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Great portraits become more fascinating over time, and they enrich us as we look at them. The
social significance of such works of art can also evolve, which has certainly been the case with
two paintings that have been the pride of Ripon College for decades. They depict Sir Roger
Townshend (1628-1648) and Princess Amalia of Solms-Braunfels (1602-1675), who assertively
look at us as we look back at them. They were rendered with technical mastery by Anthony van
Dyck (1599-1641), one of the greatest painters of that era, perhaps with assistance from his
workshop.
The story of these paintings begins when they were new, and they served a practical
purpose of documenting the likenesses and celebrating the lives of the people who stood for
them. Roger Townshend was the 2nd Baronet of Raynham in Norfolk, England. He shows off his
slashed sleeves, satin breeches, gloves, and other opulent attire. The work would have hung
among other family portraits, and one can imagine members of this family pointing to his
likeness hanging in their country house, called Raynham Hall, reminiscing about his life in the
years that followed his death at age 20. A later generation may have attempted to keep his
memory alive through oral tradition. The young man’s name was inscribed in the lower right
corner, to assist family members with identifying him as the years passed. We can imagine a
dilemma that arose when a new piece of furniture obscured that name, but family still wanted a
label to refer to. His name was thus written on the painting a second time, higher up, on the left.
The portrait of Amalia of Solms-Braunfels was likely also intended to be displayed with
portraits of her family. While our eyes are drawn to her face, this painting is also a celebration
of her clothing. The dress that she wears is illusionistically rendered, to make us feel like we are
seeing satin, embroidery, lace, and jewelry. The painting is unusual, as it was originally
conceived as a double portrait with one of her children. Indeed, today a faintly visible likeness
of one of her daughters can be seen peeking out from behind Amalia’s dress. The little girl was
painted out of the composition, for reasons that are unclear. Perhaps the portrait became a gift,
and an image of this child would have presented Amalia to the recipient in too personal a way.
According to a letter from 1971 by the art historian Jacob Kainen, the portrait once hung in
Coombe Abbey in Warwickshire, England. This is a grand country house made from a
renovated twelfth-century monastery. It is probable that it was presented to the former Winter
Queen of Bohemia, Elizabeth Stuart (1596-1662), whose art collection was inherited by the
Craven family and hung for centuries at this location. A royal history would be appropriate for a
painting of this high level of mastery and grandeur.
Another phase in the history of these portraits began in the nineteenth century, as
masterpieces of European painting became symbols of cultural sophistication and good taste
within a fast-changing society. Concurrently, many of the great family collections of England
were being sold at auction and dispersed, as estate taxes and the industrial revolution caused
shifts of wealth. This is why the portrait of Roger Townshend was sold in 1904 at Christie’s
auction house as one of the “Townshend Family Heirlooms.” The portrait was purchased by
someone named Partridge, became owned by the collector David Reder by 1949, and still later
the painting entered the collection of Lillian D. Rojtman (also known as Lillian Berkman), who
donated it to Ripon College in 1977.

The portrait of Amalia of Solms-Braunfels also changed hands several times during the
past century. It was likely sold by the Craven family in an auction of art from Coombe Abbey in
the early twentieth century. It was then owned by the American art dealer P. Jackson Higgs by
1927, who likely sold it to the collector Dr. Siegfried Aram by 1937. It was last owned by the
Rojtman Foundation (managed by the aforementioned Lillian Rojtman) before it was donated to
the college in 1982. She, along with her husband Marc Rojtman, had become wealthy by
managing a large farm machinery business, the J. I. Case Company of Racine, Wisconsin, and
they were also patrons of the arts. The Rojtmans wished to enhance the lives of the people of the
Midwest by donating their art to a school that would cherish and share it. Needless to say, they
chose Ripon College, and the portraits have now been admired for two generations. Today
numerous students and members of the community are inspired by the portraits.
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