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The Stained-Glass Windows in the 
Entrance Hall of the Rijksmuseum: 
A Coloured National Art History

t h e  r i j k s
m u s e u m

b u l l e t i n

•  j u l i a  v a n  l e e u w e n *  •

A s part of the renovation of  
the Rijksmuseum, which was 

completed in 2013, the monumental 
Entrance Hall – Voorhal – has been 
restored to its former glory. The only 
features that have remained unchanged 
since the museum opened in 1885 are 
the stained-glass windows in the north 
wall (fig. 1). As early as 1922, the then 
managing director of the Rijksmuseum, 
Frederik Schmidt-Degener, had the 
terrazzo floor with mosaic figures 
covered over. He also ordered the 
removal of the wall paintings on canvas, 
which had only recently been com
pleted by the Viennese artist Georg 
Sturm (1855-1923) in 1910, and had the 
decorations in the vaulted ceiling over
painted (fig. 2).1 Schmidt Degener’s 
radical intervention destroyed the 
programmatic cohesion of the decora
tion on the floor, walls and windows, 
and the focus on the original decora
tion was diminished. This programme 
was designed by the three conceptual 
fathers of the Rijksmuseum building: 
the architect Pierre Cuypers (1827-1921), 
the senior civil servant in charge of  
Art and Science from the Ministry of 
Interior, Victor de Stuers (1843-1916), 
and the Professor of Aesthetics and 
Art History, Joseph Alberdingk Thijm 
(1820-1889).2 With the recent renova
tion of the museum, there was a grow
ing interest in the original decoration 
of the Entrance Hall and the symbolism 

Detail of  fig. 6a that had been chosen. Whereas the 
iconography of the floor and the walls 
has now received the attention it de-
serves in the literature, the creation of  
the windows has barely been studied.3 
This article aims to remedy this.4

During the construction and the 
decoration of the Rijksmuseum in the 
second half of the nineteenth century, 
Pierre Cuypers worked closely with 
his brother-in-law and fellow Catholic 
Joseph Alberdingk Thijm and with 
Victor de Stuers, who was also a 
Catholic from Limburg and was the 
central government’s representative. 
They had bonded through their shared 
views on Dutch art history and their 
vision of the meaning of the Rijks
museum. This common philosophy 
was dominated by the cultural emanci
pation of the Catholics, which came 
about in the Netherlands in 1853  
after the restoration of the episcopal 
hierarchy, and a longing for the Gothic, 
being the Catholic building style from 
the period prior to the Reformation.5 
The three of them were strong advocates 
of this Catholic emancipation and 
championed a design for the Rijks
museum building in which attention 
was devoted not solely to Protestant 
Holland during the time of the Republic 
but to the Catholic medieval past as 
well. Driven by the ambition to present 
a much broader vision of Dutch culture 
than had been disseminated until that 
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time, they designed a decorative pro
gramme for the Entrance Hall that was 
strongly shaped by their own image of 
Dutch art history.

The Entrance Hall was intended as  
a point of departure for visitors, who 
by way of the Gallery of Honour could 
reach Rembrandt’s Night Watch, the 
highlight of the collection. According 
to De Stuers, the decoration of the 
Entrance Hall was inspired by one 
thought: ‘It symbolizes human life  
and aspiration in a cycle. The floor is 
devoted to the physical area, the walls 
and windows to the social, the vaulted 
ceilings and what is on a level with 
them to the intellectual.’6 In harmony 
with this, the terrazzo-mosaic floor,  
in a connected, cosmological pro-
gramme, showed the signs of the 
zodiac, the seasons, the times of the 
day, the elements, the four rivers of 
Paradise and man’s phases of life.7 
Large wall paintings on canvas by 
Georg Sturm adorned the walls of the 
Entrance Hall, referring to art, science 
and key moments in Dutch history.

The hall is lit by three large arched 
windows with two smaller rectan- 
gular windows between them (fig. 3).  
These windows are decorated with 
scenes in stained glass and together 
form a cycle that as it were encompasses 
the entire history of art.8 From west to 
east, the subjects of the three main win- 
dows are painting, architecture and 
sculpture, while the two intermediate 
windows are devoted to pagan and 
Christian philosophy, and poetry and 
music respectively. The middle window, 
on the theme of architecture, is situated 
directly opposite the Gallery of Honour. 
This was deliberate, as Cuypers stated 
that architecture was ‘the first or oldest 
of the arts’ and ‘therefore entitled to the 
centre or place of honour’.9

Each of the three main windows is 
crowned by a theological virtue, Faith 
above the west window, Hope above 
the east window and Charity above the 
middle window (figs. 4a, b). Under each 
of these virtues there are two medallions 

dedicated to Dutch glass painters, which 
celebrate the craft of glass painting. The 
semi-circular medallions beneath them 
depict the months of the year. Each of the 
four rectangular windows underneath 
shows representatives of the medieval 
social classes: peasants, tradesmen, mer- 
chants, warriors, priests and kings. To- 
gether they give expression to Cuypers’s 
belief in the medieval class society and 
its guild system, in which the arts and 
sciences flourished.10 In Alberdingk 
Thijm’s words the middle series of 
rectangular scenes offers ‘a continuous 
tableau of the practice of the arts and 
sciences’, like miniature painting and 
the practice of sculpture in marble.11

In the lowest zone of the middle 
window four allegorical figures in 
historicized garb represent Classical, 
Romanesque, Gothic and Renaissance 
architecture. They each carry an archi
tectural model that refers to the style 
period they represent: the Doric Temple 
of Paestum, the Romanesque Maria
kerk in Utrecht, the Ridderzaal – the 
Gothic Hall of the Knights – in The 
Hague and the Renaissance style town 
hall there. At this height the west win-
dow presents four painters and the  
east window four sculptors, each from  
a different period of the history of paint
ing and sculpture. In the two smaller 
intermediate windows there are repre
sentatives of Classical and Christian 
philosophy, poetry and music.

The iconography of the cycle as a 
whole was determined by the ideas 
about art, culture and society held  
by Alberdingk Thijm, De Stuers and 
Cuypers and infused with Catholi-
cism, in which references to Classical 
Antiquity, the Catholic Middle Ages 
and the early modern Low Countries 
were arranged into a coherent pictorial 
programme. The windows are based 
on the notion of a cohesive cultural 
national identity and, together with the 
wall paintings and the terrazzo-mosaic 
floor of the Entrance Hall, present an 
idealized and homogenized image of 
Dutch art history.

	 Fig. 1 
Interior of the 
Entrance Hall in the 
Rijksmuseum, 2012. 
Photo: Jannes Linders. 

	 Fig. 2 
The length of the 
Entrance Hall, 1959.  
Gelatin silver print, 
160 x 230 mm. 
Amsterdam,  
Rijksmuseum,  
rma-ssa-f-03891-1.  
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	 Fig. 3
william francis 
dixon , Windows  
in the Entrance  
Hall, 1883-84. 
Stained glass. 
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum.  
Photo: Pedro 
Pegenaute, 2012.
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	 Figs. 4a, b
william  
francis dixon , 
West Window 
Representing 
Painting, and  
East Window 
Representing 
Sculpture, 1883-84. 
Stained glass. 
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum.
Photos:  
Albertine Dijkema, 
Rijksmuseum.
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The Creation of the Stained-	
Glass Windows

By 1882 the construction of the new 
Rijksmuseum had progressed so far 
that it was time to look for an appro- 
priate theme for the windows in the 
wall facing the Stadhouderskade and 
for the best person to do the work.12 
Once the annotated plan for the win- 
dows drawn up by Cuypers and  
De Stuers had been partly approved 
by the Minister of the Interior on  
15 November 1882, the search for a 
suitable candidate began immediately.13 
Cuypers preferred stained glass to  
fill the windows, ‘which applied art,  
so flourishing among our ancestors, 
now seems to be revived in our home-
land and is heading for a bright future’.14 
As a Catholic promoter of neo-Gothic 
architecture, Cuypers himself ran a 
workshop for ecclesiastical art and 
designed stained-glass windows for 
both religious and secular buildings.  
In the design and decoration of the 
Rijksmuseum – one of his largest and 
most lavish projects – this functional, 
decorative and above all colourful 
element must not be missing.

Cuypers was authorized by the 
Minister of the Interior to organize a 
small-scale competition for the execu
tion of the stained-glass windows.15 As 
a test he invited three Dutch and three 
foreign firms to each make a represen
tation of the Greek painter Apelles in 
stained glass and to submit them for 
his approval.16 The winning test piece 
would immediately be included in the 
west window; the other competitors 
would each receive 200 guilders for 
their work. The Sodenkamp brothers’ 
glass workshop did not accept the 
invitation, but the other five companies 
took up the challenge: H.J.J. Geuer  
of Utrecht, F. Nicolas of Roermond, 
Stalins & Janssens of Antwerp,  
W.F. Dixon of London and the Tiroler 
Glasmalerei of Innsbruck.17 Cuypers 
sent each firm an autograph – a type  
of lithograph – with the design for the 
Apelles window (fig. 5). According  

to the conditions laid down for the 
competition, the dimensions of the  
test window had to be the same as those 
of the lithograph which had been sent. 
Requirements were also set for the 
degree of light transmission of the 
glass so that the room and its wall 
paintings would be well lit. The multi-
coloured and translucent glass of  
St John’s Church in Gouda was an 
important example for Cuypers.18 The 
architect stated that these ‘scenes in 
stained glass represent the glory of our 
old art here’, in which an impressive 
image ‘of the power that our Dutch 
society was able to develop in the 
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries’ 
has been preserved for posterity.19 This 
is why he considered stained glass an 
appropriate medium for the windows 
in the Entrance Hall, which had to 
reflect the glory of Dutch art history. 
The firms taking part in the competi
tion were required to return the test 
piece, mounted in a rectangular frame, 
within two months of the publication 
of the assignment. Cuypers did, though, 
allow the competitors a degree of 
artistic freedom in the execution of  
the Apelles window: ‘The competitors 
are free to draw the figure as they think 
the idea is best expressed, while at the 
same time they have complete freedom 
in the choice of colours.’20

Cuypers acted as a one-man jury  
in assessing the five entries. On  
27 April 1883 he sent his report to  
the Minister of the Interior.21 In it  
he informed the minister that he had 
the windows placed in the Entrance 
Hall so that he could judge the five 
pieces that had been submitted in situ. 
His assessment was highly critical. 
Cuypers thought that the figure of 
Apelles had been poorly drawn by  
most of the workshops and that the 
colour combinations were not in the 
least harmonious. The lines of the 
Apelles submitted by F. Nicolas, for 
example, were ‘not sufficiently noble’ 
and Stalins & Janssens’ figure was  
remarkably large and badly drawn 

	 Fig. 5
pierre cuypers , 
Drawing for the 
Design of a Stained-
Glass Panel with  
a Representation  
of Apelles, 1882. 
Autograph. 
Rotterdam, Collectie 
Het Nieuwe  
Instituut/ryks,  
inv. no. ryksd65.



s h o r t  n o t i c e   d o n a t e l l o ’ s  r o l e  i n  t h e  d e s i g n  o f  a n t o n i o  r i z z o ’ s  v i r g i n  a n d  c h i l d

37

t h e  s t a i n e d - g l a s s  w i n d o w s  i n  t h e  e n t r a n c e  h a l l  o f  t h e  r i j k s m u s e u m



38

t h e  r i j k s m u s e u m  b u l l e t i n

(figs. 6a, b). Even more important  
in Cuypers’s opinion were the colour 
combinations and the degree of light 
transmission of the glass. While he 
praised the drawing of the Apelles 
figure by the Tiroler Glasmalerei, 
the blue background had a ‘cold  
effect’ (fig. 6c). He thought that the 
colours that Geuer had chosen were 
not harmonious (fig. 6d) and also that 
the colour combinations in Stalins & 
Janssens’ window left a lot to be 
desired: the painter’s red cloak con
trasted sharply with the surrounding 
white and the glass as a whole allowed 
little light to pass through. Nicolas’s 
test window was too bold in colour for 
the architect. In addition the window 
lacked brilliance, a quality that was 
essential in glass painting.22 

	 Figs. 6a-e
Five windows with a 
representation of 
Apelles, 1882-83, 
respectively by 
a)	 F. Nicolas, 
	 Roermond;
b)	 Stalins en 	
	 Janssens, 	
	 Antwerp;
c)	 Tiroler Glas-	
	 malerei und 	
	 Cathedralen- 
	 glashütte, 	
	 Innsbruck;
d)	 H.J.J. Geuer, 	
	 Utrecht;
e)	 William Francis 	
	 Dixon, London.
Stained glass,  
265 x 105 cm.  
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum,  
inv. nos. bk-1999-87-c  
to -e, bk-1999-87-b 
and -a.

The Apelles by the English glass painter 
William Francis Dixon (1847-1928) was 
the only design that met Cuypers’s 
expectations (fig. 6e). He thought  
that the impression of the whole was 
‘brilliant’. The figure of Apelles was 
perhaps somewhat too archaic and  
his face too pale, but Cuypers found 
the treatment of the ornamental  
part ‘masterly in all respects’. Dixon 
was the only one who succeeded in 
achieving great colour harmony with 
optimal transmission of light through 
the glass. Furthermore his creation  
was an example of real glass painting 
and not merely the imitation of a 
painting or statue, like those submit- 
ted by most of the other competitors. 
In short, in Cuypers’s opinion Dixon  
had fully utilized the artistic and 
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technical possibilities glass painting 
had to offer.23 

Cuypers did, however, warn the paint-
er in a personal letter in September 1883 
that his Apelles ‘should be drawn less 
archaically and with more nature and 
artistic feeling’ and sent him as a guide
line a drawing of the main figure of 
Apelles for ‘both the position and the 
way of draping as well as for the treat- 
ment of the face’ of all the figures.24 A 
later letter from De Stuers to Cuypers, 
more about which later, seems to 
indicate that this drawing was made by 
the painter Georg Sturm, but his name 
does not appear in the correspondence 
between Cuypers and Dixon. Despite 
his criticism of Dixon’s drawing style, 
Cuypers was convinced in his earlier 
report that Dixon ‘would perform the 

work entrusted to him properly and in 
accordance with the requirements of 
Art’.25 After receiving the go-ahead 
from the Minister of the Interior on  
20 November 1883 it was a done deal: 
on 31 December 1883 Dixon was given 
the commission to deliver and install 
the stained glass for the five windows.26

William Francis Dixon was originally 
from Oxford, but had been trained by 
the renowned glaziers Clayton & Bell 
in London before establishing his own 
firm there in 1872.27 In 1876, with Edward 
Reginald Frampton and Charles Hean, 
he set up the firm of Dixon, Frampton 
& Hean.28 However the collaboration 
was short-lived and from 1880 onwards 
Dixon’s career as an independent glass 
painter took off.29 He opened several 
branches all over Great Britain and 
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made stained-glass windows for, among 
others, St Margaret’s Church in Cardiff, 
Sheffield Cathedral and the Basilica of 
St Ursula in Cologne.30 Dixon there
fore had the necessary experience as a 
glass painter when he was commissioned 
to make the five windows in the Rijks
museum’s Entrance Hall. The produc
tion and installation of all the glass in 
the Entrance Hall – covering a total sur- 
face of 140 m2 – was a major assignment 
for the Englishman, which he gladly 
accepted.31 It was eventually agreed 
that he would receive 25,000 guilders 
for it, on condition that the work would 
be completed before 1 September 1884.32

After the promising start, the crea
tion of the stained-glass windows ran 
into problems. Dixon had to get all  
his full-size drawings (‘cartoons’) 
approved by Cuypers and De Stuers. 
From his correspondence with Cuypers 
it is evident that Dixon often overran 
the agreed delivery dates.33 He also  
did not want to go to Amsterdam for 
consultations because of the expense.34 
De Stuers expressed his great dissatis
faction about this, and about the 
artistic quality of ten cartoons that 
Dixon had submitted. On 10 June 1884 
he wrote to Cuypers: 

You should not approve all Dixon’s 
drawings. Why didn’t this oaf follow 
Sturm’s sketch for the Apelles? Make 
him do that. The Renaissance woman 
was pretty good. It proves to me that 
Dixon can’t draw! His Rembrandt is 
awful. The heads are poorly modelled 
and badly framed. Get Sturm to help 
you put them right. I am really 
disappointed by these cartoons.35

De Stuers’s annoyance was so great 
that he wrote to Cuypers again two 
days later to insist that the cartoons 
submitted had to be corrected. He 
advised Cuypers to enlist Sturm’s help, 
because, as De Stuers put it: ‘You can’t 
force Dixon to come over’.36 If Dixon 
did not want to come, De Stuers 
advised him to send him Sturm’s 

sketches for the other cartoons, ‘with 
the request to make new full-size 
drawings of them’. De Stuers did, 
though, emphasize that Dixon would 
have to bear the extra cost.37 In spite  
of this advice, no documents have  
been found in the archives to prove 
that Sturm was involved in the design 
process. Neither Dixon’s cartoons  
nor Sturm’s sketches have survived. 
It therefore remains uncertain how 
significant Sturm’s contribution to the 
design of the stained-glass windows 
had been.38 Looking back on the cre- 
ation of the wall and glass paintings in 
the Rijksmuseum, Cuypers stated that 
he made the sketches for the windows 
himself, and Alberdingk Thijm explains 
that the windows were executed ‘by 
Mr Dixon (after drawings by the 
architect)’.39 
	 A day later De Stuers specified his 
criticism of Dixon’s work. Alberdingk 
Thijm and De Stuers shared a prefer
ence for a rigid, sharply defined 
manner of drawing and painting.40 In 
De Stuers’s opinion Dixon’s archaic 
style was unsatisfactory and showed  
poor mastery of human anatomy:

Dixon is incapable of drawing a good 
figure. He knows no anatomy and his 
drawing is poor. That is the source of  
his archaism, just as Israels etc.’s lack  
of knowledge of drawing gives birth to 
Impressionism. On this basis a rascal 
will be able to swear that he truly 
worships the Mexican Style.41

Dixon took the criticism to heart and 
continued with his work. On 20 June, 
Cuypers wrote to the minister that 
‘the necessary changes have already 
been made to the cartoons’ and that  
he had also received other cartoons 
from Dixon in the meantime.42 With 
great satisfaction Cuypers reported 
that Dixon had come to Amsterdam 
for the corrections and that ‘the further 
cartoons are now being finished by 
him here’.43 On 12 August all the car
toons were ready and the stained glass 
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had ‘gone into production’.44 Dixon 
had also promised to send the glass  
on time after all the setbacks.45 The 
glass painter was true to his word.  
On 12 September 1884 he supplied 
ten allegorical scenes in stained glass 
(we do not know which ones) which 
were installed ‘in addition to the sur
rounds for one window.’46 At the last 
moment, in light of his earlier criticism, 
De Stuers checked with Cuypers to 
make sure he had not used the Apelles 
that Dixon had sent as a test piece, ‘at 
least not without significant changes  
in the “mug”’, because, in De Stuers’s 
words: ‘He looks like a Neapolitan who’s 
got cholera!’ 47 However De Stuers  
did not come off best this time. On  
25 November 1884 all the stained glass 
was installed, including the original 
Apelles window.48

The Choice of Two Relatively
Unknown Artists 

The lowest register shows twelve 
historical figures with, in De Stuers’s 
words, ‘as many Dutchmen as possible, 
who represent the different periods  
of their art’.49 For Painting in the west 
window these were Apelles, Willem 
van Heerle, Lucas van Leyden and 
Rembrandt, and for Sculpture in the 
east window Phidias, ‘Jan or Hans’ 
[Claus] Sluter,50 Jan van Terwen and 
Hendrick de Keyser. In the inter
mediate windows Plato, Thomas à 
Kempis, Joost van den Vondel and 
Jan Pieterszoon Sweelinck respect-
ively represent Philosophy, Theol- 
ogy, Poetry and Music. The fact that 
Hendrick de Keyser and Rembrandt 
are included in the programme as 
paragons of Dutch seventeenth-century 
sculpture and painting respectively 
needs no explanation. But the choice  
of Willem van Heerle as a represen
tative of medieval painting and Jan  
van Terwen as a representative of 
Renaissance sculpture is, to say the 
least, remarkable for present-day 
visitors. 

The decoration of the new Rijksmuseum 
building had to express the purpose 
of the museum as a whole and, in 
Cuypers’s words, ‘contribute to present
ing the Art History of our Fatherland 
to posterity as comprehensively as pos- 
sible’.51 To this end, Cuypers, in consul- 
tation with De Stuers and Alberdingk 
Thijm, designed a scheme that they 
considered appropriate. Alberdingk 
Thijm made his opinions known in 
theoretical writings and submitted 
ideas for the iconographic programmes 
to Cuypers and De Stuers.52 Cuypers 
translated Alberdingk Thijm’s learned 
prose into practice for the museum 
building. He made sketches of the 
scenes and thus was instrumental in 
the final depiction of the subjects. De 
Stuers’s judgment was often decisive 
in the choice of subject. He not only 
acted as a civil servant, he was also a 
dedicated iconographer, who often had 
the last word when it came to the con
tent and the execution of the decorative 
schemes.53 However, the plans always 
had to be sent to the Minister of the 
Interior for approval. 

It is evident from Cuypers’s working 
drawings that the choice of subject of 
the windows was constantly modified 
between 1882 and 1883.54 The drawing 
for the north façade, which Cuypers 
made for the Minister of the Interior 
before November 1882, indicates which 
scene should be placed in which window 
(figs. 7a-c).55 The drawing shows that 
the overall arrangement of the subjects 
of the stained-glass windows had largely 
been settled at that time, but that dis
cussions about which artists should be 
included in the programme to represent 
the different periods of art history were 
ongoing. For the west window, which 
was devoted to painting, preference 
had initially been given to Apelles, Fra 
Angelico, Jan van Eyck and Rembrandt 
to represent Classical Antiquity, the 
Middle Ages, the Renaissance and the 
seventeenth century respectively.

The choice of Van Eyck is not sur
prising, as this artist is also depicted in 
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one of the tile tableaux on the outside  
of the building (fig. 8). Nevertheless, 
during the discussion of the draft  
plan of November 4, 1882, his name 
was replaced with Lucas van Leyden’s.  
Fra Angelico was also removed from 
the programme at that time, without  
a replacement being immediately 
found.56 In some subsequent docu
ments there was initially only men- 
tion of ‘a medieval fresco painter’.57  
These alterations had probably been 
suggested by De Stuers; in each case 
we know that he had made comments 
on Cuypers’s plan. The arrangement 
and subjects were settled by the 
minister on 15 November 1882, when 
the name of the Flemish sculptor  
Artus Quellinus (the Elder) was 
changed in passing into Hendrick  
de Keyser’s; Phidias, Sluter and  
Van Terwen, about whom more later, 

	 Fig. 7a
pierre cuypers, 
Design for the North 
Façade of the 
Rijksmuseum with 
the Arrangement of 
the Entrance Hall 
Windows , before 
November 1882. 
Rotterdam,  
Collectie Het Nieuwe 
Instituut/ryks,  
inv. no. ryksd65.

	 Figs. 7b, c
Details of the west 
and east windows 
(fig. 7a)

	 Fig. 8
georg sturm 
(design) and 
villeroy & boch 
(execution),  
Jan van Eyck as 
Peintre et Varlet 
de Chambre of  
John of Bavaria  
at the Court at  
The Hague , 1885.  
Tile tableau on 
the south side of  
the Rijksmuseum. 
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum, 
ha-0034359. 

<

<	
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1380 and described as ‘the best painter 
in German lands’.61

Based on these references, the Ger
man art historian Johann Domenicus 
Fiorillo presented Meister Wilhelm as 
‘an excellent artist who had no equal in 
art’.62 It was therefore inevitable that a 
number of important, but anonymous 
works from the Cologne region, for 
example Muttergottes mit der Wicken
blüte (fig. 9a), were attributed  by 
connoisseurs such as Johann David 
Passavant and Johann Jakob Merlo  
to ‘Meister Wilhelm’, who was, accord
ing to some of the sources described 
above, Willem van Heerle.63 The attri
bution of the Clarissen altarpiece in 
Cologne Cathedral to this artist, for 
example, was contested later, because 
research has shown that the work 
dates from 1390. Willem van Heerle 
was probably already dead by then.64  

were allowed to remain. When the 
draft agreement with Dixon was drawn 
up on 20 December 1883 it also finally 
became clear that Willem van Heerle 
had been chosen to represent Medieval 
Painting.58

Willem van Heerle’s artistic talent 
was widely praised in nineteenth-
century art-historical literature. When 
the Rijksmuseum was being built, the 
painter was known as ‘the pioneer of 
the Cologne school’.59 On the basis of 
various Cologne charters dating from 
1358 to 1378 and a fourteenth-century 
Limburg chronicle, it had been assumed 
that a certain ‘Meister Wilhelm von 
Herle’, who supposedly came from 
Heerlen in Limburg and had lived in 
Cologne between 1368 and 1378,60 
was the same person as the ‘Meister 
Wilhelm’ whom the chronicler men
tions as being active in Cologne around 

	 Fig. 9a
master of  
st veronica , 
Muttergottes  
mit der Wickenblüte , 
c. 1410-15.  
Oil on panel,  
centre panel: 
59 x 39 cm,  
side panels:  
59 x 19.5 cm.  
Cologne, Wallraf-
Richartz-Museum, 
inv. no. wrm 10. 
Photo: Rheinisches 
Bildarchiv Köln.
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attributed to Meister Wilhelm during  
a trip to Cologne in 1882 (fig. 9b).68 
And it is quite possible that Cuypers 
had noticed that Meister Wilhelm  
was included in the painted dome of 
the Alte Pinakothek during his visit  
to Munich in 1877.69 

From the outset Cuypers wanted  
the glory of the Netherlandish art of 
the past to be depicted in the museum 
with ‘images of towns and cities, where 
the arts especially flourished, and of 
people from the history of the father
land who more particularly exerted an 
influence on the arts.’ 70 A tile tableau 
on the north side of the building would 
represent the city of Maastricht, where, 
in Cuypers’s words, ‘Master Willem 
van Heerle originated the Maastricht 
and Cologne School’. As the icono- 
graphic programme of the Entrance 
Hall had to harmonize with the outside 
walls, ‘everything depicted in the stained 
glasses of the window should serve as 
a supplement to achieve the aforesaid 
objective as fully as possible’.71 The 
eventual inclusion of Willem van Heerle 
as a striking example of a supposed 
Limburg pictorial art was therefore 
not entirely unexpected.

A discussion that touches on this 
concerns the question as to whether 
the Rijksmuseum (and therefore also 
the decoration of the Entrance Hall) 
ought to focus exclusively on artists 
from the Northern Netherlands or 
whether artists from the South should 
also be included. After the secession of 
Belgium in 1830 the provinces of the 
Northern Netherlands went in search 
of their own, purely national symbols 
that would express the new unity.72 
Cuypers and his two colleagues strictly 
applied the criterion of a Northern 
Netherlandish origin.73 With the excep
tion of Apelles and Phidias, the stained-
glass windows were reserved for 
artists who came from the area of the 
new Kingdom of the Netherlands, or 
who had lived and worked there.74 
Belgian artists were not included, let 
alone artists from other countries.75 

In 2004 the German art historian 
Robert Suckale went so far as to assert 
that there was not a single work that 
could be attributed to Willem van Heerle 
with certainty. Suckale maintained 
that the merits of Meister Wilhelm in 
medieval art are beyond dispute, given 
what the documents say about him, 
but that more reliable information is 
needed to identify him as Willem van 
Heerle and for certain attributions.65 

But Cuypers and his colleagues were 
not bothered by these kinds of modern 
scientific scruples. Willem van Heerle 
had already featured in a list of names of 
artists that Alberdingk Thijm – who we 
know was familiar with the Limburger 
Chronik 66 – had submitted to Cuypers 
as part of his initial thoughts about the 
decorative programme for the Entrance 
Hall.67 Cuypers himself had studied  
Muttergottes mit der Wickenblüte 

	 Fig. 9b
pierre cuypers , 
Sketch after the 
Centre Panel of the 
Muttergottes mit  
der Wickenblüte  
in Cologne (attri-
buted to Meister 
Wilhelm), 1882.  
Pencil, 137 x 88 mm. 
Rotterdam,  
Collectie Het  
Nieuwe Instituut/ 
cuyp, inv. no.  
cuypt263.
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This led Cuypers and De Stuers to 
continually adapt the programme.  
Van Eyck had to make way for Lucas 
van Leyden from the Northern Nether
lands and Fra Angelico was removed 
from the draft plan in favour of Van 
Heerle, who was known in a smaller 
artistic circle. Cuypers and De Stuers, 
from Roermond and Maastricht 
respectively, would have been drawn 
to ‘Meister Wilhelm’ because of his 
supposed Limburg background. 

The idiosyncratic choices made by 
the three men reflect the contemporary 
debate about the Dutch self-image in 
history and art history. As self-assured 
Catholics with a predilection for the 
Middle Ages – the historical heyday of 

their faith – Alberdingk Thijm, Cuypers 
and De Stuers campaigned against  
the primarily Holland-centric and 
Protestant-tinged historiography of 
their time. They believed that not only 
was the prevailing view of the Dutch 
past, in which the Revolt was regarded 
as giving birth to the Netherlands, too 
partisan, so, too, was the construction of 
the national identity derived from it.76 
The need to moderate the Protestant 
imagery and again draw attention to 
the Catholic medieval past was widely 
supported.77 The aim of the movement 
that wanted to place more emphasis on 
the Catholic roots of the Netherlands 
is apparent from the motto that the 
magazine De Katholiek, founded in 
1842, took as its subtitle: ‘Vindicamus 
haereditatem patrum nostrorum’ (‘We 
claim the inheritance of our fathers’).78 
This ambition was also the driving 
force behind such Catholic emanci
pators as Herman Schaepman, Willem 
Nuyens and Alberdingk Thijm, who 
made it their life’s work to see Catholics 
rehabilitated as fully-fledged Dutch 
citizens.79 They knew that the study  
of history played a crucial role in this 
campaign. Within this prolonged 
endeavour to broaden the historical 
perspective, Alberdingk Thijm, to
gether with Cuypers and De Stuers, 
designed a decorative scheme for the 
Entrance Hall that focused not only on 
Protestant Holland at the time of the 
Republic, but on the Catholic medieval 
past as well.80 The three men tried to 
portray the cultural past of the Dutch 
nation in a more inclusive way. In the 
pictorial programme of the stained-
glass windows, they not only brought 
together the best artists and art prod
ucts from different time periods and 
provinces, but shed light on precisely 
those times and people who had pre
viously remained more in the shadows.81 
The choice of Willem van Heerle fits in 
well with this. 

The choice of a suitable representative 
of seventeenth-century sculpture in  

	 Fig. 10
South Choir Stall, 
1538-40.  
Dordrecht,  
Grote Kerk.  
Photo: Vereniging  
van Vrienden van 
de Grote Kerk  
in Dordrecht.
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the east window was also reviewed 
from this perspective. The design for 
the north façade shows that this spot 
was originally assigned to the Flemish 
sculptor Artus Quellinus (see fig. 7c). 
However, in the programme Cuypers 
submitted to the six glass firms on 18 
November 1882 this name was finally 
replaced by Hendrick de Keyser’s.82	

Viewed in this light, the choice of 
Jan van Terwen to represent Northern 
Netherlandish Renaissance sculpture 
is downright astonishing. This Jan van 
Terwen – a Dutchification of Jeannin 
de Teruenne – was born around 1511 in 
the Bishopric of Thérouanne in the 
County of Artois. Evidently in this 
case, in the absence of a more genuine 
alternative, it was regarded as suffi
cient that around 1539 this artist had 
supposedly worked on the famous 
carving of the choir stall in the church 
in Dordrecht and in so doing would 
have introduced the Renaissance style 
into Northern-Netherlandish sculpture 
(fig. 10).83 While nowadays, given the 
many differences in the style of the 
carving, experts doubt that the choir 
stall was made by a single artist, this 
attribution was still proudly maintained 

	 Fig. 11
georg sturm 
(design) and 
villeroy & boch 
(execution),  
Claus Sluter, Jan 
Aertsz van Terwen 
and Hendrick  
de Keyser, 1885.  
Tile tableau on  
the south side of 
the Rijksmuseum. 
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum,  
ha-0034356.

in the nineteenth century.84 Cuypers 
and his colleagues’ decision to implicitly 
present Van Terwen as a Northern 
Netherlandish sculptor had been decid
ed upon from the outset.85 Depicted 
working on the choir stalls in Dordrecht, 
he also features alongside Claus Sluter 
and Hendrick de Keyser in the tile 
tableau on the south side of the build-
ing honouring Dutch sculpture (fig. 11). 

Visual Sources of Inspiration
The notion of a creatable art-historical 
past also played a role in the search for 
visual sources that could help in the styl- 
ing of those representative figures of 
art who have no reliably documented 
portraits. There are no surviving 
drawings or detailed studies of the 
scenes in the stained-glass windows in 
the Cuypers archives nor in those of 
De Stuers and Alberdingk Thijm. The 
precise development of the design pro
cess of the twelve stained-glass portraits 
is consequently unclear.86 Cuypers, with 
De Stuers and Alberdingk Thijm in the 
background, tried in his designs to get 
as close as possible to the true appear
ance and garb of the historical figures.87 
Cuypers and De Stuers looked for and 
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	 Fig. 12a
william francis 
dixon , Portrait 
of the Painter 
Lucas van Leyden , 
1883-84.  
Stained-glass 
window, part of  
the west window in 
the Entrance Hall. 
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum,   
inv. no. bk-2022-5.
Photo: Albertine 
Dijkema and  
Staeske Rebers, 
Rijksmuseum.

	 Fig. 12b
lucas van leyden , 
Young Man with a 
Skull, 1517-21.  
Engraving, 
185 x 146 mm. 
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum,  
inv. no. rp-p-ob-1773.
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	 Fig. 12c
william francis 
dixon , Portrait of  
the Painter Rembrandt 
van Rijn, 1883-84.  
Stained-glass window, 
part of  the west window 
in the Entrance Hall. 
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum,   
inv. no. bk-2022-6.
Photo: Albertine 
Dijkema and  
Staeske Rebers, 
Rijksmuseum.

	 Fig. 12d
jacob gole  
after a design by  
rembrandt van rijn , 
Self-Portrait of 
Rembrandt van Rijn , 
1670-1724.  
Mezzotint, 322 x 236 mm. 
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum,  
inv. no. rp-p-1906-3164.
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	 Fig. 13a
william francis 
dixon , Portrait  
of the Musician 
Jan Pietersz  
Sweelinck, 1883-84.  
Stained-glass 
window, part of  
the right-hand 
rectangular window  
in the Entrance Hall. 
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum,  
inv. no. bk-2022-7.
Photo: Albertine 
Dijkema and  
Staeske Rebers, 
Rijksmuseum.

	 Fig. 13b
jan harmensz 
muller,  Portrait 
of Jan Pietersz 
Sweelinck , 1624. 
Engraving,  
229 x 141 mm. 
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum,  
inv. no. rp-p-ob-32.132.
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	 Fig. 14a
william francis 
dixon , Portrait  
of the Sculptor 
Hendrick de 
Keyser, 1883-84.  
Stained-glass  
window, part of  
the east window  
in the Entrance Hall. 
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum, 
inv. no. bk-2022-8.
Photo: Albertine 
Dijkema and  
Staeske Rebers, 
Rijksmuseum.

	 Fig. 14b
jonas suyderhoef , 
Portrait of  
Hendrick de Keyser, 
1623-86.  
Engraving,  
208 x 158 mm. 
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum,  
inv. no. rp-p-ob-60.737.
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found suitable visual sources for this 
primarily in the Rijksmuseum’s Print 
Room. This is evident from the portraits 
of Lucas van Leyden, Rembrandt, 
Sweelinck and De Keyser, which were 
copied almost exactly from old prints. 
The stained-glass portrait of Lucas van 
Leyden, for example, was borrowed from 
a supposed self-portrait of the painter 
dating from 1517-21 (figs. 12a, b). The 
portrait of Rembrandt follows a print by 
Jacob Gole (figs. 12c, d) and Sweelinck’s 
derives from one by Jan Harmenszoon 
Muller dating from 1624 (figs. 13a, b).  
A print by Jonas Suyderhoef served as 
the example for Hendrick de Keyser 
(figs. 14a, b). Poses were reversed from 
the examples and attributes of their 

trades were added to produce suitable 
designs. 

Cuypers had to work more creatively, 
however, when it came to the portrayal 
of Willem van Heerle and Jan van 
Terwen, since there were no known 
portraits of these artists. Rijksmuseum 
curator Frits Scholten has already 
demonstrated that the portrait of Willem 
van Heerle, appropriately adjusted,  
was borrowed from one of the twenty-
four bronze pleurants – weepers – that 
adorned Isabella of Bourbon’s tomb  
in Antwerp in 1476 (figs. 15a, b).88  
Ten of them were in the Prinsenhof  
in the Oudezijds Voorburgwal in 
Amsterdam from 1808 until they  
were transferred to the Rijksmuseum 

	 Fig. 15a
william francis 
dixon , Portrait of 
the Painter Willem 
van Heerle , 1883-84. 
Stained-glass 
window, part of 
the west window in 
the Entrance Hall. 
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum, 
inv. no. bk-2022-9.
Photo: Albertine 
Dijkema and  
Staeske Rebers, 
Rijksmuseum.

	 Fig. 15b
jan borman  
the younger  
and renier van 
thienen , Weeper 
Dressed in a Long 
Outer Garment, from 
the Tomb of Isabella 
of Bourbon , 1475-76. 
Bronze, h. 55 cm. 
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum, 
inv. no. bk-am-33-d; 
on loan from the 
City of Amsterdam.
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in 1887. It is certain that Cuypers and 
De Stuers were already familiar with 
the statuettes and regarded them as  
fine examples of Catholic medieval 
sculpture: they brought another pleur
ant back in the role of a physician 
in the middle window (figs. 16a, b). 
De Stuers also had himself proudly 
portrayed with one of the statuettes 
(fig. 17). It was historically correct to 
have the attire of a pleurant, which  
was worn from around 1350 to 1490, 
appear on the window with Willem 
van Heerle. Through the simple 
addition of a palette and brush, 
Cuypers transformed the fifteenth-
century nobleman into a fourteenth-
century painter.

	 Fig. 17  
hendrik johannes 
haverman , 
Victor de Stuers 
with a Weeper in the 
Background , 1896. 
Reproduction 
after a lithograph, 
230 x 159 mm. 
The Hague, 
Collection rkd – 
Netherlands Institute 
for Art History/ib, 
inv. no. 2005635.

	 Fig. 16a
william francis 
dixon , Window with 
a Representation of  
a Physician , 1883-84. 
Stained-glass 
window, part of the 
middle window in  
the Entrance Hall. 
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum,  
ha-0012517.

	 Fig. 16b
jan borman  
the younger  
and renier van 
thienen , Weeper 
Dressed in a Cloak 
and with a Fur Hat 
and Crown from the 
Tomb of Isabella of 
Bourbon , 1475-76. 
Bronze, h. 54.5 cm. 
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum,  
inv. no. bk-am-33-c; 
on loan from the  
City of Amsterdam.
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The bronze figurines provided a 
rewarding source of inspiration for  
the design of the glass windows, as  
Jan van Terwen’s headdress was also 
borrowed from a pleurant. The métier 
of the sixteenth-century sculptor and 
the fact that he was active fifty years 
later, made the Burgundian attire 
unsuitable for this window. Cuypers 
probably used another tomb sculpture 
for the tools of Van Terwen’s trade. 
This was the bronze self-portrait of  
the sculptor Peter Vischer the Elder 
(1455-1529) on his shrine of St Sebald 
in the church of the same name in 
Nuremburg (1507-19), which Cuypers 
had sketched in 1850.89 The figures 
stand in the same positions and wear 
the same sculptors’ smocks, pouches  
on their belts and slouch boots  
(figs. 18a, b).90 The sculpture also 
originally had a hammer and chisel.91 
Cuypers stripped the bronze caster  
of his helmet and beard and returned 

him in the window as a Dordrecht 
sculptor. In sum, the stained-glass 
portraits of the major representatives 
of Dutch art history depicted in the 
Entrance Hall are the result of a 
process of recycling, reflection, 
transformation and invention. 

A Coloured History of Art
Cuypers, Alberdingk Thijm and  
De Stuers wanted to use the pictorial 
programme of the stained-glass 
windows in the Entrance Hall to show
case highlights of Dutch art history. 
This overview had nationalist preten
sions and served an educational and 
evocative purpose. After all this time, 
however, the story that the windows 
tell us about the Netherlands’ national 
cultural past is no longer self-evident 
to every modern-day visitor. The 
idiosyncratic decision to present a 
national art history with a remarkable 
emancipation of the Roman Catholic 
Middle Ages and a prominent role  
for unknown artists like Willem van 
Heerle and Jan van Terwen can be 
explained by the Catholic background 
of Cuypers and his associates and  
their preference for pre-Reformation 
history. Driven by the ambition to 
bring about a revision of Dutch art 
history, they shaped the programme  
of the stained-glass windows accor-
ding to their own interpretation. By 
choosing artists almost exclusively 
from the Northern Netherlands, some 
of whom are practically unknown or 
may even have been fictitious, and  
the way the three men invented and 
composed their portraits, makes it 
crystal clear that as far as the concep
tual fathers of the Rijksmuseum build
ing were concerned, the art-historical 
past was malleable.

	 Fig. 18a
william francis 
dixon , Portrait  
of the Sculptor Jan 
van Terwen , 1883-84. 
Stained glass, part  
of the east window in 
the Entrance Hall. 
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum,  
inv. no. bk-2022-11.
Photo: Albertine 
Dijkema and  
Staeske Rebers, 
Rijksmuseum.

	 Fig. 18b
peter vischer  
the elder , Self-
Portrait in a Niche 
on the East Side  
of the Shrine of  
St Sebald , 1507-19. 
Bronze. 
Nuremberg,  
Church of St Sebald.  
Photo: Theo Noll, 
2019.
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no tes

ab s tr ac t Little attention has thus far been paid to the creation of the stained-glass windows 
in the Rijksmuseum’s Entrance Hall. However, a study of the pictorial programme 
for the windows reveals some remarkable choices. Driven by the ambition to present 
a broader overview of Dutch culture than had been disseminated until that time,  
the Catholic trio of Pierre Cuypers, Victor de Stuers and Joseph Alberdingk Thijm 
designed an iconographic programme for the stained-glass windows in the Entrance 
Hall. The programme for the stained-glass windows gives an overview of the major 
representatives of Dutch art history. Striking among them are two artists from the 
Northern Netherlands – Willem van Heerle and Jan van Terwen – who played almost 
no role in the Dutch art-historical canon at that time. The fact that these relatively 
unknown artists feature in the pictorial programme for the windows clearly indicates 
that the emphasis lies on the Roman Catholic Middle Ages and shows that it is a 
coloured version of Dutch art history.
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