
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          Mijtens, Doman and Me

        

        
        
          Jeremy Baskin

        

        
          Published by Jeremy Baskin, 2025.

        

    


The section of Cologne’s Wallraf-Richartz museum dedicated to Netherlandish art, contains a particularly magnificent Rembrandt self-portrait, one of a number he painted later in life. It is a profound piece, conveying wisdom and experience, the eyes slightly sad. I followed those eyes and turned around to see what was across the room, what Rembrandt was destined to look at during his stay in Cologne. On the wall opposite were two large paintings.  One depicted a man, clearly prosperous, with ruddy cheeks and intelligent eyes. Beside him was a young boy pointing at a map as if to say “I own this!”. There was something familiar about the image so I took a closer look, but the note alongside was unhelpful and simply said, “Jan Mijtens, 1663”.

Then I realised that the map in the painting was a map of the Cape Peninsula, an accurate depiction of False Bay, Table Bay, Hout Bay and all the inlets in between. On the Cape Flats, where today the black working class lives, and extending towards the Hottentots Holland mountains were depictions of lion, cattle and other hard-to-distinguish animals, possibly rhino.

[image: ]The man in the picture was familiar too. He was dressed in the fashion of the day and looked pretty much like Jan van Riebeeck, whose image as ‘father’ of South Africa was endlessly inflicted on us during the apartheid years, on every coin and banknote. It was probably not him, but I remember thinking there was a distinct likeness. And I knew then I had to find out more. Who was the man in the painting and what was his connection to Cape Town, a place my family called home?

I spoke to Dr Mai, the curator of the museum’s Netherlandish collection but he had little information on the painting other than that it was one of two on loan from a private collection. He also said someone was writing a PhD on the artist and perhaps she would know more. He gave me her postal address in Berlin and, knowing the importance of fomality and etiquette in German academia, and conscious of my own blunt South African ways, I asked a friend to help me compose a note to her in German. 

Intrigued by my encounter with Mijtens, I started reading what I could about the art and society of 17th century Netherlands – popular books by Simon Schama and Michael North, and even a few obscure pieces in Dutch from the library of Amsterdam’s Rijksmuseum, which mainly highlighted the limitations of my schoolboy Afrikaans.

It transpired that Johannes (Jan) Mijtens was one of the more famous portrait painters in The Hague during the period 1650 to 1670. He was descended from a family of Flemish artisan painters who had fled to the Netherlands in the 16th century at a time of turmoil and religious persecution throughout much of Europe. At least one of his uncles, Daniel Mijtens, was a well-known painter, his work still highly-regarded to this day.  Born in The Hague around 1614, Jan Mijtens was the son of a saddlemaker. It is believed he learned to paint in the workshop of another uncle, Isaac Mijtens, that from 1639 he was a member of the painters guild in The Hague, and that he died the day before Christmas in 1670. Apart from that I couldn’t discover much more about him.

There was no evidence that Jan Mijtens ever visited the new Dutch Colonies in Africa, Indonesia or the Americas. But his most well-known paintings include depictions of key figures in the Dutch maritime endeavour, including a portrait of Cornelius Tromp, vice-admiral of the fleet.

* * * * *

[image: ]


I was still no closer to discovering who was the subject in the Cologne painting. But my investigations were throwing up new questions, opening new doors.  There was a clear Old Testament feel, to the names I was coming across, and the subject matter of much of the Dutch painting of the period. Perhaps my own [image: ]Jewish origins and the fact that this journey had begun in Germany made me more sensitive to that fact.
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