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Last year, I worked as a curator in training at the Van Gogh Museum as part of the 
Museum Curator MA program at the University of Amsterdam. The goal of this internship 
was to master all aspects of curatorship, from the preservation of a museum collection to 
the production of exhibitions. Luckily for me, the big Van Gogh Museum has a little sister, 

The Mesdag Collection. At this small museum in The Hague, I had the chance to experience 
the process of setting up an exhibition as a curator. In June last year I started only with a 
subject (‘something with photography’). By March 2016, the exhibition titled Natuur in 
beeld - Nature’s Picture, was born. 
 
The Mesdag Collection houses the private collection of painter Hendrik Willem Mesdag, 
which includes a high-quality holding of Barbizon and paintings from The Hague School. 
Nature’s Picture presents a small part of this collection in a different light, bringing the 
works together with Dutch and French landscape photographs from the same period. In 

the second half of the 19th century, nature was one of the places in which a lively dialogue 
arose between photography and the art of painting. Photography was quite new – its 
invention was publicly announced in 1839 - and still fully in development. The early 

French landscape photographers, such as Gustave Le Gray and Eugène Cuvelier, were 
influenced by the paintings of their day in terms of composition and subject matter. 
Painters, for their part, collected photographic prints or, by the end of the century, took up 
the camera by themselves.  
 
The French forest of Fontainebleau was one of the places where the paths of photography 
and painting came together. Nature’s Picture shows how the landscape, with its ancient 
trees and great rock formations, offered a wide variety subjects in both media. Artists like 
Théodore Rousseau, Narcisse Virgile Diaz de la Peña and Jules Dupré began to visit 



Barbizon in the 1830s. From this village, they made frequent hiking trips to the nearby 

forest of Fontainebleau and worked en plein air in the unspoiled nature. Partly due to the 
growing popularity of Barbizon paintings, photographers found their way to the well-
known woods in the late 1840s.  

 
In the cliché verre, the photomechanical technique literally merged with those of fine art. 
When creating this glass print, the artist began with a drawing in a layer of ink on a glass 
plate. This image is then printed, using daylight, on light-sensitive paper. The final result 
looks like an engraving, but has a beautiful velvety tone. Painters like Camille Corot and 
Charles-François Daubigny used this technique to capture impressions of the countryside. 
Two prints by the latter are some of my favorite objects in the exhibition. In these, 
Daubigny experiments with the technique in a particularly masterly fashion.  
 

As far as we know, Louis Apol was one of the few Dutch landscape painters using 
photography. In the late 19th century, cameras became increasingly portable and painters 
began to take their own photographs. The prints could be useful as an aide-mémoire in the 
studio, helping artists to fill in perspective or study moving subjects. Unfortunately for 

Apol, known for his winter paintings, the photographic technology in the nineteenth 
century wasn’t refined enough to capture high snow contrasts. For this reason, his use of 
the camera was only of short duration. 
 
It scared me to bring ‘my baby’ into the world, where everybody could see and criticize it. 
But above all, I enjoyed creating this exhibition: to visualize research with objects, bring 
different artworks together and educate the public. What the future will bring for me? I 
really don’t know, but I sincerely hope there will be more chances like the one I had last 

year. 
 
The exhibition Natuur in beeld - Nature’s Picture will be on view until the 5th of June in 
The Mesdag Collection in The Hague: www.demesdagcollectie.nl 
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