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Nature’s First Law
Cimon and Pevo in the Dutch Paintings of the Early Seventeenth Century

by
Michiko Fukaya

Part-time lecturer
Kyoto University

In the seventeenth century the story of Cimon and Pero became very popular in
Dutch paintings. Rubens has often been regarded as the stimulant of this popularity
in the North. In this article, two works of art are considered which precede the first
Cimon and Pero by Rubens. The first is a blazoen designed by Hendrick Goltzius
and executed by Pieter de Grebber;the second is a large-sized painting by
Abraham Bloemaert from Utrecht.

In October 1606, a landjuweel (a festive contest of the rhetoricians chamber) was
held in Haarlem under the auspices of the municipal authority. The contest was
planned as a fund-raising campaign for a new nursing home for the aged and
combined with a lottery for this purpose. For the hosting chamber, Pellican,
Goltzius designed the blazoen and Chaerte (invitation card) with the iconography
of Cimon and Pero and Aeneas fleeing from Troy with his old father on his
shoulder. This is one of the first examples of the subject in seventeenth-century
Dutch paintings. In addition, it gives an opportunity for us to examine the way in
which people received a certain message from the image. To love one’s parents is
nature’s first law, in this case.

In addition to its social context, some inspirational souces for Goltzius’ design,
which have been overlooked, will be introduced. From some documents it can be
assumed that he must have seen a play, the Mirvor of Virtues, which is an
adaptation play of Cimon and Pero based on Valerius Maximus. Goltzius appears
cognizant also of a printer’s mark of Sebastien Nivelle. The print of Nivelle has a
very similar composition to the design of Goltzius, and it is the only example
before Goltzius that also represents Cimon and Pero and Aeneas at the same time.

Bloemaert’s painting was created circa 1610, and it has been suggested that the
Samson and Delilah of Rubens influenced it. The print of Nivelle, however, shows
a strong resemblance to Bloemaert’s work concerning the pose of the two protago-
nists. An alternative possibility should be examined that Rubens, visiting Haarlem
in 1612, became informed of this sensual and moralizing subject through Goltzius



and then painted his first Cimon and Pero. Welcoming famous artists was a task
of the local rhetorician’s chamber, and in de regenten kamer in which Rubens must
have been entertained, the blazoen by Goltzius was sure to be seen.
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