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Extramarital relationships, whether unequal in nature or not, were a common matter in early 

modern Amsterdam. Not infrequently these led to (unwanted) pregnancies. Sex outside 

marriage was not permitted. In Amsterdam, matters of love, sex, and adultery fell under the 

commissioners of Marital Affairs. That Rembrandt had to appear there in 1649 is well known; 

that his colleague and (youthful) friend Jan Lievens had already been obliged to account for 

an extramarital relationship in the same chamber three years earlier has not previously been 

noted. 

 

Dispute registers of the Chamber of Marital Affairs 

In the seventeenth century, attempts were made to 

regulate sex and marriage. In Amsterdam, the 

Chamber of Marital Affairs was established for this 

purpose. Every year in February, five commissioners 

were appointed. The commission met weekly on 

Saturdays.1 They also kept the registers of marriage 

banns: the names, origins, ages, and addresses of all 

those wishing to marry in the city were recorded. 

Disputes of (extra)marital nature were taken before 

the Chamber of Marital Affairs and recorded in the 

Krakeelregister (dispute register). Initially, all of this 

took place in the Spiegelkamer (Mirror Room) 

behind the Roodeur (Red Door) of the Oude Kerk 

(fig 1); after 28 October 1656 in the Chamber of 

Marital Affairs in the New Town Hall on the Dam.2 

 

It is a well-known episode in Rembrandt’s life. After 

Saskia Uylenburgh died in the summer of 1642, 

Rembrandt entered into a relationship with Geertje 

Dircx of Edam (c. 1610–in or after 1656). Geertje had 

come to live in the house on the Jodenbreestraat as 

dry nurse to the infant Titus. Rembrandt and Geertje 

entered into a sexual relationship, which would lead 

to a complicated affair, in the course of which Geertje ultimately ended up in the spinhuis 

(women’s house of correction) of Gouda. In 1649, Geertje attempted to force Rembrandt to 

marry her by summoning him before the Chamber of Marital Affairs. The case was eventually 

Fig 1. Gerrit Lamberts, The Red Door in the Old 

Church, 1811. Watercolour, 250 x 185 mm. 

Amsterdam, Stadsarchief Amsterdam, inv. No. 
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settled. Alongside several other agreements, it was stipulated that Rembrandt would pay 

Geertje annual maintenance, on the condition that Titus would be and remain her universal 

heir.3 As in so many matters, Jan Lievens also preceded his old friend and colleague 

Rembrandt in the hallway leading to the dispute chamber. This emerges from a previously 

unpublished document in the Amsterdam City Archives. 

 

Between Amsterdam and Antwerp 

Although Lievens was much more eager to travel than his fellow townsman Rembrandt, both 

spent a significant part of their careers in Amsterdam. This began in the workshop of Pieter 

Lastman on the Sint Antoniesbreestraat, where Lievens began advanced training in 1617. In 

1618 he returned to his native city. After working in Leiden for a period, he travelled first to 

London and subsequently stayed in Antwerp from 1635 onwards. In December 1638 the 

painter married Susanna Colijns de Nole (c. 1615–c. 1646), the daughter of a sculptor,4 in 

that city. The couple had at least two children, the first son died young. In January 1644 

another boy was born: Jan Andrea (1644–1680), who would later also become a painter. 

Shortly after Jan Andrea’s baptism in Antwerp, the family moved to Amsterdam. A notarial 

deed shows that at the beginning of 1644 they were living in the household of the painter 

couple Judith Leyster and Jan Miense Molenaer, or at least that Lievens shared a studio with 

them.5 In the course of that year he must have opened his own studio on the Rozengracht. 

 

These were difficult years for Lievens. Financially, things were not going well: in 1643 he was 

forced to transfer his possessions to creditors in Antwerp.6 On a personal level, too, Lievens 

went through a low point: after the move to Amsterdam, Susanna died. Precisely when and 

where she was buried is unknown. Lievens thus found himself alone with his young son Jan 

Andrea. In spite of his financial situation, he is likely to have sought a nursemaid to help raise 

and care for the child, just as Rembrandt had done a year earlier. 

 

Lievens vs Jacobs 

Just as Rembrandt did, Lievens also entered into a sexual 

relationship with an employee following the death of his 

wife, although it remains unclear what exactly her role 

was within the household. On Saturday, 8 December 

1646, Lievens was required to give account before the 

commissioners of Marital Affairs, present being the 

commissioners Jacob Bas Dircksz, Hendrick Hooft and 

Cornelis Abba (fig. 2).7 Lievens’s 22-year-old pregnant 

maidservant, Annetje Jacobs, tried to compel him to 

marry her. Annetje had previously lived in Lievens’s 

house, where she had supervised the household. This 

appears from a notarial statement given by Belitje Jacobs 

the day before the hearing in the Chamber of Marital 

Affairs.8 Belitje too worked in Lievens’s household. A 

month earlier, Annetje had taken a considerable quantity 

of butter from Lievens’s stores. Belitje had not dared 

Fig 2. Jan Lievens’s Appearance before the 

Chamber of Marital Affairs, SAA, 5061, 3063 

Huwelijkskrakeelregisters, 8-12-1646 
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refuse her “because she had previously lived as her superior in the service of the petitioner 

[Lievens]”.9  

 

Annetje must therefore have left the painter’s household at the beginning of November. But 

she did not intend to stay away; on the contrary. Before the commissioners of Marital Affairs, 

Annetje declared that the painter “had given her promises of fidelity, not ever to abandon 

her, and had given her a square piece, together with another small silver piece, and that, 

moreover, he had lain with her and impregnated her”.10 She was of the opinion that she 

therefore ought to be married by him. Lievens stated that he had indeed shared the bed 

with Annetje, but that he had paid her for this with the coins, and certainly had not promised 

to marry her. In other words, in Lievens’s view the coins were not a marriage token, but a 

payment as if she were a sex worker. 

 

Rembrandt (after Lievens) 

The accusation corresponds closely to that brought against Rembrandt two years later. 

Geertje Dircx likewise declared that she had received a verbal promise of marriage from 

Rembrandt; in her case, this was said to have been sealed with a golden ring. She stated 

that they had shared a bed on several occasions (“diverse reyzen”).11 She was probably never 

pregnant – in contrast to Annetje Jacobs – for otherwise she would certainly have used this 

against Rembrandt as well. Rembrandt was not even willing to acknowledge that he had so 

much as slept with Geertje. In this case the commissioners acted as mediators, resulting in 

an annual maintenance payment. 

 

What the outcome was of this hitherto undescribed case of Annetje Jacobs against Jan 

Lievens is not clear. The case was referred to the municipal court. Unfortunately, the archives 

for this early period have not survived. Nor is it clear whether a child resulted from the affair,12 

and we do not know whether compensation was paid, either as a settlement or for the 

upkeep of the possible child.13 Nor, therefore, whether he was pushed further into financial 

difficulties as a result. A marriage to his maidservant certainly did not follow, just as it did not 

in Rembrandt’s case. 

 

Lievens eventual second marriage 

In contrast to Rembrandt, the widower Jan Lievens would indeed enter into a second 

marriage. On 23 April 1648, Jan Lievens appeared once more in the Spiegelkamer of the 

Old Church, this time together with the 20-year-old Cornelia de Braij, in order to have their 

intended marriage registered. Her father, the lawyer Jan de Braij, acted as witness. The 

marriage was registered by Jacob Hinlopen and Cornelis Abba. Abba had also been present 

at the matter concerning Annetje Jacobs. Would Abba have reminded Lievens one more 

time of the affair with his maidservant? The announcement of this marriage did not proceed 

entirely smoothly. The ‘first notice’ – the announcement in church – was blocked, but this had 

to do with the inheritance of Jan Andrea. After he had accounted for the inheritance of his 

child to the Orphans’ Chamber on 26 July 1648, Lievens was allowed to enter into marriage 

for the second time. On 2 August 1648, three and a half months after the betrothal, the 

marriage was solemnised in Ouderkerk aan de Amstel, just outside Amsterdam. 
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