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Guillam van Haecht the Younger’s The cabinet of Cornelis van der Geest (1628; 
hereafter The cabinet) is probably the best-known and most extensively 
analysed example of the seventeenth-century ‘pictures of collections’ 
genre (fig. 1).1 Indeed, in her important study of the genre, Picturing art 
in Antwerp (1986), Zirka Zaremba Filipczak claims that ‘no other Flemish 
representation of the theme of art has been as extensively discussed in 
art-historical literature’.2 It is all the more surprising, then, that we lack 
a full explanation of the picture’s meaning as a didactic commentary on 
connoisseurship, shown being vigorously practiced by the liefhebbers 
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assembled in the cabinet’s interior. There, in a semi-fictional gathering of 
Antwerp’s social and artistic elite, men and women examine pictures and 
sculptures, pore over globes and instruments, and partake in animated 
conversation. Their activities are characterised by the motto that presides 
over the room, inscribed on its entrance portal: ‘Vive l’esprit’ (fig. 2). 

This motto captures the lively ingenuity that, in early modern 
discourse, was considered necessary for the creation, appreciation, 
and interpretation of art. Long recognised as a pun on Van der Geest’s 
surname (esprit being the French for geest) and generally accepted as a 
guide to the picture’s meaning, it has hitherto gone unnoticed that the 
motto alludes to the first half of a famous line from the pseudo-Virgilian 
Elegiae in Maecenatem: ‘Vivitur ingenio, caetera mortis erunt’ (We live by 
wit, the rest belongs to death).3 While not inscribed in full, an unusual yet 
distinctive ornamental ellipsis at the end of the motto indicates that we are 
meant to recognise the classical source and ‘complete’ the sentence.4 Or, 
rather, its very incompleteness poses questions. Do worldly things indeed 
perish irrevocably? Where should art (and the knowledge and admiration 
thereof) sit in the finely balanced relationship between spirit and matter? 
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In its original context, the line praises Maecenas, the patron of Virgil and 
Horace, in terms that pit the material against the literary arts: ‘books will 
conquer marble monuments: we live by ingenium, the rest belongs to 
death’.5 In The cabinet, these roles are reversed, as the visual arts triumph 
through the patronage of a ‘new’ Maecenas (Van der Geest). Thus, given 
the circumstances of the painting’s commission and the superb collection 
it depicts, we may be confident that the line celebrates an exemplary 
collector’s artistic patronage (‘Long live Van der Geest!’), implying that 
his fame – like that of his artists – will endure beyond the grave (‘We live 
by wit / the spirit’). Yet the motto invokes more broadly the cognitive and 
artisanal aspects of ‘wit’ denoted by the Latin ingenium, probing the ways 
in which talent gives birth to a productive and diverse kunst. In this regard, 
the picture plays with both the lexical and semantic variety of ingenium 
(geest, wit, esprit, ingegno, ingenio, etc.): a term that ricocheted across a 
range of meanings associated with natural talent, and which c. 1600 was 
increasingly associated with the superior abilities of quick-thinking, ready-
handed artists and scholars.6 

Notably, the motto is situated immediately beneath a dove – standing 
for the Heilige Geest (the Holy Spirit) – perched atop a helm sporting 
outstretched wings: a standard iconographical attribute of ingenuity and 
of the arts (Mercury, of course, has a winged helm).7 This pairing of verbal 
and visual motifs succinctly indicates the semantic range of ingenium in 
the cultural milieu of Antwerp’s liefhebbers, for whom it held both sacred 
and profane as well as spiritual and material meanings. An elastic term, 
denoting generically natural ability and specifically quick-wittedness, 
ingenium was widely considered an ineffable property that was nevertheless 
recognisable in works and deeds.8 In the rhetorical context that framed the 
‘pictures of collections’ genre, ingenium-as-geest was a staple of learned 
sociability and artistic practice. It appeared personified as ‘Mind’ in plays 
staged by Antwerp’s Rhetoricians’ Guild (the Violieren), which allegorised 
literary society’s fascination with ‘brilliance and agility in the use of one’s 
wits’.9 Elsewhere, the painter and theorist Karel van Mander uses the term 
gheest (in Middle Dutch spelling) repeatedly in his Schilder-boek (1604) to 
refer to certain types of pictorial subject matter that must be pictured uyt 
den gheest (‘from the mind’ or ‘from the imagination’), since they are either 
too elusive or heterogeneous to be captured nae t’leven (‘after the life’).10 
As he writes, ‘Leaves, hair, air and drapery all are gheest and gheest alone 
teaches how to fashion them’.11 These, then, are parts of a painting in which 
ingenuity-as-character, close, even, to individual style or the non so che of 
Italian artistic theory, may be observed, since the forms depicted must come 
from the artist’s singular imagination.12 It is no coincidence that ingenium 
is a term used repeatedly in Hendrik Hondius’s Pictorium aliquot celebrium 
praecipuae Germaniae inferioris effigies (1610) to describe the talents of 
exemplary Netherlandish painters.13 This elusive ‘spirit’ (as ingenium was 
sometimes translated) is precisely what the geestige liefhebbers seek out in 
the pictures that adorn The cabinet: a je-ne-sais-quoi, which we know when 
we see it.14 As the lexicographer Jean Nicot, translating Terence, puts it in 
his Thresor de la langue française (1606), an esprit is ‘one who has such a 
quick wit, and the subtlety of finding that finesse’.15
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Van Haecht’s painting should, therefore, be understood as an allegorical 
representation of the essentially ingenious nature of connoisseurship.16 
Through an extended meditation on ingenium, the picture probes the 
structure and content of connoisseurship at a critical moment in its 
development and in the very location of its emergence as a named 
enterprise: the Antwerp cabinet.17 It is as though the microcosm of a 
specific collection has become a laboratory for testing the means and 
ends of discernment, asking what we know, how we know it, and – most 
critically – how knowledge (especially knowledge of art) should morally 
inform personal conduct. This type of ingenuity is a powerful essence: the 
medium of artistic communication and the fundament of knowledgeable 
discrimination. Its ambivalent position between the soul and the body, 
the mind and the hand meant, however, that it was proper to depict it 
only obliquely. As a recognisable quality that seems somehow to escape 
precise definition, connoisseurial and pictorial ingenuity is staged in The 
cabinet as a series of relationships and productive antitheses: between 
friends, colleagues, and patrons; between individuals and objects; between 
moments in time; between works of art; and – as its motto shows – even 
between the words used imperfectly to denote a concept that served as the 
threshold to translation. 

A cabinet nae t’leven and uyt den gheest
It has generally been assumed that The cabinet was the result of close 
collaboration between Cornelis van der Geest and the painter Guillam 
van Haecht, who entered the service of the wealthy spice merchant 
and constliefhebber as a conservator and curator in 1627.18 Thematically, 
the painting reflects Van der Geest’s professional success and social 
connections, his collecting and patronage, and his religious and intellectual 
convictions. These were resolutely local to the municipality of Antwerp, 
the hub of Van der Geest’s business interests and the home of those artists, 
past and present, whose works he most prized. Generally speaking, the 
picture encapsulates the Catholic, broadly neo-Stoic world of Antwerp’s 
courtly and mercantile elites, along with the artists and kinds of pictures 
their members admired, not least the emerging canon of Netherlandish 
art.19 We should note that while this world has sometimes been described 
by historians as one of male, learned sociability – the Lipsian sodalitas of 
the contubernium, as depicted in Rubens’s The four philosophers (1611-1612) 
– that of Van der Geest’s cabinet looks rather different. There, men and 
women, and individuals of differing ranks and occupations (including, 
notably, the merchants who drove Antwerp’s artistic economy) are 
gathered on a more or less equal footing. This, then, was a new kind of ‘civil 
society’, in which material desires and economic ambitions were entwined 
with the strictures of the old social order and paradigms of humanist 
intellectualism.20 

It has been established that The cabinet is a mixture of reality and fantasy: 
it is both nae t’leven and uyt den gheest. For instance, while the majority 
of the pictures on display are thought to have been in Van der Geest’s 
collection at the time the work was painted, it is implausible, even though 
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his townhouse on Mattenstraat did include a small gallery, that they were 
ever displayed together in a single room.21 However, while the arrangement 
and architecture of the display are principally imaginary, the paintings and 
sculptures are mostly identifiable (or at least attributable), and some of 
them are extant.22 They comprise works by noted Netherlandish masters 
of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries such as Jan van Eyck and Quinten 
Matsys, pictures by contemporary Antwerpian artists (such as Rubens and 
assorted cabinet painters, including Guillam van Haecht’s father, Tobias), 
a few paintings by Germans (notably Dürer and Adam Elsheimer), and a 
sprinkling of works by Italian artists and Northern masters working in Italy, 
including Giambologna, whose small-scale lacquered bronzes populate 
the central table. The other sculptures included are predominately copies 
or plaster casts after celebrated ancient and modern works, including one 
by the Augsburg sculptor Georg Petel, whose ivory statuette of Venus and 
Cupid (carved for Rubens and subsequently sold to the duke of Buckingham 
in 1626) has been implausibly enlarged to life size.23 Spread across tables 
in the foreground and at the edges of the room are a variety of other 
curiosities: prints and drawings (most loose, some in an album), coins and 
medals, painted miniatures, shells, porcelain or delftware (stored in a small 
cabinet), ivory and softwood sculptures, mathematical and mechanical 
instruments, and one of Cornelis Drebbel’s perpetual motion machines: 
an object important for the picture’s meaning, to which we shall return.24 

A similar mix of reality and fantasy is evident in the individuals 
depicted, who are shown in a variety of poses viewing, discussing, and 
handling works of art. They include the Archdukes Albert and Isabella, 
Prince Wladislas Sigismund of Poland, assorted nobles, Rubens, Van Dyck, 
and a bevy of other local painters, sculptors, and connoisseurs (some of 
whom may be identified on the basis of comparison with extant and secure 
period likenesses).25 While many of these figures are known to have visited 
Van der Geest’s collection, they certainly did not do so at the same time. 
For example, the archdukes visited in 1615, Wladislas Sigismund in 1624.26 
We will come later to the significance of certain of the figures’ groupings, 
but for now they confirm that The cabinet is ambivalent as between the 
real and the fictive, that it plays temporal and spatial games, and that it is 
deeply imbued with the ambiguity that was such a distinctive feature of 
the ‘pictures of collections’ genre.27

While delight in ambiguity was doubtless one of the pleasures afforded 
by the genre, its higher purpose was to encourage reflection on the nature 
of discernment. As Scheller and others have argued, it did so by positing 
a connection between the mundus sensibilis and the mundus intelligibilis, 
thus connecting discrimination of ‘original’ from ‘copy’ in works of art to 
philosophical and moral judgment (i.e., ‘true’ from ‘false’ and ‘right’ from 
‘wrong’).28 The entry point for this exercise is imitation, since ‘pictures of 
collections’ present images of images: a challenge both for the painter – 
who demonstrates his skill and versatility by feigning successfully the style 
of his peers – and for the viewer, who is compelled to attempt to identify 
and attribute the fictive works arrayed before him. Thus, knowledge of art 
and the means by which it may be acquired and disseminated are at the 
genre’s core. This concern for knowledge suggests that we should treat these 
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works as presenting not just the world of the liefhebbers der schilderyen 
(lovers of painting) but rather, in a subtle but important distinction, that 
of the constliefhebbers, the ‘lovers of art’.29 These connoisseurs are defined 
by Plantin and Kilianus in their much used dictionary as cultor minervae: 
‘worshippers of Minerva’ or, more simply, ‘lovers of knowledge’.30 

The ingenious union of art and nature
The humanist and antiquarian Franciscus Junius dedicates a chapter of his 
celebrated treatise on the pictorial arts, De pictura veterum (1637; English 
translation 1638; Dutch translation 1641), to the connoisseurial skills required 
of ‘lovers of art’.31 This book, which has much to say about contemporary as 
well as ancient art, was widely read and well received in Antwerp. Rubens, 
to whom the author gave a copy, praised it.32 As Frances Gage has argued, 
many of Junius’s comments about connoisseurship reflect the activities 
of the protagonists in ‘pictures of collections’: the need for sustained and 
repeated close-scrutiny of pictures, comparison of works of art, and bodily 
as well as mental agility.33 The ends of connoisseurship were, for Junius, 
not only the capacity to judge an original from a copy but also relatedly, 
and more importantly, the ability to identify the elusive quality that marks 
the character of great works of art.34 For Junius, as for other critics of the 
sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, this quality was grace: ‘the life 
and soul of art’.35 As he explains, grace, ‘most commonly called the aire 
of the picture’, comprises combined brilliance in the chief components 
of painting: invention, proportion, colour, life (i.e., the representation of 
bodily motion), and disposition. Drawing on a well-established tradition 
of criticism inaugurated by Castiglione’s account of sprezzatura in Il libro 
del cortegiano (1528), Junius explains that grace is a je-ne-sais-quoi, which 
‘readily and freely proceeding out of the Artificers spirit, cannot be taught 
by any rules of art’. Indeed, he reasons that the attainment of grace results 
from an ineffable union of Nature and Art:

For these two, I mean Nature and Art, are so close coupled together, 
that the one may not be separated from the other, if we doe intend to 
save the comelinesse of the worke: and whosoever meaneth to expresse 
the nature of this mightie and most characteristicall vertue, the same 
must call it with Dionysius Halicarnassensis, either a certaine felicitie 
of Nature, or a worke of labour and Art, or else a habit and facultie 
arising out of the mixture of them both: even as Dionysius Longinus, 
maintaineth that the perfection consisteth in a mutuall coherence of 
these two […].36

There is cause to suppose that the thing that bound nature and art together 
in the making of graceful art was ingenium. Rubens, for one, seems to 
have averred that ingenium was the innate talent through which a great 
painter brought together art and nature in the making of heroic pictures, as 
emblematised in his design for Silvestro da Pietrasanta De symbolis heroicis 
(1634) (fig. 3).37 This shows a butterfly-winged personification of Ingenium 
presiding over the union of Art (in the guise of Mercury, to whom Ingenium 
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hands brushes) and fertile, many-breasted Nature (whose hand Ingenium 
holds). That the offspring of this union will be both eloquent and renowned 
is signified by the intersection of Art’s caduceus with Nature’s laurel crown. 
Similarly, throughout his treatise Junius repeatedly invokes ingenium (‘wit’ 
and ‘spirit’ or geest in his English and Dutch translations) as the wellspring 
of painting.38 To take just one example, in his comparison of painting and 
poetry he asserts the necessity of a ‘quick wit’ for artistic accomplishment: 

It is required therefore, that all such as would willingly attaine to these 
Arts, doe find in themselves some swift motions of their wits and minds 
[animi atque ingenii celeres quidam motus], both quicke to invent, and 
copious to expresse what is found: neither may we thinke that the first 
beginnings of these Arts proceed from Art, seeing it is a gift of Nature 
that any man findeth this same aptnesse in himselfe […].39

Of course, Junius was swift to emphasise the commonplace that learning 
was required to perfect the natural talent of ingenium.40 Indeed, he 
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considered study equally necessary for the connoisseur as for the painter, 
so as to cultivate ‘intelligent judgment’ and acquire a ‘learned eye’.41 The 
reward of this labor was the delight of otium (leisure): 

There are every where in our age also a great many of noble descent 
and eminent places, who having made an end of their urgent affaires, 
doe […] recreate themselves in the contemplation of the divine workes 
of excellent Artificers, not onely weighing and examining by a secret 
estimation what treasures of delight and contentment there are hidden 
in them, but sometimes also viewing and examining therein every little 
moment of Art with such infatigable though scrupulous care that it is 
easie to be perceived they do not acknowledg any greater pleasure.42

Thus, Junius conjures enargetically for his readers a scene strikingly akin 
to The cabinet. Although he almost certainly never saw it, it is as though he 
had this very picture and its motto – Vive l’esprit – in mind when describing 
the rewards of connoisseurship: ‘the lively spirits of eminent men [illustria 
virorum ingenia huius] are most of all drawn by the sweetness of this 
delight’.43 

The rest belongs to death…
We have observed already that the motto of The cabinet operates by way of 
lexical and semantic ambiguity in the translation of a family of ‘ingenuity’ 
words: esprit, ingenium, ‘wit’, ‘spirit’, and geest.44 Indeed, the line of Pseudo-
Virgil from which it derives is tricky to render precisely in the vernacular.45 
Thus, and self-referentially, its interpretation demands both knowledge and 
discernment: familiarity with the valences of particular terms of art in Latin 
and the vernaculars, alongside the capacity to judge how, why, and where 
they pertain to the picture’s subject matter.46 There can be little doubt that 
this playfully erudite game was purposeful. The ensemble of motto and its 
framing devices is prominently located in the composition and seems to 
have been carefully arranged. Notably, Van Haecht’s incorporation of an 
inscription reflects the built architecture of early modern portals. Indeed, 
the motto ‘Vivitur ingenio, caetera mortis erunt’ is inscribed on the arch 
of the ‘tower portal’ of the Hotel du Vieux-Raisin in Toulouse (constructed 
first quarter of the sixteenth century, modified in the 1580s and 1590s). 
Similarly, the French collector Pierre Borel (a near-contemporary of Van 
der Geest) had a motto addressed to connoisseurs inscribed above the door 
to his cabinet, which introduced his collection as ‘[The] Elysian fields, the 
dead having risen through lawful necromancy’, much as painters past are 
revivified by Van Haecht and his patron.47 Other examples of the ‘pictures of 
collections’ genre feature comparable inscriptions. The Interior of a picture 
gallery at Wilton House, attributed to Frans Francken the Younger, has a 
pair of mottoes in the cartouche above the doorway: ‘Nihil est ab omni parte 
beatum/ ne Jupiter quidem omnibus placet’.48 The first (Nothing is good in 
every part) derives from Horace’s Odes, the second (Not even Jupiter can 
please everyone) is from Erasmus’s Adagia. With this in mind, we may note 
that a character in Erasmus’s De recta […] pronuntiatione (1528) wishes for 
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‘a whole house most eloquent everywhere, so that gates and doors and 
window frames […] should all say something that it would be useful not 
to forget’.49 Thus, we should understand ‘Vive l’esprit’ as a commonplace, 
flexible in meaning and use, its implications swiftly recognisable to an 
educated elite steeped in the rules of rhetoric and mnemonics.50 

Early modern liefhebbers would have been familiar with the Latin 
motto from a variety of sources, both literary and pictorial. The Elegiae 
in Maecenatem was well known to sixteenth-century humanists and its 
‘vivitur ingenio’ tag appeared in several emblem books, such as Gabriel 
Rollenhagen’s Nucleus emblematum (1611), in which perishable riches are 
contrasted to the virtuous life of the mind (fig. 4). The line also accompanies 
an unsettlingly animate skeleton in the Flemish physician Andreas 
Vesalius’s De humani corporis fabrica (1543) and circulated through other 
prints, including Dürer’s engraved portrait of Willibald Pirckheimer (1524) 
and Peter Flötner’s frontispiece to the works of the mathematik liefhaber 
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Walther Hermann Ryff (figs. 5 and 6).51 In the latter, a putto holds aloft 
the wings of ingenium, which also surmount the skull nestled above the 
cartouche of The cabinet’s armorial. 

These prints’ vanitas theme is rendered especially piquant by the skull, 
which, in a palpable contrast to the off-white of the surrounding stonework 
or stucco, is painted in a yellowing ivory colour. This distinguishes the portal 
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decoration from other, comparable devices in the ‘pictures of collections’ 
genre and from the over-door decorations of Rubens’s house in Antwerp, 
with which Van Haecht was doubtless familiar.52 Indeed, its memento mori 
tone suggests another source for this assemblage: the gravestone of Quinten 
Matsys.53 Van der Geest spearheaded this monument’s erection on the west 
front of Antwerp’s Onze-Lieve-Vrouwekathedraal – along with a memorial 
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portrait, attributes of the artist’s professions painted in grisaille, and black 
stone tablets inscribed with gold lettering – in 1629, then believed to be the 
centenary of the artist’s death and just after The cabinet was completed 
(fig. 7).54 

Matsys’s memorial stone (a reproduction of which remains in situ at the 
base of the steeple) apparently came from the cathedral’s small cemetery.55 
When the gravestones were cleared in 1617, this object was entrusted to Van 
der Geest and seems to have been kept (possibly on display) in his house 
before it was restored and publicly erected a few years later. It is a simpler 
version of the assemblage in The cabinet: an armorial (the arms of Antwerp’s 
Guild of St Luke) mantled by scrollwork and capped with a skull.56 The 
painted version has been embellished by swags of fruit (derived probably 
from the Rubenshuis) and by the aforementioned wings of ingenium and 
dove of the Holy Spirit, while it is flanked by portrait busts of Nero and 
Seneca, to which we shall return. The scheme of gold lettering on black 
stone further reinforces the connections between the painted and stone 
monuments. Yet the similarity is not only visual, for the Matsys memorial 
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also features an inscription: ‘Sepulture van M. Quintin Matsys[,] in synen tyt 
grofsmidt, en daer naer fameus scilder werdt[.] Sterft anno 1529’ (The grave 
of Master Quinten Matsys, who was first a blacksmith and then a famous 
painter, died in the year 1529). If, as I suspect, ‘Vive l’esprit’ was intended to 
recall this memorial, the similarity between the mottoes would emphasise 
the enduring fame of not only two of Antwerp’s illustrious sons – a painter 
and a patron – but also two of The cabinet’s most pervasive themes: the 
transformative power of love and vanitas.57 

Although a commonplace of early modern culture, the vanitas topos 
seems to have been especially dear to Van der Geest, whose own tomb, as 
Victor Stoichita has observed, bore the epitaph ‘Happy is he whose soul rests 
with God, death is the end and the beginning of life’.58 The positioning of 
The cabinet’s armorial ensemble directly beneath the figure of Christ in a 
large Christ in the house of Mary and Martha (probably attributable to Adam 
van Noort, and in fact the largest picture in the room) encourages just such 
a spiritual interpretation. Indeed, a comparison between the eternal ‘life of 
the spirit’ or ‘mind’ and that of the flesh is established by the six pictures, 
grouped into threes, that hang on either side of the armorial. To the left 
(when facing the picture), the carnality of Jan van Eyck’s lost Woman bathing 
(itself very likely a vanitas) is contrasted to Matsys’s Portrait of a scholar; a 
Destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah by Gillis Mostaert is opposed to Otto 
van Veen’s Last supper; and a Wilderness with hermits by Tobias Verhaecht is 
compared to the familiar and productive city in Sebastian Vrancx’s The river 
Scheldt, Antwerp, in winter (fig. 8). That the pictures to the left of the armorial 
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are presided over by Nero and those to the right by Seneca seems to reinforce 
the comparison between vice and virtue, tranquilitas animi (or in Justus 
Lipsius’s formulation, constantia) and the tumult of the passions.59 While 
the painting encourages the viewer to reflect on options and, epideictically, 
the ambivalence that emerges from juxtaposition, this is an aspect of the 
connoisseurship The cabinet demands. It invites moral discernment, the 
pursuit of virtus, and the best means of leading the good life, posed as a 
series of questions or comparisons instantiated by works of art.60 

In particular, The cabinet encourages us to ponder the ways in which art, 
its makers, and its patrons endure beyond the grave. This is an important 
aspect of the ingenium the picture celebrates: great art, passed down 
through the centuries, has the capacity still to communicate to ever-new 
audiences the spirit with which it was originally infused by its maker. As 
Junius explains: 

[…] for as the Artificers that doe goe about their workes filled with 
an imagination of the presence of things, leave in their workes a 
certaine spirit [eenen levendighen Gheest] drawne and derived out of 
the contemplation of things present; so is it not possible but that same 
spirit transfused into their workes, should likewise prevaile with the 
spectatours, working in them the same impression of the presence of 
things that was in the Artificers themselves.61 

It is this communicable spirit that outlives the flesh in the work, such that 
we might profitably compare The cabinet to the image that concludes 
another gathering of illustrious liefhebbers: the vanitas print of Hondius’s 
Pictorium (fig. 9). There, the motto ‘Post funera, vita’ (Life beyond the grave) 
proclaims the eternal fame of illustrious Northern artists, just as Van der 
Geest and company do.62

Transformative wit and bodily spirits
Junius’s comments about how artists transform ‘the presence of things’ 
into a communicable and enduring ‘spirit’ resonate in The cabinet, notably 
through the dialogue it establishes between the senses and the mind, and 
between nature and art. The former, as Peterson has observed, is suggested 
by the relation of the pictures at the front of the room, symbolising the five 
senses, to both the motto and the activities of the liefhebbers present.63 Just 
as artists take their experience of nature and natural matter and transform 
it, through the skilful exercise of their fantasy, into art, so connoisseurs turn 
their sensory experience of art into criticism.64 

Thus, we may perceive one of the key ways in which the esprit of the 
picture’s motto refers to its Latin synonym ingenium: in connection to the 
operations of the soul. According to early modern faculty psychology, we 
perceive works of art through the five ‘outward wits’ while the five ‘inward 
wits’ (common sense, memory, fantasy, imagination, and estimation) are 
the faculties necessary for the reception, retention, and recombination of 
images.65 That is, they are the very building blocks of the artistic creativity 
and knowledge of art celebrated in our painting. Yet even if we take esprit 
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to refer to its other Latin synonym – spiritus – we remain in this domain, 
since around the turn of the sixteenth century a range of authors (including 
Telesio, Bacon, and Campanella) identified the functioning of the soul 
with spiritus. This substance, a ‘subtle vapour produced from blood, which 
flows through the arteries and the nervous system’, was a complex and 
much debated thing in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.66 For 
our purposes, we need chiefly note that in human beings spiritus forged a 
connection between the sensitive and intellective souls (the latter thought 
to have been infused by God), enabling both the dexterous operations of 
artisans and the reasoned judgments of connoisseurs.67 
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We should be cautious of assuming that The cabinet propounds 
simply the cerebral, measured reason of neo-Stoicism. After all, even 
Seneca acknowledged that ‘There was never a great talent without 
some mixture of madness’ (Nullum magnum ingenium sine mixtura 
dementiae fuit).68 Moreover, Van Haecht’s painting, like many other 
examples of the genre, explores the troubled relationships between 
luxury and virtue, the senses and the mind, passion and reason.69 This 
ambivalence is emphasised, albeit rather less subtly than in The cabinet, 
in other examples of the ‘pictures of collections’ genre. For instance, in 
Frans Francken the Younger’s Gallery interior with debating figures (also 
known as The shop of an antiquarian) (c. 1615-1620) a scholar, in a familiar 
motif, points a finger to his head: the seat of the intellective soul and 
of the ‘animal spirits’, located in the ventricles of the brain (fig. 10).70 By 
placing conversing, book-learned scholars within a constkamer, Francken 
and his peers seem to be making a point about the relations between – 
and virtues of – different kinds of knowing.

It is important to reiterate, therefore, that through its connection 
with spiritus, esprit evokes not only high intellection and detached 
assessment but also something more bodily. For early moderns, spiritus 
provided a vital connection between the mind and the hand. It was the 
substance that bound corpus to anima, powering artisanal virtuosity as 
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well as the appreciation of art objects that – as in Van Haecht’s painting – 
have to be held, moved about, even lovingly caressed fully to be admired 
and known.71 Thus, ‘Vive l’esprit’ thrusts us firmly into the embodied world. 
It draws attention to topoi that undergird the ‘pictures of collections’ 
genre: materiality and the exemplary manual craftiness of Netherlandish 
painters.72 Indeed, it establishes a friendly debate about the different means 
of commanding and displaying ingenuity, redolent of comments such as 
Lampsonius’s (in his eulogy of Jan van Amstel) that ‘the Italian [is] said to 
have his brains in his head, the Belgian [has his] in his active hand’.73 It was 
by means of an ‘active hand’ that Flemish painters were able to transform 
nature into art. This topic of ‘transformation’ is rendered especially potent 
when set alongside The cabinet’s general concern for the theme of love and 
its particular emphasis on Quinten Matsys, called by his early biographers 
the ‘Antwerpschen Protheus’. As Gary Schwartz has shown, love – of art 
and knowledge, of God, of the self, and between the sexes – suffuses Van 
Haecht’s picture.74 All these varieties of love come into focus in the action 
unfolding in the left-hand foreground of the painting. There, Van der 
Geest is shown ‘presenting’ his most prized possession, Matsys’s Madonna 
of the cherries (c. 1525), to the Archdukes Albert and Isabella, the latter 
of whom is being shown a small figure of Cupid by a pageboy (fig. 11).75 
The connoisseur’s ownership of and love for this picture (one of several 
by Matsys in his collection) is indicated by his gesture: a hand clasped to 
his heart, which serves also to demonstrate affect (the soul moved by the 
sacred and familial love between the Virgin and Child).76 As has often been 
noted, an embellished account of this vignette was provided by Franchoys 
Fickaert in his monograph (in fact, the first) on Matsys, the Metamorphosis 
(1648). There, Fickaert recounts that Van der Geest lost favour with the 

11

Detail fig. 1 (lower left)

Willem II van Haecht, The cabinet of 

Cornelis van der Geest, 1628

Downloaded from Brill.com11/16/2019 08:45:00PM
via University of Cambridge



124 Alexander Marr

archdukes after he refused to part with the Madonna, despite the entreaties 
of Albert, who had become smitten with it.77 This anecdote affirms the 
centrality of contemporary admiration – at the highest levels of society 
– for Matsys.78 Indeed, for Antwerp’s liefhebbers Matsys was ingenuity 
personified: a pictor doctus possessed of ‘a quick ingenuity and high-flying 
spirit’ (snellen Vernuften ende Hooghe-vlieghenden Gheest).79

The episode points also to the memorialising of Matsys we encountered 
earlier, in which Van der Geest was the prime mover. Along with the 
erection of the gravestone, Van der Geest had a portrait and tablet set up, 
with the inscription ‘Connubialis amor de mulcibre fecit Apelles’ (Love 
transformed a blacksmith into an Apelles). This refers to the story – well 
known to early modern Antwerpians – that the young Matsys, a lowly 
smith by trade, became an artist in order to woo his sweetheart, who 
could not bear the uncouth din of his hammering.80 The story’s obvious 
connection to The cabinet is bolstered by two details. First, a drawing by 
Johannes Wierix of Apelles painting Campaspe, prominently located on 
an octagonal table in the picture’s foreground.81 Second, by the group of 
three pictures positioned immediately above Rubens’s The battle of the 
Amazons (c. 1615).82 There, Quinten Matsys’s Portrait of Paracelsus is placed 
in between a Fruit harvest (or Homage to Ceres and Pomona) in the manner 
of Hendrik van Balen and a Venus at the forge of Vulcan in the manner of 
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Otto van Veen, one of Rubens’s teachers (fig. 12).83 The meaning is clear: 
through a form of alchemy, the fruits of nature are cunningly worked and 
transformed, thus producing works of art. This kind of metamorphosis 
was, of course, especially appropriate for a painting that celebrates the 
triumphs respectively of the ancient and modern geniuses of the Antwerp 
school: Matsys, repeatedly identified as ‘Vulcan’, and his heir, Rubens. 

The fire of ingenium
As Sven Dupré and Christine Göttler have recently demonstrated, analogies 
between blacksmithing, alchemy, pictorial invention, and ingenuity 
were rife in early modern Antwerp.84 In part, this rested on the capacious 
fecundity of the ‘arts of fire’ and the exemplary artisanship of their deity, 
Vulcan. Fire, which ‘quickens spirits’, was routinely associated with 
ingenuity.85 Indeed, Netherlandish ‘fire paintings’, especially landscapes 
with conflagrations, were considered consummate demonstrations of 
pictorial wit.86 It is thus highly appropriate that The cabinet features just 
such a painting by the chief exponent of this genre, Gillis Mostaert (fig. 
13).87 Paintings of this kind appear regularly in ‘pictures of collections’, often 
in close proximity to scenes of destruction by ass-headed iconoclasts. By 
implication, the iconoclasts’ ignorant vandalism is set against enlightened 
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painters’ creativity, as the latter perform ‘miracles with colours, “burning” 
Hades and “devastating” troy’.88 The witty placement in The cabinet of 
Mostaert’s Destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah directly adjacent to the 
bust of Nero, who fiddled while Rome burned, doubtless amused Antwerp’s 
liefhebbers.89

In Mostaert and contemporaries, the wit of ‘fire painting’ was associated 
with an ability to capture fleeting natural effects (as we have seen, defined 
by Van Mander as proceeding from gheest) through ingenious handling of 
colour.90 But ingenuity itself was considered a fiery property. For example, 
around the time Van Haecht was painting The cabinet, Claude Mellan’s 
engraving after Simon Vouet’s Allegory of the human soul (1625) described 
that picture’s personification of Ingenium thus: ‘Ingenium ceu flamma salit, 
ceu flamma coruscat/ Iccirco innocuo circuit igne comas’ (Ingenium leaps 
like a flame, flashes like a flame, therefore it crowns the hairs of the head 
with harmless fire) (fig. 14).91 More could be said about the relationship of 
this kind of ‘fiery ingenuity’ to The cabinet, particularly its possible allusions 
to the furor poeticus, suggested by the sculpture of Bacchus on a barrel. This 
figure, who gazes upward to the wings of ingenuity, may well be a nod to the 
Bacchic inspiration of the emblem ‘vinum acuit ingenium’, albeit in the more 
moderate vein advocated by Seneca.92 

The famously abstemious Rubens, prominently featured in The 
cabinet, just behind Archduke Albert, was regarded by contemporaries 
as possessing a lively, fiery spirit.93 As the English connoisseur William 
Sanderson, recalling a visit to Rubens’s studio in c. 1628, writes:

Rubens would (with Arms across) sit musing on his work for some 
time; and in an instant in the liveliness of spirit, with a nimble hand 
would force out, his over-charged brain into description, as not to be 
contained in the Compass of ordinary practice, but by a violent driving 
on of the passion. The Commotions of the mind, are not to be cooled 
by slow performance […].94

It has not previously been noted that Sanderson’s description was probably 
informed by Junius’s account of artistic freedom in De pictura veterum, 
which stresses the need for liberty of wit:

[…] the lively spirits of the Artificers disdaine to be so straightened: it is 
worse than death unto them to spend the strength of their wits about 
a spare and unprofitable argument. I doe not studie to induce any man 
to such an unadvised and temerary licentiousnesse, as useth to sollicite 
and to corrupt many brave and lively wits; but I doe hold that free and 
forward spirits are not to be restrained within the compasse of a narrow 
cariere, but that wee must rather give our Invention the full raines: for 
as mettled horses are best knowne by a spacious race; so must Artificers 
have an open field, as it were, to runne in, with a loose and unrestrained 
libertie, seeing the forwardnesse of this same most generous Art is 
weakened and broke when a man goeth about to contain it within the 
limits and bounds of a straight running-place.
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This passage is of considerable interest in relation to The cabinet, given 
the dialogue it establishes between different modes of art making and 
inspiration (suggested, perhaps, by setting the Apollo Belvedere next to 
Bacchus on a barrel) and between licence and moderation – the latter 
encapsulated in the busts of Nero and Seneca.95 Indeed, it should alert us 
to the fact that the picture does not offer simply a binary choice or easy 
answers; judgment of character, whether of pictures or people, is never 
so straightforward. The juxtaposition of Nero and Seneca (a subject also 
painted by Rubens) may well have been intended to recall the dictum we 
encountered earlier: ‘There was never a great talent [ingenium] without 
some mixture of madness’ (fig. 15). As Fiona Healy has observed, the nature 
of Nero’s character was decidedly ambiguous for seventeenth-century 
viewers. Far from admonishing the ‘mad’ emperor, the motto in a copy 
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made after Rubens’s portrait of Nero proclaims him a great patron: ‘Artem 
quaevis alit terra’ (Every land nurtures art) – words that would surely have 
been considered equally fitting for Van der Geest.96 

The alchemy of pictorial wit
Like Nero, Vulcan – the smith-god – was an equally ambivalent figure. A 
firmly mechanical artist who soiled his hands, he was of a socially and 
intellectually inferior standing, often the butt of other Olympians’ jokes 
(for his ugliness and cuckolding by Mars). This is reflected in Lampsonius’s 
account of Matsys’s transformation from a ‘rouw Cyclopsche Smidt’ (rough 
Cyclopean blacksmith, i.e., Vulcan) into a ‘Schilder cloeck’ (clever painter), 
which was part of broader efforts by some in the sixteenth century to 
elevate painting to the status of a liberal art.97 Alchemy, likewise, was a 
subject of decidedly uncertain status. Praised on the one hand (by Van 
Mander, among others) as the art that supposedly led to the invention 
of oil painting by Jan van Eyck, alchemy’s reputation for cozening and 
fraud of all kinds was of long standing, as illustrated powerfully by Pieter 
Brueghel the Elder’s The alchemist.98 It is therefore all the more striking that 
a portrait of Paracelsus, one of the most controversial alchemists of the 
age, is prominently included in The cabinet (see fig. 12). In another of Van 
Haecht’s ‘pictures of collections’, Paracelsus has come down off the wall 
and become a liefhebber, joining other connoisseurs in the appreciation of 
works of art (fig. 16). 

That we should associate the figure of Paracelsus both with 
connoisseurial discernment and with deception is revealed by one of 
The cabinet’s wittiest devices. We have seen that several of the clever 
juxtapositions and associations in the painting are established by lines of 
sight, including the directed gaze of individuals and works of art (as in, 
for example, the gaze of the Bacchus on a barrel).99 It is therefore surely 
no accident that the portrait of Paracelsus receives the startled gaze of 
Matsys’s Portrait of a scholar (figs. 17 and 18). Interrupted from his reading 
by some sudden appearance, the scholar lowers his glasses in his left 
hand, while making a gesture of surprise with his right. His gaze, to his 
right, seems to be directed at the portrait of Paracelsus, which is hung at 
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the same height. Perhaps this paragon of humanist learning is amazed to 
encounter an alchemist in the midst of lovers of art, his virtue affronted 
by such a figure. Yet the joke runs deeper, for the scholar’s surprise has 
been prompted equally by his encounter with a copy, when he expected 
an original. Both portraits were devised by Quinten Matsys, but where the 
Portrait of a scholar is probably an original by the master, the Paracelsus is, 
I propose, Rubens’s copy of that work (fig. 19).100 

It has been argued, notably by Kristin Lohse Belkin, that the portrait 
shown in The cabinet is Matsys’s original (or a near-contemporary copy of 
it), and that Rubens’s version (c. 1617-1618, now in Brussels) cannot have 
been in Van der Geest’s collection as portrayed by Van Haecht in 1628, since 
it was sold to the duke of Buckingham by Rubens in 1626. While this matter 
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is complex (and as such cannot be treated in detail here), several factors 
point to the possibility that The cabinet’s ‘Paracelsus’ is in fact Rubens’s 
version. To begin with, the first record of Rubens’s Paracelsus in the 
Buckingham Collection is in an inventory of 1635; it is only presumed that 
it was shipped in 1626.101 Even were this the case, we know that Van Haecht 
took considerable licence in his composition, bringing together people and 
works that could not possibly have been in the same room at one time. For 
example, The Mocking of Ceres (c. 1606) by Adam Elsheimer hanging on 
the rear wall was acquired by Rubens from Van der Geest in 1626, two years 
before The cabinet was painted. More significantly, the Paracelsus in The 
cabinet is closest to Rubens’s copy of all the known versions of the portrait. 
This is apparent in the palette, handling, and detail of the composition, 
including the absence of the inscription on the lintel that, in other versions, 
identifies the sitter ungrammatically as the ‘Famoso doctor Pareselsus’. If 
the Paracelsus in The cabinet is indeed Rubens’s, Van Haecht has served up 
a particularly piquant commentary on discrimination. The gaze of Matsys’s 
‘scholar’ and the relationship established between the two portraits evoke 
a central tenet of connoisseurship: the discernment of original from copy 
through deep knowledge, gained by repeated and close looking, of an artist’s 
hand. This set-up is a test of the viewer’s mettle: whether we, too, can judge 
that the Paracelsus is in fact a copy by Rubens, thus proving both our own 
wit and that of Van Haecht, who has skilfully imitated a work that is itself 
a copy. Such visual games are a perfect realisation of Junius’s comments on 
the matter: ‘It is most wonderfull, how quickely those that have exercised 
their eyes, can know an originall from a copy […]. [T]he sayd consuetude 
or accustomance of our eyes doth so much enable us, as that we can upon 
the first view readily discerne originall pictures from Copies, and antient 
workes from moderne’.102 In Van Haecht’s elaborate visual pun, a copy of an 
‘old’ work by a ‘modern’ master (Rubens) has been cunningly discerned by 
a scholar who is himself a fiction – a painted portrait. 

Recent research has demonstrated just how significant Paracelsus and 
alchemy were for early modern Netherlandish kunst.103 As Tine Meganck 
has shown, Rubens’s so-called theoretical notebook contains passages of 
Paraclesian doctrine about the tria prima (salt, sulphur, and mercury), 
and his teacher, Otto van Veen, was profoundly interested in the more 
esoteric aspects of alchemy and number symbolism.104 Whether this means 
we should read the esprit of The cabinet’s motto as a hidden reference 
to alchemical spiritus (or, specifically, the ‘world spirit’ [spiritus mundi]) 
is highly debatable. Much clearer, however, is that the painting draws 
attention to the ambivalence of alchemy and alchemists as mediators of 
wisdom and its other, as a hitherto overlooked detail makes plain.

Folly’s perpetual ingenuity
Positioned at the extreme left of The cabinet is an object exemplifying the 
ingenuity, promise, and frustration of alchemy: the polymath Cornelis 
Drebbel of Alkmaar’s perpetuum mobile (fig. 20). A wonder of the modern 
age, this ‘macrocosm in a microcosm’ was much discussed, and copies of 
it eagerly sought, across the republic of letters.105 The perpetuum mobile’s 
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astronomical and chronological functions (it showed the motions of the 
stars and the phases of the moon, and told the time) are emphasised by 
the armillary sphere and clockwork watch adjacent to it on the table, and 
perhaps also by the sculpture of Geometry or Astronomy held aloft by the 
liefhebber at the table’s end, whose companion points towards Drebbel’s 
machine. As Vera Keller explains:

Drebbel’s discovery of the primum mobile of the universe, his display of 
that discovery within a microcosm showing the motions of all things, 
and his brief yet comprehensive work of natural philosophy, made 
him the paragon of pansophic ability, watched with a keen eye by 
contemporaries. That is why Drebbel served as a subject of enthusiastic 
conversation and the symbol of liefhebber sociability. That is why his 
perpetual motion appeared in so many microcosmic collections of the 
world’s most desirable things, and why amateurs, intelligencers, and 
pansophists […] assiduously followed the course of Drebbel’s career.106

Rubens, who knew Drebbel personally, engaged in lively correspondence 
with Peiresc about the perpetuum mobile, versions of which circulated in 
Antwerp and the wider Netherlands. Like many, Rubens and Peiresc were 
fascinated to discover how the device worked, and whether Drebbel’s 
extravagant claims about it were true. Although the liefhebber community 
was ultimately disappointed by both the object and its maker (there are 
many recorded instances of perpetual motion machines breaking or 
ceasing to work, and Drebbel himself was as much a figure of fun as a 
celebrated philosopher), the perpetuum mobile nevertheless signified the 
potential of modern – and specifically Dutch – kunst. Indeed, this object 
is in certain respects a perfect instantiation of The cabinet’s motto, since 
it was an eternally ‘living’ artefact powered by spiritus (in fact, it was a 
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barometer-like device that functioned by means of atmospheric change). 
Its appearance in ‘pictures of collections’ has been variously interpreted as 
celebrating the power of invention, the moderns surpassing the ancients, 
the vogue for curiosity, and the perennial debate between art and nature. 
Yet its position in The cabinet next to a small and hitherto completely 
overlooked sculpture suggests a further meaning: the discourse of folly.

The sculpture in question is a small polychrome (probably softwood) 
figure. From his chequered costume, grotesque features, exaggerated 
gesture, and stick topped by a small head, he is clearly a fool. A popular 
figure in learned and popular culture, the fool was often depicted in satirical 
and moralising paintings and prints, his iconography relatively stable.107 He 
was also, notably, a favoured subject of Quinten Matsys (fig. 21). Although 
fools were infrequently the subject of sculpture, there is no reason why Van 
der Geest should not have owned such an object. Even if he did not, the 
presence here of a fictive fool suggests that we should situate not just this 
detail, but The cabinet as a whole, within the realm of folly. 
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As attested to by Erasmus’s Praise of folly (1511) and countless other 
works, folly was the paradoxical subject of wit par excellence.108 A topic of 
subversion and inversion, humour and seriousness, folly exemplifies the 
ambivalent ingenuity with which our picture is concerned. In relation to 
the perpetuum mobile and Drebbel specifically, the fool speaks to the danger 
and thrill of invention, the wisdom and fraud of alchemy, the promise of 
art and its disappointments. It returns us firmly to the vanitas theme, to 
ingenium-as-wit (since fools were learned despite supposedly being ‘out of 
their wits’) and, in particular, to discernment. Fools were figures of self-
reflection; they held a mirror up not only to the world – revealing its myriad 
imperfections and delights – but also to spectators themselves (fig. 22).109 
As Seneca observes in his Epistles, ‘If at any time I wil take pleasure in a 
foole I neede not seeke farre off, I finde sufficient matter of laughter in my 
selfe’ (Si quando fatuo delectari volo, non est mihi longe querendus; me 
rideo).110 The figure of the fool was, then, an admonishment nosce te ipsum 
(to know oneself) (fig. 23). This, at root, is the discernment The cabinet 
reflects and demands: connoisseurship of the self.
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London, National Maritime Museum
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 1  For an overview of this genre, including 
the relevant scholarly literature, see Marr 
2010b. Recent additions include Rosenthal 
2014, Rijks 2015, Honig 2016, and Rosen-
thal 2017. For the literature on The cabinet 
of Cornelis van der Geest, see Peterson 
2010, especially 101, n. 1. Pousão-Smith’s 
superb account of the ‘uses’ of Quinten 

Matsys in early modern Antwerp, which 
includes an important interpretation 
of The cabinet, has not been given the 
prominence it deserves. See Pousão-
Smith 2001. I follow Gary Schwartz in 
using the forms ‘Guillam’ for Van Haecht’s 
first name and ‘Geest’ for his patron’s 
surname. See Schwartz 1996, 51-52. I opt 
to call Van Haecht’s picture a ‘cabinet’ 
rather than a ‘gallery’ (as it is sometimes 
termed) owing to the will and inventory 
of the artist’s estate, which mentions the 
proceeds of his sale to Van der Geest of 
a large Constcamere, possibly his Cabinet 
with Apelles painting Campaspe. See Van 
Benenden 2009, 64.

 2 Filipczak 1986, 49.
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 3 Filipczak 1986, Stoichita 1997, Pousão-
Smith 2001, and Healy 2006 have 
commented briefly on the linguistic and 
semantic connections between geest and 
ingenium, yet without reference to the 
Elegiae in Maecenatem. For another con-
temporary, punning use of Van der Geest’s 
surname, see Van Benenden 2009, 90, 
n. 41. The significance of the pun in The 
cabinet is underscored by the fact that the 
surname ‘Van der Geest’ was adopted: the 
patron’s real family name was Pepersack. 

 4 The ellipsis was used, though not in a 
stable format, in 16th- and 17th-century 
manuscripts and printed books. See Fuchs 
1983 and Toner 2015. The fact that the 
second clause of the Latin sentence from 
the Elegiae begins with ‘caetera’, for which 
ellipsis sometimes substitutes, further 
supports reading the inscription in this 
way. The motto’s brevity, which connects 
it to epigrammatics, was surely part of its 
ingenuity. See De Beer et al. 2009.

 5 ‘Marmorea Aonii vincent monumenta 
libelli:/ vivitur ingenio, caetera mortis 
erunt.’ Appendix Vergiliana, Elegiæ in 
Mæcenatem, I, 37-38. John Weever trans-
lated these lines in 1631 as ‘The Muses 
work stone monuments outlast/ ’Tis 
wit keeps life, the rest belongs to death.’ 
Weever 1631, B1r. Scaliger conclusively 
disproved the Elegy’s attribution to Virgil 
(Scaliger 1572), but the poem continued to 
be read widely. For its success in the early 
modern period, see Wilson-Okamura 
2010, 63.

 6 On the lexis and semantics of early mod-
ern ingenuity in Latin and the European 
vernaculars, see Marr et al. 2019.

 7 See Marr 2014a. All previous accounts 
of The cabinet have read these wings as 
those of the dove. They are not, unless 
the dove sprouts wings from its feet. In 
contrast, Van Haecht's gallery painting in 
the National Gallery of Scotland depicts a 
dove with wings outstretched.

 8 See, in addition to Marr et al. 2019, Sum-
mers 1987, Klein 1996, and Gensini & Mar-
tone 2002. The most thorough treatment 
of ingenuity in the period is Juan Huarte 
de San Juan’s Examen de ingenios para las 
ciencias (1575), which went through many 
editions and was translated into Latin and 
numerous vernaculars (Dutch the latest 
of all, in 1659).

 9 Ramakers 2018, 97. On the Violieren, see 
Van Bruaene 2008 and Van Dixhoorn 
2009. On the significance of rhetoric for 
the genre, see also Filipczak 1996 and 
Welzel 1997. For ingenium in rhetoric, see, 
e.g., Bowen 1998. 

 10 It may be that the conjunction of vive 
and l’esprit in the motto pointed to the 
relationship between the ‘liveliness’ or 
‘life-likeness’ of painting nae t’leven and 
imaginative painting uyt den gheest. 

 11 Quoted in Melion 1992, 65-66 (I have 
substituted ‘drapery’ for his ‘fabric’). On 
geest in Van Mander, see Miedema 1981. 
See also Pousão-Smith 1998 and Swan 
2005, 12-21.

 12 On which see Sohm 2001.
 13 This was a much-expanded version of 

Dominicus Lampsonius’s 1572 book of the 
same name. See J. Woodall & S. Porras, 
Picturing the Netherlandish canon, 2016, 
Courtauld Books Online: https://cour-
tauld.ac.uk/research/courtauld-books-on-
line/picturing-the-netherlandish-canon. 
On ingenium as a term of praise for 
outstanding painters, see Kemp 1989.

 14 On the complex relationship of ingenium 
to the je-ne-sais-quoi, see Scholar 2005.

 15 Nicot 1606, 257. 'Qui ay l'esprit si vif, & la 
subtilité de trouver c'este finesse'. The Lat-
in (qui vim tantam in me et potestatem 
habeam tantae astutiae) is Terence, Clynia 
Syrus, 710.

 16 Allegory itself may be considered an 
expression of early modern wit, for which 
see Dundas 1964.

 17 On the importance of early 17th-century 
Flemish (and especially Antwerpian) cab-
inets for the emergence of connoisseur-
ship and its practitioners, see Filipczak 
1986, Tummers & Jonckheere 2008, and 
Rijks 2016.

 18 For Van der Geest’s biography and 
collecting activities, see Held 1957, noting 
(54) that in the records of the Liggeren he 
is described as a Kunstliefhebber; Delen 
1959. See also Van Benenden 2009, 64-67. 
For Van Haecht’s career and oeuvre, see 
Schwartz 1996 and Van Benenden 2009.

 19 On the art world in early modern 
Antwerp, see Honig 1998 and Vermeylen 
2003. I say ‘broadly neo-Stoic’ advisedly, 
mindful of the diversity of philosophical 
attitudes that circulated in the early mod-
ern Netherlands, and indeed of critiques 
of the neo-Stoic determinism of Oestre-
ich, evident especially in Briels 1980. See 
Oestreich 1969 and, for a critique of this 
approach, Miller 2002 and Keller 2008, 
251. On neo-Stoicism in Rubens’s circle, 
see Morford 1991.

 20 The work of Peter Miller offers an excel-
lent guide to this ‘civil society’. See, e.g., 
Miller 2000.

 21 Schwartz 1996 and Healy 2006 suggest 
that certain of the works depicted may 
have belonged to Van Haecht rather than 

Van der Geest. The former signed and dat-
ed the picture of Danae in the foreground 
of The cabinet.

 22 Despite the implausible size of the room 
depicted in The cabinet, its left-hand-side 
view onto the river Scheldt conforms to 
the position of Van der Geest’s house, 
which was situated in Antwerp’s harbour 
district. The ships in full sail glimpsed 
through the window may have been 
intended to reflect the main source of his 
wealth: the international spice trade. As 
Held notes, Sebastian Vrancx’s painting 
The river Scheldt, Antwerp, in winter, hang-
ing next to the portal, similarly proclaims 
the local focus of The cabinet. It may have 
had personal significance for Van der 
Geest, since in 1608 (when the Scheldt 
froze over), he was elected dean of the 
Merchant’s Guild. See Held 1957.

 23 See Healy 2006, 429-430. Van Haecht 
likely encountered the ancient statues 
on which some of these fictive sculptures 
are based (including the Apollo Belvedere, 
the Farnese Hercules, and the Capitoline 
Muse) in Rome, during his extended visit 
to Italy. At least one of the sculptures 
– the ebony-framed, pseudo-classical 
palmwood reliefs on the left-hand table 
– seems to have been owned by Van der 
Geest. See Held 1982, 52. Several of the 
other sculptures have yet to be identified. 
It is plausible that the pair of embracing 
putti (possibly twins?) on the left-hand 
table is a work by or in the manner of 
François Duquesnoy, who was renowned 
for this kind of composition. See Hader-
mann-Misguich 1986.

 24 On the perpetuum mobile and other 
technological objects in ‘pictures of 
collections’, see Marcaida 2009.

 25 For an identification of the figures (many 
of whom are after portraits by Rubens 
and Van Dyck) and pictures, see chiefly 
Held 1957. A few modifications have been 
made in the subsequent literature, cited 
in Peterson 2010. Intriguingly, a portrait – 
described as by a ‘Follower of Sir Anthony 
van Dyck’ – very close indeed to that of 
Rubens in The cabinet was recently on the 
art market. Christie’s 2010, lot. 324.

 26 See Held 1957, 38-39.  
 27 This ambiguity is encapsulated in the 

motto ‘Alii et alia vident’ (Others see it yet 
otherwise) in The Linder gallery interior, 
on which see Marr 2011. For ambivalence 
and ambiguity in allegoresis (but with a 
focus on materiality), see Fricke 2012.

 28 Scheller 1969. On the moral significance of 
the genre, see esp. Härting 1993, Schwartz 
1996, Stoichita 1997, and Healy 2006.

Downloaded from Brill.com11/16/2019 08:45:00PM
via University of Cambridge



 Ingenuity and discernment in The Cabinet of Cornelis van der Geest (1628)  137

 29 See Taylor 2016.
 30 See Filipczak 1986, 70. A number of 

early 17th-century Flemish pictures of 
collections are presided over by Minerva 
(as wisdom) and Mercury (as eloquence, 
but also ingenuity), perhaps inspired by 
these deities’ appearance on the façade of 
Rubens’s house. See Muller 1989, 27, and 
Marr 2010b. The large statues in niches at 
the left-hand side of The cabinet – cast in 
deep shadow and thus difficult to pick out 
– may be as-yet unidentified substitutes 
for this pair of gods.

 31 Junius uses this term throughout his 
book; e.g., ‘The chiefest things therefore 
require our chiefest attention; and whoso-
ever contenteth himself with some small 
things he fell upon first, the same doth 
little remember that stately magnificence 
the Lovers of Art must as well accus-
tome themselves unto in judging, as the 
workmen in working […]’. Junius 1638, 342 
(emphasis mine). On Junius’s criticism, 
see Fehl et al. 1981 and Weststeijn 2015. 

 32 Peter Paul Rubens to Franciscus Junius, 
from Antwerp, 1 August 1637. See Magurn 
1955, 406-408, and Fehl 1996. Rubens’s 
praise is somewhat ambivalent, since 
he stresses the urgent need for a treatise 
dealing with the modern Italian masters.

 33 Gage 2010.
 34 As Elizabeth Honig has observed, the 

distinction between original and copy 
was blurred and treated extensively, both 
pictorially and verbally, in early modern 
Antwerp. See Honig 1995.

 35 Junius 1638, 321. See Mac Carthy 2009 
and Mac Carthy 2013. For ingenium and 
sprezzatura, see Di Stefano 2013.

 36 Junius 1638, 325. On Junius’s debt to Long-
inus’s On the sublime, see Bussels 2016 and 
Weststeijn 2016. On the relationship be-
tween wit, the sublime, and early modern 
aesthetics, see Biester 1999.

 37 See Muller 1981, Muller 1989, 8-20, and 
Marr 2019. Muller has connected the 
Petrasanta frontispiece with the ‘emblem 
of painting’ on Rubens’s house, in which 
he perceives a winged figure of ingenium 
presiding over the symbols of poetry, elo-
quence, and prudence. Yet to my eye this 
‘figure’ looks like a ribbon from which the 
lyre of poetry is suspended. I am grateful 
to Lorraine de la Verpillière for having 
brought this to my attention.

 38 For a discussion of this terminology 
in Junius, see Weststeijn 2015, 277-279, 
370. Although Weststeijn is correct that 
‘the Dutch term geest should not be 
absolutized’ and that Junius’s vocabulary 
was ‘remarkably profuse’, his observation 

that Junius often translated geest as ‘spirit’ 
overlooks the significance of ingenium 
as a keyword in De pictura veterum. A 
comparison between the Latin, English, 
and Dutch editions of that book shows 
that Junius routinely translates ingenium 
as ‘wit’ and geest.

 39 Junius 1638, 45-46. In this and subsequent 
quotations, the Latin in parentheses is 
from Junius 1637.

 40 For this commonplace in humanist writ-
ings on the arts, see Baxandall 1963.

 41 Junius 1638, 73-74. Junius takes the 
phrases ‘intelligent judgment [intelligens 
iudicium]’ and ‘learned eyes [eruditos 
occulus]’ from Cicero. See Weststeijn 2015, 
271 and passim.

 42 Junius 1638, 77.
 43 Junius 1638, 78.
 44 Mellema 1636 translates esprit as 

gheest, and ‘grands Esprits’ as ‘Subtijle, 
ingenieuse ende groote gheesten’ (sig. 
M8r). He translates ingenieux as ‘Subtyl, 
Verstandich, Vernuftich, Ingenieus’ (sig. 
R2r), and ‘Ingenieusement & de grand 
art’ as Konstelijcken (sig. R2r). On esprit as 
ingenium, see Marr et al. 2019, chapter 4.

 45 Panofsky, for example, favoured ‘We live 
by the spirit, the rest belongs to death’. 
Panofsky 1955, 239. It should be noted 
that the French in The cabinet does not 
translate the Latin source precisely. Since 
vivitur is the third-person singular present 
passive indicative of vivo, a strictly 
accurate rendering would be ‘On vit par 
l’esprit’. ‘Vive l’esprit’ was doubtless cho-
sen as the pithier and more polysemous 
option.

 46 The issue of competing vernaculars was 
vigorously debated in early 17th-century 
Antwerp, but since Flemish merchants 
commonly employed French for the mot-
tos of their coats of arms, and as ‘Vive l’es-
prit’ clearly appears in the gallery within 
a heraldic context, we may safely assume 
this is the reason French was chosen. See 
Healy 2006, 440, n. 29. For competition 
between vernaculars in the early modern 
Netherlands, see Ramakers 2011.

 47 See Stoichita 1997, 144.
 48 See Speth-Holterhoff 1957, 80.
 49 Quoted in Morrall 2012, 125.
 50 See Peterson 2010.
 51 See Marr 2014b. Further examples include 

a vanitas print by Joris and Jakob Hoefna-
gel of 1592.

 52 See Muller 2004, 56 (noting also the sim-
ilarity between the Rubenshuis’s portal 
embellishments and Van Haecht’s Cabinet 
with Apelles painting Campaspe); Van 
Benenden 2009, 82.

 53 Noted in Pousão-Smith 2001, 185. See also 
Büttner 2011.

 54 Van der Geest petitioned the authorities 
for permission to erect the monument on 
17 December 1629. The composition of the 
inscription accompanying the portrait is 
attributed to the Antwerp humanist Nica-
sius Baxius. See Delen 1959 and Pousão-
Smith 2001, 145, n. 7, and, for a contempo-
rary description of the monument, 161.

 55 The copies were erected in 1818. The 
badly damaged original gravestone and 
portions of the rest of the monument are 
in the Museum Vleeshuis, Antwerp. See 
Lambrechts-Douillez & Van Nespen 1979, 
21-22 (no. 28). It has been claimed that 
Matsys was initially interred in the nearby 
Carthusian monastery, but Van der Geest 
himself states in his petition (see above, 
n. 54) that he had been buried in a small 
cemetery at the foot of the steeple. See 
Pousão-Smith 2001.

 56 This combination, with a similar vanitas 
subject, was likely familiar to early 
modern Antwerpian liefhebbers through 
Dürer’s engraving Coat of arms with a 
skull (1503). In that image, the excessively 
elaborate wings may well symbolise inge-
nium. It is tempting to speculate that the 
bone-yellow skull in The cabinet is in fact 
Matsys’s very own, given Van der Geest’s 
attested interest in his mortal remains. 

 57 Building on earlier accounts (notably 
Held 1957), Pousão-Smith reads the pic-
ture as an invocation of Antwerpian civic 
pride. Pousão-Smith 2001.

 58 Stoichita 1997, 144.
 59 These comparisons have been touched 

upon by several authors, notably Stoichita 
1997 (142-144) and Healy 2006 (436-437). 

 60 See, for comparison, Podles 1983. On 
virtus and the arts, see De Jong et al. 2003. 
For Lipsian constancy and the pursuit of 
virtue, see Woodall 2003. ‘Comparison’ is 
a commonplace in pictures of collections: 
it is often the structural principle around 
which they are composed.

 61 Junius 1638, 64.
 62 The poem accompanying this print 

resonates even more strongly with The 
cabinet’s motto: (in translation) ‘For those 
who have lived well, there is life after 
burial. [As for] those who have painted 
well, consider that they live in death. A 
new life is set out in life-like paintings: 
let each set out to be able to live life after 
death.’ H. Hondius, Pictorium aliquot 
celebrium praecipuae Germaniae inferioris 
effigies, The Hague, 1610. Quoted in Wood-
all & Porras 2015, 43.

 63 Peterson 2010. See also Woodall 2016.
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 64 There is a large literature on the roles of 
fantasy and ingenium in the creative pro-
cess. See, e.g., Kemp 1977 and Summers 
1987.

 65 See Harvey 1975 and Melion 1991.
 66 Cassini 2007, 150. On the linguistic and 

semantic connections between ingenium 
and spiritus, see Hempel 1965, Putscher 
1973, Göttler & Neuber 2008, and Marr et 
al. 2019.

 67 See Kessler 1988, Park 1988, and Vidal 2011.
 68 Seneca, De tranquilitate animi, XVII.10, 

observing that his source for this com-
monplace is Aristotle. The picture might 
allude, in its armorial, to the ‘divine 
madness’ of the furor poeticus, since an 
iconographical attribute of poetic fury (at 
least according to Cesare Ripa) was wings 
on the head. See Healy 2006, 235.

 69 See Keller 2008, 252-256. The ‘pictures of 
collections’ genre shares this ambivalence 
with the broader genre of vanitas paint-
ing. See Brusati 1991.

 70 See De Vries 2010. It should be noted that 
in the early modern period there was con-
siderable debate over whether the seat of 
the soul was the brain or the heart. This 
may be alluded to in The cabinet by the 
contrast between the skull of the armorial 
and Van der Geest’s gesture towards his 
heart.

 71 See Fattori & Bianchi 1984 and Göttler & 
Neuber 2008. On spiritus as the animating 
principle of art, see Cole 2002a, Cole 
2002b, and Viljoen 2016. On spiritus as the 
binder of corpus and anima in relation 
to art making, see, e.g., Emison 1988 and 
Davis 2004.

 72 See Dupré 2010 and, more generally, 
Lehmann et al. 2012.

 73 See Chapman & Woodall 2010 and De 
Vries 2010.

 74 Schwartz 1996. On the widespread impor-
tance of love as a theme in early modern 
art, see Melion et al. 2017.

 75 It is presumed that Van der Geest owned 
the original of this work, now lost. Nu-
merous copies of the picture survive, the 
closest of which to Van der Geest’s is the 
panel in the Rijksmuseum/Mauritshuis, 
usually attributed to Matsys’s workshop. 
See Silver 1984, 230-231. The date of the 
painting is disputed, but it is generally 
considered a late composition. The ruddy 
colouration of the Cupid statuette suggests 
it is a boxwood sculpture, probably similar 
to the small figures by Georg Petel (such 
as the Putto, c. 1628-1633, Landesmuseum 
Württemberg, Stuttgart), whose work is 
recorded elsewhere in the gallery.

 76 For the theme of love in Flemish paint-

ings of the Madonna and Child (such as 
Van der Geest’s Matsys), see Falkenburg 
1994. Van der Geest owned at least three 
or four paintings by or after Matsys. See 
Belkin 2009.

 77 Fickaert 1648, 15. Notably, Fickaert (5)
dubs Van der Geest a ‘liefhebber en 
kender van de edele schilder-konst’ (lover 
and connoisseur of the noble art of paint-
ing). The story is extensively discussed 
in the literature on The cabinet, but see 
especially Schwartz 1996, 46-47, Pousão-
Smith 2001, and Härting 2003. Held has 
suggested that The cabinet may in fact be 
the source of the story (Held 1957, 39).

 78 As Healy 2006 notes (438, n. 5), ‘It seems 
implausible that van der Geest would 
have wanted such an opulent visual re-
minder of this supposed “fall from grace”. 
It was surely part of the accepted social 
convention of the time that by expressing 
the desire to possess a work bestowed 
upon it – and its owner – the highest form 
of admiration’. See also Pousão-Smith 
2001. For an alternative view, see Woodall 
2016, 87-90.

 79 A. van Fornenbergh, Den Antwerpschen 
Protheus (1658), quoted in Pousão-Smith 
2001, 157.

 80 The earliest instance of this tale is 
Lampsonius’s poem about Matsys in the 
Pictorium aliquot celebrium Germaniae 
inferioris elogiis (1572). See Silver 1984, 1.

 81 On which see Held 1982 and Van Ruyven-
Zeman 2004. Van Haecht treated this 
theme more thoroughly in his Cabinet 
with Apelles painting Campaspe.

 82 Pousão-Smith has argued that this picture 
is the ‘optical focus’ of the painting, given 
equal weight to the ‘narrative focus’, 
which is Matsys’s Madonna of the cherries, 
and encouraging comparison between 
the two painters. Pousão-Smith 2001, 182.

 83 On the possible identification of this pic-
ture, see Göttler 2017, 66, citing additional 
literature.

 84 See Dupré 2010, Göttler 2014a, and Göttler 
2017.

 85 See Velez-Posada 2012.
 86 In this respect, there is a notable concor-

dance between fiery ingenuity and ‘dry’ 
or ‘adust’ genial melancholy, on which 
see Brann 2002. We should note that ‘love 
melancholy’, one of the most powerful 
forms of melancholy, with which Matsys 
was supposedly afflicted, is perhaps allud-
ed to by the pair of liefhebbers behind the 
central table. The man on the left places 
a restraining hand on the arm of his 
friend, probably identifiable as the col-
lector Peeter Stevens (a great admirer of 

Matsys), who swoons at the portrait of a 
beautiful young woman. On Stevens, who 
obtained a number of Van der Geest’s 
pictures, see Briels 1980.

 87 Mostaert painted several versions of this 
subject, one of which was in the imperial 
collection in Prague in 1621. Göttler 2014b, 
230. 

 88 Göttler 2014b, 220. See also Göttler 2007.
 89 We may note that The cabinet, unlike 

other examples of the genre (including 
works by Van Haecht), does not feature 
scenes of ass-headed iconoclasts imping-
ing on the cabinet space. However, this 
theme – of the ever-present threat to the 
peaceable world of art and the republic 
of letters by war and ignorance – is 
perhaps suggested by the soldiers who 
mill about in the square outside, glimpsed 
through the portal. Schwartz’s argument 
(Schwartz 1996, 46) that this scene depicts 
a mock battle staged for the archdukes 
during their visit to Van der Geest does 
not invalidate such a reading, given the 
playful register of the picture as between 
the fictional and the real.

 90 See also the wit of reflexy-const, discussed 
in Dupré 2011.

 91 See Marr 2015b.
 92 For which see Healy 2006, 431-433. Healy 

suggests certain emblems as possible 
sources for the Bacchus on a barrel, to 
which we may add the figure of ‘Bacchus 
on a barrel’ who appeared in one of the 
Violieren dramas, the Poetical pageant 
of Dr Christusogen from Diest. See Silvius 
1562.

 93 For which see, e.g., Alpers 1995 and Davis 
2004.

 94 Sanderson 1658, 34.
 95 Although discussing a somewhat different 

case, Berry’s account of the dynamic op-
position of Apollo to Bacchus in Rabelais 
is a valuable introduction to this theme. 
See Berry 1975.

 96 McGrath 1991, 699; Healy 2006, 436, 
noting also that the pairing of Nero and 
Seneca may characterise the relationship 
between patron (Nero / Van der Geest) 
and client (Seneca / Van Haecht). See 
also Rubens’s portrait Nero and Seneca, 
discussed in Jonkheere 2016. As Healy 
observes, the theme of ‘nourishment’ 
is allegorised elsewhere in The cabinet. 
In the sculptural group to the left of the 
doorway, statues of Ceres, Venus and 
Cupid and Bacchus on a barrel conjure up 
the motto ‘Sine cerere et baccho friget ve-
nus’ (Without food and drink love grows 
cold). See also Melion 1993.

 97 See Göttler 2017, 60. We may note that 
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Lampsonius, following Virgil, called Vul-
can ‘mulciber’: the same term used on the 
memorial tablet for Matsys. See above. 
On raising painting and connoisseurship 
to liberal status in the contexts on the 
Antwerp cabinets, see Filipczak 1986.

 98 See Göttler 2017, 54.
 99 See also the arguments made in Pousão-

Smith 2001 (180-183), for the importance of 
gaze and sight lines in reading the picture.

 100 Modern scholarship has cast doubt on 
whether the Paracelsus, the original of 
which is now presumed lost, was in fact 
by Matsys (it has been variously ascribed 
to Van Scorel, a follower of Matsys, and 

the circle of Wolf Huber). Regardless, it 
is clear that Van der Geest and contem-
poraries believed that the ‘original’ was 
an authentic work by Matsys. See Belkin 
2009, 1:236. 

 101 Belkin 2009.
 102 Junius 1638, quoted in Gage 2010, 308.
 103 For the importance and influence of Para-

celsus (and alchemy in general) among 
artisans in the early modern period, see 
Smith 2004 and Dupré et al. 2014.

 104 Meganck 2007; Meganck 2014.
 105 There is an extensive literature on 

Drebbel and his device, summarised and 
expanded upon in Keller 2009.

 106 Keller 2008, 298.
 107 On the iconography of fools and folly, see 

Tietze-Conrat 1957 and Grössinger 2002. 
 108 There is a substantial literature on early 

modern folly. An important early study is 
Swain 1937; for a recent reappraisal, see 
Chakravati 2011.

 109 This was frequently depicted in the ‘we 
three’ form: two fools shown in the image, 
the third supplied by the viewer. However, 
there are several instances of this tradition 
being adapted to a ‘we two’ form, includ-
ing in Netherlandish prints of the early 
17th century. See Katritzky 2014, 166-167.

 110 Seneca 1614, 242.
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