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Abstract
It is not recorded anywhere who was the illustrator or engraver of the

Frontispiece printed in the First Volume of Hortus Malabaricus. Perhaps due to its

anonymous nature, the Frontispiece has not yet been studied or analysed critically by

anyone. The commentators are either silent on this aspect, or mention that it is by an

“unidentified artist”. A critical study of the original reveals the unmistakable stamp

of the hand of the Dutch Golden Age artist Gérard de Lairesse in the drawing of the

Frontispiece.

Illustrators and engravers of the drawings

in Hortus Malabaricus

Hortus Malabaricus (Van Rheede, 1678-

1693) contains the illustrations of the 741 plants

described in the 12 Volumes of the book. Apart

from the illustrations of plants, the book has a

Frontispiece drawing printed in Volume 1 and a

portrait of its compiler Van Rheede printed in

Volume 3.

By his own account, the author of the

book made use of three or four artists to draw

the illustrations of the plants described in Hortus

Malabaricus but the identity of only two of them

are known. (Van Rheede mentions in his Preface

to Vol. 3 that “Three or four painters, who

stayed with me in a convenient place, at once

accurately depicted the living plants”). Among

the soldiers of Cochin garrison van Rheede

found the draughtsman Antoni Jacobz Goetkint.

He signed the 1st Figure of Vol. 1 of Hortus

Malabaricus. He belonged to the Antwerp

artists’ family of the same name. Antoni Jacobz

Goetkint worked in Antwerp. It is not known

when he entered the service of the VOC and

how he came to be in Cochin. During van

Rheede’s commandership Goetkint held the rank

of a sergeant. After the death of Captain

Burghart Uytter in 1677, he was provisionally

promoted as an ensign. He distinguished himself

in 1678, when he saved Mathew of St. Joseph

from an attempted kidnapping. Later he became

a captain in Ceylon, where he died in 1691.

The other illustrator known by name,

Marcelis Splinter who signed Fig. 39 of Vol. 6,

comes from an old family of painters and

sculptors who worked on the Cathedral of the

city of Utrecht. Marcelis Splinter was born in

Amsterdam in 1634. About his stay in Malabar

no data are available but, he must have been an

employee of the Company there, because during

the period of van Rheede’s commandership

there were no Dutch free-burghers in Malabar.

The Splinter family is recorded to be located in

Utrecht from 1501. The eldest known

representative, Gerrit Splinter was since 1505

a foreman of the works of the Cathedral in

Utrecht. (Heniger, 1986).

Only two engravings of the drawings of

plants in Hortus Malabaricus have been signed

by engravers. One, Fig.1 in Vol.1, Tenga, is

signed by Bastiaan Stoopendael (1637-1693),

who was a draughtsman, engraver and etcher

in Amsterdam. Stoopendael was the person who

engraved the plan of Amsterdam Municipal



SAMAGRA Vol. 5&6 2009-2010 2

Garden in1685. The second engraver was

Gonsalez Appelman, who signed on Fig.39, Vol.

6, Hina Pariti. Gonsalez Appelman was an

engraver in Antwerp, Leiden, Amsterdam and

Köln. The names of these two draughtsmen and

the two engravers are found in the Fig.1 of Vol.1

and Fig.39 of Vol.6 of the books printed.

The portrait of Hendrik Adriaan van

Rheede tot Drakenstein (1636-1691) included

in Volume 3 of Hortus Malabaricus is engraved

in about 1684, and is attributed to Pieter

Stevensz van Gunst (Heniger, 1986).

Original drawings of the plants of Hortus

Malabaricus.

About 500 of the original drawings of

the plants of Hortus Malabaricus are preserved

in tact in London. The hand-written catalogue

of accessions to the Department of Manuscripts,

of the British Library, London, shows that the

British Museum purchased in Holland “Five

volumes in folio, containing the original

drawings in Indian ink, of the plates in the work

entitled ‘Hortus Malabaricus’, published in

Amsterdam in 12 parts, folio, 1678-1703". The

volumes were bought, in fact, at the auction of

the collections of Bernard Siegfried Albinus in

Amsterdam on 16th October 1771. Albinus

(1697-1770) was Professor of Anatomy and

Surgery in Leiden University (NNBW,

Vol.4.1918: 22-24). Drawings underlying the

engravings of the first 10 volumes are included

in this collection. These original drawings are

preserved in the British Museum in London. The

other drawings, of Vols. 11 and 12, are still not

located and are believed to be irrecoverably lost.

 The technique of engraving followed in

Hortus Malabaricus and its significance.

The Frontispiece of the First Volume of

Hortus Malabaricus is a drawing executed in

typical 17th century Dutch style. The original of

this was also preserved in the British Museum

along with their collection of the original

drawings of plants of Hortus Malabaricus. It is

not recorded anywhere who was the illustrator

or engraver of the Frontispiece. No name in

connection with this drawing appears in any of

the different versions of the book printed. The

commentators are either silent on this aspect,

or mention that it is by an “unidentified artist”.

Heniger (1986) states it as “unsigned”. Perhaps

due to its anonymous nature, the Frontispiece

has not yet been studied or analysed critically

by anyone. However, as the Frontispiece is a

drawing with many unique features that are

meaningful and significant, an attempt is made

here to examine, study and analyse it as far as

possible.

In this connection, it would be useful to

understand how the illustrations were engraved

for printing in books in those days. Kooiman &

Venema (1942) have explained this process on

the basis of the production of the engravings

for Jan Commelin’s Hortici Medici

Amstelodamensis Rariorum Plantarum of 1697.

The outlines of the drawings are scratched by

the engraver with a sharp stylus, to make it

visible on the drawings which have previously

been covered all over with black or red chalk. A

paper is pasted on a copper plate and pressed in

order to produce a rough sketch of the drawing

in black or red on the plate. The impression is

then engraved on it for printing. The printed

drawing thus becomes a mirror image of the

original drawing.

The printed sketches of all the drawings

of plants in Hortus Malabaricus are, therefore,

mirror images of their original drawings made

by the illustrator. This can be seen evidently by

comparing the original drawings of the plants

with the illustrations found finally printed in the

book. In the case of the printed version of the

images of plants it is usually of no consequence

whether they are of the original orientation or

are their mirror images. In the case of human

figures, maps, alphabets, etc. an inter change of

left and right, however, would create confusion.

To avoid any such problem, this study is

therefore based on the original drawing of the

Frontispiece preserved in the British Museum,

a photocopy of which was obtained when the

present author visited the BM in 1994 (Fig.1).

The common template of the Frontispiece.

The template of the Frontispiece used

is common, with the title of the book written
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differently in different Editions and Volumes.

The alphabets are engraved in the second stage,

on a panel left blank at first. It is on this panel

that the titles of the book are written during the

second stage, differently in different editions and

volumes. The first very few copies of the book

appeared with the title on the panel in the

illustration, as well as on the title page, as

“HORTUS MALABARICUS” (Fig.2) but the

few subsequent copies carried a more

explanatory title “HORTUS INDICUS

MALABARICUS”  These were printed when

the work was executed by the printers

immediately after the receipt of the manuscript

in Amsterdam, with no waste of time. The

printers never expected any more volumes of

such a big, detailed and meticulous scientific

book as forthcoming soon. Therefore, when

more volumes were quickly forthcoming for

printing, the titles were again changed later as

“HORTI INDICI MALABARICI” along with

added words denoting the numbers of the

concerned Volumes.

An analysis of the Frontispiece drawing and

the symbols in it.

The inside of a Garden (Hortus), having

a main building with an artistic architecture, and

a large horticultural house on one side can be

seen in a view between two pillars of a gate

with an arch. On the opposite side of the

horticultural house natural growth of a few trees

is seen, along with a banana plant with two apical

bunches of fruits, which is un-natural. The main

building has a large arched show-window with

a broad panel above, supported on two sides by

two human figurines, one male and the other

female. This was the common style in Dutch

architecture in the 17th century. The male and

female figurines symbolise fertility of the plants

and vegetation in the garden

Western symbol of the Goddess of

agriculture or flora.

In front of the window, on a raised

platform a woman with a rich dress is seated on

a high pedestal, holding a garden rake in her

right hand. Holding the rake in the right hand is

to symbolise her lively involvement in the

maintenance of the Hortus. The top of her dress

is tied on her right shoulder (Fig.3. Detail), in

the typical style represented in the depiction of

western symbols of Greek Goddess of

agriculture (“Ceres”), or Roman Goddess of

flowering plants (“Flora”). Several common

garden implements are also found scattered on

the floor near her.

The woman symbolic of the Goddess is

drawn as seated on the left side of the illustration

which is the west side in a drawing. On the right

side, representing the east, are drawn four Indian

men representing the one Malabar physician and

the three Konkanis who helped in compiling the

Hortus Malabaricus. The facial features of the

Malabar physician are distinct. Those of the

three Konkanis are common in all three of them

and are undistinguishable from each other.

Vase and plant pot and the motif of inter-

locking rings.

A big vase with floral motifs is seen

placed on the floor at the same level with the

figure of the Goddess. In front of this vase,

another smaller pot is shown, making it clearly

visible without any obstruction, containing a

newly planted sapling (Fig.4). That it is a new

plant (newly planted) is made obvious by the

support stick to which the sapling is tied for

support.

The smaller pot kept in front has a

characteristic design or decoration on its side.

This design consists of two interlocking rings

(Fig.4), one on left and the other on right (not

one above the other), showing the collaboration

and linkage between East (Malabar, in the

continent of Asia) and West (Netherlands, in the

continent of Europe) to produce this classic

academic work, or nurture this new sapling.

Hortus Malabaricus is the product of the first

technical collaboration between Asian scholars

and European experts, the like of which did not

happen again in history for many centuries.

The two interlocking rings clearly

remind one about the symbol of the Olympic

Games. The Olympic Games symbol is

composed of five interlocking rings representing
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the five continents involved in the Olympics and

was designed in 1913, adopted in 1914 and first

officially debuted at the Games of the VII

Olympiad in Antwerp, Belgium in 1920. This

was originally designed in 1912 by Baron Pierre

de Coubertin, the founder of the modern

Olympic Games. The interlocking rings is

considered as an innovative idea. In his article

published in the “Olympic Revue” the official

magazine of the International Olympic

Committee in November 1992, the American

historian Robert Barney explains that the idea

of the interlaced rings came to Pierre de

Coubertin when he was in charge of the USFSA,

an association founded by the union of two

French sports associations and until 1925

responsible for representing the International

Olympic Committee in France: The emblem of

the union between those two French sports

associations was two interlocking rings,

supposed to be originally the idea of Swiss

psychiatrist Carl Jung. However, more than two

centuries before the adoption of modern

Olympics, the symbol of two such interlocking

rings are found to be shown in the Frontispiece

of Hortus Malabaricus, believed to be

representing the intellectual collaboration

between the scholars in two participating

continents- Asia and Europe.

All those who have written on and

studied the history of Hortus Malabaricus state

that the Frontispiece is by an “unidentified

artist”. In all the Editions of the printed book,

the illustration is found to be unsigned by

anyone. However, the original drawing of the

Frontispiece preserved in the British Museum,

a photocopy of which was obtained in 1994,

which is still in possession of the present author,

a name is visible though faintly (Fig.5. showing

detail of the name), written on the part of the

sketch showing the stone step below the plant

pot with the two interlocking rings. This name,

written on the Frontispiece is either unnoticed

or left ignored till now. In 1994, the present

author was mainly interested in determining the

botanical identity of the plants of Hortus

Malabaricus and, therefore, the Frontispiece

drawing was of only a passing interest.

Nevertheless I had obtained a photocopy of that.

Recently, in 2010, when the present author

wanted to verify and confirm it again, with a

new, modern high-resolution scanned image, the

Frontispiece drawing appears to be missing or

un-locatable).

The name found to be written on the

original copy of the Frontispiece (obtained in

1994) is not very clearly legible. It appears to

be “G. Laressci” or “G. Liaressci” or “G. Liare

fecit” (Fig.5), if the upended tail of the letter

L is considered as broken, which is unlikely.

The greatest possibility appears for it to be

“G. Laressci ƒ”. Let us examine the

possibilities and see if this could mean

anything.

The letters f (ƒ), Roman Cursive Scripts,

Long s and short s.

The name proper is followed after a

short gap by a letter f. The last, separate letter

f (depicted as ƒ) can be the abbreviation of the

word “fecit”, meaning “made it”- which was

usually written by the engravers, while the word

artists usually add is “del” behind his or her name

to mean “drew it”. The words could also be

“G. Liara fecit” but this can not be right because

such a name does not exist now in the

Netherlands (Baas, 2010) nor has been in

existence there in the 17th century (Spooner,

1853).

Before attempting to analyse the word

or the alphabets in it further, it would be useful

to remember certain points regarding the

Roman alphabets used in Latin in the 17th

century. In the documents and books printed

(and written) in 17th and 18th centuries, two

types of the letter s can be found to be used,

long s and short s. The Long or medial s looks

like a miniscule or lower-case f, but the

horizontal stroke is very short and visible only

on the left side of the vertical stroke for regular

fonts. There is no horizontal stroke at all on

Italic fonts. There was also no horizontal stroke

when the Long s was hand-written. The s with

which we are familiar today was called the

round or terminals.
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The roots of the Long s go back to the

ancient Roman Cursive Scripts which were used

to write Old English and other non-Roman

languages within the Roman empire. (Blunt,

1952). The general rule, with some exceptions,

is that the Long or medial s should be used at

the beginning or in the middle of a word. At

that time, the Long s was used to represent a

slightly different s-sound which was used in Old

and Middle English. (The list of rules for the

use of the Long s are posted by Andrew West

at the BabelStone). Say the words “reason” or

“husband,” and you can hear that slightly hard

sound, as compared to words like “silk” or

“rest,” which have the softer sound. The Long

s was adopted as part the European alphabet

and continued to be used in hand-written scripts

through the Middle Ages The Long s was so

firmly established that it continued to be used

even after the moveable type was introduced.

The round or terminal s was usually used at the

end of a word. From 1803 onwards only the

short s is used, to reduce the effort in type setting

and to improve the readability. (At this time,

actual lead strips were placed between each line

of text, but the wider the strips, the fewer lines

of text could be placed on a page. This

compression of the type on the page made it

very difficult to distinguish between the long s

and the lower case f, making the text hard to

read). Due to this practice some old books may

be found where the Long s is written with the

font “f”, as in “hufband” or “Congrefs” or

“reafon” (Davies, 2006). However, these two

different types of s can be seen in old documents

and books including the original versions of

Hortus Malabaricus in which old Latin with old

letters (of 17th century) is used. (See also

Stillwell, 1989, and the German double s, ß

which is still extant).

Thus, what is written in the Frontispiece

can be read as “G. Laressci ƒ”. The first s in

Laressci is Long s, which looks like the modern

f but without a horizontal stroke, and with an

extended lower half. The second one is the

round or terminal s. The alphabet after the name,

appearing after a gap, is not a Long s but is

indeed f ( ƒ ) which has a clear and prominent

horizontal stroke. This “f” represents the

abbreviation for the word “fecit”.

The names Laressci, Laressc, Laress,

Liaressci and Lairesse.

It is interesting to note that there is no

name with the spelling Laressci, Laressc, Laress

or Liaressci available in any old literature

(Spooner, 1853). However, a name “G.Lairesse”

existed in Amsterdam (the Netherlands) during

the years when Hortus Malabaricus was written

and printed.

There was a Dutch Golden Age painter

named Gérard de Lairesse (1641-1711). The

Dutch Golden Age was a period in Dutch

history, roughly spanning the 17th century, in

which Dutch trade, science, and art were among

the most acclaimed in the world. Gérard (or

Gerard) de Lairesse was Flemish, born in

Belgium, but living in Amsterdam, the

Netherlands, and placed with Dutch School. He

was also a theatrical set designer, lecturer, writer

and art theoretician and was perhaps the most

celebrated painter in Amsterdam during the

period following the death of Rembrandt. A

portrait of de Lairesse was painted by

Rembrandt in 1665, when de Lairesse was 24

and Rembrandt was 59. De Lairesse was also a

fine draughtsman. In 1685 Govard Bidloo, who

later became professor of medicine and surgery

at the University of Leiden, published his

Anatomia Humani Corporis with 105 plates by

de Lairesse. His treatises on painting and

drawing, Grondlegginge der teekenkonst (1701)

and Groot Schilderboek (1707), were highly

influential on 18th-Century painters. A versatile

artist, he also designed and painted highly

successful stage sets for the Theatre of

Amsterdam.

De Lairesse made many prints for book

illustrations and drawings of Frontispieces

including one for his own book Groot Schilder-

Boek (Fig.6, Detail in Fig.7 ), published in 1707,

that was engraved by Philip Tideman.
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Celebrated during his lifetime and well

into the 18th century, he was berated during the

19th century. With or without justification, he

was considered superficial and was held in large

part responsible for the decline in Dutch

painting. Two hundred years after his death in

1711 the Encyclopædia Britannica, 11th Edition

(1911) gave no listing at all for De Lairesse,

while devoting four pages to Rembrandt.

However, works by De Lairesse are now on

display at many museums around the world,

including the Rijksmuseum and Historisch

Museum in Amsterdam, the Louvre in Paris, the

Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York City,

the National Gallery of Art in Washington, D.C.,

and the National Portrait Gallery and Tate

Gallery in London, restoring his rightful position

among the Dutch Golden Age painters. In the

Binnenhof, now the seat of the Dutch parliament

in The Hague, a hall which he decorated in 1688

is named after him. A street in Amsterdam, the

De Lairessestraat, is also named after him,

showing the high esteem in which he is held by

his countrymen now.

Whether the name “G. Laressci” written

in the original drawing of the Frontispiece of

Hortus Malabaricus, is the same person Gérard

de Lairesse (also commonly called G. Lairesse

or G. Laire) or not, is the matter that may be

verified. While no name with the spelling

Laressci has ever existed in the Netherlands, a

very popular and much sought-after painter

belonging to the Dutch Golden Age, with the

name Lairesse was active at the same time

(1670-s) and place (Amsterdam) when Hortus

Malabaricus was published. Therefore, the non-

existing name spelling Laressci may be

considered as the same as the only existing name

spelling Lairesse, particularly also because these

two words with these two spellings are

pronounced almost similarly.

The spelling of the name written.

But, why this misplacement of the letter

‘i’ has occurred, when a person can not be

normally expected to commit a spelling mistake,

however minute, while writing his own name?

The name G. Lairesse written by Lairesse himself

on the Frontispiece of his own book Groot

Schilder-Boek, is in the usual form (Fig.7), while

the name written on the Frontispiece illustration

of Hortus Malabaricus has the capital letters G

and L in the manuscript form (Fig..5). This clearly

shows that the name G. Lairesse here is not written

by the person himself but by someone else who

has not been particularly careful in spelling the

name, as the concerned person himself would have

done. This point can be well appreciated when it

is remembered that the name of the author of the

book Hortus Malabaricus himself, “Van Rheede

tot Drakestein” is written with eight different

spellings, even on the title pages of the different

volumes of the book. Assuming that it was not G.

Lairesse, who then could have written the name

on the drawing can not be confirmed with

certainty but it may be safely assumed that it was

by the engraver (who remains anonymous till

date), the only person other than the artist who

had any legitimate authority to deal with the

drawing.

A study of the Frontispiece reveals the

stamp of the hand of Lairesse in several respects

also. The design of the series of inverted U-s to

decorate the lower part of the landing where the

lady is seated (Fig.8), has been used by Lairesse

in several of his drawings (Fig.9). The

characteristic leaf architecture drawn on the large

plant pot (Fig.1 and Fig.9) is found repeated in

other drawings by him. Apart from the facial

features, the hair-style of the lady (cf:- Fig.3) is

also of his favourite fashion, found drawn in many

of his female figures.

It had been agreed by all his

contemporaries that Lairesse was not only gifted

with great artistic imagination but was also highly

intelligent. A combination of these characters can

be found in his depiction of the novel idea of the

design of the inter-connected rings on the pot with

the newly planted sapling in it. When this Dutch

Golden Age painter was actively around at the

same place (Amsterdam) and at the same time

(1675-1678), it can not be but that the artist who

painted the Frontispiece of Hortus Malabaricus

is none other than Gérard de Lairesse.
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Fig. 1. Original drawing of the Hortus Malabaricus Frontispiece, with blank panel

and correct orientation of East and West.
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Fig. 2. Frontispiece of the Hortus Malabaricus First Edition (1678), assumed single

volume (mirror image).
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Fig.3. Detail of the head of the lady (Goddess)

showing facial features and hair-style.

Fig.4. Plant pot with two interlocking rings

(representing Asia (East) and Europe (West))

design and a newly planted sapling.             >>

Fig. 5. Details of the name in the original
drawing of the Hortus Malabaricus
Frontispiece.

Fig. 6. Frontispiece of Schilder-Boek of Gerard

de Lairesse, drawn by himself.                      >>

Fig. 7. Spelling of Lairesse written by himself.

Detail from Schilder-Boek- enlarged.
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Fig. 8. Decorative design below the step in the Hortus Malabaricus Frontispiece,

with inverted U-s.

Fig. 9. Gerard de Lairesse’s drawing of Schouburg3, Plate E p (Detail of part showing

inverted U-s and characteristic leaf designs).




