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fig 2 Phlegmatick from a set of 
he Fowre Complexions, c. 1630 
George Gower (c.1540–96) 
Engraving, 19.2x12.cm   
© he Trustees of the British 
Museum, London

fig 1 Love under a Trellis:  

he Wine Glass, c. 1630  

Jacques II Geubels (c. 1599– 
c. 1630) after Jacob Jordaens 
(1593–1678) 
Tapestry, wool and silk, 
375x248cm  
Hardwick Hall, Derbyshire 
National Trust/Robert hrift

also signed with a weaver’s monogram on the edge of the 
right-hand border.6 Five have the monogram of an as-yet-
unidentiied weaver, two bear a monogram that has been 
identiied as that of Geubels, and one has the monogram 
of Conrad van der Bruggen (l. 1622–69).7 We can infer 
that Geubels was the entrepreneur in overall charge of  
the weaving but that, as was then very common, he 
collaborated with another weaver.

Geubels was part of a weaving dynasty, and his 
signature is found on many of the inest Brussels tapestries 
of the 1620s, such as the Triumph of the Eucharist and the 
History of Decius Mus after Rubens; and the Story of 

Alexander, the Story of Ulysses, Horsemanship and the Scenes 

of Country Life after Jordaens.8 Geubels worked for the 
greatest patrons, including Archduchess Isabella of Spain, 
Governess of the Netherlands.9 His weavings sometimes 
included woven morals such as Divinae Palladis arte 

pictogram superavit acus (‘By the art of divine Pallas Athene 
the needle has conquered paint’); or Cum Byssum Pingo 

non ita ut pictor ingo (‘When cloth I weave not as a painter 
do I deceive’), found on the Alexander set after Jordaens. 
As Guy Delmarcel has pointed out, these inscriptions 
suggest a great self-awareness,10 if not precocity, on the 
part of the weaver.11 

Although regarded as the earliest weaving of the Scenes 

from Country Life, the precise dating of the Hardwick 
tapestries remains uncertain. he known facts are that 
Geubels was born c. 1599 and died some time between 
1629 and 1633. His widow, Elizabeth de Moor, remarried 
in 1633, after which point it is unlikely that the full ‘Jacq 
Geubels’ signature would have been used.12 he date of 
Jordaens’s designs for the tapestries has also been contested, 
and estimates range from the mid 1620s to the mid 1630s, 
although the weight of evidence suggests that he designed 
them in the late 1620s.13 An important factor in the 
dating of Jordaens’s designs for the Scenes from Country 

Life is the belief that the architectonic device of the 
framing columns, which dispensed with the traditional 
tapestry border, was directly 
inspired by the Triumph of the 
Eucharist (1625–28)14 tapestry 
designs of Rubens.15 

he architectural frames used 
by both Rubens and Jordaens 
derive in turn from the Meta-

morphosis tapestries designed by 
Battista Dossi (c. 1490–1548) and 
woven by Jan Karcher in Ferrara 
in the 1540s, two of which are 
now in the Louvre.16 hey were in 
the Este palace in Modena in the 
early 17th century,17 and Rubens, 
based in Mantua at that time, 
may have seen them. But there is 
also a more traditional source for 
the ‘new’, borderless Brussels 
designs of the 1620s. Large leaf 
verdures from the second and 
third quarters of the 16th century  
often had framing devices, very 

Jacob  
Jordaens’s 
elements  
and Humours 
tapestries
Among the highlights at Hardwick Hall is a 

remarkable tapestry series by Jacob Jordaens, 

for which he skilfully appropriated a set of 

popular allegories then prevalent in print 

culture, writes JAMIE MULHERRON

The SCENES FROM COUNTRY LIFE after Jacob Jordaens 
(1593–1678) at Hardwick Hall, Derbyshire, is the earliest 
and most complete surviving example of one of the 17th 
century’s most celebrated tapestry series.1 hey are among 
Jordaens’s inest designs, and the tapestries themselves 
were woven in the leading Brussels workshop of Jacques  
II Geubels (c. 1599–c. 1630).

As one of the trinity of great Antwerp artists including 
Peter Paul Rubens and Anthony van Dyck, Jordaens had a 
signiicant inluence on English art and taste in the second 
quarter of the 17th century. He was commissioned to 
make a series of paintings of Cupid and Psyche for Queen 
Henrietta Maria at the Queen’s House in Greenwich in 
1639,2 and it is also thought that Charles I owned a set of 
Horsemanship tapestries after his designs.3 It is not known 
when the Scenes from Country Life tapestries came to 
Hardwick, but they were probably acquired in the early 
1630s by Lady Christian Bruce or her son William 
Cavendish, 3rd Earl of Devonshire (1617–84).4 he 
Cavendishes’ ownership of the Jordaens tapestries was  
a relection of Stuart Court taste.5 

Five of the eight tapestries at Hardwick are marked 
with the Brussels town mark (two ‘B’s to either side of a 
shield) and are signed Jacq Geubels, for Jacques II Geubels, 
along the edge of the lower border. he three remaining 
tapestries have had their lower borders turned up, but it  
is likely that they are marked in the same way. In addition 
to the fully written-out signature, each of the tapestries is 
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the scene. On the bottom of the 
left-hand column can be seen the 
head of a woman with snakes for 
hair – a Medusa, the traditional 
personiication of envy. Large 
dogs – as opposed to small dogs 
who represented faithfulness – 
also represented envy, and the dog 
is clearly envious that he is not 
being fed.

he meaning of the scene is 
deliberately ambiguous. On the 
one hand, a wholesome young 
servant girl is shown going about her chores, feeding the 
chickens. On the other, there are intimations that this is 
the morning after the night before, one of drinking and 
possibly illicit passion. he peacock and the Medusa’s head 
represent the deadly sins of pride and envy. Perhaps the 
servant girl is not happy with her lot? Work, particularly 
drudgery, was associated with the humour melancholy;  
in contemporary 1630s prints such as William Marshall’s 
Melancholy from he Foure Complexions (Fig. 4), we ind  
the inscribed moral: ‘When I am forced to work my senses 
droope, for I am tall and do not like to scoop’.

Love under a Trellis: he Wine Glass (Fig. 1) is set in a 
trellised garden behind a little balustrade. Inside, a well-
dressed cavalier and a lady are being served by a young, 
not entirely reputable-looking man with split jerkin and 
lace collar. He holds a ewer and hands the couple a glass  
of wine. Behind them stands an older woman with her 
hair in a turban. he cavalier has just come in from riding, 
probably hunting, leaving his sword outside the trellised 

nude, the other clothed) were as inluential as de Vos’s 
humours (Figs. 9 and 10). Jacques de Gheyn II (1565–
1629), originally from Antwerp and later trained by 
Goltzius, also made sets of elements and humours, and 
these too have a bearing on Jordaens’s tapestries (Fig. 15). 
Jordaens could never be accused of lacking originality  
in his designs, but in the case of the Scenes from County 

Life, he appropriated the idea of a set of allegories of the 
elements and the humours from print culture and 
translated it into the medium of tapestry.26 

If Jordaens created his designs in a Netherlandish 
culture abounding with allegories of the humours and 
elements, his tapestries were destined for an English 
audience no less fascinated by such conceits. Late Eliz-
abethan writers created what came to be known as the 
‘Comedy of Humours’, where characters were portrayed 
with an imbalance of this or that humour. Well-known 
examples include George Chapman’s An Humorous Day’s 

Mirth (irst performed in 1597), Ben Jonson’s Every Man 

in His Humour (1598) and Every Man out of His Humour 
(1599), John Fletcher’s he Humorous Lieutenant (1625) 
and James Shirley’s he Humorous Courtier (1640). Even  
if not the central theme, imagery of the humours pervaded 
nearly all drama and poetry of the Elizabethan and Jacob- 
ean periods, including most famously, Shakespeare’s. In 
Hamlet, for example, at least three of the major characters 
are associated with the humours: the melancholic Dane 
himself, the phlegmatic Ophelia (who drowns in water) 
and the choleric Laertes (always ready to ight).27 he 
humours and elements were part of everyday learning and 
experience, particularly in regard to well-being, as found  
in homas Elyot’s Castel of Helth (1539), William Bullein’s 
he Government of Health (1558), homas Walkington’s 
Optick Glasse of Humours (1607), and of course one of the 
17th century’s best sellers, Robert Burton’s he Anatomy  

of Melancholy (1621). In England, as the production of 
London printmakers such as William Marshall and 
George Glover demonstrates, the 1630s mark the high 
watermark of the popularity of the elements and humours;28 
Jordaens could hardly have designed a more fashionable 
theme for the moment.

Let us look more closely at Jordaens’s comedy of 
humours. In Feeding Chickens: he Basket of Grain (Fig. 3), 
a servant girl holds a wicker basket in one hand and with 
the other throws down grain for a brood of hens. he girl 
wears clogs, her shirt is in a state of undress, her hair is 
slightly tousled, and she looks as though she has just  
got out of bed. he satyrs’ heads and vine scrolls on the 
cartouche perhaps allude to a night of drinking and 
lovemaking. Detached from the general scramble for  
food, there is a stand-of between a large dog and a  
cock, perhaps an allusion to the idea of the bas cour, or  
the low court, in which barnyard society is representative 
of human society. he cock watches the dog, not the  
grain; this is reminiscent of a moral in George Wither’s  
A Collection of Emblemes (1635) that cocks will not ight 
for gain (i.e. food) but only for their hens.29 he other 
important bird in the scene is the peacock, whose wonder-
ful tail is not only a marvellous passage of weaving but is 
also symbolic of pride. Suggestions of envy also pervade 

often of classically 
inspired pillars, 
columns and 
pedestals, internal to 
the ield. hat these 
internal frames to 
some extent acted as 
borders is borne out 
by the much reduced 
width of the actual 
borders on these 
tapestries.18 

Although the 
tapestries are called 
Scenes from Country 

Life, the exact subject 
matter is not entirely 
understood. Ledebur 
has most recently 
suggested that 
Jordaens’s scenes had 
no allegorical context, 
and represent a move 
away from allegorical 
and emblematic 

Netherlandish art of the period.19 his view takes a stage 
further Kristi Nelson’s opinion that the scenes are a rather 
loose amalgam of references to allegories of the ive senses, 
the zodiac and the seasons, but that overall the set does 
not follow a consistent iconography.20 Yet it is extremely 
unlikely that a set of tapestries of this date would not 
follow an iconographic programme. No other set by 
Jordaens lacked an overall theme, and one struggles to give 
any example of a 16th- or 17th-century igurative tapestry 
series with no deinable subject. he Scenes from Country 

Life do indeed share a common theme: they are allegories 
of the Elements and the Humours.

he eight tapestries are divided into two discrete sets  
of four. he irst, including Feeding Chickens: he Basket  

of Grain (Fig. 3), Love under a 

Trellis: he Wine Glass (Fig. 1), 
Love on a Balcony: he Feather 
(Fig. 6) and Girl Carrying a 

Basket: he Candle (Fig. 7) are  
set in a loggia with a single arch. 
he second ‘set’ of the Return 

from the Hunt (Fig. 8), the Rest 

from the Hunt (Fig. 11), the Attack 

of the Falcons (Fig. 12) and he 

Kitchen (Fig. 13) have a variety of 
outdoor and indoor settings and 
have double arches along the top, 
and a lower border of a snake 
coiled around a decorative plant.

he central motifs of the four 
narrow panels represent the four 
elements: earth by the basket of 
grain in Feeding Chickens: he 

Basket of Grain; water by the wine 
glass in Love under a Trellis: he 

fig 3 Feeding Chickens:  

he Basket of Grain, c. 1630  

Jacques II Geubels after  
Jacob Jordaens
Tapestry, wool and silk, 
3750x2460cm  
Hardwick Hall, Derbyshire
National Trust/Robert hrift

fig 6 Love on the Balcony:  

he Feather, c. 1630  

Jacques II Geubels after  
Jacob Jordaens 
Tapestry, wool and silk, 
375x320cm
Hardwick Hall, Derbyshire 
National Trust/Robert hrift

Wine Glass; air by the feather in Love on the Balcony: he 

Feather; and ire by the candle in Girl Carrying a Basket: 

he Candle. Similarly the four wider tapestries are each 
based on an element. he hunter carrying game in the 
Return from the Hunt was a traditional motif for earth; the 
hunter and his dogs resting by a lake in the Rest from the 

Hunt refer to water; the Attack of the Falcons represents air; 
and he Kitchen symbolises ire. In both sets, the scenarios 
and context develop the allegory of the four humours.

he theory of the elements developed in ancient Greece, 
irstly under the Pythagoreans (sixth century B.C.) and 
then by the Greek philosopher Empedocles in the ifth 
century B.C. Empedocles established the ‘Tetrasomia’, or 
the ‘Doctrine of the Four Elements’, in which all matter  
is made up of four roots or elements – earth, air, ire and 
water. He also developed the idea that the four elements 
were based on earth, sky, sun and sea, which related to  
the seasons (winter, spring, summer and autumn), the 
qualities (cold, dry, hot and moist), and the gods (Zeus, 
Hera, Hades and Nestis).21 he harmony of the elements 
was essential to the health of man and the relationship 
between man and nature. hrough the writing of Plato  
(c. 424–348 B.C.) and Aristotle (384–322 B.C.), the four 
elements would remain central to ‘scientiic’ thought 
(medicine, astronomy, astrology and alchemy) until the 
late 17th century.

he theory of humours as discussed in Saturn and 

Melancholy (see n. 21) was a physiological development  
of the four elements and their associated qualities of  
hot, cold, dry and moist. he medical theory of the four 
humours was irst developed by Hippocrates (c. 460–370 
B.C.) in his work On the Nature of Man,22 and then by the 
Roman doctor Galen (129–217 A.D.).23 he four humours 
were blood, phlegm, yellow bile and black bile, and from 
the four humours derived the four temperaments (i.e. 
character traits) of sanguine, phlegmatic, choleric and 
melancholic. For the individual to be both physically and 
mentally healthy, the humours had to be in balance, and  
if one humour dominated it could deine character traits. 
Like the elements, the closely related humours were an 
essential part of the European world view, and indeed  
with the renaissance of Greek and Roman literature and 
medicine, the humours became more topical than ever in 
the 16th and early 17th centuries.

Both the elements and the humours were schematised 
in the illustrated 1603 edition of Cesare Ripa’s Iconologia, 
and Ripa’s characterisations did have some inluence in  
the Netherlands and England.24 But it was Antwerp artists 
of the generation earlier than Jordaens who made the 
greatest contribution to the iconography of the elements 
and humours,25 not least Maarten de Vos (1532–1603).  
De Vos produced an inluential set of prints of the four 
elements and two sets of the four humours, which were 
clearly an important source for Jordaens (Figs. 5 and 14). 
A further Antwerp artist, Adriaen Collaert (1560–1618), 
also designed a set of elements. Other Netherlandish 
artists who produced sets of the elements and the 
humours in prints include the Haarlem artists Maarten 
van Heemskerck (1498–1574) and Hendrick Goltzius 
(1558–1617). Goltzius’s two sets of the four elements (one 

fig 5 Sanguineus from the  

Four Temperaments, c. 1595  
Pieter de Jode (1606–74) after 
Martin de Vos (c. 1532–1603)
Engraving, 18.1 x 22.3cm  
Museum Boijmans Van 
Beuningen, Rotterdam  
Photo: Studio Buitenhof,  
Den Haag 

fig 4 Melancholy from he Foure 

Complexions, c. 1630 

William Marshall (l. 1617–48)
Engraving, 18.2x12.6cm  
© he Trustees of the British 
Museum, London
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enclosure but still wearing his spurs. While he eyes the 
glass of wine he nonchalantly rests his hand upon the 
woman’s breast. One of her hands entraps his hand while 
the other coyly pushes it away; the two ‘lovers’ are acting 
out a charade, in front of the older, hard-nosed woman. 
his is not a domestic scene between man and wife. here 
is an emblem on the cartouche of two hands squeezing  
a heart, and the theme of love is most poignantly found  
in the kissing doves in the roundels on the bottom of the 
columns, while the ‘love hunting’ aspect is indicated by the 
quivers that hang from the triple angel head device on the 
side pillars.

It is the interpretation of the humour rather than the 
element water, symbolised by the wine glass, which leads 
us to believe that these signs of love are ironic. he humour 
associated with water is phlegmatic; in George Glover’s 
Phlegmatick from his he Fowre Complexions (1630s), we  
see a single female accompanied by a glass of wine and  
a tobacco pipe, with the accompanying ‘moral’ – ‘If She 
shall any way be craz’d or sick, wine and tobacco cures the 
phlegmatic, who snatcheth up her cloathes, as she would 
shove rhumes bred above may be drawn down below’  
(Fig. 1). Has our cavalier, feeling a little phlegmatic, gone 
of for a ‘cure’ – of wine and illicit sex. his is most likely  
a brothel scene, the older woman a procuress.

he sanguine humour was almost invariably 
represented by music-making, most often with a lute,30 
and Jordaens’s Love on a Balcony: he Feather (Fig. 6) 
clearly owes a great deal to Maarten de Vos’s Sanguineus 

from the Four Temperaments (Fig. 5). In the same way that 
de Vos associates the sanguine humour with the element 

air, by including a windmill in the background of his scene 
of a music-making couple, Jordaens isolates the element 
with the feather held by the lady. he present happy-
looking couple is more at ease than are the protagonists  
in Love under a Trellis: he Wine Glass. he prosperousness 
of the pair is not only evident in their sumptuous clothing 
and lustrous oriental carpet, but through the overlowing 
bounty of the architectural and decorative ornament –  
the swags of pears, grapes and peaches suspended from  
the columns and the overlowing cornucopia held by the  
putti in the upper frieze. Fertility is signiied everywhere, 
especially by the infant satyrs underneath the cartouche 
that suck from the ends of cornucopia like nuzzling babies. 
Elements of lust are certainly present, but there are also 
many suggestions of conjugal fecundity – the clearest of 
which is the emblem of entwined snakes at the bottom  
of the pillars, which symbolises concord and timeless 
love.31 his is also the import of the small Pomeranian-
type dog, which, as in the famous Arnolini Portrait by  
Jan van Eyck of 1434, symbolises faithfulness. he full-
blooded (sanguine) marital eroticism of he Feather is in 
great contrast to the commercial liaison of he Wine Glass.

Unlike the spaces in the three scenes so far described, 
that in the Girl Carrying a Basket: he Candle (Fig. 7) is 
enclosed and ominous. A servant girl in clogs carrying a 
basket of fruit passes by a dark doorway and to her right, 
on a bench, is a feathery spread of dead birds: a peacock,  
a duck and small birds tied onto a stick for roasting. While 
the setting does not at irst strike one as a kitchen scene,  
it clearly relates to the larger Kitchen tapestry (Fig. 13), 
much as the servant girl has a parallel in Feeding Chickens: 

he Basket of Grain (Fig. 3). Here, however, the key motif  
is not the wicker basket held by the servant girl, but the 
candle held in the hand of the woman in the shadows.  
As can be seen in sets of Elements by George Glover and 
Abraham Bosse (c. 1602–76), the candle was often the 
signiicant object for the element of ire. And it is the 
candle that lights up the choleric proceedings behind the 
door, where in the blackness a couple, highlighted in a 
strong, devilish-red colour, grope each other. he unbridled 
lust behind the door is underlined by the architectural 
symbolism: the cartouche includes a ram’s head and an 
evil-looking satyr’s head, while the faces in the column 
capitals are pointedly expressive. he one on the left looks 
horriied, while the one on the right is resigned. Most 
risqué of all are the pot-bellied faun statues, whose hands 
both conceal and draw attention to their genitals. If he 

Wine Glass represented phlegmatic love, and he Feather 

sanguine love, this represents hot-tempered choleric love, 
probably amongst the servants. It is no accident, there-
fore, that the faces of the gropers in the doorway have 
exaggerated red highlights; red was associated with the 
choleric humour, with violence and hot temperedness.

In the Return from the Hunt (Fig. 8), one of the four 
larger tapestries, a cavalier in a plumed hat holds a falcon 
while he rears his horse. In contrast, a bearded old man, 
accompanied by a dejected melancholic dog, stoops under 
the burden of the hind carried on a pike over his shoulder. 
Carrying the dead weight of a large animal for any 
distance would be no easy matter for a man of any age, 

and nothing could better illustrate social inequality than 
the contrast between the toiling servant and the young 
aristocrat, riding home care-free while performing fancy 
equestrian manoeuvres. In Goltzius’s inluential set of  
the Elements, Earth (Fig. 9) is personiied by a huntsman 
carrying his game after the hunt, whereas air is personiied 
as a falconer (Fig. 10). In de Gheyn’s Elements, earth and 
air are likewise personiied as a returning huntsman and  
a falconer. Jordaens includes both motifs in one scene to 
striking efect. Yet it is the contextual interpretation of  
the humour that leads one to believe this is the element 
earth. As in Feeding Chickens, the old man’s melancholy is 
induced by heavy toil and it is he rather than the cavalier 
who anchors the meaning of the scene. And as in Feeding 

Chickens, the large, melancholic dog signiies a degree of 
envy – like their master, the cavalier’s hunting dogs run 
home with care-free abandon.

he Rest from the Hunt (Fig. 11) is the only true 
landscape design in the series, and with he Kitchen it  
is also the largest tapestry. An aristocratic huntsman sits  
by the side of a lake with his pack of dogs, patting one  
of them with great afection. While the ornamental detail 
refers to hunting, it also alludes to water: the satyr and 
nymph half-body bracket igures that support the arches 
have entwined dolphins. If the element is water, the 
humour should be phlegmatic. A phlegmatic temperament 
was associated with mild, passive, sensitive character traits,  
but also laziness, sluggishness and indolence, all of which 
apply rather well to our resting hunter.32 

Attack of the Falcons (Fig. 12) is far removed from 
restful indolence. Here we witness a pair of falcons 
attacking the barnyard, and a barefoot servant girl running 
into the scene beating away the birds of prey (this part of 
the tapestry is hidden). he falcons have caused the barn- 
yard fowls to panic. Attack of the Falcons parallels the social 
contrast found in the Return from the Hunt – between 
those who can ly (hunters), and those rooted to the 
ground (labourers). Andrea Alciato’s (1492–1550) 
Emblemata (1550), one of the most inluential emblem 
books ever published, uses a scene of a falcon attacking a 
duck in the emblem ‘imparilitas’ – inferiority. he accomp-
anying Latin verse translates: ‘As the falcon cleaves the 
thin air lying high, as the jackdaw, the goose, the duck 
feed on the ground, so mighty Pindar soars above the 
highest heaven, so Bacchylides knows only how to creep 
along the ground’.33 his goes some way to explaining the 
emblems that Jordaens has included on the bottom of the 
columns: to the left, a tortoise within snakes; and to the 
right, a crab within snakes.

In Attack of the Falcons, the falcons represent air and the 
chickens earth, just as the aristocrat represents air and his 
servant earth in the Return from the Hunt; the aristocracy 
soar like falcons whilst the servants crawl along the ground 
like chickens or crabs. he Cavendishes, like other patrons 
of Jordaens’s Scenes from Country Life, were aristocrats, and 
in order to soften this brutal allegory, eagles were included, 
lanking the upper cartouche and supporting the arches. 
As symbols, eagles were considered more positive than 
falcons. In Ripa’s Iconologia, the eagle was emblematic of 
liberalita – liberality. Although hunters, eagles would not 

stoop to terrorise a barnyard and always left scraps for 
other animals, as good aristocrats would do for their 
underlings. he associated element to the Attack of the 

Falcons is obviously air. While most representations of  
the element air did involve birds, the eagle in particular 
was used to symbolise the sanguine humour, as in images 
by Martin van Heemskerk (1498–1574), Virgil Solis 
(1514–62) and many others. his probably derived from 
the association of the eagle with Jupiter, god of the 
sanguine humour.

Finally, in he Kitchen (Fig. 13) we see a vast and 
sumptuous array of produce: a swan, ducks, a peacock, 
chickens, deer, a boar, rabbits, lobsters, oysters, grapes, 
apples, cabbages, artichokes and peas. Amongst the dead 
animals there are living ones, such as the cat to the left of 
the swan. Perhaps the most poignant moment, a meeting 
of life and death, is the dog shown almost nose to nose 
with the dead deer. As they go about their chores, we 
recognise, from the Return from the Hunt and Feeding 

fig 7 Girl Carrying a Basket:  

he Candle, c. 1630 

Jacques II Geubels after  
Jacob Jordaens
Tapestry, wool and silk, 
375x305cm
Hardwick Hall, Derbyshire 
National Trust/Robert hrift

fig 8 Return from the  

Hunt, c. 1630 

Jacques II Geubels after  
Jacob Jordaens
Tapestry, wool and silk, 
375x405cm
Hardwick Hall, Derbyshire 
National Trust/Robert hrift

fig 9 Terra from a set of the 

Four Elements, c. 1590 
Johann Israel de Bry (1565–
1609) after Hendrick Goltzius 
(1558–1617)  
Engraving, 18 x 12.3cm  
© he Trustees of the British 
Museum, London 

fig 10 Aer from a set of the  

Four Elements, c. 1590 
Johann Israel de Bry after 
Hendrick Goltzius 
Engraving, 18 x 12.3cm   
© he Trustees of the British 
Museum, London  
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Chickens, our two protagonists, the older man who hangs  
a deer from an iron bar, and the servant girl who skewers a 
chicken. Representations of the element ire were, for very 
obvious reasons, often kitchen or cooking scenes: Goltzius’s 
Fire (c. 1590), for example, is an image of a pie chef, while 
de Gheyn’s is a woman skewering a hare and a bird for 
roasting (Fig. 15). But it is de Vos’s Cholericus (c. 1595) –  
a soldier and his female companion, loaded with game  
and kitchen utensils – to which Jordaens’s design owes  
the most (Fig. 14), including the sexual overtones. While 
Jordaens’s Kitchen is not entirely innocent, it has nothing 
like the erotic intensity of Girl Carrying a Basket: he 

Candle. Just as the huntsman resting with his hounds 
represents the good phlegmatic, and the huntsman in  
the whorehouse the ‘bad’ phlegmatic, so he Kitchen is  
the ‘good’ choleric to the ‘bad’ of the candle.

he social inequality of the Return from the Hunt and 
the Attack of the Falcons is mitigated in he Kitchen; the 

bountiful produce 
suggesting that  
there is enough for 
everyone, even if the 
most tasty dishes  
are reserved for the 
masters. Although 
our servants are 
working, they are 
animated by a 
choleric warmth 
rather than the 
melancholic chill  
of Feeding Chickens 
and the Return from 

the Hunt. he series  
ends on an image  
of stability, which 
airms the liberality 
of the masters (eagles 
rather than falcons), 

and the contentment of the servants – although all 
experience ups and downs along the way.

Jordaens’s Scenes of Country Life are far from being 
narrative tapestries. From a framework of country-house 
scenes as allegories of the elements and the humours, 
Jordaens has created a wonderful self-contained world in 
which some scenes refer to other scenes, and where some 
characters make more than one appearance. here is also 
philosophy in Jordaens’s designs. Both the elements and the 
humours were central to the idea of the microcosm and 
the macrocosm that man contained in himself, all that was 
of the universe, and in Jordaens’s little universe we catch  
a glimpse of our own elements and humours – just as we 
should in a good comedy of humours of the same period.
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