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‘And a Branch shall  
grow out of his roots’:  

Rosary and Marian Devotion  
as Context for The Tree of Jesse

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

b u l l e t i n

• r e n s  t i e n s t r a  •

he Rijksmuseum holds in its 
collection a remarkable panel 

painting titled The Tree of Jesse (fig. 1).1 
The title refers directly to the paint
ing’s iconography: a tree depicting 
the descendant lineage of the Old 
Testament progenitor Jesse, up to  
and including Jesus Christ.2 Jesse can 
always be identified as the sleeping 
figure out of whose body sprouts the 
trunk of a tree or bush, with, seated 
on its various branches, (a selection 
of ) Jesus’s ancestors, the kings of 
Judah, culminating with the Christ 
Child, on Mary’s lap. The icono
graphy is based on the two biblical 
genealogies of Jesus’s ancestors, 
respectively found in Matthew 1:1-17 
and Luke 3:23-38, and a quotation 
from Isaiah 11:1: ‘And there shall  
come forth a rod out of the stem of 
Jesse, and a Branch shall grow out  
of his roots’.3 While Jesus forms the 
crowning glory of every ‘Tree’, the 
iconography was above all associated 
with Mary. In fact, Matthew’s and 
Luke’s genealogies also formed the 
prescribed Gospel readings for many 
Marian feasts.4 The origin of the 
Tree’s Marian interpretation comes 
from the church father St Jerome  
(c. 347-420), who wrote virga est virgo: 
‘the branch is the Virgin’.5 The icono
graphy can be found in virtually all 
forms of medieval art: stained glass, 
ironwork, sculpture, murals and illumi

nation, and, as in the case of the work 
discussed here, panel painting.
	 The Rijksmuseum panel dates from 
circa 1500 and is attributed to (the 
circle of) Geertgen tot Sint Jans.6 Many 
studies have already been devoted to 
the panel, primarily concerning its 
attribution, with inquiries regard- 
ing its subject matter and function 
largely overlooked. In addressing  
this omission, the present study sets 
out to examine this work more closely 
through the consultation of liturgical 
and devotional sources dating from 
the same period and environs as the 
panel itself. The aim of this inquiry  
is three-fold: to localize the icono
graphy of this specific Tree of Jesse,  
to determine the most accurate inter
pretation of the iconographic details, 
and to identify those figures added  
to the traditional Tree iconography.

	 Unicity of the Panel
The attribution to (the circle of ) 
Geertgen tot Sint Jans situates the 
Rijksmuseum panel in (the environs 
of ) Haarlem, where several contem
porary documents mention images of 
a ‘Tree’. From the St Bavo’s Church 
(Grote or Sint-Bavokerk), for example, 
a surviving account dated 12 July 1490 
records the churchwardens’ commis
sioning of two painters for a ‘[tree] 
trunk of Jesse in the two empty black 
fields at the bottom of the large 

<T Fig. 1
at tributed 
to geertgen 
tot sint jans ,  
The Tree of Jesse ,  
c. 1500, Haarlem. 
Oil on panel, 
89.8 x 60.6 cm. 
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum, 
inv. no. sk-a-3901, 
purchased with 
the support of the 
Vereniging 
Rembrandt.
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altarpiece’.7 Furthermore, two such 
‘Trees’ are listed in a 1572 inventory of 
the convent of St John of the Haarlem 
Knights Hospitaller (St Jansconvent): 
a ‘Scene of the Tree of Jesse’ and a 
‘Scene adorned with the Tree of Jesse’.8 
Lastly, a 1573 inventory from the same 
confraternity mentions a ‘Scene with
out side panels of the Tree of Jesse’.9 
Unclear is whether these three latter 
citations concerned painted panels, 
though the description ‘without side 
panels’ possibly implies this. 
	 In any event, the St Bavo’s Church 
commission firmly establishes that  
the Tree iconography existed in panel 
painting. Across the entire Low 
Countries region,10 however, very few 
such paintings of a Tree have survived.11 
Among them is a large, incomplete  
depiction from circa 1500, today pre
served in the Rijksmuseum Twenthe, 
described as ‘originating from the 
Lower Rhine region’ (fig. 2).12 It shows 
Jesse asleep, sitting on a throne, flanked 

by four female saints and two prophets, 
one of whom is Isaiah. In the register 
above, the tree’s vines and branches 
meander outwards horizontally in 
order to accommodate all twelve of 
Jesus’s forebears, also seated. The top 
section with Mary and the Christ 
Child, situated in the crown of the tree, 
is missing. The fact that the (signifi
cantly smaller) Rijksmuseum panel of 
the Tree of Jesse has survived entirely 
intact is exceptional.
	 A brief comparison with the Tree  
of Jesse from the Lower Rhine region 
and representations in illuminated 
manuscripts highlights the distinctive 
iconographical features of the Rijks
museum panel. Here the recumbent 
figure of the patriarch Jesse is not 
situated on a throne or in a bed, but 
has been placed in a hortus conclusus.13 
This theme belongs to the Marian 
iconographic tradition, which traces 
its origins to the Marian interpreta
tion of Song of Songs 4:12, in which 

Fig. 2
anonymous ,  
The Tree of Jesse ,  
c. 1500,  
Lower Rhine region.  
Tempera, oil and  
gold leaf on panel, 
116.6 x 186.6 cm.  
Enschede, 
Rijksmuseum 
Twenthe,  
inv. no. 0035. 
Photo: Rik Klein 
Grotink Photography
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the figure of the bride is described as 
an ‘enclosed garden’.14 The tree in the 
Rijksmuseum panel reaches upwards 
and is rendered realistically; Jesus’s 
ancestors are shown actively climbing 
it, as if to secure their places. This is a 
clear departure from most Tree depic
tions, where the kings are portrayed 
in static poses, with no overlapping 
and each occupying his own separate 
vine tendril.15 Similarly, the depiction 
of the architecture in the background 
is also realistic.
	 On the present panel, several key 
details catch the eye: the young woman 
holds a string of red and white beads, 
and the climbing king with his back 
towards the beholder wears a rose 
bonnet and a sash or hoop of red and 
white roses. Distributed throughout 
the tree, some of the other kings also 
possess strings of beads. All are ref
erences to the Rosary devotion, in 
which prayers addressed to the Virgin 
Mary are recited by means of the 
eponymous string of beads. Compared 
to other contemporary religious 
images – many of which also include 
the portrayal of figures clasping a 
prayer string as a symbol of their  
piety – the motif is more prominently 
displayed in the present panel.16 More
over, Rosary symbolism can be dis
cerned in other works attributed to 
Geertgen tot Sint Jans, including the 
diptych The Glorification of the Virgin 
– which features a rose bonnet worn 
beneath Mary’s crown, and rosaries 
brought to her by angels – and The 
Crucifixion (fig. 3).17 Another work by 
Geertgen’s hand, a now lost panel of 
which the iconography is preserved  
in a copy, even depicts the legend in 
which St Dominic, upon receiving a 
rosary from Mary, is urged to pro
pagate its usage.18

	 At the time the Rijksmuseum panel 
was created, the Marian interpretation 
of Jesse’s Tree had already existed for 
well over a thousand years; so too the 
symbolism equating Mary with a rose.19 
Accordingly, representations of the 

Tree in the form of a rosebush or rose 
tree, with the descendant kings sitting 
on the blossoms, are by no means  
uncommon. Nevertheless, the Rijks
museum panel remains the only known 
example in which actual Rosary sym
bols are combined with a Tree of Jesse.20

	 Besides the twelve kings, Jesus and 
Mary, the Rijksmuseum panel also 
includes three figures who are not 
climbing Jesse’s tree: a young woman 
kneeling in prayer and two standing 
male figures. Unquestionably, the 
woman’s presence is in no way ex- 
plained by the Tree iconography; given 
her monastic attire, she might have 
been the commissioner of the panel 
and/or its owner, or the person it was 
meant to commemorate. Her nun’s 
habit is contemporaneous with the 
painting, as is the garment of the male 
figure right. We may therefore tenably 
conclude that the panel includes two 
devotional portraits. This, too, is 
exceptional, as only one other Tree of 

Fig. 3
at tributed  
to geertgen  
tot sint jans ,  
The Glorif ication of 
the Virgin , c. 1490-95.  
Panel, 24.5 x 20.5 cm 
(incl. frame). 
Rotterdam,  
Museum Boijmans 
Van Beuningen,  
inv. no. 2450 (ok), 
acquired with the 
collection of  
D.G. van Beuningen.
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Jesse with portraits is known to exist 
in the Netherlands: a mural in the 
Buurkerk in Utrecht, dating from the 
second half of the fifteenth century. 
Visible in the lower left corner are the 
painting’s patrons, Floris Otten and 
his wife, Geertruid, both of whom are 
readily identifiable thanks to their 
accompanying coats of arms (fig. 4).21 
The Rijksmuseum panel, by contrast, 
bears no such means of identification.
	 In short, the Rijksmuseum panel 
derives its uniqueness from the com
bination of three elements: the medium 
chosen for the Tree iconography;  
the specificity of the iconography, 
expanded with Rosary symbols; and 
the presence of devotional portraits. 
This unicity naturally raises questions 
regarding the impetus for the work’s 
production and its function.

	 Rosary Devotion in the Low 		
	 Countries
Like the above-cited Tree depictions 
– the surviving as well as those men
tioned in the archival sources – the 
Rijksmuseum panel probably func
tioned in a ritualistic context: within 
the liturgy (defined here as the body 
of prescribed prayers, ceremonies  
and acts constituting divine worship 
performed in and around church22), 
and/or in the paraliturgy (the com
munal religious celebrations in which 
lay devotion can express itself freely23) 
and private devotion (individual 
prayer).
	 The devotion of the Rosary, to which 
the painting alludes, was expressed in 
all these kinds of contexts: essentially, 
this devotion evolved from what was 
originally a paraliturgical, private 
devotion – i.e. private prayers recited 
during or in conjunction with official 
liturgy, such as a celebration of Mass 
or the Liturgy of the Hours – into an 
institutionalized private and com
munal devotion.24 During the Middle 
Ages, prayer recitation using a string 
of prayer beads – a practice already 
known to the third-century desert 

fathers – was widespread. Starting  
in the thirteenth century, this prayer 
practice was being actively promoted 
throughout Europe, mainly – though 
by no means exclusively – through the 
efforts of the Dominicans. Some even 
maintained that it was the order’s 
founder, Domingo de Guzmán (1170-
1221), who had established the devotion 
upon receiving a rosary from Mary.  
As part of this promotion, so-called 
Rosary confraternities were estab-
lished, overseen by the clergy.25 Con
fraternity members were to recite a 
number of prayers daily, among them 
the Rosary. In this way, it became part  
of the daily prayer regimen, also for 
the laity. 	
	 Noteworthy in this context is the 
influence of Alanus de Rupe (c. 1428-
1475), a Dominican from Brittany who, 
in 1468, established a confraternity  
in the French city of Douai and was 
likely also involved in the founding  
of confraternities in Lille, Ghent and 
Rostock. He too was purportedly 
visited by Mary, in 1464, and charged 
with the task of popularizing the 
Marian Psalter (more on this shortly).26 
Another avid propagandist of the 
Rosary devotion was Jacobus Weyts,  
a student of De Rupe’s, who, at some 
point between 1476 and 1478, was 
elected prior of the Dominican friary 
in Haarlem, the city where Geertgen 
tot Sint Jans was active.27

	 The Rosary confraternity in 
Cologne, supported by Emperor 
Frederick iii,28 was the first to be 
recognized by Pope Sixtus iv, in 1478 
(and therefore often cited as the oldest). 
In that same year, the first confrater
nity in what is now the Netherlands 
was founded in Haarlem. By the late 
fifteenth century, the Rosary devotion 
had received both imperial and papal 
recognition, had been granted an 
indulgence and was being actively 
promoted by ecclesiastically approved 
monastic orders. Accordingly, it 
formed an integral part of official 
liturgical practice.29
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 The Books of the Rosary   
 Devotion
Also attesting to the growing popu-
lari za tion of devotion in the late Middle 
Ages is the appearance, from circa 
1480 onwards, of printed devotional 
booklets.30 Such booklets were pub - 
lish ed for the laity (and therefore often 
written in the vernacular) as well as 
clergy affi liated with confraternities 
(for whom the Latin-language editions 
were mainly intended). Contemporary 
sources of this nature shed light on the 

Fig. 4
anonymous , 
The Tree of Jesse 
with Donors , 1430-80. 
Mural on the 
southern wall of 
the Buurkerk’s 
tower, Utrecht.
Photo: 
Het Utrechts Archief, 
cat. no. 115671

ritualistic context in which the Rijks-
museum panel possibly functioned. 
With this premise in mind, these 
sour ces were explored to determine 
whether they might reveal informa-
tion in respect to the broader localiza-
tion of the panel’s iconography and 
a proper interpretation of its icono-
graphic details.
 I will begin the presentation of 
my fi ndings by turning to three 
contemporary books specifi cally 
concerning the Rosary devo tion: 
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1.  Van Marien rosencransken 
een suverlic boexken. Gouda, 
Gerard Leeu, 9 March 1484
(fi g. 5).31 Dutch-language edition 
of the treatise Quodlibet de 
veritate fraternitatis Rosarii
(1476, rev. 1479) published by the 
then recently approved confrater-
nity of Cologne.32 This work con-
tains a collection of texts relevant 
to the Rosary con fraternities. 

2.  Rosarium Beatae Virginis 
Mariae. Gouda, Gerard Leeu, 
1487.33 Spiritual exercises centred 
on the life of Jesus and Mary, pre-
sented as roses, compiler unknown.

3.  Vrouwen souter, Middle Dutch, 
fi fteenth/sixteenth-century trans -
lation of the Psalterium Virginis 
Mariae by Alanus de Rupe, whose 
work was printed in seven editions 
between 1483-1502.34 The ‘Marian 
psalter’ contains a condensed,
simpler form of the Liturgy of the 
Hours, specifi cally in honour of 
Mary. It could be prayed every day 
in Latin or Dutch.

The printed booklet Van Marien 
rosencransken is the fi rst Dutch trans-
lation of the treatise that Michel 
François de Lille wrote in 1476 upon 
the institution of the Cologne con-
fraternity. An expanded and revised 
version of the original Latin treatise 
appeared in 1479, fi rst translated into 
Dutch and printed for the Haarlem 
Rosary confraternity by the 
infl uential Gouda printer Gerard 
Leeu in 1484.35 The other two sources, 
Rosarium Beatae Virginis Mariae and 
Vrouwen souter, were used within the 
devotional practice described and 
prescribed in Van Marien rosen­
cransken.36 Consequently, all three 
books may be considered primary 
sources of the Rosary devotion.

Van Marien rosencransken contains 
a description of the indulgence be-
stowed on the Rosary confraternities 
by the pope, miracle stories and 
various descriptions of confraternity 

Fig. 5
Van Marien 
rosencransken een 
suverlic boexken , 
Gouda: Gerard Leeu, 
1484. 
Leiden University 
Libraries, 1370 g 35: 1, 
title page.

practice. Above all this last category 
holds clues for an interpretation of 
the Rijksmuseum panel. The book 
states that both men and women, 
including those less fortunate, are 
eligible for membership in the con-
fraternity; even the deceased may be 
enrolled post humously.37 Emphasis 
is placed on members’ obligation to 
support endow ments and masses, 
with dona tions to wards the ‘adorn-
ment’ of the confrater nity’s altar 
deemed highly commen dable.38 A 
recurring element in the regulations, 
descriptions and miracle stories alike 
is the fl exible framework for prayer: 
each individual prays accord ing to his 
or her own capability: ‘For some pray 
a rosen hoedje [alter nation Ave Maria
and Pater Noster]; others, a [Marian] 
psalter. Others, certain prayers; or 
they perform good works’.39 Devotion 
could be practiced either privately (see 
the description below) or communally; 
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frequent reference is made to the act 
of praying ‘in vergaderinghe’ (in 
assembly). Typical for this era is the 
personal nature of religious experience, 
involving a conscious striving to 
identify with Christ’s suffering or 
Mary’s joys and sorrows. One descrip
tion illustrates this autonomy of devo
tion, both in practice and setting:

Den derden lese ic voer sonderlinghe 
outaren ende gemaecte beelden. inder 
kercken of binnen huse. lesende den 
enghelen neghen ave marien sinte jan 
baptiste een. den apostelen xii. ende 
also veel ander heylighen biddende dat 
ic hem in enighe manier mach ghelijck 
warden .40

(Thirdly, I read in front of specific altars 
and statues/images in the church or in 
the home: the angel, nine Ave Marias; 
John the Baptist, one; the Apostles, 
twelve; and also many other saints; 
praying that I may in some way become 
as Him.)

As the description stipulates, the 
devotee moves from one altar and 
image to the next, offering prayers  
of varying lengths at each successive 
location. In the context of such descrip
tions in Van Marien rosencransken, the 
Rijksmuseum panel could therefore 
have served as a decorative element on 
an altar or as a freestanding devotional 
image hanging in the church (or even  
in the home). Yet it could also have 
functioned as a memorial piece with-
in the confraternity. In other words:  
a panel painting of this sort could be  
a focal point of prayer in different 
devotional contexts.
	 Van Marien rosencransken contains 
a profusion of quotations, references, 
proclamations and visions that draw 
extensively from various sources:  
the Bible, the works of Bernard of 
Clairvaux, Augustine, Thomas 
Aquinas, Alanus de Rupe and the 
Legenda Aurea. Nowhere, however, 
does one encounter any mention of a  

Tree of Jesse. The prophet Isaiah is 
referred to only twice in the entire 
book (in both cases unrelated to  
the Tree motif );41 quotations from 
Matthew are wholly absent. The  
other two primary Rosary sources 
named above also make no mention  
of the Tree, nor are there any quota
tions from Isaiah or Matthew. The 
descriptions of visions in the three 
books centre primarily on St Dominic 
and the Passion of Christ; in this res
pect, the books are far more closely 
aligned with the iconography of 
another painting by Geertgen tot Sint 
Jans, The Glorification of Mary (fig. 3), 
in which all the Instruments of the 
Passion are incorporated. Except for 
the image on the title page of Van 
Marien rosencransken (fig. 5),42 in 
which allusion is made to Christ’s 
wounds, none of the three primary 
Rosary sources contains illustrations. 
Given the vast array of metaphors 
filling the pages of these books, the 
Marian interpretation of the Tree –  
by the mid-fifteenth century already 
many centuries old – and the icono
graphy’s popularity in Haarlem at this 
time (as evidenced by the aforemen
tioned citations from the St Bavo’s 
Church and the St John’s convent), 
the omission of the Tree is significant. 
From this, we may reasonably con
clude that the unique iconography of 
the Rijksmuseum panel is not derived 
from the primary sources of the Rosary 
devotion.

	 The ‘Tree’ in Other Liturgical 		
	 and Devotional Books
Might then the iconography of the 
Tree of Jesse perhaps belong to 
another specific ritualistic context?  
In finding an answer to this ques- 
tion, I shifted my focus to liturgical, 
paraliturgical and devotional manu
scripts and (post-)incunabula in the 
Low Countries from the period 1450-
1525 43 containing a depiction of the 
Tree of Jesse.44 This resulted in the 
following corpus:
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1.		  New York, The Morgan Library 
and Museum, ms. m.917, ‘Hours 
of Catherine of Cleves, Part ii’. 
Book of hours (private prayer 
book in accordance with canonical 
hours), usus of Windesheim,  
c. 1440, illumination by the  
Master of Catherine of Cleves. 
Tree of Jesse preceding the  
Hours of the Virgin (p. 148) and  
a prayer to St Anne (p. 292).

2.		  Brussels, Royal Library of  
Belgium, ms. ii 7619. Book of 
hours of Jan van Amerongen/Mary 
van Vronensteyn, usus of Utrecht, 
c. 1460, illumination by the Master 
of the Vederwolken, the Master  
of Evert Zoudenbalch and others. 
Tree of Jesse as opening to the 
Hours of the Virgin (fol. 18r).

3		  Brussels, Royal Library of  
Belgium, ms. 9511, ‘Breviary of 
Philip the Good’. Breviary (official 
prayer book containing readings 
for canonical hours), winter  
section, usus of Paris, c. 1460-65, 
illumination by Willem Vrelant. 
Tree of Jesse in an enclosed garden, 
as opening to the First Vespers  
of Advent I (fol. 15r) (fig. 6).

4.		  Groningen, University Library, 
inc. 96. Book of hours, usus of 
Utrecht, printed by Johannes  
Higman, Paris 1497. Tree of  
Jesse as opening to the Hours  
of the Virgin (fol. g2r-g4r).

5.		  Utrecht, Museum Catharijne­
convent, okm h3, ‘Breviary  
of Beatrijs van Assendelft’.  
Breviary, usus of Utrecht and 
Windesheim, in use in the 
Zijlklooster, Haarlem, c. 1485, 
illumination by the ‘Hemelvaart-
meester’, Delft. Tree of Jesse in 
the initial of the Nativity of the 
Virgin (fol. 119r).

6		  Leiden, University Library, bpl 
2747. Book of hours, usus of  
Utrecht, incl. the Hollandic St 
Jeroen; Beverwijk, Sion monastery, 
brother Gerrit van Castricum, 
1498; illumination by ‘Spierinck’, 

1499. Tree of Jesse as opening to 
the Hours of the Virgin (fol. 10r).

7.		  New York, The Morgan Library 
and Museum, ms. m.1078,  
‘Croesinck Hours’. Book of hours, 
Northern Netherlands, usus of 
Utrecht, c. 1494, illumination by 
the Master with the Dark Eyes  
or Master of Cornelis Croesinck. 
Tree of Jesse preceding the Hours 
of the Virgin (fol. 112v).

8.		  The Hague, kb – National 
Library of the Netherlands,  
76 g 9. Book of hours, Holland 
(usus of Utrecht, incl. the  
Hollandic St Jeroen), c. 1490,  
illumination by the Master of the 
Dark Eyes. Tree of Jesse preceding 
the Hours of the Virgin (fol. 13v).

9.		  The Hague, kb – National 
Library of the Netherlands,  
133 h 30. Book of hours, South 
Holland (usus of Utrecht), 1478, 
unknown illuminator. Tree of 
Jesse as opening to the Hours  
of the Virgin (fol. 17r) (fig. 7).

10.	 The Hague, kb – National 
Library of the Netherlands,  
135 e 12. Book of hours, Leiden 
(usus of Utrecht), 1490-1500,  
illumination by Master of Hugo 
Jansz van Woerden (?). Tree of 
Jesse as opening to the Hours  
of the Virgin (fol. 13r).

11.		 Amsterdam, University Library 
Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam,  
xv 05502. Prayer book, usus of 
Flanders/Utrecht (?), c. 1494-1500,  
illumination by the Master of 
Raphael de Mercatellis. The  
Virgin and Child with St Anne, 
with behind them the Tree of 
Jesse, preceding the prayer to  
St Anne (fol. 163v).

12.		 The Hague, Rijksmuseum Huis 
van het Boek, ms. 10 f 14. Book  
of hours and prayer book, usus  
of Rome, c. 1500, unknown illumi-
nator, Southern Netherlands. 
Full-page miniature of the Tree  
of Jesse preceding the Hours of 
the Virgin (fol. 11v).
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13.		 Cuijk, St Agatha, Crosier  
monastery, ms. 1 ‘Gradual of 
Johannes van Deventer’. Gradual 
(book containing Mass chants) 
after usus of the Crosiers, c. 1512, 
unknown illuminator. Tree of 
Jesse as marginal decoration 
accompanying the opening  
hymn of the Vigil Mass for the 
Assumption of the Blessed Virgin 
Mary (fol. 180v).

That the above-cited criteria generate 
such a relatively small corpus is, in and 
of itself, a telling fact.45 A perusal of 
sources from Germany,46 France 47 and 
England48 containing the Tree of Jesse 
iconography reveals that such represen- 
tations were found in many kinds of 
books: bibles, missals and lectionaries, 
all of which contain gospel texts, often 
accompanying the elongated opening 
initial ‘L’ (Liber) of the Gospel of 

Fig. 6
willem vrel ant, 
The Tree of Jesse ,  
c. 1460-65.  
Miniature, approx. 
295 x 215 mm (sheet).  
Brussels, Royal 
Library of Belgium, 
ms. 9511, Breviary of 
Philips the Good, 
opening to the First 
Vespers of Advent I, 
fol. 15r.
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Mathew perfectly suited for this pur
pose. The Tree also appears in psalters 
in connection with Jesse’s son David, 
poet of the Book of Psalms and an 
important progenitor in Jesus’s 
genealogy.49 In these sorts of books, 
the Tree of Jesse iconography was 
clearly a common element, unlike in 
comparable books originating from 
the Low Countries, in which not a 

Fig. 7
anonymous ,  
The Tree of Jesse , 
1478.  
Miniature,  
181 x 132 mm (sheet). 
The Hague, kb – 
National Library of 
the Netherlands,  
133 h 30, Book of 
Hours, opening to the 
Hours of the Virgin, 
fol. 17r.

single depiction of a Tree is to be found. 
The same applies to the many chant 
compositions of the genealogies from 
Matthew and Luke. A total of forty-
seven genealogical compositions are 
found in chant books from the Low 
Countries.50 Notably, two such com
positions even appear in a 1511 missal 
of the Haarlem Knights Hospitaller: a 
source very close to Geertgen tot Sint 
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Jans and his circle.51 Sung by clergy  
at Christmas and during the various 
Marian feasts celebrated throughout 
the church year, these compositions 
were often accompanied by the most 
stately of ceremonial attributes (costly 
raiment, candles, church interior 
decoration, etc.).52 Illumination in 
chant books generally accompanies 
chants on (high) feasts,53 functioning 
as visual tools guiding celebrants 
through a liturgical book. This is 
precisely why one would expect to  
find a representation of the Tree of 
Jesse in such a book.54 Yet, among the 
forty-seven compositions, only in the 
‘Gradual of Johannes van Deventer’ 
(no. 13 in the source list above) does 
one find a scene with this iconography.
	 Despite the scant number of sur
viving manuscripts, one may conclude 
that, given the total absence of Tree 
depictions in extant illuminated bibles, 
missals or lectionaries from the Low 
Countries (where they do occur in 
similar sources from outside the  
Low Countries) and the indisputable 
presence thereof in the sources cited in 
the list compiled above, circa 1500 the 
Tree iconography primarily appears  
in Lowland breviaries and books of 
hours.55 This suggests that the origin of 
the unique Rijksmuseum image must 
be sought in such books. This finding 
is additionally supported by the only 
other Lowland (and older) illustration 
of Jesse set in an enclosed garden: a 
miniature in the winter section of the 
Breviary of Philip the Good56 (no. 3 in 
the source list, fig. 6). Almost all the 
breviary’s miniatures are by Willem 
Vrelant, an Utrecht illuminator active 
in Bruges from 1454 to 1481.57 The mini
ature of Jesse in the enclosed garden can 
therefore be regarded as a work origina- 
ting from the Low Countries. Placed 
in the section of Advent (days of pre-
paration leading up to Christmas), in 
the breviary it precedes the hymn Ecce 
dies veniunt: ‘Behold, the days come, 
sayeth the Lord, and I will raise up a 
righteous branch of David’.58

	 The Hours of the Virgin
In nine of the above-cited sources from 
the Low Countries, representations  
of the Tree of Jesse are found in the 
Hours of the Virgin (for example fig. 7). 
This series of prayers to the Virgin  
is a constant in every book of hours,  
a condensed and simpler form of the 
Liturgy of the Hours (the set of daily 
prayer moments), specifically in 
honour of Mary. Unlike the ‘regular’ 
Office, which has its own interpreta
tion of the hours for each feast and a 
unique composition of psalms for each 
day of the week, the Hours of the Virgin 
has virtually the same form and con-
tent for every day and can be prayed any 
day of the week.59 In the listed books 
of hours, the placement of the Tree 
images is in direct relation to the 
Hours of the Virgin. A logical choice, 
given that in the texts of these hours 
reference is made to the Tree or 
genealogical theme in several places, 
for example, in verses such as: ‘Like a 
grapevine I bore fruit’; ‘And He has 
raised up a horn of salvation for us in 
the lineage of his child David’; and 
‘Yesse’s root has grown, out of Jacob 
has come a star, a virgin has begotten 
the Saviour’.60 As we have seen, Van 
Marien rosencransken clearly demons
trates that reading the Hours of the 
Virgin was a core activity within the 
Rosary devotion. In this context, in 
which prayers were recited with a 
Rosary in the hand and the illustrated 
Hours of the Virgin as a guide, the 
choice of the iconography of the Tree of 
Jesse as a visual means to express the 
Rosary theme becomes understandable.
 
	 The Identities of the Three 		
	 Figures
Equally intriguing as the origin of  
the iconographic combination of the 
Tree of Jesse and Rosary symbols is the 
identity of the figures depicted. After 
all, the three auxiliary figures – two 
men and a woman – are not part of the 
traditional Tree iconography. The male 
figure on the left, however, might be 
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Fig. 8
Detail of devotional 
figures in The Tree of 
Jesse (fig. 1).

Fig. 9
jan mos taert,  
The Prophet Isaiah ,  
c. 1520 (?).  
Oil on panel,  
53.8 x 102.2 cm.  
Rotterdam, Museum 
Boijmans Van 
Beuningen, inv. no.  
St 13, loan Stichting 
Museum Boijmans 
Van Beuningen, gift 
Dr D. Hannema.
Photo: Studio Tromp.

linked to the iconography, as the fabrics 
and the numerous pearls (allusions  
to the Rosary devotion) adorning his 
outfit match those of the kings (fig. 8). 
Moreover, the direction of his gaze 
clearly demonstrates a link to Christ’s 
ancestors in the Tree. In fact, this 
figure’s overall appearance and head
gear are akin to a contemporary de
piction of the prophet Isaiah (fig. 9)  
by Jan Mostaert (c. 1475-1552/53),61 an 
artist active in the same period and 
region as the present panel and in some 
studies even identified as its maker. 
This provides sufficient grounds for 
interpreting this man as a prophet 

(despite the absence of a book or 
scroll), most likely Isaiah, as is the one 
by Mostaert, given the biblical source 
of the Tree iconography in Isaiah’s 
prophesy (Isaiah 11:1): ‘And there shall 
come forth a rod out of the stem of 
Jesse, and a Branch shall grow out of 
his roots’. Because of the figure’s up-
ward gaze, focussed on a point beyond 
the picture frame, the Tree might be 
understood as a visualization of what 
the prophet mentally envisions.
	 Unlike the man on the left, the two 
remaining figures – a second male and 
a religious woman kneeling in prayer –  
are wearing clothing contemporaneous 
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with the panel. As noted above, there 
are no accompanying coats of arms  
or inscriptions by which to identify 
them, and it is not known if the panel 
ever hung in the vicinity of a specific 
grave. Because of her prominent 
position in the composition, most 
attention has been devoted to the 
woman figure (fig. 8).62 Unfortunately, 
theories positing that she belonged  
to one of the convents in the area, 
such as the Haarlem White Sisters’ 
monastery63 or the Amsterdam Poor 
Clares64 have little basis, for the 
simple reason that her religious habit 
lacks sufficient specificity to facilitate  
a more accurate identification. If 
anything, the woman’s plain, white 
robes, youthful appearance and 
modest rosary possibly convey she 
was a novice. Yet beyond this, un
fortunately, little can be said, as a 
white habit worn by novices was the 
designated raiment in numerous 
orders. Moreover, within the popular 
orders of the day – Augustinians,  
Poor Clares, Dominican Sisters, 
Cistercians, the Modern Devotion 
communities – habits could vary  
from one monastery to another,  
or even the representation thereof  
on an altarpiece.65 Also possible is 
that the woman was a (deceased) 
layperson, who, as a reflection of her 
devotion, chose to be depicted in 
a monastic habit. Indeed, one such 
known depiction is the memorial 
tablet Geertruy Haeck Kneels in Prayer 
before St Agnes (c. 1465).66 As stated  
in Van Marien rosencransken, a person 
already deceased could become a 
member of a Rosary confraternity 
posthumously. In conclusion, in the 
absence of more specific means of 
identification, very little can be said 
about the kneeling woman.
	 Confirmation that the man on the 
right (fig. 10) was an actual, living 
person is provided not only by his 
contemporary attire, but also by  
the detailed painting style applied  
to his individualized facial features, 

contrary to the more general render
ing of the ancestors and the man on 
the left. What appears to be a litur
gical book clasped in the man’s hand 
likely confirms his status as a cleric, 
despite the fact that he is not depicted 
wearing a habit.67 My recent examina
tion of a chant book, dating from the 
same period and produced in the same 
region as the panel, led unexpectedly 
to a convincing identification of this 
figure. In its turn, this identification 
provides further clarification regard
ing the context in which the panel is 
certain to have functioned.

Fig. 10
Detail of devotional 
figure in The Tree of 
Jesse (fig. 1).
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 Master Willem van Schoten in 
 a Haarlem Gradual
The chant book in question is a large, 
beautifully illuminated gradual, i.e. a 
book containing all the chants for the 
Mass, made for the then newly founded 
Haarlem monastery of the Augustinian 
Hermits (fi g. 11a).68 Today preserved in 
the New York Public Library as ms. 92, 
this liturgical book was here to fore 
scarcely known in the Nether lands 
and had not yet been examined in the 
context of the Rijksmuseum panel.69

A colophon in the gradual states that 
it was written from 4 September 1493 
to 22 November 1494, thus confi rming 
it could very well have been created 
in the same year as The Tree of Jesse.70

In a verse on fol. 307v, the copyist 
identifi es himself as ‘Leonardus van 
Aken’.
 Four miniaturists worked on the 
gradual, among them a Northern 
Netherlandish book illuminator 
named ‘Spierinck’ (who also worked 
on book no. 5 in the list of liturgical 
works on pp. 212-13). Active in Haarlem 
and/or Beverwijk in the period circa 
1485-1519, he left behind a substantial 
oeuvre comprising some seventeen 
manuscripts (sixteen of which are 
signed, with fi fteen dated – a unicum). 
Described as a ‘not exceptionally 
talented artist’, the marginal deco-
rations adorning the pages of the 
works Spierinck illuminated are 
nevertheless of good quality.71

 Nine pages of the gradual feature 
historiated initials (the Nativity, the 
Adoration, the Crucifi xion, etc.); 
eight of these also display extensive 
marginal decoration. In the bottom 

margins of the pages for the major 
feasts of the liturgical year, one fi nds 
depictions of various distinguished 
inhabitants of Haarlem, together with 
their respective patron saints and 
family coats of arms. These include 
monastic founders, burgomasters, 
churchwardens, priests, members of 
religious orders, and sometimes even 
entire families. No other book from 
the Low Countries is known to con-
tain such a large number of depictions 
of individual persons.72 This magnifi -
cent book can be seen as a veritable 

Figs. 11a, b
anonymous
Master Willem van 
Schoten in the lower 
margin of a chant 
book, 1493-94. 
Marginal decoration, 
approx. 533 x 395 mm 
(sheet). 
The New York Public 
Library, ms. 92, 
Gradual of the 
Haarlem Augustinian 
Hermits, fol. 218r, 
entire page (a) and 
detail (b).
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who’s who of Haarlem’s notables at 
the end of the fifteenth century. Their 
memories were therefore preserved 
among the brothers of the hermit 
confraternity in a book intended for 
the celebration of the Mass, the most 
important celebration of the day.
	 On the page for Easter Sunday  
(fol. 218r), the most important day of 
the liturgical year, one finds a solitary 
man, the only figure unaccompanied 
by others in the book’s margins  
(fig. 11b). Dressed in a brown mantle 
featuring a white lining and trim, his 
attire is of a type normally favoured 
for depictions of clerics when not in 
their liturgical vestments (e.g. an alb 
or surplice).73 He kneels at a prayer 
desk, on which lie a liturgical book and 
his black hat. The banderole above him 
is inscribed with the following words: 
‘Deus propicius esto michi peccatori’ 
(God, be merciful to me, a sinner; 
Luke 18:13). Certainly, such words of 
supplication were widespread and 
popular.74 In this case, however, the 
phrase unquestionably refers to the 
depicted figure’s priestly ministry. In- 
deed, this plea constitutes the central 
phrase of Jesus’s parable regarding pro-
per prayer in the Temple of Jerusalem 
(Luke 18:9-14).75 In the depiction, the 
man is surrounded by a peacock and 
his ancestors’ eight coats of arms. 
Based on what can only be described 
as an extensive ‘arsenal’ of family 
arms – by far outnumbering those of 
any other individual depicted in the 
entire gradual – he can unmistakably 
be identified as the Haarlem priest 
Master Willem van Schoten (?-1496).76

	 What we know about Master Willem 
is the following. He was a scion of the 
highly influential Van Schoten family 
(also spelled Schooten, Scoten, or 
Scoeten). Besides an impressive number 
of knights, bailiffs, priests, parish 
priests and nuns, Willem’s long lineage 
also counted four consecutive com
manders of the St John’s convent. Prior 
to the appointment of a bishop in 1559, 
this ecclesiastical office was the most 

important church leadership position 
in the city and region.77 Willem was the 
son of Jacob van Schoten and Sophie 
Gerritsdr van Adrichem, and the 
brother of bailiff Gerrit van Schoten. 
As we learn from his depiction in the 
gradual, Willem was somehow involved 
with the Augustinian Hermits’ monas
tery in Haarlem. In the church of 
Akersloot, a small town north of 
Haarlem, he was appointed priest at a 
vicarage (a benefice from which private 
prayers for individuals were paid) 
dedicated to the Virgin Mary, in the 
documentation of which is stated that 
he died in 1496.78 Like the many Van 
Schotens who preceded him in death, 
Willem was laid to rest in the church 
of the St John’s convent.79 In the necro- 
logy of the commandery, Willem is 
listed as ‘presbiter et frater’, thus con
veying that, in addition to being a 
priest, he was a ‘brother’ of St John.
	 Willem’s social standing can be 
deduced from his prominent place
ment in the gradual, as well as the 
exceptional number of family coats  
of arms. His portrait is by far the best 
executed of all, and also possesses a 
level of detail – the tonsure, double 
chin, the precise rendering of his 
mantle – not found with any of the 
others. We can assume it is an 
accurate portrayal of Willem, whose 
death occurred not long after the 
gradual was finished.

	 The Van Schoten Triptych
The mention of the name Willem  
van Schoten brings us to an earlier 
discussion of the Rijksmuseum panel.80 
As early as 1966, Karel Gerard Boon 
observed a resemblance between the 
Tree of Jesse and a lost(?),81 contem
porary triptych by Jan Mostaert 
comprising a monumental scene of 
the Last Judgment flanked left and 
right by devotional portraits. Today, 
the so-called Van Schoten triptych  
is known only through a set of 
nineteenth-century drawings also 
held in the Rijksmuseum collection 
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(figs. 12-14). Despite being copies, the 
three drawings are rendered in such 
detail that, to quote Boon, ‘they do 
allow for several inferences’. Indeed, 
thanks to the artist’s precision, later 
researchers were able to at least iden
tify the various sitters based on the 
heraldry on the armorial robes and 
shields and determine the dates of 
their clothing styles.82 Depicted on  
the right panel are bailiff Gerrit van 
Schoten (Willem’s brother) and his 
wife, Luytgard van Swieten. Across 
from them, appearing on the left 
panel, are four members of Gerrit’s 
family – three men and a woman:  
in front Gerrit’s father and mother 
(wearing an attire fashionable in the 
fourteen eighties), and behind them 
Gerrit’s two brothers, Willem and a 

second brother likely to have perished 
in his youth. The style of Luytgard’s 
clothing came into fashion no earlier 
than 1520; the triptych could there-
fore not have been commissioned 
prior to this time. There is no doubt 
that, from the outset, the triptych  
was conceived as a memorial tablet:  
by 1520, every family member on the  
left panel – including Willem – was 
already deceased, as was Gerrit, who 
died in 1513.83 It almost certainly hung 
above the Van Schoten family tomb in 
the church of the St John’s convent.84

	 In terms of the architecture in the 
background, the upwards-sloping land-
scape and the peacock perched on the 
wall, the left panel of the triptych  
(fig. 12) displays a marked similarity to 
The Tree of Jesse.85And it was precisely 
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Figs. 12, 13 , 14
Anonymous 
drawings of panels 
forming Triptych 
with Last Judgement 
(c. 1520), nineteenth 
century. 
Pencil, pen and brush, 
respectively  
562 x 201 mm,  
567 x 421 mm,  
563 x 197 mm.  
Amsterdam,   
Rijksmuseum,  
inv. nos.  
rp-t-1971-100,  
rp-t-1971-101a and 
rp-t-1971-101b.

these commonalities Boon saw as suf
ficient grounds to attribute the Rijks
museum panel to Mostaert in 1966.

	 Identification as Master Willem
That some kind of a connection exists 
between artworks produced in the 
(environs of) Haarlem and the influen
tial Van Schotens is highly credible. 
This is not to say that depictions of 
peacocks, priests – whether or not with 
a double chin – and step-gabled facades 
were unique to the Van Schotens. 
Nevertheless, the combination of 
several unique elements – commonali
ties shared by the Rijksmuseum panel, 
the triptych and the gradual – strongly 
points to an identification of the man 
in The Tree of Jesse as Master Willem 
van Schoten.

Firstly, the Van Schoten Triptych  
and the gradual confirm that Willem 
commissioned depictions of himself 
– or was depicted posthumously as a 
memorial – in works of contemporary 
religious art. As has been observed 
above, the Van Schotens held consider
able sway within the convent of St John 
– an important place for the artists of 
that day, and a community from which 
three documented inventory entries 
citing a Tree of Jesse are known.86  
The identification of the man in the 
Rijksmuseum panel as Willem would 
make it even more probable that one 
of the works referring to a Tree of 
Jesse described in the convent’s inven
tories of 1572 and 1573 is in fact this 
very panel. Like many other members 
of the Van Schoten family, Willem, too, 
was buried in the St John’s Church. It 
is conceivable that the Rijksmuseum 
painted panel of the Tree of Jesse 
functioned as a memorial piece for 
Willem hanging above the family 
tomb, eventually accompanied by the 
later commissioned devotional panel 
– the triptych – for Gerrit van Schoten’s 
family, on which he also appears. There 
it remained until it was removed from 
the church – together with many other 
panels – amidst the turmoil of the 
Eighty Years’ War.87

	 Like all members of the Van Schoten 
family, Willem was involved with at 
least one other Haarlem monastery (the 
Augustinian Hermits). Moreover, he 
held (in any case at least) one vicarage, 
located just outside Haarlem (in the 
church of Akersloot). Willem’s involve
ment in various religious communities 
makes it highly plausible that, in one 
way or another, he participated in the 
Rosary devotion (for instance, through 
his vicarage dedicated to the Virgin 
Mary) and that it is within this specific 
context that he is depicted on the 
Rijksmuseum panel. While indeed 
propagated by the Dominican Order, 
the Rosary devotion was also practiced 
by (parish) priests and within other 
religious orders.88 That this devotion 



222

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

held a place within the Augustinian 
monastery in Haarlem – which Willem 
supported – is affirmed by the gradual: 
on folio 244v, an Augustinian monk is 
praying the Rosary.89 Due to a lack of 
other sources regarding the Haarlem 
and Akersloot devotions, there is un
fortunately no way to verify Willem’s 
possible role.
	 Secondly, there is the uniqueness  
of the figure’s attire. The portraits in 
the bottom margins of the gradual offer 
a unique glimpse into the wealthiest 
stratum of Haarlem society anno  
1494 – concurrent with the creation  
of the Tree of Jesse panel. Amidst  
all the notables, among them a large 
number of clergymen, Willem’s attire 
is unique. Even the presumed parish 
priest of the Church of St Bavo (fol. 
265v) wears different attire. Particu
larly noteworthy is the broad, white 
lining of Willem’s mantle: undoubtedly 
a white fur inner lining, which, in 
keeping with the fashion of the day, 
continues as a decorative trim along 
the outer border. The white colour 
suggests a fur type derived from 
either squirrel (minever), ermine or 
weasel: without exception materials  
of great cost, the price of which was 
directly proportional to their white
ness and uniformity. Logically, depic
tions with luxury materials of this 
sort occur only in connection with  
the highest ranks of the nobility and 
clergy.90 For example, the entire oeuvre 
of Geertgen tot Sint Jans’s attributed 
works 91 contains only one figure wear
ing a garment with a similar inner 
lining, specifically, the cleric in The 
Raising of Lazarus 92 (dated c. 1480). 
Absent, however, is the broad, white 
border lining found in both the 
gradual and on the Tree of Jesse panel; 
moreover, his mantle is lined with a 
different variety of fur. Clearly, the 
painter of the Rijksmuseum panel 
devoted great effort to rendering  
the various types of fur in detail; one  
can even discern the seams where  
the individual pieces of fur were 

joined together within the priest’s 
sleeves. Intriguingly, a comparative 
analysis of the attire worn by clerics 
in memorial tablets dated between 
circa 1450 and 1550 93 produced not 
one comparable example. The closest 
resemblance is the mantle worn by 
Willem van Schoten on the left panel 
of the Van Schoten triptych.
	 An identification as Willem van 
Schoten also offers a possible expla
nation for the noticeably broad, black 
collar (or undermantle?) worn by  
the man in the panel. In principle,  
no one but Benedictine and Knights 
Hospitaller brothers wore mantles 
that were entirely black.94 In the 
necrology of the St John’s convent, 
Willem is referred to as frater, or 
‘brother’.95 Conceivably, the inclu- 
sion of this piece of clothing was 
therefore meant to convey his status 
as a brother of St John. In the same 
line, this would also explain the 
choice of background architecture – 
possibly representing the St John’s 
convent itself.96

	 A third shared element is the 
resemblance between the depictions of 
the peacock (figs. 15a-c). As a symbol 
of the righteous and immortality,97 its 
inclusion in all three works is fitting: 
on the Van Schoten Triptych, it sits  
on the enclosure wall of the Garden  
of Paradise, into which the righteous 
are led toward their heavenly existence; 
in The Tree of Jesse, it signals the  
wall in question is actually Mary’s 
enclosed garden; and in the gradual, 
the peacock appears on the page for 
Easter Sunday, the day celebrating 
Christ’s resurrection. In all types of 
painting and illumination from the 
period, the peacock was a widespread 
motif. In most cases, however, the 
bird appears with its tail feathers fully 
fanned or merely as an element in the 
distant background.98 The prominent 
and similar positioning of the peacock 
– centrally placed, viewed from behind, 
with its tail feathers cascading to the 
left, and in a resting posture – in all 
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three works is therefore striking. Given 
that the gradual and the triptych were 
created to serve a commemorative 
function, the presence of the animal 
on the Rijksmuseum panel would 
appear to suggest a similar function.
	 A fourth shared characteristic of 
the images on the panel, the triptych, 
and in the gradual is the manner of  
the sitters’ presentation before Christ, 
depicted without the intercession of  
a patron saint, directly ‘in the front 
row.’ Such a direct presentation is  
not exclusive to these three works; 
however – as a comparison with the 
other images in the gradual and other 
contemporary memorial tablets re-
veals 99 – it was a less common form  
of portraiture.

Figs. 15a-c
Details of peacocks 
from The Tree of  
Jesse (fig. 1), triptych 
(fig. 12) and gradual 
(figs. 11a, b).
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The clothing, architecture, peacock 
and presentation style are not merely 
part of the prevailing idiom used  
by painters of the day. Together,  
these four elements offer convincing 
proof that a link exists between the 
three depictions, in part explained 
by the probable localization of both 
the Rijksmuseum panel and the  
Van Schoten triptych in the St John’s 
convent church in Haarlem. The 
family memorial painting is certain 
to have hung in proximity to the 
family tomb. The Rijksmuseum panel 
could most certainly be one of those 
mentioned in the convent’s invento
ries. If near the family grave already 
by circa 1500, it could easily have 
inspired the inclusion of the very 
same iconographic elements in the 
Van Schoten triptych, dated slightly 
later, in which Willem also figures.
	 In its turn, the identification of 
the priest as Master Willem raises 
questions to be addressed by future 
research regarding the exact nature  
of his affiliation with the Rosary 
devotion and the Hours of the Virgin, 
as well as his connection to the kneel
ing young woman. One can now  
raise the possibility that the woman 
depicted on the panel was a member 
of the Van Schoten family, several of 
whom entered religious life as nuns. 
Based on age, attire and the popu-
larity of the Hours of the Virgin at  
the time, two of Willem’s own nieces 
emerge as plausible candidates: 
Sophia (at the Cistercian convent of 
Leeuwenhorst in Noordwijk) and 
Alijd (at the convent of the Regular 
Canonesses, Maria-ter-Zijl, in 
Haarlem).100 As affirmed by three 
different sources – the Van Schoten 
triptych, the memorial tablet of 
Geertruy Haeck, and the descriptions 
in Van Marien rosencransken – it must 
also be taken into account that the 
woman in question on the panel could 
very well have been deceased at the 
time of the panel’s creation.

	 Conclusion
As has been shown, an exploration  
of the Rijksmuseum panel of the  
Tree of Jesse offers a glimpse into  
a world full of fascinating religious 
traditions. Based on the notion that  
a work of its kind is certain to have 
functioned in a ritualistic context, 
an attempt has been made to explain 
the panel painting’s unique elements 
by consulting contemporary (para-)
liturgical and devotional sources.  
The added value lies mainly in 
observations that could not have  
been made if solely relying on visual 
comparisons, to wit: ​​the striking 
absence of the theme of the Tree  
of Jesse in the primary sources of  
the Rosary devotion in the Low 
Countries; the existence of an older 
example of Jesse in an enclosed 
garden; and the close association  
of the Tree iconography with the 
Hours of the Virgin in contemporary 
breviaries and books of hours. In the 
specific case of the Rijksmuseum 
panel, the focus on liturgical-
devotional sources even led to the 
unexpected, likely identification of 
one of the three auxiliary figures in 
the panel, specifically the man on the 
right, as the Haarlem priest Willem 
van Schoten, based on a depiction in  
a contemporary gradual. This identi
fication provides an explanation for 
the specificity of the depiction of  
the man’s attire, the architecture in 
the background, and the similarities 
between the panel and the Van 
Schoten triptych, as well as an 
additional (tenable) identification  
of the kneeling religious woman. 
Lastly, the identification offers an 
argument for situating the panel in  
the church of the St John’s convent  
in Haarlem, linking it to references  
to a Tree of Jesse in that convent’s 
inventories. Such observations may 
hopefully prove useful in the further 
interpretation of this exceptional 
panel.



225

r o s a r y  a n d  m a r i a n  d e v o t i o n  a s  c o n t e x t  f o r  t h e  t r e e  o f  j e s s e

The Tree of Jesse in the Rijksmuseum is a panel painting from circa 1500, attri
buted to (the circle of ) Geertgen tot Sint Jans. Numerous studies have already 
been devoted to this panel, the majority of which centred on the question of its 
attribution. The present study’s endeavour, however, is to determine the panel’s 
function and the origin of the unique combination of the iconography of the Tree 
of Jesse with elements of the Rosary devotion. Consultation made clear this 
composite iconography cannot be traced to contemporary (para)liturgical and 
devotional sources, not even those concerning this Marian devotion. The Tree 
of Jesse iconography was by no means an obvious choice to visually express the 
Rosary theme, as is the case with the Rijksmuseum panel. In acknowledgement  
of the virtually exclusive occurrence of this iconography in breviaries and books 
of hours originating from the Low Countries (including the only other example 
of Jesse in an enclosed garden in a Lowland breviary), it is posited that the com
bined iconography arises from the practice of the Hours of the Virgin, and the 
breviaries and books of hours used for that purpose. Based on a unique visual 
correspondence to a Haarlem gradual and the Van Schoten triptych (consulted  
in drawings) combined with historical context, the man on the right of the panel 
can tenably be identified as Master Willem van Schoten. This would explain the 
figure’s unconventional attire and the distinctive background architecture; it also 
allows a possible identification of the young religious woman. Most importantly, 
it provides an argument for situating the panel in the church of the St John’s con
vent in Haarlem, linking it to the institution’s inventories.
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