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A tidal wave of change has encircled the globe in recent years. Human rights 
concerns, the smoldering effects of colonialism, the Black Lives Matter 
movement, global warming, and a world-wide pandemic, among other 
issues, continue to affect everyday life. Against this perilous backdrop, one 
might assume a study devoted to a seventeenth-century Dutch painter would 
be immune from this evolving landscape. Such has not been the case.  

In the years since my research on Hals in America began, the challenges 
have been plentiful. Some are obvious, chief among them the inability to 
travel during the last two years due to COVID-19. As the doors of museums 
and research facilities closed, my options for completing the study became 
increasingly limited. Fortunately, museum websites, online libraries and 
research facilities, and communications with colleagues enabled me to 
move forward with my research. I am grateful for all the help received 
during these challenging times.    

Not so obvious, however, have been the programmatic changes associated 
with the study of Dutch art during its so-called ‘Golden Age’. In fact, the 
term ‘Golden Age’ is now viewed with negative connotations. The often-
brutal practices undertaken by Dutch explorers and businesspeople, or to 
less polite, Dutch exploiters, are known to have reached the far corners of 
the earth during the seventeenth century. Researchers are now probing into 
the backgrounds of those individuals who benefited from the wealth 
produced by the Dutch during this period, and who suffered. Sadly, it is 
becoming clear that this powerful overseas empire was built upon the backs 
of native peoples by conquest and occupation. The Dutch eventually cast 
thousands into slavery, while large numbers of others were indiscriminately 
slaughtered. 

Against this tarnishing of the ‘Golden Age’, how does one reconcile the 
Dutch production and consumption of luxury goods, including paintings by 
Frans Hals and others? As objects destined to grace the homes of many of 
the same individuals whose fortunes were generated by brutal practices 
abroad, one wonders if these artworks should also be viewed as tarnished? 
Ultimately, a new generation of scholars and curators will be tasked to find 
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a balance between art and history. For them, an interdisciplinarity approach 
will doubtless serve as a cornerstone to their research. At the same time, 
museums will likely adjust their installations of Dutch art to reflect 
historical record. Only by placing this material into its larger context can we 
better understand and appreciate the art produced during this turbulent 
period in history.  

As someone trained to focus on the object, I have long identified myself as 
a keeper/curator of a collection. In today’s climate, however, discussions 
are more apt to begin with the narrative, with artworks often reduced to a 
supporting role. At the same time, the term curator has been reduced to the 
point where anyone who puts together a list self-identifies as a curator. As 
I ponder these changes, it strikes me that the discipline, to remain viable in 
today’s world, must accommodate both a micro and macro look at Dutch 
art in the age of Rembrandt, Hals, and Vermeer. As we move forward with 
these issues, however, it is important that we not lose sight of the creative 
genius and visual appeal found in seventeenth-century Dutch art.      
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Fig. 1 W. R. Valentiner, Self Portrait, 1901, pen and ink with gouache on paper, 
12.3 x 10.4 cm, Raleigh, North Carolina Museum of Art, Bequest of W. R. 
Valentiner (2016.17). Photo courtesy of the North Carolina Museum of Art, Raleigh. 

The genesis of this study began in 1936, the year William R. Valentiner (fig. 
1) published Frans Hals Paintings in America (fig. 2).1 In it, he illustrated 
all the pictures by the artist he then considered autograph and residing in 
America. Valentiner, who would direct museums in Detroit, Los Angeles, 
and Raleigh during a long and illustrious career, had also maintained 
credentials as an important scholar. In many of his academic endeavors he 
drew upon contacts and lessons learned in his native Germany and 
elsewhere in Europe. His most notable mentors were Wilhelm von Bode 
(1845-1929) in Berlin, and Cornelis Hofstede de Groot (1863-1930) in The 
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Hague. Of greater importance for the topic under discussion here, Valentiner 
was also one of his generation’s foremost scholars on the work of Frans 
Hals. In addition to Frans Hals Paintings in America, he would curate 
exhibitions devoted to Hals in Detroit (1935) and Los Angeles (1947), 
compile an important Hals oeuvre catalogue (1921, 2nd ed. 1923), and 
author many articles and catalogue entries on the artist and his paintings 
(see bibliography). 

 

Fig. 2 W. R. Valentiner, Frans Hals in America, 1936. Westport CT: Frederic 
Fairchild Sherman Publishers.  

Fast forward more than a half century after the death of Valentiner in 1958, 
the author of this study was privileged to work under his long shadow at the 
North Carolina Museum of Art as curator of northern European art. 
Valentiner, the institution’s first director in the mid-1950s, left behind an 
enormous legacy. Consequently, much of the research I undertook during 
my tenure in Raleigh between 1994 and 2018 would not have been possible 
without the strong foundation he left behind.  


