by these 

means, creating a distinctive subcategory of genre images of aged gentleman-scholars. While 

these elderly men are most frequently pictured in a positive light, Rembrandt and his followers 
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were also interested in themes of vanitas (or transience) and sloth, similar to the student 

paintings previously discussed. In contrast, however, themes of sleepiness seen in the work of 

Koninck were described as relevant to end of life concerns and deep meditation.  

 As this survey of aged scholars at work suggested, the notion of pursuing scholarship 

well into old age was prevalent in the Dutch Republic. Contemporaries including Constantijn 

Huygens reflected on their posterity and described their "conversations" with past scholars by 

means of their books. Similar to the Van Dagen print of the scholar in his study and the 

accompanying verses by Hondius (Fig. 53), the notion of an ongoing "conversation with the 

dead" was traced back to the writings of Machiavelli. As I posit, these autobiographical sources 

form a complement to themes of the aged scholar in Dutch art. In my interpretation of 

Rembrandt's Aristotle with a Bust of Homer (Fig. 5), I suggested that through the privileging of 

touch, hearing, and metaphorical vision over physical sight, Rembrandt cultivates a special bond 

between the figure of Aristotle and the bust of the blind poet Homer. Building on Aristotelian 

notions about the senses and the role of hearing in the acquisition of knowledge, I suggested that 

Aristotle partakes in a "silent dialogue" with the ancients by means of his connection to Homer. 

Like the metaphoric tomb of books that Jan Vos poetically constructs for the deceased Vossius, 

the notion of an eternal study in which the wisdom of the dead can be accessed and debated over 

through books, art, and cartographic materials is presented as an enduring concept in literary 

expression and artistic imagination. 

 The common themes identified in these genre paintings and prints suggest a widespread 

cultural interest in the figure of the scholar at all stages of life. Similar to related genre subjects 

of women in the home, these examples of men at home evince a few significant developments in 

Dutch art. First, genre scenes of scholars suggest the domestication of this subject and artists' 
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attention to the elevated domestic sphere in Dutch art. While the scholar in his study is a figure 

that derived from religious prototypes, particularly Saint Jerome in his study, the context in 

which scholars, particularly the prime of life scholars, are found by the 1640s often evokes the 

arrangement of the contemporary studeervertrek. The motif of the spiral staircase is also an 

architectural feature that existed in middle to upper-class Dutch homes, which was adapted for 

iconographical purposes by artists. As the oeuvres of De Man and Maes particularly suggest, the 

prime of life scholar is no longer a celibate monastic figure relegated to a utilitarian cell. Rather, 

he is a married individual and family man who enjoys domestic comforts in a room that offers 

privacy from the rest of the household.  

 The convention of the scholar in Dutch art secondly suggests a sustained exchange 

between genre artists, portraitists, and history painters. Although Rembrandt is widely known as 

a history painter who influenced genre artists, such as his students Dou and Bol, he is not the 

only example. In terms of formatting, the three-quarter length compositions of Saint Jerome 

foreshadow many later genre paintings and prints of students and aged scholars who are found in 

similar portrait-like scenes. Thus, while genre scenes of scholars have roots in history painting 

and share many compositional similarities with portraiture of esteemed intellectuals, artistic 

exchange between different specialists was varied and continual throughout the seventeenth 

century.  

 A third important aspect of this convention is the prevalence of vanitas objects. Related 

to the topos of scholarly melancholy and religious hermit figures that have the attribute of a 

human skull, scholarly men are often surrounded by a skull. In addition, books, globes, and 

certain musical instruments, such as the violin, lute, or flute, serve as vanitas objects. Images of 

old scholars at their desks most often contain overt vanitas symbolism, particularly signaled by a 
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skull. At other times, vanitas objects suggest the fleeting nature of life or signal the 

contemplation of weighty subjects in the imagery of aged scholars. Unlike elderly figures, the 

(potential) iconographic message is sometimes less apparent in scenes of younger gentleman-

scholars. Most frequently, vanitas is suggested in these scenes through cartographic materials, 

sculptural fragments, instruments (scientific and musical), as well as the more exceptional object 

of the long-stemmed pipe found primarily in scenes of youthful students by Dou and his circle. 

In the context of younger subjects, vanitas interpretations of these objects can be less explicit 

because such items are often seemingly a part of the scholarly accoutrements of a well-furnished 

study. More often in the case of students, the trivial nature of worldly goods is evoked through 

these objects, and artists also employ such vanitas motifs to signal the pursuit of a life of 

pleasure that often distracted youths. While dependent on context, vanitas motifs often speak to 

the merits of intellectual work, or the burdens of scholarship, as well as forming plausible 

everyday objects that would be found in any wealthy scholar's study.  

 Finally, a fourth development in this convention pertains to the dignified, but gendered, 

interpretation of the gentleman-scholar fostered by specific elements of clothing. The manner in 

which scholarly figures are dressed generally corresponds to their stage of life and social 

standing. In contrast to comedic figures in Dutch art, such as the quack doctor and the alchemist 

who often wear ragged or out-moded styles of clothing, gentleman-scholar figures are most often 

clothed in rich materials and appear to engage with contemporary fashions. A primary example 

is the shift after the 1650s in genre imagery when artists began to clothe the prime of life (and 

less often, older) subject in the Japonse rock. While the previously popular tabbaard, or fur-

lined scholarly robe, did not disappear from this imagery, it became associated specifically with 

wise elderly scholars by mid-century. The history paintings of Rembrandt and his self-portraiture 
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also impacted shifts in clothing in Dutch art. The prevalence of the scholarly beret and 

historiated (sixteenth-century Germanic) or exoticized (Polish costume, and 'Oriental' robes) 

dress in genre painting was largely due to his influence. The clothing of the student, on the other 

hand, is often less remarkable. Youthful subjects typically wear everyday dress without a 

scholarly robe on top, signaling their more impoverished state as students, and perhaps also 

indicating their lack of engagement with 'true' scholarship that is attained in the advanced years 

of life. Unlike Machiavelli who metaphorically dons dignified robes to "converse" with past 

scholars by means of his books, these younger students are not depicted in academic regalia or 

even contemporary finery. Scholarly clothing in genre art is also gendered-- the motifs of the 

Japonse rock and slippers lend masculinity to the scholar figure. Such associations do not in fact 

reflect reality in this regard because, as I have demonstrated, women were depicted wearing 

Japonse rocken in portraits and likely owned these garments. Beyond these associations, the 

Japonse-rock- wearing housefather or doctor becomes a common generic figure by the end of the 

century. He is seen in multiple contexts outside of the scholarly theme. While the limitations of 

this dissertation did not allow for an overview of genre imagery past the 1670s, the art of 

Matthijs Navieau (1647-1726) and others suggest that this robed figure persists in a superficial 

sense well into the eighteenth century. 

 Despite the clear origins of and influences on this branch of genre imagery, the figure of 

the scholar was not consistent in the Dutch Republic, but developed varied conventions due to 

nuances of artistic approach and socio-cultural attitudes toward scholarship at different life 

stages. Moreover, interest in the imagery of the scholar was not limited to university towns such 

as Leiden. As this dissertation has established, concurrent imagery of the scholar figure arose in 

Amsterdam, Delft, Rotterdam, and Haarlem, between the 1630s and the 1670s, to name the most 



 

 478 

important centers. Curiously missing from Dutch genre scenes of scholars are the faithful pet 

dogs that are frequently referenced in history paintings and some portraiture, as well as in early 

modern written sources extending back to Petrarch. In addition, the majority of genre artists 

chose to focus on individual figures of gentleman-scholars, instead of groups of liefhebbers 

engaged in intellectual exchange-- favoring scenes of intellectual activity that speak of the social 

privilege of solitude and the necessity of privacy for serious study. Yet on the other hand, the 

prevalence of staircases and doors that demarcate the confines of the studeervertrek in Dutch 

genre scenes forms just one example of fairly realistic contemporary trends in the privatization of 

the home by means of its architectural design. 

 While several manifestations of this theme have been elucidated in this dissertation, new 

avenues of research could augment this consideration. For instance, inquiry into the other 

domestic spaces that the gentleman-scholar occupied, particularly the boekkamer (library) and 

kunstkamer (cabinet of curiosity) would aid our understanding of masculine occupations in the 

domestic sphere. Interestingly, paintings of the kunstkamer, more popular in Flanders than in the 

Dutch Republic, often represent the curiosity cabinet or art collection as a place of sociability 

and intellectual exchange rather than of solitude. Although very few genre images of scholarly 

women appear to exist from the seventeenth century, another branch of research that would 

complement my study is an investigation into portraiture and the representations of female 

scholars. In Gerard ter Borch's (1617-1681) many scenes of women writing, for example, are the 

figures always writing love letters as is so often assumed? Many of the same questions can be 

applied to these figures as to the gentleman-scholar: such as, how does the manner of dress, 

actions, and settings in which female scholars are commonly depicted support or reject gendered 

interpretations of intellectual work? As another example, research drawn from probate 
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inventories concerning the popularity of gentleman-scholar paintings could also add to our 

knowledge of the number and the diversity of paintings of this subject in the art market.  

 The topos of the gentleman-scholar draws on traditional elements of scholarly 

melancholy and allegories of intellectual work, but seventeenth-century Dutch artists frequently 

transported this figure into contemporary, or even timeless contexts. The rich and sometimes 

diverse themes of the gentleman-scholar were resonant to viewers of all ages because artists 

chose to portray figures that represented students, men in their prime of life, and old men who 

engage in intellectual work. While the path, or perhaps the staircase to 'true wisdom' was steep, 

this convention suggests that artists were interested in the notion of timeless scholarly dialogues, 

as represented in Rembrandt's painting of Aristotle and Homer. For the true gentleman-scholar 

the voices of the past were accessible through the media of books and other ephemera of the 

study. In the context of a culture that established one of the earliest universities in Europe and 

was home to great intellectuals and gentlemanly virtuosos, such as Constantijn Huygens Sr. and 

his sons, the interest in this convention is revealing of the ideal balance of the active and the 

contemplative lifestyles that gentlemen strove to achieve in the Dutch Republic. As Huygens 

once reflected on his personal engagement with scholarship, "I am not really a scholar but take 

an interest in all sciences."1129 Huygens' commentary is more than a fashionable expression: by 

describing himself as someone who takes "an interest in all sciences," Huygens reflects upon his 

lifestyle. A true liefhebber, after all, was "not really a scholar," that is, a scholar by trade, but a 

lover of intellectual endeavor. The Dutch fascination with scholarship as an aspect of the 

                                                
1129 "Ik ben waarlijk geen geleerde, maar stel belang in alle wetenschappen." Translated by 
Herman Roodenburg,"Elegant Dutch? The Reception of Castiglione's Cortegiano in 
Seventeenth-Century Netherlands," 271. See Constantijn Huygens, De briefwisseling van 
Constantijn Huygens, 1608-1687, J. A. Worp, ed., (The Hague: 1911), vol. 2, 181-82, nr. 1414, 
addressed to J. Van Beverwyck, dated 1636. 



 

 480 

privileged masculine lifestyle is evident in such literary tropes, as well as in the convention of 

the gentleman-scholar that was popularized in seventeenth-century genre paintings. Huygens, 

like his fellow liefhebbers, appreciated studying for the joy of learning and the benefit of social 

standing. It was in the private confines of the study room, and through an enjoyable dedication to 

attaining the "treasure" of wisdom that a gentleman-scholar's soul could truly "rejoice."1130 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
1130 See Appendix, adapted from the poem by L. Hondius that accompanies The Scholar in his 
Study, Fig. 53. 
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Appendix: Dutch Poems 
 
 
A. Poem attributed to Ludovicus Hondius, A Scholar in His Room  
 
Reproduced in a print by Hendrik Rokesz. van Dagen (Fig. 53),  printed by Clemendt de Jonghe, 
Amsterdam, c.1660, engraving, 315 x 208 mm. Museum Boijmans Van Beuningen, Rotterdam 
(BdH 19679). See also Hollstein et al. 1949-2010, vol. 20 (1978), 101-110. 
 
The same verses attributed to Hondius are found in a print by Jacob van Meurs, printed by 
Marten Gerbrantsz., Hoorn, c. 1630-1680 (Fig. 54). A copy is found in the Rijksmuseum 
collection, engraving 302 x 203 mm. (RP-P-1911-618). See also Hollstein 14 (1956), 22, cat. 23. 
In addition, at least two other copies exist that contain the same aged scholar figure and the 
Hondius verses. One print contains added verses suggesting the daily activities of the Christian 
scholar, and both prints contain perpetual almanacs. For reproductions, see: See Eddy de Jongh 
and Ger Luijten, Spiegel van alledag. Nederlandse genreprenten 1550-1700 (Amsterdam: 
Rijksmuseum, 1997), 330-31, cat. 69, Fig. 2 and 3. The exemplified prints are: Anonymous, 
printed by Joost Hartgers, engraving, 32.2 x 20.7 cm., Rijksmuseum, Koninklijk Oudeidkundig 
Genootschap; and Anonymous, printed by Isaac van Weesel, engraving 21.5 x 26 cm., 
Rotterdam, Atlas Von Stolk (Inventory nr. 10877; number Van Stolk 2021). 
 
These verses are also reproduced in a print made after the Van Dagen. This engraving is by the 
Monogramist JW, c. 1655-1714, 309 x 206 mm., Rijksmuseum (RP-P-1998-435). Note that the 
composition is reversed from the original, but is otherwise the same. Additional copies with 
German verses (sometimes slightly modified from the Hondius verses) also exist, such as 
Thomas Hirschmann after Van Dagen, engraving, 300 x 202 mm., Coburg, Kunstsammlungen 
der Veste Coburg. See Eddy de Jongh and Ger Luijten, Spiegel van alledag. Nederlandse 
genreprenten 1550-1700 (Amsterdam: Rijksmuseum, 1997), 329-32, cat. 69; for the Hirschmann 
engraving, see Fig. 1. 
 
De Geleerde in syn kamer 
 
Hier sit ick, in't kleyn besloten, 
Van 't gewoel gantsch afgeschoten: 
Hier bepeyns' ick, wat ick ben. 
Hier beproef ick, wat ick kenn,' 
Hier door-reys' ick Aerd' en Hemel, 
Hier door-grond ick al't gewemel, 
Van de Menschen en het Vee, 
En verset niet eenen tree, 
Hier staen by my de Propheten; 
Philosophen en Poëten; 
Hier sijn Griecken en Hebreen; 
Nochtans sit ick hier alleen. 
Vraegh ick en van deses Heeren; 
Elck is vaerdigh my te leeren; 
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Vraegh ick niet, sij swigen stil; 
Niemant spreect dan als ick wil. 
Wegh dan Weerld, laet my rusten; 
Hier can sigh mijn ziel verlusten; 
Wijsheydt is de rechte schat, 
Weerldsch goed' maeckt niemant sat. 
 
A Scholar in his Room 
 
Here I sit, confined, Removed from turmoil: Here I contemplate what I am:  
Here I ponder what I know,  
Here I journey through Earth and Heaven, Here I fathom all confusion  
Of Man and Beast; Not taking one step,  
Here beside me stand the Prophets; Philosophers and Poets; 
Here are Greeks and Hebrews; Yet here I sit alone.  
If I inquire of one such tutor Each is able to instruct me; If I inquire not, they are silent; No-one 
speaks except to answer. 
Away then world, let me rest; Here can my soul rejoice; Wisdom is the true treasure. Worldly 
goods give no-one satisfaction.1131 
 
B. Anonymous poem, Student in his Room (Study)  
 
In Dutch and Latin, reproduced in the engraving by Hendrick Rokesz. van Dagen, Een student in 
zijn kamer, engraving, 311 x 210 mm., c. 1660-1670. Stiching Atlas Von Stolk, Rotterdam. Also 
reproduced in Bibliopolis, the database of the history of the Dutch Book, Koninklijke 
Bibliotheek, The Hague. 
http://www.bibliopolis.nl/beeldbank/search/database/BBB/manual/2.4.4/page/8/maximumRecord
s/1 
 
A copy exists by an anonymous artist and publisher (Northern Netherlandish) after Van Dagen, 
c. 1640-1660, 317 x 208 mm., Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam (RP-P-1909-1397). There appear to be 
several additional versions of this print after Van Dagen, such as the one held in the Museum Mr. 
Simon van Gijn, Dordrecht (engraving, 306 x 208 mm.).  
 
Student in zijn kamer 
 
Ik ben een Heremit en altyd in 't gewoel  
Ik sit meest stil en ga door zee en aarde lopen 
Die doot zyn spreke my die levenloos verkoopen 
voor arbeyd wetenschap waar op ik stadig doel 
wat Konig is soo ryck de weerelt is myn sot 
De wysheyd is myn goed myn seden syn gebreken 

                                                
1131 English translation from Friso Lammerste et al., Dutch Genre Paintings of the 17th Century: 
Collection of the Museum Boijmans Van Beuningen (1998), 89. 
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myn kisten niet vol gelt myn armoe vol van streken 
myn leven vol geneugt myn heer de wyngaard God. 
 
 
A Student in His Room (Study) 
 
I am a hermit and always in the fray  
I sit most still and go by sea and walk the earth 
Those who are dead speak to me, the lifeless sell  
for work knowledge which is my uncertain purpose  
what King is so rich? The world is my fool 
wisdom is my good, my morals are defective 
my coffers are not full of money, my poverty full of tricks  
my life full of pleasure, my Lord the god of the vineyards.1132 
 
 
C. Poem by Willem Goldschalck van Focquenbroch, Thoughts in my Room 
 
Transcribed in Bloemlezing uit de gedichten en brieven van Willem Goldschalck van 
Foquenbroch, C. J. Kuik, ed., Klassiek letterkundig pathéon, 207 (Zutphen: Thieme, 1977), 123. 
Also see A. F. Harms, "Ten poems with translations by A.F. Harms," in Maria A. Schenkeveld, 
Dutch Literature in the Age of Rembrandt: Themes and Ideas (Amsterdam and Philadelphia: 
John Benjamins Publishing Company, 1991), 170-173.  
 
Gedacten op mijn kamer 
 
Hier in dit kleyn, doch stil vertrek, 
Tracht ick alleen mijn vreugt te soecken; 
Hier, schoon 't geluck mij keert de neck; 
Vin ick vernoegingh in mijn Boecken, 
En houw de werelt voor mijn geck. 
Al's werelts vreugt aght ick een spoock, 
Die men op 't vaerdighst siet verswinden. 
Dit leer ick hier, wijl 'k sit en smock; 
Mits ick daer daeghlycks uyt kan vinden, 
Dad alle vreught is min als roock. 
Dit leer ick op mijn Sel gewis; 
Stracks vind ick een gelijckenis, 
Die my, uyt 't geen ick sie, doet leeren, 
Hoe ydel dat de werelt is. 
Een Greyns die ick van var aenschouw, 
Leert my de weerelt wel bekycken; 
Mits d'Ontrouw sigh vermomt met Trouw, 
En dat een schelm kan eerlijck lijcken, 

                                                
1132 My translation. 
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Soo men de schyn gelooven souw. 
Sie ick op mijn Fiool, en Fluyt, 
Die doen my mee een leeringh vinden; 
Want eeven eens gelijck 't geluyt 
Noch nauw gehoort, voort gaet verswinden, 
Soo dra heeft mêe het leeven uyt. 
Sie ick wat snorre pijpen aen, 
My uyt vermaeck we leer gegeven; 
Soo laet ick mijn gedaghten gaen 
Op d'ydle vreught van 't jeugdigh leeven, 
Die d'ouderdom haest doet vergaen. 
So mijn gesight een Flesje vat, 
Dunckt 't leeven my geen groote schat, 
Vermits dat somtijts is gebonden, 
Alleenigh aen een druppel nat. 
Sie ick de Wapens aen ter zy, 
Die my mijn ouden Aedel toonen; 
Ick vind my van die sorgen vry, 
Die steets omtrent de hooven woonen; 
En spot met al die slaeverny. 
Of sie ick voor my, op het Beeldt 
Van Karel, d'Oude Britsche Kooningh, 
So dunckt my dat het niet veel scheelt, 
Of 't leeven is maer een vertooningh, 
Daer yder mensch sijn Rol in spelt. 
't Is waer d'een toont een Majesteyt, 
En dees een Arm man, die een Rijcke. 
Elck scheelt hier veel in Heerlijckheyt; 
Maer die in 't graf haer quam bekijcken, 
'k Geloof, hy sagh geen onderscheyt. 
Of sie ick van ter zijden aen 
De Beelden van mijn Bloet-verwanten; 
So segh 'k; wie kan de doot weer staen? 
Want schoon 't Copy hanght aen dees wanten 
Het Principael is langh vergaen. 
So maeckt de doot elck een tot slijck, 
En spaert geen slaef, notch kneght, noch Heeren 
Want ider moet 't zy arm, of rijck, 
In 't geen hy eertijts was, verkeeren; 
So maeckt de doot elck een gelijck. 
Dit brengt my hier, mijn gedachten; 
So dat ick leer, geen seeckerheyt 
Van al des Weerelts vreught te waghten 
Want alles is maer ydelheyt. 
 
 



 

 515 

Thoughts in my room  
 
Here in this small but still room, 
I strive alone to seek my joy 
Here, happiness turns my head 
I now get from my books my pleasure 
And thereby mock the world around. 
All worldly joy I deem a shade 
That one is ready to see vanish   
This I learn, while I sit and smoke 
I daily come to the conclusion: 
That all joy is as meaningless as smoke. 
This I learn for certain (about myself) 
Just now I find a semblance 
That teaches me, from whatever I see 
How idle the world is. 
A grinning mask I see from afar 
Teaches me to study the world closely; 
She disguises truth with falsehood 
And shortcomings and roguery can seem honorable 
A fool would trust what meets the eye. 
I admire my fiddle and my flute  
That teach me a lesson 
Because just like the sound 
Just now heard, quickly disappears 
So has life slipped away 
The baubles that I look upon, 
As a diversion once presented, 
Give me cause to ponder on 
The idle joys of youthful life  
That old age makes pass so quickly 
When my sight takes hold of a bottle 
I think life is no great gift 
Whereas that is sometimes bound 
Only to one wet drop  
And when the coats-of-arms I see 
That show me my old nobility 
Then I am from the cares set free  
That always around the Courts abide; 
And mock withall this slavery. 
Or if I see before me, on the image 
Of Charles, the Old British King 
So it strikes me that it doesn’t make much difference 
If life is only an illusion 
Where every man plays his role 
It is true that one plays a Majesty 
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And another a Poor man, another a Rich man. 
Each differs here much in splendor 
But whoever comes to see them in the grave, 
Would believe, he saw no difference. 
Or if I see beside me 
The images of my relatives 
I think: who can withstand death? 
Because as sure as the imitation hangs on these walls 
The real thing is long gone. 
So death turns each to dust, 
All spares no slave, or knight, or Lord 
Because everyone, be they poor or rich  
Whatever he was, changes 
So death equalizes all 
This brings me here, my thoughts 
So that I learn, to exact no security 
From all the worlds joys 
Because everything is merely vanity.1133 
  
 
 
D. Poem by Willem Goldschalck van Focquenbroch, My Hope is Smoke 
 
Transcribed in Bloemlezing uit de gedichten en brieven van Willem Goldschalck van 
Foquenbroch, C. J. Kuik, ed., Klassiek letterkundig pathéon, 207 (Zutphen: Thieme, 1977), 123. 
Also see Maria A. Schenkeveld, Dutch Literature in the Age of Rembrandt: Themes and Ideas 
(Amsterdam and Philadelphia: John Benjamins Publishing Company, 1991), 87-88. 
 
Spes mea Fumus est 
 
Wyl ick, dus sit, en smoock een Pijpen aen de haert, 
Met een bedruckt gelaet, de oogen na de aerd, 
d'Een elboogh onder 't Hooft, soeckt mijn gedacht de reden 
Waerom 't geval my plaeght met so veel straffigheden? 
De hoop daer op, (die my vast uytstelt dach, aen dach, 
Schoon dat ick nooyt yet goets van al mijn hoopen sach) 
Belooft my wderom haest tot mijn wensch te koomen: 
en maeckt my grooter al seen Keyser van Out Romen. 
Maer nauw ist smoockend kruydt verbrant tot stof, en asch, 
Of 'k vind my in die standt daer ick voor dees' in was. 
En nauw sie ick de roock in yd'le lucht verswinden, 

                                                
1133 English translation by Stephanie Dickey. A. F. Harms also provides an English translation, 
but it is freely adapted and poetic. See Harms, "Ten poems with translations by A.F.Harms," in 
Maria A. Schenkeveld, Dutch Literature in the Age of Rembrandt: Themes and Ideas 
(Amsterdam and Philadelphia: John Benjamins Publishing Company, 1991), 170-173.  
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Of 'k segh, dat ick in 't minst geen ondersheyt kan vinden, 
In, of ick leef of hoop, of dat 'k een pypje smoock; 
Want 't een is niet als windt, en 't ander niet als roock. 
 
 
My Hope is Smoke 
 
As I sit here and smoke my pipe beside the hearth 
My face reflecting gloom and looks cast down to earth, 
An elbow 'neath my head, my mind seeks explanation 
Why I am plagued by fate with so much aggravation.  
It is my hope (that lasts, extending day by day  
Though ne'er I saw it bring good that remained to stay) 
That pledges me: soon comes the fortune you awaited, 
So that I feel above Rome's emperors elevated. 
But when the smoking weed to dust and ash is burned 
I'm to the state wherein I erstwhile was, returned. 
And as I see the smoke thus vanish in the air 
I say I cannot find the slightest difference there: 
Whether I live and hope, or smoke my pipe in quiet: 
The one's but sighing wind, the other fire that died.1134 
 
 
E. Jan Vos' Commemorative Poem of Gerard Vossius 
 
Jan Vos, Alle de Gedichten van den Poeet Jan Vos, edited and published by Jacob Lescaille 
(Amsterdam: Jacob Lescaille, 1662), "Aan de lijkdraagers van den E. Heer Geerardt Vosius, 
Kanonik van Kantelberg, Professor der Historien t'Amsterdam," 722. First published in 
Verscheide Nederduytsche Gedichten, I (Amsterdam: Lodewijck Spillebout, 1651), "Aen de 
Lyckdraers van den Heer Professor Gerardus Vossius voor de Doorluchtige Schole van 
Amsterdam,"62.  
 
Men hoeft voor Vossius geen graf van steen te zoeken, 
Het Lyk is veer genoeg; dies neem de kist hier af. 
Begraef hem in dit School, in't midden van de boeken;    
Zoo rust dat groot vernuft in heerelijker graf 
Dan dat men by den Nyl tot aan't gestarnt ziet ryzen; 
Dat is van steen gebouwt, en dit van't brein der wyzen. 
 
One need seek for Vossius no tomb of stone 
The corpse went far enough, take down the coffin here. 
Bury him in this School, in the midst of the books 
So rests that great Intellect in a more glorious tomb 

                                                
1134 Translation by Harms, "Ten poems with translations by A.F.Harms," in Maria A. 
Schenkeveld, Dutch Literature in the Age of Rembrandt, 170-173. 
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Than that one sees rise to the stars by the Nile 
Because that’s made of stone, and this of the brain of the Wise One.1135 
 
 
F. Exerpt from Hofwijck (1651) by Constantijn Huygens, Sr., lines 2748-2755. Transcribed and 
translated by Peter Davidson and Adriaan van der Weel, A Selection of the Poems of Sir 
Constantijn Huygens (1596-1687) (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 1996), 154-55. 
 
Hoe oneenparigh is het menschelick gemal 
Hoe vele near een witt door vele wegen trachten, 
En elck door andere; hoe 'twerren der gedachten 
De wereld overkruijst kortom, waer uijt ontstaet 
'Toneindigh vuijl papier dat Cassen over laedt, 
Dat boecken swellen doet, daer solderen af stenen, 
Die d' oude walgen doen, die kinderen beweenen, 
Van kinds been af verbeent met schrick van wetenschapp… 
 
 
How random are the whirling courses of our life; 
How crooked are the roads by which we reach our goal, 
Each by a different road, how our gyrating thoughts  
Weave crossing webs about the globe; from these entangled  
Webs of our thought come the shelf-burdening pages 
Which swell to books, which strain the timbers of the house 
Which weary the old men and make the schoolboys weep, 
Who've learned to fear their weight and from their earliest youth…1136 
 

 

 

                                                
1135 My translation with the assistance of Stephanie Dickey. 
1136 Translation and transciption by Peter Davidson and Adriaan van der Weel, A Selection of the 
Poems of Sir Constantijn Huygens, 154.  


