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The Role of Women in Seventeenth Century Dutch Society in
Pieter de Hooch’s Couple With Parrot


The traditional role of women in Seventeenth Century Dutch Society was as wife, mother, and homemaker.  Dutch artists during this period typically depict women in this way and the paintings often provide examples or models of how a well-bred Dutch woman is to act and what her responsibilities are.  They show women praying, spinning, sewing, making lace, preparing food, or teaching children – all virtuous activities related to the centrality and sanctity of the home in Dutch society.
  Though not portrayed as often, not all women obeyed the moral codes of society and instead gave into temptation and their sexuality, allowing themselves to be easily seduced by men. The woman in Pieter de Hooch’s Couple With Parrot reflects a woman’s role in society as both a housewife and a passive sex object as she leaves her domestic duties behind and instead chooses to pursue her sexual desires.  


Pieter de Hooch, born in 1629, was a Dutch genre painter and is best known for his paintings of intimate interiors.  He often paints rooms opening into other rooms, which then open into other rooms, and then open to the outdoors, a technique called doorkijkje.
  This technique intrigues the imagination with half-seen vistas and de Hooch uses it in Couple With Parrot.  This painting has a warm tone and subtle colors and the dark anteroom opens into a well-lit background interior.  The lighting is complicated, as it comes from more the one source, from both an open window and a doorway in the background.  Through the anteroom the viewer can see a clean, orderly living room with a richly dressed woman and man.  The man is standing and opening a birdcage on top of at table at which the woman is seated, enticing the parrot in the cage out with a glass of wine.


De Hooch’s trademark use of this perspective that involves rooms opening into other rooms serves several purposes for conveying the ideas suggested in this painting.  The fact that the viewer is in the dark anteroom looking into the living room with the couple suggests that the couple does not mean to be seen and the viewer has stumbled onto a private, secretive, moment.  “Because of de Hooch’s reliance on this perspective of rooms leading to the outside world, his images function as visual archetypes for one’s sense of place in the world, for a view that belongs to the individual, moves to the regular, dependable, and almost ritual working of the family, and then extends to the place that harbors and comforts them – the home – and onto the outside world.”

This painting has very strong sexual undertones and illustrates women’s sexual role in society.  Both the glass of wine and the parrot are erotic symbols and indicate that the young woman is about to be seduced into an affair.
  The parrot is exotic, wild, and appears to be easily tempted out of its cage by the wine, just like a woman can be easily seduced by a man with wine. Parrots are not known to be very smart animals, they can be trained and are simple minded.  This can be related to the view of woman at the time, easily trained to do their domestic responsibilities, and also easily manipulated and led astray. The wine itself has always been a strong symbol of sex and giving into desires.  The drinking of wine is also a constantly recurring theme in Dutch genre painting, and it was considered quite unseemly for a woman of good breeding to partake in this activity.  If a woman was fond of wine, just like the parrot in the painting, she could be easily seduced.  To surrender to wine was to surrender to love.
  The lavish red tapestry covering the table and the red light coming from an unknown source above suggest passion and love.  There is even red on the woman’s sleeves and chair.  The man wears black, hinting that there is something immoral and deceiving going on between the couple.  The white jug, symbolic of a woman and her purity has been set on the floor, and is out of the couple’s sight, just as it as most likely out of their thoughts as well.  The woman also has a rather low neckline for the current society, indicating she may be somewhat promiscuous.

Though this woman’s sexual role is strongly emphasized in this painting, her duties as domestic caretaker are not entirely forgotten and linger in the shadows.  The bucket, mop, and rags are in the dark anteroom the viewer looks through.  This represents that this woman is neglecting her domestic duties to pursue her love affair and is not fulfilling her duties as a respectable Dutch woman.  Her chores and responsibilities have been temporality forgotten, however they are still portrayed because they are such an important aspect of Dutch women in the seventeenth century and serve as a reminder of what this woman should be doing.  

“In well-to-do houses a woman took responsibility for the household and had to supervise the domestic staff.  Most women understood this task as a challenge and a moral duty.  A well-conducted house, after all, bore witness to the exemplary character of the lady of the house.  Many paintings show that everything is turned upside down if she neglects her duties.”
  

That is exactly what this woman is doing in this painting and since she is neglecting her moral duty, her less-than-exemplary character is revealed.  Pieter de Hooch skillfully is able to simultaneously portray the dual perceptions of women as homemaker and sexual icon by subtly including the domestic objects in this sexual, seductive moment.

This conception of the roles of women in seventeenth century Dutch society extends beyond the canvas and represents the sentiments of the Dutch culture as a whole.  The painting accurately depicts the double standards held for women at this time.  They were expected to be virtuous and conscientious of their duties in the home, however, they also served to please men sexually.  The work addresses the message of how when women neglect their domestic responsibilities and are not kept busy, they can be easily led astray and tempted into immoral actions, as this woman is with her secret affair.  This painting teaches the viewer of the weakness of women and immorality of women.  It is a warning to husbands to keep their women well trained and busy with their jobs in the home, or else she may succumb to temptation and seduced by another man.  Pieter de Hooch is able to convey these popular conceptions of women during this period and the theme of the role of women in Couple With Parrot while at the same time entertaining the eye of the viewer in this pleasing, intimate Dutch Baroque painting.

Bibliography

Art History Resources On The Web, Ed. Chris Witcombe, 01 Dec. 2001 <http://witcombe.sbc.edu/ARTHbaroque.html>

Encyclopedia.com.  Columbia University Press, 2000.  05 Dec. 2001 <http://www.encyclopedia.com/articles/06025.html>

Minor, Vernon Hyde.  Baroque and Rococo Art and Culture.  New York:  Harry N. Abrams, 1999.

Toman, Rolf.  Baroque Architecture Sculpture Painting.  Koln:  Konemann Verlagsgesellschaft, 1998.







�  Art History Resources On The Web, Chris Witcombe, 01 Dec. 2001 <http://witcombe.sbc.edu/ARTHbaroque.html>








�   Encyclopedia.com, Copyright 2000, Columbia University Press, 05 Dec. 2001 <http://www.encyclopedia.com/articles/06025.html>


� Vernon Hyde Minor, Baroque and Rococo Art and Culture (New York: Harry N. Abrams, 1999).








�  Art History Resources On The Web, Chris Witcombe, 01 Dec. 2001 <http://witcombe.sbc.edu/ARTHbaroque.html>


�  Rolf Toman, Baroque Architecture Sculpture Painting  (Koln: Konemann Verlagsgesellschaft, 1998).


�  Rolf Toman, Baroque Architecture Sculpture Painting  (Koln: Konemann Verlagsgesellschaft, 1998).











