
 
 

 

 

 

 



 

 



 

 

 

 



De Volkskrant February 23, 2023 Stefan Kuiper 

Mediterranean Banquet According to a 17th-century Dutch Person: Jan Steen’s Egypt 

Looks Quite Distinctive 

Every week we discuss a piece of art that now demands attention. This week: Banquet of Anthony and 

Cleopatra by Jan Steen. 

 

Rembrandt & His Contemporaries, an exhibition of thirty-five loans from The Leiden Collection at the 

Hermitage Amsterdam, is about the history piece or a painting with a biblical or antique theme, a genre 

about which curators always remark that it was considered the most prized in the 17th century. It has 

the predictability of a law of nature: if the term “history piece” is used, it is immediately followed by 

the name of painter and art theorist Karel van Mander, the man who, in his Schilderboeck (1604), is 

said to have labeled the art form as “the noblest” of them all. 

Modern museum visitors, I think, experience this differently. History pieces, my intuition tells me, are 

their least favorite paintings, rivaling allegories, and battles in terms of unpopularity. One experiences 

them as films one has fallen halfway into, and of which one knows neither the plot nor the characters. 

One does not know, experts aside, for example, who Scipio was (as in Codde's The continence of 

Scipio), and one has no idea why the Roman commander was entrusted with a mountain of treasure. 

One cannot, therefore, judge whether his pose was well-struck. One merely casts an approving glance 

at his kinky ankle boots and walks on. 

 

Pearl earring in a glass of wine vinegar 

Things must have been different when the paintings came fresh from the studios in the 17th century. 

The intended viewers were familiar with the stories and characters depicted. Their art experience was 

one of recognition, not discovery. People recognized the man with the laurel wreath as Scipio, and not 

just because they had heard about him before. Also because people had seen him before. After all, 

painters painted the same stories as other painters, just as film directors now sometimes breathe new 

life into classics. Banquet of Anthony and Cleopatra (1675) by Jan Steen was such a remake. Pliny’s 

anecdote about the contest between the Roman general and the Egyptian queen of who could give the 

most extravagant dinner party (Cleopatra decided the battle in her favor by dissolving a pearl earring in 

a glass of wine vinegar and drinking it) had already been depicted by numerous other creators, 

including Jan de Bray, who depicted it twice using his family as models. Jan Steen would paint it even 

more often. As many as four times. 

It was bacon to his mouth. The premise of a decadent banquet enabled him to do what he loved best: to 

put a lot of carousing figures together in one room. With Steen, you are rarely close to the action, and 

again we see the company from a distance, as if on a stage. Nevertheless, there are appealing details: an 

exorbitant peacock pie, a table guest who uses a dagger as a toothpick, and, in the foreground, a fruit 

still life that has been placed on the floor for some incomprehensible reason, waiting for someone to 

break their neck over it. The nice thing about a tableau like this is that it gives you an idea of what a 



17th-century Dutch person like Jan Steen thought a Mediterranean banquet looked like. The answer is: 

wonderful - it is a very distinct Egypt that came out of the fingers of the Leiden man. For example, the 

people do not look very African nor very Roman: their clothing, barring the occasional Roman helmet, 

looks northern rather than southern, and in their crooked noses, we immediately recognize the physique 

of our ancestors. 

 

Irresistibly inaccurate 

In short, we see Dutch people playing Egyptians, and that is exactly where the strength lies. It is 

precisely this combination of dilettantism and skill that makes Steen so irresistible and what you miss 

with the more serious, factually accurate 19th-century history painters. 

The most pleasant thing is the casting, which is democratic and almost random. Steen’s entire circle of 

acquaintances seemed to be in attendance. Some of them had posed for him before. The man pictured 

as Mark Antony can be seen in the Hermitage in the painting across from it (Sacrifice of Iphigenia) as, 

for example, an extra in the audience, Roman helmet and all. 

 


