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Foreword

It is with great pleasure that I present to readers this revised and expanded edition on 
frames and supports in 15th and 16th-century Southern Netherlandish painting. The 
present e-book, based on the PhD thesis of Hélène Verougstraete presented at the 
Université catholique de Louvain (UCL) and first published privately in 1989 in French 
(Cadres et supports dans la peinture flamande aux 15e et 16e siècles), has for the past quarter-
century been a key work for the study of the supports and frames of the paintings of 
our regions. 

In January 2013, the Royal Institute for Cultural Heritage (KIK-IRPA) received 
support from the Getty Foundation as part of the Panel Paintings Initiative to 
translate and publish online Hélène Verougstraete’s seminal book. A grant proposal 
was put together by the author, in which the partnership with the Institute was 
defined: the latter being responsible for producing new photographs of the works 
studied, for the high resolution processing of the images and line drawings, copy 
editing, layout and creating links to BALaT database on its own website. To this end 
an agreement was also signed with the UCL, covering in particular the processing of 
the author’s line drawings. The entire translation was entrusted to Michael Lomax 
and a contract signed with the publishing house Peeters for producing the digital 
version in e-book format. The Institute’s heritage inventory unit took care of the 
photographic missions, which were supplemented by photographs provided by the 
Museums of Bruges and the Royal Museums of Fine Arts of Belgium. The staff of the 
Centre for the Study of the Flemish Primitives (a specialized research unit of KIK-
IRPA) took in hand the important task of management of the texts, copy editing and 
layout. The Institute’s communication unit looked after the post-processing of the 
multiple images and diagrams. 

The KIK-IRPA has opted to publish this volume in the series Contributions to the Study 
of the Flemish Primitives published by the Centre for the Study of the Flemish Primitives, 
as a fundamental contribution to the knowledge of the works of the 15th and 16th 
centuries. This is the 13th volume of the series.

The Getty Foundation has not only assisted financially with the translation and 
publication of this work in English, but also expressed the wish that this new edition 
be placed online to enable it to be downloaded free of charge anywhere in the world. 
The KIK-IRPA is pleased to accede to this request for the benefit of future generations.
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FoREWoRD

Finally I wish, on behalf of the Royal Institute for Cultural Heritage, to congratulate 
Hélène Verougstraete warmly for her courage in undertaking this major work and to 
thank her sincerely for sharing this great adventure with the Institute. 

Christina Ceulemans
General Director, Royal Institute for Cultural Heritage

Brussels, Belgium, January 2015
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Introduction

Since 1961, when Jacqueline Marette published her Connaissance des Primitifs par l’étude 
du bois du XIIe au XVIe siècle, the attention paid to the frames and supports of the 
paintings of the Flemish Primitives has steadily grown. Marette’s main concern was 
to identify the species of wood; for her the construction of the supports was of more 
limited interest. This vision has evolved. The importance of studying the technology 
of the supports of the paintings of a particular school today seems obvious for reasons 
of both authentication and conservation. To describe the frames and supports of the 
Flemish Primitives in order to ensure their better conservation, and contribute in so 
doing to the dialogue between art historians and restorers were the objectives of the 
first edition of this work, published in 1989 out of a doctoral thesis defended two 
years before. At the time, the technology of the supports was largely ignored and this 
ignorance was the cause of many degradations. Today, in contrast, the best museum 
and exhibition catalogues, often the acme of scholarship, also record information on 
supports and frames. 

The present, second edition is a corrected and augmented version of the 1989 work, 
with the addition of various articles published in the years that followed. Its ambition 
is wider: to describe also how the joinery was devised in symbiosis with the painter’s 
narrative. For example, some diptychs open from left to right, others from right to 
left. Why? Conventions existed, particularly in the colour or in the perspective 
adopted in the painting or in the mouldings of the frames. The support and the frame 
are there to serve the content. The dynamics of a work are at once material and 
spiritual. This requires us to perhaps re-think the frozen presentation of works in 
today’s museums. This could be improved, documented, brought closer to the original 
reality, at least for the most sophisticated works. The question arises specifically in 
respect of the Ghent Altarpiece, the presentation of which has over the centuries 
distanced itself from what it was originally. 

Many diptychs, triptychs and polyptychs unfold their story beginning with the 
wings closed and ending with them wide open. The frames, with their crescendos of 
colours, mouldings and other trompe-l’œil devices, play a role in this deployment. The 
polychromy of the frames participates in the narrative and, as such, falls within the 
scope of the iconography, and yet this aspect of the work remains largely unstudied! 
Where does polychromy begin and end? The artist’s brush has sometimes decorated 
the frame, sometimes the frame continues in trompe-l’œil onto the panel. Where the 
wings are closed, the viewer is sometimes explicitly invited to open the shutters  
(we will see what devices justify the word “explicit”), as if opening a cabinet or a book. 
The viewer is then guided in his path by other artifices. 
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Some precious objects, often dismembered or damaged, with their frames in ruins, 
are only pale reflections of what they were, comprehendible only by theoretical 
reconstructions of their lost refinement: the reversible diptych that hides a second, 
objects with multiple openings revealing successive contents, an altarpiece with a 
transformation mechanism, now lost, of which the wheels embedded in the frames 
are the only clues to its erstwhile operation. 

Ideally, for articulated works, one ought, whenever possible, to describe the work 
first closed, then opened. In the literature, it is useful to add a photograph of the back 
of the work to those of the closed and open work. It is important to reproduce the 
frame in its entirety, not sacrificing it to considerations of layout. We attempt here to 
present the works in accordance with these principles. As the outsides of some wings 
are severely damaged, this is not always possible. 

Painters in 15th and 16th century southern Netherlands worked on all kinds of 
supports. An ordinance of the City of Tournai dated 1480 stipulates that no person 
living in the city is authorized to paint “ne de estopher de couleur à olle, ou à 
destempre, quelque ouvrage soit sur pierre, ou bos, pastre, telle cuite, keuvre, estain, 
plancq, fier, cuir ou toille, ne en quelque autre matière…” (or to colour with oil paint 
or distemper any work, whether on stone, wood, plaster, terracotta, copper, tin, board, 
iron, leather or canvas, or on any other matter, without having first being received  
as a master and paid one’s fee). The painter’s work in the case of these various media 
was often limited to colouring (“étoffer”) a work produced by others, in fact the work 
of a decorator. Indeed, a distinction of this kind existed at the time.

The supports that have retained our attention are those that carry the creations of 
painters, mainly on wood and canvas (there were also works painted under glass or on 
paper and even prints pasted on a panel and framed). The sample presented in our 
catalogue likely does not cover all less common practices. We have attempted to 
understand the handcraft traditions of the joinery trade, handed down largely 
unchanged over the centuries, seeking to recognize this inheritance in old joinery 
manuals. The monumental treatise by André-Jacob Roubo, L’art du Menuisier  
(Paris, 1769-1775) is very helpful in this respect. Contemporary paintings and 
engravings also provide valuable information on the tools available to the joiners of 
the day. The technical terms in French used in the 1989 edition were drawn from 
various sources and adapted anachronistically to the 15th and 16th centuries. There 
is no perfect parallelism between the French and English technical vocabulary in this 
domain, for example for the sub-groupings between categories of tools like axes or 
hand drills. This translation work was therefore a challenge, met here with careful 
attention by the translator, Michael Lomax. As this work focuses on the works of the 
southern Netherlands, and is also addressed to the art historians and restorers of this 
country, the creation of a multilingual glossary would have been useful. Time was, 
however, lacking to undertake this enterprise. 

originally our choice of works was determined by their accessibility: that is 
conserved in Belgium, and often in museum reserves, away from the public, where 
they can be observed at leisure. Since then, our work has been enriched by the 
possibility of examining a small number of famous works conserved outside Belgium, 
with access to them being brief and by special favour. 
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In the 15th and 16th centuries the support of a painting is a work of joinery, a piece 
of furniture presented in its finished stage to the artist, who can then begin his work. 
From some time before 1520, artists began painting on panels outside the frame.  
This new habit responds to concerns of organization and efficiency, but the concept of 
the support as a finished piece of furniture was to persist for several decades. 
Throughout the 16th century, many panels were still painted in the frame. one also 
finds paintings on canvas associated with joinery similar to that of paintings on wood, 
but coarser. The evolution towards independent frames, where the decorative function 
becomes more important than the construction, is linked to the increasing popularity 
in the 17th century of canvas, a lighter support requiring less solid framing. Even so, 
17th century northern Netherlandish frames betray in their construction and 
moulding the influence of southern Netherlandish frames of the previous centuries. 
They also illustrate the growing attention to decoration, which became increasingly 
sophisticated from one century to another.

In the period that interests us here, the frame is the constructional element that 
ensures the solidity of the structure. The choice of joints linking the elements of the 
frame depended on its destination: was it to be placed on an altar or an item of 
furniture, or would it be hung, and would it have wings? Many times the works were 
attached to a base. When the evolution of taste and the religious sentiment meant 
that these works lost their places on the altar or a piece of domestic furniture, they 
were hung, even though the work had not been conceived to bear their weight. Many 
pieces of joinery whose upper curved portions consisted of wood with the grain 
running horizontally or obliquely have broken as a result of the load imposed on 
them. In some cases, hardware reinforcements have offset these disadvantages, but in 
other cases the damage caused by their suspension has probably led to their loss.

The construction of small and large supports poses different challenges. For large 
triptychs and polyptychs, the weight of the wings becomes a major factor. Various 
solutions were tried, with the unsuccessful ones abandoned, and the good ones 
becoming the standard recipes. The central frames of the large ensembles were 
consolidated at the back with reinforcing bars pegged or sometimes nailed to the 
frame. During restoration work, these reinforcements were often removed in order to 
take the panels out of their frames. This original joinery of the central part has not 
always been returned to its original state, conceived as a consistent whole. Weakened 
in this way, the central portion was therefore unable to support the weight of the 
wings, the existence of which became precarious.

A trend emerges over the two centuries of which we have examined the joinery.  
In the 15th century the primary requirement was that of strength. The frame 
elements are assembled with mortise and tenon joints, with variations that reflect 
local characteristics; the moulding is simple. In the 16th century slotted joints, easier 
to produce, are adopted everywhere. The speed with which this solution spread 
reflects the atmosphere of active trade and circulation of works at the time. At the 
same time we see the development of moulded and carved decoration, with distinct 
local particularities appearing. The polychromy is often black and gold, more 
stereotyped than in the previous century, and more rarely witnesses to the intervention 
of the artist. 
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The fine paintwork of the artists of the southern Netherlands was echoed by the skills 
of woodworkers, heirs to a tradition of constructing buildings or individual elements 
of them in wood: roof frames, panelling, doors, shutters and the like. These were 
thoughtful, inventive craftsmen, who knew how to adapt to the taste of the day and 
the new programmes that the artists submitted to them. In the 15th century, they 
had a perfect knowledge of oak and how to work it. They cared about the shrinkage 
of timber and its harmful effects. They chose the best pieces of wood, carefully split 
and cut, then judiciously arranged within the work. 

In recent decades, many researchers, using technical laboratory documents, have 
shown how painters organized their work. They had patterns to copy, producing at 
times multiple copies of successful compositions. No doubt the joiners were equally 
well organized, with serially produced supports for serially produced paintings. 
Concerns for economy of materials and the constraints imposed by the wood sizes 
available presided over certain processes, in particular for producing large supports or 
for the curved frames that became popular in the 16th century. 

Not all work is of equally high quality, and we find disparities in the quality  
of the frames of works grouped around a single master. We have observed this with 
Jan van Eyck, for example, and also with Hieronymus Bosch. These differences are 
intriguing and many possible causes come to mind. Certain Brussels works from the 
second half of the 15th century whose origin is attested by the joiners’ compass and 
plane brand mark, are particularly well produced. other centres, like Leuven in the 
early 16th century, produce modest quality joinery. 

This book begins with the general principles that presided the construction of 
supports. This section is followed by a catalogue of works examined, classified by 
place of conservation and with a description of their main characteristics.

The first section examines in turn the relations between craftsmen and corporations, 
the choice of wood, the sourcing of the wood and the responsibilities for the choice of 
supports, tools and their use, cutting and drying, the arrangement of the different 
elements in the work, the ways of joining the elements of a panel and of a frame, 
parchment, fibre and cloth reinforcements, canvas and related auxiliary supports, the 
mouldings of frames, their other decoration and polychromy, markings and 
inscriptions, the closing systems of altarpieces, hinging and suspension, large 
altarpieces and some problems specific to large dimension works. An evolution of the 
mouldings and the joints emerges that can contribute to dating works. The book also 
examines the question of hinged and otherwise articulated works. Individual chapters 
are devoted to a small number of major works.

Chance has it that for both editions our work ends with a study of the frames of the 
Ghent Altarpiece. For the current edition, this chapter retraces, with the help of 
diagrams, the chequered story of this masterpiece over the centuries and tries to 
visualize how it was presented over time in the Vijd Chapel. These diagrams synthesize 
information from various sources: (published) archive documents and the known 
history of the altarpiece, examination of the frames, technical documents (here 
especially X-radiograph) and the review of old photographs. Like other art historians, 
we believe that originally there were two altarpieces. We suggest how they began to 
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be brought together in the 19th century, in a process that was completed in the  
20th century. The title Ghent Altarpiece, inaccurate and recent, is acceptable for talking 
about the masterpiece from the 19th century onwards, but for the centuries before, 
we prefer to speak of “Ghent altarpieces”, or “Van Eyck’s altarpieces in Ghent” pending 
clarification of the respective contributions of Hubert and Jan, and the adoption of  
a terminology more consistent with the subject of each of the two altarpieces.





1

A. Woodworkers and guilds

The boundary lines between the various woodworking professions, that is, carpenters, 
joiners, sculptors and, to a lesser extent, turners, were not always clearly delimited. 
The skills of each branch sometimes overlapped. Woodworking was organized 
within the dirigiste context of guilds and could vary from one city to another. 
Furthermore, present-day distinctions between the various woodworking crafts only 
partially correspond to the medieval reality. If joiners certainly produced the largest 
share of the supports for paintings, carpenters, woodcarvers – and occasionally even 
turners – also produced them. 

In Bruges, the apprenticeship period was four years for carpenters and joiners and one 
year for sawyers. A master joiner could work with no more than three journeymen 
and, apart from any sons, only one apprentice at a time.1 Woodcarvers were part of 
the joiners’ guild and worked in the latters’ shops, initially replacing one of the 
journeymen. In 1524, an amendment to the ordinance specifies that the joiner is also 
allowed to have a woodcarver in his service, in addition to the three journeymen. 
Subsequently, woodcarvers were permitted to own their own shops.2 As this innovation 
led to the closure of some joiners’ shops, the previous situation was restored in 1547. 
The possible collaboration between woodcarvers and painters probably explains the 
carved decoration found on some Bruges frames. 

on 5 July 1455, a concordat between the joiners and carpenters of Bruges delimited 
the field of activity of each other. Joiners were permitted to produce altarpieces, the flat 
supports for paintings, antependia, and the hutches of carved altarpieces.3 But they did 
not have exclusivity of these tasks, as carpenters were also permitted to undertake 
them. Carpenters supplant joiners in some areas as they are the only ones permitted to 
produce large-sized civil and religious furniture and everything fixed to wall and floor. 
Joiners are allowed to produce movable furniture items not exceeding certain 
dimensions. For some work, they may not use boards longer than 8 feet (219.5 cm). The 
only existing prohibition against carpenters is gluing: the use of the glue pot is the 
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privilege of joiners, and would remain so until 1737. A carpenter can assemble with 
pegs, but to glue, he needs to bring in a joiner.4 The carpenters’ Charter, established  
in 1444, specifies, on the other hand, that only carpenters can cut grooves in boards 
(“dat niement barderen of datter toebehoort grouven mach hi ne zij vrij temmerman”).5

These regulations, generally disadvantageous for joiners, were the source of disputes 
and conflicts. on 4 June 1466, a certain Pieter Ruroc, joiner, was attacked by 
carpenters for producing an altarpiece for the convent of the Friars Minor. The 
aldermen settled the conflict: the altarpiece can stay where it is, but from now on the 
“scrinewerkers” may no longer produce the altarpieces intended for places of worship: 
they may, however, produce altarpieces for domestic use. There can be no exception 
to this rule other than by prior agreement reached amicably between the guilds or 
through the courts.6

In 1590 an article added to the 1441 carpenters’ Charter specifies that it is the 
privilege of carpenters to cut and sell timber, sawn or not. By way of exception, the 
citizens of Bruges were allowed to saw wood for personal use, and wood “wholesalers” 
(“houtbrekers” or “houttuiniers”) that sold wood from the east (“oostersche houtten”) 
by hundred pieces or more, were also permitted to saw wood.7 This privilege of the 
carpenters also resulted in numerous lawsuits.

The Bruges sawyers were protected from competition by article 7 of their Charter 
(“keure”) which prohibited the bringing into the city of timber sawn elsewhere, 
exceptions being made for “dootkisthoudt, raemscheden, aernasch houdt ende 
zuutveensche planken” [wood for coffins, rules (?), kindling (?), wood frames, wood 
for harnesses (?) and Zutphen (Zuidveen?) boards]. Carpenters were the main suppliers 
of work for sawyers. A quarrel in 1423 between the two guilds related to the wages 
of sawyers. The magistrate ruled that the sawyers would henceforth be paid eighteen 
mijts for Gdansk boards, idem for Königsberg and Russian boards, sixteen mijts (“van 
danseke barderen, achtiene miten. Item van Conincberchse ende rygsche barderen, 
zestiene miten”).8 An ordinance of 1602 adjusts the price.9 This new ordinance further 
specifies that, given the temporary shortage of wood due to the 1601-1604 siege of 

4. Bruges, State Archives, no. 8178, quoted from Van de Velde 1909, 69.
5. Van de Velde 1909, 21.
6. Bruges, State Archives, Nieuwe Groenenboeck, fol. 212, quoted from Van de Velde 1909, 139.
7. Van de Velde 1909, 77.
8. “Zo es gheordeneirt bijder ghemeene wet dat de voorseide zaghers voordan hebben zullen van zaghene 

als hiernaer verclaerst staet : Eerst van uutdraghenden balken daer men maer eene snede snijt, zeven 
groote vanden snede, ende daer men meer dan eene snede snijd, van elcken snede zes groote. Item van 
taelgen ende stilen van balcken daer men maer eene snede snijd, zesse grooten, ende daer men meer 
dan eene snede snijt, van elcker snede vijf grooten. Item van stansoenen ende stilen van stansoenen, vier 
grooten. Item van payementen van xxx voeten, te wetene trappoysen stilen van xxiiii voeten, drie 
grooten. Item van payementen van xxiiii voeten, twee grooten ende eene halven. Item van drachoute, 
van middehoute van xxx voeten ende van brancoenen, twee grooten. Item van middehoute van xxiii 
voeten ende van bouten, twee grooten. Item van keperhoute, eenen grooten. Item van keperhoute, 
eenen grooten. Item vande pruusche delen, zeven grooten. Item vanden grooten rechters, vier grooten. 
Item vanden cleenen rechters, vier grooten. Item van kercsparren, twee grooten. Item van dobbelen 
sparren, revelschen sparren, peruansche sparren of van noreweichschen sparren, eenen grooten. Item 
van inkelen sparren, twaelf miten. Item van knorhouten, onder halven groote. Item van danseke 
barderen, achtiene miten. Item van conincberchsche ende ryghsche barderen, zestiene miten.” Bruges, 
State Archives, Groenenboeck A, fol. 132, v°, quoted from Van de Velde 1909, 79-81.

9. Van de Velde 1909, 82.
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ostend, carpenters are allowed to import sawn wood from elsewhere. This sawyers’ 
privilege in turn engendered various conflicts. In a deed 1630, carpenters claim they 
were forced to bring in from far away: four, six, eight and ten miles away, and even 
beyond the province of Flanders … also from Brussels and other places in Brabant 
and Hainaut, by river, various kinds of sawn wood.10

The history of the various guilds (or “corporations”) in Ghent has been studied in 
depth.11 In 15th- and 16th-century Ghent, the manufacturing of frames was the 
monopoly of “frame-makers”, who produced frames of every kind for hanging 
paintings, carpets, fabrics and gilded leather. This group of artisans was institutionally 
and legally part of the guild of joiners, of which it was one of the ten subdivisions. 

The situation of Ghent guilds was pretty stable throughout the 15th century and 
until around 1540, when a series of reforms influenced the organization of the guilds, 
though without significant changes in their activities. Until then, there were 58 
official guilds in Ghent, many of them organized into subgroups. The woodworking 
sector consisted of many trades and guilds, among them carpenters, joiners (organized 
into ten subgroups), woodcutters, turners, sawyers, coopers, and “white wood joiners”, 
each with one or more monopolies. 

The archive texts describe the activities of the various guilds and trades in the 
woodworking sector. Joiners (“schrijnwerkers”) produced furniture and interior joinery 
involving joints, grooves, panels, collages and ornaments (panelling, interior and 
exterior doors, gates, interior shutters, chimney frames, windows, benches, beds) as 
well as (floor?) boards and brick moulds. Carpenters (“timmerlieden”) built house and 
roof frames, towers, attics, (trap-)doors, windows, chimneys, foundation piles, simple 
furniture and interior design elements, and built bridges, locks, scaffolding, cranes, 
swing gates, ladders and trestles. Woodcutters (“houtbrekers”) could cut down trees, 
sell wood on a retail basis, trim tree trunks into beams, build ladders, basins, gutters, 
scaffolding and market stalls. Turners (“houtdraaiers”) made and sold wooden utensils, 
chairs, plates and wooden pipes. Sawyers (“houtzagers”) cut wood of every kind into 
beams, planks and slats for the various wood craftsmen. Drawer-makers (“lademakers”) 
made and sold wooden drawers of every kind. So-called “white-wood joiners” 
(“witwerkers”) produced softwood/whitewood furniture.12

The joiners’ (“schrijnwerkers”) guild was a medium-sized guild by Ghent 
standards.13 That did not prevent it from having, between 1500 and 1540, ten different 
trades: besides the joiners themselves, there were the makers of “Spanish chairs”, 
carriage makers, organ factors, drawer-makers, ebony joiners, frame-makers 
(“lijstmakers”), and makers of stringed instruments, beds, and looms.14 Within a 
guild, the subgroups were required to limit their activities to authorized products, 
but a master could be registered as member of several trades.15 Between trades, the 

10. Van de Velde 1909, 82-83.
11. Dambruyne 2002. 
12. Ibid., 24-32. 
13. Ibid., 54. 
14. Ibid., 25-30, 44. 
15. Ibid., 24. 
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17. Ibid., 183. 
18. Ibid., 330-333.
19. Des Marez 1904, 24, 50-51.
20. Ibid., 34-35, 44-46.
21. Ibid., 120-121.
22. Nieuwdorp 1981, 96.

delimitation of at times closely related activities could lead to trespassing and disputes, 
in Ghent and elsewhere. In a court case in 1507 clothing manufacturers cited in their 
defence that other guilds, including carpenters and joiners (“ooc temmerlieden ende 
[…] schrijnweerckers”) also exceeded their prerogatives.16

Between 1570 and 1584, the joiners’ guild counted between 50 and 99 masters. 
This figure refers only to masters. The records are silent on the numbers of journeymen, 
itinerant workers and the like. We know that the guilds in various cities allowed  
only one apprentice at a time. In Ghent, joiners served three-year apprenticeships. 
Carpenters were apprenticed for six years.17 Access to the rank of master was expensive 
and could force the apprentice to remain a journeyman for several years. Until 1540, 
access to the position of master was much more expensive in Ghent than in Antwerp 
and Bruges. For joiners, access cost 3.3 times as much as in Antwerp. For carpenters, 
access to the position of master cost 78% more in Ghent than in Bruges. A reform in 
1540 ended this imbalance.18

The situation in Brussels was not the same as in Bruges or Ghent. Carpenters’ 
apprenticeships lasted just one year, those of joiners and locksmiths three years. The 
oldest conserved regulations of the carpenters’ and joiners’ guilds were enacted two 
months apart in 1365. There were two rules for admission: to be citizen of the city 
and work in daylight.19 The use of glue was the exclusive privilege of joiners, as in 
Bruges. other guilds had other privileges, the use of lathes, for example, being the 
exclusive privilege of turners. The hierarchy in a guild consisted, as elsewhere, of three 
levels: master, apprentice and journeyman. Following a trial period (“proeftijt”), the 
apprentice was required to pay the guild entry fee. The journeyman, unable to become 
economically independent, worked as a simple salaried worker in someone else’s 
employ.20 In 1466, the practice of the masterpiece was instituted for joiners. The 
would-be master was required to produce a dresser (“tritsoer”), if he failed, he was 
required to continue his education. Foreign journeymen, known as “wandelgesellen” 
or “pelgrims”, were allowed to work freely for a limited period, a fortnight in general, 
without providing any evidence of apprenticeship. We can note that this practice 
applied also the painters’ guild, as stated in an ordinance of 1465.21

Woodcarvers competed with joiners in producing the supports for painting. A city 
ordinance of 16 June 1455 describes a conflict between carvers and joiners, and decides 
in favour of the latter: it will be the joiners who will make the frames for altarpieces 
and the panels to be painted because the sculptors do not know how to make them, 
nor what wood needs to be used to produce them.22

A conflict in 1427 sheds some light on certain Brussels usages. A certain Guillaume 
had been engaged by a Dame Fontaynes to make small panels for painters in 
“scrinehoute” (oak). Guillaume had enrolled in the turners’ guild and not that of the 



MATERIALS AND MEN

5

23. Des Marez 1904, 479-480.
24. Fraiture and Dubois 2011, 314. 
25. Van Damme 1990. 
26. Bücken and Steyaert 2013, 232-233. 
27. De Coo 1978, 35-40.

joiners, because he feared being obliged to use the same wood (the “onderwoud” or 
second grade timber) and the same glue as the “boutmakers” (manufacturers of 
crossbow bolts), who since time immemorial had been part of the joiners’ guild. 
Guillaume was permitted to remain with the turners, but with a prohibition on 
taking apprentices. The “boutmakers” were later transferred to the turners’ guild.23

Around 1500 Antwerp became the most important production centre of panels for 
paintings in the Southern Netherlands. In the early 17th century a new craft of panel 
makers (“tafereelmakers”) was created within the Antwerp Guild of St Luke, 
distinguished from the traditional joiners, but with almost identical regulations from 
the city authorities. The regulations mention standardized formats for panels and the 
distribution of tasks in the workshop.24 The city’s brand mark (a castle and a pair of 
hands) was applied to the back of the panels on approval of the construction by the 
dean of the guild. The mark of the panel maker was eventually added. Panel makers 
and their respective marks are recorded in a document dated 1617.25

Turners also occasionally produced the supports for paintings, as already mentioned. 
Circular supports usually had a diameter equal to the width of a board. But they 
could measure up to 1.5 m in diameter,26 assembled from several boards. In the 
Mayer van den Bergh Museum in Antwerp is a circular support produced on a lathe: 
Hans Memling (workshop), Virgin and Child, second half 15th century (Antwerp, 
MVB, no. 3). To produce a moulded circular frame, a lathe was essential, and probably 
all circular frames were either cut into or applied onto the support. In any event, the 
only circular frames we have seen have been cut into the wood of the support. The 
Twelve Flemish Proverbs by Pieter Bruegel the Elder in the same Museum are painted 
on supports of this type. The study by Josef De Coo shows that these are plates that 
the texts cite as “tweelf afbeeldingen op teljoren gedaen by den ouden Breugel” 
(twelve depictions on plates done by Bruegel the Elder). These plates were surrounded 
by a moulded frame, cut into the wood of the support. This frame was removed for 
mounting in the panel.27

Widely used at the time, series of painted plates or isolated examples are conserved 
in different places like Alkmaar (Stedelijk Museum), Nürnberg (Germanisches 
Nationalmuseum), Berlin-Charlottenburg (Kunstgewerbemuseum - Staatliche 
Museum zu Berlin) and Antwerp (Zilvermuseum Sterckxhof). Although some of 
them show signs of use and in particular knife incisions, one may ask whether the 
decorated wood circles did not serve rather as ceremonial utensils (like for example 
the paintings with the head of John the Baptist in a charger) while other plates in 
bare wood were used for food.

In Bruges, ordinances regulated the activities of turners: they were allowed to 
make simple furniture, but were not permitted to use oak. Nor could they employ 
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29. Bruges, State Archives, no. 8428. 
30. Bruges, State Archives, no. 8436, quoted from Van de Velde 1909, 134. 
31. “Item soe wat beeldsnydere oft schildere maken wille eenen back van eender outaer tafele lanck 

wesende seven voeten ende nyet passerende daer boven, die sal die borduren daer aff dicke maken 
anderhalven duym ende die plancken oock ander halven duym ende in dyen den selven bac vier 
doeren heeft, soe salt paneel daer aff zyn een derden deel duyms, ende oft hy maer twee doeren en 
heeft soe salt paneel daer aff dicke zijn eenen halven duym, ende tschutsel oock eenen halven duym 
met eenre brugghen achter in midden van den tschutsele, opte peyne van eenen ouden schilde, te 
bekeeren als vore.

 Item soo wie wilt maken eenen back die zeven voeten passerende is, daer aff sullen de bordueren zyn 
twee duymen, ende de plancken oock twee duymen en(de) tschutsel daer aff drie vierendeel duyms 
met twee brugghen achter in den hals en(de) in midden ende de borduren van de doeren breet twee 
duymen ende een vieren deel duyms en sullen dick zyn ander halven duym, ende de pan(n)eelen eenen 
halven duym, ende dit al, in so verre de voors. backen vier doeren hebben, ende seven voeten passerende 
zyn, maer die alleenlic twee doeren hebben ende oock seven voeten passerende zyn, daer aff sullen de 
panneelen dicke zyn drie vierendeel duyms op te peyne voors.” Quoted from Monballieu 1966, 50-53. 

joiners, or sell the produce of the latter.28 This implies that from time to time turners 
produced certain unauthorized items. 

There were “entrepreneurs” and “voorvercoopere” (intermediaries) who sold joiners’ 
products. The activity of these intermediaries was combatted, at least in the course of 
the 16th century. An act of 17 August 156229 reaffirms the principle of the exclusive 
sale of their production by joiners themselves, as already established in an act of 1552. 
Resellers (“voorvercoopere”) are no longer permitted to “commission, buy, have 
sold…” joinery work, either at the joiners’ premises, or in sales after death, or at public 
auction, or in any other place,…30

It is obviously difficult to distinguish today the work of the carpenter from that of 
the joiner. In the particular case of the Van Eyck’s altarpieces in Ghent one can 
suggest that the construction of the support of the upper altarpiece might be the work 
of a carpenter. In it one detects a concern to address the problem of the weight of 
components. The solutions to this problem are unequalled in the supports of the day, 
and are similar to the approaches to the dynamics of the wooden constructions that 
are part of buildings.

In other words, the guilds sought to delimit the fields of the various craftsmen by 
regulating the use of raw materials (glue, oak or other wood) and techniques (pinning, 
grooving, gluing, turning). The various categories of woodworkers whose skills often 
overlapped (carpenters, carvers and turners) were clearly accustomed to trespass into 
each other’s territories.

Archives published to date contain little technical information about the supports for 
paintings. An ordinance of the guild of St Luke in Antwerp of 20 March 1494 (n.s.) 
gives instructions for building the case for an altarpiece: the relative thickness of the 
central case and its frame, the thickness of the panels and frames of the wings and the 
size and placing of cross battens behind the central part, to ensure that the weight of 
the wings is borne without distortion by the central part.31 Painters and sculptors are 
encouraged to make sure that, depending on the size of the altarpiece, the load-
bearing part is pretty solidly built and the carried part is constructed more lightly 
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depending on its size (two or four wings). The wing panels should be lighter where 
there are four wings instead of two. Larger wings have thicker panels than small ones. 
The frames of the wings themselves are to be narrower that the frames of the central 
part (we have observed this to be almost general use). To facilitate the understanding 
of this ordinance, we give a loose translation, transposing the old measurements  
of foot and inch into the metric system (the Antwerp foot is 28.68 cm, divided into 
11 inches): “in the same way, if the carver or painter wants to make a case for an 
altarpiece with a maximum width of 200.7 cm, he will make the frames and side walls 
3.9 cm thick. If the altarpiece has four wings, the wing panels will be 0.87 cm thick, 
and where there are two wings only, 1.3 cm thick. The back of the altarpiece [or of 
the panel?] will also be 1.3 cm thick; it will be strengthened in the centre at the back 
with a reinforcing bar, under pain of a fine of one old ecu, payable as stated previously. 
For anyone wishing to make a case larger than 200.7 cm, the frame will also be  
5.22 cm. The back of the case [or panel?] will be 1.96 cm with two reinforcing bars, 
one in the centre and one in the narrower (upper?) part. The frames of the wings will 
be 5.9 cm wide and 3.9 cm thick. The panels of the wings will be 1.3 cm thick. This 
applies therefore for a case of more than 200.7 cm and having four wings. Where the 
case has only two wings, the panels will be 1.96 cm thick, under pain of a fine as 
before.” The ordinance concludes by stating that many errors are committed daily in 
the manufacture of altarpieces and other items.32

b. Choice and provenance of the wood

In the great majority of cases, the wood used is oak. only rare works escape this 
almost universal rule. oak was already adopted for pre-Eyckian works, though the 
small number of these works does not allow us to conclude that oak was the only 
wood used. A dismantled wing of this period, a Coronation of the Virgin with an 
Annunciation on the outside (Antwerp, RMFA, no. 1) is painted on softwood, but it is 
not certain that this work was produced in the Netherlands.33 

out of sixty-six works on wood from the Southern Netherlands in the 15th and 16th 
centuries, Jacqueline Marette mentions as an exception to the use of oak, three works 
on walnut, a wood used south of the Loire: The St John Altarpiece (Bruges, SJH, no. 1), 
the Donor in Prayer under the Protection of St John the Baptist (Paris, Louvre, inv. nos. 393 
and 394) and a late 14th century panel: Scenes from the Life of the Virgin (Brussels, Royal 
Museums of Fine Arts of Belgium, inv. no. 4883).34 In the latter case, the use of 
walnut could be explained by the fact that it was, according to the author, an item of 
imported furniture that was then painted on site.35 The author notes that the first four 
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Ainsworth, The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York.
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44. The Mayer van den Bergh Museum in Antwerp conserves a circular support made on a lathe depicted 

a Virgin and Child after Hans Memling (Antwerp, MVB, no. 3).
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and other metal objects, used as a talisman especially against headaches and sore throats. These heads 
also played a role in medieval theatre. In 15th century ‘s-Hertogenbosch, one such head was displayed 
during the annual procession. The 17th century again saw a revival of the cult of the head of John  
the Baptist on a charger. Representations, inspired by older models, were again produced in series.  
Du Colombier 1973; Hollanders-Favart et al. 1975b, 66-81; Henderiks 2011, 290-303.

volumes published by the Centre for the Study of the Flemish Primitives mention the 
use of oak panels in 104 out of 116 panels.36 In ten cases, the wood is either not 
identified or these are works transposed onto a non-original support. In two cases, 
poplar has been used: in the Rhetoric and Music attributed to Justus of Ghent (London, 
The National Gallery, inv. nos. NG755-756). The attribution of these works from  
the Palace of Frederico da Montefeltro in Urbino37 is, however, disputed.38 Their 
components are assembled with a spline, a system that has not been observed in the 
Flemish panels of the time.39

Three other works by Justus of Ghent or attributed to him are not painted on oak. 
The first two are on poplar: Communion of the Apostles (Urbino, Palazzo Ducale, Galleria 
Nazionale delle Marche, inv. no. 700) and Illustrious Men (14 panels of which are 
conserved in the same Palazzo Ducale, inv. nos. 717-730 and the other fourteen at the 
Louvre, Paris). In this series of 28 portraits, authors generally see a collaborative work 
between Justus of Ghent and an Italian artist.40 The third work is the Portrait of 
Federico da Montefeltro (Urbino, Palazzo Ducale, Galleria Nazionale delle Marche,  
inv. no. 702). It is painted for the Duke’s studiolo and is executed on plain-sawn fir.41 

Two paintings with a head of John the Baptist on a charger of the Bouts group 
are painted on another wood than oak. one is painted on poplar42 (New York, The 
Metropolitan Museum of Art, inv. no. 60.55.2), the other is painted on wood from 
a fruit tree43 (oldenburg, Landesmuseum, Augusteum, inv. no. LMo 15.561). The 
turners, whose work has already been mentioned, provided some of the circular 
supports, and this class of craftsman was, in some cities, not permitted to work in 
oak.44 The frame and support, both produced on a lathe, were often made from a 
single piece of wood. Failing that, the frame was painted in trompe-l’œil on a flat 
support. The explanation of the technical particularities of the Heads of John the 
Baptist are to be found in their destination.45 We could place this use as an object 
walked about in processions in connection with the silhouettes used for the same 
purpose, such as the large carved wooden effigy representing Charles the Good 
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(oak, H. 245 cm, which with his sword reaches 268 cm),46 conserved in St Salvator’s 
Cathedral in Bruges.47 

John Fletcher notes that both Dürer and Holbein the Younger used oak for the 
work done by them in the Netherlands, while in their home country, these artists 
adopted the woods in use there.48 Dürer, during his stay in Venice in 1505-1506, also 
painted on poplar, thus conforming to Italian use.

The supports used by Juan de Flandes have also attracted attention. The catalogue of 
an exhibition dedicated to this artist49 reports – apart from the supports of works done 
with other artists – the following species: oak (one case), pine (three cases), lime (one 
case) and walnut (one case). The author of the catalogue sees in the use of these various 
species a further argument for the thesis of the “progressive Hispanicization” of the 
artist.50 The use of woods and the covering of the surface with canvas before applying 
the ground, as is seen particularly in the panels of the Retablo Mayor of the Cathedral 
of Palencia, correspond rather to Spanish use.

51

From the foregoing, it has been concluded that itinerant artists complied with local 
practice. This statement should probably be qualified. Michel Sittow, a painter from 
the Hanseatic City of Reval on the Baltic, undertook his apprenticeship in Bruges. 
Though an itinerant artist, working in Spain, England, Reval and the Netherlands 
before returning to Spain, he remained faithful to oak supports. In the service of 
Isabella of Castile in Spain from 1492 to 1504, he collaborated with Juan de Flandes 
and painted in 1500-1501 on an oak panel the Assumption (Washington, National 
Gallery of Art, inv. no. 1965.1.1). The six works of certain attribution and three works 
of probable attribution are all on oak panels.52 A preference for the use of oak supports, 
where choice was possible, seems to have existed alongside the adoption of locally-
used species.

In conclusion, for a total of roughly 550 works painted on wood supports for the 
Southern Netherlands in the 15th and 16th centuries (162 in this study, 66 in Marette 
1961, more than 325 published by the Centre for the Study of the Flemish Primitives), 
the wood used has always been oak with the exception of four or five cases at most, 
not counting works executed abroad on supports that conform to local practice.

Marette believed that painters from the 12th to the 16th centuries used exclusively 
local wood, basing this conclusion on the perfect correspondence between the forest 
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vegetation and the nature of the supports in various regions (Italy, Germany, Spain, 
France, Portugal, Flanders, Holland and England). In this way the school could be 
determined from the identification of the wood. The importance of the timber trade 
at that time had not escaped this author. She believed, however, that the imported 
wood went no further than the Netherlands, where it was used in the large shipyards. 

Numerous studies in the field of dendrochronology have modified this view and show 
that the painters from the Netherlands painted on panels assembled from oak from 
the southern Baltic sea coastal region.53 Recent research by Pascale Fraiture involves 
both archeological and dendrochronological analysis of a corpus of nearly 150 panels 
on oak (Quercus sp) produced from 1450 to 1650 in the Southern Netherlands.54 Frames 
are not included in this study, as wood used for the frames does not provide the 
minimum number of rings. Fraiture considers that at least seventy to eighty rings are 
required; the higher the number of tree rings, the more certain the dating.55 The wood 
for the frames probably also came from the Baltic, but there is no certainty about its 
provenance.

Till the First Northern War (1655-1660) the wood for panel painting came almost 
exclusively from the Baltic region. However, Pascale Fraiture and Hélène Dubois note 
a decrease in the quality of the boards from the end of the 16th century onwards, 
along with a diversification of Baltic sources that started after 1565. Until then, 
Gdansk was the most important timber exportation centre. Afterwards centres such 
as Königsberg and Riga played an important role. The decrease in quality is expressed 
by the progressive reduction in width of the boards, corresponding to the exploitation 
of smaller trees. Between 1441 and 1500, 30% of the planks are wider than 30 cm. 
This width class falls to 14% beginning of the 16th century, to 6% during the second 
half of the 16th century, and disappears in the 17th century. The decrease in quality 
is also reflected in the combination of Baltic wood and boards of western provenance, 
in boards with variable width from edge to edge, and boards with deviations in the 
grain (with curved medullary rays). 17th century boards were not as long and wide as 
in the 15th and 16th centuries.56 Tangentially cut boards occur, although they are 
rarely found before the introduction of mechanical saws.57

 
Baltic timber was also used in public works at the time, alongside local resources. The 
accounts of the City of Bruges in the 14th century show payments for timber from 
the Ardennes and the county of Liège on the one hand, and from Germany and the 
Baltic basin on the other. These accounts mention, in 1368-1369 and in 1413-1414 
“Danzekins tienvoetshout”, that is to say Gdansk timber in 10 feet lengths.58 This is 
the wood from Königsberg (the “Coninbergh tienvoethouts” mentioned in the 1383-
1384 accounts). Also mentioned on various occasions are “Pruussche Plancken” 
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(Prussian boards), “Rynsche latten” (Rhenish laths), “Dustbuerchse planken” 
(Duisburg boards) and “Weselsche balken” (Wesel beams). Certain woods passed 
through the cities of the northern Netherlands, in particular Zutphen [Zuidveen], 
with “Zuutveensche planken” (Zutphen boards) mentioned several times between 
1354 and 1438. Dordrecht also provided Bruges with much of its wood. oak was not 
the only object of this trade, but also beech, pine, ash and yew.59 The use of different 
terms characterizing the wood of different origins tends to suggest a specialization in 
terms of format: beams, boards, laths,… This specialization is related to the type of 
wood and the specific qualities of various woods, but does not necessarily mean that 
the wood was cut in the country mentioned. In Bruges, the activity of sawyers was 
protected by a ban on imports of sawn timber (with a few exceptions including coffin 
wood and Zutphen boards; see “Woodworkers and guilds” in this chapter), a privilege 
that was the source of quarrels between the sawyers and their major customers,  
the carpenters. 

In Bruges, the rates due to the sawyers were updated in an ordinance dated 6 May 
1602.60 Prices are designated according to the length, the surface, or the thickness of 
the wood. The order indicates not only a piece rate, but also the possibility of per diem 
rates, it being understood that only two sawyers will travel to undertake a task or a 
sawing job. 

In the 15th century, Antwerp too imported timber.61 A century later Lodovico 
Guicciardini notes: “They bring us here [to Antwerp] very good quality wood for 
every type of work… and we send it as far as Italy.” 62

This tells us that there was a choice of local and imported wood. Joiners and 
carpenters acquired the wood personally,63 selecting it for the specific qualities 
required by the work for which they intended it, and having it where necessary cut to 
size by sawyers. For panels for painting, it was necessary to obtain slow-grown wood, 
less hard and less prone to shrinkage than wood of rapid growth. Fast-grown wood 
has a high proportion of summer wood, making it heavier and difficult to work. It 
also takes longer to dry. This wood was set aside for carpentry work, rather than 
joinery. André-Jacob Roubo64 recommends a wood that is not too hard for producing 
panels. A similar quality was probably suited for frames, both for the mouldings and 
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the joints, though the best quality undressed trunks (no knots or other defects) were 
reserved for panels. oak from the Baltic basin had these qualifications: slow-growing, 
it was not too hard and shrank only little. Its linear growth produced long boards. 
Certain examples of poor quality joinery of regional character suggest, however, that 
cheaper, locally-sourced woods were occasionally also used. 

A parallelism must have existed between the quality of the paint and the amount 
paid for support, with the initiative probably coming sometimes from the sponsor and 
sometimes from the artist himself. A text dated 1398 specifies that painter Malouel, 
after acquiring “5 tables de boiz pour autel” (five wooden panels for altars) from joiner 
Daniel Hobel, also purchased “grattoirs pour racler plusieurs tables et tableaux” 
(scrapers to scrape several panels and paintings) that he was painting for the altars of 
the church of the Carthusians [of Champmol in Dijon]. The same artist was paid in 
1401 for the “l’entaillure de un grant pannone” (the cutting of a large panel), in fact 
adapting a painting to a new site.65 It is difficult to specify exactly what the painter’s 
intervention involved in these particular cases, but it seems to be related to a work on 
the support, a task normally reserved for the joiners, assuming this is, that the 
scraping in question related to the wood of the support and not the ground. 

The mouldings of the frames used by Jan van Eyck are varied and point to the 
work of a plurality of joiners. It is hard to imagine that the somewhat course moulding 
of the frame of the Portrait of Margaret van Eyck (Bruges, GM, no. 2) and the highly 
refined moulding of the one of the Virgin at the Fountain (Antwerp, RMFA, no. 3) are 
from the same source. In the case of the Van Eyck’s altarpieces in Ghent, it has been 
shown that – curiously – a panel of the upper altarpiece had been attacked by 
woodworm even before being painted. The panels of Baudouin de Lannoy (Berlin, 
Staatliche Museen, Gemäldegalerie, cat. no. 525 G) and those of the Arnolfini Portrait 
(London, The National Gallery, inv. no. NG186) contain elements from the same 
tree66 and were therefore probably supplied by the same joiner. The original frames of 
these works are not preserved.

Hans Memling, who introduced framing innovations in Bruges in the late 15th 
century, painted on supports with constant features suggesting that they were 
produced in Brussels. The Brussels frame-making of the second half of the 15th 
century is carefully done and technically effective, and one can understand an artist 
brought up in the Brussels school remaining faithful to it.

The archives of the City of Leuven67 contain information relating to the respective 
operations of the sponsor and the artist in producing the Justice of Emperor Otto III 
(Brussels, Royal Museums of Fine Arts of Belgium, inv. nos. 1447-1448) and a Last 
Judgement (no longer extant), which were commissioned from Dirk Bouts for the City 
Hall. In 1467 the sponsor – in this case the City of Leuven – sent joiner Renier Cox 
to Antwerp to purchase wood for the furnishings and interior decoration of the new 
City Hall. Cox acquired the wood there at St Bavo’s fair, also obtaining 45 large 
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boards “to be painted”, which were brought to Leuven by boat and delivered to the 
City Hall. on 20 May 1468 an agreement was concluded between the city and Dirk 
Bouts, in which the artist undertakes to deliver a painting measuring twelve feet high 
by twenty-six feet wide, and a smaller painting six feet high and four feet wide, to 
represent the Last Judgement. The 45 twelve-feet boards purchased by joiner Cox in 
Antwerp are indeed those intended for the paintings commissioned from Bouts. The 
artist began with the Last Judgement, no longer extant. Locksmith Jean de Jonghe was 
paid between 1 May and 31 June 1468 to place four hinges and a small lock. This 
tells us that the Last Judgement was a triptych. A year and a half later it was exhibited 
in the Council Chamber of the City Hall. Between 1 November 1469 and 31 January 
1470, two stonemasons and their assistant were paid for producing a “moulding” 
under the painting in the room in question, a task that must have been of some size 
given that the three craftsmen spent forty-six days on it.

Meanwhile, during May, June and July 1469, a handful of joiners, including Cox, 
worked to produce the panels that Dirk Bouts was to paint for a chamber on the first 
floor of the City Hall. one panel was removed from the room and brought to the 
master’s workshop between 1 November 1470 and 31 January 1471. Before 25 June 
1473, the panel was lifted using a pulley, while another panel was taken down. A 
stretcher, covered with canvas “primed” in red by city painter Hubert (Hubrecht?) 
Stuerbout, was placed in front of the first panel, on hinges supplied by locksmith Josse 
Metsys, father of the painter Quinten. Payment for this stretcher was made between 
1 May and 31 July 1473. Dirk Bouts died probably on 6 May 1475, bequeathing his 
finished works to his wife, his unfinished works to his sons. The city paid its debt to 
the deceased’s heirs only five years later, following a visit by Hugo van der Goes. The 
payment relates to the Last Judgement and to one panel of the large painting, fully 
completed, as well as a second almost finished panel. The original project was for four. 
A second visit by Van der Goes is to be connected with the finishing of the unfinished 
panel – which experts have identified at the Beheading of the Innocent Count68 – installed 
in the City Hall less than a year later. Before February 1482, a wooden stretcher, 
covered with canvas “primed” in red like the other one by Stuerbout, was placed to 
protect the work from dust. In addition, the same year a blacksmith was paid for 
sealing two studs into the wall to attach the second panel. In 1482, locksmith Metsys 
received payment for placing a lock on the Last Judgement.

These archive texts suggest that there existed in the wood trade a specific quality 
of boards specially felled and cut “to be painted”. The wood for the panel on the one 
hand and for the frame on the other may not necessarily have come from the same 
source. It was the sponsor who entrusted the carpenter with purchasing the wood and 
producing the supports. The agreement between the artist and sponsor covers the 
dimensions of the work and the price. one can observe that the economics of the 
material dictated the format prescribed to the painter. For the Last Judgement, the 
boards were simply cut in two to give a triptych which is six feet high. The Justice of 
Emperor Otto III measures close on 329 cm high, that is the full length of 12 feet 
boards. The twelfth part of the height is equivalent to 27.41 cm, which corresponds 
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to the foot of Riga in the Baltic region. The panels of the Justice of Emperor Otto III 
preserved today are each made of seven boards.

Given that his main task was to decorate the interior of the City Hall, the carpenter 
Cox was probably not specialized in the manufacture of supports. He failed to remove 
the sapwood from all boards. The restoration report69 written in 1958 indicates the 
presence of sapwood in three boards of the Ordeal by Fire. The mouldings of frames, 
unusual for the time, may relate to the architecture that the woodwork was intended 
to decorate.

The supports for the Justice of Emperor Otto III were carried one after the other to 
Bouts’ workshop, where they were painted in their frames. We know this because the 
painting exhibits a barbe and an unpainted edge which are typical for paintings done 
in their frames. With respect to the Last Judgement, the rapid intervention of the 
locksmith after the conclusion of the contract between Dirk Bouts and the magistrate 
suggests that the support was produced rapidly, with the hinges placed in order to 
assemble the triptych before carrying it to Bouts. The painting would be completed 
only in 1470, two years after the locksmith was paid. Note that the use of loose pins 
in the hinges facilitated the dismantling of the triptych, either because this was 
deemed necessary for transporting it, or because the artist wanted it dismantled in 
his workshop. The placement of the “anti-dust” shutters made of canvas mounted on 
stretchers, over the panels of the Justice of Emperor Otto III, was undertaken at the sole 
initiative of the City of Leuven, with the locksmith attaching them only after the 
work had been completed. The same applies to the placing of the lock on the Last 
Judgement, which took place well after the work had been installed in the City Council 
Chamber.

C. Cutting and drying of the wood70

It is in winter that loggers in the Baltic region felled trees, using axes, wooden wedges 
and mallets. They did not use saws. once felled, the trunks needed to be cut without 
delay to avoid drying cracks and prevent attack by micro-organisms. After removing 
the branches and bark, hardwood wedges were driven into the length of the trunk 
and struck with a mallet. The trunk was then split into two halves and then into 
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quarters and rough-cleaned using a side-axe and adze. The Baltic oak was initially 
split, not sawn. Splitting was the best means of cutting oak to size. oak, which is 
fissile especially in the radial direction, lends itself well to splitting, especially when 
it grows slowly, regularly and without knots, as was the case with oak from the Baltic. 
The natural arrangement of the fibres and medullary rays of the split wood provided 
strength and stability. The fibres and vessels were not cut through and the wood 
retained its full strength.71 

In less than a short winter’s day a tree was cut into blocks of wood, rarely more 
than 3 metres long and 30 cm wide.

In spring the quarters were floated as rafts to a collection point along a river. From 
there, traders engaged boatmen to carry the oak blocks to a major port. After 
sometimes hundreds of kilometres and over a week of river travelling, the wood was 
unloaded in a port of the Hanseatic League72 where wholesalers discussed prices, 
depending on the size and quality of the pieces. 

Standard practice appears to be that these quarters were further split to arrive at 
16 wedge-shaped segments, either before or after shipment to the Low Countries. 
Depending on the diameter of the tree and the initial rough-cleaning, these would 
have an outer edge of up to 12.5 cm for a 30 cm wide board and 9.5 cm for a 20 cm 
board, and an inner edge of 2-3 cm.73

Here are the tools that woodworkers probably used. The irregular faces or sides of the 
wood were equalized with a side axe with a short handle angled away from the head 
to protect the hands, and used vertically. The blade does not dig into the wood, but 
is run along the surface to remove large chips that can be the size of a hand. The four 
edges of each block of wood are also trimmed with this tool. After this an adze was 
used to flatten the surfaces. It has a long handle with an axe-head placed perpendicular 
to it. The block of wood is laid on the ground and the woodworker cuts it lying 
horizontal between his legs. The slightly curved head cuts a hollow cavity followed 
by torn wood, producing a waved effect. For this reason the surface of wood worked 
with an adze is less regular than that of wood worked with a side axe. 
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on individual boards one sometimes observes a pattern of intersecting lines. This 
mark was made with a hook knife (the knife blade has its end turned back on itself 
to form a fine gouge), which digs a fine groove into the surface of the wood. Normally 
such markings consist of 2 to 5 or more straight lines less than 1 cm wide. We find 
them also on the back of the boxes of carved altarpieces and on the backs of carved 
items. They have been observed on the back of a base and the backs of various panels 
(fig. 1).74 In the case of paintings, the marks are located on a single board and are often 
cut off by a join, a chamfer or the edge of the panel. This tells us that these marks 
predate the marking up and cutting of the wood and the final assembly, with which 
they seem unrelated. While sometimes we find several marks on the same work, in 
most cases we see only one on the back of just one board (fig. 2). 

Fig. 1. Examples of 
lumbermarks found 
on individual boards 
of the paintings 
studied in the 
Catalogue of this 
book. 

Fig. 2. Lumbermark 
on a board of the 
Wenemaer Altarpiece, 
c. 1480 (Ghent, MFA, 
no. 1).

We should note that these marks, which are relatively rare, are sometimes found 
repeatedly in work of the same artist (Gerard David, Jan van Rillaer) or even a group 
of works (the Bosch group).

http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x069009
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Today these marks are viewed as belonging to numbering or identification systems. 
Certain historians remark that these marks are found essentially on oak from the 
Baltic. Dendrochronologist Ian Tyers observed them on the top boards of stacks of 
Baltic timber salvaged from a wreck. Jean-Albert Glatigny suggests these markings 
were placed by lumberjacks in the Baltic area in order to identify their production.75 
The identification was vital for assessing the quantity and price of the work, facilitating 
transshipments and further commercial stages and deterring theft. According to 
Jørgen Wadum, the planks carrying such marks never have saw marks, i.e. they were 
all split from tree trunks.76

The size of the trade between the Baltic and the southern Netherlands is shown by 
the fact that in 1481 the archives record 1.100 vessels leaving Gdansk, mainly Dutch 
merchant ships travelling from the Baltic to the ports of the southern Netherlands. A 
25 metre cogge77 was found in 1969 in the Bay of Danzig. It sank around 1409, leaving 
the port with its cargo of wheat, copper, wax, ash, wood tar and more than a hundred 
quarters of oak, all of more or less the same size. If this batch was intended for the 
southern Netherlands, it would have been unloaded in Bruges or Antwerp, checked 
on the quayside, and then (possibly) split further using an axe and wedges or sawn by 
sawyers. 

To make the boards for the painting supports, each block (in all ± 16 wedge-shaped 
blocks by tree trunk) was sawn radially into two or three thin sheets. The radial cut 
is evidenced by the many panels containing boards where one narrow side is thicker 
(the softer sapwood side) than the other (harder wood near the heart). In principle one 
does not find tangentially cut (plainsawn or “crown cut”) boards in the Flemish 
painting of the 15th and 16th centuries. We have observed exceptionally one in an 
assembly of provincial character (Tongeren, BoL, no. 2). This changes in the 17th 
century. Tangential cut boards are described in Rubens’ panels. This use remains 
exceptional but fits in a general trend of decreasing quality motivated by the scarcity 
of high quality panel production.78

In addition to splitting, wood was also sawn (fig. 3). The sawyers would saw the 
1/16th wedges to produce the boards. It is possible that certain very long boards (for 
example the “12 feet” boards used for the Judgement of Emperor Otto III paintings for 
the City Hall in Leuven were sawn directly from quarter-split logs, as sawing gave 
greater control than splitting. 
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A tree trunk therefore gave between 32 and 48 boards available for producing 
panels for painting, the sawn side providing the flat face for painting, and the split 
side placed at the back. Not all boards have a split side, but when they did, it was left 
as such to preserve the mechanical advantages described above. 

All the evidence suggests that the sawing took place after arrival in the Southern 
Netherlands. In some cities, in Bruges for example, the import of sawn wood was 
forbidden, reflecting the prevailing corporate protectionism. As early as 1302, the 
profession of sawyers is mentioned in the Southern Netherlands. These grouped into 
a guild in Bruges in 1350.79 The Archives of the movable assets of the Dukes of 
Burgundy also mention sawyers.80 In the 15th century the apprenticeship of sawyers 
lasted one year. Their activity was especially intense in the timber trading ports of 
Bruges and Antwerp. In Bruges an ordinance sets the rates for sawing various 
thicknesses of all kinds of wood, including sawing into thin planks wood from 
Gdansk, Königsberg and Riga (see “Woodworkers and guilds” in this chapter). The 
Netherlands were renowned for the quality of their oak cutting. Roubo is profuse 
with his praise of the quality of the oak from the north called “Holland oak because 
it is in this country that it is manufactured or cut into planks” and explains how they 
are cut: “the trees are split into quarters, before re-splitting them. For this reason the 
wood planks always have one hard edge [near the heart] and one soft one [on the 
sapwood side]…” they are no longer imported as formerly “in all kinds of thicknesses 
… almost the only type that comes now is 6 and 9 lines81 thick, meaning that it is 
used only for panels, for which it is very good”.82 According to Marette, the designations 
“Holland”, “Germany” or “Ireland” wood served to indicate the quality and type of 
cut, and not a geographic origin.83 This certainly appears to be true in the 19th 
century: Eugène Viollet le Duc indicates that “mesh-sawn oak” (i.e. quartersawn oak) 
is also referred to as “Holland oak”.84 In the 18th century, on the other hand, oak from 
the north is referred to as “Holland wood” because that is where the wood is cut into 
boards.85 In other words, this name appears initially to have identified where the wood 
was cut rather than where it was felled.
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After the long journey from the Baltic region to the Netherlands, the merchant 
stores the wood that customers will come and purchase with the required dimensions: 
for sculptors thick parts, for carpenters long, narrow pieces. The presence of various 
boards from the same tree in the same support86 demonstrates that boards were 
carefully piled in order after sawing and that this order could survive until the 
purchase of the wood by the joiner.

Fig. 3. The cutting of the log by splitting or by sawing produces four main qualities of boards. 1. Full 
quarter (or full radial) cutting provides boards of which the medullary rays run parallel to the panel 
sides; tree rings are perpendicular to the rays and thus to the panel faces and the board therefore 
contains a maximum number of rings. 2. Quarter (or radial) cutting leads to slightly oblique 
medullary rays in relation to the panel sides; the tree rings, which are also slightly oblique, are 
slightly less numerous. 3. Concerning semi-radial cutting, the rays and rings are very oblique (45°); 
the number of visible rings is significantly reduced, that much that it may not suffice [for 
dendrochronological dating]. 4. Tangential cutting, finally, limits the number of rings present, which 
are generally not enough for dating. 
The cambium is the source of reproductive cells that form the sapwood toward the inner trunk.  
It is found on the periphery of the trunk between the sapwood and the bark. The heartwood is the 
biologically inactive part of the wood. A tree ring is formed in the sapwood; after a few years, it is 
transformed into heartwood. The cutting rarely includes sapwood (A, B), usually only heartwood 
(C, D).87
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88. “[…] dit voorn. weerk moet Daneel leveren van goeden ghetijdeghen houte ende houden staende […] 
in sijn vierchant XX jaer lanc up sijn plicht versekert.” SAG, series 301, Annual registers of the Keure, 
1430-1432, fol. 28, quoted from Dhanens 2009, 145.

89. De Potter and Brouckaert 1864 -1903 (Wachtebeke, 1870), 25, quoted from Dhanens 2009, 150. 
90. Dhanens 1989, 117-126. 
91. “Plus les bois sont durs & plus ils font de temps à sécher; c’est pourquoi on ne doit pas raisonnablement 

employer de bois qu’il n’ait huit années de coupe au moins… il ne faut cependant pas qu’il soit trop 
sec, surtout pour les ouvrages d’assemblage, où le bois qui n’a plus de sève, & dont l’humidité est 
totalement expulsée, ne peut être propre.” Quoted from Roubo 1977, 32.

92. Viollet le Duc 1875-1876, 346.
93. The cutting of the trunk into quarters, floating to the ports, transport by sea to distribution centres, 

another phase of cutting the wood into planks, drying (which may be fairly quick), the storage in the 
different warehouses or workshops (wood merchants, joiners, painting workshop) and the manufacture 
of the support itself. Quoted from Fraiture 2013, 4.

The interval between the felling of the tree and the use of the 
boards for producing a panel

Before the wood is ready for use, the natural moisture inside it must dry out to reach 
a stable humidity, from which time it is ready for working. This stabilization is done 
by leaving the wood exposed to air, usually stacked in specific conditions. 

Documents bear testimony to the requirement of a long storage time for the wood for 
painting in the 15th century. one important statement concerns the altarpiece Daneel 
Hoeybant made for Wachtebeke in 1431.88 A drying time of twenty years was 
stipulated. An assurance of twenty years was also required for another altarpiece in 
Wachtebeke in 145689 and in 1461 for an altarpiece in Evergem.90

In the 18th century Roubo states that “the harder woods are, the longer they take to 
dry; that is why it is wise only to use wood that has been cut for at least eight years. 
But neither must it be too dry, especially for making joints, where wood without sap, 
and from which all the humidity has been totally expelled, cannot be worked 
cleanly.” 91 Viollet le Duc says that oak should have been cut for at least six years 
before use.92 The Baltic timber dried faster than local woods of rapid growth. 

Dendrochronologists seek to clarify, with the help of statistics, the time elapsed 
between the felling of the tree and the using of the boards for a painting by examining 
the growth rings. Knowledge of this interval is useful in dating the panels used for 
painting. The fundamental problem in dendrochronological dating of the panels is 
the almost systematic absence of sapwood. This part of the wood was removed, being 
unsuitable for the fabrication of quality supports since it is inclined to deform and rot 
and/or attract woodworm. The time interval between the cutting of the wood and its 
use in panels is therefore an estimate. From the latest dated growth ring, a terminus 
post quem is suggested. According to Fraiture, a systematic estimation of the interval 
between the dendrochronological result and the date of use, in order to better identify 
the period for artistic execution, is an unrealisable ideal, given the number of 
parameters involved.93 Some dendrochronological studies report a considerable time 
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of sapwood, with 50% of the values between 13 and 19. For oak from Germany and the Netherlands, 
a median value of 17 rings was determined with 50% of the values between 13 and 22. Quoted from 
Klein 1986, 229. 

97. Klein 1982, 253-271.
98. Klein 1987, 29-40.
99. Klein 1989a, 171-172.
100. Bauch et al. 1974, 32-40.

interval between the dendrochronological result and the known or estimated date of 
utilization.94

A possible pitfall may lie in the assumption, in the above-cited calculations, that 
sapwood only was removed. on freshly cut oak it is difficult to judge the borderline 
between sapwood and hardwood, which becomes better visible as the wood dries.95 
The woodcutters, no doubt under instructions to remove all sapwood, may well have 
preferred to err on the safe side and remove a few rings of hardwood as well. 

For the 15th century, several dendrochronological studies on paintings point to a 
period of upwards of 10 years between the felling and the use of the wood. This figure 
is deduced from paintings of known date as follows: a length of time is calculated 
between the most recent datable ring and the known painting date. From this figure 
is then deducted number of years for the sapwood which was removed. A figure of 13 
to 19 years for the sapwood has been put forward.96 Peter Klein has suggested a 
waiting period of 10 to 15 years.97 In two wings of the Last Judgement and Annunciation 
by Petrus Christus (Berlin, Staatliche Museen, Gemäldegalerie, inv. no. 529 A-B), 
there appears to have been an interval of between 14 and 20 years between the felling 
of the tree and the use of the wood.98 In the case of wings of the Triptych of the Last 
Supper by Dirk Bouts, 1464 (Leuven, Church of St Peter), the most recent heartwood 
growth rings date to 1436, i.e. 28 years before the completion of the painting. 
Deducting from this 13 to 19 years of sapwood for a fully-grown tree, this gives a 
period between felling and use (drying, transportation, holding in stock) of between 
9 and 15 years, for a fully-grown tree (258 measured growth rings).99

According to dendrochronologists, the gap between the felling of the tree and the 
use of wood as a painting support was reduced by between 4 and 12 years in the 16th 
and 17th centuries.100 Economic logic probably required a faster turnaround. 

Uncertainties thus remain in calculating the interval between the felling of the tree 
and the use of the boards for painting.
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101. Goodman 1962; Bernt 1977; Velter and Lamothe 1976; Du Colombier 1973; Feller and Tourret 
1970; Boccador 1988.

102. Feller and Tourret 1970, 33-34.
103. Mauquoy-Hendrickx 1978-1983, 1: 60-63, pl. 54-55.
104. Most of these tools and an explanation of their use are published by Van Tyghem (1966). This author 

wrote a thesis on the building tools used in the Middle Ages, including those used by carpenters on 
building sites. Some tools drawn are based on those shown on the right wing of the so-called Merode 
Triptych of the Annunciation by the Master of Flémalle (New York, The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 
The Cloisters, inv. no. 56.70 a–c) and on five prints in a series depicting Scenes of the Childhood of Jesus 
by Hieronymus Wierix (1553-1619). The Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam has in its collections a small 
number of tools coming from an expedition which was shipwrecked in Novaya Zemlya in 1596-
1597. We have also drawn additional valuable information about the use of certain tools in joinery 
from the detailed works L’Art du Menuisier by Roubo. 3 vols. 1769-1775 (Reprint Léonce Laget, 
Paris, 1977). 

d. The tools 

The history of woodworking tools is a vast domain.101 It is rendered all the more 
complex by the fact that the ancient depictions of tools, on which their history is 
largely based, are often unsystematic and difficult to interpret. Artists can fail to 
represent details that are significant in the evolution of a tool, and tend to use the 
most evocative tools and activities for their images. Nor, in the ancient written sources, 
does the same term always designate the same tool or part of the tool. Despite these 
shortcomings, we know that already in the 15th century craftsmen had a variety of 
tools at their disposal, most of them inherited from antiquity. We know that the 
Romans, and even earlier peoples, were already acquainted with the steeling of iron.

In the Middle Ages, toolmaking skills were passed down mainly by the monasteries, 
with certain innovations introduced between the 13th and 16th centuries.102 We will 
attempt below to relate the tools available at the time with the various stages in the 
production of a painting support. The woodworking tools which we depict here are 
taken either from 15th and 16th century paintings and engravings (such as 
representations of St Joseph in his workshop, scenes from the childhood of Christ, 
those of the Passion, of seasonal work, and the like) (figs. 4, 5 and 9103) or are inspired 
by the very small number of tools of the time, or older, that have come down to us 
(fig. 11).104
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As with wood for any other use, woodcutters trimmed the hewn tree. The trunk, cut 
in one piece from ground level up to the first branches, was first cut longitudinally 
into quarters, and then rough-sawn into boards of different lengths and thicknesses, 
using either an axe or a saw. This was the task of the long-sawyers. After this the 
wood would be set to air-dry for a period during which it would continue to shrink 
and warp slightly.

At the start of panel production, the board was recut if necessary to a suitable 
thickness, after which the woodworkers traced the measurements and layout of the 
individual pieces, and sawed the wood to size. The quality of the cutting of the wood 
and the precision of the overall work depended very much on this marking up. The 
wide face to be painted was carefully planed and the two long narrow sides planed 
square to it. Very likely the boards were first cut slightly longer than necessary and 
joined with great care to form the panel. After this the panel would be finish planed 
and trimmed to the exact dimensions.

In most cases, only one wide face was planed; it was preferable to keep the whole 
thickness of the plank for strength, and many reverses of the supports of paintings are 
very rough for this reason. The boards on the main panels can be quite thick, strength 
being the primary concern, whereas, with the wings, it was important to minimize 
the weight and thinner boards were preferred. Nor was there any standard width. 
Usually a board reached more or less 30 cm, which corresponds to more or less than 
half the diameter of a trunk of a full-grown tree after the removal of bark, sapwood 
and heartwood. 

Fig. 4. Robert 
Campin (follower), 
detail of The Legend  
of St Joseph,  
c. 1490-1500 (?) 
(Hoogstraten, Church 
of St Catherine).

http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x046749
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For the frame, the cuts for the joints were traced in the rails and stiles. The different 
steps of producing the joint are shown following Roubo:105 tenons are cut in two 
parallel elements of the frame, either square, mitred or with a mixed cut. Corresponding 
mortises are cut in the other elements, either with a shoulder to hold the joint in place, 
or with open (slotted) mortises. Mouldings are fashioned using a combination of 
gouges and planes, both straight-bladed and profiled. Grooves or rebates are cut into 
the inner narrow side. 

For curved frames, according to Roubo, the order of operations was different,106 
with the groove cut prior to the moulding. A wooden batten was then wedged into 
the groove to prevent the cheeks of the groove being broken by the pressure of the 
profile plane or gouge. The joiner then returned to the panel, squaring it a final time 
and thinning its edges to enable it to slot into the groove of the frame. A last check 
was then made to ensure all the right angles were truly square. Finally, the ensemble 
was assembled with glue and pegs. 

With the support now assembled, a locksmith was called in to place the hinges, and 
the hooks for hanging or closing. In Bruges, locksmiths were one of the oldest 
specialties in the Guild of St Eligius – probably established in the 13th century – 
which grouped all iron workers and which developed into 19 sub-specializations.107 
The sometimes rudimentary nature of the notch for the pin of the hinges reflects the 
intervention here of a trade unaccustomed to woodworking. In a number of cases this 
intervention was probably not necessary and the joiner himself placed the smaller 
ironwork. 
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Fig. 5. Various tools depicted on the frontispiece of a series of prints depicting Scenes from the Childhood of Jesus by Hieronymus 
Wierix, 1553-1619 (Brussels, Royal Library of Belgium). Top left, under the musical instruments, hang a hatchet, pincers, mallet 
and calliper. Below, sawyers’ ripsaw and toolbox. on the workbench are a toothed dog (left), bench clamp (right), mortise gauge 
(centre). on the cross-beams below the bench are various planes. In the foreground: chisels (including a mortise chisel), measuring 
rod, frame-saw (for cross-cutting), splitting axe and template. on the right, above a second toolbox (model for carrying on the 
back?): adze, two hand saws (one single handled, one two-handled), an auger and a felling axe. Hanging above these are a brace 
drill, hammer, compass and square.
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Fig. 6. The tools. Felling axes (1-2), splitting axes and hatchets of various sizes (3-9), adze (10) doloire adze (11), mortise axe  
(12) and twibill (13). Saw-setter (14), hand saws: some with a single handle (15-17), others with double handles (18-19); frame 
ripsaw (20), cross-saw or frame-saw (21) and bow-saw (22); plotting string (23). Various planes (24-27), including a fore plane or 
jack plane (26), a jointer plane (25) and grooving and profiling planes (27). Chisels and gouges (28-31) including a bevel-edged 
chisel (29), mortise chisel (30) and gouge (31), burin (32), drawknife (33).
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Fig. 6. (continued) Rasps (34-35), pot of glue (36) and brazier (?) (37), grindstone (38), whetstone (39); files (40-42), plumb square 
(43), squares (44-45) including small planing squares (44), straight-edges (46-47), measuring rod, divided into feet and inches 
(48), rulers (49-50), one with a notch used for tracing mitres, mortise gauge (51), marking point or scribe (also used as a punch) 
(52), compasses (53-57) including simple compass (53), spring compass (54), callipers (55), precision compass (56) and outside/
inside callipers or “dancing master” (57) templates (58-59), mallets (62-63) and hammer (60-61), wedge (64). Various augers  
(65-68), including chest auger (66), the drill (69), gimlet (70) and wimble (71). Hook (72), pincers (73). Clamp extension (74),  
vice and press (75-76), workbenches (77-78), toothed dog (79), bench clamp (80), trestles (81) and lever (82), toolbox (83).
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1. Tools for (re)splitting, squaring and cutting

The axe is one of the oldest tools used by man. It was used to cut down trees and split 
wood for beams, planks and boards. We distinguish, for the period that concerns us, 
different kinds.

Axes having their cutting edge parallel to the handle. From the largest to the smallest: 
felling axes, broadaxes, splitting axes and hatchets. Within each of these categories 
we find various models. The felling axe (fig. 6: 1-2) served to cut down trees and lop 
the branches before removing the bark with the broadaxe. Small cross-notches were 
scored into the trunk and the bark then removed or “joggled”/”juggled”. In this way 
the bark was cut away in chips without the axe getting stuck. The splitting axe  
(fig. 6: 3-6), with a generally shorter handle and a wider cutting edge, struck the wood 
with less force but with greater precision. It was used to split wood in the direction 
of the fibre (the opposite end of the head from the cutting edge, or “poll”, often had 
a square head, which could be struck with a hammer, leaving the cutting edge 
embedded in the wood, increasing the efficiency of the tool and avoiding loss of 
energy. We can note here that wooden wedges (fig. 6: 64) hit with a mallet (fig. 6: 
62-63) were used for the same purpose. A smaller version of the same axe served to 
square the wood. The head could be recessed on the handle side (fig. 6: 4) for lightness. 
The haft was sometimes curved (fig. 6: 5) making it safer to use by taking the 
workman’s hands further away from the wood to be split. The head could have a long 
sleeve (fig. 6: 6). The head itself could be very long so as to avoid bending when 
working with wood placed on the ground (fig. 6: 7). The accuracy of the squaring was 
checked using squares (fig. 6: 44). Hatchets (fig. 6: 8-9), a smaller version of the 
splitting axe, were used for small jobs.

Axes having their edge perpendicular to the haft are called adzes (fig. 6: 10). This 
tool moves more or less parallel to the work surface, the cutting edge is sometimes 
slightly offset from the axis of the handle: in French this is known as a doloire (fig. 6: 
11). These tools were used to trim or “dress” a wood surface by removing small, 
superficial chips in the direction of the fibres.

For completeness’ sake we mention here two tools used more by carpenters than by 
joiners: the mortise axe (fig. 6: 12) and the twibill or double-headed axe (fig. 6: 13).108 
The mortise axe consists of a straight or slightly curved metal blade, roughly 50 cm 
in length, with the haft attached in the centre. The cutting edge is perpendicular to 
the plane of the haft and the tool is used perpendicular to the work surface. This tool 
was used to dress the large timbers wood used by carpenters, and also used for 
smoothing mortises and tenons in large timber pieces. The twibill consists of a 
straight blade roughly 1.20 m long and 3 to 4 cm wide, with a cutting edge at each 
end. on one end the blade is bevelled parallel to the handle, and on the other side has 
the shape of a mortise chisel, perpendicular to the handle. This tool is generally 
provided with a sleeve; it is used without a haft, and struck axially into the wood. The 
use of twibill is similar to that of the mortise axe.
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The main types of saws have existed since antiquity. A saw contains a metal blade 
which is toothed on one side. The saw teeth form triangles and in general it is the 
shorter side of the tooth, set more perpendicular to the blade, which bites into the 
wood when the saw is pushed. The cutting edge was sharpened with a file (fig. 6: 
40-42). The teeth are inclined alternately to the left and right of the axis of the blade 
to form the “set” which allows the blade to pass easily through the wood and remove 
the sawdust. This set was produced using a saw-setter (fig. 6: 14), a flat piece of iron 
with several notches which served to grasp the teeth of the saw and move them 
alternatingly to the right or left in a process known as “setting” a saw. other more 
rudimentary methods were also used, like inserting a chisel between two teeth and 
then turning it or hitting the teeth alternately in one direction and then in another. 
The shape of the teeth of a saw and the set were determined according to the function 
of the saw. 

There were various types of saws. Hand saws, used for example to shorten boards, had 
rigid, slightly arched and pointed blades. The widening of the blade between the toe 
of the blade and the handle prevented the saw from digging in too deeply. For jobs 
that could be done by one man alone, the blade was inserted into a single wooden 
handle (fig. 6: 15). The handle was often long enough to be held with both hands. This 
could be necessary. Early depictions show blades of up to 1.5 m in length long. The 
smallest hand saws were the size of a modern knife (fig. 6: 16). Sometimes the blade 
was very narrow in order to reach hard-to-access places. This pad saw or key saw 
seems to have appeared in the late 15th century. At the end of the 16th century the 
handle could adopt a curved shape (fig. 6: 17). For heavy work, such as sawing logs 
across the grain, the long blade was provided with a handle at each end and was 
operated by two men (fig. 6: 18). These handles were in the axis of the blade. With 
the handle perpendicular to the axis of the blade (fig. 6: 19), this saw could also be 
used for cutting logs longitudinally. But its use for this purpose became generalized 
only in the 18th century. 

Frame ripsaws: for sawing tree trunks lengthwise, sawyers generally used a saw 
with the blade set in the middle of a wooden frame (fig. 6: 20). This saw was operated 
by two men, working either diagonally or from top to bottom. The saw bit into the 
wood on the downstroke, along a line marked with a plotting string or marking 
string, a piece of string that was dipped in a container filled with chalk, and then 
stretched along the wood at the desired location. When drawn and released like a 
bowstring it left a coloured line on the wood (fig. 6: 23). The topsawyer also had the 
important task of guiding the saw so that the board was of even thickness. At the end 
of the downstroke, the bottom sawyer’s job was to loose the saw from the cut, to help 
the top sawyer pull it up.

From the later Middle Ages onwards, a device was generally fitted making it 
possible to change the angle of the blade. In the 18th century a device was added for 
retightening the blade, a device that does not appear to exist in the 15th and 16th 
centuries. 

In the 18th century woodworkers also had rip saws, smaller than the sawyers’ 
version, but Roubo reported that they took three times as long as specialized sawyers 
to do the same work and did so only when there was no reason to call in sawyers.
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Cross-saws (fig. 6: 21) served for sawing the wood to size. In the 15th and 16th 
century these took the form of framesaws (or bowsaws). The blade is mounted on a 
frame that comprises two cheeks in hardwood joined by a stretcher slotted into a loose 
mortise. For the stretcher, Roubo prescribes pinewood, a light wood that is less likely 
than others to bend.109 The blade engages in slits at the end of each cheek and is 
secured by rivets driven through the cheeks and blade. The blade is held in tension 
by twisting the rope with a key, which then slots into a mortise in the stretcher, or 
simply rests against the stretcher. After use it was important to release the tension. In 
a variant of this saw, the blade could pivot relative to the axis of the frame, allowing 
the carpenter to saw in another axis than that of the tool. In the 15th century we find 
the scroll saw or coping saw. This saw is constructed like a ripsaw or a cross-saw, but 
differs by the narrowness of the blade, which allows it to cut along a curved trajectory. 
The blade can be mounted in a metal frame (fig. 6: 22). 

From the 13th century onwards sawing began to be mechanized. Watermills and 
windmills were used to operate saws in both the north and south of Europe. These 
mills and machines helped accelerate the disappearance of what was once a prosperous 
profession, and which only died out totally at the beginning of the 20th century.110
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2. Tools for flattening and smoothing

once the wood had been cut to the right length and width, it was necessary to smooth 
it to give it a flat surface. This was done on the workbench (fig. 6: 77). The plane  
(fig. 6: 24-27) is the smoothing tool par excellence.111 It consists of an elongated wooden 
block, pierced with a mouth, into which is placed the cutting blade, which is held 
with a wedge. There are various sizes of planes. The larger models, the jointer plane 
or try plane (fig. 6: 25) and the smaller fore plane or jack plane (fig. 6: 26),  
are frequently depicted in illustrations of the period. otherwise, the details of the 
planes are difficult to recognize on old depictions. In the 16th century, profiling and 
groove-cutting planes were probably introduced (fig. 6: 27).

Wood was also smoothed with chisels of various kinds (fig. 6: 28-29) and drawknives, 
consisting of an iron blade held between two handles (fig. 6: 33). A rasp, either straight 
or curved (fig. 6: 34-35), served primarily to finish hard-to-access areas, clean stub 
mortises and finish off grooved mouldings. 

To guide the flattening process, squares were used (fig. 6: 44-45). It is likely that the 
flatness of large panels was checked by placing straight-edges (short straight lengths 
of wood placed across the grain and sighted from the end of the board to check 
flatness) (fig. 6: 46-47) at intervals along the piece as with stonework. For smaller 
pieces verification was possibly already done as in the 18th century and still today by 
holding the piece at eye level, sloping slightly downwards, and checking the parallel 
nature of the corresponding sides by the laws of perspective. 

The marking gauge (fig. 6: 51), which will be discussed below, is used to draw lines 
parallel to the edges of a piece of wood, in order to get the panel to the correct 
thickness and width. 

The smoothing of the face of the panel to be painted was undertaken with very great 
care. The surface was reworked until it was totally flat and smooth. There were, 
however, exceptions to this almost general rule: Bernard van orley’s Passion Triptych 
(Bruges, Church of our Lady) has a quite irregular surface.112 In places a chamfer is 
perceptible on the face.113 In other cases, the face of a panel is scratched cross-wise, by 
means of a toothed scraper (plane blade?). This is the case of Votive Painting with the 
Intercession of the Virgin and with the Donor, Canon Art van Pyringhen (Tongeren, BoL, 
no. 2).114 These scratches are probably intended to ensure the better adhesion of the 
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ground, on a panel made not from quarter-sawn but plain-sawn boards, a rare feature 
which points to the regional nature of the work. Scratches are also found in Hieronymus 
Bosch (follower), Triptych of the Adoration of the Magi (Anderlecht, The Erasmus House) 
(fig. 7). 

The backs of 15th- and 16th-century panels are not always planed flat, or are 
sometimes planed only summarily. Many times they show marks of either a saw or 
chisel or of a broadaxe, on the originally hewn side of the tree trunk (fig. 8). Boards 
cut in different ways could find themselves assembled into a single panel, such as in 
a Life of the Magdalen attributed to Arnold Raet the Younger (Zoutleeuw, St Leonard’s 
Church).115 

Fig. 7. X-radiograph. 
Detail of Hieronymus 
Bosch (follower), 
Triptych of the 
Adoration of the Magi 
(Anderlecht, The 
Erasmus House). 
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Fig. 8. Traces left by different tools on the backs of panels. a. Saw marks corresponding to the original cutting of the boards. 
Anonymous, Votive painting with the Intercession of the Virgin and with the Donor, Canon Art van Pyringhen, 1497 (Tongeren, BoL,  
no. 2). b. Roughly torn wood fibres where the wood has been cut with a splitting axe; the joins are reinforced with fibre, onto 
which canvas is glued. Albrecht Bouts (follower), Virgin and Child, c. 1500 (Leuven, MM, no. 5). c. Rough smoothing with a hand 
axe; central recess done maybe with a mixture of saws and flat chisels, finishing with a gouge and/or a v-shaped carving chisel, 
to make room for a middle cross-piece, no longer extant. Gerard David, Judgement of Cambyses: The Arrest, 1498 (Bruges, GM,  
no. 5). d. Smoothed with a drawknife. Anonymous, The Miracle of the Holy Sacrament, second half 16th century (Kuringen, HA, 
no. 1). e. Surface planed with care. Rogier van der Weyden (follower), Virgin and Child with Donor, second half 15th century 
(Tongeren, MC, no. 1).

a b

c d e



CHAPTER I

34

In principle, boards were left at their maximum thickness for reasons of strength, 
especially when, following cutting, quarter-cut boards had one narrow harder edge, 
closer to the centre of the tree where the wood was more compact, and one softer 
thicker edge, closer to the sapwood, and which the joiners avoided thinning more 
than necessary. In other cases, in particular where the board has been sawn rather 
than split, the thickness of the panel is regular and the reverse is also smoothed flat, 
at times summarily with an adze or a gouge chisel or a scraper. Sometimes also, from 
the earliest times, the backs of panels of small dimensions are planed perfectly level. 
But it is especially later, and in particular in the 17th century, that this is done more 
systematically.

3. Measuring and marking instruments

Measuring and marking was done using a measuring rod generally divided into six 
feet (a footed rod), one end of which was divided into inches, usually 12, sometimes 
11, 10 or 9, according to local practice (fig. 6: 48), or a ruler (fig. 6: 49-50) some of 
which contained a tab notch (fig. 6: 50), a square or a triangle (fig. 6: 43-45). Large 
squares were held in place by a sort of key slipped into the angle (fig. 6: 45). Longer 
lines, like those used for sawing, were marked out with marking string (fig. 6: 23) as 
already mentioned. For other marking, a marking point or wood scribe (fig. 6: 52) or 
a mortise gauge were used (fig. 6: 51). Compasses of various kinds were used also for 
measuring and marking. Besides the ordinary compass (fig. 6: 53), there was the 
spring compass (fig. 6: 54) the spacing of which could be fixed by means of one or two 
wing nuts screwed on a riveted pin. Callipers (fig. 6: 55) served to measure the 
thickness of non-square pieces. The precision compass included a graduated guide (fig. 
6: 56). outside/inside callipers or “dancing masters”, were double-ended callipers used 
to measure inaccessible places such as insides of notches and mortises (fig. 6: 57). For 
placing large pieces one could use a plumb level square (fig. 6: 43), a sort of triangle 
supported by a diagonal piece and containing a plumb, serving both as a level and a 
square. The marking gauge (fig. 6: 51) was used to draw parallel lines and to ensure 
that the pieces of wood were of regular width and thickness. This marking gauge 
consists of a wooden rod that passes through a slot in a movable head and is held firm 
with a key. The rod has a small spike at its top. By running the gauge along one side 
of a board a line is created parallel to it, thereby ensuring that the opposite side is 
parallel to it at the desired distance. The mortise gauge has two spikes spaced so as 
to mark both sides of a mortise or tenon in a single stroke. 
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116. Van Tyghem 1966, I: 47. 
117. Roubo 1977, 87. 

The 16th century, the heyday of shaped-top altarpieces, usually consisting of 
combinations of ogee and reverse ogee forms, saw more intensive use of templates, 
shaped to guide the path of curves. What were, in some old representations, thought 
to be squares116 are, we believe, in fact templates. These templates (fig. 6: 58-59) are 
made of very thin sheets of wood inserted into a grooved length of wood to prevent 
warping, and removed for use. It may be that the right-angled corner of this template 
served as a square piece, a tool described by Roubo117 as a piece of thin wood cut at 
right angles, about a foot long, that is placed at each corner of a frame before final 
assembly to check that everything is square. This piece of grooved wood into which 
it was fitted possibly served also to check the thickness of the tongue.

Fig. 9. Sawyers, carpenters and joiners at work. Hieronymus Wierix, Scenes of the Childhood of Jesus, 1553-1619 (Brussels, Royal 
Library of Belgium). a. The Infant Jesus and St Joseph sawing wood with a sawyer’s two-man saw. At St Joseph’s feet are a 
hammer, wedge and toolbox. In the foreground, from left to right, a mallet, template, splitting axe, chisel and compass. b. In the 
foreground, a felling axe. An angel holds a measuring rod marked in feet. Another angel is helping St Joseph saw the felled trunk 
crossways with a hand saw. The trunk rests on a small X-shaped sawing trestle that can be seen behind the saw blade. The two 
thick, round sticks serve as levers; trunks were placed so as to able to move them by rolling. c. The angel uses an auger to pierce 
a hole for the peg that his companion is shaping with a chisel. The latter has placed his peg on a second piece of wood with a 
notch or rebate to prevent the peg slipping away and to overcome the elasticity of his butt-end wood of his temporary workbench. 
Against the workbench, to the right, is a plane, and on the bench, a jointer plane, splitting axe, bench clamp and brace drill.  
At the rear, carpenters strike in pegs with mallets. d. on the workbench we see a bench clamp and marking gauge. St Joseph is 
smoothing a board with a jointer plane. In one corner timber is piled, against which is placed a handsaw, with its end protruding 
above St Joseph’s head. Two frame-saws hang on the wall. on a rack hang chisels, gouges and compasses. Below are a square and 
a template. The planes are stored on the top shelf.

a b c d
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118. Marijnissen 1967, I: 188 and II: 134-135. 

With pencils not available until the 17th century, marking was done with a sharp 
point. While most marking lines have disappeared in the making of the joint  
or under the paint of the frame, we still find some on the backs of some frames  
(fig. 10). 

4. Tools for producing joints, grooves and mouldings

The joints were produced using handsaws and chisels (fig.  6: 28-30), the latter 
generally hit with a mallet. The mallet is a wooden-headed hammer, in most cases 
cylindrical, into which a wooden handle is inserted either in the direction of the 
grain of the wood (fig. 6: 62) or perpendicular to it (fig. 6: 63). In the first case the 
joiner struck in the axis of the chisel for better control of the blow. A mallet was used 
to hit other pieces of wood (placing handles on tools, inserting pegs or wedges)  
(fig. 6: 64). A joiner would not strike on wood with an iron hammer, for fear of 
splitting it. The rounded forms of the mallet were intended so as not to mark the 
wood when striking it. 

The chisel is a tool with its body having a (flat) bevelled cutting edge. one end, 
known as the tang (fig. 6: 29) is inserted into the wooden handle as far as the enlarged 
shoulder of the tang which served to spread the shock across the wood of the handle 
and prevent it from breaking. In old pictures, a wide range of chisels and gouges are 
depicted, but it is frequently difficult to distinguish the characteristics of the cutting 
edge. These chisels included the mortise chisel, relatively narrow but thicker than 
other chisels, used for cutting mortises (fig. 6: 30), while the tenons would have been 
finished with flat chisels. The notching chisel (fig. 6: 28) which is often depicted in 
paintings, served to produce wide notches. Its rounded corners served to avoid splinters 
and digging too deep. A similar rounding of plane blades served to avoid shavings 
being blocked in the plane. A gouge is frequently depicted (fig. 6: 31). This is a chisel 
with a curved cutting edge, of different widths and depths of curve, used mostly for 
cutting mouldings. The fine notches (called “gouge marks”),118 which are seen on the 
back of certain panels were produced with burins (fig. 6: 32). There must also have 
been square-ended chisels for producing fillet mouldings. 

Fig. 10. Marking 
lines in the stile. 
Detail of 
Anonymous, Triptych 
of the Crucifixion,  
mid-16th century 
(Bruges, oLPM,  
no. 6).
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119. Roubo 1977, pl. 18, fig. 13.
120. Verougstraete-Marcq and Van Schoute 1987.

In the great majority of cases, frame joints were pegged and glued. The glue was 
heated in a little glue pot (fig. 6: 36) perhaps with a double-bottom as depicted in 
cross-section by Roubo119 to allow the glue to be heated by the bain-marie method. For 
this and other purposes, the water was heated in a receptacle placed on a shallow basin 
filled with embers blown hot with a bellows (fig. 6: 37).

Long forged nails were used to attach hinges. The joinery items themselves were 
rarely nailed, though applied frames can be found nailed to a panel in regional, 
small-scale joiners’ shops. In this case the nails are introduced from behind. Applied 
frames are, however, more frequently pegged, reflecting a more careful joinery. To 
strike in nails, a hammer was of course used (fig. 6: 60-61). one end of the hammer 
was the hitting head, the other end was sometimes split (clawed) for extracting nails 
(fig. 6: 60).

To hold the joints tightly in place during gluing, joiners often used notched clamps 
of different lengths, in wood or metal, with the length set by a racked jaw at one end 
and wedges, and possible already a wooden screw at the other. Another way was to 
drill the peg holes slightly out of line and then force the peg.

For cutting grooves, rabbets and mouldings, various types of planes were used. It 
seems that in the first half of the 15th century, mouldings were still produced using 
chisels and gouges struck with a mallet. In the frames of the upper wings of the  
Ghent Altarpiece, the chisel-work, in successive sections, is clearly visible on the 
moulding, the simplicity of which points to a limited and rather primitive range of 
tools. This is perhaps to be related to the construction, which with its rudimentary 
finishing looks more the work of a carpenter than of a joiner.120 In the Portrait of 
Margaret van Eyck (Bruges, GM, no. 2), the irregularity of the moulding of the lower 
rail also betrays the use of a gouge, which has been both guided and deflected by the 
grain of the wood, giving a less straight line than a moulding (or “profiling”) plane. 
But generally, one can probably see in the mouldings of the 15th and 16th centuries 
the regular work of the profiling plane.

5. drilling tools

This leads us, finally, to the assembling of the elements of panels and frames. The 
placing of dowels in the narrow sides of the panels and of pegs in the joints of the 
frames both called for drilling tools. The drilling tools available at the time were 
augers, gimlets and brace drills.

The auger (fig. 6: 65) is a long hand drill that is rotated by means of a transverse 
handle held with both hands. The tool has the appearance of a T. In the chest auger 
(fig. 6: 66), the handle included an extension piece for the woodworker to place his 
weight on to assist the drilling. The shaft of the auger can end in a spoon shape: this 
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121. Roubo 1977, 643.

is a hollow or spoon auger. A smaller version (fig. 6: 67-68) was very often used to drill 
holes for pegs. The end of the stem may also adopt a helical form. The gimlet (fig. 6: 
70) is a smaller model operated by one hand only, as is the wimble (fig. 6: 71) a slightly 
larger variant.

The brace drill (fig. 6: 69) was not known in Europe until the Middle Ages. The 
novelty lies in the crank that can be turned continuously with one hand, while the 
other holds the drill in position. This was clearly a major step forward since, with the 
auger, it was necessary at every half-turn to release and pick up again the T-handle of 
the tool.

For drilling hard woods and metals, the workers of the day also used the trepan 
drill. This consisted of an iron rod, in the end of which is placed a bit used for drilling 
metal or hard wood. The tool is activated by the back and forth movement of a bow, 
the cord of which is wound round the iron rod, with the backward and forward 
movement of the bow causing the drill to move in one direction and then another.121

6. Various accessories

To hold the pieces of wood securely to the bench, this was equipped with large “dogs” 
secured into holes drilled or cut into the table (fig. 6: 78). For the same purpose, there 
was also the bench clamp or hold-down (fig. 6: 80), bent iron, one end of which was 
lugged and which was wedged into a cylindrical hole in the bench. Several holes were 
drilled into the bench to allow the dogs and clamps to be moved as required. The 
toothed dog (fig. 6: 79), inserted into a hole in the bench, served to grab and keep in 
place a piece of wood being worked on. This later became the claw, piece of wood 
fitted with a toothed iron serving the same purpose.

Also used were vices and presses (fig. 6: 75-76). These were mainly used outside,  
to hold large beams in place. Trestles were used for holding the wood (fig. 6: 81).  
A big round stick served as a lever (fig. 6: 82), among other things to shift the tree 
trunks that were sometimes placed on them. Pincers (fig. 6: 73) were very similar to 
those used today.
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Fig. 11. Tools from  
an expedition 
shipwrecked in 
Novaya Zemlya  
in 1596-1597.  
We recognize the 
bevelled chisel, brace 
drill, gimlet, the 
body of a plane with 
two blades, an adze, 
large double-headed 
hammer, doloire adze, 
auger, splitting axe, 
gouge blade, and 
marking point 
(Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum).

The cutting edges of tools of every kind were sharpened by grindstones (fig. 6: 38), 
whetstones (fig. 6: 39) and files (fig. 6: 40-42). The grindstone was a disk-shaped piece 
of sandstone mounted on a shaft that was operating by foot or by hand. Wetting was 
necessary for better performance and prevent overheating which could permanently 
damage the blade. Sometimes the disk spun through a trough filled with water. 
High-quality natural whetstones, used for fine-sharpening on the workbench, were 
quarried in the Belgian Ardennes since Roman times.

Tools were valuable. Then, as now, the joiner stowed them after use in a toolbox  
(fig. 6: 83).
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of vital importance in producing a panel was to master the play of the panel inserted 
into the constraining structure of the frame, in order to avoid the opening of the joins 
and prevent splitting of the wood. Verifying what rules, if any, were applied in a 
particular case is a difficult task that requires the contribution of dendrochronology 
and the experience of the panel paintings restorer.

In the 15th century joinery did not achieve the same levels everywhere. During the 
16th century, certain formulae, in particular those concerning the joining of the 
elements of the frame, spread widely and rapidly, pointing to a high degree of mobility 
of persons and goods. 

A. Positioning of the boards within the panel 

The careful placing of the boards within the panel reflects the attention the 
woodworkers paid to their work in order to achieve good results. In many cases boards 
that have been split rather than sawn are not of even thickness across the grain. This 
stems from the fact that the boards have been cut radially. The thinner narrow side 
is from closer to the heart of the tree, where the wood is finer-grained. The thicker 
narrow side comes from the outer, sapwood side of the tree, where the wood is wider-
grained. For reasons of solidity, joiners preferred to leave the outward side of the board 
thicker and not planed back, with the resulting unevennesses picked up on the reverse 
of the panel. 

The best way to proceed with such radially cut boards, with one narrow side wider 
than the other, appears to have been to join at the centre of the panel two softer-
wooded sides, and arrange the boards on one side like the corresponding central 
board, the boards to the other side like the corresponding central board, i.e. with the 
softer, broader side facing towards the centre of the panel and the harder, narrower 
side facing outward (fig. 12). We can reasonably assume that there were logical reasons 
to do so. The wood from the centre of the tree was placed into the grooves of the 
frame. The thinner side of a board is certainly less work to bevel back to fit into the 
groove of the frame. Another argument is that this system is the best solution for 
picking up retraction/swelling of the panel due to changes in relative humidity. In a 
panel with the boards placed in this way, retraction/expansion can take place evenly 
towards/away from the centre across the panel, avoiding resistance which could end 
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up opening the join. This system was certainly not applied everywhere. When sawn, 
radially-cut or semi-radially cut boards are often of regular thickness. With the 
sapwood removed in almost every case, it would not always have been possible to 
recognize the original position of the board in the tree. 

This general arrangement of the boards is applied for example in the Bladelin 
Altarpiece of Rogier van der Weyden1 (Berlin, Staatliche Museen, Preussischer 
Kulturbesitz, Gemäldegalerie, cat. no. 535), and – from outside the time scope of this 
book – Rubens’s Erection of the Cross (Antwerp, Cathedral of our Lady). 

1. Klein 1986, 232.

Fig. 12. In this reverse of the painting of Pieter Claeissens the Younger, Carrying of the Cross, 1616 
(Bruges, SJH, no. 21), the second join from the top is soft side to soft side. From thereon out, the other 
boards are placed with their soft side against the hard side of the previous board, symmetrically with 
respect to the two central boards. This gives a stepped effect, with the soft side in each case thicker 
than the hard side. The joiners making the panels saw no need to plane flat the back of such a panel. 
In certain cases, however, the reverses of panels were planed flat at a later date by restorers in order to 
consolidate the joins with buttons.



ASSEMBLY OF PANEL AND FRAME

43

A major exception is the arrangement of the boards in the large panel of the Adoration 
of the Mystic Lamb in Ghent, which has four boards with three joins. Each of the two 
outer joins is soft-to-soft, with a hard-to-hard join in the centre (h-s/s-h/h-s/s-h).2 
This is far from ideal positioning. The play of the wood in each outside join has 
produced in turn traction and pressure in contrary directions of the central join, 
pulling it open, and requiring it to be reglued.3 on the other hand, the three large 
central panels of the upper altarpiece each consist of three boards. In each case, one 
of the two joins is soft side to soft side. The same observation applies to the panels 
of the Adam and Eve wings.4

A further general rule we deduce from inspection of the panels is that if a narrow 
board was to be used in the support, it was preferably placed centrally. In this way 
joiners avoided placing a join close to the frame, knowing that joins are fragile places 
and are best kept as far as possible from the stresses of the frame. This rule is 
corroborated two centuries later by André-Jacob Roubo who writes that: “We must 
take care to place the narrowest [boards] (the so-called alaises) in the middle, and the 
softest edges in the joins […].”5 of the works examined in the catalogue in this 
publication, we have counted thirty or so with a narrow board in the centre. This 
includes such important works as the right wings of the lower altarpiece by the  
Van Eyck brothers in Ghent; again in the work of Jan van Eyck, the support of the 
Virgin and Child with Canon Joris van der Paele, 1436 (Bruges, GM, no. 1), and, for 
Gerard David, the support of the Judgement of Cambyses: The Flaying, 1498 (Bruges, 
GM, no. 5). This was not, however, a hard and fast rule. There are another ten or so 
supports with a narrow board on the outside, though these include certain poorer 
quality works.6 

It is not uncommon for items cut from the same board or for different boards from 
the same tree to be arranged symmetrically, for example in two wings. This feature 
is observed by dendrochronologists.7 This arrangement of elements facilitated the 
production of panels of the same size and with similar resistance to external agents.

2. Fraiture 2011b, 38. 
3. According to Jean-Albert Glatigny, the central joint was broken and treated in the past (Glatigny  

et al. 2010, 199). 
4. Fraiture 2011b, 38; Fraiture 2013, 17. 
5. “on doit prendre soin de mettre [les planches] les plus étroites (que l’on nomme alaises) au milieu, et 

les rives les plus tendres dans les joints […].” Quoted from Roubo 1977, 79-81.
6. Southern Netherlandish practice differs here from Italy, where the widest board was placed in the 

centre of the panel and then other less wide boards added left and right. Finally, in order to make up 
the final dimensions, narrow boards were added at the extremities (communication from George 
Bisacca).

7. Klein 1986, 231-232; Vynckier 1984-1985, 51-52.
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b. Joining the elements of a panel

Exactly how the joining process was done is a matter of conjecture. We have no 
archive or iconographic sources from the time that can enlighten us. From our 
knowledge of the glues and tools available from the time, from later written sources, 
in particular the 18th century French writer Roubo, and from modern-day 
woodworking practice, we can venture the following. 

A key element here is that, in the Southern Netherlands, hide glues were used 
exclusively. Hide glues have to be applied hot. As the glue cools, it arrives fairly 
quickly at gel point, after which the resulting bond is significantly compromised. The 
joiner glued one board at a time. Two solutions have been suggested.

A first solution is put forward by George Bisacca, from the Paintings Conservation 
Department of the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York. George Bisacca points 
out that the key concern in assembling the panels was to get them lying absolutely 
flat on the painting side. The most effective way of doing this was to place the panels 
with the smooth (to-be-painted) side downwards on two or more absolutely straight 
and flat beams, then to place a second set of beams above these. The upper and lower 
beams were then clamped tight at the ends. At this stage the thicker ends of the 
boards are more or less flush with the upper beam, in each case leaving an elongated 
V-shaped gap between the upper beam and the board. Wedges are then driven into 
this gap, forcing the smooth side of the board absolutely flat against the lower beams. 
Working this way, each board was dry fit to the adjacent one. Any slight imprecision 
that occurred during the drilling and placement of the dowels could then be corrected 
by a relatively small planing adjustment across the join or an adjustment of the dowel 
itself. After completing each join, the entire ensemble could be assembled dry and the 
overall flatness checked and adjusted. At this point it would be ready for disassembly, 
application of the glue, reassembly, and clamping. The wedge shape of the board is of 
key importance here, not just an accident of process. Indeed, when the board is sawn 
on both sides, it is intentionally sawn pie-shaped, rather than having two parallel flat 
surfaces. 

Jean-Albert Glatigny, a panel restorer working in Belgium for the Royal Institute for 
Cultural Heritage, describes the process as follows: “The joiner places the first board 
horizontally on a sort of easel. After inserting the dowels, the joints are covered with 
hot hide glue, and the joiner places a second board, almost vertically, on the first. 
Drying is rapid (a few minutes). The dowel holes are rarely perfectly aligned from one 
board to another. The dowels are often slightly thicker in the centre so as to remain 
blocked to maintain the boards in place during the gluing process. The process is 
repeated until a complete panel is built. only at this stage is the panel traced and cut 
to size, and the surface flattened and smoothed for painting, using first a scrub plane 
(with a slightly convex blade, and used diagonally to the grain) and then finer planes. 
on larger panels, temporary grooved battens could be nailed on the two sides across 
the grain to keep the panel flat and together during handling.”
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8. “Il faut aussi avoir soin que les joints soient bien droits sur la largeur des planches, et qu’ils portent 
bien des deux côtés […] parce que les joints ainsi bien approchés, empêchent l’air d’y pénétrer, et par 
conséquent de faire tourmenter les panneaux. Après avoir fait les joints avec toutes les précautions […] 
on les colle […]; puis on chauffe les joints afin que la chaleur faisant ouvrir les pores du bois, le dispose 
mieux à prendre la colle, laquelle les trouvant ouverts s’y agraffe et retient les joints […]. Quand la 
colle est chaude on l’étend sur les joints avec un pinceau ou brosse faite de poils de sanglier. Ensuite 
on approche les joints et on les frappe avec le maillet.” Quoted from Roubo 1977, 80-81.

Each hypothesis has its merits, and it this stage it is not possible to opt definitively 
for one or the other. The first requires the boards to be smoothed individually on the 
paint side prior to assembly. The second leaves the smoothing largely till after 
assembly of the panel.

In both cases it was essential to get the narrow sides of the boards absolutely straight 
to ensure a tight join. Roubo writes two centuries later: “We must also take care that 
the joins are straight along the full length of the boards, that they carry well on both 
sides […] because joins that are tight in this way prevent air from entering and 
stressing the panels. After making the joins with all necessary precautions […] they 
are glued […] and then the joins are heated so that the heat opens the pores of the 
wood, making them better able to take the glue, which finding them open clings to 
them and holds the joins […]. When the glue is hot, it is spread on the joint with a 
brush of boar bristles. The joins are then brought together and struck with a mallet.”8 
This method is no doubt similar for butt joints with pins and for tongue-and-groove 
joints. If the joiner was afraid of damaging the work with the mallet, he could just 
give small shocks to the panel by tilting it and letting it fall on the bench, on one side 
and then the other, and thus gradually have the tongue fit perfectly into the groove 
or the pin into the corresponding hole. 
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1. butt joint (fig. 13: 1-5)

Butt-joining is found in the vast majority of Southern Netherlandish paintings from 
the late 14th to the early 17th centuries. Sometimes we find small notches (fig. 13: 3) 
struck into the narrow sides of the board to improve the adhesion of the glue. We find 
an example in a piece of joinery of regional nature (Kuringen, HA, no. 1).

The butt joint is usually reinforced with dowel pins (fig. 13: 1), that is more or less 
cylindrical pieces of wood inserted parallel to the surface of the support in slots drilled 
for this purpose in the side of each board. 

The joint can also be reinforced by keys, a sort of separate tenon, inserted into 
recesses carved into the surfaces of the boards to be assembled (fig. 13: 4). This system 
is common in large paintings. In the frequently cited example of the Death of the 
Virgin by Hugo van der Goes (Bruges, Groeninge Museum, inv. no. 0000.GRo0204.I) 
the four pegs used to fit the keys into the panel have caused circular cracking in the 
paint layer (fig. 14).

Fig. 13. Ways of joining boards to form a panel. 1. Butt joint and dowel. 2. Butt joint. 3. Butt joint 
and notching on the narrow sides of the panels to improve the adhesion of the glue. 4. Keyed joint, 
with key held in place by four pegs. 5. Joint with dovetail key. 6-7. Lap-joint (with bevelled or straight 
lap). 8-9. V-shaped tongue-and-groove joint (conical joint). 10. Square tongue-and-groove joint.
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9. Garrido and Van Schoute 1985, 59-77.
10. De Vos et al. 1983-1984, 106-134.

The same applies to other panels by Hugo van der Goes: the Adoration of the Shepherds 
(Berlin, Staatliche Museen, Preussischer Kulturbesitz, Gemäldegalerie, cat. no. 
1622A), the Triptych of the Adoration of the Shepherds of Portinari (Florence, Galleria degli 
Uffizi, inv. nos. 3191-3193). Sometimes the key is pierced by only two pegs (Jean 
Bellegambe, Triptych of the Adoration of the Magi, Arras, Museum of Fine Arts, inv. no. 
203 bis). To avoid the unfortunate effect of the pegs protruding into the paint surface, 
certain pegs are inserted from the rear and do not reach the front surface. This is the 
case for the Adoration of the Magi by Hieronymus Bosch (Madrid, Museo Nacional del 
Prado, inv. no. P02048).9 In the 16th century, certain large panels are butt-joined with 
unpegged keys. This system was adopted in the Triptych of the Brotherhood of St Anne 
by Quinten Metsys (Brussels, RMFAB, no. 9), also in Onze-Lieve-Vrouw van het Boompje 
by Pieter Claeissens the Younger (fig. 15) and the large triptych of the Temptation of  
St Anthony by a follower of Hieronymus Bosch (Brussels, Royal Museums of Fine Arts 
of Belgium, inv. no. 3032).

Fig. 14. Four pegs, 
two on each side of 
the join, have caused 
circular cracking in 
the paint layer.  
Hugo van der Goes, 
Death of the Virgin,  
c. 1472-1480 (Berlin, 
Staatliche Museen).

Fig. 15. An unpegged 
key is visible in the 
open join. Pieter 
Claeissens the 
Younger, Onze-Lieve-
Vrouw van het 
Boompje, 1608, 
(Bruges, oLPM,  
no. 11).

We also find mixed systems in which various types of reinforcement of the butt joint 
are combined in a single panel. In the large Passion Triptych by Bernard van orley 
(Bruges, Church of our Lady) some joins are assembled with the keys pegged into the 
boards, others with dowel pins. The support, which carries on the reverse the mark of 
the Brussels joiners, has been planed on the painted side in a rudimentary fashion.10 
It is probably this planing which brought up flush to the surface some dowels which 
were perhaps originally sunk into the wood. 
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11. Marijnissen 1985, 128-129.
12. Lefève 1962, 128-145; Marijnissen and Grosemans 1982-1983, 120-132.

Some butt joints are reinforced with dovetail keys (fig. 13: 5). original dovetails are 
rare in Netherlandish works. The support of one work by Jan II van Rillaer, Triptych 
of the Life of St Nicholas (Brussels, RMFAB, no. 31) is reinforced with several dovetail 
keys arranged symmetrically on the paint layer side. In Jean Bellegambe’s Virgin and 
Child, dovetails are placed on both the front and the reverse (fig. 16). In the panel of 
The Ascent to Calvary conserved in a Private Collection in Liège (PC, no. 4), the join 
has an original dovetail on the reverse. 

A dovetail key on the front of a panel may serve to repair a crack (Anonymous, 
Virgin with Butterfly, Liège, Musée d’Art Religieux et d’Art Mosan).

Fig. 16. Dovetails 
showing through the 
paint layer of Jean 
Bellegambe’s Virgin 
and Child, early  
16th century 
(Brussels, RMFAB, 
no. 16).

2. Half-lap joint (fig. 13: 6-7)

Half-lap joints occur rarely. In this type of joint, a rabbet cut into one piece alternates 
with a rabbet cut into the other piece. This system was adopted for certain supports 
of works by Colijn de Coter, Episodes from the Life of St Rumbold (Mechelen, Cathedral).

other joints, less often encountered, are also distinguished from the butt joint. These 
involve various kinds of slotted joints, in which one element penetrates into the other. 

3. V-shaped tongue-and-groove joint (fig. 13: 8-9)

The V-shaped tongue-and-groove joint (sometimes called conical joint) occurs in 
the first third of the 16th century, for example in the Calvary Triptych by an 
anonymous master (John Dutransnoit?), c. 1525-1530 (Ellezelles, Church of St Peter 
in Chains).11 The V-shaped tongue-and-groove joint is also adopted to join a 
horizontal element into the vertical elements in works by Rubens, in the wings of 
the Triptych of the Erection of the Cross and those of the Triptych of the Descent from the 
Cross, 1612 (Antwerp, Cathedral of our-Lady).12
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4. Square tongue-and-groove joint (fig. 13: 10)

The tongue-and-groove joint is relatively common. We have observed it more than 
once in secondary 16th century works: Anonymous, Christ with Reed and Calvary with 
Donatrix and Female Religious (Brussels, RMFAB, no. 28). In a panel having on its 
reverse the mark of Antwerp, the tongue-and-groove are almost 2.5 cm deep: 
Anonymous, St Jerome in his Studio, late 16th century (Leuven, M-Museum, inv. no. 
S/33/0).13 The tongue-and-groove joint is found with a frame nailed onto the support 
in a low quality work: Brabant Anonymous, Triptych of the Crucifixion, 1615 (Boechout, 
Alexian Brothers).14

How to identify the nature of a join?

When the join is open, the open space between two elements enables one to see 
whether this is a butt joint: dowel pins, keys or little notches also become visible. Pins 
and keys are also visible in X-radiographs and enable us to conclude that this is a butt 
joint. In their absence, it is difficult to distinguish a butt joint from a half-lap or a 
tongue-and-groove joint. 

A square tongue-and-groove joint is recognizable along the narrow cross-grain side 
of the panel (fig. 17). A chamfered edge can also help with verifying the nature of  
a joint. Here the progressive thinning of the panel staggers the different depths of  
the wood. 

Fig. 17. Square 
tongue-and-groove 
joint: the different 
depths of the joint 
are exposed by the 
thinning of the panel. 
Pieter Claeissens the 
Younger, Carrying of 
the Cross, 1616 
(Bruges, SJH, no. 21). 

Many joins have never moved. Where panels are slotted into the groove of the frame, 
it is sometimes impossible to determine the exact nature of the join.
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C. Joining the elements of a frame

A frame typically includes two vertical elements or “stiles” and two horizontal 
elements or “rails”. The top rail is not always straight. In some cases, it consists of 
several pieces of wood. The exterior appearance of the joints has played an important 
role – alongside that of its strength – in the evolution of joints. The cuts refer to the 
way the joints present themselves on the visible outside surfaces. We have a “square 
cut” (or “straight cut”) when the joint is cut at a right angle (fig. 18a). We have a “mitre 
cut” when the joint forms an angle of 45° (fig. 18b). When this angle is more or less 
45%, we speak of a “false mitre cut”. A “mixed cut” combines a straight part and a 
mitre (or false mitre) part (fig. 18c).

Fig. 18. a. Square cut. b. Mitre cut. a-b. Anonymous, Our Lady of Grace of Cambrai, second half 16th 
century (PC, no. 2). c. Mixed cut. The partial mitre on the front allows the mouldings on the rail  
and on the stile to meet cleanly. Rogier van der Weyden (follower), Virgin and Child, second half  
15th century (PC, no. 1).

We have observed 38 different joints, which we have classified into 6 families: mortise 
and tenon joints, dovetail joints, slotted joints (also known as bridle or open tenon or 
tongue and fork), lap joints, joints with inserts (spline or keyed joints), end-to-end 
joints. In the schematic representation of these assemblies we have omitted all grooves, 
rebates and moulding. only rarely have joints been seen in their disassembled form. 
In most cases we could disassemble them only in our mind, which made representing 
them on paper a difficult task. Some joints occur frequently, others were observed 
only once. Their impact will be discussed in a later chapter.

a b c
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Fig. 19. Mortise and tenon joints. 1. Mortise and tenon, cut square on both faces. The corner of the moulding is cut square, 
across the grain, in the stile. 2. Mortise and tenon joint, with a mixed cut on both faces. Here the shoulder of the tenon is advanced 
into the mortised piece up to the outer edge of the moulding. The mouldings have a mitred edge. There is no chisel work across 
the grain. It is now possible to use a moulding plane along all four elements of the frame, and the moulding meets neatly at the 
corners. 3. Variant of 2, the tenon shoulder and the mortise are both partially mitred to allow for a wider moulding without 
reducing the mortise and weakening the joint. 4. Mortise and tenon joint, with tenon shoulder advanced on one face to the depth 
of the moulding, giving a mixed cut on the front. on the back, in the absence of a moulding, the tenon shoulder is not advanced 
and is cut square. This is the strongest solution, and remains a standard solution for moulded frames and doors till this day. 
5. Mortise and tenon joint, mitred on both faces, with stub tenon. As the mortise has no blocking effect and the tenon is small, 
this is a weak joint, and rarely used. 6. Variant of previous joint, cut square at the back. Rarely used.
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Fig. 19 (continued). 7. Variant (rare) of joint no. 8. 8. Mortise and tenon joint, full mitre at the front, cut square at the back, and 
with stub tenon (rare). 9. Specific assembly of the lower corners of frames where the rail has an inclined sill, and where the tenon 
is on the rail. This is a variant on no. 4, with the tenon shoulder advanced at the front as far as the moulding on the stile, and 
the moulding on the stile sitting at an incline on the sill. Cut square at the back, as in no. 4. 10. Variant of the previous joint, 
but with the tenon on the stile and the mortise on the rail. The tenon shoulder is angled to the incline of the sill. Joinery-wise, 
this is a much simpler solution than 9. dovetail joints. 11. Half-dovetail joint, mitred on both faces, half-dovetail on rail.  
The dovetail is inclined only towards the back, as an incline in the front – which was moulded – would have seriously weakened 
the structure. 12. Variant of 11. Tenon on stile, mitred on the front and tenon shoulder cut square at back. 
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Fig. 19 (continued). 13. Variation of 12 with mixed cut on front face. Slotted joints. 14. Slotted joint, mitred on both faces. 
15. Slotted joint, cut square on both faces. 16. Slotted joint mixed cut on front face, cut square at back. 17. Slotted joint, mixed 
cut on both faces. 18. Slotted joint, mitred at front, cut square at back. Being simple to produce (largely with a saw) and permitting 
a variety of moulding across the entire surface, this type of joint rapidly became a standard in the 16th century. 
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Fig. 19 (continued). 19. Variant of 18, with the back tenon shoulder cut at an angle (rare). 20-21. Variants of joint no. 19, with 
the mitres on the rail and the stile meeting at an acute angle (20) or an obtuse angle (21), (rare). 22. Typical slotted joint for lower 
corners, where there is an inclined sill on the rail. As in the mortised version (10), the tenon is on the stile, with one tenon 
shoulder angled to the incline of the sill. Lap joints. 23. Lap joint, cut square. 24. Variant, with mixed cut.
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Fig. 19 (continued). 25. Mixed cut, laps meeting with bevelled joint. 26. Variant of the joint 24. 27. Half-lap dovetail; used 
sometimes to insert additional cross-pieces inside a frame. 28. Mitred lap joint. 29. Variant of the previous joint with bevelled 
square edges. Joints with inserts. 30. Joint with key. 31. Joint with spline.
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Fig. 19 (continued). End-to-end joints. 32. Mortise and tenon end-to-end joint. 33. Double mortise end-to-end joint with loose 
tenon. 34. Half-lap splice joint. 35. Slotted end-to-end joint. 36. Nibbed scarf joint. 37. Scarf joint. 38. End-to-end V-joint.



ASSEMBLY OF PANEL AND FRAME

57

1. Mortise and tenon joint (fig. 19: 1-10; figs. 20-21)

Fig. 20. Mortise and tenon joint with square cut at front and back: the tenon is on the stile, the joint 
is pegged. The continuation of the moulding of the stile is chiselled into the lower rail. on the 
reverse, the sharp edges of the frame are “lowered” (planed) to make them less sharp when handling 
and avoid splinters. Anonymous, Votive Painting with the Intercession of the Virgin and with the Donor, 
Canon Art van Pyringhen, 1497 (Tongeren, BoL, no. 2).

The tenon is the protruding portion in the direction of the grain. The shoulders of 
the tenons, cut with a fine-toothed saw, butt against the corresponding shoulders of 
the mortise, concealing the top of the mortise opening. Most tenons have two main 
shoulders, running along the broad face of the tenon and two additional shoulders 
running along the narrow side of the tenon. Where there is only one additional 
shoulder, it is on the outer side of the frame. The mortise is the hole into which the 
tenon is inserted. The solid parts that surround the main cuts of the mortise are called 
“cheeks”. The solid wood between the top of the mortise and the end of the frame 
element is referred to as the mortise shoulder (it is this shoulder which distinguishes 
a closed mortise and tenon joint from a slotted or open mortise and tenon joint). 

Fig. 21. Mortise and 
tenon joint with 
mixed cut at the 
front, cut square at 
the back. Tenon on 
the rail, single peg. 
Ghent Anonymous, 
Crucifixion, 1481 
(Ghent, CM, no. 1).

http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x001504
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x068974
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x068979
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The tenon may be a “through tenon” (fig. 22). Where it does not protrude through to 
the other side, it is known as a “stub tenon”. 

Fig. 22. Through 
tenon on the rail, 
pegged. The groove 
continues into the 
tenon, and the 
resulting gap on the 
outside of the frame 
is plugged with a 
piece of wood. The 
holes left by the 
woodworming reveal 
the lip of the panel 
inserted into the 
groove of the frame. 
Alincbroot Triptych 
(Madrid, Museo 
Nacional del Prado).

2. dovetail joint (fig. 19: 11-13; fig. 23) 

Fig. 23. Half-dovetail joint. Upper narrow sides of closed triptych wings. The dovetail is flared 
towards the closed surface of the triptych, where the frame is more solid (in the open triptych, the 
moulding reduces the thickness of the wood of the frame towards the painting). Goossen van der 
Weyden (attributed to), Triptych of the Virgin and Child (Tournai, MFA, no. 2).

The protruding part of one member and the corresponding hole in the other are 
trapezoidal in shape. More strictly, one should speak here of a half-dovetail. In fact 
the oblique cut is made only at the back of the frame, as an oblique cut on the front 
side of the frame is made impossible by the thinning of the wood resulting from the 
moulding. This joint has been used in particular from the 15th century to the present 
day for so-called “box joints”, like of the boards forming the box of a carved altarpiece 
or the sides of drawers. In this case the joint consists of a succession of several dovetails. 
Where it is the elements of a frame that are joined, we find a single dovetail. This 
joint is particularly suitable for maintaining the members of a structure at right 
angles. We can perhaps see in the adoption of the dovetail for painting frames in the 
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15. Bücken and Steyaert 2013.
16. Campbell 1976, 188-198. 
17. Périer-d’Ieteren 1984; Périer-d’Ieteren 2000, 37-52.

15th and 16th centuries in Brussels the influence of the joinery of carved altarpieces. 
on the outside of the Van Eyck’s upper altarpiece in Ghent, dovetails are used to 
insert a median crossbar in the stiles of the wings. This joint is also used in works of 
Rogier van der Weyden (Braque Triptych, Paris, Louvre, inv. no. R.F. 2063) and in 
several works from the second half of the 15th century that bear the Brussels joiners’ 
mark. We will return to this group of works when we examine the marks and the 
evolution of joints. We find one case of a dovetail joint in Hans Memling, Jan Floreins 
Triptych, 1479 (Bruges, SJH, no. 2). 

Consideration of dovetails joints as one typological criterion among others has allowed 
Véronique Bücken and Griet Steyaert to confirm the activity in Brussels of many of 
the masters with provisional names created by Max Jacob Friedländer and of a series 
of paintings that have until now not fallen into any known group.15 The above-
mentioned authors draw a diversified panorama of Brussels painting in the late  
15th century, which reflects the mobility of artists and the exchange of ideas and 
methods between different artistic centres. Lorne Campbell pointed out already many 
years ago that artists could be members of several guilds at once, in different cities.16 
To the mobility of the artists of the day, we should also add that of the supports. 
Persons commissioning paintings could well acquire the frames elsewhere, given the 
unequal quality of the joinery from one city to another. In other words a Brussels 
joiners’ mark on a frame is no watertight guarantee that the painting was done in 
Brussels. It is equally possible that, for official commissions, the guilds played a role, 
and were able to insist on supports for works by outside artists being produced by 
local artisans. Bücken and Steyaert remind us that the Brussels joiners’ marks have 
also been identified on the wings of carved altarpieces and that the relationships 
between independent paintings and the painted wings of the carved altarpieces merit 
attention. In cities like Brussels and Antwerp, where the production of carved 
altarpieces was a great success, it is reasonable to assume that various artisans worked 
together to produce the final product. This fact has already been demonstrated.17

3. Slotted joint (fig. 19: 14-22; fig. 24)
Fig. 24. Slotted joint. 
Mitred at the front, 
with the mouldings 
neatly aligned; cut 
square at the back. 
Pegged. on the 
narrow side: the 
outline of the slotted 
joint. Anonymous, 
Our Lady of Grace of 
Cambrai (PC, no. 2).
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The mortise is replaced with a sawn slot. This assembly is weaker than the mortise 
and tenon because of the absence of a mortise shoulder. on the other hand it is easier 
to produce because most of the operation can be done with a saw instead of a mortise 
chisel. 

4. Half-lap joint (fig. 19: 23-29; fig. 25) Fig. 25. Half-lap 
joint. Large inside 
frame with half-lap 
joints, abundantly 
pegged. Frans 
Francken II 
(attributed to), 
Crucifixion and Scenes 
from the Passion, late 
16th/early 17th 
century (Leuven, 
MM, no. 14).

Each of the pieces is cut to half its depth to accommodate the corresponding solid 
portion of the other piece. This assembly was adopted to make the inside of double 
frames, as produced for the Franckens in the second half of the 16th century (Leuven, 
MM, no. 13; Leuven, MM, no. 14). Exceptionally, we have observed the use of half-lap 
joints to join the elements of a frame in the case of the wings of the small Triptych  
of the Virgin and Child with St John and St Jerome by Adriaen Isenbrant (Bruges, GM, 
no. 17). 

Reinforcing bars at the back of the large 15th century works are frequently lap-
joined to the uprights.

5. Key and spline joint (fig. 19: 30-31; fig. 26) 

Fig. 26. Spline. 
Monogrammed IF, 
The Ascent to Calvary 
(PC, no. 4).

Key and spline joints use a separate piece of wood. A key, which functions as a sort 
of loose or slip tenon, was adopted from the early 16th century onwards, especially to 
join the elements of a large panel, but also to join at their top the two parts of the 
curved rail of a frame. The earliest splines we have observed date from the second 
decade of the 17th century, where they were used to assemble the cut-back elements 
of a previously slot-cut frame (Monogrammed IF, The Ascent to Calvary, PC, no. 4).

http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x064900
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18. Van Asperen de Boer et al. 1983, 40-41.

6. End-to-end joint (fig. 19: 32-38; fig. 27)

Fig. 27. End-to-end 
joint: with mortise 
and tenon, pegged. 
Anonymous, Triptych 
of the Adoration of the 
Magi (Bruges, SJH, 
no. 18).

End-to-end joints serve to join pieces of wood end to end. Such joints are common in 
carpentry constructions where very long pieces of wood are needed, but less so in 
joinery. In frames and supports we encounter a nibbed scarf joint (fig. 19: 36) to 
lengthen an upright (Anonymous, Holy Trinity and Saints, 1500, Bruges, Chapel of the 
Holy Blood). We find a special use of the nibbed scarf joint for assembling the curved 
parts of the frame to the uprights in the upper altarpiece of the Van Eyck brothers in 
Ghent (St Bavo’s Cathedral). Exceptionally, a scarf joint is used to extend the board of 
a panel (Bruges Anonymous, painting called De Beer, Bruges, GM, no. 27). End-to-end 
joints are frequently used, on the other hand, to assemble the curved or contoured 
parts of a frame to the uprights. 

In large-scale works, especially those designed to carry the weight of the wings, 
reinforcing bars frequently served to consolidate the frame or carrying structure. The 
oldest of these are jointed to the uprights and form part of the joinery of the frame. 
In this way they helped carry the weight of the wings. In some of the oldest examples, 
reinforcing bars were “floated”, that is passed freely behind the panel and then jointed 
and pegged to the frame.

Sometimes, when the panel was too thick, it was slightly recessed at the level of 
the reinforcing bar. The recess on the back of each panel of Judgement of Cambyses by 
Gerard David (Bruges, GM, no. 5) is probably explained by the existence of bars, 
which have now disappeared (fig. 8c). In the Portinari Triptych (Florence, Galleria degli 
Uffizi, inv. nos. 3191-3193) the central crossbar lies in a slight recess.

The study of the Descent from the Cross by Rogier van der Weyden (Madrid, Museo 
Nacional del Prado, inv. no. P02825) has brought to light traces of an elaborate system 
of reinforcing bars at the back.18 This construction, anchored only in the frame, was 
clearly designed to allow the frame to withstand the weight of the wings, which are 
no longer extant. The lowered centre bar served to counteract the pressure that would 
have been exerted by the wings on the vertical members of the main frame, so 
preventing them from pulling away under the weight of the wings. The thought 
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process governing this construction needs to be understood in the context of large 
altarpieces, where the weight of the components and the risk of their collapse were  
a clearly perceivable concern in the development of the construction and shape. A 
similar construction anchored in the frame still exists today behind the central panel 
of the Last Judgement by Rogier van der Weyden, 1445-1450 (Beaune, Hôtel-Dieu)  
(see Chapter VI Large works).

In other large triptychs in the late 15th and early 16th centuries, trapezoidal “paws” 
are both embedded into the panel and joined to the frame: Hans Memling, the St John 
Altarpiece (Bruges, SJH, no. 1); Albrecht Bouts, the Assumption of the Virgin Triptych 
(Brussels, RMFAB, no. 21) (fig. 28a); Jan Provoost, Van Riebeke-Parmentier Triptych 
(Brussels, RMFAB, no. 11).

In the second half of the 16th, paws were no longer assembled to rebated frames. 
They continue to exist only for strengthening large panels. Trapezoidal paws arranged 
tête-bêche are embedded in the panel of the Last Judgement by Jacob van den 
Coornhuuse (Bruges, GM, no. 23) and in the panel of Onze-Lieve-Vrouw van het Boompje 
by Pieter Claeissens the Younger (Bruges, oLPM, no. 11) (fig. 28b).

Fig. 28. a. 
Trapezoidal paw 
imbedded in the 
panel and attached to 
the frame. Albrecht 
Bouts, Triptych of the 
Assumption of the 
Virgin, first half 16th 
century (Brussels, 
RMFAB, no. 21).  
b. Trapezoidal paw 
imbedded in the 
panel, not attached to 
the frame. Pieter 
Claeissens the 
Younger, Onze-Lieve-
Vrouw van het 
Boompje, 1608 
(Bruges, oLPM,  
no. 11).

a

b
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The evolution in the jointing of frames that we observe from the late 14th century 
onwards must be seen in relation to the development of moulded decoration, initially 
simple and often limited to the inner edge of the frame. The effort is focused on 
gaining control of mitring, permitting the successful alignment of mouldings that 
gradually grow in size. This evolution makes it possible to work freely with moulding 
planes, pushed from one end to the other of the frame members. Mitring was not a 
novelty. In the panels of The Walcourt Annunciation and Visitation (Namur, PMAA,  
no. 1), a frame is pegged originally to the rear of the panel.19 The baguette moulding 
bordering the slats of the frame is mitred. We see the mitre adopted in the Portrait of 
a Man (Self Portrait?) by Jan van Eyck, 1433 (London, The National Gallery, inv. no. 
NG222) but the uprights, cut into the panel, and the rails, pegged to it are not joined. 
Major efforts were made to combine mitring with a solid joint. This gave rise in 
the course of the 15th century to a wide variety of joints, often very complex. In the 
16th century, all production centres adopted mitred slotted joints, which combine 
a mitre with an easy-to-produce open mortise and tenon joint, cut square on the 
reverse for solidity (fig. 19: 18).

d. Pins and pegs

Pins (sometimes referred to as dowels) are more or less cylindrical pieces of wood, 
pointed at the ends, inserted, parallel to the flat side of the panel, in notches provided 
to that effect in the sides of the components to be assembled. The pins that we have 
been able to observe on X-radiographs of works from the late 14th century (Namur, 
PMAA, no. 1; Tongeren, BoL, no. 1) are wide, in relation to the actual thickness of  
the supports. Wide in the centre, these pins tapered sharply at the ends. In this way 
the blocking effect is at the join itself. 

The thinner panels of the 15th, and especially the 16th centuries, called for finer 
pins, of more regular shape. It sometimes happened that the thinning of a panel prior 
to painting brought the pins flush with the surface, with their contours visible in the 
paint surface. 16th century pins, often exposed by the thinning of the reverse of a 
panel with a view to cradling, are pointed at the extremities, but are otherwise quite 
regular. The pins of all periods are polygonal in cross-section. 

The components of a frame are always pegged together, with rare exceptions. A peg 
is a small, slightly flared or tapered piece of wood. Forced into the hole pierced into 
the cheeks of the mortise and into the tenon, it generally sits flush to the two opposite 
faces of the joint; being forced into the hole from the front, it takes the shape more of 
the front than of the back of the hole. The pegging is done preferably close to the 
junction of the parts to limit the effects of shrinkage and prevent the joint opening. 
Placing pegs obliquely in a straight joint makes it possible to avoid crossing the wood 
twice along the same thread, thereby minimizing the risk of cracking. In some cases, 
the hole in the tenon is deliberately shifted slightly towards the join. The dowel is 
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Fig. 29. Various arrangements of the panel and the frame. 1. Integral frame (panel and frame carved 
into one board). 2. Frame applied (pegged) to the panel. 3. Panel slotted into the groove of the frame. 
4. Panel placed against the rebate of the frame.

moistened before placing, for greater plasticity. It is distorted by the difficult passage 
through the tenon, and remains deformed after drying. This way of forcing the peg 
increased the strength of the joint. Exceptionally assemblies were glued without any 
form of reinforcement. We have an example in the wings of the Triptych of the Virgin 
and Child with St John and St Jerome by Adriaen Isenbrant (Bruges, GM, no. 17).

Removal of pegs by a restorer is always a delicate task that involves pushing the dowel 
from the back towards the front. Where the peg is deformed, it cannot be extracted 
without damage.

E. Attachment of the panel to the frame

Apart from the case in which the frame and support are cut into the same piece of 
wood, we can distinguish – from the viewpoint of the attachment of the frame to the 
support – three frame types: the applied frame, the grooved (or ribbed) frame and the 
recessed (or rebated) frame. 

1. Integral frames (cut into the same board as the panel) (fig. 29: 1)

This type of frame is used mainly in the late 14th and 15th centuries. It is still found 
in the 16th century, especially for small panels, often curved at the top, and tondi. 
This system is not, however, restricted to supports made from a single piece of wood. 
There are cases where, in conjunction with the assembly of various pieces of wood, the 
frame is carved into the same board as the panel. We cite, by way of example: 
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20. observation made during a study mission at the initiative of J.R.J. van Asperen de Boer on the 
Master of Flémalle-Van der Weyden problem, August 1979.

Anonymous, Triptych of the Reliquary of the Virgin’s Veil, late 14th century (Tongeren, 
BoL, no. 1) and Master of the Lineage of St Anne, Triptych of the Lineage of St Anne with 
St Catherine and St Barbara (Ghent, MFA, no. 4). The moulding of such a frame is often 
simple, given the impossibility of using a moulding plane. The tool adopted for the 
mouldings has often left traces on the flat surface, itself smoothed flat only with 
difficulty. These technical drawbacks and wasteful use of wood probably helped to 
limit the use of such frames to small works.

2. Applied frames (fig. 29: 2)

The applied frame is most often pegged onto the front surface of a panel, rarely nailed 
from the back. The reverse of the panel remains flat. This way of working, especially 
suitable for a piece of joinery that is supported, rather than supporting, was well suited 
to wings. The wings of the Edelheere Triptych (Leuven, SP, no. 1) had applied frames  
(fig. 30), now lost, as did the panels with the Virgin and Child and the Veronica of the 
Master of Flémalle (Frankfurt am Main, Städel Museum, inv. nos. 939 and 939A).20

Fig. 30. Unpainted borders of the Edelheere Triptych, 1443 (Leuven, SP, no. 1). a. Central part. The unpainted border (± 1 cm)  
is typical of a panel that has been slotted into the groove of a frame before painting. b. Right wing, inside of the triptych.  
The unpainted border is wide (total width: 7 cm). This is the border hidden under an applied frame, which was pegged to the 
frame before painting. The original frame has disappeared and the unpainted border has been cut back for reframing in a 
rebated frame. c. Closed right wing. on the reverse of an applied frame, the panel is flat, unframed, and painted right to the 
edges. Here the cutting back of the edge has been done with a view to framing, even if there was no original frame. The set-back 
results from the concern not to cut away part of the text.

a

b c
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21. Bessemans 1985, 247-250.
22. Nieuwdorp et al. 1984-1985, 87-88.
23. Davies 1954, 129-132.

Frames were also applied to independent paintings without wings. A panel called 
De Beer (Bruges, GM, no. 27) has an applied frame pegged to the panel, with the 
assembly reinforced by nails driven in from the back. In another case: Brabant 
Anonymous, Triptych of the Crucifixion, 1615 (PC, no. 3),21 the frames of the central 
panel and wings are nailed, with the nails again driven in from the back. The boards 
of the panel itself are joined with tongue-and-groove. In these two latter works,  
the low quality joinery and use of nails go hand in hand with the low quality of  
the paintwork.

3. Semi-integral frames

An old variant of the applied frame is frames partially cut into the panel and partially 
applied to the support, also known as “semi-integral frames”. This system has the 
advantage of allowing the frame mouldings to be produced using a plane or other 
sharp tool pushed in the direction of the grain, while avoiding the more difficult task 
of having to produce the mouldings against the grain. This system was already in use 
in the frames of the two pre-Eyckians panels of the Nativity and Resurrection (Antwerp, 
Mayer van den Bergh Museum, inv. no. I.374). Here the two uprights are cut into the 
wood and the crosspieces are glued. The other two elements of this quadriptych, an 
Annunciation and a Crucifixion (Baltimore, Walters Art Gallery, inv. nos. 37.1683a-c) 
no longer have their original frames.22 The pegs fixing the crosspieces to the support 
are clearly visible in the Portrait of a Man (Self Portrait?) by Jan van Eyck, 1433 (London, 
The National Gallery, inv. no. NG222). Here the stiles, in the direction of the grain 
of the wood, are cut into the wood of the panel.23 This system is also adopted for the 
Virgin at the Fountain by the same artist (Antwerp, RMFA, no. 3).

4. Grooved frames (fig. 29: 3)

Until c. 1520, panels are generally slotted into grooved frames. once the woodwork 
is complete, the ground and the paint layers are added. When removed from the 
original frame, the panel presents the characteristic barbe (accumulation of material 
at the junction of the panel and the frame) and unpainted edge. The thinning (planing 
down or bevelling) of the edges of the panel enabled it to be inserted into a groove of 
moderate width. The cheeks of the groove remained sufficiently strong, as did the 
panel, the maximum thickness (and hence the solidity) of which was preserved over 
most of its surface area. This thinning of the edges of the panels was done in various 
ways (fig. 31: 1-5). occasionally we find an unthinned panel inserted in a frame.
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24. Janssens de Bisthoven 1981, 85-101.
25. Goetghebeur and Kockaert 1980-1981, 5-19. 

Cases where the panel has a barbe and an unpainted edge, and therefore was painted 
in the frame, still exist in the second half of the 16th century. By way of example, we 
can mention two works by Pieter Bruegel the Elder, the Fall of the Rebel Angels, 1562, 
and the Census at Bethlehem, 1566 (Brussels, Royal Museums of Fine Arts of Belgium, 
inv. nos. 584 and 3637), the original frames of which are lost.

Frames for panels to be painted on both sides are always grooved. This is the case 
of the triptych or polyptych wings. Exceptionally one can observe that the panel has 
received a layer of ground before being slotted into a grooved frame. one example of 
this process is the wing of a triptych attributed to Petrus Christus, with Isabella of 
Portugal and St Elisabeth, c. 1457-1460 (Bruges, Groeninge Museum, inv. no. 0000.
GRo1614.I). In this painting, even elements of the underdrawing are found on this 
unpainted edge; only the painted layers have been executed subsequent to framing.24 
The panel of the Grand Calvary by Albrecht Bouts (Brussels, Royal Museums of Fine 
Arts of Belgium, inv. no. 695)25 had been coated before insertion into the frame. 
Sometimes two edges only have barbes and unpainted edges. In this case we can 
suppose that they were painted outside the frame, but held on an easel between two 
grooved bars, to facilitate handling and prevent the panel curving before being 
mounted in the frame. one such grooved bar maintaining a panel is held by St Luke 
in a work by Maerten van Heemskerk, St Luke Painting the Virgin (Rennes, Museum 
of Fine Arts). The same system was still in use in the 17th century. We see an example 
in the Artist in his Studio by Rembrandt van Rijn (Boston, Museum of Fine Arts, inv. 
no. 38.1838).

Fig. 31. Various forms of thinning. 1. Thinning in the form of an inward-slanting rebate has been 
observed solely on the reverse of the panel of the Adoration of the Lamb (Ghent, St Bavo’s Cathedral). 
Did the angle of the rebate provide an additional point of support on the frame, preventing the 
weight of the panel from resting solely on the thinned outer side; or did it serve to protect the 
woodwork against dust? 2. Thinning by means of rebating is found frequently. We encounter it on 
the reverse of the centre panels of the upper Ghent altarpiece (Ghent, St Bavo’s Cathedral). 3-5. of 
the other forms of thinning found on the reverse of the panels and at times at the front, simple 
bevelling is the most frequent. 5.  Predominant form of thinning when the panel is placed in a 
rebated frame. 
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26. Hollanders-Favart et al. 1975a, 431.

The joiners were concerned to allow the panel a certain amount of play within the 
frame. The groove is slightly deeper than the tongue so as to leave a certain play for 
the panel. It is also deep enough to ensure that, with the shrinkage of the wood, the 
tongue does not come out of the groove, but not too deep, which would weaken the 
cheeks of the groove. In rare cases we have observed pegging to limit the play of the 
panel within the frame. The pegs were inserted into the side of the frame, parallel 
with the plane of the painting, against which they butted (Anonymous, Life of the 
Magdalen, Zoutleeuw, St Leonard’s Church).26 In a 16th century painting after 
Hieronymus Bosch, a Descent into Hell (Dinant, Private Collection), pegs inserted for 
the same purpose crossed the frame perpendicularly to the plane of the painting. 

5. Rebated frames (fig. 29: 4)

The rebated frame appeared before the 1520s, probably originally for practical reasons 
such as the organization of work and its distribution between the joiner and the 
painter, or handling problems, especially for large-format works. The use of rebating 
became generalized in the middle of the 16th century and is still in use today. The 
panel rests against the rebate cut into the inner edge of the frame, and is held variously 
by wooden pegs, or (most often) forged nails. The central panel of the Triptych of the 
Last Judgement by Bernard van orley, 1518-1525 (Antwerp, RMFA, no. 10) was painted 
outside the frame, which is rebated. on the other hand, the central panel of the 
Triptych of the Virtue of Patience by the same artist, 1521 (Brussels, Royal Museums of 
Fine Arts of Belgium, inv. no. 1822) has a barbe and unpainted edges and was therefore 
painted in the frame (the original frame is lost).

Many times small indents were made in the support to house the original dowels 
or nails. The correspondence of notches and holes on the frame and the panel is a good 
indicator of original nature of the framing system. 

Panels have frequently been extracted from grooved frames to be restored. For this 
the back cheek of the groove was generally sawn away. In this way many originally 
grooved frames have been converted into rebated frames at the restoration stage. 

F. Parchment, fibre and canvas reinforcements

Reinforcements are encountered in the late 14th and early 15th centuries. After then 
they are exceptional and archaic.



ASSEMBLY OF PANEL AND FRAME

69

Parchment strips are glued onto joins and cracks in The Walcourt Annunciation and 
Visitation (fig. 32a). In this work also, little squares of parchment, arranged in 
lozenge patterns, cover pegs fixing a frame to the reverse (fig. 32b). This lozenge 
pattern is not arbitrary, but is intended to minimize the effects of wood shrinkage 
on the parchment.

Fig. 32. a. Strip of parchment covering a split. b. Little square of parchment, arranged in lozenge 
pattern (between the two hands), covering a peg. Anonymous, fragments of wings known as The 
Walcourt Annunciation and Visitation, late 14th century (Namur, PMAA, no. 1).

Despite the thinking that often presided at the positioning of the parchment, the 
results were not good and the system was abandoned. It is exceptionally, and 
archaically, that it is found on a join, as on the back of a wing sometimes attributed 
to Jan Rombouts, The Third Appearance of Christ (Leuven, MM, no. 4).

Vegetable or animal fibres may cover the joins of a panel and a frame. Fibres are glued 
to the front panel, on the joins, in the Virgin and Child with Canon Joris van der Paele 
by Jan van Eyck (Bruges, GM, no. 1). The joints of the frame of the same work were 
also covered with fibres (fig. 33). 

a b
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In both the Death of the Virgin by Hugo van der Goes (Bruges, Groeninge Museum, 
inv. no. 0000.GRo0204.I) and the Portinari Triptych (Florence, Galleria degli Uffizi, 
inv. nos. 3191-3193) the joins were reinforced in places with fibres, glued onto crossed 
incisions. The panels by Colijn de Coter devoted to the Life of St Rumbold (Mechelen, 
St Rumbold’s Church) have been reinforced on the reverse with fibres glued to the 
half-lap joints, a type of join unusual in the painting of this time (fig. 34).
 

Fig. 33. A gap in the 
paint layer reveals the 
fibres on the right 
side of the joint of the 
frame. Jan van Eyck, 
Virgin and Child with 
Canon Joris van der 
Paele, 1436 (Bruges, 
GM, no. 1).

Fig. 34. Scratches and 
fibres on the two 
joins of the panel. 
Lumbermarks on the 
left board. Colijn de 
Coter, one panel in 
the series with the 
Life of St Rumbold 
(Mechelen,  
St Rumbold’s 
Church). 
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27. Sneyers and Veronee-Verhaegen 1967-1968, 99-120; Dubois et al. 2009, 57-107. 

Sometimes joins are covered by strips of canvas, often arranged in small overlapping 
pieces. The use of several pieces served to disperse the traction. This type of 
reinforcement can be found on the painted face (Anonymous, Last Judgement,  
first quarter of the 15th century, Brussels, Royal Museums of Fine Arts of Belgium, 
inv. no. 4658)27 or the reverse. It can be superimposed on fibres, as in a Virgin and 
Child from the Bouts group (fig. 35).

Fig. 35. Strips of canvas superimposed on fibres, reinforcing the 
joins. Bouts Group, Virgin and Child, c. 1500 (Leuven, MM, no. 5).

Canvas partners with wood better than parchment, perhaps because of its greater 
flexibility. The effects of moisture, in principle causing a simultaneously swelling of 
the wood and shrinkage of the canvas, appear to have been neutralized in some cases. 
In the Coronation of the Virgin (Antwerp, RMFA, no. 1) the placing of canvas right 
across the front of the support has contributed to a good conservation of the paint 
layer while, on the back, where there is no canvas, the many gaps reflect the play of 
the wood support. 

Such reinforcement is used only in a minority of cases. The 15th and 16th century 
joiners’ excellent knowledge of oak and their skill in using it made unnecessary the 
various reinforcements used in earlier periods or by other schools of painting.

http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x064914
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Canvas was widely used as a support for paintings in the 15th and 16th centuries. 
Archival sources attest to this.1 Excellent studies offer a good understanding of the 
early development of painting on canvas in our part of Europe.2 Generally these 
paintings are executed on a fine canvas, tabby-woven using Z-spun linen thread. 
These canvases were sized with glue before painting. other weaves, such as herringbone 
weave sometimes occur, as in a Last Supper attributed to Marten de Vos (Herentals, 
Church of St Waudru).3

These early canvas paintings are called Tüchlein, a term already used by Albrecht 
Dürer. on the Tüchlein the paint layer is applied using an aqueous binder with an 
animal glue base. This technique, which dates back to at least the mid-13th century, 
predominates in the southern Netherlands until c. 1570, around which time painters 
like Antonis Mor and Frans Floris systematized the use of oil, probably under the 
influence of Italy where this binder had already been in widespread use for a hundred 
years.4 The use of oil on canvas was, however, not unknown in the Netherlands. As 
early as 1344-1347 archival records mention flags painted in oil on canvas.5

Initially painting on canvas seems to have been the work of people we would now call 
“decorators”. In the Guild of St Luke in Bruges painters were divided into “schilders” 
(painters) and “cleederscrivers” (painters on cloth): the former, the more prestigious, 
painted on wood, while the latter produced banners, pennants, and painted tapestries 
and the like on canvas. Before the death of Gerard David, about four in ten Bruges 
painters painted on canvas, which is not surprising in a city with a thriving linen 
trade. Between 1509 and 1530, only 4% of Antwerp painters painted on canvas. Still 
in Bruges, the archives record, in the 15th century, three court cases (1458, 1462 and 
1463) concerning the respective fields of action of “schilders” and “cleederscrivers”. 
The activity of the two was not always well defined since the two categories of 
craftsmen both used two kinds of support, wood and canvas. In 1458 “cleederscrivers” 
were denied the right to exhibit their work [for sale]. In 1463 this judgement was 

CHAPTER III
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1. Wolfthal 1986, 20-21. 
2. For further information on painting on canvas to complete this too brief chapter, the reader is referred 

to the following works: Bosshard 1982, 31-42; Straub 1984, 131-259; Wolfthal 1989; Reynolds 2000.
3. De Jonghe and Vynckier 1980-1981, 81-92.
4. Bosshard 1982, 31-35.
5. Wolfthal 1986, 31. 
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revised and “cleederscrivers” were now allowed to exhibit, but with a prohibition on 
painting in oil.6 This court case falls in a period when Tüchlein were coming into their 
own, with renowned masters such as Dirk Bouts and Hugo van der Goes producing 
them. Around 1500 the prohibition on painting in oil on canvas seems to have been 
lifted (or disregarded). Artists such as the members of the Bruegel dynasty, Quinten 
Metsys and others painted on canvas in both tempera and oil.

The great majority of paintings on canvas have disappeared because of their fragility. 
Repertories have been produced of works that are still extant.7 For the period between 
1400 and 1530, some 95 paintings on canvas have come down to us.8

Many of these canvases did not include auxiliary joinery like banners and large 
“tapestries” which were hung and then stored folded or rolled. others, however, were 
associated with an auxiliary wood support in an assembly evoking altarpieces painted 
on wood. Most of these works have been relined in the course of time and have lost 
their original appearance. Among works that are well-documented, often as a result 
of a restoration or relining, we note the Entombment by Dirk Bouts (London, The 
National Gallery, inv. no. NG664)9 and the Crucifixion by the same artist (Brussels, 
Royal Museums of Fine Arts of Belgium, inv. no. 8181).10 Considered as originally 
belonging to the same ensemble, the Annunciation (Los Angeles, The J. Paul Getty 
Museum, inv. no. 85.PA.24) has been the subject of various studies.11 Among well-
documented works can be mentioned the Emmaus Pilgrims (Brussels, Royal Museums 
of Fine Arts of Belgium, inv. no. 6206),12 the Last Supper at Tongerloo Abbey,13 a Last 
Supper attributed to Martin de Vos (Herentals, Church of St Waudru),14 a Virgin and 
Child with St Barbara (?) and St Catherine by Quinten Metsys (London, The National 
Gallery, inv. no. NG3664).15 The Adoration of the Magi by Pieter Bruegel the Elder 
(Brussels, Royal Museums of Fine Arts of Belgium, inv. no. 3929) was lined with 
Japanese paper in 1969.16 Prior to that it had been fixed, with its edges folded back, 
on an oak backing panel. This panel, deemed not to be original at the time of the 
restoration, was removed. We believe that it was original. 

6. Wolfthal 1986, 20-21.
7. Schöne 1938, 82; Vandenbroeck 1982, 29-59; Wolfthal 1989.
8. Wolfthal 1987, 81.
9. Davies 1953, 25; Bomford et al. 1986.
10. Masschelein-Kleiner et al. 1978-1979, 5-21.
11. Marijnissen 1988, 109-114; Périer-d’Ieteren 2005, 108-109, 162-163, 166-168, 173-174, 176, 177.
12. Masschelein-Kleiner et al. 1980-1981, 24.
13. Lefève 1967-1968, 23.
14. De Jonghe and Vynckier 1980-1981, 81-92.
15. Roy 1988, 36-43.
16. Philippot et al. 1969, 8.
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We have examined several works on canvas conserved with the auxiliary wood support 
in their original condition, including the frame. In the St John’s Hospital (Bruges, 
SJH, no. 17) is an oil painting on canvas from the mid-16th century,17 Anonymous, 
Jesus with Martha and Mary, formerly in the Church of Onze-Lieve-Vrouw-van Blindekens 
in the same city (fig. 36a). There the canvas is laid on a backing panel made of oak 
boards summarily joined by a V-shaped tongue-and-groove. The pegs holding the 
applied frame to the panel also pass through the canvas and hold it in place; the 
canvas is not glued to the wood. The construction is reinforced with nails driven 
through from the back. The canvas is impregnated, with a rigid appearance similar 
to oilcloth. There is no coloured edge, while a slight continuation of the paint under 
the top edge of the frame suggests that the work was painted before being mounted 
in the auxiliary wood support. 

A Dance of the Virtues (1545) (Mechelen, PWC, no. 1) is also preserved in its original 
state (fig. 36b). The frame, overpainted in black and gold, was originally red. The 
canvas has been cut with scissors preserving a black border, then glued to a panel in 
poplar. A frame has been applied around the edge, above the black border. The 
painting was then done in the frame, as evidenced by the presence of a barbe.

The technique that appears to have prevailed in the 15th and 16th centuries was to 
mount the canvas between a backing panel and an applied frame. The painting was 
usually done using a temporary frame before mounting in the auxiliary wood support. 
The painting was held in the temporary frame with nails, pegs or small cords that 
could be re-tightened as needed. Temporary frames of this type remained in use in 
the 17th century; we see them represented in painters’ workshops.

The tension garlands often found along the edges of the canvases are the result of 
an earlier stage in the preparation of the canvases, and do not distort the compositions. 
For linen sheets, the last step in the preparation was that of stretching on tenters, 
undertaken by specialist by craftsmen called tenterers (“aendoenders”).18

once the painting was finished, the canvas was cut along the edges that were 
sometimes coloured. The cloth was then placed on a backing panel of the same size 
or slightly larger. The panel was made of roughly assembled elements, sometimes held 
together only by cross-bars. An applied frame was pegged to the face, with the pegs 
crossing everything (frame, canvas and panel) and ensuring the cohesion of the 
assembly. This assembly was at times reinforced with nails driven in from the back. 
Possibly at times nails were used without pegs. 

17. Jozef Vynckier kindly provided us with the results of his dendrochronological study of this panel.
18. Des Marez 1904, 202.
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Fig. 36. Canvases mounted on original auxiliary supports: a. Anonymous, Jesus with Martha and Mary, mid-16th century (Bruges, 
SJH, no. 17). b. Anonymous, Dance of the Virtues, 1545 (Mechelen, PWC, no. 1). c. Pieter Bruegel, Adoration of the Magi (Brussels, 
Royal Museums of Fine Arts of Belgium, inv. no. 3929). d. Anonymous, Christ Appearing to the Holy Women, c. 1600 (Leuven, MM, 
no. 15). e. Anonymous, Donatrix kneeling in front of the Crucifix, c. 1600 (Leuven, M-Museum, inv. no. S/183/o). a-c. In the first 
three examples, the canvas is more or less the same size as the panel, which is made of roughly joined boards. A frame is applied 
to the front. The three thicknesses are pegged from the front and/or nailed from the back. In this type of assembly, the unpainted 
edge hidden under the frame was often coloured black or brown, serving as a guide during the mounting process and keeping 
the canvas square. In c, the black border, worn and pierced repeatedly by many nails, has been turned back on the support which 
has first been sawn back in both directions. This makeshift repair presages an improvement of the system: the canvas is turned 
back on its auxiliary support and finds a better support. d. A rare example of an original stretcher. The stretcher is assembled in 
advance, with half-lap joints, and pegged. The three thicknesses (frame, canvas, stretcher), all three of the same dimension, are 
pegged together. This lightweight system may well have been in widespread use, for example for protecting large paintings from 
dust, for organ wings, etc. e. The canvas is simply nailed to the frame. The nails are hidden by strips of rough cloth of the time. 
The canvas is without auxiliary support. This makeshift system was frequently adopted in the 17th century.

d

e
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19. Marijnissen 1985, 74.
20. Wolfthal 1986, 29.
21. Marijnissen 1988, figs. 22 and 24.
22. Bomford et al. 1986, 51.

In some cases the canvas was glued to the wooden support. The inventories of the 
time mention the existence of canvases pasted onto panels.19 The pasting could have 
taken place after painting, or sometimes before.20 Pasting before painting points to a 
hastier and less careful process to avoid having to stretch the canvas carefully on a 
temporary frame. The results were not felicitous. The already-mentioned Dance of the 
Virtues (Mechelen, PWC, no. 1) was produced in this way (fig. 36b) and probably also 
the Calvary, around 1523 (Bruges, Public Welfare Centre). In both cases, the adhesion 
of the canvas to the boards of the panel was poor and large blisters ensued. When the 
question of restoration arose it was decided to conserve these works, both of poor 
pictorial quality, in their existing condition for their documentary value. We note that 
the black edges of these paintings are without holes,21 that in each case the canvas is 
slightly smaller than the panel, and that the frame was pegged beyond the edge of 
the canvas. 

The coloured border was produced sometimes before painting, sometimes after. It was 
produced beforehand in the Dance of the Virtues and afterwards in the Entombment by 
Dirk Bouts.22 Sometimes it was crossed by the pegs and nails (when they had to hold 
the canvas in place), and at other times there were no holes (when the canvas was 
pasted). The intention was for this border to be hidden by the frame; it can probably 
be interpreted as determining the size of the work and as an instruction for the joiner 
to cut the wood to size. In some cases, the painted border may have served as a 
reference to make sure the canvas was framed squarely, and to avoid distortions of the 
canvas that would have had an unfortunate effect on the composition. Some canvases 
had no coloured borders. 

The black or brown colours of these borders evoke the polychroming of the frames 
of the time. The brownish borders of certain 15th century Tüchlein resemble gilding 
or the light or dark brown mordant used under gold leaf. Black borders appear more 
frequently in the 16th century, when black predominates in the polychromy of frames. 
However, while it would appear natural for painters to adopt the normal colours of a 
frame for painting these borders, one should not exaggerate the significance of this 
colour which was intended to be hidden by the frame. In the Dance of the Virtues 
(Mechelen, PWC, no.  1) the border of the canvas is black, while the frame was 
originally painted red (fig. 36b). This tells us that there is no necessary correspondence 
between the colour of the frame painted on the canvas and the polychromy of the 
actual frame. 
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23. Bomford et al. 1986, 39-57.

In some cases the frame – or the holes left by the nails or pegs that kept it in place –  
is out of line with the coloured border. This would appear to point to a mistake by 
the artist or to a liberty taken by the joiner. In the Entombment of Dirk Bouts, the holes 
of the pegs that fixed the frame (no longer extant) at the top, are situated in a strip of 
sky, below the border, which is painted in orange-brown.23 This means that the frame 
has been shifted relative to its intended position. In the Triptych of the Descent from  
the Cross by Pieter Pourbus (Bruges, Groeninge Museum, inv. no. GRo0111.I-0116.I) 
(fig. 37), the canvas is glued to a structure similar to those of triptychs painted on 
wood panels. In the wings, the dark brown borders are visible in places, certainly in 
error. The confusion seems to be related to the difference in width between the central 
frame and the frames of the wings, which are lighter and narrower, something that 
the painter failed to take into account when placing the coloured border. 

Fig. 37. Rare extant example of a canvas marouflaged onto a panel and mounted in a frame soon after 
painting. In the wings, the coloured surround has been miscalculated by the painter who has 
forgotten – it seems – to allow for the difference in width between the central frame and the frames 
of the wings. Pieter Pourbus, Triptych of the Descent from the Cross, 1570 (Bruges, Groeninge Museum).
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The joinery of the auxiliary supports to the canvas is in oak or sometimes another 
wood such as poplar. It is generally more basic than that of paintings on wood. The 
technique of the backing panel remained for a long time, with examples found in the 
17th and 18th centuries.

In this way we understand what the original presentation of the Adoration of the Magi 
by Pieter Bruegel must have looked like (fig. 36c). The canvas was placed on a backing 
panel that was preserved until recently. The canvas and the backing panel would 
originally have been of more or less the same size. The black border was covered with 
an applied frame, and the entire assembly held in place with pegs and possibly by 
nails driven in from the back. A conservation problem specific to these works lay in 
the antagonistic effects of moisture on canvas and on wood. While wood swells, 
canvas shrinks. The ensuing tensions around the pegs and nails caused tears, 
whereupon the assembly was strengthened by new nails. The tears in the borders of 
the Adoration of the Magi are more numerous in the upper edge because the weight of 
the fabric exercised additional traction. on the other hand, the damage on the lateral 
edges is more limited. The backing panel consisted of boards laid horizontally, and 
given that the play of the wood in the direction of the fibre was nil, there were no 
antagonistic sideways movements of the canvas and wood supports. At some point, 
the edges, weakened and full of holes, could no longer be reinforced. The only 
remaining solution was to take the canvas out of the frame and fold back its edges 
onto the backing panel. Doing this required sawing the edges of the panel to reduce 
it to a smaller size than the canvas. If, at some point, the backing panel of the 
Adoration of the Magi was deemed to be non-original, this was because the damage to 
the edges of the canvas did not match the damage to the edge of the panel. No one 
thought that these edges might have been sawn back. Although lost to 
dendrochronology, the panel has not entirely disappeared: judged of good quality, it 
was cut up and used to restore in a remarkable way the weak part of the support of 
the St John in the upper altarpiece of the Van Eyck brothers in Ghent.

The technology that came to dominate in the 17th century was that of mounting 
canvases on stretchers. Stretchers already existed in very ancient times. If the use of 
stretchers did not become general practice earlier despite its advantages of lightness 
and economy of materials, it may be because people believed that backing panels 
better protected the canvas, despite the disadvantages of the adverse effects of the play 
of the panel on the conservation of the canvas, as explained above. As far back as the 
14th century, the construction of a stretcher had no secrets for a joiner. In the pre-
Eyckian panels of The Walcourt Annunciation and Visitation (Namur, PMAA, no. 1), we 
see a stretcher of very neat construction. This stretcher was not designed to support a 
canvas, but to be pegged onto the panels. Its construction, however, reveals that it was 
constructed separately out of lap-jointed stiles and rails, which were pegged together 
before being applied to the panels. Archival sources also attest to the very early 
existence of stretchers, an inventory from 1434 mentions “eene rame van lijnwade 
ghedect” (a frame covered with a linen cloth).24
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Initially, pieces of canvas mounted on a stretcher served in particular as dust guards 
for large works. The lightening of the wings permitted a simplified construction of 
the central weight-carrying part. Examples of the use of stretchers are mentioned in 
the archives, both for French and for Flemish painting. In 1497, Jacques Mounier 
produced a three-part altarpiece for the Church of St Honorat at Lérins, painting the 
two side parts on a canvas mounted on a stretcher.25 Perpignan cathedral still has two 
monumental organ shutters, about 12 m high and 4 m wide, dated 1504, painted on 
stretched canvas. These unique wings by an anonymous painter represent, on the one 
side, The Baptism of Christ, and on the other, The Feast of Herod. Their task was to 
protect the instrumental part of the organ against dust.26

Prior to 9 February 1492, canvas shutters were added to the Justice of Othon III by 
Dirk Bouts (Brussels, Royal Museum of Fine Arts of Belgium, inv. nos. 1447-1448).27 
These canvases, now lost, even though painted and decorated with texts, had as their 
primary function to protect the work from dust. 

The oldest stretcher we have observed is the one carrying a canvas with a Christ 
Appearing to the Holy Women (Leuven, MM, no. 15) (fig. 36d). Here the canvas is held 
between a frame and a stretcher. The mounting is quite similar to that on a backing 
panel. The components of the stretcher are assembled with half-lap joints, and the 
assembly is pegged in place. The canvas has a rigid appearance, it is impregnated 
(original?). This work has a pendant conserved in the same museum, Christ in the 
Garden of Olives, with a similar assembly but with the stretcher nailed to the frame 
rather than pegged.28

other improvements took place in the production of the supports for the canvas. The 
custom of folding the edges round the stretcher represents a significant step in the 
evolution of this technology, giving the canvas better support. The canvas had already 
been folded back much earlier. In the case of the late 14th century two-sided panel 
with the Annunciation and the Coronation of the Virgin (Antwerp, RMFA, no. 1) the 
canvas glued on wood was originally folded back and nailed to the narrow side of the 
thick support. In other cases the borders of the canvases were folded back to provide 
summary repairs. The use of the stretcher in conjunction with rebated frames tended 
to systematize this practice, probably towards the end of late 16th century.

The adverse effects of humidity variations on the tension of canvases remained a 
concern. From the second half of the 16th century onwards, oil binders were preferred 
to tempera; it may be that the former’s waterproofing qualities played a role in this 
choice. The keys inserted into the corners of the mobile assemblies of the stretchers 
are a mid-18th century invention. Hitting the keys opened the assemblies, with the 
effect of re-tensioning the canvas. The canvas support as we know it today remains 
essentially what it became at that time following the various technical improvements 
of which we have just sketched out the history.
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The appearance of frames results from the interaction between the various modes of 
expression: painting, sculpture and architecture. on the most refined works, effects 
obtained by one technique are translated in an illusionist manner into another technique, 
as illustrated by the case of grisaille (creating the illusion of stone statuary) on closed 
wings. The frame, with its mouldings, its painted or real mitres, its polychromy and its 
carved decoration, borrows from architecture and sculpture. This wealth of means of 
expression is obviously not purely formal, but conveys a complex system of contents and 
symbols. This issue is discussed in the chapter devoted to articulated works.

A. Mouldings and other carved decoration 

Right down into the 18th century, the mouldings of painting frames followed the 
mouldings used in architecture. André-Jacob Roubo recommends: “And moreover in 
the decoration of joinery we should use only profiles recognized and commonly used 
by the Masters of the Art, that is to say the architects, so as not to give rise to 
novelties, which are nearly always pernicious.”1

Alongside the joints, the moulding is an essential element of the joinery of frames. In 
their evolution the two elements are linked. As mouldings diversified and became 
more complex in the 16th century, so joints simplified. We discuss these two 
developments in detail elsewhere in this book. 
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Fig. 38. Main mouldings used in frames between the late 14th and early 17th centuries. 1. Quarter-
round or ovolo moulding. 2. Cavetto. 3-4. ogee mouldings (French texts distinguish between the 
“doucine” moulding (no. 3) and the “talon” moulding (no. 4)). 5. Gorge. 6. Baguette or beading.  
7. Listel. 8. Stepped moulding. 9. Waved moulding (not to be confused with the waved mouldings  
of the 17th and 18th centuries, cut perpendicular to the grain, for which complex machines were 
developed at an early stage). 10. Inclined sill.
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The inclined sill is an important component of the mouldings of the old Flemish 
frames. Viollet le Duc indicates that the inclined sill was adopted in woodwork as far 
back as the 13th century, for example for the insides of church doors. The inclined sill 
prevented dust getting trapped.2 Applied to the lower rail of many frames, it also 
embodies a sense of perspective. As such it is the normal continuation of the perspective 
of the depicted ground, landscape or tiled floor. More abstractly, it guides the viewer’s 
eye towards the centre of the painted composition. 

Relatively few frames have come down to us with carved decoration. In the course of 
the 16th century, however, carved decoration underwent a certain development under 
the influence of the Renaissance. From the late 15th century, the emergence of Gothic 
colonnettes – a simple mutation of decorative beading – announces this development. 
The colonnette can be richly decorated (fig. 39a). Independently carved tracery recalls 
that of carved altarpieces (fig. 39b).

2. Viollet le Duc 1875-1876, 368.

Fig. 39. Carved 
decorations.  
a. Anonymous,  
Jesus with Martha and 
Mary, mid-16th 
century (Bruges,  
SJH, no. 17).  
b. Anonymous,  
Votive Painting with 
the Intercession of the 
Virgin and with the 
Donor, Canon Art van 
Pyringhen, 1497 
(Tongeren, BoL, 
no. 2).

Fig. 40. a. Tracery. 
Dirk Bouts, Justice of 
Emperor Otto III 
(Brussels, Royal 
Museums of Fine 
Arts of Belgium, inv. 
nos. 1447 and 1448). 
b. Corbels (dentils). 
Anonymous, Coat of 
Arms with St Gertrude, 
c. 1500-1549 (Leuven, 
MM, no. 11).

Refined tracery is sometimes applied to the panels. Some frames are decorated with 
“corbels” or “dentils”(fig. 40). 

a b

a b

http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x001504
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x064880
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Renaissance decoration is developed on cornices and other elements of the frame. We 
have examples in the Damhouder Triptych of Pieter Pourbus, 1574 (Bruges, Church of 
our Lady). Renaissance decoration invades the entire frame in Jan Provoost’s Last 
Judgement, 1525 (Bruges, Groeninge Museum, inv. no. 0000.GRo0117.I). The fact 
that this carved decoration comes from Bruges is perhaps no coincidence, since we 
know that in this city woodcarvers worked in joiners’ shops (see “Woodworkers and 
guilds” in Chapter I).

b. Polychromy 

The term “polychromy” covers mainly the colours and decorations painted onto a 
frame (fig. 41). In practice the borderline between the painting on the panel and  
on the frame is not easy to establish. 15th-century artists, masters of the trompe-l’œil, 
often carry over the subject of the painting onto the frame. Conversely, painters 
sometimes continue the frame into the painting, via painted mouldings and 
architecture. 

Fig. 41. a. Decoration 
painted onto a frame. 
Brussels Anonymous 
(follower of Rogier 
van der Weyden), 
Triptych of the Virgin 
and Child, second half 
15th century 
(Brussels, PWC, 
no. 1). b. The frame 
continues into the 
painting. Master of 
1499, Diptych of the 
Virgin in the Church 
and Abbot Christiaan 
de Hondt, 1499 
(Antwerp, RMFA, 
no. 7). 

Fig. 42. Painted joins 
and mitres. a. Jan  
van Eyck, St Barbara, 
1437 (Antwerp, 
RMFA, no. 2). b. 
Hans Memling, Jan 
Floreins Triptych, 1479 
(Bruges, SJH, no. 2). 
c. Anonymous, wings 
with St Wilgefortis 
and St John the Baptist, 
early 16th century 
(Bruges, SJH, no. 13).

More modestly, the painters sometimes paint joins and mitres in the corners of the 
frames to align the perspective of the latter with that of the central scene (fig. 42).

a b

a b c

http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x070334
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x070755
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/kn8859


CHAPTER IV

86

3. Dülberg 1990; Campbell 1991. 
4. Dülberg 1990, 65-67; Campbell 1991, 217-225. 

We include under polychromy the reverses of the panels and the closed wings of the 
altarpieces, whenever these are covered with marbling or a uniform colour – items 
little studied until now. In their fascinating books on portraits, Angelica Dülberg and 
Lorne Campbell established a typology of the representations on the reverses of a large 
group of portraits painted in Italy, Germany, the Netherlands and France in the 15th 
and 16th centuries: scenes in full colours, grisailles with stone sculptures in a niche, 
allegories, vanities, coats of arms, mottos, texts, marblings, monochrome paint 
layers…3 All those representations are found, not only on the back of portraits, but 
also on other paintings in the Netherlands at that time. Marblings and monochrome 
paint layers have long been neglected. They are often poorly preserved, if at all. The 
present study will focus on those two aspects of the polychromy. 

The polychromy of 15th- and 16th- century Flemish frames has often been overpainted 
and sometimes stripped, either down to the oak or leaving mixed layers of colours. 
Adding to this the fact that photographs in books often omit frames and rarely show 
the outsides of the wings or the reverses of paintings, one realizes the difficulty of 
studying the subject. Sources remain to be exploited, such as the altarpieces shown in 
miniatures, and in painted and carved altarpieces. The subject is a vast one, and we 
can do no more here than point to certain particularities of this polychromy.

1.  Colouring and finishing of woodwork on the reverse  
of a painting or on closed wings 

It has often been said that paint applied on the outside of 15th- and 16th- century 
Netherlandish panel paintings served merely the purpose of preventing the wood 
from warping. It is possible that this layer did indeed protect the panel against 
humidity. Many reverses, however, were left unpainted, as for example in the central 
panel of most devotional triptychs. Without the question having been specifically 
studied, many unpainted reverses give the impression of having been originally 
impregnated with a water-resistant layer. 

Painting on a reverse can often be observed together with refined woodwork: a 
moulding surrounding the panel and careful joinery. on the contrary, unpainted 
reverses often display rough woodwork with sharp edges. It seems to have been a rule 
that a bare wooden surface was one not exposed to the eye. 

The presence of original colour on an outside, associated with a well-finished 
woodwork, is thus related to the use and display of the painting. The ways of displaying 
paintings or of storing them in the 15th and 16th centuries have been carefully 
described in the two books on portraits already mentioned.4 In public places (churches, 
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city halls, brotherhood and guild meeting places, maybe castles), some paintings were 
attached to the walls in the 15th century, whereas this seems not to have been often 
the case in private houses. Exceptionally, in interiors, a painting hung from a chain to 
enable someone to turn it and display its reverse.5 Some paintings, generally small 
diptychs, hung over the curtains of a bed or a praying stool, as is represented in 
miniatures. In the 15th century, many paintings were not intended for permanent 
display. 

often protected by wings, most paintings in private houses were stored in boxes 
or cases, wrapped in cloth or paper and put away in cupboards and trunks. Dülberg 
describes circular German paintings with lids.6 Some other German paintings had 
draw-lids.7 A mirror could also be used as a cover.8 Those fragile bags and boxes were 
not preserved, with exception of a very rare example: the Diptych of King René and 
Jeanne de Laval by Nicolas Froment has retained its original fabric bag, c. 1476 (Paris, 
Louvre, inv. no. R.F. 665).9 Paintings created for the purpose of being wrapped for 
storage, always had their backs painted. 

Towards the end of the 15th century, paintings with a Virgin and Child, for 
example, or series of portraits, were exposed for permanent viewing. Portrait galleries 
of some sort seem to have existed before. In the 16th century the growing demand for 
paintings to decorate Antwerp houses is well documented.10

2. Colour and decoration: development over time

Preferences for one colour or another have changed over time. Bright colours, red in 
particular, were popular in the 14th and early 15th centuries. Black came into fashion 
in the mid-15th century and remained popular from then on, in many cases 
accompanying a gilded moulding around the painting.

The few original frames from the late 14th century still in existence demonstrate a 
marked taste for bright colours. Vermilion covered with madder lake was adopted to 
paint in trompe-l’œil the frames of The Walcourt Annunciation and Visitation (Namur, 
PMAA, no. 1) (fig. 43). 
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The same applies to the Triptych of the Reliquary of the Virgin’s Veil (Tongeren, BoL, 
no. 1) (fig. 47). These frames are strewn with flower motifs in the first case, and with 
flower and star patterns in the second. In Tongeren, the pattern is executed in gold 
leaf on the face, and in silver leaf on the back.

15th century polychromies are characterized by the variety and vibrancy of the 
colours. In some frames, red, blue, green, white – gold or yellow – alternate on the 
flat outer surfaces and the cavettos or beading of the mouldings. The imitation of 
marble, stone or porphyry is common. 

If gold leaf is already in use in the 15th century – it is found for example on Jan 
van Eyck’s Portrait of a Man (Self Portrait?), 1433 (London, The National Gallery, inv. 
no. NG222) – its use intensifies towards the end of the century, along with a move 
towards more subdued colours. In the frames of the works by Hans Memling preserved 
at the St John’s Hospital in Bruges, we find grey and brown marbling, in addition to 
the more common black and gold. For the Floreins Triptych, 1479 (Bruges, SJH, no. 2) 
(fig. 44) and the Reins Triptych, 1480 (Bruges, SJH, no. 4), the grey marbling is situated 
on the frame of the open triptych, between the little black outer edge and the gilded 
edge surrounding the painting itself. The closed wings give the illusion of grey stone.

Fig. 43. Flower 
pattern in trompe-l’œil. 
The Walcourt 
Annunciation and 
Visitation,  
late 14th century 
(Namur, PMAA, 
no. 1).

Fig. 44. Grey and 
brown marbling 
between the little 
black outer edge and 
the gilded edge 
surrounding the 
painting. Hans 
Memling, Jan Floreins 
Triptych, 1479 
(Bruges, SJH, no. 2).

http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/z003386
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other Bruges frames of the end of the century are decorated in the same way, but 
from the early 16th century, the majority of polychromies are limited to an alternation 
of gold close to the painting and black (or less often brown) on the outside (fig. 45a). 
This alternation can become a double one (gold, black (brown), gold, black (brown)), 
for example in the frames having flat faces between two bodies of mouldings (fig. 45b). 

Fig. 45. Single and 
double alternation 
gold-black. a. Hans 
Memling, Diptych of 
Maarten van 
Nieuwenhove, 1487 
(Bruges, SJH, no. 5). 
b. Brussels 
Anonymous, wing 
with the Portrait of the 
Donatrix Jacomijne 
Huioels, 1547 
(Brussels, RMFAB, 
no. 25). 

We find various examples in the work of Pieter Pourbus, particularly in the Hemelsdale 
Polyptych, 1564 (Bruges, St Giles’ Church).11 Where marbling remains, it decorates the 
closed wings (after Hieronymus Bosch, Triptych of Job, Bruges, GM, no. 14) (fig. 48c), 
but more often the outside frames are black with gilded inclined sills (Goossen van 
der Weyden, Triptych of Abbot Antonius Tsgrooten, 1507, Antwerp, RMFA, no. 8).

A more decorative trend can be seen in those frames where the face is decorated 
with a floral pattern. The little flowers can be colourful and realistic, sometimes 
gilded and gathered into festoons (Hans Memling (follower), Virgin and Child, late 
15th/early 16th century, Bruges, GM, no.  7). The floral decoration is sometimes 
stylized. We find a stylized decoration, applied using a stencil, in madder lake on a 
gold background, on the frame of a triptych by Ambrosius Benson (fig. 46a). In other 
settings a similar stylized floral decoration is executed in gilt on a black or brown 
background. The Claeissens family in Bruges and the Francken group in Antwerp 
produced many decorated frames of this kind (fig. 46b). Some frames are decorated 
with geometric patterns, sometimes continuous, at other times discontinuous that 
depart from the floral model and are more reminiscent of metalworking (fig. 46c).

a b
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Double framing was particularly popular in the Francken workshop. The inner frame, 
with a wide front surface, has varied patterns or scenes related to the main subject  
(fig. 46b), a little like what we see in the engravings of the Wierix brothers.12 

3.  From the outside to the inside of articulated works:  
a crescendo of colours and mouldings 

In many triptychs or polyptychs we observe a crescendo in the colouring, from the 
soberly coloured outside to the brilliant gilding of the opened work (fig. 47). The 
colours of the frames also accompany the spectator towards the central point of the 
representation, at the centre of the open triptych. In this sense we can talk of 
meaningful use of colours. 

Fig. 46. Various patterns adorning the front surface. a. Ambrosius Benson, Triptych of St Anthony of Padua, early 16th century 
(Brussels, RMFAB, no.  14). b. Frans Francken ii (attributed to), Crucifixion, between 1581 and 1642 (Leuven, MM, no.  13).  
c. Anonymous, Triptych of the Virgin and Child, 1584 (Bruges, oLPM, no. 8). 

a b c

Fig. 47. A crescendo effect is visible in the colours as well as in the mouldings of many frames of the 
15th and 16th centuries. Anonymous, Triptych of the Reliquary of the Virgin’s Veil, late 14th century 
(Tongeren, BoL, no. 1).

http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x064901
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/y003483
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/y003522
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In other cases too, one is led to ask whether or not to attach special significance to the 
use of red, green or other colours; for example when the flat upper side of a book-
shaped diptych carries green marbling, and the other flat side red marbling, there 
seems to be an intended progression from the green colour of waiting and expectation 
to the red colour of accomplishment. one such work, the Diptych with the Virgin and 
Child and St  John the Baptist, c. 1440, from the workshop of Jan van Eyck (Paris, 
Louvre, inv. no. R.F. 38-22) is described in the Chapter IX Articulated works with 
instructions for use. According to Elisabeth Dhanens very old traditions concerning 
the mystic properties of colours were still alive in the 15th century. The author 
describes the colours of a no longer extant altarpiece (the Wachtebeke altarpiece, 1431) 
as mentioned in the archives: “the inside to be in fine gold” (“binnen van finen goude”), 
while the basic colour of the exterior is described as beautiful red (“scoen roed”).13

4. Marblings

Imitations of marbling are highly decorative, linked possibly with architecture, 
furniture and domestic objects. But the primary comparison needs rather to be made 
with the world of books. Similarities in their use as well as in the techniques, support 
this hypothesis. Indeed, the first marblings on panel painting may be related to the 
precious oriental marbled papers. As the time passed, the oriental origin of marbling 
was probably forgotten, and there was a shift towards a more routine execution of the 
motive after true marble. 

Dülberg devotes a chapter of her book to marblings on the reverses of portraits.14 The 
term “marbling” covers a variety of painted stone and marble imitations. Examples of 
marbled frames and reverses occur in the Trecento in Italy, on wall and on panel 
paintings.15 It has therefore been suggested that marbling initiated in Italy where it 
had been practiced already in Antiquity.16 Marbled reverses also occur in Bohemian 
panel paintings of the 14th century. Marblings seem to have been introduced in the 
Low Countries in the first third of the 15th century, on frames and reverses of Jan van 
Eyck’s paintings (Bruges, GM, no. 2, for example), Robert Campin (Portrait of a Man, 
Portrait of a Woman, London, The National Gallery, inv. nos. NG653.1-653.2) and 
Rogier van der Weyden (Portrait of a Woman, Berlin, Staatliche Museen, Preussischer 
Kulturbesitz, Gemäldegalerie, cat. no. 545 D). The closed wings of many Netherlandish 
triptychs in the 16th century were decorated with marble imitations (fig. 48).
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The frame of the St Barbara by Jan van Eyck includes a green flat edge, a moulding 
and an inclined sill, the latter both with red marbling (fig. 49a). The reverse is 
decorated with imitation marble and porphyry. Grey-beige marbling decorates the 
frame in the Virgin at the Fountain, by the same artist in the same museum (fig. 49b). 
The frame of the Portrait of Margaret van Eyck, 1439 has on its front a beige base colour 
veined with grey-black (fig. 49c), while the back is decorated with an imitation of  
red porphyry (fig. 51a). Red marbling with a gilded inner edge can be observed in  
the second half of the 15th century. We find this polychromy on two replicas of the 
Virgin and Child, after Rogier van der Weyden (Tongeren, MC, no. 1 and PC, no. 1).

Fig. 48. Closed wings decorated with marbling, 16th century triptychs. a. Triptych of the Virgin with the Musician Angels (Lyon, 
Museum of Fine Arts). b. Bruges Anonymous, Triptych of the Holy Trinity with Donatrix and St Justus, 1551 (Bruges, SJH, no. 16). 
c. Hieronymus Bosch (follower), Triptych of Job, first quarter 16th century (Bruges, GM, no. 14)

Fig. 49. Marbling on 
Jan van Eyck’s 
frames. a. St Barbara, 
1437 (Antwerp, 
RMFA, no. 2).  
b. Virgin at the 
Fountain, 1439 
(Antwerp, RMFA, 
no. 3).  
c. Portrait of Margaret 
van Eyck, 1439 
(Bruges, GM, no. 2).

a b c

a b c
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Certain painted diptychs produced to resemble books exhibit marbled front and back 
covers, as will innumerable books in the 17th and 18th centuries (fig. 50). We do not 
know when marbled paper was first used in books, but the worlds of paintings and 
books have long been very close. Both bookbinders and diptych painters were 
fascinated by marbling. 

Fig. 50. a. Jan van Eyck (follower), Diptych with the Virgin and Child and St  John the Baptist, c. 1440 (Paris, Louvre,  
inv. no. R.F. 38-22). Reconstitution of the original appearance based on the remains of the original polychromy under the 
actual overpainting and on the X-radiograph. b. 17th- and 18th-century books.

We have mentioned this in connection with the Eyckian works. This taste for marbling 
is so much part of our culture that we still find traces of it in everyday objects sold 
today, like certain green or grey folders specked with dark spots. 

Marbled paper may have provided the original inspiration for the marbling of painting 
frames in northern medieval Europe. The history of marbled paper was one of 
continuous success between the 10th century, when it was first manufactured in 
China,17 and the end of the 19th century, when its production ceased in most European 
countries. 

Soon after China, Japan and Corea made their own marbled paper. In Japan examples 
from the 12th century survive, with the use of marbled paper an exclusive privilege 
of the emperor and the nobility until the 16th century. The complex techniques of 
paper marbling slowly made their way westwards. It was produced in Turkestan in 
the 13th century, and in Samarkand and Herat in the early decades of the 14th 
century. The techniques had long been practiced in Persia before they were transmitted 
to Turkey, probably – though we cannot be certain – in the 15th century.18 In the 
ottoman empire marbled paper was a much appreciated support for calligraphed 

a b
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poems and Coran verses. It was also used for a variety of other purposes such as in the 
fine arts and for diplomatic and administrative purposes. It was put on display in 
houses and served as gifts.19 

In Europe, marbled paper is said to have been first manufactured in Germany at 
the end of the 15th century.20 It was highly appreciated and collected in the Low 
Countries in the 16th century. It was occasionally included in Libri Amicorum. Initially 
those albums were merely a number of blank leaves bound into volumes, intended to 
receive the signatures and armorial bearings of the owners’ friends and acquaintances, 
the signatory’s motto or device, quotations and sentences and the like.21 Some 16th 
century Libri Amicorum have an ottoman bookbinding.22 These Libri were used in 
Germany, Switzerland, the Low Countries and in Italy. 

In the Low Countries and in England marbled paper was first manufactured in the 
17th century. It is omnipresent in European bookbinding from the 17th century on 
until late in the 19th century. It reached in Europe an unequalled high level of 
craftsmanship and was used not only in bookbinding, but also for covering a wide 
range of objects like books, boxes, drawers, trunks… 

Marbled paper must have been included among the admired products that 
travellers brought along from their trips to the East. It is reasonable to think that 
some marbled papers, wherever they had been manufactured, had reached Europe 
before the 15th century and that the painters were aware of their use in the Persian 
and Arabic worlds. 

Marbled sheets must have come along with other paper. From the 11th century on, 
Persia and the Arab world exported their paper to Spain and Italy. Europe imported 
paper until late in the 15th century, even though paper had been produced in Spain 
since 1150, in Xativa and in Italy, in Fabriano, since 1268-1276.23 By the 14th century, 
Europe had started to export paper. In the 16th century, Venice created papers with 
watermarking inspired by the Middle East (a crescent moon, stars etc.) and sent it 
there occasionally to be marbled. 

The first examples seen by Europeans resembled the appearance of veined marble.24 
Hence the name of “marbled paper”. Later patterns, such as the beautiful combed 
patterns, no longer resemble marble, but the name “marbled paper” remained. 
Marbled papers are difficult to date because they have long been ignored. They are 
often older than the manuscript they are included in. Some old terms refer to the 
origins of marbled paper used in bookbinding. In 1608 marbled paper is referred to 
as “Chinese paper”. Germans also mention “Turkish paper”.25 
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In Samarkand and Herat in the beginning of the 16th century, sheets of paper were 
decorated with marbled frames, the centre of the sheet being blocked out by a solid 
stencil and the reserve created in this way left open for writing. This system was 
also very popular in the Arabic world, for framing miniatures in manuscripts. Turks 
used marbled paper for covering booklets. Marbled paper was polished to present a 
beautiful gloss. The uses of marbled paper as a frame for a miniature, as a cover for 
books or boxes, as support for texts and writing and so on present similarities to 
what is seen in panel painting. A link between marbling on paper and marbling on 
panel painting can reasonably be put forward.26

Fig. 51. Marblings looking like porphyry. a. Jan van Eyck, back of Portrait of Margaret van Eyck, 1439 (Bruges, GM, no. 2). b. Jan 
Provoost, Diptych with Christ Carrying the Cross and Portrait of a Friar Minor, back of Christ, 1522 (Bruges, SJH, no. 11). c. Patterns 
of the stains, as seen under the microscope in the Portrait of Margaret. 

Marbling was a difficult art and recipes were long kept secret. The oldest manual is 
Chinese, written by Su-I-Chien in the 10th century. Marbling techniques in panel 
painting are sometimes astonishingly similar to one of the numerous techniques 
described in manuals for marbled papers. The marbling on the reverse of the Portrait 
of Margaret van Eyck, that we could observe with the microscope, much resembles the 
technique named in English as “spatter paper” or “sprinkled paper”; in French as 
“papier jaspé” or “papier moucheté”, in Dutch as “sprenkelmarmer” or “spatmarmer”, 
in German as “gesprenkeltes Papier” and in Italian as “carta a spruzo” (fig. 51c).27

a b c
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As marblings often looked like porphyry, attempts have been made to explain their 
presence in reference to this rock (fig. 51a-b).28 Red porphyry in Antiquity was related 
to the emperor, and it has been suggested that the antique imperial significance 
shifted towards a divine significance in Constantine’s time. The Christian was said to 
first open his eyes on the “divine” porphyry stone of the baptismal font. A relation has 
also been also suggested between marblings and funeral art, antique or medieval. 
When Pietro Lorenzetti represented in 1330 an Ecce Homo in a marbled frame, with 
on the reverse a yellow and red marbling, he supposedly suggested a monument. 
Porphyry was said to refer to the Passion of Christ, hence to eternity. Marble and stone 
are solid and permanent; they signify permanence or eternity; this was said to be the 
reason why they decorated the reverse of many portraits. But marblings were not only 
red or brown; many were green. They obviously do not always relate either to funeral 
art, or to baptism or eternity. We are tempted to think that marbling on panel 
painting was intended more often for decoration than for any symbolic charge. 

Usually, more than one pattern of marble and stone can be found on a single panel 
painting. This could imply that the artist’s intention was not to create the illusion of 
an object in solid marble or stone. Rather, his choice was decorative. The artist’s 
predominant choice of red and green colours for marbling could perhaps be explained 
by the symbolism of the colours, but also by the fact that only in those colours could 
appropriate glazes achieve the transparency resembling the polished marbled papers. 

5. Monochrome paint layers

Less fascinating, but nevertheless interesting are monochrome paint layers on the 
exteriors of wings and sometimes also on the insides of wings. The practice of 
monochrome paint layers is perhaps the oldest existing for reverses or the outside of 
altarpieces. In addition to limiting viewing of the scene of the central panel to special 
liturgical moments, wings also had the more pragmatic function of providing 
protection during transport or against dust. Moreover at a time when the Low 
Countries were exporting their altarpieces, another advantage appeared: the wings 
offered space for finishing the work with an inscription, texts, prayers, or coats of arms 
(fig. 52e-f). Wings initially covered with a single colour are also often overpainted 
with donors, or the Annunciation or another religious scene (fig. 52d). This explains 
the existence in wings of a black underlayer observed on several occasions.29 Although 
sometimes the painter choose another colour than black, the black paint layer offered 
a perfect support for a prayer painted in gold letters. 
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Fig. 52. Wings and backs painted red or black, both colours sometimes with additional decoration of florets and stars, texts, coats 
of arms, grisailles…
Red: a. Back of Anonymous, Triptych of the Reliquary of the Virgin’s Veil, late 14th century (Tongeren, BoL, no. 1). b. Back (wings 
open) of the Tower Retable with Scenes from the Infancy of Christ (Antwerp, Museum Mayer van den Bergh, inv. no. 2). c. Closed 
wings of Anonymous, Triptych of the Virgin and Child. Coats of arms Van der Noot-Van der Meeren, before 1478, outside: painted on 
wood (inside: centre painted under glass, mounted in wood; wings: painting under glass no longer extant) (Brussels, Royal 
Museums of Art and History, inv. no. 2955). 
Black: d. Anonymous, Triptych of the Adoration of the Sheperds, 16th century (Bruges, oLPM, no. 9). e. Anonymous, Triptych of the 
Crucifixion, 1554 (Bruges, oLPM, no. 4). f. Adriaen Isenbrant (workshop), Triptych of the Descent from the Cross, 1520 (Bruges, oLPM, 
no. 2). 

a b c
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Writing with gold letters on a black background was also practiced in manuscripts, 
as in the precious prayer book of Mary of Burgundy produced by Nicolas Spiering 
(Vienna, Österreichische Nationalbibliothek, Codex Vindobonensis 1857). on reverses 
of wings, other texts in gold letters more often refer to the identity of the donor or the 
circumstances of his donation. Even marbling could occasionally be overpainted with 
a coat of arms or with a donor. The portrait of Robrecht de Clercq by the Master of 
1499 on the Diptych of the Virgin in the Church and Abbot Christiaan de Hondt, 1499 
(Antwerp, RMFA, no. 7) is painted over the marbled layer, as can be verified on the 
X-radiograph.30 

When dating and attributing works, art historians need to be aware of the existence 
of possible additions. The creation of work may be an extended process, both time-
wise and geographically. The half-finishing in a single colour, permitting further 
additions, also explains the variety in the quality of many triptychs, with the wings 
produced by another hand, sometimes of higher, at other times of lower quality than 
the central panel. The Triptych with Spear Thrust (formerly Alexian Brothers Convent, 
Grimbergen), the central part of which, dated 1633, is supposedly the work of the 
Mechelen painter De Marchyn, has wings with donors painted on a black background 
by a significantly more skilled hand than the one producing the central part.31 A 
considerable period of time can also elapse between the painting of the two parts. The 
Holy Family by Pieter Coecke van Aelst (Leuven, M-Museum, inv. no. S/22/o) had 
wings, now lost, portraying donors painted nearly a century after the central panel.32 

Fig. 53. Triptych of the 
Holy Family. Central 
panel: Pieter Coecke 
(workshop), Rest on the 
Flight into Egypt. 
Wings: Florent 
Despêches, Donors 
(Narbonne, Musée 
d’Art et d’Histoire).
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In Narbonne (Musée d’Art et d’Histoire), a 16th century triptych with The Holy Family 
has wings with donors (fig. 53). While the central panel is typical for Pieter Coecke 
or his workshop, the wings are unmistakenly French, signed and dated 1603 twice, 
once on each wing, by a certain Florent Despêches, to whom a Narbonne conservator 
has attributed the whole triptych. In another case a text has been added in Spain on 
a Flemish triptych; in the text of the prayer, written in golden letters on the wings, 
one word spells Bulneratus instead of Vulneratus (Triptych of the Man of Sorrows, Cathedral 
of Burgos, Capilla del Condestable).33 Illustrations of this practice of additions can still 
be found in the 17th century.

only a few 14th century panel paintings from the southern Netherlands have survived. 
We observed a uniform red colour on reverses in a few cases (Anonymous, Triptych of 
the Reliquary of the Virgin’s Veil, late 14th century, Tongeren, BoL, no. 1; Anonymous, 
two fragments of wings known as The Walcourt Annunciation and Visitation, late 14th 
century, Namur, PMAA, no. 1).34 This observation is consistent with the numerous 
altarpieces represented with red surfaces in 15th century and older miniatures. 

Although red remained in use on frames throughout the 15th century, black was 
progressively preferred and outsides were no longer red but many were painted 
uniformly black. The latter colour would remain common on frames for many 
centuries; its appearance in the 15th century is nevertheless remarkable. It is generally 
associated with a gilded moulding towards the painted panel. It also often covers the 
entire reverse of wings – frame and panel together. The black colour seems neither to 
bear any relationship with the subject, nor to have any liturgical significance. one 
finds it on the reverse of Annunciations, Ecce Homo’s, Crucifixions, portraits and the 
like. In the 15th century, black became fashionable for clothing at the Burgundian 
court and this probably influenced the painters. In the first half of the 16th century, 
Brussels and Antwerp produced large numbers of triptychs with black wings. The 
small Triptych of the Virgin with the Musician Angels (Lyon, Museum of Fine Arts, inv. 
no. A 2908) is a rare conserved example with the inside of its wings painted uniformly 
black without any addition (fig. 54). 
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In the 16th century, brown or other colours can also be found on reverses. While black 
could be used for the insides of wings, as well as for the outside, we do not know of 
any example where the inside of a wing is marbled. But we do have an example in a 
carved altarpiece: marbling decorates the inside of wings in an altarpiece fragment 
representing the consecration of a bishop (Bruges, Museum of the St  Salvator’s 
Cathedral) (fig. 55). 

Fig. 54. Quinten 
Metsys, Triptych of the 
Virgin with the 
Musician Angels,  
c. 1509 (Lyon, 
Museum of Fine Arts).

Fig. 55. Detail of 
altarpiece fragment, 
Consecration of a bishop, 
early 16th century 
(Bruges, Museum of 
the St Salvator’s 
Cathedral).
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6. Inscriptions

The frames of the painted panels often carry inscriptions (fig. 56a-c). These respond 
to various concerns: a prayer or a pious invocation, the identification of a depicted 
person or scene, the “signature” or the name of the artist and the date of production 
of the work. Sometimes two or three inscriptions are found in the same work. Jan van 
Eyck’s works are a good example of the information carried by such inscriptions. 
Apart from the Van Eyck brothers’ altarpieces in Ghent and the famous quatrain, 
several other works bear Jan van Eyck’s name. one of the detailed inscriptions is on 
the frame of the Virgin and Child with Canon Joris van der Paele (Bruges, GM, no. 1). 
In it we find the artist’s name, Jan van Eyck, the date of completion of the work, 1436, 
the identification of the donor, a canon of St Donatian’s Cathedral in Bruges, the coats 
of arms of his paternal and maternal family (the Carlins), references to chaplaincies he 
founded in the same church, texts relating to St  George and St  Donatian, and a 
passage from the Book of Wisdom: “Hec est speciosior sole…” In the following seven 
works, the artist’s name appears on the frame. In two works, the person represented 
is identified: Jan de Leeuw, 1436 (Vienna, Kunsthistorisches Museum, inv. no. 946) 
and Margaret van Eyck, 1439 (Bruges, GM, no. 2). on the Triptych with Virgin and Child 
with Donor, 1437 (Dresden, Gemäldegalerie, inv. no. 799) we find quotes from the 
Bible (Books of Wisdom and Ecclesiastes) and a presentation of the Archangel Michael. 
only the artist’s name and date appear on the frames of three works: the Portrait of a 
Man (Self Portrait?), 1433 (London, The National Gallery, inv. no. NG222), St Barbara, 
1437 (Antwerp, RMFA, no. 2), and Virgin at the Fountain, 1439 (Antwerp, RMFA, 
no.  3). The Portrait of Arnolfini and his wife (London, The National Gallery, inv. 
no. NG186) is the only case in the work of Jan van Eyck where the name of the artist 
is on the painted panel itself.
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Without wanting to generalize from the particular case of Jan van Eyck, one can 
easily imagine that a large amount of information has been lost along with the original 
frames. Many original polychromies with various texts and motifs certainly still exist 
to this day under later overpaintings of their original frames.

Fig. 56. Inscriptions on the frames, in these cases on the lower rails. But inscriptions sometimes invade all parts of the frames. 
a. Ghent Anonymous, Crucifixion, 1481 (Ghent, CM, no. 1). b. Jan van Eyck, Virgin at the Fountain, 1439 (Antwerp, RMFA, no. 3). 
c. Master of the Princely Portraits, Portrait of Louis de Gruuthuse, between 1472 and 1482 (Bruges, GM, no. 3). d. Anonymous, 
Fraternity painting with Christ, Virgin and Child, 1554 (Bruges, GM, no. 19).

a

c

b

d
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A. Hinges

In pre-Eyckian times and sometimes into the early 15th century, the wings are 
attached by wrought iron band hinges nailed onto the front side of the frames. Hinges 
of this type could develop into long strap hinges, sometimes L-shaped, sometimes 
decorative. These developments were becoming archaic at the time of the Van Eyck 
brothers, but they are still found in regional woodwork. The band hinges are gradually 
abandoned in favour of often rectangular, sometime dovetailed hinges. often the 
wood is cut to allow the blades to sit flush in a recess for better strength, with the 
nails driven in a staggered pattern to avoid cracking the wood. The size of the blades 
is proportional to the weight they are intended to carry. Eugène Viollet le Duc writes 
at length on medieval locksmithery and provides useful information for understanding 
the hardware that concerns us.1 

The most common form of hinge consisted of two iron blades ending in little 
cylindrical knuckles, formed alternately on the facing blades, so as to allow them to 
be joined by inserting a pin which aligns them and provides the rotating axis (fig. 57c-
d) around which the mobile part of the construction (the wing) can rotate. Pins were 
often left free, for easy dismantling of the wings. The blade having the greater number 
of knuckles was in principle nailed to the fixed, carrying portion of the structure, in 
a triptych therefore the central part. 

In the Braque Triptych by Rogier van der Weyden (Paris, Louvre, inv. no. R.F. 2063) 
a pin runs the whole vertical length of the triptych.

In rare cases, the hinges are nailed on the front or back of the frame rather than 
the side. This was the case for the Van Eyck brothers’ altarpieces in Ghent (fig. 57a). 
In the Polyptych of the Dormition and Assumption of the Virgin by Bernard van orley, 1520 
(Brussels, Public Welfare Centre, inv. no. T1), the hinges are nailed on the front of the 
frame only between the closed wings. 

CHAPTER V

HINGES. CLOSING, HANGING AND  
POSITIONING SYSTEMS AND DEVICES

1. Bernage 1978, 34-59.
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Fig. 57.  a. Hinges of the Ghent Altarpiece, attached to the face of the frame (Van Eyck, upper altarpiece, Ghent, St Bavo’s Cathedral, 
wing closed). 
b. The small barrel hinges, with an eye on one blade fitting over a pin on the other blade, and with the blades recessed at an angle 
in the thickness of the frame, were not enough for carrying the heavy wings by Melchior Broederlam and Jacques de Baerze (Dijon, 
Museum of Fine Arts, inv. no. CA 1420 A). Until recently, two crutches moving along two curved metal rails embedded in the 
pavement, helped carry the weight of the wings. These have now been replaced by fixed props. 
c. The blade is flared, nailed into a recess cut into one lateral side of the frame. The outer edge of the stile is cut back to 
accommodate the node of the hinge and to permit the movement of the hinge pin. Anonymous, Rest during the Flight to Egypt,  
15th century (Private Collection). 
d. Placing the node in a hollowed notch leaves the elements flush on opening, with no gap between them. Antwerp Anonymous 
(after Pieter Coecke van Aelst), Triptych of the Adoration of the Magi, c. 1520 (Ghent, CM, no. 2). 
e-f. Blades nailed to the lateral sides, which are not recessed; nor is the edge of the frame notched to take the node of the hinge. 
on opening, this leaves a gap between the wings and the central panel. Anonymous, Triptych with Virgin and Child, 15th century 
(Leuven, M-Museum, inv. no. S/341/o). 
g. Slot cut obliquely into the frame to take the hinge blade. Anonymous, Genealogy of St Francis, 15th century (Tournai, MFA, no. 1). 
h. A nail, on the front of the frame serves to fix the hinge. only the node of the hinge is visible. Alincbroot Triptych (Madrid, 
Museo Nacional del Prado). 
i. Hinge blades fitted to the top and bottom of the frames, joined by a flat node (the only such case observed). Goossen van der 
Weyden (attributed to), Triptych of the Virgin and Child, late 15th century (Tournai, MFA, no. 2). 
j. In this system, prefiguring the Baroque era, the wing is attached by an angled bracket to a colonnette that is part of a carved 
Renaissance or pre-Baroque frame. The movement of the wing causes the colonnette to turn on a metal axis. Here with the wings 
closed. Anonymous, Triptych with the Lamentation of Christ and Donors (Leuven, M-Museum, inv. no. S/27/o).
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The arrangement of the hinges determines the rotation of the movable elements of 
woodwork. When an altarpiece having four wings, a pair on each side, is closed, we 
see the knuckles between the two wings of each pair. This results in easy opening, 
while the wings remain rigid together during the closing process. When a triptych is 
open, the knuckles are visible between the wings and the central carrying part. 

In general the node protrudes for half of its diameter, the other half being housed in 
a quadrant notch cut into the uprights of the frame. This cut is extended upwards to 
allow for the easy inserting and removal of the pin (fig. 57c-d). Such cuts are often 
roughly made, suggesting the work of the locksmith rather than the joiner. 

The recess for receiving the blade of the hinge is sometimes cut diagonally into the 
thickness of the upright (fig. 57g-h), with one or two nails then passing through the 
mouldings. Hinges of this type were already in use in the late 14th century. We 
observe them in the Triptych of the Reliquary of the Virgin’s Veil (Tongeren, BoL, no. 1).
In rare cases, the blades can be nailed onto the top and bottom edges of the frames 
(fig.  57i). The knuckles are then flattened around a short flat pin. In very small 
triptychs, the mobility of the wings is sometimes provided by two simple inter-
meshed pieces of wire or metal rod.

In the 16th century we also find altarpieces with architectural frames, with the 
paintings embedded in a decor of columns, pediments and pedestals, which would 
later become typical for the Baroque period. We find cases where the wings are 
attached to columns by means of a fixed unarticulated bracket, nailed to the column. 
Here it is the column itself which rotates with the opening and closing of shutters 
(fig. 57j).

b. Closing systems and devices

A certain variety exists in the systems adopted for the proper closing of articulated 
works (fig. 58: 1-8). As early as the end of the 14th century we find the system of a 
wooden cam swivelling on a nail (fig. 60a). These then disappear from the scene, other 
than for holding large panels in their frames: Josse van der Baren, Triptych of St Ivo, 
1607 (Leuven, SP, no. 3) and Pieter Claeissens, Onze-Lieve-Vrouw van het Boompje, 1608 
(Bruges, oLPM, no. 11).
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Fig. 58. Altarpiece closing systems. 1. Wooden cam swivelling on a nail. 2. Metal hook pivoting on a nail and entering a ring 
fixed in the corresponding stile (the mortises cut into the bottom side of the central part tell us that this was fixed with keys to 
a base). 3. Metal hook. The sides of the wings are rebated for tight closing (the round holes in the lower side tell us they were 
pegged to a base). 4. on closing, two pegs protruding from the side of one wing, fit into two notches in the side of the other 
wing. 5. A carefully rounded tongue enters a groove cut into the other wing. This latter system can be combined with the 
pegging described in 4. above. 6. Metal bolt. 7. Wooden batten with additional hook or bolt for closing. 8. Lock.
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Various systems, designed already at the joinery stage, made sure that the wings 
closed tightly together. A simple system frequently found in the 15th and 16th 
centuries is the rebating on opposite edges of the two central stiles (fig. 58: 3). Rebates 
are found on the panels of The Walcourt Annunciation and Visitation from the late 14th 
century (Namur, PMAA, no. 1) and also existed on the sides of the frames of Adam 
and of Eve of the Ghent Altarpiece. Another simple system in frequent use was pegs. 
This consisted of placing, on one stile, two pins which on closing fitted into two holes 
in the other stile (fig.  58: 4). We still encounter examples, but the pegs are now 
generally broken, in many cases leaving only the holes, sometimes filled in. In the 
background of an Annunciation, 1552 (Gouda, Gemeentemuseum), Pieter Pourbus 
represents a small domestic altarpiece. The frames are gilded, the insides of the wings 
are uniformly black, and triptych rests on a red marbled base. In the side of the left 
wing, the two pegs for closing the triptych are clearly visible. We have observed this 
closing system in the Triptych of the Adoration of the Magi by a follower of Pieter Coecke 
van Aelst (1521?) (Leuven, MM, no.  6) and in the Triptych of Job by a follower of 
Hieronymus Bosch (Bruges, GM, no. 14).

Fig. 59. The closing system could be produced by the joiner himself, without recourse to a locksmith. 
a. The outer edges of the wings could be rebated so as to close tight one on top of the other (here the 
rebate is filled with a modern slat). Van Eyck, upper altarpiece (Ghent, St Bavo’s Cathedral). b. Simple 
pegging system: Pieter Claeissens the Elder, Triptych of the Salamanca Crucifixion, 1567 and 1581 
(Bruges, GM, no. 22). c. Wings could also close with a tongue-and-groove system: Hans Memling, 
The St John Altarpiece, 1479 (Bruges, SJH, no. 1).

In 16th century triptychs, one wing can have on its narrow vertical side a carefully 
rounded tongue that fits into a groove on the other side, as in the St John altarpiece by 
Hans Memling, 1479 (Bruges, SJH, no. 1) (fig. 59c) and in the Triptych of the Virgin 
and Child with St John and St Jerome by Adriaen Isenbrant, first half of the 16th century 
(Bruges, GM, no. 17). The tongue-and-groove system could be combined with a peg 
placed at each end of the tongue, as in the Triptych of Jean de Sedano by Gerard David, 
1490 (Paris, Louvre, inv. no. R.F. 588).

a b c
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Sometimes a wooden cam pivoting on a nail can be found (fig. 60a). occasionally a 
batten was nailed or pegged to the upright of the right hand wing. on closing, this 
batten covered the edge of the upright of the left hand wing. This batten had primarily 
an aesthetic purpose of hiding the meeting of the wings. This system was normally 
accompanied by a closing hook fixing the battened wing to the base (fig. 60b-c). 

Fig. 60. a. Wooden cam pivoting on a nail. Anonymous, Triptych of the Reliquary of the Virgin’s Veil, 
late 14th century (Tongeren, BoL, no. 1). b-c. For aesthetic purposes, the meeting of the wings could 
be hidden by a batten. Next to the batten was generally a bolt or hook to hold the wings closed.  
b. Anonymous, Triptych of the Descent from the Cross, 1567 (Leuven, MM, no. 9). c. Anonymous, Triptych 
with Virgin and Child, 15th century (Leuven, M-Museum, inv. no. S/341/o).

a b c

The closing could also take metallic form. Many small triptychs close with a hook 
nailed to the right upright and pivoting into a ring on the left upright (fig. 61a-b). 
Some hooks are at right angles. In other models, the iron is bent back so that the shaft 
sits horizontal in the closed position. In many cases, the hook is located half way up 
the uprights. At times there are two hooks, one at the top and one at the bottom, and 
occasionally the hooks were placed on the upper and bottom narrow sides (fig. 61c). 
While the hook of a triptych is nailed to the front of the frame, that of the diptych is 
attached to the narrow outer sides (fig. 61d). The use of metal sliding bolts is rare 
(fig. 61e). Attached to the bottom of an upright, the bolt slid vertically into a hook, 
or into a hole in the base.

http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/y003486
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x064905
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x064885
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2. Coremans 1953, 23.

Locks (fig. 62) do not seem to have been in frequent use. Before 1591-1592, a lock was 
placed on one of the Van Eyck brothers’ altarpieces in Ghent.2

Fig. 61. a-b. Metal hooks, with one end forged with a decorative pattern: a. Hans Memling, Reins Triptych, 1480 (Bruges, SJH, 
no. 4); b. Triptych of the Holy Women at the Tomb, 1564-1645 (Bruges, oLPM, no. 5). c. Hook placed on the upper narrow side of the 
frame. Adriaen Isenbrant (workshop), Triptych of the Descent from the Cross, 1520 (Bruges, oLPM, no. 2). d. Swivel hook on a 
diptych. Master of the Female Half-Lengths, St Peter and St Paul, first half of 16th century (Antwerp, Mayer van den Bergh 
Museum, inv. no. 369). e. Bolt, which could be pivoted to insert it into the base. Master of the St Catherine Legend, Triptych of 
the Last Supper, second half 15th century (Bruges, GS, no. 1).

Fig.  62. Locks of various models and mechanisms. a. Hans Memling, Jan Floreins Triptych, 1479 
(Bruges, SJH, no. 2); b. Ghent Anonymous, Wenemaer Altarpiece, c. 1480 (Ghent, MFA, no. 1); c. Josse 
van der Baren, Triptych of St Ivo, 1607 (Leuven, SP, no. 3).

a

c

d

b

e

a b c

http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x068989
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3. Reusens 1885-1886, 216-221.

Rare articulated works were equipped with an opening handle or with a pull ring 
(fig. 63).

Fig. 63. opening handle and pull ring. a. Anonymous, Triptych of the Crucifixion, mid-16th century 
(Bruges, oLPM, no. 6). b. Anonymous, Triptych of the Holy Women at the Tomb, 1564-1645 (Bruges, 
oLPM, no. 5).

Paintings could be hidden by a curtain or veil. In the Adoration of the Sheperds of Hugo 
van der Goes (Berlin, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin, Preussischer Kulturbesitz, 
Gemäldegalerie, cat. no. 1622A) two figures, one to the left and one to the right, draw 
back curtains that appear to be suspended from a rod in relief and also painted. The 
exact meaning of this trompe-l’œil is not easy to establish. There is an obvious reference 
to the theatre. Are the curtains being raised on a painting or an animated scene? 

The liturgy had adopted the use of veils of various kinds.3 on both sides of the 
altar, and sometimes behind the altar, were curtains held in place by cords wound on 
rods and frequently represented in old paintings. The colour of the curtains varies 
with the feasts and different times of the liturgical year. Their use predates the use of 
altarpieces. They were introduced in the late 11th century, and continue at least until 
the 17th century. other veils were in use only during Lent: a veil hid the altar (just 
as the ark of the covenant was hidden from the people). Lenten veils or vela 
quadragesimalia were placed in front of altars, sculptures and crucifixes. In front of an 
altar of around 1500 (Brabant Anonymous, Antependium of Christ with the Instruments 
of the Passion, late 15th century, Leuven, MM, no. 1) we find a system for carrying a rod 
from which a (Lenten) veil could be suspended. 

a b
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4. Van Thiel and De Bruyn Kops 1984, 127.
5. Ibid., 46.

Thereafter, the use of curtains in front of paintings separated from its liturgical 
and theatrical origins. Hanging systems similar to those of the above-mentioned altar 
have been observed on works dating from 1644, 1645 and 1646 by Pieter Van Thiel 
and Cornelis de Bruyn Kops.4 The authors note that the use of curtains seems to have 
been taken from southern Netherlandish paintings, where they are seen in various 
private picture galleries from the 1630s onwards.

C. Hanging and positioning systems and devices

In many frames, one or two hanging or holding holes can be found in the upper rail. 
These holes are drilled at an angle from the back towards the top side (fig. 64a). They 
seem to have allowed the passage of a wire for hanging the painting, or for simply 
holding it in place when set on a base. The presence of similar holes has been noted 
in 17th century frames from the northern Netherlands.5 Many works have both these 
hanging holes and holes in the bottom rail. This tells us that the work was placed on 
a base or on metal crampons embedded in the wall at the same time as it was held 
fast at the top by wire or other means. This ensured that the works stayed securely in 
place, for example when opening and closing the wings. 

Metal suspension brackets existed since the 15th century (fig. 64b-h). Sometimes a 
suspension bracket succeeded the suspension holes (fig. 64b). In certain cases, large 
angled fittings served both to suspend the work and to strengthen the assembly, by 
distributing the weight across both the uprights and the upper rail of the frame: 
Pierre Claeissens the Younger, Carrying of the Cross, 1616 (Bruges, SJH, no. 21) (fig. 64h).
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Fig. 64. Various suspension systems and ironwork. a. In the first case, the holes are made obliquely into the upper rail for a 
holding system to pass through them. This system served at times to hang the work, but also at others to prevent a work falling 
forwards. Anonymous, Our Lady of Grace of Cambrai, second half 16th century (PC, no. 2). b. A hanging bracket covers these 
initial hanging/holding holes. Anonymous, The Miracle of the Holy Sacrament, second half 16th century (Kuringen, HA, no. 1).  
c-e. In the three following examples, the hanging brackets are old, but not original. The direction of the grain was unsuitable 
for hanging, leading to breakages and repairs. c. Anonymous, Triptych of the Last Supper, mid-16th century (?) (Bruges, oLPM, 
no. 7); d. Anonymous, Triptych of the Adoration of the Magi, mid-16th century (Bruges, SJH, no. 18); e. Anonymous, Triptych of the 
Adoration of the Magi, mid-16th century (Leuven, MM, no. 6). f-h. The last three examples are of original hanging brackets. 
Towards the mid-16th century, paintings are increasingly hung, and display original hanging brackets. f. Anonymous, Ecce Homo, 
first half 16th century (Bruges, SJH, no. 14); g. Anonymous, Triptych with Scenes from the Life of St Nicholas, 1585 (Bruges, SJH, 
no. 20); h. Pieter Claeissens the Younger, Carrying of the Cross, 1616 (Bruges, SJH, no. 21).

a b

c d

e f

g h

http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x071025
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x064868
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6. This case was kindly communicated to us by B. Cardon, lecturer at KULeuven.

Traces on the back of frames or under the lower rail sometimes testify that a work was 
initially fixed to a base (fig. 65).

Fig. 65. Undersides of the lower rails of central frames and backs of panels. a. A peg hole testifies that 
the triptych was originally fixed to a base. Pieter Claeissens the Elder, Tripytch of the Salamanca 
Crucifixion, 1567 and 1581 (Bruges, GM, no. 22). b. Notches with a flared dovetail shape. In this case 
the original holding holes in the upper rail have been replaced by a hanging bracket. Anonymous, 
The Miracle of the Holy Sacrament, second half 16th century (Kuringen, HA, no. 1). c. Two mortises 
which also point to the existence of a base (the closing hook attached with a screw is not original). 
Anonymous, Triptych of the Descent from the Cross, 1567 (Leuven, MM, no. 9).

a b

c

d. Marks

The Brussels joiners’ mark (fig. 66), consisting of a compass and a plane, has been 
observed stamped onto a certain number of frames (fig. 67a-p): a Virgin and Child 
attributed to Hugo van der Goes (Brussels, RMFAB, no. 4) (fig. 67a); a Virgin and 
Child attributed to a follower of Rogier van der Weyden (Antwerp, MVB, no.1) 
(fig. 67b); a Triptych of the Virgin and Child attributed to Goossen van der Weyden 
(Tournai, MFA, no. 2) (fig. 67c); a Man of Sorrows and Mater Dolorosa attributed to 
Simon Marmion (Bruges, GM, no. 4) (fig. 67d); a Triptych of the Virgin and Child by a 
follower of Rogier van der Weyden (Brussels, PWC, no. 1) (fig. 67e); the Triptych of the 
Last Supper by the Master of the St Catherine Legend (Bruges, GS, no. 1) (fig. 67f).  
In the Sforza Triptych from Van der Weyden’s workshop (Brussels, RMFAB, no. 1) 
(fig. 67g), we seem to see the compass alone, but the wear of the frame and badigeon 
coating make this reading uncertain. Exceptionally the mark is found on the back of 
the centre panel of Bernard van orley, Triptych of the Crucifixion (Bruges, Church of 
our Lady) (fig.  67h). The Brussels joiners’ mark is also found on a Triptych with 
Adoration of the Magi from the early 16th century by the Master of the Magdalen 
Legend (oviedo, Museo de Bellas Artes de Asturias) and a Triptych of the Descent from 
the Cross conserved by the Brussels Sisters of Charity.6

Fig. 66. Brussels 
joiners’ mark 
(compass and plane). 
Brussels Anonymous, 
Man of Sorrows and 
Mater Dolorosa, last 
quarter 15th century 
(Bruges, GM, no. 4). 

http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x071025
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x064908
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Fig. 67. Frames with the Brussels mark with compass and plane. In one case (h), the mark is on the panel. The paintings are 
identified in the text.
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7. Bücken and Steyaert 2013, 30-32.
8. Syfer-d’olne et al. 2006, 71.
9. Vanaise 1970, 122, quoted from Bücken and Steyaert 2013, 31.
10. Zanzu 1992, 43, quoted from Bücken and Steyaert 2013, 31.
11. De Vos et al. 1983-1984, 106-135.

To the ten frames (or panels) with Brussels marks listed above, Véronique Bücken 
and Griet Steyaert have added another eight (not counting the frames of carved 
altarpiece) bringing the total number of Brussels marks observed on the frames of 
independent paintings to 18 cases.7 The additional works are: Master of the St Catherine 
Legend, Adoration of the Magi Triptych (Binningen, Heiligkreuzkirche) (fig. 67i); Aert 
van den Bossche, Adam and Eve (Geneva, Galerie de Jonckheere) (fig. 67j); Master of 
the Life of Joseph, Zierikzee Triptych (Brussels, Royal Museums of Fine Arts of Belgium, 
inv. nos. 2405, 4168, 2406)8 (fig. 67k); entourage of Jan van Coninxlo, St Anne Polyptych 
(Forest, Church of St Denis)9 (fig. 67l); attributed to Jan Joest, Triptych of the Seven 
Sorrows of the Virgin, 1505 (Palencia, Cathedral) (fig. 67m); Anonymous, St Barbara and 
St  Gudula (Private Collection) (fig.  67n); Anonymous, Virgin and Child (Brussels, 
Royal Museums of Fine Arts of Belgium, inv. no.  8735) (fig.  67o); Master of the 
Embroidered Foliage Group – Master of the Grog Madonna, Clement VII Triptych 
(Cagliari, Museo del Duomo) (fig. 67p).10

In several of these works, the joints in the upper part of the frame are dovetail, a 
detail which appears to be specific to Brussels woodworking.

The marks are generally found at the butt-ends of the horizontal pieces, where it was 
possible to strike hard without damaging the assemblies. The number of marks may 
vary. The Triptych of the Virgin and Child attributed to Goossen van der Weyden 
(Tournai, MFA, no. 2) displays no less than seven marks in seven different places (each 
time at the butt-end of the piece), suggesting that, at least in this case, the mark 
serves as a quality mark for each individual joint. The placing of the mark on the 
reverse of the panel has been observed in the Passion Triptych by Bernard van orley 
(Bruges, Church of our Lady).11
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A. Ancient measurements

In the southern Netherlands, wood was measured during the period in question in 
feet, inches and (sometimes) lines. These units of length, however, varied from one 
city to another. Their complexity and their potential variation over time tell us to be 
careful when trying to interpret the dimensions of older works.1 We have examined 
whether the dimensions of frames can be related to the local units of length (i.e. 
frames from Brussels being in multiples and simple fractions of the Brussels foot, 
those from Ghent of the Ghent foot). We have been unable to establish any clear inter-
relationship. The joiners of the time likely used the boards at their disposal in a spirit 
of economy, without being constrained by local units of length. For guidance we give 
here the metric value (in centimetres) of some of the countless ancient feet.2

Antwerp, Lier (= 11 inches = 121 lines)  28.68
Bruges (= 11 inches)  27.44
Brussels (= 11 inches = 88 lines)  27.57
Ghent (11 Paris inches)  29.77
Herentals (= 10 inches = 100 lines)  29.18
Liège, St Hubert’s foot for carpentry and masonry 
  (= 10 inches = 100 lines = 1000 points)  
(another foot, the St Lambert’s foot, was used to measure land)  29.47

Leuven (= 10 inches = 100 lines)  28.55
Mechelen (= 11 inches = 121 lines)  27.8
Nivelles, St Gertrude’s foot (= 10 inches = 100 lines)  27.7

Gdansk (12 inches) (35 Gdansk feet = 32 Rhenish feet)  28.69
Hungary (Austrian foot = 12 inches)  31.61
Paris (= 12 inches = 144 lines)  32.48
Reval (= 12 inches)  26.59
Rhenish foot, adopted in Prussia and in many other states of 
 Germany (= 12 inches, 144 lines)  31.38
Riga (= 12 inches)  27.41

CHAPTER VI

LARGE WORKS. CURVED TRIPTYCHS. 
LENGTH OF THE BOARDS, WEIGHT  
OF THE WINGS AND ECONOMICS OF 

CUTTING CURVED SHAPES

1. Kula 1984, 106-109.
2. Doursther 1840, 402-418.
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b. Large altarpieces

Large altarpieces have played a far from negligible role in the technical and stylistic 
evolution of supports. Let us note the dimensions of the largest Flemish altarpieces of 
the 15th and 16th centuries (most of these dimensions are reported by Nicole 
Verhaegen).3 The H × W measurements in centimetres are those of the painted 
surface; in the case of a winged altar, the measurements are those of the central panel.

15th century:

Dirk Bouts, Justice of Emperor Otto III (Brussels, Royal Museums of Fine Arts of 
Belgium, inv. nos. 1447-1448): Beheading of the Innocent Count: 325 × 182.5; Ordeal 
by Fire: 325 × 181.5;

Justus of Ghent, Communion of the Apostles (Urbino, Palazzo Ducale, Galleria Nazionale 
delle Marche, inv. no. 700): 311 × 335 (poplar);

Master of the St Lucy Legend, Triptych of the Confraternity of Black Heads (Tallinn, 
National Museum of Fine Arts, inv. no. EKM M 5173): 255.2 × 166.3;

Hugo van der Goes, Portinari Altarpiece (Florence, Galleria degli Uffizi, inv. nos. 3191-
3193): 249 × 300;

Jan and Hubert van Eyck, the Ghent altarpieces (Ghent, St Bavo’s Cathedral): upper 
altarpiece, raised central part: 212.2 × 83.2; lower altarpiece: 237 x 134;

Hans Memling, Last Judgement Triptych (Gdansk, Cathedral of our Lady): 222 × 160;
Rogier van der Weyden, Descent from the Cross (Madrid, Museo Nacional del Prado,  

inv. no. P02825): 220 × 262;
Hieronymus Bosch, Garden of Earthly Delights Triptych (Madrid, Museo Nacional del 

Prado, inv. no. P02823): 220 × 195;
Justus of Ghent, Calvary Triptych (Ghent, St Bavo’s Cathedral): 216 × 219;
Hugo van der Goes, wings of the Bonkil Altarpiece (Edinburgh, National Gallery of 

Scotland): 198.5 × 97;
Vrancke van der Stockt, The Last Judgement Triptych (Valencia, Museo Historico de la 

Ciudad): 215 × 135;
Hans Memling, Crucifixion Triptych (Lübeck, Sankt Annen-Museum, inv. no. 

1948/138): 205 × 150;
Master of the St  Lucy Legend, Assumption (Washington, National Gallery of Art, 

Samuel H. Kress Collection, inv. no. 1952.2.13): 215 × 185.4.

Generally, the boards are laid in the direction of the largest measurement of the 
painted surface, to which can be added at least 4 cm for the two unpainted edges. 
This gives boards of more or less: 329, 315 (± twelve feet); 259.2, 253 (± ten feet); 
241.5, 226, 224, 224, 220, 220, 219, 219, 216.2, 209 cm (± 8 feet).

3. Verhaegen 1961, 142-143.
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16th century:

Bernard van orley, Triptych of the Last Judgement (Antwerp, RMFA, no. 10): 208 × 174;
Bernard van orley, Passion Altarpiece (Bruges, Church of our Lady): 375.5 × 297; 
Anonymous, Protestant Family at Table (Bruges, GM, no. 25): 123 x 210;
Quinten Metsys, Triptych of the Brotherhood of St Anne (Brussels, RMFAB, no. 9): 221 × 

214;
Anonymous, Christ with Reed and Calvary with Donatrix and Female Religious, 1558 

(Brussels, RMFAB, no. 28): 127 × 219.

That is, boards of 212, 214, 225, 223 cm (± 8 feet).

C.  Maximum dimensions of the boards.  
Assembly of vertical and horizontal boards

The dimensions of the large altarpieces were based on the available length of boards. 
We have seen how Renier Cox, the carpenter in charge of the decoration of Leuven 
City Hall, was sent in 1467 to Antwerp where he acquired “boards for painting” of 
twelve feet in length,4 from which he produced the support for the Justice of Emperor 
Otto III by Dirk Bouts. The Last Judgement, now lost, which the artist produced on 
panels made from the same batch of boards, was six feet high. This is indicative of 
the economics governing the working of the wood, since the carpenters sawed in half 
the boards acquired in Antwerp for the second work. André-Jacob Roubo, when 
speaking of the ideal size of a joiner’s workshop, says that the workshop should have 
a headroom of at least twelve and a half feet, because “twelve feet are a regular length 
of pieces of wood”.5 Twelve feet seems to have been the maximum length of oak 
boards available (see also the Chapter I on Cutting and drying of the wood).

The Passion Altarpiece by Bernard van orley (Bruges, Church of our Lady) exceeds the 
other works in length. The central panel has in the central curved portion two 
horizontal boards placed on top of the vertical boards of ± 311 cm in length. This 
feature is noteworthy as an approach adopted to solve the problem of the maximum 
length of boards. While thick wood items like beams and joists are joined lengthwise 
by splicing, in the case of thinner boards, horizontal boards are placed on top of 
vertical ones. Bernard van orley’s altarpiece, commissioned in 1531 by Margaret of 
Austria for Bourg-en-Bresse, has been carefully studied in the context of a restoration.6 

4. Van Molle 1958, 7-17.
5. Roubo 1977, 50.
6. De Vos et al. 1983-1984, 106-134.



CHAPTER VI

120

7. Goetghebeur et al. 1966, 73-88.
8. See on Rubens’s supports: Glatigny 1992, 33-54; Fraiture and Dubois 2013, 313-329.
9. Marijnissen and Grosemans 1982-1983, 120-132.
10. Lefève 1962, 128-145.

The four side panels are made of 6 boards each assembled with butt joins and dowels. 
The width of the boards varies between 25 and 30 cm, with a thickness of ± 2 cm. 
The wings retain their original frames, decorated with gold leaf tempera on the outer 
face, with a flat section between two sets of mouldings. The flat section carries a 
Greek key pattern, obtained using a stencil, with black paint applied onto the gilding 
through the holes in the stencil so as to leave the pattern in the gilding. The frames 
are painted black on the outside. The central panel consists of 11 vertical boards, each 
± 311 cm high, 30 to 35 cm wide and 2 to 3 cm thick. These vertical boards are 
surmounted by two horizontal planks glued and assembled with butt joins and dowels 
and forming the curved central portion. Some vertical boards are assembled with butt 
joins and dowels, others with pegged keys. The Brussels joiners’ mark is present on 
the back of several boards. The boards are quarter or near-quartersawn and include 
some sapwood. The wood has been poorly smoothed on the front surface, with knots 
replaced by small wood inlays. These imperfections are surprising given the high 
quality of Brussels joinery in the century before.

The Lamentation Triptych preserved in the Church of the Assumption of our Lady 
in Watervliet also presents an assembly of vertical and horizontal boards. Three 
horizontal boards, forming the raised central portion, are arranged on the panel made 
of 11 vertical boards and 155.5 cm high.7

The support for the Erection of the Cross by Rubens8 (dimensions of the central panel: 
H 460 × W 340 cm) (Antwerp, Cathedral of our Lady) is constructed as follows: the 
19 boards of the central panel, arranged horizontally (the bottom board is not original) 
measure ± 340 cm which corresponds the maximum length of oak boards (± 12 feet, 
the Antwerp foot being 28.68 cm). The wings each have six vertical boards (also 
340 cm in length) joined to six horizontal boards. In the left wing the vertical boards 
are at the top of the panel, while in the right wing they are at the bottom. The join 
of the horizontals to the verticals takes the form of a V-shaped (or conical) lip and 
groove; with the groove cut into the vertical boards.9 The Descent from the Cross (central 
panel dimensions: H 421 cm × W 311 cm, thickness of the boards: 2 to 3.5 cm in the 
centre panel, 0.7 to 1.7 cm on the wings) by the same artist and conserved in the same 
location, is similarly constructed. Seventeen horizontal boards comprise the central 
panel and the wings have the same assembly of vertical and horizontal boards, but 
this time meeting at the top.10
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11. Lefève 1962, 135; Marijnissen and Grosemans 1982-1983, 124, 130.
12. Verougstraete-Marcq and Van Schoute 1987, 73-76.

This blend of horizontal and vertical boards, sometimes referred to as “a gross 
technical error” by commentators,11 in fact is part of a tradition. Having the longest 
possible boards and the smallest number of joins was the rule governing the 
construction of large-format works. We can note that, also following the tradition of 
the craft, the two boards forming the centre join in the support of the Erection of the 
Cross meet on their sapwood side. Moving away from here, the boards are arranged in 
a regular and symmetrical manner with respect to their heart-sapwood position.

d.  The influence of the Van Eyck brothers’  
Ghent altarpieces 

Thanks to their considerable success, the famous Ghent altarpieces played a vital role 
in the development of Flemish art. Their influence can even be seen in the evolution 
of the shapes of large altarpieces. As explained in the chapter dedicated to the  
Van Eyck brothers’ altarpieces in this publication, we believe that there were originally 
two separate altarpieces. 

Altarpieces with central panels wider than they are high, as was the lower Van 
Eyck altarpiece, continued to be produced during the 15th and 16th centuries: Hans 
Memling, St John Altarpiece (Bruges, SJH, no. 1); Hugo van der Goes, Portinari Triptych 
(Florence, Galleria degli Uffizi); Pieter Coecke van Aelst, Triptych of the Descent from the 
Cross (Lisbon, Museu Nacional de Arte Antiga).

The iconographic programme could call for a raised central portion, as in the upper 
Van Eyck altarpiece. our examination of the joinery of the frames of the wings in  
this altarpiece has shown that these frames have been amputated in their upper 
parts.12 In their original condition, the wings when folded back completely covered 
the central part. There is reason to believe that, early in the history of the upper 
altarpiece, the weight of the wings, and in particular of the raised portion of the wings 
acting as a lever, led to their collapse, this being the reason for the amputation. Any 
problem related the Ghent altarpieces would certainly have fed into the construction 
of subsequent large altarpieces (fig. 68).
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Fig. 68. In larger works, the danger of sagging of the heavy wings played a role in the evolution of shapes. A desire to lighten 
the wings is evident. a. The heavy wings by Jacques de Baerze and Melchior Broederlam (Dijon, Museum of Fine Arts) were 
originally carried on props, at the origin moving along a rail in the pavement; now replaced by fixed props. b. In the reconstituted 
form of the upper register the Ghent altarpieces by the Van Eyck brothers, 1432 (Ghent, St Bavo’s Cathedral) the raised portions 
of the wings played an important role in the subsequent history of the work. Acting as a lever, their weight led to their sagging 
and subsequent amputation. c. In the Descent from the Cross by Rogier van der Weyden, c. 1438 (Madrid, Museo Nacional del 
Prado) the raised part is severely limited in order to lighten the wings. d. In the Last Judgement by the same artist, 1446-1448 
(Beaune, Musée de l’Hôtel-Dieu) and many late 15th century works, the raised central portion is covered by two wings directly 
attached to it. This lightens the wings, and the raised part is better proportioned.
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Around 1438, Rogier van der Weyden painted the Descent from the Cross (Madrid, 
Museo Nacional del Prado) (fig. 68c). This large altarpiece probably had wings. The 
traces on its back of an auxiliary inner frame containing cross-bracing, attached only 
to the outer frame and not the panel – a construction that has now disappeared as 
well as the primary frame itself13 – reveal a desire to produce an assembly capable of 
withstanding the weight of the wings. In addition, the Edelheere Triptych (Leuven, SP, 
no. 1), a copy produced in 1443, includes wings whose iconography – apart from the 
donors – could have been inspired by the lost wings of Van der Weyden’s work.14 The 
raised centre of the Descent from the Cross altarpiece is considerably narrower than that 
of the upper altarpiece in Ghent (fig. 68b). To the detriment of the proportions but to 
the benefit of the balance between the carrying and non-carrying parts of the joinery, 
this reduction in size of the raised central part produced a corresponding reduction in 
the raised parts of the wings. 

When in 1446-1448 Van der Weyden painted the Polyptych of the Last Judgement15 
(Beaune, Musée de l’Hôtel-Dieu), a new solution was adopted (fig. 68d). The raised 
central part is now covered by two small wings that are directly hinged to it, thus 
considerably lightening the large wings and permitting a return to better proportions 
of the raised portion. This solution was to be adopted in many late 15th century 
altarpieces.

Perhaps it is necessary to introduce into the evolution of the shapes a type of 
composition where the left and right hand extremities of the central panel are raised 
above the centre. A drawing attributed to the Rogier van der Weyden workshop, 
Christ’s Body Carried to the Tomb (Paris, Louvre, Département des Arts graphiques,  
inv. no. 20666), represents an altarpiece of this form.16 The raised portion of the 
wings, situated against the central panel, were better carried in this way. The closer 
the centre of gravity of the wing from the central weight-bearing part of an altarpiece, 
the smaller the lever effect. These variations in shape are related to the problem of the 
weight of the wings. When there are no hinged wings, there is no difficulty in 
producing a wide central panel, raised either in the centre or at the sides like the 
Altarpiece of the Seven Sacraments by Rogier van der Weyden and his workshop (Antwerp, 
Royal Museum of Fine Arts, inv. nos. 393-394-395).

other 15th century works attest to the concerns for the construction and the fear of 
the shape of the wings making them excessively heavy. The thickness of the boards 
also played a role here, and we see the boards becoming thinner and lighter over time. 
The joiner producing the support for the Scenes from the St Barbara Legend (Brussels, 
Royal Museums of Fine Arts of Belgium, inv. no. 6149), the base painting of the 
Master of the Legend of St Barbara, provides a rectangular-shaped piece of joinery, 
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while the project drawing is for an altarpiece with a raised part. Régine Guislain-
Wittermann has shown that the two parts of this work, one of which is conserved in 
the Museum of the Holy Blood in Bruges (inv. no. 45), the other at the Royal Museums 
of Fine Arts of Belgium, come from a single rectangular panel, sawn in two.17 The 
same author has also shown that the drawing (cut into two, one kept in New York, 
The Pierpont Morgan Library, inv. no. III, 127, the other in Paris, Louvre, Département 
des Arts graphiques, inv. no. 20665) was the project for the painting. This change in 
shape for the central part, from a rectangular shape with raised part in the drawing, 
to a simple rectangular shape in the painting, possibly means that the work included 
wings, since it was probably to avoid excessively heavy wings that the shape was 
changed.

In other cases, the raised portion of the wings has been amputated. originally, the 
wings of the Triptych of the Lamentation by the Master of Watervliet, 1515 (Watervliet, 
Church of the Assumption of our Lady), already mentioned, perfectly covered the 
raised central portion.18 The amputation is probably due to the weight. The original 
frame is lost. The original form of the wings was reconstituted in 1966 at the Royal 
Institute for Cultural Heritage in Brussels.

Such amputation may in some cases be motivated by the desire to give symmetrical 
shape to a wing that has been detached from the central part of an altarpiece. An 
example of an amputation of a raised part of wings is given by Martin Davies19 in the 
case of fragments attributed to the Simon Marmion group, The Soul of St Bertin Carried 
by the Angels and a Choir of Angels (London, The National Gallery, inv. nos. NG1302-
1303). These fragments are the upper parts of the wings of the St Bertin Altarpiece 
(Berlin, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin, cat. no. 1645-1645A), from which they were 
sawn in 1824, during the dismemberment of the altarpiece of the high altar of 
St Bertin at St-omer.

The weight of wings was a constant concern. Carved wings in particular sometimes 
attained a weight requiring them to be supported by props. Examples still exist today. 
The wings of the triptych of Jacques de Baerze with the outside wings painted by 
Melchior Broederlam in Dijon are on props. The original props moved on a rail, which 
served to guide the opening and closing of the wings. They were removed during a 
recent restoration and replaced by permanent props. 

There used to be another very large altarpiece with double wings, so large that, when 
opened, they had to be supported on trestles. This was a major work by Jan Gossart, 
the Triptych of the Deposition, placed on the high altar of the Premonstratensian Abbey 
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of Middelburg.20 Karel Van Mander, who did not see it – the altarpiece having been 
destroyed in the abbey fire of 1568 – speaks of it in the following terms: “A very large 
piece with double shutters which, when opened, one had to support with trestles on 
account of their size. When in Antwerp, the celebrated Albert Dürer came to see this 
piece with great admiration… .”21 Albrecht Dürer did indeed make a detour to 
Middelburg to see it, and mentions it in his journal of his journey to the Low Countries 
in 1521.22

In the St Petrikirche in Dortmund is one of the largest extant Antwerp altarpieces 
(H 6 m and W 7.50 m in open position). From the two pairs of wings, the outer pair 
is entirely painted (54 painted scenes). The second pair is painted on the outside, 
carved inside. The open altarpiece presents 30 carved scenes. The wings are supported 
by props. 

The evolution continued with the curved top that appears in the early 16th century. 
on the central portions, the upper rail was often formed of two pieces abutting one 
against the other. A certain Renaissance elegance led to their being widely adopted 
for both large and small items.

E. Curved works

At the time that accolades and curved shapes were popular, it is possible that a certain 
rationalization of the cutting process came into being. Many triptychs with curved 
tops are between ± 0.80 and ± 1.20 m high, while the longest boards generally 
available were ± 3.40 m long. It is tempting to suggest that a single curved cutting 
operation could form, for one and the same triptych, the curved top of the central 
panel and that of the top of the two wings (fig. 69a-b).

A curious composite support, that of the Last Judgement by the Master of the Prado 
Redemption (Berlin, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin, Gemäldegalerie), provides a clue 
here. A curved cut passes through the centre of the painting, where two panel 
fragments meet.23 This very unusual cut in the middle of a painting probably points 
to a change of plan. The joiners have gone to great lengths to recreate a rectangle, with 
one of the two parts of the support cut back with a rebated curve into which to fit the 
other part. While this very particular case is not representative of the rationalization 
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Fig. 69. Curved 
panels. a-b. Curve 
traced simultaneously 
for the central panel 
and the wings. c. Two 
sets of panels for 
triptychs with reverse 
patterns.
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radius for cutting finally assembled boards.

of cutting we are talking about, it does enable us to visualize how joiners, sawing 
along a curved line drawn on the wood, could produce simultaneously both the curve 
of the central panel and that of the wings. The shapes could not but be accurate, given 
that they came from the same cutting operation with no wastage of wood. 

When the curve was simple, for example an accolade, it was possible to form two sets 
of panels for two triptychs of the same shape. For triptychs with a more complex 
shape, it was possible to produce an initial triptych with the desired curves and 
counter-curves, and with the second triptych in a reverse pattern (fig. 69c). The tracing 
out by the joiner, and then the sawing of the rounded shape, would have had to have 
been done prior to the gluing of the boards.24

If the boards were longer than the height of two sets of panels, there remained a spare 
length of sawn wood that could be used elsewhere. The fact that the boards of the 
same tree can be found in different panels of the same triptych, as dendrochronologists 
note from time to time, could be linked to such practices. 
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of the 164 works presented in the catalogue section of this publication, 12 panels 
have lost their original frames (Antwerp, RMFA, no. 11; Bruges, GM, no. 6; Bruges, 
GM, 28; Brussels, RMFAB, no. 16; Brussels, RMFAB, no. 28; Brussels, RMFAB,  
no. 31; Leuven, MM, no. 4; Leuven, MM, no. 5; Leuven, SP, no. 1; Leuven, SP, no. 2; 
St-Truiden, S, no. 1; PC, no. 5). These are not considered in this chapter or the next 
on frame mouldings. The three paintings which Jef Van der Veken heavily restored 
and which we have included in the 164 works presented, are along the 12 panels 
which lack their original frames. Two off them have early frames which have been 
heavily adapted (Antwerp, RMFA, no. 11; Brussels, RMFAB, no. 33), and the third has 
a neo-gothic frame (Bruges, GM, no. 28). We include these paintings to draw attention 
to the work of this restorer who intervened to a greater or lesser extent on numberless 
Flemish Primitive paintings and frames. The 152 works with original frames divide 
up chronologically as follows: 3 works date from the late 14th century, 5 from the first 
half of the 15th century, 49 from the second half of the 15th century, 51 from the first 
half of the 16th century, 37 from the second half of the 16th century and 7 from the 
early 17th century. In this distribution, works dated “late 15th or early 16th century” 
or “around 1500” are included under the 15th century.

This chapter reviews the various types of frame-support assemblies, as well as the 
main types of joints, followed each time with a listing of the works in which these 
occur. The paintings are listed using the abbreviations attributed to them in the  
list of works discussed which precedes the catalogue, followed by a brief identification. 
A more complete identification may be obtained by consulting the individual notices 
in the catalogue. A commentary follows each group of works formed in this way.

From the point of view of their assembly with the panel, the frames examined here 
can be classified into various categories: cut into the panel (“integral frames”), applied 
frames, mixed or “semi-integral” frames (part cut into the panel, part applied) and 
separate frames, made of elements assembled in different ways. The distribution over 
time of these various frames is shown in the following table. It should be noted that 
triptychs can have a central panel with separate frame, while the wings have integral 
or applied frames. These appear under two headings, which explains why the total 
number of frames is greater than 152).

CHAPTER VII

DEVELOPMENT OF THE  
CONSTRUCTION OF FRAMES
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integral and 
trompe-l’œil 

frames

applied  
frames

mixed system
(semi-integral)

separate 
frames

late 14th cent. 3

1st half 15th cent. 1  4

2nd half 15th cent. 8 2 40

1st half 16th cent. 5 2 1 47

2nd half 16th cent. 1 38

early 17th cent. 3 5

For 13 works, the original arrangement or assembly can no longer be identified. In 
other cases restoration work has hidden the joints (Bruges, GM, no. 5; Leuven, MM, 
no. 2; Bruges, GM, no. 9; Bruges, GM, no. 16; Brussels, RMFAB, no. 14; Brussels, 
RMFAB, no. 10). Two works have “case” frames preventing identification of the joints: 
Leuven, MM, no. 8; Leuven, MM, no. 12.

A. Integral frames (fig. 29: 1)

In 15 works, the frames are integral: Tongeren, BoL, no. 1 (Anonymous, Triptych of the Reliquary 
of the Virgin’s Veil); Antwerp, RMFA, no. 4 (Master of the St Ursula Legend, Diptych of the Virgin 
and Child and Three Donors); Antwerp, RMFA, no. 5 (Master of Frankfurt, Portrait of the Artist and 
his Wife); Antwerp, RMFA, no. 7 (Master of 1499, Diptych of the Virgin in the Church and Abbot 
Christiaan de Hondt); Brussels, RMFAB, no. 5 (Antwerp Anonymous, Portrait of the Wife of Willem 
de Moelenere); Antwerp, MVB, no. 3 (workshop of Hans Memling, Virgin and Child); Brussels, 
RMFAB, no. 2 (Anonymous, Virgin and Child); Antwerp, MVB, no. 7 (Anonymous, Salvator 
Mundi); Ghent, MFA, no. 3 (Master of the Lineage of St Anne, pair of wings with the Lineage of 
St Anne); Ghent, MFA, no. 4 (Master of the Lineage of St Anne, Triptych of the Lineage of St Anne, 
with St Catherine and St Barbara); Brussels, RMFAB, no. 7 (Master of the St Catherine Legend, 
Portrait of Philip of Cleves, Lord of Ravenstein); Antwerp, RMFA, no. 8 (Goossen van der Weyden, 
Triptych of Abbot Antonius Tsgrooten); Antwerp, MVB, no. 10 (Jacob Cornelisz. van oostsanen, Man 
of Sorrows); Bruges, GM, no. 10 (Master of 1518 (?), Temptation of St Antony); Antwerp, MVB, no. 14 
(Master of the Magdalen Legend, Virgin and Child).

The practice of cutting the frame into the panel (integral frames) dates back at least 
to the 14th century (2 cases). We have 13 other cases, ranging from the second half of 
the 15th century until about 1520. These are generally small works, between 30 and 
50 cm in height, reaching in the case of the Ghent works heights of 60.5 cm (Ghent, 
MFA, no. 3) and 77  cm (Ghent, MFA, no. 4). The limited size of these works is 
probably explained by the uneconomic nature of the process.
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In one case (Antwerp, RMFA, no. 8) only the wings have integral frames. The 
frame of the central panel is a separate construction with slotted joints. In another 
case, both the wings and the central part have integral frames (Ghent, MFA, no. 4).

b. Applied frames (fig. 29: 2)

We found applied frames in 8 cases: Leuven, SP, no. 1 (Anonymous, Edelheere Triptych); Bruges, 
oLPM, no. 1 (Anonymous, St Michael Slaying the Dragon, with Female Religious); Bruges, SJH, no. 6 
(Anonymous, Triptych of the Crucifixion); Mechelen, PWC, no. 1 (Anonymous, Dance of the Virtues); 
Bruges, SJH, no. 17 (Anonymous, Jesus with Martha and Mary); Leuven, MM, no. 15 (Anonymous, 
Christ Appearing to the Holy Women); Bruges, GM, no. 27 (Bruges Anonymous, painting called  
De Beer); PC, no. 3 (Brabant Anonymous, Triptych of the Crucifixion).

In two triptychs, the wings have applied frames, while the central panel has a separate 
frame (Leuven, SP, no. 1 and Bruges, SJH, no. 6). A work without wings could also be 
given an applied frame (Bruges, oLPM, no. 1). In three cases, the frame applied to a 
panel or to a stretcher serves to maintain between it and the panel or stretcher the 
canvas that is the real support of the painting (Mechelen, PWC, no. 1; Bruges, SJH, 
no. 17; Leuven, MM, no. 15).

The system of applied frames continues until the early 17th century. In two cases 
(Bruges, GM, no. 27; PC, no. 3) it is partially nailed. Here the joinery is poor, as is the 
painting.

C.  Semi-integral frames  
(partially integral, partially applied) 

The mixed system was found in 2 cases: Antwerp, RMFA, no. 3 (Jan van Eyck, Virgin at the 
Fountain); Brussels, RMFAB, no. 8 (Jan Mostaert, Triptych of Albrecht Adriaensz. van Adrichem, 
Alderman of Haarlem).

In the work of Van Eyck (Antwerp, RMFA, no. 3), the part of the frame running in 
the direction of the grain of the wood is cut into the panel. The part running 
perpendicular to it is applied. This system avoids cutting the mouldings against the 
grain. An example of this approach is also found in two panels of the Life of Christ 
dating from the late 14th century, by a follower of Broederlam, preserved in the 
Mayer van den Bergh Museum in Antwerp (Antwerp-Baltimore Quadriptych, inv.  
no. 1). Jan van Eyck also adopted this system in the Portrait of a Man (Self Portrait?), 
1433 (London, The National Gallery, inv. no. NG222).

The Mostaert triptych (Brussels, RMFAB, no. 8) presents a unique case, the wings 
having integral frames on the front and applied frames on the reverse. 



CHAPTER VII

132

d. Separate frames (fig. 29: 3-4)

In the remainder of this chapter we list the most important joints with their main 
characteristics. We assess the dating of the joints in order to identify the principles of 
evolution. The reader is referred to the Chapter II Assembly of the panel and frame.

1. Mortise and tenon joints

·  The mortise and tenon, with the tenon cut square on both faces (fig. 19: 1; 
fig. 20)

We found this joint in 3 cases: Antwerp, RMFA, no. 2 (Jan van Eyck, St Barbara); Bruges, GM,  
no. 2 (Jan van Eyck, Portrait of Margaret van Eyck); Tongeren, BoL, no. 2 (Anonymous, Votive 
Painting with the Intercession of the Virgin and with the Donor, Canon Art van Pyringhen).

·  The mortise and tenon, with the tenon shoulder advanced and with  
a mixed cut on both sides (fig. 19: 2-3)

We found 3 examples of this joint: Bruges, GM, no. 1 (Jan van Eyck, Virgin and Child with Canon 
Joris van der Paele); Bruges, SJH, no. 7 (Anonymous, two wings with Scenes of the Invention of the 
Cross); Leuven, MM, no. 1 (Brabant Anonymous, Antependium of Christ with the Instruments of  
the Passion).

The evolution of the joints needs to be seen in the light of the use of moulding, calling 
for the two pieces to meet at a 45° angle over the width of the moulding. This is 
achieved by mitring. The three mortise and tenon joints cited above illustrate this 
point of departure. Mitring was adopted already at the end of the 14th century in the 
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frame applied to the outside of the Walcourt wings (Namur, PMAA, no. 1). It is also 
applied in the Virgin at the Fountain (Antwerp, RMFA, no. 3) and the Portrait of  
a Man (Self Portrait?) by Jan van Eyck (London, The National Gallery, inv. no. 
NG222) to adjust the mouldings of the frame which are cut partially into the same 
board as the panel and partially applied. In none of the three cases is the frame  
a separate joinery item. 

In the case of a mortise and tenon joint, mitring requires the shoulder of the tenon to 
be “advanced” at least to the depth of the moulding. After that the rest of the shoulder 
is either cut square or (a later development) continued as a full mitre. Initially, as with 
the frame of the Virgin and Child with Canon Joris van der Paele (Bruges, GM, no. 1), 
the mitre is only as deep as the moulding and the rest of the joint, with the mortise 
and tenon, is cut square. Here, and in other early frames, the mitre is cut right across 
both the mortise and the tenon, reducing both the length and the width of the tenon 
accordingly. This negatively affects the strength of the joint by reducing the contact 
(and gluing and pegging) surface inside the mortise. Very quickly, except where the 
frame is moulded on two sides, the solution of the double-sided advance was abandoned 
and the back of the mortise restored to its full width, with no advance of the tenon 
shoulder to the rear (referred to below also as “floating”). 

·  The mortise and tenon joint, mixed cut on one face, cut square on the other 
(fig. 19: 4; fig. 21)

We found this type of joint in 13 cases: Ghent, MFA, no. 1 (Ghent Anonymous, Wenemaer 
Altarpiece); Ghent, CM, no. 1 (Ghent Anonymous, Crucifixion); Tournai, MFA, no 1 (Anonymous, 
Genealogy of St Francis); Tongeren, MC, no. 1 (follower of Rogier van der Weyden, Virgin and Child 
with Donor); PC, no. 1 (follower of Rogier van der Weyden, Virgin and Child); Bruges, SJH, no. 6 
(Anonymous, Triptych of the Crucifixion); Ghent, MFA, no. 2 (Master of the Lineage of St Anne, 
Triptych of the Lineage of St Anne); Bruges, GM, no. 7 (follower of Hans Memling, Virgin and Child); 
Bruges, SJH, no. 10 (Anonymous, Man of Sorrows); Bruges, GM, no. 12 (Anonymous, two wings 
with Scenes from the Legend of St George); Tournai, MFA, no. 3 (Jan van Eeckele (?), Lactation of 
St Bernard); Bruges, GM, no. 20 (Pieter Claeissens the Elder, two wings with St Anthony and Abbot 
Wydoot); Bruges, oLPM, no. 5 (Anonymous, Triptych of the Holy Women at the Tomb).
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·  Variant with mitre-square-mitre cut on front face (fig. 19: 7) 

We found 1 example of this joint: Bruges, SJH, no. 11 (Jan Provoost, Diptych with Christ Carrying 
the Cross and Portrait of a Friar Minor).

The mortise and tenon with “floating” is an improvement on previous models. The 
floating consolidates the joint. We have observed this particular joint in nine frames 
from the second half of the 15th century. The earliest example is dated 1481 (Ghent, 
CM, no. 1). The painting with Scenes of the Legend of St George (Bruges, GM, no. 12), of 
unspecified dating, is included in this group. In both cases, this type of joint is seen 
again in Bruges frames of the mid-16th century (Bruges, GM, no. 20; Bruges, oLPM, 
no. 5). A variant of this joint, observed in the Diptych with Christ Carrying the Cross and 
Portrait of a Friar Minor by Jan Provoost, 1522 (Bruges, SJH, no. 11) allows for mitring 
to adjust to a second set of mouldings. This joint is very complex and is unique in the 
works that we have studied. At the time of Provoost, another joint, the slotted tenon, 
served to mitre the front side of the frame. 

·  Mortise and tenon joints with mitring, cut square at the back (fig. 19: 6) 

In 6 cases we have a mortise and tenon joint with mitring and cut square at the back: Bruges, SJH, 
no. 1 (Hans Memling, The St John Altarpiece); Bruges, SJH, no. 2 (Hans Memling, Jan Floreins 
Triptych); Bruges, SJH, no. 3 (Hans Memling, The Sibyl Sambetha); Bruges, SJH, no. 4 (Hans 
Memling, Reins Triptych); Antwerp, RMFA, no. 6 (Master of the Guild of St George, Members of the 
Mechelen Guild of Crossbowmen with their Patron, St George and Two Saints); Antwerp, MVB, no. 2 
(Master of the St Ursula Legend, Portrait of a Woman with a Pink).



DEVELOPMENT OF THE CONSTRUCTION OF FRAMES

135

·  Mortise and tenon joints, fully mitred on both faces (fig. 19: 5) 

We found this variant in 3 cases: Bruges, GM, no. 3 (Master of the Princely Portraits, Portrait  
of Louis de Gruuthuse); Bruges, SJH, no. 1 (Hans Memling, The St John Altarpiece); Bruges, oLPM, 
no. 11 (Pieter Claeissens the Younger, Onze-Lieve-Vrouw van het Boompje).

These mortise and tenon joints mitred on both faces are found on the Memling works 
preserved in the St  John’s Hospital in Bruges, with the exception of the Floreins 
Triptych (Bruges, SJH, no. 2). The version with “floating” (i.e. cut square cut on the 
back) is structurally stronger. In the St John Altarpiece (Bruges, SJH, no. 1), square 
cutting at the back of the joint is adopted for the central panel only, while the wings 
have full mitres on both faces, which is a better solution for a frame that will be seen 
on both sides. In the case of the painting of the Master of the Guild of St George 
(Antwerp, RMFA, no. 6), it has not been possible to identify this joint with certainty. 
The mortise and tenon joint mitred on both faces continues to exist in only one rare 
case in the early 17th century (Bruges, oLPM, no. 11). 

2. Half-dovetail joints; the brussels joiners’ mark

·  Half-dovetail joint, mitred at the front, cut square on the reverse  
(fig. 19: 12; fig. 23)

In 10 cases we found half-dovetail joints: Bruges, GS, no. 1 (Master of the St Catherine Legend, 
Triptych of the Last Supper); Brussels, PWC, no. 1 (follower of Rogier van der Weyden, Triptych of the 
Virgin and Child); Brussels, RMFAB, no. 4 (follower of Hugo van der Goes, Virgin and Child); 
Antwerp, MVB, no. 1 (follower of Rogier van der Weyden, Virgin and Child); Tournai, MFA, no. 2 
(attributed to Goossen van der Weyden, Triptych of the Virgin and Child); Bruges, GM, no. 4 (Brussels 
Anonymous, Man of Sorrows and Mater Dolorosa); Bruges, SJH, no. 8 (entourage of Dirk Bouts, The 
Supper at Simon’s House); Bruges, oLPM, no. 3 (Anonymous, Triptych of the Adoration of the Magi); 
Brussels, RMFAB, no. 22 (follower of Bernard van orley, Triptych of the Adoration of the Magi); 
Antwerp, MVB, no. 17 (Marcellus Coffermans, Enthroned Virgin and Child with Musician Angels).
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·  Variant of the previous joint, with mixed cut at the front (fig. 19: 13)

We found 1 example of this variant: Brussels, RMFAB, no. 1 (workshop of Rogier van der Weyden, 
Sforza Triptych).

·  Variant with mitring on both faces (fig. 19: 11)

We found 1 example of this variant: Bruges, SJH, no. 2 (Hans Memling, Floreins Triptych).

on the 12 works with half-dovetail joints just mentioned, 7 frames carry the Brussels 
joiners’mark of compass and plane (Bruges, GS, no. 1; Brussels, PWC, no. 1; Brussels, 
RMFAB, no. 1; Brussels, RMFAB, no. 4; Tournai, MFA, no. 2; Bruges, GM, no. 4; 
Antwerp, MVB, no. 1). In each case, the lower rail has an inclined sill, and is assembled 
to the stiles with a through tenon (fig. 19: 10). What we have here is a homogeneous 
group in terms of woodwork and origin, dating from the second half of the 15th 
century. The Sforza Triptych (Brussels, RMFAB, no. 1) has a half-dovetail assembly 
with a mixed cut on the front; this mixed cut is perhaps an older variant of this joint. 
The compass mark (without the plane) is visible in on the narrow side of the central 
frame. The Brussels joiners’ mark has also been observed on the Triptych of the Adoration 
of the Magi by a follower of the Master of the Magdalen Legend (oviedo, Museo de 
Bellas Artes de Asturias, inv. no. 277).

This strong presence of half-dovetail joints associated with the Brussels’ joiners 
mark (seven cases out of twelve) raises questions about the origin of other joinery with 
the dovetail alone. In the case of The Supper at Simon’s House by a follower of Dirk Bouts 
(Bruges, SJH, no. 8), the high quality of the support contrasts with the poor joinery 
of certain Leuven works, such as the Triptych of the Assumption of the Virgin of Albrecht 
Bouts (Brussels, RMFAB, no. 21). The Triptych of the Adoration of the Magi by a follower 
of Bernard van orley (Brussels, RMFAB, no. 22), with half-dovetail joints, is also 
presumed to be of Brussels provenance. It is not impossible that a Leuven artist 
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acquired a Brussels support for the work preserved in Bruges. The Triptych of the 
Adoration of the Magi (Bruges, oLPM, no. 3) is probably a Brussels production of the 
early 16th century. We would add that the Passion Triptych by Bernard van orley 
(Bruges, Church of our Lady) also carries the Brussels joiners’ mark on several boards 
at the back of the panel. We were unable to observe the upper joints of this large 
altarpiece. 

An assembly with half-dovetail joints mitred on both faces has been observed in the 
wings of the Triptych of Jan Floreins by Hans Memling (Bruges, SJH, no. 2). This form 
of jointing is an old one, as we have also observed it in one corner of the Braque 
Triptych of Rogier van der Weyden (Paris, Louvre, inv. no. R.F. 2063). Maybe we 
should see in the joinery of the Floreins Triptych confirmation of the supposed link 
between Rogier van der Weyden and Hans Memling? The Braque Triptych by Rogier 
van der Weyden is dated from around 1452. This tells us that dovetail joints were in 
use already at an early stage, even if found mainly in works from 1480 to 1520.

The inventory begun in 1989 was supplemented in 2013 by Véronique Bücken and 
Griet Steyaert with cases mentioned in the literature and those they themselves have 
identified.1 The authors list in their catalogue those frames having dovetail joints and 
not carrying the Brussels joiners’ mark. They also list the carved altarpieces either 
carrying the Brussels joiners’ mark or with dovetail joints. As another feature of 
Brussels painting, the authors mention the red coloured background to the grisailles 
on the reverse of many of altarpiece wings. Possibly we have here a memory of the 
red-painted backs of paintings of an earlier period (14th and early 15th centuries). 
Paintings where the Brussels mark is found together with dovetail joints are: Master 
of the Life of Joseph, Zierikzee Triptych (Brussels, Royal Museums of Fine Arts of 
Belgium, inv. nos. 2405, 4168, 2406);2 Master of the St Catherine Legend, Adoration 
of the Magi Triptych (Binningen, Heiligkreuzkirche); Aert van den Bossche, Adam and 
Eve (Geneva, Galerie de Jonckheere). In three further cases, it was not possible to 
observe the upper joints: entourage of Jan van Coninxlo, St Anne Polyptych (Brussels, 
Forest, Church of St Denis);3 attributed to Jan Joest, Triptych of the Seven Sorrows of the 
Virgin, 1505 (Palencia, Cathedral); Anonymous, St Barbara and St Gudula (Private 
Collection).
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A Brussels mark was found on an integral frame: Anonymous, Virgin and Child 
(Brussels, Royal Museum of Fine Arts of Belgium, inv. no. 9735); in a final case, the 
Brussels mark has been noted, but not the joints associated with it: Master of the 
Embroidered Foliage (Group) – Master of the Grog Madonna, Clement VII Triptych 
(Cagliari, Museo del Duomo).4

3. Slotted joints 

·  Slotted joint, mitred at the front, with floating at the back (fig. 19: 18)

We found this joint in 34 cases: Antwerp, RMFA, no. 6 (Master of the Guild of St George, Members 
of the Mechelen Guild of Crossbowmen with their Patron, St George and Two Saints); Antwerp, MVB, no. 6 
(Master of the Magdalen Legend, Triptych with Virgin and Child); Leuven, MM, no. 3 (Anonymous, 
Christ on the Cross); Brussels, RMFAB, no. 15 (Antwerp Anonymous (entourage of Joos van Cleve), 
Lactation of St Bernard); Antwerp, MVB, no. 12 (follower of the Master of 1518, Triptych of the 
Adoration of the Magi); Ghent, CM, no. 2 (after Pieter Coecke van Aelst, Triptych of the Adoration of 
the Magi); Leuven, MM, no. 6 (Antwerp Anonymous, Triptych of the Adoration of the Magi); Bruges, 
GM, no. 11 (Ambrosius Benson, Virgin and Child); Brussels, RMFAB, no. 18 (Master of the Brussels 
Epiphany, Triptych of the Epiphany); Brussels, RMFAB, no. 24 (Jan II van Coninxloo, Triptych of the 
St Anne Legend); Brussels, RMFAB, no. 23 (Jan Cornelisz Vermeyen, Triptych of the Micault Family); 
Brussels, RMFAB, no. 13 (Pieter Coecke van Aelst, Adoration of the Magi); Bruges, GM, no. 15 
(Ambrosius Benson, Triptych of the Virgin and Child); Brussels, RMFAB, no. 20 (Bruges Anonymous, 
Portrait of a Young Woman as Mary Magdalen); Leuven, MM, no. 7 (Anonymous, Ecce Homo); Bruges, 
GM, no. 18 (Bruges Anonymous, wings with St Josse and St Peter); Bruges, oLPM, no. 7 (Anonymous, 
Triptych of the Last Supper); Antwerp, MVB, no. 16 (Willem Benson (?), Angel Playing the Harp); 
Bruges, GM, no. 21 (Bruges Anonymous, The Healing of the Woman with a Flow of Blood); Brussels, 
RMFAB, no. 29 (Joachim Beuckelaer, Fair Day); Leuven, MM, no. 9 (Anonymous, Triptych of the 
Descent from the Cross); Bruges, GM, no. 23 (Jacob van den Coornhuuse, Last Judgement); Bruges, 
GM, no. 25 (Anonymous, Protestant Family at Table); Bruges, oLPM, no. 8 (Anonymous, Triptych of 
the Virgin and Child); Bruges, SJH, no. 21 (Pieter Claeissens the Younger, Carrying of the Cross); 
Leuven, MM, no. 10 (Anonymous, pair of wings with St Nicholas of Myra and Donor); Bruges, GM, 
no. 26 (Bruges Anonymous, Genealogy of Philippe de Cortewille); Bruges, SJH, no. 20 (Anonymous, 
Adoration of the Magi);  PC, no. 2 (Anonymous, Our Lady of Grace of Cambrai); Brussels, RMFAB, 
no. 32 (Antoon Claeissens, Triptych of the Life of St John the Baptist); Leuven, MM, no. 13 (attributed 
to Frans Francken II, Crucifixion); Tongeren, MC, no. 2; Leuven, MM, no. 11 (Anonymous, Coat of 
Arms with St Gertrude); Bruges, oLPM, no. 9 (Anonymous, Triptych of the Adoration of the Magi); 
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Bruges, oLPM, no. 10 (Anonymous, Last Supper); Leuven, SP, no. 3 (Josse van der Baren, Triptych  
of St Ivo); PC, no. 4 (Jacques Franquart?, The Ascent to Calvary); Bruges, oLPM, no. 12 (Anonymous, 
Triptych with Virgin and Child).

·  Same joint with mixed cut at the back, for adjusting the mitre to the 
moulding at the back of the frames of the wings 

This joint occurred in 2 cases: Brussels, RMFAB, no. 26 (Anonymous, double pair of wings from 
the Polyptych of the Seven Sorrows of the Virgin); Brussels, RMFAB, no. 27 (Jan II van Coninxloo, 
wings of a carved altarpiece with Scenes from the Life of St Benedict).

·  The same joint (a) is sometimes associated with other joints at the bottom 
when the lower rail has an inclined sill. The joint between the stiles and the 
lower rail can be tenon and mortise, with the tenon either on the rail (b) or 
the stile (c). It can also be a simple slotted joint (d) (fig. 19: 9-10, 22)

This system is applied in 14 cases: Bruges, SJH, no. 9 (d) (follower of Rogier van der Weyden, 
Deposition); Antwerp, MVB, no. 8 (d) (workshop of Master of Frankfurt, Virgin and Child with a 
Pear); Antwerp, RMFA, no. 8 (c) (central panel of the Triptych of Abbot Antonius Tsgrooten by Goossen 
van der Weyden); Bruges, GM, no. 8 (c) (Bruges Anonymous, Adoration of the Magi); Antwerp, 
RMFA, no. 9 (d) (Master of 1518, Decollation of St John); Antwerp, RMFA, no. 10 (c) (Bernard van 
orley, Triptych of the Last Judgement); Bruges, oLPM, no. 2 (d) (workshop of Adriaen Isenbrant, 
Triptych of the Descent from the Cross); Antwerp, MVB, no. 13 (c) (Quinten Metsys, Triptych with Christ 
on the Cross and Donors); Brussels, RMFAB, no. 12 (d) (Brussels Anonymous, Triptych of the Virgin 
and Child); Brussels, RMFAB, no. 17 (d) (Anonymous, Annunciation); Bruges, GM, no. 14 (follower 
of Hieronymus Bosch, Triptych of Job); Brussels, RMFAB, no. 19 (c) (workshop of Quinten Metsys, 
Triptych of the Calvary); Brussels, RMFAB, no. 21 (b) (Albrecht Bouts, Triptych of the Assumption of 
the Virgin); Bruges, SJH, no. 20 (b) (Anonymous, Triptych with Scenes from the Life of St Nicholas).
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·  The same joint (a) can also be associated on top with simplified slotted 
joints, cut square on both faces (fig. 19: 15)

We found 9 cases of this joint: Bruges, SJH, no. 13 (Anonymous, wings with St Wilgefortis and 
St John the Baptist); Brussels, RMFAB, no. 11 (Jan Provoost, Triptych of Van Riebeke-Parmentier; in 
this case: slotted mortises with square cuts at the top of the wings only); Bruges, SJH, no. 15 
(Anonymous, Triptych of the Adoration of the Magi); Antwerp, MVB, no. 15 (Ambrosius Benson or 
workshop?, Triptych with the Battle of Clavijo); Bruges, oLPM, no. 6 (Anonymous, Triptych of the 
Crucifixion); Bruges, SJH, no. 16 (Bruges Anonymous, Triptych of the Holy Trinity with Donatrix and 
St Justus); Bruges, oLPM, no. 4 (Anonymous, Triptych of the Crucifixion); Bruges, GM, no. 22 (Pieter 
Claeissens the Elder, Tripytch of the Salamanca Crucifixion); Brussels, RMFAB, no. 30 (attributed to 
Antoon Claeissens, Triptych of Ontañeda de Hertoghe).

·  Variant of the slotted joint: mitring on both faces (fig. 19: 14)

This variant was found in 2 cases: Brussels, RMFAB, no. 25 (Anonymous, Portrait of the Donatrix 
Jacomijne Huioels); Kuringen, HA, no. 1 (Anonymous, The Miracle of the Holy Sacrament).
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·  Variant of the slotted joint, with mixed cut on front (fig. 19: 16)

We found 6 cases of this variant: Antwerp, MVB, no. 4 (Master of the Prado Redemption, 
Lamentation); Bruges, GM, no. 7 (outer frame) (follower of Hans Memling, Virgin and Child); 
Bruges, SJH, no. 12 (entourage of Adriaen Isenbrant, Triptych of the Trinity with Intercessors); Bruges, 
GM, no. 13 (Bruges Anonymous, two wings with Adoration of the Magi and Adoration of the 
Shepherds); Bruges, GM, no. 17 (central frame) (Adriaen Isenbrant, Triptych of the Virgin and Child 
with St John and St Jerome); Bruges, GM, no. 24 (Bruges Anonymous, Roger de Jonghe on his Deathbed) 
(in this case, the right part of the joint is very limited in size).

Use of slotted joints became common practice in all production centres in the 16th 
century. This form of joint combined ease of execution (minimum use of a mortise 
chisel) and in most cases, not having to adapt the joint to the moulding. We count  
72 frames with slotted joints. When frames have a lower rail with an inclined sill, this 
can be attached to the stiles either with a full mortise and tenon (7 cases), or with the 
simpler slotted form (7 cases also). In 12 out of 14 such cases, the works date from  
the first half of the 16th century, during which inclined sills remained a common 
feature of the lower rail. 

The Triptych of Abbot Antonius Tsgrooten, by Goossen van der Weyden, 1507  
(Antwerp, RMFA, no. 8) is the oldest dated example of a slotted joint with mitring  
at the front, and cut square at the back (floating) (the most common form in the  
16th century) that we have met. We prefer to leave out of account here the painting 
by the Master of the Guild of St George representing guild members, from around 
1497 (Antwerp, RMFA, no. 6), where it has not been possible to determine the type 
of joint with certainty.

In the case of the top rails of some wings, the slotted joint can be simplified by 
advancing the tenon shoulders on both sides. In these cases the shoulders are generally 
cut square to the rails. our examples of this construction come mainly from Bruges, 
most of them from round the middle of the 16th century. In two works, this simplified 
slotted mortise and tenon joint presents mitring on both faces (Brussels, RMFAB,  
no. 25; Kuringen, HA, no. 1).

It is also possible to have a mixed cut at the front, probably for greater solidity. We 
have one case of such a joint in Brussels around 1470 (Antwerp, MVB, no. 4) and four 
cases in Bruges from the early 16th century (Bruges, GM, no. 7; Bruges, GM, no. 13; 
Bruges, GM, no. 17; Bruges, SJH, no. 12). on the other hand, in two mid-16th century 
Brussels frames, a mixed cut at the back of the wings serves to provide mitring for 
the moulding.
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In other words, the slotted joint is the main form of joint used in the 16th century. 
But it is not a new invention. In its simple form, mitred on both sides, we already find 
it in the Braque Triptych of Rogier van der Weyden (Paris, Louvre).

4. Half-lap joints (fig. 19: 28-29)

We found 2 cases of this joint: Bruges, GM, no. 17 (Adriaen Isenbrant, Triptych of the Virgin  
and Child with St John and St Jerome); Bruges, SJH, no. 21 (Pieter Claeissens the Younger, Carrying 
of the Cross).

This relatively weak joint is rare. We have not taken into account here those cases 
where it is used for the lower parts of frames, such as Frans Francken II (attributed 
to), Crucifixion (Leuven, MM, no. 13 and Leuven, MM, no. 14). In the case of the wings 
of the triptych by Adriaen Isenbrant, the joints are not pegged. Nor are they in the 
frame of the Pieter Claeissens work, where the hanging fittings fulfil this role.
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To enable us to analyse the evolution over time of the mouldings of frames, the 
various profiles are reproduced on the following pages in reduced scale, grouped 
chronologically in tables by place of production (Bruges, Brussels, Ghent, Antwerp, 
other or unspecified). Each type of moulding is discussed along with its geographical 
and chronological occurrence.

The medieval joiner had two tools as his disposal for producing mouldings on picture 
frames. This first was a chisel. This could be concave in shape (normally referred to 
then as a gouge), which could then serve to cut both concave (cavetto) and convex 
(ovolo), as well as mixed (ogee mouldings). This is a slow and painstaking task, 
requiring in many cases a strip of wood to be clamped on top of the frame to provide 
the line, and with constant attention to the grain of the wood so as not to lose the 
straight line. Almost certainly by the end of our period, joiners were also using 
moulding planes. These produce what is essentially a decorated bevel starting from a 
square corner and always down from it. The two basic constraints are width of cut 
(above 20 mm, a moulding plane is difficult to push, especially in a solid wood like 
oak) and the difficulties of producing and sharpening complex patterned blades. The 
more complex mouldings towards the end of our period, especially double bodies of 
mouldings, required a mixed approach, combining gouges, flat planes (including 
narrow planes with the blade running right across the bottom) and moulding planes. 
In many cases the flat band in the centre of double mouldings appears to have served 
to provide the necessary right angle from which to run the outer set of mouldings.1

Certain mouldings occur frequently, but with variants. The illustrations which follow 
in this chapter contain reduced scale profiles, most of them taken from frames studied 
in this catalogue. The works are classified chronologically by production centre. This 
classification calls for reservations. The traditional attribution of a frame to a 
production centre is often based on the work it contains having been conserved since 
early times at a given location or on the artist inspiring the work, without regard to 
the way paintings and styles could circulate from one city to another.

CHAPTER VIII

EVOLUTION OF THE MOULDINGS  
OF FRAMES

1. This paragraph was provided by Michael Lomax from his own woodworking experience.
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We have distinguished the following moulded frames:
–  frames with a single body of moulding: ogee, cavetto, cavetto with beading
–  listel frames
–  frames with two (or three) bodies of mouldings, having one flat band between two 

bodies of moulding, or two flat bands between three bodies of moulding. These 
frames have been classified by the appearance of the outer body of mouldings  
that can be cavetto, ogee, or ovolo (quarter-round with protruding squared edges). 
This second body of mouldings can extend to form a casing 

–  other frames

 Chronologically, these various mouldings divide up frames as follows:

with single body  
of mouldings

with 
listel 

with two (or three) bodies  
of mouldings 

ogee beaded 
cavetto 

cavetto ogee ovolo 

late 14th cent. 1

1st half 15th century 1 4

2nd half 15th century 20 17 6

1st half 16th century 4 28 2 13 12 2

2nd half 16th century 2 7 14 5

early 17th cent. 1 5

A. Frames with a single body of mouldings

1. ogee

We have examined 26 frames with ogee mouldings ranging between c. 1400 and 1507 
(fig. 70). In all but 5 cases, the lower rail is an inclined sill, either straight or concave. 
9 ogee frames are cut directly into the same wood as that of the panel (integral or 
semi-integral frames). The simplicity of the ogee moulding was well suited to the 
difficult task of cutting into the panel itself. ogee moulding remains in the 16th 
century in frames with double bodies of mouldings, in this case on the inside of the 
frame, next to the painting.
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Fig. 70. Frames with a single body of mouldings: ogee mouldings. bruges: 1. Bruges, GM, no. 2 (Jan van Eyck, Portrait of 
Margaret van Eyck). 2. Antwerp, RMFA, no. 4 (Master of the St Ursula Legend, Diptych of the Virgin and Child and Three Donors). 
3. Bruges, GM, no.  5 (Gerard David, Judgement of Cambyses: The Arrest, The Flaying). 4. Bruges, oLPM, no.  1 (Anonymous, 
St Michael Slaying the Dragon, with Female Religious). 5. Bruges, SJH, no. 6 (Anonymous, Triptych of the Crucifixion). 6. Antwerp, 
MVB, no. 3 (workshop of Hans Memling, Virgin and Child). 7. Bruges, GM, no. 7 (follower of Hans Memling, Virgin and Child) 
– brussels: 8. Paris, Louvre, inv. no. R.F. 263 (Rogier van der Weyden, Braque Triptych). 9. Brussels, RMFAB, no. 1 (workshop 
of Rogier van der Weyden, Sforza Triptych). 10. Brussels, RMFAB, no. 3 (Master of 1473, Jan de Witte Triptych). 11. Tongeren, MC, 
no. 1 (follower of Rogier van der Weyden, Virgin and Child with Donor). 12. PC, no. 1 (follower of Rogier van der Weyden, Virgin 
and Child). 13. Brussels, PWC, no. 1 (follower of Rogier van der Weyden, Triptych of the Virgin and Child). 14. Antwerp, MVB, 
no. 9 (Anonymous, Triptych of Sts Christopher, Jerome and Anthony). 15. Antwerp, RMFA, no. 8 (Goossen van der Weyden, Triptych 
of Abbot Antonius Tsgrooten). 16. Paris, Louvre, inv. no. R.F. 2259 (Master of the Magdalen Legend, Portrait of Margaret of Austria) 
– Ghent: 17. Ghent, MFA, no. 1 (Ghent Anonymous, Wenemaer Altarpiece). 18. Ghent, CM, no. 1 (Ghent Anonymous, Crucifixion). 
19. Ghent, MFA, no. 2 (Master of the Lineage of St Anne, Triptych of the Lineage of St Anne). 20. Ghent, MFA, no. 4 (Master of the 
Lineage of St Anne, Triptych of the Lineage of St Anne, with St Catherine and St Barbara) – Antwerp: 21. Antwerp, RMFA, no. 5 
(Master of Frankfurt, Portrait of the Artist and his Wife) – other or not defined: 22. Antwerp, Mayer van den Bergh Museum, 
inv. no. 374 (Anonymous, wings with the Nativity and the Resurrection). 23. Tongeren, BoL, no. 2 (Anonymous, Votive Painting 
with the Intercession of the Virgin and with the Donor, Canon Art van Pyringhen). 24. Brussels, RMFAB, no. 2 (Anonymous, Virgin and 
Child). 25. Brussels, RMFAB, no. 7 (Master of the St Catherine Legend, Portrait of Philip of Cleves, Lord of Ravenstein). 26. Tournai, 
MFA, no. 3 (Jan van Eeckele (?) (Monogrammed JVE), Lactation of St Bernard).
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2. Cavetto 

In 6 cases, the cavetto is carved directly into the same board as the panel (fig. 71). This 
is a moulding that, like ogee moulding, was simple and well suited for the difficult 
task of carving directly into the panel. 

Fig. 71. Frames with a single body of mouldings: cavetto mouldings. brussels: 1. Antwerp, MVB, 
no. 14 (Master of the Magdalen Legend, Virgin and Child) – Ghent: 2. Van Eyck, The Ghent Altarpiece 
(Ghent, St Bavo’s Cathedral). 3. Ghent, MFA, no. 3 (Master of the Lineage of St Anne, pair of wings 
with the Lineage of St Anne) – Antwerp: 4. Bruges, GM, no. 10 (Master of 1518 (?), Temptation of 
St Antony) – other or not defined: 5. Antwerp, RMFA, no. 1 (Anonymous, dismantled wings with 
the Coronation of the Virgin and the Annunciation). 6. Tongeren, BoL, no. 1 (Anonymous, Triptych of the 
Reliquary of the Virgin’s Veil). 7. Antwerp, MVB, no. 7 (Anonymous, Salvator Mundi).

3. Cavetto with beading

51 frames with beaded cavetto moulding are found between 1436 and the last quarter 
of the 16th century (fig. 72). Most date from the second half of the 15th century and 
the first half of the 16th. The bottom rail is generally an inclined sill. The sill of the 
Triptych with Christ on the Cross and Donors by Quinten Metsys (Antwerp, MVB, no. 13) 
is concave, as we note also in other works by this artist or his workshop. In the case 
of the Calendar Dial (Leuven, MM, no. 2), the bottom rail has been replaced, which 
precludes any judgement as to its original appearance.

Cavetto moulding with beading appears three times on integral or semi-integral 
frames. The one semi-integral frame (stiles carved into the same wood as the panel 
and rails applied) we found with this moulding is that of the Virgin at the Fountain by 
Jan van Eyck (Antwerp, RMFA, no. 3). Profiles nos. 18-19, 21-23 are from frames 
assembled with half-dovetails and carry the Brussels joiners’ mark (compass and 
plane) (fig. 72: 18-19, 21-23).

In its most widespread form, this moulding invades almost the entire surface of 
the frame, leaving only a narrow flat band on the outer rim. 
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Fig. 72. Frames with a single body of mouldings: cavetto moulding with beading. bruges: 1. Bruges, GM, no. 1 (Jan van Eyck, 
Virgin and Child with Canon Joris van der Paele). 2. Antwerp, RMFA, no. 2 (Jan van Eyck, St Barbara). 3. Antwerp, RMFA, no. 3 
(Jan van Eyck, Virgin at the Fountain). 4. Bruges, SJH, no. 5 (Hans Memling, Diptych of Maarten van Nieuwenhove). 5. Bruges, SJH, 
no. 7 (Anonymous, two wings with Scenes of the Invention of the Cross). 6. Antwerp, RMFA, no. 7 (Master of 1499, Diptych of the 
Virgin in the Church and Abbot Christiaan de Hondt). 7. Paris, Louvre, inv. no.  R.F. 588 (Gerard David, Sedano Triptych).  
8. Bruges, GM, no. 12 (Anonymous, two wings with Scenes from the Legend of St George). 9. Bruges, GM, no. 8 (Bruges Anonymous, 
Adoration of the Magi). 10. Brussels, RMFAB, no. 11 (Jan Provoost, Triptych of Van Riebeke-Parmentier). 11. Bruges, GM, no. 9  
(Jan Provoost, two wings with Donors). 12. Bruges, GM, no. 16 (Ambrosius Benson, Rest on the Flight into Egypt). 13. Bruges, SJH, 
no. 12 (entourage of Adriaen Isenbrant, Triptych of the Trinity with Intercessors). 14. Bruges, SJH, no. 19 (Anonymous, Adoration of 
the Magi). 15. Bruges, oLPM, no. 3 (Anonymous, Triptych of the Adoration of the Magi). 16. Bruges, oLPM, no. 2 (workshop of 
Adriaen Isenbrant, Triptych of the Descent from the Cross). 17. Bruges, GM, no. 20 (Pieter Claeissens the Elder, two wings with 
St  Anthony and Abbot Wydoot) – brussels: 18. Brussels, RMFAB, no.  4 (follower of Hugo van der Goes, Virgin and Child).  
19. Bruges, GM, no. 4 (Brussels Anonymous, Man of Sorrows and Mater Dolorosa). 20. Antwerp, MVB, no. 4 (Master of the Prado 
Redemption, Lamentation). 21. Antwerp, MVB, no. 1 (follower of Rogier van der Weyden, Virgin and Child). 22. Tournai, MFA, 
no. 2 (attributed to Goossen van der Weyden, Triptych of the Virgin and Child). 23. Bruges, GS, no. 1 (Master of the St Catherine 
Legend, Triptych of the Last Supper).
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Fig.  72 (continued). Frames with a single body of mouldings: cavetto moulding with beading. 24. Antwerp, RMFA, no.  8 
(Goossen van der Weyden, Triptych of Abbot Antonius Tsgrooten). 25. Bruges, SJH, no. 9 (follower of Rogier van der Weyden, 
Deposition). 26. Brussels, RMFAB, no. 17 (Anonymous, Annunciation). 27. Brussels, RMFAB, no. 12 (Brussels Anonymous, Triptych 
of the Virgin and Child). 28. Brussels, RMFAB, no. 22 (follower of Bernard van orley, Triptych of the Adoration of the Magi) – 
Antwerp: 29. Brussels, RMFAB, no. 5 (Antwerp Anonymous, Portrait of the Wife of Willem de Moelenere). 30. Antwerp, MVB, 
no. 8 (workshop of Master of Frankfurt, Virgin and Child with a Pear). 31. Antwerp, MVB, no. 11 (Antwerp Anonymous, Triptych 
with Virgo inter Virgines). 32. Brussels, RMFAB, no. 10 (Master of 1518, Triptych of the Abbey of Dielegem). 33. Brussels, RMFAB, 
no. 15 (Antwerp Anonymous (entourage of Joos van Cleve), Lactation of St Bernard). 34. Antwerp, RMFA, no. 9 (Master of 1518, 
Decollation of St John). 35. Antwerp, MVB, no. 13 (Quinten Metsys, Triptych of the Brotherhood of St Anne in Leuven). 36. Brussels, 
RMFAB, no. 19 (workshop of Quinten Metsys, Triptych of the Calvary). 37. Antwerp, MVB, no. 16 (Willem Benson (?), Angel 
Playing the Harp). 38. Antwerp, MVB, no. 17 (Marcellus Coffermans, Enthroned Virgin and Child with Musician Angels) – other or 
not defined: 39. Leuven, SP, no. 1 (Anonymous, Edelheere Triptych). 40. Bruges, GM, no. 3 (Master of the Princely Portraits, 
Portrait of Louis de Gruuthuse). 41. Tournai, MFA, no. 1 (Anonymous, Genealogy of St Francis). 42. Antwerp, MVB, no. 5 (Anonymous, 
Triptych of the Nativity with Gideon). 43. Antwerp, RMFA, no. 6 (Master of the Guild of St George, Members of the Mechelen Guild 
of Crossbowmen with their Patron, St George and Two Saints). 44. Leuven, MM, no. 2 (Anonymous, Calendar Dial).
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b. Listel frames 

The listel that appears on some late 15th century frames from Bruges marks the 
beginning of an evolution from frames with a single body of mouldings to frames 
having two (or three) bodies of mouldings separated by one (or two) flat band(s) 
(fig. 73). All frames by Hans Memling conserved in the St John’s Hospital in Bruges 
have a listel. In these works, the body of moulding nearest the painting has either a 
cavetto, or an ogee or a beaded cavetto moulding. In each case the lower rail is an 
inclined sill. other late 15th century frames in Bruges take over the listel. In one case 
(fig. 73: 6) the listel is a small strip of wood, added from the start. In some works, an 
outer edge is painted black and constitutes a trompe-l’œil listel. This painted black 
edge is found in the Scenes of the Invention of the Cross by an anonymous painter (Bruges, 
SJH, no. 7). A similar edge is found in the Virgin at the Fountain by Jan van Eyck 
(Antwerp, RMFA, no. 3) where it was roughly executed on top of marbling. It was 
deemed to be not original and removed. 

Fig.  72 (continued). Frames with a single body of mouldings: cavetto moulding with beading.  
45. Brussels, RMFAB, no. 8 (Jan Mostaert, Triptych of Albrecht Adriaensz. van Adrichem, Alderman of 
Haarlem). 46. Antwerp, MVB, no. 10 (Jacob Cornelisz. van oostsanen, Man of Sorrows). 47. Bruges, 
SJH, no. 8 (entourage of Dirk Bouts, The Supper at Simon’s House). 48. Paris, Louvre, inv. nos. 1442-
1443 (Jan Gossart, Carondelet Diptych). 49. Bruges, GM, no.  14 (follower of Hieronymus Bosch, 
Triptych of Job). 50. Mechelen, PWC, no. 1 (Anonymous, Dance of the Virtues). 51. Bruges, SJH, no. 17 
(Anonymous, Jesus with Martha and Mary).

Fig. 73. Listel Frames. bruges: 1. Bruges, SJH, no. 1 (Hans Memling, The St John Altarpiece). 2. Bruges, 
SJH, no. 2 (Hans Memling, Jan Floreins Triptych). 3. Bruges, SJH, no. 4 (Hans Memling, Reins Triptych). 
4. Bruges, GM, no. 17 (Adriaen Isenbrant, Triptych of the Virgin and Child with St John and St Jerome).  
5. Bruges, SJH, no. 3 (Hans Memling, The Sibyl Sambetha). 6. Antwerp, MVB, no. 2 (Master of the 
St  Ursula Legend, Portrait of a Woman with a Pink). 7. Bruges, SJH, no.  10 (Anonymous, Man of 
Sorrows). 8. Bruges, GM, 13 (follower of Hans Memling, Virgin and Child).
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C. Frames with two (or three) bodies of mouldings

Most 16th century frames are decorated with a double or triple body of mouldings. 
These bodies of mouldings are separated by a flat band. The moulding is developed 
from the existing repertory (ogee mouldings, beading, cavettos, ovolos, etc.). We have 
classified these frames according to the appearance of the exterior body of moulding. 
It can be cut in cavetto, ogee or ovolo shape. A flat band separates this body of 
mouldings from the interior body of mouldings. The latter body of mouldings is 
sometimes a simple repeat of the exterior moulding (ogee, cavetto, beaded cavetto).

This new type of framing is no longer suited to an inclined bottom sill. The 
inclined sill is abandoned. To this rule there are only rare exceptions. one such 
example is the neatly cut but very complex Diptych with Christ Carrying the Cross and 
Portrait of a Friar Minor by Jan Provoost (Bruges, SJH, no. 11). In another case, the 
Triptych of the Assumption of the Virgin by Albrecht Bouts (Brussels, RMFAB, no. 21) the 
junction with the inclined sill of the bottom rail is very clumsy and includes small 
inlays originally intended to correct defects, which could originally have been 
concealed by the – now disappeared – polychromy. 

1. Frames with cavetto moulding on the outside 

This type of moulding of the outer body of mouldings is common especially in frames 
from Bruges (14 cases) and Antwerp (5 cases) (fig. 74). The five Antwerp frames form 
a homogeneous and characteristic group, each with a flat band separating a cavetto 
and ogee moulding (fig. 74: 16-20). In most frames from the second half of the 16th 
century, the cavetto is squared off on both sides.
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Fig. 74. Frames with two (or three) bodies of mouldings: frames with cavetto moulding on the outside. bruges: 1. Bruges, GM, 
7 (follower of Hans Memling, Virgin and Child). 2. Bruges, SJH, no. 11 (Jan Provoost, Diptych with Christ Carrying the Cross and 
Portrait of a Friar Minor). 3. Bruges, GM, no. 11 (Ambrosius Benson, Virgin and Child). 4. Brussels, RMFAB, no. 20 (Bruges 
Anonymous, Portrait of a Young Woman as Mary Magdalen). 5. Bruges, SJH, no. 14 (Anonymous, Ecce Homo). 6. Bruges, GM, no. 18 
(Bruges Anonymous, wings with St Josse and St Peter). 7. Bruges, SJH, no. 16 (Bruges Anonymous, Triptych of the Holy Trinity with 
Donatrix and St Justus). 8. Bruges, oLPM, no. 4 (Anonymous, Triptych of the Crucifixion). 9. Bruges, GM, no. 22 (Pieter Claeissens 
the Elder, Tripytch of the Salamanca Crucifixion). 10. Bruges, oLPM, no. 9 (Anonymous, Triptych of the Adoration of the Sheperds).  
11. Bruges, SJH, no. 19 (Anonymous, Adoration of the Magi). 12. Brussels, RMFAB, no. 30 (attributed to Antoon Claeissens, 
Triptych of Ontañeda de Hertoghe). 13. Brussels, RMFAB, no. 32 (attributed to Antoon Claeissens, Triptych of the Life of St John the 
Baptist). 14. Bruges, oLPM, no. 12 (Anonymous, Triptych with Virgin and Child) – brussels: 15. Antwerp, MVB, no. 6 (Master of 
the Magdalen Legend, Triptych with Virgin and Child) – Antwerp: 16. Antwerp, MVB, no. 12 (follower of Master of 1518, Triptych 
of the Adoration of the Magi). 17. Ghent, CM, no.  2 (after Pieter Coecke van Aelst, Triptych of the Adoration of the Magi).  
18. Leuven, MM, no. 6 (Antwerp Anonymous, Triptych of the Adoration of the Magi). 19. Brussels, RMFAB, no. 13 (Pieter Coecke 
van Aelst, Adoration of the Magi). 20. Brussels, RMFAB, no. 18 (Antwerp Master, known as the Master of the Brussels Epiphany, 
Triptych of the Epiphany) – other or not defined: 21. Tongeren, MC, no.  2 (Anonymous, Calvary with Family of Donors).  
22. Leuven, MM, no. 9 (Anonymous, Wings of the Triptych of the Descent from the Cross).
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2. Frames with ogee moulding on the outside 

30 frames have an ogee-shaped outer body of moulding (fig. 75). The oldest example 
encountered is the Triptych of the Last Judgement by Bernard van orley (Antwerp, 
RMFA, no. 10). Here the ogee moulding is combined with other mouldings (cavetto, 
square-cornered,…). The squared corners sometimes extend to form a second flat 
band. We no longer encounter lower rails in the form of an inclined sill. 
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Fig. 75. Frames with two (or three) bodies of mouldings: frames with ogee moulding on the outside. bruges: 1. Bruges, SJH, 
no. 13 (Anonymous, wings with St Wilgefortis and St John the Baptist). 2. Bruges, GM, no. 15 (Ambrosius Benson, Triptych of the 
Virgin and Child). 3. Brussels, RMFAB, no. 14 (Ambrosius Benson, Triptych of St Anthony of Padua). 4. Antwerp, MVB, no. 15 
(Ambrosius Benson (or workshop?, Triptych with the Battle of Clavijo). 5. Bruges, SJH, no. 15 (Anonymous, Triptych of the Adoration 
of the Magi). 6. Bruges, GM, no. 19 (Anonymous, Fraternity painting with Christ, Virgin and Child). 7. Bruges, oLPM, no. 6 
(Anonymous, Triptych of the Crucifixion). 8. Bruges, GM, no. 21 (Bruges Anonymous, The Healing of the Woman with a Flow of 
Blood). 9. Bruges, GM, no. 23 (Jacob van den Coornhuuse, Last Judgement). 10. Bruges, GM, no. 24 (Bruges Anonymous, Roger de 
Jonghe on his Deathbed). 11. Bruges, St John’s Hospital, inv. no. o.SJ032.I (Anonymous, Adoration of the Magi). 12. Bruges, oLPM, 
no. 8 (Anonymous, Triptych of the Virgin and Child). 13. Bruges, oLPM, no. 10 (Anonymous, Last Supper). 14. Bruges, SJH, no. 20 
(Anonymous, Triptych with Scenes from the Life of St Nicholas). 15. Bruges, GM, no. 26 (Bruges Anonymous, Genealogy of Philippe de 
Cortewille). 16. Bruges, GM, no. 27 (Bruges Anonymous, painting called De Beer). 17. Bruges, oLPM, no. 11 (Pieter Claeissens the 
Younger, Onze-Lieve-Vrouw van het Boompje). 18. Bruges, SJH, no. 21 (Pieter Claeissens the Younger, Carrying of the Cross) – 
brussels: 19. Antwerp, MVB, no. 6 (Master of the Magdalen Legend, Triptych with Virgin and Child). 20. Antwerp, RMFA, no. 10 
(Bernard van orley, Triptych of the Last Judgement). 21. Brussels, RMFAB, no. 25 (Brussels Anonymous, Portrait of the Donatrix 
Jacomijne Huioels). 22. Brussels, RMFAB, no. 26 (Anonymous, double pair of wings from the Polyptych of the Seven Sorrows of  
the Virgin).
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3. Frames with ovolo moulding on the outside 

This moulding is less common than the others (cavetto, ogee) (fig. 76). We have noted 
eight examples, of which only two in Bruges. Conversely, our Brussels sample (4 cases) 
includes more frames with ovolo outside moulding than with ogee moulding. 

Fig. 75 (continued). Frames with two (or three) bodies of mouldings: frames with ogee moulding on the outside. Antwerp: 23. 
Leuven, MM, no. 9 (Anonymous, Triptych of the Descent from the Cross) – other or not defined: 24. Leuven, MM, no. 3 (Anonymous, 
Christ on the Cross). 25. Leuven, MM, no. 7 (Anonymous, Ecce Homo). 26. Kuringen, HA, no. 1 (Anonymous, The Miracle of the Holy 
Sacrament). 27. Bruges, GM, no. 25 (Anonymous, Protestant Family at Table). 28. Leuven, MM, no. 15 (Anonymous, Christ Appearing 
to the Holy Women). 29. PC, no. 4 (Monogrammed IF (Jacques Francart?), The Ascent to Calvary). 30. PC, no. 3 (Brabant Anonymous, 
Triptych of the Crucifixion).

Fig. 76. Frames with two (or three) bodies of mouldings: frames with ovolo moulding on the outside. bruges: 1. Bruges, oLPM, 
no. 5 (Anonymous, Triptych of the Holy Women at the Tomb). 2. Bruges, oLPM, no. 10 (Anonymous, Last Supper) – brussels:  
3. Antwerp, RMFA, no. 10 (Bernard van orley, Triptych of the Last Judgement). 4. Brussels, RMFAB, no. 23 (Jan Cornelisz Vermeyen, 
Triptych of the Micault Family). 5. Brussels, RMFAB, no. 27 (Jan II van Coninxloo, wings of a carved altarpiece with Scenes from the 
Life of St Benedict). 6. Brussels, RMFAB, no. 29 (Joachim Beuckelaer, Fair Day) – other or not defined: 7. Brussels, RMFAB, 
no. 21 (Albrecht Bouts, Triptych of the Assumption of the Virgin). 8. PC, no. 2 (Anonymous, Our Lady of Grace of Cambrai).

1567

23

c. 1510

1583 1615

24

25 26

27 28 29 30

Antwerp Other or not 
defined

1564 1518-1524

1552 1563

1

2

3

4

5 6

7

8

slessurBsegurB

Other or not 
defined

1567

23

c. 1510

1583 1615

24

25 26

27 28 29 30

Antwerp Other or not 
defined

1564 1518-1524

1552 1563

1

2

3

4

5 6

7

8

slessurBsegurB

Other or not 
defined



EVOLUTION OF THE MOULDINGS OF FRAMES

155

d. other frames

A small number of frames do not fit into any of these categories (fig. 77). The frame 
can be a double one, with a large inner frame with the flat band decorated with 
various scenes (fig. 77: 5). In some cases, the outer body of moulding extends out 
forwards, to require a second piece of wood to be attached to the narrow side of the 
first frame (fig. 77: 4, 11). These “case-frames” or “box frames” were to prove very 
popular in the 17th century.

Fig.  77. Frames with moulding that does not fit into any one of the earlier groups. 1. Brussels, 
RMFAB, no. 24 (Jan II van Coninxloo, Triptych of the St Anne Legend) – Ghent: 2. St Bavo’s Cathedral 
(Van Eyck, Ghent Altarpiece) – Antwerp: 3. Brussels, RMFAB, no. 9 (Quinten Metsys, Triptych of the 
Brotherhood of St  Anne in Leuven). 4. Leuven, MM, no.  8 (Frans Provoost, The Meeting of Jesus and 
Veronica). 5. Leuven, MM, no. 13 (attributed to Frans Francken II, Crucifixion) – other or not defined: 
6. Brussels, Royal Museums of Fine Arts of Belgium, inv. nos. 1447-1448 (Dirk Bouts, Justice of 
Emperor Otto III). 7. Leuven, MM, no. 1 (Brabant Anonymous, Antependium of Christ with the Instruments 
of the Passion). 8. Leuven, MM, no. 10 (Anonymous, pair of wings with St Nicholas of Myra and Donor). 
9. Brussels, RMFAB, no.  6 (Albrecht Bouts, two wings with Donors). 10. Leuven, MM, no.  11 
(Anonymous, Coat of Arms with St Gertrude). 11. Leuven, MM, no. 12 (Jan III van Rillaert the Younger, 
Resurrection of Christ). 12. Leuven, SP, no. 3 (Josse van der Baren, Triptych of St Ivo).
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Introduction

Articulated works are those which have one or more wings that pivot around an axis. 
This is usually a hinge, but can also, rarely, take other forms including, for small-sized 
works, interlaced metal wires and leather, parchment or paper straps. The present 
chapter is based on the exhibition Prayers and Portraits: Unfolding the Netherlandish 
Diptych held in Washington and Antwerp in 2006-2007.1 The large exhibition 
catalogue is rich in information. Alongside the exhibition, Hand and Spronk organized 
meetings and invited some fifteen authors to shed light, in a volume of essays, on one 
particular aspect of diptychs, such as their origin, popularity, social or religious role.2 
one question raised in one such meeting was: why do some diptychs open from left 
to right and others from right to left?3 The search for an answer has inspired this 
chapter. The diptych user certainly did not proceed by trial and error. He needed to 
be in possession of the necessary instructions. The mock-ups of diptychs that we have 
been able to produce4 reveal that certain characteristics of the joinery and/or painting 
are repeated from one diptych to the next and can be interpreted as real “instructions 
for proper use”. For a diptych these are: “open from left to right” or “open from right 
to left” or “Turn the object onto the other side first, then open”, “Understand the order 
of hierarchy”, “See the hierarchy between the figures, representations, spaces, spheres 
of this world”, “See the inter-connections”… In the case of a reversible diptych: “Turn 
the object onto the other side”… By following these instructions the viewer could 
proceed as required in the representation. We shall describe a reversible diptych 
(which we propose to reconstitute from dismembered parts): it was opened, then shut 
and turned round to reveal a second diptych. Similar instructions can be recognized 
in other articulated works.5 For a triptych the instructions are: “First open the right 
wing, then the left (or vice versa as the case may be)”, “Contemplate first the subject 
to the left (or to the right as the case may be)” and the like. on the outsides of triptych 

CHAPTER IX

ARTICULATED WORKS  
WITH INSTRUCTIONS FOR USE

1. We thank John Hand, Catherine Metzger and Ron Spronk for the stimulating work initiated by 
them on the subject of Flemish diptychs. Hand et al. 2006. 

2. Hand and Spronk 2006.
3. Verougstraete 2006, 156-171.
4. Photographs of the reverse sides of paintings or the outsides of articulated works are rarely reproduced 

in books. one exception is the 1990 book of Angelica Dülberg (1990).
5. Verougstraete 2009, 182-200. 
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wings, the perspective of niches, arches and other architectural motifs is as if these 
motifs are situated on the oblique planes of the half-open wings. The propensity to 
paint architectural elements: marbled walls, archways, niches etc. on the outsides of 
triptychs perhaps stems from this: the desire to evoke a building with half-open doors 
inviting the viewer to enter.

The colours of the frames accompany the spectator’s progression in visual crescendo: 
from red, blue, grey, beige or black on the outside to the bright gilding on the inside. 
The study of the polychromy of frames, and of the often relatively uniform colour of 
the closed wings, falls traditionally within the study of frames. But the boundaries 
are blurred, with (and this goes far beyond the case of articulated works) the hierarchy 
of colours, the occasional use of meaningful colours, the decorative motifs, texts 
inscribed on the frames, the way the figures portrayed overlap onto the frame or the 
frame continues in trompe-l’œil into the painting, and similar items, also falling under 
the heading of iconography. 

For the 14th century, few easel paintings are preserved in the part of Europe that 
interests us, but those that are include articulated items. In these early examples, the 
closed frames were frequently decorated in red, but other colours were also adopted. 
These colours no doubt have a meaning. Uniform colours remained in use for several 
centuries on the outsides of the wings, but we also find here, starting in the 15th 
century (and perhaps earlier), more or less developed decorations or representations. 
The favourite decorative motif in the 14th century pattern is the star or the floret. on 
the small Triptych of the Reliquary of the Virgin’s Veil (Tongeren, BoL, no.  1) stars 
alternate with florets.6 

The motif is produced in gold leaf on the front of the closed reliquary and repeated 
in silver leaf on the back. This is one of the earliest conserved examples of a 
hierarchization of surfaces by means of the colours of the motifs decorating them. The 
Tongeren reliquary was probably presented during processions and seen from all sides 
by the faithful. 

The side of a painting exposed to the people’s gaze was usually painted. But there 
were cases where the works were covered at the back and sides with fabric, as attested 
in archival sources: “A rich and exquisite double painting … lined on the outside with 
satin brocade … the edge of said painting decorated with green velvet, with three 
gilded silver clasps serving said painting.”7 While we no longer have any extant 
example of this practice, it is possible that some small works, not painted on the 
reverse, were initially covered with fabric. 

6. Verougstraete-Marcq and Van Schoute 1989, 321-322; Deneffe et al. 2009, 421-446. 
7. “Ung riche et fort exquis double tableau…doublé par dehors de satin brochier… le bors dudit tableau 

garnie de velours vers, avec trois ferrures d’argent dore servant audit tableau.” Michelant 1871, 99, 
quoted from Eichberger 1998, 301, note 47; Hand et al. 2006, 306, note 12.
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We must not lose sight of the fact that the uniform colours on the wings of diptychs 
and triptychs were sometimes decorated long after, and far from their place of origin, 
with a shield, a donor, a prayer or the like. These practices encourage us to caution  
in our interpretations. The polychromy of frames remains a largely unexplored area. 

In terms of its woodwork, the wing of a diptych or triptych is similar to a door to  
a room or of a cupboard. Doored cupboards have existed since ancient times and 
knowledge of how they were made passed down into the High Middle Ages. Few 
cupboards remain from this early period. There are missing links in the chain. Lynn 
Jacobs evokes the Byzantine origin of triptychs.8

Shutters and wings close and protect. The number of elements determines the 
appellation of the work: diptych, triptych, quadriptych, polyptych … The terminology 
in use in the 15th century has been examined for diptychs and triptychs.9 The most 
widespread early French term for a diptych appears to have been: “double tableau” 
(double painting). other terms found include: “ouvrant (ou fermant) à deux feuillés/
feuillez, fullez, fulletz, feullet…” (opening or closing with two leafs) or “huisses, 
huissières, portes” (doors), or in Middle Dutch “duerkins, met twee doerkens op een 
sluytende, met twee ledekens aan malcanderen…” (with two little doors closing on 
each other, with two members next to each other). The term “leaf” (feuillet) also 
served to designate boards cleaved more finely, so that the early term “opening/closing 
with two leafs” could be interpreted as exposing two little panels. The current terms 
“shutter” and “wing” should be reserved for the mobile part having the function of 
covering the basic joinery element. Where we cannot identify an item specifically as 
a wing, we shall refer to it as a panel. Similarly, we shall not talk of the “reverse” or 
“back” of wings. The reverse would be the side opposite to the one described first. The 
fact is that dynamics of the articulated work start on the outside. old manuscripts 
speak of “perdedans et perdehors” (French), “binnen en buijten” (Dutch), that is inside 
and outside. We shall therefore talk rather of the inside or outside of wings, or of 
opened and closed wings. 

In articulated works, and especially in diptychs, the medieval sense of hierarchy plays 
an important role. Pictorial formulae expressing hierarchies, such as the principle  
of dextrality, are numerous and fairly well known.10 But there is another formula  
that has received little attention, which is perspective. It organizes the hierarchy, a 
good example of which we shall see in the upper altarpiece of the Van Eyck brothers 
in Ghent. 

If perspective is of interest to us in the context of hinged and other articulated 
works, it is not primarily for its contribution to organizing the hierarchy, but it is 
because it is also adopted to instruct the user in the correct way of opening and 
closing the wings. A diptych has in principle a fixed (or dormant) part and a wing that 
rotates. This arrangement of the elements of the diptych is often associated with the 

8.
  

Jacobs 2012, 20. 
9. Hand et al. 2006, 306-308; Campbell 2006, 33-45; Jacobs 2012, 3.
10. Van der Velden 2006, 125-147. 
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hierarchy of the representations. Let us consider the case of a donor on one pane of the 
diptych. Subordinated to the Virgin and Child to whom he prays, the donor will in 
most cases be relegated to the right pane (the heraldic left), which will be pivoted as 
the subordinate element. The scenery that the artist paints around the donor will be 
put in a perspective of vanishing lines suggestive of the rotation of the wing: kinetic 
art avant l’heure! one inevitably thinks of Hans Memling’s Diptych of Maarten van 
Nieuwenhove (Bruges, SJH, no. 5). However, another choice is open to the artist. Where 
the wing has a protective function, the patron saint or the Virgin and Child can 
perform this function in a literal sense. In this case they are shown on the moving 
wing and the donor on the fixed element. This is the case of the Carondelet Diptych by 
Jan Gossart (Paris, Louvre, inv. nos. 1442-1443). Here it is the Virgin and Child that 
constitute the moving wing. In each of these two diptychs, it is the woodwork which, 
on the closed diptych, identifies the mobile wing. We shall return to this later. In a 
triptych, one can have a donor and a donatrix on both sides of the central representation. 
The donatrix, hierarchically in a secondary position, occupies the right hand wing, 
eyes down, hands lowered etc. Between hierarchically connected spaces or figures, 
links are reestablished by means of a gesture, an attitude, a pointing finger, a look … 
A mirror can bring together on its convex surface the players positioned in hierarchically 
ranged spaces. 

The arrangement of the figures is governed by rules of precedence, but the artist 
may have reason to depart from them. He can promote another message. The playing 
out of a historical or narrative sequence from left to right could override the awarding 
of the heraldic dexter or sinister. Some conventions could be mutually incompatible.

The codified system that will be explained below requires us to explore the hinged or 
articulated work beginning with its closed state, especially when there is a figurative 
representation. Art historians should therefore follow this sequence in their 
descriptions. There are of course obstacles. The representation on the closed work may 
seem secondary or even insignificant. The exterior is often in very bad state of 
conservation, cradled, impossible to describe, or even inaccessible: some hinged works 
hanging in museums are frozen in perpetual open state with wood or metal bars.  
In the catalogue of this publication we have attempted to apply the correct sequence 
in the description of the articulated work (from closed to open work). We have not 
always succeeded. It remains nonetheless methodologically important to do so where 
possible. The articulation of the wings organizes a dynamic in the reading of the 
content. 

When the original frame of an isolated 15th or 16th century painting is lost, it is 
difficult to know if it was ever part of an articulated work. Today, in museums, some 
of the most valuable paintings are frequently exhibited after the removal of items that 
are poorly understood, no longer needed, or considered unsightly, such as the ironwork. 
old polychromies are frequently overpainted. Traces or damage of every kind, even 
on the reverse, are erased in favour of an aesthetically more pleasing presentation. Few 
are the works that display any mutilation – often perpetrated by human hand. Every 
clue, however, is precious. A hinge with empty knuckles, or the trace of a hinge plate, 
tell us that the object is incomplete. 
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The very existence of instructions, located sometimes at the level of the joinery, 
sometimes that of the painting, points to the sophistication of certain articulated 
works. Succeeding, and even varying contents are revealed. Codified systems – within 
the joinery or painting – instructed the viewer in how to handle the works in a way 
that respected the rules of precedence, hierarchy and other links between the persons 
and representations. The object can only be studied as a whole. Some of the most 
valuable works have been dismembered and scattered to distant continents, with their 
degree of sophistication understandable only by means of imaginary reconstruction. 
In this regard, this chapter on articulated works constitutes a plea for the preservation 
and careful study of the frames and panels in early Netherlandish Painting.

A.  Instructions for proper handling of the hinged or 
otherwise articulated work

1. Perspective: meaningful and functional

Art historians have often proclaimed the Flemish Primitives to have been incompetent 
in their handling of perspective. This opinion needs to be revised. Artists twisted 
perspective with a purpose: to guide viewers’ eyes, instructing them in the hierarchy 
of representations and leading them through the content. Perspective in the Flemish 
Primitives is meaning-bearing. Maryan Ainsworth described a system of sight lines 
directing the viewer’s eye to carefully positioned motifs in the Cervara Altarpiece by 
Gerard David (Paris, Louvre, inv. no. R.F. 2228; Genoa, Palazzo Bianco; New York, 
The Metropolitan Museum of Art, inv. no. 50.145.9ab).11 To our knowledge, no one 
has ever pointed out that viewers could not read the upper altarpiece of the Van Eyck 
brothers in the Cathedral of St Bavo in Ghent in a linear fashion, as the alignment of 
the panels might though entice them to do. The perspective of the ground changes 
several times under the feet of the various figures, so as to situate each player at his 
or her level (fig. 78). 
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The lines of perspective described by the tile floor fan out around a central vertical 
axis. The Divinity is enthroned on a dais covered with the same tiles as those painted 
below the enthroned Virgin Mary and St  John the Baptist. These three figures 
therefore occupy a unified space, hierarchically arranged by virtue of the step. The 
floor tiles in the panels depicting angels, on either side of the Virgin and St John, are 
decorated with a different motif. Moreover, they are organized following oblique 
lines not at all continuous with those of the central panels. Achieving a harmonized 
spatial field would require the slight elevation of the three central panels (with the 
Divinity, Mary, and St John) so as to produce a continuity of perspective with the 
fanning lines of the angels’ floors. This mental exercise leads us to deduce that the 
three central figures should be placed higher, positioned at a level superior to the 
angels according to the celestial hierarchy. As one can readily see, Adam and Eve do 
not belong to these celestial realms; they occupy another space altogether, their feet 
firmly grounded on earth. Adam’s left foot even appears to vanish below the shadowy 
niche, and his right foot extends over the lower edge of the niche, perhaps signifying 
that he occupies the same earthly realm as the spectator. The artist has inverted the 
perspective with so much insistence that we cannot ignore its symbolic impact. 
Everyone is at their own level, on a step, on a first paved floor, on a second paved 

Fig. 78. The 
discontinuity of 
perspective from one 
panel to another is an 
invitation to read a 
hierarchised world 
(top). The unified 
beam created in the 
viewers’ mind’s eye 
by the extended 
perspective lines 
places the figures in 
the desired hierarchy 
(bottom). The Ghent 
Altarpiece by the Van 
Eyck brothers, 1432. 
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floor, on the ground … In the upper altarpiece by Jan van Eyck in Ghent, perspective 
comes to the assistance of the principle of dextrality described by van der Velden12 to 
reflect the hierarchy of the world. 

Not all representations are hierarchized. Sometimes each image presents a frontal 
view in an independent space, inviting the viewer to contemplate each scene separately, 
as in the reading of a narrative or a succession of scenes arranged chronologically from 
left to right as in the Altarpiece of the Virgin by Rogier van der Weyden (Berlin, 
Staatliche Museen zu Berlin – Preussischer Kulturbesitz, Gemäldegalerie, inv. 
no. 534A). In this case, this is a fixed triptych, but the same system can be applied in 
an articulated work (fig. 79a). 

There are intermediate cases where, in the foreground, the composition is frontal, 
while in the background, secondary scenes are placed in oblique perspective, creating 
a hierarchy within a single representation. This is what we observe in the St  John 
Altarpiece of Rogier van der Weyden (Berlin, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin – Preussischer 
Kulturbesitz, Gemäldegalerie, inv. no. 534B) (fig. 79b). 

Fig. 79. Example of 
three successive areas: 
the frontal 
disposition repeated 
in each composition 
corresponds to the 
narrative or historical 
mode. a. Rogier van 
der Weyden, 
Altarpiece of the Virgin, 
c. 1440, original 
frames lost. 
b. In the St John 
Altarpiece, c. 1455, 
only the central 
representation is in 
frontal perspective.  
In the other two 
representations, the 
foreground is in 
frontal perspective, 
but the background 
is organized in 
oblique perspective.

a

b

12. Van der Velden 2006, 124-155.
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Jan van Eyck carried meaning-bearing perspective a long way in the service of the 
message and the dynamics of representation. Memling is a virtuoso of cleverly 
organized architectures, for example in the left inside wing of the Gdansk Last 
Judgement or in the architectural canopies of the outside of the wings of the The 
St John Altarpiece (Bruges, SJH, no. 1). The Campin-Van der Weyden group appears 
to have been less interested in this issue. In The Virgin and Child before a Firescreen by 
a follower of Robert Campin (London, The National Gallery, inv. no. NG2609), the 
vanishing lines of the tiles move awkwardly between the items of furniture. Towards 
the end of the 15th century the Flemish Primitives opt for a more accurate 
representation of perspective in the Italian manner. Dirk Bouts applied it with 
rigour, as Aimé and Henri Pauwels have demonstrated.13 This development must 
have represented for certain artists the abandonment of a symbolic language, 
renunciation as much as conquest. 

The role of perspective is not limited to the expression of the hierarchy of the world. 
Not only is it meaning-bearing, but it is also functional. In the light of examples, we 
shall see that the perspective acts as a veritable instruction manual for the proper 
opening and closing of the articulated work. 

2. The niche motif 

The niche is a privileged motif on the outside of a wing, even if another architectural 
motif can play the same role and apply the same conventions. Niches differ depending 
on whether they are located on the closed wing of a diptych or a triptych. on the 
closed diptych the niche is frontal with lateral lighting (fig.  80a). on the closed 
triptych the niches are oblique with an unified lighting (fig. 80b). Lateral lighting of 
frontal niches on diptychs seems to have been conventional. Niches were particularly 
well suited for such lighting effects. The rotation of the wing is suggested in an 
illusionistic way: as the wing moves, the perspective of the niche naturally changes 
from frontal to oblique; to the viewer, typically, one of the niche’s side walls recedes 
into dark shadow while only the farther side wall, on which the painter has projected 
the lighting, remains perceptible. The niche wall closer to the viewer disappears 
rapidly into shadow. Adhering to the painter’s illusionistic intent and message, a 
diptych wing with a frontal niche should be grasped on the shaded side for proper 
handling. Depending on whether the hinges were placed on the right or the left of 
the object, one either opened the diptych or turned it over to position it correctly for 
opening. Angelica Dülberg published an exceptionally rich documentation of many 
16th century German diptychs with their frames and exterior decoration, allowing 
one to observe the application of this convention for correct opening with regard to 
the lateral lighting of frontal niches.14 In the greater part of Dülberg’s examples, a 
couple is depicted on the inside: man on the left, woman on the right. The exterior of 
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the wing with the woman is in most cases adorned with a skull in a niche. The 
lighting is almost always consistent, with the left wall of the niche bathed in shadow 
and the right side brightly lit for opening from left to right, according to the convention 
described above. 

For the exterior wings of a triptych, however, an oblique perspective was preferred, 
that is, toward the left and toward the right of the central stiles of the frames, the 
surface entirely suffused with a light emanating from a single source. Some art 
historians have suggested that the light came from the window of the room where the 
work was exhibited, and this appears logical. The representations are in a slightly 
oblique planes, as if the wings were slightly open. The viewer is waiting for the 
upcoming show inside the altarpiece. 

Fig. 80. a. A diptych 
niche. The 
perspective is frontal 
and the lateral nature 
of the lighting is 
emphasized. The 
diptych is opened by 
taking in the hand 
the wing along the 
shadowed side of  
the niche. 
b. The niches of a 
triptych: a single 
light source 
illuminates the 
whole, the niches are 
in oblique 
perspective, as if the 
wings were slightly 
opened. 

a

b
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This pictorial convention also applies to the various architectural elements. For 
example, in Memling’s Jan Floreins Triptych (Bruges, SJH, no. 2), the architectural 
elements on the outsides of the wings appear frontal at a first rapid glance. In fact they 
are in perspective as for a slightly open altarpiece. Each architectural item is in oblique 
perspective (fig. 81).

Fig. 81. The 
architectural items on 
the outsides of the 
wings are painted in 
perspective, on 
oblique planes, as if 
the shutters were 
slightly opened. Hans 
Memling, Jan Floreins 
Triptych, 1479.

In the case of dismembered works and isolated components, the direction of perspective 
helps us identify whether the wing was originally placed on the right or the left. A 
good example is The Good Thief by Robert Campin (workshop?) (Frankfurt am Main, 
Städelsches Kunstinstitut, inv. no. 886) (fig. 82). on the badly damaged outside of 
this fragment of a wing, the perspective of the niche with St John the Baptist is that 
of a left wing. It is therefore wrong to state, as has often been thought, that this was 
a right wing, based on the fact that it is on this side that we see the good thief in a 
copy conserved in Liverpool (Descent from the Cross, painted some time between 1448 
and 1465, Walker Art Gallery). Another example is The Trinity by Robert Campin 
(Frankfurt am Main, Städelsches Kunstinstitut, inv. no. 939B) (fig. 83).

Fig. 82. The 
perspective of the 
niche, with a side 
wall that is wider to 
the left than to the 
right, corresponds to 
that of a partly-open 
left wing. Robert 
Campin (workshop?), 
damaged fragment 
with St John the 
Baptist (recto of  
The Good Thief,  
c. 1430). 

Fig. 83. Here again, 
the perspective is 
that of a partly 
opened left wing. 
Robert Campin,  
The Trinity.
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3. differences between the work in closed and open position 

Inside the articulated work, the perspective no longer presents this character of 
oblique planes. The representation enters fully into the viewer’s unified vision. In the 
case of triptychs, the representation is often organized around the centre, with the 
perspective lines fanning out in a continuous spectrum into the wings. In an open 
diptych, the viewer may be faced with new hierarchies: sometimes just one of the 
representations is frontal, with the other being in oblique perspective. Sometimes the 
perspective invites the viewer to give slight preference to one of the two representations, 
which is thereby presented as being more important. To illustrate this degree of 
sophistication, let us compare two Annunciations from the Van Eyck group: that from 
Dresden (Staatliche Kunstsammlungen, Gemäldegalerie Alte Meister, inv. no. 799) 
on the outside of the triptych and that of the Museo Thyssen-Bornemisza in Madrid 
on the inside of a diptych (fig. 84a-b). We will include in the comparison the inside 
of the diptych in bookform with the Virgin and Child and St John the Baptist (Paris, 
Louvre) (fig. 84c).15

The perspective on the outside of the Dresden wings is presented as if the shutters 
were slightly open. The side walls of the niches are in oblique planes. Each statue is 
shown on a base. The viewer sees four sides of the base, with one very small side, 
foreshortened. These small sides are located on either side of the central uprights of 
the frame. 

Inside the Louvre and Madrid diptychs, the perspective is no longer built in oblique 
planes. The perspective is unified, but not centred. The bases have short sides which 
are arranged symmetrically, to the right each time. The viewer can see the short sides 
only by moving slightly to the right, to the side of Mary. In this way he is invited to 
give greater attention to Mary. 
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Fig. 84. a. In the Dresden triptych, on the exterior of the wings, the perspectives in oblique planes suggest the begin of the 
opening, inviting us to further discover the inside. Jan van Eyck, Virgin and Child, 1437, closed 33.1 × 27 cm with original frame. 
b. In the second case, the Madrid open diptych. The perspective is unified but not quite centred. We are invited to stand to the 
right and privilege the contemplation of Mary. Jan van Eyck, Annunciation, each element 38.8 × 23.4 cm with original frame.  
c. The same unified vision is visible in the open Louvre Diptych in book form. Like in the former example, the perspective of 
the bases instructs viewers to stand to the right focusing their attention on Mary. Jan van Eyck (follower), Virgin and Child and 
St John the Baptist, c. 1440, each element 38.3 × 23.5 cm with original frame.

a

b

c
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4. Vaulted niches or open spaces 

Why, in the Ghent Altarpiece, are some niches vaulted and others open to the sky? Even 
the perspective of the vault varies from one representation to another, within one and 
the same work. The vaults above Adam and Eve are barely visible. By contrast, on the 
grisaille St Johns on the closed wings, the vaults very firmly close the spaces. The 
artist had his reasons for doing so, organizing the spaces in a manner that remains to 
be explained.

b. Examples

1. diptychs

Being often of limited size (between 11.5 cm and 140 cm in height, most of them less 
than less than 50 cm),16 most diptychs were generally used as movable objects. The 
smallest of them fitted into the palm of a hand. Some were designed to be hung from 
bed curtains. These were probably not articulated, for reasons of stability, but glued 
or attached to one another, which does not exclude their being painted on both sides 
and reversible. Their use does not pose a big problem. More difficult to assess is the 
use made of the larger diptychs, those which, for contemplation, were placed on an 
item of furniture, on the inclined plane of a prie-Dieu, or on a cushion … then 
reclosed and stored in a box, sometimes locked, or in a bag or cover. only rarely do 
we find diptychs complete with bag, such as the Matheron Diptych, attributed to 
Nicolas Froment, representing René of Anjou and Jeanne de Laval, c. 1476 (Paris, 
Louvre, inv. no.  R.F. 665).17 Not all diptychs were mobile. Examples survive of 
diptychs intended for hanging on a wall, with a stationary panel unpainted on its 
reverse and a wing painted on both sides.18

What is the correct way to handle a diptych? As already mentioned, the instructions 
are shown on both the closed and the opened diptych. They may be given by the 
joinery (the mouldings of the frame) and/or the ironwork (position of the closing hook, 
placing of the hinges, etc.). Some diptychs were shaped like books, which acts as an 
instruction for correct opening, which was, as with any book, from right to left. 
Painted instructions have also been mentioned already: a niche, the angle of incidence 
of light … In the case of open diptychs, the frontal perspective of a particular 
representation was an invitation to accord it contemplative preference. The vanishing 
lines, in a semi-fan, of wall and/or ceiling tiling, anticipated the opening movement 
of the wing. 
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a) Instructions on the closed diptych

In the Diptych of the Virgin and Child and St John the Baptist (Paris, Louvre, inv. no. RF 
38-22),19 St John the Baptist occupies the left pane (fig. 85). A reconstruction based 
on the remains of the original polychromy on the closed diptych (green marbling on 
the side of St John the Baptist, and red on that of the Virgin and Child) shows that 
the diptych, with its marbled boards, looks much like many 17th and 18th century 
books, with their boards covered with marbled paper. Those later books draw from 
an old tradition. The sources of inspiration for this Eyckian marbling and its 
relationship with manuscripts and marbled papers are discussed in Chapter IV on 
polychromy.20

Fig. 85. 
Reconstruction of the 
original appearance: 
the shape of the book 
invites one to open it 
from right to left. 
Van Eyck (workshop), 
Diptych with the Virgin 
and Child and St John 
the Baptist, c. 1440, 
38.2 × 23.4 cm.

The adoption of a different colour for each of the boards has a symbolic meaning: 
green, the colour of waiting, was appropriate for the precursor and red, being the 
colour of completion, of charity, suited the Virgin and Child, according to a colour 
code21 rarely identified in old Flemish paintings. The book form required one to place 
the object just as any book, ready to be opened from right to left. The green colour 
of expectation was therefore suited to the covering panel on top. We once observed at 
the Louvre, with the aid of a microscope, the remains of red polychromy under the 
current gilding of the inside frame of the diptych. The gilding on the narrow sides, 
slightly concave to resemble that of a book, is original. Neither the gilding on the 
spine of the book, nor the traces of hinges look original. It is possible that these 
elements replace a spine in leather or parchment, as we observe in other diptychs in 
book form. The decorative stucco items in the middle of the boards are not original 
either. There must have been here a semi-precious stone held by four claws, the 
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positions of which are still visible around the stucco. At these places, four points of 
high density (leftovers of metal claws?) are visible on the X-radiograph (fig. 124).22 
Experts of the Louvre in Paris have expressed the opinion that the frames are original 
but were transformed into a simulated book in the 17th or 18th century. However, 
other diptychs masquerading as books do exist in the 15th and 16th centuries.  
An example was presented in the 2006-2007 exhibition Prayers and Portraits. Unfolding 
the Netherlandish Diptych. The authors of the catalogue mention that in the Burgundian 
Netherlands from the late 14th century onward there are references to paintings 
simulating books.23 

Rather than see in the book-shaped diptych from the Louvre a later transformation, 
because it resembles 17th and 18th century books, one should reverse the reasoning, 
and see the 17th and 18th century books as drawing inspiration from a long tradition.

Book-shaped diptychs remain exceptions. Many diptychs when closed feature two 
dissimilar exteriors. This would indicate that they were to be displayed on a horizontal 
or inclined surface with the more elaborately decorated exterior on top. The 
dissimilarity between the two outsides is sometimes restricted to the moulding on 
the frame. In Hans Memling’s Diptych of Maarten van Nieuwenhove in Bruges (Bruges, 
SJH, no. 5), both outsides are painted black on top of the original marbling.24

 
The 

inner edges of the frame on the outside of the depiction of Maarten are bevelled 
toward the panels surface, whereas the inner edges of the frame on the outside of the 
Virgin and Child are sharp.25

 
This is comparable to what one sees in triptychs – the 

reverse of the central frame is cut sharply, whereas the outside frames on the wings 
have edges bevelled toward the painting. Yet there is a difference. In triptychs, the 
reverse of the dormant central panel – never supposed to be exposed to view – was 
left unpainted. In diptychs, both outsides were usually painted. 

The bevelled frame on the outside of the Maarten panel should have been displayed 
face-up prior to opening the diptych. This means the portrait panel constitutes the 
wing, intended to swing open and shut. There would obviously have been a way to 
recognize the top from the bottom, for example by means of the ironware. The 
principal panel featuring the Virgin and Child is the diptych’s dormant element. In 
the case of Jan Gossart’s Jean Carondelet and Virgin and Child, 1517 (Paris, Louvre, inv. 
no. 1442-1443), the opposite holds true: the bevelled edge of the frame is on the 
exterior of the Virgin and Child that seems to have constituted the wing. Meanwhile, 
on the outside of Jean Carondelet’s portrait, the frame’s sharp inner edge corresponds 
to diptych’s dormant element. The protective function of the wing was extended 
literally, and the Virgin and Child thus protected Carondelet. This protective function, 



CHAPTER IX

172

26. Spronk 1998, 36-38.

expressed literally and figuratively at once, can be recognized in certain triptychs with 
three equal-sized wings, closed by the representation of a patron saint, as discussed 
below.

The logic of the hierarchical organization of exteriors was sometimes expressed by 
their dissimilar painted decoration. For example, a grisaille or other elaborate motif 
would appear on one side and, on the other, a decorative colour or a marbling. Prior 
to opening Jan Provoost’s Diptych with Christ Carrying the Cross and Portrait of a Friar 
Minor (Bruges, SJH, no. 11), the exterior showing a skull in a niche was meant to be 
positioned face-up.26

 
The marbled exterior would have faced down (fig. 86). 

Fig. 86. a. Diptych with a dissimilar decoration on the outside. b. correctly positioned with the more 
elaborated side upwards. c-d. ready for opening. Jan Provoost, Christ Carrying the Cross (outside: 
imitation porphyry) and Portrait of a Friar Minor (outside: skull), 1522, each element 50 × 40.2 cm, 
frame included. 

a b 

c d
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In Hans Memling’s Virgin and Child and a Donor from c. 1485-1490 (Chicago, The Art 
Institute, inv. nos. 1933.1050 and 1953.467), the grisaille decorating the exterior of the 
donor’s portrait indicates that it, too, should be placed on top.

Hans Memling’s St John the Baptist and St Veronica Diptych27
 
(Munich, Bayerische 

Staatsgemäldesammlungen, Alte Pinakothek, inv. nos. 652 and 1952.5.46; Washington, 
National Gallery of Art, Samuel H. Kress Collection, inv. no. 1952.5.46) features, on 
the exterior, two niches, one curved on top and the other rectangular. A chalice is set 
in the rounded niche, and a skull in the other (fig. 87). The differences between the 
exterior decorations are not very pronounced. How to lay down the diptych correctly 
is not immediately obvious. We once thought that it could have been opened from 
either side, left to right, or right to left.28 But we now believe that if the closed diptych 
were positioned with the niche containing the skull face-up, the lighting of the niche 
would suggest that the user should turn the object over (given the placing of the 
hinges), thus exposing the niche with St John the Evangelist’s chalice. The lighting of 
the latter niche would then invite the user to open the diptych. This opening procedure 
situates St Veronica on the wing, and St John the Baptist on the principal panel. This 
reading leads to the conclusion that the diptych’s subject was St John, or the two 
St Johns.

Fig. 87. The outside 
of the wings of this 
diptych, each 
featuring a niche, 
appear of equal 
importance, rendered 
frontally. After 
reaching for the 
shadowy side of the 
niche, the user would 
either open or turn 
over the diptych, 
depending on the 
position of the 
hinges. 
Reconstruction of 
Hans Memling, 
St John the Baptist 
(outside: skull) and 
St Veronica (outside: 
chalice of St John the 
Evangelist), c. 
1470/1480, 31.6 × 
24.4 × c. 0.5 cm and 
31.2 × 24.4 cm, 
original frames lost.



CHAPTER IX

174

29. Pächt 1948, 54; Friedländer 1971, VIa, 110.

Memling’s Young Man in Prayer (Madrid, Museo Thyssen-Bornemisza, inv. no. 1938.1) 
(fig. 88), whose figure is turned toward the right with hands joined, may well have 
constituted the left panel of what was once a diptych, of which the other element is 
now lost. The exterior depicts a bouquet of flowers in a niche conceived in frontal 
perspective with strong lateral lighting from the right. Friedländer and Pächt have 
suggested that the work was originally part of a diptych29

,
 but others contend it 

belonged to a triptych. Given the frontal rendering of the niche, it seems more credible 
that it was originally part of a diptych. Its unfolding would have begun by first 
handling the side where the shadow is cast in the niche.

Fig.  88. Reconstruction of a diptych showing the outside of a wing portraying a niche rendered 
frontally with lateral lighting (a). Taking hold of the wing along the shadowy side of the niche (b) 
would ensure a correct opening of the diptych (c). Hans Memling, Young Man in Prayer, c. 1485/1494, 
29.2 × 22.5 cm, original frame lost.

When dismembering a hinged or otherwise articulated diptych, it was not unknown 
to have an artist copy, on the unpainted reverse of the lower panel (in closed position) 
the representation appearing on the outside of the wing: a device or a coat of arms or 
a patron saint. one example of this practice is the reverse of the Virgin and Child by 
Rogier van der Weyden, also known as the “Renders Madonna” (Tournai, Museum 
of Fine Arts). Heavily restored by Joseph van der Veken, this painting has on its 
reverse a mediocre evocation of the device found on the reverse of the portrait of Jean 
Gros (Chicago, Art Institute, inv. no. 1933.1051a) which was its original pendant. 
This copying over of the devise could date from shortly before 1867, from which date 
Jean Gros was exhibited alone. Another example of the copying over of an original 
motif is the St  Lawrence grisaille on the back of the portrait of Jean de Froimont  
by Rogier van der Weyden (Brussels, Royal Museums of Fine Arts of Belgium, inv. 
no. 4279) (fig. 89).
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30. Certain art historians have considered these outside paintings to be late, but the respecting of a 
convention which probably quite quickly fell into oblivion makes us plead in favour of the antiquity 
of these simple arches.

In the Diptych of the Virgin and Child and Three Donors, by the Master of the St Ursula 
Legend, 1486 (Antwerp, RMFA, no. 4), one of the outsides of the panels carries a 
crucifix and the other a chalice and host, both represented fairly summarily. Each 
motif is under a blind arcade arch painted in light colour against a dark background. 
To the right side of each arch, two yellow stripes evoke the light and on the left side 
only one stripe evokes the shadow (fig. 90). The work had to be handled on the single 
stripe side (side in the shade). Depending on the location of the hinge, one either 
turned over or opened the diptych. This manipulation produces the correct opening, 
with the donor panel serving as the wing.30

Fig. 89. The St Lawrence grisaille on the back of the portrait of Jean de Froimont by Rogier van der 
Weyden is considered a later addition. As the shaded side guided the opening, the grisaille is designed 
to decorate a left wing. Presumably at the time of dismemberment of the diptych, the grisaille 
adorning the outside of the diptych wing was recopied. Rogier van der Weyden, shortly before 1464 
(?), 51.1 × 33.2 cm.
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Fastening mechanisms and hinges also provide information on how to unfold a 
diptych. Diptychs closed by means of a metal hook anchored in the narrow side of the 
pivoting wing frame (the screws one sees sometimes are not original and replace the 
original forged nails); in closing, the hook falls into place for securing into a ring (or 
onto a nail) fixed to the frame of the dormant panel. The hook would not have been 
fixed to the principal panel of the diptych, which logically would be underneath, 
because the clasp would have had a tendency to fall open, and the mechanism could 
not guarantee effective fastening. In triptych wings, the hook device was nailed on 
the flat part of the frame of the right wing frame, and the ring (or the nail) on the left 
side. Where there were two hooks, one above the other, these were sometimes 
positioned in opposite directions, as in Hans Memling’s Reins Triptych (Bruges, SJH, 
no. 4). The fastening devices, or their traces, can yield valuable information and tell 
us, depending on their position on the narrow sides or on the flat part of the frames 
of dismantled works, whether the latter once belonged to a diptych or to a triptych.

Some diptychs had fastening mechanisms similar to those of manuscripts, with 
leather straps anchored in the borders of the frames. The small, book-shaped diptych 
by the Master of the Benson Portraits (Antwerp, Mayer van den Bergh Museum, inv. 
no. 254) features a hole in the centre of each outside border that could have served for 
inserting a pin to fix a strap. The Diptych of Maarten van Nieuwenhove (Bruges, SJH, 
no. 5) provides another example of this. X-radiography has revealed the existence of 

Fig. 90. The simple arches on the outside have a shadow side, represented by a single line, which 
guides the opening. Master of the St Ursula Legend, Diptych of the Virgin and Child and Three Donors, 
1486, each element 32 × 24.5 cm, original frames included.
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31. Dülberg 1990, 66-67, note 370. 

two groups of two strategically placed holes on the lateral exteriors of the elements, 
one above and the other below, which could have served a similar purpose.

Diptych elements were most usually joined by hinges. In the case of smaller 
diptychs, panels were sometimes hinged together with two intertwined metal wires, 
their extremities inserted slantwise into the frames. Sometimes, in the case of book-
shaped diptychs, the two elements were fastened with strips of leather, parchment, or 
cloth.31 This has already been mentioned for the Eyckian diptych in the Louvre. In 
triptychs, the hinges of the central frame – the one carrying the weight of the wings 
and therefore the strongest frame – had the greatest number of hinge knuckles. This 
supporting function was unnecessary in diptychs because they were meant to be set 
down; thus, additional hinge knuckles to account for weight were unnecessary. Several 
panel paintings portray bedroom scenes in which small diptychs are suspended from 
bed curtains. The Diptych of the Virgin in a Church and Abbot Christiaan de Hondt, by 
the Master of 1499 (Antwerp, RMFA, no. 7) shows no trace of ancient hinges. The 
artist has depicted on the right panel a small diptych hanging to the bed curtains that 
may evoke the Diptych of Christiaan de Hondt itself. It is possible that the two panels 
were bound or glued together in one plane, without which reliable suspension would 
have been jeopardized and hanging unstable, but no examples of such objects have 
survived. Any such hypothetical unarticulated diptych with two elements fixed in the 
same plane could have been turned over if painted on both sides. If the outside was 
left unpainted, it would not have been turned over. 

b) Instructions on the open diptych 

Interior diptych images display both unified and discontinuous spaces, arranged 
frontally or obliquely. We have chosen a few examples to explain what we believe were 
the symbolic intentions of the Flemish Primitives with regard to perspective. The fact 
that some of these examples were executed as early as the beginning of the 15th 
century seems to indicate the existence of older traditions in this domain. The lack of 
consistent central convergence and the multiplication of vanishing points cannot be 
attributed to lack of sophistication. on the contrary, some perspectival lines serve to 
guide the viewer’s attention in a significantly purposeful manner, as mentioned before. 

In the Diptych of the Virgin in the Church and Abbot Christiaan de Hondt (Antwerp, 
RMFA, no. 7), the church vault is not aligned with the frontal elements in a single 
vertical axis but in three vertical axes unaligned with one another (fig. 91). one line 
directs our attention to the upper window, another to the cross, and the third to an 
altarpiece placed on the altar (the vertical axes are better aligned in Jan van Eyck’s 
Virgin in the Church, c. 1425, Berlin, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin – Preussischer 
Kulturbesitz, Gemäldegalerie, cat. no. 525C). 
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32. Campbell 1995, 253.

Many Annunciation scenes are depicted on separate elements but in a unique space, 
with floor tiles describing the perspective of the receding space in an uninterrupted 
fan shape distributed left and right of the vertical junction of the frames at the centre 
(horizontal lines always remain parallel to the horizon). From this point of departure, 
in each image of a diptych that features a ceiling and floor tiles, a half-fan perspective 
results, one slanting toward the right and the other toward the left. In the Christiaan 
de Hondt Diptych, two different spaces are depicted: one scene takes place inside a 
church, and the other in a domestic interior. The application of a continuous 
perspective, however, seen in the lines fanning on the ground from one wing to the 
other, shows the artist’s intention to connect the scenes, underscoring the spiritual 
unity of the otherwise disparate spaces. The scale reduction of the church relates to 
the artist’s desire to visually align the spaces. 

In other works, the spaces are conceived according to a hierarchical logic. In the 
Hermitage diptych of The Trinity and Virgin and Child (St Petersburg, The State 
Hermitage Museum, inv. nos. 447-448) attributed to Robert Campin, the frontal 
perspective of the Trinity draws the attention of the viewer in an immediate way 
(fig. 92a). The Virgin and Child and subordinate figures are portrayed in a half-fan 
perspective to the right, forming a suitable perspective for the subordinate wing of a 
diptych. The resemblance of the Hermitage wing to the London Virgin and Child 
(London, The National Gallery, inv. no.  NG6514) attributed to the workshop of 
Robert Campin (Jacques Daret?),32 is striking. The latter could well have been the 

Fig. 91. Example of 
the use of perspective 
to represent a single 
or unified space 
spread over separate 
panel scenes. The 
spaces appear 
disjointed, but the 
continuity in the 
perspective 
underscores their 
symbolic unity. 
Virgin in the Church 
and Abbot Christiaan 
de Hondt, 1499, each 
element 37 × 22 cm, 
original frame 
included. 
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right subordinate wing flanking a frontal scene, today lost (fig. 92b). Given the absence 
of hinge marks and the presence of suspension marks on the London panel, it seems 
plausible that the painting may have been one element of an open unarticulated 
diptych with both panels glued together in one plane, without hinges, and intended 
for suspension. A later example of similarly hierarchical spaces is found in the Virgin 
and Child and Margaret of Austria attributed to the Master of 1499 (Ghent, Museum 
of Fine Arts, inv. no. 1973-A) (fig. 92c).

Fig. 92. Examples of images arranged according to the rules of hierarchy by the use of perspective. 
The frontal perspective of a representation leads us to contemplate it first. In the case of a diptych, a 
half-fan of vanishing lines (tiles, ceilings, arches…) marks the secondary space of the wing. a. Robert 
Campin, Trinity and Virgin and Child, c. 1420/1425, 34.3 × 24.3 cm. b. Workshop of Robert Campin 
(Jacques Daret?), Virgin and Child in an Interior, 1428/1432?, 22.5 × 15.4 cm, integral frame included. 
c. Master of 1499 (attributed to), Virgin and Child and Margaret of Austria, after 1501, each element 
30.6 × 14.6 cm, original frame included. d. Hans Memling, Virgin and Child and Maarten van 
Nieuwenhove, 1487, each element 52.5 × 41.5 cm, original frame included. 

a b

c
d
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33. Dülberg 1990, 83, figs. 9-10; Van os 1994, 106-109. 

It is possible that, even within the confines of a unique or solitary space, perspective 
can be discontinuous, as in the Diptych of Maarten van Nieuwenhove (Bruges, SJH, 
no. 5) (fig. 92d). In this work, Mary is presented frontally, and the viewer is directed 
to focus attention on her. Maarten is shown in front of a wall and situated in the 
receding space of the perspective, in a fan of oblique lines (this time around a horizontal 
axis) that perform the same function as the fanned lines of floor tiles or ceilings in the 
examples discussed above. These oblique lines establish the hierarchy of the 
representations and suggest that it is the panel depicting Maarten that was intended 
to pivot to close the diptych. The reflection of persons in the mirror behind the Virgin 
reminds the viewer that the figures are united in the same space, despite the 
discontinuity of the perspective.

Further examination of perspective in panel paintings of the period would surely 
yield fruitful lines of inquiry. 

2. Articulated triptychs with three equal parts

The procedure of staggered unfolding, permitting the successive exposure of 
representations, was common to triptychs having three panels of equal dimension. In 
such triptychs, the hierarchical arrangement of the images on each panel served to 
instruct the user how to open and close them. Today most of these interesting triptychs 
are dismantled or divested of their frames. 

A scarce example still in its original condition is an Italian triptych from the 
entourage of Paolo Veneziano, c. 1300, with the Man of Sorrows in the centre, the 
Virgin to the left, and St  John the Evangelist to the right of the central panel 
(Dordrecht, Simon Van Gijn Museum, on loan from a Private Collection) (fig. 93). The 
painting on the outside of the left wing features Two Dominicans with a Bird and 
Christ Enthroned.33

 Christ’s and Mary’s faces incline toward each other, indicating 
that this pair of representations was meant to be closed first, before folding the wing 
portraying St John. Physically, it would have been difficult to do otherwise, because 
an object consisting of three (or sometimes four) superimposed panels presents 
additional laths or adapted hinges in its construction. 

These laths and hinges did not impede the painter from expressing the hierarchical 
arrangement of the panels by means of pictorial language, for example by depicting 
two faces inclined toward each other, as in the Dordrecht triptych, or by depicting 
the Christ Child pointing his finger toward a donor on the wing preferred for first 
closure.
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34. Fransen and Syfer-d’olne 2006, 391-413.

In Hans Memling’s Benedetto Portinari Triptych, today dismembered (fig. 93) (centre: 
Berlin, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin – Preussischer Kulturbesitz, Gemäldegalerie,  
inv. no. 528B, and wings: Florence, Galleria degli Uffizi, inv. nos. 1100 and 1090) the 
hierarchical positioning and message are signalled by the Infant who points his finger 
in Benedetto’s direction, linking the Virgin and the Child to the portrait, forming 
together the first pair of representations upon which the wing portraying the saint’s 
image would close for protection. In the closed state, the hierarchy remained physically 
even stronger. Benedetto was placed against Mary, and was covered and protected by 
its patron saint. 

In the Triptych of Jan de Witte by the Master of 1473 (Brussels, RMFAB, no. 3) 
(fig. 94), high protruding hinges still existed in 1960, as evidenced by a photograph 
dating from that time.34 Perhaps the necessity was no longer understood. The exterior 

Fig. 93. Articulated 
works comprising 
three elements of the 
same dimensions. 
The first element to 
be closed is the wing 
shown to be 
privileged by the 
inclined angle of 
Christ’s head, or by 
the donor’s attitude of 
prayer. The second 
element to be closed 
is that of the patron 
saint. Anonymous 
Master (Venice?), 
Man of Sorrows, Virgin 
and St John the 
Evangelist, c. 1300. 
Hans Memling, 
Triptych of Benedetto 
Portinari, 1487.
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of the triptych is cradled and held rigid by bars. The donor looks at the Virgin and 
Child; he is placed on the heraldic right, and it is he who occupies the wing which 
folded in the first place. The lowered gaze of the donatrix on the heraldic left 
corresponds to the modesty of her secondary position. Her hands are lowered in 
prayer, though the painter had originally drawn them upwards.35 Her wing is folded 
in second place. 

In the last two triptychs, the downcast eyes are specific to the person who has 
withdrawn from the main dialogue and who is placed on the second wing. 

Fig. 94. The first 
closing respects the 
order of precedence: 
the man folds first. 
The woman, with 
eyes and hands 
lowered, is pivoted 
second. Master of 
1473, Triptych of  
Jan de Witte, 1473, 
each element  
84.5 × 45.7 cm, 
exterior of the wings 
and reverse of the 
centre cradled.
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36. Van Asperen de Boer 2004, 107-118; Van der Velden 2006, 124-155; Jacobs 2012, 9. 
37. Nieuwdorp et al. 1984-1985, 70-98; Nieuwdorp 1994, 137-150; Gifford 1995, 357-370; Nieuwdorp 

and Goetghebeur 2003, 282. 

3.  Articulated works with complex programmes,  
subject to transformation

Some objects are opened progressively, presenting successive iconographic programmes. 
A single wing of a diptych, or the two wings of a triptych could be articulated at an 
angle. This fact has been noted by various authors.36 This position is sometimes 
imposed by the lack of space in a building or the placing of a small diptych on a 
cushion which prevented its being opened flat. In some cases it is necessary to consider 
an artist’s specific intent. The fact that Jan van Eyck gave instructions that the wings 
of Adam and of Eve be placed at right angles in the Vijd Chapel was certainly 
intentional. The angled position could give a wing an intermediate status between 
inside and outside, or correspond to the requirements related to the hierarchy of 
representations etc. Some authors propose sometimes that small diptychs, triptychs 
and the like were exposed to contemplation vertically, with the open object placed in 
equilibrium at an angle or in an accordion position. But to suggest these precious 
objects were exhibited in this perilous position would probably be to underestimate 
the precautions taken in handling them. 

Transformable objects also existed. The Anchin Polyptych, of which only the famous 
paintings by Jean Bellegambe remain (Douai, Musée de la Chartreuse) includes a 
mechanism on rollers which served to reveal an ancient reliquary in precious metal. 
Certain altarpieces unfolded in successive stages, first as diptych, then as triptych and 
finally as quadriptych, each time revealing an iconographic programme having its 
own consistency. There were reversible diptychs, that is with two representations on 
one side, with the object reversible to reveal a second diptych, with two other 
representations.

The dismantling of many works and the innumerable losses of original frames have 
left us with little evidence to comprehend how more sophisticated or complex 
unfolding objects were meant to be treated. 

The famous Antwerp-Baltimore Quadriptych
 
(Anonymous Master, Gelderland  (?),  

c. 1400, with a Nativity (outside uniformly red), a Resurrection (outside: St Christopher) 
(Antwerp, Mayer van den Bergh Museum, cat. no. 374); the Annunciation (outside: 
Baptism of Christ) and the Crucifixion (outside uniformly red) (Baltimore, The Walters 
Art Gallery, inv. no. 37.1683 A-C) was probably not meant to open like an accordion, 
as was once thought.37 We explored the hypothesis that places the quadriptych’s red-
painted surfaces as the two exteriors (fig. 95). one of the Antwerp frames features a 
rounded edge on one side, clearly visible when the object is viewed in profile. This 
shape is reproduced in the illustration of the closed retable and its raison d’être seems 
plain: it must have facilitated opening. The corresponding Baltimore frame, today 
lost, probably had the same rounded edge. An initial unfolding would have exposed 
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a diptych showing St Christopher and the Baptism of Christ, each time with a red sky 
(corresponding to a state of semi-opening/closing). Then, depending upon which wing 
was unfolded next, one of two triptychs would be revealed: with the opening of one 
wing, the three scenes of the Infancy of Jesus come into view; with the opening of the 
other, three scenes from Christ’s adult life. The final opening reveals the entire story 
of the Redemption.

Fig. 95. Reconstruction of the dismantled Antwerp-Baltimore Quadriptych. Proposal for its opening, 
each unfolding revealing different scenes, and therefore, narrative sequences. When closed, the little 
polyptych is painted red. The initial opening reveals red skies which correspond to a first incomplete 
opening. The Nativity (outside uniformly red), and Resurrection (outside: St  Christopher) (Antwerp)  
and the Annunciation (outside: Baptism of Christ) and the Crucifixion (outside uniformly red) (Baltimore), 
c. 1400, each element 37.9 × 26.5 cm, original frames in Antwerp only. 

Laths like those still in place in the Dordrecht piece could have been used in the 
Antwerp-Baltimore Quadriptych, as shown in the reconstruction. The little pegs still in 
place in two of the frames served to fix these laths. The current dismembering of the 
quadriptych is the result of the desire to split into two equal parts (both times one 
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element painted on both faces, and one element with a red painted outside) an object 
of which no one any longer understood the subtleties. 

Reversible diptychs also existed; a small retable, sometimes attributed to Memling, 
sometimes to a follower,38 with the Heavenly Redemption and Earthly Vanity, c. 1486 
(Strasbourg, Museum of Fine Arts, inv. no. 51) is an instructive example (fig. 96).

Fig. 96. At the present time, the three original panels are conserved as six separate paintings. The 
original piece was not only dismantled but cut to create six separate works. This reconstruction 
suggests the original configuration to be that of a reversible diptych. The hierarchy of the two 
diptychs is suggested by the scripts, in capitals on the major diptych, in cursive Gothic script on the 
more intimate diptych. Hans Memling (or follower?), Heavenly Redemption and Earthly Vanity, c. 1486, 
each element c. 22.1 × 13.1 cm.
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As they stand today, the six panels with their glued frames come from three panels, 
each sawed along the grain into two thinner ones (± 2 mm). Careful observation and 
comparison of the breaks, cracks, and traces of sawing have revealed that the following 
panels were positioned back-to-back: coat of arms and Death; Redeemer and Vanity; 
Hell and skull. The frames, glued onto the supports, present two types of mouldings. 
In three frames (the skull, the coat of arms, the Redeemer), the frame is bevelled on 
the picture side; in three other frames (Vanity, Death, the Redeemer) there is a cavetto 
moulding in the same position. It would appear normal that the two frames forming 
the outside face of the wings (the skull and the coat of arms) should be bevelled. 
Should we attribute special significance to the difference between the frame of the 
Redeemer and the three other gilded frames? The polychromy has been largely redone, 
but probably picks up the original colours and gilding. Four frames are gilded. Two 
are plentifully coated in green and brown paint; they correspond to the outside of the 
object and conform to the convention of painting the exterior with a modest colour, 
reserving the richer gold for the interior. Closed, the object forms two diptychs. Upon 
opening, the major diptych reveals the Redemption. once closed and turned over, 
there is a second diptych to unfold, more hidden and intimate. The hierarchy of the 
two diptychs was made visible by the use of Roman capital letters on the Heavenly 
Redemption diptych, and Gothic lettering on the Earthly Vanity side.39
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A. The Ghent AltArpiece

Introduction

In 1432 there were two separate altarpieces in the Vijd Chapel.1 Some art historians 
have already been suggesting this duality for a number of years.2 our conviction on 
this point is supported by the differences between the frames of the two registers, but 
also by other arguments that will be developed in this chapter. We first examined the 
frames in 1986, when the masterpiece was dismantled and stored in a side chapel of 
St  Bavo’s Cathedral with a view to its being moved to the Villa Chapel. The 
opportunity to make additional observations and to exchange views with colleagues 
presented itself during the study, documentation and conservation project supported 
by the Getty Foundation between April 2010 and June 2011.3

CHAPTER X

MASTERS AND MASTERPIECES

Fig. 97. The Ghent 
Altarpiece

1. The current terms “Ghent Altarpiece” adopted for the Van Eyck brothers’ masterpiece are not 
comfortable for the explanation we develop in this chapter. This historic appellation is not very old 
and designates, – a bit summarily one must concede – a single polyptych, which, in our opinion, it 
became only in the 19th century. We believe this unity is rooted in the progressive reunion, in the 
19th and 20th centuries, of two initial altarpieces. For the period prior to the French Revolution, we 
will therefore refer to the “lower altarpiece” and the “upper altarpiece” and to “the Van Eyck brothers’ 
altarpieces in Ghent”. An old pars pro toto name for the ensemble is Mystic Lamb, we have adopted this 
occasionally for the ensemble in its present unified presentation, along with the name “Ghent 
Altarpiece”. We believe that perhaps one day, if the duality of the altarpiece is accepted (and if the two 
altarpieces were even to be physically slightly dissociated) each altarpiece will receive an appropriate 
name. The name Mystic Lamb would certain remain for the lower altarpiece. The upper altarpiece 
could perhaps become the Double Intercession. one can hope also that the in-depth task of cleaning and 
of removing the overpaintings commenced in 2012 by KIK-IRPA will make it possible to say where 
Hubert’s work ended and where Jan’s began. This would make it possible to establish the paternity 
(complete, or partial seeing that Hubert did not complete his work) of each altarpiece. The work 
undertaken during this decade will certainly produce a terminology better suited to a complex 
situation, to which the traditional term of “Van Eyck’s Ghent Altarpiece” does not do justice.

2. Dhanens 1980, 378; Verougstraete-Marcq and Van Schoute 1989, 284; Van der Velden 2011, 11.
3. See the website: “Closer to Van Eyck: Rediscovering the Ghent Altarpiece” at http://closertovaneyck.

kikirpa.be. The project includes an assessment of the structural condition of the oak panels and the 
frames of the altarpiece. Glatigny et al. 2010.

http://closertovaneyck.kikirpa.be
http://closertovaneyck.kikirpa.be
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The first part of this chapter contains the description of the frames that was published 
in 1989, with some added details. The frames of the lower altarpiece adopt a model 
that is standard for a 15th century altarpiece. Those of the upper altarpiece have no 
known equivalent. Their design is the result of a serious reflection on the weight of 
the wings. In it we can identify an original approach to avoid the much-feared sagging 
by adopting a structure that evokes the work of carpenters. The woodworkers’ efforts 
were, however, not ultimately successful. From the late 15th century onwards the 
archives refer to concerns without specifying their exact object, but we can suppose 
that they relate to the sagging of the upper wings. This sagging has left traces that 
are visible till today.

The second part of this chapter examines two until now unexploited or unknown 
elements of the pictorial layer of the upper altarpiece, the first of which relates to the 
duality of the altarpiece and the other to the positioning at angles of the wings with 
Adam and with Eve. The first element is the text on the banderols of the applied 
brocade (Pressbrokat) behind the Virgin and St John the Baptist, an area now almost 
everywhere severely damaged. Some historians consider that the artist inscribed there 
a fantasy text, though this is highly unlikely in such a solemn location. others believe 
the text to have become illegible. And indeed it has been damaged and retouched 
almost everywhere. Even so, half of this text   can be seen on a half banderol 
under St John’s right hand. Furthermore, on another half banderol we read . 
This inscription is already visible to the naked eye and even more clearly on the 
X-radiograph. The latter attests the original nature of the inscription: the brocade was 
applied to the substrate before the painting of the major figures, and the inscription 
was inscribed from the outset. The reading we propose of this inscription supports 
the idea that the upper altarpiece was painted by Jan in tribute to his late brother. 
This context pleads in favour of attributing to Jan the learned quatrain found on the 
frame. The first altarpiece, placed on the altar, that Hubert left unfinished at his death 
and which Jan completed, is the one that has given the title Mystic Lamb to the 
ensemble. Subsequently the second altarpiece was fixed to the wall above the first.  
Its subject is a Double Intercession. our forefathers were strongly influenced by the 
representation of our ancestors and sometimes spoke of this work as the Adam and 
Eve painting, a name that occasionally designated the two altarpieces together.

The second painted element that retains our attention here is the illusionist 
representation in two places (the wing with Adam and that with Eve, and the 
Annunciation scene on the outside) of the shadows of the frames in the painted 
composition. What is unique here is that it is not all the frames that cast a shadow 
on the painting but only the frames mentioned above. This points to a special 
significance that we must look for. We propose to see them as an instruction regarding 
the position of the wings.
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In part three, we have tried to visualize in six figures what spectators saw in the Vijd 
Chapel between 1432 and 1986, i.e. between the completion of the work and its 
transfer to the Villa Chapel. our information comes from various sources, primarily 
laconic archive entries, rare old photos, texts painted on the frames and panels, and 
the original frames of the wings. All this information provides an opportunity to 
synthesize the various sources of material in which the study of the frames has an 
important part to play. We will see for example that we can count at least five 
successive frames for the central parts: the original frames, destroyed during the 
French Revolution and replaced by neo-classical frames in Paris, black and gold 
frames upon return from Paris, gilded frames in 1920, new gilded frames in 1950.
The joining of the two altarpieces to form a single unit began in the 19th century 
and was completed in the 20th. All this relates a turbulent history and damage at 
different stages. The upper altarpiece has been shortened at the top so that we no 
longer know its original shape or size. The overall presentation has lost its former 
splendour. Security considerations have guided the choice of the current Villa 
Chapel for exhibiting what has become a single altarpiece.

The laborious development of these six figures has helped us to raise questions, and 
to formulate answers and hypotheses, including the steps of the gradual rapprochement 
of the two altarpieces. For this we have started from recent periods, which are better 
documented, and then continued backwards to the earliest times, ending up with 
reconstruction of what the altarpiece originally looked like in the 15th century. The 
arguments and hypotheses are presented in the figures and discussed in the text.

1. Panels and frames

For the panels that form the support for the paintings, the reader can usefully consult 
the extensive report, accessible on-line, by Jean-Albert Glatigny and his team.4 The 
same website “Closer to Van Eyck” reports the interesting results of the 
dendrochronological examination.5 Unsurprisingly, the wood used is Baltic oak. Three 
times a pair of planks from the same tree was identified. Finding planks originating 
from the same tree within a single group is not uncommon. What is surprising, 
however, is that the left board of the Divine Lord panel and the second board from 
the bottom of the Adoration panel come from the same tree. This tells us that the 
joiners who constructed the first panel and those who constructed the second both 
drew from the same stock of boards.

our contribution focuses on the construction of the frames. At the time of 
preparation of this text for publication, the study of the polychromy, very important 
for the understanding of the altarpieces, is under way and we very much hope that 
the results will be published. We have not been able to benefit from it, but were able 
to make some observations with the microscope prior to restoration on the frames of 
Joos Vijd and St John the Baptist of the lower altarpiece. The decor is a painted trompe-

4. See note 3.
5. Fraiture 2011b; Fraiture 2013.

http://closertovaneyck.kikirpa.be/
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6. Doursther 1840.

l’œil evocation of stones separated by a joint. Each stone measures roughly 13 cm in 
length (which is about half the Ghent foot of 29.77 cm),6 adopts the width of the 
frame and continues over onto its inclined sill. Each stone has speckled effects, 
alternatively one stone with green speckling, a second stone with reddish speckling 
and a third with black speckling. The alternation of the speckling colours is repetitive 
but with irregularities. All the speckling runs from top left to bottom right. The size 
of the specks varies. The black effects are produced by lines of varied length and 
thickness, the reddish or greenish effects by strokes of variable thickness, each time 
edged with shadowing to the right, inversely to the shadowing of the figures, which 
is to the left: what we have is depressions in the stone, contrary to the figures, that are 
painted in relief. The light that illuminated the altarpieces in the Vijd Chapel came 
from the window on the right hand side. The joints between the stones consist each 
time of a fairly broad black line, with an intentionally irregular whitish line down its 
centre. In the vertical elements of the frame, the upper high edge of the stone is 
marked with a beige or pink line. This trait defining the edges of the stone is also 
present on the horizontal elements. The speckling is placed on top of a fine layer of 
brown paint, with the original paint layer showing through. The latter seems to us to 
be painted directly on the wood.

The lower horizontal members carrying the quatrain do not have this stone 
imitation (no speckling, nor joints, and the background with the inscription resembles 
a whitish cartridge, a sort of banner). The execution of the text does not evoke any 
cutting into stone, nor any relief effect as in other frames of Van Eyck works. In some 
places, the paint layer appears to be applied directly onto the wood (joint painted 
between the stones in the upper right corner of the Vijd panel, or greenish flecking 
in a small gap in the upper left part of the frame of St John the Baptist).

We have searched in vain for traces of the multiple layers described in L’Agneau 
Mystique au Laboratoire, pl. LVII, sample 1. Unfortunately the location where the 
sample was taken is not specified. In the places we examined, the microscope shows 
neither metal foil nor a red base. Nor have we been able to track down traces of the 
green colour described previously, nor of the brown colour that supposedly served to 
make the text stand out.

We would remind readers that the original frames of the central parts are no longer 
extant. For the wings, only the frames surrounding Adam and Eve (in closed position: 
the narrow central wings of the Annunciation) remain in a state close to the original. 
The frames of the other wings were sawn along the grain, then glued onto a pinewood 
support in Berlin in 1894 to allow the simultaneous presentation of the inside and the 
outside of the wings. The panels of the wings too, were sawn along the grain for the 
same reason, and then cradled on the reverse.

The history of the presentation of the altarpieces in the Vijd Chapel (part three  
of this chapter) provides additional information and helps us understand certain 
peculiarities of the joinery.
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7. Glatigny et al. 2010, 199.

a) The lower altarpiece (figs. 98-99)

The central panel of the lower altarpiece consists of four horizontal boards assembled 
with butt joins and dowels. The lower join has been reworked. The central join was 
broken and treated in the past.7 Non-original iron staples reinforce the ends of the 
joins. Notches have been cut along the edges. These postdate the paint layer covering 
the reverse. All panels, including the central panel of which the original frame is lost, 
were slotted into the groove of the frame before painting.

The frames of the wings are of typical construction for the period: each has two 
stiles and two rails, with single-pegged mortise and tenon joints at each corner. The 
tenon shoulders are cut square on both sides.

The mouldings of the frames are basic and seem to have been done, or at least 
completed, after assembly, because the hollows, on the inner edge, splay slightly 
towards the corners, as the tool could have done at the start or end of the run.

Today there are no hinges on the bottom altarpiece. The original hinges between 
the two wings on each side can be seen on the photos from the time in Berlin, 
probably taken shortly before the sawing in 1894 (fig. 106). Indeed, before cutting the 
frames along the grain, all nails had to be removed.

For each pair of wings, the hinges between two wings were nailed to the front sides 
of the frames of the closed altarpiece. The blades were recessed and their upper and 
lower ends slightly splayed. Each plate was fixed with five forged nails inserted in a 
quincunx pattern. Each hinge node had five knuckles, the arrangement of which was 
different at the top and the bottom. In the upper hinge three knuckles extend the 
blade on the Vijd (carrying) side, with two knuckles on the St  John the Baptist 
(carried) side. This disposition is reversed in the bottom hinge. This is possibly not an 
arbitrary arrangement, as there may have been a relationship with the traction 
produced by the weight of the wing at the top and the pressure exerted at the bottom. 
When the node of a hinge between two wings lies on the closed altarpiece side, this 
makes for ease of opening and rigidity when closing. The hinges between the inner 
wings and the central frame no longer exist. Major restorations in the stiles next to 
the central panel may point to the existence initially of strap hinges nailed to the face 
of the frame. A number of holes, now filled, could point to the extraction of forged 
nails that held the hinges in place.

The altarpiece was placed on a predella.
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Fig. 98. Lower altarpiece, closed and open. Construction of the wings with their original frames. 
The frames have a moulding bordering the painting which is broader than in the upper altarpiece.
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b) The upper altarpiece (figs. 100-101)

The central part of the upper altarpiece has three separate panels, all three shortened 
at the top. This is evidenced, on the reverse, by more inclined bevels and a different 
wood tone from that of the other bevels and, on the painted side, the absence of barbes 
and unpainted edges. Small notches one third of the way up the panels suggest that 
pegs helped to hold the panels of the Virgin and St John the Baptist in their frames 
(into which they were slotted). The lower corners of the panels are cut back. This 
amputation of the corners results from the sawing of the frames by the Commissioners 
of the French Revolution (see below).

Fig. 99. Lower altarpiece, centre (front view). Modern frame. The central panel, which is 3.4 cm thick, 
is heavily rebated from the back, with, on the front side, a bevel extending over more or less 5 cm.
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Fig. 100. Upper 
altarpiece, closed and 
open. Construction of 
the wings with their 
original frames.



MASTERS AND MASTERPIECES: ThE ghENT AlTARPIECE

199

· The Adam and the Eve wings

The only wing panels that have not been sawn in two along the grain are those of 
Adam and of Eve. These are each c. 1.2 cm thick.

Each frame consists of six elements: two stiles, one lower rail, one “floating” 
median rail (i.e. placed on top of the panel and not embedded in it) on the closed 
side only, and two curved upper rails, pegged onto the panel, one on the closed side, 
the other on the open side. The bottom rail is connected to the stiles with mortise 
and tenon joints, with one peg in each joint. The median rail is secured to the stiles 
with half-lap dovetail joints. The curved upper rails attached to the panel are not 
joined to the stiles: one end slightly overlaps the longer stile, the other end butts onto 
the shorter stile.

Fig. 101. Centre: modern frame (front view). The panel, which is 2.2 to 2.3 cm thick, presents a one-
sided tongue and a chamfer. The moulding of the frame is shaped in successive sections, more 
markedly so than in the lower altarpiece.
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The groove of the longer stiles, into which the panel is slotted, is visible at the top. 
The panel continues upward and its butt edge is flush with the upper edge of the stile 
(fig. 102). Here the frame structure is incomplete at the top: the curved frame elements 
are pegged to the panel and not part of the carrying structure, as would normally be 
the case.

The outside of the curved rail abuts the smaller stile slightly set in from the outside 
of the latter. This setback is matched by a second one where the frame meets that of 
the adjacent inner wing. The shorter stile ends at the top with a triangular tenon, 
which fits between the two curved rail sections, without being joined to them. This 
tenon is visible in the outer edge of the upper rail. It is also visible on the photograph 
taken of the disassembled frame in 1950. Its triangular shape results from the sawing 
back of a rectangular tenon.

In closed position, the curved frame does not end on the outside with the usual 
sharp edge, but by a bevel which continues on the shorter stile as far as the second 
setback. The bevel on the curved rail is original, and was extended onto the stiles for 
the sake of harmonization.

A bevel is a simple moulding usually found on the closed side of articulated works 
(diptychs, triptychs…), between the frame and the panel. In the present case, the 
outside bevel of the curved upper rail also had to provide the transition between the 
frame and the painted panel. The presence of a bevel indicates that the painted panel 
originally extended beyond the curved frames.

Fig. 102. Detail of the side of the curved frame at the top of the Eve wing (seen from above). To the 
left: the upper part of the smaller stile of the frame, with its recess. To the right of the recess: the start 
of the curved frame, in three superposed thicknesses. From top to bottom: the curved frame, closed 
altarpiece side (in black). Its outer edge (towards the spectator) is bevelled. In the middle: the remains 
of a tenon. Today this tenon is reduced to a triangular shape owing to the sawing in the 16th century 
of the upper part of the wing. This triangular tenon is visible on the photos of the dismantled frame 
published by Coremans in 1953 (pl. LXVI). To the right of the tenon is the top of the panel, flush 
with the side of the frame whereas, at this date, a panel was normally slotted into the groove of the 
frame before painting. At the bottom, the curved rail on the Eve side (red colour) is not bevelled, but 
square and with a sharp edge.
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When the altarpiece is open, the gilded curved edge above Adam and above Eve 
is irregularly and clumsily sawn, leaving with a sharp edge. There is no bevel here. 
Here there was something other than painting, and we suggest that it was carved 
tracery.

Fig. 103. Detail of 
the frame of the Eve 
wing as dismantled 
in 2013. The pegs 
have been removed 
and the two tenons 
extracted from their 
mortises. The edge of 
the left stile has a 
cavetto moulding, 
widening towards the 
bottom.

The outer edges of the stiles of the Adam frame and of the Eve frame next to the 
wings with the angels are gouged back, which is unusual for a 15th century frame 
(fig.  103). The resulting cavetto is matched by a similar hollow moulding in the 
frames of the angels, with the two hollows forming a groove. Jean-Albert Glatigny 
and his team have suggested that the groove would have served to cover a colonnette 
in the middle frame. This hypothesis is attractive. We should add that the groove 
widens at the bottom, forming the recess which would have housed the base of this 
colonnette. This also explains the holes in the cavettos of the frames of Adam and of 
Eve (fig.  110). These holes were part of a closing system. The holes would have 
corresponded with pegs embedded in the columns. In this way the altarpiece was 
closed in two stages: first the wide wings were fixed by pegging to the colonnettes of 
the central frame and then the narrow wings were closed with overlapping rebates. 
This double closing system helped both to avoid the sagging of the wings and keep 
the Adam and the Eve panels well shut. This system did not resist the passing of time. 
The sagging of the wings was a concern from the late 15th century onwards.

The longer stiles of the frame of Adam and of that of Eve must have continued by 
more or less 22 cm, the equivalent of the part deemed to be missing above the central 
panel (see below, the historical presentation of the altarpieces: interventions in the 
16th century and during the French Revolution). These long stiles were, as we said, 
rebated. Today, they are tapered in a spindle shape towards the top, and the rebate has 
been recut in spindle shape also. This spindle shape was aimed at preventing, on 
closing, the overlapping of the central stiles, which was a negative consequence of the 
sagging of the wings (fig. 112).

We can also note that the rebate was cut so that the opening and closing of the 
wings complied with the correct order of precedence. First the wing at the right (Eve) 
was opened, followed by the left (Adam). And conversely, the first wing closed was 
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that of Adam, followed by that of Eve. Indeed, here as elsewhere, orders of precedence 
often impact the manipulation of wings (this topic is discussed elsewhere in this 
book, in the Chapter IX, entitled “Articulated works with instructions for use”).

· The wings with the Annunciation, the Singing and the Musician Angels

The frames, sawn through in Berlin in 1894, are glued to a pinewood backing into 
which a rebate is cut. The panels have been reduced in height to fit into the rebate 
and cradled. Based on our observations from the frames of Adam and of Eve, we can 
reconstruct the state of the frames before being sawn in Berlin as follows: each of the 
frames contained eight elements: two stiles, a lower rail, a floating median rail on the 
closed side of the wing, and a semi-circular applied upper rail consisting of four 
pieces, two quarter-circles on each side of the panel (four pieces in total). The bottom 
rail is connected to the stiles with mortise and tenon joints and pegged. The median 
rail, floating on the panel, is secured to the stiles by half-lap dovetail joints. The 
dovetails are less visible than in the frames of Adam and of Eve. The curved rails are 
applied and pinned to the panels: they abut the stiles with reinforced scarf-joints. At 
the top of the curved rail, the two pieces of wood abut one another. Their union 
appears to be camouflaged by a strip of parchment (?). The upper rails are not 
structural parts of the frame. The outer bevel, on the closed wing side, was intended 
to frame a flat painting, as in the narrow wings. Here also the bevel was extended on 
the stiles and the set-backs in the stiles are explained by the changes undergone.

Inside the altarpiece, the gilded curved rails are moulded only on the side next to 
the painting. The top of the upper rails has a sharp and irregularly sawn edge; the 
upper rail was probably continued, like the wings of Adam and Eve, by tracery work.

The stiles next to the wings of Adam and of Eve have hollowed outer edges. This 
feature has already been discussed above.

We can therefore conclude that the panels of the wings depicting the Angels before 
being sawn through and being slightly reduced in height to fit against a rebate in 
Berlin, had already had an upper part amputated, just like those of Adam and of Eve.

·  Interpretation of the construction of the upper altarpiece

A lot of thought went into the design of the carpentry of the upper altarpiece. The 
median floating rails on the closed wings were positioned opposite the hinges, which 
they were intended to relieve by spreading the load over the two stiles. The half-lap 
dovetails joining this median rail to the stiles were intended to keep the construction 
square and prevent the splaying and/or sagging of the wings.
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The curved parts had a specific role to play. Not unlike the diagonal cross-bars found 
on large wooden gates, they deflected the weight towards the hinges and the centre 
of the altarpiece (dormant and carrying part) (figs. 104-105). The asymmetric 
positioning of the double splice joints for the Angels (Singers and Musicians) supports 
the hypothesis of this deflection function; the splice joint closest to the hinges between 
the centre carrying part and the wings is each time situated lower that the other one. 
To counter sagging, the weight was deviated by the curved upper rail to the bearing 
hinge, thereby diminishing the downward pull. There was an alternation between the 
floating centre rail, assembled to the stiles, and the upper curved frame pieces pegged 
to the panel. This alternation maintained a mobility of the carpentry items that 
would counter or absorb the splaying force exerted by the weight of the wings. As we 
have seen, the desire to support the large wings and to prevent their sagging even 
when the altarpiece was closed had led to their being pegged to the centre of the 
altarpiece.

The rounded shape of the wings of the upper altarpiece has often caused 
astonishment because not corresponding to the straight lines of the central part. 
Erwin Panofsky thought the Angels were originally independent works, then “cut to 

Fig. 104. The curved upper rail rests lower on the stile to the right than to the left. This asymmetry 
is intentional, aimed at deflecting the weight towards the hinges and weight-bearing stiles.
Medieval carpenters regularly used this construction principle. The large wooden gate, to the right, 
of familiar appearance, applies a similar system. The diagonal cross-bars deflect the weight towards 
the hinges and the carrying masonry.

Fig. 105. The curved part of the smaller wing, pegged to the panel, allowed a certain play of the 
construction by the diagonal cut of its edge resting on the stile.
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8. Panofsky 1971, 1: 221.
9. Monballieu 1966, 54.
10. Coremans 1953, 14-15, note 6.
11. Michiel Coxcie, based on the Van Eyck’s altarpieces, six wings (Brussels, Royal Museums of Fine Arts 

of Belgium, inv. nos. 6696-6701), and the Godhead (Berlin, Bode-Museum, inv. nos. 524-525), the 
Virgin and St John the Baptist (Munich, Bayerische Staatsgemäldesammlungen, Alte Pinakothek, inv. 
nos. 653-654); these various panels were brought together for the exhibition Michiel Coxcie. The 
Flemish Raphael (M-Museum, Leuven, 31 october 2013 – 23 February 2014). Jan Gossart, Christ 
between the Virgin and St John the Baptist (Madrid, Museo Nacional del Prado, inv. no. P01510). After 
Van Eyck, The Fountain of Life (Madrid, Museo Nacional del Prado, inv. no. P01511).

measure” to act as wings.8 Antoine De Schryver and Roger Marijnissen suggested that 
the constraints of the architecture had led to the curved shape, without which it 
would have been impossible to fully open the altarpiece, given the low height of the 
vaults. Adolf Monballieu believes on the contrary that the carpentry, as it presents 
itself today, is consistent.9 He points out that the weakness of the upper curved rails, 
made of applied pieces without apparent joining to the main frame, was largely offset 
by the floating rails on the closed side. In the more reduced thickness of the rounded 
panels at the top than at the bottom, Monballieu sees a confirmation of the fact that 
the panels are complete. We should, however, note that the differences in thickness 
mentioned in Paul Coremans are 4 mm, and are observed only in the panels of the 
Angels, sawn through in Berlin, and not in those of Adam and of Eve, and that there 
is no sign of a bevel.10 An explanation for the setbacks is proposed by Monballieu. The 
wings, according to him had, in closing, to pass under a canopy; a similar setback is 
seen in the frames of the wings of an altarpiece that adorns the high altar represented 
in the Seven Sacraments Altarpiece by Rogier van der Weyden (Antwerp, Royal Museum 
of Fine Arts, inv. nos. 393-395). But in this work the represented altarpiece is carved. 
The wings form a box around a sculpture. In closed position they form a three-
dimensional whole, prolonging the canopy. The famous altarpieces in Ghent, on the 
other hand, are flat paintings with the wings closing over the central part that they 
covered perfectly. A flat altarpiece is compatible with a carved canopy.

This surprise at the rounded shape of the wings disappears when we know that it is 
the result of the amputation of an upper part which, on the inside of the altarpiece, 
was decorated with applied tracery that increased the weight of the wings. Adding to 
this the fact that the central parts too had an upper part amputated during the French 
Revolution, we must conclude that we are totally ignorant of the primitive form of 
the upper altarpiece of which we have not one original upper edge. Michiel Coxcie in 
1555-1558 (1559?) gives his wings a curved shape which is probably inspired by already 
amputated wings. The measurements (height and width) given by the Revolutionary 
Commissioners when the Van Eyck brothers’ altarpieces were unframed in Ghent in 
1794 plead in favour of simple and probably straight forms. However, we cannot 
exclude a curved shape for the upper altarpiece, for example of the central panel with 
the Divine Lord. The curved shape is present in evocations of the masterpiece by 
various artists.11 Coxcie’s central panel with the Divine Lord retains to this day an 
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12. We do not know if the Coxcie panels with the Virgin and St John the Baptist were originally curved. 
All the frames were renewed in the 19th and 20th centuries. The Brussels wings have black and gold 
frames, curved at the top, dating from 1861-1865, the Virgin and St  John the Baptist retain the 
rectangular neo-classical frames by Schinkel (see note 27) but with small curved inserts in the upper 
corners, the Divine Lord and the Lamb are presented in large modern gilt frames. That of the Divine 
Lord is rounded at the top.

original unpainted curved upper edge.12 None of Coxcie’s panels retains its original 
frame that could have provided further elucidation.

· The differences between the two altarpieces

In addition to the marked differences in construction and general design of the 
carpentry that we have described above, other differences are worth noting: the 
thickness of the panels, the manner of thinning back their outer edges, the layout and 
shape of the hinges (fig. 106), the width of the wings, the ironwork, and the closing 
systems. The mouldings of the two altarpieces exhibit the same general appearance, 
but have been produced with different tools.

The central panel of the lower altarpiece, which is 3.4 cm thick, is heavily rebated 
from the back, with, on the front side, a chamfer extending over more or less 5 cm. 
In the upper altarpiece, on the other hand, we find a one-sided tongue and a chamfer. 
The panel here is 2.2 to 2.3 cm thick.

Fig. 106. a. Detail of a 19th century photograph taken in Berlin. The hinges between the wings of 
the lower altarpiece have their upper and lower ends slightly splayed. Each plate is embedded and 
fixed with five forged nails in a quincunx pattern. Each hinge node has five knuckles. 
b. Between the wings of the upper altarpiece, the hinge blade is rectangular, embedded (wedged into 
a slot) in the outer surface of the frame of the right narrow wing, nailed in place by four vertically 
aligned forged nails. The knuckles have been cut off; each blade presented one or two knuckles.

a b
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13. Coremans 1953, 12.
14. Verougstraete-Marcq and Van Schoute 1989, 275-284.

The hinges were different in the lower and the upper altarpiece. Usually in 
altarpieces, the node of a hinge (the rotating axis) is placed on the inside where the 
wing falls against the central portion, with the blade on the side of the frame. 
Between two wings, this node was on the outside. This made the wings easy to 
open, and stiff when closing, as already mentioned. In the altarpieces by the Van 
Eyck brothers, the blades of the hinges are placed on the fronts of the frames, and 
not on the sides, as would generally be the case later. This arrangement of the 
blades does not change the characteristics of flexibility or rigidity of rotation which 
depends mainly on the position of the node. Today there remain just four original 
outside hinge blades (for the junction between two wings), two on the frame of 
Adam and two on that of Eve. These blades are rectangular, embedded (wedged 
into a slot) in the outer surface of the frame, and nailed by means of four vertically 
aligned forged nails. These blades were originally extended with either one or two 
knuckles, which have today been sawn off. Into the knuckles was fixed a free pin to 
hold the node together and enable the wings to hang. This pin was removed to 
disunite the knuckles and detach the wings.

Presumably all that remained of the ironwork on the wings in the 19th century was 
removed in Berlin. only Adam and Eve, who were kept in Belgium, retained their 
hinge leafs.

Inside the altarpieces, the hinges between the central part and the wing were 
larger than the hinges between the wings. They may have had elongated and perhaps 
even decorative straps. In 1950, many holes and other damage were noted in the 
stiles of the frames next to the central part.13 These could be the consequence of the 
removal of the hinges and the nails fixing the blades (or straps), while their number 
could be explained by possible reinforcements following problems related to the 
weight of the wings.

Not only the hinges, but also the metal hooks and other closing systems (locks, 
latches etc.) have for the most part been removed or their traces camouflaged in the 
19th and 20th centuries. The rebate that closed the upper altarpiece is now filled with 
wooden slats. Is such a removal or hiding of functional elements, which complicates 
the interpretation of primitive articulation, necessary? The question deserves being 
discussed in broader context.

The difference in conception from one altarpiece to another is marked. The two 
altarpieces have frames that cannot have been designed by the same wood craftsmen.14 
The lower altarpiece is a more everyday piece of joinery. The upper altarpiece by 
contrast suggests that a carpenter also has been brought in. We know that the 
carpenters and joiners argued over which jobs should be done by their respective 
trades. on 5 July 1455, a concordat between the joiners and carpenters of Bruges 
delimited the field of activity of each other. Joiners were permitted to produce 
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15. Van de Velde 1909, 66-69; Sosson 1977, 144.
16. Geelen and Steyaert 2011, 383-393. The same comment for the brocades painted by Coxcie, Geelen 

and Steyaert 2011, 394-397.

altarpieces, the flat supports for paintings, antependia, and the hutches of carved 
altarpieces.15 But they did not have exclusivity of these tasks, as carpenters were also 
permitted to undertake them. Carpenters supplant joiners in some areas. They are the 
only ones permitted to produce large-sized civil and religious furniture and everything 
fixed to wall and floor. Joiners are allowed to produce movable furniture items not 
exceeding certain dimensions. The concordat text goes even further in defining the 
exclusive territory of either group (see Chapter II). A similar arrangement could well 
have applied in Ghent, which would explain the difference in structural conception 
between the upper and lower altarpieces with the upper altarpiece produced by 
carpenters and the lower one by joiners.

The entire process of reflection on supporting the weight of the wings, and the use 
of curved rails as a weight deflection system point to a dynamic conception of the 
construction. Nibbed scarf joints are used more frequently in carpentry than in 
joinery to lengthen sections of wood. The rudimentary nature of the mouldings of the 
upper altarpiece suggests clumsiness or inadequate equipment. The damage occurring 
early on to this unique frame must have discouraged imitators. The design of the 
supports of other large altarpieces reflects the same concern to avoid the sagging of 
the wings, but other solutions have been adopted.

2.  Painted elements related to the duality of the altarpiece  
and to the articulation of the upper part

a)  The text in the applied brocade behind the Virgin  
and St John the baptist (fig. 107)

The brocades behind the three central figures of the upper altarpiece have been 
studied in meticulous detail,16 but the texts on the banderols behind the Virgin and 
St John the Baptist have not received the attention they merit. They are inscribed in 
relief and there is no doubt as to their originality. It has been repeatedly stated since 
the 19th century they were either fanciful or illegible, based on very damaged and 
reworked texts. However, in an inconspicuous place under St John’s hand, a perfectly 
preserved half banderol presents a text totally readable on the X-radiograph (fig. 107a). 
on the same X-radiograph, to the right of St John’s raised hand, the same first letter 
of the inscription is visible on another banderol. Considering the first letter (B?) differs 
from one banderol to another (figs. 107a-b), one may suggest they were written 
individually on each banderol. To the right of St John’s mantle, on the X-radiograph 
of another half banderol, one can read the second half of the inscription (fig. 107c).
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17. For the perfect shapes of characters see Kirchner 1955, 57, table, no. 8; Hussmann 1977, 154, 158.
18. Mediavilla 1993, 162-163; Dekker et al. 1992, XL-XLI.
19. “Meester Luberecht, Ubrecht, Hubrechte den scildere, Lubrect Van Heycke.” Quoted from Dhanens 

1980, 28.

Behind the Virgin are two complete banderols, a third almost complete one and 
two half-banderols. Although most of the banderols are badly damaged, as the 
X-radiograph shows and the text highly retouched, one or the other well-preserved 
original letter can be recognized on each one. The few scattered letters remaining 
from the original inscription are sufficient to lead us to conclude that originally the 
same inscription was repeated throughout.

It is difficult to determine whether a full banderol contained additional characters 
between the two parts of the inscription mentioned above.

It should be pointed out that the X-radiograph provides an objective image, not of 
the painted text, but of the groove engraved by the instrument in the material of the 
brocade. The hollows of this groove are also visible to the naked eye. The materials of 
the Pressbrokat were not propitious to the tracing of an inscription and for this reason 
the characters do not present the perfect shape of characters traced freely with brush 
or pen on parchment or another flat surface.17

The sheets of brocade forming the background to the Divinity are different from 
those behind the Intercessors Mary and St John, and are placed differently on the 
panel. Everywhere the sheets – or parts of sheets – are aligned in vertical strips (3 
superposed sheets to the right and left of each figure, 2 partial sheets above the 
shoulders). The sheets above the shoulders of the Divinity are placed in a quincunx 
pattern, those above the shoulders of the two Intercessors are aligned horizontally. The 
banderols are also different, semi-circular for the Divinity, for the Intercessors, in an 
elongated S-shape turned on its side.

The first part of the text  can be read Brur L [Brother] [Luberecht? Lubrect?]. 
After a B and an r, the third sign is the medieval abbreviation of ur.18 This in  
an abbreviation formed by merging two letters, a system used between the 8th and 
16th centuries, in particular by engravers, to gain space. Claude Mediavilla represents 
it, a little more flattened, but very similar. The same author also points out that such 
abbreviations took varied and capricious shapes. Among other abbreviations he 
quotes are those for the Latin “cum”, “er”, “us”, and “rum”. This “ur” could therefore 
be an abbreviation borrowed from Latin. After the abbreviation we can read the 
letter L. We know the names Luberecht or Lubrect are found in the archives to 
designate Jan’s brother.19
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Fig. 107. Details (X-radiograph and normal light) of the applied brocade. a-b. Details of a banderol under and to the right of 
St John’s raised hand. c. Part of a banderol to the right of his mantle. These details enable us to read the text on the banderol, 
present in the relief of the Pressbrokat. The B is slightly different in the two first details, which implies that the text was 
inscribed manually on each banderol. Elsewhere the same text is poorly preserved. In the heavily retouched text on the banderols 
behind the Virgin, we can identify on the X-radiograph only a few scattered letters remaining of the initial inscription, but 
nonetheless sufficient to lead us to conclude that originally the same inscription was repeated throughout.

a

b

c



CHAPTER X

210

20. Duverger 1945; Van der Velden 2011, 5.
21. Cappelli 1990, 401-403.
22. For the copy by Coxcie, see note 11.

on the second part of the banderol  one can read 27 followed by two signs. The 
number 27 must correspond to the date of Lubrecht’s death, known until now as 1426 
from various later testimonies, dating from the second half of the 16th century.20 
Bernard Coulie interprets the two signs following the 27 as follows: “If the first two 
signs can be read as the last two digits of a date ([14]27), the two following signs may 
indicate the dating era, as is customary. In this case, they indicate the era of Christ, 
the first sign showing the word Christus, and the second Iesus.21 Another reading 
would be to see in the second sign the Greek final ou ligated according to Greek usage 
to read Xristou.”

The inscription was copied by Michiel Coxcie in 1558-1559, and in the 19th century 
by Schultz (fig. 108).22 These early copies are of the painted texts, probably already 
overpainted or retouched, which would not have facilitated the understanding of the 
inscription. The reading of Van Eyck’s very short text was not immediately obvious, 
rendered unclear by both the material of the brocade and the savant character of his 
borrowings from Latin and Greek (or from a Latin or Greek system of abbreviation).

Fig. 108. The text as 
copied by Schultz in 
1824 and the one 
noted by De Bast the 
same year. Both 
reflect the state of 
conservation of the 
painted text in  
the first quarter of 
the 19th century.

It is therefore for Lubrecht van Eyck, who died in [14]27, that the Virgin and St John 
the Baptist intercede with the Divine Lord. The upper altarpiece was painted after 
Lubrecht’s death by Jan, who conceived it as a tribute to his late brother. The 
separateness of the two altarpieces is important for understanding the iconography, 
which has until now been viewed as a single programme, the cohesion of which has 
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23. Van Asperen de Boer 2004, 107-118.

resulted in inexhaustible controversy. The relationship between the two altarpieces is 
deeply fraternal, and exhibits a common piety, but the iconographic link may be more 
limited than has been thought. The circumstances of the tribute to the deceased 
brother also invite us to assign to Jan the authorship of the scholarly quatrain painted 
on the closed side of the lower altarpiece frame. only Jan could state that Hubertus 
was the greater painter, while he himself was second in art. In any other mouth, these 
words would beggar belief. Whether or not the quatrain was painted on the stone 
coloured background decorating the frames changes nothing. The hypothesis that the 
quatrain was written by Jan is the most natural one. Jan signed his works. The careful 
hand in which the script is written is comparable with other texts in Eyckian works 
like that in the Portrait of Giovanni Arnolfini and his Wife (London, The National 
Gallery, inv. no. NG186).

b) The shadows of the frames (fig. 109)

The shadow of the frames is painted in trompe-l’œil at two locations in the upper 
altarpiece: Adam/Eve and the Annunciation. This is an unusual approach, and 
undoubtedly intentional. on the Adam and the Eve panels, the shadow of the frame, 
painted against the right hand vertical of the frame, was projected in this way only 
when the panels were placed perpendicular to the window of the Vijd Chapel. The 
painted shadow is to be interpreted as an instruction for opening these wings at right 
angles to the wings of the angels, and perpendicular to the window.

In the Annunciation, the shadow is cast obliquely on the floor of each of the four 
compartments, which indicates that the ensemble is intended to be closed flat. The 
positioning of this shadow corresponds to the shadow that would be thrown by the 
light coming from the right of the altarpiece.

The angled articulation of the Adam and the Eve wings had already been suspected.23 
Without doubt this was a solution for exposing the wings to best advantage in the 
narrow confines of the chapel, but we should also expect there to be an iconographic 
interpretation. In terms of pictorial conventions, the artist used the frames as if 
representing a column, pillar, in order to structure or give hierarchy to the space. In 
this altarpiece there is a whole system of hierarchisation of the spaces (the frame and 
its shadow, the wall opening onto a vaulted or unvaulted niche) which is probably 
significant. There may also be a correspondence to be established between the lower 
and upper altarpieces via the system of vaults and of closed or open spaces. Adam and 
Eve are shown in vaulted niches, while the donors are in open niches and their patron 
saints to their sides are represented in niches with a strongly downward perspective. 
Nothing of this is painted by chance, but the task of interpretation remains largely 
still to be done.
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Fig. 109. The shadow 
of the frames is 
painted in trompe-l’œil 
at two locations in 
the upper altarpiece: 
Adam/Eve and the 
Annunciation. on 
the Adam and Eve 
panels, the painted 
shadow is to be 
interpreted as an 
instruction for 
opening these wings 
at right angles to the 
wings of the angels, 
and perpendicular to 
the window. In the 
Annunciation, the 
shadow is cast 
obliquely on the floor 
of each of the four 
compartments, which 
indicates that the 
ensemble is intended 
to be closed flat.
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24. De Schryver and Marijnissen have described the essence of this story from archival sources in 
Coremans 1953, 21-68.

25. Emile-Mâle 1994.

At both places where the frames cast their shadows onto the panel, the artist seeks to 
enclose it, delimit it, or give a system of hierarchy to the space, and to this end, raises 
the frame to the rank of column or pillar. This reinforces the idea that the architectural 
items (niches, arcades and the like, painted in trompe-l’œil) have a role to play in the 
hierarchy of representations.

3. The gradual combining of the two altarpieces in the Vijd Chapel

This part of the notice presents a series of figures that correspond to assumed steps of 
the presentation of the altarpieces in the Vijd Chapel through the centuries. Following 
a short reminder of the known history, we present the outlines of the altarpieces  
to the left, and to the right various elements which support our argument. The story 
will be developed in the form of explanatory notes to each figure.

There were in the Vijd Chapel originally two distinct altarpieces, one resting on a 
predella on the altar, the second mounted on the wall above the first. This presentation 
has changed over the centuries following the wars of religion and the iconoclastic 
crisis, the French Revolution, the two world wars and more recent events. Closely 
related to the history of the frames are changes in the environment: canopy, altar and 
predella, baroque frame. The early interventions, made necessary by the sagging of 
the wings of the upper altarpiece, were followed by further degradations associated 
with the work’s turbulent history. The physical combination of the two four-winged 
altarpieces into a single eight-winged polyptych began in the 19th century and was 
completed in the 20th. Today, the imperatives of security and sufficient visitor space 
have imposed a new presentation. Since 1950 the Altarpiece has been held in a solid 
metal chassis and in 1986 it was transferred to the larger and more secure Villa 
Chapel. The photograph dated from 1912 preserved in the archives of the City of 
Ghent is our most ancient document of the polyptych as a whole (fig. 116), at a time 
when the wings copied by Michiel Coxcie replaced the original wings (sold in 1816) 
and when copies of Adam and Eve by Victor Lagye replaced the wings of our ancestors, 
deemed to be insufficiently clad.

The turbulent history of the Mystic Lamb has been narrated by Roger Marijnissen and 
Antoine De Schryver.24 Gilberte Emile-Mâle has detailed its fate during and 
immediately after the French Revolution.25 We refer to these authors and we 
summarize the well-known elements that make up the storyline. We will enrich them 
with our comments and diagrams. There will be some inevitable repetitions, but we 
hope to shed new light on some familiar elements.
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26. Duverger 1945, 54; Coremans 1953, 23 and 38, situates the production of the base to between 1586 
to 1589.

27. In the 19th century the fate of the copies and originals was linked. Bettina von Roenne’s doctoral 
thesis on Schinkel’s neo-classical frames in German museums sheds further light on the subject: 
Schinkel rahmt. Die Bilderrahmen Karl Friedrich Schinkels (von Roenne 2011).

Here is a summary of the known history. In the 16th century, the paintwork on 
the predella was effaced. The altarpieces were sheltered from the iconoclasts. Records 
speak of “two pieces (twee sticx) of the Adam and Eve altarpiece” being brought back 
into the church after the iconoclasts’ devastating passage. The archives mention the 
masterpiece being displayed in the Viglius Chapel for two years before returning to 
the Vijd Chapel. From the last years of the 15th century an (unspecified) problem was 
considered cause for concern. A base (voet) was produced, painted by Jan Cools, in an 
intervention dated 1587 by Jozef Duverger.26 During the following years (1587-1589) 
the altarpieces were only rarely open for fear of “worsening the situation”. A lock was 
placed before 1591-1592. In 1662 Boudewijn Van Dickele installed a baroque 
architectural framework. In 1794 the Commissioners of the French Revolution, after 
two days of difficult dismantling in which they “nearly destroyed the crowning”, sent 
off the four central panels to Paris, where the tops of the boards of the three panels of 
the upper altarpiece were deemed unnecessary and sawn off to facilitate the new 
framing. In 1816 the paintings were returned. Seven months later the wings were sold 
and left for Germany, except for those of Adam and of Eve. At Ghent, in 1861-1865, 
the opportunity presented itself of reconstructing an ensemble following the purchase 
of the wings of the copy painted by Michiel Coxcie.27 Coxcie’s ensemble lacked the 
wings with Adam and with Eve. Those of Van Eyck, which had remained in Ghent, 
were transferred to the Belgian state and exhibited in the Museum of Fine Arts in 
Brussels. To replace and complete the reconstruction in Ghent, painter Victor Lagye 
copied them, taking care to cloth our ancestors in animals’ skins. After the First 
World War, the original wings returned from Germany. The originals and copies were 
exhibited in Brussels in 1920. Then the masterpieces returned to the Cathedral of 
Ghent. The gilt frames of the central parts, made for the exhibition, were recovered 
for presentation in Ghent. The episode of the theft in 1934 is known. The altarpieces 
travelled once again during the Second World War and returned to their home port 
after the war. From 1950 onwards, the altarpieces were examined and restored. The 
wings sawn in half in Berlin were placed again back to back, the central frames 
renewed. The baroque framing was removed. All the elements were then placed in a 
steel outer frame and the wooden altar replaced by a masonry one to support the 
greatly increased weight of the ensemble. In 1986, the polyptych with its steel outer 
frame entered the Villa Chapel.
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28. Dhanens 1976, fig. 6; Dhanens 1980, 378.
29. Coremans 1953, 38; Church accounts, 1584-1585, fol. 21v.
30. Dhanens 1980, 115.

Elisabeth Dhanens proposes a diagram of the Vijd Chapel, in which two separate 
altars are positioned one above the other under the beginnings of a canopy.28 We have 
borrowed her front elevation of the chapel in preparing our figures.

a) The 15th century (fig. 110)

· The two altarpieces

on the altar, a predella adorned with a painted subject carried the lower altarpiece. 
Above this first altarpiece, a second altarpiece rested on metal supports anchored in 
the masonry. As usual, each altarpiece was also attached to the wall at the top, so as 
not to fall forward, for example when the wings were rotated. The space between the 
two altarpieces was limited and access to the upper altarpiece made as easy as possible. 
The narrow wall of the Vijd Chapel did not permit the wings to be opened flat. on 
the other hand, when the altarpieces were closed, the four panels of the Annunciation 
fitted the width of the wall. The plan was that, when opened, the angels would be 
exposed perpendicular to the central part, and Adam and Eve at right angles with the 
angels. The instruction for this positioning of the upper wings, when opened and 
shut, is given by the shadows painted in trompe-l’œil on the panels, as explained in the 
second part of this notice. Roger Marijnissen and Antoine De Schryver say they do 
not understand the terms two pieces (“twee sticx”) used in the archives.29 In our 
opinion this refers to the two altarpieces, even if the exact wording is “[…] in tdragen 
van twee sticx van de tafel van Adam ende Eva van up stadhuus tot in de keerke”. The 
designations “painting of Adam and Eve” or “altar of the Mystic Lamb” can at times 
refer to both altarpieces simultaneously (pars pro toto).

· The canopy

According to Elisabeth Dhanens, a carved canopy surmounted the altarpieces.30
 The 

remains of this canopy were removed in the 19th century and the last traces disappeared 
during the restoration of 1950-1951. The author publishes an architect’s drawing of 
the chapel with the departure of a vault which would have carried the canopy. She 
sees in the interpretation “en buste” of the three main characters of the upper polyptych 
from the early 16th century, attributed to Jan Gossart (Madrid, Museo Nacional del 
Prado, inv. no. P01510), an evocation of the canopy. But one can also suggest that 
Gossart is evoking the upper part of the large central paintings, decorated with 
tracery which was removed during the French Revolution. one may ask if another 
painting in the Prado, the Fountain of Life (inv. no. P01511), inspired by the Van Eycks’ 
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31. We are unaware whether Michiel Coxcie’s panels of the Virgin and St John the Baptist are curved at 
the top. See also note 11.

32. Coremans 1953, 100.

altarpieces in Ghent, is not more evocative of the canopy. Its strange shape with  
a curved central portion towering above the rest on which a canopy is painted  
seems dictated by a model that the artist intended to respect. “Copy-pasted” in our 
figure 110 by way of hypothesis, the proportions of the canopy correspond to the wall 
of the Vijd Chapel. This presentation with the canopy that we propose is intended 
solely to invoke the general appearance that the altarpieces could take in the  
15th century. The same remark applies to the form proposed for the upper altarpiece.

· The original shape of the upper altarpiece

Since the upper altarpiece is everywhere sawn across the top (the wings already in the 
16th century and the central parts during the French Revolution, see below) we do 
not know what was the original shape of this altarpiece. Michiel Coxcie in 1555-1558 
(1559?) gives the wings a curved form, inspired by the amputated wings. The 
measurements (height and width) given by the Commissioners of the Revolution 
during the dismantling in Ghent in 1794 plead in favour of a simple shape, perhaps 
square, comparable to what we have now, but we cannot exclude another shape, for 
example a curved one for the central panel with the Divine Lord. A curved shape is 
present in the evocations of the masterpiece by Coxcie and by Gossart, and in the 
Fountain of Life that we have cited on the question of the canopy. Coxcie’s central panel 
with the Divine Lord retains to this day an unpainted curved edge at the top.31

· Tracery on the inside and flat painting on the outside

The removed upper parts (of the wings cut back in the 16th century and of the central 
panels, cut back during the French Revolution) contained tracery on the inside and 
flat painted areas on the outside.

All this tells us that the upper altarpiece was higher than it is now. on the closed 
altarpiece side, the missing part was a flat painting. The curved rails of the closed 
wings, in their current state, present on their outer edge a bevel, a typical moulding 
for edging a painted panel on the outside of articulated works. In open position the 
altarpiece presented carved gilded tracery on a blue background across its whole 
width. Several arguments argue in favour of the existence of tracery. There is the 
X-radiograph that gives a rather blurred image of the spandrels and the description 
of these spandrels made in 1953: “A surface to be levelled and […] traces of the old 
blue waterbased coating consisting of indigo and azurite […].”32 Another fact that 
argues for the existence of tracery is the difficulties encountered by the French 
Commissioners in 1794 in preparing the works for shipment to Paris. A document 
relating to the sale in 1816 of the wings says that these three central panels were part 
of an altarpiece of which “[…] the main pieces were sealed in plaster and nailed, so 
that, in order to remove them, the French Commissioners nearly demolished the 
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33. Coremans 1953, 41, no. 29. This text was written when the central parts returned from Paris with a 
destroyed “crowning”.

34. Michael Lomax suggests that long poles might also have been used, as still today for high-up candles 
in churches in the absence of electricity, as on Mount Athos. These would have had the double 
advantage of supporting the frame right through the opening and closing process, and of being less 
unceremonious (oral communication).

crowning.”33 This crowning is the tracery, and not the canopy which was long gone. 
At the time of the Revolution, the altarpiece was already in the baroque outer frame.

A medallion with an angel like Gossart represents one in his copy of the busts of 
the Divine Lord, the Virgin Mary and St John (Madrid, Museo Nacional del Prado), 
may have been part of the tracery. Examples exist of painted medallions inserted into 
the tracery of altarpieces. on the sides of his reliquary shrine of St Ursula (Bruges, 
St John’s Hospital, inv. no. o.SJ0176.I), Hans Memling painted tondi surrounded by 
tracery, either carved or painted in trompe-l’œil.

· The opening and closing of the wings

The bottom wings were easily accessible and could be manipulated without difficulty. 
They were probably closed with a swivel hook, replaced in the 16th century by a lock. 
To reach the upper altarpiece for opening or closing the wings would have required 
the use of a stepladder or a pole.34 The altarpiece was first opened on the right hand 
side (Eve) and then on the left (Adam). The shape of the rebates required this sequence 
which also complies with the rules of precedence, Adam being positioned to the 
heraldic right. The opening of each pair of wings of this upper altarpiece would have 
been done in two stages, holding them by the woodwork itself and not by the fittings. 
The narrow wings were first pulled apart, then the frames of the large inner wings 
were unhooked from the pegs in the central frame. When closing, on the other hand, 
the hinges held the wings in a straight plane. First the large wing was closed, being 
hooked onto pegs, then the small one, held in place by the rebate.

The ensemble – the lower altarpiece placed on a predella and the upper altarpiece 
crowned when open with gilded tracery on a blue background and surmounted by a 
canopy – had a monumental, vertically soaring, Gothic aspect, that Coxcie appears to 
have modernized.
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35. Van Vaernewijk 1568, fol. 119, quoted from Coremans 1953, 35.
36. Coremans 1953, 36.

b) The 16th century (fig. 111)

· The destruction of the predella painting

Marcus Van Vaernewijck tells us that calve’s hands (“kalvershanden”) erased the 
painting on the predella before 1550.35 These were probably Calvinist hands, animated 
by religious zeal. We are in the middle of the wars of religion. Satirical prints delighted 
in representing a calf’s head (“kalf”) on Calvin’s plate. The destruction of the paint on 
the predella does not imply the destruction of its wooden structure, but this structure 
would not survive the action of the iconoclasts.

· The sagging of the upper wings; the iconoclast disorders

Already by the beginning of the 16th century, the sagging of the wings had made it 
difficult to close the upper altarpiece (fig. 112).

We presume that the sagging of the wings of the upper altarpiece explains the 
concerns expressed in archival sources during the 16th century. Closing the overlapping 
wings had become difficult and their upper parts were cut. The diagram evokes the 
altarpiece in its original height. The shape, however, is hypothetical since we do not 
have a single original upper edge. The upper edges of the wings were all cut in the 
16th century and the centre panels in Paris during the French Revolution. In this 
article, when illustrating the original altarpieces, I have drawn the centre panel either 
curved at the top, either straight. None of these shapes can be excluded.

The tracery was then sawn off to lighten the wings and limit their overlapping upon 
closure. In the same way, to avoid overlapping, the central stiles were tapered to a 
spindle shape and the rebates also recarved in a spindle shape. These concerns help to 
understand the insistence with which Michiel Coxcie was advised to take care with 
the support for his painting: “[…] by Master Michiel, who was recommended to use 
well-joined wooden panels.”36 It is possible that Coxcie had no knowledge of the 
tracery above the wings, but saw that which crowned the central parts.
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37. The Hague, RKD, Friedländer Archive (illustrations nos. 0000215246 and 0000213833).

Some frames of the upper altarpiece had become disarticulated, especially those of 
the Singing and Musician Angels. A photograph taken in Berlin and kept at the 
Netherlands Institute for Art History (RKD) in The Hague shows two successive 
stages of repairs using ironwork fittings on the Annunciation side.

37

Besides the original ironware (corresponding to that still in place on the narrow 
wings), we see small pieces of ironwork on the centre rail (first repair) and then wide, 
coarse strap hinges at the junction with the central part (second repair) (fig. 113). 
Behind these wide strap hinges, the photo suggests damage to the frame itself. 
Waagen describes these large ironwork items: “As the old ironwork connecting the 
wings with one another and with the central panel appears to have been damaged 

Fig. 112. This 
diagram evokes the 
altarpiece in its 
original height. The 
shape is hypothetical 
since we do not have 
a single original 
upper edge. 
Elsewhere in this 
article we have drawn 
the original centre 
panel curved at the 
top. This cannot be 
excluded.
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38. “Da die alten Beschläge, die die Flügel untereinander und mit dem Mittelbilde verbanden, nämlich 
mit der Zeit schadhaft geworden seyn mochten, so dasz man sie durch die sehr plumpen und rohen 
zu ersetzen nöthig fand, welche man jetzt noch daran wahrnimmt, […].” Quoted from Coremans 
1953, 47.

with time, it was deemed necessary to replace them with the very heavy and course 
ones which can still be seen on them.”38

1

1

4

22

2

2

3

3

Fig. 113. A 19th century photograph taken in Berlin shows metallic reinforcements nailed to the 
outside of the frames. Reinforcements were nailed next to the original hinges (1), in two stages  
(2 and 3), both probably in the 16th century.

http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/e14250
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/e14250
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39. Church accounts, 1584-1585, fol. 30 and 30v; Dhanens 1965, 116.
40. Dhanens 1965, 39.
41. The Hague, RKD, Friedländer Archive (illustrations nos. 0000215246 and 0000213833).

The heavy strap hinges are nailed flat onto the curved rail which is applied and 
pegged to the panel and not part of the original carrying structure. They probably 
date from when the tops of the wings were sawn back. They serve to compensate for 
the destruction of the upper part of the frame and reinforce the original hinges inside 
the altarpiece. It is curious that these heavy strap hinges end with knuckles located 
on the outside, on the side of the closed wings. Generally, the node of a hinge 
between the central panel and the wings is located on the inside of an altarpiece, 
where its node forms the axis of rotation of the wings. Here, reinforcing strap hinges 
with an outside axis of rotation could function only with a system of multiple nodes, 
linked to strong strap hinges attached to the reverse of the central frame. Presumably 
the original hinges no longer worked correctly, had damaged the frames, and had for 
this reason been duplicated on the other faces of the frames. But we cannot speak 
with certainty here.

At times we find the central frames of large altarpieces reinforced at the back with 
wooden cross-bars. The Descent from the Cross (Madrid, Museo Nacional del Prado,  
inv. no. P02825) and the Last Judgement (Beaune, Musée de l’Hôtel-Dieu) by Rogier 
van der Weyden had such cross-bars. Early photographs of the reverse of the central 
panels of the upper altarpiece, taken before they were planed smooth in the 1950 
restoration, show no trace of original wooden cross-bars that could have consolidated 
a framework tested by the heavy weight of the wings.

After being stored away from the depredations of the iconoclasts, the altarpieces were 
placed on a temporary basis in 1584-1585 in the Viglius Chapel, as already mentioned, 
to permit the refurbishing of the Vijd Chapel. A stonemason and a joiner were paid 
to prepare the presentation of the altarpiece.39 The time required for this rebuilding 
work suggests that the Vijd Chapel had sustained serious damage. The canopy, the 
altar and the predella had probably been destroyed. With the rebuilding complete, 
the altarpieces were returned there in 1586. The new altar (the same one which lasted 
until 1951, referred to as a “tomb altar with painted wooden lid” by Canon Van Den 
Gheyn?) was consecrated in 1588.40 Money was spent on a base (“voet”) painted by Jan 
Cools, that Duverger dates to 1587. one spontaneously imagines that this “voet” 
replaced the old predella. The records do not specify. We believe that the new base 
was probably for the upper altarpiece. Whereas previously the hooks or metal brackets 
anchored into the wall carried only the central part of the upper altarpiece, the new 
base now carried the entire closed altarpiece, wings included. An old photograph 
shows a latch on the lower rail of the frame of the Angel of the Annunciation panel 
and holes left by the forged nails of a corresponding latch on the side of the Virgin 
(fig. 114).41
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42. “oem dat se min verarghert soude wesen duer het openstaan.” Quoted from Coremans 1953, 38.
43. Church accounts 1592-1597, fol. 33v; Dhanens 1965, 42, 116 and 117.
44. “ […] te repareren ende hulpen het tafereel van Adam ende Eva.” Quoted in Duverger 1945, 49; 

Coremans 1953, 23 and 38.

To close the wings, the stems of the latches slid into the base. As before, the wings 
closed in two stages: for the first closing, the latches replaced the old pegging system 
that had rapidly become malfunctional. After that, the narrow wings closed, as 
previously, with overlapping rebates. When opening the upper altarpiece, the friction 
of the wings on the base made it difficult to open, and the problems of the altarpiece 
worsened in the final decades of the 16th century. As a precautionary measure, the 
altarpiece was opened only on feast days, “so that its condition worsened less by its 
standing open”42 and no more money was taken from visitors. Before 1591-1592, a lock 
was placed. Here we would at first be tempted to suppose that this lock was intended 
for the upper altarpiece. Maybe it was the opposite, and that it was for the lower 
altarpiece. A lock is incompatible with a rebate and, in addition, a lock in the top 
altarpiece would have been difficult to reach. The church accounts (1592-1597) mention 
that the key is entrusted to the treasurer. The altarpiece is now opened just four times 
a year.43 Yet it was the opening of the high altarpiece that was difficult, not that of 
the lower altarpiece. Presumably it was considered normal to open the two altarpieces 
simultaneously, and that the upper altarpiece was considered essential to open, so 
much so that no one envisaged opening the lower altarpiece only.

The problem of the upper altarpiece was solved when it was closed because the 
wings rested on the base. But upon opening, the wings weighed with their full weight 
as before. Payment was made in 1612 to Brussels master Noveliers for “repairing and 
helping [support] the painting of Adam and Eve.”44 The amount provided is high but 
it is not known what intervention it covers.

Fig. 114. Details of 
the previous photo, 
taken in Berlin in the 
19th century. A latch 
(left wing of the 
Annunciation), and 
traces of removed 
nails which once held 
a similar latch 
(corresponding  
right wing).

http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/e14250
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45. Brussels, Royal Museums of Fine Arts of Belgium, Archives of the Ghent Altarpiece, file on the 1920 
exhibition, and file no. 5521.

46. Coremans 1953, 39.
47. Ghent, State Archives, inv. no. SCMS_Fo_5315.
48. Emile-Mâle 1994.

c) From the 17th century until the French Revolution (fig. 115)

· The baroque frame

Around the altar surmounted with its altarpieces, Boudewijn Van Dickele placed in 
1662 a baroque architectural frame consisting of two twisted columns with composite 
capitals, placed on high pedestals in front of a brick wall. A small number of 
photographs show, incompletely, this baroque frame (a photograph from 1912, another 
following the 1934 theft, and one from 1951). This baroque ensemble was dismantled 
in 1951. A horizontal entablature surmounted the columns. A summary drawing, in 
the form of a floor plan and elevation, dating from 1920, sketches the entablature, of 
which we have not found any photograph.45 There is also mention of a pediment, but 
we believe this is in error.46 Everything was in wood, painted to imitate marble. The 
two twisted columns, today in the crypt of St Bavo’s Cathedral, were examined by 
Elisabeth Bruyns, who found no trace of attachment (hinges, nails etc.). This tells us 
that the altarpieces were not attached to the columns, but that the Baroque frame was 
simply arranged around the altar. The small white centre console that can be observed 
under the entablature on a photograph from 191247 (fig. 116) apparently served to hold 
in place the upper altarpiece, according to the baroque practice, following ancient 
habit, of holding altarpieces at the top to prevent their tipping forward. In Van 
Dickele’s day the centre of the upper altarpiece still had its carved tracery.

· The destruction of the central frames

Gilberte Emile-Mâle explains that works sent to France by the Commissioners of  
the Revolution, for the large part canvases attributed to Rubens, Van Dyck, Jordaens, 
De Crayer, Van Thulden and others, were removed from their frames and stretchers 
before transportation.48 The frames were left behind, the canvases rolled and reframed 
in Paris. Sometimes, if the top of the canvas was rounded, it was cut straight. once 
in Paris, the paintings underwent the treatment deemed necessary, and were framed 
before being displayed in the Muséum.

To take down the Van Eyck brothers’ altarpieces in 1794, the Commissioners of the 
Revolution worked two days, removing first the lower, and then the upper altarpiece. 
This clearly demonstrates that the two altarpieces were not joined one to another. The 
records do not tell us specifically that the Commissioners destroyed the frames, but 
the texts mention the difficulty of their work and it is clearly the destruction of the 
frames which was the reason. So what was the problem? It was not a problem of 
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49. Coremans 1953, 41, no. 29. This text was written when the central parts returned from Paris with  
a destroyed “crowning”.

unhooking the wings. These had been stored somewhere away from the Commissioners’ 
greedy eyes. Removing the wings was an easy task: all that was needed was to 
withdraw the pin lodged in the hinge knuckles and pull the knuckles part. The 
disarticulated hinges freed the wings. This had already been done in the past to put 
the altarpieces out of harm’s way. The problem lay, rather, in the removal of the frames 
of the central panels. The Commissioners were trained to remove 17th century rebated 
frames and to remove canvases from their stretchers, but much less so 15th century 
grooved frames with pegged joints, especially when these were consolidated by strong 
hardware as in Ghent. After prising away the ironwork, the Commissioners sawed 
across the tenons of the joints. This made it possible to open the frame. But it meant 
cutting slightly into the unpainted edge of the original panel. To avoid cracking, the 
practice was to re-saw the corner of the panel perpendicular to the first saw-cut. This 
is why today a small angle is missing in the lower corners of the panels (at the top the 
original edge no longer exists, but the corners must have been missing there too). The 
same small corners are missing in other panels that were removed from their original 
grooved frames, such as that of the Last Judgement (Anonymous Master, first quarter 
of the 15th century, Brussels, Royal Museums of Fine Arts, inv. no. 4658). It was still 
very difficult to separate the frames from the carved tracery. The already cited 
document from 1816 says of the three upper panels: “The main items (panels)? were 
sealed with plaster and nails, so that to remove them [the panels] the French 
commissioners almost demolished the crowning.”49 This crowning is the original 
tracery surmounting the three main panels attached with nails and embedded in 
plaster. The term crowning obviously does not refer to the canopy, which had been 
destroyed long before. The applied tracery was saved at this stage (although almost 
demolished), but would be destroyed in Paris as discussed below.

Gilberte Émile-Mâle reports that there are frequent errors in the dimensions of 
paintings provided by the Commissioners. For the dimensions of the panel of the 
Lamb, we observe that there is an error, as can be verified by comparing the current 
measurements of the panel, that have remained unchanged, with the measurements 
of the Commissioners by a calculation of the proportions of height to width, which 
allows us to convert the old measurements into metres and centimetres. The 
dimensions given for the panels of the upper altarpiece are: for the Adoration of the 
Lamb: “7 feet wide and 3 feet 4 inches high.” The Divine Lord: “7 feet 9 inches high, 
2 feet 9 inches wide.” The Virgin Mary and St John: “6 feet 2 inches high and 2 feet 
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50. Emile-Mâle 1994, 190.
51. About 22 cm corresponds to what must have been removed in the 16th century from the corresponding 

wings with Adam and with Eve.
52. Emile-Mâle 1994, 66; Paris, Louvre, Archives 1 BB 4, session no. 169 of 13 Fructidor year 6 (30 August 

1798).
53. We remember seeing, around forty years ago, in the basement of the Louvre a large warehouse 

neoclassical frames, probably those made for Napoleon’s Muséum.
54. Ghent, State Archives, inv. no. SCMS_Fo_5315.

8 inches wide.”50 Examining the relationship between height and width, we conclude 
that around 5 cm are missing from the panels of the Virgin and St John the Baptist, 
and roughly 22 cm from the Divinity, which is also the largest of the three panels.51 
In case no. 13 of the fourth shipment to Paris (there were seven in all) were the three 
central panels of the upper altarpiece (the panel from the lower altarpiece would 
follow a few months later). In Paris, the council decided that the paintings on a gold 
background arriving from Belgium, indicated in the statements of receipt “under the 
name Vermeyen but believed to be by Jean Van Eick [sic] will be cleaned by Reser 
and the surplus wood above these three paintings will be sawn back as totally useless 
and to facilitate framing.”52 The tracery was then sawn through in a straight line, 
leaving spandrels on either side of the golden arches. These spandrels were then 
roughly overpainted in brown, which was a common practice at the time for the parts 
of a painting that were intended to be hidden by the frame, to avoid any gap between 
the frame and the support causing an inappropriate reflection of light. This practice 
also echoes a long tradition.

d) during the 19th century (fig. 116)

· The first half of the 19th century

After the defeat of Napoleon, the French went no further than to return in 1816 the 
four panels they had taken, minus the new frames they had made in Paris.53 At 
St Bavo new frames were then made for these central parts, allowing them to be 
suspended without wings after 10 May 1816, within the baroque architectural 
framework which had remained in place. We know that seven months later the 
original wings were sold, except those of Adam and of Eve, probably stored separately 
even before the sale as offending the sense of decency of the day. Waagen wrote in 
1819: “the paintings in the centre were formerly in very wide, very simple frames. 
They are today in an altarpiece of modern construction.” The word used here  
– altarpiece – evokes a fixed triptych. While the Commissioners had divided them 
into three separate paintings, there was a felicitous return to the original fixed triptych 
situation. The modern frame was probably black and gold, like almost all the frames 
in the cathedral. We believe this is the frame that can be seen in the photograph of 
the ensemble dated 1912, almost a century later.54 Waagen feared that Adam and Eve 
had been lost, and expresses joy in 1823 on learning that they have been found.
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55. Coxcie’s copy dates from 1558 (date on the fountain). Van Vaernewijck also mentions the dates 1558 
and 1559. Already in 1824, Waagen described the Coxcie copy as dismembered. The elements of the 
copy, now dispersed, were gathered at the Coxcie exhibition at the M-Museum in Leuven in 2013. 
They are right now in three types of frames: the oldest, those by Schinkel surrounding the Virgin and 
St John. The Brussels wings are in black and gold frames, and the two central parts, high and low, in 
modern wide gilt frames.

56. Ghent, State Archives, inv. no. SCMS_Fo_5315.

In 1859, the church authorities placed an iron grille in front of the altar in the Vijd 
Chapel to prevent curious sightseers from climbing onto it. This suggests that the 
altarpieces were hung fairly high up and perhaps joined together. Curtains protected 
the work. The archives mention such curtains several times through the centuries.

· The reconstitution of 1861-1865

In 1861, the purchase of the wings of Coxcie’s copy of the original altarpiece made it 
possible to reconstitute an ensemble.55 An agreement between the government and  
the St Bavo Church council stipulated that Adam and Eve would pass into the hands 
of the Royal Museums of Fine Arts in Brussels. For the reconstitution in Ghent,  
a copy of our ancestors decently dressed in animal skins was executed by painter 
Victor Lagye. The government made a gift to the church of the Coxcie wings and paid 
for the reconstitution of the ensemble, along with some other expenses.

The 1861 to 1865 reconstruction is based on the diagram made half a century 
earlier by Waagen who replaces the panels in correct sequence and sketches a single 
altarpiece. Waagen himself probably saw the central parts brought together as they 
were hung on their return from Paris. The 1912 photograph, taken by Edmond Sacré, 
shows the altarpiece as it was re-assembled in 1865. Later photographs dating from 
the dismantling of the polyptych for the 1950-1951 restoration show what was behind 
the reconstituted polyptych: the 1865 mounting, in the form of summarily built box 
frame, was anchored into the wall. The depth of the box had the effect of bringing 
the altarpieces closer to viewers, and facilitating the deployment of the wings in front 
of the Baroque columns. The lower half of the box was reinforced with metal stays to 
support the weight of the upper altarpiece. The wings were held in a fairly rudimentary 
metal strapping and pivoted in joined pairs, but separately for the top and the bottom, 
around a vertical rod embedded in the altar. This had the effect of taking the weight 
of the wings off the central part. The central panels were pressed into rebates cut in 
the box, with frames screwed on top holding the ensemble together. The system was 
slightly different at the top and the bottom, as Canon Van den Gheyn explained in 
1920 (see below). Between the two altarpieces remained a little space on which, 
following the 1920 exhibition, the famous quatrain was inscribed.

For the Coxcie wings, mediocre new black and gold frames were produced (those 
that continue to exist today). onto them were hung Victor Lagye’s wings, the only 
ones of which the frames were gilded, faithful to the originals. The 1912 photograph56 
shows the reconstructed altarpiece with the Coxcie wings and, for Adam and Eve, 
those of Lagye.
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57. The Bulletin de l’Art ancien et moderne of 10 September and 26 october 1920, issues 650 and 653, 
includes articles on the exhibition illustrated with photos. See archive file no. 5521, 1920 exhibition 
at the Royal Museums of Fine Arts of Belgium, which mentions several photography sessions.

58. Among the photographers listed in the file of the 1920 exhibition of the Royal Museums of Fine Arts 
of Belgium: the Etablissements Jean Malvaux (“typogravure, photochromogravure, photogravure, 
photolithography”) sought permission to produce a reproduction in colour; a model (H 116 ×  
W 78 cm) in black and white is mounted in a gilded frame and is preserved at the Royal Museums 
of Fine Arts of Belgium in Brussels. At the time this was lent out to lecturers. In 1950 Edmond Sacré 
was commissioned by Paul Coremans to produce photographs establishing the state of conservation 
(Coremans 1953, 62).

The placing together within a box frame, inside the baroque frame, of the two 
altarpieces (one amputated of its tracery), resulted in the exposure of a section of wall 
under the Baroque entablature. This was remedied by hanging a small curtain.

The Brussels Museum exhibited Adam and Eve in swivel frames. The original 
frames have retained the holes that held the pivots. Generally it was the reverse sides 
that were exhibited. Adam and Eve could be viewed only on request. Protests by 
travellers from afar who had passed in front of the wings without seeing our ancestors 
eventually convinced the curators to exhibit the wings on a base around which visitors 
could move.

e) First half of the 20th century (fig. 117)

· The definitive joining of the two altarpieces

In 1920, the original wings returned from Berlin. In Ghent, the altarpiece was 
dismantled and sent to Brussels for the Van Eyck-Bouts exhibition at the Royal 
Museums of Fine Arts of Brussels.57 Canon Van den Gheyn explains that “the large 
panel of the Adoration was attached to the joists of the frame [the box frame described 
above] by the frame surrounding it. The three upper panels are attached differently: 
the frame itself is fixed to the box frame, everything is closed by means of gilded 
battens that are screwed in place.” Correspondence between Van den Gheyn and the 
Chief Curator of the Royal Museums, Fierens-Gevaert, shows that consideration was 
given to sending to Brussels the entire structure with the lidded tomb-altar and wall 
box, but that those responsible recoiled at the difficulty of the operation. on a 
photographic document that must date from the exhibition, one can see that all the 
frames exhibited in Brussels are gilded and are therefore new for the central parts. 
Those of our ancestors (of which we see only the bottom) are overpainted in a dark 
colour. Coxcie’s and Lagye’s wings were also sent to the exhibition. Requests for 
permission to photograph in relation to the exhibition poured in.58 After the exhibition, 
the new gilded frames of the central parts were adopted for presentation in Ghent. 
The ensemble was returned to Ghent on 29 September and placed temporarily in the 
Bishop’s Chapel. A new small hanging replaced the old one, and a roller-blind 
descended around 20 cm in front of the paintings in order, in the canon’s words, “to 
protect them from bats’ droppings.”
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The recent history is well known, especially the episode of the theft of the panels in 
1934, by a thief who had the delicacy to leave behind the original frames! A photograph 
after the theft shows that small removable crutches held together the upper and lower 
wings, probably for reasons of keeping the wings in good state of maintenance, but 
probably mainly for having the upper and lower wings rotate together, and so facilitate 
the sacristan’s work.

f) Second half of the 20th century (fig. 118)

· The 1950 restoration

In 1950 the Baroque framing from 1662 and the box-frame from 1865 were removed. 
New frames in gilded wood were made for the central part, the earlier frames being 
considered in poor condition. All frames were fitted inside a new metal strapping 
which still exists. Each panel with its frame is encircled by a rigid cell. A large handle 
under the wings rotates the wings in a rigid plane, upper and lower wings together. 
To carry the greatly increased weight of the altarpiece, the wooden altar of 1586-1588 
(?) was replaced by a masonry altar. Any space between the two altarpieces was 
permanently closed. Curiously, the wings of the lower altarpiece are no longer aligned 
with the bottom central panel, but placed higher. The reason for this option to shift 
the wings can be guessed by looking at the entire altarpiece, and seeing the difficulty 
of presenting the ensemble with the top part aligning in an acceptable manner. By 
cheating a little at the bottom, the upper part was slightly improved.

In 1986, the polyptych was moved with its metal frame to the Villa Chapel at the 
western end of the cathedral, where it currently remains.
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Fig. 119. The presentation of the Van Eyck brothers’ 
altarpieces through the centuries.
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59. We gratefully acknowledge the help of C. Scheich in the translation of this text into English. First 
published in Verougstraete and Van Schoute 2000, 107-117.

60. on St Barbara, see Billinge et al. 2000, 41-48. Verougstraete-Marcq and Van Schoute 1987, 73-76.
61. We are grateful to the conservators who allowed us to take a close look at these paintings: 

Paul Huvenne in Antwerp, Rainald Grosshans in Berlin, Dirk De Vos and Hilde Lobelle in Bruges, 
Philippe Lorentz and Elisabeth Martin in Paris. At the National Gallery in London, Susan Foister 
permitted us to look at the reverses of the Van Eyck paintings at the end of the exhibition devoted to 
the master there.

62. For the paintings which we did not examine, the measurements are as cited in the literature.
63.  The frame of this painting is described in Campbell 1998, 213-214.

b. Frames and supports of some Eyckian paintings59

Introduction

We have described elsewhere the frames of St Barbara (Antwerp, RMFA, no. 2), the 
Virgin at the Fountain (Antwerp, RMFA, no. 3) and those of the wings of the Van Eyck 
brothers’ altarpieces in Ghent.60 In preparation of the Van Eyck symposium in the 
National Gallery in London in March 1998 we were able to examine – not according 
to a definite choice, but rather at random depending on the opportunities we  
had61 – the frames of the Portrait of Margaret van Eyck (Bruges, GM, no. 2) and of the 
Vera Effigies (Berlin, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin, Gemäldegalerie, cat. no. 528).

After the description of some technical aspects of Eyckian frames, a few paintings 
will receive some further comment. Finally, the examination of the Diptych with Virgin 
and Child and St John the Baptist (Paris, Louvre, inv. no. R.F. 1938-22) prompted us to 
explore the links between the world of books and the Eyckian paintings – an expression 
cautiously chosen to designate the paintings by and around the Master.

1.  Technical aspects of the frames: measurements, construction, 
mouldings and decoration

a) Measurements

Measurements of Eyckian paintings which retain their original frame (in cm, height 
× width × thickness).62

Ghent altarpieces 1432 upper altarpiece  
(wings closed):
218.2 × 257.8
lower altarpiece  
(wings closed):
157.1 × 256.2 

Portrait of a Man (Self Portrait ?)  
(London, The National Gallery, inv. no. NG222)63

1433 33.1 × 25.9 × 1.9 

Jan de Leeuw (Vienna, Kunsthistorisches Museum, 
inv. no. 625)

1436 33 × 27
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64.  This frame has been examined by Uta Neidhardt (Neidhardt 2000).
65.  Measurements in the Corpus: left wing: 38.3 × 23.5; right wing: 38.2 × 23.4. Comblen-Sonkes and 

Lorentz 1995, 1.
66. The Ghent foot was 29.77 cm. In both Bruges and Ghent, one foot equalled 11 inches.

Triptych with Virgin and Child  
(Dresden, Gemäldegalerie, inv. no. 799)64 

1437 33.1 × 27.5
(central panel)

Thyssen Annunciation Diptych (Madrid, Museo 
Thyssen-Bornemisza, inv. no. 137.a-b)

1437 left 38.8 × 23.2
right 39 × 24

Virgin and Child with Canon Joris van der Paele 
(Bruges, GM, no. 1)

1437 141 × 176.5

St Barbara (Antwerp, RMFA, no. 2) 1437 41.2 × 27.5

Virgin at the Fountain (Antwerp, RMFA, no. 3) 1439 24.6 × 17.8 × 2.1-2.9 

Portrait of Margaret van Eyck (Bruges, GM, no. 2) 1439 41.2 × 34.6 × 2.7

Louvre Diptych with Virgin and Child and St John  
the Baptist (Paris, Louvre, inv. no. R.F. 1938-22)65

37.5 × 22.8 × 2.4  
(each wing)

Vera Effigies (Berlin Staatliche Museen zu Berlin, 
Gemäldegalerie, cat. no. 528)

53.2 × 41.2 × 1.7-2 

Surprisingly, some of the measurements listed above correspond to the foot of Bruges 
which equals 27.44 cm.66 It is the width of St Barbara and of Jan de Leeuw, as well as 
that of the closed Dresden Triptych. other measurements correspond to a multiple of 
the foot. one and a half Bruges feet are 41.2 cm (27.5 cm × 1.5): this is exactly the 
height of St Barbara and of Margaret; it is also the width of the Vera Effigies in Berlin. 
one is tempted to mention further that one foot and a fifth equal 32.9 cm (27.5 cm × 
1.2), which is approximately the height of the Portrait of a Man (Self Portrait?), the 
Dresden Triptych and Jan de Leeuw, one foot and a quarter is 34.375 cm (27.5 cm × 1.25), 
which is the width of the Portrait of Margaret van Eyck.

occasionally guilds edicted regulations on measurements: the thickness of the frames 
of a retable had to be, depending on the circumstances, a “halve duym” (a half inch), 
“anderhalve duym” (one inch and a half), “een vierendeel duyms”, (one quarter of an 
inch), “drie vierendeel duyms” (three quarters of an inch),…

Whether measurements of other early Netherlandish paintings reflect local feet 
and inches is a complex yet fascinating question. Earlier investigations in this field 
have not permitted similar conclusions to those of the Van Eyck group. We tend to 
think that the dimensions of paintings and altarpieces were governed by the boards 
available to the joiners. These were sawn into two or three depending on their length.
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67. It is known that sculptors competed with joiners in the making of supports for painters. Sculptors 
and joiners belonged to the same guild, and the joiners were entitled to hire a sculptor in their 
workshop. Van de Velde 1909, 109-110.

b) Construction

All frames listed above are made of oak and belong to two different types:

· Semi-integral frames

The mouldings are carved with the grain in the same piece of wood as the support, 
while the others, carved separately, also with the grain, are attached across the grain 
to the panel by means of pegs.

The back surface is usually plain and flat. This system is observed in Eyckian frames 
over a period of at least seven years (1433-1441) and occurs mainly in small paintings 
with a support made of a single board (Virgin at the Fountain, Portrait of a Man  
(Self Portrait?), Jan de Leeuw, the central panel of the Dresden Triptych, the Thyssen 
Annunciation Diptych, the Louvre Diptych) (fig. 120). The frames display mitred joints, 
sometimes half-mitred joints, e.g. the Dresden Triptych.

one may assume that sculptors carved these frames, since the mouldings were 
particularly well crafted and no joinery was required, just some pinning.67



MASTERS AND MASTERPIECES: EyCkIAN PAINTINgS

239

Fig. 120. Semi-
integral frames. 
Construction and 
mouldings of the 
frames of : a. Virgin 
at the Fountain.  
b. Portrait of a Man 
(Self Portrait?).  
c. Jan de Leeuw.  
d. Centre of The 
Dresden Triptych.  
e. Thyssen 
Annunciation Diptych. 
f. Louvre Diptych.
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· Grooved frames

The panels are inserted into the grooved mouldings of the frame, as in St Barbara, 
Portrait of Margaret van Eyck, the Vera Effigies (fig. 121), the Ghent altarpieces and 
the Virgin and Child with Canon Joris van der Paele (fig. 122). Except for St Barbara, 
most outer dimensions exceed one foot. Generally the corners present mortise and 
tenon joints.

Fig. 121. Grooved 
frames. Construction 
and mouldings  
of the frames of :  
a. St Barbara.  
b. Portrait of  
Margaret van Eyck.  
c. Vera Effigies.
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68. For her doctoral thesis, Susan Jones has conducted extensive research on the frames and supports of 
the works of the Eyckian Group. The drawing of the joint of the Vera Effigies, of a type we have never 
seen before, has been made with her collaboration.

Fig. 122. Grooved 
frames. Construction 
and mouldings of the 
frames of: a. Van 
Eyck brothers’ Ghent 
altarpieces. b. Virgin 
and Child with Canon 
Joris van der Paele.

Certain grooved frames have complex lip-joints, with a peg inserted parallel to the 
painted surface and visible on the side of the frame (Vera Effigies).68

The construction of the frames of the upper altarpiece in Ghent is different from 
that of the lower altarpiece. It seems that the work was shared between the carpenters 
who crafted the upper part and the joiners who did the simpler construction of the 
lower frames.
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c) Mouldings

Van Eyck’s frames have simple architectural profiles. From the boundaries of the 
picture and towards the outer borders, most of them present a double cavetto, a half-
round batten and a flat border. Double cavettos have been observed in earlier examples 
of the 14th century, but they seem no longer in use after Van Eyck.

The flat border varies in width. In one case there is a small ledge at the outer 
boundary of the frame (Dresden Triptych). This ledge will frequently be adopted for the 
late 15th century frames in Bruges.

The frames of St Barbara and of the Vera Effigies have a single cavetto (instead of 
the double cavetto seen elsewhere), a moulding frequently in use during the 15th 
century. The moulding of the Portrait of Margaret’s frame, with taenia, groove and 
ogee also occurs in this period. The innermost moulding of the Ghent altarpieces’ 
frames is a rather roughly carved ogee. This moulding has no equivalent in 15th 
century Netherlandish frames; it might have been inspired by older models; for 
example, it occurs rather frequently in 14th century Bohemian frames.

d) Polychromy

on the frames, the original polychromy falls into at least three categories: gilded 
frames, brown border with inscribed text, stone and marble imitation. Reverses of 
panels, or outsides of wings are adorned with red and green jasper.

· Gilded frames

Gilded frames are found in the Ghent altarpieces, Portrait of a Man (Self Portrait?). 
Both bear the oldest dates in the artist’s oeuvre.

· Opaque brown flat border with an inscribed text

An opaque brown flat border all around the painting with an inscribed text in illusory 
relief is found in Virgin and Child with Canon Joris van der Paele and Jan de Leeuw. With 
its outer brown border inscribed all around the painting, the central frame of the 
Dresden Triptych belongs to this category. The description made in 1748 of the frame 
of the Rolin Madonna  (Paris, Louvre, inv. no. 1271): “bordure de bois… [avec] des 
lettres qui paroissent en bosse” suggests that the Rolin frame belonged to this group 
as well. Next to the brown border, gilded and/or marbled mouldings develop towards 
the innermost border of the frame.

The recurrence of a text in trompe-l’œil relief on a brown colour developing all 
around a painting reflects a particular illusory intention. on other gilded, marbled 
and stone imitation frames, inscriptions, in the upper and lower rails only, often seem 
carved, either on the flat edge (Portrait of a Man (Self Portrait?), Portrait of Margaret  
van Eyck), or in the mouldings (Virgin at the Fountain).
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69. Smeyers and Cardon 1995, 403-414.

Did Van Eyck want to imitate, as suggested by Maurits Smeyers, raised texts on 
leather bookbindings, or – less likely in our opinion – texts around miniatures, seals 
or tombstones?69

only on the Portrait of Margaret van Eyck is the text inscribed into an escutcheon 
in the upper and lower rails.

· Stone and marble imitations

Stone and marble imitations are found in the Dresden Triptych, the Virgin at the 
Fountain, St Barbara, Portrait of Margaret van Eyck, the Thyssen Annunciation, the Vera 
Effigies. The marble is red, beige, pink, or green. The veins of the marble are either 
dark on a pale background or vice versa. Some veins are painted on a uniform 
background, others on a scumbled background; the frames may also imitate bonded 
marble or stone blocks (St Barbara, closed frames of the Van Eyck brother’s Ghent 
altarpieces).

on the Virgin at the Fountain (Antwerp, RMFA, no. 3) the mouldings are decorated 
with a pinkish layer, irregularly scumbled with a greyish transparent paint. Many of 
the white veins of the marble are retouches, among them the veins suggesting mitred 
joints in the corners. Some traces of black veins are also visible. The proverb or motto 
is inscribed on the inner cavetto, the rest of the inscription on the second cavetto is 
preceeded by a losange and followed by a Maltese cross behind the Fecit. The number 
9 of the date is followed by a dot. The inscription was first traced in pale grey, then 
executed in white paint with black accents to achieve depth. The reverse presents an 
irregular surface, tinted with a non original black colour.

The Portrait of a Man (Self Portrait?): gilded frame; the upper and lower rails are 
inscribed. The original wooden surfaces of the sides and the back seem to have been 
slightly planed, which may explain the loss of the original paint layers. only small 
traces of the whitish ground covered with black paint remain on the reverse.

The Portrait of Margaret van Eyck (Bruges, GM, no. 2): front: whitish ground, ochre-
beige colour, brown veins; reverse: whitish ground, layer of black paint, layer of grey 
paint, no veins; numerous lacunae and retouchings. The sides of the frame were 
painted uniformly in black, directly on the wood.

The Vera Effigies: whitish ground, pale yellow-ochre layer partially scumbled with 
ochre and greenish paint, red veins, illusory joints painted in white and brown. Edges: 
black paint directly on the wood. on the reverse, a layer of black paint on a white 
ground covers the whole surface of the frame and the panel.
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70. The term “jasper” is of oriental origin and has an equivalent term in Hebrew, Assyrian, Persian and 
Arab languages. It was adopted by the Greeks and the Romans to designate a bright coloured 
chalcedony, the most esteemed being the green coloured. In modern use, the word designates an 
opaque cryptocrystalline variety of quartz, of various colours, usually red, yellow or brown. Quoted 
from Murray 1970, V (H-K): 557.

71. “Porphyry”: the term is of Greek origin. A very hard rock, composed of crystals of white and red 
plagioclase… Quoted from Murray 1970, VII (N-Por): 1133. The method of carving porphyry did  
not survive in the Middle Ages, although it could have been known and admired. Production of  
“true sculpture” in porphyry was “rediscovered” in 1555 by Tadda in Florence. Before it had been 
possible to work porphyry only through sawing, drilling and abrasion (Butters 1996).

72. Allende-Salazar 1925, 3.
73. Bock et al. 1996, n°678 (525 C).
74. Dülberg 1990, 218.
75. Heller and Stodulski 1995, 131-142.

· Reverse of panels, or outsides of wings: red and green jasper

In designating the marbled decoration that is observed on many Eyckian paintings 
the term “jasper”70 seems to be more appropriate than the often used “porphyry”.71 The 
term “jasper” (and the adjective “jaspered”) is used in relation with the technique of 
spattering or speckling with coloured paint. The term is in use in the 15th century; 
in 1700 it was used in relation with Van Eyck’s Portrait of Giovanni (?) Arnolfini and 
his wife (London, The National Gallery, inv. no. NG186), described as having wings 
“de madera pintada da jaspeado” (wooden wings decorated with painted jasper).72

Red jasper occurs on the reverses of the panels of the following paintings: Portrait of 
Margaret van Eyck, St Francis (Turin, Galerie Sabauda, inv. no. 313), Tymotheos (London, 
The National Gallery, inv. no.  NG290), Portrait of Cardinal Albergati (Vienna, 
Kunsthistorisches Museum, Gemäldegalerie, inv. no. C 775), the wing with Virgin 
and Child of the Louvre Diptych, St Barbara, Portrait of Michele (?) Arnolfini (Berlin, 
Staatliche Museen, cat. no. 523 A). It once existed on the reverse of the Virgin in  
a Church.73 Marble or stone imitations probably also once adorned the reverses of  
The Portrait of a Goldsmith (Sibiu, Brukenthal National Museum, inv. no. 354) and 
Baudouin de Lannoy (Berlin, Staatliche Museen, cat. no. 525 G).74

The reverse of the Portrait of Margaret van Eyck will be described in more detail 
hereafter.

Green and yellowish jasper appears in the following cases: the Thyssen Annunciation, 
the Rolin Madonna and the wing with St John the Baptist of the Louvre Diptych.

The reverse of the Detroit St Jerome (The Detroit Institute of Arts, inv. no. 25.4) has 
unpainted edges (the original frame is lost). “Approximately one half of the surface 
has been preserved. It was painted in dark green paint over a white ground. A pattern 
of yellow crosshatching marks is discernible over the dark green paint.”75
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76. Cockx-Indestege et al. 1994, 35.
77. “The red imitation marble on the front of the frame changes half way across the side of the frame on 

both panels to black, covering the whole of the back and enlivened with decorative splashes of red, 
white and green… In view of the care and precision with which van Eyck depicted different rocks 
elsewhere, it cannot be correct to maintain, as it has repeatedly been that this decoration is meant to 
imitate marble or porphyry. It is much more plausible that the artist did not want to leave the reverse 
sides totally unpainted, but to give them a neat, crafted, decorative finish.” Quoted from Bosshard 
1992, 4-11. See also Eisler 1989, 50-61.

2. Remarks concerning certain paintings

The Portrait of Margaret van Eyck (Bruges, GM, no. 2): the frame around Margaret is 
not particularly well made. The lower rail is carved irregularly. The pins securing the 
lower corners are small and round, while in the upper corner large square pins have 
fissured the wood, perhaps since the beginning. The tenons visible on the X-radiograph 
are larger in the lower joints. The differences between the upper and lower joints of 
the frames are unusual. The frame is moulded in ogee on both front and reverse. 
Though this ogee is frequent in 15th century frames, it is different from the mouldings 
on other Eyckian frames.

The decoration of the frame has already been described. on the reverse, the panel is 
decorated with red jasper. While the polychromy of the frame is worn, the marbled 
paint is exceptionally well preserved, as if it had never been retouched. The surface 
has an opaque gloss with little or no varnish. The illusion of marble is astonishing.

The successive layers are as follows: a white chalk layer, a layer of black paint, some 
small white dots (some feathered), a red glaze, and a final layer with drops predominantly 
of red paint, some smaller white drops, perhaps some varnish, if any. The stains 
trapped between the black layer and the red glaze create depth and an illusion of 
transparency. The red drops aim at various effects. Their contours, diffuse or sharp, 
differ depending on whether they fell on a wet or a dry surface; they also depend on 
whether the drop fell from high or low, resulting in more or less splashing. Some 
drops are feathered over the surface, creating a haze. Very small dots were projected 
forcefully, probably by rubbing the brush against the finger or a screen-grid. Some 
stains shrunk while drying, leaving a hazy contour; this was probably achieved by 
adding certain substances. This skilful realisation is similar to the technique adopted 
on so called “spatter paper” used for centuries in the field of bookbinding.76

only a very fine crack pattern, limited to the red lake, is visible under the 
microscope. Van Eyck’s jaspered reverses do not always reach the illusory perfection 
seen in the Portrait of Margaret’s reverse. Neither on the reverse of the Thyssen 
Annunciation77 nor on what remains on Thimotheos’ is a similar effect achieved, but this 
may be due to different states of conservation.
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78. This important detail has not been shown in the scheme of the Corpus of the Groeninge Museum, 
which however signals other changes in the composition. Janssens de Bisthoven 1983, 176.

79. on the other hand, Jan de Leeuw is also represented with short arms.
80. Paul Van den Bussche and Francine Huys, restorers at the Groeninge Museum in Bruges, drew our 

attention to the red lake on Mary’s mantle, which has been entirely remodelled by the artist’s fingers 
or palm.

81. Adhémar 1975, 9-17; Hagopian van Buren 1978, 631-633 and fig. 15; Lorentz 1992, 42-49.
82. Veronee-Verhaegen 1973, 46.
83. Van Asperen de Boer and Faries 1990, 37.
84. Klein 1987, 29-40.

A remark should be added concerning the paintlayers. The X-radiograph shows 
that Margaret’s belt was intended and perhaps painted lower, as a strip of lower 
density under the actual belt demonstrates.78 This first location of the belt left no 
room for the hands, which several authors have considered, perhaps rightly, as later 
additions.79 In fact the portrait without hands would have been better balanced. 
Certain copies of Margaret have hands, others do not. This perhaps implies that a 
prototype without hands existed.

The Virgin and Child with Canon Joris van der Paele (Bruges, GM, no. 1): the skilful 
moulding of the frame is a variation of the moulding with double cavetto typical for 
small frames. The corners are assembled with mortise and tenon and present at the 
corners combined joints (partially mitred, partially at right angle) reinforced with 
fibres. The joins of the different boards of the support are equally reinforced with long 
fibres imbedded in the ground. The fibers, well visible on the X-radiograph, have 
caused deep cracks in the layer of paint. A similar use of fibres has not been noticed 
elsewhere amongst Van Eyck’s paintings.80

The Rolin Madonna: the original frame is lost. on the front, there are a barbe and 
large unpainted borders. The flat reverse is painted up to the edges, now hidden by a 
modern frame, in yellowish green jasper on a layer of black paint over a white ground. 
There was perhaps an attached frame on the front. The origin of the painting has been 
extensively studied.81 It probably hung in Rolin’s Private Chapel in Notre-Dame du 
Chastel d’Autun82 – where, according to the archives, statues of St  Sebastian and 
St Andrew adorned the altar. It has therefore been suggested that the painting did 
not adorn the altar and was rather hung against the wall.83

The dimensions of the Rolin Madonna are 71.0 (±0.1) × 65.0 (±0.1) × 2.3 (±0.1) cm. 
Painted surface: 65.0 × 62.3 cm; unpainted borders: upper and lower ± 3 cm, left  
and right: ±1.35 cm. oak, three boards (butt join reinforced with dowels) respectively 
20.5 cm, 23.5 cm, 21 cm.84
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85. A similar composition with a donor and Virgin and Child on the wing of a diptych is conserved at 
the Fitzwilliam Museum in Cambridge. Massing 1993, 42.

86. “Il y a dans la sacristie des chanoines Notre-Dame un tableau digne de remarque. Il a environ quatre 
pieds de long sur deux pieds et demy de haut. C’est un ouvrage du fameux Jean de Bruges dont il a 
été parlé cy-dessus, qui représente dans un coin la sainte Vierge assise dans un thrône… Les peintres 
et les curieux disent que ce tableau, qui n’a qu’une bordure de bois sur laquelle il y a des lettres qui 
paroissent en bosse, mériteroit d’avoir une bordure d’or enrichie de pierreries.” Rouen, Bibliothèque 
municipale, ms Montbret 216, Essay de l’histoire de la cité des Eduens appelée par les Latins Aedue et à 
présent Autun. I, 182 (f° 96 v °), published by de Charmasse 193, quoted from Comblen-Sonkes and 
Lorentz 1995, 74.

87. Reynaud 1990, 86-87; Comblen-Sonkes and Lorentz 1995, 1-10.

We believe that, with its marbled reverse, the Rolin Madonna was not intended to 
hang against a wall as was the Virgin and Child with Canon Joris van der Paele, which 
was not painted on its reverse. The Rolin Madonna was probably a wing of an altarpiece. 
It may have been used, considering its reduced size, to close a central goldsmith’s 
work.85 In a description of the Rolin painting dating from 1748,86 based on notes 
taken in 1705, an anonymous spectator mentions that the painting has only a wooden 
frame with a text in relief, whereas it would deserve a more somptuous “golden frame 
studded with gems”. This remark might have been inspired by the aspect of the frame 
of a retable precisely adorned with gems. While the height given by the spectator for 
the Rolin painting is right (2 feet and a half, i.e. 70 cm for a foot of 28 cm), the width 
he mentions is twice that of the painting; it could match an open altarpiece (“environ 
quatre pieds” = approximately 112 cm, while the painting measures 65 cm in width); 
the time elapsed between the notes and their transcription possibly having blurred 
the memory of the dimensions of the painting.

The Louvre Diptych with the Virgin and Child and St John the Baptist87 (figs. 123-124): 
the diptych is carved in the form of a book. The originality of the form has been 
questioned and described as a late alteration, but without ever being properly argued. 
We believe that the book form is original.

Fig. 123. Louvre 
Diptych with Virgin 
and Child and St John 
the Baptist.
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88. Comblen-Sonkes and Lorentz 1995, pl. LXXX et LXXXV.

one edge is carved into cords as in bookbinding and the three other edges are carved 
in the form of illusory leaves of a book. In the centre of each board there is a wooden 
medallion adorned with a stucco representing acanthus leaves. The portrait of 
Bessarion by Justus of Ghent88 includes a manuscript similarly decorated with a 
central medallion.

The wooden surface of the medallions has been carved into parallel grooves, 
perhaps for a better adhesion of the stucco. The originality of the wooden medallions 
can be questioned as it does not make sense to insert wooden medallions in a board. 
It seems more likely that the original medallions, perhaps of precious metal or of 
semi-precious stone, were removed and replaced by the current ones. Four spots of 
higher density on the X-radiograph (fig. 124) correspond to metallic elements deeply 
imbedded into the boards. They are probably part of the original medallions. on 
St John’s reverse the stucco with acanthus leaves has been remade, overlapping its 
initial limits.

Fig. 124. Louvre Diptych, X-radiograph. Four spots of high density around the medallions correspond 
to metallic elements deeply imbedded into the wood. They probably held in place the original 
medallions, now lost. The grooves carved into the surface of the wood of the medallion are also 
visible.



MASTERS AND MASTERPIECES: EyCkIAN PAINTINgS

249

89. In the little Bohemian book of models (about 1400), conserved in Vienna in its original state, the 
drawings have been glued onto maple panels attached to one another by means of pieces of parchment. 
The object rests in a leather case (Leithe-Jasper and Distelberger 1984, 60).

90. Bosshard 1992, 4-11.
91. An examination of the diptych was carried out by Ségolène Bergeon at the Laboratoire du Musée du 

Louvre in 1979, the results of which have been published in Comblen-Sonkes and Lorentz 1995, 8-9.
92. Hand et al. 2006, 5-6.
93. Friedman 1977, quoted from Dülberg 1990.
94. Kermer 1967, 4.
95. de Laborde 1850, 26.

Little holes in the upper edge of the frame allowed the fixing of a “pipe”, i.e. a button 
with tassels as used in old books. The hinges are modern. Nails visible on the 
X-radiograph may have held into place a strip of leather or cloth covering the corded 
edge and allowing the articulation of the Diptych while evoking a bookbinding.89

Each wing measures 37.5 × 22.8 cm. The measurements are similar to those of  
the Thyssen Annunciation (38.8 × 23.2 cm), as are the construction of the frames, the 
mouldings and the polychrome structures. There is no doubt about the close 
relationship between both diptychs, as has already been suggested.90

The original polychromy of the Louvre Diptych is in most parts hidden by a thick 
ground and an overpaint. The boards are overpainted in brown-garnet red and the 
corded edge is gilded. The frames around the paintings are gilded but in the gaps one 
can see that they were originally painted in red and perhaps marbled like the frames 
of the Thyssen Annunciation. The gilded edges carved into illusory leaves have not been 
painted over. The narrow edges of the boards of the book still have their original 
black colour.

on the boards of the diptych, soundings have revealed elements of the original 
sprinkling (red for the reverse of the Virgin and Child and green for the reverse of 
St John the Baptist).91 Those marbled reverses are made out of dots of paint projected 
onto a black background. They bring to mind other Eyckian reverses and outsides of 
wings.

The absence of gaps on the corded edge hides the remains, if any, of an original 
polychromy under the gilding and the thick ground. on the assumption that this 
part was covered with leather, one understands that there would not be any polychromy 
in this specific area.

3. Links between Eyckian paintings and the world of books

The link between the first Netherlandish panel paintings and manuscripts has been 
repeatedly evoked.92 Inventories mention diptychs that look like Books of Hours 
“tableaux faiz en manière d’un livre”93 or “tableau en fourmes d’unes heures, fermant”.94 

The inventory of Margaret of Austria of 1524 says: no. 150: “Ung riche et fort exquis 
double tableau de Nostre Dame, doublé par dehors de satin brochier et monseigneur 
le duc Charles de Bourgogne, painct en l’un des fulletz, estant à genoux, habillé de 
drapt d’or, à ung cousin de velours noir et une heure estant sur son siège devant luy, 
le bors dudit tableau garnis de velours verd, avec trois ferrures d’argent doré servant 
audit tableau.”95
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96. Measurements: 222 × 145 mm, painted surface 170 × 107 mm. The portraits have been attributed 
to Jean Perréal. Reynaud 1990, 86-87; Avril and Reynaud 1993, 365-369.

97. Campbell 1990; Dülberg 1990.
98. Neumüllers-Klauser and oppitz 1996, 77-92.

The Louvre Diptych is an early example of this practice. A later example is the 
Diptych with the presumed portraits of Charles VIII and Anne of Brittany, c. 1492-1495 
(Paris, Bibliothèque nationale de France, Lat 1190).96 The boards are decorated on the 
interior with the portraits. The exterior is covered by an ancient cloth.

It seems therefore well-founded to explore – beyond those paintings which were given 
a book form – whether technical characteristics of frames and supports of other 
paintings reflect practices of the book world. As paintings were rarely, at the beginning 
of the 15th century, suspended on walls, they had to be, like books, stored in bags or 
covers. This practice has already been mentionned in studies dealing with portraits, 
a genre which has effectively played a big role in the first developments of easel 
painting.97 From the inventories, it appears that paintings were generally protected by 
wings or by a “couverte”. This practice seems to be of general use to a point that 
certain inventories insist, in a way a contrario, that a painting lacks a “couverte”.

According to the dictionaries the term “couverte” accounts for a variety of uses. It 
corresponds to almost anything that “covers” or “protects” a book, and – after reading 
the inventories – by extension also a painting. Very few examples of 15th and 16th 
century “couvertes” have been preserved around books or paintings. It is possible 
that certain uniform polychromies in black or brown on the reverses of paintings 
date from the time when a worn cloth wrapping was removed. We are quite well 
informed by figurative sources on how books were wrapped. There were different 
sorts of leather or fabric (velvet, satin…) cases or bags,98 which were often longer on 
one side for carrying purposes. There were covers with seams in which to insert the 
boards of the manuscripts. other covers were attached to the books. Van der Paele’s 
Book of Hours has a “couverte” apparently of soft animal skin. Its deformation bears 
witness to a long use.

Maurits Smeyers has placed an emphasis on the links between the inscriptions on 
frames and the world of books. According to this author, the texts on the frames of 
Eyckian paintings are due to a new practice at that time which also appears on 
miniatures, seals, tombstones and bookbindings. The signature, date and motto would 
evoke the colophons with which the scribes made themselves known, dated their work 
and mentioned that they had achieved it at the utmost height of their skills.
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99. Verougstraete and Van Schoute 1996, 87-94.
100. This subject has been investigated by Susan Jones.
101. Arnolfini: 29 × 20 cm (Bock et al. 1996, n°676 (523 A)); Baudouin de Lannoy: 25 × 19 cm (Bock et al., 

op. cit., n°678 (525 C)); St Francis: parchment: 12.9 × 15.2 cm, panel: 15.4 ± 2 × 16.7 (± 1.5); St Francis 
in Turin: 29.2 × 33.4 cm. Klein 1997, 47-50.

There is another similarity with manuscripts. If the Louvre Diptych presented itself 
as we suggest in a reconstruction (fig. 50), it would have resembled books typical of 
the later centuries and especially of the 18th century (it is probably partly due to this 
similarity that the diptych’s book form was thought to be a late alteration). This 
suggests that a link exists between the marbled decorative painting on the reverses of 
the panels and the marbled papers used on manuscripts. We think that the marbled 
surfaces of the Louvre Diptych and of other Eyckian paintings evoke books as they 
existed in the East at the time.

As a conclusion to the different observations on the general characteristics of the 
Eyckian frames and the decorative patterns on their reverses, one can suggest that 
there is something like a “standard Eyckian frame”, as in the case of Campin.99 The 
mouldings in the Van Eyck frames are substantially different from the Campin 
mouldings. The idea that the artist (and his workshop?)100 could have had their own 
frame-supplier is reinforced by the observation made by P. Klein that the supports of 
the Arnolfini and Baudouin de Lannoy portraits, both in Berlin, and the St Francis 
(Philadelphia, Museum of Art, The John G. Johnson Collection, cat. no. 314) are cut 
out of the same tree.101

Certain frames are different: for example, the frames for the Van Eyck brothers’ 
altarpieces in Ghent, with their rough mouldings, may have been made in Ghent; the 
support and frame of the Portrait of Margaret van Eyck and their decoration, which are 
different in many ways from other Eyckian frames, raise questions.

The link between the Eyckian paintings and the world of books may be stronger 
than previously suspected. Not only do some paintings assume an illusory bookform, 
as does the Louvre Diptych, but it can also be suggested that the decorative marbled 
reverses, – a frequent feature in Eyckian paintings – were inspired by marbled paper 
used through the centuries in bookbinding.
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C. The Anchin polyptych102 (Douai, Musée de la Chartreuse)

Between 1509 and 1513, at the request of Abbot Charles Coguin of the Benedictine 
Abbey of Anchin near Douai, Jean Bellegambe produced a set of paintings to enrich 
the presentation of an ancient silver and gold reliquary dating back to 1262. Charles 
Coguin also provided carved surrounds (picturis ac fenestris ingeniose distinctam).103 The 
reliquary itself was placed in a safekeeping box (“boette”) on the high altar of the 
Abbey. The splendour of the polyptych reliquary is praised in the archive texts. We 
can suppose that the carved decoration boasted about presented a certain analogy with 
the carved frame of another Bellegambe altarpiece, that of the Adoration of the Infant 
Jesus and the Preparations for the Crucifixion which is conserved at the former Abbey of 
St Vaast in Arras. At Anchin the carvings probably included carved lateral stiles as in 
Arras. These would have formed a fixed frame within which the altarpiece could be 
opened and closed, while retaining its dimensions unchanged. The sculptures would 
have enriched the front outside of the painted altarpiece, but would have needed a 
supporting structure independent from the paintings with their mobile frames on 
wheels. We have no physical clues remaining with which to reconstruct this structure. 
one can imagine that the carved surrounds were attached to the safekeeping box.

The altarpiece’s turbulent history104 ended with the loss of the reliquary, of its 
safekeeping box and of the carved surround. All that remain are Bellegambe’s 
paintings, still together despite the serious risk of loss or dispersal, all the greater for 
the fact that the central panel with the painting of the Trinity was not physically 
attached, for example by hinges, to the other paintings. We shall see why.

The only remaining source of information as to how the ensemble functioned is an 
examination of the frames of Bellegambe’s paintings (fig. 125). The simple, functional 
frames which still surround the paintings are original. Just like with the Ghent 
altarpieces by the Van Eyck brothers, the information that can be read from these 
frames complements and sheds further light on the limited information available in 
the archives. The Anchin frames reveal a very unusual mechanism. The panel with 
the Trinity functioned as the cover of the box (“boette”) containing the reliquary.

Little wheels, perpendicular to the plane of the painting under the large lateral 
frames allowed these elements of the altarpiece to be rolled backwards. other little 
wheels, parallel to the painted surface, on top of and under the centre panel with the 
Trinity allowed the panel to be rolled laterally into a groove cut for this purpose, 
enabling the reliquary to be taken from its container and exhibited at the front of the 
altar. The cover with the Trinity was then pushed back into place. When the reliquary 
was exposed, the paintings and carved surrounds formed a sumptuous backdrop. 
When the reliquary was returned to its box, which was closed with its cover, the 
paintings and sculptures turned into a rich façade. The ensemble falls into the category 
of “meubles à transformation” (convertible items).
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Fig. 125a. The altarpiece closed. In the centre, Christ with His Cross, the Virgin presenting a crown; to the right, the 
prior and ten monks presented by St  Benedict; to the left, Abbot Charles Coguin and two deacons presented by 
St Charlemagne. The central parts were slightly forward of the side panels, and their frames were black and gold, like 
those of the lateral parts.

Fig. 125b. The altarpiece open. The wings (which corresponded to the two central parts of the closed altarpiece) opened 
to show the Trinity in the centre; on the narrow lateral parts, the Virgin and St John the Baptist as intercessors; to the 
left, on the open wing, the apostles St Peter, St Paul and St Andrew; to the right, on the open wing, the martyrs and 
confessors, St Stephen, St Catherine and St Barbara. In this position, all parts of the altarpiece are perfectly aligned.

http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x072106
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x072089
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x072091
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x072098
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x072088
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x072107
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x072095
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x072099
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x072090
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From the altarpiece’s history we narrate here a few elements linked to the disappearance 
of certain of its components which help reconstitute the overall appearance of the 
ensemble. All trace of the gold and silver reliquary, long coveted for its precious 
metals (gold and silver, 350 precious stones, including 3 unusually large sapphires) is 
lost after 1579. The carved surround was also lost at an unspecified point in time. 
Given that all the paintings were mobile to permit the exhibiting, from time to time, 
of the reliquary concealed behind it, the carved decoration could not have been 
attached to the frames of the paintings, but rather to the solid box in which the 
reliquary was kept. This suggests that the box and the carved surrounds went missing 
simultaneously. The paintings were relegated to the Abbey treasury in 1726 and 
dismembered in 1803.105 The wings were exhibited in Paris in 1822. A wealthy Douai 
citizen acquired them in 1832. He then went on to purchase the central part and in 
1852 published the ensemble he had reconstituted. His description is as follows: “it 
is a diptych or painting painted on two sides: it is around six and a half feet high, and 
occupies a total width of eleven and a half feet [….]. The mobile, rotating wings, 
painted on their front and their back, are not, as in ordinary diptychs, attached to the 
outside edges of the base painting, but are strap-hinged to the mouldings of the 
compartment frames; their proportions and positioning are such that, depending on 
whether they are closed or open, the painting presents a different face without 
changing dimension.”106 In his description, our wealthy Douai citizen pertinently 
notes an important particularity of the altarpiece: the way the wings are attached, not 
to the outside of a central part, but to interior uprights, thereby permitting the 
altarpiece to retain the same dimensions. In 1857 the polyptych was bequeathed to 
the Church of our Lady of Douai. In 1896 it was classified a historical monument,107 
entering the Musée de la Chartreuse after 1918.

The altarpiece, with the wings pivoted to cover the Trinity, shows four paintings of 
equal size, each with an upper extension, deploying a full iconographic programme, 
all in colour (fig. 125a). We do not have here, as often elsewhere, modest wings opening 
onto a larger programme on the inside of the altarpiece. Here there is no outside face 
painted in dull colours and decorated with marbling, grisailles in niches or other 
architectural items, eventually presenting scenes with perspectives shifted to the left 
or the right, as if the wings were already part-opened, to invite us to open them, a 
situation which is occasionally found (see Chapter IX Articulated works with 
instructions for use). The programme here is rich. For this reason we opt to speak of 
the first position of the altarpiece (wings closed over the Trinity) and the second 
position of the altarpiece (wings rotated outwards to reveal the Trinity) (fig. 125b) 
rather than of a closed and open altarpiece. The iconographic “step-up” from the first 
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to the second, moving from the earthly to the heavenly, has been pointed out by 
historians; a gradation that is also reflected in the polychromy of the frames: black 
and gold, and then gold only. Today, the black edging of the central frames of the 
outer altarpiece has been gilded over. Currently, the Musée de la Chartreuse in Douai 
has opted to exhibit simultaneously all the painted panels. For this, the mobile wings 
are presented separately, with the visitor able to walk round them. This arrangement 
no longer reflects the crescendo effect of the iconography and polychromy of the original 
structure.

In its first position, the frontal perspective of Christ the Saviour is an invitation to 
accord Him privileged contemplation, with pre-eminence over Mary, placed in a decor 
in lateral perspective that marks subordination (fig. 126a). The two figures form a 
complete scene, unified by the background architecture. In this position, the centre 
of the altarpiece was forward of the other panels. only the centre uprights of the frame 
betrayed the existence of a second position of the altarpiece. For daily devotion in the 
Abbey, this was a sumptuous altarpiece which was exposed to the view of the monks.108

Fig. 126a. The 
altarpiece with wings 
pivoted towards the 
centre (folded back 
onto the Trinity). 
Reconstitution, with 
black and gold 
frames, the centre 
part forward of the 
other painted parts, 
and a carved outer 
frame.
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When the wings were rotated outwards, the altarpiece presented a flat façade. In this 
second position, the altarpiece is compartmentalized into five paintings (fig. 126b). 
The distribution of the three central panels is a little similar to that observed in the 
Ghent Altarpiece (a central, elevated painting, flanked by lower, narrower paintings).

Fig. 126b. The second 
position of the 
altarpiece (wings 
rotated outwards). 
Reconstitution. The 
frames are gilt; all 
parts of the altarpiece 
are aligned in a 
carved outer frame.

Finally, the third arrangement – the high point – exhibited the ancient gold and silver 
reliquary by removing the Trinity panel which formed the cover of the box. We 
suggest below how this was done.

1. Frames and supports

The frames of the first position of the altarpiece were black and gold (fig. 127). The 
frames of the inside altarpiece are decorated with gold leaf. This difference in the 
polychromy reflects the hierarchy in the iconographic programmes, with the more 
modest black and gold polychromy of the first position giving away to the bright 
gilding in the second position, announcing the exhibiting of the reliquary.
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In each case the lower rails have inclined sills. otherwise, the profiles of the frames 
of the outside altarpiece differ from those of the inside altarpiece (fig. 128). The gilt 
frame of the Trinity and of the two flanking panels achieve a perfect visual continuity, 
with the mouldings of the uprights of the central panel acting visually also as framing 
of the side panels. Another (narrow) strip of moulding – now lost – must have been 
glued onto the edges of the flanking panels. This visual continuity obtained by the 
trick of having the moulding spill over from one frame to another was possibly 
intended to camouflage the mechanism and contribute to the safety of the reliquary.

Fig. 128. Profiles of 
the frame elements. 
All the lower rails 
have inclined sills.  
a. Frames of the 
Trinity panel. Left  
to right: upper rail, 
stiles (shaded: 
reconstitution of the 
supposed moulding 
glued to the panels of 
the Virgin and 
St John the Baptist to 
get the frame to meet 
tightly), lower rail.  
b. Frames of the fixed 
side panels. Left to 
right: frames of the 
Virgin and St John 
the Baptist; frames 
around the prior and 
Charles Coguin. 
c. Frames of the 
wings.

Fig. 127. Frames: 
black and gold frame 
of the right side part, 
gilded frame of the 
Trinity. Wooden 
pegs, and fleuret-
shaped nail heads.

http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x072096
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x072101
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The frames and panels are in oak. The various elements of the panels are butt-joined, 
with reinforcing keys, each pierced with two pegs, one on either side of the joint, 
perpendicular to and flush with the surface of the painting. Each panel is slotted into 
a grooved frame. The joinery was completed before the painter set to work. The 
original hinges and ironwork have been conserved. There has been restoration work, 
mainly on the reverse, in the form of various pieces of wood (buttons and laths) and 
a small number of metallic reinforcements. These restorations are shaded on the 
diagram of the reverse (fig. 130). The reinforcement that we observed at the back of 
the Trinity in 1986 was lightened in 2012. Two small Plexiglass plates are fixed to the 
corners of this frame on the reverse, revealing the construction of one stile. We see 
there the tenon, but also a section cut out at the top and another at the bottom, 
suggesting that the Trinity had a system of vertically sliding latches fixing the inner 
frame to the carved outer frame which is no longer extant. on the front of the frame 
of the Trinity we see circular traces left by little hooks, a little above the junction with 
the lateral parts. The Trinity was attached to the carved outer frame and to the box.

Fig. 129. Reverse of the centre part and the two flanking parts.

http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x072104
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x072097
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x072105


MASTERS AND MASTERPIECES: ThE ANChIN PolyPTyCh

259

Fig. 130. Diagrams made in 1986 of the construction of the centre part and the two flanking parts: front and reverse (shaded: 
items added during a restoration).
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To the back, the flanking panels (each including a narrow and a broad panel) are lined 
across their whole width by a sort of rigid inner frame in wood (fig. 129); at first sight 
one might think that these flanking panels were part of what ought to be, on the 
front, a large fixed altarpiece. But this is not at all the case, as we shall see.

The two thicknesses of the frame of the wide side panels are nailed together with large 
nails, the cross-shaped heads of which are visible on the front of the frames; moreover, 
at the back, solid strap hinges are nailed across the entire width and in the outside 
corners. The lower strap hinges are raised in an L-shape, ending with knuckles on the 
Trinity side. on the light frame of the Trinity there is no sign of any corresponding 
hinge or trace of hinge. It is clear that the two heavy side elements were not attached 
to the Trinity (fig. 131). To hold the structure in place, the side parts would have had 
to be been attached to the safekeeping box; both the side parts and the box must have 
been equipped with strap hinges ending with corresponding knuckles. This box, 
which has since disappeared, must have been solid, not only in order to protect the 
reliquary, but also in order to bear the weight of the side parts.

Fig. 131. a. Left hand lateral part: part of a hinge with no corresponding element on the frame of the 
Trinity. The corresponding element was probably attached to the reliquary box. In the background 
to the left, one can see the knuckles to which a wing was to be hung. These knuckles are placed  
to the front of the frame, on the stile between the panel of the Virgin (hands crossed on her breast) 
and that of the apostles St Peter, St Paul and St Andrew. b. Hinge on a central stile, where the wing 
was suspended.

Another element worth mentioning is that the backs of the lateral parts are carefully 
woodworked, with traces of the original polychromy: black on the frame, and brown-
red on the panels. This tells us that the reverse sides were occasionally exposed to 
view. The reverse of the central panel (the Trinity), on the other hand, has no traces 
of paint, which confirms that it was kept out of sight, being the cover of the box.

a b

http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x072108
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2.  The deployment in three programmes and the wheeled  
mechanism

The altarpiece presented three successive stages of exhibition (closed, open, exposing 
the reliquary). The diagrams will help the reader understand the essential workings 
of the mechanism that permitted the exposure of the reliquary (fig. 132).

Fig. 132. Reconstitution of the articulation of the painted parts of the Anchin altarpiece. a. The painted altarpiece consists of five 
pieces, with two wings intended to be attached to the inside stiles of the frames. The two lateral parts were probably attached 
on each side to the safekeeping box containing the reliquary. The panel with the Trinity formed the cover of the box. b. In a first 
position, the altarpiece presented the wings folded towards the centre. In this case, the front part protruded slightly. c. In a 
second position the wings were folded back against the side parts, with the whole perfectly aligned. d. In order to expose the 
reliquary, the side parts (the mobility of which was provided by little wheels perpendicular to the plane of the painting) were 
pushed back, and the Trinity was rolled to the left on little wheels parallel with the painting.

Seven original wooden wheels allow the frames to move. We know of no other 
paintings of the period equipped with these.

The two wide lateral parts of the altarpiece are fitted with little wheels under/in 
the lower rail only (one wheel to the right, two to the left), perpendicular to the plane 
of the painting (fig. 133a). This tells us that the side parts were pushed backwards. 

a

c

b

d
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The purpose of this operation was to allow the Trinity panel to be slid. To the right, 
just a little space was needed to allow someone’s finger to push the Trinity laterally. 
A single wheel under the right lateral part was therefore sufficient. To the left, more 
space was needed to slide further the Trinity. Perhaps the lateral left part had to be 
pushed backwards more or less against the box, which may have required strap hinges 
with a double axis system. Two little wheels under the left lateral part were therefore 
necessary.

The upper and lower rails of the frame of the Trinity are each fitted with two 
wheels parallel with the painting, permitting lateral mobility, probably along two 
grooves, one at the top and the other at the bottom (fig. 133b). Traces of abrasion, in 
a horizontal direction, of the gilding of the frame of the Trinity at various heights, 
suggest that it was slid from time to time within a narrow space where it encountered 
an obstacle, very likely the reliquary while exhibited in front of the paintings. The 
Trinity moved sideways to permit the extraction of the reliquary, and then returned 
to its usual position, closing the empty box behind de reliquary. The reliquary painted 
by Jean Bellegambe on the Trinity panel probably resembles the original reliquary in 
precious metal.

It was necessary to support the side elements with strong iron fittings that would 
hinge them to the box (fig. 129). It was important that their entire weight not lie on 
the wheels alone, which would have blocked the mechanism.

Conclusion

overall, the altarpiece programme was modulable. We have in fact a succession of 
positions of the altarpiece: an initial arrangement (the altarpiece with wings closed 
over the Trinity) and then another one (with wings pivoted outwards). There was also 
a third programme: the exhibition of the ancient reliquary. We know of the reliquary 
that it presented, in niches, the twelve apostles, and that it was crowned in the centre 
with the Virgin, the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. It is perhaps this reliquary 
in precious metal that Jean Bellegambe evokes in the painting of the Trinity. The 

Fig. 133. The wooden wheels enabling the paintings to be moved. a. Roller under a side part. Placed 
perpendicular to the grain of the wood, its dimensions are limited by the thickness of the frame, 
while the shape of the notches witnesses to the difficulty of inserting the pin forming the rotation 
axis. b. Roller in the frame of the Trinity, in the direction of the grain. The pin for the rotating axis 
has been placed without difficulty, running through the frame.

a b

http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x072111
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Gothic style of the gilded base of the throne on which the Trinity is sitting contrasts 
with the remainder of the altarpiece, where the architecture and the putti are from 
the Renaissance. Very likely the reliquary was taken right out of its box to exhibit it 
in full view. This was accessed by sliding to the left side the cover (with the Trinity) 
of the safekeeping box, with the help of a wheeled mechanism that allowed the lateral 
parts to be moved backwards to allow the panel of the Trinity to be rolled to one side. 
After removal of the reliquary, the cover panel was then pushed back in place in front 
of the empty box. In this way, the ensemble of paintings served alternatively either as 
a façade or as backdrop to the reliquary.

With the loss of the reliquary and the surrounding open carving, the altarpiece is now 
incomplete. At the time of writing of this text, the two wings are exhibited separately, 
each placed on a base, and behind them, a large altarpiece placed on a third base 
(fig.  134). This makes it difficult for the visitor to form a picture of the original 
programme. It is true that the “pulled apart” form of exhibiting enables visitors to 
see, in excellent conditions, the pictorial qualities of every part of this marvellous 
painted ensemble. on the other hand, by exhibiting a polyptych in dismembered 
fashion, none of the exhibited parts any longer presents an iconographically coherent 
programme.

Fig. 134. Presentation 
in the Musée de la 
Chartreuse, Douai in 
2014. The large 
altarpiece, in the 
background, exhibits 
the three central 
paintings of the 
altarpiece in the 
gilded frames, next to 
two lateral parts that 
belonged to the other 
position of the 
altarpiece. The wings 
are presented 
separately.
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d. Frames and supports of Memling’s works109

Numerous works by Hans Memling have preserved their original oak frames. The 
exhibition dedicated to the artist in 1994 (Bruges, Groeninge Museum, 12 August to 
15 November) provided an opportunity to study them.110 Ideally one ought to have 
examined the reverse of the paintings, the sides of the frames, accidental damage, 
traces of hinges, joints and polychromy. A major exhibition of the size of the Bruges 
one did not permit this type of exploration. Nevertheless, the observations made 
during and after the exhibition, added to useful information taken from the exhibition 
catalogue,111 are gathered here. Examination of the mouldings, construction and 
polychromy of a small number of frames enables us to establish chronological 
groupings. As some of these features are found also on the frames of other Bruges 
paintings of the late 15th century, they do not serve as evidence for attribution of 
works to Memling. Rather, examination of some of the frames raises questions as to 
the allocation to the Bruges master of the paintings they contain. We examined the 
mouldings, the joints and the polychromy.

1. Mouldings (fig. 135)

Five frames present a moulding with a flat band and a body of mouldings on the 
inside of the frame. Three of them are dated between 1467 and 1472 (fig. 135: 1-3).

The Triptych of the Last Judgement, 1467-1471 (Gdansk, Narodowe Museum, inv. 
no. SD/413/ M) (fig. 135: 1).112 It used to be believed that the frame had been renewed.113 
Generally it is reported that the original frame has been enlarged and embedded in 
a modern mitred frame and the entire assembly then gilded. In fact, all that has 
happened is that a large pinewood moulding was nailed onto the flat front part of the 
frame, and the polychromy entirely redone. The nailed addition may directly cover 
the original polychromy. Exploration would be interesting, especially to see whether 
there might not be an inscription. The rest of the frame is oak and original. We were 
able to see the frames without their current modern hinges, and did not see traces of 
old hinges. Perhaps traces are simply hidden under the paint layer.

The Nativity, c.  1470-1472 (Cologne, Museum für Angewandte Kunst, inv. no. 
AI1060) (fig. 135: 2). A fairly recent dating has sometimes been proposed for this work 
but the frame invites us to opt for an early date. In the black and gold polychromy, 
the black simulates a listel, an element that will develop in later frames. on each side, 
at the top and bottom of the uprights of the frame, we observe a hinge location which 
seems original. The work was therefore part of a triptych.
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Fig. 135. Profiles of the frame elements. Hatched: modern additions. 1. Beaded cavetto frame. Larger lower rail, with inclined sill; 
the frames of the wings are similar, but narrower (Triptych of the Last Judgement, Gdansk). 2. Beaded cavetto frame. Bottom rail in 
form of an inclined sill (Nativity, Cologne). 3. Cavetto frame (Portrait of Gilles Joye, Williamstown). 4. Frames with listels (except the 
bottom rails of the wings) with beaded cavetto mouldings. The frames of the wings are narrower, and profiled on the outside with 
inclined sills (St John Altarpiece, Bruges). 5. Cavetto frames with listel. Inclined sill on the bottom rail. Frames of the wings: similar, 
but narrower (Jan Floreins Triptych, Bruges). 6. Same profiles as in the previous frame (Reins Triptych, Bruges). 7. Frame with listel 
and ogee moulding. Inclined sill on the lower rail (The Sybil Sambetha, Bruges). 8. Frame with listel and ogee moulding. Inclined sill 
on the lower rail (Christ Blessing, Boston). 9. Frame with listel and beaded cavetto moulding. Inclined sill on the bottom rail. Frames 
of the wings similar, but narrower (Moreel Triptych, Bruges). 10. Frames with beaded cavetto moulding. Inclined sill on the bottom 
rail. The outside of the frame of Maarten is bevelled (Maarten van Nieuwenhove Diptych, Bruges). 11. Frame with listel and beaded 
cavetto moulding. Inclined sill on the lower rail (Christ at the Column, Barcelona). 12. Frame with ogee moulding. With broken 
inclined sill on the bottom rail. Bevelled profile at the back (Portrait of Jacob Obrecht, Forth Worth).
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The Portrait of Gilles Joye, 1472 (Williamstown, Sterling and Francine Clarck Art 
Institute, cat. no. 408) (fig. 135: 3). The frame is moulded on both sides. The exterior 
is polychromed, suggesting this was a mobile work, possibly a wing of a diptych as 
suggested by the attitude of prayer of the figure portrayed.

The fourth moulded frame of this kind dates from 1487. This is the frame of the 
Maarten van Nieuwenhove Diptych (Bruges, SJH, no. 5) (fig. 135: 10). It presents a well 
developed body of mouldings and a flat band on the outside of the frame. Both the 
mouldings and the joints of this frame give it a special place in Memling’s production.

The fifth frame in this series is that of the Portrait of Jacob Obrecht (Forth Worth, 
Kimbell Art Museum, inv. no. KAM1993. 02) (fig. 135: 12). It features ogee moulding 
and an inclined sill on the bottom rail. The frame carries the date 1496.

other frames, dated 1479 and 1490, have listels on the outside (fig. 135: 4-9, 11). The 
listel, that is characteristic of Bruges frames at the end of the 15th century, marks the 
start of the development of a body of outside mouldings that becomes commonplace 
during the 16th century. These are the following works: the St John Altarpiece, 1479 
(Bruges, SJH, no. 1); the Floreins Triptych, 1479 (Bruges, SJH, no. 2); the Reins Triptych, 
1480 (Bruges, SJH, no. 4); The Sibyl Sambetha, 1480 (Bruges, SJH, no. 3); the Christ 
Blessing, 1481 (dated in the top centre of the frame; Boston, Museum of Fine Arts, 
William A. Coolidge Collection, inv. no. 176.1986); the Moreel Triptych, 1484 (Bruges, 
Groeninge Museum, inv. no. 0000.GRo0091.I); the Christ at the Column, 1485-1490 
(Barcelona, Mateu Collection, inv. no. DDV65).

The mouldings on the interior of the frame, next to the painting, may vary: from 
simple inclined sill or bevel (on the bottom rails or on the outsides of the wings), to 
simple cavetto mouldings, to cavetto with one or two baguettes. Less frequent is ogee 
moulding (Portrait of Gilles Joye, Portrait of Jacob Obrecht, The Sibyl Sambetha).

It has been suggested that the current frame of the Portrait of a Young Man at Prayer, 
c. 1485-1490 (Madrid, Museo Thyssen-Bornemisza, inv. no. 234.a) was original.114 The 
highly developed body of moulding on the outside is in any event no earlier than the 
mid-16th century. It cannot be the original frame of this portrait by Hans Memling.
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2. Joints

Fig. 136. Mortise and 
tenon, with mixed 
cut on both faces.

Fig. 137. Mortise and 
tenon joint, with 
advanced tenon 
shoulder and mixed 
cut on front face, and 
cut square at back.

Fig. 138. 1. Slotted 
joints mitred on both 
faces, with stub 
tenon. 2. Slotted 
joints, mitred at 
front, cut square at 
back. 3. Mitred 
slotted joint with 
half-dovetail.

Mortise and tenon joints with a mixed cut on both faces are fairly simple joints 
(fig. 136). They are not very frequent, we have found only five examples, ranging from 
1436 to the late 15th century. This joint is used in the frame of the Portrait of Gilles 
Joye (1472).

The mortise and tenon joint with the tenon shoulder advanced and a mixed cut on 
one side only and cut square at the back, is an improved and stronger version of the 
previous joint (fig. 137). It is frequently used in the second half of the 15th century, in 
particular for works by Rogier van der Weyden and his followers. It remained in use 
in Bruges until the mid 16th-century. This joint is found in the Gdansk Last Judgement 
and the Cologne Nativity.
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We have noted around 10 slotted joints, mitred either on both faces or at the front 
only, in the works of Hans Memling or in Bruges works of his day. The version with 
the tenon shoulder mitred at the back is found in the Boston Christ Blessing, and in 
the wings of the St John Altarpiece (Bruges, SJH, no. 1) (fig. 138: 1). The version with 
the tenon shoulder cut square at the back exists in the Christ at the Column, the Moreel 
Triptych, the central part of the St  John Altarpiece, the central part of the Floreins 
Triptych (Bruges, SJH, no. 2), the Portrait of a Woman, known as The Sibyl Sambetha 
(Bruges, SJH, no. 3), and the Reins Triptych (Bruges, SJH, no. 4) (fig. 138: 2).

The mitred dovetail joint is a simple variant of the dovetail joint (fig. 138: 3). It can 
already be found in the Braque Triptych by Rogier van der Weyden (Paris, Louvre, inv. 
no. R.F. 2063). We have encountered it predominantly in Brussels works, eight times 
out of ten and six times associated with the Brussels joiners’ brand (plane and compass). 
It is found here in the wing of the Floreins Triptych.

Fig. 139. Glued half-
lap joint. Mortise and 
tenon joint, tenon on 
the upright, tenon 
shoulder angled to 
inclined sill, with 
mixed cut.

These two joints are found together in the Maarten van Nieuwenhove Diptych. The 
joints at the top of the diptych are glued half-lap joints, without pegging (fig. 139). 
This is exceptional for its time (joints are almost always pegged). This is the only case 
observed in Memling. one can ask what is the meaning of the holes (peg holes) visible 
in each of the upper sides of the frames. Given the weakness of the upper joints, it is 
unlikely that the diptych was hung. Rather, the solid mortise and tenon joints at the 
bottom of the frame suggest that it was stood on a support. one can ask whether this 
diptych was not presented in a more or less fixed manner (e.g. placed on a pedestal?). 
Examination of the woodwork does not provide any clues to the original disposition 
or use of this diptych, which is constructed differently from the others, and the 
moulding of which does not include the listel which had become standard in the 
works of the same period.
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115. Certain aspects of these inscriptions have been studied by Maurits Smeyers (Smeyers 1997, 171-194).

The frame of the Portrait of Jacob Obrecht is different from all the frames mentioned 
above. Although the joints are not visible on the narrow sides (being camouflaged by 
a thin strip of modern wood), they are probably slotted joints, mitred at the front and 
cut square at the back, pegged on either side of the mitre. This joint became 
generalized in the 16th century (fig. 140). The earliest examples we have seen are from 
Antwerp. one is dated 1507. The present example is the oldest (1496).

3. Polychromy

The gilding of the Moreel Triptych is redone. The frames of the Gdansk Triptych have 
modern gilding overlaying the original polychromy. The black and gold polychromy 
inside the St John Altarpiece is probably also redone (?); the marbling on the outside of 
the wings is original.

The most common original polychromies are black and gold. The oil gilding borders 
the paint layer and at times carries an inscription.115 The gilding covers the mouldings 
or the inclined sills and at times the flat bands (fully or partly). In the Cologne 
Nativity, the entire front face of the frame is gilded except for a black outer edge that 
evokes a listel. The Maarten van Nieuwenhove Diptych (Bruges, SJH, no. 5) has a gilded 
inclined sill and moulding, with an entirely black flat band. The frame of the Barcelona 
Christ at the Column is gilded with an outer listel painted black. The flat band between 
the black outer listel and the gilded inner moulding can be decorated with marbling, 
as in the Floreins Triptych (Bruges, SJH, no. 2) and the Reins Triptych (Bruges, SJH, 
no. 4). A similar polychromy is found on the frame of Christ Blessing (Boston, dated 
1481 at the top centre of the frame): dark brown flat band between a black listel and 
a gilded inside profile.

Marbling or imitation stone decorates the frames of Gilles Joye and The Sibyl Sambetha 
(Bruges, SJH, no. 3), the latter with a black outer listel. We also find it on the outsides 
of the wings of the Floreins Triptych and the Reins Triptych and that of the St John 
Altarpiece (Bruges, SJH, no. 1).

Fig. 140. Slotted 
tenon joint.
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116. Verougstraete and Van Schoute 1994, 349-360.

These observations allow us to suggest some conclusions and hypotheses. Firstly, the 
frames of the large triptychs are carefully constructed, with neat mouldings. Median 
rails reinforce the central portion to the rear. At the front the lower rails are bevelled 
to form inclined sills. The frames of the wings are similar to those of the central part, 
but a little narrower and less deep, and therefore lighter. In the small triptychs the 
lower rails also take the form of inclined sills, with the other mouldings sometimes 
simpler than on the large altarpieces. In the frames of works by Jan van Eyck and 
Robert Campin, we have observed the opposite: the profiles of the small frames are 
much more neatly produced than those of the large frames.116

The adoption of the outer listel strip seems to represent a step in evolution, perhaps 
based on improved tooling. It is not found on the earliest frames, or else is simply 
painted in black on a gold background. A parallel trend is observed in the joints, 
which are originally cut square or have mixed cuts: full mitering has the effect of 
producing a triangular shaped tenon.

The frame of the Maarten van Nieuwenhove Diptych (Bruges, SJH, no. 5) occupies a 
special place, in terms of both mouldings and joints. The moulding lacks the listel 
that had become habitual in contemporary works. The light joints at the top (glued 
only, which is exceptional: joints being almost always pegged) and solid joints at the 
bottom (mortise and tenon) would seem to signify that the work was intended to be 
supported from the bottom rather than hung. The original presentation of the diptych 
and its use do not seem fully resolved.

The simple assembly of the frame of Gilles Joye, along with the equally simply 
moulding and marbled polychromy, sets it apart from the characteristic frames of 
Memling works. In this case, these observations are consistent with the style and 
pictorial layer, both intentionally archaic. A question mark must remain over its 
attribution to Memling.

The frame of The Sibyl Sambetha (Bruges, SJH, no. 3) has an ogee moulding and is 
decorated with marbling. The Boston Christ Blessing also presents ogee moulding. 
This type of moulding is rarely observed in this group of works. one can probably 
not draw any conclusions except in the case of the frame of the Portrait of Obrecht where 
the joints and polychromy are also different from those usually observed in Memling. 
The frame bears the date 1496 and Jacob obrecht was attached to the Church of our 
Lady in Antwerp (now Antwerp Cathedral) from 1492 to 1496. We therefore propose 
to consider the construction of the frame as an additional argument for locating this 
portrait in Antwerp rather than in Bruges. The grisaille on the outside, for the 
catalogue author “in the style of Metsys”, appears original. This grisaille, the attitude 
in prayer of the figure facing to the right, the presence of traces of hinges on the right 
side and bevelled mouldings on the reverse suggest that this painting is a wing rather 
than an isolated work.



MASTERS AND MASTERPIECES: boSCh

271

117. Garrido and Van Schoute 1985, 59-77; Verougstraete and Van Schoute 2001a, 211-214.
118. Inv. no. P02048. Closed triptych: 146.7 × 84.7 cm.
119. Duquenne 2009, 27-33.

E. Hieronymus bosch in the Prado117

The frames of the Epiphany Triptych (fig. 141) and the Haywain Triptych (fig. 143), both 
in Madrid (Museo Nacional del Prado) are very different the one from the other. The 
frame of the Epiphany is very well crafted, while that of the Haywain is a rather crude 
piece of joinery. These differences are surprising. There are many possible reasons: 
production in different places, artists and sponsors moving from one city and country 
to another, the tight rules applied by the guilds, the need to use local labour, changing 
practices and know-how over time. Beyond these possible explanations, we cannot 
help but question the attribution to one and the same master of works painted on very 
different panels in very different frames.

These two works, of which the joinery is so different, have also one point in 
common, which is the artist’s relationship to his support. on each of these two 
triptychs the painter represents a unique and frontal scene that occupies the entire 
width of the altarpiece when closed. The central stiles of the closed altarpiece disturb 
the reading of it. In the Epiphany, Bosch paints over these stiles, pretending to ignore 
their relief and the ensuing adverse visual effects; in the Haywain the painter had the 
joiner remove the central stiles, so as to develop the composition smoothly. This seems 
to have been a last-minute change, as the joiner’s tracing marks suggest that central 
stiles were originally planned, but never placed, in order to satisfy the painter. The 
joinery of the Haywain is, as we shall see below, of poor quality. It is difficult to draw 
conclusions from just two cases, but both point to the utility of examining a painting’s 
frames. In the case of Bosch, we are hampered by the very small number of original 
frames remaining around the works attributed to him. Marked differences in the 
supports could lead us to question cautiously the generally accepted attributions. 
Analogies in joinery could, conversely, lead to regroupings.

1. The Epiphany Triptych,118 c. 1494 (figs. 141-142)

Traditionally, art historians have identified the donors as Peeter van Bronchorst and 
his wife Agnès van Boschuysen. A recent study119 identifies other donors: Peeter 
Scheyfve, a prosperous Antwerp clothier and alderman of this city, and his second wife 
Agnès de Gramme. The persons attending St Gregory’s mass on the closed altarpiece 
would then be Peeter Scheyfve’s only son Jan, from his first marriage, and Peeter  
de Gramme, his protector and Agnès’ father, added after 1507, the year of the male 
donor’s death. Could it be that the donors supplied the support to the painter? If so, 
this does not necessarily mean that the support was produced in Antwerp. A 
prosperous merchant commissioning a work from a great master would probably not 
hesitate to buy the best support, if necessary in another city.
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Fig. 141. The 
Epiphany Triptych.
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Fig. 142. The 
Epiphany Triptych. 
Diagrams of panels 
and frames.
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120. Bücken and Steyaert 2013, 28-35.

Panels: each wing panel consists of a single board. The central panel consists of three 
boards, butt-joined, with keys inserted in the edges. Each key is fixed by of four pegs, 
slightly out of line with each other, so as to avoid cracking the wood. The pegs do not 
pass right through the support, as shown by the absence of the circular cracking in 
the paint layer which occurs when a peg pierces the surface of the support on the 
painted side.

on the reverse of the central panel, tow has been pressed over the joins (at a later 
date?).

Frames: only the bottom rail of the central frame and a part of the accolades to the 
left and right are redone. The joints at the bottom of the frame are through mortise 
and tenon. At the top, the joints are half-dovetail, mitred at the front and cut  
square at the back. Dovetail joints are rare in picture frames of this period. They 
occur in better quality joinery of Brussels origin dating from the last quarter of the 
15th century and early 16th century.120 In many cases this joint is observed in frames 
carrying the Brussels joiners’ brand.

As often occurs, the work was probably not intended to be hung but to be placed 
on a base. The horizontal grain of the wood of curved upper rail is ill-suited to 
hanging. The restorations to the curved upper rail of the central frame may well be 
related to hanging of the triptych, causing breaking.

An oblique hole has been cut at the top of the frame; a tie would have passed 
through it to help hold the triptych in place and prevent it from tipping, for example 
while opening and closing the wings.

The moulding of the frame is beaded cavetto, common in the 15th and 16th centuries 
and in widespread use in various cities (Bruges, Brussels, Antwerp,…). Here, the 
lower inclined sill is concave, while most are generally rectilinear, though concave sills 
are also observed on the frames of works by Quinten Metsys or his entourage.

The opened triptych reveals gilded frames, with a thin black outside flat band. on 
the outside of the triptych, only the outer stiles (near the hinges) and the high curved 
upper rails are decorated, in various shades of grey. The Mass of St Gregory continues 
on two wings, ignoring the projection of the stiles. A second frame, in a lighter colour, 
is painted in trompe-l’œil on the panel itself. This second frame continues, as does the 
Mass of St Gregory, in wilful ignorance of the stiles to create the illusion that it frames 
a single panel where the representation is continuous and frontal. The figure of Christ 
occupies the centre of the composition; it is painted on the stiles themselves, regardless 
of the projections. The artist has subordinated the joinery to his pictorial programme. 
This is uncommon. often the pictorial programme on the outside of a triptych is 
double (or split, as in the Annunciation) and painted on the planes of the two wings 
in a slightly oblique perspective, as if the altarpiece was ajar (See Chapter IX 
Articulated works with instructions for use).
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121. Inv. no. P02048. Closed triptych: 146.7 cm × 84.7 cm.

The joinery of the Epiphany is of good quality and exhibits considerable craftsmanship. 
The use of dovetail joints, rare in the joinery of frames, recalls the Brussels frame 
joinery of the last quarter of the 15th century and early 16th century.

2. The Haywain Triptych,121 c. 1516 (figs. 143-144)

Panels: each wing consists of three vertical boards, including one very narrow 
(between 3 and 4 cm). The central panel is cradled at the back. It consists of four 
(?) boards, the joins being difficult to make out. All boards are butt-joined, with 
dowels.

Frames: the frame of the central panel has been redone. The frames are applied onto 
the panels of the wings, both on the inside (open triptych) and on the outside 
(closed triptych). At the top of the open wings, the stiles meet the upper rail with 
a mitre, flush and with no joint. At the bottom, the cut is mixed, with the butt-
ends of the stiles angled to the rail. The frames on the closed sides of the wings are 
also applied, with two rails each and only one stile (on the hinge side). This stile is 
lap-joined to the rails. The absence of a central stile reflects the requirements of the 
pictorial program that continues across both wings, as mentioned above. Various 
clues, including the joiner’s tracing marks, tell us that the joinery was changed 
shortly before painting, the frames of the wings – with the triptych closed – being 
originally planned with two stiles each. It is probably with a view to the pictorial 
programme (a single figure, that of the Prodigal Son, running across the two wings), 
that the central stiles were removed. This indicates that the joiner worked in 
collaboration with the painter.

The moulding of the frame is beaded cavetto, a common moulding type in the 15th 
and 16th centuries, found in all major centres (Bruges, Brussels, Antwerp, …). The 
moulding is quite different from the Haywain conserved at the Escorial, which has a 
double moulding, separated by a black band. This latter moulding cannot be dated 
to Bosch’s lifetime.

The wings closed, as often at the time, by means of pegs placed in the sides: here 
two pegs slot into holes in the opposite stile. In the course of time the peg closing 
system was replaced with a lock at the bottom of the left wing. There are also traces 
of pegs in the lower edges of the wings. This could indicate that short pegs were 
inserted, on closing the triptych, into notches made in the base. This would require 
slightly raising the wings in order to open and close them. We have not observed this 
practice elsewhere.
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Fig. 143. The 
Haywain Triptych.
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Fig. 144. The 
Haywain Triptych. 
Diagrams of panels 
and frames.
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The pegging of frames directly onto the panels was a common practice, which 
simplified the joinery; the panel is then flat on the reverse. In case of a wing the 
painter would eventually paint a trompe-l’œil frame. The system encountered here, 
with frames applied both to the front and reverse, is unusual. The normal process, 
where a frame was desired on both the inside and the outside of a wing, was to use a 
regular grooved frame. The abundant and unnecessary pegging in the wings of the 
Haywain looks like clumsy joinery. The joinery seems to come from a secondary 
centre, and not one of the main centres where better quality pieces were made, among 
which one can certainly include the support of the Epiphany.

The polychromy, partially redone, is black on the outside of the altarpiece and black 
and gold inside.
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Catalogue

This catalogue contains the observations made from the inspection of 164 works 
dating from the late 14th to the early 17th centuries, on wood or canvas supports. 
These observations were undertaken between 1983 and 1987 for a PhD thesis, and 
published in 1989. The choice of works at the time was largely determined by their 
accessibility, which explains why very nearly all the works treated in this catalogue 
are conserved in Belgium. To identify the joints used in assembling the different 
elements of a frame, it is necessary to observe the front, the back and the sides. Work 
in museum reserves was particularly fruitful in this regard. This was the case for the 
reserves of the Royal Museums of Fine Arts of Belgium in Brussels, those of the 
Groeninge Museum of Bruges and of the St John’s Hospital in the same city. In other 
museums (Ghent, Leuven, Tournai) it was possible to examine the backs of the 
paintings in the exhibition rooms themselves. At the Royal Museums of Fine Arts in 
Brussels, this was possible on days when the museums were closed to the public, 
except for some works attached to the walls. In the Royal Museum of Fine Arts in 
Antwerp, the curators permitted us to observe the backs of their valuable works, as 
did those of the Mayer van den Bergh Museum in the same city.

There were limits to the observation of certain works: dimensions, weight, the fact of 
being placed on a pedestal, the passing tourists, security devices, the reduced lighting 
conditions required for proper conservation. A portable light source and a mirror held 
at arm’s length overcame some obstacles. At times a thin veil of engrained dust-which 
we could not remove-proved an insurmountable obstacle to the observation of the 
upper portion of a frame. To examine the large works, folding ladders were made 
available to us, but in spite of this it was not always possible to describe in detail the 
construction of certain of these paintings. 

At times we were assailed by doubts as to the original nature of some frames, 
especially at the sight of the polychromy or lack thereof. In most cases this doubt 
dissipated with observation of the backs of the frames which had been spared the 
often bold transformations. Many old frames are hidden under modern polychromy. 
We were unable to undertake the examination with the microscope needed for the 
accurate observation of polychromies. The systematic study of the polychromies 
remains therefore to be done. We also noted in passing the inscriptions and other 
texts, for example when we recognized a date or an artist’s name, but the systematic 
recording and formal criticism of the texts is another task still to be undertaken. 
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The observations made a quarter-century ago have been updated and completed for 
the present on-line edition. Fortunately very few original frames have disappeared 
between 1989 and 2014. To which we should add that very few paintings have 
disappeared, but the closure of convents for lack of vocations have left us uncertain of 
the fate of one or the other work. Certain paintings from private collections have 
changed hands, and we have been unable to trace them. 

To our original list we have added three paintings which, following intensive 
treatment in the workshop of Jef Van der Veken (1872-1964), have entered museum 
collections. The (in)famous restorer/counterfeiter of the Flemish Primitives, who 
worked for almost three quarters of a century, at times covered his tracks, both for 
frames and paintings. We have also added to the catalogue − out of interest in the 
technique used − a painting from a private collection, painted on paper and pasted 
onto a wood support.

LIST OF WORKS EXAMINED

The works are classified by sites of conservation arranged alphabetically and within 
each location, as far as possible, chronologically. The list ends with a small number of 
works from private collections. Some works, where the original frame is lost, have 
been included because of the particular interest of the support. The bibliography is 
limited to works that refer specifically to the supports and the frames, or provide 
information on the provenance of the works.

Antwerp, Mayer van den bergh Museum (MVb)

1.  Rogier van der Weyden (follower), Virgin and Child, 1488 or 1441 (inv. no. 0004)
2.  Master of the St Ursula Legend, Portrait of a Woman with a Pink, second half 15th 

century (inv. no. 0008)
3.  Hans Memling (workshop), Virgin and Child, second half 15th century (inv. no. 

0007)
4.  Master of the Prado Redemption, Lamentation, 1470 (inv. no. 0003)
5.  Anonymous, Triptych of the Nativity with Gideon, last quarter 15th century (inv. 

no. 0011)
6.  Master of the Magdalen Legend, Triptych with Virgin and Child, late 15th century 

(?) (inv. no. 0022)
7.  Anonymous, Salvator Mundi, late 15th century (inv. no. 0016)
8.  Master of Frankfurt (workshop), Virgin and Child with a Pear, c. 1500 (inv. no. 

0188.1)
9.  Anonymous, Triptych of St Christopher, St Jerome and St Anthony, c. 1500 (inv. no. 0024)
10.  Jacob Cornelisz. van oostsanen, Man of Sorrows, c. 1510 (inv. no. 0103)
11.  Antwerp Anonymous, Triptych with Virgo inter Virgines, early 16th century (inv. 

no. 0037)
12.  Master of 1518 (follower), Triptych of the Adoration of the Magi, c. 1518 (inv. no. 

0033)
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13.  Quinten Metsys, Triptych with Christ on the Cross and Donors, c. 1520 (inv. no. 0027)
14.  Master of the Magdalen Legend, Virgin and Child, first half 16th century (inv. no. 

0006)
15.  Ambrosius Benson (or workshop?), Triptych with the Battle of Clavijo, second 

quarter 16th century (inv. no. 1872)
16.  Willem Benson (?), Angel Playing the Harp, mid-16th century (inv. no. 0164)
17.  Marcellus Coffermans, Enthroned Virgin and Child with Musician Angels, third 

quarter 16th century (inv. no. 0021)

Antwerp, Royal Museum of Fine Arts (RMFA)

1.  Anonymous, wing with the Coronation of the Virgin and the Annunciation, pre-
Eyckian (inv. no. 516 a-b)

2.  Jan van Eyck, St Barbara, 1437 (inv. no. 410)
3.  Jan van Eyck, Virgin at the Fountain, 1439 (inv. no. 411)
4.  Master of the St Ursula Legend, Diptych of the Virgin and Child and Three Donors, 

1486 (inv. nos. 5004-5004bis)
5.  Master of Frankfurt, Portrait of the Artist and his Wife, 1496 (inv. no. 5096)
6.  Master of the Guild of St George, Members of the Mechelen Guild of Crossbowmen 

with their Patron, St George and Two Saints, c. 1497 (inv. no. 818)
7.  Master of 1499, Diptych of the Virgin in the Church and Abbot Christiaan de Hondt, 

1499 (inv. nos. 255-256-530-531)
8.  Goossen van der Weyden, Triptych of Abbot Antonius Tsgrooten, 1507 (inv. no. 5091)
9.  Master of 1518, Decollation of St John, c. 1518 (inv. no. 857)
10.  Bernard van orley, Triptych of the Last Judgement, 1518-1525 (inv. nos. 741-745)
11.  Anonymous, Annunciation, second half 16th century (inv. no. 5071)

bruges, Great Seminary (GS)

1.  Master of the St Catherine Legend, Triptych of the Last Supper, second half 15th 
century

bruges, St John’s Hospital (SJH)

1.  Hans Memling, Altarpiece of St John the Baptist and St John the Evangelist, known 
as The St John Altarpiece, 1479 (inv. no. o.SJ0175.I)

2.  Hans Memling, Triptych of the Adoration of the Magi, known as the Jan Floreins 
Triptych, 1479 (inv. no. o.SJ0173.I) 

3.  Hans Memling, Portrait of a Woman, so-called The Sibyl Sambetha, 1480 (inv. no. 
o.SJ0174.I)

4.  Hans Memling, Triptych of the Deposition, known as the Reins Triptych, 1480 (inv. 
no. o.SJ0177.I)
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5.  Hans Memling, Diptych of Maarten van Nieuwenhove, 1487 (inv. no. o.SJ0178.I)
6.  Anonymous, Triptych of the Crucifixion, second half 15th century (inv. no. 

o.SJ0182.I)
7.  Anonymous, two wings with Scenes of the Invention of the Cross, late 15th century 

(inv. no. o.SJ0183.I)
8.  Dirk Bouts (entourage), The Supper at Simon’s House, late 15th century (inv. no. 

o.SJ0188.I)
9.  Rogier van der Weyden (follower), Deposition, early 16th century (inv. no. 

o.SJ0186.I)
10.  Anonymous, Man of Sorrows, last quarter 15th century (inv. no. o.SJ0184.I)
11.  Jan Provoost, Diptych with Christ Carrying the Cross and Portrait of a Friar Minor, 

1522 (inv. no. o.SJ0191.I)
12.  Adriaen Isenbrant (entourage), Triptych of the Trinity with Intercessors, early 16th 

century (inv. no. o.SJ0187.I)
13.  Anonymous, wings with St John the Baptist and St Wilgefortis, early 16th century 

(inv. no. o.SJ0185.I)
14.  Anonymous, Ecce Homo, first half 16th century (inv. no. o.SJ0169.I)
15.  Anonymous, Triptych of the Adoration of the Magi, 1545 (inv. no. o.SJ0194.I)
16.  Bruges Anonymous, Triptych of the Holy Trinity with Donatrix and St Justus, 1551 

(inv. no. o.SJ0193.I)
17.  Anonymous, Jesus with Martha and Mary, mid-16th century (inv. no. o.G0077.I)
18.  Anonymous, Triptych of the Adoration of the Magi, mid-16th century (inv. no. 

o.SJ0189.I)
19.  Anonymous, Adoration of the Magi, second half 16th century, 15[?]6 (inv. no. 

o.SJ0161.I)
20.  Anonymous, Triptych with Scenes from the Life of St  Nicholas, 1585 (inv. no. 

o.SJ0180.I)
21.  Pieter Claeissens the Younger, Carrying of the Cross, 1616 (inv. no. o.SJ0162.I)

bruges, Groeninge Museum (GM)

1.  Jan van Eyck, Virgin and Child with Canon Joris van der Paele, 1436 (inv. no. 0000.
GRo0161.I)

2.  Jan van Eyck, Portrait of Margaret van Eyck, 1439 (inv. no. 0000.GRo0162.I)
3.  Master of the Princely Portraits, Portrait of Louis de Gruuthuse, between 1472 and 

1482 (inv. no. 0000.GRo1557.I)
4.  Brussels Anonymous, Man of Sorrows and Mater Dolorosa, last quarter 15th century 

(inv. nos. 0000.GRo0201.I-0202.I)
5.  Gerard David, Judgement of Cambyses: The Arrest, The Flaying, 1498 (inv. nos. 0000.

GRo0040.I-0041.I)
6.  Hans Memling (follower), wing with St Andrew (outside) and Descent from the Cross 

(inside), late 15th century (inv. no. 0000.GRo1393.I)
7.  Hans Memling (follower), Virgin and Child, late 15th/early 16th century (inv. no. 

0000.GRo1358.I)
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8.  Bruges Anonymous, Adoration of the Magi, c. 1510 (inv. no. 1974.GRo0031.I)
9.  Jan Provoost, two wings with Donors, between 1515 and 1521 (inv. nos. 0000.

GRo0216.I-0217.I)
10.  Master of 1518 (?), Temptation of St Antony, c. 1520 (inv. no. 0000.GRo0210.I)
11.  Ambrosius Benson, Virgin and Child, c. 1520-1525 (inv. no. 1974.GRo0038.I)
12.  Anonymous, two wings with Scenes from the Legend of St George, early 16th century 

(inv. no. 0000.GRo0214.I)
13.  Bruges Anonymous, two wings with the Adoration of the Shepherds and the 

Adoration of the Magi, first quarter 16th century (inv. nos. 0000.GRo0212.I-0213.I)
14.  Hieronymus Bosch (follower), Triptych of Job, first quarter 16th century (inv. no. 

0000.GRo0209.I)
15.  Ambrosius Benson, Triptych of the Virgin and Child, 1533 (inv. no. 0000.GRo0222.I)
16.  Ambrosius Benson, Rest on the Flight into Egypt, 1530 (inv. no. 0000.GRo0223.I)
17.  Adriaen Isenbrant, Triptych of the Virgin and Child with St John and St Jerome, first 

half 16th century (inv. no. 0000.GRo1376.I)
18.  Bruges Anonymous, wings with St Josse and St Peter, mid-16th century (inv. nos. 

0000.GRo1426.I-1427.I)
19.  Anonymous, Fraternity painting with Christ, Virgin and Child, 1554 (inv. no. 

0000.GRo1341.I)
20.  Pieter Claeissens the Elder, wings with St Anthony and Abbot Wydoot, c. 1557-1558 

(inv. no. 0000.GRo1654.I)
21.  Bruges Anonymous, The Healing of the Woman with a Flow of Blood, 1561 (inv. no. 

0000.GRo1444.I)
22.  Pieter Claeissens the Elder, Triptych known as the Triptych of the Salamanca 

Crucifixion, 1567 and 1581 (inv. no. 0000.GRo1469.I)
23.  Jacob van den Coornhuuse, Last Judgement, 1578 (inv. no. 0000.GRo0154.I)
24.  Bruges Anonymous, Roger de Jonghe on his Deathbed, 1579 (inv. no. 0000.

GRo1616.I)
25.  Anonymous, Protestant Family at Table, 1583 (inv. no. 0000.GRo1618.I)
26.  Bruges Anonymous, Genealogy of Philippe de Cortewille, second half 16th century 

(inv. no. 0000.GRo1315.I)
27.  Bruges Anonymous, painting called De Beer, before 1604 (inv. no. 0000.GRo1310.I)
28.  Anonymous, Rest on the Flight into Egypt, late 15th/early 16th century (inv. no. 

0000.GRo1243.I)

bruges, our Lady of the Pottery Museum (oLPM)

1.  Anonymous, St Michael Slaying the Dragon, with Female Religious, 15th century (inv. 
no. o.oTP0064.I)

2.  Adriaen Isenbrant (workshop), Triptych of the Descent from the Cross, 1520 (inv. no. 
o.oTP 0044.I)

3.  Anonymous, Triptych of the Adoration of the Magi, early 16th century (inv. no. 
o.oTP0049.I)

4.  Anonymous, Triptych of the Crucifixion, 1554 (inv. no. o.oTP0043.II)
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5.  Anonymous, Triptych of the Holy Women at the Tomb, 1564-1645 (inv. no. o.oTP0109.I)
6.  Anonymous, Triptych of the Crucifixion, mid-16th century (inv. no. o.oTP0110.I)
7.  Anonymous, Triptych of the Last Supper, mid-16th century (?) (inv. no. o.oTP0048.I)
8.  Anonymous, Triptych of the Virgin and Child, 1584 (inv. no. o.oTP0065.I)
9.  Anonymous, Triptych of the Adoration of the Magi, 16th century (inv. no. 

o.oTP0108.I)
10.  Anonymous, Last Supper, 16th century (inv. no. o.oTP0042.I)
11.  Pieter Claeissens the Younger, Onze-Lieve-Vrouw van het Boompje, 1608 (inv. no. 

o.oTP0045.I)
12.  Anonymous, Triptych with Virgin and Child, c. 1611 (inv. no. o.oTP0103.I)

brussels, Public Welfare Centre (PWC)

1.  Brussels Anonymous (follower of Rogier van der Weyden), Triptych of the Virgin 
and Child, second half 15th century (inv. no. T. 70)

brussels, Royal Museums of Fine Arts of belgium (RMFAb)

1.  Rogier van der Weyden (workshop), Sforza Triptych, after 1444 or c. 1460 (inv. no. 
2407)

2.  Anonymous, Virgin and Child, c. 1500 (inv. no. 714)
3.  Master of 1473, Jan de Witte Triptych, 1473 (inv. no. 7007)
4.  Hugo van der Goes (follower), Virgin and Child, last quarter 15th century (inv. no. 

4506)
5.  Antwerp Anonymous, Portrait of the Wife of Willem de Moelenere, c. 1499 (inv. no. 

2596)
6.  Albrecht Bouts, two wings with Donors, c. 1500 (inv. nos. 402-403)
7.  Master of the St Catherine Legend, Portrait of Philip of Cleves, Lord of Ravenstein, c. 

1500 (inv. no. 3607)
8.  Jan Mostaert, Triptych of Albrecht Adriaensz. van Adrichem, Alderman of Haarlem 

(c. 1474-1555), late 15th/early 16th century (inv. no. 3466)
9.  Quinten Metsys, Triptych of the Brotherhood of St Anne in Leuven, 1509 (inv. no. 

2784)
10.  Master of 1518, Triptych of the Abbey of Dielegem, c. 1518 (inv. no. 329)
11.  Jan Provoost, Triptych of Van Riebeke-Parmentier, 1521 (inv. no. 2588)
12.  Brussels Anonymous, Triptych of the Virgin and Child, c. 1525 (inv. no. 367)
13.  Pieter Coecke van Aelst, Adoration of the Magi, c. 1525 (?) (inv. no. 386)
14.  Ambrosius Benson, Triptych of St Anthony of Padua, early 16th century (inv. no. 

4129)
15.  Antwerp Anonymous (entourage of Joos van Cleve), Lactation of St Bernard, early 

16th century (inv. no. 370)
16.  Jean Bellegambe, Virgin and Child, early 16th century (inv. no. 2550)
17.  Anonymous, Annunciation, first quarter 16th century (inv. no. 6053)
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18.  Antwerp Master (known as the Master of the Brussels Epiphany), Triptych of the 
Epiphany, first quarter 16th century (inv. no. 376)

19.  Quinten Metsys (workshop), Triptych of the Calvary, c. 1530 (?) (inv. no. 1236)
20.  Bruges Anonymous, Portrait of a Young Woman as Mary Magdalen, second quarter 

16th century (inv. no. 2603)
21.  Albrecht Bouts, Triptych of the Assumption of the Virgin, c. 1495-1500 (inv. no. 574)
22.  Bernard van orley (follower), Triptych of the Adoration of the Magi, first half 16th 

century (inv. no. 337)
23.  Jan Cornelisz Vermeyen, Triptych of the Micault Family, first half 16th century  

(inv. nos. 385 and 679)
24.  Jan ii van Coninxloo, Triptych of the St Anne Legend, 1546 (inv. no. 338)
25.  Brussels Anonymous, Portrait of the Donatrix Jacomijne Huioels, wife of Joos van 

Facuwez, 1547 (inv. no. 399)
26.  Anonymous, double pair of wings from the Polyptych of the Seven Sorrows of the 

Virgin, 1551 (inv. no. 332)
27.  Jan ii van Coninxloo, wings of a carved altarpiece with Scenes from the Life of 

St Benedict, 1552 (inv. no. 334)
28.  Anonymous, Christ with Reed and Calvary with Donatrix and Female Religious, 1558 

(inv. no. 696)
29.  Joachim Beuckelaer, Fair Day, 1563 (inv. no. 3888)
30.  Antoon Claeissens (attributed to), Triptych of Ontañeda de Hertoghe, between 1570 

and 1591 (inv. no. 2594)
31.  Jan II van Rillaer, Triptych of the Life of St Nicholas, second half 16th century  

(inv. nos. 339-340-366)
32.  Antoon Claeissens (attributed to), Triptych of the Life of St John the Baptist, late 16th 

century (inv. no. 4130)
33.  Anonymous, Presumed Portrait of the architect Carnot (inv. no. 6223)

Ghent, City Museum (CM)

1.  Ghent Anonymous, Crucifixion, 1481 (inv. no. 515)
2.  Antwerp Anonymous (after Pieter Coecke van Aelst), Triptych of the Adoration of 

the Magi, c. 1520 (inv. no. A 59-4)

Ghent, Museum of Fine Arts (MFA)

1.  Ghent Anonymous, Wenemaer Altarpiece (Nativity Triptych), c. 1480 (inv. no. 1903 I)
2.  Master of the Lineage of St  Anne, Triptych of the Lineage of St  Anne, c. 1500  

(inv. no. S. 106)
3.  Master of the Lineage of St Anne, pair of wings with the Lineage of St Anne,  

c. 1500 (inv. no. 1961-H)
4.  Master of the Lineage of St Anne, Triptych of the Lineage of St Anne, with St Catherine 

and St Barbara, c. 1500 (inv. no. 1906 B)
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Kuringen, Herkenrode Abbey (HA)

1.  Anonymous, The Miracle of the Holy Sacrament, second half 16th century

Leuven, Church of St Peter (SP)

1.  Anonymous, Edelheere Triptych, 1443 (inv. no. S/85/W)
2.  Dirk Bouts, Triptych with the Martyrdom of St Erasmus, before 1464 (inv. no. 

S/57/B)
3.  Josse van der Baren, Triptych of St Ivo, 1607 (inv. no. S/84/V)

Leuven, M - Museum (MM)

1.  Brabant Anonymous, Antependium of Christ with the Instruments of the Passion, late 
15th century (inv. no. S/2/o)

2.  Anonymous, Calendar Dial, c. 1500 (inv. no. S/4/o)
3.  Anonymous, Christ on the Cross, c. 1530 (inv. no. S/18/o)
4.  Anonymous, fragment of a wing with The Third Appearance of Christ, early 16th 

century (inv. no. S/20/R)
5.  Albrecht Bouts (follower), Virgin and Child, c. 1500 (inv. no. S/47/B)
6.  Antwerp Anonymous, Triptych of the Adoration of the Magi, 1521 (?) (inv. no. 

S/16/o)
7.  Anonymous, Ecce Homo, c. 1550 (inv. no. S/5/o)
8.  Frans Provoost, The Meeting of Jesus and Veronica, 1565 (inv. no. S/12/P)
9.  Anonymous, Triptych of the Descent from the Cross, 1567 (inv. no. S/26/o)
10.  Anonymous, pair of wings with St Nicholas of Myra and Donor, 1587 (inv. no. 

S/28/o and S/29/o)
11.  Anonymous, Coat of Arms with St Gertrude, c. 1500-1549 (inv. no. S/40/o)
12.  Jan III van Rillaert the Younger, Resurrection of Christ, between 1547 and 1592 

(inv. no. S/9/R)
13.  Frans Francken ii (attributed to), Crucifixion, between 1581 and 1642 (inv. no. 

S/19/F)
14.  Frans Francken ii (attributed to), Crucifixion and Scenes from the Passion, late 

16th/early 17th century (inv. no. S/21/F)
15.  Anonymous, Christ Appearing to the Holy Women, c. 1600 (inv. no. S/153/o)

Mechelen, Public Welfare Centre (PWC)

1.  Anonymous, Dance of the Virtues, 1545 (inv. no. II. 6898)
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namur, Provincial Museum of Ancient Arts (PMAA)

1.  Anonymous, two fragments of wings known as The Walcourt Annunciation and 
Visitation, pre-eyckian (inv. no. 36)

St Truiden, Seminary (S)

1.  Pieter Coecke van Aelst, wing with the Annunciation and Abbot Willem van 
Brussel, before 1532

Tongeren, basilica of our Lady (boL)

1.  Anonymous, Triptych of the Reliquary of the Virgin’s Veil, late 14th century
2.  Anonymous, Votive Painting with the Intercession of the Virgin and with the Donor, 

Canon Art van Pyringhen, 1497

Tongeren, Municipal Collection (MC)

1.  Rogier van der Weyden (follower), Virgin and Child with Donor, second half 
15th century

2.  Anonymous, Calvary with Family of Donors, early 16th century

Tournai, Museum of Fine Arts (MFA)

1.  Anonymous, Genealogy of St Francis, 15th century (inv. no. 337)
2.  Goossen van der Weyden (attributed to), Triptych of the Virgin and Child, late 

15th century (inv. no. 663)
3.  Jan van Eeckele (?) (Monogrammed JVE), Lactation of St Bernard, between 1534 

and 1561 (?) (inv. no. 15)

Private Collections (PC)

1.  Rogier van der Weyden (follower), Virgin and Child, second half 15th century 
2.  Anonymous, Our Lady of Grace of Cambrai, second half 16th century 
3.  Brabant Anonymous, Triptych of the Crucifixion, 1615 (Boechout, Alexian 

Brothers)
4.  Jacques Franquart? (Monogrammed IF), The Ascent to Calvary, 161[?] 
5.  Gerard David (follower), Virgin and Child, 15th century 
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notices

The notices contain the following information: current location, brief identification 
(attribution, subject, dating), inventory number, provenance, bibliography (limited to 
material relating specifically to the support), and, where available, the results of 
dendrochronological examination. 

This is followed by a description of the panel, the frame (joints, closing system, 
other fittings) and polychromy. For articulated works, the order followed for the 
description is, ideally: closed, open. This order corresponds to the medieval concept, 
expressed in the progression of the narrative and the crescendo of the polychromies or 
other devices, as described in the chapter on hinged and other articulated works. This 
order is also given preference for photographs and diagrams. For various reasons 
described elsewhere, it was not always possible to follow this order.

The photographs of the works then follow, together at times with one or the other 
detail. For practical reasons the photograph of the reverse of the central panel of a 
triptych is often placed alongside that of the closed triptych. 

Each notice includes in principle three (sometimes two) groups of diagrams 
(measurements are in cm): 

- the joinery of the front of the works is shown from a slightly raised perspective 
so as display the upper sides, and of the reverse from a lower perspective to display 
the bottom sides. The characteristic elements of the panels are shown on the diagrams 
of the reverse. In some cases, access to the reverse was limited, and the width of the 
boards has been measured and shown on the front. 

- to facilitate understanding of the construction of the frames, prototypes of the 
joints are shown in small circles, cross-referenced to the frame. A frame can contain 
several types of joints, depicted in different circles in which the prototypes can be 
slightly different in design or pegging. 

- a (set of) diagram(s) reproduces the cross-section(s) of the frame members, along 
with any polychromies: a thick black line tells us that this part of the frame was 
painted black, double lines evoke gilding, and partially filled double lines another 
colour or marbling. The polychromies include non-original ones where these appear 
to reproduce the original polychromies. In several redone black and gold polychromies, 
the black today covers a greater part of the frame than was originally the case, for 
reasons of convenience, economy, and even stylistic evolution.
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ANTWERP, MAYER VAN DEN BERGH MUSEUM (MVB)

1. Rogier van der Weyden (follower), Virgin and Child, 1488 or 1441 
(date inscribed on the lower rail of the frame  ) 
Inv. no. 0004 
Provenance: acquired by Fritz Mayer van den Bergh no later than 1900.
Bibliography: De Coo 1978, 175-176; Mund et al. 2003, 72-83. 

Panel: three radially-cut oak boards, butt-joined vertically; the board on the right 
(reverse) is woodwormed along the frame; the reverse is carefully planed and has a 
wide bevel of ± 8 cm. The panel was painted in the frame. 

Frame: oak, grooved; mouldings on three sides and an inclined sill at the bottom. 
Top: half dovetail joints, mitred at the front and cut square at the back. The two pegs 
in each upper corner have been replaced. Bottom: through mortise and tenon joints, 
with the tenons on the verticals, and one peg holding each tenon. The mouldings of 
the verticals rest on the inclined bottom sill. Traces of hinges both right and left 
suggest that the painting had wings. At each end of the lower rail a Brussel’s joiners’ 
mark, consisting of a plane and a pair of compasses, has been struck across the grain. 
It is known that the Brussels joiners’ guild made marking mandatory for carved 
altarpieces in 1454-1455. 

The frame is polychromed black and gold on a white ground. The black colour is 
overpainting, but the gilding and the date seem original, even though partly retouched. 
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http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/kn8838
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/kn8839
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2. Master of the St Ursula Legend, Portrait of a Woman with a Pink, 
second half 15th century
Inv. no. 0008
Provenance: acquired in 1900 from the Hochon Collection, Paris.
Bibliography: De Coo 1978, 102; Mund et al. 2003, 188-201. 

Panel: single radially-cut oak board. Wide bevels at the top and the bottom of the 
panel, narrower ones on the sides. Painted in the frame.

Frame: the elements are assembled with triangular stub tenons, each reinforced with 
a single peg. All joints are mitred at the front and cut square at the back, with the 
pegs invisible from the reverse. The joints are similar to those found in frames of 
Memling paintings in the St  John’s Hospital in Bruges. The mouldings too are 
similar: a flat strip between a moulding (or an inclined sill) next to the painting and 
a protruding, black-painted outer border. The inner moulding of the stiles rests on 
the inclined sill of the bottom rail. An inscription is applied with a brush on the back 
of the frame: “Edelink” (18th or 19th century?). Several modern holes.

The frame is painted in imitation reddish-brown and grey-green marble, with joins 
painted distinctly in a dark colour. 

http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/z007292
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/kn8456
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3. Hans Memling (workshop), Virgin and Child, second half 15th century 
Inv. no. 0007
Provenance: acquired before 1902. 
Bibliography: De Coo 1978, 106; Mund et al. 2003, 42-55. 

Integral frame. The support is lathe-turned in a single radially-cut oak board. The 
grain of the wood runs vertically. The moulding of the frame is irregular, suggesting 
the use of a chisel in addition to the lathe. An old photograph shows on the reverse 
an ancient forged metallic hanging device (now discarded), nailed over the original 
oblique hanging holes. The circular grooves on the reverse were produced by the lathe 
and the hole in the middle corresponds with the lathe-centre; on the edge is a 0.5 cm 
rebate, possibly related to the use of the lathe. Also visible are remains of a white 
preparation layer covered with black colour. 

The inner moulding of the frame is gilded with tempera over an orange-coloured bole. 
This could be original. The flat outer edge, originally black, was later gilded on a 
darker bole.

http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/kn8451
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/kn8452
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4. Master of the Prado Redemption, Lamentation, 1470 
Inv. no. 0003
 Provenance: was in the 19th century in a church in Valladolid, Spain (?). c. 1875, in the Bligny 
Collection, Paris. Purchased in 1899 by Fritz Mayer van den Bergh from the Bligny Collection.
Bibliography: De Coo 1978, 163-164; Mund et al. 2003, 56-71. 

Panel: four radially-cut elements, butt-joined horizontally. The rear of the panel is 
rough-planed and slightly bevelled on the four edges. The joins of the boards were 
reinforced with buttons in 1954 and the surface coated with wax. Painted in the 
frame.

Frame: initially grooved. The back lip of the groove has been cut off to allow the 
extraction of the panel for a conservation treatment. The frame has otherwise preserved 
its original size and construction. The slotted joints are mixed-cut (partly oblique and 
partly square) at the front and square at the back; the upper joints being double-
pegged, the bottom joints reinforced with a single peg. The bottom rail has a sloping 
sill; the three other elements have mouldings. 

The black and gold polychromy is original. 

http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/g6753
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/kn9109
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5. Anonymous, Triptych of the Nativity with Gideon. Closed: St Catherine; 
St Nicholas with Donor. open: wings: Annunciation; Gideon and the 
miracle of the fleece, last quarter 15th century 
Inv. no. 0011
 Provenance: in the Carlo Micheli Collection (no. 286), Paris, until 1898, when it was purchased 
from the collector’s heir, Marie Micheli, by Fritz Mayer van den Bergh. 
Bibliography: De Coo 1978, 130-131; Mund et al. 2003, 304-321.

Panels: central panel: two boards, ± 1 cm thick; the wings consisting of single boards, 
± 0.6 cm thick. All parts were painted in their grooved frames. The head of the donor 
was painted separately on metal leaf, and glued on the support. on the reverse of the 
central panel, one can observe that the left board was split and sawn. The right board 
carries three oblique marks carved with a marking iron; this board is damaged by 
woodworm. The edges have been tongued on the four sides and slotted into the frame. 
There is a narrow bevel at the centre of the top and of the bottom. 

Frames: through mortise and tenon joints at the bottom (tenon on the stiles), slotted 
joints at the top of the wings, the joints at the top of the central panel are hidden by 
a modern slat, and could be either slotted joints or dovetails. on the closed triptych, 
the joints of the frames are cut square. In the inside, the joints are mitred at the top, 
and mixed at the bottom where the mouldings rest on the inclined sill, and square 
for the flat part. one peg reinforces the joints at the bottom, two pegs the joints at 
the top. 

The polychromy is recent, overpainting the original black and gold. 
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http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/kn10517
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/kn10518
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/kn10516
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6. Master of the Magdalen Legend, Triptych with Virgin and Child. 
Closed: marbling. open: wings: St Catherine; St Barbara,  
late 15th century (?) 
Inv. no. 0022
Provenance: according to the 16th century inscription on the back of the central panel 
(“Mastre Alonso de Cantalapiedra Fustero”), the work belonged to a Spanish woodworker in 
the province of Salamanca, Spain. Purchased in 1900 from Goldberg in Paris as coming from 
an Italian collection. 
Bibliography: De Coo 1978, 99-100; Mund et al. 2003, 138-159. 

Panels: centre and wings consist each of a single radially-cut oak board, inserted in 
their grooved frames before painting. The mirrored “fleur du bois” grain, typical for 
a radial cut, is clearly visible on the reverse of the central panel. 

Frames: slotted joints, square cut on the outside of the triptych, mitred on the inside. 
The joints each have two pegs on the central panel and one each on the wings. The 
curved upper elements are each carved out of a single piece of wood; that of the centre 
presents two hanging/holding holes in the upper edge. The moulding of the central 
frame is wider and more elaborate than that of the wings. There is no lower sloping 
sill. on the outside of the wings and on the reverse of the centre, the frames have a 
flat profile with a bevelled edge towards the panel. The hinges are recent. old nails 
from the original hinges are visible on the X-radiograph. Traces of a swivel hook on 
the outside of the wings.

The outside of the wings is covered with an original reddish-brown marbling. The 
black and gold colouring on the inside of the frames is an overpainting which 
maintains the original colours. 
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http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/kn8524
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/kn8525
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/z007264
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7. Anonymous, Salvator Mundi, late 15th century 
Inv. no. 0016
Provenance: owned by the Premonstrant Abbey of Heeswijck, Netherlands, before being 
purchased in 1891 at ’s-Hertogenbosch.
Bibliography: De Coo 1978, 133; Mund et al. 2003, 366-377.
Jozef Vynckier, report on dendrochronology, 23 December 1996 (KIK-IRPA, restoration file 
no. 1996.05968): the most recent ring dates from 1408.

Integral frame, cut out of a single piece of radially-cut oak. The sides and the top of 
the frame are moulded. The bottom rail presents an inclined sill. The reverse is 
planed smooth.

The black and gold polychromy is partly original. 

http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/z007286
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/kn8449
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8. Master of Frankfurt (workshop), Virgin and Child with a Pear, c. 1500 
Inv. no. 0188.1
Provenance: possibly Convent of the Immaculate Conception, la Puebla, Spain. on the art 
market in Jerez in the 19th century. Acquired in 1900 by Fritz Mayer van den Bergh from 
the Bligny Collection, Paris. originally centre of a triptych, dismembered in 1958.
Bibliography: De Coo 1978, 93-94; Mund et al. 2003, 84-97. 

Panel: the painting has been transferred to a new cradled oak support, with an 
intermediate gauze. This transfer has caused heavy damage to the paint layer. 

Frame: rebated frame, backed with a metallic frame attached with screws. Slotted 
joints, unpegged (?), mitred at the top, the tenon shoulder inclined to the sill at the 
bottom. Four holes in the upper edge (function unclear). Traces of hinges both right 
and left suggest that the painting had wings.

The black and gold polychromy is original.

http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/g7263
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/kn10509
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9. Anonymous, Triptych of St Christopher. Closed: St Anne with the Virgin 
and Child; St John the Baptist. open: wings: St Jerome and St Anthony, 
c. 1500 
Inv. no. 0024
Provenance: acquired before 1902.
Bibliography: De Coo 1978, 96; Mund et al. 2003, 378-401. 
Jozef Vynckier, report on dendrochronology, 10 January 1997 (KIK-IRPA, restoration file no. 
1996.05963); Catherine Eyckelberg-Van Heuvel, restoration report, 2000 (KIK-IRPA, 
restoration file no. 2000.07063). 

Panels: central panel: two radially-cut vertical boards, ± 0.4 cm thick on the left and 
right edges and thicker towards the centre butt-join, which is covered with a non 
original strip of canvas. Bevels at the top and bottom. Reverse carefully planed and 
covered with a thin layer of black paint. The central panel was inserted in the grooved 
frame before painting. The unpainted edge is 1 to 1.2 cm wide. Dendrochronological 
examination shows the two boards to have come from a tree from the Baltic region. 
The tree could have been felled at the earliest around 1474. 

Frames: the frame of the central panel is modern, as are the hinges. Remains of the 
nails of the original hinges are visible on the X-radiograph of the wings. on the upper 
edges of the wings: remains of swivel hooks. At the bottom, the original closing hooks 
have been recycled on the new frame. Wings: integral frames; planed flat on the 
outsides. on the inside: mouldings on three sides and an inclined sill at the bottom. 

The black and gold polychromy is an overpainting.
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http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/g6957
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/kn9497
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/g6953
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10. Jacob Cornelisz. van oostsanen, Man of Sorrows, c. 1510 
Inv. no. 0103
Provenance: art dealer in Madrid, 1877. Purchased in 1899 from the Bligny Collection, Paris.
Bibliography: De Coo 1966, 48-49. 

Integral frame. Reverse painted with a yellowish marbling.

The polychromy is original: gold on the moulding and black-red marbling on the flat 
outer border. 

http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x070737
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x070738
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11. Antwerp Anonymous, Triptych with Virgo inter Virgines.  
Closed: marbling. open: centre: Virgin and Child with Saints;  
wings: St Catherine of Alexandria; St Barbara, early 16th century 
Inv. no. 0037
Provenance: probably purchased from Brussels art dealer Ulrich in 1900.
Bibliography: De Coo 1966, 121. 

Panels: central panel consisting of three elements; painted in the frame. The wings 
appear to consist of single boards. The joins and a crack are roughly reinforced with 
wooden slats.

Frames: the outside lips of the grooves have been cut off to allow the extraction of 
the panels. A wooden lath is screwed across the whole width of the triptych to stabilize 
the wings in open position. The sides are covered with a thick mastic filling  
which conceals the joints: slotted joints above (?); through mortise and tenon joints 
below (?). Above: hanging/holding holes and, on the outside of the wings, two-thirds 
of the way up the stiles, original closing hook. 

outside: the frames are painted in black and the panels covered with a reddish brown 
marbling; inside: the gilded polychromy has been redone. 

http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x070741
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Profiles of the frame of the central panel

Profiles of the frames of the wings

http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x070742
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12. Master of 1518 (follower), Triptych of the Adoration of the Magi.  
open: wings: Adoration of the Shepherds; Circumcision, c. 1518 
Inv. no. 0033
Provenance: Carlo Micheli Collection, Paris. Purchased in 1898 from the collector’s heirs.
Bibliography: De Coo 1966, 93-94. 

Panels: central panel of three vertically-placed boards, painted in the frame (unpainted 
edge ± 0.5 cm); wings: two boards. on the outside of the wings, the paint layer has 
been removed; one wing is reinforced with wooden buttons; the other wing has been 
cradled. The joins in the central panel are also reinforced on the reverse with wooden 
buttons. 

Frames: slotted joints, mitred on the inside, cut square on the outside; pegging on 
each side of the mitre. Hinges remade, but original closing hook in the centre of the 
stiles of the wings. All angles on the outside of the wings and the reverse of the central 
panel are reinforced with multiplex triangles nailed to the frames.

The gilded polychromy is not original.

http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x070739
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13. Quinten Metsys, Triptych with Christ on the Cross. open: wings: 
Donors, c. 1520 
Inv. no. 0027
Provenance: purchased in 1897 from the Church of our Lady of Bergen-op-Zoom.
Bibliography: De Coo 1966, 96-97. 

Panels: central panel of three vertically-placed boards; ground appears to have been 
prepared outside the frame and the panel painted in the frame; wings: two boards, 
reinforced with modern wood buttons.

Frames: modern reinforcements on the outside in the form of angle brackets on the 
joints of the wings. Slotted joints above, through mortise and tenon at the bottom. 
Mitred cuts on the inside. The frame has its original closing hook at the centre of 
the stiles of the wings. The hanging has damaged the upper rail, which is a single 
piece of wood and did not resist the weight which it was not destined to carry; it is 
now split.
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Profiles of the frame of the central panel Profiles of the frames of the wings

http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x070746
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14. Master of the Magdalen Legend, Virgin and Child, first half  
16th century 
Inv. no. 0006
Provenance: purchased before 1902.
Bibliography: De Coo 1978, 101; Mund et al. 2003, 160-175. 

Integral frame. Hanging/holding holes. Traces of non-original inscriptions on the 
unpainted reverse. 

The black and gold polychromy is original.

http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/kn8846
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/kn8847
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15. Ambrosius benson (or workshop?), Triptych with the Battle of Clavijo. 
Closed: Annunciation. open: wings: Francis of Assisi and Anthony of 
Padua; St Bavo, second quarter 16th century
Inv. no. 1872
Provenance: mentioned in the sales catalogue (no. 318) of Heberle in Cologne in 1894. 
Probably purchased at this sale.
Bibliography: De Coo 1966, 17-18. 

Panels: central panel with four vertically-placed boards of irregular thickness: ± 0.5 cm; 
traces of saw cuts. Reverse: joins reinforced with buttons and surface coated with wax. 
one wing consists of three boards, on the other wing the join(s) are not visible. The 
central panel appears to have received a coat of ground outside the frame and to have 
been painted in the frame.

Frames: central frame is rebated. Slotted joints, cut square on the outside and mitred 
on the inside, except for the upper rails of the wings, with slotted joints cut square on 
both faces. The upper rail of the right wing contains a number of inset pieces. Joints 
are double-pegged in the central frame and single-pegged on the wings. The hinges 
are not original. The triptych was closed by means of pegs in the sides of the wings, 
combined with a closing hook on the outside of the wings. 

The frames of the closed triptych are painted in black. A black and gold overpainting 
covers the original colour of the open triptych.
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http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x070743
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x070744
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x070745
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16. Willem benson (?), Angel Playing the Harp, mid-16th century 
Inv. no. 0164
Provenance: Franciscan Convent at Ammerzoden, Holland. Purchased in 1900 at Strelitzky, 
London.
Bibliography: De Coo 1966, 18-19. 

Panel: single board.

Frame: heavily reworked. only the upper rail remains in its original form. The other 
elements of the frame have been cut back, probably with a view to insertion in an 
ensemble. Slotted joints, with single peg at the bottom. A colonette is nailed to the 
right stile; a new element has replaced the original colonette on the left stile during a 
restoration. 

The black polychromy is not original. The reverse was originally covered with a black 
wash, followed later by a beige wash.

http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x070727
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x070729


catalogue

322

39

10
7

4.
5

4.
5

6

5.2

30

4

a

a

a

a

a



ANTWERP, MAYER VAN DEN BERGH MUSEUM

323

17. Marcellus Coffermans, Enthroned Virgin and Child with Musician 
Angels, third quarter 16th century 
Inv. no. 0021
Provenance: purchased in 1900 from art dealer Ulrich in Brussels.
Bibliography: De Coo 1966, 47. 

Panel: three vertically-placed boards; painted in the frame. The joints are covered at 
the back with a non-original canvas strip.

Frame: the upper joints are dovetailed, those below have through mortise and tenon 
joints, with the tenon in the stile; mitre cuts above, mixed cuts below. The joints are 
not pegged. There is a hanging/holding hole in the upper rail. 

The polychromy in black and gold seems original. The sides of the frame are also 
painted black. The upper rail contains a mark (uncertain reading). 

http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x070731
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x070736
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ANTWERP, ROYAL MUSEUM OF FINE ARTS (RMFA)

1. Anonymous, wing with the Annunciation and the Coronation of the 
Virgin, pre-Eyckian (heavily overpainted)
Inv. no. 516 a-b
Provenance: unknown. Van Ertborn legacy in 1841. 
Bibliography: Vandenbroeck 1985, 21-23; Verougstraete-Marcq 1988, 9-21. 

Panel and frame: three vertical boards (in resinous wood?), butt-joined. Each join is 
reinforced with two thick, short dowels. Integral frame.
Each of the two wide outer boards of this work, which is probably the wing of a 
dismantled early altarpiece (heavily overpainted), has a defect running from top to 
bottom (heart shake or growth rings that have come apart?). This defect was known 
when the support was produced, and was remedied on the Coronation side by gluing 
a series of little pieces of canvas of ± 4 cm high and 5 to 7 cm wide. The same type 
of reinforcement is applied to the joins. The superposing of the pieces of canvas is 
reflected where they meet in the paint layer in the form of wide, horizontal cracks. 
on top of these local reinforcements, another canvas has been glued to the entire 
support and frame on the Coronation side. This canvas is irregularly woven and 
reinforced with various small pieces. It was originally turned over and nailed to the 
side of the frame. In some places it even extends onto the other side (with the 
Annunciation). A few small pieces of canvas have been glued to this reverse, but in 
general the wood has received a layer of ground without other intermediate layer. The 
vertical cracking in the paint layer on the reverse reflects the direction of the fibres of 
the wood.
The canvas has had a positive influence on the conservation process, by acting as a 
buffer between the paint layers and the play of the support. on the Annunciation side 
on the other hand, the play of the wood has produced some major gaps.
The original joinery has undergone a certain number of restorations. The lower rail of 
the frame was remade, probably in the 19th century. other inserts are visible in the 
X-radiograph: two in the upper right corner (Coronation side), and one in the upper 
edge. The location of these restorations reflects the points of weakness, linked probably 
to wear provoked by the use of the panel as a wing.
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Profile of the lower rail

The X-radiograph reveals the presence of various metal elements, some 
definitely original, some possibly so, others that have been added by 
restorers. The three or four nails in each of the three sides (which remain 
in their original state) appear also to be original. one can suppose that 
they served, from the outset, to nail onto the side the canvas that covers 
the support on the Coronation side. The ironwork element on the left side 
of the frame may be original. It could be the blade of a hinge, indicating 
that the two-sided panel is a wing closing a piece of furniture or an 
altarpiece. Several non-original nails serve to fix the wooden inserts, to 
attach the lower rail, and to provide other reinforcement.

http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x070788
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2. Jan van Eyck, St Barbara, 1437 (signed and dated on the inclined sill of 
the frame) 
Inv. no. 410 
Provenance: according to Karel van Mander, it was part of the Lucas de Heere Collection in 
the 16th century. on 24 June 1769 it entered the Johannes Enschedé Collection. Enschedé 
Collection sold on 30 May 1786, purchased by Jan Yver for the account of J. Cornelis Ploos 
van Amstel. Was part of the oyen Collection in 1800 and of the Van Ertborn Collection in 
1828. Part of the Van Ertborn bequest to Antwerp Museum in 1841. 
Bibliography: Vandenbroeck 1985, 168-173. 

Panel: single board, slotted into the groove of the frame.

Frame: four pieces, joined with mortises and tenons, cut square. Each joint is 
reinforced with a 1 cm diameter peg, inserted at the centre of the joint. Small rounded 
metal studs at each corner of the frame, front and reverse, served to prevent the paint 
of the frame from being damaged by contact with any surface. This is a rarely observed 
refinement. The only other place we have seen it is on the Alincbroot Triptych (Madrid, 
Museo Nacional del Prado, inv. no. P02538). This system could be based on a practice 
in bookbinding, where the corners of book covers were sometimes equipped with 
protruding buttons, for two main reasons: buttons protected in church usage 
decorative bindings, which are not flat; buttons made it much easier to pick up any 
large or heavy book off an altar, lectern or other flat surface (communication by 
Michael Lomax). 

on the reverse, marbling on a green background, three labels, including one, printed 
at the end of the 18th century, identifying the work, and a text by P. Ploos van Amstel 
(1796). The original polychromy on the front of the work consists of a flat green edge 
and red marbling. on the lower inclined sill: the date and original signature: 
JoH[ANN]ES DE EYCK ME FECIT 1437. 
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http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/kn8859
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/kn8858
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3. Jan van Eyck, Virgin at the Fountain, 1439 (Motto, signature and date on 
the cavetto mouldings of the lower rail)
Inv. no. 411
Provenance: Mechelen, Collection of Margaret of Austria (1526-1523) (?). Collection of Jean 
de Marnix, treasurer of Margaret of Austria (?). Purchased in 1830 from the priest of 
Dikkelvenne (West Flanders) by F. Van Ertborn. Part of the Van Ertborn legacy to Antwerp 
Museum in 1841. Restored in 1998 at KIK-IRPA (Livia Depuydt).
Bibliography: Cammerer-George 1967, 70-73; Vandenbroeck 1985, 174-178; Bosshard 
1992, 4-11; Depuydt-Elbaum 2002, 8-20.
Exhibited in 2001 at the Royal Museum of Fine Arts in Antwerp alongside a copy from the 
period from the Noortman Collection in Maastricht. Dendrochronological examination gives 
a terminus post quem of 1411 for the Van Eyck work and of 1419 for the Maastricht copy not 
dated by its author. 

Semi-integral frame (the stiles carved in the painted panel, rails glued and pegged to 
it). The system adopted here is the same as for the Portrait of a Man (London, The 
National Gallery, inv. no. NG222). This structure, which allows for mitred corners to 
accommodate the moulding, does not hide any joints. The trapezoidal shape of the 
upper and lower rails relates to the wood being quarter-split. 

The frame has its original polychromy: grey-pink marbling flecked in a dark colour 
and decorated with white veining. The black fillet moulding covering half of the 
outside flat side was deemed unoriginal (roughly executed, it was superposed on top 
of varnishes) and was removed in 1998. on the reverse, the support is in blank wood, 
with remains of a whitish wash encrusted in the veins of the wood, telling us that a 
polychromy layer has been removed. 
Livia Depuydt supposes that the reverse was marbled like the Maastricht copy (Private 
Collection). The copy was originally the same size and constructed the same way as the 
Antwerp original. Its dimensions have since been slightly altered and the original 
frame replaced by a recent one, but the reverse still has the original marbling. of a 
reddish colour, with large flecks and little whitish spots in whitish and reddish colour, 
this marbling is similar to that observed on the reverse of other Van Eyck paintings.
The sides of the frame are black on top of a whitish covering. 

The imitation marble found on various Van Eyck paintings, and which was adopted 
frequently for the polychromy of 15th and 16th century frames, is supposedly of 
Italian origin. We find it on a work of Pietro Lorenzetti around 1330 (Christ of Sorrows, 
Altenburg, Lidenau Museum, inv. no. 48) and in Giotto’s frescos at San Francesco in 
Assisi. 
on the cavetto mouldings of the lower rail: ALS ICH XAN JoH[ANN]ES DE EYCK 
ME FECIT + [CoM]PLEVIT AN[N]o 1439°.
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http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/z002145
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/z002147
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4. Master of the St Ursula Legend, Diptych of the Virgin and Child and 
Three Donors. Closed: Eucharistic Motif and Crucifix, 1486 
Inv. nos. 5004-5004bis
Provenance: Charles Fairfax Murray Collection, London. Placed on sale in 1914 in Paris. 
Acquired in Paris by Kleinberger, with the help of Artibus patriae thanks to the oscar 
Nottebohm bequest.
Bibliography: Vandenbroeck 1985, 91-93; Hand et al. 2006, 164-165, 290-291, 318. 

Panels and frames: each part of the diptych consists of a single board. Integral frame 
in each case. A frame is also carved on the outside, consisting of a flat edge and a 
narrow inclined sill. 
In the catalogue Prayers and Portraits: Unfolding the Netherlandish Diptych, Hand  
et al. have undertaken a detailed study of the diptych, and describe the polychroming 
as follows: “on the left wing the inner frame was gilded over a layer of yellow-tan 
paint, and the outer frame over red and black marbling. The frame of the right wing, 
too, was initially painted: the inner elements reddish and the outer parts blackish. 
X-radiography revealed that when the right-wing frame was gilded, all of the sitters’ 
ages were replaced with numerals of a simpler type. The original numeral had long 
swirling strokes like those still visible in the inscribed date at the top. A mistake was 
made in the age of the man, however, who would have been fifty rather than thirty 
years old. The original numerals, most likely executed in mordant gilding on the 
painted frame, can still be seen under raking light […]. The reverses of both panels 
were originally marbled.” (Hand et al. 2006, 164-165)
The authors note the corrections and changes in the composition which seem to point 
to the diptych having been produced from a pre-existing painting of the Virgin and 
Child. 

This diptych opens 
from left to right
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on the outside of the diptych, the dark coloured painting of a chalice and a crucifix 
in assiste gilding (simplified execution with gilded lines) appears to have been painted 
on top of an original marbling. We nonetheless believe these motifs to be very early, 
as they apply a pictorial convention from the time of the diptych, which does not 
appear to have survived very long: the trilobate arcading framing the motifs is drawn 
with a single line on one side and a double line on the other. These lines point to a 
lateral lighting which could be understood as instructions for the appropriate handling 
of the diptych (Chapter IX Articulated works with instructions for use). The outside 
of the diptych could therefore, like the inside, have been produced in stages, but fairly 
close in time. 
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5. Master of Frankfurt, Portrait of the Artist and his Wife, 1496 (dated on 
the frame) 
Inv. no. 5096
Provenance: according to the label glued to the reverse: property of the family of Sir Richard 
Fordpuis. Then of Perry at Abele Grove (Epsom), then of Mrs Stirling at Kippendaire, Stefan 
von Auspitz in Vienna, Joseph van der Elst in Vienna. Sotheby’s Sale in London, 17 July 1973. 
Acquired by the Royal Museum of Fine Arts in Antwerp in 1974.
Bibliography: Vandenbroeck 1985, 105-109. 

Integral frame; single vertical piece; notches for hinges on the left and right rails. Part 
of the original hinge remains at the top right. The upper part of the frame has been 
restored (?). The predella carries the date 1496, along with, on either side, the age of 
the persons: 36 and 27. 

http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x070748
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x070747
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6. Master of the Guild of St George, Members of the Mechelen Guild of 
Crossbowmen with their Patron, St George and Two Saints, c. 1497 
Inv. no. 818
Provenance: Mechelen Guild of Crossbowmen. Until 1852 in the Collection of engraver 
J. Hunin. Acquired for the Royal Museum of Fine Arts in Antwerp by L. Delehaye jr. in 1903.
Bibliography: Vandenbroeck 1985, 84-90.

Panel: three boards, placed horizontally; at the top, 5 cm piece inserted during a 
restoration; the panel has been painted in its frame, with a barbe and unpainted edge 
on the three original sides.

Frame: four pieces; at top, slotted joints (?); below, mortise and stub tenon (?) in both 
cases mitred at the front and cut square at the back. The joints are pegged. Two 
notches at the bottom of one stile suggest that a slotted joint construction was 
abandoned in favour of a mortise and tenon joint (?). 

on the early black polychromy, the crossbow motif alternates with coats of arms 
carrying the cross of St George. In the 1985 catalogue, the frame is mentioned as old, 
but not original, but without supporting evidence. We see no a priori reason to doubt 
the original nature of the frame, but the fact that we have not been able to inspect 
either the reverse, nor the upper rail of the frame calls for certain reservations as to 
the interpretation of the joints.

http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x070761
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7. Master of 1499, Diptych of the Virgin in the Church and Abbot Christiaan 
de Hondt. Reverse: Salvator Mundi; Abbot Robrecht de Clercq, 1499 (dated 
on the base below Christ’s feet and under the portrait of Robrecht de Clercq) 
Inv. nos. 255-256-530-531
Provenance: acquired by Van Ertborn from Nicolas de Roovere, the last abbot of the dissolved 
Dunes Abbey, in 1827. Van Ertborn legacy in 1841.
Bibliography: Vandenbroeck 1985, 125-130; Hand et al. 2006, 140-149, 287-288.

Integral frame for each wing. on the outside, the moulding consists of a cavetto 
moulding for the curved part and an inclined sill for the base.

http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x070756
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x070758
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The polychromy is highly coloured. on the outside: rail: greenery on the flat part; the 
inclined sill is painted red, with a text under the figure of Christ and in the draperies 
of Robrecht de Clercq’s garment. For the stiles and the curved parts, the blue cavetto 
moulding with round and diamond-shaped little flowers is edged on the panel side 
with a red fillet and, on the frame side, with various fillets (brown, red, ochre-yellow). 
otherwise, the flat areas are grey in imitation grey stone, with trompe-l’œil joins. 
Robrecht de Clercq is painted on the imitation red porphyry background and seems 
to have been added onto the original background after 1515. original polychromy on 
the inside of the diptych, black and gold text on the lower rail of the panel with the 
Virgin: SALVE REGINA MISERICoRDI[A]E; little black line where the panel and the 
frame meet in the wing of the Virgin only. 

http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x070757
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x070755
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The indents for the hinge leaves appear to have been made using modern tools, and 
the symmetrically arranged hole to be intended for screws (?). Nor is there any 
indentation for easy insertion/removal of a pin. Perhaps we have here an unarticulatd 
diptych that was originally fixed to the bed hangings, like the small diptychs 
represented in certain Flemish paintings.
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8. Goossen van der Weyden, Triptych of Abbot Antonius Tsgrooten. 
Closed: coat of arms and banderole with the motto Veritas vincit. 
open: centre: Christ surrounded by the arma Christi; wings:  
God blessing the donor; Mary presenting the Abbot to Christ, 1507 
Inv. no. 5091
Provenance: Norbertine Abbey of Tongerlo, where Antonius Tsgrooten was abbot from 1504 
to 1530. The triptych is mentioned in the abbey accounts in 1507. It later became part of the 
Duke of Arenberg Collection and was acquired by the Royal Museum of Fine Arts in Antwerp 
in 1966.
Bibliography: Vandenbroeck 1985, 146-150; Van den Brink 2005, 32-33.

Panels: the wings are each a single board, with integral frames. The central panel 
consists of a single board, slotted into the groove of the frame.

Frames: the frame of the central panel is grooved. At the top; slotted joints, at the 
bottom through mortise and tenon joints; each joint is strengthened with one peg. 
The rails of the wings are wider than the stiles. The moulding on the rails is also 
different from that of the stiles. The outside of the right wing is completed with a 
non-original closing lath. The hinges are not original. Three holes in the lower rail 
suggest that the triptych was originally placed on a base. 

on the outside, the black and gold polychromy has been preserved. on the inside, the 
original gilding is conserved on the moulded part of the frame. The lower flat band 
was black; this colour has been intentionally removed by abrasion. Elements of the 
white ground remain here.
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Profiles of the frame
of the central panel

Profiles of the frames
of the wings :
a : stiles
b : lower rails
c : upper rails
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9. Master of 1518, Decollation of St John, c. 1518 (central item of a triptych)
Inv. no. 857

Panel: two (?) vertical boards; painted in the frame. The reverse is painted in white 
lead, like many panels in the Museum. A non-original strip of canvas has been glued 
to the joint. The joiner has undertaken marking exercises on the reverse: various 
curves suggest the shape of a curved-sawn panel. 

Frame: four pieces (the curved-sawn item is a single piece of wood). The various 
pieces are joined with slotted joints and pegged. The upper joints are mitred at the 
front and cut square on the reverse. At the bottom, the tenon is on the stile, with the 
front shoulder angled to the inclined sill. The frame was originally grooved. The back 
lip of the groove has been subsequently cut back to remove the panel. 

The black and gold polychromy has been redone. Hinge notches remaining in the left 
and right stiles tell us that the work belonged to a triptych.

http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x070759
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x070760
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10. bernard van orley, Triptych of the Last Judgement. Wings: closed and 
open: The Seven Works of Mercy, commissioned in 1518 and finished in 
1524-1525 
Inv. nos. 741-745
Provenance: commissioned by the almoners of the Poor Chamber. Mentioned by Karel van 
Mander in his Schilder-boeck. owned by the Antwerp Public Social Assistance Commission.
Bibliography: Vanbeselaere 1970, 174-175. 

Panels: the central panel has been painted outside the frame.

Frames: the imposing dimensions of the triptych (248  cm high) and its weight  
(± 450 kg) make it difficult to handle, which limited our observations. At the top 
slotted joints, mitred on the inside and square on the outside, and solidly pegged.  
At the bottom, through mortise and tenon joints on the wings (tenons on the stiles); 
stub mortises and tenons on the central panel; in each case the front shoulder of the 
tenon angled to the inclined sills. The frames on the outsides of the wings have a 
Renaissance decoration, partially with inserts and pegged. on the inside, the frames 
of the wings are decorated with columns. The bases of these columns consist of 
separate pieces of wood, inserted into and pegged to the frames. Restoration work in 
the corresponding places in the frame of the central part attests to the existence 
originally of columns in the central part also. 
The triptych was placed on a base: as shown by several notches in the bottom rail. 
The holes in the bottom rail mark perhaps the position of nails which served to 
consolidate the assembly to a base. The wings are closed by means of a richly decorated 
strip of wood, pegged to the stile of the right hand frame. The structure of this large 
triptych is essentially the same than that used for much smaller paintings. The joints 
are stronger at the bottom than the top to ensure the solidity of the structure. Part of 
the decorative effect is achieved with independent elements, pegged to the frame. 
Four rectangular hooks are implanted into the lower rail of the frame. We do not 
know that they were intended for. The faces of the frames show traces of no longer 
extant ironwork: possibly decorative elements.

The black and gold polychromy has been redone inside the triptych; on the outside 
the black colour and the brown marbling are original. The triptych offers an early 
example of a central panel painted outside the frame, and also of a rebated frame. The 
long period of time required to paint a work of such large dimensions suggests that 
the system adopted of the panel painted outside the frame and then assembled to a 
rebated frame, allowed the joiner and painter to work simultaneously.



catalogue

346
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11. Anonymous, Annunciation, second half 16th century 
Inv. no. 5071
Provenance: belonged to the Emile Renders Collection. Sold to Marshall Goering at the 
beginning of World War II and found in Berchtesgaden in 1945. Deposited with the Royal 
Museum of Fine Arts in Antwerp in 1952.
Bibliography: Verougstraete et al. 2004, 36-49. 
Jef Van der Veken (1872-1964) reworked, repainted or overpainted nearly two-thirds of the 
surface of an early 16th century work. The aim was to embellish a modest work that was in 
poor state of conservation.
Peter Klein, report on dendrochronology, 27 September 2004 (KIK-IRPA, restoration file).

Panel: (39.8 × 49.8 cm) three oak boards thinned to 2 to 3 mm in thickness, arranged 
vertically (from left to right, measured from the front: 14.9, 20.4 and 14.5 cm across). 
A join has been reglued. The thinned panel has been cradled. To the front it exhibits 
an unpainted 0.7 cm edge on all four sides. A barbe has remained intact in certain 
places (top edge, right edge, upper left edge). Dendrochronology gives 1546 as the first 
possible date for the execution of the original painting but a terminus post quem of 1552 
is more likely.

Frame: coarse imitation of an old model. Gilded moulding on the inside and outside 
flat band with remnants of black paint.
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a b

c
d

a-b. Ensemble front and reverse. c. The old parts in grey. In red the interventions of Van der Veken. These interventions can  
be simple glazes (dark red) or thick overpaintings (bright red). Sometimes Van der Veken sanded the old paint layer back to  
the cracked ground that he kept. on top of this he painted a composition of his own, taking advantage of the old cracking  
(red hatching). d. old photograph from Van der Veken’s archives, showing the state of the work prior to Van der Veken’s 
embellishments.
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BRUGES, GREAT SEMINARY (GS)

1. Master of the St Catherine Legend, Triptych of the Last Supper. Closed: 
black paint. open: wings: The Jewish Passover; Elijah’s dream, second 
half 15th century
Provenance: probably Dunes Abbey, Koksijde, from where the majority of the works conserved 
in the Great Seminary originate.
Bibliography: Lobelle-Caluwé 1984, 268-269; Steyaert 2003, 73-92.

Panels: the central panel is composed of three vertical boards, each wing of a single 
vertical board. The panels have been painted in the frame. The joins of the central 
panel have been restored by gluing a thin strip of wood to the reverse of each join.

Frames: with original base and cornice. Top: slotted half-dovetail joints with mitre, 
bottom: through mortise and tenon joints with tenon on the stiles. The central frame 
is thicker than the side frames. The Brussels joiners’ mark (plane and compass) is 
struck several times at the end of the lower rail of the central frame. original closing 
latch.

The polychromy has been redone. outside of the wings: black paint (original?). 
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Profile of the cornice

4.7

Profiles of the frame 
of the central panel

Profiles of the frames 
of the wings

http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/kn1831
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a

b c

X-radiograph

a. Suspension hook, old, replacing the original suspension/holding holes. b. original latch, slotting into the base to close the 
triptych. c. original hinge. The mark of the Brussels joiners’ guild is stamped several times into the butt end of the lower rails 
of the frame. 

http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/kn1835
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BRUGES, St JOHN’S HOSPITAL (SJH)

1. Hans Memling, Altarpiece of St John the Baptist and St John  
the Evangelist, known as The St John Altarpiece.  
Closed: Jacob de Ceuninc and Antheunis Seghers with Saints; Agnès 
Casembrood and Clara van Hulsen with Saints. open: centre: Virgin 
and Child with Four Saints; wings: Decollation of St John the Baptist; 
Apocalypse of St John, 1479 (artist’s name mentioned on the inclined sill: 
date mentioned twice)
Inv. no. o.SJ0175.I
Provenance: painted for the St John’s Hospital. 
Bibliography: Coremans et al. 1959, 83-96; Bruges cat. 1960, 100-101; Lobelle and Van 
Cleven 1976, 506-509, S.2; Lobelle-Caluwé 1987, 48-59; De Vos 1994a, 151-157.

Panels: central panel: six boards; wings: three boards; the central panel and the 
wings all painted in the frame. The central panel is reinforced with two dovetail-
profiled bars inserted half-way into the central panel. These bars are assembled to 
the stiles of the frames with mortise and tenon joints and then pegged. The function 
of these cross-bars is to consolidate the joinery of the central part, to help carry the 
weight of the wings and to avoid the distortion of the central frame and consequent 
sagging of the wings. In the central part, stub mortise and tenon mitred at the front 
and cut square at the back; wings, idem, but mitred front and back. These joints are 
abundantly pegged. 

Frames: the right stile (front view) of the central frame has a set-back which does not 
exist in the other stile and the reason for which has not been determined. The baguette 
mouldings of the stiles of the centre frame have been shaped into the base of a 
colonnette. The sides of the wings that meet in the centre when closing the altarpiece 
have, on one side, a rounded strip, on the other, a corresponding groove, for closing 
tight. The hinges are not original. A modern metallic structure conceals the central 
frame at the reverse.

The polychromy of the inside of the frames appears to have been partly redone; on the 
outside the brown marbling is original (uncovered during a restoration around 1980), 
but severely damaged. 
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Profiles of the frame of the central panel

Profiles of the frames of the wings
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2. Hans Memling, Triptych of the Adoration of the Magi, known as the 
Jan Floreins Triptych. Closed: St John the Baptist; St Veronica.  
open: wings: Nativity; Presentation at the Temple, 1479 (donor’s name, 
date and artist’s name on the inclined sills of the open triptych; donor’s 
initials and coat of arms on the frames of the closed triptych)
Inv. no. o.SJ0173.I
Provenance: painted for the St John’s Hospital.
Bibliography: Bruges cat. 1960, 97-99; Lobelle and Van Cleven 1976, 503-505, S.1; De Vos 
1994a, 158-161.

Panels: the panels have been painted in the frame. It has not been possible to establish 
the number of boards, in part because the central panel and its frame are enclosed in 
a presentation frame of relatively independent construction. Base and cornice are 
nailed to the presentation frame into which is slotted a panel that hides the back of 
the central panel of the triptych. This presentation frame, which appears to have been 
designed separately from the triptych, is nonetheless contemporary with it. It has two 
stiles and an upper rail; the lower rail is nailed on top of the two stiles, leaving some 
space between the panel and the rail that may have served to maintain the triptych 
to prevent it from tipping. 

Frames: central frame: stub mortise and tenon joints with mitring at the front (with 
the tenon appearing through on the left owing to wear), square cut at the reverse, with 
one peg. The frames of the wings have dovetail joints, with a single peg in each, 
mitred on both sides. They are slightly narrower and thinner than that of the central 
panel. The hinges are neo-Gothic, with knuckles protruding beyond the frames so as 
to keep the wings distant from the central part when closed. originally, the wings 
closed flat against the central part. This change may have been rendered necessary by 
difficult pivoting at the base. 
By contrast, the refined clasp is original. The triptych is kept closed by means of a 
springlock mechanism. A small hook attached to the left has to be inserted into an 
opening in the clasp on the right. The hook is pressed against a spring, pushing it 
back, after which it springs back to hold the hook in place, keeping the triptych 
closed. A key is then needed to release the spring and open the triptych (communication 
from Paul Burroughes). 

The polychromy is largely original, with repairs. Triptych closed: cornice and base 
black; frames: pink-brown marbling with painted mitres and joins between stones. 
Triptych open: grey and brown marbling, between an outer black fillet and inner 
gilded moulding or gilded inclined sill with text. 
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Profiles of the frame of the central panel Profiles of the frames of the wings
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3. Hans Memling, Portrait of a Woman, so-called The Sybil Sambetha, 
1480 (dated on the upper front of the frame) 
Inv. no. o.SJ0174.I
Provenance: St Julians’ Hospice, Bruges. Conserved at St John’s Hospital since 1815.
Bibliography: Bruges cat. 1960, 104-105; Lobelle and Van Cleven 1976, 512-513, S.4;  
De Vos 1994a, 168-169; Lobelle-Caluwé 2009, 1-9.

Panel: a single piece slotted into the groove of the frame.

Frame: stub mortise and tenon joint, mitred at the front, square at the back, with 
single peg. There are no traces of hinges. 

The polychromy is original, consisting of grey-brown marbling and a black fillet on 
the outside. The painter extended the lower rail of the frame in trompe-l’œil in the 
painting; he also extended his composition onto the frame, with the Sybil’s fingertips 
painted over the inclined sill, resting on the upper edge of the banderol. The cartouche 
on the panel itself containing a text at the upper left and the banderol on the lower 
rail of the frame are sometimes considered as 16th century additions.
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4. Hans Memling, Triptych of the Deposition, known as the Reins Triptych. 
Closed: St Wilgefortis; St Mary of Egypt. open: wings: Adriaan Reins 
and his Patron; St Barbara, 1480 (dated on the upper rail of the centre 
frame and initials A R on the lower rail) 
Inv. no. o.SJ0177.I
Provenance: painted for brother Adriaan Reins of the St John’s Hospital. 
Bibliography: Bruges cat. 1960, 102-103; Lobelle and Van Cleven 1976, 509-512, S.3;  
De Vos 1994a, 170-172.

Panels: painted in the grooved frames.

Frames: stub mortise and tenon joints, mitred at the front, square at the back, with 
single peg. The central frame is a little thicker and wider than those of the wings. The 
triptych closed with a two sets of hooks and rings fixed alternately on the outside of 
the wings. The two rings remain, along with one hook and the nail holding the 
second hook. The hinges are original; the pin is fixed, with no indent cut into the 
sides of the frame for removing it. on the reverse, traces of successive non-original 
hanging devices. 

on the outside, the polychromy is well preserved: bluish grey marbling with painted 
mitre and joins between stones. on the inside, also largely original, with repairs to 
the gilding. 
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Profiles of the frame of the central panel

Profiles of the frames of the wings
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5. Hans Memling, Diptych of Maarten van Nieuwenhove. Left: Virgin and 
Child; right: Donor, 1487 (donor’s name, date and donor’s age: 23 on the 
sill of the frames)
Inv. no. o.SJ0178.I
Provenance: St Julians’ Hospice in Bruges. Conserved at St John’s Hospital since 1815.
Bibliography: Bruges cat. 1960, 111-113; Lobelle and Van Cleven 1976, 514-515, S.5; 
Hollanders-Favart 1981, 79-84; Lobelle-Caluwé 1987, 82-83; De Vos 1994a, 278-283; Hand 
et al. 2006, 178-185; Lobelle-Caluwé 2009, 1-9. 

Panels: single boards, painted in the frame. 

Frames: grooved; top: mitred half-lap joints, unpegged; bottom: mortise and tenon 
with tenon on stile and tenon shoulder angled to the inclined sill. original hinges. 
on the closed diptych, the moulding of the two frames differs. on the outside of 
Maarten van Nieuwenhove the inner edge of the frame is bevelled, while the edge of 
the other frame is square. This bevel is often characteristic of the wing of a diptych 
that was uppermost when closed. This observation must be linked with the perspective 
with vanishing lines inside the diptych. These oblique lines are not, as sometimes 
thought, an invitation to position the diptych “at an angle”, but are an invitation to, 
and anticipation of, the rotation of the wing (Chapter IX Articulated works with 
instructions for use).
The upper rails present a peg hole (Virgin and Child) and a peg (Maarten van 
Nieuwenhove), the purpose of which is not apparent to us. The frame today is largely 
hidden by a protective case.

Inside the diptych, the flat edge is black and the moulding gilded. The inclined sill 
carries the following inscriptions: under the Virgin and Child: HoC.oPVS.FIERI.
FECIT.MARTINVS.DE.NEWENHoVEN.ANNo.DM.1487, and under the donor: 
AN°.VERo.ETATIS.SVE:23. Each inscription is followed by three dots and a dragon. 
Lobelle (2009) suggests that the artist may have brought in specialist calligraphers for 
the inscriptions and the little dragons. The shadow of the cushion on which the Child 
is sitting is painted on the gilded sill by means of a series of lines. 
on the outside of the diptych, Hand et al. observe traces of red and black stone 
imitation under the present dark brown coating.

This Diptych opens 
from left to right
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Profiles of the frame of the Virgin and Child

Profiles of the frame of Marteen van 
Nieuwenhove



CATALOGUE

370

6. Anonymous, Triptych of the Crucifixion, second half 15th century
Inv. no. o.SJ0182.I

Panels: the central panel is made of two vertical boards. It is ± 1 cm thick and has 
been painted in the frame. Slight bevel on the reverse. Each wing consists of a single 
board, ± 1 cm thick.

Frames: central frame grooved with pegged mortise and tenon joints (in two joints, 
an additional peg has been added at a restoration stage), tenon shoulder advanced 
giving a mixed cut on the front, cut square at the back. 
The panels of the wings are flat on the outside, with a small wooden strip for closing. 
on the inside they have applied frames, pegged to the panels, mitred at the top and 
with a mixed cut at the bottom. 

The black polychromy has been redone. 
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Profiles of the frame  of the central panel Profiles of the frames of the wings
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7. Anonymous, two wings with Scenes of the Invention of the Cross,  
late 15th century (parts of a polyptych?)
Inv. no. o.SJ0183.I
Provenance: at the Bogaerde orphanage until the middle of the 19th century.
Bibliography: Lobelle-Caluwé 1987, 90-91.

Panels: each wing consists of two vertical boards. The panels are slotted into the 
grooves of the frames.

Frames: mortise and tenon joints, with mixed cut back and front, reinforced with one 
peg each. one of the tenons has become apparent as a result of wear (3.5 cm long, 
1.5 cm thick, in a 1.7 cm wide mortise; the height could not be observed). In the upper 
side of the Procession of the Crusaders: a peg-hole (destination?). The location of the 
knuckles of the hinges in the edge of what is supposedly the outside of the wings (red 
coloured frame) raises questions as to the function and situation of the wings in an 
ensemble. Usually the knuckle of a hinge is located on the inside edge (gilded frame), 
where the wing closes on the centre part.

The moulding is similar on the front and reverse, but the polychromy differs. on the 
outside: on the outer flat band, worn polychromy, vermilion and red lake, with 
alternating large and small flowers stencilled on; on the moulding: oil gilding on 
whitish ground; in the cavetto: blue on black background. Inside: gold leaf, placed on 
a brownish base and a thick ground. A little outside edge was painted black. This 
little black edge is evocative of the development of outside mouldings in Bruges 
frames of Memling’s day. Remains of black overpaintings on the ensemble. 
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8. dirk bouts (entourage), The Supper at Simon’s House, late 15th century 
Inv. no. o.SJ0188.I
Bibliography: Hollanders-Favart et al. 1975a, 440; Lobelle and Van Cleven 1976, 583, S.79. 

Panel: two boards, butt-joined with dowels. one dowel is visible at the back in the 
panel that has been thinned and cradled. The panel is rebated at the back to form a 
tongue that is slotted into the groove of the frame.

Frame: top: slotted dovetail joint, mitred at front; bottom: through mortise and 
tenon, with tenon on the stiles and tenon shoulder angled to the inclined sill. The 
dovetail joints suggest that the frame originated in Brussels. Each joint is strengthened 
with two pegs. The reverse of the frame has been carefully smoothed. The lower right 
hand joint has been restored. Notches for hinges tell us that the painting originally 
had wings. 

The black and gold polychromy has been redone. 
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9. Rogier van der Weyden (follower), Deposition, early 16th century 
Inv. no. o.SJ0186.I
Bibliography: Lobelle and Van Cleven 1976, 573, S.71.

Panel: two boards, planed at the back. The panel is rebated at the back to give a ± 
1.5 cm wide tongue, allowing the panel to be inserted into the groove in the frame.

Frame: slotted joints: top, mitred at the front and cut square at the back, with two 
pegs; bottom, tenon shoulder angled to the inclined sill. In the upper rail, to the left 
and right, traces left by the (original?) ironwork used for hanging the painting. 
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10. Anonymous, Man of Sorrows, last quarter of the 15th century
Inv. no. o.SJ0184.I
Bibliography: Lobelle and Van Cleven 1976, 576-577, S.73. 

Panel: a single piece slotted into the groove of the frame. on the reverse: irregular 
bevel on three and a half sides. The panel is 3mm thick at the edges.

Frame: grooved; mortise and tenon joints, tenon shoulder advanced at the front to 
give a mixed cut, cut square at back. Single peg reinforcement in each joint. 

The polychromy is original: oil gilding on the moulding, green and brown marbling 
on the outside, separated by a black line, with the gilding spilling over onto it. on 
the outside, a black listel (little glued strip of wood, original, as attested by the barbe 
and unpainted edge visible where this strip is missing). A mitre is painted in black at 
each corner (the joints are mixed cut). No hinge notches in the sides of the frames. 
The moulding and polychromy evoke Memling’s frames; but the joints differ from 
those of the frames used by the latter. The features of the frame lead us to date this 
work to the last quarter of the 15th century.
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11. Jan Provoost, Diptych with Christ Carrying the Cross and Portrait  
of a Friar Minor. Closed: skull in a niche (reverse of the Friar Minor); 
imitation porphyry (reverse of the Christ), 1522 (dated on the lower rail 
of the left frame) 
Inv. no. o.SJ0191.I
Provenance: was already at the St John’s Hospital in 1864.
Bibliography: Lobelle and Van Cleven 1976, 578-579, S.74; Hand et al. 2006, 210-217. 

Panels: single boards, painted in the frame.

Frames: grooved: mortise and tenon, with tenon shoulder advanced at the front, 
pegged. Mixed cuts. The complexity of the joint is related to the addition of a second 
body of moulding. In the 16th century, frames with a flat strip between two bodies 
of moulding did not accommodate themselves to inclined sills, and the association of 
these two elements is exceptional. As a general rule, frames with a flat strip between 
two bodies of moulding have slotted, mitred joints and the lower rail is moulded like 
the other pieces.

The polychromy is original, except for the gilding, that has been redone. A trompe-l’œil 
mitre is painted on the frames, both on the inside and the outside, everywhere where 
there is a straight cut. The numerous inscriptions, partly forming riddles, are described 
and commented on by Hand et al. (2006). The outside presents a rich and attractive 
polychromy, grey-pink false marbling on the frames, red porphyry on one panel, a 
skull in a niche on the other. Interior: black outside edge, flat band in brown marbling 
and gilded moulding on the inside. Remains of the original gilding appear in the 
gaps. 
The disposition of the niche and the marbling on the closed diptych respond to the 
conventions which instruct on how correctly to open the diptych: the niche with the 
skull had to be positioned on top prior to opening. 

The diptych opens from left to right (Chapter IX Articulated works with instructions 
for use).

This diptych opens 
from left to right
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12. Adriaen Isenbrant (entourage), Triptych of the Trinity with Intercessors. 
Closed: St Wilgefortis; St Mary Magdalen. open: wings: St Eligius; 
St Barbara, early 16th century
Inv. o.SJ0187.I
Bibliography: Lobelle and Van Cleven 1976, 571-572, S.70.

Panels: the central panel consists of three boards, bevelled on the reverse; each wing 
is made of a single board. The panels have been painted in the frame. The central 
panel is 1 cm thick, the wings 0.6 cm.

Frames: grooved; with slotted joints, cut square on the outside and mixed on the 
inside, and each reinforced with a single peg. Inserts in the rails. A two-part cornice 
is nailed to the frame. It has two hanging/holding holes. Two pegs in the underside 
of the frame and traces of circular rubbing under the wings indicate that the triptych 
must have been placed on a pedestal. Traces of a hanging bracket on the frame suggest 
that the triptych was hung after removal of the pedestal. 

The polychromy has been redone: black on the outside, black and gold inside. Traces 
of gilding can be seen on the barbe. Possibly the inclined sill was originally gilded. 
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Profiles of the frame of the central panel Profiles of the frames of the wings
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13. Anonymous, wings with St John the Baptist and St Wilgefortis.  
Closed: Annunciation, early 16th century
Inv. no. o.SJ0185.I
Bibliography: Lobelle and Van Cleven 1976, 568-569, S.68.

Panels: each wing consists of a single board, slotted into the groove of the frame. The 
panels are ± 0.6 cm thick. Slight rounded bevel on the Annunciation side. There is a 
distinct difference in quality between the painting on the inside and that of the 
outside: the Annunciation suggests a surer hand.

Frames: slotted joints, top: cut square on both faces; bottom: cut square on outside, 
mitre on inside. Two pegs reinforce each joint. on the stiles, traces of a closing hook 
that has now disappeared. Mouldings and joints suggest a later date: mid-16th century 
(?). 

Polychromy appears original: outside, brown and green marbling with mitres painted 
in trompe-l’œil; inside, oil gilding on red base, and small flat outer edge painted black. 
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14. Anonymous, Ecce Homo, first half 16th century
Inv. no. o.SJ0169.I

Panel: two elements, rough levelling at the back, with wide bevel. Join restored with 
buttons. 

Frame: rebated; mitred half-lap joints with one reinforcing pin. The hanging bracket 
is original.

The black polychromy has been redone, overpainting a text on the front of the frame. 
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15. Anonymous, Triptych of the Adoration of the Magi. open: wings: text 
in gold paint on black background, 1545 (dated above the gilded biblical 
texts)
Inv. no. o.SJ0194.I
Bibliography: Lobelle and Van Cleven 1976, 580-581, S.75.

Panels: central panel made of two boards, painted out of the frame (no barbe or 
unpainted edge). Thickness: between 0.8 and 1.3 cm. Reverse: wood split, not sawn; 
partial bevel. Wings: single board, 0.5 cm thick.

Frames: central frame replaced (softwood). Wings: slotted joints, top: cut square on 
both faces; bottom: cut square on outside, mitred on inside. oblique cut of the front 
shoulder of the tenon.

Black and gold polychromy, redone; black paint on the outside of the wings covers the 
original black colour.
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Profile of the frames 
of the wings
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16. bruges Anonymous, Triptych of the Holy Trinity with Donatrix and 
St Justus. Closed: marbling, dark on the frames, red and black on the 
panels. open: wings: St John the Baptist; St Bonaventure, 1551 
Inv. no. o.SJ0193.I
Bibliography: Lobelle and Van Cleven 1976, 546-547, S.44.

Panels: the central panel is composed of two boards; it is 1 cm thick and has been 
painted outside the frame; not bevelled. on the reverse: small notches along the sides 
point to the old fixing to the frame. The join has been restored with buttons. The 
panels of the wings are 0.8 cm thick.

Frames: central frame: rebated; slotted joints, mitred at front and cut square at back. 
on the wings, which have grooved frames, the upper joints are cut square on both 
faces, with the tenons on the rails: mitres are painted on the frames of the closed 
wings. The mitred slotted joints are reinforced with two pegs, those cut square with 
a single peg. The upper side of the central frame has a suspension/holding hole. The 
hinges are original. 

The polychromy of the frames is largely original; black and gold inside the triptych; 
greenish-grey marbling on the outside of the wings with mitres painted in trompe-l’œil. 
The panels on the outsides of the wings are painted with red and black marbling.
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Profile of the frames 
of the wings

Profile of the frame
of the central panel
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17. Anonymous, Jesus with Martha and Mary, mid-16th century 
Inv. no. o.G0077.I
Provenance: Onze-Lieve-Vrouw van Blindekens in Bruges.
Jozef Vynckier, report on dendrochronology, 1988 (KIK-IRPA, file no. 1982.02558). 

Panel: nine boards, quarter-sawn oak of uneven thickness, of Baltic origin, assembled 
in summary fashion with V-shaped tongue-and-groove (conical) joints. The width of 
the boards varies between 10 and 12.5 cm. Jozef Vynckier dates the boards (from 
samples taken at both ends) over a period of a hundred or so years, with a terminus post 
quem of 1430 for the most recent board. one board could not be dated, having only 
66 growth rings. The fact that the sequences of the rings differ considerably from one 
board to another tells us that the boards do not come from the same tree. Rather, 
judging also from the nicks and saw cuts in the panel, they appear to have been 
recycled. on the edges, each board is nailed to the frame with a single nail, thereby 
attaching the canvas to the frame and holding the whole construction together. The 
suspension hook appears to be original.

Canvas: the real support for the painting is a single piece of flax canvas. This is not 
specifically glued to the panel, but gives an impression of considerable stiffness, that 
one is tempted to attribute to impregnation of the fabric before its mounting between 
the panel and the frame (the same impression of stiffness is observed in another 
canvas: Leuven, MM, no. 15). Curved stretch marks are visible along the edges to the 
left and right of the canvas. At the bottom, under the frame, we observe an unpainted 
edge where the canvas has nonetheless been coated. There is no brown or black 
coloured border as seen on other canvases. At the top, by contrast, the painting appears 
to continue slightly under the frame. 

Frame: four pieces lap-joined, with two pegs at each corner, independently of the 
boards on the back. In the upper rail, a baguette extends out to give a cornice. A 
carved colonnette on either side is held in place with three pegs. The colonnettes are 
original, as there is no polychromy underneath. 

The polychromy is original. on the frame it is gold, red and black; on the colonnettes 
it includes black, red, brown and gold.
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18. Anonymous, Triptych of the Adoration of the Magi.  
Closed: black, covering a reddish-brown colour on the panels.  
open: wings: Circumcision; Rest on the Flight into Egypt, mid-16th 
century
Inv. no. o.SJ0189.I
Bibliography: Lobelle and Van Cleven 1976, 581, S.76.

Panels: central panel consists of two boards assembled with butt joins reinforced with 
dowels which appear, from the outset, to have pierced the supports to the rear; slotted 
into the groove of the frame; strong bevel on the reverse. Thickness of the central 
panel: ± 1 cm, of the wings ± 0.6 cm, slightly bevelled.

Frames: the curved parts are attached to the shorter stiles with end-to-end mortise 
and tenon joints; the longer stiles of the wings have slotted joints, cut straight at the 
back and mitred at the front. The centre curved rail is cut out of one piece of wood 
with horizontal grain, unsuitable for hanging. It has a central original holding hole, 
and a subsequent non-original hanging device. Iron fittings were consequently nailed 
on this upper rail for reinforcement and repair. The joints at the bottom are through 
mortise and tenon, cut square on the outside of the wings and on the reverse of the 
central part, and with mixed cuts on the inside of the triptych. The end-to-end joints 
are reinforced with a single peg, the other joints with two pegs.

on the closed wing, black overpainting, covering a reddish-brown colour on the 
panels. Inside the triptych, black and gold, overpainting. 
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Profiles of the frame of the central panel Profiles of the frames of the wings
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19. Anonymous, Adoration of the Magi, second half 16th century  
(dated 15[?]6 on bottom flat band of the frame. Gap at the location of the 
figure indicating the decade)
Inv. no. o.SJ0161.I

Panel: three vertical, butt-joined boards; on the reverse: wood part-sawn, part-split. 
The panel is 0.8 to 0.9 cm thick. Painted side: a narrow unpainted edge confirms that 
the picture was painted in the frame. Two non-original rails have been glued to the 
reverse. 

Frame: rebated. The upper curved part has an originally added piece at its top, butt-
joined and held in place with ironwork. Slotted joints, mitred at the front, cut square 
on reverse. Two pegs reinforce each joint. Two holes on the underside of the frame 
indicate that the painting was originally placed on a pedestal. Hinge traces on the 
sides tell us that the panel was the central part of a triptych. 

The black and gold polychromy is largely original. 
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20. Anonymous, Triptych with Scenes from the Life of St Nicholas.  
Closed: Virgin and Child; St Nicholas brings back to life the three young 
men. open: wings: Donors, 1585 
Inv. no. o.SJ0180.I

Panels: central panel: six vertical boards, unevenly smoothed, the open central join 
reveals the presence of dowels. Thickness: 2.5 cm. on the reverse, plane, saw and adze 
marks; bevel. Restoration with tabs and buttons. Each wing consists of three vertical 
boards.

Frames: central frame rebated; slotted joints, each reinforced with two pegs. Mixed 
cuts on the outsides of the wings, cut square on the reverse of the central panel, and 
mitred on the inside of the triptych. Suspension hooks probably original (there are no 
traces of mounting on a base on the underside of the frame). The differences between 
the wings and the central panel (mouldings and execution of the paintings) point to 
a later addition of the wings.

The black and gold polychromy has been redone. 
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Profile of the frames 
of the wings

Profile of the frame 
of the central panel
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21. Pieter Claeissens the younger, Carrying of the Cross, 1616 (signed and 
dated at bottom right of the panel)
Inv. o.SJ0162.I
Bibliography: Lobelle and Van Cleven 1976, 588, S.82.

Panel: five boards placed horizontally with tongue-and-groove joints. The 
positioning of the boards – soft edge towards the centre – is recognizable on the 
reverse owing to the stepped effect due to variations in the thickness of the boards 
at the joins. This stepping effect is due to the fact of the boards being thicker at 
the soft edge due to the splitting. The panel was painted outside the frame. It has 
a wide bevel on the back. 

Frame: rebated; mitred half-lap joints with inclined shoulder. The joints are not 
pegged, but nailed from the side. The suspension fittings are original and help 
strengthen the joints. 

The polychromy has been redone.
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BRUGES, GROENINGE MUSEUM (GM)

1. Jan van Eyck, Virgin and Child with Canon Joris van der Paele, 1436
Inv. no. 0000.GRo0161.I
Provenance: Church of St Donatus in Bruges, in the chapel where there was an altar dedicated 
to St Peter and St Paul and to which Canon Van der Paele had attached two chaplaincies. 
Thereafter various locations in the same Church, especially between 1588 and 1599/1603 on 
the high altar where the work was part of an ensemble with wings painted by a member of 
the Claeissens dynasty of painters. Confiscated by the French in 1794 and sent to Paris. 
Returned in 1816 and entrusted to the Academy of Bruges. In 1855, part of the City 
Collections, firstly in the Bogaerdeschool Museum, then, from 1930, in the buildings of the 
Groeninge Museum. 
Bibliography: De Vos 1982, 220-225; Janssens de Bisthoven 1983, 194-234, pl. CCVII-CCXLIII. 

Panel: composed of six horizontal boards, including a very narrow one (2 to 6 cm) at 
the bottom. These elements are assembled with butt joins reinforced with dowels (see 
X-radiograph, De Vos 1982, pl. CCXXXIX). only the bottom join is without dowels. 
Plant fibres are glued along all the joins, including that of the narrow strip, on the 
painting side. The panel, which has a rebated tongue on one side, was slotted into the 
groove in the frame. The groove now has only one cheek, the rear cheeks having been 
sawn back to permit removal of the painting.
The panel is reinforced on the reverse by four trapezoidal laths encrusted to half their 
depth in a vertical direction, tapering downwards. These laths were placed on the 
original frame (excluding the outer frame) to which they were then nailed or pegged. 
The trace of this primitive arrangement is visible on the frame. Twelve recent buttons 
are also glued to four of the joins.

Frame: in two parts. An outer part is nailed and screwed to the side of the main 
frame, probably an addition which is to be seen in the context of the intervention in 
the presentation of the work in the 16th century. The original framework has four 
pieces with mortise and tenon joints, with the tenons on the stiles, mixed cut to the 
front and likely on the reverse (where observation of the corners is limited by the 
presence of modern angle brackets). Two pegs reinforce each corner. The fact that one 
of the pegs faces the mitre tells us that the tenon extends across into the mitred part 
of the rail. The same fibres placed on the joins are applied on the square-cut parts of 
the joints on the polychromy side. As the back cheek of the groove has been sawn 
back, the panel is today held in its frame with swivel catches fixed to the frame and 
sliding over the panel. The sides do not exhibit any traces of hinges.

The current polychromy consists of a flat red-brown strip between two sets of gilded 
mouldings (bronze powder base?) spilling over onto the flat strip. The text is painted 
on the flat strip. An examination of the polychromy of the frame with a view to 
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restoration was carried out by the restorer Edmond Florens in 1977. This showed that 
the frame was originally painted a uniform brown. Léopold Kockaert described 
samples taken from the frame as follows: “on top of a greyish ground (200 microns), 
the brown layer consists of ochre, white and red pigments. on top of this layer come 
at least three superimposed layers of lightly tinted varnish; black letters are placed on 
top, on at least two layers of varnish. The text on the inclined sill appears to have been 
overpainted at least twice. The text on the lower flat strip is original, but with changes 
likely made soon after its completion.” The various indications published on the 
polychromy of the frame do not permit an overall assessment. It is probably fortunate 
that the complexity of the problem halted further restoration. 

Recorded history relating to the woodworking
In 1588 sculptor Jean Rap adapted the work for a frame that had already been 
planned (probably a mounting with newly made wings and decorative elements for 
placing the painting on the high altar of the Church of St Donatus). As early as 1795, 
in the minutes of the reception of the painting in Paris, mention is made of a “join 
crossing the painting”. In 1813, Parisian restorer Naeguier “brought together the 
joins”. In 1825, a crack is mentioned “from top to bottom” (from left to right?). In 
1876, an estimate for restoration by S. Deheuvel plans to remove “het gebrekkig 
houtwerk achteraan” (deficient joinery to the back). In 1889, a commission of inquiry 
noted the existence of a restoration line cutting the painting in half. In 1902, restorer 
Paul Buéso noted that the join has “slightly come apart” in the centre of the panel 
and across its entire width. In 1908, Hippolyte Fierens-Gevaert mentions the 
horizontal “crack” in the panel. The painting was restored by Jef Van der Veken in 
1933-1934. The committee notes in its report (30 March 1934) that the panel has 
been re-glued and reinforced at the back with “the most modern method” which will 
now prevent swelling and shrinking. In 1983, it was noted by Janssens de Bisthoven 
that the third join had become open and unstable, and the fourth open over a sixth 
of its length.
What is the reason for this recurrent problem of the joins? Is the “deficient carpentry” 
which S. Deheuvel mentions in 1876 referring to the embedded bars? Are these bars 
original or do they replace original ones? What role do they play in the instability of 
the joins? When was the panel extracted for the first time after sawing back the rear 
cheek of the groove? The archival texts, even though abundant in the 19th century, 
provide no clear answer. Furthermore, we ourselves have been unable to inspect the 
reverse of the panel and we have no argument about the original existence of the 
embedded laths, but we observe that the insertion of the laths was clumsily done. We 
note also that the oldest reinforcing bars appear to be “floated” (Bruges, GM, no. 5 
and Rogier van der Weyden, Descent from the Cross, Madrid, Museo Nacional del Prado, 
inv. no.  P02825), while at the turn of the 15th and 16th centuries, most of the 
reinforcing bars observed are embedded (Bruges, SJH, no. 1; Brussels, RMFAB, no. 11; 
Brussels, RMFAB, no. 21; Bruges, GM, no. 23).
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2. Jan van Eyck, Portrait of Margaret van Eyck, 1439 
Inv. no. 0000.GRo0162.I
Provenance: mentioned by Descamps in 1769 as preserved in the archives of the Corporation 
of Painters. The painting escaped the requisition by the French in 1794. It was then sold by 
the dean of the corporation to Pieter van Lede who donated it in 1808 to the Bruges Academy.
Bibliography: De Vos 1982, 225-227; Janssens de Bisthoven 1983, 175-193, pl. CXCIX-CCV. 

Panel: a single board, 0.8 cm thick, the back is marbled: dark layer specked with red 
(imitation porphyry?), generally considered original. The technique adopted for this 
marbling – patches of red or ochre colour projected in various ways and held between 
various layers of varnish or lacquer – should be compared with the technique used by 
Van Eyck for other marbling, for example on the St Barbara (Antwerp, RMFA, no. 2). 
Be this as it may, the marbling is striking with its very realistic evocation of the 
material and its perfect state of conservation without cracks, while the polychromy of 
the frame, on the other hand, exhibits degradations. Margaret’s panel and frame are 
also dealt with in the Chapter X on the frames and supports of some Eyckian paintings. 

Frame: mortise and tenon, pegged in the two upper corners, but not in the lower ones 
(?). The joint is cut square front and back. The 2.7 cm thick frame has the same profile 
at the front and back. The square cut of the joints tells us the moulding was probably 
cut by hand and not with a moulding plane. We note the irregular cutting of the 
lower moulding, probably due to the tool following the irregular grain of the wood. 
Nevertheless, the contrast between this moulding and that of the much more refined 
frames of other Van Eyck paintings, like those of St Barbara (Antwerp, RMFA, no. 2), 
or of the Virgin at the Fountain (Antwerp, RMFA, no. 3), is striking. 

The polychromy is original on the front: grey-beige, marbled with dark brown. A 
horizontal brown line emphasizes the straight cut of the joint. on the back: the dark 
colour on the frame does not seem original.
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3. Master of the Princely Portraits, Portrait of Louis de Gruuthuse, 
between 1472 and 1482 
Inv. no. 0000.GRo1557.I
Provenance: purchased in 1961 from M. Vincent, Paris, owned by the latter’s family already 
in the 19th century. Given that a portrait of Louis de Gruuthuse from the A. van den Bogaerde 
Collection was placed on auction in Bruges on 15 october 1866 (no. 456), it is possible that 
this was the same work. 
Bibliography: De Vos 1982, 156-157. 

Panel: a single board, slotted into the groove of the frame before painting. Reverse: 
remains of ground in the fibres of the wood.

Frame: top: mortise and tenon, pegged (?); bottom: mortise and tenon, unpegged (?). 

The gilded polychromy, with text, is original. The side of the frame is also gilded and 
has traces of a hinge on the left. This suggests that it belonged to a diptych.
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4. brussels Anonymous, Man of Sorrows and Mater Dolorosa, last quarter 
15th century 
Inv. nos. 0000.GRo0201.I-0202.I
Provenance: Dr. Merchie Collection. Acquired in 1903 by the Friends of the Museum and 
offered to the City. 
Bibliography: De Vos 1982, 136-137.

Panels: in each case a single board, painted in the frame. The reverses were painted 
in black (now heavily damaged).

Frames: the original nature of the frames was questioned in the 1982 catalogue. This 
is probably due to the reworking of the polychromy (total stripping and poor gilding 
applied directly to the wood without any preparatory layer). The frames are, however, 
original. They carry the Brussels joiners’ mark (compass and plane), struck into the 
wood at the left butt-end of the lower rail (left frame) and at the right butt-end of the 
lower rail (right frame). Dovetail joints at the top, with pegging. The bottom joint 
probably through mortise and tenon, unpegged. The sides do not exhibit any traces 
of hinges. Nor have they been planed back, as the original joiner’s marking has 
remained. 
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It is not impossible that there were hinges embedded on the upper and lower sides of 
the frame, as in the Triptych of the Virgin and Child attributed to Goossen van der 
Weyden (Tournai, MFA, no. 2). It cannot be excluded either that the work formed a 
fixed diptych, like that of the Man of Sorrows and Mater Dolorosa (Aachen, Suermondt-
Ludwig-Museum, inv. no. GK57). But with the outside of both panels painted in 
black and the inner edges of the frames bevelled at the reverse, the outside was 
intended to be seen. 
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5. Gerard david, Judgement of Cambyses: The Arrest, The Flaying, 1498 
(dated in the stone above the judge’s bench in The Arrest) 
Inv. no. 0000.GRo0040.I-0041.I
Provenance: probably commissioned for the Bruges City Hall. Mentioned in an inventory of 
the City Hall in 1654; Descamps mentions having seen it there in 1769. Requisitioned by 
the French in 1794 and sent to Paris. Returned to the Bruges City Hall in 1816. Transferred 
to the Academy Museum in 1828.
Bibliography: De Vos 1982, 121-124; Janssens de Bisthoven 1983, 102-129, pl. LXXXVI-CLII. 

Panels: five (The Arrest) and six (The Flaying) boards butt-joined with dowels. on the 
reverse the wood has been worked with an adze; a bevel on the edges facilitates 
insertion into the frame. In the centre of each panel, a horizontal, semi-circular hollow, 
± 10 cm across, has been cut against the grain with a gouge. This recess, which seems 
original, probably corresponds to the position of a floating cross-piece. The panel is 
painted in the frame. After the placing of the coating layer, the support of The Arrest 
appears to have shrunk in width by a centimetre at least. The unpainted edge, which 
had become apparent, was covered by a paint layer extending onto the bare wood. 
This would appear to be a late addition. The support of The Flaying includes a mark 
made by a shallow gouge. At the bottom the frame has been attacked by woodworm 
with strong traces of rising damp.

Frames: they are original, but have been modified. originally a single frame forming 
a fixed diptych. The central upright was cut through vertically and added to in order 
to form separate frames. A lath has been added around each frame. This produces a 
slight indentation, giving the frames a profile consistent with that of the frames of 
most of the Memling paintings at the St John’s Hospital, and with certain late 15th 
century frames in Bruges. Further examination is needed to determine the original 
nature or not of these external laths. These laths also hide the joints on the sides of 
the frame. The joints could be either mortise and tenon, cut square at the back (as 
in various works by Memling at St John’s Hospital) or slotted joints. The outer laths 
are mitred at the front. The central upright, today sawn in two, originally had a 
mixed cut at the front and was cut square at the back. It was lap-joined to the rails 
and then pegged. 

The black and gold polychromy has been redone; Janssens de Bisthoven mentions this 
having been done “without respect for the original polychromy”, but with no further 
details.
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Recorded history relating to the woodworking 
In 1828 the panel of The Flaying is mentioned as being “split”. Blistering of the 
paintwork was reported in 1828, 1868-1870, 1869, 1871. In 1902, Paul Buéso mentions 
in a restoration estimate that one join has come undone in The Arrest, and two in The 
Flaying. In 1951, Paul Coremans observed the poorer state of conservation of The 
Flaying, three joins are re-glued, with five dowels instead of three. Buttons were 
placed to reinforce the various joins on the reverse, and a cross member placed along 
the central recess. In 1979, The Arrest was restored in the Museum workshop by 
restorer Edmond Florens (Janssens de Bisthoven 1983).
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6. Hans Memling (follower), St Andrew (outside) and Descent from the 
Cross (inside), late 15th century 
Inv. no. 0000.GRo1393.I
Provenance: placed on deposit by the Church of St Vaast, Reningelst, in 1959.
Bibliography: De Vos 1982, 165-167. 

Panel: single board (?).

Frame: groove and tongue. Identical mouldings on front and back. Polychromy of 
frame: grey, rather crude marbling, also on the sides; no traces of hinges. The frame 
has similarities (mouldings, square cut, polychromy) with that surrounding Margaret 
van Eyck (Bruges, GM, no. 2). The assembly of the frame members is unusual for the 
time. The absence of traces of hinges strengthens the hypothesis that this is a late 
frame, produced after the dismembering of a diptych. 
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7. Hans Memling (follower), Virgin and Child, late 15th/early  
16th century 
Inv. no. 0000.GRo1358.I
Provenance: sale of the Chantrell Collection, Bruges, 1840 (no. 20). Sale of the Steinmetz 
Collection, Bruges, 1885 (no. 91). Collection of Baron Houtart (Monceau-sur-Sambre) who 
donated it to the City of Bruges in 1926.
Bibliography: De Vos 1982, 167-168. 

Panel: single board. Gouge mark on the reverse. The marked difference in colour 
between the frame and the panel results from a cleaning of the latter.

Frames: two superimposed frames. The outer frame is rebated, the elements are 
assembled with slotted joints and pegged. The joints are mixed-cut to the front and 
cut square at the back. The hinges in the sides suggest that this second frame was 
added at a time when the Virgin and Child was integrated into a larger whole, possibly 
a triptych. The inner frame is grooved, with mortise and tenon joints at the front, 
tenon shoulder advanced at the front to give mixed cut, cut square on the reverse. 
Along the upper and lower edges and a small portion of the left hand side, there are 
traces of a barbe and unpainted edges covered in black colour. This barbe and the 
unpainted edge suggest the existence originally of a small outer listel, similar to what 
we see in most of the frames of Memling works conserved in the St John’s Hospital. 
The very different joinery of the two frames tells us that they were not produced 
together. A period of at least twenty years must have elapsed between the making of 
the one and the other. 

The outer frame has been restored in the museum workshop, disengaging the original 
polychromy consisting of gilding and red and green marbling. The body of moulding 
bordering the painting is gilded, and the flat edge is black, decorated with scrolls of 
gilded foliage, painted with a brush. The gilded scrolls were then corrected with black 
paint, applied with a brush. This floral motif executed freehand heralds the stencil 
decorations that the Franckens would make popular in Antwerp and the Claeissens 
in Bruges, especially during the second half of the 16th century. This could be an 
early example of this fashion.
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Inner frame

Outer frame

Profiles of the outer frame

Profiles of the inner frame
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8. bruges Anonymous, Adoration of the Magi, c. 1510
Inv. no. 1974.GRo0031.I
Provenance: probably decorated the Magi Chapel of the Pardo Family in the Church of 
St Donatus in Bruges. From 1782 to 1783 appears to have been conserved in the St Julian’s 
Hospital. In 1798 it became the property of Sebastian Canneel, Director of the Hospital, and 
his step-son, Louis-Antoine Rijelandt, in 1821. The painting remained in the Rijelandt 
Family until 1943, then passed through various hands until purchased by the Museum in 
1974. A wash painting of the early 19th century (Brussels, Royal Library of Belgium, MS II 
3623, part I, f. 34) (Janssens de Bisthoven 1983, pl. XXXIVb) appears to show the painting 
in the St Julian’s Hospital with two wings, attributed to Antoon Claeissens and dated 1580 
and 1589 respectively. 
Bibliography: De Vos 1982, 37-38; Janssens de Bisthoven 1983, 40-49, pl. XXVII-XXXV. 

Panel: five boards, butt-joined with dowels. The panel was slotted into the groove of 
the frame before painting. on the reverse, the joins are painted over in tempera of red 
lead and calcium caseinate. In addition, buttons are glued over the joins, on top of  
the tempera, as can be seen on the X-radiograph (Janssens de Bisthoven 1983,  
pl. XXXIII). on the central board, which is fairly worm-eaten: a sort of fork-shaped 
mark applied with a narrow gouge.

Frame: following Janssens de Bisthoven we note that the frame of the Adoration of the 
Magi has no trace of hinges. This does not preclude its being part of a larger work. 
Some frames were, for this purpose, integrated into a second, outer frame that served 
to bear the weight of the wings. The frame is woodwormed. Large pieces of ironwork 
nailed to the sides strengthen and conceal the joints. Bottom: mortise and tenon 
(?)  reinforced with three pegs, mixed cut at front, cut square at the reverse. Top: 
slotted joint (?), mitred at front, cut square on the reverse, no pegs. 

At one stage of the painting’s conservation, the front face of the lower rail was 
decorated with a text; the 1974 restoration revealed the second part of this text on the 
lower sill. This was deemed to be an addition by Antoon Claeissens and removed to 
expose the original polychromy.
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9. Jan Provoost, two wings with Donors, between 1515 and 1521 
Inv. nos. 0000.GRo0216.I-0217.I
Provenance: according to the 1847 catalogue, the panels came (along with The Miser and The 
Death which are their original outside face, inv. no.  0000.GRo0218.I) from the former 
Dominican Convent of Bruges. Probably placed in 1797 or 1798 in the Museum of the 
Central School and later transferred (around 1804?) to the City Hall. Transferred in 1828 from 
the City Hall to the Academy Museum. 
Bibliography: De Vos 1982, 198-199. 
As the two supports are similar, we describe that of the male donor.

Panel: sawn along the grain at an undetermined point in time to separate from  
The Death. Two vertical boards, planed and cradled. The planing has exposed the 
dowel holes. 

Frame: incomplete and the outer edge is missing. At the top: slotted joint, mitred, 
no visible pegging, slotted joint at bottom. Stile does not descend over full width of 
rail. 

The gilded polychromy is partially original.
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10. Master of 1518 (?), Temptation of St Anthony, c. 1520 
Inv. no. 0000.GRo0210.I
Provenance: acquired in 1901 from Dr. J. Demolin, Beringen.
Bibliography: De Vos 1982, 158-159; Janssens de Bisthoven 1983, 50-54, pl.  XXXVI-
XXXVIIIa. 

Panel and frame: a single board; integral frame. on the reverse: remains of ground 
in the fibres of the wood; handwriting in pen (late 19th century): “Quinten Metsijs”.

The black polychromy has been redone.
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11. Ambrosius benson, Virgin and Child, c. 1520-1525 
Inv. no. 1974.GRo0038.I
Provenance: deposited by the Church of our Lady of the Immaculate Conception, Assebroeck, 
19 November 1974. 
Bibliography: Marlier 1957, 111-113; De Vos 1982, 80-81. 

Panel: three vertical boards, including a narrower one at the centre. 

Frame: rebated: slotted joints, pegged; mitred at the front, cut square on the reverse. 
Two nails (not original?) further reinforce each joint. Rebates cut for hinges attest to 
the painting’s originally being part of a triptych. At the back the hanging hook 
appears to be original. The triptych’s hanging system broke the wood of the top rail, 
this damage has been repaired on the reverse with iron fittings partly old, nailed with 
forged nails, partly modern, screwed to the rail. The two upper joints have also been 
repaired, this time with wood inlays. Iron fittings reinforce the four corners at the 
back. 

The polychromy has been redone.
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12. Anonymous, two wings with Scenes from the Legend of St George, early 
16th century 
Inv. no. 0000.GRo0214.I
Provenance: originally belonging to the Guild of Crossbowmen of St George and St Denis, 
and intended either for the chapel or for the guild’s hall. In 1493, the guild opened a new 
chapel, an event that has sometimes been associated with the production of this painting.  
In the 19th century the two wings were at the premises of the Guild of the old Crossbow in 
the Sint-Jorisstraat. The work was still part of a triptych when, in 1863, it was deposited with 
the Academy. Donated to the City in 1869.
Bibliography: De Vos 1982, 34-36; Janssens de Bisthoven 1983, 19-30, pl. I-XIII. 

Panels: each panel consists of four butt-joined boards. The panel is slotted into the 
groove of the frame.

Frames: joints: probably mortise and tenon, but major restoration has blocked any 
view of the joints on the sides of the frames. The cut is square on the outside, mixed 
on the inside; with two pegs at each corner. 
The right stile on the outside of the right wing has a large unpainted part, on which 
a closing lath was originally pegged. This lath ought normally to have been on the 
other side, it must be assumed that after disassembling the frames, the frames were 
inverted (restorer S. Deheuvel reglued the joints of the two panels in 1876). This 
hypothesis is supported by the wrong positioning of the hinges (now hidden by 
restoration), mentioned by Janssens de Bisthoven (1983, 20). 

on the outside of the wings, the polychromy is original: stencilled decoration 
(alternating small and large flowers) on a black background. The polychromy on the 
inside (gilding on the moulding, and red-brown colour on the flat band and on the 
side of the frame) is original, but heavily restored.



BRUGES, GROENINGE MUSEUM

439



catalogue

440



BRUGES, GROENINGE MUSEUM

441

13. bruges Anonymous, two wings. Closed: Episodes of the legend of the 
Phrophet Elisha and the Widow. open: Adoration of the Sheperds; 
Adoration of the Magi, first quarter 16th century 
Inv. nos. 0000.GRo0212.I-0213.I
Provenance: the rough, heavy cloth of the prophet Elisha’s garment could mean that the 
panels come from the Carmelite Church. The work is reported for the first time in the 1847 
catalogue of the Academy Museum.
Bibliography: De Vos 1982, 39-41.

The two supports being similar, we describe that of the Adoration of the Shepherds.

Panel: two boards, slotted into the groove of the frame.

Frame: grooved, with slotted joints and two pegs at each corner, mixed cut at front 
and cut square on the reverse. The sides have been planed. 

The original polychromy (greyish marbling on the outside, black and gold inside) was 
brought to the surface again during restoration in the Museum workshop (1976-1979).
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14. Hieronymus bosch (follower), Triptych of Job. Closed: coats of arms 
standing out against a dark marbled background. open: wings:  
The Temptation of St Anthony; The Penitence of St Jerome, first quarter 
16th century
Inv. no. 0000.GRo0209.I
Provenance: placed on deposit by the Church of St Jacobus, Hoeke, in 1931. It is not known 
how the painting arrived there. It is mentioned for the first time in Hoeke in 1858. The coats 
of arms on the marbled background on the outsides of the wings were identified by 
Christiane Van den Bergen-Pantens as being those of the Vervoort (or Van de Voorde) and 
Maes families from Antwerp (left), and of the Haro (from Spain) and Pijnappels families from 
‘s-Hertogenbosch where the Bosch tradition was very much alive. 
Bibliography: De Vos 1982, 90-92; Janssens de Bisthoven 1983, 55-67, pl. XXXIX-LV.

Panels: the central panel has three boards, each wing has two. The central panel was 
slotted into the groove of the frame, with a tongue rebated at the back. The reverse 
features a mark made with a narrow, flat gouge. We can suggest a Brabant provenance 
for this work in which we recognize the Bruges influence, but also that of Rogier van 
der Weyden.

Frames: all joints are slotted joints, except for those at the bottom of the central 
frame that are mortise and through tenon, with the tenon on the stile. The cuts are 
square on the outside, mitred or mixed on the inside of the triptych. The bottom of 
the frame of the central panel has peg holes for attaching the triptych onto a base.  
In the stiles of the wings: peg holes on one side, and remains of pegs on the other side 
for closing the wings. The curved top frame of the centre panel includes an original 
insert. The back of the frame of the centre panel has slightly bevelled edges except at 
the top.

The black and gold polychromy of the frame has been redone on the inside; on the 
outside the dark polychromy is worn and overpainted. 
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Profiles of the frame of the central panel Profiles of the frames of the wings
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15. Ambrosius benson, Triptych of the Virgin and Child. open:  
wings: prayer inscribed on a black background, 1533 (dated under the 
prayer) 
Inv. no. 0000.GRo0222.I
Provenance: acquired by the Friends of the Museums in 1905 from the Convent of the Capucin 
Poor Clares and donated to the City.
Bibliography: De Vos 1982, 76-77. 

Panels: central panel and each wing: a single board each time. The panels are slotted 
into the grooves of the frames. The outside is entirely overpainted in black. 

Frames: slotted joints, pegged, cut square on the outside of the triptych, mitred on 
the inside. The frames of the wings are thinner (2.7 cm) than that of the central panel 
(4 cm). Suspension/holding holes, with tearing away of the wood. Traces of an iron 
hanging hook. original hinges. A swivel hook screwed half-way up the stiles of the 
frames (screw not original, replacing a forged nail) serves to close the triptych.
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The polychromy has been redone. A gap in the black paint of the outer moulding of 
the frame of the central panel reveals that the gilding originally extended further. 
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Profile of the frame 
of the central panel

Profile of the frames 
of the wings
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16. Ambrosius benson, Rest on the Flight into Egypt, 1530 
Inv. no. 0000.GRo0223.I
Provenance: Collection of Notary De Block, Zomergem, who, according to oral tradition 
(1906), found the painting on a farm. Collection of Notary Verstraeten, Zomergem. Acquired 
in 1905 by the Friends of the Museums and given in 1906 to the City of Bruges.
Bibliography: De Vos 1982, 77-78. 

Panel: two vertical boards; painted in the frame. on the reverse the panel has been 
rebated for insertion into the groove of the frame. Modern buttons are glued on the 
butt-join.

Frame: the joints at the bottom have been redone, and the originals are no longer 
recognizable, though the positioning of the pins suggests slotted joints. The curved 
portion is in two pieces, assembled to the stiles with slotted joints. The stiles include 
original hinges, attesting that the panel was originally part of a triptych. In each stile: 
two pegs with no obvious function. 

The black and gold polychromy has been redone.
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17. Adriaen Isenbrant, Triptych of the Virgin and Child. Closed: red 
porphyry and coats of arms. open: St John and St Jerome, first half 
16th century 
Inv. no. 0000.GRo1376.I
Provenance: Collection of Mgr. Baron de Béthune, Bruges. Donated to the Archaeological 
Society in 1909 by his heirs.
Bibliography: De Vos 1982, 133.

Panels: central panel: two boards (?). Wings: single boards. The central panel has 
been painted in the frame.

Frames: the frame of the central panel is wider and has been assembled differently 
than the frames of the wings. The former has slotted joints which are pegged, with a 
mixed cut on the front and cut square at the back. The wings have mitred lap joints 
at the top and mortise and tenon joints (?) at the bottom. The joints of the wings are 
not pegged. The outer sides of the frames of the wings have a rounded strip of wood 
to the right and a corresponding groove on the left. This allowed the wings to be 
fitted tight on closing. They are also closed with a hook. 

The polychromy is partly original, but heavily damaged and restored.
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a. From above: original suspension hook. b. Left wing, grooved 
to lock with the tongue of the right wing. c. Locking hook with 
forged flowerlet. Detail of the red marbling on the outside of 
the wings.

a b

c



BRUGES, GROENINGE MUSEUM

453

Profiles of the frame of the central panel Profiles of the frames of the wings
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18. bruges Anonymous, wings with St Josse and St Peter. Closed: red 
marbling, badly damaged, mid-16th century 
Inv. nos. 0000.GRo1426.I-1427.I
Provenance: Archaeological Society (acquisition data unknown).
Bibliography: De Vos 1982, 48-49. 

Panel: each wing consists of two boards. Many gaps on the outsides of the panels 
show the use of wood with several knots. 

Frames: slotted joints, two pegs per joint, on either side of the mitre. Restorations 
where the hinges were originally located. 

The black and gold polychromy on the inside is not original.
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19. Anonymous, Fraternity painting with Christ, Virgin and Child, 1554 
(dated on bottom front of the frame) 
Inv. no. 0000.GRo1341.I
Provenance: Van de Walle bequest in 1901 to the Archaeological Society.
Bibliography: De Vos 1982, 53.

This work is designed as a votive painting in diamond shape.

Panel: a single board; with joiners’ markings on the reverse. 

Frame: composed of two parts: a wide inner frame, with lap joints, mixed cut at the 
front and cut square at the back. Each joint is reinforced with four pegs. The shoulders 
of the laps on the shorter pieces are cut with protruding Vs, inserted into the side of 
the longer pieces, so as to mitre the inner moulding. The outer part is attached to the 
first frame and may not be original. Half-lap joints are found in other cases, and call 
for second, outer, frames. In the present case, if the outer moulding is not original, it 
may replace the removed frame. 

The predominantly black and gold polychromy is original.



BRUGES, GROENINGE MUSEUM

457



catalogue

458

20. Pieter Claeissens the Elder, wings with St Anthony and Abbot Wydoot. 
Closed: Lactation of St Bernard, c. 1557-1558
Inv. no. 0000.GRo1654.I
Provenance: Collection of Amelia Margareta Buysse, niece of Nicolas de Roover, last monk of 
the Dunes Abbey, Koksijde. Purchased in 1971 at Sas van Gent with other art objects from 
the Dunes Abbey. 
Bibliography: De Vos 1982, 101-102. 

Panels: each wing consists of two elements arranged symmetrically.

Frames: the upper rail consists of two pieces, joined to each other with slotted joints, 
mitred on both sides, and then joined to the stiles with mortise and tenon joints, with 
mixed cuts at the front and cut square at the back. other joints are mortise and tenon, 
with a mixed cut in the front and cut square at the back. A strip of wood on the stile 
of the right wing with tracery towards the top as the shape of the barbe (see peg holes 
and unpainted edge here) helped to close the triptych. Attractive lock (original?). 
Hinges on the upper and lower sides replace the original ones at the same location 
(there are no other traces of hinges on the sides).

The black and gold polychromy is overpainting. 
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21. bruges Anonymous, The Healing of the Woman with a Flow of Blood, 
1561 (dated in the lower corner on the panel) 
Inv. no. 0000.GRo1444.I
Provenance: Archaeological Society (acquisition data unknown).
Bibliography: De Vos 1982, 54. 

Panel: three boards; slotted into the groove of the frame: moulded on the inner edge 
on the reverse (re-used support? work intended to be viewed from both sides?). The 
moulding of a panel on the reverse is rare in 15th and 16th century supports. Another 
example is preserved: a wing with St Nicholas of Myra (Leuven, MM, no. 10). The 
painting is intended to be placed at an angle, like obiit tablets. The joins are reinforced 
at the back with modern buttons.

Frame: the four elements of the framework are assembled with slotted joints. Each 
joint is strengthened with two pegs. The upper sides of the diamond are surmounted 
by a cornice. The lower edge is consolidated with an early fitting. 

The polychromy is old, and possibly original. Some bodies of mouldings are in yellow 
or brownish-ochre paint that seems to replace the traditional gilding.
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22. Pieter Claeissens the Elder, Triptych known as the Triptych of the 
Salamanca Crucifixion. Closed: on black background, texts and dates 
1567 (death of donatrix) and 1581 (death of donor). open: wings: Donors
Inv. no. 0000.GRo1469.I
Provenance: the triptych was placed near the tomb of Francisco de Salamanca and Judoca 
Pardo a Vlaminc in the Pietà Chapel of the Augustinian Convent in Bruges. Was formerly the 
property of the Archaeological Society.
Bibliography: De Vos 1982, 99-100. 

Panels: the central panel (1.2 cm thick) was originally slotted into a groove of a frame, 
prior to painting. on the reverse, the planing of the surface has exposed part of a 
dowel. Crossing scratches to prepare the panel for a glued reinforcement (not original). 
The upper curve of the frame has been adapted to fit the panel. 

Frames: slotted joints, mitred on inside, cut square on outside (strengthening in each 
case with two pegs) except for the tops of the wings, where the joints are cut square 
on both sides and reinforced with a single peg. The bottom of the frame of the central 
panel has peg holes for attaching the triptych to a base. The outer sides of the wings 
have on one side two pegs, and on the other two holes, which meet when closed. The 
assembly was further closed with a hook. Contrary to what is suggested in the 1982 
catalogue, the frame of the central panel strikes us as original. Its construction 
corresponds to the 16th century practice. The original hinges are still in place. But 
the upper rail has been trimmed to accommodate the panel which was too high and 
therefore not the original centre of the triptych. 

on the outside, the black wings bear inscriptions. The black and gold polychromy on 
the inside has been redone, but probes by the museum restoration workshop have 
shown that the original polychromy remains, with the same distribution. 
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Profile of the frame 
of the central panel

Profile of the frames 
of the wings
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23. Jacob van den Coornhuuse, Last Judgement, 1578  
 
(monogrammed to the bottom right  and dated 1578 on the lower step, 
to the bottom left of the painting) 
Inv. no. 0000.GRo0154.I
Provenance: commissioned for the Council Chamber of the Provostry. Was in the 17th century 
in the Council Chamber of the new Provostry, where it probably remained until the French 
Revolution. It then passed through various hands before being purchased by the City of 
Bruges in 1876 and entrusted to the Academy Museum in 1878.
Bibliography: De Vos 1982, 207-209. 

Panel: six boards, butt-joined vertically (with dowels?). Two wooden tie-bars are 
inserted into the support. They are trapezoidal in shape, tapering and inserted mid-
depth into the support in opposite directions. The joins are strengthened by modern 
buttons. Barbe and unpainted edge on the front of the panel tell us that this was 
painted in the frame. The tapering tie-bars, embedded into the panel in opposite 
directions, are not fixed to the frame as in the earliest examples of this practice. Their 
sole function, in the present case, is to strengthen the large panel.

Frame: rebated. The upper rail is a single piece of wood. The frame is held together 
with slotted joints, which are pegged and strengthened with recent angle-plates at the 
back, mitred at the front, cut square at the back. There is no trace in the lower rail 
of the frame being supported on a base. There are two holes at the top of the curved 
top (holding, not suspension holes). The sides do not exhibit any traces of hinges.

The polychromy has been redone. Cleaning tests have established that the black 
covering of the flat part of the frame covers the original gilded polychromy, with a 
text painted in black. This text was mentioned in an 1824 inventory as being the 
same as the one on the frame of the Last Judgement by Jan Provoost. The decision to 
cover up the original polychromy was therefore taken after that date. 
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24. bruges anonymous, Roger de Jonghe on his Deathbed, 1579 
Inv. no. 0000.GRo1616.I
Provenance: Convent of the Black Sisters of St Augustine, Bruges. Acquired in 1965.
Bibliography: De Vos 1982, 59. 

Panel: single board.

Frame: rebated. The frames have slotted joints, each reinforced with two pegs. At the 
front, the joints have a mixed cut (the part cut square is very limited). 

The polychromy is old, but not original. The date 1679 painted on the flat band of 
the frame is not original. The date of the work must be 1579, the year of the cleric’s 
death. 
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25. Anonymous, Protestant Family at Table, 1583 
Inv. no. 0000.GRo1618.I
Provenance: Convent of the Black Sisters of St Augustine, Bruges. Acquired in 1965.
Bibliography: De Vos 1982, 71-72. 

Panel: four boards; the painting was produced outside the frame. on the reverse: 
heavy reinforcements with metal and wood cross-bars, which caused the panel to 
crack in several places.

Frame: rebated; four slotted joints, mitred at the front, cut square at the back;  
a strong modern wood frame is screwed onto the original frame to hold the panel in 
place. This has contributed to the cracks in the panel. 

old black and yellow ochre polychromy. Dated 1583 on the flat band of the frame, in 
the upper part.
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26. bruges Anonymous, Genealogy of Philippe de Cortewille, second half 
16th century 
Inv. no. 0000.GRo1315.I
Provenance: Archaeological Society (acquisition data unknown).
Bibliography: De Vos 1982, 51-52. 

Panel: three vertical boards, the centre one being very narrow.

Frame: rebated; slotted joints, each reinforced with two pegs.
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27. bruges Anonymous, painting called De Beer, before 1604 
Inv. no. 0000.GRo1310.I
Bibliography: not mentioned in De Vos 1982.

Panel: four wide vertical boards, the left one was originally completed by small 
boards at both bottom and top, where today there is a restoration. Two narrow strips, 
scarf-joined to each other, complete the support to the right. The boards are assembled 
with butt joins and dowels. The latter have been inserted very crudely, breaking the 
surface of the wood both at the front and the back of the panel. There are three dowels 
per join. Several are broken. The wood of the panel, which is more or less 1.2 cm 
thick, has many knots. 
The date (1604) is inscribed on the painting, however, this covers an underlying 
composition: reuse of an older support? 

Frame: the frame is pegged to the boards, the pins are square in section. Two nails 
per board, located at the back, consolidate the support-frame assembly. The various 
little pieces are also nailed. Mediocre joinery, low quality wood, re-used, for a mediocre 
painting.
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28.  Anonymous, Rest on the Flight into Egypt, late 15th/early 16th century 
Inv. no. 0000.GRo1243.I
Provenance: bequeathed in 1951 by Mr and Mrs o. Meulenaere-Van den Berghe to the 
Groeninge Museum. 
Bibliography: Verougstraete et al. 2004, 50-61.
The Rest on the Flight into Egypt was significantly modified by Jef Van der Veken (1872-1964) 
from a Virgin and Child with a view to embellishing it with many details, taken in part from 
the traditional iconography of the theme. Exhibited in 1954 (Antwerp, La Madone dans l’art) 
and 1955 (Schaffhausen, Meisterwerke Flämischer Malerei).
Peter Klein, report on dendrochronology, 27 September 2004 (KIK-IRPA, restoration file).

Panel: cradled (57. 1 × 44. 1 cm), two boards, butt-joined with dowels. 0.5  cm 
unpainted edges with barbe on the right edge and some elements of barbe on the 
upper edge. False unpainted edges scratched into the coating, on the other two sides 
without barbes. Dendrochronological examination indicates 1464 as the first terminus 
post quem for the original painting, but a date after 1472 is more likely. 

Frame: Gothic revival, with many alterations and overpaintings in the upper corners. 
The frame was probably associated with the painting prior to Van der Veken’s 
intervention and seems to have been made for it.
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X-radiograph
The old parts in grey. In red the interventions of Van der 
Veken. These interventions can be thick overpaintings 
(bright red). Sometimes Van der Veken sanded the old 
paint layer back to the cracked ground that he kept. on 
top of this he painted a composition of his own, taking 
advantage of the old cracking (red hatching). 
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Bruges, Our Lady of the Pottery Museum 
(OLPM)

1. Anonymous, St Michael Slaying the Dragon, with Female Religious, 
15th century
Inv. no. o.oTP0064.I
Bibliography: Maertens 1939, 104, no. 76.

Panel: a single vertically placed board, 1.2 cm thick. Hanging/holding hole on the 
reverse.

Frame: applied, three pegs to attach each stile and one peg at the centre of the 
bottom rail. The stiles are cut to the angle of the inclined sills. The cornice is attached 
by nails hammered in from behind. No traces of hinges. 

The polychromy has been redone.
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2. Adriaen Isenbrant (workshop), Triptych of the Descent from the Cross. 
Closed: texts and date on a light blue-grey background. open: wings: 
Carrying of the Cross; Resurrection, 1520
Inv. no. o.oTP0044.I
Bibliography: Maertens 1939, 93, no. 28; Fallon 1982-1983, 133-141.

Panels: the central panel is comprised of three vertical boards, the most narrow of the 
three being at the centre; wings: a single board (?). The central panel was rebated at 
the back and slotted into the groove in the frame before painting (depth of insertion 
roughly 1.5 cm).

Frames: grooved; slotted joints; on outsides of the wings and at back of central panel: 
square cuts; inside, at top: mitres; at bottom: mixed cut (tenon on stiles) with the 
tenon shoulder angled at the front to the inclined sill. 
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Curved upper rail in single piece, not intended for hanging. After splitting, this rail 
was reinforced with iron fittings. Two swivel hooks, one at the right, one at the left, 
on the upper sides of the frames, hold the wings tightly closed. Hinges renewed.

Polychromy on the frames redone. outside: black; inside: gilding on moulded part, 
black on outer flat band.
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Profiles of the frame of the central panel Profiles of the frames of the wings
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3. Anonymous, Triptych of the Adoration of the Magi.  
Closed: grey-brown and beige marbling. open: wings: Nativity; Flight 
into Egypt, early 16th century
Inv. no. o.oTP0049.I
Bibliography: Maertens 1939, 96, no. 35.

Panels: three boards for the central panel, one each for the wings. The boards are 
butt-joined. The three panels were slotted into the grooves of the frames prior to 
painting.

Frames: grooved, dovetail joint at the top, double pegging, mitred on inside, cut 
square on outside. Bottom: through mortise and tenon (tenon on stile), with the front 
tenon shoulder angled to the rail; a single peg. Two dowels in the stile of one wing 
were intended to slot, on closing, into two holes in the stile of the other wing. The 
closing hook is original, the hanging bracket is old but not original. The triptych 
may be from Brussels, as suggested by the adoption of the dovetail joint, which were 
found associated several times with frames carrying the Brussels joiners’ mark. 
While the composition recalls models from the workshop of Pieter Coecke van Aelst, 
the more archaizing style of the Adoration of the Magi evokes the Brussels production 
of the time.
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The polychromy of the frames has been redone: black outside, gold and black inside. 
The wings have original marbling on the outside of the panels. 

Profiles of the frame of the central panel Profiles of the frames of the wings
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on the sides of the wings, incised lines mark 
the level of the hole for the peg locking 
system. The peg (a stump of which remains 
to the left) was intended to lock into the hole 
in the stile to the right. The pegging is 
displaced towards the outside to facilitate 
the penetration of the peg when bringing 
the two wings together.
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4. Anonymous, Triptych of the Crucifixion. Closed: black; open: wings: 
biblical texts on black background, 1554 (dated on the inside of each wing)
Inv. no. o.oTP0043.II
Bibliography: Maertens 1939, 94, no. 29.

Panels: the central panel is comprised of three boards, one of them narrow and 
backed with a modern slat; the wings of a single board (?). The central panel has been 
painted outside the frame. The biblical texts on the inside of the wings overpaint 
another composition.

Frames: central frame rebated, side frames grooved. Slotted joints, cut square on the 
outside and mitred at the front on the central frame and at the bottom of the wings. 
Cut square at the top of the wings. The central frame and those of the wings are of 
the same thickness. The joints of the central frame are reinforced with two pegs, those 
of the wings with a single peg. Holes in the sides of the wings witness to a peg-and-
hole closing system. 
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Non-original suspension bracket, the top rail is a single piece of wood. The swivel 
hook is original; a screw replaces the old forged nail. The hinges are original, except 
at the top right. 

The polychromy has been redone: black outside, black and gold inside.

Profile of the frame
of the central panel

Profile of the frames
of the wings
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5. Anonymous, Triptych of the Holy Women at the Tomb.  
Closed: on a dark background, in a sun, the Sacred Monogram IHS, 
the Marian Monogram MAR. open: wings: Mary Magdalen; Sister 
Magdalena Verguyt (°1592 - †1651), 1564-1645 
Inv. no. o.oTP0109.I
Bibliography: Maertens 1939, 109, no. 97.

Panels: the central panel has two boards, painted outside the frame; wings: one board 
each, slotted into the groove of the frame.

Frames: the date 1564 is visible in raking light in an underlayer on the base; the date 
1645, inscribed on the frame of the right wing, is probably the date of execution of 
the donatrix’s portrait. The frame of the left wing carries the apocryphal name 
“Janssens”. Frame with cornice and base; mortise and tenon joints, mixed cut in the 
front, cut square at the rear. Two original swivel hooks and a pull-ring. 

The ensemble came into being in two stages. It started as a small triptych with black 
wings, dated 1564, with no painting on the reverse. In 1645 were added, to the right, 
the portrait of the donatrix, to the left, her patron St Mary Magdalen. At this second 
stage were probably added the various inscriptions that can be seen today and the suns 
on the outside of the wings, also the inclined sill was carved on the back of the wings.

Polychromy black and gold, overpainted.
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Profiles of the frame
of the central panel
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6. Anonymous, Triptych of the Crucifixion. Closed: marbled with coats of 
arms. open: wings: Donors, mid-16th century
Inv. no. o.oTP0110.I
Bibliography: Maertens 1939, 111, no. 108.

Panels: the central panel is made of two butt-joined boards; each wing of a single 
board. The central panel is painted outside the frame. Wide bevel on four sides. on 
the reverse, the dovetails are the work of a restorer. 

Frames: central frame with rebate; slotted joints; central frame, mitred on the inside, 
cut square at back. on the upper rails of the two wings, cut square on both sides; on 
the lower rails mitred on the inside, cut square at back. 

The black and gold polychromy has been redone. on the sides of the wings: peg holes 
for peg-and-hole closing system. Small opening handle of good quality.
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Profile of the frame
of the central panel

Profile of the frames
of the wings
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7. Anonymous, Triptych of the Last Supper. Closed: Annunciation.  
open: wings: Meeting of Abraham and Melchizedek;  
Harvesting of the Manna, mid-16th century (?) 
Inv. no. o.oTP0048.I
Bibliography: Maertens 1939, 97, no. 36.

Panels: the central panel, consisting of three boards, is held against the rebate with 
old forged nails. Each wing consists of two boards, slotted into the groove of the 
frame. 

Frames: central frame: rebated; side frames: grooved. Wings: slotted joints, 
strengthened with a single peg, cut square on the outside and mitred on the inside. 
The two curved parts of the central frame are assembled to the shorter stiles with 
longitudinal mortise and tenon joints, reinforced in each case with a peg. The 
construction was not intended for hanging, and the curved rails have split at different 
places, and been repaired at the back with iron fittings. 

The black and gold polychromy is redone, but seems to be a repetition of the 
underlying layer of the same disposition.
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Profile of the frame
of the central panel

Profile of the frames
of the wings
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8. Anonymous, Triptych of the Virgin and Child. Closed: painted blue-grey. 
open: wings: St Elisabeth; Sister Elisabeth Isegem, 1584 (date of 
execution of the wings)
Inv. no. o.oTP0065.I
Bibliography: Maertens 1939, 103-104, no. 76.

Panels: one vertical board for each panel, with the central panel painted outside the 
frame.

Frames: central frame rebated, side frames grooved. Slotted joints, mitred at the 
front, cut square on the reverse of the central frame, mixed on the closed wings. Two 
pegs at each joint of the centre frame. The joints of the wings are not pegged.

The polychromy is largely overpainted. Inside the central frame, the discontinuous 
stylized pattern in gold is original. 
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Profile of the frame
of the central panel

Profile of the frames
of the wings



Bruges, Our Lady Of the POttery MuseuM

499

9. Anonymous, Triptych of the Adoration of the Sheperds.  
Closed: Annunciation. open: wings: St William of Maleval;  
Portrait of a Female Religious, 16th century
Inv. no. o.oTP0108.I
Bibliography: Maertens 1939, 108-109, no. 96.

Panels: central panel: two horizontal boards, painted outside the frame. Wings: a 
single vertical board, slotted into the groove of the frame.

Frames: the central frame has a cornice and base. It is rebated, while the wings of the 
frames are grooved. Slotted joints, with two pegs each, mitred on inside, cut square 
on outside. 

The polychromy is redone, the bottom rail of the right wing carries the cursory 
mention: “Ecole de Pourbus”. 
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Profile of the frame
of the central panel

Profile of the frames
of the wings
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10. Anonymous, Last Supper, 16th century
Inv. no. o.oTP0042.I
Bibliography: Maertens 1939, 102, no. 61.

Panel: five horizontal boards, painted outside the frame. Gouge markings on two 
boards. 

Frame: rebated: slotted joints, two pegs for each joint, mitred at front, cut square on 
reverse. on the small flat band: traces of a series of corbels that have now disappeared. 
original hanging devices. 

The original polychromy on the large flat black band presents a discontinuous gilded 
floral pattern in relief, now mostly overpainted in black. 
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a b

c d

e f

a. The position of the 
former corbels remains 
visible under the black 
overpainting. on the 
flat band between the 
two bodies of 
mouldings, we see the 
relief of the ornamental 
foliage, also 
overpainted in black. 
b. In the lower right 
corner of the frame:  
the remains of the same 
ornamentation; the 
original gilding can 
still be made out. 
c-d. Gouge marks.
e-f. Suspension fittings 
with loose rings. The 
left hand one is twisted: 
recycled?
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11. Pieter Claeissens the younger, Onze-Lieve-Vrouw van het Boompje, 
1608 (signed and dated at the bottom of the panel)
Inv. no. o.oTP0045.I
Bibliography: Maertens 1939, 95-96, no. 32.

Panel: seven vertically butt-joined boards, with the joins reinforced with wide  
(9.5 cm) keys inserted into the sides of the boards, not pegged to the panel. They 
appear in an open join. The boards are arranged symmetrically by width on either side 
of the central board. The panel, which is 3 cm thick, was painted outside the frame. 
It is reinforced at the rear with two tapered cross-bars of trapezoidal cross-section, 
embedded into the panel into alternate directions. These bars are not attached to the 
frame. The panel is held into the frame with wooden swivel cams. 
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Frame: mortise and tenon, mitred on the front, square on the reverse, except for the 
curved top rail, mitred on both faces. Rebated from the back. The outer moulded part 
is pinned to the frame. Signature and date have been transferred to the frame. 

The polychromy has been redone. No traces of hinges: the painting does not appear 
to have had wings. 
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12. Anonymous, Triptych with Virgin and Child. Closed: texts. open: 
wings: Patron Saint; The Donatrix, Sister Van der Straelen, 
c. 1611 (wings later?) 
Inv. no. o.oTP0103.I
Bibliography: Maertens 1939, 107-108, no. 92.

Panels: one board for each panel, with the central panel painted outside the frame.

Frames: central frame: rebated, side frames: grooved. Slotted joints, cut square on the 
outside and mitred on the inside. The joints of the central frame each reinforced with 
a peg. The joints of the wings are not pegged. 

The polychromy has been redone.
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Profile of the frame
of the central panel

Profile of the frames
of the wings
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BRUSSELS, PUBLIC WELFARE CENTRE (PWC)

1. brussels Anonymous (follower of Rogier van der Weyden), Triptych of 
the Virgin and Child. Closed: painted black. open: wings: St Martha; 
St Gudula, second half 15th century 
Inv. no. T.70
Bibliography: Bonenfant-Feytmans and Bonenfant 1950, 35.

Panels: the central panel has two vertical boards, the wings one board each, slotted 
into the groove of the frame. The wings are bevelled on the reverse.

Frames: grooved; dovetail joints at the top, mitred in front; tenon shoulders angled 
to the inclined sill. Cut square on the outside. Through mortise and tenon at the 
bottom (tenon on stile). A small wedge is visible on the sides, level with the joints 
(original?). This might be an indication that the groove for holding the panel extended 
to side of the frame, corrected by filling the hole where the groove was apparent. More 
common practice was to reduce the width of the tenon by that of the groove. only 
the joints to the top of the wings are pegged. The bottom of the lower centre rail has 
holes for fixing onto a base. Inside the triptych, the moulding of the frames of the 
wings differs from that of the central frame. The frames of the wings are thinner than 
that of the central panel. The Brussels joiners’ mark (plane and compass) is struck into 
the butt-end of the lower rail of the central frame.

The black and gold polychromy is original, partly overpainted. outside, the shutters 
are painted black without intermediate preparatory layer. 
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http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x070334
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x070332
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x070333
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Profiles of the frame of the central panel

Profiles of the frames of the wings
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Brussels, Royal Museums of Fine Arts  
of Belgium (RMFAB)

1. Rogier van der Weyden (workshop), Sforza Triptych. Closed: St Jerome; 
St George. open: centre: Crucifixion with the Virgin, St John the 
Evangelist and Three Donors; wings: Nativity with St Francis and 
St Bavo; St John the Baptist, St Catherine and St Barbara, after 1444 or 
c. 1460 
Inv. no. 2407 
Provenance: c. 1500: Giovanni Sforza (?), Pesaro; c. mid-19th century: Zambecari Collection 
(?). Bologna.  Discaert Collection (?), Modena. Wolsey-Moreau Collection, Paris. William 
Middleton Collection, Brussels. Purchased at the sale of the Middleton Collection in London, 
Christie’s, Manson and Wood, 26 January 1872, no. 250.
Bibliography: Pauwels 1984, 326; Stroo and Syfer-d’olne 1996, 130-151; Bücken and 
Steyaert 2013, 110-111.

Panels: the central panel consists of two butt-joined boards; each wing of a single 
board. All panels are still slotted in their grooved frames. on the back of the central 
panel is a whitish ground covered by black paint, much of which has flaked off. The 
entire surface has been subsequently covered with a reddish-orange paint layer. 

Frames: stiles and rails are joined with a half-dovetail joint at the top, through 
mortise and tenon at the bottom. The joints are mixed cut to the front, and square 
cut at the back. They are reinforced with two pegs at the top, one at the bottom. The 
hinges have been replaced. At the lower right edge of the central frame, a compass 
− the mark of the Brussels guild of joiners − is stamped into the butt-end of the rail. 
This mark, along with the half-dovetail joint, indicates that the triptych was made in 
Brussels. 

The frame has been regilded.
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Profiles of the frame of the central panel Profiles of the frames of the wings
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2. Anonymous, Virgin and Child, c. 1500
Inv. no. 714 
Provenance: earlier repositories? Registered at the Museum before 1848. 
Bibliography: Pauwels 1984, 389; Dubois et al. 2009, 210-218. 

Integral frame. Panel and frame are carved from a single oak board. The stiles and the 
upper rail of the frame exhibit a continuous ogee moulding. The lower stile has an 
inclined sill. The reverse is covered with a non-original black paint layer. The support 
has split down its entire length and been subsequently glued and reinforced with four 
strips of canvas. old, non-original hanging device.

The gilding has been renewed at least once and the flat outer side bears consecutive 
paint layers covering an original blue colour.
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3. Master of 1473, Jan de Witte Triptych. open: centre: Virgin and Child; 
wings: Donor Jan de Witte (1443-1486/87); Donatrix Maria Hoose 
(1457-before 1518), 1473 (dated on the inclined sill of the central panel)
Inv. no. 7007 
Provenance: before 1856: M. Steyaert-Vanden Bussche Collection, Bruges. 19 August 1856: 
auctioned at the M. Steyaert-Vanden Bussche Sale, Brussels, Galerie Henri Le Roy. Before 
1862: G.J.P. Weyer Collection, Cologne. 25 August 1862: purchased by C. Ruhl, Cologne at 
the G.J.P. Weyer Sale, Cologne. 1876: purchased by Prince Karl-Anton von Hohenzollern at 
sale C. Ruhl Collection. 1876-1928: Karl-Anton, Leopold and Wilhelm von Hohenzollern 
Collection, Sigmaringen. 1929: A.S. Drey Galleries, New York. 1929-1949: S.R. Guggenheim 
Collection, New York. 1949-1960: S.R. Guggenheim Museum, New York. 27 June 1962: 
purchased by art dealer Robert Finck, Brussels at the S.R. Guggenheim Sale, London, 
Sotheby’s. 1963: purchased from art dealer R. Finck, Brussels.
Bibliography: Pauwels 1984, 353; Fransen and Syfer-d’olne 2006, 392-413.

Panels: each of the three panels consists of two oak boards, butt-joined and reinforced 
with dowels. The panels were painted in the frames. They have been thinned back to 
0.6  cm and cradled. Dendrochronological analysis carried out in 2002 by Pascale 
Fraiture determined that the boards are of Baltic origin, near-radially cut with the 
exception of one board in the left wing. The tree cannot have been felled before 1459. 
The interval of fourteen years between 1459 and the date of 1473 inscribed on the 
centre rail includes an unknown number of years for missing sapwood rings, and 
possibly also heartwood rings, and the drying time necessary for the wood. 

Frames: originally grooved; the back lips of the grooves were removed to extract the 
panels for cradling. Cracks in the upper rails have required the insertion of pieces of 
wood at the back. The upper pieces are joined to the stiles with various end-to-end 
joints (half-lap, V-groove, tenon and mortise or butt joint?). The bottom joints are 
mortise and tenon, in each case reinforced with a single peg. The hinges have been 
renewed. A photograph of the triptych taken in 1960 shows two protruding hinges 
to the right, enabling the wing with the Donatrix to be closed on top of the other one. 

The polychromy has been overpainted. The overpainting has been removed on the 
lower rails which bear the inscriptions. 
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4. Hugo van der Goes (follower), Virgin and Child, last quarter  
15th century 
Inv. no. 4506
Provenance: 19th century: Private Collection, Italy; Böhler Gallery, Munich. 10 July 1923, 
acquired at the onnes van Nijenrode auction in Amsterdam, Frederik Muller (no. 9).
Bibliography: Pauwels 1984, 121; Stroo et al. 1999, 234-243; Bücken and Steyaert 2013, 
177. 

Panel: one single board, inserted into its grooved original frame. The reverse of the 
panel is bevelled on all four edges.

Frame: carries the mark of the Brussels guild of joiners (compass and plane), stamped 
into the butt-end of the lower rail. Upper joints are dovetail, mitred at the front, cut 
square at the back. The lower joints are mortise and tenon (tenon on the stile, with 
the shoulder angled to the inclined sill). None of the joints are pegged. 

The worn polychromy is original. The gilded mouldings appear to have been covered 
originally with little flowers. There are no traces of hinges.
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5. Antwerp Anonymous, Portrait of the Wife of Willem de Moelenere, 
c. 1499
Inv. no. 2596 
Provenance: purchased from the Collection of Duke Engelbert d’Arenberg, Brussels, 1873-
1874.
Bibliography: Pauwels 1984, 376; Dubois et al. 2009, 174-184. 

Integral frame. Single radially-cut board. In the background of the painting are the 
initials T K to the left and C (?) K to the right. A hollow mark is stamped into the 
reverse.

 
An old inscription (not original?) is painted, head down, on the reverse: Willem de 
Meulenaere/huisvrou. Willem de Meulenaere was burgomaster of Antwerp in 1499. 
Various fragments of paper are glued to the board: one carries the date 1497, another 
1520. Two hanging/holding holes are pierced in the top. 

The black and gold polychromy has been redone.
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6. Albrecht bouts, two wings with donors. Donor with St James Major; 
Donatrix with St Barbara, c. 1500 
Inv. nos. 402-403 
Provenance: earlier repositories. First mentioned in catalogue 1809 (nos. 53 and 54).
Bibliography: Pauwels 1984, 32; Stroo et al. 2001, 176-187; Henderiks 2011, 367-368.

Panels: each is a single board, painted in the frame.

Frames: grooved; through mortise and tenon joints. Mouldings and mixed cut on the 
closed wings and on the inside. 

The polychromy is largely redone. on the inside, the inner mouldings were originally 
covered with gilding on a red substrate; the flat surrounds and lower rails probably 
with red marbling. on the closed wings: remains of brown marbling on a grey-beige 
base layer. 
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7. Master of the St Catherine Legend, Portrait of Philip of Cleves, Lord of 
Ravenstein, c. 1500
Inv. no. 3607
Provenance: gift from Mr Garnier-Heldewier in 1901 to the Museum.
Bibliography: Pauwels 1984, 391; Syfer-d’olne et al. 2006, 280-289. 

Integral frame. Single board, radially cut. No traces of holding system either on the 
top or on the lower rail. 

The gilding of the mouldings is an overpainting. The original polychromy was black 
on the flat surround and black marbled with red on the mouldings and the inclined 
sill. The sill carries the inscription in black Ph[illip]e de rauestain duc en clève. Traces of 
black colour on the sides and back, but with no preparatory layer. 
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8. Jan Mostaert, Triptych of Albrecht Adriaensz. van Adrichem, Alderman 
of Haarlem (c. 1474-1555). Closed: St Veronica; Donor. open: central 
panel: Descent from the Cross; wings: The Mocking of Christ, late 15th/
early 16th century
Inv. no. 3466
Provenance: probably produced for the donor’s chapel in the Collegiate Church of St Bavo in 
Haarlem. Acquired from the heirs of Count Florent d’oultremont de Warfusée, Brussels, 
1899. 
Bibliography: Pauwels 1984, 204. 

Panels: central panel − painted in the frame − consists of three boards; the wings of 
two each. The central panel was originally inserted into the frame in three different 
ways. The rectilinear edges are rebated on one side to fit into the groove of the frame 
which was 1.2 cm deep. The back lips of the grooves have been removed to extract 
the panel for treatment. In the first curve, the panel is bevelled at the back and slotted 
into the groove of the frame. The upper arc of the panel is not thinned but was, from 
the outset, placed flat against the rebate of the frame. This results in a part-grooved, 
part-rebated frame. The buttons and paint layer on the reverse are not original.

Frames: frame of the central panel: the scalloped part is joined to the stiles with a 
mortise and tenon end-to-end joint, reinforced with a peg. While it was not possible 
to observe the underside of the lower rail, the lower joints appear to be mortise and 
tenon, with the tenon shoulder of the stiles angled to the inclined sill, with two pegs 
in each joint. Frames of the wings: on the outside of the triptych, the frame is applied 
and pegged to the support. The elements of the applied frame are joined to each other 
with half-lap joints with a mixed cut and, in one case, cut square. on the inside, the 
frame is cut into the wood (integral frame). The outer sides of the wings are rebated 
to fit flush to each other on closing. on the side of the bevelled upper rail of the wings, 
an iron fitting − possibly original − strengthens the joint. old, non-original hanging 
device. 

The polychromy is not original.
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Profiles of the frame of the central panel Profiles of the frames of the wings
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9. Quinten Metsys, Triptych of the Brotherhood of St Anne in Leuven. 
Closed: Scenes from the Life of St Anne and St Joachim. open: centre:  
The lineage of St Anne; wings: An angel predicts Mary’s birth to 
St Joachim; The Death of St Anne, 1509 (signed and dated on the outside, 
on wing at left: Quinte Metsys screef dit 1509)
Inv. no. 2784
Provenance: commissioned in 1507 for the Brotherhood of St Anne in the Church of St Peter 
in Leuven. Acquired from the churchwardens of the same Church in 1879. 
Bibliography: De Bosque 1975, 88-95; Pauwels 1984, 186. 

Panels: the central panel consists of eight vertically-placed boards. It is 1.7 cm thick. 
Tears in the wood at the back of the panel disclose that keys rather than dowels 
strengthen the butt joins. These keys are not pegged, unlike for example in the Death 
of the Virgin by Hugo van der Goes (Bruges, Groeninge Museum, inv. no.  0000.
GRo0204.I) (fig. 14). The reverse has multiple reinforcing elements, not all of them 
original (buttons, dovetails, two large battens). The panel has been sawn back slightly 
to the left and the right and a small strip of wood inserted on both sides (the top and 
bottom sides of the panel could not be observed). The batten is flush with the frame 
on the reverse. At some point everything must have been perfectly joined, as evidenced 
by the damage caused by the instrument used to remove the small battens from the 
frame. Today, the central panel is held in its frame by means of various swivel-cams 
screwed to the frame. No traces of any other system for holding the panel in the frame. 
The current rails possibly replace original or earlier rails. 

Frames: consist of two parts: the frame itself, inserted in a “tray”, which at the front, 
forms the outer body of mouldings, and at the rear, extends well beyond it. This 
insertion into a tray is probably intended to improve the stability of the triptych that, 
given its weight, is intended to be placed on a surface. Where the tray extends beyond 
the frame, two notches have been cut in the upper corners (one to the left, one to the 
right). These were probably the equivalent of hanging/holding holes, intended to help 
keep the triptych in place. A large ring has been added to the centre, also helping to 
hold the triptych in place. The joints in the lower corners have broken, and have been 
reinforced with a piece of modern wood. These joints had double mortises and tenons, 
cut square on the outside and with a mixed cut on the inside, and pegged. The 
underside of the lower rail is not visible. The hinges are redone (on the site of the 
original ones?): a modern hinge consolidates the junction of the central panel and the 
wings at the top. 
The way that the central panel is sawn on four sides, and with battens added to join 
it tightly to the frame, the presence of the rebate of the frame, the bevelled shape and 
the type of moulding, do not match well with the date of the work and appear to be 
later. In the central panel, the two pilasters carry painted carvings. These have been 
cut at waist height, leaving only the legs. De Bosque noted that the various panels 
have been sawn at the top and dates the frame to the 19th century. The frame seems, 
however, to be old. It may be a reconstruction from the mid-16th century, giving the 
famous altarpiece a scalloped shape in place of a possibly straight top rail (?).
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The frame has been stripped. Some remains of black paint are visible on the sides of 
the wings. 
Recent gilding on the body of moulding bordering the painting. A photographic 
document attests to the earlier existence of a black-gold-black-gold polychromy. In 
other words, the stripping is relatively recent.



Brussels, royal MuseuMs of fine arts of BelgiuM

533



catalogue

534

Profile of the frame 
of the right wing

Profile of the frame 
of the left wing

Profile of the frame 
of the central panel
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10. Master of 1518 (Jan van dornicke, also known as the Master of the 
Abbey of dielegem), Triptych of the Abbey of Dielegem. Closed: Christ 
and Magdalen. open: centre: Jesus at the house of Simon the Pharisee; 
wings: The Raising of Lazarus; The Rapture of Mary Magdalen and  
a Premonstrian abbot as Donor, c. 1518
Inv. no. 329
Provenance: Norbertine Abbey of Dielegem, Brussels.
Bibliography: Pauwels 1984, 354.

Panels: the central panel contains seven vertical boards, the wings three each. The 
central panel has been painted in the frame. The reverse was not examined.

Frames: covered on the insides of the triptych and the sides with a thick, recent 
polychromy, concealing the joints. Some old forged nails, perhaps original, strengthen 
some of the joints. Inside, the moulding of the central frame contains two baguettes, 
starting from little columns, giving the moulding an architectural dimension 
unrelated to the architecture of the painted composition. 

Recent polychromy on the inside of the triptych. The frames of the wings retain on 
the outside their original polychromy (green marbling, with mitres painted in trompe-
l’œil on a square cut).
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Profiles of the frames 
of the wings

Profiles of the frame 
of the central panel
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11. Jan Provoost, Triptych of Van Riebeke-Parmentier. Closed: St Anthony 
of Padua and St Bonaventure. open: centre: Scenes of the lives of  
St Antony of Padua and St Bonaventure; wings: Donor Adam van 
Riebeke; Donatrix Marguerite van Riebeke-Parmentier, 1521 (dated on 
the inclined sill of the central frame) (outside of the wings by Pieter 
Pourbus?)
Inv. no. 2588
Provenance: acquired from Duke Engelbert d’Arenberg, Brussels, 1873.
Bibliography: Pauwels 1984, 234. 

Panels: central panel of five vertically butt-joined boards, painted in the frame. Along 
each join, the panel has been thinned with a gouge. This thinning may serve to 
mitigate the effects of the play of the wood, held tight by the trapezoidal cross-piece 
embedded to mid-depth in the panel and frame. 

Frames: the wings and the central part of the triptych are today presented separately. 
The two wings are placed side by side, making it impossible to inspect the sides of 
the longer stiles. The lower rails of the entire triptych are not visible either. This has 
prevented a detailed inspection of the joints. The joint at the top of the central accolade 
is held in place with a separate key. The curved parts are joined to the smaller stiles 
with mortise and tenon end-to-end joints, and to the large stiles with slotted joints, 
cut square on both faces. The frame of the central part is decorated with a non-
original black and gold polychromy; an original fragment, bearing the date 1521, has 
been uncovered on the inclined sill of the bottom rail, with the date painted in black 
on the background decorated with gold leaf. 

The frames of the wings have been stripped. Remains of dark grey colour on the few 
places protected by hardware during the stripping operation. 
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Profiles of the frame of the central panel Profiles of the frames of the wings
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12. brussels Anonymous, Triptych of the Virgin and Child.  
open: wings: St Catherine; St Barbara, c. 1525
Inv. no. 367
Provenance: earlier repositaries. First mentioned in the 1803 catalogue (no. 157).
Bibliography: Pauwels 1984, 393. 

Panels: the central panel consists of three butt-joined boards held together with 
dowels. one dowel notch has been partially uncovered at the top of the left join, at 
the back, following the levelling of the support. The surface of the wings, on the 
inside, exhibits traces of saw marks and bevelling. 

Frames: slotted joints, mitred at the top; mixed cut at the bottom, and cut square at 
the back. In the lower left corner of the frame of the Virgin and Child, a separate piece 
of wood was added at the outset and pegged separately to the stile (the pegs holding 
it in place are visible in the left stile). This piece − which is grooved and appears to 
be recovered from another work − acts as an angle key (floating tenon). Inspection of 
the underside of the lower rail shows that the tenon on the right stile is similarly 
grooved. The pegs strengthening the joints are very wide (1.2 cm). Holes in the side 
of the bottom rail show that the triptych was fixed to a base. A nail in the side of the 
left wing could be the remains of the original system for holding the wings together 
when shut.
 
The particular features of the joinery suggest the re-use of wood from an earlier 
construction or the redimensioning of the materials for the present triptych. The poor 
levelling of the panels of the wings and the inaccurate mitring of the joints all point 
to inferior quality joinery. 

The frames have been stripped. The panels of the closed wings are painted in brown, 
directly onto the wood without any ground; traces of ground remain only along the 
edges.
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Profiles of the frame of the central panel

Profiles of the frames of the wings
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13. Pieter Coecke van Aelst, Adoration of the Magi, c. 1525 (?)  
(central panel of a triptych of which the wings are lost)
Inv. no. 386
Provenance: gift of King William I of the Netherlands in 1819.
Bibliography: Pauwels 1984, 62. 

Panel: three boards; painted in the frame (barbe and unpainted border), the panel has 
shifted in the frame after the placing of the ground and before the application of the 
paint layer, which continues beyond the ground onto the naked wood of the edge. 

Frame: originally grooved; the groove remains only in the top rail; converted on the 
other sides into a rebated frame, to permit extraction of the panel during treatment. 
Slotted joints, mitred at front, cut square on reverse. originally all four frame elements 
had the same profile. A thick layer of mastic has been applied to the bottom rail to 
give it an inclined sill. The rest of the frame has been given a new stucco coating (the 
result causes one to doubt prima facie the originality of the frame). The upper part of 
the curved upper rail has an original piece added at the top and hanging/holding 
holes. The locations of the hinges, although camouflaged, remain visible.
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14. Ambrosius benson, Triptych of St Anthony of Padua. Closed: 
Annunciation. open: wings: The Holy Family; St Secundus, bishop  
of Avila?, early 16th century (monogrammed on the central panel, bottom 
right) 
Inv. no. 4129
Provenance: bequest of Ms Adema Crooke y de Guzman de osma, Countess of Valencia de 
Don Juan, Paris, 1919. 
Bibliography: Pauwels 1984, 18-19.

Panels: central panel: two boards, painted outside the frame.

Frames: the frame of the central panel is rebated. The sides and back of the triptych 
are difficult to observe. Slotted joints (?). Joints of wings cut square on the outside 
(also the central panel), mitred on the inside of the triptych. The rebate which enables 
the wings to close flush is not original. A large fitting, not original, reinforces the  
full length of the stile of the wing at right. The frame of the central panel is thicker 
than those of the wings. 

The original polychromy inside the triptych features a stylized floral motif, stencilled 
in red lake on a gold background.
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Profile of the frame 
of the central panel

Profile of the frames 
of the wings
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15. Antwerp Anonymous (entourage of Joos van Cleve), Lactation of 
St Bernard, early 16th century 
Inv. no. 370
Provenance: early repositories. First mentioned in the 1809 catalogue (64, no. 7).
Bibliography: Pauwels 1984, 60. 

Panel: two horizontal boards, slotted into the groove of the frame. The support has 
moved in the frame, with the tongue disengaging from the groove in the upper part.

Frame: top: slotted joints, mitred at top, mixed cut at the bottom, cut square on the 
reverse. These slotted joints have a particular profile, mimicking an additional half-
lap joint. This is the only slotted joint of this kind that we have observed. It is a 
complication of a simple joint, and its effectiveness is not obvious. At the bottom, 
thick mastic fillings on the side make it difficult to identify the type of joint (slotted 
or mortise and tenon). The joint is angled to the inclined sill. The joints at the bottom 
seem also not to have been regular ones; and indeed the mastic fillings at these points 
suggest that they have not been effective. The upper rail has two hanging/holding 
holes.

The black and gold polychromy has been redone.
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16. Jean bellegambe, Virgin and Child, early 16th century (central panel of 
a triptych)
Inv. no. 2550
Provenance: acquired from the J. and A. Slaes Gallery, Brussels, 1872. 
Bibliography: Pauwels 1984, 18.

Panel: three boards, including one narrower one at the centre. The butt joins are 
reinforced with original dovetail keys at both front and back. The panel is 1.5 cm 
thick and the keys inset to a depth of 0.5 cm. The keys on the front are staggered with 
respect to those of the reverse.

Frame: 17th century (?).
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17. Anonymous, Annunciation, first quarter 16th century
Inv. no. 6053
Provenance: gift of Ridder Pieter Smidt-van Gelder, Amsterdam, 1937.
Bibliography: Pauwels 1984, 393. 

Panel: a single board slotted into the groove of the frame. The panel is bevelled, with 
the beginning of a tongue on one side. 

Frame: top: originally slotted joints, mitred at front, cut square on reverse. These 
joints have been restored using corner keys. The joints at the bottom are slotted joints, 
mixed cut at the front, cut square at the back. The front tenon shoulder (on the stile) 
is angled to the inclined sill. Two hanging/holding holes have been pierced from the 
upper side through to the front of the frame (usually hanging holes are to the back).

The black and gold polychromy is original. 
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18. Antwerp Master (known as the Master of the brussels Epiphany), 
Triptych of the Epiphany. open: wings: Nativity; Flight into Egypt, first 
quarter 16th century
Inv. no. 376 
Provenance: early repositories. First mention in 1806 catalogue (no. 124).
Bibliography: Pauwels 1984, 340. 

Panels: the central panel consists of two vertically-placed boards. one element is 
worked on the back with a scrub plane, the other has traces of saw-marks.

Frames: originally grooved; the rear cheek of the groove has been removed back to 
extract the panels. Slotted joints, cut square on the outside and mitred on the inside. 
The curved upper rail of the central panel is made of a single piece of wood which 
has not broken or split despite the weight of the frame pulling across the grain.  
It has two hanging/holding holes, that have broken. Holes cut into the bottom of  
the lower rail indicate that the triptych was intended to be placed on a solid surface. 
The function of the holes in the top rail was therefore to hold the triptych in place, 
not to suspend it. 
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Profile of the frame 
of the central panel

Profile of the frames
of the wings
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19. Quinten Metsys (workshop), Triptych of the Calvary. Closed: St Adrian; 
St Anne Trinity; unidentified coats of arms. open: wings: The Donor 
and his Two Sons; The Donatrix and her Three Daughters, c. 1530 (?)
Inv. no. 1236
Provenance: acquired from Mr Dhuyvetter, Ghent, 1852.
Bibliography: Pauwels 1984, 187. 

Panels: the central panel has three boards, counting in the narrow element in the 
centre. The reverse has not been thinned, and is flush with the back of the frame. on 
the inside, the limits of the surface to be painted have been incised into the panel, 
following the inside contour of the frame. The panel was prepared and painted outside 
the frame, with the brush strokes ending irregularly at the border and only 
approximately following the cut lines. 

Frames: central frame rebated, wing frames grooved. The upper joints are slotted 
joints, cut square on the outside and mitred on the inside. The lower joints are through 
mortise and tenon joints (tenon on the stile), cut square on the outside and with a 
mixed cut on the inside, angled to the sill. The top joints have each two reinforcing 
pegs, the lower joints single pegs. The central frame is wider and thicker than those 
of the wings; in the curved part of the central frame, a thickness of roughly 1 cm has 
been added and pegged originally to the back. Many holes can be seen in the stiles of 
the closed wings (what is the meaning of these holes?).

The thick polychromy is not original. 
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Profiles of the frame of the central panel

Profiles of the frames of the wings
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20. bruges Anonymous, Portrait of a Young Woman as Mary Magdalen, 
second quarter 16th century
Inv. no. 2603
Provenance: acquired from Duke Engelbert d’Arenberg, Brussels, 1873.
Bibliography: Pauwels 1984, 379. 

Panel: a single board slotted into the groove of the frame. A large irregular bevel 
permits insertion into the groove. The reverse features large areas of torn fibres typical 
of split wood. 

Frame: slotted joints, mitred at front, cut square on reverse. No traces of hinges on 
the sides of the frames (?). 

The black and gold polychromy has been clumsily redone.
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21. Albrecht bouts, Triptych of the Assumption of the Virgin. open: wings: 
Donor Christiaan de Nausnydere; Donors Albrecht Bouts and his Wife 
Elisabeth de Nausnydere, c. 1495-1500 
Inv. no. 574
Provenance: acquired from A. Lucq, dealer, Brussels, 1844. Comes from the Chapel of onze-
Lieve-Vrouw-van-Ginderbuiten, Leuven.
Bibliography: Pauwels 1984, 31; Henderiks 2011, 45-71, 348-349.

Panels: the central panel consists of five boards, the wings of three, and four boards. 
The joins are strengthened on the back by strips of canvas, possibly original. The 
central panel has been given a coat of ground outside the frame, but it has been 
painted inside it. 

Frames: a curious assembly of a large number of pieces of wood, in particular the 
accolades at the top. In the wings, the outside stiles are applied to the face of the 
panels, which are planed on the reverse so that, when the triptych is shut, the panels 
present a flat surface not interrupted by central stiles. Two narrowing, trapezoidal 
cross pieces are partially embedded into the central panel at the back and pegged to 
the stiles. Both are inserted from right to left and strengthen the construction of the 
central panel. The moulding of the frames, with a flat band between two bodies of 
mouldings, joins badly with the inclined sill of the lower rail. The imperfect joinery 
is highlighted by the stripping of the polychromy of the frames.

The frames have been stripped, as have the closed wings, where remains of red 
marbling are visible on the right hand panel.
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Profiles of the frame of the central panel

Profiles of the frames 
of the wings

a: shorter stile and upper rail
b: central stile

c: lower rail
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22. bernard van orley (follower), Triptych of the Adoration of the Magi. 
Closed: remains of marbling, very damaged. open: wings: Nativity; 
Presentation of Jesus in the Temple, first half 16th century
Inv. 337
Provenance: early repositories. First mentioned in 1811 catalogue (no. 131).
Bibliography: Pauwels 1984, 221; Galand 2013, 386-401.

Panels: central panel: five vertical boards, the central one very narrow (8.2 cm), the 
wings have respectively two and three boards. originally the panels were slotted into 
the grooves of the frames. The rear cheek has been sawn back to remove the panels 
that have undergone major restoration.

Frames: the joints at the top are dovetailed, cut square on the outsides of the wings 
and on reverse of the central panel, and mitred on the inside of the triptych. At the 
bottom, joints are mortise and tenon (tenon on the stile); with a mixed cut on the 
inside (with the front tenon shoulder inclined to the angle of the sill) and cut square 
on the reverse of the central panel and on the outsides of the wings. The accolade of 
the central frame is in two parts, meeting in an end-to-end slotted joint, which was 
then pegged and reinforced with a metal fitting (not original?). It contains an original 
insert on the right hand side. Various non-original inserts serve to consolidate the 
joints of the frames. The frame of the central panel is wider and twice as thick as those 
of the wings. 

Inside the triptych: gold polychromy, not original. The polychromy of the closed 
triptych is ruined, with a different treatment on the right and left wings.
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Profiles of the frame 
of the central panel

Profiles of the frames
of the wings
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23. Jan Cornelisz. Vermeyen, Triptych of the Micault Family.  
Closed: Jesus at the House of Martha and Mary. open: centre: 
Resurrection of Lazarus; wings: Jean Micault, Receiver General of 
Charles V, and his Three Sons; Livina Cats van Welle, Wife of Jean 
Micault, and her Four Daughters, first half 16th century
Inv. nos. 385 and 679
Provenance: St Lazarus Altar in the Blessed Sacrament Chapel of St Michael’s Cathedral in 
Brussels.
Bibliography: Pauwels 1984, 312. 

Panels: the central panel received the initial coat of ground outside the frame and was 
then painted in the frame. The reverse was not examined.

Frames: central frame redone (?). The frames of the wings have slotted joints, each 
reinforced with four pegs. The moulded cheeks of the grooves have been sawn at the 
back to remove the panels and replaced by a modern quarter-round profile nailed to 
the frame. The outside stiles have remains of pegging for shutting.

The original polychromy has undergone an “artistic stripping”.
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Profile of the frame 
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Profile of the frames 
of the wings
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24. Jan II van Coninxloo, Triptych of the St Anne Legend. Closed: The 
lineage of St Anne; Donatrix. open: wings: Joachim sees his offering 
refused; The death of St Anne, 1546 (signed and dated on a cartouche 
above the bed)
Inv. no. 338
Provenance: probably the Benedictine Abbey of Forest. Previously mentioned as coming from 
the Church of the Bogards, Brussels. 
Bibliography: Vanaise 1970, 112-134; Lafontaine-Dosogne 1970, 134-154; Goetghebeur et 
al. 1970, 154-176; Pauwels 1984, 64.

Panels: seven (?) boards for the central panel, painted in the frame (composition of 
the wings not observed). The central panel is 1.5  cm thick. Buttons glued to the 
painted outside of the wing at right serve to strengthen a join. 

Frames: the shapes of the wings have been changed. The top rails are probably 
fashioned from the cut-off sections of the stiles. on the outside of the wings, the upper 
part of the frames is missing. The frames of the wings have slotted joints, cut square 
on the outside and mitred on the inside. Various inserts in the central frame modify 
the appearance of the joints, making them difficult to identify. one observes the 
alternating position of the mixed cuts in the joints of the central frame. 
on the back of the closed wings, the cheek of the groove of the frames has been 
removed to extract the panels for treatment.

Inside, the black-gold-black-gold polychromy has been redone. The frames of the 
closed wings have been stripped. 
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25. brussels Anonymous, Portrait of the Donatrix Jacomijne Huioels,  
wife of Joos van Facuwez (wing of a triptych). Closed: text and coats of 
arms, 1547 (dated on the lower right corner of the frame)
Inv. no. 399
Provenance: early repositories. First mentioned in the 1809 catalogue (66, no.  10), from 
St Michael’s Cathedral in Brussels.
Bibliography: Pauwels 1984, 382. 

Panel: a single board, painted in the frame. The donatrix’s age is mentioned above 
her head: Etatis sue xxiiii.

Frame: the frame was originally grooved. The back cheek of the groove has been 
subsequently sawn back to remove the panel. Slotted joints, mitred on both faces. 
Mitring on both faces of a slotted joint is rare, even though it exists since the 15th 
century, for example in the Braque Triptych by Rogier van der Weyden (Paris, Louvre, 
inv. no. R.F. 2063). The profile of the frame has a wide flat band between two carefully 
carved bodies of mouldings. 

Inside, the black and gold polychromy is original. The corners of the frame are 
decorated with inscriptions from top to bottom and left to right: K C ANo 1547. The 
polychromy on the closed wing is in poor condition.
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26. Anonymous, double pair of wings from the Polyptych of the Seven 
Sorrows of the Virgin, 1551 (dated at the foot of the cross on the wing with 
St Bernard receiving in his arms Christ taken down from the Cross) 
Inv. no. 332
Provenance: probably from the Benedictine Abbey of Forest. Previously mentioned as coming 
from the Church of St Salvator, Ghent. 
Bibliography: Pauwels 1984, 398-399. 

We present the wings as they were originally assembled to form a splendid ensemble, 
with the wings opening twice to reveal a generous iconographic program. Today the 
altarpiece is conserved in separate pieces and the central part is missing. We examined 
one wing of each pair of wings.

Wing at the right, outer pair: detail of the Farewell of Christ to his mother (closed) 
and Calvary (open) 

Panel: three vertical boards, painted in the frame. 
N.B. For the left wing of the pair with the Farewell of Christ to his mother, a joiner came 
up with the idea of planing along the join to glue buttons. A similar treatment was 
inflicted on the wings by Jan II van Coninxloo in the same Museum (Brussels, 
RMFAB, no. 27).

Frame: grooved, slotted joints, mixed cut or cut square on the outside and mitred on 
the inside. Two pegs reinforce each joint. 

The polychromy has been redone. 

Wing at the right, inner pair (forming, when closed, the centre of a triptych): 
Meeting of Christ and Veronica (closed) and St Bernard receiving in his arms 
Christ taken down from the Cross (open) 

Panel: four vertical boards, including a narrow element on the outside which forms 
the integral frame when the wing is open, and is flush with the support when the 
wings are closed. This trick made it possible to form, with the wings closed, a second 
triptych with a smooth central panel. 

Frame: four pieces, with the longer stile cut into the board of the panel. Slotted joints, 
mixed cut on the outside and mitred on the inside. The integral frame member is 
joined with a slotted joint to the rails, to which it is also firmly pegged. 

The polychromy has been redone.
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First pair of wings (closed altarpiece): wing closed First pair of wings: wing open

Second pair of wings: wing closed Second pair of wings: wing open

Profile of the inner 
wings, wing with  

St Bernard receiving in 
his arms Christ taken 
down from the Cross

Profile of the frames 
of the wings of the 

closed altarpiece, with 
the Farewell of Christ to 

his Mother

Profile of the 
frames of the 
inner wings 

with the 
Meeting of Christ 

and Veronica, 
central stile
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Details of the frame: the moulding of the frames evolves during the double opening process. From left to right: the frame when 
closed, the frame of the closed inside altarpiece; the frame of the open wings.
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27. Jan II van Coninxloo, wings of a carved altarpiece. Closed: The Mass  
of St Gregory. open: The miracle of the broken sieve; The meal of 
St Benedict and the priest of Montepreclaro, 1552 (dated on the outside, 
on a console at the right)
Inv. no. 334
Provenance: Benedictine abbey in Forest, commissioned by Abbess Margareta II van 
Liedekerke (1541- 1560); first mentioned in the 1803 catalogue (no. 95).
Bibliography: Vanaise 1970, 112-134; Lafontaine-Dosogne 1970, 134-154; Goetghebeur et 
al. 1970, 154-176; Pauwels 1984, 65.

Panels: two wide vertical boards for each wing, with a slightly convex bevel to 
facilitate insertion into the frame. on the closed wings, the joins have been planed by 
a joiner in order to glue buttons to them.

Frames: grooved, slotted joints, pegged; mixed cut on the outside and mitred on the 
inside. In the outside stile of the wing at the right: three pegs and, in the same stile, 
more to the centre of the wing, two larger, square pegs (function?). 

The frames no longer have any polychromy. 
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28. Anonymous, Christ with Reed and Calvary with Donatrix and Female 
Religious, 1558 (the date 18 March 1558 is inscribed on the base of the 
central column)
Inv. no. 696
Provenance: inventoried before 1848, probably from the Brussels Convent of the Black Sisters, 
and likely part of the same series as inv. no. 693 of the same Museum.
Bibliography: Pauwels 1984, 384. 

Panel: ± 2 cm thick. Five horizontal boards are assembled with tongue and groove 
(sometimes V-shaped) joints. The reverse is roughly cut. The sides of the boards are 
sawn irregularly (later intervention). The very wide unpainted border (7.5 cm), with 
peg holes (some pegs are still in place), corresponds to the position of an applied frame. 
The unpainted lower edge has been sawn. Hanging/holding holes remain to the left 
and right of the unpainted upper edge. The hole to the left (on the back) is partially 
concealed by a modern batten. 

Frame: the original frame has not been conserved. Today the panel is placed in a 
modern frame. 
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29. Joachim beuckelaer, Fair Day, 1563 (monogrammed and dated at 
bottom centre: 15.IB 63)
Inv. no. 3888
Provenance: acquired at the Hoogendyk Sale, Amsterdam, Frederik Muller & Co.,  
28-29 April 1908 (no. 164).
Bibliography: Pauwels 1984, 21.

Panel: five horizontal boards, painted outside the frame. The panel is cradled.

Frame: rebated, slotted joints, mitred at front, cut square on reverse. Two pegs on the 
same side of the mitre reinforce each joint. Four hanging/holding holes, two on each 
side of the upper rail. 

The frame has been stripped.
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30. Antoon Claeissens (attributed to), Triptych of Ontañeda de Hertoghe. 
Closed: Arms of the ontañeda, Hertoghe and families related by 
marriage, partially overpainted on the left. open: centre:  
Virgin and Child; wings: St Francis of Assisi receiving the Stigmata; 
Francisco de Ontañeda, between 1570 and 1591
Inv. no. 2594
Provenance: acquired from Duke Engelbert d’Arenberg in 1873. Comes from the Parish 
Church of Heilig-Kruis, Heusden (Ghent). 
Bibliography: Van den Bergen-Pantens et al. 1980-1981, 59-80; Pauwels 1984, 55. 

Panels: two vertical boards for the central panel, one each for the wings.

Frames: central frame rebated. All joints are slotted joints, cut square on the outside 
of the wings and on the reverse of the central frame, mitred on the inside (except for 
the top rails of the wings where the cut is square on both the outside and the inside). 
on the outside, the square cuts are vertical at the bottom and horizontal at the top. 
There may be a woodworking reason for this. In this sort of joint, the final adjustment 
with a chisel is done on the tenon. This is technically easier on a straight piece than 
on a curved − and therefore also weaker − one. The joints of the central frame each 
have two pegs, those of the wings single pegs. The frame of the central panel is wider 
and thicker than those of the wings. Hanging/holding hole in the upper rail. 

The black and gold polychromy has been redone (following the original pattern?).
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Profile of the frame 
of the central panel

Profile of the frames 
of the wings
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31. Jan II van Rillaer, Triptych of the Life of St Nicholas, second half 16th 
century 
Inv. nos. 339-340-366
Provenance: early repositories. First mentioned in the 1821 catalogue (no. 304).
Bibliography: Pauwels 1984, 244. 

Panels: the central panel (measured in the frame, front view on the graphic) has seven 
vertical elements. The butt joins are reinforced on the front with many original 
dovetail keys inserted to half-depth. These measure from 2 to 4 cm high and 10 cm 
wide. The joins on the reverse were also reinforced with dovetails inserted to half-
depth; some are still in place, others are no longer in place. Gouge mark on the back, 
at the bottom of the second board from the left. The wings, the shape of which has 
been modified, are without reinforcing dovetails.

Frames: not original.
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32. Antoon Claeissens (attributed to), Triptych of the Life of St John  
the Baptist, late 16th century (the donatrix Luisa Grianda is represented 
identically on each of the open wings)
Inv. no. 4130
Provenance: bequest of Adela Crooke y de Guzman de osma, Countess of Valencia de Don 
Juan, Paris, 1919.
Bibliography: Pauwels 1984, 55. 

Panels: the central panel consists of two vertically-placed boards. It is roughly 1 cm 
thick and has been painted outside the frame. The reverse, probably originally painted 
black without ground, including the frame of the central panel, has been planed and 
the joins strengthened with non-original dovetail keys. 

Frames: slotted joints with a single peg. The frame of the central panel is slightly 
thicker than those of the wings. Large notches, produced with care and originally 
gilded, leave room for the hinges, with space to allow the pins to be inserted and 
removed. 

outside, the wings are uniformly painted black on a layer of whitish ground. Inside, 
the polychromy of the frame is original: with, on the flat band, a stylized floral pattern 
stencilled in red lake on a gilded background. In the unstencilled zones, the underlying 
gilding is bare and constitutes the decorative motif. This decoration is the same as on 
the frame of the St Anthony of Padua Triptych by Ambrosius Benson, from the early 
16th century, in the same Museum (Brussels, RMFAB, no. 14). 
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Profile of the frame 
of the central panel

Profile of the frames
of the wings
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33.  Anonymous, Presumed Portrait of the architect Carnot 
Inv. no. 6223
Provenance: gift of the widow of François Joly in memory of her husband who owned other 
paintings by Van der Veken. 
Bibliography: Verougstraete et al. 2004, 78-85.

The portrait is painted on top of a very degraded work, as shown in the X-radiograph. 
The underlying composition is no longer recognizable. The clumsy execution of the 
surface portrait places it at the beginning of Jef Van der Veken’s (1872-1964) career, 
when he simulated the age of paintings using false patina, wear, soiling, and cracks 
painted or drawn in pen. We have here an example of the use of an old support and 
frame to produce a pastiche or a fake. 

Panel: (26 × 20.5 cm) Peter Klein has undertaken a dendrochronological study of 
the panel (27 September 2004). The oak comes from the Baltic (Poland). The terminus 
post quem for the use of the boards to produce the support is 1479 at the earliest, but 
more likely 1485. Both boards are butt joined (left to right, measured from the front: 
15.3 and 6.3 cm across). A tongue glued to the sides adapts the panel to the frame, 
while evoking an unpainted edge. The initial board of the work may have been 
reduced in size.

Frame: (44.5 × 39 cm) old, adapted to the dimensions of the support starting from a 
larger authentic old frame. The moulding (flat field between two bodies of moulding) 
and the decoration of gilt foliage on a black background are common in the 16th 
century. The decoration has in part been redone, as necessitated by the reducing of 
the old frame. Left: original half-lap joints, mitred at the front, cut square at the back, 
pegged. The joints and pegging have been repeated identically on the right, after 
reducing the initial size of the frame. The opening has been further reduced by means 
of a narrow modern frame placed inside the rebate of the other frame.
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a-b. Ensemble front and reverse. c. The old parts in grey. In red the interventions of Van der Veken. Sometimes Van der Veken 
sanded the old paint layer back to the cracked ground that he kept. d. X-radiograph.

X-radiograph

a b

c d
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GHENT, CITY MUSEUM (CM)

1. Ghent Anonymous, Crucifixion, 1481 (date on the lower rail of the frame)
Inv. no. 515
Provenance unknown. Before 1848, at the Ghent Town Hall, at which date the work entered 
the City Museum.
Bibliography: De Schryver and Van de Velde 1972, 185-186, no. 141.

Panel: four horizontally-placed boards; barbe and unpainted edge (with paint running 
over into the unpainted edge). The panel is bevelled on all four sides at the back. It is 
0.5 cm thick at the edge. A dovetail key, possibly original − if not, very early − repairs 
a split in the wood. Parchment strips carrying an old inscription (undated fragment 
of a City of Ghent official document, 16th century?) are glued on either side of the 
dovetail with the same objective of repairing the split. Another split, in the same 
shape, is found also on the bottom board of the panel. The panel and the frame 
present saw-marks.

http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x068974
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x068973
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Frame: grooved, with mortise and tenon joints, mixed cut at front and cut square at 
back, pegged. Holes cut into the bottom of the lower rail indicate that the painting 
was intended to be placed on a solid surface. A non-original but early fitting covers 
hanging/holding holes. 

The red polychromy is original, as is the inscription on the lower rail. The gilding has 
been redone.

http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x068977
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x068979
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2. Antwerp Anonymous (after Pieter Coecke van Aelst), Triptych of the 
Adoration of the Magi. open: wings: Adoration of the Shepherds; 
Circumcision, c. 1520 
Inv. no. A 59-4
Provenance: purchased in 1959 from the Brussels Sequestration Department.
Bibliography: De Schryver and Van de Velde 1972, 189, no. 144.
See another version of this composition: Leuven, MM, no. 6.

Panels: central panel: three vertically butt-joined boards, one narrow and placed in 
the centre. The central panel has been bevelled and painted outside the frame. It is 
0.5 cm thick at the edge. 

Frames: central frame rebated; wing frames grooved, and then modified to extract 
the panels. The joints are slotted joints, cut square on the outsides of the wings and 
on the reverse of the central panel, and mitred on the insides. The frame of the central 
panel is considerably thicker than those of the wings. on the outside of the wings: 
traces of a closing system which has since disappeared. 

outside, the wings were painted black on a very thin ground. 

http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x068971
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x068972
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a

b

a. Back of the centre part, upper left corner. 
b. Upper edge of the closed triptych, with thicker central frame.

http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x068970
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x068980
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x068981
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Profile of the frame
of the central panel 

Profile of the frames
of the wings
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Ghent, Museum of Fine Arts (MFA)

1. Ghent Anonymous, Wenemaer Altarpiece (Nativity Triptych), c. 1480
Inv. no. 1903 I
Provenance: the former Wenemaersgodhuis (Wenemaer Chapel) in Ghent. Entrusted to the 
Museum by the Public Welfare Commission in 1890. 
Bibliography: De Bruyn 1975, 181-182, no. 22. 

Panels: the central panel consists of three horizontally-placed boards, each wing of 
three vertically-placed boards. The boards are butt-joined with dowels (visible in an 
open join). Each panel has a barbe and unpainted edges. The wings are slightly 
bevelled on the front; the edges of the central panel have been rebated from the back 
to fit into the groove of the frame and the resulting shoulder has then been bevelled. 

Frames: grooved: mortise and tenon joints, with mixed cuts at the front and cut 
square at the back. Damage to the lower right corner has revealed the tenon, which 
measures 6.5 cm long, 4.2 cm wide and 1.5 cm thick. The pegs are thicker in the 
central part (1 cm) than in the wings (0.8 cm). The outer stiles of the wings are each 
rebated to a depth of 1 cm to enable the wings to close tightly; the central frame has 
a sort of rebate, which is original, with traces of recesses for hinges. The central frame 
is less wide than the sum of the widths of the two wings. A modern addition serves 
to correct this difference. We no longer have any clues as to the original articulation 
with the wings. The wings have in their upper rails holding holes allowing them to 
be fixed in an open position. A lock was fixed on the right wing.

A few remains of original polychromy − green, gold, blue, red − on the mouldings of 
the frames. 

http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x068986
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x069009
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Profiles of the frame of the central panelProfiles of the frames of the wings

http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x068982
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2. Master of the Lineage of St Anne, Triptych of the Lineage of St Anne, 
c. 1500 
Inv. no. S.106
Provenance: gift of Johanna Maria Berckmaes to the Beguinage of St  Aubert (so-called 
Poortakkere), Ghent, in 1834. Acquired by the Museum c. 1850.
Bibliography: De Bruyn 1975, 190-191, no. 31.

Panels: the central panel consists of four vertically-placed boards, each wing of two 
vertically-placed boards. The boards are butt-joined. The panels are rebated at the 
back and slotted into the grooves of the frames. 

Frames: grooved; with mortise and tenon joints; mixed cut at front and cut square 
at the back, pegged. The frames of the wings are less thick than the central frame, 
with narrower mouldings. Traces remain of a closing hook at the centre of the stiles 
of the wings. The hinges are modern. Peg holes on the underside of the lower rail tell 
us that the triptych was intended to be placed on a solid surface, as does the absence 
of any hanging system at the top.

The polychromy has been stripped back, except for the gilding on the moulding.

http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x068994
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x068997
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Profiles of the frame of the central panel Profiles of the frames of the wings

http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x068990
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3. Master of the Lineage of St Anne, pair of wings with the Lineage of 
St Anne: The Virgin, St Anne and St Joachim; St Stollanus and  
St Emerencia. Closed: Annunciation in semi-grisaille on green-marbled 
background, c. 1500 
Inv. no. 1961-H
Provenance: Convent of the Jesuit fathers at Drongen, near Ghent. Gift of the Friends of the 
Museum.
Bibliography: De Bruyn 1975, 192, nos. 33-34.

Integral frames. Each wing consists of two boards, butt-joined with dowels (?); one of 
these boards is particularly narrow. Today the wings open on either side of a modern, 
empty frame. on the outside, the wings are flat, with trompe-l’œil painted frames and 
spandrels matching the carved ones on the inside. A cavetto moulding edges the right 
stile only. Scratches in the paint layer of the left wing show an underlying black layer. 
Was the outside of the wings originally uniformly black? Is the Annunciation, which 
appears to be by another hand, a later addition? on the inside, original carved floral 
motif in the spandrels. 

The polychromy of the integral frames has been redone. It may originally have been 
red. Traces of this colour appear in the gaps, both under the gilding and under the 
black paint of the present polychromy. The text on the lower rail may also have 
been redone. 

http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x069005
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Profile of the stiles and 
the upper rail

Profile of the lower rail

http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x069007
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x069006
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4. Master of the Lineage of St Anne, Triptych of the Lineage of St Anne 
with St Catherine and St Barbara. Closed: Annunciation on a brown 
marbling background. open: wings: Donors with their Patron Saints, 
c. 1500 
Inv. no. 1906 B
Provenance: Collection of Prof. H.  Gräbenitz, Solingen. Acquired by the Friends of the 
Museum in 1974.
Bibliography: De Bruyn, 1975, 192, no. 32.

Integral frames. The outsides of the wings are flat; the frame is black with a painted 
cavetto in trompe-l’œil, dark to the left, well-lit to the right. The central panel consists 
of three boards, butt-joined with dowels. An early, but non-original paint layer covers 
the reverse; a thicker paint wash also covers the sides, revealing an earlier black layer. 
Two closing hooks, one at the top of the upper rail, the other on the underside of the 
lower rail. The hinges are modern.

http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x069002
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x069003
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Profiles of the frame of the central panel Profiles of the frames 
of the wings

http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x068998
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kuringen, herkenrode abbey (ha)

1. Anonymous, The Miracle of the Holy Sacrament, second half 16th 
century (overpainted in the 18th century and again recently)
Bibliography: Verougstraete-Marcq and Van Schoute 1979, 49-53.

Panel: two vertical boards, radially cut; butt-joined, without reinforcing dowels; 
V-shaped notching on the sides to facilitate the adhesion of the glue. The panel is 
1.3 cm thick and set into the frame with forged nails. Notches have been made in the 
frame to accommodate them. 

Frame: rebated. Slotted joints, mitred on both sides; each corner strengthened with 
two pegs. A third pin of square section has been struck to the side of the tenon, 
eventually as to push the tenon more tightly against the mortise to strengthen the 
joint. Saw-marks are visible on the reverse of the frame. At the bottom, two trapezoidal 
recesses tell us that the painting was originally placed on a base, which has since 
disappeared. The hanging hook is old, but covers original hanging/holding holes.

The inscription on the bottom rail is from the 16th century: that on the upper rail is 
part of the later overpainting. The X-radiograph enables us to reconstruct the original 
appearance of polychromy on the stiles: a floral pattern, a shield surrounded by 
phylacteries.

X-radiograph

http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x071024
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http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x071025
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x071026
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LEUVEN, CHURCH OF St PETER (SP)

1. Anonymous, Edelheere Triptych. Closed: The Holy Trinity; Swooning 
Virgin. open: centre: Descent from the Cross; wings: Donors, 1443 (dated 
on the grisaille on the outside of the wings)
Inv. no. S/85/W
Provenance: the triptych was painted for the Church in which it is conserved, in honour of 
Willem Edelheere and his wife Alydis Cappuyns. The central panel is a copy of the Descent 
from the Cross by Rogier van der Weyden (Madrid, Museo Nacional del Prado, inv. no. P02825).
Bibliography: Comblen-Sonkes 1996, 118-156; Verougstraete-Marcq et al. 1981, 119-129; 
Dubois et al. 2012, 194-205. 
Jozef Vynckier (1987) and Pascale Fraiture (2007), report on dendrochronology: Baltic oak. 
Vynckier arrives at a terminus post quem of 1420 for the painting and Pascale Fraiture, using a 
slightly different calculation method, arrives at an earliest date of 1414 for the felling of the 
tree (KIK-IRPA, file no. 2006.09075). 

Panels: the central panel has five vertically-placed boards, each wing has three. The 
boards are butt-joined with dowel reinforcements. These do not appear in the 
X-radiography; some appear on the reverse of the central panel that has been 
thinned for cradling. Today the central panel is 0.6 cm thick and the wings 1.6 to 
1.8 cm. The centre panel has, right round the unpainted edge, holes for small pegs 
(0.4 cm) probably intended to hold the panel better in the frame (?). on the closed 
triptych, the support of the wings is flat and painted right up to the edges. Right 
round the wings are holes for large diameter (0.9 cm) pegs, used for applying the 
frames to the panel. 

Frames: this is how the frame of the central panel looked in 1985: in soft wood, 
consisting of two thicknesses of wood nailed together, plus a moulded batten nailed 
to the front. The choice of soft wood and the superimposition of several layers point 
to a frame of later date. It is possible however, that this frame evoked, at least partially, 
the original frame, for example the black polychromy with an inner edge in oil 
gilding. In 1985 the wings still had, on the open side, their original oak frames. These 
were applied frames, pegged to the support. As was customary with applied frames 
in the inside, the support on the outside of the wings was originally completely flat, 
unframed, and painted to the edges. At the time of our examination (c. 1985), the 
support of the wings had already been sawn all around, and the outer sides hidden by 
a modern frame in naked wood without mouldings. At that time one could summarize 
the sequence of operations as follows: after an initial separation of the frame and the 
support (state 1), the support had been trimmed back on all four sides, a second frame 
had been nailed to the reverse of the applied frames, and the panel set in this frame 
with nails (state 2). This system, which did not particularly respect the grisailles, was 
modified during the restoration of 1961 by pegging, on the grisaille side, an additional 
frame on the existing frames (state 3). This last frame consisted of four pieces with 
mitred joints and pierced with large pegs. Since that intervention the frames appear 
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to have been renewed a further two times. As a result, the original frames have 
disappeared. The first aim was to place a protective pane of glass between the frame 
and the painting, probably at the time (1998) that a pane of glass was placed in front 
of Dirk Bouts’ Martyrdom of St Erasmus (Leuven, SP, no. 2). The glass was subsequently 
deemed to be the cause of the formation of mould and removed. The frame of the 
triptych was then renewed by framer Paelman for the Van der Weyden exhibition in 
September-December 2009 at the Leuven Museum. The exhibition and its catalogue 
were remarkable, but for historians interested in the original frames, with one or the 
other exception, no work was any longer presented in its original frame. Since then, 
in 2009, a new frame was modelled in the design of the original frame, now lost;  
a metal frame carries the triptych, protected by a new pane of glass. 

http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x031149
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x031146
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Profile of the frame 
of the central panel

Successive states of the frames 
of the wings, as we described 

them in 1989

This photo of the ensemble shows the frame produced in 2009, inspired by the old model. 
The diagrams describe the assembly as it still existed shortly before 1989, with the original applied 
frames pegged to the insides of the wings. Already at that time, on the reverse of the wings, that 
ought to have been left flat and unframed, a modern frame was deemed to be of good effect, cutting 
it out in the lower left corner of the Swooning Virgin, so as not to hide part of an inscription. Since 
then, the new wooden frame, modelled on the earlier frame (which has not been kept, but gone 
missing), has carried the triptych inside a second, metal frame, protected by a new pane of glass.

http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x031148
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2. dirk bouts, Triptych with the Martyrdom of St Erasmus. Closed: text in 
gold paint on black background. open: wings: St Jerome; St Bernard, 
before 1464
Inv. no. S/57/B
Provenance: intended for one of the axial chapels of the Confraternity of the Blessed Sacrament, 
called the Chapel of St Erasmus. Was placed over time at various locations in the Church. 
Bibliography: Smeyers 1975, 211-216; Hollanders-Favart et al. 1975a, 397-399; Périer- 
d’Ieteren 2005, 258-266. 

Panels: originally the triptych was painted on wood. It was transposed onto paper 
and canvas, and pasted onto a new wooden support in 1843 according to the inscription 
on the outside of the wings. The same treatment was meted out to the central panel 
of the Holy Sacrament Altarpiece by Dirk Bouts, conserved in the same Church. The 
fine texture of the canvas shows through the paint layer. A layer of white lead, used 
as an adhesive in the transposition of the image, makes the radiographic image poorly 
differentiated and difficult to read. The shape of the triptych, some old joins visible 
in the paint layer (shown on the diagram of the front), some cracking typical of 
painting on wood, the presence of a barbe on the left side of the central panel and the 
left wing, are all references to the original support. The back of the central panel, now 
cradled, is hidden under a chipboard panel. In 1998 a pane of glass was placed between 
the frames and the paint surface as protection against ultraviolet rays and burglary. 
The triptych is placed in a metal frame. 
The outside of the shutters carry the following inscriptions: on the left wing: 
memlingii, picturam novae tabulae ab b.mortemard inductam mdcccxxxx; on the 
right wing: coloribus accurate interpolavit Carolus De Pauwer mdcccxxxxiii. 
The first inscription mentions the work of transposition (1840) and the second relates 
to the restoration of the paint layer (1843). 

Frames: non-original. The central frame carries the inscription: opus theodorici 
bouts, anno mcccc4xviii.
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http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/b175162
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x043786


LEUVEN, CHURCH OF St PEtER

619

3. Josse van der baren, Triptych of St Ivo. Closed: The King of Aragon; 
St Raimundus of Penafort. open, centre: St Ivo of Treguier; wings: 
St Judocus of Ponthieu; Martyrdom of St Lucy of Syracuse, 1607 (signed and 
dated on the tiling shown on the central panel: Lovanii pingebat Iodocus /
Vander Baren 5. id. /April. anno 1607)
Inv. no. S/84/V

Panels: central panel made of six vertical boards, 2.5 cm thick. The wing panels are 
made of three boards each, slotted into the groove of the frame. The central panel has 
undergone several restorations, with reinforcing battens and wood buttons added. 

Frames: central frame rebated, wing frames grooved. The frames have slotted joints, 
mitred on the inside, mixed on the outsides of the wings, and cut square on the 
reverse of the central frame. It was not possible to observe the underside of the triptych 
(it is placed on a base) or the top side, given the height of the work. Notches in the 
top rail were perhaps intended to support a crown. The central panel is held in the 
frame by means of wooden swivel cams. These cams are of various shapes, some are 
probably original. The hinges are modern, the lock is of the period. 

The black and gold polychromy has been redone and, at least on the wings, covers on 
the inside the original polychromy which included a decorative floral pattern on the 
flat band. This pattern, executed in strong impasto, appears under the overpainting. 
The corresponding flat band of the central panel lacks these impastos.
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Profile of the frames 
of the wings
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LEUVEN, M-MUSEUM (MM)

1. brabant Anonymous, Antependium of Christ with the Instruments of 
the Passion, late 15th century 
Inv. no. S/2/o
Provenance: Leuven, St James’s Church. Placed on deposit in the Museum by the Council of 
St James’s Church in 1965. 
Bibliography: Crab 1977, 185; Leuven cat. 1979, 274-276. 

Panel: three horizontal boards, butt-joined, with dowels visible in the open joins. The 
boards are 2 cm thick. The panel is bevelled at the back and slotted into the groove 
of the frame. Two wooden pegs, placed obliquely at the junction of the frame and 
support at the back to the right, help secure the panel in the frame. The wood is of 
poor quality, with the lower board containing a large knot. An arrow-shaped mark is 
cut with a small gouge in the lower board. 

Frame: grooved; mortise and tenon joints, mixed cut at front and cut square at the 
back, and with two reinforcing pegs in each corner. The flared shape of the upper rail 
is related to the painting’s antependium function, in order to insert it better into the 
front of the altar. Three metal fittings on the upper rail end with rings projecting 
slightly forward. These rings were probably intended to carry a curtain rod. Similar 
rings remain on some 17th century frames. 

The frame retains its original polychromy: black flat band, white ochre baguette, blue 
cavetto, inside of the moulding in white-ochre. The white-ochre may be a substitute 
for gilding.

http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x064915
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http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x064918
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x064917
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x064919
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x064920
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2. Anonymous, Calendar Dial, c. 1500
Inv. no. S/4/o
Provenance: V. Demunter bequest, 1938. In the Museum since 1976. 
Bibliography: Crab 1977, 185; Dainobu 1980. 

Panel: five vertical boards, butt-joined with dowels (visible on the X-radiograph).  
A barbe and unpainted edge tell us the panel was painted in the frame. on the 
reverse, a semi-circular recess has been cut to half the depth of the panel, with a 
diameter of 49 cm. Various other pieces of wood have been inlaid. These recesses seem 
to have been made in order to place a clock movement.

Frame: originally grooved; the back cheek of the groove has been sawn to extract the 
painting. The joints are difficult to observe following various interventions; the 
bottom rail is a replacement. Mitred at the front, cut square on the back; with a single 
peg reinforcing each join. 

The polychromy has been removed except for a small segment in the cavetto of each 
of the three original frame members.

http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x064910
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http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x064911
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3. Anonymous, Christ on the Cross, c. 1530
Inv. no. S/18/o
Provenance: probably Leuven, Church of St Peter. Conserved in the Museum since 1976.
Bibliography: Crab 1977, 189. 

Panel: two vertical boards, each 0.6 cm thick. The ground has been placed on the 
panel outside the frame, before painting in the frame. The reverse is flat and without 
any bevel; it is covered with a red-brown layer as protection against damp. The 
painting appears never to have been removed from its original frame, judging from 
the nails that do not appear to have been changed.

Frame: rebated. The curved upper rail is joined to the stiles with half-lap end-to-
end joints, which have been roughly nailed. At the bottom, slotted joints, mitred 
at the front and cut square at the back. The mitre shoulders on the tenon and the 
mortise are inclined (possibly harking back to frames with lower rails in the form 
of inclined sills). 

http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x064858
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x064859
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The stiles are flared at the back, with two recesses cut into the back arc of the upper 
circle. There is no trace either of hanging or of attachment to a lower surface. The 
weakness of the upper joints (half-lap end-to-end joint), the flaring of the stiles and 
the recesses in the upper part, along with the absence of any system for suspension or 
placing on a lower surface, allow us to assume that the work was integrated into a 
larger wooden structure. Given the rebated frame and its mouldings, the work can be 
dated around 1530.

The black and gold polychromy has been redone: remains of underlying gilding on 
the flat black outer band. The back of the frame is also painted black.

a. The irregular outline may indicate that this painting was perhaps intended as part of a larger whole.
b. As often, the cut of the joint can be seen on the side. Cutting the tenon square at the back (where 
there was no moulding requiring a mitre), gave a stronger joint. The angling of the shoulders of the 
mitre is unusual and of dubious benefit in terms of stability.

a b

http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x064860
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x064861
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4. Anonymous, fragment of a wing with The Third Appearance of Christ. 
outside: fragment with St Aubert, early 16th century
Inv. no. S/20/R
Provenance: V. Demunter bequest in 1938. 
Bibliography: Hollanders-Favart et al. 1975a, 439-441; Crab 1977, 276.

Panel: consisting of two vertical boards, butt-joined with dowels. Parchment strips 
(1  cm wide) are visible at various places; glued along the join (at the top, on the 
grisaille side, double layer of parchment, suggesting that this was affixed in various 
strips from top to bottom). The parchment provides precarious support to the paint 
surface in the areas where the boards are disjointed. The panel no longer has its 
original dimensions. on the grisaille side, where St Aubert is cut at waist height, saw 
marks are visible right along the top edge. To insert it into the frame, the panel has 
been notched back 1.1 cm from the upper edge, with the depth of the cut varying 
with the curvature of the panel; in the right corner, a fragment of original paint 
remains beyond the cut. The total height of St Aubert is estimated at ± 119 cm, based 
on the proportions of the persons visible on the front. In other words, the panel was 
originally twice its present height. This painting is probably a fragment of an altarpiece 
wing, with originally on the front two superimposed scenes painted on the same panel 
and separated by a painted or applied cross-piece, while the reverse was occupied by 
a single figure over the entire height.

Frame: modern.
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http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x071779
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x071780
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5. Albrecht bouts (follower), Virgin and Child, c. 1500
Inv. no. S/47/B
Provenance: V. Demunter bequest, 1938. 
Bibliography: Hollanders-Favart et al. 1975a, 422-423; Crab 1977, 14. 

Panel: three horizontal boards. The central board is narrow. The panel is 1.2 cm thick 
(0.9 cm on the outer edges). The butt joins are reinforced with dowels. These joins are 
covered on the back with strips of canvas (± 5 cm wide) on top of plant fibres. The 
wood has been scratched near the joins, probably to improve the adhesion of the glue. 
6 cm from the bottom edge, a break has been repaired using dovetail keys. Bevel on 
all four sides, produced after applying the canvas. A paint layer covers the entire 
reverse side. The panel has been thinned to the left and right (saw marks visible in 
the wood and in the paint layer). A barbe and unpainted edge remain at the top of 
the panel. 

Frame: modern.

http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x064912
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x064913
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http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x064914
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6. Antwerp Anonymous, Triptych of the Adoration of the Magi.  
open: wings: Adoration of the Shepherds; Circumcision, 1521 (?) (dated 
in a cartridge on a pilaster in the centre: A°1572, painted over the original 
date which appears to read 1521) 
Inv. no. S/16/o
Provenance: Leuven, Groot Begijnhof Church. Conserved in the Museum since 1976. 
Bibliography: Bessemans et al. 1988, 54-56; Crab 1977, 188.
See another version of the composition: Ghent, CM, no. 2.

Panels: two vertical boards for the central panel, one board for each wing. The central 
panel is bevelled on all four sides. The wings have rounded bevels front and back. 

Frames: grooved for both the centre panel and the wings. Slotted joints, mixed cut 
on the outside and mitred on the inside. The outer stile of each wing has two holes 
on the side, with a peg remaining in one of them. This is a system for closing the 
wings with pegs locking into peg holes. 

http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x064862
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x064867
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Two large holes on the underside of the lower rail of the central frame indicate that 
the triptych was intended to be pegged to a base, i.e. not hung. In the upper rail of 
the central frame: two holes to allow the passage of a tie for holding the triptych in 
place. The hanging bracket is a non-original addition. The lateral brackets serve to 
restore breaks in the wood due to the hanging. These breaks are due to the hanging 
of a triptych originally intended to be placed on a base, and not structured to carry 
the load imposed on it.

The wings have been stripped on the outside. 

http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x064865
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x064866
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Profile of the frames
of the wings

Profile of the frame 
of the central panel
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7. Anonymous, Ecce Homo, c. 1550
Inv. no. S/5/o 
Provenance: Leuven, Groot Begijnhof Church.
Bibliography: Leuven cat. 1970, 140; Crab 1977, 186. 

Panel: two vertical boards, partially bevelled.

Frame: rebated; slotted joints, mitred at front, cut square on reverse. Two pegs at each 
corner, on either side of the mitre. 

The black and gold polychromy has been redone.

http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x064878
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x064879
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8. Frans Provoost, The Meeting of Jesus and Veronica, 1565 (signed and 
dated in the lower right corner of the painting)
Inv. no. S/12/P
Provenance: Leuven, Groot Begijnhof Church. In the Museum since 1976.
Bibliography: Leuven cat. 1970, 142; Crab 1977, 270. 

Panel: three horizontal boards; many cracks due to cradling.

Frame: rebated. Mitred at the front. The reverse is hidden by restorations. The joints 
are reinforced with two pegs, one on either side of the mitre. We cannot inspect the 
outer edges of the joints because the frame is encased in an outer frame, the sides  
of which are flared. This “box” (or “tray”) is nailed to the outer edges of the rails of  
the main frame. This type of framing would become common in the 17th century 
(Monballieu 1966, 52-55; Van Thiel and De Bruyn Kops, 1984; Ibid., 1995). 

The original polychromy had a discontinuous gilded floral pattern on a black 
background on the flat band of the frame; it is still partially exposed. Elsewhere the 
original polychromy has been overpainted. 

http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x064875
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http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x064877
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9. Anonymous, Triptych of the Descent from the Cross. Closed: St John the 
Baptist; St John the Evangelist. open: wings: Donor, Jan van den Tymple; 
his Wife, 1567
Inv. no. S/26/o
Provenance: epitaph commissioned for the tomb of Jan van den Tymple and his wife in the 
Church of St Peter in Leuven. The central panel is believed to be from Antwerp. The work is 
mentioned in 1798 as still being in the Church of St Peter. In the Museum since 1976.
Bibliography: Crab 1977, 190. 

Panels: three vertical boards for the central panel, one board only for each wing (?). 
The central panel is bevelled. There are saw marks on the back, but also on the front, 
which was imperfectly planed prior to painting. 

Frames: central frame rebated, wing frames grooved. All joints are slotted, mitred at 
the front, cut square on the reverse. The pegs which serve to reinforce the joints on 
the centre panel are 1 cm wide at the front and 0.5 cm wide at the back. The conical 
shape of the pegs is not unusual, but is accentuated here by their length, equal to that 
of the unusual thickness of the frame (12 cm) they have to pass through. An additional 
peg inserted from the outer side of the frame pins together the mitred parts. Placing 
a peg in from the side of the central frame is an expedient to strengthen the joint in 
the case of a heavy frame. The moulding of the central frame is different from that of 
the wings, suggesting that the wings and the central panel were produced separately. 
The central frame has an applied outer moulding. on the right wing a closing strip 
is applied to conceal the gap between the wings when closed as on the wing with 
St Nicholas of Myra dated 1587 in the same Museum (Leuven, MM, no. 10). A vertical 
catch on the back of the right frame at the bottom would have hooked, once the 
triptych was closed, into a base that has now disappeared. Two large mortises on the 
underside of the central frame testify that this epitaph was posed on a surface, and 
not suspended.
The case of triptychs with wings painted by another hand than the central panel was 
common practice. In this case, the joinery of the wings was done in the place the work 
was intended for, to adapt to a central panel acquired elsewhere.

The black and gold polychromy has been redone.
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http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x064907
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x064904
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x064906


catalogue

640

Stile of the right wing
with a closing strip

Profile of the frames 
of the wings

Profile of the frame 
of the central panel
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a-b. Bottom and upper sides of the closed frame. The frame of the central panel (at the bottom in 
the photos) is much thicker than the wings. c. The closing strip, attached to the right wing, serves 
more to conceal the meeting of the wings than to ensure their proper closing. This is ensured by 
the latch to the right of the closing strip, as seen at the bottom. The small swivel hooks at the top 
and bottom are not original.

a

b

c

http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x064905
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x064909
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x064908
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10. Anonymous, pair of wings with St Nicholas of Myra and Donor, 1587 
(dated in a cartouche on the wing with the Donor)
Inv. nos. S/28/o and S/29/o
Provenance: probably from Church of St Peter in Leuven, where the wings are mentioned in 
1798. Conserved in the Museum since 1976.
Bibliography: Crab 1977, 191. 

Panels: two vertical boards; the panel, slotted into the groove of the frame, is moulded 
at the back. The moulding on the reverse of the panel is a rare feature and could be 
inspired by furniture joinery. Large buttons are placed on the join on the reverse, 
reinforcing − unnecessarily, it seems − a closed join, and damaging the original beige 
and grey marbling.

Frames: grooved; all joints are slotted, mitred at the front, mixed cut on the reverse. 
The outer edges of the stiles on the outsides of the wings are moulded. only the left 
edge of the frame with the donor is flat and not polychromed over a width of 3 cm, 
marking the location of a closing strip that has since disappeared. 

The black and gold polychromy is redone on the front and sides, and original on the 
reverse. The panels are marbled.

http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x064870
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x064871
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http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x064872
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x064873
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11. Anonymous, Coat of Arms with St Gertrude, c. 1500-1549 
Inv. no. S/40/o
Provenance: probably offered by the Leuven archers’ guild of St  Gertrude to the rhetoric 
chamber De Peterseliepoot. Property of the City of Leuven, on deposit with the Museum since 
1976.
Bibliography: Crab 1977, 194. 

Panel: a single element; wide bevel on the reverse; thickness: 0.7 cm. Various modern 
inscriptions on the reverse.

Frame: the four elements are assembled with slotted joints. The distribution of the 
pegs is distinctive: the left and right corners of each diamond have three pegs; the 
other two corners have two pegs each, in both cases, alternating on either side. The 
hanging bracket is possibly original; the angle brackets are later.
The frame and support have old, matching notches, these are for the nails that hold 
the panel in the frame. Small rectangular corbels, carved directly into the wood 
(1.5 cm wide) decorate the front of the frame. 

The frame has been stripped; some original (?) black paint remains.
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http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x064880
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x064881


catalogue

646

12. Jan III van Rillaert the younger, Resurrection of Christ, between 1547 
and 1592 (monogrammed in the lower left corner )
Inv. no. S/9/R
Provenance: Leuven, Church of St Peter, where the work is mentioned in 1798. Property of 
the City of Leuven, on deposit with the Museum since 1976.
Bibliography: Crab 1977, 274. 

Panel: recycled support. Three vertical boards. To the left, dowels have been exposed 
by the bevelling of the edge. Similarly, a dowel flush with the surface on the right-
hand join shows that the boards come from an earlier assembly consisting of more and 
thicker boards. The wood, which is heavily woodwormed, has been reinforced recently 
with dovetails and buttons. old forged nails, perhaps original, remain to hold the 
panel in the frame.

Frame: inner frame probably with slotted joints, surrounded with a “box” (or “tray”) 
frame, protruding considerably and pegged to the original frame. This outer frame, 
with mitred corners, is recessed at the back at the top. This may relate to the way the 
painting was presented. The interior frame is decorated with 2 cm wide corbels, glued 
to the flat band. This system of decoration was to become common in the 17th 
century. Some parts of the frame could also be recycled: the left stile and the lower 
rail (reverse) are traversed by large pegs for which there is no obvious explanation. 

Black frame with inner gilded moulding, overpainted. The corbels were originally 
gilded.
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http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x064888
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x064887
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13. Frans Francken II (attributed to), Crucifixion, between 1581 and 1642 
Inv. no. S/19/F 
Provenance: purchased from S. Mansion in 1967 by the Association for the Enrichment of the 
Artistic Heritage.
Bibliography: Crab 1977, 117.

Panel: two boards; the panel has been thinned for cradling. 

Frame: double, consisting of an inner part and an outer part, both rebated. The 
elements of the outer frame are assembled with slotted joints, mitred at the front and 
cut square at the back, with tenon shoulders angled to the back. Two pins on either 
side of the mitre strengthen the joint. The wide interior frame has half-lap joints, 
with a mixed cut to accommodate the moulding on the inside of the frame. Each 
joint is reinforced with four pegs. The flaring of the outer edge of the outer frame is 
uncommon in the series of frames that we have examined. The bevelling of the back 
lower edge is also uncommon at this date, but appears to become more common in 
Dutch 17th century frames (Monballieu 1966, 52-55; Van Thiel and De Bruyn Kops, 
1984; Ibid., 1995). 

http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x064901
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The polychromy is original. The flat band of the outer frame is decorated with festoons 
of gilded leaves on a black background. The interior frame is painted with various 
scenes and bordered with a gilded moulding. The representation of secondary scenes 
on an inner frame recalls the engravings of the time, like those of the Wierix brothers. 

http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x064903
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14. Frans Francken II (attributed to), Crucifixion and Scenes from the 
Passion, late 16th/early 17th century 
Inv. no. S/21/F
Provenance: purchased in 1964 from A. Van Uytvanck.
Bibliography: Crab 1977, 118. 

Panel: three horizontal boards; thickness 0.5 cm. The rear surface presents traces of 
the original sawing. The panel is held in the frame by old (original?) forged nails.

Frame: consists of a remade outer frame and an original inner frame. Inner frame: 
half-lap joints with mixed cut. The shoulders of the joint are inclined. Each corner is 
reinforced with a large number of pegs (5 to 8) of polygonal cross-section. These pegs 
are original (they still carry the original paint). The abundant pegging and the 
inclining of the half-lap joints shed doubt on the joiner’s competence. 

The flat band of the frame is decorated with various painted scenes. Its moulding is 
gilded. The outer frame is black with gilded inner mouding.

http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x064896
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http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x064897
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15. Anonymous, Christ Appearing to the Holy Women, c. 1600
Inv. no. S/153/o 
Bibliography: Crab 1977, 221; Verougstraete and Van Schoute 1988, 475-476.

Canvas: original mounting between a stretcher and a frame. The frame is in oak, the 
stretcher in softwood (?). The stretcher is built and assembled independently. It 
includes, in addition to the two stiles and two rails, one horizontal and one vertical 
cross-piece. All joints of the stretcher are half-lap and pegged with small pegs of 
circular cross-section. The frame is applied to the face and pegged to the stretcher 
with large square pegs, crossing through the fabric and holding it in place. There may 
be a reason for the square pegs: the slots may have been cut with a chisel rather than 
being drilled in order not to pull the canvas with the rotating movement of a drill. 
At the rear, small nails driven around the perimeter of the stretcher next to the square 
pegs strengthen the assembly and help keep the canvas in place. The latter, particularly 
rigid, has the appearance of oilcloth; it appears to have been impregnated (from the 
beginning?).

Black and gold polychromy.

http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x064890
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x064895
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http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x064891
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x064893
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MECHELEN, PUBLIC WELFARE CENTRE (PWC)

1. Anonymous, Dance of the Virtues, 1545 (dated in the lower right corner 
of the painting) 
Inv. no. II. 6898

Panel: poplar (?). Low-quality wood with knots. Four vertical boards of equal width 
(from a single board?). The reverse is covered with black paint and the joins consolidated 
in recent times with wooden slats and with roughly-glued strips of cloth. 

Canvas: the edges of the canvas were cut with scissors before being glued to the panel. 
The play of the wood of the panel has reduced the good adhesion of the fabric to its 
auxiliary wooden support and produced large blisters in the canvas. At some point, 
an attempt was made to prevent tearing by making small cuts in these blisters. The 
edges of the canvas were painted black before framing. The paint was applied after 
the framing (barbe). on the edges of the panel, one observes a white powdery substance 
(residue of the glue binding the fabric and the panel?).

Frame: four slats nailed onto the panel (large forged nails, badly rusted); mitred at 
the top, angled to the inclined sill at the bottom. At one stage, the rails were sawn in 
the centre in order to reglue the join. 

The non-original black colour covers a layer of red colour. 

http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x070765
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http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x070766
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x070772
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NAMUR, PROVINCIAL MUSEUM OF ANCIENT ARTS 
(PMAA)

1. Anonymous, two fragments of wings known as The Walcourt 
Annunciation and Visitation. Closed: remains of red paint, pre-eyckian
Inv. no. 36
Provenance: discovered in 1886 in the Collegiate Church of Walcourt where they served as 
doors for a chest of drawers. Entrusted to the Museum shortly, they were restored and stored 
until treated in 1958 at the Royal Institute for Cultural Heritage (KIK-IRPA). Since then 
exhibited in the Museum. 
Bibliography: Colman 1960, 35-54; Stroo 2009, 310-357.
Pascale Fraiture, report on dendrochronology, 2006 (KIK-IRPA, restoration file nos. 
1958.00007 and 1958.00008): boards from the same oak, native to the Rhine-Meuse valleys. 
The latest growth ring dates from 1398. 

Panels and frames: each panel is amputated by about a third of its width, judging 
from the painted architectural canopy that marks the centre of the composition, and 
based on the joinery of the reverse, where one can reconstruct the supporting structure 
that was originally applied to each of the panels. Each panel consisted of five boards, 
four of which remain (one of them is heavily cut). These are butt-joined with dowels 
(3-4 dowels per join). Two dowels are visible in the slightly open join of the Visitation.
The supporting structure applied to the reverse consisted of a frame, and one vertical 
and two horizontal cross-bars. The inner cross-bars are assembled between themselves 
and to the frame with half-lap joints, mitred back to the baguette moulding with the 
end laps passing under the frame to form, with the panel, de facto mortise and tenon 
joints. The elements of the outer frame are assembled with half-lap mitred joints. The 
circular pegs securing these joints have a diameter of 0.6 cm and do not pass through 
the panel, representing an initial pegging of the frame before its application to the 
panel. The frame is then pegged to the panel by means of large rectangular pegs 
measuring 1.5 cm across. The peg heads are covered on the front of the panels with 
pieces of parchment laid in diamond pattern. This lay-out is intended to limit the 
effects of the play of the wood on the parchment: if the maximum traction is effected 
on the outer edges of a piece glued to the wood, and is proportional to its width, it is 
clear that on a diamond this traction is greatest at the horizontally facing angles and 
decreases to the top and bottom points. This work demonstrates careful reflection and 
a careful craftsmanship. Parchment, being a collagenous substance, adhered 
particularly well; certain small pieces of parchment have remained with the paint 
covering them, while the surrounding paintwork has disappeared. The parchment is 
used in strips to cover the joints and also a crack in the panel of the Annunciation. 
Here, however, the traction produced by the wood on the parchment has led to its 
falling off and to gaps in the paintwork. 
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The central vertical cross-bar of the Visitation was badly placed from the outset. The 
holes made in the central panel to receive the pegs and the corresponding recesses in 
the various cross-pieces were misaligned. The cross-bar was nevertheless forced into 
place, but right from the beginning it was never pegged. The unused holes were − 
like others − plugged on the front of the panel with parchment. The traction caused 
by this vertical cross-bar has resulted in a significant crack in the adjacent board of 
the panel. It also caused breaks in the rails of the outer frame. These breaks may have 
been accentuated when it was decided to remove the defective cross-bar. The notches 
(now restored) in the severed sides of the panels relate to their subsequent use in a 
chest of drawers. 
on the reverse can be seen traces of oxidation left by the large nailed fittings. These 
strip hinges had to carry the weight of the heavy wings. The nails surface in the 
pictorial layer, demonstrating a carelessness that contrasts with the care with which 
the pegs are sealed. But this is not the only time that the metalsmith, the last in the 
succession of tradesmen involved, has applied his ironwork with scant regard for the 
painting. 
The stiles, located outside of each panel, had rebates which interlocked on closing. 
one of these remains, the other one has since been cut back flush to the rest of the 
side. This tells us that these are two wings, which closed flush. Traces of a lock can 
be seen. 

A trompe-l’œil frame is painted around the Annunciation and the Visitation. This red 
frame has a flat band, a cavetto decorated with flowerlets, and an inner baguette. The 
modelling is obtained using vermilion, white, and red madder. This painted frame  
is 10.3 cm wide. The outside of the wings, with its careful joinery, has the remains of 
the original red polychromy. 
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http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/z003386
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/z003386
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Profile of the inner 
stiles and rails

Profile of the outer 
stiles and rails

http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/z003390
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/z003388
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Joints, wood defects and ends of nails have been covered with strips and pieces of parchment. This parchment has in most cases 
become detached, owing to the play of the wood, carrying the paint layer with it. occasionally, however, it parchment has 
remained in the middle of a paint gap. The negative results of the use of parchment to cover up defects in a wooden support led 
to its abandonment – with rare exceptions – in subsequent periods.
Right, the diagonal placing of the parchment pieces reflects the concern to limit the traction exerted on them by the play of 
the wood. 

http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/z003394
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/z003408
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ST-TRUIDEN, SEMINARY (S)

1. Pieter Coecke van Aelst, wing with the Annunciation and Abbot 
Willem van Brussel. outside: Double Intercession, before 1532  
(Willem van Brussel was abbot of the Benedictine Abbey of St-Truiden from 
1516 until his death in 1532)
Provenance: Benedictine Abbey of St-Truiden.
Bibliography: Verougstraete-Marcq and Van Schoute 1979, 39-43.

Panel: four vertical boards, butt-joined with dowels (three dowels on the outer joins, 
one dowel on the inner join). on the Double Intercession two horizontal lines can be seen 
in the centre where the cracking is more marked. This zone corresponds to two 
(unexplained) high density points on the X-radiograph. The thickness of the panel, 
painted in the frame (barbe and painted edge) is 0.7 cm.

Frame: modern. The presence of hinges on this modern frame suggests that the wing 
belonged to an ensemble until relatively recent times.

http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/kn5735
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/kn5736
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TONGEREN, BASILICA OF OUR LADY (BOL)

1. Anonymous, Triptych of the Reliquary of the Virgin’s Veil. Closed: 
pattern of gilded stars and florets on a red background. open: 
Reliquary in embroidered cloth, hiding a representation of two angels 
carrying the Virgin’s veil; wings: Annunciation. Reverse: remains of 
silver leaf florets on the same red background, late 14th century 
Provenance: Tongeren, Basilica of our Lady.
Bibliography: Verougstraete-Marcq and Van Schoute 1979, 19-24; Stroo 2009, 420-446.

Panel and frame: three vertically butt-joined boards; integral frame. Each join has 
two dowels. The moulding around the main scene is carved into the support. The 
wings are simple boards fastened with hinges and closing with wooden swivel cams. 
The hinges are original, with their blades embedded obliquely in the thickness of the 
wood. on the top and bottom sides, the joints have been reinforced with non-original 
iron fittings. 

The red polychromy that is currently visible on the front of the frame, when the 
triptych is closed, is a crude overpainting; examination under the microscope reveals 
that the original polychromy − vermilion covered with madder lake − remains under 
this overpainting. on top of this red came a pattern in gold leaf, which is difficult to 
define as it does not appear to have been picked up by the current pattern, which is 
not superposed on it. The moulding that appears when the triptych is opened 
comprises a succession of three cavettos still decorated with their original polychromy: 
gilded, with a red and green line on the outer cavettos. The reverse of the triptych is 
less overpainted than the front and the layers of vermilion and madder have remained 
exposed. A floral pattern in silver leaf, now oxidized and blackened, is almost erased. 
The difference between the polychromy on the front and that on the reverse is 
noteworthy: pattern in gold leaf on the front, silver leaf on the reverse; on the front a 
layer of ground, which has been dispensed with on the reverse, where the paint has 
been applied directly onto the wood.
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X-radiograph

http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/y003483
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/y003481
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http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/y003522
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/y003486
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2. Anonymous, Votive Painting with the Intercession of the Virgin and 
with the Donor, Canon Art van Pyringhen, 1497 (date of the death of the 
donor)
Bibliography: Verougstraete-Marcq and Van Schoute 1979, 29-34; Van Schoute and 
Verougstraete 1996, 64-66.

Panel: four vertically butt-joined boards. An open joint shows the V-notches cut into 
the sides of the panels for a better adhesion of the glue. There are no dowels. The panel 
is 1.1 cm thick. Three of the boards have saw-marks. In raking light one can see that 
the wood has been worked on the front with a scratching blade. The wood is of low 
quality; on the reverse, the third board from the left is crown cut (rather than (semi)
radially cut) and is cracked. The right hand board also is cracked. The four sides 
present an irregular bevel ± 4 cm wide.

Frame: mortise and tenons joints, each strengthened with one peg. The whole forms 
a tabernacle. The lower rail bears the inscription identifying the donor and the date 
of his death. The other three elements are moulded. The scalloped crown is assembled 
in half-lap format and pegged to the top of the frame. The function of certain pegs 
in the upper part is difficult to determine. In the upper rail, suspension/holding holes 
and old (non-original?) metal fittings. Polychromy largely original.

http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x001504
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http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/kn1567
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TONGEREN, MUNICIPAL COLLECTION (MC) 

1. Rogier van der Weyden (follower), Virgin and Child with Donor, 
second half 15th century 
Bibliography: Verougstraete-Marcq and Van Schoute 1979, 25-28.
See also another version of this composition: PC, no. 1.

Panel: two vertical boards, radially cut and butt-joined. The panel, which is 0.9 cm 
thick, was slotted into the groove of the frame before painting. 

Frame: mortise and tenon joints, with mixed cut at the front and cut square at the 
back. one reinforcing peg in each corner. There are no traces of hinges. 

The original polychromy has been preserved. The gilding of the moulding continues 
onto the outer flat band, where a black line separates it from the red marbling. The 
actual mitre joint is extended by a painted mitre. 

http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x070780
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x070781
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2. Anonymous, Calvary with Family of Donors, early 16th century
Bibliography: Verougstraete-Marcq and Van Schoute 1979, 44-48.

Panel: four vertically butt-joined boards. Three times two dowels arranged 
symmetrically strengthen the joins. The panel is ± 0.6 cm thick. Uneven bevel around 
the panel; panel slotted into the groove of the frame before painting. The reverse is 
roughly planed. A modern slat has been inserted on the back at the bottom left. 
Modern buttons serve to consolidate the joins and cracks.

Frame: four slotted joints, mitred at the front, cut square at the back. originally, 
each joint was reinforced with two pegs, now partially removed. Traces of the old 
suspension system can be observed on the upper rail. 

The black colour is original; the moulding has been repainted in ochre on top of the 
original gilding, which is visible in some gaps. 

http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x070786
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x070787
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Tournai, Museum of Fine Arts (MFA)

1. Anonymous, Genealogy of St Francis, 15th century
Inv. no. 337 
Provenance: Fauquez Collection.

Panel: four horizontal butt-joined boards. These appear to be recycled given the 
notches along at least one inner join. The panel, which is 1.0 to 1.2  cm thick, is 
rebated at the back to fit into the groove of the frame.

Frame: grooved. Mortise and tenon joints, mixed cut at front, cut square at the back. 
The tenon appears in a damaged corner. The upper rail has at the top a 0.8  cm 
unpainted edge and a barbe, telling us that this frame originally had a small strip of 
wood glued to the inside, which has since disappeared. 

http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x072607
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x072608
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The stiles still contain the notches cut in at an angle from the side of the frame, to 
permit the insertion of hinges, held in place by nails planted into the moulding. This 
system for inserting hinges is rarely observed, but other examples do exist. 

The colourful polychromy of the frame – gold, alternating with red and blue (on 
black) − is original. The inclined sill at the bottom has been stripped.

http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x072609
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2. Goossen van der Weyden (attributed to), Triptych of the Virgin and 
Child. Closed: Annunciation (grisaille; painting continues onto the 
stiles). open: wings: text in gold paint on black background,  
late 15th century
Inv. no. 663

Panels: each of the three panels consists of a single board, slotted into the groove of 
the frame. 

Frames: grooved: slotted dovetail joints at the top, each reinforced with two pegs, at 
the bottom through mortise and tenon joints, with a single reinforcing peg. 
The hinge blades are nailed flat to the outsides of the rails, in each case with three 
disk-shaped knuckles pivoting around a short pin. 

http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x072598
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/y004675
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The frame carries 7 times (!) the compass and plane, brand mark of the Brussels 
joiners’ guild. These brands are struck into the end grain of the joints: in the upper 
joints of the wings (4 marks), on the lower joints of the central frame (2 marks) and 
on the bottom outer joint of the right wing (1 mark).
originally there were two closing hooks on the stiles of the closed altarpiece, one 
above, one below (the latter has disappeared). Traces of hanging fittings remain on the 
back of the central part. 
 
The polychromy of the frame is original: black and gold on the inside, black on the 
reverse with various gold motifs and texts.

Profiles of the frame of the central panel Profiles of the frames of the wings

http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x072597
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a. Upper edges of the frames of the wings, with half-dovetails. The tail is flared only to the outside, where the frame is thicker 
and less weakened by the mouldings.
b. The joints at the bottom are through mortise and tenon. We often see this type of joint at the bottom of a frame, coupled 
with dovetails at the top.
c. Two swivel hooks served to close the wings. only the top one remains, held in place by a modern screw that replaces the old 
original wrought nail. 
d. The hinge is placed flat in the small sides of the rails. The blades have flat knuckles, pivoting around a short non-removable pin.

a b

c d

http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x072599
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x072602
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x072603
http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x072600


catalogue

678

3. Jan van Eeckele (?) (Monogrammed JVE on the background 
architecture, not original?), Lactation of St Bernard, between 1534 and 
1561 (?)
Inv. no. 15

Panel: a single board, slotted into the groove of the frame. The panel is woodwormed; 
it is covered on the back with a non-original pink paint layer.

Frame: grooved: with mortise and tenon joints, with mixed cuts at the front and cut 
square at the back, and with single peg reinforcements. The polychromy, with gilding 
right across the front of the frame, has been redone. Wood strips have been nailed to 
the outside of the frame in recent times. The characteristics of the joinery (frame 
profile, joints) appear to predate the generally accepted dating of the painting to the 
16th century. The originality of the monogram should be questioned. The work 
probably dates from the 15th century.

http://image.kikirpa.be/deepzoom/x072606
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PRIVATE COLLECTIONS (PC)

1. Rogier van der Weyden (follower), Virgin and Child, second half 15th 
century 
Another version of this composition is conserved: Tongeren, MC, no. 1.

Panel: a single board, painted in the frame. Bevelled on the reverse. on the front, in 
one of the corners, a piece of fabric is glued onto the panel below the ground to correct 
a defect in the original wood.

Frame: grooved; mortise and tenon joint, mixed cut at the front and cut square on 
the reverse. The joints are not pegged. The left corner is fairly heavily damaged, 
revealing a tenon in a huge mortise. 

The original polychromy is damaged: gold tempera on the moulded edges on a reddish 
base. The gilding continues over onto the flat part of the frame, which elsewhere is 
painted with red marbling (red lake, on its own or on a thin layer of vermilion?). The 
gold and red are separated by a black line. A white line simulates a straight cut (offset 
from the actual cut) aligned with the outer edge of the gilding. There is no polychromy 
on the sides, and there are no traces of hinges. 
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2. Anonymous, Our Lady of Grace of Cambrai, second half 16th century
This late composition is a copy of a painting conserved in Cambrai Cathedral, itself a copy of 
a Sienese or Florentine byzantine model. It covers a figure, the costume of which, revealed by 
X-radiography, can be situated in the second half of the 16th century.

Panel: two boards, butt-joined with dowels. The join is strengthened with modern 
buttons. Light bevel on all four sides.

Frame: rebate, with slotted mitred joints (two to four pegs per corner). Suspension 
holes in the upper rail. 

The frame has been stripped; small remnants of gold leaf on a red base, and of red 
lake. 
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3. brabant Anonymous, Triptych of the Crucifixion. Closed: black.  
open: wings: St Lawrence; St Jerome, 1615 (dated on the wing of St Jerome)
Provenance: Alexian Monastery, Antwerp. Boechout, Alexian Brothers. 
Bibliography: Bessemans 1985, 247-250.

Panels: the vertical boards (three for the central portion, two for each wing) are joined 
with tongue and groove.

Frames: the frames are applied and nailed to the panels from the back. The hinges 
are flared, partially folded between the frame and the panel, and recessed into the 
sides of the central frame and the wings. Rebates on the outer sides of the wings 
enable them to be closed tight. Summary joinery, in line with the provincial character 
of the painting. 

The polychromy has been redone.
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Profile of the frame 
of the central panel

Profile of the frames 
of the wings



catalogue

686

4. Monogrammed IF (Jacques Franquart? A member of the Francken 
family?), The Ascent to Calvary, 161[?] (dated in the painting, the last 
digit is lost; 17th century painting, which recycles a 16th century support) 

Panel: three vertical boards, butt-joined at oblique angles, reinforced on the reverse 
with dovetails, some of which are original. The panel is more or less 1 cm thick. The 
wood has knots; the central join has sapwood along one edge. The reverse has been 
flattened with a gouge or a scrub plane and bevelled on all four sides. The X-radiograph 
reveals no underlying paint.

Frame: adapted, along with the support, from a larger format. only one corner still 
exhibits the original slotted joint, mitred at the front. The other corners are mitred 
and held together with a spline. The hanging bracket is old and may date from the 
second decade of the 17th century. The right stile has original suspension holes, telling 
us that this was the upper rail of the frame in its first presentation. The position of 
the hanging holes suggests that the original frame was approximately 95 cm wide. 
This is an old recycling; it is also the oldest case of use of splines (here for restoration), 
a type of assembly which afterwards remained in use until the 20th century. The 17th 
century painting is executed on a recycled, and thus older support.

Remnants of the original black and gold polychromy.
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5. Gerard david (follower), Virgin and Child, 15th century
Bibliography: Verougstraete et al. 1995, 95-105.

Paper, marouflaged onto a panel: painted on a sheet of paper cut to the dimensions 
of an oak support (26 × 20.8 cm) and glued onto it. The paper was cut after the 
painting stage. The bottom of the sheet has an unpainted edge. originally there may 
have been a painted sheet on each side. The paper is glued slightly too far to the left 
(it extends slightly over the edge of the wood to the left and does not meet the edge 
to the right). The tool used to exercise the necessary pressure for gluing paper to board 
has produced a crease in the paper to the left. The laid lines of the paper are visible 
to the naked eye and in the X-radiograph, but not the chain lines. 

Panel: The panel consists of a vertical element of pure radially cut oak, thinner on 
the left side (3mm - heartwood) than the right (4 mm). The panel is rebated at the 
back on all four sides. The reverse is has been carefully smoothed: gouge (scrub 
plane?) marks remain visible. The dark and shiny nature of the reverse of the panels 
(except the bevelled edges) may be linked to the existence of a protective impregnation 
against moisture (size or oil-based coating?).
Two layers of paint were placed on the front of the panel prior to the marouflage of 
the paper: a white, thinly covering layer, followed by a thicker red layer, which could 
be composed of red lead (high density on the X-radiograph). This same red matter 
adheres irregularly to the back of the paper. Where oily binder of the paint layer has 
impregnated the paper, the red matter has adhered less well. The X-radiographic 
image shows capricious “islands” in the red coating on the back of the paper, formed 
by the pressure used in mounting. Where the paper adheres less well, it forms 
“bubbles” or local liftings. These liftings are vertical, in the direction of the grain, 
being related to the play of the wood. on the X-radiograph these correspond to the 
darker areas (where the adhesive is less abundant). 

Frame: original frame lost. This was grooved, as indicated by the rebating of the 
panel. This practice of slotting panels into grooved frames gradually disappears 
during the first half of the 16th century. The mounting of the paper onto the panel 
appears to date from the first half of the 16th century and was probably done soon 
after painting. 
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a b

a-b. The 
preparatory 
drawing is visible 
to the naked eye (in 
the Child’s hand), 
but more clearly in 
the montage of 
infrared 
reflectograms. 
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c. With the pressing of the 
paper onto the wooden 
support, the red material has 
been crushed into arbitrary 
islands that give an irregular 
appearance to the 
X-radiograph.
d. The paper has peeled 
away in places to form a long 
ridge in the direction of the 
wood fibres. This peeling is 
due to the play of the wood. 
The paper and the adhesive 
lacked the necessary 
elasticity to resist the 
movement of the wood. 
e. In the corner, the paper is 
torn, revealing the red 
adhesive layer. This material 
appears in high density on 
the X-radiograph. 
f. The painting on paper is 
inspired by Gerard David’s 
compositions, here a Virgin 
and Child by the Master 
(Madrid, Museo Nacional 
del Prado, inv. no. P01537).

c

d

f

e
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