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A Painting by Jan Asselijn from the Martelli Collection

Carina Fryklund
Curator, Old Master Drawings and Paintings

Jan Asselijn (1600/1616–1652), Italian Landscape with a View from a Grotto¸ c. 1635–1644. 
Oil on wood, 34.8 x 23.8 cm. Nationalmuseum, NM 7247. 
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draughtsman, whose sketches, both from nature and in the stu-
dio, include Roman ruins, buildings and landscapes. In a drawing 
of a distant landscape viewed through the arched opening of a 
grotto, now in a Dutch private collection,7 which dates from the 
same period as the pages from one of his Roman sketchbooks 
in the British Museum, London,8 he typically outlines the rock 
formations with his brush, applying grey washes and adding white 
highlights in a manner that closely resembles the treatment in the 
Stockholm picture. Although Asselijn generally preferred the real 
campagna for his naturalistic representations of the countryside, 
the picture at hand adheres more closely to the Arcadian image-
ry of an artist such as Herman van Swanevelt (1603–1655). This 
enchanting landscape, in which figures and animals – including 
a stork! – contrast aganist the immensity of the rocky setting, is lit 
by low-angle morning sunlight that recalls the ideal purity of light 
in Van Swanevelt’s idylls. 

 
Notes:
1. On the Martelli collection, see most recently Sabrina Norlander Eliasson 
et al., Italian Paintings: Three Centuries of Collecting, Nationalmuseum, Stockholm, 
I, Stockholm, Nationalmuseum 2015, pp. 19–51.
2. Oil on wood, 34.8 x 23.8 cm, inv. Nationalmuseum NM 7247. Signed 
(bottom right): “I.A.” Inscribed (label on verso): “I.A. Fiammingo. / Paese 
/ Mart: 66”. The painting is not listed in Anne Charlotte Steland-Stief, Jan 
Asselijn (Amsterdam 1971). The signature is possibly a later addition, which 
does not, however, alter the attribution. Signatures or monograms have 
been found on a little less than a hundred of the 341 paintings recorded by 
Steland-Stief, all signed examples probably painted almost exclusively in the 
years 1634–35 and 1646–52. 
3. Paris, Musée du Louvre; see Steland-Stief 1971, pp. 60–61, nos. 44, 125, 
215.
4. Vienna, Akademie der bildenden Künste, see Steland-Stief 1971, p. 43, 
no. 87, pl. XIV.
5. Engraved by Cornelis Visscher, see Steland-Stief 1971, pl. XIV.
6. The fact that the Stockholm picture was painted on oak panel, a support 
found almost exclusively in northern Europe, rather than poplar, which 
was the preferred wood support in Italy, might indicate that the work was 
executed during Asselijn’s travels through France c. 1644–46. However, it is 
also conceivable that the artist had brought with him to Italy a stock of small 
oak panels. Cf. Steland-Stief 1971, p. 54.   
7. Amsterdam, priv. coll.; see Anne Charlotte Steland, Die Zeichnungen des Jan 
Asselijn, Fridingen, 1989, no. 13, fig. 53.
8. See Steland-Stief 1989, under no. 104a.

The large collection of Italian paintings sold to the     
Nationalmuseum in 1803 by Nicola Martelli (b. 1733) of Rome, 
Professor of botany and art collector, included a number of inte-
resting works by Northern European artists active in Italy during 
the 17th century.1 Among these is a fine small picture in oil on 
oak panel, Italian Landscape with a View from a Grotto, which car-
ries a signature in the form of a monogram “I.A.,” here identi-
fied as that of Dutch painter Jan Asselijn (1600/1616–1652).2 
A painter of landscapes, genre scenes, battle pieces and seasca-
pes, Asselijn travelled in Italy and France, and worked in Rome 
for many years, specialising in animal painting and landscapes 
with ruins in the Roman campagna. Alongside Jan Both (1618–
1652) and Jan Baptist Weenix (1621–1659), he was one of the 
most distinguished and influential artists of the second genera-
tion of Dutch Italianates. 

Around 1635/36, following studies in Amsterdam with Jan 
Martszen the Younger (c. 1609–after 1647), a specialist in depic-
ting battle scenes with cavalry, Asselijn travelled to Rome, where 
he joined the Bentveughels, an association of northern artists 
who had settled there. They nicknamed him Krabbetje, or little 
crab, because of his crippled left hand. On his journey back to 
the Northern Netherlands, he stayed c. 1644/45 in Lyon, where 
he married, and in 1646 in Paris, where he provided paintings 
for the decoration of the Cabinet d’Amour in the Hôtel Lam-
bert.3 After his return to Amsterdam in the autumn of 1646, 
Asselijn continued to produce Italianate landscapes. He died in 
Amsterdam on 3 October 1652. 

For about seven years Asselijn remained in Rome, where 
his principal artistic influences were the paintings of his fellow    
Dutchmen Pieter van Laer (1599–1642), and the brothers Both, 
Jan and Andries (1611–1642). Asselijn drew and painted copies 
and variants of their compositions illustrating everyday life in 
Rome, so-called bambocciades, either outdoors or in rocky caves. 
His preferred subject matter was landscapes with ruins, herds-
men and animals, broad panoramas, river views with bridges 
and quays, and picturesque seaports. His sensitive evocation of 
southern sunlight has much in common with Jan Both’s manner. 

One work in the artist’s Roman oeuvre that, in part, resembles 
the present picture is the Peasants in the Interior of a Grotto, now in 
Vienna:4 in the half-light of a rocky cave interior with a waterfall 
and climbing roses, figures and animals are illuminated by the 
clear sky seen through an arched opening. Sometime before 1639 
Van Laer painted a cavalry battle scene in the interior of a rocky 
cave, reproduced in an engraving by Cornelis Visscher, a setting 
that may have been Asselijn’s source of inspiration for a number 
of compositions in a similar vein.5 Asselijn painted some thirty-one 
views of arches in ruins or grottoes, a motif that was very popular 
with art lovers, and although they cannot be dated with any cer-
tainty, Anne Charlotte Steland-Stief believes they were all produ-
ced during the artist’s Roman sojourn.6 Asselijn was also a prolific 


