
A RARE EXPORT LACQUER PORTRAIT MEDALLION
A RARE EXPORT LACQUER PORTRAIT MEDALLION ON COPPER DECORATED IN GOLD HIRAHAKI-E AND KINJI ON A

ROIRONURI GROUND 
LATE 18TH CENTURY 

DEPICTING HERMAN BOERHAAVE (1668 - 1738) 
SIZE: APPROX: 12CM HIGH, 9.5CM WIDE – 4¾INS HIGH, 3¾ INS WIDE 

14CM HIGH – 5½ INS HIGH 
PROVENANCE: EX AMERICAN PRIVATE COLLECTION

 
LITERATURE

SEE: JAPANESE EXPORT LACQUER, OLIVER IMPEY & CHRISTIAAN JORG, HOTEI PUBLISHING, AMSTERDAM, 2005 PAGE: 49,
ITEM NUMBER 53, FOR AN ALMOST IDENTICAL MEDALLION OF HERMAN BOERHAAVE, DUTCH PHYSICIAN, ACQUIRED IN

1829 FOR THE ROYAL CABINET OF CURIOSITIES, RIJKSMUSEUM, AMSTERDAM (INV. NM 6300)
HERMAN BOERHAAVE (31ST DECEMBER 1668 – 23RD SEPTEMBER 1738) WAS A DUTCH BOTANIST, HUMANIST AND

PHYSICIAN OF EUROPEAN FAME. HE IS REGARDED AS THE FOUNDER OF CLINICAL TEACHING AND OF THE MODERN
ACADEMIC HOSPITAL. HIS MAIN ACHIEVEMENT WAS TO DEMONSTRATE THE RELATION OF SYMPTOMS TO LESIONS. IN

ADDITION, HE WAS THE FIRST TO ISOLATE THE CHEMICAL ‘UREA’ FROM URINE. HIS MOTTO WAS ‘SIMPLEX SIGILLUM VERI’
SIMPLICITY IS THE SIGN OF TRUTH. 

BOERHAAVE WAS BORN AT VOORHOUT NEAR LEIDEN. ENTERING THE UNIVERSITY OF LEIDEN HE TOOK HIS DEGREE IN
PHILOSOPHY IN 1689, WITH A DISSERTATION DE DISTINCTIONE MENTIS A CORPORE (ON THE DIFFERENCE OF THE MIND

FROM THE BODY), IN WHICH HE ATTACKED THE DOCTRINES OF EPICURUS, THOMAS HOBBES AND SPINOZA. HE THEN
TURNED TO THE STUDY OF MEDICINE, IN WHICH HE GRADUATED IN 1693 AT HARDERWIJK IN PRESENT-DAY

GELDERLAND.
IN 1701 HE WAS APPOINTED LECTURER ON THE INSTITUTES OF MEDICINE AT LEIDEN; IN HIS INAUGURAL DISCOURSE, DE



COMMENDANDO HIPPOCRATIS STUDIO, HE RECOMMENDED TO HIS PUPILS THAT GREAT PHYSICIAN AS THEIR MODEL. IN
1709 HE BECAME PROFESSOR OF BOTANY AND MEDICINE, AND IN THAT CAPACITY HE DID GOOD SERVICE, NOT ONLY TO

HIS OWN UNIVERSITY, BUT ALSO TO BOTANICAL SCIENCE, BY HIS IMPROVEMENTS AND ADDITIONS TO THE BOTANIC
GARDEN OF LEIDEN, AND BY THE PUBLICATION OF NUMEROUS WORKS DESCRIPTIVE OF NEW SPECIES OF PLANTS.

ON 14 SEPTEMBER 1710, BOERHAAVE MARRIED MARIA DROLENVAUX, THE DAUGHTER OF THE RICH MERCHANT,
ALDERMAN ABRAHAM DROLENVAUX. THEY HAD FOUR CHILDREN, OF WHOM ONE DAUGHTER, MARIA JOANNA, LIVED TO

ADULTHOOD. IN 1722, HE BEGAN TO SUFFER FROM AN EXTREME CASE OF GOUT, RECOVERING THE NEXT YEAR.
IN 1714, WHEN HE WAS APPOINTED RECTOR OF THE UNIVERSITY, HE SUCCEEDED GOVERT BIDLOO IN THE CHAIR OF

PRACTICAL MEDICINE, AND IN THIS CAPACITY HE INTRODUCED THE MODERN SYSTEM OF CLINICAL INSTRUCTION. FOUR
YEARS LATER HE WAS APPOINTED TO THE CHAIR OF CHEMISTRY ALSO. IN 1728 HE WAS ELECTED INTO THE FRENCH
ACADEMY OF SCIENCES, AND TWO YEARS LATER INTO THE ROYAL SOCIETY OF LONDON. IN 1729 DECLINING HEALTH
OBLIGED HIM TO RESIGN THE CHAIRS OF CHEMISTRY AND BOTANY; AND HE DIED, AFTER A LINGERING AND PAINFUL

ILLNESS, AT LEIDEN.
THIS PORTRAIT MEDALLION WAS MADE BY JAPANESE CRAFTSMEN IN SASAYA, JAPAN UNDER THE DIRECTION OF THE

DUTCH EAST INDIES COMPANY EXPRESSLY FOR EXPORT TO THE EUROPEAN MARKET. ALL EXECUTED MORE OR LESS IN
THE SAME STYLE AND TECHNIQUE THEY FORM PART OF SEVERAL SERIES OF PORTRAITS DEPICTING FAMOUS

HISTORICAL PERSONALITIES. THE JAPANESE LACQUERER FINELY AND CAREFULLY COPIED PRINTS FROM ‘L’EUROPE
ILLUSTRÉ’ COMPILED BY DREUX DU RADIER IN SIX VOLUMES BETWEEN 1755 AND 1765 AND PUBLISHED IN PARIS. IT

CONTAINED 593 DEPICTIONS OF FAMOUS PEOPLE FROM THE EARLY MIDDLE AGES TO THE MID 18TH CENTURY
ENGRAVED BY DIFFERENT ARTISTS WHO WOULD OFTEN USE EARLIER PRINTS, DRAWINGS OR PAINTINGS AS THEIR

MODELS. 
THE RIJKSMUSEUM IN AMSTERDAM HAS A COLLECTION OF 19 MEDALLIONS; SOME WITH PORTRAITS OF HISTORICAL

FIGURES OTHERS ILLUSTRATING ROMAN EMPERORS, WHICH IS REGARDED AS OF DOCUMENTARY IMPORTANCE
BECAUSE OF THEIR NUMBER AND THAT THEY WERE ALL ACQUIRED IN 1829 AS PART OF THE ROYAL CABINET OF

CURIOSITIES OF KING WILLIAM I IN THE HAGUE.
THE JAPANESE EXPORT LACQUER PORTRAIT MEDALLIONS ENTERING ENGLAND IN THE 1770’S MAY WELL HAVE

INFLUENCED JOSIAH WEDGWOOD TO COMMERCIALLY EXPLOIT THEIR POPULARITY AND PRODUCE HIS OWN CERAMIC
MEDALLIONS OF FAMOUS FIGURES IN BLUE JASPER AND BLACK BASALT WARE, ESPECIALLY AS HE MADE A SPECIAL

SERIES FOR THE NETHERLANDS DEPICTING FAMOUS DUTCH PERSONALITIES.

 


