
he present work shows a fishing fleet off 
the Dutch coast navigating choppy waters. in the far background, 
a Dutch man-o’war can be seen. in the rough water a wooden 
barrel floats on top of a wave, evidently lost from one of the 
nearby sailboats, and the underside of the cask is monogrammed 

with ludolph Backhuysen’s initials, ‘l.B.’. The sky is dominated by low lying, 
thick dark clouds, intimating an approaching storm, which is further indicated 
by the full sails of the fleet, white capped waves and broken water. Backhuysen 
was an ardent student of nature, and frequently worked from an open boat 
in order to study the effects of storms. in Shipping by the Dutch Coast, one 
imagines the artist to be perched on the quayside, from which the broken 
wooden stilts of an earlier structure still visible, deftly recording the movement 
and fragility of the ships in the whipped and stormy waters.

 Backhuysen was a Dutch painter, draughtsman, calligrapher and 
printmaker of german origin, though he was primarily active in amsterdam. 
Backhuysen was from emden in north-west germany and he trained as a clerk 
in his native town. shortly before 1650 he went to amsterdam to work for 
a wealthy merchant, and it was while working there that his fine calligraphy 
attracted attention. he also displayed skilled use of the pen in drawings, 
mainly of marine scenes, completed in black ink on prepared canvas, panel 
or parchment. he probably derived this technique and subject matter from 
willem van de Velde the elder’s (1611-1693) pen drawings of the 1650s.
  according to the Dutch engraver arnold houbraken (1660-1719), 
Backhuysen learnt to paint using oils from the marine painters hendrick 
Dubbels (1621-1707) and allaert van everdingen (1621-1675). his earliest 
paintings utilise a silvery palate and are simply composed, echoing the work of 

his forerunner, simon de Vlieger (c.1600-1653) (see inventory). The present 
work, believed to have been completed c.1660-1665, demonstrates the features 
characteristic of Backhuysen’s early works, such as the more subdued and 
limited colour palette in comparison to his later, more vibrantly colourful and 
charged works. Backhuysen did not join the amsterdam guild of painters until 
1663, after which his fame as a marine specialist rapidly grew. in 1665 he was 
commissioned by the burgomaster of amsterdam to paint View of Amsterdam 
and the IJ (now in the louvre, paris), intended as a diplomatic gift for hugues 
de lionne, louis XiV’s foreign Minister. after van de Velde the elder and 
willem van de Velde the Younger (1633-1707)moved to england in 1672, 
Backhuysen became the leading marine painter in the Dutch republic. Unlike 
the van de Veldes, who were more concerned with representing the technical 

aspects of sailing vessels and naval battles, Backhuysen concentrated on the 
ever changing climate and the magnificent skies of the netherlands. Much of 
his work venerates amsterdam and the mercantile trade that had epitomised 
its golden age.
 Backhuysen’s success won him important commissions from Cosimo iii 
de’ Medici, grand Duke of tuscany, frederick i of prussia, elector of saxony, 
and peter the great, tsar of russia. The artist exerted great influence upon a 
number of younger artists, including abraham storck (1644-1708) (fig. 1). 
The latter was particularly inspired by Backhuysen’s pictorial treatment of sea 
and sky, as is clealy demonstrated in Review of the Dutch Yachts before Peter 
the Great.
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