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ence sources?). Heckscher’s article, as is to be expected, is a 
laudatory intellectual biography that constructs a very sym- 
pathetic portrait of Panofsky and discloses little of his per- 
sonal life, though the Panofsky we meet is a humane and 
attractive figure in harmony with the humanistic princi- 
ples associated with his writings. Panofsky’s humanism was 
of course related to his intellectual tradition, but it was also 
contemporary. At the end of the Critique of Practical Rea- 
son, in a well-know and beautiful passage, Kant states that 
the two things that fill him with respect are the starry heav- 

ens above and the moral law within. Heckscher relates to 
us that “at the end of an electrifying evening with Ernst 
Kantorowicz in which the topic of discussion had been 
man’s innate sense of the Sublime, [Kantorowicz], stepping 
out of the house on Battle Road, remarked, ‘Looking at 
the stars, I feel my own futility.’ To which Panofsky replied, 
Ail I feel is the futility of the stars’.”

Allister Neher 
Humanities Department, Dawson College 

Montreal, Quebec
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Dutch Culture and the Politics of Différence

Two recent publications, Paragons of Virtue: Women and 
Domesticity in Seventeenth-Century Dutch Art by Wayne 
Franits, and Women ofthe Golden Age: An InternationalDe
bate on Women in Seventeenth-Century Holland, Englandand 
Italy edited by Els Kloek, Nicole Teeuwen and Marijke 
Huisman, reveal that issues of gender are becoming increas- 
ingly central to (re)writing the history of seventeenth-cen- 
tury Dutch culture. While the concerns of “women’s history” 
are not new to historical understandings of this period, both 
Wayne Franits and Els Kloek point out that there is still 
much work to be done on the place of women in early 
modem Dutch society. As Franits states in the préfacé to 
Paragons ofVirtue, the fields of Dutch seventeenth-century 
art, women’s studies and social history hâve recently un- 
dergone sweeping changes.1 Indeed, these changes are on- 
going, as the study of gender relations opens these 
disciplines to new questions about the operation of power 
in the past. Thus, Paragons ofVirtue and Women ofthe 
Golden Age are both significant contributions to considéra
tions of seventeenth-century Dutch culture. An examina
tion of these two books accesses recent methodological 
debates which converge and often conflict at the discipli- 
nary intersections of women’s history, socio-economic his
tory, literary studies and art history.

Franits carefully draws the parameters of his study and, 
with clarity of style, limits his analysis to seventeenth-cen
tury genre paintings imaging domestic virtue and the ways 
in which they functioned in Dutch society. Negotiating his 

way through ongoing methodological contests over the in
terprétation of Dutch genre painting, Franits incorporâtes 
some of the concerns of feminist social art history in an 
examination of the rôle that these images of women played 
in reinforcing the patriarchy. Virtuous domesticity is 
conflated with idéal femininity as Franits argues, “the paint
ings were carriers of cultural significance,...they shaped and 
in turn were shaped by a firmly established System of be- 
liefs and values about women that were endorsed within 
the patriarchal social order of the day.”2 Paradoxically, while 
this method opens the paintings to fresh interprétations, 
in the final analysis, it serves to close off meaning and to 
circumscribe “Dutch women” within the extremely rigid 
categories of a patriarchal value System.

This incongruity can be explored in terms of the man
ner in which Paragons ofVirtue both moves beyond, yet re
mains constrained by recent, often heated, critical debates 
which fragment the field of seventeenth-century Dutch art 
history. These debates are by now well-rehearsed, and are 
most often discussed in terms of disparities between the ap- 
proaches of two art historians, Eddy de Jongh and Svetlana 
Alpers.3 Influenced by Irwin Panofsky’s notion of concealed 
symbolism, Eddy de Jongh has used emblem books, prints 
and popular literature to tease out moral meanings which lie 
hidden behind ostensibly realistic représentations. In iisput- 
ing this method, Svetlana Alpers has called for renewed at
tention to the descriptive surfaces of Dutch paintings, 
which, she argues, function in terms of seventeenth-century 
empiricist théories of knowledge.4 Thus, allegory, or con
tent, has been pitted against naturalism, or style. Because 
both de Jongh’s and Alpers methods hâve been extensively 
criticized, scholars working on Dutch genre paintings strug- 
gle to find effective new approaches. Franits rightly argues 
that the naturalism/symbolism split is a false polarization, 
and that style and content intertwined impart meaning: 
“The propensity in much current scholarship to divorce 
form, that is, pictorial style, from content is therefore ana- 
chronistic for both are inextricably bound together.”5
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Franits critiques Svetlana Alper’s interprétation of 
Dutch painting as a neutral art of describing by examining 
the ways in which artistic conventions influenced what and 
how “reality” was represented. He convincingly argues that 
both the style and content of these images of domestic vir
tue were governed by conventions of this genre, and con- 
cludes: “Owing to the extremely limited number of subjects 
depicted and the répétition of spécifie formulations, the 
much-vaunted ‘reality’ represented in these paintings can 
only be described as a sélective, fictitious construct.”6 For 
example, he points out that women were usually depicted 
as “types,” who embodied spécifie féminine virtues, and 
were surrounded by a limited number of objects and mo
tifs, which carried the same moral meanings.7

Paragons of Virtue also départs from Eddy de Jongh’s 
formulation that the meanings of repeated thèmes, types 
and motifs are concealed within the paintings. According 
to Franits, symbolic motifs, which may seem hidden to a 
twentieth-century viewer, were readily apparent to seven- 
teenth-century viewers “because they were immediately 
perceived on the surface of the painting as they were in- 
trinsic to its skilful and engaging présentation of a plausi
ble reality.”8 In order to avoid the problems of de Jongh’s 
“hidden symbolism,” Franits argues that ail seventeenth- 
century viewers shared a common value System, and there - 
fore would hâve understood the “commonplace,” “firmly 
established” and “universally held ideals about women and 
domesticity”9 which the paintings both expressed and re- 
inforced. Although Franits départs from de Jongh and 
Alpers, he also combines their théories by asserting that 
images of domestic virtue were both descriptive and pre
scriptive: they did not only reflect contemporary ideals of 
domesticity but played an active rôle in shaping the range 
of virtues and obligations expected of women at this time.10 
In this way, they functioned as “paragons of virtue” to be 
imitated by female viewers.

Thus, Franits participâtes in a recent methodological 
trend in seventeenth-century Dutch art history:11 although 
artists’ intentions are not rejected as key to meaning, more 
weight is placed on the interprétations of seventeenth-cen
tury viewers as a method to uncover the “multiplicity of 
meanings” which was attached to this type of imagery.12 In 
his introduction, Franits writes,

Contemporary viewers must hâve “read” domestic im
agery on various related levels that were contingent on 
a number of governing factors, among others their level 
of éducation, the degree to which they conformed to 
the value System, and the popularity and conventional- 
ity of the subjects portrayed.13

However, in the body of his text, Franits concédés that while 
domestic practices certainly varied throughout Dutch soci
ety, “It is impossible to détermine the extent to which [im
ages of domestic virtue] actually affected domestic life 
during the seventeenth century.”14

This is where Franits’ method lets him down, for the 
assertion that symbols in the paintings would easily hâve 
been apprehended by seventeenth-century viewers who ad- 
hered to agreed-upon common values functions to subsume 
the multiple différences amongst viewers and meanings. To 
détermine the nature of this value System, Franits exam
ines and synthesizes a wide variety of sources: emblem 
books, prints, portraits, sermons, embroidery pattern books, 
conduct books, poems, etc. He concludes that these visual 
and textual sources présent an idéal, yet theoretically imi
table female: “...it is most accurate to view domestic im
agery in art as visually analogous to the prescriptions of 
contemporary authors and their élucidation of the rôles and 
duties of women....”15 However, if viewers were familiar 
with moralistic représentations, they also were shaped by a 
large genre which depicted unruly housewives and chaotic 
households. Franits critiques Simon Schama’s handling of 
this material in The Embarrassment of Riches,16 claiming that 
Schama’s opposition of virtue and vice in Dutch culture is 
“not always convincing,” and “somewhat forced.”17 In a 
footnote, however, Franits states that he intends to address 
genre paintings of “wanton women” in a sequel to Paragons 
of Virtue-. “The reason that these images are not included 
here is quite simple: if they were, this would no longer be a 
study purely of domestic virtue.”18 Unfortunately, the 
choice to isolate représentations of virtuous private life erases 
many of the conflicting meanings of domestic imagery, as 
the prolifération of représentations of both idéal and cha
otic households and housewives in Dutch culture at this 
time indicates that there was much debate over the défini
tion of domesticity throughout the seventeenth century.

As a resuit, Paragons of Virtue résolves instable contra
dictions in order to assign monologic virtuous readings to 
often ambiguous paintings. For example, Jacob van Loo’s 
Wooingïs an image of an amorous young couple in an inte
rior. In the background, we see a large canopy bed and an 
old woman who leaves the room through a doorway which 
has a cockle shell in its pediment. While the aged propri- 
etress, the bed and the shell are ail motifs often found in 
farcical depictions of brothel scenes, Franits negates their 
enigmatic bawdy associations:

...the presence of a canopied bed does not necessarily 
mean that [this is a] brothel or even a bedroom....During 
much of the seventeenth century, beds could be found 
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in any number of rooms, including the kitchen. While 
the shell is unquestionably an attribute of Venus, it must 
not necessarily be interpreted as a symbol of sexual im- 
propriety. After ail, Venus herself sometimes appears on 
the title pages of songbooks devoid of prurient content.19

Franits does not address the figure of the old woman, but 
goes on to find virtuous meanings for other motifs found 
in the painting, and concludes that this is a virtuous image 
of romance and civilité.20 While this is certainly a possible 
interprétation, positing it as the only one closes off the 
multiple meanings that the paintings ambiguities allowed.

Moreover, Franits is not always consistent in his inter-, 
pretations of comparable images. For example, he reads the 
motifs of a cat stealing a plucked chicken and of cooking 
pots and utensils scattered on the floor as symbols of the 
idleness and sloth of the sleeping maid in Nicolaes Maes’ 
chaotic kitchen scene entitled The Idle Servant.^ However, 
in Maes’ Woman Pluckinga Duck, the same motifs of over- 
turned crockery and a cat prowling towards a duck are not 
mentioned, as this work is described as the portrayal of “a 
demure, industrious young woman completely absorbed in 
her work within a tranquil interior.”22

By closing off the ambivalent humorous aspects of these 
paintings, Paragons ofVirtue leaves little room to speculate 
on their appeal. Part of the attraction of seventeenth-cen- 
tury Dutch genre paintings for their viewers must hâve been 
the equivocal combinations of the didactic and the comic 
in images which both moralized and mocked, as the con
ventions of virtuous and farcical traditions intersected on 
their surfaces. The visual pleasure of these images trades on 
their ambiguity, as the contradictory associations of motifs 
allowed multiple meanings and subject positions to emerge, 
revealing a struggle over the définition of domesticity. How
ever, because ail of the paintings which Franits has selected 
are interpreted as exemplary models of behaviour, they can 
only “illuminate the subordinate position of women in 
Dutch society.”23

The organization of the book reinforces the theme of 
women’s subordination. The chapter headings and divisions 
are derived from Houwelyck, Jacob Cats’ best-selling conduct 
book on marriage, which divided women’s lives into distinc
tive stages, outlining spécifie tasks and virtues for each life 
phase. Paragons ofVirtue’s chapter headings “Maeght” and 
“Vryster” (maiden and sweetheart), “Bruyt” and “Vrouw” 
(bride and housewife), “Moeder” (mother), and “Weduwe” 
(widow) model the organization of Houwelyck. These chap- 
ters are then subdivided according to the obligations ex- 
pected for each stage of a woman’s life. Thus, the book takes 
the form of a rigid taxonomie grid which minutely catego- 

rizes women’s lives. The re-representation of these catego
ries locks seventeenth-century Dutch women into a mono- 
lithic patriarchy with very little space for résistance.

Franits’ définition of the patriarchy as a “system of val
ues, ideals and even préjudices, ail of which reflect mens 
attitudes toward women that were commonplace in seven
teenth-century culture”24 constructs men as those who cre- 
ated and upheld a value System which made women into 
passive victims. Because the women in domestic images are 
dealt with as idéal types, the multiple différences between 
women within patriarchal society cannot be accessed. By 
focusing exclusively on the women in the paintings, Franits 
also overlooks the interesting rôle that male types played, 
not only in these images, but also in the définition of gen- 
der rôles. While Paragons of Virtue convincingly demon- 
strates that représentations of domestic purity created 
constraints and controls by imposing patriarchal values, an 
analysis of these paintings would hâve been strengthened 
by an examination of the ways in which the images con- 
currently secreted tactics which allowed viewers to mitigate 
or subvert their didactic effects. This would open up a con
sidération of the agency of Dutch subjects by indicating 
some of the different positions that were available to both 
women and men within the constraints of the time.

The limitations of Franits’ study seem to stem from 
the decision to stay within the disciplinary boundaries of 
seventeenth-century Dutch art history. Paragons ofVirtue 
rightly attempts to break down some of the polarities which 
hâve structured this field. Its premise that genre images both 
reflected and participated in a common value System signi
fies a move away from considérations of these images as 
either symbols of deeper hidden meanings or as empirical 
descriptions of the world. However, the monolithic quality 
of this structure tends to limit possibilities for understand- 
ing historical subjects who were formulated in terms of 
domination, but also found ways to act as contestatory so
cial agents.

A different picture of women’s lives emerges in Women 
of the Golden Age: An International Debate on Women in Sev- 
enteenth-Century Holland, England and Italy, an interdisci- 
plinary collection of essays by several scholars working on 
the history of women in early modem Europe. Women of 
the Golden Age reformulates Joan Kelly’s question about 
women of the Renaissance to ask, “Did women enjoy a 
Golden Age?”25 This terminology certainly raises a number 
of methodological questions, which Kloek addresses in an 
analysis of the implications and exclusions of the catego
ries “women” and “Golden Age” for seventeenth-century 
Dutch historiography. Both terms hâve beenused in stereo- 
typic ways to formulate Dutch national identity. In this way, 
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“Golden Age” indicates untold wealth, political power and 
cultural growth: “absolute happiness lost long ago” in an 
era when Dutch identity was pure and untainted by French 
classicism.26 As Kloek points out, while the historical and 
geographical limits of the “Golden Age” hâve been notori- 
ously difficult to map, its social boundaries are more évi
dent, for a national character defined in terms of 
“modération, austerity, realisticness [sic], simplicity, tolér
ance, domesticity and ‘burgherlijkheid’”27 certainly is based 
on stéréotypés of middle-class identity.

This list of characteristics has also served to define 
women of this period. Thus, Kloek rightly advocates that 
women’s history must turn to an examination of différences 
within the larger category “women.” Indeed, many of the 
essays in this book seek to examine women who did not fit 
into the prescribed mould of virtuous middle-class house- 
wife. However, while Kloek advances the importance of 
studying différence in order to break down stéréotypés and 
avoid the obvious difficulties of homogenizing half the 
population as a separate group to be researched, she con- 
currently attempts to reassert the category “women” as an 
object of study. Thus, she asks, “if we concentrate on dif
férences within this group, what then is the common élé
ment of women’s history?”28 Indeed, this is a real dilemma 
for feminism, which is both based upon, yet seeks to refuse 
the essential category “women.” In response to this seem- 
ing impasse, historian Denise Riley has argued that it is 
feminism’s job to scrutinize ail définitions of gender:

...“women” is historically, discursively constructed, and 
always relatively to other categories which themselves 
change; “women” is a volatile collectivity in which fe- 
male persons can be very differently positioned, so that 
the apparent continuity of the subject of “women” isn’t 
to be relied on...Yet, it must be stated that these insta- 
bilities of the category are the sine qua non of feminism, 
which would otherwise be lost for an object...“women” 
is an unstable category, and this instability has a his
torical foundation, and feminism is the site of the sys- 
tematic fighting-out of that instability—which need not 

29worry us.

These theoretical considérations do seem to worry Kloek, 
for in the end, she does not take a clear position. While the 
use of the terms “women” and “Golden Age” are rightly 
challenged, the choice to entitle this collection of essays, 
Women ofthe Golden Age, which reasserts these stéréotypés, 
is not explained. Kloek ends her introduction with the state- 
ment, “I am convinced that the contributions to this volume 
will help us bring to life the history of women in the early 
modem times, and at the same time it will show us how very 

much alive is the discipline of early modem women’s his
tory.”30 Thus, while this book questions the usefulness of the 
category “women,” in a contradictory movement, it leaves 
the disciplinary frontiers of “women’s history” intact.

Kloek’s introductory overview of the field of women’s 
history in the Netherlands reveals that “women” usually are 
bracketed off for separate treatment within larger studies of 
seventeenth-century everyday life,31 which subsumes ail 
Dutch women of this period within the category of “ordi- 
nary people.” Simon Schama’s chapter on Dutch women, 
entitled, “Housewives and Hussies: Homeliness and World- 
liness” in The Embarrassment of Riches is especially singled 
out for criticism. Indeed, this chapter “functioned as a 
springboard”32 for the masterclass which generated this pub
lication, and critiques of Schama’s work act as a leitmotiv, 
linking the various essays in Women ofthe Golden Age.

Many of these criticisms are warranted. For example, 
most of the contributors seem to agréé that Schama’s study 
categorizes women as opposite types, such as housewife and 
whore, in order to fit them into his définition of “Dutch- 
ness” as the peculiar tension between virtuous morals and 
excessive wealth which, he argues, structured Dutch society 
at this time. In this way, Schama’s understanding of the 
polarities of Dutch society is merely mirrored in the behav- 
iour of Dutch women.33 Kloek points out that this struc
tural anthropological approach lacks chronology and dif
férentiation.34 As Lia van Gemert argues, rather than 
attempting to reconcile the contradictions of their expéri
ence, the Dutch lived their diversity in a multifaceted 
world.35 Thus, Women ofthe Golden Age seeks to counter the 
limitations of Schama’s polarities by effectively emphasizing 
différences between women who did not fit neatly into the 
binary categories of housewife or hussy, and the essays in this 
volume demonstrate “detailed research, set up around spé
cifie questions” regarding women’s history of this period.36

Schama is also criticized for objectifying women, as he 
sees them only through the eyes of male commentators. As 
Mirjam de Baar argues, he gives iittle sense of how women 
fashioned their own identities and negotiated the constraints 
of the patriarchy.37 Because he bases many of his conclu
sions, especially notions of the extreme neatness and free- 
dom of Dutch women, on the accounts of foreign travellers, 
Schama probably overstates the “typically Dutch” nature of 
these characteristics.38 To avoid these sorts of national 
stéréotypés, Women ofthe Golden Age takes an “international 
comparative perspective” in order to test the “Dutchness” 
of Dutch women against the expériences of women in other 
countries at this time.39

While many of the critiques of Schama’s approach are 
certainly useful in opening up debates about women in the 
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early modem period, some of the charges against Schama’s 
work included in this book make me uneasy, for I think 
they could also function to close the field of gender stud- 
ies. For example, Mirjam de Baar confiâtes Schama with 
seventeenth-century men who had the power to define, and 
thus objectify women: “...he seems to follow the lead ofhis 
seventeenth-century [male] fellows. In other, stronger words, 
he identifies with—indeed even appropriâtes—their vi
sion.”40 From here, it is a slippery slope to an essentializing 
view of the study of gender as the task of female historians. 
Of the twenty-one contributors to Women ofthe Golden Age, 
only three are men. Although this may reflect the state of 
the research in this field, it is interesting that in her analy
sis of the limitations of the study of Dutch women’s his
tory, Els Kloek only examines the writings of male historians 
and does not critique the extensive work done by women 
historians.41 Thus, Women ofthe Golden Age risks defining 
women’s history as a discipline that has been dominated by 
male commentators and now needs to be rewritten by 
women historians. Such an approach illuminâtes the dan
ger of reinforcing and replicating the divisions and 
antagonisms which structure patriarchal power relations 
within the disciplinary terrains of history.

By setting itself up solely in opposition to The Embar- 
rassment of Riches, Women ofthe Golden Age tends to negate 
the importance of Schama’s research. Heidi de Mares in
teresting examination of gender classification in architec
ture is one of the few contributions which articulâtes the 
value of Schama’s analysis of the ways in which gender de
fined many of the boundaries of Dutch identity and expé
rience.42 Women ofthe Golden Age is organized in terms of 
a debate, as each essay is followed by the comments of a 
respondent. This is a very productive approach which al- 
lows a range of opinions and approaches to emerge. How
ever, while Schama’s views are extensively discussed, his voice 
is not heard in this debate, and his noticeable absence is 
not explained.43 Through its attack on and exclusion of 
Schama, Women ofthe Golden Age risks creatingyet another 
polarization in the study of Dutch culture.

In spite of these dangers, I think that Women ofthe 
Golden Age certainly contributes to an understanding of 
seventeenth-century Dutch culture. This is the first time 
that the work of many of the Dutch contributors has been 
made accessible to an English reading audience. The deci
sion to publish these Works in English was undoubtedly 
influenced by a desire to reach an audience whose knowl
edge of Dutch women’s history is shaped almost exclusively 
by Schama’s extremely popular study. Thus, it is unfortu- 
nate that in several instances the translations from Dutch 
into English are quite poor, for many of the nuanced ideas 

of these essays are obscured by awkward use of grammar 
and terminology.

The book is divided into three parts, which arranges 
the essays according to their different approaches to archi
vai material. This structure allows for a considération of 
some of the difficulties of accessing and interpreting infor
mation about women’s expériences in the past. Part One, 
“Images of Seventeenth-Century Women,” includes stud- 
ies which focus on the views of male contemporaries who 
represented women in their writings. Part Two is entitled 
“A Social and Cultural Approach of [sic] Women’s Lives,” 
and these essays seek to départ from a reliance on mens 
opinions of women to find traces of women in other types 
of sources. Part Three, “Transgressing Gender Codes,” con- 
sists of examinations of the self-representations of women 
who found ways to overcome the limitations of gender rôles 
in order to enter the public sphere.

The essays in “Images of Seventeenth-Century Women” 
investigate the works of three men who wrote extensively 
about the place of women in Dutch society: the moralists, 
Jacob Cats and Johan van Beverwijck, and the playwright, 
Bredero. As these writings hâve been used by many histori
ans as sources for women’s history of this period, an analy
sis of these texts as représentations, rather than an 
acceptance of them as transparent reality, is long overdue. 
Cats and van Beverwijck hâve been constructed by a number 
of historians as seventeenth-century “champions of 
women.”44 The essays by Agnes Sneller and Lia van Gemert 
convincingly disrupt this view, and their close examinations 
of the gender biases implicit in these author’s texts reveals 
some of the ways in which these works functioned to up- 
hold the patriarchy.

However, the essays included in the “Images of Seven- 
teenth-Century Women” section also leave patriarchal struc
tures intact. As feminist art historian Griselda Pollock has 
argued, the phrase “images of women” confiâtes women 
with the image and reinforces the masculine right and power 
to represent.45 Within this construct, masculine artists and 
writers possess a mastering gaze, which, as Svetlana Alpers 
has convincingly demonstrated, served as a powerful meta- 
phor for knowledge at this time. Thus, “images of seven
teenth-century women” tell us very little about the lives of 
actual women of this time and much about the power of 
masculine subjects. As in Franits’ analysis of “images of 
women,” the notion of controlling male subjects and pas
sive female victims leaves little room for an analysis of the 
ways in which women were able to shape their own lives 
within the limits of the patriarchy.

Part Two, “A Social and Cultural Approach of Wom
en’s Lives,” attempts to avoid this theoretical dilemma by

141



RACAR/XXI, 1-2 / 1994

moving away from an analysis of male opinions to search 
for “traces of women themselves” in other types of sources.46 
These essays draw on documents such as marriage regis- 
ters, notarial records, architectural plans, popular prints and 
travellers’ taies in order to analyze the lives of mainly lower- 
class women in terms of issues of migration, employment 
and housing. While this approach circumvents some of the 
complications of “images of women,” it poses its own meth- 
odological problems, for the mode of analysis used when 
approaching sources which deal with lower-class women can 
function to reassert hiérarchies of class and gender.

Lotte van de Pol begins her essay on female migration 
with a description of a catchpenny print which depicts the 
life of a female servant. She argues that while emblem books, 
paintings and literature were meant for the Dutch middle 
class, “for a different image we must turn to the cheap and 
numerous pennyprints that catered to the lower classes.”47 
Thus, she categorizes catchpenny prints as lower-class im- 
agery, which contrasts with the middle-class images of 
women found in other sources. However, the circulation 
of printed material in the early modem period was quite 
fluid and cannot be considered solely in terms of socio-eco- 
nomic class divisions. While inexpensive printed material 
was accessible to lower-class audiences, these types of im
ages of lower-class women did not cater to the lower classes 
alone, but probably also played an important rôle in shap- 
ing middle-class définitions of lower-class groups. By fit- 
ting cultural objects into a pre-existing hierarchy of wealth, 
historians risk overlooking the multiple divisions which frag- 
mented the social body and the processes by which class 
and gender identities were fashioned.

Both van de Pol and Marybeth Carlson use qualitative 
statistical research, drawn from marriage registers and 
notarial records, to examine the expériences of lower-class 
female migrants and servants. While this type of analysis 
provides a way to access the expériences of groups who are 
usually excluded from historiés of this period, it tends to 
yield general information about the collective aspirations 
and shared expériences of lower-class women. In his re- 
sponse to Carlson’s essay, Rudolph Dekker proposes that 
the surviving diaries and memoirs of servant women are a 
rich alternative source for a more detailed examination of 
the spécifie expériences of lower-class women.48 This is a 
useful suggestion for, as cultural historian Roger Chartier 
has argued, close internai analyses of texts are usually re- 
served for the ideas of the intellectual elite (such as Cats 
and van Beverwijck), while an external, collective, quanti
tative approach is most often applied to the culture of the 
greatest number.49 In this way, methods of examining dif
ferent types of sources can serve to reinforce the hierarchi- 

cal notion that the writings of elite individuals are worthy 
of close scrutiny, while documents which represent the 
thoughts of the majority do not merit the same type of 
analysis.

Carlson uses information gleaned from the notarial 
archives of Rotterdam to counter the négative stéréotypés 
of maids constructed in seventeenth-century theatrical farces 
and comic literature.50 This comparison is governed by the 
implicit assumption that archivai sources are several degrees 
doser to reality than are farcical représentations. However, 
as many historians hâve argued, objective truth cannot be 
apprehended in the archives, for archivai documents and 
the archives themselves are structured by exclusions and 
mediated by biases.51 A close critical analysis of the con
ventions and conditions of production of archivai docu
ments is necessary to reveal some of the spécifie ways in 
which people considered, transposed and shaped reality. For 
example, Anne Lawrence’s essay, which compares seven
teenth-century observations on the freedom of Dutch and 
English women, effectively demonstrates how the demands 
of the form of travellers taies influenced and restricted the 
ways in which women were represented.52

The essays in Part Three of Women ofthe Golden Age, 
“Transgressing Gender Codes,” deal with women writers, 
artists and intellectuals who managed to find space within 
patriarchal constraints in order to represent themselves and 
their world. In an attempt to évadé Schama’s cliché ofhouse- 
wife and hussy, Mirjam de Baar turns to an examination of 
unmarried elite women. De Baar’s interesting comparison 
of the writings by and about Anna Maria van Schurman 
and Antoinette Bourignon demonstrates how these women 
used various strategies to manoeuvre within the parameters 
of prescribed gender rôles in order to gain public récogni
tion. These strategies were often ambiguous, and de Baar 
convincingly argues that these very ambivalences reveal 
some of the tensions of negotiating within constraining 
définitions of women’s rôles.

While the essays in “Transgressing Gender Codes” al- 
low for a close analysis of the ways in which women were 
able to shape their own identities, the women analyzed are 
exclusively from wealthy families. Thus, while these essays 
access women’s agency, they give the overall impression that 
only women from certain segments of the population were 
able to assert themselves. Certainly, it was the case that 
women from privileged backgrounds did hâve more oppor- 
tunity to enter the public sphere and to represent them
selves, while our knowledge of lower-class women is based 
mostly on the little that was written about them. However, 
this defines women’s “power” as their ability to participate 
in the public realm, which neglects feminism’s important 
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contribution to considérations of the ways in which power 
functions in private spheres.

In conclusion, an examination of Paragons ofVirtueand 
Women of the Golden Age reveals that the study of seven- 
teenth-century Dutch culture has much to gain from the 
theoretical rigour and contestatory politics of feminist in
terventions in history. These works participate in a move
ment away from historiés which seek master-narratives to 
defrne laws that govern Dutchness. Thus, they illuminate 
some of the diffîculties of accessing and interpreting sources 
in ways which open up the possibilities for writing about 
groups who, until recently, hâve been excluded from his
tory. Both books are provocative, for they raise substantial 
questions for the disciplines of art history, literary criticism, 
social history and women’s studies, as they participate in 
recent theoretical debates about writing the history of power, 
gender and subjectivity.

Angela Vanhaelen 
University of British Columbia
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