


Detail from cat. .90: Peter Paul Rubens, The Entombment, after Caravaggio 

Nico Van Hout 

Rubens" and the Passion. 
Composition on the Basis of 
a Brainstorming Session?" 

We have an idea of how Rubens's workshop operated from the Danish physician Otto Sperling 
who visited the artist in 1621. He found himself in a 4arge hall, which had no windows but was il 

luminated through a large opening in the middle of the ceiling. Sitting in this hall were numerous 
young painters, all working on different pieces, which had been pre-drawn in chalk by Mr. Rubbens, 

and on which he had made a splash of paint here and there. The young people had to execute the 
whole of these pictures in colour, before finally Mr. Rubbens himself completed the whole with 

lines and colours." Sperling was surprised that any of these works should count as a �Rubens".> 

And yet this brief "first-hand account" doubtless reflects only part of the reality. Rubens's business 

model must have been far more complex than that of a traditional hierarchically organised work 

shop. The output of the Rubens studio suggests an enterprise of quite different dimensions, in 

which different "designers", each with his own team, worked under the supervision of the artistic 

director, who made corrections, or had them made, in order to ensure the required quality. After 

all, it was trust in the �Rubens" brand that brought in major commissions. 

In this context, it is worth casting our gaze south of the Alps, where Lodovico Carracci (1555-1619) 

and his cousins Agostino and Annibale ran their Accademia degli Incamminati in Bologna not 

on a purely hierarchical basis, but on the foundation of a lifelong learning process of revision 

and refinement, known as aemulatio. They recruited young, already trained artists such as Guido 

Reni, Francesco Albani and Guercino, correcting sketches and drafts in group discussions in order 

to achieve more convincing results. In concurrence with the heads of the studio, the assistants 

would develop projects that were regarded as �Carraccis" even though the Caraccis themselves 

had not worked on them in person.³ It is not inconceivable that the development of the concept, 

or inven tio, in the Rubens workshop went hand in hand with comparable brainstorming sessions. 

Things are basically no different in today's leading architectural offices, fashion houses or rock 

bands. 

Unfortunately, the Rubens literature of the twentieth century never took seriously the possibility 

that in a very busy workshop not only the execution, but also the invention might be delegated 

to a team. Art historians assumed that Rubens himself was always the only begetter of "his" com 

positions. Connoisseurs regarded the earliest drawings by assistants such as Jacques Jordaens 

(1593-1678) or Anthony van Dyck (1599-1641) as tinger exercises for their own oeuvre, even 

though a link with the great Rubens projects of these years is more likely. The form of this inter 

action between the artists involved is still unclear.* So let us analyse the surviving material against 

a broader background. 

Erom 1616 until the early 1620s, the commissions for the new Flemish Capuchin churches on 

which Rubens and his team were working included a number of altarpieces depicting St Francis 
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Fig. 1. Peer Paul Rubens, The Was1ng and Anointing of 
Christ's Body, 1616, oil on cafivas, 398 z80 Cm, Cambral, 
Saint-Géry, Réurion des Musées INationau 

(Brusscls, Ghent, Cologne, Antwerp, Lille), various Adorations of the Magi (Aachen, Tournai, Soissons)y^ and Depositions from the Cross (1ille, Lier, Kalisz, Arras, Valenciennes, St Omer),; as well as a Washing and Anointing the Body of Christ for Cambrai (fig, 1)." It must have been a major undertaking to come up with so many variations on, and acsthetic solutions for, the Passion story while retaining an uplifting and penetrating mise-en-scne for the handling of the lifeless body of Christ by those close to Him. 

Jordaes and van Dyck were to be involved in this huge project. In 1615/16, at the age of twens: 
thrce, Jordacns became an independent master. It is possible that he was commissioned 
Rubens with copying work, and collaboration between the two on one and the same nainsie 
documented. Jordaens's model studies and tronies turn up in Rubens compositions, providine 
evidence of a close working relationship." I have myself already tried to show that Rubens's o 
position and execution of the Deposition for Lille were largely entrusted to Jordaens, and the 
same is presumably true of various other projects." A series of study drawings by Jordaens soom 
came to be regarded as copies made freely after Rubens, even though they, together with auro. 
graph studies by the master, are obviously part of the same project." The very sparse evidence 
does not do justice to Jordaens's invisible activity as subcontractor for Rubens." In the five vears 
between his attainment of "master" status and the establishment of his own studio, Jordaens 
must, after all, have created more than just the three signed and dated works we know about 
from this period." In around 1614/15, after a brief training under Hendrick van Balen (1575-1632). 
van Dyck, too, entered service with Rubens. It may be that to start with, he was deputed by Rubens 
to draw models for copper engravings, as Giovanni Pietro Bellori (1613-1696) asserts. !5 He evi 

dently also made drawings of motifs from nature, which Rubens could hen process and incorp 
orate into his landscapes. � Just like Jordaens, from 1618 Van Dyck v as given the responsibility 
for particular projects such as the St Martin in Zaventem," the C de lance for the Antwerp 

In Rome, Rubens was much impressed by the Entombment painted 3 by Michelangelo Merisi 
da Caravaggio (1571-1610) for the Chiesa Nuova (fig. 2). He re sed the potential of this 

masterpiece, as simple as it is spectacular, for breathing new life irs he pictorial culture of the 
Counter-Reformation. Around 1614 he painted a smaller version of the altarpiece (cat. 90):" A 
copy of the equally famous Entombment by Titian (c.1485/90-1576) also probably circulated in 
his workshop,2° Rubens incorporated Titian's figures of the Virgin and of Mary Cleophas into ns 
copy after Caravaggio, as Michael Jaffé noted long ago," That a busy painter would find timeu 

As is evident from a series of individual drawings and a few pages of f the �Antwerp 
Sketchbook", 

van Dyck studied Titian's compositions." Rubens and Jordaens in turn were interested above all 

in Caravaggio, who, more than any other artist, knew how to use eloquent gestures and 
light management to sway the feelings of beholders. Rubens took the Composition as his point 

of departure for a wash sketch with searching pen strokes in brown ink on paper (tig 3).* By 

placing the figures diagonally in the picture, he suggested more movement. For the pose ofJohn, 

who is supporting the body of Christ with his knee, Rubens used the mirror image ot the tigure 

of John in the Antwerp Deposition. He shifted Caravaggio's expressive tigure of Joseph of Arimatheu 

into the background. Jordaens answered Rubens's brilliant study with an alternative 
proposal 

(fig. 4).4 Unlike Rubens, Jordaens lett the characteristic, vertically hanging arm of 
Caravaggio's 

Christ figure unchanged, placing it in the exact middle of his composition. To enhance the 

emotional effect, he turned Christ's head to face the beholders. The idea of havinga 
strong man 

occupy he foreground was possibly borrowed trom Rubens's Elevation of the Cross, In the dark-

ness, the body of Christ, the shroud and the figure of Mary stand out like a luminous Y. The 
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Franciscans$ and the Michielsen Triptych. 

make such a copy may seem surprising at first, but modern Italian masterpieces were rega 
at the time as the models to study. By freely interpreting and reformulating such exemplars, 
could, after all, arrive at new pictorial inventions of one's own. 

a. 





Fig 2 Michelangelo Merisi da Caravaggio, The Entombment 
of Christ, 1604, oil on canvas, 300 x 203 cm, Vatican, 
Musei Vaticani, Pinacoteca Vaticana 

Fig 3. Peter Paul Rubens, The Entombment, 1615-17, pen 
and wash, 222 x 153 mm, Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum 

figures on the right were taken by Jordaens from Rubens's pen-and-ink sketch. The next step ln 

the development of the concept was taken in an oil sketch which, in spite of atypical brushwork, 

is traditionally attributed to Rubens (fig. 5 and cat. 91).5 In the sketch, the diagonal 
movement 

from bottom left to top right is emphasised and the number of figures increased. As in the 
previous 

proposals, the head of Christ is once more shown in profile and falling back. John raises 
Christ's 

left arm, aligning it thus with the hanging right arm. As a result, the corpse forms a recumbent 

cross. As in Caravaggio's original composition, Joseph of Arimathea is back in the 
foreground. 

This proposal was presumably also rejected, as no large-format painting with this 
composition 

is known, or nmentioned in any document. 
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Fig. 4 Jacques Jordaens, The Entombment of Christ, 1st 

half of the 17th century, pen with brown ink, brown wash, 

192 x 176 mm, Madrid, Museo Nacional del Prado 

Fig 5 Peter Paul Rubens, The Entombment, 1615/16, 
oil on panel, 1147 x 92.6 cm, London, The Courtauld Gallery 

(see also cat. 91) 

It is possible that the client eventually chose a different episode from the Passion story. A rapid 

pen-and-ink sketch with wash in Jordaens's hand points in this direction (fig. 6).26 In this sketch, 

the Deposition has become a Washing and Anointing the Body of Christ. The idea for the new com 

position seems to have arisen when the oil sketch was turned clockwise through 9o degrees. In 

the pen-and-ink sketch, the corpse laid out in the line of sight. Christ's right leg in the oil 

sketch has become his hanging right arm in the pen-and-ink sketch, and the shroud has turned 

into Christ's outstretched left leg, while the rounded contour of Joseph of Arimathea has become 

the silhouette of Mary Magdalene. Jordaens has, however, taken the knee posture of the figure 

of John from Rubens. The list of paintings delivered by Rubens to the Capuchins included an 

altarpiece with this theme. Sébastien Briquet had commissioned the large work for the order's 

church in Cambrai, where it was delivered in 1616 (fig. 1)." It is easy to make a connection between 

the pen-and-ink sketch and the preparatory oil sketch for this painting (fig. 7).8 In the latter, 

the body of Christ, supported by John and the Virgin Mary, is depicted lying on the Stone of 

Anointing. In contrast to the pen-and-ink sketch, here his thigh and calf adopt the highly arti 

ficial but no less highly symbolic posture of a Greek cross.9 The Capuchins must have taken of 

fence at the bared shoulder of Mary Magdalene, which they discovered in the right foreground, 

for Rubens drew as an alternative a fully clad version of the sinner saint, which we now see on 

the altarpiece 3° With the altarpiece for Cambrai, Rubens & Co. realised a vigorous depiction that 
unites all the Caravaggesque stylistic features within itself and whose narrative dynamism gives 

it qualities that are positively filmic. The reticent pathos of the depietion must surely have 
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o Chrs per ac was oca 
ee hsE'sonoor oO5Dec 

FE7mer attributec te Jacaues sordaens 
The asng anc Aointing of Chrs's Booy ci616. 
oi or pane E- 662 cm, Munich, Bayerische 
Staatsge�idesammiunger. Alte Pinakothek 

reinforced the empathy of the Capuchins of Cambrai for the sufferings of Christ. It does uo 
seem to have bothered the friars that the price paid for the painting caused outrage in Koue 

It is highly likely that the chronology sketched out above is incomplete, that we have overlu 
some material and that studies have been lost. On the other hand, the links berween the abov 
mentioned examples are hardly to be denied. That three artists working together soe 
occupied in one and the same city at the same time on the same themne, and that their studies 

intercoMmunicate, can mean almost nothing else than that they were thinking about one 

the same project. All of which goes to show that Rubens's talents were not limited to the creative 

side, but that he was at least equally brilliant at organising and delegating. 
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