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Gerard van Honthorst (1592-1656) was one of 
the leading figures of the vibrant seventeenth-
century art scene of the Netherlands. Today, 
however, this contemporary of Rembrandt is 
overshadowed by others. This book finally puts 
the Utrecht painter with the un-Dutch style in 
the spotlight.

The World of Gerard van Honthorst provides a 
wealth of new insights into Honthorst’s career, 
his oeuvre and the various artistic and cultural 
circles in which he moved. This book recounts 
his childhood as the eldest child in his family;
his education in Utrecht; how, as a young adult, 
he set off on an adventure in Italy and ended up 
living in Rome, where he spent what may have 
been the most successful and happiest years 
of his life. It recounts how he returned to his 
native country, started a family and reinvented 
himself as a painter. It describes his success, 
both nationally and internationally, and how 
he embarked on a second career in The Hague, 
which brought him prosperity and standing.

Liesbeth M. Helmus is Senior Curator of Old 
Masters at the Centraal Museum in Utrecht. 
She has organised dozens of exhibitions in 
the Netherlands and abroad on artists such as 
Jan van Scorel, Abraham Bloemaert, Joachim 
Wtewael and Pieter Saenredam. She was 
also responsible for the exhibition Utrecht, 
Caravaggio and Europe and the compelling 
exhibition The Bentvuegels. A Notorious Art Society 
in Rome 1620-1720.

Rembrandt, Vermeer, and Hals – they are the world-
famous painters of the Dutch Golden Age. But back 
then, no one knew Vermeer, and Hals was a local 
portraitist. Gerard van Honthorst would have topped 
the list at the time. In this indispensable book, Liesbeth 
Helmus explains why – and also why he still belongs 
in that pantheon. With numerous new facts and 
insights, The World of Gerard van Honthorst 
changes our view of the entire history of Dutch 
seventeenth-century art.

Maarten Prak, author of The Dutch Republic in 
the Seventeenth Century, Amsterdam 2020

Gerard van Honthorst was a celebrated seventeenth- 
century Dutch painter, who enjoyed a truly inter-
national reputation during his lifetime. The two prior 
monographs on the artist lack the comprehensive 
focus and depth of insight of Liesbeth Helmus’s 
masterful book. She presents a wealth of new insights 
about Honthorst’s career, his oeuvre, and the various 
artistic and cultural milieus in which he worked. 
Helmus has thus penned the definitive study of 
the art and life of one of the most important Dutch 
painters of the entire era.

Wayne Franits, author of The Paintings of 
Dirck van Baburen  ca. 1592/93-1624: Catalogue 
Raisonné, Amsterdam 2013
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Gerard van Honthorst occupies an exceptional position in the artistic landscape of the 
seventeenth century. Born in Utrecht, the cultural heart of the Northern Netherlands in 
the early Dutch Republic, he learned the art of painting from Abraham Bloemaert, the 
most prominent teacher in Utrecht at the time. This laid the foundation for a career that 
would resonate not only nationally but also internationally. Like many ambitious artists 
of his generation, Honthorst moved to Rome, where he stayed between about 1613 and 
1620. In the Eternal City, he became acquainted with Caravaggio’s gritty naturalism and 
revolutionary chiaroscuro: an encounter that would change his art forever.

In Rome, Honthorst managed to gain access to an exclusive circle of patrons. He was one 
of only a few non-Italians to receive prestigious commissions for altarpieces. Influential 
collectors such as Benedetto and Vincenzo Giustiniani and Cardinal Francesco Maria del 
Monte appreciated his work. Honthorst’s fame was particularly linked to his nocturnal 
scenes: dramatic scenes illuminated by a single artificial light source in which light not 
only sets the mood but also structures the composition and deepens the psychology of 
the representation. These paintings earned him the nickname ‘Gherardo delle Notti’, or 
Gerard of the Nights, an honorary title that underlined his international reputation.

When Honthorst returned to Utrecht in 1620, he proved remarkably flexible. He adapted 
his style and themes to the demands of the market and developed a versatile oeuvre. His 
lively genre paintings, with their playful, sometimes slightly erotic undertones, his musical 
ensembles and pastoral scenes were all in high demand. At the same time, he emerged 
as an innovator in portraiture. Honthorst played a key role in the development of both 
the pastoral and allegorical portrait, as well as the so-called portrait historié, in which the 
subjects are portrayed as mythological or historical figures. In this way, he managed to 
subtly combine representation, imagination and propaganda.

Biographers from his time describe him as an artist who was friendly, modest and 
diplomatic, qualities that undoubtedly helped him navigate between diverse clients. His 
talent for empathising with their wishes made him particularly successful. In 1628, he 
travelled to London, where he worked for King Charles I of England and his court. In the 
years that followed, he acquired a prominent position in The Hague as court painter to 
Elizabeth Stuart and her husband, Frederick V. The portraits Honthorst produced for 
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Dozens of archival documents bear witness to the life of Gerard van Honthorst (1592-
1656), who was born and raised in Utrecht, travelled to Rome and, upon his return to the 
Netherlands, settled in his home town, where he married, had children and, after a long 
and successful life, died and was buried. We paint a picture of Honthorst on the basis of 
these archival documents, and reconstruct his life based on testimonies by his contempo-
raries and his letters. We know his handwriting and we know what he looked like. However, 
he would have been anonymous, like so many others, were it not for the hundreds of 
paintings and drawings he left behind, which are spread across the world and form his 
legacy. Ultimately, it is this legacy that concerns us but, at the present time, we as art 
historians attempt to look further and to carefully draw a connection between the artist’s 
work and historical events, which may be major, such as the end of the Twelve Years’ 
Truce, or minor and personal, like the death of a parent or child. We examine Honthorst’s 
early life as the eldest child of his family, his education and his adventures in Italy and 
move to Rome, where he spent possibly the most successful and happiest years of his life. 
Subsequently, we look at his return to Utrecht, where he started a family and reinvented 
himself; his national and international success; and his second career in The Hague, which 
brought him prosperity and standing.

Honthorst versus Rembrandt 

Until 1650, Gerard van Honthorst was one of the most successful and influential painters 
of the Northern Netherlands. He made a name for himself both nationally and internatio-
nally. The question of how he related to Rembrandt (1606-1669), who was fourteen years 
his junior, is unavoidable but, at the same time, difficult to answer. No doubt they were 
aware of each other’s existence, yet it is unclear whether they were in contact with each 
other. To date, there is no source that proves this. Since the nineteenth century, Rembrandt 
van Rijn, Johannes Vermeer (1632-1675) and Frans Hals (1582/83-1666) have led the canon 
of world-famous seventeenth-century Dutch painting. Rembrandt was born in Leiden, 
died in Amsterdam and lived his life within a radius of about seventy kilometres from 
where he resided. Vermeer lived and worked in Delft, a city he never left, as far as we know. 
It was only in the mid-nineteenth century that his talent was noticed outside Delft. Hals 
was an immigrant. Born in Antwerp, he moved to Haarlem at a young age, where he lived, 
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069
Gerard van Honthorst, The Ecstasy of Mary Magdalene, ca. 1618-20. Canvas, 146 ◊ 119 cm
Centraal Museum, Utrecht (purchased with support from the John & Marine van Vlissingen Art Foundation)
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070
Gerard van Honthorst, 
Christ in the Garden of 
Gethsemane, ca. 1617
Canvas, 113 ◊ 110 cm
State Hermitage 
Museum, St Petersburg

071 | a
Wybrand de Geest (after Caravaggio), 
The Ecstasy of Mary Magdalene, 1620
Canvas, 114 ◊ 91.6 cm. Fries Museum, 
Leeuwarden (purchased with support 
from the FB Oranjewoud Foundation 
and the Rembrandt Association, partly 
thanks to its Saskia Fund)
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painting to fit the location in which it would be hung, such as a panelled wall. This supports 
the hypothesis that this specific painting is identical to the one mentioned in the 1632-33 
inventory of Noordeinde Palace in The Hague: Op het cabinet van Zijn Excellentie. Een schoor-
steenmantel, vergult met biesen, den gront groen gelijck mede de solderinge; daarinne een schilderie, 
daer de herders Christus comen begroeten, door Honthorst gedaan. (‘In His Excellency’s cabinet. 
A mantelpiece with gilt borders, its surface green like the ceiling; on it a painting of the 
shepherds coming to greet Christ, done by Honthorst.’) 41  

The original depiction of the cheerful, colourful musical ensemble on a balcony playing 
to us from above was actually larger, with a balustrade along all four sides of the painting. 

094
Gerard van Honthorst, The Adoration of the Shepherds, 1622 
Canvas, 164.5 ◊ 191.1 cm. Wallraf-Richartz-Museum, Cologne
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This alteration was made by a later owner of the ceiling painting. It is the earliest known 
example of an illusionist scene painted on a ceiling in the Netherlands (Fig. 095). It is not 
known for whom or in whose house Honthorst painted the ceiling.42  

The fact that Honthorst’s paintings were already being copied during his lifetime is evident 
from an inventory of the household effects of Lambert Jacobsz from Leeuwarden, in the 
north of the Netherlands, from 3 October 1637: Een coninck Davit spelende op de harp en 
singende na Mr J. Houthorst (‘A King David playing the harp and singing, after master J Ho[n]
thorst’).43 David is best known for the heroic tale in which he, as a shepherd boy, defeated 
the fearsome giant Goliath with his slingshot, resulting in the victory of the Israelites over 
the Philistines. He beheaded the giant with the giant’s own sword and took the huge head 

095
Gerard van Honthorst, 
Musical Group on a 
Balcony, 1622. Panel, 
309.9 ◊ 216.4 cm. 
J. Paul Getty Museum,
Los Angeles
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It shows a young woman at a table with a sheet of paper in her hand, studying the female 
model she is drawing. Honthorst must have made this sketch of his noble pupils on the 
spot.

Of the four princesses who were taught by Honthorst, only a few paintings by Louise 
Hollandine have survived.68 In 1643, when she was 21 years old, Honthorst painted a portrait 
of her as Diana, the goddess of the hunt (Fig. 203).69 In her left hand, she is holding a bow 
while with her right she is drawing an arrow from a quiver. She is accompanied by two 
greyhounds. Her dark eyes, long dark curly hair, the feathers in her hair and her shiny 
golden dress make her a ravishing figure. On 16 December 1657, when Louise Hollandine 
was 35 years old, she left The Hague and went to Paris, home to her brother Eduard and his 
wife, who had previously converted to Catholicism. On 25 January 1658, Louise Hollandine 
was also admitted to the Roman Catholic Church, and in 1659 she became a novice at the 
Maubuission Abbey near Pontoise, northwest of Paris. A year later, she took her vows, and 
in 1664 she was appointed Abbess. She continued to paint until her death on 11 February 
1709. Twenty-five of her paintings have been preserved and thirty more attributed to 
her, although their whereabouts is unknown.70 Her work includes mostly portraits and 
paintings with religious themes that hung in the convent or that she gifted to family and 
friends. Sir Robert Anstruther (1578-1645), a diplomat at the English court, took two of her 
paintings to her uncle, King Charles I: a full-length portrait of a falconer accompanied by 
a white dog surrounded by a landscape, and Tobias and the angel, also in a landscape.71 

201
Gerard van Honthorst, A Woman Drawing Surrounded by 
Figures, ca. 1640. Paper, black chalk, brush and brown ink, 
white chalk, 250◊224 mm. Private collection (courtesy 
Nicolas Schwed)

202
Gerard van Honthorst, The Drawing Lesson, ca. 1640 
Paper, black and red chalk, pen in black ink, 
heightened with opaque white paint. 209◊252 mm
Teylers Museum, Haarlem



203
Gerard van Honthorst, Portrait of Louise Hollandine of the Palatinate as Diana, 1643
Canvas, 207◊144.5 cm. Centraal Museum, Utrecht 
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