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Venus Visiting Vulcan’s Forge
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David Teniers | was father of the more renowned son by the same
name. He was born in Antwerp in 1582 and died in the same city
in 1649. After being apprenticed to his elder brother, Juliaan
Teniers, he appears to have stayed in Rome between 1600 and
1605, where he studied in the Elsheimer circle. He was definitely
back in Antwerp in 1605 and was registered as master painter of
the Guild of Saint Luke the following year. In 1608, he married a
rich widow, Dympha de Wilde. Yet, possibly because he was una-
ble to manage the property, he led his entire life in poverty and
was imprisoned twice in 1625 and 1629 on account of unpaid
debis. He was also a picture dealer in the 1630s. He had five sons
and one daughter, among whom David II, Juliaan III, Theodor,
and Abraham also became painters.

Overshadowed by his son, until recently, the artistic achieve-
ments of the father David I had not been fully appreciated. In a
volume of The Pelican History of Art, Horst Gerson states as fol-
lows: “We do not know how the elder Teniers painted, because
there is no sound basis for the numerous attributions to him.”1)
Indeed, ever since the 18th century, works of not particularly su-
perior quality painted in his son’s style have generally been at-
tributed to the father. However, following the publication of the
research carried out by Erik Duverger and Hans Vlieghe in 1971,
the characteristics and stylistic development of the father’s work
have also been clarified to a certain extent.?) Together with Hen-
drik Goudt, Pieter Lastman, and Jan Pynas, David I was one of
the Dutch artists who was deeply influenced by Adam Elsheimer,
the German artist who was active in Rome. Small works based on
mythology or the Bible with landscapes depicting many figures
were his speciality. Mainly in the late 1610s, he produced large
religious paintings with life-size figures for churches all over
Flanders. Compared to Rubens, five years his senior, the style
David I exhibited in these works was eclectic and rigid, closer to
that of Marten de Vos and the brothers Hieronymus and Frans
Francken, who belong to an older generation. It was in the small
cabinet pictures that he showed himself at his best. From the
1630s onwards, his Mannerist landscapes full of dramatic colour
effects characterized by complicated spatial composition gradual-
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ly disappear and are substituted by more natural, harmonious
landscapes seen from a lower viewpoint. The figures in these
landscapes also become less incongruous and fit into their space
more comfortably.

This painting depicts Vulcan, god of fire and smithery, tom-
missioned by Venus to forge a weapon for Aeneas, her son by An-
chises, prince of Dardanus. It was with this weapon that Aeneas
was to win victory at war and become the heroic founder of
Rome. The forge is in a cave surrounded by rocks. Vulcan’s right
hand holding a hammer is about to strike towards the centre of
the image, where he is supporting a hot lump of metal with pliers
in his left hand. Standing in front of him is Amor, with the tip of
his arrow resting on the table. Amor is looking towards Venus,
who is sitting on a rock at the front right of the image. Venus and
Amor look as if they are in conversation, the goddess with her left
hand stretched out and her forefinger pointing at something, ap-
pearing to give Amor some sort of advice. The pair of doves
depicted in front of Venus is her attribute as goddess of love and
marriage.

The material and the atmosphere depicted in this painting are
all quite exquisite. The details of the steel armour and the fine
quiver and belt at the left forefront are as subtle as a still-life. The
rocky cave walls, the fire and smoke in the furnace, and the land-
scape in the bright light beyond the cave all brilliantly convey the
air and glimmering light.

The Kunsthistorisches Museum in Vienna has four works with
mythological subjects comparable to ours; Pan Playing the Flute
in front of Nymph and Satyr (inv.no.736), Verturnnus and Pomo-
na (inv.no.738), Jupiter Presenting Juno with lo Turned into a
Cow (inv.no.743), and Mercury and Argos (inv.no.745); (see
figs.1-4). These four works are all the same size as our painting
and the latter three bear the same signature and date, 1638, as
ours.3) Consequently, these five works could be considered as a
single group although whether there used to be other works, now
lost, in addition to these five, forming a larger series, remains
unknown.

The works in the Kunsthistorisches Museum have traditional-
ly been attributed to David 1.4 Certainly, these late cabinet pic-
tures, including ours, no longer display the artificial and dramatic
composition influenced by Elsheimer in David I's early works.
Rather, the compositions become more balanced and the figures
fit more naturally into the space. Such change in style could have
been the influence of his son, who was apprenticed to the father.
Even so, there is no denying a stiff awkwardness in the depiction
of Vulcan and Venus, which is not to be found in the son’s works.
Lastly, it should be mentioned that the repainting of Venus’ legs is
visible even to the naked eye. (Toshiharu Nakamura)
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