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Editorial

I n this issue of The Rijksmuseum Bulletin, Maartje van Gelder and Fabio Pauletta discuss a
painting by Pieter Isaacsz titled Uprising of the Women of Rome on the Capitol, from circa 1600.
It depicts the mythical, obscure story of Papirius. Most contemporaneous representations of this
event focus on the boy Papirius and members of the Senate. After having been present at a Senate’s
meeting, Papirius told his mother that the senators were considering bigamy — a lie the boy fabricated
to keep the Senate’s actual affairs secret. Most of these images served to instruct young men on
the virtue of confidentiality and the contrast between men of restraint and overemotional women.
In the Rijksmuseum painting, Isaacsz relegates the men to the margins and instead emphasizes the
strength of the women who, shown centre stage, stand up for their rights. The theme is too rare for
the painting to have been made for the art market. It was more likely commissioned by a wealthy
Amsterdam merchant for the occasion of his marriage. The painting would have served the new
couple as a conversation piece.

Maartje Brattinga researches a goblet with a stipple engraving of the author Elisabeth Wolft-
Bekker (known as Betje Wolff, 1738-1804) and its very unusual inscription referring to her work,
the engraver and the person who commissioned it. Glasses with portraits were mostly used in
gatherings of patriots, when toasting their leaders. Wolff-Bekker, a patriot herself, was famous for
her epistolary novels; in the glass’s inscription, however, she is honoured for her active involvement
in religious polemics. The glass was most likely made for Pieter Heijnsius, a well-to-do contractor
and the father-in-law of Wolff-Bekker’s publisher. Brattinga shows that, based on the early provenance,
the glass can be linked to two of Wolff-Bekker’s closest friends. In this way, a circle of acquaintances
is reconstructed, demonstrating how portrait glasses of the eighteenth century were used in celebration
of shared values.

Both of these articles pose a methodological research inquiry that is fundamental to art historical
practice: how was an object conceived and what was its earliest function and use? Besides researching
an object’s genesis, another aspect of the art historian’s modus operandi is labelling artworks and
artists. This might be based on style, in which a work is classified into categories of similar works,
or quality, in which an artist and his work are assessed in comparison to others. When examining
art from past centuries, this labelling might seem useful and harmless. In modern times, however,
Jos ten Berge argues that this practice can also prevent artists from receiving the recognition they
deserve and can have a major impact on their life, art and career; he does so by analysing the reception
of one artist in particular. Willem van Genk (1927-2005), creator of highly detailed drawings and
collages, became the target of criticism, in which his mental problems all too often resulted in his
disqualification as a professional artist. Labels such as mentally void, maladjusted, naive, amateurish,
brutish, and outsider were consequently bestowed on him. At times, Van Genk’s works show how
these labels wounded him. In 2016, as part of its presentation of the twentieth century, for a period of
one year, the Rijksmuseum exhibited his drawing Moscow (c. 1955). Even though still accompanied
by a museum label mentioning his mental issues, Van Genk’s work finally hung alongside works by
other acknowledged artists.

Detail fig. 1, p. 100 99
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Portraying Women in Revolt:
How Pieter [saacsz Represented the
Myth of Papirius and the Uprising
of the Women of Rome

e FABIO PAULETTA AND MAARTJE VAN GELDER™ o

he history painting Uprising of the

Women of Rome on the Capitol
(fig. 1), painted on copper by the Dutch-
Danish artist Pieter Isaacsz (1569-1625)
between 1600 and 1603, deals with
gender, power and politics.' Central
to the mythical story depicted in the
painting is Papirius, a Roman boy
said to have tricked his mother into
believing that the Roman Senate was
deliberating the introduction of bigamy,
which would allow Roman men to
have two wives. Angered by this news,
Papirius’s mother called on other
women to protest on the Capitol,
Rome’s political heart. The story itself
is relatively obscure and was fairly rare
in medieval and early modern art.
In the few depictions that do exist,
the uprising is shown in a traditional,
predictable way, which contrasts the
political actions of men with the foolish-
ness of women, with Papirius’s mother
signifying the latter.? In these works,
the boy Papirius invariably appears in
the centre, typically positioned between
his mother and the senators.

For the composition of his painting
in the Rijksmuseum, however, Isaacsz
took a radically different approach:
he chose to show large numbers of
women as they arrive on the (late
sixteenth-century) Capitol, seeking
redress from the governing senators.
The women occupy the foreground
and are moving towards the right;

<

Fig.1
PIETER ISAACSZ,
Uprising of the
Women of Rome on
the Capitol, c. 1600-03.
Oil on copper,
41.5 x 62 cm.
Amsterdam,
Rijksmuseum,

inv. no. sk-A-1720.

leading them is Papirius’s mother,
dressed in yellow. By contrast, all

the male figures are positioned to

the side, with many of them watching
from the staircase and balcony of the
monumental Palazzo Senatorio, the
seat of early modern Rome’s impor-
tant municipal courts of justice, visible
in the background. Papirius himself
can be seen far right, standing between
the senators and his mother. Isaacsz’s
painting not only deviates from the
limited visual tradition of the Papirius
story described above, we also rarely
see any depictions of a crowd of
rebellious women in early modern art.
In this article, we shall first investigate
why Isaacsz chose this obscure story,
and then examine why he placed the
protesting women in the Rijksmuseum
painting’s foreground.

Remarkably, despite the theme’s
rarity Isaacsz painted it twice within a
timespan of approximately thirteen
years.3 An earlier version painted on
panel, dated circa 1593, is preserved in
the Museo di Roma (fig. 2);* a drawing
based on this panel is held in the col-
lection of the National Galleries of
Scotland (fig. 3).5 In composition and
style, the Roman painting vastly differs
from the Rijksmuseum painting. It is
precisely these differences that will help
us to better understand why Isaacsz
chose to place the protesting Roman
women in the foreground.
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The article will begin with an analysis of
the Papirius literary tradition and the
late medieval and early modern visual
tradition arising from it. To under-
stand why Isaacsz chose this theme the
first time, we must then consider his
training as a painter in Italy and his
years spent in Rome. One source of
inspiration for his first version was
undoubtedly the dissemination of the
Papirius story in Dutch translations
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and editions of classical literature.
Yet, actual protests on the Capitol

in the sixteenth century might have
inspired the artist as well. The article
will close with the contextualization
and interpretation of the later paint-
ing in the Rijksmuseum. As we will
endeavour to show, Isaacsz’s painting
of the women of Rome rising up in
protest against bigamy was very likely
made for Jacob Poppe (1576-1624), one

Fig. 2
PIETER ISAACSZ,
Uprising of the
Women of Rome
on the Capitol,
C.1593.
Oil on panel,
65 x 115 cm.
Rome, Museo
di Roma,
inv. no. MR 1880.
Photo © Roma
capitale —
Sovrintendenza
capitolina —
Museo di Roma

Fig.3
PIETER ISAACSZ,
Uprising of the
Women of Rome
on the Capitol,
c.1593.
Pen drawing
washed brown ink,
28.6 x 49.8 cm.
Edinburgh,
National Galleries
of Scotland,
inv. no. RSA 1098.



PORTRAYING WOMEN IN REVOLT

of Amsterdam’s wealthiest merchants,
on the occasion of his marriage to
Liefgen Goverts Wuytiers (1586-1622).

Papirius Praetextatus in Roman

Literature
The mythical tale of Papirius was
first told by the Roman scholar Aulus
Gellius (before 130-after 180 AD),
as part of his compendium Noctes
Atticae.® As the story goes, it was
common in the Roman Republic for
young sons to accompany their fathers
into the Senate, where they could
learn the business of politics. After the
meeting, his father swore Papirius to
secrecy. Upon the boy’s return home,
his mother asked what had been dis-
cussed. Papirius lied, telling her that the
Senate had been discussing the intro-
duction of bigamy. She immediately
became worried: such a decision would
have a negative effect on her own
position and that of her children. She
hastened to warn the other matronae,
i.e. the married women of Rome’s elite.
On the following day, she led a crowd
of angry women to the senate building
on the Capitol, where they called on
the senators to allow biandry (having
two male partners), instead of bigamy.
To prevent further escalation, Papirius
confessed his fabrication to the
senators, who were entirely unaware
of the cause of the women’s anger.
Choosing not to punish the boy for
his lie, the Senate instead lauded him
for keeping state secrets. In reward,
Papirius was henceforth permitted
to attend all Senate meetings; other
boys, by contrast, were denied this
privilege, for fear they might succumb
to their mothers’ curiosity. It was then
that Papirius was given the moniker
‘Praetextatus’: a reference to the young
age at which he kept the Senate’s
business a secret (the toga praetexta,
a toga with a purple border, was worn
by freeborn boys until they came
of age) and a wordplay on the term
‘prae-texo’ (to feign), referring to his
politically expedient lie.

Gellius tells his story with a strong
moralizing undertone: unlike Papirius,
who remained true to his political
obligation, his curious mother and

the other women were vulnerable

to deception, spurring them on to a
rash, unfounded protest. The story
thus presents politics as the exclusive
domain of men —no place for gullible
and easily agitated women.” As recently
suggested by the classicist Joanna
Kulawiak-Cyrankowska, the story can
also be interpreted as an anecdotal jest:
the appearance of a mob of distraught
Roman elite women advocating biandry
will have struck readers of Gellius as
an absurdity.® An overly playful inter-
pretation of this story, however, over-
looks the fact that large-scale protests
involving Roman women actually
occurred on the Capitol.

For Roman women, excluded from
any formal means of political partici-
pation, demonstrating was one of the
few options to exert political pressure.
In her discussion of women’s protests
in ancient Rome, historian Emily
Hemelrijk suggests that the Papirius
story was inspired by one demonstra-
tion in particular: in 195 BC, approxi-
mately 1,400 of the most affluent
women of Rome collectively rose
up in protest against the Lex Oppia,

a sumptuary law that had been
introduced during the Second Punic
War, eighteen years earlier. The law
prohibited displays of wealth and
excluded women from possessing
gold.® In his Ab urbe condita, which
narrates the history of Rome, Livy

(c. 59 BC-17 AD) describes how male
supporters and opponents of the Lex
Oppia filled the Capitol. Hit hardest by
the law, the wealthy matronae followed
suit, staging a mass protest that lasted
several days. The women of Rome
blocked the streets leading to the
Forum and the Capitol and called

on the men to revoke the law. After
directly presenting their case to the
consuls, the law was finally repealed.
In his history, Livy incorporated the
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(probably fictitious) speech given

by Cato the Elder (234-149 BC), who
argued that the Lex Oppia be upheld.”
Cato’s speech, in which he under-
scores women'’s lack of discipline
and advocates for their submission

to their husbands, may have inspired
Gellius in writing the tale of Papirius
and his mother. His telling of the
story was subsequently adopted by
the Roman philosopher Ambrosius
Theodosius Macrobius (c. 370-430 AD)
in his Saturnalia, an encyclopedic
collection of essays on Roman
culture, knowledge, myths and
religion.”

By 1541, a Dutch version of the
Papirius story was circulating in the
Netherlands, included in the first
Dutch-language translation of Livy’s
Ab urbe condita in Antwerp.” As their
source, the Dutch translators relied
on an earlier, German translation of
Livy’s work, to which the German
translators had added a passage to
the account of Papirius as an army
commander in the Second Samnite
War (326-304 BC). Based on Macro-
bius’ Saturnalia, they recounted the
story of Papirius’s white lie and the
rashness of the ensuing women’s riot
to illustrate the commander’s youth-
ful wisdom, though leaving out the
women’s wish for biandry.’ Adopting
this German insertion, the Dutch
translation describes how Papirius’s
fabrication sparked ‘a great grumbling
and wrath among the women’."# Livy’s
work became extremely popular in the
sixteenth century, when the interest in
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the classics among members of the
Dutch elite increased dramatically.
Many reprints were published, all in-
variably including the added Papirius
myth.’s Another influence drawing
Isaacsz’s attention to the story was
his brother, the historian Johannes
Pontanus (1571-1639), who was
working on a new Latin edition of
Macrobius’s Saturnalia, which he
would publish in 1597."°

Viewed from a broader perspective,
an educated member of the Dutch
(male) elite living around 1600 could
have known the story of Papirius
and the protest of Rome’s women via
the Livy translations or the Pontanus
edition. I[saacsz’s friend Karel van
Mander (1548-1606), for example,
twice refers to Livy’s translated
version of the story in his Schilder-
boeck: once in his description of the
Rijksmuseum painting, added to
his biography of Hans von Aachen,
Isaacsz’s most important teacher,
and a second time, albeit much
more indirectly, in his biography of
Lucas van Leyden, whose caution
he compares to that of Papirius.”
Textual representations, from Gellius
via Macrobius to the Livy translation,
invariably emphasize Papirius’s
prudent actions, with the rebellious
women of Rome in a supporting
role. As we will show, the virtuous
boy versus the naive matronae, a
motif underscoring political loyalty
to the (Roman) state, also prevails
in the limited visual tradition of
the story.

Fig. 4
POLICRATIC MASTER,
Papirius Praetextatus
as Child in the Senate
where Women
Demonstrate, c.1384.
Miniature,
60 x75 mm.
Besangon,
Bibliotheque
municipale,
inv.no. ms. 677,
fol. 1gv.

Fig.s
FAUVEL MASTER OR
PAPELEU MASTER,
Papirius Praetextatus
at the Senate,
fourteenth century.
Miniature.
Paris, Bibliotheque
Nationale de France,
Département des
manuscrits, Frangais,
inv. no. 316, fol. 215v.

Fig. 6
MICHEL JOUVENEL
MASTER, Papirius
Praetextatus and his
Mother, c.1447-70.
Miniature,
68 x 86 mm.
Paris, Bibliothéque
Nationale de France,
Département des

manuscrits, inv. no.

Latin 4915, fol. 101v.




An Obscure Theme in the

Visual Tradition
In our search for representations of
the Papirius myth, the earliest we
found were book illuminations from
fourteenth- and fifteenth-century
French historical chronicles. The
first French book illumination of the
story of Papirius, by the anonymous
Policratic Master (active between
1366-1403), dates from circa 1384
(fig. 4). Two other late medieval
book illuminations were painted,
respectively, by the anonymous
Fauvel Master (active between
1315-1340) or the Papeleu Master
(1285-1335), and the Michel Jouvenel
Master (active between 1447-1460)
(figs. 5, 6). All three miniatures present
the story of Papirius in the continuous
narrative style: we see the moment
the senators have gathered with the
small, virtuous Papirius in their midst,
while the matronae arrive to seek their
redress. Unlike Isaacsz’s later depic-
tions, the women are few in number
and appear somewhat hesitant. The
protest is by no means large scale.

For the period up to 1700, three
other paintings besides Isaacsz’s
works depict the theme in question.

PORTRAYING WOMEN IN REVOLT

The earliest, from around 1520-21,

is a work by Domenico Beccafumi
(1486-1551, fig. 7), an Italian painter
predominately active in Siena, pre-
viously analysed by the art historian
Carol Plazzotta.”® A second depiction
of the Papirius story is a mural in the
Nuremberg town hall (fig. 8), a work
likely based on a sketch by Albrecht
Diirer (1471-1528)." The mural was
destroyed during the American and
British bombardment of the city during
World War 11. Papirius, on the right,

Fig. 7
DOMENICO
BECCAFUMI, The
Story of Papirius,
C.1520-21.

Oil on panel,
74 x137.8 cm.
London, The
National Gallery,

inv. no. NGi430.

Fig. 8
ALBRECHT DURER,
The Silence of the
Young Papirius,
1521-22. Nuremberg,
Old Town Hall,
Great Hall, south
wall, first spandrel
from the east,
roundel. Destroyed
during wwii.

Photo: Marburg &
Zentralinstitut fiir
Kunstgeschichte
Photothek

105



Fig. 9
ANONYMOUS
SPANISH PAINTER,
The Child Papirius
Saluting Harpocrates
as God of Silence,
after 1607.

Qil on canvas,
82.5x66.8 cm.
London, Wellcome
Collection,

inv. no. 445591.

Fig. 10
OTTO VAENIUS,
Nihil silentio utilius,
1607.
Print, 181 x 148 mm.
Inidem, Q. Horatii
Flacci emblemata,
Antwerp 1612,
third edition, p. 63.
Utrecht University
Library, shelf number
LBKUN RAR LMY VEEN,
0 4.
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speaks to his mother in the middle,
in the presence of other concerned
women. The third work is an undated,
anonymous Spanish painting of
mediocre quality, in which we see
Papirius greeting Harpocrates, a god
of Egyptian origin (fig. 9). For the
Egyptians, Harpocrates was the god
of childhood; for the Romans, he was
the god of silence, based on their inter-
pretation of the god’s raised finger
held before his mouth. Papirius’s
association with the god therefore
alludes to the boy’s political discretion.
In all three paintings, the emphasis
lies on the boy Papirius, and accord-
ingly, his exemplary political actions.
As his counterpart, the boy’s mother
is curious and ready to rebel. In her
interpretation of Beccafumi’s painting,
Plazzotta states that Papirius’s qualities,
which suited model political behaviour
in republican Rome, were translatable
to the political culture of republican
Siena in the early sixteenth century.>
Similarly, the Nuremberg murals were
also intended to promote virtuous
behaviour among the political elite of
this free imperial city within the Holy
Roman Empire, as they gathered in the
town hall’s Great Hall. The same can
be said of the Spanish painting, even
if its maker and dating are unclear: its
composition, in fact, is derived from
the emblem Nihil silentio utilius (fig. 10),
from the collection Q. Horatii Flacci
emblemata (Antwerp 1607) by the
humanist and painter Otto Vaenius
(Otto van Veen, 1556-1629). Intended
as an instructive tool for the political
education of young men, Vaenius’s
collection was part of the broader
tradition of the specula principum, or
mirrors for princes. A later edition
served to educate the young French
king, Louis x1v (1638-1715). The
emblem ‘Nothing is more useful than
silence’ itself calls for self-control and
silence, and thus political secrecy and

:\éﬁl

Fikesine v : s ik . — confidentiality. In Vaenius’s depiction,
ld\'i Mﬂ"m e Harpocrates figures in the foreground,
L standing before the senate building;
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Fig. i
ATTRIBUTED TO
(THE sTUDIO OF)
BERNARD VAN
oRLEY, wall tapestry
The Twelve Ages of a
Man: The First Three

Ages, or Spring, c. 1515.

Wool, silk,
444.5x7163cm.
New York,

The Metropolitan
Museum of Art,
inv. no. 53.221.1,
gift of The Hearst
Foundation, in
memory of William
Randolph Hearst,
1953-
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Papirius can be seen standing on the
steps to one side; the senators look on
from the windows. Apart from Isaacsz’s
paintings, this is the only representa-
tion of this theme to include a large
group of women. They are demonstra-
tively stationed behind Harpocrates,
making it easy for a reader to contrast
the uprising of the women with the
symbolic representation of silence.

A comparable didactic function can
also be discerned in two tapestries from
the sixteenth century in which Papirius
makes an appearance. In the Brussels
cycle The Twelve Ages of Man (c. 1515),
probably made after a design by the
workshop of Bernard van Orley
(1490-1542), Papirius is included in the
tapestry representing the first three
ages (birth to 18 years) or Spring. He
kneels before a group of senators, with
several women standing behind him
(fig. 11, top centre). The scene conveys
the evolving (male) intelligence from
the age of six to twelve, and is accompa-
nied by a Latin text briefly summariz-
ing Papirius’s story.” The other cycle

is the Los Honores series (c. 1520-25),
produced in the workshop of Pieter
Coecke van Aelst (1502-1550) for the
young Emperor Charles v (1500-1558).
In keeping with the court culture of this
period, the Los Honores tapestries depict
several virtues to which a monarch
should aspire.® In the tapestry dedicated
to Fides (fig. 12), an adult Papirius
wearing armour — solely identifiable
by his woven name — stands in a crowd
of figures, each personifying a sub-
virtue of Wisdom: Cassandra, Job

and Jacob and others. A final work

to be mentioned is a drawing by
Leonaert Bramer (1596-1674, fig. 13),
made for an album of forty-nine
(originally fifty) drawings to accom-
pany the Dutch translation of Livy’s
Ab urbe condita. Bramer’s drawing
demonstrates just how fully the later
Papirius addition had come to form

an integral part of Dutch-language
translations of Livy’s work by the mid-
seventeenth century. In his drawing,
Bramer includes four women, who
appear more desperate than rebellious
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Fig. 12

STUDIO OF PIETER
KOECKE VAN AELST,
wall tapestry

Los Honores: Fides,
detail, c. 1520-25.
Wool, silk, gold

La Granja, Palacio
Real de la Granja

de San lldefonso.
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or angry. Unquestionably, by fore-
grounding Papirius, a clear political-
educational message prevails in all the
depictions discussed here, primarily
intended for princes and ruling elites.*
Yet in both of Isaacsz’s paintings, this
motif appears to play no role at all.

Roman Inspiration circa 1590
Born in 1569 to Dutch parents in the
Danish city of Helsingor, Isaacsz had
avaried career, working as a painter,
art dealer, diplomat and spy.* His early
sojourn in Italy was crucial for his
decision to paint the Papirius story the
first time. As a close friend privy to
first-hand information, Van Mander
wrote that Isaacsz briefly studied under
the prestigious portrait painter Cornelis
Ketel (1548-1616) in Amsterdam
around 1583.2° His next apprenticeship,
circa 1585, was with Hans von Aachen,
starting most likely in Venice. In 1587,
Isaacsz accompanied Von Aachen on a
trip to Frankfurt am Main and Munich.”
Von Aachen — and therefore possibly
Isaacsz as well —travelled to Cologne
in 1588, returning to Venice in the

same year.*® In all likelihood, Isaacsz
parted ways with his master in the

late fifteen-eighties or early fifteen-
nineties, having fulfilled a standard
apprenticeship of six years. He then
moved to Rome.* There he would
complete his first painting of the
uprising of the women of Rome, based
in part on the classical story but also
on his own personal experiences in the
historic city.

The panel in the Museo di Roma
(fig. 2) and the drawing in the National
Galleries of Scotland (fig. 3) both
share the same overall composition,
include traces of Von Aachen’s in-
fluence and fit Isaacsz’s early work.3°
The elderly bearded men (priests or
senators) on the right, with their togas
covering their heads, appear regularly
in Isaacsz’s earliest paintings.* Van
Mander states that Isaacsz depicted
the bronze equestrian statue of Marcus
Aurelius and the Capitol after life.
His rendering of the Capitol indeed
confirms that Isaacsz knew it well,
since throughout the sixteenth century
this urban space underwent major
development.® It is his representation
of this crucial Roman space that moti-
vated the Museo di Roma to acquire
the panel. In the Roman painting,
market stalls can be seen on the left,
next to the old monastery of Santa
Maria in Aracoeli. Although the
market on the Capitol was moved
from to the Piazza Navona in 1477,
market women with food stalls were
still selling their wares on the square
in the sixteenth century .3 Isaacsz also
incorporated fictional elements in
this work, such as the tempietto on
the right.3s

As art historian Heiner Borggrefe
also suggests, Isaacsz very likely
conceived his composition for the
Roman painting in consultation with
his learned brother Pontanus, who
visited him in Rome during his Grand
Tour in 1593.3 Conceivably, Pontanus
may already have been working on his
edition of the Saturnalia. Given his



Fig.13
LEONAERT BRAMER,
The Story of the
Clever Young
Papirius,1655-60.
Black and gray ink,
black chalk
400 X305 mm.
Munich, Vereinigung
der Freunde der
Staatlichen
Graphischen
Sammlung Miinchen
e.V, inv.no. F116-26.
Based on the
Dutch-language
translation of Livy,
Ab urbe condita,
Amsterdam 1585.
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education and interest in the classics,
he is certain to have been familiar with
the Dutch translation of Livy’s work,
including the added story of Papirius.
Besides conversations with his brother
on the history of the Roman Republic
and visits to the Capitol, Isaacsz may
very well have drawn inspiration from
another aspect of Roman life during
his time in the city — recurring mass
protests on the Capitol.

Between August 1590 and January
1592, no fewer than four popes died:
Sixtus v (27 August 1590), Urban vir
(27 September 1590), Gregory X1v
(16 October 1591) and Innocent 1x
(30 December 1591). On these four
occasions, the city of Rome thus
experienced an interregnum period
or ‘sede vacante’, as the Diocese of
Rome was without its bishop. During
these ‘sede vacante’ periods, riots

would often occur and even large-scale
protests, waged against the deceased
pope. The most important location for
such uprisings was, in fact, the Capitol,
where the city council had its seat in the
Palazzo dei Conservatori (in the Roman
panel painting, visible on the right).
Together with the Palazzo Senatorio,
this building stood as symbol of the
secular government. Yet the Capitol
square also represented papal power,
since it was home to monumental
statues of the popes, the crowd’s main
target.¥” Regularly, during the ‘sede
vacante’, large numbers of Romans
would march to the square to express
their anger against the newly deceased
pope and his policies, smashing their
sculpted images in protest. These groups
comprised both men and women from
the upper and lower echelons of the
population. Following the death of
Sixtus v in 1590, for example, a crowd
of some two thousand people stormed
the Capitol to protest this pope’s exor-
bitant taxation.s® While there is no way
of knowing whether Isaacsz himself
witnessed or participated in such a
large-scale protest, as a resident of the
city he was undoubtedly aware of these
periods of unrest. In Isaacsz’s depiction
of the protesting women of Rome,
representations of the Capitol as the
historic meeting place of the Roman
Senate, as the scene of the protest
from the Papirius myth and as the
location of mass demonstrations in the
painter’s own day therefore merge.

In the Roman panel and the
accompanying pen drawing, probably
intended as a ricordo of the painting,
Isaacsz depicts the women’s protest
and the Papirius theme differently than
in the later Amsterdam copper painting
(fig. 1). To evoke a Capitol square filled
with a multitude of figures, in his first
version Isaacsz chose a distant point
of view, with Papirius, his mother and
the senators positioned in the centre.
A consequence of this diverging per-
spective, combined with a difference in
style and technique, is that the women
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are less distinguishable from one
another — here the emphasis lies on
the uprising’s scale and intensity.

The composition is chaotic,
dynamic and violent, with physical
confrontation between various actors
forming a central and recurring
element. Halberdiers, present in
large numbers, are distributed through-
out the composition. In the centre
foreground, a soldier grabs a woman,
just as another, half-naked woman falls
to the ground next to him (fig. 14). Here
the woman’s partial nudity is the result
of the male law enforcer’s aggressive
behaviour. Such depictions of male
violence against women, displaying
a clearly erotic undertone, recall
depictions of a theme far more popular
among Italian and (Italian-trained)
northern European painters, the Rape
of the Sabine Women (fig. 15), which
also featured in Livy’s Ab urbe condita.®®
After having been abducted by Roman
men, the Sabine women ultimately
choose to stay in Rome, married to their
kidnappers. In many late medieval
and early modern representations, the
subject symbolized the importance
and continuity of marriage.*

The theme of the Sabine women
is commonly painted showing wild,
dynamic poses and abundant nudity,
presented against a backdrop of
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Roman (classical) architecture. When Fig. 14
attacked, the Sabine women are the Detail from Uprising
passive party. In his Roman panel of the Women of Rome

painting, however, Isaacsz also in- on the Capitol (fig. 2).

cludes incidents of female violence
against men: right of the market stall,
we see a woman armed with a cleaver
engaged in a fight with a bearded man
(fig. 16). In the foreground right —as

a veritable counterpart to the defence-
less half-naked woman in the fore-
ground centre — one sees a woman
from the back as she proceeds towards
the centre of the action, wielding a
roasting spit as her weapon (fig. 14).
In fact, this is an element that returns
in the Amsterdam painting; as it
creates depth in both compositions,

it should perhaps also be considered

a repoussoir. In its depiction of the
relatively obscure story of Papirius, the
Roman panel diverges from the visual
tradition described above, precisely
because it places emphasis on the
massive women’s protest. At the same
time, its style and composition echo
contemporaneous representations
of the well-known classical theme of
the Rape of the Sabine Women.

The Amsterdam Painting

circa 1600
On 20 November 1593, Isaacsz married
Susanna Craeyborn Willemsdr van
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Antwerpen (1569-1625) in Amsterdam, from all sorts of regions, such as Fig. 15
implying his return to the city in the the Netherlands, Italy, the Ottoman GIULIO LICINIO,
second half of that year.# At first, he Empire and North Africa. He also gave The Rape of the
. . . Sabine Women,

worked mainly on painted portraits and a few women from the last two areas

oo . .. . . detail, after 1566.
militia pieces, following in the footsteps a darker skin colour. As previously )

K K R X Qil on canvas,

of his first teacher, Ketel.#* He also spe- shown by art historian Bianca du cransferred from
cialized in staffage, adding extraneous Mortier, Isaacsz based the clothing wood, 35.6 x 153 cm.
figures in architectural paintings by styles on costume books and prints.+ London, The
other artists.# From his two versions of Copper, a medium that lends itself National Gallery,
the Papirius story, we know that Isaacsz well to highly detailed, glossy and inv. no. NG644.1.
himself was also capable of architec- richly coloured compositions, was
tural paintings filled with multiple the ideal underground for an artist Fig. 16
figures. The second version (fig. 1) desiring the precise representation Detail from Uprising
was possibly intended to profile him- of clothing and household objects, of the Women of Rome
self as a classically trained painter in down to the smallest detail .+ on the Capitol (fig. 2).

Amsterdam. Although some of the
spatial-architectural elements found in
the earlier Roman panel - specifically,
the market stall and the fictitious
tempietto — are absent from this later,
zoomed-in version, Isaacsz again clear-
ly displays his knowledge of Rome.
The large numbers of figures,
depicted in detail in a variety of
costumes, moreover gave Isaacsz
an opportunity to demonstrate this
other aspect of his talent, which
he had already shown in previous
works such as his St John the Baptist
(late fifteen-nineties), and his figures
in architectural paintings by Hans
(1527-1609) and Paul Vredeman de
Vries (1567-1617).# The attire worn
by women in Isaacsz’s painting comes




In the Amsterdam painting, as stated
above, Isaacsz chose to organize his
composition by placing the rebellious
women in the foreground of his paint-
ing, both literally and figuratively. The
point in the story where Papirius’s
mother addresses the senators occurs
on the right: virtually all the figures’
heads turn in this direction. Relegated
to a minor character, Papirius is
portrayed here as a little boy standing
alongside his mother’s impressive
entourage. Proudly posed, with her
chin held high and her hands resting
on her hips, she speaks to two aston-
ished senators dressed in red robes.
Other male figures have been pushed
to the scene’s margins: either watching
from the stairs and balcony of the
Palazzo Senatorio or the narrow alleys
on either side of the building. Isaacsz’s
women come from various regions,
as stated before, but also represent
different ages and levels of social
standing — from the very wealthy
to the poor and physically disabled.
Isaacsz depicts the women as a diverse
group united in a common goal: to
demand they be heard by the senators.
In the present work, however, one
no longer observes the dynamic chaos
or semi-nakedness present in Isaacsz’s
first version of the uprising. At first
glance, one might think it was a
peaceful procession in a Roman street
scene. Yet classically trained contem-
poraries would certainly have recog-
nized the painting as the depiction
of a protest. In his Schilder-boeck, for
example, Van Mander described the
painting as: ‘a very nice painting on
copper, reflecting the history of the
Roman women arriving at the Capitol
and sparking an uprising’.¥” But even
a less-informed audience would have
had no trouble identifying the scene
as a protest, with the potential to turn
violent. Some of the women clearly
seek escalation, e.g. the woman on
the left seen from behind, holding the
menacing roasting spit. To the right,
ayoung woman in front of the bronze
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equestrian statue of Marcus Aurelius
waves a broom; in the foreground
right, an older woman raises a walking
stick; a girl, walking next to an old
woman in a dog cart, is carrying an
iron spit holder (see p. 98). In the scene
rear left, we see a woman with a huge
spoon — commonly the symbol of

a housewife — attacking fragments of
the Colossus of Constantine — a statue
from the fourth century AD that
actually stood on the Capitol in the
sixteenth century — as a man attempts
to stop her.*® On the left, three women
protest by literally making a clamour
using ordinary household objects: a
woman in a blue dress shakes a large
set of keys; her neighbour in yellow
rattles some kind of object, likely

an alms box; the third woman beats
on a metal frying pan with a spoon,

an act starkly contrasting with her
diaphanous white gown and bare feet.#

Fig. 17
JOHANN THEODOR

DE BRY AFTER
GILLIS VAN BREEN
AFTER KAREL

VAN MANDER,
Battle of the
Trousers, 1596.
Engraving,

109 x 86 mm.
Amsterdam,
Rijksmuseum,

inv. no. RP-P-BI-5214.
From ).T. de Bry
and J.I. de Bry,
Emblemata
saecularia:

Mira et iucunda
varietate seculi
huius mores ita
experimentia,
Frankfurt am Main
1596.
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Given their numbers, their attitude
and weaponry, the women in this
painting have clearly come to the
Capitol to demand justice.

The combination of women and
household objects used as weapons
may bring to mind the popular satirical
genre of prints and paintings depicting
women as harpies. A common theme
in late medieval and early modern
European visual culture, such satirical
imagery was also prevalent in the
Netherlands.s® One recurring motif was
the ‘battle for the trousers’, represented
in one of two ways: the struggle be-
tween a husband and wife for power
within the marriage (fig. 17); or women
fighting among themselves for the
‘trousers’, i.e. the love of a man (fig. 18).5*
Women in these prints are often
shown resorting to household objects
as a weapon, like a distaff, a slipper,
scissors or tongs. These images belong
to the genre of exempla contraria, i.e.
examples of inappropriate behaviour.s*
In Isaacsz’s painting, however, no
evidence of this kind of violence or

heavily exaggerated satire occurs.

How people viewed these protesting
women in Isaacsz’s painting would have
greatly depended on their knowledge

of the classics, and of Livy’s transla-
tion in particular. Only then could
the Papirius story be recognized.
Even if one possessed this knowledge,
however, it would still be difficult to
associate the image with the story,
given the emphasis on the protest-
ing women and the inconspicuous
placement of the boy and senators.
Interestingly enough, because of the
moment it was painted by Isaacsz,
the painting may also have evoked
memories of the courageous women
who performed heroic deeds dur-
ing the Eighty Years’ War — it was
precisely in the final decades of the
sixteenth and the early seventeenth
centuries that their deeds were
being celebrated and commemorated
in texts, and later also captured in
images. Involved in all kinds of military
actions during the war, these women
resorted to both bona fide weapons
and household objects. One Haarlem
woman, Kenau Simonsdr Hasselaer
(1526-1588), reportedly strode to battle
as fully armed as any man; in Utrecht,
Trijn van Leemput (c. 1530-1607) led
a group of women using farm imple-
ments as their weapons, a kettle as a
drum and a blue apron tied to a mop

Fig. 18
FRANS HOGENBERG
AFTER MONO-
GRAMMIST PSr,
Battle of the
Trousers, 1540-90.
Etching and
engraving,

322 X 510 mm.
Amsterdam,
Rijksmuseum,

inv. no. RP-P-1982-262,
purchased with

the support of the
F.G. Waller-Fonds.
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handle as their battle standard (fig. 19).
These tales, then, may have resonated

with Isaacsz’s depiction of the Roman
women rising up in revolt.

An Amsterdam Patron
The end of the sixteenth century actually
marked the beginning of an explosive
increase in paintings centred on mytho-
logical and classical stories in the
Netherlands. These were mainly
smaller-scale works destined for an in-
creasingly broader market of affluent
burghers.s Isaacsz’s painting of the
uprising of the Roman women also
falls in this category. With respect to
subject and representation, however,
the painting diverges from this overall
development in two ways. Firstly,
Isaacsz’s painting centres on a rarely
encountered theme, whereas the
aforementioned production mostly
involved the repetition of a restricted
number of themes. By supplying
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popular themes available in a smaller

format, sales from existing stock

were guaranteed, thereby eliminating

the need for commissioned works.5

A second difference is that Isaacsz

has omitted all eroticizing elements,

at a time when eroticism and moral-

izing messages were often part and

parcel for classical and mytholog-

ical subjects.s®* How, then, does one

explain the differences between

Isaacsz’s later painting and the broader

Dutch production of history paintings?
What probably influenced Isaacsz’s

choices is the involvement of a patron

or intended buyer. Van Mander tells

us that the Amsterdam painting was

owned by Jacob Poppe, one of the

richest men in Amsterdam at the onset

of the seventeenth century. Having
come to Holland as a poor migrant
from Holstein, Poppe’s father was a co-
founder of the Compagnie van de Verre,
the precursor of the voc, by which

Fig. 19
Trijn van Leemput
Departs with a
Group of Women
Armed with
Hammers and
Cleavers for the
Castle Vredenburg,
2 May 1577, 1637-39.
Etching, 63 x 70 mm.

Amsterdam,
Rijksmuseum, inv. no.
RP-P-0B-79.672.
From Johan

van Beverwijck,

Van de wtnementheyt
des vrouwelicken
geslachts, Dordrecht

1639.



Fig. 20
ABRAHAM
RADEMAKER,
Corporalship of
Captain Simon
Willem Nooms and
Lieutenant Jacob
Poppe, before 1753.
Pen and brush in
gray, 310 X 200 mm.
Detail of the

Beudeker Manuscript,

Oudheden van
Amstelredamme.
Amsterdam, City
Archives, Library,
acc. no. 15030,

inv. no. 2891.

Jacob Poppe is shown
front row, with his
back towards us;
Pieter Isaacsz is the
man in the back-
ground liftinga
goblet.
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means he made his fortune, among
other enterprises.s” The son, Jacob
Poppe, was a wealthy entrepreneur
with political ambitions: a member
of the city council, an alderman,
a councillor at the Admiralty of
Amsterdam, and ultimately the city’s
burgomaster. Poppe lived in the canal
house De Gulden Steur, built for
his father on the city’s prestigious
Kloveniersburgwal. Upon Poppe’s
death in 1624, he left an unprecedented
inheritance of almost one million
guilders. During his lifetime, Poppe
was one of a relatively small number
of wealthy Amsterdam merchants
who formed the main clientele for
ambitious painters active in the late
sixteenth and early seventeenth
centuries, among them Isaacsz.
According to Van Mander, Poppe
in fact owned no fewer than four
paintings by Isaacsz. In addition to
Uprising of the Women, there were
three portraits, including one of Poppe
himself.s* Isaacsz also produced a
militia piece of the Corporalship of
Captain Simon Willem Nooms and
Lieutenant Jacob Poppe, dated circa
1603-04, the same period in which
he painted Uprising of the Women.s*
This militia piece, of which only a later
sketch remains (fig. 20), also featured

Isaacsz himself.® Having previously
lived on the Oude Turfmarke, in July
1602 the artist moved to a large house
with studio on the Sint Anthoniesbree-
straat, near Poppe’s house, De Gulden
Steur.® As members of the same
corporalship within the militia, Poppe
and Isaacsz assumed the task of preser-
ving order and tranquillity in their part
of the city. This entailed taking action
when threatened, not only by outside
enemies but also by internal unrest,
including popular uprisings. Further-
more, participation in the militia
clubs also ensured solidarity, a bond
strengthened by communal meals and
sharpshooting contests.®* From this,
we may conclude that Poppe and
Isaacsz were quite close.

In all probability, Isaacsz painted
Uprising of the Women specifically
for Poppe. The rarity of the Papirius
theme in painting and the unique
emphasis on the women’s uprising
make it very unlikely that Isaacsz
painted his piece for the open market.
At the time of his death, the history
piece was still in Poppe’s possession,
as evidenced by his estate inventory,
compiled on 13 April 1627 at the request
of his minor children’s guardians.
The inventory describes the painting
as ‘1 large plate from the commotion
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It was one of the most expensive
paintings in the collection, further
suggesting that Isaacsz would not
have made it for the open market.
Remarkably, more than twenty years
after Van Mander described the scene,
Poppe’s relatives and the children’s
guardians still recognized and identi-
fied the painting as the ‘revolt of
the Roman women’ — this, despite
the theme’s relative obscurity. In con-
trast, the inventory mentions neither
the name of the painter nor that of
(the visually rather inconspicuous)
Papirius. The painting was purchased
by Jan Tengnagel (1584-1635), a painter
whose renderings of classical stories
also deviated from the norm, for
example, by excluding erotic aspects.®
On 29 June 1603, Jacob Poppe
married the then seventeen-year-old
Liefgen Goverts Wuytiers, daughter
of Dieuwer Jacobsdr Benningh
(1552-1620) and Govert Dircksz
Wuytiers (1548-1615), a wealthy textile
merchant and regent. That Poppe
likely commissioned the painting for
this occasion is corroborated by the
fact that Isaacsz is certain to have
finished the painting before the end of
1603, when Van Mander is known to
have completed his written account.
Isaacsz’s distinctive representation of
the Papirius story heralded the onset
of Poppe’s changed circumstances:
no longer a bachelor, he was now a
married man residing in De Gulden
Steur. Poppe perhaps knew Papirius’s
story from his student days, having
probably attended one of the two
Latin schools in Amsterdam, intended
for the sons of wealthy merchant and
other prominent families.® Under
the influence of humanism, the Latin
school had come to be increasingly
seen as an important part of a male
child’s overall cultural development,
but also as an important stepping stone
in preparation for higher education.
During their final year of study, students
had an opportunity to read the works

16

THE RIJKSMUSEUM BULLETIN

of Roman authors —e.g. Cicero, Livy,
Virgil and Caesar —and the writings of
the Dutch humanist and philosopher
Erasmus. It was perhaps also at this
time that students first heard about
the story of Papirius. Also tenable,
however, is that Poppe learned of the
myth’s meaning as explained to him
by learned acquaintances in his circle,
such as Pontanus or Van Mander.
His spouse, Liefgen Wuytiers, would
not have been able to learn about
Roman myths in school — only sons
were educated at the Latin school.”
Yet even those lacking a classical
training would immediately have
noted the powerful and heroic
women in the painting’s foreground,
without the slightest evocation of
erotic nudity and the male figures all
essentially relegated to the margins.
Displayed in Poppe and Wuytiers’s
canal house, Isaacsz’s painting would
undoubtedly have functioned as a
‘conversation piece’, an entertaining
spectacle challenging the viewer to
identify the multitude of figures and
objects, placed in their Roman setting.
Yet the work also served to further
enhance the Poppe family’s prestige.®®
Marriage was an essential element
of the original story, as the women’s
uprising targeted the practice of
bigamy. In representations chiefly
intended for princes or members
of the (male) administrative elite, the
focus was much more on the boy’s
political virtues and the contrasting
rash behaviour of the gullible, hot-
tempered women. Those familiar
with the Papirius story, among them
Pontanus and Van Mander, would
certainly have observed the reversal
in Isaacsz’s telling, where the
emphasis lies, not on the virtue of
the young senator’s son, but on the
boy’s mother and her fellow female
supporters, who, with a collective
protest in defence of their marriages,
occupy centre stage and gain the
upper hand.
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Conclusion
Inspired by his Roman period and
his brother’s knowledge of classical
history and culture, Pieter Isaacsz
made two paintings of the obscure
Papirius story, one vastly different
from the other in composition and
style. This difference stems partly
from the development he experienced
as a painter, from his apprenticeship
and his ensuing stay in Rome to his
success as an established artist in
Amsterdam. Another important and
certainly influential factor is that the
later painting involved a patron, Jacob
Poppe, who possibly commissioned
the Amsterdam painting in connection
with his marriage to Wuytiers. What
the two paintings share is that neither
conform to the classical Papirius story
and its restricted visual tradition, where
in both the boy symbolizes the sound
and sensible political actions of men
and women are disqualified as political
actors, often with a didactic function
targeting a male elite. This didactic
dimension is seemingly absent from
Isaacsz’s paintings, in which he intro-
duces an entirely different approach
to gender relations.

Isaacsz’s panel painting in Rome
belongs to a broader tradition of
painted confrontations between men
and women based on classical stories.
In this work, women, some of whom
are naked, are victimized by male
enforcers of the law in highly physical
confrontations. In Isaacsz’s Amster-
dam painting, by contrast, men have
a diminished status as extras, while
the women take centre stage. When
looking at this work, only those
possessing a detailed knowledge of
the work of Gellius and Macrobius
would have associated this uprising
with the women’s support for biandry
and their denouncement of bigamy
— for cognoscenti, an enticing detail
perhaps. Unfortunately, we have no
idea whether Wuytiers might have had
a say in the artwork’s purchase or its
making, let alone what her thoughts

were regarding the painting. As the
woman of the house, the temporary
transfer of power from men to women
depicted in the painting, and accord-
ingly, the reversal of the gender order
— where women act collectively to
achieve a common goal — may have
appealed to her.® Perhaps the reality
of urban uprisings, certainly present
in the mind of militia members such
as Poppe and Isaacsz, also played a
role in the making of the Rijksmuseum
painting: we know that, like women

in ancient and early modern Rome,
women in the Netherlands frequently
took to the streets. They protested
against exorbitant taxes, restrictions
on property boundaries, and food
shortages.” In the Amsterdam Uprising
of the Women, a highly diverse group
of women protests in a streamlined,
almost peaceful manner, where order
prevails over chaos, self-control over
violence; the women are clothed, not
naked, often in extravagant attire.

As opposed to female vulnerability,
prevalent in depictions of the Rape

of the Sabines, or female agitation,
prevalent in the textual representations
of the Papirius story, this painting high-
lights female strength. Accordingly,
Isaacsz’s painting in the Rijksmuseum
— a possible wedding gift —is a far cry
from the original message of the
classical Papirius story.
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The present article analyses the painting The Uprising of the Women of Rome on the
Capitol by the Dutch-Danish painter Pieter Isaacsz (1569-1625). This work depicts
the mythical story of the Roman boy Papirius, who, after attending a meeting of
the Roman Senate, lied to his inquisitive mother to safeguard political secrets,
falsely telling her that the senators were deliberating the introduction of systematic
bigamy. Enraged, his mother then marched to the Capitol, leading a crowd of elite
married women in protest. In the (limited) visual tradition of this classical story, it
is always the boy — and therefore, the sound and sensible political actions of men —
who takes centre stage, set against the foolish and rebellious behaviour of the
women. Isaacsz painted this obscure story twice, approximately ten years apart.
The paintings differ in composition and style, but especially in the second painting,
the women — not Papirius — have assumed the leading role. In Uprising of the Women,
we see the women entering the Capitol in protest: they are in the foreground, with
all men relegated to the margins. Based on an analysis of the literary tradition and
representation of the Papirius myth, the painter’s sources of inspiration and a com-
parison of the two paintings, we investigate why Isaacsz chose to place the protest-
ing women in the foreground of his later, Amsterdam painting, thus turning the
spotlight on female agency.

* We wish to thank Judith Noorman, Arno
Witte, the members of the Onderzoeksgroep
Early Modern Mobilities (University of
Amsterdam) and peer reviewers for their
comments and suggestions. We are also very
grateful to Tico Seifert (National Galleries
of Scotland), Federico De Martino (Museo
di Roma), Giulia De Vivo (Rijksmuseum)
and Sabine Wolfel (Graphische Sammlung
Miinchen) for their assistance. Research for
this article was made possible by an Nwo
Aspasia subsidy.
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