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Landscapes of Technology and the Environment:
On the Integration of Art and Environmental History
Abstract:
Artwork is an underutilized resource for environmental research despite its rich potential. Historians in
particular use art to illustrate their arguments rather than as evidence of technological or environmental
change. This study makes a case for the integration of art and environmental historical methods using
seventeenth-century Dutch landscapes. It analyzes three principle issues: the disciplinary division
between art history and history, the use of art as discursive or material evidence, and the possibilities and
difficulties of gleaning evidence from art. Much of the rich literature on art as evidence focuses on
discursive evidence (symbolic and ideological interpretations) to the exclusion of material evidence
(discrete indications of changes in human relations with the environment). This paper argues that more
emphasis should be directed at material evidence. Environmental history, by virtue of its
interdisciplinarity and thematic interests, is ideally suited to this source material. It also argues that the
primary challenges to interpreting environment in art relate to representation, especially problematic
assumptions of realism, convention, and iconographic interpretations. These challenges are not
insurmountable, however, and this work offers examples of existing scholarship and potential avenues of
employing art as evidence. While this work focuses on the Dutch Golden Age, these challenges exist in
all periods and artistic genres and apply to any humanistic attempt to use art as evidence of material
change.

Image I.

René Magritte, la condition humaine,1933, National Gallery of Art, Washington D.C.
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It is fitting that an essay evaluating the possibilities of integrating art and environmental
history should begin with landscape paintings. Paintings are certainly not the only genre of
material culture that can be employed by environmental historians, but this form of
representation occupies a privileged position in art history.1 It has long been maintained that an
investigation into the meanings embedded within landscape art provides the historian with visual
indications of shifts in environmental consciousness. Kenneth Clark, one of the foremost art
historians of the twentieth century noted that “landscape painting marks the steps of our
conception of nature.”2 This symbolic functionality of art as a window into mentalité occupies a
central place in the cultural and historical study of landscapes.3
Rene Magritte’s The Human Condition I, for instance, is a surreal landscape. While not a
depiction of any actual location, embedded within its composition is a message inescapably
linked to the fundamental problems of history and art history alike. Magritte’s work highlights
the difficulty of images to convey meaning. On the one hand, the painting on the easel appears as
an exact copy of the landscape behind it. On the other, we as the viewer understand that there is a
difference between this imitation and reality. Images never perfectly reflect the depth of an
event, its place in history, or encompass the detail of the visual world. Even objective
photographic depictions of nature from their most scientific perspective are still only partial and
selective representations of reality.4 Images, just as with texts, are only a pale reflection of the
past. For historians, this picture is a useful metaphor depicting the enticing duplicity of historical
evidence. While we may be convinced that texts or works of art can recreate a vision as
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ostensibly “true” as Magritte’s landscape, in reality no sources will provide the entirety of a
historical scene. No representation, whether pictorial, oral, or textual will ever give us the
definitive truth of the past. It will always be fragmentary.
Still, this problem of representation is probably the most significant challenge in the
historical profession, and doubly significant in environmental history. Past places - not simply
times - are some of the primary subjects of interest to the discipline. Physical landscapes,
especially human-altered landscapes (which have always been the most interesting to historians),
can also be read. One approach is iconological (the interpretation of embedded meanings in the
landscape), but landscapes can also be read more broadly as an archive (an analogy that accounts
for iconological approaches, but also includes “natural archives” like pollen samples, ice cores,
or tree rings). From this perspective, the interpretation of artistic landscapes is an “image of an
image” or image of a text, conveying an added level of information to a location already loaded
with meaning; a truly Magritte-esque problem.5
The complexity of distilling environmental information from landscapes may seem
daunting. The benefits may outweigh these reservations, however. Historians already struggle to
construct arguments in order to paint a picture of the past with only traces of evidence, but the
discipline’s self-imposed restrictions on source material exacerbate the problem. Environmental
history and the environmental humanities more broadly prides itself on employing an already
broad methodological toolkit, but further emphasis should be placed on art and other material
evidence.
Historians in particular rarely use art as evidence. If employed at all, art is usually
employed for illustrative purposes.6 While art cannot overcome the problem of representation, it
possesses an explanatory capacity as powerful as any text. Art is loaded with historical context.
This context frequently must be uncovered or unraveled from its symbolic or allegorical
trappings. To a trained viewer, however, visual clues can be as stimulating as any text. 7 On a
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fundamental level, art materializes beliefs and shows what cultures valued.8 Art offers insight
into issues of religious, economic, and political importance. Paul Shepard takes this notion
further in his Man in the Landscape and argues that art functions as an extension of the nervous
system itself.9 Art, he argues, is a visual thought process; it is tangible imagination inescapably
interwoven in historical context. Of particular importance to the environmental historian, art can
be evidence of rural nostalgia, intellectual shifts of nature valuation, or physical environmental
changes.
If this is the case, then why is art so often superficially integrated into works of history?
Why does source material as culturally expressive as art fulfill only crude illustrative purposes in
most historical studies? What are the possibilities available for art as environmental evidence
and what are its drawbacks? This essay attempts to answer these questions by analyzing three
principle issues: the disciplinary division between art history and history, the use of art as
illustrative or material evidence, and the possibilities and accompanying difficulties of gleaning
evidence from art. It focuses primarily on the least appreciated use of art as evidence: direct
evidence of material environmental change.
I readily concede the valuable contributions that cultural and social historians have
gleaned from landscape art. Focusing on the symbolic at the expense of the material, however,
distances the viewer (historian or not) from the wealth of visual information embedded in the
work. Landscapes not only reflect shifting ideas of humanity and the environment, but are
tangible evidence for historical continuity and change. This evidence is not unproblematic.
Indeed, art historians have successfully problematized naïve assumptions about “realism” in the
landscape genre. Art in general and landscape art in particular, however are useful and unique
sources that warrant further interest and implementation in the environmental humanities.
This study should not be considered an exhaustive account of historical examples or
integrative methods. Historians and social scientists have written innumerable accounts of the
different relationships held between humanity, nature, and art. It is, rather, an accounting of preexisting work and methods deserving further exploration and an analysis of the problems
inherent in this approach. Using art as material evidence, this study examines several ways
historians have used, or could potentially employ landscape art in the investigation of the
8
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intersection of technology and the environment. While the focus of this study rests on evidence
from the Netherlands due to the author’s training in early modern Dutch environmental history,
its broader themes and arguments are equally applicable in other discipline, regions of interest, or
period with a landscape tradition.

On the Separation of Disciplines:
Historians may avoid incorporating art dynamically into their work, but art historians
frequently burden themselves with the opposite problem. Many focus on works of art as their
sole subject, examining their iconography and the painterly methods employed by artists to the
exclusion of historical context. It is only since the 1960s that art history has really opened itself
to the question of “motivation” in art.10 Art historians once asked, “who can this landscape be
attributed to,” and “what traditions of European painting does this work draw on?” Now many
ask more fundamentally historical questions like “what social influences prompted the painter to
choose a subject,” and “what did it say about their culture?” This current attempt to circumvent
or undermine the institutional barriers of contextualization still has a limited historiography.
History boasts a deep, albeit limited, tradition of employing material evidence as well,
though primarily on a symbolic level. Some of the earliest cultural historians featured prominent
use of art in their argumentation. Jacob Burckhardt was equal part cultural and art historian and
was an avid proponent of the integration of art and cultural history. While his most famous
contribution to the historical discipline, The Civilization of the Renaissance in Italy, rarely
mentions artwork (even when it seems frustratingly appropriate) Burckhardt always felt that art
could inform cultural history. 11 His lectures on Greek culture offer a clearer view of his
inclination. “Everything we can gather from the Greek past can become a source, he stated,
“every surviving fragment is of value, buildings and the visual arts most of all.” 12 Art history’s
purpose, according to Burckhardt, seemed to fit well within his notions of the greater purpose of
cultural history. In an 1877 letter he remarked, “My personal taste in art history, it seems to me,
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has been to account for the imagination of past ages, to state the visions and intentions of certain
major artists and schools.”13 As a product of culture, art leads historical study in new directions.
While Burckhardt did not hold uncritical views on the intermingling of cultural and art
historical methods, his contribution represented a stunning florescence of this form of
interdisciplinarity. Sadly, this confluence was short-lived. To the increasingly scientific field of
pre-World War Two history, this early twentieth century approach seemed overly subjective.14
Style and formalism, both inventions of the art historical discipline, were also boundaries that
defined it from other forms of history. Economic and cultural historian J.W. Smit argued that the
division occurred as a result of disciplinary definition. While art history capitalizes on its
narrowly defined object of interest (artwork), history concerns itself with a much vaguer object
(the past).15 The separation stemmed from art history defining itself earlier than other sub
disciplines of history.
Architectural historian James Ackerman argued that what distinguished art history from
other histories was its object of study.16 Art historical methodology, by extension, is unique. Art
historians draw on formalist critiques and are interested in attribution and style. Artworks are
“objects of interpretation” rather than an “uncomplicated source of historical knowledge.”17 Art
historians increasingly employ cultural-historical methodologies, but always with the intention of
explaining some aspect of artwork. By contrast, history’s problems with representation
originated out of its poorly defined methodology and lack of overarching goal. Eric Hobsbawm,
for instance, stated that history’s origins lay within institutional frameworks that supported
certain histories over others, but were “philosophically and methodologically” uncertain about
any greater goal than the collection of information.18 Art history never suffered this problem for
the simple reason that art history has always been clearly interested in the artistic past.
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Environmental history has a unique opportunity to circumvent the problems inherent in
both larger disciplines. There can be no doubt about where the field’s interests lay.
Environmental histories always contain an “environmental,” “natural,” or “ecological” focus (no
matter what your definition of each is). This is not to deny the uncertainty when dealing with the
question “what is environmental history?” A significant and ongoing debate about its future
belies any consensus.19 The historic relationship between humanity and its surroundings may be
conceived broadly by historians (and rightly so), but no less vacuous a characterization defines
“economic,” and “social” histories. Environmental history shares this lack of methodological
and conceptual rigidity, but it should not be interpreted negatively. 20 It is precisely
environmental histories methodological and theoretical pliability that may allow it to transcend
the ossified disciplinary divisions between history and art history.
This diversity of methodologies will likely continue because environmental history is
inherently interdisciplinary. Environmental historians must analyze texts from scientific sources
as well as literature and archival resources. Environmental history draws freely on geography,
biology, medicine, and the social sciences. Environmental history is, thus, ideally suited to the
task of incorporating material culture. This will only be effective, however, if the historian
approaches art and other material culture as a critical piece of evidence, not simply illustration. 21

Art as Evidence, Art as Illustration
Art and material culture can be either evidence or illustration, and sometimes both. Most
environmental histories and history in general, use artwork for illustrative purposes. A Lewis
Hine photograph of early twentieth century child laborers may be used to illustrate their
19
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appearance and their work conditions, but it would not often be used as evidence. In this case,
the photo could be used as evidence of a specific loom technology, of a particular operation in
industrial textile production (doffing), of cultural attitudes about labor and industry, or the
developing role of artists as social critics. Generally, the arguments in historical works that
employ artistic illustration are not derivative of the photos or paintings within them. In these
cases, the inclusion of art is merely designed to illustrate further an argument already fully
fleshed out with textual evidence.
Image II.

Lewis Hine, “Doffers at the Bibb Mill No. 1, Macon, Georgia.” Photograph. National Archives and
Records Service.

Art as illustration is usually a passive actor in the historical narrative. If the pictures were
removed, the narrative would still continue as directed (though with reduced visual appeal).
Illustrative art is rarely used as primary source material. Historians do not attempt to “read”
from art any historical argument or glean evidence from the subjects of the artwork, so it remains
secondary. As a result, historians usually “picture” an event or object already fully explored
with textual source material. Artwork is often a temporary visual snapshot of ongoing historical
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change that alludes to nothing before or after the period of time depicted in the work. Illustrative
histories exacerbate this issue with inconsistent pictorial representation. These histories often
contain little to no pictorial narrative accompanying the textual narrative.
Art as evidence is often the opposite. Currently it is practiced largely by art historians,
anthropologists, archaeologists, and the occasional cultural historian. Art as evidence plays an
active role in the historical narrative. When used in this manner, art clearly contributes to an
historical argument. Images are chosen for their dynamic appeal, but they also as primary
sources that show historical action or change. Finally, art as evidence is presented consistently
throughout the narrative in much the same way historians use textual sources.
Art can offer material evidence if it is as a concrete indicator of the presence (or absence)
of an historical subject. This may be a kind of technology, a plant species present in a Dutch stilllife or botanical print, or particular usages of landscape. Regardless, material evidence bears
witness to what existed. Its textual equivalent might be a birth certificate or a receipt of purchase,
something that proves an event occurred or an object existed.
By discursive, I refer to the historical ideas we can derive from the presence or absence
of material evidence. Discursive evidence requires greater interpretation and can be much more
subjective. A painting (or series of paintings) may be evidence of a shifting attitude toward
nature. Likewise, the absence of a particular technology, plant, or landscape can mean as much
or sometimes more than its presence. Discursive evidence requires contextualization and often
draws on literature, myth, and symbols to support its arguments. 22
While I have created dichotomies between evidence and illustration and material and
discursive evidence, the shades of grey between these categories are important. Many historians
use a blending of material and discursive approaches. This is perhaps the best way to achieve a
well-rounded result. One example of a successful synthesis is Nancy Leys Stepan’s Picturing
Tropical Nature.23 Stepan argues that tropical nature is a post-Enlightenment modern idea.
22
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Europeans constructed tropical nature through ideas of medicine, the development of the natural
sciences, and visual representations of tropical land and peoples. Most Europeans never actually
saw the tropics, she states, so the pictures brought back from Brazil or Africa did not simply
illustrate tropical reality; they became documentary evidence from which Europeans developed
tropical nature.24 Stepan uses primarily photographs in her work, but stresses their subjective
nature. Photographs can distort or reshape reality as effectively as any painting. She uses
photographs as material evidence of the development of tropical photography and discursively to
contextualize their meaning. Stepan’s use of photographs is an excellent example of art playing
as critical a role as her textual sources.
Stepan is not the only example of an environmental historian who dynamically
incorporates pictures into her work. More often than not, however, this work is done by art
historians, historians of technology, or scientists. My intention in the second part of this essay is
to present material and discursive evidence in landscape art in the Netherlands in order to show
how art can be used as material evidence for environmental history.

The Netherlands: Landscape of Environment and Technology
Most art historians trace the beginning of the landscape genre to Renaissance Italy.25
Artists frequently used landscapes, however, as setting to foregrounded anthropocentric subjects.
Italian landscapes were certainly symbolically rich, but scholarship is limited that examines the
available material evidence precisely because their purpose was not to represent (even the
illusion of) material reality. A more useful point of departure, therefore, is the seventeenth
century Netherlands. The Dutch landscape (landschap) depicted (typically) rural life and
diverged from the allegorical, religious, mountainous views of Flemish and Italian traditions. As
opposed to early traditions primarily interested in pastorals or landscapes of antiquity, the Dutch
largely specialized in contemporary scenes.26 This preference dictated a uniquely strong and
broadly-represented market for landscape paintings. Dutch landscapes achieved “realism” in
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form and concept unique in Europe.27 This realism, however, was not spontaneous. It arose out
of a slow evolution traced back through the Southern Netherlands.
Art historians identify a nascent form of Dutch-style landscape art in the sixteenth
century. One such work is Pieter Brueghel’s “Return of the Hunters.” Realism and accuracy are
not of primary interest to the artist. Mountains that like this do not exist in Flanders, or
anywhere. Art historian Gina Crandell characterized it as a collage of landscapes; Italianate
mountains framing a native village.28 Perspective is skewed and the figures are derivative of a
northern Renaissance tradition. Already, however we can detect a sense of place in this painting.
The landscape is accorded a primary role in this work. The land seems dynamic (no doubt partly
due to the unrealistic topography). This is also because Breughel likely drew on contemporary
developments in optics and the geographers’ sense of perspective.29
More importantly to an environmental historian looking to art for material evidence of
environmental change, this is one of the earliest depictions of the genre in Netherlandish art
known as “winter landscapes.”30 This image is now iconic of the climatic period dated roughly
between 1550 and 1850 known as the Little Ice Age. Many scholars suspect the Brueghel
conceived of this painting as a result of a major snowstorm in the winter of 1565.31 Snow storms
such as these would become increasingly frequent during the sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries.
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Image III.

Pieter Brueghel the Elder, Return of the Hunters 1575
Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna

This example underlines the distinction between art as an illustration of long term change
and art as evidence. The significance of Brueghel’s painting as evidence is not its ability to tell
us about a singular harsh winter (which Brueghel likely did not attempt), but rather its place in
longer term trend of increasing winter landscape production.32 As the Flemish landscape
tradition traveled north, especially in the seventeenth century, “winter landscapes” became a
unified Netherlandish phenomenon across the Low Countries with contributions from many
major landscape artists. Return of the Hunters is, therefore, part of a genre that offered a large
sample of environmental representation. The 1970s were a heyday for historical meteorologists
and climatologists interested in testing the possibilities of art as material sources of climate.
Hubert Lamb and Hans Neuberger, for instance, compiled compelling evidence that changing
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artistic tendencies mirrored their atmospheric surroundings.33 There is no reason why humanistic
scholars cannot access this same trove of information.
Naturally, this approach is not unproblematic. The development of this new genre of
landscape paintings could be ascribed to stylistic trends rather than climatic, for instance.34
Assumptions of absolute representational fidelity should be tempered with the recognition that
artists experiencing natural change were also living through cultural changes that influenced their
art. Still, in aggregate, the genre of winter landscapes is a powerful reminder that artists were
responsive to their environmental surroundings. Even in Brueghel’s sixteenth century Flanders,
when “realism” was not of paramount importance, material evidence of environment change is
still available.
The ability of historical researchers to identify environmental change in landscape art
changed with the development of Dutch realism in the seventeenth century. Still life, landscapes,
and genre scenes during the Golden Age of Dutch art offer viewers a seductive, albeit less than
trustworthy impression of the era. Indeed, the issue of whether Golden Age paintings accurately
mirrored Dutch society and the environment (what art historians refer to as verisimilitude) has
been one of the richest and most contentious debates in art history since the 1950s.35
Even in the seventeenth century, Dutch paintings were not “real” in the sense that they
were interested in duplicating reality. “Accurate” might better characterize these works. Even
so, when taking an entire oeuvre into account, painters were not nearly as accurate as their
individual paintings.36 Painters in this period often idealized their subjects. They moved

33

Ibid; Hans Neuberger, "Climate in Art," Weather 25(1970): 46-56.
These possibilities were investigated in W.J. Burroughs, "Winter Landscapes and Climatic Change,"
ibid.36(1981): 352-57. and Peter J. Robinson, "Ice and Snow in Paintings of Little Ice Age Winters," ibid.60, no. 2
(2005): 37-41. Aspects of their conclusions helped justify a challenge to the existence of a Little Ice Age at all. See:
Morgan Kelly and Cormac Ó Gráda, "The Waning of the Little Ice Age: Climate Change in Early Modern
Europe," Journal of Interdisciplinary History 44, no. 3 (2014): 301-25.
35
Wayne E. Franits, "Introduction," in Looking at Seventeenth-Century Dutch Art: Realism Reconsidered, ed.
Wayne E. Franits (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997). Franits identifies the change with Erwin
Panofsky’s development of the iconographical method in: Erwin Panofsky, Early Netherlandish Painting: Its Origin
and Character, 2 vols. (Cambridge: Harper & Row, 1953). The iconological method was refined under Eddy de
Jongh and the Utrecht school, but consideration of realism (or more accurately the “descriptive”) only truly became
an active core of seventeenth-century Dutch art history with the publication of Svetlana Alpers, The Art of
Describing : Dutch Art in the Seventeenth Century (Chicago: Chicago : University of Chicago Press, 1983). For
contributions from these and other authors over the debate, see: Wayne E. Franits, Looking at Seventeenth-Century
Dutch Art: Realism Reconsidered (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997).
36
John Walsh, "Skies and Reality in Dutch Landscape," in Art in History, History in Art: Studies in SeventeenthCentury Dutch Culture (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1987)., 103.
34

14
buildings around, inserted non-native trees, and combined cloud formations that defied
thermodynamics.37 As realistic as Dutch landscapes appear, therefore, they were equally illusory.
Artists still composed their painted works indoors. Landscapists often sketched outside
and then painted an idealized version when they returned to their studio. Despite the
characterization “naer het leven” (from/to life) that artists used to define their works, the type of
on-location painting one sees by the nineteenth century, for example, was non-existent.38 Dutch
artists did not intend absolute accuracy of their landscapes, but rather an aesthetically-pleasing
representation.
This does not mean that naer het leven works are devoid of useful information for
environmental historians. Indeed, even if painters did not intend to mimetically represent their
world, many scholars would agree that landscape paintings contain at least some material
evidence of the Dutch relationship with the environment.39 The problem for historians then
becomes: what were they representing if not reality? Art historians address this issue along
several tangents, of which two present the most difficulties for historians interested in using art
as evidence: the iconology and the convention.
The iconological approach investigates symbols disguised within the formal elements of
the paintings. Specific plants and animals, this school argues, imparted hidden, moral meanings
to the Dutch viewer. This interpretation is heavily dependent on an interdisciplinary approach as
many of the associations only become clear via cultural history, particularly the close reading of
emblem-books. The 1980s in particular saw the expansion of art historical and geographic
interest in the iconological.40 The iconological approach is problematic for the historian because
37
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it invites an added layer of uncertainty to an already problematic reading of the painting. The
inclusion of environmental information, added for moral rather than mimetic purposes, could
conceivably lead the scholar to incorrect conclusions.
Conventionality is a second problem when using art as evidence. It is a matter-of-fact that
paintings (Dutch or otherwise) contain conventions denoting a range of meaning, including
stylistic and formal elements that characterize a genre. These conventions select for specific
elements that painters and viewers expected to see, essentially due to the weight of tradition and
the market for artwork. Conventions become problematic for historians when pictorial elements
are selected by the artist, not because of their significance in an environmental context, but
because of convention.
While the iconological and conventionalistic approaches might not present perfectly
depict material reality, they provide powerful means of gathering discursive evidence of
environmental meaning. The symbols chosen, or the conventions ascribed to, by Dutch painters
speak to possible associations between society and environment available on a popular level. For
instance, several art historians have identified an interesting convention: Dutch painters rarely
depicted the most dynamic and recently altered conditions of their surroundings. Polderlands,
peat digging, and clusters of windmills are rare subjects in landscapes. If they were depicted at
all, they were frequently modified. Artists instead depicted “timeless” landscapes absent from
human alteration, or even removed evidence of human control from their surroundings. This is
unfortunate from the perspective of gleaning material evidence of environmental change from
paintings, but it furnishes a powerful statement of the culture’s response to rapid and expansive
environmental change. The landscape genre was an urban phenomenon and this convention
highlighted the unsettled impression the rapidly shifting countryside held for an increasingly
urbanized society.41
Iconography and conventions, however, do not present insurmountable challenges for the
use of art as material evidence. Indeed, even strong arguments for a conventionalistic or
iconological readings of paintings do not negate their use as evidence. This is clear when reading
one particular painting from all three perspectives.
41
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Image IV.

Jacob van Ruisdael, Mill Wijk-bij-Duurstede, 1670
Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam

Jacob van Ruisdael’s “Windmill at Wijk bij Duurstede” is one of his acknowledged
masterpieces. A far cry from its Flemish ancestors in the sixteenth century, it exemplifies many
of the developments that had taken place since the Dutch landscape traditions development in
Haarlem in the 1620s. If not explicitly mimetic, this painting is certainly not fanciful in its
selection of subject. In fact, van Ruisdael’s “realism” was closer to photorealism than most of his
contemporaries. Botanists can identify his trees and shrubs, geographers can identify the
placement of the painting based on the landscape, and art historians can accurately date the work
based on his architectural accuracy. 42 It is the reliability of these details the makes Ruisdael so
potentially useful.
The reliability of elements in his compositions and the recognition that convention
influenced much of the work are not mutually exclusive. The artful presentation of clouds, the
smallness of human figures, and the muted colors are all elements that would have been seen by
42
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contemporaries as conventional, but they could also be presented more or less faithfully if the
painter chose. This painting is also representative of the move toward depicting native Dutch
locations in the seventeenth century. Dutch artists like Meindert Hobbema, Jan van Goyen, Jacob
van Ruisdael, and even Rembrandt van Rijn selected indigenous settings, depicting dunescapes,
rivers, canals, vast expanses of flat fields, and windmills. 43 This convention should not be
confused with “documentation,” but neither do they preclude it. At the very least, it does show a
burgeoning appreciation of the native environment on a discursive level. Importantly, it also
increases the relevance of these paintings for historians interested in the Dutch material
environment. Convention, therefore, can work in favor of the material approach.
The iconological approach also offers a challenge to those wishing to use Mill at Wijk bij
Duurstede for material evidence, though as with conventionality, it is not insurmountable.
Naturally, the purpose of this painting was not absolute fidelity of representation. The river, in
actuality the conjunction of the Lek and Kromme Rijn, was not nearly as wide as Ruisdael
portrayed it. Ruisdael also had a history of presenting his subjects (in this case the mill itself) as
larger than life by accentuating and dramatizing topography and architecture. Using an
iconological approach, it is even possible to read symbolic, emblematic, and moral meaning from
this painting.44
As with conventionality, the debatable ultimate purpose of this painting does not obscure
its significance as a rich source of material detail. The painting offers an accurate representation
of wind direction highlighted by the orientation of the windmill as well as the reeds. The ripples
43
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on the water’s surface indicate the location of the painting. The water shows multi-directional
flows that indicate this location is at the juncture of two rivers.
Importantly, historians of technology identified this as the earliest pictorial
representation of a new innovation in mill technology.45 This is the first evidence known of a
windmill spar at quarter-chord. This means that Ruisdael placed the spar of the vane (which
always runs counterclockwise) in the correct position to achieve optimal power, while at the
same time avoiding unnecessary vibration and damage. The Dutch developed this innovation
through trial and error, and because of Ruisdael, we know it was in place in Wijk-bij-Duurstede.
Historian Richard Unger points out that, for historians of technology, using art as
evidence requires an evaluation of artists based less on their skill, and more on their reliability. 46
To this should be added an artist’s interest in offering rare perspectives on technology, its design
and its role in mediating or controlling nature. Ruisdael again excels in this respect. Ruisdael
specialized in depicting wind and water mill technology and showed a variety of designs from
multiple angles, many of which are unique.47
Technology had other environmental implications as well. Ruisdael was one of the few
Dutch artists to sketch seventeenth century mud mills (moddermolen). They dredged up mud and
muck and transferred it to a conveyor belt pulled by horses. Dredging was as necessary in the
seventeenth century as it is today. Without these machines, canals and harbors would silt up and
become useless. They were thus economically important, but they also had significant
environmental impacts. These moddermolen were probably common sights in the reclaimed
areas and Ruisdael’s sketch is one of the few depictions of it in operation.
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Image V.

Jacob van Ruisdael, Dredging a Canal, 1650s. Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York

Ruisdael’s sketch highlights one final observation. Many Dutch artists did not limit their
creative and descriptive talents to one method of artistic production. Not only did they create
paintings (which were always made in the studio), but they crafted etchings and drawings.
Golden Age artists produced on-the-spot images as they walked through their surroundings.
Karel van Mander, the late-sixteenth/ early seventeenth century Flemish painter, poet, and
earliest art historian of the Low Countries, encouraged this activity, opining “go out early in the
morning, as soon as the city gates open, and for a short time, enjoy the beauty of nature that can
be seen outside.”48 By the mid-seventeenth century, a “documentary” tradition of producing
recognizable landscape scenery had developed for the popular art market or for the artists’ own
personal use.49
Artists like Jacob van Ruisdael, Claes Jansz Visscher, and even Rembrandt van Rijn offer
historians a mass of visual information of the Holland countryside.50 Unlike the majority of
paintings, these prosaic scenes sometimes documented polder landscapes, sea dikes, vegetation
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and farms. Naturally, the same challenges of conventionality and (to a lesser extent) iconography
apply, but just as with paintings, they are not insurmountable. Rembrandt, in particular, offered
an anachronistic vision of the Amsterdam countryside, a particularly troubling issue for those
historians wishing to use his art as evidence of environmental change. 51 Historians must
therefore avoid relying entirely upon source material from Rembrandt concerning a given
location (or even exclusively from works of art).
The most complete “view” of past Dutch environments is gleaned from a variety of
source material like contemporary maps, travel guides, poetry, and archival documents. There
are numerous models for scholars interested in this approach. The nineteenth century art
collector and scholar Frits Lugt reconstructed a variety of Rembrandt’s “walks” around
Amsterdam. Lugt used a variety of sources to produce one of the most complete “views” of
Amsterdam and its environs available. In 1998, art historians continued and expanded upon
Lugt’s methodology in a retrospective.52 The purpose of these works, however, is primarily art
historical. Art historical reconstructions of past environments are largely subordinate and in
service to their efforts to characterize the historical artist. This model, however, perfectly realizes
the benefits of the expansive approach this essay advocates for the study of past environments
and is useful for environmental historians whose interests are more pointedly directed at changes
to the landscapes themselves.

Conclusion
Environmental scholars, especially historians, can glean a wealth of information from art
and art history. In this essay, I outlined several ways historians, art historians, and other scholars
have incorporated material culture into an integrated study of history. It focused on their
possibilities and problems with this approach. This last point should not be undervalued. In his
review of Peter Burke’s handbook of art as historical evidence, Eyewitnessing, Theodore Rabb
underlined what he believed was one of the critical messages of Burke’s work: “caution.” The
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wealth of visual information increasingly available to historians, Rabb argued, is also potentially
its greatest challenge. The ease of access would promote the relaxing of standards.53
This essay shares this sentiment to the extent that it ensures rigorous scholarship. For this
reason, it presented several of the primary challenges for scholars interested in the material and
environmental evidence available in art. Despite these challenges, the potential is powerful,
intriguing and valuable. They are not unfamiliar problems. Texts and images offer equal
challenges to the scholar wishing to employ them. Both warrant caution, particularly regarding
representation.
This essay only scratches the surface of the evidence of environmental and technological
change explicitly laid out in Dutch paintings (not to mention what is illustrated implicitly). Other
studies have investigated the increasing diversity of fruits and vegetables using Dutch market
scenes, or tracked the importance of the beaver trade using portraits and genre paintings. 54 The
literature on Dutch landscapes, genre, market scenes, still life and cityscapes is dense and for the
enterprising environmental humanist, art historical and cultural geographic scholarship provides
a solid foundation for the investigation of past environments.
These are not just opportunities for historians, either. Art history also has significant
areas for growth that can contribute to the goal of using art as environmental evidence. Much of
the existing art historical literature documents native Dutch environments. Many artists took
their skills abroad, however. Maria Sibylla Merian’s insect and plants prints from Suriname have
untapped potential, not to mention the plethora of natural historical imagery produced across
environments spanning the globe. Dutch interaction (and exploitation) of foreign environments is
an equally rich subject area.55 Indeed, Dutch sugar mills in Brazil were a frequent subject of
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prints and paintings. These subjects have their own challenges, but colonial environments are
still a remarkably untrammeled field for scholars despite the rich source material.56
Furthermore, the problems and possibilities of extracting material evidence from art
identified in this essay are certainly not exclusive to the seventeenth-century Netherlands.
Literature on material evidence in a variety of locations and across all points of history are
widely available, albeit generally less popular than the discursive approach. The problems
associated with identifying and reading beyond conventions and symbolic interpretations are just
as relevant today as they were in the seventeenth-century (and earlier). This manner of
approaching historical sources, however, remains underutilized. Many avenues remain
unexplored, waiting for enterprising scholars, innovative methods and insightful questions.
Historians need only look to work in the fields of historical ecology and forensic astronomy to
see the impact scientists are having in art history and environmental history.57 There is nothing
holding historians back except the reluctance to think visually. Rabb’s “caution,” in sum, is
warranted, but it is a sentiment already understood by the humanistic scholar. Representation,
whether via text or image, is complex, but potential makes this endeavor worthwhile.
While all landscapes exhibit discursive evidence about the way nature is understood,
material evidence is somewhat more difficult to identify. Depending on one’s historical interest,
paintings, prints, maps, photographs, or other visual media may or may not present the evidence
one is seeking. In this respect, it is no different from textual sources. Writers and artists both
discriminate between the events and details they describe and those they change or omit. I have
tried in this essay to present a wide array of forms of material evidence, some within the realm of
technologies affecting the environment and some as direct evidence of environmental conditions
or change. The historian searching for material sources must cast a wide net over the varied
56
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visual representations of their event, time, or place. This will certainly require a familiarization
with art historical methods and literature. The evidence is out there, historians need only learn
how to see it.
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