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Introduction

Ever since 1913, a three-part painting by Gerard de Lairesse
(1641-1711) has graced the ceiling of an assembly hall in the
Peace Palace in The Hague (figs 1A, 1B and 1C). De Lairesse’s
series is spectacular: each canvas is almost four and a half
metres high and the three images together depict a cloudy
sky in which allegorical figures and objects appear. The rock in
the centre canvas bears the inscription ‘G. Lairesse Pinxit ano.
1672’, making it the earliest signed ceiling by De Lairesse that
we know. The artist was born in Liége and moved to Amster-
dam at the end of 1665. After initially working for the art deal-
er Gerrit Uylenburgh (c. 1625-1679), he started up in business
for himself in around 16672 This series was commissioned by
the Amsterdam burgomaster Andries de Graeff (1611-1678) for
his newly built house on the Herengracht (now number 446).
The decorations were designed for the large reception room
overlooking the garden at the rear of the house.

The canvases were put up for auction in 1903. The cata-
logue describes them as ‘Le triomphe de la paix™ the triumph
of peace.* We know the order in which the canvases hung from
an old description of the house at number 446 Herengracht
(figs 1A, 1B and 10).% In their current location, however, the can-
vases on the left and on the right have inadvertently been in-
terchanged. As a result, the river gods depicted at the bottom
of the two outer canvases have had their backs turned to one
another for well over a century and the clouds in the sky are

presently not properly aligned in the three canvases.

More recent literature no longer subscribes to the notion
that the subject of the series is the triumph of peaces Prints
by Johannes Glauber (1646-c. 1726), a close associate of De
Lairesse’s, after drawings of the paintings made by De Lair-
esse himself offer a more precise explanation (fig. 2).¢ The
French titles of the prints - La Concorde (Concord), Liberté du
Comerce (Freedom of Trade) and La Seureté (Security) - elu-
cidate what we see in the paintings. The central female fig-
ure with the sceptre and liberty cap is identified as Liberty.
The presence of Mercury further makes it clear that the figure
represents freedom of trade. Putti crown her with the crown
of ships. A fierce lion defends her with a sword and a shield
bearing the arms of the City of Amsterdam. In the left-hand
canvas we see the personification of Concord. She tramples
two hostile figures, each clad in animal skin. The canvas on
the right shows a woman in armour treading Envy underfoot
and driving away harpies. This woman symbolises Protection,
which is consistent with the theme of Security mentioned on
the print. The aforementioned river gods recline at the base of
each of the outer canvases.

The restoration carried out between 2009 and 2011 provid-
ed an opportunity to conduct extensive technical investiga-
tions into the materials and techniques used in the canvas-
es! This generated a great deal of interesting information on
De Lairesse’s early painting technique, about which virtually
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Fig. 1. Gerard de Lairesse, The Triumph of Peace, signed and
dated 1672, oil on canvas, The Hague, Peace Palace. The paint-
ings are reproduced in the order in which they were installed in
number 446 Herengracht. A. Left: Concord Trampling Two Ene-
mies, canvas, 446 x 202 cm; B. Centre: Free Trade Defended by a
Lion with Sword and Shield Bearing the Amsterdam City Arms
and Crowned by Putti with a Crown of Ships, canvas, 446 x 232
cm; C. Right: Protection Chasing Away Envy and Some Harpies,
canvas, 446 x 185 cm (photographs: E. Smits).

nothing is known. The examination also produced a remarka-
ble discovery. All three canvases contain numerous pentimen-
ti - hardly a form or figure seems to have retained its original
shape and position. Furthermore, a variety of significant fig-
ures and objects were painted out while others were added.
This finding prompted an extensive follow-up investigation
into the original context, function and iconography of the set,

Fig. 2. Johannes Glauber (1646-1726), ‘La Concorde, approx. 19.5
x29.1cm, from a series of three prints representing The Triumph
of Peace, etching on paper, Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam (photo-
graph: Rijksmuseum).
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from which it emerged that the substantive pentimenti were
done at De Graeff’s instigation and were related to the politi-
cal situation. The results of this investigation will be published
in a forthcoming article. The present contribution focuses on
De Lairesse’s materials and techniques, following his working
process from the stretching, mounting and priming of the can-
vases to the execution of the underdrawing and underpaint-
ing, and the finishing of the composition. We will compare
these technical findings with De Lairesse’s prescriptions in his
Groot Schilderboek (1707).2

Canvases

Each ceiling painting is composed of two narrow strips of
canvas running the full length. The central canvas also has a
strip a few centimetres wide on the right-hand side, consist-
ing of two pieces sewn together. All the canvases have a linen
weave. In each case the two broad strips in the painting come
from the same roll, as can be seen clearly in the thread densi-
ty maps.? In the maps showing vertical thread density (in De
Lairesse’s canvases these are always the warp threads), we
see an identical pattern for both strips in each painting but
in mirror image (fig. 3). This means that two lengths were cut
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Fig. 3. Vertical, warp, thread count deviation map for Protec-
tion Chasing Away Envy and Some Harpies (fig. 1C), 12.4 vertical
threads/centimetre (image: Thread Count Automation Project).

from a long roll for each canvas, then one was flipped over
and stitched to the other!®

The back of De Lairesse’s canvas is concealed by the lining
canvas that was applied when the works were restored by the
firm of Hesterman in 1913." That the strips were sewn together
along their sere'dges with a simple overcast stitch is however
still visible at the extreme top and bottom edges of the canvas
as well as in the X-radiograph. This type of stitch was regularly
used at that time as experience had shown that it produced
flat, unobtrusive seams’ The three canvases have cusping
on all sides, proving that they were sized and primed in their
present format. This includes the central canvas with the nar-
row strip on the right-hand edge: dimensions were fixed from
the outset here as well.

The original strainers

The original strainers of the left- and right-hand paintings
have been preserved and the paintings were still mounted on
them until the most recent restoration.”® The strainers consist
of a rectangular frame with a cross-piece joining the centre of
the long sides and a diagonal brace in each corner. They seem
remarkably slender for such large paintings - the laths are on-
ly two centimetres thick and about thirteen centimetres wide
- but light structures like this were common at the time, even
for large paintings.“

The central canvas was given a stretcher in the 1913 restora-
tion.® The strainers only have holes from the tacks used to at-
tach the canvases along the sides. The canvases, whose outer
edges are for the most part well preserved, show the signs of
this stretching.

In De Lairesse’s day, canvases were often not primed and
painted on the final strainer. Instead they were stretched by
lacing them to a temporary working frame, which was larger
than the canvas. The edges of De Lairesse’s canvases demon-
strate that this method was also used for these ceiling paint-
ings since both the ground and the paint of the composition
consistently extend a bit beyond the old turnover edges.

The central canvas originally had chamfered corners, as can
still be seen in a photograph in the 1903 sale catalogue.® When
the work was restored in 1913, a small triangular piece was
set into each corner to provide the canvas with a large rec-
tangular shape. The X-radiograph shows that the small inset
triangle roughly overlaps four centimetres of De Lairesse’s
canvas (fig. 4).” The chamfered corners corresponded to the
original framing of the central painting in the beamed ceiling
at number 446 Herengracht, as is demonstrated by the paint
surface still containing traces of old frame paint parallel to the
chamfered corner.

Ground

The three canvases have a ground of the same greyish-brown
colour. The central and right-hand canvases have two ground
layers: a dark brown layer first, over which a lighter grey-
ish-brown ground has been applied. Although the compo-
sition of the ground is not identical in these two canvases,
it is very similar. In each case a great many pigments have
been used. The first ground layer of the central canvas, for in-
stance, is a mixture of brown, yellow and orange ochre, um-
ber, a considerable quantity of silicates that were introduced
with the earth pigments, and also some lead white, chalk and
gypsum.® The ground also contains various black pigments:
charcoal black, lamp black, black earth and organic black.
The large number of pigments, particularly the four blacks, is
surprising, given that the colour of this ground cannot have
been of great importance because it was hidden under the
second ground layer. This suggests that left-over pigments
were being used up. The second ground layer of the central
canvas is also mixed from a considerable number of pigments:
lead white, chalk, yellow and brown earth, fine orange earth,
a transparent iron pigment, silicates, umber and carbon black.
The left-hand canvas was given only a single ground layer, the
composition and colour of which are similar to the top layer of
the other two canvases.

The greyish-brown ground served as a mid-tone from which
the artist worked towards the light and dark (see below), and
was left visible here and there in the finished work (fig. 5). The
analytical investigation revealed that part of the lead white in
the ground layers has saponified and consequently become
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Fig. 4. X-radiograph of Free Trade Defended by a Lion (fig. 1B).
The putti at the top left and the putto to the right of the dark
cloud have been painted on top of the paint used for the sky,
which contains lead and consequently show up light in the
X-ray. This means these figures were added at a later stage. The
figures of Liberty, the lion, the putti with the crown of ships and
those with the triangle and cymbals have been painted directly
on the ground, and so show up dark in the X-ray (photograph:
Aplus RTD and M. den Leeuw).

transparent’® Since fewer lead white particles are present
now, less of the incoming light will be reflected, making the
ground layer appear somewhat darker today than originally
intended.

De Lairesse liked to keep the ground colour consistent in all
the elements of a multi-part ceiling decoration. In his Groot
Schilderboek, he described how he once wrestled with a set of
ceiling paintings for which the client had supplied him with
the primed canvases, one of which had a ground that was not
the same colour as the others. As he was painting, he found
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it impossible to key the colours of the shadows of the forms
painted on the anomalous canvas to those on the others. Al-
though De Lairesse did his utmost ‘to remedy this as best |
possibly could, and make it the same as the others’, the differ-
ences could still be seen.?®

Aids in designing ceilings
As we read in his Groot Schilderboek, De Lairesse had devised
an ingenious solution for designing ceiling paintings. He had
a small, low space in his studio. When he wanted to create a
composition for a ceiling work, he would fasten a piece of pa-
per or a slate to the ceiling of this low space so that he could
sketch his ideas on it while lying on his back. This loose sketch
- a ‘rough scratch’ — was the starting point for the composi-
tion. He then drew his inspiration for the poses, faces, hands
and folds of drapery from prints, among others those by the
French artist Simon Vouét (1590-1649), working ‘everything
out on the ceiling itself, from which one may judge how dif-
ficult it was’® De Lairesse’s description tells us - and this is
extraordinarily interesting — that not only did he design his
ceiling paintings by making a loose sketch above his head, he
also actually painted them in this way, ‘on the ceiling itself.
However, in his Schilderboek, he stated that this laborious ap-
proach was confined to his early years. Later, when he had be-
come more skilled in perspective and the ‘mathematical rules’
of art and had built up some experience, De Lairesse no longer
found it necessary to do the actual painting of ceilings above
his head and was able to remain ‘seated comfortably at my
easel’®

This, of course, raises the question as to whether De Lair-
esse painted this earliest known ceiling decoration above his
head or upright on an easel. As we have seen, all three canvas-
es were painted on a larger temporary frame and not on their
final strainers. This means that they were not painted directly
on the ceiling in De Graeff’s house. The fact that De Lairesse’s
compositions continue, as described, beyond the old turnover
edge also clearly supports this view: if the canvases had been
painted in situ, the compositions would have stopped along
the edge of the frame that held the paintings in position on

+

Fig. 5. Detail of Free Trade Defended by a Lion (fig. 1B) with
rock. The greyish-brown ground layer has been left visible.
Some lines executed in brown paint on the ground layer, which
indicate the rock, seem to be part of the first sketch (photo-
graph: E. Smits).



the ceiling. We can therefore safely assume that by the time
he came to paint De Graeff’s canvases, De Lairesse had al-
ready acquired so much experience that he could paint them
more conveniently on his easel.

Indeed, by his own account, he had been active in this
branch of painting at least since 1668. In that year, as we can
read in his Groot Schilderboek, he had develgped a ‘machine’
as a useful aid in painting ceilings: a long wooden trough lined
with tin and filled with earth or clay.?* The trough had a lid with
holes in which De Lairesse stuck wax manikins on flexible wire
in the poses and positions he wanted. He placed the trough at
an inclined angle on a table, lit it as required and then made
his sketches. De Lairesse wrote that he used his machine for
five years - in other words until 1673 - from which we may
infer that it served its turn for De Graeff’s ceiling. This passage
also tells us that there must have been a great many more
ceiling paintings by De Lairesse in Amsterdam. These have
been lost or are no longer recognised as his handiwork. We
may question whether De Lairesse would have regretted this,
for he wrote of these earliest paintings: ‘I must confess that |
daubed some ceilings in my youth’?

Sketch on the ground

On the basis of the foregoing, we may assume that for De
Graeff’s ceiling De Lairesse sat or stood at his easel while
sketching the figures on the primed canvases with the aid of
his ‘rough scratch’ and the drawings of wax manikins he had
made.?® However this sketching phase left no obvious traces.
In the rocky outcrop in the central canvas, where the ground
has largely been left visible, however, there are a few swift
lines here and there put in with diluted brown paint that is
slightly darker than the ground (fig. 5). This paint is a mixture
of lead white, bone black, yellow and brown earth and a lit-
tle carbon black with orange earth pigment.The lines are only
dimly visible with infrared reflectography (IRR) - less clearly
visible, in fact, than with the naked eye.? This is because al-
most none of the pigments used absorb infrared light (only
the carbon black absorbs it, but this pigment is present in only
very small quantities). If De Lairesse did indeed use this brown
paint to lay in his composition, it explains why we never see
any sketching lines through the paint layer with IRR.

A systematic approach

According to De Lairesse, a systematic approach was essential
for a successful result. To this end he identified three distinct
phases in the painting process in his Groot Schilderboek.?® The
first was ‘dead colouring’ (doodverven) or ‘laying in’ (aanleg-
gen), which for De Lairesse meant an underpainting in colour
that fixed the position of the forms, with a general indication
of light and shade. This was followed by the stage of ‘working
up’ (opschilderen, opmaken), where the modelling and colours
of the various elements were further elaborated. Finally came
‘retouching’ (retocqueeren) or ‘revising’ (nazien), the phase in
which fine nuances and details were added. Splitting the work
process into these three stages was standard practice in the
seventeenth century, but exactly what was done at each step
varied from one artist to another. Some painters, for instance,
preferred a sketchy, monochrome underpainting. De Lairesse,
however, thought — as we can read - that it was of the utmost
importance to get everything safely pinned down in the dead

colouring, laying in all the forms in the correct place and with
the right tone and colour. This was the only way, he argued, to
create a convincing effect of houding: the tonal and spatial or-
ganisation of a picture that was achieved through the skilled
use of strong and weak colour nuances as well as light and
dark tones that either brought the forms forward or allowed
them to recede into the background. This created the sugges-
tion of a continuously advancing space on the two-dimen-
sional surface in which figures were located and into which
one could, as it were, move freely.?® Houding must have been
particularly important in a complex allegorical ceiling decora-
tion that has to suggest a view through to the open sky with
figures in various parts of the picture plane.

Dead colouring and working up

This division of the painting process into three phases advo-
cated by De Lairesse can be seen in this ceiling. However, one
would be mistaken in thinking on the basis of his exposition
that De Lairesse has worked very strictly and precisely here.
On the contrary, this early decoration was executed in a swift,
fluent technique with most of the forms suggested by loose
brushstrokes.*°

This broad manner is already evident in the dead colouring,
particularly in the flesh tones, as illustrated by Protection’s
face (fig. 6). The underpainting is applied schematically in a
light pastose skin colour, tending towards greyish-yellow,
which is rich in lead white. The rapid touches with a clearly
identifiable brushstroke shimmer through the paint surface
because the paint layers applied on top of it have been some-
what abraded. These impasto underlying strokes can be seen
particularly clearly in the chin and the neck, and immediately
below, where a set of zigzag streaks was subsequently cov-
ered by the garments. The streaks show up clearly in the X-ra-
diograph, where it can also be seen that they are absent from
the eyes, mouth and side of the nose. It would seem that for
the shapes of these features, the greyish-brown ground re-
mained temporarily visible as a shadow tone during the dead
colouring. During this stage, De Lairesse also worked with
black paint, which shows up clearly in IRR. He used it to indi-
cate the eyebrows, pupils and hair.

After this dead colour layer was dry, the illuminated and
shaded flesh tones were finished with glazes of organic red
and warm brown respectively (fig. 6). Once these were dry,
the mouth, nose and eyes were indicated with a single line
and spot of organic red: this is probably the phase De Lairesse
called retouching or revising. The painter worked with sugges-
tion, creating the forms with partly overlapping dashes and
strokes. There are no eyelids, for instance, and it is not entirely
clear where the shapes of the eyes, nose and mouth begin and
end. Nowadays De Lairesse’s canvases hang six metres off the
ground, but even in De Graeff’s house they were installed be-
tween the ceiling beams at more than four and a half metres
high. Viewed from this sort of distance, the dashes and strokes
blend to form convincingly modelled figures. The same struc-
ture is also evident in the other figures. The left-hand enemy
in the left-hand picture, the putti with the triangle and tam-
bourine in the central section and Envy on the right are clear
examples of this bold technique.

When it came to the bodies, De Lairesse took their final
modelling into consideration right from the dead colouring
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stage. Some of the figures, such as Envy whose body has been
powerfully articulated in chiaroscuro, were also underpaint-
ed with a strong tonal contrast between light and shade. The
large areas of shadow on Envy’s body were indicated with a
fairly dark greyish-brown. In other figures, such as the brightly
lit figure of Liberty, the underpainting is an almost uniform
pinkish yellow. In the two putti holding a crown of ships above
Liberty, the greyish dead colouring has been left largely visible
with just a few warm pink strokes and glazes on top. De Lair-
esse must have chosen this surprisingly sparse finish deliber-
ately: these little figures are just as ill-defined in the drawing
and print after this painting (fig. 2). We may conclude from
the prints that other passages, such as the arm with which

Fig. 6. Detail of Protection Chasing Away Envy and Some Har-
pies (fig. 1C) with the face of Protection, after conservation
(photograph: E. Smits).
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Concord holds the horn of plenty, must likewise have been
purposely left sketchy.

Paint cross sections and observations of the paint surface
tell us that various types of dead colouring were used for the
animals and draperies - we see thin, flatly applied prepara-
tory layers as well as opaque, already modelled preparations.
Most of the draperies show modelling in the dead colouring
stages, as in Concord’s yellow gown and her skirt, which has
been painted with the blue pigment smalt. On top of this base,
these draperies were finished either by working wet-in-wet
or by applying layers and paint touches over the dried under-
layer. A thin, even dark grey base layer that shows up promi-
nently in IRR was found in Protection’s armour and hip area.
After this was dry, the armour was modelled with brown paint
and the highlights were suggested with touches of yellow.
The position of the lion in the central canvas was only indi-
cated in the dead colouring by an amorphous brown oval that
was smaller than the finished animal. The creature was then
worked out with swift brushstrokes, for the most part directly
onto the ground, after which the whiskers and other details
were added.

Pentimenti

As we have said, the investigation brought to light a remarka-
bly large number of pentimenti. Observations of the paint sur-
face, in conjunction with X-ray and infrared examination, re-
veal that changes have been made to virtually every figure. In
the first place there are countless corrections to the outlines
of limbs and draperies. Such small changes can also be found
in other early ceilings by De Lairesse> In his younger years,
it was evidently his custom to shift his forms around some-
what. Aside from these minor adjustments, there are also a
significant number of drastic changes in the canvases under
discussion, where large forms have been moved. For instance,
IRR has revealed that Concord’s foot was originally placed on
the enemy’s head, not beside it as it is in the final version (fig.
7). The folds of her skirt and gown were initially different too.
These garments must have been adjusted to accommodate
the different positioning of the foot.

The most striking aspect, however, is that all sorts of figures
and objects have been painted out or added later. Both the
river gods and most of the putti are later additions. These fig-
ures are recognisable as additions because, unlike their coun-
terparts that were planned from the outset, they are painted
on top of the finished sky, so not directly onto the ground.
They can also be distinguished in the X-radiograph; whereas
the forms painted onto the ground show up as relatively dark,
the figures and objects painted on top of the sky appear light
as a result of the underlying paint layer containing lead white
that has been used for the sky (fig. 4). Of course not all the
forms painted on top of the sky were additions that were on-
ly conceived later. Long, narrow forms like Liberty’s lance and
the blade of the lion’s sword were painted over the sky for
practical reasons.

Other figures and objects were, as we have said, painted
out. For instance, where three small putti now fly above Con-
cord’s head there was originally a billowing cloak, the shape
of which shows up dark in IRR (fig. 7). The drapery was red, as
we can see from a paint cross section with a layer of red ochre
painted directly on the ground and covered with the paint



Fig. 7. The IRR image of Concord (Concord Trampling Two Ene-

mies, fig. 1A) shows:

- the former billowing cloak that was painted out above her
head;

- the original bundle of seven arrows;

- the face and hand of a putto just to the left of the bundle of

arrows;
- the foot of Concord on top of the enemy’s head;

- the original forms of Concord’s yellow skirt and blue gown.
(Photograph: A. Wallert)

used for the sky. There is an extraordinary pentimento in Con-
cord’s hand. She now clasps four arrows, but originally there
were seven. Three were painted out with the paint used for
the sky. We can see the old arrows in the infrared image (fig.
7). The bottom ends of the full sheaf of seven arrows can still
be seen emerging from below her hand. In IRR we also see the
small face and hand of a putto, now painted out, reaching for
the olive branch held out by one of the putti on the left of the
painting. All these changes seem to have been made at a late
stage in the painting process: the earlier forms were already
largely or even wholly finished when they were painted over.

It is important to know whether these changes were made
by De Lairesse himself (or at least under his supervision) and
not by someone else at a later date. The style and paint han-
dling strongly suggest that they are by De Lairesse’s hand.*
It is striking, though, that most of the added figures were
executed more hastily: the river gods, for example, are quite
crudely painted. Cross sections show that the paint layers of
new forms lie directly on the rejected ones without the slight-
est trace of any ‘intervening’ layer - of dirt or varnish, for in-
stance (fig. 8). This suggests that the changes must have been
made not long after the first versions were painted. Moreover
the pigment mixtures used for the added forms always corre-
spond with those in the first stage. Among those pigments is a
rarely used bright yellow earth which is quite distinctive in its
typical morphology of fine, sharp splinters (fig. 8). All this indi-
cates that the pentimenti are either by De Lairesse himself or
by one of his assistants.*

The reproductive prints prove essential in interpreting the
pentimenti. Numerous figures and objects in these prints dif-
fer from the final paintings. The technical investigation has

Fig. 8. Cross section taken from one of the arrows (in Concord
Trampling Two Enemies, fig. 7A) that was covered with the
paint used for the sky.

5 40 pum  Paint used for sky: lead white, smalt, a little splintery yellow

earth pigment, a little fine bright orange, a little fine black.

4 10-12  Brownish-grey paint used for arrow: lead white, yellow and
brown earth pigments, chalk, bone black, a little carbon

black, a little fine bright orange.

3 15-25  Paint used for sky: lead white, splintery yellow earth pig-
ment, smalt, a little fine bright orange, a little fine black, deep

red pigment.

Paint used for sky: lead white, silicates, smalt, splintery
yellow earth pigment, a little fine bright orange, very few
black particles.

1 Brown ground layer: lead white, chalk, yellow and brown
earth pigments, bright red earth, iron oxide, silicates, umber,
carbon black.

(Photograph: M. van Eikema Hommes)

now demonstrated that in almost all cases these are elements
that De Lairesse revised later. In the prints we find, for in-
stance, the billowing cloak behind Concord and the head and
hand of a putto under her sheaf of arrows (fig. 2). This means
that the drawings for the prints must have been made before
the paintings were finished. It is also striking that a number
of the pentimenti that came to light in the technical investi-
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gation do appear in the prints. The two river gods are already
there, for example, and Concord’s sheaf of arrows has already
been reduced from seven to four (fig. 2). The only explanation
for this is that De Lairesse made his drawings, which were the
basis for the prints, at a point when he had already changed
various things in his paintings, while other alterations were
yet to be made.

Conclusion and discussion

Technical research was conducted into the materials and
techniques used in the ceiling that Gerard de Lairesse painted
for the Amsterdam burgomaster Andries de Graeff in 1672, in
order to gain insight into the early painting technique of this
influential artist. It appeared that while De Lairesse’s method
differed in some respects, in others it was surprisingly consist-
ent with his expositions in his Groot Schilderboek. For instance,
all three canvases have the same colour ground - something
to which De Lairesse attached a great deal of importance.
We also see in this set of ceiling paintings the division of the
painting process into three stages that he described as ‘dead
colouring’, “finishing’ and ‘revising’. De Lairesse described how
in his youth he made both the sketches for ceiling decorations
and the paintings themselves above his head. It was only lat-
er, when he had built up more knowledge and experience, that
he was able to paint his ceiling paintings at his easel. The find-
ings of our technical research show that by the time he made
the ceiling decorations under discussion, the artist had moved
on from his earliest, laborious method.

The countless pentimenti in the ceiling set are surprising.
We are familiar with minor shifts of position in other early
paintings and ceiling decorations by De Lairesse, but the sheer
scale on which figures have been altered, added or removed
in this set of canvases is unprecedented. In a subsequent
publication we will argue that most changes (including the
painting out of three of the arrows and the adding of the river
gods) were made at De Graeff’s instigation in order to bring
the connotations of the decorations in line with the prevailing
political situation in the Republic. De Lairesse’s thoughts on
these major alterations are not known to us, but he may have
felt conflicted about them. Indeed, the many changes here are
in contrast to the systematic working method he advocated in
his Schilderboek, where he advised artists to establish all the
forms in their final position with their correct colour and tonal
contrast at the dead colouring stage.
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De Lairesse worked more precisely in his later ceiling decorations;
see the essay by E. van Rietschoten et al. in this publication.
Forexample, in De Lairesse’s The Virtue of Charity (c. 1675, Amster-
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Only four putti, which were added at a later stage, are distinctly
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