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Ter Brugghen’s Man Writing by Candlelight is commonly seen as a vanitas tronie of an old man with a flickering candle. 
Reconsideration of the figure’s age and activity raises another possibility, for the image’s pointed connection between 
light and sight and the fact that the figure has just signed the artist’s signature and is now completing the date suggests 
that ter Brugghen—like others who elevated the role of the artist in his period—was more interested in conveying 
the enduring aliveness of the artistic process and its outcome than in reminding the viewer about the transience of life. 
DOI:10.5092/jhna.2017.9.1.4

LIGHT AND SIGHT IN TER BRUGGHEN’S MAN WRITING BY 
CANDLELIGHT

Susan Donahue Kuretsky

1 During the 1950s, when extensive research on the Utrecht Caravaggisti was just beginning to 
appear, two paintings by Hendrick ter Brugghen (1588–1629) entered American collections: Saint 
Sebastian Tended by Saint Irene and Her Handmaiden at the Allen Memorial Art Museum at 
Oberlin, acquired in 1953, and a smaller canvas known as An Old Man Writing by Candle-
light (fig. 1), purchased by the Smith College Museum of Art in 1957.1 Inspired acquisitions—all 
the more for college museums—both offer superb demonstrations of painting itself as well as a 
level of interpretive richness that can call forth a student’s deepest involvement.

Fig. 1 Hendrick ter Brugghen, Man Writing by Candlelight, 
ca. 1627–29, oil on canvas, 65.7 x 52.7 cm. Northampton, 
Mass., Smith College Museum of Art, inv. SC1957:10 
(artwork in the public domain)
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Smaller and less widely known than the work at Oberlin, the Smith College painting has been 
connected to a variety of earlier pictorial types, although Dennis Weller rightly observed that it 
belongs among works by this artist that “defy categorization.”2 A further issue, raised in Wayne 
Franits’s commentary in the ter Brugghen monograph of 2007, is whether the man represented in 
the painting displays negative archaic qualities such as “the clawlike rendering of the hands and 
the set of his mouth.” Those would relate the work to sixteenth-century satirical images of elderly 
misers and moneylenders by Marinus van Reymerswaele and others.3 By examining the image 
again, this discussion proposes that not only the figure but also the painting as a whole may have 
another, more complex tale to tell.

At first glance the subject seems merely another Dutch tronie, or half-length mood study of an 
anonymous figure, here personifying scholarly engagement. Turned in near profile toward the 
left, the man, who has a mustache and a bristly unshaven chin, works by candlelight, having just 
used his quill pen to inscribe ter Brugghen’s signature on the paper before him (fig. 2)—a detail to 
which we will return later. The folds of his turbanlike nightcap, touched with tones of pink, and 
his voluminous ocher robe, pushed back to reveal mauve under-sleeves, are powerfully modeled 
by shifting transitions between the darkness behind him and light from the candle just beyond his 
right hand. As it rises into the still air, the flame emits a thin plume of smoke, faintly wavering as 
if responding to the movement of the man’s hand, or perhaps his exhaled breath.

The burning candle and the figure’s designation as an old man in the painting’s current title recall 
the ubiquitous Dutch vanitas images that express the transience of earthly life. Yet, like a number 
of seventeenth-century artists—among them Rembrandt and Vermeer—ter Brugghen worked 
both with and against expectations, complicating any initial assumptions about his subject. Close 
observation of this rather modest (65.7 x 52.7 cm) canvas reveals a highly selective, closely coor-
dinated grouping of motifs. A strong connection between the figure’s eyes and hand, or between 
seeing and inscribing, is immediately established by the falling curves of the robe’s wide lapels and 
by his downward gaze, accentuated by glittering spectacles which catch the light. Suffused with 
warm tonalities, the image seems to transcend what it represents, as if asking us to consider what 
its message really is.

4

Fig. 2 Detail of figure 1: hands and inscription
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Ter Brugghen’s composition, though not its nighttime illumination, was clearly inspired by Lucas 
van Leyden’s 1518 engraving of a half-length depiction of Saint Mark in profile (fig. 3).4 Wearing 
a broader rolled turban with a scalloped tail, he writes his gospel with a quill pen (only word 
shapes are visible). In both print and painting highly individualized faces gaze at the text in 
progress through pince-nez, “nose pinchers,” without earpieces, an early form of eyeglasses made 
to capture light and to magnify and focus vision for both eyes.5 Van Leyden’s glasses even display 
a rarely depicted but scientifically correct effect: refracted light that forms a small oval of bright 
illumination high on the saint’s left cheek, an optical phenomenon that in ter Brugghen’s painting 
becomes a larger and more radiant projection just below the figure’s left eye.6

Similar spectacles appear in sixteenth-century portraits of scholars holding or wearing eyeglasses, 
in the satirical Netherlandish depictions of avaricious moneylenders mentioned earlier, and in 
daylight and nocturnal paintings and prints of scholarly saints and philosophers, which remained 
popular in Utrecht in ter Brugghen’s time.7 The earliest examples of such figures appear in 
mid-fourteenth-century depictions of scholar-saints in Italy, which became the leading center for 
the fabrication, sale, and export of spectacles. Germany and the Netherlands soon added substan-
tially to that production after the invention of the printing press in northern Europe around 1450 
stimulated the need for assisted vision for reading.8

By the seventeenth century more reliably ground and polished optical glass, although well below 
today’s standards, was becoming available for telescopes, microscopes, magnifying glasses, and 
eyeglasses as the lens became a major accelerant for the Age of Observation. Those with sufficient 
means could visit a professional brillemaaker who offered a well-crafted product.9 Almost anyone, 
however, could afford the cheap spectacles obtainable from street fairs or traveling peddlers.10 Yet 
the uneven quality of early modern lenses meant that, even as they came into wider use, they were 
mistrusted—hence the saying “to sell spectacles” (to practice deception).11 Artists could therefore 
use this motif to express very different states of mind and motivation: clear-sighted wisdom, 
shortsighted stupidity, distorted understanding, or even deceptive intention.

Ter Brugghen was well aware of this gamut of interpretative options, for he used men wearing 
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Fig. 3 Lucas van Leyden, Saint Mark Writing His Gospel, 1518, 
engraving, 9.8 x 7.3 cm. London, British Museum, inv. D,5.21 
(artwork in the public domain)
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eyeglasses very differently in at least six of his paintings, several of which, briefly reviewed here, 
offer a context within which to consider the Smith College painting. The Calling of Saint Mat-
thew in the Centraal Museum, Utrecht, dated 1621,12 probably inspired by Caravaggio’s altarpiece 
of ca. 1600 in Rome, includes an old man at the left, usually identified as Matthew, who wears 
pince-nez. Ter Brugghen shifted the spectacles to an elderly tax collector at the right, who is clear-
ly blind to the spiritual transformation before him. Ignoring Christ’s arrival to peer at his coins, 
he reminds viewers how shortsighted is the devotion to worldly richness especially for those of 
advanced age. In contrast, in the foreground of The Incredulity of Saint Thomas, of ca. 1622 in the 
Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam,an old man witnesses the moment when the apostle Thomas insists 
upon testing the authenticity of the resurrected Christ by touching his wound.13 Smiling serenely, 
he gazes through his black-framed spectacles, his sensitive hands poised near Thomas’s probing 
finger to express his understanding that true belief requires no verification through sight or 
touch.14

Yet another bespectacled codger appears in Unequal Lovers (private collection, ca. 1623–
27),15 who makes advances to a bare-breasted prostitute. His exaggerated profile recalls the 
sixteenth-century satiric tradition mentioned earlier along with that of the comedic theme of the 
“unlikely pair,” in which an unscrupulous girl fleeces a lecherous old fool.16 Here, however, the girl 
becomes the dupe (and the viewer too) for, as Peter Sutton was first to notice, this leering suitor 
is really a young man with dark hair under his cap, wearing a geezer mask with a false beard and 
spectacles.17 As in the Smith College painting, his pince-nez casts refracted light around the eye, 
but now to imply morally clouded vision.

Unlike these figures, the man writing by candlelight appears in a private moment, not as a char-
acter intended to perform, admonish, or amuse. Closely framed and facing the light, he seems 
vibrantly alive within his own thoughts. His immediate presence, heightened by a touch of light 
on his slightly parted lips, is expressed by a more deeply characterized face, less typed with mani-
festations of old age.18 While no longer young, he seems less advanced in years than the figures to 
whom he has been compared, for a patch of dark hair is visible under his cap, his hands are strong 
and agile, and his candle is only half consumed. His polished, finely rendered eyeglasses make 
him appear maturely wise and focused in both sight and thought within this wash of soft illumi-
nation. Paralleling the angle of the pen, the tapering fingers of his left hand press gently but firmly 
against the sheet of paper to hold it in place. As the pen in his right hand pauses, slightly lifted, a 
subtle play of light and dark captures it as it is momentarily silhouetted above its own shadow on 
the brilliant page (see fig. 2).

Ter Brugghen’s use of such delicate night-lighting effects, which he incorporated into other de-
pictions of single figures and groups, reflects a recurring Netherlandish interest in candlelight for 
a variety of subjects. These indications of temporality have been used to intensify both outward 
dramatic actions and internal states of mind, especially intellectual concentration and spiritual 
inspiration. Such effects are powerfully presented in a forerunner of the Smith College painting: 
a work of ca. 1520 in the Rijksmuseum, attributed to Aertgen van Leyden, Saint Jerome in His 
Study by Candlelight (fig. 4). In it the saint’s musings on the transience of human life seem to take 
on material form in the candle, burning down beside him, whose softly wavering light reveals his 
slumped pose and melancholic expression.19 In the seventeenth century new secularized 
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candlelight scenes emerged in Utrecht in the works of ter Brugghen, Gerrit van Honthorst, and 
Matthias Stomer, but also in Leiden, where Gerrit Dou and his gifted student Gottfried Schalcken 
expanded the range of single figures pursuing night work to include hermit scholars, doctors, 
schoolteachers, astronomers, and artists, all subjects of interest in this university center.

The origins and varied implications of working during the dark hours, as interpreted by Dutch 
artists, have been explored by scholars not only in relation to transience but also to other mean-
ings and associations that may offer additional understanding of the Smith College painting with 
its presentation of a solitary figure concentrating on his own work. Justus Müller Hofstede has 
discussed night work as an expression of the virtue of diligence (Diligentia), which allows the 
fullest use of one’s mortal time. He traced this idea to antiquity: adages by Horace that cite men 
rising early or working late at night by candlelight to convey the advantages of rejecting a life of 
dissipation in favor of involvement in intellectual labors.20 In the early seventeenth century Otto 
van Veen’s Emblemata Horatiana, first published in Antwerp in 1607, would circulate these ideas 
with printed illustrations throughout the Netherlands.21

Night settings and candlelight have also been used more pointedly to express aspects of artistic 
training and practice, as implied in antiquity in Pliny’s account of the mythical origin of pictorial 
representation in shadow silhouettes, projected by candlelight, which may have inspired the earli-
est drawings of forms in outline.22 Renaissance drawings and prints, as well as Dutch paintings of 
the seventeenth century, further illustrate how night classes taught young artists to model forms 
in three dimensions by drawing sculptures or plaster casts dramatically illuminated by candlelight 
within a dark ambience.23 For students and mature artists alike the depiction of such lighting 
effects also became a way to demonstrate advanced levels of artistic virtuosity. An artist was 
expected to achieve even more than simply capturing an evanescent stream of radiance across the 
forms of living faces and hands. Simultaneously, visual substance must be given to the flame that 
emits light, the candle that absorbs it, and the surrounding air that holds light in suspension as it 
gradually diminishes away from its source. Godfried Schalcken, who worked into the late years 
of the century, used candlelight effects so often that they almost became his signature, especially 
when the painter gave the figure emerging from shadow his own features.24

Fig. 4 Aertgen van Leyden, Saint Jerome in His Study by 
Candlelight, ca. 1520, oil on panel, 48 x 37.7 cm. Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum, inv. S-A-3903 (artwork in the public domain)
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Within the masterfully evoked nocturnal atmosphere of Man Writing by Candlelight, one feature 
of the painting, has been occasionally noted but never fully discussed. This is ter Brugghen’s 
prominent signature: HTB [in ligature] brugghen fecit (see fig. 2), which the raised pen has just 
completed, along with the first two digits of an unfinished date (16 . . .), highlighted between the 
nib and its shadow.25 Authorial inscriptions in paintings or prints, which affirm their creation by 
a certain person at a particular time, are common and usually inconspicuous, although an artist’s 
declaration of his own authorship can inspire a bolder announcement. Simon Bening’s little 1558 
self-portrait on vellum in the Metropolitan Museum, for example, shows the great illuminator in 
his studio, spectacles in hand, having proudly named himself in Roman letters on the plaque pro-
claiming his seventy-fifth birthday.26 Livelier and more pointed inscriptions often link the name 
with the word or abbreviation for fecit (made it), and the year, written in the artist’s distinctive 
hand, as seen in Rembrandt’s self-portrait prints.27

 
The situation ter Brugghen depicts is more unusual, however, because the person in his painting 
is seen to be in the actual process of inscribing the signature and date himself. It is not surprising 
that such rare “signing” inscriptions are more likely to appear in depictions of artists and writers 
in the graphic media since both professions involve making marks or lines whose manipulation 
can alternatively produce images or words. An upside-down example appears in a drawing by 
Jacques de Gheyn II of a young man writing at a table (fig. 5), probably his son Jacques III, who 
was also an artist, as he has just written IDGheyn III in.28 Similarly, Samuel van Hoogstraten’s 
self-portrait (fig. 6), the frontispiece of his 1678 treatise on art, features a block of text below the 
figure, proclaiming the author’s equal adeptness with “pen en penseel” (pen and brush).29 Above 
it is the man himself, whose artistic power is confirmed by the imperial gold medallion and chain 
he was awarded by Frederick III and by the Atlas figure lifting the world at the left. Confronting 
us directly with his level gaze, Hoogstraten holds the pen, which has just inscribed his initials and 
age below his portrayed self, identifying him as both the person who wrote the text and the artist 
who delineated the image.

Fig. 5 Jacques de Gheyn II, Young Man Writing His Name 
(Jacques de Gheyn III?), ca. 1625, black chalk drawing, 16.5 
x 14.1 cm. Boston, Peck Collection (artwork in the public 
domain)

Fig. 6 Samuel van Hoogstraten, Self-Portrait, frontispiece to 
Inleyding tot de hooge schoole der Schilderkonst (Rotterdam: 
François van Hoogstraten, 1678)
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Nicolson described the figure in the Smith College painting as “forging ter Brugghen’s signature,” 
but it seems more likely that he is in the process of finishing his own work, signing and dating a 
document on his desk in a way that ingeniously refers to the painting too.30 As Müller Hofstede 
observed, showing the actual process of inscribing a signature can demonstrate an artist’s profes-
sional zeal in having finished a manifestly completed work.31 Are we therefore to conclude that 
this man is ter Brugghen himself, displaying his diligence and virtuosity to the viewer? Since the 
work has been dated toward the end of his life (he died in 1629 at the age of forty-one), at a time 
when people aged faster and died earlier than they do today, it could conceivably represent him in 
middle age. Yet the figure does not present himself to be looked at, as portrait subjects like Hoog-
straten normally do. Leaving aside the absence of a reliable comparison to verify likeness,32 this 
painting seems less a literal depiction of its maker’s appearance than an expression of his thinking 
about himself and his profession, recalling the Italian adage “ogni pittore depinge sè” (every 
painter paints himself).33

As seventeenth-century Dutch artists strove to raise the status of painting from its classification 
as a manual craft, the trope of the learned painter, or Pictor Doctus, emerged in self-portraits 
of artists writing or contemplating attributes of knowledge.34 A reversal of that notion might be 
applied to this artful scholar (Doctor Pictus) in the Smith College painting, who wields a pen and 
signs his work with the painter’s name in the presence of powerful allusions to the sense of sight: 
the candle flame which brings tangible forms from darkness into visibility and the lens of his 
spectacles which pulls incorporeal light into that radiant refraction beside his eye.35 Prints of this 
period that show art students working by candlelight, alone or in night classes, are reminders of 
the intensive training and practice needed to master evanescent lighting effects—a point perhaps 
implied in the Smith College painting by the juxtaposition of the man’s working hand with the 
candle.36

Interestingly, additional parallels between artists and writers were emerging in ter Brugghen’s 
time in the taste for beautiful virtuosic calligraphy and pennetrekken (pen pictures), which were 
displayed in both printed publications and live demonstrations.37 As Ann Adams has discussed, 
graceful italic script of the kind used for ter Brugghen’s inscription reflects a new development in 
artists’ signatures intended to express culture and learning while signaling a shift from authorial 
anonymity or the plain workshop stamps of earlier times—the latter perhaps invoked in the block 
letters which begin this inscription.38 That it trails off into an uncompleted date intensifies the 
effect of a fleeting moment within the creative process, as well as the power of painting to endur-
ingly capture both its own process and the culmination of it.

In its expressive fusion of light and sight Man Writing by Candlelight conveys the ambiance of 
a period in which the quest to receive and process visual experience, often enhanced by optical 
aids, led to a deepening of thought in art, in science, and even in people’s reflections about their 
everyday life.39 A constellation of motifs, strikingly similar to those in ter Brugghen’s painting, 
appears in a witty emblematic print by Cornelis Bloemaert (fig. 7). Here an owl, absurdly supplied 
with pince-nez and candle, perches on a closed book above the adage: “Wat baet keers off bril, als 
den WL niet sien en wil?” (What use are candles and spectacles if the owl refuses to see?).40 The 
message—that the ability to “see” (to be wise) can only be self-generated and that no visual aid 
can make it happen without internal motivation—becomes in ter Brugghen’s painting a vividly 
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experiential image which arouses and celebrates the sense of sight so fully that the artist’s fineness 
of perception and his joy in expressing it immediately become our own.
 
Acknowledgements
Written in tribute to Walter Liedtke’s love of Dutch art and uncanny ability to articulate how 
paintings convey mood and meaning. And with thanks to the anonymous reader for his or her 
helpful suggestions.

Susan Donahue Kuretsky, Sarah Gibson Blanding Professor of Art at Vassar College, authored a monograph on Jacob Ochtervelt, 
coauthored the catalogue of Dutch paintings in the Detroit Institute of Arts, produced the 2005 exhibition and catalogue Time 
and Transformation in Seventeenth-Century Dutch Art (Poughkeepsie, Sarasota, Louisville), and has published articles on 
Rembrandt and prints in the seventeenth century. Her current project (Rembrandt’s animals) concerns this aspect of the artist’s 
work in relation to artistic, philosophical and scientific issues of his period.  
 
sukuretsky@vassar.edu

List of Illustrations
Fig. 1 Hendrick ter Brugghen, Man Writing by Candlelight, ca. 1627–29, oil on canvas, 65.7 x 52.7 
cm. Northampton, Mass., Smith College Museum of Art, inv. SC1957:10 (artwork in the public 
domain)

Fig. 2 Detail of figure 1: hands and inscription

Fig. 3 Lucas van Leyden, Saint Mark Writing His Gospel, 1518, engraving, 9.8 x 7.3 cm. London, 
British Museum, inv. D,5.21 (artwork in the public domain)

Fig. 4 Aertgen van Leyden, Saint Jerome in His Study by Candlelight, ca. 1520, oil on panel, 48 x 
37.7 cm. Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum, inv. S-A-3903 (artwork in the public domain)

Fig. 7 Cornelis Bloemaert, What Use Are Candles and Specta-
cles If the Owl Refuses to See? ca. 1622–24, engraving, 22.2 
x 18.4 cm. Boston, Museum of Fine Arts, inv. 55.934 (http://
www.mfa.org/collections/object/the-wise-owl-161215) 
(artwork in the public domain)



JHNA 9:1 (Winter 2017) 9

Fig. 5 Jacques de Gheyn II, Young Man Writing His Name (Jacques de Gheyn III?), ca. 1625, black 
chalk drawing, 16.5 x 14.1 cm. Boston, Peck Collection (artwork in the public domain)

Fig. 6 Samuel van Hoogstraten, Self-Portrait, frontispiece to Inleyding tot de hooge schoole der 
Schilderkonst (Rotterdam: François van Hoogstraten, 1678)

Fig. 7 Cornelis Bloemaert, What Use Are Candles and Spectacles If the Owl Refuses to See? ca. 
1622–24, engraving, 22.2 x 18.4 cm. Boston, Museum of Fine Arts, inv. 55.934 (http://www.mfa.
org/collections/object/the-wise-owl-161215) (artwork in the public domain)

1 Walter Liedtke explored the acquisition of Dutch art by American collectors and public mu-
seums in “Great Dutch Paintings in America: The Collectors and Their Ideals,” in Great Dutch 
Paintings from America, exh. cat. (Detroit Institute of Arts and the Maurithuis, The Hague, 1990), 
14–59; also in this catalogue is a parallel essay, Susan D. Kuretsky, “Dutch Art in Academia: Ob-
servations on College and University Collecting,” 79–103. See also George S. Keyes, “Collecting 
Utrecht Paintings in the United States,” in Masters of Light: Dutch Painters in Utrecht during the 
Golden Age, exh. cat. (Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco; Baltimore: Walters Art Gallery; and 
London, National Gallery/New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1997), 121–26.
2 Dennis Weller, Sinners and Saints, Darkness and Light: Caravaggio and His Dutch and Flemish 
Followers, exh. cat. (Raleigh: North Carolina Museum of Art, 1998), 102. Benedict Nicolson 
related the work primarily to early sixteenth-century occupational portraiture by Quentin Met-
sys: Hendrick Terbrugghen (London: Percy Lund, Humphries, 1958), 86.
3 Leonard J. Slatkes and Wayne Franits, The Paintings of Hendrick ter Brugghen: Catalogue Raison-
né (Amsterdam and Philadelphia: John Benjamins, 2007), 164–65 and note 2. Left uncompleted at 
the time of Slatkes’s death, this book was heroically brought to completion by his former student 
Wayne Franits. http://dx.doi.org/10.1075/oculi.10
4 Slatkes and Franits, Paintings of Hendrick ter Brugghen, 165 and note 4. J. R. Judson, “Review 
of Benedict Nicolson, Hendrick Terbrugghen,” Art Bulletin 43 (1961): 342, 347–48, related this 
painting to Lucas van Leyden’s chalk drawing in the British Museum of a frontal seated man with 
spectacles but did not mention the engraving. The van Leyden drawing may have directly inspired 
the Jacques de Gheyn II drawing of a young man (probably his son) seated at a table and inscrib-
ing the signature IDGheyn III in (see note 28 below and fig. 5). http://dx.doi.org/10.1075/oculi.10
5 By the sixteenth century earlier rivet glasses (two lenses riveted together, with frames of wood, 
horn, or bone) had evolved into the more comfortable “bow” spectacleswith flexible metal frames 
seen here. See note 8.
6 Van Eyck’s use of the eyeglass lens is discussed in Stephen Hanley’s “Optical Symbolism as 
Optical Description: A Case Study of Canon van der Paele’s Spectacles,” Journal of the Historians 
of Netherlandish Art 1, no. 1,(2009). http://dx.doi.org/10.5092/jhna.2009.1.1.2
7 See, for example, Quentin Metsys, Portrait of a Scholar, ca. 1525–30, Städel Museum, Frankfurt 
am Main, and Hendrick Bloemaert, Saint Jerome Reading, dated 1624, Bayerishen Staatsgemälde-
sammlungen, Munich.



JHNA 9:1 (Winter 2017) 10

8 The history of eyeglasses, with extensive bibliography, is recounted in Vincent Ilardi, Renaissance 
Vision: From Spectacles to Telescopes (Philadelphia: American Philosophical Society, 2007), 4–26, 
figs. 66–68.
9 Illustrations of such professional craftsmen appear with short poems in books of trades by 
Joost Amman, Das Ständebuch (1558), as “Der Brillenmacher,” and by Jan Luyken, Het Mensekyk 
Bedryf (1694), as “De Brillemaaker.”
10 This wide circulation is illustrated in a 1591 print engraved by Jan Collaert after Johannes 
Stradanus, titled CONSPICILLA (keeping in sight), which displays the many fine craftsmen who 
depend on eyeglass sellers. See also Adriaen van Ostade’s etching of a door-to-door spectacles 
seller and Jan Steen’s painting of the same subject in the National Gallery, London.
11 Herman Saftleven’s 1647 etching of an itinerant glasses seller hawking his wares is labeled “Bed-
rieger” (deceiver), while a painting by Jan Cornelisz. van Oostsanen in the Groninger Museum, 
Caterijneconvent, Utrecht, shows a provocative young woman “selling spectacles” to an old man; 
see Jelte Dikstra, Paul P. W. M. Dirkse, and Anneloes E. A. M. Smits, De Schilderijen van Museum 
Catharijnecovent (Zwolle: Waanders, 2002), 42.
12 Slatke and Franits, Paintings of Hendrick ter Brugghen, A34. http://dx.doi.org/10.1075/oculi.10
13 Slatke and Franits, Paintings of Hendrick ter Brugghen, A21. http://dx.doi.org/10.1075/oculi.10
14 Natasha Seaman has convincingly interpreted ter Brugghen’s paintings of Thomas and Mat-
thew as reflections of the artist’s Protestant perspective on faith as expressed in Christ’s words: 
“Blessed are those who have not seen and yet believe” (John 20:29). Natasha T. Seaman, The 
Religious Paintings of Hendrick ter Brugghen: Reinventing Christian Painting after the Reformation 
in Utrecht (Aldershot and Burlington, Vt.: Ashgate, 2012), 124–29, 140, in which the author also 
considers artists’ varied uses and interpretations of eyeglasses in relation to ter Brugghen’s paint-
ings.
15 Slatke and Franits, Paintings of Hendrick ter Brugghen, A51. http://dx.doi.org/10.1075/oculi.10
16 Alison G. Stewart, Unequal Lovers A Study of Unequal Couples in Northern Art (New York: 
Abaris Books, 1978).
17 Peter Sutton, Prized Possessions: European Paintings from Private Collections of Friends of the 
Museum of Fine Arts, exh. cat. (Boston: Museum of Fine Arts/New York: Harry N. Abrams, 1992), 
130.
18 Wayne Franits’s discussions of attitudes toward age in Dutch art appear in Dutch Seven-
teenth-Century Genre Painting: Its Stylistic and Thematic Evolution (New Haven and London: Yale 
University Press, 2004), 74–75; and in Slatkes and Franits, Paintings of Hendrick ter Brugghen, 56.
19 See also Jan Massys’s melancholic Saint Jerome Meditating by Candlelight, dated 1537, in the 
Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna. Aertgen van Leyden’s Jerome also bears close comparison to 
ter Brugghen’s Magdalen, alternatively titled Melancholia, (ca. 1627–29, private collection, on loan 
to the Art Gallery of Ontario, Toronto). This is the closest of ter Brugghen’s works to Man Writing 
by Candlelight in format and in the complexity of its candlelight effects and associations.
20 Justus Müller Hofstede, “Artificial Light in Honthorst and ter Brugghen: Form and Iconogra-
phy,” in Hendrick ter Brugghen und die Nachfolger Caravaggios in Holland, ed. Rüdiger Klessmann, 
proceedings of a symposium accompanying the exhibition Höllandische Malerei in neuem Licht: 
Hendrick ter Brugghen und seine Zeitgenossen (Braunschweig: Anton Ulrich-Museum, 1987), 
19–21. This discussion continued in his “Vita Mortalium Vigilia: Die Nachtwache der Eremiten 
und Gelehrten” in Leselust: Niederländischen Malerei von Rembrandt bis Vermeer (Stuttgart Verlag 
Gerd Hatje, 1993), 35–46.
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21 Stephen Orgel, introduction to Otto van Veen, Horatii Emblemata, Antwerp, 1612 (repr., New 
York and London: Garland Publishing, 1979), 40–41, 52–53.
22 Pliny, Natural History, 35.43. See Victor Stoichita, A Short History of Shadow (London: Reak-
tion, 1997), 11–20.
23 Brigitte Borchhardt-Birbaumer, citing Renaissance and Baroque drawings, prints, and paint-
ings, discusses depictions of diligent artists working at night as illustrations of “lucubration,” a 
term meaning intense study or meditation, that derives from the Latin word lucubratio (nocturnal 
study by oil lamp or candlelight). Imago Noctis: Die Nacht in der Kunst des Abendlands; vom Alten 
Orient bis ins Zeitalter des Barock (Vienna: Böhlau, 2003), 363–82. Extensive discussion of candle-
light in artistic training, especially in Leiden, is found in Mirjam Neumeister, Das Nachtstück mit 
Kunstlicht in der niederländischen Malerei und Graphik des. 16. und 17. Jahrhunderts (Petersberg; 
M. Nijhoff, 2003), 315–27.
24 Self-portraits of Schalcken emerge repeatedly among his frequent candlelight scenes. See 
Thierry Beherman, Godfried Schalcken (Paris: Maeght, 1988), cats. 54–57; and Wayne Franits et 
al., Schalcken: Gemalte Verführung, exh. cat. (Cologne: Wallraf-Richartz Museum/Stuttgart: Belser 
Verlag, 2015).
25 Man Writing by Candlelight was in conservation at the Mauritshuis in 1957 and the following 
year was examined in the laboratory of the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, by W. J. Young. His re-
port (Smith College Museum files) notes no damage to this area, indicating that no numbers were 
ever there. Benedict Nicolson, “Terbrugghen’s Old Man Writing,” Bulletin of the Smith College 
Museum of Art 38 (1958): 52–53, note 1.
26 New York, Metropolitan Museum of Art, inv. 1975.1.2487. A second version is in London, 
Victoria and Albert Museum, inv. P.159.1910.
27 See, for example, Rembrandt’s etched Self-Portrait with Saskia of 1636 (B. 19). The most cele-
brated artist signature is van Eyck’s Johannes de Eyck fuit hic in the Arnolfini portrait in London, 
but the wittiest belongs to Jan van Kessel, the naturalist painter, whose name is acted out by cater-
pillars and insects in his Europa (Alte-Pinakothek, Munich). Van Kessel’s painting of the signature 
alone was recently auctioned at Sotheby’s, New York, December 3, 2014, lot. 36.
28 I. Q. van Regteren-Altena, Jacques de Gheyn, Three Generations (The Hague and : M. Nijhoff, 
1983), 2:107–8, cat. 774. This drawing was recently sold in Part II of the sale of van Regerten 
Altena’s collection (Christie’s, Amsterdam, December 2014). A similar father/son conceit appears 
in Frederick Vroom’s painted self-portrait in the Hessisches Landesmuseum, Darmstadt, in which 
the young artist (son of the famous marine painter Hendrick Vroom) fills the canvas on his easel 
with his own name above the words HENDRIKS zoon (RKD photo).
29 Samuel van Hoogstraten, Inleyding tot de Hooge Schoole der Schilderkonst (Rotterdam, 1678), 
illustration 2. See also Hoogstraten’s self-portrait drawing (either signing or drawing) in the 
Fondation Custodia, Paris, and Nicolas Maes’s similar pen and brush self portrait in the Muse-
um Boymans-van Beuningen, Rotterdam. C.f. Ben Broos, “The Young Samuel van Hoogstraten 
Corrected by Rembrandt,” in The Universal Art of Samuel van Hoogstraten (1627–1678): Painter, 
Writer and Courtier, ed. Thijs Weststeijn (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2013), figs. 
21 and 23.
30 Nicolson, “Terbrugghen’s Old Man Writing,” 85.
31 Müller Hofstede, “Vita Mortalium Vigilia,” 45.
32 The only known portrait of ter Brugghen is an eighteenth-century engraving by Pieter Bodart, 
which shows him as a young man, and there is no reason to believe that it is an accurate likeness. 
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See figure 1 in Slatkes and Franits, Paintings of Hendrick Ter Brugghen, 415.
33 This adage is discussed in Colin Eisler, “Every Artist Paints Himself: Art History as Biography 
and Autobiography,” Social Research 54, no. 1 (Spring 1987): 73–89; and in Frank Zöllner, “‘Ogni 
pittore dipinge sè’: Leonado da Vinci and ‘Automimesis,’” in Der Künstler über sich in seinem 
Werk: Internationales Symposium der Bibliotheca Hertziana, Rome, 1989, ed. Matthias Winner 
(Weinheim: VCH, 1992), 137–60.
34 In Gerard Dou’s daylight Self-Portrait of 1647 at the Staatliche Kunstsammlungen, Dresden, 
the artist (academic beret on head and pen in hand) is accompanied by a globe, books, musical 
instruments, sculptures, and a candle. H. Perry Chapman discusses this painting among others 
in “The Imagined Studios of Rembrandt and Vermeer,” in Inventions of the Studio: Renaissance to 
Romanticism, ed. Michael Cole and Mary Pardo (Chapel Hill and London: University of North 
Carolina Press,2005), 108–46, 201–7, fig. 4.16.
35 Parallels of light and sight appear in images of Visus, such as the magnificent engraving, ca. 
1600, by Jan Saenredam after Goltzius, in which an artist wearing spectacles and surrounded by 
other allusions to Sight, works at an easel by the visible light rays of the sun; see Eric Jan Slui-
jter, Seductress of Sight: Studies in the Art of the Golden Age (Zwolle: Waanders Publishers, 2000), 
87–100, fig. 66.
36 This process is vividly illustrated in Rembrandt’s small etching of a boy drawing a cast by 
candlelight. (B. 130) and in Crispijn van de Passe’s “Night School” from ‘t Licht der Teken en 
Schilderkonst (Amsterdam, 1643). See note 39.
37 See, for example, Jan van de Velde, Spieghel der Schrijfkonste, 1605; discussed in B. P. J. Broos, 
“The ‘O’ of Rembrandt,” Simiolus 4 (1970): 150–84; and Michael Roth, ed., Schrift als Bild: Schrift-
kunst und Kunstschrift vom Mittelalter bis zur Neuzeit (Petersberg: Imhof, 2010). http://dx.doi.
org/10.2307/3780321
38 Ann Jensen Adams, “Rembrandt f[ecit]: The Italic Signature and the Commodification of 
Artistic Identity,” in Künstlerischer Austausch/Artistic Exchange: Akten des XXVIII. Internationalen 
Kongresses für Kunstgeschichte, Berlin 1992, ed. Thomas W. Gaehtgens (Berlin: Akademie Verlag, 
1993), 581–94.
39 Important analyses of light were published in the seventeenth century by both Dutch artists and 
scientists: Crispijn van de Passe, ‘t Licht der Teken en Schilderkonst, Amsterdam, 1643 (repr. with 
an introduction by Jaap Bolten, Soest, 1973) and Constantijn Huygens, Traité de la Lumière, Paris, 
1690 (English translation: http://www.gutenberg.org/files/14725/14725-h/14725-h.htm).
40 Symbol of Athena/Minerva, goddess of wisdom in antiquity, the owl could also signify blind-
ness or folly because the enlarged eyes of this nocturnal predator see well only in darkness—a 
dichotomy expressed by the two books in the print. The closed one on which the owl perches 
displays a paper inscribed “T’ is omt profit” (It’s all about profit), while the open Bible bears the 
radiant candle. See Marcel G. Roethlisberger, Abraham Bloemaert and His Sons: Paintings and 
Prints (Doornspijk: Davaco, 1993), 1:444.
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