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Dirk Valkenburg
(Amsterdam 1675-1721)
A Eurasian eagle-owl with a dead chicken in a landscape. A pigeon hovers above
Oil on canvas
127 x 101 cm.
Provenance:
France, private collection

Dirk Valkenburg was born in Amsterdam, where he became a pupil,
first of a certain Kuilenburg, then of the portrait- and genre painter
Michiel van Musscher (1645-1705), and finally of Jan Weenix (16401719), a highly successful painter of animals and still life. In 1696,
Valkenburg left Amsterdam to travel. He was very successful, first
settling in Augsburg and two years later in Vienna. In or around 1701
he returned to Amsterdam, where he acquired citizenship in March
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of 1703. In 1706, under contract for the Amsterdam plantation owner
Jonas Witsen, he travelled to Surinam in order to draw and to paint
scenes on Witsen’s plantations, as well as the exotic birds and plants
found there. Due to illness, the painter returned earlier than planned,
probably with the autumn fleet of 1707, but a his stay had already
resulted in a substantial body of work, particularly drawings. Dirk
Valkenburg spent the rest of his life in Amsterdam, quite a few of his
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paintings date from after this journey. Apart from for still lifes and
animal paintings, Dirk Valkenburg painted Surinam landscapes and
outdoor genre scenes, for poultry yards and scenes with wild animals, as
well as for portraits, all of which are works of very high standard.
Dirk Valkenburg is mainly renowned for his paintings of still lifes
of game and of live animals – he often combined the two motifs. The
painting shown here borders on the genre of the game piece, but
cannot properly be regarded as such. The owl as a motif, however, is
often associated with the hunt for small birds. Captured owls were
frequently used to attract other birds, luring them into traps and onto
glue sticks.1 Owls are night hunters and it is the nature of such small
birds to chase them away by day with shrieks and flurried attacks.
Paintings representing this hunting method, were quite common in the
seventeenth century. In them, the owl is a victim, both of the hunter,
who abuses him, and of the smaller birds mocking and threatening
him. Here, in contrast and quite exceptionally, the owl, a large Eurasian
or European eagle-owl (Bubo-bubo), is shown as a victorious hunter
himself. This type of owl is one of the largest of the species and it is
widespread, but it cannot be found in the Netherlands. The bird is a
night predator and hunts for a wide range of prey species, from birds of
various sizes to small mammals and insects. Thus, to find it represented
with a chicken as its prey, as in this painting, is not surprising.
Already early on, Dirk Valkenburg proved himself a keen and able
follower of his last teacher, Jan Weenix. His ability to mimic Weenix’
style on a very high level resulted in commissions of several large
pictures in Weenix’s idiom during his stay in Vienna , among others
from the Prince of Liechtenstein. As a result, in 1699, Valkenburg
delivered a set of four magnificent paintings to Johann Adam von
Liechtenstein. They had been commissioned in the previous year, and
have been preserved in the Princely collection to the present day. The
artist received the considerable sum of one thousand guilders for these
four large canvasses.

Weenix signature sometime in the past. Valkenburg’s handling is both
forceful and highly detailed, and his lighting is strong. The focus in
this painting is on the birds in the foreground. The artist deliberately
kept the background landscape somewhat vague. Also, there is a stark
contrast between the peace and quiet of the landscape, with its restful
lake and peaceful ducks in and by a pond, and the vigour of the scene in
the foreground.

Notes
1 See, among others, L. Wepler, Bilderzählungen in der Vogelmalerei des
Niederländischen Barocks, Petersberg 2014, particularly chapter 4.4 ‘Locken,
beschimpfen – die Eule als Lockvogel’, pp. 108-119. All kinds of small birds were
eaten at the time.
2 Oil on canvas, 134 x 179 cm, signed and dated 1698, sale New York, Christie’s, 15
April 2008, lot 355, colour ill., see also RKDimages on line database, artwork no.
214570.
3 Vaduz/Vienna, Sammlungen des Fürsten von Liechtenstein, inv. no. 765, see exh.
cat. Im Lichte Hollands, Basel 1987, cat. no. 100, colour ill.

Dirck Valkenburg rarely dated his works prior to c. 1700. This painting
however, is closely related to the series he painted in about 1698 for
the Prince of Liechtenstein. The date of those, apart from through
their provenance, is confirmed by a very similar painting that the
artist actually dated 1698.2 Moreover, the pigeon hovering over the
owl is extremely similar to a flying pigeon in one of the Liechtenstein
paintings.3 Those similarities combined with the fact that the Eurasian
eagle-owl thrives in mountainous areas, makes it highly likely that
Valkenburg painted this work during his absence from the Netherlands
between 1996 and 1701, likely in Vienna in about 1699. Its elaborate,
probably early eighteenth-century frame suggests that the painting was
always held in high esteem and must have belonged to a rich collection
which, however, unfortunately could thus far not be identified. In type,
this image is related to several other upright compositions by Dirk
Valkenburg, in particular to a painting of a rather ferocious cat that
has launched itself upon a dead chicken and a dead rooster in a park
landscape. The measurements of that signed painting are virtually the
same and, in terms of composition, it could almost serve as a pendant.
FGM

While the Liechtenstein paintings clearly demonstrate Valkenburg’s
indebtedness to Jan Weenix’s example, they clearly also show how
he had attained an individual quality that could compete effortlessly
with that of his master. It is no wonder that another sizeable example
of his work, in the Statens Museum in Copenhagen, received a false
Weenix signature long ago, and was only recognized as a work of Dirk
Valkenburg in the last century. The present painting, too, had received a
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