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Hendrick de Keyser’s Honey Thief

For Carla

•  f r i t s  s c h o l t e n  •

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

b u l l e t i n

I	n 2012 the Rijksmuseum received on 
loan, as a promised gift, an extraor­

dinary boxwood head of a screaming 
child, attributed to the Amsterdam 
sculptor Hendrick de Keyser (1565-1621) 
(fig. 1). When this expressive carving 
was sold at auction in Amsterdam more 
than a century ago, as part of the large 
art collection assembled by Simon 
Wolf Josephus Jitta (1819-1897), it bore 
an attribution – as absurd as it was 
optimistic – to Michelangelo.1 An 
eighteenth- or early nineteenth-century 
label on the back refers to this and 
confirms that the outstanding quality 
of the carving evidently justified an 
attribution to one of the most famous 
sculptors in the history of art. While 
the sum the piece fetched at auction 
– 320 guilders – was admittedly con-
siderable, clearly it in no way reflected 
the attribution to the great Italian. It 
emerges from a note of 13 October 1926 
written by the then owner, Joseph 
Alfred Josephus Jitta, to the daughter 
of the Amsterdam art collector Otto 
Lanz, that Professor Vogelzang [sic] 
attributed the head ‘to the sixteenth-
century Bavarian sculptor “Kilian”’.2 
This attribution is likewise based on  
a misunderstanding, since the Kilian 
family of Augsburg produced many 
engravers, goldsmiths and painters, 
but no known sculptors. 

Eventually, in an article in this Bul­
letin in 1973, the art historian Charles 

Avery convincingly linked the scream­
ing child to the seventeenth-century 
Amsterdam sculptor Hendrick de 
Keyser, even though no other cabinet 
carving in wood by him was known  
at that time.3 Avery had not seen the 
original piece and based his attribution 
on an old photograph. The parallels 
with the crying bronze putti on De 
Keyser’s magnum opus, the tomb of 
William of Orange in Delft (1613-22), 
and with mascarons of weeping child­
ren on the façade of Delft Town Hall 
are certainly striking (fig. 2).4 The 
likeness between the boxwood child’s 
head and a small bronze bust of a 
crying child that Avery also attributed 

	 Fig. 1
attributed to 
hendrick de 
keyser , Screaming 
Child, Stung by a Bee, 
Amsterdam, c. 1615-20. 
Boxwood,  
16.5 x 13 x 9.2 cm; 
tondo: diam. 25.4 cm, 
thickness 2.7 cm;  
total thickness  
with head: 11 cm. 
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum,  
inv. no. bk-2007-24;  
private gift from  
Carla Josephus Jitta, 
Amsterdam, 2007.

	 Fig. 2
hendrick de 
keyser , Weeping 
Putto on the Tomb of 
William of Orange, 
1613-22.  
Bronze, h. approx.  
80 cm.  
Delft, Nieuwe Kerk.
Photo: Cultural 
Heritage Agency of 
the Netherlands.
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to De Keyser is even stronger (fig. 3).5 
Broadly speaking the two heads are 
identical, save for the fact that the 
bronze version was executed in the 
round, whereas the little wooden face 
was made as a high relief.6 The corres­
pondences are so exact that the model 
for the bronze must have been based 
directly on the wooden version, with 
some minor modifications modelled in 
the wax.

All the stylistic similarities notwith-
standing, there are also some very 
obvious differences. They are chiefly 
the finer detailing and greater three-
dimensionality of the boxwood boy 
compared to his little bronze brothers, 
and are largely due to the limitations of 
bronze as a medium. The wooden child 
has spiky locks of hair standing out 
from his scalp, for instance, whereas in 
the bronze the curls lie flat on the head. 

	 Fig. 3
attributed to 
hendrick de 
keyser , Screaming 
Child, Amsterdam,  
c. 1615-20.  
Bronze, h. 32 cm.  
Los Angeles,  
Los Angeles County 
Museum, inv. no. 
m.84.37; purchased 
with funds provided 
by James E. Clark.
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The modelling of the boxwood child’s 
skin also seems livelier, folded more 
loosely around the skull, and his ears 
stick out more. The most striking differ­
ence is the presence of an anecdotal 
detail that also provides the logical 
explanation for the child’s extreme 
emotion: a bee stinging him just above 
his right temple (fig. 4). Although Avery 
believed he was seeing a reproduction 
of De Keyser’s bronze in wood,7 the 
logical iconographical motif of the 
stinging bee and the greater plasticity 
and detailing actually suggest precisely 
the opposite: the wooden head is the 
original version and the bronze is a 
more decorative, simplified variant, 
designed to be produced in numbers. 

The attribution to De Keyser is sup­
ported by his portrait bust of William 

of Orange, which – like the screaming 
child – exists both in an all-round form 
and as a ‘half’ version in high relief.8 
The affinity to the auricular ornamen­
tation that began to appear on Dutch 
silver shortly after 1600 also points to 
its having been created in his circle.  
De Keyser must have found the work 
of the Utrecht silversmith Adam van 
Vianen (1568-1627) and Arent van 
Bolten’s fantastical, grotesque designs 
for prints and sculptures particularly 
fascinating, and they were clearly a 
source of inspiration for him. The 
intricate shape of the child’s pro­
truding ears (fig. 5) – ‘auricular’ means 
pertaining to the ear, and in German 
the style is known as Ohrmuschelstil 
– the fluid lines of his features and  
even under his tongue immediately  

	 Fig. 4
Detail of the bee 
(fig. 1).
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call to mind the Van Vianens’ organic 
snaeckeryen (amusing conceits), which 
were published as prints around 1650 
under the title Constighe Modellen  
(fig. 6).9 The ears give the contorted 
little face almost the look of a caricature, 
reminiscent of grotesque mascarons. 
De Keyser used imaginary masks like 
these – often with gaping mouths – as 
terminals for his busts and as decorative 
elements in his architecture.10 The 
parallel with an auricular Christ child 
in Ter Brugghen’s Adoration of the 
Magi of 1619, which Avery noted, is 
not without significance in this regard. 

The stinging bee is the key to the 
iconography of the image. The insect 
refers directly to the famous tale of 
Cupid the honey thief, derived from  
an idyll traditionally attributed to the 

Greek poet Theocritus (third century 
bc): ‘When the thievish Love one day 
was stealing honeycomb from the hive, 
a wicked bee stung him, and made all 
his finger-tips to smart. In pain and 
grief he blew on his hand and stamped 
and leapt upon the ground, and went 
and showed his hurt to Aphrodite, and 
made complaint that so a little a beast 
as a bee could make so great a wound. 
Whereat his mother laughing, “What?” 
cries she, “art not a match for a bee, 
and thou so little and yet able to make 
wounds so great?”’11 The poem was 
available in various translations in the 
early sixteenth century – including an 
English one by Thomas More – and 
was generally interpreted as a warning 
against the sweet temptations of love. 
Dürer drew it in 1514 (Vienna, Alber­

	 Fig. 5
Detail of one ear  
(fig. 1).
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tina), and Lucas Cranach painted 
various versions of the episode around 
1526.12 Strictly speaking, according to the 
Idylls, Cupid was stung on his finger by a 
bee, but as early as Cranach the naughty 
little love god is also stung on his head. 

Although there was no obvious local 
pictorial tradition of this episode before 
1600, the tale did enjoy a degree of 
familiarity in the Netherlands in De 
Keyser’s day in the emblemata litera­
ture. In the various editions of Alciatus’s 
Emblematum liber (1531) and his 
Emblematum libellus (1534), which were 
extremely popular in the Low Coun­
tries, the honey-stealing Cupid appears 
in the illustrations to the motto Dulcia 
quandoque amara fieri (Sweetness  
turns at times to bitterness).13 Daniel 
Heinsius’s Nederduytsche poemata, a 
collection of poems and emblems 
published in Amsterdam in 1616, was 
instrumental in its dissemination in the 
Dutch Republic. One of them is titled 
Cupido honich-dief, uyt Theocritus  
(fig. 7).14 The mischievous god of love 
also appears in the anonymous collec­
tion of poems T(h)ronus Cupidinis, the 
first edition of which was published 
without a privilege from the States 

	 Fig. 7
Cupido honich-dief, 
uyt Theocritus, 
emblem in  
Daniël Heinsius, 
Nederduytsche 
poemata, Amsterdam 
1616, p. 42. 

	 Fig. 6
Engraving from 
Constighe Modellen,   
c. 1650, vol. 2, no. 29.
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General in 1617, followed by revised 
editions in 1618 and 1620.15 The 
publisher was Crispijn van de Passe 
the Elder (c. 1564-1637), who was also 
responsible for the majority of the 
illustrations.16 Under the engraving 
accompanying the motto borrowed 
from Heinsius is the following verse, 
pithily capturing the moral of Theo­
critus’s tale (fig. 8): 

Sweet-toothed Cupid with cunning tricks
Stole the honey from the hive; the angry 	

bees
Stung his hand: and from this we learn 

how
He who seeks sweetness finds bitterness 

instead.17 

The fact that Hendrick de Keyser should 
dabble in such emblems of love in his 

	 Fig. 8
Dulcia quandoque 
amara fieri, emblem 
in Crispijn van de 
Passe the Elder,  
T(h)ronus Cupidinis, 
Amsterdam 1620 
(third edition).
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old age is not as surprising as it might 
appear, when we know that – at least  
in 1616 – he was a member of the 
Amsterdam chamber of rhetoric 
known as De Eglantier.18 Among his 
acquaintances we find prominent 
Amsterdam literary figures like 
Laurens Spiegel and P.C. Hooft;  
he designed a house on the Singel,  
the Dolphin, for the former, while  

the latter regularly wrote odes to the 
sculptor’s work.19 It is therefore likely 
that Hendrick de Keyser carved his 
Cupid for someone in this Amsterdam 
literary circle of wealthy rhetoricians 
and poets, who would appreciate this 
amusing rendering of the bittersweet 
subject. 

De Keyser’s Honey Thief is a rela­
tively early example of the interest in 
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the expression of emotions in the 
human face in sculpture, which did not 
reach its height until later in the seven­
teenth century – in part as a result of 
studies of the Laocoön – eventually 
culminating in F.X. Messerschmidt’s 
series of character heads.20 Heads of 
crying children do not occur regularly 
in the Netherlands until the end of the 
seventeenth century, for example in 
the oeuvre of Johan Claudius de Cock 
(1667-1735).21 It is possible that in some 
cases these unhappy little fellows  
were designed as pendants to laughing 
children – youthful, humorous parodies 
of the Classical philosopher pairing of 
Heraclitus and Democritus (fig. 9).22 

It would seem that De Keyser can  
be seen as the pioneer of the theme of 
the head of a screaming child; he must 
have explored it for the first time for 
William of Orange’s tomb in Delft. In 
it he incorporated sorrowful putti and 
cherub heads in bronze which, as we 
have seen, bear a distinct resemblance 
to the little wooden head. The likeness 
is most striking in the putti holding 
torches and a shield on top of the monu­
ment and the winged mascarons that 
crown the memorial cartouche (see fig. 
2).23 An echo of the work can also be 
found in a head of a child in alabaster 
that was mistakenly attributed to him 
(fig. 10),24 while Arent van ’s Graven­

	 Fig. 9
johan claudius  
de cock, Bust of a 
Crying Child, 1716. 
Terracotta with 
signature in ink,  
h. c. 20 cm.  
Present whereabouts 
unknown. 
Photo: John del 
Campa, Amsterdam. 
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	 Fig. 11
arent van ’s 
gravenzande 
(design), Detail of 
the Van Brouchoven 
Epitaph With Weeping 
Angel, c. 1645. 
Sandstone.  
Leiden, Pieterskerk. 
Photo: Jan van Galen 
Fotografie.

zande adopted the motif on the Van 
Brouchoven epitaph in the Church of 
St Peter in Leiden (design c. 1645) in the 
form of a weeping angel head (fig. 11). 
De Keyser’s screaming and crying 
children also attracted followers beyond 
the Netherlands. Two mourning angels 
in a group of Christ as the Man of 
Sorrows by Gerhard Gröninger (1582-
1652), now in the Church of St Mary in 
Ahlen (Westphalia), were evidently 
inspired by the bronze putti in Delft.25 
Echoes of De Keyser’s Honey Thief can 
also be detected in some eighteenth-
century German ivories, for instance 
three frontally conceived heads of 
weeping children in Braunschweig, 

	 Fig. 10
Bust of a Screaming 
Child, Antwerp or 
Amsterdam?, c. 1620. 
Nottingham alabaster, 
h. 27 cm.  
Copenhagen,  
Statens Museum for 
Kunst, inv. no. 5515.
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one of which is attributed to Johann 
Christoph Ludwig Lücke (c. 1703-c. 
1780).26 His oeuvre also includes some 
less sentimental and more animated 
carvings of crying children, among 
them a swaddled baby and a signed 
miniature bust, both in London, and a 
small ivory medallion relief in Schwerin 
(fig. 12).27 Although the similarities are 
often strikingly close, it is anything  
but clear how Lücke could have been 
influenced by the Netherlandish 
examples. The ivory carver worked  
in various towns and cities in North-
Western Europe, including London, 
Copenhagen, Hamburg, Schwerin  
and Dresden, and possibly in the Low 
Countries too. He may have had access 
to various art collections in all these 

	 Fig. 12
attributed to 
johann christoph 
ludwig lücke, 
Medallion with a 
Crying Child, c. 1765. 
Ivory, h. 11.5 cm. 
Schwerin,  
Staatliches Museum, 
inv. no. kh 1631.  
Photo: bpk / Staat
liches Museum 
Schwerin / Elke 
Walford. 

places, but whether he could have seen 
De Keyser’s Honey Thief in any of 
them remains open to question, since 
the wax seal on the back of the piece 
suggests that it was in a Polish collec­
tion in the eighteenth century.28 A note 
on Lücke’s little ivory in Schwerin 
conveys something of the admiration 
for such naturalistic expressive sculp­
tures in the eighteenth century: ‘A 
head of a crying child. The expression 
is so strong that that one can see the 
uvula on the palate.’29 These words 
could equally apply to the Screaming 
Child which, with its assured balance 
between the observation of nature, 
facial expression and stylization, is a 
supreme masterpiece of Dutch early 
seventeenth-century cabinet sculpture.
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