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An Allegory of Sight attributed to 
Hans Christoph Schürer in the Nationalmuseum

Thomas Fusenig
PhD, Essen, Germany

Fig. 1 Hans Christoph Schürer (c. 1590–1620), Allegory of Sight (Visus). 
Oil on panel, 67 x 51.2 cm. Nationalmuseum, NM 5637.
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main strangely flat. The colours are bright, and liveliness is genera-
ted by shimmering highlights and a slight sfumato. Showing some 
similarity to works by the Prague court artist Hans von Aachen 
(1552–1615), the pictures have been attributed to an anonymous 
follower until now. Auditus (Hearing) is holding her lute in app-
roximately the same position as the lute player in Von Aachen’s 

The Anhaltische Gemäldegalerie  in Dessau holds a 
series of paintings of the Five Senses (Figs. 2 A–D and 3), consis-
ting of female half-length figures with oval heads and relative-
ly wide necks, generously displaying their charms.1 The loosely 
coiffed hair is interwoven with ribbons and strings of pearls. The 
young women have elegant, long fingers, but their gestures re-

Figs. 2 A–D Hans Christoph Schürer (c. 1590–1620), Auditus (Hearing), Odoratus (Smell), Gustus (Taste), 
Tactus (Touch). Oil on canvas, 63/64 x 51/52 cm. Anhaltische Gemäldegalerie Dessau, inv. nos. 1429–1433.
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Another version of the Dessau Allegory of Sight (Fig. 3) is in the 
Nationalmuseum in Stockholm (Fig. 1).4 The picture obviously 
belongs to a further version of the series, this time on panel (the 
Dessau paintings are on canvas), with approximately the same 
dimensions. The four remaining Senses in this series are in the 
collection of the municipal museums at Bamberg (Figs. 4 A–D).5 

Donna venusta, an early painting from around 1585 whose sub-
ject the artist varied until the end of his life.2 Tactus (Touch) 
with a dagger is reminiscent of a Lucretia by Von Aachen, known 
from an engraving by Aegidius Sadeler. However, compositional-
ly more compatible is the woman in Von Aachen’s drawing of an 
Unequal Couple in Cologne.3

Fig. 3 Hans Christoph Schürer (c. 1590–1620), Allegory of Sight (Visus). Oil on canvas, 64 x 52 cm. 
Anhaltische Gemäldegalerie Dessau, inv. no. 1430.
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(though it should be pointed out that the Dessau canvases are 
probably in slightly worse condition). While the Senses are expli-
citly labelled in Dessau, the inscriptions on the Bamberg panels 
can be deciphered only with difficulty, probably because at some 
point the backgrounds were covered with dark paint.6 This is 
not the case with the panel in Stockholm, where the Latin in-

Comparing the two series, one cannot help but notice that the 
figures in Dessau appear to be forced into their confined space 
and that they were executed rather hurriedly. This becomes ap-
parent when considering the folds of the light fabrics and the 
strands of hair which are rendered delicately and clearly in the 
Bamberg/Stockholm pictures unlike the paintings in Dessau 

Figs. 4 A–D Hans Christoph Schürer (c. 1590–1620), Auditus (Hearing), Odoratus (Smell), Gustus (Taste). Tactus (Touch). 
Oil on panel, 66 x 56 cm (cradled). Museen der Stadt Bamberg, inv. nos. 381D–384D.
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The allegorical representation of the Five Senses is quite con-
ventional. An engraved series by Cornelis Cort after designs by 
Frans Floris, dated 1561, includes the same attributes:8 Visus is 
also shown with a mirror, Auditus with a lute, Odoratus with a vase 
of flowers and Gustus eating a fruit from a fruit basket. In the pa-
intings, however, the animals conventionally associated with the 

scription “VISVS” is clearly visible on a blue background (Fig. 
1). Looking into a convex mirror held in her right hand, the 
young woman touches her breast with her left hand.7 Being the 
most erotic in the series might explain why this picture was sold 
as a single image.

Fig. 5 Hans Christoph Schürer (c. 1590–1620), Unequal Couple. Oil on canvas, 80 x 65 cm. Private collection.
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in Brno.13 The inscription on the drawing reads: “This I made in 
friend-ship for the honourable and artful Niclas Sierxleben in 
good memory, at Prague September 28, 1612. Hans Christoph 
Schürer f.” The addressee of the sheet was probably a musician 
named Nicholas Siersleben, who was at the court in Berlin in 
1618.14 In subject and style, the drawing is similar to late works 
by Hans von Aachen.15  Moreover, a list of outstanding payments 
sent by Von Aachen’s widow to the Saxon court in September 
1615, mentioning a debt of “300 fl. fee for Hans Christoff Schie-
rer”, confirms that Schürer actually completed a kind of appren-
ticeship in Prague.16  

Eliška Fucíková convincingly connected the drawing in Brno 
to a painting of the same composition once in the Saxon royal 
collection, sold at auction in London in 1999 (Fig. 5).17 The 
painting differs only in details from the drawing. The manner of 
painting and the colouring are comparable to the late works of 
Hans von Aachen (if the photo is reliable), for example Courte-
san with her Procuress, dated 1613, in the Gallery of the Residenz 
in Munich.18 The connection made by Fucíková may serve as a 
reference point for attributing the composition of two series of 
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senses (eagle, deer, dog, etc.) are lacking, reflecting a trend at 
the beginning of the 17th century to turn allegories of the Sen-
ses into more genre-like representations. The emerging prefe-
rence for female half-length figures corresponds to a widespread 
erotic connotation associated with the subject matter.9 While 
four of the personifications carry conventional attributes, the 
suicide scene of Tactus is unusual. Lubomír KoneČný mentions a 
comparable drawing by Hendrick Goltzius and a composition by 
Geldorp Gortzius, who worked in Cologne around 1600.10 

In his recent survey of the pupils and followers of Hans von 
Aachen, Jürgen Zimmer also refers to the Saxon painter Hans 
Christoph Schürer (c. 1590–1620),11 whose father, the pain-
ter Paul Schürer, born in Dresden, was active in Prague until 
around 1603. Hans Christoph Schürer left only a few traces in 
archival documents of the years 1609 and 1616.12 In 1609, his 
mother petitioned the Electress Hedwig to intervene on her be-
half with her husband Johann Friedrich, Elector of Saxony, in 
her request for a grant to send her son to Prague to study with 
Hans von Aachen. So far, only one signed work by Schürer is 
known, a drawing of an Unequal Couple in the Moravská Galerie 

Fig. 6 Hans Christoph Schürer (c. 1590–1620), Juno. Oil on panel, 
66 x 56 cm (cradled). Museen der Stadt Bamberg, inv. no. 380D.

Fig. 7 Hans Christoph Schürer (c. 1590–1620), Venus. 
Oil on panel, 65.5 x 54 cm. Private collection.
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Comparing the works in the group to the Unequal Couple (Fig. 5), 
the only known painting that can be attributed to Schürer with 
some certainty on the basis of the signed drawing in Brno, we 
can note a reduced interest in anatomical correctness and a less 
meticulous execution. However, taking into account the nume-
rous correspondences in compositional arrangement and indivi-
dual details, as well as Schürer’s personal relationship with Hans 
von Aachen, it does not seem too farfetched to consider him 
the author of this group of paintings. With the current state of 
knowledge, it must remain open whether the modified style is 
the result of a measure of routine acquired over the years by the 
aging Schürer or whether these divergences suggest a different 
painter.

Attributing the unsigned Allegories of the Five Senses and 
the series of goddesses, as known in the images of Juno and Venus 
and Cupid, to an artist previously recognised only by a single 
painting, is precarious, to say the least. Possibly it would take 
no more than the discovery of a single, clearly signed image to 
prove such an assumption wrong (but it could also confirm it). 
In any event, this hypothesis draws attention to the connections 
between a group of paintings that have up to now received little 
notice. If the attribution to Schürer proves to be correct, a series 
of paintings having previously led a somewhat shadowy existence 
would at last achieve some degree of recognition.

Notes:
1. Stephan Klingen and Margit Ziesché, Anhaltische Gemäldegalerie Dessau – 
Die deutschen Gemälde des 16. und 17. Jahrhundert, Weimar, 1996, pp. 11–13, 
col. pl. 1 (follower of Hans von Aachen): ”die malerische Gestaltung der 
fünf Bilder [weist] unverkennbare Bezüge zum manieristischen Stil der 
am Prager Hofe Rudolfs II. tätigen Bartholomäus Spranger und Hans von 
Aachen auf. Gerade im Umfeld des Hans von Aachen und der in seiner 
Nachfolge arbeitenden Künstler lassen sich die für die Dessauer Fünf 
Sinne-Serie charakteristischen, gratig gebrochenen Schleiermotive mit be-
tonten Weißhöhungen wiederfinden”. The pictures are documented 
in Dessau for the first time in 1877. I would like to thank Margit 
Schermuck-Ziesché for providing me with good photographs of these 
images. 
2. Joachim Jacoby, Hans von Aachen 1552–1615, Munich/Berlin 2000, 
pp. 203–205, cat. no. 61; Hans von Aachen (1552–1615): Court Artist in 
Europe, (exh. cat.), Thomas Fusenig, Alice Taatgen and Heinrich Becker 
(eds.), Aachen, Prague, Vienna, 2010–2011 (Berlin/Munich, 2010), 
cat. no. 6 (Bernard Aikema); Rüdiger an der Heiden, “Eine Zeichnung 
Hans von Aachens: Selbstbildnis mit Donna Venusta”, in Weltkunst 49, 1979, 
pp. 452–453.
3. Jacoby 2000, pp. 130–131, cat. no. 33; Hans von Aachen, (exh. cat.) 2010 
(as in note 2), cat. no. 109 (Joachim Jacoby); drawing in Cologne: Hans von 
Aachen, (exh. cat.) 2010 (as in note 2), cat. no. 80 (Eliška Fucíková).
4. Görel Cavalli-Björkman, Carina Fryklund and Karin Sidén, Dutch and 
Flemish Paintings, III: Flemish Paintings c. 1600–1800, Nationalmuseum, 
Stockholm, 2010, pp. 441–442, cat. no. 236: “The general nature of this 
painting allows attribution not only to an anonymous painter who may 
have been Flemish, but also to an artist from Germany or even a painter in 
the school of Ehrenstrahl during Sweden’s Great Power Era in the second 
half of the 17th century”. The picture was bought when Carl Nordenfalk 

the Five Senses to Hans Christoph Schürer.19 The careful hand-
ling of the Munich painting is comparable to the pictures in 
Bamberg, which I have been able to examine in detail. Some 
similarities may partly be due to the motifs – scantily dressed 
young women – or the common pictorial repertoire of the Ru-
dolfine court, but even taking these objections into considera-
tion, it still seems highly probable that the series in Bamberg and 
Stockholm are by Schürer. At present, it seems most likely that 
the Dessau pictures are replicas or contemporary anonymous 
copies.  

To this group of stylistically homogeneous paintings a few 
more works may be added. It seems that the same artist execu-
ted a series of panels with representations of Greek and Roman 
goddesses. In Bamberg, in addition to the four allegories of the 
Senses, we also find a painting of a female half-length mythologi-
cal figure, the goddess Juno (Fig. 6), who takes the place of the 
missing Sight, now in Stockholm.20 She resembles Von Aachen’s 
goddess of love in the painting Venus with Bacchus and Cupid in 
the Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna, which dates from the 
late 1590s.21 The drapery gathered between her breasts can also 
be found in Von Aachen’s sketches of musical themes in the 
Wallraf-Richartz Museum, Cologne.22 

At the beginning of the 20th century, the paintings in Bam-
berg were in the possession of a sociable society named Con-
cordia. The Bamberg city archive contains correspondence by 
the Society of November 1917, referring to a failed sale of “6 
Ölgemälden inkl. der 5 [sic] dazugehörigen Rahmen” (“6 oil pa-
intings including 5 corresponding frames”). The Society’s inven-
tory from 1946 lists in the Upper Small Hall of its building , now 
Villa Concordia, “7 oder 8 Ölgemälde mit Rahmen und Schnit-
zereien” (“7 or 8 oil paintings with frames and carvings”) and 
in the attic “7 Bilder mit Rahmen” (“7 pictures with frames”). 
In each case, the number is larger than the existing five images 
today in the municipal Museum and in Stockholm.23 It is worth 
noting that Villa Concordia, since 1834 the seat of the Society, is 
a mansion built between 1716 and 1722 by the councillor Ignaz 
Tobias von Böttinger (1675–1730).24 Perhaps the paintings can 
be traced to the Böttinger family.25 

The painting of Juno (Fig. 6) suggests that it was part of a 
series of ancient goddesses. In 1985, a corresponding image of 
Venus and Cupid was identified when it was offered (with an 
attribution to a 17th-century South German painter) at auction 
in Munich (Fig. 7).26 The connection to the group of works un-
der discussion here can be discerned at a quick glance. Among 
other characteristics, the upward-looking head of Cupid is simi-
lar in Von Aachen’s oeuvre.27 Finally, in 2007, a second version 
of Venus and Cupid, this time painted on canvas, appeared at 
auction in Stuttgart, with an attribution to the Cologne painter 
Geldorp Gortzius.28 
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Italian Genre Painting”, in Rire en images à la Renaissance, Francesca Alberti 
and Diane Bodart (eds.), Turnhout: Brepols (in print). For late drawings, 
see Hans von Aachen, (exh. cat.) 2010 (as in note 2), pp. 38, fig. 41, 
cat. no. 106 (Eliška Fucíková), cat. no. 107 (Bernard Aikema), cat. no. 108 
(Lubomír Konecný).
16. Rudolf Arthur Peltzer, “Der Hofmaler Hans von Aachen, seine Schule 
und seine Zeit“, in Jahrbuch der kunsthistorischen Sammlungen des Allerhöchsten 
Kaiserhauses, 30, 1911–1912, pp. 59–182, p. 180, no. 48.
17. Sale Galerie Leo Schidlof (previously Geza von Osmitz), Vienna, 
12 March 1920, no. 79 (documentation in the Rijksbureau voor Kunst-
historische Documentatie, The Hague); Christie’s, London, 15 January 
1986, lot 30; Sotheby’s, London, 16 December 1999, lot 165; Fucíková 
1995–1996, p. 40, fig. 9; Zimmer 2012, p. 194; Dülberg 2012, fig. 2.
18. Oak panel, 83 x 71 cm, signed and dated 1613, Bayerische Verwaltung 
der staatlichen Schlösser, Gärten und Seen, inv. no. L 704; Jacoby 2000 (as 
in note 2), pp. 80–82, cat. no. 3 (Batsheba ?); Hans von Aachen, (exh. cat.) 
2010 (as in note 2), cat. no. 78 (Lubomír Konecný). Signature and date 
were only discovered during cleaning in preparation of the exhibition in 
Aachen, Prague and Vienna. 
19. In a more detailed article for Studia Rudolfina (Prague, in preparation) 
I will discuss why I do not accept the proposal to identify some paintings 
in Schloss Oschatz (Saxony) and a nearby church as works by Schürer; 
see Dülberg 2012 (as in note 12).
20. Panel, 65 x 54 cm, cradled, inscription on the left: “(IU)NO”, inv. no. 
380D. The picture was described as “Sight” in the older documentation of 
the museum.
21. Jacoby 2000, pp. 152–153, cat. no. 47; Hans von Aachen, (exh.cat.) 2010 
(as in note 2), cat. no. 73 (Lubomír Konecný).
22. Hans von Aachen, (exh.cat.) 2010 (as in note 2), cat. no. 107 (Bernard 
Aikema).
23. Stadtarchiv Bamberg, Bestand D 3015, no. 30, Concordia-Gesellschaft, 
Rechnungen 1913–1939, verschiedene Rechnung, and Bamberger Zentral-
registratur; Dokumentation Museen der Stadt Bamberg.
24. Die Kunstdenkmäler von Bayern. Regierungsbezirk Oberfranken V, Stadt 
Bamberg 3, Immunitäten der Bergstadt 1. Stephansberg, Tilmann Breuer, 
Reinhard Gutbier and Christine Kippes-Bösche (eds.), Munich/Berlin, 
2003, pp. 363–387 (Concordiastraße 28).
25. In the collection von Böttinger (“Sammlung des fränk. Gesandten Joh. 
Ignaz Tobias v. Böttinger”) there was in 1760 a portrait by Johann Kupezky: 
Joachim Heinrich Jäck, Leben und Werke der Künstler Bambergs, vol. 2, 
Bamberg, 1825, p. 30. Jäck notes in his description of collections in 
Bamberg in 1813 at “Bottinger” [sic] only “einige alte Gemälde” (“some 
old paintings”): Heinrich Joachim Jäck, Bamberg und dessen Umgebung. Ein 
Taschenbuch, Erlangen, 1813, pp. 206–216, especially p. 207. Instead, Jäck 
mentions (p. 212) at “Fr. Steinlein”: “5 Sinne in Tafeln mittlerer Größe, 
sehr charakteristisch auf Holz gemahlt von Heinrich Goltz” (“5 Senses of 
medium size, very characteristically painted on panel by Hendrick Goltz[i-
us]”). No further information is given in “Nachtrag zum Verzeichnisse der 
Kupfer- und Gemälde etc.”, in Heinrich Joachim Jäck, Taschenbuch auf 1815, 
enthaltend Beschreibungen von Naturalien- und Kunst-Sammlungen [...], Erlangen 
[1814], pp. 126–134.
26. Neumeister’s, Munich, 4–5 December 1985, no. 1144, pl. 148 
(Süddeutsch [?], 17. Jahrhundert, Venus mit Amor). The connection 
between Venus and Cupid and the other Bamberg paintings was noted in the 
documentation of the museum when the picture appeared at auction.
27. Cf. Hans von Aachen, (exh.cat.) 2010 (as in note 2), cat. no. 71 
(Lubomír KoneČný), cat. no. 74 (Thomas DaCosta Kaufmann), cat. no. 75 
(Thomas DaCosta Kaufmann); Jacoby 2000, pp. 149–151, cat. no. 45, pp. 
212–213, cat. no. 67.
28. Canvas, 65 x 52 cm. Nagel Auktionen, Stuttgart, 6 December 2007, lot 
663 (attributed to Geldorp Gortzius) (previously J. J. Ludwig, Regensburg).

(1907–1995) was Director General of the Nationalmuseum in Stockholm. 
Nordenfalk did groundbreaking research in the field of the iconography of 
the Five Senses (see note 9).
5. Panel, each 66 x 56 cm (cradled), inv. nos. 381D–384D. With thanks to 
Regina Hanemann (Bamberg) and Meike Leyde (Coburg) for their 
assistance, help and patience.
6. This fact may also explain why the gauzy shawl at the shoulder of Gustus 
is missing.
7. Posture and gesture resemble the numerous versions of the popular 
composition by Titian, of which there was an example in the collection of 
Emperor Rudolf II; Stephan Poglayen-Neuwall, “Titian’s Pictures of the 
Toilet of Venus and their Copies”, in Art Bulletin 16, 1934, pp. 358–384, 
fig. 11; for the picture now in the National Gallery, Washington, cf. Titian: 
Prince of Painters, (exh. cat.), Palazzo Ducale, Venice; National Gallery of Art, 
Washington, 1990–1991 (Venice 1990), pp. 302–305, cat. no. 51.
8. Los Cinco sentidos y el arte, (exh. cat.), Sylvia Ferino-Pagden (ed.) et al, 
Madrid, 1997, cat. III. 4 (Francesca del Torre); D&F Holl., XLIV, nos. 
1491–1495.
9. Cf. Louise Vinge, The Five Senses: Studies in a Literary Tradition, Lund, 
1975, pp. 104–134 (Sensual Lust, Pro and Contra) and figs. 10–14 
(with literature); Ferino-Pagden (ed.) et al 1997, pp. 108–111 (F. del 
Torre); Carl Nordenfalk, “The Five Senses in Flemish art before 1600”, in 
Netherlandish Mannerism: Papers Given at a Symposium in Nationalmuseum, 
Stockholm, September 21–22, 1984, Görel Cavalli-Björkman (ed.), 
Stockholm, 1985, pp. 135–154. After completion of this article Eliška 
Fucková called my attention to four paintings of the Senses (except Taste) 
which she attributes to Schürer with good reasons, and which are shown 
together with their animal symbols (Dorotheum, Vienna, 12 October 2011, 
lot 602 a–d). 
10. Lubomír KoneČný, “Los Cinco Sentidos desde Aristoteles a Constantin 
Brancusi”, in Ferino-Pagden (ed.) et al 1997, pp. 29–54, 42, figs. 11 and 12; 
for Goltzius cf. Anhaltische Gemäldegalerie Dessau (see note 1), p. 13. See also 
Tactus from an anonymous series of the Senses from the beginning of the 
17th century; Vienna, Dorotheum, 10 December 2011, lot 602 b (http://
explore.rkd.nl/explore/images/240284, 3 December 2014).
11. Jürgen Zimmer, “Hans von Aachens Werkstatt – Freunde, Schüler,
Lehrlinge, Stipendiaten, Gesellen, Gehilfen?”, in Hans von Aachen in 
Context: Proceedings of the International Conference Prague 22–25 September 2010, 
Lubomír KoneČný and Štepán Vácha (eds.), Prague, 2012, pp. 189–196.
12. Kunstchronik, vol. 21 1886, p. 137; Eliška Fucíková, “New Rudolfine 
Paintings in Prague Collections”, in Bulletin of the National Gallery in Prague, 
V–VI, 1995–1996, pp. 36–45 (p. 40); Zimmer 2012, p. 194; Angelica 
Dülberg, “Hans Christoph Schürer: Entdeckung seiner Gemälde im Schloss 
Hof bei Oschatz and in der dortigen ehemaligen Schlosskirche”, in Hans 
von Aachen in Context: Proceedings of the International Conference Prague 22–25 
September 2010, Lubomír KoneČný and Štepán Vácha (eds.), Prague, 2012, 
pp. 210–219, fig. 2, especially pp. 210–211, note 1 (with literature), 
pp. 217–219.
13. 117 × 150 mm. Inv. no. B 3266; Werner Schade, Dresdener Zeichnungen 
1550–1650. Inventionen sächsischer Künstler in europäischen Sammlungen, 
Dresden, 1969, pp. 86–87, cat. no. 101; Fucíková 1995–1996 (as in note 
12), fig. 10; Dülberg 2012, fig. 1.
14. “Dieses hab ich dem Ehrenvesten unndt kunstreichen Nicolao 
Sierxleben aus guter gunst unndt freundtschaft gemacht. Zu gutter 
meiner Erinnerung geschehen. In Prag d. 28. September Anno 1612. 
Hans Christoph Schürer f.”. On Nicholas Siersleben, see Biographisch-
bibliographisches Quellenlexikon der Musiker und Musikgelehrten der christlichen 
Zeitrechnung bis zur Mitte des 19. Jahrhunderts, Robert Eitner (ed.), 10 vols. 
1900–1904, vol. 9, 1903, p. 166.
15. For genre themes in the oeuvre of Hans von Aachen, cf. Fucíková 
1995–1996, p. 40; Thomas Fusenig, “Hans von Aachen, Laughter and Early 
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