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This is a portrait of the two brothers Van Musschenbroeck, scions of a Leiden family of instrument makers. Jan (left) is seated at a table, leafing through an astronomical atlas. Petrus is standing at a table, pointing at an astronomical quadrant with his right hand. His left hand rests on a celestial globe and is holding a dividing compass. On the table is also a sector. In the background of the painting, left, a vacuum pump and Magdeburg half spheres can be seen.
The two brothers are portrayed as young men. Jan (1687-1748) was twenty-eight at the time this painting was made. Petrus (1692-1761) was twenty-three. Jan followed in the footsteps of his father and became the third (and last) generation instrument makers of the Van Musschenbroek name. Petrus became professor of natural philosophy (i.e. physics) in Utrecht and Leiden.
The painter Hieronymus van der My was a pupil of Jan van Mieris II. He was quite active as a portraitist of Leiden professors, many of his works can still be admired in the Leiden University Senate room. Incidentally, Van der My’s father was a ‘geelgieter’ (brass founder): the Van Musschenbroek family originally practised the same trade.
The atlas Jan is leafing through is identifiable as Johann Bayer, Uranographia, Augsburg 1603, opened at the constellation Serpens. The globe is identifiable as a Blaeuw globe. Note also the peculiar, more or less identical costumes the two brothers are wearing. These could hint at their membership of a free mason’s lodge.
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