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			[Portraiture is] that branch of art that is the wondrous compendium of the whole man – not only man’s outward appearance but in my opinion his mind as well.
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			Foreword

			The more turbulent a painter’s life, the greater the chance of a biography – or several biographies – especially if that turbulence is also reflected in a painter’s work. This adage seems to apply to, for example, Vincent van Gogh (he was institutionalized several times because of his mental struggles), Frida Kahlo (a severe accident led her to paint) and Caravaggio (who had to flee because he killed an opponent). The question is whether this adage is justified. An outwardly turbulent life – which in earlier days usually became manifest in verdicts or news reports – is more likely to catch the eye than a life that takes place out of sight of law enforcers or media. However, it does not speak directly to a person’s inner life. And quite often it is not possible to infer from a painter’s oeuvre what his or her actual life looked like. 

			Perhaps this is why until recently there was no biography dedicated to Frans Hals. He was a portrait painter pur sang and his portraits reflect the inner life of his clients rather than his own. Although he certainly had one. He had fifteen children, including a mentally disabled son who spent much of his life in the house of correction-workhouse. One of his daughters also spent some time there because of two pregnancies out of wedlock at a young age. Moreover, Hals faced financial difficulties throughout his life. But this is not evident from his portraits. Furthermore, today portraits – especially those from bygone centuries – are not considered the most interesting genre or work to best show artistic freedom in painting. That this is completely unjustified in the case of Frans Hals is demonstrated in no uncertain terms by Steven Nadler in this biography. 

			Hals was an innovator and did something substantially different in his portraits than his predecessors and colleagues. With his virtuoso brushstroke – the ‘rough’ manner as it was referred to in his time – he managed to bring life and motion to his portraits. Hals captured the people who sat for him in such a way that their pose seems casual but at the same time exudes distinction and commands respect. The people portrayed look like they were captured in a snapshot, as if they could step out of the frame at any moment. Hals knew how to create maximum effects with the minimum number of brushstrokes. He understood that in order to bring spontaneity and dynamism to a portrait, not everything should be painted with precision.

			Even in his own time, connoisseurs noticed his artistic merit. For instance, Haarlem city writer Theodorus Schrevelius (whose portrait Hals painted in 1617) wrote that Hals’ manner of painting was unusual and that there is such a force and life in Hals’ works that he seems to defy nature with his brush. Schrevelius also added that Hals’ portraits seem to breathe and live. Fellow artists must also have noticed his work. It is quite possible that Anthony van Dyck travelled to Haarlem around 1630 to visit Hals, which is what the anecdote about their meeting recounted by the 18th century artist biographer Arnold Houbraken seems to refer to. Rembrandt probably met Hals around 1633 when Hals was working on the “Meagre Company” in Amsterdam. Both artists seem to have taken inspiration from Hals’ work for their own portraits. 

			Soon after Frans Hals’ death, tastes in art changed. His once innovative style of painting was not compatible with the emerging Academic style that pursued lofty subjects and clean lines and dictated that individual brushstrokes should not be distinguishable. In 1718 Arnold Houbraken, the biographer of painters, still wrote about Hals’ recognisable brushstroke, which he called powerful and lively, while at the same time painting an image of Hals as a man of dubious character, which stuck to the painter. According to Houbraken, Hals drank himself into a stupor almost every night and spent a lot of time in taverns. Hals’ rough brushstroke was associated with his frivolous lifestyle. The impression of Hals as a reprehensible drunkard lingered throughout the entire 18th and the first half of the 19th century. He fell out of favour with art connoisseurs and collectors. On the art market his paintings fetched only small sums and were attributed to other, insignificant artists more than once.

			Halfway through the 19th century Hals’ reputation changed for the better, thanks in large part to the French journalist Théophile Thoré (1807-1869), who rescued Hals from oblivion. In 1868 his admiration for Hals culminated in two articles in which he dismissed the insinuations about Hals’ drinking and his debauched lifestyle as slander. He unleashed an unprecedented interest in the portrait painter’s work. And who wouldn’t be curious and excited after reading what Thoré wrote about Hals’ last two regent portraits: ‘I know of no other paintings executed with such élan; not in the works of Hals himself, not in those of Rembrandt, or Rubens, or Greco, or any other passionate painter.’ After his articles on Hals were published, it did not take modern masters long to travel hundreds of kilometres by steam train or steamboat to Haarlem to see the group portraits at the Stedelijk Museum. 

			Soon Hals was admired and even idolized by the leading international painters of that period. They studied his work carefully, to learn and be inspired. They were impressed by Hals’ loose brushwork, which came across as impressionistic. As they were interested in producing impressions based on experiencing the moment, they saw a kindred spirit in Hals. Many of them were so moved by Hals’ work that they wanted to literally absorb his technique and made copies of his paintings. 

			The German impressionist Max Liebermann (1847-1935) spent most of his summers in the Netherlands and made more than 30 copies of Hals’ paintings (and not one other artist). He kept most of his copies until his death, a sign that they were very dear to him. Liebermann wrote that a portrait of Hals is good because it convinces us, because it is alive. John Singer Sargent (1856-1925) enthusiastically wrote to author Henry James that it would be hard to find anyone who knows more about oil painting than Frans Hals. Singer Sargent advised his students to copy heads in Hals’ paintings. He must have taken his own advice, because he also made several copies of heads from group portraits. James McNeill Whistler, while critically ill, made one last trip at the very end of his life to see Hals’ Regentesses and crawled underneath the barrier and, according to his friend who accompanied him, shouted, “Look at.. just look.. Look at these wonderful colours – the flesh – look at the white – that black. [...] Oh what an incredible man [...] Oh, I just have to touch it – simply because I like it.” – and caressed the face of one of the old women with his fingers. 

			The modern masters returned to their own studios with Hals in their minds and were inspired to try a new way of painting. For some artists, seeing Hals’ virtuoso brushstrokes permanently changed their own painting technique. For others, Hals’ legacy is visible in their use of chiaroscuro effects, in the application of colour, the poses of the people portrayed, or the choice of subject matter. The fact that Hals depicted men, women, and children from all walks of life was also a source of inspiration for the Moderns. Many of his models are laughing, especially in his genre-like representations of socio-economically less fortunate individuals. They had rarely been subjects for painters in the past. Vincent van Gogh, seeking to depict real life, was captivated by Hals, as he wrote to Émile Bernard: ‘He painted portraits, nothing nothing nothing but that. [...] He painted the drunkard, the crazy old fishwife, the beautiful gypsy whore, babies in swaddling clothes, a gallant, mustachioed bon vivant gentleman, [...] musicians, a fat cook. That was all he knew, but that ... is worth as much as Dante’s paradise, and as the works of Michelangelo, Raphael and even the ancient Greeks.’ The American painter Robert Henri was so fascinated by Hals’ casual child portraits that he painted a series of laughing boys, for which children in Haarlem posed in 1910.

			The Moderns travelled through time in search of their idol and restored Hals to his well-deserved place in the pantheon of great artists. From then on, art experts and art historians also included him in their retrospectives and exhibitions. Hals has been considered one of the three greatest Dutch artists of the 17th century, alongside Rembrandt and Vermeer, ever since. Which makes it all the more remarkable that no biography of Hals was published so far.

			The first monograph on Frans Hals dates from 1871 and was written by Berlin Museum director Wilhelm von Bode. In 1909, Ernst Wilhelm Moes, director of the Rijksmuseum’s print collection, published a monograph, albeit in French. More publications as well as exhibitions dedicated to Frans Hals quickly followed. In the second half of the 20th century, two Hals scholars dominated the scene: Seymour Slive and Claus Grimm, who were very important in determining the oeuvre of Frans Hals. In the 21st century, Christopher Atkins provided new insights into Frans Hals’ signature style, as he aptly described it. All of these publications contain a lot of biographical material, but a real biography has been lacking until now.

			The added value of a biography will soon become clear to the reader. Steven Nadler, a gifted biographer, knows how to capture his subject, much the same way Hals did with his sitters. Both dislike embellishment. Nadler describes Hals’ life story – or as much of it as can be gleaned from the sources – based on the highs and the lows in his personal life, his work and major historical events, without allowing himself to be seduced by the drama, which Hals also steered clear of. Being a historian, Nadler is able to place the few available sources on Hals in the context of Hals’ own time. With his extensive knowledge of the geopolitical, religious, economic and social situation he paints a picture of the Dutch Republic. He effortlessly draws parallels with what was happening in other artistic centres and even on the European stage. Yet Nadler’s focus always remains on the figure of Frans Hals and with his power of imagination he manages to evoke Hals’ everyday world. The fact that Nadler is primarily a Frans Hals aficionado and not an art historian, results in his admiration for Hals’ talent jumping off the pages. He transfers his own enthusiasm for Hals and his work to the reader. 

			Understanding the uniqueness and the impact of art in general – and of Hals’ work in particular – requires distance, both in time and in space. This biography also underscores the difference with the other two 17th century Dutch masters, Rembrandt and Vermeer. The latter both developed into even greater icons from the 19th century onward and were the subject of other than art-historical publications much earlier.

			The fact that Hals did not achieve the same status can be explained by his choice of subject matter on the one hand and by the spirit of the times on the other. The postmodern period favoured elusiveness and ambiguity, which is more compatible with the art of Vermeer and Rembrandt. Rembrandt was portrayed as an unbridled genius and all-rounder (he excelled in all genres and art forms of drawings, prints and paintings) and thus elusive. Vermeer has a small oeuvre, with serene paintings, mostly of anonymous women engrossed in a variety of domestic activities, that are full of ambiguities and in which the viewer feels like a voyeur. This is nothing like Hals’ work. His portraits show his patrons as they were. His strength lies in the fact that he centred his attention on his fellow man his entire life. 

			Current times also have a need for this kind of focus. We are living in a period of a great transition, as did Frans Hals. In his lifetime, the worldview shifted to where knowledge was no longer only obtained by studying writings, but primarily through observation, a skill Hals mastered like no one else. There were also major shifts in terms of political power and the role of religion in society. In the 17th century, the concept of the malleability of the world emerged, together with a capitalist economy and a strong expansionist drive that was at the root of colonialism. Now the pendulum is swinging in the other direction again. We are increasingly aware that a capitalist economy asks too much of our planet and that there are limits to the malleability of the world. Man’s role in relation to climate change, biodiversity and sustainability calls for humility and it would be a good thing if we, like Hals, pay more attention to our fellow human beings. 

			Hals’ legacy is found in his ability to bring his fellow humans to life with his virtuoso brushstroke. In a way this biography does something similar, but for the painter himself. I hope that the vivid picture Nadler paints of Hals will encourage readers to travel to Haarlem and the Frans Hals Museum to – aided by this biography – get as close as possible to his life. And to see his work with a new understanding and budding or increasing enthusiasm.

			Marrigje Rikken
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			Introduction

			A deal is a deal, or so thought the officers of the Saint George civic guard company of Amsterdam’s District 11. They wanted a portrait of themselves to commemorate their service to the city, as was customary. It had to be dignified, reflecting their virtues as brave and responsible citizens, but without being stuffy and formal, like the old civic guard portraits. In those earlier group paintings, everyone appeared in the same stiff pose, and they all looked so much alike it was hard to tell one person from another. No, these leading men of the great city of Amsterdam wanted something lively and colourful to hang in their headquarters – something modern.

			Ordinarily, Amsterdam civic guards hired Amsterdam painters for such an important commission. The Saint George officers, however, broke with tradition. They went beyond the city limits and sought out a celebrated master painter from Haarlem. The terms of the agreement were clear: the artist was to come to Amsterdam on a regular basis, and the sixteen guardsmen would take turns posing for him in a borrowed studio. He was to be paid sixty guilders per figure. Everything should have gone smoothly. Travel from Haarlem to Amsterdam was relatively easy now that there was a canal between the two cities. The painter could take a barge or go by land along the tow path. Overnight stays in Amsterdam would be necessary, but not too much of an inconvenience. Moreover, this was an experienced painter of civic guard portraits; he had already completed three of them for Haarlem companies and was about to start work on his fourth. He could give the Amsterdam militiamen just what they were looking for, since what they were looking for was just what they had seen in his paintings.

			In the end, though, it did not work out well. Things took a bad turn when, after a number of sessions in Amsterdam and making good progress on the large canvas, the painter suddenly stopped coming to the city. He refused to leave his Haarlem home and studio. It was too much trouble, he complained, and his lodgings in Amsterdam were costing him a lot of money for which he was not getting reimbursed. If they wanted the painting finished, they would have to come to him.

			That was certainly not the arrangement, the officers argued as they filed the first of several legal complaints against him. He could not possibly expect all of them to travel to Haarlem. Come to Amsterdam and finish the painting, they demanded, or they would have another artist finish it. Still hopeful that they could persuade the painter to resume his work, they sweetened the pot and offered him an additional six guilders per figure.

			By 1637, four years after the commission, negotiations had broken down completely. Much to the dismay of the Amsterdam guardsmen, Frans Hals would not budge. He was leaving more than a thousand guilders on the table, a significant amount of money for any seventeenth-century artist but especially for a man with financial problems. But he could not afford to be away from Haarlem so often, or so he said – he had apprentices to supervise, other projects to attend to, and a family to care for. He called their bluff. Let someone else finish the damn painting.

			It was not the first time that a brilliant but stubborn and irascible artist had aggravated a client – Michelangelo famously caused splitting headaches for the popes he served (and vice versa) – nor would it be the last; Rembrandt, a contemporary of Hals, was a difficult character, and Picasso was best avoided when he was in “one of his moods.”1 We do not know how typical such behaviour was for Hals. But one thing is certain: never again would a commission from an Amsterdam civic guard company come his way.

			*

			This book offers a portrait of one of the greatest portrait painters in history. The name of Frans Hals may not be as familiar as other marquee names of early modern art, especially the outstanding portraitists of the seventeenth century: Velázquez, Rubens, Van Dyck, and Rembrandt. And yet, those who have seen Hals’s work in museums or in art history books will immediately recognize his style. Whether or not they know of Hals, they know “Hals” – that rough, loose brushwork, not unlike what we find in later Impressionist paintings, that when viewed up close seems like nothing but abstract daubing’s, but when seen from a distance so beautifully captures the well-to-do citizens of the Dutch “Golden Age.”2

			It is a style like none other in the period. Rembrandt, of course, put his own mark on portraiture with a painterly manner that grew coarser over the years. One contemporary critic – the painter Gerard de Lairesse, whose portrait Rembrandt did late in his own life – complained that the paint in Rembrandt’s works “runs down the piece like shit [drek].”3 Hals and Rembrandt were likely working side by side in the same Amsterdam workshop for a brief time, and no doubt Rembrandt was impressed by what Hals, his elder by almost twenty years, was doing with paint on his panels and canvases. But there is no mistaking a Hals for a Rembrandt. Hals may have painted in what was by then a well-established tradition, but he had an approach to rendering sitters that was all his own.

			Over the course of a long career, more than fifty years as a master konstschilder (fine art painter),4 Hals changed people’s ideas and expectations as to what portraiture can do – indeed, what a painting should look like. A portrait by Hals, with its visible brushstrokes and bold execution, might lack fine detail and a smooth finish, but it more than made up for this with a sense of the sitter’s animated presence, captured with unprecedented energy and immediacy. Some dismissed his works as “sloppy” and “unfinished.” For others, they were fresh and cutting-edge. Connoisseurs or collectors – the Dutch called them liefhebbers; the term, derived from the word for love and used for art lovers generally, could also be translated as “amateur” (which comes from the Latin amator, lover) but without the pejorative sense (in contrast with “expert”) it often carries today5 – sought him out for portraits that they could proudly hang on the walls of their homes and boardrooms and impress visitors with their cultivated taste. To his contemporaries, in Haarlem and beyond, Hals was, for several decades at least, the modern painter par excellence.

			*

			Of course, I love Rembrandt. Everyone loves Rembrandt. There is a depth to Rembrandt’s portraits and anonymous head studies (au naturel or in costume) unmatched by any other painter. It has been said many times – perhaps too many times – that what makes Rembrandt’s pictures so special is that they “reveal the soul of the sitter.”6 While such a romanticized and spiritualized view of Rembrandt’s art has given way over the years to more sober, pragmatic, and historically grounded assessments of him and his place in Amsterdam’s art world, with greater attention paid to the painted surface than to the depth of depiction, still, it is hard not to be moved while standing in front of his portraits, especially his many self-portraits.7

			Hals’s portraits and genre pictures also draw us in, but in a very different way – in fact, in a variety of ways. They invite, entertain, provoke, engage, tempt, amuse, and instruct; they show us a range of affects and attitudes, including pride, joy, lust, affection, wit, and intelligence. The Haarlem burghers in Hals’s paintings can be as contemplative and reflective as Rembrandt’s Amsterdammers. But the subjective penetration of a Rembrandt portrait can have the effect of creating a distance between us and its sitter. Occupied with their own thoughts and feelings, Rembrandt’s introspective characters are often not there for us. We can love and admire the magnificent painting from 1654 of Jan Six, perhaps Rembrandt’s finest portrait, but there is really no communion between Six and us; whatever he is pondering as he puts on his gloves he ponders alone. Hals’s people, on the other hand, are fully present. Even as their attention is drawn elsewhere and we fail to catch their eye, we are, so to speak, in the same place.

			Fortunately, we do not have to choose. It is not like the exclusive alternatives imposed upon us by the sixteenth-century Florentine artist and writer Giorgio Vasari: Florence or Venice, disegno or colore, draftsmanship or color. (For the biased Vasari, there was no question: Disegno!) There may have been artistic rivalry and economic competition between Rembrandt and Hals. Their contemporaries who wanted to be portrayed did have to opt for one or the other (or one of the many other great portraitists in Amsterdam and Haarlem). We, on the other hand, do not have to take sides. We can enjoy the virtues, and virtuosity, of both artists.

			*

			I have long been a fan of Hals’s paintings. But my interest in actually writing about him came about, oddly enough, through my work on a French philosopher who was a contemporary of Hals and even at one time resided near Haarlem (and who makes a cameo appearance in this book). It all started with a chance encounter in Paris in the world’s largest art museum.

			It is a remarkable thing about the Louvre. In what can often seem to be the most popular and crowded tourist destination on the planet, it is possible to enjoy wonderful works of art, even some of the greatest paintings and sculptures ever made, in blissful solitude, as long as you avoid the big-ticket items for which visitors are willing to stand in line for hours and to which they rush immediately upon entry. Thus, alone one day in one of the museum’s rooms devoted to seventeenth-century Dutch art while the mobs with their selfie sticks rushed to see the Mona Lisa, I stood before a painting that was once labeled Portrait de René Descartes. (It was a picture with which I and other scholars of early modern philosophy were quite familiar, as it typically serves as the cover illustration for books on Descartes and his philosophy.) For a long time, the Louvre believed that it had an original portrait of Descartes by Frans Hals. However, by my visit this time, they had downgraded the work to a copy d’après Hals (after Hals). This is right, and long overdue, since the painting bears none of the trademark features of a Hals. The brushwork is smooth, even invisible, and the figure finely drawn. But then, where was the original? The best candidate, it turned out, was in Copenhagen, in the Statens Museum for Kunst: a small, very rough oil painting of Descartes that was both undeniably a Hals and obviously the model for the Louvre portrait.

			My quest to understand the circumstances that gave rise to that unusual painting of a seventeenth-century intellectual celebrity – we do not have many portraits from life of the great philosophers before the nineteenth century – led me, ultimately, to write a book titled The Philosopher, the Priest, and the Painter: A Portrait of Descartes.8 This philosophical/biographical/art historical study brought together Descartes, Hals, and a Haarlem Catholic cleric named Augustijn Bloemaert, who there is good reason to believe commissioned the portrait from Haarlem’s best portraitist as a keepsake before his dear philosopher-friend departed Holland for Sweden, where he would die within just a few months.

			As an obsessive academic constitutionally incapable of allowing questions to go unanswered, I was unsatisfied with the relatively cursory treatment in that book that I gave Hals and the city that was his base of operations. As big a part of the story as the painter and his milieu were, it was not enough. He was too interesting a figure, and Haarlem too important a place in Dutch history and art history. There was so much more to learn, and so much more to be said: not just about his paintings, but about his family history, his training, his personal life, his profession, his clientele, and his reputation. There were no two ways about it. At some point, I was going to have to do a life of Hals, if only to satisfy my own curiosity.9

			*

			The subject of this book is an artist, but it is not a work of art history. I offer little stylistic analysis of paintings, technical details of materials, or discussion of iconography or symbolism. I do consider some of the artistic influences upon Hals and put his work in a broader art historical context, but such matters are not a large part of the project; I leave all that kind of work to art historians, trained experts who can do a much better job of it than I can.10

			This book is, rather, a biography, one that I hope tells a good historical story and gives the reader a well-drawn picture not only of Hals’s life, but also of the artistic, social, political, and religious milieus in which he lived and worked. As much as Rembrandt (though born in Leiden) was of Amsterdam, and Rubens (born in Germany) was of Antwerp, so Hals (born in Antwerp) was of Haarlem. His youth, his training, his business model, the tradition of portraiture that he so creatively adapted, the overwhelming bulk of his clientele, indeed everything that was familiar and important to him belonged to the city in Holland in which he spent his life from boyhood on.

			There are many challenges facing a biographer of Hals. Even the most basic facts are uncertain. We do not know when exactly he was born, when his family left Flanders in the southern Netherlands, when they arrived in Haarlem in Holland, and what his native religion was. There is some certainty as to the master painter with whom he trained, but even that is based on hearsay. What kind of husband was he? What kind of father? And why did he have lifelong money problems? There is, regrettably, no solid basis on which to answer these baseline biographical questions.

			Then there is the oeuvre. Hals painted nothing but portraits; even his temporary foray into genre painting consisted of portraitlike pictures of anonymous characters. But there is little agreement among Hals scholars on how many paintings he did and when he did them. Estimates range from just over a hundred to over three hundred panels and canvases. And forget about putting an exact year to most of his paintings; it is hard enough to place them securely in this or that decade. Really, the best that can be done for the majority of his extant works is arrange them in a rough chronological order. Even this is mostly guesswork based on biographical information about the sitters, clues in the fashions they are wearing or on stylistic assumptions.

			The task is complicated by the known unknowns, as well as some unknown unknowns. There are certain paintings that we know are lost; we have historical evidence of their existence, and sometimes even a visual record (in an engraved reproduction), but no longer any trace of them.11 There are many other paintings we do not know about that, if not destroyed, lie hidden away in an attic somewhere or are ruined beyond recognition. Then there is the problem of misattributions. Hals rarely signed his paintings, and when he did it was with a monogram. Moreover, like many master painters of his time, Hals had a workshop in which he trained pupils and apprentices, some of whom made copies of his paintings or unsigned works of their own imitating his style.12

			So, in the end, there is not a lot to go on, and a lot to lead one astray. Other than the paintings, we have nothing by Hals’s own hand: no diary, no letters, no written documents whatsoever. In this, he could not have been more different from his contemporary Rubens, who left behind a wealth of professional and personal correspondence. The quantity of information on Hals pales compared even with what we know about Rembrandt;13 it is more like the spotty record we have for Vermeer (which was sufficient for John Michael Montias’s masterful study of that painter’s life and his relations).14

			With Hals, the most important sources are official documents, almost two hundred of them: baptism records (but not one for Hals himself), marriage banns, death and burial notices, estate inventories, records of auction and lottery sales, notary statements of debts and other legal proceedings, and collection holdings. These have been discovered and transcribed by Hals scholars working in the archives over the last century and a half, and conveniently compiled (although not in complete transcriptions) by Irene van Thiel-Stroman.15 (My debt to Van Thiel-Stroman’s work is evident in the large number of references to the documents in Van Thiel-Stroman 1989.) Unfortunately, and with just one exception, what we do not have are records of portrait commissions for Hals, which would provide crucial information on who his clients were and how much he charged them.

			So yes, there are enormous gaps in what we know, and can know, about Hals’s life and personality. Imaginative reconstruction will take us only so far. And yet, despite the obstacles, there is indeed a story to be told about this remarkable painter – a biographical story, built on the extant documents, generations of careful scholarship, and, of course, the paintings, that provides a sense of the man, a familiarity with the pictures he made and the clients he served, and an understanding of the Netherlandish society and early modern Europe within which he worked. 

			The Dutch Republic in the seventeenth century was arguably the most cosmopolitan, innovative, and tolerant place in Europe. So much of what we now consider “modern” can be traced back to what the Dutch accomplished in the political, economic, military, technological, and cultural domains. These achievements are all the more remarkable given that many of them took place in a brand-new nation still engulfed in an eighty-year struggle for independence. (The American Revolution lasted a mere eight years.) From the philosophical and scientific advances of Descartes, Huygens, and Van Leeuwenhoek to the extraordinary “history” paintings, portraits, landscapes, still lifes, marine scenes, and genre pieces of thousands of artists, from the engineering feats that created land from sea to the military and mercantile maritime prowess that allowed the Dutch to compete with the other great powers of Europe – it is no wonder that the most creative period of a small but uncommonly gifted and improbably powerful territory continues to fascinate us today.

			At the same time, we must not romanticize, much less idealize, either the Dutch Republic or this early Enlightenment period. Europe in the seventeenth century saw great material and intellectual progress, and the arts flourished under all manner of regime. But there was also great misery brought about by political conflict, religious strife, and morally abhorrent practices, not to mention the forces of nature. People lived through what must have seemed like endless warfare. They suffered multiple outbreaks of the plague. During the so-called Little Ice Age, they endured long, unusually cold winters made even harsher by famine and economic instability. The Europeans also enslaved Africans and slaughtered indigenous peoples of the lands their armies and trading companies invaded. It was a brilliant but also cruel era, and the Dutch were no exception.

			This, for better and for worse, was Hals’s world. A proper portrait of his career demands putting the reader into the streets, homes, churches, headquarters, and taverns of Haarlem, the city that nurtured his art. It also requires following the difficult birth pangs of a young nation divided by political and religious allegiances and the turbulent and unpredictable Realpolitik of post-Reformation Europe. All too often, Hals himself may disappear from view. But his paintings, portraying the good people of Haarlem, Amsterdam, and other cities – men and women; merchants, preachers, writers, other artists; married (and sometimes unmarried) couples and whole families; town regents; the civic guardsmen who kept order in the streets; boards of governors of public institutions; laughing children and merry drinkers – are always there to remind us that he contributes as much to our image of the Dutch “Golden Age” as his more famous competitor, Rembrandt.

			*

			A number of things may be unfamiliar to readers not versed in the details of seventeenth-century Dutch life:

			Names: Early modern Dutch individuals typically used a patro nymic as an identifying second name. Thus, Jan Pieterszoon was “Jan, Pieter’s Son,” and Lysbeth Reyniersdochter was “Lysbeth, Reyniers’s daughter.” The patronyms were conventionally abbreviated as “-sz” or “-dr”; thus, Jan Pietersz and Lysbeth Reyniersdr. As the seventeenth century progressed, it became more common to add a family name: for example, the painter Frans Pietersz de Grebber and his son Pieter Fransz de Grebber. Often that family name indicated the person’s place of origin: the painter Cornelis Cornelisz van Haarlem was “Cornelis, Cornelis’s son, from Haarlem.”

			Political organization: The Dutch Republic was a federation of provinces. There were seven provinces – Holland, Utrecht, Zeeland, Gelderland, Friesland, Overijssel, and Groningen – along with the county of Drenthe and the “generality lands,” territory owned by the Republic at large. Holland was the largest and most powerful province, which is why the Republic is often referred to (inaccurately) as “Holland.” I use the term “Holland” to refer only to the province. I use the terms “Dutch Republic,” “Republic,” and “United Provinces (of the Netherlands)” interchangeably to refer to the political entity established by the Union of Utrecht in 1579 (although the Union’s constituent provinces and borders would change over subsequent decades). On the other hand, I avoid using the unqualified, modern term “the Netherlands” to refer to the Dutch Republic (the northern Netherlands), since in the seventeenth century there were also the southern Netherlands, the provinces that, still ruled by Spain, were not a part of the Republic.

			Each province had central executive, legislative, and judicial bodies. The “States” of a province was its executive body. Thus, the States of Holland governed that province. Each city in a province sent representatives to the provincial States. The Republic as a whole also had the States General, attended by representatives from each province.

			For most of the seventeenth century, there was also a stadhouder, or stadholder. This was a hereditary (but appointed), quasi-monarchical position. The stadholder – always a member of the House of Orange-Nassau – was the political leader of several provinces at a time and the supreme military commander of the Republic’s armed forces. The dominant stadholder was the one who held the position jointly in Holland, Utrecht, Zeeland, Gelderland, and Overijssel.

			A city was governed by its vroedschap, or city council. From the vroedschap were appointed schepenen, who made up the board of aldermen, and four sitting burgemeesters, burgomasters or mayors.

			Currency: The main currency in the Dutch Republic was the guilder (in Dutch: gulden) or Carolus guilder. It was also called the florin (from fiorino d’oro, the gold coin of the Republic of Florence in the Middle Ages), and so was typically abbreviated as “fl.” One guilder was worth twenty stuivers; and a stuiver was worth about sixteen pennings. A skilled laborer in the first half of the seventeenth century would earn about one guilder per day. In terms of purchasing power in today’s currency, a guilder is generally estimated to be equivalent to about sixty US dollars/forty pounds/fifty euros.

			




1 

			Exile

			Franchois Hals knew that it was time to leave Antwerp. Like many other residents of the city, he saw that there was no future there for him, his wife, Adriana, and their sons Frans and Joost. Daily life had become too risky, both economically and, for a large number of its citizens, personally. This once flourishing entrepôt would soon be the first major casualty of the Eighty Years’ War. The military leaders of the revolt by the northern Netherlandish provinces made sure of that, with a good deal of help from their Spanish overlords and foes.

			Located in the southern Dutch-speaking region of the Low Countries – in the Duchy of Brabant, close by the border with the lands of the Count of Flanders – Antwerp was by far the biggest and most cosmopolitan city in the Netherlands in the 1500s. With a population approaching eighty thousand by midcentury, it was also, after Paris (which had nearly three hundred thousand inhabitants), the second-largest urban center on the Continent north of the Alps.1

			Antwerp was governed by a clique of financiers and aristocrats who oversaw an economy that made it among the richest cities in Europe. The source of its wealth was diverse: banking and money lending; interna­tional trade over a wide array of raw materials and products; manufacturing, especially textiles; and a number of small, homegrown industries – including painting and tapestry by artisans whose work was highly coveted by Europe’s elite. Antwerp was the headquarters of numerous mercantile firms, hosting business representatives and diplomatic corps from all over the Continent and beyond: not just Spain, to whose empire all of the Low Countries still belonged, but Italy, Portugal, France, England, and the German, Baltic, and Scandinavian lands, as well as states and colonies in Asia and in the New World. The city’s harbors, at the estuary of the Scheldt River, saw the arrival of hundreds of ships each day, some bearing sugarcane from South America and the Caribbean to be processed in local refineries. Bulk goods – wood, wheat, and fruit – shared warehouses with luxury items, such as spices, fur, fabrics, and jewels. In the mid-sixteenth century, Antwerp was the heart of European trade, an international center of high finance and commerce open “to the merchants of all nations.”2

			For just these reasons, Antwerp was also an essential component in the economy of the Habsburg Empire. Which is why the Spanish were so outraged to see it join the Dutch Revolt.

			*

			Things had been growing increasingly unsettled in the Spanish Low Countries for some time. Government from afar – even when mediated by sympathetic, locally based regents – is rarely well exercised, and never well tolerated.

			Antwerp and the rest of the Burgundian Netherlands – present-day Belgium, the Netherlands, Luxembourg, and some of northeast ­France – became part of the extensive and widely dispersed Habsburg realm in 1477, when Mary of Burgundy married Maximilian of Austria, who would soon be crowned as Holy Roman emperor. Maximilian and Mary had a son, Philip the Fair, who became Duke of Burgundy. After Philip’s marriage to the daughter of Ferdinand of Aragon and Isabella of Castile, Joanna of Castile – she was also known as “Juana la Loca,” or Joanna the Mad, a nickname she earned because of her erratic behavior, probably from mental illness3 – and the death of his mother-in-law in 1504, Philip was crowned Philip I, king of Castile. He brought his sovereignty over northern territories with him to the Spanish throne. Philip did not live long after his coronation, however, and was succeeded by his son, Charles. When Charles – who, in addition to being Charles I, king of Spain, was also archduke of Austria; Charles II, Duke of Burgundy; and Charles V, Holy Roman emperor – abdicated all of his royal positions in 1556 for a life of monastic retreat, he divided his domains among his family. Spain, as well as Holland, Brabant, Flanders, and the other Burgundian provinces, passed to his son Philip, who reigned as Philip II, king of Spain and lord of the seventeen provinces of the Spanish Netherlands.

			Charles, at least, had been born in Flanders, in Ghent. He knew the Dutch language, and he knew the people. He was one of them. His son, born in Valladolid, Castile, was not. Philip was less empathetic than his father to local sensitivities and did not rule the Dutch lands with the consideration to which they had become accustomed. Subjects always regard taxation as heavy, but Philip burdened his northern provinces to an extreme, in part to finance his many wars. He also reduced local political autonomy while stationing Spanish troops in their cities and towns, and ignored rights and prerogatives traditionally enjoyed by the landed nobility and urban burghers.

			Of perhaps even greater consequence, the king and his governors, Catholics one and all, severely persecuted Protestants. Followers of the Reformed faith were a growing and influential minority in much of the Netherlands, much to the dismay of the Spanish court. Philip regarded these Calvinists and Lutherans as a serious threat not just to the confessional unity of his domains, but to the provinces’ loyalty to his rule. Ignoring decades of relative restraint and tolerance, Philip went so far as to institute an Inquisition in the north to root out this “foreign heresy.”4

			By the late 1560s, Philip’s harsh and repressive behavior had become too much to bear. The Dutch rose up against the heavy-handed Spanish governance. William of Orange (William I, also known as William the Silent), whose Dutch lands had been confiscated by the king, led an insurgency of nobles and commoners in 1568. This first uprising did not have broad support, and it was soon put down by the forces of Fernando Álvarez de Toledo, the Duke of Alba, on behalf of the Spanish crown. The Dutch were not so easily pacified, however, and by 1572 the revolt was back on, again under William’s leadership but this time with the combined forces of Holland and Zeeland behind him. These provinces were later to be joined in the Union of Utrecht of 1579 by Utrecht, Gelderland, Groningen, Friesland, and Overijssel, as well as a number of Flemish and Brabantian cities, including Ghent, Brussels – and, most important of all, Antwerp. The “Spanish Fury” of 1576, when Philip’s troops, angered over their lack of pay, went on a murderous rampage against Antwerp’s citizens and set the city on fire, turned even devoted subjects against their foreign ruler.

			The rebellion of the Netherlandish provinces against Spain was now in full swing, although Philip was still too distracted by other military engagements, especially against the Ottoman threat in the east, to devote all his resources to putting it down. The conflict will last for decades, with major consequences for the subsequent political, economic, military, and cultural history of Europe.

			*

			Franchois Fransz Hals – Franchois, Frans’s son – was born around 1550, not in Antwerp but Mechelen, a town just to the south. His parents, our painter’s grandparents, were Frans Hals (d. 1571), a textile dyer, and Barbara de Witte, whom Frans had married in 1526.5 Around 1562, Franchois and his brother Carel went to Antwerp to find work. Soon after he arrived in the city, Franchois married a woman named Elisabeth Baten. Over the next dozen years, they had four, possibly five children: Carel (born in 1567), Clara (1569), Johannes (1572), Maria (1574), and, perhaps, another girl who was named Barbara. It may have been too much for Elisabeth, for she died in the fall or early winter of 1581, possibly while giving birth to yet another child. (Franchois’s brother Carel also married an Antwerp woman, Cornelia Wils. His fate was not a happy one: apparently an alcoholic and ne’er-do-well, Carel died bankrupt in 1581, the same year as his mother; Cornelia, who supported the couple by working as a washerwoman – there were no children – died a year later.)6

			Following in his father’s footsteps, Franchois worked in Antwerp’s booming textile industry. He was employed as a droochscheerder, or cloth cutter – a job that involved using shears to make decorative patterns in material woven out of wool coming from England and Spain or linen made from imported flax. It could not have been easy being a widower with four young children and trying to make a living. Within several months of Elisabeth’s death – and before April 1582 – Franchois married his neighbor Adriana van Geertenryck. Adriana, a widow, was around thirty years old at the time,7 and had one or more children of her own from her first marriage to Henrick Thielmans, a tailor. It is possible that the wedding had to take place in secret. This is because between 1581, shortly after the city joined the Dutch Revolt, and 1585, when it was retaken by Spain, the Protestants were in control and Catholic services were banned, and one contemporary document – part of the census of civic guard companies made by the Spanish – indicates that Franchois was (or at least claimed to be) a Catholic.8

			In April 1582, the newlyweds sold their interest in the house “Saint Jacob” on Rozenstraat that Adriana had inherited from her late husband. The buyer was Jan de la Flie, a pastry baker, who also owned the house two doors down that Franchois had been living in.9 The couple continued living on Rozenstraat in a house rented from De la Flie – either the one sold to him by Adriana or the one rented by Franchois before their marriage. This is where Adriana gave birth to their first son, Frans – named after his paternal grandfather – in 1582 or 1583. A second son, Joost, was born two years later. There is no record of either son being baptized, neither as Catholic nor as Protestant. Because their births coincided with that brief period of Protestant domination in Antwerp, Catholic baptisms were not publicly recorded, and even Protestant baptismal records from this time are not extant.

			The house on Rozenstraat must have been pretty full, then, with at least five other children from first marriages. The oldest of Frans’s half siblings, Carel, would have been only fifteen by the time Frans was born, and now there was a toddler and an infant. As combined households go, it may not have always been a peaceful domain; we know there was never enough money.

			The Hals family occupied the Rozenstraat dwelling for only a couple of years; by July 1586, there was a new tenant, Thomas van Oudendijck.10 By this point the family was probably gone from Antwerp altogether. Why did they leave so suddenly? What was so troubling about this great city that they, and many others, felt they had no choice but to pick up their lives and settle elsewhere?

			*

			Relations between Antwerp’s Catholic majority and its Protestant communities, made up mainly of Calvinists and Mennonites (Anabaptists), with some Lutherans, had long been strained. Periods of accommodation, motivated in part by economic interest, alternated with repression and persecution. As Protestant congregations grew in size and power – especially after iconoclastic riots in the summer of 1566, when Protestant mobs attacked Catholic churches and destroyed their “idolatrous” beelden, or images – the city’s leaders, hoping to forestall even greater unrest, but against the wishes of the Spanish governors, granted more religious freedom to Calvinists (but not to Mennonites). They allowed public worship and even outdoor preaching. What was once a tolerated underground movement became a publicly recognized denomination.11

			The civic peace did not last long. Philip’s local regent, Margaret of Parma, and especially her less indulgent successor, the Duke of Alba, took various measures to restore the more repressive status quo ante and push Protestant worship back behind closed doors. But these efforts, like those elsewhere in the Dutch provinces, did little to restrain the growing number and power of the Calvinists – so much so that when the Protestants did temporarily take over the Antwerp city council, they not only banned Catholic religious services but instituted a purge of Catholics from public and ecclesiastic office, and even from the guilds. Another iconoclasm in 1581, less violent than the earlier one but fairly thorough nonetheless, emptied the local churches of many valuable images.

			At this point, King Philip, no longer distracted eastward by the Ottomans, could turn his full attention to the north and implement more forceful measures to put down the uprising in his Low Countries. The fight was now on for good. This was Philip’s land, Habsburg and Catholic, no matter what the locals thought. He was not about to hand it over to heretical upstarts speaking a language he did not understand. Philip dispatched Alessandro Farnese, the Duke of Parma (and Margaret’s son), to retake the rebellious Dutch provinces. After gaining control of the rest of Flanders and Brabant, Farnese finally set his army upon Antwerp. In the summer of 1584, his troops surrounded the city and blockaded the Scheldt River, which was the main waterway for its commercial traffic. The siege lasted over a year. The Dutch insurgents from the north tried to free the city and relieve the suffering of its citizens, but to no avail. In August 1585, Antwerp surrendered to the duke. Spain – and the Catholics – were back in charge of the city.

			This prolonged ordeal was the beginning of the end for Antwerp. Despite Farnese’s relatively gentle treatment as he restored Spanish control, Antwerp’s glory days as northern Europe’s greatest port city, a jewel in the crown of the Habsburg Empire, were over. In large part this was due to the migration from Antwerp and other southern Netherlandish cities that began with the Dutch Revolt, increased during the Spanish siege, and became a mass exodus in the years after capitulation. In this period, an estimated one hundred thousand to 150 000 people, for a variety of reasons – economic, religious, social, political, even artistic – left the Flemish lands for “greener pastures.”12 Some headed to England or the Rhineland, especially in the early years of the revolt.13 But a large number of families from Antwerp fled northward, to Holland and the other “liberated” territories, now proclaiming themselves the Dutch Republic of the United Provinces (although it would take another sixty-odd years of conflict for the Dutch to finally win their formal independence).

			For many of the exiles, the departure from Flanders, while under some duress, was voluntary. The motive was money. With the siege and the closing of the Scheldt estuary, Antwerp’s trade essentially came to a standstill. After the city was returned to the Spanish fold, Parma’s maritime blockade was replaced with one imposed by the Dutch. The Watergeuzen, or “Sea Beggars,” as they called themselves – essentially privateers led by the Dutch nobility – sought to choke the city and cut off an important lifeline for the Spanish provinces of Flanders and Brabant and, thereby, a crucial source of income for the Habsburg throne. Without access to the sea, Antwerp was isolated from practically all the international commerce on which it depended.

			Already weakened by the Spanish onslaught and intramural religious and political strife, the city now faced an uncertain future. Its mercantile activities and manufacturing industries were doomed as long as the Dutch war for independence continued. Families who relied especially on the textile trade – importers of wool, flax, and silk; spinners and weavers; bleachers; cloth cutters, tailors, and other artisans responsible for making garments, household cloths and linens, sails, and other items; export merchants and their agents – all knew it was time to seek their livelihood elsewhere.

			Antwerp’s Protestants, on the other hand, had little choice in the matter. The Spanish authorities saw no need to tolerate unorthodoxy and gave Calvinists and others four years either to convert to Catholicism or get their affairs in order and depart. If they chose the latter, they had to leave all their property behind.

			(Other religious minorities were likewise affected by these changes in the city’s political, economic, and confessional fortunes. Perhaps most important of all, in terms of Antwerp’s future, were the converso, or “New Christian,” families, descendants of Jews who had been forcibly converted to Christianity in Spain and Portugal. Many of them had fled the Iberian peninsula and settled in Antwerp to be further removed from the dungeons of the Spanish and Portuguese Inquisitions, which suspected that the conversions were not entirely sincere. Despite being ostensibly Catholics, these “Portuguese merchants,” as they are called in contemporary documents, also thought it wise to relocate after the Spanish recapture. Many of them had continued practicing Judaism in secret and were eager to return openly to their ancestral religion. To do so, they went to Hamburg or Venice, which had established Sephardic congregations, as well as to Amsterdam, where they would soon create a brand-new and flourishing Jewish community. The Portuguese Jews took with them their lucrative business networks, especially in the New World, further hastening the demise of Antwerp’s economy.)

			The clear winner of this combination of economic upheaval and religious intolerance in the southern Low Countries and the consequent massive emigration was the Dutch Republic. One scholar has called it a “hand-and-brain drain to the north.”14 In the last two decades of the sixteenth century, Antwerp lost almost half of its citizens – mainly to the province of Holland.

			*

			Why did Franchois Hals and his family pack up their things – at least those they were allowed to take with them – and leave? Was it for economic or religious reasons? If Franchois was in fact a Protestant who was only pretending to be Catholic when the Spanish took that census of Antwerp’s guard companies in 1585 – and there would have been good, prudential reasons to dissemble on this point – then there was no question; the truth would have come out eventually, and so they had to go. They did have the option of converting to Catholicism, but in such a tense situation – war against the Dutch Protestant enemy – that probably would have worked no better to put them above suspicion for being insincere in the faith than it did for the Portuguese conversos. The Inquisition never let down its guard.

			But maybe Franchois really was a Catholic. After all, he married his first wife, Elisabeth, in Antwerp’s Saint Jacob’s Church; and all the children from that marriage were baptized there. One or two of those children ended up staying in or returning to Antwerp even after it reverted to Catholicism – not a wise, or even permissible, choice if they were Protestants. The family’s decision to leave is not, by itself, evidence one way or the other, since many Catholics joined the exodus, opting to abandon a city in decline. Unless some further material turns up in the archives, the question of the faith into which Frans Hals was born must remain uncertain.

			Regardless of their religious persuasion, the most likely reason the Hals family left Antwerp, shortly after the capitulation to the Duke of Parma and well before the four-year deadline for Protestants to leave, is that it was simply a matter of following the textile trade wherever it went.

			Sometime during the summer of 1586, then, Franchois Hals, Adriana, and most of the children from both of Franchois’s marriages – including two-or three-year-old Frans and his younger brother Joost – left Antwerp and the southern Netherlands for good. The clan would retain connections to the city, and Frans would be known in later years as “Frans Hals of Antwerp.”15 Indeed, Hals’s Flemish origins will continue to play a significant role in his life, and especially in his art. But except for his half sister Maria, who would marry an Antwerp tailor and settle there, and possibly another half sister (Barbara), as far as we know no member of Franchois Hals’s immediate family would ever again reside in the Spanish southern Netherlandish provinces.16

			There was still the question of where to go. To the northern provinces, of course, like everyone else. That is where the best opportunities were for Dutch speakers. But where? Many Antwerpers ended up in Amsterdam.17 But for someone seeking in those Dutch lands employment in the textile industry – and that is all that Franchois knew – there were really only two possibilities. Leiden had developed into a major center for the production of cloth. The Hals family, however, following many other southerners in the trade, opted for Haarlem.
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