
his intricately wrought scene combines 
the elements of the imaginative landscapes, for which Kerstiaen 
de Keuninck the Elder was best known, with a discernible 
Flemish realism. The figure dressed in a vivid red tunic presents 
a stark contrast to the otherwise muted and earthy colour 

palette deployed through the rest of the canvas. This fantastical landscape 
with its winding paths and striking curvature, is a backdrop for the story 
of Jacob’s dream. A number of de Keuninck’s other works depict religious 
anecdotes set within evocative landscapes such as Tobias and the Angel (fig. 
1) and a landscape featuring Saul on his way to Damascus (Rijksmuseum, 
Amsterdam). 
	 The young shepherd appears to be deep in sleep while his staff rests idly 
in his hand. Its perpendicularity creates a striking diagonal line, segregating 
the sleeping figure from the rest of the dream-like landscape. In keeping 
with the biblical story from the book of Genesis, the shepherd is represented 
sleeping on a slab of rock. Interestingly, the same reclining figure appears 
in a similar work by de Keuninck currently in the Bonnefantenmuseum, 
Mastricht (inv. no. 657).¹ 
	W hilst in terms of colouring, Jacob's Dream, contrasts with de 
Keuninck’s Tobias and the Angel, there are a number of remarkable 
similarities between the two: the artist’s use of light in the latter is 
particularly startling with de Keuninck’s trademark skilful rendition of 
light beams from a monochromatic sky. The same response to configuring 

light can be detected in the present work: a golden suffusion of evening 
light envelops the twisting rock formations lending a warmth and vitality 
to the scene. In contrast to the cooler, blue tones of Tobias and the Angel, 
this work is dominated more by ochre and orange hues that are in keeping 
with a summer dusk. 
	 De Keuninck the Elder was a Flemish painter primarily of landscapes 
and vibrant disaster scenes from myths such as the burning of Troy and 
the fire of Sodom. Together with Joos de Momper II (1564-1635) (see 
inventory), he continued in the footsteps of the Flemish tradition established 
by Joachim Patenir (c.1480-1524) rendering imaginary mountain scenery.
	 The artist is first recorded as being active in Antwerp. In 1580 he 
was received into the Guild of St. Luke as a master and he took on Carel 
de Ferrara as an apprentice in 1599. His paintings are generally held to 
fall into one of two categories: the hilly landscapes which form some of 
his early output and wooded landscapes. Different moods can also be 
distinguished within the two types. Paintings that convey a sense of unrest 
and alienation such as Tobias and the Angel diverge from those which are 
characterised predominantly by a more realistic approach to nature. In these 
rough categories, Jacob's Dream is difficult to place yet arguably the work 
assimilates the best aspects of both types with its fantastical rocky outcrops 
but beautifully and realistically rendered leaves and distant townscape. 
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¹ see Devisscher, H., Kerstian de Keuninck 1560-1633, (Freren 1987), p. 144, cat. no. 
A4, reproduced.

Kerstiaen de Keuninck the Elder, Tobias and the Angel, 
The Hermitage, St. Petersburg (Figure 1)

Kerstiaen de Keuninck the Elder, Jacob’s Dream (Detail) 




