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‘Revenons a notre Mouton’.

Paul Coremans, Erwin Panofsky, Martin Davies

and the Mystic Lamb

Hélene Dubois, Jana Sanyova and Dominique Vanwijnsberghe

ABSTRACT: In 1953 two major books came out that were
to contribute greatly to the understanding of the Ghent
Altarpiece — Paul Coremans's L'’Agneau Mystique au labo-
ratoire and Erwin Panofsky's Early Netherlandish Painting.
Before becoming the best of friends, the scientist and
the scholar had learned to know and appreciate each
other. They soon realized that their different approaches
— technical and art historical — were complementary.
To bring about a close collaboration, they set out to
organize in Brussels a seminar entirely devoted to the
polyptych. It gave a team of leading experts ample oppor-
tunity to discuss the new findings and interpretations
using laboratory documents and scientific imagery, before
examining the altarpiece in situ. The results of these inter-
disciplinary moutonnements were carefully recorded but
never published. They are nevertheless an inspiration and
food for thought for all those who are currently involved
in the research and the treatment of the Ghent Altarpiece.

—0—

The year 1432, mentioned in the quatrain on the
frames of the Ghent Altarpiece, is of paramount
importance for the history of the polyptych, as
scholars have repeatedly shown. In the more recent
past another date can be associated with a turning
point in its critical appraisal. In 1953, within the
space of a few months, two major books appeared
that were to contribute greatly to the understand-
ing of the polyptych. The first, L’ Agneau Mystique
au laboratoire," was produced by an interdisciplinary
team led by Paul Coremans (fig. 4.1), the director

of what would later become the Royal Institute
for Cultural Heritage, more familiarly known from
its Dutch and French acronyms as the Kik-IrRPA.2
[t describes the examination and conservation
treatment of the panels carried out in 1951 and
reflects the collaboration with the international
advisory commission. It was one of the very first
publications devoted entirely to the technical anal-
ysis of a masterpiece and, as such, it served as a
model. The second publication, Early Netherlandish
Painting,’ was written by one of the most influential
art historians of his time, Erwin Panofsky (fig. 4.2).
In a long chapter entirely devoted to the Ghent
Altarpiece,* Panofsky reveals his revolutionary
views on the polyptych with a particular focus on
the complex evolution of its iconographic concept.

Coremans and Panofsky actually knew each
other and even shared their findings before the
publication of their respective works. Their views
were fairly compatible and over the years they
developed a close friendship. They were both very
conscious of the limits of their investigative meth-
ods and acknowledged that they were far from solv-
ing all the questions raised by the altarpiece. They
were aware of the provisionality of their conclu-
sions and were convinced that they would make
considerable progress if they united forces and con-
tinued the discussion with other experts. This is
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Fig.4.2 Erwin Panofsky (M.A. Holly, Panofsky and the
Foundations of Art History, 1984)

what inspired them to organize what they called a
‘symposium’, a series of scholarly meetings entirely
devoted to the Ghent Altarpiece.

This paper is devoted to those sessions, the
records of which were never published.’ It is also
meant as homage to the scholars who were involved
in this fascinating chapter of research on the Ghent
Altarpiece. A large number of records that are used
here are kept in the archives of Kik-1rRPA, currently
being catalogued by Dominique Deneffe. These
include many of Panofsky’s letters to members of
the Institute and, above all, to his ‘dear friend and

colleague’ Paul Coremans.®

[t all starts with a letter from Panofsky to Core-
mans, dated June 13, 1949.7 Panofsky has consulted
Coremans’ recent monograph on the Ghent Altar-
piece.8 It is in the first place a ‘picture book’ with
dozens of photographic details of the altarpiece
taken after its return from the salt mines of Altaus-
see in 1945. Panofsky is puzzled by the Mediterra-
nean vegetation in the background of the Adora-
tion of the Lamb panel and wants to know if it is

‘consistently superimposed (on the paint layer)

throughout, or only party superimposed, or partly
not’. Coremans’ reply is brief: it would take weeks
of continuous work to answer this apparently sim-
ple question.” Panofsky also enquires about the pos-
sibility that the upper side of the Adoration panel
might have been cut, as suggested by Beenken.!
One feels a certain unease on the part of Coremans.
Obviously he was not acquainted with his cele-
brated American colleague’s bibliography and he
asks for a complete list of publications, ‘to be sure
of knowing completely your scientific work on this
subject.’!!

The ice is broken between the scientist and the
scholar after Panofsky’s visit to Brussels in 1951. In
a letter to Carl Nordenfalk,!? Panofsky reports that
Coremans presented him with the latest results of
his investigations. From then on, the two men get
to know and appreciate each other. Panofsky — Pan
to his friends — returns to Brussels in 1952 and
meets the team that has been working on the res-
toration of the Ghent Altarpiece. In a lyrical letter
addressed from Sweden to René Sneyers, Core-
mans’ right-hand man, Panofsky uses for the first
time what would become the code name of the
altarpiece: the ‘Mouton’ (fig. 4.3).

In 1953, both Coremans’ and Panofsky’s manu-
scripts are about to be sent to press and Panofsky
invites his Belgian colleague to Princeton to lec-
ture on his ‘startling revelations’ as he calls them,
probably to anticipate any nasty surprises since his

book is due to come out after Coremans’:

[ pray to God that you have not made any dis-
coveries in the meantime which may explode
my new theories just as your previous findings

did my other ones.'

Coremans spends two months in the United States,
giving no less than twenty-one lectures in eight dif-
ferent locations! On 12 March he gives a paper at
the University Museum of Art in Princeton and is
invited to the Panofsky’s home, where he meets
other scholars. From now on, the ‘Dear Friend and
Colleague’ simply becomes ‘Dear Paul’.
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Fig. 4.3 First mention of the ‘Mouton’in a letter from Erwin Panofsky to René Sneyers, dated 14 August 1952

L’ Agneau Mystique au laboratoire rolls off the
press a few weeks later and is sent right away to
Princeton, with a letter inviting Pan to come to
Belgium to re-examine the Ghent Altarpiece with
the support of the Belgian American Educational
Foundation (BaEF)."”” These meetings will allow
them to share their views on the ‘Mouton’ — to
moutonner as they call it. Later on, as their partner-
ship deepens, the two men will display an amazing
linguistic creativity, labelling their encounters as
séances Mouton,'® Commission de moutonnements
internationaux,'” recherches moutonniéres,'® palabres
moutonnants'® or, very modestly, gazouillements
Mouton.”® Up until the end, they will dream of
being able to ‘finish up the Mouton’.?! And as
Coremans confesses in 1960:

Ce sacré animal me donne des démangeaisons |...]
Plus je pourrais moutonner, plus je serais heureux
(‘This bloody animal gives me an itch. The
more | could ‘lamb’, the happier I would be’).?

On 1 June, Panofsky acknowledges the safe arrival
of Coremans’ book and readily accepts his invita-

tion to take part in the moutonnements:

[ cannot imagine a more useful and, at the same
time, more pleasurable vacation than a sojourn
in Brussels enlivened by moutonnements with

you and your associates.??

The idea takes shape in the summer of 1953 and
materializes a year later. The first challenge is to set
up a small group of international experts, advocatus
diaboli as Panosky calls them. One name emerges:
Martin Davies (fig. 4.4), the future director of the
National Gallery in London. According to Panof-
sky, he will be a perfect antidote to his vivid imagi-
nation: ‘he seems to be a man who does not believe
anything [...] he will reduce me to order’.*

Early Netherlandish Painting appears at the begin-
ning of 1954. The very first copy is sent to Core-
mans, who, right away, reads the chapter on the
‘Mouton’. He is absolutely convinced by the whole
theory.”” But Panofsky sends him new protestations
of modesty:

[ am only too conscious of the fact that much
more might be done and that a great many
details stand in need of correction. To discuss all
these points with you and to make all the neces-
sary corrections is the main purpose of our

forthcoming visit.?
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Fig. 4.4 Martin Davies

Now that the two books are out, now that they are in
the hands of reviewers and fellow scholars, the urgent
need for new moutonnements becomes obvious.
Coremans takes the initiative to define the
theme of these study days. They will tackle the
‘Eyckian phase of the Ghent polyptych’" i.e. Panof-
sky’s theory according to which the altarpiece is
composed of originally unrelated elements left
behind by Hubert, transformed or finished by Jan.
They will also examine the alterations that each
panel or group of panels underwent during the
Eyckian phase. And he goes on by proposing to go
further and explore other important issues such as
the different types of tile in the upper part, Been-
ken’s theory of an original altarpiece in inverted
T-shape, the tower of Utrecht Cathedral, and the
quatrain.”®® A last thorny issue (perhaps even a
moot point), is the respective share of Hubert and
Jan van Eyck in the altarpiece. Coremans proposes

an odd compromise:

Je suggere tout simplement que chacun garde son
opinion et que 'on délimite deux phases dans la
création et 'aménagement du polyptyque — phases
que nous appellerions A et B.”

[t takes another few weeks to agree on the members
of the scientific committee. The core members,
Coremans, Panofsky and Davies, will be joined
punctually by Hélene Adhémar, curator at the Lou-
vre, and Karel G. Boon from the Rijksmuseum in
Amsterdam.’® The Salon des refusés can boast such
prominent personalities as Friedrich Winkler’! and
Otto Picht.

Before heading off to Europe, Panofsky lists the
specific points he wants to discuss in order of prior-
ity: 1. What he calls the ‘transitional zone’ in the
lower register of the painting in which changes are
visible to the naked eye; 2. The original shape of the
panels, more specifically whether the Angel Musi-
cians might have been cut round on top; 3. The
changes in the lower part of the ‘upper triptych’.*

The working sessions with Davies and Core-
mans start on 6 July in the premises of the Labora-
toire, where all the technical documentation —
X-radiographs, ultraviolet and infrared photographs
— has been gathered. They can be compared to
large photographs and close-ups of the altarpiece.
Cross sections of the paint layer can also be re-
examined by the laboratory. During the second
week, Adhémar, Boon and Lavalleye join them.

Every word is carefully transcribed in circum-
stantial reports made by the secretaries of the Cen-
tre for the Study of Flemish Primitives — the ‘three
recording angels’ as Panofsky kindly calls them,*
Nicole Veronee-Verhaegen, Jacqueline Folie and
Anne Carton de Wiart. The reports are then handed
over to each participant and further discussed in
subsequent meetings. All these notes and docu-
ments are kept in the archives of the Institute.’*

During those discussions Panofsky’s ideas are
submitted to a critical examination. According to
him, Hubert’s contribution included the lower tier,
the enthroned figures above, as an autonomous
Deisis, and the Singing and Musician Angels,
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initially designed as organ shutters. Jan would have
adapted and completed these panels, while paint-
ing on his own Adam and Eve and all the reverse
sides of the wings. A particularly critical area in
this theory is the famous ‘transitional zone’ with
the landscape and the sky in the lower register. It
was of vital importance in Panofsky’s concept, as
according to him it would have been remodelled
when the polyptych was assembled.

The observation was not new: several changes
in this area had been noted before the laboratory
examination of 1951. It was already obvious at
that time that many elements of the landscape had
not been planned initially. Indeed, they had not
been prepared by an underdrawing and they were
not blocked out from the underlayers of the back-
ground and of the sky, but rather painted on top
of them.

The whole, still unresolved question was of
course to establish whether these revisions were
Eyckian — presumably Jan transforming Hubert’s
work — or rather subsequent changes. And it is worth
noting that, independently of Panofsky, Coremans
and his team had associated the weaker pictorial
quality of several zones, unworthy of Van Eyck’s
typical accuracy, with very old restoration repaints.*®

Therefore, these problemes particuliers as Core-
mans called them®” — and especially the ‘transitional
zone’ — dominated the 1954 summer sessions. It was
then essential to decode the important composi-
tional changes in this critical area, in particular
the dove and the landscape, while situating the
material data in a historical and stylistic context.

Indeed, the first six sessions, organized en petit
comité (Coremans, Panofsky and Davies), were
devoted to the study the Adoration of the Lamb
and its wings. But even during the study of other
parts the following week, the ‘transitional zone’
regularly crops up in the discussions. Most ques-
tions are directed to Coremans and his laboratory
as the art historians seek to understand the inter-
pretation of the technical documents Coremans
had presented in L’ Agneau Mystique au laboratoire,
and to check its validity.

When, on 16 July, they all go to Ghent to devote
one day — just one! — to the study of the polyptych in
situ, the guests are forced to acknowledge, not with-
out frustration, that the surface appearance of the
paint does not match the deep structure observed in
the X-radiographs.”® Faced with this evidence, they
qualify some of their findings and request additional
laboratory documents for the future moutonnements.

Panofsky returns to Princeton visibly satisfied
with his Belgian adventure, disapproving only of
the very Belgian tendency ‘to kill one by kind-
ness’.”* He welcomes the fact that his theory fared

rather well in the discussions. To continue:

[...] our 1001 desiderata have still to be dealt
with, and God knows what your next explora-
tion in October will bring to light. Yet the evi-
dence already on hand seems to converge, more
or less, in one direction, and when we meet
again, like witches of Macbeth, we may be ready

for some kind of public announcement.®

There will be no second time. From 1955, Core-
mans is caught up in the case of the fake Vermeer
and the lawsuit filed by the Dutch art collector
D.G. Van Beuningen,* a difficult situation that
will only be resolved in 1957. Panofsky invites his
friend Paul to spend several months at Princeton to
complete the work.* But Coremans, faced with
mounting responsibilities, is unable to take a long
sabbatical. In Belgium his presence is needed to
co-ordinate the construction of the new building of
the Institute, which will open in 1962. So that
when he sombrely turns down a trip to Princeton in
October 1959, Coremans signs de facto the death
warrant of the moutonnements.*

The very promising seminar of 1954 has never led
to a publication. And the implications of the find-
ings by Coremans and his team on the technical
execution and the genesis of the Ghent Altarpiece
were rarely revisited.

One of the few attempts in this direction is the
fundamental article by J.R.J. van Asperen de Boer,
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published in 1979.# The Dutch scholar conducted
several campaigns of infrared reflectography of the
polyptych, re-examined paint cross sections and
inspected the panels with a binocular microscope.
He emphasized the likely intervention of assistants,
at least in the first stages of the painting process,*
a particularly persuasive hypothesis given the size
of the work.

In nearly sixty years, progress in the technologi-
cal study of paintings has revealed unsuspected
aspects of Van Eyck’s approach and technique,*
such as the subtle transformations introduced in
the course of painting by this unparalleled master
of illusionism — as several papers given at the 2012
Van Eyck Symposium have illustrated.*’ Yet the
issue of workshop participation has not been
reviewed. The ongoing conservation and restora-
tion treatment of the altarpiece (2012-2017)* as
well as the re-examination of Coremans’ samples*
will at last provide the extraordinary opportunity
to reconsider the theories passionately discussed
over the years. Coremans’ legacy to his Institute,
including notes on and photographs of the Flemish
Primitives assembled since 1943 and the numerous
paint samples from the 1951 treatment, are a rich
source for further moutonnements. They will allow
us to reassess still unresolved issues such as the gen-
esis of the transitional zone and the attribution of
early overpaint. Let us now dwell on these issues to
show that they have lost none of their relevance.

As we have seen, the ‘transitional zone’, the
dove in particular, puzzled Panofsky who had pro-
posed that the Adoration panel was initially about
11 centimetres taller and presented at the top a
golden glory from which rays emanated toward the
different groups surrounding the altar. He took the
view that the heavenly court originally represented
in the lower register did not require the presence of
the dove of the Holy Spirit.*®

During the moutonnements Panofsky insisted
several times that the laboratory check whether
the presence of the barbe and unpainted edge
around the panel provided indisputable evidence
that the size of the painting had not been reduced.’!
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Fig. 4.5 Coremans's sketch describing the barbe along the
edge of a panel painting

Coremans patiently explained these features with
several sketches (fig. 4.5). On 12 July, Panofsky,
agreed resignedly that, as reported in L’ Agneau
Mystique au laboratoire, the format of the central
panel was original.’> Coremans showed that the
somewhat heavily executed dove had been added
over the paint layers of the sky, and that no trace of
gold leaf could be detected in paint cross sections.>
These observations seriously undermined Panof-
sky’s theory of the ‘golden glory’.

The area of the dove had been repeatedly sam-
pled in 1951 because the original character of this
layer had been questioned from the very start of
treatment. With the support of a national and an
international commission,** Albert Philippot had
removed the old, probably sixteenth-century grey
clouds to reveal the rainbow visible today.” It was,
therefore, an unexpected development — and one
that Panofsky would have gladly welcomed — that
when during the examination of the painted sur-
face with a binocular microscope in 1978, Van
Asperen de Boer indeed observed traces of gold
under the dove, in areas that had not yet been sam-
pled.’® Since neither the X-radiographs of the
whole surface, completed in 1986, nor the recent
infrared images have revealed any traces of a golden
glory so far, this part of the panel, a major issue of
the moutonnements, will understandably be ‘under
close surveillance’ in the coming years. Hopefully
the observations carried out during treatment and
further analysis will provide irrefutable evidence
that will solve this particularly vexing issue.
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In any case, it is highly probable that the dove
already appeared in the painting in 1458, since in
that year the Adoration of the Lamb, complete
with dove, was reproduced in the form of a tableau
vivant as part of the pageant organized in Ghent
for the Joyous Entry of Philip the Good’” (fig. 4.6).
But is it part of an Eyckian revision or, as Van
Asperen de Boer suggested, of a non-Eyckian inter-
vention prior to 145878 In 1951, the detailed
description of the pageant, although published in
1839-1840, had not attracted the attention of the
scholars who followed the treatment.”® Coremans,
his colleagues and the commission agreed that the
heavily executed dove, the crown of the Enthroned
Deity and the inscription on the steps below that
figure were the result of a very old restoration, car-
ried out before Coxcie’s copy of 1557, which dis-
plays these details.®® The 1550 intervention by the
painters Jan van Scorel and Lancelot Blondeel,
although only mentioned by the Ghent historian
Marcus van Vaernewyck in 1568,°! appeared as
a likely candidate. The addition of the tower of
Utrecht Cathedral and old revisions in the land-
scape in the Adoration of the Lamb were naturally
associated with Van Scorel’s position as a canon of
Utrecht, even though this very detail also appears
in the landscape of the Virgin and Child with Chan-
cellor Rolin in the Louvre.®

In 1951, the commission concluded that the
Adoration of the Lamb, the Enthroned Deity and
the Singing Angels had been largely overpainted in
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the sixteenth century. Coremans and his colleagues
also based their conclusions on the fact that the
stratigraphy of the areas containing elements
unworthy of Van Eyck included opaque paint layers
on top of very thin, presumably worn finishing
glazes and the presence of thin unpigmented ‘tran-
sition varnish layers’ in between the top glazes in
the red mantel of the Enthroned Deity.® Accord-
ing to Coremans, these varnish-like layers separate
the original from two later overpaints. This stratig-
raphy, recently re-examined in the laboratory, turns
out to be even more intricate: a microscopic thin
section prepared from a paint sample from this area
shows at least three levels of red glazes, some of
them separated by thin, varnish-like layers (fig. 4.7).
This paint build-up that, in 1951, appeared
atypical of Van Eyck, requires careful interpreta-
tion, as recent technical examinations of Van
Eyck’s paintings have shown that the artist indeed
applied intermediate, transparent, varnish-like lay-
ers between glazes®* which may have been used to
saturate a matte surface in order to finalize the
modelling or modify the form.%> Van Eyck finished
his paintings to perfection and paint samples of the
Ghent Altarpiece often show a complex stratigraphy,
alternating opaque, semi-opaque and transparent
layers, which, as already concluded by Brinkman,
Kockaert and their co-authors, belong to the same
paint build-up.®® Glazes of different compositions
overlap, as in other Flemish and German paintings
of the same period.®’
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Fig. 4.6 Reference to the dove in the description of the pageant in Ghent in 1458
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Fig. 4.7 Paint thin-section from the red mantel of the
Deity Enthroned. Microphotographs in transmitted light
with bright field illumination showing the layer structure

composed of three opaque and semi-transparent red layers
(nos 3,4, 6), several red glazes (5,7,8,9, 12, 14, I5) and
varnishes (I'1, 13,16, 17,18, 19)

The scholars who met in the summer of 1954
knew the description of the 1458 pageant and were
faced with a dilemma since the apparently irrefuta-
ble material evidence contradicted the historical
description. Their conclusion is a puzzling compro-
mise: if these elements actually existed before 1458,
they must in any case have been repainted in the
sixteenth century!® Obviously, the distinction
between original features and very old overpaint
needs to be addressed cautiously. Renewed examina-
tion of cross sections using highly sophisticated
techniques should help to characterize these many
individual layers. This interpretation must be carried
out, as noted by the participants of the moutonne-
ments in 1954, by comparing the analytical results
with observations on the panels. The interpretation
of changes in style and iconography should also be

considered by highly specialized art historians.

Although the results of extensive discussions in
1954 never led to a publication, the still unanswered
questions are an inspiration and food for thought for
all those who are involved in the research and con-
servation treatment of the Ghent Altarpiece. The
moutonnements document all stages of the gradual
construction of knowledge, from the questioning of
material evidence to the development of explana-
tory models and theories. The participants pro-

ceeded by trial and error, driven by the dynamics of
constantly evolving questioning. Obviously, the
interdisciplinary dialogue that started sixty years ago
must continue and be part of the advisory process
accompanying the treatment. It will benefit from
new data on the artist, the art work itself, and the
historical records. Above all, it is the direct confron-
tation of the various theories with the ‘naked’ altar-
piece during conservation treatment that will pro-

vide new evidence for fresh moutonnements.
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