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Abstract 

 

 

The Dutch Republic in the seventeenth-century was experiencing an era of economic 

prosperity, spiritual revival and social change. Its art also reflected this, particularly in the 

area of genre painting which captures people involved in the activities of daily life. This 

paper focuses on images by Pieter de Hooch of the Dutch middle-class home and how its 

principal characters � women � were portrayed. In these scenes we witness the 

confluence of social concerns and artistic traditions. There has also been a lot of debate 

on how we can interpret these genre paintings. This paper examines how three recent 

publications make sense of paintings of domestic scenes, what constituted the ideal 

woman, and what these cultural products said about the Dutch. Following this a 

methodology is formulated and applied to de Hooch�s images of women teaching and 

cleaning in the hope that a balanced perspective of reading these works can be achieved. 
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Introduction 

 

 

In the midst of a well-kept household a lady is lacing her bodice (illus. 1). Her eyes are 

directed toward her infant in the crib whom she has just nursed. She is seated in the 

middle of a middle-class Dutch home that is the product of her efforts. It is immaculately 

clean, orderly and simply furnished. Her older child has wandered into the other room 

and away from her view, staring out of the door into the inviting world beyond. A Woman 

Lacing her Bodice beside a Cradle is one of several paintings of the pristine bourgeois 

household by Dutch genre painter Pieter de Hooch. To what extent is this an accurate 

depiction of daily life for a 17th-century Dutch family? Why did de Hooch place the 

mother in the centre of the composition? Why were genre paintings of domestic settings 

so popular in the Netherlands? Essentially I am asking: how can we read genre paintings 

of Dutch domestic households and the importance and roles of women in them? To 

answer this question it is imperative to critically examine the methodologies employed in 

recent Dutch art history dealing with these extraordinary artworks. 

 

The field of study dedicated to studying Dutch genre painting has been highly 

contentious and complex. In recent decades many new methods of analysing and 

interpreting this rich and diverse body of work have arisen. This thesis begins with a 

close study and critique of literature pertaining to domestic scenes. The key texts under 

examination are recent publications by two art historians � Wayne Franits� Paragons of 

Virtue: Women and Domesticity in Seventeenth-Century Dutch Art and Martha 
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Hollander�s An Entrance for the Eyes: Space and Meaning in Seventeenth-Century Dutch 

Art; as well as cultural historian Simon Schama�s broad survey of Dutch culture in The 

Embarrassment of Riches. I chose to examine Franits and Hollander�s texts for they offer 

new perspectives on this specific area of Dutch art as compared to the more standard 

work by scholars like Eddy de Jongh and Svetlana Alpers. Schama�s work reflects a 

cultural historian�s interpretation of visual data. I believe that studying the literature will 

enable us to get a clearer picture of the methodologies adopted to analyse and understand 

genre paintings of the Dutch domestic scene. At the end of this section, I will take a 

position with regard to what has been examined so far and derive a methodology whereby 

to study paintings from Pieter de Hooch�s oeuvre. 

 

The second and third chapters will employ this methodology to analyse two case studies: 

education and cleanliness, both of which were popular themes in genre paintings. The 

second chapter traces the development of education in the Netherlands and the many 

different forms education was conducted in the domestic sphere. The latter case study 

focuses on the local obsession with keeping clean. Particular attention will be paid to 

evaluating the roles women had in shaping perceptions of the household and how they 

had implications that reached the outer world of society. 

 

The paper will conclude by summarising the discussion on how de Hooch portrayed 

social concerns in his genre paintings, examining the methodology used and assessing its 

effectiveness and limitations. 
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Chapter One 

Approaches to Understanding Dutch Genre Paintings of 

Domestic Scenes 

 

 

Women as Paragons of Virtue: Looking at Wayne Franits 

 

One of the most important studies on depictions of women in domestic settings in 

seventeenth-century Dutch genre paintings to have emerged recently has been conducted 

by Wayne Franits. In his book Paragons of Virtue: Women and Domesticity in 

Seventeenth-Century Dutch Art, 1993, he demonstrates how women in genre paintings 

were represented and intended to be read as characters who personified virtue at home 

and in the family. From the outset, he identifies the tendency of Dutch art historians to 

focus their study of genre paintings on artworks that depict vice and erotic imagery. 

Recognising the lack of a �systematic study of domestic subjects within Dutch art as a 

whole�, 1  he fills the gap in the literature with this formidable text. He manages to 

position his work as a foil to the numerous studies on vice and presents a survey of 

pictures where women are paragons of virtue. 

  

Franits derives his scheme for analysing the roles of women at different stages of life in 

the domestic sphere from a popular seventeenth-century family handbook by Jacob Cats: 

Houwelyck (Marriage). Cats held the important political office of being the Grand 

                                                
1 Franits, 1993, p. 4. 
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Pensionary of Holland.2 He was also a prolific writer. Houwelyck was first published in 

1625 and presented ideal concepts of womanhood and domestic life. Cats categorises a 

woman�s life into six life-stages each with its own distinctive roles � Maeght (maiden), 

Vryster (sweetheart), Bruyt (bride), Vrouwe (housewife), Moeder (mother) and Weduwe 

(widow). Franits re-groups Cats� model into 4 chapters � Maeght and Vryster, Bruyt and 

Vrouwe, Moeder, and Weduwe. Cats� scheme would have been known to many Dutch 

people in the seventeenth century given the widespread popularity of his books. Franits 

used Cats�s scheme as it was comprehensive and reflected what virtues and roles Cats 

believed the idealised woman should have.3  Given the popularity of this text, many 

would have been acquainted with Cats� moral teachings. The advantage of using this 

scheme is that it neatly categorises the artworks into chapters determined first by age and 

second by roles, making it easy to identify key themes in the paintings. 

 

Franits utilises a breadth of literary sources to support his argument. These texts, ranging 

from family treatises, hortatory texts, and household manuals to the Bible amongst 

others, encapsulated sixteenth- to seventeenth-century attitudes toward the roles women 

should play in society and particularly at home. In the book�s introduction, he posits a 

link between literature and domestic imagery in art. He is convinced that artistic 

depictions of the household were �visually analogous to the prescriptions of 

contemporary authors and their elucidation of the roles and duties of women�. 4  He 

bridges this gap between literature and art by positing that seventeenth-century poets 

                                                
2 The Pensionary of Holland held an important political position in the Dutch Republic in the seventeenth-
century. First appointed in the 15th century, they were the chief legal advisors and secretaries of town 
corporations. 
3 Franits, 1993, p. 6. 
4 Franits, 1993, p. 5. 
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were inspired by the visual qualities of paintings that their writings adopted a �pictorial 

style�.5 There was also the tradition of emblem poems which combined poetry, moral 

messages and images together. Emblems were commonly used by Cats and other poets.6 

This tight relationship between art and literature is Franits� justification of relying on the 

latter to aid his argument. 

 

Franits is aware of the complex issues and problems surrounding methodologies used to 

decipher Dutch paintings. He is cautious of the errors art historians who used emblems 

and literary conceits to interpret Dutch art have made. He mentions Eric Jan Sluijter�s 

essay which condemned art history�s propensity to focus excessively on �hidden 

meanings, sophisticated literary allusions, and didacticism� and not on the aesthetic 

qualities of Dutch art.7 Franits speaks of this in relation to the iconographic method 

popularised by Eddy de Jongh who claims that Dutch seventeenth-century art aimed to 

instruct and delight the viewer by concealing moralising messages behind a 

representation that appears �realistic� and is beautiful to gaze upon. De Jongh contends 

that a message lies behind the use of certain motifs which is made apparent as the art 

historian examines contemporary literary texts, folklore and material from cultural 

                                                
5 Franits, 1993, p. 12. 
6 Martha Hollander in An Entrance for the Eyes, 2002, pp. 29 � 31, talks about the tradition of emblem-
making in the Netherlands. The invention of the emblem is credited to Andrea Alciati. His book 
Emblematum liber, published in 1531, sparked an obsession with emblem poems for centuries to come. 
Traditionally the humble emblem started out with a literary basis where a poem was accompanied by a 
motto. It later developed into a device where the written word and picture share the same visual field. The 
emblem is made up of the pictura (picture), the inscriptio (epigrammatic text) and subscriptio (discursive 
and explanatory text). The meaning of the emblem is derived from the juxtaposition of and dialogue 
between these three elements. Due to its unique nature, the emblem allows for creative experimentation 
with art and literature. 
7 Franits, 1993, p.11. Franits summarises Eric Jan Sluijiter�s argument in the essay �Belering en verhulling? 
Enkele 17de-eeuwse teksten over de schilderkunst en de iconologische benadering van Noordnederlandse 
schilderijen uit deze periode.� De zeventiende eeuw, 4, 1988, pp. 3 � 28. 
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history to interpret these motifs. 8  A moralising ethic underscores many genre works 

although he cautions, in reaction to critical reviews of his earlier studies, that not all 

moralising was intended for serious ends. Instead the seventeenth-century viewer delights 

in the game of uncovering hidden meanings and engaging in rhetorical play. 9 

 

Franits critically questions the extent to which the symbols were veiled from the public; 

and de Jongh�s hypothesis that emblems which communicate through concealed 

meanings, can be used to decipher paintings. I agree with Franits that we cannot posit a 

one-to-one relationship between the two mediums as emblems were fundamentally 

literary conceits following a tradition different from paintings. He cautions against using 

emblems as �clavis interpretandi� for paintings and assuming that each is a �magical key 

that will enable us to unlock the �symbolic secrets�� of any work.10 Instead emblems and 

paintings should be seen as reflecting common cultural anxieties and values.11 For him it 

was not possible that the meanings of the symbols were abstruse to the seventeenth-

century viewer.12 To a fair extent Franits still employs the iconographical method of de 

Jongh to decipher the meaning of motifs, save for the aspect of hidden symbolism. I 

believe that given the popularity of emblem books, motifs in emblems can help elucidate 

some of those found in paintings. The shortcoming of the iconographic method is paying 

such close attention to specific components in the genre painting that there is a risk of 

ignoring how the work serves to convey a message as a whole. He aims to demonstrate 

                                                
8 De Jongh, 1995, p. 10. 
9 In the book Questions of Meaning, de Jongh  addresses common criticisms of his work and corrects what 
he perceives to be misinterpretations of his methodology in the opening chapter �Opinions and objections�. 
He uses this opportunity to set in context how his work can be viewed and also to clarify or amend what he 
has discovered after his initial publications. 
10 Franits, 1993, pp. 126, 157,  
11 Franits, 1993, Notes to pages 126-127, no. 58. 
12 Franits, 1993, pp. 10-1. 
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that content was intended to inform and complement the pictorial style. We now turn to 

an example of how he applies this method and assess its effectiveness. 

 

Franits discusses the subject of women preparing food for the family in the chapter 

��Bruyt� and �Vrouwe��. He begins with a reference to key texts on the theme. He refers 

to The English House-Wife where the author Gervase Markham ranks cooking as the 

most important skill a housewife should acquire.13  He also quotes Proverbs 31:15: �She 

riseth also while it is yet night, and giveth meat to her household, and a portion to her 

maidens.� A woman�s diligence in performing household tasks was fundamental to the 

success of a marriage. Genre painting echoed this sentiment.  One of the paintings 

discussed is Woman Plucking a Duck by Nicolaes Maes (illus. 2). Franits corrects the 

tendency of art historians following de Jongh�s studies of sexual imagery in Dutch 

seventeenth-century art of interpreting bird motifs as erotic symbols. Instead he urges us 

to look at the work�s virtuous context and other objects surrounding the woman which 

demonstrate that she is of upright character. The whole scene speaks of �wholesome 

intimacy� from the lady conscientiously plucking the fowl, to the cooking utensils and 

food on the floor which symbolise the virtuous character of cooking. 14 The tranquility 

and stability of the scene according to Franits is further confirmed by the presence of her 

husband�s game bag and rifle which imply that he has been faithfully providing for the 

family. Hereby we see how well-trained women contribute to and are instrumental to the 

health of the household. 

 

                                                
13 Franits, 1993, p. 85. 
14 Franits, 1993, p. 90. 
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Here we get a good example of how Franits critiques De Jongh�s earlier work. Franits 

argues that the objects in the scene have to be read �in a manner consistent with its visual 

qualities�. However is the scene as virtuous and peaceful as it seems? I beg to argue 

otherwise. Franits makes no mention of the cat who appears to be the main perpetrator of 

the mess of objects lying at the woman�s feet. The utensils are in a mess and a basket of 

apples have toppled over. Despite his desires to establish how content and the work�s 

visual qualities are tied together, he does not account for other details in the scene like the 

significance of Maes� fracturing of pictorial space using windows and doorways; or the 

reason why the husband is not physically present but instead alluded to by his hunting 

equipment. 

 

In this example we see how Franits uses contemporary literature to form the foundation 

of his analysis. He shows how art reproduces the same cultural anxieties and imagery 

present in literature. While strength lies in his close analysis of texts, it also becomes the 

greatest limitation of his work. The most common critique by reviewers is his failure to 

bring into the discussion the social history, politics and economics of the Netherlands � 

essentially the context of lived experience. In a review of the book, Elizabeth Honig notes 

that history comes as an afterthought.15 Even though Franits warns us that many of the 

literary texts and artworks present an ideal, he does not fully flesh out the historical and 

social backgrounds of 17th century Holland. He notes that art was a �conduit for ideas and 

associations� as much as records of daily life.16 Yet he fails to provide anything much 

apart from contemporary literature. 

                                                
15 Honig, 1994, p. 760. 
16 Franits, 1993, p. 9. 
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A question remains: to what extent do these art pieces reflect daily life and how more can 

the knowledge of contemporary Dutch society further supplement our analyses of the 

works? What Franits provides us is a formidable body of work that makes numerous 

cross references between art and writing. However we do not know to what extent were 

genre paintings and literature were ideals or reflections of daily life. Franits� work makes 

a great starting point for further studies on the relevance of these paintings to daily life. 

Although he states that art presents a �plausible reality� combining the seeming 

verisimilitude of the paintings with a faithful reproduction of their immediate 

environment, and is more than �illustrations of literary ideals;17 he has not been able to 

fully validate this statement. 

 

 

Embodying Virtue or Vice: Simon Schama�s Survey of Dutch Culture 

 

Simon Schama�s ambitious survey of the socio-historical milieu of the Netherlands in the 

seventeenth-century has emerged as an important work in the study of Dutch culture. In 

the book The Embarrassment of Riches, published in 1987, he presents a reconstruction 

of the social fabric and economic make-up of Dutch society in the Golden Age, 

enlightened by references to numerous sources. These sources range from emblem books, 

the Bible and poetry, historical documents, stories from the lives of people and art. The 

Netherlands� political history, Protestant faith and cultural practices have led to the 

                                                
17 Franits, 1993, p. 9. 
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development of a specific Dutch �conscience collectif�.18 The Embarrassment of Riches 

aims to make sense of the self-invention of the Dutch � their shared beliefs and customs � 

and their sense of community. Attempting to cover all bases from politics, religion, 

culture and family is in itself a mammoth task. Was Schama successful in his endeavour? 

 

The reason for including Schama�s broad examination of Dutch seventeenth-century 

culture in this essay on Dutch genre painting lies in his use of art as evidence for his 

argument. He believes that its �quality of social document� is as important as textual 

evidence and too precious a source for the cultural historian to ignore. 19  He uses 

emblems, engraved manuals, maps, woodcuts and paintings but is careful not to treat art 

as a photographic reflection of reality. Art is used �not as a literal record of social 

experience, but as a document of beliefs�.20 It is interesting that he is one of many 

cultural historians who treat Dutch art as documents integral to discussions on Dutch 

culture. 21  To an extent art was seen as reliable enough to be consulted � not just 

fabrications of an imaginative mind but as worthy records of life.  

 

However this is also where caution has to be exercised. Being a cultural historian, 

Schama does not treat art as the prime material under investigation but as one source of 

evidence amongst others. His aim is to use images as �impressions of mentality, not 

vessels of Art�.22 This does not suggest that his analyses of artworks are not enlightening. 

                                                
18 Schama, 1987, p. 9. 
19 Schama, 1987, p. 10. 
20 Schama, 1987, p. 10. 
21 Mary Durantini in Studies in the Role and Function of the Child in Seventeenth-Century Dutch Painting, 
1982, consults Dutch paintings to support her argument on changing attitudes toward children in the 
Netherlands in the seventeenth-century.  
22 Schama, 1987, p. xi. 
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He uses Jacob Ochtervelt�s Street Musicians at the Door, 1665, to explain the 

phenomenon of how the Dutch distinguished between insiders and outsiders. Here 

shabbily dressed musicians are allowed to enter the middle-class home of their hosts. The 

door frame acts as a stylistic device where rich and poor metaphorically meet and the 

Republic�s parallel realities collide.23 The image becomes a commentary on how wealth 

has caused increasing social stratification. Following this analysis of the symbolic use of 

doors in paintings, Schama continues to discuss the growth of philanthropy and charitable 

organisations in the Netherlands. 24  His references to historical events locate these 

artworks in the context of lived reality. Nonetheless we need to ask: are we looking at art 

to understand social forces or looking at social forces to understand art? One of the 

dangers I discovered in the process of researching on Dutch art is the tendency to get too 

concerned with understanding the socio-cultural history that the art gets sidelined. 

 

Recognising the prominence of women in the Dutch collective conscience, Schama 

dedicates an entire chapter to examining their status and roles in society, especially in the 

domestic sphere. In Housewives and Hussies: Homeliness and Worldliness he begins 

with a spirited discussion on what the Dutch believed made an ideal home.  The home 

was the �social and political bedrock� of the nation and a microcosm of society.25 Given 

the strong influence of Calvinism, efforts were made to keep it clean from the corruption 

of the outside world.26 As the sanctity of the house was a �legal civic duty�, women who 

were widely regarded to be custodians of the home had the duty of ensuring the borders 

                                                
23 Schama, 1987, p. 570. 
24 Schama, 1987, pp. 573 � 580.  
25 Schama, 1987, p. 388. 
26 Schama, 1987, pp. 378 � 380. 
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separating �world and home, street and hearth� were preserved.27 When the home was 

kept well, it testified to female industry, obedience and purity. 

 

It was of little surprise, then, that genre paintings of home became integral to Schama�s 

argument. He consistently links the study of any pictorial representation of women at 

work at home to broader discussions on Dutch culture. In this chapter he talks at length 

about women�s legal rights in marriage, the freedom they experienced in society and 

prostitution. He refers to official statistical data, contemporary literature and legal cases. 

This approach situates and anchors paintings of households, and more importantly 

women, in a social context. 

 

This can be seen in his section on the Dutch�s obsession with cleanliness. To the strongly 

Protestant nation cleanliness was akin to godliness, a virtue that needed to be 

conscientiously preserved. Like Franits, he often employs iconographical interpretation to 

read genre paintings. The collective zeal at maintaining hygiene was fittingly symbolised 

by the motif of the brush and broom, of which there were many examples of in art. He 

brings in emblems featured in books by Jan Luiken, Jacob Cats and Roemer Visscher 

which feature women using tools for cleaning.28 There were moral overtones for such a 

simple domestic chore and Schama links this to the wider implications of household 

cleanliness on social welfare. To be clean symbolised possessing a patriotic duty of 

defending the country against foreign polluters and reflected the Calvinists� desire to 

                                                
27 Schama, 1987, p. 400. 
28 These texts were Jan Luiken, Het Leerzaam Huisraad, Amsterdam, 1711; Jacob Cats, Houwelyck, 
Amsterdam, 1632; and Roemer Visscher, Sinnepoppen, Amsterdam, 1614. 
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demonstrate that the Republic is free from the past.29 The image of the maid diligently 

sweeping the floor of a well-kept home in Pieter de Hooch�s Mother and Child by a 

Window with a Woman Sweeping (illus. 15) symbolises a quality much sought after. The 

home �was both a microcosm, and a permitting condition, of the properly governed 

commonwealth�30 and art reflected this ideal state. Though they were often found at 

home, women�s actions and moral character came under society�s scrutiny. 

 

The rest of the chapter however dissolves into a discussion revolving around the 

distinction between virtue and vice. Schama�s tendency to reduce Dutch practices and 

sentiments to opposites is common throughout the book. Women were either virtuous 

�protectors of the pure household�31 or the corrupt, uncontrollable woman of the street. 

The way they were portrayed in genre paintings closely mirrored the Dutch fixation with 

morality and the qualities in women they liked or abhorred. However the danger with 

using art to explain support a point made on social phenomena is assuming that reality 

was indeed as art made it out to be. The tendency to see women, and consequently their 

households, as embodying either virtue or vice ends up feeding into stereotypes. 

 

Schama has come under harsh criticism from many scholars for describing society as 

homogenous rather than bringing out the heterogeneity in class structure, wealth, cultural 

activities and religious affinities.32 The title of the book � The Embarrassment of Riches � 

essentially refers to the dilemma the nation�s citizens experienced: although their country 

was coming into great wealth, they were trying to make sense of the �moral ambiguities 
                                                
29 Schama, 1987, p. 379. 
30 Schama, 1987, p. 386. 
31 Schama, 1987, p. 393. 
32 For a critique of Schama�s work, see Price, 1989; Dekker & Groenendijk, 1991. 
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of materialism� in their daily lives, and in the process were embarrassed by riches. 

Throughout the book, the argument ends up getting resolved in stark polarities, from 

worldliness to homeliness, cleanliness to filth, holiness to moral impurity. It is not clear 

how the Dutch constructed their sense of community, apart from seeing their culture in 

opposites. Even Schama is not entirely clear on his stand. In his conclusion he writes: 

�To be Dutch, as the indeterminate quality of the habitat always reminded them, was to 

live in a perpetual present participle, to cohabit with the unsettled.�33 While Schama�s 

approach underscores the importance of anchoring Dutch art history in a framework of its 

sociocultural and political context; he could be clearer on establishing how art was itself 

an obvious carrier of ideals, not just a faithful reproduction of daily life. This is because 

art, though a product of its times, was still very much a construct of the artist. 

 

 

Space and the Construction of Meaning: Martha Hollander 

 

Martha Hollander in An Entrance for the Eyes: Space and Meaning in Seventeenth-

Century Dutch Art, 2002, invites her readers to enter the world of Dutch painting. She 

calls us to make a journey through each artpiece: into its structured compositions, the 

mind of the artist who created it and into the lives of the people present within. She 

begins with a quote from Eugène Fromentin�s 1876 book, The Masters of Past Time: �it 

would be interesting to determine how much conscious art this painting really contains, 

how much of contrivance, how much of set purpose, and generally, how much of 

                                                
33 Schama, 1987, p. 609. 
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ingenious system�.34 To Hollander seeing Dutch art as a �conscious art� and �ingenious 

system� is a useful way of understanding how the artists intentionally manipulated space 

in their paintings. Pictorial space was seen by seventeenth-century Dutch artists as being 

like a language that was flexible and open to interpretation. By experimenting with 

compositional formulas and spatial motifs, they could enrich the paintings� narratives and 

provide commentaries on their culture�s �anxieties and ideals�.35  

 

Form and meaning are bound together. Amongst the three methodologies assessed in this 

paper, Hollander�s is the only one primarily concerned with the formal qualities of genre 

painting. Therefore, it comes as a refreshing departure. In a review of Hollander�s text, 

Christiane Hertel summarises Hollander�s approach as offering a �free visual entrance 

into the fictive domestic spaces of Dutch painting and the critical examination of this 

activity as something prompted by artifice, conceptualized in art theory, utilized 

differently by individual artists, bringing with it various literalized ramifications of 

political nature,� class and gender distinction, as well as the figuration of visual 

pleasure�.36 

 

The book is divided into four chapters. The first talks about Karel van Mander�s concept 

of the doorsien, a generic spatial device used extensively by Dutch artists. The following 

three chapters focus on works by Gerard Dou, Nicolaes Maes and Pieter de Hooch and 

how their paintings feature spatial motifs which are variations of the doorsien.  In each 

chapter, Hollander starts off with a description of a key painting by each of the artists and 
                                                
34 Hollander, 2002, p. 1. The quote originally came from Les Maîtres d�autrefois, Paris, 1876 (The Old 
Masters of Belgium and Holland, or The Masters of Past Time) by Eugène Fromentin. 
35 Hollander, 2002, p.6. 
36 Hertel, 2003. 
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proceeds to expound on how they experimented with different spatial devices, tracing 

how the tradition of each device developed. She concludes by bringing up examples of 

other contemporary artists who also used these devices. 

 

Like Franits who bases much of his discussion on literary texts, Hollander takes an 

interest in literary developments, albeit from a different angle. She identifies certain 

strategies used in art that were also present in the verbal art of rhetoric in the sixteenth- 

and seventeenth-centuries. The popularity of emblem books revealed the delight 

audiences took in playing with meanings. Dutch literature featured devices like 

explanation, irony, antithesis and metaphor. She posits that the compartmentalisation of 

images, and the use of innovative compositional and spatial devices, appealed to an 

audience entertained by such methods of �persuasion and challenge�.37 

  

Hollander takes her lead from Karel van Mander�s Het schilder-boeck (The painter�s 

book) which was the first book about art in the Dutch language. Van Mander highlighted 

two terms to describe an opening in the pictorial space: the insien (view into) and the 

doorsien (view through). Of particular interest to her is the doorsien which was 

essentially a construct that created an opening in the pictorial space, a �vista into which 

the eyes can plunge�.38 It came in many forms ranging from pictures-within-pictures, 

partings between mountains or trees, spiral staircases and open doors. 

 

                                                
37 Hollander, 2002, p. 3. 
38 Hollander, 2002, p. 9. 
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These doorsiens also functioned as narrative devices.  They were useful when artists had 

to depict complex subject matter.39 Hollander raises the example of Joachim Wtewael�s 

Mars and Venus Surprised by the Gods where Apollo and Eros pull up the bed-curtains to 

reveal the shamefaced lovers, and beyond them we can see Vulcan at work in his forge 

(illus. 3). This tableau shows the moment before Vulcan learns of Venus� infidelity and is 

juxtaposed with the couple�s illicit activity. Hollander conscientiously details how artists 

used doorsiens, like background scenes, to condense several vignettes into one scene, 

enrich the dramatic quality of the painting and expand the narrative. The doorsien 

functions like a language.40  This method of opening the pictorial space must have been 

intriguing to audiences back then who found it entertaining unpacking the layers of 

meaning within the artworks. 

 

In the chapter �Pieter de Hooch: Indoors and Out�, the discussion evolves around the 

main theme of how Pieter de Hooch conveys the relationship between the home and 

streets beyond, between individual and society through spatial experimentation. His 

domestic scenes are structured in ways that includes the outside environment, acting 

therefore as metaphors for how family life is an integral part of the Dutch nation.41 He 

does this by incorporating either references to local landmarks or male figures into 

domestic genre scenes. In the example of Woman Preparing Bread for a Boy, c. 1660-

1663 (illus. 4), the back of a male figure is seen from behind the grilled window, looking 

out through the door and smoking a pipe. Meanwhile a woman butters bread for a boy 

clasping his hands in prayer. On the left is a building with the sign �Schole� alluding to 

                                                
39 Hollander, 2002, p. 13. 
40 Hollander, 2002, p. 
41 Hollander, 2002, p. 150. 
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the importance of education at home and in an external institution. The open doorway of 

the house refers to the fluid relation between hearth and world. The man represents the 

paternal figure that is always present although his occupation lies in the world outside. 

The image also becomes a means of discussing the responsibilities of husband and wife at 

home and the evolving status of the middle-class family. 

 

As seen from the earlier sections on Franits and Schama�s works in this literature review, 

the study of Dutch genre painting has been dominated by the interpretation of 

iconography, a strong reliance on using contemporary literature to analyse paintings and 

a tendency to use art to explain social-historical phenomena. Hollander�s efforts to 

examine the formal qualities of Dutch art are commendable. She studies the composition, 

colours, actions and expressions of figures in paintings, and constantly makes references 

to historical events, social developments and contemporary literature. More importantly 

she goes beyond merely describing the way artists manipulated space and composition in 

the works, and focuses on understanding the �social and psychological nuances� of 

space.42 

 

Most of the paintings she includes in her argument are genre paintings, which rely 

heavily on the physical setting of the scene to tell a story. The setting could be a 

courtyard, crowded peasant household, town hall or an elaborately decorated middle-

class dining room. Therefore employing a method that closely investigates how a genre 

painting is composed is enlightening. The concept of the doorsien also helps unify 

painters of the genre scene. It demonstrates how each artist is part of an artistic tradition. 

                                                
42 Hollander, 2002, p. 5. 
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It is thus important that genre paintings be seen in its totality: as a product of its time 

while also significantly shaping the culture of its day. 

 

Hollander�s methodology is in ways more balanced than those of Franits and Schama. 

She handles the distinction between virtue and vice, private family life and community 

with greater subtlety than Franits and Schama do. This liberates our understanding of 

domesticity and the roles women have in the household from conventional stereotypes. 

Hollander explains that although genre paintings of domestic scenes �are often cited as 

evidence for the notion that the Dutch invented a language for private life, the complexity 

of these images suggests instead that the concept of a privacy separate from the 

experience of the public realm was not yet entirely defined.�43 When discussing genre 

paintings with domestic scenes, Hollander talks at length about men and the physical 

space of the household and not just discussing the role and importance of women. 

However this also means that the focus is not on women but rather on the physical setting 

and what compositional motifs the artists employ in their artworks. As this paper is 

concerned with studying how women are represented in the domestic realm, there is a 

gap in Hollander�s methodology that needs to be filled. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
43 Hollander, 2002, p. 179. 
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Methodology 

 

Seventeenth-century Dutch society devoted great attention to understanding the roles 

women had in society. This was reflected in the wealth of artworks and literature with 

women as the main subjects. Interestingly enough, the majority of these representations 

and constructions of feminine identity situated women, at various stages of their lives, in 

the domestic sphere. This happened alongside other social developments like the 

evolution of the family, the rise of Protestantism and the growing importance of the 

home. Gradually, in light of women�s importance to the nation and household, issues of 

how feminine identity was constructed and what qualities made a virtuous woman started 

to arise. 

 

Genre paintings portraying women living and working in their households, helped 

capture the way the Dutch viewed family, home and the value of women to society. Their 

popularity as historical evidence with cultural historians today like Schama indicates the 

extent to which they have come to be regarded as snapshots of reality. Nonetheless, 

despite being portrayals of everyday scenes and activities, Dutch genre paintings are 

constructs by artists and often advanced certain moral values and messages. Therefore it 

is imperative to read them both in the context of lived reality and also as embodiments of 

ideals which the seventeenth-century Dutch populace aspired towards. 

 

There are a number of similarities in the methodologies of the three key texts reviewed. 

First, all three writers paid attention to developments in contemporary literature, 

especially emblem books. The popularity of emblems can be attributed to their dual 
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nature of being part poetry, part image. Art and literature complemented one another and 

contributed to the development of ideal notions of family, home and women. Second, 

women were central characters in domestic genre scenes. Franits and Schama both 

argued in their analysis that the health and state of the household largely depended on the 

virtuousness of the women present. This can be seen in the way they are placed in the 

composition, which literary and iconographic sources they draw from, and the impact 

their duties have on the state of the family and home. 
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Chapter Two 

Education 

 

 

In Pieter de Hooch�s A Woman with a Baby in her Lap, and a Small Child (illus. 5), a 

corridor lined with windows opens out into a simply-furnished room that is immaculate 

in upkeep. Daylight streams in from the windows and brings our attention to the polished 

wooden door and the tight grid of floor tiles. A separate light from an indistinct source 

envelops the mother and her children. More than a miscalculation on de Hooch�s part, it 

draws our attention and empathy toward the figures, especially to the household�s matron 

in the centre of the scene. The male figure, most likely the father of the family, in the 

portrait at the end of the corridor is revealed by the incoming light. He seems to be 

looking at the central group of figures and by his mediated presence through a painting, 

demonstrates that he is the head of the household. 

 

The mother, whose status is evident from the clothes and hairpiece she wears, tends to the 

baby girl nestled securely in her lap. She points to her elder sister nearby who holds a dog 

in her arms. She is imitating her mother and learning what is valuable for the future. She 

has left behind her colf stick and ball, the symbols of childish game. De Hooch presented 

us a scene of humble proportions with a simple message: home was where a child�s 

education began and the mother carried the burden of leading by example, disciplining 

and providing nourishment everyday. Why was education at home so vital? How did de 

Hooch portray the mother�s involvement in this? 



 28

Childhood and Education 

 

The Netherlands in the seventeenth-century was experiencing a phenomenal change in 

perspectives on the importance of children and childhood. From the thirteenth- to 

seventeenth-centuries, Europe witnessed the evolution of the modern family and with it 

gradual shifts in ideas on how to nurture children. One of the forerunners in this area is 

the French social historian Philippe Ariès. In his seminal book Centuries of Childhood he 

traced the development of the modern conjugal family, and the growth of intimacy and 

sentiment between parents and child. In many parts of Europe, there was a shift away 

from the Church institution as the foundational source of instruction and spiritual 

education and new emphasis placed on the family.44 The Dutch believed the nuclear 

family was where the individual was nurtured and prepared before entering society. The 

Protestant Reformation brought down monasticism and clerical celibacy, and championed 

family and marriage as foundations of the Reformed faith. The family gradually overtook 

the church�s role in morally instructing individuals.1 There was the rise of privacy and 

domesticity within the household. This led to the cultivation of affection and love in 

relationships between child and parent, something much unheard of in the medieval 

times. 45  This transformation of social relations was picked up by artists who began 

including elements of teaching in their works. 

 

Education was a great social cause for the Dutch in the seventeenth-century. They 

remained the only European nation to implement a system of universal education that 
                                                
44 Ariès, Centuries of Childhood, 1962. For a study on the impact of Protestantism in shifting the emphasis 
away from parish and church to family, see Louis B. Wright, Middle-Class Culture in Elizabethan 
England, North Carolina University Press: Chapel Hill, 1935. 
45 Shorter, 1975, p. 17. 
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touched all social strata, including the peasants.46 Calvinism championed the spiritual 

importance of education. In Proverbs 9:9-10, the call to educate receives spiritual 

justification: �Give instruction to a wise man, and he will be yet wiser; teach a just man, 

and he will increase in learning. The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom; and the 

knowledge of the holy is understanding.� In 1517, Martin Luther preached to parishioners 

a sermon espousing the worth of education: �if the Church is ever to flourish again, we 

must make a beginning by teaching our children�. 47  Imparting moral education to 

children became imperative. Many scholars have pointed out the moral-religious 

grounding of Dutch education that extends beyond effective implementation of 

pedagogical skills, strategies and techniques; and to the teaching of the intrinsic values of 

a moral life.48 Protestantism came to resurrect a Christianity polluted by institutional 

corruption and religious rituals. Education became one of the tools that could spark social 

renewal. This must have been why Cats likened the young generation to white paper. 

Training begins from birth and part of it is a conscious feeding of manna that nurtures a 

Godly soul and a hunger for the things of the Lord.49 Taught well, the child grows in 

wisdom and stature. 

 

Simon Schama was so convinced of the Dutch obsession with children that he called the 

Netherlands a �Republic of Children�. He proposed that this was where paintings of 

children abounded in numbers and the world got the �first sustained image of parental 

                                                
46 Durantini, 1982, p. 93.  
47 Strauss, 1976, p. 70. Taken from Decem pracepta Wittenbergensi praedicata populo, 1528, p. 494, 
comments on the sixth commandment by Martin Luther. The sermons were delivered in late 1516 and early 
1517. 
48 For more on the development and importance of moral education, see Carr, 1991; and on moral 
education pertaining the seventeenth-century Dutch society, see Roberts, 1998, pp. 169 � 171. 
49 Roberts, 1998, p. 167. 
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love that European art has to show us�.50  However Jeroen Dekker and Mary Durantini 

argue that the emphasis in these images was less on the child and more on the mother.51 

They were not primarily a celebration of childhood but rather a focus on the mother�s 

role in educating her children. The world of the child is seen through the eyes of adults 

and the depiction of this world was �more a by-product than the main subject�. Therefore 

to Dekker, the Netherlands was more of a �Republic of Moral Thinking about 

Education�.52 To an extent this may be true but it ultimately fails to encapsulate the 

increasingly-personal relationship between parent and child. Although the images tended 

to privilege the mother�s duty toward her children, the artists have also paid much 

attention toward the latter. Scenes of children receiving instruction show the young 

subjects being cared for in an affectionate way. In this respect their presence and how 

they behave testify to the character of their mothers. While serving the practical purpose 

of communicating to its audience how a mother should ideally serve her family; art also 

gave voice to the love children received from their mothers. 

 

 

Women and Child-rearing 

 

In numerous domestic conduct manuals, the woman was called to be obedient to her 

husband, to watch over the children and servants, prudently spend her husband�s income 

                                                
50 Schama, The Embarrassment of Riches, 1987. 
51 Dekker, 1996. Dekker contends that images should not be seen as merely depictions of the pleasures and 
dangers of childhood but more as a means of instructing parents on how best to educate their children. 
52 Dekker, 1996, p. 162. 
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on household needs, and above all be a good example to her children.53 There were also 

gradual improvements in her status. The increased emphasis upon women�s spiritual and 

material rights helped amplify the status she had in society and at home.54 This, combined 

with a deeper concern shown toward properly grooming a child, elevated the importance 

of child-rearing by the mother. Art responded to this fascination with education by 

depicting mothers engaged in raising children at home. 

 

A striking feature of images of the mother caring for, training or disciplining her children 

is the pose she takes. She is typically shown with a child either on her lap or standing 

beside her, seated next to the hearth or a table, and bathed in a column of light. Scholars 

have pointed out the similarities this motif shares with conventional configurations of the 

Virgo lactans, also known as the Madonna and Child. This has been most prominent in 

scenes where the mother nurses her infant.55 The depictions of mother and child in Dutch 

genre paintings of domestic scenes continue the legacy of the evolving Virgo lactans 

motif which first appearance dates back to the 2nd century A.D. In European medieval art, 

this motif tended to bear Eastern (Byzantine) influence, with an iconic nature, �hieratic 

frigidity of the figures� and standardised postures and gestures.56  The icon with the 

Virgin Hodegetria in Thessalonike, 1360-70 (illus. 6), is a typical rendering of the Virgo 

lactans. The child is present as a signifier of motherhood but remains passive and does 

not bear a �burden of meaning�.57 Instead the attention is on the mother who embodies 

                                                
53 Jacob Cats, Houwelyck, 1632, provides a clear outline of the duties and virtues of an ideal housewife in 
the Dutch vernacular. Also see Thiel, 1987, p. 94. 
54 Wright, 1935, p. 227. 
55 Dekker, 1996; Durantini, 1982. 
56 Lasareff, 1938, p. 34. In this article, Lasareff charts out in incredible detail the development of the motif 
of the Virgo Lactans over time � from the Early Christian era to the medieval times to the Renaissance. 
57 Durantini, 1982, p. 22. 
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virtues and imparts them to her child through nursing it. Her head is tilted gently in the 

direction of the Christ-child and bears a look of compassion. Even though her hands 

embrace and support her child, the composition and postures they have are static. 

However there has been a gradual humanising of the motif across the centuries as artists 

freed the mother and child from the dictates of a strict iconography and made it more 

�realistic and genre-like�.58 

 

This humanising of the relationship between Mother and Child can be seen in Northern 

European adaptations of this established model in genre paintings. Rembrandt van Rijn�s 

The Holy Family (illus. 7) is a striking example of this. 59 The mother embraces her child 

and their faces are pressed closed to one another�s. The impoverished settings and their 

plain dress makes this appear to be more like a genre painting than a representation of the 

holy family. The human quality of the painting comes across strongly, a testimony of 

Rembrandt�s Protestant faith.  The strongest indication of holiness comes in the form of 

the warm light bathing mother and child. The mother-and-child iconography is also 

present in images where the mother breastfeeds her infant. Breastfeeding was regarded by 

scientists and moralists like Cats as a duty that helped develop the affective bond between 

mother and child, providing nutrients and showed her desire to personally raise her child 

in a moral manner.60 Therefore nursing complemented the commission of educating: it 

demonstrated a preparation and desire of the heart to feed the child physically and 

spiritually. To demonstrate the correlation between all these responsibilities, artists 

                                                
58 Lasareff, 1938, p. 36. 
59 Dekker, 1996, p.162. This observation was first made by Dekker who pointed out the similarities 
between the Dutch mother-and-child and conventional Madonna and Child motifs. 
60 Roberts, 1998, p. 167. 
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responded by adopting and revising the standard motif in their paintings, thus embedding 

the duty of education within maternal care.  

 

The adaptation of the motif of the seated mother nursing her child is seen in the image we 

commenced this chapter with. De Hooch freed up the image from the standard motif by 

heightening the intimacy between the figures. The child meets the gaze of her mother as a 

sign that she is responding to her mother�s care. The mother has her hand outstretched in 

a way that is reminiscent of gestures of instruction.61 Symbolically, the hand appears to 

be pointed in the direction of the elder daughter who imitates her mother�s example by 

cradling a dog. Even though the motif must have been clearly recognisable by the public, 

it did not mean that de Hooch intended to imbue his painting with strong religio-

moralistic intent. The emphasis rests more on demonstrating the Dutch adoration of 

family life, their affection toward children and maternal ideals, rather than concealing 

didactic messages in his art.62 He was discriminating in which iconographic and artistic 

traditions he drew on. How did images of education at home differ from those of 

education in a public institution or setting? 

 

Images of women educating children have existed since the 12th century and been 

instrumental in shaping the people�s ideas on how future generations are best taught. 

Durantini makes references to images of Grammar, the lady who imparts pedagogical 

ideals and disciplines her class of students. One of the Seven Liberal Arts, the 

                                                
61 In early Christian and Greco-Roman art of antiquity, the philosopher and the motif of Christ as 
philosopher shows the figure seated with a hand outstretched in a gesture of instruction. 
62 Sutton, 1980, p. 51. 
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personification of Grammar was developed in the early Middle Ages.63 In art, Grammar 

is usually portrayed as a woman surrounded by her teaching tools � books, inscriptions, 

even body strikers that symbolise discipline. The sculpture on the walls of the Chartres 

Cathedral, France (illus. 8), features Grammar as a strict teacher who disciplines her 

young charges. In a way, Grammar appears to be like a mother who is caring yet firm. 

However as the focus is on Grammar as a concept and abstract virtue, these images lack 

the intimacy of the Dutch genre scenes. Another example is Grammatica in Mathias 

Holtzwart�s emblem book of 1581. Grammar is a schoolmistress who holds court in a 

classroom of a coeducational school. Even though she is paying keen attention to the 

boy�s reading, there is a lack of closeness as seen in de Hooch�s painting. However the 

act of teaching in de Hooch�s domestic settings has a simplicity and affection which 

scenes of formal education lack. He could be partly influenced by Cats whose version of 

the exemplary mother was one who did not harshly discipline but encouraged moral 

instruction and education even through play.64 In A Woman with a Baby in her Lap, and a 

Small Child (illus. 5), there are no emblematic details or educational tools present. The 

more physically static and expressionless teacher stands in stark contrast to this Dutch 

mother who, with downward-looking gaze and open arms, is more approachable and 

personal than those in emblems. Unlike the stern male disciplinarians in genre paintings 

of classroom scenes, de Hooch�s matrons are gentle and engaging. 

 

 

 

                                                
63 Durantini, 1982, p. 96. 
64 Taken from Cats, Houwelyck, 1632, chapter �Moeder�, p. 397, in Sutton, 1980, p. 47. 
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Learning as a Gendered Activity 

 

The nature of education at home focuses on the passing down of skills to equip children 

for life. This gives artists greater freedom as there are a variety of ways of depicting the 

how the parent teaches the child. For de Hooch, he often associated teaching with the act 

of feeding. In Two Women Teaching a Child to Walk, 1668-72, (illus. 9), attention is 

placed on the woman on the left who is swathed in light. Seated, she proffers what 

appears to be a fruit to a little girl who walks eagerly to her, attracted by the prize within 

reach. Helping the family out is a female servant who guides the child. The mother 

hereby not only teaches her daughter how to walk but also leads her servant by example. 

As with many of his paintings, de Hooch masterfully places family members from 

different generations in the same scene. 

 

Images and household manuals seem to show that the course of educating children within 

the family tended to be delineated along gender roles. From a young age, children were 

taught skills befitting of their gender. Parents had to seek out the calling for their children 

and ensure that this was fit for each child�s character and gender.65 Sons were called into 

the professional realms of the outside world while the training of daughters aimed to 

prepare them to become good mothers and wives. Sometimes girls were sent to live with 

relatives to learn the rotes of managing a household.66 Franits uses the frontispiece to the 

chapter �Moeder� in Cats� Houwelyck (illus. 10) to highlight the gender-based conception 

                                                
65 Franits, 1993, p. 130. 
66 Roberts, 1998, p. 102. 
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of training and duty in contemporary Dutch mindsets.67 Here the scene is split in half. On 

the left a father teaches his sons to write amidst a collection of artistic, mathematical and 

scholarly tools. The mother watches over her daughters who make lace and play with 

dolls as she nurses her baby. This was the conception of the model family. De Hooch�s 

paintings bespeak these ideals. It was therefore more common to see girls rather than 

boys depicted in the company of their mothers. The passing down of skills occurred in a 

gender-based, cyclical manner. An old proverb �Soo de Ouden songen Soo pypen de 

jonge� (As the old sing, so pipe the young) speaks of how the example set by adults 

influence and shape younger generations.68 

 

One of the striking features of de Hooch�s domestic scenes is the manner in which he 

structured the pictorial space. The settings tended to be enclosed. This is related to 

changing attitudes toward privacy in the seventeenth-century. Calvinism and the 

influence of Stoic philosophy worked to glorify domesticity and the private life of the 

family.69 Home was increasingly constructed as the space diametrically opposed to the 

streets. It was also seen as the locus of a private �feminised� sphere where the mother 

could look after her brood and shield them from corruptive outside influences. Two 

Women Teaching a Child to Walk (illus. 9) shows the female figures confined to a small, 

enclosed space. The viewers of the artworks are not privy to the other rooms in the house. 

The only indication of the world beyond comes in the form of daylight streaming in 

through the windows. The light itself serves the symbolic and dramatic purposes of 

highlighting the virtuousness of the group of figures. Two pictures on the wall serve as 

                                                
67 Franits, 1993, p. 131. 
68 Dekker, 1996, p. 171. 
69 Salomon, 2004, p. 79. 
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doorsiens. One is a landscape painting and the other appears to be almost a reflection of 

the scene itself, as it shows a boldly decorated tablecloth with a painting in a gilded frame 

in the background. However, as there are no human figures present, they do not prompt 

us to think of the world beyond the home. Instead the focus rests squarely on the activity 

in this private space and in turn glorifies maternal work. 

 

Another salient feature of De Hooch�s domestic paintings is the absence of fathers. 

Returning to the image we began this chapter with, there is a vague suggestion of the 

father�s presence through his portrait on the wall in the background. De Hooch has 

intentionally placed the picture at the end of the corridor, a part of the house that nearer to 

the outside world than the room the mother and her children are in. As Hollander 

succinctly describes, the �father�s isolation suggests that the household operates under his 

aegis, yet he is a subsidiary figure in the pictorial scheme�.70 Notably children were 

seldom shown responding to the father�s presence or actions. In Pieter van Slingelandt�s 

The Carpenter�s Family, the attention is on the mother who breastfeeds her child as her 

elder child watches on. The father working in the backroom reminds us that he is 

providing for his family through his labour. However he remains virtually ignored by his 

family. 

 

De Hooch�s paintings of mothers absorbed in teaching their children reveal the Dutch 

Republic�s deep concern with the power of education. Not only was instruction a God-

ordained duty implemented throughout society in the form of schools, it was also 

important that parents brought up their children well at home. Very often the burden 

                                                
70 Hollander, 2002, p. 166. 
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rested on the mother�s shoulders. The literature of this time was rich with instruction for 

women and propagating such ideals for the family. The paintings we have seen in this 

chapter also testify to the importance of women in education. There was a rich artistic 

tradition of depicting women nursing their infants. De Hooch drew on this and used it to 

portray mothers instructing their offspring. He unfailingly fixed the attention on the 

caring and approachable character of the mother and the intimacy between mother and 

child. This would have mirrored social trends of the growth in privacy and the sentiment 

of domesticity at home. The duty of nurturing the child also occurred in a protected 

space. De Hooch demonstrated this by rarely showing glimpses of the outside world or 

including male figures in the scene. Mother and child were kept in close proximity with 

one another, sharing a confined pictorial space. 
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Chapter Three 

Cleanliness 

 

 

A maidservant holds the hand of her young charge and leads her down the steps into an 

open courtyard. Unseen to them, past the wall on their right, is a woman standing with 

her back to us. Her dignified carriage and elaborate dress suggest that she is the mistress 

of the household. While her daughter and servant appear to move in our direction, the 

mother looks stoically unto the streets beyond her house. The immaculate order and 

spotlessness of this home is apparent. Although the sunlight is strong and exposes all 

parts of this domestic space, no clutter can be seen. Lying in the foreground, acting 

almost like a signature on the painting, are a broom and pail � implements typically 

associated with the act of cleaning. 

 

Pieter de Hooch had crafted a scene of spatial complexity and thematic coherence in The 

Courtyard of a House in Delft, with a Woman and a Child, 1658, (illus. 11), now in the 

National Gallery in London. As is typical of his domestic interiors, his courtyard scenes 

epitomise Dutch tidiness. The fastidious attitude of the Dutch in keeping their households 

clean was meant not just for the family alone but also became a source of pride that was 

displayed to others. The courtyard also symbolises the porous border shared by the home 

and the world beyond. As Sutton notes, these �intimately scaled enclosures constitute an 

extension of the domestic environment�.71 The lady of the house looking unto the streets 

                                                
71 Sutton, 1980, p. 24. 
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beyond appears to guard the sanctity of her household. Above the corridor there is a 

plague that reads: This is St. Jerome�s Valley, should you wish to resort to penitence and 

meekness, for first we must descend if we wish to be raised.72 This inscription glorifies 

humility. With its position on the archway, it crowns the orderly domestic space and 

bespeaks of the ladies� diligence and virtuous character. Just like the images discussed in 

the earlier chapter on education, de Hooch presents us with a simple scene that celebrates 

the beauty and importance of a virtuous woman�s service to her household. How relevant 

are the themes and issues portrayed in this domestic genre painting to the social and 

cultural climate of Dutch life? Why were women central characters in these scenes? 

 

 

The Dutch Middle Class 

 

In the seventeenth-century, the middle-class grew in numbers and gradually became a 

powerful voice in the politics and economics of the Netherlands. With the nobility 

dwindling in power and the absence of a monarchy, the upper middle-class started to 

exert their views on public life. They did not all take to official Calvinism which opposed 

luxury, profit and public displays of wealth as their wealth was also what conferred them 

their status.73 However there were aspects of Protestantism that must have found favour 

with this prominent social class. Labour was looked upon as a virtue and treated with a 

dignity they regarded as befitting of Godliness. Wright observed that in seventeenth-

                                                
72 According to Sutton, this plague was copied by de Hooch from the Hieronymusdaele cloister�s entrance 
in Delft. In the original language it says, �Dit is in sint hieronimus daelle/wildt v tot pacientie en lijdt-
/saemheijt begeeven/wandt wij muetten eerst daelle/willen wij worden verheeuen 1614�. The English 
translation above is taken from Sutton, 1998. 
73 Wilson, 1968, pp. 47-9. 
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century England, Protestant preachers like Martin Luther, Hugh Latimer and William 

Perkins encouraged all and sundry to labour honestly and to the best one could. It was 

regarded as an honour to serve God with diligence.74 Calvinism looked upon idleness, 

and consequently monastic isolation, as a sin and glorified �the gospel of work�.75 A 

popular household manual, The Experienced and Knowledgeable Hollands Householder 

dedicated a chapter to detailing what activities to undertake each week in order to keep 

the house clean.76 Much of this labour, as detailed in household manuals and historical 

accounts of Dutch lifestyle, was committed to maintaining the purity of home and nation.  

 

This model of exactitude in preserving cleanliness had not only a religious foundation but 

also a nationalistic tinge to it. This new nation which had just emerged from the ashes of 

a war with Spain was eager to protect its land from pollutants like foreigners, impure 

ideas and moral depravity. To the Dutch the town and their houses were hefty 

investments of capital, making space a precious commodity that could not be wasted.77 

As the home was the family�s dwelling place and it was regarded as a duty to care for it. 

There was the �holy trinity of middle-class solidarity� � family, church and 

commonwealth, and it served the interests of the individual and society to safeguard the 

sanctity of shared space. In addition to this, to be clean also signified spiritual purity for 

as the Bible said in Psalm 24:3-4, �Who may ascend the mountain of the Lord? Who may 

stand in his holy place? Those who have clean hands and a pure heart�. There were many 

                                                
74 Wright, 1935, p. 170. 
75 Wright, 1935, p. 182. 
76 Quoted in Schama, 1987, pp. 376-7. The text De Ervarene en Verstandige Hollandsche Huyshoudster, 
Second edition, 1743, describes the strict regimen that is recommended each day of the week � such as 
scrubbing and scouring on Thursdays and cleaning the kitchen and cellar on Fridays. 
77 Wilson, 1968, p. 120. 
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emblems in this time which reflected the mantra: �To be free is to be clean�.78 In the 

emblem book of the Godly household, Het Leerzaam Huisraad, Jan Luiken took the 

Hollands Maid from history prints and substituted a mop for her typical attributes of a 

pike overcome with the hat of liberty (illus. 12). In the background two soldiers patrol the 

streets.79 Keeping the streets and home clean, like the military, was akin to defending the 

nation�s honour. 

 

I believe that this allegiance to physical, moral and spiritual purity was manifested in a 

demand for art that reflected these ideals. As the middle-class started to amass greater 

wealth they also rose up to become major art patrons. Artworks became commodities 

used to decorate homes and were considered by the Dutch to be �invested wealth�.80 

Therefore what they chose to invest in echoed what they believed in or aspired towards. 

The model of the seventeenth-century Dutch family was encapsulated in visual 

representations of it. Franits and Schama identified a compendium of popular 

representations of women and the Dutch household which they attributed to pictorial 

traditions, artists� aesthetic preferences and demands of the art market.81 Pieter de Hooch 

therefore must have been aware of his audience�s aspirations to achieve households of 

orderliness and crafted his art as such to meet this demand. 

 

 

 

 
                                                
78 Schama, 1987, p. 379. 
79 Schama, 1987, p. 380. 
80 Wilson, 1968, p. 120. 
81 Franits, 1993, p. 14. 
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Courtyards 

 

Many of de Hooch�s scenes on cleaning tended to be situated in the courtyards where the 

public could look into each family�s domestic confines. It is in these images that we 

witness the dialogue between world and family. Here the privacy of the home is 

intentionally exposed. This would have been significant to the seventeenth-century Dutch 

viewer as a clean household was enjoyed not just by family members but also judged 

according to social standards. Unlike the paintings on education which occur within the 

enclosed interiors of Dutch homes where the outside world is hinted at by an open 

window or door, or through a picture of a male figure; the courtyard scenes illustrate the 

permeable borders the home shares with the city. Hollander argues that de Hooch�s 

tendency of situating women in enclosed interiors reveals a �domestic bias� that visibly 

sets them apart from men.82 However I believe that the women are not set apart but rather 

through these structured open spaces, their duties at home and their virtue are made 

apparent for all to see. This thereby shows their importance to the Dutch nation. 

 

De Hooch�s use of the courtyard setting reflected a seventeenth-century Dutch interest 

and demand for paintings which feature convincing spatial environments. His courtyards 

were based on real-life models in the Delft neighbourhood which he resided in. Many of 

these were influenced by Philips Vingboons� designs for Amsterdam houses, where 

courtyards were common.83 Besides adapting actual architecture, de Hooch made his 

paintings easily accessible to his buyers by inserting recognisable other elements of the 
                                                
82 Hollander, 2002, p. 150. 
83 In Hollander, 2002, pp. 150 � 151. His book Gronden en afbeeldsels der voornaamste gebouwen van alle 
die Philips Vingboons geeordineert heft, Amsterdam, Justus Danckerts. In the book are architectural 
drawings of a middle-class Amsterdam house.  
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townscape. In A Woman and a Child in a Bleaching Ground, 1657-9, a woman launders 

clothes in an open space in full view of a child (illus. 13). In the background is the 

looming presence of the tower of Oude Kerk, which he altered slightly from the 

original,84 and other buildings of the city. The only indication of the home is shown in the 

left foreground where a door stands open. De Hooch has intentionally created two 

openings beyond the central pair where three figures can be seen. These figures represent 

the outside world which encroaches in on what would have otherwise been an intimate 

private activity. This is seen once more in A Woman and a Maid in a Courtyard (illus. 

14) where the mistress of the family instructs her maid in the affairs of cleaning. Their 

activity is visible to the man who appears to be heading in their direction, and also 

anyone looking out from the buildings facing the courtyard. The central position of the 

ladies and their commitment to the activity become a metaphor for the virtue of keeping 

the home and the city clean. 

 

The courtyard becomes a standard architectural structure that permits artists to 

experiment with composition and therefore enhance the narrative quality of their images. 

De Hooch was the first artist to situate domestic scenes in the courtyard, that liminal 

space which was an outdoor extension of the private household.85 The openings in the 

paintings which lead toward the street act as doorsiens situating the domestic scene and 

the people within in the wider context of the city they live in. De Hooch has often been 

criticised for paying greater attention to the compositional elements of his paintings than 

                                                
84 Sutton, 1980, pp. 24 � 7, provides an account of actual buildings that appear in De Hooch�s oeuvre and 
how the artist adapted their appearances and locations to maximum effect in his highly structured 
compositions. The Oude Kerk (Old Church) is a parish church in Delft, Amsterdam which many locals 
would have been familiar with. 
85 Hollander, 2002, p. 150. 
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in conveying the psychological and emotional state of his figures. This is in contrast to 

some of his contemporaries like Jan Vermeer who are renowned for their enigmatic 

characters. However I believe that de Hooch was able to innovatively manipulate 

pictorial space while still painting narratives with emotional power and social 

commentary.  

 

 

Service 

 

In paintings where women were cleaning the house, servants were depicted alongside 

their mistresses, occupying a subordinate but still significant position in the household. In 

the seventeenth-century, there was much literature which sketched out the qualities of an 

exemplary servant. Servants were expected to serve willingly, obey orders, and be 

trustworthy, silent, forbearing and thrifty.86 These traits were all in all not vastly different 

from those befitting of good wives and mothers. The mistress of the household was 

equally important as she, had to ensure that the household was run well and that helpers 

and children behaved properly in the absence of her husband. A passage from Gerard de 

Lairesse�s Het Groot Schilderboek, 1707, described the �Picture of Virtue�: 

 

In a good Family; a prudent and respected Father; a careful and good-

natured Mother; obedient Children; and humble and honest servants; The 

                                                
86 Thiel, 1987, p. 95. 
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Father gives the law; the mother enforces it to the children; and both they 

and the Servants obey� All is in Peace and Order, and Virtue their aim.87 

 

Mother and servant therefore shared a close relationship as women with socially-

prescribed responsibilities. De Hooch captured this by depicting them in shared tight 

physical proximity they shared while they performed household chores. In Mother and 

Child by a Window, with a Woman Sweeping (illus. 15), a servant sweeps a floor in a 

household that is already conspicuously clean. Just behind her, a mother nurses her child. 

Although the light lands on the mother and child � who bear the closest likeness to the 

Virgo lactans amongst de Hooch�s paintings � some of it also lands on the servant whose 

posture indicates humility. To further emphasise the purity of the women�s actions, a 

picture of the Deposition is placed above the mother and child.88 Back rooms are revealed 

to show how immaculate this household is and testify to the women�s combined efforts. 

The degree of cleanliness of the home attests as much to the mother�s effectiveness in 

overseeing all aspects of the household just as it does the latter�s industry. Franits argues 

that the maid with the broom is the principal motif as her central position is the anchor of 

the composition of the painting. 89  This seems unlikely on first glance as the light, 

symbolic of godliness, falls on the mother with her infant. However does his assertion 

have some truth? 

 

The motifs of the broom and other cleaning implements are commonly seen in many 

images of cleaning. It appears in nearly all the images we have looked at thus far in this 
                                                
87 Sutton, 1980, p. 48, taken from Gerard de Lairesse, Het Groot Schilderboek, Amsterdam, 1707, (English 
ed., 1738, p. 143). 
88 Franits, 1993, p. 98. 
89 Franits, 1993, p. 98. 
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chapter. The tradition of depicting women alongside cleaning implements in the domestic 

sphere was popularised in emblem books of the day. Emblems give us an indication of 

the Dutch concern with cleanliness. Jochen Becker warned of the dangers of using the 

collection of emblems as a dictionary means of interpreting paintings because they were 

made for a different purpose as compared to paintings. I agree with Becker�s suggestion 

that they can be used for interpreting motifs and pictorial proposals in paintings when 

there is a �common origin or comparable function� shared by both. 90  In his genre 

paintings, de Hooch adapts the motifs featured in emblems and situates them in a wider 

social context. Nonetheless the message they convey in either medium is similar. 

 

These emblems reverberate with the attitudes that the Protestant nation had toward 

women as well as moral and physical purity. One of Cats� emblems is entitled, �None 

Can Clean Their Dress From Stain, But Some Blemish Will Remain� has an image of a 

girl in an elaborate frock who holds a tool to clean the dirt off her garment (illus. 16). The 

accompanying text associates public streets with filth and the home with wholesomeness. 

Women, susceptible to the lures of flirting and vanity, make the best choice by staying 

home where they will not be irrevocably tarnished 

�Thus so slut-like to be stain�d 

Makes me of myself asham�d; 

For wherever I may go, 

People will look at me so, 

And think perhaps, � such dirt to see, 

                                                
90 Becker, 1991, p. 140. 
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I�m not what I ought to be�.91 

In another of Jan Luiken�s emblems from Het Leerzaam Huisraad (illus. 17), we see a 

woman using her luiwagen (long-handled scrubbing brush) to clean the floor.92  She 

attends to her chore with such force and vigour that she reminds us of her counterpart in 

the emblem by Luiken mentioned earlier, who wields her rag mop as a symbol of liberty 

and strength. Behind her a woman carries two large pails across the city square. These 

emblems situate women in the public eye. In my opinion they also elevate the status of 

women by portraying them as the bearers of virtue and defenders of the home and nation. 

 

De Hooch�s paintings carry a subtlety and human quality that is absent in emblems. In A 

Woman and a Child in a Courtyard (illus. 18) a maid carries the laundry in one hand and 

holds a lamp in the other. She leads the girl holding a birdcage with a bird inside. He has 

placed behind them a party of men and women gathered beneath a darkened terrace and 

supping over wine. In contrast the stairs on the left leads up to the pinnacle � a tree in 

bloom � which is reminiscent of the high road that brings one to God. This is echoed in 

the glowing lamp. The child is entrusted in the hands of the servant who has not 

neglected her duties unlike her merrymaking employers. De Hooch has painted a scene of 

intimacy and there is a sense of trust between the woman and child. Just as in the images 

on education, the child is following the example of the elder woman. However the maid 

becomes the main character, occupying the space often reserved for the mother. The 

broom tucked away on the left further underscores the virtue of the servant. 

 

                                                
91 For the entire text and a selection of other proverbs and adages pertaining to Cats� emblem, see Cats and 
Farlie, 1860, p. 1 � 5. 
92 Schama, 1987, p. 382. 
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The iconography of cleaning tools like brooms, pails and mops serve as accents to de 

Hooch�s domestic settings. The spotlight always rests on the people. Even though he is 

renowned for his complex and intriguing spatial compositions, like in A Woman and a 

Maid in a Courtyard, it is the relationship between woman and maid that expresses the 

message of the work. Through his art, de Hooch told tales about the lives of the people in 

seventeenth-century Netherlands as well as stories that gripped the nation�s imagination 

through his art. The presence of women in scenes exhorting the value of purity revealed 

how, in the Dutch mind, a woman�s virtue was related to the way she kept her family and 

household clean. It is interesting to note that �beautiful� in Dutch (schoon) has also come 

to mean �clean�.93 This is an image that exhorts sound education as much as it does 

keeping the household salubrious. 

 

The Dutch Republic in the seventeenth-century was fixated with purity and cleanliness, 

whether spiritual or physical, in the streets or at home. The zeal of patriotism and the 

influence of Calvinism made the act of cleaning a national pastime. This can be seen in 

the wealth of emblems produced which depict women in all manners of tidying and 

washing. The relationship between home and street was powerfully communicated in 

Pieter de Hooch�s signature courtyard scenes where he showed the outdoor extension of 

the domestic space. In these scenes he placed women engaged in activities that are visible 

to the public, symbolised by distant figures and buildings from the surrounding 

townscape. Unlike the images on education where the mother�s role is prominent, de 

Hooch allowed maidservants to share the limelight in his images on cleaning. Although 

                                                
93 Wilson, 1968, p. 120. 
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the nature of the roles played by mistress and servant differed, the conception of the ideal 

woman remained the same. 
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Chapter Four 

Conclusion 

 

 

The Netherlands in the seventeenth-century was in love with genre paintings that 

captured ordinary people in familiar settings, absorbed in the affairs of daily life. In an 

era where there was much social, economic and political change � the rise of a new 

Protestant worldview, restructuring of family life, and rising economic prosperity� art 

came to reflect the changing ideals of the times. These images help open up windows into 

the world of the Dutch people then, and are rendered all the more believable because the 

characters and their lifestyles are depicted in such a realistic manner. 

 

Scenes of daily life in the domestic space were common at the time. This complemented 

the growing interest in domesticity, privacy and the evolution of the modern family. Just 

as the paintings were high in number so was the number of books written on this subject. 

These books range from seventeenth-century household manuals and emblem books to 

recent publications on how to interpret Dutch art. Looking through images of this 

particular genre revealed that women were always present and that there was a select 

number of activities that the characters were involved in. This paper began by asking 

what accounted for the popularity of these images, why women were the central 

characters, and how pertinent social issues were to the formation of these distinctively 

Dutch scenes. My study was centered on an investigation of works by Pieter de Hooch 

which feature women engaged in activities around the house. 
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The field of Dutch art history is characterised by difference in methods of interpretation. 

In order to assess the current status of scholarship on Dutch genre paintings of domestic 

scenes in Dutch art currently stands, I examined recent publications by Wayne Franits, 

Simon Schama and Martha Hollander. This thesis began by asking how we can read these 

genre paintings and the importance and role of women in them. The process of studying 

the current literature revealed that paintings were understood to actively advance certain 

ideals of womanhood and the state of the household � both of which featured strongly in 

the collective conscience of seventeenth-century Dutch society. Franits highlighted the 

tight correspondence between art and literature through describing �the ideal woman� at 

each stage of her life. Schama proposed that there was a solid correlation between the 

models of women and households presented in paintings, on the one hand, and the socio-

historical background, on the other. Hollander mapped out the artist�s conscious effort in 

structuring the pictorial space of the home to tell stories of life in the Dutch Republic. 

Through case studies of scenes of depicting women educating and cleaning the house, 

this thesis showed how de Hooch consciously created images of social relevance and how 

he gave dignity to the women. Above all, pictorial style and the content of the work � the 

message that artist was aiming to deliver � were always powerfully intertwined. 

 

There are some issues which were either mentioned in passing or not discussed at all in 

this thesis that could be areas for further research. The nature of the art market was a 

major factor in determining what subject matter was painted and why de Hooch kept on 

repeating some pictorial compositions, like his courtyard scenes. As mentioned briefly 

earlier, the Dutch society in the seventeenth-century was entering gaining wealth and art 

was beginning to find investors from all strata of society. This would have strongly 



 53

impacted art production. Another aspect that was not pursued further was growth of and 

reactions toward domesticity. Franits talked about its social and political implications and 

how it shaped notions of how women should behave at home. This was also tied to the 

problem of determining the extent to which society and views of women were shaped by 

social customs shaped by patriarchy. This is beyond the scope of this thesis 

 

Instead this thesis aimed to formulate a simple yet balanced methodology be formulated 

to study genre paintings. The hope was for the reader to be enlightened and interested in 

learning more about this vast, diverse yet beautiful group of cultural products. I picked 

out aspects of the three methodologies � by Franits, Schama and Hollander �which 

provide a well-rounded view of the environment in which de Hooch painted his works, 

and how he communicated what he saw to his audience. Although they were created 

centuries ago, these genre paintings still offer us the same invitation to enter the lives of 

Dutch women and their homes. 
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Two Women Teaching a Child to Walk, c. 1668-1672 
Museum der bildenden Künste, Leipzig. 

 

 
 

Illustration 10 
Adriaen van de Venne 

Moeder (Mother), 1632 
Illustration from Jacob Cats� Houwelyck, 4th ed., 

The Hague, Universiteits-Bibliotheek Amsterdam, Amsterdam. 
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Illustration 11 
Pieter de Hooch 

The Courtyard of a House in Delft, with a Woman and a Child, 1658 
National Gallery, London. 

 

 
 

Illustration 12 
Jan Luiken 

From Het Leerzaam Huisraad 
Amsterdam, 1711. 
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Illustration 13 
Pieter de Hooch 

A Woman and a Child in a Bleaching Ground, 1657-9 
Private Collection, England. 

 

 
 

Illustration 14 
Pieter de Hooch 

A Woman and a Maid in a Courtyard, 1660-1 or 1663 
National Gallery, London. 
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Illustration 15 
Pieter de Hooch 

Mother and Child by a Window, with a Woman Sweeping, 1665-8 
The Wernher Collection, Luton Hoo, Bedfordshire. 

 

 
 

Illustration 16 
John Leighton 

None Can Clean Their Dress From Stain, But Some Blemish Will Remain, 1860 
A free rendition of the original illustration from Jacob Cats� work, from the book Moral 

Emblems: With Aphorisms, Adages, and Proverbs of All Ages and Nations. 
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Illustration 17 
Jan Luiken 

From Het Leerzaam Huisraad 
Amsterdam, 1711. 

 

 
 

Illustration 18 
Pieter de Hooch 

Woman and Child in a Courtyard, 1658/1660 
Widener Collection, National Gallery of Art, Washington D.C. 
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