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A curly-haired boy of about eight or nine years old is portrayed in a wooded landscape.  He is 

dressed as a hunter, in a red fantasy costume.  In one hand he holds a bow and in the other an 

arrow drawn from a quiver on his back.  Lying on the ground to his left is a blue feathered cap 

and on the right is the limp body of a dead hare.  The youngster is shown as if preparing to take 

aim, but, pausing momentarily, he has turned his head to meet the viewer’s gaze.    Maes has 

depicted the boy’s costume with characteristic bravura, so, too, his flowing locks, the hare’s 

pelt and the plume of feathers.   

 



Having trained with Rembrandt in Amsterdam, Maes returned to his native Dordrecht in 1653 

and set up as an independent master.  At first, he painted mainly domestic genre scenes, but 

from 1659 onwards he turned his attentions almost exclusively to the more lucrative field of 

portraiture.  Initially, his portraits were conservative in style, but gradually he developed a 

more elegant and colourful manner, inspired by Flemish and French models.  In 1673, Maes 

moved to Amsterdam, where he soon became the most sought after portraitist in the city.  

According to Houbraken, “so much work came his way that it was deemed a favour if one 

person was granted the opportunity to sit for his portrait before another, and so it remained for 

the rest of his life”
 i
. 

 

With its vibrant colours, succulent brushwork and lively pose, this likeness of an unknown boy 

exemplifies the artist’s portrayals of the offspring of members of the fashionable elite.  Judging 

from the number of surviving portraits of this kind, Maes enjoyed great success with the genre.  

Swathed in sumptuous silks and satins, the youngsters in these paintings invariably appear in 

the outdoors, often in the company of tame animals and birds. Their costumes generally have 

very little to do with the actual fashions of the day, rather they are fanciful creations, with some 

elements of classical or pastoral dress, which are intended to give the portrait a timeless appeal.   

 

The portrayal of male sitters in the guise of hunters – whether adults or children – reflects the 

fashion for pastoral portraits which first developed in the 1640s.  After mid-century, portraits 

with hunting attributes became increasingly popular, but in most cases this had largely to do 

with their snob appeal, for the right to hunt was a privilege originally reserved for the court and 

the aristocracy.  This was a period of rapid social change in the Dutch Republic, especially in 

the booming metropolis of Amsterdam, where great fortunes could be made in a short space of 

time.  This situation gave rise to a new class of wealthy, status-conscious urban elite which was 

keen to acquire the trappings of nobility, including their country estates and leisured way of 

life.  Maes’s success was likely due in no small measure to his ability to attract patrons from 

this newly prosperous stratum of society.   Besides the aristocratic associations mentioned 

above, hunting was also regarded as an active and manly pursuit and therefore fitting for a boy-

child.   

 

Maes was evidently well pleased with the little boy’s pose here for he repeated it in a signed 

and dated painting of 1673, which portrays a fair-haired youngster
ii
.  The present painting 

probably dates from around the same time, shortly after the artist’s arrival in Amsterdam. 

 

 

Born in Dordrecht in January 1634, Nicolaes Maes was the son of a prosperous merchant, 

Gerrit Maes, and his wife, Ida Herman Claesdr.  According to Houbraken, he first learnt 

drawing from a ‘mediocre master’ in his native town, before becoming a pupil of Rembrandt in 

Amsterdam.  His period of tuition in Rembrandt’s studio probably took place from about 

1648/50 and was certainly concluded by 1653, when he moved back to Dordrecht.  In 

December that year, he was betrothed to Adriana Browers, widow of the preacher Arnoldus de 

Gelder and the couple were married in Dordrecht on 21 January 1654.  The couple had three 

children, one of whom died young.   According to Houbraken, Maes travelled to Antwerp to 

see paintings by Peter Paul Rubens, Anthony van Dyck and others and visited several artists, 

including Jacob Jordaens.  The date for this trip is usually placed in the early to mid-1660s.  

Otherwise, Maes seems to have remained in his home town until 1673, when he settled 

permanently in Amsterdam.  Maes was buried in Amsterdam on 24 December, 1693.   
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i
   Arnold Houbraken, De groote schouburgh, 1718-1721, vol. ii, p. 273-7. 

   
ii  Nicolaes Maes, Portrait of a Boy holding a Bow and Arrow, signed and dated 1673, on canvas, 69.2 x 57.5 cm, 

sold Sotheby’s, 10 July, 2003, lot 126. 

 


