Three-master on Lightly Moving Sea

Olfert de Vrij, 21 October 1665

The signature attests to the little
known amateur painter Olfert de
Vrij as the author of this master-
piece. De Vrij lived in Hoorn and
worked full-time as a lawyer. He
may be counted among the most
talented marine painters of so-
called “penschilderijen” (pen paint-
ings) of the 17th century. Today,
only three paintings have survived.

The ships depicted can be identi-
fied by their coats of arms visible
on the sterns. The ship on the left
side was the electoral frigate
Grafschaft Mark (County of
Mark), which, with a length of
112 feet and a weight of 280 tons,
was somewhat smaller than the
Herzogtum Kleve. Presumably, the
electoral ship was resold in the
Netherlands as early as 1666.

Before the painting entered the
collection of the Gemaldegalerie
in Berlin in 1829, it was owned
by the Prussian royal family. The
marine painting belonged to the
furnishings of the Potsdam City
Palace in 1698 at the latest. This
is evidenced by the inventory
number “210” on the front of
the painting. However, it can

be assumed that the work was
acquired by the Great Elector
much earlier.
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Despite the presence of the cannons, the
frigates presented here are not warships,
but two large armed merchant vessels.
The number of cannons corresponds
with the archival sources (Herzogtum
Kleve: 26 cannons, Grafschaft Mark: 24).

In 1665 Olfert de Vrij (1635-1699) created the marine painting “Three-Master on
Lightly Moving Sea”. Probably made for the Great Elector, the picture shows
the electoral merchant frigates of the Grafschaft Mark and the Herzogtum

Kleve. De Vrij based his composition on the sophisticated technique of the
“penschilderij” genre (so called pen paintings).
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On a background quickly applied with a broad brush and
light oil-bound color, the watery grisaille painting was exe-
cuted with black ink. The painter achieved the differentiated
shades of gray only by diluting the ink to varying degrees.
He varied the application technique by applying pigment in
strokes, dabs, washes, or long lines using fine brushes.

The dating of the painting is ex-
tremely unusual, as it indicates the
month and day in addition to the
year of creation: 21 October 1665.
Contrary to what was previously
assumed, the dating cannot be as-
sociated with any specific historical
event. The signature and date on

a light background are reminiscent
of the name of Olfert de Vrij as
written on surviving documents.
Seemingly, this inscription express-
es not only the pride of the painter
but also the conscientiousness of
the lawyer.

Olfert de Vrij worked on the Berlin
picture with a watery, ink-like color
on the light background. In doing
so he had hardly any possibilities
for correction. This is evidenced by
the gray paint splatters that could
not be removed without damaging
the painting.

None of the flags in the painting
shows the Brandenburg-Prussian
emblem with eagle from the 17th
century. Moreover, the nine plainly
striped flags all have a different
number of stripes and occur both
in landscape format and with a
dovetail. It is therefore intended
to be a neutral flag design, with-
out a specific reference to the
Great Elector.

This ship, owned by the Great Elector, can also

be identified by the coat of arms on the stern. The
Herzogtum Kleve (Duchy of Cleves) was named after
a territory that played an important role in the rise
of Brandenburg-Prussia in the 17th century.




Built in Amsterdam in 1662/63 for the Great Elector, the frigates
Grafschaft Mark and Herzogtum Kleve made several cargo voyages
between 1664 and 1666. In the process, they were repeatedly
detained by the English. The voyages of the two frigates are
well documented.

1662-1663 @ Both ships are built in Amsterdam.

Spring 1664 @ Arrival in the port of Pillau and christening as Herzogtum Kleve
(Duchy of Cleves) and Grafschaft Mark (County of Mark).

30 November 1664 @ The two ships set sail from Hoorn and sail via Texel
to Tromsg in Norway.

5 December 1664 @ Arrival in Tromsg, Norway.
14 January 1665 @ Departure from Norway with a cargo of wood for Spain.

23 January 1665 @ Due to bad weather, the ships have to dock in Falmouth.
The captains are arrested here and the ships are confiscated.

8 April 1665 @ After 75 days, the frigates are able to leave Falmouth and sail to
Cadiz (Spain). They then acquire a cargo of salt in Alicante and
set off on their return voyage.

21 July 1665 @ At the height of Lizard (Cornwell), both ships are stopped by
five English frigates, seized and the captains arrested.

1 September 1665 @ After long political negotiations, the Admiralty Court in
Winchester declares the ships unjustly confiscated.
After 179 days, they are released.

25 January 1666 @ The two frigates leave Plymouth for Ostend, but
are forced to dock in Zeeland because of a storm.

1 February 1666 ¢ The ships reach Ostend.

1670 @ The Herzogtum Kleve (now called Wappen von Kleve)
is sold to French merchants in Konigsberg. The fate
of the Grafschaft Mark is unknown.
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