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Preface  
 
 
In March 2015 the announcement of the possible sale of two Rembrandt paintings 
for 150 million Euros made headlines, 1 not because of the high price (in fact, the 
amount was generally considered to be on the low end of the works’ potential 
market value), but because the private French seller had requested permission to 
export the paintings abroad. In the months following the French government 
cleared the export licences, and it emerged that the paintings, two full-length 
portraits from 1634, had been offered to the Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam. In 
September 2015 the Rijksmuseum and the Dutch government announced that a 
provisional contract had been signed for 160 million.2 Half of the amount, 80 
million, had been put up by the Dutch government at the request of a large 
majority of the House of Representatives. Journalists and politicians alike 
proclaimed it crucial that the paintings not ‘disappear into the private collections 
of some wealthy emir in the Middle East’.3 The other 80 million Euros was to be 
raised by the Rijksmuseum, which had committed 12.5 million from their own 
budget and called on the generosity of private donors to provide the rest. The 
Dutch tax authorities were quick to promise fiscal advantages for those willing 
to donate.4 The story gained a new twist in the autumn of 2015, when the Louvre 
announced that they were, after all, interested in buying one of the portraits. 
Dutch newspaper headlines expressed fear that the marriage portraits of 
Maerten Soolmans and Oopjen Coppit would have to be separated, as if they were 
a real couple on the brink of divorce after 381 years.5  

At the same time but in another place, something entirely different was 
happening. Just before the first news of the Rembrandt paintings was breaking, 
thousands of kilometres to the southeast in the land of the Euphrates and the 

 

                                                      
1  http://www.nrc.nl/nieuws/2015/03/17/twee-verborgen-rembrandts-plotseling-te-koop-voor-

150-miljoen/ (consulted September 2015). 
2 http://www.parool.nl/parool/nl/12/CULTUUR/article/detail/4146465/2015/09/21/Kabinet-en-

Rijksmuseum-tekenen-koopcontract-voor-twee-Rembrandts.dhtml (consulted September 2015).  
3  http://www.parool.nl/parool/nl/12/CULTUUR/article/detail/4152210/2015/09/29/Rembrandts-

Maerten-en-Oopjen-dreigen-gescheiden-te-worden.dhtml (consulted September 2015). 
4  http://fd.nl/economie-politiek/1119659/fiscaal-voordeel-voor-particulier-die-miljoenen-

bijdraagt-aan-koop-rembrandts (consulted September 2015). 
5 http://www.parool.nl/parool/nl/12/CULTUUR/article/detail/4152210/2015/09/29/Rembrandts-

Maerten-en-Oopjen-dreigen-gescheiden-te-worden.dhtml; 

http://www.standaard.be/cnt/dmf20150928_01892159; 

http://www.nrc.nl/nieuws/2015/09/28/diplomatieke-wrijving-nederland-en-frankrijk-door-

verkoop-rembrandts-portretten/  (consulted September 2015). 
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Tigris, Muslim IS fighters were destroying images that they considered to be false 
idols. They smashed and trampled archaeological sites and took hammers to the 
ancient statues in the city museum of Mosul, Iraq. In the library of the same city, 
all non-Islamic books fell victim to flames. 6  The whole world witnessed the 
iconoclasm of the IS militants after video images of the destruction went viral. 
Despite the IS militants’ zealous discourse against these ‘idols’, some objects were 
not destroyed but rather quickly offered up for sale on the art market - valuable 
and sometimes unique pieces looted from conquered lands. Apparently, these 
objects were not too dangerous to be sold to collectors, as long as those art lovers 
had deep enough pockets.  

The saga of the Rembrandt portraits and the destruction of art by IS might 
at first seem as far removed from each other as possible, but there are, in fact, 
some common denominators. Both episodes are about the status and meaning of 
art. Opposing attitudes and actions - willingness to pay a great sum of money in 
times of budgets cuts versus the destruction of ‘dangerous’ art – are in fact 
grounded in a similar understandings of the importance of works of art (the 
present-day admiration for Rembrandt sometimes reaches near-devotional 
dimensions). In both cases, the value of art is associated with some sort of higher 
meaning, but also, of course, with monetary value. The episodes touch upon a 
fundamental human characteristic: we attach deeper meaning to certain 
material objects and are willing to pay great sums of money to add those objects 
to a – personal or public – collection (an assemblage of meaningful objects). As 
great as the appreciation for Rembrandt in particular and art in general in the 
present-day Netherlands may be, this was not always the case in the past. In fact, 
episodes of iconoclasm in the sixteenth century (1566 and the 1580s) were central 
events in regime change and state building in the early modern Low Countries – 
and specifically in the de facto separation of the historically united region into 
the Dutch Republic and the Southern Netherlands (roughly present-day 
Netherlands and Belgium). It is the aftermath of iconoclasm at the dawn of this 
political separation, and the meaning and status of objects and collections, with 
which this current research deals.  

The story takes place not in Rembrandt’s Amsterdam, but in Rubens’ 
Antwerp. Like Peter Paul Rubens (1577–1640) himself, who amassed a 
magnificent collection in his city palace at the Wapper, entire generations of 
Antwerp artists and artisans became ambitious collectors. Their collections of 
art, artifice, books, naturalia, exotica, and instruments, which have in the past 

 

                                                      
6  In late February 2015. http://www.nrc.nl/nieuws/2015/02/26/is-militanten-slaan-antieke-

beelden-kapot-in-irak-een-catastrofe/ (Consulted September 2015). 
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received little scholarly attention, are central to the present research. I began 
working on the FWO-funded project ‘Artists’ Collection in the Early Modern 
Netherlands’ in the spring of 2012, which at the outset was intended to be a 
comparison between (cities in) the Northern and Southern Netherlands. As I 
moved from the North to the South, from Utrecht to Ghent, this comparison 
gained a peculiarly personal component. I eventually decided to focus only on 
Antwerp, but an implicit comparison with the North has always been in the 
background. Often when I was driving across the border from Belgium to the 
Netherlands, the comparative question was on my mind as I gazed at the 
changing landscape.  

Learning about someone else means learning about yourself. For this 
reason alone, the case study of Antwerp was both challenging and satisfying. 
During the project I lived in Ghent and Berlin alternately, which has been fruitful 
both professionally and personally. Ghent University has been a wonderful home 
institute for the last four years. My Ghent office and the University Library 
around the Blandijn area were excellent places to work. The ten months I spent 
at the Max Planck Institute for the History of Science in Berlin, the tranquil 
research environment around the chestnut tree, were inspiring. This research 
would not have been possible without the resources of other excellent institutes 
at which I have spent time during the last years: the City Archive of Antwerp, the 
Rubenianum, the Getty Research Institute, the Warburg Institute, the British 
Library, and the State Archives in Brussels. 

This research project would not have been possible without the support 
of many others. I would first like to thank the Research Foundation Flanders 
(FWO) for their generous funding of the project, as well as the FWO grant for 
research abroad. In addition to the fantastic research institutes I have 
mentioned, the assistance of many people has been indispensible. First and 
foremost, I would like to thank my supervisor Koenraad Jonckheere, who was 
always there with good advice. Our many conversations – in the office, or over 
coffee or lunch – have guided me through this research project. His enduring 
trust and enthusiasm were truly inspiring. I am also very grateful to my co-
supervisor Sven Dupré, who has welcomed in me in Berlin and offered countless 
suggestions that have enriched this dissertation. My gratitude further goes to the 
members of the jury: Anne-Laure van Bruaene, Maarten Delbeke, Christine 
Göttler, Maximiliaan Martens, and Claudia Swan. Their helpful comments have 
greatly improved the final result.  

Before I started working on my PhD project, my first steps in historical 
research were at Utrecht University. During bachelor and master programs I 
learned from a great number a people, but special thanks go to Ruud Abma, Jaap 
Bos, Floris Cohen, Leen Dorsman, Lex Heerma van Voss, Ed Jonker, Wijnand 
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Mijnhardt, Maarten Prak, and Bert Theunissen. I first became fascinated by the 
overlap of the arts and sciences in the Early Modern Low Countries during my 
time at the Huygens ING, and I would like to thank my former colleagues from 
The Hague: Esther van Gelder, Eric Jorink, Ilja Nieuwland, Walter Ravenek, and 
Huib Zuidervaart.   

I would also like to thank those individuals who contributed to this 
research at various points and in various ways. Jana Wijnsouw welcomed me in 
Ghent when I was new in the city and has been a valued colleague ever since. 
Thanks also go to my other colleagues at Ghent University: Ann Cesteleyn, Bieke 
Cleppe, Aurelie Daems, Frederica van Dam, Thijs Dekeukeleire, Teresa Esposito, 
Jozefien Feyaerts, Astrid Harth, Eva Hielscher, Laura Karreman, Lieve de Kessel, 
Francesca Mavilla, Ulrike Müller, Miyako Sugiyama, Ruben Suykerbuyk, and 
Elizabeth Vandeweghe. Thanks to my colleagues at the Max Planck Institute for 
the History of Science: Tina Asmussen, Nadia Baadj, Marjolijn Bol, Marius Buning, 
Michael Bycroft, Celine Camps (with a special thanks for her help with the 
bibliography), Sietske Fransen, Jack Hartnell, Marieke Hendriksen, Karin 
Leonhard, Sylvie Neven, Jaya Remond, Fenneke Sysling, Barbara Tramelli, and 
Thijs Weststeijn. My gratitude also goes to Tom Deneire for his help with 
translations from Latin and to Sarah Joan Moran for her help with the English 
editing. Needless to say, any mistakes that remain are mine.  

Last but not least I wish to thank my family and friends for their support. 
I could always count on friends to brighten my day: thanks go to Maud, Maaike, 
Marianne, Myrthe, Linda, Lieke, Linda, Milou, and Annemiek. Thanks also to 
Maarten, Olga, Teun, Emma, Wouter, and Anneke for many joyful moments. The 
support of my parents has always been invaluable. And finally, months of writing 
were enlightened by Pim, want oude liefde roest niet. 
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Frans II Francken, detail: Interior of an art cabinet with ‘ânes iconoclastes’, 1620 or 1626 
Oil on panel, 101 x 143 cm, Quadreria della Società Economica di Chiavari 
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 Introduction 

 

Preziosenwand 
Within two decades after the ‘invention’ of still life painting as a separate and 
mature genre, the Antwerp painter Frans II Francken (1581-1642) came onto the 
market with a special type of still life: the Preziosenwand (wall of precious things). 
Also known as ‘encyclopaedic gallery pictures’, these still life compositions 
typically depict a wall and a table supporting the precious things that one could 
find in Antwerp collectors’ cabinets of the time. Francken’s Interior of an art 
cabinet with ‘ânes iconoclastes’ (Fig.  1) a picture of collectables shown from so that 
the beholder seems almost to be present inside the cabinet, is a representative 
example. In the painted image shells are scattered on the table next to a fine-
grained piece of coral and a dried fish. An open book of hours leans against a 
lacquer box with a marble ball on top, while further to the right an animal skull 
is positioned against another lacquer box, this one filled with an assortment of 
shells. Paintings and drawings cover the wall behind the table. The tranquil scene 
of material objects is like a snapshot; an arrangement of objects that could have 
been slightly different just a moment before and might easily change in a 
moment after. The display of objects and images suggests the presence of human 
activity, yet there is no one to be seen in the room. In sharp contrast to the 
tranquility of room is the vista to the outside world, where men with donkey 
heads are destroying objects and images; it seems to be a glimpse into another 
world, another time.   
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Fig.  1 - Frans II Francken, Interior of an art cabinet with ‘ânes iconoclastes’, 1620 or 1626 
Oil on panel, 101 x 143 cm, Quadreria della Società Economica di Chiavari 
 
 
Francken’s Preziosenwand (Fig.  1) exemplifies all the things that this dissertation 
is about: Antwerp collections in the early seventeenth century and the artificiala 
and naturalia they contained. It is about the predominance of paintings compared 
to other objects in Antwerp collections, and it further deals with the rise of new 
painterly genres, in particular the gallery picture, which was a painted reflection 
upon the culture of collecting. The Francken family not only played a pivotal role 
in the invention of the genre of the gallery picture, but were also collectors 
themselves. This research deals with the collections of Antwerp artists and 
artisans such as the Franckens, and it interrogates the relationship between their 
collections and artistic and artisanal innovation. It tells the story of Frans II 
Francken and his generation, who came of age around the turn of the century, 
during a tumultuous era for the city on the Scheldt. Furthermore, the status and 
nature of images and objects was highly debated during this period. In addition 
to the appreciation for material objects, there had been great anxiety about 
images and objects that was rooted in religious debates - in particular the 
heritage of sixteenth-century iconoclasm. The motif of the destructive ass-
headed figures on Francken’s Preziosenwand (Fig.  8) and other similar paintings 
is one indication that the status of images and objects was contested, in this case 
directly linked to the culture of collecting. That status is here investigated from 
the perspective of religious concerns, but also in relation to their functions as 
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transmitters of different types of knowledge. I argue that the religiously 
contested status of images and objects is crucial for understanding the (slowly) 
changing ideas about how to know material objects and matter in this period.  
 The most famous artist-collector in early modern Antwerp was 
undoubtedly Peter Paul Rubens (1577-1640), who amassed an impressive 
collection in his urban palace on the Wapper. A good number of Antwerp artists 
and artisans followed his example. From the Wapper, via the Meir to the Grote 
Markt, and from there to the Vrijdagsmarkt and the Kammenstraat, their houses 
were filled with all things beautiful, curious, and wondrous. In what follows we 
catch a glimpse into the homes of people who were not just the makers of 
precious collectables, but also avid collectors themselves. And they collected 
paintings, drawings, prints, tapestry, books, maps, jewels, gems, luxury objects, 
statuettes, exotica, antiquities, naturalia, and instruments. In the same period, 
the early decades of the seventeenth century, a remarkable new painterly genre 
was invented in Antwerp: paintings of collectors’ cabinets, or gallery pictures. 
Francken’s Interior of an art cabinet with ‘ânes iconoclastes’ (Fig.  1) is but one 
example, but the genre also included larger (non- still life) compositions of rooms 
filled with art as well as connoisseurs, such as The Archdukes Albert and Isabella 
visiting a collector’s cabinet attributed to Jan Brueghel the Elder (1568-1625) and 
Hieronymus II Francken (1578-1623) (Fig.  2). The genre of the gallery picture was 
a celebration of the display of objects and images and remained uniquely 
Antwerpian in the first decades after its invention. The current study is the story 
both of Antwerp’s artists’ and artisans’ collections and of how they reflected 
upon the culture of collecting through the genre of the gallery picture. The 
central question is this: how did the collections of artists and artisans in early 
seventeenth-century Antwerp become sources of artistic, artisanal, and scientific 
knowledge and innovation? Three sub-questions follow: (1) Which objects were 
collected, through which networks, and why? (2) How did collections function as 
a demonstration of knowledge and innovation? (3) How was Antwerp’s culture of 
collecting related to new ways of knowing the material world? 
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Fig.  2 - Hieronymus II Francken and Jan Brueghel the Elder (attributed), The Archdukes Albert and 
Isabella visiting a collector’s cabinet, ca. 1621-23 
Oil on panel, 94 x 123.3 cm, Baltimore, The Art Walters Museum (photo: Walters Production Team 
Photo Services) 
 

 
Four loosely defined groups of artists and artisans are discussed in consecutive 
chapters: painters and dealers in paintings (chapter 1); gold- and silversmiths 
and jewellers (chapter 2); apothecaries and grocers (chapter 3); and publishers, 
engravers, and instrument makers (chapter 4). The sheer wealth and diversity of 
many of their collections was incredible. Archival research on probate 
inventories shows that the group of knowledgeable liefhebbers was much larger 
than we hitherto knew. Most of the Antwerp artists and artisans discussed in this 
dissertation indeed belonged to a critical mass of knowledgeable burgers that 
made Antwerp a so-called ‘hub of knowledge’.7 The case studies of artists’ and 

 

                                                      
7 Deborah Harkness has demonstrated the importance of the city as a place for the development of 

early modern science. Whereas Harkness focused on Elizabethan London, mostly on the production 

and communication of knowledge, I argue that the collecting practices of burgers may also be 

considered as foundational for new ways of knowing about the material world, and hence the 
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artisans’ collections that are presented here are new additions to the scholarship 
on the development of early modern knowledge societies. Antwerp was a city 
without a ‘strong institutional framework’ (no court or university), where ‘minor 
vernacular figures’ were involved in the arts and sciences, similar to the situation 
that Elizabeth Harkness has found in Elizabethan London. Antwerp’s community 
of artist- and artisan-collectors indeed played a crucial role in ‘forging 
communities, establishing literacies, and engaging in hands-on practice’. 8   I 
argue that the collecting practices of artists and artisans (burgers of whom we 
know little from other sources), should be considered as representative of new 
ways of knowing about the material world that were developed during the early 
modern period. Knowledge is defined here in relation to the material world, as 
all human attempts to order the material world and understand material 
processes. Individual objects in collections may have served as containers or 
transmitters of knowledge, but something more happened within collections 
because of the simple fact that multiple objects were on display together. 
Collections thus functioned as catalysts of knowledge, like a chemical catalyst 
powerless in itself, but able to connect two (or more) objects that had been 
separate.    

The remainder of this Introduction first discusses Antwerp’s position as 
centre of trade and art, the use of inventories as historical sources, and then 
turns to the culture of collecting in relation to new ways of knowing. Three 
consecutive paragraphs discuss three particular ways of knowing in collectors’ 
rooms: first, the collection as a conversation piece; second, tactile knowledge and 
process appreciation among collectors; and third, the depiction of material 
objects in new painterly genres in relation to the culture of collecting. The final 
paragraphs deal with the enchantment and disenchantment of matter in relation 
to religious debates, and the collection as a catalyst of knowledge. But before 
turning to these issues, we should first look at the city where it all happened.  
 

Between past and present: Antwerp and the Low 

Countries 
During the sixteenth century Antwerp became one of the most important 
economic and artistic centres of Europe. The city on the river Scheldt was a true 
‘world-city’, a meeting place for merchants and a hub for people and goods from 

 

                                                      
Scientific Revolution. Harkness, Deborah E., The Jewel House. Elizabethian London and the Scientific 

Revolution (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2007), 1-14. 
8 Harkness, The Jewel House, 258. 
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all over the world, with a vibrant local art market.9 In the 1560s the city counted 
around 100,000 inhabitants, a number that decreased to around 46,000 after the 
Fall of Antwerp in 1585 and climbed back up to around 66,000 by the 1640s. 
Studies of the economic and cultural developments in Antwerp have often 
focused on the disastrous year of 1585, when Antwerp fell to the Spaniards and 
the Dutch consequently blocked the Scheldt, and they have emphasized the 
dramatic consequences of the blockade and the massive emigration of Antwerp’s 
merchants, artists and scientists to the Northern Netherlands. This scholarship 
has ignored Antwerp’s ‘Indian Summer’ of economic prosperity and artistic 
splendour around the turn of the seventeenth century.10 The real decline of the 
Southern Netherlands – and of Antwerp in particular – dates in fact to the second 
half of the seventeenth century, while the rise of the Dutch Republic truly took 
shape only in the second quarter of the seventeenth century.11 It is the period in 
between, the first decades of the seventeenth century, that is the subject of this 
research.12  
 

                                                      
9 See for instance: Honig, Elizabeth A., Painting & the Market in Early Modern Antwerp (New Haven & 

London: Yale University Press, 1998); Göttler, Christine, Bart Ramakers, and Joanna Woodall (eds.), 

Trading Values in Early Modern Antwerp. Netherlands Yearbook for History of Art, vol. 64 (Leiden: Brill, 

2014); Vermeylen, Filip, Painting for the Market: Commercialization of Art in Antwerp’s Golden Age 

(Turnhout: Brepols, 2003). 
10 Baetens, Roland, De nazomer van Antwerpens welvaart: de diaspora en het handelshuis De Groote tijdens de 

eerste helft der 17de eeuw (Brussels: Gemeentekrediet van België, 1976). According to Ilja van Damme 

there was no real economic crisis in the cities in the Southern Netherlands until early 18th century, 

see Damme, Ilja van, ‘Pendelen tussen revoluties en tradities: recent historisch onderzoek naar de 

kleinhandel in de late middeleeuwen en de nieuwe tijd (ca. 1450–ca. 1850)’, Stadsgeschiedenis 

(2007), 54-65. See also: O’Brien, Patrick. ‘Reflections and Mediations on Antwerp, Amsterdam and 

London in their Golden Ages’, in: O’Brien, Patrick, Derek Keene, Marjolein ‘t Hart, and Herman van 

der Wee (eds.), Urban Achievement in Early Modern Europe. Golden Ages in Antwerp, Amsterdam and London 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001), 3-35; Bruycker, A. de, and D. van Netten, ‘‘Zodat mijn 

verbanning tegelijk jouw straf is.’ Bloei, verval en migratie van wetenschap in de Republiek en 

Spaanse Nederlanden’, BMGN Low Countries Historical Review 123 (2008), 3-30. 
11 This is true for the decline of the economy, arts and sciences in the southern Netherlands. Blondé  

and Van Damme, for example, claim that in the second half of the seventeenth century ‘In particular, 

Antwerp’s internationally renowned taste and luxury industries went into decline. The gold, silver, 

and diamond refiners, the ebony workers and joiners, and the formerly renowned painting and 

textile masters, among others, faced mounting sales problems.’ Blondé, Bruno, and Ilja van Damme. 

‘Retail Growth and Consumer Changes in a Declining Urban Economy: Antwerp (1650–1750)’, The 

Economic History Review 63 (2010), 638-663, see page 639. For a discussion of the decline of science in 

the southern Netherlands see: Bruycker & Van Netten, ‘’Zodat mijn verbanning tegelijk jouw straf is’, 

13-9.  
12 Histories of collecting in the Southern Netherlands have tended to focus on the ‘fine arts’, and the 

collecting of paintings in particular, whereas histories of collecting in the Dutch Republic have 

tended to focus on naturalia and goods from the world outside Europe, especially goods imported 

by the Dutch East Asia Company. This has caused the rather distorted image of two very distinct 

cultures of collecting; while in reality they may have had more in common. Because of the wealth of 
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Fig.  3 - Frans II Francken, Allegory of the Abdication of Emperor Charles V in Brussels, ca. 1630 - c. 1640 
oil on panel, 134 cm × 172 cm, Rijksmuseum Amsterdam  
 
 

Charles’ V abdication in 1555 was a landmark moment in the history of the Low 
Countries. Even decades after the change of rule had taken place, it lived on in 
people’s hearts and minds - even for those born much later. A painting now in 
the Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam depicts an allegory of the change of rule almost 
a century after it had taken place. In Frans II Francken’s Allegory of the Abdication 
of Emperor Charles V in Brussels (Fig.  3) Charles is seated in the centre, with his 
successors Ferdinand I to the left and Philip II to the right; the latter is accepting 
his role as the new ruler of the Netherlands. His rule would prove controversial: 
under Philip the Dutch Revolt commenced in 1568 and the territory fractured 

 

                                                      
source material about Antwerp - the countless rich probate inventories in the City Archive as well 

as the genre of the painted collector’s cabinet – this study is solely focused on the city on the 

Scheldt but also retains a comparative perspective. Throughout this book references are made to 

the situation in the Dutch Republic. As was recently pointed out in the Netherlands Yearbook for 

History of Art: ‘A comparative approach, analysing the similarities as well as the differences between 

the cultures of collecting in the South and the North, is a desideratum at the moment.’ Jorink, Eric 

and Bart Ramakers, ‘Undivided territory. ‘Art’ and ‘science’ in the early modern Netherlands’ in: 

Eric Jorink, Bart Ramakers (eds.), Art and Science in the Early Modern Netherlands. Netherlands Yearbook 

for History of Art, 61 (Zwolle: Waanders Publishers, 2011), 6-33, see page 20. 
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into the Southern and Northern Netherlands. In the painting by Francken the 
escutcheons of all the seventeen provinces of the Netherlands still appear 
together on a single flag (the first flag from the left). The wealth of Charles’ 
united empire, which encompassed not only large parts of Europe but also parts 
of Asia, Africa, and the Americas, is represented by the allegorical figures bearing 
gifts. For instance, Africa, personified in the woman with the turban adorned 
with a bird of paradise and accompanied by a crocodile, presents to Charles V 
precious red coral and pearls as well as a bowl with gems. To her left stands the 
feather-adorned America, accompanied by an armadillo (the animal most 
associated with the New World), offering a casket with precious gold and silver 
objects (Fig.  4). Representing the wealth and prosperity associated with the rule 
of Charles V and the still united provinces of the Low Countries may have been 
nostalgic for Francken. As we now know, the hope for reunification (for instance 
expressed by Rubens in his letters) turned out to be in vain. But in terms of 
economic revival neither Francken nor Rubens had anything to complain about, 
since the opportunities for painters were plenty and profitable during the 
defining years of their careers. 
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Fig.  4 - Frans II Francken, detail: Allegory of the Abdication of Emperor Charles V in Brussels, ca. 1630 - ca. 
1640 
oil on panel, 134 cm × 172 cm, Rijksmuseum Amsterdam  
 
 
In 1609, one year after Rubens returned to Antwerp from his sojourns in Italy and 
Spain, the Twelve Years’ Truce was signed between the Habsburgs and the newly 
independent Dutch Provinces. The Truce heralded a period of economic 
prosperity and artistic innovation. A whole generation of Antwerp artists and 
artisans, who came of age around the turn of the century, profited from 
improved economic circumstances. Antwerp increasingly became a centre for 
the production of luxury goods, whereas Amsterdam slowly took over as the 
metropolis of trade. On the one hand there was continuity; trade and art 
flourished and exchange between the Northern and Southern provinces 
remained strong, as was the impact of their shared cultural past. On the other 
hand much was changing as the Dutch Republic became an established nation 
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and a predominantly Calvinist country (although there was a great diversity of 
religious group), while the Southern Netherlands, Antwerp in particular, became 
a stronghold of the Habsburg-driven Counter Reformation. It is within this 
tumultuous period of change and continuity, between past and present, that we 
should situate the particularities of Antwerp’s culture of collecting. 

The Europe-wide phenomenon of collecting already had a long history at 
courts and churches, while collecting among burgers in European cities, which 
became fashionable during the sixteenth century, was rooted in long-term 
developments of early merchant capitalism and the discovery of the world 
outside of Europe. These long-term, pan-European developments, were of course  
expressed in various ways in different countries or cities, and there were some 
factors typical of or unique to Antwerp. Antwerp had a strong economic elite of 
guild-based master artisans who headed large workshops. They in fact behaved 
as merchant entrepreneurs, as they were able to set up extended networks of 
trade (and make use of subcontracting). At the same time they successfully 
controlled the guilds. 13  In fact, one could argue that the first half of the 
seventeenth century was a ‘golden age’ for financially independent master artists 
and artisans, as Antwerp transformed from a centre of trade into a centre for the 
production of luxury goods.14 A growing demand for art and objets d’art benefitted 
masters who were able to deliver quality wares, set up large workshops, and 
extend their commercial activities. 15  Simultaneously, a process of 
proletarianization took place among other artisans who were unable to compete 
in increasingly monopolized industries.16 

Not coincidentally, Antwerp’s Landjuweel (a competition between the 
region’s chambers of rhetoric) of 1561 addressed the role of the merchant.17 To 

 

                                                      
13 Lis, Catharina and Hugo Soly, ‘Export Industries, craft guilds and capitalist trajectories, 13th to 

18th centuries’, in: Maarten Prak, Catharina Lis, Jan Lucassen, and Hugo Soly (eds.), Craft Guilds in the 

Early Modern Low Countries. Work, Power, and Representation (Aldershot and Burlington: Ashgate, 2006), 

107-132; Munck, Bert de, ‘Artisans, Products, and Gifts: Rethinking the history of material culture in 

Early Modern Europe’, Past and Present vol. 224 (2014), 39-74, see page 55. 
14 Soly, ‘Sociale relaties in Antwerpen’, 43. 
15 This period of social advancement for artists and artisans came to an end in the second half of the 

century. Soly, ‘Sociale relaties in Antwerpen’, 43. 
16 Lis, Catharina and Hugo Soly, Poverty and Capitalism in Pre-Industrial Europe (Atlantic Highlands: 

Humanities Press, 1979), 68-71; Soly, Hugo, ‘Sociale relaties in Antwerpen tijdens de 16de en 17de 

eeuw’, in: Jan van der Stock (ed.), Antwerpen: verhaal van een metropool 16de-17de eeuw (Gent: Snoeck-

Ducaju & Zoon, 1993), 41. Not all guilds were characterized by increasing monopolies and 

concentration of power (the guild of the meerse for instance, was an  
17  Spelen van sinne, vol scoone moralisacien, vvtleggingen ende bediedenissen op alle loeflijcke consten 

(Antwerp: Willem Silvius, 1562), no pagination. See also: Honig, Painting & the Market, 7-9; Soly, ‘Sociale 

relaties in Antwerpen’, 39. 
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the question of ‘vvat den mensch aldermeest tot conste vervvect’ (what encourages 
mankind the most to [participate in] the arts), many answers related to the 
‘rechtvaardighen Coopman’ (Righteous Merchant).18 The answers of the chambers 
of rhetoric in fact cast the merchant in more positive light than had been 
common before. 19  It seems that the occupation’s reputation was steadily 
improving and that merchant’s activities were being reconciled with Christian 
morals. In a city where trade was increasingly important, many guild masters 
started to identify themselves as koopman (merchant), as traders as well as 
makers. The artists and artisans discussed in this dissertation are no exception 
to this general trend and a fair share may be labeled as artisan-merchant.  

There is much to be said in favor of the model of ‘early merchant 
capitalism’ or ‘first consumer societies’, yet this type of research often 
underestimates material objects (especially those in collections but arguably 
other objects too), as mere commodities.20 Bert de Munck has recently argued 
that early modern guilds and artisans considered their products as morally and 
religiously loaded objects (an attitude which was eventually lost as a result of the 
process of proletarianization of artisans). It was no coincidence, therefore, that 
the first opposition to the guilds and their moral claims came from places where 
traders instead of guild-based masters were strong, such as the Northern 
Netherlands.21 However, another factor behind this change may be a (slightly) 
different attitude towards material objects in the Northern Netherlands 
compared to the Southern Netherlands, which must be sought not in 
institutionalized differences, but in moral-religious differences, as is argued 
below.  

 

 

                                                      
18  ‘Midts dien dat alle die andere naervolghende Cameren van rhetorijcke prijsen den 

rechtvaardighen Coopman, so hebben die Violieren inde plaetse van dien tot lof der Overheyt, des 

Eersamen Raedts, ende der goeder Ghemeynten dit naevolghende spel verhoocht.’ The Antwerp 

Olijftak for instance, discussed the ‘Solutie opde Questie, hoe oirboorlijck ons sijn die cloecke engienen 

Cooplieden die rechtveerdich handelen’ (with the charcters: Ambachtsman, Broederlijcke liefde, 

Rechtveerdicheyt). Spelen van sinne, no pagination. 
19 As Honig argues, during this period the economic and the moral were closely intertwined. In the 

Landjuweel of 1561, Christ and even God are compared to merchants. Honig also mentions Dirck 

Volcketsz Coornhert’s De Coopman: Aanwysende d’oprechte conste om Christelyck ende met eenen gelycken 

moede in ‘t winnen ende verliesen coophandel te dryven (1580). See: Honig, Painting & the Market, 81.   
20 There has of course been research on the connection between religion and economics, most 

famously by Max Weber, who attributed capitalist thrift and a tendency to reinvest capital to a 

Protestant worldview, but who ignored the fact that people’s dealing with material objects (and the 

status of material objects) was deeply moral and religious an sich. Weber, Max, The Protestant Ethic 

and the Spirit of Capitalism (Mineola : Dover Publications, 2003 [this edition first published: 1958]). 
21 Munck, ‘Artisans, Products, and Gifts’, 55. 
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Probate inventories  
At the end of the sixteenth century, Philips Galle published a series titled The 
abuse of litigation (Litis Abusus). The prints were based upon an earlier series by 
Hendrick Goltzius and probably designed by Dirck Volckertsz Coornhert; Galle 
knew both artists from his time in Haarlem.22 Galle’s series exemplifies shared 
Netherlandish concerns about the dangers of material wealth and greed. One of 
the prints in the series was The abuse of the laws of inheritance, engraved by his son 
Cornelis Galle (Fig.  5).23 The engraving depicts the personifications of Litigation 
(Lis, with the head of a wolf), Bad Opinion (Opinio Malo, the woman with, 
remarkably, three pair of glasses, but none before her eyes), Last Will 
(Testamentum, with the skull with attached document), and Blind Desire (Cupido 
caeca, the cupid with a bag over his head). To their left, the two figures of Mine 
and Thine (Meum and Tuum) are in an heated argument: they are looking at each 
other, while Mine has a protective pose with his arms crossed, firmly holding on 
to his robe. It takes no genius to see that the turban-wearing Thine is winning 
the argument, his arms directed towards the other infamous figures. This moral-
allegorical print may be taken as a critique of a world increasingly ruled by legal 
documents and litigation, and, by implication, by greed and lust. Indeed, the 
captions (a Latin and Dutch verse, and two Biblical verses) warn against the 
dangers of greed and lust, which cause fights and conflicts. 24  The engraving 
shows a world that was, indeed, more than ever before ‘legalized’, while at the 
same time expressing the great concerns about greed and lust – about 
fundamental issues of material wealth and its possession.  
 

 

                                                      
22 Veldman, Ilja M., De wereld tussen Goed en Kwaad. Late prenten van Coornhert (The Hague: SDU, 1990), 

24-26.  
23 The series was perhaps designed by Dirck Volckertsz Coornhert. Veldman, Tussen Goed en Kwaad, 24.  
24 The Dutch caption reads: ‘Waenrecht hartneckich, duister testament, myn e dyn / Met begeerte 

blint, halen t’Proces, eendrachts venyn.’ The biblical verses read: Jacob 4 ‘Unde bella et lites in vobis? 

nonne hinc ex concupiscentijs vestris que militant in membris vestris’; and Timothy 6: ‘Desideria 

multa inutilia, et nociua, que mergunt homines in interitum et perditionem.’ 
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Fig.  5 - Philips Galle (publisher), Cornelis Galle (engraver), Abuse of inheritance (laws), ca. 1593–ca. 
1597 
Print, 202 mm × 273 mm, Rijksmuseum Amsterdam 
 
 
In a world of lust and greed, a person’s ‘state of goods’, last will, and the probate 
inventory drafted after his or her death indeed became fundamental documents. 
Despite the warnings for greed and lust, probate inventories were common and 
essential for determining inheritances, especially in cases of great wealth or a 
successful business.25 These documents are also the main building blocks of this 
research. Under the inheritance laws of Antwerp, the possessions of married 
couples consisted of three separate estates: the personal property of both 
husband and wife, and the property owned by them together: the marital 
property. When one of the spouses died, the marital property was to be divided 
in half: one half went to the surviving spouse, the other half was equally divided 
amongst the children (or kept safe for them until they turned 25 or married).26 

 

                                                      
25 Such as in the case of Martinus Nutius and Catherina Diericksdr Galle (daughter of Theodore and 

granddaughter of Philips Galle). I discuss Nutius’ inventory in chapter 4. 
26 Moran, Sarah Joan, ‘The Ximenez-da Vega Inventory: Introduction’, 

http://ximenez.unibe.ch/inventory/ (Consulted: February 2016). See also: Riello, Giorgio, ‘’Things 

Seen and Unseen’: the Material Culture of Early Modern Inventories and their Representations of 

Domestic Interiors’, in: Paula Findlen (ed.), Early Modern Things: Objects and their Histories, 1500-1800 

(London and New York: Routledge, 2013), 125-150. 

http://ximenez.unibe.ch/inventory/
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The spouse sometimes had been accorded a certain portion (voordeel) of the 
property (as outlined in the marriage contract) before the divison was made. To 
assess the value of the property (real estate, movable goods), a probate inventory 
could be made, usually on request of the heirs.27 The moveable goods listed in 
such probate inventories are central in this dissertation.  

Erik Duverger’s twelve volumes of Antwerp wills and inventories from the 
seventeenth century that refer to artworks were a fundamental starting point 
for the current study. 28  I used Duverger’s work to establish my corpus of 
inventories, and then returned to the archival originals in order to transcribe 
and work with the complete documents (Duverger published mainly extracts).29 
Of the original list of inventories, a total of 33 have made it into the final text 
(Table 1).30 In addition, other archival sources and other people (operating in the 
same networks) are discussed on occasion.31   
 
 
Table 1. Inventories per group, per decade  
 

 Painters and 
dealers of 
paintings 

Gold- and 
silversmiths 

Apothecaries 
and grocers 

Printers and 
engravers 

Total 

1600-1609    1 1 
1610-1619 2 2 2  6 
1620-1629  1 1 2 4 
1630-1639 5 2  2 9 
1640-1649  3 1 3 7 
1650-1659  1 2 1 4 
1660-1669      
1670-1679 2    2 

Total 9 9 6 9 33 
 

 
 

 

                                                      
27 Antwerp inheritance laws prescribed that the surviving spouse was required to deliver such an 

inventory. Moran, ‘The Ximenez-da Vega Inventory: Introduction’, 

http://ximenez.unibe.ch/inventory/ (Consulted: February 2016). 
28  Duverger, Antwerpse Kunstinventarissen. See also the earlier work: Denucé, Jan. De Antwerpsche 

‘konstkamers’. Inventarissen van kunstverzamelingen te Antwerpen in de 16e en 17e eeuwen (Antwerp: De 

Sikkel, 1932). 
29 I have limited my research to the notarial archives for several reasons: 1. The wealth of sources; 2. 

because there is a limited number of ‘gerechtelijke inventarissen’ of the Vierschaar (Court of Law) for 

the period 1600-1650 (only documents for 1603-1606 have been preserved). 
30 I also occasionally discuss inventories that I have not transcribed (for which I use Duverger’s 

extracts).  
31 E.g. business contracts, testimonies, lawsuits, Weeskamer sources, notebooks, recipe books, guild 
regulations. 

http://ximenez.unibe.ch/inventory/
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This research deals exclusively with the propertied class of artists and artisans, 
people who were relatively wealthy. Of course they only constitute a small part 
of Antwerp’s total population, but this limitation is justified by the fact that we 
are interested here in the culture of collecting, which was by definition not 
practiced by those without money to spend. 32  An indication of our subjects’ 
relative wealth is the number of rooms listed in the inventories (Table 2). Based 
on the categories established by Bruno Blondé, we can conclude that around one 
third of the sample belonged to Antwerp’s urban elite (Cat. VI). 33  Forty-two 
percent belonged to the middle groups (Cats. III-IV) and 16%  to the upper middle 
groups - for a total of 58%. So even though the poor groups are underrepresented 
(as one would expect) the middle groups are well represented, which is an 
indication that the culture of collecting was more widespread than previously 
known.34  

 
 
Table 2. Categories of social groups based upon the number of rooms in a house 
 

 Painters and 
dealers of 
paintings  

Gold- and 
silversmiths  

Apothecaries 
and grocers  

Printers and 
engravers 

Total 

Cat. I 2    2 
Cat. II      

Cat. III  3 1 2 6 
 Cat. IV  3 3  1 7 

Cat. V 4   1 5 
Cat. VI   3 5 3 11 

Total 9 9 6 735 31 

 
Cat. I rented room (Poor) 
Cat. II 1-2 rooms (Lower) 
Cat. III 4-7 rooms (Middle) 
Cat. IV 8-11 rooms (Middle) 
Cat. V 12-15 rooms (Upper middle) 
Cat. VI more than 16 rooms (Urban elite) 

 
 

 

                                                      
32 During the tax collections of 1584-1585 only 24 % of family heads had to contribute (meaning that 

76 % was simply too poor to pay anything). Of those taxpayers, a small minority contributed over 45 

% of the total amount of taxes.  Soly, ‘Sociale relaties in Antwerpen, 38. 
33 See: Blondé & Van Damme, ‘Retail Growth’, 662. In Brussel, houses were usually smaller and the 

categories are different, see: Laet, Veerle de, Brussel binnenskamers. Kunst- en luxebezit in het 

spanningsveld tussen hof en stad, 1600–1735 (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2011), 51-53. 
34 Of course, some of their collections were also more modest.  
35 Of two printers, we do not know the amount of rooms (Galle and Van Keerberghen), but they 

probably belonged to Cat. VI, the urban elite.  
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In browsing through the large folios of the Antwerp notaries in the reading room 
of the City Archive two things become clear: inventories are manifold and many 
list a wealth of objects. Of course, there was no reason to make an inventory (and 
pay notarial fees) if the deceased was poor. For this reason alone, one should be 
careful about drawing general socio-economic conclusions based upon evidence 
from inventories (which is irrelevant for this current research in any case, as it 
deals with the privileged domain of collecting). Another major problem with 
inventories is that one never knows what is missing - which objects or 
possessions were not listed. Sometimes, heirs divided part of the possessions 
before an inventory was made, especially personal possessions. The personal 
property of the spouses was by definition excluded from the general inheritance 
(they were free to will their own property to whomever they wished).36 Part of 
the estate might also be sold separately and was therefore not included in the 
inventory (this seemed to have happened with books in some instances). 
Moreover, the descriptions in inventories are not always as precise as the 
present-day historian would wish for. Goods were sometimes simply listed in 
bulk, such as ‘405 books’, or very summarily, such as ‘a bad painting’.37 
 Nevertheless, inventories are valuable historical sources for what they do 
give us: a peek into households’ possessions and by extension into the material 
culture of a certain time. Furthermore, inventories are reliable in the sense that 
the listed items were definitely present; these documents are literally objective 
in that they list real objects. Also, heirs (as the law prescribed) wanted a fair 
division of goods, so in general, it is reasonably safe to assume that inventories 
listed at least most of the valuables in a household. In addition there were always 
witnesses present when the notary and his clerk went from room to room to list 
objects.38  

The inventories of Antwerp artists and artisans I discuss in the following 
chapters are chosen as examples to provide insight into the culture of collecting 
among groups of artists and artisans from the middle and upper classes (see Table 

 

                                                      
36 Moran, ‘The Ximenez-da Vega Inventory: Introduction’, http://ximenez.unibe.ch/inventory/ 

(Consulted: February 2016).  
37 This could be due to the high costs associated with making the inventory. Quality judgements are 

in fact frequent in inventories.   
38 Most inventories listed not just the objects per room of the house (or houses), but also outstanding 

debts and credits. Sometimes this took up more than half of the document; in other cases there are 

no such overviews at all. ‘State of goods’, a type of document very much like an inventory, but without 

the structure of the room-per-room listing, usually contained a higher percentage of outstanding 

debts and credits. Further, inventories and state of goods could also be made at other times than after 

someone’s death, for instance in the case of prenuptial arrangement or bankruptcy. As my research 

tells the story of collections, the main focus has been on the objects, but when of added value, I have 

used information from the outstanding debts and credits too.   

http://ximenez.unibe.ch/inventory/
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2). At the centre are the more extraordinary objects. While it can be difficult to 
define what a collectable is, the focus here is in on objects that were clearly 
collected for reasons of aesthetic or intellectual pleasure. In short, the scope of 
objects is wider than both Duverger’s ‘fine arts’ and the traditional focus of 
historians of science on books and instruments, but it is not all-inclusive. Finally, 
some collectables receive in-depth discussion because they allow us to explore a 
particular aspect of Antwerp’s culture of collecting: gallery pictures in chapter 1; 
coral in chapter 2; tongue stones and wax in chapter 3; and engraved religious 
images in chapter 4. 

My methodology combines traditional historical and textual scholarship 
with methods from art history in which the object stands central. Where 
possible, I focus on the whole life cycle of objects: from the import of raw 
materials, to the making and processing in workshops, to sale, retail and trade, 
and finally their place in a household – or more specifically, as a meaningful 
object in a collection. At every step in this process different interests may have 
determined the fate of objects. The paths of these silent messengers in turn touch 
upon different research domains (economic, social, political, religious, and 
cultural).39  

As a by-product this research has also yielded the stories of some 
remarkable women. In his account of the Netherlands from 1567, Guicciardini 
had already noticed with amazement the great liberty that women enjoyed in the 
Netherlands, often extending their activities from the domestic into the sphere 
of business. And nowhere did women have more privileges than in Antwerp, 
Guicciardini added, because there, women did not automatically take over their 
husband’s debts.40 In my study of the probate inventories and other archival 
sources related to collecting, artisanal production, and business networks, 
women have come up in the context of their activities in trade, artisanal 
production, and collecting.41 Studying the history of knowledge by focusing on 
learned scholars who published thick books, one does not come across many 
women in the early modern age. The same holds true for traditional research on 

 

                                                      
39  Dupré, Sven, and Christoph Lüthy (eds.), Silent messengers. The Circulation of Material Objects of 

Knowledge in the Early Modern Low Countries (Berlin: Lit Verlag, 2011). 
40 Guicciardini, Ludovico, Beschrijvinghe van alle de Nederlanden; anderssins ghenoemt Neder-Duytslandt 

(Amsterdam: Willem Jansz, 1612 [first published 1567]), 86. 
41 (Noble) women are acknowledged to have played a part in the spread of botanical knowledge 

through their gardening and exchange of seeds and bulbs. See: Egmond, Florike, ‘Trefpunt van 

Kennis. Clusius en de plantenliefhebbers in Leiden’, in: Esther van Gelder (ed.), Bloeiende kennis. Groene 

ontdekkingen in de Gouden Eeuw, Esther van Gelder, Exh. Cat. (Hilversum: Verloren, 2012), 10-22, see 

page 19. Furthermore, the collection of Margaret of Austria (1480-1530) at her court in Mechelen is 

well known. 
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‘high art’.42 Yet from the perspective of a material history of knowledge and the 
arts women turn up often.43 On the following pages they will appear as widows 
who continued businesses, were involved in business conflicts, or protected a 
collection.44 
 
 

Cultures of collecting and new ways of knowing 
Early modern cultures of collecting have been investigated from the perspectives 
of art history, material culture studies, and the history of science. Most of the 
innovative research focuses on art collections in relation to the art market and 
connoisseurship, on the role of collections in early modern consumer societies, 
or on the role of scholarly collections in relation to global trade networks and 
new scientific knowledge.45 The more modest collections of artists and artisans, 

 

                                                      
42 There have been studies that do discuss women in these contexts. For example: Clippel, Karolien 

de, Catharina van Hemessen (1528 – na 1567). Een monografische studie over een ‘uytnemende wel geschickte 

vrouwe in de conste der schilderyen’ (Brussel: Paleis der Academiën, 2004); Stighelen, Katlijne van der, 

Vrouwenstreken : vrouwelijke schilders in de Nederlanden (1550-nu) (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University 

Press, 2010); Todd, Kim, Chrysalis : Maria Sibylla Merian and the Secrets of Metamorphosis (Orlando: 

Harcourt, 2007); Bosch, Mineke and Ruth Oldenziel (eds.), Curious careers. An Unexpected History of 

Women in Science and Technology (Eindhoven: Foundation for the History of Technology, 2006); 

Reitsma, E. and S. Ulenberg (eds.), Maria Sibylla Merian & Dochters : Vrouwenlevens tussen kunst en 

wetenschap (Zwolle: Waanders, 2008); Welu, James A. and Pieter Biesboer (eds.), Exh. Cat.: Judith 

Leyster: A Dutch Master and Her World (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1993).  
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however, have been somewhat neglected. Often avid collectors themselves, they 
played an important role in early modern knowledge economies that were 
characterized by a growing market for the material objects they made and sold 
(especially in a city like Antwerp with its strong economic of elite made up of 
guild-based masters).46 But we know very little about their collections, and this 
research aims to partially fill this gap.  

It is something of a truism to claim that collectors created cultural capital 
through their collections.47 I further take it as a matter of fact that collections 
also yielded cultural capital (intertwined with economic capital and social 
capital) to their owners. Objects in collections always served, at least partly, as 
economic resources. The traditional distinction between noble collections based 
upon gifts and favour on the one hand, and burger collections based upon cash 
and commerce on the other, has been modified in recent years by Pamela H. 
Smith, Paula Findlen, and Claudia Swan among others.48 During early merchant 
capitalism the piling up of commodities in markets and in city shops (which, not 
coincidentally, became a subject for painters for the first time 49 ), actually 
resonates strikingly with the piled up richness of collections.  

Collections have also been described in terms of ‘technologies of 
accumulation’, which again indicates links with the sphere of trade.50 In fact, 
‘accumulation’ and ‘collection’ can be seen as semi-synonyms, as Lissa Roberts 
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has argued.51 Whereas accumulation has caught the attention of economists and 
historical economists (for example in the well-known studies of the ‘stapelmarkt’ 
in Antwerp and Amsterdam), in recent years interest has grown in ‘the role 
played by the accumulation of knowledge in economic growth’.52 The concept of 
‘collection’, on the other hand, has been the domain of cultural studies and the 
history of science. But the distinction between accumulating and collecting – 
between commodities of profit and commodities of art and knowledge – is 
awkward. Krysztof Pomian’s solution was to define the collection as an end in 
itself, or as a group of commodities ‘temporarily or permanently out of the 
economic circuit’.53 But then what is the minimum duration that a commodity 
must be out of the economic circuit to be considered a collected object? My 
research on artists’ and artisans’ collections makes clear that the distinctions 
between private collected objects, objects used in the workshop, and objects for 
sale are somewhat artificial.  

Even though objects were never totally out of the economic circuit, a  
volatile concept of ‘meaning’ was attached to objects in collections. Meaning may 
be split into cognitive meaning (what an object actually is or represents and what 
one knows about it) and emotional meaning (how an object touches a personal 
nerve). As objects became part of collections, they were elevated from the 
domain of utility; they gained a new status as meaningful objects, so-called 
‘semiophores’, a term coined by Pomian.54 In addition, one can argue that the 
collection at large served as a ‘hub of meaning’. But, as has been claimed in recent 
scholarship, utilitarian objects could transition fluidly into objects imbued with 
meaning, and vice-versa. 55  This current research further challenges the 
traditional dichotomy between utilitarian objects and objects imbued with 
meaning, by arguing that in early seventeenth-century Antwerp objects could be 
meaningful because they were representative for the practical (utilitarian) 
process of making. Objects that had previously been found only in to the 
workshops of artists and artisans (such as tools), now became part of collections. 
In addition, specific objects that were somehow representative of the artistic or 
artisanal process of making (e.g. drawings or counterfeited gemstones) were now 
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keenly collected. The process as such - i.e. the handling of materials – was 
appreciated by collectors and hence elevated to a higher status.  

At the heart of early seventeenth-century collections was an all-inclusive, 
encyclopaedic ideal, one that aimed to capture all the natural world and all the 
arts and sciences (although in practice, of course, not all collections could be 
encyclopaedic).56 Related was the new impetus to put collections to practical use. 
In that sense, sixteenth- and seventeenth-century ‘cabinets of curiosities’, ‘Kunst-
und Wunderkammer’, and ‘studiolos’ differed from the earlier (princely or church) 
treasuries, in that the latter were used as a financial resource or to glorify 
ancestral history, while the former expressed a more general interest in the 
world. 57  Related to this encyclopaedic interest in the material world were a 
number of new ways of acquiring knowledge.  

Three new ways of knowing objects and the material world stand out: 1. 
Descriptive; 2. Tactile; and 3. Depiction (discussed in relation to the culture of 
collecting in more detail in the following three paragraphs). Of course, these so-
called ‘new’ ways of knowing were not really new, but they were now considered 
higher-status, even reaching the lofty bastions of high learning at the 
universities during the seventeenth century. The first, describing objects, is 
considered to be of great importance in what is called the ‘Scientific 
Revolution’.58 Also, ever since antiquity the description of images, or ekphrasis, 
had been a rhetorical stylistic exercise, which was in turn closely linked to 
connoisseurship as well as the new type of descriptive scholarship. Increasing 
respect for the tactile knowledge (gained through touching, experimenting, etc.) 
of artists and artisans is understood to be at the basis of great changes in the arts 
and sciences.59 The same holds true for depicting objects, which is associated 
with the rise of the scientific image and the invention of genres such as still life 
painting and the gallery picture. 60  Underlying these developments was the 
increasing importance of images as transmitters of knowledge. 

During the seventeenth century the public became more interested in 
material goods, which led to a vital change in values: material objects were 
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perceived as ‘imbued with moral qualities’, as Harold J. Cook has argued.61 Like 
personal virtues, possessed objects came to be valued as ‘goods’, which were not 
only demonstrated taste, but could also signal human betterment. 62  Of great 
importance was the descriptive information about material objects - gained from 
sensory experience - that had always been vital to merchants.63 One can hardly 
think of a place where this new way of knowing was more pronounced than at 
the sites of early modern collections. Changes in cultural values indeed resulted 
in new ways of knowing about nature, as Cook and others have argued, but the 
road was long and fraught with dispute and conflict. The rising respectability of 
material objects was not self-evident, nor was it a smooth or easy process. It 
concerned a fundamental change of values, which was (as is to be expected in 
this period) deeply rooted in religious concerns about material objects, a factor 
that is largely dismissed by Cook, but that I argue is fundamental.  

In addition to this new descriptive information of the world, there were 
also changing attitudes towards touching and depicting. Pamela H. Smith has 
argued that the self-assertion of early modern artisans in particular played an 
important role because of their bodily experience with nature and matter.64 A 
growing respect for the ‘tactile knowledge’ of artists and artisans went hand in 
hand with the new participation of learned men in tactile experiments. The 
conviction that objective knowledge is possible and stems from the observation 
and arrangement of material objects was also an important impetus for early 
modern collectors. Collected objects were therefore at the heart of knowledge, 
both as evidence of particularities and as demonstrations of their own processes 
of formation (literally: objectivity).65 At the same time, classification of nature 
became increasingly based upon morphological instead of utilitarian concerns. 
According to Claudia Swan, nature was visually classified in the form of the grid, 
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or tabular model, which may be related to new genres of painting.66  Knowledge 
about material objects was gained directly from the object in a descriptive, 
tactile, or visual manner – or all of these at once. And something more happened 
when knowledge was acquired from an arrangement of multiple objects as in a 
collection, as we will see.  
 

Conversation pieces 
The first new way of knowing related to the culture of collecting was descriptive 
knowledge, or rather, descriptive information. Collectors were ‘accumulating 
erudition about things’ (rather than ‘debating hidden qualities’),67 and they were 
developing particular forms of connoisseurship. Rather than capturing this sort 
of knowledge in texts (as Cook argued about natural history), collections and 
gallery pictures served as conversation pieces.  This is in line with ideas about 
knowledge as communication, as proposed by James A. Secord.68  

Via conversations collectors or beholders of collections demonstrated 
themselves to be knowledgeable about the arts and sciences (the all-inclusive 
ideal of the consten, to use the appropriate Dutch word) that were represented in 
the collection.69 Via their collections, they supported a culture of debate and 
appreciation. Not coincidentally, many early modern books were published in 
the form of a conversation. The problem with oral communication, of course, is 
that it does not leave traces in the historical record, so the precise content of 
conversations are forever lost, nor have the relatively unknown artists and 
artisans discussed in this dissertation written about their own collections. There 
is, however, circumstantial evidence that other (more famous) collections were 
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used as conversation pieces.70 European collectors informed each other about the 
objects in their collections through letters, sometimes discussing particular 
objects in detail.71 Rubens for instance maintained a correspondence with the 
collector Nicolas-Claude Fabri de Peiresc (1580-1637) about their shared interests 
in antiquities, gems, art, and instruments. When the two collectors met in Paris 
in 1622, they continued their learned conversations in person, as Peiresc 
reported with great enthusiasm to his other correspondents. 72  To his regret, 
Rubens never realized his plan to visit Peiresc’s collection in Provence. Had he 
done so, their conversations would have certainly continued at the site of the 
collection, with the objects available for close inspection. In general there is 
every reason to assume that collections functioned as conversation pieces. The 
collection of Emanuel van Meteren (a nephew of Abraham Ortelius) was 
described as a place of friendship and conversation by his biographer in the 
appendix to a posthumous edition of Van Meteren’s Historie der Nederlandscher … 
Oorlogen en Geschiedenissen (1623).73 When a correspondent of Abraham Ortelius 
(1527–1598) praised him for his ‘erudite eyes’, which ‘select the very best in every 
art’, he pointed to a tradition of erudition about objects and images.74 Frans II 
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Francken, moreover, depicted an imagined learned conversation between Justus 
Lipsius (1547-1606) and Abraham Ortelius in a collector’s cabinet (Fig.  6).75 Other 
gallery pictures likewise depict people in conversation while touching and 
looking at the objects.  
 

 
Fig.  6 - Frans II Francken, A collector’s cabinet with Abraham Ortelius and Justus Lipsius, 1617  
(inscribed and dated), Oil on canvas transferred from panel, 52.5 x 73.5 cm, Private collection 
(formerly Haboldt & Co., auctioned 2011) 
 
 
Since collections were not open to the public, visitors would usually get a 
personal tour of the owner, who sometimes kept note of their visits in a book.76 
Furthermore, university collections of curiosities (along with anatomical 
theatres and botanical gardens) were used to teach students and periodically also 
other liefhebbers: obviously there must have been conversations between 
teachers and students; and between professionals in service of the university and 
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curious liefhebbers. 77  We also know of cases of learned liefhebbers or scholars 
paying visits to the workshops of artisans to be taught (orally) about their 
working processes. They could then continue conversations about such subjects 
amongst themselves in their private rooms. In the collection rooms of the 
Antwerp-based Portuguese merchant-banker Emmanuel Ximenez (1564-1632), 
for instance, merchants and artisans met to discuss processes of glass making and 
counterfeiting gemstones.78   
 Thus despite the fact that there is no textual evidence proving that the 
collections of artists and artisans discussed in this research were used as 
conversation pieces, it is a reasonable assumption that their collections were 
used in the same ways as were other collections. Artists and artisans must have 
had, at least to some extent, similar aspirations of erudition (especially since 
their tactile knowledge was appreciated and sometimes included in other 
collections, as we see with Ximenez). Of course this was not the case for everyone 
nor were all individual visits to collectors’ rooms paired with in-depth 
discussions. But that is not the point. The point is that the collection opened up 
possibilities for conversation, and circumstantial evidence shows that such 
conversations did indeed occur. For example, contemporary debates related to 
particular objects (e.g. petrifaction and ‘tongue stones’) demonstrates that 
objects were collected not just for aesthetic pleasure, but also because of the 
discourses around them.   
 

Tactile knowledge and process appreciation 
The second new way of knowing related to the culture of collecting was tactile 
knowledge. Ever since Erwin Panofsky’s groundbreaking lecture ‘Artist, Scientist, 

Genius’ (1952), the Renaissance has been interpreted as a period of the 
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intellectualization of the arts and the ‘tangibilization of science’. 79  Much art 

historical research has investigated the elevation of painting and drawing to the 

level of the liberal arts, whereas historians of science have emphasized the 

importance tactile knowledge in the sciences. Of particular interest is artists’ 

tangible experience with nature as well as the depiction of nature (as visual 

argumentation) on the eve of the so-called Scientific Revolution. 80  However, 

there was and is a paradox in this approach, which has not been properly 

acknowledged: simultaneous with the attempted elevation of all kinds of 

artisanal arts to the level of the liberal arts, there was also an increasing 

appreciation for the artistic and artisanal process - for the recognizable ‘hand’ of 

the artist, i.e. for evidence of his specific manipulation of the ‘material’ as such 

(an example often cited in art historical scholarship is the appreciation for ‘late 

Titian’). 81  At the same time, the seemingly self-evident progress towards 

objectivity in the sciences (via tangible experiments or depictions) also created 

uneasiness about the human manipulation of nature – for example around 

counterfeiting natural materials, or the human choices involved in depicting 

nature.82   

Indeed, on the one hand there was a growing appreciation for the 

‘handling of materials’ – what I coin ‘process appreciation’, while on the other 

there were major worries and debates (sometimes even leading to violence) 

about objects made by human hands. There are four intertwined levels at which 

this paradox played an important role: A.) Art theory B.) Art theology C.) 

Economy D.) Natural philosophy. Whereas earlier research has demonstrated, to 

some extent, the paradox of process appreciation on different levels, I argue that 

these four levels were inextricably linked and that they all played roles in 

shaping trends in collecting, since collectors were appreciators par excellence. 

In early modern art theory (A) there was a tension between mind and 
hand, between the appreciation for intellectual design or invention on the one 
hand, and on the other the appreciation for the virtuoso handling of the 
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material.83 Discerning the hand of the artist was a beloved activity for collectors 
and connoisseurs. 84  It may be argued that collaborative painting (especially 
popular in Antwerp) was a particular type of response to process appreciation in 
the sense that it presented connoisseurs with the new challenge of recognizing 
the hands of different masters within the same work. In art theology (B) there 
was a tension between the hand of the human maker and the hand of God. At this 
time, the hand of the human maker was by definition in competition with the 
hand of the First Maker, God. Since antiquity it had been commonplace to call 
God ‘the first artist’, while the God-like creative abilities of artists were either 
glorified or sharply criticized as vainglorious.85 In the early modern Netherlands 
these religious debates were particularly fierce. In terms of monetary value (C), 
process appreciation implies that the more expensive the process is (in terms of 
materials, time, and difficulty invested), the more an object is worth. 
Paradoxically, however, saving on costs could sometimes result in commercial 
gain, as collectors were willing to pay money for paintings made in a quick, 
virtuoso style.86 In early modern natural philosophy (D), the material world was 
increasingly understood via the human manipulation of substances. Artisanal 
processes that aimed to imitate natural processes – as well as counterfeited 
natural materials – were highly valued.87 Even though counterfeiting processes 
were often expensive, difficult, and time-consuming, the results were 
appreciated enough to make the effort commercially profitable. At the same 
time, being able to differentiate between the original and the counterfeit became 
a sign of true connoisseurship. To elucidate the opposition of original and 
imitation, the Antwerp collector Gillis de Kimpe put a ‘marbel bolleken van paste 
gemaect’ (marble sphere made of plaster) on display in the same room as an actual 
marble sphere.88 Other indications of the interest in artisanal processes were the 
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plentiful metaphors and comparisons (in texts and images) between these 
processes and natural processes (such as petrifaction in nature and artisanal 
petrifaction, e.g. ceramics production).89 Finally, artists and artisans themselves 
were self-conscious about their processes of making. During processions and 
marches they carried images both of their products and of the production 
process.90  

At first sight, the counterfeiting processes of goldsmiths and the virtuoso 
process of painters seem worlds apart. In the first instance, the individual hand 
of the human maker was irrelevant, while in the second the individual (genius) 
hand of the human maker was all-important. It was the early modern period that 
saw an increasing differentiation between ‘techne’ and ‘high art’. During this 
transitional phase, it seems that collectors continued to admire the technical 
skills of artisans in addition to their interest in the ‘fine arts’. Only in the course 
of the seventeenth century, the separation between art and craft sharpened.  
 

Depicting material objects 
The third new way of knowing related to the culture of collecting was depiction. 
There is a large body of literature devoted to the use of imagery as visual 
argumentation in the early modern period.91 Indeed, visual arguments became 
crucial to fields such as natural history and anatomy, and despite all sorts of 
reservations, the status of images as arguments about the material world 
continued to rise. There was a demand among collectors for such imagery, often 
in the form of prints (discussed in chapter 4). Prints depicting artisanal processes, 
like Stradanus’ famous series Nova Reperta, were likewise keenly collected. 
Moreover, Antwerp’s printers produced a massive quantity of Counter-
Reformation religious prints. The city was truly a Mecca of copper plate 
engraving; however, we unfortunately have little information on the ownership 
of prints as they were often omitted from inventories. The striking number of 
paintings in Antwerp inventories, on the other hand, is probably the most 
defining characteristic of the city’s culture of collecting, and the dominance of 
painting compared to other collectables is unmistakable. The visual literacy of 
collectors must have been impressive, especially their connoisseurship of 
Antwerp masters. Pride in the city’s long tradition as a centre of painting also 
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comes to the fore in gallery pictures, which are an almost chauvinistic 
celebration of Antwerp painting from past and present.   
  

 
Fig.  7 - Frans II Francken, Art and curiosity collection, 1620–1641 
Oil on panel, 74 x 78 cm, Kunsthistorisches Museum Vienna  
 
 
There was another important aspect linking pictorial knowledge to the culture 
of collecting. I argue that collectors’ growing interest in material objects and 
material knowledge went hand in hand with the emergence of new painterly 
genres that took the depiction of material objects as their focal point. The 
Antwerp-invented genre of the gallery picture immediately comes to mind, but 
one can also point to depictions of the senses, the elements, and banquets. 
Among gallery pictures, the subgenre of the Preziosenwand (e.g Fig.  1 & Fig.  7) is 
especially remarkable because of the largely still life-components, making for 
close-up views without active figures. Furthermore, this subgenre was never 
emulated outside Antwerp, with the possible exception of the The Art Collection of 
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Prince Wladislaus Vasa discussed in chapter 2 (Fig.  27).92 Moreover, the subgenre 
disappeared as suddenly as it had appeared. In fact, besides this painting for 
Prince Wladislaus, all examples known today are signed by or ascribed to Frans 
II Francken, whose year of death 1642 seems to mark the end of the subgenre. 
This is in contrast to the most famous type of gallery picture - that of a room 
filled with art and connoisseurs - which had a long afterlife. During this afterlife, 
however, these pictures lost their encyclopedic character to depict solely fine 
arts-objects, which is an important watershed.  

The invention of still life painting as a separate and mature genre around 
the turn of the seventeenth century is still something of an art historical 
enigma.93 Here it is argued that the increasing appreciation for pictorial genres 
depicting material objects was intimately related to the culture of collecting. 
Perhaps unsurprisingly, the rise of still life as a painted assemblage of objects has 
been explained in terms of similar developments in the emerging culture of 
collecting: merchant capitalism, international trade, consumer revolutions, and 
the self-consciousness of burgers, as well as anxiety about material objects and 
luxury (for example as reflected by vanitas elements). In fact, Elizabeth A. Honig 
has made an explicit connection between still life painting and collections. 
According to Honig, one way to understand Dutch still lifes is to consider them 
as ‘paintings-as-collection’, with the cohesion between the objects as their 
distinguishing characteristic.94 But how to find the cohesion between the objects 
– now and then? I argue that in early seventeenth century Antwerp, the cohesion 
between objects in gallery pictures (and other painterly genres) was decidedly 
different from the Dutch still life paintings examined by Honig. This was because 
of two (related) factors: the different status of material objects and the different 
types of reasoning about cohesion (or interconnectedness) in the two different 
contexts (Counter-Reformation Antwerp vs. the predominantly Calvinist Dutch 
Republic). To these two issues we turn in the next section.  
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The enchantment and disenchantment of matter 
In 1567 Peter Bloccius wrote in Leiden that if artisans would read the Bible, they 
would understand ‘hoe groote siel-moorders dat de Mis-kreemers zyn’ (what great 
soul-killers the Mass-peddlers are).95 His statement is telling in more than one 
way: Bloccius is obviously a reformer in favor of Bible reading by the common 
people, but he is also using a peculiar invective for Catholic priests: ‘Mis-kreemers’, 
a pun on the Dutch word ‘marskramer’ (peddler) literally translated as Mass-
peddler, i.e., a peddler of the sacrament of the mass.96 Throughout his book Meer 
dan tvvee hondert ketteryen (More than two hundred heresies) Bloccius repeats the 
pun to emphasize that Catholic priests, just as peddlers, are interested only in 
personal gain and enchant believers (their buyers) with material splendor. 
Bloccius repeatedly uses the word ‘betooveren’ (to enchant) to explain how the 
Catholic Church abuses material objects by ascribing false powers to matter. In 
line with his earlier pun, he calls the Pope a ‘bul-kreemer’ (bull-peddler), whose 
bulls allow the mis-kreemers to plunder freely.97 The radical thinker Bloccius is 
particularly critical about the material habits and traditions of the Catholic 
Church.98 In fact, this type of critique takes up the largest part of the heresies 
listed in the book – far more than critique on issues like Church authority or Bible 
reading. Naturally, he was especially critical of the ‘stone and wooden statues’ (to 
which the heretics – Catholics – sometimes even ascribe miracles) on which they 
put clothes, and which they decorate with gold and silver. They sing for them, 
kneel, take of their bonnets or hats, light candles in broad daylight, and [perform] 
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‘other fleshly services’.99 It may come as no surprise that Bloccius was defending 
the Beeldenstorm of 1566.  
 Bloccius’ tirade links together some issues associated with Antwerp’s 
early seventeenth-century culture of collecting. First, Bloccius has great respect 
for the work of artisans, whom he considers to be more pious and wise than all 
the ‘theologians in Cologne and Louvain’. But at the same time he condemns 
painters and sculptors who make representations of Christ or the Madonna, as if, 
Bloccius writes with scorn, they had been to Heaven and knew what the Mother 
and Son looked like. Thus while Bloccius praises the makers of things, honest and 
hard-working folk; he is fiercely opposed to the use of material objects for 
devotion, which he views as religious enchantment propagated by the Catholic 
Church through material objects. When material objects are used for devotion 
they become false idols. Bloccius was just one voice in the widespread and raging 
debates on the status and nature of material objects; iconoclasm was only the 
violent outburst of what was in fact a much broader set of concerns about their 
functions and status.100  
 A Catholic defence of the use of religious art was inevitable. Counter-
Reformation thinkers such as Martinus Duncanus and Renatus Benedictus 
distinguished between the proper and improper use of objects (including images) 
and between matter and meaning. 101  According to Catholic defences of the 
religious use of imagery, the merging of matter (e.g. pigments and panel) and 
form (e.g. the recognizable form of Christ, the signifier) could result in a 
meaningful image (the signified: Christ). Because of its spiritual meaning, such 
an image could be venerated (although not worshipped). Catholic believers who 
venerated an image of Christ, did not venerate pigments and panel (as Protestant 
critiques would have it), but what it signified, i.e. Christ. It was further crucial to 
use proper forms (decorum), based upon tradition and the idea that (in principle 
at least) humans could know the proper form of Christ, the Madonna, the Saints 
and so on. Furthermore, where objects could function as sign; they could also 
function as gifts or offering. In the Catholic culture of reciprocity, offerings took 
a central place as acts of spirit and matter. Protestants, on the other hand, 
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disconnected matter from form and meaning: regardless of the form, matter is 
still matter, paint is still paint. Besides, they argued, mankind could not know the 
true form of Christ even if we wanted to. 102  Furthermore, the image-makers 
themselves were only human, and imperfect by definition. Thus to ascribe a 
higher, spiritual meaning to images, i.e. combinations of matter and form, was 
idolatrous and heavily criticized in terms of the false enchantment of matter. In 
similar terms, the supposedly miraculous working of certain images and places 
was fiercely denied.  
 The image debates thus played a crucial role in new conceptions of matter 
– or what may be described as the disenchantment of matter, which went beyond 
the domain of religious practice. During the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, 
matter slowly shifted in conception from something with intrinsic meaning or 
quality (or Aristotelian purpose) to something that could be known 
quantitatively. Natural and man-made objects were deprived of their earlier 
status as signs or symbols (this became the exclusive domain of words).103 In the 
mechanistic worldview of Descartes, matter was studied in motion, in terms of 
numbers. In short: form and meaning became irrelevant to the study of matter. 
It may be that this way of thinking was received more positively (and more 
quickly adopted) in a Protestant context in which matter had already been 
disconnected from form and meaning in debates on religious art.104 From there, 
it was a smaller step to viewing it through the new mechanical framework. It may 
be so that both Catholic and Protestant dogmatic theologians were against 
material knowing, but broader cultural attitudes towards the material did indeed 
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differ by context. 105  Of course, one cannot speak of a one-to-one causal 
relationship between Protestantism and the rise of a mechanistic worldview, but 
comparatively (and allowing for exceptions), there was more fertile soil for 
Descartes’ ideas in the Dutch Republic than in Counter-Reformation Antwerp, 
which can be at least partly explained in terms of different attitudes towards 
material objects and images. In other words, what Bloccius scorned as the ‘false 
enchantment’ of material objects was defended with vigour by Counter-
Reformation theorists, for whom matter, form, and meaning were inextricably 
linked – and the unified object could function as a (allegorical) sign in an 
interconnected world.  

Following Bloccius, one can think of these long-term changes in terms of 
the enchantment and disenchantment of matter. As suggested by Max Weber, 
the disenchantment of the world does not necessarily mean that we can explain 
everything, but the belief that in theory, we could.106 So with the disenchantment 
of matter I mean the long and complicated process ending in the seventeenth 
century in the idea that, in principle, we can understand matter autonomously 
(which slowly became the privileged domain of the natural sciences).107 In that 
framework, there was no room for the intrinsic meaning or quality of matter, nor 
for forms or symbols. Of course, a shift as large as this one did not occur 
overnight. It is precisely the long transitional phase that is of interest here, as 
well as the different conceptions of matter and material objects in opposing 
religious contexts. In Counter-Reformation Antwerp the debates of the sixteenth 
century also resounded, but at the same time the importance of form and 
meaning in relation to matter and material objects was vehemently defended. If 
one wanted to prove the link between matter and meaning, which was 
fundamental to Counter-Reformation Catholicism, form was crucial, not only 
with regard to artistic decorum (the appropriate forms used in imagery), but 
arguably, by extension, also with regard to the forms of nature. The forms of 
nature were an issue that was put on the agenda on both sides of the religious 
divide, but the extent to which form was allowed to serve as an argument in 
linking it to other forms or meanings, differed slightly. Some collectables seemed 
to especially address the issue of form and were therefore widely popular; one 
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may think of precious red coral, whose stony material was incongruent with its 
organic form, whereas the formal affinity of coral with human arteries was a 
valid argument in favour of coral’s medicinal qualities. Moreover, coral also long 
remained associated with the Blood of Christ, i.e. it was imputed with a ‘higher 
meaning’.108 We see time and again that collectors played with form and matter, 
and that they compared similar forms (or ‘sameness in form’). 109  Moreover, 
typical for Antwerp’s luxury industries were the products in which the forms of 
nature were merged with man-made forms, such as a Calvary with coral, or art 
cabinets with tortoise.   

Over the long run, we may detect a shift from the interest in the forms of 
nature to the structure of nature. The (underlying) structure of nature was 
appealing because of the shift towards matter as an autonomous subject of 
research, while the individuality of form and the signifying power of form (both 
of which had caused so much disagreement) could be sidestepped.  

It would be short-sighted to presume that collectors in Counter-
Reformation Antwerp were enchanted by matter in the way that Bloccius wants 
us to believe, namely that they were did not really understand or admit the 
materiality of objects. Instead, Counter-Reformation culture gave rise to 
complicated and sophisticated arguments, which were designed to uphold the 
idea that matter, form, and (spiritual) meaning were inextricably linked.110 After 

 

                                                      
108 In naturalists’ debates, the symbolic meaning of naturalia such as coral was already waning at 

this time (although such older connotations could live on, see for instance the discussion of the 

Calvary with coral made by the goldsmith Hendrik van Paesschen (1571–1638) in chapter 2). Form, 

however, remained a point of great interest in naturalists’ debates in the early seventeenth century.  

In chapter 2 we see that when the Delft microscopist Antony van Leeuwenhoek put red coral under 

his microscope to test its medicinal capacity, he was only interested in the structure of coral, i.e. in 

the make-up of the particles, and not in its form. Form was irrelevant to him, and he drew his 

conclusions only on the basis of the structure of the material. 
109 Fossils also fascinated with their incongruence of stony material and organic form. The 

experimenting with different materials and media is another example of this interest. In 

collections, real marble balls are juxtaposed with counterfeited marble balls. Natural coral is 

juxtaposed with luxury objects made from coral. In gallery paintings, ‘real’ flowers are juxtaposed 

with paintings of flowers and wax flowers. The same is true for dried natural specimens and drawn 

natural specimens. We also see juxtapositions of form, such as a sword and a swordfish, or a rapier 

and a horseshoe crab (in Dutch: degenkrab). 
110  It has been argued that the empirical material in Dutch collections dramatically changed the 
practices of acquiring knowledge and interpreting texts. Collections in Antwerp have not been 
studied in a similar manner, although the culture of collecting in Antwerp was strong and 
widespread. Also, the role of religious inspiration for scholars and savants in the Dutch Republic has 
recently come into the attention of historians of science, but similar research is lacking for the 
Southern Netherlands. Eric Jorink claims that ‘growth of empirical material (anteaters, sloths, the 

tusks of narwhals) brought on a crisis of the intertextual view of the world.’ Jorink, Eric, ‘Noah’s Ark 

Restored (and Wrecked): Dutch Collectors, Natural History and the Problem of Biblical Exegesis’, in: 



43 

all, Christ himself had been both Flesh and Spirit. To disconnect matter from 
form and meaning was vainglorious at best. To destroy objects and images in 
accordance with the Reformed line of argumentation was simply ignorant. This 
then may be related to a particular and recurrent motif in Antwerp gallery 
pictures: men with the heads of donkeys who are destroying objects and images 
(e.g. Fig.  8).  
 

 
Fig.  8 - Frans II Francken, detail: Interior of an art cabinet with ‘ânes iconoclastes’  
1620 or 1626, oil on panel, 101 x 143 cm, Chiavari: Quadreria della Società Economica di Chiavari 
 
 
In some of his paintings of collectors’ cabinets, Frans II Francken famously 
included scenes of these ass-heads violently destroying paintings, statues, books, 
musical instruments, and scientific instruments – the same objects that were so 
eagerly collected and depicted in the paintings of collectors’ cabinets (e.g. Fig.  8). 
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The motif was a Counter-Reformation argument against iconoclastic ignorance 
and a defence of the status and nature of objects and imagery, as I argue in 
chapter 1. As Koenraad Jonckheere has demonstrated, the iconoclasm of the 
sixteenth century (1566 and the 1580s) lived on as an ‘iconic memory’, a mental 
image, which found expression through books, tractates, printed images, 
satirical pamphlets, and paintings.111 Such references are not always easy for us 
to grasp as we lack the ‘period eye’, but for contemporaries they were 
immediately clear.112 That the genre of the gallery picture (with and without ass-
heads) was typical for Antwerp and was not emulated in the Dutch Republic is an 
indication that, after 1585, collecting was perceived differently in the North and 
the South.  
 

Catalysts of knowledge 
Taking into consideration the new ways of knowing the material world, the 
debates about the status of material objects, and the Counter-Reformation 
understanding of materiality, how did early seventeenth-century Antwerp 
collections ‘work’, so to say? What happened when objects in collectors’ rooms 
were discussed, touched, or depicted?  
 Here it is argued that collections functioned as catalysts of knowledge. 
One object can have meaning, but as objects become part of collections they 
become multivalenced.113 By virtue of the simple fact that objects are displayed 
together (and not in isolation), the beholder of a collection is challenged to think 
about the relationships between objects. Like a chemical catalyst, a collection 
connects two or more objects that were previously separate. Like a collection, a 
chemical catalyst is the additional substance that causes or accelerates a reaction 
between two or more substances. The catalyst itself is not consumed; it is not 
part of the reaction, but merely provides the connection. It is indeed telling that 
the term ‘collection’ can be only loosely defined as an assemblage of (at least two) 
meaningful objects. More interesting are the particular objects that make up the 
collection, since they determine what kind of (chemical) reaction is formed. The 
type of objects collected and the composition of collections at a particular time 
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and place are therefore central for understanding the culture of collecting as a 
historically contingent phenomenon.  
 So how are collections as catalysts related to knowledge and innovation? 
Arguably, making new connections is already a creative and innovative process. 
This becomes clear, for example, in the reception of previously unknown objects 
from newly discovered lands that reached Europe in the early modern period.114 
How to relate those objects, which were quickly and eagerly collected, to objects 
from the Old World? And what does such a confrontation do to established 
knowledge?115 New connections can cause epistemological shifts in the long run, 
and something similar can happen with known (or even common) objects when 
they are put on display together in a collection for the first time. I call this 
process ‘the epistemology of collecting’, which is the human action necessary to 
master the catalyst – the process of making connections. Rather than a 
positivistic notion of established knowledge, this process implies context-bound 
knowledge dynamics.116  

The source material and people I have investigated admittedly yield little 
direct evidence that collections were deliberately or directly used to produce 
new knowledge.117 I argue, however, that Antwerp collectors debated about their 
collections’ naturalia, coral for instance, even if they did not (for example) 
produce new theories on the origins of coral. They used their collections to 
maintain a culture of debate, hands-on experience, and visualization. Also, 
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‘Collecting and Circulating Exotic Naturalia in the Spanish Netherlands’, in: Bert De Munck, Sven 

Dupré, Werner Thomas, Geert Vanpaemel (eds.), Embattled Territory. The Circulation of Knowledge in the 

Spanish Netherlands (Ghent: Academia Press, forthcoming).  
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empirical science. Grafton, Anthony, New Worlds, Ancient Texts: the Power of Tradition and the Shock of 

Discovery (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1995). Arguably, new connections or new reactions 
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Antwerp artists and artisans did reflect upon collectables such as coral through 
the products they made:  pictures and objets d’art (which, in turn, became part of 
collections). Antwerp artists reflected on both particular collectables (and the 
practical-material knowledge associated with them) and upon the collection as a 
whole.  

Gallery pictures, or painted collectors’ cabinets, were a new (knowledge-
)product directly derived from Antwerp collections. These paintings were of 
course not unmediated visualizations of physical realities, but rather a 
purposeful commentary on the phenomenon of collecting by the painter. In this 
context, the painting itself becomes the catalyst: powerless in itself (mere 
pigments on a canvas), it forces the beholder to think about the relationships 
between the depicted objects. Moreover, the figures depicted on gallery 
paintings, whether sanguine connoisseurs or violent donkey-headed hybrids, 
referenced the debates on the status of objects.   

I argue that the collection as a catalyst played a part in the development 
of new ways of knowing about the material world. My concept differs from some 
of those currently in use, such as objects as ‘transmitters’ or ‘carriers’ of 
knowledge or ‘epistemic objects’, in that they take the collection and not the 
individual object as the determining factor. My research connects in many ways 
to recent work in the history of science that has demonstrated the importance of 
objects in the circulation of knowledge,118 but I further argue that something 
special happened when objects were brought together in a collection. These 
objects have often been studied in isolation (e.g. one particular painting) or type 
(e.g. all shells), but to truly grasp the culture of collecting in Antwerp and 
elsewhere, one has to acknowledge that early seventeenth-century collections 
were meaningful as catalysts, i.e. because of the relationships they established 
between divergent objects.  

The displays of objects in Antwerp’s collectors’ rooms (both ‘real’ displays 
known from probate inventories and the invented/painted displays in gallery 
pictures) seem to defy order or cohesion. In fact, it may be impossible to establish 
one final interpretation. But what then was the point? The interconnected world, 
in which objects (natural and man-made) were linked to other objects and could 
have referential meaning (which may be called an allegorical framework), may 
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have been slowly crumbling in the early modern period, but it was still preserved 
in Antwerp’s collectors’ rooms and in Antwerp gallery pictures. In Counter-
Reformation Antwerp, matter, form, and meaning were inextricably linked. 
Analogue reasoning, based upon similarity of form, was central to this culture. 
Allegorical interpretations (the capacity of things to be signs) were everywhere. 
As argued above this was rooted in the religious context, which in turn impacted 
the manner in which nature was investigated. This interconnectedness may also 
explain the fact that the genre of the (encyclopaedic) gallery picture was not 
emulated in the Dutch Republic. Indeed, by the inclusion of instruments that are 
destroyed by the ass-heads (which in reality had never fallen victim to 
iconoclastic violence), the Franckens seem to argue that the allegorical 
framework of the interconnected world should also defended as a framework for 
the sciences.  

Even though the allegorical framework may have lost its importance in 
the rising natural sciences, it was a framework from which other types of 
knowledge sprung. 119  In that sense, Erasmus’ discussion of allegory is 
illuminating: ‘things should not be written in such a way that everyone 
understands everything, but so that they are forced to investigate certain things, 
and learn’. It was thus unproblematic that ‘allegory sometimes results in 
enigma’. 120  Indeed, the epistemology of collecting that can be detected in 
Antwerp’s culture of collecting implicates a creative process of observing, 
conversing, questioning, and investigating. The widespread culture of collecting 
at this point of time in Antwerp shows that relatively large groups of people were 
involved in such reasoning – and, following from this, in the promotion of the 
arts and sciences. Within Antwerp’s Counter-Reformation framework (the 
interconnected world and allegorical reasoning), the arts and sciences were still 
closely aligned. Only with the demise of this framework did a cleft between the 
arts and sciences begin to take shape (allegory would remain useful only in art). 
In that sense, the situation in Counter-Reformation Antwerp continued the ideals 
put forth by the sixteenth-century chambers of rhetoric, which had strongly 
promoted all the arts (the central art of rhetoric, the other liberal arts, the 
decorative arts, and the practical arts).121 The ideal of a civic community of the 
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published: 1958]). 
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Press, 1999), chapter XVIII. 
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knowledgeable now extended from public manifestations into the privacy of 
collector’s rooms.122 Private collectors’ rooms complemented this older tradition, 
and in some cases the same people were involved.123 Whereas the chambers of 
rhetoric praised the arts via a predominantly rhetorical medium, collections 
were a predominantly visual phenomenon (although, of course, since these were 
conversation pieces the visual was turned into the rhetorical, and erudition was 
crucial).  

In their promotion of the arts and sciences, the private collectors’ rooms 
of burgers may be considered the antecedents of the later salons, academies, 
societies, and contsgenootschappen. These organizations, which were founded 
everywhere in the second half of the seventeenth century, were more elitist and 
often asserted a hierarchy of the various arts and sciences. Although the urban 
cultural elitism had emerged by the late sixteenth century, it is generally agreed 
that from the second half of the seventeenth century the former artisan-
merchant families of Antwerp, who were now able to live of the yields of landed 
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estates, began to embrace aristocratic rather than a civic ideals.124 At the same 
time, the separation between the crafts and ‘fine arts’ and between the arts and 
sciences crystallized, and with it some of the defining characteristics of 
Antwerp’s earlier culture of collecting came to an end. 
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Frans II Francken, detail: A collection, 1618 or 1619, 
oil on panel, 85 x 56 cm, Antwerp, Koninklijk Museum voor de Schone Kunsten, (inv. Nr: 816), (Photo: 
Lukas-Art in Flanders - Hugo Maertens) 
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1. Defenders of the image 
  
 
 

Two of a kind? Painters’ collections and painted 
collectors’ cabinets 
On display in the ‘neercaemer’ were a copy of Rubens’ Brazen serpent, two 
Madonnas, a kitchen piece after Pieter Aertsen, a Fire of Troy after Brueghel, a still 
life with fruit, an Adam and Eve by Ambrosius Francken and sixteen other 
paintings.125 The same back room contained many other precious collectables, 
among them some pieces of hardwood furniture, a large gilded bust, statues of 
Vulcan and Venus, gold medals of Nero and Vespasian, a Turkish carpet, a copper 
holy-water font, pieces of jewellery, a flask with wax flowers, a rapier, a mirror, 
an Ecce Homo embroidered in gold, and some large and small church books.126 And 
this was just one of the ten rooms in the house ‘De Gulden Cop’ on the 
Augustijnenstraat, where the artist Frans I Francken (1542/43–1616) died on 3 
October 1616. The inventory of his collection shows a remarkable resemblance 
to objects depicted in a new pictorial genre: paintings of collectors’ cabinets. Not 
coincidentally, the Francken family played a pivotal role in the development of 
this genre. How should we interpret the resonances between the objects listed in 
artists’ probate inventories and these new pictures, which essentially reflected 
upon the culture of collecting? Are they two of a kind, and, if so, what can the 
one tell us about the other?  

The new genre of the painted collector’s cabinet, or gallery picture, was 
remarkable for several reasons: it remained uniquely Antwerpian in the first 
decades after its invention around 1610, it was a visual reflection on what was an 
essentially visual phenomenon (collecting), and it took the concept of the 
‘picture-within-the-picture’ to a whole new level. The genre was a celebration of 
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the display of material objects and images, yet some paintings also contained 
references to destruction – iconoclastic and otherwise - through the motif of 
destructive ass-headed figures. In this chapter, I is argue that the inventors and 
executors of this genre, among them members of the Francken family, were truly 
defenders of the image during the first decades of the century, when the use and 
status of imagery were contested and rapidly changing. The genre has also been 
related to visual theory: the theorisation of art taking place in the early modern 
period has been linked to self-reflection through the medium of painting itself, 
for instance in the form of the ‘picture-within-the-picture’. As Victor Stoichita 
and others have argued, the gallery picture was a type of meta-painting, or ‘self-
aware image’: it was intended to reflect upon the medium. But before turning to 
an analysis of the genre, we should first take a look at the collections of the group 
central in this chapter: painters and dealers of paintings.  
 When Peter Paul Rubens died in 1640, he left behind a marvellous 
collection of ‘rarityes of Pictures, Statues, Agates, Ivory cut works, and Drawings’, 
as reported by Sir Balthasar Gerbier to his patrons king Charles I of England and 
Thomas Howard, Earl of Arundel.127 Two weeks later, the agent Gerbier promised 
to send his patrons a copy of Rubens’ inventory. Since the original inventory has 
since been lost, this English manuscript is the main source on Rubens’ collection, 
which he displayed in his urban palace on the Wapper.128 Rubens’ collection was 
the subject of an exhibition organized by the Rubenshuis in 2004 (Kamers vol 
kunst. Rubens als verzamelaar). This exhibition and research by Jeffrey Muller are 
exceptional in that they were fully devoted to the collection of an Antwerp 
painter. For the northern Netherlands there has been some research, as well as 
an exhibition, on the collection of Rembrandt.129 Work has been done on the 
collection of Johannes Vermeer as well. 130  Systematic research on painters’ 
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collections in the Low Countries, however, is lacking. This chapter partially fills 
this gap, and thus makes it possible to position Rubens’ collection (and by 
extension others) in a much broader context. And although Rubens’ collection 
remains exceptional in scale and quality, it will become clear that there were 
several contemporary painters who, like the great master himself, amassed 
impressive collections and integrated these into their artistic production. In 
addition, much as Rubens sold a large part of his collection to the Duke of 
Buckingham in 1626-27, some of his Antwerp colleagues tried to achieve similar 
sales, and in the following pages it will be demonstrated that many an Antwerp 
painter acted as an agent or dealer for other painters.131 The collection, or stock 
of merchandise (the two are not always clearly distinguishable), was 
fundamental for operating on the market, both as supply and to establish a 
reputation among potential buyers.  
 The main characters in this chapter are the more-or-less contemporaries 
Frans I Francken (1542/43–1616), Jan I Snellinck (1548/49–1638), Joos de Momper 
(1564–1635), and Hendrick van Balen (1575–1632), for all of whom probate 
inventories have survived to this day. Some lesser-known figures, whose 
inventories are kept in the Antwerp archives, also appear on the next pages, such 
as the young Cornelis Caymocx, who died during his apprenticeship in Antwerp 
(d. 1615) and the painter and captain of the civil guard Artus De Bruyn (d. 1632). 
Frans II Francken (1581–1642), son of Frans I, plays a role as the most important 
inventor of the genre of the gallery picture, but unfortunately, no inventory of 
his household has survived. The inventories for Simon de Vos (drawn up in 1676) 
and Abraham van Diepenbeeck (drawn up in 1678) technically fall outside the 
scope of this book but are mentioned on occasion. And writing about this period 
cannot be done without the appearance of some of the usual suspects, such as Jan 
I Brueghel, Anthony van Dyck, and, of course, Rubens.  
 As collections themselves can seem an oddly coherent chaos of objects, 
one can take many different approaches to their study. In the following 
paragraphs, those aspects of painters’ collections are discussed which, in my 
view, best illuminate how collections were related to knowledge practices and to 
artistic innovation. A concise introduction to the collections and their owners is 
followed by a short section on the subject matter of collected paintings and the 
Antwerp art market. Following sections address the subject matter of paintings, 
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the success of landscape painting and the predominance of landscapes in gallery 
pictures from the Francken workshop, the invention of the genre of the Madonna 
in a garland of flowers, and the interest in the non-European world through 
exotic nature and man-made exotic objects. The final sections zoom in on the 
status of images and material objects in relation to collections and the invention 
of the genre of the gallery picture.  
 

The workshop, the comptoir, the constcamer  
When the painter Simon de Vos (1603–1676) died in his house Den Gulden Hert on 
the Eiermarkt, he had 69 paintings on display his ‘constcamer’ (art-room). In 
addition to these paintings, the room contained a book with drawings, two boxes 
with prints, a book on architecture, and some pieces of furniture. Even though 
probate inventories from the early seventeenth century described rooms which, 
based upon their contents, could be considered to be rooms full of art, the specific 
term constcamer only appeared later in the century.132 The new usage of the term 
ran parallel to the development towards increasingly more specialized 
collections of paintings (or, more broadly, the fine arts). It is often suggested that 
in the later seventeenth century, or around the turn of the eighteenth century, 
paintings were collected in isolation: art for art’s sake. However, one should be 
wary of such broad generalizations about collecting trends. It seems that objects 
from the ‘sciences’ and the ‘arts’ were still collected adjacently and used or 
understood in a scheme of encyclopedic knowledge by many collectors until far 
into the seventeenth century. However, the well-known development towards 
more specialization does hold true, leading to principles of strict ordering in the 
first decades of the eighteenth century. During the same period, the relatively 
modest burger-amateur collector, often with an artisanal background, seems to 
have been superseded by more elitist collectors, who formed increasingly closed 
groups and became organized in more exclusive societies or genootschappen. Even 
the urban and originally middle class organizations such as the Antwerp 
chambers of rhetoric did not escape these ‘elitization’ trends, as Anne-Laure van 
Bruaene has demonstrated. 133  As a consequence the separation between the 
(work)shop of the artisan and the art gallery of the elite collector also became 
more defined, though during the eighteenth century we still see examples of 
artists with serious collecting aspirations, both in the arts and sciences. To name 
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just one example, the French artist François Boucher (1703–1770) amassed an 
impressive collection of artworks, luxury items (including exotica), and naturalia 
(including rare shells, corals, exotic plants, butterflies, and dried animals), which 
sold for 120,844 livres after his death.134 Such cases demonstrate that the issue of 
specialization, for instance in relation to artists’ collections, deserves more 
research. 

A similar development towards specialization has been attributed to the 
genre of the gallery painting, in which, from the second half of the seventeenth 
century onwards, objects that fell outside the scope of the fine arts were slowly 
omitted. Whereas earlier gallery pictures depicted encyclopedic still lifes and 
connoisseurs’ rooms filled with numerous naturalia and scientific instruments, 
in later paintings these references to natural knowledge became less frequent. 
The most well-known examples of this trend are David Teniers’ gallery pictures 
for Archduke Leopold Wilhelm, which depict, in fictionalized spaces, selections 
of paintings from the actual collection of the Archduke – much as Willem van 
Haecht had earlier depicted a selection of paintings from the collection of 
Cornelis van der Geest, for whom he worked as curator. Teniers likewise worked 
as a curator for his patron Leopold Wilhelm, for whom he also produced the 
world’s first illustrated catalogue of a collection. Yet Teniers may very well have 
been the exception to the rule. The supposed development of the genre towards 
the depiction of only paintings does not hold true when we look at the oeuvres 
of Jan Brueghel the Younger or Jan I van Kessel and his son Jan II van Kessel, who 
continued to produced what may be called allegorical gallery paintings with 
plenty of naturalia and scientific instruments in the second half of the 
seventeenth century. So the move within the genre toward specialized 
‘paintings-of-paintings’, depictions of the fine arts without any objects of natural 
knowledge, must not be dated too early; however, we can detedt a trend towards 
a separation between the arts and sciences within the painterly genre. The 
clearest example may be the disappearance of the particular type of gallery 
painting that is described as encyclopedic still life, or Preziosenwand, a 
combination of a still life and gallery picture with which Frans II Francken 
established great fame.  

Whereas Frans II Francken had grown up in a house where his father had 
amassed a collection with a relatively wide scope, the collection of Simon de Vos 
was more limited in purview and can be seen as parallel to the decreasing 
importance of encyclopedic collecting. De Vos owned 291 paintings (spread over 
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the thirteen rooms of the house), a rapier and some pieces of jewellery and 
silverware, but other than that, his collection contained none of the curiosities 
that were relatively common half a century earlier. The collection contained no 
shells, fossils, feathers, horns, dried animals, minerals, medals, or coins. Nor did 
his collection contain any of the pieces of coral that he had depicted in his 
Bacchanal in a Grotto of 1634 (see chapter 2). And except for two pieces of ‘Indian 
cotton’, there was nothing else indicated as being ‘Indian’. 135  Of course, one 
collection should not be taken as proof of a widespread phenomenon, but De Vos’ 
inventory may be taken as a sign that the times were changing. Moreover, not all 
earlier collections had contained a wide variety of objects representative of 
natural knowledge, nor could they all be considered to be encyclopedic in scope, 
yet taking into account De Vos’ high number of paintings (comparable to the 
number of paintings in rich collections such as the one’s of Van Balen and 
Rubens), it is telling that his collection was relatively limited in scope. 
 No other painter’s inventory from early seventeenth-century Antwerp 
listed a range of objects as encyclopedic as the one related to Hendrick van 
Balen.136 The inventory was drawn up upon the death of his wife Margriet Briers 
in 1638, six years after Van Balen had died. Even though the ownership of objects 
changed in those six years, in all likelihood the inventory listed a large number 
of objects that had been Van Balen’s. It seems that the probate inventories listed 
her half of the property plus the half of Van Balen, which she had been holding 
for the underaged kids.137 Their house Den Wildeman on the Lange Nieuwstraat 
counted 20 rooms, which were filled with paintings, drawings, statuettes, 
waxworks, gold weights, the ‘woodwork of an altar’, jewels, boxes and sacks with 
ultramarine, sulfur, quicksilver, and smalt (cobalt); ivory boxes, mirrors 
(including a ‘vercleyn mirror’), a pair of compasses, a square, and a ruler; shells, 
medals, a leopard skin, plaster models (e.g. of hands, feet, and a torso), maps, and 
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71 books. Van Balen owned books in Dutch, Spanish, French, German 
(‘Hoochduytsch’), Italian, and Latin. Among the titles were De Cleyn Werelt (as 
mentioned above); ‘a Dutch book on medicine’; books on architecture by Wendel 
Dieterlin, Daniel Mayer, Vincenzo Scamossi, Vitruvius, and Sebastian Serlio; 
Salomon de Caus’ and Theodore de Bry’s Hortus Palatinus (on the famous garden 
of Frederick V at Heidelberg Castle); Vittorio Zonca’s Nova Teatro di machine et 
edificii on all kinds of machines; a Dutch book on a particular Landjuweel (a 
competition held by the chambers of rhetoric); Emanuel van Meteren’s book the 
Nederlandtsche Staet; other political-historical chronicles such as the Historiarum 
sui temporis by Paulo Giovio; a book on Roman antiquities; the famous book with 
Oriental costumes Le navigationi et viaggi fatti nella turchia; Francesco 
Guicciardini’s work on the Italian wars; several books on Blijde Incomste; the 
epistle of Marcus Aurelius in Dutch; Otto van Veen’s Amorum emblemata; a Bible 
and other religious (picture) books.138 It seems no exaggeration to call Hendrick 
van Balen a true pictor doctus. Although the lack of books in many other 
inventories perhaps had very practical reasons (as elaborated upon in the 
introduction), Van Balen’s knowledge of at least six languages and the wide-
ranging subjects of his books are signs of his intellectual ambitions.   

Less comprehensive was the collection of the landscape painter Joos de 
Momper.139 The most remarkable of the 14 rooms in his house Den Vliegende Osch 
(The Flying Ox) was the room described as the ‘comptoirken met de mannekens’ 
(office with the men/little figures).140 This room, which was in fact the third room 
listed as a comptoir, contained a large number of paintings with the intriguing 
description: ‘138 paneelkens met mannekens’ (panels with men/little figures). The 
room, which must have already been quite full with these panel paintings, 
further contained several glass bottles, a batch of shells, and some pencils.141 But 
why have a room filled with paintings with figures of men? Perhaps the panels 
were study material, but this unique description (I have not seen it anywhere 
else) is indeed enigmatic, especially considering De Momper was a landscape 
painter. Of course, the description might also be an idiosyncratic term used by 
the notary or clerk, who perhaps meant the townscapes with little figures for 
which the De Momper was famous. There are some indications that the room was 
indeed one of De Momper’s workrooms. Based upon the sequence of the rooms 

 

                                                      
138 SAA, Notary H. van Cantelbeck, 3392 (1638), 6v-7v. 
139 ‘binnen woonhuijse van voors. Joos de Momper gestaen opden Vaaert geheten den Vliegende 

Osch’. SAA, Notary B. van den Berghe, 3514 (1634–1635), no pagination. 
140 Opt comptoir met de mannekens’. SAA, Notary B. van den Berghe, 3514 (1634–1635), no pagination. 
141  ‘138 panneelkens met mannekens, sesse gelaese flessen, een partije schelpen, pinceelen ende 

andere prondelingen’. SAA, Notary B. van den Berghe, 3514 (1634–1635), no pagination. 
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in the inventory, the ‘comptoirken met de mannekens’ was located on the first floor 
between what was indicated as the ‘workroom’ and the ‘painting-room’, where 
there were two dozen unpainted or unfinished canvasses, as well as brushes, 
palettes, and rubbing stones.142 

Whereas De Momper successfully specialized in one particular genre, the 
economic other painters seem to adopted a strategy of diversification. One 
particularly busy and versatile artist was Jan I Snellinck: he worked as a painter, 
a dealer of paintings, tapestry designer, and collector. After Antwerp’s 
reconquest, Snellinck abjured his Calvinist faith and his workshop did booming 
business in the production of Counter-Reformation paintings, like the 
Resurrection of Christ (1602) for the cathedral of Mechelen.143 In October 1638 Jan I 
Snellinck and his wife Pauline Cuypers died within a week of each other in their 
house on the Arenbergstraat, leaving behind a stock/collection of 412 
paintings.144 Occasionally, Snellinck must have dealt in pigments as well: he had 
a stock of green and blue pigments (curiously listed as blue and green ‘asschen’), 
while some painters (Jan Breughel, Peeter Lanckvelt, David Teniers the Elder in 
Antwerp, and Guilliam Verhuyt in Mechelen) still owed Snellinck small amounts 
of money for delivered pigments.145 Snellinck was born in Mechelen as the son of 
the painter Daniel Snellinck and moved to Antwerp in the early 1570s, where he 
married Helena de Jode, the daughter of engraver and art dealer Gerard de Jode. 
After Helena died in 1581, he remarried to Paulina Cuypers.146 In Antwerp at the 
time one and the same person often performed artisanal and mercantile 
activities, and painters were no exception to this pattern. Their inventories with 
their impressive numbers of paintings (some in the hundreds) thus locate them 
at the intersection of business enterprise and personal collecting (just like the 
silversmiths’ collections of gems and jewels discussed in chapter 2).  

One of the lesser known figures in this book is the painter Arnout (or 
Artus) de Bruyn(e) (d. 1632), who attained the prestigious position of captain of 
the civil guard: ‘binnen synen leven schilder ende captein was van de borgerlijcke 

 

                                                      
142 SAA, Notary B. van den Berghe, 3514 (1634–1635), no pagination. 
143 Linden, David van der, ‘Coping with crisis. Career strategies of Antwerp painters after 1585’, De 

Zeventiende Eeuw (2015), 18-54, see page 25. The Snellinck workshop also produced a series of battle 

scenes for the Archdukes.  
144 SAA, Notary H. van Cantelbeck, 3392 (1638), no pagination. See also: Monballieu, A., ‘Aantekeningen 

bij de schilderijeninventaris van het sterfhuis van Jan Snellinck (1549–1638), Jaarboek Koninklijk 

Museum voor Schone Kunsten Antwerpen (1976), 245-268.  
145 SAA, Notary H. van Cantelbeck, 3392 (1638), no pagination. 
146 Paulina Cuypers was perhaps related to Maria Cuypers, the mother of Van Dyck, but there is no 

direct evidence for this. Monballieu, ‘Aantekeningen bij de schilderijeninventaris van het sterfhuis 

van Jan Snellinck’, 246-247. 
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wachte’.147 De Bruyn was one of the painters who collaborated on the monumental 
series of the fifteen Mysteries of the Rosary commissioned around 1617 for St. Paul’s 
church in Antwerp.148 This was a prestigious commission for which only top-
notch Antwerp painters were hired. Rubens coordinated the project and awarded 
the honour to some of his most talented followers and loyal friends, among them 
Van Dyck, Jordaens, and Van Balen. Thus despite the fact that De Bruyn is 
relatively unknown today, he must have known some success in his time.149 As 
Hans Vlieghe has argued, De Bruyn followed the early style of Rubens and was 
also influenced by that of Jordaens. Like these two masters, De Bruyn had been a 
student of Adam van Noort (1561/62–1641). He became an independent master 
of the Guild of Saint Luke in October 1616, an occasion he celebrated with his 
former teacher Van Noort and his companion Jordaens (who had become an 
independent master only a year earlier). 150  De Bruyn’s compositions, 
characterized by muscled figures compactly positioned in the foreground, are 
indeed somewhat similar to Jordaens’ early paintings.151 
  Although his precise date of birth is unknown, De Bruyn must have been 
relatively young when he died in his house Den Witten Beir (The White Bear) on 
the Jodenstraat on 16 September 1632, sixteen years after he had become a 
master and leaving behind three young children.152 The house on the Jodenstraat 
was just a stone’s throw away from Rubens’ urban palace on the Wapper. De 
Bruyn’s borrowing of motifs from Rubens as well as his possession of ‘twee 
schetskens van Pietro Paulo Rubens, een St Catlyne ende een Venus’ (two sketches by 
Pietro Paulo Rubens, a St. Catharine and a Venus), are signs of his indebtedness 

 

                                                      
147 SAA, Notary G. Le Rousseau (1632), 333v. In one source from 1651 he is called ‘Antoni’, but this 

seems to have been a mistake.  
148 Vlieghe, Hans. ‘Artus of Antoni De Bruyn?’, Jaarboek van het Koninklijk Museum voor Schone Kunsten 

Antwerpen (1969), 169-180, 169. 
149 According to Hans Vlieghe, De Bruyn’s financial situation was precarious at the moment of his 

death, since there was no cash listed in the inventory and the painter had a debt of 107915 gulden to 

his brother Jan de Bruyn. However, the enormous debt noted by Vlieghe was in fact the result of a 

faulty transcription; the actual entry reads just 107gl (gulden) and 5 stuivers.  Moreover, it was not 

uncommon to have little or no cash listed in inventories, since the economy was not fully 

monetarized. Vlieghe, Hans, ‘De boedelinventaris van Artus de Bruyn (1632)’, Jaarboek van het 

Koninklijk Musuem voor Schone Kunsten (1973), 224. SAA, Notary G. Le Rousseau (1632), 337v. . See also: 

Ago, Gusto for Things, 17. 
150 Vlieghe, ‘Artus of Antoni De Bruyn?’, 178. Rombouts and Van Lerius, De Liggeren vol. I, 434, 514, 558, 

647 
151 Vlieghe, ‘Artus of Antoni De Bruyn?’, 179. 
152 ‘de welcke op den xvje septembris van desen jare 1632 deser werelt is comen te overlyden in synen 

woonhuijse genaempt Den Witten Beir gestaen inde Jode-strate alhier’. The inventory further states 

that the house and grounds were bought by De Bruyn’s wife Petronella Ysebout on 4 February 1622. 

SAA, Notary G. Le Rousseau (1632), fol. 333v, fol. 337r. 
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to his neighbour.153 Since sketches by Rubens rarely left the workshop before the 
death of the master in 1640, it is conceivable that De Bruyn worked for Rubens, 
as Hans Vlieghe has suggested. 154  Perhaps the ‘Sinte Catlijne op dobbelen doeck 
sonder lijste’ (Saint Catharine on double canvas without a frame) in De Bruyn’s 
inventory was a work made by De Bruyn after Rubens’ sketch.155 It is also highly 
likely that De Bruyn’s Battle of Decius and Offering of Decius were copies of Rubens’ 
Decius Mus Cycle (1616/1617).156 
 The house on the Jodenstraat where Arnout and his wife Petronella lived 
counted 11 rooms, which were decorated with 102 paintings (some were listed 
with the name of the artist, among them Andries van Eertvelt, Frans II Francken, 
Frans Floris, Gillis Mostaert, and Gabriel Franck), some plaster busts, three 
mirrors, and a figure made of ivory. De Bruyn further owned an assortment of 
prints and drawings, a large clock and two small watches, jewellery, cut agate, 21 
unidentified ‘reading books’, three books on ‘schilderconste’, and ‘twee doosen met 
see schelpkens ende andere rariteijt’ (two boxes with sea shells and other rarities). 
The ‘other rarities’ kept in the boxes with shells might have included coral. In his 
capacity as captain of the civil guard, De Bruyn owned some pistols (one of them 
inlaid), a ‘poignaert versilvert’ (a silvered dagger), and what seems to be a 
ceremonial piece of armour: a ‘capiteyn stock vergult’ (gilded captain’s baton).157 
The weapons and armour – luxury pieces, which were inlaid, silvered, and gilded 
– were indications of De Bruyn’s social aspirations and his status as a captain of 
the civil guard. 
 A ten-minute walk westward from De Bruyn’s house in the Jodenstraat 
lived the painter Cornelis Caymocx, whose biography has passed into oblivion. 
He died on 14 July 1615 as a ‘jonck geselle schilder’ (young apprentice painter) in a 
rented room in the Bogaardestraat.158 Not a single work by his hand is known, 
which is not surprising as he died during his apprenticeship. Caymocx must have 

 

                                                      
153 SAA, Notary G. Le Rousseau (1632), fol. 335r. For the Decius series see: McGrath, Elizabeth, Rubens 

Subjects from History. Corpus Rubenianum XIII vol. 1 (London: Harvey Miller Publishers, 1997), 74-81. A 
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155 SAA, Notary G. Le Rousseau (1632), 335v. Vlieghe, ‘Boedelinventaris van Artus de Bruyn’, 226.  
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157 SAA, Notary G. Le Rousseau (1632), 333v-338r. 
158 SAA, Notary H. van Cantelbeck, 3369 (1615), no pagination.  
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been close to the Snellinck family, since Jan Snellinck instigated the drawing up 
of the inventory and his wife Pauline Cuypers seems to have attended to the 
young man’s finances when he got sick.159 Caymocx probably belonged to the 
Nuremberg-Antwerp familial network of artists and art dealers, and it is 
conceivable that he was a pupil of Snellinck (a certain Eduard Caymocx had been 
a pupil of Snellinck approximately a decade before, in 1602). 160  Another 
indication of the connection between the two families was the marriage of Jan’s 
son Jan II Snellinck to Adriana Caymax in Nuremberg.161 From his inventory, we 
know that Snellinck’s art dealing business extended to Nuremberg.162 During his 
apprenticeship in Antwerp, Caymocx received money via Frankfurt, sent to him 
through wisselbrieven (bills of exchange) written in German. 163  The young 
Caymocx lived in one rented room and barely had any furniture or household 
goods, yet he did have a ‘collection’ of 54 paintings, among them a Four Evanglists 
by Frans Floris, The conversion of Paul by Joos de Momper, a Banquet and a Brothel 
by Willem Tons, and a Last supper by Marten de Vos. As an apprentice he might 
have found inspiration in his paintings; however, it is very likely that it were not 
all personal possessions, but that he acted as a dealer and agent. Perhaps he was 
learning the business from Snellinck, while he simultaneously served as the 
Caymocx family’s eyes and ears in Antwerp. Caymocx further had some prints 
and drawings, a ‘schilders cunstboeck’ (painters’ art book), 35 large and small bags 
with blue ‘ashes’, a bag with unidentified ‘bad ashes’, and a barrel with 
‘druckswert’ (printing black). Caymocx had bought the barrel of black pigment (or 
ink?) from Peter de Jode for 50 pounds.  
 As a final note about the relative wealth of our Antwerp painters, it may 
be enlightening to look at the total number of paintings listed in their 
inventories: Caymocx, 54; Francken, 224; De Bruyn, 102; De Momper, 192; 
Snellinck, 402; Van Balen, 294; and Rubens, 314 paintings. Though we must be 
cautious about assumptions of comparative value based on inventories, these 
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numbers still provide a rough map of the painters’ relative wealth (and reflects 
dealing in paintings, most obviously in the case of Snellinck). Even a young 
apprentice like Caymocx had amassed a nice stock/collection of paintings in his 
rented room. Compared to other groups of artisans, painting ownership among 
painters was high, as we would expect.164 To compare with an example from the 
Dutch Republic, when an inventory of Rembrandt’s estate was drawn up in 1656 
(due to bankruptcy) 107 paintings were listed. As he had already auctioned part 
of his collection a year earlier, the inventory of 1656 listed only part of what his 
collection had been before his financial troubles (but this was the case for some 
Antwerp inventories too, such as the one for Snellinck). The inventory drawn 
after the death of Johannes Vermeer in 1676, by contrast, listed only 39 
paintings.165  
 

Collections of paintings and subject matter 
There has been much research on private collections of paintings in the 
Netherlands, in particular with regard to subject matter and social status. 166 
Almost without exception these studies are based upon evidence from probate 
inventories. The quantitative studies by Montias on Delft and Amsterdam were 
groundbreaking for the northern Netherlands.167 In an exhibition catalogue from 
2008, Marten Jan Bok compiled the statistics for several Dutch cities (Amsterdam, 
Delft, Dordrecht, Haarlem, ‘s-Hertogenbosch, Leeuwarden, and Leiden) from 
earlier research to provide a synthesis of collecting by genre in the Dutch Golden 
Age.168 The most noticeable development is the steep rise in the popularity of 
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landscape painting: from around 5% at the beginning of the seventeenth century 
to a peak of around 35% in the 1680s. The other major change took place in the 
percentage of history painting, which showed a steady decline from almost 50% 
to a bit over 10% during the century.169 More recent research on the lower end of 
the market by Angela Jager has shown that there was a large demand for cheap 
history painting in Amsterdam.170 Erik Duverger’s work has served as starting 
point for similar research about Antwerp, for instance by Jeffrey Muller. 171 
Research by Maximiliaan Martens, Natasja Peeters and others has demonstrated 
that from the sixteenth century onwards, a growing number of people in 
Antwerp from increasingly diverse strata of society owned paintings.172 Research 
by Inez Bourgeois on eighteenth-century Ghent has also demonstrated a stable 
and high number of paintings per household until the end of the century, a 
situation which was possibly very similar to that in Antwerp.173  
 Muller has compared the ownership of paintings per subject or genre in 
early seventeenth-century Delft and Antwerp.174 Unlike Bok, he divides history 
painting into two categories: religious painting and all other types of history 
paintings (e.g. mythology, secular history). The most significant differences 
between the two cities were the percentages of religious paintings, which were 
significantly higher in Antwerp than in Delft, and landscape and still life, which 
were both significantly higher in Delft than in Antwerp. Religious paintings in 
Antwerp made up 49.9% of the total in the period 1600–1609 and 40.2% in the 
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period 1643–1652; whereas in Delft the percentages were 37.0 in the period 1610–
1619 and 26.5 in the period 1640–1649. For the same periods the percentages of 
landscape were 6.9 and 16.7 in Antwerp and 25.6 and 26.1 in Delft. The 
percentages of still life were respectively 2.3 and 5.8 in Antwerp and 4.2 and 11.7 
in Delft.175  The differences between Antwerp and Delft can be at least partly 
explained by differences in religion, as we shall see. The rising popularity of 
landscape painting in Antwerp paralleled developments in the Dutch Republic 
(although the percentages remained smaller), and is discussed in more detail in 
the next section. In Antwerp itself, the more than doubling of the percentages of 
landscape and still life on the one hand fit a general (modernizing) pattern; on 
the other hand the reasonably steady percentage of religious paintings and its 
unthreatened dominance among the genres should be kept in mind.  
 So what if we take a look at the relative popularity of genres in the 
households of some of the painters and dealers of paintings discussed in this 
chapter?176 The inventories of Caymocx, Francken, De Bruyn, Snellinck, and Van 
Balen (see Table 3) provide the best research samples. 177  The numbers of 
paintings in this table exclude paintings of unidentified subjects, which in some 
cases would have contaminated the results (for the absolute numbers of 
paintings, see above). As discussed in the introduction, surviving probate 
inventories represent just one moment in time, hence we should be wary of using 
them to make generalisations. If, however, we compare the percentages of 
paintings per subject for these individuals with the general pattern in Antwerp 
(based upon Muller’s percentages), the similarities are indeed clear. Of the 
samples in Table 3, religious paintings accounted for the highest percentages in 
three inventories: Caymocx (46%), De Bruyn (43%), and Snellinck (33%). In 
Francken’s and Rubens’ households, portraits and ‘tronien’ made up the largest 
group with 42% and 34% respectively, whereas in the case of Van Balen the 
highest percentage was the first category of ‘mythology, secular allegory, and 
historical scenes’ with 28%. But even in the cases of Francken, Van Balen, and 
Rubens, religious paintings came a close second.  
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Table 3 - ownership of paintings per subject: absolute numbers and percentages 
 

 1615 
Caymocx 

1617 
Francken 

1632 
De Bruyn 

1638 
Snellinck 

1638 
Van Balen 

1640 
Rubens 

1.  4 10% 
 

17 12% 16 19% 90 29% 21 28% 
 

39 13% 

2.  19 46% 43 30% 37 43% 103 33% 20 26% 
 

66 21% 

3.  13 32% 59 42% 10 12% 35 11% 17 22% 
 

105 34% 

4.  
 

3 7% 2 1% 11 13% 5 2% 7 9% 35 11% 

5.  1 2% 11 8% 11 13% 
 

28 9% 5 7% 20 6% 

6.  
 

1 2% 9 6% 1 1% 49 16% 6 8% 43 14% 

Total 
(excluding 
unknown 
subjects) 

41 141 86 310 76 308 

 
1. mythology, secular allegory, and historical scenes 
2. religious paintings 
3. portraits and heads, called 'tronien' 
4. landscape, including seascapes, city views, perspectives, and scenes of conflagration178 
5. still life, including 'kitchens' which may contain figures and animals 
6. other genres including merry companies, scenes of peasant life, animals and hunts, battles 

 
 
The relative proportions of painted subject matter might be linked to personal 
preference or to professional specialization, and in fact we should not strictly 
separate the two motivations based upon information from inventories. Van 
Balen’s and Snellinck’s high percentages for the first category, mythology, 
allegory, and history painting, which remained the subjects with the most 
prestige, may be linked to their social standing and artistic and intellectual 
ambitions. However, this conclusion is undermined by the relatively low 
percentage of this category in Rubens’ list of paintings. Perhaps it makes more 
sense to add up the percentages for categories 1 and 2, as mythology and history 
painting together with religious painting can be considered the most traditional 
- and well-respected - subjects of painting. The combined percentages of these 
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first two categories are above 50% in all but two cases.179 The exceptions were 
Francken and Rubens, whose high percentage of portraits and tronien equalled 
that for the first two categories combined: 42% in the case of Francken and 34% 
in the case of Rubens.  
 What should we make of a relatively high percentage of portraits?180 As 
Carl van de Velde has suggested, Frans I Francken, even though he is mostly 
known for his religious paintings today, may have been an important portrait 
painter in Antwerp from the last quarter of the sixteenth century until his death 
in 1616.181 In 1584, the painter sold a portrait of William of Orange for 40 gulden 
to the city to be displayed in Antwerp’s City Hall, which, after the recapture of 
the city by the Spanish a year later, was quickly replaced by a portrait of 
Alexander Farnese by Maarten de Vos. Today, two surviving portraits of William 
of Orange may by ascribed to Francken. 182  Furthermore, of all the painters 
involved in the Blijde Intrede of Archduke Ernest in 1594 Frans the Elder received 
the highest salary, as he was responsible for the portraits of Ernest, Philip III, and 
the Infante Isabella on the triumphal arch erected on the Wijngaardstraat.183 
After the festivities, these portraits were removed from the arch and put on 
display in the City Hall. 184  The portrait of the young Philip III, today in the 
Koninklijk Museum voor Schone Kunsten Antwerp, was probably the one once 
made Frans I Francken for the triumphal arch.185 
 Few or no works by Caymacx, Snellinck, and De Bruyn are known today. 
Caymocx simply died too young to have left a legacy. Snellinck, however, was 
praised by Karel van Mander as a painter of battles, a specialty also practiced by 
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or social climbing. This factor could be related to Rubens’ collection of portraits. However, as 

Koenraad Jonckheere has recently suggested, portraiture was an innovative painterly genre, which 
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Jonckheere, Koenraad. ‘Portret en decorum’, in: Koenraad Jonckheere and Till-Holger Borchert 

(eds.), Renaissanceportretten uit de Lage Landen (Brussels: Bozar & Hannibal publishers, 2015), 10-23. 

See also the forthcoming edition of the Corpus Rubenianum by Koenraad Jonckheere. 
181 Velde, Carl van de, ‘Portretten van Frans Francken de oudere’, Jaarboek KMSKA (1962-63), 175-186. 
182 Van de Velde, ‘Portretten van Frans Francken de oudere’, 184. 
183 The triumphal arch was built by carpenter Abraham Melijn. The painting was done by Joos de 

Momper, Tobias Verhaecht, Adam van Noort, and Frans I Francken (who was appointed for the 

portraits in particular, for which he received 220 ponden and 14 schellingen). The gilding, moreover, 

was the responsibility of David Ryckaert. Van de Velde, ‘Portretten van Frans Francken de oudere’, 

179. 
184 Van de Velde, ‘Portretten van Frans Francken de oudere’, 181. 
185 Van de Velde, ‘Portretten van Frans Francken de oudere’, 183. 
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his father Daniel Snellinck in Mechelen. 186  However, in Snellinck’s inventory 
from 1638 there was only one painting of a battle, but he had already given away 
several paintings to his children in the months before his death, among them 
possibly battle scenes by his own hand.187 In addition to the one battle scene ‘by 
den Affiyvighen in desen gemaect’, the inventory further listed an oil sketch on 
panel of the Ascension, ‘31 watercolour canvasses of landscapes and otherwise’, 
and ‘the 12 emperors of Rome, oil on panel’ made by Snellinck himself.188  

A handful of paintings by De Bruyn are known today (all religious), while 
a contemporary Antwerp inventory (1627) listed a ‘Crowning of Christ after 
Aertus de Bruyn’, indicating that he was already a copied artist during his 
lifetime.189 As the percentages in his inventory indicate, De Bruyn seems to have 
specialized in religious works. However, his inventory also contained 
mythological subjects by his hand: a ‘Pomona principael vanden aflyvighen’ 
(Pomona, an original done by the deceased) and a ‘schilderye vande Sabinen ende 
Romeynen, wesende principael byden afflyvigen geschildert’ (painting of the Sabine 
and the Romans, being an original painted by the deceased). 190  The term 
‘principaal’ which meant ‘not a copy’, also could imply, by extension, that this 
original version was kept in the workshop to serve as a model for later copies.191 
From his house on the Jodenstraat De Bruyn also dealt in paintings, like so many 
of his fellow artists. His business enterprises even reached far beyond Antwerp’s 
city walls: he delivered a number of boxes with paintings to Franchois Sijmons in 
Paris and Diego van Houtveld in Seville.192  

 

                                                      
186 His father Daniel Snellinck had delivered to the city of Mechelen ‘een groot schilderye van den 

slagh van Grevelingen’. Monballieu, ‘Aantekeningen bij de schilderijeninventaris van het sterfhuis 

van Jan Snellinck’, 245.  
187 In a codicil of 8 April 1638, Snellinck had bequeathed several paintings and pieces of furniture to 

his daughters Suzanna and Sara. Also, his son Andries Snellinck owned paintings by his father that 

were not listed in the 1638 inventory. Monballieu, ‘Aantekeningen bij de schilderijeninventaris van 

het sterfhuis van Jan Snellinck’, 250-252. 
188 ‘Noch 1 Slach van Lackerbetken op doeck waterverve by den Affiyvighen in desen gemaect’; ‘Een 

schetse Hemelvaert van den Affiyvighen op panneel olie verve’; ‘31 watervervedoecken van den 
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in Iyste gemaect by den AffIyvigen in desen’. Notary H. Van Cantelbeck, 3392 (1638), no pagination. 
189 Vlieghe, ‘Artus of Antoni De Bruyn?’, 179; Denucé, De Antwerpsche ‘konstkamers’, 44. 
190 SAA, Notary G. Le Rousseau (1632), 334v. 
191 Marchi, Neil de, and Hans van Miegroet. ‘Art, Value and Market Practices in the Netherlands in the 

Seventeenth Century’, The Art Bulletin 86 (1994), 451-464, see page 453. For the meaning of the term 

‘principaal’ in the determination of the price of a painting, see: Sluijter, Eric Jan, ‘Determining Value 

on the Art Market in the Golden Age: an Introduction’, in: Anna Tummers and Koenraad Jonckheere 

(eds.), Art Market and Connoisseurship. A Closer Look at Paintings by Rembrandt, Rubens and their 

contemporaries (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2008), 17-18. 
192 The inventory lists a book with nine pages of invoices for delivered paintings to Franchois Sijmons 

in Paris and three pages of invoices for delivered paintings to Diego van Houtveld in Seville. At the 
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Landscapes in collections 
Joos de Momper was undoubtedly the most successful Antwerp landscape painter 
of his generation. It is surprising, therefore, that his inventory only counts one 
landscape, which was not even made by himself but was rather a watercolour by 
Lucas van Valckenborch. Of autograph works by De Momper the inventory listed 
only an unfinished Winter and one drawing of oxen, as well as a number of 
unidentified canvasses that were unfinished at the time De Momper’s death. The 
most obvious explanation for the seeming lack of landscape paintings in the 
inventory is that De Momper’s specialization was so well known that the works 
by his hand did not need any further specification. Also, as mentioned above, De 
Momper’s ‘mannekens’ might actually have referred to townscapes. It is worth 
noting that De Momper’s landscapes are often considered as heralding the end of 
the Flemish tradition of landscape painting, most famously represented by the 
works of Pieter Bruegel, with their birds-eye views, high horizons, and idealized 
compositions.  

As calculated by Muller, the percentage of landscape painting in Antwerp 
collections was relatively small (6.9 in 1600–1609 and 16.7 in 1643–1652), whereas 
in Calvinist Delft, the proportion was stable at around 25% from the 1610s 
onwards. As shown by Bok’s average percentages for seven cities in the Dutch 
Republic, the popularity of landscape increased even further after 1650 to a peak 
of around 35% in the final decades of the century.193 Even though landscapes were 
increasingly collected in Antwerp as well, their popularity there remained 
relatively small compared to the Dutch Republic, although there were 
exceptions.194 The percentages of landscapes in the inventories of the painters in 
Table 3 accord with this general trend in Antwerp. It is therefore all the more 
surprising that landscape paintings take a very dominant position in a large 
number of early seventeenth-century gallery pictures from the Francken 
workshop. Exemplary is the Interior of a collection with ‘ânes iconoclastes’, by Frans 
II Francken (Fig.  9).195 This painting must have been one of the artist’s earliest 

 

                                                      
time of De Bruyn’s death Sijmons still owed him money. The inventory does not mention whether the 

paintings were made by De Bruyn himself or by other artists. SAA, Notary G. Le Rousseau (1632), 337v. 
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Calais to be shipped to Spain. Duverger, Antwerpse Kunstinventarissen vol. IV, 59. 
193 Bok, ‘Schilderien te coop’, 20. 
194 As we have seen in chapter 3, Martinus III Nutius owned a large number of landscape paintings 

(33% of his collection). Not coincidentally, he also owned a gallery picture. 
195 There are several other works by Francken with a very similar composition. E.g. Frans II Francken, 

Art lovers on an art gallery with‘ânes iconoclastes’, Boisgirard & Antonini (Paris) 2012-06-29 
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gallery pictures, as he signed the work with D.J.fr. Francken (Frans Francken the 
Younger), which indicates a date prior to the death of his father in 1616. Of the 
fourteen paintings seen from the front, seven or eight may be identified as 
belonging to the fourth category of land- and seascapes (including a fire), for at 
least 50%. The same high percentage of landscape painting can also be identified 
in a substantial number of other early-seventeenth century gallery pictures by 
the Franckens; for instance the encyclopedic still life now in the Koninklijk 
Museum voor Schone Kunsten Antwerp (see below Fig.  19), six out of ten 
paintings are landscapes; in the Baltimore painting (by Hieronymus II Francken 
and Jan I Brueghel) we count ten out of twenty-three (Fig.  2); in the gallery 
painting with the figures of Lipsius and Ortelius from 1617 six out of fifteen (Fig.  
6); whereas in the painting now in Frankfurt one of the two depicted paintings is 
a landscape. In short, the proportions of paintings from category 4 (landscape, 
including seascapes, city views, perspectives, and scenes of conflagration) in 
these gallery pictures ranges between 43% and 60%. It must be noted that many 
of these compositions from the Francken workshop are known in more than one 
variant, with only small differences and thus with a similar emphasis on 
landscape painting.  

Of the landscapes included in Francken’s gallery pictures, many were 
recognizable as De Momper’s, either as known works or as generic pictures in his 
style. Whereas De Momper was the most renowned Antwerp landscape painter, 
the knowledgeable viewer would immediately recognize the fires, or brandekens, 
as works by (or generics of) Gillis Mostaert. As Elizabeth Honig and others have 
argued, giving the viewer the opportunity to recognize particular artists was an 
important function of gallery paintings.196 The next level in this connoisseur’s 
game was the recognition of the hands of different masters in a single work. De 
Momper’s works were also very suitable for this purpose, as it is estimated that 
approximately 60% of his art production consisted of works made in cooperation 
with others.197  

Besides the challenge of recognizing different artists, what would the 
seventeenth-century connoisseur make of the high percentage of landscape 
paintings on Francken’s gallery pictures? For context, the remarkably high 
proportion of landscape pictures in Francken’s gallery paintings seems not to 
have been embraced by other artists working in the genre. In Willem van 
Haecht’s well-known The Gallery of Cornelis van der Geest of 1628 (today in the 
Rubenshuis in Antwerp) only a small percentage of the paintings are from the 
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fourth category. The same holds true for other compositions by Van Haecht, such 
as Apelles painting Campaspe (ca. 1630) now in the Mauritshuis in The Hague.198 Nor 
do Brueghel’s allegories (including the ones made in cooperation with Rubens) 
contain a particularly high percentage of landscape paintings. His son Jan 
Brueghel the Younger as well as other later artists working in the genre, such as 
Jan van Kessel, also showed no sign of such a strong preference for landscapes. 
In this respect, the gallery pictures of the Franckens were exceptional. And, as 
explained in more detail below, there were other ways in which their gallery 
pictures diverged from the norms of the genre.  
 

 
Fig.  9 - Frans II Francken, Interior of a collection with ‘ânes iconoclastes’, ca. 1611–1615  
(signed D.J.fr. Francken), oil on panel, 53,4 x 73,7 cm, formerly Sotheby’s London (14 December 2000) 
 
 
Landscapes, seascapes, and pictures of fires were associated in particular with 
the northern artistic tradition.199 For the connoisseur viewing a Franken gallery 

 

                                                      
198 https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Haecht_2.jpg 
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with a specific northern knowledge and experience of the local landscape’. Göttler further argues 

that painting in general was associated with the element of fire. In addition to Mostaert, Gillis Coignet 

(brother of Michiel Coignet) was a well-known artist working in the genre. See: Göttler, Christine. 

‘Wit in painting, color in words. Gillis Mostaert’s depictions of fires’, in: Christine Göttler, Bart 
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painting, the landscapes simultaneously appealed to a sense of pride in local 
artistic traditions and to the religious understanding of nature, which was 
arguably particularly strong in the Low Countries. As Boudewijn Bakker has 
argued, the so-called ‘realistic landscape’ that developed in the North was 
religiously inspired, as nature was considered to be God’s second Revelation.200 
Knowing nature was a spiritual activity, and one of its expressions was landscape 
painting. It is well known that even Calvin himself could find no fault with 
landscape painting. In Counter-Reformation Antwerp, Calvin’s opinion about 
imagery was of course not preeminent, but his thoughts on images (and those of 
other Protestant Reformers), had impacted whole generations of Antwerp 
painters.201 Landscape painting occupied a particular place in the image debates, 
namely through the fact that they were uncontroversial. Hence, in combination 
with the other exceptional motifs in the gallery pictures by the Franckens 
(iconoclastic ass-heads and the particularly encyclopedic still life composition), 
the landscape may be conceived as part of a larger discourse on the status of 
images (and other objects). This issue is discussed in more detail below; for now 
it suffices to say that the high percentage of landscape painting may be conceived 
as an extra argument against the iconoclastic destruction of images and objects. 
Through the heavy emphasis on landscape painting – a genre appreciated by 
Protestants as well as Catholics – the painter seems to reinforce the idea that if 
landscapes were appreciated, by extension all other types of imagery (including 
religious images) could be valued. It would be foolish to destroy only type of 
imagery on the basis of arguments that condemned the merging of matter, form, 
and meaning (which applied to all imagery). In fact, a similar but inverted 
argument may be detected in the ass-heads who are destroying books and 
scientific instruments: by associating iconoclastic violence with the destruction 
of objects of (natural) knowledge, Francken implicates that violence in the 
destruction of the encyclopedic ideal of knowledge.  
 

Madonnas in flowers 
In 1607 Cardinal-Archbishop of Milan Frederico Borromeo received a package 
from Antwerp with (presumably) the first exemplar of what was to be become a 
highly popular painterly genre in the decades to come: a Madonna and Child in a 
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Flower Garland.202 This first painting of this sort was made by Jan I Brueghel and 
Hendrick van Balen, but it was Cardinal Borromeo himself who apparently 
proposed the idea for the genre to Brueghel. 203  While Brueghel painted the 
garland of flowers on panel, Van Balen was responsible for the execution of the 
Madonna with Child on a separate silver insert. In first instance, Borromeo sent 
back the painting to Brueghel for some final adaptations (a common practice 
between this patron and his client); he wanted Brueghel to add a landscape 
around the Virgin and Child.204 While working on the corrections in the year 
1608, Brueghel wrote to Borromeo: ‘I am very busy with the little painting of the 
garland of flowers; and in it, according to the instructions of your Eminence, I am 
going to fit a Madonna with a landscape. I hope and trust that if any work of mine 
has given pleasure to your Eminence, this one will exceed all others.’205    

The genre of the Madonna in Flowers took the tradition of placing 
garlands of flowers around holy images in churches and transformed this 
practice into a painted image of the garland. Brueghel, who had already gained 
fame as a flower painter, was the perfect candidate to render the trompe l’oeil 
flower garlands. The use of flowers in churches was indeed widespread. The well-
known Southern Netherlandish Jesuit Joannes David (1546–1613) affirmed the 
use of flowers in churches in his book Den Bloemhof ende Kruythof der Kerckelicker 
Cerimonien (first published in 1607). It was common practice to decorate statues 
with garlands of flowers, while vases of flowers may also have been used to 
decorate and scent the church interior. It is notable that the oldest dated floral 
still life, Roelant Savery’s (1576–1639) Flower still life of 1603 (of which there are 
two almost identical versions), depicted a vase of flowers positioned in a niche.206 
Savery, on a side note, has been credited for making the world’s first still life in 
paint when he was working at Rudolf’s court in Prague. 207  Other early (but 
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undated) examples of flower still lifes, such as works by Ambrosius I Bosschaert 
(1573–1621) and Osias I Beert (ca. 1580–1623) employ similar compositions 
depicting a vase of flowers in a niche.208 This motif is noteworthy, since niches 
were originally designed for one thing only: statues. And, as Koenraad 
Jonckheere has demonstrated, empty niches (and other architectural motifs) in 
post-Beeldenstorm paintings were not neutral motifs and may be read as 
references to iconoclastic violence. 209  Artists from various confessional 
backgrounds used this motif to carry with particular messages or simply to pose 
questions regarding the role of statues. Hence, the niche, like other architectural 
elements, may not have been merely used to create the effect of depth - to 
increase the trompe l’oeil effect of the vase of flowers. Yet, as the mentioned 
examples of painters demonstrate, one cannot simply point to a division along 
confessional lines. Were the flowers in stony niches meant to argue against the 
Catholic use of statues, by replacing the traditional motif of the statue with a 
motif from nature? Or was the use of flowers in church a rare point of agreement 
between Catholics and Protestants? A niche might have multiple interpretations, 
and this might have been pleasing to artists, who, through innovative motifs and 
compositions, were perhaps more interested in pointing to areas of debate (here 
on statues, niches, and nature) than in proposing definitive answers.    

Some clues about the use and meaning of flowers in church are found in 
David’s aforementioned book Den Bloemhof ende Kruythof der Kerckelicker 
Cerimonien, wherein the author links the ‘uytwendighlick schoon’ (external beauty 
– or matter and form) of the church, which is graceful to one’s ‘eyes and ears’, to 
the even more important ‘internal’ grace of ‘geestelick verstandt’ (spiritual 
understanding or meaning). 210  David’s main objective was to explain this 
connection between the external beauty of the material church and spiritual 
understanding and belief. In a clear question and answer format, he addressed 
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Catholic believers, who all knew the materials and practices of the church, but 
who did not always seem to understand these properly.  

In the fourth chapter ‘on the adornment of churches’, David discusses 
altars (and altar decoration), tapestry, statues, paintings, lighting, relics, and 
skeletons of saints, as well as the use of flowers. For each of these adornments 
there was a spiritual meaning or allegory. In the case of flowers the author asked 
the following question: ‘what can we learn from the vases of flowers, either 
natural or artfully made of fabrics’?211 The answer was both straightforward and 
of an allegorical nature: Christ is the creator of all flowers and virtues, and He is 
also the ‘true flower of the world, by which scent and powers he strengthens the 
dull hearts, yes even brings the dead to life’.212 The second question was ‘what do 
the flowers demand of us’? The answer was that the great variety of flowers, of 
all colours and scents, exhort us to an equally great variety of virtuous 
behaviours and good works. All this, of course, was to adorn and honour Christ, 
as He himself had adorned the world.213 Nature in Counter-Reformation Antwerp 
was honourable because it was perceived as not only God’s beautiful and perfect 
Creation but also an allegory of the spiritual world, and because it served as a 
moral inspiration for believers. As David made very clear throughout his book, 
not coincidentally called Bloemhof ende Kruythof (Flower garden and herb garden), 
this understanding of nature extended to the idea that, in a similar way, the 
Church was and should be both material and spiritual; and through both aspects 
should promote virtuous behaviour (behaviour that could in turn be of a 
material-spiritual nature).  

The compositions of the popular devotional genre of the Madonna in 
Flowers was based upon a similar understanding of nature and devotion. The 
juxtaposition of two layers in this genre – a border of natural motifs and a central 
area with a scene from Scripture – was very similar to the composition of 
engravings with floral or animal borders in emblem books (or foliage tapestry for 
that matter). These traditions have been linked to the study of the natural world. 
DaCosta Kaufmann, for instance, has demonstrated that in illuminated 
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manuscripts there was no real separation between the realm of the sacred and 
what we would consider the secular. He also showed that trompe l’oeil images 
have their origins in the practice of pilgrims attaching objects to pages (such as 
plants, flowers, and insects).214  

Several Antwerp collections from the first half of the seventeenth century 
contained Madonnas with flowers. Eight paintings are specifically described as 
such, but since most descriptions of paintings in inventories were not 
particularly detailed, it is likely that the actual number was much higher. It is 
conceivable for instance, that Jan Snellinck’s ‘crans van vruchten’ (garland of 
fruits), contained another image inside it, while some images simply listed as a 
‘Madonna’ might have depicted a garland of flowers. Snellinck’s inventory 
further listed a Madonna in a landscape with flowers, a Madonna with flowers, 
and a Flora with a garland of flowers.215 There was also the mysterious listing of 
a certain ‘Beddeleen’ with a garland of flowers.216  

The merchant Gerard de Houwer owned a ‘Garland of flowers and fruit’ 
made by Van Balen and Schellincx.217 A painting listed in Rubens’ inventory was 
described as ‘A garland with flowers, with Marie in’t’, made by the master himself.218 
Merchant of paintings Herman de Neyt (1588–1642) had an ‘Ons L. vrouwencrans 
in bloemen’ (Our Lady garland in flowers) made by a certain Leunis.219 Unidentified 
paintings of Madonna’s in garlands of flowers were found in the inventories of 
David van Wils and Catherine Roosen (the latter owned three pieces).220  
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216  Een Beddeleen met 1 crans van blommen daeromme  op panneel olieverve in Iyste. H. van 

Cantelbeck3392 (1638), no pagination. The term Beddeleen is not known to me. 
217 ‘Een stuck schilderye wesende eenen Crans van Blommen ende Fruyten gemaect by Van Balen ende 

Schellincx’. Duverger, Antwerpse kunstinventarissen vol. III, 500. (original: Notary A. Jaspars, 2206 

(1635), 213-213v. Houwer also owned a ‘gesichtbuyse’, a telescope, see below) 
218 Inventory Rubens as in: Belkin, Kristin Lohse et. al. Exh. Cat.: Een huis vol kunst. Rubens als verzamelaar 

(Antwerpen: Rubenianum, 2005), 332. 
219 The Antwerp painter and art dealer Herman de Neyt died on 8 September 1642 in Delft, where he 

and wife stayed for business. Duverger, Antwerpse kunstinventarissen vol. V, 10. See also: 

 http://oxfordindex.oup.com/view/10.1093/gao/9781884446054.article.T062245 (consulted 3 July 

2015). 
220  The inventory of David van Wils (1641) contained: ‘Een schilderye wesende eenen Crans met 

blommen met Onse·Lieve·Yrouwe in 't midden met lyst’ (perhaps ‘Een schilderyken wesende eenen 

Crans met blommen’ also contained an image of the Madonna). Van Wils also owned ‘a painting of 

Our Lady of wax in a frame’, which he kept at his ‘Constcamer’. Noticeably, he also owned between five 

and eight books on astronomy. Duverger, Antwerpse kunstinventarissen vol. IV, 453-457. Catharine 

Roosen (d. 1645) was the widow of Jan I Snyders. Duverger, Antwerpse kunstinventarissen vol. V, 245, 

246, 247. 
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Jan Bierens, a jeweller-merchant who lived on the Kipdorp, owned ‘een 
stuck schilderye wesende eenen bloemencrans van pater Segers met een Lieve vrouwken 
ende een ebbenlyste’ (a painting being a flower garland by Father Segers with an 
Our Lady in an ebony frame), which was put on display on top of a ‘vergult coffer’ 
(gilded case/chest) with a carpet.221 Daniel Seghers (1590–1661), called Father 
Seghers because he joined the order of the Jesuits in 1614, specialized in flower 
painting, an art he had perfected during his apprenticeship with Jan Brueghel 
the Elder. He often worked together with other artists who painted the figures 
inside Segher’s flower garlands.222 His work was highly appreciated both within 
and outside Antwerp, for example by Constantijn Huygens (1596–1687) in the 
Dutch Republic, with whom Seghers also corresponded (for example about white 
pigment, which apparently remained a hot topic long after Anna Roemers 
Visscher had asked Rubens for his secret of white pigment in her laudatory poem 
addressed to the artist).223 Even though the genre of the Flower garland was 
initially closely connected to the veneration of the Madonna and other 
particularly Counter-Reformation iconography (saints, the Host), profane 
subjects also appeared almost from the genre’s beginning. We also see portraits 
and mythologies (the Flora in Snellinck’s inventory is an early example), which 
became more common in the second half of the seventeenth century.  

In 1625, Borromeo praised a Madonna in flowers as one of his favourite 
paintings from Antwerp (Fig.  10). As he explained in his treatise Musaeum (1625), 
he was especially taken with this painting in his collection because, ‘Little birds 
sit amongst the flowers, and the flowers themselves have an exotic appearance, 
as the artist would certainly not have been content with our usual ones’. The 
painting praised by Borromeo was the Madonna and Child in a Garland of Fruit and 
Flowers by Jan I Brueghel and Peter Paul Rubens of 1620 (now in the Prado). 
Borromeo even goes so far as to disregard Rubens’ part in the collaboration when 
he writes: ‘There is no point in saying anything about the image enclosed in the 
garland, for like a lesser light it is outshone by all the splendours surrounding 

 

                                                      
221 SAA, Notary G. Le Rousseau 2430 (1641), 373r. 
222 Such as Cornelis Schut, Abraham van Diepenbeeck, Simon de Vos, Frans II Francken, Erasmus 

Quellinus, and Rubens. 
223  Daniel Seghers (from Antwerp) to Constantijn Huygens (The Hague), 3 March 1658.  

http://ckcc.huygens.knaw.nl/epistolarium/ Daniel Seghers also corresponded with Christiaan 

Huygens. The lines in Anna Roemers Visscher’s poem read: ‘Bid ic mij te willen schrijven | Waer me 

gij u wit laet wrijven| Dat soo geel niet en besterft | Noch de tijt soo niet bederft’. See: Beets, Nicolaas 

(ed.), Alle de gedichten van Anna Roemers Visscher. Deel 2 (Utrecht: J.L. Beijers, 1881), 87 

(http://www.dbnl.org/tekst/viss001nbee02_01/viss001nbee02_01_0013.php). See also: Magurn, The 

letters of Peter Paul Rubens; Huet, De brieven van Rubens, 76-77. 
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it’.224 Many art historians have noticed Borromeo’s appreciation for Brueghel, 
which far exceeded his appreciation for Rubens, but less attention has been given 
to his appraisal of the ‘exotic appearance’ of the flowers, which he juxtaposed to 
‘our usual ones’. In his mind the exoticism of the flowers was obviously a reason 
to regard them more highly, and he imparts the same value to Brueghel himself 
when he claims that ‘the artist would certainly not have been content with our 
usual ones’.  
 

 

                                                      
224 Freedberg, ‘The Origins and Development of the Flemish Madonnas in Flower Garlands’, 121.  
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Fig.  10 - Jan I Brueghel and Peter Paul Rubens, Madonna and Child in a Garland of Fruit and Flowers, ca. 
1620 
Oil on panel, 79 x 65, Museo Nacional de Prado, Madrid 

 
 
It seems that Borromeo’s appreciation for exotic nature indeed extended to local 
Antwerp painters such as Brueghel. Furthermore, this appreciation extended to 
other Antwerp artists, artisans and collectors, who used, processed, depicted and 
collected exotic nature. Brueghel and others in Antwerp could have seen with 
their own eyes a variety of exotica in collections. Exotic objects and the 
depictions thereof fitted the encyclopaedic schemes of Antwerp collectors, but 
such objects were only one (small) part of the ideal Antwerp collection - one part 
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of God’s Creation, which was meaningful as a whole. Just as the garland with 
exotic flowers was meaningful in relation to the Madonna; so exotic nature was 
part of the broader culture of collecting (meaning was created in relation to other 
objects). It seems that there were no Antwerp collectors specialized in exotica. 
Both probate inventories and the paintings of collections confirm that exotics in 
Antwerp were put on display with other objects (and juxtaposed with the local). 
This understanding of the place of exotica is then reflected in genres that were 
related to the paintings of collections (or gallery pictures), such as Madonnas in 
flowers and allegories of the senses, which also depicted the exotic as part of an 
encyclopaedic schema (and as allegorical signs).  

The collecting of exotica in early seventeenth-century Antwerp has not 
been well studied. Traditionally, histories of collecting in the Southern 
Netherlands have tended to focus on collections of paintings and other man-
made luxury items, whereas histories of collecting in the Dutch Republic 
emphasize naturalia and exotica, available as imports from East and West Indies 
arriving in the port of Amsterdam.225 This has caused a rather distorted image of 
the cultures of collecting in the South and North. It must be noted that ‘exotic’ 
was a fluid concept whose parameters changed over time. In this period, it was 
perhaps most often associated with the Americas and the Far East, but it could 
refer to all regions outside of Europe (for instance to the Canary Islands or the 
Ottoman Empire).  

Ever since the great discoveries of new lands and the sea voyages to the 
East and West Indies in the sixteenth century, Europeans had been fascinated 
with exotic nature to an unprecedented extent. As elaborated upon in other 
chapters, some exotica became known as medicines, whereas other pieces of 
exotic nature were keenly collected. Collectors were not merely fascinated with 
the import of raw materials from the East and West Indies, but also showed a 
keen interest in the medical qualities of these materials. Collectors sought not 
only exotic specimens (e.g. dried animals, flower bulbs), but also engravings that 
depicted the ‘discovery’ and production of exotic materia medica (e.g. Stradanus’ 
engraving of the discovery of guaiacum). The recipe books and travel books in 
their libraries were further expressions of their interest in practical knowledge 
as well as the non-European world.226 Finally, exotic imports, such as tortoise 
shell and various types of tropical wood, were transformed into new and artful 
luxury items, while Antwerp painters then depicted these luxury items as well as 
unworked exotic specimen in a range of (typically Antwerpian) genres. Images of 

 

                                                      
225 Sven Dupré, ‘Trading Luxury Glass’, 291. 
226 E.g. world maps, atlasses, or the best selling travelogue by Jan Huygen van Lintschoten on his 

travels to the East Indies.  
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exotic flowers and fruits must have appealed to connoisseurs in Antwerp, of 
whom many cultivated their own tulips or American pumpkins in their urban 
courtyards or in their gardens outside the city wall. As we will see later on many 
wealthy Antwerp citizens owned such pleasure gardens, the so-called ‘speelhoven’ 
(‘play-courts’) and gardening was held in high esteem.227   

The representation of the flowers, such as the tulips, in the garland of fruit 
and flowers by Brueghel that was so explicitly praised by Borromeo, was not 
exceptional, even if this particular painting showed an extraordinary variety of 
the exotic. Here, the garland of flowers and fruits is suspended in trees situated 
in a forest, with animals crawling in the woodland and birds flying in the sky. 
Borromeo described this difference when he stated that rather than a garland, 
‘one might sooner call [it] a triumphal arch’.228 According to Brueghel himself, 
the painting was ‘the most beautiful and rare thing I have ever done in my life’. 
In the letter to Borromeo’s agent Bianchi, Brueghel further appraised the 
painting by writing that ‘The birds and animals are done from life from some in 
the possession of the Archduchess. I believe that the charm and precision of this 
piece will please your Eminence’. 229  Brueghel’s prediction came true, since 
Borromeo indeed praised it as among his best pictures (matched only by 
Brueghel’s little paintings of the Elements in the Cardinal’s collection).230 

Like his patron, but in different terms, Brueghel considered his depiction 
of exotic nature on the Madonna and Child in a Garland of Fruit and Flowers as ‘rare’ 
and ‘beautiful’. Exotic elements in this painting included the tulips and the 
American maize (corn) and pumpkins. But perhaps even more extraordinary 
were the animals ‘done from life’, which Brueghel had seen in the zoological 
garden of his patron the Archduchess Isabella. In the lower right corner two 
turtles lodge on the grounds, while more towards the middle two guinea pigs are 
nibbling on something. Just  behind them a monkey seems to busy with picking 
fruit, and two small sagui monkeys take their place on a pile of fruits. In the lower 
left corner a crested porcupine shows his spines, while a cockatoo sits on top of 
a pumpkin. A number of other exotic birds, among them two toucans, also 
populate the painting.  

 

                                                      
227 Among the known enthusiasts for gardening were Rubens, Plantin, Rockox, Van Meurs, 

Spierinck, and Nutius. 
228 Freedberg, ‘The Origins and Development of the Flemish Madonnas in Flower Garlands’, 121. 
229 Freedberg, ‘The Origins and Development of the Flemish Madonnas in Flower Garlands’, 118. See 

also: Rikken and Smith, ‘Jan Brueghel’s Allegory of air’. 
230 Freedberg, ‘The Origins and Development of the Flemish Madonnas in Flower Garlands’, 118. 
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It is telling that Borromeo considered the depiction of the Madonna to be 
‘a lesser light […] outshone by all the splendours surrounding it’.231 Borromeo 
clearly considered the depiction of exotic nature to be the better part of the 
painting. And even though Borromeo’s lesser appreciation for the Madonna 
might have been due to Rubens’ painterly technique instead of the subject, it is 
still a revealing statement in the sense that exotic nature came to be appreciated 
to such an extent that it could even outclass the veneration of the Madonna. It is 
a remarkable comment on a genre that was intended to be devotional,232 and all 
the more striking since it was made by one of the most important Counter-
Reformation art theorists, who had himself proposed the composition for this 
new genre to Brueghel. Of course, the point of the genre was the joining of 
flowers and the Madonna, which underlines that the sacred and the natural were 
mutually reinforcing. Nature was part of the devotional too, exotic nature no less 
than local nature. And as in the case of Antwerp collections, the 
interrelationships between the natural and the sacred were central in 
understanding the harmony of God’s Creation. Both natural and man-made 
objects could refer to other objects and meanings. As such, they functioned in a 
framework of (at times allegorical) of interconnectedness. 

 

Feathers and skins: exotic animals 
Like exotic plants, exotic animals attracted the attention of collectors. At least 
some of the exotic birds depicted by Brueghel ‘from life’ from specimens owned 
by the the Archdukes, were also kept by Antwerp collectors. Moreover, 
goldsmiths produced expensive (sometimes gilded) birdcages for clients with 
parrots or canaries, while canary grass seed was commonly found in the shops of 
grocers.233 The publisher and alderman Jan van Meurs (see chapter 4) kept a 
‘birdhouse with a canary’ in his kitchen at the Kammenstraat.234 Anna van der 
Dort, the widow of Abraham van Diepenbeeck, owned no less than seven 
birdcages in which she kept seven canaries.235  The colourful plumes of exotic 

 

                                                      
231 David Freedberg, ‘The Origins and Development of the Flemish Madonnas in Flower Garlands’, 121. 
232 As Freedberg notes, the flowers added value to the Madonna (literary in monetary terms and as 

part of a tradition of decorating holy images with garlands, but also intellectually, as nature was 

thought to reflect the divine and sacred). Freedberg, ‘The Origins and Development of the Flemish 

Madonnas in Flower Garlands’, 126-130. 
233 Goldsmith Hendrik Smits, for instance, sold birdcages (among them ‘Een papegaeyenhuysken van 

coperdraet’). In the groceries of Jan Boudaen and Jan Spierinck one could buy canary seed.  
234 ‘een vogelhuys met eenen canarievogel’. SAA, Notary H. Fighé, 1509 (1652), 16v. 
235 She kept 2 canaries in one cage and the five other canary birds in another cage. The other five 

cages seem to have been empty. ‘een dobbel vogelhuijsken met twee canarie vogeltiens’, ‘twee 
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birds, especially of birds of paradise, were also desirable collectables, and earlier 
in the century Frans I Francken had owned some ‘Indiaensche pluymen’ (Indian 
plumes).236 Turtle shells were also popular collectables, while the material was 
used in inlaid wooden boxes or art cabinets. The apothecary Van Horne had ‘a 
large dried turtle’ on display in his shop (see chapter 3). Even more exotic was 
the ‘luypaersvelle’ (leopard skin) owned by the painter Hendrik van Balen. 237 
Visitors must have been in awe of this rare piece of animal fur, which was kept 
in the front room on the first floor. Van Balen’s leopard skin is the only one I have 
come across in early seventeenth-century Antwerp inventories. Visual sources, 
however, are plentiful.    

 In Van Balen’s own house on the Lange Nieuwstraat a painting of ‘3 
Luypaerts op doeck olieverve in lyste’ (3 leopards, oil on canvas in frame) was on 
display in the room above the kitchen.238 This was perhaps a copy of an original 
by Rubens, who included a work with such a composition on the list he send to 
Sir Dudley Carlton, described as Leopards with Satyrs with Nymphs. This painting, 
Rubens assured, was an ‘original of my hand, except for a beautiful landscape 
done by the hand of a master skilful in this department’, and it was worth 600 
florins.239 Today, two very similar compositions are known (e.g. Fig.  11), one of 
which might have been the one once on display in Van Balen’s house.240 This 
composition was depicted by Jan I Brueghel’s in the Allegory of Sight and Smell now 
in the Prado; it hangs on the left wall in the gallery, the second painting from the 
left on the top row. The painting The three leopards must have been fairly famous 
in early seventeenth-century Antwerp, as Frans II Francken also depicted a 
drawing of leopards in precisely the same pose in his Interior of an art cabinet with 

 

                                                      
vogelhuijskens’, ‘drij groote vogelhuijskens’, ‘een vogelhuijskens met vijf canarievogelkens’. SAA, 

Notary J. van der Cruijsen, 3726 (1676–1678), 338v; 340v. 
236 ‘Indiaensche’ (Indian) could have very different meanings and was used to refer to everything from 

outside Europe. The Indian feathers mentioned here could be the feathers of parrots or birds of 

paradise, which both were very popular collectables. Also, feathers were popular accessories for 

embellishing hats. 
237 Inventory of Margriet Briers, widow of Hendrik van Balen. SAA, Notary H. Van Cantelbeck 3392 

(1638), 5v. See also: Duverger, Antwerpse Kunstinventarissen vol. IV, 207. 
238 SAA, Notary H. Van Cantelbeck 3392 (1638), 4v. 
239 David Freedberg, ‘The Hand of Rubens’ in: Exh. Cat. Peter Paul Rubens. Oil paintings and oil sketches 

Gagosian Gallery, (New York 1995), 13. See also: Magurn, The letters of Peter Paul Rubens; Huet, Brieven 

van Rubens, 53. 
240 There is also a very similar composition in the Montreal Museum of Fine Arts. We also have a 

smaller painting on panel with a similar group of figures positioned in a much larger landscape after 

Rubens, Three leopards in a landscape with a Satyr and Nymph, oil on panel, 70 x 53 cm, Musée Jeanne 

d'Aboville, La Fère (https://rkd.nl/explore/images/37564). 
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‘ânes iconoclastes’ (Fig.  1 &  Fig.  12).241 In the top right corner of the depicted wall 
Francken included a drawing (or oil sketch) of two leopards. This could have been 
a study or compositional drawing, or perhaps it was a copy after the original 
painting.  

 

 
Fig.  11 - After Rubens, Three leopards in a landscape with a Satyr and Nymph, after 1615  
Oil on canvas, 168,6 x 209,6 cm, London: Christie’s (1991) 

 
 
 

 

                                                      
241 Interior of an art cabinet with ‘ânes iconoclastes’, 1620 or 1626, oil on panel, 101 x 143 cm, Chiavari: 

Quadreria della Società Economica di Chiavari, cat. Nr. Botti 20, 1901. Fontana Amoretti, M. and M. 

Plomp (eds.), Repertory of Dutch and Flemish Paintings in Italian Public Collections vol. I: Liguria (Florence: 

Centro Di, 1998), 140-141. 
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 Fig.  12 - Frans II Francken, detail: Interior of an art cabinet with ‘ânes iconoclastes’, 1620 or 1626 
Oil on panel, 101 x 143 cm, Chiavari: Quadreria della Società Economica di Chiavari 
 
Johannes Stradanus (1523-1605), the famous artist in service of the Medicis who 
had a great interest in new (and not-so-new) practical knowledge (see chapters 
2 & 3), also depicted leopards in a variety of poses. The animal apparently greatly 
interested the artist and his patrons. 242  One of Stradanus’ most remarkable 
depictions of leopards is in a series with hunting and fishing scenes, the 
Venationes Ferarum. The scene Leopard hunt with mirrors depicts a leopard hunt in 
which nets and cages are used. Striking is the mirror placed in one of the cages. 
This was based upon the myth that the leopard would recognize an enemy in his 
own mirror image and attack it, whereupon the cage would shut to trap the 
animal. Later in the century, around 1650, Stradanus’ design was quoted by 
Paulus Potter in his The life of the hunter.  
 

 

                                                      
242  In Venationes ferarum, avium, piscium: Roman Emperor Commodus Fires an Arrow to Subdue a 

Leopard which has Escaped from its Cage in the Arena (plate 14).  
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Fig.  13 - Joannes Stradanus, Leopard hunt, ca. 1578 
Drawing on paper, 185 x 260 mm.  
(engraved by Jan Collaert and published by Philips Galle, Venationes ferarum, avium, piscium 
(Antwerp 1583 [first published: 1578]) 
 

 
Rubens painted leopards on at least a few other occasions, such as in hunting 
scenes or in paintings of paradise (the latter in cooperation with Brueghel).243 
Remarkable also are Rubens’ horses adorned with a kind of cloak of leopard skin; 
for instance in The Rape of the Daughters of Leucippus and The Hippopotamus and 
Crocodile Hunt. 244  Moreover, Rubens depicted leopard skins as clothing for 
humans as well; one of the Elders harassing Susanna wears a piece of cloth with 
a detail made of leopard skin.245 In Rubens’ The Four Philosophers, the great Lipsius 

 

                                                      
243 E.g. Peter Paul Rubens, The Tiger Hunt, oil on canvas, 256 x 324 cm, Musée de Beaux-Arts, Rennes; 

Peter Paul Rubens, A hunt on lions and leopards, oil on canvas, 240 x 317 cm, Staatliche 

Kunstsammlungen Dresden - Gemäldegalerie Alte Meister, Dresden; Peter Paul Rubens and Jan I 

Brueghel, Garden of Eden, oil on panel, 4.3 x 114.7 cm, Koninklijk Kabinet van Schilderijen Mauritshuis, 

Den Haag , inv./cat.nr 253. 
244 E.g. Peter Paul Rubens, The Rape of the Daughters of Leucippus, oil on canvas, 224 x 210.5 cm, Atle 

Pinakothek München; Peter Paul Rubens, The Hippopotamus and Crocodile Hunt, oil on canvas, 248 x 321, 

Atle Pinakothek München. 
245 Rubens, Susanna and the Elders (whereabouts unknown, several copies known). Corpus Rubenianum 

Ludwig Burchard , dl. 3 (1989), p. 207-210, nr. 61 
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himself wears a collar of leopard fur.246 Frans II Francken also used this motif in 
A collector’s cabinet with Abraham Ortelius and Justus Lipsius (1617), in which Lipsius’ 
tabbaard is likewise adorned with a leopard skin collar (Fig.  14).247   
 

 
Fig.  14 - Frans II Francken, detail: A collector’s cabinet with Abraham Ortelius and Justus Lipsius, 1617  
Oil on canvas transferred from panel, 52.5 x 73.5 cm, private collection (formerly Haboldt & Co.) 
 
 

 

                                                      
246 Peter Paul Rubens, The Four Philosophers, oil on panel, 164 x 139 cm, Galleria Palatina Firenze. 
247 Frans II Francken,  A collector’s cabinet with Abraham Ortelius and Justus Lipsius, 1617 (inscribed 

and dated), oil on canvas (transferred from panel), 52.5 x 73.5 cm, Haboldt & Co. 2001. For the meaning 

of the tabbaard in Dutch portraiture, see Marieke de Winkel’s chapter ‘’One of the Most Dignified Items 

of Dress’. The Iconography of the Tabbaard and the Sense of Tradition in Dutch Seveneenth-century 

Portraiture’. Winkel, Marieke de, Fashion and Fancy. Dress and Meaning in Rembrandt’s Paintings 

(Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2006), 27-52. 
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Fig.  15 – Peter Paul Rubens, The Four Philosophers, 1611-1612  
oil on canvas, 164 x 139 cm, Galleria Palatina (Palazzo Pitti), Florence 

 

 
Like directly imported pieces of exotic nature from the East and West Indies, 
Africa, and the Middle East, visual representations of those exotica played an 
important role in the distribution and perception of exotic nature. This visual 
material was keenly collected. But exotic motifs were used in other media than 
paintings and prints too, such as jewellery and tapestry. So what should we make 
of the diverse representations of exotic nature? Combined with the evidence 
from probate inventories, these representations can help us better understand 
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various types of exotic nature (materia medica, imported collectables, use in 
artistic objects) in Antwerp.   

It is noticeable that exotic animals like monkeys and parrots frequently 
inhabit gallery pictures. Another regular motif was a vase of flowers – a mix of 
local and exotic flowers – and we also often see paintings of vases and Madonna’s 
with flowers. When we look at multiple examples of early seventeenth-century 
gallery pictures, it becomes clear that certain exotic motifs were important to 
this genre. There are plenty of gallery pictures – both still life compositions and 
the pictures of  rooms with connoisseurs – depicting living exotic animals 
(mostly parrots and monkeys), plumes of exotic birds, dried exotic animals, 
exotic flowers, paintings of exotic flowers, and exotic shells, corals, and minerals.  

The objects that Francken and other artists painted are reflected in 
probate inventories, allowing us to conclude that in Antwerp, exotic nature was 
put on display as part of larger encyclopaedic collections, and not in specialized 
displays of exotica. This is important, since the proportions of certain types of 
objects give insight into the priorities of the collector, as well as into how one 
category was understood in relation to another category. To return to the 
comparison with the Dutch Republic at this point in time, in the North we find 
no collections of exclusively exotica either (although arguably there were 
specialized naturalia collections), though there might have been differences in 
the compositions of collections.248 The difference was not so much that certain 
exotica were missing in Antwerp (in fact, there was probably not a single 
desirable exotica that could not be found in one or another Antwerp collection), 
but in the proportion of exotica as part of collections, and also in the perception 
of and reflection on exotica. 249  These issues were intimately related: since 
collecting was a purposeful activity, which found its meaning in the relationships 
between objects, the proportion of exotica and its display with other objects was 
meaningful.  

It is often argued that collectors in the Dutch Republic had more access to 
imports from the East and West Indies. The argument is based on the assumption 
that after the Blockade of the Scheldt, even though it was not a physical barrier 
but rather a fiscal one, exotic import in Antwerp was limited compared to cities 

 

                                                      
248 The collections of the Leiden apothecary Christiaen Porret (who was acquainted with Plantin and 

Spierinck), for instance, showed a clear preference for exotica and naturalia (indicated as ‘Indiaensche’ 

(Indian) and ‘uitheemsche’ (foreign/exotic)). See: Swan. ‘Apotheker, tuinman, verzamelaar’, 55-62; 

Swan, ‘Medical Collections.’ The more famous Dutch collector Bernardus Paludanus in Enkhuizen 

collected almost exclusively naturalia. Paludanus’ interest in nature was closely linked to his interest 

in Biblical exegesis. Jorink, Het ‘Boeck der Natuere’, 269, 274; Eric Jorink, ‘Noah’s ark restored (and 

wrecked)’, 159-160. 
249 See also Dupré, ‘Trading Luxury Glass’, 291. 
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in the Dutch Republic. But recently scholars have claimed that there were in fact 
no noteworthy constraints on the flow of trade between the Dutch Republic and 
Antwerp, especially not in the case of expensive luxury goods (for which taxes 
were willingly paid).250 Also, Antwerp was still well connected to the Americas 
and East Asia through (family) networks of Flemish merchants abroad.251 So one 
could argue that the proportion of exotic nature in Antwerp collections 
represented a purposeful choice, one which must be understood in relation to 
the second issue: the reflection upon the culture of collecting. In an 
interconnected world, exotica were appreciated within the larger framework, 
and their ordering along the lines of categories such as the exotic may not have 
been an issue at all.  
 

Indian idols, Indian daggers 
Perhaps the most common type of man-made exotic objects were textiles. There 
are plenty of examples of pieces of cloth indicated as ‘Indian’, and Turkish carpets 
were also well represented in Antwerp collections. Some collectors must have 
owned exotic costumes, but most Antwerpers probably knew exotic dress from 
images. Well known today is Rubens’ Costume Book, which contained depictions 
of local as well as exotic dress. The latter was depicted in a variety of genres and 
subjects, but most commonly in paintings of the Adoration of the Magi, which 
was one of the most frequent pictorial subjects in Antwerp. The exoticism of the 
black Magi simultaneously referred to Antwerp’s identity as a city of 
international trade and to a long visual tradition. As José Marcaida has 
demonstrated, one exotic motifs was a dried bird of paradise attached to the 
turban of the black Magi, for example on Hendrik van Balen’s Adoration of the Magi 
of 1598. Rubens, for his part, painted a black Magi with an aigrette with a bird of 
paradise (plumes, head, and beak) on The Adoration of the Magi (1609, modified in 
1628-29).252 

 

                                                      
250 Rasterhoff and Vermeylen have argued that the export of luxury products such as paintings, books, 

and musical instruments from Antwerp to the North remained high and relatively stable throughout 

the seventeenth century. There are no reasons to assume that this trade route was more complicated 

coming south, and the export of (luxury) exotica from the Dutch Republic to Antwerp must have been 

reasonably straightforward. Rasterhoff, Claartje and Filip Vermeylen, ‘The Zeeland Connection: The 

Art Trade between the Northern and Southern Netherlands during the Seventeenth Century’, in: Neil 

de Marchi and Sophie Raux (eds.). Moving Pictures. Intra-European Trade in Images, 16th-18th Centuries 

(Turnhout: Brepols, 2014), 123-150.  
251 Egmond and Dupré, ‘Collecting and Circulating Exotic Naturalia’, 213. 
252 Marcaida, ‘Bird of Paradise’, 112-127.  
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Unsurprisingly, the Adoration of the Magi was a common ‘picture-in-a-
picture’ in Antwerp gallery pictures, which is in line with the idea that this 
subject was particularly popular in Antwerp.253 It was not only one of the most 
common pictorial subjects in the early modern era, but also one of the most 
debated in terms of decorum in the age of confessional conflict and the image 
debates. The problem was the skin colour of the black Magi. Since the Biblical 
story makes no mention whatsoever of the skin colour of the Magi, Protestants 
objected to the depiction of the black king. Here, as in other cases, the Protestant 
view of ‘sola Scripture’ was diametrically opposed to the Catholic confirmation 
of established traditions – of established use of form. As Koenraad Jonckheere has 
demonstrated, the depiction of the black Magi was used as a purposefully 
Catholic motif in defence of the established visual tradition and against the 
Reformers’ criticism, for instance by Rubens. 254  In gallery pictures, as a 
celebration of Antwerp’s artistic past and present, the Adoration with a black 
Magi in exotic costume was represented as a matter of course.  

Next to the cherished pieces of exotic nature (part of God’s Creation), and 
the fine fabrics and admirable objects of human invention from outside Europe 
(such as porcelain or lacquer ware), there was a third category of exotica: ‘idols’ 
from the outside Europe. Exotic idols came to be used by Catholic collectors in 
particular to define their own culture against idolatrous and pagan societies.255 
The collectors were aware of the images in used in the ‘pagan’ religions of exotic 
lands, and they contrasted those ‘idols’ to their own ‘true’ devotional images. In 
the collection of the notary Gillis de Kimpe for instance, we find an ‘Idiaensch cleyn 
duyvelken’ (small Indian devil).256 Among the diverse ‘Indian’ collectables owned 
by the publisher and alderman Jan van Meurs was an ‘Ierdiaenschen Affgodt’.257 The 
term ‘Affgodt’ (idol) testifies to the fact that contemporaries were aware of the 
religious function of some objects from ‘India’. The Indian idol in Van Meurs’ 
collection was not only a befitting addition to his collection of exotica, but also 
contrasted neatly with his ‘true’ images used in the Catholic faith, such as the 
‘Ecce Homo’, the Madonna and Moses of clay, the ‘stone Madonna’, the ‘carved 
Madonna’, and the ‘St. John of alabaster’.258 

 

                                                      
253 The subject of the Adoration was particularly associated with the city of Antwerp, as it embodied 

the city’s identity as a place of merchants. See: Ewing 2004-2005, 275-300.  
254 Jonckheere, Antwerp Art after Iconoclasm, 196. 
255 Johnson, Carina L., ‘Stone Gods and Counter-Reformation Knowledges’, in: Pamela H. Smith and 

Benjamin Schmidt (eds.), Making Knowledge in Early Modern Europe. Practices, Objects, and Texts, 1400-1800 

(Chicago and London: The University of Chicago Press, 2007), 233. 
256 Duverger, Antwerpse kunstinventarissen vol. II, 405. 
257 SAA, Notary H. Fighé 1509 (1652), 16r-31v. 
258 SAA, Notary H. Fighé 1509 (1652), 16r-31v. 
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 In keeping with their interest in the non-European world, collectors were 
fascinated by objects made by exotic peoples in faraway lands. In at least four 
gallery pictures by Frans II Francken the same Indonesian kris, a type of dagger 
(e.g. Royal Collection, Fig.  17) is depicted.259 Europeans delighted in this type of 
weaponry, which was often beautifully carved and bejewelled, and it was one of 
the favourite items brought home by Dutch travellers to the East. From the late 
sixteenth century onwards, many travel accounts were published in which the 
Javan krises were described repeatedly and in detail. In fact, European accounts 
usually fail to mention any other type of art from Java. The kris was also depicted 
in the illustrations that enriched travel accounts. One such image was appeared 
in 1598, in a German account of the Dutch venture to the East Indies of 1595–1597. 
Erste Schiffart was published by Levinus Hulsius (a native of Ghent) in Nuremberg 
(Fig.  16).260 Thirteen engravings for this book were made by Hans Sibmacher, 
who had at his disposal several objects brought back from the first Dutch voyage 
to the East Indies, among them a Javanese kris, which we read he has ‘conterfait’.261 
Sibmacher was apparently very impressed with the kris and depicted it twice in 
his engraving of the people of Java: once worn by a man, and once in the large 
design at left, which is actually a highly ddetailed depiction of the hilt of the 
kris. 262  Remarkably, the inscription refers to a ‘Chinese dagger’ carried by a 
Javanese man. Further confusion had apparently arisen about the so-called ‘devil’ 
on the hilt, which was actually a figure of a god. In an engraving in the same book 
(of the King of Bali with his guards) Sibmacher again depicted people wearing 
krises, or ‘Chinese daggers’ as he continued to call the weapons.263  
 

 

                                                      
259 1. Frans II Francken, Interior of a collection, Dijon, G. De Salvatore, 1961, 52 x 67 cm (with monogram 

and seemingly dated 1604, but this dating is doubtful. If it were correct, it would be the oldest known 

gallery picture), see: Härting, Frans Francken, 369-370 (Cat: 447). 2. Frans II Francken, Cabinet of 

curiosities, ca. 1610, oil on panel, 49.5 x 69.8 cm, London, Christie’s, 1978 (this painting is very similar 

to the first one, auctioned in Dijon). 3. Frans II Francken, The cabinet of a collector, 1617, oil on panel, 

77 x 119 cm, The Royal Collection England. 4. Frans II Francken, The interior of an artist's studio, with the 

artist showing his work in the background, after 1610, 49.9 x 70.2 cm, Zürich, Koller, 2007. 
260 Lach, Asia in the making. Volume II: A century of wonder, 95, plate 52; Lach, D.F. & E.J. van Kley, Asia in 

the making of Europe. Volume III, A century of advance. Book three: Southeast Asia (Chicago & London 1993), 

1330, 1337. 
261 Lach, Asia in the making. Volume II: A century of wonder, 95. 
262 Lach, Asia in the making. Volume II: A century of wonder, plate 52 (no page number). 
263 Hulsius, Levinus, Erste Schiffart Inn die Orientalische Jndien, So die Holländischen Schiff, welche im Martio 

1595 aussgefahren und im Augusto 1597 wider kommen seind (Nuremberg: Hulsius, 1599), 54. 
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Fig.  16 – Hans Sibmacher, ‘People of Java’  
(and a god from the hilt of a kris worn by the middle figure), in: L. Hulsius, Erste Schiffart 
(Nuremberg 1599), 30 
 
 
 
In Antwerp, an ‘Indiaenschen poinjart’ (Indian dagger) was part of the collection of 
notary Gillis de Kimpe (d. 1625).264 Most likely this dagger was an Indonesian kris, 
which suited De Kimpe’s interest in all things ‘Indian’: both natural and man-
made exotica.265 In addition to the Indian dagger, the notary also possessed an 

 

                                                      
264 De Kimpe also owned a telescope, see below. See also: Dupré, ‘Trading Luxury Glass’, 279.  
265 De Kimpe owned a wide variety of objects indicated as being ‘Indian’ (the term ‘Indian’ occurs in 

the inventory twenty times), both naturalia and artefacts, such as ‘een Indiaensche note’, ‘een 

Indiaensche Roose op leer geplact’, ‘een Indiaensch schotelken met agathe teeckenen’, ‘een houtten 

Indiaens gesneden dooskens met een deel Indiaensche vruchten’, ‘Indiaensche vliegen’, ‘een 
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Indian lacquer box, a ‘carved’ box, a fan, and some cups and plates. Frans II 
Francken certainly knew De Kimpe’s collection, including the kris, since the 
painter was appointed executor of De Kimpe’s last will, implying that the two 
were closely acquainted. 266  Since Indian daggers were rare in collections in 
Antwerp (I have found no direct evidence of another kris in early seventeenth-
century Antwerp), it seems highly probable that Francken used De Kimpe’s 
dagger as a model. The level of detail of Francken’s identical painted daggers may 
be a further indication that the artist painted from an actual example, rather 
than from another pictorial source. Furthermore, since references to exotic 
objects from the East Indies were rare in painting at this time, they can be 
interpreted as a sign of Francken’s encyclopaedic ambitions. We do not know 
whether De Kimpe was aware of the magical qualities that the Javanese imputed 
to the kris, but it seems likely that via travel accounts such as Sibmacher’s (as well 
as the non-human appearance of the figure on the hilt), he must have least 
understood that the figure (either a devil or a god) was used in pagan religion.  

Based upon the surviving inventory, De Kimpe’s collection may have been 
an important source of inspiration for Francken in the development of the 
encyclopaedic still life. 267  As mentioned above, De Kimpe owned an ‘Indian 
lacquer box’, which may have been similar to the lacquer boxes that are recurring 
motifs in Francken’s gallery pictures. De Kimpe’s collection was one of the most 
impressive in Antwerp, on a level comparable to the one assembled by Ximinez. 
It contained corals, shells, horns, minerals, (pieces of) dried animals, and 
scientific instruments, and a rich assemblage of drawings, prints, and paintings 
(many of whose artists were named, indicating a relatively high value).268 Among 
the paintings was a ‘rotsken’ (rock) by Frans Francken. The inventory also listed a 
library of 1,054 books - unfortunately these unidentified, but they almost 

 

                                                      
Indiaensch cleyn duyvelken’, ‘een stucxken Indiaenschen lack’, ‘een sacxken Indiaensch gewasch van 

differente mainen’, ‘een leeren sacxken met Idiaensche schelpen’, ‘vier Idiaensche gewas van 

meykens’, ‘een Idiaens bekerken’, ‘een Idiaensch doosken van lackwerck’. Duverger, Antwerpse 

kunstinventarissen vol. II, 404-406. 
266 Duverger, Antwerpse kunstinventarissen vol. II, 399. Last will of 14 July 1625. See: SAA, Notary J. 

Placquet, 2853 (1623–1626). 
267 De Kimpe also owned a variety of dried animals, a large collection of shells, the skeleton of an 

(unidentified) animal, a tortoise, coral branches and other ‘sea-crops’, the horn of a rhino, two 

‘zeepeerden tanden’ (perhaps tongue stones), a large collection of medals, wax seals etc. Duverger, 

Antwerpse kunstinventarissen vol. II, 399-415. 
268 In general, attributed paintings were more valuable. As Montias has calculated for seventeenth-

century Delft, the average price of an attributed painting was 16.6 gulden, of an unattributed painting 

7.2 gulden. Also, the percentage of attributed paintings in Delft inventories increased steadily: from 

6.9 % in the 1620s, to 9.2 % in the 1640s, to 12.8 % in the 1650s, to 15.4 % in the 1660s. Montias, Artists 

and artisans in Delft, 227. 
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certainly including travel accounts. In addition to the books in his library, De 
Kimpe also owned dozens of books with engravings and drawings, and so-called 
‘art-books’ (cunstboecken).269  

 

 
Fig.  17 - Frans II Francken, detail: The cabinet of a collector, 1617  
Oil on panel, 77 x 119 cm, The Royal Collection England (photo: Royal Collection Trust / © Her 
Majesty Queen Elizabeth II 2015) 

 
 

The display of display 
The display of art (in particular Antwerp art) was central to the genre of the 
painted collector’s cabinet, or gallery painting. These paintings are essentially 
‘displays of display’: idealized immortalizations of Antwerp’s collections. A 
display is literally something to be seen by a beholder, an intentional 
arrangement of material objects to be observed by the eye. The ‘real’ physical 
display of Antwerp collections is lost to us (except for summary information on 
the objects per room from inventories). What we do have is the painted display 

 

                                                      
269 The amount of engravings and drawings is truly impressive. To give just a few examples: ‘een deel 

printen wesende den boeck van het Out en Nieuwe Testament van Geeraert de Jode’; ‘een constboeck 

van alderleye Visschen’; ‘een grootte bussel met diversche teeckeningen van goede meesters’; ‘eenen 

cunstboeck met diversche teeckeningen van Johannes Stradanus, Mertten de Vos ende Hemskerken 

als andere fraye meesters’; ‘een lanckworpigen boeck met printen van Johannes Stradanus’; ‘Een 

busseltken met verscheyden printen van Albor Duer’. Duverger, Antwerpse kunstinventarissen vol. II, 

399-415. 
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in the form of the gallery picture, which is not a ‘realistic’ representation, but 
rather an evocation by the artist. These paintings are thus a second layer, a 
‘display of display’: a conceptual and intentional display of painted objects. That 
does not mean, of course, that the gallery painting had nothing to do with the 
real display of collections in Antwerp. But the term ‘display of display’ is different 
from, for example, ‘representation of display’, in that the first emphasizes that 
the gallery picture is a display itself that purposefully comments on issues of 
display. In short: not only a meta-painting, but a meta-display. 

The early modern culture of collecting has been interpreted as the 
prehistory of museum display. Despite all their variation, early modern cabinets 
of curiosities presented a type of display previously unseen (in terms of the kinds 
of objects, their ordering, and their locations).270 The display of objects depicted 
in the painted collectors’ cabinets from Antwerp was also new. The genre takes 
the display of objects as its main subject, responding directly to the issue of 
display that was inherent to the culture of collecting. These painted assemblages 
of objects ranging from artworks and objets d’art to naturalia, exotica and 
instruments of knowledge, have puzzled many and since the appearance of Zirka 
Filipczak’s Picturing Art in Antwerp in 1987 numerous interpretations have been 
proposed.271 As in actual collections, the display of objects and images in gallery 
paintings suggests a particular order and coherence.272 Without attempting to 
propose one definite order in the composition of these pictures, the remainder 
of this chapter focuses on the context in which the genre of the painted 
collector’s cabinet developed. In what follows, the ‘display of display’ in these 
 

                                                      
270 Private ‘cabinets of curiosities’, ‘Kunst-und Wunderkammer’, and ‘studiolos’ differed from the 

earlier (royal or church) treasuries, which functioned as financial reserves or to glorify ancestral 

history, in their engagement with a more general (or even encyclopaedic) interest in the world that 

included all the arts and sciences. Part of this new aspiration was to put the collection to practical 

use. Pomian, Collectors and Curiosities; Impey & MacGregor, Origins of Museums; Bergvelt, Meijers & 

Rijnders, Verzamelen ; Bredekamp, The Lure of antiquity; Pearce, On Collecting; Smith & Findlen (eds.) 

2002. 
271 Filipczak, Zirka Z., Picturing art in Antwerp 1550-1700 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1987). 

See also: Speth-Holterhoff, S., Les peintres Flamands de cabinets d’amateurs au XVIIe Siècle (Brussels: 

Elsevier, 1957); Scheller, R.W.,  ‘Rembrandt en de encyclopedische kunstkamer, Oud Holland 84 (1969), 

81-147; Härting, Frans Francken; Härting, U., ‘’Doctrina et pietas’. Über frühe Galeriebilder’, Jaarboek 

van het Koninklijk Musuem voor Schone Kunsten Antwerpen (1993), 95-133; Bergvelt, Meijers & Rijnders, 

Verzamelen; Van Schueren 1996, 59-89; Schueren, K. Van, ‘De Kunstkamers van Frans II Francken: een 

kritische analyse van de aldaar aanwezige sculptuur’, Jaarboek van het Koninklijk Museum voor Schone 

Kunsten Antwerpen (1996), 59-89; Stoichita, The self-aware image; Honig, ‘Making Sense of Things’, 166-

183; Marr, ‘The Flemish ‘pictures of collections’, 5-25; and Dupré, ‘Trading luxury glass, picturing 

collections’, 271-280.  
272 Meadow, M.A. and B. Robertson (eds.), The first treatises on museums. Samuel Quiccheberg’s Inscriptiones 

1565 (Los Angeles: The Getty Research Institute, 2013); Bredekamp, The Lure of antiquity, 31; Pearce, On 

Collecting, 113.  
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pictures is studied in the light of Counter-Reformation views on the use of objects 
and images in the aftermath of the iconoclastic outbreaks of 1566 and the 1580s. 

As stated above, the Francken family played a seminal role in the 
invention of the genre and produced several depictions of collectors’ cabinets 
featuring ass- or donkey-headed people destroying art and other objects. 273 
These paintings on the one hand glorified the display of sumptuous, 
sophisticated, and rare material objects, and on the other hand showed the 
destruction of similar objects of art and artifice. This juxtaposition can be 
interpreted as an indication that some painters reflected on issues of materiality 
that had become problematic. Through their paintings, and in particular through 
the depiction of ‘pictures-within-a-picture’ that was at the core of the genre, the 
Franckens positioned themselves as ‘defenders of the image’274 at a time when 
the visualisation of knowledge and artistic imagery were at the forefront of 
intellectual debates. Indeed, as will be argued here, imperative to the 
understanding of the painted collectors’ cabinets with donkey-headed figures 
was the Counter-Reformation notion that knowledge of nature and knowledge of 
God could be transferred through the display of images and objects.275 In this 
framework, objects (natural and man-made) could act as signs in an 
interconnected world.  

It is no coincidence that the Franckens depicted collections in association 
with scenes that contemporaries would have identified with religious 
iconoclasm. Issues of display and materiality were essential to both iconoclasm 
and the culture of collecting. The conviction that objective knowledge is possible 
and stems from the observation and categorization of material objects was an 
important impetus for early modern collectors.276 This object-based approach did 
not necessarily contradict the idea that objects could function as (allegorical) 

 

                                                      
273 There is also an early gallery painting from the Francken workshop that has religious art as its 

main subject: An allegory of ‘Pictura Sacra’ (ca. 1616–1620, Budapest, Szépmüvészeti Muzeum), which 

depicts a gallery with only images and objects related to Christian Salvation; a figure of Christ appears 

right in the middle of the painting looking at the allegorical figure of Pictura. See: Härting, Frans 

Francken, 86-7, 342; Dekoninck, ‘Ad vivum’, 317-336. 
274  Freedberg mentions defences of imagery: Freedberg, The Power of Images. The title is also an 

analogue to Anthony Grafton’s ‘Defenders of the Text’: Grafton, Anthony. Defenders of the Text.  The 

Traditions of Scholarship in an Age of Science (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1994 [1991]). On the 

visualization of knowledge: Ong, W.J., Ramus, method, and the decay of dialogue: from the art of discourse 

to the art of reason (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2004 [first published: 1958]). 
275 Muller, J., ‘Jesuit uses of art in the province of Flanders’, in: J.W. O’Malley, G.A. Bailey, S.J. Harris, 

T.F. Kennedy (eds.), The Jesuits II. Cultures, sciences, and the arts 1540-1773 (Toronto: University of Toronto 

Press, 2006), 113-144; Prodi, P. (ed.) & W. McCuaig (trans.), Gabriele Paleotti. Discourse on sacred and 

profane images (Los Angeles: Getty Research Institute, 2012). 
276 Pearce, On Collecting, 113.  
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signs. Rather than functioning as mere decoration, the display of collections was 
meant to yield knowledge.277 Collectors scrutinized the materiality of displayed 
objects, trying to gather as many ‘matters of fact’ as possible.278 Yet the collecting 
of objects did not merely result in new forms of objectivity, it also responded to 
a deeply religious concern with materiality. This religiously-inspired interest in 
the material world shaped an attitude in which knowledge of nature was highly 
valued, while at the same time the materiality of objects for religious 
contemplation was at the core of the image debates. 279  Arguments about the 
appeals and dangers of material objects were widespread and the Francken 
family provides an exemplary case in this respect: they acted as as collectors, as 
painters of collectors’ cabinets (paintings that in turn became part of 
collections), and as artistic advocates of the Counter-Reformation.280  

There are at least seven signed or attributed painted collectors’ cabinets 
featuring donkey-headed allegorical figures from the Francken workshop by 
Frans I and his sons Frans II and Hieronymus II. Together with his brother 
Ambrosius, who returned to Antwerp in the 1570s, Frans I played an important 
role in the commercialization of the workshop, preparing the next generation of 
Franckens for a shift towards the open market.281 The Francken dynasty, of whom 

 

                                                      
277 ‘If collecting is meaningful, it is because it shuns closure and the security of received evaluations 

and instead opens its eyes to existence – the world around us, both cultural and natural, in all its 

unpredictability and contingent complexity.’ Elsner, J. and R. Cardinal, ‘Introduction’, in: J. Elsner, 

and R. Cardinal (eds.), The cultures of collecting (London: Reaktion Books, 2004), 5-6. 
278 Smith, The Body of the Artisan; Cook 2007; Lehman, Scholten, Chapman (eds.) Meaning in Materials. 

For the interest in materiality and nature, and the collecting of ‘matters of fact’, see also: Cook, ‘‘The 

Moral Economy of Natural History and Medicine’, 40-41. There is also a wide-ranging corpus of 

literature dealing with the ‘itineraries of things’, ‘biographies of things’, or ‘travel of objects’, which 

holds that objects are mobile and gain different meanings and roles in different contexts. See: Hahn, 

H.P. and H. Weiss, ‘Introduction: Biographies, travels and itineraries of things’, in: H.P. Hahn and H. 

Weiss (eds.), Mobility, meaning and the transformations of things. Shifting contexts of material culture 

through time and space (Oxford: Oxbow books, 2013), 1-14; A. Appadurai (ed.), The Social Life of Things 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986). 
279 Freedberg, ‘Art after iconoclasm’. For contemporary reactions to the Beeldenstorm (both Protestant 

and Catholic) in the Netherlands see: Marnix van St Aldegonde, Philips van, Van de beelden afgheworpen 

in de Nederlanden in augusto 1566 (The Hague: s.n., 1871 [first published 1567]); Benedictus, Een Catholic 

tractate van de beelden; Bloccius, Meer dan tvvee hondert ketteryen; Duncanus, Een cort onderscheyt.; 

Vaernewyck, Van die beroerlicke tijden in die Nederlanden. 
280 Of course, neither the Francken family nor the genre of the gallery picture is not representative of 

all Antwerp’s art production. The city was perhaps best known for the production of religious 

paintings, prints and sculpture, while the towering figure of Rubens, who returned to Antwerp in 

1608, inspired probably all contemporary Antwerp artists. 
281 Peeters, Natasja, ‘Marked for the market? Continuity, collaboration and the mechanics of artistic 

production of history painting in the Francken workshop in Counter-Reformation Antwerp’ in: R. 

Falkenburg, J. de Jong, D. Meijers, B. Ramakers and M. Westermann (eds.), Art for the market 1500-1700. 

Netherlands Yearbook for History of Art vol. 50 (Zwolle: Waanders, 1999), 59-76, see page 61. 
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Frans II was perhaps the most talented, operated as a successful family business 
at the time of the invention of the painted collector’s cabinet.282 Most of Frans 
senior’s known works are large religious paintings and altarpieces, but he was 
probably a more versatile painter than can be determined on the basis of his 
small surviving oeuvre.283 A small collector’s cabinet on copper (Fig.  18), for 
example, is attributed to Frans I, as is a Still life with oysters made in cooperation 
with Osias Beert, while Francken’s inventory lists a Vulcan ‘by den afflyvigen 
gedaen’ (‘done by the deceased’).284 The signature “f.franck”, used by both father 
and son, complicates matters further. Since the Francken workshop was such a 
successful family business, the remainder of this chapter will sidestep discussions 
about the attribution of paintings to individuals and their interpretation in 
authorial terms, and rather elaborate on several painted cabinets with ass- or 
donkey-headed figures from the Francken workshop in the context of Antwerp’s 
Counter Reformation.  
  

Display and destruction 
The gallery picture ascribed to Frans I Francken (Fig.  18) can be called a ‘display 
of display’ of objects of art and knowledge, with an explicit reference to the 
destruction of that display by a man with the head of a donkey. Although donkeys 
(asses) had long been associated with ignorance and stupidity, the donkey has a 
positive connotation in Holy Scripture. 285  Perhaps most significant is the 
paradoxical praise of the donkey by Heinrich Cornelius Agrippa von Nettesheim 
(1486–1535) in the last chapter (102) of On the Uncertainty and Vanity of the Arts and 
Sciences (1513). 286  Agrippa praises the simple donkey over false learning and 
implores his readers to reject the impieties of the deceitful products of human 
sciences.287 The text is not ironic; it professes a genuine preference for humble 

 

                                                      
282 Peeters, ‘Marked for the market?, 76. 
283  Peeters, Natasja, Frans Francken de Oude (ca. 1542–1616). Leven en werken van een Antwerps 

historieschilder (Leuven: Peeters, 2013), 172-173. 
284 SAA, Notary H. van Cantelbeck, 3371 (1617), 7v. 
285  Ripa, C., Iconologia of uytbeeldinghen des verstants (translated in Dutch by Dirck Pietersz. Pers) 

(Amsterdam:  Dirck Pietersz. Pers, 1644 [first published: 1593]), 370-371.  
286Agrippa von Nettesheim, H.C., De incertitude et vanitate scientiarum declamatio invective (Antwerp: 

Johannes Grapheus, 1530), Chapter 102: ‘Ad encomium asini digressio’.  
287  Compagni, V.P., ‘Cornelius Agrippa and scepticism’, in: G. Paganini & J.R. Maia Neto (eds.), 

Renaissance scepticisms (Dordrecht: Springer, 2009), 107-108. Samuel van Hoogstraten refers to 

Agrippa’s chapter: Van Hoogstraten, Inleyding tot de hooge schoole der schilderkonst, 171. By then there 

was a Dutch translation of Agrippa’s work by Joachim Oudaen (Van de Onzeekerheyd ende ydelheyd der 

weetenschappen en konsten). See: Weststeijn, Thijs, The visible world: Samuel van Hoogstraten's art theory 
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ignorance over false learning.288 Agrippa’s chapter contains many references to 
Erasmus’ (1466/67/69–1536) Adagia and examples of donkeys are also manifold 
in Erasmus’ The Praise of Folly. Erasmus also praises the humble donkey as an 
animal favoured by Christ, while he too scorns false human achievements with 
the comparison of a ‘donkey that plays the lyre’. The donkey also appeared as a 
symbol of ignorance in the visual arts. The Judgment of Midas, who is punished 
with donkey-ears for his ignorant verdict, was a well-known pictorial subject.289 
A German print (1612) in the Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam shows donkeys 
destroying a ‘Kunstkammer’, trampling objects of the arts and sciences,290 And 
perhaps the most famous portrayal of an ass-eared ignorant art critic is 
Rembrandt’s pen and ink drawing Satire of Art Criticism from 1644.291  
  

 

                                                      
and the legitimation of painting in the Dutch Golden Age (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2011), 

286. 
288 Weststeijn, The visible world, 202. Samuel van Hoogstraten refers to Agrippa’s positive view of the 

donkey and further mentions the positive connotation of the donkey in the Bible as well as the 
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Fig.  18 - Frans I Francken (attr.), Debating scholars and ‘ânes iconoclastes’, ca. 1615 
Oil on copper, 16 x 30 cm, sale Berlin (Verst. Internationales Kunst- und Auktionshaus), 21 April 
1931292 

 
 
The donkey thus had two opposing meanings in early modern culture, but both 
related to the human arts and sciences, either as reference to arrogant ignorance 
or humble ignorance. That the Franckens referred to arrogant ignorance and 
stupidity and not to humbleness is made clear by the fact that we see humans 
with ass-heads, and not the humble animal itself. Furthermore, these violent 
actors are not just ignoramuses punished with donkey ears, but rather true 
hybrids of man and animal – and hybrids were feared greatly as being ‘against 
nature’ (contra naturam). And there are more reasons to assume that the ass-
heads in the Francken paintings were in fact a reference to iconoclastic 
ignorance specifically. The most important difference between the ignorance of 
ass-eared art critics and ass-headed destroyers of art is of course that the latter 
put their stupidity into violent acts. The ass-headed figures are not just ignorant 
art buyers, uninformed and inexpert but willing to spend money (or proclaim 
their ignorant verdicts), but rather they are actively smashing works of art and 
other objects (the kinds of objects differ slightly across the paintings, but most 
contain at least a statue, musical instrument, scientific instrument, and books. In 
several pictures paintings are also in the group of things under attack). In one 
particular gallery picture, a building - perhaps a church - is actually being 
demolished in the background (Fig.  20). It seems likely that many 

 

                                                      
292 Härting, Frans Francken, 17, 84, 372. Härting notices that the painting in front is Rubens’ Samson and 
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contemporaries who saw the destructive ass-heads on the Francken paintings 
were reminded of the Beeldenstorm, the impact of which can hardly be 
overstated. 293  The ass-heads’ acts of aggression might also be explained as 
responses to the miseries of war, perhaps in particular the Spanish Fury of 1576. 
Although this interpretation does not altogether exclude the other, the fact that 
the destroyers are depicted as ass-heads and the acts of destruction are included 
in a picture of a collector’s cabinet (either outside, in a ‘picture-within-a-picture’, 
or ambiguously in-between the two), points to an intellectual critique of 
iconoclasm and not just the violence of soldiers. The iconoclasm of the sixteenth 
century, although anchored in anxiety about devotional art, was a historical 
phenomenon that was not restricted to the domain of religion (the statue of the 
duke of Alva also fell victim to the Antwerp iconoclasts in 1566). 294  In what 
follows, iconoclasm is understood in the broadest sense as the result of a ‘general 
concern about the nature and status of images, about their ontology, and about 
their function’.295 Whereas the iconoclasts advocated the tearing down of false 
idols of art, the abundance of genuine and highly-appreciated, sometimes 
famous, objects in the Francken gallery paintings seems to be a purposeful 
reversal of the donkey paradox. The allegorical ass-headed figure has become the 
vain destroyer of noble art instead of the worshipper of false art.  

There are several indications that Frans Francken and his family were 
particularly worried about the iconoclastic episodes in sixteenth-century 
Antwerp. In 1581 Frans’ brother Ambrosius made a note in the ledgers of the 
Guild of St. Luke about the difficulties met by artists trying to make a living at 
that ‘quaden tyt’ (bad time) of the Silent Iconoclasm, during which religious art 
was quietly removed or destroyed with the consent of the city’s Calvinists’ 
magistrates.296 In the same period, Frans the Elder actively protected religious 
objects and images by hiding them in his house.297 It will be argued below that 
the Franckens’ ass-heads were their reply to the iconoclastic troubles and that 
they also demonstrate that some painters were involved in the reflection on and 
dissemination of the culture of collecting in its broadest sense - not the collecting 
of art alone. It is also worth noting that the beeldenstormers had not (or had 
hardly) targeted private collections, yet it was in pictures of such collections that 

 

                                                      
293 Freedberg, The Power of Images , 385.  
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the Franckens chose to paint the allegorical donkeys, situating the issue of the 
destruction of art and other objects within a wider intellectual debate.298  
 

Imagery and the debate on materiality  
The impact of iconoclasm on the visual arts became a subject of research for art 
historians in the 1970s and has come to attention again recently, but the impact 
of the so-called ‘anti-image sentiment’ has not yet been investigated in relation 
to scientific images or other man-made objects that represented specific kinds of 
knowledge about the natural world.299 Since the time of Pope Gregory the Great 
(ca. 540-604) the notion of ‘images as a Bible for the illiterate’ was a standard 
feature of Western Christianity. At a time when knowledge of nature was equated 
with knowledge of God’s Creation, this was a crucial metaphor.300 During the 
sixteenth century, Protestants began object to this use of images as well as to the 
devotional use of certain objects.301 Their concern was that from using images or 
other man-made objects to learn about and to get closer to God, it was only a 
small step to believing in the divinity of the medium itself. Idolatry was a 
constant threat. Numerous tracts and prints, as well as the actual iconoclastic 
outbreaks, testify to the broad impact of the image debates.302 

Perhaps more than anyone else painters needed to come up with material 
solutions, as their livelihoods depended upon doing so. As Koenraad Jonckheere 
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302 Freedberg, The Power of Images, 386. 
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and others have demonstrated, Antwerp artists produced painted arguments 
through which they responded to contested issues, such as the depiction of God, 
the sacralisation or desacralisation of saints, the literal or figural depiction of 
Biblical passages, or the use of certain liturgical vessels. Also, references were 
made to the iconoclastic episodes by painting Biblical stories that had to do with 
the use of images.303  One such example is the copy after Rubens’ Brazen serpent in 
Francken’s ‘neercaemer’, which supported sacred images and their use by quoting 
this Biblical story. The debate on the role of images led not only to new 
conceptions of decorum, new subjects, and new genres, but also, in a similar vein, 
to new ideas about the display of material objects. As David Freedberg has argued, 
the paradoxical result of iconoclasm in the Low Countries was the rise of imagery 
in the form of prints, which was ‘the greatest expansion of image-making before 
the age of the computer’.304 I would argue that another paradoxical result of 
iconoclasm was the greatest expansion of object-collecting before the age of 
mass consumption. Or rather, the broad debate on materiality, display, and 
idolatry that culminated in the iconoclastic furies and promoted the rise of new 
types of imagery, was also a catalyst for the interest in objects that had previously 
not been collected or put on display.  

The expansion of image-making and that of object-collecting were 
intimately connected. Much research has explored the growth of the art market 
in the Low Countries, which was perhaps the first mass market for images in 
Europe.305 However, images were but one type of collectable. As new genres of 
paintings were developed and marketed, so too were new categories of objects, 
both natural and man-made, brought to the attention of collectors. Ambiguous 
objects that existed between nature and art, like the popular decorated nautilus 
shell, were accorded pride of place. At the same time, art lovers seem to have 
come to attach special value to precise painting, sometimes described as being 
‘from life’, a truth claim rather than necessarily an indication that he artist 
actually worked from life.306 In general, truth to nature, or verisimilitude, came 
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imagery. Swan, Claudia, ‘Ad vivum, naer het leven, from the life: defining a mode of representation’, 

Word and Image (special issue on Art and Curiosity) vol. 11 (1995), 353-372; Jonckheere, Antwerp Art after 
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to distinguish ‘genuine’ from ‘false’ representations.307 Around the same time, 
actual objects, rather than books and representations, became to serve a similar 
function: they were now used as ‘genuine’ arguments from history (natural, 
Biblical, or profane). Examples were fossils (both natural and Biblical history: the 
debates on age of the earth and the Flood), antique coins (classical history), 
mummies (Biblical history: remnants of Joseph’s time), and exotic weaponry 
(profane history of faraway lands and peoples).308  

The turn to nature was to a large extent a reaction against the earlier 
Catholic profusion of miracles and the supernatural. It also superceded religious 
divisions, and both Catholic and Protestant collectors agreed that man-made 
objects (including images) could be false or genuine, based on their faithfulness 
to nature or Scripture.309 Yet there was also a paradox here: while the materiality 
of images was debated and recognized, the goal of verisimilitude was to deceive 
the senses so that the representation was perceived as a reality.310 In addition, 
the continuing Catholic defence of the sacredness of some material objects and 
the devotional function of others gave rise to a decidedly different way dealing 
with materiality, in particular with regard to two types of objects: relics and man-
made devotional objects (either images or other objects, such as rosaries).311 In 
fact, many Catholic authors, such as Isabella Clara Eugenia’s confessor Andrés de 
Soto (1552/53–1625), defended the sacredness of some material objects as the 
most important element of true Catholic belief.312 As belief in sacred images and 
objects remained strong in the Southern Netherlands, the metaphor of the 
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‘image as the Bible for the illiterate’ remained operative. 313  For natural 
knowledge this meant that an image of nature could be as good as (or even better 
than) nature itself. Where this was more problematic, for instance in the 
Calvinist Northern Netherlands, the metaphor of the ‘Book of Nature’ became 
preeminent, while of course the study of God’s Creation was also seen as virtuous 
by Catholics.314 In Counter-Reformation Antwerp the metaphor of the Book of 
Nature peacefully co-existed with the ideal of ‘images as the Bible for the 
illiterate’: knowledge of God and knowledge of nature were accessible through 
both nature and imagery (and other man-made objects).315 Rather than being 
autonomous matter, objects and images spoke a language, so to say, in which 
they could refer to each other and have a deeper meaning.   

The tradition of interpretating Netherlandish painting as being either 
‘realistic-descriptive’ or ‘moralistic-narrative’, which has been challenged in 
recent years, can be further questioned from the standpoint of a religious 
understanding of materiality. 316  Painting could indeed be highly ‘realistic-
descriptive’, but this was precisely because of the religious-moral interest in and 
concerns with materiality. Thijs Weststeijn has challenged the old dichotomy by 
pointing to the close relationship in Dutch Calvinist thought between neo-
stoicism and the Book of Nature (of course neo-stoicism was an international 
current, with many adherents in Antwerp as well).317 So on the one hand, there 
was a shared Netherlandish tradition of religious-moral interest in the natural 
world, and on the other paths diverged in early seventeenth-century Counter-
Reformation and Calvinist contexts due to differing conceptions of objects and 
images as transmitters of knowledge.  

On both sides of the religious divide, collectors and artists alike came up 
with solutions to deal with the tensions between the God-made and the man-
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made.318 Looking at collections in particular, these solutions differed in the ways 
that objects and images were put on display together.319 It is telling that the 
painted collector’s cabinet was a uniquely Antwerpian genre. This strengthens 
the hypothesis that this genre owed at least as much to Counter-Reformation 
ideals as to curiosity and luxury, since in the Dutch Republic these latter 
impetuses were far from lacking - yet there were no gallery pictures. By now it 
has become somewhat of a cliché to juxtapose the ‘saturation by images’ in this 
Antwerp genre to the Dutch interiors of churches, with their white and empty 
walls deliberately representing the absence of images.320 The Calvinist distrust of 
devotional imagery and man-made sacred objects was perhaps an impediment to 
the development or adoption of a genre that so obviously celebrated the display 
of images and objects, including devotional ones, while it might also have played 
a role in the development of the more modest and tranquil examples of Dutch 
still life painting, like the ‘little breakfasts’. Of course, Calvinism in general and 
the role of images and objects in particular were much debated in the Dutch 
Republic (a country characterized by a great diversity of religious groups). There 
was hardly a total rejection of material goods or imagery. But in comparison to 
Counter-Reformation Antwerp, there was more uneasiness, or even 
embarrassment, about material wealth as well as about imagery.321 Pictures that 
promoted sumptuous luxury, the abundant display of imagery, and – even worse 
–  sacredness in objects, were hence not likely to be developed or appreciated in 
the Dutch context. So what about the material objects in Dutch still life painting? 
As said, one way to understand Dutch still life is to consider them as ‘paintings-
as-collection’.322 From this perspective the Dutch ‘little breakfasts’ and flower 
still lifes can be interpreted in a similar way as the Antwerp painted collectors’ 
cabinets, even though the coherence of objects is more subtle in Dutch than in 
Flemish paintings.323 The relationships between objects on display (collected or 
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painted) were associative and allegorical, and dependent upon the creativity of 
the painter (or collector) and the beholder.324 And it was precisely the associative 
and allegorical relationships between objects that differed in the North and 
South.  

We may discern these differences by looking at two things: the ordering 
and hierarchies among objects and the proportions of particular types of objects 
within the whole collection. It seems that in Counter-Reformation Antwerp there 
was a stricter hierarchy between materials and objects. The proportions of 
certain types or categories of objects, such as relatively low numbers of exotica 
and the relatively high number of images was another point of difference.  

In the painted collectors’ cabinets from the Francken workshop curiosity 
and luxury were understood from a particular Counter-Reformation standpoint, 
in which imagery played a vital role (the majority of the painted objects were 
images: representation in the form of paintings, drawings, and statues). At a time 
when artists still vividly remembered the violent attacks on devotional images 
and man-made objects, Counter-Reformation painters came up with new 
answers to defend imagery. They understood the materiality of imagery, even 
when it had a devotional function, and they also realized that images were never 
just objects, but rather representations that necessarily transmitted knowledge 
despite being man-made. 325  As the display of man-made objects had been 
problematic for iconoclasts, the thoughtfully composed ‘display of display’ of the 
Antwerp painted collector’s cabinet – a display of both the man-made and God-
made, under attack by iconoclastic donkeys – was a powerful representation of 
Counter-Reformation ideals. 
  

Painted assemblages of objects 
The invention of the gallery painting is usually attributed to Jan Brueghel the 
Elder (1568–1625) and Frans II Francken (1581–1642). 326  Whereas Brueghel 
included depictions of collections in allegorical scenes, Frans II developed the 
topic as a separate genre. The precise role of Frans Senior in the development of 
the genre is unknown, but if the attribution of the painting above (Fig.  18) is 
correct, he played some part at least. In addition, Frans II was apprenticed to his 
father and sometime before the death of his master, he had already painted a 
picture entitled A Collection with ‘ânes iconoclastes’ signed ‘D.J.fr.francken’ (‘Frans 

 

                                                      
324 Honig, ‘Making Sense of Things’, 177-9. Härting mentions that there was often a thematic link 

between the depicted paintings and sculpture in the gallery paintings: Härting, Frans Francken, 16. 
325 Freedbeg, ‘‘The origins and development of the Flemish Madonnas in flower garlands’, 143. 
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Francken the Younger’). 327  The many ‘liefhebbers der schilderyen’ (lovers of 
paintings) in Antwerp and their official recognition by the Guild of St. Luke in 
1602 has been cited as an explanation for the development of the genre at this 
particular time and place. 328  I would add that most of these ‘liefhebbers der 
schilderyen’ were also avid collectors of diverse other objects. Indeed, the painted 
collectors’ cabinets during the so-called ‘first phase’ of the genre from ca. 1610 to 
ca. 1640 have been described as ‘encyclopaedic’.329 In another early example, A 
collection (Fig.  19) from 1618 or 1619, Frans II Francken depicted such an 
encyclopaedic collection that contained – in addition to paintings – drawings, 
one signed ‘Frans Floris invenit’, coins, shells, a letter, a feather, two shark teeth, a 
dried sea horse, a piece of jewellery, a wooden box with marquetry, and a 
decorated vase with flowers.330  
  Gallery paintings can rarely be linked to existing collections and most of 
these paintings present a sort of ideal collection of Antwerp’s famous masters 
(often generic pictures in the style and subject-matter of a particular artist). 
Elizabeth Honig has argued that they were meant to arouse a conversation on 
authorship and thus to demonstrate the connoisseurship of the beholder. 331 
Looking at the encyclopaedic gallery paintings, this appeal to connoisseurship 
obviously extended to the liberal arts: being able to recognize and converse about 
instruments and naturalia and the knowledge these objects stood for. Taking this 
argument one step further, connoisseurship also extended to being 
knowledgeable about the widespread debate on materiality, the debate on the 
role of images and objects and the dangers to them, as represented by the ass-
heads. Even though the ass-heads in this particular painting are not trampling 
on pictures (as they do in some of the other Francken paintings) but on an 
armillary sphere, a book, an hourglass, a lute, and a statue, their act of 

 

                                                      
327 Frans II Francken, A Collection with ‘ânes iconoclastes’, ca. 1611–1615, oil on panel, 53.4 x 73.7 cm. 

Auctioned: Sotheby’s London, 14 December 2000, lot nr. 19. 
328 Marr, ‘The Flemish ‘pictures of collections’ genre’, 6; Filipczak, Picturing art in Antwerp, 47-57. 
329 During the second, ‘transformative’ phase from 1640-60 and the third ‘late’ phase, the objects of 

curiosities were omitted and the emphasis shifted to  paintings exclusively. Marr, ‘The Flemish 

‘pictures of collections’ genre’, 7. Honig also mentions the encyclopaedic gallery paintings from the 

Francken workshop with the ass-heads as a deliberate antithesis of ‘iconoclastic stupidity’ or 

‘anticultural stupidity’ and ‘universal knowledge’. Honig, Painting & the Market, 205. 
330 Härting, Frans Francken, 368 (Cat: 441).  
331  Honig argues convincingly that the ‘highly identifiable nature of the remade paintings’ was 

important because the beholder could demonstrate his knowledge and connoisseurship. Willem van 

Heacht’s The Gallery of Cornelis van der Gheest is one of the few early examples of a gallery painting that 

depicts an identifiable collection (and identifiable portraits). Of course, the later gallery paintings by 

Teniers of the collection of Leopold Wilhelm were meant as records of his collection. Honig, Painting 

& the Market, 203-5. Härting argues that there was a ‘intellektuelles Konzept’ to these ideal-type 

paintings, which were ‘bedeutungstiefer Allegorien’; Härting, Frans Francken, 17. 
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destruction imparts, here and elsewhere, that the iconoclastic ignorance that is 
a danger to devotional representational imagery is also a danger to other objects 
of human achievement.  
 

 
Fig.  19 - Frans II Francken, A collection, 1618 or 1619 
Oil on panel, 85 x 56 cm, Antwerp, Koninklijk Museum voor de Schone Kunsten, (inv. Nr: 816), 
(Photo: Lukas-Art in Flanders - Hugo Maertens) 
 
 
Contrary to earlier claims, Sven Dupré has demonstrated that collections in 
Antwerp indeed had an encyclopaedic scheme, containing - in addition to 
paintings - naturalia, exotica, mathematical instruments, globes and 
glasswork.332 Moreover, Frans II, the most important artist in the development of 
the genre, did not have to go far for inspiration, as he grew up in a house where 
his father had already gathered an impressive collection. Like many fellow 
Antwerp artists, Frans Senior had assembled a collection in the tradition of the 
‘Kunstkammer’, whose functions were only partly economic. 333  The 
representations of shells in A collection (Fig.  19) present a parallel to Frans 

 

                                                      
332 Dupré, ‘Trading luxury glass, picturing collections’, 270. This refutes the claim made Zirka Filipczak 

that there were no large-scale encyclopaedic collections in early seventeenth-century Antwerp, 

making the pictures of collections imaginary rather than representative of actual collections.  
333  Not just painters, but many Antwerp artists and artisans gathered impressive collections, for 

example gold- and silversmiths, engravers and publishers, and apothecaries. Among the Antwerp 

painters whose preserved inventories testify to their collecting aspirations are: Hendrick van Balen, 

Abraham van Diepenbeeck, Philips Liesaert, Joos de Momper, Simon de Vos, and Jeremias Wildens. 
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senior’s actual collection that contained ‘a big box with three drawers of shells’, 
‘two mother-of-pearl shells’, and ‘two large kieckhorens’ (a large seashell).334 As 
mentioned above, he also owned antique coins and a ‘flask full of wax flowers’.335 
Vases of flowers and garlands of flowers were popular pictorial subjects in 
Antwerp, but apparently flowers were also imitated in wax.  
 

Materials on display 
The composition of Francken’s painting (Fig.  19) consists of several ‘layers’: there 
is the table with the objects, the wall with paintings, and the illusionistic view 
out the window of the outside world – or: objects, images, and nature (with 
images both hung on the wall and as objects on the table). There are also ‘layers 
of fictions’: the ‘real’ (but actually painted) flowers in the vase versus the garland 
on the Madonna, and the window view of the landscape versus the landscape 
paintings. Artistic illusionism (including the illusionism of the painting itself) is 
represented in several forms and through the juxtaposition of represented 
images in different media (oil paintings, drawings, coins, earthenware vase). The 
naturalia and artificiala in the foreground are depicted as if the viewer could read 
out and touch them, thus appealing to the desire to possess and handle these 
objects in order to acquire tactile, textural and material knowledge of them. The 
stones, the metal ball, the flowers, the shells, the feather, and the dried seahorse 
are representative of the mineral, vegetable, and animal. The ceramic vases, the 
(Chinese) padlock, and the lacquer box are showcases of human invention.336 The 
materiality of some of the objects is meticulously emphasized, for instance in the 
intricate reflections on the metal ball. The care taken in the representation of 
reflections reveals an interest in the different optical properties of the objects, 
and perhaps some knowledge of their material-chemical qualities.  

The Madonna with flowers that takes the central spot in A collection was a 
popular devotional genre, as elaborated upon above. The Counter-Reformation 
confirmation of the veneration of the Madonna was beautifully combined with 
the collector’s interest in nature. It was neither the garland of flowers, nor the 

 

                                                      
334 ‘Een groote doose met drye cleyn laykens schelpen’, ‘Twee perelmoyer schelpen met twee groote 

kieckhorens’. SAA, Notary H. van Cantelbeck, 3371 (1617), 6v.  
335 ‘een flesken vol wasse blommekens’. SAA, Notary H. van Cantelbeck, 3371 (1617), 1v, 2r. For the 

wax flowers, See also: Honig, Jan Brueghel and the Senses of Scale. 
336 The same padlock is also depicted on at least two other Francken paintings: Frans II Francken, A 

collector’s room, ca. 1620–1625 (Vienna: Kunsthistorisches Museum), Frans II Francken or Frans I 

Francken, Cabinet of antiquities and rarities, ca. 1636 (Frankfurt am Main: Historisches Museum 

Frankfurt). Perhaps this padlock is based upon a Chinese original. Thanks to Christiano Zanetti for 

pointing out to me similar types of padlocks.  
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Madonna with child as such, but the combination of the sacred and the natural 
that defined the success of this genre. Both the Madonna and Christ were 
simultaneously sacred and physical beings. In the Bible there were plenty of 
other examples of matter being sacred – even of man-made objects that had 
miraculous powers. As was emphasized repeatedly in Catholic defences of the use 
of images, the successful merging of earthly matter and form, as when humans 
transformed materials (such as wood and pigments) into an image of Christ or 
the Madonna, resulted in a sacred object that could be honoured (although not 
idolized). The same applied for the meaning of coral rosaries or gold liturgical 
vessels, which were made of these precious materials because the value added to 
their sacred meaning. Also, the meaning of the material was sometimes based on 
older connotations: coral for example was associated with the blood of Christ and 
therefore a particularly suitable material for rosary beads.  

In The cabinet of a collector from 1617 (now in the Royal collection of the 
United Kingdom, Fig.  20), a religious painting is displayed in the center, again 
bordered by a landscape (recognizable as a De Momper). Through the open 
window on the right of this painting a building is being demolished, while ass-
heads are again destroying art and artifice. The images on display in both these 
Francken paintings (Fig.  19 & Fig.  20) may allude implicitly to the variety of 
God’s Creation and to the best of human creation.337 The pictures-within-the-
picture as well as the totality of the painting can be construed as conveying the 
message that humans are allowed and encouraged to make representations (of 
both Holy Scripture and the Book of Nature). Literally central to the composition 
of The cabinet of a collector (Fig.  20) is a reflection on Catholic dogma: a painting 
of St. Augustine, who is walking down the beach trying to comprehend the 
mystery of the Trinity when he meets a child. According to the legend, the child 
tried to pour the sea into a small hole in the sand using a shell, a task as 
impossible as a human understanding of the Trinity. Augustine’s work on the 
Trinity deals with the belief that Christ was at the same time Godly and human. 
Father, Son and Holy Spirit are one, but only the Son received the ‘flesh’. As Christ 
and God the Father are one in the Trinity, which is indivisible, so earthly matter 
and spiritual form are inseparable - in this world at least. In Counter-Reformation 
Antwerp, this conviction was a strong argument against the violent acts of 
iconoclasts who had wrongly claimed that material practices had contaminated 
religious contemplation. 
  

 

                                                      
337 For the relationship between religious worldviews and Netherlandish landscape painting, see: 

Bakker, Landschap en wereldbeeld. 
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Fig.  20 - Frans II Francken, The cabinet of a collector, 1617 
Oil on panel, 77 x 119 cm, The Royal Collection England (photo: Royal Collection Trust / © Her 
Majesty Queen Elizabeth II 2015) 

 
 

 
The display of objects in this painting from the Royal Collection is very similar to 
that in the slightly smaller painting in Antwerp (Fig.  19). An object that 
distinguishes  one display from the other is the aforementioned Indonesian ‘kris’, 
which is perhaps another indication that the Franckens were serious about their 
encyclopaedic scheme: as elaborated on above, references to exotic objects of 
peoples from the East Indies were rare in painting at this time. Similar in both 
paintings are the piece of jewellery that is pinned to the wall, the dried sea horse, 
the coins, and the shells and sharks’ teeth that are spread on the table, while the 
drawings - two studies after Michelangelo’s Sistine ceiling and a third study after 
a Madonna by Raphael – may be interpreted as references to intellectual practice 
of disegno, which according to the artistic theories prevalent in the academies of 
Rome and Florence was the basis of human invention and art.338 Such Italian ideas 
on of art were not unknown in Antwerp at that time.339 Although there are no 
direct indications that these ideas ever reached the Franckens in the form of 

 

                                                      
338 Barasch, M., Theories of art. Vol. 1, From Plato to Winckelmann (New York: New York University Press, 

1985), 217-9. 
339 Jonckheere, Antwerp Art after Iconoclasm, 18. Other Antwerp collectors were also interested in work 

by Michelangelo, such as Jan Bierens, who kept ‘een ordeel van Michel Angelo gedruckt met sijn lyste’ 

on his comptoir. Notary G. Le Rousseau 2430 (1641), 371r. 
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texts, their workshop demonstrates at least a minimum of interest in Florentine 
ideals of draftsmanship: Frans I himself had made a book of drawings after 
Michelangelo.340 Of course, the northern tradition (e.g. landscape and the study 
of insects) is also promoted, and the combination of the Italian and Northern 
traditions is another sort of ‘encyclopaedic’ statement in this gallery picture. In 
Frans the Elder’s own house, the drawings after Michelangelo were kept next to 
his sketches and ‘painted cards’ with ‘little beasts’ (insects?) ‘naer d'leven’. There 
were also studies of figures and a book of the ‘sea-banquet’ as well as of some 
‘principael teeckeningen’.341 The studies on the right side of the wall of the The 
cabinet of a collector might have been similar to the ‘painted cards’ with ‘little 
beasts’ in Frans’ collection, which were at the same time study material for the 
workshop and pieces worthy to put on display. Then again, this display is 
problematic: perhaps the butterflies and some of the other insects and reptiles 
were not representations but actually pinned to a board. Again, the ‘layers of 
illusion’ can confuse the beholder as to whether the insects belong to the realm 
of representations or to the realm of commodified nature (like the dried animals 
pinned to the wall).   
 Francken’s study of insects and reptiles in The cabinet of a collector was not 
only an imitation of nature, but also an imitation of art. The two-headed serpent 
depicted by Francken (Fig.  23), was a motif from Rubens’ famous painting of 
Medusa now in the Kunsthistorsiches Museum in Vienna (Fig.  21 & Fig.  22). This 
legendary animal, also called amphisbaena, was supposedly spawned from the 
head of Medusa. The two-headed serpent knew a long pictorial tradition.342 It was 
considered to be a real animal and had already been described by Pliny.  

 

                                                      
340 ‘de Michiel Angel boeck by den Afflyvigen in desen met zyner hant geteeckent’. SAA, Notary H. 

Van Cantelbeck 3371 (1617), 7r. 
341 ‘dry caertkens Beestkens naer d'leven’ […] ‘tweentwintich groote caerten ende eenhondert cleyn 

caerten al beschildert, vier caerten van Ambrosius Francken den soon in desen, de Michiel Angel 

boeck by den Afflyvigen in desen met zyner hant geteeckent, den Constboeck vol principael 

teeckeningen, eenen boeck van 't Zeebancket, mitsgaders noch eenen conterfeytboeck wat grooter 

ende noch dry cleyn boecxkens met een blau boecxken alle byden Afflivigen in desen oick 

geteeckent’. SAA, Notary H. Van Cantelbeck 3371 (1617), 7r. 
342 The two-headed serpent was also painted by Jan van Kessel. See: Baadj, Nadia, Jan van Kessel I 

(1626-1679): Crafting a Natural History of Art in Early Modern Antwerp (Turnhout: Brepols, in press). 
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Fig.  21 – Peter Paul Rubens, Medusa, ca. 1618 
ca. 1617-1618, oil on canvas, 68.5 × 118 cm, Kunsthistorsiches Museum Vienna 

 

 
Fig.  22 - Peter Paul Rubens, detail: Medusa, ca. 1618 
ca. 1617-1618, oil on canvas, 68.5 × 118 cm, Kunsthistorsiches Museum Vienna 
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Fig.  23 – Frans II Francken, detail: The cabinet of a collector, 1617 
Oil on panel, 77 x 119 cm, The Royal Collection England (photo: Royal Collection Trust / © Her 
Majesty Queen Elizabeth II 2015) 
 
  

A picture-within-a-picture of iconoclasm 
Another type of painted collector’s cabinet, perhaps the most famous sub-genre, 
depicts a display of objects staged in a room with people studying or admiring 
paintings and other collectables. The display of objects in these paintings actually 
shows many similarities to the still life arrangements in the examples discussed 
above and it does not make sense to consider them as separate genres. 343  A 
beautiful example is The Archdukes Albert and Isabella visiting a collector’s cabinet 
(Baltimore) attributed to Hieronymus II Francken and Jan Brueghel the Elder 
(Fig.  2). Although actual political power was firmly based in Spain, the Archdukes 
Albert (1559–1621) and Isabella (1566–1633) had considerable financial freedom, 
which they used to build a court with the splendour of a sovereign.344 They were 
the most important patrons of the arts in the Southern Netherlands, spending 
money both on their personal collections and as a part of their active Counter-
Reformation policy of rebuilding and redecorating churches. Among the painters 
employed by the Archdukes were Jan Brueghel and Frans II Francken. 345  In 
addition to the fact that noble patrons sometimes paid visits to burger-
collections in Antwerp and the image was therefore suggestive of an actual event, 
it made sense to depict Albert and Isabella in a generic gallery painting as 

 

                                                      
343 In his overview, Alexander Marr distinguishes between four types of pictures of collections, which 

indeed show a great overlap 1. ‘Portraits of collections’ 2. Imaginary collections 3. Allegorical/ 

satirical cabinets 4. The encyclopaedic still-life or Preziosenwand. He emphasizes that there are many 

similarities in themes and compositions. Marr, ‘The Flemish ‘pictures of collections’ genre: An 

overview’, 10.  
344 Israel, Jonathan, Conflicts of empires. Spain, the Low Countries and the struggle for world supremacy 1585-

1713 (London: Rio Grande, 1997), 1-21.  
345 Israel, Conflicts of empires, 20. 
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protectors of the arts and sciences.346 It is for this reason that a coin with the 
names of Albert and Isabella is depicted in the Royal Collection painting of 1617 
(Fig.  20).  

The Archdukes were not only patrons of the arts in terms of money, but 
also, on a more abstract level, the protectors of the Counter-Reformation ideal 
of the display of images and objects. Both had been raised in an intensely 
Catholic environment in Spain and Albert was apparently ‘almost as obsessive’ 
in his veneration of relics as Philip II.347 In the Southern Netherlands, Albert was 
the patron of the Jesuits (by whom he had also been taught) and was involved in 
the commissions for the new Jesuit Church in Antwerp, including two 
altarpieces and thirty-nine ceiling paintings by Rubens and his workshop 
assistants, among them Van Dyck.348 During her rule in the Southern 
Netherlands, Isabella was assisted by her Franciscan confessor Father Andrés de 
Soto. As mentioned earlier, De Soto had published a book on the ‘material of the 
miracles’ that was translated into Dutch in 1614. In this work, which starts with 
a fictitious meeting with a heretic Calvinist, he defined and distinguished true 
Catholic faith by its material miracles, for example in the form of relics or 
miraculous statues. He mentions the example of the church at Scherpenheuvel, 
end point of a well-known pilgrimage route promoted by the Archdukes.349 Like 
many Catholic defenders of the use of images, De Soto also quotes Biblical 
examples such as the story of the Brazen Serpent.350 The basic thought 
remained the same: matter can be sacred.351  

As in the two collector’s cabinets mentioned above (Fig.  19 & Fig.  20), the 
paintings on display in the centre of the painting by Francken and Breughel have 
religious themes. Above the mantelpiece are a Madonna with child and an Adoration 
of the Magi (both subjects are also on display in Fig.  19).352 The subject of the 
Adoration was particularly associated with the city of Antwerp, as it embodied 

 

                                                      
346 Honig, Painting & the Market, 205. Not only the Archdukes but also foreign noble patrons visited 

Antwerp collections. For example: in 1624, the Polish Crown Prince Wladislaus IV Vasa travelled to 

Antwerp and visited the workshops of several painters, see chapter 2. 
347 Israel, Conflicts of empires,, 5. 
348 Muller, ‘Jesuit uses of art in the province of Flanders’, 157-181. 
349 De Soto, Materie van de mirakelen, 2-4. 
350 De Soto, Materie van de mirakelen, 29. 
351 As is also emphasized by Benedictus. Benedictus, Een Catholic tractate van de beelden; Weststeijn, The 

visible world, 112-113. 
352 A black magi figure in Adoration pictures was a typical Counter Reformation motif. Since the 

Biblical story does not mention the skin-color of the magi, the depiction of the black magi was 

objected by Protestants and still used as a purposeful Catholic motif by Rubens. See: Jonckheere, 

Antwerp Art after Iconoclasm, 196. 
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the city’s identity as a place of merchants.353 But by far the largest painting in the 
centre is a Minerva and Fame rescuing Pictura from Ignorance. Fame on the right 
(with trumpets) and Minerva (recognizable by her suit of armour) come to rescue 
Pictura (recognizable by the mask of Imitatio) from Ignorance: a man with 
donkey’s ears.354 The theme of the arts and sciences endangered by Ignorance 
was common in Antwerp painting at that time and is usually interpreted as a 
conflict between knowledgeable connoisseurs and ignorant art critics. 355 
However, this theme cannot be understood in isolation from religious arguments 
about imagery and materiality. More than from anything else, Pictura needed 
saving from iconoclastic ignorance in all its shapes and forms.  

In all the collector’s cabinets with iconoclasts from the Francken 
workshop known to me, one or more religious paintings are situated at the centre 
(even in the Baltimore picture, where the Minerva picture is the larges but the 
Adoration is more central, right in the middle above the chimney). The 
positioning of these religious images in the composition underpinned the belief 
that the Divine was of course fundamental, but its display in combination with 
other genres of paintings, statues, man-made luxury objects, and commodified 
nature affirmed of the idea that the spiritual (or intellectual) and the material 
aspects of the Revelation, manifested both in the Holy Scriptures and in the Book 
of Nature, could not be separated. Matter, form, and meaning were inextricably 
linked. Moreover, images of nature and Scripture, made by humans who 
transformed natural materials into new objects, had a rightful place in religion 
since an image, by definition, embodied the unity of matter (the physical that is 
necessary to make an image visible) and spirit or intellect (the mental image).356 
Only the ignorant would destroy material objects in the vain belief that they 
could purify religion. In that sense, it is telling that the iconoclastic donkeys in 
this gallery painting are no longer depicted as living figures, but as mere 
representations. On the painting leaning against a chair, four men with ass-heads 
are destroying the objects in a collector’s cabinet that is not dissimilar to the 

 

                                                      
353 Ewing D., ‘Magi and merchants. The force behind the Antwerp mannerists’ adoration pictures’, 

Jaarboek van het Koninklijk Museum voor Schone Kunsten Antwerpen (2004-2005), 275-300.  
354 Other paintings with this theme are for example: Simon de Vos, Minerva and Mercury protecting 

painting against Ignorance and Calumny (Christie’s New York, 26 January 2012) and Jacob Jordaens, 

Allegory on Science. Minerva and Cronus protect Science against Envy and Ignorance (National Gallery of 

Denmark).  
355  Filipczak, Picturing art in Antwerp, 68; Härting, Frans Francken, 87-8; Haverkamp-Begemann, E., 

‘Rembrandt van Rijn. Satire on Art Criticsim’, in: E. Haverkamp-Begemann, M. Tavener Holmes, F. 

Koreny, D. Posner, D. Robinson eds.), Fifteenth- to eighteenth-century European drawings in the Robert 

Lehman collection. Central Europe, the Netherlands, France, England (New York, Metropolitan Museum of 

Art), 219-228, see page 222. 
356 For a contemporary theory on these issues (also in relation to iconoclasm), see: Belting 2014, 1-8. 
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collector’s cabinet that is the subject of the painting. The ass-heads have become 
part of the second layer of the ‘display of display’: this picture-within-a-picture 
is not only a reflection on painting itself, but, through its subject, also a reflection 
on the ‘display of display’. Contrary to the violent actions of the iconoclasts (who 
are present merely as an image), the Archdukes and other connoisseurs are calm 
– studying and protecting the objects and images.  

There are many examples in Netherlandish paintings of a ‘picture-within-
a-picture’, a motif that has often been used as a key in unlocking the ‘main’ theme 
of a painting.357 In that sense, they are similar to the sixteenth-century market- 
and kitchen scenes by Pieter Aertsen and Joachim Beuckelaar, with their 
contrasting foregrounds and background that somehow refer to each other.358 
The window view landscapes with ass-heads in the Francken paintings above 
(Fig.  19 & Fig.  23) are in fact very similar to the vistas in these sixteenth-century 
market scenes, while in the Baltimore painting (Fig.  2), the scene of iconoclasm 
has become a real picture-within-a-picture. In all instances, however, the ass-
heads are used as rhetorical counterpoints to the main theme (destruction as 
opposed to collecting), while also making clear the wider issue that was at stake: 
the debate on material objects. The big difference between a picture-within-a-
picture in a Dutch genre painting and the picture-within-a-picture in the 
Franckens’ gallery paintings is that for the Franckens the it was actually the main 
theme.359 There is no other principal scene, no foreground with another subject, 
but instead the many pictures-within-a-picture (and, to a lesser degree, the other 
objects-within-a-picture) make up the principal scene. In that sense, the painted 
collectors’ cabinets were a glorification of the display of imagery (and other 
objects) as such. As mentioned above, recognizing the authorship of a particular 
picture-within-a-picture constituted a game amusing to the connoisseur-viewer, 
as were the conversations on the relations between the different depicted pieces 
of art and other objects.360 Even though we can never, and are not supposed to, 
settle on a final interpretation of these relationships, what seems beyond doubt 
is that taking the picture-within-a-picture as their main theme - contrasted with 
vistas or a picture-within-a-picture of the dangers to imagery - the Franckens 
formulated a powerful defence of the image.  
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Artistic splendour and a ‘decline of the sciences’? 
As man-made objects – and, more generally, people interfering with God’s 
Creation – came under suspicion or were even condemned during the sixteenth 
century, materiality became a subject of intense scrutiny. The supposedly sinful 
nature of images and of specific man-made objects led to a turn to nature and a 
critical attitude towards images and objects (especially devotional objects, but by 
extension also to other items that were considered contaminated by mankind). 
To what extent were humans permitted to interfere with Creation and what rules 
applied to the appearance and use of man-made objects? These debates impacted 
both Protestants and Catholics, but as the examples discussed above suggest, in 
Counter-Reformation Antwerp the role of images and objects was defended with 
a renewed vigour. And this defence had an impact not only on art production, 
but perhaps also on the way in which nature was investigated. 

Traditionally historians of science have argued that the state of natural 
knowledge in Antwerp dramatically declined after 1585 due to constraining 
factors like the role of the Catholic Church and emigration to the Northern 
Netherlands. The complaint of the Antwerp mathematician Michiel Coignet to 
Galileo in a letter of 1588 that no one was working on mathematical subjects 
anymore (see chapter 4) has been taken as evidence in case.361 Although recent 
scholarship has shown that this decrease was not so dramatic, the investigation 
of nature did take a decidedly different course – one that was intimately related 
to the ways in which images and objects were perceived. Scholarly publication 
may have decreased, but the trade in shells and fossils, dried natural specimens, 
botanical seeds and bulbs, luxury naturalia (such as pearls and coral), and gems 
and minerals (such as diamonds and mountain crystal) was flourishing. In fact, 
Antwerp was still the centre of Nortwestern Europe for the trade and craft in 
gems and luxury naturalia, and would only be overtaken by Amsterdam in the 
course of the seventeenth century. The artisanal production of luxury goods also 
thrived. The famous Gridolphi glassworks on the Meir, for example, made façon 
de Venise glasswares, objects whose production required highly specialized 
knowledge and skills which were perceived and appreciated as part of the 
alchemical tradition.362  
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Whereas the publication of mathematical books declined from the end of 
the sixteenth century on, the market for luxury objects suggestive of a high 
appreciation for optics and mathematics flourished as never before in 
Antwerp.363 The many art cabinets with a so-called ‘perspective’ of cristallo glass 
are perhaps the most illustrious examples, but plenty of mathematical 
instruments, maps and atlases were produced as well. 364  In this respect it is 
striking that Michiel II Coignet (1618–1663), son of the mathematician and 
instrument maker, did not follow his father’s footsteps, but instead became a 
painter and was hired to make paintings for art cabinets upon several 
occasions.365 Furthermore, Frans II Francken also produced many small paintings 
for art cabinets, while at the same time he depicted these precious pieces of 
furniture in his gallery pictures.  

Objects testifying to the high appreciation for natural knowledge were 
made by artists and artisans who had learned to think of themselves and their 
production process as being part of the liberal arts (which may be related to 
intellectual aspirations as well as increasing process appreciation, as mentioned 
above). Perhaps the inclusion in the gallery paintings of drawings by Frans Floris 
(Antwerp’s sixteenth-century pictor doctus par excellence), Michelangelo, and 
Raphael was an allusion to the Franckens’ intellectual ambitions as well as their 
collecting aspirations. In general, through their production of luxury objects that 
reflected on the natural world, artists and artisans were part of Antwerp’s 
knowledge economy, while their networks and collections further demonstrate 
that they were indeed involved in intellectual subjects.  

It has been demonstrated that compared to other professions the number 
of painters emigrating from Antwerp after 1585 was relatively small, even though 
it was a highly mobile group.366 This seems counterintuitive until one considers 
the excellent circumstances for artists, not only in terms of the practical but also 
the intellectual. Antwerp artists and artisans – the image- and object-makers of 
what was still the most important artistic centre in the Netherlands in the early 

 

                                                      
363 Meskens, Wiskunde tussen Renaissance en Barok, 94, 202-203. 
364 Dupré, ‘Trading luxury glass, picturing collections’, 264. 
365 Dupré, ‘Trading luxury glass, picturing collections’, 286. 
366 Linden, David van der, ‘Coping with crisis. Career strategies of Antwerp painters after 1585’, De 

Zeventiende Eeuw (2015), 18-54, see page 23. The percentage of Antwerp painters emigrating was 27.1, 

which was considerably lower than the average emigration percentage of 48.8. The percentage of 

painters who we know with certainty stayed in Antwerp amounts to 36.7. The fate of the remaining 

36.6% of Antwerp painters is unclear, but is is likely that many of them stayed in the city (indefinetely 

or for a longer period) or changed their profession. From the 1590s on the number of painters active 

in Antwerp was rising again. For the number of painters active in Antwerp (and other cities in the 

Low Countries), see: http://www.vondel.humanities.uva.nl/ecartico/.  
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seventeenth-century – indeed played an important part in the city’s intellectual 
life. And in Antwerp’s intellectual climate they were chief proponents of 
Counter-Reformation image ideology and of man-made objects as transmitters 
of knowledge, as signs in an interconnected world. The success of their products, 
which were highly valued both within and outside of Antwerp, testifies to the 
fact that many clients agreed with them. The artistic splendour of Antwerp’s 
specialized luxury industry was so successful in fact that there was no need to 
choose a different path - to consider materiality in another way.  

Compared to the Dutch Republic, this decidedly different way of dealing 
with material objects also resulted in a different trajectory for the investigation 
of nature. Where man-made objects were fiercely defended and there was room 
for sacred material, sometimes imbued with miraculous powers, there was less 
need to investigate ordinary nature and look for (material or mathematical) 
natural causes.367 Where matter, form, and meaning were one; one was less likely 
to investigate matter on its own. But what to do in a place like the Dutch Republic, 
where attitudes towards particular images and man-made objects were charged 
and at times steeped in anxiety? One solution could be to focus on seeds, bulbs, 
bones and other elements of Creation itself, unsullied by men. Or, when 
collecting imagery, to show a preference for genres like landscape and still life. 
Indeed, as elaborated on above, some recent scholarship seems to point to a 
divergence along these lines in the culture of collecting in the Northern and 
Southern Netherlands, although of course similarities and a shared cultural past 
must not be discounted. Perhaps the divergence was less visible in the collected 
objects themselves than in the reflection upon the culture of collecting (although 
the gallery picture was simultaneously a collectable and a reflection upon the 
culture of collecting).368 It goes without saying that this was more than a simple 
causal relationship, but rather the combination of circumstances (religious, 
scholarly, artistic, economic) that underlay such stark differences in the 
conception of the display of man-made objects in the Northern and Southern 
Netherlands. The defence of the image – the impetus for Antwerp’s particular 
Counter-Reformation culture of collecting and the exclusively local genre of the 

 

                                                      
367 In this respect, it also noteworthy that in the Dutch Republic a strikingly large percentage of the 

Mennonite minority was involved in the new natural (mathematical) sciences, the Mennonites being 

a Protestant current especially critical of man-made objects (and, of course, also very anti-

authoritarian, which is usually mentioned as the reason for their interest in the new sciences). For 

the more liberal Mennonites dealing with art and Mennonite painters, see: Dickey, Stephanie, 

‘Mennonite martyrdom in Amsterdam and the art of Rembrandt and his contemporaries’, in: W.Z. 

Shetter and I. van der Cruysse (eds.), Contemporary Explorations in the Culture of the Low Countries 

(Lanham: University Press of America, 1996), 81-98, see pages 81-84. 
368 Dupré, ‘Trading luxury glass, picturing collections’, 291. 
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painted collector’s cabinet – in the end might also have played a constraining 
role in what with hindsight can be called the rise of the new sciences. Or, perhaps 
more accurately, rather than the Counter-Reformation defence of imagery being 
a constraining factor in the South; in the North it was the condemnation of 
certain types of imagery and objects, and their use as signs or symbols, that might 
have suited the new sciences better.  
 

The apotheosis of Antwerp painting 
In many ways the painted collector’s cabinet was the materialized apotheosis of 
Antwerp painting; the genre commented on and celebrated the display of images 
as no other genre had before. Developed during Antwerp’s last phase as a centre 
of artistic innovation, these paintings represented in one single image the 
greatness of past and present: Antwerp’s achievements in painting, the 
sumptuous luxury available in the city, the humanistic enterprise of knowledge, 
and the Counter-Reformation ideal of objects that embody the harmony of the 
sacred and the natural. This Counter-Reformation argument was strengthened 
by references to creation – be it human or divine – and through preserving or 
collecting, which countered the trauma of past destruction. In the painted 
collectors’ cabinets, the two layers of reality and representation - of real 
collections and paintings of collections - were integrated to question precisely 
what they represented: the ‘display of display’ and the nature and status of 
images. Composed and executed meticulously by gifted painters, such as Frans II 
Francken, these ‘displays of display’ that had the picture-within-a-picture as the 
main subject, were truly a defence of the image.  

The paintings of cabinets discussed here suggest that some Antwerp 
artists were defenders of the image in a time when images and other man-made 
objects were at the forefront of intellectual debate. The Franckens’ gallery 
paintings can be related to a widespread debate on materiality that, implicitly or 
explicitly, extended from scholarly publications to workshops and collectors’ 
rooms. In common with other artisans, painters were experts in handling – and 
transforming – the materials so heavily debated by natural philosophers and 
theologians. By imitating material nature, painters like the Franckens proved to 
be experts in verisimilitude, while the composition of the collectors’ cabinet was 
a strong visual argument in which the display of material objects was central.  

Most striking about the genre of the collector’s cabinet with donkey-
headed destroyers of objects is that these paintings referred to a variety of arts 
from the trivium and the quadrivium: humanistic as well as scientific activities. 
The depicted collectables were deemed valuable as representations of individual 
arts, but gained additional meaning through display with other types of objects. 
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Although paintings constituted the majority of the depicted objects, the 
encyclopaedic framework that may be associated with the Francken paintings 
distinguished these from later depictions of cabinets, for which this framework 
is not relevant. The combination of religious paintings with other genres such as 
landscapes, and the combination of paintings with objects associated with the 
liberal arts and natural knowledge, underscores that within the framework of 
encyclopaedic collecting in Antwerp both objects and images could be seen as 
repositories of knowledge about the natural world. If this idea holds true for the 
Francken paintings, the ignorant ass-heads which destroy objects may be seen, 
by implication, to be destroying the entirety of the liberal arts. To take this train 
of thought further: the paintings may refer to the idea that iconoclasts destroyed 
more than religious imagery or objects. They destroyed the ideal of the collection 
as a place in which to gain a deep understanding of the harmony of God’s 
Creation. And in God’s Creation, matter, form, and meaning, the natural and the 
sacred, could not be separated. It was this Counter-Reformation line of reasoning 
that on the one hand found expression in Antwerp’s Indian summer of artistic 
splendour, but on the other hand might have been an impediment to the rise of 
the new sciences.  

As the genre of the painted collector’s cabinet evolved further in the 
course of the seventeenth century, references to the encyclopaedic framework 
became less frequent. Most of the new displays only contained works of 
figurative art. Around the same time, collections themselves became more 
specialized as well.369 For the art of painting this outcome was both a victory, in 
that the collecting of art was considered valuable for its own sake, and a defeat, 
in that art was decreasingly important as a transmitter of knowledge. 370  The 
painted collectors’ cabinets with ass-heads from the Francken workshop are a 
reminder that the role of images and other man-made objects was once more 
ambitious and contested. 

 
 
 
 

 

                                                      
369  Härting, Frans Francken, 15; Honig, Painting & the Market, 205; Marr, ‘The Flemish ‘pictures of 

collections’ genre’, 7. 
370 Freedberg argues about David Teniers’ paintings of Archdukes Leopold Wilhelm’s art collections 

that: ‘Images no longer mediate between man and the divine. They are treasured for their objecthood, 

for their status as works of art and antiquity, and for their mirroring of nature.’ Freedberg, ‘Painting 

and the Counter Reformation in the age of Rubens’, 142.  
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David II Ryckaert, detail: Still life with shells, 1616 
Oil on canvas, 103.5 x 136 cm, private collection 
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2. Treasures from the earth and sea 
 
  
 

Den Meersman on the Grote Markt 
On a winter’s day in February 1633 a notary’s clerk was on his way to Antwerp’s 
Grote Markt, where he entered a house with a black-and-white chequered sign 
called ‘Den Meersman’ (the Merchant). Upon entering the house he was received 
by the silversmith Jan Herck (1593–1660), a grieving widower who had lost his 
wife Elizabeth Sophie (d. 1633) a week earlier. 371  From the shop, where an 
incredible amount of the most precious gold and silver objects was stored, the 
widower and the clerk went into the groote salette, the impressive reception room 
with a precious ebony cabinet, the walls covered with twenty paintings – among 
them two seascapes by Porcellis, five paintings of the Senses and a painting of 
Venus and Cupid - while two plaster busts on the chimney faced the visitors. 
From the groote salette they made their way into the next sixteen rooms of the 
house, each one even more splendidly decorated than the last.  

To the east and north of the Grote Markt in Antwerp, in the shops 
recognizable by the black-and-white chequered signs of the silversmith’s guild, 
seventeenth-century shoppers could gaze at the rich and shiny commodities on 
offer: silver plates decorated with figures or complete battle scenes, gilded 
bracelets with diamonds and rubies, rings with antique cameos, Agni Dei made of 
mountain crystal, pearls in all sorts and shapes, coral rosaries, silver and mother-
of-pearl spoons, and countless other riches. This was the place to be for 
everything made of gold, silver or precious stone. A community of jewellers, 
stonecutters, and gold- and silversmiths profited from the favourable economic 
conditions in Antwerp’s prosperous years after the Truce. They sold their luxury 
products to eager collectors, and some of these artisans could themselves also be 
counted among Antwerp’s community of knowledgeable collectors. 

 

                                                      
371  Jan Herck (1593–1660) was the son of Peeter Herck (merchant and chaplain) and Anna 

Speckhouwer. On 27 March 1620 he married Elizabeth Sophie in the Cathedral of Our Lady (witnesses 

were Christoffel Caers and Antoni Geeraerts). After the death of Elizabeth Sophie, the widower Herck 

remarried to Gratiana de Wilde on 24 December 1634, again in the Cathedral of Our Lady. See: 

Hemeldonck, Godelieve van, Het Grootwerk. Goudsmeden, zilversmeden en juweliers vermeld te Antwerpen, 

13de-19de eeuw, CD-ROM (Antwerp, 2005). 



130 

 
Fig.  24 - David II Ryckaert, Still life with shells, 1616 
Oil on canvas, 103.5 x 136 cm, private collection 
 
 
In 1616 David II Ryckaert painted a still life depicting all kinds of products from 
the workshops of gold- and silversmiths (Fig.  24).372 This painting seems to be a 
visual analog to the written evidence from Antwerp’s inventories. It could be 
either a collector’s display or shop display. Gold and silver plates and cups, 
strings of pearls, a decorated nautilus shell, a bracelet with gems, glasses, and cut 
mountain crystal goblets are depicted amidst a beautiful range of shells and two 
branches of red coral. In this painting several issues that form the core of this 
chapter come together: it is a glorification of Antwerp’s luxury industry and 
trade (but it predates the invention of the pronkstilleven, or ostentatious still life, 
by decades), it juxtaposes the natural and man-made, and it meticulously depicts 
the different optical and material qualities of substances. Also, Ryckaert 
juxtaposes the luxurious jewels, cups and plates, the ultimate expression of 
profane material wealth, with what appears to be a ciborium (the vessel on the 
right, with a cross decorating its lid), where the consecrated hosts were kept for 
the performing the mass. In terms of pictorial predecessors, Ryckaert’s picture is 
reminiscent of the richly decorated cabinets that were a motif in Counter 

 

                                                      
372 Auctioned on 16 October 2013, Christie’s Paris. 



131 

Reformation paintings that defended the use of rich liturgical vessels, or ‘vasa 
sacra’, in reaction to the Protestant’s rejection of luxurious vessels during the 
commemoration of the Last Supper.373   

Ryckaert’s painting relates to the central issue of this chapter: the 
openness of meaning ascribed to collected objects (in this case: precious metals, 
stones, and naturalia) and hence their role in collections as conversation pieces. 
The painting by Ryckaert functioned as a conversation piece much like an actual 
display of such objects. The layers of meaning attached to these objects ranged 
across the domains of trade, art, craft, natural knowledge, and religion. Probate 
inventories and circumstantial evidence suggest that a tight network of gold- and 
silversmiths and jewellers played an hitherto underappreciated role as collectors 
and, as such, as part of the critical mass of knowledgeable citizens – the large 
infantry at the basis of new ways of knowing about the natural world.  

In the following paragraphs, I first demonstrate that the there was a tight 
network of gold- and silversmiths with impressive collections in early modern 
Antwerp. Second, I focus on the collection of a particular jeweller (Jan Bierens) 
and on the workshop practice of counterfeiting by a goldsmith (Hendrik Smits) 
to show that there was increasing respect for the practical-material knowledge 
of fine metalworkers. Moreover, the (tactile) production processes employed by 
artists and artisans were in this period elevated to a higher status and now more 
appreciated than ever– what I like to call process appreciation. Process 
appreciation was inextricably linked to Antwerp’s culture of collecting. This is 
confirmed by visual sources, which, in turn, also became part of collections. 
Then, particular objects made by Antwerp gold- and silversmiths (as listed in 
inventories or surviving objects) are explained as conversation pieces. These  
objects in turn could become part of collections and discussed in relation to other 
collectables. After addressing some examplary crafted objects, I turn to the 
supposed medicinal qualities of gems, which form a link to the next chapter on 
the collections of apothecaries, as well as to the final paragraphs that are 
centered on the case study of precious red coral. Red coral was famed for its 
multiplicity of symbolic meaning and multi-functionality, which made it a 
beloved material for goldsmiths as well as a popular collectable in its natural 
shape. Red coral had long been associated with the Blood of Christ and used as a 
medicine, but now also entered the discourse on petrifaction. Petrifaction was 
considered highly intriguing and one of the basic processes of natural 
transformation. Furthermore, petrifaction entailed that a particular form was 
kept in stone forever, which was particularly fascinating in a culture with such 

 

                                                      
373 Jonckheere, Antwerp Art after Iconoclasm, 245-6 
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fierce debates on form. The natural metamorphosis of petrifaction in relation to 
the origins of gems was one of the hot topics of the period, which is an important 
reason for coral’s popularity and the manner in which coral was depicted. Finally, 
the debate on petrifaction had a markedly Christian aspect as it related to debates 
on images of stones, which is the subject of the last paragraph of this chapter. 
 

Workshops and collectors’ rooms  
Goldsmiths were typically defined as artisans who made small pieces of jewellery 
(from both gold and silver, as well as gemstones), silversmiths as producers of 
larger gold and silver objects, and ‘jewellers’ as engaged in trade. Both gold- and 
silversmiths and cutters of gems could combine their artisanal work with the 
trading side of the business as jewellers. Whereas the gold-and silversmiths had 
been united in a guild for centuries, Antwerp diamond and ruby cutters were not 
able to unite themselves in a separate guild until 1582 because of the opposition 
of the powerful Portuguese Nation, whose members (many of Sephardic 
Portuguese descent, such as members of the well-known Duarte family) were 
active in the trading of precious stones.374 As in the case of the parelgaters, the 
absence of a guild - with its regulations and the protection it afforded to artisans 
- served the Portuguese Nation well. When the diamond- and ruby cutters did 
establish their guild, the Ordinance of 1582 determined that only poorters 
(citizens) who were members of the guild (and had paid their fees) were allowed 
to cut ‘costelycke gesteenten’ (precious stones). The cutting itself had to take place 
within the city walls; the cutting of stones in mills in the countryside (by a 
cheaper workforce) was explicitly forbidden.375 But the union of the diamond- 
and ruby-cutters in a single guild was short-lived: in 1584 the ruby-cutters broke 
away and only returned, after an absence of 47 years, to the diamond-cutter’s 
guild in 1631.376  

Despite the guild regulations, there were continual issues with 
immigrants and non-guild-members cutting precious stones.377 There were also 
ongoing fears of an imminent monopoly on the industry by the Portuguese 
Nation, who, as a Foreign Nation, were exempt from guild fees and regulations. 

 

                                                      
374  Schlugleit, D., Geschiedenis van het Antwerpsche Diamantslijpersambacht (1582–1797) (Antwerpen: 

Guillaume 1935), 10-11. See also: Schlugleit. D., De Antwerpse goud- en zilversmeden in het Corporatief 

Stelsel (1382-1798) (Wetteren: Uitgeverij Bracke, 1969). 
375 Schlugleit, Antwerpsche Diamantslijpersambacht , 18. 
376 Schlugleit, Antwerpsche Diamantslijpersambacht , 23-6. 
377 The guilds were very protective in ‘defending the link between their status as masters (and thus 

the privilege of manufacturing particular products) and their products’ value’. De Munck, ‘Artisans, 

Products and Gifts’, 48. 



133 

In an attempt to limit the power of the Portuguese, the guild implemented the 
prohibition of multiple cutters living in a single house.378 The reputation of a 
cutter of precious stones was all-important: when a guild member was convicted 
of fraud he was never again allowed to enjoy the privileges of the guild. 
Therefore, testimonies confirming that particular diamond-cutters were ‘van 
eeren van goeden name ende fame’ (‘honourable and of good name and fame’) could 
be vital.379  

In one goldsmiths’ shop on the Kaasrui, a small street near the Grote 
Markt, passing citizens could admire a ‘nautilus shell decorated with gilded 
silver’.380  Jeweller and goldsmith Nicolaes de Foreest (1593–1635) showed this 
popular collectable, which was a beautiful combination of art and nature: the 
shell was considered a piece of art created by nature (the God-made) and the 
silver decoration by an artist who wanted to imitate and perfect nature (the man-
made). For customers who could not afford to buy the object, a visit to the shop 
was an easy way to behold such an expensive collectable, while the object also 
enhanced De Foreest’s perceived skill as a goldsmith in the eyes of potential 
customers. Many other jewellers and gold- and silversmiths were located near 
the De Foreest’s shop on the Kaasrui; the streets east and north of the Grote 
Markt had traditionally been their place of business and residence (see map 1). 
Just a few steps away, on the Grote Markt right across from the Cathedral of Our 
Lady, was the house of the aforementioned Jan Herck, while around the corner 
on the Wisselstraat the ‘foreigner’ Hendrik Smits (<1591–1627) had his shop. A bit 
further away on the Kipdorp resided the wealthy jeweller Jan Bierens (1585–
1641).381 More to the south-east in the Gasthuisbeemden lived the diamond cutter 
and jeweller Elias Voet (1586/88–<1653). 

As was the case with so many crafts, the network of men and women 
trading and crafting precious metals and stones were bound together by family 

 

                                                      
378 Schlugleit, Antwerpsche Diamantslijpersambacht, 44-5. 
379 1607, 19 May. Attest that Jacques and Jan Voet had lived in Antwerp from a young age, and had 

learned their trade there. City Archive Antwerp (SAA), SR 468, MN I, f 226v. 
380 ‘Een cocquilte met silver vergult beslagen Antwerpschen-ceur wegende mette schelpe 24 oncen 10 

engelsen.’ ‘Cocquilte’ probably did not refer to the type of shell also known as ‘Saint Jacobs shell’, but 

was derived from the French cocquille, which means ‘shell’ or ‘nautilus shell’. SAA, Notary G. Le 

Rousseau, 2424 (1635), fol. 527r. 
381 For Antwerp in 1560 the well-known chronicler Ludovicio Guicciardini counted 124 goldsmiths, 

who made beautiful and high quality products. The number of 124 goldsmiths is excluding the 

workers in precious stones and jewellers: ‘sonder alle de Stekers, Snyders, ende Slypers van juweelen 

ende andere costelijcke gesteenten, die voorwaer wonderlijcke wercken maecken ende 

onghelooflijcken handel dryven met costelijcke juweelen: waer af in dese stadt alleen meer dan in 

eenige Provincie zijn.’ Guicciardini, Beschrijvinghe van alle de Nederlanden, 92. 
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relations and marriage practices.382 Elias Voet came from a family of jewellers and 
diamond cutters (with brothers in the same business in the Dutch Republic, 
London, and Milan); Nicolaes de Foreest was the son of the silversmith Carel de 
Foreest (>1565–1614); and Elisabeth Sophie, the wife of Jan Herck, was the widow 
of another silversmith (Jan Carré).383 Gold- and silversmiths were obligated to 
have their workshops in their private houses; another indication of the strong 
intertwinement of professional and personal life.384 Probate inventories indeed 
confirm that their stock was stored throughout the house. And this stock could 
be breathtaking: for example, the aforementioned house Den Meersman owned by 
Jan Herck and Elisabeth Sophie contained overwhelming richness, including 358 
pieces of jewellery, 498 gold and silver objects, at least 674 separate diamonds 
and over 200 pearls (excluding the gemstones mounted in jewellery). 385  In 
addition, Herck also owned at least 392 other diamonds and 1,440 other pearls, 
which were held for him by business contacts abroad. 386  On display in the 
eighteen rooms of the house were also 148 paintings, 54 statuettes, and some 
pieces of tapestry. Jan and Elizabeth could without a doubt be counted among 
Antwerp’s urban elite. They were amongst the wealthiest citizens, unnoticed in 
scholarship so far, but whose collections indicate their place among the critical 
mass of knowledgeable citizens.  

 

                                                      
382 E.g. Jan and Elizabeth Carré borrowed 600 gulden from Carel de Foreest on 1 October 1614. This 

amount was added to an earlier loan of 110 gulden. SAA, Notary G. Le Rousseau 2403 (1614) fol. 325r. 

Another example was a piece of jewellery of which one half belonged to Elizabeth Sophie (widow of 

Jan Carré and wife of Jan Herck) and the other half to Jan Bierens. SAA, Notary G. Le Rousseau 2422 

(1633) fol. 37r-37v. Elias Voet regularly acted as a witness in cases involving Jan Herck (e.g. on 6 March 

1633 when Jan Herck closes a deal with Guilliam Bisschop in Londen and later on 17 December 1633 

when there is a disagreement about this deal). G. Le Rousseau, 2422, fol. 98. In 1639 Elias Voet paid off 

debts to Jan Bierens with some agates. See also: Hemeldonck, Grootwerk. 
383 Elias Voet (1586/88 – after 1653), was a diamond cutter, jeweller, and merchant in diamonds, who 

traded with the Portuguese Nation: SAA, Notary M. van Cauwenberghe, N 468 fol. 160. Together with 

Jan Voet and Jan Lescornet, he estimated the value of the jewellery in Rubens’ estate. Voet also 

testified about another business deal involving coral sold by his brother Reynier (also a jeweller) to 

Gaspar Boudaen (commissioned by Abraham Verspreet) on 1 September 1628: SAA, SR 591 V, fol. 379. 

The father of Nicolaes de Foreest was Carel de Foreest, who lived in the ‘Clerestrate’. 
384 It was forbidden to sell products from a stall, as had been common in the sixteenth century. 

Huvenne, Paul et. al. (eds.), Exh. Cat.: Antwerps huiszilver uit de 17e en 18e eeuw (Antwerp: Dienst 

Beeldende Kunsten en Musea, 1989), 14. As De Munck notes: ‘Craft guilds obliged their members to 

work in their front rooms, in view of customers and under the watchful eyes of deans and other 

authority figures. Working in attics, cellars and back rooms was considered professionally inferior 

and suspect.’ De Munck, ‘Artisans, Products and Gifts’, 55. 
385 This is a very careful estimation: where the inventory lists ‘some’ or ‘a batch of’ diamonds or pearls, 

it is counted as 2. SAA, Notary G. Le Rousseau, 2422 (1633), fol. 42r. 
386 With Steven Le Gouche in London for example, to whom Jan Herck had sent a batch of 94 rose-cut 

diamonds, to be sold for 10 gulden apiece. In Amsterdam, Sr. Bartolotti had a batch of 1,440 pearls 

that were to be sold for 5 stuivers apiece. SAA, Notary G. Le Rousseau, 2422 (1633), fol. 42r. 
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Socio-economic historians have customarily used the number of rooms in 
a house as an indication of wealth and class. Most independent master artists and 
artisans in Antwerp belonged to the middle classes (houses with 4-7 and 8-11 
rooms), while some very successful artists could be counted amongst the upper 
middle class (12-15) or urban elite (more than 16).387 In such terms, Carel de 
Foreest (3 rooms) was relatively poor, but his son Nicolaes de Foreest (11 rooms) 
had risen in social status and belonged to the artisanal middle class, as did 
Hendrik Smits (7 rooms). Hendrik Smits was a ‘foreigner’ who became master in 
Antwerp in 1591 and he seemed to have done well in his adopted city. As shown 
above, the Herck-Sophie household (18 rooms) was part of Antwerp’s urban elite 
and the same held true for Jan Bierens (19 rooms). Their wealth was at least partly 
due to their activities as merchants and bankers. As was the case of other crafts, 
in these trades one found, on the one hand, the modest artisan who was a local 
retailer and guild member, and on the other hand the successful artisan-
merchant, a wholesaler with an international trade network and not necessarily 
a guild member. Just as successful Antwerp painters also earned a great deal of 
money as art dealers, the most successful gold- and silversmiths and diamond-
cutters, such as Jan Herck and Elias Voet, were able to establish themselves as 
merchants and bankers. They managed large workshops, bought and sold objects 
not necessarily made with their own hands, and also lent money on interest and 
invested in real estate and cashed interests on properties and land.388  

The Herck-Sophie inventory – made on the death of Elizabeth Sophie in 
1633 – contained a long list of silver and gold objects, jewellery and separate gems 
and precious stones, worth over 36,000 gulden.389 When Jan Herck married the 
older Elizabeth in 1620, she had brought in an impressive amount capital (part of 
it returned to the sons from her first marriage after her death) as well as ample 

 

                                                      
387 Categories and number of rooms in Antwerp: I 1; II 1-2; III 4-7; IV 8-11; V 12-15; VI more than 16. 

See: Blondé & Van Damme, ‘Retail Growth’, 662. In Brussels houses were usually smaller and the 

categories are different, see: Laet, Veerle de, Brussel binnenskamers. Kunst- en luxebezit in het 

spanningsveld tussen hof en stad, 1600–1735 (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2011), 51-53. 
388 The connection between the banking system and the trade in precious metals is obvious, since 

people with a stock of gold, silver or gem stones, were obvious candidates to provide loans. The 

debtors of Antwerp silversmith Jeronimus Buysen for example, owed him over 11.000 gulden at the 

time of his death. He loaned money on an average interest rate of around 6.2 percent. In the sixteenth 

century, successful merchant families started to act as bankers to finance wars of princes, who were 

always short of money. The most famous example is the role of the Fugger family at the Habsburg 

court. Merchants-turned-bankers were important in sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Antwerp as 

well, since the economy was based upon its central location in a trading network that reached across 

Europe and, later, all over the world. The role of the Antwerp bourse in early modern economic 

development is well known. The Portuguese Nation in Antwerp also counted among them many 

jewellers-merchants-bankers, for example Diego Duarte.  
389 SAA, Notary G. Le Rousseau 2422 (1633) fol. 41r. 
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trade experience.390 As a widow, Elizabeth had been allowed under the law to 
continue the business of her late husband, which she did successfully. After her 
first husband Jan Carré died (sometime before 1617), Elisabeth continued the 
business for at least three years. One of her independent business transactions, 
with another Antwerp and a Paris silversmith, was the sale of a diamond heart in 
a ring worth over 1,500 kronen.391 Various notary sources testify to her activities 
even after her second marriage; in 1630 she was even put in prison under the 
suspicion of fraud.392 One can hardly imagine a more vivid example of female 
business emancipation.  

After Elizabeth’s death, Jan Herck continued the successful silversmithing 
business and became dean of the guild in 1639.393 As the son of the merchant 
Peeter Herck, who held the eminent position of city aalmoezenier (almoner), Jan 
was destined to get a good education. From 1612 to 1617, when he was an 
adolescent, Jan travelled to Italy, in part to learn the craft of silversmithing.394 
After his return to Antwerp and his lucrative marriage, he quickly established 
himself as one of Antwerp’s leading silversmiths, conducting trade in cities 
throughout Europe: from London to Paris to Frankfurt. A few months after the 
death of his first wife he travelled to the Dutch Republic on business.395 And 
business continued to go well for him: in 1642 he sold his house ‘Den Meersman’, 
including furniture and paintings, and moved to the Meir, one of the smartest 
streets in Antwerp.396 

Jan Herck and Jan Bierens are merely two examples of artisans who 
became merchant-bankers in Antwerp, where economic circumstances in the 
 

                                                      
390 On 20 November 1601 Jan Carré and Elizabeth Sophie were married in the Cathedral of Our Lady in 

Antwerp. They had two sons: Jan II Carré and Christoffel Carré. Jan II followed his father’s footsteps 

and worked together with his stepfather Jan Herck as a silversmith. In 1633 Herck authorised his 

stepson to collect overdue debts from lenders in London and other places in England. Jan II Carré 

travelled together with Hans de Bie to England. They went by horse to Calais, where they embarked 

on a ship. Hemeldonck, Grootwerk. 
391 With Aertus van den Bogaerde in Antwerp and Melchior de Aguire in Paris. See: Hemeldonck, 

Grootwerk (original source: SAA, G. V.d. Bossche, 3618, fol. 273-276). 
392 She was charged with illegal trade practices. According to the charges, she had bought 1.5 dozen 

silver plates from an insolvent estate: she took the plates before they could be counted against debts. 

The silver was thought to be stolen from the Berg van Barmhartigheid. Hemeldonck, Grootwerk. SAA, 

Rekwestboek, PK 730, fol. 129. On the legal and financial rights of women in early modern Antwerp, 

see for instance: Aert, Laura van, ‘Tussen norm en praktijk. Een terreinverkenning over het juridisch 

statuut van vrouwen in het zestiende-eeuwse Antwerpen’, Tijdschrift voor sociale en economische 

geschiedenis vol. 2 (2005), 22-42. 
393 Hemeldonck, Grootwerk; Schlugleit, Antwerpsche Diamantslijpersambacht, 357. 
394 He left for Italy at the age of 19 in 1612. Hemeldonck, Grootwerk. 
395 In the autumn of 1633. He received his passport on 3 October 1633. See: Hemeldonck, Grootwerk. 
396 He sold the house for 16,400 gulden on 1 December 1642. Hemeldonck, Grootwerk; SAA, Notary B. 

V.d. Berghe sr., 3476, fol. 548. 
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early seventeenth century were beneficial for people with a large stock of 
precious material willing to invest and provide loans. In fact, among Antwerp’s 
elite there were more people who, based upon their stock of precious stones, 
could be considered jewellers. One example was Daniel II Fourment (1592–1648), 
son of Daniel I Fourment (ca. 1565–1643) and Clara Stappaerts (1570–1639). Like 
his father, Daniel II was a merchant of cloth (silk in particular), but he also had 
an incredibly large stock of 1,197 separate diamonds (excluding jewellery with 
diamonds).397 As in the case of Jan Herck, these diamonds and jewels seemed to 
have brought into the marriage by his wife as a dowry. The jewels and diamonds 
in the ‘bruidscofferken’ (marriage chest) belonging to Fourment’s wife Clara Brant 
were inventoried in the company of an expert operating in the same network: 
the diamond merchant Jan Voet (brother of the aforementioned Elias).398 The 
numbered list of precious objects included the aforementioned numerous 
diamonds as well as a ‘sphera mundi of gold’, ‘the twelve Emperors cut in agate’, 
‘two silver agnus dei’, and beautiful pieces of jewellery like a headpiece with 27 
diamonds and several pearl necklaces.399 The Fourments truly belonged to the 
upper crust of Antwerp’s citizenry. They lived in a house with 23 rooms in the 
Cloosterstrate and had at least seven children. Through his wife, Fourment was 
the brother-in-law of Rubens, who was married to another of the Brant sisters, 
Isabella. After Isabella Brant’s death, Rubens and Fourment remained brothers-
in-law, as Rubens remarried to Daniel’s sister Helene Fourment (1614–1673) in 
1630. 

As elaborated upon in the Introduction, it is often difficult to distinguish 
between possessions that were kept mainly for utilitarian purposes and those 
removed from the domain of practical use (so-called ‘semiophores’). 400  The 
diamonds owned by Daniel II Fourment and Clara Brant may have merely served 
as the couple’s bank account, a purely financial resource, while some pieces of 
jewellery must have held more meaning for them. Moreover, individual objects 
could often transition fluidly between the utilitarian objects and the sentimental. 

 

                                                      
397 SAA, Notary G. Le Rousseau, 2437 (1648), from fol. 119 (incomplete pagination). Daniel II Fourment 

also delivered dyes to other merchants in cloth and dyers (indigo for instance). See: Duverger, 

Antwerpse Kunstinventarissen vol. III, 90. 
398 ‘Juweelen int voorts bruidscofferken bevonden geinventarieert ten overstaen van Sr. Jan Voet 

juwelier’ (SAA, Notary G. Le Rousseau, 2437 (1648), fol. 119 (incomplete pagination)). Jan Voet (1579–

1654) was born in Bruges, but moved to Antwerp with his parents Jacques Voet en Catharina 

Winnaerts to Antwerp at a young age. A testimony of 19 May 1607 states that Jan and his brother 

Jacques jr. have learned their ambacht (craft) in Antwerp and that they are ‘van eeren van goeden 

name ende fame’ (honorable and of good name and fame) (SAA, SR 468, MN I, fol. 226v). 
399 SAA, Notary G. Le Rousseau, 2437 (1648), fol. 119 (incomplete pagination). 
400 Pomian, Collectors and Curiosities, 42. See also: Ago, Gusto for Things, 127. 
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Arguably this was nowhere more obvious than in the case of gems and jewels. 
Owners attached special value to some pieces of jewellery in their possession, 
conceivably the pieces received as gifts or worn on portraits. In addition to the 
jewellery worn as accessories on the body, there were also lavish objects for 
display, like reliquaries of gold and diamonds.401 But in the case of precious stones 
in particular, monetary value was never out of the picture. By definition valuable, 
gems could be used fairly straightforwardly as an alternative for money, 
especially since the economy was not fully monetarized in this age. Gems and 
jewels could be lent on interest, or simply used to prove financial liquidity.402 
Gems could also be used to provide credit, either to fellow citizens or to rulers 
who were habitually out of money.403  

Early seventeenth-century Antwerp was defined by a flexible and 
booming financial market founded in large part on diamonds, gold, and silver. 
These precious materials came in large quantities from South America as interest 
on the war loans taken out by the Spanish Crown. The Habsburgs were always 
short of money and borrowed large amounts from rich Antwerpers to pay for 
their war expenses. Antwerp’s most successful gold- and silversmiths had large 
stocks of precious materials and hence were able to act as bankers, as so-called 
solliciteurs-militaires, to the Habsburgs. 404  In the extended network of 
moneylenders to the Crown, Jan Bierens served as a go-between, which was not 

 

                                                      
401 There are a few particularly nice examples of reliquaries in the inventory of Elisabeth Sophie: ‘Een 

reliquaire met een name Jhesus no 35 met 72 diamanten geestt op 133 guls’; ‘Gelycken reliquaire als 

vore met gelycke steenen no 36 op 170 guls’; ‘Noch een reliquaire met 72 diamanten no 37 als vore op 

130 guls.’ SAA, Notary G. Le Rousseau 2422 (1633), fol. 40v. 
402 As Renata Ago has demonstrated for seventeenth-century Rome, people with extra wealth invested 

it mostly in land (or real estate), credit to rulers, or luxury goods. All these options could in principle 

bring income in the form of interest or annuity payments. Ago, Gusto for Things, 126. Jan Bierens, for 

instance, owned many plots of lands and estates in the surroundings of Antwerp, in Holland, and in 

the surroundings of Eindhoven. One of Bierens’ debtors (De Romrée) paid off his debt with some 

‘‘parcheelen van renten’ (plots of land that returned set annuities). See chapter 2.  
403 The debtors of Antwerp silversmith Jeronimus Buysen for example, owed him over 11,000 gulden 

at the moment of his death. He loaned money at an average interest rate of around 6.2 percent. 

Buysen also owned one coral rosary, three pairs of coral bracelets, four coral branches of ‘two pieces’, 

some ‘berries of coral’, pearl dust and some ‘kiekhorens’ (large sea shells). SAA, Notary H. van 

Cantelbeck, 3403, no pagination (inventory Buysen).  
404 For Solliciteurs-militaires see: Hart, Marjolein ‘t, The Making of a Bourgeois State: War, Politics and 

Finance During the Dutch Revolt (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1993), 38. In my source 

material, people would be alternately called ‘goldsmith’, ‘silversmith’, ‘jeweller’, or ‘merchant’, 

‘diamond cutter’, ‘merchant in diamonds’ etc., indicating the that these professions were not sharply 

defined and there was much. The connection between the banking system and the trade in precious 

metals is self-evident, since people with a stock of gold, silver or gem stones, were obvious candidates 

to provide loans. The Portuguese Nation in Antwerp also counted many jewellers-merchants-

bankers, for example Diego Duarte.  
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always an easy job. In the 1640s he filed complaints to the Southern 
Netherlandish Habsburg authorities on behalf of some Flemish money-lenders, 
and in a letter from 1641 the Cardinal Infante passed these complaints on to king 
Philippe IV.405 Some solliciteurs-militaires also acted as solliciteurs-culturel, to use 
Koenraad Jonckheere’s term, during this period.406 They used their network to 
act as cultural brokers, for instance assisting in the acquisition of art. Bierens 
himself is one example: he acted as a solliciteur-culturel for Polish Crown Prince 
Wladislaus IV of Vasa, whom he guided in visits to Antwerp collectors’ rooms and 
workshops and for whom he ordered and delivered paintings, as we will see next.  
 

Precious metals, stones, and naturalia in collections 
Gold, silver, gemstones, and precious naturalia had been part of collections ever 
since the earliest princely treasuries, where these highly-valued materials served 
as a nest egg for difficult times. Then there were objects that were kept for their 
artful and decorative value, and objects that had memorial functions. Rich 
Antwerp burger collectors were also keen on precious metals and stones, 
simultaneously seeing them as a savings account and a means to display their 
wealth. Figurative silver plates were put on display in cupboards, while portraits 
from this period provide valuable information on contemporary taste in 
jewellery.407 Most objets d’art and jewels in early seventeenth-century Antwerp 
collections must have been bought from local artisans, as the city could boast a 
large number of excellent craftsmen. The products and expertise of Antwerp 
gold- and silversmiths and cutters of precious stones had already been appraised 
by chronicler Ludovicio Guicciardini in the sixteenth century, who claimed that 
Antwerp could boast more ‘precious jewels’ and ‘wondrous works’ than any other 
city in the Provinces of the Low Countries.408  

In this city of successful merchants and artisans, interest in practical-
material knowledge increased quickly in the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries. Objects were considered to be transmitters of this knowledge: the 
gems, metals, and naturalia themselves (or imitations thereof), but also artisanal 

 

                                                      
405 Cuvelier, J. and J. Lefèvre, Correspondance de la Cour d’Espagne sur les affairs des Pays-Bas au XVIIe siècle, 

vol. III (Brussel: Kiessling et Imbreghts, 1930), 442. Letter nr. 1274.  
406 Jonckheere, Koenraad, ‘The ‘Solliciteur-Culturel’. Some notes on Dutch agents and international 

trade in art and applied arts’, De Zeventiende Eeuw vol. 24 (2008), 162-180. 
407  See for instance: Jonckheere, Koenraad and Till-Holger Borchert (eds.), Exh. Cat.: 

Renaissanceportretten uit de Lage Landen (Brussels: Bozar & Hannibal publishers, 2015). 
408 As said, the well-known chronicler Ludovicio Guicciardini counted 124 goldsmiths in Antwerp in 

1560, who made beautiful and good-quality products. Guicciardini, Beschrijvinghe van alle de 

Nederlanden, 92. 
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tools, recipe books and books of secrets, and paintings and engravings that in one 
way or another depicted objects or artisanal processes. All these collectables may 
be conceived as tokens of Antwerp’s knowledge economy, which was profoundly 
shaped by its luxury industries. The age-old appreciation for gold and diamonds 
for instance, for the precious materials as such, extended to an appreciation for 
the tacit knowledge of craftsmen and artists (many of whom had an artisanal 
background), or; extending from what I termed in the Introduction as product 
appreciation, to a combination of product- and process appreciation. And 
although similar developments took place in other artisanal arenas, the 
manipulation of precious metals and stones is a particularly strong case in point. 
 The collection of the jeweller-merchant-agent Jan Bierens provides an 
example. Sieur Bierens was the owner of several estates (his inventory lists 
possessions in the surroundings of Antwerp, in the surroundings of Eindhoven, 
and some places in Holland) and had a successful international career.409 He was 
immensely rich, stood at the centre of a commercial trading network in jewellery 
and gemstones stretching from London to Madrid, was a captain of the civil 
guard, and served as an agent for the Polish Crown Prince Wladislaus IV of 
Vasa.410 In most archival documents, Jan Bierens was called merchant (‘coopman’), 
but his possession of certain tools and instruments are signs that he was active 
as a jeweller and perhaps as a polisher and cutter of precious stones.411 It is clear 
that he weighed his own metals, and had the tools to rework silver, gold and 
precious stones.412 The most noteworthy listing in the inventory that testifies to 
Bierens’ artisanal interest and practices was ‘an instrument with a ‘wiel’ (wheel) 
and other tools to grind rubies and other stones’.413 In other rooms, Jan kept all 

 

                                                      
409 SAA, Notaris G. Le Rousseau 2430 (1641), fol. 368r-383v. One of Bierens’ debtors (De Romrée) paid 

of his debt with some ‘‘parcheelen van renten’ (plots of land with annuity returns), see chapter 3.  
410 He was ‘agent et domesticqcue de Son Altèze le Sérénissime Prince Wladislaus Sigismundus, prince 

de Poloigne et de Suède.’ For more details about Jan Bierens’ relation with Wladislaus IV Sigismund, 

oldest son of the king of Poland and Sweden, see Duverger, Erik, ‘Annotations concernant 'Sieur Jehan 

Bierens, agent et domesticque de Son Altèze le Sérénissime Prince Wladislaus Sigismundus, Prince de 

Poloigne et de Suède' à Anvers’, Gentse bijdragen tot de kunstgeschiedenis en de oudheidkunde 30 (1995), 

119-157, see page 136; and CAA, Notary G. Le Rousseau, 2421 (1632) fol. 39-40. In the inventory there 

are mentioned two full-length portraits of Bierens and his wife: ‘twee Contrefeytsels int geheel van 

den aflyvighen ende syne huysvrouwe’; G. Le Rousseau 2421 (1641) fol. 373r. 
411 As is also suggested by Hemeldonck in Grootwerk. 
412 He had ‘several pieces of gold to melt (‘versceyden stucken gout omte smelten’) fol. 370v. Some of 

the notations of silver pieces with their weights were written by the deceased Jan Bierens: ‘daervan 

by de handt van de aflyvigen geschreven.’ 
413 ‘een herthouten casken met verscheyden laykens om assaye te maken ende de gereetschap van 

coper ende anderssints daertoe dienende, een instrument met syn wiel ende ander gereetschap om 

robynen ende andere steenen te slypen’, SAA, Notary G. Le Rousseau, 2430 (1641) fol. 372r. By 

Hemeldonck (in her Grootwerk), Jan Bierens is listed as a jeweler and ruby cutter. 
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kinds of instruments and tools typical for jewellers, for example several balances 
with copper and gold weights, tools to ‘cut money’ (‘gelt te doorsnijden’), some 
pincers and gold weights.414 Furthermore, the long list of silver objects (with 
their weights), jewellery, and loose stones (stored in the typical ‘patent laye’) were 
an indication of his business in precious metals and stones. A patent laye was a 
drawer or box with panels to create separate compartments to store precious 
stones. Such a patent laye was one of those pieces of furniture used by merchants 
and artisans, which at this time became part of the collector’s cabinet. In fact, a 
red patent laye was depicted on the painting The Archdukes Albert and Isabella 
visiting a collector’s cabinet (Fig.  25). Through their painting, one might say, 
Francken and Brueghel elevated a piece of workshop-furniture to the level of a 
learned collection.  

Most of Jan Bierens’ gems and tools were found in his ‘comptoir’ (office or 
study) and the inventory did not list a shop. This points to Jan Bierens’ status as 
an established ‘mercator sapiens’, a learned merchant with a ‘comptoir’, instead of 
an artisan with a shop. In fact, his collection (which naturally overlapped with 
his business interests as a jeweller) is one of those missing links in the 
development of increased respect for practical and material knowledge. Bierens 
is a clear example of someone from Antwerp’s elite who demonstrated himself to 
be knowledgeable about craft techniques through his collection. It is telling that 
an elite collector such as Bierens had such objects in his comptoir, but added to 
that, he was also linked to the circle of collectors of even higher ranks. Indeed, as 
an agent, or solliciteur-culturel, of the Polish Crown Prince, he accompanied 
Wladislaus on his tour of Antwerp collections.415  
 

 

                                                      
414 ‘een yseren tange, een groote balance met roode coperen schalen, een groot coperen gewicht van 

xliii marck, een ander coperen gewicht van xx marck, een pylgewicht van acht pondt, noch een cleyn 

balance met copere schalen, een goudt-gewicht’; ‘twee caskens met balancen van assaije, noch een 

casken met balance ende gewichten’, SAA, Notary G. Le Rousseau, 2430 (1641) fol. 369r; fol. 373v.  
415 Jonckheere, ‘The ‘Solliciteur-Culturel’, 162-180. 
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Fig.  25 - Hieronymus II Francken and Jan Brueghel the Elder (attributed), detail: The Archdukes Albert 
and Isabella visiting a collector’s cabinet (detail), ca. 1621–1623 
Oil on panel, 94 x 123.3 cm, Baltimore, The Art Walters Museum 
 
 
It is known that the Archdukes and other noble patrons such as Prince 
Wladislauw visited burger collections, and in that sense the painting now in 
Baltimore was reminiscent of an actual event.416 In 1624, the Grand Tour of the 
Polish Crown Prince Wladislaus IV of Vasa led him to Antwerp, among other 
places. There he visited the workshops of several painters (e.g. of Peter Paul 
Rubens and Jan I Brueghel) as well as the collections of Cornelis van der Geest 
and Juan Battista Ximinez. Via Bierens, who as a solliciteur-culturel took care of 
the payment of local artists and artisans, Wladislaus ordered tapestry and 
paintings. Wladislaus may also have visited the collection of his personal agent 
on the Kipdorp. In any case, as a sign of gratitude for his services Jan Bierens 
received two golden medals with the portrait of Wladislaus, which are listed in 
the inventory as ‘een gouden ketene van drye touren claeyn schakelkens met medaille 
van prince van Polen, noch een groote gouden medaille van den tegenwoirdigen Coninck 
van Polen’ (a golden chain with the medal of the prince of Poland, another large 
golden medal of the current King of Poland).417 It is conceivable that the first 
golden medal, with its ‘golden chain’, was the same or similar to the one depicted 

 

                                                      
416 Recently, it has been proposed that this painting depicts the actual collecting of Jan Roose. See: 

https://sites.google.com/a/explore.thewalters.org/thechamberofwonders/the-archdukes-visitng-

a-collector-s-cabinet (consulted October 2015).  
417 In the ‘comptoir’: ‘een lancxworpich doosken daerinne een gouden ketene van drye touren claeyn 

schakelkens met medaille van prince van Polen, noch een groote gouden medaille van den 

tegenwoirdigen Coninck van Polen’, SAA, Notary G. Le Rousseau, 2430 (1641), fol. 370v.  
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in the painting The Art Collection of Prince Wladislaus Vasa, dated 1626 (Fig.  26).418 
Both the golden chain and the fact that it was described as a medal of the ‘Prince 
of Poland’ (as opposed to the medal of the ‘current King of Poland) point to this 
identification.  
 

 
Fig.  26 - Jan I Brueghel(?) or Etienne de la Hire(?), detail: The Art Collection of Prince Wladislaus Vasa, 
ca. 1626  
Oil on panel, 72.5 × 104 cm, Royal Palace Warsaw 
(Inscription: WLADISLAVS SIG[ismundus] D[ei] G[ratia] P[oIoniae] ET S[ueciae] PRI[nceps] ELE[ctus] 
M[agnus] D[ux] MOS[coviae] S[moIensciae] SEV[eriae] CER[nichoviae] D[ux].) 
 
 
There has been some debate about the authorship of The Art Collection of Prince 
Wladislaus Vasa (Fig.  26 & Fig.  27). It is very possible that this gallery painting 
with the medal, which is signed ‘1626 Warsaw’, was actually made by Jan I 
Breughel in 1624 and only signed upon arrival in Warsaw.419 It could have been 
one of the ‘diversche schilderijen’ (various paintings) made by Brueghel in the last 
years of his life, which were delivered to Warsaw in 1626. For this commission, 
the Crown Prince again used the service of his agent Bierens to settle on a 
payment of 1,666 florins to Brueghel. But, the payment was never actually made, 
as the heirs of Jan Breughel the Elder complained in 1637. In his defence, Jan 
Bierens stated that he had never received the 1,666 florins from either the Prince 
or his treasurer, though one wonders if the oversight was deliberate and aimed 

 

                                                      
418  Wladislaus ordered this medal in 1624 in Vienna, from the goldsmith Alessandro Abondio. 

Tygielski, Wojciech et al. (eds.), Exh. Cat.: De prinselijke pelgrimstocht, 127. 
419 Juszczak, Dorota et. al. (eds.), Exh. Cat.: The Royal Castle in Warsaw: a complete catalogue of paintings c. 

1520 –c. 1900 (Warsaw : Zamek Królewski w Warszawie, 2013). (vol. I, 474-476, cat. nr. 332, image on 

page 475; vol. II, 672, detail image on page 824). Another painter who is considered is Etienne de la 

Hire, see Tygielski, Wojciech et al. (eds.). Exh. Cat.: De prinselijke pelgrimstocht, 50. 
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to take advantage of the painter’s death. 420  It was not uncommon in such 
transactions between princes, middlemen, and artisans that payments were 
endlessly delayed or money just never received. Artists and agents who worked 
for princely patrons had to take this gamble – and play according to the rules of 
the nobility, in which objects were often exchanged as part of a culture of gifts, 
rather than in stone-cold cash (the medals had probably been gifts). 
   

 
Fig.  27 - Jan I Brueghel(?) or Etienne de la Hire(?), The Art Collection of Prince Wladislaus Vasa, ca. 1626 
Oil on panel, 72.5 × 104 cm, Royal Palace Warsaw, 
 
 

 
Whether or not the painting The Art Collection of Prince Wladislaus Vasa was made 
by Brueghel, the typically Antwerp composition is a sign of the material and 
intellectual makeup of Antwerp’s culture of collecting. Especially this early stage, 
in the 1620s, the genre is usually considered to be uniquely Antwerpian. The new 
and innovative composition of the gallery picture must have attracted the Prince 
when he was visiting the city on the Scheldt. This and other similar paintings 
were a celebration of Southern Netherlandish art. In the Warsaw painting, the 
small gilded statuette after the famous original The Rape of the Sabine Women by 

 

                                                      
420 Duverger, ‘Annotations concernant 'Sieur Jehan Bierens’’, 156. The heirs of Jan Brueghel the Elder 

still had not received money for those paintings in 1637, when Bierens attested that he has not 

received the money from the Crown Prince or from the treasurer Gaspar Nagodt: SAA, Notary A. van 

der Donck, 3756 (1637–1638), fol. 28. 
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Flemish-born Giambologna (1529–1608) is particularly notable. An Antwerp 
creator would make sense, although, of course, a painter working in Warsaw or 
in the legation of the Prince may have adopted the idea. This particular painting 
is a still life composition without active figures - and not the more common 
composition of a room full of collectables and connoisseurs.421  The Preziosenwand 
(wall with precious things), or encyclopaedic gallery picture with a still life 
arrangement of objects and images displayed on a table and a wall, was even 
more remarkable, because to the best of my knowledge it was never emulated 
outside Antwerp and disappeared as suddenly as it had emerged. Besides this 
example in Warsaw, all the other examples known today are signed by or 
ascribed to Frans II Francken, whose death in 1642 seems to mark the end of the 
subgenre. Setting aside the question of the authorship of this particular painting, 
it is undisputable that the genre was invented in Antwerp, hence the Prince’s 
ownership of this painting is a clear example of how Antwerpian reflections upon 
the culture of collecting travelled far beyond its city walls. And as his solliciteur-
culturel, Jan Bierens at least partly ‘fashioned’ the taste of the Polish Crown 
Prince.422  

 

                                                      
421 Alexander Marr writes that from the turn of the century, the genre stopped being a predominantly 

Flemish preserve. Marr distinguishes between four types of pictures of collections, which show much 

overlap: 1. ‘Portraits of collections’ 2. Imaginary collections 3. Allegorical/ satirical cabinets 4. The 

encyclopaedic still-life or Preziosenwand. He emphasizes that there are many similarities in themes 

and compositions. Marr, Alexander. ‘The Flemish ‘pictures of collections’ genre: An overview’, 

Intellectual History Review 20 (2010), 5-25, see pages: 5-6, 10.  
422 Koenraad Jonckheere has demonstrated that the taste of noble collectors was often fashioned by 

their agents during the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries (an example in case is the 

role of the Dutch agents of the English aristocrat James Brydges of Chandos). See: Jonckheere, ‘The 

‘Solliciteur-Culturel’, 162-180; Jonckheere, Kunsthandel en diplomatie. 
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Fig.  28 – Abraham van Diepenbeeck (attributed), A Militia Portrait of Jan Bierens  
Private Collection 

 
Bierens owned not only a medal with the portrait of the Polish prince, but also a 
‘large painting on canvas with the ‘conterfeytsel’ of prince Wladislaus of Poland’.423 
During his stay in Antwerp, Rubens had portrayed prince Wladislaus at the 
request of Archduchess Isabella. 424  The portrait in Bierens’ collection was 
probably a copy of the portrait made by Rubens in 1624. As was common among 
Antwerp’s elites, plenty of other portraits adorned the house of Jan Bierens, 
among them pictures of himself and his family. Today, two portraits of Bierens 
(one civil and one military, see Fig.  28) and one of his wife Mechteld Lintermans 
with their two children are known. Most likely the commission for the portraits 
went to Abraham van Diepenbeeck, who was a close friend of the family. Bierens 
and Van Diepenbeeck were involved in some business transactions, while the 
painter was also the godfather of Bierens’ youngest daughter Maria and became 
one of the guardians of Bierens’ orphaned children after the deaths of their 
parents.425 In addition to the surviving portraits of Bierens and his family, his 
inventory listed a portrait ‘painted on glass’ by Van Diepenbeeck, as well as a 

 

                                                      
423 ‘een groote schilderye op doeck wesende het conterfeytsel van prince Vladislaus van Polen’, 368v.  
424 Vlieghe, Hans, Rubens’ Portraits of Identified Sitters Painted in Antwerp. Corpus Rubenianum Ludwig 

Burchard XIX/2 (London: Harvey Miller, 1987), 123-2; and Duverger, ‘Annotations concernant 'Sieur 

Jehan Bierens’’, 123. 
425  Duverger, ‘Annotations concernant ‘Sieur Jehan Bierens’’, 120. ‘Item 100 gs ontfangen van 

Abraham van Diepenbeke die op een stuck schilderye waren geleent, dwelck aen den selven 

Diepenbeke is gelevert, gs 100’. SAA, Notary G. Le Rousseau, 2430 (1641), fol. 371v. 
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‘figure of the deceased in silver’.426 Two drawings by Van Diepenbeeck depicting 
St. Augustine were also kept in the study. Based upon the description, these 
drawings were possibly the architectural designs for the ‘Angels gate’ 
(‘Engelenpoort’) of the Augustine church, now in the Prentenkabinet of the 
Museum Plantin-Moretus (Fig.  29).427 Whereas drawings and model books had 
previously been found only in the confined space of the workshop, in the 
sixteenth century they came to the attention of both theorists and collectors due 
to growing process appreciation. Drawings were now appreciated as valuable 
pieces of art in and of themselves. Bierens’ ownership of Van Diepenbeeck’s 
drawing is one such example of process appreciation: it was a token of the 
collector’s appreciation for the artistic process leading to a finished product.  

Bierens was both learned and successful; he collected paintings and 
antique coins and statues, but also owned a unicorn horn, a lapis bezoar, and an 
ostrich egg. Bezoar stones and unicorn horns were among the most valued exotic 
collectables in the Renaissance Habsburg collections.428 Bierens’ possession of 
these collectables is an indication of his aspirations to higher circles. A piece of 
unicorn horn in particular was a must-have for every self-respecting collector. 
Bierens also owned books in Dutch, Latin, Spanish and French, such as the 
‘Microcosimos’ by ‘Mr Jan Moermans’, Houwelick by Jacob Cats, Pegasides pleyn, ende 
den lust-hof der maeghden by Johan Baptista Houwaert, De vita Caroli Quinti by 
Willem Snouckaert van Schauwenburg, Floresta española by Melchior Santa Cruz, 
and a French edition of the travelogue to the East Indies by Jan Huygen van 
Lintschoten (Histoire de la navigation de Iean Hugues de Linschot Hollandais).  Bierens’ 
library further contained atlases as well as a certain ‘l’Histoire de China’.429 As we 
will see, the widespread interest in the East Indies as well as other extra-
European regions was a recurring motif for collectors. Collectors’ ownership of 
travel books as well as the actual imports from faraway lands are indicative of 
their encyclopaedic aspirations.   

 

                                                      
426 Bierens’ inventory lists: ‘een houten casken ende daerinne twee costelycke schilderyekens in gelas 

geschreven van Diepenbeke ende het contrefeytsel van de aflyvigen geschreven als vore’,; ‘twee 

teeckeningen  van Abraham van Diepenbeke  van St Augustinus’; and ‘een figuer van de aflijvigen van 

silver’, fol. 368v; fol. 371r; fol. 371v. See: Hemeldonck, Grootwerk; Notary J.B. Colijns, 565, fol. 22. 
427 One of these drawings is now in the Museum of Fine Arts in Budapest, the other in the collection 

Van Herck: Baisier, Claire et. al. Exh. Cat.: Tekeningen uit de 17de en 18de eeuw. De verzameling Van Herck 

(Antwerpen: Koning Boudewijn Stichting, 2000), 68-71. In Bierens’ inventory: ‘twee teeckeningen van 

Abraham van Diepenbeke  van St Augustinus  liggende in de viercante  doose daer de erfbrieven  in 

liggen’, Notary G. Le Rousseau, 2430 (1641), fol. 371r.  
428 Egmond and Dupré. ‘Collecting and Circulating Exotic Naturalia’, 204. 
429 Notary G. Le Rousseau, 2430 (1641), fol. 373v. 
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Fig.  29 - Abraham van Diepenbeeck, St. Augustine  
311 x 193 mm, black ink and black chalk on paper, Museum Plantin-Moretus / Prentenkabinet 

 
 

Lapidaries, recipe books, and counterfeited gems 
Another sign of growing process appreciation was the array of lapidaries and 
recipe books published from the sixteenth century onwards. These texts were 
not just about an interest in craft technique (as in the case of the aforementioned 
tools), but a broader interest in material transformation. Another aspect of this 
interest in material transformation concerned counterfeiting, or what has 
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recently been coined as ‘material mimesis’.430 The imitating of luxury materials 
such as gold, silver, diamonds, glass, ivory, mountain crystal, (baroque) pearls, 
shells, and coral caught the imagination of many in Antwerp and was part of the 
widespread interest in chemical, or ‘chymical’, manufacture in the city.431 And as 
the human manipulation of precious materials was highly respected, so nature 
herself was credited with artfulness. It was worthwhile to become acquainted 
with and understand both - and often nature and art were understood in relation 
to each other. In the early modern period in general, but perhaps mostly in those 
places with a self-conscious community of merchants and artisans, there was 
increasing interest in artisanal and practical knowledge, which came to be seen 
as a component of connoisseurship among the members of a knowledgeable 
community. Artists and artisans themselves could become members of this 
community – or, at the very least, the artisanal process – the physical handling 
of materials – was appreciated.   

Gold- and silversmiths were experts in processing precious metals. They 
knew about melting points and alloys, while those working with gemstones were 
experts in cutting and polishing techniques. The artisanal metamorphosis of 
rough materials into luxurious high-end products was a skill greatly admired by 
contemporaries. Rich connoisseurs had become interested in the knowledge of 
artisans; they wanted to acquire knowledge that was directly gained from 
sensory experience with material objects. One example is the lapidary Gemmarum 
et Lapidum Historia (first published in 1609) by Anselmus de Boodt (1550–1632), 
who was born and raised in the Southern Netherlands. While composing his 
lapidary, De Boodt had at hand the collection of stones and minerals in the 
cabinet of Emperor Rudolph II, for whom he worked as physician. In lapidaries, 
or books of jewels, early modern readers could find all sorts of knowledge about 
gems and minerals. Usually, the gems and minerals were listed one by one and 
information was provided on matters such as their origins, quality, medicinal 
applications, allegorical meaning, economic value and even grinding methods.432 

 

                                                      
430 A more recent term used by Marjonlijn Bol (research project: Art and Deception: functions, techniques 

and effects of material mimesis) and Martha Ajmar (research project: Material Mimesis: Reconnecting the 

Arts in the Global Renaissance). 
431 The main concerns of alchemy, or ‘chymistry’, to use the more appropriate contemporary term, 

were metallic transformation (most illustrious is the transmutation of base metals into gold, 

chrysopoeia), the quest for chemical medicines (chemiatria), and chemical manufacture (glass, 

porcelain etc.). For Antwerp gold- and silversmiths, the economic aspects of chemical manufacture 

were important. Principe, Lawrence, The Secrets of Alchemy (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 2013), 

107. 
432 Noticeably, the word lapidary can also refer to an actual collection – the material counterpart of 

textual knowledge.  
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The economic interests of merchants, craft practices of artisans, and knowledge 
of natural philosophers naturally overlapped.433 That is why De Boodt’s lapidary 
was suitable, in his own words, for ‘princes, doctors, chymists, physicians, and 
practitioners of the liberal arts’.434 But, and this has been underestimated by 
scholars so far, artists and artisans themselves became collectors as well. Via 
their collections, they aspired to the level of the knowledgeable. The shells, 
corals, and pearls in their collections were both products and evidence of their 
aspirations. The ‘cleyn gebonden boecxken van Juweelen’ (a small bound books of 
Jewels) in the collection of the painter Frans I Francken may well have been a 
lapidary.435 

Another genre that testifies to the exchanges between artisans and 
scholars – between practical and bookish knowledge – is the recipe book. In the 
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries several Dutch recipe books were published 
in Antwerp, mostly translations or moderated versions of earlier books.436 These 
recipe books were marketed as ‘books of wonders’ and in terms of ‘profitable 
arts’. 437  Various practical recipes are collected in a particularly beautiful 
sixteenth-century unpublished manuscript from the Southern Netherlands. The 
majority of the recipes describe how to make or improve upon pigments, but the 
manuscript also includes recipes for resins, recipes to counterfeit gemstones, a 
list of alchemical symbols, a drawing of an oven to bake painted glass, 
instructions how to discern fake from real stones, and recipes to gild metal and 
to make ink, mirrors, and enamel. Although the name ‘P. Koldenbergij’ was 
written on the document at some point, it was previously unidentified. It has 
been claimed that at some point it must have been in the possession of Pieter van 
Coudenberg (ca. 1525-after 1590), the Antwerp apothecary and botanist with an 
internationally renowned reputation; however, based upon a comparison with a 
handwritten letter by the apothecary, the document can now be attributed to 

 

                                                      
433 Smith, The Body of the Artisan; Dupré, ‘Introduction’, in: Sven Dupré, Laboratories of Art. Alchemy and 

Art Technology from Antiquity to the 18th Century (Dordrecht: Springer, 2014), xv-xvi; Lawrence Principe, 

‘Goldsmiths and Chymists: the Activity of Artisans Within Alchemical Circles’, in: Sven Dupré (ed.) 

Laboratories of Art, 157-179. 
434 As is stated on the frontispiece. ‘Opus principibus, medicis, chymicis, physicis, ac liberalioribus 

ingeniis vtilissimum’, De Boodt, Gemmarum, frontispiece. 
435 It could also have been a book with jewellery design, as the Dutch word ‘Juweel’ could refer to a 

piece of jewellery as well as a to a gemstone (as does the word jewel in English). SAA, Notary H. van 

Cantelbeck 3371 (1617); Duverger, Antwerpse Kunstinventarissen vol. I, 393. 
436  For a list of sixteenth-century publications see: Vandamme, E., ‘Een 16e-eeuws Zuidnederlands 

receptenboek’, Jaarboek van het Koninklijk Museum voor Schone Kunsten Antwerpen (Antwerp: KMSKA, 

1974), 101-137.  
437 For example Tbouc van wonder (Antwerp: Henrick Peetersen, 1511): ‘Int welcke men vinde en leere 

sal veel schoon consten dye seer profitelic zijn.’ This book was reprinted in Brussels in 1513.  
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Van Coudenberg himself. 438 Perhaps the manuscript was part of the publication 
that Van Coudenberg was planning according to his seventeenth-century 
biographer.439 In any case, the manuscript is one example of the translation of 
artisanal knowledge into written knowledge, for which there was an educated 
buyers’ public in Antwerp.440  

In addition to the knowledge in books, collectors (though not necessarily 
the artisanal producers) appreciated certain artisanal objects as containers of 
knowledge. 441  This is clear from the quest for imitations, such as the ones 
described in the Van Coudenberg-manuscript. Imitations had always been part 
of the (al-)chemical tradition, but now collectors were becoming interested in 
them. Analogies between artisanal procedures and alchemical procedures 
enhanced the appreciation for certain collectables, like imitation stones made of 
glass (such as chalcedony glasses that imitated precious minerals).442 Another 
example in case was the aforementioned ‘marbel bolleken van paste gemaect’ 
(marble sphere made of plaster), part of the collection of the wealthy notary Gillis 
de Kimpe. This imitiation was displayed in the same room as an actual marble 
sphere.443 Collectors’ interest in counterfeited natural materials played into the 
paragone between art and nature on the one hand; on the other hand it became 
a sign of connoisseurship to be able to differentiate between the true and the 
counterfeited. 

So where did one buy counterfeited natural materials in Antwerp? One 
place to go to was the shop ‘De Fortuin’ (‘The Fortune’) owned by the silversmith 
Hendrik Smits, where one could purchase ‘pearls made of glass’. 444  Smits’ 
inventory listed the necessary ingredients to make such pearls: a ‘box with 

 

                                                      
438 Manuscript in the Museum Plantin-Moretus, Antwerp, M.s. nr 64. My identification is based upon 

a comparison with a letter by the hand of Van Coudenberg in München: Bayerische Staatsbibliothek 

10369/250.  
439 ‘sy seghde altemael dat hy soude schryven een groot wreck dwelck hy beloofde ende begoste, 

maer die ongeluckige tyden hebben dat belet soo dat hy ghestorven is sonder syn groot werck aft e 

maecken’ (biography by the seventeenth-century Antwerp apothercary Jacques Rol): Broeckx, C., 

Note sur le Liggere des Apothicaires d’Anvers’ (Antwerp: J.E. Buschmann, 1861), 11. 
440 Dupré, ‘The Value of Glass’, 113. 
441 Dupré, ‘The Value of Glass’, 113. 
442 For example the chalcedony glasses that imitated precious minerals. Dupré, ‘The Value of Glass’, 

121. 
443 Duverger, Antwerpse Kunstinventarissen vol. II, 404. 
444  ‘Een swert fluweele casken daerinne synde een goude bagghe verciert met vier peirlen ende 

valsche gesteenten in 't midden staende een wit Tronieken van agate’; ‘Een doosken daerinne vyff 

paer gelase  perlen met goude oochskens daerinne’. SAA, Notary J. van der Herstraten 3850 (1621–

1631), fols. 3r and 17r. 
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broken crystal’ and some ‘ground mother-of-pearl’.445 This is in line with Van 
Coudenberg’s two recipes to ‘counterfeit pearls’.446 Both recipes start with the 
extraction of mother-of-pearl from shells, which is then pounded into powder. 
The first recipe prescribes a mixture of ground glass, the second one with egg 
white. As an apothecary, Van Coudenberg himself probably used and processed 
pearls for medicinal purposes. It is very possible that he produced counterfeited 
pearls too. Perhaps he visited the workshops of gold- and silversmiths to collect 
such recipes. Since the earliest documentation of the ‘stranger’ Smits in Antwerp 
stems from the 1590s, it seems unlikely that Van Coudenberg went to this 
particular goldsmith. Smits, however, became somewhat of a chemical 
experimenter in his new residence. He sold ‘false stones’, probably imitations, 
from all sorts of ‘painted and unpainted pieces of glass, both from crystal as 
other’. The use of ‘folie’ (foil; shiny thin sheets of an amalgam from tin and 
quicksilver) to increase the reflection of light, could give these imitations the 
appearance of a genuine gem.447 Perhaps Smits also counterfeited coral, since he 
kept a box with ‘grit of coral’ as well as some vermilion – both common 
ingredients in the recipes for counterfeiting coral.448  

 

                                                      
445  In Smits’ inventory we find: ‘Een doosken met gestampt perlemoyer’, ‘Een doose met wat 

perlemoijer ende affdrucxelkens daerinne’, ‘Een papier met perlemoijer’, ‘Eenen peys van 

perlemoyer’, ‘een paer pantoffelkens van perlemoyer’, and ‘een doos met gebroken christal.’ SAA, 

Notary J. van der Herstraten 3850 (1621–1631).  
446  ‘om perlen te conterfeyten’ and ‘om perlen te maken anders.’ See recipe number 48 and 49 

Manuscript in Plantin-Moretus, M.s. nr 64 or Vandamme, ‘Receptenboek’, 124-125. 
447 ‘Een doos daerinne vier christale vuijsten met wat geschilderde en de ongeschilderde gelasen soe 

van christalyn als anderssints’, ‘Een ronde doose daerinne liggende een partye geschilderde 

gelaeskens’, ‘een ysere scheirken en de wat folie’, ‘Sevenentwintich dooskens met foelie’, ‘Een 

cofferken met foelie.’ Next to the regular type of folie, there was also ‘een wit schuijifken met wat 

silverfoelie.’ SAA, J. van der Herstraten 3850 (1621–1631). In combination with (coloured) glass, ‘folie’ 

was used to make false stones, which was especially convincing when implemented in a piece of 

jewellery. In 1615 there was a trial about such fraud. Hans Wely, living in Amsterdam, sold a diamond 

pendant to Manual Fernandez for 700 pounds (Hans Chorner, jeweller and goldsmith, acted as the 

agent at this transaction). When the large diamond was taken out of its mounting, it turned out to be 

a doublet (two pieces) of diamond and mirror-glass, to increase its lustre by the reflection of light. 

See: Hemeldonck, Grootwerk. 
448 ‘Een doosken met gruijs van corael’ and ‘Een doosken daerinne wat pampierkens met vermelioen 

pinselen.’ SAA, Notary J. van der Herstraten 3850 (1621–1631). There were several recipes in 

circulation that described how to counterfeit coral. De Boodt writes that artists had developed several 

techniques to imitate precious red coral; some merely tried to imitate its shape and colour, while 

others tried to make false coral that contained the powers and qualities of real coral. In Elizabethan 

London for example, a certain immigrant goldsmith named Balteman Sanerdote shared his 

knowledge on how to produce artificial coral with Hugh Platt. De Boodt, Gemmarum, 159. British 

Library, Manuscripts: Sloane MS 2210, fol. 3v, fol. 66v. See also: Harkness, The Jewel House, 217. Other 

examples are: The Goulde arte, or The Jewell House of Gemes. With divers other things divided into 

tow severall books for the better understaninge thereof. Collected and gathered together out of 
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Imitation gemstones could, of course, be a cheaper alternative. But since 
the processes for making these imitations were not always simple, the costs were 
not necessarily as low as one would expect (unfortunately the information on the 
prices of imitations is scarce). Counterfeited gemstones were marketed at least 
in part to appeal to collectors’ interest in the artisanal process of counterfeiting 
(as were recipe books) – or process appreciation. Collectors were fascinated by 
the comparison of processes in art and nature, while being able to differentiate 
between the two became a sign of true connoisseurship.  
 

Practical-material knowledge depicted and collected 
The publisher Philips Galle (1537–1612) was among those who understood that 
there was a solid market for images depicting practical-material knowledge 
when he published the print series Venationes ferarum, avium, piscium and Nova 
Reperta, both after designs by Florence-based Joannes Stradanus (1523–1605).449 
One of the most noteworthy prints of the first series was the ‘diving for coral in 
Sicily’ (Fig.  30). The caption to the image reads that it is ‘shrewd and careful 
Sicilians’, who dive for coral with the use of glasses – apparently diving goggles 
avant la lettre. Although coral had been harvested and traded since antiquity, the 
fact that this engraving was published at precisely this point of time in Antwerp 
is an indication of the growing market among collectors for this type of print. 
Moreover, this printed image, which exemplifies Antwerp’s position as the Mecca 
of copper engraving (see chapter 4), also provides information on the widespread 
debate on the process of petrifaction. The subscription reads that coral in the 
water is ‘soft’ and only when ‘the branch is taken from the water’ it petrifies and 
becomes the hard and red substance that we know it to be.450 We return to the 
debate on petrifaction in more detail below, but for now it suffices to say that 
there was a strong market for such images among Antwerp collectors, who were 

 

                                                      
divers and sundry authors by William Heth, Clarke of his Maje store for the navy at Portesmouth 

(1603), British Library Manuscripts Stowe 1071, fol. 99r; The art of limeinge. An expert and 

compendious discourse concerning the art of minatura or limeinge. The names natures and 

properties of the colours, by ‘Michaell Yffington’, British Library Manuscripts, Add MS 34120, fol. 44r. 

There were several copies of this work, for example one by the engraver Daniel King (1616–1661). See 

also: Tittler, Robert, Portraits, Painters and Publics in Provincial England 1540–1640 (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press 2013), 170. 
449  Joannes Stradanus (invent.) and Philips Galle (publisher), Venationes ferarum, avium, piscium 

(Antwerp 1583 [first published: 1578]); Joannes Stradanus (invent.) and Philips Galle (publisher), Nova 

Reperta (ca. 1600). More on Joannes Stradanus and on the series Nova Reperta in chapters 2 and 3.  
450 ‘Piscatur: fit demptus aquis durusque ruberque / Ramus; qui tener, et viridis fuit ante colore’. 

Philips Galle and Joannes Stradanus, Venationes ferarum, avium, piscium, pvgnæ bestiariorum & mutuæ 

bestiarum (Antwerp 1600 [first published in 1578]), plate 92. 
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fascinated with natural processes and the metamorphoses of substances. 451 
Through the production of such visual material (with textual captions), 
engravers and publishers were involved in these debates. As will be argued 
throughout this dissertation, some artists and artisans were active both as 
producers and collectors of such carriers of information about the natural world.  
 

 
Fig.  30 - Joannes Stradanus and Philips Galle, Diving for Coral (on Sicily) 
Venationes ferarum, avium, piscium, plate 92 (Antwerp 1596 [first published: 1578]) 
 
 
At first glance, the engraving print by Stradanus and Galle seems to have little in 
common with David Ryckaert’s Still life with shells (Fig.  24) discussed at the 
beginning of this chapter. But I will argue that the increasing interest in 
practical-material knowledge was in fact a common denominator, which was in 
turn closely related to the culture of collecting. Indeed, the rise of still life 
painting as an independent genre may be understood in relation to the culture 
of collecting, and hence to the invention of the gallery picture. The real, 
‘physical’ culture of collecting and the painterly genres of still life and the gallery 

 

                                                      
451 Ovid’s Metamorphoses (which was published in Dutch regularly throughout the century) was 

widely popular. Subjects from this classic were not coincidentally often depicted on art cabinets 

(which also often contained the natural collectables from the stories). 
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picture had one crucial thing in common: they were assemblages and displays of 
objects. As mentioned already, it is thus not surprising that they have been 
explained in terms of similar historical developments: merchant capitalism, 
international trade, consumer revolutions, and the self-consciousness of burgers, 
as well as moral anxiety about material objects and luxury. All of these larger 
developments, in turn, were related to a new and changing interest in the 
material world. Various visual media and compositions (the print by Stradanus 
and Galle, the still life by Ryckaert, gallery pictures by Francken), similarly reflect 
upon this new manner of dealing with the material world, in this case with 
gemstones and precious metals.  
  Ryckaert’s depiction of precious metals, stones, and naturalia, painted in 
the second decade after the ‘invention’ of still life painting, was a remarkable 
predecessor of later pronkstillevens (ostentatious still lifes). The painting may be 
conceived as a sign of admiration for the treasures from the earth and sea, as well 
as for the artisans who transformed these materials into new objects (note the 
juxtaposition of the natural nautilus shell and the decorated nautilus shell). Like 
the print by Galle and Stradanus, this painting was a product of the increasing 
respect for practical-material knowledge, albeit elevated from the level of hard 
working divers to a still display of innate luxury. So would beholders of 
Ryckaert’s painting have wondered about the place of origin and harvesting of 
the red coral, or about the natural transformation process of coral that 
supposedly petrified when taken out of the water? Possibly they did. At the very 
least, the painting opened up the possibility of conversation on the subjects. 
Furthermore, the fact that still life as a separate genre was invented at this 
particular time is an indication of a changing interest in material objects.  

Ryckaert’s painted collection of material objects invited the beholder to 
question and investigate the relationships and juxtapositions between the 
objects. The highly realistic depiction of objects could be admired as such, but 
each object could also refer to something else. This painting, as well as actual 
displays of collections, simultaneously invited close observation and offered 
access to a complicated world of referential meanings. Continuing with the 
example of coral, this naturalia was an appreciated luxury material sold and 
processed by gold- and silversmiths, its origins debated by naturalists, and it 
could also symbolically reference the blood of Christ (hence the beholder was 
forced to think about its relationship with the object that may have been a 
ciborium). Another train of thought could concern the coral and pearl. The 
similarities and differences between coral and pearl were duly noted by 
contemporaries (in lapidaries the two were usually discussed one after the 
other): both are natural ‘growths’ from the sea, associated more than any other 
gem with the human body, but while the one is associated with blood running 
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through arteries (interior), the other is associated with human skin (exterior); 
while one is red, rough, and angular, the other is white, smooth, and rounded.452  
The possibilities for intellectual engagement with these depicted objects were 
virtually limitless. 

It may be argued that conversing about a painting like this, which could 
have been on display together with some of the actual objects that were depicted, 
was a cherished activity for the knowledgeable collector. It offered the possibility 
to show that one was able to appreciate precious metals and stones. Those actual 
jewels, gems, and other luxury objects from the artisans’ shop could take on a 
similar function from the moment they became part of Antwerp collections. To 
be fully knowledgeable implied many aspects: tactile experience went hand in 
hand with intellectual understanding, trade knowledge, and allegorical thinking. 
Of course, this was not necessarily the case for everyone in every situation, but 
the combined evidence (i.e. the rise of still life painting, the collecting of 
gemstones, tools, recipe books, prints) points to a culture that was very much 
invested in new ways of understanding matter such as gemstones. In that sense, 
Ryckaert’s painting is a striking (allegorical) summary of the luxury industry of 
precious metals, stones, and naturalia that was central to Antwerp’s luxury-and-
knowledge economy. 
 

 
Fig.  31 - Frans II Frankcen, detail: A collector’s cabinet, 1625  
Oil on panel, private collection 

 

                                                      
452  Pointon, Marcia, Brilliant Effects. A Cultural History of Gem Stones and Jewellery (New Haven and 

London: Yale University Press, 2009), 108.  
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Frans II Francken painted jewels and gems into several gallery pictures (e.g. Fig.  
31 & Fig.  32). In A collector’s cabinet (Fig.  31) the painter depicted a jewel cabinet 
as well as a golden plate (indeed very similar to the one depicted by Ryckaert, 
Fig.  24), a balance, and some gold and silver coins. The same golden plate is 
depicted in the gallery picture now in the Historisches Museum Frankfurt (Fig.  
32). To a certain extent, this detail by Francken is reminiscent of the objects 
depicted by Petrus Christus almost two centuries earlier, in 1449, in his 
celebrated painting of a goldsmith’s shop now in the Metropolitan Museum of 
Art. Both Christus and Francken depicted jewels and gems for sale. But while 
Christus depicted the shop of an artisan, Francken depicted the gems and jewels 
as part of a painted collector’s cabinet: an idealized reflection upon the culture 
of collecting. Here, the gems are part of the whole collection, which also 
contained a variety of other objects, such as a globe, a porcelain cup, some shells, 
a statuette, and most noticeably a large number of paintings. The depiction of 
precious stones and metals in Francken’s gallery pictures confirms that 
collectors appreciated gems and jewels as valuable objects in their collections – 
not just because of the intrinsic value of the materials, but also because of the 
knowledge associated with gems (both practical and learned). In the nearly two 
centuries between the work of Petrus Christus and Frans II Francken, there had 
also been a shift in the social status of artisans like gold- and silversmiths and 
workers in precious stones (as demonstrated by their collections, among other 
factors).  
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Fig.  32 - Frans II Francken, detail: Cabinet of Curiosities, ca. 1636 
Oil on panel, 49 x 64 cm, Frankfurt am Main, Historisches Museum Frankfurt 
 
 

Matter, form, authorship 
Antwerp painting was renowned for artistic collaboration, such as the ‘working 
friendship’ between Rubens and Brueghel.453 But Rubens did not collaborate only 
with painters. A conspicuous example is the Saltcellar with the triumph of Venus 
now in the Royal Palace in Stockholm (Fig.  33, Fig.  36 & Fig.  37). During the 
1620s, Rubens collaborated with the famous ivory carver Georg Petel, who visited 
Antwerp at the time, on several projects including the production of this 
saltcellar. 454  In 1627-28 the ambitious young silversmith Jan Herck became 

 

                                                      
453 Woollett and Van Suchtelen (eds.), Exh. Cat.: Rubens & Brueghel: A Working Friendship. 
454 Huvenne, Paul et. al. (eds.). Exh. Cat.: Antwerps huiszilver uit de 17e en 18e eeuw), 28. Rubens made 

several designs for Petel during the latter’s stay in Antwerp in the 1620s: Belkin, Kristin Lohse et. al. 

Exh. Cat.: Een huis vol kunst. Rubens als verzamelaar (Antwerpen: Rubenianum, 2004), 309. Thanks to Lisa 

Skogh for pointing out the coral in this saltcellar. See also: Skogh, Lisa. ‘The ‘Ivory Foot’ by Georg 

Petel’, in: Jutta Kappel and Marjorie Trusted (eds.), Leidenschaft für Elfenbein. A Passion for Ivory zu Ehren 

von Reiner Winkler. Sammler, Connaisseur und Mäzen (Munich: Kunstkammer Georg Laue, 2015), 22-23.  
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involved in this project too. The saltcellar was made for Rubens’ own collection 
and was still there at the time of his death. Petel carved the ivory statuette of 
Venus after a design by Rubens, while Jan Herck made the gilded foot and the top 
in the shape of a shell. A look at Rubens’ design in grisaille makes clear how 
faithfully Petel followed the master’s design (Fig.  34).455  The only difference 
between design and execution seems to be Petel’s adaptation of the direction of 
the faces of the figures to the left and right of Venus: on the grisaille, the figure 
to the right gazes to her left; while Petel changed it to a leftward gaze (looking 
outwards from the sculpture, so to say); while the gaze of the figure to the left 
has been changed slightly from rightwards to straight ahead. On a less detailed 
drawing by Rubens now in the British Museum, the positions of the heads are 
drawn as in the end result (Fig.  35). 
 

 
Fig.  33 - Georg Petel and Jan Herck (design by Rubens), Saltcellar with the Triumph of Venus, 1627–
1628 
43.8 x 12.5 cm, Royal Palace Stockholm 
 
 

 

                                                      
455 http://data.fitzmuseum.cam.ac.uk/id/object/187525 (consulted: March 2015). 
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Fig.  34 – Peter Paul Rubens, The Triumph of Venus, 1620s 
Grisaille on panel (oil over black chalk indications), 34.5 x 48.5 cm, The Fitzwilliam Museum, 
Cambridge 
 

 
Fig.  35 - Peter Paul Rubens, Venus rising from the sea, 1627-1628 
Pen and brown ink, 27.2 x 25.0 cm, The British Museum 



161 

The Saltcellar with the Triumph of Venus was decorated with several branches of red 
and white coral (the red coral is mostly broken off today), shells, and some small 
pearls (Fig.  36 & Fig.  37). Being a silversmith, it is highly likely that Jan Herck 
delivered the coral and pearls. Indeed, his inventory listed plenty of coral and 
even more pearls, of which he had an incredibly large stock, as mentioned above. 
Arguably, the artistic cooperation at the basis of the project had its equivalent in 
the ‘conjoining materials’, which were, as mentioned before, epistemologically 
connected to one another (or could be connected by a knowledgeable beholder) 
as well as to the marine theme. Objects like the Stockholm saltcellar were not 
mere decorative ornaments. The fame and status of the makers alone indicates 
the aspirations of the collector (in this case appropriately, also the one who made 
the design). Add to that its large size and expensive materials, as well as the high 
status of ivory carving in general, and one gains an idea of the high status an 
object like this occupied in what was one of Antwerp’s most grandiose 
collections.  
 

 
Fig.  36 - Georg Petel and Jan Herck (design by Rubens), detail: Saltcellar with the Triumph of Venus, 
1627–1628 
43.8 x 12.5 cm, Royal Palace Stockholm 
 
 

As it was fashionable to recognize in materials the ‘hand of nature’ and to discuss 
nature’s particular metamorphoses, so was it fashionable to juxtapose natural 
forms with man-made forms. The real shells in the saltcellar, for instance, were 
juxtaposed with the shell made by Jan Herck. It is often argued that the lifelike 
imitation of nature by painters and draftsmen played an important role in the 
new sciences – in new ways of understanding nature. But what about the 
depiction of nature in other materials, in other media? Besides the much 
researched case study of life casting (for instance by the famous goldsmith 
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Wenzel Jamnitzer (1507–1585), what was the role of other imitations of nature by 
gold- and silversmiths?456    
 

 
Fig.  37 - Georg Petel and Jan Herck (design by Rubens), detail: Saltcellar with the Triumph of Venus, 
1627–1628 
43.8 x 12.5 cm, Royal Palace Stockholm 
 
 
As shells and decorated (nautilus) shells were popular collectables, so were silver 
or gilded shells like the one Jan Herck made for the saltcellar.457 Of course, the 
open scallop on the saltcellar was a symbol associated with Venus (most famously 
depicted by Botticelli on The birth of Venus). But shells were also considered the 
most artful pieces of nature. For this reason alone, artists wanted to imitate 
shells. A silver shell even became cause for a judicial trial involving Jan Herck in 
1626. ‘Workman in silver’ Jan Symons had made a silver shell on commission for 
silversmith Peeter Jacobs, who, as the patron, provided the silver. When Jan 

 

                                                      
456 For Jamnitzer, see for instance: Smith, The Body of the Artisan, 78-80; and Spenlé, Virginie, ‘Wenzel 

Jamnitzer’s Mortar: Life Casting and Court Experimentalism in the 16th Century’, in: Andrea Gáldy 

and Sylvia Heudecker (eds.), Collecting Nature (Newcastle upon Tyne: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 

2015), 37-56. 
457 For example in the inventory of Hendrik Smits ‘A canister with silver shells’ (‘Een busselken met 

silvere schelpkens’, fol. 15r. Also in Smits’ inventory we find 4 spoons made of mother-of-pearl: i.e. a 

shell attached to a handle fitted with silver. ‘Vier perlemoijer schelpen van lepels met noch eenen 

daeraen synde eenen steel beslagen met silver’, fol. 3v. In the collection of Emmanuel Ximinez and 

his wife Isabel da Vega (1617), there is ‘a black silk cord with a golden shell and button’ (‘een swert 

zyden snoer dairane eene gouden schelpe ende knop’), fol. 30r  

(http://ximenez.unibe.ch/inventory/) (consulted June 2014). 
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Herck visited Symons’ workshop, looking for objects to buy, he was so impressed 
with the shell that he took it with him to show to some ‘merchants and 
Portuguese’. Herck promised to deliver new silver in case he sold the shell. The 
commissioner Jacobs protested against this course of events and demanded the 
shell back.458 Apparently, the quality of workmanship invested in this silver shell 
impressed Herck so much that he came between the artisan and the patron. And 
this might have been the very shell that served as the inspiration for the one that 
Herck made shortly thereafter for Rubens.  
 Animals and plants were other natural motifs picked up by gold- and 
silversmiths. When Carel de Foreest died in his house in the ‘Clerestrate’ in 1614, 
he left a marvellous stock of small pieces of jewellery with natural motifs. 459 
There were gilded apples, a hairpin with a golden flower and a ruby, two golden 
swans with pearls, earrings that each had a bird and a green stone, a black 
enamelled snake, a ring with two enamelled dogs, a ring with a grasshopper, a 
green ring with a parrot, and another ring with a bird.460 These natural motifs 
had not always merely a decorative function, but were also sometimes associated 
with particular occasions or virtues; gilded apples for instance served as 
marriage gifts to the bride, while the ring with a dog could stand for the animals’ 
virtue of loyalty.461 The ring with the exotic parrot must have been appealing to 
Antwerp collectors, many of whom were fascinated with exotic birds.  

 

                                                      
458  Jan Symons(ssen) (Middelburg 1590–?), silversmith or ‘workman in silver’, Peeter Jacobs 

(Antwerp?–Antwerp 1678) silversmith, and Jan Herck. SAA, Notary M. Cuylen, 696. 
459 He died on 18 October 1614 in his house in the ‘Clerestrate’, across ‘de Roose’ (maybe de Roose is 

the house on Handschoenmarkt 13?). Notary G. Le Rousseau 2403 (1614) fol. 321r. See for ‘de Roose’ 

at the Handschoenmarkt 13: https://inventaris.onroerenderfgoed.be/dibe/relict/4098. 
460  ‘Twee silvere vergulde appels een gouden blomken om int haer te steken met een robynken 

daerinne daer van den eenen een perle is hebbende; Twee goude swaenkens elck met een peerle aen; 

2 oorhangerkens van gout hertekens elck met een groen steenken ende een vogelken met een groen 

steenken; een slange swert geamalieert met eenen robyn ende peerle; eenen rincxken met 2 

hondekens daerop geamalieert; een groen papegaeyrincxken; een rincxken met eenen sprinckhaen 

geamalieert; een gelat rincxken met een cornalinken met een vogelken daerinne; een out 

slangrinexken.’ Notary G. Le Rousseau 2403 (1614), fol. 324r-324v. 
461  There was also an increasing amount of jewellery with architectural elements, a trend that 

commenced in the last quarter of the sixteenth century and gained popularity at the expense of 

natural motifs. Perhaps this trend was related to the sumptuary laws decreed by Philips III in 1600, 

which prohibited civilians from wearing jewellery with reliefs and figures (Catholic clerics were 

exempt from these laws). Based upon the summary information from Antwerp inventories, there 

indeed seems to have been a diminishing number of jewels with figures and natural motifs over the 

course of the seventeenth century. Evans, Joan, A History of Jewellery 1100–1870 (London: Faber and 

Faber, 1970; second edition [first edition 1953]), 113, 121.  
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Even more exotic was the listing in Jan Herck’s inventory of ‘six birds of 
paradise’, which he had sent to Paris to be sold.462 This cryptic description may 
have referred to natural dried specimens of the bird that had become popular 
exotic collectables brought back by sailors from the East Indies.463 But as Herck’s 
birds of paradise were listed among the ‘jewels, gold, and silver’, it is more likely 
that the objects were a representation of the exotic animal, executed in precious 
metal, perhaps with gemstones. Statuettes of animals were indeed widely 
collected, for example by Jan Bierens, who owned ‘a silver bird’, or by the printers 
Jan van Meurs, who owned several statuettes of animals among them a silver 
rooster and hen, and Balthasar II Moretus, who kept a whole array of statuettes 
of roosters, dogs, horses, parrots, rabbits, and foxes in the ‘Lipsius camer’.464   

So why this interest in statuettes of animals? During this period, and 
especially in collections, the allegorical meaning of nature still blended smoothly 
with the ‘matters of fact’ of nature. In a picture from the popular emblem book 
De cleyn werelt for instance, the bird of paradise was compared to Fortune: ‘never 
resting’, ‘light and unsteady’, they never stay at the same place (Fig.  38).465 The 
message was moral, of course: fortune, success and prosperity were volatile and 
never lasted, so we should put our faith in the hands of God.466 Contemporary 

 

                                                      
462  ‘Item tot Parijs in handen van Geerart de Houwere sijn sesse paradysvogels desen sterfhuyse 

competerende weerdich wesesnde ombegrepen 48 gulden’ (in the ‘specificatie van gesteenten ende 

juweelen, gout ende silver desen sterfhuijse toecomende ende wesende soo buytenlants’) Notary G. 

Le Rousseau 2422 (1633) fol. 42r. 
463 Swan, ‘Birds of Paradise’. 
464 ‘Eenen silveren vogel wegende oncen 8 – 16’. SAA, Notary G. Le Rousseau 2430 (1641), fol. 369r. Van 

Meurs: Duverger vol. VI, 264-269. Moretus: SAA, Notary G. van Tongeren, 4561 (1641–1665), no 

pagination. See also: Duverger, Antwerpse kunstinventarissen vol. V, 83-84. For Van Meurs and Moretus, 

see chapter 3.  
465 ‘Ghelyck den Paradysvoghel, sonder voete gewrocht, / Altyt is vlieghende deur den wint beradich, 

/ En nemmermeer rustende: maer hout hem in de locht; / Soo is oock Fortuyne licht, en onghestadich, 

/ Op een plaetse te blyven, is sy versmadich.’ Jan Moerman, De cleyn werelt (Amsterdam 1608), 21. 
466 The popular emblem book by Jan Moerman and Gerarde de Jode De cleyn werelt was owned by Jan 

Bierens for instance. Jan Moerman (van den Kiel) was a schoolmaster and mathematician with several 

publications to his name. For De cleyn werelt, Moerman translated the original Latin texts by Laurens 

van Haecht Goidtsenhoven into the vernacular. The Dutch version started with an explanation of the 

title, arguing that mankind is a ‘small world’ (cleyn werelt) or microcosmos, with all the characteristics 

of the large world and the planets. In a laudatory poem in the Cleyn werelt, Moerman was praised as 

rhetorician, member of a community of ‘lovers of the arts’ (‘const-beminders’ and ‘beminners der consten 

dit edel werk’). (Ian de Costere op de Cleyn Werelt van den seer deur-luchtighen ende honich-

vloeyenden Poëet M. Ian Moerman vanden Kiele, tot den Constbeminders’; ‘Beminners der consten 

dit edel werck, siet, / Ieuchdelijck ghedichgt op den tijt van dry daghen / Deur Ian Moerman vanden 

Kiele, om leec en clerck, iet / Daer vvt the leeren, dat hem mach behaghem’). Moerman Jan, De cleyn 

werelt. Daer in claerlijcken door seer schoone Poetische, Moralische en Historische exempelen betoont wort alles 

wat den mensche (tot stichtinghe ende leeringhe in zijnen staet) heeft te vlieden en naer te volghen. Allen 

Liefhebberen der conste te eeren, Rethorijckelick uytgestelt door Mr Jan Moerman, ende met schoone Const-
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readers would understand why a bird of paradise was such a suitable analogy to 
Fortune: it was thought that these birds were always flying because they had no 
feet. Birds of paradise imported from the East Indies indeed had no feet, since 
they were removed before shipping. Among naturalists the issue was in fact 
heavily debated, until Clusius rebutted the claim in 1605.467 Since many artists 
were part of the community of the knowledgeable, it may come as no surprise 
that a painter like Jan I Brueghel quickly adopted the new facts about the bird of 
paradise: in his Allegory of air from 1608 the painter had depicted the bird of 
paradise without feet, but in two paintings on the same subject from 1611 and 
1621 Brueghel painted the species with feet (in the latter painting the birds of 
paradise are actually sitting).468  
 

 
Fig.  38 - Gerard de Jode, ‘Van den Paradys-voghel een Wonderlijck belijdt, Hoe dat fortuyne 
onghestadich is altijt’ 
Jan Moerman, De cleyn werelt (Amsterdam 1608 [first published: Antwerp 1584]) 
The European story of the bird of paradise exemplifies the overlap between 
trading practices, naturalists’ debates, figural representations, and allegorical 

 

                                                      
platen seer heerlijck verciert (Amsterdam: s.n., 1608). See also: Haecht Goidtsenhoven, Laurens van, and 

Gerarde de Jode, Mikrokosmos = Parvus Mundus (Christophe Plantin: Antwerp 1579). 
467 Clusius, Carolus, Exoticorum libri decem  (Lugduni: Officina Plantiniana, 1605), 359-363. See also: 

‘Birds of Paradise for the Sultan. Early Seventeenth-Century Dutch-Turkish Encounters and the Uses 

of Wonder’, De Zeventiende Eeuw 29 (2013), 49-63; Marcaida, ‘Bird of Paradise’, 112-127. 
468 The Allegories of air are respectively the ones now in Rome (1608), in Lyon (1611), and in Paris 

(1621). See: Rikken, Marrigje. and Paul J. Smith. ‘Jan Brueghel’s Allegory of Air (1612) from a Natural 

Historical Point of View’, in: Eric Jorink, Bart Ramakers (eds.), Art and Science in the Early Modern 

Netherlands, Netherlands Yearbook for History of Art, 61 (Zwolle: Waander Publishers, 2011), 86-115. 
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interpretations. The statuettes of gold or silver or other precious material in 
Antwerp collections must be understood in this context, in which nature still had 
a (partly) allegorical meaning, but knowledge could also shift quickly. Objects like 
this fulfilled multiple roles: they could spark conversations about material, form, 
authorship, value, and manufacture, but also about what was represented, the 
knowledge of the represented, and all its (allegorical) associations. As part of a 
collection, so in relationship with other objects, all these conversation-subjects 
could in theory be discussed in relation to other objects. Connoisseurs could for 
instance converse about their relationships with other objects made from 
precious metals (same material, different form), other representations of birds 
(same form, different material), or about their relationships with actual 
naturalia, other objects with similar allegorical meanings, or other exotica (or 
the juxtaposition with the local), and so on.  
 

 
Fig.  39 - Frans II Francken, detail: The cabinet of a collector, 1617 
Oil on panel, 77 x 119 cm, The Royal Collection England (photo: Royal Collection Trust / © Her 
Majesty Queen Elizabeth II 2015) 
 
As we have seen in chapter 1, something very similar happened with the 
comparisons between real flowers, painted flowers, and flowers imitated in wax. 
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Such juxtapositions are not only demonstrated in probate inventories, but were 
also common motifs in gallery pictures. Likewise, there was the comparison and 
juxtaposition of the sword of a swordfish and a man-made sword, as on the 
Baltimore painting mentioned above. Another such juxtaposition was made with 
a horseshoe crab (degenkrab in Dutch) and a man-made dagger in a gallery picture 
by Frans II Francken (Fig.  39).469 As a real, physical collection of objects, a gallery 
picture was a conversation piece: issues of form and material; and of the man-
made vs. the God-made could be discussed. And finally, on a meta-level, 
‘sameness in form’ was very important in theories about image perception, as we 
will see in chapter 4.  
 

Precious stones, precious health 
Luxury goods from the shops of gold- and silversmiths were not appreciated only 
for their intrinsic value or artful applications. Coral, pearl, gold, gemstones, and 
unicorn horn, bloodstones, bezoars, and toadstones were all thought to be highly 
curative. The argument, in most cases, was based upon the analogy that the 
extraordinary natural qualities of these precious ingredients must also have an 
extraordinarily powerful impact on the human body. In some cases, an analogy 
of form strengthened the case: think of the ‘sameness in form’ of red coral and 
human arteries. Unlike the foods, herbs, and spices purchased from the grocery 
or apothecary’s shops, these precious materials were not part of the normal diet. 
Distillations and powders of precious ingredients, as well as their use as 
talismans, were considered acceptable methods of healing or preventing 
diseases. It is telling indeed that as late as the turn of the century, Anthony van 
Leeuwenhoek was still experimenting with coral and pearl to test their supposed 
medicinal properties. In letters from 1688, 1705 and 1707, he reported to the 
Royal Society that he had ground, boiled and distilled, and used his microscopes 
to identify the composition of coral and pearl, only to conclude that they had no 
use as medicines.470 Equally telling is that Van Leeuwenhoek was only interested 
 

                                                      
469 The sword of a swordfish and a man-made sword on the gallery picture now in Baltimore. The 

horseshoe crab (degenkrab) and a man-made rapier (in fact, an Indonesian kris) on the gallery picture 

now in the Royal Collection. 
470 See: http://ckcc.huygens.knaw.nl/. But even at this time there were many who still defended the 

use of coral and pearl in medicines. See for example: Theophilus Garencieres, The admirable virtues, 

and wonderful effects of the true and genuine tincture of coral, in physick; grounded upon reason, established 

by experience, and confirmed by authentical authors in all ages. Never found out plainly till now. By Theophilus 

Garencieres, doctor in physick, Colleg. Lond. (London 1676); R.B.M.D., Coral and steel: a most compendious of 

preserving and restoring health. Or, a rational discourse grounded upon experience; practically shewing how 

most diseases may be both prevented and cured, either solely or chiefly by two common medicaments, viz. Red 

coral and steel (London: s.n., 1700).   
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in the structure of coral, i.e. in the make-up of the particles, and not in its form. 
The framework in which form was important had become irrelevant for this Delft 
microscopist, and it was only on the basis of the structure of the material that he 
drew his conclusions. 

In his comptoir, the location of his learned collection, Jan Bierens kept a 
box containing ‘some unicorn [horn] and lapis bezoar’ (‘wat eenhoren ende lapis 
besuar’). 471  The horn of the unicorn had been an incredibly expensive and 
intriguing collectable for ages, kept in princely tresuries and churches 
throughout Europe.472 Famous collectors like Francesco de Medici in Florence 
and Bernardus Paludanus in Enkhuizen were proud of the unicorn horns in their 
collections. Such horns were among the most desirable collectables before it was 
generally accepted that they were in fact narwhal tusks. During Jan Bierens’ 
lifetime - from the late sixteenth century to the fourth decade of the seventeenth 
century - the unicorn became subject of intense debate. Heavily disputed were 
the healing powers of the horns, the textual tradition that described unicorns, 
the appearance of the animal, and their existence as such.473 As the existence of 
the unicorn became seriously doubted during Jan Bierens’ lifetime, some also 
became more skeptical about the supposed medicinal powers of the horn. Yet the 
antidote effect of unicorn horn remained celebrated by many and apothecaries 
could sell the horn at eight times the price of gold by weight.474   

It may very well be that Bierens’ ‘unicorn’ was the powder of a horn he 
kept for medicinal purposes – and the same may be true for the lapis bezoar.475 
In one of Bierens’ basement rooms we find evidence of his interest in medicine: 
 

                                                      
471 It was listed right after the medals of the ‘prince’ and ‘king’ of Poland. G. Le Rousseau 2430 (1641), 

fol. 370v. 
472  W.P. Gerritsen and Esther Jonker, De eenhoorn en de geleerden. Het debat over het bestaan van de 

eenhoorn van de zestiende tot de negentiende eeuw (Exh. Cat, Leiden 2002) 18.  
473 Indeed, a long textual tradition preceded the unicorn debates of the sixteenth and seventeenth 

centuries. Not only had antique authorities described the animal, but the unicorn was supposedly 

also described in the Bible. In the Hebrew text of the Bible an animal was mentioned called ‘re’em’, 

later translated into Greek as ‘monokérotos’ (in the Septuagint), and as ‘unicorn’ in several vernacular 

Bible translations. In the second half of the sixteenth century, some people suggested that the 

collectable that was being sold as the horn of the unicorn was actually the horn of a sea animal (for 

instance Antwerp’s city physician Jan van Gorp, best known as Joannes Goropius Becanus (1519-1572), 

the Venetian doctor Andrea Marini, and later Ole Worm and his pupil Thomas Bartholinus See: 

Gerritsen, W.P., and Esther Jonker. De eenhoorn en de geleerden. Het debat over het bestaan van de eenhoorn 

van de zestiende tot de negentiende eeuw (Leiden: Universiteitsbibliotheek Leiden, 2002), 11-18. Jorink, 

Eric, Het ‘Boeck der Natuere’. Nederlandse geleerden en de wonderen van Gods schepping 1575–1715. (Leiden: 

Primavera Pers, 2006), 310-1; Jorink, ‘Noah’s Ark Restored; and Becanus, Joannes Goropius. Origines 

Antwerpianae, sive Cimmerriorum becesselana novem libris complexa (Plantin Press, 1569). 
474 Gerritsen and Jonker, De eenhoorn en de geleerden 33. 
475 ‘een ront doosken met wat wat eenhoren ende lapis besuar, gelyck daerop geschreven staat’. SAA, 

Notary G. Le Rousseau, 2430 (1641) f 370v. 
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in the ‘keldercamere’ was a cupboard with drawers containing all kinds of 
apothecary tools (‘een casken met diuersche laeykens ende daerinne alderhande 
gereetschap van apotekerije’).476 He also kept 23 flasks with silver lids in the same 
room, perhaps used to contain concoctments. It is conceivable that Bierens, like 
other Antwerp citizens, made his own medical supplements.477 Medicines were 
expensive and many households had private recipe books with remedies for all 
sorts of aliments (which would ordinarily not be listed in the inventory). 
 Gold- and silversmiths responded to the market for gems with healing 
powers by crafting them into jewellery. Hendrik Smits, for instance, had a box 
full of toadstones and two silver rings with toadstones. 478  Toadstones were 
button-shaped stones thought to come from the heads of living toads (in reality 
they are fossils of the teeth of the fish Lepidotes). Ground into powder or worn 
as an amulet, they were believed to protect against the bubonic plague in 
particular, again based upon ‘sameness in form’: there was some resemblance 
between the skin of a toad and the bumps on the skin of plague sufferers. Smits 
also sold bloodstones, named after their red colour and supposed anti-bleeding 
powers. Bloodstones were also for sale in the shop of Carel de Foreest.479 The 
belief in healing gems, even in the form of a talisman, must not be too easily 
dismissed as a superstitious belief. The Southern Netherlandish ‘chymist’ and 
physician Joan Baptista van Helmont (1579–1644), for instance, wrote that it was 
very well possible that bloodstones could stop bleedings by merely keeping one 
in your hand.480 Van Helmont advocated the use of a talisman as part of his anti-
Aristotelian ideas about movement in nature with no apparent mover. From daily 
experience everyone knew that there could be natural movement without visible 
cause; one only had to look to the workings of magnets or the movement of the 
heavens. So, Van Helmont reasoned, the internal ‘moving-urge’ of loadstones 
could be extended to the quality of other stones. In fact, all stones had qualities 
of internal movement, according to this doctor.  

 

                                                      
476 SAA, Notary G. Le Rousseau, 2430 (1641), 371v. Hendrik Smits owned ‘silver surgeons needles and 

pliers’, ‘Een cleyn silvere busken met dry silvere naelden ende een silvere tangesken dienende voor 

de chirugijns’, SAA, Notary J. van der Herstraten 3850 (1621–1631). 
477 Just as the merchant Emmanuel Ximenez for example, who probably produced medicines in his 

distillation room. See: Principe, Lawrence,  ‘The Laboratory’ (http://ximenez.unibe.ch/laboratory/). 
478 ‘Een doosken met paddesteenen’, ‘twee silvere ringen met paddesteenen daerin staende’, SAA, 

Notary J. van der Herstraten 3850 (1621–1631). 
479  De Foreest: ‘thienken van bloetsteenkens’ G. Le Rousseau 2403 (1614) 324v. Smits: ‘Een doose 

daerinne synde een snoer met bloet steentkens daeraene’, SAA, Notary J. van der Herstraten 3850 

(1621–1631), no pagination. 
480 Helmont, Joan Baptista van, Dageraed, ofte nieuwe opkomst der geneeskonst (W.N. Schors, Amsterdam 

1978 [Reprint of 1660 edition, Rotterdam. First published 1644]), 228-229. 
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Precious red coral from the Mediterranean, in Dutch literally called 
bloedkoraal (blood-coral), was associated with blood, as mentioned above, and 
used as a medicine against all sorts of conditions. Ever since antiquity, red coral 
had been believed to have protective powers against evil influences and been 
ascribed medicinal qualities. A string of red coral was thought to protect children 
in particular; hence the many portraits of children wearing accessories of red 
coral. Also popular were children’s rattles with mounted coral. This practice fit 
with the idea that coral possessed antidote qualities. For adults coral was 
sometimes mounted in precious metal to be worn as a talisman.481 Coral could 
also be ground into powder as treatment against bleeding. 482  The illustrious 
physician-alchemist Michael Maier (1568–1622), who worked in the service of 
Rudolph II, was among the many who thought highly of coral’s curative 
powers.483  

Antwerp customers who wanted to buy coral medicaments could go to the 
apothecary Abraham van Horne (on Van Horne as a collector, see chapter 3). In 
his ‘testing room’ (‘teste camer’) Van Horne almost certainly used red coral to 
produce medicines. This was not exceptional, since at least until the end of the 
seventeenth century many apothecaries and doctors affirmed that blood-coral 
had antidotal powers (and Antony van Leeuwenhoek may have, in fact, been 
exceptional in his denial of coral’s medicinal qualities). De Boodt personally 
testified to the strong healing powers of ‘Tinctura Coralli’, which apparently cured 
him of a bad ‘pestilence fever’. 484  In his lapidary, De Boodt confirms that 
‘chymists’ ascribe miraculous powers to the tincture of coral and also gives the 
recipe they use for the distillation of coral to make the tincture or oil.485 

On a small painting on copper, Jan Brueghel the Elder depicted bottles of 
distillations, labelled ‘tintura cora’ (tincture of coral) and ‘magisteria perlaram’ 
(magistery of pearls) next to a stove and a distillation apparatus. 486  In this 
painting from 1608, The Element of Fire (Fig.  40), Brueghel also depicted a coral 
branch on the table (low left) next to all kinds of plates, goblets, jewellery and 
goldsmithing tools, while people are forging and hammering in the background. 

 

                                                      
481 Ward, Gerald W.R. (ed.), The Grove Encyclopedia of Materials and Techniques in Art (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2008), 146. 
482 Ward (ed.), The Grove Encyclopedia of Materials and Techniques in Art, 145.  
483 According to Maier, coral has ‘as much curative power as all herbs together’. Jong, H.M.E. de (ed.), 

Michael Maier's Atalanta fugiens. Sources of an alchemical book of emblems (Leiden: Brill, 1969), 227. 
484 De Boodt, Gemmarum 157. 
485 De Boodt, Gemmarum, 157. 
486 Göttler, ‘Allegories of fire and the arts’, 134-145; Göttler, Christine, Last Things: Art and the Religious 

Imagination in the Age of Reform, Studies in Early Modern Identity Formation, 2 (Turnhout: Proteus, 

2010), 377-382. 
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Brueghel’s allegory presents a view on the practices and products of smiths and, 
as Christine Göttler has demonstrated, on alchemy, as the Art of Fire.487 Smiths 
were seen as ‘the Disciples of Vulcan’, because of their practical knowledge of 
forging metals through the use of the element of Fire.488 But the forging of metals 
was not all there was to Brueghel’s allegory. Obviously, producing medicines, in 
the form of the ‘tinctura coralli’ and ‘magisteria perlaram’, was also considered a 
skill related to the element of Fire. Furthermore, ‘tinctura coralli’ was a term used 
as a synonym for the Philosophers’ Stone. Both coral and the Philosophers’ Stone 
were considered to contain properties of water and earth and gain a red colour 
when solidified.489 Some alchemical sources even speak of coral as an ingredient 
in the Philosophers’ Stone.490 

For alchemists, the Philosophers’ Stone catalyzed the ultimate material 
metamorphosis: either of the conversion of base metals into gold or of the 
ultimate extension of life in the form of immortality. Jan Brueghel, who made The 
Element of Fire for Cardinal Federico Borromeo, showed himself aware of the 
widespread collectors’ interest in metamorphosis. Through The Element of Fire 
(and other similar paintings), he fulfilled a demand among knowledgeable 
collectors similar to the demand that was filled by the actual products that could 
be purchased at gold- and silversmiths. 491  Such paintings were among the 
depictions that brought artisanal practice into the collector’s room. And as an 
artist himself, Brueghel probably also had in mind the qualities of the artisans, 
who, through the Art of Fire, were capable of making the beautiful and curious 

 

                                                      
487 Göttler, ‘Allegories of fire and the arts’, 137. 
488 ‘Den Smidt al is hy den Discipel van Vulcanus, hy is oock van t’maegschap van Mars’. Smiths were 

not just ‘disciples of Vulcan’ but also akin to Mars, as they made instruments of War. Richard 

Verstegan, Beschrijvinghe van de Proprieteyten oft eyghendommen, van de differente soorten van Ambacht-

slieden, Dienende in stede van Medicamenten, teghen die Melancolie (Antwerp: By the widow of Jeremias 

van Ghele, 1642[first published: Antwerp, 1630]), 38. 
489 For example by Michael Maier: ‘The Philosophers’ Stone may be compared with all these things, 

and especially with coral. For just as coral grows in water and gets its food out of the earth, in the 

same way the Philosophers’ Stone grows out of the mercury water and what is earthly in it serves as 

food for the Stone and the superfluous fluid is drained away. Just like coral, the Stone gets a red 

colour, when it becomes solidified.’ De Jong (ed.), Michael Maier's Atalanta fugiens, 227. 
490 For example in the text Turba Philosophorum, a collection of alchemical texts translated from 

Arabic. It was published in Basel in 1572 under the title Auriferae Artis, quam Chemiam vocant 

Antiquissimi Authores sive Turba Philosophorum (Basil, 1572), 156-157. See: De Jong (ed.), Michael Maier's 

Atalanta fugiens, 228. 
491 Especially the metamorphosis through Fire; the element most associated with art, artifice, and 

technical skill. These types of compositions were a great success and were reproduced in many 

variations, for example by Jan Brueghel the Younger and Hendrick van Balen the Elder, Göttler, Last 

Things, 379-382; Göttler, ‘Allegories of fire and the arts’, 138.  
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range of objects that he depicted. The piling up large numbers of these objects is 
in fact reminiscent of a collection.492  
 

 
Fig.  40 - Jan I Breughel, The Element of Fire, 1608 
Oil on copper, 46 x 66 cm, Pinacoteca Ambrosiana, Milan 
 
 

Agents and reputations 
In 1618 the Antwerp diamond grinder and jeweller Elias Voet sold two pieces of 
unicorn horn to postmaster and collector Lamoral Tassis. For the impressive 
amount of 400 ducats, the postmaster purchased one horn the length of an ell 
and another one that was short and thick.493 The trade in luxuries seemed to be 
somewhat of a second nature to successful Antwerp artists and artisans, who 
used their artisanal experience and personal collections to confirm that they 
belonged to, or aspired to belong to, a community of the knowledgeable, of 
connoisseurs in the arts and sciences. This community valued artisans’ practical 
knowledge and the products that were the result of this knowledge, while their 
personal collections further added to their status and trustworthiness. As with 
paintings (although admittedly to a lesser extent), the status of previous owners 

 

                                                      
492 As Christine Göttler also remarkes. Göttler, Last Things, 381.  
493 ‘vercocht heeft twee stucken eenhooren d’een een el lanck stuck wesende meer als een halff elle 

lanck ende d’ander cort ende dick’. SAA, Notary M. Cuylen, N 698, f 1r-1v (9 April 1618). 
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of collectable objects could influence their value, whether it was a piece of 
unicorn or a piece of jewellery. So Elias Voet’s business could extend from 
diamonds to curiosities, such as unicorn horn, and other luxuries. In the early 
1630s, for instance, Elias travelled to Italy, where he sold tapestry.494 Years later, 
in 1641, Voet sold a chain with pearls to Frederic-Henry of Orange for the 
incredible amount of 40,000 carolus-gulden.495 That Voet was held in high esteem 
in Antwerp and beyond was also apparent from the fact that he was asked, 
together with some of his colleagues, to estimate the value of the jewels and 
silver in Rubens’ estate in 1640 (as mentioned above, a similar role was to be 
played by his brother Jan Voet after the death of Daniel II Fourment in 1648).496 

The Voets ran an international family business. The father, Jacques Voet, 
was a diamond grinder from Bruges who had moved to Antwerp in the late 
sixteenth century. The circumstances for diamond grinders in Antwerp were 
favourable around that time: in 1582 the Guild of the Diamond- and Ruby-
grinders was founded and the importance of Antwerp as a centre of the diamond 
trade increased steadily.497 Elias and the other sons all followed their father’s 
footsteps as diamond grinders and jewellers and together they were able to set 
up an international trading network. One brother, Herman, moved to Milan to 
take care of the business in Italy, where he died in 1631.498 Another brother, 
Reynier, lived in Zevenbergen in the Dutch Republic from at least 1627 onwards. 
While living in the Republic, Reynier probably met his wife Johanna Anselmo, 
who lived with her father, the Antwerp native Anthonio I Anselmo, at his estate 
in nearby Kruiningen. 499  The couple conducted the jewellery business in the 
 

                                                      
494 Van Hemelsdonck, Grootwerk; Notary G. Le Rousseau, N. 2421, f 17. 
495 Voet, Elias Jr. Haarlemsche goud- en zilversmeden en hunne merken (Haarlem: s.n., 1928), 98, n2. ‘Aen 

Elias Voet de somme van 40000 carolusguldens over een keting ronde peerlen, inhoudende 120 

stucken bij hem aan Z. Hoogheid (Prins Frederik Hendrik) op 19 April verkocht en gelevert (Nausau 

Domeinen-Ordonnanties. No. 736, fol. 37). 
496 Voet, Haarlemsche goud- en zilversmeden, 98. Van Hemelsdonck, Grootwerk.  
497 At the time of the foundation of the guild in 1582 there were around 35 diamond grinders, in 1609 

their number had risen to 59. Only in the second half of the seventeenth century did Antwerp’s 

dominance decrease in favour of Amsterdam and London. As a reaction to this decline, the Antwerp 

guild of diamond grinders became increasingly restrictive. Schlugleit, Geschiedenis van het Antwerpsche 

Diamantslijpersambacht.  
498 On 19 January 1632, Elias Voet testified that his brother Herman died in Milan last summer. Notary 

G. Le Rousseau, 2421, f. 34 
499 Anthonio I Anselmo (ca. 1536–1611) was a merchant in cloth in Antwerp (he became poorter in 

1562) and a confidant of William of Orange. In 1581 he was appointed colonel and schepen of Antwerp. 

Maarten de Vos portrayed Antonio I Anselmo and his wife Johanna Hooftman with two children in 

1577 (painting now in the Koninklijk Musuem voor Schone Kunsten in Brussels). In 1584 Anthonio 

and his family fled from Antwerp: they were in Delft in 1585 and afterwards moved on to the 

Archbishop of Bremen (Hamburg and Stade), while the family was in Haarlem in 1594. Johanna 

Anselmo married Julien del Court in the city of Stade in 1593. Julien del Court was an immigrant from 
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North, but after the death of Reynier (some time before 1654), Johanna first 
moved to Vlissingen and later back to Antwerp, the city to which her brother 
Anthonio II Anselmo had already returned.500 

In October 1624 Elias Voet spent a whopping 1,775 pounds on two loads of 
red coral from Italy, weighing respectively 2,696 and 3,468 ‘oncen’. 501  Elias 
probably sold most of the red coral to the Portuguese in Antwerp, with whom he 
traded extensively for his business in diamonds. Some time later, Reynier sold 
‘dryentachtentich pont’ (83 pounds) of the coral to Gaspar Boudaen, one of his 
clients in the Dutch Republic. Boudaen was a descendant of Antwerp emigrants, 
like many in the gem trade in the North.502 Profits could be considerable, but the 
long trade lines connecting Antwerp and the Dutch Republic to the 
Mediterranean and India (the place where most diamonds came from) were also 
vulnerable. Elias experienced the vulnerability of the extended European trade 
network when he encountered delivery problems and was accused of breach of 
contract. He had been obliged to pay for the coral from Italy in silk cloth, which 
was supposed to be delivered with the first ship to Genoa or Livorno by his agent 
in London. But after difficulties with this English agent and a serious delay of 
delivery, a prolonged lawsuit followed. To eventually settle the case, Voet had to 
confirm his financial liquidity, among other things by presenting an obligation 

 

                                                      
Aat in Hainaut (but had also lived in Antwerp). Antonion I Anselmo moved to Kruiningen in Zeeland, 

where he built ‘Het Klein Slot’, the house in which he died in 1611. See: Assaert, Gustaaf, 1585: de val 

van Antwerpen en de uittocht van Vlamingen en Brabanders (Tielt: Lannoo, 2004), 84-89; Bostoen, K.J.S., 

Het album J. Rotarii: tekstuitgave van het werk van Johan Radermacher de Oude (1538–1617) in het Album J. 

Rotarii (Hilversum: Uitgeverij Verloren, 1999), 85-88. According to testimony by Johanna del Court 

from 1654, she lived with her father in Bremen (in the city of Bremen, instead of in Hamburg) and 

later at the ‘Cleyn Slot’ in Kruiningen (‘daer liggende int water met een optreckende brugge’). She 

also testified that she stayed at the Slot in Kruiningen after the death of her father (in 1611). The 

testimony further deals with the house in Bremen (and some precious objects kept there, like a 

painting, silver, tapistry, glasswork, gold leather wall paper), the father’s carriage with two horses, 

and the land and rights of the ‘heerlyckheyt’ Kruiningen. Probably some time after the death of her 

father, she met Reynier Voet, who lived not too far away from Kruiningen in Zevenbergen. SAA, 

Notary P. Ghysberti, 1830, fol. 95r-95v.  
500 Anthonio II Anselmo was born in Hamburg in 1589. He studied law in at the University of Louvain 

and after his return to Antwerp became schepen of Antwerp, like his father before him. Ad Meskens, 

‘Een familie herenigd met haar instrument’, Scientiarum Historia vol. 27 (2001), 75.  
501 SAA, Rechtspraak Lakenhalle, V 2335: Joan Francisco and Joan Andrea Stratta against Elias Voet, 

concerning the trade in coral for white ‘saaien’ (silk). The first batch of coral was worth 7 schellingen 

and 2 ‘groten’ per ounce (total value 966 ponden, 1 schelling, 4 groten), the second, of lesser quality, 

4 schellingen and 8 ‘groten’ per ounce (total value 809 ponden 4 schellingen). 
502 One of his Reynier’s clients was Gaspar Boudaen, the son of the Antwerp diamond cutter Elias 

Pauwelsz Boudaen, who moved to the Dutch Republic in the late sixteenth century. On 1 September 

1628 Elias testified for his brother Reynier, who had sold a batch of coral of ‘dryentachtentich pont 

seven schellen ses groten Vlems’ to Gasper Boudaen. SAA, SR 591 V, f 379r. For Boudaen see: Eric 

Wijnroks, Handel tussen Rusland en de Nederlanden 1560–1640 (Hilversum: Verloren 2003) 94, 245. 
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of 800 gulden on an unidentified Rubens painting in his collection, made by the 
master’s ‘eyghen handt’ (‘own hand’).503   

Barter was still a vital part of the early modern economy. Batches of 
commodities were directly exchanged without money ever being involved in the 
process (although the value of commodities was listed in terms of monetary 
value). Between goldsmiths and jewellers, it made sense to trade directly in the 
commodities of their trade. In 1617 for instance, an outstanding loan from one 
silversmith to another was settled with a batch of coral.504 Coral was worth quite 
a lot per ounce, though prices varied somewhat by quality. The estimated value 
of coral in inventories could range between 1 gulden per ounce to 5 gulden per 
ounce. 505  Comparatively, silver and gilded object were appraised at between 
approximately 50 stuivers and 3 gulden per ounce, while gold fetched around 32 
gulden per ounce. Most coral traded and collected in Antwerp was the red coral 
that was found in the Mediterranean and had been traded since antiquity. 
Marseilles, Naples, Livorno and Genoa were centres of coral fishing. From the 
sixteenth century on, the Mediterranean coral was shipped from Italy to 
Antwerp, where the Portuguese were then exporting it to India to trade for 
diamonds. Red coral was an essential commodity in the European-Indian trade 
network, since it, along with amber, was one of the few European commodities 
actually in demand in India.506 Antwerp‘s central position in this trade network 
also made the city a centre for diamond cutting and polishing, which it still is 
today.  
 

Collected coral and shells 
Although most red coral was exported to India to foster the diamond trade, some 
stayed on the local Antwerp market, where collectors took a keen interest in such 
naturalia. Local trade in coral took place in Antwerp’s gold- and silversmiths’ 
shops, where artisans sold unworked coral as well as pieces crafted into objets 
d’art or jewellery. In 1449, Petrus Christus had already depicted a coral necklace 

 

                                                      
503 ‘ende noch een obligatie van 800 gs op Pietro Paulo Rubens in schiderye van syn eyghen handt’. 

SAA, Rechtspraak Lakenhalle, V 2335.  
504 Francois and Jacques Domis delivered the coral to the Lissau family. SAA, Notary G. Le Rousseau, 

2406 (1617), fol. 29. 
505 SAA, Notary G. Le Rousseau 2422 (1633) 36r; 2424 (1635), 572v. An ‘once’ was approximately 31 

grams.  
506  Yogev, Gedalia, Diamonds and Coral. Anglo-Dutch Jews and the Eighteenth-Century Trade (Leicester 

1978), 103. 
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and a branch of coral in his famous painting A Goldsmith in his Shop.507 In Hendrik 
Smits’ goldsmith’s shop ‘four coral branches’ were displayed in a fancy ‘jewel case 
with glass’.508 As already stated, Smits was a ‘stranger’ who became master in 
Antwerp in 1591 and he seems to have become something of a specialist in coral; 
he owned at least twenty branches of coral in their natural form, six boxes of 
coral (one containing the more rare white coral), a box with the ‘grit of coral’ and 
five coral necklaces.509  

While collectors fervently purchased coral it was also being depicted in 
the paintings that filled their constcamers. A remarkable combination of a still life 
and a mythological painting was made by Hieronymus II Francken (1578–1623) 
(Fig.  41).510 Approximately half of the composition is a still life of shells and coral, 
while in the foreground there are frogs, flies, beetles, snails, and butterflies too.511 
Right in the middle of the composition, seemingly growing from the earth, is a 
piece of coral. Coral is also depicted on the left, where it resembles the roots of a 
tree. On the right, a piece of light pinkish coral is depicted amongst the reeds in 
the water. And further in the background, a piece of white coral lies on the shore 
amidst some shells. A few steps into the water a sea nymph is blowing on a shell, 
which is part of the background figuring a triumph of Neptune. 512  But the 
traditional mythological subject is small and banned to the background. In an 
approach similar to that used in Pieter Aertsens’ market scenes where the 
religious subject appears in the background, Francken’s A still life of shells, with a 
triumph of Neptune is a reversal of bijwerk and main theme.513 The background may 
be small, but it may be assumed that foreground and background somehow 

 

                                                      
507 Petrus Christus, A Goldsmith in his Shop, possibly Saint Eligius, 1449, oil on panel, 98 x 85.2 (New York: 

The Metropolitan Museum of Art). The figure in this painting has long been interpreted as Saint 

Eligius, but more recent interpretations suggest a goldsmith in his workshop, perhaps ordered for a 

guildhall. Exh. Cat.: From Van Eyck to Bruegel, 150-153. 
508 ‘Alnoch een juweelcasse bedeckt met gelas daerinne oock bevonden 't naervolgende vier corale 

tacxkens’, SAA, Notary J. van der Herstraten 3850 (1621–1631). 
509 SAA, Notary J. van der Herstraten 3850 (1621–1631). 
510 Auctioned on 3 October 2001, Christie’s New York. Sam Segal attributes the work to Hieronymous 

II Francken: Segal, Sam, A Prosperous Past. The Sumptuous Still Life in the Netherlands 1600–1700 (The 

Hague: SDU publishers, 1989), 80. Ursula Härting also considers it possibly by Hieronymous II 

Francken: Härting, Ursula, Frans Francken Der Jüngere (1581–1642). Die Gemälde mit Kritischem 

Oeuvrekatalog (Freren: Luca, 1989), 113, 367.  
511 Among the shells are a nautilus shell, scallops, and a Conus Marmoreus (later famously etched by 

Rembrandt). 
512  Usually the shells depicted as blowing horns were Triton shells, or Strombus gigas, from the 

Caribbean region. Segal, A Prosperous Past, 80. 
513 Reindert L. Falkenburg, ‘’Alter Einoutus’: Over de aard en herkomst van Pieter Aertsens stilleven-

conceptie’, Nederlands Kunsthistorisch Jaarboek, 40 (1989), 41-66; Honig, Painting & the Market, 29-39. 
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reference each other. So why did Hieronymus Francken make this reversal? And 
what is the meaning of coral among the other natural curiosities? 
  

 
Fig.  41 - Hieronymus II Francken (attr.), A still life of shells, with a triumph of Neptune 
Oil on panel, 65.4 x 90.2 cm, Private collection, formerly Schweitzer Gallery New York 
 
 

 
Hieronymus Francken was not the only Antwerp painter to depict coral. In early 
seventeenth-century Antwerp, the motif could be found in gallery pictures, 
mythological scenes, still lifes, and allegories. Coral seems to have been a motif 
for Antwerp painters to the extent it was not for painters in the Dutch Republic.514 
As gallery pictures from Antwerp indicate - and probate inventories confirm - 

 

                                                      
514 A comparison with the Dutch Republic, where coral seems to be far less depicted by painters, 

remains something for future research (an exception is the oeuvre of the Dutch painter Willem Kalf. 

But then again, Kalf stayed in Paris in the 1640s and was connected to a group of Flemish painters 

there. Later in life, Kalf converted to Roman Catholicism). Coral was collected as a naturalia in the 

Dutch Republic: Rembrandt for example had a ‘mountain of coral’ (‘een groote witte coraelberch’) ‘op 

de Kunst caemer’ and as several sea-crops (‘seegewassen’): Montias record 47789 (Gemeentearchief 

Amsterdam, DBK 5072/364, f 29r-38v). The Amsterdam apothecary Jan Jacobsz. Swammerdam (father 

of the famous natural philosopher Jan Swammerdam) was famous for his collection, which contained, 

among other naturalia, seventy corals. See: Cook, Matters of Exchange, 144.  
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coral was a popular collectable, both in its natural state and in crafted form. 
Anselmus De Boodt confirms that coral was an appreciated luxury good in 
demand among collectors throughout Europe:  
 

‘I have seen a piece of coral with many branches that was at one hundred 
thaleris. They can even be sold for a lot more. One’s desire for luxury 
cannot be underestimated. Many people are willing to give an incredible 
price for special metals and unusual excrescences of nature, even though 
they are totally useless’.515  

 
In his aforementioned lapidary Gemmarum et Lapidum Historia, the first systematic 
study of minerals ever published, De Boodt discusses coral just after the most 
precious minerals ‘used in luxury products’.516   

Francken’s depiction of coral in combination with frogs, flies, beetles, 
snails, and butterflies may point to the debates about spontaneous generation: 
according to classical theory insects and amphibians arose from the decay of 
organic material. It is well known that both natural philosophers and painters 
debated these wondrous metamorphoses.517 Francken’s dark tones, the swampy 
water and the bare and lifeless trees in the background indeed suggest the rotting 
of organic material. The debate on metamorphoses extended to other natural 
curiosities such as the origination of shells and coral. While the still life in the 
foreground refers to natural metamorphoses, the background points to Ovid’s 
mythological Metamorphoses. Francken’s reversal of the low subject of still life to 
the foreground and the high subject of mythology to the background may be 
interpreted as a visual argument in favour of nature itself (while still referring to 
classical cultural heritage). As will be argued, it was also a piece of visual rhetoric 
related to naturalists’ debates on petrifaction. But before turning to this 
naturalists’ debate, we should first take a look inside Antwerp collectors’ rooms.  

 

                                                      
515 Many of the great European collections contained coral – both in its natural form and crafted. For 

example: Francesco I de Medici’s studiolo, Franz Ferdinand II, and Rudolph II. 
516 Vidi corallii fruticem multis ramis ornatum qui centum thaleris aestimatus fuit. Potest etiam pluris 

vendi. Appetentis enim luxus aestimari non potest. Multi sunt qui singularia quaedam metallica ac 

insolentes naturae excrescentias immenso aestimant precio cum tamen inutiles sint.’ De Boodt, 

Gemmarum, 159. Thanks to Tom Deneire for his help with the Latin translations. 
517  For example the artists Johannes Goedaert, Otto Marseus van Schrieck and and Maria Sybilla 

Merian. Findlen, Paula. ‘Natural History’, in: Katharine Park and Lorraine Daston, The Camdridge 

History of Science. Volume 3. Early Modern Science (New York: Camdridge University Press, 2008), 272-

289; Jorink, Eric. ‘Beyond the Lines of Apelles. Johannes Swammerdam, Dutch Scientific Culture and 

the Representation of Insect Anatomy’, in: Eric Jorink and Bart Ramakers (eds.), Art and Science in the 

Early Modern Netherlands. Netherlands Yearbook for the History of Art, vol. 61 (Zwolle: Waander Publishers, 

2011), 148-183, see pages 154, 157-158. 
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As we have seen in the previous chapter, Hieronymus’ father Frans I 
Francken had gathered an impressive collection of art and naturalia during his 
lifetime, which contained, among other things, a nice collection of shells and a 
box of fossils, or ‘shells turned into stones’. 518  In gallery pictures from the 
Francken workshop, shells and corals are recurrent motifs. On the table in The 
Archdukes Albert and Isabella Visiting a Collector’s Cabinet for instance (Fig.  2), are 
several branches of red coral next to some rare and beautiful shells, a large 
celestial globe, and the feathers of a bird of paradise. On the chimneybreast 
another branch of red coral (mounted in a base) is displayed next to some small 
statues and, again, some shells. In another painting from the Francken workshop, 
Interior of an art cabinet with ‘ânes iconoclastes’, a piece of coral is on display on the 
lower right corner of a table, next to what seems to be a dried fish, some shells, 
and a pair of glasses (Fig.  42). A similar type of coral is depicted in a gallery 
picture featuring Abraham Ortelius and Justus Lipsius, where it is pinned to the 
upper back wall, amidst dried animals (Fig.  43). Note that in this latter painting, 
the coral and dried sea creatures are positioned in line with a statuette of a river 
god, who in accordance with classical iconography leans on an overturned vessel 
of water.519 
 

 
Fig.  42 - Frans II Francken, detail: Interior of an art cabinet with ‘ânes iconoclastes’, 1620 or 1626 
Oil on panel, 101 x 143 cm, Chiavari: Quadreria della Società Economica di Chiavari 
 
 

 

                                                      
518 ‘een doosken met schelpen in steen verandert’. SAA, Notary H. van Cantelbeek 3371 (1617).  
519 The statuette is reminiscent to the famous antique statues of the Nile and the Tiber at the 

Capitoline Hill in Rome (which were moved there by Michel Angelo).  
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Fig.  43 - Frans II Francken, detail: A collector’s cabinet with Abraham Ortelius and Justus Lipsius, 1617 
(inscribed and dated), Oil on canvas transferred from panel, 52.5 x 73.5 cm, 
Private collection (auctioned 2011, Haboldt & Co.) 
 
  

Antwerp probate inventories confirm that coral and shells were used in artful 
objects, but also appreciated in their natural shape. One of the reasons to collect 
shells and natural branches of coral was their juxtaposition with crafted shells 
(or mother-of-pearl objects) and crafted coral. For example, one Antwerp 
collector kept in a single room  ‘a coral branch with a silver claw, a reliquary of 
mother-of-pearl with an Our Lady of coral, a coral branch, and two coral 
snakes’.520 As touched upon above, the beauty of these collectors’ arrangements 
lay in the combination of the man-made and the God-made, the artificiala and 
naturalia, united by the objects in between art and nature, all caught in a single 
view.  

Like all naturalia in collectors’ cabinets, coral had broader cultural 
connotations. First of all, coral was related to the myth of Medusa. In Ovid’s 
Metamorphoses, Neptune violated the young Medusa in the temple of Minerva, 
who was so angry that she punished the beautiful Medusa by turning her into an 
evil creature who petrified anyone who looked at her. When Perseus finally 
beheaded Medusa, he took her head as a trophy with him. When the hero laid 
down the head of Medusa on a beach, some of her blood came into contact with 
seaweed, whereupon it was petrified into red coral. Sea nymphs marvelled, took 
the coral and spread it over the seas of the world.521 Found and harvested in the 
Mediterranean, it is hardly a surprise that coral was associated with the sea, and 
seventeenth-century Antwerp painters frequently adorned Neptune as well as 
other marine figures like Amphitrite, Venus, and sea nymphs were with 
accessories of coral and shells.522  

 

                                                      
520  The collection of the merchant Peter Licea: ‘eenen coraeltack met eenen silveren clauw, een 

religuaris van peirlemoeyer met een Lievrouwken van corael, een coralen tacxken, twee corale 

slangeskens.’ Duverger, Anwerpse kunstinventarissen vol. V, 225-228; Notary P. de Breuseghem 742 

(1644–1645). Peter Licea (d. 1645) was chapelmaster of the Our Lady Chapel in the St. Jacob’s church 

(see: estate Margriet Briers, widow Hendrik van Balen. Notary H. van Cantelbeck, 3393). There are 

plenty of other examples of ‘branches of coral’ in Antwerp collections. Usually they are mentioned 

next to crafted coral. 
521 Ovid, Metamorphoses, Book IV, 706-803. 
522  For example: Jan I Brueghel and Frans II Francken, Perseus liberates Andromeda (Antwerp: 

Rubenshuis), see chapter 3. In the story of Perseus and Andromeda petrifaction plays an important 

role. There are, of course, also Italian examples, such as Vasari’s famous Perseus and Andromeda for 
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Coral was known in the Southern Netherlands long before it became a 
popular naturalium in the cabinets of curiosities of the late sixteenth and early 
seventeenth century. When Dürer travelled to Antwerp in 1520, a branch of white 
coral was presented to him as a gift by his host Joost Plankfelt.523 It was also 
known to Netherlandish painters of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuriesl Jan 
and Hubert van Eyck, for example, painted coral on the panel of the Hermits of 
the Ghent Altarpiece. Marjolijn Bol has recently argued that the gemstones on the 
altarpiece, flowing from the fountain, were signs of Paradise on earth, which 
natural philosophers considered to be an actual place. The hermits on the panel 
to the left were on their way to Redemption, but had not yet reached the Garden 
of Delights.524 Less valuable than the paradisal gemstones, the coral painted on 
the panel of the Hermits was likely associated with the faith of mortals on earth 
in the physical sacrifice of Christ. Although largely ignored by art historians, the 
gemstones and coral on the Ghent Altarpiece were remarked upon by 
contemporaries.525 When Marcus van Vaernewyck described the paintings and 
objects that needed protection during the Beeldenstorm in Ghent, he noted that in 
the panel of the Hermits ‘from the mossy stones coral seems to grow’. Elsewhere, 
Van Vaernewyck described how the precious coral rosaries, meant for devotion, 
had also been subject to the rage of the iconoclasts.526   

 

                                                      
Francesco I de Medici’s studiolo (where coral was collected). Acidini, Cristina. The Medici, Michelangelo 

and the Art of Late Renaissance Florence  (New Haven and London: Yale University Press 2002), 55. See 

also the discussion of Cellini’s Perseus and Andromeda: Michael Cole, ‘Cellini’s Blood’, The Art Bulletin 

vol. 81 (1999), 215-235, see pages 228-229. For the mythological metamorphoses associated with coral 

see also: Grasskamp, Anna, ‘Metamorphose in Rot. Die Inszenierung von Korallen-fragmenten in 

Kunstkammern des 16. und 17. Jahrhunderts’, in: Jessica Ullrich und Antonia Ulrich (eds.), 

Metamorphosen (Berlin: Neofelis Verlag UG 2013), 13-24. 
523 ‘Einen Ast weißer Koralle’. From the same Joost Plankfelt he also received ‘Eine indianische Nuss 

mehr ein alt türkische Geissel’. See: Unverfehrt, Gerd, Da sah ich viel köstliche Dinge: Albrecht Dürers Reise 

in die Niederlande (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht 2007), 219. 
524 Several other fifteenth-century paintings testify to the presence of gemstones in the waters of 

paradise, often in combination with branches of red coral. For example: Hieronymus Bosch, Garden of 

Delights (Madrid: Prado); Joachim Patinir, Charon Crossing the River Styx (Madrid: Prado); Master of 

Rotterdam, Saint John of Patmos (Rotterdam: Boijmans van Beuningen); Joachim Patinir, The Penitence 

of Saint Jerome (New York: Metropolitan). Marjolijn Bol, ‘Gems in the Water of Paradise. The 

Iconography and Reception of Heavenly Stones in the Ghent Altarpiece’, in: Christina Currie (ed.), Le 

dessin sous-jacent dans la peinture. Colloquium Van Eyck Studies, Brussels, 19-21 September 2012, (Leuven: 

Peeters Publishers, forthcoming 2016).  
525  Bol discusses contemporary ideas about paradisal waters, which were thought to contain 

gemstones. Through the four rivers from Paradise these gemstone were spread on earth. Bol, ‘Gems 

in the Water of Paradise’. 
526 Marcus van Vaernewyck, Van die beroerlicke tijden in die Nederlanden en voornamelick in Ghendt 1566-

1568, ed. by Ferdinand Vanderhaeghen (Ghent: Annoot-Braeckman, 1872-1881), 87; 145. 
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Rosaries, through which believers honoured the life and sacrifice of 
Christ, were traditionally made of coral, as the material was associated with the 
blood not only of Medusa but also of Jesus.527 The devotion to the Blood of Christ 
was especially strong in the Southern Netherlands; the legendary relic of the 
Holy Blood in Bruges (where solidified blood becomes fluid again: a miraculous 
metamorphosis in Christian context) is but one example of this cult. 528 
Netherlandish painters made the connection too. Joos van Cleve was among the 
artists who depicted the sleeping Christ child wearing a coral rosary with a 
branch of coral (Fig.  44).529 The coral is one of the details in Van Cleve’s Virgin 
and Child that points to the foreshadowing of His suffering and sacrifice.530  

 

                                                      
527 Sometimes in combination with mountain crystal; associated with Godly Light. For a discussion of 

coral’s ‘special position in Christian imagery’ see: Pointon, Brilliant Effects, 134-136. 
528 Underhill, Evelyn. ‘The fountain of life: an iconographical study’, Burlington Magazine XVII (1910), 

102-103. 
529 Other examples are: the Virgin and child with a rosary with a branch of natural coral, by a follower 

of Hugo van der Goes around 1485, National Gallery London, inv. Nr. NG3066; anonymous, Triptych of 

the holy kinship, also with Virgin and a baby Christ with a rosary with a branch of coral, ca 1520-1530, 

Museum M Leuven, inv. Nr. S/8/O. Famous Italian examples are: Piero della Francesca, Senigallia 

Madonna, ca 1470, Galleria nazionale delle Marche, Urbino; A. Mantegna, Madonna della Vittoria, 1495-

6, Paris: Musée de Louvre. Thanks to Ruben Suykerbuyk and Maarten Bassens for pointing me to the 

examples in London and Leuven. 
530 Maryan Ainsworth does not mention the coral as one of those details, but the coral may also be 

interpreted as a foreshadowing of Christ’s suffering and sacrifice. Ainsworth, Maryan et. al. Exh. Cat.: 

From Van Eyck to Bruegel. Early Netherlandish Painting in the Metropolitan Museum of Art (New York: The 

Metropolitan Musuem of Art, 1998), 360-363. Reindert Falkenburg discusses the association between 

prayer beads and the consumption of fruit and wine in Flemish paintings of the Virgin and Child: 

Falkenburg, Reindert L., The Fruit of Devotion: Mysticism and the Imagery of Love in Flemish Paintings of the 

Virgin and Child, 1450-1550 (Amsterdan and Philadelphia: John Benjamins Pub., 1994), 85. See also: Hand, 

John Oliver, Joos van Cleve. The Complete Paintings (New Haven and London: Yale University Press 2004), 

149.  
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Fig.  44 - Joos van Cleve (and a collaborator), Virgin and Child, ca. 1525 
Oil on panel, 72.1 x 54 cm, Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York 
 
 

 
As one would expect in Counter-Reformation Antwerp, many inventories 
contained coral rosaries or other devotional objects such as the aforementioned 
‘reliquary of mother-of-pearl with an Our Lady of coral’.531 But apparently not 
everyone appreciated the use of coral in religious objects: in 1622 the Antwerp 
goldsmith Hendrik van Paesschen (1571–1638) got into a conflict with the 
Portuguese merchant Francisco Rodrigues d’Evora over a branch of coral in a 
Calvary.532 A year earlier d’Evora had commissioned the goldsmith to make a 

 

                                                      
531 SAA, Notary P. de Breuseghem 742 (1644–1645). 
532 SAA, Notary F. Marcellis 2587 (1621–1623) 4-4v. See also: Duverger, Antwerpse Kunstinventarissen vol. 

II (Brussels: Koninklijke Academie voor Wetenschappen, Letteren en Schone Kunsten van Belgie, 

1985), 246-247. 
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Calvary on an ebony base, with some figures ‘naer het leven’, for the substantial 
amount of 10 pounds Flemish.533 When Van Paesschen delivered the Calvary, 
d’Evora refused to pay for it, as he said he had not wished for the figures of monks 
that the goldsmith had made. Nor was the Portuguese merchant charmed by the 
coral branch, which he wished removed from the object. An angry Van Paesschen 
replied that he was not sure he could take the branch out, whereupon he left 
d’Evora’s house agitated, taking the Calvary with the coral branch with him. 
According to witnesses he said that the object would ‘not be brought back until I 
get my money’. 534 

 

Metamorphoses and the origins of gems 
In 1549 an extravagant celebration was held in honour of Philip II at the castle of 
Binche. One of the most extraordinary features of the event was a crafted wall of 
rock and red coral, from which wine flowed into the cups of the attendees (Fig.  
45).535 The artificial rock-wall in the ‘Enchanted Room’ resembled the artificial 
grottos that had become fashionable garden elements among the elite, and which 
were often decorated with shells, coral, and crystals.536 As Allete Fleischer has 
argued, grottos were places of embodied knowledge: pieces of ‘artful nature’, 
which addressed questions about nature and particularly about the origins of 
stones.537 Grottos appealed to the imagination because of this combination of 
preciousness, luxury, marvellous nature, and naturalists’ theories.538   

 

                                                      
533 Approximately 60 gulden. In 1593 Hendrik van Paesschen (1571–1638) married Magdalena Briers 

(sister of Margriet Briers, wife of the painter Hendrik van Balen). Van Paesschen lived in Paris for 

several years before returning to Antwerp, where he also worked as a coiner at the mint. His son Jan 

Adriaen van Paesschen was apprenticed to Hendrik van Balen. See: Hemeldonck, Grootwerk. For the 

debt of the apprenticeship of his Jan Adriaen see: SAA, Notary H. Van Cantelbeck, 3393 (1639). 
534 SAA, Notary F. Marcellis 2587 (1621–1623). See also: Duverger, Antwerpse Kunstinventarissen vol. II, 

246-247. 
535 Kerkhoff, Jacqueline, Maria van Hongarije (1505-1558). Tot plichtsbetrachting uitverkoren (Hilversum: 

Verloren, 2008), 153. 
536 There were also miniature grottos made as collectables. Franz Ferdinand II (uncle of Rudolph II) 

had in his collection at Schloss Ambrass ‘a glass-fronted wooden box with mirrors affixed to the side 

panels in which is constructed a grotto of pearls, shells and mother-of-pearl interspersed with 

branches of coral and figures (nereids and sea beasts) carved from red coral, the whole surmounted 

by a large branch of coral on which hangs, carved in coral, the crucified Christ.’ According to Pointon, 

‘the crucifix in this miniature grotto was probably a later addition serving to legitimise this pagan 

display’. Pointon, Brilliant Effects, 127. 
537 Fleischer, Alette, ‘Into the Light: Crystals and the Recreation of Nature in Seventeenth-Century 

Garden Caves and Cabinets’, History of Technology 29 (2009), 115. See also: Morel, Philippe, ‘Mannerist 

Grottos in 16th-century Italy’, in: Michael W. Cole (ed.), Sixteenth-Century Italian Art, ed. (Malden MA: 

Wiley-Blackwell, 2006), 115-134. 
538 Pointon, Brilliant Effects, 133-134. 
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Fig.  45 - Anonymous, Interior of the castle Binche during the celebration for Philips II: The Enchanted Room, 
1549  
ink on paper, 40.9 x 38.7 cm, Royal Library Brussels (F12931 plano C) 
 

 
A grotto with shells and coral was also depicted by the Antwerp artist Simon de 
Vos. In De Vos’ Bacchanal in a grotto of 1634 (Fig.  46), the coral seems to grow 
directly out of the stony sides of the cave, just as do all sorts of shells. Unlike the 
transformation processes wrought by hard working artisans in Breughel’s work 
(Fig.  40), the painting by De Vos seems to refer to metamorphoses in an indirect 
manner. We see grapes and wine (and drunkenness), but also an allegory of the 
ages of man. The metamorphosis related to coral and shells must be seen in light 
of the debate on petrifaction. Petrifaction was one of the most debated types of 
natural transformation, one of the basic processes of nature, through which 
fundamental truths about nature might be revealed.  
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Fig.  46 - Simon de Vos, Bacchanal in Grotto, 1634 
Oil on panel, 53,2 x 72,5 cm, private collection 
 
 

Petrifaction and a grotto with shells were also central to several of Ovid’s 
metamorphoses. One story tells the tale of the river god Acheloüs. When Theseus 
was invited by the river god Acheloüs for a rich banquet, the god told the 
company of his love affair with the water nymph Perimele.539 Perimele’s father 
was so angry about her affair with Acheloüs that he wanted to kill her. Acheloüs 
then begged Neptune to save his beloved Perimele, upon which she was turned 
into an island, forever embraced by the river.540 Rubens and Brueghel adhered 
closely to Ovid’s description of Acheloüs’ cave, where ‘the floor was damp with 
soft moss, conchs and purple-shells paneled the ceiling’ in their The Feast of 
Acheloüs (Fig.  47).541 The painting, now in the Metropolitan Museum of Art, was 
one of the most ambitious collaborations between Rubens and Brueghel, as 

 

                                                      
539 Ovid, Metamorphoses, VIII, 547-610 (Acheloüs tells Theseus and his friends of Perimele). 
540 Acheloüs was also considered to be the mythical father of all the rivers on earth and the ultimate 

source of fresh water. According to some sources, Acheloüs was made from the tears of the petrified 

Niobe, who kept on weeping even after she was turned into stone. 
541 Ovid, Metamorphoses, VIII, ‘Acheloüs tells Theseus and his friends of Perimele’, 547-610. 
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Walter Liedtke rightly claimed.542 Its size alone, 109.5 x 165.7 cm, indicates the 
aspirations of the painters, who most likely made the work for a wealthy private 
collector. Much has been written about The Feast of Acheloüs, but here I want to 
suggest that it must be understood in the context of Antwerp’s culture of 
collecting, with its particular understanding of materiality and material 
transformation. Furthermore, I argue that this painting served as a metaphor for 
the art of painting in general, and the art of collaborative painting in 
particular.543 
 

 
Fig.  47 - Peter Paul Rubens and Jan Brueghel the Elder, The Feast of Acheloüs, ca. 1615 
Oil on panel, 108 x 163.8 cm, Metropolitan New York 
 
 
Banquets of the gods were widely collected in Antwerp. Important surviving 
examples include the Bacchanal in Grotto by De Vos and two works on copper by 
Frans II Francken (1581–1642) of grottos with feasts of the gods (e.g. Fig.  48),544 

 

                                                      
542  Liedtke, Walter A., Flemish Paintings in the Metropolitan Museum of Art vol. I (The Metropolitan 

Museum of Art, 1984), 194-198; Woollett and Van Suchtelen, Rubens & Brueghel, 60-64. 
543  Honig, Painting and the Market, 203-5. In 2017 a new volume in the series Corpus Rubenianum 

dedicated to collaboration will be published.  
544 Frans II Francken, Feast of the Gods, oil on copper, 51 x 69; Frans II Francken, Still life of shells with the 

feast of the gods, ca. 1615, oil on copper (fig. 32). This latter work depicts two figures in red and blue 
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In addition, Hendrick van Balen collaborated with Jan Brueghel the Elder as well 
as his son Jan II Brueghel (1601–1678) on paintings of feasting gods. 545  Jan 
Brueghel the Younger also depicted the Acheloüs-composition by Rubens and his 
father in the Allegory of Painting (Fig.  49). This gallery-type allegory of a diverse 
arrangement of objects forms a direct link between The Feast of Acheloüs in the 
Metropolitan, Antwerp’s culture of collecting, the metaphor of the art of 
painting, and painters’ interest in material transformation.546  
 

 
Fig.  48 - Frans Francken II, Still life of shells with the feasts of the gods, ca. 1615  
Oil on copper 
 
 

 

                                                      
garment who are very close to the figures of Theseus and Pirithoüs on the Rubens and Brueghel 

painting. It is also closely related to a work now ascribed to Hieronymus Francken II, which depicts a 

large still life of shells and coral in the front, with a triumph of Neptune beyond. Works on copper 

were particularly associated with painters’ transformative qualities (like alchemists).  
545 For instance: The wedding of Peleus and Thetis, 1608, oil on copper, 44 x 61 cm, Dresden, Staatliche 

Kunstsammlung, Gemäldegalerie Alte Meister. There is also a collaboration by Jan Brueghel the 

Younger and Hendrick van Balen: The Feast of Acheloüs, 1610-20, oil on panel, 55.9 x 92.7 cm, Dayton 

(Ohio) Art Institute (this latter painting was probably a copy based upon an original by Breughel the 

Elder). See: Woollett and Van Suchtelen, Rubens & Brueghel, 60-64. 
546 In the forthcoming volume of the series Corpus Rubenianum on portraiture, Koenraad Jonckheere 

relates the Rubens’ The Portrait of Charles the Bold to the The Feast of Acheloüs (both depicted on Jan 
Brueghel the Younger’s Allegory of painting) each other and to the power of art: the transformation 
of life into stone or wood.   
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Fig.  49 - Jan Brueghel the Younger, Allegory of painting 
Oil on copper, private collection (formerly Johnny van Haeften) 
 

 
It was unknown how coral came into existence (just as it was unknown how 
fossils, likewise popular collectables, came into existence). Collectors’ rooms 
were sites of knowledge where people tried to solve the questions raised by the 
objects right in front of them, such as coral and other problematic naturalia.547 
Coral seemed impossible to classify: was it a plant or a stone (or perhaps even an 
animal)? According to Maier, coral was one of the ‘curative stones’, which was at 
the same time vegetable and animal (just as were pearls and amber). But even 
more important was that ‘they are formed by the secrets of Nature’.548 Taking all 
this in consideration, it is no surprise that collectors were fascinated with this 
naturalia. 

As in the debate about fossils, the central issue was how it was possible 
that something of a stony hardness and quality could have the features of a living 
organism. Matter (inorganic) and form (organic) did not seem to correspond.549 

 

                                                      
547 See for example: Jorink, Reading the Book of Nature, 257-341. 
548 De Jong (ed.), Michael Maier's Atalanta fugiens, 226. 
549 Most scholars believed that fossils, those ‘jokes of natures’, had to be inorganic, some of them 

putting forward theories of how fossils actually grew in the earth. Others put forward theories about 

the organic nature of fossils, claiming that it were petrified specimens of once living organisms. Still 

others concluded that organic life forms could grow within a stone, supporting their arguments with 

examples of curious stones containing organisms within. Many collectors were involved in this 

debate, for example Ortelius with his nephew James Cole in London. Ortelius actually believed in the 
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This incongruence was fascinating for reasons we have seen before: the 
juxtapositions of forms in different materials, as well as the artful hand of nature. 
Furthermore, coral’s apparent metamorphosis from the vegetable into the 
mineral had its counterpart in the aforementioned theory of spontaneous 
generation, which was an apparent metamorphosis from the vegetable into the 
animal. Shells were popular collectables for similar reasons: the animal and the 
mineral formed a curious couple. In Hieronymus Francken’s painting (Fig.  41), 
shells, coral, insects and amphibians formed a unified whole through these 
debates on metamorphoses of the mineral, vegetable, and animal, while De Vos 
depicted shells, coral and oysters in a grotto, a site specifically pointing to 
petrifaction.    

The process of petrifaction interested collectors, painters, and natural 
philosophers alike (and even, to some extent, theologians, as we will see in last 
paragraph of this chapter). De Boodt in fact used his hands-on experience with 
the collection of emperor Rudolph II to discuss coral. In his lapidary, he writes 
that he had seen coral in different colours, of which ‘the woody twigs were partly 
transformed into stone’.550 He describes how coral comes into existence as a plant 
and then is slowly petrified by ‘petrifying juices’ in the water. The idea of stones 
formed through water was not new: Pliny had already discussed the petrifying 
qualities of some rivers, lakes and seas.551 Yet De Boodt rejects the claim (made 
by Pliny and Ovid, but also by Maier) that coral petrified when taken out of the 
water and exposed to air; if that was the case, we could not have branches of coral 
that are partly of a woody and partly of a stony substance, which De Boodt claims 
to have seen with his own eyes.552  In a kind of analogue to Francken’s painting 
(Fig.  41), the observation of nature seems to have come to predominate over the 
authority of the classical authors (although De Boodt still adopted much of Pliny 
and Francken still painted a mythological background). Whether coral first 
grows as a regular plant and is then changed by this petrifying juice, or if coral 
can only originate directly from the juice, is according to De Boodt open to 
debate. But he is convinced that coral and all other sea-plants cannot grow 

 

                                                      
possibiliby that ‘the fossilized remains of animals had somehow ‘grown’ in the earth from normally 

sized organic remains’. See: Harkness, The Jewel House, 41. 
550 ‘Vidi apud antiquarium Imperatoris varriis coloribus corallia ac cuius surculi lignose adhuc ex 

parte in corallium mutati erant, iti vt manifeste planta ipsa lignosa conspiceretur, & initium in ipsa 

corallii’, De Boodt, Gemmarum, 154. 
551 Pliny the Elder, Natural History, book II, chapter 106. 
552 Pliny the Elder, Natural History, book XXXII, chapter 11: ‘Its form is that of a shrub, and its colour 

green: its berries are white and soft while under water, but the moment they are removed from it, 

they become hard and red’. Ovid, Metamorphoses, IV, 706-752: ‘Even now corals have the same nature, 

hardening at a touch of air, and what was alive, under the water, above water is turned to stone’.  
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without the petrifying juice in water. So, it is in coral’s nature to petrify, but when 
the process of petrifaction starts, the plant eventually dies. Quite literally, De 
Boodt claims that the petrifying juices kill the plant (which can be either a 
natural aging process or a premature death if the juice works too fast).553 

The intriguing process of petrifaction was central to Bernard Palissy’s 
(1510–1590) major works. This potter-cum-natural philosopher (who designed 
and built grottos for his patrons) claimed that the true secret of nature, or the 
true Philosopher’s Stone, ‘lay, quite literally, in the realm of petrifaction rather 
than in chrysopoeia’.554 Moreover, De Boodt’s ideas on petrifaction show many 
similarities with the later arguments of the ‘chymist’ and physician Joan Baptista 
van Helmont, who, just as De Bood, originated from the Southern Netherlands. 
Van Helmont devoted two chapters to petrifaction in his Dageraed, ofte nieuwe 
opkomst der geneeskonst (first published posthumously in 1644). One chapter 
discussed the process of petrifaction in mountains and the other addressed the 
process of petrifaction in the human body.555  

The central claims of Van Helmont’s ‘chymistry’ were that all things are 
made of water and that hidden internal qualities, semina, convert water in all 
other substances in the world.556 In relation to petrifaction, this meant that all 
stones were in fact ‘children of the water’ coming from ‘stone-seed’. 557 
Translucent precious stone are formed when this stone-seed occured in pure 
water (unmixed with earth) in the mountains. Opaque stones are formed when 
the water is unclear or mixed with earth. Van Helmont does not mention coral, 

 

                                                      
553  ‘Fit enim Corallium dum succus lapidescens subit corpus ligni, id alterat & in suam naturam 

convertit, dum in eo coagulatur. Ex quibus colligitur, verisimile non esse, sub aquis, ut aliqui referunt, 

plantam plane ligneam esse & mollem, statimque e mari extractam congelascere, aut coagulari. Si 

enim hoc verum esset, nulla planta Corallii ex parte lignosa & ex parte lapidea haberi posset. Quaevis 

enim extracta subito lapidesceret. Quod tamen falsum est, ut dixi. Paulatim itaque ut in aliis aquis 

lapidescentibus contingit, succus penetrat ligni corpus, ac ligni formam & substantiam acrimonia, 

aliave qualitate mutat, atque in ipsius locum lapideum id, quod in se continet, substituit, quod 

concrescens in Corallii formam abit. An autem Coralium ex lapideo succo crescat aut generatum 

aliarum plantarum instar, demum succo dicto alteretur, dubitari posset. Ego plantam ipsam, ut 

coralinam, algam, caeterasque herbas, quae in mari ipso nascuntur, crescere non absque succo 

lapidifico autumo. Non tamen lapidescere, priusquam emoriatur. Emori autem ordinario naturae 

motu, vel agente in plantam nimis vehementer succo, qui eam necat, ac subiens & penetrans intimas 

illius partes facile transmutat.’ De Boodt, Gemmarum, 154. 
554  Newman, William R., Promethean Ambitions: Alchemy and the Quest to Perfect Nature (Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, 2004), 145-146. Palissy built grotto’s for Anne de Montmorency and 

Catherine de Medici. 
555 Van Helmont, Dageraed, chapter 24: ‘Vier-en-twintighste Pael. De steenwordinge des bergh-werck’ 

and chapter 26: ‘Ses-en-twintighste Pael. De steenwordinge in ons.’ 
556 Newman, William R. and Lawrence M. Principe, Alchemy Tried in the Fire. Starkye, Boyle and the Fate of 

the Helmontian Chymistry (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2002), 63. 
557 Van Helmont, Dageraed, 199, 204. 
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but he discusses the fertile potential of water in relation to shells. He argues that 
shells were originally made from another substance, but because of the stone-
seed in water – depending on the makeup of the water in their environment – 
the shells could further petrify. Indeed, this stone-seed could also turn other 
substances into stone. Van Helmont gives the example of the petrifaction of a 
glove owned by Emperor Fredrick that was hung partly submerged in water: the 
half in the water had turned into stone, the other half remained leather. The 
same process could occur with all kinds of material: wood, herbs, bread, iron, 
shells, fish, animals, and birds. 558  Van Helmont emphasizes that process of 
petrifaction does not create a genuine new stone, but only changes the existing 
animal or plant into a stony substance. Finally, as water can turn into stone, stone 
can turn back into water: the dripping in caves and quarries is a sign of this 
metamorphosis. These ideas about caves and petrifying juices were in fact older, 
and Van Helmont’s contribution was their integration into an all-encompassing 
natural theory. But his work demonstrates that the theories were still very much 
current and evolving in the middle of the seventeenth century.  

As early Netherlandish painters had visualized natural philosophers’ 
theories on the gems and water of Paradise, so did seventeenth-century painters 
visualize ideas about grottos as places of artful nature and petrifaction.559 Judging 
solely from their paintings, artists such as Hieronymus II and Frans II Francken, 
Ryckaert, Rubens, Brueghel, and De Vos must have been aware of the debates on 
(natural) metamorphoses – including petrifaction. In fact, their own collections 
and networks demonstated a keen interest in these kinds of issues. The engraving 
of coral fishers by Galle and Stradanus (Fig.  30), indeed proves that image-makers 
could be engaged with naturalists’ theories. As mentioned above, the caption 
states that coral in the water is ‘soft’ and when ‘the branch is taken from the 
water it is hard and red’.560 First published in 1578, this book obviously adhered 
to the classical notion that coral petrified when exposed to air.  
 

Petrifaction and images of stone 
For humanistically-educated artists, knowledge of mythological metamorphoses 
of petrifaction was self-evident: in addition to that of Medusa, the myth about 
the petrifaction of Niobe was well known. As we have seen in the previous 
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paragraphs, the naturalist debates on petrifaction were visualized by painters 
through references to grottos and classical mythology. But petrifaction also had 
a Christian connotation in relation to the debates about images of stone, as well 
as in relation to coral in particular. First, as pointed out, coral was associated with 
the Blood of Christ and His suffering (also, the transubstantiation of wine into 
the Blood of Christ was one of the most debated Catholic practices during the 
sixteenth century). More specifically, the transformation process that is 
petrifaction implied that things could last forever. Coral might die because of 
petrifaction; it also became a piece of immortal life.561 Death and immortality at 
the same time: a perfect analogue for the sacrifice of Christ and the salvation 
waiting upon true Christians.  

Second, coral was but one example of petrifaction in nature, which could 
basically be perceived as Nature making ‘images of stone’. Since ‘images of stone’ 
were a major point of debate in a religious context, this added extra importance 
to the debate on petrifaction. During the Counter Reformation the use of man-
made images made of stone was defended by using Biblical examples of stone 
statues.562 Catholic writer Martinus Duncanus, for example, defended the use of 
‘images of stone’ by claiming that petrifaction was actually described in the Bible. 
When Lot fled from Sodom with his wife and daughters, his wife looked over her 
shoulder, against explicit warnings, whereupon she was turned into a pillar of 
salt. Duncanus used this biblical story to demonstrate that ‘God himself had made 
a stone statue’. 563  God changed the wife of Lot into a ‘salt-stone statue’ as a 
warning to all the mortals who would see the statue: a visual lesson approved by 
God. In the New Testament, Christ had also referred to the petrifaction of Lot’s 
wife as a warning against disobedience. Duncanus concluded that if God made a 
stone statue as ‘eternal remembrance of history’, mortal humans must follow 
God’s example and also make and use statues to remember and ‘to see before our 
eyes’ an ‘eternal remembrance of heavenly works’.564  

A reversal of the idea of ‘images of stone’ was the well-known notion of 
saints as the ‘living images of God’, a metaphor which ran parallel to that of God 
as the first artist. 565  In the Counter Reformation classic Den bloemhof der 
kerckelicker cerimonien (1607), the Jesuit Joannes David expands the idea from 
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saints to all believers, and from images to ‘living stones’. He calls the ‘gheloovighe 
menschen’ (believing humans), the ‘levende steenen’ (living stones) who make up 
the edifice of the Church - just as ‘de materiale kercke van steene ende verscheyden 
stoffe ende stucken ghemaeckt is’ (the material church is made from stones and 
various substances and pieces).566 David, as others before him, uses the metaphor 
of humans as ‘living stones’, because it supports his central claim, namely that 
that the true Catholic Church is and should be both material and and spiritual. 
Both the physicality of devotion and visual imagery are crucial for true believers. 
To emphasize that humans themselves are physical, as ‘living stones’, he makes 
a peculiar connection between the oft-repeated argument in favor of images of 
stone and the (partly) physical nature of human beings. Related is David’s most 
important claim; that both materially and spiritually the Catholic Church 
promotes virtuous behaviour -behaviour, in turn, that could be physical or 
spiritual, or of a combined physical-spiritual nature.567  

Even though objects were material, they could have a higher, spiritual, 
meaning. Renatus Benedictus amplifies the distinction between meaning and 
material.568 Bendedictus argues that Catholic believers do not honour or worship 
gold, silver, wood, stone or any other substance as such, but the Creator of all 
substances. He also repeats the important Catholic argument that Christ himself 
is ‘the one who, for the good of us, has become substance, and has lived in 
substance’. 569  Humans should therefore ‘honour and worship the substance, 
through which we have received and obtained grace’.570 His main argument is 
that substance – or material objects and practices – are all-important to true 
Catholic belief and tradition. Benedictus therefore writes fiercely about the ‘life-
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making blood of Jesus Christ’ and the importance of the ‘Calvary, the living stone, 
the holy grave, origin and fountain of our resurrection’.571  

Returning now to the Calvary with a branch of coral made by goldsmith 
Henrick van Paesschen, it becomes clear that such a collectable was one of those 
material objects (like the many coral rosaries) important in Antwerp’s Counter 
Reformation not just because of its sacred meaning, but also because of the 
association of coral with the Blood of Christ and coral’s substance as a ‘living 
stone’. For contemporaries this association was probably so obvious that the 
goldsmith Van Paesschen had naturally assumed that his client d’Evora would 
like a branch of coral in his Calvary – an immortal piece of petrified life as a 
remembrance of Christian salvation. 
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Frans II Francken, detail: The cabinet of a collector, 1617,  
oil on panel, 77 x 119 cm, The Royal Collection England (photo: Royal Collection Trust / © Her Majesty 

Queen Elizabeth II 2015) 
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3. Dried goods on display   
  
 
 

The forefathers of Rubens 
Close to Antwerp’s Grote Markt, Peter Rubens, the great-grandfather of Peter 
Paul Rubens, ran a successful grocery. When Peter died in 1527, his son 
Bartholomeus took over the business. Bartholomeus, Rubens’ grandfather, was 

officially registered as an apothecary by 1531.572 In 1529 he had married Barbara 
Arents Spierinck, who came from a family of lawyers and civic servants. Portraits 
of the couple were made (probably by Jacob Claesz van Utrecht) to commemorate 
their wedding; the diptych is now on display in the Rubenshuis (Fig.  50).573 The 
young Bartholomeus is depicted with two pieces of gum Arabic, an expensive 
import sold by apothecaries and used in the manufacture of medicines, glue, ink, 
and as a binder in different kinds of paint. Barbara’s chain with a gold-and-coral 
rosary (most likely with a pomander, a scented jewel filled with spices) was a 
common motif on female portraits from this period.574 After the early death of 
Bartholomeus it was Barbara’s brother, Jan Arents Spierinck, who tutored his 
nephew Jan Rubens (1530–1587), father of the famous painter. From these lessons 
Jan Rubens probably acquired his excellent Latin skills and became interested in 
law and civic administration.575 Whereas Jan Rubens followed in the footsteps of 
his uncle and became a lawyer, the Arents-Spierinck-side of the family continued 
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the business in spices. The grocer Jan ‘Jansszoene’ Arents Spierinck (d. 1611) was 
probably the son of Jan Arents Spierinck Senior, and hence a full cousin of Jan 
Rubens and great-uncle of Peter Paul Rubens.576 When this Jan ‘Jansszoene’ Arents 
Spierinck, ‘specery vercooper’, died in 1611 a probate inventory was drawn up. The 
stories of Spierinck and his colleague grocers and apothecaries - their trade, their 
collections, their networks - are the subject of this chapter.  
 

 
Fig.  50 - Jacob Claesz. Van Utrecht (attr.), Bartholomeus Rubens and Barbara Arents, ca. 1530 
Oil on panel, Rubenshuis, Antwerp 
 
 
This chapter discusses herbs and spices, plants and minerals, resins and gums, 
sugars and anises, waxes and honeys: the ‘materia medica’ and naturalia that 
were sold by apothecaries, druggists, distillers, and grocers in early seventeenth-
century Antwerp. Their probate inventories tell us that they were actors in the 
trade in collectables, while some also gathered impressive collections 
themselves. Among them there were connoisseur-collectors from Antwerp’s 
elite, with collections of paintings, books, objets d’art, maps, jewellery, and 
musical instruments. Their shop materials indicate their professional knowledge: 
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they were experts in the qualities of the natural goods they sold and were 
experienced in processing ingredients into high-quality end products. Common 
goods, such as cloves and fennel, were found in nearly  every shop, while some 
individuals specialized in particular goods, such as plant seeds or wax, or in 
particular practices, such as distillation.  

In this chapter, I argue that some apothecaries and grocers, who were the 
experts in the processing of natural goods and the trade in naturalia, belonged 
to the critical mass of knowledgeable citizens with collections,. Some of their 
shops may have functioned as places of conversation and their shop displays as 
conversation pieces – much as did private collectors’ rooms. I show that natural 
objects (and depictions of nature) were displayed in Antwerp collections as part 
of encyclopaedic collections, and that they were understood as existing in 
harmony with man-made objects and with religious and devotional objects. In 
what follows, objects such as religious paintings, scriptural emblem books, and 
wax votive objects are discussed alongside objects such as dried animals, distilled 
chemical medications, and seeds and bulbs.  
 

Apothecaries and the culture of collecting 
It has been argued that natural history was the ‘big science’ of the seventeenth 
century, both in terms of money and people invested and in regard to new ways 
of understanding the world. Of great importance were descriptive information, 
tactile experience, and depictions of nature, as discussed in the Introduction.577 
As artisans-merchants, apothecaries and grocers have been credited with playing 
a crucial role in these new ways of knowing the natural world. Paula Findlen and 
others have demonstrated the vital importance of the collections of apothecaries 
and pharmacists for the history of collecting and the history of science, while 
Claudia Swan has argued that the collections of apothecaries could embody 
interests that far exceeded the purely medical and pharmaceutical.578    
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The professional activities and collections of apothecaries, grocers, and 
druggists in early seventeenth-century Antwerp lay at the intersection of 
mercantile interest, artisanal experience, medical-pharmaceutical knowledge, 
and the culture of collecting. The Antwerp practitioners discussed here fit into 
the known historiography of collecting and natural history on the one hand; on 
the other hand their stories add something new because they have not been 
investigated before. They are mostly figures that are not very well documented 
but belong to the large group of practitioners who, according to Cook and Smith, 
played an important role in the new ways of knowing about the world.579 They 
had tacit knowledge of the material objects they manufactured, collected, and 
traded, and, as such, played their part in the knowledge society of the early 
seventeenth century. 

Little is known about apothecaries, grocers, and druggists in early 
seventeenth-century Antwerp, a period that is overshadowed by the sixteenth 
century, when Antwerp became the staple market of the Portuguese spice trade. 
After the Blockade of the Scheldt, the import of Asian spices depended upon 
merchants residing in the Dutch Republic (among them were many of Southern 
Netherlandish descent).580 At times the Blockade made trade more difficult, but 
it was primarily a fiscal barrier rather than a physical one.581 As the inventories 
from early seventeenth-century Antwerp demonstrate, the supply of Asian 
spices did not dry up, not even before the signing of the Twelve Years’ Truce in 
1609. The sixteenth century had also been the ‘Golden Age’ of natural history in 
the Southern Netherlands, starring the ‘big three’: Carolus Clusius (1526–1609), 
Rembert Dodoens (Dodonaeus) (1517–1585), and Matthias L’Obel (Lobelius) 
(1538–1616). In the same period, the fame of the garden of the Antwerp 
apothecary Pieter van Coudenberg spread all over Europe, while the Plantin 
Press played a crucial role in the distribution of botanical knowledge.582 Other 
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actors were the many Antwerp artists who worked on botanical illustrations, 
such as the engraver Pieter van den Borcht, who were imperative for the 
visualization of knowledge.583   

With the establishment of the botanical garden at Leiden University and 
the professorship of Clusius there in 1593, the Dutch city became a centre of 
botany and natural history. Many people in the Leiden network of ‘liefhebbers’ of 
nature were, like Clusius, emigrants from the Southern Netherlands.584 These 
Northerners’ relations with the Plantin-Moretus Press in Antwerp, where some 
of Clusius’ main works were published in the early seventeenth century, also 
remained tight.585 One couple in particular were central in this Antwerp-Leiden 
network: Christoph Plantin’s daughter Catharina (1553–1622) and her husband, 
the aforementioned grocer Jan Arents, also called Spierinck (d. 1611). 
 

Shops and warehouses 
When the ‘cruijdenier’ (grocer, spice merchant, or spicer) Jan Spierinck married 
Catharina Plantin in 1575, he was already well established in the spice business. 
He was one of the merchants who had profited from Antwerp’s central position 
in the Portuguese spice trade, which had been foundational in Antwerp’s rise as 
the most important trading metropolis in Northern Europe. Spierinck also 
witnessed how the crisis in the Netherlands disrupted his spice trade, and in 
those troubled years in the 1570s and 1580s he moved from Antwerp to Cologne, 
to Hamburg, to Leiden, and finally back to Antwerp. 

The spice trade in Antwerp created a large local supply of exotic spices, 
pigments, and ‘materia medica’ (somewhat similar to Venice: famous for its 
apothecary shops and pharmaceutical innovations).586 The Portuguese trade had 
originally consisted mainly of sugar from Madeira and malaguetta-pepper, ivory, 
and gold from West Africa, while the great influx of Indian spices, diamonds and 
pearls began somewhat later in the sixteenth century. 587  Goods from the 
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Americas found their way to Antwerp too. Massive warehouses were filled with 
commodities for wholesale trade, while sailors also brought home all kinds of 
exotic collectables from the East and West Indies in their own sea chests. 
Numerous exotic goods soon became known as having medicinal properties. The 
most prominent novelties from the Americas were tobacco, chocolate, 
sarsaparilla, sassafras, and cinchona. From the Far East tea, camphor, and opium 
were thought highly curative.588  

After the ships anchored in the harbour, exotic goods were transported to 
the warehouses and to the shops of grocers and apothecaries. Traditionally, 
grocers and apothecaries belonged to the guild of the ‘meerseniers’, which was 
exceptional in the sense that it was not as clearly connected to a particular craft 
as most other guilds. The ‘meerse’ was the guild of merchants and shopkeepers, 
but also of grocers, apothecaries and ‘druggists’, basically uniting all small 
business owners working with standard measures and weights. 589  Rich 
merchants and large firms were not necessarily associated with the guild. There 
was a general division between grocers who were wholesale merchants with 
large warehouses (dealers in ‘gross’), and practitioners like apothecaries and 
druggists who sold from shops. 590  But the products they sold could be very 
similar. Their occupation could be artisanal in the sense that some practitioners 
processed and fabricated their goods; for apothecaries this had traditionally been 
the production of salves and plasters, and the preservation or extraction of 
natural products in oils or distillations.   

The Antwerp ‘meerse’ monitored the production of these products. In 1517 
the regulations of the guild were beautifully recorded on parchment, and then 
pasted on wood to form the ‘meerse’ triptych. Shaped in the (authoritative) form 
of an altarpiece, this official version of the regulations provided practitioners 
with the correct recipes for salves and plasters. Deviating from the prescribed 
recipes was strictly forbidden, from which we may assume that some 
practitioners did, in fact, deviate from those recipes. They could, for instance, 
pinch on expensive ingredients, and the authenticity of high-value products was 
a great concern for the guild. Several regulations mention imitation or 
counterfeiting, in particular the counterfeiting of saffron, the most expensive 
spice of all (Guicciardini pityingly noticed that saffron and other valuable spices 
of did not grow in the Low Countries), by colouring another substance or mixing 
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it with cheaper ingredients. 591  The 1517 ordinance was revised several times 
during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, in 1540, 1595, and 1659.592  

Furthermore, the meerse rules dictated that the ‘salves, plasters […] and all 
the preserved spices of the apothecaries’ should be made as prescribed by 
physicians and the deans of the guild. 593 These regulations confirm the clear 
distinction between the ‘empirical’ apothecaries (and other medical 
practitioners) on the one hand, and university trained medical doctors on the 
other. As they were artisans rather than scholars, the apothecaries’ practices 
were regulated by physicians in most cities. Physicians had the power to inspect 
apothecary shops and examine apprentices, while there were also regulations 
related to specific recipes and the ingredients of medications.594 For this reason 
the Antwerp-based writer Richard Verstegan, in his book on the occupations of 
different artisans, Beschrijvinghe van de Proprieteyten oft eyghendommen, van de 
differente soorten van Ambacht-slieden (1630), calls the apothecary the ‘den ondersaet 
van den Doctoor (the subject of the physician’), ‘en moet sijn Ordonnantien als Edicten 
van eenen Coninck onderhouden’ (‘whose ordinances he should obey as though they 
were the edicts of a king’).595 The Antwerp physicians themselves were thus in a 
position of authority, though they did not establish their institutional body, the 
Antwerp Collegium Medicum, until 1620, relatively late and after years of 
planning. It seated physicians exclusively.596    

Apothecaries had more expertise than did physicians in the (natural) 
matter that they processed, fabricated, and sold.  Like other early modern cities, 
Antwerp had dozens of unregulated medical practitioners. From charlatans to 
wise women, from distillers to travelling professors of secrets, many tried to 
make money on the medical marketplace. The less fortunate often had no choice 
but to turn to cheaper medical aid instead of making an expensive visit to a 
physician. And physicians themselves were sometimes considered to be no better 
than your everyday charlatan. The French dramatist Molière (1622–1673) 
famously mocked physicians in L’Amour Médecin (1665) when he described the 
perpetual physician’s advice of ‘clyster, bleed, purge’ or, if that did not work, 
‘purge, bleed, clyster’.597 Colonic, bloodletting, and vomiting as the holy trinity of 

 

                                                      
591 Wittop Koning, ‘De rol van Antwerpen in de geschiedenis van de pharmacie’, 1-2. Guicciardini, 

Beschrijvinghe van alle de Nederlanden, 8. 
592 Wittop Koning, ‘De rol van Antwerpen in de geschiedenis van de pharmacie’, 4. 
593 SAA, VW145. 
594 Cook, ‘Medicine’, 220. 
595 Verstegan, Ambacht-slieden, 13. 
596 Wittop Koning, ‘De rol van Antwerpen in de geschiedenis van de pharmacie’, 3. 
597 Molière, L’Amour Médecin (first published: 1665). ‘Give a clyster (enema), Then bleed the patient, 

Afterwards purge him. Rebleed him, repurge him and reclyster him.’ 
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medicine. In Le Malade imaginaire (1673), Molière again mocks the false learning 
of some physicians who blindly follow the ancients, while he scorns the main 
character for his hypochondria and belief in occult powers.598 

Even more than in Molière’s time, early seventeenth-century medicine 
was still very much based on the ancient Galenic theory of the four humours 
(blood, yellow bile, black bile, and phlegm) and associated temperaments 
(sanguine, choleric, melancholic, and phlegmatic). An imbalance of the humours 
was thought to cause physical and psychological problems, and this as well as 
one’s temperment was taken into account when prescribing medications or 
performing minor operations (like bloodletting). Diet recommendations and the 
administering of medication were dictated by humour theory, although the 
belief in particular medications for particular diseases was increasingly coming 
into vogue. There was a debate between the proponents of polypharmacy and 
the proponents of the ‘simples’, who claimed that medicines ought to be made 
from a single mineral, plant, or animal ingredient.599 In addition, iatrochemistry, 
which recommended chemically produced medicines, saw a steady rise in 
popularity. As apothecaries had the expertise to produce chemical medications 
(and of the used natural ingredients), their shops could become places of debate.  
 

Spice merchant and book agent 
The marriage between Jan Spierinck and Catharina Plantin affirmed the 
friendship between the grocer and his friend and now father-in-law, Christophe 
Plantin. From the moment they were married, Catharina Plantin was not only a 
wife, but also a business partner to Spierinck. Above the shop of their house ‘Het 
Vosken’ (The Fox), there were two ‘comptoirs’, or offices: one belonging to Jan and 
the other to Catharina. Plantin’s daughter kept 60 books in her office, among 
them two Bibles (one in Dutch and one in French), the Dutch Medecyn boec by 
Carel Baten, a French book on the Lantwinninghen (most likely Charles Etienne’s 
L’agriculture et maison rustique), the book of the Joyous Entry of Duke Albert, and 
a picture Bible.600 Catharina decorated her ‘comptoir’ with four paintings (a Christ 
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of science volume 3. Early Modern Science (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 2008), 518-540, see 

page 536. 
599 Eamon, ‘Science and Medicine in Renaissance Venice’, 719. 
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Child, a Resurrection, a Virgin, and a Saint Michael601) and three maps ‘of paper 
pasted on canvas’ of Brabant, Hainaut, and Atrecht. Among the other luxury 
objects she kept in this sanctuary were two mirrors, a wrought silver figure of 
Christ, an ‘Indian garment’, five rosaries, two mother-of-pearl spoons with silver 
handles, a small alabaster statuette of a child, and a collection of crystal glasses, 
cups and plates (some with cut figures). As was common in this period the room 
was used for multiple purposes, and there were also closets and chests with all 
kinds of garments as well as quite a large amount of currency from several 
regions, worth over 100 gulden.602  

The office, or comptoir, is often considered as the quintessentially 
masculine room in the early modern house, a place where business and 
knowledge met. The comptoir, or studiolo, was a sanctuary where books and 
collected objects were kept, a secluded space of study and business. Catharina, 
however, had here own comptoir, which was, as the money, the books, and the 
other objects in the room indicate, indeed a room of business and study. As the 
example of Catharina and other women demonstrate, some Antwerp women 
were involved in business and well-read.603 In fact, Catharina had been involved 
in business enterprises from the early age of twelve or thirteen, when she was an 
intermediary between the Parisian linen and lace-merchant Pierre Gassen and 
laceworkers in the Southern Netherlands.604 Her father proudly wrote to one of 

 

                                                      
by the Plantin Press of 1566 (De Landtwinninge ende hoeve van M. Kaerle Stevens). See: Velde, J.-J. van de. 

‘Zuid- en Noordnederlandsche kruid- en tuinboeken vóór 1800. Van Jacob van Maerlant tot 

Franciscus van Sterbeeck’, in: Verslagen en mededelingen van de Koninklijke Vlaamse Academie voor Taal- 

en Letterkunde (1931), 635-638. The book by Carel Baten was Medecyn boec. Daer inne alle uitwendighe, 

ende inwendighe parthyen des menschen lichaems, met alle hare sieckten ende ghebreken, van den hoofde af, 

tot de voeten toe, begrepen zijn (Dordrecht: Jan Canin, 1593, second edition). This was a Dutch translation 

of Christophorus Wirtsung’s Artzney-buc. 
601 ‘twee schilderykens op panneel olie verve zonder lyste, deen wesende infans Christi ende d’ander 

zynder veryssenisse’ and ‘een Mariebeelt op paneel olieverve in lyste eenen Sinte Michiels broer oick 

op paneel olie verve in lyste’. SAA, Notary H. van Cantelbeck, 3365 (1611). 
602 It is also noted that she carried some of the money with her at the moment the inventory was 

drawn up. SAA, Notary H. van Cantelbeck, 3365 (1611). 
603 See also: Van Aert, ‘Tussen norm en praktijk’. Women in the Court of Beguines were also involved 

in business and did their own accounting. Beguines (unlike nuns) kept personal property and 

supported themselves financially. See: Moran, Sarah Joan, ‘Of Locked Doors and Open Windows: 

Architectural Strategies at the Court Beguinages in the Seventeenth Century’, Chicago Art Journal 20 

(2010), 2-27. In Duverger’s work, there are numerous last wills and probate inventories (some quite 

rich) of Beguines. A number of these women came from wealthy families. Duverger, Antwerpse 

Kunstinventarissen vols. I-XII.  
604 She was Pierre Gassen’s chief agent (‘gouvernante’) in the Netherlands, and at the age of fourteen 

she had already travelled alone to Malines to ‘recruit workwomen’. Voet, Leon, The Golden Compasses. 

The History of the House of Plantin-Moretus 2 vols. (Amsterdam: Vangendt & Co et. Al., 1969-1927), 143, 

145-146. 
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his correspondents about the business talents of his daughter Catharina.605 In his 
description of the Netherlands from 1567, Guicciardini had already noted with 
amazement the great liberty enjoyed by Netherlandish women, whose activities 
extended from the domestic into the sphere of business.606  

Through Catharina’s business contacts with Pierre Gassen she met her 
first husband, Jehan Gassen, Pierre’s nephew.607 They married in June 1571 and 
Catharina left Antwerp for Paris, where she moved in the same circle as the 
apothecary Pierre Porret, a close friend of her father.608 After the early death of 
Jehan Gassen in 1574 Catharina returned to Antwerp, where she married the 
grocer Jan Arents Spierinck on 26 November 1575.609 Together with Jan Moretus, 
the Spierinck-Plantin couple went in 1576 to the annual fair at Frankfurt, where 
Spierinck had a shop (‘taberna’).610 The tense political situation in the Netherlands 
then prevented Catharina and Jan from returning to Antwerp. After interludes in 
Cologne and Hamburg, they lived in Leiden for some years in the 1580s.611 In these 
troubled years away from Antwerp Jan acted as an agent for the Plantin Press, 
selling Plantin’s Polyglot Bibles among other books.612 From Leiden Spierinck 
wrote about the difficulties and the ‘fresh courage’ needed for ‘starting anew’, 
after being forced to leave behind ‘diverse goods’ in Hamburg. But he was 
grateful for the help of his father-in-law and wrote that ‘we are now doing quite 

 

                                                      
605 Plantin wrote this to Cayas. Voet, The Golden Compasses, 145-146. The grocer and brandy distiller 
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609  Voet, The Golden Compasses, 155. The inventory lists the marriage contract (‘contract van 
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Spierinck Jansszoene specery vercooper’ and ‘Catharina Plantin Christoffels dochter’. Notary H. van 

Cantelbeck, 3365 (1611). 
610 Voet, The Golden Compasses, 155-156. 
611  From Cologne, Spierinck wrote to his brother-in-law Jan Moretus, stating his gratitude that 

Moretus checked on his house every now and then, since it was occupied by soldiers. Denucé, J. (ed.), 

Correspondance de Christophe Plantin. Vol. V (Antwerp: De Nederlansche Boekhandel and The Hague: 

Martinus Nijhoff, 1915) 226-229 (letter 753, Plantin Archive, Registre Renette f. 39). 
612 Voet, The Golden Compasses, 156.  
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a good trade here and it gets better every day so that I hope we shall earn a 
livelihood’.613   

Despite the economic difficulties, Spierinck was able to provide assistance 
to an apothecary newly arrived in town: Christiaen Porret (1554–1627), the son 
of Plantin’s good friend Pierre Porret. In a letter of 1583, Pierre Porret expressed 
his gratitude to Plantin for the support Spierinck gave to his son.614 Pierre hoped 
that the environment of Leiden would do his son Christiaen some good. These 
wishes seem to have been fulfilled: during the next 44 years of his life in Leiden, 
Porret established a successful apothecary’s shop and gained fame for his 
fabulous collection and garden, as Claudia Swan has established.615  

In Antwerp and later in Leiden, Jan Spierinck moved in circles where new 
religious ideas were freely discussed. It is very possible that he was an adept of 
the ‘Family of Love’, as were many in Plantin’s network. The ‘Familists’, as they 
were called, advocated an internal spiritual piety that they considered just as 
important as learning from the Bible. They opposed both Catholic dogma and 
Protestant doctrine. Instead, they believed in the harmony of all the faithful in 
the tradition of Erasmian moral humanism. Familists were often well-educated 
merchants, and Antwerp had been their main centre in the 1560s and 1570s. 
During that period Spierinck had moved in the circle of Plantin and other non-
dogmatists, most notably the Spaniard Benito Arias Montano (1527–1598). 616 
Spierinck and Montano had met during the seven years (beginning in 1568) that 
the latter lived in Antwerp, while he worked as editor of the Polyglot Bible.617 It 
is conceivable that Spierinck’s shop served as a place of debate and exchange of 
ideas, where wide ranges of religious views were discussed, as has been 
demonstrated for apothecary’s shops in Venice.618 Just as the collection was a 
kind of conversation piece, the apothecary’s shop or grocery, with its display of 
natural goods, may have been a particular site of debate.  
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After Montano had left Antwerp, Plantin notified the Spaniard in a letter 
of the marriage of his daughter Catharine to ‘our old friend’, the ‘most merciful 
and modest’ Jan Spierinck. 619  In other letters from 1576, Plantin wrote to 
Montano about the travels of Jan and Catherine to Frankfurt and Cologne and 
their subsequent difficulties due to the political situation. Catharina and Jan 
finally returned to Antwerp in 1588 or early 1589, after Plantin filed a request for 
their return with the Spanish authorities and emphasized their loyalty to the 
Catholic Church.620 Back in the city on the Scheldt, Jan returned to his former 
business in spices, while Catherina further developed her talents as a 
businesswoman. She did at least part of the bookkeeping, and the inventory lists 
a book with outstanding debts with regard to ‘her husbands trade, written by 
herself’.621 In addition to his work in the spice trade, Spierinck was still involved 
in the sale of books from the Plantin press, in particular the projects by his 
acquaintance Montano: the Polyglot Bible and Montano’s scriptural emblem 
book Humanae salutis monumenta (more on the latter in chapter 4). Judging by 
their professional network alone, it is clear that Jan Spierinck and Catharina 
Plantin belonged to the community of the knowledgeable, to the class of self-
conscious artisan-merchants. Although they have barely been noticed by 
historians, they played an important part as traders and collectors in Antwerp’s 
art- and knowledge-economy. It is to their shops and collections, and to those of 
their colleagues, that we turn next.    
 

In sickness and in health 
In the Antwerp apothecary shop owned by Abraham van Horne (d. 1625), 
customers could admire a ‘dried crocodile hanging on a beam’, a ‘large dried 
snake, a large dried turtle’ as well as ‘a large dried tongue of a fish’ and an ‘ostrich 
egg’.622 Van Horne sold a great variety of medicinal herbs, spices, minerals, and 
animal parts, both exotic and local, unprocessed or distilled into waters and oils. 
Gardeners could go to his shop to buy seeds for their gardens, while collectors 
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might have been interested in the range of available corals and shells. The large 
quantity and diversity of natural goods must have added to Van Horne’s 
professional trustworthiness, presenting curious customers with an attractive 
shop and a naturalia collection in one. 

Drugstores were visited by people from various social backgrounds and 
served as a meeting place, much like the coffee house or the salon in later ages. 
It was a place where people spent time discussing the news and exchanging ideas,  
gossiping, or even gambling. 623  As Filippo de Vivo has argued, (Venetian) 
pharmacies were also places of where all kinds of religious ideas were freely 
debated, and they were consequently under the constant surveillance of the 
inquisition.624 Van Horne’s display of natural goods made his shop very suitable 
for debate; it is also possible that the shop owned by Jan Spierinck, who moved 
in the Familist-circle of Plantin and Montano, had functioned as a meeting place 
for debate, religious and otherwise, in Antwerp in the 1570s and 1580s.  

In the sixteenth century, Guicciardini had counted twenty-four barbers 
and surgeons and an innumerable number of ‘meersslieden’ in Antwerp. 625 
Between 1623 and 1650 there were at least 45 apothecaries active in the city.626 
To a certain extent it is possible to distinguish between medicinal apothecaries 
and non-medicinal practitioners. In Dutch, the label ‘apothecaris’ seems to have 
been more and more associated with a medical practitioner, while ‘cruijdenier’ 
(spicer, grocer), or ‘drogist’ (druggist, herbalist) were more generic terms. But on 
the other hand, labels like this were not applied according to rigorous rules; 
Abraham van Horne, for example, was definitely a medicinal practitioner but was 
called a ‘coopman-drogist’. In the first half of the seventeenth century, medical 
apothecaries became an increasingly specialized professional group, more easily 
recognizable through their particular knowledge of medications. At this time, 
the broad, sometimes bewildering, assortment of grocers became more easily 
distinguishable from specialized medicinal apothecaries. The majority of potions 
and powders for sale in the medicinal-pharmacy were explicitly for healing 
purposes, and it was also a place where the medicinal practitioner could perform 
small operations, such as bloodletting and the use of an enema.627   
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The grocer Jan Spierinck was not particularly specialized in medicines, but 
many of the goods he sold were ascribed medicinal qualities. He was a wholesaler 
but also had a shop in his house ‘Het Vosken’ (The Fox) on the Braderystraete, from 
which he sold gloves, mace, ginger (natural and candied), pepper, and cinnamon 
from the East Indies. From the Mediterranean there were almonds, saffron, 
capers, succade, canary seed, cumin, and raisins. One could also buy ‘Brazilian 
wood’ and other types of wood, as well as wine diamonds (acidics that were a by-
product of wine). In addition Spierinck sold incenses, flour, millet, and sugar.628 
For a long time, sugar from Madeira and Asia had been very rare and was 
considered to have curative powers. For this reason, ‘suikerbackers’ (sugar-bakers) 
were in competition with apothecaries: both sold sugars and ‘confit’ goods 
(candied with sugar, like ginger). 629  The high appreciation for sugar is also 
apparent from the differentiation in inventories: distinctive types of sugar such 
as candy sugar, powdered sugar, ‘Canarias sugar’ (from the Canary Islands), 
banquet sugar, brown sugar, and anise sugar are carefully listed.  

A wide variety of sugars were also for sale in the shop De Sperwer (The 
Sparrow-Hawk) on the Coepoortstrate, owned by the grocer Jan Boudaen (d. 
1607). Like Spierinck, Boudaen sold a very typical range of products from Asia 
and the Mediterranean. Even before the signing if the Twelve Years’ Truce in 
1609, Boudaen’s shop (inventoried in 1607) contained spices from Southeast Asia, 
like mace, of which the Dutch East India Company had been the single supplier 
since 1602.630 The source of nutmeg and mace is the seed of the tree the Myristica 
fragrans: nutmeg is the seed itself, while mace is the red, lacy covering of the seed. 
At the time, the tree only grew on the Banda Islands (Moluccas). Before the 
Portuguese and the Dutch shipped it to Europe, it had already been one of the 
prized spices available through the Arab-Venetian spice trade. Prices were very 
high; in Boudaen’s inventory from 1607 mace is listed at 3 gulden and 9 stuivers a 
pound. Nutmeg and mace were highly appreciated as ingredients in medicines, 
as is shown for example in Dodoens’ Cruydeboeck (1554).631  Other goods listed in 
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Boudaen’s inventory that were found in many spicer’s or grocer’s shops were 
alum, anise, fennel, olives, rhubarb, figs, and various types of oils.  

Another typical spice shop, owned by ‘wax-seller and grocer’ Maria 
Kegelers (d. 1618), was located on the corner of the Melckbrugge. 632  Maria 
Kegelers was the widow of Jeronimus Bocqueau and ran a business in spices, wax, 
and brandy. She sold many of the same products as Spierinck and Boudaen, but 
in contrast to her male colleagues, she specialized in brandy (which she produced 
herself), wax, and honey.633 Another grocer, Jan Huijbrechts (d. 1645), was an 
educated man with a library of no less than 243 books in his house near the 
Vleeschhuis. Of these books, 43 were specified with a title, while the rest were 
considered of ‘diminutive value’.634 The majority of the titled books were Latin 
folios and included works such as Erasmus’ Adagia, Flavius Josephus’ Antiquitates 
Judaicae, Alfonso de Castro’s Adversos omnes haereses, an edition of the Golden 
Legend, Claudius Ptolemy’s Geographia, and two Latin Bibles. Noteworthy is that 
Huijbrechts not only owned 35 paintings, but also ‘een partije instrumente tot 
schilderen’ (a set of instruments for painting). Huijbrechts’ shop sold mainly 
typical wares; the only product that was rare was a stock of sulphur (besides 
Huijbrechts, only Van Horne’s inventory listed sulphur).  

Unlike Maria Kegelers, the widow Maria van Wilde did not continue the 
business of her deceased husband, the apothecary Jan Potier. Her probate 
inventory does not list a shop or any leftover stock. It is unclear whether Potier’s 
two sons followed in their father’s footsteps to become apothecaries, but their 
daughter Marie Potier did marry an apothecary, Jan I Heubens. When Maria van 
Wilde died in 1644, she left some goods that might be reminiscent of her late 
husband’s profession, among them several books on medicine (‘wat medechen 
boecken’), a bag of coral, and a tortoise shell.635  

As independent small business owners, most apothecaries and grocers 
belonged to Antwerp’s upper middle class, with houses of between 12 and 15 
rooms. 636  This is true for the Boudaen (13 rooms), Spierinck (16 rooms), and 
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Kegelers (14 Rooms) families, the widow of Potier (15 rooms), and Huijbrechts (13 
rooms). Abraham van Horne lived in a house of 30 rooms and, as such, may be 
classified as an urban elite. Of a very different social standing was the apothecary 
Dierik Bunnens (d. 1655), who lived in a house with only 6 rooms. His material 
goods confirm that he was not as well-to-do as his colleagues; for example he 
owned only 9 paintings.  
 

The pious eye 
When Montano stayed in Antwerp in the 1560s and 1570s, his friend Spierinck’s 
shop may have served as a semi-public space in a culture of debate, but when the 
grocer returned to his hometown in the late 1580s things had changed 
considerably. After the Spanish Catholic re-conquest all forms of religious 
heterodoxy were officially banned. A culture of debate and conversation was 
continued to a certain extent in the privacy of Antwerp’s collectors’ rooms. 
Although it is impossible to determine the subjects of conversation with 
certainty, the objects in collectors’ rooms give some indication of the 
conversations that must have taken place. It was no longer just the ‘erudite eye’ 
but also the ‘pious eye’ of the collector that mattered in this context. This was 
perhaps particularly true in the case of Spierinck, who may have felt pressed to 
conform to Catholicism after his period of absence from Antwerp, during which 
he stayed in Protestant territory. 

The ‘room above the kitchen’ in Spierinck’s house featured a display of ‘a 
copper holy water font, a Madonna, a fruit still life, a wooden cross with a copper 
God, the busts of a man and a woman in plaster, a Spanish cloth, a saltcellar, a 
painting of Orpheus, a red woollen mantel cloth, two women’s church chairs’.637 
The arrangement of these objects tells us something about the way collections 
were perceived, namely as sites in which sacred and profane objects and images 
were viewed together.638 As with a gallery picture, the beholder of the collection 
was invited to observe and investigate individual objects and their 
interrelationships. The copper holy water font was of course an important object 
in the physical devotion of the Counter Reformation. The veneration the Virgin 

 

                                                      
637 ‘een geel cooperen wywater vaetken, een lieve Vrouwe op paneel olieverve in Iyste, een fruijtagie  

op paneel olieverve in Iyste, een houten cruys met eenen cooperen Godt daeraen, 1 mans met eenen 

vrouwentronie van plaester, vier groote met twelff cleyne herthoute schabellekens, 1 Spaens 

matteken, i sout tonneken, 1 schilderye van Orpheus op paneel olieverve in Iyste 1 root saye 

schoucleet, twee vrouwe kerck stoelen’. SAA, Notary H. van Cantelbeck, 3365 (1611). 
638 Objects in inventories were not listed by type, not even in a single room, indicating that the notary 

went through the room and listed objects in the order that they were on display. 
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and the use of crucifixes were also strongly stressed after the Council of Trent. 
But it is also typical for Antwerp collections at this time that these religious-
devotional objects were displayed in combination with other types of objects, 
such as a Fruit still life, a mythological painting of Orpheus, luxury textiles, and 
plaster busts.  

Of all apothecaries, grocers, and druggists discussed in this chapter, 
Spierinck owned the largest number of paintings at 52. Added to the many other 
expensive objects - six maps, several mirrors, figurative silverwork, expensive 
jewellery with gems, a harpsichord, numerous books, glass and crystal, and 
(figural) tapestry - it is an indication of the status of the Spierinck-Plantin 
household. The collection of artificialia was impressive, a pleasure for the ‘pious 
eye’ indeed. Strikingly lacking in his collection, however, are unworked 
naturalia. Unlike those of his Antwerp colleagues Van Horne and Potier and his 
Leiden acquaintance Porret, Spierinck’s inventory does not list minerals or 
(stuffed) animals - not even a collection of shells. Rather, imagery of nature 
obviously took precedence over the display of naturalia. The only type of 
commoditized nature that Spierinck owned were the living plants in his pleasure 
garden outside the city. 

After Plantin’s death, his son-in-law Jan and daughter Catharina inherited 
part of his estate described as a ‘speelhoff’ with ‘a small wooden house’.639 The 
garden was located in Berchem ‘behind the chapel’ and measured 14 ‘roeden’.640 
The probate inventory also highlighted that the garden was used for the ‘plaisier’ 
(pleasure) of the deceased. Whether the garden also served economic purposes, 
for example in the supply of (pharmaceutical) herbs, is unknown, but it seems 
unlikely. Surely a small vegetable or herb plot was easy to maintain within the 
city walls. It seems even more improbable that the relatively small garden was 
used for the growth of bulk goods. As the term speelhof (‘play-court’) indicates, 
the gardens were all about the enjoyment of a secluded place. Like Plantin before 
them, Jan and Catharina probably cultivated tulips and other exotic plants. They 
could enjoy a warm summer’s day in their speelhof, in the fresh air of the 
countryside among lush blossoming flowers, with birds chirping and bees 

 

                                                      
639 Inventory of Jan I Spierinck. City Archive Antwerp. Notary H. van Cantelbeck, 3365 (1611): ‘een 

speelhoff groot 14 roeden onbegrepen daerop staende een cleyn houten huysken gelegen tot 

Berchem buyten deser stadt achter de Capelle aldaer onbelast, zynde ghecomen van wylen Christoffel 

Plantini […] welck hoff by den afflyvighen voor zyn plaisier zelver ghebruyckt is geworden’. SAA, 

Notary H. van Cantelbeck, 3365 (1611). 
640 The Antwerp ‘roede’ as a unit of measure was (according to different sources) between 15 en 30 

square meters. So the ‘speelhof’ was between 210 and 420 square meters.  Leon Voet writes that 

Plantin had purchased a garden in Berchem of 24 ½ roeden (which he writes is approximately an 

acre), for 377 gulden and 13 stuivers.  
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buzzing while a faraway farmer’s dog barked. More than anything else, a speelhof 
in the countryside would have been a welcome change of scenery from the 
tumultuous and clammy big city. 

First and foremost, as Plantin had already emphasized in the foreword of 
De Landtwinninge ende hoeve van M. Kaerle Stevens, the art of gardening was 
laudable: the ‘enjoyment in plants and seeds’ was considered by him the ‘most 
noble of all the arts’. 641  In 1566, Christoffel Plantin had published a Dutch 
translation of Charles Etienne’s L’agriculture et maison rustique because many 
owners of ‘speelhoven’ from Antwerp and other parts of the Low Countries did not 
understand enough French to use the book for their ‘enjoyment and benefit’.642 
As mentioned above, Catharina kept a French edition in her comptoir, indicating 
that she shared her father’s interest in plants and herbs.  

Collectors’ interest in the vegetable, mineral, and animal, in nature as 
God’s Creation, was reflected in all types of possessions: gardens and speelhoven, 
spices, flowers, dried animals, gems, metals, and naturalia. Likewise, images of 
commoditized nature were keenly collected, and this went beyond the well-
known examples of paintings and prints. Other materials, such as gold, silver, and 
wax, to which I will return at end of this chapter, and media, such as jewellery, 
were also used, though they have often been overlooked in scholarship. Another 
notable example was various types of textile bearing images of nature, which was 
widely collected.   

Many an Antwerp collector owned tapestry, pillows, and tablecloths with 
natural motifs, most commonly flowers and birds. During the sixteenth century 
the verdure – tapestry that took foliage as its main subject – had developed as a 
specialized genre in Flanders.643 There are plenty of examples of these objects in 
Antwerp inventories. In Spierinck’s inventory we find ‘a piece of tapestry with 
foliage’ and ‘six tapestry pillow with roses’.644 Van Horne owned ‘five tapestry 
pillows of small flowers with red leather’, ‘a tapestry with flowers’, and ‘six new 
tapestry pillows with parrots’.645 In Jan Boudaen’s ‘voorcamer’ (front room) was a 

 

                                                      
641  Etienne, Charles, De Landtwinninge ende hoeve van M. Kaerle Stevens (Antwerp: Plantin, 1566), 

foreword (no pagination). Onuf, ‘Local Terrains’, 257. 
642 Foreword by Christophe Plantin. Etienne, De Landtwinninge ende hoeve van M. Kaerle Stevens, no 

pagination. 
643 Delmarcel, Guy, Flemish tapestry from the 15th to the 18th century (Tielt: Lannoo, 1999), 181-197. 
644 ‘een tapyte sargie looffwerck’, ‘ses tapyte zittecussens int midden met roossen achter becleet met 

roode leere bladeren’. SAA, Notary H. Van Cantelbeck, 3365 (1611), 11r. 
645 ‘vyff tapyte sittecussens van cleyn bloemkes met root leer becleet’; ‘een ander tapyte saergie van 

bloemwerck’; ‘ses nieuwe tapytte sittecussen met papegayen ende onder groen laken becleet’. SAA, 

Notary B. Van den Berghe, 3495 (1624–1627), 20r. 
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‘large tapestry with flowers’ and another ‘small tapestry with flowers’.646 The 
‘piece of tapestry with the Sack of Troy’ that was displayed in the same room 
might have contained borders of flowers, as was quite a common feature of 
tapestry. This could also have been the case with Van Horne’s two pieces of 
tapestries with figures (‘personnagien’).  

The production of large tapestries was incredibly costly and, as collector’s 
items, they were usually associated with the richest of the rich. But perhaps the 
listings in (upper) middle class inventories point to a situation in which there 
was also a supply of more affordable items, such as ‘small tapestries’ and 
pillowcases. In any case, the ‘tapyte’ items are clearly differentiated from other 
fabrics, such as ‘laeckene’ (broadcloath) or ‘saye’ (silk). Also typical in inventories 
is the so-called ‘schoudoeck’ (mantelcloth), which, based on the descriptions, 
could be made either of woven tapestry or painted cloth (but not on a stretched 
canvas as for an easel painting).647  

The collection of Abraham van Horne naturally included paintings. 
Perhaps Van Horne’s painting of a ‘Venetian market’, which he had on display in 
the back room on the first floor, depicted natural goods that reminded him of his 
own business.648 Van Horne owned 32 paintings, of which the most noticeable 
was a large painting on panel of Lazarus by Abraham Janssens. The Lazarus was 
displayed in ‘the large front room’ on a cupboard and was protected by green 
curtains.649 As it was relatively rare to mention the name of the painter in an 
inventory listing of a painting, it was usually an indication of the quality of the 
work, as seems to be the case here.650 Another indication of the quality of the 
work was the place and manner of display: the fancy front room, above a 
cupboard, and protected by curtains.   

 

                                                      
646  ‘een stuck tappesserijen van d’innemen vande stadt van Troijen, een tappyte sargie grootte 

blomme, noch een tappitte sargie cleyn blomme’. SAA, Notary A. de Witte, 1188 (1605–1615), no 

pagination.  
647The manufacturing of simpler and smaller items by tapestry workshops, perhaps not unique but 

rather serially produced items, is something that needs further research. The inventory of Adriana 

van der Aa (widow of Willem Franssen van der Wiel) for instance, lists several looms in two ‘work-

attics’ (wercksolder), with brocade and other fabrics with flowers (indicated generally as blom or 

particularly as tulip or carnation). Duverger, Antwerpse Kunstinventarissen vol. IV, 179. 
648 ‘een schilderye op doeck in een gestoffeerde lyste wesende de Veneetse merct’. SAA, Notary B. van 

den Berghe, 3495 (1624–1627), 20r. 
649 ‘een groot stuck schilderye staende opt  selve buffet geschildert op panneel met olie verve in lyste 

van Lazarus gemaeckt duer den schilder  Abraham Janssens daervoore schuyvende een groen taffe 

gordyne mette yseren geerde daertoe’. SAA, Notary B. van den Berghe, 3495 (1624–1627), 18r. 
650 In Van Horne’s case, this is the only case - out of the 32 paintings - where the name of the artist is 

given. 
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Abraham Janssens (1573–1632) was one of the most important painters in 
early seventeenth-century Antwerp, perhaps the most important history painter 
before the return of Rubens to the city. 651  Van Horne’s possession of a large 
painting by the Antwerp master is an indication of his wealth, while the subject 
of The Raising of Lazarus might have particularly addressed Van Horne’s identity 
as a healing practitioner. The Gospel of John (11: 1-54), tells the story of Lazarus 
of Bethany, brother of Mary and Martha and a follower of Christ, who was 
resurrected from the death by Christ. Lazarus had been lying dead in his grave 
for four days when Christ arrived and raised him back to the living. The 
mysterious resurrection (the ultimate metamorphosis or transformation) was 
one of the most remarkable miracles in Scripture and a popular pictorial subject. 
But in Counter-Reformation art, it was never just the literal historical truth of 
Scripture that was at stake, but also the internalisation of Christian belief in and 
the encouragement to do good works.652  

Abraham Janssens produced more than one painting of The Raising of 
Lazarus. The small painting (65 x 35 cm) now in Museum M in Leuven that is 
ascribed to Janssens cannot have been the one in Van Horne’s collection, as it is 
on canvas. There are also two paintings of Lazarus with very similar 
compositions, one now in Douai (Saint Pierre) on canvas that is attributed to 
Janssens, and another in the Bayerische Staatsgemäldesammlung on panel that 
is signed (Fig.  51).653 It is conceivable that this latter version is the painting that 
was once on display in Van Horne’s house. Its impressive size, 218 x 182 cm, and 
the fact that the painting is signed and on panel, matches the description in Van 
Horne’s inventory. Justus Müller Hofstede has described this Raising of Lazarus as 
one of Janssens’ masterpieces, among the master’s earliest paintings that shows 
the influence of Caravaggio in its expressive figures and intense chiaroscuro 
effect.654  
 

 

                                                      
651 See for instance: Auwera, Joost vander, ‘Conservatieve tendensen in de contrareformatorische 

kunst’, De Zeventiende Eeuw vol. 5 (1989), 32-42. 
652 Similarly, in Spierinck’s household, in ‘the room above the shop’, paintings like the ‘Miracles of 

Our Lord’ and ‘Our Lady of the Seven Sorrows’ were aimed at emotional involvement and devotion. 
653  The painting in Douai measures 260 x 180 cm. The Raising of Lazarus from the Bayerische 

Staatsgemäldesammlung, Staatsgalerie Schleissheim. Formerly: Galerie Düsseldorf. Hohenzollern, 

Johann Georg Prinz von (ed.), Exh. Cat.: Staatsgalerie Schleissheim. Verzeichnis der Gemälde (München: 

Hirmer Verlag GmbH, 1980), 29 (and plate 9).  
654  Müller Hofstede, Justus, ‘Abraham Janssens. Zur Problematik des flämischen Caravaggismus’, 

Jahrbuch der Berliner Museen, 13. Bd., (1971), 208-303, see pages 243-244. 
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Fig.  51 - Abraham Janssens, The Raising of Lazarus, 1607 
Oil on panel, 218 x 182 cm, Bayerische Staatsgemäldesammlung, Staatsgalerie Schleissheim 
 
 

The drugstore of Abraham van Horne 
The material objects in the shops of apothecaries, grocers, and druggists affirmed 
their practical knowledge of natural goods and their ability to process these 
goods. But do the probate inventories of their collections also give clues to the 
links between professional interests and collecting aspirations? It is in fact very 
difficult to make a clear distinction between professional or practical interest 
and collecting aspirations that were aimed at study or status. The overlap of 
private and professional, of workshop and collection, was characteristic of the 
households of Antwerp artists and artisans at this time.655 The workshop could be 

 

                                                      
655 In that sense, studies of the collections of princes and royalty are more straightforward, since their 

occupation was obviously not the manufacture and sales of material objects, which does not mean 

that rulers had no genuine interest in practical knowledge or the arts (on the contrary, there is plenty 

of evidence that they did). But the defining difference between the prince and the artisan like an 

apothecary is that the artisan’s main occupation is the making, manipulating, and selling of the 

material objects that also made up his ‘collection’ or ‘stock’. His income is dependent upon it. But 

then again, there were also collected objects that went beyond professional interest.  
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elevated to the level of the collector’s room, while the collector’s room contained 
many objects that could also be found in the workshop. As far as can be 
determined on the basis of the surviving probate inventories, Abraham van 
Horne was the richest apothecary with the most impressive collection in early 
seventeenth-century Antwerp (although Spierinck owned more paintings). A few 
steps away from the Grote Markt, Van Horne’s shop ‘Den Witten Schilt’ (The White 
Shield) was located on the Gildekamersstraat.656 The large townhouse was built 
in the 1580s and counted no less than 30 rooms (Fig.  52). It was located only about 
100 meters away from Spierinck’s house in the Braderijstraat. The inventory of 
Van Horne, who, as mentioned above, was actually not called an apothecary but 
a ‘merchant-druggist’ (‘coopman drogist’) provides a glimpse into the world of 
materia medica in early seventeenth-century Antwerp.  

Van Horne not only sold herbs, minerals and naturalia in his shop; he had 
also had a ‘testing room’ (‘teste camer’), ‘oil room’ (‘olie camerken’) and a ‘seed 
room’ (‘saey camer’). The materials stocked in all these rooms give the impression 
of a gigantic warehouse, a natural history collection, and a site of pharmaceutical 
inquiry all in one. Unlike most collections or cabinets, the apothecary’s shop was 
a semi-public space. Those excluded from a visit to one of the fancy private 
cabinets by status or network had the opportunity to step into an apothecary’s 
shop like Van Horne’s, a place where every citizen could gaze at (exotic) animals, 
minerals, and plants.    

The shop owned by Abraham van Horne must have looked somewhat like 
the famous natural history collections like Ferrante Imperato’s ‘Museo’ (depicted 
in an engraving of 1599) (Fig.  53), Francesco Calzolari’s cabinet (in an engraving 
of 1622), or of Ole Worm’s Musei Wormiani Historia (in an engraving of 1655), which 
were visited by fortunate young men on the Grand Tour. For those Antwerpers 
who wished to stay closer to home, Van Horne’s drugstore was a very decent local 
substitute, with its countless cupboards, pots, and jars, containing all kinds of 
shells, corals, herbs, and spices, as well as the aforementioned ‘dried crocodile 
hanging on a beam’, a ‘large dried snake, a large dried turtle’, ‘a large dried 
tongue of a fish’ and an ‘ostrich egg’.657  

 

 

                                                      
656 Present day: Gildekamersstraat 5 (then called Kaasstraat or Lijnmaekersstraat). According to Van 

Horne’s inventory, the house ‘Den Witten Schilt’ was located on the Kaasstraat and had its back 

courtyard adjacent to the grounds of the house ‘De Swalue’ (in the present day Kaasstraat). Both 

houses are listed on the website of the patrimony of historical properties 

(https://inventaris.onroerenderfgoed.be: ID numbers 3979 and 4212). 
657 ‘een gedroochde cocquedrille hangende aen den balck, een groote gedroochde slange, een groote 

gedroochde schiltpadde (…) een groote gedroochde vischtonge, een struyseye’. Inventory Abraham 

van Horne; SAA, Notary B. Van den Berghe, 3495 (1624–1627).  
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Fig.  52 - The house at the Gildekamersstraat 5 today 
https://inventaris.onroerenderfgoed.be, ID number 3979 
 

 
No engravings of apothecaries’ shops or natural history collections similar to 
those of Imperato, Calzolari, or Worm have been handed down from Antwerp, 
but many of the specimens depicted in these engravings have been depicted in 
another medium and genre: Antwerp gallery pictures. These show a wide array 
of collected naturalia, including similar specimens to those seen in natural 
history collections, but here they were combined into visual/intellectual 
constellations with notably different objects, and accompanied by numerous 
paintings. In contrast to the images of specialized apothecaries’ shops and 
naturalia collection (although there are some non-naturalia on the 
aforementioned engravings too), these painted collectors’ cabinets depicted 
dried animals, shells, corals, shark teeth, birds of paradise and other naturalia 
amidst man-made imagery and other luxury objects. This is an indication that in 
Antwerp’s idealized collectors’ cabinets, nature was always displayed in 
conjunction with the man-made, which is confirmed by Antwerp inventories. 
Collectors may have purchased individual natural objects in Van Horne’s shop, 
but I have not come across anyone in Antwerp who specialized in a pure display 
of naturalia (as collectors elsewhere did). So even though (work)shop and 
collector’s cabinet could overlap, the specialized apothecary’s shop such as Van 
Horne’s was not an example followed by collectors in Antwerp.  
  

https://inventaris.onroerenderfgoed.be/
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Fig.  53 - Engraving from Ferrante Imperato, Dell'Historia Naturale  
(Naples 1599) 
 
 

Tongues of fish 
The so-called ‘large tongue of a fish’ in Van Horne’s shop was one of those curious 
collectables of which the origins are unknown.658 Found at shores or dug out of 
the earth, ‘tongue stones’ or ‘glossopetrae’ as they were called, were among the 
stony collectables that played a role in the debates on petrifaction. Their form 
reminded collectors of tongues, hence their name. It was only much later in the 

 

                                                      
658 As a medical practitioner, Van Horne might also have been intrigued by the supposed medicinal 

powers of tongue stones (confirmed by, among others, Aldrovandi). There was a long tradition that 

held that tongue stones were powerful amulets that could detect poison in food or drinks. At many 

European courts, fantastic artefacts with tongue stones mounted in gold and silver, sometimes 

hanging in a tree-like object, were kept to protect rulers from poisonous beverages. The tongue 

stones were dipped into drinks to remove any poison that might be in them. These so-called ‘trees 

with tongue stones’ were ceremonial objects that became part of princely collections. One preserved 

example consists of a coral tree with mounted shark teeth hanging from its branches (Schatzkammer 

und Museum, Vienna). Zammit-Maempel, George, ‘Fossil Sharks’ Teeth. A Medieval Safeguard agiants 

Poisoning’, Melita Historica 6 (1975), 394; Duffin, Christopher J. ‘Natternzungen-Kredenz: tableware for 

the Renaissance nobility’, Jewellery History Today (2012), 3-5. 
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century that Nicolas Steno (1638–1686) suggested that they were actually 
fossilized shark teeth.659  The similarities between the teeth of still living sea 
creatures and fossilized tongue stones had been noted before, but Steno was the 
first to provide a coherent theory on the process of fossilization. As early as 1565, 
in the book De rerum fossilium genere, Conrad Gesner (1516–1565) had discussed 
tongue stones and their different names, colours, materials, and where to find 
them.660 He also noted that the specimens were believed to work against poison. 
Furthermore, he summed up the points of debate: some believed the specimens 
to be of purely stony nature, while others thought them to be tongues of fish, 
tongues of snakes, or even the beaks of births. Then there were specimens that 
looked very much like shark teeth, for instance the one that was send to Gesner 
by Pieter van Coudenberg.661  

Like Van Coudenberg before him, Van Horne must have been fascinated 
with the curious form and material of his tongue stone. The origin, and age, of 
these and other organic-shaped stones, as well as the curious similarity between 
genuine tongue stones and teeth of still living sea monsters, remained hot topics 
in the seventeenth century. Most scholars believed that organic-shaped stones, 
or fossils, ‘jokes of natures’, had to be inorganic, some of them putting forward 
theories of how fossils grew in the earth.662 Others believed in the organic nature 
of fossils, claiming that they were petrified specimens of once living organisms. 
Still others concluded that organic life forms could grow within a stone, 
supporting their arguments with examples of curious stones containing 
organisms within. Later in the century, the age of the organic-shaped stones 
became highly important in the debate on the age of the earth and the question 
of whether there had been ancient life before the Great Flood. The description 
we find in Van Horne’s inventory, ‘a large dried tongue of a fish’, tells us that the 
specimen was believed to be of organic origin (a tongue of a fish), but also that it 

 

                                                      
659 Davidson, Jane P., ‘Fish tales: Attributing the first illustration of a fossil shark’s tooth to Richard 

Verstegan (1605) and Nicolas Steno (1667)’, Proceedings of the Academy of Natural Sciences of Philadelphia 

150 (2000), 329-344.  
660  Gesner, Conrad, De omni rerum fossilium (Zurich: Iacobus Gesnerus, 1565), 162–163 (chapter ‘de 

lapidus qui aquatilium animantium effigiem referunt’). In Nomenclator Aquatilium Animantium (1560), 

Gesner had already discussed glossopetrae (that seem to have stony nature and are called snake 

tongues by some) in the chapter on sharks (Canis Carcharis), 151-153. 
661  In formula C ad nu merum primum expressus lapis, similis est caeteris, substantia, duritie & 

spledore: sed auis alicuius, Mercule ferè, rostri superiorem partem prae se fert, minor caeteris, & vero 

Lamiae aut Carchaie denti (qualem Petrus Coldenbergus pharmacopoeus Antuerpia ad me misit) 

simillimum.’ Gesner, De omni rerum fossilium, 163.  
662 Harkness, The Jewel House, 41. From Antwerp, Abraham Ortelius corresponded about these theories 

with his nephew James Cole in London. 
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was ‘dried’. It clearly does not speak of stone, or ‘turned into stone’, a description 
that was used in other cases.663  

Another Antwerp collector who owned a tongue stone was Richard 
Verstegan (also known as Rowlands) (ca. 1550–1640). The Antwerp-based 
antiquary, polemist, and collector was born in England as a descendant of Dutch 
immigrants. He studied at Oxford before moving to the Continent and finally 
settling in Antwerp in 1586.664 Verstegan was both learned and practical: after 
leaving Oxford (without a degree, because of his Catholic faith), he began his 
training as a goldsmith in London. He had to flee to the Continent following his 
involvement in the publication of a pamphlet defending convicted Catholics in 
England. At once writer, artisan, merchant, and agent, Verstegan exemplifies the 
versatile Antwerp collector. He also kept in touch with collectors in England in 
the Arundel circle.665 While living in Antwerp, Verstegan corresponded with Sir 
Bruce Cotton about ‘tongues of fishes’. With one of his letters to Cotton, 
Verstegan included a ‘tongue of a fish’ as a gift for his English acquaintance.666 In 
the letter of 1609, he further writes that he continues ‘to gather such notes’ about 
tongue stones for the new edition of his book on ‘our nation’s antiquities’.667  

The book Verstegan referred to was A Restitution of Decayed Intelligence in 
Antiquities, concerning the most noble, and renowned English Nation (1605), wherein 
he had argued that the English nation descends from the Germanic people of 
northern Europe.668 He wrote about the corrupt state of the English language, 
which, according to Verstegan, was a derivative of Dutch, echoing the idea 
proposed in Joannes Goropius Becanus’ Origines Antwerpiania. Like his 
predecessor, Verstegan combined an interest in language, the purity of the Dutch 
language in particular, with an interest in naturalia.669 And like other Northern 
European antiquaries, Verstegan’s history of ‘Germanic’ antiquity comprised an 
attempt to reconstruct Batavian civilization through a history of language and 

 

                                                      
663 As we have seen in the inventory of Frans I Francken, which lists ‘shells turned into stones’: ‘een 

doosken met schelpen in steen verandert’. SAA, Notary H. van Cantelbeek 3371 (1617).  
664 Arblaster, Paul, Antwerp & the World. Richard Verstegan and the International Culture of the Catholic 

Reformation (Leuven: Leuven University Press, 2004). 
665 Such as Bruce (Robert) Cotton and William Camden. See: Weststeijn, Thijs, Art and Antiquity in the 

Netherlands and Britain. The Vernacular Arcadia of Franciscus Junius (1591–1677) (Leiden & Boston: Brill, 

2015), 154. 
666 Bodleian Library (MS Smith 71 fols. 57-58, and 105-106). 
667 Weststeijn, Art and Antiquity, 154-156. 
668 Arblaster, Antwerp & the World, 85. In England, Verstegan was best known for the Restitution, which 

was reprinted many times (at least in 1628, 1634, 1655, 1657 and 1673). 
669 Like Ortelius and his circle before. See: Meganck, ‘Erudite Eyes’.  
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art.670 As Thijs Weststeijn has demonstrated, these interests were widespread 
among antiquaries from the Low Countries and England, most noticeably in the 
work of Franciscus Junius (1591–1677). Junius and Verstegan were both fluent in 
Dutch and English (and Latin, of course), moved freely in the circle of Arundel 
and Van Dyck, and showed a similar appreciation for the Dutch figurative arts.671 
Moreover, Verstegan’s argument on the common roots of Dutch and English 
civilizations was founded in geography. And his tongue stone was of decisive 
importance to this argument. 

Verstegan argued that England was once connected to the continent in a 
chapter appropriately called: ‘Of the Ile of Albion, afterward called Britaine, and 
now England, Scotland, and Wales. And how it is shewed to have beene continent 
or firm land with Gallia, now named France, since the floud of Noah’. When the 
British Isles were still connected to the other Germanic lands, large parts of the 
Netherlands (i.e. Holland and Zealand) were in fact under the sea, which explains 
‘their marvellous great evennesse, which nothing can have caused but water’.672 
According to Verstegan, these lands were still underwater before and after the 
Great Flood. Only much later the ‘German Ocean’ (‘a kind of gulfe’), became the 
Channel as we know it.673 All this time in-between, the sandy grounds in Flanders 
and Brabant formed the shores to the ‘German Ocean’, which explains the ‘great 
aboundance of the shells of fishes’ found in these regions. Potters digging for clay 
in the surroundings of Antwerp, for instance, found the specimen that Verstegan 
sent as a gift to Cotton, as he explained in his letter. He identified the collectable 
as the tongue of a particular fish (an ‘Arder’), which ‘is not found nerer to Brabant 
then the iles of Zealand’.674 This remarkable fact however, can be explained by 
Verstegan’s theory of the geological development of the region.  

Verstegan’s account, with serious scientific ambitions, tells how 
‘labouring men’ or ‘potters’ struck upon ‘innumerable shelles of Sea-fish’ and ‘the 
great bones of fishes’.675 During the digging of the canal between Brussels and 
Willebroek (1550–1561), something remarkable was found: ‘the bones or anatomy 
of a sea Elephant’. Verstegan mentioned that ‘the head whereof, which is yet 

 

                                                      
670 One particularly important issue for Verstegan was the idolatry of the ancient Germanic tribes, 

which he sharply differentiates from Greek and Roman idolatry. Even though Verstegan condemns 

ancient Germanic idolatry, he sill praises his forefathers as ‘virtuous pagans’ who lived according to 

nature. Weststeijn, Art and Antiquity, 166-172. 
671 Weststeijn, Art and Antiquity, 155. 
672 Verstegan, A Restitution, 102. 
673 Verstegan, A Restitution, 108-109. 
674 Davidson, ‘Fish tales’. 339. 
675 Verstegan, A Restitution, 103-105. 



226 

reserved, my selfe have seene’.676 Indeed, his collection contained some of these 
large fish-bones. And, Verstegan proudly added, ‘for a more plaine description of 
the manner, and forme of these bones, and shelles of fishes, and to give the 
curious Reader herein the more satisfaction’ he has ‘set downe some of them in 
Picture’ (Fig.  54).677  

 

 
Fig.  54 - Richard Verstegan, A Restitution, 1634  
(first published: 1605), page 104678 
 
Verstegan explicitly called the picture ‘a more plaine description’ of these 
objects, providing information words could not. Visual description was 
considered vital for the satisfaction of the curious reader, who would especially 
marvel at the most remarkable object depicted: the tongue stone. But Verstegan 
wrote that the stony objects, ‘some being more than two inches long and some 

 

                                                      
676 Verstegan, A Restitution, 106. 
677 Verstegan, A Restitution, 103. 
678 This is the mirror image of the original illustration in the 1605 edition. 
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lesse then one inche’, indeed have the ‘very forme, and shape of the tongues of 
some sorts of fishes, each with the root unto it’.679 So Verstegan did not identify 
the object correctly, but he did realize rightly that the stones were of organic 
origin – that they were in fact animal parts ‘turned into very hard stone’. This he 
acknowledged as ‘a strange thing in nature’ on the one hand, but at the same time 
argued that it is ‘lesse strange because nature in her conversions of other 
substances into stone, is often seene to worke the like’.680  

Plenty of books, images, and collected specimens testify to the great 
interest in the process of petrifaction among collectors such as Verstegan and 
Van Horne. As stated above, petrifaction was considered one of the basic natural 
processes, or metamorphoses, and even considered by some as the true secret of 
nature. The process of petrifaction was of great interest to naturalists, but also 
had artisanal, mythological, and biblical connotations, as was discussed in 
chapter 2. Whether displayed to impress customers, theorized about in a 
scientific publications, or depicted in images, tongue stones were intriguing to 
many. Van Horne’s shop, where the object itself was available for close 
inspection, might have been a place where liefhebbers came together to debate 
tongue stones and petrifaction. Verstegan’s 1605 illustration (for which he made 
the preparatory drawings himself and perhaps even also did the engraving) was 
among the earliest book illustrations of tongue stones. 681  It is conceivable, 
however, that Verstegan knew the illustrations in Gesner’s work, or had been 
inspired by the activities of the Roman Michele Mercati (1541–1593), who had 
been preparing a publication with an illustration of a tongue stone though the 
work was not published until 1717. Mercati was physician to seven popes, 
director of the papal botanical gardens, and collector of minerals and fossils.682 
Among the specimens on display in the papal collection were tongue stones (that 
Mercati considered to be of non-organic origin). Mercati wanted to immortalize 
the papal collection in a publication entitled Metallotheca and went to the Rome-
based engraver Antoni Eisenhout to order illustrations, among them the 
engravings of tongue stones. Even though Mercati’s work was not published for 
many years, the engravings were printed separately and circulated among 

 

                                                      
679 Verstegan, A Restitution, 105. 
680 Verstegan, A Restitution, 105. 
681 Davidson, ‘Fish tales’, 333, 338. According to Davidson, Verstegan’s publication was the first book 

illustration of a tongue stone ever, but Gesner had already published some images of shark teeth and 

‘glossopetras’ in De rerum fossilium genere (1565), where he discussed the similarities between current 

shark teeth and ‘tongue stones’ and also proposed a method to distinguish genuine tongue stones or 

glossopetrae from current ones. Conrad Gesner, De omni rerum fossilium (Zurich: Iacobus Gesnerus, 

1565), 162–163 (chapter ‘de lapidus qui aquatilium animantium effigiem referunt’). 
682 Davidson, ‘Fish tales’, 331-333. 
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collectors. It is highly likely that, during his stay in Rome in the 1580s, Verstegan 
had seen the tongue stones on display in the Papal collections.683 Perhaps he had 
also seen the engravings or knew about Mercati’s plans for the publication. Later 
in the century (but before Mercati’s work saw the light of day), Eisenhout’s 
engravings of tongue stones were re-used to illustrate Nicolas Steno’s Canis 
Carchariae Dissectum Caput (1667).684  

Shortly after Verstegan’s image was published, full-colour painted 
depictions of tongue stones also appeared in early seventeenth-century 
Antwerp. The painter Frans II Francken depicted the specimen on several gallery 
paintings in the 1610s, thus he obviously considered tongue stones worthy of a 
place in his conception of an ideal collector’s cabinet (Fig.  56, Fig.  57 & Fig.  58).685 
These were in fact not the first tongue stones ever to be depicted on paintings. 
Petrus Christus had already depicted two pairs of tongue stones in A goldsmith in 
his shop from 1449 (Fig.  55). In Petrus’ goldsmith’s shop, among the jewels and 
gems, one pair of tongue stones lies in a satchel together with pearls and other 
gems; the other pair is mounted in gold and pinned to the rear wall. Both 
Francken and Christus depicted assemblages of objects that contain minerals and 
naturalia, precious metals and gems, and works of human invention, yet Christus 
depicted the workshop of an artisan, whereas Francken depicted tongue stones 
as part of an ideal collector’s cabinet. In Francken’s work, the tongue stone is part 
of the whole collection, which also contains a variety of other objects, such as a 
dried fish and a dried sea horse, a variety of shells, a pair of glasses, a Book of 
Hours, a large piece of coral, a statuette, and a large number of paintings. 
 

 

                                                      
683 Davidson, ‘Fish tales’, 332-333. 
684 Davidson, ‘Fish tales’, 339. Steno, Nicolas. Elementorum myologiae specimen; seu, Musculi descriptio 

geometrica. Cui accedunt canis carchariae dissectum caput, et dissectus piscis ex canum genere (Florence 

1667). 
685 There are several gallery pictures by Francken from the early 1610s with tongue stones as part of 

an idealized collection. Two have almost identical compositions, both depicting a tongue stone (both 

also depict a Javanese kris, see chapter 4): 1. Frans II Francken, Interior of a collection, Dijon, G. De 

Salvatore, 1961, 52 x 67 cm (with monogram and apparently dated 1604, but this dating is doubtful. If 

this dating is correct, it would be the oldest known gallery picture), see also: Härting, Frans Francken, 

369-70 (Cat: 447). 2. Frans II Francken, Cabinet of curiosities, ca. 1610, oil on panel, 49.5 x 69.8 cm, 

London, Christie’s, 1978. Dated examples are the Collectors Cabinet from 1617 (the Royal collection 

England) and the Cabinet of a Collector from 1618 or 1619 (Koninklijk Museum voor de Schone Kunsten 

Antwerp). 
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Fig.  55 – Petrus Christus, detail: A Goldsmith in his Shop, possibly Saint Eligius, 1449  
Oil on panel, 98 x 85.2, The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York 
 
 

 
Fig.  56 - Frans II Francken, detail: Interior of an art cabinet with ‘ânes iconoclastes’, 1620 or 1626  
Oil on panel, 101 x 143 cm, Chiavari: Quadreria della Società Economica di Chiavari 
 
 

 
Fig.  57 - Frans II Francken, detail: Cabinet of a Collector, 1618/1619  
Oil on panel, 56 x 85 cm, Antwerp, Koninklijk Museum voor de Schone Kunsten, Antwerp 
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Fig.  58 - Frans II Francken, detail: Art and Curiosity Collection, 1620–1641  
Oil on panel, 74 x 78 cm, Vienna, Kunsthistorisches Museum 
 
 
The history of tongue stones and images thereof demonstrates how object-
knowledge was incorporated and translated quickly from one group to another. 
Verstegan used collectables and his hands-on experience at excavation sites as 
credentials in what he intended as a serious scientific publication on geology. By 
careful observation and meticulous imitation, Frans II Francken made oil paint 
images of tongue stones. Although it is unlikely that Francken read Verstegan’s 
English A Restitution (at this time, not many people knew English), he was 
probably aware of the widely popular Dutch translation, which was, 
interestingly, translated as Nederlantsche antiquiteyten (first published in 1613). 
Yet this Dutch edition, which did contain the images of the ancient Germanic 
idolatrous statues, did not contain the image of the tongue stone.686 Francken, 
however, certainly paid visits to Antwerp’s most exquisite collections, such as 
the one assembled by his acquaintance Gilles de Kimpe near the New Bourse.687 
Perhaps the somewhat cryptic listing in De Kimpe’s inventory of ‘twee zeepeerden 
tanden’ (two seahorse teeth) in fact refers to two tongue stones. Furthermore, it 
is hard to imagine that Francken never visited Van Horne’s shop, where he could 
have seen the large tongue stone with his own eyes. In any case, Francken’s 
depictions of tongue stones seem too detailed and meticulous to have sprung 
from his imagination alone.  
 

 

                                                      
686 Verstegan, Richard, Nederlantsche antiquiteyten met de bekeeringhe van eenighe der selve landen tot de 

kersten gheloove deur S. Willibrordus (Antwerp: Gaspar Bellerus in den Gulden Arent in de Camerstraet, 

1613). 
687 Francken was appointed executor of De Kimpe’s last will. Duverger, Antwerpse kunstinventarissen 

vol. II, 399. Last will of 14 July 1625. SAA, Notary J. Placquet, 2853 (1623–1626). See chapter 4. 
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Distillation 
Distillation was another process of material transformation that interested 
knowledgeable collectors. Man-driven instead of natural, the process of 
distillation was the expertise of the apothecary and grocer. Fascination with it 
had been gradually rising since medieval times and was coming to a peak in 
sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Europe. As such, distillation was presented 
as one of the new inventions in Joannes Stradanus’ Nova Reperta (Fig.  59). Joannes 
Stradanus (1523–1605) was from Bruges and was trained by Pieter Aertsen in 
Antwerp before he travelled to Italy in the 1550s. In Italy he entered into the 
service of the Medici court, where he made the renowned painting of The 
Alchemist’s studio (1570) for Francesco I de Medici. 688  The series Nova Reperta, 
designed by Stradanus and published by Galle, depicts the new discoveries of the 
sixteenth century, which were of great interest to the Medici patrons and other 
learned clientele.689 The Medicis were among those patrons who applied their 
collection (including workshops and laboratories) to practical usage.   

Unlike Stradanus’ depiction of distillation as a ‘new invention’ suggests, 
knowledge of the process was much older than the sixteenth century. But the 
fact that Stradanus’ series was published at precisely this point in time and in 
Antwerp is an indication of a change in demand. There was a growing market 
among collectors for objects that were believed to transmit or represent 
practical-material knowledge, such as distillation. 690  In fact, Stradanus’ Nova 
Reperta contained discoveries from what we would consider the domains of the 
sciences and arts (e.g. the invention of copperplate engraving, which makes for 
something of a self-aware image similar to paintings of paintings).691 Knowledge 
that had earlier been restricted to the workshops of artisans was now ‘collected’ 
by the knowledgeable in the form of engravings or other visual material, or in 

 

                                                      
688 Johannes Stradanus, The Alchemist’s studio, 1570, 127 x 93 cm, Palazzo Vecchio, Florence. 
689 Stradanus’ designs for the Nova Reperta were commissioned by Luigi Alamanni, a learned member 

of the Florentine nobility. Even though books with inventions had been made since the mid-fifteenth 

century, Stradanus’ Nova Reperta was the first visual work devoted to inventions and discoveries. 

Magócsy, Dániel, ‘Stradanus Nova Reperta’, in: Susan Dackerman (ed.), Exh. Cat.: Prints and the Pursuit 

of Knowledge in Early Modern Europe (Harvard Art Museums / New Haven and London: Yale University 

Press, 2011), 38-45. 
690 One of the Antwerp collectors who owned both prints and drawings by Stradanus was the afore-

mentioned notary Gillis de Kimpe. He owned, among other prints and drawings: ‘eenen cunstboeck 

met diversche teeckeningen van Johannes Stradanus, Mertten de Vos ende Hemskerken als andere 

fraye meesters’; and ‘een lanckworpigen boeck met printen van Johannes Stradanus’. Duverger, 

Antwerpse kunstinventarissen vol. II, 408. 
691 Analogue to the self-aware painting as coined by Victor Stoichita. Stoichita, The self-aware image. 

See chapter 1. 
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the form of books of wonder or recipe books.692 Some rich Antwerp collectors 
took their interest in practical knowledge even further: they literally echoed the 
practices of apothecaries and grocers by acquiring their own distillation 
apparatuses.693 Again, we may point to the concept of process appreciation to 
explain this interest.  

 

 
Fig.  59 - Joannes Stradanus (invent.) and Philips Galle (publisher), Nova Reperta (ca. 1600) 
plate 7: distillation 

 
 

Distillation was used to produce vegetable oils or waters, but the most 
imaginative application was the distillation of wine into ‘burning wine’ or 
‘burning water’. This high percentage alcoholic liquid, also called ‘spiritus vitae’ 
or ‘aqua vitae’, had been attributed great medicinal powers since at least the 

 

                                                      
692 The establishment of iatrochemistry as a serious subject of research cannot be seen separately 

from the increasing practical knowledge of distillers and its rising status among the community of 

the knowledgeable. 
693  The Antwerp-based Portuguese merchant-banker Emmanuel Ximenez (1564–1632) had an 

impressive collection of objects that mirrored his interest in all kinds of ‘consten’. In his house on the 

Meir, he had a ‘Distilleer- oft Alchimiecamer’ (Distellery or Alchemy Room). 

http://ximenez.unibe.ch/inventory/  
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fourteenth century. 694  This was another one of those incredible and ill-
understood transformations, and it thus seems to have become a point of debate 
among scholars and collectors alike. The power of alcoholic distillations was 
thought to be both in the alcohol itself and in the qualities of the optionally added 
ingredients of herbs, berries, seeds, and roots. 695  From the sixteenth century 
onward, many books on (home-) medication and agriculture were published that 
contained recipes for distillation. At the same time there were also books 
especially dedicated to the ‘the true art of distillation’ (‘waerachtige conste der 
distilatie’), such as Philippus Hermanni’s Een constelijck distileerboec om alderhande 
wateren der cruyden, bloemen ende wortelene te leeren distileren (1558), a bestseller 
that was reprinted several times.696  

The establishment of iatrochemistry as a serious subject of research 
cannot be seen as separate from the increasing practical knowledge of distillers 
and their rising status among the community of the knowledgeable. 697 
Iatrochemistry, or chemiatria, took chemistry (or alchemy) as the basis for 
medicine. The towering figure of Paracelsus (1493–1541) had laid the theoretical 
foundations of iatrochemistry in the sixteenth century. He understood the 
human body in terms of chemical processes and greatly promoted the production 
of chemically (or alchemically) produced medicines. The aforementioned Joan 
Baptista van Helmont was one of the main supporters of Paracelsus in the 
Netherlands (even though he had a low opinion of most herbalists and 
apothecaries), while Franciscus de le Boë Sylvius (1614–1672) established 
iatrochemistry as a university subject in Leiden.698 

Within the domain of iatrochemistry, or chemiatria, there were 
proponents of the use of local herbs and others who preferred more exotic 
specimens. Guicciardini was of the opinion that the ‘herbs and roots’ in the Low 
Countries were not nearly as salutary as those in Italy, whereas Van Helmont 

 

                                                      
694 A great advocate of distilled wine, or ‘burning water’ as a medicine, was John of Rupescissa (or Jean 

de Roquetaillande), the fourteenth-century French alchemist who extended alchemy into the domain 

of medicine. In his On the Consideration of the Fifth Essence of All Things (De consideratione quintae essentiae 
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695 The healing power of these natural ingredients was thought be extracted by the alcohol. Alcohol 

does in fact extract active compounds of vegetable ingredients much better than does water. 

Principe, The Secrets of Alchemy, 70. 
696 Hermanni, Philippus, Een constelijck distileerboec om alderhande wateren der cruyden, bloemen ende 
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698 Van Helmont, Dageraed, 190. 
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showed a strong preference for local plants. Then there was the debate between 
the advocates of polypharmacy and the advocates of the simples. Polypharmacy 
was still very common and sometimes it seemed as if the potion that contained 
the most, and most expensive, ingredients, was regarded as the best medicine. 
Van Horne, for example, definitely used expensive ingredients such as coral, 
pearl, amber, hartshorn, and toadstone. As discussed in the previous chapter, he 
also experimented with coral medications, probably producing the sought after 
‘tinctura coralli’. But from the inventory it is impossible to establish whether Van 
Horne produced complicated polypharmic medications. The inventory mainly 
lists individual natural ingredients, which perhaps implies a commitment to 
‘simples’. Also, Van Horne produced diverse oils, which are each described as 
containing one single ingredient. 

In Van Horne’s pharmacy one could find oils of cinnamon, rosemary, 
anise, and mace, but also of sulphur, whose toxic qualities must have made it not 
particularly suitable for medication (although some believed that in small 
quantities, purified toxins could be curative). Oils from natural ingredients were 
made through a process of steam distillation. Steam was directed through a 
container with plant ingredients, and when the steam cooled, the remaining 
condensed fluid contained the concentrated oil (as well as a watery solution, 
which was also sold but was less valuable). Van Horne also sold ‘oil of guaiac’, 
which was made from guaiac wood from the South-American ‘palo santo’ (holy 
wood) tree (Bulnesia sarmientoi), also called ‘pockhout’ in Dutch. In fact, Van Horne 
had a stock of 3065 pounds of pockhout, as well as 9 pounds of ‘poeder van scherffen 
van pockhout’ (powder of the shards), and 400 pounds of ‘gemalen (ground) 
pockhoudt’, indicating that he produced oil of guaiac himself. Pockhout was named 
after the disease it was supposed to cure: ‘Spaanse pokken’ (‘Spanish pox’), or 
syphilis.699 More optimistically, the wood was also called lignum vitae, wood of life. 
Syphilis was a New World disease, probably brought to Europe by sailors on 
Columbus’ voyage. Physicians soon recognized that syphilis was a venereal 
disease and measures were taken to control prostitution.700 The terrible suffering 
of syphilis patients, as well as their repellent appearance (presenting with all 
kinds of skin conditions) and psychological symptoms leading to bizarre 
behaviour, made the promise of a healing potion especially appealing.  
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negen ponden’, ‘Gemalen pockhoudt vierhondert’, ‘Olieven guaici’, Notary B. Van den Bergh, 3495 
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700 Eamon, ‘Science and Medicine in Renaissance Venice’, 727. 
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Fig.  60 - Joannes Stradanus (invent.) and Philips Galle (publisher), Nova Reperta (ca. 1600) 
plate 6: Discovery of Guaiacum 
 
 
In the early sixteenth century, the so-called ‘discovery’ of guaiac wood as a 
medicine against syphilis was received in Europe as a miracle. Demand rose 
quickly and fortunes could be made in its trade.701 The medication was made by 
soaking ground wood in water and then boiling it until the water was reduced. 
The resulting paste was used as a salve for the skin, while the patient was 
supposed to drink the water.702 The oil of guaiacum was thought to be a remedy 
against syphilis used by the local peoples of the New World. Europeans argued 
that the cure for the disease had to come from the same region as the disease 
itself.703 The wood naturally contained a high percentage of greasy resin, which 
meant that it indeed worked well for skin conditions. It also appealed to 
desperate patients and physicians because it came from faraway lands.704 As a 

 

                                                      
701 Cunningham, Andrew and Ole Peter Grell, The Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse: Religion, War, Famine 
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Press, 2000), 260. 
702 Cunningham and Grell, The Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse, 258. 
703 Cook, ‘Medicine’, 420.  
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newly established medicine, the ‘discovery of guaiacum’ was included in 
Stradanus’ Nova Reperta (Fig.  60). The inscription below promises that the 
‘languishing body parts’ of the sick will be ‘relieved by the liquor from this 
tree’.705 On the left a sick person is lying in his bed, drinking from a cup (perhaps 
the medication), while on the lower right side a man is chopping up guaiac wood. 
Possibly the woman on the right is boiling down the chopped wood over the fires.  

Since their arrival in Europe in the sixteenth century, apothecaries and 
distillers had used exotic ingredients such as guaiac wood to produce oils and 
tinctures (either by boiling down or distillation) for treating particular diseases 
or for more general use. Another exotic ingredient used by Van Horne and others 
was sassafras, a tree native to America and Asia, of which the American type was 
especially popular. Sassafras oil, gained by distilling the root bark or the fruit, 
was used in medicines, food, and as a fragrance. Van Horne’s inventory also lists 
‘two baskets of sarsaparilla’, the roots of the American tree genus of Smilax, 
which was considered a depurative as well as a medicine against syphilis.   

In addition to making oils, it is highly likely that Van Horne produced 
alcoholic distillations, although there is no specific record of a distillation 
apparatus. In the room designated for ‘testing’ some sort of experimentation was 
obviously taking place. And in the courtyard there were two cooling containers 
(‘coelback’) of red and yellow copper, which could be used to condense the 
vapours at the end of the distillation process. In the same courtyard there were 
also several metal and copper boilers. Copper in particular was very suitable to 
distil alcohols and is, in fact, still in use as such today. 

The apothecary Dierik Bunnens kept a ‘copper distillation container’ in 
his kitchen.706 What ingredients he used for his distillations remains unknown 
(the inventory only lists generics such as ‘conserven’, ‘droogerijen’, ‘dry herbs’, and 
‘medicines’), so we are likewise uninformed about the specific waters, oils, or 
alcohols that Bunnens made. The practices of Maria Kegelers on the other hand 
are evident. Kegelers had not only a shop at her house, but also a ‘werckhuysken’ 
(workhouse) on the property, where she produced ‘gebrandewyn’, brandy. The 
workhouse was located in, or adjacent to, the courtyard, where the vapours could 
easily escape. Kegelers’ extensive apparatus contained of ‘a brandy kettle with a 
hose’, ‘a small distilling kettle with a hose’, ‘a copper quenching container’, two 
‘cooling containers’, ‘a basket with peat’ and ‘some earthenware’.707 

 

                                                      
705 ‘gravata morbo ad hocce membra mollia / levabit ista sorpta coctio arboris’. 
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Brandy, or ‘gebrandewyn’ (‘brandy-wine’, burned wine), was originally a 
high-alcoholic distillation of wine and was often flavoured with ingredients like 
the juniper berry or anise. It was sometimes called ‘jenever’ (‘genever’, or gin), 
from the flavour of the added ‘jeneverbes’ (juniper berry). Traditionally the 
invention of jenever was attributed to Sylvius, who indeed experimented with 
alcoholic distillations and juniper berry at Leiden University. But, as Eric van 
Schoonenberghe has demonstrated, the practice of making and consuming high-
alcohol distillations flavoured with, among other things, juniper berries, was in 
fact much older. At least from the fourteenth century onwards, Dutch recipes for 
the upward distillation of wine to produce a high-alcoholic wine, or brandy, were 
circulating.708     

The proponents of iatrochemistry advocated the use of ‘spiritus vitae’ for 
the manufacture of medicines. They favoured alcoholic distillations not just for 
their ability to extract the healing power of added ingredients, but also because 
the process of alcoholic fermentation fascinated them. Process appreciation 
again explains the interest (of knowledgeable collectors, e.g. the Medici) in 
alcoholic distillation. Although artisans had sophisticated the production of a 
variety of alcohols over centuries, the process of alcoholic fermentation was not 
properly understood until the nineteenth century. Before that, the fermenting 
that caused the transformation of one substance into another (e.g. grape juice 
into wine) was compared to the workings of the Philosophers’ Stone. Distillation, 
in turn, was appealing since it entailed further purification of the alcohol by a 
man-driven process.  

The advocates of iatrochemistry were not necessarily interested in 
finding the Philosophers’ Stone. Paracelsus for instance had no interest in it 
whatsoever.709 The Antwerp grocers, apothecaries, and distillers probably even 
less so. That producing alcohol distillations could be a profitable business was 
understood very well by the many distillers of Netherlandish origin who 
established businesses all over Europe.710 Kegelers and others formed a critical 
mass of successful artisans whose technical knowledge caught the attention of 
collectors (who also bought paintings and engravings depicting the process) and 
natural philosophers who aimed to understand and explain the process. During 
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the sixteenth century the demand for brandy increased dramatically, and it is 
then that this high-alcoholic distillation came to be seen more and more as a 
stimulant rather than a medicine. This also becomes apparent from the fact that 
the first government taxations of the product were implemented in the early 
seventeenth century.711  

Since brandy was a generic term for all kinds of high-alcoholic 
distillations, Kegelers’ spirits could vary in strength and flavour. Brandy could 
also be made from beer or even directly from grain (if it was fermented first), 
instead of wine. These cheaper replacements were used to produce more 
affordable types of brandy and to meet increasing demand (nowadays, the basic 
ingredient of the Dutch jenever and the English gin is still grain). But according to 
Hermanni and others, only wine was the proper basis for medicinal brandy: 
people using other alcohols were nothing more than ‘imposters’. 712  The 
Archdukes actually forbade the production, sale, and consumption of brandy 
made from grain, apples, and pears in 1601, but it is impossible to determine 
whether people immediately complied with the edict.713  

Whether Maria Kegelers followed the edict we cannot know for sure. Since 
beer, grain, and fruit were such common ingredients and the distillation process 
took place in the privacy of one’s own house, it must have been easy to break the 
rules. In Kegelers’ shop at the Melckbrugge, customers had a choice of different 
types of brandy, with some indicated as being ‘ydel’ (‘of poor quality’). Kegelers 
probably experimented with different flavours of brandy; the inventory lists 
juniper berry among other ingredients. Also, customers could choose ‘anise 
water’; an anise-flavoured spirit.714 For those with a sweet tooth there was mead 
(or honey-wine), a low-alcoholic drink from fermented honey that Kegelers 
probably also produced herself. But mead too could be distilled into a strong 
spirit, mead- or honey-brandy. Various recipes circulated that described how to 
make ‘honey-brandy’ from mead, which could be given extra flavour with 
flowers or herbs.715 Besides its positive workings for the sick, mead-brandy was 
also acknowledged as a stimulant that was highly enjoyed with ‘meals and 
banquets’.716 
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Painters’ materials 
It seems that Antwerp apothecaries and grocers were not the main salesmen of 
pigments and other painter’s materials, which differs from other early modern 
cities, most noticeably Florence, where painters did rely on apothecaries for their 
supplies. 717  The shop inventories of apothecaries and grocers in early 
seventeenth-century Antwerp show a marked lack of pigments (although, of 
course, we can never be completely sure about what was not listed in 
inventories). Grocers did sell some more basic ingredients used in painting, like 
oil, lacquer, varnish, turpentine, alum (most commonly used in the dyeing 
industry, but also used as a substrate for lake pigments), and brazilwood (boiling 
chips of brazilwood in water formed a red or pink lake pigment, used for dyes, 
paint, and ink). They often sold paper and blue paper as well, but canvases, for 
example, are absent from their shop inventories. Perhaps the blauwsel that was 
for sale in the shops of Boudaen, Spierinck, Huijbrechts, and Kegelers, was ‘smalt’, 
a pigment made from blue cobalt glass. But, more likely, this blauwsel was the 
blueing or powder blue that was used to wash cloth to keep it white (powder blue 
did contain cobalt).718 Van Horne sold lapis lazuli, the precious mineral that was 
ground to produce the pigment ultramarine. He also sold blue copperas (copper 
sulfate) and white copperas (zinc sulfate), which were used in the dyeing 
industry, and green, red, and yellow wax or varnish (the Dutch word lak can mean 
both). Missing in all the shops of these apothecaries and grocers were, most 
strikingly, some relatively common pigments such as verdigris or vermillion. So, 
if not in apothecaries’ shops, where did painters by these pigments?  

As Filip Vermeylen has demonstrated, Antwerp was a net exporter of 
pigments during the sixteenth century.719 Local demand was high, but the city 
was also known for the export and production of pigments. By the early sixteenth 
century, exotic pigments such as cochineal from America (a red dye) and 
ultramarine from the region of Afghanistan were already available in Antwerp.720 

 

                                                      
717 DeLancey, J.A., ‘Dragonblood and ultramarine: the apothecary and artists’ pigments in Renaissance 

Florence’, in: M. Fantoni, L.C. Matthew and S.F. Matthews-Grieco (eds.), The Art Market in Italy, 15th-

17th Centuries (Ferrara: F.C. Panini), 141-150.  
718  The blue colour counteracted the undesirable yellowing of white cloth. The blauwsel in the 

inventories cost between 8 and 18 stuivers a pound. 
719 Vermeylen, Filip, ‘The Colour of Money: Dealing Pigments in Sixteenth-Century Antwerp’ in: Jo 

Kirby, Susie Nash and Joanna Cannon, Trade in Artists’ Materials. Markets and Commerce in Europe to 1700 

(London: Archetype Publications, 2010), 356. 
720 Dürer, for example, acquired some high quality ultramarine on the Antwerp market during his 

visit in 1520.  



240 

But next to foreign import, there must have been a substantial supply of locally 
produced pigments. The practical knowledge was definitely there. The majority 
of recipes in the Van Coudenberg manuscript mentioned in the previous chapter 
are actually recipes for pigments.721 As Vermeylen points out, the locations of 
pigment production in the city remain unclear, but since it seems this work was 
not in the hands of apothecaries and grocers, there must have been specialized 
producers and dealers.722 Perhaps the situation in Antwerp was somewhat similar 
to that in Venice, the most important trade centre for pigments in the sixteenth 
century, where one could find specialized vendecolori (sellers of colours).723 In 
fact, from the second half of the sixteenth century onward, Antwerp counted a 
number of pigment or paint dealers, some of them members of the Guild of Saint 
Luke, others of the mercer’s guild.724 Also, several Antwerp art dealers combined 
the trade in art with the trade in pigments.725 

Guicciardini mentions that in Antwerp ‘uniquely, vermilion is made, 
which we others call cinabro’.726 In his technical manuscript (1620), Théodore 
Turquet de Mayerne also takes notice of a man in Antwerp who made vermillion 
that was three times as red as the ordinary.727 Vermillion is found as a natural 
mineral (also called cinnabar), but can also be made chemically from mercury 
and sulphur by a distillation process. There is no difference in the chemical 
composition of natural and chemical vermillion. In written sources the two 
words - cinnabar and vermillion - were used interchangeably for red pigment. 
Vermillion was a red colorant with several usages, for example making red 
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printing ink, dying cloth, producing red paint, and colouring red wax. 728 
According to Vermeylen, the medium-priced pigment cost around 7 stuivers a 
pound.729 That is considerably cheaper than the price, around 20 stuivers a pound, 
paid by Christophe Plantin, which was perhaps due to qualitative differences. 
Plantin bought vermillion directly from Arnold Kindt, a merchant-grocer. The 
ink itself was made from the pigment only later, during the printing process, 
since it dries very fast. Plantin used red printing ink primarily for liturgical books 
and also resold some vermillion to printers in France, which confirms that 
Antwerp was an export centre of vermillion. Between 1564 and 1572 the price 
Plantin paid for vermillion dropped from 37 to 18 stuiver a pound.730 Since the 
natural mineral that contained vermillion remained rare, the drop in prices must 
be explained by an improvement in the production process and/or increased 
production of chemically manufactured vermillion.  

Vermeylen suggests that in the sixteenth century, specialized ververs 
(dyers) of cloth might have stood at the base of the specialized industry of the 
production of pigments like vermillion.731 Early-seventeenth century Antwerp 
did indeed have several specialized ververs, some of them with a further 
specialization in a particular colour, such as blue (blauwverver) or carmine, a red 
from cochineal or oriental pokeweed (karmozijnverver).732 Guicciardini wrote that 
in Antwerp ‘large sums of money’ were spent on carmine from Venice. 733  In 
several sumptuary laws from the sixteenth century, the Habsburgs tried to limit 
the wearing of red cloth to the high nobility. 734  Considering the prices, 
sumptuary laws, and evidence from portraits, it seems that karmozijnververs were 
mainly accommodating highborn clientele. The inventories of some of the ververs 
active in the early seventeenth century indicate that they could attain a high 
standard of living, sometimes owning impressive collections of paintings.735 Most 
houses and workshops of ververs were located near the northern outskirts of the 
city, where the street name Verversrui is a modern-day reminder of its previous 
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residents. On a street called the Dries, only a few steps away from the Verversrui, 
the property the Blauwe Arend (Blue Eagle) was home to the verver Rombout de 
Cleuster until his death in 1607 and later to the verver Jan I Gomes, who passed 
away in the same house in 1644.736 A location on the outskirts of the city made 
sense, taken into account the often-nasty chemical production process of 
pigment making.   

The large group of painters active in Antwerp guaranteed a stable market 
for pigments, which must have been attractive for both producers and dealers of 
painters’ materials. In the late sixteenth and early seventeenth century, the 
‘merchant of colours’ Arnout I Hoegaerts (d. 1605), for instance, dealt pigments 
from his shop the Drye Candelaren (Three Candleholders), located on the same 
street as Spierinck’s shop (Braderijstraat).737 From there Hoegaerts sold paint, 
pigments, and varnish to painters, booksellers, plate-painters (teljoorschilders – 
(painted) wooden dishes were still very common), another merchant of paint, a 
map-maker, and a certain alchemist called Paschier. 738  Among his painter 
customers were Joos de Momper, Anthony de Succa, and Lazarus van den Borcht 
from Antwerp, and Lucas van Orenbaut from Ghent. The booksellers with debts 
to Hoegaerts were Pauwels Stroobant and Joachim Trognesius.  

The listings in Hoegaerts’ estate also provide some information on the 
prices of pigments. Perhaps surprisingly, the most expensive pigment (at 
respectively 8 or 9 gulden a pound) was ‘fine ashes’ (‘fyn asschen’), a pigment used 
to make black paint. The price is less surprising, however, if one realizes that ash 
weighs very little (having a low mass). In contrast to to the fine ashes, there was 
also a stock of ‘bad ashes’ (‘slechte asschen’), and the list also included some ‘bad 
azurite’. It is a common feature of inventories to differentiate roughly between 
products of good or bad quality. Although the inventory for Hoegaerts’ estate 
does not give a complete picture of his shop (most of his stock was already sold 
before the inventorization took place), it does list ‘sprinkle blue’ (stroyblauw: a 
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pigment that was scattered directly into a wet underlayer), cobalt (blau olie smalt), 
‘red sealing wax’ (rooden segellack), and ‘painter’s varnish’ (schilderslack).739  

The evidence from Hoegaerts’ estate, as well as the fact that grocers and 
apothecaries were not the main suppliers of painters’ materials (and especially 
not of pigments), indicates that there was a group of specialized ‘merchants of 
colour’ or ‘dealers of paint’ in early seventeenth-century Antwerp. Also, it is very 
well possible that art dealers were selling painters’ materials, as some did during 
the sixteenth century. About the producers of chemically made pigments we 
have less information, but based upon evidence from textual sources – 
Guicciardini’s description, Van Coudenberg’s manuscript and Mayerne’s note - it 
seems probable that there were people specialized in the production of pigments. 
It would be an overstatement to say that the immense production of painting in 
Antwerp would not have been possible without a specialized pigment industry, 
but perhaps the situation was similar to Venice, in that the wide availability of 
high quality and affordable pigments was one of the accelerators of art 
production.  
 

Wax: between healing practice and material devotion 
Before they specialized in medications and other highly valued processed 
products, apothecaries traditionally traded and modelled wax. 740  Guicciardini 
mentions that in Antwerp, ‘with great art and skill’ ‘waxes, sugars and other 
merchandise’ were refined.741 This ‘skilled’ production of wax and sugar could 
constitute a process of purification, but could also refer to an artistic refinement 
of the material. Although they have been largely forgotten because of the quick 
decay of the materials, sugar and wax were used to make incredibly fantasticical 
sculptures. Sugar sculptures were used during festivities, for example during the 
Joyous Entries. Wax sculptures often had a religious or devotional function, but 
could be kept as curious collectables as well. The making of wax images had a 
long history, going back to ancient times and gaining new popularity during the 
Renaissance. 742  Wax images functioned in the domains of devotion, family 
history, art, and science, not least because of the particular qualities of the 
material, as will be discussed below.   
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Beeswax – like honey – was ascribed various medicinal qualities, as is 
explained in the bestseller Van de byen (‘On bees’, first published in 1597) by Dirck 
Cluyt, apothecary and assistant of Clusius in Leiden. 743 In practice, Cluyt was 
responsible for maintaining the botanical garden of Leiden Univeristy, and he 
often instructed students during guided tours. When the garden was closed in 
the winter, he used the collection of dried specimens and images to teach 
students (a collection to which he had contributed 4,000 simples).744 Cluyt’s book 
was structured as a conversation between Clusius (of Southern Netherlandish 
descent) and Cluyt (from the Northern Netherlands) and it exemplifies the 
shared Netherlandish heritage of religiously inspired interest in the natural 
world. Cluyt claimed in Van de byen that he could add knowledge unknown to 
ancient writers about the nature of bees and about honey and wax, materials 
‘daily used in the apothecary’s shop’ (Fig.  61).745 However, in his book Cluyt chose 
not to expand on ‘the many fine things’ that can be made from beeswax, ignoring 
the artistic application of the material. He was obviously not interested in the 
artful forms one could make from wax and neither did he elaborate on wax’s 
symbolic significance. In that sense, Cluyt’s work is exemplary of the Protestant 
context it was written in: matter was discussed as an autonomous topic, rather 
than linked to its earlier symbolic meanings or in relation to man-made forms.  

Before turning to all the useful applications of honey and wax, Cluyt first 
discusses the origin of bees. He rejects the idea that bees stemmed from the 
corpses of dead buffalos and oxen, but he seems to believe in spontaneous 
generation from other sources, i.e. swamps, wells, and stagnant pools.746 Their 
humble origin does not change Cluyt’s admiration for bees: both he and Clusius 
agree that through the observation of bees, those small and beautiful creatures, 
one comes to realize ‘God’s works of wonder’, which must be praised eternally.747 
Cluyt praises honey as a powerful ingredient in medicines (with the argument 
that ‘king bees’ live long because of the powers of honey), and writes that wax is 
mainly used in salves and plasters for skin conditions and bone fractures, but also 
against fevers and internal pains.748 He describes wax as a ‘hard and tough matter’ 
with which the bees make their ‘cells’. The sort of tree or plant used by the bee 
determines the smell and colour of the wax. Cluyt also expounds quite a bit on 
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so-called ‘propolis’ or ‘virginal wax’, which is the wax that is taken from the 
beehive before it is ever used to store honey.749 Not surprisingly, virginal wax was 
the most expensive type of wax.   
 

 
Fig.  61 - Theodorum Clutium (Dirck Cluyt), detail title page: Van de Byen, 1619  
‘Godt voet alle creaturen’ (‘God feeds all creatures’) 
 
 
All types of wax (virginal or not) had in fact been considered extraordinary for 
ages because the material was considered to be a product of chaste ‘virginal bees’, 
which were in turn associated with the chasteness of Christ and the Virgin.750 As 
was explicated in the popular The Golden Legend or Lives of the Saints, wax ‘is made 
of the bee purely, without company and mixture of one bee with another’. Indeed 
a strong analogy to the Virgin birth of Christ. Wax votive candles were 
appropriate for devotional purposes because the wax ‘signifieth the body of our 
Lord Jesu Christ, and the fire of the candle signifieth the divinity of our Lord Jesu 
Christ, which illumineth all creatures’.751 So knowledge of the material (that it 
was made by individual-virginal bees) and its associations (chasteness, Body of 
Christ) added meaning to its usage. Likewise, Verstegan shows respect to the 
‘wax-maker’ for his services to God (wax candles in the Holy service) and Kings 
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and Princes (wax seals embody their authority).752 In fact, the dignity of the wax-
seals was supported by the idea that the beehive was characterized by its ‘orderly 
government’, an order from which humans can learn much (an analogy that, 
unlike the religious meaning of wax, could persist in the northern Netherlands 
because it was based upon the observable behaviour of bees). 753  In an 
interconnected world, all these meanings and associations made sense – and all 
could have been points of conversation for collectors. Keeping this in mind, it is 
noteworthy that in several gallery pictures (e.g. Cabinet of a Collector by Frans II 
Francken, Fig.  20), an official document with a wax seal is depicted. 

In the grocery of Maria Kegelers, customers could choose from a variety 
of waxes as well as honey and the aforementioned mead (honey-wine). She must 
have been either a retailer for a beekeeper or exploited some beehives herself. 
The most common products made from wax were candles. In her shop Kegelers 
sold a variety of yellow and white wax candles, which she made herself (the tools 
were there); some of them were specified as white and yellow votive candles 
(‘offerkeerssen’). Votive candles were burnt as offerings and were part of the 
material devotion (re-)emphasized in Counter-Reformation Antwerp. Some 
Protestant Reformers had criticized the use of candles in churches, which 
demonstrates how the religious debates extended past the role of figural 
representation to a general concern about the use of (and bodily engagement 
with) material objects. As Koenraad Jonckheere has demonstrated, reformers 
were extremely worried about the devotional ‘bending, bowing and kneeling’ 
before material objects.754 The lighting of candles in churches must be seen in 
light of these worries. The aforementioned polemist Peter Bloccius, for instance, 
scorns the use of candles in bright daylight, which he considers a wasteful abuse, 
while he is even more affronted by the lighting of candles for ‘blind statues’. And, 
he continues, with the baptizing of their Easter candles (mere material), 
Catholics ridicule the sacrament of baptism.755   

Maria Kegelers sold not only votive candles, but also ‘legs, arms and 
persons of wax’. 756  These waxworks were probably made with the standard 
‘wooden molds’ listed among her ‘merchandise of wax’.757 Such waxworks were 
objects for offering a devotional tradition of reciprocity that was also related to 
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healing practice.758 If you were hurt, you could go an apothecary or grocer to buy 
medicinal herbs or spices, or an alcoholic distillation, but in the same shop you 
might just as well buy a votive waxwork to plea for healing from a saint or the 
Virgin. With a price of 12 stuivers a pound, votive waxworks were quite 
affordable.759 A sick person could make a votive offering (before or after healing) 
of a waxwork representing the body part that was affected. The fact that the 
offering resembled the sick body, was important as a sort of ‘virtual presence’ 
even after the worshipper had left the sacred site.760 Again, ‘sameness in form’ 
was an important argument: the man-made form of the waxwork functioned as 
a sign of the human body. As argued, in Antwerp’s Counter Reformation context, 
the use of material objects as signs was underlined. For the Church there was also 
a more practical reason to promote the use of wax: periodically the votive 
waxworks were cleared from the sacred site and re-melted into candles.  

 

 
Fig.  62 - The miraculous Virgin of Scherpenheuvel (1607) 

 

                                                      
758 Wood, Christopher S., ‘The votive scenario’, RES: Anthropology and Aesthetics 59/60 (2011), 206-227. 

Freedberg, The Power of Images, 196-245; Holmes, Megan, ‘Ex-votos: Materiality, Memory, and Cult’ in: 

Michael W. Cole and Rebecca Zorach (eds.), The Idol in the Age of Art. Objects, Devotion and the Early 

Modern World (Farnham and Burlington: Ashgate, 2009), 159-181. 
759 Kegelers’ total stock weighed 3 ¾ ‘pont’, ‘geestimeert op 12 st tpont’. SAA, Notary G. de Witte, 1196 

(1615–1618), no pagination. 
760 Wood, ‘The votive scenario’, 224-225. 
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In the Southern Netherlands, Scherpenheuvel was the most renowned 
pilgrimage site and attracted countless votive offerings. 761  These votive 
waxworks were not considered sacred objects as such, but they did perform a 
function at sites of sacred objects. 762  Like all objects of material devotion, 
waxworks emphasized the inseparability of material and spiritual devotion that 
was central to Counter-Reformation belief, but also, in their use in healing 
practice (and the fact that waxworks were traditionally sold by apothecaries), 
these objects represented the permanent connecton of body and soul.763  The 
Catholic message (among others expressed by the aforementioned De Soto) was 
loud and clear: material objects were a vital part of devotion and believers could 
expect (miraculous) material interference from a divine power – for example 
when they asked to be healed from a disease. After a visit to Scherpenheuvel, 
believers could remember their pilgrimage through material objects as well: the 
golden ‘Our Lady of Scherpenheuvel’ listed in the inventory of Careel de Foreest 
is an example of such material remembrance.764   

An engraving from 1607 (probably made in Cologne) depicts the 
miraculous tree of the Virgin of Scherpenheuvel (Fig.  62).765 A rosary surrounds 
the tree and the Virgin, while votive offerings are hung in the upper branches, 
among them representations of a leg and a hand (probably of wax). In the 
foreground to the right the Archdukes are depicted praying; to the left sick 
people are praying to be healed. Above in the upper-right corner appear the arms 
of Prince Philip William of Orange-Nassau (1554–1618), the ‘kidnapped prince’ 
who had been imprisoned by the Spanish at the start of the Dutch Revolt; he 
received a Catholic upbringing in Spain and remained loyal to the Catholic 
 

                                                      
761  Justus Lipsius also promoted Scherpenheuvel in his Diva Sichemiensis sive Aspricollis, Nova eius 

beneficia et admiranda (1605). Heal, Bridget, The Cult of the Virgin Mary in Early Modern Germany: Protestant 

and Catholic Piety, 1500–1648 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 246. 
762  For the role of the man-made architecture at such sacred sites, see: Delbeke, Maarten, Lise 

Constant, Lobke Geurs, and Annelies Staessen, ‘The architecture of miracle-working statues in the 

Southern Netherlands’, Revue des histoires des religions 232 (2015), 211-256.  
763 Plato, for instance. used the metaphor of a wax tablet for memory and visual experience. Famously, 

Descartes used the metaphor of wax to explain the dualism of matter and mind. He used the analogy 

of a piece of wax brought to flames to demonstrate the superiority of intellect over the senses and 

imagination. Since the material changed due to circumstances (closeness to the flame), it was actually 

impossible to comprehend the true nature of the material with our senses. Göttler, Last Things, 253, 

269; Grootenboer, ‘Intoduction: On the Substance of Wax’, 9; Descartes, René, Discourse on Method and 

the Meditations (Prometheus Books, New York 1989), 84-85. 
764 ‘een livrauken van scherpenheuvel met een spinnecopken van gout’. SAA, Notary G. Le Rousseau 

2403 (1614), 322v. 
765 Heal, The Cult of the Virgin Mary in Early Modern Germany, 246-247. 
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Church for the rest of his life. After the death of his father William of Orange, 
Philip William inherited all the lands in the Southern Netherlands and 
Scherpenheuvel was located in his domains.     

The art of making waxworks flourished in the second half of the sixteenth 
century, especially in the Netherlands and Italy. Wax objects such as portraits of 
family members or devotional figures of the Virgin or Christ could be found in 
many collections.766 The goldsmith Hendrik Smits, for instance, owned ‘a wax Our 
Lady in a wooden box’ and the painter Hendrik van Balen had ‘an ebony crucifix 
with a God of red wax’.767 Jan Spierinck owned a wax Virgin, ‘an Annunciation of 
wax in a wooden box’, which was located in ‘the large room above the shop’. This 
was the most lavishly decorated room of the house: on display were some 
statuettes (including a wooden Virgin on an ebony pedestal), a large ‘crystal’ 
mirror in a gilded frame, pieces of tapestry, a crucifix, and 24 paintings.768 Van 
Horne’s ‘statuette of the Virgin in a box’ was probably a waxwork too.769 Wooden 
boxes were used to protect the vulnerable material, and their presence confirms 
that waxworks were considered valuable or curious enough to be kept in 
relatively expensive framing devices.770 As Christine Göttler has demonstrated, 
wax’s ‘naturalistic’ possibilities made it especially suitable for certain types of 
material devotion, because its incredible capacity for mimesis caused a (self-
)recognition that was unsettling, and for that very same reason quite suitable for 
self-reflection. Göttler describes small waxworks of faces representing human 
souls in states after their death (Hell, Purgatory, Limbo, and Heaven) that were 
meant to transform the soul or make the believer repent. These waxworks were 
typically kept in wooden boxes with mirrors, which were added to increase self-
reflection.771 Such devotional waxworks were perhaps found in the Lipsius Room 
in the Plantin-Moretus house on the Vrijdagmarkt, which contained four black 
(probably ebony) boxes with ‘infame figuerkens van was’ (infamous figures of 
wax).772 

 

                                                      
766 Göttler, Last Things, 230-236. 
767  Smits: ‘een wassen Vrouken in houte casken’. SAA, Notary J. van der Herstraten, 3850 (1621-1631), 

13r. Van Balen: ‘1 ebbenhouten cruyceflx met 1 Godt daeraene van rooden wassche’. SAA, Notary H 

van. Cantelbeeck, 3392, 6r. 
768 ‘1 boidschap van was in een houte casken liggende’. Inventory Spierinck and Plantin. 
769 ‘een Marienbeeldeken in een casken’ 
770 One inventory even mentions the expensive type of wood that was used, ebony, as well as glass: 

‘Dry wassen figurkens in ebben cassen voor gelas met schuyfkens’: Inventory of Pauwels Kersavont, 

Duverger, Antwerpse Kunstinventarissen vol. IV, 320. 
771 Göttler, Last Things, 222, 227. 
772 ‘vier swertte lantierentkens met infame figuerkens van was omschuyvende’. Perhaps the word 

‘lantierentkens’ refers to a box with mirrors. Inventory of the Lipsius Room made on 16 March 1643 

at the request of Balthasar II Moretus two years after his predecessor and uncle Balthasar I Moretus 
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Verisimilitude: devotion, art, and science 
Wax’s mimetic qualities also made it a beloved material for profane 
representations. Wax portrait busts of family members were found in many 
Italian collections, and Vasari (like Pliny before him) wrote with admiration 
about the art of casting wax effigies.773 Usually a death mask of plaster served as 
a mould for the casting of wax. Such waxworks inspired awe in collectors since 
the process of casting generated the greatest imaginable verisimilitude, while no 
other material could better imitate human flesh than wax. Wax effigies could be 
components of a portrait gallery of one’s ancestors or play a role in the funeral 
ritual; in both instances they constituted a physical remembrance of the 
deceased.774   

In the first half of the seventeenth century, Antwerp archives record 
several ‘wax-makers’ and ‘wax-sellers’.775  According to Verstegan, the title of 
‘wax-maker’ was actually vainglorious, since only the bees themselves ‘have the 
art and knowledge to make wax’.776 In any case, wax-modellers or wax-sellers 
were paid considerable amounts for their funerary services (their ‘lyckrecht’: 
‘corpse-rights’), such as the delivery of votive candles and votive wax medals. For 
the funeral of Spierinck 65 gulden was paid to a wax modeller; in the case of 
Hendrik van Balen the costs were higher at 214 gulden, while in Rubens’ case it 
mounted up to 421 gulden.777 Perhaps these costs also included the making of a 
wax portrait of the deceased, although it is nowhere specified.778   

 

                                                      
had died. Notary G. van Tongeren, 4561 (1641–1665), no pagination. For the collection in this room, 

see chapter 3.  
773 Freedberg, The Power of Images, 220. Frederico Borromeo, for instance, collected waxworks, which 

he displayed ‘between the statues and paintings’ in his library. He comments on waxworks in De 

picture sacra (in the chapter on decorum): Göttler, Last Things, 230-236  
774 This was an ancient Roman tradition that was continued at Royal funerals.  
775 E.g. Jacques van Meurs (who was hired for Rubens’ funeral), Pieter de Paper (‘merchant in wax’), 

Peter van Tuyl (who was hired for the funeral of painter Arnout de Bruijne), Joos van den Velde (‘wax-

seller and gingerbread-baker), Matheus de Reyger, Andries Finaert. 
776 ‘Den was maker is soo eergierich dat hy de arme Byen de eer niet en wille laeten geniecen die hun 

tot come, want zy de consten de wetenschap hebben een Was te maken en hy niet.’ Verstegan, 

Ambacht-slieden, 72. 
777 Jan Spierinck: 65 gulden and 4 stuivers to ‘Andries Finaert waschvercooper’. Hendrick van Balen: 

214 gulden and 18 ½ stuivers to ‘Matheus de Reyger, waschvercooper’. Peter Paul Rubens: 421 gulden 

and 12 stuivers to ‘Jacques van Meurs, waschmaecker’. In the case of the painter Arnout de Bruyn the 

costs were 90 gulden and 9 stuivers paid to ‘Peter van Thuijl wasmaker ter saken van het waschlicht 

totte begraeffenisse van de aflijvigen’ (Duverger, Antwerpse Kunstinventarissen vol. IV, 60). For Michiel 

Coignet the costs were only 26 gulden and 14 stuivers, paid to Michiel Matheusen, see: SAA, Notary 

H. Van Cantelbeck, 3408 (1622–1624), no pagination. 
778 It seems that the practice was not very common among Antwerp citizens (or perhaps the wax busts 

were left out of the inventory because these objects were just too personal). 
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Other non-devotional types of waxworks were also collected in Antwerp. 
The will of the painter Deodatus del Monte, an assistant of Rubens, determined 
that the ‘wax figures’ at his ‘comptoor’ should be kept intact to be passed on to his 
most talented child, together with other objects used in the painter’s studio.779  
The collection of painter Hendrik van Balen contained wax reliefs of a ‘Feast of 
Bacchus’ and ‘four figures in half-relief of men after Rubens’.780 The ‘high’ subject 
of mythology, as well as the imitation of a highly respected artist such as Rubens, 
confirms that waxworks were not the type of low art that we tend to associate 
with the material.781  Furthermore, Van Balen owned ‘4 medals of red wax in 
relief’, which were probably highly desirable wax relief miniature portraits, 
usually made by medallists. 782  Wax was often used for the design of medals 
because it was so easy to model, but after a mould was produced, new waxworks 
could be cast from the moulds indefinitely. Next to these half-relief waxworks, 
Van Balen also owned a figure in the round of ‘a man standing up’ of red wax.783 
Obviously, this red coloured waxwork was not the type of hyper-realistic 
waxwork that imitated human flesh to perfection. It is possible that Van Balen 
bought his waxworks from a specialist wax modeller, but it is also possible that 
he made the waxworks himself. As the son of a grocer specialized in, among other 
things, candles, Van Balen grew up knowing the material, and perhaps helping 
his father with the manufacture of candles from a young age.784 The ‘half round’ 
pieces of wax (seven round, seven rectangular, and four round) in his inventory 
were probably slices of unworked wax ready to be designed by the master. Also, 
Van Balen himself seems a good candidate to have made waxworks with the 
rather complex designs of the Bacchus and Rubens figures.  

Nature could be imitated in wax too: the collection of the painter Frans I 
Francken contained a ‘flask full of wax flowers’, which was on display in the fancy 
‘neercaemer’.785 Easy to model and colour (Kegelers’ inventory lists white, yellow, 
black, red, and green wax; while Cluyt provides several recipes for colouring 
wax), wax’s mimetic qualities made it very suitable for representation of flowers 

 

                                                      
779 Muller, Jeffrey M., ‘De verzameling van Rubens in historisch perspectief’, in: Belkin, Kristin Lohse 

et. al. Exh. Cat.: Een huis vol kunst. Rubens als verzamelaar (Antwerpen: Rubenianum, 2004), 59. 
780 SAA, Notary H. van Cantelbeeck, 3392 (1638); Notary T. Guyot, 1894 (1645); Duverger, Antwerpse 

Kunstinventarissen vol. V (Brussel, 1991), 284. 
781 Freedberg, The Power of Images, 213-23. 
782 ‘4 medalien rooden wasch half ront’. SAA, Notary H. van Cantelbeck, 3392 (1638), 6v. 
783 ‘1 staende Manneken van rooden wasche’, SAA, Notary H. van Cantelbeck, 3392 (1638), 6r. 
784  Werche, Bettina, Hendrik van Balen (1575–1632). Ein Antwerpener Kabinettbildmaler der Rubenszeit 

(Turnhout: Brepols, 2004). 
785 SAA, Notary H. van Cantelbeck, 3371 (1617). For the wax flowers, See also: Honig, Elizabeth A. Jan 

Brueghel and the Senses of Scale (forthcoming).  
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‘nae t’leven’ and, unlike real flowers, the wax types could be studied in bloom all 
year round. These waxworks could have served as props in a painter’s workshop 
or as a collectable in itself.786 Either way, it is telling that Frans’ flowers were on 
display in the ‘neercaemer’, which, based upon the inventory, appears to have 
been the most prestigious room of the house.787 In fact, the ‘flask full of wax 
flowers’ seems to have been depicted by his son Frans II in a Cabinet of Curiosity 
(Fig.  63). This flask, which apparently also contained a wax snail, a frog, a bird, 
and two dogs must have been a curious collectable, since one cannot but wonder 
how the waxworks were put into the flask. It is almost as if the flowers had grown 
inside it. The shape of the glasswork, as well as the fact that it was covered at the 
top, may be a reference to the theory of ‘palingenesis’ (‘recreation’). The 
palingenesis of plants was a topic of great debate during the sixteenth century. 
The theory held that it was possible to resurrect new plants in a glass by using 
the ‘quintessence’ of plants. It was closely linked to ideas about the philosophers’ 
stone. In light of these debates, Francken’s detail might also be related to the 
glassware used by alchemists to ‘grow’ certain metals.788 
 

 

                                                      
786 Descartes famously used a metaphor of wax to clarify the dualism of matter and mind. He used the 

analogy of a piece of wax set alight to demonstrate the superiority of intellect over the senses and 

imagination. Since the material changed due to circumstances (closeness to the flame), it was actually 

impossible to comprehend the true nature of the material with our senses. Göttler Last Things, 253, 

269; Grootenboer, ‘Introduction: on the Substance of Wax’, 9. 
787 These wax flowers are but one example of the growing interest in the natural world, resulting in 

objects that imitated nature as well as the commodification of nature itself. For the ‘commodification 

of nature’, see: Neri, Janice, The insect and the image. Visualizing nature in early modern Europe, 1500-1700 

(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press 2011), ix-xxvii.  
788 For palingenesis see: Grell, O.P., ‘In search of true knowledge: Ole Worm (1588–1654) and the New 

Philosophy’, in: Making knowledge in early modern Europe. Practices, objects, and texts, 1400-1800 (P.H. Smith 

& B. Schmidt, eds.), Chicago & London 2007, 214-232. A common type of ‘treelike’ growth in a glass 

was the so-called ‘Diana’s Tree’, made from silver and mercury (known already from Giambattista 

della Porta), which was a popular curiosity. It is conceivable that Francken knew about these 

‘chemical trees’ or the imagery that depicted them, as Antwerp painters had been interested in 

alchemy since the sixteenth century. Principe, Secrets of Alchemy, 158-66; Göttler, “Bootsicheyt”: 

Malerei, Mythologie und Alchemie’; Göttler, ‘Allegories of Fire and the Arts’. 
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Fig.  63 - Frans II Francken, detail: Cabinet of Curiosities, ca. 1636  
Oil on panel, 49 x 64 cm, Historisches Museum Frankfurt, Frankfurt am Main 
 
 
Wax’s most famous application in the sciences was in the domain of anatomy. It 
is normally assumed that the first anatomical waxworks stem from the late 
seventeenth century, 789  yet the painter Hendrik van Balen already owned ‘1 
anatomy of red wax in a wooden box’ in the early seventeenth century.790 Of 

 

                                                      
789 In Italy, where, as mentioned above, there was a strong tradition of naturalistic waxworks, this 

new type of anatomical waxworks developed in the second half of the seventeenth century. The first 

documentation of the technique is found in the biography of the abbot Gaetano Zumbo (1656-1701). 

Maraldi, Nadir M., Giovanni Mazzotti, Lucio Cocco and Francesco A. Manzoli, ‘Anatomical Waxwork 

Modeling: The History of the Bologna Anatomy Museum, The Anatomical Record (New Anat.) 261 (2000), 

5. See also: Hendriksen, Marieke M.A., ‘The Fabric of the Body: Textile in Anatomical Models and 

Preparations, ca. 1700-1900’, Histoire, Médecine et Santé 5 (2014), 27. 
790 Inventory Van Balen: ‘1 anothomie van rooden wassche in een houte casse’, SAA, Notary H. van 

Cantelbeck, 3392 (1638), 6v. (In Spierinck’s comptoir there were two anatomy books in Dutch: ‘ii 



254 

course, the description ‘anatomy’ in Van Balen’s inventory leaves plenty of room 
for interpretation, but it is still striking that the term is used; it is obviously not 
a common ‘figure’. The word ‘anatomy’ seems at least to refer to an object that 
represents a particular knowledge of the human body or of a specific body part. 
During Van Balen’s lifetime, an anatomical theatre was erected in Antwerp by 
Lazarus Marcquis (1574–1647).791 This ‘anatomy room’ on the Nieuwe Waag was 
decorated with skeletons and used for the public demonstration of the art of 
anatomy. The Antwerp anatomical theatre was depicted in a painting now 
attributed to Frans Denys (1610–1670), which is the only known painting with 
this subject from the Southern Netherlands (Fig.  64). 792 

The making of anatomical waxworks and anatomical preparations had 
clear links to artistic and iconographical traditions, as Marieke Hendriksen has 
demonstrated. 793  This becomes especially clear when looking at the ways in 
which anatomical preparations and waxworks were decorated with textiles. 
Hendriksen commences with the tradition of anatomical preparations made by 
Frederik Ruysch and others (who used injections of wax mixtures in their wet 
anatomical preparations, for example to show veins) in the Northern 
Netherlands in the second half of the seventeenth century, but it seems that 
earlier traditions must be considered.794 Although anatomical preparations and 
anatomical models seem to be two completely different things – the one being an 
actual body-part and the other a mere representation – it may be argued that 
even anatomical preparations ‘are never just bodies’.795 Indeed, it makes sense to 
consider the common roots of the two traditions in anatomy of representation 
and preparation. 

 

 

                                                      
Anatomie mette figuren in Duyts, beyde oick ongebonden’. The inventory of Ximinez and his wife 

Isabel da Vega lists: ‘Een gesneden houten beelt Anatomie in een weecke houtten casken’.) 
791 Wolters van der Wey, Beatrijs, ‘A New Attribution for the Antwerp Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Joannes 

van Buyten’, Journal of Historians of Netherlandish Art (2009), 1-19. 
792 Wolters van der Wey, ‘A New Attribution for the Antwerp Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Joannes van 

Buyten’, 1-19. 
793 Hendriksen, ‘The Fabric of the Body, 21-31. 
794  The technique of injecting wax and other substances (such as mineral oil, turpentine, and 

quicksilver) in anatomical preparations had already been used by Leonardo da Vinci, but it was 

perfected in the second half of the seventeenth century by Ruysch (1638-1731) and Swammerdam 

(1637–1680). Maraldi, Mazzotti, Cocco and Manzoli, ‘Anatomical Waxwork Modeling’, 9 
795 Hendriksen, ‘The Fabric of the Body, 22. 
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Fig.  64 - Frans Denys, The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Joannes van Buyten, 1648  
Oil on canvas, 345 x 482 cm, Koninklijk Museum voor Schone Kunsten, Antwerp 

 
 

It may be argued that Ruysch’s anatomical preparations were a continuation of 
the tradition of making anatomical (representational) waxworks, such as Van 
Balen’s. In both contexts – in Antwerp and Amsterdam – there was a religious 
motivation to study and imitate God’s Creation. 796  Approaches did differ 
however; Ruysch and others in the Dutch Republic put their energy into 
perfecting the procedure to prepare actual human body parts, while practices in 
the Southern Netherlands (and Italy) were aimed more at representational 
waxworks.797 There is a marked difference between starting from the human 

 

                                                      
796 For example in the case of Ruysch’s anatomical preparations. Roemer, Gijsbert M. van de, ‘From 

vanitas to veneration: The embellishments in the anatomical cabinet of Frederik Ruysch’, Journal of the 

History of Collections 22 (2010), 169-186.  
797 It is not the case that representations were categorically rejected in the Dutch Republic, or that 

preparations were rejected in Antwerp (e.g. there were skeletons in the anatomical theatre and 

stuffed animals in collections). There does however seem to be a subtle difference in the time and 

effort invested in either representation or preparation in the North and in the South. In Antwerp, 

representations were perhaps slightly more appreciated for many reasons, but not the least because 

Counter-Reformation dogma prescribed representations as highly important to devotion. The fact 

that the devotional function of representations and verisimilitude had been removed in the Calvinist 

Northern Netherlands had important implications. More people became invested in the study of 
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body (the God-made form) by preparing it; and imitating form in a man-made 
object - a representation. The adding of textiles to his preparations, furthermore, 
may be interpreted in terms of the shift from form to structure. The structure of 
the human fabrics was here juxtaposed to the structure of man-made textiles. 
However, the problem one had with representations of idealizing versus 
counterfeiting was (at least seemingly) sidestepped by Ruysch’ focus on 
structure.  

In other contexts, one may also point to the artistic roots of anatomical 
representations. The well-known anatomical waxworks made in late 
seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Bologna, were not only rooted in the city’s 
long medical and anatomical tradition (there had been an anatomical theatre 
since 1595), but also in the tradition of wax effigies of the deceased and highly 
realistic waxworks for devotion (like the wax statues at the famous sacri monti).798 
What Van Balen’s inventory makes clear is that, in Antwerp, some sort of 
anatomical waxworks were even made much earlier. And the votive waxworks of 
legs and arms made by Kegelers may be identified as proto-anatomical.  

Although the place of display was markedly different, the viewer’s 
response to the anatomical preparations (with wax and textiles) made by 
Frederick Ruysch may have been not so different from his or her responses to the 
realistic wax effigies and body parts displayed at devotional (or memorial) 
sites.799 In both cases, verisimilitude not only caused an immediate emotional 
response, but also implied a truth claim. Since the image debates of the sixteenth 
century, verisimilitude had become a central concept in art theoretical debates 
too: it was similarly used as a claim of the ‘trueness’ or ‘genuineness’ of art. For 
devotional art in particular, verisimilitude was necessary to transfer knowledge 
of Scripture, as well as to evoke emotional response. Thus verisimilitude, or 
truthfulness to the material world (which also implied respect for God’s 
Creation), was important for ‘devotional’, ‘artistic’, and ‘scientific’ imagery, three 
categories that were indeed not always easily distinguishable from each other in 
this period.  

 

                                                      
God’s Creation itself: a shift in emphasis rather than a categorical rejection of representations, but an 

important shift nonetheless.  
798 Maraldi, Mazzotti, Cocco and Manzoli, ‘Anatomical Waxwork Modeling, 6; and Freedberg, The Power 

of Images, 196. 
799 Sometimes votive offerings of actual mummified body parts and human bones were displayed at 

sacred sites. 
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Frans II Francken, Detail: A collector’s cabinet with Abraham Ortelius and Justus Lipsius, 1617 
Oil on canvas transferred from panel, 52.5 x 73.5 cm, private collection (formerly Haboldt & Co.)
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 4. Paper art and printed knowledge  
 

 

The Lipsius room 
Two years after the death of Balthasar I Moretus (1574–1641), his nephew and 
successor Balthasar II Moretus (1615–1674) had an inventory made of the 
‘meubelen soo schilderye ende anderssints’ (‘furniture including paintings and other 
such things’) in the so-called ‘Lipsius camer’ (‘Lipsius room’) at the Plantin-
Moretus headquarters on the Vrijdagmarkt.800 In using the name ‘Lipsius room’, 
the Moretus family gave a strong statement about the use and meaning of this 
space, and about how they saw themselves and wanted others to see them. The 
Plantin-Moretus dynasty thereby not only confirmed their friendship with and 
admiration for the humanist Justus Lipsius (1547–1606), but also positioned 
themselves as neo-Stoic intellectuals.801 The Lipsius room may be understood as 
an ‘epistemic room’: it contained a collection that was directly communicating 
ideas and knowledge in ways analogous to ‘epistemic images’. 802  Another 
indication of the family’s esteem for Lipsius is the ‘grooten vergulden cop van 
Lipsius’ listed in a different room in a household inventory of 1658.803 This room 
was a true collector’s cabinet: it not only contained a library (including Lipsius’ 
own De Duplici Concordia), but also a sophisticated collection of paintings and 

other objects. 洀 Like Moretus, the painter Frans II Francken also placed a figure 
of Lipsius in a collector’s cabinet: he depicted the scholar in a gallery picture in 
debate with Abraham Ortelius, another renowned sixteenth-century savant (Fig.  
6).804 In Francken’s A collector’s cabinet with Abraham Ortelius and Justus Lipsius the 
two eminent Antwerpers are sitting in an idealized collector’s cabinet, 
surrounded by the types of objects that are listed in so many early seventeenth-
century inventories, such as that for Moretus’ Lipsius room. Lipsius and Ortelius 

 

                                                      
800 Inventory made on 16 March 1643. Notary G. van Tongeren, 4561 (1641–1665), no pagination. See 

also: Duverger, vol. V, 83-84. 
801 Lipsius was the most renowned neo-stoic in Antwerp and, as such, edited the collected works of 

Seneca for the Plantin press.  
802 Klinke, ‘Introduction’, 1-2.  
803 Inventory of goods from the household of Balthasar II Moretus made in 1658. This inventory  

Archive Museum Plantin Moretus, nr. 108, fol. 42. 
804  As mentioned in the Introduction, Ortelius was an avid collector in his days. His collection 

contained paintings, statues, Greek and Roman coins, and exotic shells and minerals (but no 

inventory has survived). Meganck, ‘Erudite Eyes’; Veen, ‘Galerij en kabinet’, 149. 
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seem to be in conversation about these objects, as must have occurred when they 
were still alive.  

The paintings and ‘other such things’ in the Lipsius room are a good 
overall representation of those objects in vogue with collectors in the first 
decades of the century. Since only two years had passed since the death of 
Balthasar I Moretus, under whose the guidance the house at the Vrijdagmarkt 
had been transformed into a beautiful urban palace comparable to Rubens’ house 
on the Wapper, many of the objects present in 1643 must have been collected by 
him. Balthasar I’s life coincided with that of Rubens almost precisely, and the two 
had been friends ever since they had attended Latin School together. In addition 
paintings and objects, the Lipsius room held 69 books, among them a Dutch Bible 
printed in Amsterdam, the Metamorphoses by Ovid, the two volumes of the Opera 
of Heinrich Cornelius Agrippa von Nettesheim, Een brief geschreven aan een Jesuwijt 
by the Reformed minister Theodorus Groen (ca. 1599–1654) of 1641, and a Dutch 
copy of the Christelycke gebeden by the Lutheran theologian Johann Habermann 
(1516–1590).805 It is notable that the library in this room of study and curiosity 
contained works by not only Catholic but also Protestant writers. In fact, 
Theodorus Groen’s work was written as a response to the Jesuit Godefriedus 
Wandelman (1591–1654) and dealt with the controversies between Catholic and 
Reformed religion. So even though religious heterodoxy was officially abolished 
and public debate abrogated during Antwerp’s Counter Reformation, in the 
privacy of collectors’ rooms, there was room for books and discussion about the 
Christian schism from both sides. It seems that the Moretus family, especially in 
their role as publishers, wished to stay up-to-date on both sides of the 
confessional divide (even though the Catholic Church was their most important 
client). It is in this light that one must see the copy of Lipsius’ De Duplici Concordia, 
which was a publication of Lipsius’ anti-Catholic lecture at Jena University in 
1573.806 The double concord implied the conformity between the University and 
the Church, in this case the Lutheran confession. The text was republished in 
Protestant territory in 1600, years after Lipsius had returned to the Southern 
Netherlands and reconverted to Catholicism.  

 

                                                      
805 ‘eenen brieffe van Theoderus Groen aen eenen Jesuwiet geschreven’, Notary G. van Tongeren, 4561 

(1641–1665), no pagination. Theodorus Groen, Een brief geschreven aan een Jesuwijt tot Brussel 

(Amsterdam 1641). This work was a reply to a work by the Jesuit Godefriedus Wandelman (1591–1654) 

(G.W. nieuwe-jaers brief, aan sekeren Woorden-dienaer tot ‘s Hartogen-bosch, met namen I.F. (Brussel, 1639)), 

which was about the traditional controversies between Catholics and Reformed. See: Joep van Gennip, 

Controversen in Context: Een Comparatief Onderzoek Naar de Nederlandstalige Controversepublicaties Van de 

Jezuïeten in de Zeventiende-eeuwse Republiek (Hilversum: Uitgeverij Verloren, 2014), 286-288. 
806 Justus Lipsius, De duplici concordia oratio, non prius edita (Leiden, 1600).  
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In addition to the collection of diverse books, there were seventeen 
paintings and five maps on display. The Lipsius room further contained wax 
figures (see chapter 2), 23 pieces of porcelain, a porcelain statuette of an 
elephant, and a variety of other statuettes, including alabaster figures of animals 
(a rooster and a number of dogs, horses, parrots, rabbits, and foxes) and figures 
in bronze and ‘geleysewerck’ (glazed earthenware).  There was a fancy rapier and 
‘traveling-sword’, both with handles of silver- and gold wire. In terms of natural 
curiosities (some of them made into new luxury products), there was a 
turtleshell, two combs made of turtleshell, a certain ‘nut’ (probably a coconut) 
with inlaid silver, three snakeskins, an ostrich egg, two large ‘kieckhorens’, four 
smaller shells, and a mother-of-pearl plate painted with animals. Also, Moretus 
kept a parrot-cage with some parrots and a type of marbled box with a bird in it; 
based on the description of the box this latter bird was probably a dried 
specimen. In terms of mechanical curiosities, there was not only a large clock but 
also ‘twee cleyn artificiele muyskens met raeyerkens van binnen’ (two small artificial 
mice with gearing inside).807 These types of mechanical automata were highly 
popular curiosities that were often designed by watchmakers, since many of the 
devices were equipped with the same gearing as clocks.  

 

The Antwerp printing industry 
During the sixteenth century, two thirds of the total book production in the 
Netherlands (South and North) took place in the city of Antwerp.808 The arrival 
of Christophe Plantin in the city in 1549 marked the start of a new phase in 
Antwerp’s printing industry. The importance of Plantin and his successors is well 
documented, and the Officina Plantiniana stands central in the literature on print 
culture in early seventeenth-century Antwerp. 809  Their publishing house The 
Golden Compass at the Vrijdagmarkt was long the most important in the city and 
among the most important worldwide.810 The Moretus collection, even judging 
only from the contents of the one room named after Lipsius, was equally 
impressive. But, as will be demonstrated, this collection was not unique. As I have 

 

                                                      
807 Notary G. van Tongeren, 4561 (1641–1665), no pagination. See also: Duverger, vol. V, 83-84. 
808 Djoeke van Netten, ‘De productie van wiskundige boeken’, Scientiarum Historia 32 (2007), 59-74, see 

page 61. 
809 Voet, The Golden Compasses; Bowen, Karen L. and Dirk Imhof, Christopher Plantin and engraved book 

illustrations in sixteenth-century Europe (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008); Imhof, Dirk, De 

Officina Plantiniana ratione recta: Jan I Moretus als uitgever te Antwerpen 1589–1610 (PhD 

dissertation, Antwerp University, 2008). 
810 Voet, The Golden Compasses. 
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shown was the case in other professions, the community of knowledgeable 
collectors among publishers was not limited to a few famous individuals.  

A stone’s throw away from the Plantin-Moretus headquarters lived a 
number of the Officina Plantiniana’s competitors. On the nearby Kammenstraat 
lived and worked the publishers Jan van Keerberghen (1565–1621), Jan van Meurs 
(1583–1652), Martinus III Nutius (1594–1638), and Geleyn Janssens (d. 1619) as 
well as the engraver Peeter I van Lanckvelt (1609–1646). Also not far away were 
the engravers and print dealers Theodore Galle (1561–1633) and Jan Boel (1592–
1640). This chapter is about their self-fashioning as intellectuals via their 
collections and their production of printed texts and images. Another figure 
discussed in this chapter is the mathematician and instrument maker Michiel 
Coignet (1549–1623). Technically outside the domain of the printing industry, he 
is discussed here because of his remarkable career and collection. Coignet 
cooperated with publishers to get his works to press, while some of his surviving 
instruments are demonstrations of his craftsmanship as an engraver.811 For these 
reasons, and because his instruments were objects of knowledge par excellence 
that were widely praised in Antwerp and beyond, he is also discusses in this 
chapter.  

Antwerp remained an important centre for the production of books in the 
early seventeenth century, but for copperplate engraving it was truly a Mecca. 
This chapter is about the role of printers and engravers as conveyers of 
knowledge, as mediaries between producers and consumers. Many of them were 
very well educated and belonged to Antwerp’s elite, as is clear from their often 
rich collections. They must have been (at least relativity) knowledgeable about 
the content of the materials they published, yet they were strictly speaking not 
the knowledge producers, but rather its conveyors and translators (and, of 
course, economic investors). Perhaps even more than actual producers, their 
livelihoods depended on establishing and maintaining good reputations (similar 
to agents) and one way to do this was through a learned collection. As investors, 
printers needed to be knowledgeable about their publications to be able to 
appraise quality (and this was, in turn, also vital for their reputations) and 
estimate financial risks. So their choices and interests seriously impacted the 
printing industry and hence the culture of knowledge. Finally, this chapter 
argues that the printed medium, more than any other medium, was 
representative of the new relationship between text and image. Instead of two 

 

                                                      
811 Engravers could apply their skill to both copper instruments and copper printing plates. 
Ferdinand Arsenius for instance, engraved maps for the new edition of Ortelius’ the Epitome, edited 
by Coignet and published by Van Keerberghen, but also produced instruments for Coignet.    
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opposing (or even clashing) means of communication, the printed medium 
combined text and image in new ways.   

There was a huge gap between the business empires of Antwerp’s 
independent book publishers and the small workshops of some engravers, who 
probably worked in the service of others most of the time. On the one hand there 
were individuals like Van Meurs and Nutius, who ran successful businesses and 
were serious competitors with the Officina Plantiniana (and, in fact, belonged to 
the same network) and likewise owned exquisite collections. Their incredible 
wealth is concordant with the observation that the Antwerp printing industry in 
the early seventeenth century became increasingly concentrated in the hands of 
a few large and successful printing houses. An inner circle of a few successful 
families seem to have monopolized the printing industry through relative large 
investments and economies of scale (the Galle family fulfilled a similar role in the 
case of printed images). At the next level down in the market operated the 
printer Gelyn Janssens, for instance, who seems to have found his niche by 
specializing in Dutch editions. His house with 12 rooms still accommodated a 
decent enough collection, including 39 paintings. On the other hand, there were 
the engravers like Van Lanckvelt and Boel, artisans of modest means, who owned 
9 and 3 paintings respectively.812   

Among those working in the printing industry there seem to have been 
fewer middle class collectors (with the possible exception of Gelyn Janssens) than 
we see with the other groups of artists and artisans discussed in this dissertation. 
This may be partly due to the uneven survival of sources, but there is reason to 
think it reflects a historical reality.813 The disappearance of middle class groups 
in the printing industry (and hence the disappearance knowledgeable collectors 
among them), was perhaps an anticipation of what would later happen in other 
professions. The shift within the former could be seen as the writing on the wall: 
they went from a widely practiced and inclusive culture of collecting among 
knowledgeable artists and artisans in the early seventeenth century, to one less 
inclusive and increasingly elitist later in the century. Whereas the distinction 
between the workshop and collector’s room was not always clear in the early 
decades of the 1600s, the division concretized as the century progressed. The 
collectors’ rooms of the discussed wealthy publishers were impossible to confuse 

 

                                                      
812Another example is the printer and bookseller Pauwels I Stroobant (d. 1621), who is not discussed 

here, but who had only 6 paintings on display in his house De Witte Hazewind on de Korte 

Kammenstraat. Duverger, Antwerpse kunstinventarissen vol. II, 148-152. 
813 With the exception of the inventory of Gelyn Janssens, I have found no other household inventory 

for a printer, publisher, or engraver in early seventeenth-century Antwerp that can be characterized 

as middle class.   
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with their printing rooms (whereas there could be a smooth overlap between 
goldsmiths’, apothecaries’, or painters’ workshops and their collectors’ rooms). 
Whereas some other artists and artisans may have aspired to join the city’s elite 
through their collections, there was no doubt that the likes of Moretus, Van 
Meurs, and Nutius in fact constituted the economic and political elite.  

When printed texts and public rhetorical performances by chambers of 
rhetoric were increasingly subjected to control of the authorities after 1585, the 
privacy of a collector’s room could be a safe haven (even for the ownership of 
books that were on the Index). Moreover, the ownership of images and objects 
had never been under the same scrutiny as published texts and public speech. 
Rather images, in particular printed images, played a crucial role in Counter-
Reformation devotion. Characteristic for early seventeenth-century Antwerp 
were the large numbers of richly illustrated devotional works, many by Jesuit 
authors.814 The impact of the Jesuits on Antwerp’s books production was indeed 
marked, as we will see.  

In what follows, I will first discuss the printing industry in Antwerp and 
the role of printed text and image in the Counter Reformation. I then address the 
encyclopedic collections of Jan van Meurs and Martinus III Nutius, which were 
exemplary of Antwerp’s finest. Subsequent sections consider privileges (the right 
to publish a particular work or a category of works) and the business strategies 
of the Van Keerberghen family; the rise and decline of genres of books printed in 
Antwerp, with a special focus on mathematical books and the new edition of 
Ortelius’ Epitome atlas; the display of maps and other types of ‘paper art’ in 
collectors’ rooms; and Gelyn Janssens’ Dutch editions of classical texts and his 
collections of images. The next sections consider the collecting of printed images 
and the practice’s relationship with image theory concerning imitation and 
meditation. Finally, the last part deals with the engraved instruments of Michiel 
Coignet. 

 

Text and image in the Counter Reformation 
The importance of the invention of the printing press hardly requires 
explanation. This new medium caused a revolution in communication, which in 
turn has been linked to major historical shifts in culture, politics, religion, and 

 

                                                      
814  Sellink, Manfred, Philips Galle (1537–1612). Engraver and print publisher in Haarlem and Antwerp 

(Amsterdam: PhD Dissertation, 1997), 123; Sellink, ‘‘Illustrated Religious Publications of the Officina 

Plantiniana from the end of the 16th century into the 17th’, in: Dirk Imhof (ed.), Exh. Cat.: The 

illustrations of books published by the Moretuses (Antwerp: Plantin-Moretus Museum, 1997), 35. 
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knowledge practices.815 Especially since the second half of the twentieth century, 
precisely at a point in time when the importance of the printed medium was 
starting to wane, historians came to see books ‘as a force in history’. The 
‘communication circuit’, in which publishers and booksellers played a vital role, 
became a subject for historical inquiry.816 Unlike some of the objects discussed in 
other chapters, books have always been of interest to historians of science. Prints 
have likewise been a subject of investigation for art historians, though 
admittedly pride of place has been accorded to ‘unique’ works of art in the media 
of painting and sculpture. That printed texts and printed images are information 
carriers is more obvious than with other types of objects. Whereas other objects 
may seem to be ‘silent messengers’ (communicating knowledge in an introvert 
way), printed texts and images are textbook examples of the communication of 
knowledge.817 In recent years, the material turn has impacted research on both 
the printed text and the printed image, which has resulted in increased attention 
to the materiality of the medium. In a similar vein, the makers of printed material 
are now acknowledged to be important actors in the process leading to the final 
product, whereas in the past the bias has been towards authors and designers. In 
order to understand the whole process, information and medium cannot and 
should not be separated; this chapter therefore discusses the relationships 
between authors and inventors on the one hand and publishers and engravers 
on the other. For engravers it was quite common that the engraving of the copper 
plates and the printing of the image (and sometimes even the design of the 
composition) was done by one and the same person. However, most engravers-
publishers did not limit their printing production to their own work and also 
bought and commissioned copper plates (or designs) from others.   

Another obvious result of the advent of the printing press was the rise of 
the printed image, which David Freedberg describes as ‘the greatest expansion 
of image-making before the age of the computer’.818 The printed image played a 
significant role in early modern knowledge production, especially in those 

 

                                                      
815 For example: McLuhan, Marshall, The Gutenberg Galaxy: the making of typographic man (Toronto: 

University of Toronto Press, 1962); Eisenstein, Elizabeth, The Printing Press as an Agent of Change 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1979); Darnton, Robert, ‘What is the History of Books’, 

Daedalus vol. 111 (1982), 65-83. 
816 Darnton, ‘What is the History of Books’, 65-67. 
817 Dupré and Lüthy (eds.), Silent messengers. 
818 Freedberg, ‘Art after iconoclasm’, 43. Victor Stoichita has also argued that in the context of the 

image debates during the sixteenth century, some paintings became ‘self-aware’: by taking painting 

as their theme, paintings acquired a new status as ‘theoretical objects’. Stoichita, The self-aware image.  
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sciences that have been labeled as ‘observational’ or ‘descriptive’.819 The success 
of prints is due not only to their participation in  the ideal of ‘truth to nature’, 
but also to the fact that they were easy to reproduce and (more-or-less) 
identical.820 It may come as no surprise that people contemplated the new role of 
the printed image and how text and image could reinforce each other. In fact, 
arguments in favor of the use of scientific imagery and in favor of the use of 
devotional prints show remarkable similarities. On a related note, one could 
argue that the ‘problematicness’, so to say, of the use of imagery in both domains 
was also at the basis of its success.821  

The importance of the sense of sight was obviously fundamental to 
arguments about the use and perception of imagery. The sense of hearing, on the 
other hand, was closely linked to the tradition of rhetoric. Hearing was 
understood hold an (almost) equal status as seeing, since both senses were linked 
to the imagination (in our mind, we can imagine a picture and a sound, while this 
is not possible with the other senses). The nature of the psychological faculty of 
the imagination was also  discussed in relation to optical theory, as we will see 
was the case with the Jesuit Franciscus Aguilonius (1567–1617) book on optics, 
Opticorum libri sex, which appeared with the Officina Plantiniana in 1613 with 
images designed by Rubens and engraved by Theodore Galle.822 This case also 
exemplifies the cooperation between writer, draftsman, engraver, and publisher, 

 

                                                      
819 Such as botany zoology, and anatomy. See for instance essays in: Exh. Cat. Prints and the Pursuit of 

Knowledge in Early Modern Europe; Dackerman, Susan, ‘Introduction’, in: Susan Dackerman (ed.), Exh. 

Cat.: Prints and the Pursuit of Knowledge in Early Modern Europe (Harvard Art Museums, New Haven and 

London: Yale University Press, 2011), 19-36; Daston, Lorraine, ‘Observation’, in: Susan Dackerman 

(ed.), Exh. Cat.: Prints and the Pursuit of Knowledge in Early Modern Europe (Harvard Art Museums, New 

Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2011), 126-133; Swan, Claudia, ‘Illustrated Natural History’, 
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820 William Ivins, Prints and Visual Communication (New York: Da Capo Press, 1969). 
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Calvinist) regions, the rise of printed picture Bibles, which showed the literal-historical truth of 

Scripture, was also remarkable. Devotional images were, of course, only accepted in Catholic 

contexts. 
822 The six vignettes and the title page of the book (in six volumes) were all designed by Rubens. 

Theodore Galle was paid 72 guilders for four plates (for books I, IV, V, and VI) and another 72 

guilders for the title page on 22 June 1613. Later that summer, on August 9 1613, Galle received 12 

guilders and 12 ½ stuivers for the printing of 1,263 sheets of the title page and 66 guilders and 5 ½ 

stuivers for printing seven other images (1,263 copies each). See: Judson, J. Richard and Carl van de 

Velde, Corpus Rubenianum Ludwig Burchard Part XXI. Book Illustrations and Title Pages vol. I (Brussels: 

Arcade Press, 1978), 28, 44, 59, 65, 100-115. 
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all of whom impacted the final product – and all of whom belonged to Antwerp’s 
elite.823  

One of the most important Tridentine decrees (the eighteenth session) 
concerned control over reading, and the infamous Catholic Index Librorum 
Prohibitorum was established for this purpose. Regulating the printing industry 
was another means of controlling printed media and readership. Ordinances 
from 1616 and 1626 confirmed the power of the Church authorities (the bishop) 
regarding issues such as privileges, visitations, and censorship in the Southern 
Netherlands. In 1558, under the rule of Philip II, Antwerp printers and booksellers 
had been added to the professional groups under the control of the Guild of St. 
Luke, mainly in order to make them easier to control by the authorities.824 Ever 
since, some printers and booksellers had opposed their required membership in 
the Guild, where they argued that their rights were not adequately defended and 
their capacity for self-determination was unjustifiably limited. Some wanted to 
form a guild of their own, and in 1612 their separation from the Guild of St. Luke 
was only barely prevented by Balthasar I Moretus and Jan I van Keerberghen.825  

Throughout the early modern period, the main activities related to the 
printing industry were usually performed by the same person (or family), who 
acted as printers, publishers, and booksellers at once. These printer-publisher-
sellers were important in terms of technical and artisanal skill, which 
determined the material quality of the book, but also in terms of illustrations, 
dedications, and annotations, or what has been termed the ‘paratext’. 826 
Sometimes they even made larger adjustments to the text, so their impact on the 
final product should not be underestimated. The importance of printer-
publishers is also apparent from the fact that privileges, which were rare in this 
period anyway, were usually granted to publishers and not to authors.   

  

 

                                                      
823 The city of Antwerp rewarded Aguilonius for his publication with 200 guilders. Judson and Van 

de Velde, Book Illustrations and Title Pages, 101. 
824  Rossem, Stijn van, Het gevecht met de boeken. De uigeversstrategiën van de familie Verdussen 

(Antwerpen, 1589–1689) (Antwerp: PhD dissertation, 2014), 82-85. 
825 Van Rossem, Het gevecht met de boeken, 84. Even though Moretus and Van Keerberghen worked 

together on this occasion, at other times the affairs between the two families were less cooperative, 

as we will see later.   
826 Van Netten, ‘De productie van wiskundige boeken’, 60; Adrian Johns, The nature of the book. Print and 

knowledge in the making (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1998).  
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Encyclopedic collections, gallery pictures, and 
emblem books 
One of the most impressive collections in early seventeenth-century Antwerp 
must have been that of Jan van Meurs, who lived in De Vette Hen (The Fat Hen) on 
the Kammenstraat. Van Meurs was registered as a bookseller and liefhebber in the 
Guild of St. Luke, of which he became Dean, and also served as a city alderman.827 
He was an avid art collector and counted many art dealers among his contacts.828 
He was the brother-in-law of Balthasar I Moretus and his collection was of a 
similar standing.829 Van Meurs owned a large assortment of porcelain, statuettes 
in copper, bronze and plaster, turned ivory, and alabaster. Like Moretus he 
owned a variety of statuettes of animals, among them a silver rooster and hen. 
Several of his rooms were decorated with expensive gilded leather. Van Meurs 
also owned a Turkish sable, a Turkish tablecloth and, most notably, a number of 
‘Indian’ objects, such as a tablecloth, diverse ‘Indian antiquities’, and an 
‘Ierdiaenschen Affgodt’ (‘Indian idol’, as discussed in chapter 1). He had not only a 
‘casse met cieckhoorens ende andere diergelycke rariteijten’ (a case with cieckhoorens 
and other such rarities), but also several other shells, ‘horns’, ‘dry coraeltaxkens’ 
(three coral branches), and a dried snake. Furthermore, the publisher owned an 
‘anatomy’ (the material was not mentioned), two ‘spera mundi met twee bollen’ 
(probably two pairs of terrestrial globes, or perhaps two armillary spheres), a 
watch made of ‘mountain crystal’ (quartz), a compass and a pair of compasses, a 
globe of copper, an astrolabe, and an item described as an ‘apotecxken van silver’ 
(apothecary of silver). The ‘lessenaer van spiegels’ (‘lectern of mirrors’) that was 
listed among the ‘rarities’ may have been an art cabinet with a mirrored 
perspective installation. And as if all that was not enough, Van Meurs also had a 
separated ‘Hoff’ (courtyard garden) on the Hopland (near Rubens’ residence), 
with three pomegranate trees, three fig trees, a large orange tree and six ‘young’ 
orange trees, two laurels, and three rosemary bushes.830  

 

                                                      
827 He died on 25 January 1652 and left seven children (one of his son, Martinus, was a Jesuit). His wife 

Catharina de Sweerdt predeceased him. SAA, Notary H. Fighé, 1509 (1652), 16r-31v. See also: Duverger, 

vol. VI, 264-269. 
828 Timmermans, Bert, Patronen van patronage in het zeventiende-eeuwse Antwerpen (Amsterdam: 

Aksant, 2008), 243. 
829 Jan II Moretus was married to Maria de Sweerdt, the sister of Catharina de Sweerdt, wife of Jan van 

Meurs. After the death of Jan II Moretus in 1619, Balthasar I established a business partnership with 

his brother-in-law Jan van Meurs, which lasted until a conflict in 1629. Landtsheer, J. de, D. Sacré and 

C. Coppens (eds.), Exh. Cat.: Justus Lipsius (1547–1606). Een geleerde en zijn Europese network (Leuven: 

Leuven University Press, 2006), 599. 
830 SAA, Notary H. Fighé, 1509 (1652), 16r-31v. 
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Van Meurs’ collection of paintings was equally impressive. He owned over 
a hundred paintings by the best Netherlandish masters, such as Rubens, 
Rottenhamer, Brueghel, Metsys, Frans II Francken (including a ‘constcamer’), 
Daniel Segers, Frans Floris, Joos de Momper, Lucas van Valckenborch, Pieter 
Aertsen, Adriaan Brouwer, Frans Snyders, Herri met de Bles, Adriaen Keij, and 
Gillis Mostaert. He even owned an ‘Adam ende Eva van Lenart da Vinci’ (Adam and 
Eve by Leonardo da Vinci). Van Meurs’ copy of the Lion Hunt after an original by 
Rubens later came into the possession of Balthasar II Moretus and is now on 
display in the Museum Plantin Moretus (Fig.  65).831 

 

 
Fig.  65 - Copy after Peter Paul Rubens, Lion Hunt, ca. 1621–1640 
Oil on panel, 134,3 x 214,6 cm, Museum Plantin Moretus, Antwerp 
 

 
Van Meurs’ possession of a ‘constcamer’ by Francken is telling. He was just the 
type of knowledgeable collector who would have been interested in the genre of 
painting that depicted something like his own collection. The shells, dried 
animals, exotica, scientific instruments, and, of course, the paintings depicted by 
Francken could all be found (in one form or another), in Van Meurs’ collection. 
Not coincidentally, Van Meurs also owned several collaborative paintings, 
including one by the hand of Rottenhamer with a landscape by Brueghel. In all 
these ways Van Meurs profiled himself as the ultimate connoisseur. A 
particularly remarkable painting in his collection was ‘een Landtschapken van de 

 

                                                      
831 ‘Item een Leeuwejacht naar Rubens’. SAA, Notary H. Fighé, 1509 (1652), 30r. See also: Duverger, 

Antwerpse kunstinventarissen vol. VI, 267. 
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Jongen Franck met rontsom de Misteriën van Onse Lieve Vrouwe’ (a landscape by the 
young Franck [Frans Francken II] with around it the mysteries of Our Lady).832 
There are several known works by the painter with such a composition (e.g. Fig.  
66). The borders not only depict scenes from the life of the Virgin and Christ, but 
also contain flowers and animals, as well as trompe l’oeil pictures-within-
pictures of the four Evangelists. 833  Paintings like these were particularly 
attractive as conversation pieces for connoisseurs in that the polychromatic 
middle area of the composition could be compared to the grisaille border in 
terms of technique as well as subject. Here we are also dealing with  juxtaposition, 
in this case of material (painting technique) and form (subject matter). 
Landscape and natural motifs also combined naturally with a Biblical scene, 
which relates these type of works to the Madonna’s in a garland of flowers 
discussed in chapter 1. The basic theme of these paintings was similar: neither 
natural and sacred, nor matter and form, could be separated, and in fact each 
reinforced the other. In that sense, Francken’s particular type of composition 
with a main scene bordered by natural motifs is also reminiscent of much older 
traditions of book illustration with naturalia and artificialia in the margins.834 
According to Thomas DaCosta Kaufmann, this tradition was in turn rooted in the 
practices of pilgrims, who attached objects to the pages of their journals or Book 
of Hours. These objects were considered sacred because they were collected 
during pilgrimages.835  
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with Child and two Angels, oil on panel, 42 x 48.5 cm, Private collection (formerly Lemptertz, Cologne, 
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834 DaCosta Kaufmann, The Mastery of Nature, 17. 
835 DaCosta Kaufmann, The Mastery of Nature, 41-43.  
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Fig.  66 - Frans II Francken, Madonna with Child served by two Angels, ca. 1620 
Oil on panel, 47.2 x 56.3 cm, National Gallery of Slovenia, Ljubljana 
 

 
 
One emblem book that combined figural scenes with borders with motifs of 
plants and animals in a way similar to Francken’s paintings was Montano’s 
Humanae salutis monumenta, published by the Plantin Press (first in 1571).836 This 

 

                                                      
836 Benedictus Arias Montanus, Humanae salutis monumenta B. Ariæ Montani studio constructa et decantata 

(Antwerp: ex officina Cristophori Plantini, 1571). Montano was one of the editors of Plantin’s polyglot 

Bible; see: Shalev, Zur, Sacred Words and Worlds: Geography, Religion, and Scholarship, 1550–1700 (Leiden 

and Boston: Brill, 2011); and Cook, Matters of Exchange, 95. One place to buy this book format the shop 

of Jan Spierinck, the grocer-come-book dealer we met in chapter 2. In Spierinck’s ‘comptoir’ there was 

still a stock of 64 unbound copies of the Monumenta when he died in 1611. The inventory lists: ’14 

Monumenta Montanij in quarto ongebonden’ and ’50 Monumenta Montani in octavo ongebonden’. 

SAA, Notary H. van Cantelbeck, 3365 (1611). As mentioned in chapter 2, the Spierinck-Plantin couple 

was active in the sales of Plantin’s Polyglot Bible during their period of exile. After their return to 

Antwerp, the couple remained in the book trade, albeit on a small scale. In the inventory were also, 

for example, 72 unbound copies of Ludovicus Hillessemius’, Sacrarum antiquitatum monumenta 

patriarcharum (Antwerp: ex officina Cristophori Plantini, 1577) and 28 unbound copies of a work 

(unspecified) by Laurentii Gambarae. The inventory further mentions the sale of some books to Jehan 
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richly illustrated exegesis was a scriptural emblem book for the learned, 
containing complex Latin poems and engravings that aimed to be what the title 
describes as the ‘medicine of human salvation’. 837  The illustrations of the 
Monumenta were designed and engraved by, among others, Abraham de Bruyn, 
Pieter van der Borcht, Hiëronymus Wierix, and Johannes Wierix. Both text and 
image could be, quite literally, ‘medicine’ to heal the human soul – and the body 
by extension. Moreover, the borders with natural motifs in the Monumenta were 
considered an appropriate complement to Scripture, as natural objects were 
bearers of meaning and had their place in meditative practices (Fig.  67). 

  

 
Fig.  67 - Benito Arias Montano, Humanae salutis monumenta (1571) 

 
  

 

                                                      
Beys (for 166 guilders) and to Theodor Rinsart (two Bibles for 180 guilders). Notary H. van Cantelbeck, 

3365 (1611). 
837 It is noticeable that Richard Verstegan also called his book a ‘medicine’; in his case a ‘medicine 

against melancholy’. The full title of the work is Beschrijvinghe van de Proprieteyten oft eyghendommen, 

van de differente soorten van Ambacht-slieden. Dienende in stede van Medicamenten, teghen die Melancolie. 
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The use of imagery in the Monumenta was not unique; the Officina Plantiniana 
reused the engraved plates of illustrations and borders for a number of editions 
and a variety of emblem books. Its engravings are representative, however, of a 
wider trend in which imagery of nature, as ‘bijwerk’ (as in book illuminations), 
was combined with imagery from Scripture. These types of compositions had 
their origins in the manuscript tradition, but the compositions were emulated in 
a variety of ways in the early seventeenth century. The two layers (nature and 
scripture) underpinned the notion that there were religious grounds for studying 
nature, while the study of nature was itself like a religious activity. This is shown 
in the engraving of a scholar in his study, of the Saint Hieronymus-type (Fig.  67), 
captioned ‘pientiae compendium’ (compendium of wisdom), emphasizing that 
‘for a Christian observation is virtuous’. In the poem, Montano writes that Christ 
himself had turned to the arts to create a ‘joyous feeling of the eternal’.838  

In Counter-Reformation Antwerp, the Jesuits adopted at least part of this 
tradition, adding their own particular emphasis on visual rhetoric and 
imagination. As Walter Melion has demonstrated, Montano’s Monumenta was a 
major source of inspiration for Jeronimo Nadal’s famous emblem book Evangeliae 
Historiae Imagines (discussed further below).839 To a certain extent, the oft-made 
juxtaposition of the tradition of mystical Christian spirituality, humanism, and 
neo-Stoicism of the Plantin circle with later developments in Counter 
Reformation Antwerp should be revaluated. 840  There are important lines of 
continuity between the Monumenta and Nadal’s emblem book, as Ralph Dekonick 
has suggested. Here, I will argue that these lines went beyond the domain of print 
culture into the domain of painting and even the culture of collecting at large. 
For instance, Francken’s painting Madonna with Child served by two Angels (Fig.  66) 
likewise combined a thematically complementary border and a main image in 
order to disseminate a moral message. In fact, at least some gallery pictures, such 
as Frans II Francken’s A Collection (Fig.  19), may be understood similarly as 
borders of nature surrounding one or more central image(s), which are often 

 

                                                      
838  ‘Quid mali Christus relevare morbi / Posset: exultans animum supernas / Vertit ad artes’. 

Benedictus Arias Montanus, Humanae salutis monumenta B. Ariæ Montani studio constructa et decantata 

(Antwerp: ex officina Cristophori Plantini, 1571), no pagination. 
839 As Walter S. Melion argues: ‘As Montano strives to appeal to the eyes and heart, so Nadal labors to 

indicate how Jesus himself uses visual means to turn knowledge into conviction; the dry recognition 

of scriptural events is converted into the apprehension of doctrinal truths, informed by affective, 

cognitive and imaginative empathy.’ Melion, Walter S., ‘Ex libera meditatione’: Visualizing the 

Sacrificial Christ in Jeronimo Nadal’s Annotations and Meditations on the Gospel’, in: Marcia Kupfer 

(ed.), The Passion Story: From Visual Representation to Social Drama (University Park: Penn State Press, 

2008), 112.  
840 Of course, there were also many neo-Stoics in early seventeenth-century Antwerp, among them 

Rubens. 
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religious. The landscape vistas in this and other gallery pictures by Francken are 
examples, but one can also point to the relatively large number of landscape 
paintings in Francken’s gallery pictures. In A Collection (Fig.  19), for instance, the 
centrepiece of a Madonna in a garland of flowers (itself a border of nature 
surrounding a religious image) is surrounded by four landscapes and a fire.841 A 
similar argument can be made about the actual displays of Antwerp collections 
(based upon admittedly incomplete evidence from probate inventories). 
Beholders were invited to think or converse about the relationship between 
nature and Scripture, which was in general an important point of conversation 
for Antwerp collectors. Finally, as will be argued below, the contemplation of 
nature and Scripture in collectors’ rooms adjoins the argument that collections 
could be used in terms of imitation and meditation. 

Among Antwerp’s most successful emblem books were those by Otto van 
Veen (1557–1629), who in the autumn of his career concentrated increasingly on 
engraving. In 1615, Jan van Meurs collaborated with Martinus III Nutius on the 
publication of Otto van Veen’s Amoris divini emblemata.842 This emblem book on 
divine love was made at the request of the Archduchess Isabella and formed the 
pendant to Van Veen’s earlier and very successful Amorum emblemata (1608), on 
profane love.843 The sixty images in Amoris divini emblemata were accompanied by 
texts in Latin, Spanish, Dutch, and French. Most of its emblems feature Amor 
Divinus (divine love) and Anima (soul) in a landscape setting, engaged in 
symbolic action that represents the Soul’s journey towards Heaven. Van Veen 
was one the leading emblematists of his time, and Van Meurs and Nutius were 
quick to foresee the profits and prestige coming from a project like this.  

 

                                                      
841 Paintings of fires may be considered considered in the same category as landscape painting. For 

categories of paintings by subject matter see chapter 4. The categories I use are based on Muller’s 

categories: Muller, Jeffrey M., ‘Netherlands: Ownership and Display of Paintings in Domestic 

Interiors’, in: Peter C. Sutton (ed.), Exh. Cat.: The Age of Rubens (Museum of Fine Arts Boston in 

association with Ludion Press Ghent, 1993), 196-197. 
842 Otto Vaenius, Amoris divini emblemata (Antwerp: Martinus Nutius and Jan van Meurs, 1615). Van 

Meurs also published, together with Cornelis Schut, the memorial book of the Blijde Intrede of the 

Cardinal Infant Ferdinand into Ghent (1635). From 1643 on he collaborated with the Jesuits on the 

publication of the Acta Sanctorum. See: Timmermans, Patronen van patronage, 243. 
843 Otto Veanius, Amorum emblemata (Antwerp: Henrici Swingenii, 1608). Samuel Chew ascribed the 

English verses in Van Veen’s Amorum emblemata to Richard Verstegan. Chew, S., ‘Richard Verstegen 

and the Amorum emblemata of Otto van Veen’, Huntington Library Quarterly 8 (1945), 192-199. See also: 

Montone, Tine, ‘‘Dolce ire, dolce sdegni, e dolci paci’. The Role of the Italian Collaborator in the 

Making of Otto van Vaenius’s Amorum Emblemata (1608)’ in: Alison Adams and Marleen van der Weij 

(eds.), Emblems of the Low Countries. A Book Historical Perscpective (Glasgow: Glasgow Emblem Studies, 

2003), 45-62. Van Veen’s first emblem book was the neo-stoic Emblemata Hortiana from 1607, published 

with Hieronymus Verdussen.   
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Like Van Meurs, Nutius was one of Antwerp’s most prominent publishers 
and collectors. The Nutius family publishing business dated back to Martinus I 
Nutius (d. 1558), who became a member of the Guild of St. Luke in 1540 and from 
1546 operated from his house De Twee Oyevaers (The Two Storks) on the 
Kammenstraat. After his death in 1558, his widow continued the business until 
their sons Philippus Nutius (1543–1586) and Martinus II Nutius (d. 1608) were old 
enough to take over. After the death of Martinus II in 1608, a partnership was 
established between the Nutius heirs and Joannes Hertsroy and Jan van Meurs. 
For the grave of Martinus II, his wife Anna Tempelaers (d. 1608) had ordered a 
certain ‘tafereel’ (painting) from the painter Frans I Francken for the amount of 
100 guilders. 844  Just three months after the funeral, Anna followed her late 
husband into the grave.   

The third generation took the reins in the 1610s under the leadership of 
Martinus III Nutius (1594–1638), who became a member of the Guild of St. Luke 
in 1614.845 Martinus III had grown up in a wealthy and cultivated milieu, as is 
apparent for example from the fact that he received an education in music and 
was trained in playing the lute when he was a young man.846 As the eldest son, 
Martinus III had also inherited a lavish countryside estate measuring eleven 
bunders and 167 roeden in Wilrijk.847 After coming of age he ran the prospering 
business from the house De Twee Oyevaers until his death in 1638. When Martinus 
III Nutius died in 1638 he left behind four children from his first marriage to 
Catharina Diericxdr Galle (1599–1634) and two children from his second marriage 

 

                                                      
844 ‘Item op den derthienden maye anno voorschreven [1609] betaelt aan meester Franchois Francken 

de somme van eenhondert guldens voor het schilderen van den tafereel staende in de voors. 

Sepulture gelyck wylen de voorghenoemde jouffrouwe Anna Tempeleers hem tselve heeft 

aenbesteet, luyt der quitantie daeraff synde, beloopende de voorschreven somme van 100 gl’. Estate 

of Martinus II Nutius and Anna Tempelaers from 1608, see: Duverger, Antwerpse kunstinventarissen vol. 

I, 278. 
845  Olthoff, Frans, De boekdrukkers, boekverkoopers en uitgevers in Antwerpen sedert de uitvinding der 

boekdrukkunst tot op onze dagen (Antwerp: Nabu Press, 1891), 77. 
846 ‘Item ten voorschreven daghe betaelt aen den musieckmeester twee guldens ende vyff stuyvers 

voor da thy Martinus Nutius, den outsten sone, binnen den leven van syn ouderr drye maenden lanck 

musieck geleert heeft’; ‘Item op de dryentwintichsten maij betaelt aen Meester Gillebert Verbraken 

de jong de somme van zeventwintich guldens voor derthien ende een halff maenden die hij aen 

Martinus Nutius de oudsten sone heeft leeren spelen op de luijt’. Estate of Martinus II Nutius and 

Anna Tempelaers from 1608, see: Duverger, Antwerpse Kunstinventarissen vol. I, 278, 279.  
847 ‘eenen bundel met schepene brieven ende diversche stucken raeckende de hoeve met huyssinge, 

schure, stallingen, lande, bemde, gronde ende toebehoorten groot int geheel elff bunders, een 

hondert sevenentsestich roeden, twelff voeten, gelegen tot Wilryck’ (‘als oudste sone syns vader’). 

Inventory Martinus III Nutius (16 March 1643). Notary C. Doppegieter, 1313 (1638–1639), no 

pagination 
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to Catharina Michielsdr Galle. 848  Jan van Meurs, together with Balthasar I 
Moretus, Joannes Galle, and Renier Carlier was appointed guardian of Nutius’ 
children.849 The inventory indicates that the widow and guardians had decided 
they needed help with the daily affairs in the shop and printing house and hired 
a certain Matthias Martines; they also apprenticed Martinus IV to Balthasar 
Bellerus, a publisher in Douai. 850  In addition to these types of clauses, the 
inventory from 1638 listed the contents of not one but two houses: in addition to 
the property on the Kammenstraat there was another house, named Den Witten 
Hondt (The White Dog). 

The inventory testified to the great prosperity of the Nutius household 
and business. A total of 27 different rooms in two houses, a shop, and a printing 
office contained a wealth of collected objects as well as an impressive stock of 
books. There was also cash, almost 13,000 pounds Flemish, which was an 
uncommonly large amount. Like Van Meurs, Nutius could be counted amongst 
Antwerp’s most ambitious and wealthy collectors. And like Van Meurs, Nutius 
too owned a gallery picture: a ‘schilderye op panneel staet een constcamer’.851 The 
painting was on display in the neercamer of the house Den Witten Hondt. This room 
must have looked somewhat like a gallery picture itself, as the walls were 
completely hung with black-ground gilded leather, forming a backdrop for 15 
paintings, a crucifix with a ‘copper God’, a mirror in an ebony case, three gilded 
apples, two church books, and some pillows indicated as ‘carpet’ and ‘tapyte’, and 
tablecloths. 852  In the Nutius household there were also a variety of ‘Indian’ 
fabrics, an Indian lacquerware box, two more gilded apples, a fan made of plumes, 
statuettes, some porcelain, a coral paternoster, a gilded copper reliquary, and a 

 

                                                      
848  From the first marriage: Martinus IV, Philippus, Joannes, and Maria Anna. From the second 

marriage: Catharina Adriana and Jan Baptiste. The inventory mentions the ‘houwelycke voorwaerde 

van Sr. Martinus Nutius ende Jor. Catharina Galle voorden notaris Mareels gepasseert 27 april 1635’ 

(prenuptial agreement). See: inventory Martinus III Nutius (23 October 1638), Notary C. Doppegieter, 

1313 (1638–1639), no pagination. 
849 Balthasar Moretus, Jan van Meurs (another important publisher and business partner of Moretus 

until 1629) and Jan Galle were the guardians of the children from Nutius’ first marriage with Catharina 

Diericxdr. Galle. Jan van Meurs (again) and Renier Carlier were the guardians of the children from his 

second marriage to Catharina Michielsdr. Galle. See the inventory of Martinus Nutius: Notary C. 

Doppegieter, 1313 (1638–1639), no pagination. 
850 ‘Ten 1. Datmen Matthias Martines sal nemen tot hulpe vanden druckerye en den winckel. Ten 2. 

Datmen sal sien om Martinus Nutius tot bestellen tot Douay by Balthasar Bellerus’. Inventory of 

Martinus III Nutius, 23 October 1638. Notary C. Doppegieter, 1313 (1638–1639), no pagination. 
851 In fact, these are among the rare literal descriptions of gallery pictures in Antwerp inventories. 
852 ‘goude leiren met swerten grondt rontsomme de camer hangende’; ‘een schilderye op panneel 

staet een constcamer’. Inventory Martinus III Nutius (23 October 1638), Notary C. Doppegieter, 1313 

(1638–1639), no pagination. 
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large amount of precious silverwork and jewellery.853 Nutius and Van Meurs were 
the perfect learned clientele for the newly invented genre of the gallery picture. 
They not only owned collections themselves that were similar to the painted 
displays, but were also the perfect fit in terms of intellectual aspirations. As a 
sidenote, it may be no coincidence that of Nutius’ 15 paintings in the neercamer, 
7 were landscapes. In fact, of his total collection of 54 paintings, 18, or 33%, fell 
into the category of landscapes. This relatively high percentage is remarkable 
and diverges from general collecting trends in Antwerp, where the average 
percentage of landscape painting was 16.7 in the period of 1643–1652. It is, 
however, in accordance with the high percentages of landscape painting 
represented in gallery pictures from the Francken workshop (see chapter 1).  

Nutius’ marriage to Catherina Diericksdr Galle brought him into the 
network of the Galle and Moretus families. Catharina was the daughter of 
Theodore (the Latinized version of Dierick) Galle and Catharina Moretus.854 That 
Van Meurs, Moretus, and Galle were named as guardians further indicates how 
tightly woven the network of successful publishers was. As with all professions, 
close personal and family ties were typical for this milieu. In a tight network of 
likeminded spirits, publishers were guardians of each other children, married 
into other publishers’ families, and maintained friendships. Sometimes business 
partnerships were dissolved after conflicts, as happened with brothers-in-law 
Balthasar I Moretus and Jan van Meurs in 1629.855   

The stock of books listed in Nutius’ inventory is truly impressive, 
constituting 75,015 copies of more than a hundred different titles. This number 
did not account for all the books present, however, as it excluded those volumes 
‘hier nyet geinvetarieert door de ordre ende begeerte vande voornoemde momboiren’ (not 
inventoried as ordered and desired by the aforementioned guardians).856 Of the 
total stock of books the vast majority, 43,160 copies, were standard works used at 
schools, such as the catechism by the Jesuit Petrus Canisius (1521–1597). In 

 

                                                      
853 A portion of the jewellery is specified as part of the possessions of Catharina Michielsdr Galle. 

Inventory Martinus III Nutius (23 October 1638), Notary C. Doppegieter, 1313 (1638–1639), no 

pagination.  
854 The inventory of Martinus III Nutius lists a ‘copye authentique vande staet van t’sterffhuys van Jor 

Catharina Moerentoff weduwe wylen Sr Theodore Galle’ as well as ‘vier stucken testament van Jor 

Catharina Moerentorff weduwe van Sr Theodore Galle’. See: inventory Martinus III Nutius (23 October 

1638), Notary C. Doppegieter, 1313 (1638–1639), no pagination. See also: Straelen, J.B. van and P.T. 

Moons- van Straelen, Geslagt-lyste der nakomelingen van den vermaerden Christoffel Plantin (Antwerp: P.E. 

Janssens, 1858), 232. 
855 De Landtsheer, Sacré and Coppens (eds.), Exh. Cat.: Justus Lipsius, 599; and Timmermans, Patronen 

van patronage, 243.  
856  Inventory Martinus III Nutius (23 October 1638), Notary C. Doppegieter, 1313 (1638–1639), no 

pagination. 
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addition to a few catechism titles, almost all the other schoolbooks were in Latin 
and Greek, including works on grammar and rhetoric as well as classics such as 
Homers’ Odyssey and Virgil’s Aeneas, an indication that education in Antwerp 
remained heavily rooted in the classical languages.   

Of the remaining non-schoolbooks, 16 titles comprising a total of 2,731 
copies were from Nutius’ ‘eygen druck’ (own press). Among them were three 
works by the Flemish Jesuit Carolus Scribani (1561–1629), namely Christus Patiens 
(in quarto, 239 copies), Politico Christianus (in quarto, 8 copies), and Christelycke 
oefeninghe ende meditatien (in octavo, 177 copies). 857  In the anti-Machiavellian 
work Politico Christianus, Scribani hailed Archduke Albert as the ultimate 
Christian Prince.858 In Christelycke oefeninghe ende meditatien, Scribani started with 
the pillars of Catholic meditation: memory, intellect, and will.859 For all these 
works by Scribani, the heirs of Martinus Nutius ‘geswooren Boeckdruckeren’ (sworn 
printers) had received a privilege from the Archdukes. Scribani was one of 
Antwerp’s most influential Jesuits, a chief spokesman for Counter-Reformation 
devotion, and an admirer of Lipsius.860 The Nutius family published several other 
works by Scribani not listed in the inventory, both in Latin and in Dutch.861 Their 
relationship with Scribani gave them entrance in Antwerp’s elite circle of Jesuits, 
who, as mentioned already, made their mark on the production of art and 
knowledge in this period in Antwerp. In fact, the Nutius family had gotten off on 
the right foot with the Jesuits from the start, since it was their publishing house 
that, after enduring problems with Plantin, printed the first edition of Jeronimo 
Nadal’s Evangelicae historiae imagines in 1593 (better known under its later title 
Adnotationes et meditationes in Evangelia - or simply the Adnotationes).862  

 

                                                      
857  Carolus Scribani, Christus Patiens (Antwerp: Martinus Nutius, 1629); Carolus Scribani, Politico 

Christianus (Antwerp: Martinus Nutius, 1624); Carolus Scribani, Christelycke oefeninghe ende meditatien 

(Antwerp: heirs of Martinus Nutius, 1620). 
858 Bom, Erik de, ‘Carolus Scribani and the Lipsian legacy. The Politico-Christianus and Lipsius’s image 

of the good prince’, in: Erik Bom, Marijke Janssens, Toon van Houdt (eds.), (Un)masking the Realities of 

Power: Justus Lipsius and the Dynamics of Political Writing in Early Modern Europe (Leiden & Boston: Brill, 

2010), 283-305. 
859 Scribani, Christelycke oefeninghe ende meditatien, 2-3. 
860 He worked at Antwerp’s Jesuit’s college in from 1593 to 1614. In Lipsius’ honor and defence Scribani 

wrote Iusti Lipsi Defensio Postuma (Antwerp: Jan Moretus, 1608).  
861 E.g. Scribani, Carolus, Amor divinvs (Antwerp: heirs of M. Nutius and Jan van Meurs, 1615); Scribani, 

Carolus, Den gheestelicken wiingaert (Antwerp: M. Nutius and Jan van Meurs, 1616); Scribani, Carolus, 

Medicvs religiosvs (Antwerp: heirs of Martinus Nutius, 1618). 
862 Plantin was involved in the Jesuit project, but collaboration between the publisher and the Jesuits 

was characterized by disagreements, mainly about the execution of the engravings. Pieter van den 

Borcht was rejected by the Jesuits, but other engravers, among them Philips Galle, refused the job. 

Finally, the designs were delivered by Maarten de Vos and the Roman print-designer Bernardino 

Passeri and the engravings were made by the Wierix brothers. Plantin requested to be relieved of the 
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Violated privileges and new markets 
Another Antwerp publisher who could still compete with the Officiana 
Plantiniana in the early seventeenth century was Jan van Keerberghen. In 1598 
he and Martinus II Nutius were found guilty of infringement on the privilege of 
Jan Moretus because they had published a missal and breviary, liturgical works 
that fell under the privilege of the Officina Plantiniana. The Council of Brabant, 
however, was mild in its judgment and allowed the two publishers to continue to 
print a further 1,200 volumes because of the expenses they had already laid out.863 
Lawsuits in the circle of Antwerp publishers seemed to have been as common as 
collaborative publishing projects. Since all publisher-printers at this time were 
also booksellers with a shop, they were also linked to and dependent upon each 
other for sales. Among the Officina Plantiniana’s business clientele, for instance, 
were a number of other Antwerp booksellers. In 1566 their purchases had 
accounted for almost 30% of all sales at the Golden Compass. The sales figures of 
1609, however, show a completely different picture. By then, the proportion of 
purchases by other Antwerp booksellers had decreased dramatically to around 
7.5%, as Leon Voet has demonstrated.864 During that year, Jan van Keerberghen 
and Martinus Nutius were the most important customers among a total of 
thirteen retailers who purchased from Plantin-Moretus. Of the overall sales to 
Antwerp booksellers worth 3,834 guilders and 3½ stuivers, Van Keerberghen 
accounted for 2,093 guilders and Nutius for 603.865 These numbers testify to the 
success of these two booksellers and the increasing concentration fewer 
booksellers who accounted for larger sales volumes.  

Jan van Keerberghen was undoubtedly part of the elite inner circle of 
Antwerp’s top publishers. When Jan took over the publishing house De Gulden 
Sonne (The Golden Sun) in 1591, the business had been an established name in 
Antwerp for decades. Jan’s father, Peeter van Keerberghen (d. 1570), had found 

 

                                                      
commission and the book was finally published by Martinus Nutius in 1593 (some new editions 

appeared under the title Adnotationes et meditationes in Evangelia). Dekoninck, Ralph, ‘Imagines 

Peregrinantes. The international genesis and fate of two biblical picture books (Barrefelt and Nadal) 

conceived in Antwerp at the end of the sixteenth century’, in: Arie-Jan Gelderblom, Jan L. de Jong, 

and Marc van Vaeck (eds.), The Low Countries as a crossroad of religious beliefs (Leiden and Boston: Brill, 

2004), 58-60; Jonckheere, Antwerp Art after Iconoclasm, 161. Sellink, Philips Galle, 124-125.  
863 Voet, The Golden Compasses vol. 2, 267. ‘uit consideratie van het begonnen werk’, as Voet quotes the 

judgment of the Council of Brabant from 4 Dec. 1598.  
864 7.7 % of the sales for the Southern Netherlands, 7.3 % of the total sales. Voet, The Golden Compasses 

vol. 2, 410-412.  
865 Voet, The Golden Compasses vol. 2, 412; 472. 
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success publishing works ranging from almanacs to Martinus Duncanus’ Catholic 
tract on ‘the difference between godly and idolatrous images’. 866  Peeter van 
Keerberghen also published the Dutch translation of Renatus Benedictus’ 
‘Catholic tract on images. 867  These works were exemplary of a Counter-
Reformation line of reasoning in defence of the use of images (as discussed in 
chapter 1). But the printing of these Catholic books did not stop the printer from 
being accused of Protestant sympathies. He was accused of selling illegal books 
and was arrested in 1570, during the turbulent times in the aftermath of the 
Beeldenstorm of 1566. The allegation came from his neighbor and colleague 
Emmanuel Philibertus Trognesius. 868  Even though Peeter admitted to the 
authorities that he sold works by Erasmus, he was released due to lack of 
evidence. However he died several months later, possibly as a result of his 
suffering during imprisonment.869    

After Peeter van Keerberghen died his widow Elizabeth Pauwijns 
continued the business in the 1570s.870 Pauwijns married the printer Hendrik 
Wouters, who bequeathed the printing house called De Gulden Sonne, which had 
been moved to a different location (reflecting that it was a case of business 
merger by marriage), to his stepson Jan van Keerberghen.871 Jan had become a 
member of the Guild of St. Luke in 1586 and moved to the house De Gulden Sonne 
on the Kammenstraat to continue the business after the death of Wouters in 1591. 
The printing house prospered for decades and Van Keerberghen became Dean of 
the Guild of St. Luke in 1614.872 His book label (Fig.  68) featured a large golden 
sun in the centre with the caption ‘Fovet et ornat’ (to support and commend). 
Like the sun, the Van Keerberghens presumably aimed ‘to support and commend’ 
the works that they printed. The armillary sphere, as a sort of crown for the sun, 
may be taken as a reference to knowledge, while the two allegorical figures to 
the left and right symbolize abundance. The left figure holds a cornucopia and 
the right (with the start above) a sort of globe from which fruit falls. A garland of 
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fruit at the bottom is draped on the lower side of the book label. At some point in 
time someone has coloured some sort of garment to cover up the nude figure on 
the right.   

 

 
Fig.  68 - Book label of Jan van Keerberghen with a Golden Sun, 1612 
Motto ‘Fovet et ornat’ (‘support and commend), Ghent University Library 
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The Van Keerberghens and Nutiusen were among the few families who were able 
to seriously compete with the Officina Plantiniana.873 With the support of the 
pope and Archbishop Matthias Hovius (1542–1620), Jan I van Keerberghen and 
Martinus Nutius were able to break the monopoly the Officina Plantiniana held 
on the printing of liturgical works, as Dirk Imhof has demonstrated.874 Since Jan 
I Moretus focused mainly on expensive editions, of which more than half were 
sold abroad, Van Keerberghen logically argued that there was an unmet demand 
in the local market for affordable liturgical books, or ‘root ende swerte drucken’ (red 
and black prints) as they were called.875 Nutius also seems to have been very 
successful in gaining privileges, which was not self-evident in a time in which 
copyright was not yet well established. In a cupboard at the comptoir of his house 
De Twee Oyevaers, numbered drawers (from 1 to 12) contained ‘diversche octroyen 
ende privilegien totter druck’ (various patents and privileges for printing).  

In 1618 the son of Jan van Keerberghen, Jan II van Keerberghen, entered 
the trade. Jan II established a partnership with another Antwerp family of 
printers, the Verdussens.876 The Van Keerberghen and Verdussen families had 
been acquainted ever since the young Hieronymus I Verdussen had lived in the 
house De Gulden Sonne as an apprentice of Hendrick Wouters (the stepfather of 
Jan I).877 Second-generation printers Jan II van Keerberghen and Hieronymus II 
Verdussen (1583–1653) founded the Societas Librorum Officii Ecclesiastici (The 
Liturgical Book Company), which operated for twelve years, until 1629.878 Again, 
the Officina Plantiniana used all its resources to challenge the privileges of the 
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Van Keerberghens with regard to the printing of liturgical books.879 Jan II van 
Keerberghen turned his sights not only on the local market, but also tried to 
operate the Iberian market. The latter had great potential for profit, but his 
attempt also brought him into further competition with Moretus. To get a foot 
on the ground, Van Keerberghen moved to Seville, the most important 
commercial city in Spain. When Jan II died in Spain in the 1630s, the Van 
Keerberghen dynasty and their opposition to the monopoly of the Officina 
Plantiniana came to an end. The Verdussen family, for their part, also suspended 
direct competition with Plantin-Moretus and instead developed a new business 
strategy of focusing on quality (and high price) instead of quantity, and 
increasing focus on trade at the expense of production, as Stijn van Rossem has 
demonstrated.880 

 

Maps and landscapes 
In a letter to Galileo of 1588, Michiel Coignet complained that as a result of the 
wars the interest in mathematics in the Southern Netherlands had dramatically 
decreased and hardly anyone was working on the subject anymore. 881  Ad 
Meskens has confirmed that Coignet was at least partly correct by demonstrating 
that the publication of mathematical books in Antwerp steadily decreased 
between 1550 and 1620. 882  Even though this downward trend had already 
commenced in the 1550s (with the exception of the years 1580–1585), it especially 
marked after 1585, which is in line with Coignet’s complaint to Galileo. In an 
article from 2007, Djoeke van Netten compared these numbers with the pattern 
in Amsterdam, where the opposite trend could be observed: the publication of 
mathematical works rose steadily in Amsterdam from the 1580s onward. 883 
Breaking down the mathematical publications into different categories shows 
that the proportion of arithmetic books (used at schools) was notably higher in 
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Antwerp, whereas that of navigational books was notably higher in 
Amsterdam. 884  With the blockade of the Scheldt after 1585, the demand for 
navigation manuals in Antwerp naturally decreased. It may thus come as no 
surprise that several reprints of Coignet’s work on navigation were published in 
Amsterdam instead of Antwerp.885  

One important mathematical publication that did appear in Antwerp was 
Van Keerberghens’ new edition of one of the paramount publications of the 
sixteenth century: a small version of Ortelius’ famous atlas.886 Whereas Ortelius’ 
large folio Theatrum orbis terrarum (Theatre of the world) had been revolutionary 
for its uniform style, large format, and extensive texts, the Epitome was the 
world’s first pocket-sized atlas. 887  This innovation brought the book into the 
reach of a much wider audience; Van Keerberghen’s 1601 edition, for example, 
could be purchased for the relatively modest sum of 30 stuivers. For comparison, 
the large Theatrum (which was not published by Van Keerberghen himself) cost 
43 guilders and 14 stuivers in Van Keerberghen’s shop. 888  The Coignet-Van 
Keerberghen edition contained thirteen new maps (in addition to the 110 
existing maps), and it included a cosmographic introduction by Coignet.889 The 
brothers Ambrosius and Ferdinand Arsenius made the engravings. The 
publication of the new edition of the Epitome in 1601 strikes at a number of issues 
that are central in this chapter. The book was the result of a collaboration 
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between a publisher, instrument maker-mathematician, and two engravers. It 
exemplifies the role of the publisher as a conveyor of knowledge as well as his 
trust in the financial potential of the project. Finally, the new edition of the 
Epitome embodied the continuation of Antwerp as a centre of mapmaking and 
geographical investigation, which the city had been since the sixteenth century.   

For the new edition of the Epitome Van Keerberghen worked together with 
the well-respected mathematician, engineer, and instrument maker Michiel 
Coignet. The Epitome was first and foremost a beautiful, yet affordable, collector’s 
item. Skillfully engraved maps, sometimes hand-coloured, were a pleasure for 
the eye. Geographical knowledge was valued in relation to economic interests 
and pride in Antwerp’s worldwide trade, while the Epitome was also a source of 
knowledge of virtually unknown areas and peoples of the world. A map and 
description of Japan were among the novelties added to the 1601 Epitome by 
Coignet, who based his text upon information from the Jesuit mission.890 Coignet 
wrote that Japan was a long and narrow Island with a cold climate, where people 
ate mostly rice and used whale fat instead of oil or butter. The Japanese covered 
their floors with clean mats on which they ate and slept, and used tables of the 
height of only a hand palm, which were made of cedar or pine wood. Also, Coignet 
continued, the islands had grand churches and sumptuous monasteries, for both 
men and women. The gods there were called Adama and Xaea, but there was also 
another type of deity called Fotos, which was considered to be source of all life.891 
In this as well as other cases, the European fascination with exotic lands sprang 
from interests in the spheres of trade (the supply and demand of goods in a 
region), knowledge (for instance of language, but also of recipes, such as Chinese 
porcelain), art and artefacts (objects such as Chinese porcelain or Javanese 
daggers), and, last but not least, religion. In Japan and elsewhere missionaries 
were important conveyors of knowledge. Once information and artifacts reached 
Europe, the ‘idolatry’ and ‘idols’ of exotic lands were contrasted with the ‘true’ 
Catholic religion and its use of imagery.  
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Fig.  69 – ‘Iaponia Insvla’, Epitome (Antwerp 1612, Plantin edition [first published 1601])  
Engraving by the brothers Ambrose and Gerdinand Arsenius (hand coloured copy), 12.2 x 8.4 cm 
University Library Ghent 

 
 

The discovery of New Worlds was a landmark moment in European history. Much 
scholarship has been devoted to the new sea routes and discoveries of hitherto 
unknown lands. When new territories and ancient texts were confronted with 
each other, it became clear that the ancient authorities were wrong about some 
things and simply unaware of others. According to Antony Grafton, this 
confrontation sparked fierce debates and struggles for authority, which in the 
long run led to a shift from textual scholarship to empirical science.892 Parallel to 
humanists’ combined investigations of Biblical textual analysis and the literal-
historical (and geographical) truth of the Bible, investigations of unknown lands 
were also based on old texts (and myths) and new information and objects 
brought back by sailors, traders, and missionaries. Exotic objects formed an 
important part of this new real of information and they were keenly collected, as 
we have seen in the case of birds of paradise, exotic shells, plants, and Javanese 
daggers in previous chapters. Globes and atlases exemplify the translation of new 
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information of faraway lands into new knowledge products. Often, atlases not 
only contained maps of new lands, but also descriptions of their people, climates, 
habits, and trade.  

 

 
Fig.  70 - frontispiece: Michiel Coignet (ed.), Epitome theatri orbis terrarum Abrahami Ortelij (Antwerp: 
Jan van Keerberghen, 1601) 

 
 
In the frontispiece of Coignet’s edition of the Epitome stand two allegorical figures 
representing Geographia, holding a surveying stick, and Hydrographia, holding a 
Jacob’s staff: the knowledge of measuring the earth and the sea (Fig.  70). Their 
instruments point to a celestial globe on the left and a terrestrial globe on the 
right. As Coignet wrote in his introduction, knowledge of geography went hand 
in hand with a proper understanding of geometry and astronomy, which, in turn, 
were necessary for navigation at sea. He described the celestial and earthly 
circles as well as the signs of the heavens. Coignet followed Ptolemy when he 
introduced the subject of geography as ‘an imitation of the Picture of the whole 
earth’.893 In short: the world as a picture imitated by the arts. All these subjects - 
geography, geometry, navigation, and astronomy - were familiar to Coignet, who 
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was the figure par excellence in the versatile field of practical or mixed 
mathematics. 
 Maps functioned not merely in service of navigators, but also in somewhat 
unexpected places. In Plantin’s Polyglot Bible, which was beyond a doubt 
Antwerp’s most prestigious printing project of the sixteenth century, maps were 
added to the texts by the aforementioned Benito Arias Montano. Montano had a 
great interest in in ‘geographia sacra’ (sacred geography), which was probably 
shared by Plantin and others in his circle, in Antwerp and beyond.894 As has been 
argued, Montano’s maps can be considered as devotional images, combining a 
visual demonstration of the literal historical truth of Scripture with an allegorical 
and mystical meaning of the landscape.895 The true form of the Biblical lands held 
deeper meaning. The hallowed tradition of accurate mapmaking in Antwerp was 
combined with a religious understanding of nature in general, and in that sense, 
geographical maps dovetailed with the development of realistic landscape 
painting in the North.896 Early landscape painters, such as Joachim Patinir and 
Herri met de Bles, incorporated Biblical scenes as narrative elements in their 
expansive landscapes. Later the narrative elements disappeared and the 
landscapes became more ‘realistic’, but that did not mean the religious 
understanding of nature disappeared; on the contrary, a religious conception of 
nature was imperative in the quest towards increasing accuracy (in maps and in 
paintings). The biblical lands (e.g. Fig.  71) in particular were a source of religious 
contemplation not just because they helped one to understand nature as God’s 
Creation but also because they were the exact and physical place where the Word 
had come to mankind. The humanists’ goal of accuracy in text, translation, and 
reading was analogous to the precise and accurate measuring of the biblical lands 
by mapmakers.897 The Polyglot Bible was the ambitious synthesis of these ideals, 
made possible by the expertise and cooperation of the inner circle around 
Plantin, which consisted of writers, translators, editors, typographers, 
mapmakers, and engravers.  
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Fig.  71 - ‘Terra sancta’, Epitome theatri orbis terrarum Abrahami Ortelij (Antwerp: Jan van Keerberghen, 
1601) 

 
 

Part of the Netherlandish tradition of the religious understanding of landscape 
and the accuracy of map-making was the display of maps in collectors’ rooms. A 
prime example is the merchant Peter Licea, who owned ‘een caerte vant Heylich 
Landt in thien stucken’ (a map of the Holy Land in ten pieces).898 Licea may have 
bought this map from Hieronymus Cock or his widow, Volcxken Diericx, who 
possessed ‘negen coperen plaeten van ‘t Heylich Lant’ (nine copper plates of the Holy 
Land).899 These plates were kept among the ‘grootte coperen plaeten’ (large copper 
plates), indicating that the plates were meant to print large composite maps 
suitable for display.900 In fact, Diericx herself also had ‘een Caertte van t Heylich Lant 
van Jherusalem op pampier in lysten’ (a map of the Holy Land of Jerusalem on paper 
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in frame), probably from the same plates, which was on display in the same room 
as a map of Germany, Spain, and America.901  

On display in Michiel Coignet’s shop on the Kipdorp were a painting of the 
Samaritan woman (Samaritan), ‘twee lantcaerten pampieren cunste in lyste’ (two 
maps paper art in a frame), ‘1 lantcaert op doeck van Hollant en Vrieslant’ (a map on 
canvas of Holland and Friesland), and ‘twee cleyn pampier caertkens’ (two small 
paper maps).902 We might guess that his customers considered it natural to see 
the maps displayed on the wall – just as logical as the display of naturalia in the 
apothecary’s shop. In other rooms in his house, however, Coignet did not have a 
single map on display (or at least they are not listed in the inventory). This raises 
questions regarding the collecting and display of maps. Based on Dutch genre 
paintings (e.g. Vermeer) and Dutch inventories, it has been claimed that maps 
were put on display as pieces of art, side by side with paintings. Maps, it is argued, 
were aesthetically appreciated and an affordable alternative to paintings.903 But 
were maps already part of constcamer displays in early seventeenth-century 
Antwerp?   
 Maps were not commonly listed in probate inventories. This may be due 
to the fact that cheaper types of prints were regularly not listed. The maps that 
do appear in inventories were probably the more expensive ones bought by the 
higher strata of society. In the Lipsius room of the Plantin Moretus house for 
example, there were ‘vyff caerttens op pampier in swertte lystkens’ (five maps on 
paper in black frames).904 Catharina Plantin and her husband Jan Spierinck had 
six maps on display: one in a room above the kitchen, three in her comptoir (one 
of Brabant, one of Hainaut, and one of Atrecht), and two in his comptoir (one of 
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the seventeen provinces and another of the ‘land of the Moors’).905 Five of the 
seven paper maps were pasted onto canvas to make them more durable. The 
inventory of Margriet Briers, widow of Hendrick van Balen, listed ‘9 pampiere 
Landtcaertkens’ (9 paper maps).906 The wealthy silversmith Jan Herck owned one 
map (of unidentified lands). 907 Jan Bierens also had just one map in his house on 
the Kipdorp, designated ‘quade’ (ordinary), which was stored at the attic. Daniel 
Fourment, the brother-in-law of Rubens, had a map of the city of Naples; Diego 
Duarte owned a map of the world; Peter Licea owned the abovementioned map 
of the Holy Land; and Ximenez’ collection contained no less than ten maps.908  

So where did one buy the large maps that would be suitable as display 
pieces? Van Keerberghen’s copper plates of the maps of the Epitome were 
evidentially too small to function as display pieces. It is likely that collectors 
bought their large maps in the shop of Volcxken Diericx (d. 1600), the widow of 
the famous engraver-publisher Hieronymys Cock (1518–1570). Diericx continued 
Cock’s publishing house De Vier Winden (The Four Winds) after his death, but the 
daily affairs of the workshop were left in the hands of Philips Galle (1573–1612), 
who was also executor of Diericx’ last will.909 When Diericx died in 1600 a probate 
inventory was made that listed a massive amount of copper plates and a stock of 
prints. Among the ‘large copper plates’ were 72 of maps of Germany, the 
Netherlands, Gelderland, Spain, Poland, Switzerland, the Americas, Turkey, the 
Holy Land, Malta, Sicily, Savoy, the duchy of Milan, Lombardy, and Piedmont. 
Most likely the copper plates of cities were also maps (perhaps including 
panoramic city views or skylines): listed were those of Antwerp, Ieper, Atrecht, 
Lyon, Sienna, Florence, Toledo, and Barcelona. The maps of Turkey and 
Lombardy were made with only one copper plate, while the map of Germany was 
made with 16 copper plates. 910  Most of the maps, however, were made with 
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van Europa ende d’ander van Duytslant’. http://ximenez.unibe.ch/inventory/reading/ (consulted: 

August 2015). 
909 Duverger, Antwerpse kunstinventarissen vol. I, 17. 
910 Duverger, Antwerpse kunstinventarissen vol. I, 27-29; 32. 
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between two and six copper plates. Besides the copper plates, the inventory also 
listed a large amount of printed maps. The only printed maps for which there 
were no corresponding copper plates in the inventory, were twelve maps of 
Asia.911 Perhaps Diericx was the retailer in this case. In her own house, Diericx 
and her new husband Lambrecht Bottin displayed some maps from their own 
press, namely a map of Germany, one of the Holy Land, Spain, and one of the 
Americas.912 

Even though some of Antwerp’s wealthiest merchant-collectors displayed 
one or more maps on their walls, we do not know whether the practice was 
widespread. Among people with less impressive collections, printed maps are 
almost completely absent from their inventories. This may, of course, be due to 
the fact that prints, especially the cheaper ones, were not listed. The more 
expensive maps in wealthy households on the other hand, were also more likely 
to be listed in probate inventories. Some printed maps were pasted onto canvas 
and many were framed, indicating that they were objects of value. The 
description of two of Coignet’s maps as ‘pampieren cunste’, ‘paper art’, is another 
indication of the status of some of these maps. Considering the broad regard for 
printed maps, it is remarkable that large maps are absent from the walls on 
gallery pictures.913  

To the best of my knowledge, paintings of collections do not depict maps 
displayed on the wall. Some of these gallery paintings do contain depictions of 
globes or open atlases. Apparently, the painters of the genre did not include maps 
as wall-display in their idealized conceptualization of the collector’s cabinet. 
Other forms of printed material were also lacking for the most part, except for 
the open books that we see in some pictures.914 Individual printed images, by 
contrast, which nearly everyone must have possessed, were completely excluded 
from the compositions. In the gallery painting now in the Baltimore, a figure is 
pointing to an open book with coastal profiles, probably a book on navigation 
(Fig.  2). In the 1617 collector’s cabinet that includes the figures of Abraham 
Ortelius and Justus Lipsius, an open atlas lies on the table to the right, in front of 
the window with its view on the outside world (Fig.  6).915 If ever there would be 

 

                                                      
911 ‘Twaalf Caertten van Asiën’: these were definetely not the maps of Turkey, as the latter were listed 

as ‘Drie Caertten van Turckyen’. Duverger, Antwerpse kunstinventarissen vol. I, 25.  
912 Duverger, Antwerpse kunstinventarissen vol. I, 18. 
913 The collection of painter Frans I Francken did not contain any maps. 
914 E.g. in the gallery painting in the Art Walters; in the gallery picture with Ortelius and Lipsius (an 

opened atlas); and in the gallery picture in the Royal Museum of Fine Arts in Brussels (earlier 

identified as ‘The art gallery of Jan Snellinck). 
915 Frans II Francken, A collector’s cabinet with Abraham Ortelius and Justus Lipsius, 1617 (inscribed 

and dated), Oil on canvas transferred from panel, 52.5 x 73.5 cm, Private collection (auctioned by 
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a map displayed on a wall in a painting, one would expect it to appear in a gallery 
picture figuring of Ortelius. But we see nothing of the like. In fact, the only types 
of paper art occasionally depicted on gallery paintings are handmade pieces, 
such as drawings, sketchbooks, miniatures (e.g. the self-portrait of Simon 
Bening), and rare and beautifully illuminated books of hours.  

Francken’s Collector’s cabinet with Abraham Ortelius and Justus Lipsius is 
extraordinary in two other respects: first, it contains a number of dried animals 
that are depicted larger than life, including a horseshoe crab, a blowfish, and a 
large swordfish (thematically linked with the statuette of a river god, as noted 
above), second, the manner in which the atlas is depicted. The atlas is the only 
open book in the adjoining library. It is almost as if the atlas itself has become a 
religious object, or at least a book with great authority and meaning, with a 
protective piece of cloth hanging at the corner of the table that may have been 
used to cover it up. The atlas is one of the material signifiers of the knowledge 
that the whole painting exhales: knowledge of geography and landscape. Not 
coincidentally, the atlas is displayed before a vista to the outside world, 
contrasting the knowledge-product with an actual landscape. As mentioned in 
chapter 1, more than a third of the depicted paintings in this collector’s cabinet 
are landscapes (37.5% including the tondo fire). Even the Madonna and Christ in 
the centre are set in a grand landscape.  
 

The market for Dutch books 
In the bookshop of Geleyn Janssens, Antwerpers could buy popular works in their 
mother tongue, such as Jan Huygen van Lintschoten’s best-seller on his travels 
to East Asia. Van Keerberghen and Nutius aimed primarily at a learned clientele 
and had a large stock of Latin books; Geleyn Janssens specialized in publications 
in Dutch. In the bookshop ‘Den wakenden Hoen’ (‘The Waking Rooster), customers 
had their choice of a broad assortment of books in Dutch (there was only one title 
in French).916 In 1615, Janssens published a Dutch edition of Ovid’s Metamorphoses 
(1615).917 As discussed in chapter 2, Ovid’s Metamorphoses was known to large 
parts of the population, including many artists and artisans. Translations in the 

 

                                                      
Haboldt & Co. 2011). Image from: Singular Vision. Haboldt & Co.’s old master paintings and drawings since 

1983 (Amsterdam, New York & Paris, 2012). 
916 ‘Postille in Franchoys’. Notary H. van Cantelbeck, 3375 (1621), no pagination. 
917  Ovidius (translated into Dutch by J. Florianus), Metamorphosis dat is: Die herscheppinghe oft 

veranderinghe (Antwerp: Geleyn Janssens, 1615). This work is not listed in the inventory, but was 

perhaps amongst the ‘diversche pacxkens Duytsche boecken meest vande druck van de voors. 

Geleyn’. 917 SAA, Notary H. van Cantelbeck, 3375 (1621), no pagination. 
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vernacular, such as Janssens’ Dutch edition Metamorphosis, Metamorphosis dat is: 
Die herscheppinghe oft veranderinghe (‘Metamorphosis, that is: re-creation or 
change’) were crucial for broad distribution. As argued above, the 
metamorphoses of both material and form were widely debated in Antwerp 
collectors’ rooms. The juxtapositions of forms and materials in these rooms, the 
paintings and prints depicting metamorphosis, and the publications, 
translations, and ownership of Ovid’s classic all testify to the widespread interest 
in material transformation. In fact, among Janssens’ own respectable collection 
of 39 paintings, was one ‘Andromeda, oil on panel’.918 Ovid’s Metamorphosis tells 
of Perseus who, after he had defeated Medusa, travelled to Ethiopia, where he 
met and immediately fell in love with the beautiful Andromeda. After rescuing 
Andromeda from a sea serpent, Perseus was allowed to marry her. But at the 
wedding, the bride was claimed by Phineas, to whom Andromeda had been 
promised earlier. A fight broke out between the rivals, which was won by Perseus, 
who petrified Phineas using the head of Medusa. 919  The story was a beloved 
pictorial subject, painted for instance by Jan I Brueghel and Frans II Francken. 
Their collaborative painting Perseus frees Andromeda now in the Rubenshuis, 
depicts the moment that Perseus approached on his flying horse Pegasus. 
Notably, the painters have depicted a detailed still life of shells and coral on the 
shore (Error! Reference source not found.). In fact, in the last lines of the c
hapter ‘Perseus defeats the sea-serpent’, it is described how coral was first 
formed by the head of Medusa.920  
 

 

                                                      
918 SAA, Notary H. van Cantelbeck, 3375 (1621), no pagination. 
919 Ovid, Metamorphoses, book IV, 663-705 (Perseus offers to save Andromeda); 706-752 (Perseus defeats 

the sea-serpent). 
920 As discussed in chapter 1. Ovid, Metamorphoses, book IV, 706-752 (Perseus defeats the sea-serpent). 
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Fig.  72 - Jan I Brueghel en Frans II Francken, detail: Perseus frees Andromeda, ca. 1599 – 1613  
Oil on panel, 53.6 x 75 cm, Rubenshuis Antwerp 
 

 
Gelyn Janssens became a member of the Guild of St. Luke in 1587 and started his 
business on the Onze-Lieve-Vrouwe Kerkhof. With his wife Catharina van 
Tongeren he moved to the house ‘Den wakenden Hoen’ in the Kammenstraat 
sometime before 1605.921 After Janssens’ death in 1619, his widow kept the shop 
open until she died in 1621. Sometime before 1621, the widow (or the couple) 
moved to a house called Den gulden Os (The Golden Ox) on the Ossenmarkt. The 
proprietors had no intention of changing the name of the bookshop, so the sign 
of the Den wakenden Hoen was hung onto the new house. Thus when a probate 
inventory was drawn up on Catharina’s death, the house and shop were known 
as ‘Den Gulden Os waar den Waeckende Haen wthangt’ (The Golden Ox where the 
Waking Fowl hangs).922  

Among the nineteen paintings on display in the neercamer of the house Den 
gulden Os were twelve with religious subjects, two portraits of the couple 
(‘Conterfeytsel van de voors. Geleyn Janssens ende zyn Huysvrouwe respectieve op paneel 
olieverve in lyste’), three landscapes, a kitchen piece, and one genre painting. In 
the same room, there was also a ‘Taeffereel Cebetis op pampier in lyste (a scene of 
Cebetis on paper in a frame). The Tabula Cebetis was a neo-Platonic work from the 
first or second century (wrongly) ascribed to Cebes of Thebes. The depiction of 
the Tabula is based on the ekphrasis of a painting found in the temple of Kronos.923 
The described painting is a moral allegory (of an island with three concentric 

 

                                                      
921 Olthoff, De boekdrukkers, boekverkoopers en uitgevers, 51. 
922 Notary H. van Cantelbeck, 3375 (1621), no pagination.  
923 Bearden, Elizabeth B.,The Emblematics of the Self: Ekphrasis and Identity in Renaissance Imitations of 

Greek Romance (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2012), 36-37. 
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levels, guarded by allegorical figures), which holds that wisdom and happiness 
are gained from one’s (right or wrong) decisions throughout life.924 The message 
was double: the described painting was a moral message about how to live life, 
whereas the rhetorical tool of ekphrasis itself was also considered a tool of self-
betterment and moral character. And what place was more suitable for ekphrasis, 
and hence self-betterment, than the early modern collectors’ room? 

On display in the neercamer were also several statuettes, a mirror, a 
crucifix, and a copper Holy Water font. Twenty more paintings were spread over 
the other eleven rooms of the house. Two so-called ‘hantperskens’ (hand-presses), 
a hammer, and two knives were kept in the shop. A careful estimation of the 
quantity of books held at Den wakenden Hoen gives a number of at least 400 
volumes, but probably the number was closer to the 1,000.925 This is not a lot 
compared to the stock of Van Keerberghen or Nutius, but still a decent enough 
bookshop where buyers would have had their choice of a variety of genres and 
titles in the vernacular. In general, there were only a couple of copies per title in 
stock. For sale were, for instance, books on medicine and surgery like Dodoens’ 
Cruijtboeck, a ‘Plutargus in Duyts’ (Plutarch in Dutch), the ‘Lantwinningen’ (probably 
a Dutch translation of Charles Etienne’s L’agriculture et maison rustique), a work by 
Paulus Jovius (1483–1552) in Dutch, ‘1 caertboecxken in quarto’ (an atlas in quarto), 
Jan Baptist Houwaert’s Lusthoff der Maegden published by Plantin, some 
‘Naevolginge’ (Imitations) of Christ and the Madonna, two titles by the Jesuit 
Franciscus Costerus (1532–1619) among them Het Nieu Testament Onses Heeren Iesu 
Christi (published by Joachim Trognaesius in 1614), a chronicle of Holland and 
Zeeland, and ‘twelff packen Janssenius’ (twelve packs of Janssenius) which were 
probably Dutch translations of Cornelius Jansenius’ (1510–1576) exegetical 
works.926 There were several more listings of ‘packs of diverse books’, mostly 
unidentified, but some simply listed as ‘Dutch books’, ‘schoolbooks’ or ‘A-B-
books’, and ‘Amadisen’ (a chivalric romance originating from Spain, telling the 
story of the knight Amadis). From Janssens’ own press there were ‘twintich 

 

                                                      
924  The number of paintings in Catharina van Tongeren’s collection is suggestive of the couple’s 

wealth, whereas the subject of Cebetis was very intellectual. The collection of the Rijksmuseum in 

Amsterdam holds Tabula Cebetis from 1573 (anonymous), see:  

http://hdl.handle.net/10934/RM0001.COLLECT.4688 (Consulted October 2015). 
925 SAA, Notary H. van Cantelbeck, 3375 (1621), no pagination.  
926  E.g. Jansenius, Cornelius, Een corte confutatie oft wederlegghinghe: ghescreven teghen een ketters 

boecxken, ghenaemt, Corte belijdinghe des Gheloofs, dwelck over al in nederlandt ghestroydt wordt (Louvain: 

Jan Boogaerts, 1566); or Jansenius, Cornelius, Refutatie, oft wederlegghinge teghen een ketters boecxken, 

gheintituleert, het oude christen gheloove, teghen de nieuwe dolinghe der papisten (Louvain: Jan Boogaerts, 

1567). Cornelius Jansenius had an impressive career in the Church and wrote several exegetical works. 

He was present at the Council or Trent and became the first bishop of Ghent (he is not to be confused 

with the later bishop of Ieper also called Cornelius Jansenius (1585–1638)).  
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pacxkens diversche Duytsche boecken meeste van de druck van Geleyn Janssens’ (twenty 
packs of diverse Dutch books most of the press of Geleyn Janssens) and ‘xxi 
diversche pacxkens Duytsche boecken meest vande druck van de voors. Geleyn’ (21 packs 
Dutch books most of the press of the aforementioned Geleyn).927 Among these 
books were probably Dutch books with songs of prayer, which Janssens printed 
continuously between 1603 and 1618. 928  Janssens also printed several Dutch 
editions of works by the abovementioned Franciscus Costerus, a variety of Dutch 
prayer books, and a Dutch translation of Franciscus Arias’ book on the virtues of 
the Madonna.929  

 

Collecting printed images 
It is possible that Janssens’ Cebetis on paper was a printed image. There are other 
examples of Antwerp collectors who owned collectable printed images, some of 
which were greatly valued like Jan Bierens’ ‘een oordeel van Michel Angelo gedruckt 
met sijn lyste’ (a judgement by Michelangelo printed, in a frame) on display in his 
comptoir. 930  In very few cases, however, prints were listed in in probate 
inventories, as they were relatively cheap, or quickly worn.931 Of course, printed 
images also entered the household in the form of book illustrations. But books 
were also listed rather uncarefully in most inventories, as one might expect. The 

 

                                                      
927 Notary H. van Cantelbeck, 3375 (1621), no pagination. 
928  Geleyn Janssens had already printed a book with songs of prayer in 1603: B.W.S.B. [Willem 

Spoelberg], Nieuwe gheestelijcke refereynen ende liedekens (Antwerp: Geleyn Jannsens, 1603), see: Duyse, 

Florimond van, Het oude Nederlandsche lied vol. I (Den Haag: Martinus Nijhoff, 1903), 484. P.W.S. 

[Janssens Van Rozendaal], Gheestelijcke dreve van sommighe gheestelijcke liedekens ende refereynen, om 

somtijts het herte uut de aertsche sorgvuldigheyt innewaerts te keeren (Antwerp: Geleyn Janssens, 1608 

[second edition 1610]). See: F.A. Snellaert, Schets eener geschiedenis der Nederlandsche letterkunde (Gent 

& Utrecht: Hoste & Beijers, 1866), 99. Batavaus, Romuldus, Nieu liedt-boecxken: inhoudende verscheyden 

liedekens op de principaelste feest-dagen ende ander heylighe daghen van den jare (Antwerp: Geleyn 

Janssens, 1618). 
929 There are several works by Franciscus Costerus published by Geleyn Janssens that are listed in the 

Short Title Catalogue, for instance: Costerus, Franciscus, Schildt der catholijcken, teghen de ketterijen 

(Antwerp: Geleyn Janssens, 1606). Among the Dutch prayer books were, for instance: Vrancx, 

Columbanus, Den troost der sielen int vaghevier: dat is Maniere om heur daer wt te helpen (Antwerp: Geleyn 

Janssens, 1601) and Alcantara, Peeter, Cort Ondervvys om wel ende profijtelijck te leeren mediteren 

(Antwerp: Geleyn Janssens, 1609). By Arias, Franciscus (translated from Spanish), Paleys der devghden 

begrypende de naervolghinghe der [...] maghet Maria (Antwerp: Geleyn Janssens, 1609). 
930 SAA, Notary G. Le Rousseau 2430 (1641), 371r. Probably an engraving after Michelangelo’s fresco 

The Last Judgment in the Sistine Chapel. Perhaps (similar to) the engravings by either Niccolò della 

Casa (there is a print of this engraving now in the Metropolitan Museum of Art) or Giulio Bonasone 

(there is a print of this engraving now in the The British Museum). 
931 Likewise, in sixteenth-century Antwerp, prints appear infrequently. See: Martens and Peeters, 

‘Paintings in Antwerp Houses’, 41. 
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inventories of printers and engravers therefore, are valuable sources to identify 
local printing practices and production. The fact that ownership of printed 
images is hard to prove does not mean that printed images were not a constant 
force in people’s everyday lives. After all, the enormous production of printed 
images must have ended up somewhere. It may be argued that the rise of the 
printed image was no less revolutionary than the rise of the printed text. In what 
follows, it is argued that the printed medium was important in Antwerp’s culture 
of collecting because it was a relatively affordable medium in the dissemination 
of art (e.g. compositions of famous masters) and knowledge (e.g. practical-
material knowledge, geography, local landscape). In addition we see the 
dissemination of Counter-Reformation devotion via devotional prints, but this is 
discussed in the next paragraph.  

In the dissemination of practical-material knowledge amongst wealthy 
collectors, the series Nova Reperta by Joannes Stradanus had alread appeared 
several times. The series was first published by Philips Galle in the late sixteenth 
century and the copper plates were still in the probate inventory of his son and 
his daughter-in-law in 1636. The inventory of the ‘merchandise of plates, prints, 
and books’ of Catharina Moretus, widow of Theodore Galle, was composed after 
her death in 1636. 932  In the house De Witte Lelie (The White Lily) in the 
Huidevettersstraat there were 4,181 printing plates (excluding some ‘old plates’), 
2,114 prints, and 1,314 books.933 The copper plates in De Witte Lelie were kept in 
two chests (one with large and one with small plates) in the attic above the 
printing house as well as in a wooden cupboard in the printing office. The sole 
heirs were her son Joannes Galle (1600–1676) and the children of her daughter 
Catharina Galle and son-in-law Martinus III Nutius (Catherina Galle had already 
passed away in 1634, two years before her mother). As was recorded in Catharina 
Moretus’ last will, the plates, as well as the printing presses and tools, went to 
Joannes Galle, who in turn would compensate Nutius and his children for 3,600 
guilders.   

The fruitfulness of the collaboration between Philips Galle and Stradanus 
is apparent from a number of other series too. Stradanus also had fourteen plates 
of the Emperors, five plates of hunting scenes, forty-one plates of horses, six 
plates of silkworms’, twenty plates of the Passion, twenty plates of Prophets, and 

 

                                                      
932 ‘Inventaris van allen de coopmanschappen van platen, printen ende boecken’ (inventory of all the 

merchandise of plates, prints, and books). SAA, Notary R. Verschuren, 4764 (1633–1636), no 

pagination. Completely transcribed and published by Duverger, Antwerpse Kunstinventarissen vol. IV, 

18-24. 
933  SAA, Notary R. Verschuren, 4764 (1633–1636), no pagination. Completely transcribed and 

published by Duverger: Antwerpse Kunstinventarissen vol. IV, 18-24.  
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eight plates of the Planets. 934 Religious imagery counted for almost 1/3 of all the 
plates. After religious imagery, three other categories are almost equally 
represented in the Galle-Moretus inventory (all around 300-350 plates): first, 
mythology, secular allegory, and historical scenes; second, animals, hunts, and 
scenes of peasant life; and third, landscape, cityscape, and perspectives 
(including architectural images). There were several series of plates with 
portraits, such as of the Church fathers, and of emperors, painters, and scholars. 
Finally, there were 24 plates of flowers, which may be categorized as still lifes.935  

A number of famous artists appear as designers of images listed in the 
Galle-Moretus inventory: in addition to Stradanus we find Frans Floris, Maarten 
van Heemskerck, Maarten de Vos, Gerard de Jode, the Wiericx brothers, 
Ambrosius Francken, Joos de Momper, Hans Vredeman de Vries, Hans Bol, Lucas 
van Leyden, David Teniers, Marcus Gheeraerts, and Peter Paul Rubens. Although 
the cooperation between Rubens and Theodore and Cornelis Galle is well known, 
there was only one plate in the inventory by Rubens (an Ecce Homo). In fact, 
Rubens preferred to keep the printing of his designs in his own hands as much as 
possible; he actively sought privileges for his prints, which were granted to him 
by the authorities in the Southern Netherlands, France, and, after multiple 
requests and with the help of Sir Dudley Carleton, in the Dutch Republic.936 

Crucial to the elevation of the status of the printed image was its price. 
Never before had there been more choice in richly illustrated books. Indeed the 
rise of the image in the form of prints, which appeared in every market and shop, 
marked the enormous expansion of image-making noted by Freedberg.937 For the 
first time, images became affordable to large groups of people. Printed images 
were sometimes even for sale at inns. Located on the Kammenstraat, a street 
frequented by printers and publishers, was an inn called Inde Pan (In the Pan). To 
the innkeeper of the establishment (a certain Daniel), the engraver-printer 

 

                                                      
934 Transcribed and published by Duverger: Antwerpse Kunstinventarissen vol. IV, 18-24.  
935 Approximately 1,200 copper plates with religious images; 350 in the category of mythology, secular 

allegory, and historical scenes; 330 in the category of animals, hunts, and scenes of peasant life; and 

300 in the category of landscape, cityscape, and perspectives (including architectural images). 

Portraits: approximately 140. Flowers: 24 These numbers exclude a large group of images that were 

unidentified or do not fit any of the categories.  SAA, Notary R. Verschuren, 4764 (1633–1636), no 

pagination. Completely transcribed and published by Duverger, Antwerpse Kunstinventarissen vol. IV, 

18-24.  
936 In the first instance, the States General of the Dutch Republic refused to give Rubens the privilege 

(on 17 May 1619). After interference of Sir Dudley Carleton however, a privilege of 7 years was granted 

on 24 February 1620. Magurn, Ruth, The letters of Peter Paul Rubens (Cambridge: Harvard University 

Press, 1971 [first published: 1955]), 68-74. See also: Huet, Leen, Brieven van Rubens. Een bloemlezing uit 

de correspondentie van Pieter Paul Rubens (Antwerp and Amsterdam: Meulenhoff & Mantau 2006), 64-69. 
937 Freedberg, ‘Art after iconoclasm’, 43. 
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Peeter van Lanckvelt sold 9,000 printed images for less than one stuiver apiece.938 
It is reasonable to assume that Daniel sold these prints from behind the bar of the 
inn, for an affordable price (probably around a stuiver).  

The house of Van Lanckvelt was located near the inn Inde Pan, on the 
corner of the Kammenstraat and the Sleutelstraat, but his printing press was 
located in the house of the printer and illuminator Michiel Cools, who was the 
‘aflyvigens goede vriendt’ (a good friend of the deceased) and the guardian of his 
children.939 As part of the business partnership between the two, Cools also kept 
342 of Van Lanckvelt’s copper plates in his house. 940  In his own house, Van 
Lanckvelt kept a stock of 91 copper plates. Moreover, Van Lanckvelt still had a 
stock of 1,780 unsold prints, unfortunately all unidentified. Identified works by 
Van Lanckvelt known today are the devotional prints with flowers for Vincent 
Hensberch’s meditation book Den gheestelycken rooselaer der alderweerdichtse 
Moeder Godts: verciert met schoone roosen der meditatien, ghebeden en mirakelen vant' 
H. Roosenkransken, published by Cornelis Verschuren in Antwerp in 1616.941 It may 
well be that the prints sold by Van Lanckvelt to Daniel the innkeeper were 
devotional prints as well.  

Among Jan I van Keerberghen’s printing plates were 60 old-fashioned 
woodblocks with scenes from the New Testament. The woodblocks were 
probably an inheritance from the past, since copper had long overtaken wood as 
the material most used for printing. Van Keerberghen’s woodblocks were valued 
at 20 stuivers apiece, whereas the cheapest copper plates were valued at 2 
guilders each and the most expensive copper plate, a ‘crucifix by Collaert, new’, 
was valued at 33 guilders.942 The fact that the artist was listed (Collaert) is an 
indication of the quality of the plate (and hence its high price). Of course, the fact 
that Collaert’s plate was new was another reason for its value: copper plates could 

 

                                                      
938 6,550 ‘afgesette beeldekens’ and 2450 ‘onafgesette beeldekens’. Inventory Peeter I van Lanckvelt 

(10 and 12 October 1646): notary G. Le Rousseau, 2435 (1646), fol. 250v. Daniel paid 4 gl and 10 st for 

every 100 prints to Van Lanckvelt and received an additional 5 prints for free with every batch of 100. 

Economies of scale explain how Van Lanckvelt could sell his print for just under 1 st apiece to a 

retailer, who, in turn, may have resold them for a price of around a stuiver. 
939  ‘een druckpersse wesende ten huysen van de voors. Michiel Cools’. Inventory Peeter I van 

Lanckvelt (10 and 12 October 1646): notary G. Le Rousseau, 2435 (1646), fol. 250v. Peeter van Lanckvelt 

was possibly the father of Peter II van Lanckvelt, who became member of the guild of St. Luke in 1653.  
940 Cools was also responsible for the printing of a large image ordered by the city government of 

Ghent in honor of Archduke Leopold Wilhelm in 1653: Flandria Liberata (designed by the Jesuit 

Willem Hesius and Erasmus II Quellin, engraved by Schelte à Bolswert). One print as well as the copper 

plate are nowadays kept in museum STAM in Ghent.   

(http://www.museuminzicht.be/public/collecties/objecten/objectdet/index.cfm?id=stamA63-5).  
941 http://cat.ubn.ru.nl/DB=1/SET=1/TTL=1/SHW?FRST=4  (there are versions from other years too). 

(TBI 230 d 19, University Library of Nijmegen).  
942 Duverger, Antwerpse kunstinventarissen vol. I, 130. 
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only be used a limited number of times. As a rule of thumb, one copper plate 
could yield approximately 4,000 prints (with reworking at some point).943 The 
smallest copper plates in Van Keerberghen’s workshop, indicated as 24o, were 
generally the cheapest and the prices rose to between 3 and 10 guilders for 
formats of 16 o, 12 o, and 8o. The copper plates for Van Keerberghen’s pocket-sized 
‘caertboekc Ortelii’ (atlas Ortelii) were in the cheapest category at 2 guilders apiece. 
The plates for the Epitome had likely been used many times between the first 
publication in 1601 and the time the state of goods was drawn up in 1606.  

So what is the relationship between the price of copper plates and the 
price of prints? Some of the new plates Van Keerberghen’s inventory were 
indicated at 10 guilders apiece, in which case the average price of a print 
(calculating from a total of 4,000 copies per copper plate) would be 1/20 of a 
stuiver. Even in the case of the expensive new copper plate of a ‘crucifix by 
Collaert’ of 33 guilders, the average cost of the engraved copper plate per print 
was 1/6 of a stuiver. Of course, these calculations exclude the costs for paper (the 
biggest expense), ink, labor, press, and workshop. Despite considerable other 
costs, these calculations show that the investment in an engraved copper plate 
was relatively low, as long as one could sell large amounts prints. And selling 
large numbers of prints (or books with prints) is precisely what Antwerp 
publishers aimed for and succeeded in. Indeed, the rise of the printed image came 
down to economies of scale and creating new markets.   

 

Imitation, meditation, collection 
By far the largest market for printed images was not in the compositions by 
famous painters nor Stradanus’ inventions, but in devotional prints. One 
engraver-publisher who specialized in devotional prints was Jan Boel. Boel’s 
printing press was in the attic of his house on the Steenhouwersvest, a street 
adjacent to the Vrijdagmarkt and the Kammenstraat. 944  Although he also 

 

                                                      
943 According to estimations by Karen L. Bowen and Dirk Imhof. The absolute maximum number of 

times an etched plate could be used was around 3,000. But the quality of the prints seems to have 

degenerated faster. So even though engraved plates were more expensive to purchase than etched 

plates, it was cheaper in the end (as long as enough copies were sold). With the increasing number of 

engraved books by the Moretuses, they choose almost exclusively for long-term use of engraved 

plates. Bowen and Imhof, Christopher Plantin and engraved book illustrations, 239-245. After around 4,000 

presses, the copper plate was usually abraded and could no longer be used, which meant a great loss 

of value. At some point, copper plates could became so cheap, that they were bought by painters who 

used the backside as ground for their paintings.  
944  Boel’s ‘herthoute druckpersse’ was located in the attic of his house at the Steenhouwersvest. 

Inventory Jan Boel: 19 March 1640. Notary H. Van Cantelbeck, 3394 (1614), no pagination. 
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operated as a ‘merchant of paintings’ according to the inventory, the document 
only testifies to his activities as an engraver-printer. In fact, the inventory lists 
just three paintings (one Europa, one of St. Catharine, and a hunting scene with 
deer), compared to 178 ‘plaetkens’ (copper plates). Boel was a pupil of the 
engraver Adriaen Collaert (1560–1618) and was registered as a master in the Guild 
of St. Luke in 1610. His sons Quiryn (or Coryn) II Boel (1620-ca. 1640) and Peeter 
Boel (1622–1674) were also trained as engravers, while Peeter is better known as 
a painter (mainly of animal scenes and hunting still lifes).945  

Of Boel’s 178 copper plates, which he kept in an ‘ingeleyt tresoir met een slote’ 
(inlaid dresser with a lock) in the kitchen, a vast majority were religious images. 
The non-religious images formed only a small minority of Boel’s stock; he clearly 
profited from the Counter-Reformation emphasis on the use of images for 
personal devotion. Most of the religious subjects in Boel’s inventory were 
particularly useful for this purpose, such as the many images of the Madonna, 
Saints, and the Passion of Christ. Scenes from the Old Testament, on the other 
hand, were completely absent. It seems that most images belonged to a series of 
4, for instance series of saints. There were also two series for ‘hertboecxken’ (books 
of the heart) of 17 and 7 copper plates, which were part of the widely popular 
Sacred Heart devotion. This was especially propagated by the Jesuits and 
promoted an emotional bonding with the suffering of Christ. Among the non-
religious images were some ‘tronien’ after Adriaen Brouwer and David Teniers, a 
certain title page of a book, a scene of a fight between a horse and a lion, some 
flowers, and four plates with designs for silversmiths.946  

The working of meditative devotional prints (to be differentiated from 
historical-biblical or church history prints) was linked with the common analogy 
of Christians as image-makers, which was, in turn, related to the metaphor of God 
as the first painter.947 For example, in Joannes David’s richly illustrated book 
Christeliicken waerseggher (Christian fortune-teller), published in 1603 with 
Moretus (first published in Brussels in 1597), contains an engraving by Theodore 
Galle of Christ bearing the cross, surrounded by painters. Only one painter 
imitates life, what he sees, while others paint scenes from the life of Christ and 
still others do not imitate Christ at all (those who have the devil in their heart) 

 

                                                      
945 Jan Boel and his wife Anna van der Straeten left four children at the moment of Jan’s death in 1640: 

Coryn, Peeter, Clara, and Basilia. SAA, Notary H. Van Cantelbeck, 3394 (1614), no pagination. 
946 SAA, Notary H. Van Cantelbeck, 3394 (1614), no pagination. 
947 David, Joannes, Christeliicken waerseggher. De principale stucken van t’Christen Geloof en Leuen int cort 

begrijpende. Met een rolle der deugtsaemheyt daer op dienende. Ende een Schildt-Wacht teghen de valsche 

Waersegghers, Toovernaers etc. (Antwerp: Jan Moerentorf, 1603), 351. Freedberg, The Power of images; 

Dupré, 476; Jonckheere, Antwerp Art after Iconoclasm.  
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(Fig.  73).948 Those latter painters are not true Christians, as is apparent from the 
caption, a quote  of St. Augustine: ‘he who imitates Christ to the minimum bears 
in vain the name of Christian’. 949  As Dekoninck has argued, Christians, like 
painters, must imitate Christ from life. Here, the link between imitation and 
meditation becomes clear.  

 

 
Fig.  73 - Theodore Galle, ‘Christiani nomen ille frustra sortitur qui Christum minime imitator’, in: 
Joannes David, Christeliicken waerseggher. De principale stucken van t’Christen Geloof en Leuen int cort 
begrijpende. Met een rolle der deugtsaemheyt daer op dienende. Ende een Schildt-Wacht teghen de valsche 
Waersegghers, Toovernaers etc. (Antwerp: Jan Moerentorf, 1603), 351 
 
 

 

                                                      
948 David, Christeliicken waerseggher, 351. First published in Latin in 1601: David, Jan, Veridicus christian 

us (Antwerp: Plantin, 1601). Dekoninck, Ralph, ‘Ad vivum. Pictorial and Spiritual Imitation in the 

Allegory of the Pictura sacra of Frans Francken II’, in: R. Dekoninck, A. Guiderdoni-Bruslé and W. 

Melion (eds.), Ut pictura meditatio. The Meditative Image in Nothern Art, 1500-1700 (Turnhout: Brepols, 

2012), 317-336, see page 326.  
949 ‘Christiani nomen ille frustra sortitur qui Christum minime imitatur’. See also: Dekoninck, ‘Ad 

vivum’, 326. 
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In an earlier chapter of the Christeliicken waerseggher, we find an even more 
remarkable image (Fig.  74).950 It depicts the head of a man that is also a house. 
His eyes, ear, and nose are windows, while his mouth is the door. If not for his 
seventeenth-century collar, the house-head could be a motif from Dali or another 
twentieth-century surrealist. This particular engraving belongs to David’s 
chapter on the eye, titled with an adage that warns us against its  wrong use. On 
the one hand, David argues, sight is the ‘Prince van al d’ander sinnen’ (Prince of all 
the other senses), on the other hand, there is the danger of vanity in seeing, 
which can lead to lust and sin.951 David opens the chapter with a discussion of the 
‘wondrous’ working of the eye, which, according to him, is beyond human 
understanding. He is aware of the debates between the ‘most subtle 
philosophers’, some of whom claim that seeing occurs via rays emitted from the 
eye (which ‘pour out’ on what is seen), while others claim that the eye receives 
‘eenighe specien en ghedaenten’ (some species and shapes).952 David’s use of the 
terms ‘species and shapes’ is telling, because it expresses the psychological 
aspect of perceiving images: images of species and shapes are formed in the mind, 
by the psyche or intellect. For intellectual recognition, form (or species or 
shapes) is crucial. Here again we see the link between matter, form, and meaning. 
The inextricable link between the eye and mind is fundamental because it means 
that the eye can corrupt the mind (as the mind can corrupt the eye). And this is 
where the meaning of the engraving becomes clear: we should be careful with 
the use of our eyes and not let in sinful sights, since this would lead to sinful 
thought and hence may kill our very souls (represented by death climbing into 
the eye). Since the body houses the soul and the eyes are the windows to the soul, 
it is crucial to use our eyes properly (‘in’t recht ghebruyck’).953 The good Christians 
who do so will one day be rewarded with the greatest sight of all: they will be 
allowed to behold God. 954   This is markedly different from the previously 
mentioned image (Fig.  73): the responsibility accorded to Christian image-
makers is here transferred to the Christian beholders of images.  
 

 

                                                      
950 ‘Cap. LXVI. Wat doet hy sie sijn oogh, in’t sien niet en bevvaert? Hy heft de vensters hoogh, al-

vvaer de doodt in-vaert’. David, Christeliicken waerseggher, 218. 
951  That the eye is the Prince of all senses is clear not only from its complicated and wondrous 

workings, but also from language: we use the word ‘siet’ (look) when we describe other senses: ‘Siet, 

hoe wel clinckt dat. Siet, hoe soet is dat. Siet eens, hoe dat rieckt’ (Look, how well it sounds. Look, how 

sweet it is. Look, how it smells). David, Christeliicken waerseggher, 219. 
952 David, Christeliicken waerseggher, 218. 
953 David, Christeliicken waerseggher, 220. 
954 David, Christeliicken waerseggher, 225. 
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Fig.  74 - Adspectvs incavti dispendivm (66), in: Joannes David, Christeliicken waerseggher 
Cap. LXVI. Wat doet hy sie sijn oogh, in’t sien niet en bevvaert? Hy heft de vensters hoogh, al-vvaer 
de doodt in-vaert’ (Antwerp: Jan Moerentorf, 1603), 218 

 
 
The graphic arts in early seventeenth-century Antwerp are best known for the 
vast production of religious prints, such as the ones in David’s book. Despite their 
huge numbers, or because of them, these religious prints have barely been 
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studied; 955  however, one can hardly imagine Counter-Reformation devotion 
without widespread availability of affordable printed images. Crucial was 
Counter-Reformation image theory, especially as developed by the Jesuit Order, 
who made Antwerp their main centre north of the Alps. Manfred Sellink even 
speaks of a ‘Jesuitization’ of the religious production of the Officina 
Plantiniana. 956  Other Antwerp printers inevitably followed in their path. The 
supposedly low artistic quality of most devotional book illustrations or prints 
stands in sharp contrast to the fact that some were among the most important 
and innovative of their age. 957  Moreover, behind the didactic and moralizing 
printed image were sophisticated theories on the use and workings of imagery, 
which went beyond the domain of art. 

In 1613 the Opticorum libri sex by Franciscus Aguilonius (1567–1617) was 
printed in Antwerp by the Plantin Press, with illustrations designed by Rubens 
and engraved by Theodore Galle.958 Aguilonius taught at the Jesuit College in 
Antwerp and wrote Opticorum libri sex as a textbook on optics for the 
mathematical curriculum. 959  In this book, the Jesuit Aguilonius responded to 
Kepler’s new and revolutionary optics. 960  As Sven Dupré argues, Aguilonius’ 
optics was firmly rooted in Jesuit ideas on the role of images in attaining spiritual 
as well as natural knowledge (which in turn went back to medieval image theory 
and Aristotelian psychology). 961  The problem with Kepler’s Optics was that it 
considered the picture (‘pictura’) as simply an inverted retinal image created by 
the reflection of light (whereas Kepler uses the term ‘imago’ only for 
imagination).962 For Aguilonius, as a Jesuit, this limited idea of the nature and 
status of the picture was unacceptable, since it did not leave any room for the 
internal senses or spiritual meaning in pictures. After all, in the Aristotelian 
scheme followed by the Jesuits, the connection between the five external and five 

 

                                                      
955 Sellink, Philips Galle, 77; Sellink, ‘Illustrated Religious Publications’, 29. 
956 Sellink, Philips Galle, 123; Sellink, ‘Illustrated Religious Publications’, 35. 
957 Groundbreaking was the aforementioned Evangelicae Historiae Imagines by Nadal, first published in 

Antwerp in 1593. 
958 The set of six books was for sale at a price of 6 guilders and 10 stuivers. Judson and Van de Velde, 

Book Illustrations and Title Pages, 101. 
959 Dupré, ‘The Return of the Species’, 481. On the mathematics school as part of the Jesuit college see 

also: Meskens, Practical Mathematics, 37.  
960 Dupré, ‘The Return of the Species’, 481. 
961 Dupré, ‘The Return of the Species’, 475. 
962 Dupré, ‘The Return of the Species’, 479; Dear, Peter, ‘The Meaning of Experience’, in: Katherine 

Park and Lorraine Daston (eds.) The Cambridge history of science volume 3. Early Modern Science 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 2008), 106-131, see pages 122-123. 
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internal senses (memory, imagination, fantasy, estimation, common sense) was 
the basis of knowledge acquisition.963  

Both spiritual and natural knowledge was inductive: the particulars of the 
physical world, known through the external senses, could only be turned into 
universals by the internal senses. The communication between the two types of 
senses was explained in terms of the ‘species’, which implied ‘aspect’, ‘image’, or 
‘likeness’.964 The species were basically a ‘sameness in form’, which explained 
how the mind could form universal knowledge from a variety of particularities. 
Matter, form, and meaning were inextricably linked in the knowledge acquisition 
process. Here art theology overlaps with theories of perception. Knowledge of 
divine reality could be acquired through particular spiritual exercises in which 
one imagined taking part in biblical stories, as described in the Exercitia spiritualia 
by the founder of the Jesuit Order Ignatius of Loyola.965 Art, through its visible 
particularity that was accessible to the external senses, could thus address the 
internal senses.  

Rubens’ design for the frontispiece of the Opticorum libri sex confirms the 
importance of the internal senses, without which the external senses are 
incomplete (Fig.  75). Optica herself is adorned with an eye and a peacock, which 
refer to the external sense of seeing, and an armillary sphere and a pyramid, 
which relate to the internal senses, since these objects are the result of a 
transformation of visual particularities into abstractions.  The figure to the left 
is Hermes, the mythical inventor of mathematics and astronomy, who beheaded 
Argus with his hundred eyes, which he holds in his right hand as a trophy. 
Continuing the theme we see Athena triumphing over the gaze of Medusa, whose 
head figures on her shield. 966  

  

 

                                                      
963 Dupré, ‘The Return of the Species’, 477. 
964 Dupré, ‘The Return of the Species’, 478. 
965 Jonckheere, Antwerp Art after Iconoclasm, 161-4. 
966 Dupré, ‘The Return of the Species’, 483. 
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Fig.  75 - Frontispiece (designed by Rubens) of Franciscus Aguilonius, Opticorum libri sex 
(Antwerp: Plantin, 1613) 
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There are similarities between Aguilonius’ theory of image perception and a 
Counter-Reformation line of reasoning about material objects. As image 
perception was not just about rays of light on a retina, but also about the 
psychological understanding of ‘sameness in form’ or ‘species’, so meaningful 
material objects could not be reduced to mere materiality. The material could not 
be separated from intellectual or spiritual perception. There was, indeed, 
meaning in material, and it was vainglorious to deny the inextricable links 
between matter, form, and meaning (where ‘form’ was somewhere in between 
the material and intellectual). Again, the juxtaposition of forms and materials 
was an important point of conversation in Antwerp’s collectors’ rooms. It may be 
argued that through such juxtapositions (actual displays or the painted displays 
of gallery pictures), people were playing with the idea of sameness in form that 
was discussed by Aguilonius in his book on optics.  

Like printed texts, printed images played a central role in religious 
debates and knowledge practices in the sixteenth and seventeenth century. The 
importance of the printed image in knowledge practices has been ascribed to 
both their so-called ‘naturalism’ and their reproducibility. 967  As Sachiko 
Kusukawa has recently argued, visual demonstration in the form of the printed 
image became integral to fields of human anatomy and medical botany, but this 
was not the self-evident process towards empiricism and naturalism that it is 
often claimed to be.968 In fact, the creation of printed scientific images was the 
result of a long process in which details became subordinate (or were completely 
omitted) in favor of the representation of an ideal type, or ‘pictura absolutissima’. 
Kusukawa further argues that this idealized form of representation, combined 
with a general faithfulness to observation, became the visual ideal of the 
sixteenth century.    

Recently, there has been much debate about the meaning of ‘ad vivum’, or 
‘after life’ in the early modern period.969 It seems that the term implied a truth 
claim based upon the epistemological ideal of observation, but not necessarily 
the practice of direct observation and copying (or imitating) from a live model, 
nor the inclusion of all the details of an individual object. To link it to image 
theory: it was more about the ‘species’, or sameness in form, then about one 
individual particularity of the species. ‘Counterfeiting’, on the other hand, does 

 

                                                      
967 Swan, ‘Illustrated Natural History’, 186-199. 
968 Kusukawa, Picturing the Book of Nature. 
969 Swan, Claudia, ‘Ad vivum, naer het leven, from the life: defining a mode of representation’, Word 

and Image (special issue on Art and Curiosity) vol. 11 (1995), 353-372; Jonckheere, Antwerp Art after 

Iconoclasm, 18-19, 37. In 2014 a conference on the theme of ‘ad vivum’ was organized by Joanna 

Woodall and Thomas Balfe at the Courtauld Institute of Art, London (21-22 November 2014). 
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seem to have implyied the copy of one particular model, including all individual 
details, such as in portraiture, where the term is often used. Not coincidentally, 
the term is also used in the context of the imitation of materials or substances, 
such as coral, pearls or saffron. A counterfeited piece of coral, for instance, was 
not supposed to be an ideal-type representation of coral, it did not aim to 
represent an idealized ‘sameness in form’. Instead, it was a new and individual 
object, with particularities and details, which made it credible as a counterfeit. 
The debates on observation, generalization, idealization, and individual details 
were important in the domain of scientific imagery as well as in the discourse of 
art theory. As is argued throughout this dissertation, these issues cannot be 
understood without some knowledge of the historical status and nature of 
objects, which was often problematic and intertwined with religious debates on 
images. 

 

Instruments of engraved knowledge 
The copper plate engravings for Coignet’s and Van Keerberghen’s new edition of 
the Epitome were made by the brothers Ferdinand and Ambrosius Arsenius. As we 
know from Coignet’s state of goods, Ferdinand also made instruments for the 
mathematician. Indeed, the skills necessary to engrave instruments overlapped 
with the skills needed to make copper printing plates. So for the production of 
rulers, sectors, and some other ‘work’ Coignet still owed Arsenius 18 guilders in 
1624.970 Ferdinand also made instruments that he signed with his own name. 
Today there is an astrolabe made by him in the Science Museum in London.971 
The Arsenius brothers are thought to be the sons of the Louvain instrument 
maker Gualterus (Walter) Arsenius (d. 1580), who, in turn, had been an 
apprentice of the famous Gemma Frisius.972 In fact, Michiel Coignet and Gualterus 
Arsenius were commissioned by Plantin to engrave certain plates, as the 

 

                                                      
970  ‘item betaelt aen Ferdinandus Arssenius over tgene sterffhuijs hem schuldich  was voor het 

maecken van sommige regels pantmeters ende ander werck luijt syne quitantie, xvij gl’. SAA, Notary 

H. Van Cantelbeck, 3408 (1622–1624), no pagination. 
971 Astrolabe by Ferdinand Arsenius from 1607–1618:  

http://collectionsonline.nmsi.ac.uk/detail.php?type=related&kv=57278&t=objects  
972 Gualterus (Walter) Arsenius was active in Louvain between 1554 and 1579. He signed some of his 

instruments as the ‘nepos’ of Frisius, which literally means ‘nephew’, but may also have meant ‘pupil’. 

See: Cleempoel, Koenraad, ‘A Theodolite and Sundial Attributable to Gaulterus Arsenius’, Sphaera 7 

(1998) (http://www.mhs.ox.ac.uk/about/sphaera/sphaera-issue-no-7/a-theodolite-and-sundial-

attributable-to-gaulterus-arsenius/) .  



311 

publisher wrote to Montanus in 1575.973 It is unclear whether Plantin’s plates 
were meant for an astrolabe or were printing plates for images.974 

 Here several issues in this chapter come together: the network of top-
notch publishers as conveyors of knowledge, their collaboration with esteemed 
engravers and editor-writers, and the common technique of copper engraving 
for both images and instruments. Michiel Coignet is a linchpin in this network, 
while his own career was as versatile and successful as that of many people 
combined. He was a true polymath and was acknowledged as such by being 
granted a position at the court of the Archdukes. Despite his success, however, 
the collection at his 10-room house De Engel (The Angel) on the Kipdorp was of an 
entirely different status than the wealthy publishers we have discussed above.  

In his chronicle of the Low Countries, Guicciardini praised Michiel Coignet 
as a young man of great intellect; as a good mathematician who exceled in 
navigation. He praised the ‘schoone ende oorboorlijcke ghereedtschappen’ (‘beautiful 
and serviceable tools’) invented by Coignet, which according to Guicciardini 
made it possible to find longitude at sea; something previously impossible.975 In 
1580, Coignet published the Nieuwe Onderwijsinghe op de principaelste Puncten der 
Zeevaert (New Instructions on the Principal Points of Navigation) with the 
Antwerp publisher Hendrik Hendriksen. In this book, he described the 
instrument referred to by Guicciardini: a nautical hemisphere. In principle, this 
instrument solved the issue of finding longitude at sea, though in reality would 
remain unsolved throughout the seventeenth century.   

Michiel Coignet was Antwerp’s most versatile and successful practical 
mathematician, as is demonstrated by Ad Meskens. 976  Coignet worked as a 
schoolmaster beginning in 1568, teaching French and mathematics, and as a wine 
gauger from the 1570s, while he also had a business as an instrument maker from 
at least 1572, the date of his oldest signed instrument, an astrolabe.977 In the Guild 
of St. Luke, Coignet was registered as ‘cruyenier en wynroyer’ (grocer and 
winegauger).978 When Coignet died on Christmas Eve of 1623 at the age of 74 in 
his house De Engel he owned 32 paintings, mostly portraits and religious works. A 
considerable share of his paintings portrayed typical Catholic subjects, such as 

 

                                                      
973 Meskens, Practical mathematics, 116-117. 
974 Meskens, Practical mathematics, 116-117. 
975 Guicciardini, Beschrijvinghe van alle de Nederlanden, 91. 
976 Meskens, Practical mathematics; Meskens, Ad, Familia Universalis: Coignet. Een familie tussen wetenschap 

en kunst (Antwerp: Koninklijk Musuem voor Schone Kunsten, 1998); Meskens, Ad, ‘Michiel Coignet’s 

Contribution to the Development of the Sector’, Annals of Science 54 (1997) 143-160.  
977 Meskens, ‘Michiel Coignet’s Contribution to the Development of the Sector’, 147. 
978 Rombouts, P. and T. van Lerius, De liggeren en andere archieven der Antwerpsche Sint Lucasgilde vol. I 

(Amsterdam: Israël, 1961), 305, 336, 599. 
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paintings of the Madonna (6), of saints (2), and of a crucifix. In the neercaemer 
(downstairs room), where a majority of the paintings was on display (19), Coignet 
also had a crucifix with ‘a God [Christ] of copper’, a wooden Ecce Homo, and a 
copper holy-water font – all objects emphasized in Counter-Reformation 
physical devotion.979 During the 1580s, however, Michiel had been registered as 
a Protestant. Apparently, Coignet’s reconversion to Catholicism after 1585 found 
expression in his collection. Unlike his brother, the painter Gillis Coignet (1542–
1599), Michiel decided to stay in Antwerp and abjured his Protestant faith. 

Coignet was rewarded for staying in Antwerp, becoming Royal 
mathematician in service of the Archdukes Albert and Isabella in 1596. In the 
bovenvoorcaemer (upstairs front room) he kept two portraits of his patrons, as well 
as another one of the celebrated Marquis de Spinola, the general with so many 
victories in the Netherlands.980 In fact, Coignet had taken part in Spinola’s siege 
of Ostend in 1603.981 The authorities also hired Coignet for fortification projects 
and at the time of his death, the city of Antwerp still owed him 102 guilders for 
the inspection of several forts.982 

Coignet’s inventory lists ‘some books on clocks’ (‘eenige boecken sprekende 
van orlosie’).983 Unfortunately, this all the information that the inventory gives on 
the content of his books. The ‘orlosie’ books were sold to a certain Hellemans 
living on the Meir. We do know that the sale of his books raised a total of 947 
guilders and 12 stuivers, which indicates quite a substantial library, and in fact 
Coignet was known for his sizeable library as far away as Italy.984 By comparison, 
the public sales of the furniture and other movable goods raised the sum of 1,172 
guilders and 6 ½ stuivers. Among the tools and instruments left at his death were 
a turning lathe, a lodestone (used to magnetize needles for compasses), several 
compasses, a ruler, surveying rods, an astrolabe, surveyor’s sticks, and a 
mariner’s astrolabe (or a so-called ‘astrolabe ring’). Some unidentified 
instruments were sold to the Jesuits.985   

 

                                                      
979 Inventory made on 28 February 1624. Notary H. Van Cantelbeck, 3378 (1624), no pagination. 
980 ‘Albertus ende d’infante respectieve op paneel olieverve in lyste’, ‘den Heer Marquis Spinola in 

lyste’. Notary H. Van Cantelbeck, 3378 (1624), no pagination 
981 Meskens Practical Mathematics, 16. 
982 In Coignet’s ‘state of goods’ we read that Coignet was still  to recive from the city government of 

Antwerp a total of 102 guilders for the ‘visiteren van eenige forten’. SAA, Notary H. Van Cantelbeck, 

3408 (1622–1624), no pagination. 
983 Duverger, Antwerpse Kunstinventarissen vol. II, 335.  
984 In 1611, the mathematician D. Antonini wrote to Galileo about a certain book, of which he wrote 

that even Coignet was not sure it existed. Antonini advised Galileo to await the Frankfurter Book fair.  

Meskens Practical Mathematics), 127.  
985  SAA, Notary H. van Cantelbeck, 3408 (1622–1624), no pagination. Duverger, Antwerpse 

Kunstinventarissen vol. II, 335. 



313 

So who else bought instruments from Coignet’s shop? Since inventories 
usually do not mention the name of the instrument maker, it is hard to determine 
how many instrument swere produced in the workshop and in what segments of 
the market Coignet operated. Luxurious and expensive instruments are more 
likely to have stood the test of time, which may cause a distorted image of the 
contemporary production of instruments. Just as with paintings, the majority of 
contemporary instruments may have been relatively simply and cheap. This was 
probably the case for rulers and sectors, which Coignet sold next to his more 
expensive instruments and which were sometimes made by others, like 
Ferdinand Arsenius.  

Of a completely different quality (and price) were the copper instruments 
by Coignet in the collection of the merchant-banker Emmanuel Ximenez. 
Ximenez owned ‘eenen grooten coperen astrolabrium met sesse platen ende een rinck 
dairtoe dienende gemaect by Meester Michiel Coignet’ (copper astrolabe with six 
plates and a ring that goes with it, made by Master Michiel Coignet).986 Today, 
only four astrolabes by Coignet are known to survive, none of which with the fit 
the description from the Ximenez inventory.987 For those who could afford them, 
astrolabes were appreciated collectables both for the craftsmanship of the 
engraved copper and the knowledge associated with the instrument. Astrolabes 
were two-dimensional models of the heavens, used to represent the daily 
movement of the stars around us, which was useful in navigation or to plot 
horoscopes. Antwerp collectors like Ximenez owned these types of instruments 
both for their useful applications and as a demonstration of knowledge. For 
similar reasons, paintings of collector’s cabinets regularly depict a brass 
armillary sphere, a three-dimensional model of the course of the heavens which 
could be used to determine the position of the planets and stars (it is worth 
noting that the two-dimensional astrolabe is not so common).  

From Coignet’s workshop Ximenez had also purchased a sundial (‘eenen 
mathematicq sonwyser van Michiel Coignet’) and a copper quadrant (‘een coperen 
quadrant mathematicq by Coignet gemaect’). 988  Both these ‘mathematical’ 
instruments, as they are described, could be used to measure time, whereas the 
quadrant was used to measure heights through triangulation; one could measure 
the height of, for instance, a building or a star. The St. Jacobs staff, an instrument 
also owned by Ximenez, also worked by triangulation, and both instruments 
were used by surveyors and navigators. Coignet himself had explained the 
importance of measuring the earth and sea in the introduction of the Epitome 

 

                                                      
986 http://ximenez.unibe.ch/inventory/reading/ (consulted August 2015). 
987 Cleempoel, ‘An Astrolabe by Michiel Coignet’. Ximenez also owned another astrolabe.  
988 http://ximenez.unibe.ch/inventory/reading/ (consulted August 2015). 
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theatri orbis terrarum Abrahami Ortelij of 1601, the frontispiece of which depicts a 
St. Jacobs staff (Fig.  70). But the collections of Ximenez and others demonstrate 
that these types of instruments, often made of precious materials, were highly 
appreciated for reasons that went beyond their practical use. The collections of 
merchant Peter Licea and notary Gillis de Kimpe, for instance, also contained 
sundials. The latter also owned a ‘sphera mundi’ (probably a terrestrial globe).989 
Not coincidentally, all three men also owned a telescope, the newly invented 
optical instrument that had quickly caught the attention of collectors all over 
Europe. 

During the first decades after its invention (between the presentation of 
the telescope at a peace conference in The Hague in 1608 and 1650), there were 
at least eleven telescopes in Antwerp households. In the collection of the 

merchant Gerard de Houwer there was a ‘gesichtbuyse’ (face-tube, or telescope). 

The notary Gillis de Kimpe left a telescope, ‘een buys om ver te sien’, when he died 

in 1625, which was part of his aforementioned incredibly rich collection. Based 

on the inventories, the telescope with a leather tube owned by Ximenez was the 

most luxurious one.990 The telescope of the extremely wealthy dijkgraaf-generaal 

Gaspar Charles was described as ‘een groote buyse van bleck met glasen om van verre 

te kycken’ (a large tube of plated iron with glasses to see afar). Of note is that Jan 

Alexander van den Broecke, lord of several estates and a rich collector, also 

owned a telescope with a relatively cheap plated iron tube (‘een sienbuyse in bleke 

custodie’).991 Perhaps iron tubes were the standard in Antwerp at this time, as 

Huib J. Zuidervaart has argued was the case in the Dutch Republic. 992  The 

relatively simple iron tubes confirm Sven Dupré’s observation that Antwerp 

collectors were interested in luxury goods as objects of knowledge and not just 

as luxury. As luxury-and-knowledge collectables in one, telescopes (among 

 

                                                      
989 Duverger, Antwerpse kunstinventarissen vol. II, 399-415, see page 400.  
990 Another fancy exemple of a ‘versiende buyse’ (far-seeing tube) with the ‘signet of the deceased’ 

had been ordered by the merchant Francois Stalins some time before his death in 1636, Duverger, 

Antwerpse kunstinventarissen vol. IV, 16. 
991 Gerard de Houwer: Duverger, Antwerpse kunstinventarissen vol. III, 500. Gaspar Charles: Duverger, 

Antwerpse kunstinventarissen vol. V, 243. Jan Alexander van den Broecke: Duverger, Antwerpse 

kunstinventarissen vol. V, 122). For most telescopes the material is not listed. A certain Johannes Bol 

left two spyglasses in 1629 (‘twee buysen oft verrekyckers’), Duverger, Antwerpse kunstinventarissen vol. 

III, 155. The widow Johanna Stuyck (of Jacques Snel and Balthazar Fruythoff) also owned a 

‘sienbuyse’, just as Tobias I (van) Mittendorf and Peter Licea. Duverger, Antwerpse kunstinventarissen 

vol. IV, 410, 414, and vol. V, 226. 
992 Zuidervaart, Huib J., ‘The Invisible Technician Made Visible Telescope Making in the Seventeenth 

and Early Eighteenth Century Dutch Republic’, in: Alison D. Morrison-Low, Sven Dupré, Stephen 

Johnston, and Giorgio Strano (eds.), From Earth-Bound to Satellite. Telescopes, Skills and Networks (Leiden 

and Boston: Brill, 2012), 41-102, pages 49-54. 
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countless other precious objects) were depicted by Jan I Brueghel and Peter Paul 

Rubens on the Allegory of Sight from 1617 (Fig.  76): a painted allegory of the 

highest among the senses, which must have allured the erudite eyes of collectors. 
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Jan I Brueghel and Peter Paul Rubens, detail: Allegory of Sigth, 1617 
Oil on panel, 65 x 110, Prado Madrid
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Conclusion: catalysts of knowledge 
 
 

The sense of sight 
Among the most remarkable objects depicted by Jan I Brueghel and Peter Paul 
Rubens in the series of the Allegory of the Senses are two beautiful drawtube 
telescopes. The famous Allegory of Sight from 1617 now in the Prado (Fig.  76) 
shows a telescope with one main tube and seven drawtubes. In a later painting 
(1620), Allegory of Sight and Smell, a telescope with eight drawtubes is depicted (Fig.  
77). This latter painting is only known in the form of a copy, as the original was 
lost in the fire in the Castle of Coudenberg in 1731. The original of the 1620-
painting, probably completed by 1618, had been a commission by the Antwerp 
City Government in celebration of a visit of the Archdukes to the city. Both 
painted telescopes appear to be luxurious instruments made of metal, most likely 
silver.993 The one in the 1617 painting is even supported by a beautifully wrought 
brass or gilded base. The telescopes in the Allegory-paintings are extraordinary 
because these types of luxurious multi-drawtube telescopes with eyepieces have 
not survived from this early period.994 Were they actually collected in Antwerp, 

 

                                                      
993 Perhaps similar to the silver tube for a telescope made by the Brussels silversmith Robert Staes for 

Archduke Albert in May 1609 (‘for making two ‘tuyaux artificiels pour veoir de loing’). Zuidervaart, 

Huib J., ‘The Invisible Technician Made Visible: Telescope Making in the Seventeenth and Early 

Eighteenth-Century Dutch Republic’, in: Alison D. Morrison-Low, Sven Dupré, Stephen Johnston, and 

Giorgio Strano (eds.), From Earth-Bound to Satellite. Telescopes, Skills and Networks (Leiden and Boston: 

Brill, 2012), 41-102; and Zuidervaart, Huib J., The ‘True inventor of the Telescope. A Survey of 400 

Years of Debate’, in: Albert van Helden, Sven Dupré, Rob van Gent, and Huib J. Zuidervaart (eds.), The 

Origins of the Telescope (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2010), 9-44, see 16-17.  
994 In an article by P. Molaro and P. Sevelli, it is even argued that these painted telescopes were 

possibly keplerian telescopes consisting of two convex lenses (rather than the simpler ‘Dutch 

telescope’ or ‘Galilean telescope’ of a convex and concave lens in one fixed tube). Although Kepler 

had already theoretically described the possibility of this type of telescope in his Dioptrice in 1611, 

there is not one single surviving keplerian telescope from this early age. In fact, there is only some 

scattered textual evidence about the theoretical possibility. See Molaro, P., and P, Sevelli, ‘The 

Mystery of the Telescopes in Jan Brueghel the Elder’s Paintings’, Memorie della Società Astronomica 

Italiana 14 (2010), 246-249. See also: 

http://www.technologyreview.com/view/415552/the-puzzle-of-brueghels-paintings-of-

telescopes/#comments. (consulted July 2015). In a publication of 1645, Antonius Maria Schryl de 

Rheita proposed a scheme for an eyepiece tube with multiple lenses, which widened the field of view. 

Antonius Maria Schyrl de Rheita, Ocvlvs Enoch et Eliae, Sive Radivs Sidereomysticvs (Antwerp: 

Hieronymus Verdussen II, 1645). See also: Zuidervaart, Huib J. and Marlise Rijks, ‘’Most rare 
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or at the court in Brussels, at this particular time? Or did Brueghel and Rubens 
depict an instrument that had only been theoretically described, but not yet 
actually made?  

 

 
Fig.  76 - Jan I Brueghel and Peter Paul Rubens, detail: Allegory of Sigth, 1617 
Oil on panel, 65 x 110, Prado Madrid 
 
 

 
Fig.  77 - Jan I Brueghel (and others?), detail: Allegory of Sight and Smell, 1620  
Oil on canvas, 175 x 263 cm, Prado Madrid 

 

 

                                                      
workmen’: optical practitioners in early seventeenth-century Delft’, British Journal for the History of 

Science vol. 48 (2015), 53-85, see page 72. 
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Whether or not Brueghel and Rubens painted the telescopes after real examples 
is of less interest here than the composition in which the telescopes function: 
allegorical depictions of the sense of sight (and smell) in a composition very 
similar to a gallery picture. At first glance, the Allegory series were very different 
from gallery pictures, like the ones from the Francken workshop, because of their 
allegorical character.995 But upon further inspection, we find that there are more 
similarities than differences. Both genres are also intimately related to the 
culture of collecting, which cannot be understood without two of these in the 
paintings’ common elements: an allegorical framework and encyclopaedic 
ambitions.  
 In Erasmus’ words, allegory ‘is nothing but a continuous metaphor’.996 
Indeed, the Allegory series was a continuous metaphor of one (or more) of the 
senses, repeated in various forms across the whole painting. The abstract idea, 
the senses, was represented by an impressive array of painted material objects. 
Of course allegory could be a textual-rhetorical tool as well as a visual-painterly 
tool. The idea that material objects, not just painted objects, but actual objects 
too (both natural and man-made), could refer to something else and as such could 
function as sign or symbol, had been current since antiquity. As has been argued 
in this dissertation, the allegorical framework (which was at the basis of the 
interconnected world) had come under pressure as a result of the Reformation 
and the image debates in particular. Reformers denied the signifying powers of 
man-made material objects, and matter was disconnected from form and 
meaning. The culture of collecting in Counter-Reformation Antwerp, however, 
may be interpreted as the joining of the age-old allegorical framework with the 
relatively new encyclopaedic aspirations. The strikingly innovative painterly 
genres such as the Allegory series and Francken’s gallery pictures truly expressed 
the encyclopaedic ambitions of the all-encompassing project of the arts and 
sciences (consten) and the allegorical framework in which every object could be 
linked to something else. But these paintings would be something of a swansong 
for this worldview, which was indeed dying out. Slowly, the goal of encyclopaedic 
completeness was replaced with new principles of ordering. And slowly, material 
objects lost their signifying powers in the sciences, while in the arts (to a large 

 

                                                      
995 And also because they were made in a courtly context. The 1617 Allegory of Sight contains plenty of 

references to the Archdukes Albert and Isabella, rulers of the Southern Netherlands, whereas the 

Allegory of Sight and Smell was a commission by the city of Antwerp to be presented to the Archdukes. 

Both Brueghel and Rubens worked for the court in Brussels on many occasions. It is unknown who 

was the first owner of Allegory of Sight of 1617. The first registered owner was Duke Wolfgang Wilhelm 

of Pfalz-Neuburg (1578–1653), who gave it to the Cardinal Infante Ferdinand (1609–1641) in 1634. 

Suchtelen, ‘Jan Brueghel the Elder’, 94. 
996 King and Rex (eds.), Erasmus: De Copia, chapter XVIII. 
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extent) their signifying power remained. This, in turn, was the basis of the 
separation of the arts and sciences.   

In the following pages, I argue that objects in collections, by the simple 
fact that they were put on display together (and not in isolation), served as 
catalysts of knowledge. Like a chemical catalyst, the collection (or the painted 
collection) connected objects that had been unconnected before. Both the 
allegorical framework of objects as signs and the encyclopaedic quantity of 
objects were crucial for understanding the connections, or cohesion, between 
objects. New connections, in turn, could confirm or destabilize established 
knowledge. I propose that we call this process ‘the epistemology of collecting’, 
i.e. the search for connections between objects in an encyclopaedic framework. 
This search knew three main approaches, which we have discussed throughout 
this dissertation: conversations, tactile handling, and depiction. Since collecting 
took place on a relatively large scale in a city like Antwerp, I argue that the 
culture of collecting was not only fundamental in the establishment and 
maintenance of a knowledgeable civic community, but also played a role in long-
term shifts towards new frameworks of knowing.  

As stated in the Introduction, knowledge is defined here in relation to the 
material world: as all human attempts to order the material world and 
understand material processes. The way Antwerp’s collections functioned as 
catalysts of knowledge is very different from what we nowadays would consider 
knowledge about the material world. The way in which material objects 
functioned as signs (referring to other objects and other meanings) and were 
seen as an immutable unity of matter, form, and meaning, has disappeared as an 
acceptable way to gain knowledge. In the course of the seventeenth century in 
the rising natural sciences, matter came to be studied autonomously (and often 
quantitatively). But the fact that the earlier way of acquiring knowledge about 
material objects faded from the natural sciences does not mean that it was not at 
the time considered a valuable way of knowing. Indeed, the transitional phase, 
during which the status and nature of material objects were the subject of fierce 
debates, informs us not only about the historically contingent ways in which 
knowledge about the material world was gained at this particular time and place, 
but also about the origins of the new frameworks for the arts and sciences. 
Antwerp’s culture of collecting in the early seventeenth century marks this 
transitional phase, whereas the comparison with the Dutch Republic highlights 
how different attitudes towards objects (natural and man-made) were the basis 
of slow and long-term changes with regard to the investigation of the material 
world.       

The painting by Brueghel and Rubens was an allegorical conception and 
imagining of sight, which was considered the most elevated of the senses. 
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Perhaps not coincidentally, the Sense of Sight of 1617 was the first painting in the 
series.997 Such a painting truly appealed to the erudite eyes of collectors: the sight 
of interconnected (and beautifully painted) objects was a continuous source of 
conversation. Sight was not only the preferred sense, but vision and optics were 
both at the centre of scientific interest and deeply intertwined with ideas about 
art and the perception of images. Furthermore, the perception of images, as well 
as the status and nature of images, was central to reflection on the culture of 
collecting. In the remainder of the Conclusion, the sense of sight and the display 
of objects (both painted and real) are discussed in relation to some of the larger 
issues of this dissertation. I address: first, the methodology used here in relation 
to the general conclusions; second, painted objects on display and the enigma of 
still life painting; third, the epistemology of collecting; and fourth and finally, the 
longue durée, or how we can position Antwerp’s culture of collecting in a longer 
historical perspective. 

 

Methodology 
Closely reading and analyzing inventories of the property of more and lesss well-
known Antwerp residents has provided new insights on the widespread 
phenomenon of collecting in the city in the early seventeenth century. The 
relatively large research sample has not only confirmed that many artists and 
artisans belonged to a critical mass of knowledgeable citizens, but also made it 
possible to compare collections. Collections were studied in their entirety, 
without the usual focus on either the fine arts or the natural sciences or on the 
absolute highlights. This has allowed me to present a more nuanced image of 
Antwerp’s culture of collecting, which proves to be more diverse and more 
inclusive than known before.998 It also allows us to make comparisons with other 
known collecting cultures, primarily the Dutch Republic. Future research could 
improve our understanding of the similarities and differences in the Northern 
and Southern Netherlands through close study of inventories from Dutch cities, 
such as Amsterdam or Delft.  

 

                                                      
997 Suchtelen, Ariane van, ‘Jan Brueghel the Elder and Peter Paul Rubens, Allegory of Taste’, in: Anne T. 

Woollett, Ariane van Suchtelen, et al., Rubens & Brueghel: a Working Friendship, Exh. Cat. (Los Angeles: 

J. Paul Getty Museum, 2006), 96. 
998 More diverse: think of naturalia and exotica, which are often associated with collections in the 

Dutch Republic. More inclusive: think for instance of objects that now have a low status and were 

therefore ignored in scholarship, but were meaningful and high-esteemed in early modern 

Antwerp, such as waxworks. 
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The combination of traditional historical textual research with the object-
oriented methods of art history has yielded another important outcome, which, 
in fact, derived from a research obstacle: the difficulty in differentiating between 
workshop and collection. From inventories, it is often impossible to differentiate 
between rooms used for work and production and rooms used for collecting. This 
may be one reason why the inventories of Antwerp artists and artisans have 
remained understudied; the problematic definition of ‘collection’ has caused a 
strong focus on the most rich or extraordinary collections. But, as I have shown, 
the overlap between workshop and collection was one of the defining 
characteristics of Antwerp’s early seventeenth-century culture of collecting. In 
various spaces in a house a range of objects might be displayed (some for sale, 
others not) and could be considered a collection. These rooms could function as 
spaces for conversation (between collectors, between buyers and sellers), hands-
on practice and process appreciation (of making, or appreciating how something 
was made), and as spaces to be depicted themselves. Artists and artisans played 
a double role as producers and connoisseurs and they were respected as such. 
Later in the century, this situation changed and the gap between the workshop 
and the collection widened. The foundation of more elitist salons, academies, 
societies, and contsgenootschappen exemplify this shift, as is discussed in greater 
detail below.    

The methodology applied here also undergirds another outcome of this 
dissertation: the argument that collections functioned as catalysts of knowledge. 
Like an early modern collector, I have tried to make sense of the cohesion or 
relationships between objects that were put on display together. Finding 
relationships between objects and making sense of a whole collection turned out 
to be a highly creative process. Something similar must have happened in 
Antwerp’s collectors’ rooms. The seemingly endless interrelationships between 
objects were daunting (and one can understand that, slowly, new forms of 
categorization and ordering were desired) and alluring at the same time. 
Sometimes more questions were raised than answers, which was arguably a key 
feature of the early modern collection. Much as Erasmus said of written 
allegories, collections should not be displayed ‘in such a way that everyone 
understands everything, but so that they are forced to investigate certain things, 
and learn’.999 

 

 

                                                      
999 King and Rex (eds.), Erasmus: De Copia, chapter XVIII. 
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Painted objects on display 
The collections of Antwerp artists and artisans are testimony to the Antwerp art 
market, the tastes of collectors, the demands of connoisseurship, early modern 
consumer patterns in relation to social status and wealth, Antwerp’s particular 
knowledge economy characterized by its luxury industries, and process 
appreciation. All these aspects played a role in Antwerp’s culture of collecting: 
what objects were collected, how they were put on display together, what kind 
of conversations they aroused, how collections were reflected upon. All this, in 
turn, provides clues to the status and nature of material objects in this period. On 
the one hand, there had been the steady rise of merchant capitalism and an ever-
increasing self-consciousness among merchants, artists, and artisans; on the 
other hand, there had been great anxiety about material objects, in particular 
about man-made material objects (most markedly expressed in the violent 
outbursts of iconoclasm). Similar paradoxes seem to underlie visual reflections 
upon material objects, most noticeably in still life painting. The genre of still life 
seems to have puzzled art historians more than other painterly genres. The same 
holds true for the gallery picture, in particular the Preziosenwand. In the early 
modern period and today, these paintings present(ed) the viewer with a sight of 
an assemblage of material objects that is both beautiful and troublesome (e.g. Fig.  
78).   

As stated above, the rise of still life painting as an independent genre 
around the turn of the century is still something of an art historical enigma. If 
we consider still lifes as ‘paintings-as-collections’1000, it might be helpful to look 
at the origins and paradoxes of still life painting from the angle of collections as 
catalysts of knowledge. Arguably, the effect of visual depictions of objects had 
much in common with the effect of physical assemblages of objects in collections. 
Similarly, painted objects seem subject to an exponential number of 
interpretations, depending on the meanings and functions of each depicted 
object and the amount of objects. The seemingly endless interrelationships 
between material objects might explain why art historians have fiercely and 
continuously debated the meaning of those paintings that portray assemblages 
of objects, most prominently still life painting. The more creative the beholder, 
the more connections will be made. Of course, what held true for early modern 
connoisseurs also holds true for art historians today: some interpretations are 
considered better than others, depending upon the knowledge, arguments, and 
status of the interpreter.  
 

 

                                                      
1000 As suggested by Honig (see also: Introduction): Honig, ‘Making Sense of Things’, 176. 
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Fig.  78 - Frans II Francken, Cabinet of Curiosities, ca. 1636 
Oil on panel, 49 x 64 cm, Historisches Museum Frankfurt, Frankfurt am Main 
 
 
If still lifes can be understood as ‘paintings-as-collections’, gallery pictures are, 
obviously, literally paintings-of-collections. These paintings were not only 
depictions of assemblages of objects, but also a purposeful reflection upon 
collecting. Antwerp gallery pictures glorified the culture of collecting (in 
particular of Antwerp art), while also referring to the dangers threatening 
objects and collecting. Civilized conversations were juxtaposed with ignorant 
destruction. This juxtaposition, in turn, could be one subject of conversation.   

Still life painting, gallery pictures, and physical collections were all, in one 
way or another, about the cohesion or interrelationships between material 
objects, but also about the status and nature of objects as such. If we view the 
genres of still life and gallery pictures in this manner then it makes sense that 
they were invented at this historical moment. Indeed, their invention coincided 
with the expansion of the culture of collecting, and, in more general terms, the 
widespread debates on material objects. Artists played a role in these debates 
through the invention of these genres and the execution of their paintings. There 
were particular historical circumstances that made materiality a pressing 
matter. Many of these were European-wide phenomena, and it is telling that 
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around 1600 still life became an established genre in Italy, the Netherlands, 
Germany, and Spain almost simultaneously.1001 Equally telling is that there was 
little theoretical appreciation or even attention for still life painting – or so we 
are told. Indeed, early modern art theorists might have written with scorn about 
still life, compared to the higher genre of history painting for instance, but what 
if we look beyond art theory? If we take into account the much wider discourse 
on materiality and the accumulation of material objects, then we start to see a 
theoretical basis for still life painting. There was neither a lack of attention nor a 
lack of appreciation for material objects (combined with anxiety, which made 
matters all the more pressing). This theoretical basis is simply found outside the 
narrow concerns of art theory in much wider domains: in other textual sources, 
but also in artisans’ workshops and collectors’ rooms. So the often-cited 
contradiction of the incredible and rapid success of still life painting despite the 
lack of a theoretical basis might not be so contradictory after all.   
 The paintings themselves may also be conceived as transmitting 
theoretical ideas through their particular compositions of objects. The 
differences between individual still life paintings and the different results in 
different contexts are therefore meaningful. This is especially clear for the 
Antwerp gallery paintings (with their many depicted paintings in an 
encyclopaedic setting), but extends to still life painting also (from flower still lifes 
to breakfasts). The composition of objects and the type of objects displayed 
mattered (and not just for aesthetic pleasure), as the interrelationships between 
objects determined the conversation and interpretation of the connoisseurs.  
   
  

The epistemology of collecting  
The most appreciated collectables of the age were those with multivalence, 
which opened up the possibility of many conversations. Collected objects were 
often linked to different domains: they were interesting to the collector because 
of the overlap of trade, knowledge, art (and luxury), and religion. Being able to 
converse about these various spheres was a sign of true connoisseurship. 
Another point of conversation was the problematic nature of some objects of art 
and the natural world, which appealed to collectors as it invoked the limits of 
interpretation. Exemplary were dense and complex paintings, naturalia 
impossible to classify, chemical imitations of gemstones, or new combinations of 

 

                                                      
1001 Lowenthal, Anne W., ‘Introduction’; in: Anne W. Lowenthal, The Object as Subject. Studies in the 

interpretation of still life (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1996), 7. 
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the man-made and the God-made. It seems that some objects were purposefully 
collected to defy interpretation, which does not mean, of course, that all 
interpretations were considered to be of equal quality.1002 Interpretations placed 
a person on the ladder from the most knowledgeable down to the outright 
unknowledgeable. As Koenraad Jonckheere has recently proposed, rather than 
understanding visual material as a clear-cut argument or affirmative narrative 
(of which the ultimate meaning must and can be determined by the historian), 
visual material more often functioned as a question – as a quaestio disputatae. 
Questioning and conversing – the process, the activity as such – was what 
mattered (as it had for Erasmus). A remarkable aspect of gallery pictures, which 
must have catched the eye of connoisseurs immediately, were the wrong 
proportions. The size of some objects did not correspond to the size of other 
objects: the seahorse depicted by Francken on several gallery pictures, for 
instance, is unrealistically large in comparison to other objects. It may be argued 
that this was not a problem, because it only emphasized the importance of form. 
Collectors were questioned to think about the forms of objects and their 
interrelationships.  

So if one single object could raise extensive conversations and 
interpretations, what then happened if multiple objects were assembled in a 
collection? Even more than individual objects, collections were the ultimate 
conversation pieces for the knowledgeable, as they invited the beholder to 
question, observe, investigate, judge, and debate a wide range of material objects, 
as we see happening in many the gallery paintings with active connoisseurs in a 
collector’s room. Collected objects were directly available to the beholder for 
close inspection and physical handling. And through this process, this 
investigative and associative attitude, collections functioned as catalysts of 
knowledge.  

Since collecting was a purposeful and intellectual activity, the proportions 
of particular types of objects, and their relationships with other objects in the 
collection, had meaning. One subject of conversation between knowledgeable 
collectors could be the juxtaposition of categories, for instance the exotic and 
local, the natural and the man-made, the specimen and the image of the 
specimen, or the sacred and the natural. Comparisons could also be made on the 
basis of material and form and analogue reasoning was blossoming. As 
mentioned above, one single individual object often belonged to a variety of 

 

                                                      
1002 Also, for instance, strange mechanical puzzles. See Bret Rothstein’s interperation of the wooden 

torus in the Kunstkammer of Ferdinand II: Rothstein, Bret, ‘Making Trouble: Strange Wooden Objects 

and the Early Modern Pursuit of Difficulty’, The Journal for Early Modern Cultural Studies vol. 13 (2013), 

96-129. 
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categories, raising questions and interpretations from the domains of trade, art, 
science, and religion. But as objects became part of a collection, lines could be 
drawn between all these questions and interpretations: the number of 
interrelationships could multiply exponentially, and these interrelationships 
were powerful catalysts in the dissemination of new objects and ideas. To give 
just one example: exotic plants, which had become popular collectables in 
sixteenth-century Europe, could be associated or juxtaposed with other exotic or 
local plants, with other exotica from the same region, with atlases and globes 
containing knowledge about exotic regions, with local medicinal plants that were 
perhaps used against similar ailments, or with a range of man-made objects and 
substances (engravings, paintings, wax, cloth, jewellery). Links could also be 
made on the basis of trade value, colour, shape, smell, or religious use. And from 
such reasoning about two objects, one could easily expand to three, four, or five 
objects, and so on and so on: one could walk seemingly endless paths in a maze 
of allegories.   

It might seem as if these endless interrelationships were boundless and 
therefore not particularly useful as a method for gaining new knowledge or 
developing new questions. And it might have been so in many cases. It is telling 
that the encyclopaedic aspirations of collecting were given up in the course of 
the seventeenth century to make room for increased specialization and new 
categories. It may well be that the combination of allegorical reasoning and 
encyclopaedic aspirations was in itself a reason for its demise. But the impact of 
religious debates about the status and nature of material objects should not be 
underestimated. The interconnected world was slowly crumbling, yet the 
framework in which objects could function as signs and the related process of 
associating and comparing was also highly creative. Objects that had never been 
put on display together before could indeed cause an explosion of new 
interrelationships. Add to that the unknown and curious objects from the outer-
European world that had become widely available in precisely this period 
(objects which did not occur in the authoritative writings of the ancients or in 
the Bible) and one gets a sense of the bountiful new questions and interpretations 
that could arise. What may seem boundless was in fact an age-old tradition of 
allegorical thinking, which may have been the impetus for close observation of 
the variety of (natural and man-made) objects and a reconsideration of 
traditional categories.   
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Fig.  79 - Geometrical abstraction of the epistemology of collecting 
 
 
The meanings of objects were never totally fixed – they could change over time. 
As a visual abstraction, a collection of objects must have been somewhat like 
those geometrical designs of overlapping circles, where every circle was a whole 
(and perfect as it was), but also intersected and overlapped with other circles 
(Fig.  79). These intersections were not limited to one circle, but continued 
through a number of circles. And from this design, one was not even restricted 
to the geometrical figure of the circle, but could draw a great number of other 
figures or lines. In fact, somewhat similar abstractions of connected circles were 
made by contemporaries, for instance the engraved title page of Athanasius 
Kircher’s work on magnetism, Magnes sive de magnetica arte (Rome, 1641) (Fig.  80), 
with the motto: ‘Everything rests placidly, connected by hidden knots’.1003 
 
 

 

                                                      
1003 ‘Omnia nodis arca nis connexa quiescum’. Principe, Lawrence M., The Scientific Revolution. A Very 

Short Introduction (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), 27. 
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Fig.  80 - Athanasius Kircher, frontispiece: Magnes sive de magnetica arte (Rome, 1641) 
 
 
Of course, these geometrical forms are only an abstraction of reality, but they do 
make clear how exponential interrelationships could grow. This daunting 
number of possible interrelationships might clarify why, after the peak of 
encyclopaedic collecting in the sixteenth and early seventeenth century, from 
the second half of the seventeenth century onwards people increasingly choose 
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to specialize. It might likewise clarify how this framework also caused a great 
deal of uneasiness about the framework as such. But the framework as such 
would probably not have caused such uneasiness if it were not for the religious 
debates about objects (man-made images in particular). It was not merely the 
quantity of objects (and hence interrelationships) in an encyclopaedic collection 
that was overwhelming. Under the influence of the Reformation, the idea that 
man-made material objects could be signs referring to other objects or meanings 
came under pressure. In the long run this also created a more fertile soil for the 
denial of the signifying power of the form of natural objects. Instead, new 
principles of ordering became based upon autonomous matter (its structure and 
behaviour) within increasingly demarcated categories. Antwerp’s Counter-
Reformation culture of collecting, on the other hand, was a glorious defense of 
objects as carriers of meaning in an all-encompassing, interconnected world. 
Certain objects were particular to this context, such as objects with Catholic 
usages and meanings. One can think of images used for devotion or meditation 
(and their represented subjects), or devotional objects such as rosaries or agni dei. 
This arguably impacted the ways in which objects were displayed together, 
especially in terms of the combination of the natural and sacred (this 
combination was also a theme in some genres of painting, such as the Madonnas 
in Flowers). Finally, it may have affected the proportions of certain categories of 
objects within a group. One may point to the predominance of paintings in 
Antwerp’s collections, but also to the percentage of religious painting compared 
to other genres.   
  
 

Longue durée 
Finally, how should we position the culture of collecting in early seventeenth-
century Antwerp in a longer historical perspective? I wish to end with some 
suggestions about the city as a hub of knowledge. One can argue that the 
collections of Antwerp artists and artisans in the early seventeenth century stood 
in between the earlier tradition of city chambers of rhetoric and the later salons, 
academies, societies, and contsgenootschappen. In a way, the culture of collecting 
among a large segment of the city’s population was the material apotheosis of 
the (mostly literary, textual) ideals of the chambers. Netherlandish chambers of 
rhetoric played a vital role in the identity and self-consciousness of urban 
merchants, artists, and artisans. Their members formed a constructed civic 
community that greatly promoted knowledge and its practical utility. This 
community of const-kenners (‘knowers of the arts and sciences’) was all about the 
promotion of the arts, which included – in addition to the central art of Rhetoric 
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- the decorative arts, practical arts, and the other six liberal arts. The Dutch term 
const simultaneously referred to art, wit and virtue. The chambers of rhetoric 
were deliberately all-inclusive and were characterized by a lack of hierarchy 
between the arts (which was different from the later constgenootschappen), while 
they did, in another way, promote a new type of cultural hierarchy: that between 
the knowledgeable and the unknowledgeable. 
 These ideals were continued in the collectors’ rooms of artists and artisans 
at the heart of this dissertation. In contrast with the public performances of the 
chambers of rhetoric, their collections were private, although open for the 
sanctioned visitor. Instead of a predominantly rhetorical and textual 
phenomenon, their collections were visual displays, but, as conversation pieces, 
erudition remained crucial. Collectors’ rooms served as a secluded place to talk 
with likeminded knowledgeable citizens. A fair share of collectors discussed here 
were also members of the chambers of rhetoric, and in that sense the cultures 
overlapped. But there were also many who were not members, indicating that 
the culture of collecting was widespread and that the group of citizens involved 
in the promotion of the consten was larger than we hitherto knew.  

In their secluded collectors’ rooms, Antwerp artists and artisans 
maintained a culture of debate and conversation. But because these rooms were 
more private, this culture was also less inclusive. Precisely at the same time, the 
chambers of rhetoric themselves became more elitist. It also seems that 
economic developments increased the concentration of wealth in the hands of a 
few. The wealth of the middle groups, which included most artists and artisans, 
diminished, while a few successful guild based master flourished. This, in turn, 
may be related to the establishment of the more elitist salons, academies, 
societies, and contsgenootschappen in the second half of the seventeenth century 
in the Low Countries. These groups were less inclusive than chambers of rhetoric 
and more organized than the private community of burger-collectors. Both 
historians of science and historians of art have noted the elitist tendencies that 
seem to have grown in the second half of the seventeenth century. But the role 
of the community of knowledgeable burger-collectors has not been noticed in this 
process, most likely because they left few traces. It can be argued that artists’ and 
artisans’ collections (as well as those of other ‘middle’ groups of collectors) 
played a crucial role in-between the rhetoric city culture and the later salons, 
academies, societies, and contsgenootschappen.    

So what were the effects of these new organizations on the promotion of 
the arts and sciences? The artistic processes were central to the art academies 
founded in the second half of the century. In a very real sense, theses academies 
were the offspring of the decades-long increase in process appreciation. Yet after 
they were founded, perhaps precisely because of their strong emphasis on the 
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process, strict rules about that process were established, which in fact further 
restricted process innovation. How process appreciation developed in the late 
seventeenth century is a question for further research. What seems beyond 
doubt, though, is that the innovative role of middle-class artists and artisans was 
diminishing, as was the role of the city as a hub of artistic, artisanal, and scientific 
innovation. Innovation could still take place in cities, of course, but now it 
occurred within the confined borders of the salons, academies, societies, and 
contsgenootschappen. The city itself as a fertile breeding ground lost much of its 
importance, while the more elitist organizations, including the universities, 
gained importance. These organizations depended on the funding of rich patrons 
or the state, and where this type of funding was lacking, whole areas diminished 
in importance.  

This current story was about the time before the arts and sciences became 
institutionalized, at a place where artists and artisans played an important role 
in city life. Collecting was one practice through which artists and artisans 
manifested themselves. And the culture of collecting in early seventeenth-
century Antwerp was related to ideas about the use, status, and nature of 
material objects, which were rapidly changing at this time. This dissertation has 
shown that a broad perspective may be elucidating to grasp the complexity of 
the arts and sciences in the early modern period, which to us are so familiar and 
distant at once.  
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Epilogue 
 
 
The episode of the Rembrandt paintings described in the preface of this study 
turned into somewhat of a soap opera in the autumn of 2015, but one with serious 
diplomatic consequences. Critique of the role of the government in general and 
the acts of the minister of culture in particular, as well as of the price (too high 
after all?) started to appear.1004 In the end, the Dutch prime minister and the 
French president agreed on a joint purchase. They used the meeting of the United 
Nations General Assembly in New York to reach their gentlemen’s agreement: 
the portraits of Maerten Soolmans en Oopjen Coppit would always be on display 
together, alternately in the Rijksmuseum and Louvre.1005 Everyone agreed that 
the couple should not be separated after being together for such a long time, and 
each portrait’s meaning was enhanced by the presence of the other. Basically, 
this is what happens in all collections: objects gain meaning because they are put 
on display with other objects.  

In a time of budget cuts in the cultural sector it may come as a surprise 
that the Dutch government was so eager to put 80 million euros on the table, 
especially considering the fact that the same prime minister, Mark Rutte, had 
bombastically announced a budget cut of 200 million on culture only a few years 
earlier in 2010.1006 Also remarkable is that after the denouncing of the arts as a 
‘leftist hobby’ by some right-wing politicians, the purchase of the Rembrandt 
portraits seemed to happen without any political debate or disagreement. While 
this episode may seem removed from private collections in early seventeenth-
century Antwerp, the historical study of collecting trends can help us to 
historically contextualize questions on public funding and museum displays. It 
may be worthwhile to consider contemporary museum displays as performing a 
similar function as early modern collections. In some ways, the collection as a 
catalyst of knowledge is not time-bound. Collections still can, or should, evoke 
wonder and curiosity: letting the beholder observe, converse, see things anew, 
question existing categories, and think about interrelationships. It would be 

 

                                                      
1004 http://www.volkskrant.nl/opinie/aankoop-rembrandt-is-onverantwoord~a4155174/ (Consulted 

October 2015). 
1005 http://nos.nl/artikel/2060415-nederland-en-frankrijk-kopen-rembrandts-samen.html 

(consulted September 2015). 
1006 http://www.parool.nl/parool/nl/30/ECONOMIE/article/detail/1040849/2010/10/27/Rutte-

houdt-vast-aan-bezuinigingen-op-cultuur.dhtml ; 

http://www.trouw.nl/tr/nl/4324/Nieuws/article/detail/1810845/2010/10/27/Rutte-houdt-vast-

aan-bezuinigingen-op-cultuur.dhtml (Consulted October 2015). 
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worthwhile to sometimes break out of the well-known and therefore predictable 
modes of exhibiting artworks and add a tinge of the early modern to 
contemporary museum displays. After all, there is more to the display of objects 
and images than a (sometimes near-devotional) admiration for all that is 
beautiful or canonical.  
 Finally, the history of early modern collections might be useful as a model 
and metaphor for the knowledge-making process before the ‘mechanization’ of 
the worldview. Frans van Lunteren has recently proposed a structure for the ‘big 
picture’ of the history of science based on artifacts or machines that mediated 
between science and society during a particular period.1007 Van Lunteren’s first 
example is the mechanical clock of the seventeenth century. During the age of 
the mechanical clock, nature was studied and understood as matter in motion. 
Both the universe and the body no longer needed a soul to explain activity. As 
such, the mechanical clock became a metaphor for nature, while at the same time 
the actual machine became a constant factor of life.1008 After the mechanical clock 
came the eighteenth-century balance or weighing scales, the nineteenth-century 
steam engine, and the twentieth-century computer. But what about the period 
before the seventeenth century, before the Scientific Revolution? Which object 
or machine could stand for the period before the rise of the mechanical clock? 
No single example seems to qualify for the honour. One could argue, however, 
that the best model and metaphor for the knowledge making process before the 
mechanical clock was not one particular object, but the collections of multiple 
objects. The encyclopaedic culture of collecting of the sixteenth and early 
seventeenth centuries became a model for understanding the whole universe, 
while the actual practice of collecting was widespread and became a social, 
cultural, and economic fact of life. As a metaphor, the collection was considered 
to be a microcosm of the universe. The epistemology of collecting, with its 
argumentation via interrelationships, exemplified the period’s worldview. Or, in 
other words, the collection was a catalyst of knowledge. 

 

                                                      
1007 Frans van Lunteren, ‘Mediating machines: a proposal for a big picture of the history of science’, 

on the website shells and pebbles. http://www.shellsandpebbles.com/2015/02/02/mediating-

machines-a-proposal-for-a-big-picture-of-the-history-of-science/#more-921 (consulted October 

2015). 
1008 Van Lunteren, ‘Mediating machines’ 

 



337 

Summary 
 
 
This dissertation tells the story of the collections of artists and artisans in early 
seventeenth-century Antwerp. Based on archival research on probate 
inventories, it demonstrates that many artists and artisans had rich collections 
containing diverse objects (of art, artifice, naturalia, exotica, instruments) and 
that they therefore belonged to a community of knowledgeable liefhebbers (or, at 
the very least, aspired to be part of this community). The methodology is based 
on the close reading and analysis of the inventories of otherwise hardly known 
people, which reveals that the critical mass of knowledgeable burgers in an early 
modern city such as Antwerp was much larger than was hitherto known. They 
operated in a tight network, in which erudite conversations, hands-on 
experience, and visual literacy were the standard. This is yet another argument 
in favor of the thesis that cities were ‘hubs of knowledge’ in early modern Europe, 
but it also uncovers new information about how the material world was 
understood in Antwerp’s collectors’ rooms.    

So how precisely were collections used to demonstrate one’s knowledge? 
There were three ‘new’ ways of knowing related to the culture of collecting: 1. 
Descriptive 2. Tactile 3. Depiction. These were in fact not new, but they were elevated 
to a higher level, even reaching the lofty bastions of higher learning at the 
universities during the seventeenth century. As such, these ways of knowing 
were foundational for the so-called ‘Scientific Revolution’. All this has been 
suggested before, but in this dissertation, I argue that new ways of dealing with 
material objects also took place (and were further developed) in the collectors’ 
rooms of artists and artisans. Their passion for collecting, which naturally 
overlapped with their own creative practices, may be seen as a missing link in 
the development of increased respect for practical-material knowledge. In that 
sense, their collections became a complement to the promotion of the arts and 
sciences by the chambers of rhetoric and anticipated the later salons, academies, 
and ‘contsgenootschappen’ (which were more elitist than their predecessors).  

Knowledge is defined here in relation to the material world: as all human 
attempts to order the material world and understand material processes. The 
first new way of knowing, description, was related to the function of collections 
as conversation pieces: collectors or visitors demonstrated themselves to be 
knowledgeable through conversations. Their knowledge implied a 
connoisseurship regarding objects (natural and man-made). The second new way 
of knowing, tactile, was related to process appreciation among collectors. Indeed, 

collectors showed increasing appreciation for the ‘handling of materials’, or the 
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process of making. The third new way of knowing, depiction, was related to the 

culture of collecting through the rise of new painterly genres that depicted 

assemblages of objects. The Antwerp-invented genre of the gallery picture is a 

prime example.    
The idea that material objects (natural and man-made; real and depicted 

in paintings), could refer to something else and, as such, could function as sign 
or symbol, had existed since antiquity. The culture of collecting in Counter-
Reformation Antwerp may be interpreted as the joining of the age-old allegorical 
framework with the relatively new encyclopaedic aspirations. Some Antwerp 
painterly genres truly expressed the encyclopaedic ambitions of the all-
encompassing project of the arts and sciences (consten) and the allegorical 
framework in which every object could refer to something else. These paintings 
were a kind of swansong for this worldview, which would soon be in decline. 
Slowly, encyclopaedic completeness was replaced with new principles of 
ordering. And slowly, material objects lost their signifying powers in the 
sciences; while in the arts (to a large extent) their signifying power remained. 
This, in turn, was the root of the separation of the arts and sciences.    

The sheer number of objects available in an early modern city like 
Antwerp (from locally made wares to imports from the faraway lands of the East 
and West Indies) was not only the foundation of the encyclopaedic culture of 
collecting; it also marked the beginning of the end of the interconnected world. The 
comprehensive (or seemingly comprehensive) displays of collected objects, 
which seem to defy order for the modern beholder, were the material apotheosis 
of this worldview. At the same time it was a Trojan Horse: the ideal of the 
encyclopaedic collection may have been one of the forces that eventually led to 
the quest for specialization and new types of ordering, which continues to this 
day. 

 However, the framework of interconnectedness would probably not have 
caused such unease if it were not for the fierce religious debates about objects. 
The allegorical framework had come under pressure as a result of the 
Reformation and the image debates in particular. Reformers denied the 
signifying powers of material objects, and pushed for the disconnection of matter 
from form and meaning. Antwerp’s Counter-Reformation culture of collecting, 
on the other hand, was a defense of the importance of form and objects as carriers 
of meaning in an interconnected world. This may be related to the motif of the 
destructive donkey-headed figures in some Antwerp gallery pictures, who, by 
their vain ignorance, destroyed the ideal of the collection as a place to gain a deep 
understanding of the harmony of God’s Creation. It may also be the reason why 
the genre of the gallery picture was not emulated in the Dutch Republic.  
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 In Counter-Reformation Antwerp, there were different ideas about the 
status and nature of material objects than in other comparable contexts (such as 
the predominantly Calvinist Dutch Republic). Certain objects were particular to 
the Antwerp context, such as devotional images and objects. Arguably it also 
impacted the display of objects (e.g. the combination of natural objects and 
devotional objects) and the relative proportions of certain categories of objects 
(e.g. the predominance of painting compared to naturalia; or the percentage of 
religious paintings compared to landscapes).   
 There is little evidence that Antwerp artists and artisans used their 
collections to produce new knowledge, with the possible exception of the 
invention of the painterly genre of the gallery picture (which may be interpreted 
as an intellectual reflection upon the culture of collecting). I do, however, argue 
that collections served as catalysts of knowledge. Like a chemical catalyst, a 
collection can be thought of as an additional substance that connects two or more 
things that were previously separate, and causes or accelerates a reaction 
between them. The catalyst itself is not consumed; it is not part of the reaction, 
but merely provides the connection. The process of making (new) connections 
may be called the epistemology of collecting.   

Collecting took place on a relatively large scale in Antwerp, and I argue 
that the culture of collecting was not only fundamental in the establishment and 
maintenance of a knowledgeable civic community, but also played a role in long-
term shifts towards new frameworks of knowing. The way in which Antwerp’s 
collections functioned as catalysts of knowledge was distinctively different from 
what was happening in the rising natural sciences, where matter was 
increasingly studied autonomously (and often quantitatively) in the course of the 
seventeenth century. The early seventeenth century marked a transitional 
phase, during which the status and nature of material objects was the subject of 
fierce debates. This informs us about the historically contingent ways in which 
knowledge about the material world was acquired at this particular time and 
place, as well as about the origins of new frameworks for the arts and sciences. 





341 

Samenvatting 
 
 
In dit proefschrift worden de verzamelingen van kunstenaars en ambachtslieden 
in vroegmodern Antwerpen onder de loep genomen. Uit bewaard gebleven 
inventarissen blijkt veel kunstenaars en ambachtslieden rijke verzamelingen 
hadden (hun collecties bevatten kunst, artefacten, naturalia, exotica, 
instrumenten). Als verzamelaars behoorden zij tot een gemeenschap van kenners-
liefhebbers op het gebied van de kunsten en wetenschappen (of, ten minste, 
poogden bij die gemeenschap te horen). De toegepaste methodologie van close 
reading en analyse van inventarissen van mensen over wie we anders weinig tot 
niets weten, heeft aangetoond dat de kritische massa van goed geïnformeerde 
burgers in een stad als Antwerpen veel groter was dan tot nu toe gedacht. Ze 
opereerden in een (vaak hecht) netwerk waarin eruditie, praktische ervaring, en 
visuele kennis belangrijke maatstaven waren. Dit is een extra argument ten 
gunste van de thesis over vroegmoderne steden als ‘spil van kennis’, maar het 
geeft ook nieuwe inzichten in de specifieke manier waarop de materiele wereld 
werd begrepen in de kamers van Antwerpse verzamelaars.  
 Hoe werden collecties gebruikt als demonstratie van kennis? Er waren 
drie manieren van kennen gerelateerd aan de cultuur van het verzamelen: 1. 
Beschrijven 2. Tactiel 3. Afbeelden. Deze zogenaamde ‘nieuwe’ manieren van kennis 
vergaring waren uiteraard niet nieuw, maar kregen een hogere status in de 
vroegmoderne tijd en werden zelfs toegelaten aan de bolwerken van hoge 
geleerdheid: universiteiten. Zodanig waren deze nieuwe manieren om de 
materiele wereld te begrijpen cruciaal voor de zogenoemde ‘Wetenschappelijke 
Revolutie’. Dit is al eerder gesuggereerd, maar dit proefschrift voegt hieraan toe 
dat deze nieuwe manieren van kennis vergaring ook plaatsvonden (en verder 
werden ontwikkeld) in de kamers vol verzamelingen van kunstenaars en 
ambachtslieden. Hun verzameldrift (die op een natuurlijke wijze overlapte met 
hun eigen makelij) kan gezien worden als een missing link in de ontwikkeling 
van een toenemend respect voor praktisch-materiele kennis. Hun verzamelingen 
kunnen worden gezien als complementair aan de eerdere idealen van 
rederijkerskamers (het bevorderen van de kunsten en wetenschappen) en als 
voorgangers van de latere salons, academies, en ‘constgenootschappen’ (die 
meer elitair waren dan hun voorgangers).  
 Kennis werd in dit proefschrift gedefinieerd in relatie tot de materiele 
wereld: als alle menselijke pogingen om de materiele wereld te ordenen en 
materiele processen te begrijpen. De eerste nieuwe manier van kennen, 
beschrijven, was gerelateerd aan de functie van de collectie als conversatiestuk: 
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verzamelaars of bezoekers toonden goedgeïnformeerde kenners te zijn door 
eruditie en conversaties. Hun kennerschap bestond uit beschrijvende informatie 
over objecten (natuurlijke en door de mens-gemaakte objecten). De tweede 
manier van kennen, tactiel, was gerelateerd aan proces waardering onder 
verzamelaars. Verzamelaars toonden een groeiende interesse in en waardering 
voor de manipulatie van materie, of het proces van maken (paradoxaal genoeg 
tegelijkertijd met de pogingen om de visuele kunsten te verheffen tot de liberale 
kunsten). De derde nieuwe manier van kennen, afbeelden, was gerelateerd aan 
de cultuur van het verzamelen door het ontstaan van nieuwe genres in de 
schilderkunst. De opkomst van stilleven was een Europees fenomeen, terwijl het 
kunstkamer-genre typisch was voor Antwerpen.  
 Het idee dat materiele objecten (natuurlijk en door de mens gemaakt; 
geschilderd en echt) naar iets anders kunnen refereren en, zodanig, als teken of 
symbool kunnen functioneren was eeuwenoud. De verzamelcultuur in 
contrareformatorisch Antwerpen kan worden geïnterpreteerd als de verbinding 
tussen het eeuwenoude allegorische denkkader met de relatief nieuwe 
encyclopedische aspiraties. Sommige Antwerpse genres, waaronder kunstkamer 
schilderijen en allegorieën, verbeeldden de encyclopedische ambities van het 
allesomvattende project van de kunsten en wetenschappen (consten) en het 
allegorische denkkader waarin elk object naar iets anders kon verwijzen. Deze 
schilderijen waren een soort zwanenzang van dit wereldbeeld, dat spoedig in 
verval zou raken. Langzaam maar zeker maakte encyclopedische volledigheid 
plaats voor nieuwe principes van ordenen. En langzaam verloren materiele 
objecten hun rol als betekenisdrager in de natuurwetenschappen; terwijl in de 
kunsten hun rol als betekenisdrager (grotendeels) overeind bleef. Dit, 
vervolgens, stond aan de basis van de scheiding tussen te kunsten en 
wetenschappen. 
 De hoeveelheid objecten die op te koop waren in een vroegmoderne stad 
als Antwerpen (van lokaal gemaakte producten tot invoer uit Oost en West Indië) 
stond niet alleen aan de basis van de encyclopedische verzamelcultuur; het 
markeerde ook het begin van het einde van de onderling verbonden wereld. Het 
allesomvattende (of schijnbaar allesomvattende) vertoon van verzamelobjecten, 
die elke orde lijken te trotseren voor de hedendaagse aanschouwer, was de 
materiele apotheose van dit wereldbeeld. Tegelijkertijd was het een Trojaans 
Paard: het ideaal van de encyclopedische verzameling was waarschijnlijk één van 
de krachten die uiteindelijk leidde tot meer specialisatie en nieuwe manieren van 
ordenen, processen die doorgaan tot de dag van vandaag. 
 Echter, het denkkader van de onderling verbonden wereld zou 
waarschijnlijk niet tot zulk onbehagen hebben geleid, ware het niet dat er hevige 
religieuze debatten plaatsvonden over de rol van objecten. Het allegorische 
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denkkader kwam onder druk te staan als gevolg van de Reformatie en van de 
beelddebatten in het bijzonder. Hervormers ontkenden dat materiele objecten 
betekenisdragers waren en drongen aan op het loskoppelen van vorm en 
betekenis van materie. Antwerpens contrareformatorische verzamelcultuur, aan 
de andere kant, was een verdediging van het belang van vorm en van objecten als 
betekenisdragers in een verbonden wereld. Dit kan gerelateerd worden aan het 
motief van de figuren met ezelkoppen op sommige Antwerpse kunstkamers, die, 
door hun ijdele onwetendheid,  het ideaal vernietigden van de verzameling als 
een plek waar men een diep begrip kon verwerven van de harmonie van Gods 
Schepping. Het kan ook worden aangemerkt als een reden waarom het genre van 
de kunstkamer niet geëmuleerd werd in de Nederlandse Republiek.  
 In contrareformatorisch Antwerpen bestonden andere ideeën over de 
status en aard van materiele objecten dan in andere vergelijkbare contexten 
(zoals de overwegend Calvinistische Republiek). Bepaalde objecten waren 
typisch voor Antwerpen, zoals devotionele afbeeldingen en objecten. Bovendien 
kan beargumenteerd worden dat het de manier beïnvloedde waarop objecten 
vertoond werden (bijvoorbeeld de combinatie van natuurlijke en devotionele 
objecten) en de verhouding van bepaalde categorieën van objecten (bijvoorbeeld 
de dominantie van schilderijen in verhouding tot naturalia; of het percentage 
van landschappen in verhouding tot religieuze schilderijen). 
 Er is weinig bewijs dat Antwerpse kunstenaars en ambachtslieden hun 
verzamelingen gebruikten om nieuwe kennis te produceren, uitgezonderd de 
ontwikkeling van het nieuwe genre van de kunstkamer (dat geïnterpreteerd mag 
worden als een intellectuele reflectie op de verzamelcultuur). Echter, ik heb 
beargumenteerd dat verzamelingen functioneerden als katalysators van kennis. 
Zoals een chemische katalysator, kan een verzameling worden gezien als de 
aanvullende substantie die ervoor zorgt dat twee dingen die gescheiden waren, 
(versneld) met elkaar verbonden worden. De katalysator zelf wordt niet 
geconsumeerd en maakt geen deel uit van de reactie, maar zorgt slechts voor de 
verbintenis. Het proces van het maken van (nieuwe) verbintenissen kan de 
epistemologie van verzamelen worden genoemd.   
 Verzamelen gebeurde op een relatief grote schaal in Antwerpen en ik 
beargumenteer dat de verzamelcultuur niet alleen fundamentele onderdeel was 
van de goed geïnformeerde burgerlijke gemeenschap, maar dat het ook een rol 
speelde in lange termijn veranderingen op het gebied van kennis vergaring. De 
manier waarop Antwerpse verzamelingen konden functielonen als katalysators 
van kennis, was fundamenteel anders dan wat er gebeurde in de opkomende 
natuurwetenschappen, waar materie steeds meer werd bestudeerd als autonoom 
gegeven (en vaak kwantitatief) in de loop van de zeventiende eeuw. De vroege 
zeventiende eeuw markeerde een overgangsfase, waarin de status en aard van 
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materiele objecten het onderwerp van heftige debatten was. Dit geeft inzicht in 
de historische contingentie van kennis vergaring over de materiele wereld, 
alsook in de oorsprong van de nieuwe kaders voor de kunsten en wetenschappen.  
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