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This exhibition brings together works of art 
from The University of Edinburgh Torrie 
Collection, consisting of Dutch landscape 
paintings of the ‘Golden Age’ and Italian 
Renaissance bronze sculptures in the 
tradition of Michelangelo. 

Gifted to The University in 1836, it speaks 
for 180 years of University art collecting 
and artistic heritage. On display in The 
University’s magnificent Georgian Gallery, 
designed by the University architect 
William Henry Playfair – who oversaw 
the Torrie bequest – it is a unique and 
unrivalled opportunity to view these  
works in the historic interior for which  
they were destined. 

The return of the Torrie Collection to The 
University in 2016 is a celebration of this 
remarkable collection and the role it has 
played in our cultural, institutional and 
intellectual history of art, architecture, 
and nationhood. The exhibition also 
represents a unique teaching and research 
collaboration between The University 
and the National Galleries of Scotland, 
undertaken through a series of pioneering 
student-led exhibitions on the Torrie 
Collection, 2014–17. 

Gifted to The University of Edinburgh in 1836, the Torrie 

Collection is the founding bequest of our University 

holdings in art. This commemorative publication 

celebrates 180 years of University art collecting as part of 

a new exhibition of the Torrie Collection in the Georgian 

Gallery of The University’s Talbot Rice Gallery, 2016–17. 

Chiefly composed of Dutch ‘Golden Age’ landscape 

paintings and Italian bronze sculptures in the tradition of 

Michelangelo, the Torrie works of art continue to inspire 

scholars, students, artists and curators alike, in historic 

and contemporary debates about the future of artistic 

heritage, in both our teaching and research. 
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“… all my pictures, bronzes and marbles  
in the House of Torrie… I bequeath for the  
purpose of laying a foundation for a Gallery  
for the encouragement of the Fine Arts”.

I N T RO D U C T I O N 

The Torrie Gift 
1836–2016

Genevieve Warwick & Neil Lebeter
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Such were the terms of the last will and 
testament, dated 10 April 1824, made by  
Sir James Erskine (1772–1825), 3rd baronet 
of Torrie of Fife, Lieutenant General to the 
Duke of Wellington, ADC to King George 
III, confidant and fellow art collector to  
the Prince Regent the future George IV 
(cat. 1). Through Erskine’s bequest,  
what we now know as The University of 
Edinburgh Torrie Collection would become 
a founding collection, not only for the 
University, but also for the Royal Scottish 
Academy, and subsequently the National 
Gallery of Scotland. Thus, the story of the 
Torrie Collection is fully-intertwined with 
the history of Scotland’s major institutions 
for the arts and artistic patronage. 

The Torrie Collection today comprises 
86 artworks that constitute the historic 
core of The University of Edinburgh’s art 
collection.1 Amassed by Sir James Erskine 
in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth 
centuries for display in the domestic interior 
of their family home at Torrie, it represents 
the flower of Scottish ‘Grand Tour’ 
collecting of the period. In addition to his 
collecting interests, Erskine was a practicing 
artist himself, likely taught by the Scottish 
painter David Allan (1744–96), who had 
trained in Rome and returned to Edinburgh 
to become Master of the art academy  
then located within the Old College of  
The University.2 Of the Erskine family home 
at Torrie, little remains, however, David 
Allan’s family portrait set against the house 
gives an idea of its extent; stretching along 
the shore of the Firth of Forth to the south  
of Dunfermline (fig. 1). 

The Torrie Collection comprises two 
main types of art: landscape and seascape 
paintings, mostly of the Dutch ‘Golden Age’, 
but also including some Italian Baroque 
examples; and Italian bronze sculptures of 
the late Renaissance and Baroque (chiefly 
from Florentine foundries) in addition to 

some Roman marble statuary. This mix  
of Dutch and Italian works of art was  
typical of many aristocratic art collections  
of the period, both within Britain and  
on the Continent. 

The Torrie paintings appear to have been 
distributed throughout Torrie House, the 
land- and seascapes hung in a counterpoint 
to the great windows that looked onto the 
grounds and water that lay before the house, 
so juxtaposing the painted Dutch landscapes 
with the actual Scottish scenery. For  
the sculpture, Erskine brought together  
a selection of choice bronzes after the most-
celebrated pieces in the famed Florentine 
Medici collections.3 In particular, Erskine 
chose exquisite replicas of antique statuary 
from the Uffizi Gallery’s Tribuna, that most 
celebrated cabinet throughout the eighteenth 
century, as immortalised in Johann 
Zoffany’s depiction of British visitors painted 
for Queen Charlotte in 1772 and widely- 
influential for the history of British collecting 
across the century (fig. 2).4 

In making acquisitions, Sir James was  
in touch with a web of agents who assisted 
him, including from Continental sales. He 
also corresponded frequently with a range  
of picture-framers and restorers who advised 
him on the valuation of works of art. From 
their house in London, he and his brother 
Sir William sent works of art up to Torrie, 
and enjoyed rearranging them between 
the two estates. In Scotland, the landscape 
painter and art advisor Andrew Wilson 
(1780–1848), based in Edinburgh and Italy, 
“was much consulted by Sir James Erskine 
in regard to the pictures”, “under whose eye 
the collection had principally been made”. 
According to Wilson, it was Sir James’ 
training in drawing with David Allan that 
inspired the gift of his art collection beyond 
family lines and into the orbit of Scottish 
institutions for the promotion of the arts.5 

The intertwined fortunes of the Torrie 

1  Duncan Macmillan, The Torrie 
Collection: An Exhibition to mark the 
Quartercentenary of The University  
of Edinburgh, Edinburgh, 1983; 
Duncan Macmillan, A Catalogue of 
the Torrie Collection, Edinburgh, 2004.

2  The history of academies for art 
instruction in Edinburgh across  
the 18th and 19th centuries is 
varied, with a history of institutional 
adaptation and title changes, from 
an early Academy of St. Luke, and 
later comprising classes given at the 
Royal Institution (now Royal 
Scottish Academy), as well as classes 
housed within The University at 
various times, among others.

3  Andrew Wilson, Catalogue of 
Paintings, Marbles and Bronzes in Torry 
House: “17. A boar. D.o copy from 
that in the Florence Gallery; 27.  
D.o of the Boxers or fighting 
gladiators in the Florence Gallery. 
31 The Knife Grinder. Copy from 
that in the Florence Gallery”. 
Manuscript, National Galleries  
of Scotland, Edinburgh, 1825. 
[Photocopy in the curatorial files  
at the Scottish National Gallery].

4  Anna Maria Petrioli Tofani,  
The Uffizi Gallery, Florence, 2000, 
7–22, 175–92; Mary Webster,  
Johann Zoffany, 1733–1810, London  
& New Haven, 2011, 281–302.
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bequest with Edinburgh’s institutional 
history for the arts form part of a larger 
historical framework, for this was an age 
of museum building, across Britain and 
beyond. In both Edinburgh and London, 
government debate at the highest levels 
concerned itself with the proper allocation 
of artistic heritage stemming from private 
collections and bequests, into the nation’s 
newly-built museums and galleries that 
could provide free access to all. This was 
in step with the history of electoral reform 
and suffrage across the nineteenth century, 
and with the pan-European political 
current of nation-building.6 The run-up 
to the foundation of the National Gallery 
in London in 1824, precisely the years in 
which Sir James was concerned to make his 
final will, produced much ministerial and 
public debate about the roles and uses of 
the nation’s artistic heritage. In both cities, 
this was closely configured in relation to 
educational imperatives in art and design, 
and artistic culture more broadly. In 
Edinburgh and London alike, art collections 
were understood as national resources from 
which future generations of artists could 
learn through a training predicated on the 
imitation of the art of the past. For this 
reason, the newly-founded National  
Gallery in London initially shared  
quarters with the young Royal Academy, 
and facilitated the use of the galleries by 
artists in the Academy (for the purposes  
of drawing after the collections). This  
would have also been the case in Edinburgh, 
manifest even today in the immediate 
proximity of the two institutions. It was 
this constellation of developing national 
institutions for the preservation and 
encouragement of the arts, that led Sir  
James to make his magnificent gift. 

The immediate years after Sir James’ 
death saw much debate as to provision 
for the future care and use of his gift. His 

trustees sought to ensure the execution of  
the will by endeavouring to procure:

… the very best accommodation for the exhibition 
of this collection in the College… the architect 
[William Henry Playfair] being at the moment 
engaged in preparing plans for the interior of the 
Library and other public rooms so as to afford  
him an opportunity of allotting situations of the  
most appropriate for the several pictures, bronzes  
and marbles.7 

On 4 November 1825, the trustees further 
commissioned Andrew Wilson and William 
Henry Playfair (1790–1857) to make an 
initial assessment and subsequent inventory 
catalogue of the Torrie collection.8 Wilson 
was the artist with whom Erskine had 
worked most closely in the formation of the 
collection; Playfair was the architect of the 
University college buildings, who would go 
on to build both the Royal Scottish Academy 
and the National Gallery of Scotland. Two 
weeks later Playfair was able to report: 

On the 17th last of November by desire of the Right 
Hon.ble The Lord Provost and the magistrates 
and in company with A Wilson… I visited Torrie 
Burn… in order to examine the collection of 
paintings, bronzes and marbles bequeathed to the 
College of Edinburgh by the late Sir James Erskine. 
I have the honor [sic] to state that the collection of 
pictures is of much too great an extent to be placed 
within the walls of the new Library and of too  
great value to be deposited in any apartment that  
is not… expressly constructed for the purpose  
of exhibiting it.9 

Clearly, The University’s newly-built 
Playfair Library as a possible home for the 
collection (with its walls lined with books 
intrinsic to its purpose) did not afford 
sufficient wall space and was not suitable. 
The University Museum was then under 
construction by Playfair, but was quickly 

5  John Drummond Erskine to the 
Torrie Trustees, from Torrie House, 
22 February 1830, listing his 
brother’s main contacts in London 
for picture purchases, Laing mss, 
The University of Edinburgh 
Archives: “… the pictures in Torrie 
House belonging to my brother Sir 
James, part of which were in fact 
collected by my brother Sir William 
and part by Sir James himself, who 
was in the constant practice of 
changing the pictures as his fancy 
dictated… The Trustees further 
request to be furnished with the 
names of all those employed by my 
brother Sir James in the purchase or 
sale of paintings and in cleaning, 
framing or repairing them…”; 
Document of Agreement on the 
Torrie Collection with its Trustees, 
p. 2; Andrew Wilson to James 
Skene, from Genoa, 6 April 1830:  
“I hope the business of the Erskine 
pictures will soon be settled and  
I think the appearance of the 
pictures from this must determine 
the matter as the general advantage 
to Edinburgh of having all in one 
place will then be evident to 
everyone. I have reason to think Sir 
James intended his collection for the 
Academy as it was in the College 
when he was a boy boarded with 
David Allen [sic] then Master under 
the Trustees…”, National Library  
of Scotland, Accession 10608.

6  Carole Paul, The First Modern 
Museums of Art: The Birth of an 
Institution in 18th- and 19th-century 
Europe, Los Angeles, 2012; Giles 
Waterfield, The People’s Galleries:  
Art Museums and Exhibitions in Britain, 
1800–1914, London & New Haven, 
2015.

7  Minutes of 1st meeting of Torrie 
Trustees, 4 November 1825, 
National Galleries of Scotland, 
Edinburgh. 

8  The Royal Scottish Academy  
was previously called the Royal 
Institution and before that the 
Institution for the Encouragement  
of the Fine Arts in Scotland. 
Andrew G Fraser, The Building  
of  Old College: Adam, Playfair &  
The University of Edinburgh, 
Edinburgh, 1989.

9  Playfair Report to 2nd meeting of 
Torrie Trustees, 19 November 1825, 
National Galleries of Scotland, 
Edinburgh.
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taken up with the display of natural history 
and anatomical specimens (fig. 3). Playfair 
suggested building a new site for The 
University’s nascent art holdings, to be 
built around this founding collection from 
Erskine, “on the ground to the westward of 
the College buildings… which I consider to 
be highly desirable, and of the most material 
consequence to the best interests of the 
College”. 10 In effect, Playfair foresaw the 
future Museum of Scotland (which would 
be erected on the site he proposed in the 
1860s and directly linked to the College by 
bridge) but this did not, either at the time or 
subsequently, create a home for the Torrie 
works of art. Instead the Lord Provost of 
Edinburgh would tell the Torrie trustees 
the following year, on the basis of Andrew 
Wilson’s catalogue of the collection, that: 

It gives me pleasure to state, that his collection  
is far more numerous and more valuable than  
my most sanguine expectations anticipated…  
I confidently hope that you will in conjunction 
with me readily take such steps as may be 
necessary to obtain from government the requisite 
funds for supplying proper accommodation for so 
valuable a collection… and concurring with me 
in opinion that when so magnificent a bequest has 
been made as the foundation of a gallery for the 
fine arts, it is incumbent on all those interested 
in their improvement to do what they can for 
the establishment of such an institution as that 
contemplated which may encourage others to follow 
the example of Sir James in making similar bequests 
and thereby forwarding and improving the taste  
of the country in this respect.11 

Following a brief period at Old College, 
the Torrie Collection moved to Playfair’s 
recent build at the Mound, in what is now 
the Royal Scottish Academy (to which Sir 
James had previously loaned his paintings to 
temporary exhibitions of Old Masters from 
Scottish collections and where he served as 

a founding trustee). Here the collection was 
made available to the public and to artists 
for their studies.12 As the Royal Scottish 
Academy increasingly became an institution 
for exhibitions of contemporary art, and 
with the prospect of building an adjacent 
National Gallery for the display of Old 
Masters, the Torrie Trustees agreed to move 
their collection to the nascent gallery, “in 
furtherance of the great object for which 
this trust constituted by Sir James Erskine, 
and to do honor to the donor… and more 
efficiently encourage improvement in the 
Fine Arts”.13 At the opening of the National 
Gallery of Scotland in 1859, the Torrie 
paintings became the foundation collection 
of Scotland’s national museum of art. 

Running alongside the history of the 
University Torrie Collection, the works of 
art that had remained in Sir James’s London 
home at his death were later inherited by his 
sister, Magdalene, who took them with her 
into marriage at nearby Dunimarle Castle 
in Fife. Her will of 1872 also stipulated that 
the collection be, “the foundation of an 
institution for the promotion and study of 
the fine arts”. This has recently been fulfilled 
by the transfer of the Dunimarle collection, 
including the substantial Erskine library 
and family portraits, on long-term loan to 
the National Galleries of Scotland at Duff 
House in 1995.14 Thus, both lines of the 
Erskine estate have reunited and continue to 
constitute part of display within the National 
Galleries of Scotland.

Continuing new gifts, loans and bequests 
to the National Gallery on the Mound 
over the course of the nineteenth and early 
twentieth century brought about the gradual 
desire for the return of the Torrie Collection 
to the University. This was made fully 
possible with the advent of The University’s 
Talbot Rice Gallery in 1975 in Old College. 
In the circuitous history of the Torrie 
Collection through all the major Scottish 

10   Playfair Report to 2nd meeting  
of Torrie Trustees, 19 November 
1825, National Galleries of 
Scotland, Edinburgh.

11  (1 September 1826) Letter from  
the Lord Provost of Edinburgh, 
National Galleries of Scotland, 
Edinburgh.

12  Letter from the Secretary of the 
Board of Manufactures at the Royal 
Institution, Edinburgh, to the 
Secretary of the Treasury, London, 
13 May 1845, National Archives  
of Scotland, Edinburgh, Ref NG 
111138, which establishes the need 
for a National Gallery. The letter 
proposes the importance of the 
collection for the purposes of art 
instruction, and the exhibition of  
the Torrie bequest to the public  
as, “the foundation of a kind of 
National Gallery of paintings”.

13  (26 December 1849) Minutes  
of Board of Trustees, National 
Galleries of Scotland, Edinburgh.

14  Stephen Lloyd, Catalogue of Paintings 
and Sculpture at Duff House, 
Edinburgh, 1999, 9–10; Catalogue  
of Dunimarle, Dunfermline, 1873.
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institutions for the arts, its return to The 
University was to the museum that Playfair 
had designed in Old College at the time of 
the Torrie bequest. This is now known as the 
Georgian Gallery, and where it is displayed 
in this celebratory exhibition of 2016–17. 

In terms of the larger history of the art 
collection at The University of Edinburgh, 
there have been two pivotal moments,  
of which the Torrie bequest was the first.  
For Sir James Erskine’s gift was the earliest 
donation of an entire collection to The 
University, as this exhibition publication 
commemorates. Ever since, many important 
bequests of art have continued to extend our 
University collections. The most significant 
development since the Torrie donation, 
however, is the result of recent changes 
within Edinburgh’s art institutions.

In 2011, The University Art Collection 
merged with that of Edinburgh College  
of Art, as the two institutions were brought 
together. The University Art Collection was 
not only transformed physically – it is now 
four times larger – but also revolutionised its 
use. The University of Edinburgh now holds 
one of the largest academic art collections in 
Scotland, which is increasingly embedded 
into the academic life of one of Europe’s 
leading art schools and universities. 

With both our contemporary and historic 
collections, our aim is for the art collection 
to be a crucial teaching tool and springboard 
for research for staff and students. Working 
with academic colleagues and collections 
curators has brought new life to these 
familiar works, offering fresh insights and 
contemporary contexts; not just for The 
University community, but for the general 
public, through exhibitions and displays  
at the Talbot Rice Gallery. 

This builds on Erskine’s legacy. The 
era of the Torrie Collection’s transition 
from a private house to a public university 
was one of significant expansion for 

universities and collections of all kinds. 
Bequests like Erskine’s were to play a key 
role in the formation of subject-led museums 
within universities, in a century of great 
disciplinary development often led by the 
acquisition of collections.15 The story of the 
Torrie Collection and its current home, once 
the University Museum, then the National 
Gallery of Scotland and subsequently the 
Talbot Rice Art Gallery, epitomises this 
shift. The university museum that Playfair 
designed was, at the outset, envisaged as 
a repository for all aspects of material 
knowledge pertaining to university teaching 
and research. This encyclopaedic aspiration 
was almost immediately superseded by 
particularly fast-growing collections in 
science subjects, so transforming the gallery 
into a Natural History museum. In turn, 
these subject collections displaced by this 
development, namely the arts, became the 
fulcrum for new and ever-larger museums, 
both nationally and within universities. 
These were built to accommodate the 
growing transition of private, aristocratic 
art-collections into the public sphere, 
through a history of donations and bequests 
such as Erskine’s. 

As a legacy of this history of transfer 
between the National Gallery and The 
University, a small number of key works 
from the Torrie collection remain on 
long-term loan to the National Galleries of 
Scotland, though returned to The University 
for the purposes of this exhibition year. This 
testifies to the calibre and importance of the 
Torrie bequest. Among the most significant 
is Ruisdael’s great Banks of a River, on account 
of its unusually-large size and exceptional 
quality within Dutch seventeenth-century 
art (cat. 4). Among the Torrie objects,  
this work has stimulated the most attention, 
singled out by Government papers as a 
leading painting for our national heritage; 
by art historians as a key work for our 

15  Gwendolyn Wright, The Formation  
of the National Collections of Art and 
Archaeolog y, National Gallery 
Washington, 1996; Christopher 
Whitehead, Museums and the 
Construction of Disciplines: Art and 
Archaeolog y in Nineteenth-Century 
Britain, London, 2009; R.D. 
Anderson, with Michael Lynch  
& Nicholas Phillipson, The University 
of Edinburgh, Edinburgh, 2003.
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understanding of seventeenth-century Dutch 
landscape painting; and one that enjoys 
warm distinction in the minds and memories 
of those who know the National Gallery of 
Scotland best. In the words of Robert Louis 
Stevenson, it invites the viewer to ‘enter in’:

I think it is one of the best landscapes in the world; 
a grey still day, a grey still river, a rough oak wood 
on one shore, on the other chalky banks with very 
complicated footpaths, oak woods, a field where a 
man stands reaping, church towers relieved against 
the sky and a beautiful distance, neither blue nor 
green. It is so still, the light is so cool and temperate, 
the river woos you to bathe in it. Oh, I like it! 16

The exhibition of the Torrie Collection  
at The University of Edinburgh over 2016-17 
reunites the collection over the two sites, 
brings a renewed focus to our University  
Art Collections, and highlights the quality 
and importance of the artworks for the 
history of Scottish-art collecting. The  
display of these works in Playfair’s University 
Museum, (now the Georgian Gallery) 
represents an exceptional opportunity to 
view them within an historic interior dating 
from the same period as the collection itself. 
This is particularly significant given the 
close ties between the Torrie Collection  
and Playfair, who became a leading advisor 
for The University on the stature of the 
collection. The display of the Torrie 
artworks in Playfair’s historic, university- 
museum gallery-interior further enhances 
our understanding of the collecting and 
patronage of the arts in Scotland in  
this period and the role played by The 
University; as a leading cultural patron  
of architecture and the arts.

The 2016–17 Torrie exhibition at  
The University of Edinburgh builds on  
a three-year research project undertaken 
in a collaboration between University 
academic and curatorial staff, curators at the 

National Galleries of Scotland, Friends of 
Edinburgh University Visual Arts, and three 
successive years of teaching and working 
with postgraduate students on curatorship of 
the Torrie Collection. To fully represent the 
scope and ambition of the project as uniting 
teaching with academic and curatorial 
research, this publication showcases the 
collaboration by bringing together essays by 
staff, students and curators. It celebrates 180 
years of artistic and architectural patronage 
at The University of Edinburgh, the history 
of our national museums, our recent 
merger with Edinburgh College of Art, 
and the role of collections in driving new 
forms of knowledge. As lodestones of our 
historical understanding of world heritage, 
and the development of art academies 
and universities as institutions of universal 
enquiry, our collections are the material 
carriers of ‘the past within the present for 
the future’.

16  Robert Louis Stevenson, letter  
to Sydney Colvin, 1875, National 
Galleries of Scotland, Edinburgh. 
Sincere thanks to Tico Seifert  
for this reference.
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Figure 1
David Allan 
Portrait of the Erskine Family at Torrie House  
1788 
Oil on canvas 
153.7 x 240 cm
 
© Mrs M. Sharpe Erskine Trust  
On loan to the National Galleries of Scotland  
at Duff House PGL 333
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Figure 2
Johann Zoffany  
The Tribuna of the Uffizi 
1772–8 
Oil on canvas 
123.5 x 155 cm 
 
Royal Library, Windsor Royal Collection Trust 
© Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II 2016, 
406983
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Figure 3
William Home Lizars (1788–1859)
College Museum Edinburgh
Engraving

© The University of Edinburgh,  
Centre for Research Collections, Gen.129/121
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C H A P T E R  1 

Scottish Collecting  
and the Grand Tour

Esther Mijers

1
The relatively-large number of Dutch 

works of art in the Torrie Collection 

will not come as a great surprise to 

anyone with an interest in Early Modern art. 

The Netherlands has a well-known reputation 

as the great production centre of paintings of 

the seventeenth century. The so-called ‘Dutch 

Golden Age’ saw a flourishing of the newly-

founded Dutch Republic, at home and on  

the world stage. 
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Having shaken off the yoke of Catholic 
suppression, the seven northern-Dutch 
provinces of what was once Spanish-ruled 
territory engaged in a political experiment 
that saw the foundation of their republic in 
1581. Confirmed by the Peace of Westphalia 
in 1648, the young Dutch Republic 
successfully navigated its way through 
protracted warfare, religious upheaval, 
globalising world trade and colonial rivalry. 
All the while it was also establishing itself as 
the commercial champion of the world and 
the producer of some of the most spectacular 
works of art of the seventeenth century. 
Although their international reputation 
referenced their empires, especially in Asia, 
Dutch wealth was based on much more 
mundane industries closer to home, such as 
as the herring fisheries and the timber trade 
with the Baltic. The latter was known as  
the Moeder Negotie (the mother trade)  
and served as the basis of what Simon 
Schama has called their, “Embarrassment  
of Riches”.1 

Relatively-highly urbanised, the Dutch 
developed a bourgeois culture, which was 
both self-assured and culturally Protestant 
in its restrained splendour. In the absence 
of a royal court, the Dutch republican elite 
expressed its status through paintings and 
cultivated a bourgeois society in which  
art was politically and socially important.2 
Visitors from abroad marvelled and 
commented that the country was, “all of 
Europe in an Amsterdam print”.3 Art lovers 
and scholars were drawn to the Netherlands 
as the crossroads of Europe and the hub 
of artistic craftsmanship and scientific 
excellence. Often the two met in the middle. 
Aside from painting, the Dutch excelled at 
publishing, mapmaking and many other 
forms of cultural expression, combining the 
practical with the aesthetically beautiful.  
In short, the Dutch produced what the  
rest of Europe sought, and the Scots were  

no exception.
The Netherlands was an outward-looking 

country throughout the Early Modern 
period, but its relationship with Scotland 
was especially close. Dating back to the 
Middle Ages, the origin of their connection 
was the Flemish wool trade. Expanded by 
the Reformation and familial ties between 
the Houses of Stuart and Orange, the two 
countries cemented their bond over the 
course of the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries through trade (The Scottish Staple 
at Veere was founded in 1541), religion (the 
Scots Kirk in Rotterdam was established in 
1643), the military (the Scots Brigade served 
in the Netherlands from 1570 until 1783)
and education (over 1,000 Scottish students 
studied at the Dutch universities between 
1650 and 1750). As a result, a Scottish 
infrastructure of transportation routes, 
financial and postal services, agents, factors 
and tutors was available to Scots travelling 
to the Netherlands or wishing to make 
acquisitions by proxy. The highpoint of  
this Scottish-Dutch relationship, in cultural 
terms, came in the late seventeenth and 
early eighteenth centuries, when hundreds 
of Scottish students flocked to the Dutch 
universities of Leiden, Groningen, and to 
a lesser extent, Utrecht, to extend their 
education. A visit to a Dutch university was 
usually accompanied by further travel in 
the United Provinces and a Grand Tour of 
Europe. Many Scots treated their Dutch 
education as part of an academic pilgrimage; 
for others the Dutch universities were the 
final destination. Among these students 
and visitors were the future intellectual 
and political leaders of Scotland; the 
doctors, lawyers and ministers who rose to 
prominence in the decades on either side of 
the Anglo-Scottish union, and who would 
come to play a role of importance in the 
lead-up to the Scottish Enlightenment.4 
William Carstares, the future principal of 

1  Simon Schama, Embarrassment of 
Riches: An Interpretation of Dutch Culture 
in the Golden Age, New York, 1987.

2  Michael North, ‘Art and Commerce 
in the Dutch Republic’, (Davids  
& Jan Lucassen, A Miracle Mirrored: 
The Dutch Republic in European 
Perspective, ed. Karel) Cambridge, 
1995, 284–5.

3  Thomas Fuller, The Holy State, 
Cambridge, 1642. 

4  Esther Mijers, ‘News from the 
Republick of Letters’: Scottish Students, 
Charles Mackie and the United Provinces, 
1650–1750, Leiden, 2012.
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The University of Edinburgh, went on a 
short tour of the southern United Provinces 
and Germany before he settled in Holland, 
as did many others, including Andrew 
Fletcher of Saltoun the “Patriot”.5 Charles 
Mackie, the first Professor of History at 
Edinburgh, and his pupil, Alexander Leslie, 
also went on a Grand Tour. After 1700, the 
universities became part of a longer itinerary 
for many Scottish students and tourists 
seeking a polite rather than an academic 
education. For them, Dutch universities were 
not only academically, but also literally, the 
gateway to Europe. Originally regarded 
as an integral part of a young nobleman’s 
upbringing, the Grand Tour, in line with the 
general motivation for going abroad, became 
increasingly fashionable. After the Anglo-
Scottish Union, there was a definite increase 
in Grand Tourists, and by the middle of the 
eighteenth century it had become more of 
a status symbol than a serious education. 
Some of the Dutch universities began to 
cater to these students, offering polite and 
gentlemanly pursuits, such as riding, fencing, 
dancing and modern languages. Others  
now specialised mainly in the granting  
of degrees, such as Harderwijk, as did  
some of the French universities.6 

Students generally travelled extensively 
around the Dutch provinces, depending  
on the duration of their stay, usually 
during their periods of vacation. There was 
indeed much to see and do in the United 
Provinces within a small geographical 
space. The different university buildings 
and their scientific theatres and botanical 
gardens, the curiosity cabinets and 
hospitals, the government buildings in The 
Hague and Leeuwarden, the stadholderly 
courts and the former Bohemian court, 
the different religious sects – Lutherans, 
Arminians, Anabaptists, Puritans, Quakers, 
Cameronians, Catholics and Jews – and 
their places of worship, the bleach fields in 

Holland and the many places of historic 
interest amazed, educated and sometimes 
also offended the Scottish students.7 Many 
Scottish students marveled at the religious 
diversity. Visits to one or more sects or 
churches made for a religious education 
outside the lecture halls and classrooms. 
As a student at Utrecht, John Erskine of 
Carnock (1695–1768) visited French and 
Lutheran churches. On his trip to Cleves 
and the Rhineland he, “went into a popish 
church, where they were at mass” and a, 
“Jesuits’ College, where they taught Latin 
and Rhetorick”.8 The Jewish synagogues in 
Amsterdam were especially popular, both 
out of curiosity and for scholarly reasons. 
Following their travel guides, a student’s 
tour of the United Provinces would usually 
also include a visit to Delft and Dordrecht 
for their historic significance, Haarlem and 
the coastal fishing villages of Scheveningen, 
Loosduinen, Noordwijk, Katwijk and 
Rijswijk. Sir John Clerk of Penicuick 
described his vacation as follows:

The only relaxation, if it may be called such,  
was spending my vacations at the Hegue. There  
I went for about 3 months, each summer I staid  
in Holland, yet I was far from being idle, except 
a few houres of the day in which I attended the 
soveraign Courts of Holland as often as I cou’d 
get admission, I continued in a course of great 
Application to my studies.9 

[…] I went to a town called Leysdunne, which 
was commended to me as the pleasantest and best 
village in Holland; lying within a mile and a half of 
The Hague. The great wood of The Hague coming 
up to the back of the town, which, being a perfect 
wilderness, is free from all kind of stinking water.10 

After their tour of the Dutch provinces, 
most Scots proceeded to travel south. 
Arnhem and Nijmegen were favourite 
stopovers on the way to Germany or 

5  R. H. Story, William Carstares:  
A Character and Career of the 
Revolutionary Epoch (1649–1715), 
London, 1874, 111–127.

6  Hilde de Ridder-Symoens, A History 
of the University in Europe: Volume 2, 
Universities in Early Modern Europe 
(1500–1800), Cambridge, 2003, 433.

7  For an extensive description of the 
different tourist attractions in the 
United Provinces, see: C. D. van 
Strien, British Travellers in Holland 
during the Stuart Period. Edward Browne 
and John Locke in the United Provinces, 
Leiden, 1993; Kees van Strien, De 
Ontdekking van de Nederlanden. Britse  
en Franse Reizigers in United Provinces  
en Vlaanderen, 1750–1795, Utrecht, 
2001, 113–154. 

8  Walter Macleod, Journal of the Hon. 
John Erskine of Carnock 1683–1687, 
Edinburgh, 1893, 204.

9  John M. Gray, Memoirs of the Life  
of Sir John Clerk of Penicuik, Baronet, 
Baron of the Exchequer, Extracted from 
his Own Journals, 1676–1755, 
Edinburgh, 1892, 17.

10  National Archives of Scotland, 
Edinburgh (henceforth abbreviate 
as ‘NAS’) GD18/5197/5, letter from 
Sir John Clerk to his father.
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the southern United Provinces, as were 
Breda and ‘s-Hertogenbosch on the way 
to the Scots Brigade along the Flanders 
border.11 Many Scottish students also took 
the opportunity to visit the army and the 
fortifications of the cities along the southern 
borders during their vacations. In 1695, 
Sir John Clerk wrote to his father: “All the 
rest of the Scotsmen at Leiden are either 
gone home or gone to Flanders”. 12 William 
Mure enjoyed his visit to the British army in 
the company of King William III, despite, 
“fear of French partisane parties”. 13 Harry 
Erskine (1682–1707), writing from Breda in 
1702, gave a description of an army camp 
near the southern border in a letter to his 
brother.14 George Mackenzie of Delvine also 
described his visit to the army in Flanders 
in 1709 in several letters to his father and 
was shocked by the destruction caused by 
the war.15 Others took the opportunity to 
study the (military) arts of fortification, 
engineering, land surveying and draining. 
George Barclay and his pupil, who appears 
to have been very interested in mathematics, 
toured the fortified towns along the border 
in 1717.16 

Over the course of the eighteenth 
century the United Provinces became, 
first and foremost, an introduction to the 
rest of Europe. There were several ways 
to do the Grand Tour. Travelers bound 
for France and Italy continued to land in 
Holland and Zeeland and often visited the 
Dutch provinces before they went on the 
rest of their Grand Tour. Places visited 
on a Grand Tour usually included Ghent, 
Bruges, Brussels, Spa and sometimes the 
University of Louvain in the Southern 
Netherlands. The tour usually ran through 
courts and capitals of some of the German 
states such as Aachen, Cleve, Hanover, 
Dusseldorf, Heidelberg and other centres 
of royal or princely political power. France 
was a must in peacetime: Paris, Versailles, 

Fontainebleau, Orleans and the cities 
along the Loire river. Switzerland was 
sometimes visited, as were other parts 
of France. Italy, Spain and, to a certain 
extent, France as well, were tainted with 
traditional connotations of Catholicism and 
absolutism, whereas the United Provinces 
and Geneva, for obvious reasons, were 
favored as bulwarks of Presbyterianism.17 
Alexander Cunningham and George 
Barclay, however, took their tutees to Italy in 
the 1680s and after. Sir John Clerk’s father 
was not impressed with the idea of his son 
going to Italy in the 1690s, even though he 
went no further than Rome.18 Such men 
visited Florence, Rome, Bologna and Venice, 
places full of Roman antiquities, historical 
interest and even old universities. Few got to 
Naples or beyond. By the early eighteenth 
century, a visit to Italy, but not to Spain, had 
become an integral part of the Grand Tour 
as tolerance increased and interests in art 
and antiquities grew. 

Scottish students and visitors spent  
a fair amount of money during their 
stay in the Netherlands. Transportation, 
accommodation, eating and drinking 
were considerable costs, although not 
the only things on which they spent their 
money. Students also had to pay for their 
matriculation if they wished to be registered, 
their courses and their books. They spent 
money on wine and women and, sometimes, 
medical men. As tourists they bought back 
goods to Scotland, ranging from Delft china, 
paintings and furniture to books, prints 
and maps. These were acquired with help 
from the Scottish mercantile networks. Few 
merchants specialised in a particular type 
of merchandise and visitors would order 
the most diverse goods from the Scottish 
traders in Rotterdam and Amsterdam. 
Gilt hangings, furniture, chimney pieces, 
paintings, pistols, gunpowder, pipes, 
tobacco, books, seeds, optical instruments, 

11  Van Strien gives a description of the 
various routes and destinations in 
the Dutch Republic. Van Strien, 
British Travellers in Holland, 71–75. 

12  NAS, GD18/5197/5.

13  William Mure, ‘Tour of William 
Glanderstone (afterwards of 
Caldwell) in the year 1696’,  
Selections from the family papers  
preserved at Caldwell, Part First. 
Glasgow, 1854, 170–180.

14  NAS, GD24/15/220/1, 2.

15  National Library of Scotland, 
Edinburgh (henceforth abbreviated 
as ‘NLS’), Delvine Papers, 
MS1118/79, 80, George Mackenzie 
to his father.

16  NAS, GD18/5292/1, 2, George 
Barclay to Sir John Clerk.  

17  Jeremy Black, The British and  
the Grand Tour, London, 1985.

18  Gray, Memoirs of The Life of Sir  
John Clerk of Penicuik, 19.
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maps, prints, timber, paint and brushes  
were listed among the vast number of orders, 
bills and accounts settled between Scots 
and their merchants.19 Often, friends and 
family would purchase and ship goods for 
relatives or friends at home. Sir John Clerk’s 
father bought, among other things, paints, 
materials and tools, a furnace, a round 
chamber pot, prints, porcelain, tobacco and 
a pistol on his (short) trip to the Netherlands 
in 1677.20 Sir John Clerk of Penicuick 
himself developed many of his interests as 
a student at Leiden.21 He imported books, 
paintings and music and kept up a lively 
correspondence with Herman Boerhaave on 
the latter. He also had a large collection of 
Dutch paintings in Penicuick House, which 
were ordered by size, colour and depiction, 
as they had to fit the decor. Sir John 
Clerk’s father had been the first to import a 
Rembrandt to Scotland.22 Dutch paintings 
were becoming increasingly popular by the 
late seventeenth century. Andrew Russell 
certainly exported them to Scotland 
between 1677 and 1693.23 The Amsterdam-
based Scottish merchants John Drummond 
and Jasper van der Heyden imported fine 
art for their clients.24 In 1691, Sir James Dick 
(1643–1728) commissioned Baillie Alexander 
Brand to buy Dutch paintings for his newly 
built home, Prestonfield House:

Sir I doe deliver you Tenn Louidores in Gold to be 
bestowed upon good hansom Pictures to be bought 
in flanders or Holland, where you think fittest for 
hanging of my Stairecase of my house at Prestonfield 
wh would be in number from Sixteen to Twenty four, 
as you can have them. […] Lett your choyce runn 
upon Lively Light coloures and not sadd… 25

An Edinburgh auction-list dated  
3 March, 1697 listed a number of Dutch 
paintings, which was at least half of 
the collection on offer.26 Like the ones 
commissioned by Sir James Dick, these 

were certainly not great art, but merely 
decorative pieces. In 1706, the Earl of 
Mar asked his niece Mary of Tullibardine 
to buy a number of prints for him, but 
unfortunately she was unable to find what 
he had asked for.27 Many other Scottish 
families owned Dutch paintings, as has been 
described by Julia Lloyd Williams.28 

The art market in the Netherlands 
was part of a wide commercial network 
of artists and agents, and was closely tied 
to the Southern Netherlands, from where 
it originated. The migration northwards 
of those escaping the Spanish regime had 
brought about a shift of both the centres 
of art production and trade, while also 
ensuring that the art world remained 
connected to Spain and other parts of 
Southern Europe. This market has been 
described as, “characterised by… the 
secularisation of the taste of consumers 
and collectors, and art production in a 
craft milieu organised by guild”.29 While 
highly-specialised in its nature, it used the 
same channels and infrastructure that Scots 
used for their many other acquisitions. 
Aside from paintings, books, decorations, 
furnishings, machines and instruments 
were the most popular merchandise to be 
imported from the United Provinces. Dutch 
chimney-pieces, gilt hangings and china, 
but also architectural and garden designs 
and ornaments met an increasing demand 
for Dutch and French style. All of these 
Scots in the Netherlands acquired directly 
via dealers, other sellers or agents, either 
for themselves or for others at home. In his 
book Commercial Visions. Science, Trade and 
Visual Culture in the Dutch Golden Age, Dániel 
Margócsy has described the seventeenth-
century Netherlands as a place where artists, 
scientists, agents and collectors were driven 
by competition and commercial interests. 
This thriving place of exchange, combined 
with a well-developed Scottish mercantile 

 

19  See for instance the Russel papers  
in the NAS, RH15. 

20  NAS, GD18/2567/2.

21  Ian Gordon Brown, ‘Sir John Clerk 
of Penicuik (1676–1755). Aspects of  
a Virtuoso Life’, D. Phil Thesis, 
Cambridge University, 1980.

22  Julia Lloyd Williams, Dutch Art  
and Scotland. A Reflection of Taste, 
Edinburgh, 1992, 15–16.

23  Ibid., 16.

24  Andrew Mackillop, ‘Accessing 
Empire: Scotland and the Asia 
Trade’, Itinerario, 29 (2005): 7–30.

25  Prestonfield House in Edinburgh 
was built in 1687. Many of the 
paintings are still there. The Hon. 
Mrs Atholl Forbes, Curiosities of  
a Scots Charta Chest, 1600–1800, 
Edinburgh, 1897, 41.

26  NAS, GD26/13/271, Auction List, 
Edinburgh 3–3 1697.

27  NAS, Mar and Kellie Muniments, 
GD124/15/34, Mary of 
Tullibardine to the Earl of Mar.

28  Ibid.

29  North, ‘Art and Commerce in the 
Dutch Republic’, 285.
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infrastructure, made the import of goods, 
including art, relatively easy for the Scots, 
although the relative poverty of the late 
seventeenth and early eighteenth century 
provided a serious obstacle. 

By the time Sir James Erskine of Torrie 
(1772–1825) became active as a collector, 
much of this had changed. His Scotland 
was a much more prosperous place than 
that of the students and visitors of the late 
seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries. 
Although the close connections with the 
Netherlands had made room for Union  
with England, both the Grand Tour and  
the attractions of the Netherlands as an  
art market remained. Erskine thus followed 
in the footsteps of his many countrymen 
whose close connections to the Netherlands 
had formed the foundation of an ongoing 
artistic and scientific interest in and 
admiration for the Dutch and what they 
produced. The Torrie Collection of 
Dutch ‘Golden Age’ art encapsulates a 
larger history of intellectual, cultural and 
artistic exchange between Scotland and 
the Netherlands and a shared history in 
the development of universities and the 
acquisition of knowledge that characterises 
the Early Modern age.
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David Teniers, II (1610–1690)
Peasants Playing Bowls
1630s
Oil on panel
35 x 57.2 cm 
 
The Torrie Collection, Edinburgh 
© The University of Edinburgh,  
EU 0739



C H A P T E R  2 

Workshop of  
Giambologna (1529–1608) 

 Anatomical Figure of a Horse 
(Écorché)  

c. 1580s
Bronze with black patina  
90.2 x 87.3 x 23 cm

Genevieve Warwick

This extraordinary work of art lies at the 

heart of The University of Edinburgh 

Collections (fig. 1). It was gifted to 

The University as part of the Torrie bequest in 

1824, and was on display at the National Gallery 

of Scotland as part of the Torrie loan from 

1859 for over a hundred years. Likely designed 

in the 1580s, it dates from the same historic 

moment as The University’s foundation in 1583. 

Representing the musculature of a horse and 

crafted in bronze for the purpose of anatomical 

study, it embodies our University disciplines 

across the arts and sciences. 

2
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Its earlier display among the bronzes in the 
home of the Scottish art collector Sir James 
Erskine at Torrie House in Fife c. 1800  
was embellished by a relief of Scotland’s 
patron saint, St. Andrew, mounted in 
its base.1 Its mascot quality was further 
recognised in its subsequent use as the  
model for the U.S. Thoroughbred Breeder’s 
Cup in 1984 (fig. 2). 

The Edinburgh anatomical horse 
issues from the great bronze foundries of 
the Florentine Renaissance, made in light 
of Leonardo and Michelangelo’s historic 
quest to understand the mechanics of the 
body ‘underneath the skin’. While other 
versions exist, the Edinburgh cast has long 
been recognised as the primary one.2 The 
animal is depicted flayed, its skin excoriated 
to reveal the structure of the musculature 
and the skeletal outline beneath. Standing 
at approximately a third the height of a 
life-size horse, this work was intended to 
facilitate close anatomical study on the 
part of both artists and scientists in their 
conjoined research into the science of the 
moving body. At the same time, the pose is 
profoundly art-historical, reflecting the long 
tradition of bronze equestrian monuments 
since Antiquity, and notably that of the 
Roman Emperor Marcus Aurelius, which 
had recently been returned to the Capitol 
as part of Michelangelo’s urban renovations 
of the 1530s. The Anatomical Figure of a Horse 
(Écorché) is also in the stance of a living horse 
captured in a ceremonial walking position; 
the right foreleg raised, the tail decoratively 
bound above the powerful hind quarters, 
the alert head with open mouth and flared 
nostrils set off by a neatly-clipped mane 
and trimmed ears. While distinctive horse 
breeds were not classified as such until the 
eighteenth century, Renaissance equestrians 
had a well-developed understanding of the 
great value of Arab horses like this one, 
prized for their speed and intelligence. 

Traded in Europe in newly-significant 
numbers in the second half of the sixteenth 
century, the Arab horse became the chosen 
mount of princes at precisely the time the 
anatomical horse was made. 

Every Renaissance sculptor aspired 
to make an equestrian monument in the 
tradition of the antique, and Giambologna, 
Michelangelo’s successor as court sculptor to 
the Medici, was no exception (fig. 3). Such 
monuments became hallmarks of princely 
patronage, to which the Medici, as Grand 
Dukes of Tuscany and rulers of Florence, 
linked by marriage to European royalty 
and leading patrons of the arts and sciences, 
were fully associated. Their chosen artist, 
Giambologna, born in Douai in 1529, came 
to Italy in 1550, first to Rome to study the 
works of antiquity and Michelangelo, and 
then to Florence in 1553, where he practiced 
his art amid the splendour of the Medici 
until his death in 1608.3 In addition to the 
Marcus Aurelius, Giambologna would 
certainly have known of the celebrated 
fifteenth-century equestrian monuments 
in the north of Italy by Donatello and 
Verrocchio, which had newly revived this 
ancient sculptural form. 

The figuration of a horse, cast in 
bronze, was (rightly) regarded as a great 
technical and artistic feat of skill and design 
throughout the Renaissance. Its challenges 
were many. These lay above all in the 
engineering, in the erection of a pose in 
which the long narrow legs of a horse (and 
particularly with a number of raised legs) 
could balance the prodigious weight of metal 
required for the body; and in the chemistry 
of bronze casting, which was known  
to require a deep knowledge of metals  
and metallurgy, not only in matters of  
art, but also in the manufacture of 
architectural ornament, weapons and 
armour. Giambologna’s Florentine 
predecessor in the art of bronze sculpture, 

1  Andrew Wilson, Catalogue of Paintings, 
Marbles and Bronzes in Torry House: 

“no. 10 Anatomical horse, very fine, 
in a slab of brown marble resting  
on a pedestal of stone in which is 
inserted a piece of sculpture in 
marble from the tomb of St Andrew 
at Patras”. Manuscript, National 
Galleries of Scotland, Edinburgh, 
1825. [Photocopy in the curatorial 
files at the Scottish National 
Gallery].

2  Charles Avery & Anthony Radcliffe, 
Giambologna 1529–1608: Sculptor to  
the Medici, exh. Royal Museum of 
Scotland Edinburgh, Victoria & 
Albert Museum, Kunsthistorisches 
Museum Vienna, 1978, 185–6. 
Torrie Archives, The University of 
Edinburgh Centre for Research 
Collections, 5 July 1976, document 
Radcliffe’s restoration of the 
sculpture for the exhibition, 
undertaken at the Victoria and 
Albert Museum, including 
reparation of longstanding breaks  
in the left foreleg and right rear leg. 
Technical examination at that time 
confirmed the attribution to 
Giambologna, which remains the 
consensus, though Bent Sǿrensen, 
[‘The enduring vitality of a flayed 
horse: Carlo Ruini, Bouchardon 
and others’, Apollo 155 (March 2002) 
33] reopened the question but this 
has not gained support. See Duncan 
Macmillan, A Catalogue of the Torrie 
Collection, Edinburgh, 2004, 13–14.

3  Avery & Radcliffe, Giambologna, 
1978; Davide Gasparotto, 
Giambologna, Rome, 2005;  
Carlo Francini, Giambologna  
a Firenze, Florence, 2009; Michael  
W. Cole, Ambitious Form Giambologna, 
Ammanati, and Danti in Florence, 
Princeton NJ, 2011.
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Benvenuto Cellini, described in detail 
the tireless effort and consummate skill 
involved in pouring a cast of liquid metal 
for an object of monumental scale.4 It was 
a challenge Leonardo had also aspired 
to, in his extensive plans for a colossal 
equestrian monument of a rearing horse 
for his Milanese patron, Ludovico Sforza. 
Commissioned in 1482 and intended to 
surpass all known previous examples in 
scale and design, it was never executed due 
to the overwhelming technical difficulties 
involved. Leonardo would be disappointed 
again in a subsequent commission for an 
equestrian monument to the soldier Gian 
Giacomo Trivulzio in 1508.5 Yet in the spirit 
of artistic emulation, this legacy presented 
a challenge to future artists and patrons. 
Giambologna avidly took it up on the part of 
the Medici, testing his wits against Leonardo 
in the complex execution of an equestrian 
monument as a display of his celebrated 
technical virtuosity and expertise in casting. 

The projected commissions for Sforza and 
Trivulzio led Leonardo to extensive study of 
equine anatomy and movement, through the 
many dissections he conducted in the stables 
of the ducal army in Milan, and manifest 
in drawings of horses annotated with notes 
concerning his scientific studies throughout 
the 1480s and 90s (fig. 4). Leonardo 
apparently compiled his research into a lost 
manuscript treatise on the representation 
and study of the horse in art as testament  
to the central place of its subject matter.6 

Like all Leonardo’s anatomical research, 
his study of horses would have concerned 
intensive and meticulous observation of 
details – of tendons, sinews and ligaments, 
the relationships between bone and muscle, 
and the mechanics of movement. His 
interest in the representation of the horse 
in motion was revived in the early years of 
the sixteenth century, notwithstanding the 
waning interest of the Sforza project, by 

a new commission to paint a battle scene 
for the main hall of the Medici palace in 
Florence in 1503. Although never completed, 
a later imitation of Leonardo’s composition 
by Rubens depicts riders and rearing horses 
in the heat of battle, in precisely the kinds of 
poses Leonardo had hoped to achieve for the 
unfinished Sforza and Trivulzio monuments 
(fig. 5). 

At Leonardo’s death in 1519 the majority 
of his notes, drawings, papers and collections 
passed to his pupil the Milanese painter 
Francesco Melzi (c. 1491–c. 1570), who 
facilitated their consultation and circulation 
among artists, scholars and patrons. This 
stimulated growing interest in the notebooks, 
reaching a zenith in the last decades of the 
sixteenth century when, after Melzi’s death 
they began to circulate ever more freely. 
At this time Giambologna began his own 
research into horses, with Leonardo’s legacy 
undoubtedly influencing the tenor of his 
studies, and to whose drawings and notes  
he likely had access. 

Giambologna’s correspondence relates 
that already by 1563 he had begun to model 
an equine sculpture for the Medici Grand 
Duke, Prince Francesco: “I realise that word 
has reached Your Excellency about the two-
arms-high model of the horse that I have 
produced, based on the black wax sketch 
that you saw before your departure”.7 

Other remaining evidence of 
Giambologna’s preparatory process 
supports what was common artistic practice 
of the period in the design of sculptural 
compositions. Small models in easily-
pliable wax, usually between 10 and 20 cm, 
established the general disposition of  
the work, then succeeded by somewhat 
larger ‘table-top size’ pieces around  
40–50 cm (‘two arms high’). These were 
usually of clay, as a plentiful economic 
material that was also flexible and malleable 
to the hand.8 Circumstantial evidence from 

4  Benvenuto Cellini, The Autobiography 
of Benvenuto Cellini, ed. Charles Hope, 
Oxford, 1983.

5  Gary M. Radke & Darin J Stine, 
“An abiding obsession: Leonardo’s 
equestrian projects, 1507–1519”, 
Leonardo da Vinci and the Art of 
Sculpture, ed. Gary M. Radke, exh. 
High Museum of Art Atlanta &  
J. Paul Getty Museum Los Angeles, 
London & New Haven, 2009, 
137–54.

6  Carlo Pedretti, Horses and Other 
Animals: Drawings by Leonardo da  
Vinci in the Collection of Her Majesty  
the Queen at Windsor Castle, New York, 
1987; Martin Kemp, “Leonardo’s 
Drawings for ‘Il cavallo del Duca 
Francesco di bronzo’: The program 
of research”, Leonardo da Vinci’s 
Sforza monument horse: the art and the 
engineering, ed. Diane Cole Ahl. 
Cranberry NJ, 1995, 64–78; Martin 
Clayton & Ron Philo, Leonardo da 
Vinci, Anatomist, London, 2012.

7  Letter from Giambologna to Prince 
Francesco de’ Medici, 15 January 
1563, Siena, Biblioteca Comunale, 
Miscellanea Milanesi, vol. XV, fol. 
157, in Charles Avery, Giambologna: 
The Complete Sculpture, Oxford, 1987, 
251. 

8  Volker Krahn, ‘I bozzetti del 
Giambologna’, Giambologna: gli dei, 
gli eroi. Genesi e fortuna di uno stile 
europeo nella scultura, eds. Beatrice 
Paolozzi Strozzi & Dimitrios Zikos, 
exh. Bargello, Florence, 2006, 
44–61.
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the same year, 1563, suggests Giambologna 
was already preoccupied with the study 
of horse anatomies, of which his table-
top model of that year may have been a 
demonstration.9 It was not until Francesco 
de’ Medici’s unexpected death in 1587, and 
the accession of his brother Ferdinando as 
Grand Duke, that Giambologna’s equine 
studies would finally take root in the much 
sought-after commission for a public and 
monumental equestrian monument in 
commemoration of their father, Cosimo 
I de’ Medici (1519–1574) (fig. 6). Full-
scale models of the work in gesso were 
in place by 1591, to be cast in the newly-
established foundry the Medici provided 
to Giambologna for this purpose. In a 
courtly display of his renowned technical 
bravura, Giambologna cast the horse in 
one piece in the presence of Don Giovanni 
de’ Medici and his retinue. He completed 
and installed the monument in a public 
unveiling in 1594 in Piazza della Signoria, 
the city’s main square. Its immediate 
acclaim quickly led to a succession of further 
commissions for equestrian monuments 
executed in Giambologna’s workshop, 
though increasingly by his assistant Pietro 
Tacca – of Ferdinando de’ Medici for 
another great Florentine square, Piazza 
Ssa. Annunziata in 1600; of Henri IV of 
France commissioned by his Florentine wife 
Marie de Médicis in the early 1600s, though 
destroyed in the French Revolution; and of 
Felipe III of Spain commissioned in 1606 by 
Ferdinando as a Medici gift to the Spanish 
crown and completed after Giambologna’s 
death. Thus, Giambologna’s equestrian 
monuments dominated the great squares  
of Europe circa 1600.10 

While it is clear that the Edinburgh 
anatomical horse was designed by 
Giambologna and his assistants in relation 
to their interest in equestrian commissions, 
its purpose was not directly preparatory, but 

as a demonstration of research, to enable the 
detailed study of equine musculature. The 
earliest reference to the anatomical horse 
dates from precisely the same period as the 
founding of the first Academy for the Arts 
in Florence in 1563, under the auspices of 
the Medici, and dedicated to the training 
of artists in academic methods including 
anatomical study. The great biographer 
of Florentine artists, Filippo Baldinucci, 
advised that Giambologna was in fact 
ordered to study horse anatomies in advance 
of the Medici commission, so as to shape the 
work in accordance with the most up-to-date 
scientific methods that now formed part of 
artistic education. Baldinucci also noted 
that the Florentine scientist-artist, Ludovico 
Cigoli, was invited to assist Giambologna in 
his anatomical horse.11 Cigoli worked closely 
with Galileo on the telescopic observation of 
the moon, and with the celebrated Flemish 
anatomist Teodoro Marion for whom he 
pioneered the use of wax models as the 
means of documenting new anatomical 
knowledge. His career underscores the close 
collaboration between artists and scientists 
in the foundation of scientific methods 
based on close visual observation and, in 
a pre-photographic age, its documentation 
through drawing and modelling in art.12 It  
is this culture of scientific enquiry in the age 
of Galileo that produced Anatomical Figure of  
a Horse (Écorché).

Wax was commonly used for anatomical 
models throughout the early modern period 
as a material able to yield a high degree of 
detail, and which could also be coloured 
variously in order to make clearly visible  
the distinctions between the different  
body parts. These model anatomies  
in wax were used in demonstration classes 
in university medical and veterinary 
training, as an alternative to dissection 
itself. A cast in bronze made after such a 
wax model rendered the scientific research it 

9  Letter to Giorgio Vasari in Florence 
from Lorenzo Sabatini in Bologna, 
9 February 1563, discusses an 

‘anatomia cavallesca’ in connection 
with some items belonging to 
Giambologna, in Avery, Giambologna, 
1987, 158.

10  Charles Avery, ‘Giambologna’s 
Horses: questions and hypotheses’, 
Giambologna tra Firenze e L’Europa, 
Florence, 2000, 11–28; Davide 
Gasparotto, ‘Cavalli e cavalieri:  
Il monumento equestre da 
Giambologna a Foggini’, 
Giambologna: gli dei, gli eroi. Genesi  
e fortuna di uno stile europeo nella scultura, 
eds. Beatrice Paolozzi Strozzi  
& Dimitrios Zikos, exh. Bargello, 
Florence, 2006, 88–105.

11  Filippo Baldinucci, Le vite… (SPES), 
6 vols., Florence 1974, II, 555–86.

12  Lucia Tomasi Tongiorgi & 
Alessandro Tosi, Il cannocchiale  
e il pennello Nuova scienza e nuova  
arte nell’età di Galileo, Pisa, 2009; 
Roberta Panzanelli, Ephemeral 
Bodies: Wax Sculpture and the Human 
Figure, Los Angeles, 2008.
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embodied into a more resilient and enduring 
material. In this regard, it is notable that 
the Edinburgh horse is a rough cast, quite 
different from the other highly-polished 
bronzes of Giambologna’s circle that the 
Torrie Collection represents. Close study 
of the figure reveals its surface was not 
smoothed to a polished uniform finish 
as was usually the case, but is still pitted 
with the traces of the casting process and 
the visible marks of nail holes. This even 
includes a small linking piece of bronze 
between the tail and hind right leg, which 
is a remainder of pouring molten metal 
through the cast, but normally removed 
as part of the finishing process. There is a 
small missing tip of the right ear, a common 
area of loss either in casting or subsequently. 
The patina, too, was not worked up to a 
polish. The Edinburgh anatomical horse 
is, manifestly, an object of study, intended 
for the use of scientists, scholars and artists, 
and designed to be placed in libraries, 
studios and academies. In this regard, it 
is surely significant that Erskine was a 
practicing artist himself. Likely taught by 
David Allan (Master of the Academy of Art 
in Edinburgh, who also executed a family 
portrait of the Erskines) this doubtless led 
Sir James to the acquisition of an anatomical 
model as an artist’s study aid, in addition 
to the equestrian interests of a country seat. 
Erskine may also have been influenced by a 
fellow pupil of David Allan’s, the celebrated 
Edinburgh anatomist and surgeon Charles 
Bell, whose drawing skills enabled him to 
write and illustrate a treatise on anatomy in 
1806. In the tradition of Galileo, who took 
lessons in drawing at the Medici-sponsored 
Academy of Art in Florence, Bell’s medical 
education at The University of Edinburgh 
included training in draughtsmanship, as 
the primary means of recording scientific 
information in a pre-photographic age.13 

Giambologna may also have consulted 

a scholarly literature from the Renaissance 
on horse breeding and horsemanship, 
particularly on the ideal proportions of a 
horse, which had also much preoccupied 
Leonardo in his equine studies. The 
celebrated Florentine architect and art critic 
Leon Battista Alberti’s De equo animante of 
c. 1450 is indicative of the kinds of equine 
interests this literature represented. Alberti, 
like Leonardo, was much concerned with 
ideal proportion, advocating that the  
model horse should have a big body,  
long neck, fine legs and small ears set  
close together, advising close clipping of 
the ears to accentuate the refinement of the 
head, as well as grooming the mane and 
tail.14 As scholars have noted, there is a very 
close resemblance between Anatomical Figure 
of a Horse (Écorché) and illustrated plates 
of horse anatomy produced for a related 
book on equine breeding and health being 
researched in precisely the same years, 
published in 1598 by the Bolognese scholar, 
Carlo Ruini, the Anatomia del Cavallo. Long 
recognised as a ground-breaking publication 
in the history of veterinary science, Ruini’s 
book was published in English, French 
and German in multiple editions and 
continued to be a major reference work 
for the next 150 years. The University of 
Edinburgh Collections possesses a copy of 
this important text, and scholarly consensus 
supports the identification of the anatomical 
horse as the model for Ruini’s prints.15 

Ruini’s highly detailed woodcut prints 
for the Anatomia del Cavallo depict Anatomical 
Figure of a Horse (Écorché) from three angles 
– front, side and back (fig. 7). These plates 
take their place among 64 wood-cuts on 
various aspects of horse anatomy and 
physiognomy, including the morphology of 
the head, neck, legs, lungs, heart, stomach 
and other internal organs, skeleton, blood 
vessels and nerves. Plates and text together 
represent the closely conjoined interests 

13  Macmillan, A Catalogue of the Torrie 
Collection, 2004, 11

14  Other texts of the period advocated 
similar traits e.g. Gervase 
Markham’s Discourse of Horsemanship 
of 1593, which advised that the ears 
be small, thin, pricked, sharp. See 
further Ellen B Wells, ‘Partners in 
Power: The Horses of Leonardo’s 
Italy (1450–1550)’, Leonardo da Vinci’s 
Sforza monument horse: the art and the 
engineering, ed. Diane Cole Ahl. 
Cranberry NJ, 1995, 57–63.

15  Sǿrensen, “Ruini”, 2002.
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of art and science in pursuit of a greater 
understanding of the natural world in the 
age of Galileo. The illustrations became 
emblematic of scientific study, to be found in 
reproduction on library walls and scholars’ 
studies across Europe, and, increasingly over 
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, in 
art academies. As the fame of Ruini’s book 
spread across European libraries and places 
of study, demand grew for further casts after 
the anatomical horse, which continued to 
be produced by Florentine foundries, as 
well as elsewhere. Examples found their way 
into major institutions of scientific research 
and artistic study, thus the renown of the 
book plates and the cast grew and spread in 
tandem. By the eighteenth century after-
casts of Anatomical Figure of a Horse (Écorché) 
were being produced in plaster and bronze, 
at full scale and in reduction. These were 
acquired for the French Academy in 1748, 
and subsequently at the nascent Royal 
Academy of the Arts founded in London 
in 1769. Across Europe, models after the 
anatomical horse became the standard 
exemplum in educational institutions in both 
the arts and sciences. The Valadier family 
of sculptors based in Rome in particular, 
and their pupil Francesco Righetti, as 
successive directors of the Vatican foundry, 
are documented as producing particularly 
fine replicas of the sculpture stemming from 
a version in the Villa Mattei collection in 
Rome since 1707, then thought to be an 
antique. The Torrie horse has been closely 
identified with the Mattei horse, though the 
precise provenance history remains difficult 
to ascertain conclusively.16

Turning back to the initial stages of 
Giambologna’s sculptural process, the 
history of his preparatory sculptural models, 
including Anatomical Figure of a Horse (Écorché), 
is a rich and complex one. Effecting and 
reflecting significant changes in workshop 
organisation, new methods enabled 

increased levels of artistic production. 
Multiple versions of his bronzes exist that 
issued directly from Giambologna’s studio. 
In essence, Giambologna and his large 
workshop moved the history of bronze 
production from what is conventionally 
termed ‘direct’ to ‘indirect’ casting methods. 
In direct casting, the final mould is lost in 
the process, while indirect casting preserves 
the mould for reuse, thus greatly facilitating 
sculptural reproduction.17 This is related to 
the recognised excellence of Giambologna’s 
moulds, of which nearly 100 survive, more 
than for any other Renaissance sculptor. 
These were avidly collected in their own 
right by artists and cognoscenti in Florence 
and beyond, from the Medici to Erskine’s 
portraitist, Sir Thomas Lawrence, when 
president of the Royal Academy. Eighteenth-
century ‘Grand Tour’ interest was especially 
strong, with the result that the largest 
collection of Giambologna’s sculptural 
models accrued to the Victoria and Albert 
Museum in Britain.18 The process of 
sculptural reproduction that Giambologna’s 
workshop effected is exemplified in the 
bronzes of the Edinburgh Torrie Collection, 
most of which are from Florentine foundries 
in the immediate circle of Giambologna, and 
several of which reproduce table-top versions 
of his most celebrated works. While it is often 
difficult to untangle the particular 
relationships among specific examples of this 
sculptural production, it is unquestionably 
the case that a significant number of 
Giambologna’s sculptural compositions, 
including several of his depictions of 
animals, became choice collectibles avidly 
sought across Europe. The Medici used them 
as diplomatic gifts, sending them to all of the 
major European courts with which they 
sought to build close ties.19 Reproduced by 
Giambologna’s assistants and students 
(notably Antonio Susini and Pietro Tacca) in 
‘limited editions’ in luxury and costly 

16  Avery & Radcliffe, Giambologna, 
1978, 186; Sǿrensen, ‘Ruini’,  
2002; Macmillan, A Catalogue of  
the Torrie Collection, 2004, 13. A  
1794 catalogue of Righetti’s antique 
replicas, including the Mattei 
anatomical horse, establishes that 
these were of hand-held size.

17  Shelley Sturman, ‘A group of 
Giambologna Female Nudes: 
Analysis and Manufacture’, Studies 
in the History of Art, National Gallery 
Washington, vol. 62, Symposium 
Papers XXXIX: Small Bronzes in the 
Renaissance, 2001, 120–141; Krahn, 

‘I bozzetti del Giambologna’, 2006; 
Maria Grazia Vaccari, ‘Di e da 
Giambologna: la collezione del 
Bargello’, Giambologna: gli dei, gli eroi. 
Genesi e fortuna di uno stile europeo nella 
scultura, eds. Beatrice Paolozzi 
Strozzi & Dimitrios Zikos, exh. 
Bargello, Florence, 2006, 348–61.

18  Avery, Giambologna, 1987, 63–70, 
235–41; Krahn, ‘I bozzetti del 
Giambologna’, 2006.

19  Kelley Helmstutler Di Dio, 
‘Sculpted diplomacy: State gifts  
of sculpture from Italy to Spain  
in the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries’, L’Arte del dono, eds. 
Marieke von Bernstorff, Susanne 
Kubersky-Piredda, Studi della 
Bibliotheca Hertziana, 8, Rome,  
2013, 51–65.
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materials of bronze and gilt-bronze, these 
pieces came to populate princely cabinets 
and interiors. Each one was individually 
chased and finished to a highly-polished 
surface, then gilded or lacquered in deep- 
red or brown varnish to create a cascade  
of sparkling light reflections. After his  
death, Giambologna’s models and moulds 
continued to be in use by his best pupils  
who subsequently established their own 
workshops predicated on his example and 
trained in his methods. Susini, in particular, 
specialised in animalier sculpture, following 
Giambologna’s celebrated range of small 
bronzes of a horse and bull, and birds such 
as peacock, thrush, falcon, eagle and turkey. 
These were in the tradition of antique 
animal bronzes and understood as an 
exquisite demonstration of technical 
virtuosity in the rendering of feathers, fur 
and hide in metal. Such objects were much 
sought after by aristocratic collectors for 
interiors, especially those connected with the 
hunt. Pietro Francavilla was Giambologna’s 
lead sculptor in anatomical works, and 
would go on to forge highly-accurate, human 
anatomical-sculptures in bronze and other 
metals. Tacca was central to the execution of 
the equestrian commissions and produced a 
number of small, bronze horses for 
reproduction too. The status of these 
table-top cabinet pieces from Giambologna’s 
circle as collectibles appears in painted 
representations of some of Europe’s most 
celebrated art collections. These kunstkammer 
are exemplified in Willem van Haecht’s 
painting of an art gallery, which depicts a 
selection of Giambologna’s best-known 
compositions in gilt-bronze reductions on the 
table in the foreground, including several 
horses (fig. 8). British collectors also avidly 
embraced Giambologna’s small bronzes, 
launched by a gift of them from Cosimo II 
de’ Medici to the Prince of Wales Henry 
Stuart in 1612, which would subsequently 

enter the collection of Charles I and set taste 
across the courtly classes.20 What we see in 
the conjoined story of Giambologna’s 
re-usable preparatory moulds, and the 
subsequent history of after-casts, is an 
extended web of reproductions that together 
spread the fame of his works across Europe 
and beyond over the five centuries since they 
were made. The bronze sculptures of the 
Torrie Collection from the circle of 
Giambologna and his entourage form part  
of this history. Anatomical Figure of a Horse 
(Écorché) is both one of, and highly distinctive 
within, this group, and this is reflected in  
its unpolished surface, for it was made in  
the name of artistic and scientific enquiry 
about the muscular composition of a horse. 
A product of an academic context of 
research, its form embodies the acquisition 
and dissemination of knowledge practiced  
by the great universities and art academies 
of the Renaissance, both in Florence and 
Edinburgh. 

In 1982, at the invitation of John R. 
Gaines, director of the nascent Breeder’s 
Cup (as well as philanthropist for the arts 
and a trustee of the National Gallery in 
Washington), the bronze founder Mario 
Pastori, based in Geneva, was asked to cast 
a new version of the Edinburgh Anatomical 
Figure of a Horse (Écorché). Pastori sought 
to do this in what he understood were the 
methods of the great Florentine Renaissance 
bronze casters of Giambologna’s tradition. 
Though the intention to continue casting 
a strictly limited number of new casts after 
the anatomical horse each year was cut 
short by Pastori’s own death in 1984, the 
initiative revived once more the methods of 
Renaissance art and enquiry that created 
this astonishing work of art.

20  Avery, ‘Giambologna’s Horses’, 
2000.
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Figure 1
Workshop of Giambologna 
Anatomical Figure of a Horse (Écorché) 
c. 1580s
Bronze with black patina 
90.2 x 87.3 x 23.0 cm 
 
The Torrie Collection, Edinburgh 
© The University of Edinburgh, EU 0643



The University of  Edinburgh Art Collection |   the  TO R R I E  C O L L E C T I O N 33

Figure 2
Breeder’s Cup Trophy
 
© Eclipse Sporstwear/Breeders’ Cup
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Figure 3
Unknown Flemish master 
Portrait of Giambologna in his studio 
c. 1570s
Oil on panel
89 x 66 cm
 
Scottish National Gallery, Edinburgh 
© Private collection, on loan to the 
National Galleries of Scotland, 
Edinburgh, NGL 016.88
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Figure 4
Leonardo da Vinci 
Study of Horses
c. 1490 
Metalpoint on blue prepared paper
21.2 x 16.0 cm

Royal Library, Windsor Royal 
Collection Trust 
© Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II 
2016, 912321
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Figure 5
Peter Paul Rubens 
After Leonardo’s lost Battle of Anghiari 
1603 
Black chalk, pen in brown ink, brush  
in brown and gray ink, gray wash,  
heightened in white and gray-blue 
42.8 x 57.7 cm 
 
Louvre, Department of Graphic Arts, Paris, INV 20271
© Wikimedia
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Figure 6
Giambologna
Equestrian monument to Cosimo  
I de’ Medici 
1594 
Bronze 
 
Piazza della Signoria, Florence
© Wikimedia
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Figure 7
Carlo Ruini 
Anatomia del Cavallo, ‘Giambologna’s 
Anatomical horse’, plates V, V, I–III
Venice 1618 edition 
Engraving
 
© The University of Edinburgh 
Centre for Research Collections,  
RB.F.45
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Figure 8
Willem van Haecht, 
Gallery of an Imaginary Art Cabinet with Anthony 
van Dyck’s Mystic Marriage of St Catherine
c. 1630 
Oil on panel 
73 x 104 cm 

Scottish National Gallery, Edinburgh 
© The Bute Collection at Mount Stuart,  
on loan to the National Galleries of Scotland,  
NGL 009.12
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C H A P T E R  3 

Pieter Neefs the Elder  
(c. 1578 – c. 1661)

Interior of  a Cathedral

Oil on panel 
29 x 39 cm 
Inscribed, “N.R.W.I.”

Andrew Smith

The increased understanding and 

application of perspective in Dutch 

and Flemish painting saw the rise in 

popularity of architectural scenes. Many artists 

specialised in depicting the interiors of churches 

and cathedrals using highly refined techniques. 

Pieter Neefs is part of a group of painters  

in Antwerp who are significant contributors  

to the genre. This particular strand of Dutch 

and Flemish interior painting is important  

given its place within the history of the 

Reformation. As with many cities in western 

Europe, Antwerp’s churches and cathedrals were 

severely damaged in the Beeldenstorm, or ‘statue 

storm’, of the Reformation. Neefs was painting 

at a time when Catholicism had returned to 

Antwerp and efforts were made to repair some 

of the damage, reflected in this painting by the 

restored altarpieces.
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The interior of a church is depicted at 
night (fig. 1). Two figures in the centre- 
left foreground carry torches that softly 
illuminate the scene. To the right a small 
chapel is lit by candlelight, and in the far 
distance, past the rood screen, another light 
source conveys a sense of distance and scale. 
The torchlight throws the architectural 
details into focus; the vaulted ceiling of 
the nave, gothic stonework, embedded 
tombstones, paintings and altars that 
adorn the church are all picked out in the 
golden light. The floor is constructed from 
alternating blue and buttery yellow rhombi.
Various figures inhabit the scene: a man on 
a cane holding his hat approaches the two 
figures holding torches, who are in turn 
followed by a crowd of men and women. 
The woman leading this crowd carries 
a child, possibly intended for baptism. A 
humorous note is injected into the painting 
by the inclusion of a dog running through 
the church, jumping and rearing its head. 
To the right of this scene a priest talks to a 
well-dressed man and behind them another 
three figures stand in discussion. Two 
women in black cloaks enter the chapel to 
the right of the nave, which houses an altar 
depicting the Madonna and Child. Above 
the main group of figures hangs a memorial 
painting illustrating the crucifixion.1

The work is not signed, but bears a 
longstanding, documented attribution to 
Pieter Neefs the Elder (also known as: Pieter 
Neeffs/Peter Neefs) since its acquisition 
by Sir James Erskine of Torrie, and likely 
before. It is consistent in style and technique 
with other works by Neefs the Elder. There 
are no other known versions of this work; 
however, Pieter Neefs was known for 
producing paintings in the genre of church 
interiors, using similar motifs over the span 
of his career. As such, Interior of a Cathedral is 
typical of other paintings by Neefs held in 
other collections. The use of candlelight or 

torchlight as a light source is similar to  
a range of other works by Neefs.2

Pieter Neefs the Elder was born  
between 1578–1590; however, there  
is no contemporaneous documentation 
that verifies his exact birthplace or 
apprenticeships. It is assumed that he was 
born in Antwerp, where his father Aart 
Neefs worked as a silk merchant and an 
innkeeper.3 While there is no documentary 
evidence of Neefs’s training as a painter, it 
is generally held that he was a student of 
Hendrick van Steenwijk the Younger  
(c. 1580–1649), the son of the artist Hendrick 
van Steenwijk (1550–1603).4 Steenwijk 
the Elder was himself trained under Hans 
Vredeman De Vries (1527–c. 1607).

It should be cautioned that Pieter Neefs’s 
sons Lodewijk (1617–1649) and Pieter II 
(1620-after 1675) worked in their father’s 
studio and closely imitated his style, to the 
extent that it can be difficult to differentiate 
between their work and his. In particular, 
his son Pieter was a productive artist who 
closely followed his father’s compositions.5 
In the nineteenth century it was attributed 
to Neefs alone, as in Andrew Wilson’s 
catalogue of the paintings at Torrie House. 
The staffage figures in Interior of a Cathedral 
have, however, subsequently been attributed 
to Theodoor van Thulden. This attribution 
first appears in the 1859 National Galleries 
of Scotland catalogue and is repeated in  
all subsequent catalogues including the  
1946 catalogue, upon which the Talbot  
Rice Gallery based its 1954 catalogue  
entry on Neefs.6

Interior of a Cathedral is an excellent 
example of the style of architectural 
painting developed in Antwerp from 
the mid-sixteenth century. The artist 
credited with popularising the system 
of linear perspective in Netherlandish 
painting was Hans Vredeman De Vries.7 
Through a lineage of artist to pupil, the 
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68 (1986) 240.
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particular genre of painting in which Neefs 
specialised disseminated through subsequent 
generations of Antwerp painters. The 
market for paintings had grown in Flanders 
during the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, 
particularly in Bruges, Brussels, Ghent 
and Antwerp.8 Artists like Neefs produced 
paintings of both real and fantastical 
architecture to tap into this new market. 
Perspective paintings were held in high 
regard, the time and care needed to produce 
them were major factors in their value.

The early group of artists producing  
this type of work was described as, 

“Antwerp architecture painters”.9 An 
engraving by Vredeman dating from 
1604–1605, gives an example of the 
perspective technique he employed (fig. 2). 
The central vanishing point and single point 
perspective of Vredeman’s engraving echoes 
that seen in Interior of a Cathedral. Vredeman’s 
perspectival system required no specialised 
knowledge of standard optical and 
geometrical principles and could be applied 
through the, “ability to apply a prescription 
with patient elaboration”.10 The Dutch 
geometrician Simon Stevin (1548–1620) 
expressed the difference between so-called 
vocational perspective, practised by artists, 
and theoretical perspective, practised by 
geometricians, when he stated: “it is as 
easy to learn [perspective] from Paul de 
Vries’s prints as it is to pluck a bird out of 
the air with your hand”.11 Despite this, the 

‘patient elaboration’ required to successfully 
employ Vredeman’s technique was one of 
the attributes most praised in paintings 
such as Interior of a Cathedral. Isaac de Ville, 
one of the first Dutch writers to distinguish 
between ‘learned’ and ‘unlearned’ artists 
wrote a section about Neefs’s painting in 
his 1628 treatise, stating: “A labourious 
vocation, which I would rather see than 
make myself”.12 Furthermore, contemporary 
accounts demonstrate that the audience for 

architectural paintings appreciated them  
for the time required to produce them.  
The hours required to create a painting 
were one of the factors considered when 
determining the price of a work. For 
example, the architectural painters  
Pieter Saenredam (1597–1665) and 
Houbraken (1660–1719) kept accounts  
of the time each painting took to produce.13

Neefs’s immediate influences, Hendrick 
van Steenwijk and his son, produced 
paintings close aesthetically and 
compositionally to Interior of a Cathedral.  
In Interior of a Gothic Church looking East 
(fig. 3), painted by Steenwijk the Younger 
and Jan Brueghel the Elder in 1615, the 
perspectival tradition that Vredeman 
introduced to Flemish painting has 
been continued. Steenwijk has moved 
the location of the subject matter from 
palaces and gardens to churches and 
cathedrals. Specifically, he began to base 
his paintings on the Cathedral of Our Lady, 
Antwerp. This choice mirrors the paintings 
produced by Neefs, for, although he was 
known for fantastical conglomerations of 
architectural elements, his favourite subject 
and inspiration was acknowledged to be the 
Cathedral of Our Lady.14

Within the historical context of early 
modern European religious upheaval, Interior 
of a Cathedral takes on a further dimension 
as a statement of Catholic pride and artistic 
triumph. The Iconoclastic riots that began 
the Dutch Revolt against the Habsburg 
Spanish Netherlands had a profound 
effect on the production and reception of 
images in Flanders. On 10 August 1566, 
the tensions that had been rising between 
the Catholic rulers of the Netherlands and 
the followers of Protestantism escalated 
in an iconoclastic attack on the chapel of 
Sint- Laurensklooster in Steenvoorde.15 The 
result was a rapid iconoclastic movement 
that quickly spread from lower Flanders 
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up to the northern Netherlands, known 
as the Beeldenstorm or ‘statue storm’. The 
churches and cathedrals of Antwerp suffered 
extensive damage. Dirck van Delen painted 
a vivid image of Dutch iconoclasm in 1630, 
some sixty years after the event (fig. 4). In 
Delen’s painting, which employs the same 
pictorial style as Neefs’, iconoclasts pull 
statues from walls, while a priest watches 
in fear from the entrance. The initial 
Beeldenstorm was followed by another, the 
so-called Stille Beeldenstorm of 1581, that took 
place in Antwerp itself.16 On 17 August, 
1585, Antwerp surrendered to the Catholic 
forces of the Habsburgs and Catholicism 
was restored as the state religion. The direct 
result of this re-conquest was a revitalisation 
of Catholicism in Antwerp; the number of 
convents doubled. Between 1585 and 1589 
approximately 40,000 people left the city, 
the majority on religious grounds. The  
city was later described as, “a fortress of  
the Counter-Reformation”. 17

In the period that Neefs began producing 
his paintings, the damage to Antwerp’s 
artworks would still have been visible. 
The Guild of St. Luke was involved in 
the reconstruction of the Catherdral of 
Our Lady, producing new altarpieces 
for the church to replace those destroyed 
or sold during the Beeldenstorm.18 In this 
context Interior of a Cathedral as a public 
space represented both a traumatic past 
and a lucrative new future. The accurately 
depicted altars in Interior of a Cathedral  
ascribe the work a feeling, “akin to the 
collector’s cabinet”.19

The celebration of the artistic production 
of Flanders is epitomised in Jan Brueghel 
the Elder’s Allegory of Sight and Smell of c. 1620, 
held in the collection of the Museo Nacional 
del Prado (fig. 5). The painting was a 
collaboration between Brueghel and the 
twelve most important artists in Antwerp. 
Each of the twelve artists painted scaled-

down versions of the genre of painting for 
which they were most famous.20 It is notable 
that the painting includes a portrayal of a 
church interior (fig. 6). Brueghel’s painting 
is described as, “like a confident self-
portrait, the Allegory asserts the importance 
of Antwerp as an artistic centre”, something 
to which Neefs’s output can equally be seen 
to aspire.21

There is no patron known to have 
commissioned Interior of a Cathedral and it 
is unlikely that Neefs produced the panel 
with a patron in mind. The clientele that 
bought paintings from artists like Neefs 
in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries 
came mainly from the burgher classes.22 
These types of paintings were intended 
for display in private residences. There is 
a lack of written documentation for this 
type of private commission, as compared 
to ecclesiastical or public commissions, 
which makes specific transactions hard to 
trace.23 Artists in Flanders pioneered the 
use of labour-saving techniques in order to 
speed up the process of producing paintings 
in response to this new market.24 The 
repetition in Neefs’s oeuvre of subject matter, 
the colour palette, and his collaboration with 
other artists on staffage figures all point to  
a process whereby Neefs was producing for 
the market as opposed to specific clients.

Interior of a Cathedral has no evidence  
of conservation or alteration before 1960. 
It should be noted that Sir James had his 
pictures cleaned in 1823 but that Interior  
of a Cathedral was not included. In 1848 the 
Royal Institution had twenty-two paintings 
from the Torrie Collection cleaned, again 
Interior of a Cathedral was not among them.25 
In January 1960 the panel was conserved 
by Aitken Dott and Son, the first and only 
documented conservation of Interior of a 
Cathedral known. The report by Aitken 
Dott and Son states that they removed 
the old varnish from the oak panel before 
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revarnishing. They also repaired, washed 
and touched up the gold frame, keeping  
the tone and refitting the oil painting.26  
The current condition of the painting is 
listed as excellent. The panel measures 29 
x 39 cm. Although no dendrochronological 
investigation has taken place, Interior of 
a Cathedral is most likely painted on oak. 
Extensive extant documentation from the 
Guild of St. Luke has shown that up until 
the mid-seventeenth century oak supports 
were commonly used by artists in both the 
northern and southern Netherlands.27 Oak 
was almost solely used as the material for 
panel paintings in the Netherlands and was 
almost exclusively imported from the Baltic, 
specifically Gdansk.28

The oak panel itself was often produced 
by another master of the Guild of St. Luke, 
as opposed to the artist himself. The Guild 
of St. Luke had been operational in Antwerp 
since 1382 when the first regulations of the 
Luke Corporation were instigated to cover 
all trades involved in the decoration of the 
church, including goldsmiths, painters, 
glassmakers, embroiderers, carvers of 
wooden sculpture and silversmiths.29  
Neefs became a master of the Guild of  
St. Luke in 1609.30

In 1617 the regulations governing panel 
makers, framers and Schrjnwerkers ( joiners) 
were incorporated into the regulations of  
the guild.31 These provide useful information 
regarding the level of quality control 
expected in the panels produced for Interior 
of a Cathedral. Panel makers were expected 
to use the highest quality wood. Before the 
panel could be sold it had to be inspected by 
a keurmeester (Dean of the Guild) who had the 
power to issue a fine to the panel maker if 
it was found to be of substandard quality.32 
Although quality controls were not always 
applied as rigorously as the rules instructed, 
the excellent condition and limited 
conservation of Interior of a Cathedral suggest 

that, in this case, they were upheld.
The painting’s ground was applied by 

the Schrjnwerker.33 The back of panels were 
often painted at this stage to seal and protect 
the wood from changes in humidity. Interior 
of a Cathedral is painted with black paint 
on the back, although it has not yet been 
ascertained whether this was added at  
a later date or is original.

There is no reference to the whereabouts 
of Interior of a Cathedral before it entered the 
collection of Sir James Erskine, 3rd Baronet 
of Torrie. The painting is mentioned in 
Andrew Wilson’s 1826 Descriptive Catalogue 
of Paintings in Torry House and is listed in 
the drawing room of the east side of Torrie 
House, painting number 35.34 In 1819 Sir 
James Erskine lent Interior of a Cathedral 
to the inaugural Royal Institution for the 
Encouragement of the Fine Arts Scotland 
exhibition Paintings by Ancient Masters held on 
11 March, 1819, at Mr. Raeburn’s Gallery, 
York Place, Edinburgh.35 In 1830, his 
brother Sir John Erskine again lent Interior 
of a Cathedral to the Royal Institution for the 
Encouragement of the Fine Arts Scotland’s 
Fourth Exhibition of Ancient Pictures exhibition 
held from 8 February, 1830 in the gallery 
of the Royal Institution.36 The last will and 
testament of Sir James Erskine, written 
on 10 April 1824 in London, states: “That 
at his death he makes over to the College 
of Edinburgh to be entailed upon it all my 
Pictures, Bronzes, and Marbles in the house 
of Torrie which I bequeath for the purpose 
of laying a foundation for a gallery for the 
encouragement of the fine arts”.37 It was 
not until the death of his brother in 1836 
that the collection was finally transferred 
to The University of Edinburgh.38 A further 
catalogue was written in 1826 for Baron 
Clark Rattray, Lord Advocate of Scotland; 
one of Sir James’s fellow directors in the 
Institute for the Encouragement of the Fine 
Arts Scotland. It has been suggested that this 
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catalogue was initiated by James Erskine’s 
brother, Sir John Drummond Erskine, who 
had queried some of the legal aspects of 
James’ bequest of artworks to the College  
of Edinburgh.39

The Torrie Collection was initially 
displayed on the Library staircase, however 
this proved inadequate for carrying out  
the wishes of Erskine’s will. Subsequently,

the Torrie Collection was transferred  
to the Royal Institution in 1844, under  
a Deed of Agreement.40 Interior of a  
Cathedral was on display at the Scottish 
National Gallery until 1954, when it  
was returned to The University.

39  Correspondence between unknown 
author and Baron Clark Rattray. 
1826. The Scottish National Gallery 
Research Library,  Edinburgh.

40  Macmillan, The Torrie Collection, 
2004, 12.
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Figure 1, left
Pieter Neefs the Elder 
Interior of a Cathedral 
Oil on panel 
29 x 39 cm
Inscribed ‘N.R.W.I.’ 
 
The Torrie Collection, Edinburgh 
© The University of Edinburgh, EU 0726

Figure 2
Hans Vredeman de Vries
Perspective, no. 27
1604–05 
Engraving
18.8 x 28.9 cm 

The Hague
© RIBApix
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Figure 3
Hendrick van Steenwyck the Younger;  
Jan Brueghel the Elder
The Interior of a Gothic Church looking East
1615
Oil on copper
25.6 x 40.2 cm 
 
The National Gallery, London 
© The National Gallery, London 
Bequeathed by Henry Callcott Brunning,  
1907, NG2204
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Figure 4
Dirck van Delen 
Iconoclasm in a Church 
1630 
Oil on panel 
50 x 67 cm 
 
Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum 
© The Rijksmuseum, SK-A-4992
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Figure 5
Jan Brueghel the Elder, Hendrick 
van Balen, Gerard Seghers
Allegory of Sight and Smell
c. 1620
Oil on canvas
176 x 264 cm
 
Museo Nacional del Prado, Madrid
© Museo Nacional del Prado, P01403
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Figure 6
Detail, Allegory of Sight and Smell
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4C H A P T E R  4 

Hendrick ten Oever  
(1639–1716)

Canal Landscape  
with Figures Bathing

1675 
Oil on canvas 
66.5 x 86.5 cm

Yang Hu

This landscape, with its distant view 

of the town of Zwolle, is one of the 

more unusual pictures in the Torrie 

Collection. It is signed and dated, which is rare 

for a ten Oever; it is one of only a few works in 

existence that carry the artist’s signature. It is  

the composition itself, however, that makes this 

work particularly distinct. It is highly unusual  

to see naked figures in Dutch art of  this period.  

A hint at a potential scandal around this work is 

provided by the near-identical scene ten Oever 

painted the following year, in which the figures 

are all fully-clothed.
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Hendrick ten Oever’s Canal Landscape with 
Figures Bathing (fig. 1) is probably one of the 
most intriguing and unorthodox Dutch 
landscape paintings of the seventeenth 
century. Backlit above the horizon by the 
setting sun, the whole painting emits a 
golden glow. Low-lying clouds are depicted 
in pale blue with chrome edges almost  
cover the silhouette of a town viewed  
against the sky. Along the sinuous river, 
which reflects this golden glory of light, there 
is a composition of nude bathers and cattle. 
In the foreground, two cows are resting in 
the watery meadows, while two male and 
female figures appear to have just climbed 
out of the water after bathing. They cast 
shadows on the delicately depicted 
grassland. A youth in the centre of the 
painting seems to be about to jump into the 
river with a group of young bathers to his 
right, all of them mirrored in the canal. 
Several languid cattle are relaxing on the 
bank. On the right edge of the picture, a 
small figure with its back to the viewer is 
milking a cow, and a scatter of cattle is 
visible far away in the meadow.

This painting is among the very few 
signed and dated works by ten Oever. 
With this composition of nude figures and 
cattle bathing in the golden light before 
the minuscule form of a distant town, ten 
Oever created a painting without precedent 
in seventeenth-century Dutch landscape. 
He showed his devotion to this subject by 
repeating the landscape of Canal Landscape 
with Figures Bathing in a later and larger  
work dated 1676, Landscape near Zwolle  
(fig. 2). The sphere of the setting sun in the 
background, the silhouette of a town, and 
the canal are very nearly the same, however, 
the later picture has different figures; instead 
of the bathing figures, there is a male figure 
in the foreground busy putting on his socks.1 
The woman next to him is kneeling down in 
the meadow and holding a basket in front of 

her. The figures seem to be talking with each 
other, and the resting cattle have adopted a 
variety of poses. Compared to the tranquil 
and peaceful atmosphere of the earlier 
painting, this one appears more lively.

Historically, the attribution of the two 
paintings has been somewhat uncertain. 
Canal Landscape with Figures Bathing was 
originally attributed to Aelbert Cuyp 
in the Torrie Catalogues of 1830 and 
1842, and then to Jan Ossenbeck in early 
National Gallery of Scotland catalogues, 
until the 1884 edition, when Abraham 
Bredius (1855–1946) discovered the full 
signature.2 The other painting has also been 
wrongly attributed to Cuyp.3 There were, 
furthermore, significant issues in dating 
the two pictures. These difficulties arose 
due to the status of Dutch Golden Age 
landscapes as collectibles. While artists, 
including ten Oever, did not always date 
their works, art dealers sometimes added 
false signatures and dates, hoping to pass 
off forgeries or paintings of lesser value as 
originals. This phenomenon led to a great 
deal of confusion for connoisseurs later 
attempting to verify the date and creator of 
an artwork.4 Fortunately, the towers on the 
horizons of both paintings provide a clue 
(fig. 3). It was recognised that the model for 
one of the towers could be the church tower 
of St. Michael in Zwolle, which was struck 
by lightning in 1669 and then destroyed by a 
fire in 1682. Thus, the paintings were likely 
to have been created before 1682. Once the 
date and signature of the Canal Landscape 
with Figures Bathing had been read correctly, 
the similarity of the paintings’ landscapes 
gives credibility to the theory that the second 
picture’s dates to the following year, 1676.5 

Discussions concerning the identity of the 
town silhouetted on the horizon lasted for 
decades. The 1900 catalogue of the National 
Gallery of Scotland identified it as the city 
of Kampen, near Zwolle. It was not until 

1  J. Verbeek & Johan W. Schotman, 
Hendrick ten Oever, Zwolle, 1957, 31.

2  Duncan Macmillan, A Catalogue  
of the Torrie Collection, Edinburgh, 
2004, 23.

3  Verbeek & Schotman, ten Oever,  
1957, 31.

4  Wolfgang Stechow, Dutch Laudscape 
Painting of the Seventeenth Century, 
London, 1966, 3–5.

5  Verbeek & Schotman, ten Oever,  
1957, 31.
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1956 that the National Gallery of Scotland 
confirmed that the city is in fact Zwolle.6  
J. W. Schotman, then-Director of Stichting 
Provinciaal Overijssels Geschiedlomdig 
Museum te Zwolle, confirmed the fact in 
a letter to then-Director of the National 
Gallery of Scotland, David Baxandall:

Till 1669, the Main Church had a very high 
pointed steeple, and the relative position of this 
spire and the ‘pepper box’, as the other tower of St. 
Mary’s is called, together with the typical silhouettes 
of the city – gates with their spires and the mills, 
confirm the opinion this could only be Zwolle in 
the 17th century. We have in our museum several 
views of the city from the same direction showing the 
same silhouette. The water is probably the ‘Zwarte 
Water’; the farmers are bathing in a small bight. 
The name Hendrik ten Oever (sometimes Hendrick) 
is to be found in the city archives as that of a man, 
born at Zwolle in 1639 and who died here 1717.  
As no other of the same name is to be found, this  
is probably the painter. 7 

Schotman matched the spires and towers 
in the background of the painting with the 
architecture of Zwolle. He also enclosed a 
postcard to Baxandall, on which was printed 
a painting depicting the same view of Zwolle 
by an unknown contemporaneous artist, as 
proof of his assertion (fig. 4). The black and 
white postcard is a reproduction of Gezicht 
vanaf het Zwartewater op Zwolle (View from the 
Zwarte Water in Zwolle) by an anonymous 
artist of the seventeenth century now in the 
Museum of Zwolle (fig. 5). In fact, the towns 
along the Ijssel River, including Zwolle, 
Kampen, and Deventer, closely resembled 
each other due to their geographical 
proximity and the similarity of the roles 
they played in trade.8 This may be one 
reason that the minuscule silhouette of the 
town in the background of the painting was 
previously identified as Kampen, rather than 
Zwolle. As it is, Schotman’s theory is entirely 

dependent on the depiction of Zwolle’s 
landmark buildings. His idea, however, is 
credible, given the clear similarity between 
the spires and towers in the landscape 
to Zwolle’s skyline and the depiction of 
this architecture in other painters’ works. 
Assuming then that the town is Zwolle, 
the tallest tower can be identified as 
Michaelskerk, or the St. Michael’s church 
tower. The box-shaped tower on the right 
side would be the so-called ‘Peperbus’ (which 
Schotman referred to as, “pepper box” in 
his letter to Baxandall) in the Onze Lieve 
Vrouw Church. The Sassepoort is, therefore, 
to the left and the Diserpoort to the right.9 
Regardless of the exact identity of the city on 
which the silhouette is modelled, however, its 
form pertains to a cultural phenomenon thus 
far overlooked in scholarship.

The Netherlands of the seventeenth 
century saw a heightened cultural interest 
in cartography. Certain local artists, such as 
Jan van Goyen (1596–1656), took excursions 
to record the architecture of various Dutch 
towns. Such sketches and landscapes filled 
the pages of artists’ sketchbooks and served 
as ‘profile views’ of these towns. The artists 
used their repertoire of town ‘profiles’ as 
landscape features in larger artworks and 
combined them with other views from time 
to time.10 By analogy, ten Oever’s Canal 
Landscape with Figures Bathing may have 
served a similar function. The view of the 
town in the painting is likely from the east 
and that of the watery landscape and the 
canal is from the north or west, showing the 
‘Zwarte Water’ in front of the town. The 
geographically-correct vantage point that 
ten Oever chose, which shows the setting 
sun directly behind the town, is suggestive 
of the artist’s intellectual reasoning and 
his topographical interests. Although the 
landscapes in both of ten Oever’s paintings 
are unlikely to be exact geographical 
renderings, given their diminutive size and 

6  Verbeek & Schotman, ten Oever,  
1957, 31.

7  Letter from J. W. Schotman to 
David Baxandall, March 26, 1956, 
National Galleries of Scotland, 
Edinburgh.

8  Bob Haak, The Dutch Golden Age,  
New York, 1984, 394.

9  Peter C. Sutton, & Albert Blankert, 
Masters of Seventeenth-Century Dutch 
Landscape Painting, London, 1988, 
388.

10  Svetlana Alpers, The Art of Describing: 
Dutch Art in the Seventeenth Century, 
London & Chicago, 1983, 123–133.
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uncertain origins, the evident references to 
cartography places them under the rubric  
of the ‘mapping mode,’ a common theme  
in Dutch art of the seventeenth century.

In addition to his apparent interest in 
‘mapping’ and painting local landscapes,  
ten Oever also used bold artistic judgment in 
his particular depiction of nude bathers, an 
uncommon motif in Dutch art of this period. 
Though not typical, the subject of nude 
bathers in a Dutch landscape was also not 
without precedence and appeared in several 
paintings during the seventeenth century. 
Landscapes by van Poelenburch, van 
Wtenbrouck and their followers often depict 
allegorical scenes where unclothed nymphs 
are staged in nature.11 It is uncertain, 
however, whether ten Oever’s Canal Landscape 
with Figures Bathing follows a mythological 
theme. While some scholars describe this 
painting as an allegorical artwork, others  
see it as naturalistic.

Since the landscape in the painting  
is recognisable, scholars such as Peter  
C. Sutton have identified the nude figures 
as, “everyday” bathers.12 Schotman 
referred to the figures as ‘farmers’ in his 
letter to Baxandall, mentioned above. 
Considering the predilection for cleanliness 
in the Netherlands at this time, which 
travellers recorded in remarkably large 
numbers, and the fact that the nude 
figures in the painting were not depicted 
in a particularised or individual manner, 
the assumption that they are ‘everyday’ 
bathers is conceivable. This supposition 
may offer a parallel between ten Oever and 
Italianate Dutch landscape artists, such 
as Philips Wouwerman, who depicted a 
similar scene to that in Canal Landscape with 
Figures Bathing, of unidealised nude figures 
bathing in front of a town, in his Landscape 
with Bathers (fig. 6). Ten Oever’s treatment, 
which combines a pastoral landscape with a 
modern Dutch town, remains exceptional, 

however. The concept that ten Oever seeks 
to express in this picture remains unclear 
and the meaning of this work of art is 
rarely discussed in the scholarly literature. 
Duncan Macmillan has asserted that, “no 
particular significance can be attached”,13 
however, there may be a new answer to the 
question of whether the painting contains 
disguised symbolic meaning. As it contains 
a depiction of nude bathers the painting is 
immediately set apart from other Dutch 
landscapes. The figures may be the key to 
unfolding its meaning. They can be traced 
back to the culture of disguised symbolism 
in seventeenth-century Netherlandish 
art. Imbuing artworks with edifying or 
moralising implications was common in 
this period. The act of ritualistic bathing 
is related to spiritual purity, and cattle are 
likewise emblematic of virtue in paintings of 
the Dutch Golden Age.14 Numerous artists 
associated cattle with fertility and nature 
or allegorised them as symbols of Dutch 
prosperity.15 The background suggests 
that ten Oever’s pastoral painting relies on 
more than nature for inspiration and may 
possess a dual meaning. By combining nude 
figures cleansing themselves with images of 
cattle, ten Oever endows the recognisable 
motif of the Dutch pastoral landscape 
with a potentially moralising and didactic 
significance.

Sir James Erskine bought Canal Landscape 
with Figures Bathing from Siegfried Bendixen 
in Hamburg in 1822. Sir John Drummond 
Erskine of Torrie presented the painting 
to The University of Edinburgh in 1885.16  
It then went on loan to the Board of 
Manufacturers in Edinburgh in 1845. In 
1859, the painting was on loan for display 
in the newly-built National Gallery of 
Scotland. The National Gallery of Scotland 
ultimately returned the work to the Talbot 
Rice Gallery of The University of Edinburgh 
in 1982. Since 2007, it is once on loan to  

11  Sutton & Blankert, Seventeenth-
Century Dutch Landscape Painting, 
1988, 387.

12  Ibid., 389.

13  Macmillan, Catalogue of the Torrie 
Collection, 2004, 23.

14  Bas van Bavel & Oscar Gelderblom, 
‘The Econonic Origins of 
Cleanliness in the Dutch Golden 
Age’, Past & Present, 205 (2009) 
43–47. 

15  Eddy de Jongh & Michael Hoyle, 
Questions of Meaning: Theme and Motif 
in Dutch Seventeenth-Century Painting, 
Leiden, 2000, 232.

16  Sir James Erskine [Last will and 
testament of Sir James Erskine]. 
1825, Centre for Research 
Collections, The University  
of Edinburgh.
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the National Gallery of Scotland.17 
The painting was cleaned and a small 

dent in the frame was fixed by Snowden’s 
Studio in 1936.18 It has been put on display 
in numerous exhibitions. In 1830, John 
Erskine lent it to the Royal Institution, 
Edinburgh, for an exhibition as a picture 
by Cuyp. In 1957, the painting was again 
on display in the exhibition Masters of 
Seventeenth-Century Dutch Landscape Painting 
in Zwolle. In 1988, it was shown in Dutch 
Art in the Seventeenth Century: Images of a Golden 
Age in British Collections an exhibition at the 
Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam. In 1990 the 
Birmingham Museum & Art Gallery hosted 
a display called Dutch Art & Scotland: A 
Reflection of Taste and exhibited ten Oever’s 
landscape. The painting was displayed in 
the National Gallery of Scotland, Paris, 
and Madrid in 1992, 1994 and 1995, 
respectively.20 

Although the picture is clearly admired  
(as evidenced by its many loan requests 
and its inclusion in numerous texts on 
seventeenth-century Dutch art), the artist 
himself has remained relatively unnoticed 
for centuries and existing studies of ten 
Oever prove insufficient. J. Verbeek of 
the Rijksprentenkabinet Amsterdam, an 
expert on Zwolle masters of the seventeenth 
century, gathered contemporary archival 
materials related to ten Oever, and J. W. 
Schotman, Peter C. Sutton, Albert Blankert 
and Duncan Macmillan made strides 
to further this body of research and to 
identify and systematise ten Oever’s œuvre. 
Moreover, the Office for Art History in The 
Hague has put together a comprehensive 
list of all known works by ten Oever in 
both public and private collections. Ten 
Oever’s paintings are now scattered 
around the world. When the Provinciaal 
Overijssels Geschiedkundig Museum began 
to investigate the paintings of ten Oever 
in 1954, a reorganisation and restoration 

of these works began. In consequence of 
this research project, ten Oever’s works 
subsequently drew public attention, and 
he became one of the most important 
painters of Zwolle. Despite this, information 
regarding this master remains uncertain  
and unclear. Even his birthplace of Zwolle  
is uncorroborated.21 

Probably born in Zwolle or nearby, ten 
Oever was active as a painter mainly or 
entirely in the district around the town.22 
He is thought to have originally studied 
under the portraitist Eva van Marle (active 
in Zwolle c. 1650), whose works are mostly 
preserved in Zwolle and Kampen today. Ten 
Oever’s first, dated painting of 1657 reflects 
her influence. According to documents, 
ten Oever went to Amsterdam in 1659 to 
receive training from his cousin, Cornelis 
de Bie. Only a few of de Bie’s paintings are 
known at present. Ten Oever settled down 
in Zwolle in 1665 after de Bie’s death the 
year prior. He lived on the Sassenstraat 
and was a member of the Kerkeraad, the 
church council. He married Geertruidt 
van der Horst in 1675. They had four 
children, including Hieronymous, who 
later became a silversmith. Best known for 
his landscapes and portraits, ten Oever 
was also distinguished for his still life 
paintings, historical scenes, figure pieces, 
and decorative works. A versatile painter, 
his artwork was also of a high quality.23 
In the 1680s, ten Oever was already the 
most important portraitist in Zwolle, and 
was commissioned to paint portraits of 
mayors, preachers, and theologians.24 In 
1669, three of his paintings were sold at the 
price of 40 guilders each.25 Besides portraits 
and historical subjects, ten Oever painted 
Italianate cityscapes and landscapes. He 
showed remarkable artistic audacity and 
creativity in his paintings, which is certainly 
exemplified in Canal Landscape with Figures 
Bathing. It should be acknowledged, however, 

17  Centre for Research Collections, 
The University of Edinburgh.

18  EU. 727, ‘Conservation: In 
Snowden’s Studio… Snowden  
fixes small dent’, Centre for 
Research Collections, The 
University of Edinburgh.

19  Macmillan, Catalogue of the Torrie 
Collection, 2004, 23.

20  Notes in the curatorial file at the 
Scottish National Gallery, 
Edinburgh.

21  Verbeek & Schotman, ten Oever  
1957, 5–6.

22  Curatorial note in the artwork file, 
Scottish National Gallery, 
Edinburgh.

23  Haak, The Golden Age, 1984, 401.

24  Sutton & Blankert, Dutch 
Seventeenth-Century Landscape Painting, 
1988, 387.

25  Letter from J. W.Schotman to  
David Baxandall, March 26.  
1956. Scottish National Gallery, 
Edinburgh.
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that his later works (dating as late as 1705) 
are less impressive. Some of ten Oever’s 
excellent artwork has been misattributed to 
more recognisable names such as Aelbert 
Cuyp, Jan Ossenbeck  and Paulus Potter.26 
His landscapes were remarkably similar to 
Cuyp’s, leading some experts to argue that 
Cuyp influenced him; however, a lack of 
evidence leads to the conclusion that the 
two men probably did not know each other. 
Several paintings previously identified as 
in the style of ten Oever have subsequently 
been attributed to other artists.

Ten Oever’s Canal Landscape with  
Figures Bathing was conceived of and  
executed in provincial isolation, far from  
the mainstream of Dutch landscape art.27  
The bold placement of nude bathing figures 
before a modern Dutch city, rather than 
in an allegorical setting, combined with 
the painting’s natural landscape, achieves 
a sense of calm and detachment that 
was exceptional in seventeenth-century 
painting. No other artist was as unique in 
the particular illustration of the distant 
little town or as liberal with the inclusion 
of nude bathers enjoying the evening light 
and warmth.28 The painting’s topographical 
connotations place it in the category of the 
‘mapping mode’ of Dutch art. Although any 
moralising symbolism remains hidden in 
everyday imagery, the cultural and, to some 
extent, religious and aesthetic context of the 
painting’s creation endow it with spiritual 
and ritualistic significance. By combining 
a depiction of figures cleansing themselves 
with images of cattle, ten Oever enriched the 
lyrical landscape tradition with a potentially 
moral and didactic significance. Although 
some scholars insist that ten Oever took 
inspiration from classical mythology, by 
studying ancient statues and sketching nude 
figures, it appears to be more likely that the 
figures are simply ‘everyday’ bathers, though 
his use of golden light does show Italianate 

influence. Almost certainly his intention in 
this work aligns with contemporary literary 
descriptions of Dutch towns, which stressed 
their beauty, wealth and nobility in an 
attempt to celebrate and monumentalise 
the Netherlands. Although some details of 
the artwork, including its patron, function, 
and the meaning of its subject matter 
remain uncertain, without doubt, ten Oever 
perfectly expressed his civic and national 
pride in this idyllic and intriguing work.

26  Haak, The Golden Age, 1984, 401.

27  Sutton & Blankert, Seventeenth-
Century Dutch Landscape Painting, 
1988, 388.

28  Christopher Wright, The Dutch 
Painters: 100 Seventeenth-Century 
Masters, London, 1978, 33.
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Figure 1
Hendrick ten Oever
Canal Landscape with Figures Bathing
1675
Oil on canvas 
66.5 x 86.5 cm

The Torrie Collection, Edinburgh 
© The University of Edinburgh, EU 0727



60 the  TO R R I E  C O L L E C T I O N  |  The University of  Edinburgh Art Collection

Figure 2
Hendrick ten Oever
Landscape near Zwolle 
Signed and dated 1676
Oil on canvas 
75 x 100 cm 

Private Collection, the Netherlands
© Amsterdam, Douwes Fine Art
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Figure 3
Hendrick ten Oever
Two towers on the horizon, detail  
of Canal Landscape with Figures Bathing
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Figure 4
Image of the postcard  
enclosed with the letter  
from J. W. Schotman to  
David Baxandall
26 March 1956
Prov. Overijssels Geschiedk Museum te Zwolle  

Archives in the Scottish National Gallery, Edinburgh
© The National Galleries of Scotland
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Figure 5
Anonymous Artist
Gezicht vanaf het Zwarte Water op Zwolle  
Seventeenth century
Oil on canvas
40 x 72 cm

Prov. Overijssels Geschiedk.  
Museum te Zwolle, The Netherlands
© Stedelijk Museum, Zwolle, 00400
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Figure 6
Philips Wouwerman
Landscape with Bathers 
c. 1660
Oil on canvas
59 x 81 cm

Liechtenstein, The Princely Collections, 
Vaduz-Vienna, GE432
© Scala, Florence
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5C H A P T E R  5 

Adriaen de Vries  
(1556–1626) 

Cain and Abel

Prague, 1612
Bronze 
74.5 x 28 x 38 cm
Signed and dated 
‘ADRIANVS FRIES HAGIENSIS  
BA[TA]VVS/ F. 1612’

Christian Tico Seifert

With warm thanks to Lucy Bamford, 
Hugo Chapman, Jill Forrest, Emily 
Moore, Angela Roche, Kim Sloan and 
Aidan Weston-Lewis for their support.

Trained in the studio of Giambologna, 

de Vries became one of the most 

celebrated sculptors in Europe.  

He spent much of his career in Prague and was 

appointed Court Sculptor to Emperor Rudolf 

II in 1601. It was during this period that Cain 

and Abel was commissioned. In the early 1600s, 

Rudolf was involved in a bitter dispute with his 

brother Matthias, which culminated in Rudolf 

being overthrown and imprisoned. Cain and Abel 

almost certainly relates to this episode; depicting 

the story of a violent struggle between brothers. 

De Vries tended to produce unique casts of his 

bronzes, making his work rare. Cain and Abel is 

one of only four works by the artist in British 

public collections.
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After Sir James Erskine (1772–1825),  
3rd Baronet of Torrie, had died in his 
house in Dover Street, Piccadilly, London, 
the Scottish painter and agent Andrew 
Wilson (1780–1848) compiled a Catalogue of 
Paintings, Marbles and Bronzes in Torry House, 
the Scottish family seat near Newmills in 
Fife.1 Wilson described Torrie’s collection as, 
“one which could alone have been formed 
by a person of refined taste and judgment 
in art, more particularly in respect of 
masters belonging to the Dutch and Flemish 
Schools”.2 Although not all of the sometimes 
overly-optimistic attributions have stood the 
test of time, there are outstanding paintings 
in the Torrie Collection, notably Jacob van 
Ruisdael’s (1628/29–1682) majestic Banks  
of a River (cat. 4).

Wilson was less enthusiastic about  
the bronzes at Torrie House: “In Bronzes 
and marbles Sir James Erskine appears to 
have had a correct taste and judgment”.3 A 
‘Group Bronze of two figures Samson with 
Jawbone’, without an artist’s name against 
it, can, however, be identified with one of 
the most celebrated Mannerist sculptures 
in Britain: Adriaen de Vries’s Cain and 
Abel, made in 1612 in Prague for Emperor 
Rudolf II (figs. 1 & 2).4 It is one of only 
two bronze statues by this artist in public 
collections in this country.5 The sculpture 
was cast in one piece – a technical feat 
given the complex composition – in the 
indirect lost wax technique, allowing for the 
production of replicas. The surface would 
originally have been polished to a golden-
yellow colour, similar to that of the recess in 
the plinth carrying the signature. At a later 
date and not by de Vries, the bronze was 
coated with two layers of dark brown patina, 
obscuring de Vries’s much brighter finish.6 
Like Wilson did, this bronze has been 
erroneously identified in the past as Samson 
killing the Philistine. There can, however, 
be no doubt about the subject, as in 1621 de 

Vries mentioned a replica he was working 
on in a letter to his patron Count Ernst von 
Holstein-Schaumburg (1569–1622) as, “A 
group of Cain and Abel, two feet [high], 
of bronze”.7 The violent murder of Abel 
is related in the Old Testament; God had 
accepted Abel’s offer but disregarded Cain’s, 
who thereupon furiously killed his brother 
in the fields (Genesis 4:1–8). The subject has 
been depicted frequently in paintings but 
rarely in free-standing sculpture.

Given the prominent signature on Cain 
and Abel, one wonders how Wilson could 
have missed it (fig. 3). De Vries routinely 
signed in inconspicuous places, often on 
the rear edge of the plinth, which would 
not have been easily spotted once the 
sculpture was installed against a wall or in 
a niche. If Cain and Abel had been displayed 
free-standing, however, as it is now and 
clearly was designed for, the signature 
could hardly have been overlooked. Only 
two bronzes are signed on a similar recess 
underneath the actual plinth; the replica 
of Cain and Abel of 1622 mentioned above 
and de Vries’s personal interpretation of the 
famous antique Farnese Bull made in 1614.8 
In 1620, de Vries suggested to his patron 
Count Ernst that the Farnese Bull should 
be installed, “on a pedestal whose top can 
be rotated”.9 The original installation and 
display of Cain and Abel are unknown but 
the shape of the plinth suggests that this 
sculpture, predating the Farnese Bull by 
two years, was the first de Vries designed 
to be installed on a revolving pedestal.10 
The square recess would have slotted into 
the top of the pedestal and prevented the 
sculpture from unintended movement. The 
four holes in the recess, one on either side, 
may have been used to secure the bronze 
on such a structure, although one of them 
damaged the signature.11 This revolving 
installation would have allowed for an all-
around view from the same position and in 

1  Andrew Wilson Catalogue of Paintings, 
Marbles and Bronzes in Torry House, 
National Galleries of Scotland, 
Edinburgh, 1825. On James  
Erskine see, ‘Obituary: Lieut.  
Gen. Sir James Erskine, Bart.’,  
The Gentleman’s Magazine 137 (May 
1825), 464; Duncan Macmillan,  
The Torrie Collection, exh. The Talbot 
Rice Art Centre, Edinburgh, 1983, 
17. Also, see Genevieve Warwick 
and Neil Lebeter’s chapter on The 
Torrie Gift in this volume. 

2  Wilson Catalogue, 1825, 1.

3  Ibid., 2.
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in Torrie House, National Galleries  
of Scotland, Edinburgh, 1826, 9, 
no.25; Lars Olof Larsson, Adrian  
de Vries: ADRIANVS FRIES 
HAGIENSIS BATAVVS 1545–1626, 
Vienna/Munich, 1967, 57, 121, 
no.24; Macmillan, Torrie Collection, 
Edinburgh 1983, 28; Frits Scholten, 
Adriaen de Vries, Imperial Sculptor, 
Amsterdam/Stockholm/Los 
Angeles, 1998, 192–194, no.29; 
Duncan Macmillan, A Catalogue  
of the Torrie Collection, Edinburgh, 
2004, 16–17.

5  See note 15.

6  Jane Bassett, The Craftsman Revealed: 
Adriaen de Vries, Sculptor in Bronze,  
Los Angeles, 2008, 146.

7  ‘Un groppo di Cain et Abel di 2 
piedi di bronzo’; Robert Bruck. Ernst 
zu Schaumburg, ein kunstfördernder Fürst 
des siebzehnten Jahrhunderts, Berlin, 
1917, 82; and Scholten, Adriaen de 
Vries, 1998, 230. The replica is in the 
Statens Museum, Copenhagen, inv. 
5492; Scholten, Adriaen de Vries, 
1998, 230–231, no.38.

8  Gotha, Schloßmuseum, inv. P 50; 
Scholten, Adriaen de Vries, 1998, 
206–209, no.33.

9  ‘vff einem postament, worauf die 
cornisa kan vmbgedrehet werden’; 
Bruck, Ernst zu Schaumburg, 1917,  
81. On the display of de Vries’s 
Farnese Bull on a revolving pedestal 
see: Fritz Scholten, ‘Displaying the 
Farnese Bull: Adriaen de Vries’ 
Revolving Pedestal’, Arts of Display/
Het vertoon van de kunst (Nederlands 
Kunsthistorisch Jaarboek 65), eds H. P. 
Chapman, F. Scholten,  J. Woodall, 
Leiden/Boston, 2015, 88.
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the same light, most appropriate to enjoy 
such a group of dynamically twisted figures 
(figure serpentinate). Moreover, this display 
would have emphasised different movements 
and moments of the powerful drama of 
the brothers’ fight, depending on which 
direction the group was rotated. Turning the 
bronze clockwise, the emphasis lies on Cain 
and the final blow he is about to inflict on 
Abel’s head, while an anti-clockwise rotation 
shifts the attention more to Abel’s vain 
efforts to escape his fate.12 When de Vries 
suggested a revolving installation for the 
Farnese Bull, he deliberately accepted that his 
elaborate signature would be obscured – as 
it would have been on Cain and Abel. Could 
Wilson have missed the signature of the 
Torrie bronze because the plinth was slotted 
into its support (revolving or not)? There is, 
however, no evidence that either Cain and 
Abel or the Farnese Bull were ever displayed in 
the way de Vries had suggested. In fact, the 
latter is documented standing on a marble 
table in 1638.13

In this context, it is relevant to note that 
in 1622 de Vries gave the replica of Cain and 
Abel a slightly differently shaped plinth. The 
recess of the Torrie bronze (and indeed the 
Farnese Bull ), is regularly shaped and almost 
square while on the Copenhagen version one 
corner is protruding, creating an irregular 
shape that would have been much more 
difficult to slot into a pedestal’s top.14 Was de 
Vries aware that his suggestions for such a 
revolving display had little chance of being 
realised? The recess of the Copenhagen 
statue is also markedly less prominent, 
and the signature is distributed along all 
four sides, making it more suitable for a 
conventional, non-revolving display.

As far as we know, there were very few 
sculptures by Adriaen de Vries in British 
collections during James Erskine’s lifetime. 
Two bronzes were acquired for the Royal 
Collection. Theseus and Antiope, today the only 

other bronze statue by de Vries in 
Britain, was probably bought by George  
IV (1762–1830). In 1820 he also purchased 
the bronze relief Rudolf II Protecting the Liberal 
Arts in Bohemia, which had been in London 
since 1775.15 

Joseph Wright of Derby (1734–1797) 
based his drawing A Study of a Seated Girl 
(fig. 4) on de Vries’s Nymph Washing her Foot 
while Thomas Gainsborough (1727–1788) 
modelled his only large-scale, nude painting, 
Musidora (fig. 5), on the same statuette.16 
Both artists knew of (or possessed?) a lead 
cast after de Vries’s bronze (fig. 6) but 
possibly took the small unsigned statue for a 
reduced copy of an ancient Roman marble 
sculpture of a Nymph.17 It is obvious, however, 
from the pose and nudity of Wright’s figure, 
as well as the hairstyle of Gainsborough’s, 
that their model was indeed the lead cast 
after de Vries’s interpretation and not a copy 
or graphic record after the antique sculpture.

When and where James Erskine acquired 
his bronze is unknown. Cain and Abel was 
made for Emperor Rudolf II, for whom  
de Vries had been court sculptor in Prague, 
since 1601. It would have had an obvious 
personal meaning for Rudolf, as he and his 
younger brother Matthias had been in a 
constant power struggle since 1606. Matthias 
finally occupied Prague in 1611 and Rudolf, 
held captive, died there on 20 January, 1612. 
It is unlikely that he saw the finished bronze. 
The statue is described in the Kunstkammer 
in Prague in 1619 and 1621. It was probably 
looted by Swedish troops in 1648, although 
there is no documentary evidence for this. 
Sir James may have acquired it in London or 
during one of his military campaigns on the 
continent.18 He also bought pictures through 
agents in Hamburg, Berlin, and Paris.19 Most 
of the bronzes at Torrie House were either 
of Florentine origin or related to works in 
Florentine collections.20 While this does not 
shed any light on the provenance or date 

10  Scholten observed that, “the lower 
part of the base is recessed, as if to 
slot it into another base”, and that 
the recess, “probably spent a 
considerable time sunk into a 
pedestal, although that was not the 
artist’s intention, for on the front of 
it is his signature”; Scholten, Adriaen 
de Vries, 1998, 192, see also Bassett, 
The Craftsman Revealed, 2008, 141. 
Neither Scholten nor Bassett linked 
Cain and Abel to the Farnese Bull’s 
revolving pedestal, however.

11  For the holes, see Bassett,  
The Craftsman Revealed, 2008,  
147 (as cut, “sometime after the 
bronze was cast”). The replica  
in Copenhagen likewise has four 
holes in the recess. The Farnese Bull 
does not have any holes in the recess 
but is considerably larger and 
heavier and, once slotted into  
the pedestal’s top, would probably 
have been sufficiently secured by  
its sheer weight. 

12  Do try it out walking around the 
sculpture, if you are not convinced.

13  Scholten ‘Displaying the Farnese 
Bull, 2015, 88.

14  Bassett, The Craftsman Revealed, 
2008, 145, fig. 18.7 (Torrie) and  
192, fig. 24.7 (Copenhagen).

15  Scholten, Adriaen de Vries, 1998, 
125–127, no.8 and 176–178, no.23. 
Another relief, Portrait of Rudolf II, 
was acquired for the Victoria and 
Albert Museum, London, in 1860; 
ibid., 172–175, no.22. For The Rape  
of a Sabine attributed to de Vries of 
which a cast is also in the Victoria 
and Albert Museum see Frits 
Scholten ‘Adriaen de Vries,  
Imperial Sculptor’. Adriaen de Vries 
1556–1626, ed. Frits Scholten.  
exh. Amsterdam/Stockholm/ 
Los Angeles, 1998–2000, 15,  
fig. 2 and Scholten, Adriaen de Vries, 
1998, 102, under no. 1.
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of acquisition of Cain and Abel, it sets the 
context in which Sir James saw and, quite 
literally, placed his statue. De Vries modelled 
his bronze on Giambologna’s (1529–1608) 
famous life-size marble sculpture Samson 
Slaying the Philistine (1560–62).21 De Vries 
trained in Giambologna’s workshop in 
Florence from about 1581 until 1586 and 
must have been familiar with this sculpture, 
then displayed in the Casino Mediceo.22 
It has been in England since 1623 and is 
now in the Victoria and Albert Museum, 
London. The terracotta model for the 
statue, now lost, was in England in the late 
eighteenth century as well and was last 
recorded in the collection of the sculptor 
Joseph Nollekens (1737–1823).23 In the 
estate of the painter Sir John de Medina 
(1659–1710), who settled in Edinburgh in 
1693, “a paris plaister figure of Cain and 
Abell being broken” is recorded.24 This must 
certainly have been a plaster copy after 
Giambologna’s marble sculpture – which 
Medina could have seen in the garden  
of York House when he lived in London 
(1686–93) – as it appears in a drawing as 
well as in a painting by Medina (fig. 7).25 

Full-scale lead casts after Giambologna’s 
marble group (fig. 8) were popular 
throughout the eighteenth century and 
were made by John Nost the Elder (about 
1655–1710) and John Cheere (1709–1787). 
Such a lead statue, perhaps by Nost, is 
recorded in the garden of Alloa House, 
Clackmannanshire, in 1729.26 Torrie House 
is located just ten miles east of Alloa and 
the Erskine families of Torrie and Mar are 
related. It seems likely that Sir James knew 
the lead cast after Giambologna’s Samson 
Slaying the Philistine at Alloa House. He would 
have recognised that his bronze was inspired 
by the famous Florentine sculpture, and he 
identified its subject accordingly. There were 
no prints after de Vries’s Cain and Abel which 
would have revealed the correct subject 
or the identity of the sculptor (supposing 
that the signature was obscured by the 
pedestal).27 Thus, Sir James would have  
had every reason to believe that his statue 
was Florentine, and as such a ‘correct’ 
addition to his collection of Florentine 
bronzes at Torrie House.

16  For Wright’s drawing see Jane 
Wallis, Joseph Wright of Derby, 
1734–1797: An Introduction to the  
Work of Joseph Wright of Derby with a 
Catalogue of Drawings Held by Derby 
Museum and Art Gallery, exh. Derby 
Museum and Art Gallery, 1997, 58, 
no.46; for Gainsborough’s painting 
see Graham Sawyer, ‘A Note on 
Thomas Gainsborough and Adriaen 
de Vries’, Journal of the Warburg and 
Courtauld Institutes 15 (1951), 134  
and Ellis Waterhouse, Gainsborough, 
London, 1958, 104–105, no.814.  
For de Vries’s bronze in the  
Herzog Anton Ulrich-Museum, 
Braunschweig, inv. Bro 93, see 
Scholten, Adriaen de Vries, 1998, 
131–132, no.10. 

17  The information on the Victoria and 
Albert Museum’s website (http://
collections.vam.ac.uk/item/O312740/
seated-girl-statuette-figure-of-vries-adri-
aen-de/, accessed 16 November 2016) 
that a second lead cast is in the 
Museum and Art Gallery in Derby 
is incorrect. For the ancient marble 
sculpture in the Uffizi, Florence,  
see Scholten, Adriaen de Vries, 1998, 
131, fig. 10a.

18  For Sir James’s military career see: 
Gentleman’s Magazine 1825.

19  Stephen Lloyd, Catalogue of Paintings 
and Sculpture at Duff House, 
Edinburgh, 1999, 10.

20  See Genevieve Warwick’s  
chapter on the Anatomical Horse  
by Giambologna in this volume.

21  Charles Avery, Giambologna: The 
Complete Sculpture, London, 1993,  
18, fig. 10, 75–76, 253, no.3.

22  On Adrian de Vries in Florence  
see Scholten, ‘Imperial Sculptor’, 
1998, 15 and Dimitrios Zikos, ‘Die 
Ausbildung von Adriaen de Vries 
zum Bronzeplastiker in Florenz  
(ca. 1581–1586)’, in Neue Beiträge zu 
Adriaen de Vries: Vorträge des Adriaen de 
Vries Symposiums vom 16. bis 18. April 
2008 in Stadthagen und Bückeburg 
(Kulturlandschaft Schaumburg 14), eds. 
S. Adelmann/D. Diemer, Bielefeld, 
2008, 179–193.

Figure 1, right
Adriaen de Vries 
Cain and Abel
1612
Bronze 
74.5 x 28 x 38 cm 

The Torrie Collection, Edinburgh 
© The University of Edinburgh,  
EU 0645
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23  Avery, Giambologna, 1993, 244, n.13.

24  W. Brotherston, Sir John Baptist 
Medina, typoscript, s.l., s.d., The 
Scottish National Portrait Gallery 
Research Library, National 
Galleries of Scotland, Edinburgh, 
accessioned 1965, 57, no.75; 
Rosalind K. Marshall, John de 
Medina 1659–1710 (Scottish Masters 7), 
Edinburgh, 1988, 14, 29 (quote); 
James Holloway, Patrons and Painters: 
Art in Scotland 1650–1750, exh. 
Scottish National Portrait Gallery, 
Edinburgh, 1989, 40–41.

25  For the drawing see Edward 
Croft-Murray & Paul Hulton, 
[British Museum] Catalogue of British 
Drawings, Volume One: XVI & XVII 
Centuries, 2 vols., London, 1960, vol. 
1, 448, no.3, vol. 2, pl.239; for the 
painting see Holloway, Patrons and 
Painters 1989, 40–41, fig. 26. This 
painting was in the collection of Sir 
John Clerk, 2nd Baronet of Penicuik 
(1676–1755) by 1724 and was 
probably painted for him; 
Brotherston, Sir John Baptist Medina, 
1965, 18. “A coppie picture of  
Cain and Abell, not finished”  
was recorded in the inventory  
of Medina’s household in 1711; 
Brotherston, Sir John Baptist Medina, 
1965, 56, no.66; Marshall, John de 
Medina, 1988, 29 (quote).

26  “In the middle of this long Terras  
[at Alloa House], is a Bason of 
Water, like that of the Duke of 
Chandois at Cannons, in the middle 
of which, is the Statue of Cain 
slaying of Abel”; [ John Macky],  
A Journey through Scotland: In Familiar 
Letters from a Gentleman here, to his 
Friend Abroad. Being the Third Volume, 
Which Compleats Great-Britain, 2nd 
ed., London, 1729, 178–179 and Joe 
Rock, Architectural History of Newhailes 
House, 2013 [http://sites.google.com/
site/newhailesnewresearch/
architectural-history-of-newhailes-house, 
accessed 13 November 2016].  
Two of these lead casts attributed  
to John Nost are at Wimpole, 
Cambridgeshire and Anglesey 
Abbey (both National Trust).

27  For prints after de Vries’s sculptures 
see Scholten, Adriaen de Vries, 1998, 
274–289, nos.58–65. Ph
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Figure 2
Adriaen de Vries
Side view, Cain and Abel
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Figure 3
Adriaen de Vries
Signature detail, Cain and Abel
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Figure 5
Thomas Gainsborough
Musidora
About 1780–88
Oil on canvas 
188 x 153 cm 

Tate, London
© Tate, London 2016, N00308

Figure 4
Joseph Wright of Derby, after Adriaen de Vries 
Study of a Seated Girl 
1768–69
Black and white chalk on grey prepared paper 
45.1 x 29.2 cm

Museum and Art Gallery, Derby
© Derby Museums, DBYMU 1996-1/84
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Figure 6
Unknown artist, after Adriaen de Vries 
Seated Girl
About 1600–1625
Lead cast
Height 42 cm

Victoria and Albert Museum, London
© Victoria and Albert Museum, London,  
A.2-1946
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Figure 7
Sir John de Medina,  
after Giambologna 
Samson Slaying the Philistine
1690
Black chalk 
53 x 23.2 cm 

The British Museum, London
© The British Museum, London,  
1933, 1128.1
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Figure 8
John Nost the Elder,  
after Giambologna 
Samson Slaying the Philistine 
About 1700 
Lead cast
Height 220 cm 

Anglesey Abbey, Cambridgeshire
© National Trust, NT 515133
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Figure 1

Sir Thomas Lawrence (1769–1830) 
Portrait of Sir James Erskine of Torrie Bt. 
Oil on canvas 
62.1 x 74.3 cm

On loan, courtesy of the Trustees of the Dunimarle Trust 

© Dunimarle Trust

As well as being an avid art collector, Erskine had a 
successful career in the military. He served with Wellington 
at the Battle of Waterloo and was aide de campe to George 
III from 1802 to 1804. Erskine was also close to the Prince 
Regent and it is likely that his taste for Dutch art influenced 
Erskine, as it did many British art collectors. By 1815, the 
Prince Regent had over two hundred Dutch and Flemish 
works in the Royal Collection.  

One of the leading portrait painters in England, Sir 
Thomas Lawrence was an advisor to the Prince Regent  
on his collection and also enjoyed his patronage. It is likely 
Erskine and Lawrence would have been acquainted through 
their royal connections.
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Figure 2

Jacob van Ruisdael (c. 1628–1682)  
A Wood Scene  
c. 1665  
Oil on canvas  
61 x 74 cm

© The University of Edinburgh, EU 0733

The extraordinary variety and execution of Ruisdael’s 
landscapes made him hugely popular with nineteenth-
century British collectors. Records indicate that Sir James 
Erskine had at least four Ruisdael paintings in his collection, 
selling two pieces at Christie’s auction house in 1804.  

This landscape is part of a group of six paintings, all  
with near identical depictions of the same scene. In his 
catalogue raisonné, Seymour Slive argues that this picture  
is the only genuine Ruisdael of the group and can be dated 
to the mid-1660s.  



82 the  TO R R I E  C O L L E C T I O N  |  The University of  Edinburgh Art Collection

Figure 3

Ludolf Backhuysen (1630–1708) 
A Squall: A Lugger Running Into Harbour  
Oil on canvas 
46.4 x 61 cm

© The University of Edinburgh, EU 0701

Backhuysen was one of the most sought after seascape artists 
of the Dutch Golden Age. His paintings became even more 
popular after the two Willem van de Velde’s moved to work 
in the court of Charles II in England. Backhuysen’s patrons 
included some of the most powerful figures in Europe, 
including Cosimo III de’ Medici and Peter the Great  
of Russia.   

His work often depicted dramatic storms, violent seas  
and vessels struggling against the elements. The prominent 
flag in this painting alludes to the fragility of the Dutch 
Republic from external forces, however, skies overhead  
are brightening, hinting at calmer seas ahead.  
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Figure 4

Jacob van Ruisdael (c. 1628–1682)  
Banks of a River  
1649 
Oil on canvas 
143 x 193 cm

© The University of Edinburgh, EU 0734

Ruisdael is regarded as one of the finest painters of the 
Dutch Golden Age. With the fashion for collecting Dutch  
art that emerged in Britain in the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries, Ruisdael quickly became highly sought after.  
His work appeared in sales in London as early as 1740.  

Banks of a River is one of Ruisdael’s most ambitious early 
landscapes. The sheer scale of the canvas itself, painted  
when he was still in his early twenties, shows huge  
artistic ambition. It is almost certain that this work was 
commissioned, as to create a painting of this size without  
a buyer would have been prohibitively expensive.
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Figure 5

Hendrick ten Oever (1639–1716) 
Canal Landscape with Figures Bathing  
1675 
Oil on canvas 
66.5 x 86.5 cm 
Signed and dated 1675

© The University of Edinburgh, EU 0727

Ph
ot

o:
 C

hr
is 

Pa
rk



86 the  TO R R I E  C O L L E C T I O N  |  The University of  Edinburgh Art Collection



The University of  Edinburgh Art Collection |   the  TO R R I E  C O L L E C T I O N 87

Figure 6

Adriaen de Vries (1556–1626)  
Cain and Abel  
1612 
Bronze 
74.5 x 28 x 38 cm

© The University of Edinburgh, EU 0645
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Figure 7

Workshop of Giambologna (1529–1608) 
Anatomical Figure of a Horse (Écorché) 
c. 1580s 
Bronze with black patina 
90.2 x 87.3 x 23 cm

© The University of Edinburgh, EU 0643
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Figure 8

Attributed to Adriaen van de Velde (1636–1672) 
A Sea Piece 
Oil on canvas 
40 x 56 cm

© The University of Edinburgh, EU 0711

Dutch ‘Golden Age’ works are rich with allegory and the 
vessel struggling against a wild sea brings allusions of 
uncertainty and peril. This could often refer to the dangers 
facing the individual or even the state itself; particularly,  
that the optimism and supremacy of the newly formed  
Dutch Republic could be vanquished by external forces.  

The true attribution of this work remains unclear.  
The initials, ‘A.V.V.’, have been noted as being on the  
canvas, suggesting van de Velde, but these are now illegible. 
Jacob van Ruisdael, Pieter Mulier and Jan Porcellis have 
also been proposed as the artist.  
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Figure 9

Willem van de Velde the Younger (1633–1707) 
Fishing Boats in a Calm 
1658 
Oil on canvas 
41.9 x 56.2 cm

© The University of Edinburgh, EU 0744

While A Sea Piece uses the sea as an allegory for danger, 
Fishing Boats in a Calm represents the opposite; control. 
Seascapes such as these celebrate the prosperity of the  
Dutch Republic and its mastery of trade and warfare. This 
scene, depicting a seemingly endless group of military and 
trading vessels, is a comment on the power of the state. 

Pride in its naval supremacy was justified. The Dutch  
East India Company provided the Dutch Republic with  
a monopoly on the spice trade and other commodities, 
quickly making it one of the wealthiest nations in the world. 
A prosperous middle-class bought paintings that reflected 
national confidence, supporting an emerging generation  
of Dutch artists. 
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Figure 10

Jan van der Heyden (1637–1712) 
Wooded Park Landscape with Deer 
Oil on panel 
22 x 28.7 cm

© The University of Edinburgh, EU 0716

Van der Heyden is best known for his meticulously-painted 
townscapes, rich in detail. This work is unusual, as it is  
one of his few purely landscape compositions, however,  
the same precision is applied to the trees in this scene  
as it is to his architectural paintings.  

Van der Heyden is an extraordinary character beyond  
his artistic career. He was instrumental in bringing street 
lighting to Amsterdam and also wrote one of the most 
important manuals on firefighting, Brandspuiten-boek (1690), 
in which he introduced his new invention: the fire hose.  
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Figure 11

Jan Both (c. 1615–1652)  
Landscape with Figures 
Oil on canvas 
102 x 106 cm 
Signed in the lower left foreground on a rock

© The University of Edinburgh, EU 0705

Jan Both pioneered Italianate landscapes in seventeenth- 
century Dutch art. Along with a small group of Northern 
European artists, Both worked in Rome for a number  
of years and was greatly influenced by Italian painting.  
In 1642 Both returned to his native Utrecht and moved  
to painting expansive, often imaginary, landscapes bathed  
in warm Mediterranean light. 

Sir James Erskine acquired this work from Christie’s in 
April 1815 for £42. The Christie’s sale was made up of a 
large consignment of work shipped to London by Bicker 
Caarten & Co., a Dutch importing firm. The sale, which 
contained over 250 lots and lasted for two days, had works 
listed by Cuyp, van Dyck and Rembrandt, highlighting the 
growing taste for Dutch painting in Britain.  
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Figure 12

Jan Lievens (1607–1674) 
A Wooded Walk 
c. 1650 
Oil on canvas 
51.5 x 70.5 cm

© The University of Edinburgh, EU 0723

Lievens became an established artist in his native Leiden  
at a young age; he was an apprentice painter aged eight and 
struck out on his own only four years later. Like many of his 
works, this painting was originally attributed to Rembrandt. 
Another resident of Leiden, Rembrandt’s career has largely 
eclipsed that of Lievens. The pair were born only a year 
apart and were close contemporaries in their early careers. 
They worked from the same models and are thought to  
have shared a studio for over five years.

Lievens experimented with landscape painting when 
working in Antwerp from 1635 to 1644. Although this 
painting is unsigned, it relates closely to a signed landscape 
in the Gemäldegalerie in Berlin. 
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Figure 13

Adam Pynacker (c. 1620–1673) 
A Forest Glade 
c. 1657 
Oil on canvas 
81.2 x 90 cm 
Signed lower right hand corner

© The University of Edinburgh, EU 0730

One of the outstanding figures of the Dutch Italianate group, 
Pynacker’s style was looser than other artists working in the 
genre. His paintings often strayed from classical approaches 
to composition that artists like Jan Both adhered to. This 
painting has one of the earliest examples of Pynacker’s 
recurring motif of a gnarled tree stump in the foreground.  

When viewing the Torrie Collection at the Royal 
Institution in 1850, the art historian Gustav Waagen 
commented that the painting, “represents a fresh morning, 
the master appears in his most favourable aspect”.
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Figure 14

Jan Both (c. 1615–1652)  
Landscape with Mounted Figures 
Oil on panel 
41 x 70.5 cm 
Signed on far bank

© The University of Edinburgh, EU 0706

Although this work is not dated, it is thought to have  
been painted after Both returned to his native Utrecht  
after living in Italy. When he returned to the Netherlands, 
Both painted large Italianate landscapes that focused less  
on the figures occupying the landscape and emphasised  
the landscape itself.

Despite producing the majority of his works in Utrecht,  
it was in Italy that Both received his most illustrious 
commission. Philip IV employed a group of artists, including 
Both, Claude Lorrain, Nicolas Poussin and Gaspard Dughet, 
to decorate his lavish summer residence in Madrid.  
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Figure 15

Richard Wilson (1713–1782)  
An Italian Landscape  
c. 1751 
Oil on canvas 
51.5 x 73 cm

© The University of Edinburgh, EU 0746

Admired by John Ruskin and an influence on Constable, 
Richard Wilson is regarded by many as the father of British 
landscape painting. J.M.W. Turner is even said to have 
trekked over mountainous terrain to try to find Wilson’s 
vantage points. Wilson started his career as a portrait 
painter, but moved exclusively to landscape after travelling 
to Italy and becoming exposed to the work of Claude 
Lorrain and Gaspard Dughet.   

This work is thought to have been painted in Italy, shortly 
after travelling there in 1750. Sir James Erskine acquired  
it at Christie’s on the 24 April 1815 for £44.  
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Figure 16

Johannes Lingelbach (1622–1674) 
An Alehouse Door 
Oil on canvas 
41.5 x 36 cm

© The University of Edinburgh, EU 0724

Lingelbach was an important figure of the Bamboccianti;  
a group of mainly Dutch painters working in Rome in the 
mid-seventeenth century. The Bamboccianti created scenes 
of everyday life, common in Dutch Golden Age painting,  
but with a distinctly Italian aesthetic. The figures in these 
works were often from the lower classes and engaged in 
unsavoury activities; drinking, idleness and gambling. 
Within the Dutch tradition, these pieces can be seen as 
complex moral allegories.  

An outspoken critic of the Bamboccianti was the Italian 
artist Salvator Rosa. A staunch proponent of classicism, 
Rosa lamented this influx of Dutch painters and their style. 
To him, the Bamboccianti painted, “baggy pants, beggars  
in rags, and abject filthy things”. 
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Figure 17

Salvator Rosa (1615–1673) 
Rocky Landscape with Figures 
Oil on canvas 
51 x 92 cm

© The University of Edinburgh, EU 0732

A flamboyant and fiery character, Rosa is both influential 
and notorious. Despite being hounded out of Rome after 
publicly satirising the great Bernini, he was a key figure  
in the development of the Romantic and Picturesque 
movements in painting. For many Grand Tourists of the  
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, Rosa’s works were  
the epitome of a prevailing romantic vision of Italy.  

His work was highly sought-after by British collectors and 
he became one of the most popular artists of the eighteenth 
and nineteenth centuries. Between 1800 and 1820 – the 
years in which the bulk of the Torrie Collection was formed 
– over 1,100 works purported to be by Salvator Rosa were 
sold in London.  
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Figure 18

Gaspard Dughet (1615–1675) 
A Land Storm 
Oil on canvas 
53 x 79 cm

© The University of Edinburgh, EU 0728

Alongside Salvator Rosa, Dughet was one of the best-known 
landscape artists in seventeenth century Rome. His work was 
important in the development of the Picturesque movement 
in Britain, and his paintings were popular among British 
collectors. Along with his contemporaries Claude and Rosa, 
Dughet was so prominent in Britain that even the design of 
gardens and parks showed the influence of his landscapes.

Dughet was a pupil of Nicolas Poussin, who also married 
Dughet’s sister Anne. Because of the connection to his 
illustrious brother-in-law, he was widely referred to as 
Gaspard Poussin during his career.
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Figure 19

Attributed to Giovanni Ghisolfi (c. 1623–1683) 
Architectural Composition of Ruins 
c. 1655 
Oil on canvas 
97 x 118 cm 
Indistinct monogram on foreground rock

© The University of Edinburgh, EU 0712

The popularity of Italian artworks among Grand Tourists 
and British collectors extended beyond bronze reductions  
of great Renaissance sculpture. Paintings of idealised  
Italian landscapes and town views were equally popular, 
particularly in Britain. Giovanni Ghisolfi, a Milanese 
aristocrat, produced fine examples of these works.

In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, architects  
of the Scottish Enlightenment turned to classical models  
for the design of significant parts of Edinburgh. Depictions 
of Italian ruins, whether real or imagined, were influential 
on the development of neoclassical architecture.
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Figure 20

Attributed to Giovanni Ghisolfi (c. 1623–1683) 
Ruins and Figures  
c. 1655 
Oil on canvas 
97 x 118 cm

© The University of Edinburgh, EU 0713

William Playfair, who is responsible for many of the iconic 
buildings in Edinburgh, including the Talbot Rice Gallery, 
pursued a vision that produced, “a happy union of foliage  
and building”.

An indistinct monogram of, “I.S.” is visible on a rock  
in the foreground of Architectural Composition of Ruins which 
has cast doubt on the attribution of these paintings. It has 
been argued that Jean Nicolas Servandoni is the correct 
artist, while others have maintained that the monogram, 
“I.S.” (or, “J.S.”) has been misread and is actually, “S.R.”.  
This could refer to Salvator Rosa; Ghisolfi was a pupil  
of Rosa and the two are known to have collaborated.
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Figure 21

Pietro Tacca (1577–1640) 
Dawn 
c. 1600 
Bronze 
28 x 73 cm

© The University of Edinburgh, EU 0660
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Figure 22

Pietro Tacca (1577–1640) 
Night  
c. 1600 
Bronze 
28 x 60 cm

© The University of Edinburgh, EU 0661

These reductions of marbles by Michelangelo, which adorn 
the Medici Chapel, have undergone significant re-evaluation 
in the last two years. Following their loan to an exhibition  
on the influence of Michelangelo at the Bundeskunsthalle in 
Bonn, Dawn and Night are now attributed to the Florentine 
sculptor Pietro Tacca.

Tacca was the principal pupil of Giambologna, inheriting 
his master’s studio upon his death in 1608. He was appointed 
Court Sculptor to the Medici and it is now thought that 
Dawn and Night were once displayed in the Medici’s  
official residence at the Palazzo Pitti, as they are listed  
in a seventeenth century inventory. The sculptures all  
but vanished until James Erskine collected them in the  
early 1800s.
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Figure 23

Unknown, after Giambologna 
Astronomy 
Bronze 
37.5 x 10 cm

© The University of Edinburgh, EU 0658

Figure 24

Massimiliano Soldani (1656–1740) 
After Giambologna 
Virtue Triumphant Over Vice 
Bronze 
30.6 x 14 cm

© The University of Edinburgh, EU 0649
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Figure 25

Unknown, after Giambologna 
Abduction of a Sabine 
Bronze 
59.5 x 23 cm

© The University of Edinburgh, EU 0657

Figure 26

Attributed to Giovanni Francesco Susini  
(c. 1585–1653) 
After Giambologna  
Mercury 
Bronze 
57.2 x 23 cm

© The University of Edinburgh, EU 0646

The influence of Giambologna runs throughout the Torrie 
Collection. From bronze reductions of his great works, as 
displayed here, to the Anatomical Figure of a Horse, Sir James 
Erskine acquired a fine group for his collection. Within  
a domestic environment, collectors would often display 
sculptures such as these as centrepieces in reception  
and dining rooms.

After the death of Michelangelo, Giambologna was  
the most respected sculptor in sixteenth century Europe.  
He created some of the great works of the Renaissance  
and, for visitors to Italy in the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries, bronze reductions of his sculptures were highly-
prized souvenirs.

Many of the artists who produced reductions of 
Giambologna’s work were also trained in his studio.  
In fact, some of the great European sculptors that rose  
to prominence after his death received their training  
with him, including Adriaen de Vries and Pietro Tacca.
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Figure 27

Massimiliano Soldani (1656–1740) 
The Arrotino 
Bronze on black marble base 
36.8 x 41 cm

© The University of Edinburgh, EU 0648
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Figure 28

Massimiliano Soldani (1656–1740) 
The Wrestlers 
Bronze 
36.8 x 55 cm

© The University of Edinburgh, EU 0647

The Arrotino and The Wrestlers are reductions of marbles 
displayed in the Tribuna of the Uffizi in Florence. 
Massimiliano Soldani was one of the finest bronze casters  
in Europe in the late seventeenth century and worked in the 
court of the Medici for most of his career. Admiration of his 
work spread beyond Florence and Soldani received requests 
for commissions from Queen Christina of Sweden and Louis 
XIV. Duke Cosimo III de’ Medici famously refused these.  
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Figure 29

Jan Steen (1625–1679) 
The Doctor’s Visit 
c. 1660 
Oil on canvas 
57.2 x 71.1 cm

© The University of Edinburgh, EU 0738

Jan Steen is famous for creating witty views of everyday  
life in the Dutch Republic; works that often carry complex 
moral subtexts. Steen painted numerous pieces on the subject 
of The Doctor’s Visit, one of the recurring themes in Dutch 
genre painting.  

These works often satirise doctor and patient in equal 
measure. The female patient here is suffering only from  
‘love sickness’, an idea supported by the young male peering 
through the window at the back of the scene. Steen also  
hints at the growth of quack medicine, as the doctor accepts 
a glass of wine before attending to his ‘patient’.   
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Figure 30

Simon Kick (1603–1652) 
Soldiers at Cards 
Oil on panel 
44.5 x 61.6 cm

© The University of Edinburgh, EU 0721

Paintings of everyday activity in the Dutch Republic  
gained more popularity in the first half of the seventeenth 
century than any other type of work. With the first half of 
the Dutch Golden Age characterised by the Eighty Years 
War, depictions of soldiers in their daily lives became a 
familiar part of this genre. 

Referred to as cortegardjes, or guardroom scenes,  
these works often portrayed soldiers drinking, gambling  
and smoking, reflecting the fight against the tedium of 
garrison life.
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Figure 31

Pieter Neefs the Elder (c. 1578 – c. 1661) 
Interior of a Cathedral 
Oil on panel 
54.5 x 63.2 cm

© The University of Edinburgh, EU 0726
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Figure 32

Follower of Hercules Segers (c. 1589 – c. 1640) 
Landscape 
c. 1640’s 
Oil on panel 
28 x 39 cm

© The University of Edinburgh, EU 0737

Until the early twentieth century this painting was  
thought to be a rare landscape by Rembrandt. Later,  
it was attributed to Hercules Segers; but this is now also 
thought to be unlikely. Segers was one of the most innovative 
artists of the Dutch Golden Age, inventing new techniques in 
printmaking, and genuine Segers paintings are extremely 
rare, with only eleven known works. 

Misattribution was common during the growth  
of collecting Dutch works in Britain, with Rembrandt  
being an almost default attribution. This can be put  
down to both a lack of sufficient scholarship at the time  
and also to unscrupulous dealers wanting to add value  
to lesser works at sale.
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Figure 33

Follower of Francesco Vecellio (c. 1475–1559) 
The Marriage of Saint Catherine 
Oil on panel 
39 x 48 cm

© The University of Edinburgh, EU 0741

When Sir James Erskine acquired this painting, it was 
attributed to a follower of Titian, however, no original  
Titian work exists that this copy could be based upon. 
Rather, the painting bears a close resemblance to a work  
by Francesco Vecellio, Titian’s little-known older brother. 

This popular work by Vecellio has at least nine listed 
variations, with the original displayed at Hampton Court. 
This composition is a mirror image of that original. 
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Figure 34

Follower of Meindert Hobbema (1638–1709) 
A Wooded River Valley with Two Fishermen 
Oil on panel 
47 x 68.6 cm 
Signed on lower left hand corner

© The University of Edinburgh, EU 0718

Although James Erskine collected some fine examples of the 
art of the Dutch Golden Age, the authenticity of some works 
in the Torrie Collection remains in doubt. This painting is  
a good instance of how opinion on a painting can change, 
and then change again.  

When viewing the Torrie Collection in 1849, the art 
historian Gustav Waagen declared this work to be a fake, 
stating the signature was a forgery. In the early 20th  
century, the Dutch collector and art historian Cornelis 
Hofstede de Groot agreed, but later changed his mind 
declaring the work a genuine Hobbema. In 1989, 
seventeenth century Dutch expert Christopher Wright 
concurred and argued that the painting was authentic. 
Recent research has again cast doubt, as experts from 
Sotheby’s believe the work to be a copy of a genuine 
Hobbema painting at Norwich Castle Museum.  
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