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Introduction

In the course of organizing the 1998-99
exhibition “From Van Eyck to Bruegel,”
drawn from four collections as diverse as
those housed at The Metropolitan Museum
of Art, I was struck by the vast range of artis-
tic endeavor in this field. The Museum’s
holdings encompass the peaks and the valleys
of individual achievement (and a good deal
in between), the status quo as well as aston-
ishing new inventions in representing tradi-
tional subject matter, and advances in the
history of materials and painters’ techniques.
Giving primacy to the work of art allows it
to present its own questions, which require
an ever-widening approach to the uncover-
ing of the circumstances underlying its cre-
ation and its meaning.

Taking into account the recent intellec-
tual accomplishments in the field of Early
Netherlandish painting, the problem then
becomes not how to shed new light on the
interpretation of a given work but how to
limit the discussion to the pertinent issues
alone, rather than indulging all of the various
approaches that are currently in vogue.The
growing interdisciplinary activity in this area
has both enriched and confounded our
endeavors to find answers to our inquiries.

‘We are having our comeuppance and
recognizing that the deeper we delve into the
matters at hand, the more there is to discover.
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It is all too clear that the straitjacket approach
of previous generations and the pat explana-
tions that served for so long as the solutions
to complex problems are no longer viable. I
am, of course, overgeneralizing and oversim-
plifying here to make a point. In the past
decade and at an ever-increasing pace, the
field of Early Netherlandish painting has
become the focus of burgeoning scholarship.
Archives are still full of documents awaiting
study and more accurate interpretations,
which will give rise to new findings concern-
ing the broader circumstances surrounding
the creation of these works of art. Hand in
hand with archival research is a renewed
attention to socio-economic factors, particu-
larly the impact of art markets in the late
fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries on the
production of paintings. There is, as well, a
considerable amount of new material regard-
ing the technical investigation of works of
art—leading to the realization time and again
that the meaning of the work is inextricably
bound to its method of manufacture. Fresh
interpretations are the result of a closer look
at contemporary texts, together with an
acknowledgment of the audience for which
individual works were intended and the
function such works served for that audience.
It is time, I believe, to take stock of how
far we have progressed of late in what has



become a field of interdisciplinary research.
The essays that follow deal with those areas
where there has been notable activity in
recent years—that is, with inquiries into the
relationship of text and image, archival work,
economic/art market developments, and
technical examinations. Every topic of
inquiry is considered in two parts: The first
summarizes the history of the approach thus
far, along with proposed guidelines for cur-
rent research; the respondent in each case
then comments on the model presented,
prompting us to consider new directions for
subsequent investigations. Our aim is to gen-
erate discussion on our methodology as we
begin to map out future explorations of
Early Netherlandish painting.

I am most grateful to Philippe de
Montebello, Director of The Metropolitan
Museum of Art, who continues to support a
forum for scholarly debate through the
ongoing program of symposia at the Museum.
These discussions enrich the understanding
of our collections and enhance the ability of
curators and scholars alike to present the
most recent and informed views in our
respective fields to the public audience. The
contributors to this symposium are to be
congratulated for their thought-provoking
essays, which undoubtedly will spark further
meaningful discourse.

This volume is the third in the series
of Metropolitan Museum symposia inaugu-
rated by John P. O’Neill, Editor in Chief.

I am especially indebted to him and to his
fine staff in the Editorial Department for
this handsome book. Ellen Shultz, Editor,
gave the texts her customary careful and
discerning attention; Peter Antony, Chief
Production Manager, oversaw the produc-
tion of the book, the details of which were
efficiently carried out through the efforts of
Elisa Frohlich, Production Manager, and
Minjee Cho, Desktop Publishing Assistant.

We depend on the generosity of donors
to bring such endeavors to fruition, but these
public-spirited individuals could not be
enlisted without the help of the Museum’s
Development office. I sincerely thank
Christine Scornavacca, Deputy Chief
Development Officer for Government and
Foundation Giving, for her tireless and
enthusiastic pursuits in this regard.

We are likewise indebted to the Mary C.
and James W. Fosburgh Publications Fund for
making this publication possible.

Maryan W. Ainsworth
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Reindert Falkenburg

The Household of the
Soul: Conformity in
the Merode Triptych

In the last ten to fifteen years, it has become
customary among historians of Early Nether-
landish painting to decry a symbolistic inter-
pretation that, in earlier decades, had earned
Erwin Panofsky great fame. Based on an in-
vestigation of relevant iconographic, theolog-
ical, and literary traditions, he had unveiled a
world of “disguised symbolism” in apparently
naturalistic, down-to-earth representations

of Mary and Jesus and other holy figures in
paintings by Robert Campin, Jan van Eyck,
and their followers.” Whereas some authors
before him had only commented in more
general terms on the religiosity that seemed
to be reflected in these paintings, Panofsky
was the first to associate individual pictorial
motifs with specific medieval theological con-
cepts, such as Mary’s virginity, her humilitas,
and other Mysteries of Faith.* Thus, he alerted
the modern viewer to a wealth of religious
meaning that seemed to be “hidden” behind
the apparent realism of the image.

At first, Panofsky’s view won approval,
however, due to the imitations of industrious
but unimaginative epigones (and changes
in methodological fashion, which I cannot
explore here), his approach began to lose its
attraction among modern interpreters. Some
art historians pointed out that for fifteenth-

century viewers certain pictorial motifs would
have had specific symbolical connotations,
such as the white lilies in Robert Campin’s
Merode Triptych (plates 1, 2), an allusion to
Mary’s chastity, or the Virgin’s seated pose on
the ground, a reference to her humility. Yet,
there was nothing “disguised” or “hidden”
about the symbolical nature of these motifs,
and their meaning was altogether clear.*
Others argued that there is no evidence that
contemporary viewers associated these pic-
tures with any theological thought or symbol-
ism and that, for example, in Campin’s Virgin
and Child in London (fig. 1) the fire screen



Plate 1. Robert Campin and Assistant. The Annunciation Triptych (Merode Triptych). The
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, The Cloisters Collection, 1956 (56.70)

behind Mary’s head is not a materialized halo,
as Panofsky had suggested, but simply a useful
and otherwise “meaningless” piece of furni-
ture belonging to the earthly environment

of the mother of Jesus.’

This is all well known, as are other forms
of criticism that have been launched against
the symbolistic reading of Panofsky and his
followers. What deserves special attention here
is the increasing skepticism regarding their
reliance on textual sources as support for
iconographic interpretations, and their sup-
position that a preconceived theological
program determined the painter’s choice of

motifs. Modern interpreters, conversely, often
argue that “visual culture” and “textual cul-
ture” are distinct and different realms of
human activity within society as a whole.’
Paintings and texts, they say, each have their
own semantics, syntax, and rhetoric. There-
fore, an interpretation of a painting cannot
be “authorized” by a textual source. They
also maintain that the lay audiences of Jan
van Eyck’s and Robert Campin’s paintings
were unfamiliar with the type of scholarly
theological writing used by Panofsky to sup-
port his argument.” Amid these reservations
regarding religious texts and their usefulness




for our understanding of Early Netherlandish
painting, I wish to call attention to a body of
texts, written in the vernacular, that are un-
explored in this context. These are devotional
texts, designed to stimulate prayer and medi-
tation, which were read by lay audiences
and religious men and women alike. These
writings underscore recent findings in the
study of Late Medieval devotional culture
in northern Europe that, in the realm of spir-
itual reading and private devotion, the dis-
tinctions between lay people and religious
professionals were far less clear-cut than has
been assumed.® Often, texts that originally
may have been written for monastic circles
were copied and adjusted to new audiences
over the course of time, and became known
to a lay public in some version.® The impor-
tance of these texts for our understanding of
religious culture in the fifteenth century—
including devotional imagery in paintings by
Campin and van Eyck, among others—lies
in their potential to teach us something about
a widely shared “technology of inwardness.”
Images were integral parts of this culture, as
much as texts were; each medium sustained
and affected the other in its capacity to sup-
port prayer, meditation, and other devotional
practices. I believe that by studying certain
Late Medieval religious texts, we can better
understand the peculiarities of the visual rhet-
oric of devotional images and the processes
of “experiencing” and then communicating
religious meaning in Early Netherlandish
painting. Below, I will elaborate upon these
connections, concentrating on what is per-
haps the best-known devotional painting,
Robert Campin’s Merode Triptych at The
Cloisters—which is key to discussions of
religious meaning in Early Netherlandish art.
In most recent publications, interpreters
of the Merode Triptych have focused mainly on
identifying the patron and his wife on the left
wing, using the coats of arms that decorate
the stained-glass windows depicted in the
central panel.” These identifications have
helped us to reconstruct the rather compli-
cated steps that led to the triptych’s creation.
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The catalogue to the 1998—99 exhibition
“From Van Eyck to Bruegel” at The Metro-
politan Museum of Art in New York gives a
well-balanced summary of the process, taking
into account important findings resulting
from technical research. The triptych prob-
ably was produced in three phases, in the first
of which the central panel may have been
conceived as an autonomous painting, show-
ing Mary seated in her chamber, or cubicu-
lum, awaiting the Annunciation, reading the
Holy Scriptures. In this phase, the windows
in the back wall were painted gold, masking
the interior from any contact—even eye
contact—with, or from, the outside world;
the left wing with the open door did not yet
exist. This would have been in accordance
with how vernacular devotional treatises like
TLeven Ons Heren Jhesu Cristi (dating to about
1400) described the event," emphasizing that

Plate 2. Lilies in a majolica pitcher (detail of
plate 1)



Mary’s room remained sealed during the
Annunciation and that the Angel Gabriel
entered the room without opening or dis-
turbing the door. Contemporary writers of
devotional texts equated the enclosed archi-
tecture of Mary’s cubiculum with the condi-
tion of her body, thus guaranteeing Mary’s
virginity at the moment of the Incarnation.
In other words, by implication, the room in
the center of the Merode Triptych originally
was meant to echo the state of Mary her-
self—or, specifically, that of her womb—
which remained undisturbed and pure even
as she received the Christ Child, who pene-
trates the room through a window without
breaking it, descending along seven rays of
golden light from Heaven.'” In the second
phase of production, wings were added to
the central panel. Initially, the left wing only
showed the figure of the male donor, who
kneels in a flowery garden enclosed by a high,
crenellated wall. He has been identified as
Peter Inghelbrechts (Engelbrechts), a merchant
from Mechlin; a stained-glass window with
his coat of arms—and a naturalistic sky—was
painted over the gold ground below, in the
central panel. According to one theory, the
woman behind Inghelbrechts is Margarete
Scrynmakers, whose portrait (and coat of
arms ?) was added slightly later.”® Only then
was a meaningful coherence among the three
panels achieved, since “Inghelbrechts” and
“Scrynmakers” are canting names in Dutch
for the Annunciation (“Angel brings”) and
for Joseph, the Carpenter (“Cabinetmaker”).
Recent studies of the triptych as a whole
lead us to conclude that since it was composed
in successive phases that were not preplanned,
there was no preconceived iconographic
program underlying the painting, as Panofsky
suggested. This process of composing in stages
appears to have resulted in iconographic
anomalies that seem to deny that any serious
intention existed on the part of the artist
or his patron to furnish the image with a
coherent symbolic content, be it hidden or
open. The most striking of these anomalies
are the coats of arms that were painted in

Figure 1. Robert Campin. Virgin and Child before a Fire Screen.
National Gallery, London (NG 2609)

during the second phase of production.They
proclaim, according to Late Medieval usage,
that Inghelbrechts and his wife are the lawful
owners of the house in which Mary is seated.
This notion is rather at odds, to say the least,
with the interpretation of the setting as Mary’s
house, or room—or even as the symbol of
the Annunciate’s body. Another example of
this iconographic confusion is the open door
through which Inghelbrechts and his wife wit-
ness the Annunciation; this detail fundamen-
tally undermines the traditional convention

The Household of the Soul: Conformity in the Merode Triptych 5



that the Annunciation took place in a closed
room, therefore reflecting Mary’s undisturbed
virginity—a concept that contemporary reli-
gious texts clearly stress.

It is these devotional texts that, I suggest,
reveal the degree of iconographic laxity that
we really are dealing with. I will focus on a
group of them that shows some remarkable
thematic and structural correspondences with
the Merode Triptych. Since the time of Saint
Bernard of Clairvaux, the Annunciation fre-
quently was regarded not only as the moment
of the physical Incarnation of Christ but also
as the spiritual marriage of Mary’s soul with
her Heavenly Bridegroom. This union was
believed to exemplify the joyous spiritual
bond with God open to every human being,
given the proper preparation through prayer
and meditation.™ The steps leading to the
consummation of a spiritual marriage with
the Heavenly Bridegroom were described in
various devotional texts, hymns, and prayers
from the Late Middle Ages. The soul (anima)
was believed to be the place where the inner
self entered into the bridal union with the
Beloved. Many texts, therefore, helped the de-
vout to create an image of their soul that gave
an imaginable shape or form to its location.
Two of the most-often employed images of
this inner place, or space, were the soul as a
house or the soul as a garden. Both the
house and the garden already occur in the
Scriptures as metaphorical meeting places
with the Divine—as, for example, in the Song
of Songs. In monastic circles, they served later
as tropes, or “blueprints,” for meditation, dur-
ing which they aided the devout in mentally
erecting a garden or house of the soul.”
Thus, such concepts became very popular in
Late Medieval devotional “do-it-yourself”
manuals, which instructed the reader in
how to create a garden or house for his or
her own soul as an appropriate place to meet
the Heavenly Bridegroom. These manuals
described and prescribed the layout and inte-
rior decoration of such a garden or house
of the soul, equipped with a myriad of sym-
bolic details—plants and furniture—that
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referred to the history of Salvation, the Mys-
teries of Faith, episodes in the lives of Jesus
and Mary (the Incarnation or the Passion),
and the physical and mental qualities they
displayed during these events (humility, com-
passion, perseverance in belief, love for man-
kind, and other virtues), which the reader
could internalize (implant) in his or her own
soul through a process of meditation.

One of these meditation manuals, a text
written in the vernacular by Hendrik Mande
in the fifteenth century for adherents of the
devotio moderna, is entitled Here Begins a Devout
Book on the Preparation and Decoration of the
Duwelling of Our Heart (Hier Beghint een Devoet
Boecskijn van der Bereydinghe ende Vercieringhe
onser Inwendiger Woeninghen)." It takes the
form of a tour through a house and an adja-
cent garden, which are described in great
detail as examples for the reader to follow in
constructing a similar dwelling in his or her
own soul. The text, which mentions the same
kind of household utensils and furnishings
that are depicted in the bourgeois interior of
the Merode Triptych, relates how the dwelling
in our heart should be cleaned, prepared, fur-
nished, and decorated, with the expectation
that the Heavenly Bridegroom will inhabit
this “bridal suite.” Individual objects and
pieces of furniture are explained as, or in
relation to, desirable properties of the soul:
These comprise a broom and a wastebasket,
for cleansing the soul; a bundle of myrrh, to
inspire meditation on the sufferings of
Christ; and precious tapestries depicting
scenes from the life of Christ. These scenes
are called Christ’s “coat of arms,” which, as the
text says, we desire to see in our inner dwell-
ing as a sign that he is the Lord of this abode.
We should decorate this house with sweet-
smelling herbs and flowers and furnish it
with a “bed of inner peace,” its mattress sym-
bolizing devout submission, and a pillow,
devout hope; two clean white sheets connot-
ing compassion and a white cloth, true belief;
and, on top, a blanket, which “in its shape and
form encompasses all other virtues,” repre-
senting love. There should also be a table, set



to serve a roast lamb of godly love, seasoned
with the salt of spiritual modesty, and a lit
candle burning with love and desire for Christ.
In addition, an adjacent garden is evoked,
containing fragrant herbs intended to satisfy
his taste. Thus ends this text, leaving the de-
scription of the actual union of the soul and
Bridegroom to the imagination of the reader.
[ have summarized this passage at some
length because it involves a kind of inner per-
ception that parallels the reading and viewing
of devotional paintings such as the Merode
Triptych. The imagery in this meditation text
is rich in detail and content, paradoxically
employing rather banal and trivial everyday
objects as the focal points for rather lofty con-
cepts, such as the Mystery of Salvation and
the Cardinal Virtues of Faith, Hope, and Love.
Its language is derived from descriptions of
the unio mystica by such nuns and Beguines
as Hadewych, Mechtild of Magdeburg, and
other visionary authors. It is adapted, how-
ever, to the daily experiences of ordinary men
and women; instead of involving its readers in
the esoteric pleasures of mystical rapture, this
devotio moderna text remains down to earth in
an effort to elevate the minds of those believ-
ers who were mystically less gifted through
such humble processes of “spiritual house-
keeping” as meditation. The spatially, physi-
cally, and functionally related objects that
constitute the furnishings of the “house of the
soul” comprise a series of interconnected ele-
ments upon which to meditate—not unlike
the ancient rhetorical exercise of retrieving
mnemonic items stored in a “memory
palace.”'” Thus, the text inspires the reader to
ponder the meaning of a burning candle on a
table—as noted above, a reference to the
burning desire for Christ that is “supported”
by penance—or of a blanket of true love that
“covers” the bed of virtuousness. The formal
layout of this spiritual household is intended
to model the inner self of the reader by
“furnishing” it with Christian virtues, bits
of theological wisdom, and a sense of
interconnectedness with the Heavenly
Bridegroom. As the reader reflects on the

formal arrangements of this symbolic envi-
ronment, his soul will take shape accordingly.

Returning to the Merode Triptych, we see
that the relationship between this image and
Mande’s text is not one of “source”—nor of
coincidental similarity of otherwise divergent
expressions of visual and textual culture. It is
one of a commonly shared culture of devotion
in which both text and image serve as instru-
ments of spiritual self constitution through
meditation and inner visualization. Several
authors have suggested that devotional paint-
ings in the fifteenth century functioned as
“Rezeptionsvorgaben,” by inviting the viewer
to meditate on the pictorial image, following
the example of the donor, or patron, depicted
in the work." If we interpret the central panel
as it initially was conceived, as a self-contained
image, it is Mary who, here, is the exemplar of
meditation. She is absorbed in reading, medi-
tating on the words of the angel, while she
receives Christ in her womb and the “house”
of her soul. When we view the central panel,
we look right into her heart, so to speak,
which is furnished with the symbols of her
virtuousness. These symbols are not (disguised)
abstract notions, but the “embodiments” of the
properties of Mary’s soul that—similar to the
effect of Mande’s text—serve as prototypes for
the viewer to shape his inner self while medi-
tating on the image." If the spectator scruti-
nizes the interior of the house of Mary’s soul,
halting at each object and article of furni-
ture—the candle, the flowers, the pitcher and
towel, and the bench against which Mary
reclines**—and ponders their symbolic mean-
ings (for example, Mary’s purity and humility,
or the references to redemption), he appropri-
ates these connotations and decorates the
house of his own soul with the same virtues
that adorn Mary’s.

The relevance of contemporary texts to
our understanding of the devotional image as a
visual template for the viewers spiritual self
constitution can be further clarified if we
examine another trope for meditation in the
Merode Triptych—the “garden of the soul” The
roots of this image go back to the sensuous

The Household of the Soul: Conformity in the Merode Triptych



metaphorical description in the Song of Songs
of the union of a bride and groom in a garden,
or orchard.”” This biblical love poem was inter-
preted in the Middle Ages as a prefiguration of
the Incarnation—the marital union of God
(Christ) and mankind in Mary, but also their
spiritual union, and, by extension, that of every
human soul with the Heavenly Bridegroom. In
Late Medieval devotional texts, the themes of
spiritual motherhood and of the marital rela-
tionship of the soul with Christ fused with the
imagery of the hortus conclusus, or enclosed gar-
den, of the soul. Many texts were devoted to
explaining to readers how they should create a
garden in their own souls by planting and cul-
tivating a variety of flowers, fruits, herbs, and
trees. These plants were not to represent
abstract symbolic notions but the spiritual
flourishing of the reader’s soul, which should
be cultivated by meditating on the Mysteries
of Salvation, the life of Jesus and his suffering,
and Mary’s compassion, as well as on other
physical and spiritual virtues of Christ and of
his mother. Often, this imagery culminated in
an evocative and sensuous description of the
bond of love between the bride and her
Heavenly Bridegroom, presented in terms of
the soul of the devout spiritually tasting the
fruit and picking and smelling the flowers in
the presence of Christ, who—these texts
assured the faithful—would enter the garden
of his earthly bride attracted by the “sweet
scent” of her meditations.

The red rose, rosebush, and rose garden
numbered among the most commonly used
images in these “garden” texts. Sometimes
entire booklets were devoted to this flower, as,
for example, The Rose of Our Lord (Die rose onse
here), which dates to the first quarter of the
fifteenth century.®* Here, the rose is compared
to Christ, who sprouted from a rose (Mary)
and who shed his blood on the cross and went
on to draw the faithful to him through his
noble scent. His wounds are roses that attract
the devout, who, like bees, should “suck honey
from these blooming roses” during meditation.
In This is a pleasant and sensual arbor of sweet-
smelling flowers where the unique soul loves to walk
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with her Beloved and pluck the delightful flowers in
the spiritual orchard (Hier begint een genuechlijc
ende een wellustelijc prieel van welrukende bloemen
daer die eenighe siel in mach gaan spacieren met
haer geminde ende plucken die ghenuechlike
bloemkens des gheestelicken boomgaert),” Christ
enters the garden of the soul, to whom he
gives a red rose with the admonition, “And this
you shall pluck if you love me as I have loved,”
adding, “Always bear in your heart the odor of
the red rose for my sake as I have suffered for
you.” These texts contain a characteristic that is
relevant to our understanding of contemporary
visual imagery as well. This is the repeated use
of the same metaphor for different holy per-
sons—Jesus and Mary—which is then applied
or transferred to the spiritual realm of the
believer. The result is not a loose layering or
scattering of meanings but, rather, a rhetorical
strategy aimed at evoking a conjunction, or
“consubstantiality,”** of these different persons
and their respective spiritual qualities—all of
whom carry in their hearts the same “name”
(“rose”)—the effect being that these persons
and qualities seem mysteriously interconnected
by a centripetal force. These shifts—sometimes
in one sentence—from Christ (or Mary) to
the soul, and then back again, emphasize the
reciprocal nature of the relationship between
the believer and Christ, between Mary and her
son, between the soul and Bridegroom, and,
finally, among them all. As is clear from the
passage in which Christ gives the soul a red
rose with the encouragement to “bear in
[your] heart [during meditation] the odor

of the red rose for my sake as I have suffered
for you,” it is always the soul that is in the pas-
sive role of receiver and imitator. Whatever gift
the soul may offer to the heavenly lover is, in
fact, merely a return of the gift received from
him. He is the alpha and omega, the beginning
and the end, and, therefore, the impetus behind
the aspiration of the soul to consubstantiality,
or conformitas, with Christ.

Although there is not space here to
expound in any detail on the fundamental
importance of the concept that “only like
could know like,” as Steven Ozment has



Plate 3. Rosebush against the wall and rosebud
on the hat of the donor on the left wing of
the Merode Triptych (detail of plate 1)

described the conformity between God and
the human soul underlying the devotional
equation “a rose is a rose” (the soul is “like”
Christ), this idea permeates many Late Medi-
eval devotional texts as well as paintings,
including the Merode Triptych.** T will not com-
ment on individual motifs in the painting but,
rather, on the structural relationships that relate
to this concept of conformity and on those
elements in the triptych that represent the
visual expression of—and invite the beholder
to join—a consubstantiality of souls.

I will elucidate this idea by focusing on
the visual network of roses, which resembles
the interconnected patterns of rose metaphors
in contemporary devotional “garden” treatises.
On the left panel of Campin’s painting are
three different rose motifs: a rosebush (one of
the most frequently mentioned and depicted
Marian plants in the iconography of the hortus
conclusus) in the background against the wall
(plate 3), a red rosebud on the hat of Peter
Inghelbrechts, and a rosary held by Margarete
Scrynmakers (plate 4). The garden setting as a
whole, with the crenellated wall, rosebush, and
flowery meadow as its main components,
strongly resembles the type of courtly hortus
conclusus seen in many devotional paintings
with the Virgin and Child, of a slightly later
date (fig. 2). The painting suggests that here,
too, this courtly (or, rather, fifteenth-century
urban version of courtly) hortus has connota-
tions of a garden of love.” This suggestion is
not only implicit in the iconography of the
hortus conclusus as such but is made explicit as
well by the motif of the rosebud on Peter
Inghelbrechts’s hat. In circles where the art of
courtly love was practiced during the Late
Middle Ages, it was the custom to sport a
lover insignia, including flowers, on hats and
other garments; contemporary images of reli-
giously inspired love also bear witness to this
practice.”® The composition on the left wing of
the Merode Triptych suggests that the rosebud on
Inghelbrechts’s hat came from the rosebush at
the back of the garden. After entering the gar-
den through the gate and leaving behind his

servant (who, as he is clothed like a messenger,
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Plate 4. Rosary, held by the female donor, on
the left wing of the Merode Triptych (detail of
plate 1)

or herald, seems to call attention to the nature
of his master’s visit:** an audience with the
Beloved), Inghelbrechts kneels before Mary’s
cubiculum, her insignia on his hat, while his
wife carries her own insignia in her hand. That
the rosebud is, indeed, to be understood as

an emblem of love, originating from the rose-
bush of the Beloved, is underscored by a for-
mal device that Campin employed in other
paintings as well. The proximity of the rose-
bush to Inghelbrechts’s head supports this asso-
ciation; although, in actuality, several yards

Early Netherlandish Painting at the Crossroads

away, the rosebush frames his face just as the
fire screen in Campin’s Virgin and Child in
London encircles the head of Mary, forming a
kind of halo (see fig. 1). In both cases we are
not dealing with disguised symbols—nor, as
has been said of the Merode picture, with an
“oversized” rosebush and a compositional solu-
tion “unworthy of Robert Campin”—but
with a careful formal arrangement of different
motifs in a pattern of conformity that suggests
identification and interconnectedness. This
visual strategy of implying a metaphysically and
spiritually charged “conformity” through for-
mal and compositional means seems to have
been employed not only by Campin but also
by other contemporary painters: Jan van Eyck’s
Virgin in the Church in Berlin (fig. 3), in which
a monumental Mary is shown in—and as—
the Church, is a well-known example.*® Still
closer to Campin’s painting is Rogier van

der Weyden'’s Descent from the Cross (fig. 4) in
Madrid. (Rogier, it is now said, possibly was
responsible for parts of the léft wing of the
Merode Triptych.) Here, the parallelism between
the dead Christ and the swooning Virgin is a
direct visualization of what fifteenth-century
devotional texts called the “mede-vormigheit”
(conformitas) of Christ and Mary in their
Passion and compassion; this conformity repre-
sents a consubstantiality of souls, expressed in
the configuration of their bodies.’'

Similarly, the rose motifs in the Merode
Triptych are arranged in a carefully con-
structed pattern of conformity denoting the
love and Seelenverwandtschaft (congeniality) of
the patrons and the Virgin. Given the central
importance of the rose as the Marian flower
par excellence in contemporary devotional
images and texts, I am inclined to extend this
visual pattern of conformity to the figure of
Christ’s first bride, in the central panel. The
drapery of Mary’s red robe, as it folds around
her left knee, resembles a large rose that qual-
ifies her as the “Mystical Rose,” from whose
womb, according to contemporary devo-
tional literature, Christ sprouted (“budded”).
This conformity and interconnectedness are
expressed visually, evoking the joint love for



the Heavenly Bridegroom of the Virgin
Mary, the Mystical R ose, the rosebush, the
hortus conclusus, and the Inghelbrechts couple,
with their love insignia of rosebud and rosary
(rosarium).’* The viewer is implicated, as well,
in this pattern of conformity, not only
through his identification with the donors
(who, presumably, were the first intended
beholders of the triptych) but also through
the acts of interpretation and meditation—in
weaving the rose motifs into a meaningful
pattern of shared congeniality.

Other motifs contribute to this evoca-
tion of conformity, too. One example is the
Inghelbrechts coat of arms painted over
the original gold ground of the window.

As the devotional manual cited above states,
it is the coat of arms that identifies the mas-
ter of the house. This would seem to indicate
that it is the Inghelbrechtses’ house that Mary
inhabits, yet, at the same time, they appear

to be visitors to the Virgin’s chamber. This
anomaly can be explained if we interpret the
Inghelbrechtses’ supposed ownership of the
house as an aspired state of their souls that
has yet to be realized. The most conspicuous
sign that the identification of their house with
that of Mary refers to a future state of bliss

is the stairs that lead from the garden to the
house, in front of which the Inghelbrechts
couple kneels. We can assess the meaning of
this configuration by comparing it to a con-
temporary drawing of the “Heart as a
House,” made for a female monastic audience
at the Abbey of Saint Walburg, in Eichstitt,
Germany.® In this image, the soul joins
Christ (as part of the Trinity) in a love union
in the “House of the Heart,” which is situated
in a garden. Also included is a staircase with
four steps leading to a closed door—a motif
that represents the ascent to virtuousness that
the nuns had to practice as part of the inner
preparation of the “House of the Heart” (the
cleansing of vices and the cultivation of virtu
ous thoughts), so that the soul could unite
with the Heavenly Bridegroom. This combi-
nation of a house and a garden of the soul
and a “path and stairs of meditation” that the

Figure 2. Jan Provost. Virgin and Child. The Metropolitan
Museum of Art, New York, Bequest of Joan Whitney
Payson, 1975 (1976.201.17)
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Figure 3. Jan van Eyck. Virgin in the Church.
Gemildegalerie, Staatliche Museen
Preussischer Kulturbesitz, Berlin (no. 525C)

Early Netherlandish Painting at the Crossroads

believer must ascend in order to achieve vir-
tuousness occurs also in contemporary medi-
tation manuals that deal with the garden of
the soul.** Similarly, the donors of the Merode
Triptych make clear that they expect prayer
and meditation to be the “path and stairs of
virtuous ascent” that will bring them to the
Annunciate’s cubiculum and open its door to
their inner eye, so that they may spiritually
enter this house and call it their own.
Another aspect of the interconnected-
ness of the Inghelbrechts couple and the
Holy Family involves the coat of arms, which
may be seen as an insignia of their kinship of
souls. It is in this context that the figure of
Saint Joseph on the right wing comes into
play, shifting the balance from Mary’s house
to that of the Holy Family. According to Late
Medieval belief, through his role as the foster
father of Jesus and the protector of the Holy
Family, Joseph came to be known as the
patron saint of family life in general.®* In the
triptych, he occupies a room separate (of
course) from Mary’s, yet he serves the Holy
Family by performing his humble work as a
cabinetmaker. The objects that he is fabricat-
ing in his workshop—mousetraps and what
appears to be a stove_36—carry associations
of humbleness, warmth, and protection, and
underscore his function as the caretaker of
this household. As Meyer Schapiro noted,*’
the mousetraps may recall Saint Augustine’s
metaphor of the cross as the devil’s mouse-
trap (as well as the Passion that awaits the
Christ Child), but as apotropaic symbols they
more directly reinforce the identity of their
maker as the protector of the Holy Family.
The stove (if, indeed, it is one)**—an object
usually associated with women—refers to
Joseph’s role as the provider of warmth and
loving care to the Virgin, again stressing how,
humbly, he serves the Holy Family.* The
qualities that exemplify Joseph’s role as “a
family man”—humility, caring, and protec-
tiveness—are homely and introversive in
nature, and, in conjunction with the images
on the other panels, may be interpreted in a
spiritual sense as reflecting the virtuousness



Figure 4. Rogier van der Weyden. The Descent from the Cross. Museo Nacional del Prado, Madrid (no. 2825)

of his inner self. By extension, they are
meant to visually inspire viewers to perfect
the “households” of their own souls by inter-
nalizing these qualities during meditation.
However, this emphasis on the Holy Family
as a spiritual unity may have had another
dimension as well. Bossy has shown that the
devout, in the Late Middle Ages, saw their
relationship to Christ, Mary, and other saints
in terms of family ties, or as one of kith and
kin.** Accordingly, the coat of arms of the

Inghelbrechts family on the central panel
may have had a specific function, in this con-
text, of emphasizing visually the “kinship of
souls” between them and the Holy Family.
In my opinion, it is in this detail that the
significance of the resonance of their names
with those of the Annunciata and the “cabi-
netmaker” lies, making the web of inter-
connectedness even tighter.

In conclusion, I would like to comment
on the different levels of conformity seen
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in the Merode Triptych. On the earthly, “hori-
zontal” level, a conflation of architectural
settings and activities unites the different
social realms: the courtly garden in which
the Inghelbrechts couple kneels in reverence
during an audience with their Beloved; the
bourgeois-patrician interior of an urban
Flemish town house, in which Mary receives
her Lord and Bridegroom with humility;
and the humble workshop of her husband,
who performs his artisanal duties while she
reads and meditates. Work and prayer coexist.
Even the labor of the Virgin has a worldly
counterpart: Suspended from the rosary that
Margarete Scrynmakers carries is a small
statuette of Saint Christopher, the “Christ
bearer,” which symbolizes her desire to bear
a child, as Mary once gave birth to Christ.*'
Praying for progeny, however, does not
contradict but conforms to her aspiration to
receive the child in the womb of her heart,
as Mary did. Margarete’s wish for progeny,
therefore, is an integral part of the couple’s
aspiration to attain a spiritual “mede-
vormigheit” (literally, a conformity) with the
Holy Family. Campin’s painting shares with
contemporary devotional texts the phenome-
non of a dense pattern of overlapping and
conflating images that reflects this aspiration,
and that is offered to the viewer (or reader)
as a template for his own spiritual self consti-
tution. The Inghelbrechts already have a
vision of their spiritual cohabitation with the
Virgin and the reception of the Heavenly
Bridegroom in the house of their souls, but
they still must strive for inner perfection
through prayer and meditation. This ascent
toward perfection is reflected in the general
composition of the triptych—specifically, in
the way in which the garden, the stairs, the
open door, and the central room are con-
nected. Devout viewers can join their soul
mates in the painting by spiritually entering
the garden, ascending the stairs to the house,
cleansing their hearts (with the pitcher of
water and the towel in the niche behind the
angel), furnishing their souls with virtues, and
receiving Christ—the child and the Heav-
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enly Bridegroom—in their hearts. It is as if
Robert Campin followed the maxim of the
twelfth-century theologian Hugh of Saint
Victor: “This, then, is what the arts are con-
cerned with, this is what they intend, namely,
to restore within us the divine likeness, a
likeness which to us is a form but to God is
his nature. The more we are conformed to
the divine nature, the more do we possess
Wisdom, for then there begins to shine forth
again in us what has forever existed in the
divine Idea or Pattern, coming and going in
us but standing changeless in God.”** It is
this sense of an all-pervading divine program
underlying the pictorial composition that
gives Campin’s triptych intellectual depth,
semantic richness, and formal coherence,
despite its fabrication in successive phases
and that also serves as the basis for establish-
ing a visionary counter image in the inner
self of the viewer.

-
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showing an old woman saying her prayers and hold-
ing a rosary in her hands, which are being warmed
by a stove. The inclusion of a stove in a devotional
context, as in the Mérode Triptych, therefore is not
unique in Netherlandish painting.

40.See J. Bossy, Christianity in the West, 1400—1700
(Oxford, England, and New York: 198s), esp. pp. 3—34;
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Guide to the Arts, trans. from the Latin, with Intro-
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Commentary:
Conformity or Contrast?
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Contrary to the insistence of many post-
structuralists that all consciousness is finally
rooted in language, it is difficult to resist the
perception that images are, indeed, images, and
texts are texts. The sense that there is such a
thing as “visual thinking” arises not only from
our customary struggle as art historians to
translate from one medium to the other. A dis-
tinctly visual mode of cognition is suggested in
many other ways as well, including the experi-
ence of visions, of sleeping and waking dreams,
and not least by the elusive operations of the
memory. Whichever position we adopt on
this question will ultimately rest on intuition,
although in any case it is no trivial matter.
Apart from more profound epistemological
consequences, the relation between images and
texts sits at the crux of Renaissance iconog-
raphy. How should we weigh the usefulness
of texts for understanding paintings? To what
extent can texts function as complex or
transparent statements capable of unveiling
the meaning of an image?

Professor Falkenburg locates his own ap-
proach to this problem in opposition to Erwin
Panofsky’s groundbreaking and now overly
criticized study of Early Netherlandish paint-
ing." Falkenburg and others have tended to
center their misgivings around the notion of
“disguised symbolism,” a concept of the rela-
tion between texts and images that Panofsky
formulated in relatively unambiguous terms.”

For better or worse, disguised symbolism has
come to be the burr under the saddle of much
recent scholarly debate. How can a symbol
be properly termed “disguised” if it is to func-
tion as a symbol at all? Moreover, how dis-
guised can a symbol be if we are still able to
recover its meaning many centuries later?

To my mind this issue is largely semantic. As
Panofsky well understood, a glass vessel in a
niche or an apple on a window ledge is hardly
more disguised than a pot of lilies accompa-
nying the Virgin Annunciate. By employing
the term “disguised,” Panofsky was less con-
cerned to define a specific strategy of encod-
ing than to characterize the historical process
by which a particular kind of symbolic allu-
sion came about. Although his approach to
iconographical analysis may at points seem
unduly taxonomic, too bent on sorting out
levels of meaning in overly stratified ways,’ it
is ironic in the present climate that his forth-
right approach to defining a methodology
should provoke such a bother.

Nonetheless, the current debate over
text and image raises pertinent questions
about the discipline of art history. Should we
suppose that images are best interpreted by
mapping texts onto them in a one-to-one
relationship? Is it possible by this means to
recover an artist’s conscious intention? If so,
have we then succeeded in providing a rea-
sonably sufficient explanation for a work of
art? Put differently, do we think an account
of what went into a painting, or, for that mat-
ter, what went into a text, is equivalent to
what its initial respondents took away from
it? Partly as a consequence of reconsidering
this issue, a preoccupation with response has
come to dominate the study of meaning in
Early Netherlandish painting, resulting in a
change of emphasis from input to output. It
seems clear that Panofsky took largely for
granted that what went into a painting was
also what came out of it, whereas much



recent work on the cultural and economic
circumstances surrounding the making of
fifteenth-century religious art brings this
mirror relationship into question. However,
interpreting response is fraught with difficul-
ties of its own. Texts, for example, are in
many ways much less suited to dissecting
the psychological states of respondents than
to decoding an iconographic program.Yet,
whatever the difficulties, the shift of attention
from input to output has, at the very least,
helped to complicate and give nuance to our
readings of devotional art, leading to a greater
emphasis on the complex empathetic rela-
tionship between a beholder and an object.
Although private viewing and solitary
reading are necessarily different activities, the
relevance of devotional literature written as
instruction for meditation can hardly be dis-
counted. As Falkenburg suggests, this seems
particularly true when we are trying to
understand devotional attitudes in a religious
context that was deeply invested in reading
and spoken instruction. Such texts do record
specific intentions about the conduct and
objectives of meditation, whether or not
these texts are interpreted as characterizations
of actual states of mind that were typically
achieved. Here, Falkenburg’s approach to the
relation between texts and images is a subtle
and flexible one. His analysis of the concept
of conformitas, for example, implies something
partly subjective and partly objective. It bears
on subjective emotions like empathy and
abjection, as well as on rationally guided
understandings about doctrine and meta-
phorical or symbolic correspondence. If I
read him right, conformitas seems also to
include the encouragement to “imitate” holy
figures and states of the soul in the manner
so often urged by contemporary devotional
texts. The term “conformitas” nicely suggests
this appeal without quite reducing it to some-
thing as literal as an outright prescription for
mimicry or immediate identification with
the attitudes of figures seen in pictures. Thus,
Falkenburg implies a complex condition of
response that might readily achieve a kind of
autonomy in which a beholder caught up in

the act of meditation appropriates a text or an
image and elaborates on it in individual ways.
This model of response veers away from any
exclusive definition of meaning toward an
understanding of symbolic reference as poten-
tially polyvalent. An artifact or a text (for
Falkenburg’s proposition can apply just as well
to a text as an image) becomes temporarily a
part of us, and able to operate substantially on
our terms. It must be said, however, that at this
point we are talking about an experience the
historian can no longer recover.

The texts Falkenburg discusses originated
mainly in monastic subcultures, but they were
intended for lay audiences as well. Although
his concern is to explicate modes of devo-
tional practice, we recognize that the paintings
in question were commissioned by many sorts
of patrons, who presumably had a spectrum of
ambitions in mind. Some of these were surely
other than strictly devotional, having to do,
for example, with acquiring social prestige,
acknowledging the material and procreative
promise of a marriage alliance, providing a
symbol of community for a guild or a confra-
ternity, offering the pleasure of owning some-
thing manifestly beautiful or well crafted, and
so on. Furthermore, a devotional object like
the Merode Triptych (see plate 1) was almost
certainly a conversation piece as well as an
object of private contemplation, so, among
other things, we are obliged to speculate on
how such exchanges might have gone. Here,
apart from the paintings themselves, we have
precious little evidence and little vocabulary
from the period to guide us.

Panofsky would have us suppose that
a key element of such conversations was
the intricacy of disguised symbols. However,
it is often pointed out that the few Early
Renaissance texts that respond directly to
images almost never discuss what we now
call iconography, apart from identifying the
principal subject of a work. How then should
we imagine the owners of the Merode Triptych
reflecting on the meaning of the snuffed
candle on the table? Whether we regard this
detail as hidden or not, it must have presented
itself as something in need of explanation. For
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our purposes, “hidden” is not so much the
issue as knowing whether some metaphorical
reference was available at all, and whether
that reference is integral to a symbolic pro-
gram or merely idiosyncratic. No doubt
paintings such as this did have programs of a
sort, even if they were often unsystematic, or
iconographically lax, as Falkenburg puts it.
His principle of laxity is a useful one. Being
permissive, it avoids a strict definition of
meaning as necessarily singular and exclusive
and grants the beholder leeway to improvise
within certain thematic parameters.
However, it is crucial to decide how this
“iconographical laxness” came about, whether
it was accomplished by design or merely by
default. In his explication of the Merode
Triptych, Panofsky concludes that this work
represents an unresolved stage in a coherent
evolution of Early Netherlandish art that
would soon reach its maturity with Jan van
Eyck. From this perspective, Campin’s paint-
ing is spatially immature and iconographically
unsysternatic, not because it was designed to
be so but because the Merode Triptych exem-
plifies an exploratory stage in a development
that was still short of its goal. The historical
determinism underlying Panofsky’s account
bears squarely on the problem of artistic
intention.* Panofsky assumes that Campin’s
intention can be measured (and its fulfillment
critiqued) according to a standard fixed else-
where in the tradition—namely, the mature
stage of Eyckian realism with its more thor-
oughgoing, programmatic symbolism. For
Panofsky, a lack of resolution—in effect, a
kind of failed work—is further evidenced by
a lack of sophistication in the spatial design of
Campin’s composition, an immaturity recipro-
cally confirmed by the lack of coherence in
its iconography. Yet, it now appears likely that
the Merode Triptych is the product of at least
two (if not three) stages of design that included
the later addition of the wings. Thus, gradual
accretion came to modify the meaning of
the triptych and, therefore, necessarily the
iconographic implications of its central panel.
An analysis of a work of art that presurnes
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a fully synthesized and singular integrity
bestowed by the maker is surely anachronistic
when applied to works that were typically
collaborations between artists and patrons
and that evolved in stages over time. In cases
like this, the problem of interpreting artistic
intention becomes especially vexed.
Falkenburg’s concept of iconographic
laxness could also be taken to imply a stan-
dard unmet, although I might be misunder-
standing him. More likely, he is suggesting
an appropriate degree of flexibility in the
employment of conventions of representa-
tion and symbolic reference. Artists made

Figure s.Jan van Eyck. The Crucifixion
(detail). The Metropolitan Museum of Art,
New York, Fletcher Fund, 1933 (33.92 a)



things up as they went along, much as they
often still do, and respondents did likewise.
Formal invention and the elaboration of con-
tent went hand in hand, just as the experi-
ence of a devotional object must have been
partly guided and partly improvised on the
basis of different priorities of varying interest
to the beholder. This assumption is just com-
mon sense. Furthermore, however much we
may value it now, in its own time the Merode
Triptych was a relatively modest and unassum-
ing work. In seeking mutual satisfaction, we
can suppose that at points painter and patron
devised the subject of these panels according
to their own preferences, and that the “incon-
sistencies” are the result of our criteria rather
than theirs. In stimulating meditation, a devo-
tional image offered certain signposts for
reflection, but not a road map. Such paintings
are not incantatory, like the reciting of the
rosary, if for no other reason than, being
paintings, they cannot be read in a linear
fashion. Nor do paintings in any direct sense
mimic a meditational vision.?

“Laxness” is a suitable term, in that it
cautions against too precise a reconstruction
of meaning. For this very reason, Falkenburg’s
final suggestion that in explicating devotional
images we must press our interpretations to
the point of precision, rendering them as
much proscriptive as permissive, is nonethe-
less worrying. Whether we are trying to
reconstitute actual mental states through the
example of texts, or merely seeking to estab-
lish conventional guidelines for relating one
thing to another in a manner that may have
occurred to an artist or a beholder while a
picture was contrived or adored, we can cer-
tainly go too far. This is especially so if we
imply that our rhetorical accounts actually
do approximate a primary experience of the
image. Arthur Danto puts the problem suc-
cinctly: “Can we after all respond to works of
art from earlier periods in their own terms?
Yes and no: we can at least come to know
what their own terms are, but then to
respond to them in those terms is excluded
by the intrusions of consciousness.”®

Figure 6. Gerard David. The Lamentation
(detail). Philadelphia Museum of Art, The
John G. Johnson Collection (no. 328)

It is troubling for historians that the
sparse contemporary rhetoric we do have that
immediately pertains to fifteenth-century
northern European art gives no indication of
such complex responses, either directed or
improvisational. On the contrary. We find that
Italian writers reacted foremost to convincing
qualities of imitation: principally, the dazzle of
realistic detail. Secondly, they responded to
convincing representations of emotion or
mien, admiring Northern works especially for
their air of piety. I refer here to the texts of
Bartolommeo Fazio and Cyriaco d’Ancona,
although I doubt Northern populations would
have written any differently about religious
images at the time. We can add to these Italian
accounts the evidence of paintings that quote
one another—a pattern that above all else
tends to confirm an interest in representing
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emotional states. Pictorial responses are in a
somewhat different domain, determined pre-
dominantly, but not exclusively, by their makers
rather than by patrons. Nonetheless, pictorial
quotation is more than just a record of work-
shop convenience. It also provides a trace of
what people paid attention to, a record of suc-
cessful communication with an immediate and
extended audience of clients.

Take Rogier van der Weyden’s famous
Descent from the Cross in the Museo Nacional
del Prado (see fig. 4). Remarking on what
was definitely another painting, but of the
same general subject and also presumed to be
by Rogier, Cyriaco praises the emotional
charge of its figures who “cry with great
grief” and seem to “breathe as though alive.”
Cyriaco then notes the material details and
their vividness, and fihally the devoutness of

Early Netherlandish Painting at the Crossroads

the image.” A survey of the pictorial influ-
ence of the Descent from the Cross suggests that
it was not the theological conformity under-
scored by the parallel poses of the Virgin and
Christ that most strongly imprinted itself on
the tradition but rather the concentration of
emotional power embodied in the figure of
the Magdalene at the far right. This figure
may ultimately derive from an invention by
Jan van Eyck, perhaps something close to

the wailing figure in green in the foreground
of the Metropolitan Museum’s Crucifixion
(fig. 5). Regardless of its plausible forerun-
ners, Rogier likely converted this remarkable
formulation into a statement entirely of his
own making. Mary Magdalene brackets the
mourning group parenthetically, wrought in
a complex pose that was doubtless meant to
be understood as a cipher of poignant and



(no. 1525)

inwardly conflicted grief. The figure is half
bent in rotation, her head bowed and her
arms raised at the elbows, her fingers inter-
locked and turned outward like the tor-
mented unfolding of a gesture of prayer.
These contradictory torsions of the body
telegraph in a visceral way a wracked state of
mind. It is the personification of a mental
state as much as a descriptive account of
lamentation. This highly artificial pose reads
as a metaphor for the internal contradictions
symptomatic of Mary Magdalene’ life as a
converted sinner in the flesh, whose passion
was transmuted from the physical to the spir-
itual. Her traumatic body language carries
the trace of both these conditions—an
accomplishment that led to Rogier’s inven-
tion being among the most often quoted
figures in Early Netherlandish art.”

Figure 7. Hugo van der Goes. Portinari
Altarpiece. Galleria degli Ufhizi, Florence

Cyriaco’s appreciation of the empathetic
aspect of Rogier van der Weyden’s art may
reflect Alberti’s insistence that a narrative
figure convey through pose and facial expres-
sion the condition of the soul. That Rogier’s
Pathosformel was so recognizably mimicked in
so many variations indicates that Northern
artists and patrons were equally susceptible to
reading figures in this way. At least one other
fifteenth-century Netherlandish invention
seems to have had a similar longevity: the
motif of a mourning figure wiping away a
tear with the back of the hand. The first
occurrence of this gesture may have been the
angel in Campin’s Entombment (Courtauld
Institute Galleries). In any case, this, too, was
adopted as a set piece that was repeated
throughout the century and became a special
favorite of Gerard David (fig. 6).
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On the other hand, the Magdalene of
the Descent from the Cross is a magnificent
exception within the repertoire of Northern
Pathosformeln because it addresses an often
acknowledged absence in Northern art—
namely, a reluctance (or inability, if one
can say so) to portray fluid action in a com-
pelling way. The figure of the Magdalene
was very likely embraced because it stood
out as a curiosity, a strikingly energetic devi-
ation that registered accordingly. Both the
fraught Magdalene and the crying figure
quickly became conventions in Northern
painting, and both have in common an
overt appeal to sentiment. Exactly how that
appeal was empathetically received is hard
to say. Paintings, particularly those related
to the Passion, commonly present an array
of possible responses to Christ’s suffering
by depicting figures who adopt them. None-
theless, it is difficult to be content with
reconstructions of responses that interpret
such exempla as particular recommendations
to the viewer. Although these figures are
memorable, they are also merely virtual
experiences, lodged in a distant and vicari-
ously passionate moment.

Indelible impact on the memory was a
much claimed advantage of images over
texts, an opinion confirmed by the very fact
that artists so often repeated figures such as
Rogier’s Magdalene. Much like the instabil-
ity of memory itself these reiterations are
never exact but improvised around the axis
of a strongly imprinted pictorial idea. They
impress themselves on the memory, embodi-
ments of states of mind intended to strike a
particular chord. Moreover, as ancient and
medieval rhetorical texts dealing with the
effect of images on the memory persist in
telling us, an image is most striking when it
invokes contrast rather than conformity.®
The Magdalene is evocative because in every
respect she stands apart from her cohorts.
Whether and how such images may have
moved the respondent to empathy is impos-
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sible to determine. Certainly they may have
done so, but any painting has sundry distrac-
tions and possible points of engagement, as
all direct testimony of response to actual
works of art at the time tells us. Craftsman-
ship, illusion, innovation or venerability,
familiar domestic details, and that proliferat-
ing “thingness” of which Falkenburg speaks
were all elements there to be admired.
Transport into a meditative state must have
been only an occasional occurrence before
an object that was, after all, also a part of the
household or guild chapel furnishing. On
the other hand, a remembered painting was
by definition a successful one, if only
because it would lead to the commissioning
of another. Certain motifs recur so often
because of their ability to register themselves
in an eidetic way that was abiding and easily
recalled. The effectiveness of a figure like
Rogier’s contorted Magdalene had more to
do with establishing contrasts than demon-
strating conformities. Empathetic models
depended on a strategy of differentiation
rather than assimilation.

One final comment on the Merode
Triptych: In his discussion of conformitas—
between figures in a painting, objects them-
selves, viewer and object, and objects and
ideas—Falkenburg gives us a sense of the
non-linear and complexly interrelational
ways in which pictures can be viewed and
understood. He reminds us of the funda-
mental reflex behind representational art to
establish analogues or equivalences, which
in devotional imagery often meant explor-
ing the reciprocal or “consubstantial” rela-
tionship between the material and spiritual
worlds. Radial or meandering or centripetal
modes of viewing are encouraged by the
formal construction of the Merode Triptych
itself, for the composition bursts out from
the center and then returns through the
converging perspective of the room. Cen-
teredness, of course, is a structural aspect
of the triptych form, provoking a pattern of



visual and iconographic cross-referencing
that nevertheless remains anchored to a
dominant theme and a centralized composi-
tion. It is important to recognize that these
formal characteristics are not narratival,
although they may well approximate certain
types of devotional writing.

Hugo van der Goes’s Portinari Altarpiece
(fig. 7), painted a half century later, reads as
an index of how the earlier Netherlandish
tradition was venerated retrospectively. The
monumental size of this triptych was mani-
festly an Italian preference, whereas its pecu-
liar archaisms are probably the result of a
well-versed Florentine’s desire for something
essentially and polemically Flemish. The per-
sistent difficulty in locating the Portinari
Altarpiece within Hugo’s chronology may
well be due to the fact that he was required
by his patron, Tommaso Portinari, to make a
work that looked somewhat more like a
Campin than the style of the 1470s. Such a
motive is betrayed not only by the excep-
tionally complex and assertive symbolic pro-
gram and the famously rustic shepherds but
also in the strangely delirious, dish-like space
of the center panel, with its irregular con-
stellation of figures and consequent discrep-
ancies in scale. Are these oddities perhaps
also a result of valuing a formal construction
better suited to pious reflection—in short,
exactly the properties it shares with the
Merode Triptych? The Portinari Altarpiece, too,
is a painting intended to be “read around” in
much the manner that Falkenburg describes.

I have tried here not to discount Rein-
dert Falkenburg’s applications of texts to
images but to qualify them, and to suggest
an alternative approach that may help to
confirm or modify his conclusions by differ-
ent means. However, | remain firm in the
view that we shall never be able to map the
inner workings of a fifteenth-century mind,
and in this respect we shall never be more
than merely adequate supplicants before
these curious altars.

-
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A recently published survey of art-historical
methodology deals in great length with his-
toriography, connoisseurship, iconology,
historical anthropology, Marxist interpreta-
tions, gender art history, semiotics, and system
theories." In this reference book, archival
research is mentioned only in the chapter on
Dutch historiography before 1933. Apparently,
many art historians today consider archival
research as an obsolete and rather esoteric
branch of art-historical investigation. In the
study of Early Netherlandish art, however, no
one denies the importance of using basic his-
torical data. Therefore, most scholars readily
consult archival sources, which were published
mainly in the second half of the nineteenth
century.” Yet, seldom are these published
sources verified or the original texts exam-
ined. Confidence in the comprehensiveness
and accuracy of nineteenth-century archival
investigations is widespread. Omissions or
mistakes in transcriptions that were made by
our predecessors have permeated our text-
books like heuristic viruses. The prominent
illuminator Jan Baudolf, for instance, contin-
ues to be called “Jean Bondol” in most refer-
ence works,? and the date of Jan van Eyck’s
death is still often mentioned as July ¢ instead
of shortly before June 23, 1441.*

The results of historical research from
an epoch with completely different theoreti-
cal and methodological standards than ours
frequently are copied without any form of
basic criticism of these sources. The nine-
teenth-century publications I am referring
to originated in a positivistic age, and to a
large extent they were motivated by nation-
alistic considerations.® It goes without saying
that the selection of the material that was
published then was determined by contem-
porary knowledge of, and insights into, art-
historical issues.

Alexandre Pinchart, for instance, published
his Archives des Arts, Sciences et Lettres, Docu-
ments Inédits, in three volumes beginning in
1860.° This work is a considerably varied col-
lection of notes on the arts, sciences, and liter-
ature, based on archival sources mainly housed
in the Archives générales du Royaume/
Algemeen Rijksarchief in Brussels, which
were published fragmentarily and often only
as summaries. With Comte de Laborde, known
particularly for Les Ducs de Bourgogne . . .
Preuves, of 1851,” Pinchart shared an interest
in the Burgundian court as well as an aston-
ishing sloppiness. Their transcriptions bristle
with misreadings, especially in abbreviations,
names, dates, figures, and currencies.

The Bruges archivist Louis Gilliodts-
van Severen published his monumental
eight-volume Inventaire des Archives de la ville
de Bruges between 1871 and 1885.2 Both the
title of this work and the general layout of
the material amaze the modern-day user.
The publication is not a comprehensive
inventory of the Bruges archives but of all
the municipal charters arranged by inventory
number, which is basically chronological.
After an elaborate summary of each docu-
ment, the author discussed the content and
supplied additional facts derived from his

notes on other areas of the archives, such as



the municipal accounts. The work touches
upon nearly every imaginable aspect of insti-
tutional, political, social, economic, religious,
and cultural life in the medieval city, yet in a
kaleidoscopic rather than a systematic fash-
ion. That the information is extremely rich
and is still a nearly inexhaustible source today
for scholars interested in the history of Bruges
are indisputable. However, the material sup-
plied by the author is usually incomplete and
his transcriptions, especially of the additional
information, are fragmentary and seldom
entirely correct.

Gilliodts-van Severen’s rival, the famous
British historian James Weale, who resided in
Bruges between 1855 and 1878, worked very
differently.” His interests were more focused
and closer to those of the traditional art his-
torian. His publications and also his notebooks
amply demonstrate his systematic methodol-
ogy. He uncovered numerous documents
on Jan van Eyck, and reconstructed the biog-
raphies of Petrus Christus, Hans Memling,
Gerard David, and many other fifteenth-
and sixteenth-century Bruges artists,'® but
he never compiled a complete list of all the
members of the Bruges corporation to which
these painters belonged." That was done in a
rather disorderly fashion by Van de Casteele
in 1866 and again, with greater reliability, by
Vanden Haute in 1913.”” Weale’s transcriptions
are usually much more accurate than those
of many of his colleagues but, like them, he
rarely mentioned the rubric or heading
under which he discovered a particular entry,
thus presenting it out of context. Moreover,
although he was able to identify many impor-
tant paintings and objects with documents,
such as the Moreel Triptych by Hans Memling,
the Rouen Virgin among Virgins by Gerard
David, or the Hierarchy of Angels by Albert
Cornelis,” as a connoisseur he was much less
important than Waagen or, later, Hulin de
Loo and Friedlinder."*

Edmond de Busscher was the first
archivist to collect documents on the arts
in Ghent. His Recherches sur les peintres gantois
du XIVe et XVe siécles, of 1859, is strange in

many respects, as it concentrates on a wall
painting of 1448 in the guild hall of the
Ghent butchers, discovered a few years prior
to the publication of his book. In a haphazard
fashion, the author jumped from one topic
to the other, such as the usage of oil paint
before van Eyck or the training of artists,
and proved his arguments in footnotes with
excerpts from the Ghent archival sources.
Nowhere else have so many fifteenth-
century contracts between artists and patrons
been preserved. It is this type of information
especially that continues to make de Busscher
worthwhile to consult; however, he also
made extensive use of a membership list of
the Ghent painters that would be revealed as
an early-nineteenth-century forgery by his
successor, Victor Van der Haeghen, in 1899.
De Busscher is still quoted now and then by
authors who seem to be unaware of the
forged documents. This is due in part to the
fact that Van der Haeghen’s Mémoire sur les
documents faux relatifs aux peintres, sculpteurs et
graveurs flamands, published in Brussels in
1899, received much less attention by scholars
outside Flanders. The considerable impor-
tance of his methodology—a landmark in
the criticism of historical sources—has thus
been overlooked.Van der Haeghen deter-
mined that the membership list was forged
by applying intricate techniques of paleog-
raphy and codicology to the suspicious
document, even having the ink chemically
analyzed. Considering the date of publica-
tion, 1899, his meéthods, arguments, and con
clusions are surprisingly cogent, illustrating
the enormous progress achieved in archival
research during the last fifty years of the
nineteenth century.

The inaccuracy and incompleteness of
many nineteenth-century anthologies of
sources are understandable. Numerous
archives had not been organized systemati-
cally or made accessible when scholars like
James Weale first consulted them. They had
no idea how extensive the different collec-
tions of sources were, yet, with positivistic
optimism, they strongly believed in the
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comprehensiveness of their own endeavors.
Most of all, these pioneers lacked the means
of archival research we have at our disposal
now. The frequency of spelling and tran-
scription mistakes in their publications is not
surprising. At the time of their investigations
into the sources of Early Netherlandish art,
the methods of paleography, codicology,
chronology, historical topography, and lin-
guistics were just being developed.” For
instance, the first volume of the dictionary
of Middle Netherlandish by Verwijs and
Verdam first appeared in 1885 and the last
volume (IX) not until 1929." In other
words, most archival sources pertaining to
the study of Early Netherlandish art were
published long before a basic reference work
on the language used in these documents
was available.

The examples of published nineteenth-
century sources mentioned here can be used
only as starting points, for it is absolutely
essential to check the original documents in
their entirety. When they are published, it
must be according to the standard conven-
tions laid out by organizations such as the
Koninklijke Academie voor Wetenschappen,
Letteren en Schone Kunsten van Belgig."”
This would include the date and summary
contents of the excerpt followed by the accu-
rate, full transcription of the heading and the
entry, annotated where necessary using a
double reference system of editorial remarks
in the text and regular notes, and completed
by the precise whereabouts of the document
and references to older publications. It is of
the greatest importance to be accurate in
numerical data, units of measurements, and
currencies, for these are the basis for compar-
ison and quantification.

As our present historical knowledge is
infinitely larger than when these archives
were first explored, written sources need to
be confronted continuously with the results
of newer research. When it was discovered
that Petrus Christus was a member of the
confraternity of Onze Lieve Vrouw van de
Droge Boom in Bruges, this was mentioned

Early Netherlandish Painting at the Crossroads

as merely a fait divers.” In light of the current
interest in the historical phenomenon of
social relationships, this document enjoys
more than just anecdotal status: Now it can
be interpreted as an indication of upward
mobility on the part of the artist and as a
strategic attempt to contact a new social
group of potential clients.”

Traditionally, when an artist is men-
tioned in such a list, the publication of the
source is often restricted to his name and a
folio reference. Nevertheless, it is usually
rewarding to compare the entry with others.
In the case of the confraternity of Onze Lieve
Vrouw van de Droge Boom, it can be shown
that Petrus Christus’s example was followed
by painters as well as goldsmiths and com-
posers. By putting this information together
with Richard Strohm’s discovery that the
confraternity played a prominent role in the
introduction of polyphonic music to Bruges,”
its cultural significance may be established
more firmly.

Not only can the interpretation be
refined but often it is also possible to extract
more accurate factual information from doc-
uments that were published a long time ago.
When republishing the membership list of the
Bruges confraternity of Onze Lieve Viouw
van de Droge Boom, I distinguished different
hands in the script.”" Based on the biographi-
cal data of people included in the groups of
entries written by each of the consecutive
hands, I was able to determine a terminus post
quem of September §, 1458, and a terminus
ante quem of May 1463 for Petrus Christus’s
entry into the confraternity. Thus, by applying
chronological and paleographical techniques
that transcend the mere deciphering of the
texts, new information can be obtained.

Obviously, the same holds true for
codicological expertise. In 1864, Rombouts
and Van Lerius published the now-famous
Liggeren, the registers of the Antwerp
painters’ corporation.* About one hundred
years later, Carl Van de Velde demonstrated
that the entries from the first eighty years
cannot possibly be authentic®® by showing



that the watermark in the paper used
throughout the entire volume dates from
about 1520 to 1530, that the introduction to
the register (beginning on folio 1) was writ-
ten by a clerk whose activity was still being
recorded as late as 1561, and that folios 8v.
to 88 (the entries from 1453 to 1531) were
written by the same hand in the same ink.
In other words, all of these entries were
copied from an older, now-lost list, and,
consequently, as copies they have to be
treated cautiously.

An especially close reading and the
application of linguistics allow one to refine
traditional interpretations. A few examples
can be mentioned that argue the case. The
1465 contract between Dieric Bouts and the
Leuven Broederschaf van het Heilig Sacra-
ment for the Last Supper Triptych (Leuven,
Sint-Pieterskerk) is probably one of the
most famous documents pertaining to Early
Netherlandish painting. A phrase often
quoted from this contract is that Bouts was
not allowed to take on any other commis-
sions after having started to work on this
triptych, however this is not what the docu-
ment says. The sentence in question reads:
“Ende is vorwerde dat de voirscreven
meester dieric als hy dese tafele voirscreven
begonst sal hebben gheen ander tafelwerc
aennemen en sal voir dat dese voirscreven
tafele volmaect zijn sal” (And upon the con-
dition that the said master Dieric, when he
will have started the said panel, will not take
on any other work on panel, as long as the
said panel is [not] finished).** “Gheen ander
tafelwerc” means “no other work on panel”’*
This implies that Bouts was allowed to accept
projects involving design but no other major
commissions on panel.

In 1532, Guyot de Beaugrant, who
shortly before had settled in Bilbao as an art
dealer, commissioned no fewer than forty-
one paintings on canvas from Adriaen Provost,
Jan’s son, to be supplied in four deliveries
over a period of two years.” The details of
the contract indicate that the works were
intended for sale on the open market. Each

consignment consisted of five small diptychs
with Saint Jerome, and five single works
described as Palerme. The archivist Parmentier,
who published the document in 1941, felt
insecure about the reading of this last term,
and speculated that the works may have been
either portraits of Jean Carondelet, dean of
the Bruges church of Saint-Donatien and
Archbishop of Palermo, or scenes featuring
the god Palaimon from the myth of Ino.
Neither hypothesis is convincing. It is unlikely
that there would have been a demand on the
Bilbao art market for a large number of such
paintings. To my mind, it is more likely that
the enigmatic Palerme scenes were copies
after Jan Gossaert’s famous Malvagna Altar-
ptece, which most probably was commissioned
by Carondelet and shipped to Palermo.*” A
number of copies by Adriaen Isenbrant of
the central panel of this painting are still pre-
served today, which suggests that the compo-
sition must have had a certain popularity in
Bruges. Again, a close reading of the contract
in light of our current knowledge of copying
practices in Bruges in the early sixteenth
century offers a plausible explanation for a
document that remained completely obscure
only fifty years ago.

Gerard David’s Justice of Cambyses (figs. 8,
9; Bruges, Groeningemuseum) is dated 1498
in an inscription. The artist had received the
commission for this diptych by the end of
1487 or early in 1488, with the stipulation
that he had to paint “den iugemente ende
vonnesse ons liefs heeren” Most art historians
interpreted the phrase in the document as
specifying a Last Judgment, a traditional sub-
ject for a painting in a courtroom, although
some even thought that this entry was unre-
lated to the preserved painting. A very fine
example of a close reading was given recently
by Geirnaert and Vandamme,?® who trans-
lated the phrase in question as “the Judg-
ment and verdict of our dear Lord.” The two
terms iugemente and vonnesse are not syn-
onyms, as was generally thought, but refer to
two different scenes: a Christ before Pilate
(judgment) and an Ecce Homo (verdict) or a
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Figure 8. Gerard David. The Justice of Cambyses: The Arrest of Sisamnes. Groeningemuseum, Bruges (no. 0.40)
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Figure 9. Gerard David. The Justice of Cambyses: The Flaying of Sisamnes. Groeningemuseum, Bruges (no. 0.40)
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Crucifixion (execution of the verdict). In
other words, the initial commission specified
a diptych, meaning that the content and not
the format was adjusted later due to political
circumstances. Such pairs of terms, which at
first seem to be redundant synonyms, are
often found in Middle Netherlandish texts.
Thorough scrutiny of a document usually
results in a better understanding; this is cer-
tainly true of legal texts in which each word,
as one might expect, was carefully chosen.

In addition to the application of paleo-
graphical, codicological, chronological, and
linguistic techniques to the study of art-
historical sources, historical statistics are gain-
ing ground.” Methods of quantification
have been applied to explorations of social
and economic history since the end of the
eighteenth century.*® Initially employed in a
positivistic attempt to approach historical
material more objectively, these methods
have proved useful mainly in unveiling cer-
tain phenomena and isolating specific ten-
dencies in what Braudel called “I’histoire de
longue durée,” which had remained largely
unnoticed by contemporaries.

As far as I know, the Louvain historian
Jean-Pierre Sosson was the first to apply sta-
tistics on a source relevant to the history of
Early Netherlandish art in his 1970 article
“Une Approche des structures économiques
d’un métier d’art: La corporation des Peintres
et Selliers de Bruges.”?" Other social and
economic historians with an interest in cul-
tural history, such as Wim Blockmans and
'W. Brulez, have indicated the potential of
their standard methods when adapted to
our field.** However, it is mainly the writings
of John Michael Montias, and their econo-
metric methodology—applied recently, for
example, to seventeenth-century Amsterdam
inventories*®—that have been most inspiring
to a few art historians like myself, who have
moved gradually toward interpreting art pro-
duction in socio-economic terms.

Nevertheless, quantification of art-
historical sources, and even more so of art
objects, is received with much skepticism.
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Although these methods are widely accepted
in other fields in the humanities, such as lin-
guistics, art objects are still regarded with too
much of a romantic aura to reduce their
study to mere numbers. Of course, we are
dealing mostly with small numbers—that
is, with the problematic issue of survival
rate’3*—and calculations of statistics do
expunge qualitative factors, but this does not
exclude the possibility of attaining results that
are numerically relevant. It is only by formu-
lating new questions, and experimenting with
statistical methods in attempting to answer
them, that a methodological discussion can
take place. If we ignore this approach, we miss
the opportunity of studying important issues
like the migration and movement of artists;
fluctuations in artists’ wages and prices of
works of art; the social stratification and mobil-
ity of artists, dealers, and buyers; the nature of
artistic centers; and much more.

A traditional critique of historical statis-
tics is that ancien régime sources are used,
which were not drawn up initially for statisti-
cal purposes.** By extension, this criticism
holds true for all archival sources, which were
never compiled to serve as witnesses to his-
tory but resulted from administrative and/or
juridical procedures (accountancy, tax collec-
tion, legalization of contracts, household
inventories drawn up for the purpose of
wills, and court verdicts). An entry from the
1491 Bruges municipal accounts, yet another
document related to Gerard David’s Justice
of Cambyses (figs. 8, 9) ought to clarify this
point. It states: “Item betaelt Willem Hanic
een vande tresoriers vande stede van Brugghe
de somme van 2 Ib. grooten omme daer
mede te betaelne Gheraerdt David, schildre,
ter cause van zekere schilderye by hem ghe-
maect in scepencamere” (Also paid [to]
‘Willem Hanic, one of the treasurers of the
city of Bruges, the sum of 2 pounds of groats
to pay Gheraerdt David, painter, for [a] cer-
tain painting made by him in the aldermen’s
room).** The clerk has registered an expense
of two pounds of groats (the standard cur-
rency of account in Flanders at that time) in



the municipal accounts. The sum was paid
out to one of the city’s treasurers who, as a
representative of the financial administration
of the Bruges city government, had to pay
the painter Gerard David. It is not clear to
which work the phrase “a certain painting”
refers, yet the opinions are almost unani-
mous: it must be the Cambyses diptych.*’
However, this cannot be concluded from

the entry, from which we learn only that the
painting was made by Gerard David, and

that it was located in the aldermen’s room in
the city hall. From the phrasing of the docu-
ment—and relying on the past tense of the
verb—one would think that the painting was
completed and in place at that time (“made
by him in the aldermen’s room”), but this is
contradictory to the date 1498 inscribed on
the diptych. While many authors interpret the
document as if it says “being made by him
for the aldermen’s room,” this is not a literal
translation. The phrasing allows for a looser
interpretation: Perhaps the clerk meant to
say that David made the painting in situ
(thus, it was “made by him in the aldermen’s
room”)—but, again, this seems unlikely, as we
know now from technical research that the
Cambyses paintings underwent serious modifi-
cations and cannot have been finished at that
time. The reading of the phrase as “meant

for the aldermen’s room,” which most art
historians seem to favor, is rather far removed
from the literal meaning. Whether the pay-
ment was final and total or partial is not clear
from this document either.The fact is that
the first interpretation is closest to the actual
phrasing of the document, although we do
know that David did not receive final pay-
ment for the Cambyses pictures until seven
years later.

In other words, to relate this document
to David’s Cambyses, as nearly every scholar
does, is a matter of speculation, deviating
entirely from the literal sense of the phrasing.
However, when other contextual evidence
is taken into account, this interpretation is
sound and obvious—which proves the point
that the entry was not drawn up as a historical

witness. Like most archival sources, it remains
terribly vague and ambiguous and it does not
offer us the kind of information we really
need. Nevertheless, it is the only information
that we have, and, in comparison to other
commissions of Early Netherlandish art,
this is one of the best-documented cases.*®
Moreover, the archival entry is meaningful
only when interpreted correctly, but this
depends on a thorough knowledge of how
institutions organize their archives.

Here, the critical methods used to inter-
pret historical sources offer assistance. In
the case of all historical sources—not only
archival texts—external and internal
criticism must be applied.’ The external
approach questions the authenticity of the
source (criticism of the text) as well as its
authorship, date, and localization, and whether
or not the author was an original witness
(criticism of the origin); the internal approach
seeks the meaning (criticism of the interpre-
tation), the authority, validity, and qualifica-
tions of the author as a witness (criticism of’
authority and qualifications), as well as his
or her willingness or permissibility to have
acted as witness (criticism of the orthodoxy).
As the following examples will demonstrate,
a combination of these critical approaches—
all of which are based upon the rules of
formal logic and probability—nearly always
is applied when analyzing a source.

Criticism of the text is concerned with
the original format and phrasing. If an origi-
nal is unavailable, an archetype is established
by examining existing copies—that is, deter-
mining the affiliation of these copies to the
lost original by comparing their degree of
concordance, and subsequently constructing a
stemma, or tree, incorporating the variations.*°
Of course, the main purpose of this exercise
is to eliminate mistakes, which are inherent
in making copies, although the copies them-
selves may reveal information. Therefore, it
might be useful to check the different copies
and versions, even if an original text is avail-
able. Contemporary copies of the Bruges mu-
nicipal accounts were made for verification

Approaches to the Heuristics of Early Netherlandish Art

33



34

by the central Chambre des Comptes,*' and
are preserved in the Archives générales du
Royaume/Algemeen Rijksarchief in Brussels.
Only Hugo van der Velden bothered to check
the Brussels copies against the original Bruges
entries relating to Gerard David, and, in his
1995 article, demonstrated that, indeed, even
the slightest variance in wording may affect
our interpretation.* In the original 1487
document of payment, Gerard David’s name
was added by a contemporary hand, but in
the Brussels copy his name does not appear,
which means that the addition of his name
to the Bruges version was made only after
the copy had been inspected by the central
Chambre des Comptes. Why this was the
case remains a matter of speculation.
Certainly, when interpreting texts
known only from copies, the greatest caution
is required. Here, I will reopen one of the
oldest discussions in art history: the mysteri-
ous wine offered to Rogier van der Weyden.
On November 17, 1426, “maistre Rogier de
le Pasture” received wine from the city of
Tournai.®® Less than four months later, on
March s, 1427, Rogelet de le Pasture (“little
Roger”) began his apprenticeship in the
studio of Robert Campin.* On August 1,
1432, “Maistre Rogier de le Pasture” received
the title of “free master” in the Tournai
painters’ corporation.** Many possible argu-
ments have been offered to explain how a
master honored by his native city only four
months later becomes a little boy again and
begins his apprenticeship. I am not about to
recount the entire historiography of the
dilemma; this was done most recently by
Elisabeth Dhanens in her 1995 discussion of
the van der Weyden documents.*’ There are
two opposing factions in the interpretation
of these data:*” The first claims that the names
cited in the documents are homonyms,
and belong to unrelated persons; a second
hypothesis—Panofsky’s—argues that Rogier
van der Weyden’s apprenticeship was not a
regular one, but, having returned to his
native city, he would have had to be enrolled
for a number of years as a pupil de jure, to
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fulfill the requirements of the painters’ cor-
poration.*® The problem with the second
interpretation is that the issue of corporate
requirements originated with Panofsky, and
is not based on any documented practice
of such institutions. The presumption of
homonyms provides an even less satisfying
answer, for it does not explain why a man of
twenty-seven or twenty-eight years of age—
we know that van der Weyden was born in
1399*°—was called “little Roger,” and served
as an apprentice so late in his career. Equally
implausible is the possibility that the famous
painter was the one who received the wine,
and that his namesake was the one who
learned his art from Robert Campin, only
to vanish into oblivion afterward. In the
latter case, Rogier would not have been
related to Campin, which would then imply
that the identification of the “Master of
Flémalle” with Campin is equally untenable.*
As early as 1867, when Pinchart pub-
lished the so-called 1427 and 1432 docu-
ments, he stated explicitly that they were not
originals but copies dating to about 1482.%
While many later authors pointed this out
also, only Dhanens addressed that fact in her
1995 publication.*” That the phrasing in the
so-called 1427 document does not reflect the
original is all too obvious; it reads: “Rogelet
de le Pasture, natif de Tournay, commencha
son apresure le cinquiesme jour de mars
I'an mil CCCC vingt six et fut son maistre,
maistre Robert Campin, paintre. Lequel
Rogelet a parfait son apresure deuement avec
son dit maistre”* (Little Roger de le Pasture,
born in Tournai, commenced his apprentice-
ship on the sth day of March in the year
1426 [1427 n.s.]’* and his master was, master
Robert Campin, painter. This little Roger has
duly fulfilled his apprenticeship with his said
master). That the clerk knew that the appren-
ticeship was “duly fulfilled” proves that the
notation was not written down at the earliest
date cited. Dhanens concluded that docu-
ments compiled about 1482 were not faithful
copies of the original, lost entries, but consisted
of selected facts, assembled in the context of



the new, stricter statutes established in 1480
by the Tournai painters. Unfortunately, after
these astute remarks, Dhanens constructed a
“house of cards,” situating Rogier in the
studio of no less a master than Hubert van
Eyck in Ghent. I will return to that hypothesis
at another time, and restrict myself here to
the observation that even Dhanens, fully
aware that the documents were copies, did
not draw the most obvious conclusion from
them: that errors might very well have been
introduced in the copying process, with the
date of apprenticeship the likeliest place for
such an error to have been made.

Mil CCCC vingt six may have been
written in the original as .m.cccc.xxuj.

(or .m.itij . xxuj), or perhaps .m.cccc.xxiij (or
.m.iij . xxiif)—1423—and .iij. could have
been misread as .uj. It is also possible that an
.x. was added by mistake, and that the original
read .m.cecc.xuj. (1416) or even .m.cccc. xiij.
(1413). Each of these dates could have been
written out by an inattentive clerk as vingt six,
the difference in the roman numerals involv-
ing the sloppy transcription of only one or
two ligatures in a split second of distraction.

I am not proposing this as the solution
to the problem; on the contrary, it offers
only a partial explanation. I am just stating
that, in interpreting copied documents, the
probability of recognizing discrepancies as
ordinary minute copying mistakes is much
higher than regarding them as exceptions to
institutional practice.

The hypothesis that Rogier would have
been registered at an older age as an appren-
tice de jure represents an argumentum ex
silentio,® postulating that an event occurred
although no facts are available. The argumen-
tum ex silentio is an especially useful method
of interpreting sources where the very lack of
information might be significant—when, for
example, the silence might have been moti-
vated by force or by moral considerations.The
greater the likelihood there is of a document
being lost, the less certain that a deduction
may result from the argumentum ex silentio.
Thus, it should not be applied. As mentioned,

Dhanens has shown that the Tournai corpo-
rative regulations were made stricter in 1480
and that the older rules were, indeed, lost;
therefore, the argumentum ex silentio has no
value in this case. Some authors have tried to
interpret the document in light of the later
regulations.® This type of argumentation is
anachronistic, and a positive result is unlikely.
As the regulations were made stricter, some
practices or abuses were no longer acceptable.

In certain cities, one who learned his
trade elsewhere could buy the title of master,
just as if he had been apprenticed to a local
master.’” Concerning the hypothesis of
Rogier’s apprenticeship de jure, an exceptional
regulation was introduced into the argument
for which there are neither analogies nor
precedents. Therefore, this type of reasoning,
too, has no historical foundation.

The hypothesis based on homonyms is
also improbable because of the unique nature
of the postulated phenomenon itself. The
acknowledgment of transcription errors in a
copied document remains the best interpre-
tation, as it is standard methodology for a
document of this type. Perhaps in the future
an acceptable solution may be found, but it is
also possible that a combination of conscious
text manipulation (as suggested by Dhanens),
the occurrence of unconscious copying mis-
takes, as well as the lack of sources to confirm
one or the other of these explanations make
the question too obscure to solve. I believe
it is better to recognize that there are cer-
tain limitations to historical knowledge
than to support unfounded hypotheses that
are given the status of fact by the authority
of their authors.

I have tried to demonstrate that it is
necessary to check original documents, to
publish them according to accepted conven-
tions, and to interpret them by strictly apply-
ing the methods of historical criticism. These
methods also offer enormous possibilities for
the interpretation of types of heuristic mate-
rial other than archival sources. Although, for
more than a century, text criticism has been
carried out by literary historians who deal
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with copies of these texts, and their method-
ology has been refined continuously, to my
knowledge this approach has never been
applied rigorously by art historians in inter-
preting copies or reproductions of objects.

Furthermore, the interpretation of tech-
nical documents is analogous to the deci-
phering of texts. When the authenticity of an
object is determined, or the different phases
in its creation are reconstructed with the aid
of infrared reflectography, X-rays, and paint
samples, the lines of reasoning are almost
identical to those employed by historians
when citing documents to establish a histori-
cal argument. This is logical, because archives,
objects, and technical documentation are all
primary heuristic sources.

When archival and technical research bal-
ance each other out, the result is an unrivaled
degree of historical certainty. However, when
they seem to conflict, there is a deadlock.The
study of the famous quatrain on the Ghent
Altarpiece together with the related docu-
ments proves almost certainly that Hubert
van Eyck must have had a part in the achieve-
ment.>* Up to now, his presumed role has
remained indiscernible, even when the results
of technical investigations are taken into
account.’® Such an impasse can be bridged
only by employing the methods used to
interpret both archival and technical material.
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Noél Geirnaert

Commentary: Some
Experiences of an
Archivist in Bruges

40

My response, which is intended as a reaction
and supplement to Max Martens’s contribu-
tion to this volume, is based on my knowledge
of the situation in Bruges. Each art historian
concerned with the study of the city’s
medieval history is confronted with the work
of the nineteenth-century Bruges archivist
Louis Gilliodts-van Severen (1827—1915),
who remained active in his field up to his
death.’ Max Martens already has mentioned
Gilliodts-van Severen’s Inventaire des Archives
de la ville de Bruges, which, together with the
indicia of Edouard Gaillard, comprises nine
monumental volumes, published from 1871
until 1885. I am in complete agreement with
Martens’s remarks about this work, and [
believe that it is so important that a descrip-
tion bears repeating: The Inventaire des Archives
presents in great detail and in chronological
order the holdings of the Politieke oorkon-
den, eerste reeks (the municipal charter col-
lection) for the years up to and including
1500.The collection is supplemented with
much additional information from other
archival sources, especially from the munici-
pal accounts. Almost all aspects of town life in
medieval Bruges are mentioned, and this
information has been made easily accessible

by Edouard Gaillard.

Yet, Gilliodts-van Severen’s work is not
exhaustive, and his data must be checked
against the original documents. In addition to
this Inventaire, he published several editions
of his texts, such as the Cartulaire de ’ancienne
Estaple de Bruges and the Mémoriaux de Bruges;
these consist of multiple volumes and are
considerably less accessible. The transcriptions
are not as carefully prepared as those of the
Inventaire, and the source materials cited in
these publications definitely must be verified
with the original documents.

By comparison, James Weale’s work, as
Martens has already noted, is more reliable
and systematic. Scholars still refer regularly to
his results. Two of Gilliodts-van Severen’s
successors in the twentieth century, Remi
Parmentier (1895—1960) and Albert Schouteet
(1909—1991), have made important contri-
butions to the field by publishing complete
documents concerning the Bruges painters of
the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. From
1938 until 1955, Parmentier published thirty-
seven articles in his series “Bronnen voor de
geschiedenis van het Brugse schildersmilieu
in de XVIde eeuw;” in Belgisch Tijdschrift voor
Kunstgeschiedenis.” Schouteet continued the
efforts of his predecessor, publishing another
twenty-two articles in the same series,’ as
well as fifteen additional articles in the
Bruges Handelingen van het Genootschap voor
Geschiedenis. The culmination of this work
was Schouteet’s De Viaamse Primitieven te
Brugge. Bronnen voor de schilderkunst te Brugge
tot de dood van Gerard David, only one volume
of which was published—in 1989—but as
early as 1913, Charles Vanden Haute, archivist
of the Rijksarchief in Bruges, had published
the principal documents in the archives of
the painters’ corporation.*

The main function of the archivist is to
make the archives in his care accessible for
scholarly research; therefore, a publication



similar to that by Vanden Haute still remains
the archivist’s responsibility, despite its more
up-to-date form. In 1993, the present chief
archivist of Bruges, André Vandewalle, pro-
duced such a publication concerning the
Bruges corporation of silversmiths.® Yet,
works like those by Schouteet and Parmentier
cannot be expected from the present genera-
tion of archivists. One reason is that nowa-
days when most art historians publish a
monograph about a specific painter or group
of works, they also publish an edition of the
documents pertinent to that painter or to the
works, making redundant a duplicate effort
on the part of archivists. The main reason,
however, is that an archivist is no longer
expected merely to find and publish isolated
documents; his primary task is to aid the
scholar in locating available source materials
and to help in the interpretation of these
sources within the proper historical and
social context.

Archival research into Early Netherland-
ish painting in the Low Countries, especially
in Bruges, may provide answers to rather
straightforward questions about one painter
or a group of painters, as well as information
concerning the genesis of a work of art, the
patrons or the original function of one or
several works of art, or its later history and
ownership. It is the particular role of the
archivist, with his specialized knowledge of
the sources, to make the art historian aware
of new and unexpected areas of inquiry. Public
archives both in Belgium and the Netherlands
provide general surveys of their holdings,’
and it is important to draw the attention of
art historians to those that may contain
quantifiable materials for new research.

Some time ago, I mentioned to Max
Martens the possibility that the sixteenth-
century auctioneers’ registers might offer
information about which Bruges citizens
were early owners of paintings.” I was pleased
to hear that he intends to investigate these
registers. On the other hand—and maybe not
everyone will agree with me—the archivist
should also warn against the unnecessary

duplication of efforts. Since Strohm’s Music in
Late Medieval Bruges was published in 1985,8
several musicologists have visited the reading
room at the Rijksarchief to consult the regis-
ter of the confraternity of Onze Lieve Vrouw
van de Droge Boom.® I once remarked to a
musicologist that this very rare manuscript
was in frequent demand and suggested instead
consulting Strohm’s book, where the docu-
ments had been well transcribed for the pur-
pose of investigating the same issue. As |
mentioned at the outset, I am well aware of
the fact that every document must be studied
anew and submitted to further questioning.
However, as an archivist I must also be con-
cerned with the preservation of these very
rare and fragile documents for future as well
as present-day scholars. Clearly, we must look
at ways of producing a more permanent rec-
ord of our holdings, creating electronic data
that would be easy to consult, in order to
preserve the originals.

In general, the accessibility of archival
sources should be improved—also an impor-
tant task of the archivist. A poignant example
is the obituary register of Bruges painters.
This important fifteenth-century document
was severely damaged during World War II
and its delicate condition makes handling it
for microfilm or scanning almost impossible.
Therefore, a complete restoration is neces-
sary. During the preparation of the exhibition
“From Memling to Pourbus,” such a restora-
tion was proposed, but it was turned down at
an early stage. Yet, scanning or producing a
film of this document is an absolute necessity,
and I am determined to work toward achiev-
ing this goal.

Finally, I wish to make a few remarks
about the procedure for consulting well-
known texts. Here, an archivist may assist the
scholar by drawing the latter’s attention to
existing and still unsolved problems, many
of which are not obvious at first sight.
Examples exist in already published archival
documents: Since 1938, it has been known
that Hans Memling registered as a Bruges
citizen on January 30, 1465. However, in the
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“Poortersboek,” the entry clearly was not
made in the appropriate place, but at the bot-
tom of the page, after one dated February 25,
1465.There is, perhaps, an explanation, even
if only a hypothetical one. The matter was
thoroughly discussed by André Vandewalle in
a talk delivered at the Memling colloquium
in 1994," yet, even his explanation leaves

out one important element: All entries in the
“Poortersboek” had to be copied into the
municipal accounts of 1464—65, but the entry
concerning Hans Memling does not appear
there; from this we may assume that he
avoided paying the required twenty-four
shillings, although how he was able to do so
still remains a mystery. Another example
concerns Gerard David’s Justice of Cambyses
panels (see figs. 8, 9), which figure in seven
or eight different entries in the Bruges
municipal accounts. However, some of these
references have not yet been adequately
dated, leaving open the question of the accu-
racy of their interpretation up to this point.”
Thirdly, for several years I have been trying
to convince scholars who use the reading
room that Jan van Eyck’s widow did not par-
ticipate in a lottery in Bruges in 1446, but
that the town paid her an allowance from the
profits of that lottery.”® Such seemingly small
details about painters’ lives, wives, or com-
missions will doubtless lead to the disclosure
of more significant information and thus to
fresh interpretations.

A final example, which I will deal with
in somewhat greater detail, concerns an item
in the will of the Bruges burgher Anselm
Adornes, which, since the nineteenth cen-
tury, has been related to the Philadelphia and
Turin paintings of Saint Francis Receiving the
Stigmata by Jan van Eyck (figs. 10, 11): “Item
zo gheve ic elcken van mijne lieve dochters
die begheven zijn, te wetene Margriete, t
Saertruesinnen, ende Lowyse, sint Truden een
tavereel daer inne dat sinte Fransoys in por-
trature van meester Jans handt van Heyck
ghemaect staet, ende datmen inde duerkens
die dezelve tavereelkins beluucken doe
maken mijn personage ende mer vrauwe,
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alzo wel alsmen mach, te dien hende dat wij
van hemlieden ende andere devote persoon-
en moghen ghedocht zijn, ende daer toe
elcken 1 Ib. gr. om haerlieder wille mede te
doene” (Item, I give my two daughters who
are destined to enter into the convent and
who are already staying there now [this is the
correct meaning of begheven zijn], namely
Margaret, in the Carthusian nunnery [near
Bruges] and Louise in Sint-Trudo abbey [also
near Bruges], each a painting [tavereel] by Jan
van Eyck in which Saint Francis is portrayed.
The portraits of me and my wife will be
made on the small shutters [duerkens] which
close off these small paintings [tavereelkins].
They should be very much alike so that
they [Margaret and Louise] and other pious
persons might remember us [in their prayers].
Therefore each of them gets 1 pound

of groats which can be spent on whatever
they want).

I was able to study the complete docu-
ment in context.' In brief, from this com-
prehensive reevaluation, I concluded that on
February 11, 1470, Anselm Adornes possessed
two small panels with portraits of Saint
Francis, painted by Jan van Eyck (or by his
workshop), which probably had belonged to
Adornes’s father or his uncle. The hypothesis
that the paintings cited in the will should
be identified with those in Philadelphia and
in Turin remains very plausible. However,
most of the stipulations of the will regarding
the panels probably were never executed.
There is little evidence to assume that they
were ever equipped with shutters on which
Anselm Adornes and his wife were portrayed.
Moreover, the panels may never have come
into the possession of Anselm Adornes’s two
daughters, who are mentioned in the will
as beneficiaries. A thorough study of the
complete text of the will in its historical
context thus shows that the passage about
the two van Eyck works should be read
with critical scrutiny.

In such a case, collaboration between the
archivist and the art historian yields the best
results. First, the archivist must understand



Figure 10. (left) Jan van
Eyck. Saint Francis
Receiving the Stigmata.
Philadelphia Museum of
Art,The John G. Johnson
Collection (no. 314)

Figure 11. (below) Jan van
Eyck. Saint Francis Receiv-
ing the Stigmata. Galleria
Saubauda, Turin (no. 187)
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the art historian’s questions, so that he can
recommend appropriate sources and indicate
their potential value as well as their limita-
tions. In addition to archival sources, other
written texts, such as chronicles, letters, and
inscriptions, may contain important elements
for research; these, too, should be consulted
with a scrupulous and scholarly approach. On
the basis of a previously ignored chronicle, in
combination with two archival texts, I was
able to prove that the Crucifixion Triptych by
Hans Memling, painted about 1468—70, was
commissioned by Abbot Johannes Crabbe of
Ter Duinen Abbey for the chapel in his resi-
dence in Bruges.” Relying on the legend on
Pieter Pourbus’s map of the abbey, together
with a chronicle, I determined that the
fifteenth-century panels with representations
of the abbots of Ter Duinen Abbey and of
the counts of Flanders replaced a series of
older wall paintings.”® I mention these two
examples of my own research to illustrate
how a combination of several archival sources
and written texts may lead to a better under-
standing of a work of art. Of course, these
sources also should be combined with data
from technical research. Any claim to his-
torical certainty may be made only when all
data agree: An interdisciplinary approach is
absolutely necessary!

I would like to review, here, my main
arguments: Nineteenth- and twentieth-
century archivists have been able to provide
much of the source material concerning
Bruges painting by offering transcriptions
of documents. These texts always should be
checked against the original sources and
examined in a larger context—for which
cooperation between the archivist and art
historian is essential. Unlike their predeces-
sors, archivists today believe that even though
current monographs and catalogues may
include selected documentation, consulting
such partial sources is insufficient for a
thorough investigation.

New areas of research based on quanti-
fiable data may still be uncovered if the
scholar and the archivist together exercise
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their creativity in looking at old documents
in new ways. For example, [ am convinced
that an answer to the question of why a
painter is not mentioned in a specific source
is imminent."” Known sources should be
continually reexamined, in a broad historical
context, with a fresh approach. Once again,
it must be stressed that, as well as archival
sources, other often ignored written texts
must be scrutinized. While sometimes the
poor condition of archival documents may
render them difficult to decipher, it is the
archivist’s job to make these sources more
easily accessible, even in a physical sense.
In short, the final aim of our research is a
better understanding of the artist and his
work. A historian, especially an archivist,
must not forget this."®
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The last decade or so has witnessed a renewed
interest in the relationship between art and
economics in the Low Countries during early
modern times." In 1976, Lorne Campbell
published his important survey of the
Netherlandish art market in the fifteenth and
sixteenth centuries. In the late 1980s, the
series of books and articles by John Michael
Montias, in which he examines the economic
aspects of Dutch painting in the seventeenth
century, first appeared. Only then did histori-
ans and art historians become intrigued by
this kind of interdisciplinary research.’
Montias invigorated and to some degree
redefined the field. His research often was
based on the study of a variety of primary
sources, including the wealth of probate
inventories preserved in the archives in Delft
and in Amsterdam. A particularly fruitful con-
tribution was what is now referred to as the
“Montias innovation thesis”: By introducing
the concepts of “product innovation” and
“process innovation” in painting, attention
was focused on the impact of economic fac-
tors on art.® In a nutshell, process innovation
denotes a lowering of production costs with-
out changing the basic appearance and nature
of the (artistic) object. In Netherlandish
workshops that manufactured paintings and

carved altarpieces, cost-cutting strategies
might have entailed a division of labor, count-
less reproductions of a particular composition,
and the use of cheaper or fewer raw materials
such as paint. Product innovation means gen-
erating an entirely new commodity or pro-
foundly changing the appearance of an
existing one. In the context of art history, this
might have resulted in a new genre of paint-
ing or in a completely different art form.

Economic historians since then have,
indeed, devoted a great deal of attention to
art history, and, overall, this approach
has had an enriching effect on the study of
Netherlandish art. The intensified interest in
the art market accords with the general trend
toward more interdisciplinary research. This
interdisciplinary approach was realized, early
on, with the publication, edited by Jan De
Vries and David Freedberg, of a collection of
essays that explored the interaction between
history and art history.* Scores of books and
articles have followed, scrutinizing various
facets of the art market, and many scholars
have made valuable contributions to the
fields of Flemish and Dutch art. For instance,
Ad van der Woude was the first to attempt to
quantify the total volume of paintings pro-
duced in the Dutch Republic; Raymond van
Uytven investigated the correlation between
artistic output and the state of the economy
in the Burgundian Netherlands; and Marten
Jan Bok examined the structure of supply
and demand as it applied to painting in the
Dutch Republic.* Nowadays, every respect-
able exhibition catalogue will include at least
one essay that deals with the social and eco-
nomic background of the period, acknowl-
edging the impact economics may have had
on the style, form, and content of the fea-
tured works of art.

‘With regard to this rich harvest of schol-
arly publications, I would like to make three



remarks. First, it is striking that so few of the
recent studies are based on actual archival
research while, at least in the case of Antwerp,
countless valuable and relevant documents
that can shed light on the fascinating but
complex relationship between art and eco-
nomics await discovery.® Secondly, it is aston-
ishing that the term “market” has permeated
academic discourse to the extent that it has,
in very much the same way that it has infil-
trated most other aspects of Western society.
These days, virtually every publication on
Netherlandish art will include at least a pro
forma reflection on the market,” and, as a
result, it seems to me, the term has become
increasingly elusive the more it is (over)used.
Therefore, additional effort needs to be made
to arrive at a clear and pragmatic description
of the term, yet most definitions of the art
market fail to do justice to its complexity. In
early modern times, the term “art market”—
or any other market—according to Richard
Swendberg, could denote either the physical
marketplace, the legal right to hold a meeting
at such a place, the actual gathering at a mar-
ketplace, or buying and selling in general.
Economists have focused on the price-setting
function of the market as the key to the allo-
cation of resources in any given economy.®
Economic sociologists, on the other hand,
have described the market as the arena in
which various types of “exchange” take
place, and, as such, they emphasize that the
market is a societal phenomenon rather than
a purely commercial one.

In my view, it is essential to consider
the meaning of the term “market” carefully,
especially when examining this phenomenon
as it existed during the sixteenth century,
which was precisely the time when works of
art made their grand entry into the realm of
market economics. For pragmatic purposes,

I have defined the art market as the arena in
which works of art are transferred from pro-
ducer to consumer, either directly or through
a dealer. In this environment, the buyer can
commission the work of art or purchase it on
the open market.’

In the context of this discussion, it is
important to distinguish between the distinct
markets for art that existed simultaneously dur-
ing the sixteenth century: On the one hand,
there was the so-called high art, which con-
sisted of high-quality and thus expensive items,
and, on the other hand, there was a market for
cheaper, inferior works of art. The paintings and
carved altarpieces in the first category almost
exclusively were commissioned by local or for-
eign elites and institutions, while the low end
of the Antwerp art market tended to be fueled
by serial production, works offered for sale on
the open market that attracted a more socially
diverse clientele.™

My third remark has to do with primacy.
It is noteworthy that—until very recently—
most of the publications and conferences
dealing with these issues have centered on
the Dutch Republic and, as a result, many of
the innovations and developments in the way
that art was produced, traded, and acquired
have been attributed to seventeenth-century
Holland. For example, one may get the
impression from the literature at hand that
the commercialization of art was a purely
Dutch phenomenon. Was Holland truly the
cradle of serialized production and market
sales of works of art? Did a class of profes-
sional art dealers emerge in Holland first? A
prime reason for this trend quite simply has
been the preponderance of scholarly atten-
tion focused on the Dutch Republic, with its
attendant thorough research. The situation,
however, is changing rapidly. Several recent
publications have scrutinized the economic
context of Flemish art. Max Martens has
published a series of stimulating articles in
which he discusses the art market in Bruges
at the close of the Middle Ages, Lynn Jacobs
reserved half of her monograph on Early
Netherlandish carved altarpieces for a discus-
sion of their mass marketing, and Maryan
Ainsworth gave considerable empbhasis in her
book on Gerard David to this artist’s produc-
tion for the open market."

While the innovative role of the Dutch
Republic remains unchallenged, [ would argue
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that the roots of the commercialization of art
can be found in the southern Netherlands
during the sixteenth century, and, more spe-
cifically, in—to quote Larry Silver—the capi-
tal of capitalism, the city of Antwerp, at a time
when it had become the undisputed art cen-
ter of the southern Netherlands.” Focusing
on painting and sculpture, I will contend that
the Antwerp market was highly commercial-
ized, arguably more so than markets in most
other art centers. Commercialization in this
context denotes art that primarily was pro-
duced on spec—in other words, for the open
market rather than on commission—and that
was sold en masse to an international clientele.
After commenting on Antwerp’s rise to the
position of one of the leading art markets in
Europe, I will examine both the nature and
the volume of the speculative production of
altarpieces as well as paintings. Subsequently,
I will outline the necessary conditions that
made the commercialization of art possible
and discuss some of the ramifications of this
development. Finally, the process of commer-
cialization as it developed in Bruges and in
Antwerp will be compared.

PAINTING AND SCULPTURE IN
ANTWERP

The origins of the boom in art that the city
witnessed during the first decades of the six-
teenth century must be seen in the context
of Antwerp’s rise as the premier commercial
center north of the Alps. The maturing of
the art market, which took place from 1490
to 1520, corresponds with the first phase

in its expansion.” Catalysts for this rapid
growth were the jaarmarkten, or fairs, which
were held twice a year for a period of about
six weeks and provided an ideal opportunity
for local tradesmen and artisans to offer their
goods to a cross section of European cus-
tomers. Indeed, the fairs proved to be essen-
tial outlets for artists, who were able to build
up their stock in the intervening months. As
a result of the temporary convergence of
international demand in Antwerp, trans-
portation costs were reduced to a minimum.
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The importance of the fairs is underscored
by the reports of eyewitnesses. Pero Tafur, an
Andalusian nobleman, visited the Antwerp
fairs in 1435 and was duly impressed: “The
market that is held in this city is the most
important one in the whole world,” he
wrote, continuing, “The most beautiful mer-
chandise of this earth is on display here, the
greatest wealth, and superb entertainment.”
Tafur also elaborated on the locations where
the merchandise was marketed, and he added
specifically that paintings were being sold at
the Dominican convent.* Almost a century
later, in 1517, the secretary to the Italian car-
dinal Luigi d’Aragon also was struck by the
magnitude of the Antwerp fairs, and claimed
that they represented the greatest market in
Christendom. ™

Between 1530 and 1540, the Antwerp
market de facto operated year round, and
over one thousand foreign merchants
resided permanently in the city. A key fac-
tor for the art business was its reliance on
the advanced commercial infrastructure—
not just the fairs, but also the Bourse and
the seaport—already in place to facilitate
the trade of more traditional goods. For
instance, the fact that the city was a port
guaranteed a reliable and steady supply of
raw materials, such as various exotic pig-
ments, and kept artists in tune with the lat-
est fashion and international demand."

Many artists were drawn to Antwerp as
a result of this economic boom. An exami-
nation of the new members listed in the reg-
isters of the Guild of Saint Luke suggests a
precipitous rise in the number of incoming
artists from 1460 to 1520."”7 Without a doubt,
the influx of countless painters, printers,
wood-carvers, and sculptors was a conditio
sine qua non for the establishment and growth
of the Antwerp art market.”® Such an abun-
dance of creativity concentrated in one city
led Karel van Mander, the Vasari of the Low
Countries, to portray Antwerp in 1604 as the
“mother of all artists.”"®

Naturally, the presence of a large artists’
community does not in itself cause or



explain the high level of commercialization
of art in Antwerp. Four elements support
the claim that paintings and altarpieces
were, indeed, produced primarily for the
open market: First of all, the number of
artists present was very substantial; the
Italian merchant Ludovico Guicciardini
estimated that about three hundred (mostly
painters) were active in Antwerp in the
1560s, roughly twice the number of bakers
and three times the amount of butchers.*
Obviously, a fraction of them would have
sufficed to satisfy local demand. This pre-
ponderance suggests that a significant por-
tion of them must have been producing art
for foreign markets, exports being a clear
indication of speculative production. In
addition, few artists were employed and
salaried, as was so often the case in Italy,
and, as Antwerp lacked the presence of a
court and its accompanying nobility, artists
rarely received commissions.*' Instead, not
being tied to one patron meant that artists
were more at liberty to follow their own
creative initiative with the open market in
mind. This freedom allowed them to better
respond to the variable market conditions,
such as changes in fashion and in demand
for a specific product.*

Secondly, it is undeniable that a huge
percentage of the paintings and altarpieces
produced in Antwerp were, to a large degree,
standardized; their form and content often
revealed their ready-made nature. Jacobs
points out that the subject matter of carved
altarpieces was conceived to appeal to a
myriad of buyers; a limited number of
themes prevailed, but nothing too compli-
cated that would discourage potential clients.
For instance, workshops concentrated on
including large numbers of popular Passion
scenes in the corpus, or caisse, of the retable.”
Frequently, the same was true for paintings, as
many copies existed of a particular composi-
tion. Standardization of the subject matter
was espoused especially by the so-called
Antwerp Mannerists, a group of anonymous
artists active during the first decades of the

sixteenth century. They produced literally
thousands of paintings of the Adoration of
the Magi, in an easily recognizable style,
which were in great demand abroad.**
Thirdly, the presence of panden in the
city underscores the level of sophistication
and the high output of the art trade.” A
pand is best described as a combination sales
hall and gallery, where artists and dealers
could rent stalls and retail their merchan-
dise. These galleries are considered among
the most advanced institutions devoted to
the marketing of art in early modern
Europe. Their very presence supports the
assumption that great quantities of works
of art were produced for the open market,
and thus points to the high level of com-
mercialization. During the first half of the
sixteenth century, somewhere between
fourteen and sixteen of these panden oper-
ated in Antwerp, and most of them sold
a particular type of luxury commodity,
such as tapestries or jewelry. Onser Liever
Vrouwen Pand was undoubtedly the most
prominent gallery for the sale of retables
and paintings until the middle of the cen-
tury. This gallery was already in existence
by 1460, and it enabled painters, printers,
and glovers to sell their goods during the
biannual fairs. Archival records provide
ample proof that finished and even semi-
finished carved altarpieces and paintings
were traded at the pand.*® That foreign
merchants would consider purchasing
ready-made art makes perfect sense: Most
merchants were in the city for a limited
amount of time only (for the duration of
the fairs), and often could not await the
completion of a commissioned work of art.
According to Jacobs, it took at least six
months to a year to finish an altarpiece,
and possibly even longer.?” Another major
factor that may have persuaded potential
clients to purchase a ready-made work
of art was the price. Commissioned works
were more expensive as a rule, and tended
to display a higher level of specificity with
fewer standardized components.**
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In 1540, the marketing of paintings was
further commercialized and facilitated by
the opening of the schilderspand, or painters’
gallery. This gallery, run by the city, con-
tained one hundred stalls or shops and, not
coincidentally, was located in the new
Bourse, the nerve center of trade and
finance in Antwerp.”® This pand was open
for business year round, and its revenues—
the barometer of its success—would
grow exponentially until the eve of the
Iconoclastic Revolt of 1566. When the
printer and art dealer Jan van Kessel died
on December 18, 1581, a probate inventory
was drawn up containing a section on the
goods that were still present in his shop in
the schilderspand, thus providing us with a
rare glimpse of what was actually on sale at
the pand; van Kessel’s merchandise included
the following:

119 double canvases of various types,
some not finished

13 double canvases depicting figures
from Kortrijk

an old painting on canvas by
Hieronymus Bosch

477 double canvases of different types

6 wooden boxes containing paintings

3 printed images by Raphael depicting
martyrdom

19 printed sheets by Raphael,
Parmigianino, and others.*

If nothing else, this document gives us an idea
of the vast amount of works that were avail-
able in the art trade. According to the list, no
fewer than 610 paintings were in stock at van
Kessel’s stall at the time of his death, as well as
a number of prints. Obviously, not all of these
works could be displayed simultaneously
within the confines of one shop.The vast
majority of the canvases probably were rolled
up, which, besides saving space, enabled them
to be easily transported. The reference to
painted figures from Kortrijk becomes mean-
ingful when we consult Het Schilderboeck on
this genre.Van Mander commented in very
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pejorative terms about the style of painting
that was associated with the town of Kortrijk,
defining it as “a simple manner of working
which is often not worthy to be called paint-
ing, but merely a bit of canvas-coloring or
staining to which one is accustomed in that
town, and which are chased after by some
peddlers who scour the markets.”3 Clearly,
van Mander associated the style with cheap,
low-quality pictures, painted in tempera on
canvas. Pictures of this type also were pro-
duced in Mechlin, and appear to have been
readily available on the Antwerp art market.**

That there were unfinished diptychs
for sale at the schilderspand is very significant,
as it underscores the advanced degree of
commercialization of the art trade. The
potential customer thus had another option
besides having to choose between purchasing
a ready-made painting or commissioning a
new one. In Antwerp, he or she could acquire
a semi-finished painting, to which personal-
ized elements, such as a portrait or a coat of
arms, could be added at a later stage. This
phenomenon already existed much earlier in
the century, with regard to Antwerp Manner-
ist painting. The wings of triptychs were
occasionally left blank so that the ultimate
buyer (often a foreigner) could customize the
altarpiece by having his portrait or patron
saint painted in. The same trend affected
sculpture, where carved altarpieces often
combined a standardized corpus and some
personalized scenes and components.®

Lastly, the effectiveness of the panden
is best explained by the vast amount of
exported paintings and altarpieces, and many
documents directly corroborate this fact.**
Exports, of course, consisted almost exclu-
sively of non~commissioned art. Paintings by
Antwerp masters were, indeed, disseminated in
enormous quantities, and the ever-perceptive
Guicciardini reflected on the economic
importance of this trade for Antwerp’s art
community: “The works of these painters are
not only widespread in these [European]
countries, but in the whole world, since
paintings generate a great deal of commerce.”%*



Number of Shipments

Iberian Peninsula 48
Italy I
England 2§
Germany 22
Other countries 24

Value (in guilders) % of Total Value

2,023 33.70

531 8.84
1,100 18.31
1,430 23.90
9106 15.25

Figure 12. The export of paintings from Antwerp, 1543—45

The previously mentioned Antwerp Manner-
ists produced innumerable paintings of the
Adoration of the Magi during the first third
of the century to be shipped to different des-
tinations.*® The success of the Mannerists set
the tone for artists for the rest of the century,
and Antwerp paintings continued to be
exported even when the Mannerist style
was no longer in vogue (fig. 12). During the
I1540s, 2 one-percent tax was levied on the
value of exported goods, and tax registers
reveal 130 shipments of paintings in a two-
year period, the bulk of which were sent to
the Iberian Peninsula. In 1553, a similar tax
was levied, but only on goods exported to
the Iberian Peninsula. A comparison with
the data from ten years earlier shows that the
monetary value of exported paintings had
risen from 1,012 guilders annually to an
impressive 17,543 guilders.’” Increasingly,
more professional and wealthy art dealers
were becoming involved in the art trade. For
instance, in February 1553 alone, the dealer
Lancelot Robian loaded four large cases and
five coffers filled with canvases and other
items, such as two organs, on ships headed for
Andalusia. The estimated value of this cargo
exceeded 2,000 guilders.*®

Brabantine carved altarpieces, the most
important examples of Flemish sculpture, were

widely exported as well during the first half of
the sixteenth century. R eady-made altarpieces
in addition to commissioned ones from
Antwerp, Brussels, and Mechlin were renowned
throughout Europe, especially in the Baltic
region. Countless Brabantine altarpieces were
shipped to the northern regions of present-day
Germany and Poland, but Flemish altarpieces
were equally popular in Scandinavia, and
many fine examples still exist today in Norway,
Sweden, and Denmark. While intended pri-
marily for churches in Portugal, altarpieces
frequently adorned private family chapels in
Spain. They were also found—albeit in more
modest quantities—in Italy, France, England,
and Scotland.*

In sum, these observations imply that
very substantial quantities of paintings and
carved altarpieces were produced on spec.
Jacobs spared no effort in her book to claim
that in Antwerp up to seventy-five percent of
carved altarpieces were, indeed, produced for
the open market rather than on commission.*’
Given the high export figures and the
absolutely stunning numbers of ready-made
paintings on sale at the pand (over six hundred
paintings in van Kessel’s shop alone), the con-
clusion is inescapable that the percentage of
paintings made for export must have been
even higher—probably about ninety percent
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of the total output. In light of these figures,
we need to examine the conditions that
existed in Antwerp to explain not only the
predominance of the art market but also its
high degree of commercialization.

Firstly, workshops produced art in a
semi-industrial fashion, applying process-
innovation strategies to cut costs. Masters
employed several kinds of assistants, which
allowed for an in-depth division of labor and
intensified collaboration between artists. In
painting, this resulted in the serial production
of a few well-chosen compositions.Various
techniques were applied to facilitate these
reproductions. The use of patterns and models
was widespread in the southern Netherlands
from the fifteenth century onward, and a rich
collection of prints and drawings was essen-
tial to the success of any workshop. Further-
more, techniques such as pouncing and
tracing enabled artists and their assistants to
duplicate existing compositions countless
times. Pouncing most often involved tracing
the original composition on paper, and sub-
sequently transferring the sketch—and,
hence, the composition—through pricking,
onto another canvas or panel.*' The atelier
of the Antwerp-based painter known as the
Master of Frankfurt, for instance, serves as an
early example of an advanced workshop that
produced paintings featuring the distinct rep-
etition of brocade patterns.*

Carved altarpieces also were subjected to
a standardized mode of production along the
same lines as paintings. Many of these altar-
pieces were characterized by a repetition of
models and the prefabrication of parts: Jacobs
has identified the same figures in several
altarpieces.*® Furthermore, division of labor
was especially pronounced: Joiners would
make the caisse, or corpus; sculptors would
produce the main carved scene; and the
wings would be the responsibility of the
painters. For instance, on September 7, 1520,
the painter Peter De Vleeminck promised to
pay thirteen guilders to the sculptor Aerdt de
Beeldsnijder for the sculpted part of an altar-
piece. In this instance, the painter acted as the
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leading artist who subcontracted part of the
work.* The division of the production
process was often not that clear-cut, but there
definitely was a high level of specialization
among the artists involved. Additionally,
there are indications that a system existed in
Antwerp that ensured that certain painters
produced pictures directly for art dealers.
Van Mander reports that Hieronymus Cock
commissioned engravings, etchings, oils, and
watercolors, which he subsequently tried to
sell, and the art dealer Anthony De Palermo
also had painters working for him. Jacques
De Backer, for instance, supplied De Palermo
with a number of pictures that the latter
exported to France, where they sold well.*
The existence of this practice is further
implied by an ordinance issued by the Guild
of Saint Luke in 1575, which refers twice to
the commissioning of paintings by art dealers
with the intention to sell to a third party (“to
have made for other persons™).** The net
result of these strategies—both for paintings
and carved altarpieces—was that the artist-
entrepreneur was able to offer his product at
a competitive price.

Secondly, the Antwerp Guild of Saint
Luke, to which most artists active in the city
belonged, adopted a pragmatic approach
toward market sales rather than restricting
them—a policy that was not adhered to in
other cities. On the contrary, through various
regulations, the guild’s aim was to control,
structure, and channel the art trade to its own
advantage. In 1484, Onser Liever Vrouwen
Pand was given exclusive rights by the guild
to sell works of art. Although the sale of art
effectively was concentrated in one location
for the duration of the fairs, the corporation
was flexible and artists and dealers from other
cities could also market their merchandise in
Antwerp.*’ In fact, during the fifteenth cen-
tury, artists from Brussels are believed to have
outnumbered their Antwerp counterparts in
the Dominican pand—a predecessor of
Onser Liever Vrouwen Pand—which led
Dan Ewing and others to conclude that
Antwerp was a major center for the distribu-



tion of art long before it became the focus of
artistic production in the Low Countries.**
Furthermore, the guild instituted a strict sys-
tem of quality control for carved altarpieces,
requiring them to be stamped before they
could be offered for sale. Jacobs and Montias
have argued convincingly that the goal of this
measure was to gain the confidence of the
buyer. Such a label guaranteeing a certain
quality must have benefited the workshops in
the long run, as it fueled further demand for
these devotional works.*

A similar, institutionalized system of
quality control did not exist among painters,
but the merchants who bought the work of
Antwerp masters often had its authenticity
and value verified. The Spanish merchant
Samson del Barco, for instance, instructed
Melchior Groenenborch in 1542 to estimate
the value of three paintings by Jan Mandijn
and Pieter Aertsen and to establish author-
ship.’® The language of the document is a
kind of ad hoc Esperanto, possibly to enable
an undetermined foreign clientele to read
and understand the certificate.

This brings us to the final and perhaps
most crucial precondition necessary for the
commercialization of art: Ultimately, the
Antwerp art market thrived because the
demand for luxury commodities had
expanded dramatically, domestically and
abroad. The demand side of the art market
too often is overlooked in the recent litera-
ture, even though Richard Goldthwaite has
demonstrated that for Italy the art trade was
in essence a demand-led industry, and his
conclusions apply also to the Low Countries.*"
Traditionally, the Church and the nobility
had commissioned works of art, but new
clients came from both the religious and sec-
ular spheres. Affluent merchants as well as
civic authorities revealed themselves as major
consumers of art in most urban centers, and
the continuing proliferation of religious
orders and institutions increased the call for a
wide variety of liturgical objects and images.
Moreover, as the sixteenth century pro-
gressed, the production of art was especially

stimulated by the various reforms that took
place—within and outside the Roman
Catholic Church.** Particularly important
for art in Antwerp were the effects of the
Counter Reformation, which would bring
great fame to the city in the seventeenth cen-
tury with works by the school of Rubens.*

Antwerp’s pivotal position in the European
trade network meant that the city became an
international marketplace where supply and
demand coalesced; once the traditional sup-
plier of luxury goods, Italy, lost ground due
to external factors, Antwerp not only sup-
plied its immediate hinterland with works of
art but, as the export registers indicate, the far
corners of Europe and beyond, as well.

The trend toward the increased com-
mercialization of art had some significant
ramifications. As the production of works of
art became more calculated, increasingly
standardized, and geared toward export, art
became a commodity on the regular interna-
tional trade circuit: Thus, the manner in
which art henceforth was made, distributed,
and obtained was, in essence, no different
from that of such traditional goods as textiles,
a saddle, or a table. Price became an impor-
tant issue, as did mass marketing through the
panden. Clearly, the implications of these
developments changed the way art was cre-
ated and acquired, and the introduction of
art into the realm of market economics had
both profound and in many respects irre-
versible effects.’*

Through the implementation of various
process-innovation strategies, workshops
were able to produce paintings and altar-
pieces at competitive prices, which secured
their survival. However, the question arises as
to whether the quality suffered at all from
these cost-saving measures. It is undeniable
that a simplification of the subject matter
took place, but efforts were made to maintain
the level of quality of the finished product,
which prevented the price from dropping.
Certainly, in the case of altarpieces, it is quite
clear that the Guild of Saint Luke imposed
standards that prevented inferior work from
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reaching the marketplace. Records of various
court cases prove that the guild vigorously
attempted to enforce the stamping require-
ment. In 1520, Gillis de Bakmaker was vis-
ited twice by the deans of the guild, who
wanted to verify that the sculptor had,
indeed, made the necessary improvements to
an altarpiece before it appeared on the art
market.’’ As to painting, on the other hand,
documents inform us that thousands of inex-
pensive paintings from Antwerp, of rather
poor quality, flooded the international mar-
kets. The fact is that the Antwerp workshops
were simply tapping into a demand that
existed for these works, and they successfully
claimed that segment of the market, much
to the chagrin of competing centers. None-
theless, we should also keep in mind that
throughout the sixteenth century, parallel to
the mass production of inexpensive paint-
ings, a number of first-rate artists, such as
Quentin Massys, Joachim Patinir, Pieter
Bruegel, and Frans Floris, were active in
Antwerp as well. These painters, who
worked primarily on commission, catered
to a very different market, although it is
worth noting that Pieter Bruegel began his
career as a “commercial artist” whose prints
capitalized on popular compositions by
Hieronymus Bosch.

Arnout Balis has pointed out that
changing tastes and a growing interest in art
led to a diversification of the genres of paint-
ing—a phenomenon that Montias would
describe as product innovation.** The intro-
duction of such different subjects as land-
scapes, market scenes, and peasant themes
was, at least in part, a response to market
incentives. This assumption is underscored by
the fact that these new compositions almost
instantly were commercialized, initially
through prints, but later in painted copies
and variations. This broadening of genres in
turn generated new demand, which allowed
the Antwerp artistic community to further
capitalize on these innovations. However, the
artists who made the renowned carved altar-
pieces failed to reinvent or restyle their
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products sufficiently when fashions changed:
By the middle of the sixteenth century,
Brabantine altarpieces were no longer in
vogue, despite attempts to incorporate more
Renaissance elements into their design.’’

As the volume of exports increased
and the art trade diversified, the need for
professional art dealers became apparent.
Merchants of this type first appeared in
Antwerp in significant numbers during the
second half of the sixteenth century, and
were responsible for ensuring that supply
met demand at a time when the art market
was becoming more professional and com-
mercial. Much research needs to be done
regarding the social and economic back-
grounds and activities of these dealers, but
indications are that they frequently origi-
nated from within the artistic milieu. For
instance, Bartholomeus de Momper began
his career as a painter and publisher of
prints before becoming the manager of the
schilderspand in 1565.5°

As works of art made their entry into
the capitalist arena, the language of con-
temporary documents changed as well.
Capitalist terminology infiltrated contracts
and letters dealing with art, which bears
eloquent testimony to the high degree of
commercialization of the Antwerp art
market. By the mid-sixteenth century,
documents dealing with the transactions
surrounding a work of art provided such
additional details as the price, type of
packaging, mode of transportation, means
of payment, and—Ilast but not least—the
authorship. Numerous entries in the
certificatieboeken, which documented ship-
ments of works of art, also included in
the margins the mark of the art dealer, and
these were found as well on the boxes, bales,
and barrels in which the goods were trans-
ported. These observations suggest that art
was now well assimilated in the world of
commerce and had, indeed, become a com-
modity. The question then arises as to what
extent the content of the art object was
influenced by these developments.



Figure 13. Unidentified Antwerp Master. The Adoration of the Magi. Alte Pinakothek,

Munich (no. 708)

[t is clear that the subject matter of
paintings also did not remain unaffected.
The diversification of genres meant that
more universal topics with a broad appeal
were being portrayed. Landscapes in the
style of Patinir, for instance, lacked a high
degree of specificity as well as a complicated
iconography. Hence, these popular composi-
tions were especially suited to the require-
ments of large-scale works produced on
spec. Commercialization had an even more

concrete impact in certain cases: Some type
of commercial activity is depicted in the
background of many Antwerp Mannerist
paintings. It has been suggested that the
theme of the Adoration of the Magi owed
its success to the evocation of travel, which
would have appealed to the foreign mer-
chants who purchased these paintings**—as,
for example, the Adoration of the Magi in the
Alte Pinakothek, Munich (fig. 13), in the
background of which we can clearly observe
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men handling baggage (fig. 14). In 2 num-
ber of paintings, the merchants’ marks on
the bags leave little doubt that they contain
commercial goods. Finally, other composi-
tions reflect directly on the relationship
between art and capitalism, and quite a few
either warn against the dangers of mixing
the two or against the evils of commercial-
ism in general. Pieter Bruegel may have
attempted to convey such a message in his
enigmatic painting Tiwo Monkeys (Berlin,
Gemildegalerie), and rather blatantly in the
engraving of The Battle between the Moneybags
and the Strongboxes.

ANTWERP AND BRUGES

In view of the similar role both cities have
played in the history of European trade, it is
tempting to compare (admittedly, in a very
superficial manner) the process of commer-
cializing works of art—and painting in par-
ticular—in Antwerp as opposed to Bruges.
The latter was the emporium mercatorum of
the Burgundian Netherlands and home of
such artistic giants as Jan van Eyck, Hans
Memling, Petrus Christus, and Gerard
David,* but, by the early sixteenth century,
the economic focal point clearly had shifted
to Antwerp, and soon after, the city on the
River Scheldt became the art center as well.
Even during its heyday, however, the Bruges
art market was very different in structure
from Antwerp’s, and until about 1475 the
commercialization of art was not a primary
concern of painters in Bruges.

Painters did not need to make sales in
the art market to earn a living. In terms of
patronage, during most of the fifteenth
century Bruges artists could rely on the
Burgundian dukes and their entourage for
commissions, a luxury that Antwerp never
had.®" In addition, a wealthy upper class of
aristocrats, merchants (as, for instance, the
Arnolfini brothers), and clergy generously
supported the arts. As a result, it was not
necessary for the guild to promote uncom-
missioned art. Quite the contrary; the
authorities did their very best to restrict the
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sale of unsponsored work. Exhibition space
was limited in shops and a ban against the
import of foreign paintings that might
compete with those locally produced was
in effect.® Therefore, it comes as no sur-
prise that Max Martens has expressed
reservations about Campbell’s contention
that “only a small proportion of pictures
were commissioned” in the southern
Netherlands at this time. Furthermore, it is
plausible that collaboration among artists
was not as commonplace as was probably
the case in Antwerp, where the workshops
were larger, even though masters in Bruges
generally employed more pupils and jour-
neymen over the course of time.® Indeed,
there is very little evidence that on-spec
production was widespread in Bruges dur-
ing its golden age: The degree of commer-
cialization was deliberately kept in check by
limiting the standardization and export of
ready-made art.

Nevertheless, when the fortunes of
the Venice of the North began to wane as
the century drew to a close, a change of
strategy took place: There was some serial-
ized production of art—as Ainsworth has
shown, in the case of Gerard David—
and the guild exhibited greater leniency
toward free-market sales, as attempts were
made to unload more paintings on the
open market.* Most importantly, work-
shops grew in size, which allowed for an
increasingly streamlined and standardized
production process. Interestingly, the
enlargement of the workshops and the
trend toward calculated production, which
took place in Bruges during the latter
third of the fifteenth century, was not
caused by a heightened demand, as was
true in Antwerp, but rather was a response

Figure 14. (right) Unidentified Antwerp Master.
The Adoration of the Magi (detail of fig. 13)
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to a shrinking art market. Through innova-
tions in the artistic process, the art commu-
nity attempted to prevent a further drop in
demand to protect the viability of its work-
shops.65 In other words, these measures
were aimed at reaching new markets, at a
time when the old patrons had all but dis-
appeared or become impoverished.

To stimulate exports, a pand for luxury
commodities, modeled on predecessors in
Antwerp, opened in 1482, and before long
artists took advantage of it to market their
merchandise. Nonetheless, the share of total
rents paid by artists for exhibition space was
never high—a mere eleven percent in 1512—
and it decreased further over the years. By
1528—29, many of the stalls usually occupied
by painters remained vacant. Furthermore,
not only did the pand not open until 1482,
but comparable galleries selling art had
existed in Antwerp for several decades.%
Clearly, there was less of a need for such a
sales vehicle in Bruges so long as the patron-
age system engendered a sufficient amount
of commissions.

By the late 1480s, the vast majority of
foreign merchants had taken up residence
in Antwerp. Together with the departure of
the Burgundian dukes, a large part of the
client base depended upon by Bruges artists
appears to have been lost, and many were
forced to move. Some masters, such as
Gerard David and Jan Provost, remained in
Bruges but purchased citizenship in Antwerp
as well; others, such as Adriaen Isenbrant,
allied themselves with art dealers from
Antwerp. Both strategies allowed painters to
sell their work directly on the Antwerp mar-
ket. While these efforts confirm a more
market-oriented approach by the Bruges
artistic community, they also reveal that there
was a lack of commercial outlets in Bruges.
In the long run, attempts by Bruges artists to
gear the production of paintings toward the
open market were not particularly successful.
Export registers drawn up in the 1540s and
1550s show very little or no evidence that
paintings from Bruges were exported in
great numbers.
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CONCLUSION

To recapitulate, in a relatively short time the
Antwerp art market had become among
the most modern in Europe, and the highly
commercialized production of art affected eco-
nomic activity on three levels: Paintings and
altarpieces were created in proto-industrial
workshops; at the distribution level, the final
product was dispersed via the panden and art
dealers to an international audience; and on
the level of the consumer, art was purchased
primarily ready made rather than ordered on
commission. In the southern Netherlands, the
commercialization of paintings and altarpieces
was ultimately a result of market forces; in
Antwerp, it was due to increasing demand;
while in Bruges, artists responded de facto to a
shrinking market for art.

Paintings and carved altarpieces were not
the only works of art that were produced on
spec. Both the production and distribution
of Flemish tapestries were highly commer-
cialized: Cheaper versions of Brussels master-
pieces were mass produced in such cities
as Oudenaarde and offered for sale at the
tapissierspand in Antwerp. The tapestry trade
sustained a veritable industry, which repre-
sented an important segment of the economy
of the southern Netherlands.”

The same process of the commercializa-
tion of art took place almost simultaneously
in Nuremberg and certain Italian cities, but
perhaps it was more pronounced and visible
in Antwerp than elsewhere because of the
panden—that is, by the very existence of
these vast public art markets, rather than by
the way in which these markets affected both
the form and content of works of art. Thus,
the sixteenth century marked the beginning
of a long, complex, and often troublesome
relationship between art and economics.%®
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I have little to quarrel with regarding the main
issues raised in Filip Vermeylen’s essay. I find
much of what he has to say on the adaptation
of artists’ supply to export demand—the
simplification of design, the use of shortcuts to
curtail costs, and so forth—relevant, and to
some extent original. I do wish, however, that
he were less sure of the solidity and accuracy
of his quantitative propositions. We must always
keep in mind that when we are dealing with
the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, statistics
on the marketing and prices of works of art are
very scarce. There are only a small number of
paintings and carved altarpieces about which
we know more or less with certainty whether
they were commissioned or produced for the
market on spec. While it is probable that, from
the 1480s on, there was a trend toward sales on
spec for works of both types—and yes, on
average, those made on spec were less expensive
than their commissioned counterparts—the
evidence on all counts is still weak.
Quantitative estimates must be used with
great care. It is tempting but dangerous to cite
those by other scholars, making more of them
than they originally were meant to convey.
Take, for instance,Vermeylen’s interpretation
of Lynn Jacobs’s estimate of the production
of carved altarpieces for export in the late
fifteenth and the sixteenth century Vermeylen
writes: “Jacobs spared no effort in her book to
claim that in Antwerp up to seventy-five per-

cent of carved altarpieces were, indeed, pro-
duced for the open market rather than on
commission” (see page s1). From there he goes
on to speculate that, “Given the high export
figures and the absolutely stunning numbers of
ready-made paintings on sale at the pand . . .
the conclusion is inescapable that the percent-
age of paintings made for export must have
been even higher—probably about ninety per-
cent of the total output.” In the introduction
to her book, to which Vermeylen refers, Lynn
Jacobs does claim that “the vast majority of
carved altarpieces—perhaps as much as 75 per-
cent—were exported to buyers outside the
area.” The basis of this estimate is developed in
chapter 6 of Jacobs’s book. She notes that, of
350 surviving Brabantine altarpieces, seventy-
five percent were found outside Belgium.” She
warns her readers that this percentage must be
“taken with great caution” because the ravages
of Iconoclasm were particularly strong in the
southern Netherlands in the sixteenth century,
so that “larger numbers of carved retables may
have been destroyed here than abroad”—a very
sensible observation. She concludes, neverthe-
less, that “exports could well have formed the
majority of sales.” She might have added that
cheaper works of art (those that were produced
mainly for an anonymous market) tended to
be destroyed or otherwise to have disappeared
over time more rapidly than expensive ones:
The works (altarpieces or paintings) that have
survived constitute a very biased sample of
those that were initially produced. The selective
ravages of time may well have had an impact
on the ratio of exports to total production.
Jacobs’s estimate is a useful point of departure
but hardly more than that. It certainly cannot
be used to demonstrate that seventy-five per-
cent of the carved altarpieces were produced
for the open market, let alone, by analogy, to
estimate that ninety percent of the total output
of paintings was produced on spec.

In addition to the cavalier use of numbers,
there is a problem in distinguishing between



commissioned works and those produced on
spec. Exported works of art need not have
been produced on spec; they might have been
commissioned by churches or even by private
collectors abroad.* Lynn Jacobs frequently
refers to retables with a predella or other com-
ponent that had been customized to represent
a favorite saint or the portrait of a donor.
Should altarpieces such as these be classified
as commissions or as examples of on-spec pro-
duction? In the case of paintings, does a cus-
tomer visiting an artist’s studio, who asks to
buy a copy of an original on view, which must
be ordered in advance, really qualify as a “com-
missioner” of the work? In my view, there is a
fine line between commissioning a work of art
and buying one on spec, which at the very
least complicates the problem of estimating the
relative importance of one type over the other.
The table in Vermeylen’s article (see
fig. 12) contains some interesting data on the
export of paintings from Antwerp between
1543 and 1545, based on a one-percent tax
levied on exports. According to this table, just
over a third of the exported paintings were
sent to the Iberian Peninsula (Spain and
Portugal) and 23.9 percent to “Germany” (pre-
sumnably, the constituents of the Holy Roman
Empire). Total exports in those years amounted
to 130 shipments valued at 6,006 guilders. On
the assumption that these statistics conform to
the normal period of the toll, from May 1,
1543, to April 30, 1545, exports over these two
years average out to 3,003 guilders per year.
These statistics appear to have been
derived from the Brabantse Watertol, a tax
“payable by those who were not citizens of
Brabant on all goods which were brought by
river via the Scheldt or the Honte to or from
Antwerp.”* From May 1, 1543, to April 30,
1545, the taxes collected on this toll amounted
to 863,226 Flemish groats or 21,580 guilders of
40 groats each. In addition, exports by land
were subject to the Brabant land toll. The
amount collected from November 1543 to
October 1544 from this toll (levied at twenty-
nine tollhouses) for all goods was 8,400
guilders. I take it that Vermeylen’s export data
do not include overland shipments, such as
those to Paris. It may be noted in passing that

the one-percent tax on the export of paintings
cited in the table would have yielded about
sixty guilders, or a mere .3 percent of the tolls
collected on the water route.

We have seen that exports of paintings in
the early 1540s via the water route generated
about three thousand guilders a year in tolls.
What does that figure represent in terms of
the total value of paintings produced in those
years? Our only reliable statistical anchor is the
daily wages of master carpenters and free jour-
neymen in Antwerp in that period—

7.5 stivers a day.’ For a 220-day year, this
amounts to a little over 8o guilders annually.
Exports of paintings thus represented 37.5
years of a master carpenter’s work.To figure
out how many years of a master painter’s work
these exports might represent requires very
speculative assumptions. In Delft—which, to
be sure, was not as advanced or developed a
city as Antwerp during this period—an ordi-
nary painter working for the Oude Kerk

was paid one-and-a-half times as much as a
laborer (who earned less than a master carpen-
ter) in 1550—51,° and successful masters two

to three times as much.’” Exports would have
amounted to between twelve and nineteen
years of a master painter’s work. To relate

these figures to the total activity of master
painters in the guild, we cannot make use of
Guicciardini’s estimate—cited by Vermeylen—
of “300 artists” active in Antwerp in the 1560s
because we do not know whether the number
comprises apprentices or what the proportion
of painters was to the entire guild member-
ship. I prefer to assume that the percentage
ratio of master painters to the total population
of Antwerp in the mid-sixteenth century
(90,000 inhabitants) was about the same as in
the major cities of the Dutch Republic in the
mid-seventeenth century (I to 1.5 per 1,000)."
This would imply that there were between 9o
and 135 master painters (and as many man-
years of a master painter’s work). To this should
be added the production of paintings by jour-
neymen and advanced apprentices (I cannot
even guess at the amount). This suggests that
exports via the water route might have repre-
sented anywhere between twelve and twenty
percent of the total output of master painters,
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or even less if the production of assistants is
included.’ If exports via the land route added
another fifty percent to the exports by water,
together they may have comprised at most
eighteen to thirty percent of the total. This
seems like a reasonable result: The proportion is
significant but falls somewhat short of the
claims made by Vermeylen at several points in
his discussion about the “globalization” of the
painters’ industry. (I suspect, incidentally, that
the proportion of exported carved altarpieces
came closer to between fifteen and thirty per-
cent rather than to the fifty to seventy-five
percent estimated by Jacobs and Vermeylen.)
Now, to turn to a fairly widespread prob-
lem, touched on by Vermeylen and by a num-
ber of other scholars in the field, there seems
to be general agreement that the market for art
expanded in the fifteenth and the early six-
teenth century and that cost-cutting innova-
tions were an appropriate response to “meet
the increased demand.” Neither part of this
proposition is self-evident. The economic his-
torian Henri Pirenne built a good part of his
reputation after World War I by asserting that
this period was one of restriction and retrench-
ment during which the stranglehold of the
guilds held back economic development.™
Very recently, the distinguished historian
Jonathan Israel argued in the pages of Art
History that cost cutting, at least in Holland in
the first part of the seventeenth century, was
not a response to an increase in demand but,
on the contrary, an adaptation to a decline in
demand, as artists sought to counter the mar-
ket-shrinking effects of the recession, which he
associates with the resumption of the war with
Spain after the end of the twelve-year truce in
1621." At first glance, the idea that artists may
have cut costs to maintain a certain level of
sales despite a recession is just as plausible as the
traditional assertion that process innovations
were adopted in response to increased demand.
It should not be surprising to discover, there-
fore, that, in the course of history, cost-cutting
innovations have occurred in periods of both
high and low demand. How does this square
with Vermeylen’s proposition that paintings in
Bruges chiefly were commissioned rather than
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produced on spec? Did most of the indepen-
dent master sculptors and painters who had
an open shop obtain commissions from the
Burgundian court? If they did receive such
commissions toward the middle of the
fifteenth century, did they do so at the end?
IsVermeylen’s proposition consistent with the
evidence of cost-cutting innovations in the
work of such Bruges painters as Gerard David
and Adriaen Isenbrant in the first and second
decades of the sixteenth century?

The notion that cost-cutting innovations
were a response to the increased demand for
art slices through a complicated economic
process. Students of Economics 101 are familiar
with the response of a light industry (for
example, pin making) to an increase in
demand, which consumes a small proportion
of the entire supply of raw materials and other
factors that it employs. A higher demand will
elicit a short-run increase in the price of pins,
but prices will revert to their original level as
more resources become available in the indus-
try. (One should note that the industry, how-
ever, is too small to affect the prices of these
resources.) Granted, an increase in the demand
for art occurred in the fifteenth and the early
sixteenth century, but why were cost-cutting
measures introduced to avert an increase in
prices, which would have cut back on
demand? This was done precisely because the
painting and sculpture “industries” relied on
means of production that were in short supply
and could not be increased readily in the middle
to the long run.The principal such factor, of
course, was a highly skilled labor force trained
to produce art. This is where a careful study
and comparison of art guilds in different cities
may yield useful answers. How many years of
apprenticeship were required in Bruges and in
Antwerp before a fledgling painter or sculptor
could become a master? Did the apprentice, as
was the case in Haarlem (but not in Delft) in
the seventeenth century, have to spend some
time as a journeyman in the atelier of a master
before he could establish a studio of his own?
How rigidly were the guild restrictions applied
that limited the simultaneous employment of
apprentices in any one workshop to one or



two at a time? Filip Vermeylen has shown us
that the number of new masters rose rapidly in
Antwerp in response to the increased demand
for works of art. Is there even partial evidence
that this was also the case in Bruges?

However, it was not merely a question of
sheer numbers of artists but of the limited
pool of talented individuals among them who
could be trained to the very high standards
required for them to become established mas-
ters in their specialty. As I study the careers of
apprentices and masters in seventeenth-century
Delft, Haarlem, and Amsterdam, I am struck by
how many apprentices it took to produce one
master painter who distinguished himself
sufficiently from the crowd for his work to be
recognized by a notary or clerk drawing up an
inventory—sufficiently enough, that is, for the
notary or clerk to attribute a painting to that
artist. The great majority of the names of
apprentices that have come down to us are
unrecorded in the inventories of the period—
or in any subsequent sources for that matter.
Of course, painting in Holland in the seven-
teenth century differed from painting in
Bruges and in Antwerp in the fifteenth and
sixteenth centuries in that there were very
few large studios in Holland—and those that
existed were mainly headed by the most suc-
cessful practitioners of court portraiture and
history painting.

In the seventeenth century, most artists
made do with one or two apprentices, but it
would seem that large studios prevailed in
fifteenth- and early-sixteenth-century Bruges
and Antwerp, economizing on scarce talent.
They made it possible to combine the above-
average ability of one master with the efforts
of a number of not-so-talented assistants. Any
mediocre independent master could make
copies, using workshop drawings and transfer
techniques to accelerate the production of new
works, but the large atelier could also take
advantage of economies of scale that were not
available to the independent master. Specializa-
tion of tasks could only be effected in the
larger studio. A set of stock figure drawings (for
example, one for each apostle and for each
major male or fernale saint) could almost as

easily be utilized by ten assistants as by one.
Perhaps this also suggests why process innova-
tions differed in the earlier period from
those that were introduced a century later.

In the large studio of the earlier period, inno-
vation was oriented to gains from scale—
specialization by tasks, copying, and the use of
stock patterns. Later on, independent masters
working more or less by themselves developed
new techniques for accelerating the comple-
tion of their own works, such as painting “wet
on wet,” the elimination of intermediary stages
requiring a lengthy drying process, and apply-
ing paint “alla prima.” Some of these tech-
niques, as Maryan Ainsworth points out, were
already employed earlier, although they were
not as fully developed. In the early sixteenth
and the seventeenth century, it was the empha-
sis on workshop copies rather than on inex-
pensive “original” works of art that probably
helps to explain the differences in the size and
operation of painters’ studios.
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. See L. Jacobs, Early Netherlandish Carved Altarpieces, 1380—
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Filip Vermeylen

Further Comments on
Methodology
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While it is always dangerous to quote statis-
tics from other scholars, it does not neces-
sarily mean that you endorse them or

take them for granted (see page 62). I have,
indeed, referred to the estimate made by
Lynn Jacobs that seventy-five percent of all
carved altarpieces produced in the southern
Netherlands were made on spec, but neither
her argument nor the number she arrived
at is essential to the point I wish to make.
Whether it was seventy-five percent or
forty to fifty percent (no doubt a more real-
istic figure) does not change in the least the
fact that art in Antwerp was subject to a
high degree of commercialization—which
is my argument.

Montias raises an interesting problem
when he discusses the definitions of and dis-
tinctions between the on-spec and on-com-
mission modes of production (see page 62).
Empirical evidence from Antwerp for both
altarpieces and paintings reveals that what
prevailed was a mengvorm—a type that defied
the strict separation of the two forms.
Carved altarpieces, especially, often mixed a
standardized caisse and some personalized
scenes and components. According to Ria
De Boodt (Free University of Brussels), who
has performed technical research on dozens
of Brabantine retables, as many as twenty-
five percent of the extant examples could fall

into this category. The same holds true for
painting. The presence of the unfinished
diptychs at van Kessel’s shop in the Antwerp
schilderspand in 1583 is very significant, as it
underscores the high degree of commercial-
ization of the art trade. The availability of
“double canvases of various types, some
not finished,” gave the potential customer
another option in addition to purchasing a
ready-made painting or commissioning a
new one (see page 50). In Antwerp, he or she
could thus acquire a semi-finished painting
to which personalized elements, such as a
portrait or a coat of arms, could be added

at a later stage. This was already the case
much earlier in the century with Antwerp
Mannerist paintings. The wings of these
triptychs were occasionally left blank so that
the ultimate buyer (often located in foreign
lands) could have the work customized by
requesting that his portrait or his patron saint
be painted in.

It is true that I suggested that as many
as ninety percent of the paintings produced
could have been completed on spec. I was
astounded to learn from an archival docu-
ment that more than six hundred paintings
were offered for sale in just one shop in
the schilderspand (see page 50). Given the
fact that there were one hundred shops in
the gallery as well as additional venues in the
city where ready-made paintings were
marketed, it seemed to me that in terms of
absolute numbers the total output of on-spec
works must have been astronomical. Granted,
we are talking of mostly cheap paintings op
doek (on canvas), yet they numbered in the
thousands. Again, in terms of countable
works of art, the commissioned paintings
could have represented only a fraction of
the overall production.

There are, of course, some problems with
my proposition, even though it is presented



merely as a point of departure. First of all, the
relevance of working with absolute numbers
can be questioned. Paintings that were com-
missioned tended to be significantly more
expensive and required the input of many
additional man-hours. Also, the fact that I do
not know the exact number of paintings pro-
duced in Antwerp during the sixteenth cen-
tury renders my figure of ninety percent even
more speculative.

It is, thus, no surprise that Montias crit-
icizes this hypothesis and arrives at an alter-
native figure of eighteen to thirty percent of
paintings produced for the open market.
However, as his percentages are based on the
value of these paintings, the two figures
should not be compared at all. Nevertheless,
an attempt to come to an ad valorem esti-
mate of what the speculative production of
paintings might have represented is a worth-
while exercise. Montias’s approach and
method are not free of error, and fail to take
into consideration the particularities of the
Antwerp economy and art market in the
sixteenth century.

As a starting point, Montias cites the
table that I have provided (see fig. 12), its
statistics taken from export registers for 1543
to 1545." He assumes that the Brabantse
Watertol was consulted to compile these
figures (see page 63), but the amount of
detailed information contained in the table
is not available in these volumes. Unlike
the Watertol, the export registers do include
overland shipments, but such records are
virtually non-existent for France, as the
Habsburgs were at war with the French
king, Francis 1. In fact, the toll was con-
ceived to fund this war and was abolished
shortly after the warring parties signed the
Treaty of Crépy in 1544.

Montias proceeds by using export
figures for the early 1540s essentially to make
statements about art production in Antwerp
during the 1550s and 1560s; fortunately, the
other parameters he uses date from the
appropriate time period.’ In my view, com-
paring the two periods significantly distorts

the reality and increases the margin of error
beyond acceptable levels. After all, the early
1540s were a time of transition for the econ-
omy. The southern Netherlands as a whole
were recovering from a severe depression,
which had crippled the region the previous
decade. To make matters worse, Marten van
Rossum pillaged the surrounding country-
side during the summer of 1542, and Antwerp
doubtlessly suffered further disruptions of
trade due to the ongoing war with France.
The fluctuations of the art market perhaps
can be best tracked by examining the rev-
enues of the city’s most important venue for
art sales, the newly opened schilderspand (see
the graph, fig. 15). Clearly, the two years cov-
ered by the export registers do not indicate a
period of booming art sales.*

In light of the wealth of information
contained in the copious volumes of the
Brabantse Watertol, I firmly believe that the
export registers are a unique source, but I
do acknowledge their shortcomings. The
war with France certainly was an impedi-
ment for the export industries, and long-
distance trade was still modest compared to
what it would be in the future. The regis-
ters, therefore, supply us with a very con-
servative estimate of the art trade. My sense
of Antwerp’s commercial situation during
the 1540s is reminiscent of what the econ-
omist W. W. Rostow has called the “take-
off phase” of an economy. The ingredients
for a rapid and exponential growth were
present, but there were no results yet.’ In
terms of the art market, significant changes
were taking place in the production process
(as, for example, in the workshop of Pieter
Coecke van Aelst) and in the distribution
of art (year-round art sales at the panden)
on which the city would capitalize during
its true golden age, the 1550s and 15605,
so eloquently described by Guicciardini.

In order to reach his percentage of
speculative production, Montias embarks
on a very treacherous journey, indeed. For
this he needed to know, first of all, how
many masters were producing paintings in
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Antwerp. He uses a figure of 90,000, which
does approximate the size of the city’s pop-
ulation during the 1550s, to calculate the
number of masters, which he bases on the
ratio that existed in the Dutch Republic
(see page 63).This kind of extrapolation is
certainly not without risk, however, even if
we accept the hypothesis of 9o to 135 mas-
ter painters, it is again an estimate, which at
best might reflect the situation of the 1550s
and 1560s, but surely does not apply to the
years prior to 1545.6

There are strong indications that the
art trade improved after 1545. Not only are
increasing sales reflected in the revenues of
the schilderspand but the expansion of the
art market becomes evident when we
examine the very similar revenues of an
export tax, one that was levied in 1552—53.
Again, another war with France prompted
the toll, but only trade with the Iberian
Peninsula was subjected to the tax.” The
quasi-identical method of taxation allows
for some interesting comparisons, and an
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analysis of the toll books unequivocally
shows that the export of all kinds of luxury
items (for example, tapestries, books, musi-
cal instruments, and globes) had grown
compared to ten years earlier.® In my text,
I point out that Spain and Portugal imported
about 1,011 guilders’ worth of paintings
annually from 1543 to 1545, but that this
sum rose to 17,543 guilders from January 1
to December 31, 1553.° Incidentally, this
spectacular increase is corroborated by the
exponential growth of the revenues of the
schilderspand. Of course, these amounts refer
only to the Iberian Peninsula, but it is not
inconceivable that exports to other loca-
tions enjoyed a similar increase, and, while
perhaps not as pronounced, certainly were
greater than they had been a decade earlier.
As a result, the figure of 3,003 guilders
(annual exports of paintings) Montias used
in his calculations should be augmented
substantially. If we adjust the numbers to
reflect the historical reality more accurately,
a very different percentage will emerge.
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Figure 15. Revenues of the schilderspand (1540—1600) (in guilders)
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We need to modify the model in one
other aspect. A more fundamental fallacy in

the calculations presented by Montias lies in
the de facto equation of export data with the

total of on-spec production. Naturally, only
a part of these non-commissioned paintings
found their way abroad. It is very difficult
to estimate the relative importance of
exports, but I would suggest that this seg-
ment of the market was, indeed, substantial.
On the other hand, scholars like Herman
van der Wee repeatedly have stressed the
significance of the home market for
Antwerp’s commerce and industry; in the
mid-sixteenth century, it stretched from
Groningen in the far north to Arras in the
south, and included such prosperous art-
purchasing cities as Bruges, Brussels,
Mechlin, Amsterdam, and, not least,
Antwerp itself. Surely, the domestic con-
sumption of non-commissioned works of
art must have been impressive in both vol-
ume and value, possibly equaling or even
exceeding exports.

In conclusion, if we were to adopt
Montias’s model for calculating the portion
of on-spec paintings produced in mid-
sixteenth-century Antwerp, we would need
to use an annual export figure of 20,000
guilders for paintings (still, no doubt, a
conservative estimate) instead of the 3,000
guilders he suggested. In addition, we
would have to add a significant sum of
guilders for those paintings bought by
Flemings, Walloons, and Dutchmen, which
would raise the figure by several thousands

of guilders per year. I am reluctant to present

yet another percentage, but it should be
clear from my comments and calculations
that the ultimate figure—all other things
being equal—will be much higher than the
eighteen to thirty percent proposed by
Montias. In my opinion, it seems plausible
that, in terms of the man-hours expended
by the master painter and his workshop, the
production of paintings for the open mar-
ket can be situated in the fifty to seventy-
five percent range of the total output.
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.SAB, rk 23357-64. 1 compiled the export data

for February 10, 1543, to February 9, 1545. For a
discussion of the 100 Penny tax see F Vermeylen,
“Exporting Art across the Globe: The Antwerp Art
Market in the Sixteenth Century,” in Nederlands
Kunsthistorisch Jaarboek so (1999), pp. 13—29.

. At first glance, the inclusion of overland exports

may strengthen Montias’s argument, but I will show
this made little difference.

. For instance, the figure of 90,000 applies to the

population in the 1550s, not the early 1540s, when an
estimated 84,000 people resided in Antwerp. Popula-
tion figures can be found in G. Marnef, Antwerp in
the Age of Reformation. Underground Protestantism in a
Commercial Metropolis, 1550—1577 (Baltimore and
London: 1996), p. 5. See also R. Boumans and

J. Craeybeckx, “Het bevolkingscijfer van Antwerpen
in de 16de eeuw,” in Tijdschrift voor Geschiedenis 60
(1947), pp. 394—405; ].Van Roey, “De bevolking,” in
Antwerpen in de XVIde eeuw, pp. 95—108.

. The other gallery involved in the selling of paint-

ings in Antwerp at this time was Onser Liever
Vrouwen Pand. The revenues for this market also
(on average) increased during the 1550s, but only
marginally so.

. Rostow, of course, wrote primarily about industrial-

ized nations, and this comparison should not be
taken too literally; see W. W. Rostow, The Stages of
Economic Growth. A Non-Communist Manifesto, 3rd ed.
(Cambridge, England: 1990).

The membership lists of the Guild of Saint Luke
suggest that the number of new masters registered
was significantly lower during the 1540s compared
to the 1550s, and even show a drop of nineteen per-
cent compared to the 1530s (see the graph, fig. 15, in
my text).

. SAB, rk 23470-2.These registers are almost identical

to those from the 1540s, and unless one looks at the
dates, one cannot tell them apart. The toll did double
from one to two percent of the value of all goods
imported and exported.

For instance, the value of exported books rose

from 1,374.5 to 56,670 guilders in ten years. See

E Vermeylen, “Art and Economics: The Antwerp
Art Market of the Sixteenth Century,” Ph.D. diss.
(New York: Columbia University, 2000), pp. 152—54.

. My first impression is that exports of other luxury

items experienced an equally large increase.
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R eshaping the Field:
The Contribution
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Early Netherlandish painting always has been
closely identified with technical studies—
more so, in fact, than almost any other area
in the history of art. Most of the recent
developments can be explained by what I
consider an extraordinary commitment on
the part of museums, in this country and
abroad, to conservation research, systematic
catalogues, and groundbreaking exhibitions,
such as “From Van Eyck to Bruegel,” held at
The Metropolitan Museum of Art in 1998—99.
This commitment is undoubtedly based

on the long-standing recognition that Early
Netherlandish paintings lend themselves

to technical investigation. From the end of
the nineteenth century, when Northern
European panel paintings were first studied
with X-rays, to the present, when a much
wider range of investigative methods is
available, Northern paintings have yielded

a wealth of information about the ways

in which they were made. These richly
crafted works have provided us with a vir-
tual explosion of new visual documents
that form a unique record of artists’ work-
ing procedures. More importantly, technol-
ogy has developed so that artists’ working
methods no longer need to be elucidated
strictly in terms of what traditionally has

been rather dryly labeled “materials and

technique.” The painting process now also
can be imaged in pictorial and conceptual
terms—something that was unimaginable
in the days before infrared reflectography.

FINDING A PLACE FOR
TECHNICAL STUDIES IN
ACADEMIC TRADITIONS

Given the extent of technical investigations
in the Early Netherlandish field, it should
be easy to point to a long history of ongo-
ing scholarship that would lead logically to
all the current activity. Yet, it is difficult, in
fact, to find the proper background against
which technical studies can be profiled.
There is really only one continuous literary
tradition that helps to explain the close
connection of Early Netherlandish painting
and technical studies. This has to do, of
course, with Jan van Eyck and his reputed
“invention” of oil painting. The legend
itself, as is well known, was the invention of
Giorgio Vasari, who told the story of Jan
van Eyck’s discovery in both editions of his
Vite.Vasari’s claim sustained a steady stream
of literature extending from the sixteenth
century to such authors as Karel van Mander,
who appears to have been an important
proponent of the invention legend and was
not countered until 1781, when Gotthold
Ephraim Lessing published Theophilus’s
twelfth-century manuscript. According to
Pim Brinkman, who has written the most
complete study of this literature, the wide
influence of Vasari’s text assured Jan van
Eyck a place in the canon of art history—
if not as the first to discover oil paint, then
as the artist who invented oil painting as
we know it. The legend also stimulated
those nineteenth-century investigations of
additives to the oil medium and egg/oil
emulsions that can be regarded as some of



the first technical studies in the field. As
Brinkman notes, research in this area has
not been steady: Almost nothing transpired
from the nineteenth century until Paul
Coremans’s work on the Ghent Altarpiece
in 1953, and the issue was only revisited again
recently.' The twenty-five years of research
into paint mediums at the National Gallery
in London, together with the endeavors at
other conservation laboratories that fol-
lowed, including the development of new
instrumentation within the context of the
Molart research project in the Netherlands,
will continue to provide us with a great deal
of additional, and more definitive, informa-
tion. As far as Eyckian technique is con-
cerned, several important publications have
appeared that contain valuable state-of-the
field essays—specifically, those by Ashok
Roy and by Raymond White (presented

at the National Gallery, London, 1998

van Eyck symposium) and by Melanie
Gifford (among the papers at the M. Victor
Leventritt symposium in 1996 at Harvard
University).” This Eyckian literature consti-
tutes about the only specific historiography
for technical studies of Netherlandish paint-
ing, and it makes medium analysis a central
issue in the field, but further discussion of
the topic clearly lies outside the scope of
this article. The historiography, moreover,
does not account for all of the methods of
technical investigation that currently typify
the field—and certainly does not address
the dominance of infrared studies in the
last few decades.

The more immediate background for
technical studies is to be found in develop-
ments relating to the growing discipline of
art conservation. It can be traced as far back
as the nineteenth century, when there was
a great interest in research into materials,
and correlation with treatises, as well as far-
reaching breakthroughs in photography and
microscopy. It relates to the early application
of many of these methods to archaeology,
where technical investigation always has
received a greater acceptance than in art

history. It is also closely tied to the steadily
increasing professionalization of conserva-
tion in this country and elsewhere from the
beginning of the twentieth century on.
(One clear sign that this professionalization
has occurred is the current proliferation of
studies dealing with the history of conserva-
tion.) In one of the few general essays on
the application of technical methods of
examination to the study of paintings, Paul
Philippot and Catheline Périer-d’Ieteren
make several interesting observations. They
divide the field into three periods: First they
characterize nineteenth-century technical
studies in relation to a positivist climate that
valued the identification of materials and
techniques for their own sake; then they
define a subsequent period when technical
methods were applied more systematically
in conservation to construct the material
history of a given work, from its original
appearance to any later alterations; and,
finally, they acknowledge that, especially
after World War II, the same methods were
used not only by restorers but also by art
historians.’ Reviewing this history is useful,
since it helps elucidate why technical studies
usually occupy a subordinate position within
academic disciplines, and are designated as
an auxiliary field, or sub-specialty, within
another, more established, area of research.
This history also makes it clear that, in the
last decades, art historians using technical
methods have had to chart their own inde-
pendent course. The technical investigation
of Early Netherlandish painting in an art-
historical context must, as a result, be con-
sidered an emerging field.

In the 1930s or 1940s, someone made the
connection that the preparatory layout draw-
ing Cennini talked about in his famous Libro
dell’arte could be made visible by means of
infrared light. (I imagine this was insider
information in conservation circles at the
time.) As far as | have been able to ascertain,
one of the first infrared photographs of a
painting—in this case, an unidentified icon—
was published by E Arcadius Lyon in the
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Figure 16. Infrared photograph of an uniden-
tified Byzantine icon

Fogg Museum’s Technical Studies in 1934

(fig. 16). The photograph had nothing to do
with underdrawings; it was taken in order to
see the painted forms more clearly through
a heavy varnish.* Helmut Ruhemann, a
prominent figure in paintings conservation
during this period, was known to have
looked for underdrawings with a microscope
while conducting the examinations for his
condition reports. However, Ruhemann also
recognized the potential of infrared radiation
to reveal what he called the painting’s “pre-
liminary drawing,” and he stated as much in

Early Netherlandish Painting at the Crossroads

a publication of 1941:“It would perhaps be
interesting to try to find out by systematic
comparison whether this kind of tentative
sketchy drawing-in does not exist under
the surface of most paintings of this school,
and, in fact, of all schools. . . . Infra-red
photography would, perhaps, play its part
in answering this question.”* By the next
decade, infrared photography became insti-
tutionalized, one might say, as part of

the standard documentation of the Centre
National de Recherches “Primitifs
Flamands” in Brussels. Several landmark
publications resulted in the wake of this
activity, such as Paul Coremans’s 1953 study
of the Ghent Altarpiece—well known to
scholars of Early Netherlandish painting.
Less well known was the appearance of
Johannes Taubert’s dissertation in 1956.
Entitled “Zur kunstwissenschaftlichen
Auswertung von naturwissenschaftlichen
Gemildeuntersuchungen,” it examined
infrared evidence and Early Netherlandish
painting, and focused for the first time on
many of the issues that still concern us
today.® Taubert’s study has not yet received
the recognition it deserves, aside from the
distribution of a few mimeographed copies;
in fact, the only part of the dissertation that
has been published is chapter 8,*“Beobach-
tungen zum schopferischen Arbeitsprozess
bei einigen altniederlandischen Malern,”
which appeared in volume 26 of the
Nederlands Kunsthistorisch_Jaarboek in 1975.
However, that year Taubert’s dissertation was
given a symbolic place of honor: It was pre-
sented as the foundation document at the
very first biennial colloquium on the study
of underdrawings, organized by the Belgian
scholars Roger van Schoute and Héléne
Verougstraete. This historic meeting was fol-
lowed soon after by J. R. J. van Asperen de
Boer’s 1979 reinvestigation of the Ghent
Altarpiece based on the then-new technique
of infrared reflectography. In many ways,
these events in the 1970s can be seen as
having ushered in the phase of study that
occupies us today.



Plate 5. School of Leonardo. Madonna and Tiwo Angels Adoring the Christ
Child. The Detroit Institute of Arts (no. §7.37)

It is doubtful if any other area of art
history could have benefited as much from
infrared studies as Early Netherlandish
painting; works from the Italian Renaissance,
for instance, have not proven to be as
receptive to infrared. (This perception is
likely to change, however, as additional
infrared studies of Italian collections are
conducted.) To date, there have been many
more reports of undetectable underdraw-
ings in Italian works than in Northern
paintings. A striking example of this phe-
nomenon occurs in the Madonna and Tivo

Angels Adoring the Christ Child, in The
Detroit Institute of Arts, traditionally
assigned to the school of Leonardo (plate s).”
The underdrawing of the figure of the
Madonna is visible to the unaided eye; it
picks out the details of the Madonna’s
face and hair, the contours of her hands,
and the shading and fold lines of the drap-
ery. Most likely executed in a pure brown
pigment that becomes transparent to the
eye of the infrared camera in the way that
pure colors do, the underdrawing, when
studied with infrared reflectography, simply
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Plate 6. Head of the Madonna (detail of
plate s)

disappears (plate 6 and fig. 17). The use of
darker, presumably carbon-containing, inks
and chalks makes Northern underdrawings
easier to detect. A Northern work roughly
contemporary with the Detroit Madonna
and Tivo Angels Adoring the Christ Child pro-
vides an interesting comparison (plate 7).
Currently attributed to an anonymous mas-
ter perhaps active in Ghent, this is also a
painting in which sections of the underdraw-
ing can be seen with the naked eye.® The
underdrawing of the figures of the standing
Saint John the Baptist and the Virgin and
Child in the central part of the composition
seems as elaborate as a finished study from
the period, with accurate outlining and
extensive shading in the form of oblique
hatchings and cross-hatching. This under-
drawing continues to register in infrared (as I
have been informed, by Maryan Ainsworth),
which means, of course, that an underdraw-
ing can be revealed in its entirety beneath
the paint film. The greater detectability of
the underdrawings of Northern paintings has

Early Netherlandish Painting at the Crossroads

Figure 17. Infrared reflectogram assembly
corresponding to plate 6

influenced the Netherlandish field enor-
mously and has even had what can be con-
sidered a quantifiable effect. Underdrawings
have augmented the small number of surviv-
ing works from the period, and have helped
compensate for the even smaller corpus of
drawings on paper, as well as for the general
lack of painting manuals or other documen-
tation of painting technique. The under-
drawing, moreover, exists in a known
context, and thus can be interpreted in rela-
tion to its function, allowing researchers to
interconnect the phases of an artist’s working
process in ways that were impossible before.
For these results, we are indebted to
the Dutch physicist J. R. J. van Asperen de
Boer, who, in the late 1960s, designed a
prototype infrared reflectography camera
that had immediate success in penetrating
the blue and green pigments that had
remained impervious to conventional
infrared photography. The system he
devised was remarkably stable and reliable;
this stability allowed the whole field to



Plate 7. Unidentified Ghent (?) Master. Virgin and Child with Saints. Private collection

develop, as it made both consistent docu-
mentation and long-term systematic studies
possible. Reflectography also proved to be
an excellent lead-in technique: It encour-
aged close scrutiny of the paint surface
through constant comparison with the
underdrawing, as well as by focusing atten-
tion on basic issues related to condition,
and it revitalized interest in other types of

technical examination. X-radiography, in
particular, is a method of study that com-
plements infrared, since it can reveal the
first application of paint relative to the
underdrawn layout. Dendrochronology, or
tree-ring dating, also has been assimilated
more and more into technical investigations
of Early Netherlandish panels, from the
1980s on. Microscopic study of the paint
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Figure 18.Workshop of Jan van Eyck. Saint Jerome in His Study.
The Detroit Institute of Arts (no. 25.4)

surface, and paint sampling where possible,
figured as well in the interdisciplinary
approach that van Asperen de Boer champi-
oned. Now, after several decades of such
integrated research, changes are on the
horizon. Previously unavailable materials
such as platinum silicide, indium gallium
arsenide, and indium antimonide have been
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declassified for astronomy and other types
of night-vision applications, and they offer
possibilities for developing new infrared
focal plane arrays. Research with one of
these new materials (platinum silicide) has
been spearheaded by a team at the National
Gallery of Art in Washington (Elizabeth
‘Walmsley, Catherine Metzger, John K.
Delaney, and Colin Fletcher), resulting in
another prototype camera with a more sta-
ble signal, an extended range, and better
maintenance of contrast in the infrared.’
This camera, as well as others that recently
have appeared on the scene, is digital, and,
in our never-ending quest for the perfectly
revealed, seamless reflectogram assembly,
they will facilitate the computer matching
of reflectograms, also opening up these
documents to the burgeoning field of imag-
ing technology. However, the new detectors
will not end an era. I predict that, in the
future, the new instruments will be cali-
brated to several ranges of infrared—one

of which is now being called “classic”
infrared reflectography—simply because
reflectography has become an established
standard in the field. Moreover, the impact
of the new cameras on Netherlandish stud-
ies may be minimal compared with the
effect on art from other geographic areas
or periods, such as Italian or modern paint-
ing, where the “classic” method has proved
less effective.

THE INCREASINGLY TECHNICAL
CONNOISSEURSHIP OF EARLY
NETHERLANDISH PAINTING

The fact that technical studies are object
oriented makes the field problematic
enough for many art historians, and the
apparent focus on connoisseurship compli-
cates matters even further. Critics of techni-
cal investigations should realize, however,
that the research relating to basic aspects of
art-historical identification is a necessary
phase in this type of study. Technical evi-
dence can be accumulated only gradually.
Since this is most often done in relation to



single works, results are presented as case
studies, extracts from ongoing fieldwork, or
entries in museum catalogues. In this con-
text, an immediate and natural concern is
the way in which these new technical
findings relate to an existing art-historical
framework of attribution and dating. The
exposition of the new material in this
manner also sets up the conditions for

a kind of mutual testing of the different
approaches: Art-historical opinion can be
reviewed and, at the same time, the validity
of a particular method of technical investi-
gation can be evaluated. Secondly, since
connoisseurship is a skill, it can and has
advanced with improvements in technol-
ogy—-all the more reason why connoisseur-
ship should continue to be practiced on a
new level at this point in time. Thirdly, such
essentials as attribution, date, and function
have formed the bedrock of art history, and
will go on doing so, providing the basis for
more wide-ranging investigations (as will
be discussed later). Without constant atten-
tion to the endeavors of connoisseurship, it
is hard to imagine how some of the pro-
found shifts in our field would ever have
taken place.

Among the most compelling examples
of revised opinion are those that involve
Early Netherlandish paintings in the United
States. In each of these cases, new technical
evidence has allowed us to see the painting
in question as a larger whole.

One of the most dramatic reversals of
opinion concerns the Eyckian painting
known as the “Detroit Saint Jerome” (fig. 18).
In 1994, at the symposium in connection
with the Petrus Christus exhibition held
at The Metropolitan Museum of Art, it
became clear that the Detroit panel was
not the forgery it long had been rumored
to be. Technical information provided a
new platform for discussion. Examination
of the Saint Jerome by means of infrared
reflectography, as it turned out, did not
yield any conclusive information, since
the amount of possible underdrawing that

could be revealed was minimal. More impor-
tant was the realization that the painting’s
wood support, with its marbleized reverse,
was original, and not the result of a transfer.
Furthermore, dendrochronology established
that the wood of the panel would have
been available for use anytime after 1426, so
that the Saint Jerome in His Study could have
been painted during Jan van Eyck’s lifetime.
The fact that the painting was executed on
paper and glued to the wood support was
shown not to be a complete anomaly for
the period, and the pigments also proved to
be consistent with fifteenth-century prac-
tices.'” Now we await the formation of a
new art-historical consensus on the basis of
these findings. Since 1994, the painting has
been studied in relation to another panel
that can be associated with Jan van Eyck’s
shop, the Philadelphia Saint Francis Receiving
the Stigmata, which has an intermediate
support as well—in this case, parchment
glued to wood." The Saint Jerome also has
been exhibited several times recently: In
1994, the painting was included in the
Petrus Christus exhibition as a work by an
anonymous follower familiar with Jan van
Eyck’s workshop activities, and various
comments in the Metropolitan Museum’s
1998 From Van Eyck to Bruegel exhibition
catalogue imply agreement with the asser-
tion made earlier in the century that the
Detroit panel may be the original described in
the 1492 inventory of Lorenzo de’ Medici’s
collection.” In 1998, The Detroit Institute
of Arts published several articles related to
the Saint Jerome in its bulletin: One, by
Edwin Hall, dealt with historical informa-
tion that would support an attribution to
Jan van Eyck, and another, by Barbara
Heller, summarized the results of technical
investigations of the picture.” In her 1996
book on the Turin-Milan Hours, Anne van
Buren took a slightly different tack: She
attributed the work to the Master of the
Berlin Crucifixion—one member of a
team of artists active after 1437, when Jan
van Eyck’s workshop was expanded for the
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Figure 19. Jan van Eyck. The Annunciation.

National Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C.,
Andrew W. Mellon Collection (1937.1.39)
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production of various panels and manu-
script illuminations.™

Another painting to take its more
rightful place in Jan van Eyck’s oeuvre is
the Annunciation in the National Gallery
of Art in Washington (fig. 19). Again, the
factors that brought about the reconsidera-
tion of the painting are fairly recent.
About a decade ago, in 1991, a College Art
Association session devoted entirely to this
painting made it obvious that there were
still strong doubts about the attribution.
European scholars, in particular, expressed
their reservations. The subsequent cleaning
of this painting by David Bull, and the
accompanying technical studies by Melanie
Gifford and others, should have quelled
any lingering uncertainties by now and
made clear to us how much the nineteenth-
century transfer to a canvas support and the
darkening of varnish and retouches have
affected our opinions of this work."” Our
present, less encumbered viewing experience
takes in the stunning details of the paint sur-
face as well as the entire painting process
(plates 8, 9). Furthermore, the removal of
discolored varnish and old overpaints allows
infrared reflectography to reveal more fully
the fine precision of the underdrawing in
the painting (figs. 20, 21). One detail under-
scores the high quality evident everywhere in
the work: The underdrawing of the face of
Gabriel finds its closest counterpart in that of
the woman’s head in Jan van Eyck’s renowned
Portrait of Giovanni (?) Arnolfini and His Wife
in London. Reflectography also has shown
that many changes occurred in the execu-
tion of the Annunciation: some subtle visual
revisions, and others with more meaningful
implications for the painting in its final
manifestation. The complexity of the “evolv-
ing imagery” in the Annunciation can be
compared with the amount of compositional
change that has been discovered in other
major works by this artist, such as the Virgin
and Child with Chancellor Nicolas Rolin as well
as the Portrait of Giovanni (?) Arnolfini and His
Wife. Since the restoration, the Annunciation



Plate 8. Head of the Angel Gabriel before
restoration (detail of fig. 19)

Plate 9. Head of the Angel Gabriel after
restoration (detail of fig. 19)

has been exhibited at least twice, in Chicago
and in London, and several important publi-
cations by Melanie Gifford and Carol Purtle
have appeared in which one can find a full
discussion of this fascinating and now undis-
puted work by the preeminent fifteenth-
century painter."

The emerging view of the Friedsam
Annunciation as a painting attributed to

Figure 20. Digital reflectogram composite
of the head of the Angel Gabriel before
restoration

Figure 21. Digital reflectogram composite
of the head of the Angel Gabriel after
restoration

Petrus Christus, not Jan van Eyck, reaffirms
some earlier opinions and counters others
(see plate 10). In this case, it is unnecessary
for me to reiterate the discussions in the
Metropolitan Museum’s 1994 and 1998 cat-
alogues, any more than to say that [ agree
with Maryan Ainsworth’s realignment of
this panel—which we now understand to
be a fragment of a larger composition—
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within the oeuvre of Petrus Christus. Of

note is the fact that the underdrawing plays
an important part in the argument regard-
ing attribution, because even a basic knowl-
edge of the underdrawing conventions of
the van Eyck and Petrus Christus groups is
enough to shift the painting from one to
the other.'” What technical studies have
accomplished here, however, goes beyond a
simple matter of reidentification. It may not
be an overstatement to say that, in this
instance, only the accumulation of data
from a completely different perspective
could have dislodged the enormous weight
of previous opinion by such venerable
scholars as Max J. Friedlinder and Erwin
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Figure 22. Rogier van der Weyden. Saint
Luke Drawing the Virgin. Museum of Fine
Arts, Boston, Gift of Mr. and Mrs. Henry
Lee Higginson (no. 93.153)

Panofsky. Information from technical stud-
ies can have this effect. Attribution is no
longer so much a matter of individual pro-
nouncement, as technical evidence lends
itself to discussion and consensus building.
A work of comparable stature to the
paintings just mentioned in Detroit, Phila-
delphia, Washington, and New York, is the
panel in Boston depicting Saint Luke draw-
ing a portrait of the Virgin (fig. 22). This
masterpiece by Rogier van der Weyden is
one of the earliest Northern images of
Saint Luke as an artist and, as such, the
painting serves as a vital record of the status
of the painter and his craft. Equally well
known to scholars of Early Netherlandish
painting is the fact that the Boston version
is one of four virtually identical depictions
of the subject. From 1961 on (the date of
Colin Eisler’s Corpus les Primitifs Flamands
volume of paintings in New England
collections), the panel has been the subject
of a series of technical studies using
X-radiography, infrared photography,
infrared reflectography, dendrochronology,
pigment and medium analysis, and, most
recently, impressive digitized technical doc-
uments and overlays created by Ron
Spronk and Rhona MacBeth. Every new
phase of investigation has produced evi-
dence in support of the opinion that the
Boston panel is contemporary with the
activity of Rogier van der Weyden and
typifies his painting practices. The wide-
ranging implications of this fact have been
discussed in the newly published volume on
the Boston panel, edited by Carol Purtle."
It is doubtful whether the publication
would have appeared at all, however, if the



Figure 23 (left). Hans Memling. Virgin and
Child Enthroned with Tivo Musical Angels.
Nelson-Atkins Museum of Art, Kansas
City, Missouri (no. 44.43)

Figure 24 (below). Infrared reflectogram
assembly of the robe of the Virgin (detail of

painting had proved to be one of the copies
in the series rather than the original.

We now have a very different percep-
tion of the early phase of Hans Memling’s
activity, and the Virgin and Child Enthroned
with Tivo Musical Angels in the Nelson-
Atkins Museum of Art in Kansas City has
played a key role in the research leading to
this new insight (fig. 23). Although several
scholars in the past have had serious reser-
vations about the attribution of this paint-
ing, the disclosure of the underdrawing has
been critical in provoking a reassessment
of this work and related paintings. The
schematic manner of the underdrawn out-
lining and shading of the Virgin’s drapery is

fig. 23)

typical of that found in the works belong-
ing to the early Memling “group.” Several
of the protruding or receding folds have a
trowel or spatula shape, and the hatching
consists of regularly spaced directional lines
(fig. 24). Contours often end in T- or L-
shaped hooks. The graphic characteristics
of the underdrawing are so distinctive that
links with other works, such as Memling’s
Last Judgment altarpiece in Gdansk, are
immediately obvious. The blue and brown
draperies of Saint John the Baptist on the
center panel of the Gdansk altarpiece
become equally transparent in infrared
reflectography, disclosing a patterning of
folds virtually identical to that in the Kansas
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Figure 25. Hans Memling. Last Judgment altarpiece (detail of the draperies of Saint John the
Baptist on the center panel). Gdansk, Poland (no. SD/413/M)

City painting (figs. 25, 26). Connections
are also reinforced with Rogier van der
Weyden’s workshop, where Memling must
have developed a functional understanding
of underdrawings as well as a facility in
copying them." His ability to re-create
this aspect of shop routine would seem

to be apparent in the so-called Morgan
Annunciation in The Metropolitan Museum
of Art, for a similar method of underdraw-
ing occurs in that work. Based on this new
information, Maryan Ainsworth has, in fact,
proposed that this painting may have been
executed by Memling while he was still
working in Rogier’s shop.”® In this instance,
technical study has provided critical infor-
mation about the training of an artist and
the links between master and assistant.

Early Netherlandish Painting at the Crossroads

The list could go on. Examples from
other museums—and investigations—
abound. The following random sampling
illustrates a few of the typical findings.
Scholars have been able to explore the
relationship between underdrawings and
drawings. On the basis of the stylistic charac-
teristics of some newly revealed underdraw-
ings, it has been possible to attribute the first
known examples of drawings on paper to the
Master of 1518, Joos van Cleve, and other
artists.”” The function of other drawings has
been clarified by their place in the painting
process. Those that were considered drawn
copies after lost works by the sixteenth-
century painter Jan van Scorel were found,
when compared with underdrawings, to
belong instead to the design stage of this



Figure 26. Infrared reflectogram assembly corresponding to figure 25

artist’s working process.”* On the other hand,
a drawing thought to be a preparatory study
by Hieronymus Bosch was proven to be a
copy, since it differed from the underdrawing
of the painting in question but followed the
forms of the finished work.?® The study by
Maryan Ainsworth of Gerard David’s draw-
ings as they relate to the artist’s overall work-
ing method is an excellent recent example of
this approach.*

Underdrawings often have rehabilitated
paintings that have been neglected or down-
graded because of the poor condition of their
paint surfaces; the Brussels Annunciation asso-
ciated with the Master of Flémalle group is
certainly a well-known example of this phe-
nomenon (as is Jan van Eyck’s Annunciation
discussed above), but Gerard David’s Head of

Christ in Philadelphia is also a case in point.*
Other works of exceptional quality and
undoubted authorship were discovered to be
the result of workshop collaboration. The
underdrawing of Rogier van der Weyden’s
renowned Columba Altarpiece is not by

the master but by a workshop assistant.

As many as five hands have been identified
in the execution of the Last Judgment in
Beaune, another monumental altarpiece
from Rogier’s shop; and a team of artists,
including Rogier himself, seems to have
been responsible for the Exhumation of Saint
Hubert (National Gallery, London).** Such
revelations force the realization that attribu-
tion can be a complicated matter, as does the
fact that the artist’s name on a label some-
times can indicate a broader artistic group;
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suffice it to mention two examples: Dieric
Bouts’s Justice panels or Rogier van der
Weyden’s Crucifixion in the Escorial.

More wide-ranging comparisons with
other graphic traditions also have been made,
since underdrawings have been discovered in
manuscripts, on the ground preparation of
polychrome sculptures, and even on textiles,
such as vestments. In the Turin-Milan Hours,
it was found that some miniatures by later
artists overlapped the underdrawings of a
previous decorative campaign.*’ Similarities
in style were shown to exist between the
underdrawings in paintings attributed to the
Master of the Amsterdam Cabinet and dry-
points made by that artist.”® If the same type
of underdrawing can be seen continuing
from one panel to another, it may assist in the
reconstruction of a work or confirm the
existence of ensembles. That a similar under-
drawing in pen can be detected in two panels
attributed to a follower of Geertgen tot Sint
Jans contradicts those who doubted that the
two panels form a diptych.* Knowledge of
the layout stage also has facilitated the deter-
mination of whether a cartoon was reused.
This has now been proposed for a sequence
of images of the Virgin by followers of Dieric
Bouts and for several versions of an Italianate
composition executed in Joos van Cleve’s
workshop.?° The discovery of other shop
routines, such as the use of color notations,
has also led to remarkable results. The fact
that one painting was shown to contain color
notations in French supported Otto Picht’s
shift in attributing the painting known as
“Gonella,” in Vienna (Kunsthistorisches
Museum), from a Netherlandish master to
Jean Fouquet.*" Infrared studies even have
disclosed hidden or illegible signatures. The
revelation of a signature on a slightly later
Netherlandish painting in Brussels allowed
another scholar, Margreet Wolters, to identify
the artist known as the Monogrammist HB
as Huybrecht Bueckelaer, a master docu-
mented in Antwerp primarily in the 1570s.3*

Such reidentification and reclassification
continues unabated, establishing an impressive
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record. This activity is unquestionably one
of the primary ways in which technical
studies have concretely reshaped the Early
Netherlandish field.

An episode from Bernard Berenson’s
career can serve as an amusing postscript
here. During the trial dealing with the
authenticity of several works attributed to
Leonardo daVinci, Berenson was asked about
one of the paintings in question. “You've
given a good deal of study to the picture in
the Louvre?” “All my life; I've seen it a
thousand times.” “And is it on wood or can-
vas?” “I don’t know” Berenson then quickly
defended himself by implying that such
lowly, physical details of a painting’s con-
struction were of no consequence: “It’s as
if you asked me on what kind of paper
Shakespeare wrote his immortal sonnets.”
Today, of course, connoisseurship has under-
gone a complete turnaround, and it would
be unthinkable for even a fledgling connois-
seur to make any sort of attribution without
all relevant technical information at hand.
Connoisseurship—as it has evolved—
depends on even more specialized expertise
than in the past. It is to be hoped that even-
tually many more individuals will acquire
the necessary knowledge and skills to make
additional contributions.

BEYOND CONNOISSEURSHIP:
ENLARGING THE CONTEXT OF
ARTISTS’ PAINTING PRACTICES
As the discipline of art history has itself
embraced approaches other than traditional
connoisseurship, so the increasing use of, and
familiarity with, technical evidence has led
scholars down new avenues of analysis and
interpretation. It should be noted, however,
that many of the methods of discernment
associated with connoisseurship continue to
play a role as fresh directions in research are
formulated and developed. From the wide
range of discoveries in the last several decades,
only a few areas where significant change has
occurred in the discipline can be highlighted
here. Those discussed also derive for the most



part from studies focusing on the artist’s work-
ing methods and the function of the under-
drawing in the painting process. Primary
among these realizations are: 1) the extent to
which an underdrawing was, and was meant
to be, seen; 2) the importance of copies of
Netherlandish paintings; 3) the use, dissemina-
tion, and significance of model drawings; and
4) the visualization of the artist’s workshop
and its practices.

As underdrawings became better known,
many notions about them were revised. One
assumption, often unstated, was that an under-
drawing was for the artist’s eyes only—an
idea linked to several others. Whenever an
underdrawing was revealed, it was assumed
that it was by the hand of the master, as
part of his introspective creative activity.
Since—according to this reasoning—the
underdrawing was by its very nature an
ephemeral creation, with no audience or
social context, it also could be inferred that
underdrawings did not merit serious art-
historical attention. However, we know

Figure 27. Jan van Eyck.
Virgin and Child with
Chancellor Nicolas Rolin
(detail). Musée du Louvre,
Paris. Infrared reflectogram
assembly showing the arm
of the Christ Child in its
initial dangling position
alongside the knee and in
its finalized position in a
gesture of blessing.

now that some underdrawings—perhaps even
many—were, indeed, meant to be seen.
Some of the best evidence that under-
drawings were visible derives from paintings
by Jan van Eyck.The changes in Jan van
Eyck’s Virgin and Child with Chancellor Nicolas
Rolin (Paris, Musée du Louvre) should be
well known to scholars by now. They involve
numerous small clarifications of form, slight
shifts in glance, and the increase in dimen-
sionality that typify the artist’s style, and they
also include the Christ Child’s blessing ges-
ture, which was not indicated in the under-
drawing but was added by stages into the
final image (fig. 27).** The Christ Child’s
right arm was originally depicted dangling in
front of his stomach, but was changed in the
finished painting into a recognizable gesture
denoting Christ as judge and savior. When I
first discussed the possibility that a change
of this magnitude would have been made
at the instigation of the donor, the idea
offended the sensibilities of some scholars,
who wanted to see van Eyck as the sole
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Figure 28. Unidentified Antwerp Master. Wing of
an altarpiece with The Visitation and other biblical

scenes. Wallraf-R ichartz-Museum, Cologne (no. 440)
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creator of his so-called disguised symbolism.
Such criticism was wholly in line with the
belief in the artist as a lone genius, working
almost in secret as a painting evolved. Yet,
revisions in other key works, such as the
Portrait of Giovanni (?) Arnolfini and His Wife,
recently have been interpreted by the
London researchers Rachel Billinge and
Lorne Campbell as the result of mutual con-
sultation between painter and patron(s).*
It was suggested even earlier by J. R.]. van
Asperen de Boer that some of the changes in
the Ghent Altarpiece would have required
the advice of someone who served as an out-
side consultant.*® Nicolas Rolin must have
felt that the blessing gesture, with its testa-
ment to his eternal salvation, was required for
the painting of the Virgin and Child that was
to serve an ongoing commemorative func-
tion in the Rolin family chapel, and he
undoubtedly requested this adjustment after
van Eyck’s completion of the underdrawing.
Rolin’s intervention is all the less surprising
in view of what has also been proposed
about his later commission, the Last Judgment
polyptych in Beaune: that he took a personal
interest in the commission because of his
awareness of the Ghent Altarpiece and his
wish to rival Jodocus Vijd’s monumental
donation.’ In the case of the Virgin and Child
with Chancellor Nicolas Rolin, and perhaps in
many other instances as well, the more we
know about the donor the more it may
enhance our understanding of the under-
drawing and the subsequent painting process.
The idea that the underdrawing could
function as a vidimus was first stated in the
1970s in some of the initial comprehensive
infrared studies on the sixteenth-century
northern Netherlandish masters Jan van
Scorel and Lucas van Leydc:n.38 At the time,
this was no more than a supposition, but the
evidence has continued to grow, especially
in the field of technical studies. Maryan
Ainsworth proposed such a function for a
German underdrawing that was fully worked
up with washes and very complete visually.*®



Figure 29. Infrared reflectogram assembly of The Visitation in figure 28, showing the words “de vysetatie”
along the upper edge in the underdrawing
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Scholars also began to emphasize the connec-
tions with contractual customs of the period.
Jeltje Dijkstra has published the most exten-
sive study of this phenomenon, in part by
referring to an important Master’s thesis on
this subject by Willem Vroom, and noted that
contracts usually were accompanied by a
visual model, often called a patroon or bewerp
in Dutch.* Some documented situations
indicate that the underdrawing may have
functioned on occasion as an extension of
this practice. Recently, Max Martens and Jean
Wilson called our attention to the documents
associated with a legal dispute involving
Bruges goldsmiths and the painter Adriaen
Isenbrant. In answering the complaints of the
goldsmiths that their guild banner had been
damaged during the process of copying it,
Isenbrant stated that he had invited his
patrons to his workshop after the underdraw-
ing had been finished to approve the work
before he began painting. Isenbrant claimed
that the patrons also had agreed to the use of
pouncing to transfer the design. The court
eventually ruled in Isenbrant’s favor.*' These
documents clearly imply that patrons could
have had access to a painter’s shop when a
work was in the underdrawing stage. Pieter
Pourbus’s preparatory drawing for the Van
Belle Triptych provides another important doc-
umentary parallel for this aspect of painting
practice: Not only is it an excellent example
of a contract drawing, or vidimus, but it also
documents a change that was to be made in
the painting, as agreed to by both the patron
and artist. In the inscriptions underneath

the drawing, where the monograms of the
painter and patron also appear, one finds the
specification that in the final work the Virgin
should not be shown weeping but with arms
crossed.*” The surviving painting shows
that the painter adhered to this stipulation.
Although it is probably not historically accu-
rate to attach the same legal status to the
underdrawing as to the contract sketch, the
evidence still suggests that we should not
overlook this potential function of the lay-
out stage to bring us closer to the historical
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circumstances in which a painting was made,
for the underdrawing can document the first
agreed-upon manifestation of a finished
work and may serve as the starting point in a
process of interim approval.

The discovery and identification of
marks and written notations in underdraw-
ings attest to another way in which they
communicate. Color notations have been
detected much more frequently in the
underdrawings of German and northern
Netherlandish paintings, although they also
have been found in those of some sixteenth-
century Flemish works. These notations can
be difficult to find and to read, and a straight-
forward assessment of their function is not
always possible. While it usually has been
assumed that color notations were directives
for assistants, they occur, as well, in paintings
by artists who did not have large workshops.
Notations generally appear in areas of pure
color, with red the one most often indicated.
This type of color scheme therefore may
relate to Cennini’s recommendation to use
red as the key color, or it may designate the
passages for which batches of pure pigment
had to be prepared. As pure colors would
have involved the most expensive pigments,
such notations might have helped in estimat-
ing the cost of materials.* Again, such esti-
mates may have been made in consultation
with the commissioners of a painting.

Some notations that were first thought
to be indications for color actually turn
out to be titles in the underdrawing. Explicit
examples have been found in a large, early-
sixteenth-century retable from Antwerp with
multiple wings and several scenes on each
wing (fig. 28). In the smaller of the scenes
on the wings, infrared reflectography revealed
inscriptions at the top of each compartment,
along with a preliminary layout of the compo-
sition. In one scene, two words—in Dutch—
in the underdrawing can be read as de vysetatie,
or “the visitation” (fig. 29). This is curious, for
these titles would become superfluous once
the underdrawing had been made. It is more
reasonable to assume that the notations were



written on the ground when the surface was
still blank, as a way of summarily indicating
the positions of the scenes in the narrative
sequence. Additional examples of underwritten
inscriptions have been found in other works
associated with the Antwerp Mannerists, so
that the practice must be considered a part
of the studio routine in that locale. Written
labels on panels or on the partitions of wings
were one way shops could streamline their
work, somewhat like the contract sketches
from the period, in which the painted scenes
were left empty and the titles either were filled
in or listed along the margin of the sheet.**
These underdrawings not only were meant to
be seen but also to be read, and constituted a
form of communication within the studio
and, very possibly, between studio and client.
Other aspects of the layout stage of a
painting can expand our understanding of
the function of the underdrawing in its own
time. Twentieth-century painters such as
Picasso or Beckmann at times seem to have
used the ground of a painting as a sketch
pad, with the underdrawing stage(s) repre-
senting a continuum of alternative, and
sometimes overlapping, ideas for figures or
whole compositions. In the fifteenth and six-
teenth centuries, however, a prepared panel
containing an underdrawing meant that the
work had progressed to the point that it
could be made public—to an individual
purchaser, a commissioning body, or the
wider market. The painting over of a com-
position implied no more than the reuse of
the panel for practical reasons, rather than
any form of personal rumination or rejec-
tion. A few other interesting panels from the
sixteenth century make this abundantly
clear. A painting of the Parable of the Prodigal
Son (fig. 30) and an Adoration of the Magi in
Aachen—a copy after Hieronymus Bosch—
are closely related, but it would not have
been possible to make this assertion without
knowledge of the underdrawing. The under-
drawing of the Aachen panel (fig. 31) is
totally different from the final painted image
(fig. 32): The composition is horizontal and

clearly was intended for another painting—
one which, if completed, would have been
identical to the Prodigal Son panel.* It is con-
ceivable that these two works originated in
the same shop and that the two panels were
planned as compositional replicas of a popular
theme, to be produced in a series. On the
other hand, since the core of the composition
of the Prodigal Son occurs in many drawings,
and even on stained-glass roundels,*® the two
paintings may demonstrate the reuse of a
workshop model that was in wide circulation
at the time. In that context, both the extremely
competent reproduction of Bosch’s famous
Epiphany, executed several decades after the
original, as well as the repetitions of the
Prodigal Son narrative can be seen as adapta-
tions to changing aspects of consumer taste.

Recognition of the business-like proce-
dures of painters’ shops necessitates a further
elucidation of the influence of technological
concepts on developments in painting and
workshop practices. The phenomenon of
the copy, for instance, is an aspect of Nether-
landish painting that can be approached best
from this point of view.

Although art historians certainly have
been aware of the copy as a feature of Early
Netherlandish painting, the issue has been
explicated much more fully in technical stud-
ies. To a degree, students of Early Netherland-
ish painting have taken the copy for granted,
while those outside the field have commented
on its obvious importance. Franz Giinter
Zehnder observed that early Cologne paint-
ing can be distinguished by its lack of copies,
and Cranach scholars have pointed out that,
although the painter used standard-sized pan-
els and produced many versions of the same
theme, there are no exact copies in his oeuvre
(except for portraits), as there are in Nether-
landish painting of the same period.*’ Credit
for initiating serious research into the phe-
nomenon of the copy should go to Johannes
Taubert, one of the first scholars to use infra-
red documentation for art-historical pur-
poses. Taubert devoted one chapter of his
1956 dissertation to this topic. Many other
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studies have appeared since, culminating in
Jeltje Dijkstra’s important dissertation in
1990. Dijkstra distinguished copies from the
circle of Rogier van der Weyden by their
means of production, using a combination of
investigative techniques including infrared,
X-radiography, and—as a significant addi-
tion—dendrochronology. To Dijkstra, techni-
cal studies are the key to recognizing and
elucidating this fundamental issue.*®

As copies are studied more closely, we
undoubtedly will come to understand
nuances in the development of this painting
tradition and to discern differences among
the many types of replicas: copies of narrative
compositions versus those of more iconic
images; reduced and/or partial copies; copies
that are composites of separate motifs, com-
positional replicas, or variants; and exact
copies that reproduce the composition, style,

Early Netherlandish Painting at the Crossroads

Figure 30. Unidentified Brussels (?) Master. Parable of the Prodigal Son. Whereabouts unknown

and even the quality of the original. It is to
be hoped, too, that more will be learned
about the motivations behind this phenome-
non. Jeltje Dijkstra has found that copies exist
in larger numbers than might be assumed.
For instance, she estimates that there are over
one hundred and sixty examples of the four-
figure partial copy after Rogier van der
Weyden’s Descent from the Cross. Dendrochro-
nology also helped Dijkstra establish the
important fact that many of the copies she
studied, including exact replicas, first appeared
between 1470 and 1530, and she relates this
spurt in activity to a number of factors. The
logistics of producing identical or nearly
identical images en masse may be explained
by the organization of some workshops at
the time; in Bruges in the last quarter of the
fifteenth century, large numbers of assistants
were concentrated in only a few shops.The



Figure 31. Infrared reflectogram assembly of figure 32, with mylar overlay,
showing the underdrawing of scenes from the Parable of the Prodigal Son (fig. 30)

availability of new models, such as prints, also
may have facilitated the copying process.
Dijkstra proposes that much of what was
produced was consumer driven, and based
on an intensification of private devotion. In
about one-third of the fifteenth-century
documents and nearly half of the sixteenth-
century documents that Dijkstra studied, an
existing work was mentioned that was to

serve as the model for a newly commissioned
painting.*’ These sources account for the
widespread acceptance of a copying trend,
although the new work may have reflected
the model only in a loose sense, by—to use a
common phrase in these contracts—*equaling
or surpassing” the general form or quality of
the original. In any case, many of the patrons
and purchasers of art in this period seem to
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Figure 32. Copy after Hieronymus Bosch. The Adoration of the Magi.
Suermondt-Ludwig-Museum, Aachen (GK 0049)
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have been more interested in sustaining the
qualities of a known work than in investing
in a new one.

Several important examples of this
copying tradition are in the Metropolitan
Museum’s collection, and the research related
to them was summarized in the 1998 exhibi-
tion catalogue From Van Eyck to Bruegel. Even
though the famous Brussels Annunciation no
longer can be considered a copy, it does not
necessarily follow that the Merode Triptych
must be one, therefore making it of lesser
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quality, according to the traditional tenets of
connoisseurship. This is certainly not the case,
as is amply demonstrated by the 1998 cata-
logue’s discussion of the adaptations in func-
tion that figured in the structuring of the
Merode Triptych.*® A beloved and frequently
repeated theme is, of course, the Virgin and
Child, which is represented by what may

be considered a more conventional configu-
ration first in the panel in the Metropolitan
Museum attributed to Dieric Bouts himself,
and secondly in two other versions of this
composition that have been shown to be
“authentic replicas” produced by two differ-
ent workshop assistants.”* Another celebrated
pair of virtually identical paintings are the
Miraflores Altarpiece in Berlin and the New
York-Granada altarpiece from the Rogier
group. The New York Christ Appearing to His
Mother displays the high quality evident in
both altarpieces and reminds us of how
difficult it was to accept the fact that these
paintings actually derive from different work-
shops and are separated in time by as many
as five decades. We realize now that we are
actually dealing with two authenticated
works, Rogier’s original in Berlin, and the
proportionally reduced copy, commissioned
by Isabella of Castile and painted by an artist
trained in Flanders and working in Spain at
the end of the fifteenth century.’” From a
recent publication about the art market in
Castile, it appears that Isabella devised tax
laws and organized fairs that encouraged

the emigration of foreign artists to Spain.*3
This adds to the historical circumstances
underlying what may be the most remark-
able example of an exact copy in fifteenth-
century Flemish painting.

In the sixteenth century, copying routines
may have developed in association with the
marketplace and stronger currents of collect-
ing. Traditional connoisseurship again may
serve as a touchstone here, for the evaluations
of originals and copies in the sixteenth and the
seventeenth century do seem closer to our
own. The mechanisms of sixteenth-century
shops to meet various demands may also
contribute information about evolving ideas of



aesthetic quality and productivity. Even a few
examples seem to imply that there will be
more variation in this tradition than we might
expect. With regard to the two versions of a
Virgin and Child composition from Joos van
Cleve’s workshop (Cincinnati Art Museum,
and Nelson-Atkins Museum of Art, Kansas
City), there is nothing in the layout stage of
either work to prove that one could be the
duplicate of the other and, in fact, it is much
more likely that both refer back to a model
drawing.** In each work redesigning occurs
and the execution differs. In the strict “origi-
nal/copy” world of connoisseurship, these
paintings are hybrids: Neither is totally unique
nor wholly derivative.Virgin and Child com-
positions by Jan van Scorel and his workshop
also can elucidate nuances in the making and
use of copies. The Virgin and Child recently
acquired by the Centraal Museum in Utrecht
can be assigned to van Scorel on conventional
grounds: All stages in the painting process are
typical of those of the master. The composi-
tional replica, in Rotterdam, is about one-third
smaller, and seemingly of lesser quality. Yet,
technical study reveals that both paintings
exhibit exactly the same change in composi-
tion. The moving of the Christ Child’s leg
from a vertical to an angled position took place
after the underdrawing stage in the Utrecht
painting, and at an intermediate paint stage in
the Rotterdam panel. While, again, it cannot be
excluded that both works relate to a model
drawing, it is more likely that the two were
painted side by side in van Scorel’s workshop.*
This shop provides us with another
example of compositional replicas: There are
two versions of a Raising of Lazarus from about
1540, both of which are associated with van
Scorel’s workshop, and although they are iden-
tical in size and composition, they differ mark-
edly in style and in color. Technical analysis
shows that the color variations are due to the
use of different pigments. The overall painting
process is also not the same in both works:
Infrared reveals a black-chalk underdrawing
with compositional changes in one panel,
while there is no detectable underdrawing at
all in the other work. This leads to the rea-

sonable conclusion that one panel was pro-
duced following van Scorel’s shop routine,
while the other was painted outside the shop
but modeled on the first example, not on a
shop pattern.’® Cases like these will help us
arrive at a deeper understanding of the phe-
nomenon of the copy in the sixteenth cen-
tury by enabling us to gauge the variety of
simultaneous methods of production and the
extent of their use, as opposed to the repe-
tition of a single model over time.*’
Accepting the prevalence of copying
naturally raises questions about drawings and
workshop models. Although finished works
surely provided the basis for some replicas, one
has to assume that Isenbrant’s use of an original
object—a banner—for a workshop pattern, as
mentioned earlier, would have been the excep-
tion to the rule. Copy drawings and other
types of drawings employed as models were
made and kept as part of the stock of painters’
shops in the period, as we have long known
from documentary evidence, such as the fre-
quently mentioned lawsuit Ambrosius Benson
brought against Gerard David. These patterns
formed part of artists’ estates and could have
been passed on to their heirs. Sharp observers
already have made note of such occurrences
in existing works. Lorne Campbell has pro-
posed that many, and perhaps all, of Rogier’s
drawings came into the possession of his
grandson, Goswijn van der Weyden; in addi-
tion, Campbell recognizes the influence of
Rogierian models in the Virgin and Child
with a Donor Couple (the so-called Kalmhout
Donation), a painting from about 1511—15
attributed to this master.*® It stands to reason,
then, that traces of shop patterns also would
be discernible at various stages in the painting
process, and, in fact, some of the most com-
pelling examples to be revealed through
technical examinations occur in the works of
Rogier van der Weyden and of artists in his
immediate circle. As motifs in the underdraw-
ing reappear only in subsequent paintings,
knowledge of them must have been passed on
by shop drawings. The Columba Altarpiece is
critical in this regard, since the underdrawn
position of the Christ Child and the traces of

Reshaping the Field: The Contribution of Technical Studies 93



94

Figure 33. Joos van Cleve. The Descent from the
Cross (detail). Philadelphia Museum of Art
(no. 373). Infrared reflectogram assembly -
showing underdrawn drapery omitted in the
paint stage
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a picket fence behind the central figures are
repeated in a number of later versions of the
same subject by Memling, in his altarpieces in
the Prado and in Bruges, and in a triptych by
the so-called Master of the Prado Adoration,
also a follower of Rogier van der Weyden, who
probably assisted in Rogier’s studio.’® Other
cases can be cited. The Nativity Altarpiece
at The Cloisters, again by a Rogier follower,
repeats motifs that exist only in the under-
drawing of the Bladelin Triptych.” In other
instances, citations of the model occur in the
underdrawing stage rather than in the finished
image. In another work after Rogier van der
‘Weyden, Joos van Cleve’s Descent from the Cross
of about 1518—20 in the Philadelphia Museum
of Art, the artist included floating drapery
in the underdrawing just behind Joseph of
Arimathaea’s head (fig. 33).”" This detail is
found in Rogier’s original, but Joos van Cleve
still decided to omit it in the final image, as
part of the larger shift to a landscape setting
for the event. A recent infrared reflectography
study of one of the one hundred and sixty
or so four-figure reduced copies of Rogier’s
Descent from the Cross revealed an underdrawn
hand that later was omitted in the paint stage.*
This motif appears in many of the other ver-
sions of this composition, implying that it
belongs to those elements that make up the
prototype. Tracing the reuse of workshop mod-
els will thus be essential in studying artistic
influence and the dissemination of composi-
tions, but there are questions about the extent
to which these patterns were proprietary. Our
evidence so far for the reuse of workshop
patterns in the late fifteenth century does not
suggest that they were widely dispersed or
employed by completely unrelated shops.
The fact that additional proof of work-
shop models can be deduced from sixteenth-
century paintings implies that this will also
be a rich area for continuing infrared studies.
Sometimes the underdrawing may reflect a
shop pattern that has been updated during
the painting stage—a practice signaled in the
Marriage of the Virgin in Saint Louis, attributed
to the Master of 1518. In this painting, pub-



lished some years ago by Maryan Ainsworth
and Molly Faries, the compositional changes
concentrated on revisions of costume and
ornamental motifs.%* In some cases, it is the
correspondence of an underdrawing and a
print that can be traced back to a common
source, as revealed by the ongoing study of
Jan van Scorel’s workshop activity; this also
has yielded other evidence of the shop’s use
of models. Several works related to this artist,
of about 1530, show that one shop pattern
was actually switched for another during the
painting process. In this instance, evidence of
the use of models is based on changes in the
composition, which were quite radical, rela-
tively speaking; these occurred about the
time that Maarten van Heemskerck was van
Scorel’s primary studio assistant.*
Recognition of the existence of artists’
workshops, and the visualization of shop prac-
tice, are surely among the greatest contribu-
tions of technical studies. Although scholarly
reaction has varied, and there have been grum-
blings about unraveling oeuvres and signs of
discomfort at having to deal with more com-
plex realities, there is no way back to older par-
adigms of artistic creativity. Several examples
may illustrate this point. The Kansas City panel
of the Virgin and Child Enthroned with Tivo
Musical Angels by Memling, mentioned above,
has been labeled “early” While this is correct in
strict chronological terms, painters from this
period who had experience as journeymen,
and who had obtained the means to set up
their own workshops, were already fully com-
petent and mature masters. Memling’s shop
began by operating largely on the basis of
Rogierian models, but his layout procedures
soon changed to more streamlined, sketchy
underdrawings in chalk. The shifting substruc-
ture of Memling’s works correlates with
different phases in his shop’s productivity. This
fact must be integrated into any consideration
of Memling’s personal artistic development—
which clearly did not undergo a formative
stage in the sense of being a biological model
for individual growth. In a talk in 1991, Diane
Wolfthal cogently summarized our traditional

ways of characterizing the artistic personality
of the “renaissance” painter: in terms of a per-
sonal unity of style and progressive devel-
opment.” Technical studies, in a very literal
sense, have deconstructed these art-historical
ideals. The newspaper review of the 1993
symposium on the historical figure known

as Robert Campin captured this best; it bore
the headline, “ Analyse lost den Meister auf,”
implying that the individual identity of the
painter had just evaporated in the face of
today’s scholarship, which involves technical
investig.;ation.66 Now, there are other ways of
asking questions that can bring a new structure
to the material and, eventually, provide links to
a larger historical context in which to under-
stand workshop activity. The experience to
date of the study of the production of painters’
workshops suggests that the following aspects
of painting technology should be determined:
a) the standardization of technique, including
any tendencies toward streamlining, or the
opposite, and the use of expensive or inexpen-
sive materials, standard or customized panel
sizes, or any sudden change of method; b) the
first instance, type, and extent of collaboration,
including estimates of the size of an atelier over
time, and evidence of subcontracting; c) the
initial appearance, and continuing production,
of replicas, and the methods employed to this
end; d) the use of patterns, including single
elements, larger compositions, and decorative
motifs; e) comparisons of complex altarpieces
as opposed to routine work, or commissioned
as opposed to non-commissioned works; and
f) the identification of works made for the
market and/or export.

The pivotal modern study of the
fifteenth-century workshop is that by J.R.J.
van Asperen de Boer, J. Dijkstra, and R.. van
Schoute, assisted by J. P. Filedt Kok and
C.M.A. Dalderup.” Some of the concepts dis-
cussed above we owe to this research.To reiter-
ate: This study provided proof of the existence
of workshop models, reformulated ideas about
originals and copies (regarding, for instance, the
Brussels and the Merode Annunciations), and
(along with new dendrochronological results
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provided by Peter Klein) supplied the evidence
to date exact copies within the Rogier group
(such as the panels in Granada and in New
York from the Mary Altarpiece) executed after
the death of the master. A monumental under-
taking involving the extensive technical docu-
mentation of over fifty paintings, including a
number of large altarpieces, it has given new
shape to the groups of artists associated with
the Master of Flémalle, Jacques Daret, and
Rogier van der Weyden. Furthermore, in the
presentation of masses of new visual material,
this study not only challenges scholars with
unexpected observations about known works
but also provides them with a fresh basis on
which to argue and refine the material further.
Although the authors state that the determina-
tion of authentic works was not their primary
goal, they nonetheless deal with this unavoid-
able issue—in part by enabling an extension of
the concept of authenticity, in part by revealing
its limits. For instance, the study provided the
means of incorporating the Mary Altarpiece
in Berlin (the Miraflores Altarpiece) into the
group of Rogier’s authenticated oeuvre. From
the two other key paintings, the Prado Descent
from the Cross and the Escorial Crucifixion, it
was found that a unity of style could not be
expected in all the works but some character-
istic features of the artist’s painting process
did emerge, which could help to establish a
norm for comparison. Then, by using their
own infrared documentation of the Miraflores
Altarpiece, by building on the previous re-
search of Berlin’s curator Rainald Grosshans,
and by encouraging dendrochronological
study of the relevant paintings, the researchers
amassed the material necessary to associate
the Mary Altarpiece in Berlin with the docu-
mented painting by Rogier van der Weyden
known to have been donated to the Charter-
house in Miraflores by King Juan II of Castile
in 1445.%% Rogier’s Lamentation in the Maurits-
huis in The Hague can serve as another
example of the authors’ method. This paint-
ing is not one of the small group of three
works that now can be considered as authen-

ticated, but the bold underdrawing has typical
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elements, such as the facial features of Mary,
which compare well to those of the Virgin in
Rogier’s Escorial Crucifixion. The underdraw-
ing of the painting in The Hague is striking,
with assured angular strokes, and the major
figures exhibit a type of modification that has
been found to be characteristic of the group
of core works associated with Rogier van der
Weyden. An early paint stage softens forms,
as exemplified by the change in one of the
Marys’ hands to the left of Christ: The thumb
has been repositioned to the right, relaxing the
former tension of the hand (fig. 34)—a type
of readjustment not made to all the figures in
this composition. The paint has been applied
more thinly to saints Peter and Paul in the
upper right, following the underdrawing
closely, which to the authors suggests work-
shop collaboration.® Thus, regardless of the
debate over the degree to which infrared
material is objective (in the sense of a new,
visual document) and, at the same time, sub-
jective (in the sense that the material remains
subject to stylistic analysis), the authors of
this study still have provided us with fresh
ways of evaluating works of art. The under-
drawing serves not only as an additional stylis-
tic factor but is the key to the understanding
of the painting process in general.

The comparisons that led to convincing
links among works in the Rogier group just as
readily revealed collaboration. Diversity in
layout and painting procedures was greater
than expected. The Columba Altarpiece, not
authenticated but never doubted, was found to
have been underdrawn by an assistant, as men-
tioned above. The authors of the study pro-
posed as many as five hands in the Beaune
Last Judgment polyptych, although they did
not imply that any could be given a name
(such as Memling) or even be located again in
other works; their identity simply indicated
the extent of the collaboration. In this polyp-
tych, master and assistants worked in schemes
of horizontal and vertical collaboration, which
connotes that collaboration occurred at all
levels of the painting process and in all areas of
the painting’s surface.” By virtue of systematic



infrared investigation, this survey made it
apparent that the visible traces of collaboration
in the works in the Rogier van der Weyden
group were of a varied and complex nature.
Consideration of the workshop focuses
attention on other practices that can reflect
studio routine, such as pouncing. This is a
well-known procedure used in the transfer of
a design to scale. In panel painting, pouncing
developed in relationship to modular units of
ornament, and some of the earliest examples
to have employed the technique seem—for
the moment—to be Italian pictorial compo-
sitions from the 1460s and 1470s.”' Pouncing
is frequently difficult to detect, so that any
observations about the technique must be
based on a concentration of obvious examples.
Pouncing may have been erased on occasion
after the composition was transferred, it may
have been done with white rather than black
chalk, or perhaps it was covered over by
reinforcing lines. (Breaks in the continuity
of black-chalk underdrawings due to irregu-
larities of the ground frequently have been
misidentified as pouncing.) Nonetheless,
studies up to now have not revealed obvious
examples of pouncing in the North as early
in date as those in Italian painting. Perhaps it
is no accident, then, that most of the overt
Netherlandish instances of pouncing discov-
ered so far predominate in the southern
Netherlands, particularly in the commercial
centers of Bruges, Antwerp, and Brussels, and Figure 34. Rogier van der Weyden. The Lamentation (detail).

they tend to date to about—and after—the Mauritshuis, The Hague. Infrared reflectogram assembly
turn of the sixteenth century.”> One painter showing the alteration of the thumb of one of the Marys
working in Bruges in this period, who is from an underdrawn position stretched out to the left to a
assumed to have supervised a productive shop, = more relaxed angling to the right in the paint stage (the
was Adriaen Isenbrant. In the works ascribed painted thumb is visible as a vague grayish shape).

to the somewhat large and diverse Isenbrant

group, pouncing often has been detected. The

Rest on the Flight into Egypt in the Museum

voor Schone Kunsten in Ghent, documented background at the upper right has been laid

recently, provides a good illustration of out by means of extremely exacting lines that
pouncing throughout a painting; in this case, are suggestive of a tracing, while the trees have
it was used in combination with other tech- been sketched in freehand. One can imagine
niques (fig. 35).” Pouncing dots occur only that other types of preparation would have
in the figures and drapery of the Virgin and been necessary for the layout or underdrawing
Child, establishing their main contours. The stage of this work, such as the selection of
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Figure 35.Adriaen Isenbrant. The Rest on the Flight into Egypt. Museum voor Schone
Kunsten, Ghent. Digital reflectogram composite showing pouncing in the figures

several different compositional patterns and
perhaps even the resizing of these models.
Pouncing was the Isenbrant shop’s way of
streamlining one part of the overall painting
process, which reinforces what a number of
scholars have stressed recently: that the pres-
ence of pouncing is indicative only of a short-
cut method used in the shop and does not
automatically imply that the overall work can
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be categorized as a copy. The integration of
pouncing into the Isenbrant studio’s routine
characterizes the response of a successful
workshop to the social and economic oppor-
tunities that prevailed at a given moment.

As collaboration comes to be seen as a
normative aspect of fifteenth- and sixteenth-
century Netherlandish painting, and once
other examples are discovered, this practice also



Figure 36. Workshop of Pieter Coecke van Aelst and Dirck Jacobsz. The Rest on the Flight into
Egypt. Museum Catharijneconvent, Utrecht (no. ABM s67)

may prove to be more complex, with different
historical associations and meanings. The joint
production of Quentin Massys and Joachim
Patinir, the Temptation of Saint Anthony in the
Prado, is well known because it happens to be
described in an early source, a late-sixteenth-
century inventory. This example of “prestige
collaboration” belongs to a type that appears to
have been localized primarily in Antwerp, con-
tinuing into the seventeenth century. However,
the Prado painting has received undue atten-
tion, since there were surely many more occa-
sions of similar collaboration, such as that
between Joos van Cleve and a landscape spe-
cialist on the Virgin and Child of about 1525
(The Metropolitan Museum of Art, Jack and
Belle Linsky Collection) and on several other
works included in the Metropolitan Museum’s
1998 exhibition of Netherlandish painting.”*
On the other hand, the collaboration with a

figure painter, assumed to be frequent in Herri
met de Bles’s oeuvre, was called into question
in relation to certain works discussed at the
recent symposium devoted to this artist. Nor
was it possible to document the extensive use
of pouncing, which also has often been pro-
posed with regard to the paintings of Herri
met de Bles.” Additional works showing the
obvious participation of two separate and inde-
pendent masters belie yet another form of
artistic influence. In these cases, it is the patron
who instigated the collaboration. An altarpiece
in the Museum Catharijneconvent in Utrecht
combines a composition from the shop of
the Antwerp painter Pieter Coecke van Aelst
on the center panel with wings depicting
the donors by the Amsterdam painter Dirck
Jacobsz. (fig. 36). The underdrawing of the cen-
ter panel clearly defines it as a workshop prod-
uct, and reflectography shows that the portraits
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Figure 37. Infrared reflectogram assembly of the Holy Family, showing the precisely executed
contours in the underdrawing (detail of the center panel of fig. 36)
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on the wings were painted on top of a dark
background (figs. 37, 38). The triptych most
likely was purchased in a commercial setting,
perhaps on the Antwerp art market, with the
wings still unfinished, as documents suggest
this was a common practice at the time, and
then adapted by the patron who commissioned
Dirck Jacobsz. to add the portraits to the
wings.”® There are also other examples of altar-
pieces that combine the work of a South and a
North Netherlandish master, which must have
resulted from comparable situations.”” It is
interesting to observe that the adaptations to
the Merode Triptych nearly a century earlier
were accomplished within the same, or a
related, shop, while similar alterations required
in the sixteenth-century work were facilitated
by the mechanism of the market.

CONCLUSION
This essay has ranged over a number of critical
issues that affect the Early Netherlandish field
at large, although it has focused on infrared
studies—the predominant method of tech-
nical investigation of the last few decades—
as well as on certain topics that relate to the
function of the underdrawing, to aspects of
painting technology, and to the structure of
the workshop. That the findings of technical
studies often must be explicated by means of
specific details, such as a repositioned thumb
or a dendrochronological terminus post quem,
underscores how this type of research draws us
back to the works themselves.Yet, in this field,
close study of the paintings has remained
especially rewarding, as they have proven to
be exceptionally rich sources of information.
References to the Netherlandish art mar-
ket of the late fifteenth and early sixteenth
centuries allude to what may be the next
promising direction for technical investigation,
and the prospects are good that many painting
practices will find a satisfying explanation in
that context. The interest of historians of both
art and economics in the findings of technical
studies is most welcome, for it promises an
integration of expertise, which, more often
than not, has been the exception rather than

Figure 38. Infrared reflectogram assembly of the female
donor, showing that the portrait was painted over a
dark background (detail of the right wing of fig. 36)

the rule. Despite the designation of technical
study as an auxiliary field, it has influenced
scholars of Early Netherlandish painting much
more than its categorization as a sub-specialty
would imply, and will continue to do so. It has
become a major trend in research that has
stimulated significant revision—not only of
the factual basis of the field but also of our
thinking about Netherlandish painting of the
fifteenth and sixteenth centuries in general.
Like the artists of this period, we have much
to gain from collaboration and a willingness
to embrace new practices and procedures.
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245—300; J. Wilson, “Workshop Patterns and the Pro-
duction of Paintings in 16th Century Bruges,” in The
Burlington Magazine 132 (1990), pp. §23—27.

73. Inv. no. 1914-CE; the painting was studied by means of
infrared reflectography by Molly Faries in February 1999.
For a recent discussion of the work see T. Borchert, in
M. P.]J. Martens, ed., Brugge en de Renaissance, Van Memling
tot Pourbus (exhib. cat., Bruges, Memlingmuseum)
(Ghent: 1998), [entry vol.], nos. 44—45, pp. 76—77.

74. See M. Sprinson de Jesus (nos. 69, 70) and M. W.

Ainsworth (nos. 95, 96), in M. W. Ainsworth and

K. Christiansen, eds., From Van Eyck to Bruegel. Early
Netherlandish Painting in The Metropolitan Museum of Art
(exhib. cat., The Metropolitan Museum of Art) (New
York: 1998).

. See, for instance, M. Faries and S. Bonadies,“The Cin-
cinnati Landscape with the Offering of Isaac by Herri met
de Bles: Imagery and Artistic Strategies,” in N. E. Muller,
B.]J. Rosasco, and J. H. Marrow, eds., Herri met de Bles,
Studies and Explorations of the World Landscape Tradition
(Princeton, and Turnhout, Belgium: 1998), pp. 73—84.

76.See T. van Bueren and M. Faries, “Care for the Here
and the Hereafter: Using Infrared Reflectography in
the Study of Memorial Paintings,” in H.Verougstraete,
R. van Schoute, and A. Dubois, eds., Le Dessiti sous-
Jacent et la technologie dans la peinture, Colloque XII
(1997), La Peinture dans les Pays-Bas au 16° siécle, Pra-
tiques d’atelier infrarouges et autres méthodes d’investigation
(Leuven: 1999), pp. 147—54; as cited in T. van Bueren
and W. C. M. Wiistefeld, in Leven na de dood, gedenken
in de late Middeleewwen (exhib. cat., Utrecht, Museum
Catharijneconvent) (Turnhout, Belgium: 1999), no. 72,
where it is also noted that there are three other versions
of the composition of the center panel.

77.See, for instance, the triptych with the Viigin and
Child and Saint Anne with the Family Van Beesd van
Heemskerck, with a center panel by the Workshop of
the Master of Frankfurt and wings probably by the
Master of Delft, of about 1510—20, in Leven na de
dood, gedenken in de late Middeleeuwen (exhib. cat.,
Utrecht, Museum Catharijneconvent) (Turnhout,
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Belgium: 1999), no. 83, where it is mentioned that the
triptych may have been bought at the annual market
in Delft.
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Molly Faries’s discussion of the technical inves-
tigation of Early Netherlandish paintings pro-
vides an excellent overview of the state of
research in this field. She has concentrated
mainly on infrared reflectography and its use in
helping to solve connoisseurship questions as
well as to provide insight into workshop prac-
tices in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries.
Already, many preconceived notions have been
abandoned, and the increasing number of
important findings from technical studies of
paintings should encourage art historians to
return to the primacy of the object. In so
doing, we may confirm or refute theories that
have been proposed about the wider cultural
context of Early Netherlandish painting. In
fact, as Faries has indicated, the results of recent
investigations have led to so many revisions of
basic tenets in the field that we find ourselves at
an exciting new juncture. Starting fresh with a
tabula rasa, we now rely upon these discoveries
to determine what direction research will follow.
Of course, the technical investigation of
paintings does not solely concern infrared
reflectography (although this is perhaps the
most significant method to date). Clues about
the creation and meaning of a work may
be revealed by many aspects of its physical
examination. My response to Molly Faries’s
essay, therefore, is first of all to place her
empbhasis on infrared reflectography within the
context of a broader method of investigation

for Early Netherlandish paintings and, sec-
ondly, to suggest a short list of desiderata for
future research.

A comprehensive method should begin
by scrutinizing the state and condition of the
painting and considering the changes that
have occurred since it left the painter’s work-
shop. The particular difficulties some art
historians—among them, Beenken, Fried-
linder, and Panofsky—have faced in coming
to terms with the attribution of the Friedsam
Annunciation (plate 10) to either Petrus
Christus or to one of the van Eyck brothers
are due in large part to their having ignored
the condition of the painting. Julius Held and
Ludwig Baldass questioned whether the panel
had been cut down, but only Eric Larsen
mentioned the poor state of the painting—
that is, until more recent studies were under-
taken. The painting is a fragment, with only
the right edge of the panel intact; the other
three sides were cut down. The horizontal
grain of the wood of this vertically oriented
picture suggests that there was once a
significant additional section of the composi-
tion to the left. Furthermore, portions of the
work are extremely abraded. This is especially
true of the faces of the Virgin and of Gabriel,
where one is trained to focus attention for the
identification of a certain master’s hand."

Clearly, some paintings have been com-
promised by their worn state, but those that
are in excellent condition ought to be sin-
gled out as the archetypes against which
problematic pictures may be measured. An
excellent example is found in the group of
paintings attributed to Gerard David in the
Metropolitan Museum’s collection. A compari-
son of the Virgin and Child with Four Angels,
which has survived in extraordinarily fine state,
with The Nativity with Donors and Saints Jerome
and Leonard, a damaged work that has been
transferred from panel to canvas, makes the



Plate 10. Attributed to Petrus Christus. The Annunciation. The Metropolitan Museum of Art, The Friedsam Collection,
Bequest of Michael Friedsam, 1931 (32.100.35)
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Plate 11. Rogier van der Weyden. Christ Appearing to His Mother. Gemildegalerie, Staatliche

Museen Preussischer Kulturbesitz

Berlin (no. 534A)

)
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Plate 12. Copy after Rogier van der Weyden (possibly Juan de Flandes). Christ
Appearing to His Mother. The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, The
Bequest of Michael Dreicer, 1921 (22.60.58)
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Figure 40. Shrubbery and the hand of Christ (detail of plate 12)
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point.” The notable difference between these
two contemporary works is one of condition,
not one of quality or attribution. Especially
troubling for students seems to be the con-
frontation of an autograph painting in poor
state, such as Hans Memling’s Virgin and
Child, with a workshop example in excellent
condition, such as the Salvator Mundi.}
Instructive lessons may be learned through
frequent visits to large collections like that of
The Metropolitan Museum of Art, but for
most budding art historians, connoisseurship is
a lifelong endeavor that necessitates travel,
takes time, and develops gradually. Considering
this problem, John Brealey, the former
Chairman of the Sherman Fairchild Paintings
Conservation Center at the Metropolitan
Museum, once shared with me his pipe
dream. He wished to compile a list, accompa-
nied by excellent color photographs, that
would identify for students the best-preserved
paintings by the most important masters of
all time that are housed in public collections
world wide. Such an undertaking would be
thwarted easily by limitations of time and
money, however no fault can be found with
the aim of the project. Since my introduction
to this notion, I have tried to acquaint stu-
dents with examples of works in superior
condition so that they may use them as
bench marks against which to judge other
extant paintings attributed to a given artist.
Following an assessment of the state and
condition of the picture there should be a
careful description of it, down to the smallest
detail, and a consideration of the artist’s tech-
nique. If such evaluations had been made
earlier, with regard to the authorship of the
Miraflores Altarpiece (Berlin, Gemildegalerie)
and the smaller version known as the New
York—Granada Triptych, protracted debates
over which of the two virtually identical
works is by Rogier van der Weyden might
have been settled long ago (compare plates 11,
12).* A close look at a seemingly insignificant
detail of the work—the bushes in the land-
scape in the background, for example—
belies Rogier’s handling in the Metropolitan



Plate 13. Christ (detail of plate 11)

Museum’s Christ Appearing to His Mother
(compare figs. 39, 40). Rogier was a product
of his own time, which preceded the devel-
opment of a naturalistic conception of land-
scape painting. His schematic arc-shaped
strokes form the branches of the shrubbery,
and each tip is touched with a similar
impasto highlight. This characteristic tech-
nique is exemplified by the Berlin panel.
The Metropolitan Museum’s painting signals
another, later artist, informed by the firsthand
observation of nature. Likewise, the deeply
saturated reds and blues, built up in a series
of glazes in the Miraflores Altarpiece, are
achieved by means of an abbreviated tech-
nique in the Metropolitan Museum’s version,
where the reds of Christ’s garment result from

Plate 14. Christ (detail of plate 12)

a mixed layer that tends more toward a pinkish
tone (compare plates 13, 14). While the execu-
tion of the Metropolitan Museum’s picture
eliminates it from consideration within the
oeuvre of Rogier van der Weyden, it does
offer clues to the true identity of its painter.
Documentary evidence suggests the possibility
that the artist was Michel Sittow or Juan de
Flandes, and that the panel was part of a trip-
tych likely commissioned by Isabella of
Castile. Among the documented works by
Juan de Flandes is a panel of The Beheading of
Saint_John the Baptist, from a contemporary
polyptych of scenes from the Life of Saint
John. Although further comparative research
must be carried out, it is interesting to observe
again a certain insignificant detail: a shrub
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Figure 41.Juan de Flandes. The Beheading of Saint_John the Baptist. Musée
d’Art et d’Histoire, Geneva (no. CR 365)
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growing out of the wall behind the execu-
tioner (fig. 41). In technique and handling,
the shrub is remarkably close to that in the
Metropolitan Museum’s Christ Appearing to
His Mother (see fig. 40). Furthermore, the oak
boards used for some of the panels that com-
prise the Saint John polyptych come from
the same tree as those on which the Christ
Appearing to His Mother was painted. This
provides additional evidence for the attribu-
tion of the Metropolitan’s painting to Juan de
Flandes.’ Such a realignment of authorship,
however, is not the conclusion of this inves-
tigation but, rather, the beginning of research
into the meaning of Isabella’s commissions
from Netherlandish painters and their func-
tion at her court in Spain.

One other groundbreaking example
should be mentioned. In a recent reconsider-
ation of the Christ Crowned with Thorns in the
National Gallery, London, Lorne Campbell
determined through study of details of the
painting’s execution and handling that it is
not by Aelbert Bouts, as was long supposed,
but by his father, Dieric.’ The reattribution
of the work now provides a prototype for
Aelbert’s many more exaggerated versions of
this theme, while pushing the origin of this
emotionally charged image further back in
time. This finding again draws attention to
the need for a reevaluation of the catego-
rization of paintings proposed by Max J.
Friedlinder in his monumental fourteen-
volume series on Early Netherlandish paint-
ing. His helpful grouping by subject of
stylistically related works now requires greater
scrutiny. The versions of Gerard David’s Rest
on the Flight into Egypt, for example, are not
all of the same date, nor do they show David’s
handling and execution in every case.’

Students often seem to be amazed at
how much information can be gleaned from
the rather straightforward analysis of a paint-
ing’s surface. This is a fundamental exercise
that ought to be part of the initial stages of
any investigation of a work of art—one that,
of late, has received less attention due to
preferences for other, more theoretical,
approaches. In-depth research into the stages

of the evolution of a painting may involve
study through the microscope, X-radiography;,
infrared reflectography, dendrochronology,
and perhaps cross-section or pigment analy-
sis, the results of which are rarely ends in
themselves. They can only be properly
interpreted when significant additional com-
parative material becomes available from
paintings with secure attributions. Even here,
however—as can be shown in the case of
Gerard David—the documented works do
not invariably present the most typical mani-
festations of the artist’s execution and han-
dling.® The working practices revealed by
David’s Justice of Cambyses panels and his
Virgin among Virgins, dated 1498 and 1509,
respectively, are more the exceptions than
the rule, probably because of the large size
of the paintings and their complicated com-
positional requirements. Therefore, it goes
without saying that the more comparative
material that is made accessible, the greater
the likelihood is of reaching reliable conclu-
sions. In terms of this approach, much work
still needs to be done. More or less compre-
hensive technical studies of the oeuvres of
Petrus Christus, Rogier van der Weyden,
the Master of Flémalle (Robert Campin),
Hieronymus Bosch, Simon Marmion, Gerard
David, Lucas van Leyden, and Jan van Scorel
have been published so far, but only partial
and inconclusive material is available as yet
for some of the most renowned exponents
of Early Netherlandish art, such as Jan van
Eyck, Dieric Bouts, Hugo van der Goes,
and Hans Memling. The personnel and the
financial resources required to carry out this
type of research are considerable. Future
work will undoubtedly necessitate collabora-
tion among specialists and effective institu-
tional backing of the sort that the Rijksbureau
voor Kunsthistorische Documentatie (RKD)
in The Hague hopes to provide. The RKD
has initiated this effort by taking on the
responsibility of housing and organizing the
archives of underdrawing material docu-
mented by J. R.J. van Asperen de Boer and
by Molly Faries for use by the community of
scholars in this field.
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To return to the question of methodol-
ogy: Equipped with the mass of new informa-
tion derived from the careful and detailed
study of the physical aspects of the painting in
question—its state and condition and its tech-
nique and handling, closely scrutinized down
to the most minute details—one can begin to
consider other factors. Among these are how
the subject matter is presented, questions about
the patronage, and the extenuating circum-
stances and the context in which the work was
made, including its artistic milieu. Although
such questions perhaps seem to be straightfor-
ward and traditional, they may be more fully
evaluated now due to the fresh information
disclosed by the foregoing technical investiga~
tion of the paintings. It is in this area that
many discoveries are still forthcoming,

An example may be found in the works
attributed to Jan van Eyck.The refined and
exquisitely finished surfaces of his paintings
reveal no hint of the numerous changes made
by the artist in reaching the final form of his
compositions. Yet, recent studies of the Virgin
and Child with Chancellor Nicolas Rolin, the
Portrait of Giovanni (?) Arnolfini and His Wife,
and the Annunciation all show various alter-
ations from the preliminary up to the final
stages of the painting. Aside from the consid-
erable insight such new information provides
about van Eyck’s working methods, it raises
additional interesting questions about other
issues—namely, the ongoing dialogue
between artist and patron that led to certain
revisions from the original concept. At the
very least, such revelations about the underly-
ing paint layers cast further doubt on Erwin
Panofsky’s notion of a preconceived icono-
graphic program illustrated by objects that
turn out not to have been included in the
initial underdrawing but to have been added
only at a final stage as an afterthought.’
Viewed in a broader sense, these disclosures
offer hints about the patron’s priorities insofar
as the specific meaning of the painting and his
or her relationship to it are concerned.

Of course, there are limits to the answers
that can be ascertained by the technical
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investigation of a painting. It cannot tell us
precisely which Arnolfini family members are
represented in the famous National Gallery,
London, portrait by Jan van Eyck," but it can
be helpful, however, in other situations where
documentary evidence already has yielded
pertinent information about patronage or the
likely identification of portraits within a nar-
rative theme. The Exhumation of Saint Hubert
by Rogier van der Weyden and assistants
includes numerous portraits that have been
connected with the donors of the chapel in
the church in Brussels for which the work
was created. Not planned for at the outset,
the portraits were added at a late stage and
were fitted somewhat inharmoniously into
the middle ground of the painting, as revealed
by X-radiography and infrared reflectography.
Archival and technical information in tandem
has made it possible to identify these figures
with reasonable accuracy as the founders
(along with their family members) of the
Chapel of Saint Hubert in the Church of
Sainte-Gudule in Brussels.”" A similar situa-
tion exists with the panels of The Justice of
Cambyses, of 1498, by Gerard David (see

figs. 8, 9). Here, technical investigation
(X-radiography and infrared reflectography
together) has shown that fifteen heads were
replaced or added in a late reworking of the
two paintings—eight in the Arrest of Sisamnes
and seven in the Flaying of Sisamnes. Accord-
ing to documents in the Stadsarchief Brugge,
fifteen aldermen were elected in the year pre-
ceding payment for the completed work— -
seven were reelected from the previous year,
while eight were new members. This may
suggest—although it does not prove—that
the altered heads represent the aldermen who
were chosen in the two election years imme-
diately preceding David’s final adjustments to
the diptych."® It probably shows David’s com-
pliance with his patrons’ request to update
these important works for public display in
the Aldermen’s Chambers at the Town Hall.
Furthermore, it provides visual confirmation
for the document that specifies a final pay-
ment for the large panel with portraits.”



It is not always a simple matter to iden-
tify the stage in the life of a painting at which
a certain addition was made, but invariably it
is important to attempt to do so.The grape
arbor that was painted behind the throne of
the Virgin at a considerable interval after
Hans Memling had completed the Virgin and
Child with Saints and a Donor signals the
importance in the early sixteenth century of
the cult of the Eucharist;" it is, thus, an indi-
cator of the painting’s evolving meaning for
continued devotional practice. The much
later addition of halos to the heads in Petrus
Christus’s Portrait of a Carthusian and A
Goldsmith in His Shop altered the intentions
of the painter and the patron, and their more
recent removal has allowed for reconsidera-
tion both of the artist’s achievement and of
the identification of the figures.” On the
other hand, we have made some false
assumptions about other so-called added fea-
tures to paintings. Before David’s Nativity
with Donors and Saints Jerome and Leonard had
undergone a full technical investigation, the
kneeling patrons on the wings were thought
to have been changed later into Saints
Catherine and Anthony Abbot with the addi-
tion of attributes: a wheel and sword for the
female and a pig for the male. However,
X-radiography clearly indicates that these
attributes were planned from the outset, and
that the donors of the altarpiece must have
requested that they be represented as their
patron saints."® This draws attention to the
little-studied phenomenon of portraits in the
guise of saints in Early Netherlandish paint-
ing as an important indication of devotional
practice and self-identification in this period.

Clues to the provenance of a work often
are sought in documents and in official seals or
papers attached to the reverse of the painting.
If a work still has its original frame, any inscrip-
tions on it might furnish information about
the painting’s initial location. Increasingly, other
evidence is drawn from the type of ground
preparation of a panel (for example, a southern
European gesso or a northern European chalk
ground), the identification of the wood of the

support, or the details of manufacture of the
original frame. A close analysis of how a paint-
ing was produced—the retracing of the step-
by-step procedures of the artist—also can yield
heretofore unknown facts about the intended
destination of the work. Although the methods
for this type of investigation have long been in
place, it is surprising how relatively seldom art
historians use the results of technical inves-
tigations to try to answer questions of prove-
nance. A simple examination of the wood
type (oak) and the ground preparation (chalk,
or calcium carbonate) of Gerard David’s
Cervara Altarpiece suggests that it was painted
in northern Europe. However, every other
aspect of its production indicates that David
had the specific details of the high altar of
the monastery of San Girolamo della Cervara
near Genoa in mind when he carefully
planned and executed the design.'” Not just
the iconographic program but also the per-
spective scheme; the scale of the figures,
adjusted according to their placement within
the altarpiece; and the modulation of color—
all were conceived with the Italian spectator in
mind, who would have viewed the ensemble
of seven panels from below and at a consider-
able distance. The details of the underdrawing
and of the execution in paint confirm that this
work was intended to be site specific: David
must have had privileged information regard-
ing its eventual location either from firsthand
experience or from written instructions con-
veyed by an intermediary.

Another case with a different outcome
involves the panels representing Rhetoric and
Music by Joos van Gent and his workshop
(London, National Gallery). Until recently,
these were thought to have been part of the
decoration of Federigo da Montefeltro’s
studiolo at his ducal palace in Gubbio. After
close visual and technical scrutiny, Lorne
Campbell argues that the London panels
could not have been made for this studiolo
but possibly for another ducal residence."

The method of comprehensively evaluat-
ing paintings, mentioned in the foregoing
discussions—and including technical, archival,
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and biographical information—so far is a rarity
in our field. It requires the attention of an art
historian who is trained in the technical exam-
ination of works of art and/or collaboration
with conservators. Yet, this approach to the
study of paintings has the potential to revise
the history of Northern Renaissance art in a
number of key areas. If I were to propose a
short list of topics for new research, the follow-
ing would be foremost among them:

1. Still ripe for investigation is the
significant number of works that
were commissioned in the Nether-
lands for export to Italy and Spain.
We need to know more about where
these works were to be displayed,
what workshops specialized in their
production, and how artists adjusted
their conventional styles and working
methods to accommodate this
increased output. Artists who trained
in the North but traveled to seek
their fortunes in southern European
territories have not been given their
due. Juan de Flandes, Michel Sittow,
Joos van Gent, and Petrus Christus II
are among those whose works may
reveal significant information about
how they adapted their styles and
painting techniques to appeal to what
they perceived as the demands and
interests of their new clients. Such
studies have the potential of leading
to more informed judgments not
only about the transfer of the
Netherlandish style throughout
Europe but also about a more specific
chronology of changing tastes.

2. Although the artists just mentioned
often received commissions from

kings, queens, and dukes for works
intended for specific locations,
numerous other Netherlandish paint- .
ings were made under different cir-
cumstances for quite another clientele.
Still little studied or understood are
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those paintings that were created for
the open art market. In an increas-
ingly competitive environment, artists
collaborated on certain standardized
types of paintings that became popu-
lar among a growing middle class
with expendable income. Elsewhere
in this publication, Filip Vermeylen
and John Michael Montias have dis-
cussed the economic impact of this
phenomenon. Their documentary
sources, however, need to be bol-
stered by the technical evidence sup-
plied by paintings of the period.The
result of a collaborative effort
between historians of economics and
of art could shed light on one of the
still unstudied and yet major schools
of painting of the early sixteenth cen-
tury—Antwerp Mannerism. Such a
seemingly large number of artists
devoted to a specialized and bur-
geoning industry must be explained
in economic terms. The practical
considerations of the matter—just
how these artists managed to produce
large quantities of paintings for sale
on the open market and for export—
will likely be found in the details sur-
rounding the manufacture of the
paintings themselves.

3.A contemporary movement—if
these styles of painting in the early
sixteenth century can be called
movements—is one termed
“Archaism.” Not all pictures that have
been given this label actually fall into
the category, but those that do, such
as Jan Gossaert’s copies of Jan van
Eyck’s works, need further elucida-
tion. How close to the technique of
van Eyck are these paintings? Who
was their audience and for what loca-
tions were they created? Again, an
interdisciplinary study of archival
documents (especially inventories),
export/import records, and dealers’



accounts, along with the technical
examination of individual works,

will doubtless afford additional
clarification of this elusive topic.

4.Also on my list are a number of
“intermedia” studies. I refer spe-
cifically to a consideration of the
relationship between drawings and
underdrawings, between painting and
printmaking, and between paintings
and manuscript illumination. To
some, these topics may seem to be
very straightforward or to cover areas
that have already been worked over,
but I am not interested in the rela-
tively banal exercise of identifying
stylistic sources for a painting’s com-
position or motifs. | am more con-
cerned with the impact of these
interrelated disciplines on workshop
production in the fifteenth and six-
teenth centuries, and on how various
mediums served at different times as
conveyors of style from one location
to another. This probably influenced
how artists then may have perceived
their creative roles as craftsmen, and
how one preeminent medium gave
way to another. [ suspect that the
answers to these and other questions
are rooted in the practicalities of the
daily operation of the workshop, as
well as in the impetus provided by
economic factors—namely, the
changing art market.

I would like to explore these three main
“intermedia” studies briefly. In an article pub-
lished in 1989, I proposed a method for study-
ing Northern Renaissance drawings and
underdrawings together for mutually beneficial
results.'” Although this essay was published in
Master Drawings, there is little evidence that
drawings specialists embraced its message. In
fact, meaningful dialogues between drawings
and paintings curators are less frequent than
they should be. Moreover, curators of drawings

collections in major institutions have opined
that a drawing on paper and an underdrawing
on a grounded panel cannot be compared.
Paintings specialists view the matter differently,
and they are the ones who continue to make
discoveries about the precise function of draw-
ings vis-a-vis paintings, the accurate attribution
of drawings, and the changing style of drawings
as they are related to underdrawings in a given
artist’s workshop. Particularly because of the
paucity of surviving Netherlandish drawings,
this area of inquiry is in need of development.
The most recent addition to the literature con-
cerns the study of the drawings by Gerard
David and their place in David’s working
process.”® This issue could not have been eluci-
dated without the evidence provided by the
underdrawings of David’s panel paintings. We
look forward with enthusiasm to the first col-
lection catalogue of drawings in which indi-
vidual entries take into account underdrawings
in their arguments: This is the catalogue of
Early Netherlandish drawings in the Berlin
Kupferstichkabinett that Stephanie Buck
recently has completed.

In a will drawn up in Aix-en-Provence in
1498, the painter Bernardin Simondi (who
worked with the Netherlandish painter Joos
Lieferinxe) bequeathed various patterns to his
colleagues and assistants: One received a book
of prints of the Passion of Christ and of the
Twelve Apostles; he left his own sketchbook to
Joos Lieferinxe; and he further stipulated that
“twelve of my separate designs . . . and all my
stencil patterns,” a wood lay figure, and pounced
patterns were to be given to the others.”' The
book of prints, Lorne Campbell suggests, was
by Schongauer, an artist whose works were
widely circulated at the time. Many an article
has identified Schongauer—or, later, Diirer—as
the source for a composition or a motif in a
Netherlandish painting. In fact, the mediums of
printmaking and of painting had a symbiotic
relationship, yet its precise nature has not been
studied beyond the question of sources.

Molly Faries entered into this territory
briefly in an article entitled “Some Remarks
on the Inter-relationship of Underdrawings,

Commentary: An Integrated Approach

117



118

9922

Drawings, and Prints,”** yet I suspect that there
is much more to be done. It remains to be seen
what influence prints had on the underdraw-
ings and the aesthetic quality of paintings. The
works of certain German artists are, in some
regards, very much like their prints. Hans
Leonhard Schiufelein, for example, completed
his paintings with “overdrawing,” modeling the
figures in black paint with parallel strokes and
cross-hatching. The end result approximates a
hand-colored woodcut.”® In other cases,
underdrawings by such artists as Joos van Cleve
or Pieter Coecke van Aelst are executed with
the style and precision of a woodcut—
interestingly, at a time (the early sixteenth
century) when the location where they
worked (Antwerp) was the printmaking capital
of Europe. Does this imply the influence on
painting of a prevailing aesthetic derived from
prints? Suggestions of these connections that
go beyond simple source identifications are
plentiful and beg a closer look. Such interrela-
tionships, when further investigated, may lead
to the proper identification of printmakers .
who now are known only by their mono-
grams. Recently, Nicholas Stogdon proposed
that the printmaker called the Master FVB
might well be Frans van Beeke.* If this turns
out to be true, then an association might be
established with Joos van Cleve (alias Joos van
der Beke), whose early works borrow motifs
from the Master FVB. Hitherto unknown ori-
gins for artists or correspondences in their
early training may yet be discovered through
the investigation of stylistic links between
paintings and prints, particularly when working
procedures are taken into account.

In one of the most fertile areas for
research—the relationship between panel
painting and manuscript illumination in the
fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries—work
has only just begun. Despite the obvious inter-
relationships of these two mediums, especially
in Bruges and in Ghent in the latter half of the
fifteenth century, new findings have remained
elusive. How many and which panel painters
actually were illuminators or vice versa? In the
absence of definitive archival documentation,
more or less compelling arguments may be
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made in the cases of Petrus Christus, Simon
Marmion, and Gerard Horenbout, for exam-
ple.”> Although the names inscribed in the
Bruges illuminators’ Guild of Saint John and
Saint Luke do not include Gerard David, he is
often identified as having worked in that
medium, too.2® Not enough attention has been
paid to the crossover in the arts, and, more
importantly, to the reasons for this phenome-
non. I would suggest that the answers lie partly
in the technical and stylistic investigation of
manuscript illumination, if carried out with
the same scrutiny as that applied to panel
painting. Little infrared reflectography of
miniatures has as yet been undertaken, but this
could bring a wealth of new information
about the interrelationship of the arts in addi-
tion to attributions in the field of drawings. As
with our research on panel paintings, the tech-
nical findings must be placed in the context of
the creative environment, which includes
changes in the economy or the art market.
Just one example may suffice to illustrate
where this type of research may lead. Simon
Bening, an illuminator active in Ghent and
Bruges, was particularly inspired by the works
of Gerard David, from which he incorporated
motifs, as well as the latter’s facial types of the
Virgin, into the landscape settings of his own
signature miniatures. In time, and—it is impor-
tant here to note—with the advent of the
printing press and the growth of a printing
industry, which began to supersede illuminated
books, Bening’s paintings on parchment
increased in size. Some of his illuminations
were adhered to panels and displayed as trip-
tychs,”’ thereby approximating the conventions
of panel painting. Little notice has been given
to a reference by the sixteenth-century jurist
and historian Dionysius Harduinus to Bening
as a painter in oils as well as an illuminator.
This should not come as a surprise, for perhaps
Bening sought a means by which he could
guarantee himself a livelihood in painting as
the demand for manuscript illuminations
waned. A panel painting in the Metropolitan
Museum with a David-like Virgin and Child
before a Bening-like landscape recently has
been attributed to Bening (plate 15).%* Further



Plate 15. Attributed to Simon Bening. Virgin and Child. The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, The Friedsam
Collection, Bequest of Michael Friedsam, 1931 (32.100.53)
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work along these lines may help to clarify the

evolution of the closely related fields of manu-

script illumination and panel painting in the
Late Medieval and Early Renaissance periods.
Although art-historical literature usually cites
panel painting as the more innovative art,
which, in turn, influenced manuscript illumi-

nation, this was not always the case; it remains a

more complicated matter that has yet to be
fully investigated and resolved.

These are but a few of the issues that
might be pursued now, as a result of the
bountiful and rich new material from the
technical investigation of paintings. As we
have learned so far, more and more of our
preconceived notions are being challenged

by close visual scrutiny of paintings—that is,
by placing primacy on the study of the work

of art itself. It is to be hoped that we might

be able to keep open minds and let the mate-

rial lead us in the direction of these new and
exciting avenues of inquiry.

-
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