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Notes on ‘The Ambassadors’ by Hans Holbein 


The painting shows two Frenchmen who visited London in 1533. 

Jean de Dinteville, on the left, came from a wealthy and influential French family. He travelled to England on a series of diplomatic missions concerned with Henry VIII’s divorce of Catherine of Aragon. He spent most of 1533 in England, waiting for the coronation of Anne Boleyn, and the birth of her child. He commissioned the painting from Hans Holbein a German painter living and working in London. It was painted to mark the arrival, in London, of his close friend Georges de Selve. 

Jean de Dinteville is aged 29 according to the inscription on his dagger. He is wearing his finest, most flamboyant clothes. His coat is lined with expensive fur. Black was an expensive dye at the time and was only worn by wealthy people. Jean was miserable in England and missed his family. He was constantly ill from the cold and damp. He wrote to his brother 'I am the most melancholy, weary and wearisome ambassador that ever was seen.'

Georges de Selve also wears fine clothes although being a bishop he is dressed less extravagantly. His robe is made of damask and is trimmed with fur. He is 25 according to the inscription on the book under his arm. He died aged only thirty-two. We do not know the reason for his secret visit to England. He may have brought instructions from the French king regarding Henry VIII's break with the Roman Church when he married Anne Boleyn in 1533.
The men are leaning on a cupboard which has two shelves. The objects on the top shelf all relate to the heavens and the study of astronomy. The objects on the lower shelf all relate to their earthly or worldly interests. There are many hidden messages and meanings in the painting, the most obvious of which is the large anamorphic skull in the centre foreground
 There are two globes in the painting. On the top shelf is a celestial globe, it would have been used to identify the constellations of the stars. On the lower shelf is a terrestrial globe. It shows Europe and some of Africa. Holbein has clearly marked de Dinteville’s French hometown of Polisy. On the top shelf there also a collection of sundials and quadrants which would have been used to tell the time and measure angles.

 Musical instruments were often included in paintings as symbols of harmony, but this lute has a broken string and a flute is missing from the set in the case. The artist may be commenting on the disharmony within the church. Both men were deeply concerned about the religious and political divisions in Europe at the time and De Selve was working for reconciliation within the Church. The hymn book between the instruments is open at hymns sung by both the Catholic and Protestant Churches. There is also a book of arithmetic open so that we can see a page that begins 'Dividirt' (divide). Holbein pursues this theme by including, on the shelf, a pair of dividers.
The mosaic floor is copied from a section of the floor in Westminster Abbey which de Dinteville would have seen when he attended Anne Boleyn’s coronation. The circular patterns in the Abbey floor represented heaven and earth. Holbein's design echoes the division of the objects on the shelves into heavenly and earthly realms. 
In the centre foreground of the painting is a skull, painted in distorted perspective known as an anamorphosis. The skull can be seen in the correct perspective when one is standing to the right of the painting. Skulls are reminders of death or a warning against placing too much faith in worldly achievement and wealth when epidemics such as the plague were common. It is difficult to see clearly but De Dinteville also wears a skull badge on his hat.
In the top left hand corner of the painting a small, silver crucifix is half-hidden behind the curtain. It symbolizes the Christian belief in salvation and life after death. The skull represents death and the crucifix represents hope.
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