Family
Some of the earliest paintings of families in European art were of the Holy
Family. These paintings were made as devotional images and gradually
became more realistic over time.
Many paintings of children and families were portraits, special commissions
to celebrate a significant moment in someone’s life or to serve as a family
record. Originally such paintings memorialised the rich and powerful, where
children were celebrated as the heirs to family titles and estates. Over time,
however, it became more common for middle-class patrons to commission
portraits of their families.
Children often appear in genre paintings which focus on the depiction of
everyday life, including scenes from inside the home.
As patronage and commissioning became less important, artists were freer to
pursue more personal interests, painting their own family members. These
portraits display a sense of affection and appear less obviously posed,
offering a more intimate look at family life.

Focus Questions
Who is depicted in the painting? How
do you know that they belong to a
family group?
Do you have a painting at home of your
family? Who was the artist?
How do we capture images of our family
today?

Do the pictures of your family look
anything like these paintings? What is
different?

Family
Peter Paul Rubens
The Holy Family with Saints Francis
and Anne and the Infant Saint John
the Baptist early or mid–1630s

Scan QR codes in
the exhibition to
access the mobile
companion site

Jean Honoré
Fragonard
The Two Sisters
c.1769–70

Students are required to move around the exhibition in groups of no more than 6.

Annibale Carracci
Two Children Teasing a Cat
c.1587–88

Sir Joshua Reynolds
Lady Smith (Charlotte
Delaval) and Her Children
(George Henry, Louisa,
and Charlotte) 1787

Aelbert Cuyp
Equestrian Portrait of Cornelis (1639–
1680) and Michiel Pompe van
Meerdervoort (1638–1653) with Their
Tutor and Coachman c.1652–53

Goya (Francisco de Goya
y Lucientes)
José Costa y Bonells (died
1870), Called
Pepito c.1810

Claude Monet
Jean Monet (1867–
1914) on His Hobby
Horse 1872

Peter Paul Rubens
The Holy Family with
Saints Francis and Anne
and the Infant Saint
John the Baptist early or
mid–1630s
The Holy Family consists of the infant Christ, the
Virgin Mary and Saint Joseph. In this painting by
Rubens, the Holy Family are also accompanied
by Mary’s mother, Saint Anne, and approached
by an ecstatic Saint Francis and a playful young
Saint John the Baptist.

Annibale Carracci
Two Children
Teasing a Cat
c.1587–88
This painting shows two children —
perhaps a brother and his little sister
— teasing a very unhappy cat with a
crayfish. We can easily imagine that
crayfish will bite the cat, the cat will
scratch the girl’s hand, and it will all
end badly.
Two Children Teasing a Cat is an early
example of Italian genre painting —
recording or reimaging something
observed in daily life.

Aelbert Cuyp
Equestrian Portrait of Cornelis
(1639–1680) and Michiel
Pompe van Meerdervoort
(1638–1653) with Their Tutor
and Coachman c.1652–53
In this painting, two brothers Cornelis (left, red jacket)
and Michiel (centre, blue jacket) prepare to join a hunt,
as suggested by the pack of dogs in the background
chasing a hare. They are attended by their tutor and
coachman, and accompanied by greyhounds and
foxhounds, each pair in contrasting colours.
The painting reflects the brothers’ high social standing,
as equestrian portraits were largely reserved for
members of royalty and the nobility. It is possible that the
boys’ mother commissioned the portrait.

Jean Honoré Fragonard
The Two Sisters c.1769–70
The little girls in The Two Sisters have powdered and curled hair, and
their pastel dresses are miniature versions of adult clothing, as was common
at the time.
The younger child in the yellow dress rides a hobby horse on wheels, while
the older girl holds on to her and pushes the toy. Images of children learning
or at play were popular at the time.

Sir Joshua Reynolds
Lady Smith (Charlotte Delaval) and
Her Children (George Henry, Louisa,
and Charlotte) 1787
The fashionably dressed mother of this family portrait appears distracted,
while her children play by her side, aiming cheeky glances at the viewer.
The portrait was commissioned by the family’s father and husband, a
baronet and member of Parliament. Expressing cultural ideals of femininity
and upper-class childhood, this portrait was a popular exhibit at the Royal
Academy in the year it was painted.
The three children are arranged in a pyramid emphasising the importance of
the boy, and conforming to the social hierarchy of the period.

Goya (Francisco de Goya y
Lucientes)
José Costa y Bonells (died 1870),
Called Pepito c.1810
Pepito’s military costume and accessories were probably inspired by the
uniforms and equipment of soldiers fighting in the Spanish War of
Independence (1804–18).

A bayonet is fixed to the boy’s gun in the background behind his drum,
while in his left hand he holds the cord of a large pull-toy: a lifelike
hobby horse with a white blaze and red saddle blanket.

Claude Monet
Jean Monet (1867–
1914) on His Hobby
Horse 1872
Monet painted this picture of his son, Jean, in
the summer of 1872.
For this portrait, Monet shows Jean seated on a
mechanical horse, a hobby horse mounted on a
tricycle, in the garden of their home in
Argenteuil, a suburb northwest of Paris. It may
have been painted in celebration of Jean’s fifth
birthday. Monet never exhibited the painting but
kept it throughout his life.

Making Activities
1. Choose a character from one of the paintings. Imagine you are them and write a letter
to a friend telling them about a day in the life of you and your family.
2. Create two photographic portraits of your family. For this activity, you could choose to
photograph one or two family members, or you could choose to create a group portrait.
First, arrange a formal portrait. Decide if your family will sit or stand, how they will be
posed, what will they wear, and if you'd like to include any objects. Photograph your
family in this pose looking directly at the camera.
Next, consider how you will capture a more informal portrait of your family. This portrait
should be less posed and share something about what you family means to you. It
could be a favourite activity or a special place that you like to visit together.
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