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Article

The Gates of Charity: Images of 
City and Community in the Early 
Modern Dutch Orphanage

Hanneke van Asperen1

Abstract
In the seventeenth century, Dutch charitable institutions were the subject of international 
praise and the object of civic pride, and their public façades communicated a message of central 
importance to its citizens. In this essay, I examine the iconography of seventeenth-century “gates 
of charity,” focusing on the almoner’s orphanage in Gouda and the Holy Ghost orphanage in 
Leiden. I relate them to other orphanages in the Dutch Republic to show developments in their 
iconography. The façade decorations demonstrate the responsibilities of the city as benefactor, 
the expectations of its citizens and the supposed effects of charity upon the community. At 
the gates, the worlds of the rich and the poor collided. Here, charity could flourish making the 
community a mirror image of the heavenly realm. The gate portrays the perfect society as one 
that assists its poor and strengthens its communal ties.

Keywords
charity, community, identity, orphanage, iconography

In early modern Europe, changing attitudes toward poverty and the poor led to new develop-
ments in the organization of poor relief.1 As a result, the Dutch Republic saw a growing number 
of charitable institutions that rapidly became the subject of international praise and the object of 
civic pride.2 Situated in the heart of the city, they were considered frontpieces to define the urban 
community. When the Dutch poet and playwright Joost van den Vondel (1587-1679) describes 
Amsterdam, he starts by listing the institutions of charity: it is not primarily the churches or the 
palaces or defenses that are the jewels in the crown of the city, but the charitable institutions.3 
Significantly, Vondel focuses on the buildings themselves, often situated in city centers and form-
ing visible elements of the urban landscape. And because of their omnipresence, the public 
façades of Dutch charitable institutions played an important role in advertising charity to the 
civic community. The subject of this article is the iconography that was developed in the six-
teenth and early seventeenth centuries to fit the charitable institutions in the Dutch republic. 
Outstanding among these are the many orphanages that were founded to house the growing 
numbers of abandoned and orphaned children. Many orphanages will pass in revue to describe 
some of the significant iconographical developments, but the institutions of Gouda and Leiden 
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will receive close attention as two case studies with many characteristic elements that reappear 
in other cities. Besides the iconography of the façade decorations, I will consider other media, 
such as literature, prints, and plays, to provide an interdisciplinary approach. After close exami-
nation, the façades of the buildings outline the goals and ideals of the institution in the urban 
context: they demonstrate the tasks that the city imposed upon itself as benefactor, the responsi-
bilities of both rich and poor, and the supposed (or desired) effects of charity.

State of Research on Dutch Institutional Charity

The external embellishments of charitable institutions in Italy, as well as the functionality and 
arrangement of the architecture, have been carefully investigated.4 Goldthwaite and Rearick con-
cluded that, in its decorative detail, hospital architecture [in Florence] to a large extent falls into 
the category of monastic architecture.5 The most significant element of Italian charitable archi-
tecture is the characteristic loggia, both a visual and a structural element with many practical, 
functional, and metaphoric implications.6 Solutions to similar problems were solved differently 
in the Dutch Republic where the loggia was not used. In fact, Lex Bosman, who briefly examined 
the situation in Amsterdam in an essay focusing on seventeenth- and eighteenth-century orphan-
ages, has concluded that there is no clear typology of orphanage buildings in the Dutch city, and 
the decorations of the façades, outside the scope of Bosman’s study, have not been investigated.7 
Dutch sixteenth-century charitable institutions were often housed in former convents and their 
architecture was based on conventual models, but this did not lead to a stereotype to define later 
charitable buildings.

The relatively understudied decorations on Dutch charitable institutions deserve a separate 
study, because the organization of poor relief in northern Europe underwent a distinct develop-
ment in postreformatory times. Previously, orphans in the Low Countries were usually raised by 
relatives, placed with foster families, or housed in institutions that were not dedicated to children 
alone but served a variety of people such as the poor, the sick, and the elderly. In the fifteenth 
century, many long-established hospitals as well as new private foundations started to focus: their 
attention concentrated on specific groups of destitute people. The medieval organizations called 
“Tables of the Holy Ghost” [mensa Spiritus in Latin or Heilige-Geesttafel in Dutch] show the 
same specialization. The people united in the mensa Spiritus were traditionally dedicated to poor 
relief, controlled the distribution of food, and managed charitable institutions and supplies.8 Many 
later “Holy Ghost orphanages,” such as the one in Gouda, had their origins in a mensa Spiritus.

In some cities, especially the larger ones that had more people to accommodate, orphanages 
specialized further. Often, the attention was divided between children of poorters, people with 
burgher rights, and poor children whose parents did not have the same prerogatives that throws 
additional light on the urban context.9 Institutional charity was inextricably bound to the city. 
Burgher rights bought welfare provisions such as special relief for those burghers who could no 
longer support their children. Relief was sometimes also provided for so-called “half orphans” 
(halfwezen), that is, children with one parent. Single mothers and fathers who were unable to 
provide support for their children because their spouse had died or had left could call upon the 
community for assistance. Children of anonymous parents, that is, foundlings, or of deceased 
parents without burgher rights were often housed elsewhere. Religious communities founded 
institutions for their own members who could not, or would not, appeal to municipal charity.10 
Many cities had both a burgher orphanage for so-called “burgher orphans” and a poor children’s 
home (armekinderhuis). Burgher orphans would wear distinct uniforms (in the colors of the city) 
accentuating the distinction. In the Dutch Republic, the relationship of the parents to the city was 
reflected in the status of the orphan.

The first orphanages were founded in the late fifteenth century and many followed in the six-
teenth and seventeenth centuries.11 Edifices were needed to house the growing number of poor, 
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orphaned, and abandoned children. Many orphans found shelter in existing buildings in the heart 
of the city, frequently in one of the former monasteries and convents that had been abandoned 
during the Reformation, for example, the burgher orphanage in Amsterdam (in the former 
Lucienconvent), the burgher orphanage in Groningen (in the Olde Convent of Tertiaries), and 
many others. Alteration and renovation followed to suit their new function and the growing num-
bers of orphans, but the users had to adapt to an existing structure and to the limited space that 
the city centers offered. When the orphanage in Gouda—built on the site of the former 
Margarethenconvent—was forced to expand, the almoners had to buy adjacent built-on plots of 
land. The Culemborg orphanage, which in 1560 was the first to be built specifically to serve as 
orphanage, was erected on a site originally intended for a convent that was never realized.12 
Significantly, these sixteenth-century orphanages, even the newly built ones, often resembled 
convents in both structure and organization.

Although Dutch orphanages had their formative roots in convents, the decorations of the exte-
rior did not: a new iconography was developed for the fronts of the edifices. Statues, reliefs, and 
inscriptions to visualize the function of the orphanage to the community were often installed 
above and around the main door—the entrance that governors and visitors would use to access 
the building and that many members of the public would walk past. If an orphanage did not have 
a door on the street side, people came up with other solutions to publicly signal the building’s 
function. In Amsterdam, for example, where the burgher orphanage was completely absorbed by 
the urban tissue, reliefs were installed on the fronts of the houses flanking the alleyway leading 
to the entrance of the orphanage13 (Figures 1 and 9). These were moved to the alley in the eigh-
teenth century, losing much of their original signaling function. Another example is the burgher 

Figure 1. Gerrit Lamberts, alleyway to the orphanage and the adjacent houses with reliefs on 
Kalverstraat, Amsterdam (after an older print), ink on paper, washed, c. 1818, 245 × 295 mm. 
Amsterdam, Stadsarchief, collection Atlas Splitgerber.
Source: Stadsarchief Amsterdam.
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orphanage, or “red” orphanage (named after the color of the orphans’ uniforms) in Groningen, 
where a lavishly sculpted gate was erected on the street side in front of the small alley leading to 
the orphanage14 (Figure 2). Despite their many formal differences, the charitable buildings share 
elements designed to draw public attention to the institution behind them. These carefully shaped 
elements, which I refer to as “the gates of charity,” could be doors or arches or even parts of a 
different building, as long as they were visible on the street side.

To improve the impact of these devices, the city council would try to attract artists who were 
highly regarded. When the burgher orphanage in Amsterdam needed to be modernized in 1599, 
Hendricks de Keyser was invited. Architects involved with official civic architecture often also 
worked on the city’s orphanages, and the famous architect Jacob van Campen who designed city 
hall, now known as the Royal Palace on Dam Square, probably designed the orphanage’s large 
courtyard of 1633.15 The almoners’ orphanage—the Amsterdam version of a poor children’s 
home—was designed by Daniel Stalpaert who, as city architect, had been in charge of complet-
ing Amsterdam city hall.16 None other than Salomon de Bray was attracted to design the Nijmegen 
burgher orphanage (burgerweeshuis in Dutch), and Gerhard Gröninger, the successful Munster 
sculptor in exile, was commissioned to adorn the gate with statues. Respected poets would also 
be asked to create verses to be applied to the front of the buildings, as the well-respected poet 
Joost van den Vondel did for Amsterdam burgher orphanage, and Jakob Kortebrant for 
Rotterdam.17 The involvement of famous architects, poets, sculptors, and painters enhanced the 
status of the institutions, and thus the prestige of the city.

Praise of the City

What were these decorations intended to convey? They share many formal and iconographic 
similarities as I will demonstrate in the first instance with the example of the orphanage at Gouda. 
The city of Gouda already had a burgher orphanage—the Holy Ghost orphanage—on Jerusalem 
Street. In 1599, a second home was founded on nearby Patersteeg to house the children of non-
burghers: the almoners’ orphanage. It was named after the almoners, appointed by the Gouda 

Figure 2. Gate of the burgher orphanage or “red orphanage” with free-standing statues of an orphan 
boy and an orphan girl. Rode Weeshuisstraat, Groningen, 1627.
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magistrate, who were entrusted with poor relief for those who were not entitled to appeal to other 
bodies for support.18 In the early seventeenth century, the almoners of Gouda bought the adjacent 
plots on Spieringstraat to build out their orphanage and the expansion work started in 1642.

The orphanage on Spieringstraat has a curly-cue façade with strapwork curving, inward and 
outward (Figure 3). Next to it is a one-storeyed gate building with battlements leading to the 
central courtyard of the orphanage and beyond. Above the entrance is a polychrome relief with 
downward volutes on both sides and surmounted by a pediment. The square relief depicts an 
orphan boy and an orphan girl in the prescribed uniforms flanking a cartouche bearing the coat 
of arms of Gouda (Figure 4). With one hand, the orphans support the cartouche, and with the 
other, they hold a laurel wreath over the Gouda arms. The rather staccato inscription below reads,

Our magistrate and wise council with all its governors: their honour and praise will never rot in the 
dust, because they have founded in Gouda this beautiful building for fragile orphans both of Gouda 
and from abroad, and it will never diminish.19

Significantly, Gouda is mentioned twice.
In explicitly mentioning the city magistrate, the inscription on the Gouda façade reflects the 

increased role of the city in the delivery of poor relief. Once humanists in the Low Countries 
started to promote a collective fund (gemeene beurs) to be managed and administered by the city 

Figure 3. Façade and gate of the former orphanage on Spieringstraat, Gouda, 1643.
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council, the city government became closely involved in poor relief.20 Reforms such as the col-
lective fund were in line with humanist ideas about the organization of poor relief that had taken 
root in the fifteenth century.21 Juan Luis Vives (1493-1540), whose treatise on poor relief was an 
important catalyst for the distribution of these ideas across Europe, was one of the most outspo-
ken proponents of reform. Significantly, Vives had begun writing his book after being encour-
aged to do so by the grand bailiff of Bruges, Lodewijk van Praet.22 He directly addresses “the 
consuls and senators of Bruges” [consulibus et senatui Brugensi salutem] when he describes why 
charity is necessary and how it should be organized. In many cities reforms followed—and some 
had preceded—Vives’s treatise, implementing the suggestions in a more or less rigorous fashion. 
After carrying through local reforms, it is significant that the city of Ypres ordered a vernacular 
translation of Vives’s tract on poor relief, demonstrating the active role of the city administrations 
in shaping and spreading the new ideas.23 Vives’s ideas remained influential throughout the six-
teenth and seventeenth centuries and his treatise was reprinted many times in different languages 
as well as in Dutch.

In line with its newly assumed duties, the city becomes a recurring element in the decorative 
programs for orphanages. Effectively, the coat of arms symbolizing the city and its “wise coun-
cil” communicated the leading role of the government to the urban community. The iconogra-
phy of the Gouda orphanage was not limited to this building but was equally relevant for 
almshouses and other institutions of charity. The relief on the nearby home for old men in 
Gouda, for example, displays a similar design24 (Figure 5). Here, an elderly man and a regent 
hold the coat of arms together.25 Neither was the iconography limited merely to Gouda. Many 
examples from the late sixteenth, seventeenth, and eighteenth centuries show the figures of 
orphans in combination with the coats of arms of various cities. In chronological order of their 
decoration, the list of institutions demonstrating the municipal connection is extensive. It 
includes the orphanage in Amsterdam and Harlingen; the Holy Ghost orphanage in Leiden; the 
burgher orphanages in Deventer, Amersfoort, ’s-Hertogenbosch, Hoorn (Figure 6), and Utrecht; 

Figure 4. Two orphans holding the Gouda coat of arms and a laurel wreath. Stone and polychrome 
relief above the entrance of the orphanage on Spieringstraat, Gouda, 1643.
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both the burgher orphanage and poor children’s home in Nijmegen (Figure 7); the burgher 
orphanage in Rotterdam (destroyed); the Holy Ghost orphanage in Gouda; the orphanages in 
Den Burg (destroyed) and Edam; the poor children’s home in Zwolle; the burgher orphanage in 
Goes; the orphanage in Oostzaan; the burgher orphanage in Amersfoort; Old Burger Weeshuis 
in Sneek; the orphanage in Dokkum; and the poor children’s home in Leiden and in Medemblik. 
And the iconography persisted well into the eighteenth century. The relief in Dokkum is dated 
“anno 1758” (Figure 8). Medemblik orphanage, somewhat different, but still showing all the 
usual elements, dates from 1785.

In an allegory in praise of the almoners’ orphanage in Amsterdam, the poet Jan Vos (1612-
1667) describes heaven as a shelter with “a sculpted image of poverty on her façade.” With the 
explicit reference to existing decorations in the public space, Vos’s description of heaven reflects 
the earthly city. His verses clearly demonstrate that the image of the poor had become a very 
common element of the decorations of public charitable façades. The duplication of the interior 
of orphanage buildings, with separate wings for boys and girls, sometimes led to the addition of 
a public entrance, as Lex Bosman noted.26 The decorations of the entrances were adopted accord-
ingly. The door to the girl’s dormitories depicted orphan girls and the entrance to the boy’s two 
boys, as can be seen in Rotterdam, for example.27

These images of the poor served a practical function: they were intended to inspire giving. 
They frame the offertory box that was always in place at the beginning of the alley leading to the 
building. Appropriately, Meischke describes the decorative program of Amsterdam burgher 
orphanage as “an everlasting collection in stone.” It is possible that the decorations recall a real 
lineup of orphans in front of the building that might have been arranged to encourage donations: 

Figure 5. Gregorius Cool, elderly man, and a regent holding the Gouda coat of arms. Stone and 
polychrome relief above the entrance of the old men’s home on the corner of Molenwerf and 
Spieringstraat, now called Willem Vroesenhuis, Gouda, 1614.
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this had been done, for example, in the old men’s home in Amsterdam as recorded in an act of 
1550.28 The orphans’ uniforms, often in the colors of the city, might have helped raise more 
money, because the colors identified the orphans, both living and sculpted, as members of the 
same city as their potential benefactors. As case studies of Amsterdam in the Golden Age have 
shown, people tended to give more to members of the same community.29

In his praise of the almoners’ orphanage, Jan Vos demonstrates that charitable institutions had 
religious significance: according to him, the sculpted images of the poor follow God’s design. 
But he also asserts their signaling function in relation to the city government: “The images put up 
on the fronts of the buildings show us the heart of that on which they are depicted. They show to 
the other cities those who live in your bosom.”30 The images of the poor show who it was that 
found shelter in that building, but those responsible for the institution also needed to be identi-
fied. In admiration of well-organized charity in Amsterdam, the Anglo-Welsh historian James 
Howel (c. 1594-1666) wrote that it was

a rare thing to meet with a beggar here . . . and this is held to be one of their best pieces of Government. 
For besides the strictness of their laws against mendicants, they have hospitals of all sorts, for young 
and old, both for relief of the one and for the employment of the other, so that there is no object here 
to exercise any act of charity upon.31

Howel recognizes the specialization of the institutions and identifies the government of the city 
as responsible for the well-organized charitable activity, and the public decorations of the 
Amsterdam burgher orphanage would have directly facilitated those conclusions. An orphan boy 
and orphan girl in scalloped niches flanked the alleyway leading up to the orphanage to show 
who receives charity; the large coat of arms surmounts the arch in the back to identify their 
guardians (Figures 1 and 9).

The identification of those involved, both the poor and their benefactors, is necessary to iden-
tify those who deserve praise. The governors of Schiedam, geographically close to both Gouda 
and Leiden, were identified as the objects of praise in a play called Due Words of Gratitude of the 

Figure 6. Orphan boy and girl on both sides of the coat of arms of Hoorn. Stone and polychrome 
statues above the entrance of the orphanage on Korte Achterstraat, Hoorn, 1620.
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Assisted Orphans [Der Geholpen Weesen schuldighe danck-segginghe] performed on January 1, 
1604. The rhetoricians of the Schiedam chamber “Roode Roose” composed it on the occasion of 
a lottery being established to collect money for a new orphanage.32 These plays were a quite com-
mon way to raise funds and similar ones were performed in other cities of the Dutch Republic.33 
In the first lines of the introduction, which is explicitly addressed to the city governors of 
Schiedam, it is stated that all ranks of people are obliged to perform acts of charity, and all, espe-
cially those who have received care, are indebted and joined to their benefactors in gratitude. 
Among the different allegorical figures in the play is Orphan Sustained, represented by a young 
man with a boy and a girl. The boy is Innocence Attended and the girl Youth Disciplined. Orphan 
Sustained with the orphan children at his side asks Gratitude how he should show his grateful-
ness. She answers that he should take the trumpet called Eternal Fame and “sound forth every-
where the praise of God, the magistrates and the benefactors that have come to your aid.” 
According to the stage directions in the margins, Orphan Sustained then takes up a trumpet deco-
rated with laurel and ivy. The orphans on the Gouda façade similarly “sound forth the praise of 
God, the magistrates and the benefactors” with their laurel wreath.

The play was published “to reverberate and spread the words outlined for the orphans” to fur-
ther the glory of the city of Schiedam—exactly what the images on orphanage façades were 

Figure 7. Orphan boy and orphan girl on both sides of the gate, coat of arms of Nijmegen on top, 
1645, and a tympanum with an inserted relief of the Descent of the Holy Ghost, possibly from Liège, 
1616. Gate of the burgher orphanage on Begijnenstraat, Nijmegen.
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supposed to realize. The boy and girl accompanying Orphan Sustained would have reminded the 
audience of the statues of the orphan boy and girl that commonly adorned the orphanages. In their 

Figure 8. Orphan boy and orphan girl holding the coat of arms of Dokkum. Stone and polychrome 
relief in the façade of the orphanage on Markt on Dokkum, 1758.

Figure 9. Joost Jansz. Bilhamer, orphan boy holding an inscription. Stone and polychrome relief on the 
house adjacent to the alley leading from Kalverstraat to the entrance of burger orphanage, Amsterdam, 
1580.
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neat uniforms, their sculpted images represented innocence and discipline as effectively as did the 
children in the play. The actual building of the Schiedam orphanage that was founded in 1604 no 
longer exists and it is uncertain what the original or planned decorations looked like.34 Still, the 
orphans on the contemporary Gouda façade and many others provide equally suitable illustrations 
of the “words of gratitude” that the rhetoricians placed in the mouth of the Schiedam orphans. The 
children are depicted in postures of servitude and obedience while they praise their city.

Because they added to the glory of the community, governors, and benefactors, charitable 
institutions were important for burgher identity. Consequently, burghers wanted to be associated 
with the buildings where they worked. Insofar as the building reflects the shelter of heaven, the 
benefactors become images of God. In 1644, the governors of the almoners’ orphanage in Gouda 
had themselves portrayed with the drawings of the recently built orphanage35 (Figure 10). They 
seem to be discussing the building plans that are hanging over the edge of the table. On the two 
large drawings, the façade with its typical mannerist gable and adjacent wall take up central posi-
tion. The focus is not on the arrangement or construction of the building, but on its front. The 
painter, Jan Franse Verzijl, prominently depicted the doorway featuring the relief of the orphans, 
still in situ today (Figure 4). Everyone would have instantly recognized the drawings as images 
of the orphanage, and the almoners, therefore, would have been identified as its managers.

The façade is presented by virtue of what it stands for: an act of mercy toward orphans. By 
incorporating the building, the painting effectively portrays the sitters and their charitable work. 
Undoubtedly, when they started to plan the new orphanage, the governors of the Gouda orphanage 
had realized the importance of public façade and gate for the visibility and the appearance of the 
institution in the outside world: their good work is noted if the building is recognized as an institu-
tion of charity. Mentioning the governors in the decorations underscores their involvement in 
orphan care: they are the “city and its wise council.” Almost the architectural counterpart of the 
group portrait, the front of the house also “portrays” and praises those involved in orphan care. 
Architecture figures in portraits of founders and benefactors; founders and benefactors are “por-
trayed” in architecture. The “city and its wise council” refers to the members of city government, 

Figure 10. Jan Franse Verzijl, group portrait of the governors of Gouda orphanage, the former 
orphanage of Gouda, oil on canvas, monogrammed and dated 1644 VZ, 205 × 310 cm.
Source: CKD (Centre for Art Historical Documentation), Radboud University Nijmegen.
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but also those involved in the direct care of the orphans, often the same people and definitely part 
of the same political elite.36

The Gates of Charity

Next to the almoner’s orphanage on Spieringstraat was the Holy Ghost orphanage. The relief 
over the door of the latter has a different decoration. In 1603, sculptor Gregorius Cool, who also 
decorated the façades of other charitable institutions in Gouda, such as the already-mentioned 
home for elderly men (Figure 5), carved the relief on the Holy Ghost orphanage (Figure 11). It 
shows five orphan boys and five orphan girls. They seemed to be gathered in a classroom: some 
of them are reading from books, others fold their hands in prayer. A seated man, presumably their 
teacher, points upward, drawing the attention to something above them that unfortunately is now 
missing because the relief was removed from its original location. It used to be surmounted by a 
tympanum of the Holy Ghost descending.37

The classroom visualized education, the main task of orphanages as promoted by humanists 
since the fifteenth century.38 It helped orphans to become virtuous members of the urban com-
munity and, at the same time, should prevent poverty. Other orphanages, such as the ones in 
Gorinchem, Enkhuizen, and Den Briel, also depicted a classroom on their public façades. More 
frequently portrayed is the descending Holy Ghost that was incorporated in the decorations of 
many hospitals, especially those who had their origins in a “Table of the Holy Ghost.” The Holy 
Ghost orphanage of Gouda had its origins in such a mensa Spiritus. Although the “Holy Ghost 
Tables” dated from the Middle Ages, the term survived in many orphanages and in their decora-
tions. Other orphanages with an image of the descent date from the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries and include Amsterdam burgher orphanage (1580) where the dove even became 
emblematic of the institution, the Merula orphanage in Den Briel (1602), Leiden Holy Ghost 
orphanage (1607; Figure 14), Nijmegen burgher orphanage (1616; Figure 7), ’s-Hertogenbosch 
burgher orphanage (1616-1618), Noordwijk orphanage (1618), the poor children’s home in 
Zutphen, now lost (probably 1626), Katwijk orphanage (1687), and the home for children and the 
elderly in Brouwershaven that was destroyed (seventeenth century).

The images represented on Gouda’s almoners’ orphanage and the Holy Ghost orphanage 
existed side by side for a long time and were combined on some occasions as will be later 

Figure 11. Gregorius Cool, orphan boys and girls with a teacher pointing upward. Stone relief of the 
Holy Ghost orphanage, 1603 removed from its original location. Collection Museum Gouda, Gouda.
Source: Museum Gouda (photographer: Tom Haartsen).
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demonstrated in the example of Leiden. However, images of the Holy Ghost were ultimately 
abandoned in favor of the coat of arms. Reliefs of the descent, still quite regular on orphanages 
in the seventeenth century, had lost popularity by the end of that century. Significantly, around 
the same time, the term Holy Ghost fathers—also a relic of the medieval practice of the Table of 
the Holy Ghost or mensa Spiritus—seems to pass into disuse. The Holy Ghost fathers who ran 
the orphanage in Gouda were renamed “orphan fathers” (weesvaders) in 1670.39 It might have 
been that a specific coat of arms and the orphans in uniform distinguished one orphanage from 
another, whereas a relief of the Holy Ghost descending does not identify a specific city or com-
munity: coats of arms and uniforms closely connect an orphanage with its founders and benefac-
tors. Civil charity was not the same thing as secularized charity, however. Although the new 
focus seems to promote the message that the city and its citizens were solely responsible for 
charity, the decorations do not imply that people did not recognize God as the source of charity. 
Both the religious and civil communities, parts of the urban structure that were inextricably con-
nected, are important to the ideal of the harmonious society.40 Possibly, there was less desire to 
depict what was known to be universally true, while specific elements still needed to be pointed 
out. The ties between charity and city are strengthened.

Some seventeenth-century orphanages combined the orphans, the coat of arms, and the Holy 
Ghost. Of course, available space was a deciding factor, as was available money. Some of these 
detailed decorations of orphanage façades go into prevalent views of charity in more detail, 
incorporating traditional ideas of charity. An example of a complicated iconographic program is 
the gate of Leiden orphanage (Figures 12, 13 and 14). After the city of Leiden had gained control 
over church properties, the city government appointed a committee to come up with plans for 
tackling the problems caused by poverty. The reliance of Leiden’s Poor Account [Armenrapport] 
of 1577 on Vives has already been noted although reforms had started in Leiden decades earlier.41 
Although not crucial, Vives was influential. In the proposals for reform, the writer of the Poor 
Account advocates a dismantling of existing charitable institutions in favor of a new centralized 
system of poor relief. As a result, in 1607 the Holy Ghost orphanage was moved to be housed in 
a former hospital.42 A monumental entrance was constructed when the hospital building was 
remodeled to fit its new purpose.

Figure 12. Gate of the orphanage on the Hooglandse Kerkgracht, former Holy Ghost orphanage 
Leiden, 1607.
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The whole array of statues, reliefs, and inscriptions belonging to Leiden Holy Ghost orphanage 
might seem uncoordinated at first glance, but it is not. The decorative program contains the same 
elements as the reliefs on the almoners’ orphanage in Gouda (Figure 4), the burgher orphanages in 
Groningen and Hoorn (Figures 2 and 6), and others. In Leiden, the orphan boy and girl are free-
standing statues that have been restored to their original polychrome state; they are placed on top 

Figure 13. Gate of the orphanage gate, Leiden. Detail: Relief of Charity, tympanum, 1607.
Source: Nijmegen, H. van Asperen (photographer: Job van Exel, 2014).

Figure 14. Gate of the orphanage gate, Leiden. Detail: Descent of the Holy Ghost on the orphans, arch 
over the entrance, 1607.
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of the wall on either side of a tympanum with Leiden coat of arms on top (Figure 12). These usual 
components are combined with other pictorial and textual elements in an elaborate decorative 
program. The different components have a clear vertical and a horizontal alignment, each focusing 
on a different aspect of charity, namely, its divine origins, depicted vertically, and its reflection on 
earth, horizontally aligned.

The personification of charity plays a pivotal role. She is to be expected in the context of a 
charitable institution, but she occurs on the public façades of orphanages only occasionally.43 In 
Leiden, she is depicted in relief on the tympanum between the free-standing orphan boy and 
orphan girl (Figures 12 and 13). Charity is a mother with children and nursing one of them, as she 
had been depicted since the fourteenth century.44 She represents not just neighborly love but also 
God’s love of mankind and vice versa. Man can only love God if God has filled man’s heart with 
his love first. Or as the bible puts it, “God is charity: And he that abideth in charity, abideth in 
God, and God in him” (1 Jo 4:16). Neighborly love, then, is an earthly reflection of this divine 
love and the only way for man to know God. The mother nourishing her child became a favorite 
image in postreformatory writings for exemplifying God’s love of mankind. In his spiritual songs 
published in 1612, J. Jacobsz. Harlingen several times compares God with a mother nursing her 
children.45 Wolterus ter Burgh compares the power of prayer with the force with which small 
children suckle to extract nourishment from their mother’s breast.46 The nursing mother and God, 
physical and spiritual nourishment, are metaphorically related.

Charity is “holding a small child in her left arm which she nourishes while two other chil-
dren are at her feet playing,” wrote Cesare Ripa in his Iconologia.47 This influential guidebook 
for artists who wanted to depict personifications was first published in Italian in 1593, but was 
soon translated into different languages, including Dutch. Other emblem books, for example, 
Cent Emblèmes by Georgette de Montenay elaborated upon Ripa’s description.48 Anna Roemer 
Visscher has provided Dutch descriptions to the 1602 reprint of De Montenay’s emblems. The 
image on the Leiden façade shows many formal similarities with the depiction of Charity in 
Cent Emblèmes (Figure 15). However, the sculptor introduces an element that is not usually 
incorporated in charity emblems but it is too specific to ignore: two of the children on charity’s 
side are embracing one another. The sculptor probably referred to a popular print that was 
executed around 1587 by the Haarlem engraver Jacob Matham (1571-1631) after designs by 
his stepfather and teacher Hendrick Goltzius (1558-1617)49 (Figure 16). The print had a great 
following and was copied often in different media, serving as inspiration to many artists. 
Significantly, in his design Goltzius depicts two small boys embracing and kissing. Possibly 
even older than that, a relief on the façade of Bolsward orphanage contains a similar element 
of children embracing. The plaque was added after the orphanage was rebuilt in 1562.50 
Although somewhat later, Goltzius is more explicit with regard to the meaning of the motif. 
The Latin inscription below the print explains: “Godly Agape conjoins everything through 
divine love, and she ties us closer to heaven with chains.”51 The inscription uses the verbs 
“conjoining” [nectire] and “tying together” [ligare] to accentuate the uniting force of love. 
Apparently, Goltzius introduced the element to underscore the binding power of charity. The 
kissing children can be interpreted as love between brothers, for example, neighborly love, but 
first and foremost, as the inscription on the print indicates, they symbolize the unifying power 
of love, both earthly and divine.

The image of charity is the central axis that everything revolves around, both vertically and 
horizontally. The vertical alignment connects the city of Leiden and its inhabitants with God. 
Starting below, the pointed arch above the entrance is adorned with a relief showing the 
descent of the Holy Ghost on the orphans (Figure 16). Above this arch and directly below 
Charity is a verse from Psalms: “God is a helper to the orphan” (Ps. 9:35), which was quoted 
by Vives in his treatise and which recurs again and again on orphanage façades.52 On top of 
the tympanum, above Charity, is the coat of arms of Leiden. The vertical reading focuses on 
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charity from God. It accentuates the fact that neighborly love cannot exist without the love of 
God. Every element on the vertical line, from the coat of arms of Leiden downward via the 
personification of charity, focuses on the relationship of the city and its inhabitants, both rich 
and poor, with God.

The horizontal alignment of the decorative program involves the community. It focuses on the 
urban context. The boy and a girl in orphanage uniform flank the personification of charity. As 
the mother opens her arms to provide shelter to the children in her care, so does the city of Leiden 
open up her gates to the abandoned children within the city walls. In seventeenth-century writ-
ings, the comparison of the city with the mother-nurse became common. In his poem about the 
siege of the city, for example, Jacob van Zevecote several times calls the city of Leiden his 
“nurse.”53 Joost van den Vondel writes about the “nursing breasts” of the city of The Hague.54 
The inscriptions on Leiden façade urge the beholder to give generously, to realize the ideal of the 
beneficent city. Below the orphan boy it says, “He who understands the needs of the poor, the 
Lord will him deliver from evil” (Ps. 40:2). Significantly, this is the same psalm that Vives uses 
in his tract on the need of poor relief. Underneath the girl it says, “He who gives generously to 
the poor, has his treasure in heaven”55 (Mt 19:21). To facilitate generous giving, an offertory box 
might have been near the gate. This was often the case. In the horizontal alignment on the Leiden 
façade Charity embodies neighborly love between the poor and their benefactors. The design of 
Leiden façade carefully renders the complex meaning of charity that ties the poor to their bene-
factors and the community to God. The Leiden example seems to have influenced the pictorial 
design of other orphanages, such as the burgher orphanage in Nijmegen which was constructed 
in 1645 (Figure 7).

Figure 15. Charity, engraving, in Georgette de Montenay and Anna Roemer Visscher, Emblematum 
Christianorum Centuria/Cent Emblèmes Chrestiens (Heidelberg, Andrea Cambieri, 1602), f. 59r. Collection 
Frits Lugt, Institut Néerlandais, Paris, shelf no. OB 9575.
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Conclusion

The public façades of charitable buildings that were in the heart of the city and defined urban 
identity were canvases for communicating the importance of charity to the public. Although the 
Leiden gate was unique in its complexity and detail, its decorations build upon iconographic 
formulas that had started to develop in the sixteenth century. Early on, the image of the Holy 
Ghost descending, always in combination with orphans, decorated many orphanages in the Dutch 
Republic, but this image lost its popularity at the end of the seventeenth century when the mem-
ory of the roots of these institutions in the medieval “Holy Ghost Tables” faded—or was deliber-
ately pushed into the background. Orphan children remained a fixed element as did the coats of 
arms. The coat of arms, and sometimes also the uniforms of the children, identified the city as the 
driving force behind institutional charity.

The images around the gates of charity create a frame of an ideal community and identified 
those who lived inside the charitable building as well as those who were responsible for 
arranging care for them. The decorations visualize both the giving and receiving aspect of 
charity, demonstrating whom to praise and why. The sculpted images demonstrate 

Figure 16. Hendrick Goltzius (designer), Jacob Matham (engraver), and Claes Jansz. Visscher 
II (publisher), Charity or Agape (from a series of virtues), 218 × 143 mm, c. 1587. Amsterdam 
Rijksmuseum, RP-P-OB-27.294.
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gratefulness of the poor. But to beget gratitude, necessary for the achievement of a peaceful 
community, those responsible for the charitable protection needed to be identified. Those who 
are not recognized cannot be praised. The ideal image of the grateful poor that would inspire 
giving would also give rise to gratefulness. This vicious circle of giving and gratitude, at the 
core of civic charity and visualized on charitable buildings, ties the poor to their benefactors 
and vice versa.

The gate, a clearly visible element in the city center, was the perfect place for visual meta-
phors that focus on community ties. Here, the worlds of rich and poor collided, and acts of charity 
became possible as the practical layout of the gate (for example, the placement of offertory 
boxes) and public rituals (for example, collections) of the orphanage demonstrate. The decora-
tions at the gates are intended to inspire charity and point out that the perfect urban society is one 
that assists its poor and strengthens its communal ties. The gates emblematize the goal of the 
orphanage: to admit the children to the community, bind the members of the community together, 
and tie the community to God.
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