
Gerrit Adriaensz. Berckheyde (1638-1698) 
Gezicht op de Grote en Portugese Synagoge te Amsterdam
(Amsterdam view of the Great Synagogue and the Portuguese Synagogue)
Oil on oak panel, 31.9 x 45.1 cm., signed lower centre: g Berk heyde, undated circa 1680(?). 

In December 2008, the Jewish Historical Museum in Amsterdam expanded its collection with the acquisition of an important painting by the distinguished 17th century Dutch architectural painter Gerrit Berckheyde: Gezicht op de Grote en Portugese Synagoge te Amsterdam.
 Two additional versions of this work also exist, both in collections abroad. The first, in the Städelsches Kunstinstitut und Städtische Galerie in Frankfurt am Main, was lent to the Jewish Historical Museum a few years ago and displayed to the public.
 The second, the existence of which was unknown for the longest time, is the property of Musée de Picardie in Amiens.
 This newly acquired version, from a Belgian private collection
, has not been found in any earlier literature. Gezicht op de Grote en Portugese Synagoge te Amsterdam is the only painting by a Dutch artist of these two prominent Amsterdam buildings, dedicated a few years before the completion of this piece. 
A dream of the Jewish Historical Museum has been realised with this purchase, made possible by the support of the: SNS Reaal Fonds, Rembrandt Association, VSB Fonds, BankGiro Lottery, Mondriaan Foundation, Friends of the Jewish Historical Museum, Richard Green Gallery, Tom Meijer and Salomon Stodel Antiquités. 
Gezicht op de Grote en Portugese Synagoge te Amsterdam, as seen from the Muidergracht (now the Weesperstraat) at the height of the Nieuwe Herengracht, is characteristic of Berckheyde’s approach to his subject matter. It epitomises his realistic, purely architectonic representation of the buildings, different than the more romanticized quality of work by his contemporaries such as the Dutch painters Jan van der Heyden (1637-1712) or Emanuel de Witte (circa 1617-1691/1692). Berckheyde used light and sharply cast shadows to specially emphasise the scope and massiveness of these synagogues. In contrast to his contemporaries, he never altered reality to perfect his compositions: therefore the synagogues have been faithfully rendered.
 After a successful start of construction in May 1670, the Great – or Hoogduitse (High German) – Synagogue, in which the Jewish Historical Museum is now housed, was dedicated on 25 March 1671. Shortly afterwards, on 17 April 1671, the four cornerstones of the building across the street – today still the Portuguese synagogue – were laid. Construction then slowed with the invasion of the French in the Disaster Year 1672 and the official dedications were finally held on 2 August 1675.
 The back view of the synagogues
, with the exterior connections between the two balconies for female worshippers, is partially concealed by a (canvas) building-site hut, which is absent from the version of this painting in Frankfurt.
These synagogues not only attracted the attention of painters and engravers, but also many visitors from home and abroad. Even long before the dedication of the synagogues, there was scarcely a foreign visitor who was not impressed by the prominent position Jews had attained in the city of Amsterdam. For instance in 1696, not long after Berckheyde completed his painting, William Mountague wrote enthusiastically about: “Jews who have many streets here, and the two synagogues; one of the Portuguese community, a very fine one and the largest of Europe (if not in the world) being much superior to those we ourselves saw in many other parts, where the Jews are most numerous.” 
 Absolutely no description of the city Amsterdam at that time overlooks mentioning the synagogues, and countless engravers also portrayed them.
 In the late 17th century, only Berckheyde – as far as can be determined – painted the exterior of both of these buildings. He must have foreseen some market for his paintings; after all he made at least three different versions. Also the interior of the Portuguese synagogue served as the subject of three nearly identical paintings by Emanuel de Witte, of which the most beautiful and well-known – now on temporary loan to the Jewish Historical Museum
 – is owned by the Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam. Another one was the property of David de Abraham Cardozo, who bequeathed it to another Portuguese Jew, Jacob Nunes Henriques.
 Whether Berckheyde created one or more versions of Gezicht op de Grote en Portugese Synagoge te Amsterdam as a commission for a Jewish patron, remains thus far unknown. 

Gerrit Berckheyde (6 June 1638 - 10 June 1698) was a pupil of his older brother, the painter Job Berckheyde (1630-1693) and of Frans Hals (1582/1583-1666). He was one of the most important architectural painters of the Golden Age, together with Jan van der Heyden. Emanuel de Witte and the older contemporary Pieter Saenredam (1597-1665). After working for a period with his brother in Heidelberg for the Elector Palatine, he returned to the city of his birth, Haarlem, around 1660. From then on, he almost exclusively painted cityscapes of primarily Haarlem, Amsterdam and The Hague. Gerrit Berckheyde is represented by 17 works in Dutch public art collections.
 
The first of the Amsterdam cityscapes by Berckheyde dates from the middle of the 1660s. The increasing awareness in the city because of its thriving trade gave Amsterdam an allure that strongly attracted artists who wanted to profit from the wealthy patrons in this rapidly growing metropolis. The architecture of Amsterdam, and particularly Town Hall on the Dam Square, became renowned for its beauty and grandeur. In the second half of the 17th century there was a great desire for paintings depicting the most important public monuments both in the Netherlands and other surrounding countries. Berckheyde’s work is clearly indicative of this by the mere fact that the buildings in his cityscapes were often painted shortly after construction was completed, such as his paintings of Town Hall (1665), the bend in the Herengracht (circa 1670/1672) and also Gezicht op de Grote en Portugese Synagoge (circa 1680-1685). It is notable that Berckheyde painted these defining images of the city many times, sometimes even from exactly the same point of view. This is the case with the Herengracht, Town Hall and Gezicht op de Grote en Portugese Synagoge, of which three similar versions exist, as already mentioned.
Berckheyde´s Gezicht op de Grote en Portugese Synagoge te Amsterdam, with the towers of Town Hall and the Zuiderkerk (South Church) prominently displayed in the middle, are exceptional for his oeuvre because it is the only painting of his that offers a panoramic view of the city. In this nearly tranquil environment in which the buildings are rendered, he seems mainly intent on emphasising the grandeur of the new synagogues as landmarks of an entirely new district. This painting impressively illustrates the prominent position the Jewish community had ascertained in 17th century Amsterdam. There is no other 17th century painting in which the Portuguese and High German Synagogue are depicted together. That is why this Amsterdam cityscape is a valuable addition to the ‘Collectie Nederland’ (Dutch Public Art Collections) And it is ultimately extremely fitting that it is now part of the collection of the Jewish Historical Museum, which is in fact housed in the very same Great Synagogue the painting depicts. The regular exhibit about the Golden Age, on display in the Great Synagogue, has now been rounded out with a unique and first-rate painting, until recently unknown. And at the same time, part of the canon of Dutch (art)history has been enriched with a vital work.

Edward van Voolen, January 2009

� Inventory number JHM 11075. Auctioned by Sotheby’s Amsterdam, Old Master Paintings Sale, 7 May 2008, lot 66. Sold at auction for an amount of € 250,000 euro (€ 300,250, - including mark-up).


�Oil painting on panel, 31.5 x 45.0 cm, signed. Images in J.F. van Agt, Synagogen in Amsterdam (Synagogues in Amsterdam), The Hague 1974, p. 43, fig. 34 and in Cynthia Lawrence, Gerrit Berckheyde (1638-1698): Haarlem Cityscape Painter, Doornspijk 1991, Plate 69.


� Oil painting on linen on panel, 58.7 x 73.5 cm., signed, dated 1682(?). Matthieu Pinette, Couleurs du Nord. Peintures flamandes et hollandaises des Musées d'Amiens, Amiens 1999. With thanks to Norbert Middelkoop of the Amsterdam Historical Museum, who informed me about the existence of this version.


� Information from the auction house.


�See Cynthia Lawrence, Op. cit., especially pp. 49-65, with thanks to Erik Koopman.


� Architectural descriptions in: Edward van Voolen and Paul Meijer, Synagogen van Nederland (Synagogues of the Netherlands), Zutphen 2006, pp. 42-47.


� The present back of the Portuguese Synagogue with the stairs to the balconies and heavy buttresses, dating from 1773, see previous note.


� Cited from: Yosef Kaplan, The Portuguese Jews of Amsterdam, in: Chaya Brasz and Yosef Kaplan (ed.), Dutch Jews as perceived by themselves and by others, Leiden, 2001, p. 25.


� Images in M.H. Gans, Memorboek (Memoriam Book), pp. 101-109, 130-134, and Van Agt, Op. cit., p. 30, pp. 42-46, and collection Jewish Historical Museum, see � HYPERLINK "http://www.jhm.nl/" �www.jhm.nl�.


� A second version is in the collection of the Israel Museum, Jerusalem; a third version, once in Köningsberg, was probably lost during in World War II. See further: Yosef Kaplan, ‘For whom did Emanuel de Witte paint his three pictures of the Sephardic Synagogue in Amsterdam?’, in: idem, An Alternative Path to Modernity. The Sephardi Diaspora in Western Europe, pp. 29-50.


� See Kaplan, Op. cit., pp 47-49.


� Rijksmuseum Amsterdam (6 works): Gezicht op de Dam met Stadhuis (Town Hall on the Dam), Gezicht op de Waag en stadskraan op het Spaarne in Haarlem (The Weigh House and the Crane on the Spaarne in Haarlem) Gezicht op de Herengracht te Amsterdam, Gouden Bocht in de Herengracht te Amsterdam (The Bend in the Herengracht near the Nieuwe Spiegelstraat in Amsterdam), Entree van het kasteel te Egmon), Gezicht op de Dam met Stadhuis (on loan to the Amsterdam Historical Museum).                                                                                                                                                         Amsterdam Historical Museum (3 works): Gezicht op de Dam met Nieuwe Kerk, Stadhuis en de Waag - on loan to Town Hall, Amsterdam), Oudezijds Herenlogement aan de Grimburgwa), Nieuwezijds Voorburgwal met Stadhuis en Bloemenmarkt.                                                                                                                                                        Frans Hals Museum, Haarlem (4 works): Gezicht op Vismarkt te Haarlem, Grote Markt te Haarlem met St. Bavo,Grote Markt te Haarlem met Stadhuis, Gezicht op Huize Elswout te Overveen.                                                                                                                                                          Mauritshuis Museum, The Hague (2 works): Gezicht op Hofvijver vanaf het Buitenhof, Gezicht op de Hofvijver en de Gevangenpoort te Den Haag.                                                                                                                    Gemeentemuseum (Municipal Museum), The Hague: Hofvijver vanaf de Korte Vijverberg.                                                                                                                                                                       Six Collection: Amstelkade met Binnen Amstel.                                                                                          With thanks to Erik Koopman.

















� In the definitive description of the Dutch canon of the 17e century, the following themes are illustrated: 


Part 4-Art of Printing: press freedom for Jews; Statenbijbel (Official bible translations): Bibles in Hebrew and Yiddish printed in Amsterdam, in part for export


Part 6-The Republic: Jews accepted due to the religious freedom created by the Union of Utrecht; canal district: Jewish elite on Amsterdam canals; Hugo de Groot; regulations for Jews


Part 7-Golden Age Spinoza: Ethica, Tractatus, criticism of religion, excommunication, individual freedom; Rembrandt: and the Jews; country homes: Jewish elite live on the Vecht River;


Part 8-Business acumen and colonial power: Suasso, Jews in Suriname.
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