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The Model of a Screw Steamship  
from the Studio of Marine Painter  

Eduard van Heemskerck  
van Beest

t h e  r i j k s
m u s e u m

b u l l e t i n

•  t i r z a  m o l  a n d  j e r o e n  t e r  b r u g g e *  •

n 1877 the Nederlandsch Museum 
voor Geschiedenis en Kunst, which 

became part of the Rijksmuseum in 
1927, bought eleven nineteenth-century 
ship models from the former naval 
officer and marine painter Jacob Eduard 
van Heemskerck van Beest (1828-1894). 
The various models, among them Indo - 
ne  sian proas, a Scheveningen fishing 
pink and a war galley, also included  
a nineteenth-century screw steamer 
(fig. 1).1 It was a hybrid of a traditional 
sailing ship and one powered by steam. 
The model had been badly damaged: 
the rigging had become entangled, 
spars and clews lay on the deck, most 
of the masts and yards were broken 
and, like the deck, had been affected  
by insect damage. Due to the model’s 
condition, its sparsely detailed and 
little refined character, it had not yet 

 detail fig. 1

 Fig. 1 
Model of the  
screw steamship 
before restoration, 
c. 1850-70.  
Wood, metal,  
rope, paint,  
12 x 94 x 12.5 cm. 
Amsterdam, Rijks-
museum,  
inv. no. ng-nm-4162.

been prioritized in the conservation 
programme for the ship model 
collection.2 

The recent restoration treatment 
prompted research into the form, 
function and dating of the type of ship 
it represented. The provenance and 
significance of the model in the set ting 
of the painter’s studio were also investi - 
gated. The broader context in which 
the model played a role can be found  
in Van Heemskerck’s biography. The 
restora tion of the model and the related 
research form the basis of this article. 

Eduard van Heemskerck
Jonkheer Jacob Eduard van Heemskerck 
van Beest was born on 28 February  
1828 in Kampen, where his parents 
went to live after his father, Dirk van 
Heemskerck van Beest (1779-1845),  

< I
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had retired. His father had had a long 
career in the Dutch Republic, British 
and Dutch navies. His last posting was 
on Semarang in the Dutch East Indies, 
where as ‘equipagemeester’ (highest in 
rank responsible for the equipment of 
navy ships) he was responsible for the 
victualling of ships. In 1822, after his 
active service, twice widowed and the 
father of six children, he married Lucie 
Onno Zwiera van Ingen (1796-1870), 
with whom he had seven more children. 
Eduard was the third child from this 
marriage and went to sea, following  
in his father’s nautical footsteps.3 In 
1837, when Eduard was nine years old, 
his father enrolled him as a pupil at  
the Royal Naval Institute (kim) in 
Medemblik.4 This was where naval 
officers were trained and in due course 
he had to take an entrance exam. He 
passed the exam on 15 June 1842, after 
which he was given a place there as  

a ‘midshipman before actual naval 
service’ on 1 October of that year.  
His parents contributed half of the 
training costs, the other half was 
provided by the State.5 The training 
also included drawing with marine 
painter Petrus Schotel (1808-1865) as 
his teacher.6 His aptitude for drawing 
and painting would have been stimu -
lat  ed by the Institute. It has been 
suggested that he was also given 
lessons by the landscape painter Dirk 
van Lokhorst (1818-1893) although 
there is no con crete proof of this.7 Van 
Heemskerck completed his training and 
on 23 August 1846 was promoted to 
midshipman first class, after which his 
actual active ser vice at sea could begin. 

His first ship was the corvette hnlms 
Argo, which in December of that year 
sailed from Den Helder (Nieuwediep) 
to the East Indies and in the years that 
followed would be the vessel on which 

 Fig. 2 
jacob eduard  
van heemskerck 
van beest , Pirate 
Prahoe Bengaaij  
(Off the East Coast 
of the Celebes), 
drawing in a 
sketchbook.  
J.E. van Heemskerck 
van Beest Collec tion, 
Naarden. 
Photo: 
J.E. van Heemskerck 
van Beest
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Van Heemskerck took part in the 
‘Third Bali Expedition’ (1849). This 
colonial war, fought against various 
independent Balinese principalities 
that refused to submit to Dutch 
colonial rule, would last until the 
beginning of the twentieth century.  
On 31 December 1849 he received  
a knighthood in the Orde van de 
Nederlandsche Leeuw.8 After the  
Fifth Bali Expedition in 1868, a  
special decoration was created for 
those who took part in the Bali 
Expedi tions and on 28 August 1869, 
Van Heemskerck received his, with  
the accompanying diploma ‘for the 
military operations witnessed and 
experienced by you … as a mid - 
ship man first class’. In 1878, thirty 
years after the First Bali Expedition, 
he again received an honourable  
men tion with insignia.9 During his 
travels his artistry developed further. 

His sketchbooks from that time  
con tain various coastal views and  
sea scapes and he also made a number  
of paintings there (fig. 2).10 

On 1 January 1850, Van Heemskerck 
was promoted to Second Lieutenant, 
which required him to take another 
exam; the increased salary would  
only be paid after he had passed it.  
In April 1851 the removal of the  
Argo from active service meant that 
the minister had also made him tem-
porarily non-active and this gave him 
the opportunity to take his lieutenant’s 
exam later that month.11 With his new 
rank he stayed aboard the schooner 
hnlms Atalante from March to July, 
and was taken on a voyage to Suriname 
and Curaçao.12 Whether he also made 
sketches in the colonies in the West 
Indies is not apparent from the available 
sketc hbooks but he did make the  
litho graphs for Second Lieutenant  



240

t h e  r i j k s m u s e u m  b u l l e t i n

G.W.C. Voorduin’s loose-leaf book  
of plates published in 1860-62.13  
In connection with his upcoming 
marriage, he was accommodated in 
a barracks ship in Hellevoetsluis  
on 1 October 1852.14 On 15 October  
he married Geertruida Berendina  
de Feijfer (1829-1901) in Dokkum.15  
His marriage and his longing to be an 
artist made him decide to end his naval 
career on 1 January1853. The fact that 
the steamship hnlms Sindoro he had 
been transferred to on 1 December 
1852, was about to be deployed to the 
West Indies would have hastened his 
discharge application.16 After ending 
his military career, Van Heemskerck 
and his wife settled in Utrecht, where 
five of his six children were born. Like 
many artists at the start of their careers, 
he tried to bring his work to the atten-
tion of the royal family. Were a member 
of the house to purchase one of his 
works, after all, it would mean atten-
tion in the press and be an implicit 
visiting card. He succeeded with his 

 Fig. 3
jacob eduard  
van heemskerck 
van beest ,  
hnlms Medusa  
Forces a Passage 
through the Straits  
of Shimonoseki, 
1864.  
Oil on canvas,  
68 x 107 cm. 
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum,  
inv. no. sk-a-2725; 
purchased by  
King William iii, 
his gift to Admiral  
F. de Casembroot, 
by descent to  
A.T.J. de Casembroot- 
van de Poll, his gift 
to the museum.

painting of hnlms Medusa Forces  
the Passage through the Straits of 
Shimonoseki, which was acquired  
by King William iii in 1864 (fig. 3).17  
It shows the first-class Medusa 
manoeuvring under steam power  
while firing its cannons.

Van Heemskerck went on to have a 
good relationship with King William iii 
for the rest of his life. He was a guest  
at Het Loo Palace in Apeldoorn on 
several occasions by personal invita-
tion from his majesty, from whom he 
received three awards.18 At the king’s 
invitation, Van Heemskerck joined  
the ‘Commis sie tot bevordering van 
het werk van jonge kunstschilders’  
(the Committee for the Promotion  
of Work by Young Artists), a fund  
that annually awarded subsidies to 
fledgling artists ‘for the continuation 
of their studies’.19 After William iii 
died, his widow and regent Queen 
Emma, and his daughter Princess 
Wilhelmina, also bought work by  
Van Heemskerck.20 
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Ship Models and Paintings
In 1867 the Van Heemskercks moved 
to a large house in Scheveningseweg in 
The Hague, where the artistic climate 
was more favourable and the market 
for seascapes was bigger than in Utrecht. 
A commission that gave him great 
pleasure and reached a wide public 
during this period was to make a  
large series of drawings for the book 
La Hollande pittoresque: voyage aux 
villes mortes du Zuiderzée (1874), which 
was reprinted several times and trans-
lated into English. He spent months on 
a small boat sailing along the Zuiderzee 
coast with Henry Havard (1838-1921), 
the French art historian and author  
of the book, Havard writing and Van 
Heemskerck sketching.21 He frequently 
provided illustrations for books, in 1877 
for example, for the publication of a 
romanticized Polar voyage De Arpanjak 
by the Amsterdam journalist and pub-
lish er Charles Boissevain (1842-1927).22

On 1 April 1876, Jacoba van 
Heemskerck van Beest, a late arrival, 
was born in The Hague. She followed 
in her father’s footsteps and as an 
Expressionist painter would go on to 
achieve even greater recognition than 
he did. Van Heemskerck could not 
have experienced much of his youngest 
daughter’s first year of life. From  

May to November of that year he was 
in Philadelphia as a member of the panel 
of judges of the international exhibit ion 
to mark the centenary of the indepen-
dence of the United States (fig. 4).23 

Aside from painting, after the death 
of his in-laws, between 1867 and 1870 
Van Heemskerck was also responsible 
for the administration of Doniazathe, 
the inherited agrarian complex in 
Nijkerk in Friesland.24 The fluctu   - 
ating sales of his paintings may have 
encouraged him to delve deeper into 
making money from farming. In any 
event, he bought the De Bese estate,  
in the Overijssel countryside near 
Dalfsen in 1878. He immersed himself 
in farming life. Not as a working 
farmer, but employing tenant farmers 
as producers of top-quality butter, 
which on many occasions won prizes  
at agricultural shows. He also tried to 
help farmers’ businesses further by 
forming a local agricultural associ - 
a tion.25 The international agricultural 
crisis, caused by cheap imports from 
North America which began in that 
very same year, 1878, adversely affec-
ted his business. In 1886 he bid fare-
well to rural Overijssel, and the couple 
and their as yet unmarried daughters 
went to Scheveningen, where they 
moved into Villa Bella Duna in the  
Van Stolk Park. It was there that he 
made the drawings for the illustra -
tions in the Zangen der Zee anthology 
published by Louise Nagel (1845-1913).26 
In 1890 he left Scheveningen and moved 
to a newly built house in Suriname-
straat in The Hague.27 ‘After long suffer-
ing’ he died there on 24 December 1894. 
High-ranking naval and army officers 
were present at his funeral, as well as a 
number of representatives from the art 
world and from the royal house hold.28 

We have no detailed information 
about the studios at the various ad -
dres ses, but a modest impression of Van 
Heemskerck’s working environment  
in the house where he died emerges by 
studying his will of 25 June 189229 and 
the estate inventory of 28 January 1895,30 

 Fig. 4
f. gutekunst , 
cabinet card of  
Jacob Eduard van 
Heemskerck van Beest  
(1828-1894), 1876, 
Philadelphia (usa).  
A. van Heemskerck 
van Beest Collec tion.  
On his lapel the 
Decoration for 
Important War 
Services with the  
Bali Clasp.
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which was drawn up after his death. 
Appropriately, he had left all his 
painting equipment to his daughter 
Jacoba: his ‘painter’s easels’, a ‘painter’s 
table’, chests and his ‘painter’s chair’, 
all of them valued at fairly low prices 
between four and ten guilders. These 
objects were also mentioned in the 
introduction to the inventory as 
located in what was referred to as the 
‘painting room’ (studio). Strangely 
enough, the painting room does not 
feature again in the actual estate inven-
tory. It was probably the space referred 
to as the conservatory, a light space  
on the ground floor ideal for a painter. 
The bequeathed objects do not appear 
in the inventory, but the presence of  
a ‘painting stand’ and a striking num-
ber of paintings (thirteen), etchings 
(four) and drawings (three) make this 
allocation plausible. The lack of other 

furnishings in this room, aside from 
the painting equipment mentioned in 
the will, also points to this. No ship 
models are mentioned in the estate 
inventory. Van Heemskerck had sold 
them in 1877 and it seems that he had 
not purchased any new examples. 

Van Heemskerck van Beest’s
Collection

Eduard van Heemskerck must have 
built up a collection of antique objects 
during the years he lived in Utrecht and 
in The Hague, in part, perhaps, through 
inheritance. In December 1877, shortly 
before moving to Dalfsen, he sold this 
collection for the then huge sum of 
20,000 guilders to the Nederlandsch 
Museum voor Geschiedenis en Kunst 
in The Hague, which would later form 
part of the Rijksmuseum. He had his 
house in Scheveningseweg decorated 

 Fig. 5
Compilation of the 
two room panels 
dating from 1617  
and 1626 from 
J.E. van Heemskerck 
van Beest’s collection 
in the permanent 
display.  
Amsterdam, Rijks-
museum, inv. nos. 
bk-nm-3931-a and b.
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in seventeenth-century style. Among 
the striking features were the magnifi-
cent wall panelling from 1617 and 1626, 
which had come from Dordrecht: two 
‘antique wall panels ... which would have 
had no equal in Holland’ (fig. 5).31 In both 
rooms he had arranged around 250 
objects dating from the seventeenth 
century, among them paintings, tables 
and chairs, stools, chests, chandeliers, 
clocks, Chinese and Japanese porcelain, 
pottery, glassware and a tile scene. The 
panelling and countless other objects 
of great art-historical value from this 
collection are now part of the Rijks-
museum’s permanent display. Some 
correspondence preceded the acquisi-
tion, as large expenditure by the State-
subsidized Nederlandsch Museum had 
to be pre-approved by parliament. 
There was some urgency because collec-
tions like this were fashionable in the 

late eighteen-seventies. ‘Goudsmit, an 
agent of Rothschild ... through whose 
intervention we had already lost so 
much of importance to us’ had already 
approached Van Heemskerck, but he 
wanted his collection to remain in the 
Netherlands. After negotiation the 
asking price of 30,000 guilders was 
reduced by a third. The prestigious 
purchase, which was reported in the 
national newspapers, went ahead 
quickly and without much opposition 
because of the decisive action taken  
by the then director of the Neder-
landsch Museum, David van der Kellen 
(1827-1895). The fact that he was a good 
friend of Eduard van Heemskerck’s 
would undoubtedly have contributed to 
that. Among other things, they were 
both members of the ‘art sub-committee’ 
of the Pulchri artists’ society in The 
Hague, which had taken care of the 
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Dutch entry for the world exhibition  
in Philadelphia.32 Immediately after its 
acquisition, the collection was split up 
and distributed among the still exist - 
ing national museums. The Chinese, 
Japanese and Javanese objects were 
transferred to the Royal Cabinet of 
Rarities, a little painting by Pieter 
Codde, Trik-Trak Players, to the Royal 
Cabinet of Paintings (Mauritshuis,  
inv. no. 445) and the ship models were 
destined for the model room of the 
Department of the Navy. When the 
Rijksmuseum opened on Stadhouders-
kade, these were added to the museum, 
so the models are now in its collection.33 

The purchase was preceded by an 
inventory of all the objects belonging 
to the collection. The ‘List of separate 
ob jects not forming part of the room 
panel ling: collection of Jhr. E. van 
Heemskerck van Beest’ (20 October 
1877) also mentions ‘ten ship models’, 
later revised in pencil to the correct 
‘eleven’. This statement implies that 
the models had not been in the studio, 
but in the seventeenth-century rooms, 
although this seems unlikely. The 
models are the only objects that all 
date from the nineteenth century,  
and even for the layman were striking 
exceptions in the ensemble. What is 
more, by comparison with most of  
the other objects, they were of a much 
lower quality and must have taken up 
a relatively large amount of space. It 
would seem that Van Heemskerck took 
the opportunity to simply get rid of 
this small, somewhat fragmented 
collection.34

The Model before Restoration
One of the eleven models is a ‘modern’ 
screw steamship, which also had sails. 
The model was badly damaged at some 
point during the time it spent in the 
Nederlandsch Museum or in the Rijks -
museum. Since there are relatively few 
models of screw steamships in public 
collections, it was decided to restore it, 
despite the lack of details. The research 
undertaken parallel to the restoration 

into the significance of the model in 
Eduard van Heemskerck’s painting 
career strengthened the argument for 
this decision. 

The model has a solid hull, made 
from hazelwood (Corylus avellana).35 
The interior of the hull was roughly 
hacked out and the inside is visible 
because a section of the deck amid-
ships is missing. This opening in 
the deck makes it possible to see  
a support made of softwood, which 
is attached to the bottom of the hull.  
In the support there is a rectangular, 
shallow notch with three round 
shallow holes and a brass brace. It 
seems as though there was some - 
thing in the cavity and on the support. 
This suspicion was reinforced by 
the presence of a noticeable spot of 
grease, undoubtedly related to what 
was previously in the cavity (fig. 6). 
Analysis of the spot showed that the 
chemical composition of the spot 
contained fatty acid and alkyl benzenes, 
which are used as oil to transfer heat 
and to serve as lubrication.36 The  
traces of oil were an indication that 
there was a little steam engine, now 
missing, inside the hull. 

Despite the almost straight sheer, 
the model’s hull has a certain elegance. 
The prow has a concave bow which 
flares forwards (clipper bow) and a 

 Fig. 6
The block of 
softwood with  
the grease stain  
in the hull.
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raked, slightly curved stern. Under  
the stern there is a single two-bladed 
screw and rudder with a round blade. 
The hull has the shape of an S-frame  
and is painted black above the water 
line. Copper-coloured paint was 
applied below the waterline. It is 
impossible to say whether the model 
represents a ship with an iron or 
wooden hull. Planks or plating are not 
accentuated on the solid hull. It could 
also be an example of a composite 
construction and that the yellowish-
brown colour represents the copper 
plating of a wooden hull. Beneath the 
hull there is a lead keel, which must 
have been put on to counter the high 
specific gravity. The presence of this 
weight at the lowest point of the hull 

 Figs. 7a, b
The deformation of 
the keel, side view 
and bottom view.

increases the model’s stability in the 
water. It is quite likely, given the strong 
indications of the presence of a steam 
engine, that the model was a toy ship 
model. The use of materials and the 
distribution of weight are different in 
models than in real ships, which is why 
toy models often have a heavyweight 
keel. Although ship models like this 
one can be found in Dutch maritime 
collections, they are rather rare.37  
This is why it is remarkable that two 
other models from Van Heemskerck’s 
collection also have a lead keel. This 
may indicate that the painter and/or 
his children used to play with toy ship 
models as a hobby.38

The condition of the model was such 
that little could be said about its rigging 
and the original vertical dimensions 
before treatment. Sections of masts 
and yards were gathered on the deck 
and in the hull. Judging by the location 
of the chain plates the model had three 
masts; there were no signs of sails. 
There was a capstan, a galley, various 
deck cabins and hatch covers, but no 
signs of gun ports and lids for firing 
cannons. 

The object’s poor condition was 
caused in part by impact damage, 
possibly because it had been drop - 
ped or something had dropped on it. 
The dimensions are on the original 
inventory card (in metres) ‘l 0.955,  
h 0.84, w 0.12’. The height measure-
ment indicates that the model’s large 
mast was still intact when it was 
acquired, whereas the model was 
recently found with broken masts.  
The relatively tall masts for this type  
of ship are striking, higher than in 
comparable ships, and there seems  
to be no explanation for this.

Metal sections like the crosstrees, 
catheads and davits were warped.  
The lead keel, the forward section in 
particular, was badly deformed.39 A 
crack was found in the keel at the end 
of the distortion (figs. 7a, b). Aside from  
all this damage, there was also serious 
insect damage in the wood, predomi-
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nantly in the wood of the deck and
the bottom of the masts. Round exit 
holes with diameters of around 1 mm 
indicate damage by woodworm 
(Anobium punctatum). The object 
number 4162 affi xed to the foredeck is 
perforated by an exit hole. From this 
we can deduce that the woodworm 
infestation started or continued after 
the object entered the Rijksmuseum’s 
collection (fi g. 8). The section of the 
deck immediately aft of the foremast 
was the worst affected, but below-
deck sections of the masts had also 
been weakened by woodworm damage 
(fi g. 9).40

Different types of rope could be 
identified in the rigging, but it was 
unclear which were original and which 
were added later. Most of the ropes 
were brittle, broken or in danger of 
breaking if handled, and some of the 
halyards were missing altogether. The 
ropes were also entangled. The mast 
and yards were broken, damaged and 
warped. The fact that the standing 
rigging was still largely attached to the 
chain plates and many of the lines were 
still secured to the spars was helpful in 
reconstructing the rigging. While the 
rigging was being disentangled and 
further restoration of the object con-
tinued, essential parts were found to 
be missing. A number of broken-off or 
loose parts had been kept separately, 
but some parts were no longer present, 
including the section of the deck amid-
ships with the funnel, the anchors, sec-
tions of the masts and yards, studding 
sail booms, gaffs, capstan bars, lifeboats 
and various pulley blocks. 

The Restoration
The aim of the restoration treatment 
was to give the ship model overall 
stability by repairing the various loose 
and damaged parts, so that the object 
could be better interpreted and shown 
to the public again.41 The question of 

 Fig. 9
The loose parts of 
the deck. 

 Fig. 8
The foredeck with 
insect damage and 
the label with the 
inventory number, 
view from above.
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whether this nineteenth-century 
screw steamship could be given a 
more precise designation of type, 
could only be answered after a full 
treatment, including repairs to the 
upper decks. The objective was 
to make the model as complete as 
possible on the basis of the avail -
able parts. Missing parts were only 
refabricated if essential for the re p-
resentation of the ship and if an 
example of what it had looked like 
could be found. 

The fi rst step in the treatment was 
to repair the original rigging.42 To 
determine how much of the rigging 
was missing and what it had looked 
like, it was necessary to disentangle the 
piles of rope and spars. The shape of 
the rigging could be reconstructed by 
uncovering the rigging step-by-step 
and putting the individual lines in the 
right places. The model was placed in 
an aluminium frame so that the various 
lines could be temporarily affi xed to 

it (fig. 10). The positions of all the sur-
viving lines could be located, with the 
exception of a couple of short pieces. 
In this phase the shape of the rigging 
slowly but surely became clear.

Around a quarter of the original 
lines proved to be missing. This could 
largely be supplemented by following 
the example of the rope work still pre-
sent. The connections that were still 
intact between the lines and the spars 
or the hull formed the start of this 
pro cess. Where these connections no 
longer existed, additions were based 
on the principle of symmetry, which 
meant that the other (port or star-
board) side of the rigging was mirrored. 
If this information could not be derived 
from the model itself, literature was 
consulted and examples of rigging 
were studied from similar ships like 
hnlms Watergeus (see fi g. 14).43 Where 
the rigging was broken but could still 
actually be connected, the strands at the 
ends were twisted apart over a length 

 Fig. 10
The rigging was 
temporarily placed 
in more or less the 
correct position. 
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of a centimetre. Glue was applied to 
the individual strands and then the 
strands of both lines were twisted back 
together. If parts of the rigging were 
missing, replacement cotton twine was 
attached in the same way.44 

The next step was the supplementary 
restoration of the damaged and mis sing 
wooden sections. Broken masts and 
yards were glued back together. Missing 
sections of the masts, studding sail 
booms and gaffs were reconstructed 
using pearwood. The lengths of the 
masts were determined on the basis of 
the surviving spars, the rigging, litera-
ture and rigging plans of comparable 

steam ships. The consolidated broken 
sections of the deck were reinforced 
with Japanese paper and glued on to 
a 1.5 mm plywood support which was 
then bonded in to the hull (fig. 11).  
This made it possible to reposition the 
original, fragmented material. The 
deck cabin, the hatch covers and one of 
the galleys were reattached to the deck. 
When it was not possible to discover 
what the missing parts such as the life-
boats and the anchor looked like, it was 
decided not to reconstruct them.

The distorted metal sections were 
carefully bent back into their correct 
shapes. As the material was extremely 
fragile and there was an increased risk 
of its cracking, some of the joints were 
not completely bent back. The brass 
davits were restored to their original 
shapes with the aid of a vice. The lead 
keel was carefully straightened, like-
wise with the aid of a vice, and then 
reattached.
The discovery of the section of the 
amidships deck with a funnel on it,  
at the bottom of a box of loose parts 
in the museum’s depot was a stroke  
of luck (fig. 12). Unlike the wood  
still present on the model’s deck,  
this section had not been damaged  
by woodworm. It must have been 
detached from the model at some 
point, and kept in better conditions. 
The presence of a copper knob that 
could be used to easily lift the section 
of the deck and give access to the 
hollow hull and the steam engine  
was remarkable. A brass pawl in the 
hollow space probably served to fix  
the steam engine in place.

Once all the broken sections of the 
spars and the tangled rigging had been 
removed from the deck, a better view 
of the hollowed-out part of the hull 
below decks emerged. There proved  
to be a metal bar running from the 
support to the screw. As a drive shaft 
like this would have no function in  
a display model, this metal bar was 
another indication of the former 
presence of a little steam engine.

 Fig. 11
The consolidated 
parts of the deck 
on a support placed 
back in the hull. 
Photograph taken 
during the 
restoration.

 Fig. 12

The section of the 
deck amidships with 
the funnel, with a 
brass knob on top 
and a brass pawl on 
the underside.
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The Model after Restoration
The rigged model as it looked after the 
restoration treatment (fig. 13) is a typical 
and generic example of a nineteenth-
century, three-mast, screw steamship, 
relatively few of which can be found  
in Dutch collections.45 The shape this 
ship model’s rigging took on after 
restoration is that of a partially square-
rigged three-master. The main mast 
and foremast consist of a lower mast, 
a top mast and a top gallant. All three 
sections of the mast have lines and 
spars for carrying square sails. Behind 
the lower masts there is a gaff to which 
a gaff rig can be attached. The mizzen 
mast consists of a relatively long lower 
mast with a fore-and-aft spanker and a 
topmast with a gaff topsail on it. The 
presence of studding sail booms on the 
yards indicates that the surface of the 
square sails could be increased by 

setting the studding sails. There may 
have been a number of staysails on the 
long stay. The stays on the bowsprit 
and jibboom may have carried a flying 
jib, an outer jib and inner jib and a  
fore topmast stay sail. This way of rig-
ging is regarded as characteristic of a 
barque.46 

Given the position and the number 
of davits on each side of ship, two 
missing lifeboats were once attached 
to them. There was an anchor on the 
port as well as the starboard side of  
the bow on screw steamships. Prior  
to the restoration, the shape of the 
model’s hull could already be descri -
bed as an S-frame with a clipper bow 
and a slightly raked and curved transom. 
After restoration it became clear that 
the ship has one continuous deck on 
which the upright funnel had been 
placed just forward of the mainmast.  

 Fig. 13
Model of the screw 
steamship after 
restoration, 1850-77. 
Wood, metal,  
rope, paint,  
78 x 122 x 44 cm. 
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum,  
inv. no. ng-nm-4162 
(see fig. 1).
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It has a single screw with two narrow 
blades. A frame for lifting this screw, 
as can be seen in the Watergeus (fig. 14), 
is not present.47 We also know that  
the Watergeus had a telescopic funnel, 
which was lowered to reduce air 
resistance when just using the sails.48 
No such telescopic structure was found 
on the Van Heemskerck model; its 
detailing is too limited for that. It is 
interesting that a hole had been made 
in the wooden deck of the model at the 
place where the funnel is located, so 
that flue gases from a little steam 
engine could actually be passed 
through it. 

Screw Steamships
The question raised by the model from 
Van Heemskerck van Beest’s collection 
is whether it is a representation of a 
nineteenth-century steamship that 

once existed, one of the navy’s classes 
or a merchantman, or a standard 
representation of a similar type of 
ship. In 1853, when Van Heemskerck 
left the navy, this type of ship had just 
made its entrance into the Dutch navy. 
It soon became all the rage. The great 
advantage of this type of screw 
steamship was that as a hybrid of a 
sailing ship and a steamer it combined 
the benefits of both. With favourable 
winds, coal was saved since a smaller 
quantity was required in the holds. 
There was also relatively little room 
for it in this type of ship, due to its 
shape and the space taken up by the 
sails and by the living quarters. At the 
same time, it benefited greatly from 
steam propulsion in light winds and 
headwinds. During manoeuvres,  
when there was a great deal to be 
turned and adjusted, this increased 

 Fig. 14
Model of the screw 
steamship hnlms 
Watergeus , 1863. 
Wood, brass and 
rope, paint,  
35.5 x 79 x 17 cm. 
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum,  
inv. no. ng-mc-1134.
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the manoeuvrability and aided in 
maintaining speed.49 As a rule, these 
screw steamships were rigged with 
three masts like barques or frigates  
and the later versions often had a 
clipper bow. The stern was round  
and the national coat of arms was 
affixed to the flat sterns of naval 
vessels. Originally steamships were 
propelled by a single screw; later  
a double screw, driven by a steam 
engine in the hull amidships, was  
also used. This type of ship was  
clearly recognizable by the funnel in 
combination with the masts. Four 
classes of screw steamships were 
eventually deployed by the Dutch 
navy, the number of guns and the 
tonnage decreasing as more classes 
were built. In 1864, for example, the 
first class of ships were 250hp and  
had 16 guns, second class 250hp and  
14 guns, third class 119hp and 10 guns, 
fourth class 80hp and 10 guns or 70hp 
and 9 guns.50 In paintings and other 
representations it is difficult to deter-
mine which class of steamship is being 
shown because the size of the ship and 
other parts of it are often not clearly 
visible. 

Like the navy, the mercantile  
marine also made use of screw steam-
ships. As far as silhouettes are con-
cerned, the naval and merchant 
variants do not differ substantially; 
from a distance the former could be 
identified by the presence of the gun 
ports. The steamships made a regular 
service possible for the merchant  
navy and they also paved the way for 
huge progress in carrying passengers 
and post. It is noticeable that shipping 
lines at that time used silhouettes of 
screw steamships as illustrations in 
their advertisements. It shows the 
popularity of this type of ship and 
the operator’s innovative nature.51  
The absence of gun ports and of a 
screw lifting device, often fitted to 
naval steamships, may indicate that  
the Van Heemskerck model represents 
a privately owned ship. However, it  

is not possible to convincingly attri-
bute the model to the mercantile marine 
or to the navy. As it was used as a toy 
sailing boat, it was not meant to be 
looked at closely and a lot of detail  
was probably not required. The pre-
sence of a single screw dates the model 
to the third quarter of the nineteenth 
century, with the introduction of  
screw steamships into the navy in 1852 
(hnlms Medusa) as the starting date 
and 1877, the year in which the ship 
model was acquired by the museum,  
as the end date. 

The Model’s Role
Van Heemskerck van Beest’s ship 
models differ from the others in the 
Rijksmuseum’s collection, most of 
which originate from the Naval Model 
Room, because of their relatively basic 
finish and limited details (fig. 15). The 
reason for this difference in quality 
must be related to the original role  
of the models and that of the steam-
ship as a toy ship model in particular. 
Van Heemskerck would have set less 
stringent requirements for the details 
than the navy or the management of  
a shipping company. The first models 
he collected may have simply been 
nostalgic. Perhaps he took the Indo-
nesian models with him when he left 
East Asia, but regardless of where he 
went, they would have undoubtedly 
brought back memories of the time  
he spent as a midshipman aboard the 
Argo hunting for ‘pirates’. The colo -
nial government continued to expand 
its seizure of power of the original 
societies and militant resistance ex-
pressed itself in many ways, one of 
which the colonizer termed ‘piracy’. 
This could cause potential damage 
and loss to Western economic inter -
ests and so was fiercely opposed by  
the Dutch Navy.52 Certainly reason 
enough for one of the proa models 
in Van Heemskerck’s collection  
to be traditionally referred to as a  
‘pirate prahoe’. The fact that this 
subject inspired him is evident from 
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 Fig. 15
A number of  
models from the  
Van Heemskerck  
van Beest collection.  
In the centre the 
screw steamship 
(ng-nm-4162). 

Around it,  
clockwise from 
its right: 
a Scheveningen 
fishing pink,  
c. 1850-70  
(ng-nm-4158),  
a war galley, 
c.1800-07 
(ng-nm-4157),  
the schooner  
Banka, c. 1843 
(ng-nm-4161),  
a merchant  
frigate, c. 1850-70,  
(ng-nm-4163),  
a French lugger,  
c. 1850-70  
(ng-nm-4159) and  
a French pilot  
cutter, c. 1810-70 
(ng-nm-4160).



s h o r t  n o t i c e   d o n a t e l l o ’ s  r o l e  i n  t h e  d e s i g n  o f  a n t o n i o  r i z z o ’ s  v i r g i n  a n d  c h i l d

253

t h e  m o d e l  o f  a  s c r e w  s t e a m s h i p 



254

t h e  r i j k s m u s e u m  b u l l e t i n

the various drawings and paintings  
he made of it.53 

The available models made it  
pos sible to study their construction 
and execution to a certain extent.  
They func  tioned as three-dimensional 
examples for his paintings and 
watercolours, supplementing the 
sketches he made. The types of ships  
in Van Heemskerck’s collection are 
also found in other paintings, water-
colours, drawings and sketchbooks. 
The sketch of a fishing lugger from 
Boulogne shows similarities to the 
model of a ‘French lugger’, but the 
models are not detail ed enough to  
state with certainty that they served  
as the starting point for those works. 
Although Van Heemskerck, too, 
produced historicizing work with 
seventeenth-century seascapes and 
townscapes, he was also an artist  

of his time. With an expert’s eye he 
clearly observed ships on active service, 
sketched them and then depicted them 
on canvas. With a few exceptions, his 
ship models are contemporary.

Painters of seascapes, including  
Van Heemskerck, often used sketches 
from life, although they were a secon-
dary source in painting. When it came 
to technically complicated construc-
tions like sailing ships, though, which 
continually changed perspective because 
of the dynamics of the water, artists 
found that roughly successful scale 
models were useful aids in depict ing 
the relative proportions of such things 
as the rigging, masts, sheer and decks. 
It was difficult for artists, even if they 
were actually on the spot, to sketch the 
right moment while vessels were fully 
deployed or in choppy seas. It was only 
from a distance or when the sea was 

 Fig. 16
The merchant  
frigate, c. 1850-70, 
from the  
Van Heemskerck 
Collection, with 
painted waves  
on the hull. 
Wood, rope and 
fabric, approx.  
106 x 133 x 60 cm. 
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum,  
inv. no. ng-nm-4163.
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calm that a dynamic event on the water 
could be swiftly captured on paper. 
Many sketches or studies of ships were 
made when they were moored alongside 
quays, where the study of the rigging 
and the masts in particular was quite 
easy, as there was no movement in the 
rigging and masts caused by the wind 
and the sea, and the position of the 
ship would not change. A scale model 
in a painter’s studio could be viewed  
or placed in various positions, frozen 
as it were, unaffected by rough seas 
and swells. It is interest ing to note that 
Van Heemskerck had painted waves  
on the starboard side of the hull of  
the mer chant frigate in his collection 
(fig. 16).54 Van Heemskerck sketched 
and painted screw steam ships several 
times. A large canvas in the collection 
of the National Maritime Museum 
(Amsterdam), hnlms Screw Steam -
ship 1st Class Zilveren Kruis (fig. 17), 
shows that a very detailed model was 
not necessarily needed as an example 
for marine paint ers. In capturing the 
movement of a ship at sea, the details 
are lost and its rough shapes and pro - 
 portions are the most important. 

We know that marine painters had 
ship models in their working environ-
ment. Van Heemskerck was not the 
only one who owned various examples; 
his successful fellow artist and con-
temporary Hendrik Willem Mesdag 
(1831-1915) also had a number of them 
in his studio, and they were moved into 
Rotterdam’s Maritime Museum collec-
tion after his death. It is difficult to 
establish whether Mesdag, who had 
specialized in coastal scenes almost 
exclusively featuring ‘bomschuiten’ 
(flat bottomed fishing vessels), made 
much use of these models. However, 
he did have them within easy reach. 
This meant that he could place them  
in a given position and observe them 
so as to create a generic image. Aside 
from this function of studying per-
spective and depicting the shape of 
ships, the models played another  
role in the marine painter’s studio. 
Surviving photographs of Mesdag’s 
studio show that it was not just a  
place where he worked, but where  
he received his potential clients as  
well. The gentle man-artist immersed 
interested buyers in a maritime 

 Fig. 17
Jacob Eduard 
van Heemskerck  
van Beest, hnlm 
Screw Steamship  
1st Class Zilveren 
Kruis , c. 1880.  
Oil on panel,  
42.5 x 74 cm. 
Amsterdam,  
National Maritime 
Museum,  
inv. no. s.1249.
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atmosphere with sea scapes on the 
walls and on easels, and with ship 
models on tables and chests.55 

Like Mesdag, Eduard van 
Heemskerck surrounded himself with 
ship models in his house, and probably 
even more in his studio, until his move 
to Dalfsen in 1877. It was obvious to 
everyone what it was all about: the 
maritime world. The models were a 
reminder of Van Heemskerck’s naval 
career and evoked an atmosphere 
conducive to the sale of his paintings. 
The models had both a functional and  
a marketing objective. 

 
Conclusion

There are eleven nineteenth-century 
ship models in Van Heemskerck 
van Beest’s collection. Eduard van 
Heemskerck van Beest was a marine 
painter, who had spent a short time 
in the navy before he devoted him - 
self entirely to the arts, so there is 
an obvious interest in these types 
of objects. It seems likely that the 
models played a role in his studio  
in creating a maritime setting: as 
inspiration, as examples for his  
work and to put potential buyers  
of his paintings in the right mood. 

One of the models, that of a screw 
steamship with sails, which has to  
be dated somewhere between 1850  
and 1877, has recently been restored. 
Research was undertaken into the 
form, function and origin of this 
object, which until recently had been  
in a deplorable condition. It was 
discovered that the model has the 
generic characteristics of a screw 
steamship with sails, but the lack of 
details meant that it was impossible  
to identify a specific function (navy  
or merchant navy). There are, though, 
strong indications that it must have 
been a sailing toy model. Given the 
presence of a drive shaft to the screw, 
grease stains and a removable funnel, 
there was once a little steam engine  
in the empty cavity gouged out of the 
block from which the model was made. 

It also has a lead keel, which gave  
this toy model the stability it needed. 
In a normal ship model, it would have 
been made of wood. We do not know 
whether Van Heemskerck or his 
children actually used it as a sailing 
model. 

It is surprising that ship models 
formed part of the collection that 
contained late seventeenth-century 
furniture, decorative pieces and 
paintings and the two room panels  
that Van Heemskerck sold in 1877.  
The nineteenth-century dating and 
undistinguished quality of the ship 
models mean that they are out of  
place in this collection. The imminent 
move from The Hague to Dalfsen  
must have prompted Van Heemskerck 
to part with this bulky set of objects. 
The model of the steamship was sold  
at that time and so was no longer an 
inspiration to paint or to be used as  
a plaything.  
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The Rijksmuseum has a number of nineteenth-century ship models once owned  
by the former naval officer and marine painter Jacob Eduard van Heemskerck 
van Beest (1828-1894). One of them, a model of the earliest generation of screw 
steamships with sails, a hybrid of a traditional sailing ship and a steamship, has 
recently been restored. During the restoration it was found to have the generic 
characteristics of a screw steamship, but a specific identification of function (navy 
or merchant navy) was not possible because of the lack of details. There are, though, 
strong indications that it must have been a sailing toy model. Given the presence  
of a drive shaft to the screw, grease stains (lubrication?) and a remov able funnel,  
it seems that there was once a little steam engine in the empty cavity gouged out  
of the block from which the model was made. The model also has a lead keel, which 
gave this toy the stability it needed. In a normal ship model, the keel would have 
been made of wood. The fact that the painter Eduard van Heemskerck, who him -
self had spent a short time in the navy, was interested in ship models is obvious.  
It seems likely that the models played a role in his studio in creating a maritime 
setting: as inspiration, as examples for his work and to put potential buyers of his 
paintings in the right mood. However, it is less likely that they formed part of Van 
Heemskerck’s carefully put together collection of seventeenth-century furniture, 
decorative pieces, paintings and two room panels that he sold to the forerunner  
of the Rijksmuseum in 1877. The nineteenth-century dating and un distinguished 
quality of the ship models mean that they are out of place in the collection acquired 
at that time. 
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