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Preface 
T h e general aim of this monograph is to show that art, which has been 

variously studied from the divergent viewpoints of style, content, iconog­
raphy, philosophy, and the social sciences, can also be approached as a func­
tion of economic influences. 1 O n a general level, economic pressures can be 
received from the priesthood, the laity, the sovereign, the aristocracy, the 
higher bourgeoisie, merchants, and others. Our present aim is to study the 
impact of capital as such upon art through the action of a social class or 
classes which for a given period owned the means of decisively influencing 
art forms and even presiding over the evolution of new genres. Capital as 
the means of expression of a group of art buyers—not necessarily art lovers, 
but people who for one or the other purpose commissioned art—is the salient 
point of our inquiry. 

Before taking up the specific aspect of our thesis which is to be the 
subject of this volume, it would be well to review briefly the scant efforts 
hitherto devoted in the relevant literature to the economic factor and its 
influence upon artistic creation. Usually, such studies have meshed sociology 
with economics. In fact, it is difficult not to recognize the influence of the 
latter upon the former: social pressures are exerted upon the artist and 
enforced by means of pecuniary constraints. Arnold Hauser in his basic 
w o r k 2 has emphasized the material basis of artistic production. 3 H e insists 
upon the intermingling of all factors, social, economic, and ideological, in 
the final outcome of what we can call the "artistic fact" His writings were 
severely criticized upon publication but have become classics in our more 
advanced and receptive decades. Many art historians and theorists still 
adhere to the outmoded and romantic image of the artist as some kind of 
inspired bohemian, working in a garret, while outside the philistine wolves 
bay. O r they think of him as a locomotive, dragging the common world 
uphill after himself by dint of originality, creativity, and sheer exertion. 
But nowadays, we more readily see the artist in context with the world 
around him, even his most avant-garde works revealing various influences. 
Hauser stresses the social contexts, somewhat at the expense of the purely 
economic ones, which he cites in passing only. 

Purely Marxist in thought and method is Frederick Antal's important 



volume on Florentine Painting and its Social Background* where for the 
first time the close interrelationship of the economic with the artistic factor 
has been brought out. It has been criticized for inadequate documentation. 
However, the underlying concept that art is one with life, and that the 
events of an artist's life decisively affect the end product, constitutes a dis­
tinct theoretical innovation. In an article entitled "Reflections on Classicism 
and Romanticism" 5 Antal proposes class influence as social expression with 
respect to David's Oath of the Horatii. For the first time in the West, the 
bourgeois general polity, thus a class rather than isolated individuals, are 
shown to be exercising a decisive influence upon the content of a work of 
art. Antal's approach is, of course, largely sociological. T h e painting was 
originally commissioned by Louis XV, and there was no economic input 
from the groups or class whose aspirations it was said to embody! 

Purely Marxist studies generally remain in the shadow of economic-
influenced sociological theories, even when they veer into esthetics. They 
usually portray the artist as a victim of upper-class exploitation, although 
great achievements are reluctantly granted. As prime example of this ap­
proach one may cite E. Fischer. 6 Marxist theory holds that the economic 
base exclusively governs the superstructure, which consists of other cultural 
factors. Thus, all other component parts of our civilization depend upon 
and are guided by economic factors. This proposition has hardened with 
successive generations of Marxist writers, until nowadays it is finally ac­
cepted.7 Curiously enough, the exception is the leader himself, who held 
slightly more flexible views. Peter H . Feist quotes 8 from lesser writings 
where Karl Marx admits the co-existence of other factors in the shaping 
of art. 9 

Our own involvement goes in the following direction: we feel strongly 
that the artist, being after all human, and needing economic support in 
order to buy his materials—be they clay, marble, bronze, or paints and 
canvas—and to sustain an acceptable style of life is obliged to please his 
fellow citizens by his products. This reasoning seems elementary, but as 
already mentioned, there is general reluctance in admitting it, and ideal 
stances are proposed as if the artist did not need food for his body and a 
roof over his head. Some students are inclined to grant the existence of 
individual patronage, 1 0 but the impact of the specific patron in terms of 
style and content has usually been disparaged. 1 1 

This investigation deals with groups rather than individuals. Wha t was 
the artistic influence of the Egyptian priesthood as a body? the Athenian 
citizens in their polity? the Hellenistic traders? and last but not least, the 



Dutch middle class grown wealthy through rising capitalism? All these 
groups, and many others, developed communal tastes for genres, styles, and 
modes of execution. They were able to enforce their tastes through the 
simple means of their buying power; and though the artist could suggest, 
he was in no way powerful enough to impose art forms that remained out­
side the general ken. Ar t was therefore an amalgamate of confluent ten­
dencies: those of the artist, primarily aesthetical, and those of the generality 
of patrons, rich or of average means, but influential by dint of numbers. In 
other words, we do not hold that economics were solely responsible for fash­
ioning and molding the artistic superstructure. But we feel strongly that eco­
nomics were of prime importance—much more effective than generally 
acknowledged—and helped to govern the outcome of production. 

In modern times, and especially in the twentieth century, some economic 
factors have yielded or changed because of a different organization of com­
mercial distribution. T h e wishes of broad masses of buyers are often dis­
regarded, but other classes of official purchasers and dilettanti stand in their 
place. Economics still play an important part in the modern art world. 

I t is unavoidable for this study to straddle several humanistic disciplines. 
Therefore, it will often become essential to explain in some detail certain 
tenets which are familiar concepts in one branch of knowedge, but less well 
known in another. T h e basics are therefore expounded with an eye to the 
general reader, rather than to the specialist. 



I: 
The Weber Thesis 

In this study we turn to one aspect of our inquiry only, which we plan 
to examine as a partial illustration of our thesis. It used to be stated that 
the generally accepted dichotomy between art in the Protestant as opposed 
to the Catholic countries in the seventeenth century was primarily a fact of 
religious divergence. Although it is now admitted that the societies were 
also different, with a bourgeois population in the former contrasting with 
the dominance of aristocracies in the latter, the economic consequences 
per se have never been seen as the basis for divergent forms of artistic 
creativity. I n short, it was thought that a stern religion plus a strong bour­
geoisie in the Protestant lands explained ipso facto distinctive styles and 
modes of artistic creation, when compared to more permissive and pomp-
loving Catholicism associated with the wealth and decorum of aristocrats 
and upper-class merchants. 

It remains true that religion dominated artistic expression up to a certain 
point. As Pieter Gey l 1 2 points out very convincingly, the opposition be­
tween the Southern Baroque of Flanders and the National Northern style 
of the Northern Netherlands provinces does not derive from a contrast 
between native Flemish and Dutch temperaments, but proceeds from the 
Counter-Reformation in Flanders, as contrasted with the destruction of 
Hispano-Catholic civilization in Holland. What does this divergence con­
sist of? 

Primarily we note—in Flanders, and also in Italy, Spain, and after the 
Thirty Years War , Central Europe—the glorification of religious subjects. 
Large altarpieces, as well as smaller devotional panels, the latter often for 
private use, recall the Bible stories according to Catholic dogma, and depict 
the Life of Christ and of the Saints in a decorative and dramatic fashion. 
Colors, often bright, are used to enhance the splendid drama of the scenes. 
Lighting effects are similarly used to point out important personages or 
events. T h e subjects portrayed appeal strongly and immediately to the 
viewers' religious fervor and not incidentally to his imagination. They thus 
show us scenes of martyrdom, heroism, or charity, all rendered in an ele­
gantly theatrical manner. Hence, this art, as we wrote elsewhere, 

was necessarily Church-oriented and imbued with the spirit of the 
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Counter-Reformation; subsidiarily, it related to the idea of monarchy, 
and served also the desires of a lay clientele which consisted chiefly 
of the aristocratic upper class dependent on the courts . 1 3 

The observation was especially true of Flanders, but one finds it applicable 
elsewhere where courts, whether royal or papal, exercised a formative 
influence. Bernini's St. Teresa, with its drama, theatricality, and sensuous 
texture, remains impregnated with active Catholicism. This sculpture group 
is permeated by feelings that would appear inconsistent and hardly under­
standable without deep immersion in the faith of the Church. Similar 
remarks could be made with reference to the art of Rubens and his school. 
One might cite in this instance the magnificent Coup de Lance in which 
the whole of color, light, and dramatic effect are united to illustrate one 
glorious moment in the life of Christ, the demonstration of His divinity. 

To the religious form and patterns of expression we can add the his­
torical and the mythological subjects, which continued to perpetuate the 
cult of antiquity, the preoccupation with paganism, and in short the intel­
lectual awareness of humanism in its Renaissance form. Baroque in its 
most exuberant shape, like the preceding style of Classicism, with its strict 
adherence to earlier prototypes, was molded as to exterior aspect and content 
by the class of patrons in Catholic lands whom it served. Even extremely 
realistic Caravaggism, though based in Caravaggio's artistic concept of the 
exaltation of low-class elements, was refused by precisely the strata to which 
it was supposed to appeal most, and taken up and accepted by the same 
level of buyers assumed to be most susceptible to Classico-Humanism and 
to nothing else. In short, Caravaggio's art for the people was purchased by 
a very select group of the aristocracy, a group which included churchmen. 
It is quite ironic to remember Caravaggio's difficulties in this respect, and 
the favor in which his most 'revolutionary' creations were held precisely by 
those whose supposedly philistine reactions he had misjudged, while the 
masses for whom he had intended his new "biblia pauperurn" rejected the 
new approach in toto. Obviously, these intended patrons were not ready to 
accept saints who looked like dirty beggars and a Mother of God who 
strongly resembled a woman of the streets. 

This does not mean that Baroque art was entirely alien to the Northern 
Netherlands. Utrecht remained a center of Italianising late mannerism and 
Caravaggism, especially in the first quarter of the seventeenth century, 
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w h e n t h e H u i s ten Bosch was decorated by the Flemish masters, Jacob 
Jordaens a n d Theodore van Thulden; and painters like Iievens and Maes 
adopted, af ter Rembrandtian beginnings, a lighter and more decorative 
style. O n t h e other hand, Flanders saw native Hollanders like De Heem 
of U t r e c h t successfully ply their trade there, and bring Northern sobriety 
to t he a t t en t i on of their new fellow townsmen. Thus artists in the Catholic 
lands d i d feature productions of the various genres which were to find 
preference i n the strongholds of Calvinism. Portrait painting flourished, of 
course; so d id landscape, however idealized the approach, and still life. 
But all t hese categories of subject matter were customarily treated much 
m o r e decoratively than in the Northern provinces. 

W h a t primari ly marks the difference between_Catholicism and^ the 
Qajyinisxu-which "took hold . . . of country and . . . people" 1 4 is the fact 
tha t w e witness for the first time (and this happened in the Northern 
N e t h e r l a n d s ) t h e ^ o r ^ ^ 
C h u r c h . H a u s e r writes, "The works of the Dutch painters are to be seen 
eve rywhere except in the churches; and the devotional picture is non­
existent i n the Protestant milieu." 1 5 We would not go quite so far: devo­
t ional p ^ n t o j ^ j h d s J e x i s t , but njotjn^^^^ 
W e are of course aware that many Protestant denominations frowned upon 
C h u r c h decoration by painting, sculpture, or stained glass. In the case of 
m o r e s t r i n g such,embellishment was 
entirely prohibi ted. W e shall consider Calvin's own position more lengthily 
in a l a t e r chapter. What the iconoclasm did to the Dutch artistic patrimony 
needs n o t be brought up again in this context. Consequently, where reli­
gious p a i n t i n g was produced, it was either commissioned by members of 
the res t r ic ted upper stratum (Rembrandt's Passion Series for Prince Fred­
erick H e n r y ) ; or in the case of devotional representations, following the 
Bible stories closely, it was simplified and clothed in concepts that were 
home ly a n d devoid of any extravagant rhetoric. One can certainly agree 
w i t h Jacob Rosenberg: "In seventeenth-century Holland religious subjects 
h a d ceased to form an important category in painting." 1 6 

T h e r e arose therefore in the North a new style which was primarily 
sober, s imple , a n d realistic. We witness a conscious downgrading of the 
l uxu r i ance of overflowing forms typical of Southern Baroque toward a more 
down- to -ea r th artistic phraseology. Here we have to do with a dichotomy 
tha t doubtless stemmed from the impact of the new religion. Lessened are 
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the elegance and theatricality; noticeably diminished are the coloristic effects 
and the dramatic use of light; gone is that typical Baroque appeal to emo­
tion and imagination. The National Northern style may thus be seen as 
more intellectual and less sensual in its effects on the viewer. For example 
we find the subde and quiet interiors of Vermeer and D e Hooch far less 
exciting to observe than those of Brouwer. Similarly, the scenes of Steen 
and Ostade are not so tumultuous as similar scenes from Flanders. Van 
Goyen's and Ruisdael's landscapes are structured, but nonetheless strikingly 
realistic. Their drama is always very subtle. In portraiture too this realism 
is important. While the portraits of Frans Hals at times seem similar one 
to another, they are still careful studies of individual personalities. 

Religion alone does not furnish the entire explanation for the difference 
in style between the Northern Netherlands and Flanders. T h e problem is 
more involved. First, why did the Protestant countries see the rise of a 
bourgeois class or classes—including the so-called 'regents,' the guild syndics, 
and the wealthiest stratum of the bourgeois class, in whose hands capital 
was concentrated—whereas similar middle classes in the Catholic parts of 
Europe were not their financial equals, and had to accept leadership in this 
respect from the fortunes of the Establishment? True, Flanders suffered 
from economic setbacks beginning in the 1590's and continuing into the 
seventeenth century, and while Holland and Zealand flourished, "trade was 
at a standstill" 1 7 in the Southern provinces. Impoverishment was general, 
and further aggravated by mutinies and continuous demands of payment 
by Spanish occupation troops, "which made many people flee with their 
money and most valued possessions; being in great anxiety and at all hours 
of the day uncertain of their lives and goods." 1 8 

Even under the reign of the Archdukes Albert and Isabella, the Flemish 
economic life remained dead, in spite of a rejuvenation of the cultural 
vitality of Brussels, Antwerp, and Louvain. O n e of the reasons for this 
lack of vitality was the closing of the Scheldt by the Northerners, which 
impeded commerce. Another was the Spanish orientation of the economy, 
which superimposed upon the provinces corresponding roughly to modern 
Belgium an export organization based on a low standard of living in order 
to remain competitive. 

These are what might be termed "exterior" reasons for a generally low 
standard of living and for the lack of an economically significant bour­
geoisie in the Southern provinces. These were reasons achieved through 
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non-local means. One must, however, be also aware of the stand taken by 
the Catholic Church with respect to any accumulation of capital in those 
parts of the world where it held sway. Traditionally, large sums of money 
had been gathered occasionally by what Max Weber called "Capitalistic 
adventurers." 1 9 H e refers in this context to the accumulation of money in 
one or a few associated hands, which was either loaned out on interest, or 
invested in lucrative operations and trade ventures. T h e phenomenon was 
by no means restricted to the West. Money lenders had long before made 
their appearance in Babylon, India, and China; and the Middle Ages saw 
not only the development of wholesale and retail merchants, though ad­
mittedly on a modest scale, but also the flourishing of sea loans, which 
made maritime trade ventures possible. In the fifteenth and sixteenth cen­
turies bankers from France, Lombardy, and later Germany, such as the 
Weiser and Fugger families, accumulated vast wealth and used it mainly 
as risk capital. 

Such capitalistic activity ran counter to the dogma and ethical feelings 
of the Catholic Church. I t was admitted that man, in order to live in this 
world, had to be gainfully employed, or else command income which 
would ensure adequate subsistence. This was considered by St. Thomas as 
naturalis ratio. However, the accumulation of wealth and the making of 
money as a self-sufficient end, in other words acquisition in excess of reason­
able needs, was to Acquinas a turpitudo; and the dictum applied that "homo 
mercator vix aut nunquam potest placere Deo . " 2 0 The lending out of money 
at interest was the sin of usuraria depravitas, stricdy forbidden by several 
Councils of the Church and punishable by the withholding of the privileges 
of the Sacrament. There were repeated attempts to circumvent the canoni­
cal prohibition in this respect. The rise of the Italian merchant class, more 
specifically, encased as its members were in Guild regulations, permitted 
arrangements that occasionally ensured acquittal of members guilty of 
having taken interest. However, these instances remained incidental only. 
Wi th the exception of relatively infrequent examples, where the Curia's 
financial interests were involved, the Catholic Church successfully held in 
check the forces that could become unleashed by the sole fact of accumula­
tion of capital for its own sake. Usury remained as a turpitudo on the 
books; and it was only when Catholicism declined under the onslaughts of 
the Reformation that capitalism became a social force. The Church was 



6 Calvinistic Economy and 17th Century Dutch Art 

obliged to come to terms with it; but even in our own t ime aggregation of 
capital remains barely tolerated and is canonically frowned u p o n . 2 1 

W e shall find in the Protestant Nor th a greed for gain that was roundly 
condemned in the Catholic parts of Europe, and which seemingly can be 
equated with the rise of the Nor thern bourgeoisie. It may be useful to 
mention in this context that the entire question of the merits of lending 
out money at interest, and its connection with usury, was endlessly discussed 
in seventeenth-century Holland. T h e subsequent century brought peace 
only through acceptance of the necessity to consider capital as a form of 
merchandise like any other, and of the legitimacy of a normal profit for 
its use. 2 2 

W e see thus the Catholic Church in dogmatic opposition to the growth 
of a middle class whose tendencies were mercantile and turned toward the 
institution of money-capital. Consequently, the bourgeoisie remained eco­
nomically relatively weak in Catholic lands and unimportant as art patrons. 
This is particularly true of the Nor th . In Italy, as already mentioned, the 
Holy See had to come to terms with the growth of a merchant class at an 
earlier date. However, the strait] acket of the Italian guild structure pre­
vented these merchants from breaking forth as a class of free and un­
shackled entrepreneurs. 

The second part of our question, "Why the advent of a moneyed bour­
geoisie under Protestant dominion?", has been authoritatively explained by 
Max Weber, who bases his thesis on the ethical conceptions of the new 
creed. Before examining his findings, we would like to say a few words 
concerning the relationship of art and capital in pre-Reformation days. 

Art was originally m a g i c T h e question of financial remuneration for 
work thus performed rarely arose. Later on, art evolved into cult objects, 
and there again, the community took care of the pecuniary aspects, either 
by attaching the artist to tightly ruled temple schools, or leaving it up to 
the priesthood to find skilled exponents of their traditional ideas. This was 
true of the artist-craftsman in Crete and of his equivalent dur ing Greece's 
archaic period. 

When society split into working and leisure classes and a money 
economy came to the fore, art could also be used for embellishment and 
aesthetic enjoyment per se. T h e artist-craftsman became an independent 
entrepreneur who did not necessarily work for a designated patron, bu t for 
the public at large. T h e Hellenistic Age provides a good example of a 
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money economy, with on the one side a wide-spread proletariat, and on 
the other the accumulation of wealth and capital in relatively few hands. 
Dur ing this period, painters, sculptors, potters, and other artisans diverted 
part of their main activities from the glorification of the gods and the state 
to objects that were pure luxury. This pattern continued during the Roman 
Empire. W e have during this stretch of time the first example in the Occi­
dent of the influence of capitalism on art: the tastes of the moneyed classes 
could and did influence not only the style in which art objects were pro­
duced, but also the various genres to which the artists turned their atten­
tion. Portraits, landscapes, and still lifes became prominent because there 
was a continuous demand for them. Art objects were hawked in shops and 
at public fairs, just like other commodities. 

Werner Sombart begins his basic work Luxus und Kapitalismus^ with 
a study of the late medieval Courts. However, there is ample evidence that 
capitalism was prevalent in Hellenistic and Roman times, and that one of 
its outcomes was commercialization of art—a shallowing of form and con­
cept, increased attractiveness, and enhanced appeal for those of the general 
public possessing the means of acquisition. Art in this period became 
geared to less strict criteria as it began to appease and fulfill a taste for 
luxury. 

In these early expressions of capitalistic relevancy to art, we see art as 
a commodity. Marxist dogma does not, however, apply to the state of 
affairs as we encounter it in antiquity. If the artist was "free" he certainly 
was not "icily lonely." And assuredly the capitalists of the Hellenistic and 
Roman eras were not convinced that "Art did not pay." Quite to the 
contrary, their commissions were lavish, and art was integrated into their 
life and philosophical Weltanschauung. Thus the ancient Greek and Roman 
influence of capitalism on art was by no means negative. 2 4 

W i t h the advent of what we call the Middle Ages, and certainly with 
the rise of Saracen power in the Mediterranean, capitalism was checked in 
the Occident. Gradual impoverishment followed, with the artist again 
primarily in the employment of his Church, of his prince, and of the 
aristocracy in some instances. The economic independence and entrepre­
neurship of the artist had disappeared. First an employee of Church and 
Church studios, he later took refuge in the Guild system of the towns; and 
it was only with the rise of the money economy in the late Middle Ages 
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that the lot o£ the artist again became outward-turned, competitive, and 
materially profitable. 

Economists and sociologists repeatedly argue over whether medieval 
trade can be called capitalism. Sombart placed the birthdate for modern 
capitalism in 1202 with the appearance of Leonardo Pisano's Liber Abaci— 
an arithmetical treatise that first rendered exact calculation possible. T h e 
fact remains that it is only from the time that large fortunes appeared in 
the hands of traders or banking families that lay influence could exercise 
its impact on art. When a Jacques Coeur built and decorated a large private 
mansion at Rouen, the effects on artists and artisans had to be relevant. 
And even though money-lenders, bankers, and rich merchants mainly com­
missioned religious paintings and occasional portraits, they provided a new 
kind of clientele for the artist, permitt ing him to escape the traditional 
patrons and eventually to draw them into competition with a new class of 
supporters. The fact that the latter were wealthy, often well-read, and 
interested in the humanities, led the artist on a long and often thorny path 
toward economic freedom. 

It is not the point here to discuss whether the artist was better off as a 
protege of the Church or Prince, or as the free-wheeling small entrepreneur 
that he became in certain parts of Europe during the seventeenth century. 
What we are attempting to do is to establish the fact that owing to the 
rise of modern capitalism dur ing the end of the sixteenth and the beginning 
of the seventeenth centuries, this economic change came about. Here one 
should interpolate Preserved Smith's statement: "There was hardly wealth 
at all in the Middle Ages, only degrees of poverty; and the sixteenth cen­
tury first began to see the accumulation of fortunes worthy of the name." 2 5 

It was thus parallel with the Reformation that we witness the flowering of 
modern capitalism; and it primarily occurred in the Protestant parts of 
Europe and influenced—though not solely and exclusively by any means— 
the form and concept of art. 

For Max Weber there exists a distinct cleavage between what he calls 
the "capitalistic adventurers"—the owners of large fortunes who engaged in 
lending or in trade ventures—and what is to h im the outstanding novelty 
of the Occident and the whole modern form of capitalism: "the rational 
capitalistic organization of [formally] free labor." It is in this latter struc­
ture that Weber sees the origin of sober bourgeois capitalism, and it is with 
it that we also, ultimately, will be concerned. 2 6 W h a t constitutes the essence 



The Weber Thesis 9 

of Weber's contribution is, that it was the Protestant ethos that created, 
when applied to capitalism, a new "Spirit," the "Spirit of Capitalism," 
whose setting free may easily have been a major cause of the economic 
forging ahead of the parts of Europe where the ascetic Protestant sects, or 
even groups of their adherents, remained particularly active. It is indis­
putable that from the sixteenth century onward the economic center of 
gravity shifted from the Catholic countries (the Mediterranean countries, 
but also the Catholic Lowlands with Liege and German Cologne) to Hol­
land, Switzerland, the Baltic cities, and Protestant England. 2 7 Many ex­
planations of this historical fact have been attempted and somehow or other 
linked with the Protestant creeds. 2 8 

Weber, among others, made the historical statement that it was above 
all Protestants who could be found in the forefront of economic progress 2 9 

This superiority appeared not only in the overwhelmingly Protestant coun­
tries, but also where groups or isolated individuals of Protestant faiths 
operated: the Huguenots in France, and even a lonely capitalist in Catholic 
surroundings, such as Hans de Witte in Prague, who financed single-
handedly the armies of Wallenstein. 3 0 In this context it is important to 
stress that such economic superiority as we have been able to elucidate was 
not that of Protestant Lutherans, but rather of members of the sects that 
Weber calls "ascetic." 

T h e principal forms of ascetic Protestantism to which Weber alludes 
are the Calvinists, the Pietists, and the sects growing out of the Baptist 
movement. It is Calvinism that preoccupies us primarily, because it already 
had an overwhelming influence in Western Europe in the seventeenth 
century, and this is the period which we plan to examine here. Weber saw 
the Calvinist attitude towards making money as one of moral obligation, 
and the increase of a man's capital as an end in itself—rather than, as in the 
Catholic approach, a mere convenience to attain financial sufficiency.31 It 
is thus the primacy of making money as the purpose of life, and as an 
adjunct, the necessity of modest living, which illustrates the asceticism of 
the approach. For Weber, this self-denying acquisitiveness is the summum 
bonum of the new ethic, and constitutes the leading principle of modern 
capitalism: money for its own sake. 

F r o m what ethical premise did this new attitude derive? For Weber, 
the basis is to be found in the new approach to the calling, which in 
Protestantism, takes the meaning of a religious conception and a God-set 
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task. In German, the term Beruf means in principle a vocation, a profession, 
or more simply an occupation. 3 2 W h a t a man does in life, to occupy himself 
gainfully, is his Beruf. 

T h e connotation of calling was first added to Beruf by Luther, according 
to whom the fulfilling of daily tasks and duties should be imbued wi th 
religious significance and becames a religious task in itself. In other words, 
the individual lives a religious life through the performance of his secular 
tasks. This proposition is one of the most significant contributions of the 
Reformation. Catholic teaching divides Christians into two camps: the 
laymen and secular priests, whose obligations were defined by the praecepta 
evangelica and whose worldly activities were considered by such philoso­
phers as Thomas Aquinas as things of the flesh, even though willed by 
God; and the "religious"—the monks and nuns—who were ruled by the 
consilia evangelica and who attained a higher ethical level by adherence to 
the vows of poverty, chastity, and obedience. Luther broke this conception 
by establishing solam fidem, the teaching that labor was as valid as mo­
nastic withdrawal as a means of pleasing God and living according to H i s 
will. There was no merit in living in a cloister, apart from the world. 
Man, in order to fulfill his particular calling, "was to live the secular life 
religiously, to serve God within a calling {in vocatione) ."33 

T h e next step, to serve God not only within a calling, but by a calling 
{per vocationem) was reached by Calvin only. T h e most characteristic 
aspect of his teaching was the doctrine of predestination. F o r Luther, "grace 
was revocable and could be won again by penitent humility and faithful 
trust in the word of God and in the sacraments." 3 4 This article of faith 
stands in direct opposition to Calvin's teachings, according to which eternal 
grace devolved to a small minority of mankind only. Whereas Catholicism 
promises salvation by means of the Sacraments and the Church, in Calvin­
ism only the elect attain this ultimate goal. As nobody was certain in 
advance of whether he was one of the elect, the consequence was deep 
spiritual isolation. 3 5 Calvinist teaching thus fostered extreme individualism 
and distrust in friendship or, more generally speakings the aid of other 
men. Since no one knew whether he was one of the elect, the help of one's 
fellow man was useless and to be rejected. 

A Calvinist, faced with the stark teaching of his creed, would be less 
than human if he were not to ask himself repeatedly: " A m I among those 
to be saved, and how can I obtain assurance of my fate?" There were two 
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paths toward such assurance. First the inner certitude that God's power 
was within, and therefore one could not fail to be among the elect. I t was 
such consciousness of his own righteousness that sustained Calvin's own 
certitude of such a fate, the testimonium Spiritus Sanctis In the second 
alternative, the individual is required to perform social tasks, and it is his 
ability to do good works which permits God to work through him. Being 
of use to God as an instrument in the rational organization of the social 
environment promotes His glory and therefore becomes equivalent to being 
in a state of grace. Thus , as Weber puts it, the Calvinist creates not his own 
salvation, but the conviction of it. 

T h e difference between Catholicism and Calvinism is that the Calvinist 
does no t think of a gradual accumulation of good works as a means of 
salvation; he is forced by his creed into an entire life of good works com­
bined into a unified system. 3 6 Morally speaking, this means that an ascetic 
life of strict discipline is added to secular activity, and that election is the 
under ly ing reward. Such a mode of life, rationalized, strenuously active, 
methodically ascetic, permeated with the Puritan interpretation of the call­
ing, led in many instances to the accumulation of private wealth. Weber 
argues therefore, quite rightly it seems to us, that the propensity to accumu­
lation joined to an ascetic simplicity of daily life furnished the Puritan 
conception of the "calling" with the reason for the basis of modern capi­
tal ism; and the Protestant ethos, in its ascetic and Puritan forms, provided 
the basic foundation for the new "Spirit of Capitalism." 

W e shall stress here that Weber did not mean to imply that the spirit 
of capitalism was a necessary outcome of the Reformation, or was, qua 
economic system, a creation of the Reformation. H e "only wishes to ascer­
ta in whether and to wha t extent religious forces have taken part in the 
qualitative formation and the quantitative expansion of that spirit over 
the wor ld . " 3 7 

H a v i n g now ascertained that a) modern capitalism was flourishing in 
the late sixteenth and the seventeenth centuries, and b) that it owed a great 
debt to the impulse of the more ascetic sects among the Protestants, we 
come to our own proposition. We have mentioned in the beginning of this 
study tha t art in the seventeenth century was characterized by an indis­
putable dichotomy in stylistic evolution between artists who worked in the 
Catholic countries and those active in the Protestant Nor th . The divergence 
appears specifically operative when it comes to the main art form of the 
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period, painting. W e will speak primarily of the Northern Netherlands, 
neglecting England because of its civil war, and Scandinavia because of its 
lack of much artistic activity. 3 8 T h e differences have been variously referred 
to, and usually attributed, as already stated, to religious dissimilarities. In 
other words it has become a dictum that the Reformation created in its 
wake a Protestant art. Without wishing to deny this powerful impetus, it 
is our contention that the economic base also exercised great influence upon 
the artistic superstructure. This does not mean an exclusive economic 
determination of the ideological aspect, but rather such determination as is 
important to content, form, and style in the art of the Northern Netherlands. 

W e have seen in the preceding pages that Protestant asceticism was 
involved with the growth of capitalism in its midst. If we ignore for the 
moment the large fortunes, primarily concentrated in the hands of the 
regents, that is the upper strata of the bourgeoisie, and the aristocracy, 
which played a decidedly minor role in the economy of the Northern Neth­
erlands, we may state that much of this wealth had its starting point with 
the middle classes below the level of the regents. Even when not reaching 
peaks of financial growth, the middle class qua class accumulated wealth, 
though on a more modest scale. Our contention is therefore, that with the 
appearance of capital as capital (and we allude to the term "capital" in its 
classical connotation, that is to say an accumulation of value in land, tools, 
banknotes, stock market shares, or simply gold) safely tucked away in the 
pockets of Protestant burghers, the latter acted not as separate or isolated 
patrons but as a group. Money in their case was like a mass force used to 
influence and fashion the output of a numerous artistic polity and require 
subservience to their communal taste. Thus , what is new is not merely the 
opposition of a bourgeois versus an aristocratic viewpoint in influencing 
the arts—although this also plays an important part in the development— 
but concerted economic power that influences the shape of seventeenth-
century artistic expression under the sway of Protestantism. It may be 
useful to state that the important contribution of the economic factor per se 
has hitherto been more or less disregarded in art historical studies, 3 9 and it 
will be our aim to study and evaluate it. 



II: 
Causal Lines Leading to Weber 

In the preceding pages we have often referred to the "bourgeois" or 
middle class. It would perhaps be well to enlarge upon these terms as 
constituent factors of our thesis. How did it come about that these burghers 
came to be the exponents or bearers of the new economic order that we 
equate with capitalism? And what do we understand by middle classes? 

There seems to be a conjunctive union between the new economy and 
the class of people who propagated it and most profited by it. During the 
Middle Ages, the dominant order of things in the realm of economy was a 
natural economy. Goods were bartered rather than paid for, and whosoever 
produced a commodity or rendered services was usually rewarded in kind. 
Money only began coming into use in the twelfth century, and then pri­
marily in the cities; rural sections remained unaffected by it until as late as 
the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. 4 0 The coming to the fore of a mone­
tary economy, with the concomitant factors of commerce and development 
of craftsmanship into small, and then later larger industry brought about 
the change from a rural to an urban economy, and with it a new way of 
life. Like most things in this world, this economic revolution was not 
entirely unforeseeable, or new in the sense that it had never existed before. 
Greece's poleis had seen a similar evolution, which had then fallen into 
desuetude during the first millenium A.D. What happened, again, was a 
move from the countryside into the town, for political reasons—greater 
personal freedom and possibilities of defense—as well as for economic ones. 
Scholars argue about what came first: increased manufacture and expanded 
activity of the merchants, or increased supply of money with a concomitant 
influx of populations into towns. 4 1 Basically, towns owe their existence to 
a surplus of food produced by their agricultural hinterlands. Only when 
there is enough food to sustain a population not directly engaged in agri­
cultural production can a town be settled and support inhabitants that 
specialize in other occupations. The reason for the sudden increase of avail­
able foodstuffs at that precise moment is not known. We are only aware of 
the fact that it came about sometime during the eleventh century—with 
people having special skills leaving the land and joining together for a new 
mode of life in soon-to-be-fortified amalgamates of dwellings. Essentially, 
these town-dwellers were specialists; instead of exercising their crafts in a 
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small-scale peasant way, as an addition to tilling the land but never as an 
exclusive operation, they now devoted all their working time to a single 
profession. As goldsmiths, potters, weavers, armorers, e tc , they soon joined 
together in guilds protective of their common interests, and gave rise to new 
social groups: artisans and merchants. Formerly, during feudal times, 
society was divided into those who owned and those who worked the land, 
with an occasional sprinkling of non-profitably occupied people, mainly 
clerics. Even the big monasteries partook in the division. T h e flowering of 
the towns with their arts and crafts-minded population fostered the creation 
of what could be called the embryo of a middle class—people who were in 
the main independent, and neither very rich nor very poor. Expansion of 
the crafts into industry, such as the Weavers' Guilds in Flanders and Italy, 
was later responsible for the creation of an urban proletariat—which finally 
evolved under advanced capitalism into associations of free workers. Ini­
tially, however, artisans owned small workshops with only a few helpers; 
and they were in the main responsible for the great economic breakthrough 
of the day: manufacture for the anonymous customer in a free market— 
the articles being produced for stock in view of their ultimate disposition 
to consumers who were largely unknown at the t ime of production. 

This approach was quite revolutionary for the period. W e must remem­
ber that before the coming to the fore of towns and the above-described 
urban economy, craftsmen were part of the rural establishment—the manor, 
the monastery, the bishop's palace—and worked for the needs of the unit, 
with hardly any superfluous production for ulterior needs. Occasionally, a 
small peasant would produce consumer goods as a by-product of his tilling 
the land, when the latter did not yield enough for normal maintenance of 
himself and his family. Thus the step taken in the towns, of producing 
in advance, for stock and for a faceless and anonymous purchaser, proved 
quite revolutionary. Goods thus produced stayed in the hands of the pro­
ducer if there was no immediate patron. 

Another class of people took it upon themselves to dispose of wha t had be­
come merchandise, often by seeking out markets at long distance. Thus the 
trader was born, who either for his own account, or on a commission basis, 
became responsible for the flow of goods and regulation of the rate of pro­
duction, according to the needs of faraway consumers. Normally, the mer­
chant bought the goods in which he traded at a firm price, and assumed 
the risk of disposal, together with the possibility of remunerative profits. 
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Hitherto, the only accepted form of wealth had been the land. For traders, 
this would have been a cumbersome means of exchange. The ancient 
Greeks and Romans had customarily used coin for their commercial trans­
actions, and the merchants of the Middle Ages returned to or re-invented 
this extremely convenient and serviceable means of exchange. While pre­
cious metals had therefore mainly been used in the form of useful articles— 
dishes, cups, and plates—diligent rulers started coining gold and silver 
money and retained an appropriate percentage for their services. What had 
hitherto been of small importance, suddenly became a major source of in­
come for always needy princely treasuries. 

Socially speaking, this transformation from a land-based to an extremely 
fluid economy had a strong influence upon the status of all free men. They 
suddenly became liberated from the impediments that had fettered them to 
a given station in life, or to a native environment. In other words, a money 
economy made for upward and horizontal mobility. The burgher could 
buy country estates if he wanted to move into the landed class; or the land 
owner could participate in industrial or commercial ventures by way of 
partnership if he wanted to diversify his holdings and share in lucrative 
undertakings. "Money, making the measurement, exchange and abstraction 
of values possible, depersonalizes and neutralizes property; it makes the 
membership of the various social groups depend upon the abstract, im­
personal and constantly varying factor of possessing the requisite amount 
of capital ." 4 2 

Buying and selling, or trading, often at long distance, brought about the 
need for financial mediation. Money had to be deposited in accounts easy 
to be drawn upon and available in different localities, even different coun­
tries. Also, there was need for credit and for sharing in undertakings that 
were too onerous for one single person. In short, what we term banking 
and banking facilities had to be set up in order to meet the exigencies of 
commerce. Merchants with international connections adopted banking as 
a side-line, soon to expand into their principal business. Goldsmiths, money 
changers, and pawnbrokers joined the ranks. Banking led quasi-automati-
cally to accumulation of capital, and we see members of the profession 
outgrowing their original status and becoming rich and powerful by the 
influence of their gold and their credit. 

Ou t of the two initial kinds of occupation—craftsmen and m e r c h a n t s -
there grew thus differential professional strata. T h e craftsman could evolve 
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into entrepreneur, with many laborers depending upon him and subservient 
to his economic well-being. The merchant turned in many instances into 
a banker. Both outgrew the initial level of the middle class. F rom the 
ranks of the suddenly wealthy came the dignitaries who filled institutional 
or municipal functions. City and guild offices and many other responsible 
posts went to those among the burghers who had done well financially for 
themselves and consequently acquired power and influence. 

When we henceforth use the terms bourgeois and middle class, we have 
to differentiate between what was originally synonymous. Bourgeois points 
to a condition. A member of this class was neither noble nor peasant, but 
essentially a town dweller (although he might have acquired land, but 
always as a subordinate occupation) belonging to what was later called 
the Third Estate. He could be rich or poor, hold a high office or be simply 
a small craftsman, but the overall designation establishes him with respect 
to the place that he held in the general hierarchy of the political entity 
of which he was a citizen. 

Middle class, on the other hand, denotes the economic level of its mem­
bers. It is a question of income or amount of property: neither rich, nor 
very poor. The aristocrat in straightened circumstances is just as much 
middle class as moderately well-to-do farmers, owners of small indus­
trial enterprises, the clergy, educators, and generally speaking, most people 
in the learned professions. As Georgia Harkness puts it: "In ordinary 
parlance, all whose income is sufficient to live in modest comfort but not 
luxury are of the middle class." 4 3 French sociologists repeatedly distinguish 
between "bourgeoisie" and "grande bourgeoisie." It is the former that we 
equate with middle class, and which became the main repository for 
Calvinism. 

These were the groups which were the promoters and exponents of the 
economic forces that directed art into channels which differed so completely 
from directions taken elsewhere. W e shall see in the following pages, that 
the Dutch middle class does not necessarily remain restricted to people of 
modest means; by contemporary standards, they were quite often well-to-do. 
But essentially it is among them that one finds the greatest empathy with 
and fidelity to Calvin's teachings. Max Weber brings this out very clearly, 
when he writes: "With great regularity we find the most genuine adher­
ents of Puritanism among the classes which were rising from a lowly status, 
the small bourgeois and the farmers, while the beati possidentes, even 
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among Quakers, were often found to repudiate the old ideals." He con­
t inues: "But it was from just this small capitalist class, and not from the 
great financial magnates, etc., that there originated what was characteristic 
of Occidental capitalism." 4 4 Translated into our terms, Weber's statements 
exemplify the influence of the lower middle class in the Northern Nether­
lands not only on their environment in general, but also on art—which is 
our subject—taken as merchandise. 

W e have perfunctorily sketched the origin of the middle class, its exist­
ence due to a money economy, the coming to the fore of the banker and 
financier, and inevitably, the rise of capitalism as such. As noted previously, 
Weber associates the birth of modern capitalism with Protestant ethics. 
This view is not today generally accepted although we feel that it offers a 
rational explanation with respect to the state of affairs. Others such as 
Immanue l Wallerstein 4 5 espouse different explanations for the causative 
development in the Northern Netherlands at the time of the Reformation. 
Firs t of all, this scholar dubs the Netherlands Revolution as a "nationalistic" 
movement, although he admits the inherent religious component. "While 
the nobility sought in the beginning to monopolize the form and nature 
of the quarrel with the King, the Calvinist community broke through their 
prescribed passive role into a frenzy known as the Breaking of the Images 
which swept the country, north and south." Geyl describes the authorities 
as "paralyzed with fright" and the Calvinist leaders themselves as show­
ing "surprise and discomfiture." The iconoclastic excesses were, however, 
not in the least attributable to John Calvin's teachings. In fact, we shall 
see in a later chapter that the Reformer was basically opposed to the de­
struction of works of art, even though he might consider them idols. The 
ma in culprits were the Anabaptists, and if followers of Calvinism emulated 
them it was not because but rather in spite of their religious training. 
Calvin, contrary to what Geyl writes, evinced great respect for art and 
beauty, and formally laid down the conditions and eventualities in which 
they could freely be enjoyed by his adherents. 4 6 Iconoclasm, however, is only 
incidental. T h e main thrust of the Wallerstein-Geyl arguments consists in 
the theory that religion, that is Protestantism, was a subsidiary and ancillary 
aspect of the situation then prevalent in what is today Holland. They 
propose to see the division of the Low Countries into a Protestant Nor th 
and a Catholic South not as an outcome of the rebellion against Spain, 
with the N o r t h more inclined toward reform, but rather as the result of 


