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founded ten years before. In a desire  
to devote her time fully to the suffrage 
struggle, Jacobs closed her medical prac - 
tice in 1904. She remained president  
of the vvvk until after women in the 
Nether lands obtained the active and 
passive right to vote. On 27 September 
1919, this victory in the history of 
women’s suffrage was celebrated 
in grand fashion in the Amsterdam 
Concert gebouw. It was on this occasion 
that Jacobs was ceremoniously recog-
nized for her efforts on behalf of the 
cause and presented with gifts. She re - 
ceived a unique Jus Suffragii medallion 
in white enamel and gold.3 There was 
also an an album informing her that, as 
a token of appreciation, a painted por-
trait was to be made in her honour, paid 
for by more than two thousand female 
and male contributors who had placed 
their signatures on the album’s pages.
  For the women and men who had 
contributed to the making of a portrait, 
it was a way to demonstrate their 
gratitude for what Jacobs had meant 
to women and the nation and a means 
to ensure her efforts were remembered 
for all posterity. Their aim was for the 
portrait to be admitted to the collec -
tion of a (national) museum, i.e. the 
Rijksmuseum. The portrait of Aletta 
Jacobs thus reflects a conscious 
attempt by feminists to honour the 
memory of prominent figures in the 
women’s movement with some kind  

etween October 1919 and the 
summer of 1920, Isaac Israels1 

painted a ‘state’ portrait, commissioned 
by the women’s suffrage movement,  
of the feminist Aletta H. Jacobs, today 
the most renowned figure of first-wave 
feminism in the Netherlands.2 Fifty 
years had passed since Jacobs became 
the first woman officially admitted to a 
Dutch university in 1872. On 8 March 
1879, she completed her medical studies 
in Groningen with a doctorate. In 
Amsterdam, Jacobs set up practice as a 
physician specialized in the treatment 
of women and children. In one of the 
poorest neighbourhoods in the centre 
of the city, she began offering a free 
consultation hour. She also provided 
information on physical hygiene and 
childcare, and introduced the diaphragm 
as a contraceptive. Additionally, she 
engaged in discussions with colleagues 
who were critical of her activities 
regarding birth control.  
 Jacobs’s first informal involvement 
in the women’s suffrage effort occurred 
in 1883, when making an attempt to 
register as a voter in the Amsterdam 
municipal elections, an endeavour that 
proved unsuccessful despite her being 
an eligible tax-paying citizen. Circa 
1900, she became more active in the 
women’s movement, and in 1903, she 
accepted the presidency of the Vereeni - 
ging voor Vrouwenkiesrecht (Women’s 
Suffrage Association, hence forth vvvk), 
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of monument or artwork, preferably 
displayed on the (national) public 
stage.4 In this endeavour, those who 
commis sioned the painting had stepped 
into a tradition that, for ‘men of merit’, 
had existed as early as the Renaissance 
but which really began to flourish  
in the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries. As early as 1800, national 
biographical dictionaries were start -
ing to become mainstays in the for-
mation of national history (and 
national identity). Not long after,  
por trait galleries were systemati cally 
inte grated as part of the national 
heritage, with private institutions and 
their specific memory cultures later 
following step.5 For ‘women of merit’, 
by contrast, inclusion in the public 
‘national portrait gallery’ was any -
thing but a given.6  
 As was revealed in my 2005 bio-
graphy on Aletta Jacobs, the Rijks-
museum rejected the Jacobs portrait  
in 1922.7 Many other portraits of 
prominent women of the suffrage 
movement ended up in the possession 
of the sitters’ families, sometimes even 
kept in house attics. Several portraits 
were held by private institutions,  
and a not insignificant number of 
portraits are almost surely lost and 
today known only through photo-
graphs. In spite of this, it was possible 
to trace the whereabouts of numerous 
portraits that were installed in a  
‘hall of fame’ at the 2019 exhibition 
Strijd! in the Groninger Museum,  
in accordance with the tradition of  
a national portrait gallery.8 In the 
exhibition, a separate wall was 
reserved for the many portraits of 
Aletta Jacobs made by Isaac Israels, 
with five works shown: three oil 
portraits, one watercolour and one 
sketch drawing (fig. 1).9

 In fact, Isaac Israels produced not 
one, but five painted portraits of Aletta 
Jacobs, and two additional sketches, 
i.e. preliminary portrait studies drawn 
in pencil on paper (see figs. 3-9).  
In my aforementioned biography, 

I was somewhat unclear regarding  
the number and specifications of 
portraits Israels made of Jacobs.10 Art 
historians were vague about these 
questions as well, up until circa 2000, 
when ‘four portraits’ of Aletta Jacobs 
began to garner broad consensus.  
Even so, the many catalogues and 
biographical writings on Israels 
virtually never specified the portrait  
or portraits to which they were refer-
ring. In those few instances where 
‘the portrait’ is mentioned, only  
from the stated provenance and 
dimensions (if these are provided)  
can one determine which portrait is 
being discussed.11 That ‘the portrait’ 
was not commissioned by Jacobs 
herself and instead presented to 
her as a gift was not known; and  
at no point did anyone ask the most 
obvious question: why would Israel 
have pro duced so many portraits  
of Jacobs in the first place?
 That Isaac Israels’s portraits of 
Aletta Jacobs are being examined 
systematically and in their precise 
historical context only at this late 
stage can partly be attributed to the 
gap that until recently existed between 
historical and art historical research:  
in the first field, no more than scant 
attention was given to material and 
image, and in the latter field, an eye  
for text and historical context was 
greatly lacking. The situation has 
improved thanks to the influence of 
the ‘material turn’, which has made its 
mark on both history and art history. 
Consequently, historians today are  
far more aware of visual culture and 
object history, while art historians 
delve into the archives with greater 
frequency. This article, with its focus 
on research into ‘the portrait’ or 
numerous portraits of Aletta Jacobs by 
Isaac Israels, is in line with this trend.
 For the historical aspects, I was  
able to draw on my archival research 
into Aletta Jacobs and the women’s 
suffrage movement. As for the art 
historical aspects, besides several 
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general studies on portraiture, a guid  - 
ing influence has been the inspiring 
work of Ludmilla Jordanova, a British 
historian of gender and science, and  
an expert in the area of visual culture.12 
In her book Defining Features (2000), 
Jordanova analysed the tradition of 
portraits of famous physicians and 
researchers in the fields of natural 
science and technology, immortalized 
in paintings or sculptures based on 
merit rather than (aristo cratic) origin. 
Besides the most obvious aspects – the 
identity of the sitter, the identity of the 
artist, the dating and provenance – any 
of the following factors can impact a 
por trait’s meaning: medium, size, scale 
ratio of the individual depicted and  
the portrait’s format, pose, section of 
the body, dress, hairstyle, presence  
or absence of attributes or symbols, 
back ground, framing and presentation  
history. Also relevant to a portrait’s 
inter pretation are elements such as the 
knowledge of how a work was created, 
on whose behalf and whether other 
related images exist. In Jordanova’s 
book, gender is a significant aspect of 
analysis: in what manner were renowned 
female scientists – until a century ago, 
viewed solely as amateurs – depicted  
in existing traditions based on con-
tempo rary notions of social relevance, 
i.e. historical consequence?

Even in more general studies of the 
portrait genre, one observes an in-
creased attention to gender as well.  
Art historian Shearer West’s book 
titled Portraiture (2004) reveals that, 
well into the nineteenth century, 
(famous) women were depicted in 
their portraits as allegories or in the 
role of goddesses, muses, historical or 
religious figures – quite infrequently 
as (unique) individuals.13 Moreover, 
‘beauty’ was a guiding principle in 
most of these works. Countless por-
traits of (nameless) women from the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries 
have been handed down, based on the 
artistic value rather than on the sitter’s 
historical merit.
 Another key source of inspiration 
for this research, due to the focus on 
gender and (self-)presentation, is the 
book Portraits and Poses (2022), edited 
by Beatrijs Vanacker and Lieke van 
Deinsen, both historians of literature.14 
This publication addresses the many 
ways in which women high lighted 
their agency in and with the aid of 
images. Covering the period circa 1550 
to 1850, the articles examine women 
with backgrounds as diverse as visual 
artists, writers in every imagin able 
genre, an opera singer and many others. 
The strong art historical empha sis  
on images, in most cases portraits,  

Fig. 1
‘Hall of Fame’ at the 
exhibition Strijd!  
in the Groninger 
Museum, from  
20 April to  
12 September 2019.
Photo: Marten  
de Leeuw
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in combination with textual sources, 
provides insight into these women’s 
strategic presentations of themselves.
 Generally, the works cover ed in 
Portraits and Poses were created on  
the sitter’s initiative. By contrast, ‘the 
portrait’ discussed here was com-
missioned by a third party, i.e. the 
women’s suffrage movement. For this 
research, I focused on the following 
questions: Why did the suffragists 
choose Isaac Israels as the artist to 
portray Aletta Jacobs? What were the 
portraits that Israels painted of her and 
which among them was chosen as her 
official portrait? Why did Israels pro-
duce so many portraits? For what 
reason did he paint the portrait differ-
ently each time, and why specifically 
in these ways? Did Aletta Jacobs or  
the suffragists have a say in Jacob’s 
portrayal? These paths of enquiry 
allowed me to devise and present an 
overview of Israels’s various portraits 
of Jacobs and garner some in sight into 
their background and production.

 Isaac Israels: Second Choice
When planning their ceremonial 
tribute to Jacobs, the committee  
in charge wished to present her  
with something tangible, a token  
of the portrait to be painted. For  
this purpose, they commissioned 
the aforementioned tribute album,  
bound in parchment, containing 
the signatures of the more than two 
thousand people who had made a 
financial contribution to cover the 
portrait’s cost. Besides family members 
and friends, a majority of the signees 
were active in the women’s suffrage 
movement. Tine Baanders, a 
‘decorative artist’ as she described 
herself in the Amsterdam population 
registry, was responsible for the 
decoration of the album’s interior; 
Non Donath, ‘leatherworker and 
bookbinder’, bound and finished it.15 
Gracing the title page, inscribed in 
calligraphic letters, were the follow - 
ing words (fig. 2):

Fig. 2
Title Page of the 
Tribute Album, 1919.  
Parchment, 
32 x 40 x 5 cm. 
Groninger Museum, 
inv. no. 1931.0030.
Photo: rhc Groninger 
Archieven
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As a token of appreciation for her daunt-
less struggle in the service of feminism, 
Dr. Aletta H. Jacobs is presented with  
a portrait painted by ……… at the 
commemoration of the twenty-fifth 
anniversary of the Vereeniging voor 
Vrouwenkiesrecht, of which this album 
with the names of her many friends  
from the Association is received in 
Amsterdam, the fourth [of] February 
Nineteen hundred and nineteen.16

The text reveals that the tribute had 
originally been planned to take place 
at the vvvk’s twenty-fifth anniversary, 
to be held on 5 (not 4) February 1919. 
This event was cancelled at the last 
moment, however, as parliament post  - 
poned the announced debate of Henri 
Marchant’s initiative bill aimed to 
establish women’s right to vote in the 
Dutch constitu tion.17 After passing in the 
House of Representa tives on 9 May 1919, 
the bill was con firmed in the Senate on  
10 July. The victory celebra tion in the 
Amsterdam Concertgebouw took place 
on 27 September 1919, on the eve of  
the day the law took effect.
 Perhaps Jacobs was given a say in 
choosing the maker of her portrait, as 
implied by the dotted line where the 
painter’s name was left blank. Various 
artists would undoubtedly have been 
considered; given the context of the 
women’s suffrage movement, favour 
would have fallen on a female portraitist. 
This is supported by accounts of the vic-
tory celebration in provincial news papers 
across the country, stating that tribute 
committee chairwoman Geertruida 
(Truus) Docters van Leeuwen-van 
Maarseveen, when hand ing Jacobs the 
album, announced that a ‘portrait in  
oil paint’ was to be produced by ‘one of 
our most prominent female painters’.18 
However, in the Maandblad van de 
Vereeniging voor Vrouwen-kies recht 
(Monthly Magazine of the Women’s 
Suffrage Association, hence forth 
mvvvk), another committee mem ber, 
C.S. (Kee) Groot, a highly in formed 
source, reported her words as follows:

that the Association would appreciate, 
that the person of Ms. Jacobs also live on 
for posterity and [that] the committee 
was therefore of the opinion that Ms. 
Jacobs be requested to have her image 
painted by one of our great masters and 
that a place later be created for that 
image in the museum [my italics].19

As noted above, it was not a female 
painter who was chosen to paint Jacobs’s 
portrait but one of ‘our great masters’, 
Isaac Israels. Even so, the latter was 
probably not the committee’s first 
choice. Plausible is that Docters van 
Leeuwen’s announce ment at the victory 
celebration reflected the tribute com-
mittee’s original plan, previously decided 
in the summer of 1918 with an eye to 
the anniversary celebration set for 
February 1919. As evidenced by the 
formulation ‘one of our most prominent 
female painters’, the women on this 
com mittee already had some one in 
mind, most likely Thérèse Schwartze, a 
celebrated portrait painter with connec-
tions in suffrage feminist circles. For the 
major exhibition De Vrouw 1813-1913,  
an initiative of the vvvk coinciding  
with celebratory activities marking  
the centenary of the Kingdom of the 
Netherlands, Schwartze had served  
as president of the ‘Visual Arts’ sub-
committee. She was also chosen  
to paint the portrait of exhibition 
president Mia Boissevain, to whom the 
painting was presented as a token of 
gratitude for her efforts (see fig. 12).20 
With Schwartze’s death in November 
1918, however, the question regarding 
which artist would paint Aletta Jacob’s 
portrait was open.21 On the day of 
the victory celebration, people still 
perhaps had a female painter in mind; 
also possible is that Docters van 
Leeuwen had been misquoted by those 
reporting on the event. Be that as it may, 
not long after 27 September (or even 
before), the decision was made (or 
revealed) that Isaac Israels was to be 
the designated painter. With the album 
now kept at Aletta Jacobs’ home, 
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no one would have thought to fill in 
Israels’s name and modify the date. 
 Even if, being a man, Isaac Israels 
was perhaps the second option, he was 
still an obvious choice to paint Jacobs’s 
portrait, at least equal in standing to 
Schwartze. Countless examples 
confirm that the choice of a portraitist 
commonly arises from personal ties 
between the painter and the individual 
portrayed, or a common affiliation in 
the same network. Indeed, Jacobs and 
Israels shared a network that extended 
into the Jewish community, with  
mutual family ties in Groningen and 
connec tions in the women’s suffrage 
movement. For example, one learns 
from a few of Aletta Jacobs’s written 
notes that, as early as the eighteen 
seventies, two of Isaac Israels’s first 
cousins, Jacques Julius and Herman 
Louis Israëls, had stayed at the Jacobs 
family home in Sappemeer. Given the 
names of their respective mothers, 
Anna and Esther de Jongh,22 the two 
boys were also very likely Aletta’s first 
cousins. Years later, Herman Louis 
would become active (as Henri Louis) in 
the vvvk, working with Aletta Jacobs. 
A lawyer and journalist by profession, 
Henri Louis also worked for a time in 
Paris. There he may have mediated  
in setting up the exhibition of part  
of Jacobs’s and her husband Carel 
Gerritsen’s feminist library at the 
world exhibition in 1900.23 Another 
connection between Israels and Jacobs 
occurred via Isaac’s mother, Aleida 
Schaap, whose younger sister, Hendrien 
Schaap, back in 1872, had written a 
com pelling account telling of ‘her 
friend’ Aletta Jacobs’s impressive public 
propaedeutic exam.24 An even more 
profound link, however, can be ob-
served when turning to Isaac’s father, 
the renowned painter Jozef Israëls: not 
only had he painted a portrait of Samuel 
S. Rosenstein, the Jewish rector respon - 
sible for admitting Aletta Jacobs to 
university, but he also portrayed male 
members of the Oppenheim family, 
including both an uncle and a first 

cousin of Aletta Jacobs – respectively, 
Uri Samuel Oppenheim and his son 
Jacques, the constitutional lawyer who 
wrote the foreword to Aletta Jacobs’s 
Herinne ringen.25 Jozef Israëls was quite 
likely a member of the (international) 
organization Mannenbond voor 
Vrouwenkiesrecht (Men’s Union for 
Women’s Suffrage), founded in 1908. 
In 1906, he published the image of  
a mother and child, accompanying  
his daughter (Isaac’s sister) Mathilde 
Cohen Tervaert-Israëls’s statement  
in a special issue of the mvvvk, 
published to mark the vvvk’s twelve-
and-a-half-year anniversary. Al - 
though highly active in the women’s 
movement, Mathilde’s involvement  
in the vvvk was initially minimal. 
Later, in the nineteen twenties, 
she became a board member of the 
Nederlandsche Vereeniging van 
Staatsburgeressen (Dutch Association 
of Women Citizens), the rebranded 
vvvk, and was subsequently made 
president in the autumn of 1929. Cohen 
Tervaert-Israëls spoke positi vely of 
Jacobs on numerous occasions, describ-
ing her as a role model for herself.26

 As for the painter himself, Israels 
had proved himself a veritable lover  
of ‘women’ in multiple senses of the 
word. In his work, he placed many 
different groups of women in the 
leading role: working women such  
as seamstresses or tele phone opera-
tors, dancing women in cafés and  
the nightlife scene, public street ser-
vants, mannequins and essayeuses in 
the fashion world. He also painted 
numerous portraits of individual 
women: anonymous models as well  
as actresses and other women ‘of 
renown’, and also family members  
and friends. Unquestionably ‘one of  
our great masters’ at the time, Israels 
was in a position to command high  
fees for his work. Given the more than  
two thousand donors’ signatures in 
the tribute album, a costly commis - 
sion to paint Aletta Jacobs’s portrait 
would not have posed a problem.



t h e  m a n y  p o r t r a i t s  o f  a l e t t a  j a c o b s  b ¬ y  i s a a c  i s r a e l s

299

 A Succession of Portraits
Shortly after receiving the commis - 
sion, Israels must have started painting 
Jacobs’s portrait. Unfortunately, it 
cannot be confirmed that Jacobs ever 
had a sitting session with the painter.  
In any event, a portrait was finished a 
few months later. At the annual meet -
ing of the vvvk on 20-21 December 1919, 
the first to be held after the victory cele-
bration, the association rebranded 
itself as the Nederlandsche Vereeniging 
van Staats burgeressen (Dutch Associa-
tion of Women Citizens).27 Shortly  
after open ing the meeting, Docters van 
Leeuwen announced that the portrait 
of Dr Jacobs, painted by Isaac Israels, 
was available for viewing in the hall, as 
registered in the published account of 

Fig. 3
isaac israels , 
Portrait of Aletta 
Jacobs Seated in  
an Armchair 
(‘Armchair Aletta’), 
November- 
December 1919.  
Oil on canvas,  
101 x 71 cm.  
Amsterdam, Atria –  
Kennisinstituut voor 
Emancipatie en 
Vrouwengeschiedenis, 
Collection iav, object 
no. 116, on loan at  
the Amsterdam 
Museum.

Fig. 4
isaac israels , 
Sketch of Aletta  
Jacobs Seated  
in an Armchair, 
November 1919.  
Pencil on paper,  
300 x 220 mm.  
Amsterdam, Atria –  
Kennisinstituut voor 
Emancipatie en 
Vrouwengeschiedenis, 
Collection iav,  
object no. 1796.

this two-day meeting, which appeared in 
the epony mously redubbed Maand blad 
van de Nederlandsche Vereeniging voor 
Staats burgeressen (henceforth mnvs).28

 The portrait in question, today held 
in the Atria collection, shows Jacobs 
seated in a red armchair positioned at 
an angle, facing the viewer, with her 
left arm resting on the back of the chair 
and her right hand resting on her lap, 
pen in hand (fig. 3). The presence of the 
chair and a desk suggests Israels visited 
Jacobs in her home. This portrayal is 
essentially the same as that of a drawn 
sketch, kept in the Atria collection  
as well. Below the sketch is a hand-
written dedication ‘Aan mevr Mulder 
vd Graaf’, signed ‘Isaac Israels’ and 
dated ‘Nov. 1919’ (fig. 4).29 Besides 
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being a close friend of Aletta Jacobs, 
Clara Mulder van de Graaf-de Bruyn 
was also on the tribute committee. The 
sketch, presumably made in prepara tion 
of this portrait, provides the approxi-
mate period in which the portrait was 
painted, between November and  
20 December. In the eyes of the com-
mittee, the assignment had been com-
pleted. Docters van Leeuwen’s remark 
‘that Jacobs would be remune rated the 
remaining sum [of the amount raised]’, 
as reported in the account of the annual 
meeting, indicates as much. This is also 
implied by her additional announcement 
that it was now time to move ahead with 
the plan ‘to create a place [for the por-
trait] in the museum’.30 The wording ‘the 
museum’ suggests that, from the outset, 
the Rijksmuseum had been on the com-
mittee’s mind – a fitting choice in light 
of the vvvk’s aspirations on the national 
level as well as Jacobs’s own status and 
renown across the country at this time.
 Regardless of the tribute committee’s 
take on the situation, it appears Israels 
was nowhere near finished with his sub-
ject. In the spring of 1920, he returned 
to working on Jacobs’s portrait at his 
studio in The Hague. This we learn 
from Israels’s letter of 21 July 1920, in 
which he thanks the artist Jan Veth for 
loaning him a painted portrait of G.A. 
Kessler, the director of the Dutch steel 
manufacturer Hoogovens, completed 
earlier that year:

Thanks for loaning [me] your portrait. 
It was not meant as such, yet I still found 
it to be very useful ... I moved it – for 
myself – into the studio as an example 
and made a life-size Aletta head in 
imitation. It certainly is a chef d’oeuvre 
– today at least. It just now happened 
to be that today was a beautiful, grey  
day and, in any event, that hat-Aletta  
is certainly hideous by comparison.31

In addition to the previously mention ed 
portrait of Aletta seated in an armchair 
adjacent to her desk, Israels introduces 
a bust portrait of Aletta, as well as an 

Fig. 5
isaac israels , 
Portrait of Aletta 
Jacobs with Hat  
(‘Hat Aletta’),  
1920 (?).  
Oil on canvas , 
92 x 72 cm.  
Groninger Museum, 
inv. no. 1931.0037.
Photo: Marten  
de Leeuw

Fig. 6
isaac israels , 
Sketch of Aletta Jacobs 
with Hat, undated.  
Pen on paper,  
235 x 305 mm. 
Haarlem, Teylers 
Museum, inv. no.  
kt 2567, Schetsboek I.
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earlier portrait of her with a hat. In 
Veth and Israels’s ensuing exchange 
(concerning the purchase of a chess  
set for a mutual friend), the portrait  
of Aletta Jacobs with the hat is expli - 
c itly mentioned again. Veth asked  
Israels whether writer and (art) critic 
Albertine Draaijer-de Haas knew 
anything ‘about the evolution of 
Aletta’s image? And of the hat[’s] 
exit?’32 Apparently, Draijer-de Haas 
had made a remark about Jacobs’s 
portrait, and after Israels’s letter, Veth 
had assumed that the ‘Aletta head’, 
or bust portrait, was now Israels’s 
favourite version of the portrait. In  
his response the following day, Israels 
returned to his discussion of the por-
trait. Almost as an after thought, he  
said facetiously: ‘Hm. Aletta, what a 
delightful review she gave!!!’33 Perhaps 
Jacobs, upon view ing the portrait,  
had reacted rather unfavourably and 
subsequently passed her sentiment  
on to Draaijer-de Haas. More likely, 
however, is that Israels had written 
Aletta’s name in error, when in fact 
it was Albertine who had voiced her 
opinion of the painting. 
 From this exchange, one can only 
conclude that Israels had been wrestling 
for quite some time with his design  
for another portrait of Jacobs: a knee-
length standing portrait today preserved 
in the Groninger Museum, showing 
Jacobs in a red dress and wearing a  
hat (fig. 5). A preliminary study of the 
same painting can be found in one of 
Israel’s sketchbooks from 1920, held  
in the collection of Teylers Museum 
(fig. 6). Here too, we may assume the 
sketch preceded the portrait. Judging 
from his letter, Israels had proceeded 
to work on another bust or chest por-
trait, i.e. the ‘Aletta head’, also now in 
the Groninger Museum (fig. 7). How - 
ever, he could also very well be referring 
to a portrait (probably) in oil, of which 
only a black-and-white photo survives
preserved at the rkd, henceforth 
referred to as the ‘lost portrait’ (fig. 8). 
Unclear is at what point Israels made 

Fig. 7
isaac israels , 
Portrait of Aletta 
Jacobs (‘Aletta Head’), 
1920 ?  
Oil on canvas,  
50 x 40 cm.  
Groninger Museum, 
inv. no. 1931.0038.
Photo: John Stoel

Fig. 8
Photo of the Lost 
Portrait of Aletta 
Jacobs by Isaac Israels 
from 1920(?). 
The Hague, rkd – 
Netherlands Institute 
for Art History, image 
no. 19747.
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his watercolour portrait of Aletta 
Jacobs in the collec tion of the Kröller-
Müller Museum (fig. 9). Once again, 
we see her sitting in the same red chair, 
though this time behind her desk. 
Equally un certain is whether Jacobs 
herself knew that Israels was working 
on a second (let alone a third, fourth 
and fifth) portrait, or whether she 
posed for him (again) at any point. 
Among the numerous sources that I,  
as Jacobs’s biographer, have examined, 
nowhere does Jacobs mention a por-
trait by Isaac Israels.34 Moreover, no 
other archival source or documentation 
exists that could possibly provide 
insight into the ‘evolution of Aletta’s 
image’.

 Rejection by the Rijksmuseum
The ‘armchair portrait’ shown to the 
members of the vvvk at the end of 1919 
would not become the official portrait. 
In January 1921, the association’s 
members were summoned to view  
the portrait of Aletta Jacobs in the 
Amsterdam art gallery where Israels 
frequently exhibited his work, the 
Buffa gallery on the Kalverstraat. The 
announcement in the mnvs stated: ‘It’s 
not the same one that was shown last 
year at the annual meeting’.35 Indeed, the 
work on display was actually the one 
Israels described as ‘certainly hideous’ 
in his letter to Veth: the standing por-
trait of Jacobs with the hat. With the 
official portrait now completed and 
approved, exhibiting it at the Buffa 
gallery was the next stage in the com-
mittee’s effort to donate the painting 
to the Rijksmuseum. A letter from 
Docters van Leeuwen to a fellow mem-
ber of the tribute committee confirms 
that Barthold van Riemsdijk, the then 
director of the Rijksmuseum, was 
definitely interested upon hearing that 
the portrait was an ‘Isaac Israels’. He 
was even optimistic that the paint ing 
would be accepted.36 But, of course, he 
would first have to see the painting, 
and if deemed a good piece, it would 
have to be submitted for the concerned 
minister’s approval. However, this 
approval was not given. In a letter 
addressed to the com mittee, Van 
Riemsdijk conveyed that, unfortunately, 
the minister felt no desire to include  
the portrait in the collection of the 
Rijksmuseum: not only was it the 
museum’s responsibility to guard 
against ‘propaganda of any kind’, but 
one also had to acknowledge that ‘any-
one now famous or well known might 
no longer be so in thirty years’ time.’37 
 That the minister in question, 
Johannes Theodoor de Visser, was 
opposed to the idea comes as no 
surprise, as for more than a decade,  
he was one of the women’s suffrage 
movement’s formidable opponents.  
In 1909, he became a member of  

Fig. 9
isaac israels , 
Portrait of Aletta 
Jacobs Seated at  
Her Desk, c. 1920.  
Watercolour with 
gouache on paper,  
508 x 354 mm.  
Otterlo, Kröller-
Müller Museum,  
inv. no. km  119.455.
Photo: Rik Klein 
Gotink
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the chu (Christian Historical Union) 
faction in the House of Representatives, 
coinciding with Theodoor Heemskerk’s 
second ‘confessional’ cabinet, which 
for years had blocked the introduc - 
tion of a constitutional revision for 
universal (women’s) suffrage. When 
this approach no longer worked,  
De Visser – in line with Heemskerk – 
whole heartedly defended ‘huismans-
kiesrecht’, i.e. the notion that suffrage 
was reserved solely for the pater-
familias. In this political context, there 
was no room for the suffrage struggle.38 
Not without reason, Aletta Jacobs 
sought refuge by embarking on a trip 
around the world in the years 1911-1912. 
After the 1918 elections, De Visser 
became Minister of Education, Culture 
and Science. When, in 1920, he pro-
posed that women in education be 
employed merely as ‘assistant teachers’ 
in nursery and primary schools, he 
again came into serious conflict with 
the ‘Staats burgeressen’.39 Unquestion-
ably, De Visser’s rejection of the portrait 
was both personally and politically 
moti vated. Even so, simply placing 
blame on the most obvious ‘culprit’ 
fails to provide a definitive answer. A 
true understanding of the portrait’s 
rejec tion(s) will require in-depth 
research into the collection and acquisi - 
tion policy of the Rijksmuseum.40

 Ultimately, the official portrait came 
to hang, not in the national museum, but 
on a wall in Aletta Jacobs’s home on 
the Van Aerssenstraat in The Hague. 
Israels kept both the ‘armchair Aletta’ 
and the ‘Aletta head’ for himself. Van 
Riemsdijk, who retired in that same 
year, advised the committee to approach 
the museum again a few months after 
the rejection, though this likely went 
unheeded.41 Nevertheless, it was 
possibly on his instigation that Jacobs’s 
final will(s), compiled by the notary 
Wertheim, stipulated that her heirs be 
legally bound to offer the portrait to 
the Dutch government. Upon Jacobs’s 
death in 1929, the por trait, tribute 
album and several other pieces were 

accordingly submitted to David Roëll, 
the then curator of paintings and  
later director of the Rijksmuseum.42 
Once again, the donation was refused, 
this time likely without ministerial 
inter vention. When it was gratefully 
accepted by the Groninger Museum  
in 1931, the official portrait at last 
found a permanent home in the city 
where both Jacobs’s and Israels’s  
roots lay.43

 An Exceptional Case
But why would Israels have painted 
and drawn so many portraits of Aletta 
Jacobs?44 Perhaps he simply enjoyed 
experimenting with his brush, con-
tinuing even after he had completed 
the painting commissioned by the 
tribute committee. Regardless, Israels 
was not easily satisfied with the results 
of his efforts in general, even in the 
case of portraits. Evidence of an urge 
to ever improve can be observed in  
his letters to the actress Jacqueline 
Sandberg (later Royaards-Sandberg) 
concerning the many times she sat  
for him as a model, and containing his 
instructions for her upcoming sessions 
and remarks about already completed 
portraits:

When I heard nothing from you, I 
thought that you found the portraits  
so offensive that you wanted nothing 
more to do with them. I also don’t think 
they’re any good, I now know what it is, 
tomorrow we’ll do a better job.45

Not one but several portraits today 
survive that Israels completed of 
Sandberg, as well as of other models, 
including actress Fie Carelsen (Sophie 
de Jong). Nevertheless, with five por - 
 traits in total – four in oil (one of which 
is known to us only in a photo) and one 
in watercolour – Jacobs’s case seems 
exceptional,46 certainly as this was 
ostensibly Israels’s sole commissioned 
portrait of which multiple versions 
have survived, whereas a painter 
executing a commissioned work 
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commonly strove towards finalizing 
one formal portrait.
 Another possible reason that Israels 
produced multiple, highly disparate 
versions of Aletta Jacobs’s portrait  
is because she was indeed an extra-
ordinary woman. Jacobs’s impact  
on society was unprecedented. This 
impact is reflected by the fact that 
the commission for her portrait was 
financed by a group of more than two 
thousand people, including several 
members of parlia ment, prominent 
educated and pro fessional women, and 
naturally, numerous key players active 
in the suffrage struggle. It was not  
just any portrait that Israels had been 
commis sioned to create – it was a work 
of historical significance. In light of an 
age-old tradition centred primarily on 
the portrayal of men of merit, was it 
perhaps difficult for this impressionist 
painter to find an approach suitable  
for portraying Jacobs, being one of the 
first women who had made her mark  
in the public sphere of society and 
politics? Besides women of royalty and 
nobility, women in the public spotlight 
– actresses, singers, dancers etc. – had 
indeed been immortalized in the past; 
traditionally, however, the emphasis in 
these portraits lay chiefly on feminine 
beauty (and/or seductiveness). Histori-
cally, as noted above, (famous) women 
were depicted, not as ‘themselves’, but 
in a variety of biblical and mythological 
roles, or, as Seren Nolan has shown  
in Portraits and Poses, even as Roman 
matrone.47 How to portray a leading 
modern feminist figure like Aletta 
Jacobs, however, was anything but 
obvious; for her, such disguises were 
misplaced and inappropriate. Had the 
suffrage struggle not been fought on 
the behalf of women’s political right  
to represent themselves?

 How to Portray a Woman of
 Merit?
In the process of creating the portrait, 
Aletta Jacobs’s attire was certainly  
one of the first matters of concern.  

It was unquestionably inappropriate, 
for example, to depict her wearing a 
pleasant evening dress with a plunging 
neckline, or in a silk dress, i.e. as a 
‘socialite’ in the style of Israels’s 
contemporary John Singer Sargent. 
Equally unsuitable, however, was the 
ensemble of ‘the new woman’ testing 
gender norms, comprising a skirt, 
white blouse and tie; in Jacobs’s case, 
even reform clothing would have been 
unbefitting, as she never wore this. In 
the officially designated portrait, Jacobs  
is portrayed wearing an expressive 
(brown-)red afternoon gown, possibly 
provided by Israels himself, as he was 
on good terms with the fashion house 
Hirsch. Schwartze is also known to 
have brought her clients to Hirsch: 
accord ing to her niece, the painter Lizzy 
Ansingh, ‘she dressed them completely 
to her decorative taste’.48 In all his other 
portraits in colour, Israels portrayed 
Jacobs wearing a subdued black or 
dark blue dress, with or without a 
scarf. Given prescribed dresscodes  
for women, important aspects when  
it comes to the choice of clothing are 
colour, fabric and cut. When Jacobs 
was preparing for college, she bought 
‘a piece of black cloth, from which a 
straight, stiff dress was cut, as simple 
as possible, without any decora tion, 
even if the fashion in those days 
prescribed crinolines and layered 
skirts’.49 At that time, the purpose of 
such attire was undoubtedly to avoid 
standing out as a woman. For a woman 
who now possessed a public image, 
this would certainly no longer have 
been the intention. 
 Israels also seems to have been look-
ing for the right pose and portrait form, 
resulting in the great variation distin-
guishing each portrait from the others. 
Various poses and portrait forms 
express differ ent meanings. According 
to Jordanova, an oval portrait in profile 
evokes asso ciations with classical 
images and the commemoration of 
powerful and meritorious people on 
coins and medals.50 The armchair pose 
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has a long tradition when it comes  
to the depiction of venerable men,  
as affirmed by the many examples 
presented in Defining Features. The 
head-to-hand pose (most obvious  
in Rodin’s Thinker) refers to scholar-
ship and knowledge, if not wisdom, in 
addition to respectability.51 A similar 
effect can be achieved by presenting 
the subject, for example, sitting at a 
desk or standing before a bookcase. 
Standing portraits are often based on 
princely models, with powerful men 
long portrayed with one hand resting 
on some form of power paraphernalia 
and the other loosely clasping a sword. 
Although widely adopted in later por-
trayals of prominent men, this pose 
was also sometimes used to portray 
women.52

 Unknown is whether Aletta Jacobs 
herself held specific notions about  
how she wished to be portrayed, and  
if so, whether Israels felt any desire  
to comply. The latter seems unlikely, 
given the disparities between the por-
traits. It does not appear he sought to 
portray Jacobs as a physician or learned 
woman, even if the ‘armchair portrait’ 
approaches this. The only consistency 
in all the portraits is the Jus Suffragii 
medallion that Jacobs received as a 
tribute gift (fig. 10), in addition to the 
parchment album and portrait. The 
medallion signifies her role in the 
suffrage struggle – the equivalent of a 
badge of honour almost always present 
in public portraits of men of merit.

 Examples from Fellow Painters
When taking a closer look at the dif - 
fer ent ways in which Israels painted 
Jacobs, it seems he also consulted  
with colleagues. The aforementioned 
exchange with artist Jan Veth is one 
example of Israels drawing his inspira-
tion from a fellow painter, even if direct 
evidence is lacking: the ‘Aletta head’ 
bears almost no resemblance to Veth’s 
study of G.A. Kessler. However, Israels 
himself apparently did see something 
in Veth’s work.

Several of the portraits suggest that 
Israels’s good friend Thérèse Schwartze 
was an important source of inspira-
tion. Besides a substantial number  
of (female) members of prominent 
families and the Dutch royal house,  
she portrayed several feminists and/ 
or their children. Schwartze was close 
to Isaac and his father, Jozef Israëls. 
Both men came to her support when, 
driven by professional envy, fellow 
artists like Veth tried to deni grate her 
using gender stereo types.53 Unmis -
tak able is the fact that Isaac Israels 
incor porated Schwartze’s official 
standing portrait of Wilhelmina in  
the back ground of his portrait of 
Coenraad Kerbert, director of Artis 
(the Amsterdam zoo). It is by no 
means a far-fetched proposition that 
Schwartze’s portraits of the seated 
Queen Wilhelmina (1911) and the 
feminist Esther Welmoet Wijnaendts 
Francken-Dyserinck (1914, fig. 11),  
both in turn based on a standard pose, 
might have inspired the pose and 
framing of Israels’s ‘armchair Aletta’, 
the artist’s first portrait of Jacobs. 

Fig. 10
Jus Suffragii Medal-
lion, presented to 
Aletta Jacobs, 1919.  
Enamel, gold,  
diam. 3.6 cm.  
Groninger Museum, 
inv. no. 1931.0031.
Photo: Heinz Aebi
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Likewise seated in diagonally 
positioned chairs, the two women 
portrayed by Schwartze gaze in the 
direc tion of the viewer by turning  
the head slightly to one side. In the 
armchair por trait, Aletta comes across 
as a serene woman, radiating a natural 
ascendancy and tranquillity. Yet, 
perhaps this ver sion was deemed 
lacking because it failed to portray her 
as a leader, or because the pose was 
too similar to those in Schwartze’s 
aforementioned portraits (like that 
depicting Wijnaendts Francken-
Dyserinck, who continually criticized 
Aletta throughout their time in the 
women’s movement).
 The pose and format of the chosen 
portrait, the ‘hat Aletta’, are similar  
to those of another work by Thérèse 
Schwartze – her 1914 portrait of Mia 
Boissevain (fig. 12). This work was also 

presented to the sitter by the women’s 
movement, in gratitude for her role as 
president of the exhibition De vrouw 
1813-1913. Unlike a head-to-hand pose,  
the shape of this portrait is more  
akin to standard depictions of indi-
viduals of high social standing or 
admini stra tive power. The standing 
pose also emphasizes the active, and 
perhaps even activist, side of both 
women. The red colour in Jacobs’s 
portrait can refer to both passion and 
combativeness. The hat also conveys  
a certain status, worn as an accessory 
for women spending a great deal of  
time outdoors or in public. The richly 
decorated hat worn by Jacobs is an 
element of clothing unquestionably 
associated with the elite class.54 Unlike 
his portrait of Jacqueline Sandberg, it 
would not have been Israels’s aim to 
depict Jacobs as anything that might  
be described as ‘fairly charming’.55  
In evitably, he also turned to sources  
of inspiration, other than portraits by 
colleagues.

 Photographs as a Source of  
 Inspiration 
Art historian Anna Wagner tentatively 
observes that Israels, like Breitner, may 
quite possibly have turned to photo-
graphs ‘on occasion’ as a tool for paint-
ing.56 If I interpret this correctly, Wagner 
is chiefly referring to the ‘copying in 
paint’ of photographs taken by Israels 
himself, long regarded as ‘not done’ 
by artists and art historians, but which 
Israels in fact ‘did’. Around the time of 
his aforementioned cor res pon dence 
with Sandberg, Israels purchased a 
camera, with which he shot numerous 
photos of her. He was amazed at how 
these allowed him to see many dif-
ferent sides of his subject, though 
simultane ously, it would appear they 
made painting more difficult for him.57 
There is no clear way to assess whether 
Israels made systematic use of his own 
photos in the creation of other portraits.
 This by no means diminishes the prob-
a bility that Israels may have drawn 

Fig. 11
thérèse schwartze, 
Portrait of Esther 
Welmoet Wijnaendts 
Francken-Dyserinck 
(1879-1956), 1914. 
Pastel on canvas, 
80.6 x 64.2 cm.  
Amsterdam, Atria – 
Kennis instituut voor 
Emancipatie en 
Vrouwengeschiedenis, 
object no. 117.
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inspiration from photos taken by 
others – almost an inevitability given 
the explosively expanding visual culture 
of his day. For the Aletta Jacobs por-
traits, this was almost certainly the  
case, with a relatively large number of 
photo graphs of Jacobs in circulation 
and published regularly in the media in 
the period before the painting was com-
mis sioned. Israels would undoubtedly  
have seen these images, perhaps even 
receiving them from Jacobs herself. Be 
that as it may, for all painted portraits 
there are photos that could very well 
have served as a source of inspiration. 
The water colour of Aletta Jacobs sitting 
behind her desk, painted in 1920, is 
very similar to her official portrait 

photo (fig. 13), taken, as she herself 
writes in her Herinneringen, ‘on the 
occasion of her 25th Doctor’s anniver-
sary’ in 1904.58 Perhaps Israels com-
bined this portrait with his own 
impressions after visiting the sitter in 
her home in The Hague. The water-
colour shows Aletta Jacobs in the same 
position seated behind a desk (albeit 
from a slightly different angle, so as to 
include the telephone not present on 
the desk in 1904), with her left hand 
resting on the desktop. In the photo, 
Jacobs’s left hand rests on a railing of 
the chair. In both portraits, she holds  
a pen in her right hand while gazing  
at the viewer. The 1904 photo is best 
known to modern-day researchers 
because it was printed in her 1924 
autobiography. For this reason, the 
photo was often used in publications, 
as well on the title page of the first 
Jaarboek van het Internationaal Archief 
voor de Vrouwenbeweging (Yearbook  
of the International Archives for the 
Women’s Movement) from 1937. The 
1904 photo may already have been 
known to contemporaries and Israels 
through publications appearing 
around the time of the ‘Doctor’s 
Jubilee’, held on 8 March 1904. The 
same photo also appeared in the March 
issue of the mvvvk, accompanying 
Wilhelmina Drucker’s biographical 
article on Aletta Jacobs. Israels could 
very well have had access to that  
issue through his sister Mathilde. But 
perhaps he saw it three years later, 
when in 1907, the photo (full-page) 
accompanied an article based on an 
interview with Jacobs, titled ‘Karakter-
schets’, written by the Hague naturalist 
and liberal democrat Frans Netscher 
and published in (his) journal,  
De Hollandsche Revue.59 Netscher  
and Israels moved in the same Hague 
circles. It is plausible that Israels 
would regularly have seen copies of 
the De Hollandsche Revue.
 Netscher’s ‘Karakterschets’ also 
included two other portrait photos  
of Aletta Jacobs – one sitting (fig. 14), 

Fig. 12
thérèse schwartze, 
Portrait of Maria 
(Mia) Boissevain 
(1878-1959), 1914.  
Oil on canvas,  
80 x 117 cm.  
Private collection.
Photo: Thijs Quispel. 
Courtesy of  
drs Cora Hollema
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Figs. 14, 15
Portrait of Aletta 
Jacobs, Seated  
and Standing. 
Photographs 
published in 
‘Karakterschets’, De 
Hollandsche Revue,  
25 February 1907  
and 1 May 1919.  
The Hague, kb – 
National Library  
of the Netherlands 
(Delpher), t 14031.

Fig. 13
m.h. laddé , 
Portrait of Aletta 
Jacobs Behind  
Her Desk, 1904. 
Photograph.  
Groninger 
Universiteitsmuseum, 
inv. no. 000736.
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and one standing (fig. 15) – which were 
printed full-page as well.60 Besides  
the influence of the aforementioned 
portraits painted by Schwartze, these 
could also have been an inspiration  
for the ‘armchair Aletta’ and the ‘hat 
Aletta’. The ‘lost portrait’ resembles 
the standing portrait photo in the 
‘Karakterschets’ in respect to the 
neckline of the dress. Yet it is also 
similar to H.C. de Graaff’s photo of 
Aletta Jacobs taken in Amsterdam 
circa 1906-1907, printed on a card and 
accompanied by a short biographical 
description (fig. 16). In this last photo, 
Jacobs can clearly be seen wearing 
a Jus Suffragii insignia badge; in  
the lost portrait, she wears the Jus 
Suffragii medallion, i.e. the tribute 
medallion she obtained in 1919.61 It 
seems very likely to me that, when 
‘experimenting with his brush’,  
Israels had in any event seen the  
three full-page photos in the 1907 
interview. What makes this especially 
probable is that Netscher’s interview 
with Aletta Jacobs was republished  
in the very same popular journal in 
June 1919, again with these three 
photos. In other words, the images 
were reprinted one month after 
Marchant’s electoral law passed in  
the House of Representatives and  
only a few months prior to when 
Israels was commis sioned for the 
portrait.62

 Conclusions
By commissioning a portrait to be 
hung in the Rijksmuseum, suffrage 
feminists wished to secure Aletta 
Jacobs’s place in the (symbolic) 
national portrait gallery. When  
this objective failed, it appears that 
neither they, nor the individual 
portrayed, knew what to do with  
the painting. Jacobs herself never 
wrote or spoke about ‘the portrait’  
by Israels, nor did she include it in  
her memoir Herinneringen published  
in 1924, four years after its making. 
From this, one may reasonably con-

clude that her involvement in the por-
trait’s creation was minimal. In ensuing 
years, the portraits were rarely used. 
The fact that later feminists and art 
historians spoke almost exclusively of 
‘the portrait’ of Aletta Jacobs – never 
distinguishing the ‘hat-Aletta’ as the 
official portrait – implies that no one 
really took notice of the (possible 
existence of) additional portraits.  
But it also indicates that they were 
oblivious to the context in which  
the portrait was produced and from 
which it arose: a tribute work commis-
sioned by the women’s suffrage 
movement to ensure the deeds and 
actions of Aletta Jacobs be recog - 
nized on the public stage, never to  
be forgotten.
 The present research into portraits 
as art and cultural-historical objects 
has introduced an overview of Israels’s 
portraits of Aletta Jacobs. Based on 
historical sources, it has led to a 
heightened perspective on the context 
of the portraits’ making and addressed 
art historical matters regarding not 
only why Israels produced so many, 
but also specifically why these portraits. 

Fig. 16
h.c. de graaff , 
Portrait of Aletta 
Jacobs on a Separate 
Card, 1906-07.  
Photograph. 
Groninger 
Universiteitsmuseum, 
inv. no. 000750.
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The answer to this latter question 
suggests that Israels the artist, in the 
course of his painting process, sought 
to find a pose befitting a woman 
honoured for her public and historical 
merit by means of a portrait. Anno 
1919, there was no tradition governing 
the depiction of the almost non-
existent ‘women of merit’ whose 
political and social deeds placed them 
in ‘the public eye’. The way Israels 
approached his subject sheds new  
light on his working method, rooted 
in the broader visual culture. Portraits 
produced by Thérèse Schwartze, a 
friend and female painter, have been 
shown to be one possible inspiration. 
Israels also appears to have been 
guided by portrait photographs of 
Aletta Jacobs in circulation, images 
used by the media from circa 1904 
onwards. No evidence has been found 
to indicate that there was any input 
from Aletta Jacobs or the women’s 
suffrage movement itself with respect 
to how she was to be portrayed.
 Hero worship, tribute and canoniza-
tion, of which painted and sculpted 
portraits are an expression, were (and 
are) related phenomena still more 
commonly reserved for men than  
for women. Initially, the portrait of 
Aletta Jacobs failed to achieve its aim, 

as it was a strategic move to garner 
equality in the symbolic power struggle 
between men and women represented 
in por traits on the national stage. This 
is first and foremost evident from the 
Rijksmuseum’s refusal to accept the 
portrait, but also from the fact that  
so much time passed before anyone 
enquired into the background of that 
portrait, or indeed, of the many por-
traits that Isaac Israels made.63 Aletta 
Jacobs’s portraits have stood the test  
of time, not, as was initially hoped, 
because of her fame and achievements, 
but ironically, also thanks to the renown 
of the man who painted them and the 
simple fact that he produced more than 
one. Unquestionably, the Groninger 
Museum’s acceptance of two portraits 
in 1931 was very important. At the 
same time, however, it underscores the 
fact that Aletta Jacobs and the women’s 
suffrage movement were denied the 
platform they deserved given their 
historical importance. In recent 
decades, Jacobs’s relevance has grown 
so significantly that one more portrait  
in the public space no longer makes  
a difference. Even so… if and when  
the missing portrait ever comes to 
light, in my view there can only be  
one fit ting destination: the nation’s 
treasure house, the Rijksmuseum.64

In this article, Mineke Bosch links art historical objects and interpretations to 
historical documents associated with the women’s movement in the Netherlands. 
Her focus is on a portrait of the prominent feminist Aletta Jacobs by the impres-
sionist painter Isaac Israels. After the suffrage bill passed in 1919, the portrait was 
commissioned by the Vereeniging voor Vrouwenkiesrecht to honour its president, 
with the implicit objective that the portrait be accepted into the collection of a 
national museum, i.e. the Rijksmuseum. Israels made five substantial portraits and 
two sketches of Jacobs, before finalizing one formal portrait. On the instigation of 
the minister of Art and Sciences, however, the Rijksmuseum turned down the offer, 
probably for political reasons. Open questions that remain are: why was Israels 
chosen to paint the portrait of Aletta Jacobs? Why did he produce such a large 
number of portraits and why in so many different poses? And why was this not 
noticed until only very recently? A key concept in answering these questions is 
gender: how notions about women and men have influenced the way in which 
portraits of women and men were painted, the dissimilarity in how their portraits 
have been used, and also whether, and if so, in what way(s), a woman like Aletta 
Jacobs has been integrated into the Dutch collective memory.

ab s tr ac t
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no tes  * For this article, I am greatly indebted to the 
following individuals: Chris van Weel, who 
was willing to share his knowledge of the 
Isaac Israels collection; Annette Mevis for 
her invaluable assistance in Atria; Egge Knol 
for his extensive, in-depth knowledge of all 
the historical treasures preserved in the Gro-
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