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A DRAWING BY the Dutch artist Herman Saftleven 
(1609- 1685) recently acquired by the Metro- 
politan Museum illustrates how a leading 

draftsman in seventeenth-century Holland recorded a 
contemporary event of catastrophic proportions 
(Figure i).1 As indicated in the inscription, it repre- 
sents the city of Delft after the explosion of the gun- 
powder arsenal of the States General on October 12, 
1654. Salient points of interest are marked with letters 
and described in the legend below: 

A. is the hole or pool 13 feet deep and full of water 
where the tower had stood when I drew it on October 29 
new style. 

B. is the Nieuwe Kerck [New Church] where the glass 
was destroyed and a large hole torn in the roof and was 
very damaged, but the coats of arms and sepulchre and 
the ornament on his majesty's grave was not damaged. 

C. is the Oude Kerck [Old Church] where the glass 
and the walls were torn away. I saw a remarkable thing in 
this church that the wall behind the arms of Admiral 
Tromp was blown away but the arms were not damaged, 
also those of Admiral Piet Hein were similarly not 
damaged. 

D. is the place where the Militia Hall stood and also 
where the maid of the Militia Hall was pulled out fully 
clothed from under the stones on October 27 so miser- 
able from having been buried. 

E. the trees which stand on the city walls were little or 
not at all damaged.2 

Saftleven's drawing is the earliest known record of the 
devastation, showing Delft as it looked only seventeen 
days after the catastrophe. While posing intriguing 
questions of function, this study sheds light on the 
mechanisms used to record newsworthy places and 
events. 

The drawing represents the city of Delft from the 
northeastern perimeter of the town, looking in a 
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southerly direction across the pool of water, marked A, 
situated where the arsenal once stood (Figure 2). The 
Nieuwe Kerk (New Church), marked B, can be found 
in the background at center, and the Oude Kerk (Old 
Church), marked C, is toward the right. The Militia 
Hall, marked D, stands in the foreground. The subject 
of the drawing is the wreckage of the city, and there 
are no signs of human life. 

Saftleven is well known for his topographical views. 
Born to an artistic family in Rotterdam, in 1632 
Saftleven settled in Utrecht, where he held various 
posts in the painters' guild between 1655 and 1667.3 
Early in his career, in the 163os, he had painted peas- 
ant interiors in the manner of his brother, Cornelis 
Saftleven (ca. 1607-1681) and landscapes inspired by 
the tonal views of Jan van Goyen (1596-1656) and 
Peter Molijn (1595-1661). In the next decade, he fell 
under the influence of two Dutch Italianate artists, 
Cornelis Poelenburg (ca. 1593-1667) and Jan Both 
(ca. 1615-1652). Saftleven established his mature 
style about 1650, painting panoramic and Rhenish 
river landscapes enlivened with anecdotal details that 
he based on sketches he made during travels along the 
Moselle and through the Rhineland. 

Proficient also as a printmaker and draftsman, 
Saftleven produced about forty etchings between 
1640 and 1669 and more than 1,1 oo drawings during 
the course of his lifetime. He sketched genre scenes, 
figures, interiors, and studies of plants and animals, 
but the majority of his drawings are landscapes and 
topographical views, some of which he made for the 
atlas of Laurens van der Hem (1621-1678), which 
contains one of the largest collections of maps, charts, 
topographical views, portraits, and illustrations of his- 
toric events compiled in the seventeenth century 
(Osterreichische Nationalbibliothek, Vienna).4 The 
Dutch poet and dramatist Joost van den Vondel 
(1587-1679) praised Saftleven's topographical draw- 
ings for being true to life.5 

Saftleven's View of Delft dates to the time of his early 
artistic maturity, and its execution is characteristic of 
the artist's landscape drawings. The main elements of 
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Figure i. Herman Safdeven (1609-1685). View of Deift after the Explosion of the Gunpowder Arsenal in 1654, 1654. Black chalk, pen and brown 
ink, brush and brown wash on two sheets of paper, 24.9 x 74.9 cm. The Metropolitan Museum of Art, Purchase, Bequest of Helen Hay 
Whitney, by exchange, and The Mnuchin Foundation, Mr. and Mrs. David M. Tobey and Werner H. Kramarsky Gifts, 1995, 1995.197 
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the scene are sketched in with short strokes in black 
chalk that vary in intensity, thus suggesting both the 
fall of light and shade and a sense of atmosphere. 
Washes, added with brush, shade and further define 
the forms in the round. This technique was adopted 
by many Dutch artists in the seventeenth century- 
among them van Goyen and Molijn-to give their 
landscape drawings the appearance of having been 
drawn from life (naer het leven).6 Such drawings, how- 
ever, often were created in the studio based on smaller 
chalk sketches made in situ. 

The Museum's drawing appears to have been done 
from life not only because of its sketchy technique 
but also because of its informal composition. The two 
churches rising above the skyline interrupt the 
panoramic survey of the debris and a pair of trees 
block our view of the spire of the Nieuwe Kerk. Since 
artists usually drew from nature only in small sketch- 
books, however, the drawing seems too large to have 
been made on the spot. It measures 74.9 centimeters 

in length and extends across two sheets of paper 
joined at the center. Furthermore, the inscription was 
written in the past tense-toen ick het tekende (when I 
drew)-suggesting that the drawing was executed in 
the studio based on sketches made at the site, 
although no such sketches are known.7 

Other artists worked in a similar fashion. A drawing 
by van Goyen of the break in the St. Anthonis Dike is 
based on a sketch he made when he traveled from The 
Hague to record the disaster at first hand (Figure 3).8 
These sketches are so accurate that each of the different 
viewpoints from which he drew the dike in his sketch- 
book can be identified. Similarly, when Rembrandt 
drew the Old Town Hall in Amsterdam three days after 
the fire of 1652 left it in ruins, he specified the subject, 
time, and place of the sketch in an inscription: "The 
town hall of Amsterdam after it burned down onJuly 9, 
1652, seen from the weighing house" (Museum het 
Rembrandthuis, Amsterdam).9 In his view of Delft, 
Saftleven also strove to accurately represent and 
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Figure 3. Jan van Goyen (1596-1656). T 
Dike, near Houtewael, 1651. Black chalk, bn 
18.4 cm. Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum, Rijks 

describe the site of the devastatio] 
temporaries, he treated his subjec 
scale. 

Saftleven drew a number of pai 
native Utrecht as studies for an en 
missioned by the town. These are 
of a city.10 In them important land 
resented and various figures popu 
They are timeless and convey non 
moment that characterizes the vi 
explosion. They are precisely drav 
ity in execution that animates the 

Saftleven also made a series of 
another natural disaster, the to 
destroyed much of Utrecht." TI 

between 1674 and 1677 and acquired by the city of 
Utrecht in 1682, were similarly intended as finished 
works of art, yet they differ from the Museum's draw- 
ing in scale and execution. Conceived as a group, the 
sketches focus narrowly on the ruins of individual 
buildings, the Dom and Pieterskerck, recording them in 

,4' . \ i a descriptive manner from various picturesque angles 
,,- <- ' rather than from a distant, all-encompassing viewpoint. 

The View of Delft is exceptional in the monumental 
L\.'^ _.~ 'treatment accorded its calamitous subject. 

-g^ ; .^- - 't Secreet van Hollandt (the Secret of Holland), as the 
. .'. -* , '0~^ ' gunpowder arsenal became known, was constructed 

about 1573, shortly after the outbreak of the Nether- 
'heBreak ofthe St. Anthonis landish revolt against Spanish rule (1568-1684).12 
ish and gray wash, 11.4 x Delft was an important city at this time because 
prentenkabinet William I (1533-1584), prince of Orange and founder 

of the Dutch Republic, had moved from The Hague to 
n but, unlike his con- the Prinsenhof in Delft upon becoming stadtholder in 
t on a much grander 1572. When the arsenal exploded in 1654, the 

Republic of the United Netherlands had already been 
noramas, views of his recognized as an independent nation for six years with 
graving of 1669 com- the signing of the Treaty of Miinster in 1648.13 
traditional portrayals According to the contemporaneous account that 
marks are clearly rep- Dirck van Bleyswijck, a Delft burgomaster, provided in 
late the foreground. his civic eulogy of 1667, Beschryvinge der Stadt Delft, 
le of the specificity of eighty or ninety thousand pounds of gunpowder were 
.ew of Delft after the stored in the arsenal at the time of the explosion.14 
wn and lack the vivac- The thunderous noise was so deafening it was heard 
Museum's drawing. on the island of Texel in the North Sea over 120 kilo- 

f drawings recording meters away. The powder house was obliterated, leav- 
rnado of 1674 that ing only a pool of water fifteen or sixteen feet deep on 
hese drawings, made the site where it stood. Large trees were uprooted 

Figure 4. Egbert van der Poel 
(1621 -1664). A View of Delft after 
the Explosion of 654, 1654. Oil on 
panel, 36.2 x 49.5 cm. London, 
National Gallery 
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Figure 5. Gerbrand van den Eeckhout (1621-1674). The 
Gunpowder Explosion in Delft, October 12, 1654, 1654. Pen and brown 
ink, gray wash over black chalk, 10.9 x 13.6 cm. Berlin, Staatliche 
Museen Preussischer Kulturbesitz, Kupferstichkabinett (photo: 
Jorg P. Anders) 

while others remained standing but no longer had 
any branches. More than two hundred houses were 
destroyed and another three hundred lost their roofs 
and windows. More than one hundred people were 
killed in the explosion, including the Delft painter 
Carel Fabritius (1622-1654), and over a thousand cit- 
izens were wounded. 

The legend in Saftleven's drawing parallels van 
Bleyswijck's description in its focus on narrative 
detail.15 Such interest in the human drama character- 

izes other contemporaneous images of the disaster. 
The paintings by Egbert van der Poel (1621-1664) 
and Daniel Vosmaer (active 1642-66), both artists in 
Delft, that represent the aftermath as well as the explo- 
sion itself are peopled in the foreground by young 
boys running from the blast, others coming to the aid 
of the wounded, and onlookers gathering before a view 
of the devastated city seen in the background.16 
Known in many versions (Figure 4), these images must 
have been made for many years after the event to sat- 
isfy a large demand. Similarly, an illustrated pamphlet 
published in Amsterdam in 1654 described the explo- 
sion and called attention to the miraculous discovery 
of a fifteen-month-old girl found alive and well, still in 
her chair and holding an apple, twenty-four hours 
after the explosion.17 The illustration for the pamphlet 
designed by Gerbrand van den Eeckhout (162 1-1674) 
focuses on the heroic efforts to save those trapped in 
the destruction and depicts no recognizable sites in 
Delft amid the wreckage (Figure 5).18 It should be 
considered not a first-hand record of the disaster but a 
dramatic reconstruction. 

The precision with which Saftleven identified the 
points of interest in the legend of his drawing sets it 
apart from this tradition of representing disasters in 
paintings and pamphlets and ally it more closely to the 
cartographic tradition.19 The anonymous Plan of Delft 
after the Fire of I53 6, probably a copy after a lost paint- 
ing, is an early precedent (Figure 6).20 It presents the 
city in plan from above, one of the earliest known paint- 
ings to do so, in order to document clearly the effects 
of the conflagration. Areas destroyed by the fire are 

..Figure 6. 
Anonymous. Plan 
of Delft after the 
Fire of I536. Oil 

_ on canvas, 92 x 
16o cm. Delft, 
Stedelijk Museum 
'Het Prinsenhof 
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Figure 7 I. A n onymou. - iew -of- the , ca.. 5o. _ 

Figure 7. Anonymous. View of the Town ofDeventer, ca. 1550. Figure 8. Esias van de Velde (ca. 1590/91-1630). The Great Flood 
Woodcut, 27.5 x 37.5 cm. Deventer, Gemeentemusea (photo: of I624. Engraving, 28.3 x 38.9 cm. Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum, 
Gemeentemusea) Rijksprentenkabinet 

shown in lighter colors than those areas saved. The 
frame is inscribed in a manner later echoed by 
Saftleven's legend: "Fourteen churches many people 
and countless houses perished in the fire at Delft; also 
the town hall and the meat hall 1536." An anonymous 
woodcut from about 1550 portrays the city of Deventer 
in profile accompanied by an inscription with historical 
and topographical information (Figure 7).21 

Other parallels are found in the design of contem- 
porary broadsheets.22 As the popular vehicle by which 
religious and political subjects were discussed, 
wartime victories chronicled, and peace negotiations 
debated, broadsheets were composed in a way to con- 
vey information clearly, with a tide, illustration, and 
text. In rare instances, this format was adapted for other 
purposes. Esaias van de Velde (ca. 1590/91-1630) 

Figure 9. Johannes 
Vermeer (1632-1675). 
View ofDelft, ca. 166o-61. 
Oil on canvas, 98 x 
117.5 cm. The Hague, 
Mauritshuis 
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adopted such a design for his engraving of the Great 
Flood of 1624, which chronicles the repair of the dike 
in the town of Vianen after it burst and water had inun- 
dated the countryside all the way to Amsterdam 
(Figure 8).23 Saftleven seems to be the only artist to 
borrow this type of pictorial construction for a 
drawing. 

Although city views were often made on commission, 
it appears there also existed the practice of painting 
and drawing these subjects on speculation. The View of 
Delft painted by Hendrick Vroom (1566-1640) in 
1615 (Stedelijk Museum 'Het Prinsenhof, Delft), for 
example, was donated by the artist to the city of Delft in 
1634 at which time he was given an honorarium.24 This 
may also have been the case with Saftleven's drawing, 
since its monumental scale and quality suggest it may 
have had a public function. But there are no indications 
he made it on commission for the municipality. Indeed, 
Saftleven possibly retained the drawing throughout his 
life. It is recorded in the inventory of the Dutch draw- 
ing collector Sybrand Feitama (1694-1758) and may 
have entered the collection of his father, Isaac (died 1709), 
as early as 1695, ten years after Saftleven's death.25 

Saftleven's View of Delft is a unique portrayal of the 
aftermath of a disaster dependent on several different 
pictorial traditions while departing from them all. It is 
both a panoramic city view and the record of an explo- 
sion. Its great originality lies in its reference to the lan- 
guage of broadsheets as a means to order information. 
The image is endowed with a sense of authenticity 
while retaining the bravura and immediacy of a freely 
sketched drawing. 

Transcending its reportorial function, it heralds in 
many respects another city view, Vermeer's View of Delft 
(Figure 9).26 The drawing and the painting represent 
opposite sides of the city, Saftleven having made its 
destruction his subject and Vermeer having chosen a 
view from the south looking toward the Schiepoort and 
the Rotterdamsepoort in order to avoid the remaining 
signs of ruin.27 But both share a quiet stillness and 
evocative sense of place that record Delft in the seven- 
teenth century. 
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