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PREFACE  
 
 
As a curatorial assistant at the National Gallery of Art in Washington D.C., I was 
closely involved in the preparation of the Gerard ter Borch exhibition in 2004-
2005. One of my tasks was to make a preliminary selection of paintings to be 
included in the show. Among the works I initially selected was a painting that had 
long been accepted as a Ter Borch: Soldiers Carousing in an Inn (1658, Philadelphia 
Museum of Art) (fig. 0.1). I had not yet had a chance to see the work, but in 
reproduction it looked promising: an appealing example of Ter Borch’s interior 
scenes with soldiers (a so-called kortegaerdje). At first, the painting seemed a good 
choice. None of the experts involved in planning the exhibition objected to the 
inclusion of this particular work. Moreover, the Philadelphia Museum of Art had 
decided to clean the painting, and it promised to look even better once its 
yellowed varnish had been removed. However, in the process of cleaning the 
work, the conservators made a surprising discovery.  The painting was signed, not 
by Ter Borch but by one of his most talented pupils, Caspar Netscher. Although 
the painting had long been accepted as a work by Ter Borch, the signature by 
Netscher proved that the painting was, in fact, by another artist that had imitated 
Ter Borch's style. Instantly, the work lost its relevance for the exhibition, which 
aimed to show the quality and variety of Ter Borch’s paintings. We quietly 
removed it from the selection.  

It was neither the first nor the last time that I witnessed a change in 
attribution, yet this one made a particularly strong impression on me. The 
attribution of paintings to Ter Borch had not sparked any public debates of which 
I knew, and I had tacitly assumed that there was little risk in relying on accepted 
attributions. Much art historical research builds on existing attributions out of 
necessity. A basic classification of “who did what and when” functions as a point  
of departure for more interpretative questions. As long as there was a certain 
consensus among the leading scholars in the field, it seemed a fairly safe practice 
to me. However, the remarkable find of a Netscher signature on the painting 
formerly attributed to Ter Borch made me realize how much our understanding 
of seventeenth-century painting is subject to change on this very fundamental 
level. In fact, the contours of the oeuvres of virtually all known seventeenth-
century Dutch and Flemish master painters continue to be (re)defined to some 
extent.  

During the three years that I worked at the National Gallery of Art, I 
learned that many attributions and re-attributions are done quietly outside of the 
public domain. Experts discuss attributions freely among themselves, and a lot of 
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the considerations involved never make it into print. In general, positive 
attributions are much more likely to be published than doubts and de-attributions. 
Understandably, attributing old master paintings is often a delicate matter. As an 
important collector from the late Golden Age, the Duke of Chandos, eloquently 
put it: a possibly important old master painting ‘ought to be as tenderly handled as 
a lady and the least question upon them casts a stain upon their reputations, 
which is hardly ever washed off.’1 In the United States in particular, such a stain 
on a painting’s reputation can have serious legal implications, which further 
complicates public debates about attributions.2  

Having seen some of the foremost connoisseurs at work, I became 
increasingly interested in the methodology of the attribution process. What exactly 
did these experts look for? How did they decide about a specific attribution? In 
what ways did they agree and disagree?  And how should one ideally go about 
attributing these old master paintings?  

During my studies in art history at the University of Amsterdam, I had 
been fortunate enough to participate in a seminar organized by the Rembrandt 
Research Project (1996). Professor Ernst van de Wetering, the leader of the 
Rembrandt project, and his team members taught us how to conduct preliminary 
research on potential Rembrandt paintings by studying the works with various 
types of light (including X-rays, reflected infrared light and UV-light), by analyzing 
scientific data about the materials used, and by reviewing the literature on the 
painting. Subsequently, we were asked to use our observations and interpretations 
to build a case in favor of or against an attribution to Rembrandt. It was an 
instructive task, since it showed us how complicated it can be to make a decision 
about authorship. During the seminar sessions, it was particularly interesting to 
see how Professor van de Wetering refined his own thinking by systematically 
questioning his own observations and conclusions. After over forty years of 
Rembrandt studies, he had acquired an extraordinarily knowledge about the 
master and he used it to sharpen his observations. This weighing of arguments 
and the process of decision-making came to fascinate me even more than the 
actual attributions.  

At the National Gallery of Art, I was privileged to be introduced to a wide 
range of attribution matters by Arthur Wheelock, curator of Northern Baroque 
paintings and Professor in Art History at the University of Maryland. Wheelock is 
not only one of the foremost Rembrandt and Vermeer connoisseurs but also one 
of the most well-known specialists of Dutch and Flemish painters. Tellingly, he is 
                                                           
1 San Marino, Huntington Library, Brydges Papers, inv. no. ST 57, Letter from James Brydges to 
Henry Davenant, 22 September 1716, vol. 13, p. 46. See Jonckheere 2008b, 88.  
2 See Tummers 2002, 51.   
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a member of the TEFAF vetting committee – the small circle of outstanding 
connoisseurs who have the final word about the labeling of old master paintings 
at the TEFAF art fair in Maastricht. The breadth of Wheelock’s knowledge, in 
particular, was inspiring. He distinguished a dazzling variety of painters’ hands, 
had a very thorough understanding of the technical and conservation issues 
involved, and an extraordinary tact in presenting his opinions. He made me aware 
of various unexpected patterns in painters’ developments, such as Aelbert Cuyp’s 
habit of painting in two distinct styles at the outset of his career.3 Interestingly, 
the National Gallery of Art’s well-reputed conservation scientist, Melanie Gifford, 
had discovered a similar characteristic in the oeuvre of Esaias van de Velde. As 
these specialists (and many others) helped to sharpen my eye, I started to compile 
files with observations and sources relevant to matters of connoisseurship. As one 
of my daily tasks was to conduct research for upcoming exhibitions, I read many 
seventeenth-century sources and when I came across remarks about attribution 
issues, I made a note of it. One of the texts I flagged was an intriguing passage in 
Roger de Piles Conversations sur la Connoissance de La Peinture, in which seventeenth-
century connoisseurs discuss the difficulties of attributing paintings; they remark, 
for example, how impossible it could be to recognize works by a painter who was 
in the process of changing his style.4  

It was not until the spring of 2003 that I eventually consolidated my notes 
into a research proposal, and that I found the right supervisor for the project: Eric 
Jan Sluijter, Professor in Renaissance and Early Modern Art at the University of 
Amsterdam and visiting Professor at the Institute of Fine Arts of New York 
University (2002-2007). Sluijter is an erudite connoisseur who also has an 
extraordinarily thorough knowledge of seventeenth-century writings on painting. 
Moreover, he has an exceptional capacity to survey the field as a whole and to 
follow and recognize the achievements of a wide range of specialists. His many 
thoughtful comments greatly improved my research proposal. I am very grateful 
for his confidence and enthusiasm, which gave me not only the courage to start 
this rather ambitious project but also the strength to complete it.  

When I started to look for published sources on the methodology of 
connoisseurship, I noticed that they were rather few in number. In the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries connoisseurs such as Giovanni Morelli 
and Max Friedländer had eloquently outlined their methods and principles.5 
However, since the Second World War, no handbooks on the topic had been 
published, and only a handful of connoisseurs had explicitly addressed their 
                                                           
3 See chapter 4.  
4 See below ‘A Closer Look at Seventeenth-Century Sources: An Introduction’ and chapter 4. 
5 See chapter 1. 
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working methods in their writings. Secondary studies on developments in the field 
over the last fifty years were even less. Therefore, I set out to outline 
developments in the field since the end of the Second World War (chapter 1). The 
survey is far from complete, and it is best seen as an introduction to my topic of 
research: a rough indication of experts’ approaches and some matters of 
contention. It was a difficult chapter to write since I regularly found myself faced 
with contradictory interests. From a scholarly point of view, I found it 
indispensable to focus on the ways in which experts differed in their approaches 
and opinions. At the same time, I realized that this emphasis on controversies 
might potentially undermine the credibility of some of the experts involved by not 
sufficiently acknowledging the many uncontroversial and uncontested attributions 
and discoveries that earned these experts their good reputations. After all, trust is 
crucial to connoisseurs. Both on the market and in an academic context, many 
people rely on their opinions. And their reputation – like that of particular 
paintings – should be handled with care. Balancing these different interests was 
daunting at times, and I hope I have done so successfully. My goal has been to 
focus on disagreements among well-reputed connoisseurs only in as much as 
these illustrate important methodological questions. Ultimately, as we will see, 
positive attributions are inherently interpretations with varying degrees of 
certainty. They build upon assumptions.  

Some of these assumptions cannot really be tested, and there is no clear 
right or wrong. For example, the question of whether a connoisseur should 
ultimately make an intuitive or a rational decision has long been an issue of 
debate. In fact, the seventeenth-century writer Franciscus Junius was already 
ambivalent about the matter. On the one hand, he believed that experts could 
only judge paintings if they thoroughly analyze the work using their reason. In his 
Painting of the Ancients (1638), he wrote, ‘wee should seriously weigh and consider 
every part of the work, returning to it againe and again, even ten and ten times if 
need be. For our sense doth seldom at the first judge right of these curiosities, it is 
an unwary Arbitrator, and mistaketh many things: all the soundness and truth of 
our judgment must proceed only from reason.’6 However, only a few pages later, 
he approvingly cited the ancient writer Dionysius Halicarnassensis, who claimed 
the opposite, namely that exercise and experience resulted in an ‘unexpressible 
feeling’ that enabled experts to differentiate between artists’ hands but could not 
be rationally explained.7 Junius’ ambivalence also illustrates the difficulty of 

                                                           
6 Junius 1638 [ed. 1991], 305.  
7 Junius 1638 [ed. 1991], 307.  
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interpreting seventeenth-century sources, as these writings often contain some 
contradictions.8  

Besides such general choices, connoisseurs also make many more concrete 
assumptions  that can, in fact, be partially tested. For example, one has to estimate 
how much consistency is to be expected in a painter’s oeuvre when attributing a 
work to his or her hand. Did the painter’s style evolve in a consistent manner, or 
did he or she change styles abruptly? Did he or she even use various styles 
simultaneously? Can we expect a master to have painted authentic paintings 
entirely by his own hand, or is it more likely that the painter collaborated with 
pupils and/or assistants on the same composition?  

To these types of historical questions I have dedicated the larger part of 
this dissertation. Chapter 2 discusses the main distinction that was made when 
classifying paintings in the seventeenth-century, namely the distinction between 
originals and copies. It explores both how these categories were defined and what 
outward signs were seen as characteristic of each category. Chapter 3 addresses 
the difficult and rather controversial question of whether or not we can expect 
seventeenth-century painters to have created a core oeuvre entirely by their own 
hand. Chapter 4 explores seventeenth-century thoughts on style in order to 
outline the types of patterns and irregularities that we might expect in the stylistic 
development of seventeenth-century painters. Chapter 5 puts the various sources 
on seventeenth-century connoisseurship into a broader perspective by addressing 
who was considered a capable judge of paintings in the seventeenth century and 
on what grounds. Chapter 6 discusses the essence of seventeenth-century 
connoisseurship, specifically the interpretation of quality and the terms that were 
used to describe it. Finally, the epilogue consists of a unique case study that 
enables us to compare relatively recent connoisseurship with seventeenth-century 
insights: a disputed Rembrandt painting.  

Throughout the various chapters my goal has been to enhance our 
understanding of seventeenth-century views on style and authenticity, so as to 
create a clearer framework for current attributions to seventeenth-century Dutch 
and Flemish masters. Given the scope of the topic, my conclusions should be 
seen as working hypotheses, which will hopefully be refined by further 
explorations of seventeenth-century connoisseurship as well as in-depth studies of 
individual painters’ oeuvres.   

During my research I have profited greatly from the insights and feedback 
of various colleagues, students, friends and family. I am particularly grateful to the 
                                                           
8 The rhetorical way of arguing of employed by many seventeenth-century writers did not require 
their arguments to be entirely coherent. See Junius 1638 [ed. 1991], introduction; and Weststeijn 
2008, chapter 1.  
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participants of the 2003 Codart study trip to Boston and New England, whose 
expertise, advice and warnings gave me a clearer sense of direction at the outset of 
the project.  My talks with Paul Huvenne, Jan de Maere and Gary Schwartz were 
especially helpful. I also extend my sincere thanks to my colleagues at the 
University of Amsterdam, who have helped to sharpen my thinking throughout 
the past years, among them Junko Aono, Piet Bakker, Marten Jan Bok, Inge 
Broekman, Margriet van Eikema-Hommes, Koenraad Jonckheere, Elmer Kolfin, 
Arjan de Koomen, Bert van de Roemer, Michiel Roscam Abbing, Madelon 
Simons and Thijs Weststeijn. Also, I am very grateful for the advice and 
suggestions from a variety of other specialists, among them Egbert Haverkamp-
Begemann, Edwin Buijsen, David Burmeister Kaaring, Jephta Dullaert, Rudi 
Ekkart, Michiel Franken, Nico van Hout, Hessel Miedema, Petria Noble, Sheldon 
Peck, Daniel Rockmore, Nicolette Sluijter, Adriaan Waiboer and Aidan Weston-
Lewis. Furthermore, I would like to thank the students that enrolled in my BA 
and MA courses at the University of Amsterdam for their interest and questions, 
which have helped me to structure my thoughts. In addition, I have greatly 
profited from a gifted editor: Jacquelyn Coutré, who very ably and swiftly checked 
my English, compiled the bibliography and kindly alerted me to many little 
mistakes and oversights.  

To my family, I owe a very special thanks. My parents Leo Tummers and 
Joke Tummers-Zuurmond read many parts of this book like only parents can, 
with devotion, honesty and love. My husband Jack has been my greatest source of 
inspiration throughout the years. Without his unwavering support, encouragement 
and loving feedback this book would not have been written. Moreover, our son 
Joa has been extraordinarily patient and enthusiastic while I wrapped up the 
writing. Seeing him imitate me - typing away on a broken key board before he 
could even walk - has brightened up many long days.  

This research project was funded by the Institute for Culture and History 
at the University of Amsterdam and the Amsterdam Centre for the Study of the 
Golden Age.  
 
 
 



 



 



CHAPTER 1.  
THE FINGERPRINTS OF DUTCH AND FLEMISH OLD MASTERS: 
CONNOISSEURSHIP SINCE 1945 
 
 
Introduction 
 
Attributing old master paintings constitutes one of the most difficult tasks which 
art historians have taken upon themselves. Moreover, decisions in these matters 
tend to carry a lot of weight, especially when a painting may be by a well-known 
old master. The difference in price between an authentic old master painting and a 
work ‘in the manner’ of such a master can amount to several million dollars1, the 
difference in status is considerable, and a new or changing attribution can have 
dramatic consequences for our understanding of art history. For example, the idea 
that Vermeer had expressed ‘a deep religious emotion’ in the painting Christ and his 
Disciples at Emmaus became instantly obsolete when this painting was exposed as a 
fake in 1947.2 (fig. 1.1) 
 Despite the complexity and importance of attributions, however, little 
theory has been devoted to connoisseurship. Within academic art history, hardly 
any methodology has been developed to attribute Dutch and Flemish old master 
paintings. There is no handbook that could help train aspiring connoisseurs, and 
only a few connoisseurs have ever published coherent views on their working 
methods. Moreover, no survey exists on the developments in this field in the 
relatively recent past.3 This essay presents a brief overview of the insights which 
have been developed in the field of Dutch and Flemish painting since the end of 
the Second World War. It is far from exhaustive and is based only on published 
sources. The main questions are: How have the various experts defined and 
redefined the process of attributing paintings from this period?  What new 
techniques have been developed, and how do these affect the experts’ views on 
the attribution process? Can this process be captured in a rational method, or 
does it ultimately defy definition? And what specific attribution issues have caused 
debate among experts in recent years?  
 
 
 
                                                 
1 See also below, chapter 3, note 1.  
2 See below, p. 2 ff. 
3 Early twentieth-century connoisseurship has been thoroughly studied and beautifully described 
by Catherine B. Scallen.  See Scallen 2004.  
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The Van Meegeren Scandal: A Turning Point 
 
Almost immediately after the Second World War, art historians and laymen alike 
began to question the ability of experts of seventeenth-century Dutch art to 
attribute paintings with an unprecedented force. Their doubt was the result of a 
remarkable lawsuit in 1945-47, the Van Meegeren case, which marks a turning 
point in the history of modern connoisseurship. During this trial, the painting 
Christ and his Disciples at Emmaus, which was widely celebrated as one of Vermeer’s 
best paintings, turned out to be a forgery (fig. 1.1 Han van Meegeren, Christ and his 
Disciples at Emmaus, c. 1937, Museum Boymans-van Beuningen).  

In 1937 the piece had been ‘rediscovered’ by the well-known art historian 
Abraham Bredius, and the Boijmans-van Beuningen Museum in Rotterdam had 
been quick to purchase it (with the help of Bredius himself who donated 10.000 
guilders towards the acquisition). Although Bredius had initially had some doubts 
about the provenance and attribution of the painting, he had concluded that it was 
‘authentic’ after completing a brief background check on the seller and closely 
inspecting the painting in July 1937.4 He subsequently wrote an article about the 
piece for the prestigious art historical monthly The Burlington Magazine, in which he 
celebrated the painting as Vermeer’s best work.5 Other experts followed suit. The 
composition was said to be well-balanced, the colours exquisite, the still life better 
than any other from the period, Christ’s face ‘filled with secrecy’ (Knuttel, 1938); 
and the maid ‘perhaps the most beautiful one Vermeer ever painted’ (Van 
Thienen, 1939). Moreover, the style of the work was said to express all the great 
character traits of the painter himself (Hefting, 1938).6  
 Most experts only started to voice doubts about the authenticity of the 
painting during the two-year long lawsuit against the master forger Han van 
Meegeren, which started a few weeks after the end of World War II. Initially, Van 
Meegeren was sued for treason.  He was thought to have taken advantage of the 
war situation in the Netherlands in 1943 to illegitimately sell a Vermeer, The 
Adulteress, to an agent of the German marshal Hermann Göring without 
permission to export such an important piece of the Dutch cultural heritage (fig. 
1.2). However, Van Meegeren denied the accusation, stating that he had not sold 

                                                 
4 Bredius’ initial doubts were recorded in a letter by his secretary, dated 1 July 1937, which has 
been reproduced in full in Kraaijpoel/Van Wijnen 1996, , 22; see also Blankert 2006, 47-57.  
5 ‘a hithertho unknown masterpiece by a great master … the masterpiece of Johannes Vermeer van 
Delft’. See Bredius 1937,  121.  
6 A good overview of various reactions before and after the trial, including the full texts by all 
authors apart from Van Dantzig can be found in Weerdenburg 1988; see also Kraaijpoel/Van 
Wijnen 1996, ,  34.  
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an authentic old master but a forgery by his own hand. Moreover, he declared that 
The Adulteress was not the only forgery he had created, and claimed authorship of 
six other paintings in the styles of Pieter de Hooch and Johannes Vermeer, 
including  the very well-known Christ and his Disciples at Emmaus in the Boijmans-
van Beuningen Museum in Rotterdam.  
 It was a far-reaching statement that was hard to believe for the experts 
who had enthusiastically praised the Boijmans painting earlier. Bredius, who had 
‘discovered’ the work, never changed his opinion about his attribution; he died in 
1946 before the trial was concluded. Hannema, the director of the Boijmans 
Museum who purchased the painting, would continue to believe in the 
authenticity of the painting until his death in 1984. And even art historians who 
had not been directly involved in the attribution or acquisition of the painting 
were initially reluctant to change their mind. For example, Frederica Bremer, 
wrote in the introduction to the fifth edition of her survey of art history in 1945:  
 ‘In my personal opinion I would like to state that it is completely 
unacceptable that this work, which has no equal in Dutch painting in its pure 
expression of a deep religious emotion, would have been painted by a cowardish 
cheater […] If this work is indeed old, Vermeer would be the only painter who 
could have created it. After serious consideration, we have therefore decided to 
keep the painting in its place for the time being.’7  
 Such a position became increasingly difficult to maintain. To add 
credibility to his claim, Van Meegeren decided to create a new Vermeer forgery 
during the trial. Meanwhile, a variety of evidence surfaced. In Van Meegeren’s 
workshop in France, the police found a painting in the style of Vermeer, one in 
the style of Pieter de Hooch, as well as a part of the seventeenth-century stretcher 
on which Christ and his Disciples at Emmaus had been painted.  (Van Meegeren 
claimed he had altered the width of the stretcher to fit his composition.)  Also, for 
none of the paintings mentioned by Van Meegeren could a provenance history be 
established.  

When a number of painting experts were consulted in court – prof. Dr. 
Johan Q. van Regteren Altena, dr. Hans Schneider, dr. Wiebo Froentjes, prof. Dr. 
Paul Coremans, Dr. Harold J. Plenderleith, mr. F. Ian G. Rawlins, and dr. 

 
7 ‘Als mijn persoonlijk meening zou ik willen zeggen, dat het volkomen onaanvaardbaar is, dat dit 
werk, dat in zuivere expressie van een diep religieuze emotie, door niets in onze Hollandsche 
kunst wordt overtroffen, geschilderd zou zijn door een laffen spotter en leugenaar, met het plan er 
een dergelijk laag bedrog mee te plegen. […] Als het schilderij werkelijk oud is, is Vermeer m.i. de 
eenige schilder, die het gemaakt zou kunnen hebben. Na rijp beraad laten we het dus voorlopig in 
dit boek op zijn plaats.’ Bremer 1945, foreword; see also  Van Dantzig,  1947, 61.  
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Angenitus M. Wild – they stated that the suspicious works did not date from the 
time of Vermeer and De Hoogh, and that these works could indeed have been 
painted by Van Meegeren.8 [Interestingly, Van Regteren Altena had recognized 
the painting as authentic in 1938, but since then changed his mind.9] Scientific 
tests executed by Dr. Coremans confirmed a curious characteristic of the forger’s 
working method. According to his own explanation, Van Meegeren always created 
his forgeries on top of seventeenth-century paintings and used pigments that were 
consistent with those used by the old masters; however, unlike seventeenth-
century painters, he did not use oil paint. Instead, he had chosen for a modern 
type of binding medium, ‘bakelite’ (phenol-formaldehyde), which allowed him to 
imitate the cracked surface of centuries old oil paintings by briefly baking the 
finished paintings in an oven. This binding medium had only been invented in 
1907 and thus proved that the paintings could not have been made in the 
seventeenth-century.10  
 For legal reasons, it was not necessary to further analyse the stylistic 
interpretations of Christ and his Disciples at Emmaus. But it was certainly curious that 
the Boijmans painting had been analysed in such radically different ways. Both 
before and immediately after the trial experts described the style of Christ and his 
Disciples at Emmaus in quite generic terms strongly infused with value judgements. 
Interestingly, some of the same elements that were initially used to underline the 
quality of the work were later seen as illustrative of the work’s deficiencies. After 
the trial, the composition was seen as unbalanced and rather forced, the colours 
too grey, Christ’s face decidedly effeminate (Kilbracken, 1967), the maid cross-
eyed and bald, and her lips too thick (Van Dantzig, 1947).11 

This radical shift in appreciation was somewhat softened by voices who 
claimed that a number of scholars had recognized the Boijmans painting as a 
forgery long before the Van Meegeren trial had started.12 However, the published 

                                                 
8 For a reproduction of the court statement, see Weerdenburg 1988, 122.  
9 Prof. van Regeteren-Altena had approved the work as authentic in 1937-38; see Van Regteren-
Altena 1937-1938, 18-19; see also Van Dantzig 1947, , 74.  
10 Froentjes/Wild 1949, 269-280. Froentjes/ Breek 1977, 583-589. Coremans/Hardy 1949, 20-21. 
The Belgian art dealer Jean Decoen tried to prove that Coreman’s observations and conclusions 
were wrong. See Decoen 1951. For a discussion of the effect of this publication see Van de 
Brandhof 1979, 9-10. 
11 Van Dantzig 1947, 35, 36, 40, and 50; Weerdenburg 1988, 33 and 150 (reprod. text Kilbracken); 
Kraaijpoel/ Van Wijnen 1996, 35.  
12 For example, Van Dantzig claimed he had recognized the picture as a forgery before the trial, 
though not at first sight. According to his wife, he explained his ideas to students at the University 
of Amsterdam; however, no students’ notes or statements confirm this. Also, many believed that 
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opinions about the painting seemed to prove the opposite. Only two scholars, 
Huizinga and Bremmer, had mentioned deficiencies, but they had still praised the 
work as a whole.13 Even the director of the Rijksmuseum, Schmidt-Degener, who 
was long thought to have recognized the piece as a forgery, had in fact offered the 
Boijmans a deal.   He had been willing to trade the piece against the 
Rijksmuseum’s The Love Letter (c. 1669-1670) by Vermeer and a De Hooch (fig. 
1.3).14  

In fact, only an art dealer from New York and a painter from The Hague 
could prove that they had recognized the Boijmans painting as a forgery before 
the trial. Representatives of the New York art dealer Duveen had looked at the 
painting when it was offered for sale in Paris and had sent a telegram to their head 
office, calling the work a ‘rotten fake’  The Dutch painter Louis Meys had 
proposed to issue a brochure about the painting in order to expose it as a forgery, 
witness the minutes of a meeting of the The Hague Art Society (De Haagsche 
Kunstkring) on 26 September 1938.15 Unfortunately, neither the telegram nor the 
minutes specify which observations led to the conclusion that the Boijmans 
painting was a fake.  

The mistaken attribution was somewhat understandable since Van   
Meegeren had created such a convincing pattern of cracks that even the two 
restorers who cleaned the painting for the Boijmans Museum failed to notice that 
the work did not date from the seventeenth century.16 Also, Bredius’s idea that 
the painting was an early Vermeer meant that there was no clear framework for 

 
Schmidt-Degener, then director of the Rijksmuseum, had recognized the work as a fake, but Ger 
Luijten has since proved the opposite. See note 14.  
13 ‘Het klinkt misschien te boud, wanneer ik meen, dat Vermeer juist daar, waar hij een zeer 
bepaald gebeuren van de hoogste wijding in beeld brengt, nl. in de Emmaus-gangers, naar mijn 
oordeel eigenlijk te kort schiet. Dat is niet een evangelisch gebeuren, wat hier verhaald wordt. Het 
onderwerp is maar een aanloop om hier zijn kleurenzin bot te vieren. Vermeer blijft met al zijn 
van den alghemeenen aard afwijkende qualiteiten toch echt Hollands, doordat hij geen these, geen 
idee en in den strikten zin des woords geen bepaalden stijl heeft.’ Huizinga 1941, 140; Bremmer 
1938. Bremmer  on the righthand disciple in the Christ and his Disciples at Emmaus: ‘Wanneer men 
zich afvraagt hoe de arm in die mouw geconstrueerd moet zitten, zal men wel enige kritiek op den 
bouw van deze armplooien kunnen hebben. Maar zoo iets bederft den indruk van het geheel niet.’ 
14 See Luijten 1984, , 388 and notes 207-211.  
15 Telegram Duveen reproduced in Kraaijpoel/and Van Wijnen 1996, 71; and also in 
Blankert2006, 50. G. Isarlo mentions rumours that the work was a fake in Paris, though he does 
not believe these rumours himself. Isarlo 1938; about Meys,  see Isarlo 1938, 79; AHK, Box nr. 
253.  
16 These restorers, Luytwieler and Van Bohemen, even declared in a newspaper interview of July 
1945 that the work definitely dated from the seventeenth century.  See Van Dantzig 1947, 63.    
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the attribution. The only comparable works by Vermeer, Christ in the House of 
Martha and Mary (c. 1655, National Gallery of Scotland) and Diana and her 
Companions (c. 1655-56, Mauritshuis, The Hague), form a rather isolated group in 
Vermeer’s oeuvre with their considerable formats and surprisingly large figures 
(fig. 1.4 and 1.5). Moreover, in these works Vermeer varied his style and painting 
technique considerably.17  

                                                

 Nevertheless, the Van Meegeren trial denoted a serious shortcoming in 
connoisseurship. A large number of experts had failed to recognize the forgery as 
such, thus they were apparently unable to distinguish between an authentic old 
master and a fake. This painful conclusion not only affected the reputation of 
connoisseurs in the field of Dutch seventeenth-century art – more so than any 
previous error had done – but also heightened the awareness of the difficulty of 
attributing and dating paintings. As a result, some scholars became more cautious 
when authenticating and dating paintings while others tried to avoid 
connoisseurship all together. Both developments were fuelled by new impulses in 
the next decades.  

The need for a more precise, cautious approach when attributing and 
dating paintings was particularly evident in Vermeer research. The Vermeer 
oeuvre catalogue that had been compiled in 1939 by Arie Bob de Vries originally 
included 43 works. After the trial the monograph was revised, and in the 1948 
edition the group of works was reduced to 35 paintings, most of which are still 
accepted as authentic Vermeers today.18  ‘If I have been too severe while sorting 
out the paintings, this is due to the lesson that the Van Meegeren case has taught 
us’, De Vries wrote in his introduction.19 However, only one of the paintings he 
dismissed has since been re-attributed: the Lady at a Virginal was sold as an 
authentic Vermeer at Sotheby’s in London on 8 July 2004 (fig. 1.6).20  

From De Vries’ selection of authentic works, no picture has been 
unanimously rejected by a subsequent generation of Vermeer experts. One 
painting, The Girl with the Flute (National Gallery of Art, Washington D.C.), was 
given the label ‘attributed to Vermeer’ in the Gallery, which is a standard formula 
to express doubt. Walter Liedtke, however, nonetheless included it among the 

 
17 Most other scholars, however, dated Christ and his Disciples at Emmaus to Vermeer's middle or 
late period because of the use of colours in it; see Van den Brandhof 1979, 103. On Vermeer's 
early painting techniques, see Kolfin/Pottasch/Hoppe 2002.  
18 De Vries 1939 [ed. 1948].  
19 ‘Indien ik bij de schifting thans al te streng ben geweest, dan kan de les, die het ‘geval van 
Meegeren’ ons heeft geleerd, dit makkelijk verklaren’, De Vries 1939 [ed. 1948], 71.  
20 See also Sheldon/Costaras 2006. 
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authentic paintings in his recent oeuvre catalogue of the master (fig. 1.7).21 The 
authenticity of three other paintings has been questioned by Albert Blankert, while 
other scholars, including Arthur Wheelock and Christopher Wright, accept them 
as authentic: Interior with a Woman playing the Lute (Metropolitan Museum of Art, 
New York), Interior with a Girl Interrupted at her Music (Frick Collection, New York) 
and The Girl with the Red Hat (National Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C.) (fig. 1.8). 
Blankert questioned the first two because of their abraded condition and 
suggested that The Girl with the Red Hat was an eighteenth-century forgery, since 
the momentary quality of the painting, the panel support, the position of the 
foreground chair, and the fairly sharp transition from light to darker areas were 
uncharacteristic of Vermeer, in his view. Also, the provenance of the picture 
before 1822 was unclear.22 Wheelock, however, objected that poor condition 
should not be a reason to dismiss a painting as authentic and argued that the 
pigments used in The Girl with the Red Hat indicate a seventeenth-century origin. 
Moreover, he stated that both the pigments and the painting technique, especially 
the coloured highlights, are entirely consistent with those employed in accepted 
works by Vermeer.23  

Although the exact scope of Vermeer’s oeuvre has consequently remained 
the subject of some debate24, the various arguments used in the attribution 
discussions have become far more nuanced compared to the general statements of 
the 1930s and 1940s. The Van Meegeren scandal functioned as an important 
catalyst in this respect. In an extra paragraph that De Vries added to the revised 
edition of his Vermeer monograph, he wrote that ‘every attribution must be 
supported by evidence, in as far as one can provide proof in the thorny field of 
such conclusions.’25 Nowadays, this statement seems so self-evident that one 
would almost forget that connoisseurs of De Vries’ generation were used to 
giving their opinions without much explanation. According to Vitale Bloch, 
connoisseurs’ opinions were even ‘inviolable’ before the Van Meegeren trial.26 In 

 
21 See Liedtke 2008.  
22 Blankert 1975, 108-110. 
23 See Blankert 1975 reviewed by Christopher Brown in Brown 1977; and reviewed by Arthur 
Wheelock in Wheelock 1977. See also Wright 1976, 83. 
24 Apart from the paintings mentioned above, a newly attributed painting has also been much 
contested: St. Praxiteles. See Wheelock 1998a. The work is also reproduced in Wheelock 1995a.  
25 ‘Het spreekt vanzelf, dat iedere toeschrijving door bewijzen moet worden gestaafd, voorzover 
men deze althans kan leveren op het doornige terrein van dergelijke conclusies.’ De Vries 1939 
[ed. 1948], 71. [The chapter is called ‘On some wrong or doubtful attributions and a number of 
forgeries’.] 
26 Van den Brandhof 1976, 9. 
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1945 he stated that the worst consequence of the court case would be that expert 
attributions no longer enjoyed the same status. While this was indeed a great 
disadvantage to some scholars, for others it was a fairly positive development - 
especially for those who had always believed that rationalizing one’s opinion 
about a painting was a necessary step in the decision- making process.  

 
 
Two Types of Connoisseurs 
 
Two witty cartoons by Saul Steinberg seem to capture the essence of the 
attribution process in visual metaphors: the challenge is to recognize distinctively 
individual characteristics that - like fingerprints - allow one to identify the painter 
(figs. 1.9 and 1.10). One cartoon shows a painter at work, in the process of 
creating a landscape painting with Van-Gogh-like swirling patterns in the sky. His 
painting can also be seen as a giant fingerprint - an imprint of the artist’s unique 
characteristics (in this case, presumably Steinberg’s). The second cartoon depicts a 
landscape painting which consists of various such imprints dispersed throughout 
the work. Indeed, connoisseurs assume that paintings give clues as to the artist’s 
unique character - either in their entirety or in certain telling passages. The 
question is how such characteristics could and should be recognized.  

For well over a century, connoisseurs have developed two opposing 
views. Opinions are divided as to what should have the most weight in the 
attribution process: the connoisseur’s intuition, that is, the sudden insight which 
the connoisseur experiences without fully grasping on what it is based, or rational, 
communicable arguments. Although both aspects seem to be a logical component 
of the decision-making process, their very different nature has long caused tension 
in both theory and practice. From a methodological point of view, the difference 
in emphasis is crucial. The one view implies that connoisseurship is ultimately a 
matter of trust in the connoisseur and in the purity of the connoisseur’s 
assessment, whereas the other view suggests that it is possible to check the validity 
of attributions and to develop a concrete method to attribute paintings.  
 Before the Van Meegeren scandal, it had been fairly common for well-
known experts to simply refer to their intuition or feeling about a painting 
without further explanation. An interesting example can be found in a booklet 
which Cornelis Hofstede de Groot wrote in 1925 to prove another connoisseur 
wrong: Echt of onecht? Oog of chemie?.27 In a court case, Professor Wilhelm Martin 

                                                 
27 On Cornelis Hofstede de Groot’s distrust towards chemical evidence, see also in this chapter, 
‘Rembrandt research and the integration of scientific techniques’.  
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had undermined Cornelis Hofstede de Groot’s attribution of a painting to Frans 
Hals, and dismissed the work as a later pastiche (fig. 1.11). In response, Hofstede 
de Groot wrote: ‘In an earlier polemic against Rembrandt researchers, Prof. 
Martin stated with great self-awareness that thanks to his feeling for style 
(stijlgevoel) he remarked certain things that his adversaries did not notice, since they 
did not have feeling for style or not as much as he did. I told him then in the 
clearest terms that what he considered feeling for style was no such thing, and I 
have to state here, too, that the fact that the learned gentleman does not recognize 
the hand of Frans Hals in every touch of the brush proves clearly that he does not 
have the least amount of feeling for Frans Hals’ style either.’28 Thus, for Cornelis 
Hofstede de Groot a mistaken attribution based on a certain feeling was not a 
reason to dismiss ‘feelings’ as a guide in these matters, or to stress the importance 
of clearer criteria in matters of attribution. Instead, he merely claimed that Prof. 
Martin’s feeling for style was not as accurate as this expert liked to believe. 
(Interestingly, Van Meegeren expert Jonathan Lopez recently attributed the 
debated painting to this famous forger.29) 

After the Van Meegeren scandal an opinion like Prof. Martin’s was no 
longer acceptable in public attribution debates. This did not mean that all experts 
believed that attributions should entirely be based on rational arguments, but 
especially in the first decades after the war, attempts to objectify connoisseurship 
certainly set the tone in the published sources. Moreover, even those experts who 
favoured an intuitive approach acknowledged the importance of rationalizing 
one’s opinion.  

During the war Max J. Friedländer had already argued that rational 
arguments could help to double check one’s intuitive impression of a painting in 
his book On Art and Connoisseurship.30 Comparing a connoisseur’s love for a 
painting to his love for a woman, he wrote: ‘one should honour naïveté, but not 
let oneself be ruled by it.’31 Therefore he found it important to also pay heed to 

 
28 ‘In een vroegere polemiek tegen de Rembrandtvorschers heeft Prof. Martin met groote 
zelfbewustheid verklaard, dat hij door het bezit van stijlgevoel dingen opmerkte, die zijn 
tegenstanders moesten ontgaan omdat zij dit stijlgevoel niet of althans in mindere mate dan hij 
hadden. Ik heb hem toen op zeer duidelijke wijze er op gewezen, dat wat hij voor stijlgevoel hield, 
niets daarmede te maken had en ik moet ook hier verklaren, dat het feit, dat de hooggeleerde heer 
in dit schilderij niet in iederen toets de hand van Frans Hals herkent, zonneklaar bewijst, dat hij 
ook voor den stijl van Frans Hals niet het allergeringste gevoel bezit.’ Hofstede de Groot 1925,  
28-29, 5, and 18-19.    
29 Lopez 2008, 44 ff.  
30 Friedländer 1942 [ed. 1946].  
31 Friedländer 1942 [ed. 1946], 173. 
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more objective criteria: documentary evidence, the presence of signatures and 
monograms (if genuine, and keeping in mind that a painting signed by a master 
could also have been painted by an assistant), and to noticeable formal similarities 
between documented works by the master and the painting to be attributed.32 He 
also emphasized the importance of technical examinations to better understand a 
painting’s condition.33 Nevertheless, he believed that attributing a painting was 
ultimately a matter of intuition, a sudden insight which defied exact definition, 
although it could be checked to a certain extent.34 He believed that knowledgeable 
connoisseurs would get the best insights if they did not lose oneself in lengthy 
contemplation of particular details and instead focused briefly on the painting in 
its entirety (better several times for 6 seconds than a whole minute on end, he 
explained).35  

Friedländer had developed his view in reaction to the most innovative 
connoisseur of a generation before him, the Italian expert Giovanni Morelli 
(1816-1891). As both Morelli and Friedländer served as reference point for late 
twentieth-century connoisseurs who positioned themselves on a methodological 
level, I will also briefly summarize Morelli’s contribution to the debate. At the end 
of the nineteenth century, Morelli published peppered opinions on how old 
master paintings could and should be attributed. Discouraged by experts, who, in 
his view, mistakenly relied on their intuition and a ‘general impression’, and by 
many attributions in public collections with which he strongly disagreed, he made 
a sharp plea for the careful study of formal characteristics, such as the painter’s 
use of colours, types of landscape and types of ears and hands.36 He noted that 
many artists have habits of execution which are particularly visible in subordinate 
parts of their work, and included charts with ears and hands that he regarded as 

                                                 
32 Friedländer, 1942 [ed. 1946], 163−171.   
33 Friedländer 1942 [ed. 1946], 179-183.   
34 Friedländer 1942 [ed. 1946], 175: ´Intuitive judgment may be regarded as a necessary evil. It is 
to be believed and disbelieved. Every sudden idea, however vague, may serve as basis for a fruitful 
hypothesis; only one must be ready to drop it as soon as it had proved itself incapable of 
sustaining weight.´ See also p. 177:´The first impression is deeper than all subsequent ones, of 
different kind and of decisive importance.´  
35 Friedländer 1942 [ed. 1946], 178.  
36 Giovanni Morelli published under the pseudonym Ivan Lermolieff (a Russian equivalent of his 
name). He first expressed his ideas in a series of articles focused around Italian paintings in public 
collections in Rome (Lermolieff 1874-1876), then in a longer essay focused on Italian paintings in 
 Munich, Dresden and Berlin (Lermolieff 1880); and subsequently in a series of three books,  
Lermolieff 1890-1893, which appeared in English  as Morelli 1893.  
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characteristic for certain masters (fig. 1.12).37 The analysis of such recognizable 
shapes he deemed ‘objective’ and ‘scientific’, for the validity of such arguments 
could be checked.38  

For well over a century Morelli’s method has been a major source of 
inspiration for experts who favor a transparent, rational approach. On the other 
end of the spectrum, Friedländer has long counted as one of the most outspoken 
protagonists of an intuitive approach. In the meantime, both approaches have 
been further explored, as we will see. At the beginning of the twenty-first century, 
this has led to important new developments in either area. On the one hand 
computer programs have been designed to analyze and compare the 
characteristics of artworks in order to provide a firm basis for attributions; while 
on the other hand the first general overview has been published on expert 
intuitions or sudden insights and our understanding of these.  
  
 
Pictology and the Search for Objectivity 
 
Shortly after World War II, when the Van Meegeren trial had just ended, the 
Dutch artist and art critic Maurits van Dantzig published a book on the scandal 
titled Johannes Vermeer, de Emmausgangers en de Critici (Leiden, 1947). The mistaken 
attribution had caused him to reflect on the methodology of connoisseurship. In 
his opinion experts tended to trust their intuitions too much, and if they used 
arguments at all to support their attributions, these were far too few. He had 
therefore developed a method to attribute old master paintings, naming it 

 
37 Note, for example, this passage in the English translation of Morelli’s Kunstkrtischen Studien: ‘Let 
me endeavour by an example to render my imperfectly expressed ideas more intelligible to my 
readers. I have observed that, after the head, the hand is the most characteristic and expressive 
part of the human body. Now most painters, and rightly enough, put all the strength of their art 
into the delineations of the features, which they endeavour to make as striking as possible, and 
pupils, for this part of their work, often appropriated ideas from their masters. This is rarely the 
case in the representation of the hands and ears; yet they also have a different form in every 
individual. The types of Saints and the mode of treating drapery are usually common to a school, 
having been transmitted through the master’s work to his pupils and imitators; while, on the other 
hand, every independent master has his own special conception and treatment of landscape, and 
what is more, of the form of the hand and ear. For every important painter has, so to speak, a 
type of hand and ear peculiar to himself.’ Morelli 1893, vol. I, 7.   
38 Morelli stated in the introduction to the second volume of his Kunstkritische Studien that the 
intuitive method of his predecessor, Otto Mündler, which he valued highly, was more ‘accidental’ 
and less trustworthy than his ‘scientific’ method. Tellingly, he uses the terms ‘scientific’ and 
‘experimental’ interchangeably.  See Lermolieff 1890-1893, vol. II, 3 ff. 
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‘pictology’, which he outlined in this book. After Van Dantzig’s death, his method 
was explained more extensively by some of his students in Pictology, an analytical 
method for the attribution and evaluation of pictures (Leiden, 1973).39  
 Van Dantzig’s main objective was to base attributions on rational 
arguments and to avoid the connoisseur’s intuition as much as possible.40 As a 
basis for solid attributions, he believed it was crucial to distil at least 100 
characteristics of a painter’s style from works that could be attributed to that 
master with a relatively large amount of certainty (such as documented works). He 
paid attention to both details and more general characteristics. For Rembrandt, 
for example, he noted ‘more painted than drawn’ and ‘starts with the background 
and works towards the foreground’. (fig. 1.13) 
 Such a list with 100 or more characteristics served as a reference point 
when assessing other paintings potentially by the same master. According to Van 
Dantzig, the greater part of these characteristics remained constant throughout a 
painter’s working life (despite the artist’s increased experience, age and changing 
health), and he therefore believed that his lists could be applied quite rigidly. 
Provided the list was entirely accurate, a new painting could be attributed to the 
same master if it matched more than 75 of the listed characteristics. Should it 
match less than 50%, then it was certainly not by the same master. Interestingly, 
he also included an error margin. If the match was somewhere between 50% and 
75%, then more research was needed to reach a firm conclusion.  
 Van Dantzig thus basically gave his attributions a quantitative basis. A 
brief description of a painter’s style or certain telling details was not sufficient in 
his view. He insisted on a very thorough analysis of a master’s painting style, 
which was to be captured in words and could thus be checked. Although some of 
his descriptions now seem dated (such as his emphasis on negative shapes 
(restvormen) and on ‘cold’ and ‘warm’ colours - which seem to reflect his own time 
more than the seventeenth century), other observations still seem remarkably 
astute, such as his observation that most old masters generally build up their 
compositions from the background to the foreground.41 Because Van Dantzig 
was so explicit in noting his observations, it is possible to evaluate their validity, 
and this is exactly what he intended.  
 Apart from his general method of attributing paintings, he had also 
developed a method to distinguish genuine old master paintings from copies and 
forgeries. In Van Dantzig’s view, every old master painting reflects a conflict 

                                                 
39 Van Dantzig 1973. 
40 Van Dantzig 1973, 49.  
41 Van Dantzig1973, 10 and 17. 

 



CHAPTER 1                                                                          29                   
              
 

                                                

between the artist’s urge to create and the difficulties of rendering an object 
recognizable. He believed that great artists managed to reconcile these different 
interests with ease, resulting in a certain spontaneity in their work, while copies 
and forgeries show a certain inhibition.42 A draughtsman himself, he created 
examples of spontaneous and copied lines to illustrate how one could recognize 
spontaneity and inhibition (figs. 1.14a & b) Again, this was a rational assessment 
that could be checked.    
 After Van Dantzig, several other experts have emphasized the importance 
of rational arguments as the very essence of the attribution process, often 
referring to either Van Dantzig or Morelli.43 The most innovative contribution 
came from the Canadian art historian Hayden Maginnis, who related 
connoisseurship to insights from experimental psychology. Experiments from 
Alfred Yarbus among others have shown that people focus on those elements in a 
picture which they expect to find important. While doing so, their eye movements 
are strikingly repetitive (see fig. 1.15). However, when subjects were asked a 
variety of questions while looking at a painting, their eye movements described 
completely different patterns (fig. 1.16).44 This shows that preconceived ideas 
about the importance of certain passages have a strong impact on our eye 
movements, while new questions will literally alter the way in which we look.45  
 
  (fig. 1.15 After Yarbus, Eye Movements and Vision, Plenum Press, New York, 1967, 
fig. 108. These diagrams record the eye movements of a single subject freely 
examining a reproduction of Ilja Repin’s painting An Unexpected Visitor (shown at 
the upper left). Each viewing lasted three minutes and the viewings are numbered 
to indicate the chronological sequence, which were separated by one or two days.) 
 (fig. 1.16. After Yarbus, Eye Movements and Vision, Plenum Press, New York, 1967, 
fig. 109. These diagrams record the eye movements of a single subject examining 
Repin´s painting, first freely (1), and subsequently with specific instructions: (2) 
estimate the material circumstances of the family, (3) surmise what the family was 

 
42 Van Dantzig 1947, 58-60; Van Dantzig 1973, 5-11.  
43 References to Van Dantzig can be found inVan Leeuwen 1979, 57-92; Bruyn et al. 1982, vol. I, . 
XII; Groen/Hendriks 1990,  109 and  119. References to Giovanni Morelli can be found in Wind 
1963, 32-51; and Maginnis 1990, 104-117.    
44 Maginnis 1990, 110-113 and p. 117, notes 21, 22 and 25. Yarbus 1967, 193 ff. Earlier, Guy 
Buswell had done similar experiments; see Buswell 1935. Other studies cited by Maginnis include 
Mackworth/Brown 1970; Noton/Stark 1971a; Noton/Stark 1971b; Gould 1976; and Hochberg 
1978.   
45 When figures are present, subjects tend to focus on facial expressions and the position of 
hands. See Maginnis 1990, 110. 



30                                                THE FINGERPRINT OF AN OLD MASTER 

doing before the arrival of the visitor, (4) remember the clothes worn by the 
visitor, (5) remember the position of the figures and objects in the room, and (6) 
estimate how long the visitor had been away.) 
 

According to Maginnis, the most important merit of connoisseurs like 
Morelli is that they forged the notion that careful examination of every aspect of a 
painting is relevant in decision-making. If a connoisseur falls back on a general 
impression, he is likely to conduct free examinations in which each informational 
input is roughly equivalent to that of a previous viewing.46 Moreover, Maginnis 
points out that these experiments demonstrate that seeing cannot be separated 
from thinking. He therefore strongly disagrees with the so-called ‘basta videre’ (‘it 
suffices to look’) school of connoisseurship, noting that it only ‘suffices to look’ if 
one knows what to look for.47 Instead, he believes that it is crucial to rationalize 
one’s observations in order to refine and question one’s hypotheses about a 
painter’s characteristic style.  

Recently, the search for a transparent, logical basis for connoisseurship 
has also led to a radically new type of experiment. Around the world, several 
teams of computer scientists have been developing computer programs with the 
intention of facilitating the attribution process.48 At the end of 2004, a team from 
Dartmouth College (USA) developed an innovative method to analyze pen lines 
and brushstrokes, based on a technique which had been developed to recognize 
digital manipulations of photographs.49 With the aid of so-called ‘wavelets’, Siwei 
Lyu, Daniel Rockmore and Hany Farid were able to isolate pen- and brush-
strokes and analyse their direction, scale and relation to surrounding strokes.50 
They assumed that every painter or draughtsman had a unique manner of applying 
ink and paint to the surface, which results in a kind of virtual signature that can be 
recognized by a computer without analysing the subject matter. Since the subject 
matter is likely to affect the variability of the strokes, however, they only 
compared works with similar subject matter.51  
                                                 
46 Maginnis 1990, 113. 
47 Maginnis 1990, 115. The ‘basta videre’ phrase comes from the famous connoisseur of Italian 
paintings Bernard Berenson.  
48 Among others, dr. ing. Jan van der Lubbe from the University of Delft is working on two 
projects, “Authenticiteit van Rembrandts etsen bepaald met artificiële intelligentie” and 
“Objectherkenning”.   See Van der Lubbe 2008. 
49 Lyu/Farid 2005. This technique is used in American courts to check photographic evidence for 
possible later additions.  
50 Lyu/Rockmore/Farid 2004; see also Rockmore/Lyu/Farid 2005/2006; and Rockmore/Leibon 
2007.  
51 Rockmore/Lyu/Farid 2005/2006 , 20.  
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The technique was successfully applied to high-resolution scans of 
thirteen landscape drawings in the style of Pieter Breughel the Elder from the 
collection of the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York. Taking eight 
drawings, which are considered to be authentic works by Pieter Breughel the 
Elder as a point of departure, the scientists were able to distil model values for the 
penstrokes – and confirmed a relatively great similarity between the ‘authentic’ 
drawings and deviant results for five drawings which are considered ‘imitations’.  

Although the tool has not yet been tested on a larger group of works, the 
first results seem hopeful. Should it be possible to apply the technique more 
widely, then this would mean that certain habits of the hand - visible in pen- or 
brushstrokes - can provide a basis for attributions without taking the aesthetic 
quality of the artwork into account. Although the computer analysis used to detect 
such habits is advanced, the underlying principle is not new. In fact, it is 
reminiscent of Morelli’s method which similarly focused on revealing habits of the 
master’s hand without analysing the artistic quality of pictures.52  
 
 
Rembrandt Research and the Integration of Scientific Techniques  
 
The largest post-war research project which focuses entirely on identifying the 
oeuvre of one seventeenth-century painter is the Rembrandt Research Project. 
Founded in 1968, it set out to combine traditional connoisseurship and style 
analysis with the newest scientific techniques in order to purify Rembrandt’s 
oeuvre.53 In 1935 Abraham Bredius had attributed 611 paintings to Rembrandt 
and many of these attributions seemed questionable at the end of 1960s. The 
Rembrandt Research Project therefore decided to re-evaluate the paintings in 
order to distinguish the master’s hand from the hands of pupils, assistants, 
followers and forgers.54   

 
52 The technique also bears some similarities to computational approaches of determining literary 
authorship.  See Rockmore/Lyu/Farid 2005/2006, 14. The authors refer to the following 
introductory article on stylometry: Holmes/Kardos 2003.   
53 In their grant application, the members of the Rembrandt Research Project stated they would 
research the paintings ‘niet alleen met de als vanouds onontbeerlijke stijlkritische en esthetische 
beoordeling en iconologische inzichten en archivalische gegevens, maar ook met gebruik van 
natuurwetenschappelijke en technische onderzoeken’.See Grijzenhout 2007, . 34. 
54 After the first volume had been published, the project decided to take Gerson’s 1969 catalogue 
of Rembrandt paintings as their point of departure, mostly due to time constraints. See 
Grijzenhout 2007, 49. When the project started in 1968, Gerson’s catalogue had not yet been 
published.  
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Somewhat earlier in 1962, an even larger-scale research project had started 
assessing the oeuvre of Rubens. A loosely organized group of scholars from a 
broad range of institutions set out to discuss Rubens’s entire oeuvre of over 2500 
works in a series of 27 books, the Corpus Rubenianum, using the notes and research 
files of Ludwig Burckhard. To date 19 volumes of this series have been 
published.55 Although the series aims to give a complete overview of Rubens’s 
multi-faceted art, it is not so much an exploration of the boundaries that define 
his oeuvre but rather a thorough assessment of the oeuvre and its social and 
artistic context.56 Only works that are considered to be either entirely or partly 
done by Rubens have been catalogued. The attributions as such and the exact 
extent of Rubens’s involvement have not been discussed at great length, and 
neither have the paintings been subjected to a systematic analysis of their material 
structure.57 For the history of connoisseurship this means that Rubens research 
has not been a focal point for methodological discussions about connoisseurship. 
Individual Rubens scholars did contribute to debates on the topic, as we will see, 
but mainly outside of published volumes of the Corpus Rubenianum. By contrast, 
the Rembrandt group had made sorting out the various Rembrandt-style paintings 
the very core of their research activities. Partly for this reason most 
methodological debates about connoisseurship have focused on the definition of 
Rembrandt’s oeuvre over the last forty years.  

When the Rembrandt Research Project started, many connoisseurs were 
doubtful about the validity of the existing attributions to Rembrandt and his 
contemporaries. Horst Gerson, the director of the Netherlands Institute for Art 
History, noted, for example, in the introduction of his 1968 monograph on 
Rembrandt that he largely agreed with what British collectors tended to say about 
Dutch old masters, namely that ‘nearly half of the old masters are wrongly 
attributed and the others are not old at all.’58 One year later, Gerson published a 
complete catalogue of Rembrandt paintings. He saw it more as a step in the right 

                                                 
55 For further information on the series and a complete listing of all the published volumes, see 
the Rubenianum's website: http://www.rubenianum.be/ 
56 See Burchard et al. 1968-, vol. I,  XI-XII.  
57 For this reason, Egbert Haverkamp-Begemann stated: ‘As long as basics have not been 
established, interpretation of Rubens’ roles and of the subject matter and the social and artistic 
context of the works remains founded on a shifting base.’ See Haverkamp-Begemann 1987, 516-
17.  
Meanwhile, several individual studies have been dedicated to Rubens’ painting techniques, notably 
Van Hout 2005. 
58 Gerson 1968, 160.  
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direction than as a definitive answer, and pointed out that no Rembrandt scholar 
had ever even seen all the possibly authentic Rembrandt paintings in real life.59  

Compared to Gerson’s study, the Rembrandt Research Project’s 
endeavour was of an entirely different scale. At the instigation of Bob Haak, 
curator of old masters at the Amsterdam Historical Museum, the research was 
done not by one single expert but by a team of scholars. After a few early changes 
the team consisted of Josua Bruyn, professor in art history at the University of 
Amsterdam, Haak himself, Simon Levie, the director of the Amsterdam Historical 
Museum, Pieter van Thiel, curator of old master paintings at the Rijksmuseum, 
and Ernst van de Wetering, staff member the Central Research Laboratory for 
Objects of Art and Science.60 In pairs the team members travelled the world to 
see all the paintings that had been attributed to Rembrandt in person. They made 
painstakingly detailed descriptions of the work, used up-to-date scientific methods 
of investigation wherever possible and subsequently decided about the status of 
the paintings as a group. The first three volumes of their catalogue, A Corpus of 
Rembrandt Paintings, were published in 1982, 1986 and 1989, and covered the first 
seventeen years of Rembrandt’s career from 1625-1642. The studies were 
particularly important for the way in which the authors had incorporated relatively 
new scientific research methods and for the very high degree of precision reached 
in the rationalization of their decisions.  
 Whereas Cornelis Hofstede de Groot had argued against the validity of a 
scientific examination of a presumed Frans Hals and in favour of his own 
judgement as a connoisseur in his booklet Oog of Chemie? Echt of Onecht of 1923, by 
the time the first Corpus volume appeared in 1982, such a line of reasoning seemed 
virtually unthinkable. The members of the Rembrandt Research Project, rather, 
signalled an excessive optimism about the possibilities of scientific examination.61 
As they were the first to systematically research Rembrandt’s entire oeuvre using a 
variety of scientific methods of investigation (combined with observations with 

 
59 Bredius/Gerson 1969, XII.  
60 Jan Emmens and Jan van Gelder, both Professors in Art History at the University of Utrecht, 
were originally also members of the project. Emmens died in 1971; Van Gelder increasingly 
withdrew from participation from 1974 onward.  
61 Bruyn et al. 1982-, vol. I, XIII ff. An example of such optimism can be found in Gerson’s 
monograph on Rembrandt. Gerson speculated that ‘the standards of scientific connoisseurship’ 
would be more universally applied in the future, once most paintings would have been absorbed 
into museum collections. See Gerson 1968, 166.  
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the naked eye), they were in a unique position to evaluate the respective use of 
these techniques.62  

Dendrochronology proved useful in dating the oak panels Rembrandt had 
used. By determining the approximate year in which the tree used to make the 
panel was cut, the technique gave the scholars so-called ‘data post quem’, that is, 
dates after which the paintings had to have been made. Tests executed by the 
Ordinariat für Holzbiologie at the University of Hamburg provided interesting 
results, especially when applied to paintings that the Rembrandt Research Project 
had originally considered later imitations.63 Most of these turned out to be done 
on authentic seventeenth-century panels, which in combination with other 
observations, eventually led to the conclusion that the works did date from 
Rembrandt’s time.  

X-ray photographs proved to be valuable help in reconstructing 
Rembrandt’s working process in terms of how he laid out his composition and 
worked towards completion. The X-ray images reflect specifically lead-containing 
pigments, and since canvases were commonly primed with a lead-containing 
coating, X-rays photographs also allowed the Rembrandt scholars to study the 
structure and density of the original canvases on which the paintings were 
created.64 Original canvases can hardly ever be seen with the naked eye since most 
seventeenth-century canvas paintings have been relined. The Rembrandt Research 
Project’s study of these canvases led to some interesting conclusions, especially 
when the works had been cut down, or a flaw in the weaving showed that several 
canvases derived from the same roll – in which case it seemed likely that the 
canvases had been bought in one batch and had all been used in Rembrandt’s 
studio.  

Ultraviolet radiation and photographs and infrared reflectographs proved 
less informative. The first-mentioned technique can be helpful in identifying later 
retouches, though its use depends largely on the condition of the varnish, making 
it a rather inconsistent source of information. Infrared reflectography, which is 
mostly used to study carbon-containing underdrawings, did not yield a large 
amount of information, as no underlying drawing in an absorbent material was 

                                                 
62 Before the first volume of the Corpus of Rembrandt Paintings appeared, the Mauritshuis published 
a ground-breaking study which successfully combined thorough technical analysis with art 
historical interpretations: De Vries et al. 1978. For example, the interpretation of the painting Study 
of a Man Laughing is remarkable in its depth and the diversity of information studied.  See De Vries 
et al. 1978, 48-55.   
63 Bruyn et al. 1982-, vol. I, XII. The tests were executed by J. Bauch, D. Eckstein and P. Klein.  
64 Van de Wetering 1986.  
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discovered in Rembrandt paintings, and the Rembrandt Research Project 
therefore decided against investing in this technique.65  

Neutron activation autoradiographs yielded some interesting result about 
the master’s working method, but were too costly to be used on a large scale. 
Most significant in this respect was the investigation by the Metropolitan Museum 
of Art in New York in the early 1980s, the results of which were also studied by 
the Rembrandt Project.66 By making several paintings radioactive and 
subsequently recording the radiation of the various pigments in a number of 
photographic plates, a clear picture emerged of the areas in which the different 
pigments had been used. This gave the scholars information on paint layers below 
the surface which could barely, at best, be detected with other techniques.  

Lastly, samples of the paint and ground layers gave mixed results. 
Rembrandt’s pigments were found to not differ much from those of his pupils 
and contemporaries, or even from those used by his followers, and thus analyses 
of paint samples were of hardly any use when trying to identify the master’s hand. 
Only in rare instances in which a pigment was found to have gone in or out of use 
at a certain moment did a paint sample give an indication as to when a painting 
was made. For example, the pigment lead-tin yellow made a creation date before 
1750 likely as the pigment was no longer being used afterwards.  

Gradually it became evident that the different technical examinations 
hardly ever gave certainty as to the attributions. Only when a painting was a later 
imitation could technical evidence provide the scholars with a conclusive answer. 
The team had expected to find many such later imitations, but instead found 
hardly any.67 As to sorting out the attributions of seventeenth-century paintings, 
the techniques appeared to be much less helpful. Nonetheless, the Rembrandt 
Research Project’s decade-long analyses of Rembrandt’s technique greatly 
enhanced their understanding of Rembrandt’s working methods. It became a 
major incentive for further technical research of both his working methods and of 
those of other seventeenth-century masters.  

Interestingly, technical examinations of works by some of Rembrandt’s 
contemporaries showed that the usefulness of the various techniques varies 

 
65 Further research might still yield some new insights, as some information about the various 
paint layers can also be seen in infrared-reflectographs and increasingly refined cameras make it 
possible to recognize thin underdrawings which earlier models cannot distinguish. See also below.  
66 Ainsworth et al. 1982. Aristotle contemplating the Bust of Homer is one of the few undisputable 
Rembrandts, as its provenance can be securely traced back to its seventeenth-century Italian 
owner, Ruffo, who commissioned the work from Rembrandt. See also the discussion of the test 
results in Bruyn et al. 1982- , vol. I, eg. C68, C69.  
67 Bruyn et al. 1982-, vol. I, XIV.  
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somewhat from one master to the next. For example, Vermeer’s use of pigments 
appears to have been more unique and thus more significant in attribution 
matters.68 According to Libby Sheldon and Nicola Costaras, he is the only Dutch 
master known to have used the very expensive blue pigment lapis lazuli for 
background colours such as the bluish-white colour of a background wall.69 Also, 
infrared reflectography yielded spectacular results when applied to paintings by 
one of Rembrandt’s most talented pupil, Carel Fabritius. In the context of the 
2004 Fabritius exhibition, Jørgen Wadum discovered that several contested 
Fabritius paintings in fact carried the master’s signature, which was no longer 
visible to the naked eye but showed up clearly in infrared reflectographs.70 (fig. 
1.17) 

While the usefulness of the various techniques continues to be explored, it 
is with diminished hopes of reaching (absolute) certainty. For the experience of 
the Rembrandt Project was particularly meaningful in that it showed that 
attributions to the master always remained a matter of interpretation. Despite the 
team members’ innovative use of scientific techniques and their effort to be as 
open and objective as they could, they could not avoid a certain subjectivity. In 
fact, especially since they had been so open about their considerations, it was 
evident that their conclusions were based on a number of assumptions, two of 
which became the subject of much debate.  

Firstly, it was evident that team members expected a great coherence in 
Rembrandt’s early development, both in his style and in his technique.71 They 
expected Rembrandt’s development to be logical and linear, and it was for this 
reason that they occasionally even questioned the dates that Rembrandt had put 
on his own work, in particular the dates he inscribed on his Bust of a Young Man 
(A23, Cleveland Museum of Art) and his Samson and Delilah (A24, Gemäldegalerie 
Berlin) (fig. 1.18).72 In a larger sense, the question arose of Rembrandt being more 
experimental than the team allowed him to be. For example, several critics were 
surprised to find out that the team questioned two out of three paintings in a 
series done on the highly unusual support of copper topped with gold leaf (figs. 
1.19−1.21). The works varied too much in style for the Rembrandt Research 

                                                 
68 As many artist’s oeuvres have not yet been thoroughly researched, no definitive conclusion can 
be drawn as of yet.   
69 See Sheldon/Costaras 2006, 93-94.  
70 See Duparc 2006 (Duparc's earlier insights into attributions to Fabritius were beautifully 
confirmed by these finds).  
71 Bruyn et al.  1982-, vol. I, XII ff. 
72 Bruyn et al. 1982 , vol. I, XVI. For a response to these particular conclusions, see ‘Editorial’ 
1983, 662.   
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Project to accept them. Yet several reviewers of the project, among them the 
editor of The Burlington Magazine and Egbert Haverkamp-Begemann, were not 
convinced by this assessment.73 (see also below, chapter 4  ‘Style and Subject’) 
 Secondly, the way in which the Rembrandt Research Project had classified 
the paintings they had studied revealed a preconceived idea about Rembrandt’s 
workshop practice. The team members classified paintings as entirely by 
Rembrandt’s own hand (category A), as not by the master’s at all (C) or they 
concluded that they could not reach a firm conclusion (category B). They thus 
apparently assumed that Rembrandt’s pupils and assistants hardly ever 
collaborated with the master on the same compositions. The question was if this 
assumption was historically correct. Also, could these categories sufficiently 
account for Rembrandt’s studio production, that is, would studio products – 
historically speaking – not also have counted as ‘Rembrandts’?74 Two portraits, in 
particular, that the Rembrandt Research Project had dismissed led to debate about 
the project’s classification method: the so-called Beresteyn portraits in the 
Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York (fig. 1.22 and 1.23).  
 Both pendants of this somewhat abraded pair of knee-length portraits are 
inscribed with Rembrandt’s name and the date 1632. The team noted many 
similarities with works they considered to be autograph paintings by Rembrandt 
from this period, including the handling of light in the man’s face, the animated 
contours of the man’s cloak, the reticent treatment of his hands and the lively 
modelling of the woman’s left hand in particular. However, they also perceived 
many features which they deemed inconsistent with accepted Rembrandts – 
notably the massive size of the man’s body in relation to his head, the peculiar 
foreshortening of the woman’s right arm and placement of her head on her 
shoulders, the rather weak characterization of form in her right hand and both his 
hands, the fine brushstrokes in the shadow side of the man’s face which lack 

 
73 ‘The present authors set out to try to prove that Rembrandt was not only consistent in his 
painting techniques, but also followed conventional procedures. And on the evidence presented 
they have so far made a good case…taken as a strict rule of thumb, it does pose some awkward 
problems, such as the question of the three pictures of the same dimensions painted on gold 
ground on copper. After much agonising, the Salzburg Old woman at prayer is accepted, whereas the 
Stockholm Artist in a cap and the Hague Bust of a laughing man remain in the inelegantly titled limbo 
of ‘Paintings Rembrandt’s authorship of which cannot be positively either accepted or rejected’, 
technique arguing in favour of the attribution, style against.’ ‘Editorial’ 1983,  662. See also 
Haverkamp-Begemann 1987, 516.  
74 Ernst van de Wetering addressed this problem in Van de Wetering 1986. For a more extensive 
overview of the debate on this topic, see below chapter 4, ‘“Without Changing his Manner”: 
Seventeenth-Century Views on Style’.  
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plasticity, the red and orange splotches of colour around his eyes and in the 
shaded areas of his face (which, according to the Rembrandt Research Project, 
indicated a preference for ‘almost coquettish’ colouristic effects), the purplish 
pink splotches in the woman’s nose and mouth, the underpainting with a terrace-
like structure and flat intermediate tint in both faces, and the overall lack of 
liveliness and plasticity in the woman’s face.75 This led them to conclude that the 
portraits were presumably created and signed with Rembrandt’s name by an 
assistant in Rembrandt’s workshop, possibly by Isack Jouderville, in the year 
1632.76  
 The verdict caused a lot of debate. Christopher Brown, John Brealey, 
Manfred Kirby-Talley and Walter Liedtke in particular sharply disagreed with the 
Rembrandt Research Project’s analyses of the portraits’ style and quality.77 In their 
view, the portraits should be seen as so-called ‘Monday morning paintings’. 
Admittedly, these were not the master’s best works, but they deemed the paintings 
nonetheless authentic. Moreover, Kirby Talley claimed that even if Rembrandt 
had used assistants for some parts of these works, this was not a reason to de-
attribute the paintings, for such a practice would have been perfectly common in 
the seventeenth century.78  
 Indeed, the possibility that Rembrandt had used an assistant for the 
execution of the work raised various questions. Did the inscription of 
Rembrandt’s name not indicate that such works counted as ‘Rembrandts’ in the 
seventeenth century? And if so, was it not awkward that these would now be 
classified in the same category as copies and later imitations?79   

While most of the Rembrandt Research Project’s findings and attributions 
met with agreement, a number of contested pictures illustrated the extreme 
consequences of some of the Rembrandt Research Project’s assumptions and 
called for reflection. Eventually some of these issues led to changes within the 
Rembrandt Research Project. While compiling the first three volumes, the team 
members had sometimes been divided and Ernst van de Wetering in particular 
had occasionally added a ‘minority opinion’ to the team’s analysis of particular 

                                                 
75 Bruyn et al. 1982-, vol. II, C68 and C69, esp. 747-748.  
76 In 2007 Frans Grijzenhout cited unpublished notes by Ernst van de Wetering that indicate that 
the latter believed already in 1984 that Rembrandt was involved in the creation of the portraits, 
although he may not have worked up more than the woman’s hand. Nevertheless, Van de 
Wetering did not include a ´minority opinion´ in the Corpus entries. Grijzenhout 2007, 48. 
77 Kirby-Talley 1989, 202 ff.  Liedtke 1989,  371-372. See also ‘Editorial’ 1992.   
78 Kirby-Talley 1989, 202 and 208.  
79 Various scholars argued the need for a category D, ‘Rembrandt with the assistance of others’. 
See Liedtke 1989, 371-372; ‘Editorial’ 1992, 285; and Westermann 2002,  351.  
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paintings.80 When the older members of the team retired in 1990, Van de 
Wetering, who had become professor of Early Modern Art at the University of 
Amsterdam, took over leadership and decided to alter the team’s organization and 
– to some extent – its objectives.81 He gathered a group of younger assistants 
around him, agreed on a regular collaboration with several outside specialists, and 
started to supervise the production of two more Corpus volumes, assuming the 
role of auctor intellectualis, the project’s main writer and editor.82 Under his 
supervision, Volume IV, dedicated to Rembrandt’s self portraits, appeared in 
2005. Volume V, dedicated to Rembrandt’s small-scale history paintings after 
1642 is currently in preparation.  

In statements published in 1993 about the change within the team, both 
the departing members and Ernst van Wetering emphasized that the new team 
would abandon the contested A-B-C-categorization and collaborate more 
intensively with outside specialists, museum professionals in particular.83 The new 
team’s first published analysis (1996) subsequently placed much emphasis on 
technical findings and the amount of certainty these provided. In this article ‘New 
directions in the Rembrandt Research Project, part I: the 1642 self-portrait in the 
Royal Collection’ the new team re-attributed this self-portrait, which the old team 
had previously dismissed, largely on the basis of technical findings.84 The 
presence of lead-tin yellow had undermined the RRP’s initial belief that the 
painting was a late eighteenth-century copy, while various paint samples made the 
scholars aware of the extent in which the painting had been overpainted. 
Moreover, the discovery of the outlines of an earlier composition (presumably a 
self-portrait) underneath the current self-portrait seemed consistent with the 
master’s studio practice and strengthened the new team’s conviction that the 
painting was, i

On a methodological level, however, the abandonment of the A-B-C 
categories and the new technical investigations hardly constituted the new team’s 
greatest innovations. While the paintings were indeed no longer classified into the 
A, B or C categories, an insert in Corpus IV shows all the paintings discussed in 

 
80 See Bruyn et al., 1982-, vol. I, nos. A22, C22 and C26; vol. II, B8, C70 and C71; vol. III, C108.  
81 An important reason for the older members to retire after the publication of volume III in 1989 
was that the next batch of paintings that they intended to catalogue proved rather resistant to clear 
classification. After 1642 Rembrandt’s production seemed to have collapsed for some time, which 
did not allow for the kind of very precise analysis of the master’s style and technique that the 
authors had presented in the previous volumes. See Grijzenhout 2007, 49. 
82 The expression is taken from Grijzenhout 2007, 52.  
83 Bruyn et al. 1993; Van de Wetering 1993a.  
84 Van de Wetering/Broekhoff 1996.   
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the volume and highlights the authentic ones with a star (*), which hardly  differs 
from the previous A-category.85 And while the new team’s technical investigations 
certainly led to some interesting finds – such as the realization that Rembrandt 
had decided to prime canvases in his studio from 1642 onwards and that these 
studio-made grounds were recognizable because of the sand (quartz) he used in 
them86 – they did not spark a fundamentally new approach. In fact, the openness 
to new methods of investigation and the thoroughness with which these were 
assessed were strongly reminiscent of the project’s original intention of using new 
technologies to refine more ‘traditional’ connoisseurship and assess Rembrandt’s 
oeuvre ‘with all available methods’.87  

More significant were Ernst van de Wetering’s growing conviction that 
Rembrandt had been an experimental painter and the scholar’s strong interest in 
reconstructing the historical context in which the master’s paintings were made. 
While the old team had made great efforts to recognize a logical and linear 
development in the master’s evolution in style and technique, Van de Wetering 
became increasingly convinced that the master had ‘no fixed habits’.88 Instead, he 
aimed to define the artistic problems which in his view had inspired the master’s 
evolution through a process of trial and error. This made it possible to accept a 
greater variety in style, including for example, the three contested works on 
copper topped with gold leaf (see above), which Van de Wetering interpreted as 
an attempt by Rembrandt to create a painterly equivalent of three well-known 
literary styles (see chapter 4, ‘Style and Subject’).  

Moreover, the old and new team differed in the way in which they 
analysed Rembrandt’s use of colours, light and surface structure. While the old 
team’s analyses of Rembrandt’s style were strongly indebted to modernist 
concepts (such as the ‘cool’ and ‘warm’ colours we also encountered in Van 
Dantzig descriptions), Ernst van de Wetering helped to reconstruct the meaning 
of several seventeenth-century art critical terms, including ‘houding’ (that is, the 
balancing of colours and tones in order to create a suggestion of depth – see also 
chapter 6).89 He thus related Rembrandt’s development in style and technique to 

                                                 
85 I would like to thank Judith Noorman for this observation.  
86 See Groen 2005a and Groen 2005b.   
87 In his 1993 letter to the editor of The Burlington Magazine, Van de Wetering stressed that the 
project’s ‘principal goal is still – and has always been – to define the extent of Rembrandt’s 
painted oeuvre using all the methods available to us.’ Van de Wetering 1993, 764.  
88 See in particular: Van de Wetering 2006; and Van de Wetering 2008, 84 and 88.  
89 On the first team’s assumptions about style, see also below,  ‘Epilogue:  A Disputed 
Rembrandt’.   
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the broader context of art theory and paved the way for a better understanding of 
Rembrandt’s artistic goals in historical terms.  

Nevertheless, he also reflected the objectives of the old RRP in more than 
one way. Like the older team, he mainly aimed to distinguish Rembrandt’s 
autograph work from works by pupils, assistants and later imitators. Although he 
became convinced that Rembrandt had collaborated with assistants on some of 
his early portraits, he still maintained that the master otherwise had not done so. 
Moreover, even in the case of collaborations, he believed it was of great 
importance to separate the master’s input from other hands, as he explained in a 
2006 pamphlet dedicated to one such collaborative work, Rembrandt’s Portrait of 
Anna Six-Wymer: (fig. 1.24)  

 
‘The question is how such a product of collaboration should be described. 
A ‘Rembrandt’? Or a ‘Rembrandt with assistance’? Because Rembrandt 
was the head of the workshop it would be usual to call such a painting 
simply a ‘Rembrandt’. However, there is one drawback to this: the huge 
difference in quality between master and pupil could lead to the obscuring 
of our image of Rembrandt – an image which is now in the process – 
albeit a gradual one – of gaining greater definition and clarity. It therefore 
really will be essential to further refine the attribution to one or more 
hands.’  

  
On a methodological level, the new Rembrandt Research Project was also 

reminiscent of the previous team in its definition of the decision-making process 
on which the attributions are based. Although the lengthy and extremely precise 
analyses the team members presented in their catalogue entries might give the 
impression that they were striving for a Morellian objectivity, they did not believe 
that their rational arguments formed the very essence of their judgments. 
Interestingly, the team members already indicated in the very first Corpus volume 
that ‘It is a mistake to think that even the most meticulous process of argument 
for or against the authenticity of a painting covers the whole of the visual 
experience that led to that opinion.’90 In fact, contrary to what one might expect, 
the team members’ method was not unlike that of Friedländer. For like this 
expert, they believed that connoisseurship was ultimately a matter of intuition.91 
And although Van de Wetering later emphasized how much technical research has 
changed connoisseurship since Friedländer’s time, he too maintained that rational 

 
90 Bruyn et al., 1982-, vol. I, XV. 
91 Bruyn et al. 1982-, vol. I, XVII. 
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arguments never really captured all the intuitive criteria used when making up 
one’s mind.92  
 
 
Thinking without Thinking 
 
Despite the various attempts to rationalize connoisseurship after the Van 
Meegeren scandal, several writers maintained that the attribution process 
ultimately defied explanation. For example, Sir Ernst Gombrich noted in 1952 
that recognizing an artist’s individuality was ultimately an intuitive process – like 
recognizing a voice over the telephone – something which could not be captured 
in clear rules.93 In his view, the key question was how much consistency one 
could expect in an artist’s style. Knowledge about the historical context could help 
answer the question, but not give absolute certainty. Therefore, he believed that 
the decision was ultimately based on an intuitive assumption about the variability 
of a painter’s style.  

If a connoisseur’s judgment would indeed be merely an intuitive decision 
which defied rational explanation, this would mean that the validity of attributions 
could not be evaluated. From a methodological point view, this was a rather 
disconcerting idea. Indeed, several scholars doubted the validity of 
connoisseurship in general for precisely this reason. In particular Gary Schwartz 
and Hessel Miedema wondered if connoisseurship was or could be reliable and 
‘academic’ in its methodology.94 And Otto Pächt stressed that if art history was 
ever to be a scholarly discipline at all, it had to base its statements on specified 
criteria. Even in what he called ‘restricted areas of enquiry’ such as attribution 
matters, a sudden, intuitive insight should never be enough, in his view.95  

                                                 
92 For this reason, he even believed rational descriptions could be dangerous. See Van de Wetering 
2005a, XIII.  
93 ‘das eigentliche Erkennen einer Künstlerindividualität in einem Gemälde [ist] ein intuitiver 
Prozeß, das ebensowenig nach angebbaren Regeln vor sich geht, wie etwa das Erkennen einer 
Stimme am Telephon’. See Gombrich 1952, 656. 
94 Schwartz 1988, 265; Miedema 1989, 51. Schwartz’s comment in footnote 13 (p. 267) seems 
particularly telling in this respect. Whilst referring to a paper by David Erbitz, in which the latter 
had praised connoisseurship as an instance of irrational knowing by recognition rather than by 
analysis, Schwartz remarks: ‘I would not be quite as content as he seems to be to regard my 
scholarly work as a universal physiological process attended by rationalization after the fact.’ 
Schwartz also points out that the assumption that an artist leaves a recognizable ‘fingerprint’ in 
any work he produces has never been proven; seeSchwartz 1988, 265.  
95 Pächt 1986 [ed. 1999], 67. 
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These critics were right in that an intuitive decision without any 
explanation is not academic and cannot be checked. But would that make intuitive 
judgments also invalid? Interestingly, Pächt believed that it often happened that 
an object was correctly attributed but that no valid criteria of attribution were 
produced; one could have a true insight without being in any position to 
corroborate it.96 This raises the question how exactly these intuitive insights could 
be explained, and if a better understanding of these insights could help evaluate 
their validity.  

Especially the last decades have yielded new understanding about the 
sudden insights of experts, especially in the fields of neuroscience and psychology. 
Many of these findings were engagingly discussed by Malcolm Gladwell in his 
book Blink: The Power of Thinking without Thinking of 2005. By means of an 
introduction to the topic, Gladwell related how the art expert Federico Zeri had 
recognized the Getty kouros sculpture as a fake in a flash, long before he could 
rationalize his impression.97 His book illustrates how astute such sudden insights 
can be, but also warns the reader about the impact of mistaken assumptions.  

While one might classify such a sudden insight as a kind of ‘feeling’ at 
first, recent research has demonstrated that it is rather a subconscious decision. 
To explain flash-insights Gladwell uses the example of a person crossing a street 
who suddenly jumps onto the sidewalk when he sees a car coming towards him at 
great speed. The decision to jump onto the sidewalk is not a conscious one. In 
such a situation, we realize in a flash what to do and do so without consciously 
thinking about it. In our daily life our brain delegates a multitude of tasks to a 
subconscious part of our cortex. It enables us to make decisions much more 
quickly than we would if we were to consciously make up our minds.  

A famous experiment conducted by Antonio Damasio and his colleagues 
at the University of Iowa shows how much more quickly we realize something 
subconsciously than that we can rationally explain it or even indicate what it is 
that we realize.98 They invented a card game and asked subjects to freely pick 
cards from piles with either red or blue cards. Depending on the cards they 
picked, the subjects could either win or lose points. Now the game was set up in 
such a way that the red cards gave great losses and occasionally a great gain; it was 
impossible to win the game by only picking cards from the red piles. In contrast, 
the blue cards gave more modest gains and occasionally small losses. The only 
way to win the game was by picking cards from the blue piles.  

 
96 Pächt, 1986 [ed. 1999], 66.  
97 Gladwell 2005,  3-17. See also Hoving 1996,  279-310; and Freedberg  2006, 35.  
98 Bechara/Damasio/Tranel/Damasio 1997; Damasio 1994, 212. See also Gladwell 2005, 8-10.  
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The scientists’ question was how long it would take for the subjects to 
realize this and to explain it. On an average the subjects realized after about 50 
cards that the blue piles were more advantageous than the red ones. After about 
80 cards, they could explain why this was the case. This is how we learn to make 
decisions: we have an experience, think about it and develop a theory. However, 
the scientists did not measure only the conscious responses of the subjects, but 
also well-known stress signals such as sweating palms and slightly elevated heart 
rates. Interestingly, their subjects already started responding stressfully to the red 
piles after about 10 cards, and this influenced their behaviour; they more often 
choose cards from the blue piles.  

This experiment demonstrates that we learn very quickly on a 
subconscious level.  We register signals and adjust our behaviour long before we 
can rationally explain what happens and why we react in a certain way. Various 
other research projects indicate that flash-insights are not only much quicker than 
conscious deliberations, but that these can also be much more refined. It is not 
always possible to rationalize in hindsight what it is that we know, as in the case of 
the tennis player Vic Braden who is extremely good in predicting double-faults 
(two consecutive, faulty serves) but cannot figure out what his subconscious 
knowledge is based upon. He is still in the process of trying to reconstruct his 
flash-insights. There is no guarantee that this is possible, although various other 
attempts at analyzing flash-insights have set a hopeful example.99  
 However, Gladwell also warns that flash-insights are not always valid. 
They can be based on mistaken assumptions. He himself noticed the influence of 
such assumptions when he changed his hair style.100 Suddenly, he was stopped 
much more regularly by security guards and policemen. After having a short, 
conservative cut for years, he decided to grow his hair longer and have a large 
head of afro-style curly hair (fig. 1.25). Security guards and policemen make many 
rapid, subconscious decisions when executing their job and an afro-style hairdo 
apparently influences their response. Of course, this does not mean that their 
response is therefore better.  
 In attribution matters, such assumptions are related to what the 
connoisseur perceives as characteristic of a particular painter’s work. If the 
connoisseur’s image of the artist is based on an incorrect assumption, this can 
obstruct the attribution process. Aelbert Cuyp’s history painting The Baptism of the 
Eunuch seems an appropriate example in this context (Fig. 1.26). For years it was 
not recognized as a Cuyp even though the master signed it. The reason for this 

                                                 
99 Gladwell 2005, 48 ff.    
100 Gladwell 2005, 263-264.  
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was presumably that experts associated Cuyp with the idyllic landscapes and city 
views which earned him most of his fame and not with biblical scenes.  
 While attributing a painting, the connoisseur is confronted with a variety 
of complex questions such as: To what extent did the painter vary his style and 
choice of subjects? Did he work all by himself or in collaboration with others 
such as studio assistants? Was the painter consistent in the build-up of his works? 
Although such questions cannot often be answered with certainty, the 
connoisseur nonetheless has to form an image – consciously or subconsciously – 
of what he deems to be characteristic for the painter. The validity of an attribution 
depends on the correctness of the connoisseur’s assumptions.101 

 
101 On a more subtle level, assumptions about who created a painting (a great master or, on the 
contrary, a follower or forger) may also influence the connoisseur’s judgement of the quality of a 
painting. As noted above, the perception of the quality of Van Meegeren’s fake changed 
dramatically when the painting was exposed as a fraud. In attribution matters it is often striking 
how differently the quality of paintings is described when their attribution changes, even when the 
same expert re- or de-attributes the work. Though this could be done maliciously to massage the 
evidence in order to convince the reader of one’s judgment, I am inclined to believe that it is not 
so much a conscious action but rather the effect of (altered) subconscious associations and 
expectations, which, as Alfred Yarbus’ experiments indicate, can truly make us look differently. It 
would be a fascinating subject for further research.  
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An Ongoing Debate 
 
Although the shock of the Van Meegeren scandal has long fostered fears that 
another forgery might challenge the authority of established connoisseurs of 
Dutch (or Flemish) old masters, no widely celebrated painting has turned out to 
be a fake since then. Quite the opposite, many paintings which were expected to 
be eighteenth- or nineteenth-century fakes turned out to date from the 
seventeenth century. As a result, the attention of connoisseurs in this field has 
focused increasingly on sorting out the various seventeenth-century paintings: 
distinguishing originals from copies and the master’s work from that of his pupils, 
assistants and followers. New scientific techniques which were initially expected to 
expose many forgeries have instead greatly enhanced our understanding of the 
painting techniques of various old masters. Meanwhile, the connoisseur’s key 
question of how much consistency one can expect in the oeuvres of the different 
old masters continues to cause debate.  
 One of the most lively discussions concentrated on the Portrait of 
Rembrandt with Gorget (fig. 1.27). Though long regarded as an authentic self-portrait 
by Rembrandt, the portrait was dismissed as a copy when closely compared to 
Self-Portrait with Gorget in the context of the 1999 Rembrandt self-portraits 
exhibition (fig. 1.28). The discovery of an underdrawing in the Mauritshuis picture 
– a tracing of the Nuremberg painting – had confirmed its status. Yet the question 
remained if the picture could nonetheless be a second version by the master 
executed in a demonstratively different manner.  

At the exhibition conference, Jørgen Wadum argued on the basis of 
mostly technical evidence that the picture was by another hand. Among other 
things, he noted that Rembrandt never used an underdrawing, and that the 
mechanical character of this underdrawing was nothing like known drawings by 
the master. Moreover, he pointed out that the painting’s undermodelling was very 
different from what he expected of Rembrandt in that it was less patchy and that 
the painting had not been built up as economically as Rembrandt usually did.102 
Also, the existence of various other copies after Rembrandt self-portraits 
strengthened him in his conviction that this copy was, like those other works, 
done by a pupil in Rembrandt’s workshop.  

Eric Jan Sluijter, on the other hand, defended the attribution of the 
portrait to Rembrandt. In his view, the unusual execution was deliberate. He 
believed that the master had created another version of his self-portrait to 
demonstrate his ability to paint in an elegant ‘neat’ manner, possibly at the request 

                                                 
102 Wadum 2000.  
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of a client.103 He pointed out that the underdrawing was related to the studio 
practice of repeating a composition with the aid of a template and therefore not 
comparable to free-hand drawings by the master. Moreover, the fact that the 
painting was a copy was in itself not a reason to dismiss it, in his view. Especially 
since a ‘neat’ manner of painting was popular at the time and the elegant painting 
style matched the more aristocratic look and hairdo of Rembrandt in this painting, 
he believed that this painting was evidence of the master’s exceptional ingenuity 
rather than a work by a pupil. Besides, none of Rembrandt’s known students of 
this period seemed capable of reaching this level of quality, he noted.  

Both speakers published their views in the art historical quarterly Oud 
Holland, which sparked a continuation of the debate. Several experts reacted via 
the CODART online network of curators of Dutch art, but no consensus was 
reached, which illustrates the complexity of this attribution issue.104 For how 
likely was it that Rembrandt would have copied his own self-portrait and that he 
would have done so moreover in a distinctively different sty
 As in the case of the Portrait of Rembrandt with Gorget, the distinction 
between the master and a good pupil or assistant is often problematic. Among 
Rubens scholars in particular the distinction between various studio products 
constitutes a notoriously difficult challenge. Interestingly, this led Arnout Balis to 
question the various categories into which paintings from the master’s workshop 
have been classified and to tentatively design a new typology. In his view the 
distinction between purely autograph works by the master on the one hand and 
other workshop products on the other hand result in a ‘much too coarse and 
virtually useless image of [Rubens’s] production’.106 In his view, the master’s 
production was very diverse. Nevertheless, certain picture types seem to have 
prevailed, such as autograph works by the master himself; large-scale paintings 
designed by the master and executed in collaboration with his workshop (and 
made to look like work by his hand), and paintings which he did in collaboration 
with other masters (such as Jan Brueghel or Frans Snyders).  
 The second category in particular comprises a great variety of works, 
according to Balis. He pointed out that much work remains to be done as to 

 
103 Sluijter 2000. See also below (chapter 4).   
104 Interestingly, this very same painting was also the subject of a fierce debate at the beginning of 
the twentieth century. See Scallen 2004, introduction.   
105 On these issue, see below chapter 2, ‘Original or Copy’ and 'Variation and virtuosity' in chapter 
4.  
106 ‘Het hanteren van het begrip eigenhandigheid als enig demarcatiecriterium binnen het oeuvre 
van Rubens geeft een veel te grof en haast onbuikbaar beeld van zijn productie.’ Balis 2007, 38. 
See also Balis1993.  
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sorting out the way in which Rubens had organized his workshop – one of the 
difficulties being that a systematic technical assessment of Rubens’s oeuvre has 
only started recently. Up till now, there have been widely varying, even 
contradictory, interpretations of Rubens’s production. On the one hand, Rudolf 
Oldenbourg developed the theory in the early twentieth century that Rubens 
realized in around 1611 that he should organize his studio efficiently in order to 
comply with the great (and ever increasing) number of commissions he received 
and that he adjusted his style accordingly. According to Oldenbourg, this resulted 
in a style in which contours play a leading role, forms are defined through the 
systematic use of light and shadow, and local colours are applied in clearly defined 
planes – a theory which still counts as one of the most thorough and synthesizing 
assessments of Rubens’s oeuvre.107 (fig. 1.29) On the other hand, there has also 
been a counter-movement of scholars who have downplayed the share of 
assistants and pupils in Rubens’s workshop and maintained instead that the 
master produced most of his paintings single-handedly, among them Leo Van 
Puyvelde and Marie-Louise Hairs.108 In the case of attributions to Rubens, the 
question is thus not only how much consistency we can expect in the paintings by 
the master himself, but also, and perhaps more importantly, exactly how he 
produced paintings within his workshop.  
 Another interesting discussion was sparked by the painting Man with a 
Helmet (fig. 1.30). Though initially attributed to Carel Fabritius on the basis of its 
confident, rough brushwork (Fabritius was one of Rembrandt’s very best pupils), 
it was de-attributed because it did not seem to have a parallel in Fabritius’ oeuvre 
in terms of the boldness of its execution.109 In the context of the Fabritius 
exhibition of 2004, curator Ariane van Suchtelen argued that the painting should 
indeed be de-attributed, while Fabritius specialist Christopher Brown once again 
argued in favour of its attribution. Among other things, Van Suchtelen found the 
unusual execution of the face suspect: ‘In Fabritius’s Portrait of Abraham Potter – 
someone of roughly the same age as the man in the helmet – the thin, transparent 
skin under the eyes is suggested through a dark underpainting which is visible 
through the top layers, while in the Man in a Helmet this same area has been 

                                                 
107 Von Bode (ed.) 1922, 58-132 and 148-168; Oldenbourg 1922, vol. I, 122-137; Balis 2007, 36 
and 49, note 80.  
108 Van Puyvelde 1949; Van Puyvelde 1959 [ed. 1964]; and Hairs 1977.  
109 Christopher Brown identified the picture as one of eight unquestionable paintings by the 
master in his oeuvre catalogue.  See Brown 1981, nr. 3, pl. 3 and p. 49, fig. 20. The picture was 
first de-attributed by Lyckle de Vries in De Vries 1981.  
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rendered with fairly opaque, overlapping brushstrokes of different colours.’110 
Brown on the other hand maintained that the Man in a Helmet was a ‘powerful’ 
and ‘original’ painting by Fabritius himself, thus assigning the unusual brushwork 
to the master’s ingenuity.111  
 As with the other controversies, scholarly opinions about this painting 
remain divided to this day, which, especially in this case, is partially due to the lack 
of a clear frame of reference. Fabritius’s undisputed oeuvre consists of a mere 
twelve paintings.112 Moreover, the painting’s unusual execution also begs more 
methodological questions, such as: Does the bolder, thicker and somewhat more 
colourful manner of painting indeed warrant a de-attribution, or could it be a 
deliberate variation? And more generally, can we expect a painter such as Fabritius 
to use the same exact manner of painting in a commissioned portrait and in 
paintings of a different type, such as the Man in a Helmet?  
 
 

 
110 ‘Zo wordt in Fabritius’ Portret van Abraham de Potter – iemand van ongeveer dezelfde leeftijd als 
de gehelmde man – de dunne, doorschijnende huid onder de ogen mede gesuggereerd door de 
donkere onderlaag die in dit gebied doorschemert, terwijl in de Man met de helm hetzelfde gebied 
wordt weergegeven door op elkaar geplaatste, tamelijk pasteuze toetsen verf van verschillende 
kleuren.’ See catalogue entry 13 by Ariane van Suchtelen in Duparc et al. 2004, 147-150.  
111 Brown, 2006, 140.   
112 All twelve works were included in the recent Fabritius exhibition. See Duparc et al. 2005.  



 



INTRODUCTION TO THE CHAPTERS 2-6: 
A CLOSER LOOK AT SEVENTEENTH-CENTURY SOURCES 
 
 
Characteristics that are important to connoisseurs can vary considerably 
depending on the type of art they date and attribute, and the period in which it 
was made. How useful is for example Morelli’s suggestion to pay special attention 
to the contours of hands and ears when looking at an impressionist painting? Or 
at a Rembrandt in which forms are sometimes defined with bold patchy 
brushstrokes rather than clear contours? Or at any Renaissance or Baroque 
portrait in which the hands are not painted by the master himself but rather by an 
assistant? A connoisseur’s method or approach can only be evaluated in general 
terms without taking into account the historical specifics of the objects studied, 
without understanding what characterizes both the period and specific artists. 
Thus connoisseurship of Dutch seventeenth-century paintings cannot really be 
discussed without looking at the peculiarities of the Golden Age itself. Identifying 
pictures means comparing; one must weight one artist’s characteristics against 
those of his surroundings and contemporaries and compare one’s own standards 
and presumptions with the habits and views of the past.  
 As we have seen, some of the most complicated and controversial 
attribution debates concern paintings that are considered autograph masterpieces 
by some connoisseurs, and good studio work by others (see for example figs. 1.27 
and 1.28). Indeed, one of the most difficult tasks of connoisseurs of Dutch and 
Flemish seventeenth-century paintings is to differentiate between a work done by 
a master and a work done by one of his assistants, possibly under the master’s 
supervision or even with his help. The difficulties inherent in such decisions beg 
the question how seventeenth-century painters and art lovers thought about issues 
of style and authenticity. Were seventeenth-century artists and art lovers also 
concerned with differentiating between the master and his studio, and did they 
distinguish different hands within a picture? When attributing and pricing pictures, 
did they use methods similar to ours? Did they have similar assumptions as to 
how much consistency is to be expected in the work of one master? Who was 
credited with the ability to attribute pictures and judge their quality? And what 
artistic qualities would they have considered important?  
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In the seventeenth century as now, experts of Dutch art were certainly not 
all Dutch. In fact, one of the most erudite art lovers who (among other things) 
had a taste for Dutch pictures was the Parisian writer and collector Roger de Piles. 
His Conversations sur la connaissance de la Peinture (1677) contains one of the 
seventeenth century’s most revealing discussions of the attribution of pictures. 
This work is written as a dialogue between three connoisseurs. One of them, 
Damon, is said to have made a good impression on fellow connoisseurs by 
discerning an original from a copy and attributing both pictures. The other, 
Pamphile, does not seem to attribute pictures often and when Damon asks him 
why he never replies when being asked his feeling (sentiment) about a picture, he 
answers:  

 
‘Because it is not easy to decide in this way on all sortes of Paintings, and 
because I prefer to remain silent to giving random opinions. 

What, answers Damon, do you want a Painting to remain without 
a name and that the connoisseurs cannot find it? 

Why not, replies Pamphile; in all the Painting Schools there have 
been a quantity of skilled people who have made beautiful things, and of 
whom the name has not come down to us, either because they have not 
lived for a long time, or because they have stayed almost their entire life 
with Masters, whose great reputation has not allowed their Pupils to 
acquire one for themselves. And if one would know all the styles and the 
names of all the painters, there are [still] such doubtful Paintings that it 
would be a temerity to want to be sure of the name of their Author. The 
majority of skilled painters have changed from one style to another and in 
between they have made works which do not belong to the first style nor 
to the second.  

That means in all honesty, I interrupt, that in fact you do not 
attach much importance to the knowledge of names. 

On the contrary, replies Pamphile, I highly esteem this knowledge; 
and if one has a beautiful Painting (even if one doesn’t know all the beauty 
of it) it is always very pleasant to know who made it. But to be honest 
with you, the true knowledge of Painting, consists in knowing if a painting 
is good or bad; in making the distinction between what is good in a certain 
painting and what is bad, and to rationalize the judgment one has made of 
it.’ 1 

                                                 
1 ‘Parce qu’il n’est pas aisé, dit Pamphile, de decider ainsi sur toutes sortes de Tableaux, & que 
j’aime mieux me taire que de prononcer au hazard. / Quoy, repliqua Damon, vous voulez qu’un 
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They continue to discuss issues of attribution. According to Pamphile 

there are two ways of recognizing who made a picture. One can look at the 
‘character of the hand’ and ‘the character of the mind’, the first being ‘the habit 
that every painter has in handling his brush’, the second being the ‘genius’ of the 
painter, which can be seen in ‘his inventions’ and in ‘the particular air’ he gives his 
figures and the other objects he represents.2  

The first way of attributing a picture is the one Damon used when he 
attributed the ‘original’ and the ‘copy’ in the presence of fellow connoisseurs, as 
he himself admits. He describes it as looking at ‘very noticeable marks’ like ‘the 
touches of the brush, strong or weak colors, certain ‘airs’ [sic] of heads which 
some painters make frequent use of, certain repetitions of drapery, of styles of 
arranging the hair, of attributes and of entire figures, in short an external ‘je-ne-
sais-quoi’ which strikes [..] the eye’.3 It is a method which is useful but rather 
superficial, according to Pamphile.4  
                                                                                                                                 
tableau demeure sans nom, & que les connoisseurs ne le puissent trouver? / Pourquoy non, 
repartit Pamphile; il y a eu dans toutes les Ecoles de Peinture quantité d’habiles gens qui ont fait de 
belles choses, & dont le nom n’est pas venu jusqu’à nous, ou parce qu’ils n’ont pas vécu long-
temps, ou parce qu’ils ont demeuré presque toute leur vie chez des Maistres, dont la grande 
reputation n’a pas permis à leurs Disciples de s’en acquerir une particuliere. Et quand on 
connoistroit toutes les manieres, & les noms de tous les Peintres, il y a des Tableaux si douteux, 
que ce seroit une temerité de vouloir assurer du nom de leur Auteur. La pluspart des habiles 
Peintres ont passé d’une maniere à une autre, & dans ce passage, ils ont fait des Tableaux qui ne 
tiennent, ny de la premiere maniere, ny de la seconde. / c’est à dire franchement, interrompis-je, 
qu’en fait de Peinture vous ne faites pas grand cas de la connoissance des noms. / Au contraire, 
repartit Pamphile, ie la loüe fort; & si l’on a un beau Tableau (quand mesme on n’en connoistroit 
pastoute [sic] la beauté) il est toûjours fort agreable d’en sçavoir l’auteur. Mais à vous dire les 
choses comme elles sont, la veritable connoissance de la Peinture, consiste à sçavoir si un Tableau 
est bon, ou mauvais; à faire la distinction de ce qui est bien dans un mesme Ouvrage, d’avec ce qui 
est mal, & de rendre raison du jugement qu’on en aura porté.’  De Piles 1677, 5-7. 
2 ‘On trouve dans les Tableaux ces deux caracteres: celuy de la main, est l’habitude que chaque 
Peintre a contractée de manier le Pinceau; & celuy de l’esprit est le Genie du peintre. Il paroist 
dans ses inventions, dans l’air particulier qu’il donne aux figures, & aux autres abjets qu’il 
represente, & selon que ce Genie est bon, ou mauvais dans les Peintres, nous disons que leurs 
Ouvrages sont d’un bon ou d’un mauvais goust.’ De Piles 1677, 10-11.  
3 ‘ma connoissance n’est fondée que sur des marques fort sensibles que j’ay observées le mieux que 
j’ay pû, comme sont les touches du Pinceau, les couleurs fortes ou foibles, certains airs de testes 
que quelques Peintres ont affectez, certaines repetitions de draperies, de coiffures, d’ajustemens, & 
de figures toutes entieres; enfin un je ne say quoy d’exterieur qui frappe tellement la veuë’. De 
Piles1677, 11-12. 
4 Pamphile observed: ‘cette pratique que vous avez [i.e. la connoissance des manières] est une 
connoissance un peu superficielle, & où la memoire a plus de part que le jugement’, which Damon 
subsequently confirms: ‘ie sens fort bien que toutes ces marques exterieures viennent plustost de la 
main du Peintre que de sa teste’. De Piles 1677, 9 and 12.  
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Interestingly, the connoisseurs in this imaginary dialogue talk about 
painters who have never been able to acquire a reputation of their own as they 
have always worked for masters with a great reputation. 5  This suggests that 
painters working for a well-known master painted in a style which was very close 
to their master’s style rather than in a distinctive style of their own for which they 
could take credit. This puts Pamphile’s subsequent remark that every painter has a 
recognizable habit in handling the brush in perspective. While a painting could be 
done in the style of a well-known master, one could in some instances still 
recognize something distinctively individual in the handling of the brush, which 
explains how Damon could even attribute a copy to a specific painter. 
Unfortunately he does not specify what criteria he used when doing so and if he 
considered some elements more telling than others.  

The question which elements exactly can be seen as ‘characteristic’ for a 
certain painter becomes even harder to answer when one realizes that a well-
known master did not always have just one style. Pamphile and Damon might 
give the impression in this passage that they regard style as a linear phenomenon, 
each master having a style of his own but also the ability to change from one style 
to another, but in fact their concept of style is more subtle. When discussing the 
particularities of Rubens’ life and style, they both agree with a third connoisseur, 
Philarque, who praises the diversity of Rubens’ manners. According to Damon, ‘it 
seems that after having made one [painting] in one taste, he seems to have 
changed his mind [literally: ‘genie’] and taken another spirit, to make another 
[painting] in another taste’.6 Philarque remarks that Rubens had ‘barely at all a 
particular way of handling the brush or a habit of employing always the same 
tones or colours’. Rather than a particular habit, it is ‘the great effect’ and ‘firm 
and happy execution’ which characterizes his work.7  
                                                 
5 See passage quoted above, third paragraph. 
6 Pamphile: ‘Toutes ces beautez qui vous surprennent ne sont point un effet du hazard, elles 
partent d’un genie grand & solide, dont le portrait se voit presque en autant de façons que Rubens 
a fait de Tableaux. / En effet, repartit Damon, ce qui me surprend davantage & que je n’ay jamais 
veu dans les ouvrages d’aucun Peintre, est la diversité de maniere que l’on remarque aux Tableaux 
qui sont en ce cabinet [i.e. le cabinet du Duc de Richelieu], car il semble qu’apres en avoir fait un 
dans un goust, il ait changé de genie & pris un autre esprit, pour en faire un autre dans un autre 
goust.’ De Piles 1677,  222-223. See also below, chapter 4, ‘Style and Country’ and ‘Variation and 
Virtuosity’.    
7 ‘Or comme Rubens n’avoit presque point de faço [sic] particuliere de manier le pinceau, ny 
d’habitude d’employer tousiours les mesmes teintes & les mesmes couleurs, & qu’il entroit tout 
entier dans les sujets qu’il avoit à traiter, il se transformoit en autant de caracteres, & se faisoit à un 
nouveau sujet un nouvel homme [..] il est fort different des autres [peintres] par le grand effet que 
font ses Ouvrages; mais cela n’empesche pas que dans la diversité de ses Tableaux, il ne soit fort 
different de luy-mesme. Ce que vous pouvez remarquer mieux que toute autre chose, ce sont les 
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Although the sheer difficulty of some attributions of seventeenth-century 
paintings makes them all the more intriguing, it is not the only interesting aspect 
of these pictures. Roger de Piles warns novice connoisseurs in the introduction to 
his dialogues against over-focusing on one particular aspect of a picture. It is 
common mistake, he writes, to look only at that aspect about which one knows 
something, for example, only at the story that has been depicted, the expression 
of the passions of the soul (‘l’expression des passions de l’ame’), the geometrical 
perspective or the use of colours. Later, it is as if De Piles’ own opinion resounds 
when Pamphile states that it is not so much the identity of the maker of a picture 
that is important, but the quality of the work, that is, all the different good and 
bad elements in the painting.  

Seventeenth-century comments on the practice of dating and attributing 
pictures are exceedingly rare. However, a variety of sources sheds some light on 
the question of how representative De Piles’ connoisseurs are, and whether the 
views on authenticity and style they express were fairly widespread and also 
present in the Netherlands, for example. Inventories, auction catalogues, legal 
documents, guild regulations, letters, treatises and, of course, the pictures 
themselves provide a wealth of information about the views on authenticity and 
style prevalent in the Golden Age.  
 
  
 

                                                                                                                                 
maximes de son Art qu’il a observeées par tout, & qui luy ont donné une execution ferme & 
également heureuse.’ De Piles 1677, 223-225.  



 



CHAPTER 2. 
ORIGINAL OR COPY 
 
 
A Crucial Distinction  
 
In 1663 Constantijn Huygens the Younger (1628-1697), the art lover, amateur 
draughtsman and future secretary to the Stadholder William III (r. 1672-1702), 
wrote a letter to his older brother in Paris.1 He had visited Rembrandt shortly 
before, who had shown him a drawing in the style of Annibale Carracci (1560-
1690). Huygens thought it might be an original Annibale because of the ‘force’ 
(hardiesse) of the pen lines. Yet he felt the need to research the drawing further and 
therefore asked his brother Christiaan in Paris to visit Everard Jabach (1618-1695), 
the city’s most prominent art collector and dealer. ‘I am asking you this for a 
specific reason. Reputedly, he possesses, among other things, some fifty landscape 
drawings in pen and ink by Annibale Carracci, and Uylenburg [the Amsterdam art 
dealer] says that among those there is one with lots of water and little figures who 
are bathing themselves’.2 If Christiaan would come across this drawing, he should 
‘quickly make a little sketch [of it], no matter how bad as long as one can 
distinguish at least where the figures are, and how many they are, to know with 
more certainty if the one that Rembrandt has in Amsterdam, where one can 
similarly see figures swimming by this same master, is not a copy. ’3 (figs. 2.1 a, b 
and c) 

Constantijn’s request seems a somewhat surprising way to establish the 
authenticity of the drawing that he had seen at Rembrandt’s place. Rather than 
carefully analyzing the characteristics of the work at hand and compare these to 
more firmly attributed works by Annibale, he seems merely interested in the 
boldness of the strokes in order to establish its authenticity. However, in the 
seventeenth century, comparable works could be hard to come by; seventeenth-
century connoisseurs did not enjoy the advantage of having published oeuvre 
                                                 
1 Van Gelder 1958. Constantijn’s father, who had the same name, was the well-known art lover 
who had been Rembrandt’s contact person at the court in The Hague.  
2 ‘Je le voudrois bien pour une raison particulière. Il y a ce dit on entre autres choses environ une 
cinquantaine de paysages desseignés à la plume d’Annibal Caracci, et Uylenburg dit que parmy 
ceux la il y en a un ou il y a beaucoup d’eau et de petites figures qui se baignent.’ Cited in Van 
Gelder 1958, 238.  
3 ‘Je voudrais que si vous voyez cela vous en fissiez vistement un petit brouillon n’importe quelque 
mauvais qu’il soit pourvue qu’on puisse aucunement discerner ou scont les figures et combien il y 
en a, pour scavoir un peu au vray si celuy qu’a Rembrant à Amsterdam ou il y a semblablement des 
gens qui nagent du mesme maistre n’est pas une copie [..]’. Van Gelder, 1958, 238-239.  
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catalogues. They could only study other originals by the master if these were in 
their vicinity or, at best, look at a reproductive print (which would not give them a 
clear idea of the character of the pen- or brushstrokes). This made any indication 
that a picture could be a copy all the more important. Indeed, Constantijn 
Huygens Jr.’s interest in distinguishing an original from a copy echoes a wide-
spread concern of seventeenth-century art lovers. This pair of opposites (in Dutch 
‘principael’ or sometimes ‘origineel’ versus ‘kopie’) features prominently in 
attributions in inventories and catalogues, in disputes about authenticity in legal 
documents, in personal writings and in treatises on ‘judging pictures’ that had 
started to appear from the mid-sixteenth century onwards.  

According to the art lover Franciscus Junius (1589-1677), who had lived in 
the Netherlands for fifteen years before moving to England in 1619, the 
connoisseurs of his day (i.e. 1638) always showed their most important skill in that 
they could quickly distinguish an original from a copy, which was not an easy task 
as ‘others that are unexperienced in these things cannot perceive any difference’.4 
Indeed, in the 1607 minutes of the Guild of Saint Luke in Amsterdam, the city’s 
professional organization of painters and related craftsmen, mention is made of 
laymen who had been duped because they could not tell the copies and ‘rubbish’ 
from good quality pictures resulting in their purchase of bad pictures for high 
prices.5 Similar problems with copies and poor quality pictures that were sold as 
originals are mentioned in the minutes of The Hague Guild of Luke in the 
thirties6, and again in 1700 in a petition from the fraternity of painters to the 
burgomasters of Amsterdam. In this last document, the fraternity of painters 
objects to the fact that house painters and glassmakers were entitled to judge 
pictures at public sales in Amsterdam, for how could these craftsmen judge ‘what 
is good, what is beautiful and what are Copies or Originals’?7  

                                                 
4 Junius 1638 [ed. 1991], 305-306.  
5 Sluijter1999.  
6 Romein 2001, 77.  
7 The house painters and glassmakers were members of the same professional guild (the Saint 
Lucas Guild) as the fraternity of painters. Board members of the guild who were house painters 
and glassmakers were entitled to judge pictures at public sales. ‘Zoo ist dat Wy onderdanigst 
verzoeken, dat Ued. Groot Achtb. gelieven de goedheid te hebben, van eens te overwegen, hoe 
bedenkelijk ja apparant het is dat de overluiden van St. Lucas Gild, bestaande uit glazemakers en 
kladschilders, by verkoop van konstige Schilderijen, zouden konnen oordelen, wat goed, wat fray, 
wat Copyen of principalen Zyn, en dies, hoe noodzakelijk het zy te achten, dat twee of vier 
Mannen van de Konstbroederen, tot de Konstzaal behoorende mochten werden gequalificeert 
pom de liefhebbers van de waarheit te verzekeren, en de Broddelaars van de hand aftewijzen: 
Ende op dat alzoo de Konstschilders, die nu onder het jok van benadeelders zuchten, en 
naverlossinge snakken, mochten adem scheppen en, inplaats dat bedriegers haar schilderijen gans 
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An unique letter from a duped customer offers a glimpse of a buyer’s 
perspective on such a deceit. In 1645 a certain Mr. de Meulenaere wrote to the art 
dealer Matthijs de Musson, from whom he had bought two paintings which were 
said to be originals by Rubens and Snyders: ‘I am very surprised that You have 
treated me so. It is not the action of an honest man to thus sell to someone who 
has little knowledge of paintings. I have asked You several times if these were 
originals (principale), and I trusted You; yet I found myself badly duped.’8  

The number of copies circulating on the art market must have been high. 
In fact, copies and imitations of Bosch, Metsys and Hans Bol had been flooding 
the art market as early as the 16th century, quite a few of which were fraudulently 
signed. 9  According to Van Mander, Hans Bol even stopped painting in oil 
altogether because his pictures were not only frequently copied in Antwerp but 
also sold as originals.10   

No separate term existed yet for forgeries, and the interest of seventeenth-
century connoisseurs in distinguishing between ‘originals ‘ and ‘copies’ was partly 
fueled by a desire not to be deceived by forgeries. It was largely for this reason 
that Italian physician Giulio Mancini had devoted a chapter to ‘Recognizing 
Pictures’ in his unpublished treatise on painting of ca. 1620 (which has come 
down to us in over 20 early, hand-written versions).11 According to Mancini, the 
foremost skill of a connoisseur was to determine if a work was an original or a 
copy – which could be difficult ‘since sometimes it happens that it [the painting] is 
so well imitated that it is hard to recognize , to which I can add that those who 
want to sell them [copies] as if they were originals, singe them with the smoke of 
wet straw, which creates in this way a certain crack similar to the one caused by 

                                                                                                                                 
onbevoegt, en, tegens wetten en wettige vernduwen verkoopen’. Rechterlijk Archief rekest 686, nr. 
82, cited in Goossens [ed.] 2004, 32. 
8 ‘Ick ben seer verwondert dat Ul. met my alsoo ghehandelt heeft, het en is gheene actie van een 
heerlick man, alsoo te vercoopen aen een die weynich verstand heeft van schilderyen, en hebbe 
aen Ul. diversche mael ghevraecht ofte deselve principale waeren, ende dat ick my betraude op Ul.; 
maer hebben my leelick bedrooghen ghevonden.’ Published in Denucé 1949, 37; see also Honig 
1995,  258 note 13.  
9 According to Filipe de Guevara (1555), many of Bosch’s imitations were fraudulently signed. See 
Muller 1989,  142. For additional discussion of copies after Bosch and Metsys, see  De 
Marchi/Van Miegroet 1996,  44-45.  
10 ‘T'Antwerpen begon hy het Doeck-schilderen heel te verlaten, siende datse zijn doecken 
cochten, en vast copieerden, en ghelijck voor de zijn vercochten, en heeft hem heel begheven te 
maken Landtschappen en Historikens van Verlichterije, segghende: Laetse nu op den duym 
fluyten, en my dit nae doen.’ Van Mander 1604, fol. 260v.  
11 Mancini/Marucchi/Salerno 1956-1957. This publication contains both the first version of the 
treatise Discorso sulla Pittura, written around 1617-1619, and the second (longer) version 
Considerazioni sulla Pittura, which was written around 1620.   
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time, and thus they appeared old, while it took away from the works that vivid 
and noticeable color of novelty and recentness; and besides that they take old 
panels and work for you on top of these to cover up the deceit even more.’12 The 
French printmaker and art lover Abraham Bosse made a remark to the same 
effect in his treatise on connoisseurship of 1649. He criticized contemporaries 
who thought they could tell how old a picture was by turning it around ‘as if a 
Painter could not make use of the support or the canvas of a bad old Picture to 
paint or make one on top’.13 

However, differentiating between originals and copies was not just 
difficult for laymen and beginning amateurs of art; experienced artists and 
collectors could also be at a loss if the copy was well done. For this reason, the 
experienced collector Cardinal Mazarin warned his agent to be on guard so as not 
to be fooled by copies, which he considered a particular problem with portraits 
attributed to Van Dyck. 14  The well-respected art collector Paul Fréart de 
Chantelou had even decided to not collect any drawings since it was so hard to tell 
the difference between originals and copies, as he noted in his diary. He had 
talked about this with the famous painter, sculptor and architect Gianlorenzo 
Bernini, who had replied that distinguishing between originals and copies could be 
just as challenging when looking at paintings.15  

In the Netherlands the difficulty is also evident in quite a few notarial 
deeds which record confusion and disagreements about the value of pictures as 
well as expert advice on the matter. For example, a document drawn up by an 
Amsterdam notary in 1614 mentions a sale of 16 pictures by a certain Mr. Willem 
Bennick, who claimed they were all originals (principaelen) by various masters 
(whose names were mentioned in a now-lost list). The buyer, a Mr. Bronchorst, 
on the other hand, stated that he thought 13 of these were, in fact, copies, and he 
                                                 
12 ‘E sopra tutto se sia copia o originaria, perchè alle volte avviene che sia tanto ben imitata che è 
difficile riconscerla, aggiontovi che questi, che le voglion vendere per originarie, l’affumano con il 
fumo di paglia molle, che così nella pittura introduce una certa scorza simile a quella che gl’indusse 
il tempo, et così paiano antiche, levandogli quel colore acceso e resentito della novità e recenza; 
oltre che, per coprir più l’inganno, pigliano delle tavole vecchie e sopra d’esse vi lavorano.’ 
Mancini/Salerno 1956, 134.  
13 Abraham Bosse criticizes people who are not good at judging paintings and who simply turn 
them around: ‘& par iceux veulent juger de leur Ancienneté, comme si un Peintre ne se pourroit 
pas servir d’un fonds ou toile d’un mauvais Tableau vieil, pour en peindre ou faire un dessus.’ 
Bosse 1649, 64.   
14 Gabriel-Jules Comte de Cosnac, Les Richesses du Palais Mazarin, Paris 1884, p. 218; as cited in 
Brown 1995, 187. ‘It is necessary to be on guard not to allow yourself to be fooled, because it is 
very difficult to discern a copy from an original when the copy is well done.’ 
15 Fréart de Chantelou/Blunt 1985, 251. Chantelou had been selected by the King to act as the 
official companion and guide to Gianlorenzo Bernini when the latter visited France.  
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seems to have refused to pay. 16  A year later in 1615, the still life painter 
Ambrosius Bosschaert had a document drawn up in which a man by the name of 
Michiel Fort testifies that he bought a painting some four years before as a work 
by Bloemaert himself (‘een eygen werk van mr. Bloemaert’). He had subsequently sold 
the picture as an original (principael) by Bloemaert for the sum of 60 guilders to a 
gentleman in Middelburgh and was now requested to pay back this amount, as the 
painting appeared to be merely a copy.17  

Similarly, paintings that were sold as originals (principaelen) by Steenwijck, 
Vincent Coebergen, Jan Porcellis, and Brueghel, among others, were officially 
declared to be copies, witness documents from 1617, 1624, 1643 18, 1653 and 
1666, respectively. 19  Works in the style of Wouter Knijff (1648), Jan Miense 
Molenaer and Godfried Schalcken (1697) were officially declared to be originals 
(principaelen) by some, yet were pronounced copies by others.20 In 1701, a painting 
attributed to Gerard ter Borch was even the subject of a bet. Constantinus 
Francken had been planning to sell it as the first lot in an auction, which was the 
number commonly assigned to the item that was expected to fetch the highest 
price.21 Yet another gentleman challenged him, stating that the work was merely a 
copy. To solve the matter, Francken brought in a similar painting by Ter Borch 
from out of town and asked a group of art lovers to study both. However, they 
could not reach agreement, and in the end the bet was settled without a winner.22  

The most public attribution debate in seventeenth-century Holland 
focused on Italian pictures rather than Netherlandish works, yet the main 
question was a familiar one: were the paintings to be classified as originals or 
copies? In 1671 the Amsterdam dealer Gerrit Uylenburgh had sold thirteen old 

                                                 
16 ‘Bronchorst sustineert hem vercoft te sijn dertyen [doorgehaald: ‘princ...’] stucken, gedaen bij 
soodaenigen meesters als den voorsz. Benninck narreert in seeckere lijste daervan, soo onder den 
voorsz. Bronhorst [sic] als hem Willem Benninck elxs een copie is berustende [...] bij den 
genomineerden meesters niet gedaen sijn.’ Cited in Van der Veen 2005, Doc. 2 (with list of earlier 
publications of this source).  
17 Van der Veen 2005, Doc. 3. 
18 This document discusses three ‘principaelen’ that are deemed to be ‘copies’ without attaching 
any name to the pictures. Van der Veen 2005, Doc.  14.  
19 Van der Veen 2005, Docs. 5a, 8, 14  and 25. Comparable documents can be found in Duverger. 
In 1653 a painting of a Cattle Market was sold by the Meurs family at auction as an original 
(principael) by Brueghel, even though the auction master had expressed doubts as to the 
authenticity of this work. It was bought by Peter van Halen, a painter and dean of the Guild of St. 
Luke, who apparently did not have a good look at the work before he bought it and subsequently 
sued the seller. See Duverger 1984-1994, vol. VI, 399, 401 and 424; see also Honig 1995, 256-258.  
20 Van der Veen 2005, Docs. 16a, 16b, 21b and 33.  
21 Jonckheere 2005,  58-60.  This dissertation has been published in English as Jonckheere2008a. 
22 Van der Veen 2005, Doc. 34.  
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master paintings to the Elector of Brandenburg.23 Uylenburgh believed the works 
to be originals by masters such as Michelangelo, Holbein, Titian and Palma il 
Giovane; however, once the paintings arrived in Berlin, the Elector’s court painter 
Hendrick Fromantiou dismissed twelve of them as copies.24 According to the art 
theorist Arnold Houbraken, Fromantiou may have even believed that the works 
were forgeries done at the request of Uylenburgh himself, ‘having in the past sat 
on the Galley (as one calls working for cut-throat dealers in Italy) and thus knowing 
the business of the fox [i.e. Uylenburgh], [Fromantiou] baptized these [works] 
with the name of ‘copies’.’25 

Fromantiou’s dismissal sparked Uylenburgh to defend his reputation. He 
traveled to Berlin to speak with the Elector personally and to show him a 
testimony of his trustworthiness written by the burgomasters of Amsterdam. In 
order to solve the controversy, the Elector of Brandenburg asked Fromantiou to 
bring the pictures back to Amsterdam where he would prove to a knowledgeable 
audience that none of the pieces he had bought were originals and instead that 
they were all copies.26  

In May 1672 Fromantiou did indeed return to Amsterdam with the 
pictures. As Uylenburgh and Fromantiou could not agree on who were to be the 
judges in the matter, they each gathered separate statements by a range of painters 
and connoisseurs. This resulted in more than 50 expert opinions, negative if 
collected by Fromantiou and positive when collected by Uylenburgh.  

Although the first batch of negative criticism Fromantiou had gathered 
convinced the Elector to return the pictures to Uylenburgh, Fromantiou never 
actually managed to prove that the works were copies, nor did he find a painter or 
art lover who confirmed this. The expert statements he collected merely 
contained negative judgments about the quality of the paintings, claiming that 
                                                 
23 See Lammertse/Van der Veen 2006, 79-102.  
24 The one picture that was not contested and remained with the Elector was Giuseppe de Ribera’s 
Executioner with the Head of Saint John the Baptist. See the letter from Uylenburgh in the Geheimes 
Staatsarchif, Berlin, 1 HA Rep. 76, Alt 111, nr. 167. Lammertse/Van der Veen 2006, 91. 
25 Houbraken stated that Fromantiou had ‘voor henen op de Galey gezeeten en zelf voor 
Uylenburg geschilderd [...] en dus den handel dier vosschen kende, doopte de zelve met den naam 
van kopyen.’ See Houbraken 1718-1721, , vol. II, 294-295. 
26 Berlijn, Geheimes Staatsachiv, 1 HA Rep 76, Alt 111, nr. 167, written by the Elector to 
Hendrick Fromantiou. 12 Janary 1672: ‘Weil Wir Uns erinneren, das dus solches beständig 
asseriret hast [i.e. that the pictures sold by Uylenburgh were not orginals but copies], so ist nicht  
mehr dan billig, dass du solches beweisest dahero nötig seijn wird, dass du auf einen gewissen tag, 
welchen du bestimmen dem Supplicanten benennen wirst, dich nacher Amsterdam begebest, und 
aldar vor einige in der Mahlerkunst erfahren Meistern klärlich darthust und beweisest, das die Uns 
von dem Supplicanten verkaufften Stück keine wahre Originalien sondern nur nachgemachte 
Copien seijn’; see Lammerste/Van der Veen 2006, 83, note 148.  
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these were too poor to be by the purported Italian masters (see also below, Ch. 3). 
Uylenburgh therefore complained to the Elector that Fromantiou had not kept 
his word and that he was merely trying to damage the dealer’s reputation. 27  
Unfortunately only one of the twelve controversial pictures can still be identified 
with certainty, a picture of Dancing Nude Children, which is now in the Six 
Collection in Amsterdam. 28  Uylenburgh had stated that it was by Palma il 
Giovane, and it is still acknowledged as an original by this master. It was not a 
new attribution; in fact, most of the attributions of the contested pictures date 
back to earlier in the century, when the pictures were part of the famous Reynst 
collection in Amsterdam.   

                                                

 Interestingly, in almost all of the notarial deeds in which painters and art 
lovers did recognize paintings as copies, they did so without identifying the 
originals on which the copies were based. According to the first treatise devoted 
solely to ‘judging pictures’, Sentimens sur la Distinction des diverses manières de Peinture, 
Dessein & Graveure & des originaux d’avec leur copies, written by the printmaker 
Abraham Bosse in 1649, this was exactly the kind of skill that was characteristic 
for successful seventeenth-century connoisseurs. They could not only attribute 
paintings to a certain master on the basis of just two or three works that they had 
seen by this painter, ‘provided he [the painter] had hardly changed his manner’, 
they could also recognize copies ‘without ever having seen the original.’29 Tellingly, 
he focused his treatise largely around the question how to differentiate between 
originals and copies.  
 
 
Practical Methods to distinguish Originals from Copies  
  
Resolution versus Inhibition 

 
When Rembrandt showed Constantijn Huygens the Younger the drawing 

in the style of Annibale Carracci (in 1663), Huygens looked at the force or 
boldness (hardiesse) of the pen lines in order to determine if he was looking at an 
original or a copy. Although Huygens may well have learned how to recognize 
this boldness first-hand from talking to artists and art lovers or from his 
experience as a draughtsman, such an approach was also recommended and 

 
27 See an undated letter by Uylenburgh in the Geheimes Staatsarchiv, 1 HA Rep. 76, Alt III, nt. 
167; GAA, not. A. Lock, NA 2240, pp. 71-72, dated 9 September 1672; and GAA, not. A. Lock, 
NA 2241a, pp. 11-14, dated 3  January 1673; as cited in Lammerste/Van der Veen 2006, 86.  
28 Lammertse/Van der Veen 2006, 97.  
29 Bosse 1649, 4-5.  
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explained in contemporary treatises, which provided amateurs and collectors with 
advice on how to classify art works as either originals or copies. When looking at 
pictures, spontaneity, resolution and unity in the execution of a picture were 
considered particularly important, though the methods varied somewhat from one 
author to the other.  

Giulio Mancini (1558-1630), the personal physician to Pope Urban VIII 
and sharp-eyed art collector, advised art lovers to look for areas which showed 
‘not so much the observation of nature but rather the pride and resolution of the 
manner with the know-how of the inventor [maker].’30 In the first version of his 
manuscript on painting Discorso di Pittura (c. 1617-19) he referred to muscles and 
drapery folds as examples of passages which could be telling – while he indicated 
with three dots that he meant to further elaborate his thoughts on the matter.31 
He also noted that the colors are always more unified in originals, as these are 
older, which seems to imply that he was mostly concerned with the distinction 
between old originals and recent copies.32 In the second version of his manuscript 
(c. 1620), however, he left the remark about the colours out and focused instead 
on the ‘perfection’ and the ‘boldness’ (franchezza) of the master’s touch. While he 
does not elaborate much on this ‘perfection’ other than saying that it should 
match the master under whose name the work is sold33, he is quite specific when 
discussing the boldness characteristic of originals. It can be recognized 

 
‘especially in those parts which demand resolution and cannot be well 
executed in the process of imitation, as is true in particular for hair, beards, 
and eyes. Ringlets of hair, if imitated, will betray the laborious effort of the 
copy and if the copyist does not want to imitate them, then they will in 
that case lack the perfection of the master. These elements of painting are 

                                                 
30 ‘sempre vi sia qualque differenza [..] in certi sentimenti di termine, per esempio ne’ muscoli, 
nelle grinze, nella *** et altro dove non vadi tanto l’osservanza del vivo quanto che la fierezza et 
risolutione della maniera con il saper dell’inventore, che in qualque copia, per intelligenti et 
osservanti che sia, mai può farli così fieri et osservati.’ Mancini/Marucchi/Salerno 1956-1957, , 
327.  
31 Marucchi and Salerno transcribed the text with three dots [...]. As this could indicate that the 
original manuscript could not be deciphered, I checked a seventeenth-century handwritten version 
of the text in the Biblioteca Nazionale in Florence. The dots were indeed included in the 
manuscript; as there is no indication that the copyist had any trouble reading the original, we can 
assume that these dots reflect Mancini’s intention.   
32 ‘[...] sempre vi sia qualche differenza: prima nell’unioni di colori, che l’originali sono sempre più 
uniti rispetto al tempo più antico [...]’.  Mancini/Marucchi/Salerno 1956-1957, 327.  
33 ‘prima se nella pittura proposta vi sia quale perfettione con la quale operava l’articfice sotto 
nome del quale vien proposta e venduta; di più se vi veda quella franchezza del mastro [...]’.  
Mancini/Marucchi/Salerno 1956-1957, 134.  
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like the strokes and groups of letters in handwriting which require a 
master’s boldness and resolution. The same can be observed in those 
spirited passages and scattered highlights that a master renders with one 
stroke and with a touch of the brush that is inimitably resolute; as in the 
folds and highlights of drapery, which depend more on the fantasy and 
resolution of the master than on the verisimilitude of the thing 
represented.’34  
 
Although Mancini was the first to write a manual with the sole purpose of 

helping art lovers develop their eye when analyzing pictures, his thoughts were 
not altogether new. As early as in 1555, students of ancient coins had already been 
advised to look for details in which the master’s manner was most evident, such 
as in the execution of the hair, eyes, hands and folds of drapery. In his treatise on 
coins, Enea Vico stated that the difference between the skill and the comeliness 
(venustà) of ancient coins and the ‘inferior quality’ of modern replicas would be 
most visible in these areas. 35  In the field of painting, the earliest artists’ 
biographers Giorgio Vasari and his Northern colleague Karel van Mander had 
voiced comparable thoughts as to where the individuality of an artist's manner 
could best be recognized: passages which, as a rule, were seen as virtually 
inimitable. For example, Vasari praised the spontaneous and free brushwork of 
Titian’s late style and stressed that it was particularly hard to imitate.  

As he did on numerous occasions, Van Mander repeated and underlined 
Vasari’s remarks when discussing Titian’s late style.36 Yet in his treatise he also 
                                                 
34 ‘in particolare in quelle parti che di necessità si fanno di risolutione nè posson ben condurre con 
l’immitatione, come sono in particolare i capelli, la barba, gl’occhi. Che l’anellar de’ capelli, quando 
si han da imitare, si fanno con stento, che nella copia poi appirisce, et, se il copiatore non li vuol 
imitare, allhora non hanno la perfettione di mastro. E queste parti nella pittura sono come i tratti e 
gruppi nella scrittaura, che voglion quella frnachezza e resolutione di mastro. Il medisimo ancor si 
deve osservare in alcuni spiriti e botte di lume a luogo a luogo, che dal mastro vengon posti a un 
tratto e con resolution d’una pennellata non immitabile; così nelle pieghe di panni e lor lume, quali 
pendono più dalla fantasia e resolution del mastro che della verità della cosa posta in 
essere.‘ Mancini/Marucchi/Salerno 1956-1957,  134. Translation taken from Muller 1989,  143. 
35 Vico 1555, 61-67. See Muller,  1989, 142.  
36 Van Mander 1604, fol. 176v-177r. ‘Niet onvoeghlijck sal wesen te verhalen, dat Tiziano in zijn 
jonckheyt een ander handelinge hadde, soo als in zijnen ouderdom: want eerst maeckte hy zijn 
dingen heel net, datment soo geern van by als van verre sagh: en ten lesten wrocht hy zijn dinghen 
met cloecke pinceel-streken henen, en ghevleckt, soo dat het van by geen perfectie, maer van verre 
te sien, goeden welstandt hadde. En dit is oorsaeck gheweest, dat vele, die dit hebben willen 
volghen, willende hun bewijsen te hebben veerdighe handelinge, hebben gemaeckt dingen, die 
plomp, en onbequaem te sien waren. En dit comt daer by, dat vele meenen, dat dese dinghen van 
Tiziano ghedaen zijn sonder arbeydt, maer sy dolen, en bedrieghen hun selven: want men siet 
mercklijck, datse dordaen, en weder herdaen zijn, soo veel reysen, dat men daer arbeydt genoech 
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developed some new thoughts of his own on which elements in a painting were 
particularly characteristic of the individual style of an artist. Even when working 
after nature, Van Mander stated, there are certain elements which one cannot 
learn from nature itself or even from copying another master’s manner – namely 
leaves, hair, air and drapery (bladen, hayr, locht, en laken). Their depiction depends 
on the artist’s individual spirit (gheest), and only one’s own mind can teach one 
how to depict these elements.37 However, this did not mean an artist could only 
have one way of for example depicting leaves; one could also invent different 
ways, according to Van Mander.38   
 Like Mancini, the art theorist Junius (1638) explained the difference 
between originals and copies in terms of resolution versus inhibition in the 
handling. When describing the connoisseurs of his day, he stated that they 
recognize ‘a perfect and natural force of grace in the originalls, whereas in the 
copies they can see nothing but an unperfect and borrowed comilinesse 
(venustas).’ 39  Forty years later Samuel van Hoogstraten underlines Junius’ 
                                                                                                                                 
in siet. So dat dese maniere van doen verstandich, welstandich, en uytnemende is: want het de 
Schilderije een levendicheyt gheeft, wesende ghedaen met groote Const, den arbeydt verbergende.’ 
37 Van Mander 1604, fol. 37r-v: ‘Een aerdigh en fraeye manier van bladen,  / Op eenen goeden 
slach, hem aen te wennen, / Want hier in leyt de cracht, dit moetmen kennen. / Al soudemen 
soecken op veel manieren, / nae t'leven, oft handelingh aenghename, /  Ghestadelijck op 
grondighe papieren, /  Met sap al wasschende bladers te swieren, / Hopend' ofmer al metter tijdt 
toe quame: / Doch, ten schijnt niet alst bemuysde lichame / Leersaem Const: want bladen, hayr, 
locht, en laken, / Dat is al gheest, en den gheest leert het maken. /  Verscheyden bladers 
machmen wel ghebruycken.’ Hessel Miedema suggests that this passage is inspired by Rivius’ 
translation of Alberti’s De Pictura although, as Miedema indicates, the similarities are to be found 
more in the language used than in the content: ‘Dieweil aber yede bewegung, auch deren ding so 
klein leben haben, im gemehl auffs fleissigst angezeigt werden sollen, wirt es nit weniger lieblich 
und anmüttig sein zu schawen, wo solche bewegung an haren und harlocken, an zweigen, laub und 
blettern, und in sonderheit ans gewandt, mit einem fleisz und verstandt angezeigt wirdt.’ Indeed, 
on the level of content, the similarities are not so striking. Although it is interesting that both 
Rivius and Van Mander single out drapery, they do so for different reasons. Rivius writes that the 
seven movements (forward, backwards, to the right, left, up, down and circular) that Alberti 
recommended expressing in a painting can be expressed particularly well in drapery. [Alberti 
himself did not single out drapery in this context.] See Van Mander/Miedema 1973, vol. II, 575.  
Van Mander, however, states that the depiction of drapery (more than the depiction of hair, air 
and leaves) depends on the artist’s spirit (gheest), a thought which is absent in Rivius’ text. The 
words ‘mit [...] verstandt’ in Rivius’ sentence do not seem to mean anything more than ‘sensibly’. 
In Van Mander’s text, different elements (also ‘air’) appear, and his line of thought reappears 
throughout his treatise (twice in the educational poem ‘De Grondt...’, but also when he discusses 
the characteristics of individual artists’ manners, like those of Frans Floris, Anthonie van  
Blocklandt, Hans Holbein and Lucas van Leyden; see also chapter 3, ‘By His Own Hand’). It 
seems safe to assume that Van Mander expresses here a coherent idea of his own. 
38 See the previous note.  
39 Junius 1638 [ed. 1991], 305-306; Muller 1989, 143. 
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observation (in his treatise Inleyding tot de hooge schoole der schilderkonst: anders de 
zichtbaere werelt of 1678) and stresses the legitimacy of the observation by referring 
to the same ancient writer that Junius had cited before him: Dionysius 
Halicarnassus. In the first century B.C. the latter had already emphasized that 
originals have a ‘pleasing gracefulness’ (bevallike lusticheit) about them them while 
copies contain some element that did not derive from nature but is the result of 
‘painstaking labor’ (pijnlijken arbeyt). 40  Moreover, Van Hoogstraten compares 
painted copies to printed texts done by an incapable typesetter after a difficult 
example; in the painted copy as in such a text, the virtues of the original are 
surrounded by mistakes which mystify or reverse its meaning. However, he adds, 
the defects are most of all visible in general harmony and grace.41 Unfortunately, 
neither Junius nor Van Hoogstraten, whose treatises are both rather theoretical in 
nature, gives a concrete example of where such a difference could be perceived.  
 Abraham Bosse, the Parisian printmaker and art theorist, provided a much 
more precise analysis in 1649. After first stating (much like Junius had already 
done) that a copyist can never reach the same perfection as he perceives in the 
original, just as a painter who imitates nature cannot equal it, he specifies that the 
profiles, contours, relief, colors and finishing touches will all be weaker in the 
copy. 42 Subsequently, he makes a distinction between finely and more freely or 
artistically painted works. Paintings done in ‘a free or bold manner, & which are in 
some way artistically touched and of a great unity’ are particularly hard to imitate, 
as the artists often trimmed their brushes especially for painting details such as 
wisps, tufts and curls of hair.43 By comparison, finely painted pictures are easier to 
                                                 
40 Van Hoogstraten 1678, 197; Junius 1638 [ed. 1991],  306.  
41 ‘Ook ziet men, dat de deugden des eersten principaels in de kopyen met veele gebreeken 
omringt zijn, min of meer als de gedrukte bladeren, van eenich onverstandich letterzetter nae 
eenich moeylijk schrift geflanst, vol drukfouten en feylen zijn, die den zin of verduisteren of 
omkeeren. Daer dan noch aldermeest in de gemeene welstandige Harmonie en Gratie gefaelt 
wort.’ Van Hoogstraten 1678,  197. On ‘harmonie’ and ‘gratie’, see also chapter 6, ‘The Essence of 
Connoisseurship’. 
42 ‘Those [...] that copy the most consummate pieces of excellent Masters, can seldome doe it so 
well, but that perpetually they fall away from the original. “For as it is hard to hit a similitude after 
the life,” sayth the same Pliny elsewhere, “so is the imitation of an imitation much more hard and 
difficult.’ Junius 1638 [ed. 1991],  306. ‘Or comme le Peintre qui imite le Naturel, ne viẽt jamais à 
la mesme perfection d’iceluy; ainsi le copiste ne rend jamais sa Copie à la perfection de son 
Original.’ Bosse 1649,  56. These remarks on the impossibility of equaling nature echo Plato’s 
concept of the visual arts. Similar thoughts can be found in many Italian art theoretical treatises, 
including Leonardo’s notes on painting (as quoted in Gombrich, Art and Illusion 1960 [ed. 1989], 
96-97).  
43 ‘Les Ouvrages de Peinture qui sont faits d’une maniere libre ou franche, & en quelque sorte 
artistement touchée, & d’une grande union, & non traittée ou pratiquée à coups de pointe de 
pinceau, sont assez difficile à imiter, en sorte qu’on ne connoisse en eux la peine au’a euë le 
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copy as they are usually done with the kind of pointed brush every artist owned.44 
Thus, the style of the work had a clear influence on the extent to which a work 
could be successfully copied, and hence on the difficulty it posed to a connoisseur. 
Boldly painted works were far more easily distinguished as originals and copies 
than more finely painted works.45 Bosse also adds that copies that are done when 
the original is still ‘fresh’ (fraiche) tend to approach the original the best since it is 
virtually impossible to recreate the effect that time has on painted color, which 
indicates an awareness of the ageing of paint and subsequent color change that 
Mancini had briefly touched upon earlier.46  
 Elsewhere, Bosse expresses his belief that usually every painter had 
something characteristic in his manner: ‘if it is not in the air, the disposition, the 
arrangement & division of the figures he wants to represent in it (i.e. the painting), 
it will be in the shapes or the palette of Colors, or the handling of the Brush.’47 
The handling of the brush could thus be characteristic but this was not necessarily 
                                                                                                                                 
Copiste en les imitant; De plus, il voit aussi en son Original, qu’un seul coup de pinceau a fait ce 
qu’il à bien peine de faire en cent, & qu’une partie de la cause vie[n]t, qu’il ne peut avoir aux 
occasions des pinceaux semblables ceux dont lon s’est servy; Car chacun sçait & principalement 
ceux qui ont pratiqué ces choses, que celuy qui fait un Tableau Original, ce sert d’ordinaire 
plusieurs fois des mesmes pinceaux, & quelquefois jusques à un point, que la pluspart sont quasi 
usez & qu’il les trouve bien souvent meilleurs ayant servy qu’autrement, & mesme que plusieurs les 
ayant neufs, les coupent & usent par endroits, pour estre plus doux par les boux & qu’ils ayent 
diverses pointes ou formes irregulieres, afin qu’ayans à faire plusieurs choses, comme des cheveux 
ou autres poils, faisant touffes, floquets, ou friseures, &c. [...].’  Bosse 1649,  60; see also Muller 
1989.144. 
44 Bosse 1649, 58; see also Muller 1989, 144. 
45 The Italian art theorist Filippo Baldinucci made a similar statement in a letter dated 1681 to the 
Marchese Capponi. According to Baldinucci it is easiest to spot copies in sketchy drawings where 
the free execution of the original is the most difficult to imitate: ‘Questa universal regola della 
maggiore o minor franchezza nell’operare, ha luogo anocora nelle cose colorite.’ See Muller 1989,  
144, and 148, note 27. 
46 ‘C’est [..] l’opinion de plusieurs Copistes , & mesme des Peintres Originaux [..] que c’est le 
Temps qui leur a donné cette Teinte tant soit peu jaunastre; Ie sçay bien qu’il y a des Couleurs & 
des huiles , qui font que le Temps opere en quelque sorte sur icelles, mais neantmoins ceux qui ont 
les yeux un peu clair-voyant, discernent bien que cela n’est pas de la mesme Teinte, de celle desdits 
Originaux’. Bosse 1649,  59. ‘Un bon Copiste se trouve aussi souvent tres-empesché, de rencontrer 
des Huiles & des Couleurs qui puissent estant broyées & aliées ensemble, & en suitte appliquées, 
demeurer apres qu’elles sont seiches de la mesme Couleur & Teinte que celles de son Original, 
principalement quant il est vieil fait [...] Ceux qui se sont adonnex à la pratique de Peindre, & à 
telles particularitez, sçavent distinguer les Couleurs qui se sont mortes ou passées prompetement, 
d’entre celles qui le font dés long-temps.’ Bosse 1649, 63-64. On Mancini, see 
Manci/Marucchi/Salerno 1956-1957, 54-55.   
47 ‘D’ordinaire chaque Peintre à une manière affectée, si ce n’est a l’air, disposicion, ordonnance & 
agencement des corps qu’il veut y representer, ce sera en la forme ou Colory, ou au maniment du 
Pinceau.’ Bosse 1649,  47. 
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the case, according to Bosse. Nonetheless, many early writers on connoisseurship 
place a special emphasis on ‘manner’ when analyzing the characteristic ‘spirit’ of 
individual artists.  
 André Félibien defines manner as originating directly from the 
imagination. The diversity of manners, he states, is a result of the artists following 
their imagination rather than nature.48 It is a clear definition of a line of thought 
we already encountered in the treatises by Vasari and Van Mander. The 
implication is that freer, more imaginative brushstrokes lead to a more clearly 
recognizable manner and that copies in which the artist did not directly follow his 
imagination but merely tried to imitate another master’s manner are the result of a 
quite different working process, therefore showing a lack of imagination, or a 
certain inhibition. However, when discussing originals and copies, this leaves an 
important question unanswered. What if a copyist uses his imagination when 
copying? What if he does not literally copy every brushstroke but rather recreates 
the picture somewhat freely?  
 This question was first brought up by Abraham Bosse, who introduced an 
objection one might have against his method of differentiating between originals 
and copies by looking at the spontaneity or inhibition in the brushstrokes. What if, 
he wrote, a good painter copies a mediocre work, and in doing so, freely improves 
on it? He answers the question by first stating that this case was quite unlikely, for 
why would a gifted painter copy a work of mediocre invention if he could create 
better works himself? However, if a painter would improve a painting while 
copying it, “then his Copy would in a way hold the place of Original by his 
hand”. 49  Thus, by following his own imagination while copying, rather than 
literally following the copy, a good painter created a new original in a way.  
 It is telling that Bosse is inclined to classify such a freely painted copy as a 
new original. Like most early writers on connoisseurship, he divides paintings into 
the categories of originals and copies, without creating separate categories for 
works that do not seem to fit comfortably in either category, such as forgeries, 
pastiches or free imitations. No separate terms had been invented yet for these 
types of pictures50, although they could be roughly described with terms that were 
already in use: by pointing at a ‘false signature’ (eg. Guevara – ‘falsamento inscripto’), 
by labeling a picture in the ‘manner’ (‘manier’, ‘handelingh’) of another painter, or by 
identifying specific elements that were copied from earlier works. It was common 
practice at the time to integrate elements from other master’s inventions into 
                                                 
48 Félibien1666-1688 [ed. 1706], 122-123. 
49 ...sa Copie tiendroit en quelque sorte lieu d’Original de sa main.’ Bosse 1649, 7.  
50 Although the concept of imitating  (imitatio) had long held a prominent place in both literary and 
art theory, the term ‘imitation’ was not used to denote a specific type of painting. 
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one’s own work, and to better understand the seventeenth-century categories of 
‘original’ and ‘copy’, it seems important to not only look into the various 
descriptions of copies, but also to analyze how the term ‘original’ is defined.  
 
 
Defining Orginals  
 
 According to Mancini, the term ‘original’ was used for paintings just like 
the word ‘archetype’ was used for manuscripts, that is, ‘as in the first writing that 
was not copied, similarly they call paintings originals if they are first done’.51 In 
the Dutch version of his treatise On the Paintings of the Ancients, Junius specifies that 
the first works that able masters did after life itself are called original pieces 
(originele stucken) here.’ 52  He had not defined the term ‘original’ in the earlier 
English version of his treatise, and the reason he chose to do so in the Dutch 
version may be related to his decision to translate ‘original’ with the term ‘origineel’, 
which was at the time very rarely used in Dutch. Its equivalent ‘principael’ was far 
more common.53 This would also explain why Junius defines how the term is used 
in his treatise rather than what the term generally denotes.  

                                                

 In Bosse’s treatise the term original is defined as ‘an object of which one 
cannot find a similar one in the natural world’.54 Like Mancini and Junius, Bosse 
emphasizes that an original is not – like a copy – based on another work. It is thus 
novel by default as it is the invention of a painter or draughtsman who had used 
the power of his imagination.55 In Junius’ definition originals are done by ‘capable 
masters’ (treffelicke meesters), thus not by bad masters or pupils, which allows him to 
then associate originals with ‘grace’ and a certain level of quality.56 However, this 

 
51 ‘E prima dovrà riconoscersi se siano copie o originali, che delle scritture e libri si dice archetypo 
come primo scritto non copiato, così della pittura, se prima fatta o originali come dicono, o 
copiata et secondariamente fatta ad esempio d’un’altra come l’archetypa, cioè originaria.’ 
Mancini/Marucchi/Salerno 1956-1957, 327.  
52 : ‘... plagten de meeste kracht haerer Konst-kennisse daer in voornaemelick te bewijsen, datse 
d’originelen staend-voets van de copijen weten t’onderscheyden. d’Oorspronckelicke wercken die de 
treffelicke Meesters nae ’t leven selver ghemaekt hebben, worden alhier door den naem van 
originele stucken te verstaen ghegeven.’ Junius 1641 344. 
53 Junius 1638 [ed. 1991], 306. The occurence of the terms ‘principael’ and ‘origineel’ is discussed in 
De Pauw-de Veen 1969, 105-111, esp. p. 109. As we will see in chapter 3, the terms ‘principael’ and 
‘origineel’ did not encompass a claim as to the painting's execution; it could well have been painted 
by several hands.    
54 ‘...une chose de laquelle on ne puisse trouver semblable dans la nature...”. Bosse 1649, 8.  
55 On the development of the term ‘originality’, see Loh 2004, 477 and 500, note 6. 
56 See also below, 'The reputation of the copy'. Junius' juxtaposition of good originals with less 
impressive copies seems to express the quality associations that the terms ‘original’ and ‘copy’ 
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did not mean that ‘originals’ were necessarily painted by the master only. As we 
will see in chapter 3, an original could well be painted by several hands (see 
‘Distinctions in Seventeenth-Century Inventories and Notarial Deeds’).  
 In all three definitions the term ‘original’ is basically defined by contrasting 
it with its opposite, the copy.57 Nonetheless, originals could partially be based on 
copies of another artist’s work, a practice which was called ‘rapen’ in seventeenth-
century Dutch.58 A wedding inventory dated 1679 even explicitly mentions the 
use of copies of another painter’s work as models for the artist’s own creations: 
‘Various models (‘modellen’), painted by myself after Poelenburch, which are 
related to my study and belong to my practice of painting’. 59  This fairly 
widespread custom did not mean, however, that any type of borrowing or partial 
copying was permitted and appreciated. Dutch authors agreed that it had to be 
done selectively and integrated completely into the new picture, not unlike the 
way in which painters would integrate partial studies and inventions they had 
explored in their drawings into a painting (see also chapter 6, ‘Invention, 
Composition and Design’).60 Cleverly integrated references to other masters paid 
homage to these painters, whereas poor borrowings, especially copies after 
famous masters to which only something faulty was added, were far from 
praiseworthy. According to Philips Angel, the connoisseurs of his time would 
certainly not be fooled by such dishonorable creations.61  
 
 
                                                                                                                                 
apparently held for him. More than that, this juxtaposition could readily account for the various 
types of pictures that circulated on the market. See also chapter 3 ‘“By his Hand”: The Paradox of 
Seventeenth-Century Connoisseurship’.  
57 In fact, the Dutch term ‘principaal’ comes from accounting and refers to the ‘principal money’ 
from which interest is harvested. In painting, the ‘principaal’ is worth more because it could be used 
for ‘exclusive’ copying as long as the owner could control the distribution of the image.  In 
addition, better copies could be made from a ‘principaal’ than from a copy, according to Marten Jan 
Bok. See Sluijter 2008, 26, note 60.  
58 See the extensive discussion of the concept of ‘rapen’ and the extent to which it was allowed 
according to Karel van Mander, Philips Angel, Samuel van Hoogstraten and Arnold Houbraken in 
Sluijter 2006, 253-256. See also Ch. 6 ('Invention, Composition and Design') below, p.  
59 ‘Verscheyde modellen van myn geschildert naer Poelenburch, en dat dependent is aen mijn studi 
en behoort to myn doen off schilderen.’ Inventory of goods drawn up at the occasion of the 
wedding contract between E. Johan van Haensbergen and Sophia van der Snouck, 1679. Bredius 
1915-1921, vol. 3, 2077 (no. 64).  
60 See below, note 68.  
61 ‘tis vry wat anders yet te ontleenen om sijn onvolmaecktheyt tot een meerder volmaecktheyt te 
brenghen, dan dat het is yet, niets deughende te voeghen by het gene dat nu al-reede goet is, want 
het eenen dient tot loff van de Meester, daer het af-genomen wert: daer de andere slordighe 
byvoeginge tot puere nadeel van den geen strect daer het by ghevoecht wert.’ Angel 1642, 36.  
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Non-Originals and Various Types of Copies 
 

By the end of the seventeenth century, a new term had come into use for 
works that consisted largely of elements that were taken from other paintings, the 
Italian term ‘pasticcio’.62 Roger de Piles explained the term in his treatise L’idée du 
peintre parfait  as follows: 
 

‘Paintings that are neither Originals, nor Copies, are called Pastiches, from 
the Italian pastici, which means pastries, because as the different things that 
flavor a dish are mixed together in order to produce a single taste [un seul 
goût], so, too, all of the imitations that compose a pastiche aim to make 
one truth appear [une vérité].’63   

 
In order not to be fooled by such a work, one should, according to De Piles, 
‘compare it to their model and study the style (Goût) of the design and of the 
Coloring, and the character of the Brush.’64 Thus a new category had been created 
for pictures that seemed neither originals nor copies (see also below Chapter 4, 
‘Style and Country’, p. page?).  
 The type of free and improved copy that Bosse could not really classify 
was also given a more precise description in the later seventeenth century. The 
Dutch painter and art theorist Willem Goeree even higly recommended creating 
such pictures, which he called ‘masterly copying’. In his treatise Inleiding tot de 
Praktijk der Algemeene Schilderkonst of 1670, Goeree explains that when doing so, 
one should first carefully judge the original and subsequently try to outdo the 
other master in the areas in which he had failed. He describes this practice as very 
different from the simple copying done by apprentices when they learn how to 
handle the brush and to develop a manner of painting.65  

                                                 
62 Loh2004, 498.  
63 ‘Tableaux qui ne sont ni Originaux, ni Copies, lesquels on appelle Pastiches, de l’Italien, Pastici, 
qui veut dire Pâtez: parce que de meme que les choses différentes qui assaisonnent un Pâté, se 
réduisent à un seul Goût; ainsi les faussetez qui composent un Pastiche, ne tendent qu’à faire une 
vérité.’ De Piles 1699 [ed. 1715], 78, as translated  in Loh 2004, 498.  
64 ‘...pour ne s'y point laisser tromper, il faut examiner, par comparaison à leur modéle, le Goût du 
Dessein, celuy du Coloris, & le Caractère du Pinceau.’ De Piles 1699 [ed. 1715], 79. In his 
translation of Du Fresnoy’s Arte graphica, De Piles indicated that ‘Goust’ was also used to indicate 
a ‘manner’. See De Piles 16681673, ‘Goust’.  
65 ‘[..] anders dan simpel-nakopieëren dat voor de Jongelingen wel een bequaam middel is, om 
voor eerst de Pinçeel te leren handelen, een maniere van schilderen te krijgen, de Verwen en 
Kolorijten te leeren vinden, enz.’ Goeree 1670 [ed. 1697], 84.  
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 In 1699, Roger de Piles subsequently classified copies into three different 
types: copies that were faithful and slavish, copies that were free and unfaithful, 
and copies that were both free and faithful, the last ones being by far the hardest 
to detect. Although De Piles was the first to assign a specific category to copies 
showing force and freedom in the handling but not matching the design of the 
original, Mancini had already demonstrated awareness of such works. Mancini had 
stated that characteristic elements such as ringlets of hair will betray the laborious 
effort of the copy, and if the copyist does not want to imitate them, then they will 
lack the perfection of the master (see above, p. 54-55).  
 Similarly, most writers had acknowledged that free and faithful copies did 
exist, though such high-quality pictures were rare.66 As Samuel van Hoogstraten 
put it, a perfect copy was impossible to realize unless God ‘blesses the copyist 
with the same spirit as the first master.’ 67  However, it seemed that in some 
instances God did indeed bless the copyist with the spirit of the first master.68 
And sometimes, it was the exact same master that made a second version.  

Roger de Piles warns his readers to keep this last possibility in mind: 
‘There is hardly any painter who did not repeat one of his works, because he liked 
it, or because someone asked him to make one exactly the same.’69 (figs. 2.2 and 
2.3) Moreover, painters also had their pictures copied by students and then 
reworked them, which led to second versions which could be very hard to 
distinguish from the originals, as Abraham Bosse noted in his Sentiments sur la 
Distinction des diverses manières de Peinture, Dessein & Graveure & des originaux d’avec leur 
copies of 1649.70 He believed these works were the hardest to distinguish from 
originals, especially if the copies were by painters capable of making good 
inventions and if the retouches were carefully done and finished. He explained: ‘I 
have also seen various excellent painters freshly retouch copies of their own 
works done in their studio, with such artistic strokes both wet-in-wet or dry, that 
                                                 
66 Among them are Mancini and Bosse. Junius also does not entirely exclude the possibility: ‘Those 
[…] that copy the most consummate pieces of excellent masters can seldomly doe it so well, but 
that perpetually they fall away from the original.’ Junius 1638 [ed. 1991],  306. See also below, ‘The 
Reputation of the Copy’. 
67 Van Hoogstraten 1678 179. 
68 See below ‘The Reputation of the Copy’. 
69 ‘Il n’y a presque point de Peintre qui n’ait répété quelqu’un de ses ouvrages, parce qu’il luy aura 
plû, ou parce qu’on luy en aura demandé un tout semblable.’ De Piles 1699 [ed. 1715], 75. In the 
1720s the Italian writer Francesco Saverio Baldinucci gave similar advice in Baldinucci/Matteoli 
1975,  58; see Sluijter 2001, 193 and note 26. 
70 ‘Il y a des Copies qui ne se peuvent gueres remarquer telles … à cause qu’elles auront ésté 
execute par de bons Copistes, & dans le mesme temps des Originaux fraischement achevez, & 
souvent sous la conduite de celuy qui aura fait lesdits Originaux, & qui mesme les aura retouches 
en divers endroits.’ Bosse 1649, 69.  
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someone not skilled in such particularities would not have recognized these at 
first.’71  
 
 
Parallels between Theory and Practice  
 

When observations and interpretations recorded in seventeenth-century 
art theoretical writings show striking parallels with the information that can be 
gained from notarial deeds, guild statutes, inventories and/or personal documents, 
their relevance seems clear. The different sources combined give us a telling 
glimpse of seventeenth-century connoisseurship.  

As to the practical advice recorded in art theoretical texts, the scant 
evidence available to us suggests that at least some able connoisseurs looked for 
the types of elements advocated in the treatises when classifying pictures as either 
originals or copies. For example, when the collector Louis-Henri Comte de 
Brienne described in his diary that the collector Everhard Jabach and the painter 
Charles le Brun had tricked the Duke of Liancourt by selling him a copy by 
Sébastien Bourdon as an authentic masterpiece by Annibale Carracci, he explained: 
‘I perceived that Bourdon had applied his manner in some of the drapery folds 
and that made me aware of the deception.’72 He also implied that finely painted 
works could be particularly troublesome when distinguishing between originals 
and copies when he wrote that certain copies were easy to recognize, ‘But when it 
comes to paintings by Gerard Dou, one can be deceived. I have a copy of one 
which fooled many good painters.’73 Another telling insight comes from the diary 
of Paul Fréart de Chantelou. When discussing the difficulty of distinguishing 
copies from originals, Bernini advices Chantelou to look specifically at the manner 
in which the hands are painted, presumably because of the freely applied contours 

                                                 
71 ‘En plusieurs de ces Copies retouches, il ne soit assez facile de reconnoistre tells retouchemens, 
mais non aux Copies qui sont faites par des Peintres qui commencent d‘estre capables de bien faire 
d'Invention; Et quand lesdits retouchemens sont faits avec soin & finis; I’ay aussi vue divers 
Excellens Peintres, retoucher fraischement sur des Copies faites chez eux d’apres leurs Oeuvres, si 
artistement par des coups comme à creu, ou à sec, qu'une personne tant soit peu verse en ces 
particularitez les auroit reconnus d’abord’. Bosse 1649, 69.   
72 ‘Je m’aperçus que Bourdon avoit mis sa manière dans quelques plis de la drapperie et cela me fit 
évanter la mine.’  Hourticq 1905, as cited in Brown 1995, 231-232. See also the next chapter, ‘“By 
his Hand”: The Paradox of Seventeenth-Century Connoisseurship’.  
73 ‘Mais pour les tableaux de Gérard Dow, on peut y estre fourbé. J’en ay une copie où de très 
bons peintres ont esté trompés.’ Hourticq 1905, 327. 



CHAPTER 2                                                                                                    75 

(see also below, chapter 3 ‘masterly passage’).74 Also, as we have seen, Constantijn 
Huygens Jr. focused on the boldness of the penstrokes when trying to establish if 
a drawing was by Annibale Carracci or merely a copy.  

Although only in very exceptional instances do seventeenth-century 
sources specify under which consideration exactly were copies distinguished from 
originals, it is striking that the few available sources documenting the practice of 
connoisseurship seem to focus on exactly the type of aspects that were also 
identified as telling in art theoretical writings. On a more general level, both art 
theoretical writings and personal documents confirm that the distinction between 
original and copy was one of the key concerns of seventeenth-century 
connoisseurs.  

On the market, the distinction between originals and copies were certainly 
very relevant, as the various legal disputes discussed above indicated. In fact, it 
seems that even if the copy was done by the same master as the original, its price 
was often significantly lower, as Neil De Marchi and Hans Van Miegroet have 
revealed. 75  Interestingly, the diary of Jan Breughel the Younger (1626-1636) 
mentions four examples of copies that were executed by the same master(s) as the 
originals and in each instance, the copy is valued at least 50 % less than the 
original.76 On an average, copies valued 40% of the original’s price when both the 
copy and the original were done by the same master(s), according to the examples 
studied by De Marchi and Van Miegroet. 77  In 1636, the Antwerp art dealer 
Chrysostomos van Immerseel even wrote explicitly that ‘copies can only cost half 
of the price of originals (principaelen)’ in a letter in which he discusses the payment 
for two originals and two copies which were all done by the painter Simon de 
Vos.78  

However, it seems that not everyone agreed with Van Immerseel’s 
principle. As several theorists pointed out, the difference in quality between such 

                                                 
74 Fréart de Chantelou/Blunt 1985, 251. Bernini also singled out drapery in a painting as 
characteristic of Poussin’s manner (on the same page). See also below, chapter 3, ‘“By his Hand”: 
The Paradox of Seventeenth-Century Connoisseurship’ (‘Masterly Passages’). 
75 De Marchi/Van Miegroet1996. Of course, copies could also cost less then half the price of 
originals, especially if they were not done by the master himself or were not of similar quality. For 
example, copies by Van Goyen's pupils after works by the master were valued only about 1/5 of 
the price of the originals. See Sluijter 1996, 42 (unabbreviated version available via the author).  
76 De Marchi/Van Miegroet, 55.  
77 De Marchi/Van Miegroet, 58.  
78 ‘Sien dat Ul betaelt hadde aen Simon de Vos hondert guldens voor 2 principaelen ende 2 coppien, 
dat my dunct abus moet wesen, want voor myn verteck [sic] hem 2 principaelen betaelt hebbe, 
ende de coppien en connen maer de helft van de principaelen bedraegen.’ Letter from Chr. 
Immerseel to Antoon Cossiers 1636, in Denucé 1934, 108; see also De Marchi/Van Miegroet, 70.  
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originals and copies was often barely noticeable. Rubens, in particular, must have 
agreed with them on this point. Although he once explained that ‘well-retouched 
copies show more for their price’, suggesting that retouched copies were often 
cheaper than originals, he nonetheless charged virtually the same price for certain 
copies by pupils that he had retouched as he did for originals by his hand, as we 
will see (see chapter 3, ‘Further distinctions: a preference for autograph 
pictures? ’). According to Rubens’s his own saying, he had worked up the copies 
so well that these could count as originals by his hand, thereby confirming the 
warnings from Bosse and De Piles that copies could be particularly hard to 
distinguish from originals if they had been touched up by the same master who 
had made the original.  

As to the question whether or not the thinking about originals and copies 
of hands-on connoisseurs became increasingly refined as the century progressed, 
it is hard to draw firm conclusions. The increasingly refined thinking in art theory 
suggests that there may have been a similar evolution in practice. At the same time, 
it seems important to remind oneself that the practice of distinguishing originals 
from copies may well have encompassed more insights than that were recorded in 
the treatises on connoisseurship. Indeed it looks like some sharp-eyed 
connoisseurs were not only able to distinguish deceptive copies without knowing 
the original, but that they could also make distinctions which are not discussed in 
the art theoretical texts, such as recognizing a spoiled original.  

For example, when Jacob van Ruisdael was asked his opinion about a 
work in the manner of Porcellis, he stated that the work might have been begun 
by Porcellis but was subsequently overpainted to such an extent that it could not 
possibly be called a ‘Porcellis’ anymore. Similarly, the painter Balthasar Gerbier, 
who worked as an art agent for the British King, identified a picture as a Raphael 
in a very poor condition, ‘repainted by some devil whom I trust was hanged’.79  A 
sound technical knowledge of paintings and their ageing process was widespread 
among both painters and connoisseurs in the seventeenth century, as Margriet van 
Eikema Hommes has revealed. 80 This makes it all the more likely that these early 
experts had a keen eye for damaged and overpainted pieces.  
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
79 Brown 1995, 29.  
80 Van Eikema Hommes 2004. See also Carlyle 1998.  
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The Reputation of the Copy  
 
Although the distinction between originals and copies played a very important 
role in seventeenth century connoisseurship, as we have seen, this does not imply 
that copies were necessarily considered inferior to originals. Copies certainly 
enjoyed a higher status than they do today. Tellingly, when Van Mander praises 
the specific qualities of painters from antiquity, he not only mentions Zeuxis’ 
talent at painting fruits, Tymanthes’ intelligence at incorporating some hidden 
meaning into his works and Appelles’ grace in all aspects of paintings, but also 
Nicophanes’s talent in copying other masters’ works. 81  Similarly Van Mander 
praises certain contemporary painters, including the son of Pieter Coeke van Aelst, 
for their skill in copying other masters’ works.82  
 Copying famous predecessors was not only a part of the standard learning 
curriculum of apprentice painters, it could also be a means to acquire a reputation 
for oneself; and if done very well, it could be a means to show one’s virtuosity, 
especially if the copy fooled connoisseurs. Some copies were even legendary, such 
as Andrea del Sarto’s copy after Raphael’s Portrait of Leo X with Two Cardinals (figs. 
2.4 and 2.5).83 According to Vasari, Andrea del Sarto did such a good job that he 
even fooled Raphael’s assistant Giulio Romano, who had worked on the painting. 
A cross scratched into the copy, when the paint was still wet, convinced Giulio 
Romano that he had indeed been deceived. A copy by Rubens after Titian and 
one by Lievens after Ketel were similarly celebrated.84  
 According to some, such excellent copies were even better than the 
originals. Mancini relates that Cosimo de Medici, the Grandduke of Florence, 
believed that copies that cannot be distinguished from the original when they are 
both present are to be preferred over the original, for they have two arts in them, 
the art of the creator and the art of the copyist.85 Mancini himself calls such works 
‘true jewels among the paintings’ (veramente gioie fra le pitture).  
 It was thus not below the status of a great master to copy a work by 
another great master. We know that several well-reputed painters were indeed 
commissioned to create copies, and the did so very successfully. For example, 
                                                 
81 Van Mander 1604, fol. *5v-*6r, and fol. 84r.  
82 See Honig 1995, 269 ff. and note 65, and 289-290. 
83 This story was first told by Vasari and subsequently repeated by, among others, Van Mander 
1604,  fol. 126r & 126v; Baldinucci in 1681, cited in Bottari/Ticozzi (eds.)1822-1825, vol. 2,  506-
507; and De Piles 1699 [ed. 1715], 99-102.  
84 On Rubens’ copy, see Muller 1989,  145 and 149, note 35. On Lievens’ copy after Ketel, see 
Orlers 1641, 376. For a similar anecdote about Van der Werff, see Houbraken 1719-1721, vol. II, 
21. On such successful copies, see also Liedtke 1997.  
85 Mancini/Marucchi/Salerno 1956-1957, 135. 
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Poelenburg’s copies after Elsheimer were said to be better than the originals, and 
Willem van Mieris was paid well to copy works by his father, Frans van Mieris, 
about which the owner noted that they passed for the originals and were sold as 
such after the owner’s death!86  
 The difficulty when defining the reputation of the copy is that this one 
term could encompass many different things, from highly sought-after collector’s 
items to very cheap and poor pictures and even deliberate forgeries. As we have 
seen, in the Uylenburgh case the term ‘copy’ is equated with a relatively poor 
picture, and in Houbraken’s account of this controversy, the term even seems to 
denote forgeries.87 For Junius the term ‘copy’ also had a negative connotation, 
since he assumed copies to be poor pictures by pupils.88 According to Jan de 
Bisschop, many collectors were reluctant to have their works copied as they 
feared this might decrease the value of the original.89 And Baldinucci even wrote 
that many of his contemporaries believed that copies were to be ‘shunned like the 
plague’.90  
 Yet at the same time high-end copies could be very popular with 
connoisseurs, who were even interested in the attribution of such works. A 
remarkable document dated 27 February 1630 stipulates that the art dealer 
Charles de Coninck in Middelburgh guaranteed that he had sold a copy after 
Caravaggio by Louis Finson to a certain Jacob van Nieulandt for 600 guilders. 
Should the work not be by Finson, then the sale was invalid; the painters Pieter 
Lastman, Adriaen van Nieulant and François Venant were to be the judges.91 Also 
Constantijn Huygens was interested in the attribution of a copy. In 1652 he wrote 
to the Antwerp art dealer Matthijs de Musson to enquire about some work the 
Duchess of Lorraine was purchasing. Huygens wondered if one of these works 
could be a copy by Joos van Cleve after an original by Quinten Metsys.92  
 As these examples show, high-end copies after famous originals could be 
valued more highly than originals by lesser masters. Art theorists gave various 

                                                 
86 On Van Poelenburg’s copies, see Sluijter-Seijfffert 1984, app. II and Boers-Goosens 2004, 217;  
on Van Mieris, see Sluijter 1988, 34-36; and Aono 2008.  
87 See above, p. 52.  
88 See above, p. 61.  
89 ‘veele ... dryven dat den eygenaer veel afgaet wanneer hy van een schildery of ander fraeye konst 
vergunt aan iemant het gebruyck en macht om nae te maecken: vermits niet aleen daer aen gelegen 
leydt dit by hem aleen en niet by yder te konnen gesien werden, maer oock de waerde hier door af-
slaet; alsoo de raerheyt waerdigh maeckt, soo voor den eygenaer als die genegen mochte sijn te 
koopen.’ De Bisschop1689 [ed. 1985], 3.  
90 As reproduced in Bottari/Ticozzi (eds.) 1822-1825, vol. 2, 226-230; see also Muller 1989,  147.  
91 Van der Veen 2005,  Doc. 10.  
92 See Honig,  1995, 290; Denucé  1949,  127-128. 
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reasons for this phenomenon. Hoogstraten, for example, stressed that good 
copies helped to spread a master’s fame (whereas bad copies harmed the master’s 
reputation).93 Also, copies preserved the appearance of lost originals, as Federico 
Borromeo and Baldinucci pointed out.94 Moreover, good copies provided delight 
through their successful imitation, according to Mancini and Baldinucci, 95  and 
they augmented the supply of excellent pictures.96  
 In the early eighteenth century, Jonathan Richardson explained in great 
detail why copies of good originals are often better than originals by lesser artists: 
‘A copy of a very good picture is preferable to an indifferent original; for there the 
invention is seen almost entire, and a great deal of the expression and disposition 
and many times good hints of the colouring, drawing and other qualities. An 
indifferent original hath nothing that is excellent, nothing that touches which such 
a copy I am speaking of hath.’97 Copies were thus both ‘shunned like the plague’ 
and highly sought after; the copy’s reputation depended largely on its quality.  

                                                 
93 Van Hoogstraten 1678, 197.  
94 Federico Borromeo in 1625 and Baldinucci in 1681, as reported in Muller 1989,  147.  
95 Mancini in 1617 & 1621, see above 'A Crucial Distinction' and Baldinucci in 1681.  
96 Baldinucci in 1681, as reported in Muller 1989, 147..  
97 Spear, 97-99.  



 



CHAPTER 3. 
‘BY HIS HAND’: THE PARADOX OF SEVENTEENTH-CENTURY 
CONNOISSEURSHIP 
 
 
Introduction 
 
The question of whether seventeenth-century painters and connoisseurs had a 
different understanding of authenticity than we do today has been the cause of 
much debate. Several scholars have even wondered if present-day connoisseurship 
is anachronistic in its efforts to distinguish the hand of a seventeenth-century 
master from those of his assistants and pupils. For was it not common for a 
seventeenth-century master to collaborate with his assistants and to sell the 
various studio products under his own name? Nowadays connoisseurs tend to 
differentiate sharply between what is believed to be purely autograph work and 
paintings done in part or entirely by assistants, which can make for a price 
difference of several millions of dollars.1 Yet, among scholars, there is no 
consensus as to whether such a distinction corresponds with seventeenth-century 
categories of thought.   

Seventeenth-century connoisseurs were certainly interested in attaching 
names to paintings. In fact, attributing pictures seems to have been an 
entertaining pastime among the upper echelons of society in Europe. For 
example, the British King James I reputedly removed the labels from his paintings 
to see if his courtiers could guess the artists.2 A letter sent from Paris by the 
Dutch scientist and art lover Christiaan Huygens to his brother Constantijn in 
The Hague shows that these rather playful attribution debates were not an 
exclusively British phenomenon. After visiting the Flemish dealer Valcourt with a 
group of Parisian connoisseurs, Christiaan wrote to his brother on 1 June 1668:  

 

                                                 
1 Jephta Dullaart (Sotheby’s Amsterdam) kindly informed me that, currently, a good ‘Rembrandt 
studio’ painting is valued at about 5-10 percent of the price of an ‘autograph Rembrandt’ at 
auction. This basically means that a ‘Rembrandt studio’ picture tends at best to fetch a price in the 
range of six figures, while paintings considered to be entirely autograph Rembrandts start at about 
$5 million.  
2 According to an agent of Pope Urban VIII, Inigo Jones boasted that he was able to correctly 
attribute all the works. See Brown 1995, 47. A further indication that attributing paintings was 
considered an entertaining pastime comes from Franciscus Junius, who argued in his Painting of the 
Ancients that analysing pictures was a better and more innocent pastime than gambling. See Junius 
1638 [ed. 1991], 72-74.  
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You would have had unparalleled pleasure to see [the collector-
connoisseur] Jabach determine the authenticity of those [Valcourt’s] 
pieces with a magisterial complacency; only to conclude in the end that 
out of 300 drawings that were given to Raphael there were but two 
originals. I would give a good thing to see him censure yours and that you 
were [listening in from] behind the tapestry. When we were at his place, 
there was also no shortage of ‘controllers’, of which I was one of the 
minor figures, who challenged the attribution of what he [Jabach] believed 
to be true Giulio Romanos and Raphaels, which drove him into a rage 
that made us all laugh, so much so that there would be hardly any comedy 
that would equal such a conference. 3 
 
Christiaan’s account is so vivid that it is not hard to imagine the 

excitement of these early connoisseurs. However, the precise considerations and 
assumptions of these gentlemen remain elusive. On what grounds exactly would 
they have attributed and de-attributed pictures? What elements were seen as 
particularly telling? Would they have differentiated between different types of 
studio products, and if so, how?  

 It is very rare indeed that one can find evidence of early connoisseurs 
weighing arguments when making an attribution. Roger de Piles’ imaginary 
dialogue from 1677, which I cited extensively above, suggests that some of these 
early experts may have been quite sophisticated in their judgements (see ‘A Closer 
Look at Seventeenth-Century Sources: An Introduction’). The protagonists even 
discuss how feasible and necessary it is to attach a name to a painting  For 
example, they consider how difficult it can be to recognise works made in a 
transitory period in which an artist changes his style, or how impossible it is to 
even know all the painters from the past – especially those who worked for others 
and never really acquired their own reputations. Yet primary sources addressing 
these issues are scant. Also, it is only in very exceptional instances that we know 
with any certainty exactly which pictures these early connoisseurs were discussing 

                                                 
3 ‘Vous auriez un plaisir nonpareil à voir comme Jabach determine sur l’authenticité de ces pieces 
avec une suffisance magistrale; concluant enfin que de 300 dessins qu’on donnait pour des Raphael 
il n’en avoit que 2 d’originaux. Je donnerois quelque chose de bon pour le voir censurer les vostres 
et que vous fussiez derrière la tapisserie. Quand nous fusmes chez luy, il ne manqua pas d’y avoir 
des controlleurs, dont j’estois des moindres, qui luy contestoient des pieces qu’il donnoit pour 
veritables Julio Romano et Raphael dont il se mettoit dans une colere a nous faire rire tous, 
tellement qu’il n’y a point de comedie qui vaille une pareille conference.’ Letter from Christiaan 
Huygens to his brother Constantijn, dated 1 June 1668, cited in Grossman 1951, 18. See also 
Huygens 1888-1950, vol. 6, 47. 
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and that we can thus clarify their comments by matching their accounts to the 
very pictures at which they must have been looking.4  

Reconstructing seventeenth-century views on authenticity is mostly a 
matter of critically analysing and connecting circumstantial evidence, including 
relevant passages in guild statutes, notarial deeds, personal writings, art theoretical 
treatises, probate inventories and sales catalogues, and matching these to what we 
can see in pictures wherever possible.5 Interestingly, the available sources seem 
rather ambivalent. On the one hand, surviving guild statutes indicate that it was 
common practice for master painters to sell works produced in collaboration with 
their studio assistants under their own name, as we will see. On the other hand, 
some early art theoretical treatises that discuss attribution practices advise art 
lovers to look for brush marks that seem distinctively individual, much like 
someone’s handwriting, which suggests they were indeed interested in attributing 
paintings to a specific hand.  

It is this seeming contradiction that I propose to call the paradox of 
seventeenth-century connoisseurship. After first analysing the scholarly debate, I 
will have a closer look at seventeenth-century sources and introduce some new 
source material into the discussion in order to better understand the seventeenth-
century appreciation for authenticity and the practice of both signing and 
attributing pictures. The underlying goal is to bridge contradictions in previous 
interpretations in this field and, in doing so, provide a clearer frame of reference 
for attributions to seventeenth-century Dutch and Flemish masters such as 
Rembrandt, Rubens and Honthorst. Although commercial and social interests 
must have played an important role in seventeenth-century attribution practices 
(as they do today), I will not speculate much about their impact but will focus 
mostly on the more general question what types of distinctions were made and 
what their implications are for present-day connoisseurship.6 Also, I will not pay 
much attention to the question of how the insights of painters may have differed 
from those of buyers since – as we will see – there is little reason to assume that 
their insights into these general distinctions would have differed greatly.7 
                                                 
4 See below, fig. 3.13 & 3.14.   
5 Sales catalogues are discussed in Jonckheere 2008b, 69-95. As he argues, commercial interests 
seem to have trongly influenced the connoisseurship found in sales catalogues. 
6 On the trustworthiness of the judgements of painters and connoisseurs, see also chapter 5, ‘The 
Painter versus the Connoisseur’, below. For a discussion of dealers’ interests, see Jonckheere 
2008b, . In the same publication, Neil De Marchi and Hans Van Miegroet trace larger 
developments in the mentality of art sellers as the art market evolved.  See De Marchi/Van 
Miegroet 2008. 
7 By contrast, auctioneers in the later seventeenth century did use different standards when 
attributing pictures. See Jonckheere 2008b.    
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The Debate: Autograph Pictures, The Holy Grail of Present-Day 
Connoisseurs?  
 
Ernst van de Wetering, the head of the Rembrandt Research project, phrased the 
issue most poignantly in 1992 when he gave a lecture entitled ‘The Search for the 
Master’s Hand: An Anachronism?’ at the 28th International Art History Congress 
in Berlin. If seventeenth-century viewers would have found it self-evident to 
regard all works produced in a studio as works by the master that headed the 
studio, even if they were carried out by others, then,  ‘the idea at the basis of the 
Rembrandt Research project, namely that there is a need to isolate works of 
Rembrandt’s hand from that of his pupils and assistants, would be a complete 
anachronism, a wrongly applied projection of the 19th-century cult of genius to 
everyday 17th-century workshop practice.’8  

Earlier in 1984, he had addressed the same concern in the second volume 
of The Corpus of Rembrandt Paintings, stating that there was too little evidence to 
draw any conclusion with certainty.9 However, in the meantime, several other 
scholars had been pondering the same issue and voiced different opinions. In 
1988, Svetlana Alpers published her book The Rembrandt Enterprise, in which she 
analysed Rembrandt as a talented artist and entrepreneur who created pictures, 
together with his studio, that give the effect of individuality  but are not necessarily 
by his own hands.10 Referring to the Rembrandt Research Project, she pointed 
out that it seemed that Rembrandt had not collaborated much with his assistants 
on particular works, yet she emphasised that the master had his name attached 
not just to his own works but also to works done by others in his studio.11 
Therefore, she stated, the master’s oeuvre cannot simply be reduced to his 
autograph works.12  

                                                

Also, Eddy de Jongh had briefly touched upon this matter when he 
analysed the attribution debate that was sparked by the Frans Hals exhibition of 
1990.13 As the lack of consensus in the definition of Frans Hals’ oeuvre became 

 
8 Van de Wetering  1993b, 627-628. 
9 Bruyn et al. 1982-, vol. 2, 60-76and 89-90. The issue itself was not new; it had also been 
discussed, for example, by Frits Lugt in Lugt 1936, 110-112; and by Albert Blankert in his 
monograph on Ferdinand Bol. See Blankert 1976, 14 and 18.  
10 Alpers 1988. On Rembrandt’s marketing abilities, see also Bok 2004, 159-178.   
11 Alpers 1988, 69 and 143, note 24. Alpers refers to a statement by Houbraken that Flinck’s work 
was sold under Rembrandt’s name. In 1991, Josua Bruyn pointed out that quite a few works listed 
as being by Rembrandt in the artist’s inventory of 1656 appear to be studio works. See Bruyn 
1991, 70-71; see also Wheelock 1995b, , 208 and 209, note 27. 
12 Alpers 1988, 122. 
13 De Jongh 1990, 2-3.  
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painfully clear (Seymour Slive approved 222 paintings, while Claus Grimm agreed 
with only 145 of these), De Jongh wondered if what he called the ‘19th- and 20th-
century fixation on authenticity’ can be historically justified. In his view, a 
seventeenth -century viewer would have certainly been aware of the difference in 
value between originals and copies, and an occasional connoisseur may have had a 
preference for works done entirely by the hand of a famous master. However, he 
suspected that it was typically the rule rather than the exception in seventeenth-
century studios for painters to collaborate with their assistants. It seemed quite 
probable that, in various instances, the only autograph detail in a picture from 
Frans Hals’ studio would have been the master’s monogram FH.  

In his 1992 lecture, Ernst van de Wetering weighed evidence both in 
favour and against the idea that seventeenth-century painters and their clientele 
had a preference for autograph paintings by the master without reaching a 
definitive conclusion. On the one hand, Van de Wetering argued, it was perfectly 
normal for pupils and assistants to work in the style of their master. However, 
that did not mean that various types of studio products were interchangeable in 
his view; and he claimed that there was a ‘substantial amount of documents which 
indicate that the aspect of autographness was relevant in 17th-century Holland’ 
(which Jaap van der Veen was in the process of assembling and interpreting).14 
But he suspected that master painters may have worked in close collaboration 
with their studio all the more confidently since many art buyers could not easily 
recognise poor quality pictures.   

At the Berlin conference Claus Grimm – the scholar that had not only 
sparked the Frans Hals attribution debate in 1990 but had also just published a 
book on Rembrandt’s portraits (1991) in which he limited the selection of 
autograph works even more strictly than the Rembrandt Research Project –  also 
addressed this issue. In his lecture The Question about Autographness and the Practice of 
Attribution, Grimm emphasised that much research remained to be done in order 
to get a clearer idea of seventeenth-century workshop practice and to establish 
better standards for attributions to old masters.15  

Close inspection of just a few pictures by Rembrandt led Grimm to 
conclude that the master must have collaborated with his assistants in different 
ways. He pointed to the build-up of the paint in the man’s face in The Shipbuilder 
and His Wife (1633): in the shadow part at right, a relatively thin first layer is 
applied somewhat hesitantly, presumably by an assistant. It is topped by confident 
strokes which Grimm identified as corrections by the master. (fig. 3.1). By 

                                                 
14 Van der Veen’s research is discussed below.  
15 Grimm 1993.  
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comparison, another group portrait done in the same year, The Anatomy Lesson of 
Doctor Tulp, does not show a similarly sharp distinction in its build-up. Instead, it 
seems to have been worked up much more coherently and smoothly (fig. 3.2). 
This led Grimm to conclude that Rembrandt sometimes, but not always, had 
assistants execute the general building-up of the top layer, while adding the light 
and shadow parts himself. In a third example taken from the same year, 
Rembrandt’s Portrait of the Remonstrant Minister Johannes Uyttenbogaert, Grimm 
pointed out the differences in style and execution between Uytenbogaert’s face 
and the definition of the hands (fig. 3.3). This, according to Grimm, indicated that 
the different parts were executed by different artists, that is, the head by the 
master and the hands by an assistant.16 

What should we conclude from all this? Would such collaborations have 
been the rule or the exception? The exact extent of collaboration in Rembrandt’s 
studio remains an issue of much debate. A number of specialists believe that 
Rembrandt tended to distinguish rather sharply between his own paintings and 
those done by students and assistants, and that he would have priced them 
accordingly (even though he may have also sold non-autograph works as 
‘Rembrandts’). In particular Josua Bruijn stated that Rembrandt hardly ever 
collaborated with his pupils and assistants on the same composition, and Ernst 
van de Wetering wrote that such collaborations occur almost exclusively in 
portraits created before 1642. 17 However, there have also been other scholars like 
Grimm who believe that Rembrandt’s studio output and his working practices 
may have been more diversified.  

In 1995, Arthur Wheelock distinguished four different types of 
collaborative works produced in Rembrandt’s studio: works done by an assistant 
on the basis of a sketch or drawing by the master, works blocked in on a canvas 
                                                 
16 This is also the conclusion drawn by Wouter Kloek and Guido Jansen in  Kloek/Jansen 1992, 
who state that, among other things, the lack of wrinkles in the hands seems unusual for 
Rembrandt.  
17 Bruyn explained his view as follows: ‘On the whole, one may say that with Rembrandt design 
and execution were closely bound up. Instead of making use of sophisticated workshop 
procedures which could in part replace the share of the master’s hand, he seems to have allowed 
invention and execution to be separated only in the early stages of an assistant’s activities. Later, 
they would be welcome to their own design and only rarely did they intervene with his own work.’ 
Bruyn 1991, 83-85. Also quoted in Wheelock 1995b, 209; Bruyn et al. 1982-, vol. 2, 49-90; and vol. 
4, XXII. See also Nygaard 2005, 39: ‘we tend towards the view that in general, Rembrandt 
distinguished quite sharply between works by himself and those done by his students – in terms of 
price, too. We imagine that Rembrandt, the pupils at his workshop, and the customers all knew 
who painted what, and that the prices were set accordingly. Rembrandt’s signature was a brand 
name for the students, and for that reason it sometimes appears on works done by pupils. This 
does not, however, make such works forgeries.’  
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by the master and worked up by an assistant (such as the National Gallery’s of 
Art’s Man in Oriental Costume, c. 1635), portraits done by the master in which the 
costume and even the hands are done by an assistant, and lastly works produced 
by pupils or assistants and retouched by the master.18 Walter Liedtke also made a 
plea for a thorough re-evaluation of Rembrandt’s studio practices in 2004; in his 
view, the input of students and assistants, in many instances, has not been 
properly recognised.19  

These differences of opinion regarding the studio practice of the most 
studied painter from the Dutch Golden Age illustrate just how little is certain 
about the historical context in which these pictures were made. It makes the 
question of how seventeenth-century painters and connoisseurs would have 
thought about issues of authenticity all the more relevant. Do seventeenth-century 
sources give us any indication as to what types of pictures to expect? Can we 
safely assume, for example, that most seventeenth-century master painters created 
at least a part of their oeuvre entirely by their own hand? And that present-day 
connoisseurs can thus take an autograph ‘core oeuvre’ as a point of departure for 
their attributions? Or is such a core oeuvre much like the Holy Grail: highly 
desirable (for the amount of certainty it would give in matters of attribution), yet 
eternally elusive? 20  

At the time of the Berlin conference, many primary sources had not yet 
been extensively studied, in particular, archival documents and art theoretical 
texts. Since then, Jaap van der Veen has written a thorough analysis of 
Netherlandish archival documents and probate inventories in relation to issues of 
authenticity titled 'By his Own Hand, The Valuation of Autograph Paintings in 
the Seventeenth-Century', which was published in A Corpus of Rembrandt Paintings, 
volume IV (2005).21 In the appendix, he listed and transcribed 36 relevant notarial 
documents. These documents mostly concern pictures by or after Netherlandish 
masters (including Porcellis, Bloemaert, Jordaens and Den Uyl) and also some 
paintings by or after Italian masters such as Titian and Caravaggio.  

                                                 
18 Wheelock refers to several primary sources which mention pictures that were 'geretukeert' 
(retouched) by Rembrandt, including his 1656 inventory which also mentions one painting which 
was 'gemodelt' (designed) by Rembrandt. Wheelock 1995b, 207.  
19 Liedtke 2004,  57. 
20 Grimm suspected that there was no reason to believe that seventeenth-century masters created a 
core oeuvre of entirely autograph pictures. He therefore stated that if the opposite could be 
proven more probable, most monographic studies of old masters would have to be re-edited with 
the dual purpose of establishing the output of the old master’s workshop and of analysing the 
master’s share in the workshop production.  See Grimm 1993,  643.  
21 Van der Veen 2005, . 
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One of the difficulties with the interpretation of this material is that most 
of these notarial deeds deal with the status of particular paintings as either an 
‘original’ (principael/origineel) or a ‘copy’ (kopie).22 The same holds true for 
seventeenth-century inventories and sales catalogues. As mentioned in chapter 2, 
‘principael’, the most commonly used word for ‘original’, simply meant that the 
work was not a copy, but it did not encompass a claim as to the execution; it 
could well have been painted by several hands.23  

In the case of the 36 documents accumulated by Jaap van der Veen, only 
six make a specific claim as to the execution of a work.24 These six documents 
state that a certain work is done entirely ‘by the hand of the master’ and 
sometimes even specify that it was done ‘without help from others’. This seems to 
suggest that there was indeed an interest in purely autograph works. Jaap van der 
Veen believes that this was the case among well-to-do burghers who could afford 
the better paintings. (He assumes that issues of authenticity would not have been 
of great concern to the producers and buyers of cheap pictures.) Furthermore, he 
speculates that the interest in autograph works may have increased throughout the 
century, reaching a high point in around 1650, and that the less commonly used 
term for ‘original’ (origineel) may have implied that a certain work was autograph.25 
He therefore concludes that the premise of the Rembrandt Research Project to 
distinguish the master’s hand from those of his assistants and pupils is not 
anachronistic.   

However, there is also another way to interpret the evidence that Jaap van 
der Veen has gathered. Similar statements about pictures, namely that they were 
done ‘by the hand of the master’, also occurred in other countries, most notably in 
Italy. However, scholars of Italian art believe that these should not be taken 
literally.  The Italian equivalent of this phrase, ‘fatto di suo mano’, had a certain legal 
validity and was more of a guarantee of personal, moral responsibility than of a 
necessarily physical involvement.26 Could the same be said of the Netherlands? 
Did painters’ names function mostly as guarantees of a certain style and quality?  

In the following I will try to bridge some of the contradictions in current 
interpretations by re-evaluating some existing evidence, bringing some additional 

                                                 
22 Van der Veen 2005, , Docs. 2, 3, 5, 6, 8, 9, 10, 14, 16-17, 21-22, 25, 27, 31, 33, 34-36. 
23 Ibid., 2. See also below ' The Master’s Name and Its Implications' and 'Distinctions in 
Seventeenth-Century Inventories and Notarial Deeds'.  
24 Ibid., Docs. 1, 4, 5, 19, 20, 22 (dated, respectively: 1606, 1615, 1616, 1653, 1649 [sic], and 1658). 
25 Ibid., 2, 3, 8, 14, and 28. On the meaning of the term ‘origineel’ see also below 'Distinctions in 
Seventeenth-Century Inventories and Notarial Deeds'.  
26 The first scholar to analyse these phrases was Charles Seymour. See Spear 1989, 98; and Spear 
1997,  253-274. 
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research into the discussion and introducing a number of previously overlooked 
primary sources, mostly taken from a still relatively little explored field, that of art 
theoretical discourse. First, I will explore seventeenth-century categories of 
thought by looking at the importance attached to painters’ names in general and 
by analysing the kinds of distinctions made in seventeenth-century inventories and 
notarial deeds, in particular, the distinction between works identified as by a 
master and those given to a pupil. Subsequently, I will discuss the evidence that 
suggests that master painters sold entirely autograph pictures, whether or not 
buyers may have had a special interest in these, and what – if anything – we could 
deduce from master painters’ signature habits. Secondly, I will look into 
seventeenth-century texts on connoisseurship and further explore insights as to 
attributing pictures, some of which were already briefly discussed in chapter 2. 
The question here is, do these texts indicate that seventeenth-century 
connoisseurs were as keen as we are today to recognise the master’s hand, or do 
they suggest that they had somewhat different priorities?  

 
 
The Master’s Name and Its Implications 
 
No longer the anonymous craftsmen they had often been in medieval times, 
sucessful,  early modern European artists were able to gain an increasing amount 
of fame and independence for themselves. They appeared from behind their 
works and placed themselves in the foreground, attracting attention to themselves 
by signing their works, initially with monograms, and later with their names 
spelled out in full. If they were really famous, their first names would have 
sufficed: Michelangelo, Titian, Raphael, Rembrandt ....27   

The artist’s position changed most rapidly in Italy. In 1501, having tried to 
commission a specific subject from the painter Gentile Bellini, Isabella d’Este 
eventually let him decide which scene from classical history or mythology he 
would paint for her.28 Another collector, Federico Gonzaga, went a step further in 
his 1527 request to Michelangelo. He had no requirements at all as to the subject 

                                                 
27 While Michelangelo, Raphael and Titian (predominantly) signed their works using their full 
names, they were known by their first names. Rembrandt signed most consistently using only his 
first name from the early 1630s onwards. Ann Jensen Adams gives a good overview of the 
development of signatures and their cultural historical implications in Jensen Adams 1993.   
28‘Qualche istoria o fabula antiqua aut de suo inuentione ne finga una che rapresenti cosa antiqua e 
de bello significato.’ Letter dated 28 June 1501, State Archive of Mantua, Copia lettere Isab., Busta 
2993, letter 188. See Fletcher 1971.  
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matter, format or medium; all he wanted was that the work was ‘of his 
[Michelangelo’s] genius’, ‘an example of his unique ability’.29  

In the Netherlands, the artist’s reputation as the creator of ‘unique’ works 
also gained weight, and it gradually increased over time. Tellingly, around 1600, 
print collectors started to organise their prints by artists’ names, whereas 
sixteenth-century print collections had usually been grouped by subject.30 As the 
art market boomed in the early seventeenth century, more artists than ever began 
to sign their works, often still with monograms, yet increasingly with their full 
names, to emphasise their role as individual creators.31 Although the signing 
habits of painters could vary considerably (Rubens, for example, barely signed his 
works at all), the general knowledge of artists names increased greatly. Witness the 
dazzling variety of artists names mentioned in probate inventories throughout the 
century, for instance (see below).  

But, despite this growing emphasis on the artist’s individual name, its use 
was not very individualised in early modern Europe. A striking example comes 
from Vasari’s biography of the Renaissance master Giulio Romano, in which he 
describes an artwork as follows: ‘It was the best carton that he [Giulio] had ever 
made, and it was executed by Fermo Guisoni, who has since then become an 
excellent master himself.’32 A work could count as being by a master if it was 
done under his supervision and after his design, and it was common for masters 
to collaborate with their assistants not only on large-scale commissions but also 
on modestly-sized paintings. For example, when Giulio himself was not yet an 
independent master, his teacher Raphael reputedly used his assistance in his 
greatest works, including his famous panel paintings Portrait of Leo X with two 
Cardinals (Uffizi, Florence) and his Portrait of Giovanna of Aragon (Louvre, Paris).33 

It was also common in the Netherlands of the early seventeenth century 
for masters to attach their names to paintings that were in part or largely executed 
by their pupils and assistants. Witness, for example, a laudatory poem on Van 
Mander’s Schilderboeck (1604) that precedes the artist-theorist’s text. The writer 
likens Van Mander’s book to a picture of Pictura, the personification of the art of 
                                                 
29 ‘una cosa fatta di mano sua o sia di sculptura o di pittura ... Et se per caso vi dimandasse che 
subietto voressimo, gli direti che non cercamo ne desideramo se non un’opera dell’ingegno suo ... 
un exempio della sua singularissima virtù.’ Federico Gonzaga stipulated his request in a letter to 
his agent in Florence, Giovanni Borromeo. See Luzio 1913 [ed. 1974], 246-247.  
30 See Robinson 1981, xxxivff.  
31 On the different ways of signing, see also below. Rembrandt seems to have signed 90 percent of 
the works thought to have been produced between 1632 and 1642; by comparison, Raphael signed 
only 14 of the 156 paintings that he is believed to have produced. See Jensen Adams 1993, 581. 
32 Translation taken from Vasari/Dent 1963 [ed. 1966], 110. 
33 The Portrait of Giovanna of Aragon was later transferred to canvas.  
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painting. This metaphorical portrait has benefited from many contributions in the 
form of painted jewellery, much in the same way that Van Mander benefited from 
those who brought the art of painting to greater heights and thus enriched 
painting as an art. However, Van Mander deserves to sign the work as an ‘original’ 
(principael), since he is responsible for the most impressive part, a crown of pearls 
on Pictura’s head. He would have made ‘a mistake’ (faut bedrijvet), ‘if he had not 
written his name at the bottom of the work’ (Soo hy sich self daer onder niet en 
schrijvet).34 Admittedly, a lot of research remains to be done as to specific masters’ 
studio habits. However, on the basis of the available evidence, we can already 
conclude that the master’s signature could function as a ‘trademark’, a ‘logo of a 
studio style’ or even as a ‘brand name’, in the terms coined by Svetlana Alpers, 
Ann Jensen Adams, Koenraad Jonckheere and Tine Nygaard, respectively.35 
However, it was not a guarantee that a work was painted solely by the hand of the 
master.36  

But if a painter’s name did not guarantee that the work was executed by 
the master himself, then how did seventeenth-century painters and connoisseurs 
classify different types of studio products? Did seventeenth-century painters and 
their public differentiate between various types of studio products? And what 
role, if any, did signatures play in this respect?  
 
 
 
 
                                                 
34 ‘Waer in hy dan maer een groof faut bedrijvet, / Soo hy sich self daer onder niet en schrijvet / 
 Als principael: want hebben sy dit Beeldt, / Elck nae sijn macht, verciert end' bejuweelt, / 
 D'een met een ringh, en d'ander met een keten, / Dees met een bagg', en die, ist wel te weten / 
Met wat ghesteent: soo heeft van Mander haer / Versorght een Croon van enckel peerlen claer.’ 
Ode, op het Schilder-Boeck van den Const-rijcken Carel van Mander, by A.V.M.  See Van Mander 1604,  
fol. *7r.  
35 Jensen Adams 1993,  590; Nygaard 2005; Jonckheere 2008b. Catherine Scallen uses the term 
‘trademark’ in her book; see Scallen 2004, 327 and 380, note 10.  
36 Placing one’s signature onto a painting could even be considered a means of appropriating a 
work from another master. This is demonstrated by a remarkable incident in Hasselt, Overijssel.  
When the now little-known painter Adam van de Plancke had painted the picture The Judgement of 
Count Willem de Goede for the Hasselt town hall in 1657, the local painters’ guild filed a complaint 
because Van der Plancke was not a member of the guild and thus had no right to receive the 
commission from the city. The issue was resolved by having a local painter sign the work, and 
municipal authorities paid the guild a fine.  See Verbeek 1970, 339. Placing one’s signature on a 
painting could also be a means to claim authorship of a painting that one had designed but not 
executed, as in the case of the print maker Romeyn de Hooghe (1645-1708). Towards the end of 
his career, De Hooghe designed large-scale interior paintings, which he had executed by others, 
see Van Eikema Hommes/Bakker 2008.   
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Distinctions in Seventeenth-Century Inventories and Notarial Deeds 
 
Seventeenth-century inventories and notarial deeds give a fairly coherent view of 
seventeenth-century categories of thought. As briefly mentioned above, artists 
names appear with increasing frequency in probate inventories from the 
beginning of the seventeenth century, not only in those inventories belonging to 
painters and collectors but also in those of burghers who owned but a modest 
amount of works. So far, research into inventories in Delft, Amsterdam, Antwerp, 
Haarlem, Leiden and Dordrecht indicate similar patterns.  

While in sixteenth-century inventories the creators of pictures were 
seldom mentioned, the number of pictures attributed to a particular master rose 
around the turn of the seventeenth century. In Antwerp, for example, the 
numbers of pictures that were identified as by a specific master rose steadily to 
about a quarter of all pictures between 1601 and 1620.37 From the beginning of 
the seventeenth century the number of attributed pictures also increased in 
Amsterdam, while in Delft, the 1640s and 1650s in particular witnessed a growing 
number of attributions in inventories.38 In Leiden, the number of attributed 
pictures in a sample of collectors’ inventories from the 1650 and 1660s was 
particularly high, amounting to about 40 percent of all the works mentioned.39  
 Admittedly, the specific implications of these early attributions in 
inventories can be tantalisingly hard to interpret as we often cannot identify the 
works mentioned and relatively little is known about the notaries and experts that 
compiled these lists.40 Moreover, the general boom in the production of paintings 
and the increasing numbers of works that were signed must have also influenced 
the listings. Yet, some general patterns are unmistakable. Firstly, there was a 
growing awareness of both the names of specific master painters and of their 
hallmark styles. An inventory of the Leiden collector Hendrik Bugge van Ring 
                                                 
37 Honig 1995, 294-295.  
38 Montias 1983, 218, 227 and 247-258; Montias 1989, 245. In Dordrecht, artists’ names appeared 
mostly in inventories from the 1650s and later; however, many notarial deeds have gone missing. 
See Loughman 1992,  45-46; Van der Veen 2005,  4 and 15 ff. In contrast, a recent analysis of 
inventories from the province of Friesland shows a relatively large share of cheap pictures and 
relatively little interest in painters’ names; presumably, connoisseurship was concentrated in large 
urban centres. See Bakker 2008. 
39 Fock 1990, 5. Fock’s analysis is based on a deliberate selection of rich collectors’ inventories 
(which include many paintings)  numbering twelve per decade.   
40 Montias assumed that the expertise of notaries varied considerably. Jaap van der Veen questions 
how much the inventories reflect the knowledge of the notaries that usually composed them, as 
these notaries may have profited from existing inventory lists, from knowing the owner of the 
works, and from signatures and monograms on the pictures (which are sometimes literally 
transcribed). Van der Veen 2005,  16 and note 82. See also Montias 1993, 103, note 16. 
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even mentions as many as 98 different painters’ names and specifies that two 
pictures by Jan Steen and Gerrit Dou, respectively, were done ‘in their youth’ (in 
sijn jonckheyt).41 Secondly, a number of different descriptive terms were used to 
classify works.42 Basically, two main distinctions were made, and these categories 
partially overlap. Pictures were often labelled as an original, a copy or a work in a 
certain master’s style (see below). Another distinction concerned the master’s 
share: the overwhelming majority of the attributed works is given to master 
painters, but in a few rare instances, a picture is identified as by a pupil (discipel) of 
a master and/or mentioned as retouched (geretokkeert) by the master. Before 
discussing these distinctions further, I will briefly indicate the other descriptive 
terms that may be found. Artist’s inventories occasionally contain terms indicating 
that a picture was unfinished. For example, pictures were described as ‘gemodelt’ / 
‘gebootst’ (sketched), ‘gedoodverwet’ (underpainted), or simply as ‘niet opgemaect’ (not 
completed). Lastly, one can also find descriptive terms indicating the quality of a 
work, often in very general terms.  For example, the 1682 inventory of the painter 
Claes Moyaert mentions 11 ‘sleghte schilderijen’ (insignificant paintings), while the 
abovementioned inventory of the collector Hendrik Bugge mentions two pictures 
by an unidentified yet ‘good master from the province of Brabant’ (een goet 
Brabants meester).43  

As to the distinction between originals and copies, the term ‘original’ 
(principael / origineel)” meant that a certain work was a new creation, thus not a 
copy. It was used for works attributed to master painters; new compositions 
invented by pupils were usually described as simply a ‘piece’ (stuckje).44 A copy, on 
the other hand, was based on a prototype and therefore generally a cheaper type 
of picture. As Hans Van Miegroet and Neil De Marchi have shown, copies were 
valued at about 50 percent of the original’s price when done by the same master 
as the original.45  However, this does not mean that copies could not occasionally 
be valuable. The 1659 inventory of the well-informed collector baron Willem 
Vincent van Wyttenhorst specifies that two copies by Cornelis van Poelenburch 
after originals by Adam Elsheimer were ‘held in higher esteem than the original’ 

                                                 
41 See Sluijter 2001, 119.  
42 Given the large number of surviving inventories and the many variables affecting the 
circumstances in which the inventories were compiled, an in-depth quantitative analysis requires a 
separate study. However, a number of general conclusions regarding the existence of terms and 
the frequency with which these terms were used can be drawn; see below.  
43 Bredius 1915-1921, vol. 1, 258-259; Sluijter 2001,  119. 
44 In the 1687 inventory of the art dealer Hendrick Meyeringh we find, for example, ‘133. Een 
stuckje van de discipulen van Sonjé’;  see Bredius 1915-1921, , vol. 1, 340. 
45 See De Marchi/Van Miegroet 1996, . 
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(wort hooger als het principael geacht).46 Lastly, pictures could also be described as ‘in 
the manner’ (aert, handelinge, manier) of a particular master. Usually the maker of 
such works is not identified, and their price estimates were low, though there were 
exceptions. A document related to the inventory of the painter Cornelis Dusart, 
dated 7 March 1703, mentions two paintings ‘done in the manner (manier) of’ 
Berchem by Dusart’s pupil, Wynand de Haas, that were estimated at 20 guilders, 
which was double the price of Jan Steen’s small picture representing a smoking 
figure mentioned in the same document.47  

As mentioned earlier, the most commonly used term for ‘original’, 
‘principael’, only specified that the picture was not a copy and thus did not make 
any claim as to whether a work was autograph or not.48 In my opinion, the less 
commonly used term for ‘original’ (origineel’) had the same meaning.49 Jaap van der 
Veen suspected that ‘original’ may have implied that the work was purely by the 
hand of the master based on a passage in Junius’ treatise The Painting of the Ancients, 
in which he describes the connoisseurs of his time: ‘…most are wont to prove 
their knowledge of art by being able to immediately distinguish originals from 
copies. The works that the excellent masters themselves have made after life, are 
here referred to as original pieces.’50 However, this passage is so vague – Junius 
contrasts originals by masters and copies by pupils in a very general way without 
mentioning any other type of painting – that the reasoning becomes circular. If 
‘original’ implied that a picture was autograph, then the occasional use of the term 
would illustrate that there was an interest in purely autograph pictures. As I have 
not come across a seventeenth-century use of the term ‘origineel’ which clearly 
differentiates its meaning from the term ‘principael’, I subscribe to the conclusion 
of the linguist Lydia de Pauw-de Veen, namely that these terms were used 

                                                 
46 Boers-Goosens 2004,  217, nos. 37-38. Wyttenhorst also mentions a copy after Poelenburch by 
a certain Steenbergen, which was subsequently reworked by Poelenburch himself. He specifies that 
he paid Steenbergen 36 guilders and Poelenburch 100 guilders for this piece, which makes the 
picture more expensive than many originals by Poelenburch. See Boers-Goosens 2004, 217, no. 
152.   
47 Bredius 1915-1921, vol. 1, 54-55. This document also mentions a painting in the manner of 
Berchem by Van der Meer: ‘Een Capitaal stuk van van der meer (in) den aert van Berghem met 
menschen, beesten en lantschap’.   
48 See above 'The Debate: Autograph Pictures, The Holy Grail of Present-Day Connoisseurs?'. 
49 Eric Jan SLuijter kindly informed that the term ‘origineel’ was mostly used in the Southern 
Netherlands.  
50 Junius 1638 [ed. 1991],  305-306. In the Dutch version: ‘... plagten de meeste haerer Konst-
kennisse daer in voornaemelick te bewijsen, datse d’originelen staend-voets van de copijen weten 
t’onderscheyden. ‘d’Oorspronckelicke wercken die de treffelicke Meesters nae ’t leven selver 
ghemaect hebben, worden alhier door den naam van orginele stucken te verstaen ghegeven’; 
quoted in Van der Veen 2005,  2.  
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interchangeably.51 Of course, this does not exclude the possibility that some 
originals may have been purely autograph. However, before discussing the 
questions of how common it may have been for painters to create purely 
autograph works and if connoisseurs and art theorists had a particular preference 
for these, I will first look more closely at the distinction between masterpieces and 
works by pupils.  

 
 

 
Master, Pupil or ‘Retouched’ 
 
By far most attributions in seventeenth-century inventories concern master 
painters, although occasionally, especially in inventories belonging to artists and 
dealers, a picture is identified as a work by a pupil (‘disciple’ or ‘leerling’). For 
example, the 1669 inventory of the Amsterdam collector Laurens Mauritsz Douci 
identifies a picture as ‘A cave by a pupil of Karel van der Hooch’ (Een grot van een 
discipel van Karel van de Hooch), estimated at the relatively low price of 8 Carolus 
guilders.52 This differentiation between works by masters and those by pupils 
indicates that not all paintings produced in a master’s studio could pass under his 
name. In fact, the master’s name must have guaranteed at least a minimum level 
of quality.  

The same conclusion can be drawn from a variety of contracts and 
notarial deeds, which both suggest that a variety of pictures could pass under 
artist’s name and that there was a bottom line in terms of quality. For example, 
when the painter Isack van Duijnen was confronted with a buyer who believed he 
had just bought a good picture by Van Duijnen, the painter reputedly replied, ‘that 
is not by me, but by one of my humblest pupils, I pity you, for you have been 
deceived. Broekman [the dealer] bought it from me for five guilders and I do not 
want to pass it off as a painting by me’.53 As we have seen in chapter 2, Jacob van 
Ruisdael suggested in a notarial deed from 1661 that a certain amount of input by 
others would be acceptable in a work sold under Porcellis’s name but also that 
there was a definitive bottom line, stating that ‘it would be inapt to sell [a 

                                                 
51 De Pauw-de Veen 1969, 107-111.  
52 The attributions and taxations in this inventory are done by the painter Ferdinand Bol and the 
dealer Gerrit Uylenburgh. See Bredius 1915-1921, vol. 1, 425. See also, for another example, note 
45 above.  
53 ‘dat is van mij niet, maer van een van mijn slechtste discupels, ick beclaeg je, u bent bedrogen. 
Broekman heeft het van mij gecocht voor vijff guldens en ick wil dat voor mijn schilderij niet laten 
gaen’. Bredius 1891, 148-149; Van der Veen 2005, Doc. 28 (dated 1676).  
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particular painting] as a Porcellis’.54 Together with the other painters who were 
consulted in this attribution issue, Van Ruisdael eventually concluded that the 
picture was simply ‘not worthy to be sold ... as a piece by Porcellis’.55  

In a work contract drawn up in 1648 for the prolific painter Jacob 
Jordaens, this line of thought is explained even more explicitly. Jordaens was to 
produce 35 ceiling paintings for the Swedish court, which would be painted ‘partly 
by himself and partly by others, as Jordaens can most aptly judge himself. And 
that which will be painted by others, he is obliged to paint over to such an extent 
that it will be considered Jordaens’ own work and therefore be entitled to bear his 
name and signature.’56 Another example involves the Rotterdam painter Johannes 
van Vucht, who agreed in 1635 to deliver paintings which ‘will be allowed to pass 
as work by Van Vucht, such as he has previously delivered to [the art dealer] Van 
Waesberge, and signed with his own hand’.57 Similar statements can be found in a 
variety of commissions drawn up throughout Europe, such as a commission given 
to the Italian sculptor Bernini by the French minister of State Colbert on 9 
December 1669. Bernini was to use students from the newly founded French 
Academy in Rome to execute an equestrian statue of King Louis XIV. But 
Bernini had to execute the head himself and apply the final touches so that ‘one 

                                                 
54 ‘Verclaert Jacob van Ruisdael, dat bij aldien den voorsz. Parcellus het voorsz. stuck schilderije 
begonnen heeft, dat hij oordeelt hetselve tegenwoordig sodanich is toegestelt, dat het onbequam is 
om voor een stuck van Parcellus gelevert [te worden].’ Bredius 1888a, 21-24; Van der Veen 2005, 
Doc. 24. 
55 ‘Verclaren sij getuygen noch al t’samen t’oordelen dat dienvolgende het voorsz. stuck schilderij 
niet waerdich is voor een stuck van Parcellus gecocht en gelevert te werden.’ Van der Veen 2005, 
Doc. 24. 
56 ‘... well ende curieuslijck ten deele zelffs te schilderen ende ten deele door andere, sooals het 
bequamst door hem Jordaens goet gevonden sal worden. Ende ‘t gene door andere geschildert sal 
wesen blijft hij gehouden zoo te overschilderen, dat het voor zijn signors Jordaens eygen werck 
gehouden sal worden ende oversulckx zijnen naem ende teeckininge daer onder stellen.’ Antwerp, 
City Archives, not. H. van Cantelbeck Jr, NA 3399, dated. 21 April 1648; Van den Branden 1883, 
828;  d’Hulst 1982, 30. Van der Veen 2005,  13-14. Jordaens explained his workshop practice 
himself in similar terms. Rooses 1906, 139. Since Jaap van der Veen assumes that well-to-do 
buyers had a preference for autograph paintings, he believes that Jordaens’ workshop practice may 
have been shocking to the buyers. However, the documents give no reason for this assumption. 
on the contrary, the statement that Jordaens himself could judge most aptly how to use his 
assistants indicates that the patron had faith in Jordaens’  judgement and the resulting quality of 
the work.  
57 ‘... sullen vor hem Van Vuchts werck mogen passeeren, te weten soodaenich als hij aen hem Van 
Waesberge voor desen heeft gelevert ende met sijn eygen hant geteeckent’. Van Rijsewijk 1891,  
43. See also Van der Veen 2005,  13. 
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can say with truth that the work is entirely by you’.58 Similarly, Rubens used the 
phrase ‘by my hand’ to describe works which he had not painted entirely by 
himself, as we will see.59 

Phrases such as ‘the master’s own work’ or work ‘by his hand’ thus 
denoted a specific level of quality. The drawing of the line between a work that 
could count as by the master‘s hand, worthy of carrying the master’s signature, 
and one identified as by a pupil and/or as retouched by the master must have 
depended on the individual master and his personal judgement. It is very rare that 
we can identify a painting that is listed in a seventeenth-century document as by 
an anonymous ‘pupil’ and/or as retouched by the master. However, the little 
available evidence suggests that works described as by a ‘pupil’ and/or as 
‘retouched’ must have differed noticeably from the master’s usual level of quality.  

This can be deduced from statements in contracts and notarial deeds 
explaining that if a work was retouched enough, it could be considered as by the 
master, such as the above-cited examples of Jordaens and Van Vucht illustrate. 
Thus, if a work was explicitly identified as ‘retouched’, it must have been a 
cheaper kind of picture. Rubens, for example, sold retouched student copies for 
cheaper prices than his higher quality pictures. As he explained in a letter to the 
British collector Dudley Carleton, ‘well-retouched copies … show more for their 
price’.60 The mention of six retouched paintings in Rembrandt’s  inventory of 
1656 (drawn up during the master’s lifetime) suggests that Rembrandt also 
produced cheaper pictures.61  

                                                 
58 ‘... et y mettre la dernier main, en sorte que l’on puisse dire avec vérité que tout cet ouvrage sera 
de vous.’ Letter from Colbert to Bernini, 9 December 1669, cited in Wittkower 1961,  521 (Doc. 
23). See also Spear 1989, 98.  
59 See below 'Further Distinctions: A Preference for Autograph Pictures?'.  
60 Rooses/Ruelens (eds.) 1887-1909, vol. 2, 149 (letter CLXVIII): ‘... copie en ritocci … luçono piu 
per il lor prezzo’. See also above chapter 2.  
61 Strauss et al. 1979, Doc. 1656/12, nos. 25, 27, 28, 33, 295 and 301; for another early mention of 
a retouched Rembrandt, see Van der Veen 1998, . Two pictures carrying inscriptions indicating 
that they were retouched by Rembrandt suggest that such works were indeed quite different from 
pictures worthy of the master’s name: Head of a Boy, Amsterdam Rijksmuseum, Inv. no. A2391 (the 
now illegible inscription was once read as ‘Rembrandt geretuceer ... [naar?] Lieve.. [i.e.: Lievens]’) 
and The Sacrifice of Isaac, Alte Pinakothek, Munich [inscribed: ‘Rembrandt. verandert. En over geschildert’]. 
Admittedly, the attribution of both these pictures remains an issue of debate, and no works sold 
under the name of a ‘pupil’ in the seventeenth century have been definitively identified. However, 
if these works are in any way illustrative, the quality of ‘pupil work’ must have been rather poor. In 
fact, these works look so little like accepted Rembrandts that some scholars doubted whether 
Rembrandt had touched them at all. See Bruyn et al.1982-, vol 3, no. A108; Tümpel et al. 1991, no. 
9; Royalton-Kisch 1989; Hubert von Sonnenburg reputedly recognised retouches in the Munich 
painting. See Van der Veen 2005,  25, note 136. 
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As to works by pupils, the terms used in such descriptions seem telling: 
‘leerling’ or ‘discipul’. These names  denoted pupils training with their first or second 
masters. Although the term ‘discipul’ seems to have indicated a more advanced 
student than the term ‘leerling’, the use of these terms seems to have varied.62 For 
example, an elaborate draft statute of the Haarlem painter’s guild, dated 1631, 
uses the terms ‘leerling’ and ‘discipul’ interchangeably to refer to pupils in their first 
three years of training, and it distinguishes them sharply from paid assistants or 
journeymen (in Dutch ‘werckgesel’ or ‘vrije gast’). In order to become an independent 
master, one had to work at least three years as a pupil (‘leerling’ or ‘discipul’) and 
subsequently at least one year as journeyman ‘werckgesel’ or ‘vrije gast’) for a master, 
according to this draft statute.63  

Interestingly, no seventeenth-century document lists a painting as by a 
‘gesel’ or paid assistant of a certain master painter, which suggests to me that their 
share in the studio production must have commonly counted as ‘by the master’ as 
long as it was done in the master’s style. In some instances, these journeymen or 
paid assistants even worked quite independently, creating works of their own 
invention and signing these with their own names. In Haarlem, this was not 
uncommon; Judith Leyster and Pieter de Grebber signed and dated paintings 
before they became independent masters.64 As master painters had to pay the 
guild a much higher fee for having journeymen (paid assistants) than for having 
pupils in the studio, it seems unlikely that they would have sold a journeyman’s 
work as by a ‘werckgesel’ or ‘vrije gast’.65 

To conclude, the seventeenth-century distinction between works that 
could pass as by a certain master and those ascribed to usually nameless ‘pupils’ of 
his cannot be equated to the present-day tendency to separate purely autograph 
paintings from works which were partially or entirely done by pupils and 
assistants. Although it may not be possible to reconstruct exactly where a 
seventeenth-century master would have drawn the line, the quality of ‘pupil work’ 
must have contrasted with the usual quality of pictures sold under the master’s 
name.  

 
 

 
 
 

                                                 
62 See De Jager 1999, 215-222. See also Goosens 2001, 69-81, esp. 77-79.  
63 Obreen (ed.) 1877-1878, vol. 1, 222-293, esp. stipulations 3, 239-240, and 6, 243-244.  
64 Goosens 2001, 89-90.  
65 Obreen (ed.) 1877-1878, 73.  
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Further Distinctions: a Preference for Autograph Pictures? 
 
The fact that various types of studio collaborations – though certainly not all 
studio products – could leave the studio under the master’s name raises the 
question of the value enjoyed by these works. Did master painters make further 
quality distinctions? To what extent were contemporary buyers aware of the 
different types of studio collaboration? Did painters keep their working methods a 
secret, or were they relatively open about their practices?  And is there any 
evidence that painters or buyers had a special interest in autograph works done by 
the master alone, or was the master’s name merely a guarantee of a certain 
involvement and quality?  

As with the exact type of studio collaboration, the openness of master 
painters about their studio practices must have varied from one master to the 
next. And although some connoisseurs were able to confidently recognise the 
master’s hand (see below), certainly not all buyers had such a keen eye.Some, in 
fact, did not realise that a signed work was not necessarily painted by the master 
himself. A curious document in the Delft archive illustrates such a 
misunderstanding. In 1644, a certain Sybert Dogger, the owner of a painting 
signed by Willem van Aelst, claimed in an official bet that his picture was by the 
master and referred to the signature to prove his point. He was challenged by 
Adam Pick, a little-known painter of farm scenes, who stated he could 
demonstrate that, despite the signature, the work was not painted by Van Aelst 
and that the latter had not even touched it.66 Interestingly, Dogger seems unaware 
of the possibility that master painters could sign works that they had not (entirely) 
executed by themselves and that signatures could even be falsified. Pick, on the 
other hand, who had himself been a pupil of Van Aelst, was clearly not impressed 
by the signature.  

Four legal statements that Jaap van der Veen gathered address the 
question of whether a certain picture was executed entirely by the master.67 In a 

                                                 
66 ‘Dat daerop bij de voorsz. requirant [Dogger] werden gepersisteert dat de voorsz. Van Aelst het 
immers hadde geschildert ende bij contrarie niet soude vertonen, daerbij voegde dat desselfs, Van 
Aelst’ naem onder de voorsz. schilderij was staende. Sijluyden metten anderen alsoo daerop 
wedden, namentl. dat de voorsz. Pic seyde te sullen vertonen, dat het voorsz. stucje schilderij bij 
de voorsz. Aelst niet en was geschildert, nog geen handen daeraen gehadt hadde [...] 
niettegenstaende den deposant Bronchorst hem Pic voor de voorsz. weddinge de naem van de 
voorn. Van Aelst hadde vertoont, alsoo de voorsz. Pic seyde: ‘daer is niet aen gelegen al staet de 
naem daeronder, hij heeft ‘t selve evenwel niet gemaect’.’ See Bredius1888b,  290-291; Van der 
Veen 2005, Doc. 15.  
67 Van der Veen, Docs. 1, 4, 19, and 22. Two other documents simply state that certain pictures 
were done ‘by the own hands’ of Hendrick van Steenwijck and Pouwels [Paulus] Bril (Docs. 5 and 



100                                            THE FINGERPRINTS OF AN OLD MASTER 

document dated 1606, a certain Mr. van Leeuwen declared he would provide two 
‘originals’ (principaele stukken), one by Abraham Bloemaert and one by Gillis van 
Coninxloo, and that ‘no one but the aforementioned two masters had worked on 
the aforementioned pieces’.68 Also, Ambrosius Bosschaert declared in 1615 that 
he had created a flower still life entirely by his own hand ‘without having anyone 
else contribute with their hand or work on it’.69 Similarly, Jan Miense Molenaer 
declared in 1653 that two paintings, a peasant scene and one with a stone surgeon, 
had been made by him ‘without anyone else having contributed something to 
these’.70 Lastly, in a document dated 1658, two witnesses declared that 
Bartholomeus van der Helst had stated that he had painted a certain picture of 
Diana and that it was an original, not a copy. When he was subsequently asked if 
anyone else had contributed to the piece, he shook his head.  

While Van der Helst may have been lying – since he only shook his head, 
he could always say that he had never actually said no – these sources are 
nonetheless revealing. These documents indicate that it was not self-evident that a 
work signed and sold as by a certain master was indeed entirely executed by that 
master. They also suggest that at least some painters deliberately created 
autograph works, and in doing so, provided both seventeenth-century buyers and 
present-day connoisseurs with the certainty that some of their works were 
executed solely by their own hand. Moreover, at least four owners were so keen 
on proving that their work was indeed by a specific master that they demanded a 
written guarantee, an ‘expert-opinion’ or ‘Gutachtung’ avant-la-lettre.  

As to the manner in which painters presented their pictures when selling 
them to customers, very little is known. One unique exception is the 
correspondence between Peter Paul Rubens and the British ambassador to the 
Netherlands, Sir Dudley Carleton. In exchange for Carleton’s collection of antique 
sculptures, Rubens offered him a choice of a number of ‘paintings by my hand’, 
which he had available in his studio, in such a way that the total value of the 

                                                                                                                                 
20, dated, respectively, 1617 and 1649). The first publication of these documents was in Bredius 
1916, 161-162 (Doc. 1); Bol 1960,  27-28 (Doc. 4); Van der Veen 2005 (Doc. 5); Bredius 1915-
1921, , vol. I, 15 (Doc. 19); Bredius 1889, 41-44 (Doc. 20); Bredius 1915-1921, , vol. II, 401-402 
(Doc. 22).  
68 ‘Hendrick van Leeuwen belooffde te leveren voor principaele stukken [...] endee gemaeckt te 
sijn ‘t eene van Bloemaert tot Utrecht ende ‘t ander van Coninxloo, sonder ymanden anders als 
d’voorsz. twee meesters aen de voorsz. twee stucken hebben gearbeyt’.  
69 ‘een blompot [...] met sijn eygen hant gemaect heeft, sonder datter yemant anders de hant aen 
gehadt ofte gewerct heeft.’ 
70‘sonder dat bij ymant anders daeraen iets is gedaen.’ 
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pictures would match that of the antique sculptures.71 As Carleton did not have 
the opportunity to see the paintings for himself, Rubens described the pictures 
fairly extensively in a letter dated 28 April 1618. Although all of the pictures 
counted as by Rubens’ hand, they were not literally painted solely by him. In fact, 
Rubens distinguished five different types of studio products: ‘originals’ by his 
hand, ‘originals’ by his hand with a contribution by a specialist (an animal by 
Snyders or a landscape by an unidentified landscape specialist72), copies by pupils 
after his own work that he retouched, one unfinished copy by a pupil that Rubens 
promised to finish so well that it would count as an original by his hand, and 
lastly, works started by pupils and retouched by Rubens.  

Interestingly, the copies and works begun by pupils that were 
subsequently reworked by the master do not differ significantly in price from 
originals by Rubens’ hand. For example, a single-figure 4 x 7 foot painting of 
Saint Sebastian by Rubens was the same price of 300 guilders as a single-figure 5 x 
7 foot painting of Susanna, which was started by a pupil and retouched by 
Rubens. A worked-up copy of a Lion Hunt (8 x 11 feet) carried the same 600 
guilder price as a slightly larger original painting of Daniel in the Lion’s Den by 
the master himself (8 x 12 feet). Because we can only identify the last work, it is 
hard to explain this remarkable price difference; perhaps the picture of the hunt 
contained more figures. In general, the relatively similar prices indicate that 
Rubens considered all these works to be of good quality - worthy of carrying his 
name and the stipulation ‘by my hand’.  

Carleton subsequently chose works Rubens described as by his own hand 
and the ones he did with specialists.73 For this reason, the correspondence 
between Carleton and Rubens has been interpreted as unique evidence that at 
least one affluent art lover had a preference for purely autograph originals.74 
However, it seems more accurate to state that among the works that could 
considered as as by Rubens’ hand, Carleton picked the works of the highest 
quality, regardless of whether these were entirely by Rubens’ hand. Carleton did 
not seem to mind the hand of another master or a specialist assistant; he picked a 
                                                 
71 In the letter Rubens refers to all the paintings in the list as ‘delle pitture de mia mano qui da 
basso nominate’, which means that all works mentioned were to be considered as by Rubens’ 
hand, that is, the master’s own work. He subsequently makes further distinctions in quality.  See 
Rosenberg (ed.) 1881, 42 ff, esp. 43-44. 
72 The fact that Rubens does not mention this specialist’s name (see also letter of 28 May 1618, 
quoted below) suggests that he was not a master painter but rather a ‘gesel’ or paid assistant.   
73 Unfortunately, one of these works, a Crucifix described by Rubens as ‘perhaps the best thing I 
ever made’ (forse la meglio cosa chio facessi giamai), turned out to be too large for Carleton’s house; he 
therefore removed it from his selection. See Rosenberg (ed.), 1881, 44. 
74 De Jongh 1990; Van de Wetering 1993b,  628; Van der Veen 2005,  7.  



102                                            THE FINGERPRINTS OF AN OLD MASTER 

painting of Prometheus with an eagle by the animal specialist Snyders, as well as a 
painting of leopards with a landscape by an unnamed specialist. Moreover, he did 
not protest when Rubens let him know that his landscape specialist had worked 
up parts of several pictures that the master had described as purely by his own 
hand: ‘According to my habit, I have taken a specialist gentleman to finish the 
landscapes only to increase the taste of Your Excellency, but in the other parts, 
please be assured that I have not allowed a living soul to touch these works’, 
wrote Rubens on 28 May 1618.75 By that time, Carleton had also accepted a 
worked-up copy (the Lion’s Hunt) and a work started by a pupil (the Susanna) as 
part of the exchange, after Rubens promised he would retouch them so 
extensively that they would have the same ‘quality’ (bontà) as originals by his 
hand.76  

When describing the various pictures to Carleton, Rubens indicated subtle 
gradations in quality and price among works all described as ‘by his hand’. As to 
what extent other masters differentiated between pictures they sold under their 
own names, much research remains to be done. It seems likely, however, that 
master painters who collaborated with pupils and / or assistants in various ways, 
like Jordaens and Van Miereveld, would have made similar price and quality 
distinctions. Interestingly, one such master, Gerrit van Honthorst, seems to have 
indicated variations in the quality of his paintings by altering his signature. 
 
 
Quality Distinctions Reflected in the Signature 
 
In the paintings Gerrit van Honthorst produced for the Oranjezaal in Huis ten 
Bosch, he used two distinct signatures: his name ‘GvHonthorst’ and 
‘GvHonthorts fe[cit]’, the latter reads in Latin ‘made by Gerrit van Honthorst’. 
(figs. 3.4 , 3.5 and 3.6) Jolanda de Bruijn, who extensively researched three of the 
five works which Honthorst was commissioned to execute for the Oranjezaal, 
Allegory on the Marriage of Frederick Henry and Amalia van Solms, Wiliam II’s Reception of 
Mary Stuart upon her Arrival in the Netherlands, and Frederick Henry’s Steadfastness, 
noticed distinct differences in execution in these three pictures. She considered 
Frederick Henry’s Steadfastness, signed with the longer signature, to be more skilfully 
and efficiently executed than the other two works: the figures were well-rounded 
                                                 
75 ‘Ho preso secondo il mio solito un valenthuomo nel suo mestiere a finere li paesaggi solo per 
augmentar il gusto di V.E. ma nel resto la sia sicura ch’io non ho permesso animo vivente vi metta 
la mano’. See Rubens’ letter dated 28 May 1618 in Rosenberg (ed.) 1881, 49. 
76 Rosenberg (ed.) 1881, 46; see also p. 45 where Rubens explains that the works he had described 
are not ‘simple copies’, referring to the price as an indication of their quality.  
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and showed subtle gradations in skin colour, including a bluish middle tone, that 
were largely lacking in the other works. She thus speculated that the signature 
‘GvHonthorst’ indicated studio products of lesser quality than the painting signed 
‘GvHonthorts fe[cit]’.77 While the master must have obviously thought the 
pictures worthy of carrying his name in both instances, he seemed much more 
closely involved in the execution of the work signed with the longer signature.  

Although the most recent oeuvre catalogue does not distinguish various 
levels of quality among the pictures attributed to Honthorst, the articulation of 
these differences seems a worthwhile pursuit.78 Out of the 295 history paintings 
and pastoral scenes labelled authentic, 31 carry the longer ‘GvHonthorst fe[cit]’ 
signature, including some of his most famous masterpieces, such as his Saint 
Sebastian (National Gallery, London) and the Merry Fiddler (Rijksmuseum, 
Amsterdam).79 If authentic, these signatures certainly are worthy of further study. 
Interestingly, only about 14 of the 224 portraits attributed to Honthorst in the 
catalogue carry the ‘GvHonthorst fe[cit]’ signature, which could possibly mean 
that the master was less closely involved with many portraits produced in his 
studio.80  

While Honthorst’s practice may seem rather curious at first, an anecdote 
which was mentioned by several seventeenth-century art theorists, explains it. 
Already in antiquity, artists reputedly used their signature to indicate distinct 
variations in quality. According to the ancient writer Pliny, some of the most 
famous painters and sculptors had inscribed the majority of their works with a 
signature disclaiming finality, such as 'Apelles faciebat' (being made by Apelles) or 
simply 'Polyclitus'. Reputedly, they did so out of modesty to indicate that these 

                                                 

77 Interestingly, she also noticed strong differences in execution between the two works signed 
with simply Honthorst’s name. See De Bruijn 2001, 63-111. While De Bruijn believed the 
'Honthorst fec[it]' signature indicated entirely autograph works, more recent research of his 
paintings in the Oranjezaal makes this very unlikely. See the entries on the six Van Honthorst 
paintings by Margriet van Eikema Hommes, Lidwien Speleers and Jolanda de Bruijn, as well as the 
chapter 'The painting technique of the twelve painters in the Oranjezaal' by Margriet van Eikema 
Hommes and Lidwien Speleers, in the forthcoming book on the Oranjezaal, edited by the 
Netherlands Institute for Art History (RKD), The Hague 2010. 
78Judson/Ekkart 1999.  
79 Judson/Ekkart 1999,  cat. nos. 11, 23, 76, 85, 99, 109, 120, 122, 137, 142, 143, 145, 171, 189, 
192, 193, 208, 211, 215, 221, 222, 229, 236, 240, 241, 242, 249, 253, 255, 275 and 276. Please note 
that not all pictures discussed in the catalogue could be traced by the authors; therefore, some 
paintings could not be properly studied.  
80 Judson/Ekkart 1999, cat. nos. 303, 307, 309, 332, 338, 401, 407, 422, 455, 458, 471, 495, 497 
and 508. As with the history paintings and pastoral scenes, not all portraits could be studied by the 
authors in person.   
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artworks were not finished. Moreover, it gave them a means by which they could 
save face, should one such work be criticized. They could claim they would have 
made a desired correction if only the work had not been taken from them by 
forces beyond their control. According to Pliny, only three artworks were known 
to carry a signature implying completion ('X fecit', 'Made by X'), testifying to the 
supreme confidence the artists had in these particular pieces.81 In the seventeenth 
century, this story was recounted by Karel van Mander, Etienne Binet, Franciscus 
Junius and Samuel van Hoogstraten among others.82   

Thus far, the signing habits of seventeenth-century Netherlandish painters 
have not been studied in relation to this story. Netherlandish painters all regularly 
used Latin phrases when signing their works, and many of them probably realised 
the connotations of the different Latin terms. In the case of Honthorst, his 
signing habits match the art theoretical account so literally that he must have 
known the story. Other painters who signed both with and without the addition 
‘fecit’ include Karel van Mander, Hendrick ter Brugghen and David Teniers the 
Younger. It would be interesting to know to what extent exactly these and other 
painters (especially those heading larger workshops) used specific signatures to 
distinguish between various grades of quality in their paintings and how price 
would have reflected such distinctions.83 Also, could the addition of ‘f’ after the 
artist’s name, commonly interpreted as an abbreviation of ‘fecit’, also stand for 
‘faciebat’, and indicate a deliberate attempt by the painter to not identify his 
evaluation of the work’s degree of completion?  

 
 

 
 
 

                                                 
81 C. Pliny the Elder, Naturalis Historia, c. 77 A.D., Praef. 27: ‘quare plenum verecundiae illud, quod 
omnia opera tamquam novissima inscripsere et tamquam singulis fato adempti. tria non amplius, 
ut opinor, absolute traduntur inscripta ILLE FECIT, quae suis locis reddam. quo apparuit 
summam artis securitatem auctori placuisse, et ob id magna invidia fuere omnia ea.’ 
82 Van Mander 1604,  fol. 80r; Binet 1621 [ed. 1987], 353; Junius 1638 [ed. 1991], 36. Junius also 
refers to Poliziano – Observationes et Emendationes – who refers in turn to Giovanni Lorenzi da 
Venezia, an antiquarian who states that several such formulations of completion are extant; see 
Junius 1638 [ed. 1991], 44. See also Van Hoogstraten 1678, 320.  
83 Marten Jan Bok kindly informed me that Hendrick Terbrugghen may have also used his 
signature to distinguish between various levels of quality, see also figs 2.4 & 2.5 (previous chapter). 
The signing habits of Karel van Mander and David Teniers the Younger have not yet been studied 
to my knowledge, but examples of signatures with and without the addition ‘fecit’ can be found in  
Klinge (ed.) 1991and Köhler et al. (eds.) 2006, esp. nos. 296-299.  
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Seventeenth-Century Insights as to Attributing Pictures  
 
Studio practices and signing habits are crucial when trying to recognise the 
master’s hand and to attribute seventeenth-century pictures. Various seventeenth-
century sources on connoisseurship throw further light on contemporary ideas 
about authenticity, for they give an impression of seventeenth-century attribution 
practices, thereby helping to answer the question of whether these early 
connoisseurs faced the same problems that we face today. What elements did they 
consider particularly revealing? How did seventeenth-century connoisseurs go 
about attributing paintings that were not necessarily painted by the master alone? 
Were they able to distinguish between different hands within a painting? And did 
they care to distinguish workshop assistance?  

 
Manner 

 
Although the design of paintings could be of great importance when 

attributing works, many recommendations in the early literature on 
connoisseurship focus on the execution.84 As mentioned in chapter 2, most early 
writers on connoisseurship believed that a painter’s characteristic manner could 
best be recognised in areas executed with a certain boldness and resolution. Such 
areas were seen as particularly hard to imitate, which also explained why paintings 
done in a bold or free manner were more easily distinguished from copies than 
pictures done in a very precise and fine manner. As a general rule, the painter’s 
characteristic handwriting was to be found in those passages in which the painter 
did not follow nature too closely but relied more on his imagination and inborn 
talents. As we have seen, Giulio Mancini believed that locks of hair, ringlets in 
beards, the definition of eyes as well as confidently applied light and dark accents 
in the folds and highlights of drapery were all good examples of areas where the 
master’s manner and resolution could be recognised.  

 
(fig. 3.7 Jan Steen, So de Oude Songen, Pijpen de Jonge (detail of the drapery), 
Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam – Mancini himself did not give a specific example of 
these confident drapery folds, however, his analysis seems applicable to the 
execution of drapery in Jan Steen’s paintings, particularly the characteristic accents 
that Van Dantzig labelled the ‘mussel stroke’.) 

                                                 
84 Roger de Piles, for example, distinguishes between the ‘character of the hand’ and the ‘character 
of the mind’for which one could look in a picture. According to one of the protagonists in his 
Conversations, the first approach was useful but rather superficial. De Piles 1677, 10-11.   
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As mentioned before, Karel van Mander had been even more explicit. In his view, 
a painter’s characteristic ‘spirit’ (gheest) could best be recognised in the depiction of 
‘leaves, hair, air and draperies’ (bladen, hayr, locht, en laken). He specified that 
draperies, in particular, reflected an artist’s inventiveness – presumably because 
they allowed the painter the greatest freedom of invention and execution, as they 
can be depicted in an endless variety of shapes, textures and colours.85 

When Van Mander discussed the uniqueness of an artist’s manner of 
painting,86 he indeed frequently focussed on characteristic details such as the 
depiction of hair and drapery. For example, when comparing Lucas van Leyden’s 
prints to similar works by Dürer, Van Mander observes that Lucas van Leyden 
had ‘a different, sweeter, more continuous manner of incision with which he 
depicted his receding and flowing drapery’.87 (compare figs. 3.8 and 3.9) 
 Moreover, when discussing Holbein, Van Mander notes that the painter 
had a certain ‘firmness in drafting and painting’ which one can see in all his works 
and an orderly way of building up his paintings that was ‘very different from other 
painters’. He explained this by pointing out how Holbein depicted hair or a beard. 
He would first paint the area in general terms with perfectly accurate shadows, 
and once this layer was dry, he would paint the hairs or beard in a very natural 
manner over it with a free-flowing brush.88 (fig. 3.10) 
 As to the depiction of leaves, Van Mander praises Cornelis van Molenaer 
for having a ‘more beautiful and painterly manner of depicting leaves’ than any 
other artist he knew.89 In this context, it is important to realise that in Van 

                                                 
85 Van Mander 1604, fol. 43r: ‘Doch is Laken meer als loof, hayr, oft baerden, / Een gheestich 
soecken, jae versierich vinden, / Met een aerdich vatten, schorten en binden.’ 
86 This was not the prime purpose of Van Mander’s book; in fact, the first and foremost aim was 
to elevate the status of painting as a liberal art. It was written for both young painters and art 
lovers. It is certainly not a manual for aspiring connoisseurs, although some passages in the treatise 
are nonetheless very revealing in this respect.  
87 Van Mander 1604,  fol. 212r: ‘Men siet oock in Lucas dinghen ... een ander soeter eenparige 
handelinghe van snede, daer zijn drijvende en vloeyende lakenen soo verstandich, als constich 
mede zijn uytgebeeldt, als men doet in ander van zijnen tijt, ghelijck ick achte my de verstandighe 
sullen toestemmen.’ 
88 Van Mander 1604,  fol. 223v: ‘Desen uytnemenden Holbeen hadde in alle zijn wercken en 
handelinghe een seker vasticheyt in stellen, en schilderen, zijn dinghen al by order aenlegghende, 
en op doende, veel anders als ander Schilders: ghelijck onder ander, waer baerdt oft hayr over te 
comen hadde, schilderde hy doch volcomelijck alsoo't te wesen hadde, de schaduwen daer in recht 
waernemende, en maeckte als het droogh was baerdt oft hayr seer vloeyende en natuerlijck daer 
over.’ 
89 Van Mander 1604, fol. 206v: ‘so sie ick van niemant frayer, en schilderachtiger slach van bladen 
als van hem.’ 
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Mander’s time, Netherlandish painters did not typically base their depictions of 
trees on close observation of them in nature but preferred to invent a manner that 
would convincingly evoke nature.90  
Having a convincing manner and corresponding technique to suggest leaves in 
paint remained important throughout the century; compare, for example, Jacob 
van Ruisdael’s hallmark dense foliage with Meindert Hobbema’s airy depiction of 
leaves, often silhouetted against the sky (fig. 3.11). However, very few painters 
(Jacob van Ruisdael being one of the exceptions) combined their specific manner 
with botanical accuracy. (fig. 3.12) 
 By the mid-seventeenth century, Van Mander’s observation that a 
painter’s characteristic spirit could readily be recognised in the depiction of leaves 
was fairly widespread knowledge,  as revealed in Charles Alphonse du Fresnoy’s 
dictionary of painting terms, which lists ‘the touch of trees’ (de slag van bomen): 
‘One says that the trees in this landscape have been depicted with a very 
recognisable touch, or this Painter hits his trees well.’91 Also, Van Mander’s 
observation that the depiction of hair, skies and drapery revealed a painter’s spirit 
was repeated by Samuel van Hoogstraten in 1678.92 

Nonetheless, the insights into which elements were ‘telling’ varied from 
one author to the next. For example, Cornelis de Bie believed that light and dark 
accents in the paintings of Gerard van Honthorst were particularly ‘spirited’ 
(gheestig), while Paul Fréart de Chantelou recorded in his diary that Bernini 
believed that the depictions of hands were especially revealing.93 However, all 
these characteristics seem to have one common denominator: an inventive and 
resolute execution.  

 
 

 

                                                 
90 In printmaking, it was not until the early seventeenth century that an artist developed a keen 
interest in botanical accuracy. Johannes Brosterhuizen’s etchings of trees are the first in which 
specific species can be identified. Leeflang 2004, 24-29.    
91 In the Dutch translation: ‘De Slag van bomen / Men zegt de bomen van dit Landschap zyn zeer 
onderscheidentlyk getoest, of deeze Schilder slaat zeer wel zyn bomen.’ Du Fresnoy c. 1647 [ed. 
1722],  29.  
92 Van Hoogstraten cites a rhyme: ‘De rechte zwier komt uit den geest alleen, / Van aerdich hair, gewolkte, 
en losse kleên.’ Van Hoogstraten 1678, 229.  
93 De Bie 1661, 164, on Gerard van Honthorst ‘Soo gheestich is sijn Const ghediept en uyt ghehooght’.  De 
Bie’s remark is reminiscent of Mancini’s suggestion that confidently applied light and dark accents 
in the depiction of drapery can be particularly revealing; on Bernini’s remark see also above 
chapter 2, 'A Crucial Distinction'. A similar suggestion to look particularly at the execution of 
hands can be found in Enea Vico’s treatise on coins of 1555; see Muller 1989, 142.  
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The Paradox of Seventeenth-Century Connoisseurship  

 
So far, the elements described as important are those which show 

distinctly individual brushstrokes. Indeed, much like handwriting specialists who 
look for resolute turns and curves in freehand writing, aspiring connoisseurs were 
advised to look for characteristic habits of the brush.94 This practice of singling 
out the individual handwriting of the painter seems to be in sharp contrast with 
what is known about seventeenth-century studio practices. For how can the 
practice of singling out individual hands be reconciled with the habit of master 
painters to sign works that they had not necessarily executed by themselves? It is 
this seeming contradiction that I call the paradox of seventeenth-century 
connoisseurship.  

While some of the abovementioned advice suggests that at least some 
early modern connoisseurs were looking primarily for individual habits of the 
brush and thus for individual hands, there is reason to believe that their thinking 
was, in fact, not necessarily at odds with contemporary studio practice. Their 
search for the master’s characteristic touch did not necessarily mean they were 
looking for purely autograph works. In my opinion, two passages in Junius and 
Hoogstraten’s treatises are particularly illuminating in this respect. Although both 
authors have been mentioned before in relation to seventeenth-century studio 
practices, these passages have not yet been studied in this context. When 
discussing how a knowledgeable art lover should look at a painting, Junius stresses 
the fact that not all of the elements in a painting were equally important. He 
therefore advises his readers not to pay undue attention to unimportant areas, to 
the mere ‘byworke’ or ‘parerga’ as they were called in Latin, ‘because the Artificers 
goe over these workes slightly and with a light hand, so it is that we doe likewise 
for the most part examine them more negligently.’95  

Some forty years later, Samuel van Hoogstraten repeated Junius’ warning 
and used his practical experience as a painter to clarify the reasoning: ‘It is 
certainly amusing to listen in when sometimes ignorant yet conceited art lovers, 
wanting to point out the best part of a certain piece, pick out something so 
ordinary, which the Master executed practically in his sleep, or at least while he 
was resting from his more important tasks. The ancients saw these as excesses or 
                                                 
94 The comparison with handwriting was already much in use in early modern times; see, for 
example, Mancini/Marucchi/Salerno 1956-1957,  134; and Du Bos 1719 [ed. 1993], 297.  
95 Junius 1638 [ed. 1991], 310. Earlier, Mancini had stated that when observing a painting one 
should start with the main figures and only afterwards look at the less important figures.See 
Mancini/Marucchi/Salerno 1956-1957, 135 ff & 329.  
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extras to the important tasks, and they called these Parerga; in the works of great 
Masters these are usually done by pupils and novices, or by some others, who 
were able to create these.’96 According to Van Hoogstraten, the workshop 
practice should thus be taken into account when looking at a painting; erudite art 
lovers (connoisseurs) should focus on the masterly passages, not on the subsidiary 
work.  

Contrary to Junius, however, Samuel van Hoogstraten had first-hand 
experience as a painter. He had trained with Rembrandt, and it is tempting to 
think that his treatise, which often reflects views he overheard in Rembrandt’s 
studio, also does so in terms of his discussion of parerga. His statement that all 
great masters used assistance in their work is, in any case, revealing. It was a 
practice that Hoogstraten condoned, as he also stresses elsewhere: ‘I will gladly 
allow a master to use the assistance of others, who are experienced in ‘subordinate 
passages (bywerk)’ in major works; but he who wants to rightfully carry the name 
of Master of History Painting should also know how to do the ‘subordinate 
passages (bywerk)’ [himself] in case this is urgently needed.’97  

The distinction between masterly and subordinate passages is, in my 
opinion, very important. Interestingly, the passages that were labelled by the early 
art theorists as particularly telling when trying to attribute a picture parallel what 
was seen as ‘masterly’ and ‘difficult’, as we will see below. Although the specific 
areas that the art theorists singled out as illustrative could also refer to secondary 
passages – in particular, leaves and draperies were not necessarily key elements in 
a seventeenth-century painting – their description of how  to recognise a master’s 
characteristic style suggests that such elements were considered important only if 
executed soundly. In the history paintings that Rubens sent to Carleton, for 
example, the figures, not the background landscapes, were key elements. I suspect 
it was for this reason that he had his landscape specialist (probably a paid 
assistant, since he is not mentioned by name) finish these secondary passages, 

                                                 
96 ‘Zeker ’t is onvermakelijk te hooren, als somtijds onweetende, doch verwaende liefhebbers, het 
beste deel in eenich stuk willende aenwijzen, iets zoo gemeens uitpikken, dat by den Meester schier 
als slapende, of ten minsten van zijn voornaemen arbeyt rustende, gemaekt is. Deeze 
by de ouden als overmaet of toegift tot het voornaemste werk geacht geweest, en wierden van hen
Parerga geno

dingen zijn 
 

emt; en zijn by groote Meesters gemeenlijk door de hand van jongers en 
aten 

 nemen, die in 

aenkomelingen, of van de geene, die daer een handwerk van konden, gemaekt.’ Van Hoogstr
1678, 76.  
97 ‘Ik zal gaerne toestaen, dat een meester in groote werken hulp van anderen
bywerk geoeffent zijn: maer die met recht den naem van Meester in Historyen draegen wil, moet 
ook raet weten, als ‘t nood doet, tot bywerk.’ Van Hoogstraten 1678,  72. 
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while assuring Carleton that the other (read: key) parts were entirely by himself.98 
In any case, it looks like seventeenth-century connoisseurs, contrary to later 
thinkers99, did not, in principle, judge all areas of a painting equally important. 
Instead, when analysing the brushwork, the art theorists and connoisseurs whose 
thoughts have come down to us all seem to have been looking for bold, resolute 
and spirited strokes, that is, for touches showing mastery.  

 
 

Masterly Passages 
 

In the art theoretical literature, a certain looseness and boldness in the 
execution of both sketches and finished paintings was associated with mastery. 
Willem Goeree, for example, explains in his 1668 treatise on the art of drawing 
that a finely executed drawing done in the ‘reusel’ technique (with parallel strokes 
placed immediately next to each other so as to create a uniform result) will not 
look ‘masterly’ (meesterlijk) unless it also contains some quickly and loosely applied 
accents.100 Even Philips Angel, who believed it was better for painters to imitate 
nature as closely as possible rather than to develop a manner of painting, still 
strongly praised the ‘curious looseness’ (curieuse lossicheyt) in the brushwork by his 
favourite painter, Gerard Dou.101  

Vasari and Van Mander described masterly applied loose strokes not only 
as difficult to execute, but also as difficult to imitate and, therefore, all the more 
characteristic of the artist who had created them. Van Hoogstraten also praised 
the difficulty and mastery evident in loosely executed masterpieces.102 In France, 
art lovers even called freely and loosely applied brushwork ‘artistically touched’ 
(artistement touché).103 The interest in loose brushwork is further underscored in the 

                                                 

d sa majesté ne recepvoir aulcun 
igures’. 

to 
is emphasis on the execution of various details, which made experts focus 

04-117.  

-258; and Angel 1642,  52.  
ry 

d from nearby and has been painted with 

98 Interestingly, a contract drawn up for Rubens’s Medici cycle in Paris (dated 26 February 1622) 
stipulates that the master would ‘faire, parfaire et peindre de sa propre main touttes et chacunnes 
des figures’. The contract furthermore specifies that: ‘Aussy enten
tableau qui ne soist tout peint de la proper main dudict Rubens pour ce qui concerne les f
Rooses 1910, 218-220.  See also Balis 2007,  36 and 49, note 90.  
99 According to Hayden B. Maginnis, Giovanni Morelli’s most important contribution 
connoisseurship was h
not only on the key elements but on the entire picture. See Maginnis 1990,  1
100 Goeree 1668, 47.  
101 See Sluijter 1993 [ed. 2000], 244
102 Van Hoogstraten 1678,  27. According to Van Hoogstraten, ‘connoisseurs’ (kenders) also ve
much appreciate rough sketches.  
103 Bosse1649, sommaire (with an explanation of different terms used). ‘Artiste & croquée’ is 
explained as roughly applied paint which looks unfinishe
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amount of terms used to indicate bold and resolute brushwork. Abraham Bosse, 
for example, uses no less than four different terms: ‘artistically touched, sketchy, 
forceful and proud’ (artiste, croqué, sevelt, and fier).104 

Together with the design of a picture, the accents that were applied while 
working up a painting after the main parts had been painted, were seen as some of 
the most difficult parts of the painting. This is evident, for example, in a passage 
from a 1621 French book on eloquence, which aims to give the reader a quick 
overview of the knowledge necessary to talk eloquently about art: ‘The profile, the 
gestures, the symmetries and proportions, the faces and expressions are those 
which give a sound to the brush and they are the principle elements in the entire 
enterprise. The inside is easy to make, but the profile, the last touches and the 
plasticity of the objects are difficult.’105 Abraham Bosse similarly stresses how the 
contours and light and dark areas are often hard to execute: ‘a large part of that 
which makes an element appear in the round and to move away from the viewer 
and seem to disappear, as well as the contours are all rather difficult to do well.’106  

It seems logical that master painters would execute such difficult areas 
single-handedly and that they would finish and retouch pictures which were 
(partly) done by pupils and assistants especially in these areas.107 Interestingly, it is 
exactly these features, the light and dark accents and final touches, which Mancini 
and De Bie singled out as particularly characteristic when describing a painter’s 
personal style, for these are areas where one can expect to see the master’s 
resolute handling of the brush.108 According to the painter and art theorist Arnold 
Houbraken, Frans Hals even had a habit of calling these final touches ‘the 
recognisable features of the master’ (het kennelyke van de meester).109 

                                                                                                                                 
e also uses the term ‘sevelt’ for such loose brushwork, i.e., done with a 

 

ment de la besongne est mal-aisée.’ Binet 1621 [ed. 

Images, et bonne mine, ouvrant la bouche, l’oeil, le ris, etc., 

much ‘ease’ (facilité). Boss
‘strong, free and fluid brush’ (pinceau fort, libre et coolant).  
104 Bosse 1649,  sommaire. All these terms appear in the introduction and are explained 
throughout the treatise.  
105 ‘Le pourfil, les gestes, les symmetries et proportions, mines et bonnes contenances sont celles
qui donnent bruit au pinceau, et le poinct principal de tout cet Estat. Le dedans se fait aisément, 
mais le pourfil, les derniers traits et l’arrondisse
1987], 360. An explanation of what is understood by ‘contenance’ can be found under no. 9 on 
359-360: ‘Donner contenances aux 
Peindre l’esprit, les moeurs, les passions, etc.’ 
106 ‘une bonne partie de ce qui fait arrondir, tourner & fuir, ainsi que les contours est assez difficile 
à bien pratiquer ’ Bosse 1649,  57.  
107 See above ‘Master, Pupil or ‘Retouched’’ (on contracts Bernini & Jordaens).   
108 On passages by Mancini and De Bie, see above ‘Manner’.  
109 ‘Men zegt, dat hy [Hals] voor een gewoonte had, zyn Pourtretten vet, en zachtsmeltende aan te 
leggen, en naderhand de penseeltoetsen daar in te brengen, zeggende: Nu moet ’er het kennlyke
den meester noch in.’ Houbraken 1718-1721, vol. I, 92. On the close connection made in art theory 

 van 
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In fact, it seems like the vocabulary of early modern connoisseurs was 
mostly geared towards discerning masterly elements in a painting, as in, for 
example, the terms which De Chambray described as typical of the connoisseurs 
of his day: 

 
‘The Freshness and Loveliness of the Colouring, the Freedom of the 
brush, the bold Touches, the Colours thickly impasted and well nourished, 
the separation of the Masses, the Draperies well cast, the rare Folds, the 
Masterful Strokes, the Grand Manner, the Muscles strongly felt, the 
beautiful Contours, the beautiful Tints, and the Softness of the Flesh 
tones, the beautiful Groups, the beautiful Passages, and a great many 
other chimeries of this kind.’  (Roland Fréart de Chambray 1662).110  

 
The flesh tones – mentioned by De Chambray in connection with 

‘softness’ – were also considered hard to paint. In France, there was even a 
specific expression for the depiction of flesh tones, as Etienne Binet explained in 
1621. He writes, ‘The painter has a good touch, that is to say, he is good at 
depicting bare skin, that is to say, of the face, of the hands and of the feet, for the 
rest is clothed.’111 Not surprisingly, perhaps, in seventeenth- century portraits, the 
face and hands (areas of exposed flesh tones) were commonly painted by the 
master himself, while pupils and assistants occasionally helped with the secondary 
elements, such as the clothing and the background.112  
 
 

                                                                                                                                 
etween retouchings and the master’s recognisable ‘ingenium’, see also Spear 1997, 265-266, who 
uotes an evocative passage from Diálogos de la pintura (1633) by the painter and art theorist 

Vicente Carducho: ‘after the assistant considers his work finished, the master retouches the 

b
q

painting again and perfects it. This is the last step and refinement which breathes spirit into a 
painting. Here, in these brush-strokes and fine finishing touches, the true master is revealed.’ 
110 ‘ils ont mesmes inventé un Jargon exprés, avec lequel ils exagerent magnifiquement par des 
gestes et des expressions fort amphatiques pour faire admirer, la Fraisheur et la Vaghesse du 
Coloris, la Franchise du pinceau, les Touches hardies, les Couleurs bien empastées et bien 
nourries, le Detachement des Masses, les Draperies bien jettées, les beaux Plis, let Coups de 
Maistre, la grande Maniere, les Muscles bein ressentis, les beaux Contours, les belles Teintes, et la 
Morbidesse des Carnations, les beaux Groupes, les beaux Morceaux, et force autre autres beautez 
chimeriques de cette nature.’ Roland Fréart de Chambray, Idée de la Perfection de la peinture, Paris 
1662, pp. 61-63, cited and translated in Posner 1993, 583-595.  
111 ‘Le Peintre touche bien, c’est à dire, fait bien la carnation du nud, c’est à dire, de la face, de la 
main, du pied, car la reste est habillé.’ Binet 1621 [ed. 1687], 364. There are many other sources 
which discuss the flesh tone as particularly hard to depict; see Lehmann 1996; Sluijter2005. 
112 Tummers 1995. 
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Beyond the Paradox 
 

Although primary sources on seventeenth-century connoisseurship are 
relatively scarce and there is no reason to assume that all seventeenth-century 
connoisseurs would have agreed on the most telling elements for attributing 
pictures (if only because master painters’ studio practices and styles could vary 
considerably), the surviving sources seem coherent enough to formulate a 
hypothesis. I suspect that an awareness of contemporary studio practices made 
knowledgeable connoisseurs focus all the more on masterly aspects, that is, more 
on the main elements and the difficult and resolute brushwork than on the 
subsidiary work (‘bywerk’) and subordinate passages.113 Also, I suspect that this 
made the overall quality of the picture all the more important. As we have seen, a 
picture was worthy of carrying the master’s name if it was made under a master’s 
supervision and of high enough quality regarless of the purity of its execution. It 
is interesting how many sources on early attributions underscore this reasoning; 
witness, for example, the largest seventeenth-century controversy over attribution, 
the Uylenburgh case. 

As discussed in chapter 2, the Amsterdam dealer Gerrit Uylenburgh had 
sold thirteen old master paintings to the Elector of Brandenburg. Uylenburgh 
believed the works to be originals by masters such as Michelangelo, Holbein, 
Titian and Palma il Giovane; however, once the paintings arrived in Berlin, the 
Elector’s court painter Hendrick Fromantiou dismissed twelve of them as copies. 
Subsequently, the paintings were returned to the Netherlands and toured the 
country while both Uylenburgh and Fromantiou collected expert opinions on the 
status of the pictures.  

When asked whether the contested pictures were indeed done by the 
master under whose name they were sold, most painters and connoisseurs did not 
answer the question directly but instead stated that the pictures were either good 
or not good enough to be sold under the various master’s own names. For 
example, Philips Koninck reputedly responded that he thought the pictures were 
‘painted with virtue and art’ and ‘worthy of carrying the names of the masters 
under whose names they were sold, and that they were estimated and judged to be 

                                                 
113 See above ‘Masterly Passages’. 
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so by unbiased connoisseurs of Italian art and painters’.114 Dirck Santvoort and 
Anthonie de Grebber judged the pictures worthy of hanging in a cabinet of Italian 
pictures115, while, on the other hand, the heads of the painters guild in The Hague 
considered the quality of the pictures ‘not worthy to carry the name of a good 
master, much less those of such exquisite masters as the ones under whose name 
they were sold’.116 Similarly, a number of Antwerp specialists believed the works 
were ‘not notable [enough] to be sold by such masters’.117 
 Comparable comments can be found in other legal statements. For 
example, a picture in the manner of the still life painter Den Uyl the Elder was 
judged ‘not beautiful enough’ (niet fray genoech) to be by the master in 1650.118 
Moreover, in the case of a painting in the manner of Porcellis, four painters, 
including Jacob van Ruisdael and Allart van Everdingen, concluded that the 
painting was not ‘worthy’ (waerdich) to be sold as a Porcellis.119  
 These kinds of general quality assessments could also be explained by the 
possibility that the specialists involved did not have sufficient knowledge of the 
painter’s specific manner to produce a more accurate assessment. This may indeed 
have been true, especially  
in the Uylenburgh case, which concerned exclusively Italian pictures.120 But even 
if this was the case, this in itself would also be interesting. For, if it was in any way 
common to officially record opinions of painting specialists who did not 
necessarily know much about the specific manners of the painters under whose 

                                                 
114 ‘deugtsaem en kunstich geschildert’; ‘datze de namen van de meesters daerse voor verkocht sijn 
waerdich sijn te dragen en van onpartijdige Italiaense kunstkenders en schilders daer voren 
behouden geestimeert ende gehouden te werden’, as quoted in Lammertse/Van der Veen 2006,  
85.    
115 Their opinion was shared by the painters Johanna van Aerssen van Wernhout, Caspar 
Netscher, Pieter Moninckx, Dirck Dalens, Johan von Sandrart, Johan Moninckx, Johan van 
Haensbergen, Martinus Mijtens, François van Santwijck and Daniel Haringh. 
116‘niet weerdich te sijn te draegen den naem van een goet meester, veel min den van soodanige 
uytmuntende meesters daer deselve voor uytgegeven werden’; Gemeentearchief Den Haag, not. P. 
van Swieten, NA 932, fol.295r-v. As cited in Lammertse/Van der Veen 2006, 87. 
117‘niet considerabel sijnde om voor sulcken meesters verocht te worden’; quoted in 
Lammertse/Van der Veen 2006, 88.  
118 Van der Veen 2005, Doc. 17c (dated 28 April 1650): ‘Doncker [=owner] seyde te sijn van den 
Den Uyl, waerop hij deposant vraeghende of het van den Ouden was, alsoo hij deposant [=Bleker, 
a connoisseur] daeraen twijffelde als zijnde niet fray genoech’. 
119 ‘Verclaren sij getuygen noch al t’samen dat dienvolgende het voorsz. stuck schilderij niet 
waerdich is voor een stuck van Parcellus vercocht en gelevert te werden.’ Bredius 1888a, 21-24; 
Van der Veen 2005, Doc. 24 (dated 9 June 1661). 
120 Many Italian pictures were sold in the Netherlands, and collectors also owned more Italian 
pictures than may be found today in the Netherlands. It is often too easily assumed that there was 
little knowledge of Italian art in the Netherlands.   
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name contested works had been sold, then to these seventeenth-century viewers, 
quality apparently mattered much more than the specific recognition of the 
master’s hand. Interestingly, this is also the impression one gets from the high-end 
market for paintings in the second half of the seventeenth century. Both 
attributed and unattributed paintings fetched high prices.  Apparently, the 
increased interest in painters’ names did not mean that the highest end of the 
market was exclusively reserved for attributed works.121  
 The interest in quality regardless of a painter’s name is also evident in a 
diary entry from Constantijn Huygens Jr., in which he described the art collection 
of the Elector of Brandenburg, which he saw in Berlin in 1680. One of the works 
he found noteworthy he described as ‘a good portrait of a woman by the master 
who made the two figures near a table in the collection of Mr. van Ommeren’.122 
Apparently, Huygens thus memorised the characteristics of paintings he found 
interesting even without knowing the artist’s name.123   
 
 
Collaborations 
 

Although seventeenth-century connoisseurs were, in various cases, able to 
distinguish different hands within a certain painting, they did not always do so. 
The desire to identify individual hands seems to have been related to the type of 
collaboration evident in the picture. Recognising the input of two different 
masters in one painting was a very different matter from identifying anonymous 
studio assistants in a well-known master’s work.   
 In art theoretical treatises we can find various examples of paintings 
mentioned as by a certain master that were certainly not done solely by this 
painter. When Van Mander discusses the famous Portrait of Pope Leo X with Two 
Cardinals (c. 1518, Uffizi, Florence, see fig. 2.6) painted by Raphael with the aid of 
Giulio Romano, he repeats most of Vasari’s account yet fails to mention the input 
of io Romano. In Vasari’s account, Giulio plays a key role since he is fooled  Giul
by a copy of the portrait, thinking he recognised his own brushwork (though what 
it was exactly that he painted remains unclear). To Van Mander, however, Giulio’s 
involvement was apparently not worth mentioning, and he discusses the portrait 
simply as a ‘Raphael’.  
                                                 
121 See Jonckheere 2008b.  
122 ‘un bon portrait de femme du maistre qui a fait les deux figures auprès dune table, qu’a Mr. van 
Ommeren’; see Huygens 1876-1888, vol. III, 35-38. See also Lammertse/Van der Veen 2006, 81.  
123 Compare also the mention of two pictures by ‘a good Brabant master’ (een goet Brabants meester) 
in the inventory of the Leiden collector Hendrick Bugge van Ring, see note 43 above.  
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 When discussing Holbein’s painting of Henry VIII’s Barber Surgeons (fig. 
3.13), Van Mander’s reasoning becomes even more explicit. Van Mander observes 
that ‘There are some people who believe that this work has not been completed in 
its entirety by Holbein himself, but that after Holbein’s death it was completed by 
someone else. However, if this was the case, this painter has imitated Holbein’s 
“manner” (handelinghe) so “judiciously” (verstandig) that neither a Painter nor an Art 
expert would distinguish different hands.’124  
 The attribution discussion that Van Mander (and later Von Sandrart also 
125) mentions is very interesting for several reasons. It is often stated that early 
connoisseurship developed at a time when the practice of art collecting became 
more widespread and the art market flourished. And while this was certainly the 
case, it is important to remind oneself that this relation was not mutually exclusive 
that is, attributions and judgements of quality were not necessarily made in the 
context of the art market. Holbein’s picture in the Hall of the Barber Surgeons 
Guild was obviously not for sale, and its attribution or partial de-attribution was 
not a prelude to giving the work a price tag. The attribution of this large, 
prestigious work was an end in itself, an interesting topic for intellectual debate.  
 Van Mander’s conclusion is also revealing. Even if the picture is partly 
done by another hand, he writes, as long as it is well done he does not care to 
distinguish different hands and neither would, according to him, another painter 
or art expert.126 Unfortunately, it is hard to judge the brushwork in this painting 
si e work has been very heavily restored after it was severely damaged by the nce th
Great Fire of London in 1666.  However, in this particular instance, we know for 
sure that the picture was finished after Holbein’s death in 1543, since two men 
depicted in the top row on the right, Mr. X. Salmon and Mr. W. Tully, only 
became wardens of the guild after Holbein had passed away.127  
 The people who in Van Mander’s time stated that the work was finished 
after Holbein’s death were thus right. In my opinion, it is significant that the early 
seventeenth-century debate focused on a possible contribution to the work 

e executed when the master himself could no longer supervise the work. Had th

                                                 
124 Van Mander 1604,  fol. 222r: ‘Het zijn eenighe die meenen, dat dit werck by Holbeen self niet 

ne daer noch aen ghebrack van yemandt 

och Const-verstandighe van 
’ 

49 (cat. no. 78). 

gheheel voldaen en is: maer dat nae zijn doot, het ghe
anders voleyndight soude wesen: doch indient soo waer, heeft den opmaker den Holbeens 
handelinghe soo verstandigh connen volghen, dat het geen Schilder n
verscheyden handen en souden oordeelen.
125 Von Sandrart 1675-1680 [ed. 1994] , vol. 1, 250.  
126 Von Sandrart states that if indeed part of the picture was completed after Holbein’s death, this 
part is done so well that it is hard distinguish see the previous note.  
127 Rowlands 1985, 148-1
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work been completed under Holbein’s supervision, I very much doubt there 
would have been any discussion at all.128  
 Even though this work was completed after Holbein’s death, Van Mander 
believes that no one knowledgeable about the arts would have minded. A similar 
view can be found in Giulio Mancini’s Considerazioni. When discussing quality in 
art, Mancini uses the Sala di Costantino as an example of an exquisite Raphael 
painting.129 However, it was common knowledge at the time that this room had 
been largely completed after Raphael’s death, a fact that Vasari had discussed 
extensively in his Vite.130 Mancini knew Vasari’s treatise very well, as he wrote a 
concise comment about it. Moreover, he worked as the personal physician to the 
Pope in the very building in which this fresco series can still be seen. In short, he 

s, notarial deeds and personal writings suggests that connoisseurs did 

must have been well aware of the execution process. But, in his view, a work done 
after Raphael’s designs by his own assistants could simply be called a ‘Raphael’. 
 Seventeenth-century connoisseurs were not necessarily against identifying 
studio input, especially if a picture produced in a master’s studio was not worthy 
of carrying the master’s name or if the relevant shares of execution by master and 
pupil could be relevant when differentiating between various quality levels.131 And 
if a certain pupil had executed a specific figure in a painting by his master, this 
might be worthy of mention. For example, when Van Mander discusses a painting 
by Maarten van Heemskerk, he somewhat casually mentions that ‘the angel is very 
strangely and richly decked out; the innermost layers of clothing are purple and 
these were done by Jacob Rauwert who lived with him [Van Heemskerk] at the 
time, as I have heard him say.’132 A curious contribution by an assistant could 
thus, in some instances, be noteworthy, but in general, seventeenth-century 
connoisseurs did not seem to be particularly interested in identifying studio input 
in great detail. The remarkable absence of descriptions of such collaborations in 
inventorie
indeed examine subordinate passages ‘negligently’, as Junius and Hoogstraten 
advised.  

                                                 
128 In fact, John Rowlands thought that the execution of the work, even allowing for its present 
condition, suggests that Holbein employed a studio assistant extensively. Interestingly, neither Van 
Mander nor Von Sandrart discusses to what extent Holbein may have used assistance in this work 
when he was still alive.  
129 Mancini/Marucchi/Salerno 1956-1957, 330.   
130 Vasari/Milanesi 1878-1885, vol. 5, 527-531.   
131 See the correspondence between Rubens and Dudley Carleton discussed above.  
132 ‘Den Engel is seer vreemt en cierlijck toeghemaeckt: de onderste slippen zijn purperigh, welcke 
ghedaen zijn van Iacob Rauwaert, die op die tijdt by hem woonde, also ick hem wel heb hooren 
verhalen.’ Van Mander 1604,  fol. 246r; the English translation is taken from Van 
Mander/Miedema 1994, vol. 2, 242.  
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 As to recognising the hand of two different masters in one painting, this 
was a pursuit that already intrigued connoisseurs in the early seventeenth century. 
Especially in the Southern Netherlands, where specialist collaborations were 
widespread, the interest seems to have been considerable. For example, in 
Antwerp, roughly one percent of the attributions recorded in inventories between 
1611 and 1650 concerned attributed collaborations, in a sample researched by 
Elizabeth Honig.133 In the North, collaborations between two masters also 
occurred, especially in landscape and architectural paintings in which the figures 
were sometimes added by another master.134 However, in the North, the opinions 
seem to have been divided on the artistic merits of these collaborations. For 
example, Willem Goeree warned his readers in 1670 that it was better to paint the 
figures oneself than to have these added by another master. Even if the other 
master painted better figures, the painting as a whole would not necessarily be 
improved, according to Goeree, since additional figures usually did not agree with 
the ‘houding’ in a painting, or the subtle use of colours, shadows and light to create 

A fascinating account of the interest in recognising the hands of two 
differen
Matthe
discuss
had rec
 

I thought as y[o]u doe, that his hand had been in that Peece, but sincerely 
and certainly it is not soe. For in this Peece the beasts are all alive, and in 

                                                

a sense of pictorial depth.135 Gerard de Lairesse even disapproved of such 
collaborations if the second painter did not behave like the first master’s assistant. 
In his view, the second master should imitate the first painter’s characteristic 
brushwork (handeling) to such an extent that the final painting appeared to be done 
only by one hand.136   
 

t Southern masters within a single picture comes from a letter by Toby 
w to Sir Dudley Carleton on 25 February 1617. In this letter, Matthew 
es a hunting piece by Rubens in which Carleton and Matthew thought they 
ognised the hand of Snyders:  

“Concerning the causinge of anie part thereof to be made by Snyders, that 
other famous Painter, Y[ou]r L[ordshi]p and I have been in an errour, for 

 
133 Honig 1995, 294-295; on the difference between the Northern and the Southern Netherlands, 
see also 285, notes 14 and 15.  
134 Occasionally other types of collaborations are mentioned. For example, the inventory of the art 
dealer Johannes de Renialme lists a picture that was by Rembrandt and Dou; see Bredius 1915-
1921, vol. 1, 235.  
135 Goeree 1670 [ed. 1697], 100. Earlier in 1628, Jacques de Ville had stated that those artists who 
could  paint both architectural perspectives  proportionate human figures (and thus did not need 
others to do this for them) deserved ‘double honour’. De Ville 1628,  13. On the term ‘houding’, see 
also chapter 6, ‘Colors, Light and Brushwork.’.  
136 Lairesse 1707 [ed. 1740], 114.  
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act of eyther escape or resistance, in the expression whereof Snyder doth 
infinitlie come short of Rubens, and Rubens saith that he should take it in 
l part, if I should compare Snyders with him in that point. The talent of 

and lack a 
omparable dynamism. In fact, this kind of assessment of the possible merits and 
haracteristics of these two masters may have been exactly the type of activity that 

                                                

il
Snyders, is to represent beasts but especiallie Birds altogether dead, and 
wholly w[i]thout anie action …137 
 

 Less than a year later, however, Rubens seemed to contradict himself 
when he informed Carleton that the eagle in his picture of Prometheus was done 
by Snyders (fig. 3.14).138 It was a picture that Carleton acquired as part of the 
collection of works he exchanged with Rubens,139 and the eagle in this picture is 
certainly not represented ‘without anie action’. On the contrary, it looks very 
dynamic. To reconcile these contradictory accounts, one could state, as Peter 
Sutton has done, that the eagle must have been designed by Rubens and 
subsequently executed by Snyders, which would explain the expression of 
energy.140 After all, Snyders’ individual paintings do look somewhat stiff 
c
c
would have delighted a seventeenth-century connoisseur like Carleton.  
 
 
Like present-day experts, seventeenth-century painters and connoisseurs were 
keen on attaching names to pictures. However, their ways of labelling pictures 
differed somewhat from ours. Master painters could claim pictures as their own 
and even describe works as ‘by their hand’ which they had not literally painted 
themselves, as Rubens did. Moreover, the term ‘original’ (principael or origineel) did 
not mean that a picture was executed by the master alone. They did distinguish 
works worthy of carrying their name from those they sold anonymously as by a 
‘pupil’ (leerling / discipel) and/or works they had merely ‘retouched’ (geretukkeert), 
though if done well these last works could also be considered paintings by the 
master. Input from a ‘paid assistant’ (gesel) would have presumably counted as by 
the master if done in the master’s style. Furthermore, it seems likely that many 
master painters made distinctions of quality between the works that counted as by 
their hand, possibly using Latin phrases to differentiate various levels, as Apelles 
and other ancient painters had reputedly done. For example, Gerrit Honthorst 

 
137 Rooses/Ruelens (eds.) 1887-1909,  1887-1909, vol. II, Doc. CXLVIII, 99. See also Honig 1995,  
283.  I would like to thank Ariane van Suchtelen for bringing this passage to my attention.  
138 Rosenberg (ed.) 1881,  42-44 (letter 28 April 1618). 
139 See above ‘Further Distinctions: A Preference for Autograph Pictures?’. 
140 Sutton et al. 1993, 238-241 (no. 10). 
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seems to have added ‘fecit’ (has made) to his signature to indicate the highest level 
of quality. In studios, the highest quality presumably stemmed from a closer 
involvement by the master himself; these pictures could be autograph, though this 
was not necessarily the case (witness Rubens’s correspondence). The main 
seventeenth-century categories of thought (the distinctions between originals and 
copies and between masterpieces, works by pupils and retouched works) do not 
represent a special interest in purely autograph pictures by the master. This does 
not, however, exclude the possibility that such works were (occasionally) made 
and that some buyers may have had a special interest in these works purely by the 
master. In fact, a handful of documents indicate that at least some painters 
(namely Ambrosius Bosschaert, Jan Miense Molenaer, Abraham Bloemaert, Gillis 
van Co

 connoisseurs seem to have been more 

ninxloo, and possibly Bartholomeus van der Helst) created one or more 
autograph pictures and that four buyers wanted to have certainty as to the 
execution of one such work.  

Early modern art theorists also suggest that seventeenth-century 
connoisseurs were keen on recognising the master’s touch. However, they do not 
seem to have been particularly preoccupied with deciding whether or not a picture 
was entirely autograph. Several seventeenth-century art theorists recommended 
that readers look for distinctively individual brushwork in order to recognise a 
master’s hallmark style, which at first seems to imply that seventeenth-century 
attribution practices could have been at odds with contemporary studio practice. 
It is this seeming contradiction that I have called the paradox of seventeenth-
century connoisseurship. However, upon close study, seventeenth-century 
attribution practices (in as far as these can be reconstructed on the basis of the 
surviving texts on the topic) do not seem to have conflicted with studio habits. 
Both Franciscus Junius and Samuel van Hoogstraten emphasise the importance of 
focusing on key elements in a painting while looking at the secondary passages 
more heedlessly. Van Hoogstraten further explained his advice by adding that 
great masters commonly had their pupils and assistants execute the secondary 
elements. My hypothesis is that this somewhat hierarchical way of looking at the 
situation was quite common among connoisseurs. For example, one should 
consider the emphasis put on masterly passages by early writers on 
connoisseurship and the absence of primary sources that distinguished studio 
input in pictures worthy of carrying a master’s name. Although an occasional art 
buyer may have had a particular preference for purely autograph pictures, this 
does not seem to have been a very widespread concern; if we are to believe Karel 
van Mander and Samuel van Hoogstraten, knowledgeable art lovers did not mind 
contributions by other hands if these were done well and /or only concerned 
secondary elements. By comparison,
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interest

main areas and accents, does this lead to a different 
understanding of the master’s hallmark style and his oeuvre? If the answer to any 
of these questions leads to new insights about a seventeenth-century painter, there 
is cause for a revision.  

ed in recognising the hands of two different masters if they had 
collaborated on the same composition (and I suspect that in doing so they 
focused again on masterly elements).  

As to present-day connoisseurship, do seventeenth-century categories of 
thought (in so far as they can be reconstructed on the basis of the sources I 
studied) call for thorough revisions of the oeuvre catalogues of seventeenth-
century painters? Possibly, yes. In my opinion, the seventeenth-century sources 
studied here raise three important questions that deserve further study (though 
they may prove to be hard to answer in individual cases). The need to rewrite 
existing oeuvre catalogues depends on the outcome of these questions. Firstly, to 
what extent did seventeenth-century painters such as Honthorst and Rembrandt 
consciously produce works of various levels of quality? Secondly, the relatively 
modest amount of evidence that suggests painters created purely autograph 
pictures calls for caution when attributing paintings entirely to the hand of a 
master or entirely to the hands of his pupils and assistants. Moreover, this 
warrants the question of determining the master’s share in the various studios. 
Thirdly, if the point of departure for attributions to a specific master is no longer 
a group of works considered to be entirely autograph, but rather the key 
characteristics in documented or firmly attributed works, such as the design and 
the execution of the 



 



CHAPTER 4. 
‘WITHOUT CHANGING HIS MANNER’: SEVENTEENTH-
CENTURY VIEWS ON STYLE  
 
Introduction 
 
When Roger de Piles discussed the works of the painter Laurent de la Hyre in his 
Abrégé de la Vie des Peintres (1699), he cited a family member of the artist who 
explained that De la Hyre ‘made several cabinet pieces executed with great 
diligence’ and that ‘when the opportunity arose, he also painted several large-scale 
church pieces, without changing his manner’.1 The phrase ‘without changing his 
manner’ is remarkable; apparently, it was not uncommon for a painter to use a 
different manner for painting cabinet pieces than for large-scale religious works 
for display in churches. Presumably, painters changed their manner of working 
depending on the type of work they were creating. Yet De la Hyre did not do so, 
which made it worth mentioning.  
 This rather casual remark provides insight into seventeenth-century ideas 
on painting styles and their variability. It raises the question of how widespread 
these notions may have been. Did Netherlandish painters commonly adjust their 
personal manner of painting depending on the subject matter or function of the 
work? Was there any consensus on how and when to adjust one’s manner? Or, 
more generally, what was understood by ‘manner’, and with what terms would 
seventeenth-century painters and connoisseurs have discussed painting styles? 
Ultimately, can these seventeenth-century views provide us with some general 
rules or patterns as to the stylistic coherence we can expect in a seventeenth-
century painter’s oeuvre?  
 The realization that painters may have consciously adjusted their style to 
the subject or function of a work calls attention to variations in the oeuvres of 
several Dutch and Flemish painters. For example, Anthony van Dyck combined 
distinctively different brushwork in one and the same painting (fig. 4.1). His 
Madonna and Child with Donors (1641, Louvre, Paris) shows feathery brushwork and 
soft transitions in tone and color in the depiction of Mary and Christ, while the 
donors have been painted with much sharper contrasts. As we will see below (in 
chapter 6) variations in color and tonal contrasts were often used to situate 

                                                 
1 ‘Il faisoit plusieurs Tableaux de Cabinet qu’il finissoit avec un très grand soin & qu’il ornoit 
d’architecture & de païsage qu’il entendoit très-bien. Il ne laissoit pas de faire suivant l’occasion, 
plusieurs grands Tableaux d’Eglise, sans sortir de sa manière.’ De Piles 1699 [ed.1715],  481. On 
page 482, the author adds that De La Hyre’s large-scale paintings for churches were highly 
finished.  
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elements convincingly in the pictorial space, yet in this case, the stark difference in 
handling does not agree with the figures’ position in the illusionistic space. (The 
saints would have necessitated placement further away from the viewer  to 
enhance the illusion of depth.) In fact, the variation in handling seems to have 
been used not to make the illusionistic space look coherent but rather to stress 
that even though the donors and saints at first sight seem to have been depicted in 
the same physical space, their reality is of a different nature. Moreover, the 
function of the figures varies; while the saints may have served a devotional 
purpose, the other figures are merely portraits of mortals, and a sharper, more 
detailed depiction may therefore have seemed more appropriate. Yet before 
discussing individual examples more in detail, I will first look into seventeenth-
century concepts about style and manners of painting more in general.  
 
 
Style or Manner 
 
By the early seventeenth century the idea that an ambitious young painter should 
develop a distinctively individual manner of painting was widespread. Sixteenth-
century writers, most notably Giorgio Vasari, had already outlined local styles and 
personal styles, as well as one or several ideal styles of working, classifying all of 
these categories of meaning with one and the same term: ‘maniera’ or ‘manner’.2 
The term derived from the Latin word for hand ‘manus’ and had originally been 
used to characterize handwriting styles. And although sixteenth-century writers 
with a literary background, such as Baldassare Castiglione, had started using the 
term ‘stile’ for a personal style of painting3, transposing the dominant term used 
in literary  analysis to painting, the use of this term would not become widespread 
among art theorists until the beginning of the eighteenth century. As we will see, 
some thinkers in the seventeenth century, including the French painter Nicolas 
Poussin, cleverly used the terms ‘stile’ and ‘maniera/maniere’ to distinguish between 
general and personal painting styles. Yet even among authors who made this 
distinction, there was no consensus as to what each of these terms denoted. Both 
the terms ‘manner’ (manier, handelinge) and ‘style’ (stijl) could thus denote several 

                                                 
2 See Treves 1941;  Panofsky 1960; Pfisterer 2001; Sohm 2001, 118-122. On ideal styles see also 
below: ‘Developing a Style’; on personal styles see also below: ‘Style and Character’.  
3 In addition to Baldassare Castiglione, Giulio Camillo Delminio, Pietro Bembo, Pietro Aretino, 
and Domenico Fiorentino also used the term ‘stile’ in this way. See Dempsey 1977, 102-103; and 
Sohm 2001, 122, note 32, and 246-247.  
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types of painting styles (fashionable or ideal manners, as well distinctively personal 
ways of painting), depending on the context in which they were used.4  
 In the sixteenth century, writers on art adapted terms used for literature 
and other liberal arts when discussing painting styles (such as ‘invention’ and 
‘grand style’).5 However, by the end of the seventeenth century, they had 
developed a jargon which was increasingly apt to discuss the particularities of 
paintings. If one compares, for example, Giorgio Vasari to Roger de Piles in terms 
of the discussion of brushwork, the difference is evident. In Vasari’s days it was 
unusual to discuss brushwork in great detail, and when Vasari tried to describe 
some of Titian’s roughly painted late works, he seemed at a loss for words. Titian, 
he writes, paints with ‘strokes drawn roughly’ (tirate via di grosso) and with ‘stains’ 
(macchie) (fig. 4.2).6 In comparison, Roger de Piles expresses himself with much 
greater ease when he addresses brushwork in his treatise L’Idée du Peintre Parfait of 
1699. ‘The brush should be bold (hardi) and light (leger) if possible; but whether the 
brush seems even (uni), like Correggio’s brush, or uneven (inégal) and rough 
(raboteux) like Rembrandt’s, it should always be fluent (moëlleux)’ (compare fig. 4.3 
and 4.3.b) (See also chapter 6, ‘The Essence of Connoisseurship’, on the different 
terms used for brushwork).7 This increasingly refined vocabulary allowed for 
increasingly precise recommendations and debates as various writers tried to 
define the personal style of specific painters and raised the question to what 
extent painters should develop an individual style.  
 
 
                                                 
4 See also below and Sohm 2001, 118-122. In seventeenth-century Dutch, the term 'handelinge' was 
most commonly used to denote a painter's characteristic manner. 'Manier', however, could have the 
same meaning, and Karel van Mander used the terms interchangeably. 'Stijl’' occurs only rarely, 
mostly to denote a literary style.; see Van Hoogstraten 1678, 175 (see also note 40 below).    
5 See Baxandall 1971; Miedema 1989, 122. On the concept of a ‘grand style’, see also Sohm 2001, 
122.  
6 ‘Ma è ben vero che il modo di fare che tenne in queste ultime è assai diferente dal fare suo da 
giovane. Conciò sia che le prime son condotte con una certa finezza e diligenza incredibile e da 
essere vedute da presso e da lontano, e queste ultime, condotte di colpi, tirate via di grosso e con 
macchie, di maniera che da presso non si possono vedere e di lontano appariscono perfette; e 
questo modo è stato cagione che molti, volendo in ciò immitare e mostrare di fare il pratico, 
hanno fatto di goffe pitture, e ciò adiviene perché se bene a molti pare che elle siano fatte senza 
fatica, non è così il vero e s'ingannano, perché si conosce che sono rifatte e che si è ritornato loro 
addosso con i colori tante volte, che la fatica vi si vede. E questo modo sì fatto è giudizioso, bello 
e stupendo, perché fa parere vive le pitture e fatte con grande arte, nascondendo le fatiche.’ 
Vasari/Barocchi 1966-,  vol. IV, 166.  
7 ‘Que le pinceau soit hardi & leger s’il est possible; mais soit soit qu’il paroisse uni, comme celuy 
du Corrège [Correggio], ou qu’il soit inégal & raboteux comme celuy de Rembrant [sic], il doit 
toujours être moëlleux’.De Piles 1699 [ed. 1707], 10.  
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Developing a Style 
 
At the beginning of the seventeenth century, Karel van Mander repeatedly 
stressed the importance of having a good manner (handelinghe or manier) in his 
treatise on painting, Het Schilder-boeck (1604). He often combined a statement to 
this effect with a remark on the importance of closely studying nature. In his view, 
a painter should both strive to create a convincing suggestion of reality, while at 
the same time displaying a distinctive manner of painting. As he put it, “[t]here is 
nothing better than to paint every object after life […] and to use a particular 
characteristic manner.”8 In his artist biographies, he praised painters for having 
successfully accomplished both. For example, he writes about a portrait by Hans 
van Aken that the “head and hair, being very high in quality, resemble nature very 
closely, and have been painted in a very neat and good manner (suyver en wel 
gehandelt)”.9 In Van Mander’s view, the two pursuits do not seem to have been 
contradictory; yet, as we will see below, other writers on art did see them as 
potentially conflicting.10  
 Apprentice painters could develop a good manner of painting by copying 
works by masters, according to Van Mander. It was a long established practice of 
learning the art of painting, which was still very common in the Netherlands of 
the seventeenth century. The early artistic development of the renowned portrait 
painter Michiel van Mierevelt illustrates such learning by imitation.11 According to 
Van Mander, the latter started his career by creating engravings in the manner of 
Anthonie van Blocklandt. When he reached the age of twelve, Van Mierevelt had 
the opportunity to learn the art of painting from Blocklandt himself, and when he 
started working independently, he created history paintings which resembled his 
master’s work, especially in their ‘invention’ (inventie) and in the ‘figures’ (beelden).12 
                                                 
8 ‘Datter niet beter en is, als alle dinghen nae t'leven te schilderen, merckende op alle actien, en 
bysonder aerdich te handelen.’ Van Mander 1604, in the margin of fol. 42r. 
9 Van Mander 1604, ,  fol. 291r on a portrait of Jacob Poppe by Hans van Aken: ‘welcks tronie en 
hayr in schilderije welstandich wesende, seer natuerlijck ghelijckende, suyver en wel zijn 
ghehandelt.’ [Miedema’s translation in Van Mander/Miedema 1994, 422: ‘whose face and hair look 
very well painted and a very true likeness, purely and well executed’.]  
10 See below, ‘Style: artful or artificial’.  
11 Van Mander 1604,  fol. 281r.  
12 Van Mander 1604,  fol. 280v-281r.  ‘Voort heb ick noch van hem [Mierevelt] ghesien een Iudith, 
schier op de manier van Blocklandt, bysonder t'hooft van Holophernes, t'welck is uytnemende met 
den Graef-ijser gehandelt, en t'heel stucxken wat cloecker als t'voorgaende gedaen. Ten lesten is hy 
ontrent zijn twaelf Iaer gecomen by Blocklandt, daer hy met den verwen begon te handelen, en 
schilderen, oock niet ongheluckigh, also men corts door zijn toenemen wel conde sien. Hy 
volghde in inventie, beelden, en anders, heel geestigh de manier van zijns Meesters handelinghe, 
alsoo ick ghesien hebbe aen verscheyden dinghen, die hy in zijn jongheyt gheinventeert, en 
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In fact, Van Mander believed that if it were not for the market situation, which led 
Van Mierevelt to specialize in the more profitable genre of portrait painting, he 
would have become a history painter working in a style closely related to his 
master’s manner. (see figs. 4.4, 4.5 and 4.6) 
 The common studio practice in which apprentice painters were supposed 
to absorb their master’s manner served both a commercial and an educational 
purpose: master painters could use a pupil’s assistance in their works while the 
pupils developed a good manner of working.  The painter and art theorist Willem 
Goeree simply described the practice of copying works by well-known masters as 
a means for apprentice painters to develop a manner (handeling), as we have seen 
above.13 In practice, however, the collaboration of masters and pupils was not 
always so advantageous. Van Mander describes various instances in which a young 
painter came to work for a master whose manner of painting was far from 
admirable. Pieter Vlerick worked briefly for an Antwerp master, agreeing to paint 
in the latter’s style (handelinghe) even though he thought it was ‘scarcely good 
enough for cats and dogs’.14 
 Van Mander urges young painters to improve upon a bad manner of 
working and change it for a better one if the opportunity arose: “Do not 
persevere in a poor manner (of painting), for you did not marry it, and it is no 
shame to exchange it for something better.”15 In Van Mander’s view, it was more 
important that a painter specialize in a type of picture which agreed with his 

                                                                                                                                 
gheschildert hadde, doe hy op zijn selven wrocht, welcke my seer wel bevielen: dat my dunckt had 
hy alleen op ordinantien de Historien te schilderen toegheleydt, oft daer zijn stuck af ghemaeckt, 
soude heel uytnemende dinghen ghedaen hebben, also hy noch teghenwoordich onghetwijffelt 
soude: dan dit ghebreck, oft ongeval is in onse Nederlanden, bysonder in desen teghenwoordighen 
tijt, datter weynigh werck valt te doen van ordinantien, om de jeught oft den Schilders oorsaeck te 
gheven door sulcke oeffeninge, in den Historien, beelden, en naeckten, uytnemende te worden: 
want dat hun voor comt te doen, zijn meest al Conterfeytselen nae t'leven: soo dat den meesten 
deel, door het aensoeten des ghewins, oft om hun mede t'onderhouden, desen sijd-wegh der 
Consten (te weten, het conterfeyten nae t'leven) veel al inslaen, en henen reysen, sonder tijt oft lust 
te hebben, den History en beelde-wegh, ter hooghster volcomenheyt leydende, te soecken, oft na 
te spooren: waer door menigen fraeyen edelen geest gelijck vruchtloos, en uytgeblust, tot een 
jammer der Consten, moet blijven.’ 
13 See above, chapter 2, ‘Original or Copy’.  
14 Van Mander 1604, fol. 250r. ‘T'Antwerpen quam hy by een Oly-verwe Schilder, die stelde hem 
te copieren een Serpent-bijtinghe van zijn handt, en vraeghde Pieter of hy die handelinghe wel 
volgen soude, en alsoo 't een handelingh was die Pieter docht nouw voor Katten noch Honden te 
deughen, seyde jae.   
15 Van Mander 1604,  fol. 49v.  ‘In quade maniere blijft niet volheerdich, / Ghy hebtse niet 
ghetrouwt, ten is geen schande /  Haer voor een beter te wisselen.” Other writers, including 
Samuel van Hoogstraten, warned apprentices to choose their masters wisely since a poor manner, 
once appropriated, was often hard to shed. See Van Hoogstraten 1678,  20.   
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specific talents and that he choose a manner of working which was not too 
difficult, which would make the picture look forced.16 “Difficult to make, difficult 
to see”, warned a seventeenth-century proverb.17 
 More specifically, Van Mander presents his readers with a choice of two 
principle manners of painting: the rough (ruwe) and the neat (net) manner.18 It is a 
distinction that also occurs later in the writings of Abraham Bosse (1649) and 
Samuel van Hoogstraten (1678).19 Interestingly, Van Mander presents both 
manners as equal in artistic merit, even though the rough manner was more 
difficult to execute successfully because it required a lot of experience. Van 
Mander therefore recommends apprentice painters start by learning a neat 
manner.20  
 At the time, Van Mander’s presentation of these two manners was 
innovative, for earlier art theorists celebrated only the specific painting styles of 
particular predecessors.  
For example, Vasari celebrated Michelangelo’s style as the highest achievement in 
painting (especially in the first edition of his Vite21), whereas Marco Boschini and 
Paolo Lomazzo presented the styles of several great masters as ideal in their own 
right.22 In contrast, Van Mander presented the two painting styles as entities in 
                                                 
16 Van Mander 1604,  fol. *5v on the importance of specializing in a type of picture that agreed 
with one’s talents. See also chapter 6, ‘The Essence of Seventeenth-Century Connoisseurship’, ‘ 
‘Painterly’ Topics and Motifs’; Van Mander 1604, fol. 15v & 16r: ‘Laet vloeyen uwen gheest, om 
Const vergroenen, [...] Vry en onbeschroemt, dit moet ick vermanen, Op dat ghy u vermijdet van 
soodanen Maniere die swaer is, en niet wel stellijck, / Al te ghestenteert, moeyelijck oft quellijck.’   
17 ‘Moeilijk gedaen, moeilijk om te zien, zegtmen.’ The proverb is mentioned by Samuel van 
Hoogstraten in Van Hoogstraten 1678,  237. See also ibid., 236: ‘Een meester valt de handeling 
niet zwaar.’ 
18 Van Mander 1604,  fol. 47r ff. On the distinction between the rough and the neat manner, see 
also Gombrich 1960 [ed. 1989],  195-197; and Van de Wetering 2002,  154 ff.  
19 Bosse 1649,  47-48; Van Hoogstraten 1678, 239-240.  
20 Van Mander 1604,  fol. 48v, in the margin: ‘Veel hebben Tiziaen meenen volghen, en zijn 
verdwaelt.’ In the main text: ‘En hebben miswanich hun self bedroghen, / Om dat sy zijn werck 
sonder arbeydt dachten / Te wesen ghedaen, daer d’uyterste crachten / Der Consten met moeyt’ 
in waren gheploghen’. [The passage on Titian is taken from Vasari; see note 6 above.] Further 
down on the same page in Van Mander: ‘Hier heb ick, [...]V voor ooghen willen beelden en stellen 
/ Tweederley, doch welstandighe manieren, [...] maer soude doch raden u eerst te quellen, / En u 
te wennen, met vlijtighe sinnen, / Een suyver manier, end' een net beginnen.’  
21 In the second edition of his Vite, Vasari credits several painters for having excelled in specific 
areas – Raphael in narrative aspects, and Titian and Correggio in the use of color. See Vasari/Veen 
1996, vol. II, 16.   
22 See also Barasch 1985,  228-229 and 236-237. Other examples include Armenini, who gave 
Raphael's style the highest praise and believed his own time to be one of decline because the 
quality of Raphael's style could not be equaled, and Danti, who, like Vasari, believed 
Michelangelo’s style to be ideal and aimed to successfully imitate the latter’s style in painting.   
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their own right by contrasting them with one another and urging apprentice 
painters to specialize in one of these two manners, which he illustrated by using 
the example of famous protagonists uncluding Titian and Van Eyck.23 It is a 
subtle nuance but nonetheless an important one. Some of the most famous 
Netherlandish painters from the Golden Age specialized in one of the two 
manners outlined by Van Mander. Frans Hals and Rembrandt were to develop 
very innovative ‘rough manners’ of painting, whereas Gerrit Dou specialized in an 
unusually precise style of painting, which was to remain popular until well into the 
eighteenth century.24 (see figs. 4.7 and 4.8) 
 Although Van Mander differentiated two types of styles which could be 
equally admirable, these categories did not suffice to describe what he considered 
to be a good manner. As he explained with regards to a precise painting style: 
“Fine painting is praiseworthy, [...] especially if it is closely combined with 
character (aerdt), spirit (gheest) and resolution (cloeckheyt).”25 For this reason he 
praised the work of Jan van Eyck, Lucas van Leyden, Albrecht Dürer and Pieter 
Breughel (figs. 4.9 and 4.10).26  
 According to Van Mander, even a finely painted work should thus show 
spirit and a characteristic and resolute manner of painting. These were traits that 
did not just depend on a painter's conscious choices. In fact, Van Mander believed 
that even though painters could make many conscious choices when developing a 
style, ultimately, the individual character of their style was not the result of a 
learning process or a conscious choice but rather the reflection of the artist’s spirit 
and innate talents.  
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
23 Van Mander 1604,  fols. 48r & 48v, esp. fol. 48v: ‘Hier heb ick, o edel Schilder scholieren,/ V 
voor ooghen willen beelden en stellen / Tweederley, doch welstandighe manieren, [in margin: Van 
twee een te kiesen, is gheraden.] / Op dat ghy met lust u sinnen mocht stieren / Tot het gheen' 
uwen gheest meest sal versnellen:/ maer soude doch raden u eerst te quellen, / En u te wennen, 
met vlijtighe sinnen, / Een suyver manier, end' een net beginnen.’ On subsequent writers who 
distinguished between the 'rough' and the 'neat' manner, see also chapter 2 and below. 
24 See also Gombrich 1960 [ed. 1989],  195-197.  
25 Van Mander 1604,  fol. 48r: ‘Netticheyt is prijsich, die den ghesichte / Soet voedtsel ghevende 
doet langhe merren, / Bysonder als haer aenclevend' is dichte / Oock aerdt, gheest, en cloeckeyt, 
en datse lichte / Haren welstandt niet en weyghert van verren, / Niet meer als van by’.  
26 See Sluijter 1993 [ed. 2000],  250-251. See also the next section on style, individual character and 
the imitation of nature.  
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Style and Individual Character 
 
According to Van Mander, the individual traits of a painter’s style depended on 
the artist’s ‘spirit’ (gheest). This is a term he contrasted with the imitation of nature; 
‘uit de gheest’ (‘from the mind’) was the opposite of ‘naer ‘t leven’ (‘after life’). Indeed, 
Van Mander uses the term ‘spirit’ to refer to the artist’s innate talent, something 
which could not be learned or taught. As we have seen in chapters 2 and 3, he 
believed that a painter’s characteristic ‘spirit’ could best be recognized in those 
areas in which the painter could not simply imitate nature or follow another 
master’s manner, but in areas in which he had to rely on his own talents and 
inventiveness. The depiction of leaves, hair and drapery was characteristically 
revealing, in his view. 27  

Van Mander’s reasoning implies that a painter’s style necessarily reflected 
the strengths and weaknesses of an artist’s spirit and innate inventiveness, and he 
indeed pointed out such characteristics. He indicated that Willem Key’s paintings 
were less spirited (gheestig) than those by Frans Floris (compare figs. fig. 4.11 and 
4.12); yet Key’s style (handelinghe) was nonetheless praiseworthy because he always 
infused his pictures with a pleasing sweetness (behaaghlijcke soetheyt) and showed 
intelligence and good judgment in his designs.28  
 A similar trail of thought seems to underlie Rubens’s remark on the 
difference between his own depictions of animals and those by his colleague 
Snyders. As discussed above (chapter 3), when asked how his depictions of 
animals could be distinguished from those by Snyders, Rubens simply pointed at 
his colleague’s inability to depict animals in action, something of which he could 
not be accused, as he was well aware (compare figs. 4.13 and 4.14).  
 These remarks by Van Mander and Rubens imply that the most individual 
and therefore the most characteristic aspects of a painter’s style were determined 
not much by a painter’s skills and conscious choices, but rather by the artist’s 
innate talents and individual nature.  This suggests that every painter necessarily 

                                                 
27 See above, chapter 2 ‘Resolution versus Inhibition’ and chapter 3 ‘Manner’. Van Mander also 
uses the term ‘spirit’ (gheest) to refer to brushwork (handeling) in general, to the design (ordonnantie) 
and to the positioning of figures (steldselen der beelden). See Van Mander 1604,  fol. 267v.  
28 The passage on Willem Key reads in the orginal text (fol. 232v): ‘Aengaende zijn werck oft 
manier van handelinghe, hy was een seer goet Conterfeyter na t'leven, de natuere in alles seer na 
comende, zijn dingen seer wel verdrijvende, en verwerckende, met een seer behaeghlijcke soetheyt, 
waer in hy boven anderen te prijsen was: alhoewel hy niet soo wilt oft gheestigh en was als wel 
Floris, soo en was hy doch niet slecht in zijn ordineren, hebbende goet verstandt en oordeel.’ See 
also Van Mander/Miedema 1994-1999,  vol. I, 1994, 189.  
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had an individual manner.29 To the Italian historian Agostino Mascardi, this idea 
was so self-evident that he used it in his popular book on historiography, Dell’arte 
historica of 1636, as an argument to support the idea that writers also inevitably had 
an individual style.30 In his view, all good painters followed the same rules of art 
and strived for a regulated design (disegno regolato), a proportionate - though not 
uniform - use of colors (colorito proportionato benche non uniforme), a well-ordered 
composition without confusion (compositione ben ordinata senza confusione), and a 
lively expression of the costume (d’esprimer vivamente il costume).31 Yet even master 
painters who succeeded perfectly in all areas differ greatly in painting style, which 
becomes evident when considering the oeuvres of Raphael, Correggio, 
Parmigianino, Titian, Cavaliere d’Arpino, Lanfranco, Guido Reni, and Pietro della 
Cortona. According to Mascardi, that which distinguished each of their painting 
styles, their ‘maniera’, is comparable to a writer’s ‘stile’; both are based on ‘spirit’ 
(ingegno) and therefore cannot be learned or taught. Even when a writer adjusts the 
character (caractere) of his text to the subject matter, the unalterable essence of his 
‘stile’ will remain the same.32 Similarly, Mascardi does not relate a painter’s ‘maniera’ 
to the content of his pictures but only to the painter’s individual nature.33  
 At the end of the sixteenth century, Giovanni Paolo Lomazzo had also 
related painting styles to the individual character of the artist in his treatise Idea del 
tempio della pittura (Milan, 1590).34 He connected four of the most famous 
Renaissance artists to the four temperaments, which were thought to govern 
people’s personalities: Michelangelo to the melancholic temperament, Polidoro to 
the choleric temperament, Titian to the phlegmatic temperament and Raphael to 
the sanguine temperament. According to Lomazzo, these natural inclinations 

                                                 
29 This does not mean that some artists could not be particularly skillful at mimicking another 
artist’s style, although it does imply that it was nearly impossible to do this perfectly. Hendrick 
Goltzius, paradoxically, was praised by several art theorists for his extraordinary ability to imitate 
old masters’  styles in print. See below ‘Variation and Virtuosity’.   
30 Mascardi 1636; see Sohm 2001,  116. Mascardi credits Cicero as the first author to use painters 
as proof of the individuality of style; see Mascardi 1636, 404-405 and Sohm 2001, 120, note 20. 
[The relevant passages by Cicero are cited by Junius: ‘There is only one discipline of painting, yet 
Zeuxis, Aglaophon, and Apelles are highly dissimilar painters, although none of them appears to 
be deficient in any manner in his art.’ Junius 1694 [ed. 1991],  32 (Cicero, De Or. III.7.26).]    
31 Mascardi adds parathetically: ‘benche l’costume sia conoscuto da pochi, & osservato da 
pochissimi’.  See Mascardi 1636, 405.  
32 See also Sohm 2001,  120. Sohm states that Mascardi illustrates ‘maniera’ by explaining that 
some painters always impose ‘delicacy’ onto their figures, whereas others use a ‘resolute and virile 
style’. Unfortunately, I could neither find this passage in Mascardi 1636  on the page indicated by 
Sohm nor elsewehere.  
33 On the relation between a subject matter and manners of painting, see below ‘Style and Subject’.  
34 Lomazzo/Klein 1974.  See also Kemp 1987 and Kemp 1990.  
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affected the style of their works. The idea that one’s personality affects one’s 
professional disposition harkens back to Antiquity, and it was still common in the 
Netherlands of the seventeenth century.35 This association usually reflected only a 
general correspondence; for example, people governed by the element ‘black gall’ 
were believed to have a melancholic personality and to be likely to display artistic 
talent. Yet by the seventeenth century it had become increasingly common to 
distinguish more direct connections between artists’ personalities and their 
working styles, as exemplified in a witty poem by Jan Vos:  
 
 “To L. the painter, when he showed me a certain painting.  
 I cherish this image; for it is made very loosely,  
 but your being just as loose as your painting: that I hate”36 
  
 
 The idea of an individual style resulting from one’s personality did not 
imply, however, that the artist had no control at all. A painter might not be able to 
determine his nature, but he could still decide whether or not to follow it and/or 
to exaggerate certain traits. Moreover, he could develop many characteristic 
styles.37  
 
 
Style: Artful or Artificial  
 
As to the choice artists had when deciding to follow their nature, the church 
father Augustine had already indicated in the fourth century A.D. that he 
considered it immoral to imitate another’s nature, a statement which was quoted 
by the seventeenth-century Dutch art theorist Franciscus Junius: ‘In order that we 
remain constant to our own nature, we should not falsify ourselves by imitating 
some other creature’s nature, in the manner of actors or mirror-images, or the 

                                                 
35 See, for example, the classic study Panofsky/Saxl 1964. On the four temperaments and related 
professional inclinations, see Barasch 1985,  183 ff.  
36 ‘Aan L. de schilder, toen hy my zeekere schildery vertoonde. / Ik min dit beeldt; want ‘t is heel los 
gemaakt: maar gy, / Dat haat ik, zijt net zoo los als uwe schildery.’ AdG I. (1726), S. 515 Nr. 561. 
Vos, o.c., II, 515; cited in Emmens 1981, vol. I, 17. A similar correspondence can be found in a 
poem by Constantijn Huygens on a ‘verloopen schilder, Ian Kladd’;  see ‘Worp III, 175, cited in 
Emmens 1981, vol. I, 16. The first biographer to develope such direct correspondences between 
painting style and character was Giorgio Vasari. See Sohm 2007,. 5 ff.  
37 For example, Van Mander writes that a painter could invent various distinctive ways to represent 
leaves. See above chapter 1.   
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bronze cows of [the ancient sculptor] Myron.’38 In the Renaissance, the famous 
writer Petrarch expressed a similar concern when he wrote: ‘I much prefer that 
my style be my own, rude and undefined perhaps, but made to the measure of my 
mind … rather than to use someone else’s style.’39 
 Such ethical considerations might have been a motivation for seventeenth-
century painters to strive for a distinctively individual style. However, Samuel van 
Hoogstraten believed it was due to pragmatic reasons that painters should follow 
their own nature, for it was impossible to achieve something that did not agree 
with one’s nature. He reinforced his opinion with a series of ancient quotes, 
including Horatius’ advice to poets: ‘think about what you are able to manage [...] 
then you will lack neither a clear style (stijl) nor organization(ordening).’40  
 Since the Renaissance it had become increasingly common for painters to 
have a distinctively individual style, yet the extent to which painters developed one 
varied. When a particular master’s style was fashionable, such as Rembrandt’s in 
the 1630s and 1640s, many other masters chose to imitate it.41 Nevertheless, it 
remained common for painters to develop their own signature style. And while 
those who mimicked another master’s style could be accused of lacking ‘spirit’, 
‘invention’ or even denying their own nature, painters who were keen on 
developing their own manner, risked neglecting other artistic challenges.  
 In the Netherlands especially the painter-writers Jacques de Ville and 
Philips Angel saw danger in this. According to Jacques de Ville, the painters of his 
time were so focused on having a striking style (handelinghe) that they often 
neglected the proper rendering of perspective, foreshortening, and proportions of 
the figures in their paintings.42 Samuel van Hoogstraten confirmed De Ville’s 
observation in 1678, when he wrote that it was an ‘old and widespread feeling that 
there were more painters who lacked skills in drawing than painters who could 
not color well’.43 Indeed, this criticism harkens back to the famous disegno-colorito 
debate, which erupted in sixteenth-century Italy and remained a lively topic of 
debate in the seventeenth century. For example, Bernini believed that Titian and 
Veronese had already neglected ‘drawing and reason’ in some of their pictures by 
                                                 
38 Augustinus, Soliloquia, 386/87, II, 18.7; see Junius 1694 [ed. 1991],  256.  
39 Spear 1989,  98.  
40 Van Hoogstraten 1678,  175: ‘denk wat gy draegen kunt [..], Zoo zal u klaere stijl noch ordening 
ontbreeken.’  
41 See also below ‘Stylistic Changes over Time’ for discussion of Houbraken’s comments on the 
fashion for pictures in the style of Rembrandt), and chapter 2, ‘A Crucial Distinction’,  on Van 
Mander’s thoughts on the taste for pictures in the style of Hans Bol.   
42 De Ville 1628. See also Sluijter 2006, 209-210.  
43 ‘het oud en algemeen gevoelen is, dater meer Schilders zijn , die ’t aen ’t wel teykenen, als aen ’t 
wel koloreeren gebreekt.’ Van Hoogstraten 1678, 26.  
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painting whatever came to their mind without pausing for reflection, which 
produced works ‘in which there is nothing but the handling’.44  
 According to these various writers, striking brushwork could thus 
overshadow the design of pictures, and in doing so, jeopardize a successful 
representation of figures and their surroundings. In the seventeenth century, it 
was the brushwork (more than the design of paintings) which was criticized for its 
potential to distract painters from mimicking life to the best of their abilities.45  
 Apart from De Ville, Philips Angel also warned painters not to focus too 
strongly on brushwork. A strong advocate for the extremely precise manner of 
painting developed by Gerard Dou, he advised painters to try to not have a 
specific manner but to simply follow nature as accurately as possible.46 Ideally, a 
painting should ‘approach real life without […] [showing] the manner of the 
master who made it’, according to Angel (fig. 4.15). A painter’s manner should 
thus not interfere with the picture’s mirror-like illusion of reality.  

Angel did not believe, however, that one could really avoid any kind of 
recognizable brushwork.47 In fact, he admired the looseness (lossicheyt) in the 
brushwork of his favorite painter Gerrit Dou.48 Yet, in his view, painters could 
not achieve Dou’s level of perfection if they focused on developing a particular 
manner of working rather than on mastering a precise and successful imitation of 
nature. Should a painter ultimately not be able to compete with Dou in terms of 
precision, it was still better in Angel’s mind to maintain a certain looseness in the 
brushwork than to achieve a greater precision with a more stiff and forced 
manner of painting.49  
 Angel thus recommends both a ‘mannerless manner’ and a certain 
looseness in the brushwork. A similar ambivalence occurs in Abraham Bosse’s 
treatise Sentimens sur  la distinction des diverses manières (1649). Bosse focuses his 
discussion of a ‘mannerless manner’ on portraiture; contrary to other types of 

                                                 
44 Fréart de Chantelou/Blunt 1985, 282-283. See also Spear 1997, 261.   
45 An exception is Gerbrand Adriaensz. Bredero's criticism of the contorted figures in mannerist 
paintings, which he deemed ‘alien to nature’. See Sluijter 2006, 208. 
46 See Sluijter 1993 [ed. 2000], 244 ff. 
47 In my opinion, this seeming contradiction relates to a general ambivalence in early modern art 
theory. A perfect illusion of lifelikeness is often celebrated as one of the most important goals of 
the art of painting, yet a perfect illusion cannot be appreciated if the viewer does not realize that he 
or she is looking at a picture. In other words, a perfect illusion requires an awareness of the 
deception. Praise of the illusion created in a painting and of its excellence as a work of art were 
necessarily at odds with each other.  See also below, the next section, and Tummers 2010 (‘The 
Reception of Trompe-l’Oeil Paintings in the Dutch Seventeenth-Century’).  
48 See also Chapter 3, ‘Masterly Passages’.  
49 Angel 1642,  56. See also Sluijter 1993 [ed. 2000],  244-246. 
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paintings, portraiture aimed solely at a convincing imitation of nature, in his 
view.50 If a painter was able to mimic nature perfectly according to the rules of art, 
one should not be able to distinguish the painter’s manner in a portrait. However, 
according to Bosse, many painters were ignorant of, in particular, the rules of 
perspective and instead employed their fantasy; in doing so they deliberately 
created a myriad range of styles. If only they had better known the rules of art, 
Bosse states, there would have been significantly fewer manners, and, ideally, 
none at all.51 Yet while this passage sounds quite definitive, Bosse elsewhere 
seems less certain that brushwork should be without manner. In fact, he explicitly 
and repeatedly celebrates a certain looseness in the brushwork, as virtually all 
seventeenth-century art theorists did. (See Chapter 3 ‘masterly passages’.)  
 These rather ambivalent recommendations illustrate the difficulty early art 
theorists experienced when trying to define ideal styles, which required uniting the 
divergent goals of painting. Resolute brushwork was not easily combined with the 
goal of a perfect, mirror-like illustration of reality. A personal style and mimetic 
qualities could certainly conflict, and many Renaissance art theorists had already 
pointed this out. Vasari, for example, repeatedly stressed that certain manners 
lacked a convincing imitation of nature. Like other writers, he used the expression 
‘di maniera’ to refer to the negative counterpart of a distinctive manner, to an 
exaggerated style; in contrast, ‘di maniera’ suggests a style that is not artful but 
artificial.52  
 
 
Stylistic Changes Over Time 
 
Once a painter had developed a particular manner of his own, he could decide to 
remain faithful to it throughout his career. According to Karel van Mander, this 
had been the choice of his famous contemporary Cornelis Cornelisz. Van 
Haarlem (whom he knew very well): “He developed a firm manner of painting, 
with a personal, resolute way of applying the brush, in which he persevered ever 
since without changing it or trying something else.”53 Although some of Cornelis 
                                                 
50 For a similar statement in Mancini, see also the next chapter, ‘The Essence of Seventeenth-
Century Connoisseurship’.  For more details on the different standards used to judge different 
types of pictures, see the next sections.  
51 Bosse 1649,  39-40. 
52 See Brückle 2005,  115. In the seventeenth century Filippo Baldinucci even invented a new term 
to refer to such an exaggerated or artificial style: ‘ammanierato’ (1681). See Sohm 2001,  122. 
53 Van Mander 1604,  fol. 292v: ‘Hy heeft hem aengewent een vaste manier van schilderen, met 
een eyghen seker wijse van strijcken, daer hy tsindert altijt sonder verwisselen, oft anders te 
versoecken, gestadigh tot noch toe is by gebleven.’ 



136                                              THE FINGERPRINT OF AN OLD MASTER 

Cornelisz. van Haarlem’s pictures are more highly finished and neatly painted than 
others (compare figs. 4.1654 and 4.17), Cornelis Cornelisz.’s work seemed 
exceptionally constant in style to Van Mander.55 His remark suggests that many 
other painters deliberately switched from one style to another.  
 As we have seen above in the introduction, Roger de Piles discussed such 
changes explicitly in his Conversations sur la Connaissance de la Peinture (1676).56 
Damon, one of the protagonists in the dialogues, explained that most painters of 
his time changed from one style to another throughout their career.57 He added 
that in doing so they made the task of the connoisseur more challenging, for they 
almost always created paintings in the transitional phase which neither belonged 
to the first nor to the second manner and which were therefore extremely difficult 
to attribute.  
 De Piles was the first writer on art to discuss the implications of such 
stylistic changes over time for connoisseurs. However, the framework for his 
thinking had long been laid out. Earlier writers including Vasari and Van Mander 
had given much attention to individual painters’ stylistic developments, and by the 
mid-seventeenth century it seems to have been quite common to think of a 
painter’s artistic development in terms of a succession of styles. For example, 
when the Italian architect and artist Gianlorenzo Bernini admired a copy after a 
picture by Raphael in a Parisian collection in 1667, he praised it for being an 
excellent copy done after Raphael’s latest and grandest manner.58 An inventory of 
a wealthy Leiden collector, Hendrick Bugge van Ring, drawn up in the same year, 
identifies pictures by Jan Steen and by Gerrit Dou as done in their youth (in sijn 
                                                 
54 This painting (Followers of Cadmeus devoured by a Dragon, 1588) was famously reproduced in print 
by Hendrick Goltzius in the same year. It seems likely that Van Mander would have been familiar 
with it since he knew both painters well, reputedly even founding a drawing academy with them.  
55  Van Mander, however, specifies that after having completed this picture of the Wedding of 
Peleus and Thetis, Cornelis Cornelisz. refined his way of rendering skin tones. ‘Daer is oock ter 
selver plaetse in een Camer een groot stuck, een heel vack muers beslaende, wesende een Goden 
bancket, oft Bruyloft van Peleus en Thetis, daer den twist-appel door Tweedracht wort geworpen, en 
is een uytnemende constigh stuck, en aerdigh van inventie. Nae dese en meer ander heerlijcke 
wercken, heeft Cornelis meer als voorhenen beginnen letten op het coloreren der naeckten, daer hy 
nu wonderlijck in is verandert, waer in te dien deele nu een groot mercklijck onderscheyt wort 
ghesien, ghelijck zijn wercken tegenwoordigh, by de voorleden ghestelt wesende, daedlijck 
tuyghen.’  Van Mander 1604,  fol. 293r. See also below ‘Alternating and Adjusting Styles’ and ‘Style 
and Subject’ on such variations in brushwork. Eric Jan Sluijter kindly informed me that 
Constantijn Huygens considered Cornelisz's manner hopelessly old-fashioned in the 1630s.    
56 See above ‘A Closer Look at Seventeenth-Century Sources: An Introduction’. 
57 This was not to say that painters only changed their styles once throughout their career. As will 
be discussed extensively below, Roger de Piles was aware of various types of stylistic 
developments and adjustments.  
58 Fréart de Chantelou/Blunt 1985,  77.  
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jonckheyt).59 Also, when the Italian art collector Antonio Ruffo ordered a pendant 
to a painting by Rembrandt from the Italian painter Guercino in 1660, the painter 
agreed to execute the work in his ‘first, exuberant style’ (prima maniera gagliarda).60  
 However, the earliest texts dedicated to connoisseurship hardly address 
such stylistic changes over time. For example, Giulio Mancini pays ample 
attention to larger stylistic developments, which served as frame of reference for 
making attributions, and to the difficulties in distinguishing between originals and 
copies, but he does not mention how individual painters may have changed their 
styles over time. Abraham Bosse, however, is more sensitive to stylistic changes 
over time, though he spends few words addressing the issue. He indicates that 
artists who did not change their styles had great difficulty in recognizing works by 
painters that did, and even in distinguishing between originals and copies.61 Yet he 
does not specify what added knowledge a painter who had changed his style 
would have accumulated by this experience. Were there certain characteristics one 
should or should not take into account to more easily recognize works done by 
the same artist but in a different period?    
 The reason for the relative scarcity of remarks about stylistic changes over 
time in these early texts could be due to breadth inherent in the concept of 
“stylistic change”. Some changes were the result of a painter’s increased 
experience and subsequent refinement in painting techniques. Rembrandt, for 
example, changed from a fairly detailed painting style with great attention to 
differentiating textures to a much bolder and looser way of painting towards the 
end of his career. Similarly, Aelbert Cuyp gradually exchanged the careful, 
descriptive painting technique he used in his sun-drenched landscapes of the 
1640s for a much more suggestive, at times almost pointillist, technique towards 
the end of his career.62 (compare figs. 4.18 and 4.19).  

In other instances, changes in style were market-driven. According 
Houbraken, the young Govert Flink grew up at the time that Rembrandt’s manner 
of painting was so popular that “everything had to be done this way, if it was to 

                                                 
59 Sluijter 2001,  119. 
60 ‘In quanto poi alla mezza figura che ella desiderava da me per accompagnamento di quella di 
Reimbrant, ma della mia prima maniera galgiarda, io sono prontissimo per corrispondere et 
eseguire li di Lei ordini’. Letter from Guercino, dated 13 June 1660; see Ruffo 1916 and Strauss et 
al. 1979,  457, nr. 1660/7.  
61 Bosse 1649,  14: ‘Raison des Peintres qui ne sont point adonnez à reconnoitre les diverses 
manieres des Peintres, ny à discerner les Originaux d’avec leur Copies. [...] ‘ils ont choisi [...] une 
seule maniere qu’ils one crüe bonne, & de laquelle ils ne sont point voulu departir.’ 
62 On Cuyp's Van Goyen-like manner, see below 'Style, Price and Quality' and ' Style and Subject '.  
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please the World”.63 Therefore Flink trained with Rembrandt for a year, which 
allowed him to subsequently imitate the master’s manner so well that several of 
his pieces were mistaken for Rembrandt’s own work and sold as such. When the 
fashion shifted to a lighter and clearer painting style, Flink subsequently made a 
great effort to shed the habit of painting in Rembrandt’s style.64 Similarly, Van 
Mander related Mierevelt’s later style and subject matter to the market situation, as 
we have seen. Should history paintings have been more in demand, then Mierevelt 
would not have specialized in portraits and would have developed a style related 
to that of Anthonie van Blocklandt instead, according to Van Mander. (see above 
'Developing a Style' )  
 The stylistic transitions in painters’ oeuvres were thus far from uniform. 
As theories of connoisseurship had only just begun to develop in this period, the 
first-hand knowledge of artistic developments that painters and art lovers 
possessed must have been far greater and more nuanced than what the pioneering 
theorists could integrate into a coherent verbal discourse.  
 Moreover, it was not easy to reconcile the idea of a personal style as an 
expression of inborn talents with the idea of artistic development or conscious 
choices that resulted in drastic changes of manner (and indeed it proved difficult 
even to twentieth-century connoisseurs such as Van Dantzig – see Chapter 1).65 
For if the crucial elements of an individual style were not learnable, how does one 
explain stylistic changes? While the first concept seems to imply that a personal 
style was recognizable in certain constant features over which the painter exerted 
little control, the idea of change emphasised its relativity.  

In order to reconcile these different points of view, one would have to 
conclude that a painter could invent or develop various individual styles and 
change from one to another, or that he could even decide to mimic someone 
else’s style. Although not stated explicitly, such a line of reasoning may have 
inspired Bosse’s statement that three paintings would be enough for an 
experienced connoisseur to define a painter’s personal style provided that the 

                                                 
63 ‘Maar alzoo te dier tyd de handeling van Rembrant in’ t algemeen geprezen wierd, zoo dat alles op 
die leest moest gescheoit wezen, zouw het de Waerelt behagen; vond hy zich geraden een jaar by 
Rembrant te gaan leeren; ten einde hy zig die behandeling der verwen en wyze van schilderen 
gewendde, welke hy in dien korten tyd zoodanig heeft weten na te bootzen dat verscheiden van 
zyne stukken voor echt penceelwerken van Rembrant wierden aangezien en verkocht. Doch hy 
heeft die wyze van schilderen naderhant met veele moeite en arbeid weer afgewent; naerdien de 
Waerelt voor ’t overlyden van Rembrandt, de oogen al geopent wierden, op ’t invoeren der 
Italiaansche penceelkonst, door ware Konstkenners, wanneer het helder schilderen weer op de 
baan kwam.’ Houbraken 1718-1721, vol. II, 20-21.    
64 See the previous note.  
65 See chapter 1, ' Pictology and the Search for Objectivity'.  
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painter had not changed it.66 In other words, an artist’s personal traits could be 
distilled from just a few of his works if the painter had steadily produced a similar 
type of picture throughout his career (for these could be expected to contain 
comparable traces of the painter's inborn talents).67  
 Yet even if a painter did not actively decide to change his style, his manner 
of painting was likely to develop. Several early modern writers assumed a painter’s 
style developed in a cyclical fashion, reaching a high point once the painter fully 
developed a style of his or her own, and entering a period of regeneration in the 
painter’s later life.  
Giorgio Vasari interpreted the oeuvres of many painters along these lines, which 
led his contemporary Raffaello Borghini to exclaim that old artists should stop 
painting entirely and devote themselves to theory instead.68 On a similar note, 
Karel van Mander wished Titian had given up painting in the last decade of his 
life, since his last works only damaged the master’s reputation in the Northerner’s 
view.69 More optimistically, Samuel Van Hoogstraten refused to believe Titian 
really painted works of lesser quality towards the end of his life, stating that when 
old age clouds a painter’s eyes in darkness, he tends to paint with more courage 
(stoutigheyt).70  
 The first writer to systematically describe the effect of ageing upon a 
painter’s style and its implications for connoisseurs was (again) Roger de Piles in 
his Abrégé de la Vie des Peintres of 1699. His fairly nuanced explanation is worth 
quoting in full:  
 'There is hardly [a Painter] who has not had his beginning, his progress and his 
end; that is: three manners: the first, which derives from the style of his Master; 
the second, which he has formed according to his own Taste & in which resides 
the measure of his talents & Genius, & the third, which usually degenerates into 
what one calls ‘mannered’ (maniéré); because a Painter, after having spent much 
                                                 
66 Bosse 1649,  3-4; see also chapter 2, 'A Crucial Distinction'.  
67 In contrast, Roger de Piles stressed that connoisseurs often wrongly assumed that they could 
judge matters of attribution after having seen only three or four pictures by a certain master See 
below, ‘Style and Pricing’.   
68 Borghini 1584; see Sohm 2007,  7.  
69 Van Mander 1604,  fol. 177v.: ‘Hy [Titian - at] overtrof binnen Venetien seer ghemacklijck alle 
Schilders, die hem wilden trotsen: Maer hy, die overvloedich genoech in zijnen tijdt gewonnen 
hadde, soude wel hebben ghedaen, in zijnen lesten ouderdom te hebben gherust, oft om tijtverdrijf 
maer ghewrocht te hebben: want sulcke leste zijn wercken verminderden zijn vermaertheyt oft 
gherucht. Hy was t’zijnen 86. Iaer noch ghevonden met den pinneelen in de handt, en sitten 
werckende. Hy is ghestorven Ao. 1576. doe te Venetien de groote sterfte was, zijns ouderdoms 96. 
Iaren.’ In the margin of the page, Van Mander added: ‘Tiziano in sijnen grooten ouderdom was 
afghenomen in de Const.’ 
70 Van Hoogstraten 1678,  242.  
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time studying Nature, wants to revel in habit instead of consulting nature 
further.”71  
 
In De Piles’ view, painters thus commonly developed three manners, the second 
usually demonstrating their full potential. The remarks by the collector Bugge van 
Ring and the artist Bernini, quoted above, suggest that such categories of thought 
may have already been quite common in practice.  
 
 
Alternating and Adjusting Styles 
 
Seventeenth-century painters did not exclusively change their working styles over 
time; they could also alternate between various styles in the same period of their 
career, as De Piles’ discussion of Laurent de La Hyre suggested.72 Moreover, they 
could adjust their manner of painting to various circumstances, such as the 
specific lighting conditions of the location in which the picture was meant to be 
displayed, or to the price that they expected the work to fetch. As we will see, in 
many instances, it is hard to determine when such an adjustment would have 
counted as an actual change in painter’s individual manner or style, or even if 
there was consensus on the matter. (Van Mander’s remark on Cornelis Cornelisz. 
quoted above suggests that his concept of an artist’s individual manner may have 
been broader than that of de La Hyre’s relative that was cited by De Piles, as it 
seems to have allowed for a considerable amount of variation in the execution). 
Whatever the case, it seems important to discuss such adjustments in all their 
variety, as these give a rough indication of how much consistency one can expect 
in seventeenth-century painters’ oeuvres.  

Although the sources are relatively scant, I believe nonetheless that it is 
possible to distinguish various categories of such alternations and adjustments: 
changes related to price and quality, to the architectural location or place from 

                                                 
71 De Piles 1699 [ed. 1715], 94-95: ‘Il n’y en a point [de Peintre-at] qui n’ait eu son 
commencement, son progrés & sa fin; c’est à dire, trois manieres: la premiére, qui tient de son 
Maître; la seconde, qu’il s’est formé selon son Goût, & dans laquelle réside la mesure de ses talens, 
& de son Génie; & la troisiéme, qui dégénére ordinairement en ce qu’on appelle maniéré; parce 
qu’un Peintre, après avoir etudié long-tems d’après la Nature, veut joüir, sans la consulter 
davantage, de l’habitude qu’il s’en est faite.’  In his translation of Du Fresnoy’s Arte graphica, De 
Piles indicated that ‘Goust’ was also used to indicate a ‘manner’. See De Piles 1668-1673, ‘Goust’. 
Before De Piles, Baldinucci had described the late style of several painters as ‘mannered’ 
(ammanierato); see Sohm 2007, 145.  
72 See the introduction to this chapter.  
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which the work was meant to be seen, to foreign taste, to subject matter, to the 
function of the work and lastly, to the display of artistic virtuosity.  
 
 
Style and Pricing   
 

The Italian painter Luca Giordano reputedly adjusted his painting style 
depending on the payment he would receive. According to his biographer 
Francesco Baldinucci, the painter claimed that he had ‘three brushes’: one golden, 
one silver and the third copper, which he explained with the proverb ‘As the pay, 
so the painting’ (qualis pagatio, talis pingatio).73 For great lords and public display he 
created excellent paintings with his consummate skill; for private clients he 
exerted enough effort to procure silver, while he produced mediocre things for 
poor people who would pay him mere copper. The very fact that a seventeenth-
century proverb addresses the relation between a painting’s quality and its 
payment suggests that Giordano was not the only painter who adjusted his 
manner of working depending on the reward he could expect. Indeed, Giordano’s 
contemporary and fellow countryman Amico Aspertini reputedly claimed he had 
two types of brushes, some cheap (da buon prezzo) and others esteemed (di stima); 
apparently, he had developed two different manners of painting.74 Similarly, Titian 
and Schiavone were said to have adjusted their manner of painting to their 
compensation.75 Albrecht Dürer, in a letter dated 29 August 1509, had already 
made a similar distinction: 

“In one year, I can make a pile of common pictures (gmaine gmäll), so that 
no one would believe it possible that one man could do them all. One can earn 
something with these. But assiduous, hair-splitting labor gives me little in 
return.”76  

 
The practice of adjusting one’s manner of painting to the expected price 

of a picture seems to have also been quite common in the seventeenth-century 
Netherlands. The well-known playwright P.C. Hooft, for example, distinguished 
three different brushes – golden, silver and copper – in the oeuvre of a much 

                                                 
73 Francesco Saverio Baldinucci, cited and translated in Enggass/Brown (eds.) 1970,  146-147. See 
also Spear 1997, 10 and 323, note 41.  
74 Malvasia 1841 [1678], I, 115; see also Spear 1997, 10 and 323, note 41. 
75 See Spear 1997,  10 and 323, note 41.  
76 ‘Den gmaine gmäll will ich ain jahr ain hauffen machen, das niemandt glaubte, das möglich were, 
das ain man thun möchte. An solchen mag man etwas gewinnen. Aber das fleisig kleiblen gehet nit 
von statten.’ Cited and translated in Koerner 1993,  206-207 and 487, note 17. 
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earlier painter than Giordano, the popular Netherlandish painter Dirck 
Barendszoon, who had reputedly studied with Titian (fig. 4.20).77 Samuel van 
Hoogstraten, who cited Hooft’s remark in his chapter on manners of painting, 
added that he believed such a practice to be dishonest. Van Hoogstraten did not 
mind painters finishing certain pieces more than others, yet he stressed that all 
works should be of high quality: “Whether you wish to briefly point out the 
objects, or finish them with the greatest precision, do let the hand and brush obey 
your eye and judgment, so that your manner of painting will agree with the natural 
character of the objects.”78 The fact that Van Hoogstraten urged painters to 
always strive for the highest quality suggests that he had witnessed the opposite, 
that is, that quite a few painters not only consciously varied the degree of finish of 
their pictures but also their level of excellence.  

In the first recorded year of Aelbert Cuyp’s career, 1639, the painter 
displayed noticeably different manners of painting, which seems to indicate a 
difference in price. On the one hand, he started producing diminutive landscapes 
and city views inspired by Jan van Goyen’s monochrome style, which was 
fashionable at the time. Like Van Goyen, Cuyp used a small format and a limited 
range of colors and tones. The dense paint and vigorous brushstrokes are 
hallmarks of this particular style of Cuyp (fig. 4.21).  

On the other hand, Cuyp also produced three relatively large, highly 
finished, and colorful paintings of the mythological scene depicting Orpheus 
charming the animals (fig. 4.22). In these works his brushwork is smooth and 
carefully blended. Not only the mythological subject matter and size but also the 
refined, labor-intensive execution indicate that these works must have constituted 
a more prestigious and expensive type of painting. Interestingly, one of these 
works was recorded in the 1696 inventory of Albertina Agnes van Nassau, 
suggesting that it may have once been part of the collection of the stadholder 
Frederik Hendrik and his wife Amalia von Solms..79 Presumably, at the outset of 
his career, the young Aelbert Cuyp tried to please wealthy art lovers by painting in 
a very refined style, while simultaneously producing cheaper pictures that could be 
attractive for a wider public.80  

                                                 
77‘ ’t geene de Ridder P.C. Hooft can Mr. Dirck Barentszoon, zegt: dat hy dryderley penceelen, als 
goude, zilvere en kopere hadt, en yder berichte nae zijn gelt’. Van Hoogstraten 1678,  235.  
78 ‘Doch ‘t zy gy de dingen wilt eeven aenwijzen, of ten netsten uitvoeren, zoo laet doch de hand 
en ‘t penseel uw oog en oordeel gehoorzaemen, op dat uw wijze van handeling met het natuerlijk 
in zijnen aert over een drage.’ Van Hoogstraten 1678, 235. 
79 Albertina Agnes van Nassau inherited nearly all her paintings from her mother, Amalia von 
Solms. See Drossaers/Scheurleer 1974-1976, vol. II, 223. See also Chong 2001, 186, note 11.  
80 Jan van Goyen seems to have made similar distinctions; see Sluijter 1996.  
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Other examples of differences in style and quality which seem related to a 
paintings monetary value involve the painters Pieter de Hooch and Gabriel Metsu. 
Towards the end of his career in the 1670s, De Hooch produced several works 
which seem to have been swiftly executed with relatively broad brushstrokes (fig. 
4.23). Although the lesser quality of these works has been related to early signs of 
mental illness,81 his splendid Musical Party in a Courtyard (1677, The National 
Gallery, London) proves that he was perfectly capable of producing works of high 
quality at this stage of his career, as Peter Sutton has observed (fig. 4.24).82 It 
seems therefore more likely that the economic downturn of the 1670s inspired the 
artist to produce cheaper pictures, but when given the opportunity, he could still 
produce accomplished and finished works.  

Metsu’s later work shows a similar variation. In his forthcoming oeuvre 
catalogue of the painter, Adriaan Waiboer notes that Metsu produced many small, 
somewhat quickly painted single-figure scenes in the late 1650s and 1660s, such as 
A Woman Peeling Apples (fig. 4.25). However, his pendants A Man Writing a Letter 
and A Woman Reading a Letter of 1664-1666 show that he could also paint in a 
much more refined and highly finished style (figs. 4.26 and 4.27).83  

Before the end of the seventeenth century, Roger de Piles warned 
connoisseurs to pay attention to the amount of effort a painter had exerted in a 
picture. He sharply criticized art lovers who believed they could attribute pictures 
after having seen only three or four works by a certain master and who neither 
considered the amount of care invested in the works nor the age of the painter at 
the moment that he created the work.84 In de Piles’ opinion, there was hardly a 
painter who had not produced both good and bad works, depending on the 
amount of effort the painter had put forth and on ‘the movement of his genius’, 
or the availability of his innate talents.85  

                                                 
81 Many authors mistakenly assume that Pieter de Hooch died in an asylum in 1684.  Frans 
Grijzenhout has convincingly demonstrated that the man who died in an asylum was Pieter de 
Hooch's son. See Grijzenhout 2008,  216.     
82 Sutton 1998, . no. 41,  180-181.  
83 I would like to thank Adriaan Waiboer for generously sharing his research and insights, which 
will be published in his upcoming catalogue raisonné of Metsu.  
84 De Piles 1699 [ed. 1715], 94-95: ‘On voit des Curieux qui se font une idée d’un Maître sur trois 
ou quatre Tableaux qu’ils en auront vûs, & qui croyent après cela avoir un titre suffisant pour 
décider sur sa maniére, sans faire réflexion aux soins plus ou moins grands que le Peintre aura pris 
à les faire, ni à l’âge auquel il les aura faits.’ On the effect of ageing on art, see above 'Stylistic 
Changes over Time'.    
85 Ibid.,  95: ‘il n’y a point de Peintre qui n’a fait quelques bons & mauvais Tableaux, selon ses 
soins & le mouvement de son Génie.’ See also above, ‘Stylistic Changes over Time’ and below, 
‘Style and Country’ on Rubens’ ‘Génie’. 
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In the sales catalogue of one of the foremost late seventeenth-century 
collections of paintings, the Rotterdam cabinet of Jacques Meijers, the painter’s 
effort is explicitly mentioned in the description of two paintings by Veronese. 
Albeit different in subject, the works are described as well-suited to be pendants 
since they were made ‘around the same time’ and ‘with the same care’ (avec le même 
Soin / met d’eige netheid).86 Also, a picture by Benedetto di Castiglione is said to have 
been done with more care (soin) than any other work by this painter.87 
Presumably, Jacques Meijers had paid attention to such aspects when purchasing 

is pictures.  

tyle and Location 

n mind, and such adjustments were 

this painting in a stark light and so that one can see it from afar, so it will sparkle 

                                                

h
 
 
S
 
 Another way in which artists adjusted their manner of painting is by the 
consideration of location. Depending on the setting in which the picture was 
meant to be hung, painters could adjust the depiction of light and the perspective 
to best suit the viewing conditions. Such alterations may seem unusual for 
Netherlandish paintings of the seventeenth century since the majority of these 
pictures were not created on commission for a specific location. Yet even high-
quality pictures made for the market were often created with a particular lighting 
situation and/or viewing position i
recommended by several art theorists.  
 For example, the curious perspectival distortion in the lower right corner 
of Gerrit Dou’s Lady at her Toilet (note the wine cooler) does not seem to be a 
clumsy mistake of the artist or an addition by a less capable pupil, but, instead, a 
deliberate adjustment to a very particular viewing point. Only when seen from up 
close at the height of the main figure’s eyes does the perspectival construction fall 
into place (fig. 4.28).88 Also, we know that at least one of Rembrandt’s paintings 
was made to be seen in a stark light and from a sufficient distance, as the artist 
himself indicated in a letter to the art lover Constantijn Huygens: ‘My Lord, hang 

 
86 Auction catalogues 1714 and 1722, cat. nr. 27. See Jonckheere 2005, 274.  
87 ‘Le Soin avec lequel le Benedetto a fait ce Tableau surpasse tout ce qu’ il a fait.’ Auction catalogues 
1714, cat. nr. 34. See Jonckheere 2005, 275.  
88 This was first noted by Eric Jan Sluijter at the Dou study day in April 2000 at the National 
Gallery of Art, Washington D.C. The work matches the 1678 description of a painting ‘with an 
open door’ (een vrouwtje dat gekapt wordt, met openslaende deur en daerop een suygent vrouwtje bij de lamp), 
which would explain the close proximity of the viewing point. The perspective seems to be 
adjusted to position the viewer as if he is opening the door.  
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best’.89 Moreover, architectural and landscape paintings were necessarily created 
with a specific vantage point in mind if they were constructed according to the 
rules of linear perspective. Such perspective constructions commonly required the 
viewer to stand directly in front of the picture with his or her eye at the height of 
the horizon line. Indeed, the painter and art theorist Gerard de Lairesse 
complained that he had seen many landscape pictures hanging so high on the wall 
that viewers could not possibly adjust to the height of the depicted horizon.90  
 If a painter had adjusted a picture to particular viewing conditions, this 
could make the work look somewhat peculiar when extracted from its original 
context, thereby confusing art lovers. Indeed, early connoisseurs seem to have 
been aware of the importance of viewing conditions. Karel van Mander noted that 
a visitor to the Pope’s private apartments, who had the opportunity to step onto 
scaffolding and see paintings by Hans Soens from close by, remarked that Soens’ 
pictures were painted too roughly and without the appropriate precision. 
However, in Van Mander’s opinion, the paintings looked exceptionally good 
when seen from below, as they should be.91 Van Mander also described Maerten 
van Heemskerck’s painting of St. Luke Painting the Virgin, which was meant to be 
seen from below (‘everything is depicted in such a way as to be seen from below’). 
(fig. 4.29).92 Like many religious works, this picture was no longer displayed in its 
original church setting after the iconoclasm of 1566 and had been placed instead 
in a municipal building, which may well be the reason that Van Mander explained 
so explicitly how the picture was meant to be viewed.  
  In other instances the original context guaranteed the correct viewing 
conditions, which in some cases demanded the movement of the viewer. For 

                                                 
89 ‘Mij heer hangt dit stuck op een starck licht en dat men daer wijt ken afstaen soo salt best 
voncken’. See Van Berge-Gerbaud 1997, no. II,  228-232.  
90 As Gerard de Lairesse went blind in the 1690s, his observation must date from before this 
period. De Lairesse 1707, vol. I, 345-47. See also Loughman/Montias 2000, 106.  
91 Van Mander 1604, fols. 288v-289r: ‘Hy [Hans Soens] is oock ghereyst in Italien, en was in 
mijnen tijt te Room, alwaer ick met hem oock ghemeensaem hebbe gheweest. Veel dinghen heeft 
hy hier gedaen, besonder cleen stucxkens op coper, en anders van Oly-verwe, en veel voor groote 
Heeren: oock in't Paleys van den Paus, verscheyden dingen op den natten muer. Onder ander liet 
hy ons sien een deel Landtschappen, in een Frijse op t'nat ghedaen, in een van des Paus Cameren, 
terwijlen datter noch de steygheringhe stondt, soo dat ick die [fol. 289r] origineel dinghen van by 
sagh, met een wonderlijcke aerdigh practijcke oft veerdicheyt ghedaen, alsoo dat van s'Paus 
Schilder oft yemant wiert gheseyt, datse te rouw, en niet net genoegh waren gedaen, doch waren 
dingen van grooten en uytnemende welstandt, sonderlinge van beneden, also sy mosten wesen 
gesien.’  
92 Van Mander 1604,  fol. 245r on a picture of St. Luke painting the Madonna, which Maarten van 
Heemskerk created for the Altar of the Guild of St Luke: ‘alle dingh is genoech gemaect van onder 
op te sien’.  
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example, a painting with an unusual linear perspective (which could be 
misinterpreted as a peculiar mistake) by Jan van der Heyden had a device attached 
to the frame which helped the viewer find the perfect viewing point for this work. 
The same held true for many types of perspective boxes which usually contained a 
peep hole.  
 The importance of adjusting pictures to viewing conditions is underscored 
in a pamphlet written by the Haarlem history painter Pieter de Grebber in 1649. 
For the benefit of studious apprentice painters, he stipulated eleven rules that 
should be observed by a ‘good Painter and Draughtsman’. The very first rule 
reads: ‘It is important, for several reasons, to know the location where the 
painting is to be hung: because of the lighting; because of the height of the 
location; to determine our distance and horizon, which also means that all 
draughtmen (ordineerders) should thoroughly understand the basic rules of 
perspective.’93 
 Technical analysis of three paintings that Pieter de Grebber created for the 
Oranjezaal in the Huis ten Bosch has shown that De Grebber adjusted the entire 
build-up of these pictures to their respective location.94 (figs. 4.30, 4.31 and 4.32 a 
& b). The Triumphal Procession, with Spoils of War flanks a window, and the lighting in 
the painting mimics the fall of natural sunlight onto the work, as Margriet van 
Eikema Hommes and Lidwien Speelers have convincingly shown. De Grebber 
modeled the figures with light from the side and strong tonal contrasts and 
reflections, using few contour lines. In contrast the triumphal procession with the 
sacrificial bull, which faces a window, has a more even lighting from the front and 
almost no shadows. Here De Grebber consistently used dark outlines to define 
his figures (fig. 4.33). Lastly, The Ascension of Frederik Hendrik into Heaven, which 
was painted for the cupola, is painted with looser, more pronounced strokes and a 
variety of contours reflecting both the actual light from the lantern in the cupola 
and heavenly beams of light in the painting (fig. 4.34). If these paintings were seen 
in another setting, one might think that the artist who used dark outlines and 
almost no shadows could not be the same as the one who worked without 
contour lines and with heavy tonal contrasts.  
 In the Renaissance it was already common to make adjustments specific to 
location and lighting conditions in pictures meant for interior decoration. Raphael, 
for example, used sharper light-dark contrasts in his paintings destined for walls 

                                                 
93 ‘I. De plaets is van noode te weten daermen hangen wil dat gemaeckt sal worden, om 
verscheyde redenen; om ‘t licht: om de hooghte des plaets: om soo vorder ons aftsant en Orisont 
te nemen; waer toe oock dient dat alle Ordineerderd de grondt van de Perspectif behooren 
grondigh te verstaen.’ De Grebber 1649. See also Van Eikema Hommes 2005a. 
94 Van Eikema Hommes/Speleers 2005.  
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which received relatively little light, such as walls which did not face a window, 
and these adjustments are present even in his drawn designs for such paintings.95 
It is interesting that even though the majority of pictures produced in the 
seventeenth-century Netherlands was not made on commission for a specific 
location, such site-specific adaptations seem to have been far from forgotten. In 
fact, the prominent place and explicit mention of the importance of location in 
Pieter de Grebber’s list suggests that the awareness of the viewer and viewing 
conditions was very strong among artists.  

Indeed, Samuel van Hoogstraten not only urged painters to adjust their 
manner to the intended location of a picture, but he also used an ancient anecdote 
to warn viewers to withhold their judgment until they could see a work in the 
appropriate circumstances. Reputedly, the ancient sculptors Alcamenes and 
Phidias once competed to create the most beautiful statue of Minerva for display 
on a column in the city of Athens. When they had finished their work, Alcames’ 
statue pleased everyone who looked at it; the piece was wonderfully sweet and 
executed in a pleasant manner (aengenaem gehandelt). Phidias’ work, however, looked 
so misshapen and deformed that the public wanted to stone its maker. His 
Minerva had wide open eyes, a nose with three bumps and widely parted lips. Yet 
when displayed up high, the appearance of both works changed dramatically: 
Alcamenes’ statue lost its grace, while Phidias’s work appeared spirited, ornate and 
beautiful.96 Similarly, an elevated location requires paintings to be done with 
broad, barely blended brushstrokes, according to Van Hoogstraten, for ‘the 
altitude and thickness of the air will make many things appear blended’.97    

                                                 
95 See Joannides 1983,  26-27. In my MA thesis, I argued that the sharp light-dark contrasts in the 
Chatsworth portrait of Leo X are related to the lighting in the Sala di Costantino. See Tummers 
1999. 
96 ‘Toen eens de Atheniensen voor hadden ter eere van haere beschermgodinnr Minerve, een 
schoon beeld op een hoge pijler op te rechten, zoo verkoren zy Alcamenes en Phidias, beloovende 
den best doender van deeze twee heerlijk te beloonen. Zyom ,alkander te tarten, teegen vierich aen 
’t werk, en brachten eindelijk yder zijn beeldt te voorschijn. Dat van Alcamenes was wonder lieflijk 
en aengenaem gehandelt, en beviel yder een, die ’t zach. Maer dat van Phidias was met wijdt 
opgesperde oogen, en driebultige neus, gapende en van een gescheide lippen, en in d’oogen der 
aenschouwers zoo mismaekt en wanschapen, datmen de menichte naeuwelijx beletten kon van 
hem te steenigen. Maar hy met veel smeekens badt hen, zy wilden hun oordeel opschorten, ter tijdt 
toe men de beelden om hoog gestelt zou hebben: ’t welk gedaen zijnde veranderde de kans; want 
de bevallijkheden verdweenen uit het beeld van Alcamemes, toenmen ’t van verre zach, en de wilde 
draeijen, en harde steeken, in ’t beelt van Fidias, versmolten tot een geestige en sielijke schoonheit; 
’ t welk hem en zijn konst hooger eeren bracht.’ Van Hoogstraten 1678,  236. 
97 ‘de hoogte en de dikheit der lucht zal veel dingen smeltende vertoonen’. Van Hoogstraten 1678,  
235; see also ibid.,  236: ‘Nu zoo moetmen ook zijn handeling voornamentlijk veranderen na de 
plaets, daer het werk te staen heeft.’  
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 For seventeenth-century connoisseurs it must have been important to 
realize that the depiction of light, the specific perspective inherent in a picture and 
even the relative roughness of the execution may be related to the setting for 
which the painting was destined. Such elements were therefore not necessarily a 
reliable feature by which to evaluate a painter’s style. In any case, the knowledge 
that seventeenth-century painters may have consciously modified these elements 
calls for caution when attributing pictures from this period. 
 
 
Style and Country  
 
 At the end of the seventeenth-century the French art theorist Roger de 
Piles stated that one of the most challenging types of picture for connoisseurs to 
recognize were those done deliberately in a foreign style (Goût d’un autre Païs).98 As 
he believed a successful connoisseur should first classify a picture according to 
local painting school (Roman, Venetian, Lombardian, German, Netherlandish or 
French), and subsequently determine its author, it is not hard to understand that a 
picture executed in a foreign style might be misleading.99 The question of what 
types of pictures he had in mind is harder to answer.  

The description first calls to mind the oeuvres of painters who 
consistently and for long periods worked in a foreign style, such as the Utrecht 
Caravaggisti, who followed the manner of Caravaggio (see chapter 2, figs. 2.4 and 
2.5). However, Roger de Piles does not give such examples and focuses instead on 
more temporary variations in style in his writings. Especially when discussing 
Rubens in his Conversations sur la Peinture, 1677, De Piles stresses the diversity of 
this master’s manners of painting, as seen above (‘A Closer Look at Seventeenth-
Century Sources: An Introduction’ and chapter 4, ‘Alternating and Adjusting 
Styles’). According to the protagonist Damon, ‘it seems that after having made 
one [painting] in one manner (goust), he [Rubens] seems to have changed his mind 
(literally: ‘genie’) and taken another spirit to make another [painting] in another 
taste’.100  The interlocutor Philarque remarks that Rubens had ‘hardly a particular 

                                                 
98 ‘‘On a vû plusieurs Peintres qui ont suivi le Goût d’un autre Païs que le leur, comme il y en a eu, 
qui, dans leur Païs même, ont passé d’une maniére à une autre, en changeant ainsi & en cherchant 
une manière particuliere, ils ont fait plusieurs Tableux fort équivoques, & dont il est difficile de 
déterminer l’Auteur.’  De Piles 1699 [ed. 1715],  96.  
99 De Piles 1699 [ed. 1715], 94. Roger de Piles’ list of schools of painting suggests that he 
interpreted the styles of various Italian city-states as distinctive ‘national’ styles; indeed, Italy had 
not yet unified as a nation.  
100 De Piles 1677,  223.  
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way of handling the brush or a habit of employing the same tones (teints) or 
colors’.101 Rather than a personal habit, it is a ‘firm and happy execution’ which 
characterizes his work.  
 More specifically, Roger de Piles celebrates Rubens’ altarpiece in Santa 
Maria in Vallicella as done in the manner (goût) of the Italian painter Veronese, as 
did several other seventeenth-century authors (see below). Similar classifications 
occur in the auction catalogue of the late Jacques Meijers collection in Rotterdam, 
in which a picture by the painter Veronese (commonly representing the Venetian 
school of painting) is described as ‘in the manner of the Carracci’ (dans le Gout des 
Caraches), the Bolognese painters that ran a painting academy.102 Changes in style 
related to foreign or regional traditions may have constituted a fairly common 
category of thought among early modern painters and connoisseurs; these 
traditions, therefore, deserve more extensive - though necessarily tentative - 
analysis.  
 According to Giovanni Pietro Bellori, Rubens’ altarpiece showed the 
‘intention’ (intentione) of Veronese in the figures of Saint Gregory and Saint 
Maurice on the left side panel; while Filippo Baldinucci and Roger de Piles stated 
that these figures were done in the taste (gusto / goust) of the Italian master (fig. 
4.35).103 Although these authors did not expand on the similarities they observed, 
they presumably alluded to the exceptionally rich and lifelike clothing of the 
saints. According to Van Mander, Veronese was known particularly for his 
‘beautiful silken materials and other well-painted things’.104  In Rubens’ altarpiece, 
the plasticity and richness of the clothing lends the work a powerful sense of 
festiveness and immediacy, which unquestionably recalls the famous Venetian 
master.105  
 Although this altarpiece by Rubens was mentioned explicitly for its 
similarity to the work of a foreign painter, it is certainly not the only instance in 

                                                 
101 Ibid., p. 223.  
102 This picture’s current location is unknown. 
103 Bellori 1672,  222-223: ‘Andosense dopo à studiare à Venetia vi si fermò, e rivolse tutto il suo 
studio sopra Titiano, e Paolo Veronese; onde tornato à Roma dipinse nella Chiesa Nuova di Padri 
dell’Oratorio ... San Gregorio papa, e San Mauro Martire in habito militare esequite con 
l’intentione di Paolo Veronese’. Baldinucci 1681-1728 [ed. 1974], vol. 3, 693: ‘nella chiesa nuova 
per li padri dell'oratorio colorì la tavola del maggiore altare con gli angiolo, che adoran la Vergine, 
e n’e lati del coro gli altri due gran quadri con più santi, i quali condusse in sul gusto di Paolo 
Veronese’. De Piles 1681 [ed. 1973], 9: ‘ces Figures sont d’une grande noblesse, & peintes dans le 
goust de Paul Veronése.’, as quoted in Loh 2004,  483 and 500, notes 23 and 24.  
104 ‘de schoon sijdekens en wel gheschilderde dinghen van Veronese, en ander te Venetien’; Van 
Mander 1604, fol. 285v and Van Mander/Miedema 1994, vol. I,  401. 
105 See also Costamagna 2005.  
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which Rubens seems to have matched his manner of working to a local taste. 
During his stay in Italy, he developed a lively portrait style, much less formal than 
the courtly schematic format of ceremonial portraits. Rubens enhanced the sense 
of physical reality by opening up the background with a vista appearing between 
pillars or across a balcony. This echoes a Venetian portrait style created by Titian 
and Veronese. (fig. 4.36). Interestingly, when Rubens returned to Antwerp, he 
abandoned this portrait style and reverted to a more schematic form of portraiture 
that seems old-fashioned compared to his Italian creations (fig. 4.37). Rubens, in 
fact, adjusted his style to match the taste of his Antwerp clientele, as Hans Vlieghe 
has pointed out.106 The master’s ability to match the taste of his diverse clients is 
one of the reasons that the portraits he executed outside of the Southern 
Netherlands have been discussed in a separate volume of the Corpus Rubenianum.107  
 Another example of pictures done in a foreign style that are mentioned by 
Roger de Piles include pastiches by David Teniers in the style (maniére) of 
Veronese and Bassano.108 Though Teniers’ works had fooled many connoisseurs 
and continued to do so when De Piles was writing his treatise, the latter claimed 
that both Teniers’s brushwork and coloring gave the painter away. Teniers’ 
brushwork was smooth and light, yet it not as spirited as Bassano’s and not as 
capable in characterizing objects, especially when depicting animals, according to 
De Piles. Moreover, although Teniers had achieved unity in his coloring, he could 
not shed a certain greyness to which he had grown accustomed, and his colors 
were neither as powerful (de vigeur) nor as convincingly placed in the imaginary 
space (suave) as Bassano’s (compare figs. 4.38 and 4.39).109 The original painting 
on slate by Bassano was part of collection of the Archduke Leopold; Teniers 
depicted it in one of his paintings of the Archduke in his gallery of paintings. 
Interestingly, Teniers also mentioned it in his published catalogue of the 
Archduke’s collection, Theatrum pictorum, but included an engraving not after the 
original painting (which has a vertical format), but after this pastiche (fig. 4.40).110  

                                                 
106 Vlieghe 1987, , introduction,  esp. 22.  
107 Huemer 1977.  
108 De Piles 1699 [ed. 1707],  79. De Piles called these ‘pastiches’ after the Italian term ‘pasticcio’.  
109 De Piles 1699 [ed. 1707],  79. ‘David Teniers […] avoit un talent particulier à contrefaire les 
Bassans: mais son Pinceau coolant & ‘eger qu’il a employé dans cet artifice, est la source même de 
l’évidence de sa tromperie. Car son Pinceau, qui est coulant & facile, n’est ni si spirituel, ni si 
propre à caractériser les objects que celuy des Bassans, sur tout dans les Animaux. / Il est vray que 
Teniers a de l’union dans ces Couleurs: mais il y regnoit un certain Gris auquel il étoit accoûtumé, 
& son Coloris n’a, ni la vigeur, ni la suavité de celuy de Jacques Bassan.’ On the meaning of 
‘suave’, see De Piles 1668-1673,  ‘union’.  
110 See Klinge (ed.) 1991,  no. 103, 292-293.  
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 The example of Teniers brings to mind a series of prints by Hendrick 
Goltzius, which were new inventions in the styles of old masters, among them 
Albrecht Dürer (fig. 4.41). According to Van Mander, this print in the manner of 
Dürer had fooled both artists and experienced connoisseurs.111  

Stylistic adjustments such as the ones discussed above are more abrupt 
and less consistent than changes related to the creation of a painter’s new personal 
style and could therefore be all the more puzzling for connoisseurs. Like more 
consistently used foreign styles of painting, these variations remind us that styles 
were fairly fluid and adaptable.  
 
 
Style and Subject 
 
 The idea that different subjects required a different stylistic approach has a 
long tradition in literary theory. Already in ancient Greece it was common to think 
in terms of ‘genres of style’. For example, a tragedy required a different structure 
and form of speech than a comedy. Such distinctions were also very common in 
the seventeenth century. The Dutch secretary to the stadholder Constantijn 
Huygens, for example, wrote in his diary around 1630: “If I were to treat amusing 
subject matter, then a difficult style would be misplaced”.112  By the time 
Huygens noted this remark, quite a few writers on painting had also applied such 
a subject-related approach to painting styles. Initially strongly indebted to 
rhetorical traditions, such distinctions in painting styles gradually became more 
elaborate and more suited to the peculiarities of pictures.    
 In antiquity, the philosophers Hermogenes and Demetrius tried to 
distinguish and define various types of writing styles.113 Following their example, 
the Renaissance scholars Paolo Arese, Francesco Panigarola, and Pier Vittori 
further elaborated upon the issue. Traditionally, three main stylistic categories 
were distinguished: the grand, the middle and the plain style, although the terms 
used for these categories (maggiore, mezzano, minore; sublime, temperato, tenue; etc.) and 
the exact characteristics associated with them could vary.114 The most prestigious 

                                                 
111 See below ‘Variation and Virtuosity’ and chapter 5, ‘The Painter versus the Connoisseur?  The 
Best Judge of Pictures in Seventeenth-Century Theory and Practice’.  
112 Huygens/Kan 1971,  39: ‘Indien ik een amusante stof behandel, dan zou een moeilijke stijl 
misplaatst zijn’.  
113 Hermogenes, Peri ide on (On the Various Kinds of Style), ca. 170 A.D.; translated into English in 
Wooten 1987, page?. Demetrius, De Elocutione (On Style), ca. 70 A.D.; translated into English by 
William Rhys Roberts, London 1902 [ed. 1969]. See also Sohm 2001,  119.  
114 Sohm 2001,  119 ff.  
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or ‘grand style’ caused the least debate. This style was seen as the most difficult 
one to realize and also the most persuasive and impressive one for the reader or 
listener, and it was therefore described with adjectives such as magnifica, grande, 
eroico, grave, sublime and maestoso.115 Moreover, it had strong masculine connotations; 
the grand style was forceful, virile, violent, and heroic, and also exemplary, 
elevated, and noble.116  
 First defined in antiquity, the ‘grand style’ has been associated with this 
period ever since; it was an ideal style inspired by the ancients. When the term 
came to be applied to painting styles in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, 
some writers were more concerned with the establishment of a canon with 
absolute standards than with the definition of the ‘grand style’ as one of various 
subject-related styles from which a painter could choose. Vasari used the term to 
praise Michelangelo’s art as the highest achievement in painting and to discuss 
Michelangelo’s influence on Raphael. He was subsequently criticized by Dolce for 
focusing too much on ideal and absolute qualities of painting styles and not taking 
the relationship between style (form) and subject matter, that is, ‘decorum’ (lit.: 
‘appropriateness’), into account. It was not the last time such a tension arose 
between the interpretation of style as an absolute measuring stick and style as a 
relative and subject-related phenomenon. In fact, it seems to have been a 
recurring topic of debate, which illustrates the difficulty of setting a standard of 
stylistic excellence without dismissing modifications in style related to subject.  
 Much like Dolce’s criticism of Vasari at the end of the sixteenth century, 
the painter Nicolas Poussin criticized art lovers who did not take the different 
‘modes of painting’ into account when assessing a painting’s style. ‘I am not one 
of those who always sings in the same key’, he retorted when his patron Paul 
Fréart de Chantelou had expressed disappointment over his painting The Baptism 
for being ‘too sweet’ (trop doux) (fig. 4.42).117 Later he explained that the ancient 
Greeks had developed different ‘modes’ of painting: a modest Dorian style for 
grave, serious and learned subject matter; a severe Phrygian style for sharp, 
vehement, furious, very severe and surprising topics (suitable for the depiction of 
wars, for example); a Lydian style for lamentable subjects; a Hypolydian style for a 
certain sweetness and softness (suavité et douceur) for joyous, divine, glorious and 
paradisical topics; and an Ionic style for humorous dances, bacchanales and 

                                                 
115 Sohm 2001,  122.  
116 Sohm 2001,  122-123.  
117 Letter dated 24 March 1647 in Poussin/Blunt 1964,  117. ‘Je ne suis point de ceux qui en 
chantant prennent toujours le même ton’.   
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parties. 118 Similarly, Poussin varied his manner of painting, though his 
applications of such styles were not always readily understood. Like De Chantelou 
had done, Poussin’s friend and fellow painter Jacques Stella also criticized a 
painting by Poussin for being ‘too soft’ (mol). The painting in question depicted a 
love story (Rinaldo and Armida), which presumably explains the softness of 
Poussin’s approach 119  

                                                

 Poussin’s view is unusually elaborate compared to the surviving sources 
on this topic, yet he was certainly not the only painter or art lover to be concerned 
with the relation between style or form and content.120 At the very beginning of 
the seventeenth century, Karel van Mander had already outlined what was 
appropriate for a number of different subjects. In religious pictures, for example, 
clarity was crucial according to Van Mander, and therefore he recommended 
placing important figures clearly in the foreground of the picture, just as previous 
generations of painters had done (see also below ‘Style and Function’).121 He also 
explained the ways in which male and female subjects should be treated 
differently, the so-called ‘decorum personae’. In his view, women should always 
be depicted with their legs and feet close together, whether standing or seated, to 
suggest demureness (zedigheit), whereas men looked more elegant while sitting with 
their knees wide apart and their feet close together, according to Van Mander. 
With a reference to Baldassare Castiglione, the famous sixteenth-century writer on 
courtly manners, he stressed that pictures of women should not exclude ‘nobility’, 
that manly works should be powerful and noble, and that female topics should be 
predominantly demure and soft.122  
 Much like Italian writers on art, Van Mander thus strongly infused 
pictures with a gender-related sense of decorum. This is hardly surprising at a time 
in which most Northern painters had such a strong sense of decorum that they 
depicted men and women as a rule with a different skin color: men having a light-

 
118 Letter dated 22 November 1647 in Poussin/Blunt 1964,  121-125, esp. 123-125. On Poussin's 
application of such styles, see Cropper/Dempsey  1996, and on Poussin's use of theories of style, 
see Sohm 2001,  115-143. On the correlation between musical and painterly ‘modes’, see also 
Montagu 1992.  
119 This painting is now lost. See Sohm 2001,  124-125.  As in contemporary usage, ‘softness’ and 
‘sweetness’ carried female connotations, which may be the reason that patrons criticized this style, 
as Sohm suggests.  
120 On the general topic of modes in painting, see also Bialostocki 1961.  
121 Van Mander 1604,  fols. 18v-19r: ‘Wy sien ons Voorouders, wanneer sy naemlijck, / Een 
devoot’ History wilden beleyden, / De besonderste Beelden sy bequaemlijck, / Voor aen 
uytmuntich (soot wel is betaemlijck) / Seer mercklijck stelden, om wel t'onderscheyden / Soo dat 
d'Aenschouwers sonder langhe beyden / Den sin oft d'History wel raden conden, / Sulcx te 
volghen is nut en goet ghevonden.’  
122 Van Mander 1604,  fols. 12v and fol. 14v.  
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brown skin while women were given a much lighter pinkish-white skin. As the 
century progressed and lifelikeness became increasingly important, this practice 
disappeared. Yet a more general sense of decorum, in particular a sense of ‘male’ 
and ‘female’ styles as well as ‘noble’ and ‘lowly’ subjects, seems to have lingered.  
 For example, it cannot be a mere coincidence that Rembrandt often chose 
to depict typically male subjects, such as a soldiers and apostles, with particularly 
loose brushwork. In an early series of three small paintings on copper topped with 
gold leaf, he even juxtaposed a soldier done in a particularly bold and rough 
manner with a pious, elderly lady in a highly finished and polished painting style, 
which in my view showcases his mastery of these two opposite manners of 
paintings (fig. 4.43 and fig. 4.44).123 The third work in the series is an intriguing 
self portrait, pensive in character, done in what appears to be a flowing, loose 
manner not unlike the manner advocated by Philips Angel as an alternative to a 
very neat painting style.124 (fig. 4.45).  
 Although the variation in brushwork had caused the Rembrandt Research 
Project to relegate two of these three works to their B category of paintings, the 
very unusual support and the fact that the Laughing Soldier  was reproduced in print 
as early as 1630 by Jan van Vliet (fig. 4.46 Jan van Vliet, Print after Rembrandt’s 
Laughing Soldier, 1630, British Museum, London), made the removal of these 
works from Rembrandt’s oeuvre rather unconvincing. Instead, the unusual 
support strongly suggested that the works were conceived as a series and 
deliberately done in different manners, as several reviewers of the first part of A 
Corpus of Rembrandt Paintings had remarked.125 Indeed, Ernst van de Wetering has 
re-attributed the works in the latest Corpus volume (IV, 2005), in which he 
interprets the paintings as the visual equivalents of the genera dicendi, the three main 
rhetoric styles, namely the depiction of an elderly lady as a representation of the 
stilus humilis or modest manner, the soldier as a representation of the stilus gravis, 
the severe style, and the self-portrait as the equivalent of the stilus mediocris or 
middle style.126  
 The interpretation of the stilus mediocris proved especially difficult, and in 
my opinion, it is more likely that Rembrandt juxtaposes a bold, rough and male 
style with a softer, more refined, female style in this series, while using a third 
manner - expressive but not unduly violent or rough - for his self-portrait. This 

                                                 
123 See also above 'Developing a Style'.  
124 See above ' Style: Artful or Artificial '. 
125 Among them Peter Schatborn, editor of The Burlington Magazine, and Egbert Haverkamp-
Begemann. See Bruyn et al. 1982-, vol. IV,  166, note 197; and above chapter 1, ‘Rembrandt 
Research and the Integration of Scientific Techniques’.  
126 Bruyn et al. 1982-, vol. IV,  166-171.   



CHAPTER 4                                                                                                    155 

would also explain why only the Laughing Soldier was reproduced in print. Van 
Mander had already celebrated a successful rough manner as an unusual tour de 
force that required a significant amount of experience, and Rembrandt’s mastery of 
this most difficult style in the first years of his career as a master painter is indeed 
highly impressive.  
 Interestingly, a head study of a soldier attributed to Rembrandt’s most 
talented pupil, Carel Fabritius, has caused an attribution debate similar to 
Rembrandt’s Laughing Soldier. As we have seen in chapter 1, this painting of a Man 
in a Helmet was initially attributed to Fabritius on the basis of its confident rough 
brushwork, and it was subsequently de-attributed because it did not have a parallel 
in Fabritius’ oeuvre in terms of this bold execution (fig. 4.47). Yet in the context 
of the Fabritius exhibition of 2004, Fabritius specialist Christopher Brown once 
again argued in favor of its attribution, describing it as a ‘powerful and original 
painting’.127 Although Brown does not relate the particularly rough brushwork in 
this picture to the subject matter, such reasoning could provide an explanation for 
this particular variation in style. The painting is not a portrait but a study of a 
specific figure, a soldier, which could justify a different type of brushwork.  
 On the other end of the spectrum, a ‘sweeter’ and ‘softer’ painting style 
seems to have been preferred for a different kind of subject, as the so-called fine 
painters combined polished brushwork and subtle movements and expressions 
with elegant interior scenes of women combing their hair, polite encounters of 
lovers, well-dressed men and women focused on reading or writing letters, or 
elegant companies making music for example. (fig. 4.48)  

In contrast, lowlife scenes were usually treated more roughly (fig. 4.49). 
Seen in this context, the rough brushwork of Frans Hals seems exceptional when 
used in elegant portraits, yet Hals consciously changed his painting style to suit the 
decorum appropriate for the subject. While he depicted a woman known as ‘Malle 
Babbe’ (‘silly Babbe’) with surprisingly loose and unblended brushwork, a 
commissioned portrait that he executed around the same time is much smoother 
and softer in its description of the sitter’s face. (compare figs. 4.50 and fig. 4.51).   

This type of adjustment has often been ignored by later connoisseurs.  
Rembrandt’s smoothly executed portrait of Anna Six-Wymer was even 
temporarily de-attributed because of the elegant sfumato painting style in the 
sitter’s face, which did not seem to match Rembrandt’s other, looser brushwork 
(fig. 4.52). Instead it was given to an anonymous member of Rembrandt’s 
workshop. Yet the fact that this wealthy woman must have commissioned 
Rembrandt to paint her likeness, which has since stayed in the family and has 

                                                 
127 Brown 2006,  140. 
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been celebrated in a laudatory poem by Joost van de Vondel, made the idea that 
the master was not involved in the most crucial part of the portrait, namely the 
face, rather unlikely. Indeed, in the most recent attribution of this work, Ernst van 
de Wetering interprets the face as by the master while attributing other parts to an 
unknown assistant (without however explaining why Rembrandt used a sfumato 
painting style in the sitter’s face).128  
 Although much remains to be researched as to the exact relationship 
between style and content and its applications, it seems to have been an important 
concern for many an ambitious painter (see also ‘Style and Function’ on religious 
art and ‘Style and Virtuosity’). This does not mean, however, that there was a clear 
consensus as to how style and subject could and should be combined in both 
theory and practice. Apart from general notions of decorum, the individual views 
and specific adjustments seem to have been plentiful. In fact, Aelbert Cuyp’s two 
types of landscape painting seem related to his subject matter (not just to the price 
of the works), for all three of his more elaborately finished landscapes contain the 
mythological figure of Orpheus charming animals with his music, while his 
monochrome landscapes simply show seventeenth-century rural life (see 'Style 
and Pricing').  
 To conclude, painters adjusted their styles to the subject in a variety of 
ways. History paintings, lowlife scenes, portraits, as well as rural and idealized 
landscapes, could each require a different way of handling the brush. Changes in 
subject are therefore of great importance when tracing a painter’s stylistic 
development and defining his or her hallmark style.  
 
 
Style and Function 
 
 In the case of religious paintings, not only the subject but also its function 
as an object of devotion may have influenced the style. As we have seen, 
Anthonie van Dyck used a distinctively different touch for saints and mere 
mortals. He made the faces and clothing of Mary and Christ not individualized or 
sharply defined, but rather somewhat ephemeral and idealized, clearly 
distinguishing these figures from the donors at their side. Transcending the 
particular, van Dyck’s soft strokes emphasize the sanctity of Mary and Christ, 

                                                 
128 See Bruyn et al. 1982-, vol. III, C113, 705-715; and a pamphlet written by Ernst van de 
Wetering accompanying the exhibition of this painting at the 2006 TEFAF Art Fair in Maastricht. 
See also chapter 1, 'Rembrandt Research and the Integration of Scientific Techniques '. 
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presenting them as worthy focal points for contemplation and prayers.129 The 
rather unusual contrast in style in this picture thus seems linked to its function.  

Already at the outset of the seventeenth century, Van Mander stipulated 
specific requirements for religious works. Although he generally recommended 
that painters depict their figures in elegant poses with their heads pleasantly 
turned, he believed they should not do so in religious works, for religious figures 
should look pious (devotich) and modest (modeste).130 Moreover, as we have seen 
above, he believed clarity was crucial in devotional pictures, and therefore he 
recommended placing important figures clearly in the foreground of the picture as 
previous generations of painters had done. In this way it was easy for a viewer to 
understand the work and/or recognize the story.131  
 It is interesting that Van Mander specifically urges painters to follow the 
visual tradition when creating devotional images. As function and appearance 
were often closely intertwined in such works, religious paintings were likely to 
resist innovation.  
 Another indication that the religious function of devotional images could 
call for a traditional style comes from an anecdote about the painter Pieter 
Vlerick. According to Van Mander, Vlerick painted an altarpiece for a nuns' 
convent in the style of Tintoretto. Unfortunately, Vlerick’s work has not been 
identified; it was presumably inspired by Tintoretto's Crucifixion in the Scuola 
Grande di San Rocco in Venice (fig. 4.53/5.4 Tintoretto, Crucifixion, 1565, Scuola 
Grande di San Rocco, Venice). According to Van Mander, Vlerick’s picture 
showed Christ on the cross in the middle ground and lit from the side, his face 
largely in the shadow. Although painters and art experts reputedly appreciated the 
work for its artistic merits, the nuns were not pleased (see also below chapter 
5).132 Presumably, they had expected a clearer and more conventional ‘Flemish’ 
                                                 
129 Compare Michael Baxandall’s interpretation of Perugino’s religious works in Baxandall, 1972.    
130 Van Mander 1604, fol. 12v: ‘dit wordt in de stellinghe ghepresen / Werckelijcker, nae Actitudens 
orden, / t'Hooft elders als t'Lichaem gheweynt te worden. / Oft tammighen onaerdt wil ons 
ontpaeyen, / Dus moetmen op veelderley wijse pooghen / Ter beste welstandicheyt t'hooft te 
draeyen, / Want sulcx can gantsch bederven oft verfraeyen / Den aerdt eens Beeldts, in 
verstandighen ooghen: / Doch gheen omdraeyen is wel te ghedooghen /  Aen gheestlijcke 
Beelden, die men op't beste /  Soeckt te maken devotich en modeste.’ See also Van Mander 1604,  
fol. 13v: ‘Dus moet men houden matelijcke ganghen, / In wenden en buyghen, volghende t'leven’.  
131 Van Mander 1604,  fols. 18v-19r: ‘Wy sien ons Voorouders, wanneer sy naemlijck, / Een 
devoot' History wilden beleyden, / De besonderste Beelden sy bequaemlijck, / Voor aen 
uytmuntich (soot wel is betaemlijck) / Seer mercklijck stelden, om wel t'onderscheyden / Soo dat 
d'Aenschouwers sonder langhe beyden / Den sin oft d'History wel raden conden, / Sulcx te 
volghen is nut en goet ghevonden.’ On the placement of figures, see also chapter 6, ‘Invention, 
Composition and Design’. See also above ‘Style and Subject’. 
132 See chapter 5, ‘‘Painters and art experts’ (schilders en konstverstandigen)’.  
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picture in line with Van Mander’s general recommendations about devotional 
works. Instead, Vlerick had created a prominently artistic altarpiece in the 
Venetian virtuoso style of Tintoretto.  

                                                

 As we have seen, De la Hyre’s relative, who was quoted in De Piles, 
expected painters to use a different manner for cabinet pieces than for large-scale 
‘church pieces’ towards the end of the century. Whether such a change in manner 
could merely be due to the different scale and lighting conditions or also to the 
religious function of ‘church pieces’ is not known. It would be a fascinating topic 
for further research.   
 As to other functions which may have had an impact on a painter’s style, 
the portrait’s function of capturing one’s likeness for posterity has already been 
briefly mentioned. It called for a certain precision, and according to at least one 
writer (Bosse), even for a ‘mannerless manner’, a perfect suggestion of reality 
undisturbed by recognizable brushstrokes (see above, 'Style: Artful or Artifical'). 
In practice, of course, a likeness could also very successfully be captured with 
more pronounced brushstrokes – as demonstrated in portraits by Frans Hals, 
Rembrandt and Anthonie van Dyck, some of the seventeenth century’s foremost 
masters in the genre. Yet even masters which were well-known for their bold 
brushwork seem to have restrained themselves in their portraits, especially in the 
depiction of women's faces, presumably because they deemed a smoother style 
more appropriate and because it allowed them to portray their sitters with a 
greater precision.  
 Lastly, the function of a picture as either a study or a complete work 
evidently had implications for its level of finish and thus it style. Particularly with 
regards to Rembrandt attributions, such function-related aspects have played an 
important role in recent attribution debates. Ernst van de Wetering has argued 
that this function has often been overlooked by twentieth-century connoisseurs 
and that therefore pictures such as Woman with a White Cap (Private Collection) 
and Woman Weeping (Detroit Institute of Arts) had been incorrectly de-attributed 
(fig. 4.54 and fig. 4.55).133 In his view, the artist’s intention for these paintings 
explains their sketchy character, as well as a certain lack of definition. Indeed, 
given the potential impact of a picture’s function on its style, it seems far from 
negligible.   
 
 
 
 

 
133 See Van de Wetering 2005b,  16; see also Van de Wetering 2006, .  
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Variation and Virtuosity 
 

According to Nicolas Poussin ‘vulgar painters’ did not adjust their style to 
the topic of their pictures, and as a result, he thought their works looked like 
engravings, reduced to a kind of mechanical uniformity.134 Similarly, Abraham 
Bosse portrayed painters who had not changed style as rather inadequate – they 
were, after all, unable to recognize pictures by other masters who had created 
works in a variety of styles.135 In contrast, painters who were able to freely 
manipulate their brushwork or burin were highly celebrated for precisely this 
reason, such as Rubens (by Roger de Piles) and Hendrick Goltzius (by Karel van 
Mander).136 The ability to change one’s style at will was thus associated with 
mastery. 

As we have seen, De Piles emphasized the flexibility of Rubens’s brush 
and manner of painting, thus portraying him as a painter who exerted an 
astonishing amount of control over the execution of his work. Hendrick Goltzius’ 
accomplishment in the field of printmaking was even more remarkable, since he 
could not only freely vary his style but also create new inventions in the styles of 
Albrecht Dürer and Lucas van Leyden that fooled many an expert (see also above 
'Style and Country'). He could thus literally equal the accomplishments of these 
famous masters (see above fig. 4.41).137 According to Van Mander, Goltzius had 
also successfully appropriated the styles of Maerten van Heemskerck, Frans 
Floris, Anthonie van Blocklandt, Federico Zuccaro and Bartolomeus Spranger. 
Moreover, Samuel van Hoogstraten praised Goltzius in his short list of the 
greatest masters and their particular talents for having excelled in 'convincingly 
imitating the hands of several famous masters' (eenige groote Meesters hand eigentlijk na 
te volgen).138 

Yet a praiseworthy variety of manners was not necessarily related to the 
styles of famous predecessors or even to the subject, location or function of a 
picture, it seems.  According to Karel van Mander, Cornelis Ketel decided at the 
height of his career to show his mastery by painting without brushes. 
Interestingly, his first work of this type was a self- portrait, done not only with his 

                                                 
134 Letter to Chantelou dated 7 April 1647: 'Je n'ignore pas que le vulgaire des peintres ne dise que 
l'on de manière si, tant soit peu, l'on sort de son ordinaire, car la pauvre peinture est réduite à 
l'estampe.' Poussin/Blunt 1964,  118. See also Sohm 2001,  128-129.  
135 See above ' Stylistic Changes Over Time'.  
136 See also above, ' A Closer Look at Seventeenth-Century Sources: An Introduction' and 'Style 
and Country',  below for a further discussion of Goltzius's achievements in this respect. 
137 Van Mander 1604, fol. 284v; see also Leeflang/Luijten (eds.) 2003, no. 75,  210-215.  
138 See Van Mander 1604, fol. 284r; and Van Hoogstraten 1678,  75.  
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fingers but also in various manners (manieren), which captured his likeness better 
than he could have done with brushes.139 By specifying that this work showed a 
better likeness than earlier works and that Ketel was even able to develop 
different manners without using brushes, Van Mander highlighted Ketel’s 
exceptional virtuosity.140 Though Ketel’s technique of painting without brushes 
was unusual, the deliberate showcasing of different styles as a ‘tour de force’ 
seems to have been a more widespread challenge.141  

As we have seen, Rembrandt created a series of three head studies on 
copper topped with gold leaf, which he executed in distinctively different styles.  
The interpretation of these works as subject-related style adjustments has only 
recently been recognized by modern connoisseurs. One wonders if a seventeenth-
century connoisseur would have more readily recognized such changes, since a 
painter’s ability to vary his style at will was considered a highly praiseworthy 
achievement.142  

Such considerations also seem relevant to the much-debated Portrait of 
Rembrandt with Gorget  in the Mauritshuis. As we have seen in chapter 1, this 
painting, which had long been celebrated as an authentic Rembrandt painting, was 
dismissed as a copy when it was closely compared to Self-Portrait with Gorget 
(Nuremberg) in the context of the Rembrandt self- portrait exhibition (see 
chapter 1, figs. 1.27 & 1.28). The discovery of an underdrawing, a technique not 
known to have been used by Rembrandt, in the Mauritshuis picture had 
confirmed its status. Yet the question remained if the picture could nonetheless be 
a second version by the master in a demonstratively different manner, adjusted to 

                                                 
139 Van Mander 1604, fol. 278r: ‘In't Iaer 1599. quam hem in den sin eenen lust, te schilderen 
sonder Pinceelen metter handt [...]Het eerste dat hy dede, was zijn eyghen Conterfeytsel, welck hy 
op verscheyden manieren dede, en geleek so wel oft beter, als een ander met reetschap ghedaen, en 
stondt wel uyter handt.’ 
140 Unfortunately, this self-portrait is now lost. It remains unclear if Ketel used different manners 
of painting within one portrait or if he created different versions.   
141 Compare Enggass/Brown (eds.) 1970,  146 on Luca Giordano. Luca reputedly created a work 
with his fingernails and partially in the dark to impress a group of potential buyers,  who  all 
subsequently bid upon it at auction. The profits were allocated to a poor girl’s dowry.  
142 Compare also the case of Cornelisz Cornelisz. van Haarlem. Around 1588 Hendrick Goltzius 
reproduced five paintings by Cornelisz. in print (Holstein nos 4-8) Four of these show the fall of 
Icarus, while the fifth represents the dramatic story of Two Folowers of Cadmus Devoured by a Dragon. 
This last painting is presently in the National Gallery of London where it had been dismissed as a 
copy until 1961. The painting presumably confused connoisseurs before of its rather unusual 
brushwork, which differs from Cornelisz.'s hallmark style. It is painted with remarkable vivacity 
and vigorous brushstrokes reminiscent of Venetian masters. See the entry by E.K.J Reznicek on 
Cornelis Cornelisz. van Haarlem in The Grove Dictionary of Art, From Rembrandt to Vermeer, Jane 
Turner (ed.), New York 2000, 77-78.  
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a more aristocratic portrait type. The debate that followed the contrasting 
interpretations of Wadum and Sluijter presented at the exhibition conference 
never reached a definitive conclusion, which underscores the complexity of this 
attribution issue.143 For how can one define the oeuvre of a gifted painter such as 
Rembrandt if part of his mastery seems to have consisted of a unique ability to 
change his style? Can we assume that his inventiveness allows for enough 
coherence to firmly attribute experimental works? 

 

                                                 
143 See chapter 1, 'An Ongoing Debate'.  



 



CHAPTER 5. 
THE PAINTER VERSUS THE CONNOISSEUR? THE BEST JUDGE 
OF PICTURES IN SEVENTEENTH-CENTURY THEORY AND 
PRACTICE 
 
 
Introduction 
 
One of the most intriguing types of pictures that emerged in the Netherlands 
during the Golden Age shows art lovers contemplating art in a collector’s cabinet 
or in an artist’s studio. For example, a painting by Jan Breughel the Elder and 
Hieronymus Franken II depicts Archduke Albert and Archduchess Isabella 
together with a group of elegantly dressed men and women in a collector’s cabinet 
(fig. 5.1). Despite the verisimilitude of such scenes, many elements depicted were 
almost certainly fanciful. In this case, the grandeur of the architectural setting does 
not match the size of private residences at the time, and the fact that the same 
setting was used in two other pictures showing different art lovers also suggests 
that the scene is imaginary.1 Rather than records of actual events, such pictures 
were presumably variations on a popular theme. Art lovers must have liked 
looking at pictures of other art lovers contemplating art.  

A close look at the Breughel and Franken picture presumably encouraged 
art lovers to discuss positive and negative attitudes towards the liberal arts. A 
picture within this picture (prominently placed in the foreground) shows a 
negative counterpart of the main scene: figures smashing paintings and 
instruments in a collector’s cabinet, which recalls the violent iconoclasm of 1566 
in which many works of art were destroyed. While their clothing may suggest that 
these figures are human, their heads give them away: the figure standing on the 
table is a donkey and the one smashing pictures on the ground is a monkey – 
animals associated with ignorance and rudeness.  

The positive attitude of the art lovers in the main scene is thus reinforced 
by the contrast to ignorance and boorishness. Such explicit comparisons are rare 
in seventeenth-century pictures of art lovers. Most of them simply show people 
respectfully contemplating art without a negative counterpart either in a gallery of 

                                                 
1 One of these paintings is in the Museo del Prado, Madrid, inv. no. 1405; see Padrón/Royo-
Villanova 1992,  no. 25; another one was on the Brussels art market according to Kristin Belkin. 
See Bauman/Liedtke 1992,  167; and also Wheelock 1998b,  15 and 60, notes 3 and 4.   



164                                              THE FINGERPRINT OF AN OLD MASTER 

paintings or in an painter’s studio (fig. 5.2).2 The depicted art lovers are as a rule 
well-dressed and seem to study the works thoroughly, now and again from very 
close. Moreover, they often point to the paintings, which suggests that they are 
talking about the works. Yet, despite these lively references to conversations 
about art, the paintings remain tantalisingly silent about what exactly such an 
interested, respectful attitude towards paintings would have entailed.  

It would be fascinating to know what elegant art lovers might have said 
when contemplating pictures in the seventeenth century. Would they have been 
merely admiring the works? The popular French book on eloquence, Etienne 
Binet’s Essay des merveilles de nature, et des plus nobles artifices, which was first 
published in 1621 and subsequently reprinted several times throughout the 
seventeenth century, recommended precisely such an attitude.3 It provided the 
reader with ready-made compliments celebrating the illusions created by paintings. 
When contemplating a beautiful painting, one could, for example, say: ‘When 
painting was still in its cradle, and drank its first milk, the brush was so unrefined, 
and the works so heavy, that one had to write on them, this is a Bull, this is a 
Donkey, otherwise you might have taken it for a hunk of veal; nowadays one has 
to write underneath who painted the work, lest one believes that these are lifeless 
objects glued to the canvas, and living, but motionless, people, so excellently 
everything is painted.’4  

If we are to believe Binet, to be eloquent did not necessarily mean having 
a balanced opinion. He advises his readers to simply praise admirable elements 
while urging them to guard themselves against too much curiosity. Although it 
was necessary to have a good understanding of the technical aspects of painting, 
he certainly did not believe that everything was interesting enough to discuss. In 
fact, he stated quite explicitly that small and insignificant things should not leave 
the studio.5  

                                                 
2 Examples of gallery paintings can be found in Speth-Holterhoff 1957; Winner 1957; and 
Filipczak 1987. On depictions of art lovers in painters’ studios, see Van de Wetering/Franken 
1983; De Koomen 2006; and Kleinert 2006.     
3 This text is often mistakenly referred to as the Brussels Manuscript by Pierre le Brun, which credits 
Le Brun as the author. In fact, Le Brun’s manuscript is a hand-written copy of Binet’s widely read 
book on eloquence. Binet 1621 [ed. 1987].   
4 ‘Quand la peinture estoit encore au berceau; et à son premier liact; le pinceau estoit si niais, les 
ouvrages si lourds, qu’il fallait écrire desssus, c’est un Boeuf, c’est un Asne, autrement vous eussiez 
pris cela pour un quartier de veau; maintenant il faut mettre dessous, qu’un tel peignoit, de peur 
qu’on ne creut que ce sont des morts qu’on a collé sur la toile, et des personnes vivantes sans vie, 
tant le tout est bien fait.’ Binet 1621 [ed. 1987],  364.  
5 ‘gardez-vous [...] de la recherche trop curieuse, et des petites chosettes qui sont trop minces et qui 
ne doivent pas sortir de la boutique.’ Binet 1621 [ed. 1987],  355. 
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Would it have been common for elegant art lovers anywhere in Europe to 
talk about paintings in such complimentary terms? The remark about the first 
paintings needing inscriptions in order to be legible also occurs in Willem 
Goeree’s 1670 treatise on painting, and they must thus have circulated widely.6 
Moreover, the practice of writing laudatory poems on high quality pictures and 
reciting these in polite society seems consistent with Binet’s advice.7 Yet, would it 
not have been equally common for art lovers to evaluate these paintings in greater 
depth and to also discuss their qualities and attributions (as we heard some art 
lovers do in the previous chapters)?8 And more specifically, would art lovers, who 
were not painters themselves, be considered able judges of artworks in the 
seventeenth century? 

This chapter focuses on the question of who would have been considered 
a good judge of paintings in the seventeenth century, both in theory and in 
practice; in other words, I seek to determine who was credited with the ability to 
analyse a painting’s qualities, to attribute the work and to appraise it. In secondary 
sources, it is often assumed that only painters were considered capable of doing 
so. For example, Peter Sutton states in his 2004 essay ‘Rembrandt and a Brief 
History of Connoisseurship’: ‘The few art theorists who discussed 
connoisseurship in the seventeenth century [...] assign the talent exclusively to 
artists.’9 Earlier, in 1995, Jonathan Brown stated in his influential book Kings and 
Connoisseurs that it was not until the eighteenth century that art theorists began to 
prefer the ‘amateur (art lover)’ over the practitioner as the best judge of art, 
suggesting that the supremacy of the painter as the best judge of art had not been 
questioned previously.10  

The idea that only an artist can ultimately judge art certainly does appear 
in some seventeenth-century writings. However, not all of the authors agree on 
the matter. In order to give a more nuanced idea of seventeenth-century views on 
the issue, I will discuss a number of art theoretical texts and relate these to market 

                                                 
6 Goeree 1670 [ed. 1697],  7-8.  
7 Although some seventeenth-century poems on paintings have a sharp wit and contain some 
criticism, the majority are laudatory in the most general of terms, celebrating their lifelikeness, for 
example. Poetry generally enjoyed a higher status than painting, as Jan Emmens has shown, and it 
seems important to point out that the laudatory poems themselves were often considered superior 
to the paintings they described. These poems were thus not meant simply as evaluations of the 
paintings but rather as creations in their own right. See the article based on his unpublished M.A. 
thesis in Emmens 1981,  vol. 1, 5-60 and 205. On this topic, see also Porteman 1984.  
8 See 'A Closer Look at Seventeenth-Century Sources: An Introduction', and chapter 3 in 
particular.  
9 Sutton 2004,  31. 
10 Brown 1995,  233. 
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practices. In this area of research, it seems fruitful to study both art theory and the 
art market, and thus to see who was credited with the capacity to ably judge art on 
a theoretical level and to see who actually appraised pictures in practice.  
 
 
 
 
‘Painters and art experts’ (schilders en konstverstandigen) 
 
In his widely read treatise on paintings Het Schilderboeck of 1604, Karel van Mander 
makes various remarks about attributing pictures and about judging their quality.11 
The purpose of his book as a whole was to instruct young painters and ‘art lovers’ 
(liefhebbers) about the art of painting, to give an overview of the most important 
ancient and modern painters, and – most importantly – to celebrate painting as a 
liberal art (de edelvrij schilderkonst) and thus to enhance its status. As Van Mander 
puts it, painting was still too often seen as a mere craft, and he regretted that in 
cities such as Haarlem and Antwerp painters of fine art had to share their 
professional organisation, the Saint Lucas Guild, with house painters, saddle 
makers and the like.12 Considering Van Mander’s ambitious premise, it is perhaps 
not surprising that he did not comment on such pragmatic issues as who 
appraised paintings on the market.   
 In Van Mander’s view, hands-on experience was certainly very important 
when judging art. In the introduction to his treatise, he stresses the fact that he 
himself is a practitioner of the art of painting and he adds somewhat 
apologetically: ‘Someone more eloquent might have written this more beautifully 
and artfully, however if he was not a Painter, one would have to be concerned 
that he would miss items and characteristics.’13 Moreover, when Van Mander 
discusses a famous anecdote about the ancient painters Apelles and Protogones, 
he stresses the advantage of having experience as a painter in order to understand 
the anecdote. Van Mander knew the story via Pliny, who relates that Protogenes 
was able to recognise the hand of Apelles in one skilfully painted thin line on a 

                                                 
11 Van Mander 1604.  
12 Ibid. (note 11), fol. 251v. 
13 ‘Yemandt spraeck-condigher hadde moghen dit veel schoon-taliger en constiger te weghe 
brenghen: doch waer te besorghen, indien hy self geen Schilder en waer, dat hy in onse dinghen, 
en eyghenschappen, hem dickwils soude hebben verloopen.’ Ibid. (note 11), fol. *4v. 
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prepared canvas: ‘since it was impossible (said Protogenes) that anyone but 
Apelles could have created with paint and a brush such a pleasant, thin line.’14  
 Pliny’s story concerns the earliest attribution known in the history of 
Western art. Yet it is a particularly confusing account, for how could anyone 
attribute a work simply on the basis of one thin line? The story has baffled many 
writers on art since Pliny, including Van Mander, who explained the story by 
stating that Pliny did not give sufficient information, and that, in fact, this learned 
gentleman was not a good judge of painting himself.15 Pliny told of how, after 
recognising Apelles’ hand in the thin line, Protogenes tried to outdo the master by 
painting an even thinner line himself. And when Apelles saw Protogenes’ line he 
added a third one that was so well executed that no one could paint one more 
precisely or pleasantly. 

According to Van Mander these three lines painted by Apelles and 
Protogenes ‘were not simple straight lines or brushstrokes, as many who are not 
Painters believe, but some contour of an arm or a leg, or some profile of a head, 
or something of the kind, a contour which they had drawn very precisely and in 
some areas through each other’s lines’.16 Van Mander was all the more convinced 
of his opinion as Pliny said that many people who were knowledgeable about art 
greatly admired the picture. According to Van Mander they would not be 
impressed by a simple, hand-drawn straight line, and he explains that such a line 
‘is often done better by a School Teacher, a Writer, or another person who is not 
an artist, than by the best painter in the world.’17  

                                                 
14 ‘want t'was (seyde hy) onmoghelijck, dat yemandt anders als Appelles soude connen maken met 
verwe en pinceel soo aerdighen dunnen treck als desen was’.  Ibid. (note 11), fol. 77v. 
15 See also Van de Waal 1967. 
16 Van Mander 1604,  fol. 78r: ‘waren slechte recht uytgetrocken linien oft streken, ghelijck vele 
meenen, die geen Schilders en zijn: maer eenigen omtreck van een arem oft been, oft immer 
eenich pourfijl van een tronie, oft soo yet, den welcken omtreck sy seer net hebben ghetrocken, en 
t'sommiger plaetsen door malcanders treck [...] henen’. 
17 ‘En mijn meyninghe bevest ick hier mede, dat Plinius ghetuyght, datter de ghene die hun aen de 
Schilder-const verstonden, grootlijcx in waren verwondert en verbaest. Waer door wel te verstaen 
is, dat het constighe omtrecken, en gheen simpel linien en waren, die dese soo uytnemenste opper 
Meesters in onser Const tegen malcander om strijdt ghetrocken hadden: want een rechte linie uyt 
der handt henen te trecken, soude menigh Schoolmeester, Schrijver, oft ander die geen Schilder en 
is, dickwils veel beter doen, als den besten Schilder van de Weerelt, en sulcx en wordt by den 
Schilders niet veel gheacht: want daer toe ghebruyckt men de rije oft reghel. maer de Const-
verstandige verwonderen en ontsetten sich, wanneer sy sien eenen aerdigen en constigen omtreck, 
die met een uytnemende verstandt behendich is ghetrocken, waer in de Teycken-const ten 
hooghsten bestaet: maer de rechte linien souden sy onghemerckt voorby gaen.’ Ibid. (note 11), fol. 
78r.  
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 Although Van Mander refers on these two occasions to non-painters who 
are incapable of interpreting art correctly, he does not exclude the possibility that 
non-painters could sometimes also make sensible comments on art. When 
discussing attributions of paintings that he had seen himself or the characteristics 
of an artist’s style, Van Mander repeatedly reinforces his own opinion by stating 
that ‘painters and art experts’ (schilders en konstverstandigen) would agree with him.18 
By differentiating between painters and art experts Van Mander suggests that 
these art experts were not just painters. Indeed he uses the term ‘art expert’ 
(konstverstandige) for knowledgeable art lovers throughout his treatise.  
 An example of such a reference to ‘painters and art experts’ can also be 
found in Van Mander’s discussion of Holbein’s painting Henry VIII and the Barber 
Surgeons of c. 1543, (see chapter 3, ‘Collaborations’, fig. 3.13). Van Mander related 
that some people believed that this painting was finished by someone other than 
Holbein after the master’s death, but that even if that was the case, in his view, it 
was so well done that ‘neither a Painter nor an Art expert would distinguish 
different hands.’19 Apparently, in Van Mander’s view, knowledgeable non-painters 
could thus also judge the characteristics of an artist’s style and issues of 
attribution.20  
  Moreover, Van Mander took general quality judgements from 
knowledgeable non-painters to heart, witness his description of the life of David 
Vinckboons. By means of an introduction, Van Mander explains how he decided 
which artists to include in his book. Whenever he visits the house of an art lover, 
he says, he pays special attention to the works which are regarded as exceptional. 
And although he trusts his own opinion, he is also happy to follow ‘the common 
feeling of art experts’ (‘t ghemeen ghevoelen der konst-verstandigen).21 For this reason, he 

                                                 
18 Only in one instance does Van Mander make a distinction between the opinion of painters and 
that of art lovers; see Van Mander 1604,  fol. 256v (biography of Cornelis Molenaer): ‘Voorts van 
d’ordinantien zijner Landtschappen, en achter-uyten, heb ick niet veel te roemen: dan dat alles wat 
men van hem siet, den Schilders wonder wel bevalt: doch in beelden had hy geen handelinghe. [...] 
zijn wercken zijn by den Const-liefdighe in grooter weerden.’ Although both painters and art 
lovers greatly valued Cornelis Molenaer’s works, Van Mander’s wording implies that he believed 
the painters to have better judgement of the execution of Molenaer’s works; see also below, the 
section ‘The Best Judge – The Connoisseur?’.    
19 ‘Het zijn eenighe die meenen, dat dit werck by Holbeen self niet gheheel voldaen en is: maer dat 
nae zijn doot, het ghene daer noch aen ghebrack van yemandt anders voleyndight soude wesen: 
doch indient soo waer, heeft den opmaker den Holbeens handelinghe soo verstandigh connen 
volghen, dat het geen Schilder noch Const-verstandighe van verscheyden handen en souden 
oordeelen.’ Van Mander 1604,  fol. 222r. 
20 This point of view also appears in Van Mander’s descriptions of the lives of Lucas van Leyden, 
Pieter Vlerick and Hendrick Goltzius.  
21 Van Mander 1604,  fol. 299r. On the art lovers mentioned by Van Mander, see Bok 1993.  
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says, he cannot omit David Vinckboons. Although he subsequently continues to 
praise Vinckboon’s works as ‘exquisite’ (uitnemend), his praise sounds rather 
ambivalent, for his introduction suggests that if it were up to him, he would have 
preferred to omit Vinckboons from his treatise (fig. 5.3). Apparently, Van Mander 
felt he could not ignore the opinions of the collector connoisseurs to whom he 
refers.  
 That Van Mander credits the judgement of both painters and non-painters 
does not mean that he thought that every painter and art lover was indeed an able 
judge of pictures. What skills or talents did he think were needed in order to 
successfully judge pictures? This very much depended on the type of picture and 
on what aspect of it one wanted to judge. In Van Mander’s view, people with no 
previous experience of looking at pictures could make some very sensible 
comments if they used their own professional expertise. To illustrate his point, he 
used a famous anecdote about Apelles, who accepted the criticism of a cobbler as 
long as it was about the sandals of a Venus he had painted, but not when the same 
man criticized her knees.22 However, Van Mander believed that the opinion of 
ordinary people could also be useful when judging the passions, desires and 
suffering of painted figures, their inner lives, if you will.23 Moreover, when he 
discussed religious painting, he emphasised that religious images should be 
relatively easy to understand for onlookers, so in this respect, the opinion of 
laymen should also be valued.24  
 Other aspects of a painting, the more complicated subject matter and 
artistic qualities, he considered more difficult to judge without the proper 
background. Two passages in which he mocks ignorant judgements are telling in 
this respect. In his biography of Cornelis Ketel, Van Mander related the story of a 
farmer, who thought he had understood a painting but who was in fact 
completely mistaken.25 When confronted with a painting of the mythological 
figure of Danae, the farmer boasted that he knew the subject. He identified the 
scene as the Annunciation, mistaking Cupid for the angel Gabriel and mistaking 
the nude figure of Danae for the Virgin Mary.  

In another instance, Van Mander discussed an altarpiece that Pieter 
Vlerick painted for a convent, as mentioned in chapter 4 (‘Style and Function’). 

                                                 
22 Van Mander 1604,  fol. 78v. On this anecdote, see also Van de Wetering 2005c. 
23 In his chapter on the depiction of passion, desires and suffering, Van Mander writes: 'Dan zijn 
oock veel des ghemeyn volcx advijsen / hier in seer voorderlijk met hooghe prijsen'. Van Mander 
1604, fol. 24v.  
24 Ibid. (note 11), fol. 18v-19r.  
25 Ibid. (note 11), fol. 279v; see also Van Mander/Miedema 1973, vol. II, 454; and Sluijter 2006,  
234-235.   
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According to Van Mander it had been executed with ‘Tintoretto’s spirit and 
invention’ in mind (fig. 5.4). This was something which ‘painters and art lovers’ 
(schilders en konstverstandigen) could appreciate, but the nuns were not pleased with 
it, he added. Apparently, these nuns were unable to properly appreciate the 
altarpiece for its artistic merits. (In their defence, however, one could argue that 
for them the picture was not merely a work of art, but first and foremost an 
object of devotion.)  

According to Van Mander, a certain amount of erudition was thus 
necessary to properly interpret certain subjects and appreciate a painting’s artistic 
merits. To understand a scene from ancient history, the Bible or mythology, it was 
necessary to know the sources from which the story was taken. As to artistic 
merits, Van Mander mentions that a basic knowledge of the art of drawing would 
help in the assessment of works of art.26 Interestingly, Van Mander does not 
indicate whether hands-on experience in the art of painting was necessary to be 
able to talk about paintings. He does stress – as we have seen above – the 
advantage of having the experienced eye of a painter when assessing art on several 
occasions, but never goes so far as to insist that without this experience one 
would be unable to properly assess paintings.  

Explicit recommendations on learning the art of drawing in order to be 
able to talk about art intelligently appear in many other seventeenth-century 
texts.27 For example, Constantijn Huygens, secretary to the stadholders Frederick 
Hendrik and Willem II, who was closely involved in major painting commissions 
for the court, noted in his famous autobiography Mijn Jeugd that it was very 
important to learn the basics of the art to be able to talk knowledgeably about 
paintings. He himself not only learned to draw as part of his education but also 
how to paint, even though his father only considered the art of drawing essential 
for his education.28 Recommendations to also get some practical experience in the 
art of painting are remarkably absent in early modern art theory, presumably 
because many early art theorists saw drawing as the very core of all visual arts 
including painting, sculpture and architecture.  

A thorough instruction in the art of drawing, as well as some training in 
how to design scenes and depict biblical and mythological figures, were a 
common part of a young painter’s curriculum. A well-trained painter thus had the 

                                                 
26 ‘Summa, Teycken-const can alderley staten / Behulpich wesen, t'zy jonghen, oft grijsen, /  Iae 
Vorsten, Capiteynen, en Soldaten, / Soo om van der Conste gheschickt te praten, /  Als om de 
gheleghentheden aenwijsen, /  Van sterckten en plaetsen, daerom te prijsen’.  Van Mander 1604, 
fol. 10r. 
27 See also below ' The best judge – the connoisseur?'.  
28 Huygens/Kan 1971,  65-66.  
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knowledge and experience that Van Mander considered important when judging 
art. Was a painter therefore an astute judge of paintings? Not necessarily, 
according to Van Mander, because he believes envy and vanity can easily cloud 
one’s judgement. For example, when he discusses how engravings by Goltzius in 
the styles of Albrecht Dürer and Lucas van Leyden had completely fooled 
painters and art experts and even engravers who thought they knew the manners 
and incisions of the Masters well, Van Mander concludes that this shows to what 
envy, vanity and prejudices can lead (fig. 5.5).29 Some of these painters and art 
experts held old masters such as Albrecht Dürer and Lucas van Leyden in such 
high esteem that they thought that no one could equal their achievements, while 
others simply disliked Goltzius. In both instances, this seriously clouded the 
judgement of these otherwise knowledgeable experts. 
 
 
Ideal judgements and pretentious comments 
 
Many of Van Mander’s general comments on assessing works of art hearken back 
to antiquity and were shared by most other seventeenth-century writers. The idea 
that some knowledge was necessary to successfully judge art was very common in 
both ancient and modern texts; laymen were often credited with the ability to 
judge the depicted passions and/or to judge elements related to their professions. 
However, judging attributions and the overall quality of a work was very much a 
specialist affair. As to precisely what kind of knowledge was necessary for a 
sophisticated assessment, there was no clear consensus in either antiquity or in the 
seventeenth century. The question what a successful judge of pictures should 
know relates to the question of what exactly should be judged, and thus to the 
question of what elements were considered the most important. This last question 
had long been the subject of debate. 

There was already disagreement on the matter back in antiquity.  On the 
one hand, craftsmanship was considered very important – witness an anecdote 
about the ancient painter Zeuxis, to which both the art theorists Franciscus Junius 
and Samuel van Hoogstraten refer. According to the ancient writer Lucian, Zeuxis 

                                                 
29 ‘Aen dese dingen is te mercken, wat onder den Menschen gonst en afgonst vermoghen, oft oock 
de waensucht: want sommighe die Goltzium in zijn Const meenden versmaden oft verachten, 
hebben onbewist hem boven de oude beste Meesters, en boven hem selven ghestelt. En dit deden 
oock de gene, die gewent waren te seggen, dat geen beter Plaet-snijders, als Albert en Lucas, te 
verwachten waren, en dat Goltzius by hun niet te gelijcken was.’ Van Mander 1604,  fol. 284v. See 
also Leeflang/Luijten (eds.) 2003, , 210-215, no. 75, 1-6. See also chapter 4, 'Variation and 
Virtuosity'.  
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had painted a picture of a female centaur suckling two baby centaurs, which he 
thought would be greatly praised for its craftsmanship such as the connection 
between the human skin of the upper part of the centaurs’ bodies and their furry 
lower bodies and legs. However, when Zeuxis displayed the work to a general 
audience: 

 
'All of them praised most … the unusual aspect of the subject, and the 
novelty of its ‘message’, which was unknown to earlier artists. Thus when 
Zeuxis realized that the curiosity of the painting rather than his technique 
was capturing their attention and was putting the refinement of the work 
to one side, he said to his pupil: ‘Micion, cover it up and take it back 
home. These people are praising the raw mud of our art, but as for the 
lighting, how well it looks and how carefully done, they have nothing to 
say. The novelty of the subject surpasses the discipline of the execution’.30  
 
Zeuxis apparently did not agree with the preferences of his audience, and 

both Junius and Samuel van Hoogstraten use his comment about the audience 
focusing on the ‘mud of the art’ (droesem van de kunst) to stress the importance of 
knowing what aspects to praise in a painting.31   

On the other hand, there was another a story from antiquity in which 
expertise was needed not so much to properly evaluate the execution, but rather 
to understand the inventive way of conveying meaning. It is a story by Calistrus, 
which Junius recounts in De Pittura Veterum. Calistratus described how he looked 
at a statue representing Opportunity by the famous ancient sculptor Lysippus. 
Calistratus discussed the work with his friends and, in doing so, vividly evoked the 
statue’s charm and lifelikeness. However, Junius writes, it took an expert who 
joined him and his party to open their eyes to the significance of the wings on 
Opportunity’s feet and the forelock on his head, and to make them see the 
aptness of this very beauty.32 
 These ancient stories with their different emphases seem to foreshadow 
seventeenth-century debates about the relative importance of a painting’s 
execution, in particular the brushwork. Some classicist thinkers, such as the 

                                                 
30 Lucian, quoted in Junius 1694 [ed. 1991],  423. Van Hoogstraten 1678,  76. Jan de Bisschop also 
discusses the anecdote in his Paradigmata of 1671; see the facsimile in Van Gelder/Jost 1985, , vol. 
II, preface addressed to Jan Six (page not numbered).  
31 According to both Junius and Hoogstraten it was particularly important to not focus too much 
on secondary elements or ‘Parerga’; see above chapter 3, the section ‘The Paradox of Seventeenth-
Century Connoisseurship’.  
32 Junius 1638 [ed. 1991],  65, note 14.  
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French author Paul Fréart de Cambray, valued the invention and arrangement of 
the subject to such an extent that they dismissed the painter’s brushstrokes as 
mere ‘mechanical’ aspects of painting.33 Much earlier, in 1628, the Dutch painter 
and amateur mathematician Jacques de Ville had already sharply attacked painters 
and art lovers who only cared for the ‘manner of painting’ (handelinghe). Tellingly, 
he gave his Treatise on Architecture and Painting the subtitle: ‘… warning to all 
craftsmen and lovers of this art that they should not gape at the manner alone but 
look further.’34 In De Ville’s view, the drawn design of a picture was essential, 
which should express a keen knowledge of proportions as well as a thorough 
understanding of the rules of perspective. These examples show that there were 
different views on how good quality was defined (see also chapter 6). However, 
the idea that one needed a certain amount of expertise to properly assess pictures 
was common. 
 Similarly, the idea that negative emotions such as jealousy and vanity could 
cloud one’s judgement was widespread. It was especially bad painters who were 
prone to jealousy and inappropriate expressions of vanity. Van Mander, for 
example, discusses a mediocre painter who had the audacity to not only criticise a 
work by a superior master – Peter Vlerick – but to also correct it with his brush, 
which, of course, greatly irritated Vlerick.35 Since the sixteenth century, poorly 
educated painters (daubers) were often mocked in the literature – a theme which 
has been researched by Zilsel, Wittkower, Emmens and more recently by Lyckle 
de Vries.36 These bad painters were described as pretentious, badly mannered, 
having a neglected look, and a great craving for fame. In the seventeenth century, 
we find this kind of pretentious bad painter, for example, in a witty poem by Jan 
Vos:  
 

To Martijn the Painter / Martijn, you always boast about your paintings / 
The common people neither understand Art nor its worth, in your view, /  
You’re right; the commoners are slow to understand its characteristic / If 
they were wise; they would not be so fond of paintings by you.37 
 

                                                 
33 Fréart de Chambray 1662 [ed. 1968]. See also Delapierre/Krings 2005.  
34 De Ville 1628.  
35 Van Mander 1604,  fol. 252v.  
36 De Vries 2004a,  42 ff.  
37 ‘Aan Martijn de schilder / Martijn, gy snurkt altijdt op uwe schildery. / Het volk verstaat noch 
kunst, dunkt u, noch haer waardy. / ‘t Is Waar, ‘t gemeen is bot om d’eigenschap te vatten. / Was 
‘t volk heel wijs, het zou uw verf zoo dier niet schatten.’ Vos 1726,  no. 583, as cited in Weber 
1991,  80.  
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Like the bad painter, the inadequate art lover is a figure who often pops 
up in art theoretical writings. Art theorists described the despicable ‘connoisseurs’ 
they had encountered, and in so doing, they warned their readers not to become 
like them. These charlatans were pretentious, did not know what to look for in a 
painting, and were often also corrupt and untrustworthy. In the introduction to 
his treatise Sentimens sur la Distinction des diverses manières de peinture, dessin et gravure et 
des orginaux d’avec leurs copies of 1649, Abraham Bosse stated that he had met many 
pretentious art lovers who used a great number of art-related terms such as ‘of the 
antique’, ‘of the great manner’, ‘expression’, ‘union’, ‘well-touched’, ‘day’, ‘half-
day’, ‘counter day’ – but who had a poor capacity for assessing paintings. They 
could perhaps distinguish certain aspects of an artist’s manner ‘that a blind man 
could recognise when touching the paintings’, but lacked any refinement in their 
analyses of the works and, even worse – ‘out of ignorance or for some other 
reason, they despise the works by artists who are worth more than the total value 
of the Paintings they themselves own.’ 38 Another example can be found in Junius’ 
book The Paintings of the Ancients, in which the author exclaims:  

 
Away [...] with all of those, who thinke it enough if they can but 
confidently usurpe the authority belonging onely to them that are well 
skilled in these arts: it will not serve their turne, that they doe sometimes 
with a censorious brow reject, and sometimes with an affected gravity 
commend the workes of great masters: the neat and polished age wherein 
we live will quickly finde them out.39 

 
Fig. 5.6 Pieter Breughel the Elder, The Painter and the Connoisseur, mid-1560s, 
Grafische Sammlung Albertina, Vienna - A satirical drawing by Pieter Breughel the 
Elder mocks a dauber and his foolish client, much like the art theorists did in their writings. 
While some scholars in the past interpreted the image as a comment on the ignorance of a non-
practitioner when judging art, Lyckle de Vries convincingly argued that in fact both figures in 

                                                 
38 Bosse 1649,  2: ‘il y en a divers autres qui apres avoir retenu & proferé quantité de Termes de 
l’art comme, de l’Antique, du Raphael,du Grand, de la grande ou forte Maniere, du Bon ou 
mauvais Goust, d’Ordaonnance, de Disposition, de bein Historié, de belle Groupe, du Fier, 
d’Expression, D’Union, de bien Ensemble, bien Touché ou Heurté, d’Artiste, Croqué, de 
Vaghezza, Sevelt, Frais, Tendre, Dur, Coupé, Tranché, Noyé, grand Iour, grand Ombre, Teinte, & 
demye Teinte, & plusieurs autres telles choses, s’imaginent qu’on les doit tenir pour tres entendüs 
ou connoissans en icelle; & ce qui leur augmente encore davantage cette bonne opinion, c’est qu’ils 
ont quelque fois rencontré à connoistre quelques manieres de Peindre, ce qui est pourtant tres-peu 
de chose, dautant qu’il y en a telles, qu’un aveugle les pouroit discerner en les touchant’. 
39 Junius 1638 [ed. 1991],  296.  
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this drawing were being ridiculed.40 The painter’s wild hairdo, inadequate equipment (he’s 
holding the brush of a house painter41) and puzzled expression indicate that he is a dauber. His 
admirer holds a big moneybag, suggesting that he is willing to pay well for the dauber’s work, 
while his glasses only accentuate his lack of discernment.  
 
However, not all art buyers were dismissed as ignorant and pretentious. The 
counterpart of the ignorant art lover was the knowledgeable connoisseur. 
According to Franciscus Junius, there was one connoisseur in particular who 
inspired seventeenth-century art lovers, a famous ancient art expert by the name 
of Novius Vindex. According to the ancient writer Statius Papinius, Vindex was 
an aristocrat who was extraordinary skilful at attributing unsigned works. 
Moreover, he could see from far away which line had been drawn by the ancient 
painter Apelles.42 In the context of this essay it is particularly interesting that this 
ancient art expert, who reputedly had no equal in his day, was probably not a 
painter, which brings me back to the question of who was considered an able 
judge of pictures in seventeenth-century art theory: just painters or also 
knowledgeable connoisseurs?    
 
 
 
The best judge – the painter? 
 
At least three seventeenth-century art theorists – Etienne Binet, Abraham Bosse 
and Samuel van Hoogstraten – explicitly declared that only painters were able to 
adequately assess pictures.43 Binet, the author of a popular book on eloquence 
discussed above, wrote somewhat mysteriously: ‘Good painters always hide some 
secret knowledge in their works, which is worth more than the rest, but only the 

                                                 
40 De Vries 2004a,  pp. 38-48.  
41 De Vries 2004a,  38-48. De Vries suspected that the brush was used mostly by house painters. I 
believe that this was certainly the case for a 1635 emblem of the Haarlem ‘house painters’ 
(kladschilders), which features the same type of brush. See Obreen (ed.) 1877-1890, vol. 1,  
Appendix ‘Blazoenen van achttien bedrijven behoorende onder het gild van sint Lucas. anno 
1635’, plate 7.  
42 Junius 1638 [ed. 1991],  68-69.  
43 The French painter Nicolas Poussin and the Italian painter, sculptor and architect Gianlorenzo 
Bernini expressed similar opinions, although Bernini allegedly made exceptions. See Poussin/Blunt 
1964,  123; and Fréart de Chantelou/Blunt 1985,  226 and 263.  
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Master Painters recognise it and have a feeling for it.’44 As discussed above, Binet 
simply advised his readers to praise admirable characteristics of pictures; a 
thorough understanding of the works such as master painters could achieve was 
beyond their reach, according to him.  
 The Parisian printmaker Abraham Bosse was somewhat more ambivalent. 
He wrote a treatise to instruct art lovers on how to recognise various manners of 
painting, printmaking and drawing, and on how to distinguish between originals 
and copies (Sentimens sur la Distinction des diverses manières de peinture, dessin et gravure et 
des orginaux d’avec leurs copies, Paris 1649). But despite his premise, he expressed his 
doubts about how good of a judge he thought his readers might become. He 
acknowledged that there were good judges of art among both painters and ‘art 
lovers’ (curieux).  
 

[O]ne may say that in this art [of judging pictures] as in other Arts, there 
are natural inclinations for these things, for sometimes even people who 
have barely any practical experience have or can have some knowledge in 
this respect. But to say that they come close to the opinion that Excellent 
Practitioners who are experienced herein may have, that is impossible in 
my opinion.45  

 
However, at the end of his treatise, Bosse, nonetheless, notes that distinguishing 
between various manners of painting, between originals and copies, and between 
good and bad paintings, was in fact ‘easy’ and that with the help of good artist 
connoisseurs, non-practising art lovers could learn it.46 Indeed, Bosse seems to 
have had difficulties reconciling his premise to teach art lovers how to judge art 
with his desire to celebrate the superiority of practitioners in this respect. As 

                                                 
44 ‘13. Les bons Peintres cachent tousjours quelque secrette intelligence dans leurs ouvrages, qui 
vaut plus que le reste, mais les Maîtres seuls les recognoissent, et en ont le sentiment.’ Binet 1621 
[ed. 1987],  358.   
45 Bosse 1649,  5: ‘Par ainsi l’on peut dire qu’il y a en cela comme en d’autres Arts, de naturelles 
inclinations pour ces choses, puis que mesme ceux qui n’ont point de pratique, en ont ou peuvent 
avoir quelque connoissance; Mais de dire qu’elle soit approchante de celle qu’en peut avoir un 
Excellent Praticien exercé en icelles, cela est impossible à mon avis’. 
46 Bosse 1649,  71: ‘Ainsi l’on peut juger, que tous les bons Praticiens qui se s ont appliquez ou 
adonnez a esplucher toutes ces particularitez, peuvent estre les plus entendus à discerner toutes ces 
diverses manieres, & distinctions d’Originaux & Copies, & de plus les bonnes d’avec les 
mauvaises; & aussi qu’il est facile de juger que c’est par le moyen de tels connoissans, que les 
curieux non Praticiens, peuvent avoir esté & estre instruits à faire la distinction de toutes ces 
diverses choses’. 
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Jonathan Brown wittily remarked, Bosse’s treatise in fact balances uncomfortably 
between altruism and self-defence.47  
 Of these three advocates of the hegemony of painters in judging art, the 
painter Samuel van Hoogstraten was the most outspoken. In the preface to his 
treatise he declares:  
 

Thus our Introduction will also be opportune for all art lovers, although 
they are not experienced [in painting itself], so that they will not be 
deceived when buying pieces of art, because they will appreciate these to 
the measure of the virtues that are to be seen in them, and they will not 
remain name-buyers, of which there are so many, who are being led astray 
by some boaster, to value poor rags, because they have been led to believe 
that they were painted by a great Master. It certainly is a ridiculous pastime 
to esteem something as artful and worthy of high respect, whereas there is 
nothing artful nor eminent to be seen. I do not pretend that this 
introduction of mine will open the art lover’s eyes to the extent that he 
will be able to judge art by himself: far from it, but he will more easily 
come to understand what it is in our work that should be judged, and then 
will be able, with the help of an experienced painter, to clearly and 
distinctively detect the virtues and failures in any piece of work.48 

 
 In Van Hoogstraten’s view, art lovers could thus develop an understanding of the 
aspects that should be judged in paintings; however, they would never be able to 
properly evaluate a picture without the assistance of a knowledgeable painter.  
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
47 Brown 1995,  232. 
48 Van Hoogstraten 1678,  **3: ‘Soo komt dan deze onze Inleiding ook zeer wel te pas voor alle 
Liefhebbers van de Schilderkonst, schoon zy in de selve onervaere zijn, om in ‘t koopen van 
Konststukken niet bedrogen te worden, want zy zullen die waerdeeren nae de maete der deugden, 
die in de zelve zijn waergenomen, en geen neamkoopers blijven, gelijk’er tans veel zijn, die van 
d’een of anderen snoeshaen verleyt, kaele vodden in grooten waerden houden, om dat hun is wijs 
gemaekt, datze van d’een of d’ander groot Meester geschildert zijn. Niet dat ik zeggen wil, dat 
deeze mijne Inleiding allen Liefhebbers de oogen zal openen, dat zy zelfs strax van de kunst zullen 
kunnen oordeelen: dat zy verre; maer zy zullen uit ons werk gemakkelijk kunnen begrijpen, waer 
van dat men oordelen moet, en dan zullen zy, met behulp van een ervaren Schilder, de deugden en 
feilen, die in eenig werk zijn, klaer en onderscheidelijk kunnen naspeuren.’ 
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The best judge – the connoisseur?   
 
Certainly not all early modern art theorists were as negative as Binet, Bosse and 
Hoogstraten about the abilities of non-practitioners to sensibly judge pictures. As 
we have seen, Van Mander, for example, took the judgements of non-
practitioners to heart when discussing issues of attribution, the characteristics of 
an artist’s style and the general quality of a painter’s work. Nevertheless, he also 
stressed the advantages of the painter’s experienced eye, which suggests that he 
did not find it self-evident that art lovers could be the equals of good painters 
when it came to assessing art. Writers on art who were not painters themselves 
generally had more confidence in their own judgements, however.  
 The Italian collector Giulio Mancini, for example, was quite explicit in his 
comments on the matter. In the introduction to his unpublished treatise on 
judging pictures, he raises the question of whether he as a non-painter could write 
a treatise to teach gentlemen how to assess pictures so they could more 
successfully purchase and collect paintings. The answer is evidently yes. He 
believed that some practical experience is important, namely knowing how to 
draw. However, he did not find it necessary to know how to paint; elements such 
as colour, perspective, and the expression of the passions were for Mancini 
common enough subjects that everyone could recognise and judge them without 
having to be a painter.49 He then eloquently turns the question around and asks, 
why is it that a painter is not necessarily a good judge of painting? Mancini 
believed it was because the painting and judging of paintings required different 
talents and qualities. Painting required primarily ‘imagination’ (fantasia). Assessing 
a painting, however, required prudence, knowledge, intelligence and a certain 
indifference (to prevent negative passions such as envy from clouding one’s 
judgement). Moreover, to successfully appraise art one needed additional 
knowledge; because painting was not a necessity like bread and water and thus, its 
price, Mancini argued, basically depended on the taste and budget of the buyer 
and the need of the owner to dispose of the work. Mancini believed that creating, 
judging and appraising pictures were thus three different specialisations, of which 
the last two did not (necessarily) require painterly experience.  
 Franciscus Junius also believed that experience as a painter was not 
necessary to successfully assess pictures, however, for somewhat different reasons. 
As we have seen, he repeatedly compared ancient views with those of his 
contemporaries in his treatise On the Painting of the Ancients. Indeed, his opinion 
                                                 
49 ‘S’aggiunge che il colore, la prospettiva, l’espression dell’affetto, et altre cose simili rappresentate 
et espresse dal pittore, son oggetti comuni / che si riconoscono e giudicano senza l’abito della 
pittura et suo modo d’operare.’ Mancini/Marucchi/Salerno 1956-1957,  291 ff. 
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regarding who could best judge art came in a response to Pliny the Younger. The 
latter had written that:  
 

‘none but an Artificer can judge a Painter, Carver, Caster in brasse, or 
worker in clay’, to which Junius immediately adds: ‘Observe in the mean 
time, that in these words of Plinie we must understand by the name 
Artificer, not such a workman only as doth really paint and carve, but such 
a Lover [...] of Art as by a rare and well-exercised Imaginative facultie, is 
able to conferre his conceived Images with the Pictures and Statues that 
come neerest to Nature, and is likewise able to discerne by a cunning and 
infallible conjecture the severall hands of divers great Masters out of their 
manner of working.’50  

 
Thus, in Junius’s view, trained art lovers could thus also adequately judge the 
quality and attribution of works of art. Unlike Mancini, Junius believed that 
judging art required a trained imagination. The connoisseur should be able to 
imagine what a scene should look like and compare this mental image to what he 
sees in a painting. He thus needs a kind of knowledge that is very similar to an 
artist’s, so that he can also imagine how else the painter could have depicted the 
same scene. When properly trained, Junius believed that non-painters were often 
better judges than painters: ‘thus provided, they doe often examine the works of 
great Artificers with better successe then the Artists themselves, the severitie and 
integretie of whose judgements is often weakend by the love of their owne and 
the dislike of other mens workes.’51 
 In the 1630s, Junius thus touted the trained art lover over the practitioner 
as the better judge of art. Interestingly, around the same time, three other writers 
on art praised painters to the extent that they were popular among art lovers. Jan 
Orlers and Theodoor Schrevelius, in their descriptions of their respective cities of 
Leiden and Haarlem, refer extensively to the assessments of art lovers when they 
celebrated certain painters; the opinions of other painters are not even 
mentioned.52 A positive opinion of art lovers, to them, was a guarantee of quality 
and monetary value. Even the painter Philips Angel focuses primarily on the 
opinions of art lovers when he lists the faculties and skills of a good painter in his 
1641 lecture at the Leiden Guild of Saint Luke.53 Junius was obviously not the 
only one who preferred the opinions of non-painters.  
                                                 
50 Junius 1638 [ed. 1991],  68.  
51 Junius 1638 [ed. 1991],  64-65.  
52 Orlers 1641; Schrevelius 1648; see also Sluijter 2003,  15-17; and Sluijter 1993 [ed. 2000],  204.  
53 Angel 1642. See also Sluijter 1993 [ed. 2000], 9; and Sluijter 2003, 17.   
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 Moreover, Junius was also ingenious in how he appreciated the laymen’s 
opinion. Junius opined that even laymen could recognise the quality of an 
artwork, even though they remained incapable of fully rationalising their opinions. 
He argued forcefully by comparing it to music, noting that anyone can recognise a 
false note, even those unable to explain exactly what caused it or play the passage 
better themselves.54  
 In the 1660s and 1670s, the French art theorists André Félibien and Roger 
de Piles expanded on Junius’ view that anybody can basically assess a painting’s 
quality, but that it takes greater expertise to fully rationalise one’s opinions. Like 
Junius, they believed that both painters and connoisseurs could potentially assess 
a painting, emphasising that both needed the same intellectual background in the 
principles of painting to adequately explain their opinions. Furthermore, they also 
added a warning to aspiring connoisseurs about the pitfalls. Félibien points out 
the dangers of focusing solely on one aspect of a painting about which one is 
knowledgeable, such as perspective. Meanwhile, De Piles pointed out that it was 
important to realise that neither a good painter’s nor a reputable connoisseur’s 
opinion is necessarily correct regarding a picture, meaning in effect that should 
also think for oneself.55 On a more pragmatic level, De Piles warned beginning 
connoisseurs not to stand too close to the painting when assessing a large or 
roughly painted work, as he had witnessed many connoisseurs doing, but to step 
back to an ideal viewing distance.56  

Thus, in the art theoretical literature, the question of who is the best judge 
of art was an issue that led to some debate. I think that rather than try to see the 
different views as a linear development based on a general consensus, it is more 
fruitful to see the various views as part of an evolving debate, and to analyse the 
individual opinions in relation to the background, training and surroundings of 
these opinionated writers. While the art theorist-painters tended to emphasise the 
painter’s critical capacities, the art lover--non-practitioners appealed for 
recognition of their abilities. As we have seen, some of these art lovers believed 
that non-painters were the equals of painters – or even superior –  when it came 
to assessing art. The question then is to what extent these connoisseurs also 
actually assessed art in practice. As we have seen, Orlers, Schrevelius and Angel 
believed that the appreciation of knowledgeable art lovers guaranteed the quality 
and value of an artwork. But did these connoisseurs also assess and appraise art as 
a dealer, auctioneer or official arbitrator in attribution issues?  
                                                 
54 Junius 1639 [ed. 1991],  68-69.  
55 Félibien 1666-1688 [ed. 1706],  86.  
56 De Piles 1677,  233 ff. Art lovers are almost always depicted studying pictures from very close 
by in seventeenth-century paintings, as well.  
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Judging pictures in practice 
 
In the seventeenth-century, the sale of pictures was controlled by the professional 
organisation of painters, the Guild of Saint Luke, the rules and regulations of 
which differed per city. The heads of the guild were the traditional arbitrators 
involving conflicts. Art dealers had to be members of the Guild of St Luke to be 
eligible to sell art. The guild also granted permission for public sales such as 
auctions.57  

Master painters most commonly sold work produced in their studios 
directly to clients. Sometimes they also sold work created elsewhere as Johannes 
Vermeer did. Some painters gave up painting altogether to devote themselves 
exclusively to the art trade. They included prominent dealers like Gerrit 
Uylenburgh, Cornelis Doeck, Abraham de Cooge, Crijn Volmarijn, Matthijs 
Musson, Albert Meyeringh and Jan Colenbier.58 Furthermore, it was fairly 
common for the family members of painters to become involved in art 
transactions. Did knowledgeable art lovers also sell art?  

Interestingly, in the seventeenth century, several membership lists of the 
various Guilds of Saint Luke mention ‘art lovers’ (liefhebbers), a phenomenon that 
was researched by Jaap van de Veen and Cindy van Keulen.59 In the city of 
Antwerp, 23 art lovers are listed in the guild records during the period 1600-1630. 
Some of these are described as ‘art lover and merchant’ (liefhebber en coopman), so 
one can assume that they were also dealers. Two of these have been identified as 
the well-connected art collectors Cornelis vander Geest and Philips van 
Valckenisse.  

 ‘Art lovers’ (liefhebbers) are also listed in documents pertaining to the 
Haarlem Guild of St. Luke. In response to a draft document from the Haarlem 
guild heads proposing a ban on public sales (1642), several guild members 
protested the decision. One of their objections was that this ban would greatly 
inconvenience art lovers who encouraged young painters by buying all their work. 
If they were unable to resell these works freely, they could potentially change their 
minds about encouraging new talent.60 Guild records in The Hague also mention 

                                                 
57 On dealers in the seventeenth-century Netherlands, see Montias 1988. On guilds and the 
expanding market, see  Romein/Korevaar 2006 
58 Montias 1988,  245.  
59 Van der Veen 1993; Van Keulen 1996.  
60 ‘bij aldien hetzelve volgens de voorschreven articulen werd gepractiseert [het aan banden leggen 
van de handel] soo sullen voor het eerst verscheijde liefhebbers die (om aencomende konstenaeren 
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art lovers; they paid the guild 6 stuivers per year in membership fees, the same 
amount as master painters. According to a 1656 guild regulation, these art lovers 
were allowed to freely purchase art from out-of-town painters; however, they 
were not allowed to resell these in public sales without the consent of the 
burgomasters.61 The rules and regulations varied quite a bit from city to city. In 
Bruges and Ghent, art lovers were not even mentioned in guild records, which 
does not necessarily mean that there were no non-practitioner members in the 
guild of Saint Luke, for they may have been registered as dealers.  

The scattered evidence nonetheless leads us to conclude that numerous 
non-practitioners occasionally sold art and that some even became specialised 
dealers. For example, one of the most prominent dealers in Amsterdam around 
the middle of the seventeenth century was a non-practitioner: Johannes de 
Renialme; other examples include the collectors Marten Kretzer and Herman van 
Swoll.62 Similarly, the best-known auctioneer of the period, Jan Pietersz. Zomer, 
had not been trained as a painter. Lastly, as Koenraad Jonckheere has shown, at 
the end of the seventeenth century, collector connoisseurs like Jan van Beuningen 
played a crucial role in the sale of high-end masterpieces.63  

There is also evidence that non-painters acted as official arbitrators in 
attribution cases in the seventeenth century. As Jaap van der Veen has shown, 
Marten Kretzer, Isaack van Beest and Herman Stoffelsz. van Swol, among others, 
assumed this role; they were all paintings collectors.64 Interestingly, this practice 
roughly coincides with the period in which some writers on painting award greater 
importance to the judgement of non-practitioners than to that of painters when 

                                                                                                                                 
in haere konst te animeren) nu meest alle hare stucken afkoopen genootsaekt syn haere handen 
thuijs te houden also sij anders geene weeg souden weeten haere gekofte stucken te vertieren’, as 
quoted in Van Keulen 1996,  22.  
61 A 1656 guild regulation stated that: ‘Alle liefhebbers Ingezetenen van de Hage ende Jurisdictie 
van dien sullen sonder becroon en tegeseggen van de Confrerije, vermogen aen uijtheemsche Mrs. 
eenige stucken en wercken te besteden, deselve haer aff te coopen, In den Hage ‘t haren huijse te 
brengen, behoudel.; dat sij daermede niet en sullen vermogen eenige publicque venduen (te 
houden) ten sij ‘s selffde bij Burgemeester om redenen wierde toegestaen.’ Quoted in Van Keulen 
1996,  22; see also Montias 1988,  247. 
62 Montias 1988,  246. In the most public attribution debate, the Uylenburgh case, Uylenburgh had 
tried to work with Fromantiou on a committee of ‘some unprejudiced master painters and other 
people who understand the art of painting’ (eenige neuterale meesters schilders ende andere kunstkennende 
persoonen hen de schilderkunst verstaende) that would assess the contested paintings. However, they 
could not reach agreement, and eventually, the paintings were judged virtually by only painters.  
Two Rotterdam collectors, one of which was an amateur painter were the exceptions. See 
Lammertse/Van der Veen 2006,  79-102, esp.  84 and 88.  
63 Jonckheere 2008a. 
64 Van der Veen 2005,  18.  
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praising artists (see above). Indeed it looks like non-practitioners thus acquired an 
increasingly important role both in theory and in practice throughout seventeenth 
century.  

Although most pictures were sold by painters in the seventeenth century 
either directly or in retail, some non-painters were thus able to establish 
themselves as art dealer, auctioneer and/or as arbitrator. Of course they did not 
only judge pictures in these capacities. In as far as these connoisseurs have been 
identified, they were all collectors themselves. And they would have obviously 
needed to judge pictures when buying works.  
 
  

The assumption that only painters were acknowledged as having the capacity to 
assess art in the seventeenth century thus does not hold true. It was a topic of 
debate among art theorists who was ultimately the best judge, the painter or the 
connoisseur, and most theorists seemed to agree that there were good judges 
among both master painters and art lovers. In practice, besides painters, some 
connoisseurs were also considered able judges of art. Successful dealers and 
auctioneers were not necessarily painters themselves, and non-practitioners were 
sometimes called upon to serve as official arbitrators in attribution issues. As we 
have seen, the connoisseur’s increasingly important role on the art market 
coincides with the increased importance attached to his opinions in city 
descriptions and in art theory publications. This, in turn, may have provoked 
stronger expressions of aversion – by Bosse and Van Hoogstraten, for instance – 
for inept and pretentious connoisseurs.   

In hindsight, the conclusion that the opinions of connoisseurs were important 
both in theory and in practice was perhaps predictable. After all, as De Piles wrote 
in one of his dialogues on connoisseurship: ‘It would have been a strange thing if 
paintings were made for painters only.’65 

                                                 
65 ‘Ce seroit une chose bien estrange que les Tableaux ne fussent fait que pour les Peintres.’ De 
Piles 1677, 21.  



 



CHAPTER 6. 
THE ESSENCE OF SEVENTEENTH-CENTURY 
CONNOISSEURSHIP 
 
 
The Riddle of Quality  
 
None of the early writers on connoisseurship believed that the most important 
task of the connoisseur was to attach names to pictures. It was at least as 
important – if not more – to judge a picture’s quality. The connoisseur had 
already taken quality into account while attributing paintings, for only a thorough 
analysis of  a picture’s quality could help one decide if the work was worthy of 
carrying a master’s name, even if it were not executed entirely by the hand of that 
master.1 Yet quality also mattered in its own right. As Roger de Piles had one of 
his protagonists state in his Conversations sur la Connaissance de la Peinture of 1677: ‘[..] 
if one has a beautiful Painting [...] it is always very pleasant to know who made it. 
But to be honest with you, the true knowledge of Painting consists in knowing if a 
painting is good or bad; in making the distinction between what is good in a 
certain painting and what is bad, and to rationalize the judgment one has made of 
it.’2 This raises the question how seventeenth-century experts would have defined 
good quality in painting. Was it a matter of taste? Or did they devise rules? And if 
so, would such rules have a universal validity to them? And what aspects did they 
find particularly important?  
 In the introduction to his treatise on painting of 1678, Samuel van 
Hoogstraten uses a specific term for art lovers who were not able to distinguish 
quality in pictures: ‘name buyers’ (‘naemkoopers’).3 Unable to rely on their own 
expertise, these art lovers simply bought pictures that were said to be by well-

                                                 
1 See above, Chapter 3.  
2 ‘si l’on a un beau Tableau (quand mesme on n’en connoistroit pastoute [sic] la beauté) il est 
toûjours fort agreable d’en sçavoir l’auteur. Mais à vous dire les choses comme elles sont, la 
veritable connoissance de la Peinture, consiste à sçavoir si un Tableau est bon, ou mauvais; à faire 
la distinction de ce qui est bien dans un mesme Ouvrage, d’avec ce qui est mal, & de rendre raison 
du jugement qu’on en aura porté.’ De Piles 1677, 6-7. See also above 'A Closer Look at 
Seventeenth-Century Sources: An Introduction'. 
3 ‘Zoo komt dan deze onze Inleiding ook zeer wel te pas voor alle Liefhebbers van de 
Schilderkonst, schoon zy in de zelve onervaeren zijn, om in’t koopen van Konststukken niet 
bedrogen te worden, want zy zullen die waerderen nae maete der deugden, die in de zelve zijn 
waergenomen, en geen naemkoopers blijven, gelijk’er tans veel zijn, die van d’een of anderen 
snoeshaen verleyt, kaele vodden in grooter waerden houden, om dat hun is wijs gemaekt, datze 
van d’een of d’ander groot Meester geschildert zijn.’ Van Hoogstaten 1678,  **3.  
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known masters. This was of course a rather risky undertaking, for they could 
easily be deceived. Moreover, pictures worthy of carrying a well-known master’s 
name could range in quality.4 In his treatise, Samuel van Hoogstraten explained 
that also within one and the same painting there could be differences in quality. 
As we have seen, he warned art lovers to not excessively praise unimportant 
elements in a painting, which were often executed by pupils or assistants.5 One of 
the purposes of Van Hoogstraten’s treatise as a whole was to make art lovers 
appreciate paintings to the measure of ‘virtues’ (‘deugden’) inherent in the works, so 
they would no longer be deceived.6 His reasoning implies that there was a certain 
consensus about the quality of paintings among experts and that the appreciation 
of quality was – at least partially – learnable.  
 Van Hoogstraten was not the only painter who worried about art lovers 
being deceived when buying art because they could not properly evaluate quality 
in paintings. As we have seen, several seventeenth-century documents related to 
painters’ guilds and public sales indicate a similar concern.7 Sometimes even 
experts were at a loss when trying to distinguish subtle differences in quality, such 
as the difference between an original and a retouched copy.8 For the early 
eighteenth-century scholar Abbé du Bos, the occasional confusion among experts 

                                                 
4 Compare a diary entry of 3 October 1665 by the Parisian collector Paul Fréart de Chantelou, in 
which he criticizes art lovers who cared for names but not quality: ‘those who looked for a name 
and not at the thing itself would be quite satisfied with M. Gamart’s collection, but in my opinion 
names were nothing’.  Fréart de Chantelou/Blunt 1985,  248. See also below ‘The Sum of the 
Parts’.  
5 Like Franciscus Junius had done before him, Van Hoogstraten used the Latin term ‘parerga’ to 
denote such unimportant elements. See also chapter 3, '“By His Hand”: The Paradox of 
Seventeenth-Century Connoisseurship'.  
6 See quote above, note 3. According to Samuel van Hoogstaten non-painters would never be able 
to do this entirely by themselves, but would always need the assistance of a good painter. As we 
have seen, other writers were more positive about the abilities of non-painters to assess paintings; 
see chapter 5 ‘The Painter versus the the Connoisseur?  The Best Judge of Pictures in 
Seventeenth-Century Theory and Practice’.  
7 See chapter 2. On the uncertainty of buyers in the establishing of quality, see also Sluijter 2008 
and the provocative interpretation of the Leiden art scene by Ed Romein in Romein 2001.  
8 For example, Justus van Egmont, a former assistant of Van Dyck, had trouble recognizing his 
own hand in copies after his master. When asked his opinion of a series of Apostles in the style of 
van Dyck, he stated that he believed that ‘one or two’ were copies by him after van Dyck. See 
Galesloot 1868; Roland 1983; Roland 1984; and Bok 1991. In art theory, the most well-known 
example of an expert being fooled  was Raphael’s former assistant Giulio Romano, who believed 
he recognized his own brushwork in Raphael’s Portrait of Leo X with Two Cardinals, despite the fact 
that he was actually looking at a copy by Andrea del Sarto (see chapter 2, figs. above, p.  and figs. 
2.5 & 2.6).  
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was a reason to dismiss connoisseurship as inherently faulty.9 Seventeenth-century 
writers, however, were not so pessimistic.   
 Even though seventeenth-century art theorists disagreed as to who was 
ultimately the best judge of the quality of paintings (as we have seen in the last 
chapter), many of them were optimistic as to the degree of consensus true experts 
would reach about the quality of specific characteristics, such as the artist’s ability 
to draw and arrange figures or his skills in expressing emotions and movements.10 
As we have seen, Karel van Mander repeatedly emphasized that ‘all painters and 
art experts’ would agree with him when he discussed the quality of specific 
pictures. Only in one instance does he suggest that his opinion differed from that 
of art lovers whom he respected; he writes that he felt he could not omit the 
painter David Vinckboons from his treatise since the art lovers of his time 
admired this painter (see chapter 5, ‘Painters and Art Experts’). Junius seems even 
more optimistic since he stated that also non-experts could successfully judge the 
quality of a painting, just like everyone could recognize a false note in a piece of 
music without necessarily knowing what caused it (see chapter 5, ‘The Best Judge 
- The Connoisseur?’).11  
 In a more indirect way, many writers on art reveal their optimism by trying 
to capture quality in a set of rules in which high quality was the result of a 
coherent system of rules and requirements, such as well-proportioned figures and 
a clear emphasis on the most important elements (see further below). Among 
others Karel van Mander, Giulio Mancini, Franciscus Junius, Philips Angel, 
Willem Goeree and Samuel van Hoogstraten tried to define the essence of 
pictorial quality in such a way.  

Although certain aspects such as ‘grace’ could not readily be defined in a 
rule, its characteristics did not seem to contradict a systematic, rational 
explanation of quality. At least this did not discourage these writers from devising 
a coherent explanation. In fact, one could simply state, as many writers did, that in 
order to obtain the highest quality it was not enough to laboriously apply all the 
rules, but that one also needed a certain ease and looseness, occasionally even an 
element of chance.  
                                                 
9 ‘[…] l’expérience nous enseigne que l’art de deviner l’auteur d’un tableau en reconnaissant la 
main du maître est le plus fautif de tous les arts après la medicine […]. On sait que plusieurs 
peintres se sont trompés sur leur propres ouvrages, et qu’ils one pris quelque fois une copie pour 
l’original qu’eux-mêmes ils avaient peint.’ Du Bos 1719 [ed. 1993],  296. 
10 This does not mean that all art experts would have interpreted a depicted emotion in  the same 
terms, but merely that they would have agreed upon the intensity of the expression. In particular, 
paintings by Rembrandt, which have always been well-known for their strongly expressive 
qualities, have evoked different interpretations; see below, 'Expression'.  
11 Junius 1638 [ed. 1991], 68-69.  
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Yet some scholars did think perfection was necessarily at odds with rules 
of art. Much to the annoyance of Samuel van Hoogstraten, the British 
philosopher and playwright Francis Bacon had mocked the ancient painter 
Apelles and the Renaissance artist Albrecht Dürer for this reason. One had tried 
to reach perfection in human figures by combining the most beautiful facial 
features seen in nature into one painted face, while the other sought to establish 
rules of geometry to define human proportions.12 According to Bacon, such 
efforts were bound to fail; only a sort of heavenly chance could lead to perfection 
in his view. In the Netherlands, the poet and writer Jan de Brune de Jonge took a 
similar stance in his collection of essays Wetsteen der Vernuften of 1644.13 He 
praised painters who had let their ‘artful brush’ express ideas which were more 
perfect than any beauty found in nature, and he emphasized that such perfection 
resulted from ‘a lucky touch, and chance’ and ‘not at all from rules of art’.14 
Samuel van Hoogstraten classified De Brune therefore as someone who favored 
brushwork and the application of colors (colorito) over proportionate 
draughtmanship (disegno). Van Hoogstraten himself strongly disagreed with Bacon 
(and De Brune) and emphasized that this wise man had no practical experience as 

                                                 
12 Van Hoogstraten 1678, 279-280. Francis Bacon, ‘Of Beauty’: ‘There is no excellent beauty, that
hath not some strangeness in the proportion. A man cannot tell whether Apelles, or Albert Durer, 
were the more trifler; whereof the one, would make a personage by geometrical proportions; the 
other, by taking the best parts out of divers faces, to make one excellent. Such personages, I think
would please nobody, but the painter that made them. Not but I think a painter may make a better 
face than ever was; but he must do it by a kind of felicity (as a musician that maketh an excelle
air in music), and not by rule.’ This story about Apelles does not appear in Junius' compendium of 
sources on ancient artists (Junius 1694 [ed. 1991]), and I have not been able to determine the 
source Bacon may have used. A similar story is known about Zeuxis, who alleged
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most beautiful body parts of five different women into one image of the famous Helena. See 
Dionysius Halicarnassensis, De oratoribus veteribus I; Cicero, De inventione, II.1.1-3.  
13 Samuel van Hoogstraten 1678, 280; De Brune de Jonge 1644,  vol. II, chapter 6 (p. 119 ff.). 
14 ‘Ik kom van een plaats daar ik een vrouwenbeelt gezien heb, dat oneindigh schoonder was, dan 
yemand zou konnen gelooven. […] Daarom hiel ik haar ook dadelik, niet voor ’t afzetsel van 
eenige Ioffer, die ergens in wezen was; maar voor een lustelike luim van een konstich pinceel, dat 
d’Ideen van de schoonheid nagebootst hadde, zonder haar te zien. Apelles meende ’t anders te 
klaren, want zoo hy gezint was een volmaakte schoonheid te verbeelden, nam hy uit verscheid
aanzichten de beste deelen. Zulke tafereelen, geloof ik, zouden naaulix yemand behagen, dan hem
dieze gemaakt hadde. Niet dat ik denken zou, dat een schilder ons geen moojer beelden kan 
beschaffen, als ’er oit uit van handen van natuur zijn voortgekomen; (het tegendeel heb ik alree 
aangewezen,) doch dat moet hem gebeuren, door een slagh van ’t geluk, en
zangmeesters hunne geluyen,) maar geensins deur regels van de konst.’  De Brune de Jonge 164
vol. II, 119. This passage is largely taken from Bacon; see note 14 above.  
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r and therefore no true understanding of the art (dit is vermetelheyt buiten uw 
leest).15  

Although the definitions of high quality thus differed somewhat from one 
writer to the next, the fact that a fair amount of writers believed in the possibility 
of establishing certain rules of quality is telling. Interestingly, no seventeenth-
century writer states that measuring quality was (partially) a matter of personal 
taste. Occasionally, a seventeenth-century writer did relate people’s character to 
their preference for pictures. Mancini, for example, stated that people with a 
choleric or melancholic character react best to light subjects.16 Yet this did not 
reflect the quality of the paintings, which, in his view, could firmly be established 
by applying clear rules. It was not until the eighteenth century that thinkers such 
as Emmanuel Kant would inherently link quality to personal tas

preciation for quality is necessarily subjective and that therefore no 
objective rules can be established to measure aesthetic quality.17  

In the seventeenth century scholars believed that quality could be 
objectively established. It was seen either as something which experts would 
recognize but that ultimately defied explanation (as Bacon and De Brune argued), 
or as something which could be captured in clear rules. The seventeenth-century 
belief in quality as a solid characteristic did not mean, however, that art experts 
were unaware of controversies about matters of quality. Out of all the writers who 
defined the rules of art, Roger de Piles went the furthest in that he not only 
articulated an elaborate definition of high quality but also rated the achievements 
of famous painters in absolute numbers (fig. 6.1). In his table each painter 

 
15 Van Hoogstraten 1678, 280. Van Hoogstraten describes Bacon as very wise, yet nonetheless 
ignorant about art (konst onverstandige), and exclaims: ‘ô Bakon! Uw hooge wijsheyt doet u doolen, en 
dit is vermetelheyt buiten uw leest. Zeker ’t geene G. Vossius zegt, dat hoe groot een schoonheyt is, 
zy wort van verscheide beelden overwonnen, geschiet niet by geval, schoon er somtijts wel eenige 
toeval van gratie de hulpende handt toe verleent heeft. Onze grooten Verulamius [i.e. Bacon] wort 
van een ander schrijver nagevolgt [i.e. Jan de Brune, mentioned by Van Hoogstraten in the 
margin], hy meent, zegt hy, de beste meesters hebben altijts de schoonheid gestelt in de 
gelijkmaetichey van deelen, of anders in een alderbeste medemeetlijkheyt van ’t geheel tot yder 
deel, en wederom van de delen onderling tegen elkander. Maar andere hebbenze in een zekere 
bevallijkheyt van gedaente en verwe begrepen, en om dat zy haer niet en kenden zoo hebbenze 
haer als onkennelijk beschreven [emphasis added by the current author]. En dus voortgaende 
meent hy al verder, dat wanneer kunstige Schilders een groote schoonheit uitgebeelt hebben, het 
zelve geenszins deur regels van de kunst, maer aleen door een slach van ’t geluk, en by geval 
gebeurt is.’ Contrary to what Van Hoogstraten suggests, the underlined passage is not based on 
Jan de Brune’s Wetsteen but Van Hoogstraten’s explanation.  
16 Mancini based this idea on Ficino; see Mancini/Marucchi/Salerno 1956-1957,  330 and 142-143.  
17 Kant relinquished the belief in an objective reality independent of our perception; see Kant 
1790. 
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received four different grades, reflecting the main fields of painting as De Piles 
defined them: composition, line, color and expression. Yet De Piles was well 
aware of the different opinions on the quality of these painters: ‘opinions are too 
various on this point to let us think that we alone are in the right.’18  He even 
expected to be ‘severely criticized’, and warned possible opponents that ‘in order 
to critic

 specific aspects could be judged with 

nd even ugly subjects could be 

                                                

ize judiciously, one must have a perfect knowledge of all the parts of a 
piece of painting, and of the reasons which make the whole good’, adding that 
many judge a picture only on the basis of one aspect in which they are 
interested.19  

His insistence on a ‘perfect knowledge of painting’ necessary to judge 
pictures, and on ‘the reasons that make the whole good’, indicates that he believed 
many controversies stemmed from different (read: faulty) emphases when judging 
pictures. Of course, even if the quality of
certainty, one still had to determine whether all these aspects were equally 
important or if some counted more than others. A strong advocate of the 
importance of color, Roger de Piles knew well that opinions varied as to what 
elements of a painting counted the most.  
 As we have seen, the disegno-colorito debate (in which Roger de Piles 
partook) played an important role in the appreciation of various types of 
European paintings in the seventeenth century, including Netherlandish works.20 
Also, specifically with regards to Netherlandish pictures, there were different 
views on, among other things, what kinds of subjects were worth painting, what 
type of lighting was admirable in a picture, and to what degree brushstrokes 
should be visible. Also, opinions varied on what effect a high quality picture 
should ultimately have. Was it to inspire the viewer by showing the good and the 
beautiful? Or should it mostly show a deceptively real mirror of God’s creation, 
that is, the visible world, in which humble, sinful a
visually appealing? Despite the optimism of early writers on pictorial quality, many 
aspects of it were thus not easily captured in a definition upon which all experts 
could agree. Quality remained somewhat elusive, subject to change and 
interpretation, a riddle never permanently solved.  
 It is clear that there cannot be just one answer to the question how of the 
quality of Netherlandish pictures was defined in the seventeenth century. 
Therefore I will analyze seventeenth-century views on the topic as part of an 
evolving debate. On some topics (such as the question of what counted as 
‘masterly’) there seems to have been a relatively large consensus, while other 

 
18 De Piles 1708 [ed. 1743],  294.  
19 De Piles 1708 [ed. 1743],  296. See also chapter 5 ‘The Best Judge’ above.  
20 See above chapters 2, 4 and 5; and Sluijter 2006, chapter 7.  
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topics were the subject of more discussion in the literature on art (such as the 
importance of color and its proper use). As mentioned before, the vocabulary of 
art criticism expanded in the seventeenth century, and this allowed for increasingly 
refined categories of thought. In order to get a clearer idea of seventeenth-century 
views on quality, I will first look into the general framework of the thought about 
quality and address the question of to what degree standards of quality were 
related to picture types, nations and periods. Subsequently, I will have a closer 
look at the criteria used to measure quality, that is, terms and concepts of 
seventeenth-century art criticism and the ways in which these were used. By thus 

acing the contours of seventeenth-century discussions on quality, I intend to 
hed light on the types of aspects that mattered most to the seventeenth-century 

on the range of quality 
dgments they made.  

ic portrait painting, for 

further discussion of such specific measures of quality).23  

                                                

tr
s
experts whose opinions have come down to us and 
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Categories of Quality: Genres, Nations and Periods 
 
In his Considerazioni sulla Pittura (1617/1621), the sharp-eyed paintings collector 
Giulio Mancini was quite specific in his advice on how to determine a painting’s 
quality: “Once you have found out whether a painting is an original or a copy, you 
should subsequently consider if it is good or bad, and this according to the type of 
picure, following the above provided rules on perfection.”21 His rules grouped 
pictures according to the type of subject, the painting school and the period in 
which they were made. Landscape pictures, portraits and history paintings each 
required different analysis, and these picture types also had further subcategories 
with their own standards of quality.22 When judging a stat
example, two things mattered in the eyes of Mancini: the likeness and the ‘art’. 
With the latter, he meant whether the portrait was well-drawn (ben contornato), well-
colored, well-shaded, and executed soundly (con franchezza) (see also below for a 

 
21 ‘Supposto e riconosciuta che sia orginale o copia nel modo detto simulato, si deve considerare 
poi se sia buona o cattiva, e ciò a grado e spetie di pitture, secondo le regole della perfettione date.’ 
Mancini/Marucchi/Salerno 1956-1957,  135 (and also 328 ff). 
22 Mancini/Marucchi/Salerno 1956-1957, 135 ff. In his categorization of picture types (Tavola 
sinottica delle pitture), Mancini mentions also other types of pictures, such as those with groups of 
figures ‘without action’, like market scenes. See Mancini/Marucchi/Salerno 1956-1957, 149.  
23 ‘se il ritratto senz’attione, se habbia similtudine die quel tale secondo se con arte, cioè se ben 
contornato, colorito, ombregiato e condotto con franchezza, che così haverà l’arte e similtudine 
che si desidera in questa sorte di ritratto [..]’.  Mancini/Marucchi/Salerno 1956-1957, 135-136.  
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 By comparison, it was more complicated to judge the quality of a history 
painting. First, one had to know which scene was depicted. Subsequently, one 
should focus on the main figure and event, and consider issues of ‘decorum’ or 
propriety.24 In Mancini’s view, high quality was first and foremost a matter of 
decorum. Was the person depicted in the right posture, with the right attributes, 
and did his costume, beauty and grace match the story?25 Evidently, a shepherd 
should not look like a gentleman, and vice versa. Also, the main figure should be 
easily recognizable as such and occupy a central position; other figures should be 
secondary to this figure.26 Then, one should consider if the location was 
consistent with the action or history depicted, and if there was no striking 
chronological inconsistency, such as for example a Saint Francis with the stigmata 
attending the baptism of Christ, long before Christ had even received the stigmata 
himself.27 Lastly, one should look into the ‘truth’ (verità), or the historical accuracy, 
of the depicted scene. This could sometimes pose difficulties since the well-
known version of a story was not necessarily accurate. Saint Sebastian was usually 
depicted as a beardless young man attached to a tree and dying from arrow 
wounds (fig. 6.2); however, according to Mancini, in reality Saint Sebastian died at 
a later age from a beating and in a location were there were no trees. The question 
then was which representation would be better, the popular scene or the 
historically accurate one?28 Mancini preferred the first one, since a painting of this 

                                                 
24 Mancini does not elaborate on his sense of aesthetics. In his chapter ‘requisiti per la bontà delle 
pitture’, he equates beauty to decorum. At the end of his writings, he emphasizes that he barely 
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discussed ‘grace’: “Della gratia s’è detto pochissime”.  See Mancini/Marucchi/Salerno 1956-1957
147.  
25 Mancini/Marucchi/Salerno 1956-1957, 136-137: ‘Per la recognitione della bontà della pittura 
che rappresenta l’historia, bisogna saper prima quale historia sia quella che vien rappresentata. […]
Saputo questo, bisgona vedere e constituir la persona principale che attion deva fare e che requisiti 
deve havere per la persona che rapresenta, e da questo poi vedere se corrisponda con la bel
decoro e gratia e vestito, et apresso se in conveniente sito d’esser prima viasta e risonosciuta pe
figure principale, et che ad essa tutte l’altre servono; di poi sonsiderar il luogo dell’attio
dell’historia, si corrisponda al sito rappresentato dal pittore, così del tempo, concedendo però 
qualche trasportatione e dilatione / come si è detto, non permettendo però all’intutto 
l’impossibilità […] Considerat e queste cose, si deve ritornare alla figura principale e vedere se
pittore in essa habbi osservato la verità, come per esempio, rappresentando il trinfo di Cesare, se la 
figura principale s’assomiglia secondo il decoro e decenza che si ricerca, perchè, se t
quaranta anni, la figura principale che l’es
et atto di godere di questo honore trionfale, che in tutto questo consiste il decoro.’ 
26 See also ‘Appropriate Design’ below.  
27 Mancini, according to his own admission, allows for some liberty on the part of the pai
long as one avoided clear chronological inconsistencies.  
28 Mancini,/Marucchi/Salerno 1956-1957, 137 ff. See also Puttfarken 1985,  27 and 58.   
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type should ‘persuade’ the viewers, and this was best done if it agreed with 
popular belief.29  
 This last remark in particular gives a clear insight into Mancini’s analysis of 
quality. In Mancini’s view, quality was related to purpose. As different types of 
pictures had different purposes, they could not be judged by the same standards. 
The question with which Mancini struggled was how to evaluate a picture with 
conflicting purposes. The picture of Saint Sebastian, which he used as an example, 
should on the one hand depict the martyrdom of the Saint as truthfully as 
possible, yet on the other hand it should also persuade people of the truth of the 
scene, which was done best if the painter conformed to a widespread 
misconception. In this case, Mancini believed the ultimate goal of convincing 
viewers was more important than historical accuracy. Yet he is not very definitive 

 only to history painting, Mancini was unique in his systematic 

                                                

in his answer, since he designates neither solution as entirely right or wrong. 
Rather, it was a matter of priorities.   
 Like Mancini, many other writers applied the most complex system of 
quality requirements to history painting, as we will see.30 It was commonly seen as 
the most challenging type of painting, though that did not mean that it was 
necessarily the most expensive or sought-after type of picture on the market. 
From a theoretical point of view, it was undisputedly the most complex, which 
warrants its special status in analyses of quality. While other writers thus similarly 
showed an awareness of the relation between quality and picture type by applying 
requirements
analyses of this relationship and in his elaborate definition of the different criteria 
of quality.31  
 As mentioned above, Mancini also differentiates between various nations 
and periods in his analysis of quality. When discussing the development of Italian 
painting, for example, he uses an analogy with human growth, which he had 
borrowed from Vasari. The period between 1200 and 1350 Mancini labeled 
‘childhood’ (fanciulezza), which is the beginning of the Renaissance (rinascimento), a 
period of ‘rebirth’ during which the rules of art would be rediscovered.32 After a 
period of ‘sleep’, he subsequently distinguishes a period of ‘adolescence’ 

 
29 ‘dobbiamo attendere al popolo, quale con le cose veramente credute viene ad esser peruaso.’ 

me un homme Eloquent doit toucher le coeur.’ De Piles 1677,  101 ff; 

gs in his 

ements for history paintings were also applied to other 

Mancini/Marucchi/Salerno 1956-1957, 138. Compare Roger de Piles' remark: ‘Le peintre doit 
persuader les yeux com
Puttfarken 1985, 54.  
30 Compare, for example, Karel van Mander, who discusses high quality in history paintin
chapter ‘Van der Ordinanty ende Inventy der Historien’. See also below 'Composition'.  
31 On the question to what degree requir
picture types, see below ‘Composition’. 
32 Mancini/Marucchi/Salerno 1956-1957, 104.  
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(adolescenza) from circa 1390/1400 until 1450, during which linear perspective was 
introduced in painting.33 The period 1450-1500, during which painters mastered 
the rules of perspective and had intelligent design, yet exhibited a rather dry 
painting style, according to Mancini34, he called ‘youth’ (gioventù). The period in 
which Michelangelo and Raphael reached perfection in their design, coloring, 
rendering of perspective and the decorum he identified as the age of virility 
(virilità) or the age of perfection (perfettione).35 His own time, the ‘succeeding 
period’ (età sussequente) in which he distinguished four important painting schools, 
including one led by Caravaggio and one headed by the Carracci brothers, was 
necessarily less perfect, although Mancini stresses that this did not mean that 

ith their ‘spirited, sanguine temperament’ were 

every painter from his time was of lesser quality than the painters from the perfect 
age.36  
 Mancini believed that painting in other nations developed in similar cycles 
of growth and decay.37 Like Vasari, he both applied absolute standards when 
judging quality (the rules of art) and stated that the achievements of painters 
should be seen in relation to the level of perfection common in their time.38 
Michelangelo and Raphael had been able to reach perfection only by building 
upon the achievements of their predecessors. Moreover, Mancini added to 
Vasari’s evaluation system by pointing out that nations had different aesthetic 
preferences, which he explained by means of physiology. Mancini understood 
blue-eyed northerners to have a cool cranial temperature and therefore cool 
temperaments, which made them appreciate blue eyes and pale skin, whereas the 
dark-eyed Southern Europeans w

                                                 
33 Mancini/Marucchi/Salerno 1956-1957, 104 and 106.  
34 Mancini/Marucchi/Salerno 1956-1957, 106.  
35 Mancini specifies that this period knew ‘ogni perfettione con disegno, colorito, prospettiva e 
decoro’. Mancini/Marucchi/Salerno 1956-1957, 106. 
36 Mancini/Marucchi/Salerno 1956-1957, 106. See also Philip Sohm’s entry on Mancini in the 
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Grove Dictionary of Art (online version, October 2008).  
37 Mancini/Marucchi/Salerno 1956-1957, 35.  
38 Mancini/Marucchi/Salerno 1956-1957, 35: ‘per dar giuditio delle pitture, bisogna considera
tempi nei quali sono state fatte e le nattioni che hanno queste diversità di tempi.’ Vasari writes in 
the concluding remarks to the 1568 edition of his Vite, The Grove Dictionary of Art, online 
version, October 2008: ‘I may seem to have been over generous in praising some older or more 
recent masters …. I can only reply that I believe I have not praised such artists unconditionally, 
but always conditionally, with due regard to place, time and other such considerations. In truth, 
although Giotto was undoubtedly very praiseworthy in his own day, I do not know what peop
would have said about him and other old masters had they lived at the time of Michelangelo. Wha
is also worth notin
perfection, would not be in the position they hold today had not those who came before us been 
what they were.’ 
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prone to like dark eyes, which, according to Mancini, lent itself better to 
expressing powerful emotions.39  
 This reasoning again makes the question of purpose relevant, since it 
presents the differences between national styles in terms of the different aesthetic 
preferences of these nations.40 Although Mancini discusses various Netherlandish 
painters, including Goltzius, Honthorst, Paulus Bril, and Rubens, he does not, 

many naturalistic details, it lacked reason and art, symmetry and proportion, 
his 

unfortunately, expand on what he considered characteristic for the Netherlandish 
painting of his time and how he judged its general quality.41  
 Other writers were more explicit on this topic, commonly praising 
Netherlandish painters for their excellence in depicting details and in the coloring 
(colorito) and/or criticizing them for their lack of draughtsmanship (disegno). As 
early as 1538, Michelangelo reputedly stated that while Flemish devotional 
pictures excelled in moving the devout and in deceiving the eye through their 

design, good judgment and choice – essentially, substance and vigour.42 For t
                                                 
39 Mancini/Marucchi/Salerno 1956-1957, 128-129: ‘Quant’al colore, apresso diverse nationi è stat
diversamente stimato, perchè le settentrionali preferiscono il bianco, ma però con un po’ di 
rossezza delle parti che si vedono e godono, come è la faccia e in particolare le guancie […]; li 
Spagnoli, l’Italiani e Greci non reputan così bello il bianco […] ma un certo color bianco acces
negro, con scintilla di color rosso, qual colore seguita al lor temperamento sanguigno spirituoso. 
[…] Ma se noi parliamo del color dell’occhio, son varie oppinioni, perchè questo, seguitando
più la temperatura del cervello secondo che apresso a diverse nationi è diversa temperatura,e che 
così s’è visto di questo o quell’altro colore, vien preferito questo o quell’altro: secondo che lo 
vedano i tramontani, i paesi settentrionali, il colore d’acqua marina, perchè questo va seguitando al 
temperamento del lor cervello e questo vedono; l’Italiani, li Spagnoli e Greci fra di loro son 
differenti, perchè alcuni prefersican il nero, come quello che habbi vehemenza et è un non so che
d’imperio, altri I color d’occhio caprino. Che per denotar meglior temperamento di cervello, per 
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veder meglio et in più longhezza d’età, et per haver più bellezza e gratia nell’atti di perturbati
piangere o ridere o simile, lo prefersicono  e meritamente, perch`e della visione non accade 
dubitare vedendosi con il senso, e la ragione ne dimostra che quest’occhio
perchè […] ricevano meglio l’influssi dello spirito del cervello […]’.  See also Sohm 2007,  5-6.  
40 Although Mancini does not explicitly say so, this could be the reason that he makes little 
comparison of the quality of pictures from different nations. On the relationship between styles 
and nations/geographic regions, see also chapter 4, ‘Style and Country’.   
41 In fact, Mancini hoped that later writers would describe other European schools of painti
he had described Sienese and Roman painting; see Mancini/Marucchi/Salerno 1956-1957, 146. 
Netherlandish painters, see Mancini/Marucchi/Salerno 1956-1957,  37 and 258 ff. Mancini uses 
the terms ‘fiamminghi’ (‘Flemish’) and ‘tramontani’ (Northern Europeans).  
42 When asked why Flemish painting lends itself better to devotional purposes than Italian 
painting, Michelangelo is supposed to have answered: ‘La pittura fiamminga […] soddisferà un 
devoto qualunque più che la pittura italiana; questa non gli farà versare una lagrima, mentre quella 
di Fiandra glie ne farà versare molte, e ciò non per vigore e bontà di quella pittura, ma per la bontà
di quel tal devoto. Essa piacerà assai alle donne, principalmente a quelle molto vecchie e a quelle 
molto giovani, e così pure ai frati, alle monache, e a qualche gentil uomo privo del senso musicale 
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reason, he called good (well-designed) pictures ‘Italian’, even those made in 
Flanders, according to his contemporary Francisco de Holanda.43  
 While Netherlandish painting evolved tremendously throughout the 
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, it continued to be criticized and praised in 
the above mentioned two respects by both local and foreign writers alike. In 1604 
Karel van Mander urged Netherlandish painters to improve their drawing skills 
especially with regards to figures, so they could compete better with their Italian 
colleagues.44 Yet as the century progressed, Jacques de Ville (1628) and Samuel 
van Hoogstraten (1678) continued to criticize many of their contemporaries for 
not sufficiently following the rules of proportion and perspective and for poor 
draughtmanship, respectively.45 On a more positive note, several local writers 
praise the many details and lifelike colors of Netherlandish painters. Hugo 
Grotius, for example, celebrates the works by Lucas van Leyden and Maarten van 
Heemskerk in particular for their variety (varietas) and truth (veritas).46  

In the 1670s, the German painter and art theorist Joachim von Sandrart 
praised Netherlandish painters, especially Rembrandt, for their subtle balancing of 
tones and colors (see further below). Also, the French secretary of state and avid 
collector Louis-Henri Comte de Brienne praised Netherlandish pictures for this 
reason in his unpublished treatise on painting (written between 1665 and 1693). 
                                                                                                                                 
della vera armonia. / Si dipingono in Fiandra, propriamente per ingannare la vista esteriore, delle 
cose gradevoli, o delle cose, di cui non si possa parlar male, come santi e profeti. Questa pittura si 
compone di drappi, di casupole, di verdure campestri, d'ombre d'arberi, di ponti e ruscelli, ed essi 
chiamano ciò paesaggio con qualche figurina qua e là. / E tutto questo, che passa per buono per 
certi occhi, è in realtà senza ragione nè arte, senza simetria nè proporzione, senza discernimento nè 
scelta, nè disegno, in una parola senza sostanza  e senza nerbo. / Con tutto ciò in altri luoghi si 
dipinge peggio, che in Fiandra. Nè dico tante male della pittura fiammingha perchè sia tutta cattiva, 
ma perchè il voler far bene tante cose (ognuna delle quail è abbastanza difficile) fa si che il pittori 
di quell paese non se esequiscono bene nessuna.’ D'Olanda/Aureli 1939,  63.  
43 ‘Così che non si chiama italiana qualunque pittura fatta in Italia, ma qualunque pittura buona ed 
artistica [..] la quale pur si facesse in Fiandra o in Spagna[..]a condizione che sia buona sarà pittura 
italiana.' D’Olanda/Aureli 1939, 65-66.   
44 Van Mander 1604, fol. 7r: ‘Want d'Italianen ons altijts gissen /  Daer [in landschap - at] fraey in 
te zijn, ende sy inbeelden, / Dan ick hoop of wy haer deel oock ontsteelden. /  Iae hoop hier in te 
zijn geen ydel hoper, / Sy sien self alree ghenoech d’apparency, / In doecken, steenen, en platen 
van coper, / Oock ghy Ionghers siet toe, grijpt moet, al droper / Al veel door de mande, doet 
diligency, / Op dat wy gheraken t’onser intency,  
 Dat sy niet meer en segghen op haer spraken, / Vlaminghen connen geen figueren maken.’ Van 
Mander also believed Northern artists could learn from the Venetians, who were celebrated for 
their ‘colorito’: ‘Brengt van Roome mede teyckenen zedich, / En t’wel schilderen van de stadt 
Venedich’. Van Mander 1604, fol. 7v. 
45 See chapter 4, ‘Style: artful or artificial’.  
46 Hugo Grotius, Parallellon, III, pp. 29-31 and pp. 44-48; Van Mander 1604, fol. 213r; both sources 
are taken from Becker 1998, 34.    
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Although the specific section dedicated to Netherlandish artists, including Rubens 
and Gerard Dou, has not survived47, a passage in the surviving text indicates that 
he especially admired Van Dyck for his ability to unify and mix colors and for his 
subtle u

 well-chosen 

                                                

se of tones to make figures look ‘real’ (vray).48  
By the time the French writer Roger de Piles sums up the characteristics 

of the Netherlandish style in his brief overview of national styles of 1699, he may 
have simply confirmed a widespread perception. Flemish art, he wrote, portrays 
nature with its defects – something which he saw as a shortcoming since he 
preferred a high level of idealization – yet excels in a great union of
colors, an excellent use of lights and shades and fluent brushwork.49  
 By describing the aesthetic preferences of various nations, De Piles 
completed the task that Mancini had outlined at the beginning of the century.50 In 
1671 the Dutch draughtsman and etcher Jan de Bisschop had also briefly touched 
upon the topic. In his view, there had been a ‘manner, feeling or [so to say] 
fashion’ for depicting common and even ugly subjects in paintings in the 
Netherlands, while French painting was characterized by a preference for 
beautiful and pleasant subjects.51 In his view this was partially caused by the innate 
character and mind of the people in these countries, and partially by the leading 
painters who set the tone.52 In 1676 Samuel van Hoogstraten similarly related 

 
47 Only the title is known: ‘de Rubens et des meilleurs peintres flamands où on verra un bel éloge 
de Dow, peintre hollandais, etc.’; see Hourticq 2005,  340.  
48 Hourticq 2005,  337. Brienne uses term ‘vaghezza’ in this respect.  According to Brienne, Van 
Dyck was even better than Titian, the great Venetian master of colour. 
49 ‘Le Goût Allemand ... C’est une idée de la Nature comme elle se voit ordinairement avec ses 
défauts, & non comme elle pourroit être dans sa pureté… Le Goût Flamand ne diffère de 
l’Allemand que par une plus grande union de Couleurs bien choisies, par un excellent Clair-Obscur 
& par un Pinceau plu moëleux.’ De Piles 1699 [ed. 1707],  85. See also Barasch 1985, 354.  
50 See above note 41.  
51 On the debate about subject matter, see also below, ‘Criteria of quality’, esp. the section 
‘‘Painterly’ Topics and Motifs’. 
52 Van Gelder/Jost 1985, dedication to Jan Six. ‘Dan nader bedenkende, schijnt dit wel van dat 
misverstand geweest de oorsaeck, dat, gelijck alles bestaet in geduyrich verloop en veranderingh, 
yder eeuw sijn manier, gevoelen en om soo te seggen mode mede brengt; dewelcke wert ingevoert 
door een meester of meer alsdan in groote achtingh zijnde en derhalven machtich om gevolgh te 
maken; so hebben sommige van groote geest en konst synde geoordeelt, gelijck wel waerachtich 
maer qualijck begrepen en gebruyckt is, het leven te sijn het beste en volmaeckste voorbeeld en 
alles daer uyt te moeten gehaelt werden… Waer by noch werdende ingebeeld dat het lelijck heeft 
een vremdigheyt of ongemeenheyt, ... het welck een deucht is in de konst, soo is men … 
afgeweken vande goede verkiesingh.’  On the topics of which he disapproved, see also below, p. 
‘Painterly’ subjects. On the character of French painting: ‘de huydendaeghse naerstigheyt en yver 
… van het geestich Vrankrijck ... en heeft als eygen de goede verkiesinge van ‘t schoon en 
aengenaem, ten dele uyt onderrichtingh van Poussin en ‘t sien van goede voorbeelden, ten dele uyt 
de aengeboren aerdt en geest des volcks.’  
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painting styles to the intrinsic character of various people. Italians had quick 
spirits that were rich, pleasant and sharp, he wrote; Dutchmen, on the other hand, 
had heavy, slow minds. It thus followed that Italians were often better painters, he 
explained. However, if a Dutchman with his concentrated attention and cool spirit 
had specialized in a particular type of painting that agreed with his nature, he was 

e of his predecessors as misguided and 

f 
e main debates were focused around quintessentially ‘Netherlandish’ qualities.  

                                                

seldomly defeated.53   
 By relating national characters and tastes to painting styles, these authors 
made it possible to understand national styles as the result of aesthetic 
preferences. Like individual painting styles, national styles could differ without 
necessarily ranging in quality.54 Moreover, stylistic differences between subsequent 
periods were not necessarily the result of an increase or loss of knowledge but 
could also simply be caused by changing aesthetic preferences. This did not mean 
that these authors believed that the various local and period styles were equal in 
artistic merit. While Mancini and De Piles emphasized the importance of 
establishing a picture’s relative quality, that is, its level of perfection in relation to 
other works made by the same people and in the same period, they nonetheless 
also applied absolute rules of perfection, which allowed them to characterize the 
strengths and weaknesses of national styles in general. Similarly, De Bisschop 
related painting styles to changing fashions and aesthetic preferences, but 
nonetheless sharply dismissed the tast
inferior to the insights of his own time. 
 Regardless of these value judgments, the fact that quite a few writers tried 
to define the unique character of Netherlandish paintings is telling. It suggests that 
the idea of a ‘Netherlandish style’ was widespread. When analyzing the specific 
criteria applied to Netherlandish pictures, it will therefore be interesting to see i
th
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
53 ‘Want schoon de vlugge geesten rijk, aerdich en scherp zijn, en wel te recht by een scheermes 
geleken worden, dat fijn en dun van metael is, maer lichtelijk gaet omliggen: Zoo zijn die loch en 
traeg van begrijp zijn, gelijk een bijl, die taey en zwaer zijnde, alles doorklieft, wat’er voor komt. En 
hierom zijn de italiaenen beter in ’t gros van de konst: maer onze Nederlanders, die niet zoo vlug 
van geest en gedachten zijn, maer aandachtiger en kouder, zullen 't den Italianen in eenich 
byzonder deel, daer hun natuer toe neigt, zelden gewonnen geven.’ Van Hoogstraten 1678, 13.  
54 See above chapter 4, ‘Style and Individual Character’. 
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characteristic motifs sought directly from nature.’58 To Sandrart the term was thus 

                                                

 
‘P
 
 One of the fiercest debates about the quality of seventeenth-century 
paintings concentrated on the question of which objects and motifs deserved to 
be painted and which did not. Tellingly, experts disagreed about the interpretation 
of a key term in debates about this topic: ‘painterly’ (schilderachtig). In seventeenth-
century Dutch the term ‘painterly’ (schilderachtig) denoted something worthy of 
being painted; it did not yet signify a loose painting style, as it does today. Instead, 
the term was used for curious and interesting objects, people and landscapes, in 
other words, topics su
Bakker have shown.55 
(fig. 6.3 Frans Floris, The Painter Rijk met de Stelt as Saint Luke painting the Virgin, 
1556, Museum voor Schone Kunsten, Antwerp – In his Schilderboeck  of 1604 
Karel van Mande
‘schilderachtig’).56  
For example, the poet Andries Pels described how Rembrandt used to scour ‘the 
entire city, on bridges and in odd corners, in the New and North markets, for 
armor, helmets, Japanese daggers, furs and rags, which he found painterly 
(schilderachtig).’57 (fig. 6.4) In a more general sense, the German painter Joachim 
van Sandrart used the term for Rembrandt’s choice of subjects. He had 
familiarized himself with the master’s work when he stayed in Amsterdam in the 
1640s, and he later described Rembrandt’s choice of subjects as follows: ‘He 
painted few, classical poetic poems [sic], allegories or uncommon histories, but 
generally simple things that were easily understood, things that just appealed to 
him and were schilderachtig (as the Dutch say), which were nevertheless full of 

 
55 Another meaning of the term ‘schilderachtig’ was ‘like a painter’. Emmens 1979, ; Bakker 1995. 
Bakker rightly relates the use of the term to an increased interest in painting ‘from life’; see also 
Sluijter 2006,  208-209.   
56 Emmens 1979, 60, fig. 12. Bakker 1995,  153.    
57 Pels 1681, 36 : ‘Die door de gansche Stad op bruggen, en op hoeken, / Op Nieuwe, en 
Noordermarkt zeer yv’rig op ging zoeken, / Harnassen, moriljons, japonsche ponjerts, bont, En 
rafelkraagen, die hij schilderachtig vond.’  The translation is taken from Bakker 1995,  155. 
Compare also Filippo Baldinucci, who stated that Rembrandt collected clothing that was ‘bizarro e 
pittoresco’. see Baldinucci 1686,  80; Bakker 1995, 148-149.  
58 ‘Er hat aber wenig antiche Poetische Gedichte, alludien oder seltsame Historien, sondern 
meistens einfaltige und nicht in sonderbares Nachsinnen lauffende, ihme wohlgefällige und 
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typically Dutch and related to an interesting selection of subjects from life. In this 
sense the term seems to cover a wide range of paintings that were popular in the 
Netherlands around the middle of the seventeenth century: landscapes and still 
lifes but also figural scenes, which all stand out for their powerful sense of 
immediacy. For example, Vermeer’s famous Milk Maid is unusual in that this very 
refined painting centers around a surprisingly modest and real-looking topic, a 
maid pouring milk. (fig. 6.5) It was an innovative subject but not one that could 
boast a lofty literary source; the master must have simply found it ‘painterly’ 
(schilderachtig).59  
 Unfortunately, Sandrart does not elaborate on the Dutch concept of 
‘schilderachtig’, citing only Rembrandt’s choice of subject as an example. Presumably 
he had Rembrandt’s many modest subjects in mind, such as the master’s head 
studies of elderly men and his landscapes.60 (fig. 6.6) Precisely these types of 
subjects became the topic of controversy in the second half of the seventeenth 
century.   
 In 1671, the draughtsman and etcher Jan de Bisschop made a passionate 
plea that art lovers stop applying the term ‘painterly’ (schilderachtig) to ugly people 
with wrinkled faces and to dilapidated and overgrown cottages, and to reserve it 
for well-proportioned people and idealized landscapes.61 What is beautiful in real 
life is worth depicting in art, he reasoned, and he therefore believed that the term 
‘painterly’ (schilderachtig) should be equated with ‘beautiful’. Rembrandt’s pupil 
Samuel van Hoogstraten and the painter and art theorist Gerard de Lairesse 
                                                                                                                                 
schilderachtige (wie sie die Niderländer nennen) sachen gemahlet, die doch voller aus der Natur 
herausgesuchter Artigkeiten waren.’  Sandrart/Peltzer 1925, 203; Bakker 1995, 155.  
59 On Vermeer’s innovative choice of subjects, see Gombrich 1950 [ed. 1989],  340-341.  
60 Sandrart may have also thought of Rembrandt’s many single-figure scenes depicting saints and 
other religious figures. As we have seen above (this chapter, ‘The Riddle of Quality’), Michelangelo 
had reputedly dismissed such scenes as not very challenging: ‘In Flanders, they paint […] such 
things as may cheer you and of which you cannot speak ill, as for example saints and prophets.’ [‘Si 
dipingono in Fiandra, propriamente per ingannare la vista esteriore, delle cose gradevoli, o delle 
cose, di cui non si possa parlar male, come santi e profeti.’] See note 42.   
61  Van Gelder/Jost 1985, preface adressed to Jan Six (page not numbered): ‘Dat ’t geen in ’t leven, 
’t welck het voorbeeld is, wert schoon gheacht, daer voor insghelijcks te achten staet inde konst 
des levens afbeeldingh. Want het is claerlijck een verkeertheyt van oordeel te gelooven dat ’t geen 
in ’t leven voor ’t gesicht is afsienlijck, inde konst en uytgebeeld sij goet en behaghelijck... dat meer 
schilderachtich sij en voor de konst verkieselijck een mismaeckt, out verrimpelt mensch, als een 
welgemaeckt, fris en jeugdigh; een vervallen of ongeschickt gebouw, als een nieuw en nae de konst 
getimmert; een bedelaer een boer, als een edelman of Coningh; een dorre, cromme en qualijck 
gewassen boom, als een groene en wel gekroonde... Welcke verkeertheyt nochtans voor een 
weynich jaren by vele en voorname fraeye geesten onses Vaderlants seer diep was ingewortelt, en 
geworden genoechsaem een gemeen gevoelen: soo dat by na alles dat voor het oogh verwerpelijck 
was, tot schilderen en teekenen verkoosen ja gesocht wiert als heilichdom en wat bisonders.’  



CHAPTER 6                                                                                                    201 

expressed similar views in their treatises on painting of 1678 and 1707, 
respectively.62 Promoting a classicist taste, which had become increasingly popular 
since the late 1650s, these writers aimed to persuade young painters to follow the 
example of ancient Greek and Roman artists and to select only the most beautiful 
from the natural world for use in their paintings. Though this striving for beauty 
may seem superficial at first, it resulted from the conviction that ethics and 
aesthetics were inseparable.63 
 According to the classical doctrine, a painting should edify through 
showing the good and the beautiful, two qualities which were seen as intrinsically 
linked. Jan de Bisschop, for example, explained that ‘beauty is [..] propriety 
combined with grace’ (fatsoen met bevallicheyt).64 The logical consequence of this line 
of thought was that history paintings –  depictions of beautiful or appropriately 
idealized people performing admirable actions – were celebrated as the highest 
possible achievement in painting. Already in 1638, Franciscus Junius had 
celebrated history painting for precisely this reason, as did Samuel van 
Hoogstraten in 1678.65  

                                                 
62 ‘De Schilderkonst is ook onzes bedunkens zoo edel, dat men ze schier als schande aendoet, 
wanneer men iets, dat niet bezienswaerdich is, daer door uitbeeldt. Jae men behoorde niets, dan 
wat aerdich en bevallijk is, door haar te vertoonen. En hierom wordt alles, wat men schoon, 
geestich, en volmaakt in de natuer vind, zelfs van den gemeenen man schilderachtich genoemt.’ 
Van Hoogstraten 1678, 287; cited in Bakker 1995, 159, note 36. On Geard de Lairesse, see De 
Vries 2004b,  83.  
63 Surprisingly, neither Emmens nor Bakker relates the classicist understanding of the term 
‘schilderachtig’ to their sense of ethics. Also, Bakker assumes that Jan de Bisschop’s concept of 
beauty, in particular, was very restrained and limited to healthy young people, noble people, green 
branches and strictly symmetrical landscapes (as opposed to elderly people, dry branches, people 
of a low social status, and more varied landscapes). However, I believe Jan de Bisschop’s ideas 
were more subtle. As De Bisschop explained, ‘Soo ister schoonheyt in een boer soo wel als in een 
Koningh; in een Hercules, Apollo, Mercurius, Satyr; in een out en jongh mensch, in een vette en 
magere, groove en tengere, man en vrouw en soo voort, maar in yder een verscheyden.’ , Van 
Gelder/Jost 1985, preface adressed to Jan Six (page not numbered). This suggests that beauty is 
related to decorum (betamelijckheyt) and to ethics in general, which means that itdoes not conflict 
with a certain variety in age and body types, for example.  
64 Van Gelder/Jost 1985, preface adressed to Jan Six (page not numbered): ‘het schoon mach 
gheseyt werden een bequame gedaente of fatsoen met bevallicheyt.’   
65 Junius 1638 [ed. 1991], , see esp. the excellent introduction,  xxi ff.; Van Hoogstraten 1678, 319: 
‘ô konstliefdige zieleh, […] wilt gy uw hart op eenige Schildery zetten: zoo let eerst wel, of 'er 
beminnens waerdige deugden in zijn; of de zaek, die verbeelt wort, wel zoo waerdigen inhout 
begrijpt, als van Clio [the personification of history] vereyst wort’. 
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This also meant that indecent and ugly motifs were to be avoided.66 Jan de 
Bisschop, for one, was quite explicit in his dismissal of the type of ugly subjects 
that had widely been celebrated as ‘painterly’ (schilderachtig) until a few years before 
his book was published: ‘groups of crippled, hunch-backed and battered beggars, 
brothels filled with disorder, drinking feasts of gluttonous farmers despicable in 
many ways, too filthy to describe in words’; even famous beauties from 
mythology, such as Danae and Leda, were depicted with ‘swollen belly, hanging 
breasts, and the marks of stockings in their legs’, De Bisschop lamented.67 (figs. 
6.7 and 6.8) 

In his view, some talented masters had misunderstood the principle that 
nature is the most perfect example for painters. They had erroneously believed 
that everything in the real world was worth imitating and had even started 
celebrating the ugly, which is unusual and strange (hence people paid to see freaks 
of nature, he explained), as a virtue in art, as something ‘holy’ and ‘special’ and 
thus a worthwhile pursuit.68 In doing so, these leading masters had created a 
regrettable fashion (mode), which led many other painters astray. He predicted that 
this painting style would certainly not be able to keep its popularity among future 
generations, just like the artifices and curves of Spranger and his followers had 
fallen out of fashion (fig. 6.9). Samuel van Hoogstraten and Gerard de Lairesse 
                                                 
66 Compare also Du Fresnoy c. 1647 [ed. 1722],  rule LV, 114: ‘Afschuuwelijke dingen in de 
Schilderkonst die men vermyden moet. ’See also De Lairesse: ‘de Schilderkunst [...] is met zulk een 
vermogen verzeld, dat zy den mensch op twee zeer verschillende wyzen ontroert; eerstelyk door 
schoone, deugdsaame en aangenaame; en ten anderen door slegte, mismaakte en verachte 
verbeeldingen, beide in tegenstreevigheid even krachtig. De eerste verkwikt en bekoort de 
regtzinnige aanschouwers; de tweede, in tegendeel, baard hun een afkeer en walging. Derhalven is 
het onwederspreekelyk, dat het Schilderachtige, naamentlyk het schoonste en uitgeleezenste, niet 
anders betekent als het geene waardig is geschildert te worden; en dath et slegste, of onschoone, 
het allerminst die eere verdient...’; as quoted in Emmens 1979,  158.  
67 Van Gelder/Jost 1985, preface adressed to Jan Six (page not numbered): ‘geselschapen van 
bedelaers, kreepel, gebult en ongehavent, bordelen vol slordigheyt, droncke gelagen van gulsige 
boeren op velerley manier afsienelijck te vuil om met woorden af te schilderen. Ja selfs als een 
Leda of Danaë soude warden uytgebeeld (so veer gingh de ghewoonte) wiert gemaeckt een 
vrouwe-naeckt met een dicken en gheswollen buyck, hangende borsten, knepen van kousse-
banden in de beenen, en veel meer sulcke wanschapenheyt.’ On this topic, see also Sluijter 2006,  
195-219.   
68 Van Gelder/Jost 1985, preface adressed to Jan Six (page not numbered): ‘so is die goede regel 
qualijck begrepen en misbruyckt geweest, en geworden een orsaeck van soo grooten verloop en 
misleydingh; geacht werdende, datmen derhalven het leven most volgen sonder onderscheit en soo 
gelijck het sich meest en over al vertoonden. Waer by noch werdende ingebeeld dat het lelijck 
heeft een vremdigheyt of ongemeenheyt, gelijck daerom de wanschepselen om gelt gezien werden, 
het welck een deucht is in de konst’. Earlier, he stated: ‘soo dat by na alles dat voor het oogh 
verwerpelijck was, tot schilderen en teekenen verkoosen ja gesocht wiert als heilichdom en wat 
bisonders.’ 
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similarly believed that it had been a regrettable error of painters to depict beggars 
and adulterers; in their view, only morally uplifting topics and motifs could 
command long-lasting fame.69  

In reality, however, the ‘error’ signaled by these classicists harkened back 
to antiquity. As Dirck Pietersz Pers explained in his 1644 translation of Cesare 
Ripa’s Iconologia, the ancient thinker Aristotle had already indicated that the 
imitation of ugly and common things could be laudable when done well.70 Also, 
Pliny had commented on the topic when discussing an incident in Rome. When a 
Teuton (Northern European) passed by a picture of an ugly, old shepherd at the 
Forum Romanum, he was asked what he thought of it, according to Pliny. The 
man answered that he would not want to receive this man as a gift even in real 
life. Erasmus, who cited the anecdote, explained that the man was ignorant about 
art and therefore only looked at the shape of the figure, not realizing that those 
things which are deformed in nature can be more artful and attractive in a 
painting.71 Constantijn Huygens, however, who discussed the anecdote in his 
autobiography, sympathized with the man’s reaction. He related the anecdote to a 
powerfully atrocious painting of the mythological head of Medusa by Rubens (fig. 
6.10) and exclaimed: ‘Come on, you all who measure beauty to the extent of the 
horror it evokes: Let us assume that someone would be willing to sing about 
murder and manslaughter with the same harmonious voice as that he would use 
for joyful things, fibs and jokes, then I would request him to please me both 
through his subject and through his performance.’72  
                                                 
69 Van Hoogstraten 1678, 94: ‘Het gene onstichtelijk is, behoort men te verbergen, de 
bescheydenheit laet niet toe, de zonden ten voorbeelt te stellen’. After explaining how a painting of 
beggar by Pieter van Laer could not please the emperor Ferdinand in Vienna, he adds: ‘Een 
verheven geest deelt zijn vindingen een deftigen nadruk toe, welke zijne werken als een 
onverderflijk zout altijts als versch bewaert: Hy kan zich met geen slechte en gemeene gedachten 
bezich houden, die niet alleen deeze, maer ook de toekomende Eeuwen tot verwondering wil 
strekken.’ Van Hoogstraten 1678, 95. Gerard de Lairesse describes the ‘abuse’ (misbruik) of the art 
of painting as follows: ‘Het misbruik derselve is, wanneer men zich begeeft tot ontuchtige en 
lasterlyke Verbeeldingen, die de eerbaare en zedige lieden of aanschouwers ontroeren of afkeerig 
maaken. [...] Wat eeer kan een deftig Meester behaelen, als hy die groote man in Israël, Noach, door 
het druivezap bevangen, op de grond leggende, geschilderdheeft met zyn schaamleeden bloot? [...] 
Niet minder betaamelyk is het, dat men Potifars Wyf naakt op 't bedde vertoond in een onbeschofte 
Actie, om Jozef kwanswys te bekooren’. De Lairesse 1707 [ed, 1969], , vol. I, 106-107 ff.  
70 Aristotle’s idea is reflected in Ripa 1644,  256; see also Emmens 1979, 163.  
71 ‘Barbarus non agnovit artificium, tantum spectabat formam, Atqui quae natura deformia sunt’. 
Emmens 1979,  163; compare also Dürer’s remark quoted on the same page: ‘Dan es ist eine 
grosze Kunst, welcher in groben bäurischen Dingen ein rechten Gwalt und kunst kan anzeigen…’   
72 ‘Komaan gij allen, die het schooner afmeet naar de afschuw, die het inboezemt: Stel eens, dat 
iemand mij met dezelfde welluidende stem moord en doodslag zou willen voorzingen, die hij bij 
vroolijke dingen, jok en scherts weet te gebruiken, dan zou ik hem toch verzoeken mij zowel door 
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 The selection of subjects for paintings had thus long been an issue of 
debate. In the Netherlands, it was especially in the second half of the seventeenth 
century that certain subjects were rejected overtly. Nonetheless, the extent to 
which connoisseurs applied moral criteria must have varied greatly, depending not 
only on general fashions and a changing sense of decorum, but also on the 
connoisseurs’ personal background, beliefs, social status and individual character. 
It is a topic which is much too complex to discuss in detail here.73 However, it is 
important to understand that to some connoisseurs, issues of morality were of 
quintessential importance when judging the quality of paintings (see also below 
‘The Sum of the Parts’).  

An example of a concrete painting which was rejected on moral ground 
concerns a work by Paulus Potter: The Great Farm (fig. 6.11). In 1649, Potter 
reputedly offered this painting to the wife of Stadholder Frederik Hendrik, Amalia 
von Solms, who refused it on account of the urinating cow – a detail not befitting 
a lady at the court. This incident was described by the painter and art theorist 
Arnold Houbraken.74 Although no documents have surfaced that confirm his 
story, there seems little reason to doubt it. The urinating cow must have been 
intended as a joke – a conscious breach of the rules of decorum; yet someone 
with a strong sense of propriety may well have interpreted it as offensive.  

While certain motifs led to mixed reactions in practice, art theorists also 
started to apply more stringent criteria in their writings, as we have seen. The 
moral lenience which had allowed a great variety of ‘painterly’ motifs to be 
explored previously became more contested, and the fashion in painting shifted 
away from low-life motifs and a certain unflattering lifelikeness towards more 
idealized and uplifting scenes (fig. 6.12). Towards the end of the Golden Age, 
Adriaen van de Werff was one of the best paid painters in the Netherlands).  
 
 
Invention, Composition and Design 
 
 When judging a picture, apart from the subject matter itself, the manner of 
representing the narrative through composition and design was very important. 
Throughout the century, criteria of quality that had originally been developed for 

                                                                                                                                 
zjin onderwerp als door zijn voordracht aangenaam aan te doen.’ Translated by Emmens; see 
Emmens 1979,  163-164.  
73 For thought-provoking discussions of issues of morality in relation to the depiction of the nude 
in the seventeenth century, see De Jongh 1969-1969 and Sluijter 2006, chapter 5. On moral 
debates about the works of the Dutch Bamboccianti in Rome, see Boschloo 2008.  
74 Houbraken 1718-1721, vol. II, 126–129; see also Walsh 1994,  no. 15, 99-101.  
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ancient tragedies, such as the unity of time, place and action, played an important 
role – in an adjusted form – as general standards for pictures. Besides, pragmatic 
concerns, such as the question of to what degree masters should borrow from 
inventions by other painters, triggered a lively debate. Writers on art also 
discussed how figures should be shaped and arranged in paintings, and how they 
should be placed in the illusionistic space. Technically, the idea of a pictorial 
composition, in the sense of a conscious balancing of the various elements in the 
picture plane, may not have been invented until the mid- or late seventeenth 
century. This idea first occurs in Charles-Alphonse du Fresnoy’s De arte graphica, 
which was translated and extensively annotated by Roger de Piles (Paris, 1668).75 
Yet important steps towards developing such a concept were taken earlier, notably 
by Karel van Mander (1604), who was the first to not merely discuss the grouping 
of figures but also the role of landscapes, flora, fauna and objects in designing 
complex pictures.76  
 When discussing Mancini’s measures for judging history paintings (see 
above 'Picture Types, Nations and Periods’), we came across a number of notions 
that echo Aristotle’s rules for ancient tragedies: the unity of time, place and 
action.77 In a history painting, Mancini wrote, the scene depicted should not 
include chronological inconsistencies (unity of time). Also, the location in which 
the story is set should be logical (unity of place). And most importantly, the figure 
performing the main action should be clearly recognizable as such and potential 
secondary figures should help explain the subject (unity of action). Aristotle’s rules 
were meant to create unity and truth in ancient tragedies by prescribing that all the 
events should unfold within one day, in one and the same area, and that the entire 
story should serve to highlight one main storyline. This concept inspired 
particularly classically-oriented art theorists to strive for a similar unity in painting. 
Willem Goeree for example, stated that one can often find out how experienced 
or inexperienced a painter is by studying (among other things) ‘the explanation 
and truth of the History’ (the painter’s knowledge of the story and his ability to 
convey the essence of it without creating inconsistencies), ‘the reason of the 

                                                 
75 See Puttfarken 2000,  263 ff. The question of  the extent to which De Piles' translation and 
comments reflect Du Fresnoy's original text and thinking has not yet been extensively studied.   
76 See Puttfarken 2000,  189-199, esp. 193-195. Also, in 1642, Philips Angel states that a ‘sweet 
blending, combining spirit’ (soet vloeyende bijeenvoegende gheest) would allow the successful painter to 
create unified, pleasing paintings. Unfortunately, he did not expand on  the precise manner by 
which a painter could do so; he believed that a good painter could more easily demonstrate it than 
that he could explain in words. Angel 1642, 38-39.  
77 Aristotle, Poetics (Ποιητικός) c. 335 BC. Mancini refers to Aristotle’s text in his Considerazioni; see 
Mancini/Marucchi/Salerno 1956-1957,  123.  



206                                              THE FINGERPRINT OF AN OLD MASTER 

location’ (the unity and appropriateness of the place) and ‘the probability of the 
action’ (the convincing and truthful depiction of the action).78  
 Less classically oriented thinkers, such as Karel van Mander and Philips 
Angel, had somewhat different priorities. They emphasized the importance of 
understanding the true character of the story, so as to depict it naturally (natuerlick) 
and true to life (eygentlick), and to appropriately highlight the main subject 
(scopus).79 In doing so, these writers created a pictorial equivalent of the literary 
unity of action, in which a clear visual organization and a convincing lifelikeness 
had become more important than the literary unity of the narrative  No 
reference is made to the unity of time or place in Van Mander's Schilderboek. Since 
the medieval practice of depicting several moments of a story in one painting was 
no longer in fashion, he may have found such unity self-evident. Interestingly, 
Philips Angel did advocate a certain consistency in the depicted place and time, 
which he deemed indispensable for a truthful and convincingly true-to-life 
depiction of a story. He explained, for example, that it was crucial to choose the 
right setting for a story and to not paint a lush landscape, for example, if the story 
asked for a barren one.

.80 

                                                

81  
 To further illustrate how one could successfully depict a biblical setting, 
Angel refered to Rembrandt’s painting The Wedding Feast of Samson (fig. 6.13). Here 
Rembrandt had improved on the traditional representation of this biblical scene 
by depicting the guests as laying beside the table as had been the custom at the 
time. Angel greatly appreciated the thoughtfulness of Rembrandt’s invention, 
which made the scene look ‘true to life’ (‘eigen’ or ‘eigentlick’) – an effect the master 
had further enhanced through the ‘natural’ (natuurlicke) expressions and gestures 
he had given the figures. Angel points out that Samson makes a very appropriate 
gesture with his hand to indicate that he was telling a riddle and that the postures 
and expressions of the guests are very convincing: a couple was kissing, others 
were drinking and laughing, just as people did at wedding parties in the 

 
78 In his treatise Algemene Praktijk der Schilderkonst, Goeree explains that by studying the following 
qualities in a picture, one  may determine how experienced a master painter  is.  See Goeree 1670 
[ed. 1697],  45-46: ‘d’uytleg en waarheid der Historie, de reden van de plaats, d’Ordonnantie, de 
mogelijkheid der doening, de ware proportie in Teekening, Kleedingen, en toestelselen en andere 
behoorlijke hoedanigheden meer’. 
79 On ‘eygentlick’ and ‘natuurlick’, see below ‘The Sum of the Parts’. Karel van Mander emphasizes 
the importance of the scopus, see below (this section).   
80 In his chapter on the design of history paintings, Van Mander literally explains that the quality of 
a painting was as important as the content of the story, for poets and painters were equals: ‘Men 
behoeft wel op den sin der Historien te voor mercken, doch heeftmen alleen, oft meest op 
welstant te letten: want Schilders en Poëten hebben ghelijcke macht.’ Van Mander 1604, fol. 18v.  
81 Angel 1642,  44-46. 
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seventeenth century. Angel advised other painters to develop similar ‘high and 
deep thoughts’ (hooge en verre na-ghedachten), which he had also encountered in 
paintings by Jan Lievens, Jacob Backer and Gerrit Bleker.82  

According to Angel, painters also had the freedom to add explanatory 
figures which were not literally a part of the story – such as a figure of Cupid to 
indicate that someone was falling in love or a matchmaker (koppelaarster) to 
highlight amorous intentions (figs. 6.14 and 6.15).83 Interestingly, he mentions 
these in passing as an illustration to the importance of knowing and representing 
the true character of the story, even though such figures, technically, served to 
clarify the story. He thus presented a new priority under the heading of a more 
familiar one.  

Another specifically pictorial recommendation of Karel van Mander and 
Philips Angel concerned the question of to what extent it was permissible to copy 
inventions from other masters and integrate these into one’s own inventions. 
When listing the key qualities of a good painter, Philips Angel even stated as the 
first requirement that a painter must have good judgment in these matters. It 
happened all too often in practice, he explained, that mediocre masters largely 
copied the invention of a better master, adding something faulty as their sole 
contribution, and subsequently presented the work as a new invention of their 
own.84 Evidently he did not approve of such theft (eer-dievery) and warned painters 
that art experts (Konst-verstandigen) did not value such works. As to when 
borrowings should be allowed, Angel stated that only if a painter was able to 
integrate the borrowing well (aerdich) while ‘blending it sweetly’ (soet vloyende [onder] 
voughen) into their own work was it permitted. Such a borrowing would bring 
honor to the first master’s invention, a recommendation that both Samuel van 
Hoogstraten and Arnold Houbraken were to repeat.85  

                                                 
82 Angel 1642,  47-48. 
83 See the convincing interpretation of these ‘stereotypes’ in Sluijter 1993,  75. Earlier Karel van 
Mander had advised painters to add explanatory subsidiary elements, such as a crocodile and a 
horse, to differentiate a river from a sea. See Van Mander 1604, fol. 21r.  
84 Angel 1642, 35-36: ‘Ten eersten, [...] een recht oordeel dient voor-al in een Schilder bevonden te 
werden [...] Een die shesonde kennisse heeft [..] sal hem wel wachten van deseslordige [sic] foute te 
begaen, die nu niet dan al te veel in swang en sijn: dat is, hy en sal int na-botsen van soodanigh 
werck niet meer dan sijn arbeyt daer toe doen, niet willende (alsser nu vele doen) met die huyck te 
Kercken gaen, datse door yet van haer eygen Ordonnantie daer toe gedaen hebben, hetzelve aan de 
lieden willen wijs maken, dat het teenemael haer Inventien sijn.’  
85 Philips Angel cites Karel van Mander: ‘De Rapen sijn wel goede kost, wanneerse wel ghestooft sijn’. See 
Angel 1642, 37. Angel emphasizes that borrowings should be integrated so well as to be 
unnoticeable. At the same time, he assumes that connoisseurs would recognize these borrowings 
as a tribute to the  quoted master. On the subject of imitation, see the chapter ‘Imitation, Artistic 
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An interesting court case in Antwerp indicates that there was a fine line 
between honorable borrowings and plagiarism. In the late 1640s the painter 
Gonzales Coques had received a commission from the stadholder Frederik 
Hendrik to create a series of ten paintings illustrating the story of the mythological 
figure Psyche. Coques, in turn, had commissioned the painter Abraham van 
Diepenbeeck to create the designs for this series, which Coques believed to be 
original inventions.86 However, when he showed the designs at the court in The 
Hague, Constantijn Huygens reputedly confronted the sketches with prints after 
inventions by Raphael, which made everyone present laugh and Coques ‘wish that 
he was far from there’.87 Coques subsequently refused to pay Van Diepenbeeck, 
which led to a court case in which Van Diepenbeeck argued that he had been 
asked to create works inspired by famous examples and that he did not believe 
that Coques considered his designs to be mere copies. Van Diepenbeeck believed 
that it was not because of the design but because Coques had not retouched the 
works that the finished paintings did not meet with approval in The Hague.88 Van 
Diepenbeeck eventually won the case.  

The difficulty of distinguishing between honorable borrowings and 
plagiarism seems to have been a widespread concern. Tellingly, in a text adressed 
to the same Constantijn Huygens, Jan de Bisschop celebrated the practice of 
imitating the inventions of famous ancient masters. He explained that both 
Michelangelo and Raphael had integrated inventions from ancient statues to such 
an extent that they had almost become ‘thieves’ (rovers) rather than ‘followers’ 
(navolgers), and that art lovers usually praised such borrowings above all else in a 
painting.89  

                                                                                                                                 
Competition and “Rapen’’’ by Eric Jan Sluijter, which includes a bibliography of earlier 
publications on the topic. Sluijter 2006,  251 ff, esp. 254-255.  
86 Gonzales Coques described Abraham van Diepenbeeck as a ‘wyt vermaert meester van 
inventiën’; he stated that he thought Van Diepenbeeck would create the designs ‘uijt sijnen geest 
ende inventie’. Duverger 1972,  189.    
87 ‘Soo is daernaer als den Heere van Zuylichem [Huygens] de voorschreven printen te voorschyn 
brachte ende liet confronteren met de scetsen, met deselve sulcken gespot ende geguychel 
ommegegaen dat den verweerdere [Coques] wel ghewenscht hadde verre van daer te syn.’ 
Duverger 1972,  191; this passage is cited by Beatrijs Brennickmeyer-de Rooy in Brenninckmeyer-
de Rooy 1984,  67.  
88 Duverger 1972, 193.  
89 ‘die oude overbyffels van Beelden en half ronden zijn van de grootste volmaecktheydt in de 
konst en voor de leerlingen het alderbeste voorbeelt [...] komt daer by oock de eenparighe 
toestemmingh van Rafael d’Urbijn, Bonaroti en al de treffelijckste Meesters: die bekendt is dit niet 
alleen met woorden rondelijck verklaerdt, maer oock metter daedt betoont te hebben; haer hele 
werck stellende nae dese richtsnoer: jae soo verre, datse dickmael niet ontsiende daer uyt hele 
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As to the composition of paintings in general, several authors had 
emphasized the importance of successfully ‘combining’ (byeenvoeghen) different 
elements into one picture. In practice, painters were indeed commonly faced with 
the challenge of combining figures and motifs from their own drawings as well as 
occasional inventions from other masters into one coherent picture. In Philips 
Angel’s list of requirements for a good painting, the ability to combine the 
different parts ‘sweetly’ (soet vloyend) and ‘properly’ (eygentlick) into a picture is 
mentioned at the beginning, not far below the painter’s good judgment in matters 
of borrowing. However, he does not specify how one could create such a visual 
unity, concluding simply that a good painter could show what he meant much 
more easily than that he could explain it in words.  

In the seventeenth-century literature on art, Karel van Mander and Pieter 
de Grebber were the most explicit in giving practical advice on how to combine 
different elements into a picture. As a general rule, Van Mander advised painters 
to adjust the size of their figures to the size of their painting so as to ‘avoid the 
figures carrying the picture frame or laying stifled, as if in a box’ (compare figs. 
6.16 and 6.17).90 Furthermore, Van  Mander advised painters to fill both corners 
of a picture with bold foreground figures, architecture or other furnishings, place 
the main scene in the middle ground, and include a view into the distance 
(doorsien).91 (fig. 6.18). Such views into the distance both enhanced the sense of 
depth in a picture and helped the artist structure complex scenes with large 
amounts of figures by convincingly situating them on different planes.92  

Interestingly, Van Mander’s discussion of this pictorial device marks the 
first occasion in which an art theorist presents landscape as a structuring element 
in complex scenes; prior to this time, only the grouping of figures had been 
discussed.93 However, according to Van Mander’s own saying, he was not truly 
the first to do so. Some contemporaries of his (he gives no names) had criticized 

                                                                                                                                 
stucken in hun wercken in te voegen by nae roovers zijn geworden in plaets van naevolgers.’ Van 
Gelder/Jost 1985, preface addressed to Constantijn Huygens,  3.  
90 Van Mander 1604, fol. 15v: ‘mijden / Dat de Beelden de lijsten niet en draghen, /Oft datse 
benouwt als in kisten laghen.’ 
91 Van Mander 1604, fol. 16r: ‘Eerst suldy bevinden uyt ondersoecken / In u ordinancy welstants 
fundacy, /  
Wanneer ghy u perck alle beyde hoecken, /  Bequamelijck vervult met uwen cloecken / 
Voorbeelden, bouwingh', oft ander stoffacy, / En dan de middelste vry open spacy, / Gh' en sult 
soo weynich daer niet brenghen binnen, / Of ten sal stracx eenen welstandt ghewinnen.[...] Als wy 
daer een insien oft doorsien lieten / Met cleynder achter-beelden, en verschieten / Van 
Landtschap, daer t'ghesicht in heeft te ploeghen’. 
92 See also Hollander 2002.  
93 See Puttfarken 2000,  189-199, esp. 193-195.  
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Michelangelo’s Last Judgment for lacking both a repoussoir (‘something big in the 
foreground’) and such a view into the distance (fig. 6.19).94 Van Mander felt that 
Michelangelo could be excused, however, since he excelled in depicting a great 
variety of nudes, which had been his main goal. Moreover, Michelangelo had 
arranged his figures neatly in ‘heaps’ (hoopkens) – an Italian habit, which Van 
Mander appreciated.95  
 As to creating a clear focal point (scopus), Van Mander explained that one 
could do this by placing the most important figure on a platform or slightly higher 
plane, a device employed by many ambitious painters throughout the century (fig. 
6.20).96 The other figures could subsequently be grouped in circular fashion 
around the main protagonist.97 There were also stories that were more easily 
ordered, according to Van Mander, ‘and in these one sets to work like the 
stallholder who cunningly arranges his wares on high shelves, down either side, 
and across the bottom. Thus it is that one introduces the witnesses of an event, 
on hills, in trees, on stone stairways, or clinging to the pillars of a building, 
together with other in the foreground, on the ground below.’98 At the same time, 
it was important to avoid confusion of figures and limbs (haspeling) and to make 

                                                 
94 Karel van Mander, fol. 16v: ‘Angelus oordeel is oock veel metten /  Hoopkens gheordineert, 
maer doch besmetten /  Eenighe zijn eere, niet om de hoopen, / maer dat hy om de Beelden hem 
verloopen / Heeft, in t'gheen d'ordinanty mach belanghen, /  Datter niet en zijn insichtighe 
ganghen. / Niet latende sien, als eenighe souden, / Een insien van eenen Hemel ontsloten, / En 
voor aen yet groots, soo sy't wenschen wouden:  
 maer wie en sal dit niet ten besten houden, /  Siende dit werck al vol Consten doorgoten, / Van 
de gheleerde handt des Bonarroten, /  Soo veel acten verscheyden van fatsoene / Der naeckten, 
daer het hem om was te doene. ’ 
95 'Oock als d'Italianen, die veel roepen / Van t'ordineren met verscheyden groepen, / Welck zijn 
hoopkens oft tropkens volck, te weten, / Hier ghestaen, gheleghen, en daer gheseten. […] met 
hoopkens t'ordineren verhal' ick, / Als ick heb ghesien, niet te staene qualick.' Van Mander 1604, 
fols. 16r & v. See also note 109.  
96 See the excellent article by Ben Broos, Broos 1975-1976.  
97 ‘Te weten, dat sy sullen den ghewissen / Gantschen Scopus hunner gheschiedenissen, / Als 
besloten in een Circkels beringhen, / Op dat alsoo een deel bootsen bevinghen / D’History, die 
als t’Centre punct in’t midden / Blijft staend’, als Beeldt, dat veel aensien oft bidden.’ Van Mander 
1604, fol. 17r; Broos 1975-1976, 202. 
98 ‘Oock zijnder om ordineren bequamer, / Daer men mach doen ghelijck den Cramer, / Die zijn 
goet ten tooghe stelt schoon te wonder, / Op hooghe borden, ter sijden en onder, / Soo 
maecktmen d'History beschouwers eenich, / Op heuvels, boomen, oft op trappen steenich./ Oft 
houdend' aen colommen der ghestichten, / Oock ander voor aen op den grondt beneden’. The 
English translation is taken from Broos 1975-76, 203. See the same page for Broos’ brief summary 
of earlier interpretations of this type of composition by Hessel Miedema and E.K.J. Reznicek.  
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sure that the viewer could easily distinguish which body parts belonged to which 
figures.99   

As to subsidiary work Van Mander recommended that painters strive for a 
certain richness (copia) and variety (varietas) in their pictures by including – if 
befitting – ‘a profusion of horses, dogs and other domestic animals, as well as 
beasts and birds of the forest; but it is particularly pleasing to behold fresh youths 
and beautiful young maidens, old men, matrons, and children of all ages’.100 
Although this long list may suggest that Van Mander preferred extremely crowded 
scenes, he also explained that ‘good masters of originals often avoid abundance or 
Copia and rejoice in achieving quality in simplicity’. It was almost as if he could 
predict the fashion for a certain simplicity which was to set the tone throughout 
much of the seventeenth century.101  
 As we have seen, Mancini made a similar remark in his Considerazioni when 
he recommended verifying that a picture did not have too few or too many figures 
to explain the characteristics of a story (see above 'Picture Types, Nations and 
Periods'). Interestingly, a Rembrandt drawing bears an inscription indicating that 
this master was occasionally also concerned with Copia (richness): ‘this [scene] is 
meant to be provided with many neighbors who observe the departure of this 
esteemed bride’.102  
 Lastly, Van Mander added that it could be very pleasant to include one 
figure looking out of the painting towards the viewer, thereby making the viewer 
empathize with the story by pointing out what is happening.103 It was a device he 
                                                 
99 ‘In d'Ordinanty en salmen niet ... seer laten haspelen d'een door d'ander, / Armen en beenen, 
schijnende te vechten, / maer eenvloedich, ghelijckelijck, in rechten / Ganck laten die dinghen 
volghen malcander’. Van Mander 1604, fol. 18v. This advice was later repeated by De Grebber in 
his Rules;, see below note 108.  Broos does not discuss this reference in his article. 
100 ‘Want t'ghebruycken (alst past) constighe gheesten / In d'History een overvloet te bouwen, / 
Van Peerden, Honden, oft meer tamme Beesten, / Oock dieren, en voghelen der foreesten: / 
maer sonderlinghe lustich, om aenschouwen, / Frissche Ionghelinghen, en schoon Ionckvrouwen, 
/ Oude Mannen, Matroonen, alle soorte / Van Kinderen, oudt en jongh van gheboorte.’ Van 
Mander 1604, fol. 17r. The English translation is taken from Broos 1975-1976, 202.  
101 ‘goede meesters van den principalen / D’overvloet oft Copia veel vermijden / En in ’t weynich 
eensaem / weldoen verblijden’. Van Mander 1604, fol. 17v; see also Broos 1975-1976, 228.  
102 ‘Dit behoorde vervoucht te weesen met veel gebueren die deesen hoge bruijt sien vertrecken.’ 
The English translation appears in Broos 1975-1976, 213, note 25. Compare also Philips Angel’s 
recommendation that painters should strive for a ‘pleasantly-ornamenting richness’ (aerdigh-
vercierende rijckelijckheydt).  Angel 1642,  39.  
103Van Mander 1604, fols. 18r-18v: ‘Ten gheeft d'History oock gheen cleyn vercieren, / Als een er 
bootsen ghewent nae de lieden / Is gheordineert, op sulcker manieren, / Als wilde hy hun, met 
neerstich bestieren, / Medelijdich eenich jammer bedieden, / Of yet dat schrickelijck staet te 
gheschieden, / En doet schier t'Ghemhaels beschouwers toevloeyen, / Door zijn aenwijsen, een 
druckich bemoeyen.’ 
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had taken from Alberti, which the Dordrecht painter Nicolaes Maes seems to 
have wittily transformed into the main subject of several of his paintings, 
including The Eaves Dropper (fig. 6.21).  

Although Karel van Mander wrote at the beginning of seventeenth 
century about the pictorial devices he recommends, many of his 
recommendations can be discerned in pictures created much later in the century, 
as we have seen. As the century progressed, Van Mander's recommendations were 
applied somewhat more freely. In particular, the compositional devices which Van 
Mander had discussed only in relation to history painting, were also employed in 
other picture types. For example, views into the distance (doorsien) became one of 
the hallmarks of Pieter de Hooch’s interior scenes (fig. 6.22).104 Interestingly, 
Philips Angel does not distinguish between history paintings and other types of 
figural scenes when he discusses composition (byeenvoeghen) in his lecture In Praise 
of Painting of 1641.  

In practice, both in history painting and in other types of picture, painters 
continued to find new means to organize their scenes and to focus the viewer’s 
attention on the most important elements. Many findings must have passed down 
informally in workshops and through meetings and conversations among painters 
and art experts. In the art theoretical literature there is relatively little mention of 
these matters between Karel van Mander at the beginning of the seventeenth 
century and Pieter de Grebber’s Rules of 1649.  

As Albert Blankert and Margriet van Eikema Hommes have convincingly 
argued, De Grebber’s involvement in the prestigious decoration project of the 
stadholder’s palace Huis ten Bosch and his efforts to co-found a painting academy 
in his hometown of Haarlem presumably inspired him to explain some of his 
design principles in writing.105 While most of his recommendations are based on 
Van Mander’s Schilderboek, he was selective in his borrowings and made some 
adjustments. For example, he did not mention the importance of the repoussoir and 
emphasized that the most important figures should be placed in the foreground, 
not in the middle ground as Van Mander had recommended.106 However, much 
like Van Mander, De Grebber focused exclusively on the composition of history 
paintings, and he was aware of the possibility of using subsidiary elements to 
structure a scene. After explaining the importance of grouping figures together to 

                                                 
104 See also Hollander 2002.  
105 See Van Eikema Hommes 2005a and Van Eikema Hommes/Speleers 2005.   
106 More generally, Van Mander and De Grebber both recommend that the major figures should 
be placed in the principal part of the painting – advice that also occurs in Junius. See Puttfarken 
2000,  196-197. See also Van Eikema Hommes 2005a.    
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create unity, De Grebber adds: ‘And if the story requires only one figure, then use 
the subsidiary work to create unity’.107  

He also agreed with Van Mander that it was advisable to use various 
heights in a scene (if this agreed with the story) to place the most important figure 
clearly higher than the others, and to avoid confusion by not overlapping figures 
too much or by cutting them off by the picture frame.108 Moreover, De Grebber 
believed it was crucial to avoid placing the heads of various flanking figures at the 
same height and therefore recommended including a variety of figure types, a 
pragmatic rule which may be partially based on Van Mander’s recommendations 
to generally strive for variety in the subsidiary figures. The most striking 
characteristics of De Grebber’s rules, however, are the emphasis he places on the 
importance of adjusting a painting to its intended location by adjusting, among 
other things, the perspective inherent in the picture – something Karel van 
Mander had not done so explicitly in his chapter on design – and the absence of 
any reference to a painter’s individual manner of painting (handeling).109 
Presumably he did not want the apprentices for whose benefit he made the list to 
focus on consciously developing an individual manner.  

                                                

De Grebber’s advice to create unity in a painting through the grouping of 
figures and subsidiary work encompasses a rough definition of what ‘composing’ 
a painting entailed throughout much of the seventeenth century. Both Samuel van 
Hoogstraten and Gerard de Lairesse gave similar advice in their treatises and used 
the terms ‘joining’ (koppeling) and ‘connecting’ (binding) to describe the desired 
effect.110 As to precisely what shape such groupings could have, the sources give 
no examples. According to Junius there were no rules as to how one should group 
figures in the picture plane; ‘our eye must teach us here what to do.’111 And 
Gerard de Lairesse explained what painters should avoid: all too rigid symmetry 
was not advisable, nor was an effect he called ‘sprawl’ (sparteling), or the 
impression of free, undirected movement that results from a lack of unity in the 
way in which shapes were combined.112 Moreover, according to Gerard de 

 
107 ‘En soo de Historij maer een beelt vereyscht, sult ghy sien door het bywerck bindingh te 
maecken.’De Grebber, 1649, rule VII.  
108 De Grebber 1649, rules V, VIII & IX.  
109 See also above chapter 4, 'Style and Location'.  
110 Van Hoogstraten 1678, 193. Van Hoogstraten describes the space between groups as 'sprong' 
('jump'). On Gerard de Lairesse's vocabulary, see De Vries 2004b, esp. 84. 
111 'What concerneth this disposition, we have no rule for it, our eye must teach us here what to 
do.' Franciscus Junius, cited in Puttfarken 2000, 198; see also Junius 1638 [ed. 1991], 306-320.  
112 A large shape will make the adjacent one appear smaller, an oblique one makes another one 
seem straight, and a square makes the neighboring shape seem pointed or round. If a painter did 
not take this principle sufficiently into account, a round flower could come to look triangular, 
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Lairesse, painters should not place small figures in an ample space but rather 
center their composition around large figures (compare figs. 6.23a and b, see also 
Van Mander’s advice above.113  

However, the details of composition issues were not easily explained in 
writing. Most writers simply stated that one should learn how to combine 
elements in a painting from an experienced master (see for example Philip Angel’s 
remark quoted above). Also, they referred to specialist works on the rules of 
proportion and perspective, which helped painters define their figures and place 
these and other elements convincingly in the pictorial space.114 As Van Mander 
already explained at the beginning of century, the rules of perspective were of 
great importance not only to painters of buildings, but also to painters of land- 
and seascapes; indeed, the works of Simon de Vlieger and Willem van de Velde 
the Younger, for example, testify to a keen knowledge of the basic rules relevant 
to their specialty (fig. 6.24).115  

While De Brune’s comment that high quality results from painters freely 
expressing ideas through their brush and ‘not at all through rules of art’ may give a 
modern reader the impression that non-classicist painters would paint their 
thoughts with no consideration for the principles of perspective or proportion, a 
detailed inventory dated 1659 from the baron Willem Vincent van Wyttenhorst 
suggests otherwise. When describing a brothel scene by Jacob Duck, he notes for 
example: ‘a little brothel by Duyck [Duck] very neat (curieus) and pleasant to the 
eye (aangenaam int oog), everything well arranged and the figures well-
proportioned’.116  

In fact, without exception, all seventeenth-century authors of treatises on 
painting stressed the importance of these aspects of the painter’s designs. 

                                                                                                                                 
square or oblong. See De Lairesse 1707 [ed. 1740],  vol. I, 363-364 and 236; vol. II, 356.  See also 
De Vries 2004b,  84-85.   
113 De Lairesse 1704 [ed. 1740], vol. I, 135-139; and De Vries 2004b., 84.  
114‘Nu paste ‘t my wel de gronden der Deurzigtkunde hier te verhandelen, maer andere hebben 
daer zo breet en omstandig in geweyt, dat het my verveelt hier ter plaetze iets of, of toe te doen. 
En ‘t zal in deeze myne Inleyding genoeg zijn, dat ik u voor eerst een deel boeken in de hand geef: 
lees dan, dien ‘ t u lust of Albert Durer, Hans de Vries, Maroldis, Guido Baldi, of de nieuwe vond 
van Des Argues.’ Van Hoogstraten 1678, 276.  
115 On these perspectival constructions, see Ruurs 1983 and Tummers 2005.  
116 ‘een bordeelken van Duyck heel curieus en aengenaem int oog alles wel geassorteert de beelden 
wel geproportioneert’. See Boers-Goosens 2004,  223 (trancription of inv. fol. 26, no. 150). In 
seventeenth-century Dutch, ‘curieus’ meant ‘careful’ (zorgvuldig) or ‘neat’ (nauwkeurig). It was not the 
equivalent of ‘net’, as shown in catalogue no. 63 in this same inventory: ‘een tyckening met de pen 
van Adriaen Matham, seer curieus [doorgestreept: ende net] gedaen soo het lantscap de beesten als 
de personagie daer in ende heft myn vrouw daer voor aen hem self betaelt veertig gl dus alhier pro 
memoria sonder de lyst 40:0:0’. Cited in Boers-Goosens 2004, 223.  
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Classicist thinkers such as Samuel van Hoogstraten and Gerard de Lairesse 
included plates to illustrate ideal human proportions. But also Philips Angel, who 
was certainly not a classicist, stipulated that a sound knowledge of the rules of 
proportions and perspective was indispensable for any painter. He emphasized in 
the text how important it was for painters to not only have ‘knowledge of 
mathematical matters’ (kennis van mathematische dingen) in general, but also 
specifically knowledge of perspectival constructions, human proportions and 
anatomy. Tellingly, he included a painting with perspectival construction 
prominently on the frontispiece of his published lecture (fig. 6.25).117  
 As with the brothel scene, Wyttenhorst praises the proportionate 
depiction of the figures in many of his pictures while simultaneously celebrating 
how pleasantly painted or neatly finished most of these works were.118 Ideally, the 
design of a picture, the handling of the brush and the use of color and light all 
contributed towards the same goal of creating a pleasing and convincing image of 
a ‘virtual’ space.119  
 
 
Colours, Light and Brushwork 
 

No seventeenth-century text treats color or tonal values as isolated objects 
of aesthetic analysis. Instead, color and tonal values were considered very 
important means to create illusionistic effects, to thus infuse a painting with ‘life’ 
and to highlight the main subject. A variety of art critical terms, developed 
throughout the seventeenth century, described its correct use and desired effects. 
The rendering of light, shade and colors was the domain of painting par 
excellence, and it was presumably for this reason that the brushwork, colors and 
light were often discussed in relation to one another. Moreover, the brushwork 
was not only a means for painters to show their mastery through resolute, loose 
touches or through reaching great precision; painters also created specific surface 
structures with their brush so as to manipulate light effects and thus to reinforce 
the overall effect of lifelikeness in the paintings, as we will see.  

As mentioned above, several art theorists emphasized that the most 
important figure(s) in a painting should be placed in the central part of the 
painting, in the middle of the piece or in the foreground.120 De Grebber explained 
                                                 
117 Angel 1642, 37 and 51-52.   
118 See Boers-Goosens 2004.  
119 See also below, ‘The Sum of the Parts’.  
120 Among them Karel van Mander, Franciscus Junius, Pieter de Grebber, and Gerard de Lairesse. 
See above and De Lairesse 1707 [ed. 1740],  vol. I, 286 and 313; vol. II, 356.  
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in his Rules that this should be the clearest part of the painting (het schoonste van het 
stuk).121 The term ‘schoon’ had been used to describe clear light as early as the 
sixteenth century, and in the seventeenth century it also came to be used as an 
adjective for colors, meaning ‘pure’ or ‘unmixed’.122 Such intense colors were 
most likely to stand out when placed within the right context, that is, when 
juxtaposed with somewhat less intense colors. The challenge for painters was to 
use light and colors to unify their work and to make it appear lifelike while 
favoring its most prominent part.123  

                                                

The careful balancing of colors and tones in order to create a sense of 
three-dimensionality was called ‘houding’ in seventeenth-century Dutch. As Ernst 
van de Wetering and Paul Taylor have convincingly shown, this concept was very 
important to seventeenth-century painters and art theorists.124 For example, 
Willem Goereee wrote in 1668: ‘Houding is one of the most essential things to be 
observed in a Drawing or Painting […] there is nothing in the whole of art that 
runs more against reason than to place things without [it].’ As a general rule, 
bright colors and sharp tonal contrasts tend to come forward, while muted tones 
and soft transition seem to recede towards the distance. Painters used this 
knowledge to convincingly place elements in the pictorial space. Note how 
Rembrandt used the most saturated colors and strongest tonal contrasts for his 
protoganist in his painting The Anatomical Lesson of Dr. Nicolaes Tulp, while using 
increasingly muted colors and softer contrasts for the other figures (fig. 6.26).125  

Contrasts in colors and tonal values were also used to set figures and 
objects apart from their background. Gerard de Lairesse explained this in great 
detail in his Groot Schilderboek. The example of a black and white print enabled De 
Lairesse to indicate very precisely how a painter could create a successful houding.  
 

 
121 De Grebber 1649, rule III: 'Het principaelste van de Historie moet in het schoonste van 't stuck 
en vooraen ghebracht werden.'   De Lairesse 1707 [ed. 1740], vol. I, 286: 'men [moet] groote 
voorzichtigheid in het schikken derselve lichten [...] gebruiken, opdat zy [..] niet gezocht schynen, 
maar natuurlyk, en onvermydelyk zo moet geschieden; dat het generaal aan een gebonden en 
vereenigt blijve; en dat de voornaamste party haar voordeel bekome en uitmunte.'  
122 The Woordenboek der Nederlandsche Taal lists an early occurence of ‘schoon’ in Van Vaernewijck 
1872,  13. The translation of ‘schoon’ in relation to colours comes from Hessel Miedema, as cited in 
De Vries 2004b,  88.  
123 See, for example, De Lairesse 1707, vol. I, 286: 'men [moet] groote voorzichtigheid in het 
schikken derselve lichten [...] gebruiken, opdat zy [..] niet gezocht schynen, maar natuurlyk, en 
onvermydelyk zo moet geschieden; dat het generaal aan een gebonden en vereenigt blijve; en dat 
de voornaamste party haar voordeel bekome en uitmunte.'   
124 Taylor 1992, Van de Wetering 1991,Van de Wetering 1997,  149-152. 
125 See Van de Wetering 1997, esp. 184-187; Taylor 1992, , esp. 227-229.  
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Fig. 6.27 Engraving from Gerard de Lairesse, Groot Schilderboek, Haarlem 1740 
[Amsterdam, 1707], 215. 
 ‘This Boat, being the foremost thing in the picture, we depict heavily gilded, and forcefully 
gleaming, against the shadows of the trees and rock. To the foremost flying figure, which is at the 
same distance, I give a light red garment against the dark of the same rock, with sufficient force 
to make it match the boat. The second, following the first, has a pure green garment, just as light, 
against the aforementioned rock, although the same [i.e. the rock] is weaker by half a tint; whilst 
the third – who is situated still further back and in the shadow, against the deepest part of the 
cavern or 'through-view' ('doorzicht'), which is light being beside the yellowy blue of the open air 
– wears a dark blue garment, which is set off and holds its proper place. The standing figure, on 
the receding side of the boat, stands against the 'through-view' in a dark and glowing yellow 
garment, with more force than the blue garment, and less than the prow of the boat which has the 
most power, being the largest part, doubled as it is by its reflection in the water. On the other side 
of the river, against the trees, are other figures, naked as well as draped in weakly colored cloths, 
like apple blossom, blue, light shot silk, and white, chequered here and there with yellow; and 
their reflections play in the water with those of green trees stretching to the opposite part of the 
other side. These figures, although weak and light, are equal in their lessening of force with the 
middle flying figure and at the same distance; whilst they are all of one nature and are depicted in 
half-tints; just as the red of the foremost flying figure corresponds to the yellow of the boat, both 
being powerful colors. The Rowers are in dark blue.  

This example is meant not only as an instruction for a Composition of this sort, but in 
general for any composition one can think of. Not that a yellow object has to be in front, with 
blue behind and green, purple or mauve in the middle; but any color one wants; for one could, 
instead of this gilded boat, have had a red one; and have dressed the foremost flying figure in a 
yellow, rather than a red garment; provided, of course, that each was given a suitable background. 
Although the yellow of the boat and the red garment of the figure are two powerful colors, they are 
also slightly different in nature: and since the yellow is in itself lighter than the red, the red 
requires a darker colour to be set off by.  

If one wishes to dress the figures on the other side of the water, who are clad in apple 
blossom, blue etc., in other colours, like green or red; one can do so freely, so long as … one 
places a suitable ground behind, from which they can be set off to their distance; for although they 
are in the background, there is no law saying they must be painted in weak or half tints. There is 
no colour so powerful that it cannot be moderated and modified to its distance or interval. That 
in this example the colours are arranged according to their rank, with the powerful at the front, 
and the less forceful further and further back according to their nature; that is to show clearly, 
and to make completely plain, what each colour is fit for, whether to come forward by means of its 
force, or to recede by means of its weakness. Nevertheless it is scarcely likely that a subject, where 
all the colours appear so advantageously according to their particular natures, will appear before 
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us by chance, as is depicted in this Image: but one can sufficiently alter the same to suit all 
circumstances.’126  

 
 As De Lairesse indicated, certain colours, especially red and yellow, were 
by nature stronger and therefore more likely to stand out than others. 
Nonetheless, their strength (kracht) depended largely on their setting, in other 
words, the colours used to set them off. Although De Lairesse was the first to 
describe these effects, he does not claim credit for being the first to discover 
these. In fact, he must have recorded widespread knowledge. As Paul Taylor has 
argued, flower painters from Roelandt Savery onwards tended to place flowers 
with yellow and reddish colours at the front of their painted bouquets.127 Even the 
sea-painter Willem van de Velde the Younger used this knowledge in order to 
make his ships appear at various distances from the viewer. For example, in his 
Ships at Sea, Van de Velde not only gave the sails of the ship that appears closest 
to the viewer the most yellowish color, he also systematically arranged clusters of 
ships by slightly adjusting the colors of their sails (fig. 6.28). In each group, the 
ship nearest to the picture plane has the most yellow sail, whereas the sails of 
slightly more distant ships in the same groups have a more grayish/bluish hue.  
 Although many painters must have had a nuanced understanding of how 
they could use colors and tones to suggest three-dimensionality, this did not mean 
that they all agreed on exactly what color and light combinations were preferred. 
Gerard de Lairesse, for example, criticized Rubens’s predilection for pure colours, 
which he thoughts resulted in a ‘crude motley’ (bonte rauwigheid). He also 
disapproved of the mixed colours so characteristic for Rembrandt, Lievens and 
their followers, which he called ‘mure’ and ‘rotten’. In De Lairesse’s view either 
extreme was to be avoided.128 However, he was well aware that not all art lovers 
agreed with him in this respect. He wrote that some art lovers were of the opinion 
that Van Dyck’s portraits seemed mere water colours when compared to portraits 

                                                 
126 This translation is taken from Taylor 2002,  215-216.  
127 Taylor 2002, 230. Taylor PhD thesis, pp. 154-164. Complete this citation 
128 ‘Gelyk het helder licht de oorzaak is, waar door al de koleurige voorwerpen, zich suyver en 
schoon voor onze oogen opdoen; zo is ook onwederspreekelyk, dat hoe meer het zelve door 
duisterheid besmet en verbrooken zy, hoe gezegde voorwerpen zich ook duisterder en minder 
schoon zullen vertoonen. Veele doorluchtige meesters, hebben zich jammerlyk hier in vergreepen; 
onder de Brabanders, Rubbens; in Holland, Rembrant, Lievens en veele anderen, die hun trant hebben 
nagevolgd: de eene willende het leeven al te schoon hebben, is tot een raauwe bontigheid, een 
ander om de murwheid te bekomen, tot de ryp en rottigheid vervallen; twee buitensporigheden, als 
twee gevaarlyke klippen by ons aangemerkt, om dezelve als een baak tot waarschouwing aan 
andere voor te stellen.’ De Lairesse 1707 [ed. 1969], vol. I: 41-42. The concept of ‘clarity’ and its 
effects on colours will be discussed in great length by Ulrike Kern in Kern (forthcoming).  
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by Titian (compare figs. 6.29 and 6.30). They believed that the latter’s portraits 
had much power in colours, light and shade, and that Van Dyck could not equal 
Titian’s coloring – an opinion that De Lairesse dismissed as ‘ridiculous’ 
(belagchelyk).129  

Besides, the desirability of dark backgrounds became an issue of debate 
towards the end of the century. Strong juxtapositions in tonal values were 
necessary to focus the viewer’s attention on the main subject. Moreover, for the 
general unity in a painting it was important to create groups of lighter and darker 
colours – an effect called ‘rest’ (repos or verpozing) by Du Fresnoy and his 
translators and ‘arranging’ (reddering) by De Lairesse (fig. 6.31).130 However, a 
dense use of dark colours in the background was criticized towards the end of 
century for being ‘unnatural’ and for affecting the clarity in the background. 
According to Arnold Houbraken, his contemporaries readily criticized such 
mistakes: ‘When it occurs that some make their work powerful in the foreground 
and dark in the background, one promptly hears people say that in these works 
the ‘natural clarity’ (natuurlyke helderheit) has not been observed, and that it is not an 
Art to set off white against black.’131 And if such a painting appeared somewhat 
uncertain in the background, people reputedly said that the dark was used to 
cover up mistakes.132 Although Houbraken does not specify which artists exactly 
were criticized, these comments suggest that these were painters who worked in a 
style inspired by Rembrandt and his hallmark dark brown backgrounds. Indeed 
Houbraken noted that Rembrandt’s manner had gone out of fashion towards the 
end of this master’s life time when ‘true connoisseurs’ (ware Konstkenners) 
developed a taste for clear painting styles (helder schilderen).133  

A particular type of brushwork that was used to enhance the intensity and 
power of colours triggered a similar debate. As Samuel van Hoogstraten 
explained, thick and rough splotches of paint were likely to catch light irregardless 
of the location of the light source, thereby calling attention to the surface of the 
painting. It was an effect he called ‘recognizability’ (kenlijkheyt), and as Ernst van 
de Wetering has shown, Rembrandt used this device to accentuate his highlights 

                                                 
129 De Lairesse 1707 [ed. 1969], vol. II, 18. See also Kern (forthcoming).  
130 Du Fresnoy c. 1647 [ed. 1722],  25-26; De Vries 2004b,  85-86.  
131 ‘Gebeurt het dat zommige hunne werken voor aan sterk en agter bruin maken, straks hoort 
men zeggen: dat de natuurlyke helderheit daar in niet is waargenomen, en dat het geen Konst is, 
wit tegen swart te doen afsteeken.’ Houbraken 1718-1721, vol. II, 198-200. See also Kern 
(forthcoming)  
132 ‘Zyn ‘er onder die in de bruinte wat twyffelagtig zyn, men zeit straks, ‘t is om de misslagen te 
bedekken.’ Houbraken 1718-1721, vol. II, 298-300. See also Kern (forthcoming).  
133 Houbraken 1718-1721, vol. II, 20-21. See also Kern (forthcoming). 
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and to enhance the effect of his strongest colors (see chapter 4, fig. 4.3 b).134 The 
master even seems to have alluded to this effect in one of his surviving letters, in 
which he advised Constantijn Huygens to hang the painting he had given him in a 
stark light so it would best ‘sparkle’ (voncken).135 When this means was first 
discovered is not known, but its use seems to have been widespread, as highlights 
were often applied with thick, uneven strokes both in the Netherlands and 
abroad. Despite its effectiveness, however, it was criticized by Gerard de Lairesse, 
who wrote that an uneven paint surface was unacceptable as a means of 
enhancing the ‘glow’ (gloeijendheid, that is, the intensity) and ‘power’ (kracht) of 
colours.136 In his view, light and dark passages of equal strength reinforced by 
glazes, if needed, brought about sufficient glow (intensity) and relief. However, 
De Lairesse generally did not like recognizable brushwork. Not unlike Philips 
Angel, he maintained that brushwork should be smooth and barely noticeable.  

As discussed in chapter 4, over the course of the seventeenth-century a 
variety of terms was developed to discuss brushwork.137 At the beginning of the 
century, Van Mander advised artists to specialize in either a ‘fine’ (net) or in a 
‘rough’ (ruw) manner. Some forty years later, Philips Angel advocated a very fine 
painting style while at the same time praising a certain ‘looseness’ (lossicheyt) of the 
brush.  Ideally, he wrote, one’s brush should be ‘lively’ (wacker) and ‘bold’ (kloeck), 
yet at the same time ‘sweet-flowing’ (soetvloeyend) and ‘soft-blending’ (soet-
verliesent).138 In his view, the art was to reach a very high level of precision while 
avoiding stiffness (stijvigheyt).  

Around the same time, however, Jan de Brune de Jonge favored loose 
brushwork that allowed for an element of chance in his Wetsteen der Vernuften; in 
his view, painters needed a ‘lucky touch’ (een slagh van ’t geluk) to achieve the best 
results. The variety of terms developed to describe loose brushwork throughout 
the Golden Age suggests that many other art lovers were fascinated by it. The 
poet Govert Bidloo used the term ‘master strokes’ (meesterstreken) to celebrate 
resolute strokes defining highlights and drapery in paintings by Frans Hals and 

                                                 
134 See Van de Wetering 2002,  192 ff.  
135 See Van de Wetering 2002, 251-252. 
136 De Vries 2004b, 92; De Lairesse 1707 [ed. 1969], vol. I, 12. ‘Men moet weeten dat de kracht en 
gloeijendheid in de Verwen, niet in de ruwigheid der schildery bestaat; men moest het, als voor 
gezegd is behandelen, zo zal het zyn welstand eevenwel bekomen, en zich daar by houden, en 
welstandig zyn. Want wy konnen het eeven sterk hoogen en schaduwen, waardoor dezelve gloed 
en verheevenheit zal bewerkt worden, is het niet aanstonds door de bloote kracht der Verw, men 
schommel en lakseer het zo lang, totdat het die eigenschap bezit.’   
137 See chapter 4 ‘“Without Changing his Manner”, Seventeenth-Century Views on Style’.  
138 Angel 1642, 55. See also chapter 4, section ‘Developing a Manner’.  
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Jacob Jordaens in the 1680s (fig. 6.32).139 Moreover, De Lairesse’s Schilderboek and 
Verhoeck’s translation of Du Fresnoy’s Graphic Arts yields terms and descriptions 
such as: ‘well-painted with a resolute hand’ (wel geschildert met een vrijmoedige hant), 
‘applied with bold strokes’ (stoutelijk getoetst), ‘nimbly’ (lugtig140), ‘thickly indicated’ 
(lijvig aangezet) and ‘painted loosely with much paint’ (wakker in de verf).  

In fact, seventeenth-century thinkers equated looseness to a certain extent 
with mastery. Especially in resolute brushwork, masters reputedly revealed 
themselves; the looser the strokes, the more experience was needed to place them 
convincingly, hence the difficulty of the rough manner (see above chapter 3 
‘Masterly Passages’ and chapter 4 ‘Developing a Manner’). However, loose 
brushwork that hindered the suggestion of reality showed the shortcoming of the 
master who executed the work. It was thus very important for painters to know 
exactly what parts could be painted relatively loosely, and to skillfully place their 
strokes, especially when working in a rough manner but also when working in a 
more detailed style.  

Like colors and light, brushwork was judged in relation to the overall 
‘reality effect’ of a painting. However, this did not yield a clear answer as to the 
question of what type of brushwork ultimately marked the highest quality. For 
both precise and rough brushwork could result in a powerful suggestion of reality. 
In fact, their effectiveness depended largely on the position of the viewer. While 
neatly finished works achieved the greatest effect when seen from close nearby, 
more roughly painted works needed a certain distance to ‘sparkle’ and convince. 
When assessing brushwork, the viewer therefore faced a choice. Did he prefer 
paintings that deceived the eye from closeby and, as it were, invited to be touched 
(such as Philips Angel)? Or did he value powerful, rough paintings more highly 
(like Jan Brune de Jonge)? Alternatively, one could also favor a more moderate 
manner that would impress both from nearby and from far off, such as the 
resolute – but not rough – manner advocated by Gerard de Lairesse.141 Lastly, the 
viewer could also refuse to take sides and simply try to value each type of 
brushwork according to its own merits, which is what Karel van Mander, 
Abraham Bosse and Samuel van Hoogstraten did.142  
                                                 
139 Bidloo 1719, 181-182. See also below, ‘The Sum of the Parts’.  
140 Verhoeck’s translation of Du Fresnoy’s Graphic Arts also mentions the Italian and French 
equivalents: ‘svelto’ and ‘svelte’.  
141 De Lairesse amply discusses the importance of adjusting one’s style to the subject and the 
intended location of a painting. Yet he does not believe that these adjustments should alter the 
desired effect that the painting has on the viewer. In his view, brushwork should be nimble (‘lugtig’) 
and tender (‘mals’), regardless of the circumstances under which the painting is created. See De 
Vries 2004b, .   
142 See above chapter 4, 'Developing a Manner' (on rough and fine manner). 
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Since the brushwork played a key role in creating the suggestion of reality, 
seventeenth-century viewers often, somewhat paradoxically, admired both the 
brushstrokes and the convincing effect of reality in a painting, thus simultaneously 
celebrating the artifice and the illusion.143 Not only fine but also rough brushwork 
that enhanced the illusion of depth and life was praiseworthy. Tellingly, when 
Bidloo praised Hals and Jordaens for their ‘master strokes’ (meesterstreken), he also 
complimented them on having placed ‘life’ itself into their paint (‘het is het leven zelf, 
en in de verf geplaatst’).144  

In short, the assessment of brushwork, light and colors invited art lovers 
to make choices. For not so much the general goal but rather the specific 
applications made the difference.145 
 
 
Expression 
 

In the Renaissance, Leonardo da Vinci noted that painters only had two 
principal things to paint: ‘man and the intentions of his mind’. He continued, ‘The 
first is easy, the second difficult, because it has to be represented by gestures and 
movements of the parts of the body.’ 146 Although the subsidiary work had 
become increasingly important in the seventeenth-century, and had even led to 
separate picture types, figures and their expressions nonetheless remained a key 
challenge for ambitious painters. According to Willem Goeree, for example, a 
master painter should above all be able to depict ‘the Passions of the Human 

                                                 
143 See also above chapter 4 (on Angel’s paradoxical recommendations in this respect).  
144 'Wat voord Jordaens, en Hals mijn' aandacht met zich heen? / Wat zijn die troniën, die handen, 
hulsels, kleên? / Wat zijn daar in 't fluweel, en paarlen meester streeken? / Als was het leeven, 
juist, het leeven afgekeken, / En in de verf verplaatst.' Bidloo 1719,  181-182.   
145 Debates concentrated not only on the aspects mentioned above but also on various related 
matters, which I have left out for the sake of brevity. For example, the use of contour lines led to 
discussions among artists in the seventeenth century, as Margriet van Eikema-Hommes has 
shown. They could be used to set off a subject against its background, but they could also create 
too much sharpness (‘kantigheit’) and thus decrease the total effect of three-dimensionality. See Van 
Eikema-Hommes 2005b. Also, writers on art were concerned with the question of to what extent 
reflections (‘reflectien’) should be portrayed. Some reflections were crucial to depict certain materials 
successfully; yet a great number of reflections could cause diffusion. While the various 
seventeenth-century writers on painting all agreed that it was important to create an illusion of 
three-dimensionality and to use light and colours to accentuate the main subject, they nonetheless 
proposed different practical solutions to these matters.  
146  ‘The good painter has two things to paint, that is, man and the intentions of his mind. The first 
is easy, the second difficult, because it has to be represented by gestures and movements of the 
parts of the body.’ Clayton 1992, 16.  
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Mind’ (‘de Passien des Menschelijken Gemoeds’). In his view, this constituted ‘the 
greatest force of the entire art of painting’ (de grootste kragt der gantsche 
schilderkonst).147  

Interestingly, when Rubens described his depiction of a biblical scene in a 
letter to Dudley Carleton, he focused solely on the expression of the figures: ‘It 
represents Sarah in the act of reproaching Hagar, who, pregnant, is leaving the 
house with an air of womanly dignity.’148 The painting represented a story from 
the Old Testament (Genesis 19). When Sarah, the wife of the Jewish leader 
Abraham, was not able to get pregnant, she allowed Abraham to marry her 
servant Hagar so that the latter could provide him with an heir. However, Sarah 
subsequently also conceived herself, and the relationship between the two women 
became increasingly tense. As Abraham’s first and most beloved wife, Sarah had 
her husband’s full support, even when treating Hagar harshly. The latter, however, 
could not bear it and decided to leave. It was this moment that Rubens had 
chosen to depict (fig. 6.33).149 Rubens’s letter reveals that the master was 
interested in Hagar’s state of mind, the dignity with which she carried herself in 
such a difficult and uncertain situation. He emphasized this figure by giving her a 
powerfully red dress, which constitutes the most powerful color in the painting 
(see above, 'Colours, Light and Brushwork').  

A history painting was commonly focused around one main figure and his 
or her ‘movement’, that is, the expression of the figure’s state of mind in all 
outward signs of the body.150 It was not until the eighteenth century that painters 
started to express their personal emotions in any direct way in their paintings. In 
the seventeenth century, painters aimed to depict the motions and emotions 
befitting the subject at hand. In order to represent a story, they condensed it into 
one telling scene, the essence of which was expressed through the action, attitude 
and facial expression of the main figure.  

In his lecture for the Leiden guild of painters in 1641, Philips summarized 
the challenge as follows. If a painter would choose to depict the biblical story of 
the prophet Elias meeting the widow of Sarepta (who was kind enough to share 
her last meal with the prophet at a time of extreme drought), it was important to 

                                                 
147 Goeree 1670 [ed. 1697],  69 ff.  
148 Letter from Peter Paul Rubens to Dudley Carleton 26 May 1618, cited in d' Hulst/Vandenven 
1989,  no. 10, 53-56, esp. 54. 
149 The painting Rubens described is currently in the collection the Duke of Westminister. It is an 
autograph replica of the version in the Hermitage. See d’Hulst/Vandenven 1989, nos. 9 & 10, 51-
56.  
150 See, for example, Karel van Mander 1604, , ‘Wtbeeldinghe der Affecten, passien, 
begeerlijckheden, en lijdens der Menschen’, fols. 22v-29r.  
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choose an ‘action’ that would represent Job’s passion convincingly, more 
specifically, ‘a begging, yet sufficiently-commanding desire’ (smeekend en nochtans 
genogh-gebiedende begeerte). The more spirited the outer movement and expression of 
this figure (sijn beweginge) would be, the more honour the painter would receive.151 
The purpose was to create ‘something special yet natural’ (iet bysonders doch 
natuerlicx).152   
 Indeed this was what Constantijn Huygens focused on when he praised 
the young Rembrandt in his autobiography of the 1630s. Huygens had seen a 
painting of Judas returning the money for which he had betrayed Christ in 
Rembrandt’s Leiden workshop (fig. 6.34 and fig. 6.35). It had made a great 
impression on him, especially the expression of the main figure Judas: ‘The 
gesture of this one desperate Judas (to say nothing about all the other amazing 
figures in this one painting), this one Judas, who raves, wails, begs forgiveness, but 
without any hope, and in whose face all traces of hope have disappeared; his 
countenance wild, his hair pulled out, the clothes torn, the arms twisted, the hands 
pressed together until they bleed; in a blind impulse he has fallen onto his knees, 
his whole body contorted in pitiful hideousness.’153 According to Huygens, 
Rembrandt had surpassed all the painters from antiquity with this one figure, and 
he had also outdone his contemporary Jan Lievens through the ‘liveliness of the 
passions’ (affectuum vivacitas) and the ‘lifelike inventions’ (vivida inventio) in his 
paintings.  

This [Huygens’s] description constitutes the earliest record of praise for 
Rembrandt’s ability to depict the ‘movements of the soul’ (beweegingen van de ziel). 
According to Rembrandt’s pupil Samuel van Hoogstraten, this was the master’s 
main strength.154 Rembrandt alluded to this challenge in a letter that he wrote to 
Constantijn Huygens accompanying two paintings the master had created for the 
stadholder Frederik Hendrik. He expected the paintings to please Huygens, he 
wrote, since in these he had observed ‘the greatest and the most natural 
movement’ (Meeste Ende die Naetuereelste Beweechgelickheijt).155  

                                                 
151 ‘hoe hy nu de selve geestiger weet te verthoonen, ten aensien van sijn beweginge die hy doen 
moet, hoe hy te meer eer behalen sal’. Angel 1642,  46.  
152 Angel 1642, 48. He also uses the phrase 'onghemeen, en evenwel eygentlick'.   
153 '' Worp 1891, 126: 'Unius IUDAE desperati gestum, ut omittam tot in uno opera stupendas 
fromas, unius, inquam, IUDAE furentis, ejulantis, deprecantis veniam, nec sperantis tamen aut 
spem vultu servantis, faciem horridam, laniatos crines, scissam vestem, intorta brachia, manus ad 
sanquinem compressas, genu temero impetus prostratum, corpus omne miserandâ atrocitate, 
convolutum.' The English translation appears in Sluijter 2006,  100.  
154 Van Hoogstraten 1678, 75.  
155 Gage 1969.  
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According to Samuel van Hoogstraten, a convincingly lifelike expression 
of emotions in a painted figure would cause the viewer to feel the same – hence 
the power of such images. In his Inleiding he used a poem by the ancient writer 
Horace to explain the phenomenon: 'One laughs, one cries, and the spectator will 
follow, so if you want me to cry, then show me your tears’.156 He advised 
apprentice painters to practice depicting emotions by studying their own face in 
the mirror while acting out various passions – a method that he might have 
learned in Rembrandt’s workshop.157  
 As Leonardo da Vinci had already indicated, depicting emotions 
convincingly was far from easy. According to Van Mander, many a painter was 
not able to differentiate between laughing and crying in a painted figure; both 
emotions were very difficult to express realistically. In order to inspire apprentices 
Van Mander described how both ancient and modern artists had succeeded in 
expressing emotions in their works (among them Michelangelo and Lucas van 
Leyden). One ancient painter by the name of Euphranor had even managed to 
express various emotions in one figure: his depiction of the mythological figure of 
Paris reputedly showed wit, courage, amorous desire and manliness all at once. It 
was such an extraordinary achievement that Van Mander found it hard to 
believe.158 [In fact, it may have been a description like this one that inspired 
ambitious painters such as Rembrandt to pursue similar effects.] Van Mander also 
urged apprentices to closely observe ‘the World and people’ (de Weerelt en lieden).159 
Actors in particular and the gestures they used in both comedies and tragedies 
could help teach a painter how to express similar emotions in his figures, 
according to Van Mander. 160  
 In scenes with several figures, it was important to not only express the 
emotions of the individual figures convincingly but also to bring these into 
accordance with each other. Relatively few writers addressed this issue 
(presumably authors like Van Mander and Philips Angel found such a unity self-
evident, see also above 'Invention, Composition and Design' ) Interestingly, 
Samuel van Hoogstraten emphasized the importance of such a harmony in 
                                                 
156 'Men lache, of ween', d'aenschouwer raekt op 't spoor: Dus wilt gy dat ik schreye, schrey my 
voor.' Van Hoogstraten 1678, 293. See Brenninkmeyer-de Rooy 1984,  69. See also Weststeijn 
2005,  113.     
157 A series of Rembrandt etchings dated 1630 show the master’s face expressing different 
emotions. See White/Buvelot (eds.) 1999,  nos. 20-23.  
158 Van Mander 1604, fol. 24v. 
159 Van Mander 1604, fol. 28v.  
160 Van Mander 1604, fol. 23r: ‘Om nu dese dinghen wel uyt te beelden, / Op dat al onse 
personnagen speelden / nae Histrionica Const, en ontgorden / Sulcke gesten, daer sy toe sullen 
worden / Op de Scena ghestelt, t'zy in Comedy / Met blijschap, oft in droeflijcke Tragedy.’  
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expression (eenstemmicheyt) while at the same time advocating a sense of immediacy: 
‘Whether one uses one single figure or many together, one should pay heed that 
one shows only one sudden movement (een oogenblikkige beweeging), which primarily 
expresses the action of the history’.161 It is a recommendation that seems directly 
inspired on the powerful immediacy of paintings by Rembrandt. As 
Brennickmeyer-de Rooy noted, the master’s depictions are so sudden that one can 
even see a sword falling in mid-air before hitting the ground in his painting The 
Resurrection of Christ (fig. 6.36).162 Although Van Hoogstraten only refers to history 
paintings in this passage, his emphasis on sudden, momentary expressions also 
brings other types of picture to mind, such as Frans Hals’s Malle Babbe.  (see 
chapter 4, fig. 4.7)  
 Apart from Samuel van Hoogstraten, Gerard de Lairesse also discussed 
the importance of creating unity in the expression of a scene. Interestingly, he 
uses a mistake that he made himself as an example. In his early years as a painter, 
he had painted the story of the mythological figure of Procne. She took revenge 
for the rape and abuse of her sister by making the rapist, King Tereus, eat his son. 
De Lairesse had depicted the moment that Procne showed the head of the son, 
already half eaten, while the King, furious, stood up from his seat, a knife in his 
hand. The table had already fallen over and the floor was covered with broken 
dishes. This depiction, however, contained an ‘unnaturalness’ (onnatuurlykheid), he 
admitted. For it made no sense for Procne to continue to stand still and show the 
head, while the king had already knocked over the table and was coming towards 
her with a knife in his hand. By that time, she would have tried to flee. In 
hindsight, he therefore believed it would have been better to depict Procne 
furiously showing the head before the table was knocked down, or to depict her 
after she had thrown the head on the table while she was trying to flee, one arm 
raised in anger.163  

When Gerard de Lairesse wrote his treatise at the end of the Golden Age, 
it had become common to capture virtually everything related to the depiction of 
human emotions in rules. As Gerard de Lairesse’s example showed, ‘naturalness’ 
(natuurlykheid) was still important, but that did not mean that theorists found it 
advisable to base painted emotions directly on expressions one could see in the 
natural world or in the mirror. In fact, Gerard de Lairesse advised his readers to 

                                                 
161 ‘Het zy nu, datmen een enkel beelt, of veele te zamen voor hebbe, men moet toezien, datmen 
alleenlijk een oogenblikkige beweeging, welke voornamentlijk de daed der historie uitdrukt, 
vertoone; gelijk Horatius zegt: Breng yder werk stuk, zoo ‘t behoort, Slechts enkel en eenweezich voort.’ Van 
Hoogstraten 1678, 116.   
162 See Brenninkmeyer-de Rooy 1984, . 65 and fig. 70. Weststeijn 2005,  117-119.  
163 De Lairesse 1707 [ed. 1969], vol. I, 98.  
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study a set of prints created by the French painter Charles le Brun, in which the 
latter demonstrated how psychological characteristics are reflected in facial 
expressions.164 (fig. 6.37) Moreover, De Lairesse included further examples of 
expressive gestures and attitudes in his Groot Schilderboeck.  
 He showed, for example, how one could express different states of mind 
pertaining to prayer: a figure praying ‘with desire and perseverance’ (met verlangen en 
aanhouding), one praying ‘with extreme shyness’ (met uiterste verleegenheit) and a third 
one bravely asking the gods for help (smeekt ootmoedelijk de goden om hulp).165 Also, 
he explained at great length the kinds of gestures and movements that befitted 
different types of people, and how one could differentiate between little and well-
educated people within each type.166 For example, a rude farmer could be 
recognized by his posture: his elbows leaning on a table, his back arched and arms 
embracing his bowl of food as if to defend it, whereas a farmer with a good 
upbringing would sit straight up, hold his bowl by its handle and eat more neatly, 
according to De Lairesse.   

According to De Lairesse, it was essential to strive as much as possible for 
dignity (deftigheid) and ‘politeness’ (welgemanierdheid) in the depicted movements. He 
considered these qualities the ‘soul of an artful painting’ (de ziel van een konstig 
schildery).167 At the beginning of the century Van Mander had maintained that 
depicting the passions in general constituted ‘the soul of the art of painting’ (de 
siele van de Schilderkonst), and De Lairesse’s statement seems a deliberate variation 
on this observation.168 His emphasis illustrates that the classicist taste which had 
become fashionable towards the end of the century did not only have implications 
for a painter’s choice of subject, the execution of the design and choice of colors 
and light effects, but also for the depicted ‘movements’ or expressions.  

While the requirement of a dignified expression and the rather strict rules 
on how to represent the passions must have caused debate as the classicist taste 
spread in the second half of the seventeenth century, the assessment of the quality 
of painted expressions in general was far from controversial. For despite the 
much-emphasized difficulty of depicting the various expressions successfully, all 
theorists agreed that assessing these expressions was an easy task.169 They did not 
explain how to read the passions depicted; they believed their power was such that 

                                                 
164 De Lairesse 1707 [ed. 1969], vol. I, 61.  
165 De Lairesse 1707 [ed. 1969], vol. I, 34, figs. 4-6.  
166 De Lairesse 1707 [ed. 1969], vol. I, 54. 
167 De Lairesse 1707 [ed. 1969], vol. I, 57. 
168 Van Mander 1604, fol. 27r. 
169 ‘Dees Affecten, zijn niet soo gaer en lichte / T'exprimeren, als sy wel zijn te loven’. Van 
Mander, fol. 23r.  



228                                              THE FINGERPRINT OF AN OLD MASTER 

even those with little knowledge of painting would immediately recognize and 
experience a personal connection to them. This also meant that painters could 
profit from the feedback of virtually everyone in this respect (see also above, 
chapter 5).  
 
 
The Sum of the Parts 
 
 When the French scholar Etienne Binet explained to his readers how to 
talk eloquently about paintings in Essays of 1621, he emphasized how important it 
was for a painter to make his work appear real, not painted: 

 
 ‘One must deceive the eye or all is worthless;  
One must believe that this is hollow,  
And pressed inwards, that swollen and pointing outwards, 
That this sticks out and launches itself entirely out of the Painting, 
That this is far away in the distance, that of a prodigious height,  
This pierced by rays of light, this full of life and movement,  
That this horse gallops and foams at the mouth through its hard breathing, 
That this dog barks loudly, that this blood flows out of the wound 
That the clouds really thunder, and are torn to pieces 
by the flashes of lightning that one can see appear one by one,  
that this man breathes out his dying breath 
and that one sees his soul escaping on his lips, 
that [actual] birds will try to pick at these [painted] grapes,  
but break their becks, that [the viewer] cries out loudly 
that the curtain should be removed to show what is beneath it,  
However, there is nothing of that  
for the entire image is flat, nearby, shallow, dead, 
Created so artistically that nature seems to lie beneath it,  
to help the painter deceive us through subtlety,  
and laugh at our gullibility.’170 

                                                 
170 ‘il faut tromper l'oeil or tout n'y vaut rien; / il faut qu'on croye que cela est creux / et enfoncé, 
cela enflé et boursoufflé, cecy hors d'oeuvre, et qui se jete entierement hors du Tableau, cecy 
esloigné d'une bonne lieuë , / cela d'une hautesse extreme, cela percé à jour, / cecy tout vif et plein 
de movement, / que ce cheval court et excume à force de souffler / que ce chien jape voirement, 
que ce sang coule de la playe, / que les nuées tonnent en effet, / et que les nuages sont tous 
décousus / à force d'esclairs qu'on void sortir coup sur coup, que cét home rend l'esprit / et qu'on 
vois l'ame sur ses lévres, que les oyseaux becquettent ces raisins / et se cassent le bec, qu'on crie 
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 Like the ancient painters Zeuxis and Parrhasius that allegedly deceived 
birds and man with their painted grapes and curtain, modern painters also tried to 
cleverly mislead their public, according to Binet. When discussing their works, it 
was crucial to take this into account (see also below). Although Binet only 
mentioned Italian artists (including Michelangelo and Raphael), his text applies 
equally well if not better to other European painters. The ‘reality effect’ that he 
valued so highly was in any case quintessential to Netherlandish painters and their 
critics throughout the Golden Age.  
 Not only did this effect play a key role in the assessment of the design, 
colors, light and shade in a painting, it could also make or break a painting’s 
overall effect. Tellingly, theorists such as Angel, Goeree and Gerard de Lairesse 
linked the common word for high quality, ‘welstand’, directly to the suggestion of 
three-dimensionality. Literally, the term means ‘standing well’, and to them it 
meant, among other things, just that: the successful placement of objects and 
figures in the imaginary space.171 Also, when Samuel van Hoogstraten defined 
painterly perfection, he placed much emphasis on the overall suggestion of reality: 
‘A perfect painting is like a mirror of nature which makes things which do not 
actually exist appear to exist and thus deceives in a permissible, pleasurable and 
praiseworthy manner.’172 Philips Angel used even stronger terms. In his view, 
especially the successful use of light and dark could give paintings the ‘power to 
appear real’ (schijn eygentlijcke kracht), which he found ‘magical’ (tooverachtigh). It 
resulted in a ‘miraculous’ overall quality (een wonderbaerlijcke welstandt).173  
 In seventeenth-century France such reality effects were not only 
celebrated but also criticized. For example, several members of the French 
Academy believed that very real-looking figures and materials could distract from 
the essence of painting, its design and intellectual message. Therefore Perrault 
praised the way in which masters such as Poussin and Le Brun had depicted 
drapery: ‘They even refrain from dressing [their figures] in velvet, satin or taffeta, 
they give them fabrics which are nothing like those people use, [instead] generic 

                                                                                                                                 
haut / qu'il faut oster le rideau afin de voir ce qui est cache, / cependant il n'y a rien de tout cela, 
car tout cela est plat, près, bas, mort / et contrfait si artistement qu'il semble / que la naturese soit 
couchée là dessus / pour aider le Peintre à nous tromper finement, et se moquer de nostre bestise.’ 
Binet 1621 [ed. 1654],  354. 
171 See Taylor 1992,  219.  
172 Van Hoogstraten 1678,  25. ‘Want een volmaekte Schildery is als een spiegel van de Natuer, die 
de dingen, die niet en zijn, doet schijnen te zijn, en op een geoorlofde vermakelijke en prijslijke 
wijze bedriegt.’ The English translation appears in Brusati 1995, 159.  
173 Angel 1642, 39. 
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and universal fabrics, if one can say so, without getting into their specific 
materials.’174  

In the Netherlands, however, no painter or art critic expressed such a 
view. Even the classicist Gerard de Lairesse, who shared Perrault’s preference for 
intellectual content, was nonetheless convinced that all parts of a painting, 
including drapery, should look ‘real’.175 The desirability of a successful suggestion 
of reality in all parts of a painting was not a matter of discussion in the 
Netherlands; it was the most important quality any painting should have. Foreign 
enthusiasts of Netherlandish paintings appreciated the works for precisely this 
reason. The French Comte de Brienne, for example, admired the way in which 
Netherlandish painters distinguished between different textures such as satin, silk 
and velvet.176  
 While the importance of a convincing ‘reality effect’ was thus generally 
acknowledged, there were nonetheless discussions about how exactly such 
illusionistic effects should be achieved and which subjects should be depicted. As 
we have seen, debates evolved around questions of how best to use light and 
colors to create a powerful suggestion of three-dimensionality and highlight one’s 
main subject. Also, there were differences in opinion as to what type of 
brushwork was the most convincing. Moreover, there were lively discussions as to 
the kinds of topics that were worthy of being painted, and in what way painters 
should aim to move the viewer.  
 In 1638, Junius defended the art of painting against critics who claimed it 
had no use by saying that paintings not only paid a tribute to God by depicting 
His Creation, but that they could also ‘bridle the most violent passions of love and 
anger’.177 This last effect is what Aristotle called catharsis, the purifying impact of 
the extreme emotions that were acted out in ancient tragedies.178 Although it is 
still unclear if many painters and viewers attributed such purifying powers to 
paintings, depictions of sudden, powerful emotions were certainly in vogue at the 
time and believed to instill viewers with the same emotion. According to Huygens, 

                                                 
174 ‘Ils s'abstiennent mesme de les revestir [leurs personages] de velours, de satin ou de taffetas, ils 
leur donnent des étoffes qui ne tiennent rien de celles don’t les homes se servent, des étoffes 
génériques et universelles, si cela se peut dire, sans descendre dans leur espèces particulières.’ 
Hourticq 1905, 339.  
175 He dedicates two chapters to the depiction of drapery. De Lairesse 1707 [ed. 1969], vol. I, 214 
ff.  
176 ‘Que l’on distingue la laine avec la soye, le satin d’avec le velours, le brocard d’avec la broderie, 
et qu’enfin l’oeil soit trompé, pour ainsy dire, par la vérité et la diversité des étoffes.’ Hourticq 
1905,  339.  
177 Junius 1638 [ed. 1991], 73.  
178 See Aristotle, Ars Poetica, 1449b, 21.  
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the effect of horror was particularly admired in paintings in the 1630s. He himself 
felt rather ambivalent about this effect, however. While he much appreciated 
Rembrandt’s depiction of the desperate Judas (see above, figs. 6.34 & 6.35), 
Rubens’ powerful depiction of the terrifying dead head of the mythological figure 
of Medusa caused him to declare that he prefered more pleasing subjects (see 
above, fig. 6.10).  

It was not until the second half of the seventeenth century that the 
subjects of painting became the topic of fierce debates. Theorists increasingly 
called for graceful, dignified subjects that would excude a sense of propriety and 
inspire viewers through their example. Given the powerful effect paintings were 
believed to have on people’s imagination, it is surprising that only then did ethics 
and esthetics come to be widely seen as inseparable. Previously, a certain moral 
lenience had allowed for a great variety of lifelike picture types to be developed 
and for a fascination with the visual appeal of people and objects that were not 
necessarily beautiful but were nonetheless considered ‘painterly’ (schilderachtig),  i.e., 
worthy of being painted.  
 As to the question whether or not the discussions about seventeenth-
century painting in the Netherlands focused on typically Netherlandish qualities, 
the answer is partially. Many of the criteria used for paintings from the 
Netherlands also apply to paintings from other European countries.  
  As we have seen, critics considered a wide range of aspects. Was the topic 
suitable for a painting? Was it amusing or offensive? Did the painting show a clear 
focus on the main subject in the design as well as in the use of color, tones and 
light? Were the main figure’s proportions correct, and was his or her expression 
appropriate, natural and powerful? Was the brushwork pleasant and loose in the 
highlights and other accents? Furthermore, did secondary figures and elements 
help emphasize the main action? Were there no mistakes in the depiction of the 
time, the place or the action? Was the design not a (bad) copy of another master’s 
design? Had the painter convincingly structured and unified the scene? And 
ultimately, did the painting bring about the essence of the subject in a 
convincingly lifelike and pleasant way?   

None of these concerns were unique to Netherlandish painting. 
Nonetheless, the precision with which the use of colors, light and brushwork is 
discussed in the surviving sources on Netherlandish paintings was unique in 
Europe, and reveals a preoccupation with colorito effects. For example, the term 
‘houding’ (used to indicate the balancing of colors and tones) had no true 
equivalent in other European languages.179 Nonetheless, disegno aspects were far 

                                                 
179 Taylor 1992,  222 ff.  
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from forgotten and especially those aspects of the design that could enhance the 
lifelike qualities and immediacy of a painted scene received much attention – and 
led to yet another unique art critical term, ‘eigentlick’ (true-to-life in the sense of 
probable, befitting and historically accurate).  Even the fierce debates about 
subject matter that erupted in the second half of the seventeenth century may be 
related to the particular realistic quality of Dutch and Flemish paintings. The 
powerful immediacy of many of these paintings made the question of what 
subjects deserved to be represented with such force presumably all the more 
relevant.  
 Alhough seventeenth-century connoisseurs thus discussed the quality of 
painting with an elaborate set of criteria, it seems unlikely that they would have 
applied every criterion to every painting at hand. Instead, it seems more likely that 
true connoisseurs revealed their expertise by quickly identifying those 
characteristics that were unique and praiseworthy in a particular painting. A poem 
by the playwright Govert Bidloo offers a glimpse of such expertise. Bidloo wrote 
his poem between 1683 and 1685 with the intention of demonstrating his 
knowledge of paintings and sculpture; it was a tribute to the wealthy Amsterdam 
collector Philip de Flines and his art collection. The latter had taught Bidloo how 
to assess art, and Bidloo admired him for not getting ‘addicted or attached’ to 
names or fame.180 According to Bidloo, De Flines had explained in what way both 
contemporary and old masterpieces ‘have recognizably different characteristics’ 
(keurkennelijck verschillen), and in doing so, he had helped him discover various 
masters and their times.181 Bidloo’s poem is based on the insights he had acquired 
through their conversations and illustrates the expertise of these early modern 
connoisseurs in both a direct and an indirect way.  
 By complimenting De Flines on his ability to look beyond the name and 
fame of an artist, Bidloo emphasized that De Flines was not the type of art lover 
that Samuel van Hoogstraten would have disdainfully called a ‘name-buyer’ 
(naemkoper). Not easily impressed by the artist’s reputation, this early connoisseur 
based his assessment on careful, first-hand observations of the master’s work. 
One of the elements on which De Flines made Bidloo focus was the depiction of 

                                                 
180 Bidloo 1719, 173-185, esp. 173: ‘uw ervaren oog, dat zich verslaaft, noch bind aan naem, noch 
eergerucht’; p. 175: ‘laten zien of lessen beklijven...’ Since the poem describes five allegories which 
Gerard de Lairesse had painted in De Flines’ house, it must have been written after these were 
finished in 1683. In 1685 Bidloo and De Flines ended their friendship after a bitter fight about 
ethics and aesthetics in theatre. Bidloo went as far as to ridicule De Flines (as well as the other 
members of the classicist theatre society Nil Volentibus Arduum) on stage in a biting satire. See 
Kooijmans 2004,  218 ff.  
181 Bidloo 1719,  175.  
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foliage. When done well, foliage showed distinctively individual touches of the 
brush, as Karel van Mander had observed at the very beginning of the century, 
and this was presumably one of the reasons De Flines focused specifically on 
these passages. Moreover, foliage could serve as a repoussoir, a large foreground 
item which enhances a painting’s suggestion of ‘height and depth’ (hoogte en diepte), 
as Bidloo put it.  
 In a more indirect way, Bidloo demonstrates his knowledge of paintings in 
his descriptions of specific works. For example, he distinguishes between the 
main parts (that is, the figures) and subsidiary work (bywerk) in paintings by 
Rubens. As we have seen, this is a distinction that Franciscus Junius and Samuel 
van Hoogstraten deemed very important. According to them, inexperienced art 
lovers often betrayed themselves by not making such a distinction and by focusing 
too much on the subsidiary work. Bidloo, however, seems to have divided his 
attention commensurately. He admired the ‘natural postures’ (ongedwongen poses) of 
Rubens's figures, his subtle light effects and his rough but carefully blended 
brushstrokes.182  
 Repeatedly, Bidloo showcases his knowledge of particular painters by 
pointing out some of their hallmark characteristics. He praised the expressive eye 
of a biblical figure by Rembrandt (hoe fier weet Rembrandt het oog van Hanna uit te 
drukken), the ‘masterstrokes’ (meesterstreken) of Hals and Jordaens, as well as the 
strong suggestion of life with which these latter two masters infused their portraits 
(figs. 6.38 a & b and above fig. 6.32). Also, he specifically mentions the satins and 
silks in paintings by Ter Borch and points out the characteristic brushwork 
(handeling) of Cesar van Everdingen and Simon Kick (unfortunately without 
describing it further) (fig. 6.39).  
 Interestingly, Bidloo also mentions a contemporary debate about quality. 
The painter Van der Lisse was both admired and despised, he explains, for he 
included ‘brothel scenes’ and ‘friskiness’ (dartelheid) in every painting of his (fig. 
6.40). However, Bidloo believed his painterly skills made up for this stain on his 
reputation (smet): his light effects were praiseworthy, he had a certain force in his 
outlines, and he infused his painting with an overall sense of harmony and three-
dimensionality (welstand).183 Other connoisseurs may not have been so forgiving. 
As we have seen, towards the end of the seventeenth century, ethics and esthetics 
were increasingly seen as inseparable. While the quality of specific paintings and 

                                                 
182 Bidloo 1719,  181.  
183 ‘De ligte Lis, die zich verachten doet, en roemen, / Bordeel, en dartelheid op al zijn’ doeken 
maalt, / Maar door zijn’ kunst die smet beschaduwt, en betaalt; / Toont wat het licht, dat door 
geboomte, en lustpriëlen / Op beelden, en gebouw komt van ter zijden speelen, / Een kracht van 
tekentrek, en welstand geeven kan.’ Bidloo 1719,  180.  
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the criteria for excellence thus continued to be the subject of debate, Bidloo’s 
generic emphasis on the importance of quality seems entirely characteristic of 
seventeenth-century connoisseurs.  
 



 



 



EPILOGUE.  
A DISPUTED REMBRANDT 
 
In his famous introduction to art history, The Story of Art, Ernst Gombrich used 
the painting David and Absalom (1642) from the Hermitage Museum in Saint 
Petersburg to explain the essence of Rembrandt’s art (fig. 7.1). Rembrandt, wrote 
Gombrich, was the greatest painter of Holland and one of the greatest painters 
who had ever lived. He was exceptional in that he needed hardly any gestures or 
movements to express the inner meaning of a scene. He was never theatrical. 
Gombrich illustrated his point with the painting of the reconciliation between 
King David and his wicked son Absalom, a story from the Old Testament. 
According to Gombrich, the picture also gave insight into the master’s working 
method, and he observed:  
 

 ‘When Rembrandt was reading the Old Testament, and tried to see the 
kings and patriarchs of the holy land in his mind’s eye, he thought of the 
Orientals he had seen in the busy port of Amsterdam. That is why he 
dressed David like an Indian or Turk with a big turban, and gave Absalom 
a curved oriental sword. His painter’s eye was attracted by the splendour 
of these costumes, and by the chance they gave him of showing the play 
of light on the precious fabric, and the sparkle of gold and jewellery. We 
can see that Rembrandt was as great a master in conjuring up the effect of 
these shiny textures as Rubens or Velázquez. Rembrandt used less bright 
colour than either of them. The first impression of many of his paintings 
is that of a rather dark brown. But these dark tones give even more power 
and force to the contrast of a few bright and brilliant colours. The result is 
that the light on some of Rembrandt’s pictures looks almost dazzling. But 
Rembrandt never used these magic effects of light and shade for their 
own sake. They always served to enhance the drama of the scene. What 
could be more moving than the gesture of the young prince in his proud 
array, burying his face on his father’s breast, or King David in his quiet 
and sorrowful acceptance of his son’s submission? Though we do not see 
Absalom’s face, we feel what he must feel.’1 
 

                                                 
* I would like to thank Dr. Irina Sokolova, Chief Curator of Dutch Paintings at the Hermitage 
Museum in Saint Petersburg, for kindly allowing me to study Rembrandt's painting both on and 
off the wall and in various types of light in December 2005.  
1 Gombrich 1950,  316 and fig. 265.  
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 Gombrich’s interpretation was first published in 1950, and the passage has 
remained unchanged in the many subsequent editions of this popular survey, 
including the paperback edition of 2006.2 However, in 1989 the members of the 
Rembrandt Research Project stated that this painting was not a Rembrandt.3 In 
part III of their oeuvre catalogue A Corpus of Rembrandt Paintings (1989), they noted 
that several features of the picture did not match the character and quality they 
expected of an autograph Rembrandt. The brushwork seemed ‘superficial’ in 
certain areas, especially the thick accents in the pink cloak, which did not follow 
the shape of the folds and therefore did not help to define its form or the shape 
of the figure’s upper body underneath the cloak. Also, the spatial construction 
was sometimes weak, they wrote, particularly to the left of the figures, where a 
scarcely recognizable stone and vague trees formed an unhappy transition 
between the foreground and the view of a distant city. Moreover, certain colors 
struck them as unusual; the combination of thick pale green and pale pink paint in 
the protagonist’s attire was ‘almost inconceivable for Rembrandt’ in their opinion. 
They therefore concluded that this painting was not by Rembrandt and put it in 
their C-category of rejected works.  
 The attribution of the painting had never been questioned before the 
Rembrandt Research Project’s evaluation. According to its members, this was 
understandable, for the work shared several characteristics with undisputed 
Rembrandts. The composition with the brightly lit men in the foreground, 
silhouetted against a brown-grey background with a distant city, gave the picture 
an unmistakable grandeur. Also, the ‘compact grouping’ of the two men was 
‘certainly one of the positive features of this painting’, and ‘the color-scheme with 
its striking contrast between light, broken tints in the figures and the surrounding 
greys and browns’ gave the painting ‘a pronounced individual character’. 
Moreover, there was a certain resemblance to Rembrandt’s famous Night Watch, 
especially with the figure of Ruytenburg, dressed in light yellow and similarly 
contrasted against a darker background (though the treatment of the clothing in 
particular was weaker in the Hermitage painting, they maintained) (fig. 7.2). Both 
the Night Watch and the Hermitage painting are signed and dated to the year 1642, 
and although the members of the Rembrandt Research Project questioned the 
authenticity of this last signature, they believed that the date was plausible. 
Therefore their hypothesis was that the painting was created by a pupil in 
Rembrandt’s studio, who signed it with the master’s name, possibly by Ferdinand 

                                                 
2 Gombrich 1950 [ed. 2006],  323 and fig. 276.  
3 Bruyn et al. 1982-, vol. 3, C8, 533-541. The painting was originally examined by Josua Bruyn and 
Simon Levie on 27 August 1969.  
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Bol. However, the more successful brushwork, particularly in the subtle treatment 
of the older man’s face and the sparse indication of the background architecture, 
seemed to exceed Bol’s capabilities, according to the team members, which led 
them to conclude that the specific attribution of this work was still ‘something of 
a puzzle’.4  
 The discrepancy between the Rembrandt Research Project’s conviction 
that the work was not by the master himself and Gombrich’s interpretation of the 
painting underscores the importance of attribution issues for a broader art 
historical understanding. It raises several poignant questions. Had Gombrich 
recognized the essence of Rembrandt’s art in a painting that the master had not 
even invented? Or, instead, had the members of the Rembrandt Research Project 
been mistaken, and did this rejection indicate a shortcoming in their methods or 
assumptions? Would Gombrich have thought so, and was this why he had not 
changed the passage?5 Or had this particular interpretation of the Rembrandt 
Research Project escaped his attention? (Interestingly, to this day no-one seems to 
have noticed the contradiction between these particular views of Gombrich and 
the Rembrandt Research Project.)  
 The provenance history of the painting makes this attribution issue all the 
more interesting. The picture can be traced back with virtual certainty to the 
collection of Laurens van der Hem (1621-1678), as I will discuss below. Van der 
Hem, a contemporary of Rembrandt, was a wealthy Amsterdam lawyer with an 
impressive collection of maps, prints, and paintings. Surviving documents indicate 
that he owned paintings by Rubens, De Grebber, Gabriël Metsu, Maria van 
Oosterwijk, Gerard de Lairesse and Bassano, among others.6 Twenty paintings 
from Laurens van der Hem’s collection were sold by his daughter Agatha on 19 
April 1713. The sales catalogue mentions the Hermitage painting as ‘The Meeting 
of David and Jonathan, by Rembrant’ (Een ontmoeting van David en Jonathan, van 
Rembrant).7 It was thus identified as a painting by Rembrandt with a somewhat 
different biblical subject than Gombrich suggested, namely David’s parting from 

                                                 
4 Ibid. (note 3), 540: ‘the heavy application of paint in the figures and background architecture and 
the associated simplification of form (even in the subtle treatment of Jonathan’s face) give the 
impression of going of going too far beyond the bounds of Bol’s capabilites’.  
5 After the Rembrandt Research Project’s rejection, Leonard Slatkes and Gary Schwartz still 
included the painting in their Rembrandt surveys. See Slatkes 1992, no. 23, 58-59; Schwartz 2006,  
355, fig. 631.  
6 See Van Gelder 1992,  13-14.  
7 See cat. no. 13 in Catalogus van schilderyen, van Laurens van der Hem, verkogt den 19. April 1713. in 
Amsterdam, reprinted in Hoet (ed.) 1752, vol. I,  148-149. Van der Hem’s daughter Agatha was a 
‘klopje’ or an unmarried Catholic woman, who served the Catholic community and church. See 
Von Uffenbach 1754; translated in Lammertse 1992,  23-24. 
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Jonathan, the son of King Saul, an episode much earlier in David’s life. This 
interpretation implies that David is the figure in the pink cloak, not the one facing 
the viewer, as Gombrich believed. According to the Old Testament, David and 
Jonathan had become friends, and Jonathan had given David some of his own 
clothing, his sword, his bow and a girdle (I Samuel: 1-5). When King Saul planned 
to have David killed, envious as he was of David’s greater popularity among his 
people, Jonathan warned David and thus saved his life. Before David parted, he 
met Jonathan one last time near the stone Hazaël outside of the city of Jerusalem, 
where David had been hiding. The Bible describes how ‘They kissed each other, 
and cried together, however David cried more.’ (I Samuel: 20:41)  
  As early as 1925, Klaus Graf von Baudissin speculated that the painting 
might depict this particular episode from the Old Testament.8 The only element 
that he could not explain was David’s rich attire, which was not common in 
earlier depictions of this theme.9 It made David resemble a prince. In 1956 
Vladimir Levinson-Lessing discovered the passage in the Bible that explains 
David’s rich attire as a gift from Jonathan. Moreover, he presented solid 
documentary evidence which confirmed Baudissin’s hypothesis, including the 
early description quoted above.10 Since then, the identification of this scene as 
David’s parting from Jonathan has been accepted by many Rembrandt specialists, 
among them Jan van Gelder, Christian Tümpel, and the members of the 
Rembrandt Research Project.11  
 Levinson-Lessing’s documentary evidence was indeed compelling. At the 
1713 sale the painting was bought for 105 guilders by the collector Jan van 
Beuningen, who subsequently sold the work with the same attribution and title to 
Osip Solovyov, an agent of tsar Peter the Great.12 The transaction took place on 
13 May 1716, and the painting’s price was determined at 80 guilders. The picture 
was then shipped to Russia, where Peter the Great hung it in his favourite 
summer residence, the Monplaisir pavillion at Peterhof. In 1883 the painting was 
moved to the Hermitage, where it can still be seen today.  
 The painting’s provenance history is exceptional in that it has no gap at all, 
which makes the early descriptions all the more relevant. Moreover, the two 
earliest known owners of this painting, Van der Hem and Van Beuningen, were 
well-reputed collectors. Laurens van der Hem was fifteen years younger than 

                                                 
8 Graf von Baudissin 1925,  192.  
9 See for example François Venant, David’s Parting from Jonathan, c. 1630, Fondation Custodia, Paris 
10 Victor Levinson-Lessing in a lecture given in 1956. Compare. Bialostocki 1957,  422. 
11 See also Kistemaker/Kopaneva/Overbeek (eds.) 1996,  258-259.  
12 ‘David en Jonathan, h. 2 en een half v. br. 2 en een half v. [=70.8 x 70.8 cm] door dezelve [i.e. 
Rembrandt]', Lugt 1938-1987, vol. I, 257, no. 40; Hoet 1752, vol. I, 202. 
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Rembrandt and lived in the same city. Van der Hem and Rembrandt’s shared 
interest in the visual arts makes it likely that they knew each other personally; Van 
der Hem even acquired drawings by Roeland Savery which had previously been 
owned by Rembrandt.13 Moreover, Rembrandt and Van der Hem had several 
acquaintances in common, among them the painter and collector Lambert 
Doomer, Pieter Blaeu (the son of Johannes Blaeu, the famous map maker), and 
Prince Cosimo III de’ Medici from Florence. The latter noted in his travel journal 
that he visited ‘the famous painter’ Rembrandt (‘il pittor famoso’) on 29 December 
1667, and that he saw Van der Hem’s cabinet on 2 January 1668, both times in the 
company of Pieter Blaeu. (Unfortunately, he did not describe Van der Hem’s 
paintings.)  
 Jan van Beuningen’s significance as one of the foremost late seventeenth-
century connoisseurs has recently been revealed by Koen Jonckheere in his book 
The Auction of King William’s Paintings (2008).  Not only was Van Beuningen 
responsible for the single most important sale of high-end masterpieces at the end 
of the Golden Age, the sale of King William’s paintings, he was also a leading 
collector of paintings himself. Moreover, the price he paid for the David and 
Jonathan and the price for which he sold the work confirm the painting’s 
attribution. Paintings’ prices fluctuated somewhat, and neither of these prices was 
uncommon for this master at the time, according to Jonckheere.14  

Although the members of the Rembrandt Research Project mentioned the 
earliest reference to the painting in their entry on the work, they did not discuss 
the implications of these descriptions. The painting’s visual characteristics were 
their main focus, and this was understandable. When the Rembrandt Research 
Project first took on the rather daunting task of sorting out the hundreds of 
paintings which were attributed to Rembrandt in the late 1960s, they were the first 
specialists that would study all these paintings in person. A small group of works 
that could firmly be traced back to Rembrandt himself became the starting point 
for subsequent attributions and de-attributions, and each work’s materials, 
technique and execution were studied in great depth and with a variety of 
techniques (see chapter 1). Little was known about the trustworthiness of early 
                                                 
13 These drawings were purchased by the painter and collector Lambert Doomer at the sale of 
Rembrandt’s collection in 1658. Van der Hem presumably bought the Savery drawings from 
Doomer around 1665, the year in which Doomer made drawings for Van der Hem. See De Groot 
2006,  184-185 and 222, note 35. Doomer presumably studied with Rembrandt, who purchased 
picture framesDoomer’s father.  
14 Jonkcheere 2008a,  49, 53 and 263. Koen Jonckheere kindly informed me that the price 
difference of 25 guilders between the two sales does not necessarily reflect a difference in 
appreciation, since the availability of similar paintings and the number of interested buyers present 
at a sale caused prices to fluctuate.  
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attributions, and these ascriptions therefore did not carry much weight. It was not 
until Ernst van de Wetering started to head the team in 1993 that its focus shifted 
somewhat and that the historical context (including art theory and seventeenth-
century archival documents) became of much greater significance. The Hermitage 
painting had already been researched by then; Josua Bruyn and Simon Levie saw it 
as early as 1969, and the entry on the work was published in 1989, as we have 
seen.  
 Given the knowledge we now have about the painting’s early owners, de-
attributing the work does not seem historically justified. For in Rembrandt’s time, 
some of the most well-reputed collectors considered the painting to be a 
Rembrandt. Moreover, the Rembrandt Research Project’s hypothesis that the 
painting was created and signed by a pupil in the master’s studio implies that 
Rembrandt himself allowed for his name to be inscribed on the painting, and thus 
authenticated it. Therefore, this painting offers a unique chance to reflect on late 
twentieth-century connoisseurship and to discuss the implications of the 
conclusions that I have reached in the previous chapters about seventeenth-
century views on style and authenticity.15  

 
As we have seen, the members of the Rembrandt Research Project 

questioned the attribution of the painting since the work did not match the quality 
and the characteristics that they expected in an ‘autograph’ work by the master.16 
Their analysis indicates that they expected the painting to be either entirely by 
Rembrandt’s hand or, instead, by someone else’s. The possibility that the work 
was painted by both Rembrandt and an assistant is not even considered. As we 
have seen in chapter 4, the assumption that one can make a sharp distinction 
between purely autograph works by seventeenth-century painters and other studio 
products has caused much debate, especially since the 1980s. Notably, Ernst van 

                                                 
15 Furthermore, Marten Jan Bok, Jaap van der Veen and Koen Jonckheere have identified three 
other paintings which seem to have been attributed to Rembrandt in the seventeenth century and 
were subsequently de-attributed in the twentieth century: Rembrandt van Rijn, Jacob Wrestling the 
Angel, c. 1660, Berlin-Dahlem, Staatliche Museen Preussischer Kulturbesitz; style of Rembrandt 
van Rijn, The Adoration of the Magi, c. 1657, The Royal Collection of her Majesty Queen Elisabeth 
II,; and Rembrandt van Rijn, The Prophetess Hannah with a Servant Boy, 16[50], National Gallery of 
Scotland, Edinburgh, on loan from the Duke of Sutherland. See Bok 1990; Jonckheere 2008a, 54 
and 263; and Van der Veen 1992, 132-133, respectively. The David and Jonathan is unique among 
these works in that its provenance history has no gap.  
16 Bruyn et al. 1982-, vol. III, 538. The authors first state that the painting's execution appears 
'hardly in keeping with Rembrandt's work'. When discussing the painting's colours, the authors 
specify that, 'The soft, pastel-like tints of almost equal tonal value that are placed side-by-side in 
the Leningrad painting do not occur in any autograph Rembrandt work.' (on the same page). 
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de Wetering asked the question if the premises of the Rembrandt Research 
Project were anachronistic in this respect without, however, reaching a definitive 
conclusion.17  

As discussed in chapter 3, four documents indicate that there was some 
interest in purely autograph paintings in the seventeenth century. However, this 
evidence is not substantial enough to assume that most seventeenth-century 
painters created a core oeuvre of purely autograph paintings. In fact, many more 
documents, as well as a number of art theoretical texts, suggest that it was very 
common for master painters to collaborate with their pupils and assistants on one 
and the same composition. In Rembrandt’s case, this possibility is worth 
considering, since his pupil Samuel van Hoogstraten noted in his treatise on 
painting of 1678 that ‘all great masters’ commonly used pupils or assistants for the 
subsidiary work. (chapter 3, ‘Beyond The Paradox’).  

Van Hoogstraten did not object to such contributions in subsidiary 
passages. He advocated a hierarchical way of looking, which focused on masterly 
elements while passing over less important areas more negligently. I believe that 
such a way of looking was widespread among seventeenth-century painters and 
knowledgeable connoisseurs. This approach harkened back to antiquity, as several 
seventeenth-century writers emphasized.18   

In the case of the Hermitage painting, such a hierarchical way of looking 
would mean that the painting’s key elements receive the most attention. 
Interestingly, the Rembrandt Research Project’s analysis focused mainly on other 
parts. In particular, the depiction of a stone and some trees in the barely 
distinguishable, shaded middle ground play an important role in the rejection of 
the painting. Jonathan’s cloak and hands, which are also criticized for their weak 
execution, might have similarly been considered subsidiary work by Rembrandt. 
(Hands, in particular, have often proved problematic in Rembrandt attributions.)   

In comparison, some of the painting’s key elements hardly receive any 
attention. The resolute and suggestive definition of Jonathan’s face is only 
mentioned in passing, when the authors consider a potential attribution of the 
painting to Ferdinand Bol. (The quality of the face would argue against such an 
attribution in their opinion.) The same holds true for the effective rendering of 
the city of Jerusalem, which, though not as crucial as Jonathan’s face, nonetheless 
seems an important part of the scene.  
                                                 
17 See chapter 3, ‘“By his Hand”: The Paradox of Seventeenth-Century Connoisseurship’ above, 
esp. the section 'The debate: Autograph pictures, the holy grail of present-day connoisseurs?'  
18 When the ancient painter Protogenes put his painting of a satyr on public display, he noticed 
that people only praised a subsidiary element, the depiction of a partridge. He was allegedly so 
frustrated at their ignorance that he wiped out the bird. 
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These observations and especially the contrast in quality that the authors 
perceive make it all the more surprising that they do not consider the possibility 
of collaboration. In addition, the emphasis placed on relatively poor passages and 
the little attention given to well-executed parts is rather uneven. It makes one 
wonder if the authors perhaps overemphasized their objections to counter their 
own doubts. Moreover, it seems inconsistent that the authors consider the 
possibility that Rembrandt himself described this very painting in a document 
dated 1659 after having rejected the painting on the basis of its style and quality. 
In that year, Rembrandt promised the art dealer Lodewijck van Ludick to ‘finish 
and deliver a small painting representing the story of Jonathan and David that he 
is already working on, and this about a year from this date’.19  This description 
could not refer to the Hermitage painting, the authors argue, since this work 
shows no trace of Rembrandt’s characteristic brushwork of circa 1660, and, 
moreover, there are no clear indications of a later reworking.20 But if the 
brushwork had already convincingly showed that Rembrandt was not the author, 
why continue to look for contrasts in style and possible later additions? Again, no 
mention is made of the possibility that more than one painter could have executed 
the work.  

More generally, the composition of the painting is hardly discussed in the 
Rembrandt Research Project’s analysis. The authors sparingly praise the grandeur 
of the composition and the ‘compact grouping’ of the two protagonists but do 
not further elaborate on the invention or its quality. However, in the seventeenth 
century, Roger de Piles already emphasized that in matters of attribution one 
should consider not only the character of the hand but also, and more 
importantly, the character of the artist’s mind (see above, 'A Closer Look at 
Seventeenth-Century Sources: An Introduction'). In the case of David and Jonathan, 
the painting’s invention constitutes one of its main strengths, as Gombrich 
eloquently explained. The contrast between David’s rich attire and his fragile 
posture – his face suggestively turned away – sparks the viewer’s imagination and 
enhances the drama of the scene. This feature would, in fact, argue in favor of an 
attribution to the master, since his ability to convey the passions of the soul 

                                                 
19 Strauss et al. 1979, 1659/15: Rembrandt promises ‘te sullen affschilderen en leveren een stuckje 
schilderije uijtbeeldende de Historie van Jonathan en Davidt, dat hij alreede onderhanden heeft, en 
dat naerby het eerste jaer na dato’. Van Gelder suggested that this description alluded to the 
Hermitage painting. In 1664, Van Ludick sold this claim to Harmen Becker (Strauss et al. 1979, 
1664/3), whose 1678 inventory lists a David and Jonathan by Rembrandt. See Bruyn et al. 1982-, vol. 
III, 539.  
20 The authors apparently assume that any later addition would have been painted in the style of 
Rembrandt circa 1660. See also below (this section).  
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(lijdingen des gemoeds), his lifelike expressions (affectuum vivacitas) and true-to-life 
inventions (vivida inventio) were celebrated by his contemporaries as his main 
strengths (see chapter 6). As we have seen, the master himself indicated in 1639 
that he sought to convey ‘the most natural (e)motions’ (de natuereelste 
beweechglickheijt) in his painting. Also, the small format and compact grouping in 
the Hermitage painting recall Huygens’ remark that Rembrandt ‘being totally 
absorbed in what he is doing, prefers to concentrate [his work] in a smaller picture 
and to bring about through compactness, an effect that one may seek in vain in 
the largest paintings by the other [Lievens].’21  

Moreover, the innovative depiction of David in royal garments reflects an 
interest in the story’s ‘eygentlickheyt’ (‘lifelikeness’), the quality so highly celebrated 
by Philips Angel in 1641. As we have seen, Angel praised Rembrandt in particular 
for infusing his biblical scenes with convincingly naturalistic details, which 
resulted from his careful reading of the Bible and the master’s subsequent ‘high 
and deep thoughts’ (hooge en verre na-ghedachten). As discussed in chapter 6, Angel 
illustrated this quality with Rembrandt’s Wedding Feast of Samson (fig. 7.3).22   

In the Hermitage painting, David’s rich attire indicates that the artist had 
carefully read the Bible before he conceived this scene and that he used the 
passage about the royal garments which Jonathan had reputedly given David to 

                                                 
21 Worp 1891,  125-126: ‘ille, suae se industriae involvens, in minorem tabulam conferre amat et 
compendio effectum dare, quod in amplissimis aliorum frustrà quaeras.’ The translation is taken 
from Sluijter 2006,  100.  
22 Angel 1642,  47-48: ‘Onder alle heb ick van Rembrant eens een Simsons-Bruyloft uyt ghebeelt 
ghesien, waer van wy lesen by Iudicum 14. Cap. Vers. 10. daer kond'men uyt bemercken hoe die 
kloeke Geest, door sijn hooge na-ghedachte die hy hier ontrent de eygentlickheyt van 't aansitte, (of 
om beter te segghen, het aenlegghen) der Gasten aen Tafel waer genomen had: want de Oude 
ghebruyckte Beddekens daerse op laghen, en sy en saeten niet gelijckerwijs wy nu aen Tafel sitten, 
maer laghen op haer ellebooghe, ghelijck sulcx noch in die Landen ghebruycklick is onder de 
Turcken het welcke hy seer aerdelick verthoont hadd. Nu, om het onderscheyt te maecken 
tusschen dese Bruyloft, en andere Bruyloften, soo had’ hy Simson op de voor-gront ghestelt, met 
lanck hayr, tot een bewijs van datter noyt Scheer-mes op sijn hooft gheweest en was. Ten anderen: 
was Simson doende aen eenighe die naertich toe-luysterde met sijn Raedtsel voor te werpen, sulcx 
kondmen bespeuren aen sijn handen; want met sijn rechter duym en middelste vinger had’ hy de 
flincke middel-vingher ghevat; een ghewoonlicke doch seer natuyrlicke acte, wanneer yemandt aen 
een ander wat door reden wil voorstellen, en ghelijck alle Gasten niet tot een en de selve saeck 
gheneghen en sijn, soo had’ hy anderen ghemaect die verheucht waren, niet luysterende naer het 
Raetsel, maer steeckende een Fluyt met Wijn al lachende om hoogh; andere doende met kussen, in 
somma, het was een vroylicke Bruyloft en niet te min schoon de beweginge soo ware, als die in 
onse hedendaechse Feeste ghevonden werden, soo had' hy niet te min onderscheyt genoech 
gemaect datmense uyt onse Bruyd-lofs-Feeste wel onderscheyden konden. Siet, dese vrucht der 
eygen, natuerlicke uyt-beeldinge ontstont door de Hystorie wel gelesen en ondertast te hebben 
hooge en verre na-ghedachten.’  
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improve upon the traditional depiction of this story. Since David fled from the 
court with no intention to ever return, it seems likely he would take with him 
some of his most precious garments, which would, moreover, remind him of his 
loyal friend Jonathan. Besides, this attire gave the artist the opportunity to create 
the dramatic contrast discussed above.  

The invention and composition of this painting thus reflects Rembrandt’s 
main qualities to a much greater extent than the Rembrandt Research Project’s 
brief remarks suggested. Indeed seventeenth-century views on quality and terms 
such as ‘eygentlickheyt’ may help explain why Van der Hem and Van Beuningen 
considered this painting worthy of carrying Rembrandt’s name.  Furthermore, I 
believe that seventeenth-century views on style can help to interpret the painting’s 
execution.  
 In several instances the Rembrandt Research Project’s analysis of the 
Hermitage painting reveals their underlying assumptions about Rembrandt’s 
stylistic development. According to the authors, the ‘pastel-like’ colours of 
David’s and Jonathan’s garments were ‘almost unthinkable’ for Rembrandt, 
especially since these colours have similar tonal values. The authors therefore 
evidently expected a certain coherence in Rembrandt’s choice of colours and 
believed that he would not juxtapose colours of a similar tonal value. 
Furthermore, the combination of the terms ‘pastel-like’ and ‘unthinkable’ suggests 
that they found light pink and light green rather inappropriate for these dignified 
men from the Old Testament. However, in the seventeenth century such colours 
were quite common for men’s clothing, compare, for example, Ruytenburch’s 
light yellow costume in the Night Watch and the light pink attire of Andries Stilte 
in a portrait by Johannes Verspronck (fig. 7.4).23 And if these seventeenth-century 
dignitaries dressed in such colours, why would these tints be ‘unthinkable’ for 
imaginary costumes of Old Testament heroes? Also, is it logical to presume that 
Rembrandt would have used a more narrow range of colours than an assistant in 
his workshop?  
 In my view, these assumptions indicate that the authors analyzed colours 
and tones more as entities in their own right than as a means to create a desired 
effect. They assumed that Rembrandt had a preference for juxtaposing certain 
colours and tones, not unlike a twentieth-century artist may have had certain 
aesthetic preferences. However, as Gombrich observed, Rembrandt used the 
effects of light and shade consistently to enhance the drama of a scene. Moreover, 
he used colours and tonal contrasts to create a convincing suggestion of three-
dimensionality (houding), as Ernst van de Wetering has demonstrated. Many a 

                                                 
23 On appropriate colours of clothing, see also Tummers et al. 2007, 55-56. 
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seventeenth-century art expert emphasized its importance, as we have seen in 
chapter 6, among them the German painter and art theorist Joachim von 
Sandrart, who had familiarized himself with Rembrandt’s work when he stayed in 
Amsterdam in the 1640s. Sandrart praised Rembrandt in particular for the 
‘houding’ in his works, that is, ‘the mixing, breaking, and reducing the rawness of 
colors until everything in the painting comes close to nature’, and for the ‘power’ 
(kracht) which resulted from his juxtapositions of light and dark colors. 24  
 As a general rule, bright and pure colours tend to come forward 
(especially yellow and red) as do sharp tonal contrasts. These factors had to be 
considered when creating a convincing illusion of space. In the Hermitage 
painting, the choice of light, broken colours of equal tonal value for the garments 
of both figures places equal emphasis on each protagonist, who is indeed of equal 
importance in the story. Moreover, it creates a sense of unity, a single compact 
group that contrasts powerfully with the surrounding darkness.  
 From a seventeenth-century point of view, the use of colours, light and 
shade in this painting must have thus appeared successful, since the artist not only 
convincingly placed the figures in the pictorial space but also appropriately 
highlighted the scene’s key figures. Like the general design, this aspect links the 
painting to the very essence of Rembrandt’s art. In fact, Rembrandt had used a 
similar juxtaposition of broken light colours in a painting he completed in 1638. 
For in The Wedding Feast of Samson he gave both key figures, Samson and Delilah, 
pale blue outfits (fig. 7.3 above).  
 Another seventeenth-century art critical term could possibly explain the 
thick accents in David’s pink cloak is ‘kennelijkckheyt,’ or surface structure (chapter 
6). As Ernst van de Wetering has demonstrated, Rembrandt used thick uneven 
accents to make highlights seem to protrude forwards. His pupil Samuel van 
Hoogstraten explained that such uneven blotches of paint were likely to catch 
light in all lighting conditions and called attention to their physical presence. 
(Conversely, if an object should appear to be far away, it was important to have a 
smooth paint surface.) In one of the very few letters by Rembrandt that have 
                                                 
24 ‘... alle farben mischen, brechen und von ihrer crudezza reducieren möge, bis dass in den 
Gemählen alles der natur ähnlich kommen... is zu beobachten die disminuierung: dass man nach und 
nach, in gerechter Masse, sich verliere, und die Colorit ungehindert, nach der Perspectif Regeln, 
von einem Bild zum andern netto folge und ihr Ort bekomme: welches wir auf Niederländish 
hauding nennen.... Und hierinn haben wir zu lernen ... insonderheit von dem labriosen und dissfalls 
hochvernüftigen Rembrandt: welche, wie in deren Leben zu ersehen, gleichsam Wunder gethan 
und die wahre Harmonie, ohne hinternis einiger besondern Farbe, nach den Regeln des Leichts, 
durghehends wol beobachtet.’ Sandrart/Peltzer 1925,  418; Slive 1953, 90; Sluijter 2006, 214. The 
poet Andries Pels and Rembrandt's pupil Samuel van Hoogstraten similarly praised Rembrandt for 
the successful houding in his paintings. See Slive 1953, 210 and Van de Wetering 1997, 252.    
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come down to us, the master refers to this particular effect. In 1639, he sent a 
large painting as a gift to his intermediary at the court, Constantijn Huygens, and 
added: ‘Dear Sir, Hang this painting in a stark light and in such a way that one can 
see it from afar, so it will best sparkle.’25 Could the thick accents in David’s cloak 
have been similarly intended to catch light and emphasize the main protagonists? 
Had Joshua Bruyn and Simon Levie of the Rembrandt Research Project stepped 
back far enough to appreciate such an effect? Or are these brushstrokes indeed 
ineffective and merely ‘decorative’, as Bruyn and Levie stated?  
 A last assumption about Rembrandt’s stylistic development was already 
briefly mentioned above. When the authors discussed the possibility that this very 
painting was the one Rembrandt promised to finish in 1659, they argued that this 
was not the case, since the painting did not show Rembrandt’s characteristic 
brushwork of circa 1660. They thus assumed that if Rembrandt would have 
finished this painting around 1659, he would have done so in his style of that time 
rather than painting in his style of the early 1640s. This assumption implies that a 
painter’s style, like a fingerprint, develops steadily and inescapably over time. It 
intimates that a style is something which overcomes an artist rather than 
something he manipulates at will.  
 As we have seen in chapter 4, several seventeenth-century experts believed 
that some of the most characteristic features of a painter’s style could not be 
learned or taught, but resulted instead from the artist’s individual nature. 
However, this did not mean that they were unaware of the myriad ways in which 
painters manipulated and adjusted their styles. Indeed, a variety of sources showed 
that seventeenth-century Netherlandish painters adjusted their manners of 
working to the painting’s expected price, to the location of the art work, to the 
function and/or subject of the work, and to the style of a particular example they 
were trying to imitate or emulate. Moreover, they sometimes used different styles 
to display their virtuosity. For example, Rembrandt created an exquisite series of 
three small paintings done in three distinct manners around 1629. He painted a 
virtuous old woman in a very refined style, depicted a soldier with extremely 
broad brushstrokes, and complemented the series with an expressive self-portrait 
done in a third, fluent manner. He was thus certainly capable of choosing a style, 
and therefore it seems far from certain that he would not adjust his manner of 
working, should he decide to rework or finish a picture he started more than 
fifteen years earlier.  
 

                                                 
25 See chapter 4, section 'Style and Location' and 6, 'Colours, Light and Brushwork'.  
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Seventeenth-century sources can thus significantly refine our questions and 
assumptions in this attribution issue. But what is the status of this painting? Did 
Rembrandt invent and paint the work, while passing over the less important parts 
somewhat negligently? Had he used a pupil or assistant for what he considered 
subsidiary work? Was the painting both invented and executed by an assistant 
who understood the essence of Rembrandt’s art but was still modest enough to 
allow his master to appropriate the work? Or had Rembrandt perhaps left the 
work unfinished? (A curious characteristic of the painting that hitherto has gone 
unnoticed is that David’s right boot has not been defined at the top; it transforms 
itself, as if it were, into the pants.) And if the painting was left unfinished, did 
Rembrandt later retouch the work himself? Or did someone else complete the 
painting?  
 It is beyond the scope of this dissertation to give a definitive answer. 
Instead, my goal was to show how radically the insights upon which attributions 
are based have changed since the Van Meegeren scandal. I also wanted to explore 
the ways in which seventeenth-century views on style and authenticity can help to 
further refine the questions and assumptions upon which experts – consciously or 
unconsciously – base their assessments when attributing painting by Rembrandt 
and his contemporaries. One understanding to emerge from my inquiry, for 
example, is that a sharp distinction between autograph and non-autograph 
pictures cannot be taken for granted. In addition, many a seventeenth-century 
master painter consciously created paintings of different quality levels and 
consciously manipulated his style to best suit a particular work. And we have 
learned that, at the time, connoisseurs had a ‘hierarchical’ way of looking: they 
paid more attention to key elements, such as the figures and masterly touches of 
the brush, than to subsidiary work. In short, a close analysis of seventeenth-
century sources revealed that seventeenth-century painters and connoisseurs had 
very nuanced ideas about issues of style and authenticity.  
 Seeing is thinking. And only the assumptions of which we are aware are 
open to improvement. Therefore I am grateful to all the connoisseurs discussed 
throughout this dissertation, and in particular to Josua Bruyn and Simon Levie, 
whom I discussed so extensively above, for having had the courage to convey 
their opinions in such great detail. Indeed, the Rembrandt Research Project’s 
openness in matters of attribution has set an admirable example.  
 An increased awareness of the historical context in which seventeenth-
century Dutch and Flemish paintings were made can not only help prevent 
mistaken assumptions but also increases our understanding of the quality of 
seventeenth-century paintings. In the case of Rembrandt’s David and Jonathan, 
seventeenth-century art critical terms underscored the high quality of this work. 
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Indirectly, these terms also emphasized the extraordinary insights of Sir Ernst 
Gombrich, who is rightly celebrated as one of the twentieth century’s foremost art 
historians. For without knowing these specific terms, Gombrich assessed 
Rembrandt’s painting very much like a seventeenth-century connoisseur could 
have done.  
 It is only in very rare instances that the historical context can give virtual 
certainty about the status of a painting among seventeenth-century connoisseurs, 
as in the case of David and Jonathan, which both Laurens van der Hem and Jan van 
Beuningen deemed worthy of carrying Rembrandt’s name. Nonetheless, even in 
this case some questions about its execution remain open to interpretation. Like 
most worthwhile questions in art history, these trigger answers that will always 
remain somewhat elusive and subjective. And that is probably for the better. It 
brings to mind Max Liebermann’s witty analysis of art historians. ‘They are not at 
all useless’, this painter reputedly exclaimed, and added: ‘If they would not exist, 
who else would glorify us artists after our death by claiming that our bad pictures 
are not authentic!’26 Ultimately, it gives us art historians the opportunity to help 
define the old masters we admire. And the history we write.  
 

                                                 
26 ‘Die sind gar nicht so überflüssig. Wenn die nicht wären, wer sollte uns Künstlern wohl nach 
unserem Tode unsere schlechten Bilder für unecht erklären!’, as cited in Hartmann 1918,  218.  



 



 



SUMMARY 
 
Attributing old master paintings is one of the most difficult tasks of the art 
historian. Moreover, the stakes can be high, especially when the painting in 
question may be by a famous master. The difference in price between an authentic 
old master painting and a work ‘in the manner of’ a well-known painter can 
amount to several million dollars. In addition, a revised attribution can also have 
dramatic consequences for our understanding of art history. For example, the idea 
that Vermeer had expressed a ‘deep religious emotion’, a sentiment not often 
encountered in the artist’s paintings, in The Supper at Emmaus became instantly 
obsolete upon the exposure of the painting as a forgery by Han van Meegeren in 
1947.  

In spite of the complexity and importance of attribution, little theory has 
been devoted to connoisseurship. Within academic art history, hardly any 
methodology has been elaborated on how to attribute Dutch and Flemish of the 
seventeenth century. Nor is there a handbook to train aspiring connoisseurs, and 
only a few authorities have published reflections on their working methods. 
Moreover, no survey of the recent developments in this field exists.  

This doctoral dissertation discusses attribution issues in the field of Dutch 
and Flemish paintings of the seventeenth-century. At its center are fundamental 
questions related to the practice of determining authorship of these paintings. For 
example, how have experts defined the attribution process over the past 60 years? 
From which premises does an expert start when assigning authorship of paintings 
from this period? What do we know about seventeenth-century views on style, 
authenticity and other relevant issues? And to what extent can the answers to 
these questions give us a clearer framework for the attribution of paintings from 
this period?  
 
Chapter 1 is a concise survey of experts’ views on the attributions process since 
the end of the Second World War. Based on published texts, it distinguishes two 
different views of this practice. Experts disagree as to the very essence of the 
connoisseur’s assessment: the ‘flash’ insight based on his/her visual impression of 
a painting (also known as the connoisseur’s ‘intuition’), or rationally defined 
arguments. Although both these components play a role in sound 
connoisseurship, they cause tension in practice and theory. On a methodological 
level, the difference in emphasis is crucial, for one view ultimately bases 
connoisseurship on trust in the connoisseur’s capabilities and the purity of his 
assessment, while the other view renders connoisseurship systematic and offers 
the possibility to develop concrete methods to attribute paintings.  
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 The Van Meegeren forgery scandal marked an important turning point in 
the history of modern connoisseurship. It caused experts to plead for a more 
rational and academic approach, which, in turn, contributed to the development 
of new and improved research techniques. In spite of the increasingly refined use 
of scientific aids, however, the attribution of paintings to old masters remains a 
matter of interpretation. Consequently, opinions continue to be divided as to the 
essence of the attribution process. On one hand, this has led to the development 
of computer programs aimed at quantifying the characteristic ‘handwriting’ of old 
masters. On the other hand, recent research has significantly refined our 
understanding of the connoisseur’s ‘intuition’.  
 Both ‘flash’ insights and carefully phrased analyses build upon 
assumptions. When attributing an old master painting, the expert is confronted 
with a multitude of questions that can be tantalizingly hard to answer. For 
example, to what extent did the painter change his style? Did he work 
independently or did he use assistants or pupils in the execution of his 
masterpieces? Was he consistent in the design and execution of his works, or did 
he experiment with these elements? Although these questions can seldom be 
answered with certainty, the connoisseur must form an image of what he believes 
to be characteristic of the painter and the variations within his oeuvre. 
Consciously or unconsciously, the expert thus defines the painter’s hallmark 
characteristics of style and working method. The validity of the expert’s 
attribution hinges upon the correctness of these assumptions.  
 Although the shock of the Van Meegeren scandal has long fostered fears 
that another forgery might challenge the authority of established connoisseurs of 
Dutch (or Flemish) old masters, no widely celebrated seventeenth-century 
painting has been proven a fake since then. On the contrary, upon technical 
investigation, many paintings which were expected to be eighteenth- or 
nineteenth-century forgeries have turned out to date from the seventeenth 
century. As a result, the attention of connoisseurs in this field has focused 
increasingly on disentangling the various types of seventeenth-century paintings: 
on distinguishing originals from copies and the master’s work from that of his 
pupils, assistants and followers.  
 
Chapters 2 through 6 address how seventeenth-century painters and connoisseurs 
thought about matters of style, quality, authorship and workshop practice. The 
reconstruction of seventeenth-century views and practices is based on various 
primary sources, including art theoretical treatises, inventories, notarial deeds, 
guild regulations, personal writings, and to a limited extent, sales catalogues. In 
several instances, the information gained from these sources is clarified by its 
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application to specific seventeenth-century paintings. These chapters gauge the 
extent to which knowledge of the seventeenth century can provide guidelines for 
the attribution of its paintings.  
 Chapter 2 focuses on the distinction between originals and copies, which 
was one of the most important differentiations made at the time. Although the 
status and monetary value of copies could vary enormously – the term ‘copy’ was 
also used to describe forgeries – it is striking that copies were occasionally valued 
very highly. Nevertheless, the ability to discern originals from copies was crucial 
to connoisseurs. Loosely painted passages in the rendering of highlights, shadows, 
leaves, skies, drapery and hair, as well as hesitations in execution, were thought to 
be revealing in the evaluation of a painting. Furthermore, several sources indicate 
that early experts were well aware of the different types of copies that circulated. 
For example, they did not necessarily expect copies to be inferior or to show a 
certain hesitation; some were purposefully executed in a loose manner and 
deviated intentionally somewhat from the original. According to these sources, the 
most successful experts were not only able to identify copies without knowing the 
original, but they could also recognize repainted works. Copies that had been 
retouched by the master that created the original constituted the greatest 
challenge. The fact that very few paintings today are seen as such retouched 
copies makes the remarks of these early experts all the more relevant.  
 Chapter 3 addresses the rather controversial question of whether we can 
expect painters like Rembrandt to have painted the majority of their works 
entirely by their own hand. Although this assumption is quite widespread in recent 
literature, some scholars have conjectured that it is anachronistic. Only four 
documents show that a seventeenth-century buyer was concerned that a painting 
be executed entirely by the master himself. Such evidence is too slim, however, to 
elicit the supposition that most seventeenth-century painters created a core oeuvre 
of entirely autograph works. Moreover, a wealth of sources indicates that it was 
common practice to use assistants and pupils in the production of originals and 
that such collaborative works counted nonetheless as ‘by the hand of the master’. 
The signature of the master did not certify that a painting was done solely by him; 
rather, it was seen as a guarantee of the master’s characteristic quality. Several 
painters even used their signature to indicate different grades of quality, as ancient 
Greek painters had reputedly done. They added the term ‘fecit’ to their name to 
designate their best works. Further study is necessary to determine how 
widespread this practice was and what this difference in quality entailed. Gerrit 
van Honthorst, Hendrick ter Brugghen, Karel van Mander and David Teniers, 
among others, signed both with and without the addition of ‘fecit’. 
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 The realization that seventeenth-century painters did not necessarily create 
a principal group of autograph paintings, and that some artists consciously created 
works of varying levels of quality, has far-reaching implications for 
connoisseurship today. It makes the insights of seventeenth-century connoisseurs 
all the more interesting. As far as we know, these early experts based their 
attributions on characteristic, masterly aspects such as the design of a painting and 
the execution of its main passages. This raises the issue of how we would perceive 
the oeuvres of seventeenth-century painters if we could no longer take as a point 
of departure a group of autograph  paintings, but had to focus instead on these 
masterly features, keeping in mind the potential for various levels of quality. 
 Chapter 4 analyzes seventeenth-century views on style in order to produce 
a clearer idea of typical patterns and irregularities in the stylistic development of 
seventeenth-century painters. Twentieth-century connoisseurs often interpreted 
the painting style of an old master as a sort of fingerprint that changed gradually 
as the painter aged. However, seventeenth-century sources indicate that it was 
common for painters to consciously change and adjust their styles throughout 
their career.  
 According to seventeenth-century art theory, certain distinctive elements 
in a painter’s method depended on his ‘spirit’ or innate character. This held true 
for certain representative inventions and the recognizable features in his loose or 
‘spirited’ brushwork. The painter was believed to exert relatively little control over 
these elements. However, he could alter his style or adjust his manner of painting 
according to the price of the work, to its location and format, to a foreign style, to 
the subject and/ or to its function. Moreover, the ability to vary one’s style at will 
was perceived as a sign of virtuosity. In particular, lighting, perspective and 
execution were elements to be adjusted to a specific location or viewpoint. Also, a 
rough manner of painting was associated with loose or manly subjects, and a 
softer style with female subjects. Such conscious variations and adjustments 
demand caution from connoisseurs when they trace linear developments in an old 
master’s painting style or when they de-attribute paintings that do not fit into a 
prescribed development.   
 Chapter 5 places the primary sources used in this dissertation into a 
broader perspective. In the secondary literature, it is often assumed that everyone 
agreed in the seventeenth century that only painters were able to accurately assess 
paintings. This would discount the remarks of connoisseurs who were not 
painters as (largely) irrelevant. Upon closer examination, this assumption turned 
out to be incorrect. The question of who was ultimately the best judge of 
paintings was already a topic of debate in the seventeenth century. Some writers 
claimed that non-painters were, in fact, better suited to judge paintings, and in 
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practice not only painters but also knowledgeable connoisseurs were called upon 
to attribute and price paintings.  
 Chapter 6 discusses the essence of seventeenth-century connoisseurship in 
terms of the definition and vocabulary of quality. According to seventeenth-
century writers on art, assessing quality was not a matter of taste so much as a 
matter of applying clear rules. Although some authors doubted if high quality 
could be captured in rules (‘grace’, in particular, seemed to defy definition), most 
writers expressed very precisely their understanding of ‘high quality’ and its 
opposite.  
 In general, Dutch and Flemish painters were known for their subtle use of 
color, light, and shade, which they used to infuse their scenes with a sense of 
‘reality’ and unity. Also, it was  common knowledge that Dutch and Flemish 
painters rarely idealized and that they tended to fall short (partially because of this) 
in the drawing of figures, the use of the rules of proportion and perspective and 
even in the selection of the subject. Indeed, these qualities and shortcomings 
caused the most debate throughout the century.  
 Although most writers agreed that a characterization of quality could be 
summarized in rules, they certainly did not always agree on how to achieve this. 
Moreover, different types of paintings required different criteria. The so-called 
‘history paintings’ were seen as the most complex works and were therefore 
subject to the greatest number of rules.  
 Seventeenth-century terms of art criticism, such as ‘schilderachtig’ (painterly 
in the sense of worthy to be painted) and houding (the subtle balancing of colors 
and tones to achieve a sense of depth and unity) provide guidance when 
reconstructing seventeenth-century points of view. For example, it is striking that 
colors, light and shade are consistently discussed in relation to the intended effect 
of a painting, that is: the suggestion of depth and unity. The terms used to praise 
successful inventions – which were not necessarily seen as a forte of Dutch and 
Flemish masters – are also enlightening. The term ‘eygentlick’, for example, was 
deemed very important in the seventeenth century but is now largely forgotten. It 
meant ‘real’ in the sense of convincingly natural and befitting the character of 
what was depicted. In order to make a scene look ‘real’ in this sense, painters need 
not follow a textual source literally. Instead, it was looked upon favorably for 
artists to elaborate upon biblical and mythological accounts using their own 
inventiveness, so as to best represent the heart of the story.  
 The term ‘eygentlick’ is well-suited to describe to the painting discussed in 
the epilogue of this dissertation, David and Jonathan (Hermitage, St. Petersburg). A 
contested Rembrandt, this painting provides an unique opportunity to compare 
seventeenth- and twentieth-century connoisseurship. Sir Ernst Gombrich used the 
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painting to describe the essence of Rembrandt’s art in his well-known survey The 
Story of Art (1950), but the work was nonetheless de-attributed by the Rembrandt 
Research Project in 1989. The provenance of the painting adds to its allure for it 
can be traced back with certainty to the seventeenth century. It was owned 
consecutively by two important collectors, Laurens van der Hem (1621-1678) and 
Jan van Beuningen (1667 - 1720), both of whom considered the painting to be a 
valuable Rembrandt. Van der Hem was even a contemporary of Rembrandt, living 
in the same city and sharing some acquaintances with the famous master.  
 An analysis of the painting based on terms of seventeenth-century art 
theory shows that the painting must have been successful according to 
contemporary standards of appreciation, that is, worthy of carrying Rembrandt’s 
name. Apart from an innovative, ‘eygentlicke’ invention, the powerful suggestion of 
emotions, (beweegingen van de ziel) also contributes to the painting’s high quality. 
Rembrandt, in particular was well-known at the time for his inventive designs and 
powerful portrayal of emotions. The master’s contemporaries also praised his use 
of ‘houding’, and indeed the color, light and shade in this painting create a 
convincing suggestion of space and unity while highlighting the main passages. 
This case study demonstrates, therefore, the importance of having a better 
understanding of seventeenth-century perceptions in the assessment of paintings 
from this period.  

The question of an autograph work, however, remains. When de-
attributing the painting, the Rembrandt Research Project assumed that the work 
was painted either by Rembrandt alone or by one of his pupils. This range of 
solutions may be too limited for this scenario; Rembrandt’s own pupil, Samuel 
van Hoogstraten, suggested otherwise. Moreover, The Rembrandt Project’s 
analysis included several anachronistic assumptions about Rembrandt’s stylistic 
development and his use of color. On the other hand, this de-attribution 
illustrates the importance of rationalizing attributions in great detail, for only 
those assumptions of which we are aware can be checked and refined.  

As discussed above, attributions to old masters will always – to a certain 
extent – remain interpretations, and this is probably for the better for the future 
of the discipline. Ultimately, it gives us art historians the opportunity to help 
define the old masters we admire, and to leave our own fingerprint in the history 
we write.   
 



SAMENVATTING 
 
Het toeschrijven van oude schilderijen is een van de lastigste taken van de 
kunsthistoricus. Bovendien kunnen de belangen bijzonder groot zijn - zeker 
waneer het schilderij mogelijk door een bekende meester is gemaakt. Het verschil 
in prijs tussen een werk dat als authentiek meesterwerk wordt gezien en een 
schilderij ‘in de trant van’ een bekende meester kan miljoenen euro’s bedragen, en 
een nieuwe of veranderde toeschrijving kan dramatische consequenties hebben 
voor ons begrip van de kunstgeschiedenis. Zo was het idee dat Vermeer een 
‘diepe religieuze emotie’ in het schilderij De Emmaüsgangers zou hebben uitgedrukt, 
iets wat we verder weinig tegenkomen in zijn werk, in een klap achterhaald toen in 
1947 bleek dat de vervalser Han van Meegeren het schilderij had gemaakt.  

Ondanks de complexiteit en het belang van toeschrijven bestaat er weinig 
theorie over kennerschap. Binnen de academische kunstgeschiedenis zijn 
nauwelijks methoden ontwikkeld voor het toeschrijven van Nederlandse en 
Vlaamse zeventiende-eeuwse schilderijen. Er bestaat geen handboek dat kan 
helpen bij het opleiden van specialisten, en slechts een paar kenners hebben een 
coherente visie op hun werkmethoden gepubliceerd. Bovendien is er geen 
overzichtswerk dat recente ontwikkelingen op dit terrein in kaart brengt.  
 Deze dissertatie behandelt toeschrijvingsproblematiek op het terrein van 
Nederlandse en Vlaamse zeventiende-eeuwse schilderijen. De centrale vragen zijn: 
hoe hebben kenners het toeschrijvingsproces gedefiniëerd in de afgelopen zestig 
jaar? Welke vooronderstellingen zijn van belang bij het bepalen wie een schilderij 
gemaakt heeft? Wat weten we van zeventiende-eeuwse ideeën over stijl, 
eigenhandigheid en andere relevante zaken? En in hoeverre kunnen de anwoorden 
op deze vragen ons een kader bieden bij het toeschrijven van schilderijen uit die 
tijd?  
 
Hoofdstuk 1 geeft een beknopt overzicht van de visies van kenners op het 
toeschrijvingsproces sinds het einde van de Tweede Wereldoorlog. Dit overzicht 
is gebaseerd op gepubliceerde teksten en onderscheidt twee verschillende visies op 
de praktijk van het toeschrijven. De meningen zijn verdeeld over wat nu precies 
de doorslag zou moeten geven bij het maken van de toeschrijvingsbeslissing: de 
visuele indruk en het hiermee samengaande plotselinge inzicht (wat ook wel de 
‘intuïtie’ van de kenner wordt genoemd), of rationeel communiceerbare 
argumenten. Hoewel beide elementen een logisch bestanddeel van gedegen 
kennerschap lijken, bestaat er tussen beide zowel in de praktijk als in theorie een 
duidelijke spanning. Op methodologisch niveau is het verschil in klemtoon 
essentieel; bij de ene visie gaat het uiteindelijk om vertrouwen in de kenner en in 
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de zuiverheid  van diens oordeel; de andere visie maakt kennerschap 
controleerbaar en maakt het ook in principe mogelijk hier een concrete methode 
voor te ontwikkelen.  
 Het Van Meegeren vervalsingsschandaal was een belangrijk keerpunt in de 
geschiedenis van het moderne kennerschap. Het leidde tot een sterke nadruk op 
een meer rationele en wetenschappelijke aanpak, wat heeft bijgedragen aan de 
ontwikkeling van nieuwe en verbeterde onderzoekstechnieken. Ondanks het 
steeds verfijndere gebruik van wetenschappelijke hulpmiddelen, blijft het 
toeschrijven van schilderijen aan oude meesters echter een kwestie van 
interpretatie, en blijven de meningen uiteen lopen over de aard van het 
toeschrijvingsproces. Enerzijds heeft dit geleid tot het ontwikkelen van 
computerprogramma’s die het karakteristieke ‘handschrift’ van oude meester 
quantificeren. Anderzijds wordt de ‘intuïtie’ van de kenner steeds beter 
onderzocht en geduid.  
 Zowel bij plotselinge inzichten als bij zorgvuldig beredeneerde analyses 
spelen vooronderstellingen een cruciale rol. Tijdens het toeschrijvingsproces 
wordt de kenner geconfronteerd met een veelvoud aan vaak zeer lastig te 
beantwoorden vragen, zoals: In hoeverre veranderde de schilder van stijl? Werkte 
hij alleen aan zijn meesterwerken of maakte hij gebruik van assistenten of 
leerlingen? Experimenteerde hij op schildertechnisch vlak of was hij juist heel 
consistent in het opzetten en voltooien van zijn schilderijen? Hoewel deze vragen 
zelden met zekerheid te beantwoorden zijn, moet de kenner zich toch een beeld 
vormen van wat hij typerend vindt voor de schilder en de variatie die hij 
daarbinnen denkbaar acht. De kenner maakt dus bewust of onbewust een 
inschatting belangrijkste kenmerken van de schilder’s stijl en werkmethode. Hoe 
betrouwbaar een toeschrijving is, hangt af van hoe juist de aannames waren.   
 Hoewel de schok van het Van Meegeren schandaal lang de angst voedde 
dat een andere vervalsing de autoriteit van kenners van Nederlandse (en Vlaamse) 
schilderijen opnieuw in twijfel zou trekken, is sindsdien geen ander beroemd 
zeventiende-eeuws schilderij ontmaskerd als vervalsing. Integendeel, veel 
schilderijen waarvan kenners verwachtten dat het achttiende- of negentiende-
eeuwse  vervalsingen waren, bleken na technisch onderzoek in de zeventiende 
eeuw te zijn gemaakt. Dit heeft ertoe geleid dat kenners hun aandacht steeds meer 
richtten op het onderscheiden van verschillende typen zeventiende-eeuwse 
schilderijen: op het duiden van schilderijen als origineel dan wel kopie, het 
onderscheiden van soorten atelierproducten en het differentiëren tussen de hand 
van de meester en die van leerlingen, assistenten en navolgers. 
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De vraag hoe in de zeventiende eeuw werd gedacht over stijl, kwaliteit, 
eigenhandigheid, en atelierpraktijk staat centraal in de hoofdstukken 2 tot en met 
6. De reconstructie van zeventiende eeuwse ideeën en gewoontes is gebaseerd op 
uiteenlopende primaire bronnen, waaronder kunsttheoretische traktaten, 
boedelinventarissen, notariële aktes, gildebepalingen, ego-documenten, en in 
beperkte mate ook verkoopcatalogi. In enkele gevallen wordt informatie uit deze 
bronnen verduidelijkt aan de hand van specifieke zeventiende-eeuwse schilderijen. 
De achterliggende vraag is in hoeverre kennis van de zeventiende eeuw een kader 
kan geven bij het toeschrijven van schilderijen uit deze tijd.  
 Hoofdstuk 2 behandelt het onderscheid dat werd gemaakt tussen 
originelen (‘principalen’) en kopieën. Aan dit onderscheid werd veel belang gehecht. 
Hoewel de status en geldelijke waarde van kopieën enorm variëerden – de term 
werd ook gebruikt om vervalsingen aan te duiden –  is het opvallend dat kopieën 
soms bijzonder hoog werden gewaardeerd. Desalniettemin was het cruciaal voor 
kenners om originelen van kopieën te kunnen scheiden. Met name los 
geschilderde passages in de uitbeelding van hoogsels, schaduwen, bladeren, 
luchten, draperiën en haar, evenals aarzelingen in de uitvoering werden gezien als 
belangrijke aanwijzingen bij het bepalen of het om een principaal of kopie ging. 
Uiteenlopende bronnnen wijzen er verder op dat kenners zich zeer bewust waren 
van de verschillende typen kopieën die circuleerden. Ze verwachtten bijvoorbeeld 
niet per definitie dat kopieën inferieur waren of een zekere aarzeling lieten zien; 
sommige konden juist los zijn geschilderd, en doelbewust enigszins afwijken van 
hun voorbeeld. De succesvolste experts konden volgens de bronnen niet alleen 
kopieën identificeren zonder het origineel te kennen, maar ook overschilderde 
werken als zodanig herkennen. De grootste uitdaging vormden atelierkopieën die 
door de maker van het origineel waren voltooid (‘geretokkeert’). Het feit dat 
tegenwoordig zeer weinig schilderijen als dergelijke geretoucheerde kopieën 
worden aangemerkt, maakt de zeventiende-eeuwse opmerkingen hierover des te 
relevanter.  
 Hoofdstuk 3 gaat in op de controversiële vraag of de aanname dat 
zeventiende-eeuwse schilders als Rembrandt de meeste van hun schilderijen 
geheel met hun eigen hand schilderden, anachronistisch is. Hoewel veel recente 
oeuvre-catalogi van deze vooronderstelling uitgaan, hebben enkele geleerden de 
aanname in twijfel getrokken. Slechts vier documenten tonen aan dat een 
zeventiende-eeuwse koper bezorgd was of een schilderij geheel door de meester 
zelf was uitgevoerd. Dit biedt echter niet voldoende grond om ervan uit te gaan 
dat de meeste zeventiende-eeuwse schilders een kerngroep van geheel eigenhandig 
geschilderde werken produceerden. Sterker nog, een groot aantal bronnen wijst 
erop dat het heel gebruikelijk was om assistenten en leerlingen in te zetten bij de 



262                                              THE FINGERPRINT OF AN OLD MASTER 

productie van originelen en dat dergelijke niet geheel ‘eigenhandige’ werken 
desalniettemin golden als ‘van de hand van de meester’. De signatuur van de 
meester was geen teken dat het een geheel eigenhandig werk betrof, maar eerder 
een garantie van een voor de meester kenmerkende kwaliteit. Sommige schilders 
gebruikten zelfs verschillende signaturen om verschillende kwaliteitsniveaus aan te 
duiden, naar het voorbeeld van schilders uit de Griekse oudheid. Ze plaatsten de 
toevoeging ‘fecit’ achter hun naam om hun beste werken aan te duiden. Hoe wijd 
verspreid dit gebruik was en wat het kwaliteitsverschil precies inhield, behoeft 
verder onderzoek. Onder andere Gerrit van Honthorst, Hendrick ter Brugghen, 
Karel van Mander en David Teniers signeerden soms met en soms zonder deze 
toevoeging ‘fecit’.  
 Het besef dat zeventiende-eeuwse schilders niet noodzakelijkerwijs een 
kernoeuvre van geheel eigenhandige werken produceerden en soms doelbewust 
werken van verschillende kwaliteits niveaus produceerden, heeft verstrekkende 
gevolgen voor het hedendaagse kennerschap. Het maakt de inzichten van 
zeventiende-eeuwse kenners des te interessanter. Voor zover bekend, richtten zij 
zich bij het toeschrijven van schilderijen vooral op de karakteristieke, meesterlijke 
aspecten van een schilderij, zoals het ontwerp van het schilderij en de uitvoering 
van de belangrijkste elementen. De vraag is hierom of we tot een andere 
afbakening van de oeuvres van de zeventiende-eeuwse schilders zouden komen 
als we hierbij niet langer uitgaan van een groep werken waarvan wordt 
aangenomen dat ze geheel eigenhandig zijn, maar in plaats daarvan uitgaan van dit 
soort meesterlijke kenmerken, en ook de mogelijkheid in gedachten houden dat 
schilders werken van verschillende kwaliteitsniveaus produceerden.  
 Hoofdstuk 4 gaat in op zeventiende-eeuwse eeuwse ideeën over stijl om 
een duidelijker beeld te krijgen van welke patronen in onregelmatigheden te 
verwachten zijn in de stilistische ontwikkeling van zeventiende-eeuwse schilders. 
Twintigste-eeuwse kenners vatten de kenmerkende stijl van een zeventiende-
eeuwse schilder niet zelden op als een soort vingerafdruk van de meester die 
langzaam verandert naarmate de schilder ouder wordt. Uit de bronnen komt 
echter naar voren dat men het vanzelfsprekend vond dat schilders hun stijlen 
doelbewust veranderden en aanpasten.  
 Volgens zeventiende-eeuwse ideeën werden de meest karakteristieke 
elementen in een schilder’s manier van werken bepaald door de natuur ofwel de 
‘geest’ van de schilder. Dit gold bijvoorbeeld voor karakteristieke inventies en de 
kenmerken van losse, aan de geest ontsproten penseelstreken. Over deze 
elementen had de schilder relatief weinig controle volgens zeventiende-eeuwse 
bronnen. Wel kon de schilder van stijl veranderen of zijn stijl aanpassen aan de 
prijs van het werk, de locatie en het formaat, een buitenlandse stijl, het onderwerp 
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en/of de functie van het werk. Ook gold het kunnen variëren in stijl als teken van 
virtuositeit. Met name de lichtval, het perspectief en een grove of preciese 
uitvoering werden gezien als elementen die aan een specifieke locatie of 
gezichtspunt dienden te worden aangepast. Ook werd een ruwe manier van 
werken geassocieerd met losse, mannelijke onderwerpen, en een zachtere stijl met 
vrouwelijke onderwerpen. Dergelijke doelbewuste variaties en aanpassingen 
vragen om voorzichtigheid bij het herkennen van een lineaire evolutie in de de stijl 
van een schilder en bij het afschrijven van werken die niet in een dergelijke 
ontwikkeling lijken te passen.  
 Hoofdstuk 5 plaatst de in deze dissertatie gebruikte primaire bronnen in 
een breder perspectief. In de secundaire literatuur wordt er doorgaans vanuit 
gegaan dat iedereen het er in de zeventiende eeuw over eens zou zijn geweest dat 
alleen schilders werkelijk over schilderijen konden oordelen. Dit zou opmerkingen 
van zeventiende-eeuwse kunstkenners die niet zelf schilders waren, (grotendeels) 
irrelevant maken. Bij nader onderzoek bleek deze vooronderstelling echter onjuist. 
De vraag wie er uiteindelijk het beste over schilderijen kon oordelen was al in de 
zeventiende eeuw een onderwerp van debat. Enkele schrijvers gingen ervanuit dat 
niet-schilders in feite beter konden oordelen, en in de praktijk deed men niet 
alleen op schilders maar in toenemende mate ook op niet-schilders een beroep bij 
het toeschrijven en taxeren van schilderijen.  
 Hoofdstuk 6 gaat in op de essentie van het zeventiende-eeuwse 
kennerschap: de vraag hoe kwaliteit werd gedefinieerd en welke termen hierbij 
werden gebruikt. Volgens zeventiende-eeuwse schrijvers over kunst was het 
beoordelen van kwaliteit niet zozeer een kwestie van smaak maar van het 
toepassen van heldere regels. Hoewel sommigen erover twijfelden of hoge 
kwaliteit wel in regels kon worden gevat (maar name ‘gratie’ liet zich lastig in 
woorden vangen), omschreven de meesten heel nauwkeurig wat ze onder hoge 
kwaliteit verstonden en wat ze afkeurenswaardig vonden.  
 In algemene zin stonden Nederlandse en Vlaamse schilders bekend om 
hun subtiele gebruik van kleuren, licht en schaduw, waarmee ze hun 
voorstellingen eenheid gaven en deze overtuigend ‘echt’ deden lijken. Ook was 
het een gemeenplaats dat ze nauwelijks idealiseerden en soms (mede hierom) 
tekort schoten in het tekenen van figuren, het gebruik van de regels van proportie 
en perspectief en zelfs de verkiezing van het onderwerp. Over deze kwaliteiten en 
tekortkomingen werd door de eeuw heen dan ook het meest gedebatteerd.  
 Hoewel de meeste schrijvers het erover eens waren dat hoge kwaliteit zich 
in regels liet vatten, waren ze het over de invulling hiervan lang niet altijd eens. 
Bovendien vroegen verschillende typen schilderijen om verschillende maatstaven. 
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De zogenaamde ‘historiestukken’ golden als het meest complex en hier waren dan 
ook de meeste regels op van toepassing.  
 Zeventiende-eeuwse kunstkritische termen als ‘schilderachtig’ (waardig om te 
worden uitgebeeld) en ‘houding’ (het subtiele gebruik van kleuren en tonen om 
diepte en eenheid te creëren) bieden een handige leidraad bij het reconstrueren 
van zeventiende-eeuwse inzichten.  
Opvallend is bijvoorbeeld dat kleur, licht en schaduw in de zeventiende eeuw 
altijd in relatie werden gezien tot het beoogde effect van het schilderij: het 
scheppen van ruimtelijkheid en eenheid. Ook termen die gebruikt werden om 
schilderkunstige inventies te prijzen, iets wat niet per definitie als een Nederlands 
forte werd beschouwd, zijn interessant. Een term die in zeventiende eeuw 
bijvoorbeeld van groot belang werd geacht, maar tegenwoordig nauwelijks word 
gebruikt, is ‘eygentlick’: ‘echt’ in de zin van  overtuigend natuurlijk en passend bij de 
aard van het voorgestelde. Om een voorstelling in deze zin ‘echt’ te doen lijken, 
hoefden schilders zich niet letterlijk aan hun tekstuele bron te houden, maar werd 
het juist gewaardeerd als ze uitgaande van een bijbels of mythologisch verhaal 
verder dachten en hun eigen inventiteit gebruikten om de essentie hiervan zo goed 
mogelijk weer te geven.  
 Deze term is bijvoorbeeld goed van toepassing op het schilderij waar de 
epiloog van deze dissertatie zich op het richt: David en Jonathan (Hermitage, Sint 
Petersburg). Dit schilderij, een omstreden Rembrandt, vormt een unieke case 
study aan de hand waarvan zeventiende-eeuws en  twintigste-eeuws kennerschap 
kan worden vergeleken. Het werk werd door Sir Ernst Gombrich in 1950 gebruikt 
om de essentie van Rembrandt’s kunst uit te leggen in zijn beroemde 
overzichtswerk The Story of Art, maar desalniettemin door het Rembrandt 
Research Project afgeschreven in 1989. De herkomst van het werk maakt het des 
te interessanter: we kunnen het namelijk met zekerheid herleiden tot in de 
zeventiende eeuw. Het bevond zich achtereenvolgens in de collecties van twee 
belangrijke verzamelaars: Laurens van der Hem (1621-1678) en Jan van 
Beuningen (1667 - 1720). Deze vroege kenners beschouwden het werk als een 
waardevolle Rembrandt. Van der Hem was zelfs een tijd- en stadsgenoot van 
Rembrandt en had deels dezelfde kennissen als de beroemde meester.  
 Een analyse van het schilderij aan de hand van zeventiende-eeuwse termen 
maakt duidelijk dat het schilderij naar zeventiende-eeuwse maatstaven succesvol 
moet zijn geweest: waardig om Rembrandt’s naam te dragen. Behalve de 
vernieuwende ‘eygentlicke’ inventie, is ook de suggestieve uitdrukking van emoties 
(beweegingen van de ziel) geslaagd. Bovendien blonk Rembrandt juist in deze zaken 
uit volgens tijdgenoten. Zij vonden hem ook bijzonder goed in zijn gebruik van 
‘houding’, en inderdaad zijn kleur, licht en schaduw in dit schilderij succesvol 
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gebruikt om zowel diepte als eenheid te suggereren en de belangrijkste elementen 
te benadrukken. De case study toont daarmee het belang van een beter begrip van 
zeventiende-eeuwse inzichten bij het beoordelen van schilderijen uit deze tijd.  
 De vraag blijft wel of Rembrandt het werk ook (geheel) eigenhandig 
schilderde. Bij de afschrijving werd ervan uit gegaan dat het werk óf door 
Rembrandt alleen óf door een van zijn leerlingen zou zijn geschilderd. Of deze 
aanname juist is, is zeer de vraag; Rembrandt’s eigen leerling Samuel van 
Hoogstraten suggereerde het tegendeel. Bovendien bleek dat bij het afschrijven 
enkele anachronistische vooronderstellingen werden gehanteerd over Rembrandt’s 
stilistische ontwikkeling en kleurgebruik. Aan de andere kant laat de afschrijving 
wel zien hoe nuttig het is om de verschillende overwegingen bij een toe- of 
afschrijving expliciet onder woorden te brengen. Immers, alleen de aannames 
waarvan we ons bewust zijn, kunnen worden getest en verfijnd.   
Zoals gezegd blijven toeschrijvingen aan oude meesters altijd tot op zeker hoogte 
een kwestie van interpretatie, en dat is waarschijnlijk maar beter ook voor de 
toekomst van het vakgebied. Uiteindelijk geeft het ons kunsthistorici de 
mogelijkheid om mede te bepalen wie de oude meesters waren die we zo 
bewonderen, en om zo onze eigen vingerafdruk achter te laten in de geschiedenis 
die we schrijven.  
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