
Dutch Art 

 

When considering Heinrich Woelfflin’s investigations into the problem of style in art 

I mentioned in passing that the problem of distinguishing and defining a national style 

was usually more difficult than defining the style of an individual artist, a school or a 

period. This morning, however, we shall concern ourselves with an art in which 

national character is everywhere manifest; namely Dutch art during the 17
th

 century. 

 

Perhaps I should point out by way of introduction that Dr Hoff, who, unlike myself, 

can boast some expert knowledge in the field of Dutch art, was to have given four 

lectures this term on Dutch art was suddenly whisked away from us to everyone’s 

delighted astonishment to attend a Rembrandt exhibition and to meet an international 

circle of Rembrandt scholars in Amsterdam. No one seems to know when she will be 

back, I can’t hope to bring her knowledge to the subject by the lecture may at least 

afford a possible explanation as to why she hasn’t returned. 

 

Let us look briefly, by way of beginning, at some of the factors which helped to 

provide Dutch art with its strongly national character. 

 

There was first the political and religious situation During the greater part of the 

sixteenth century the Netherlands remained under the domination of Catholic Spain. 

But the majority of the pole of the northern provinces embraced the Protestant faith. 

After a great deal of strife and bloodshed, which has been recorded in detail in such 

books as Motely’s History of the Rise of the Dutch Republic, the northern provinces 

broke from Spain and declared their independence at the Hague in 1581. Their 

independence co-incided with the growing wealth of Holland; a wealth which was 

based upon a virtual monopoly of the carrying trade in the North and Baltic Seas, and 

Holland’s successful entry into the East Indies. In the southern Netherlands the great 

cities of Bruges, Ghent and Antwerp which had done so much to support Flemish 

painting during the 15
th
 and 16

th
 centuries, were badly hit by the Wars of Religion, 

and commercial supremacy passed to such Dutch cities as Haarlem, Amsterdam and 

Rotterdam. 

 

We must remember, too, that the division between the protestant north and the 

Catholic south marks much more than a divergence in religious belief and ritual 

practice. There was a strongly ascetic flavour about the Protestant faith, especially 

among those Protestants influenced by the theology of John Calvin. This asceticism 

has passed don to us in the connotations of the word Puritan. 

 

The typical Dutch burger was a devout, conscientious man, a hard worker whose trade 

of profession was also his ‘calling’, to be pursued with tireless devotion and zeal. To 

the medieval Catholic pride was the greatest of the Seven Deadly sins, to the Dutch 

burgher of the 17th century sloth was a far greater evil than pride. The connection 



between the Protestant Religion and the rise of Capitalism has been examined in detail 

by such writers as Max Weber and RH Tawney. I cannot spend time on the matter 

here. All I need say here is that no undergraduate with a feeling for history should fail 

to make themselves acquainted at some stage in their university career with RH 

Tawney’s splendidly written and profound book, Religion and the Rise of Capitalism, 

especially as there is a cheap Pelican edition. All that needs to be emphasised here is 

that the taste of the Protestant Dutch merchants, the patrons of he Dutch art in its 

greatest period, differed profoundly from the taste of those merchants and bankers of 

the Italian towns, who did no much to sponsor the art of the Renaissance. 

 

Geography and geologically, too, Holland offers a remarkable contrast to Italy. It is a 

small country, very flat and very wet, with great masses of rolling clouds continuously 

in the sky, and the sea never very far away. Consisting physically of the alluvium of 

great rivers, the country contains little building stone and the architecture in 

consequence was essentially a brick architecture, though stone was used to face the 

more important public buildings, such as the Town Hall at Amsterdam. And again, 

unlike Italy, Holland was not a society living among the ruins of classical antiquity. 

 

When we have regard for such factors it is clear that a great deal of the art of the 

catholic south could not find favour in the North. Indeed, we can discuss Dutch art in 

its greatest period without mentioning sculpture. Again, Pagaent art which 

characterises so much of the International Gothic style and of Renaissance and 

Baroque art was not favoured by the Dutch. They associated that art wit the bitter 

times of the Spanish oppression, and the climate did not favour pagents. Indeed, 

Baroque art was identified with the Catholic faith and found little favour. And this is 

probably still the basic reason why Anglo-Saxons find it so difficult to enjoy the 

baroque. Just how far the religious faith of a people can effect maters of taste is 

nowhere better exemplified than by comparing the magnificently extravagant carving 

of the baroque pulpits one sees in Flemish cathedrals at Antwerp and Brussels with 

the unadorned simplicity of the pulpits in the Reformist churches in Holland. 

 

 

And finally, we have the intangible factor of nationalism itself. Holland was the first 

of the modern national states of Europe, and she achieved her nationhood by 

overthrowing a foreign tyranny. It is usual in such circumstances for the country’s 

artist’s to seek their inspiration more and more from within the national frontier—

rather than by going abroad to find it. 

 

So much, then, for the external factors which undoubtedly affected the course and 

development of Dutch art. But in seeking to understand any artistic situation we must 

always remind ourselves that the greatest single influence affecting the work of any 

artist is, of course, the work of his brother artists. An artist is of course affected by his 

environment, but that section of it which has the most direct and immediate effect 



upon his work is the artistic environment, or, more simply, the works of art which he 

has seen, or knows about. 

 

It is not surprising, therefore, when we begin the study of Dutch art, to find that it 

does not emerge as the artistic expression of the economic, political and social factors 

which I discussed earlier. It emerges depending very largely upon the international art 

centres of the world, which at that time was Italy, especially Rome and Venice. 

 

For this reason the first group of Dutch artists which we may profitably study are the 

groups known as the Dutch Romanists—that is, those Dutch artists who drew their 

inspiration either directly or indirectly from Rome. 

 

Italian art began to influence art in the Netherlands from early in the 15
th
 century. 

Flemish artists traveled to Italy and visited Rome and Venice. The influence of Italy 

was also transmitted via France. I shall deal briefly with the work of three of these 

Dutch Romanists, Abraham Bloemaert, Gerard Honthors and Pieter Lastman. 

 

Bloemart was a painter of Utrecht, who made one journey to France. In France he was 

able to absorb something of the Venetian school. His Feast of the Gods, painted in 

1638, is a not altogether successful attempt to recreate that sensuous and languorous 

pagan world of Giorgione and Titian. The figures adopt, rather histrionically, the 

gestures of the grand style, and we are conscious that the composition is rather stilted 

and artificial, the work of a provincial attempting the grand manner of the Venetians. 

This becomes quite clear when we compare it with a Titian, such as the Venus and 

Adonis in the Prado, or the Bacchus and Ariadne in the London Gallery. In the Titians 

the figures do not appear to be studio models, but have been truly related to the 

picture space. 

 

Dutch painters were also influenced by the art of Raphael. One of Bloemaert’s pupils, 

Gerard Honthorst, traveled to Rome in 1619 at the age of twenty. He visited the 

Vatican and there saw Raphael’s fresco The Deliverance of St Peter* a painting 

notable for its successful rendering of night effects, the study of which, you will recall, 

goes back at least as far as Francesca’s Dream of Constantine*. Honthorst was also 

greatly impressed by the work of Caravaggio one of the first great painter, as 

Professor Burke has already pointed out, sought to avoid the artificialities of the grand 

manner and to portray realistic effects. Caravaggio found that he could heighten his 

realism by the use of artificial light. In his Virgin and Child* in the Borghese Gallery, 

Rome, for instance, painted in 1605, the Virgin might be any young Italian mother, 

and Christ, any Italian child. These two elements; realism and the heightening of the 

dramatic effect by the use of artificial light, both came to play an important part in the 

subsequent history of Dutch art. In Rome, Honthorst, began to specialise in the 

portrayal of candle-light effects to such an extent that his painter friends in Rome 

christened him as Gerardo delle Notte (Gerard of the Night). It was most probably in 



Rome that he painted Christ Before Caiahas,* in which the single flame of a candle 

provides the whole illumination of the painting. His Nativity* is also important; in it 

we meet again not only his interest in night effects, but his desire to present the sacred 

occasion in a realistic fashion. It is, fittingly enough, the shepherds, not the three 

kings, who have come to worship the holy child, and they appear as ordinary rustic 

yokels. Even the Holy Family is presented divested of the trappings of the grand 

manner. And it is, as we might expect in the circumstances, by means of the portrayal 

of light that the idea of the supernatural is conveyed. Four of the shepherds stand back 

and shield their eyes from the radiance emitted y the Christ child, who it will be noted, 

provides the only source of light. The only jarring note is the little band of 

Renaissance cherubs, who appear to have wandered out of a painting by Mantegna 

and lost their way. 

 

My third Dutch Romanist is Pieter Lastman, under whom Rembrandt studied for a 

time. But to understand he work of Lastman we must first look briefly at the work of a 

German artists, Adam Elshiemer, who spent most of his painting life (he died at the 

age of 32) in Rome. He was one of the first painters of the picturesque. Ruins such as 

Elshiemer might have witnessed in any afternoon’s walk outside of Rome along the 

Appian way, figure largely in his paintings, as for instance his Flight into Egypt* at 

Dresden. Here we have that emphasis upon recession which I noted in my last lecture 

was such a feature of Baroque art. In some paintings this emphasis upon recession 

reaches out into an infinite distance as in this landscape from Brunswick,* in which 

the infinite recession of Romantic landscape is clearly foreshadowed. Like 

Caravaggio and Honthorst, Elshiemer was fascinated by the night scene, and he 

usually represents the Flight into Egypt, one of his favorite subjects, as a night scene. 

 

Pieter Lastman, was a painter of Amsterdam, who traveled to Rome in 1604 and 

studied for three years under Elshiemer. Returning to Amsterdam in 1607 he was a 

successful painter until he died at the age of 50. In 1623, at the age of 17, Rembrandt 

became one of his pupils. 

 

There are features of the Roman-baroque tradition in Lastman’s work, Joseph and his 

Brethren, in Dublin(?).* 

 

But there was a time when he was strongly influenced by the picturesque effects of 

Elshiemer, as is clearly revealed in this painting, Mercury and Argus.* 

 

The first Dutch artist to free himself from the influence of Italian painting was Frans 

Hals, who was born in Antwerp, whence his parents had fled after the terrible Spanish 

siege and sack of Haarlem in 1576. After independence had been achieved the family 

returned to Haarlem where Frans painted and lived for the rest of his life; and it is to 

Haarlem that we must still go today if we want to gain any adequate idea of his art. 

 



In the work of Hals the rather grim and theatrical realism which we have already 

observed in the art of Caravaggio and Honthorst takes on a far more natural and 

humane character. The one form of art which the good burghers of Haarlem were 

prepared to patronise portraiture. And Hals became one of the world’s greatest portrait 

painters. Take his own Self Portrait* for instance. In all earlier portraiture, Leonard’s 

Mona Liza, for example, or the portraits of Titian, Bronzino and El Greco, one feels 

that the individual wears a mask, a mask provided either by the artist’s own 

personality or the aesthetic conventions of the time. But Hals paints with a clear 

penetrating vision—no favours asked an none given. Take his Lute-Player in the 

Rothschild Collection for example. No painter was able to catch the momentary and 

characteristic expression as well as he. His art probably owes something to Rubens, 

but the appeal of his art is far more direct than Rubens, It is for this reason that the 

Impressionists thought so highly of his art; and his square brush technique with it 

sculpturesque impasto influenced impressionists portraiture considerably including 

the work of some Australian artists, like the later work of George Lambert. There’s no 

nonsense about Hal’s work, he looks at the world with a clear, steady gaze.* He 

knows the pink, puffy eyes of the alcoholic well enough and paints them without 

hesitation—he should have for he was a hopeless alcoholic himself for the greater part 

of his life. He paints with the kind of merciless truth of the artist for whom 

ambition—even the ambition to paint a great picture means nothing at all. The story is 

told of a famous Australian portrait painter who was once asked to paint the portrait of 

Madame Melba. Himself no great friend of the illustrious diva he replied: ‘Yes, I’ll 

gladly paint the old duck, every bloody wrinkle.’ The story will serve, perhaps, as a 

cue to the understanding of the peculiar greatness of portraiture of Frans Hals. 

 

There was little direct commissioning of painting outside the field of portraiture in 

Holland. Those painters who preferred to paint subject pictures had to paint their 

world in the studio and then endeavour to sell them in the market place or at public 

fairs. His position was not unlike that of the modern artist of our own times. 

Competition resulted in specialisation: if a painter became well-known as a painter of 

fish, then he tended to remain a painter of fish. If he became famous for his sea-pieces 

he tended to remain a painter of sea-pieces. 

 

Let us examine some of these specialized forms of Dutch painting. The typical Dutch 

merchant quite comfortably established; but he was not a rich man, in the fashion of 

the merchant princes of Italy. His taste was more homely, more concerned with the 

everyday life about him. Consequently Dutch genre painting tended to be small in size, 

cheap to buy and realistic in its presentation. But there were several types of the 

subject-picture. Firstly, let us consider the painters of the low life, Adriaen Brouwer, 

Adriaen van Ostade, and Jan Steen. 

 

Brouwer was a pupil and assistant of Frans Hals, and one of his drinking companions. 

Later Brouwer became one of the founders of low-life painting in Holland. He spent a 



good deal of his life in the taverns and tobacco dens. The tobacco smoked in Holland 

at that time was poisonously strong, probably with a good deal of narcotics mixed into 

it. Brouwer painted peasants in all conditions of inebriation and befuddlement, on the 

those occasions when he was not befuddled or inebriated himself. In our next slide we 

see his Peasants eating mussels,* in the Assheton Bennet collection, on which realism 

is touched with caricature. But he was a painter of great technical skill as anyone who 

examines his Sleeping Peasant,* in the London National Gallery, will, I think, agree, 

who could control the tonal orchestration of a painting as effectively as Corot in his 

middle period. And at times he could be quite lyrical, as in his Moonlight on the 

Dunes,* our next slide. 

 

Another low-life painter who came from Fran Hals studio was Adraien van Ostade, 

where he was a fellow pupil with Brouwer. Here we have his Village Inn, at the 

Hague, painted in 1662. Ostade is credited with about 900 paintings of this type. Such 

pictures were extremely popular, and even today such Dutch popular art as this forms 

a large section of the European art dealers market. 

 

Our third low-life painter is Jan Steen—but his world s not quite as low and 

depressing as that of Brouwer and Ostade. He painted jovial and amusing scenes, 

often in a moralizing vein, of the life of the smaller shopkeepers and the more 

respectable taverns. He is a great portrayer of family life. His Cooking Pancakes,* for 

example, does not depict people brutlised by poverty and intemperance, as Ostade and 

Brouwer do. When he paints such subjects as the Effects of Intemperance,* he 

reminds us in some ways of Hogarth. 

 

Jan Steen’s Interiors in our National Gallery is a typical piece. A handsome stranger 

is paying some not altogether unwelcome attentions to a young mother whose 

husband has long since passed out under the combined effects of alcohol and tobacco. 

A fellow behind thinks the situation just too funny for words. After studying this 

picture carefully for some time, it is quite possible that you might come to the 

conclusion that there is something to be said or even the most artificial and 

extravagant gestures of southern baroque. 

 

But it would be a grave mistake to imagine that the whole of Dutch Society consisted 

of boorish peasants in various stages of inebriation. There were also the painters of the 

new and rising middle classes: the painters of the wealthier burgher class: the two 

most important being Gerard Terborch and Gabriel Metsu. They are the painters of 

the Tableaux de Modes: what they show are the clothes and the furniture of the well-

to-do Dutch Bourgeois. We see the young lady of the family receiving the instruction 

of her music-master, As in Terborch’s Guitar Lesson in the London Nation Gallery. In 

his Letter in the collection of Her Majesty the Queen, one feels that Terborch’s great 

interest is not in the portrayal of the incident itself, which plays a secondary part to the 

accurate delineation of light falling upon a variety of stuffs: the white sheen of satin, 



the dead white of fur, the light upon the dog’s coat, the velvet cushion, and the metal 

of the ewer and chandelier. The same interest in light playing upon a variety of 

texturing—this skill, doubtless, gave his picture their popularity—is also to be 

observed in his Concert in Berlin. Bit here the composition is far more carefully 

organized, due probably to the influence of Vermeer. Usually he was not so careful. 

Hs father trained him and gave him a lay figure, from which he painted many of his 

models. And indeed his Portrait of a Lady, in the National Gallery looks as though it 

has been painted from a dummy, with the portrait painted in at the end, though the 

face is real enough. 

 

Metsu like Terboch was greatly interested in the portrayal of textures. Even when he 

essays a painting of anecdotal interest in the manner of Jan Steen, as in his Letter 

Writer Surprised, it is still the interest in the portrayal of light upon a variety of 

textures that dominates. And like Terborch he could rise at times to a greater 

amplitude and finality of composition, as in his Sick Child at Amsterdam, which 

recreates the manner of Vermeer. 

 

Rather closely related to the painters of popular genre, but standing somewhat apart 

from them because of the finer aesthetic quality of their work more than anything else, 

are the two painters Pieter de Hooch and Jan Vermeer. In the best work of de Hooch 

the interest in the subject matter has clearly been subordinated to a carefully 

controlled composition, based upon an ideal organization or space. Whilst it is a freer 

and more open form of composition than that adopted by the artists of the High 

Renaissance, it like is like theirs a highly self-conscious ordering of the picture space. 

Take de Hooch’s Music Party on a Terrace in the London National Gallery, for 

example. Note the splendid way the light figures of the two women balance the dark 

figures of the two men. The way the curve of the cello upon the chair in the fore 

ground, repeats the curve of the arch beyond, how the line of the violin echoes the line 

of the girls’ foot, how the dark building in the foreground building of the foreground 

are opposed to the light buildings in the background; how the light shape of the man’s 

cravat is contrasted to the dark shape o the room beyond. Ad so we might go on. Here 

is his interior of Dutch House, a painting which succeeds both in being popular while 

being organized upon principles of spatial harmony as abstract as those of Piet 

Mondrian, the Dutch abstract painter of our own times. In his Courtyard of a Dutch 

House* in the National Gallery, London, he again makes use of the contrast afforded 

by one set of illuminated figures against a dark background, and a dark figure against 

a light background. The great charm of these little paintings is that unlike the 

compositions of the High Renaissance their highly complicated ordering, their 

systems of counterpoise and contrast of line, tone and colours, is concealed beneath an 

apparent freedom. The vine grows rather carelessly over the makeshift terrace, the 

house broom has been dropt carelessly in the courtyard. But these things are really a 

part of the highly sophisticated organization of the painting Here is his Skittle Players, 

in the Rothschild collection. 



 

 It is in the work of Jan Vermeer of Delft that the combination of realism and the 

abstract organization of space reaches hits climax. His paintings are miracles of 

pictorial organization, and also miracles in the sheer beauty of their colour. Consider 

his Lace maker in the Louvre for instance. How apparently simple it all is, and yet 

how complex. Vermeer is a kind of domesticated Raphael, a master of northern 

baroque classicism; indeed I think he could be called with some truth the northern 

Poussin; though I personally refer to call Poussin the southern Vermeer. Note the way 

he opposes the oval of the head to the oval of the shoulders, and picks these forms up 

again in the foreground; how the free fall of the curl recurs in the free fall of the lace, 

and the knob of the table in the tassel of the cushion; how the fingers of the hands 

meeting over the lace repeat inversely in the form of the central parting of the hair. 

The Letter in the Rijksmuseum is based on a similar set of intricate archliberal 

principles. Hw similar in subject matter is the Lady at the Virginals* in the London 

National Gallery from a Tableau do Mode by Torborch and Metsu, but how different 

the result. It is the difference between great at and popular illustration. For Vermeer 

by any standards is a great artist. His Cook in the Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam is a one 

of his masterpieces. It speaks with all the authority of the Renaissance ad the Baroque, 

two centuries of intensive picture making behind it. And its beauty resides not only in 

the finality of the composition and the sheer beauty of the colour but above all in the 

superb control of the lines, a rare quality even in the greatest masters. AS Dr 

Gombirch says the painting is something of a miracle. We may complete this brief 

glance at Vermeer’s work with his view of Delft in the Mauritshuis, at the Hague. 

 

The painting may serve to remind us that the Dutch were also pioneers in the art of 

landscape painting. This might well form a lecture in itself, I have only time here to 

mention Jacob Ruisdael and Hobbema. 

 

Ruisdael was a native like Hals of Haarlam which is separated from the sea by a range 

of dunes. It was among these dunes that Ruisdael drew and later painted his poetic 

landscapes. They are far from being mere transcripts of nature, but they do 

incorporate a great degree of open-air naturalism than any landscapes painted before. 

Our next slide shows Ruisdael’s Watermill* in the National Gallery, Ruidael also 

sketched on the water front (River Landscape with Boats, it the National Gallery), and 

this may serve to remind us that the Dutch were also pioneers of marine painting in its 

specaislised form. 

 

Our next slide shows Hobbema’s Old Oak* in the Melbourne Gallery, and here is a 

detail* from it. Note how the artist has sought to capture the quiet stillness of evening; 

and this may serve to remind us that such paintings are not mere transcripts of nature, 

but seek to evoke a mood of quietness, and at times of melancholy reflection. 

 



This lecture has been rather like Hamlet with the Prince of Denmark left out. I have 

not mentioned Rembrandt. He really needs a lecture to himself from Dr Hoff. Let me 

confine myself to one or to points about his art by way of concluding. Firstly e was a 

baroque artist. Apply Woelfflin’s principles to such a painting as the Blinding of 

Samson* at Frankfurt, and you will se how essentially baroque he is. But it is a 

northern baroque in which the realism of Dutch art is everywhere manifest. Via 

Caravaggio and Honthorst he adopts artificial and dramatic effects of light to heighten 

his realism, as in his Two Philosopher in the Gallery. (His landscapes*). Like Frans 

Hals he could paint a portrait with an immediacy of brushwork and a technical 

virtuosity that penetrated deep into the character of his sitters, as in the Portrait of a 

Man in the National Gallery. Bit he had a far wider ranger of sympathy than Hals, and 

fewer illusions. His self-portrait in the Gallery, one of the last and one of the greatest 

of the series, is a masterpiece. And yet like Vermeer’s Cook in Amsterdam from 

which all the obvious trappings of dignity an the devices of grandeur have been 

removed. In such paintings Dutch realism created some of the most memorable and 

most universal masterpieces in the history of painting. 
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