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FOREWORD 
This is the first selective and retrospective exhibi­
tion to be shown of the work of Petrus Van der 
Velden since 1913. His influence and example 
make it long overdue. 

In the preparation of the catalogue I have had 
help and information, for which I am most grateful, 
from the following: Mr Sydney Thompson, O B E ; 
Mr J. S. Carmichael; Miss Marjorie Bassett; Mrs 
Innes; Mr L. E. Finch; Mr R. O'Reilly; Mr C. W. 
Curnow; Professor J. van Gelder; Miss A. Hoogen-
doorn, of the Rijksbureau for Art History. 

The exhibition has been made possible by the 
generous loans of private and public lenders. 

P.A.T. 



INTRODUCTION 
PETRUS VAN DER VELDEN was born on 5 May 
1837, in Rotterdam, of humble parents. As a youth 
he was apprenticed to a printer where he learned 
both printing and lithography. He must have had 
both ability and ambition for by 1864 he was a part­
ner in the firm of Zijderman/Van der Velden, 
Stcendrukerij, Rotterdam. Despite this success, his 
main interest was painting and four years later he 
was registered at the Academy of Art. In 1869, he 
was in Berlin, at the Academy there, and this was 
probably the result of his winning a scholarship 
awarded by King William. The following year he 
visited the Normandy coast, a visit cut short by the 
Franco-Prussian war. It was also in the same year 
that he worked in Dordrecht. These two years of 
travel and painting had their effect for in 1870, he 
gave less time to his interest in the printing firm 
and devoted the next three years to painting, mainly 
on the island of Marken in the Zuyder Zee. It is 
not known whether he settled on the island or 
whether he made only occasional visits, but he was 
certainly there in all seasons for both summer and 
winter scenes are subjects amongst his paintings. 
The next two years were spent in Rotterdam. He 
must have exhibited frequently during this period 
for his work was brought to the notice of Josef 
Israels (1824-1911), then the leader of the Dutch 
romantic realist school, who, in 1875, invited Van 
der Velden to join the group, which had as its base 
in The Hague, the Pulchri Studios. This group 
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consisted of Israels, Anton Mauve (1838-1888), 
Hendrik Mesdag (1831-1915), William Maris 
(1844-1910) and Jacob Maris (1837-1899). 

According to certain biographies, he is said to 
have returned to Rotterdam in the following year, 
1876, but according to the accounts of those who 
knew him it appears that he spent at least intermit­
tent periods at The Hague. This is not unlikely as 
the two cities are not far from each other. We know 
definitely that he was in The Hague in 1882 and 
probably the following year as well, on the evidence 
of letters written by Vincent Van Gogh (1853-
1890) to his brother Theo. Vincent was in The 
Hague taking lessons from his cousin Anton 
Mauve and in a letter1 dated November 1882, he 
mentions Van der Velden for the first time, as 
making some drawings for the monthly periodical 
The Swallow. However, early in 1883 he wrote-
more fully about him, as follows: 'Once I met Van 
der Velden and he made a very good impression, he 
reminded me of Eliot's character of Felix Holt, the 
Radical,' (George Eliot's only novel based on Eng­
lish politics, published in 1862). 'There is some­
thing broad and rough in him which appeals to me 
very much — something of the roughness of torchon. 
A man who doesn't seek culture in outward things, 
hut is inwardly much, very much further than most. 
Well he is a real artist, and I wish I knew him, for 
I have confidence in him, and I know for sure that 
I shoidd learn from him. It is not impossible that 1 
shall meet him someday...' In an undated letter3 of 
the same year, Van Gogh writes again, referring to 
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his meeting Van der Velden the previous year, 
'. . . at De Bock's (1851-1904, a painter who lived 
near Scheveningen, a seaside resort of The Hague), 
' when we were there to see De Bock's etchings. I 
told you then that he [Van der Velden] made a very 
strong impresdon on me, though he spoke very little 
and was not very sociable that evening. But my im­
mediate imvression of him was that he was a solid 
serious painter. He has a square Gothic head, with 
a keen sharp yet gentle look, strongly built, in fact 
quite the opposite of Breitner and De Bock.' (G. M. 
Breitner [1857-1923] was a Dutch impressionist.) 
' There is something manly and powerful in him, 
even though he doesn't say or do anything in 'parti­
cular. 1 hope to come into closer contact with him 
someday. . .' The two artists never did, but that they 
met once has provided us with this sympathetic and 
sensitive description of Van der Velden, which is 
borne out by those who knew him in New Zealand. 
Van Gogh was probably anxious to work with Van 
der Velden — the two were not dissimilar in charac­
ter. Van der Velden did, however, have one well-
known artist as a pupil — Suze Robertson (1856-
1922), who studied with him from 1877 to 1882. 

From this time to his departure from Holland he 
was constantly exhibiting work — some of his paint­
ings being purchased by the public galleries. As 
early as 1880 he had been represented in an exhibi­
tion of Dutch watercolours in the Grosvenor Gal­
leries, London. One may assume, therefore, that by 
1889 he was an established painter with something 
of a reputation and it is difficult to imagine why 
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he should throw up this success and set off for the 
Pacific. According to one account he had been in­
vited to teach in England, but his knowledge of 
English was insufficient, and as the Van Asch 
family in Christchiirch had bcgoed him to come to 
New Zealand he decided to go there, visit his old 
friends, learn English and return to Europe. Al­
though this extraordinary plan is not inconsistent 
with some of his later actions, it is not particularly 
convincing. To visit old friends and perfect one's 
English were certainly poor reasons for a successful 
serious painter to sail for New Zealand in 1889. 
The other explanation is of a more serious nature 
and if allowances are made for exaggeration, it pro­
vides the basis of resentment which would have 
driven the artist to emigrate. Van der Velden had 
entered for a competition, of which the judges were 
Josef Israels and Hendrik Mesdag — the first prize 
was awarded to Israels' son. Van der Velden pro­
tested vehemently and Mesdag, who was also a col­
lector and patron, influenced the dealers to refuse 
Van der Velden s paintings. This sounds altogether 
too spiteful for a man who did so much for this 
group of artists and the truth probably lies in Van 
der Velden's own quixotic temperament. He prob­
ably returned indignant to Rotterdam and having 
received the invitation from the Van Asch family 
thereupon decided to come to New Zealand. In 
1889, Van der Velden was living in the village of 
Noordwyk and on 29 April 1890 his name on the 
register there was removed. One may surmise that 
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ers, Charles Bickerton, Robert Proctor and Richard 
Westrupp. In the previous year the artist mentions 
a woman pupil. 

All seems to have gone reasonably well until late 
in 1895 when he wrote in January 1896 from the 
Van Asch home at Sumner savins that he had sold 
the studio and was proposing to leave for Sydney in 
February or March, adding that nine boxes of paint­
ings were already packed. However, in March 1896 
came one of his mercurial decisions, he had changed 
his mind and, not only that, he was '. . . quite safe, 
1 am not afraid of the whole world.' The help of his 
friends however assisted this decision. An art union 
was organised for some of his pictures, he was per­
suaded to lower his teaching fees to three guineas 
and his class rose to ten pupils. But Van der Vel-
dcn,with the tragi-comic singlemindedness of a Don 
Quixote, remained indifferent to money despite the 
dunning of his creditors. Once, being called upon 
bv a bailiff, the artist enquired what his visitor 
would do. When he was told that if he did not pay 
his debts the bailiff would sell his pictures, Van 
dcr Vclden was delighted. 'Show him in,' he said, 
' if he can sell my pictures, 1 will paint his portrait.'* 
This anecdote effectively illustrates the economic 
paradox facing a serious professional artist in a 
voung colonial country. It is not surprising, there­
fore, that in September 1897 he was planning to 
leave for Sydney in six weeks. This must have 
prompted an invitation from the Carmichaels, for 
he spent the summer holidays at Loburn. In April 
1898, on the eve of his departure for Sydney, he 
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