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Introduction

1. Title Page of The Book of Common Prayer, printed by Thomas and John Buck in Cambridge,
England, 1629 (Hexham Abbey Bible). Albany (OR), Collection of Historic Bibles & Engravings

Touching Heavens.
Art, Religiosity, and Didactic Aims in the Hexham Abbey Bible

Ricardo De Mambro Santos

Faith is to believe what you do not see;
the reward of this faith is to see what you believe.
St Augustine, De verbis Apostoli, Sermo 27

1. Introduction.
Remarks on a Newly Discovered Corpus of Prints
in the Hexham Bible
The exhibition Holy Beauty presents, for the first time,
a unique exemplar of The Book of Common Prayer and
The New Testament (ill. 1), published in Cambridge,
England, in 1629, characterized by a most peculiar
feature: interpolated with the pages of the Sacred
Scriptures, this volume contains over 110 full-page
engravings, from different series and sources, strategically arranged in the attempt to establish a dialogue
with the biblical text.1 In other words, this is not
an illustrated book, but a book with illustrations (ills.
2-3) or a “Picture Book,” as we shall explain better in
the next paragraphs.2 Carved in a technique known
as burin by a group of renowned sixteenth-century
Dutch and Flemish masters, the prints displayed in
this volume were produced mainly between 1582
and 1585, that is to say, many decades before the
publication of the book.3 Only later, between 1643
and 1662, as it will be argued, they were inserted
into the Bible and eventually bound together, creating what could be called an extraordinary “Museum
of Sacred Prints.”
Shortly after the invention of the printing machine by Gutenberg, around 1450s, book publishers
generally commissioned woodcuts to be included in
Bibles that were intended to be illustrated.4 Before

the second half of the sixteenth century, the use of
engravings as book illustrations was still very rare.
The situation changed somewhat at mid-century,
partly due to the establishment, in cities such as Antwerp and Amsterdam, of many printing-publishing
houses, mostly specialized, however, in the production of independent series of engravings.5
The book displayed in this exhibition constitutes,
therefore, a truly exceptional object, for it contains
many different print series originally carved and
sold as autonomous corpus of images, designed with
the aim of providing visual translations of particular
biblical passages or allegorical narratives with moral lessons. Only subsequently were these prints incorporated within this book and bound together,
becoming, then, an integral part of it. Strategically
combined with the text, these images were used to
illustrate, for instance, relevant paragraphs from the
Gospel according to St Matthew (ill. 4), the Gospel according to St Mark (ill. 5), the Gospel according to St Luke
(ill. 6), the Gospel according to St John (ill. 7), and also
pages from the Acts of the Apostles (ill. 8).
In addition to their illustrative value, the prints
collected in this Bible present also significant features
from a compositional, technical, and conceptual
standpoint and count, among the various designers,
engravers, and publishers involved in their making,
names of the caliber of Maarten van Heemskerck (1498-1574), Hieronymus Cock (1518-1570),
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2. Hexham Abbey Bible, fol. 674
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3. Hexham Abbey Bible, foll. 730-731

Philips Galle (1537-1612), Jan Sadeler (1550-1600),
and Hendrick Goltzius (1558-1617).
That is not to say, however, that the “aesthetic”
qualities of these engravings – to use an anachronistic term in reference to the time when this Bible
was compiled6 – might have been the main criteria
with which they had been bought and, then, inserted into the book. If anything, the opposite appears
to be true: the images were probably chosen, in fact,
in strict subordination to – and as clear, instructive
illustrations of – the biblical text. This method of selection is confirmed by the fact that the same composition – such as the Crucifixion with the Penitent St

Peter engraved by Hans Collaert – was purchased in
different states (one published by Gerard de Jode in
1585, within the Novi Testamenti, in templo gestorum
icones tredecim elegantissimi ac ornatissimi; the second by
Claes Jansz Visscher in 1639 as part of the Theatrum
Biblicum hoc est Historiae sacrae Veteris et Novi Testamenti
tabulis aeneis expressae) and included twice in the volume in order to illustrate the same biblical narrative
according to different Gospels, namely, the one written by St Matthew (ill. 9) and by St Luke (ill. 10). It is
evident, therefore, that these images were chosen and
acquired primarily to perform the illustrative goal
that they were expected to fulfill.
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4. Hexham Abbey Bible, fol. 671 (Gospel according to St Matthew)
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5. Hexham Abbey Bible, fol. 693 (Gospel according to St Mark)
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6. Hexham Abbey Bible, fol. 707 (Gospel according to St Luke)
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7. Hexham Abbey Bible, fol. 730 (Gospel according to St John)
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8. Hexham Abbey Bible, fol. 748 (Acts of the Apostles)
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Moreover, during the binding process, some of
the prints had their edges cut and resized in a rather irregular manner so that their compositions result slightly altered and, in some cases, the inscriptions that used to accompany the engravings appear
partly obliterated, if not removed altogether. Had
the original compiler of this book a better defined
“aesthetic” agenda and more sophisticated artistic
concerns in his mind, such a pragmatic and somehow dismissive treatment of the prints would not be
justifiable. It would have resulted, in fact, rather unusual among art collectors and print connoisseurs.7
In other words, these images were not conceived as
collectible items, but, on the contrary, seem to have
been acquired and assembled for reasons that did not
belong to the sphere of what we could call nowadays
“aesthetic directives” and might have responded to
other criteria, such as their didactic clarity, textual

adequacy, and compositional immediacy and decorum.
Be as it may, examined from a Postmodern lens
of analysis, this rare exemplar of the 1629 edition
of the Book of Prayer and the New Testament shows a
complex articulation of artistic qualities, ethic concerns, pedagogical strategies, and religious aspirations
profoundly intertwined, as we shall examine in detail
in the next pages. For the moment, it suffices to underline the fact that, in a broad sense, the interplay of
ethic, aesthetic, and confessional matters was a very
relevant theme in sixteenth-century Europe and, as
recent scholarship has pointed out, also in other geographical areas.8
In the specific case of sixteenth-century prints,
etchings, and engravings, since they were composed
by iconic elements as well as verbal signs in constant
dialogue with each other, it is not surprising to find
out that these mediums had become, throughout

9. Hans Collaert after Ambrosius Francken, Crucifixion with the Penitent St Peter from the Hexham Abbey Bible (Gerard de jode, 1585)
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that very century, some of the most diffused vehicles
to disseminate ideas, values, and beliefs in Europe,
but also elsewhere, as the prints collected by Mughal
Emperors, such as Akbar (1542-1605) and Jahangir
(1569-1627), clearly demonstrate.9
The propagation of thoughts, the migration
of particular forms of expression, and the dissemination of highly admired artistic models – which
would create phenomena as widely spread as the
so-called “International Mannerism,” based on
the re-elaboration of Italianate visual vocabularies,
mainly borrowed from works by Raphael (14831520), Michelangelo (1474-1564), and Parmigianino (1504-1540)10 – is an important cultural tendency, especially in the second half of the sixteenth
century. The elegance of these images invaded most
of the courts in Europe, imposing their decorative

patterns from Prague to Fontainebleau, from Rome
to Vienna. Artistic representations and systems of
power appear, therefore, indissolubly intertwined,
especially in regard to the worldwide circulation
of printed images, whose communicational devices
– depending on the contexts and on the historical circumstances, of course – could prevail over its
artistic merits. Quoting scholar James Clifton’s remarks on this topic, one could go as far as to assert
that, while
there is no doubt that collectors and connoisseurs valued the aesthetic qualities of prints
[…] the subject matter and religious functions of [them] seem to have been of paramount importance, and most buyers, regardless of social or educational class, might well

10. Hans Collaert after Ambrosius Francken, Crucifixion with the Penitent St Peter from the Hexham Abbey Bible (Claesz Jansz Visccher,
1639)
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be as content with a crude, pirated copy as
with a fine original. To be sure, there is no
doubt that collectors and connoisseurs valued the aesthetic qualities of prints of contemporary artists or earlier masters, even in
some instances to the point of disinterest in
the iconography or devotional function of
the works. But the high artistic quality does
not necessarily exclude or even overshadow
doctrinal meaning and devotional function.11
This seems to be the case, in fact, of the original
compiler of the Bible examined in this exhibition.
Based on this conceptual premise, it sounds plausible to exclude, from the list of potential compilers
and original owners of this book, someone who
might have been interested primarily in the artistic components of the engravings. More reasonably,
one may suggest that these prints were selected and
purchased in compliance of more pragmatic factors: first of all, woodcuts, burin engravings, and
etchings were usually less expensive than paintings, on account of their serial mode of production and, consequently, they were affordable items
even for middle-class people; second, the particular set of compositions inserted into this volume
represent in a very clear, persuasive, and instructive
way the biblical narratives they illustrate, displaying
well-known iconographies and rather expressive
formal codes; finally, most of these images could
effectively perform the functions of pedagogical as
well as mnemonic prompts, given the straightforward method with which they represent particular
themes. In other words, thus composed, this Bible
could become a most useful instruments during
worship practices or for educational purposes.
2. The Hexham Abbey Bible:
The (Revealing) History of Many (Solved)
Mysteries
The Bible displayed at the Hallie Ford Museum of
Art – containing The Book of Common Prayer, The
New Testament, and the whole Book of Psalmes Collected into English Meeter – constitutes the main fo-

cus of the exhibition Holy Beauty, which, given the
uniqueness of this stunning compilation of Sacred
Scriptures and images, could be rightly called an
early modern monument of Faith, Instruction, and
Taste.
2.1. A Hypothesis of Chronology: the Assembling of Text and Images
Printed in 1629 by Thomas and John Buck at the
University of Cambridge, England, the book contains, interpolated with the pages of the Scriptures,
an extraordinary set of prints, carved in the technique known as burin, as we have already pointed
out. Designed by renowned Flemish and Dutch
masters, most of the engravings inserted into this
volume were produced mainly between 1582 and
1585. Such a chronology, however, raises intriguing
questions, both from a historical as well as hermeneutic standpoint: how could one explain, in a Bible
printed in 1629, the presence of such a remarkable
corpus of images dating from a previous period and
created in different geographical areas? What might
have been the functions performed by this richly-illustrated compilation? Finally, who could have been
its compiler, or responsible for selecting, purchasing,
and attentively ordering the prints in association
with specific biblical passages?
As we shall explain in detail in the following pages, these engravings were included within the Bible
nearly a century after they were originally designed
and set in the market as autonomous, independent
images, or series of prints.They were, then, purchased
and arranged within this volume in order to illustrate some of the most relevant episodes of the New
Testament and other equally important sessions of the
Bible, such as the Acts of the Apostles, thus providing
useful visual prompts for devotional and educational
purposes. Once the images were arranged within the
textual sequence they intended to visually translate
or comment upon, the Bible was newly rebound – as
it will be demonstrated in the next paragraphs – between 1643 and 1662.
This chronological hypothesis is supported by
many structural, material, and historical evidences.
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First of all, one must keep in mind that this Bible
was a worship book, used in all probability as an instrument for private devotion and, perhaps, for pedagogical activities as well. The core of the volume
is formed by The Book of Common Prayer and The
New Testament. A handful of the images inserted into
the book, illustrating scenes from the Gospels and
the Acts of the Apostles – for example, the Repentance of Peter (ill.11), the Widow’s Mite (ill. 12), the
already mentioned Crucifixion (ill. 10), the Conversion
of Saul (ill. 13), and a few other compositions – were
printed later than the other engravings belonging to
the book and can be dated around 164312. This year

constitutes, therefore, the terminus post quem, or “after
which,” the volume and the images have been bound
together.
On the other hand, the Bible shows little internal wear and tear, which clearly indicates that it
was used as a worship tool for only a short amount
of time, if ever, before the new Book of Common
Prayer had replaced this – soon outdated – version in 1662. In fact, in 1661, the King of England,
Charles II, issued a directive concerning the preparation of a new Book of Common Prayer, which
was first published in London in 1662 (ill. 14). This
new version would remain, until very recently, the

11. Philips Galle after Maerten de Vos, The Repentance of Peter from the Hexham Abbey Bible
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12. Gerard de Jode, Widow’s Mite from the Hexham Abbey Bible

13. Gerard de Jode, The Conversion of Saul from the Hexham Abbey Bible

21

official prayer compilation of the Church of England, in substitution of the 1629 edition displayed
in this exhibition.13
It seems, thereby, implausible to believe that the
compiler of this volume – be it a cleric or a layman,
a pragmatic patron or a sophisticated commissioner
– would have put so much effort into inserting this
carefully chosen group of images within a book that
had already become obsolete as a prompt for devotional or instructional practices. It seems more reasonable to think that the compilation process might
have taken place before 1662. Consequently, this date
represents the terminus ante quem, or “before which,”
the compilation must have been made.

14. The Book of Common Prayer (London, 1762). London, Private collection
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Should this hypothesis prove correct, this unique
combination of Bible and (no longer autonomous)
prints could be dated around 1643 and 1662. Two
dates – one should not neglect to mention – that
mark significantly also one of the most dramatic periods in the history of the Church of England, during
the menacing years of the Civil War.14
2.2. At the Origins of Originality: Rev.
Ritschel and the Compilation of the Bible
In order to identify the compiler of this volume, an
important clue is provided by the family crest and

15. Bookplate from the Hexham Abbey Bible

the bookplate present in the book (ill. 15). Thanks
to these internal evidences, one may assert that the
Family Clarke – active between the eighteenth and
the nineteenth century – was responsible for binding the Bible in its current shape.15 In all probability,
the book was last bound by Rev. Slaughter Clarke
(1741-1820), father of Rev. Robert Clarke (17711824), whose bookplate is glued to the inside cover
of the volume. The last identifiable owner is Livingston Clarke (c. 1845-c. 1910). In all these years,
the family resided in Hexham, a civil parish in Northumberland, England.
This last point is particularly important for it locates the book – on a micro-historical level of analy-

sis – within a specific context. Thanks to this information, it sounds more than plausible to suggest the
name of Rev. George Ritschel, Sr (1616-1683) as
the original compiler of this extraordinary – indeed,
unique – Bible and Worship Book. Born “in the
borders of Bohemia,” as scholar Robert Fitzgibbon
maintains,16 Rev. Ritschel spent most of his formative years working as an assistant of Jan Amos Comenius (1592-1670), well-known humanist, author of
influential treatises on Theology and Pedagogy, such
as the Didactica Magna, or The Great Didactic (London,
1657), in which he fervently stressed the importance
of images in the learning process either as stimulating teaching tools or mnemonic devices that could

16. John Greig, Hexham Abbey Church. Albany (OR), Collection of Historic Bibles & Engravings
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facilitate both the assimilation as well as the memorization of relevant data.17
In those years, Rev. Ritschel traveled constantly
to Holland, Denmark, and Germany, before moving definitively to England, where he was, at first,
nominated reader at the Bodleian Library in Oxford
and then, in 1655, appointed perpetual curate and
Mercers’ lecturer at the Hexham Abbey (ill. 16):18 a
role that he would fulfill until his death. Described
by Fitzgibbon as “an enemie [sic] to all innovations
in the church,”19 Rev. Ritschel published in 1663 a
book eloquently titled Defense of the Ceremonies of
the Church in England (or, Dissertatio de cærimoniis Ecclesiæ Anglicanæ), in which he strenuously defended
the Anglican Church against the risks of “supersti-

tion and idolatry.”20 He died in November 1683 and
was buried, as Fitzgibbon points out, “in the choir of
Hexham Church near the Reading desk.”21
On the basis of this set of historical premises, one
could affirm that the Bible displayed in this exhibition – with the remarkable addition of a conspicuous
corpus of Netherlandish Renaissance and Mannerist
prints – was presumably compiled in association
with the activities promoted, or undertaken, by Rev.
Ritschel at Hexham Abbey. Moreover, it is possible
to suggest that such a strategically-planned compilation might also reflect his ideas concerning the
use of images in a religious context, partly based on
Comenius’ remarks on the same theme. The choice
of illustrating segments of this Worship Book with
Dutch and Flemish prints could be the direct consequence of his well-documented familiarity and
incessant contacts with the Netherlands and nearby
territories. While observing this carefully assembled
Bible, along with its illuminating sequence of images, one may not refrain from remembering Rev.
Ritschel’s epitaph at the Hexham Abbey, which sustains that “he might have bin [sic] a great light to this
northern corner of the land.”22
2.3. In Defense of Books and Images: Rev.
Ritschel and Comenius’ Didactic Legacy

17. George Glover, Portrait of Jan Amos Comenius. London, Private collection
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A crucial part of Rev. Ritschel’s formative years was
spent under the protection of and in association with
Jan Amos Comenius (ill. 17), a humanist who had
continually stressed, in the pages of his opus magna,
The Great Didactic (ill. 18), the unparalleled value of
books and printed pictures as pedagogical materials
with which one could enhance, if not facilitate, the
process of education of young people.23 Interestingly,
Comenius compares his “new method” of teaching
to the “typographic art,” claiming that, “notwithstanding its being more difficult, expensive, and laborious, [it] is, nevertheless, more appropriate to write
books in a fastest, more precise, and elegant way.”24
His admiration for this technical innovation is such
that he will even forge a Greek-inspired neologism,
which intentionally echoes the word “typography,”
in order to underline the novelty of his pedagogical

approach, calling it Didacography (διδαχογραφία).
Like a printing machine, “the regular mechanism of
our method,” Comenius states, will be able to “imprint all sciences in the spirit [of the students] in the
same manner in which, externally, a paper can be
printed with ink.”25
If compared to hand-made manuscripts, printed books present countless advantages. Thanks to
Gutenberg’s invention, in fact, books could be produced more quickly, without mistakes (largely due,
in the past, to the exhausting activity of the copyists),
and in a very elegant fashion, thus offering a much
more affordable didactic instrument for teachers living all over the world. In virtue of their serial means
of production and worldwide distribution, books
could also guarantee that the same messages, contents, and ideas could travel across distant lands and
reach diverse places, cultures, and audiences. Consequently, educators working in different areas were
tremendously facilitated in their educational tasks,

gradually: at first, it is useful to explain the general rules of each discipline (such as Logic, Rhetoric,
Mathematics, etc.) and, then, provide tangible examples to illustrate each one of them, preferably borrowed “from the practices that take place in everyday
life.”27 This path of instruction would allow students
to develop, first of all, their senses, along with their
memory; then, their intelligence and, at last, their capacity of judgment.“Knowledge starts with the senses,” sustains in fact Comenius, “through the imagination, it passes into the memory and, thanks to the
observation of particular examples, it reaches the intelligence of the universals and, finally, […] releases
a judgment.”28
Books are an essential tool in the process of instruction thus outlined. Different editions of the same

thus making teachers even among people who
had not received from nature the ability to
teach, for the mission of each one of them is
not so much take from their own minds what
they were expected to teach, but, more importantly, communicate and infuse into the youth
an erudition that had been already established
and whose tools also had been already prepared and set in their hands.26
Among these previously prepared books and
didactic materials, Comenius mentions a particular
kind of volume, that he calls “Guide-books.” As implied by their very name, these volumes aimed to offer a pre-structured, carefully-conceived educational
trajectory to their readers, whose variegated stages,
goals, and tasks were gradually displayed in coincidence with the process of reading itself. In a word:
reading becomes an active form of learning.
However, such an articulated process of learning,
understanding, and memorizing should be attentively organized according to a well-planned sequence
and follow different steps, before reaching its main
goal, that is to say, the education of young people.
Different subject matters should be introduced in

18. Jan Amos Comenius, Title Page of Opera Didactica Omnia
(Amsterdam, 1657). Mannheim, Private collection
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texts, however, could confound students. Therefore,
“it would be better if the books adopted [in the
classroom] were from the same edition so that their
pages, paragraphs, and any other component would
correspond one to the other.”29 Likewise, images can
be a tremendous instrument in the learning process.
In a particularly striking session of his volume, under
the title The Content of the Books Must Be Painted on
the Walls, the author asserts the enriching pedagogical value of images:
In order to achieve our goals, it would be very
helpful to paint on the walls of the classroom
a summary of all books of each class, showing both texts (with selective brevity) as well
as illustrations, portraits, and relieves, through
which students’ senses, memory, and intelligence could be stimulated every day.30
And, in the following sentence, Comenius comments, adding a religious flavor to his thoughts:
God Himself has filled every corner of this
grand theatre of the world with paintings,
sculptures, and images as living representatives
of His wisdom, and wants us to be instructed
by their means.31
Images stimulate the senses in a way that no other
form of expression could ever attain. For Comenius,
truth and certainty “depend upon the witness of the
senses.”32 Consequently, the pedagogue insists that,
“if one truly wants his [or her] students to acquire
knowledge with truth and certainty, it is necessary
to make every effort to teach all disciplines through
the direct action of the gaze and the sensorial perception.”33
In such a learning process, based on visuality
and direct apprehension, images will occupy a most
promising position as powerful educational tools and
discursive prompts: “with images,” Comenius sustains, “one can easily imprint in everyone’s mind the
sacred history and other histories as well. It is evident that each one of us can imagine more easily and
quickly what a rhinoceros is if, at least once, we have
seen it (even by means of a picture).”34
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These “ocular demonstrations,” as Comenius
puts it35, have the unparalleled merit of providing
tangible, immediate, and highly persuasive means
with which ideas, values, and beliefs can be effectively taught. Paraphrasing ancient poet and orator,
Horace, Comenius maintains that “those things that
one gets through the ears attract much more slowly
attention than the ones that are faithfully set before
the beholder’s eyes.”36 And “attention,” the pedagogue claims, “is the light of knowledge.”37
Quite remarkably, the paragraphs devoted to
these reflections on the usefulness of images in the
educational process continues throughout Comenius’ pages, with very significant statements concerning The Grand Usefulness of Images in Teaching, as
the title of one of the conclusive sentences paradigmatically recites: “If it is not possible to teach with
things themselves at hand, one ought to use representations of them, that is to say, pictures or drawings
made especially for teaching.”38
Thus applied, illustrations have the power of enticing the attention of students thanks to their perceptual tangibility and visual immediacy, favoring a
nearly first-hand experience of facts, forces, and phenomena they refer to. In Comenius’ Didactica Magna,
images unexpectedly play the role of authentic evidences:
Everything that one teaches must be taught
in a direct manner, without tergiversations. In
fact, we see things directly, and not in a vague
way, when we see them not confusedly or obscurely, but with our gaze.Whatever is the subject to be taught, set it in front of students’ eyes,
letting them see it nakedly in its essence, and
not by means of subterfuges, words, metaphors,
allusions and hyperboles, or figures of speech
that one uses to enlarge or diminish things that
are already known.39
Ultimately, for Comenius, the didactic force of
images lies in their capacity of crossing and transcending any epistemological boundaries, for they
can be equally useful while teaching Botanic, Zoology, Geometry, Geography, History and even Religion. Needless to say, for the sake of our interpre-

tation, this last point is particularly relevant: according to Comenius, images are such strong vehicles of
didactic demonstrations because they can represent
not only what is visible per se, but also forms, concepts, or ideas that still need to find a visual shape to
be properly shown and grasped. In this sense, images can be especially functional to teaching Religion
for they could provide palpable forms for spiritual
– i.e., invisible, not natural – entities. Nothing could
be more effective to teach metaphysical – or biblical,
one may add – subject than pictures, drawings, or
prints. Images can provide “greater evidences” and
facilitate the learning process of any subject matter,
from the understanding of the human body to the
apprehension of biblical narratives and religious dogmas.

terized by the consistent use of images and words
displayed in order to compose a richly illustrated
encyclopedic dictionary. For this reason, a nineteenth-century translation of this volume, published
in England, enthusiastically describes it as “the first
children’s picture book.”43
In the original seventeenth-century edition, copperplate prints accompanied the explanatory texts,
which were given both in Latin and in the different local language, depending, of course, on the editions. Interestingly, this volume could introduce, in
this way, consensually-accepted (European) notions
to children living in different geographical areas
and, therefore, belonging to various cultural settings,

If anyone doubts that all things, even the spiritual and absent ones (which are located or
have happened in Heaven, or in the abysses,
or in the ultramarine regions) can be, in this
way [that is to say, by means of images], presented to the senses, one has just to recall that,
through the work of the Divine Providence, all
things have been made with perfect harmony,
so that superior things can be represented by
inferior ones, absent ones by means of present
ones, and the invisible things by means of visible ones.40
Such an innovative, almost first-hand learning
process finds its methodological legitimacy in what
Comenius denominates “the mental vision technique”,41 that is, learning through the eyes and interpreting on the basis of visual evidences. No wonder if, in another publication by the venerable seventeenth-century pedagogue words and images will
become the two fused sides of the same instructional
coin. In a book written in London, but published in
Nuremberg in 1658, programmatically titled Orbis
Sensalium Pictus (ill. 19) – that is to say, “Visible World
in Pictures, or a nomenclature and pictures for all
the chief things that are in the world, and of mens
employements [sic] therein”42 – Comenius offers a
teaching method particularly devoted to the instruction of children how to read. This book is charac-

19. Jan Amos Comenius, Title Page of Orbis Sensalium Pictus
(Nuremberg, 1658). Mannheim, Private collection
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while teaching them to read their “native” languages. The acquisition of such a basic set of information – concerning the natural, anthropological, and
even spiritual worlds (ills. 20-22), according to what
could be could nowadays an essentially Eurocentric
perspective – takes place during the very process of
learning how to read and thanks to the mutual assistance provided by iconic and verbal signs.
In these pages, Comenius advocates for a perfect
juxtaposition and integral semiotic translation of
“pictures” and “nomenclatures” through “descriptions,” as he professes in the opening paragraphs of
this Picture-Book: “The Pictures are the representation of all visible things (to which also things invisible are reduced after their fashion) of the whole
world.”44 On the other hand, “The nomenclatures are

20. Jan Amos Comenius, Orbis Sensalium Pictus, fol. 47
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the Inscriptions, or Titles set every one over their
own Pictures, expressing the whole thing by its own
general term;”45 finally, “The Descriptions are the explications of the parts of the Pictures, so expressed
by their own proper terms, as that same figure
which is added to every piece of the picture, and
the term of it, always sheweth what things belongeth one to another.”46 In other words, the immediacy of pictures will make the activity of recognizing, understanding, memorizing, and knowing not
only much faster and easier, but also – according to
the “Comenian Method”47 – funnier as the author
confidently argues:
To entice witty children to it, that they may
not conceit a torment to be in the school, but
dainty fare. For it is apparent, that children
(even from their infancy almost) are delighted with Pictures, and willingly please their
eyes with these lights: And it will be very well
worth the pains to have once brought it to
pass, that scare-crows may be taken away out
of Wisdom’s Gardens.48
At this point of our analysis, it is essential to ask
oneself how these reflections, focusing on Comenius’ didactic innovations, can be related to the Book
of Common Prayer displayed in this exhibition. In the
context of a study centered on the Hexham Abbey Bible, with its unprecedented, unparalleled, and
unique assembling of sixteenth-century prints, the
didactic approach inaugurated by Comenius offer
a most stimulating path of interpretation to better
understand the interaction of images and texts in
the volume compiled by Rev. Ritschel. First of all,
it is important to recall that a personal, close, and
well-documented relationship united Rev. Ritschel
to Comenius, despite their “growing divergence of
view” in regard to specific metaphysical matters, as
scholar Fitzgibbon has pointed out.49
Furthermore, the echo provoked by the publication of The Great Didactic – and possibly also the
Orbis Pictus – might have reached the attention of
someone who had been for so long a beloved pupil
of their author. Therefore, one can plausibly assume
that Rev. Ritschel may have known and read Come-

nius’s monumental works on Didactics and shared
some of their distinctive approaches, especially in
regard to the adoption of “pictures” to clarify, explain, and further elaborate upon “nomenclatures,”
followed by an important moment of reflection and
“description” of the subjects, topics, and themes addressed. If this hypothesis sounds acceptable, then,
one could also infer that some of the ideas developed in those books might have influenced, or at
least intellectually stimulated, Rev. Ritschel’s pedagogical aims, methods, and means, particularly in his
statements concerning the usefulness of images in an
educational process.
On the other hand, this hypothesis seems to
find an indisputable confirmation in the very method of compilation adopted by the reverend in the

making of the Hexham Abbey Bible. By inserting
carefully-chosen (sixteenth-century) prints in order to accompany the biblical narratives in a (seventeenth-century) Book of Common Prayer and
New Testament that was not originally conceived
to contain illustrations, the compiler shows a particular didactic inclination. Otherwise, one cannot
explain the presence of such a conspicuous corpus of
images within the book and grasp their not merely
illustrative functions. Echoing Comenius’ conviction
regarding the driving force of images as pedagogical
tools also within devotional, confessional, and religious matters, Rev. Ritschel makes the biblical passages more quickly accessible and more immediately
understandable to an audience of layman – or young
people during the catechism, for instance – thanks to

21. Jan Amos Comenius, Orbis Sensalium Pictus, fol. 72

22. Jan Amos Comenius, Orbis Sensalium Pictus, fol. 54
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the systematic adoption of pictures as visual prompts,
mnemonic devices, and iconic summaries of the stories they are related to. Even in the case in which
this volume were used as a Worship Book for private
consultation only, the hypothesis centered on the didactic function of these images remains still plausible.
Another important point to emphasize is that the
images assembled in this book are in dialogue with –
and not merely subordinated to – the texts they are
paired with.Words and images appear, in fact, in constant interaction in the various Gospels and Acts of the
Apostles in which they are inserted within the Hexham Abbey Bible. Furthermore, the degree of nearly
parity between visual and verbal texts is guaranteed,
on the one hand, by the remarkable quality of the
engravings included in the volume (which implies

23. George Ritschel,Title Page of De Ceremoniis Ecclesiae, Cumprimis Anglicanae, Dissertatio (Stuttgart, 1663). Rome, Biblioteca
Casanatense
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at least a certain level of stylistic and iconographic
autonomy) and, on the other, by the recurrent use of
allegorical and symbolic imagery (which implies the
need for further hermeneutic explanations).50
Such a “conversational” metaphor – in lack of
any better expression to describe the particular interaction of images and words that characterizes this
bible – seems to capture the spirit with which text
and prints were combined in the making of this
exquisite volume: it is easy, in fact, to imagine Rev.
Ritschel using this richly illustrated and attentively composed Bible as personal vehicle to stimulate
religious reflections or, on the opposite, as a most
stimulating pedagogical tool used to explain the ethical, metaphysical, and even behavioral issues raised
by the biblical narratives, while literally indicating
figures, images, and textual passages, standing in front
of a hall filled with believers, or alone during a moment of personal prayer.
Moreover, the legitimacy of using images in relation to the rites and ceremonies of the Church of
England is a topic directly addressed by Rev. Ritschel
in his already mentioned Dissertatio, or Defense of the
Ceremonies of the Church in England (ill. 23).51 Even
though this text does not address, in particular, the
question of images within a religious context per
se, it offers, however, some incisive considerations
about the risks of committing idolatry and acting in
a superstitious way. Accordingly, this text examines
several issues concerning the validity, efficiency, and
limits of visual representations within a religious setting. In many paragraphs, in fact, the reverend stresses
the utility of displaying right before the eyes of the
members of a community images and pictures that
could increase their sense of devotion, or dispositio to
pray, worship, and respect God.
Expressions such as “ponere ob oculos” – that is to
say, “to set before the eyes” – will appear consistently
in Ritschel’s reflections as recurrent rhetorical formulae. For example, in the passages in which he explains the necessity of wearing candid clothes during
the celebration of the mass, given its symbolic power
of reminding the audience to keep one’s soul always
candid, the reverend claims that the white dresses
“set before the eyes” (ponere ob oculos)52 of his listeners
this very point, offering, with striking immediacy, a

visual reminder of one’s urge for purity and candor.
Likewise, he justifies the legitimacy of making the
sign of the cross, against the accusation of idolatry,
on account of the fact that this symbol “sets before
the eyes” (ponens ob oculos)53 an emotionally-appealing sign of the suffering of the Christ. For this very
reason, he asserts that early Christian militiae had the
custom to raise a cross every time they converted
a community of non-believers, thus “setting before
the eyes” (poneretur ob oculos)54 of the transformed
populations the signs of their new spiritual Victory.
In Rev. Ritschel’s opinion, even moral issues could
be better understood and discussed if one exposes
the facts clearly and with simple words, almost as
though they were visually displayed and metaphorically “set before the eyes” (proponere ob oculos) of the
interlocutors.55
All these statements confirm Rev. Ritschel’s profound conviction that visual evidences – due to their
immediacy and tangible presence – could effectively help to improve the transmission of ideas, values,
and beliefs among people. Hence, the usefulness of
certain rituals and ceremonies within the Church of
England as the reverend programmatically proclaims:
without crossing the dangerous boundaries of idolatry and superstition, these rites create, through their
very regular occurrences and timeless repetition of
gestures, poses, and acts, models of behavior that increase the confessional unity as well as the sense of
religious belonging among the members of a community. Rites unite Heaven with Earth. By faithfully respecting these accepted ceremonies, clearly
described in the Dissertatio, believers may feel again
their feet solidly ground on the territory of orthodoxy, while praying with their eyes fervently oriented toward the sky (oculos in coelum).56
In this process of transcendental purification and
religious introspection, pictures can be very helpful
for, as the reverend systematically sustains, “images
are noble” (nobis est imago).57 It is not difficult, therefore, to connect these remarks with the method of
compilation used by Rev. Ritschel in the creation of
the Hexham Abbey Bible. Based on these premises,
one could suggest that, in order to further enhance
the volume’s potential as an instrument for worship,
catechesis, and personal spiritual reflections, the rev-

erend/compiler might have added a series of significant imagines able to adequately fulfill these conditions. From a hermeneutic perspective, the Hexham
Abbey Bible emerges as a perfect symbiosis between
Rev. Ritschel’s Dissertatio and Comenius’ Didactica,
for it brings to one’s attention the instructive, persuasive, and even ideological power of images. Like
written sentences, or suggestive poetries, images
can evoke ideas, while transmitting all sorts of messages. As Tzvetan Todorov once claimed, “Pictures
speak”!58
3. Northern Visual Poetries:
Words and Images in the Sixteenth-Century
Print Making Industry
As we have seen, images and words have a long history together. Metaphorically, one could go as far back
as the biblical Genesis and the Creation of the First
Man to find a pertinent paradigm for this profound
relationship: if, at the Beginning of the Times, “the
Word was God,” shortly afterward Adam was conceived and then modeled in resemblance of God’s
image just to provide, after a while, names to all created forms.
During the Italian Quattrocento, especially under the philosophical aegis of the Humanism, the
symbiosis between these two territories – the textual and the iconic – entailed de facto a conceptual
equivalence: words and images were soon considered as equally powerful, persuasive, and touching
means of representation.59 Given the Humanistic
focus on the study of the Classical tradition as an
essential premise for achieving perfection in any
field of knowledge and creativity, Italian Renaissance artists and patrons shared the conviction that
words and images were both excellent vehicles to
disseminate ideas, express emotions, and convey the
most complex religious beliefs. Such a profound cohesion was ultimately sealed by a rhetorical formula, borrowed from ancient poet, Horace: Ut pictura
poësis, that is to say, “as is painting, so is poetry.”60
According to this concept, writers and painters are
expected to follow similar norms and rules while
creating their works.
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The legacy provided by ancient and Renaissance
orators – with their rich set of categories and critical
terminology, such as compositio, dispositio, and inventio61 – will become the paramount frame of reference
for artists and poets in the making of their compositions in the next three centuries. Throughout the
sixteenth and seventeenth century, in particular, such
a growing vocabulary of art-related terms not only
will migrate toward the Northern lands, but will be
also the object of significant translations, adaptations,
and theoretical revisions, in the attempt to find ways
of describing and explaining the art phenomena that
could fully define the distinctive character of works
produced in Germany, Flanders, and the Netherlands.62
Consequently, a divide will soon emerge in
these Nordic territories between theoretically-engaged “artists” and manually-skilled “artisans.”63

24. Karel van Mander, Title Page of Het Schilder-Boeck (Haarlem, 1604). Rome, Istituto Olandese
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The ideal artist would be considered, accordingly,
the one able to transfer his intellectual faculties to
the hands, thus transforming a manual activity into
a practical knowledge. It is no wonder if one of
the most influential sixteenth-century art and theoreticians, Karel van Mander, in his Schilder-Boeck
(ill. 24), or Book of Painting (Haarlem 1604),64
will praise an artist exactly for possessing “learned
hands” (gheleerde handt), unlike any other professional.65
In addition, audiences too will be classified in
accordance with their degree of competence in the
evaluation of art matters, which will ultimately lead
to a sharp social distinction between “learned” (doctos) and “ordinary” (vulgus) viewers.66 While the former will know how to appreciate the forms created
by poets and painters primarily on account of their
specific artistic merits, the latter will admire these
same images merely on the basis of their resemblance
to the natural world. For the doctos, art-created forms
could disclose the intellectual dimensions of a discourse, thus becoming authentic “visual poetries.”
For the vulgus, they were first and foremost mirrors
of the visible sphere.
Accomplished masters, however, will learn how
to conciliate in their works needs and expectations
coming from both audiences, as Van Mander consistently repeats in his treatise. This volume – as
we have briefly mentioned above – constitutes the
most important treatise to understand the innovations inaugurated by Northern artists between the
fifteenth-century and the very date of its publication, in the first decade of the seventeenth-century.
From a conceptual perspective, Van Mander offers
the richest lexicon of art-related terms ever compiled in the Netherlands, borrowing generously from
– but also radically reassessing – Italian sources, such
as Alberti’s De Pictura (On Painting, 1435) and Vasari’s Le Vite (Lives, 1550), while operating a calculated
rethinking of this rich set of notions and parameters
in order to verify their legitimacy and functionality
when applied outside the boundaries in which they
were originally conceived.67
In regard to the social and cultural divide that
characterized different kinds of artists and audiences as well, Van Mander provides a clear example in

his biography of Albrecht Dürer (1471-1528). In this
narrative, the author recalls that the German painter,
writer, and engraver “was considered in high esteem
not only among ordinary people [ghemeenen volcke]
but also by knowledgeable persons and learned art
lovers [Gheleerden en Const-verstandigen] as well as by
grand lords [grooten Heeren]”.68 Part of an artist’s intelligence, in Van Mander’s opinion, laid in his ability
to create works that could be appreciated in different
contexts. Given, in fact, the “migratory” nature of
prints – made in a specific place but traded in many
distant lands and sent amidst diverse cultures – sixteenth-century artists had to be even more attentive
when exploring the polysemic strategies of their images, if they wanted to reach the favor and respond
to the needs of different audiences.

Moreover, one may not forget that many engravings dealt simultaneously with texts and images and,
partly for this reason, they became one of the most
popular and searched-for medium in sixteenth-century Europe. In the creation of engravings such as
the ones assembled in the Hexham Abbey Bible, for
instance, artists had to go through a highly collaborative process of production. First of all, the making
of these works required the joint efforts of a team
composed by a designer (invenit, “invented”), an engraver (fecit or sculpsit “executed”), and a publisher
(excudebat, “issued”), whose names will equally converge toward the attribution of “authorship.”69 For
example, in a remarkable composition inserted into
the Hexham Abbey Bible – representing an episode
from the Acts of the Apostles and, more specifical-

25. Hendrick Goltzius after Johan Stradanus, Paul Bitten by a Serpent from the Hexham Abbey Bible
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ly, the scene of Paul Bitten by a Serpent (Acts 28:3)
(ill. 25) – it is possible to find the complete triad of
authors in the signatures that seal the work: Iohan
Stradanus inuen. (invented by Giovanni Stradano, aka,
Johannes Stradanus, aka, Jan van der Straet) Philippus
Galle excu. (published by Philips Galle) and, last but
certainly not least, Hgoltzius sculp. (carved by Hendrick Goltzius).
In regard to the textual elements of an engraving,
printmaking processes involved very often the participation of – sometimes well-known – humanists, poets, and even philosophers, like Justus Lipsius (15471606) and Dirck Volckertsz. Coornhert (1522-1590)
(ills. 26-27) in the writing of verses or inscription to
accompany an image.70 At the end of these complex,
team-oriented procedures, the resulting print offers a
profound fusion of words and images, even in those

26. Hendrick Goltzius, Portrait of Justus Lipsius. Amsterdam, Private collection
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cases in which the latter aim to simply illustrate the
former. At its best, however, an engraving is an intellectually compelling and artistically autonomous
form of visual poetry.
In accordance with the conceptual paradigm
of Ut Pictura Pöesis, the more or less pronounced
knowledge of an audience in regard to art matters,
could be measured on the basis of its reactions in
front of a painting, a drawing, or a print. As far as
“ordinary people” are concerned, Van Mander describes many examples of their poor behavior, due
to the lack of any theoretical, iconographic, or stylistic frame of reference. In the biography of Cornelis
Ketel, for example, the Flemish writer describes the
embarrassing situation in which a man, who had no
preparation in the field of art or any familiarity with
well-known textual sources, was not able to grasp
the theme represented by the artist, even though it
was a quite common one, and ended up exchanging
a mythological depiction of Danae for a Christian
Annunciation to the Holy Virgin!71
Other cases of misunderstanding among “ordinary” audiences, however, were far less amusing and
assumed the dramatic contours of violence, hate,
and persecution. Such was the case of the devastating attacks that annihilated the works preserved in
many churches, chapels, and city halls in Germany,
Flanders, and the Netherlands, during the wave of
iconoclasm that spread around 1566.72 With expressions that do not leave room for apologies or excuses, Van Mander complains about these catastrophic
events, describing them as “the iconoclastic war”
(den krijgh oft beeld-stormen),73 the “insane image
storm” (d’uytsinnighe beeldtstorminghe)74 or “the devastating Deluge of image storm” (de rasende Diluvie
der beeldtstorminghe),75 perpetrated by the “ignorant
fury of church-destroyers” (onverstandighen yver der
Kerck-braeck).76
On the opposite side of these destructive
“non”-audiences, Van Mander places in the highest
position the peaceful, always tempered, and well-balanced behavior displayed, on the contrary, by people
who are “knowledgeable” (verstandighe) in art matters. This public of exquisite connoisseurs will be,
in fact, enthusiastically described by the author as
art experts (const-verstandighen), art lovers (const-lief-

hebbers) and passionate art collectors (const-liefdighen).77 Among this group of learned men, a special
place will be occupied by those artists who have also
dedicated their time to reflect upon – or even write
about – the principles and rules of art, publishing
treatises, delivering public lectures, or giving private
lessons, on these crucial topics.
Excellent examples of such a promising combination of intellectual faculties, skilled hands, and
fertile baggage of cultural references – which should
characterize, according to Van Mander, any ingenious practitioner of this “noble and liberal art,” that
is, Painting78 – are engravers like Albrecht Dürer,
Maarten van Heemskerck, and Hendrick Goltzius.
As a matter of fact, in many passages of his book,
Van Mander asserts that a master’s distinguishing
faculty of “understanding” can be promptly noticeable not only in the images he have produced, but
also from the quality of his aesthetic judgments and
ethical conduct. An artist genuinely conscious of
his abilities must know how to evaluate the works
made by other masters using consistent criteria and
terminology.
That explains why Van Mander tends to emphasize exemplary narratives in which artists expressed
extremely astute judgments about any art-related
issue, adopting well-chosen, and incisive words. In
the case of Goltzius, in particular, it “was very stimulating and instructive for the painters to hear him
speak about these things,” Van Mander comments,
“for he spoke of incarnate fluids, and fiery shadows,
using archaic and unusual expressions.”79 In utilizing
locutions such as “incarnate fluids” to describe the
working method used by different artists, Goltzius
gives evidence of great exegetic lucidity and of his
even more surprising interpretative acumen, offering
a meaningful ekphrastic synthesis based on the use of
apt verbal formulations and, at times, expressions of
dense poetic incisiveness.
A truly universal teacher, Goltzius embodies, in
the Schilder-Boeck, the ideal of an artist who is educated and discreet, judicious and honest, moderate
and virtuous, sententious but not doctrinaire, versed
in many disciplines, and equally engaged in the study
of the natural sciences: an artist manually skilled, intellectually vigorous, and keen to offer judgments

full of wisdom and worthy of utterance like the best
rhetorical instructor or the most lucid Stoic philosopher. An artist whose works must be seen with the
eyes of the intellect.
Unsurprisingly, a similar degree of intelligence in
creating “visual poetries” can be seen also in many
Goltzius’ works. A particularly stunning example of
the application of the doctrine Ut Pictura Poësis in
the making of elegant, yet highly discursive images, is the series of engravings designed by Goltzius,
representing three famous mythological couples:
Jupiter and Juno, Neptune and Amphitrite, and Pluto
and Persephone (ills. 28-30). Recently purchased by
the Hallie Ford Museum of Art, these three magnificent engravings were printed from copper plates
around 1594. Stylistically similar in their masterful
use of the burin, these images were clearly intended to be seen as a triptych, given the presence of
the progressive numbers, from 1 to 3, placed next to
the artist’s monogram – formed by his initials, HG

27. Hendrick Goltzius, Portrait of Dirck Volckertsz. Coornhert.
Amsterdam, Private collection
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– in the lower left corner of each composition. The
scenes, depicting the peaceful, loving relationships of
three couples belonging to Classical mythology, are
further enriched by the evocative verses written in
Latin by the Dutch poet and humanist, Franco Estius
(ca. 1545-ca. 1594), who until his death frequently
collaborated with Goltzius.
In an atmosphere of serenity and sensuousness,
brilliantly evoked by the smooth curvilinear rendering of the burin, the first scene (ill. 28) depicts
an allegory of the power of love. Here the union of
Jupiter and Juno, the supreme rulers of Olympus, is
represented in a quiet, tender setting. Floating on a
sinuous cloud and surrounded by Jupiter’s distinctive
attributes – including the eagle holding his thunderbolt-shaped scepter – the protagonists of the scene
exchange a silent, almost hypnotic, dialogue of gazes,

28. Hendrick Goltzius, Jupiter and Juno. Salem (OR), Hallie
Ford Museum of Art
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turning their eyes delicately toward each other. The
subtle, yet intense, eroticism that pervades the scene
is visually enhanced by the eloquent entanglement of
Jupiter’s fingers, which caress Juno’s neck with one
hand, while playing with her fingers with the other.
Far from earthly discord, Concordia is the coronation
of Love, as the verses composed by Estius suggest:
Whenever Saturn’s daughter merrily visits the bedroom of Jupiter
And caresses the god, propped up on her rosy arms,
The three-forced missiles are idle, there is no thunder
all over the ether.
The heaven-dwellers sing a song of praise and the
universe enjoys golden peace.80
The second scene (ill. 29) echoes the harmonic
atmosphere of the previous composition, showing
the vigorous figure of Neptune, the god of the sea,
as he holds his emblematic Trident with his left hand
and embraces the idealized body of his beloved wife,
Amphitrite, with the other.
Once again, Goltzius focuses his attention on the
tender, yet intense, game of glances that unites the
mythological couple. Accompanied by two beautifully-carved dolphins that repeat a classical motif already adopted by Raphael in his Galatea, Neptune’s
body echoes the heroic forms of the Torso Belvedere,
while his head unmistakably evokes the physiognomy of Michelangelo’s Moses: a resemblance further
emphasized by Amphitrite’s gesture, as she delicately
touches her husband’s long, soft beard.
A master of metamorphosis, Goltzius creates his
image through the appropriation and reinterpretation of well-known models, brilliantly conjugating
his familiarity with ancient statues with his superlative knowledge of Italian Renaissance art. Curiously,
the curly hair on the top of both mythological figures seems to suggest the spiral shapes of seashells: a
most appropriate visual metaphor for two sea-related
characters. Crowned by Love, Harmony reigns over
the seas, as Franco Estius’s verses declaim:
While blue-gray Amphitrite is set on kisses
For the dark-blue Earth-shaker and is approaching
on tender creatures,

The Aeolian storms stop, while the sea is settling
down
And the calmed waves roam through quiet seas.
The third scene (ill. 30), depicting Pluto and
Persephone, presents the most surprising iconography of the entire series. While the two previous engravings played with very standard motifs and borrowed from a repertoire of well-known visual codes
and stylistic formulas, especially for an audience of
well-educated sixteenth-century humanists, this
composition displays, on the contrary, a rather rare, if
not unique, narrative.
With remarkable dexterity, Goltzius represents
a scene in which the main characters appear in an
unusually peaceful, harmonic and loving interaction,

instead of following the much more widely diffused
interpretation of the theme that centers on the violent kidnapping of Persephone by Pluto, the god
of the underworld. In fact, as many sources recount,
Persephone was carried off by force to Pluto’s lower kingdom, whose entrance was guarded by the
three-headed watchdog Cerberus, significantly present in the engraving right behind the shadow of its
master.
Mimicking poses, settings and attitudes commonly used in the representations of Adam and Eve
(including the motif of strategically located pruderies covering the genitalia), this engraving shows
a statuesque Persephone looking intently at Pluto
while stretching her arm out to reach the god’s hand
in a gesture of touching reconciliation. The physiog-

29. Hendrick Goltzius, Neptune and Amphitrite. Salem (OR),
Hallie Ford Museum of Art

30. Hendrick Goltzius, Pluto and Persephone. Salem (OR), Hallie Ford Museum of Art
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nomies of both characters – with their intense, arrow-like gazes – emphasize a clear feeling of mutual
agreement.
Furthermore, with the exception of the burning scene in the background – plausibly alluding
to Pluto’s realm – the whole composition suggests
an atmosphere of newly established peace and harmony. Even the menacing instrument of Pluto’s actions – the double-pointed fork – now lies on the
ground, almost forgotten, certainly neutralized in its
ferocious implications. Where Pax rules, the fire no
longer destroys. The verses written by Estius further
elaborate on the conciliating tone that informs the
image:
When Persephone willingly smiles at the Lord of
the shades
And with an embrace enfolds him who drew the
third realm
Then right away Cerberus restrains his three mouths
And Rhadamanthus and Aecus sit idly, the voting
urn unmoved.
Set together, these mesmerizing compositions
engraved by Hendrick Goltzius present a wonderfully coherent and cohesive discourse, as they employ
mythological narratives to promote moral reflections
in which values such as Love, Union and Conciliation play a major role, with Concordia and Harmonia,
comes Pax: a topic that Neostoic audiences would
have certainly appreciated in late sixteenth-century
Netherlands.
3.1. The Ethics of Faith:
Neostoicism in Sixteenth-Century Art and
Contubernium as a Creative Paradigm
Conceived as visual discourses or symbolic constructions, images do not simply illustrate previously printed stories, such as biblical episodes or mythological
tales, but create their own narratives. Therefore, images can be as emotionally moving and intellectually
stimulating as texts. This idea – systematically widespread amongst humanists, artists, and patrons since
the Italian Quattrocento – became a crucial theme of
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debate in sixteenth-century Europe, especially after
the theological and cultural clash provoked by the
Reformation, on account of which relevant questions concerning the nature and the power of images
were once again vehemently addressed by philosophers as well as artists.
This debate will find particularly receptive territories in sixteenth-century Antwerp and Amsterdam,
two of the wealthiest and most stimulating centers
of art, printmaking, and book production in Europe,
including the making of exquisite Bibles.81 From a
confessional perspective, these communities were far
from being uniform: Catholics and Protestants, especially Lutherans and Calvinists, but also Mennonites
and Jews lived side by side. In such an environment, it
is not surprising that publishers and engravers “were
reticent about their own religious inclinations and
marketed their works to both Catholics and Protestants,” as scholar James Clifton comments.82 As a
consequence, “religious prints are largely devoid of
explicit confessional markers; they draw on scriptural
sources and focus on universally palatable moral and
devotional themes that might appeal to as broad an
audience as possible.”83
In this context, artists could find a promising
source of inspiration in the philosophical writings
associated with the movement known as Neostoicism, given its focus on ethical matters combined
with an extensive use of biblical parables and exempla.84 Based on the texts of ancient Stoics – such as
Cicero, Seneca, and Marcus Aurelius – this cultural
phenomenon was largely diffused in the Netherlands and Flanders, in virtue of the presence of the
already mentioned philosophers, Justus Lipsius and
Dirck Volckertsz. Coornhert.85 In regard to their association with the sixteenth-century art world, it is
important to emphasize, first of all, that both philosophers entertained close relationships with artists
of their own time: while Lipsius was a good friend
of Peter Paul Rubens’ brother, Philip,86 Coornhert
was highly regarded as an engraver who, after being trained by Maarten van Heemskerck, would
become, in turn, the beloved master of Hendrick
Goltzius.87
Furthermore, art and philosophy could become
equally effective means to shape, criticize, and also

disseminate society’s most relevant norms, beliefs,
and ideas. In fact, in their books or translations from
ancient authors (ill. 31), Lipsius and Coornhert reflected upon intellectual tenets that could, on the
one hand, be applied in the moral sphere and conciliated, on the other, with Christian beliefs, elaborating
a system that may be rightfully called an “Ethics of
Everyday Life.” In these reflections, not only art and
philosophy walked hand in hand, but also images and
words were considered similarly effective vehicles to
express values and thoughts. As a matter of fact, one
of the most striking features of this philosophical approach is, indeed, its programmatic practicality. The
purpose of Neostoic thinkers, such as Lipsius and
Coornhert, “was to adapt Roman Stoicism to the
realities of life in the sixteenth century,”88 as Mark
Morford asserts.
The engravings inserted into the Hexham Abbey Bible offer a very compelling example of such
a methodic attempt at “actualizing” past principles
and applying them within the flux of contemporary
life, for they establish a very smooth, reciprocal, and
mutually influential relation with the biblical passages they are expected to illustrate. Interpreted from a
Neostoic perspective, one could even talk about the
“friendship” that unites these images to the words
from the Bible they refer to, and vice-versa.
The choice of this expression – “friendship” – is
not casual. On the contrary, it intentionally borrows
one of the most celebrated values among ancient
Stoics or early modern Neostoics. In their writings,
the theme of friendship – its definition, conditions,
and myriad of implications – emerges with stunning consistency, especially in the pages of Justus
Lipsius, where it appears in close connection with
the Roman notion of contubernium. Originally, this
concept was “a military term for sharing a tent (taberna) on campaign, then extended to the relationship of an inexperienced person living with and
learning from an older man on campaign.”89
Very soon, however, the notion of contubernium came to encompass also non military aspects
of friendship. Among Roman intellectuals, for instance, as Mark Morford sustains in his excellent
study on this topic, “the word signified continuous and daily contact resulting in the mutual im-

provement of the conturbenales morally and intellectually.”90 The closeness of such a relationship, the
scholar stresses, “is shown by the emphasis upon
unity” and “it involves right choices and is suitably
described by metaphors of straightness and harmony;” in conclusion, it entails “a true sharing.”91
Significantly, the concept of friendship as “a true
sharing” value that leads to the transformation of
oneself and, ultimately, to the improvement of the
entire society (“for the greater good of society” is,
in fact, a leitmotiv in Stoic and Neostoic reflections) appears also in a letter written by ancient
poet and philosopher, Seneca, in which one may
read the following sentences:

31. Justus Lipius, Title Page of Senecae Philosophi Opera (Antwerp, 1632). Amsterdam, Private collection
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The sound of my voice [Seneca claims] and my
companionship will do you more good than a
sermon.You ought to be present, first, because
men trust what they see rather than what they
hear; second, because long is the path of learning by means of rules, short and effective by
means of examples.92
Metaphorically, these statements describe perfectly well also the dynamics that one can notice
between words and images in the context of the
Hexham Abbey Bible. The concept of contubernium
could be used, in fact, to define the profound, intertwined, and mutually enlightening relationship
that unites the biblical narratives and the engravings assembled in this stunning volume. Whether
one starts by reading the text and, then, looks at
the images or, on the opposite, examines the illustrations first and, in a second moment, directs his
or her attention toward the text, does not change
the important fact that words and images establish a
most symbiotic exchange to the point of becoming
equally persuasive – and pervasive – mirrors of the
religious narratives they refer to.
Furthermore, as Seneca had suggested in the
letter mentioned above, the concrete presence of
one’s voice in a conversation performs like a most
vivid image in the process of communication, for
they both set before one’s eyes – concretely or metaphorically – a tangible presence, a palpable fact,

32. Motto of Willamette University
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doing so with compelling immediacy. The actions
or discourses provided by a “friend” can become,
in this way of thinking, highly instructive “examples” to listen to, learn from, and then follow. In
order to do so, the best method is to have this exemplum virtutis set “always before our eyes” (semper
ante oculos),93 as Lipsius claims, using a metaphor
that sounds very similar to Comenius’ remarks examined above, on the centrality of visual evidence
as a form of first-hand experience for the beholder,
citizen, believer.
Therefore, one could argue that the set of images inserted into the Hexham Abbey Bible activate an incessant “conversation” with the biblical
passages they appear next to, creating a symbolic
“tent” (taberna) or, to use a Postmodern expression,
a “net” of connections, thanks to which a solid, but
also reciprocally transforming “friendship” is established. Thus conceived, in accordance with a Neostoic horizon of references, the notion of friendship
– i.e., contubernium – may be productively applied
in the hermeneutic context of the Hexham Abbey
Bible in order to characterize the singular amalgamation of words and images, text and pictures in a
volume that – one should constantly stress it – was
not originally printed with, or planned to contain,
any illustration. In this portable contubernium, the
friendly association of (sixteenth-century) engravings and (seventeenth-century) text pages becomes
the ultimate sign of uniqueness of this magnificent
volume.
In conclusion, for both Stoic as well as Neostoic philosophers, the notion of contubernium entailed
moral improvement as its most prominent goal.
Likewise, in the metaphorical “friendship” between
images and words in the Hexham Abbey Bible, to
attain such a moral and spiritual improvement was
certainly one of the main purposes of its compiler. By putting together texts and illustrations under
the protective umbrella of this printed contubernium,
the compiler might have anticipated the powerful
effects that such a “conversation” between iconic
and verbal signs could have had upon his audience
and how effectively this intersemiotic exchange
could have improved personal as well as collective
worship practices and catechetic functions.

The goal of becoming virtuous, or spiritually
purified, was not conceived as an essentially individual mission but, on the contrary, as an important
collective goal, given that, as Mumford insightfully remarks, the contubernium “was ultimately meant
to benefit society,”94 in consonance with the Stoic
belief that in friendship all is shared. Accordingly,
for Justus Lipsius and his Neostoic fellows, “he who
loves himself, that is, who makes himself good and
wise, this man also loves other men in this way: «not
for himself alone, but for the whole world does he
believe he was born».”95 A sentence – very similar to the motto Non nobis solum nati sumus, that is,
“Not unto ourselves alone are we born” (ill. 32) –
that will sound extremely familiar to a Willamette
University audience.
3.2. Rome Sweet Home:
Rethinking the Paradigm of “Romanism” in
Sixteenth-Century Northern Art
In addition to the moral and social implications of
the concept of contubernium examined in the previous chapter, it is possible to extend the semantic
boundaries of this term in order to encompass also
artistic phenomena and, more specifically, matters
pertaining to what could be called “the phenomenology of the style” in the Northern Renaissance
and Mannerism. In the world of sixteenth-century
art, images were produced out of a complex process that integrated acts of perception, moments of
interpretation, and procedures of transformation of
well-established models, observed “from life” (nae het
leven) or recreated on the basis of one’s “own spirit” (uyt den gheest), as Van Mander clarifies.96 In this
sense, every art-related imago entails a – more or less
calculated, conscious, and sometimes programmatic
– “conversation” with previous imagines, thus suggesting, metaphorically, the existence of an internationally-wide visual contubernium. If Renaissance artists had concentrated their attention mainly on the
study of samples offered by Antiquity, sixteenth-century masters – usually referred to as “Mannerists” –
will definitely dilate their horizons of possibilities up
to include, in their grid of potential “friends,” forms

from the past as well as models from the present.
Contemporary art becomes, thus, a most vivid and
valid source for future creations.
To fully understand this significant shift in the
history of art, culture, and taste – from Renaissance
to Mannerism to put it in a historiographical perspective – one must keep in mind that, at the beginning of the fifteenth century, the boundaries of
what we called a “creative contubernium” tended to
coincide with the – geographical, cultural, and linguistic – perimeters of one’s own workshop.97 This
explains the stylistic proximity that one may notice
among works produced within the same bottega. Out
of Giotto’s workshop, quite predictability, Giottesque
artists were formed. In other words, the models that
were expected to be emulated were the forms created by one’s own master. In this potentially stagnant
scenario, travels represented, of course, one of the
few possibilities to increase one’s net of relations and
get acquainted with other styles.98
Such a tendency, very common among early fifteenth-century workshops, will be challenged rather
drastically from the second half of the Quattrocento
and significantly changed throughout the following
century. For the most part, in fact, artists known as
Mannerists – like Raphael, Michelangelo, and Parmigianino in Italy, or Maerten de Vos and Maarten
van Heemskerck in the Northern Europe – will
consistently break what had become the too restrictive walls of the creative dimension and will search
continuously for new styles, techniques, and working procedures. Instead of closing the doors of their
workshops, sixteenth-century masters will open
their horizons by traveling systematically toward foreign lands – going to Rome, Florence, and Venice,
but also to Fontainebleau, Prague, and Madrid – in
order to expose their minds and their eyes to different art traditions.
In this process of exposure and dialogue with
other cultures, styles, and working methods, the concept of “imitation” plays an essential part. Through
the study, selection, and reappropriation of previous
models – culminating in their transformation into
a personal visual vocabulary – an artist can finally
find the most effective means to formulate the visual discourses he or she is commissioned to provide.
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33. Hans Collaert after Maerten de Vos, The Encounter of Christ and Zacchaeus from the Hexham Abbey Bible

Significantly, Justus Lipsius addressed this important
question in his reflections on the ethical – and aesthetic – values of style. He distinguished five essential
features of style: brevitas (brevity), perspicuitas (clarity),
simplicitas (simplicity), venustas (beauty), and decentia
(adequacy)99. Combined, these features will create a
style that could promote “easy communication” and
“easy conversation” in Justus’ views.
To attain this end, the writer or the artist must
operate a well-selected imitatio of the various available models, preferably choosing – he sustains –
among the authors of Antiquity, but in accordance
with needs and prerogatives of the present. In this
regard, Lipsius is crystal clear: “I define imitation as
the fitting adaptation [aptam conformationem] of our
style to the style of the ancients and expressed in
our way of writing.”100. In other words, one must
choose a model that may be functional to one’s own

42

time and personal inclinations in order to achieve an
“aptam conformationem” between past forms of discursivity and the creation of current discourses. The
best model is the one that “fits” better the current
expectations and modes of expression. Imitatio entails, therefore, a process of discernment.
However, the imitation of adequate models alone
cannot ensure the success of one’s creative enterprise
for this process entails also components that cannot
be taught. In Justus’ opinion, for instance, the fundamental category of venustas (beauty) cannot be determined by means of rules, for its definition lies, at
least in part, on a certain way of fusing ingredients
that is difficult to describe and, consequently, prescribe in its exact methods of elaboration. It is, in
fact, a “talent,” that is to say, a quality naturally possessed: “I call it beauty when the style is altogether
lively, vigorous, upright, and when it carries before

34. Raphael, Christ’s Charge to Peter. London,Victoria and Albert Museum

a certain attractive gracefulness and elegance; this is
generally the gift of nature.”101 In an eloquent sentence, Justus concludes that it can be found “in God
and nature, not in Art” (a Deo et a natura pete, non ab
Arte).102
In order to get to know one’s own possibilities,
it is necessary to undertake a period of apprenticeship. After being introduced to various techniques
and gotten acquainted with all sorts of art-related
issues, the young master must finally find his or her
own style. At the conclusion of this period, the formative trip to Italy – and, in particular, the sojourn
of study in Rome – will become a condition sine qua
non throughout the sixteenth century before an artist could successfully reach the status of an accomplished master. Anticipating a cultural trend that will
be known as the Grand Tour in the eighteenth century, traveling South became a basic moment if one

wanted to reach the “Temple of Fame,” significantly
represented by sixteenth-century painters and writers on the top of a mountain.103
Centers such as Antwerp, Fontainebleau, and
Prague were among the most popular destinations
of these “art travelers.” However, by the beginning
of the sixteenth century, Rome had already become
the “land of the Muses” in the collective imagination of Northern artists and patrons. Praised by Karel
van Mander as “the universal school of Painting” (de
gemeen Schilder-school Room),104 Rome attracted legions of Flemish and Dutch artists who were eager
to study in situ the monuments of Antiquity as well
as the creations of Renaissance masters, especially
those of Michelangelo, Raphael, and their followers.
Around 1620, the community of foreign artists living
in the city was so conspicuous that Giulio Mancini
– a well-known art collector, author of the Consid-
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erations on the Art of Painting – could not refrain from
using disdainful words to criticize “these French and
Flemish people who come and go as they please
without following any rule!”105
While living in Rome, many Northern artists –
later referred to as “Romanists”106 – sought to assimilate systematically, but also creatively reinterpret, the
set of forms, canons, and iconographies established
by Italian masters, introducing in their compositions
new themes and unprecedented visual metaphors,
mostly based on mythological narratives. Intricate
spaces, complex architectural designs, and monumental human bodies depicted in complicated, artificial-looking poses (often following a scheme of
representation known as figura serpentinata, or “serpentine figure”)107 are usually indicated as some of
the most recurrent features in works elaborated by
Northern artists who spent their formative years in

Rome, like Maarten van Heemskerck and Michel
Coxcie (1499-1592).
Many of the prints inserted into this volume
display, in fact, stylistic and compositional elements
that seem to be directly borrowed from Roman
models. In the depiction of the biblical episode The
Encounter of Christ and Zacchaeus (Luke 19:1-10) (ill.
33), carved by Jan Collaert after Maerten de Vos
and published by Gerard de Jode around 1585, the
powerful, yet well-arranged monumentality of the
figures cannot be fully understood without the reference to models elaborated by Renaissance master, Raphael, especially in the cartoon representing
Christ’s Charge to Peter (ill. 34), commissioned by
Pope Leo X in 1515 to be woven into a tapestry
to cover the lower walls of the Sistine Chapel in
the Vatican.108 Likewise, in the scene dedicated to
the story of Christ and the Woman Taken in Adultery

35. Gerard de Jode, Christ and the Woman Taken in Adultery from the Hexham Abbey Bible
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(John 8:1-11) (ill. 35), the grandeur of the setting,
with its distinctive twisted columns, as well as the
arrangement of the characters in the foreground of
the composition, displayed as in a vivid frieze, bring
immediately to mind another cartoon created by
the Renaissance master, namely the Healing of the
Lame Man (ill. 36). Designed in Rome, these cartoons were sent to Brussels –– the major center for
tapestry production in sixteenth-century Europe –
to be woven at the workshop of Pieter Coecke van
Aelst (1502-1550). Here, Raphael’s monumental
drawings will soon become an inexhaustible source
of motifs and stylistic components for Netherlandish artists.Thanks to the migration of these cartoons
North of the Alps, Roman models became more
easily accessible to Flemish and Dutch masters to
study carefully and reinterpret them, according to
their own creative agendas.

This explains the extensiveness with which Raphaelesque forms were disseminated in Northern Europe from the third decade of the sixteenth century
onward.The cartoon designed by Raphael, depicting
St Paul Preaching in Athens (ill. 37), offered to Netherlandish audiences a very innovative lesson in compositional methods: with its dynamic articulation of
multiples spaces, introduced by large-scaled figures,
strategically set in the foreground, and surrounded
by refined Classicist architectures spread across the
entire scene, this image captures the beholder’s eyes
and invites him or her to explore the stratified layers
of the story. Gestures and poses further contribute to
attract the viewers’ attention, while directing their
gaze toward the various episodes allocated within
this simple, yet composite space. In the act of looking at an image such as Raphael’s cartoon, time and
space almost coincide.

36. Raphael, Healing of the Lame Man. London,Victoria and Albert Museum

45

37. Raphael, St Paul Preaching in Athens. London,Victoria and Albert Museum

This new mode of structuring the narrative in
a complex, but also condensed space, set the basis
for many compositions that would be created, in the
near future, by Northern masters such as Gerard de
Jode. In a scene depicting the Parable of the Unmerciful Servant (Mt 18:21-34) and, more specifically, the
concluding part of the story with the Servant in the
Jail (ill. 38), the artist offers an interesting reinterpretation of Raphael’s paradigm. In this allegory of
forgiveness and moral (mis)behavior, a servant begs
his master to accept a delayed payment of his debts,
without punishing him or the members of his family.
The master “took piety on him” and canceled his
debts altogether. “But when the servant went out,
he found one of his fellow servants who owed him a
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hundred silver coins.” Instead of following the charitable attitude of his master, he grabbed his fellow and
menaced him savagely.The master, hearing about the
deplorable behavior of his servant, “handed him over
to the jailers to be tortured, until he should pay back
all he owed.”
De Jode interprets the scene in a very straightforward manner: the main figures are set in the foreground and are depicted with sharp contours. However, he adopts Raphael’s idea of a dynamic space
and dilates the narrative locations in various smaller
stages, showing, for instance, in the foreground, the
main episode with the master and the servant about
to be punished, while inserting secondary scenes in
the background, such as the two servants chatting

38. Gerard de Jode, Servant in the Jail from the Hexham Abbey Bible

next to the window and the people sitting on the
stairs in the upper right side of the composition, thus
providing parallel stories and many details for the
viewer to see and reflect upon.
This method of visual construction – based on
the insertion of secondary episodes within the narrative in order to extend the space itself – is used in
many other engravings now inserted into the “Museum of Sacred Prints” of the Hexham Abbey Bible.
In a print characterized by stunning architectural
settings, Gerard de Jode stages an emphatic narration of Christ Healing a Man at the Pool of Bethesda
(John 5:1-9) (ill. 39). In the foreground, the miraculous event takes place, while in the background the
artist inserts multiple stories and smaller episodes to

delight the spectator’s eyes and further enhance the
discursive power of this image.
Undoubtedly, the presence in Brussels of Raphael’s cartoons stimulated the propagation of Classicist
motifs and Roman-oriented modes of representation North of the Alps. However, the trip to Rome
continued to be one of the most common aspirations
among young Netherlandish artists. When Maarten
van Heemskerck arrived in the Eternal City in 1532,
to leave only in 1536, the town was about to reemerge from its own recent ruins, after the traumatic
events associated with the Sack of Rome in 1527.109
Among the masters that Heemskerck could admire in Rome one may surely include Polidoro da
Caravaggio (c. 1499-1543), one of Raphael’s most
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talented collaborators, whose works could be seen in
many locations. Unlike most creations made by his
mentor, Raphael, and those made by Michelangelo,
which decorated private houses or were displayed in
places of limited access, the works by Polidoro could
be found virtually everywhere in town, adorning
the facades of many palaces. Hard to preserve, most
of these magnificent decorations went irremediably
lost or were severely damaged due to their long exposure to the action of weather conditions and the
accumulation of pollution over the centuries. Nevertheless, a few examples of Polidoro’s ornamentations can still be seen in their original site, such as the
facade of Palazzo Ricci (ill. 40), completed around
1525: a very articulated visual narrative that certain-

ly attracted Maarten van Heemskerck’s attention.110
Polidoro’s use of linear, continual narratives, arranged in frieze-looking parades, seem to intelligently reinterpret a highly celebrated model from the
past, namely, the decoration of the Trajan’s Column,
completed in AD 113 (ill. 41). Polidoro’s facades
explore a similar method of spatial construction. In
spite of the flatness of the surface on which they are
painted, the scenes are so vividly represented and dynamically rendered that their figures look as though
they were actual bronze-cast or marble-made statues
moving, with frantic naturalism, from one side to another. Individually, each scene offers a particular set
of characters and entails specific narrative plots (ill.
42). Seen as a whole, Polidoro’s facades assume the

39. Gerard de Jode, Christ Healing a Man at the Pool of Bethesda from the Hexham Abbey Bible
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appearance of a gigantic interactive screen, in which
many stories take place at once. Clear and, yet, overwhelming.
Such a new way of conceiving the space, in vibrant dialogue with the historia, did not go unnoticed
among Italian as well as Northern artists. Maarten
van Heemskerck, for instance, upon his return to the
Netherlands created a series of prints whose compositions show a similar way of arranging the visual narratives, in the attempt to better conciliate the
various moments of a story in accordance with the
multiple temporalities of its unfolding. This is the
case of some engravings later included in the Hexham Abbey Bible, in which the artist demonstrated
his familiarity with Polidoro’s method. In the de-

piction of episodes from the Acts of the Apostles, such
as The Election of Matthias (ill. 43), The Descent of the
Holy Spirit (ill. 44), and Peter Preaching in Jerusalem (ill.
45), Heemskerck separated the various segments of
each story by means of a well calculated spatial fragmentation, adding, for example, in the background,
smaller scenes that could visually dilate the temporal
developments of the historia and further enrich its
semantic implications as well.
The resulting images offer a concrete evidence,
therefore, of the laborious process of study, selection, and deliberate transformation of models undertaken by Dutch and Flemish masters who had
been exposed to the canons of Italian Renaissance
art. Far from merely absorbing and indiscriminate-

40. Polidoro da Caravaggio, Façade Decoration of Palazzo Ricci. Rome, Palazzo Ricci
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ly adopting Roman models, artists like Maarten van
Heemskerck – the so-called “Romanists” – attempted to increase these schemes of representation, often
reaching very different outcomes. By avoiding to
elaborate a pedestrian imitation of the examples one
could have found in Rome, these masters tried to
create a distinctively Northern style, setting, in turn,
paradigms of artistic excellency for the generations
to come. Rome became Fiamenga, to paraphrase Giulio Mancini’s words.
In a few engravings inserted into the Hexham
Abbey Bible Classical, Classicist, or typically Roman
Renaissance architectures seem to prevail over any
other element within the composition. This is the
case, for instance, of the beautiful settings carved by
Gerard de Jode, around 1585, representing The Pool
of Bethsda (John 5:1-9) (ill. 46), Jews Throwing Stones
at Christ (John 10:31-32) (ill. 47), and Peter Healing
the Lame Man (Acts 3:1-8) (ill. 48). Even in these examples, however, the Roman-looking architectures
appear so drastically altered from the rigorous forms

41. Column of Marcus Aurelius (part.). Rome
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that characterize their original models that one can
immediately feel the Netherlandish flavor of these
compositions.
Compared to the sober, well-balanced, and
mathematically impeccable architectures depicted
by an Italian Renaissance master – such as Baldassare
Peruzzi (1481-1536) in the Presentation of the Virgin
in the Temple at the Church of Santa Maria della Pace
in Rome (ill. 49)111 – the Northern imprinting of
the three engravings mentioned above emerges immediately and appear closer to the eclectic buildings
elaborated by Bernard van Orley (ca. 1487-1541),
such as in The Virgin of Louvain at Museo del Prado
in Madrid or in The Banquetof the Children of Job.
While Peruzzi’s architectures are firmly grounded in
the territory of Classical paradigms, almost as though
they were actual remnants of an ancient temple, in
a balanced relationship with characters and animals
that inhabit the scene, the far more imaginative and
less archaeologically accurate buildings designed by
De Jode in the Hexham prints show a sinuosity, a
rhythm, and a frantic articulation of the space that
reveal a reinterpretative mind at work, without the
aesthetic anxiety to conform with the – Classical,
Classicist, or Classicizing – models he is borrowing from. While Peruzzi’s image could be easily exchanged for a study realized by an archaeologist, De
Jode’s more playful creations share the fascinated curiosity of an explorer moving inside a cave. Without
a torch, but with awe.
All these considerations led us to make a final remark concerning the methodological consequences
of this analysis. From a hermeneutic standpoint, the
Dutch and Flemish engravings examined in the previous paragraphs exemplify quite clearly the critical
limitations and the exegetic fallacies carried by the
concept of “Romanism.”This notion, in fact, implies
a rather passive role and a somewhat mechanical
adoption of Roman models from the part of Netherlandish artists, which does not do justice to the
selective, transformational, and reappropriative processes that the creation of these works entail. For this
reason, scholar Ilja Veldman pointed out that, while
the term “Romanism” had been frequently applied
in the past, “it is now less often used […] mainly
because a more profound study of the work of indi-

vidual artists has led to more attention being given
to their specific characteristics, while the diversity
of their responses to Italian art has come to be more
fully appreciated.”112
Prints such as the ones examined above illustrate the variegated ways in which Northern artists
attempted to provide different reinterpretations of
models, styles, and working procedures they might
have so passionately studied while living near the
banks of the Tiber. Thus conducted beyond the restrictive lens of the notion of “Romanism,” the analysis of these prints allows us to acknowledge, also, the
emergence of another significant cultural and social
phenomenon in sixteenth-century Netherlands, that
is to say, the rising of a collective identity and a grow-

ing consciousness among Northern artists and patrons
that they belonged to a distinct – yet, equally valid –
artistic tradition, related but no longer subordinated to
the canons of the Roman Renaissance.113
3.3. The Venetian Legacy:
Exploring the Concept of Varietas in Sixteenth-Century Netherlandish Art
By the end of the sixteenth century, as we have explained, undertaking a trip to Italy had become a
rather common practice among Northern artists,
especially toward the end of their formative years.
Although Rome used to be the most popular des-

42. Polidoro da Caravaggio, Façade Decoration of Palazzo Ricci (part.)
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tination, given its unparalleled collections of ancient
and Renaissance works,Venice assumed very soon a
prominent position as well, attracting an increasingly
large number of Flemish, Dutch, and German artists,
who were eager to collaborate with one of the local
workshops.114
For this generation of artists, the works created by
masters like Titian (c. 1490-1576), Jacopo Tintoretto
(1518-1594), and Jacopo Bassano (c. 1510-1592) had
already become models of incomparable perfection,
in dialogue – and, sometimes, also in striking contrast – with the images elaborated by Rome-based
masters. Venice became the most promising alternative to Rome, as Karel van Mander did not neglect
to stress in his Book of Painting – and, more specifically, in some verses of the so-called “Didactic Poem”

that introduces the entire volume – stating that “in
Rome one can learn how to draw, in Venice one can
learn how to paint.”115
Many other written sources pointed out that,
while the training process usually adopted in sixteenth-century Rome tended to focus primarily, if
not exclusively, on the study of the human figure,
depicted in accordance with the mathematical rules
of proportion and the canons of anatomical decorum,
based on the examples of Antiquity, artists educated
in Venice were generally exposed to a wider spectrum of styles, subjects, and techniques, which included the exploration of strikingly new methods
of modeling and shading. Instead of concentrating
their attention on the depiction of the human body,
inserted within the calculated space of a well-com-

43. Philips Galle after Maarten van Heemskerck, The Election of Matthias from the Hexham Abbey Bible
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44. Philips Galle after Maarten van Heemskerck, The Descent of the Holy Spirit from the Hexham Abbey Bible

45. Philips Galle after Maarten van Heemskerck, Peter Preaching in Jerusalem from the Hexham Abbey Bible

53

46. Gerard de Jode, The Pool of Bethsda from the Hexham Abbey Bible

47. Gerard de Jode, Jews Throwing Stones at Christ from the Hexham Abbey Bible
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posed historia,Venetian masters aimed to render, with
analogous diligence and meticulousness, every element belonging to the natural world, giving tangible
shapes to the representation of clouds, buildings, animals, and plants. While in Rome the study of anatomy constituted the “most excellent field of art,” in
Venice, experienced painters as well as young apprentices would investigate the multiple aspects of reality,
codifying accordingly a much more naturalistic style,
which has attracted the interest of many Northern
artists, such as Maerten de Vos (1532-1603).
As a direct consequence of this cultural divide,
the canons of “beauty” promoted in Venice appeared more flexible and variegated than the Classicist principles diffused in Rome, where the works
by Michelangelo, Raphael, and Polidoro da Caravaggio had set the parameters of highly idealistic

forms. For Venice-based masters, on the contrary,
the concept of varietas – i.e., “variety” – provided a
stimulating alternative to the Classicist tendencies
and opened up a most enriching road of experimentation for Northern artists to follow and further expand.116
Interestingly, the search for varietas in sixteenth-century visual arts seems to reflect an essential, recurrent topic of discussion among Northern
philosophers and intellectuals as well, concerning
“the infinite power of God” in the Creation of the
Universe. Comenius, for instance, explicitly connected the stunning variety of the visible world and the
tantalizing multiplicity of natural forms with what
he calls “a metaphysical force.”117 In an eloquent
paragraph of The Great Didactic focusing on this very
issue, Comenius asserts:

48. Gerard de Jode, Peter Healing the Lame Man from the Hexham Abbey Bible
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Since Man was a corporeal being who needed a place to live in, a space to breathe and
move around, where to find food to grow up
and clothes to ornate himself, [God] made, in
the lowest part of the world, a solid pavement,
the earth: and provided air and water in it, and
produced plants and animals of various shapes,
not only to satisfy man’s need but also for his
pleasure. And, given that Man had been created according to His image, with intelligence,
in order to provide food for his intelligence,
He created, out of each one of these creatures,
many and various species, so that this visible
world could appear as a most resembling mirror of the infinite power, wisdom, and goodness of God.118

From an art-related perspective, the notion of
variety was also one of the most consistently used
critical categories in Karel van Mander’s descriptions
of paintings, drawings, and prints created by Northern masters.Translated into early seventeenth-century Dutch with the expression Verscheydenheyt,119 the
concept of variety informs Van Mander’s very definition of Schilder-const – i.e., the “Art of Painting” – in
comparison to its two major sources of inspiration,
namely, the art of Antiquity and the models provided by the Italian Renaissance. In his opinion, what
makes Northern art so special and clearly distinct
from any other – previous or contemporary – cultural tradition laid in its constant search for “variety.” While the ancient Pictura aimed to represent the
sphere of nature in all its visual richness, focusing
however in the narration of complex historiae, the

49. Baldassare Peruzzi, Presentation of the Virgin in the Temple. Rome, Church of Santa Maria della Pace
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Italian Renaissance practice of Pittura offered, on the
other hand, a rather restrictive – and frankly limiting in Van Mander’s opinion – interpretation of the
Classical legacy, centered exclusively on the study of
human anatomy. Masters such as Michelangelo and
Raphael, in fact, were criticized by the Flemish writer for having focused their attention essentially on
the depiction of the body, undertaken in accordance
with the canons of proportion and the paradigm of
beauty borrowed from ancient models, forgetting,
however, to explore any other field of visible world,
such as animals, landscapes, fabrics.
In Van Mander’s historical account concerning
the lives of Northern masters, the entire sphere of visuality becomes a potential model for the creation of

paintings, drawings, and prints. Therefore, the Netherlandish Schilder-const emerges, out of the pages of
treatise, as the only artistic tradition that could be
truly, rightfully, and legitimately indicated as the authentic heir of Antiquity. Both traditions – that is to
say, the ancient and the Northern – searched to find
appropriate means to translate into visual forms the
whole world of nature. Consequently, finding the
past meant, for Northern Renaissance artists, to admire nature at its best. The ancient masters provided,
in fact, a depository of forms, figures, and phenomena that united the parameters of “resemblance” with
the indispensable concepts of “selection” and “beauty.” Driven by these aesthetic premises, Van Mander
argues that painters such as Jan van Eyck and Herri

50. Harmen Jansz. Muller after Maerten de Vos, The Miracle of Christ on the Sea of Galilee from the Hexham Abbey Bible

57

met de Bles as well as engravers of the ability of Albrecht Dürer, Lucas van Leyden, and Hendrick Goltzius have not only retrieved, but successfully brought
to completion the ancient ideals of universalitas in life
and varietas in art.The true Renaissance happened in
the Netherlands.
Goltzius, in particular, seems to have embraced,
more systematically than any other master of his
time, the ancient project of translating the entire
world of nature into the world of art. In addition, he
extended the very boundaries of the visible world
up to encompass every phenomenon of “visuality,”
including in his list of potential art models also imitations of imitations, that is to say, representations of
natural forms based on well-known styles, manners,
and working procedures. Thus operating on a level of meta-representation or metalanguage, Goltzius
could critically encapsulate previous images within
his own creations. Far from being derivative, this
method allowed the artist to reach a degree of intellectual planning and manual dexterity that would
excite both his colleagues as well as patrons, commissioners, and collectors. It is no wonder, then, if Van
Mander praises Goltzius for being a “Vertumnus and
Proteus”120 in the visual arts, describing the visual
powers of his metamorphic manner with enthusiastic words:

strove to imitate the works of the best masters (verscheyden handelingen der beste meesters),
such as Heemskerck, Frans Floris, Blocklandt,
Frederick, and, lastly, Spranger, whose ingenious manner he emulated with utmost adequacy.121
Thanks to his Protean mind and metamorphic
hands, Goltzius aimed to attain, in his compositions,
faithful representations of natural forms as well as
playful reinterpretations of art-created styles and
techniques. Gifted with a prodigious manual skill and
a most insightful wit, Goltzius fulfilled the mimetic
goals that had been pursued by ancient masters, dilating, however, quite significantly the field of visual
models that were available to the artists to emulate:
more than a “mirror” of nature, his images condense
the very history of ancient, Renaissance, and early
seventeenth-century art. Art reflects art.

From his youth, he sought not only to follow
beauty, that is, the variety of natural forms
(verscheyden ghedaenten der Natuer), but also

51. Tintoretto, The Last Supper. Venice, Church of San Giorgio
Maggiore
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52. Enea Vico after Michelangelo, Last Judgment. Rome, Private
collection

Coherently, one may conclude that the production of paintings and printed images in early seventeenth-century Netherlands followed a number
of the aesthetic categories still tied to the mimetic
reproduction of surrounding reality – such as “naturalness” and “resemblance” (already adopted by
fifteenth-century artists) – but subjected also these
same elements to rigorous formal scrutiny in an attempt to grasp the technical and stylistic specificities
of the earlier images (a method consistently pursued
by sixteenth-century masters). The deepest goal of a
Mannerist artist no longer coincides with the imitation of natural forms: what counts the most, now,
is the exposure, while creating one’s own image, of
the various means involved in the production of that
very image, from a technical, stylistic, and icono-

graphic standpoint. The mimetic operation shifted
from the imitation of models (Renaissance) to an
emulation of the process of imitation itself (Mannerism), so that the images thus elaborated will offer
a creative and conceptual commentary of their own
process of creation.
The models utilized by Mannerist masters will
no longer belong exclusively to the sphere of Natuer, but, conversely, will be drawn from the entire
legacy of images available to the artist, as part of the
renewal mechanism of styles, methods and manners. Along with the need to refer to the repertory
of forms offered by the phenomenal dimension, the
sixteenth-century artist will also be conceded the
possibility of looking to visual solutions transmitted
by precedent artifacts, so that the mimetic reproduc-

53. Philips Galle after Maarten van Heemskerck, The Liberation of St Peter from the Hexham Abbey Bible
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tion process will be enhanced by the emergence of
a new creative source: the artworks of the past. Thus,
to the specularity of the fifteenth-century will be
added the recapitulative citation, with its inescapable
cache of “dexterity,” “skill,” and “virtuosity.” This
new approach stresses the astonishing “variety” of
the canons of perfection. Art is plural.
Within this extended horizon of experiences,
the trip to Italy offered an important opportunity to
enlarge one’s own parameters of reference. Once in
Italy, artists could see and explore as many works as
they wished to, trying to keep those forms alive in
their memories as potential samples for the future. In
the case of Goltzius, at his return from Italy,
firmly impressed in his memory as in a mirror were the lovely Italian paintings, so that he

could still see before him the delicate grace of
Raphael, whom he admired so much, the soft
naturalness of Correggio, the sculptural, luminous variations of Titian, with their smooth
shadows, and the splendid fabrics and objects
so well painted by Veronese and by other Venetian masters.122
The paradigm of varietas stimulates masters such
as Goltzius to continually explore different art forms,
beyond the canonical exemplarity of Roman Renaissance models. As a matter of fact, in the list provided by Van Mander in the sentence above, it is highly
significant that one may find, side by side with Raphael, the names of painters mostly belonging to the
Venetian area. Tiziano Vecellio, Paolo Veronese, Jacopo Tintoretto and, in particular, Jacopo Bassano are

54. Jan Sadeler after Maerten de Vos, The Creation of Animals. Albany (OR), Collection of Historic Bibles & Engravings
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frequently mentioned by Van Mander as examples
of excellency in the art of painting. Moreover, their
forms were not only admired, but attentively studied
and reinterpreted by several late sixteenth-century
Netherlandish masters. Finally, one should not neglect
to mention the massive presence of Northern artists
and apprentices in Venice since the first decades of the
Cinquecento. In conclusion, Rome and Venice represented, de facto, the two most stimulating art markets
in Italy for sixteenth-century artists-travelers to visit
or settle in.123 In an ideal genealogical chain, ancient
Athens, modern Venice, and contemporary Antwerp,
Haarlem, or Amsterdam could be set in a progressive
line of continuation for they all aimed to capture the
variety of the visible world through the varietas, varietà
or Verscheydentheyt of art forms.

Many engravings inserted into the Hexham
Abbey Bible confirm this interpretive claim. In a
composition dedicated to the biblical episode of
The Miracle of Christ on the Sea, designed by Harmen Jansz Muller and published by Gerard de Jode
around 1575 (ill. 50), the print offers an extremely
dramatic interpretation of the scene narrated in the
Gospel:
Then he got into the boat and his disciples
followed him. Suddenly a furious storm came
up on the lake, so that the waves swept over
the boat. But Jesus was sleeping. The disciples
went and woke him, saying: «Lord, save us!
We are going to drown!» (Matthew 8:23-25)

55. Pieter van der Heyden after Pieter Bruegel, Sloth (Desidia). New York, Private collection
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Caught in the middle of a horrifying tempest,
the boat is menaced by enormous sweeping waves
and dark stormy clouds.While two semi-nude sailors
search desperately to hold the veils of the boat, displaying their Michelangiolesque anatomies in almost
contorted poses, the Apostles express their anxiety
with such an aplomb that, in spite of the eloquence
of their gestures, they maintain a decorous attitude.
Christ, on the other hand, appears peacefully asleep
on the right side of the vessel. Bodies, waves, and
clouds; thunders, fabrics, and light effects: every element within the composition is treated with the
same quotient of attention and descriptive meticulousness.The waves, for instance, seem truly “alive,” if
one may use a recurrent fifteenth-century metaphor
to describe images that look “more real than reality itself.”124 The dynamic, yet attentive, rendering of
hatchings; the insisted use of fragmented lines and
wiggly shapes; the sharp contrast between illuminated areas and dark zones; the well-calculated arrangement of the figures in a stunning variety of attitudes;
and, finally, the destabilizing diagonal in which the
boat is represented enhance the emotional pathos
that permeates this image as though it were truly
traversed by the sounds of fury and the swells of destruction.
The historia is performed in a most vivid way.
And, yet, the human figures can hardly be described
as the most prominent features in this composition:
along with the bodies, many other elements are ingeniously combined in order to create a compelling,
frantic scene in contrast with the calm, almost oblivious attitude of Christ. Using a neologism invented
by Karel van Mander in the Dutch idiom, one could
describe De Jode’s interpretation of the biblical episode as “Tintorettesque” (Tinturet-achtich),125 that is
to say, very close to Tintoretto’s intense visual poetries (ill. 51). To put it another way, one could argue
that, in this composition, waves and thunders, clouds
and clothes are as central as the human characters for
the convincing rendering of this dramatic narrative.
The body is no longer the epicenter of the historia.
Variety prevails.
In order to fully grasp the novelty of such an approach – in which every single element is depicted
with analogous attention, without any hierarchical
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distinction among bodies, fabrics, natural phenomena, etc. – it suffices to compare this work by De Jode
with an engraved image reproducing Michelangelo’s
Last Judgment, carved by Enea Vico (ill. 52). Whereas
the print made by De Jode shifted its focus of attention from the human actions to the description of
every component of the image as potential dramatis
personae within the story, Enea Vico’s engraving repeats the most distinctive feature of its Roman model, that is to say, the centrality of the “anatomies” or,
notomie, as Giorgio Vasari would say.126
Hypnotic and breathtaking, Michelangelo’s powerful composition creates a vortex of emotions out
of the unbridled multitude of bodies spread across
the entire surface of the wall. No less powerfully, De
Jode’s print employs every element from the natural world to express the intense contrast between
Christ’s peaceful posture and the troubled “little
faith” of his followers. If Enea Vico embodies the
human-centered tradition of Renaissance Rome, De
Jode embraces the Venetian legacy and explores the
endless road of “variety.”
The paradigm of varietas – especially in its Northern acceptation of Verscheydenheyt – refers not only
to the wide morphology of elements represented
in an image, but also implies a particular attention
toward the different methods of pictorial rendering
and printmaking procedures. Aside from exploring
multiple topics and representing diverse forms with
equal attention, Netherlandish masters followed the
Venetian models also in their innovative methods of
creating light effects, atmospheric settings, and vast,
hazy landscapes.
In this regard, the interpretation of a composition
originally designed by Maarten van Heemskerck,
depicting The Liberation of St Peter (ill. 53), carved by
Philips Galle around 1582, is particularly revealing.
Notwithstanding the fact that the engraver was dealing with a model notoriously attached to Roman
models (one may just recall the long permanence
of Heemskerck in Italy), he was able to create an
image in which a beautiful, well-shaded nocturnal
effect is accompanied by a soft rendering of hatchings that gives a sense of incorporeal smoothness to
the narrative. Even the monumentality of the figure,
in the foreground, is overshadowed by the suspend-

ed atmosphere of the scene. In this print, the body
appears suavely fused with any other element of the
composition. Once again, variety prevails.
To conclude, one may correctly assert that the
Venetian paradigm of “variety,” along with the ancient notion of varietas, set the conceptual as well as
the technical, stylistic, and iconographic basis for the
Northern pursuit of Verscheydentheyt: a notion that
will ultimately lead the artists to attain an all-encompassing mimesis, as metaphorically suggested in
a print carved by Jan Sadeler after Maerten de Vos,
depicting the Creation of Animals (Genesis 1:20-25)
(ill. 54). In this rich, fascinating image – characterized by the horror-vacui treatment of a space filled
with all sorts of (natural? fantastic? primal?) presences – the artists demonstrate the wide extension of
their mimetic abilities, imitating every single animal
and form from nature (or imagination) with meticulous resemblance (or believable verisimilitude).
At the same time, they manifest also their respect
to and familiarity with well-known art forms from
the past, borrowing from Venice the smooth atmosphere that permeates the landscape, while refreshing
the memory of Northern beholders, with a touch of
delightful irony, thanks to the addition of a few “gracious monsters” in the foreground, which cannot but
bring to mind – at least among the members of a
“learned” audience – Hieronymus Bosch’s eccentric
inventions and Pieter Bruegel’s nightmarish images
moralisées (ill. 55).
The engravings assembled in the Hexham Abbey Bible can be associated, therefore, with highly
significant tendencies of the Northern Mannerism,
documenting some of the most important trends and
styles that flourished in the Netherlands throughout
the sixteenth century. Furthermore, it documents,
with equal richness, the creative exchange among
artists from the Northern tradition and masters belonging to different times and geographical areas. In
the gallery collected within this stunning “Museum
of Sacred Prints,” one may find, in fact, Dutch and
Flemish forms in a ceaseless dialogue with the images created by Raphael, Michelangelo, Titian, and
Tintoretto, standing side by side as the guests of an
universal symposium of harmony, thus embracing
the ideal of liberality, tolerance, and diversity envi-

sioned by one the greatest writers and philosophers
of the European Renaissance: Desiderius Erasmus,
alias Erasmus of Rotterdam (1466-1536).
By reinterpreting forms originated in different
dimensions (either natural or imaginary) and taken from various cultural contexts (Venice as well as
Rome, Vienna, or Prague), the Netherlandish concept of Verscheydenheyt entails an all-encompassing
creative agenda that meets at the fullest the meta-representational goals of this increasingly self-conscious
art tradition. Moreover, this extended attention toward every component of the sphere of visibility –
from animals to plants, from clouds to human bodies – certainly contributed to the development of
another important genre of representation, in which
Flemish and Dutch masters will truly distinguish
themselves throughout the sixteenth century: Landscape art.
3.4. Facing North:
Landscape as a Distinctively Netherlandish
Field of Representation
The modern English term Landscape derives from
the Dutch word Landschap, which received its earliest definition within an art historical discourse in
1604, in the Book of Painting written by Karel van
Mander. In fact, one of the most relevant chapters
of the so-called “Didactic Poem” that opens Van
Mander’s volume is significantly dedicated to Van het
Landschap, that is, “On the Landscape.”127 Conceived
as an autonomous field, focusing on the depiction
of natural elements organized within a vast space or
a circumscribed perimeter, detached from any textual references (except the image itself), landscape
painting was already perceived, by the end of the sixteenth century, as a distinctively Northern territory
of visual representation.
Although it is possible to find many landscapes
in fifteenth-century Italian paintings, like the famous background of Mona Lisa by Leonardo da Vinci (1454-1519), it is only around 1500, in Germany,
that artists such as Albrecht Dürer and Albrecht Altdorfer (c. 1480-1538) realized what could be truly
called the first “pure landscapes,” that is, depictions

63

of natural settings that are “unjustified by emblemata,
figures, or narrative, and filled instead with almost
expressionistic scenes of Northern forest or woodland pond,” as scholar Christopher Fitter affirms.128
Further developed by Flemish artists throughout
the sixteenth century – it suffices to mention the
magnificent “World Landscapes” (or Weltlandschaften)
created by Joachim Patinier (c. 1480-1524) and Pieter Bruegel the Elder (1525-1569) in Antwerp (ill.
56)129 – this field of representation would gradually
become the symbol of the new sense of collective
consciousness attained by Netherlandish artists and
patrons during the Renaissance. While Italian masters tended to conceive their images primarily as
visual translations of textually-based historiae, Northern artists aimed at exploring, on the contrary, the
countless variety of phenomena, forms, and elements

belonging to the natural world, without subordinating them to any previously established narrative. Enthusiastically, Van Mander reported that, among his
contemporaries, “Netherlandish artists are usually
praised for their landscape paintings, while Italians
are celebrated for their representations of figures and
divinities.”130
It is precisely the absence (or the diminished
role) of such a rigid frame of textual reference – or
historia – that will allow landscape to become gradually an autonomous field of artistic experimentation,
partly freed from the ideological as well as the formal constraints that used to define the boundaries
of other genres, such as portraiture, history painting,
and religious imagery.
In strict sense, among the prints assembled in the
Hexham Abbey Bible, there are no “pure landscapes.”

56. Johannes and Lucas van Doetecum after Pieter Bruegel, Alpine Landscape. New York, Private collection
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In fact, the engravings inserted into this volume are
always related, if not subordinated to the biblical stories they refer to. It is possible to find, while turning
the pages of this remarkable volume, many scenes
representing carefully described interiors (ill. 57) –
in which the material culture of sixteenth-century
Netherlands emerge in all its tangibility – as well as
compositions set in sharply outlined “urbanscapes”
(ill. 58), but no independent landscapes. Some of its
engravings, however, document significant stages in
the gradual development of sixteenth-century landscape as a distinctively Northern art form. Although
these images appear tied to characters and motifs
pertaining to specific narratives, they reveal, nevertheless, a new manner of organizing the composition
that tends to enhance the multiple temporalities of

the viewers’ gaze and stimulate them to extend the
length of such a visual experience, while moving
their eyes across the multilayered spaces of the image.
This description seems to capture the phenomenology of perception that is activated while observing a print carved by Gerard de Jode, representing
the Flight into Egypt (ill. 59). The space is organized
in a way that leads the eyes of the spectator to follow
the very path traveled by the main characters of the
scene, St Joseph holding the donkey on which the
Madonna sits while feeding the baby. Deprived of
halos, the sacred couple looks like peasants in disguise. Iconographically, the scene seems at first a
mere depiction of a tranche de vie, a slice of life so to
speak. After a while, however, the attentive viewer
would grasp just how tranchant is, in fact, this scene…

57. Philips Galle after Maarten van Heemskerck, The Healing of Eneas by St Peter from the Hexham Abbey Bible
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The only presence that sheds – literally – light
on the mystic, metaphysical nature of this apparently
quiet journey is the little personage depicted on the
right side of the composition, on the top of the tree,
holding a stick in his left hand and displaying the
symbolic image of a sun on his head, as a luminescent hat. Otherwise, the tone of the engraving, along
with the characterization of both figures and space,
is rather naturalistic.
From a compositional standpoint, the (various)
scene(s) depicted in this print are arranged in accordance with a sharp divide, structurally marked by the
diagonal line that splits the image in two parts: in
the foreground, in an area characterized by a sharper,
more intense, and incisive use of parallel hatchings,
the holy couple continues their journey, as though
nothing could prevent them from moving forward,
toward the right; in the background, a vast landscape

is represented by means of lighter and thinner lines
that convincingly render the sense of distance from
the spectator’s point of view; in this almost vanishing
space, a harvesting scene takes place, while two soldiers riding horses can be seen mid-way between the
corn field and the village, surmounted by a castle on
the peak of a mountain.
Aside from this chiaroscuro-based separation
between the two segments of the narrative – the
monumental foreground and the fading background – successfully achieved thanks to the calculated use of light effects and the variable hatching
procedures, the image shows also other forms of
contrast, provided, however, that the viewers pay
the necessary attention and observe, patiently, also
the tiniest details of the composition. In that case,
they will soon find out, while moving their eyes
across the image, that, what might have appeared at

58. Gerard de Jode, Jesus and Zacchaeus from the Hexham Abbey Bible
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first another group of peasants at work, in the area
between the corn field and the village, are, in fact,
the almost imperceptible, and yet terrifying, silhouettes of a murderer soldier and his victim. The soldier’s gesture mimics so closely the movement of
the two peasants harvesting the field that it is easy
to get confused and misinterpret the very nature
of his action: only through a patient scrutiny will
the viewer be able to understand the terrible act
he is performing. In other words, the space of the
representation is conceived in a way that plays with
the (always variable) degree of attention held by the
spectators, orienting their gaze in an effort to dilate
– or anticipate – the multiple temporalities of this
visual narrative.
Thus elaborated, the space acquires an important
semantic function and becomes the vehicle through

which it will be possible to entertain ceaseless semiotic interactions with the beholder, configuring itself
as a “symbolic form” to use Erwin Panofsky’s interpretive paradigm.131 In this particular engraving, the
space carved by Gerard de Jode stages the dichotomy
between death and life, punishment and liberty by
separating two areas in the print. Moving from the
fading distance to a more tangible present, the holy
couple leaves the troubled area of the left (danger,
violence, and death) to move quietly, humbly, and
yet confidently toward the right (safety, peace, and
life). Significantly this direction is suggested by the
metaphorical figure on the tree, whose light seems
to anticipate the “source of light” that comes from
the right corner of the image. As a matter of fact,
the tree itself becomes a relevant signifier of Salvation, with its luxuriant branches and florid lymph set

59. Gerard de Jode, Flight into Egypt from the Hexham Abbey Bible
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in opposition to the dead fragment of trunk represented in the foreground. Nothing to fear: the holy
couple will safely reach its destination in spite of the
disquieting menace of the soldiers left behind. Light
stands ahead.
3.5. Moralized Prints:
The Function of Allegories and Visual Parables in Biblical Images
Interestingly, in the corpus of engravings inserted into
the Hexham Abbey Bible, most of the images in
which landscapes are depicted with a certain prominence are allegorical scenes, metaphorical parables,
or moralized narratives. Throughout the sixteenth
century, landscapes will become a very functional
space where to locate a historia and, consequently,
will turn out to be one of the most common carriers of symbolic meanings and moralisée narratives in
Northern art. As we have examined above, in Gerard
de Jode’s depiction of the Flight into Egypt, the very
articulation of the space and the potential dislocation
of its characters from left to right performed as a
visual device to compel the viewer to acknowledge
the presence of a particular message: the safety of the
holy couple was somehow inscribed within the very
semiotic codes with which the image was constructed. These elements, however, require both attention
and curiosity from the spectator’s side to be not just
understood, but even perceived. The medium was,
indeed, the message.132
Likewise, images whose constitutive elements
seem at first ambiguous, enigmatic, and “difficult”
to grasp, or blatantly out of the norm, were often used by Renaissance and Mannerist artists as
iconic devices designed with the strategic purpose
of capturing the beholder’s eyes and mind. Given
their obscurity, these images challenged the very
act of perception, stimulating the viewer to search
for meanings beyond, behind, between the sphere
of literal signification and, thus, performing de facto the function of a “reader,” a visual interpreter.
One could claim therefore that, during the exegetic process, images and words become potentially
meaningful “signs” or carriers of new directions of
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“discursivity.”133 Words and images appear inextricably entangled in the language of the Bible, with
its metaphors and symbolic constructions, but their
symbiosis emerge also as a most characterizing feature of sixteenth-century prints and engravings,
such as the ones assembled within the Hexham Abbey Bible.
“In the beginning was the Word, and the Word
was with God, and the Word was God” (John 1:1).
This famous sentence from the Bible significantly
places emphasis on the metaphorical value of language as a vehicle thanks to which the reader/believer may reach deeper truths and access metaphysical revelations during the interpretive – or exegetic
– process. In such a spiritual context, interpreting
means learning; learning, in turn, may help one finding his or her path of salvation. However immediate
a sentence might appear in the Sacred Scriptures, it
has always the power of referring to another dimension and unveiling a myriad of symbolic meanings.
Words and images are polysemic.
Given the complexity of the biblical language,
Dante Alighieri (c. 1265-1321) – author of the Divine Comedy – outlined in his book Il Convivio, or
The Banquet,134 a method of textual interpretation
that aims to uncover four levels of meaning:
1. Literal (“the sense that does not go beyond
the surface of the letter”);
2. Allegorical (which shows the “truth hidden beneath a beautiful fiction”);
3. Moral (“the sense that teachers should intently seek to discover”);
4. Anagogical (which “occurs when a scripture is expounded in a spiritual sense”).
Artists who were asked to illustrate stories from
the Bible had to face a similarly challenging process
of symbolic representation in order to create visual
narratives that could give shape to beings, forms,
and phenomena that did not belong to the natural
world, but could, nevertheless, become “visible” and
“meaningful.” The more convincing and compelling one image would appear, the more effectively
it could convey the multiple senses encompassed in
a biblical episode, facilitating its apprehension (Di-

dactic function), memorization (Mnemonic task)
and dissemination of ethical implications (Moral
purpose).
Allegories, parables, and metaphors have been
recurrent features in this process of “moralization”
of the Scriptures.135 Thanks to this complex system
of analogies and correspondences, one narrative
may be read in many different ways and, accordingly, be interpreted on the basis of various hermeneutic procedures. In a context such as late sixteenth-century Flanders and Netherlands – characterized by fervid religious debates and sharp confessional divisions136 – the art market had to respond
to the demands, needs, and expectations of patrons
belonging to diverse religious communities – like
Catholics, Jews, Lutherans, and Mennonites – living within the same geographical area. Images and
words, therefore, were not only applied with particular caution, but also designed with the strategic
intention of opening variable semantic possibilities.
The reciprocal interaction of words and images
characterizes also another very common form of
visual discourse in sixteenth-century Europe: the
Emblems. In the works created within the “Emblematic Tradition,”137 the same image may become
the vessel of a wide spectrum of ideas and values,
on account of its intricate fusion with verbal signs.
Consequently, the hermeneutic process will be often focused on the analysis of the potential meanings conveyed by an image, in search of what art
historian, Erwin Panofsky, has called the “disguised
symbolism” of a certain iconography.138 For this
reason, allegorical images will frequently depict familiar objects and natural-looking figures side by
side with unusual, bizarre and sometimes blatantly
grotesque elements, in order to continuously stimulate the viewer to seek for unveiled levels of signification in a work. Seeing is searching.
Some of the engravings inserted into the Hexham Abbey Bible clearly hold allegorical implications, which, in turn, intended to offer a “lesson”
about the world, associated with biblical parables and
ethical principles, presented in a moralisée – or moralizing – perspective. This is the case, for instance,
of a composition carved by Gerard van Groeningen
and published by Gerard de Jode around 1585, rep-

resenting the Parable of the Wheat and Tares (ill. 60),
the story of a Demon who, while the workers were
sleeping, sowed weeds among the wheat, as narrated
in the Gospel:
[Christ] put another parable before them, saying, «The kingdom of heaven may be compared to a man who sowed good seed in his
field, but while his men were sleeping, his enemy came and sowed weeds among the wheat
and went away. So when the plants came up
and bore grain, then the weeds appeared also.
And the servants of the master of the house
came and said to him, ‘Master, did you not
sow good seed in your field? How then does it
have weeds?’ He said to them, ‘An enemy has
done this.’ So the servants said to him, ‘Then
do you want us to go and gather them?’ But
he said, ‘No, lest in gathering the weeds you
root up the wheat along with them. Let both
grow together until the harvest, and at harvest
time I will tell the reapers, ‘Gather the weeds
first and bind them in bundles to be burned,
but gather the wheat into my barn.’» (Matthew 13:24-30)

60. Gerard de Jode after Gerard van Groeningen, The Parable the
Wheat and Tares from the Hexham Abbey Bible (part.)
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The space in the engraving is organized as a theatrical stage on which the sleeping characters appear
arranged in a circular shape that visually frames the
whole composition. At the very center, the figure of
the “enemy” – depicted as a hybrid creature not dissimilar from a standing chimera – throws the weeds
among the wheat as the Latin inscription – Dum
dormiunt Homines inimicus zizania interserit tritico –
further clarifies. The “evil” nature of this figure is semiotically expressed through the “composite” aspect
of the “codes” with which its body is represented, in
a form that resembles a surrealistic collage of random
elements.Thus constructed, the body of the “enemy”
conciliates a rather naturalistic rendering of certain
anatomical parts with disquietingly fantastic components, such as the bird claws, the pointed paws, and
the wild-boar-looking face. His or her “difference”
marks the “evil” contours of his or her mixed, “unorthodox” being.
On the other hand, the human figures sleeping
on the edges of the image fully demonstrate the familiarity of the artist with models created by Flemish
master, Frans Floris (1517-1570), which were, in turn,
further reelaborations on Raphael’s and Michelangelo’s styles, directly observed in Rome during a trip
undertaken between 1542 and 1545.139 The various
poses of these figures, the classicizing flavor of their
clothes, and, finally, the systematic use of challenging
foreshortenings in the making of the bodies reveal
the “Romanist” tendencies of this master, who was
able, however, to balance such a clear predilection for
“anatomies” with a rather naturalistic characterization of the rural setting, thus showing also his ability
to create a convincing space by means of an attentive
shading of lights and shadows, smoothly fading the
thickness of the parallel, or slightly curvilinear, hatchings from the foreground (more incisively marked)
to the background (almost imperceptibly carved).
The adoption of strikingly unnatural forms or
fantastic elements, such as the “evil enemy” depicted in this engraving, activates a semiotic process that
aims to inform the viewer about the presence of
pertinent codes of communication (grotesque=evil).
What is represented before the eyes of the beholder
exceeds the mere sphere of life, thus inviting him
or her consider not only the literal levels of signifi-
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cation (bodies, trees, houses), but also the symbolic
layers of meaning (evil, good, guilt, sin).
After all, this exegetic approach was adopted
by Christ himself, according to the narrative of the
Gospels, in reference to His frequent habit of communicating thoughts by means of parables, symbols,
and metaphors. As a matter of fact, right after Jesus
had told the Parable of the Sower, one of His followers
could not refrain from asking Him:
“Why do you speak to them in parables?”
And He answered them, “To you it has been
given to know the secrets of the kingdom of
heaven, but to them it has not been given. For
to the one who has, more will be given, and
he will have an abundance, but from the one
who has not, even what he has will be taken
away. This is why I speak to them in parables,
because seeing they do not see, and hearing
they do not hear, nor do they understand. Indeed, in their case the prophecy of Isaiah is
fulfilled that says:
‘You will indeed hear but never understand,
and you will indeed see but never perceive.’
For this people’s heart has grown dull,
and with their ears they can barely hear,
and their eyes they have closed,
lest they should see with their eyes
and hear with their ears
and understand with their heart
and turn, and I would heal them.’
But blessed are your eyes, for they see, and
your ears, for they hear. For truly, I say to you,
many prophets and righteous people longed
to see what you see, and did not see it, and to
hear what you hear, and did not hear it (Matthew 13:10-17)
By offering lessons filled with colorful images and enticing words, Christ’s parables followed a
method of representation that we could define, in
a Postmodern perspective, an “intersemiotic” approach for it mixes signs and codes pertaining to
different spheres within the same message making
path. Likewise, the production of sixteenth-century Northern prints entailed processes of creation

– and, afterward, corresponding models of interpretation – in which words and images were called
to play the most prominent parts. Due to our hermeneutic gap and unavoidable historical distance in
respect to the original contexts in which those images and teachings had been first conceived and disseminated, our minds “have grown dull” over time
and our eyes “have closed,” to paraphrase the evangelical expressions mentioned above. In the attempt
to warm up our minds and open wide our eyes,
we interpret these visual poetries and verbal constructions beyond their more immediate, literal, and
reachable sense. Thus, we may also understand how
the reception of these vehicles of culture, knowledge, and religious beliefs have changed over time.
This is, in fact, one of the most promising lessons
taught by Christ as St Paul states: because we are
no longer living in the proximity of Paradise, “now
we see only a reflection as in a mirror” (Videmus
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The Bible displayed in this exhibition – containing
The Book of Common Prayer, The New Testament, and
The Whole Book of Psalmes Collected into English Meeter
– constitutes the main focus of the exhibition Holy
Beauty, which, given the uniqueness of this volume,
could be rightfully called a seventeenth-century
monument of Faith, Instruction, and Taste.
Aside from the original Hexham Abbey Bible,
however, the exhibition displays also 35 Northern
Renaissance prints designed, carved and published by
the same group of artists whose images were used in
the compilation of this unique volume. These prints
were arranged with the spaces of the museum in 6
different sections. Finally, it is important to remind
that all works presented in the Holy Beauty exhibition
belong to Dr. Bruce T. Martin, founder of Historic
Bibles & Engravings (www.historicbibles.com)
Brief Overview of the Exhibition
Printed in 1629 by Thomas and John Buck in
Cambridge, England, The Book of Common Prayer
contains, interpolated with the pages of the Sacred
Scriptures, an extraordinary set of over 110 fullpage engravings, carved in the technique known as
burin. Designed by renowned Flemish and Dutch
masters, some of these prints display at least one
of the three signatures usually adopted to seal this
highly collaborative medium, mentioning the name
of the designer (invenit, “invented”), the engraver
(fecit, “executed”), or the publisher (excudebat, “issued”). For the most part, these images were made
between 1567 and 1585.

A century later, these engravings were purchased
and inserted into the biblical text, in order to illustrate some of the most relevant episodes of the
Gospels and the Acts of the Apostles, thus providing
useful visual prompts for devotional or educational practices. Some of the images inserted into the
book – namely, the Repentance of Peter (Mt 26), the
Widow’s Mite (Mk 12), the Crucifixion (Lk 23), and
the Conversion of Saul (Ac 9), to quote just a few
– were printed later than the other engravings and
can be dated around 1643 (New Hollstein).This year
constitutes, therefore, the terminus post quem, or “after
which,” the volume and the images may have been
bound together.
On the other hand, the Bible shows little internal
wear and tear, which clearly indicates that it was used
as a worship book for only a short amount of time, if
ever, given that a new official edition of the Book of
Common Prayer would replace this – soon outdated
– version in 1662, published under the protection
of King Charles II. It seems implausible, therefore,
to believe that the compiler of this volume – be it
a cleric or a laymen – would have put so much effort into inserting these strategically chosen images within a book that had already become obsolete.
Consequently, the date 1662 represents the terminus
ante quem, or “before which,” the compilation must
have been made.
In order to identify the original compiler of this
volume, an important clue is provided by the family
crest and bookplate present in the book. Thanks to
these internal evidences, in fact, one may assert that
the Family Clarke – active between the eighteenth
and the nineteenth century – was responsible for
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binding, though not compiling, the Bible in its current shape. In all probability, the book was rebound
by Rev. Slaughter Clarke (1741-1820), father of
Rev. Robert Clarke (1771-1824) whose bookplate
is glued to the inside cover of the volume. The last
identifiable owner is Livingston Clarke (c. 1845-c.
1910). In all these years, the family has resided in
Hexham, a civil parish in Northumberland, England.
This last point is particularly important for it
locates the book – on a micro-historical level of
analysis – within a specific context. Thanks to this
information, in fact, it sounds more than plausible
to suggest the name of Rev. George Ritschel, Sr.
(1616-1683) as the original compiler of this most
unique Book of Common Prayer and New Testament.
Born “in the borders of Bohemia,” as scholar Robert
Fitzgibbon affirms, Rev. Ritschel spent most of his
formative years working as an assistant of Jan Amos
Comenius (1592-1670), a well-known humanist,
author of the influential treatise Didactica Magna, or
“The Great Didactic” (London, 1657), in which he
fervently stressed the importance of images in the
educational process.
In those years, Rev. Ritschel traveled constantly
to Holland, Denmark, and Germany, before moving
to England, where he was appointed, in 1655, perpetual curate and Mercers’ lecturer at the Hexham
Abbey: a role that he would fulfill until his death in
1683. In 1661, he published a book eloquently titled
“In Defense of the Ceremonies of the Church in
England” (Dissertatio de cærimoniis Ecclesiæ Anglicanæ),
in which he strenuously defended the Anglican
Church against the risks of “superstition and idolatry.” It is possible to conclude, therefore, that the Bible displayed in this exhibition – with the addition of
an exceptional corpus of Netherlandish Renaissance
prints – was presumably compiled by Rev. George
Ritschel in connection with his tasks at Hexham
Abbey. Furthermore, the choice of illustrating parts
of this worship book with Dutch and Flemish prints
directly reflected his well-documented familiarity
with the Netherlands as well as his belief in the discursive, instructive, and mnemonic power of images
in a religious context, partly based on Comenius’ remarks on the same theme.
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The Book of Common Prayer presented in this exhibition is characterized by a most peculiar feature:
interpolated with the pages of the Scriptures, this
volume contains over 110 full-page engravings, from
various sources, strategically arranged in the attempt
to establish a dialogue with the biblical text. In other
words, this is not an illustrated book, but a book with
illustrations. Carved in a technique known as burin
by a group of renowned sixteenth-century Dutch
and Flemish masters, the prints displayed in this volume were produced mainly between 1567 and 1585,
that is to say, many decades before the publication of
the book. Only later, between 1643 and 1662, were
they inserted into the volume and eventually bound
together, creating what could be called an extraordinary “Museum of Sacred Prints.”
Shortly after the invention of the printing machine by Gutenberg, around the 1450s, book publishers generally commissioned woodcuts to be
included in Bibles. Before the second half of the
sixteenth century, the use of engravings as book illustrations was still very rare. The situation changed
somewhat at mid-century, partly due to the establishment, in cities such as Antwerp and Amsterdam,
of many printing-publishing houses, specializing in
the production of independent series of engravings.
The volume displayed in this exhibition constitutes, therefore, a truly exceptional object, for it contains many different print series – originally carved
and sold as autonomous corpus of images, designed
in order to provide visual translations of particular
biblical narratives – incorporated, only in a second
moment, within the pages of this book.
Thus combined with the text, the engravings
collected in this astonishing “Museum of Sacred
Prints” – the Hexam Abbey Bible – present outstanding features from a compositional, technical,
and conceptual standpoint and count, among the
various designers, engravers, and publishers that were
involved in their making, names of the caliber of
Maarten van Heemskerck (1498-1574), Hieronymus
Cock (1518-1570), Philips Galle (1537-1612), and
Jan Sadeler (1550-1600).
In this Bible, artistic qualities, ethic concerns,
and religious matters appear profoundly intertwined.
That is not to say, however, that the “aesthetic” qual-

ities of these prints – to use an anachronistic term
for the time when this Bible was compiled – might
have been the main criteria with which they had
been bought and, then, inserted into the book. If
anything, the opposite appears to be true: the images
were probably chosen, in fact, in strict subordination
to – and as clear illustrations of – the biblical source,
however exquisite the engravings are in themselves.
Moreover, during the binding process, some of them
had their edges cut and resized in a rather irregular
manner so that their compositions result slightly altered and, in some cases, the inscriptions that used to
accompany the prints appear partly obliterated, if not
removed altogether.
For this reason, it seems reasonable to exclude,
from the list of potential compilers and original
owners of this book, someone who might have been
interested primarily in the artistic components of
the engravings. More plausibly, one may suggest that
these prints were selected and bought in compliance
of more pragmatic factors: first of all, engravings were
usually less expensive than paintings, on account of
their being serially produced and, consequently, they
were affordable even for a middle-class person; second, the particular set of compositions inserted into
this volume represent in a clear, persuasive, and very
instructive way the biblical narratives they illustrate,
displaying well-known iconographies and very expressive formal codes; finally, most of these images
could effectively perform the functions of pedagogical as well as mnemonic prompts, thus becoming
useful instruments for worship practices and educational purposes.
The interplay between ethics, aesthetics, and
religion was a particularly relevant theme in sixteenth-century Europe. Dealing simultaneously with
pictures and texts, prints would soon become a most
diffused vehicle to disseminate ideas, values, and beliefs. Quoting scholar James Clifton, one may assert
that, while “there is no doubt that collectors and
connoisseurs valued the aesthetic qualities of prints
[…] the subject matter and religious functions of
[them] seem to have been of paramount importance,
and most buyers, regardless of social or educational
class, might well be as content with a crude, pirated
copy as with a fine original.”

Section 1 – Catalog entries from 1 to 8
The Ethics of Faith: Neostoicism in Sixteenth-Century
Northern Art
Conceived as visual discourses or symbolic constructions, images do not simply illustrate previously
printed stories, such as biblical episodes or mythological tales, but create their own narratives. Therefore, images can be as emotionally moving and intellectually stimulating as texts.This concept – widespread amongst humanists, artists, and patrons in the
Italian Quattrocento – became a crucial theme of debate in sixteenth-century Europe, especially after the
theological and cultural clash provoked by the Reformation, on account of which relevant questions
concerning the nature and the power of images were
once again vehemently addressed by philosophers as
well as artists.
This debate will find particularly receptive territories in sixteenth-century Antwerp and Amsterdam,
two of the wealthiest and most stimulating centers
of art, printmaking, and book production in Europe,
including the making of exquisite Bibles. From a
confessional perspective, these communities were far
from being uniform: Catholics and Protestants, especially Lutherans and Calvinists, lived side by side. In
such an environment, it is not surprising that publishers and engravers “were reticent about their own religious inclinations and marketed their works to both
Catholics and Protestants,” as scholar James Clifton
comments. As a consequence, “religious prints are
largely devoid of explicit confessional markers; they
draw on scriptural sources and focus on universally
palatable moral and devotional themes that might appeal to as broad an audience as possible.”
In this context, artists could find a promising
source of inspiration in the philosophical writings
associated with the movement known as Neostoicism, given its focus on ethical matters combined
with an extensive use of biblical parables and exempla. Based on the texts of ancient Stoics – such as
Cicero, Seneca, and Marcus Aurelius – this cultural
phenomenon was largely diffused in the Netherlands
and Flanders, in virtue of the presence of Justus Lipsius (1547-1606) and Dirck Volckertsz. Coornhert
(1522-1590).
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In their books, Lipsius and Coornhert programmatically reflected upon intellectual tenets that could,
on the one hand, be applied in the moral sphere and,
on the other, be conciliated with Christian beliefs,
elaborating a system that may be rightfully called an
“Ethics of Everyday Life.” In their reflections, not
only art and philosophy walked hand in hand, but
also images and words were considered equally effective vehicles to express values and ideas. Furthermore, both philosophers entertained close relationships with artists of their own time: while Lipsius was
a good friend of Peter Paul Rubens’ brother, Philip,
Coornhert was highly regarded as an engraver who,
after being trained by Maarten van Heemskerck
(1498-1574), would become, in turn, the beloved
master of Hendrick Goltzius (1558-1617).
In order to illustrate these remarks, the opening
section of the exhibition displays a series of prints
that testify how biblical subjects, such as the Stories of
Daniel, were newly interpreted in the light of Neostoic ideas, in order to create images that could satisfy
the expectations of different confessional groups.
Section 2 – Catalog entries from 9 to 17
Rome Sweet Home: Rethinking the Paradigm of “Romanism”
Moreover, images and words have a long history
together. Metaphorically, one could go as far back
as the biblical Genesis and the Creation of the First
Man to find a pertinent paradigm for this profound
relationship: if, at the Beginning of the Times, “the
Word was God,” shortly afterward Adam was conceived and then modeled in resemblance of God’s
image, just to provide, after a while, names to all created forms.
During the Italian Quattrocento, especially under
the philosophical aegis of the Humanism, the symbiosis between these two territories – the textual
and the iconic – entailed de facto a conceptual equivalence: words and images were soon considered as
equally powerful, persuasive, and touching means of
representation. Given the Humanistic focus on the
study of the Classical tradition as an essential premise
for achieving perfection in any field of knowledge
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and creativity, Italian Renaissance artists and patrons
shared the conviction that words and images were
both excellent vehicles to disseminate ideas, express
emotions, and convey religious beliefs. Such a profound cohesion was ultimately sealed by a rhetorical
formula, borrowed from ancient poet, Horace: Ut
pictura poësis, that is to say, “as is painting, so is poetry.”
According to this concept, writers and painters
are expected to follow similar norms and rules while
creating their works. The legacy provided by ancient
and Renaissance orators – with their rich set of categories and critical terminology – will in fact become
the paramount frame of reference for artists and poets during the production of their compositions. As
a consequence, a divide will emerge between theoretically-engaged “artists” and manually-skilled “artisans.”
In addition, audiences too will be soon classified
in accordance with their degree of competence in the
evaluation of art matters, which will ultimately lead
to a sharp social distinction between “learned” (doctos) and “ordinary” (vulgus) viewers. While the former will know how to appreciate the forms created
by poets and painters primarily on account of their
specific artistic merits, the latter will admire these
same images merely on the basis of their resemblance
to the natural world. For the doctos, art-created forms
could disclose the intellectual dimensions of a discourse, thus becoming authentic “visual poetries.”
For the vulgus, they were first and foremost mirrors
of the visible sphere.
Dealing with both texts and images, prints will
become unsurprisingly one of the most popular
and searched-for forms of art in sixteenth-century
Europe. Moreover, one cannot neglect to stress the
fact that the creation of engravings entails a highly collaborative procedure: on the one hand, it requires the joint efforts of “designers,” “engravers,”
and “publishers,” whose names will equally converge
toward the “authorship” of the work; on the other, it
involves also the participation of – sometimes wellknown – humanists, poets, and even philosophers,
such as Justus Lipsius (1547-1606), Dirck Volckertsz.
Coornhert (1522-1590), and Karel van Mander
(1548-1606). The resulting prints embody, therefore,
a complex amalgamation of words and images, even

in the cases in which they only aim to illustrate familiar textual passages. At its best, an engraving can
become a truly compelling, stimulating, and autonomous form of visual poetry. A lesson equally shared
among Italian and Northern masters throughout the
sixteenth century.
One should not be surprised, therefore, if by the
beginning of the sixteenth century Rome had already become the “land of the Muses” in the collective imagination of Northern artists and patrons.
Praised by Karel van Mander in his Book of Painting
(Haarlem, 1604), as “the universal school of Painting,” Rome attracted legions of Flemish and Dutch
artists who were eager to study in situ the monuments of Antiquity as well as the creations of Renaissance masters, especially those of Michelangelo
(1474-1564), Raphael (1483-1520), and their followers. Around 1620, the community of foreign artists living in the city was so conspicuous that Giulio
Mancini – a well-known art collector, author of the
Considerations on the Art of Painting – could not refrain from using disdainful words to criticize “these
French and Flemish people who come and go as
they please without following any rule!”
While living in Rome, many Northern artists –
later referred to as “Romanists” – sought to assimilate
systematically, but also reinterpret, the set of forms,
canons, and iconographies previously established by
Italian masters, introducing in their compositions
new themes and unprecedented visual metaphors,
mostly based on mythological narratives.
Intricate spaces, complex architectural designs,
and monumental human bodies depicted in complicated and artificial-looking poses (often following a
scheme of representation known as figura serpentinata,
or “snake-like figure”) are usually indicated as some
of the most prominent features in works elaborated
by Northern artists who spent their formative years
in Rome, like Maarten van Heemskerck (14981574) and Michel Coxcie (1499-1592).
The notion of “Romanism,” however, entails a
problematic interpretive assumption, for it implies a
rather passive role and a somewhat mechanical adoption of Roman models from the part of Netherlandish artists. For this reason, scholar Ilja Veldman has
pointed out that, while the term “Romanism” had

been frequently applied in the past, “it is now less often used […] mainly because a more profound study
of the work of individual artists has led to more attention being given to their specific characteristics,
while the diversity of their responses to Italian art has
come to be more fully appreciated.”
The prints displayed in this section – Rome Sweet
Home – aim to illustrate the multiple ways in which
Northern artists who had undertaken the period of
study in Rome attempted to provide different reinterpretations of the models, styles, and working
procedures they had so passionately and attentively
examined while living near the banks of the Tiber.
This section intends to acknowledge, also, the emergence of a new cultural and social phenomenon in
sixteenth-century Netherlands: the rising of a collective identity and the growing consciousness among
artists and patrons that they belonged to a distinct
– yet, equally valid – artistic tradition, related but
no longer subordinated to the canons of the Italian
Renaissance.
Section 3 – Catalog entries from 18 to 20
Facing North: Landscape as a Distinctively Netherlandish Genre
In that regard, a distinctively Netherlandish field of
representation in the sixteenth century is the depiction of landscapes. As a matter of fact, even the modern English term Landscape derives from the Dutch
word Landschap, which received its earliest definition
within an art historical discourse in 1604, in the Book
of Painting written by Karel van Mander. Conceived
as an autonomous genre, focusing on the depiction
of natural elements organized within a vast space or
a circumscribed view, detached from any textual references, landscape painting was already perceived, by
the end of the sixteenth century, as a distinctively
Northern field of visual representation.
Although it is possible to find many landscapes
in fifteenth-century Italian paintings, like the famous background of Mona Lisa by Leonardo da Vinci (1454-1519), it is only around 1500, in Germany, that artists such as Albrecht Dürer (1471-1528)
and Albrecht Altdorfer (c. 1480-1538) realized what
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could be called the first “pure landscapes”: that is,
depictions of natural settings that are “unjustified by
emblemata, figures, or narrative, and filled instead
with almost expressionistic scenes of Northern forest or woodland pond,” as scholar Christopher Fitter
affirms.
Further developed by Flemish artists throughout the sixteenth century, this pictorial genre would
gradually become the symbol of the new sense of
collective consciousness attained by Netherlandish
artists and patrons during the Renaissance. It suffices to mention, for instance, the magnificent “world
landscapes” (or Weltlandschaften) created by Joachim
Patinier (c. 1480-1524) and Pieter Bruegel the Elder
(1525-1569) in Antwerp. While Italian masters tended to conceive their images primarily as visual translations of textually-based historiae, Northern artists
aimed at exploring, on the contrary, the countless variety of phenomena, forms, and elements belonging
to the natural world, without subordinating them
to any previously established narrative. Enthusiastically, Van Mander reported in fact that, among his
contemporaries, “Netherlandish artists are usually
praised for their landscape paintings, while Italians
are celebrated for their representations of figures and
divinities.”
It is precisely the absence of such a rigid frame of
textual reference – or historia – that will allow landscape to become an increasingly autonomous field
of artistic experimentation, partly freed from the
ideological as well as formal constraints that used to
define the boundaries of other genres, such as portraiture, history painting, and religious imagery.
One section of the exhibition displays a series
of prints that document an important stage in the
development of sixteenth-century landscape as a distinctively Northern art form. Although the prints by
Gerard de Jode still appear associated with characters
and motifs tied to a specific narrative – i.e., the Stories of Samson – they reveal, nevertheless, a new manner of organizing the composition, in the attempt to
programmatically enhance the multiple temporalities of the viewer’s gaze, inviting him or her to extend the length of such a personal visual experience,
while moving across the multilayered spaces of the
image.
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Section 4 – Catalog entries from 21 to 26
The Venetian Legacy: Exploring the Concept of Varietas in Northern Art
On the other hand, by the end of the sixteenth
century, it had become a common practice among
Northern artists to undertake a trip to Italy as the
concluding stage of their apprenticeship period. Although Rome used to be the most popular and desired destination, given its unparalleled collections
of ancient and Renaissance works, Venice assumed
very soon a prominent position as well, attracting
an increasingly large number of Flemish, Dutch, and
German artists, who were eager to collaborate with
one of the local workshops.
For this generation of artists, the works created
by masters of the caliber of Titian (c. 1490-1576),
Jacopo Tintoretto (1518-1594), and Jacopo Bassano
(c. 1510-1592) had already become models of incomparable perfection, in dialogue – and, sometimes,
also in striking contrast – with the images elaborated
by Rome-based masters.Venice thus became a most
promising alternative to Rome, as Karel van Mander
did not neglect to stress in his Book of Painting (Haarlem, 1604), asserting that “in Rome one can learn
how to draw, in Venice one can learn how to paint.”
Many other historical sources pointed out that,
while the training process usually adopted in sixteenth-century Rome tended to focus primarily, if
not exclusively, on the study of the human figure,
depicted in accordance with the mathematical rules
of proportion and the canons of anatomical decorum,
based on the examples of Antiquity, artists educated
in Venice were generally exposed to a wider spectrum of styles, subjects, and techniques, which included the exploration of strikingly new methods of
modeling and shading.
Instead of concentrating their attention on the
depiction of the human body, inserted within the
calculated space of a well-composed historia,Venetian
masters aimed to render, with analogous diligence
and meticulousness, every element belonging to the
natural world, giving tangible shapes to the representation of clouds, buildings, animals, and plants. On
the other hand, in Rome the study of anatomy constituted the “most excellent field of art.” In Venice,

experienced painters as well as young apprentices
would investigate the multiple aspects of reality, codifying accordingly a more naturalistic style, which
attracted the interest of many Northern artists, such
as Maerten de Vos (1532-1603).
As a direct consequence of this cultural divide,
the canons of “beauty” promoted in Venice appeared
more flexible and variegated than the Classicist principles diffused in Rome, where the works by Michelangelo (1474-1564) and Raphael (1483-1520)
had set the parameters of highly idealistic forms. For
Venice-based masters, on the contrary, the concept
of varietas – i.e., “variety” – provided a stimulating
alternative to the Classicist tendencies and opened
up a most enriching road of experimentation for
Northern artists to follow and further expand.
Therefore, one particular section of the exhibition illustrates the various fields in which the Venetian Legacy had a strong impact on the creative agenda of Netherlandish masters: from a fresher way of
depicting landscapes to a new manner of rendering
intense, dramatic effects of light.
Section 5 – Catalog entries from 27 to 30
Moralized Prints: Allegories in Sixteenth-Century Religious Prints
Another important aspect of sixteenth-century
Northern prints is the conspicuous use of visual
metaphors and “moralizing” narratives. It suffices to
think about the role played by symbols and allegories in the biblical stories: “In the beginning was the
Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word
was God” (John 1:1). This famous sentence from the
Bible significantly places emphasis on the metaphorical value of language as a vehicle thanks to which
the reader/believer may reach deeper truths and access metaphysical revelations during the interpretive
– or exegetic – process. In such a spiritual context,
interpreting means learning; learning, in turn, may
help one find his or her path of salvation. However
immediate a sentence might appear in the Scriptures,
it has always the power of referring to another dimension and unveiling a myriad of symbolic meanings. Words and images are thus polysemic.

Artists who were asked to illustrate stories from
the Bible had to face a similarly challenging process
of symbolic representation in order to create visual
narratives that could give shape to beings, forms, and
phenomena that did not belong to the natural world,
but could, nevertheless, become “visible” and “meaningful.” The more convincing and compelling one
image would appear, the more effectively it could
convey the multiple senses encompassed in a biblical
episode, facilitating its apprehension (Didactic function), memorization (Mnemonic task) and dissemination of ethical implications (Moral purpose).
Allegories, parables, and metaphors have been recurrent features in this process of “moralization” of
the Sacred Scriptures.Thanks to this complex system
of analogies and correspondences, one narrative may
be read in many different ways and, consequently, be
interpreted according to various hermeneutic procedures. In a context such as late sixteenth-century
Flanders and Netherlands – characterized by fervid
religious debates and sharp confessional divisions –
the art market had to respond to the demands, needs,
and expectations of patrons belonging to diverse
religious communities – like Catholics, Jews, Lutherans, and Mennonites – living within the same
geographical area. Images and words, therefore, were
not only applied with particular caution and attention, but also designed with the strategic intention of
opening variable semantic possibilities.
The reciprocal interaction of words and images characterizes also another very common form of
visual discourse in sixteenth-century Europe: the
“Emblems.” In the works created within the “Emblematic Tradition,” the same image may become
the vessel of a wide spectrum of ideas and values,
thanks to its intricate fusion with verbal signs. Accordingly, the hermeneutic process will be often
focused on the analysis of the potential meanings
conveyed by an image, in search of what art historian, Erwin Panofsky, has called the “disguised symbolism.” For this reason, allegorical images will frequently represent, side by side, familiar objects and
natural-looking figures with unusual, or blatantly
bizarre, elements, in order to continuously stimulate
the viewer to look for unveiled levels of signification within a work.
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A particular section of the exhibition displays
four prints whose compositions clearly hold symbolic implications, which, in turn, intended to offer
a “lesson” about the world associated with biblical
parables and ethical teachings, presented in a moralisée
– or moralizing – perspective.
Section 6 – Catalog entries from 31 to 35
Beyond the Rainbow: The Use of Color in Northern
Renaissance Prints
Finally, the exhibition explores also the use of colors in sixteenth-century engravings. Although one
may almost mechanically think of a print as an essentially black and white medium, unlike color-filled
paintings, recent scholarship has demonstrated that,
in many areas of sixteenth-century Europe and, in
particular, in the Netherlands, Flanders, and Germany, hand coloring procedures were a rather common
practice among engravers. In Germany, for instance,
as scholar Larry Silver has clarified, “a quite respectable living was made in the print trade by individuals
known as Briefmaler, or print colorists, who were included among the depicted professionals in Jost Amman’s Book of Trades (Frankfurt, 1568).” One should
not be surprised, therefore, if Karel van Mander
praises, in his Book of Painting (Haarlem, 1604), printmakers and engravers, such as Albrecht Dürer (14711528), Lucas van Leyden (1494-1533), and Hendrick
Goltzius (1558-1618) among the most accomplished
practitioners of the Schilder-const, that is to say, the
“Art of Painting.” According to these premises, engraving is, by all means, a form of painting.
Almost invariably regarded as a later, somehow
dubious and often unwanted addition to a print, in
an attempt to compensate for some of its alleged
deficiencies of design or poor state of conservation,
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the use of colors should be considered, on the contrary, as a constitutive element in many Netherlandish engravings, especially among the ones produced
throughout the seventeenth century. Far from being
a mere cosmetic or unnecessary accessory, the application of colors intensifies the expressive as well as
the semantic qualities of an image, enhancing also its
power of capturing the spectator’s attention, while
satisfying demands, needs, and expectations of both
sophisticated and popular audiences.
From a material standpoint, many different techniques were used in the application of colors, including stencils and water-based solutions that could
result as thick and opaque as a tempera or as transparent and delicate as a watercolor. Generally, in the
case of late sixteenth- and early seventeenth-century Netherlandish prints, “portions of the sheet remained unpainted, allowing the white of the paper
to show through,” as specialist Susan Dackerman explains in a seminal essay on this topic: “The application of the colors is not always precise and in places
exceeds the boundaries of the printed lines, suggesting that the colorist swiftly painted a considerable
number of impressions.” Moreover, the number of
prints colored in this manner clearly demonstrates,
according to Dackerman, “that the appearance of the
color itself was valued over the meticulousness of its
application.”
Until very recently, the production of hand-colored prints has remained a largely unmapped territory of study in the history of art. The works displayed
in this section intend to offer a few representative
examples of early seventeenth-century colored images belonging to this vast, and still partly unknown,
field of research, showing side by side compositions
designed by Gerard de Jode (1509-1591) that circulated in two different versions – with and without
the application of a selective array of colors. [RDMS]

The authors of the catalog entries are identified by their initials:
Emma Ahern [EA]
McCall Concannon [MC]
Sarah Crabb [SC]
Ricardo De Mambro Santos [RDMS]
Shalini Grover [SG]
Kel Mandigo-Stoba [KMS]
Melissa Riede [MR]
Emma Sargent [ES]
Matthew Swart [MS]
Maya Zavala [MZ]
Natalie Zhang [NZ]
The Hexham Abbey Bible as well as the engravings examined
in the catalog belong to the Collection of Historic Bibles &
Engravings in Albany (OR) (www.historicbibles.com)

1.
Philips Galle (1537-1612)
After Maarten van Heemskerck (1498-1574)
The Story of Daniel (Daniel Refusing to Worship Bel)
1565
Copper engraving
The eight prints displayed in this section belong to a series created by Maarten van Heemskerk representing The Story
of Daniel. The first five engravings illustrate the story of Bel, an important and venerated pagan god. Here Heemskerck
depicts a palace in classicizing style where Daniel, with his arm outstretched in a gesture that points toward the sky,
confronts the Persian king Cyrus, and refuses to worship the statue of Bel. In the foreground, two fool children sprawl
in front of the king’s throne. Their presence in this series not only provides comedic relief, but also stresses the foolishness of humankind, a Neostoic motif rooted in the writings of Erasmus of Rotterdam (1466-1536), then widely read
in the Netherlands.
This composition was printed by Philips Galle, a Dutch engraver and publisher from Haarlem who was best known for
reproducing works by Heemskerck. Heemskerck was, in turn, a celebrated painter of biblical and mythological scenes,
a renowned printmaker, and one of the first Dutch artists to create designs specifically to be reproduced by engravers.
He was also known as one of the most influential Romanists – a term referring to the many Northern artists who had
travelled to Rome and sought to integrate themes and stylistic features of the Italian Renaissance into Dutch art. [NZ]
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2.
Philips Galle (1537-1612)
After Maarten van Heemskerck (1498-1574)
The Story of Daniel (Feeding the Pagan God)
1565
Copper engraving
This print presents another episode from The Story of Daniel. After the confrontation between Daniel and the Persian
king Cyrus, the enraged sovereign makes a wager with Daniel. If the statue of the pagan god, Bel, consumes overnight
“the twelve great measures of fine flour, and forty sheep, and six vessels of wine” (Daniel 14:1-22) Daniel will be executed. On the other hand, should the food remain in the temple, thus proving that Bel is not a living god, the temple’s
seventy priests would be sentenced to death instead.
Two scenes appear in this print. On the left, Daniel is shown scattering ashes in front of Bel’s pedestal (to reveal any
footprints) as part of his plan to prove King Cyrus wrong. On the right, Daniel watches King Cyrus seal the temple
door to prevent potential intruders from entering overnight and tampering with the statue and its sacred meal. Meanwhile, the fool children appear to halt their mischief and attentively observe each man executing his plans. [NZ]
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3.
Philip Galle (1537-1612)
After Maarten van Heemskerck (1498-1574)
The Story of Daniel (The Nocturnal Banquet)
1565
Copper engraving
This print continues the narrative of The Story of Daniel. Once the temple has been sealed and night falls, a large gathering of priests – identified by their pointed caps and long robes – along with their wives and children, appear in the
temple, feasting on the offerings by torchlight. While the guests indulge in the abundant bottles of wine and plates of
meat, a steady flow of priests accompanied by their families continues to emerge from under the table. Their action
reveals the existence of a secret passage that allows them to regularly enter and dine on the offerings meant for Bel. As
everyone is preoccupied with eating, drinking, and chatting, the statue of Bel in the background silently looms over
them. The unbridled appeasement of the senses, regarded as detrimental to ethically conducted behavior, is a theme
frequently addressed by Neostoic philosophers in sixteenth-century Netherlands.
Also pertinent in this particular scene is Heemskerck’s Romanist style, as seen in the anatomically correct yet very contrived depictions of the human body. While every figure is expressively rendered, the bodies display a stiffness in pose,
along with a strong emphasis on their musculature. Interestingly, Heemskerck chose to exclude the fool children from
this particular scene – perhaps because the deceitful actions undertaken by the priests were so evident that there was
no need to represent them symbolically. [NZ]
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4.
Philips Galle (1537-1612)
After Maarten van Heemskerck (1498-1574)
The Story of Daniel (In Front of the King)
1565
Copper engraving
This print includes several scenes.Toward the right side of the foreground, Daniel reveals to King Cyrus and two astonished soldiers – depicted in an extra-large size – the fraud committed by the priests, pointing to the trail of footprints
left in the ashes. The two fool children appear again in this area of the composition and are also pointing at the footprints, thus emphasizing the immoral deceit that has taken place.
In the background, Daniel and the King are depicted near the table, as they uncover a secret passage. Finally, at the left
side of the print, the artist illustrates the fate of the priests, showing that Daniel has unquestionably won. As soldiers
escort one of the priests away to be executed, silhouettes of the other doomed clerics and their families appear in the
dimly-lit left corner, foreshadowing the impending end of their lives. [NZ]
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5.
Philips Galle (1537-1612)
After Maarten van Heemskerck (1498-1574)
The Story of Daniel (The Destruction of the Statue of Bel)
1565
Copper engraving
This print presents the concluding narrative in The Story of Daniel centered on the adoration of the pagan god Bel. As a
result of having uncovered the ruse of the god’s priests, Daniel, King Cyrus, and his entourage watch the statue of Bel
being destroyed by men wielding pickaxes. The statue’s disembodied limbs – shown from a foreshortened perspective
– litter the ground, while the soldiers continue to hack into the pedestal.
In the right corner of the foreground, the fool children who have appeared throughout the entire series serve to represent the irony of the scene, indicating very clearly the moral value embedded within this narrative by performing
major acts of iconoclasm (the rejection or destruction of religious images as heretical), as the child who holds the fool’s
staff mischievously urinates into the mouth of the fallen idol, while his companion stomps on Bel’s disembodied head.
Significantly, the engraving depicts an act of iconoclasm that anticipates the violent revolt that would take place in
Northern Europe around 1566. [NZ]
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6.
Philips Galle (1537-1612)
After Maarten van Heemskerck (1498-1574)
The Story of Daniel (Habakkuk Bringing Daniel Food in the Lion’s Den)
1565
Copper engraving
This engraving combines two moments in the dramatic unfolding of Daniel’s story, showing Daniel in the lion’s den
(Daniel 16:1-16), and the prophet Habakkuk bringing him food (Daniel 14:33-36). While Daniel is praying to God,
grateful for not having been attacked by the lions that lie peacefully next to him, an angel, coming in from the outside
the den, carries Habakkuk (Daniel 16:1-16) – literally grabbing him by the hair – in order to bring provisions to Daniel.
It is worth noting the magnificent light effects elaborated by Heemskerck in this work. By means of a sharp contrast of
tonalities, the artist distinguishes the desolate space of the den (rendered with thin parallel hatchings that emphasize its
dark, gloomy atmosphere) from the illuminated area, where the figure of Daniel, engraved with a stunning economy
of line, stands in prayer. [MZ]
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7.
Philips Galle (1537-1612)
After Maarten van Heemskerck (1498-1574)
The Story of Daniel (Daniel Liberated from the Lion’s Den)
1565
Copper engraving
In this print, Daniel is drawn out of the den (Daniel 13:19-23) as he looks up toward King Cyrus as a sign of gratitude,
while the sovereign appears in the company of two recurrent figures within this series, namely the putti or fool children
symbolically representing human folly. This metaphor was widely disseminated in the Netherlands – especially among
Neostoic circles – thanks to the writings of Erasmus of Rotterdam.
Heemskerck consistently uses the symbolic device of these putti throughout the series in order to stress, not without
a touch of sympathy and irony, the morally unjust behavior of those who did not believe in Daniel’s God and who
foolishly attempted to persecute the young prophet.This symbolism also reveals the ethical interpretation of the biblical
subject and in this follows a common tendency among Neostoic audiences to read the Bible as a prescriptive treatise
focused on moral matters. [MZ]
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8.
Philip Galle (1537-1612)
After Maarten van Heemskerck (1498-1574)
The Story of Daniel (Daniel’s Accusers Cast into the Lion’s Den)
1565
Copper engraving
As the series dedicated to The Story of Daniel comes to an end, Maarten van Heemskerck concludes the stunning narrative with the scene in which Daniel’s accusers are thrown in the lion’s den. The composition puts the viewer right into
the scene as men and lions are shown wildly contorting and flailing, giving the image a sense of constant movement
and panic.
Displaying his impressive ability to depict the figures’ anatomies – a distinctive feature of the so-called Romanist masters – Heemskerck portrays the various bodies moving across the space in different poses, as though he intended to
capture the kinetic unfolding of the scene in which “the men who had falsely accused Daniel were brought in and
thrown into the lion’s den, along with their wives and children” (Daniel 6:24).
The lions, too, are rendered in a very expressive way, especially the one represented in the background, snarling as it
rears up to attack a fallen man. Meanwhile, to the left and outside the den, King Cyrus’s pose is echoed by the fool
children, who appear as a recurrent Erasmian symbol which, in this series, is used to express human folly. [MZ]
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9.
Gerard de Jode (1509-1591)
After Gerard van Groeningen (active 1563-1573)
The Adoration of the Shepherds
1579
Copper engraving
This engraving depicts multiple scenes from the biblical narrative of the adoration of the shepherds at Christ’s birth in
Bethlehem (Luke 2:8-16). In the central scene, the shepherds gather to worship the newborn. Humble in both dress
and status, they approach from the right middle ground of the composition toward Jesus. In the far right background,
the angel Gabriel is shown as he announces the birth of Christ to the shepherds before their arrival.
The figures are somewhat stiff in their anatomical rendering and wear classicizing clothes. However, they display motion and highly individualized psychological physiognomies.The setting is characterized by the presence of fragmented
architectural elements, such as the classical columns at the left and in the foreground. These contribute to the overall
feeling of antiquity and peacefulness that permeates this image, best exemplified by the calm and centered pose of the
Virgin in contrast to the swirling movement of the shepherds around the holy family. These classical elements, along
with the monumentality of the figures themselves, can be closely associated with Renaissance models created in Rome,
in particular by masters such as Raphael and his collaborators, Polidoro da Caravaggio (ca.1499-1543), and Giulio
Romano (ca. 1499-1546). [MC]
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10.
Hans Collaert (ca. 1525/30-1580)
After Ambrosius Francken I (attributed), (1544-1618)
Crucifixion with the Penitent Saint Peter
1563
Copper engraving
After being trained in Brussels as a glass painter, printmaker and tapestry designer, Hans Collaert spent a period of
study in Rome, where he devoted particular attention to the copy of works by Michelangelo and Raphael. He has also
extensively worked as an engraver after drawings by Lambert Lombard.
The Romanist style is evident in this dramatic scene of the Crucifixion of Christ (Matthew 27:32-38), where the
penitent figure of St. Peter also appears in the background. The rendering of the bodies is reminiscent of the modes of
representation created by Michelangelo, especially in the exaggerated musculature and the serpentine postures of the
figures, which borrow elements from classical sculpture as well as from the Renaissance paradigm of figura serpentinata.
The bodies of the two rebels frame the central image of Jesus, who is identified by the crown of thorns. The striking
monumentality of the figures, along with their variegated poses and expressive characterization, link this engraving to
other so-called Romanist works. [MC]
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11.
Lucas van Doetecum (active 1554-1589) and Johannes van Doetecum (active 1554-ca. 1600)
After Gerard van Groeningen (active 1563-1573)
Zacharias Emerges Mute from the Temple
ca. 1572
Copper engraving
This composition depicts multiple scenes from the biblical story in which Zacharias, father of St John the Baptist,
receives word from God that his wife, Elizabeth, will give birth to a divine son (Luke 1:9-22). The archangel Gabriel
is represented in the far right background, bringing God’s message to Zacharias at the altar of the temple. Zacharias is
depicted again, walking down the stairs from the altar, unable to speak, standing in front of the waiting crowd in the
foreground.
The eclectic architecture is ornamented with classical motifs, which in turn are interpreted with a distinctively Northern feeling, even though certain elements seem directly borrowed from the Italian Sebastiano Serlio’s Book of Architecture, a very popular reference source for Netherlandish artists after its publication in 1553. The Italian Renaissance
influence is evident here in the architectural classicism as well as in the depiction of the figures. They wear clothes that
are historically appropriate for the first century CE, and appear in a variety of poses, gestures, and attitudes, drawing on
lessons plausibly derived from Roman models such as Raphael, Polidoro da Caravaggio, and Baldassare Peruzzi. [MC]
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12.
Lucas van Doetecum (active 1554-1589) and Johannes van Doetecum (active 1554-ca. 1600)
After Gerard van Groeningen (active 1563-1573)
Jesus in the Temple
ca. 1572
Copper engraving
This engraving depicts the biblical episode in which Jesus consults with teachers and philosophers in the temple, listening to them discuss theology and asking them questions (Luke 2:41-49).The narrative represents the moment when
Jesus, as a young boy – here distinguished by a glowing halo – stayed behind in Jerusalem without his parents’ knowledge in order to spend more time in the house of the Lord. Everyone was impressed with his wisdom and, although
he was young at the time, this scene foreshadows Jesus’s evangelical mission, depicting his unparalleled ability to attain
and disperse knowledge.
The figures sit within a classicist architectural space in which a menorah – already lit – is depicted in the background,
carved with lighter lines. The temple appears very Romanist, with its barrel and groin vaults framing the scene and
manifesting the influence of the Italian Renaissance style. The figures wear loose clothing, which creates a somewhat
amorphous representation of the body. The image thus offers a Northern interpretation of Italian Renaissance models,
experimenting and taking creative liberty to transform the aesthetic principles borrowed from that tradition into a
distinctively Netherlandish style. [MC]
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13.
Jan Sadeler (1550-1600)
After Michiel Coxcie (1499-1592)
Cain and Abel
1576
Copper engraving
This print is part of a larger series carved by Jan Sadeler representing the Book of Genesis. The engraving depicts the
pivotal moment in which Cain and Abel, the sons of Adam and Eve, reach their greatest point of conflict (Genesis 4:18). The two brothers present offerings to God, who “looked with favor” on Abel over Cain. In anger and resentment,
Cain kills Abel. The central scene depicts the violent act, while in the left background Cain is shown receiving God’s
punishment for his deed. The inscription at the base of the print reinforces this point of the narrative, stressing that
Cain, now marked by his sin, was then sent on a journey by God (Genesis 4:9-16). The image thus combines different
moments of the narrative, showing the cruel killing as well as its consequences.
The bodies of the two men are represented in what could be called a Michelangelesque manner, their postures twisted
and with prominent musculature that is highlighted by their vigorous movements. The additional focus on the landscape shows the importance of nature in Flemish and Northern art, while the presence of God can be inferred from
the rays shining down from the sky on the left, punishing Cain for his crime. [EA]
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14.
Jan Sadeler (1550-1600)
After Michiel Coxcie (1499-1592)
Adam and Eve Crying over the Dead Body of Abel
1576
Copper engraving
In this scene, Adam and Eve appear as the protagonists as they cry over the loss of their son, Abel.This dramatic episode,
not narrated in the Bible, concludes the story of Cain and Abel (Genesis 4:8-13). In this composition, Abel’s dead body
lies stretched out between Adam and Eve, both symbolically and visually connecting the figures of the parents. Adam
and Eve are now faced with the first death in the Bible as well as the loss of their second son.The weapon used by Cain
to kill Abel is flung between his legs, strategically covering his genitals in an example of calculated pruderie.
The figures in this print are represented in a monumental Roman manner, defined by emotion and in their physical
prime.These stylistic features are Michelangelesque in nature and clearly reflect the time Coxcie spent in Rome, studying classical and Renaissance models. The dynamic, highly emotional visual narrative created by the artist in fact shows
a perfect resolution of Northern elements and Italian Renaissance canons. [EA]
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15.
Jan Sadeler (1550-1600)
After Michiel Coxcie (1499-1592)
Measurements for the Construction of the Babel Tower
1579
Copper engraving
In this print a multitude of human figures appear as one united and cohesive group that stretches across the foreground
and back toward the horizon.This unification was caused by the Great Flood, which brought humanity together. Here,
the newly unified body of humanity is planning to build the Tower of Babel (Genesis 11:1).
The diverse ways in which the figures are represented and interact with one another, ranging from anger to compromise, speak to the increasing differences already growing among the members of this multiethnic society. The movements and poses of the figures demonstrate a close relationship with Italian Renaissance models and, in particular, with
Michelangelo’s Sybils and Prophets from the Sistine Chapel. On the other hand, a grand landscape dominates the background of the print, thus combining a distinctively Netherlandish attention toward the landscape with a traditionally
Italian way of depicting the human body. [EA]
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16.
Jan Sadeler (1550-1600) and Gerard de Jode (1509-1591)
After Hans Collaert II (1561-1620)
The Construction of the Babel Tower
1579
Copper engraving
This print depicts the Babel Tower, a grand work of architecture and engineering ingenuity, in an advanced state of
construction (Genesis 11:1). Scattered groups of humanity stand at the Tower’s base, slowly adding layer upon layer to
its structure, which gradually rises up toward the sky. In addition, homes and buildings have risen around the growing
Tower and extend backward into the rolling hills. The beginning of a possibly diverse, expansive, and multiethnic society is suggested through the collaborative effort to build the Tower.
Despite the holy nature of the narrative, God is not directly represented in this piece. Instead, the scene focuses solely
on the human enterprise. From a stylistic standpoint, this image brings together a Romanist composition: characteristics
borrowed from Michelangelo’s scenes in the Sistine Chapel combined with the Netherlandish attention toward variety,
as seen in the depiction of the wide range of elements surrounding the Tower. [EA]
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17.
Jan Sadeler (1550-1600) and Gerard de Jode (1509-1591)
After Hans Collaert II (1561-1620)
The Babel Tower
1579
Copper engraving
In this print, humanity has almost completed the ambitious project of building the Babel Tower. Unlike the previous
prints from this series, however, this composition depicts the dramatic meeting between Humankind and God, who
descends from the Heavens in the upper right corner of the engraving.
The division between these two realms – worldly and transcendental – is created visually through the use of a sharp
diagonal that breaks the compositional axis. The use of this dynamic arrangement contrasts with the classical depiction of the figures, noticeable in their strong musculature and well-defined features. The styles present here show clear
connections with the monumental decoration created by Michelangelo in the Sistine Chapel, and thus establish a new
dialogue among different artistic approaches, such as the Roman and the Netherlandish traditions. [EA]
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18.
Gerard de Jode (1509-1591)
After Maerten de Vos (1532-1603)
The Story of Samson (Sampson and the Lion)
1585
Copper engraving
Gerard de Jode was a sixteenth-century Netherlandish printmaker and cartographer who lived in Antwerp. This engraving is part of a series, three of which are displayed in this exhibition, depicting the biblical story of Samson. This
print represents the episode where Samson kills the lion with his bare hands. In this way, “God let Samson know what
he could do in the strength of the Spirit” (Judges 14:10-20).
Even though this narrative constitutes the epicenter of the image, the figures in the foreground appear surprisingly
small in comparison to the vast landscape, a feature that emphasizes the importance of landscape as a genre in sixteenth-century Flemish and Dutch art. Samson’s action takes place within the meticulously described natural setting.
The dark tree on the left immediately draws the viewer’s attention to the main action, while the combination of ancient and sixteenth-century structures represented in the background further expand the narrative dimension beyond
its strictly textual references. [SG]
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19.
Gerard de Jode (1509-1591)
After Maerten de Vos (1532-1603)
The Story of Samson (Samson Against the Philistines)
1585
Copper engraving
In this engraving, de Jode depicts the biblical episode in which Samson ties the foxes together and attaches burning
torches to their tails (Judges 15:4). He then sets them loose in the fields and groves belonging to the Philistines as retaliation for having lost his wife to one of their groomsmen (Judges 15:5-6).
In this vast composition, Samson’s act is represented in the foreground on a very small scale, yet it blends in with the
landscape smoothly. The curvature of the fire on the animals’ tails and the pillar of smoke arising on the left contrast,
however, with the linear structures of buildings and meadows depicted in the middle ground. Moreover, the dark tones
used in this print not only emphasize the very nature of Samson’s revenge, thus casting a sinister shadow over the Philistines, but also help to visually orient the viewer’s gaze toward the small figure of Samson, set almost imperceptibly in
the foreground. [SG]
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20.
Gerard de Jode (1509-1591)
After Maerten de Vos (1532-1603)
The Story of Samson (Samson Carries Off the Gates of Gaza)
1585
Copper engraving
In this engraving, de Jode depicts Samson in the foreground of a vast landscape, as he uses his unparalleled strength to
carry the ripped-off gates of Gaza to the top of a hill overlooking Hebron (Judges 16:1-3). In spite of the small size
in which the human figure is represented, Samson’s face and body language express quite convincingly his strength,
fearlessness, and determination.
What prevails in this composition, however, is the grand landscape, depicted from a bird’s-eye view perspective that
recalls the distinctively Northern formula of Weltlandschaften, or world landscapes. Moreover, the landscape is naturalistically rendered and contains many smaller yet very detailed scenes in the background that capture the viewer’s gaze. [SG]
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21.
Jan Sadeler (1550-1600)
After Maerten de Vos (1532-1603)
The First Day of Creation
1587
Copper engraving
Maerten de Vos was trained in Antwerp, but also studied in Rome and Venice, where he was taught by Jacopo Tintoretto. Upon his return to Antwerp, de Vos rose to prominence as a highly respected painter who was active from 1570
until his death in 1603.This image, engraved by Jan Sadeler in 1587, is the first of a series in which the artist depicts the
Creation of the Universe according to the biblical narrative (Genesis 1:1-2).
Venetian elements – gathered from the work of such artists as Tintoretto and Jacopo Bassano – are evident in the filling
of the open space with a wide variety of details, as well as in the striking lighting effects. The landscape is enriched by
many naturalistically rendered and meticulously described elements, such as plants, mountains, and creeks, which allow
little rest for the viewer’s eye. Every mountain has multiple slopes and crevices, while the vegetation is lush and full of
vibrant shapes, thus demonstrating de Vos’s intention to provide an image that could capture the astonishing variety of
the world created by God. [MS]
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22.
Jan Sadeler (1550-1600)
After Maerten de Vos (1532-1603)
The Separation of Light and Darkness
1587
Copper engraving
In this composition, God is represented more prominently than he appears in any other print of this series in order to
fully express the reach of his power. The image depicts the separation of light and darkness (Genesis 1:3-5), indicated
by the powerful lines shooting out from all sides and God’s powerful outward gestures, implying that a great force was
unleashed.
Lighting is at its most dramatic in this print, allowing the artist to display his dexterity in the rendering of intense and
almost theatrical effects of luministic reverberation. In addition, both the clouds and God’s robes are drawn in a way that
throws numerous and varied shadows that imply the motion of dynamic energies as they unfold. The clouds seem to
swirl and rush away from God, enhancing the power and force of his act. Even the sun and the moon in the background
appear almost insignificant next to God’s monumental presence. [MS]
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23.
Jan Sadeler (1550-1600)
After Maerten de Vos (1532-1603)
The Creation of the Stars
1587
Copper engraving
In this engraving, God is depicted filling the empty sky with stars, sending them across the universe (Genesis 1:6-8).
This action splits the sky in two: the left side is bursting with light, while the right side appears shrouded in darkness.
The contrast between the two sides amplifies the power of the scene by throwing both the landscape and God into
sharper relief.
This tangible quality is further emphasized by the skillful use of alternate hatching by the engraver. The single hatchlines stretching from the left side meet with the dark cross-hatching on the right, creating a masterful tonal variation.
Moreover, the right portion of the landscape fades into darkness, while the plant life retains its vibrancy, being shaded
only with horizontal hatching. Spanning the sky is a half circle resembling a sundial filled with the signs of the zodiac,
thus reminding the spectator that in sixteenth-century Europe astrology was a highly regarded discipline, considered
often in strict association with religious beliefs. [MS]
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24.
Jan Sadeler (1550-1600)
After Maerten de Vos (1532-1603)
The Creation of Animals
1587
Copper engraving
Ornamentation of a different kind resonates from this scene of God creating all the creatures that could inhabit the
earth as well as the sky and the sea (Genesis 1:20-25). This engraving presents an overwhelming number of animals
spread across the entire composition. The wondrous appearance of some animals – in particular, the sea-creatures depicted in the left foreground – would probably have brought to the mind of a learned sixteenth-century audience the
bizarre figures invented by some of the most renowned Northern Renaissance masters, such as Hieronymus Bosch and
Pieter Bruegel the Elder.
Details abound in this composition and, where there are no animals or curious creatures to capture the viewer’s eye,
the scene is filled with a wide variety of other elements spread across the landscape. The horror vacui, Latin for the fear
of empty space, that characterizes this engraving is a distinctive feature of Late Renaissance works produced in the
Netherlands. Both the feelings of awe and the inability to fully grasp the scope of life fill this image with a tangible
poetry. God is getting closer to his grand apotheosis here – that is, the creation of man – but he is not there yet. [MS]
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25.
Jan Sadeler (1550-1600)
After Maerten de Vos (1532-1603)
The Creation of Adam and Eve
1587
Copper engraving
In this engraving, God is represented on the right side of the composition as he creates Adam (Genesis 1:26). Some
evident influences of Michelangelo’s style are noticeable in this print, especially in the rendering of Adam’s body, which
is clearly reminiscent of the same scene depicted in the Sistine Chapel. On the opposite side of the image, God appears
as he creates Eve from Adam’s rib (Genesis 1: 27). De Vos shrouds God and Eve under a tree during this act, creating a
compositional tension with the first part of the story, represented on the right. Then, in the middle background, God
appears in conversation with Adam and Eve.
Interestingly, the narrative is not represented from right to left, but from the foreground receding toward the far background. Moreover, the main scene is depicted at a lower level, a perspective that allows the artist to use the full space
of the picture plane as an intricate container for various episodes, rich with details and convincingly depicted elements,
which continually capture the viewer’s attention.This use of multiple narratives is another important element that connects the Northern masters with their Venetian Renaissance contemporaries – with the two traditions harmonically
fused in de Vos’s powerful works. [MS]
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26.
Jan Sadeler (1550-1600)
After Maerten de Vos (1532-1603)
Life in the Garden of Eden
1587
Copper engraving
Incorporating many of the elements depicted in the previous five prints, this engraving concludes the story of the
Creation with an idyllic scene in which Adam and Eve express their gratitude to God. The interaction between God
and the biblical progenitors of humankind sets the foundation for the scene, with the strong vertical lines of the shaded
trees directing the attention of the viewer toward two different points: the area in which Adam and Eve stand, to the
left; and, on the opposite side, the cloud with God.
This image seems intended to show God’s world as pure and new, one exemplified by a lion resting near two unafraid
rabbits close to Adam and Eve.The landscape recedes from the foreground to a distant background, creating a tonal and
atmospheric balance across the piece where the various animals interact in harmony. Finally, God departs in this scene,
leaving his creation to its own path. [MS]
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27.
Gerard de Jode (1509-1591)
After Gerard van Groeningen (active 1563-1573)
The Parable of the Wheat and Tares
1585
Copper engraving
This print belongs to a series published by Gerard de Jode in 1585, titled Thesari Novi Testamenti (Treasures of the New
Testament). The scene depicts the Allegory of the Wheat and Tares (Matthew 13:24-30), in which the Wicked One steals
into a man’s field while he sleeps. The Wicked One then sows the seeds of tares, a plant that looks so similar to wheat
that the difference is only apparent when it grows.
In the center of the composition, the scene is dominated by the figure of the Wicked One, with its talons and a wild
boar’s head, depicted in dynamic movement in the act of sowing the tares. Stylistically, the figures represented in this
scene reveal a Michelangelesque fullness of form that is expressed through powerful, statuesque bodies, even in the case
of those in repose, as though the artist wanted to emulate the Italian Renaissance canon with respect but also ingenuity.
[KMS]
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28.
Gerard de Jode (1509-1591)
The Parable of the Wicked Tenants
1585
Copper engraving
This print by Gerard de Jode depicts a combination of stories narrated by Christ in the Parable of the Wicked Tenants (Mark 12:1-12). In this narrative, Christ describes how a landlord returns to his rented land after many years and
demands his share of the harvest. His servants, acting as his envoys, are not only refused three times, but ultimately his
son is killed, which prompts Christ to claim that it is just for the landlord to raise arms and reclaim his land by force.
In this print four main scenes are depicted, each occupying a separate plane in the image.The figures in the foreground
visually quote and also provide a dynamic re-creation of a model favored by Michelangelo, the Torso Belevedere. Moreover, the space appears divided in clearly separated, yet visually interconnected zones, in order to echo the temporal
unfolding of the allegorical tale. [KMS]
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29.
Gerard de Jode (1509-1591)
The Parable of Ten Virgins
ca. 1570
Copper engraving
This allegorical scene depicts The Parable of Ten Virgins (Matthew 25: 1-13). In the left foreground, five women who
have brought oil lamps and oil are depicted in the action of refilling their lamps. The scene is balanced by the women
on the opposite side of the composition, who brought only lamps but no oil, and who are consequently in despair. In
the parable, Christ interprets this narrative as an allegory of the Last Judgment, and asserts that those who are or who
are not prepared to enter the Kingdom of Heaven may be compared to these two groups of women.
The background scene, which converges at the tower, shows the women who had brought both lamps and oil entering
the wedding banquet, with Christ welcoming them at the open door, while the other women are shut out. [SC]
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30.
Pieter Jalhea Furnius (ca. 1546-1626)
After Gerard van Groeningen (active 1563-1573)
The Parable of the Weeds
ca. 1570-1590
Copper engraving
Originally designed by Gerard van Groeningen, a master who was active in Antwerp, and later engraved by Pieter Jalhea Furnius, a printmaker and painter born in Liège, Belgium, this scene represents the Parable of the Weeds (Matthew
13:36-43). In the parable, a man in the right foreground, dressed lavishly as a ruler, sows good seeds. However, during
the night his enemy sows bad ones among his crop. If the weeds were pulled, the wheat would be uprooted as well, so
the weeds and wheat must grow together until the harvest.
The lines of the harvest scene converge at the fire in the background where the weeds are being burned while, in the
upper right side of the composition, the wheat is being bundled and stored in a barn. From a symbolic standpoint, it
could be argued that the man who sows good seeds represents the son of man, while the man who sows bad seeds
embodies Satan (the fire clearly brings to mind images of hell), with the wheat that is protected and safe in the barn
representing heaven in this allegorical narrative. [SC]
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31.
Jan Sadeler (1550-1600)
After Gerard van Groeningen (active 1563-1573)
Adoration of the Shepherds
1585
Copper engraving
This engraving depicts the biblical scene of the Adoration of the Shepherds, as an angel appeared before the three
shepherds to announce the birth of Jesus Christ (Luke 2:8-20). The angel holds a streamer that reads Gloria in excelsis
Deo, et in terra pax hominibus bonae voluntatis, the Latin words for “Glory to God in heaven and peace on earth to men of
good will.” The three shepherds are placed in the foreground as they look up at the angel, overwhelmed with emotion.
In the background, to the right, are the town of Bethlehem and the humble structure where Christ was born. Inside, a
few figures are gathered around the Christ child, who is lying in the manger. [MR]
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32.
Jan Sadeler (1550-1600)
After Gerard van Groeningen (active 1563-1573)
Adoration of the Shepherds
1585
Copper engraving with transparent and opaque washes
This print, with its hand coloring, presents a depiction of the biblical episode of the Adoration of the Shepherds, as
originally engraved by Gerard van Groeningen.The added color is thinly applied tempera.The unknown artist responsible for adding the pigments – probably in the seventeenth century – emphasized the intense drama of the scene by
using only a limited range of strategically placed colors.
The use of brighter tones, such as the blue, red, and yellow on the garments of the figures in the foreground, is purposefully adopted in order to indicate that they are the central characters of the scene. Similarly, the strategic use of the
bright yellow that surrounds the angel further enhances its divinity. [MR]
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33.
Jan Sadeler (1550-1600)
After Gerard van Groeningen (active 1563-1573)
Massacre of the Innocents
1585
Copper engraving
This scene represents the Massacre of the Innocents that took place when Herod the Great, King of the Jews, commanded the execution of all the male infants in Bethlehem to avoid losing his throne to the newborn King of Kings,
Jesus Christ (Matthew 2:16-18). Several mothers are shown desperately clinging to their children while attempting to
fight the sword-bearing soldiers.
The scene is depicted in accordance with a very scenographic perspective, which allows the artist to include a vast number of figures as they experience the tragedy. In the foreground, the lifeless bodies of many children lie on the ground,
tragically foreshadowing the murder of the remaining infants. [MR]
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34.
Jan Sadeler (1550-1600)
After Gerard van Groeningen (active 1563-1573)
Massacre of the Innocents
1585
Copper engraving with transparent and opaque washes
This hand-colored engraving offers a striking representation of the Massacre of the Innocents. Here blue and red are
used to depict the majority of the figures depicted in the scene. The artist has repeated certain bold tones throughout
the work so to draw the eye from the foreground to the background, thus orienting the viewer’s attention as it moves
across the dramatic scene. In addition, the repetition of a relatively limited palette helps this highly chaotic scene appear
cohesive. [MR]
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35.
Gerard de Jode (1509-1591)
After Maerten de Vos (1532-1603)
Laudatium Esdras
Copper engraving with transparent and opaque washes
In this engraving a vision of Christ appears to an angel and the scribe Esdras. He is surrounded by a venerating assembly of martyrs on Mount Zion, who have been crowned and given palm leaves as a symbol of their sacrifice (2 Esdras,
2:42-47).
The figures are drawn with an emphasis on their musculature. It appears as though de Vos, known for borrowing from
contemporary Italian Renaissance masters, may have been looking at works such as Michelangelo’s Last Judgement when
composing his forms. Here, although the two groups are placed on either side of a distinct compositional divide, the
striking palette of color later added to Jode’s original print vividly unites the heavenly and the earthly realms within
the etching. [ES]
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Essays

Holy Beauty or Unholy Marriage?
Discovery, Provenance, and Social-Theological Musings
on the Hexham Abbey Bible
Bruce T. Martin

1. Introduction
My task in this essay is to assess the Hexham Abbey
Bible from a social-theological perspective. Which is
to ask: “What is the meaning or enduring value that
the Hexham Abbey Bible presents to us, 350 years
after its creation?”
Five years ago, a 1629 Bible was discovered that,
in the English-speaking world, is unique, because
it includes – interleaved among its New Testament
pages – over 100 full-page engravings, dating for
the most part to the second half of the 1500’s. As I
will show, this Bible – or rather the marriage – between the biblical-text and the picture-engravings,
was made in northern England, at Hexham Abbey,
around 1660-1661.
Surprisingly, the English-speaking world was
very much at odds with the rest of the world when
it came to putting pictures into Bibles, due to an
interpretation of the Second Commandment against
“graven” images. Picture-woodcuts had always been
allowable in Bibles all over Europe. But in England,
between 1525 and 1660, such sensibilities changed
with the religious preferences of the reigning monarch, and it hardly mattered whether they were
Catholic or Protestant.
The Great Bible of 1539, for example, sanctioned
by King Henry VIII, a newly minted protestant,
contained 50 picture-woodcuts of various biblical
scenes. But Queen Mary I, his successor, a Catholic,
forbade the printing of any Bible in English. After
her, Queen Elizabeth I, a protestant, authorized the
Bishop’s Bible in 1568. This Bible struck a kind of
middle ground in its woodcuts of persons and sto-

ries. But after that, no pictures at all were authorized
in English Bibles for the next 100 years. In particular, neither the Geneva Bible of 1560, nor the King
James Bible of 1611, nor any official Catholic Bible
printed in English, nor any of their subsequent editions, contained picture-woodcuts or engravings – at
least not officially, until 1660.
The only exception to this rule was the engraved title page, which was considered a necessary
expense. As a practical matter, engravings took up
an entire page, and so could not be incorporated
into a page along with the biblical text. Any engraving that was to be included in a Bible, therefore, had to be printed separately from the text, and
then interleaved among the separate pages. Woodcuts, though, were a different matter, since they
could easily be incorporated into the biblical text.
Nonetheless, in England at any rate, woodcuts were
mostly confined to maps or to drawings of Temple
furniture. When small picture-woodcuts were used,
they were mostly crude and cartoon-like compared
to the more realistic looking copper-plate engravings.
Although a handful of interleaved engravings in
Bibles are known from the 1630’s, using contemporary prints, they were suspected of fostering Roman Catholic sensibilities, or of breaking the Second
Commandment. It was only after the English Civil
War and the return of Charles II to the throne in
1660, that the marriage of picture-engravings with
the biblical text was condoned. And ever since, publishers of English Bibles have, with great glee and
an opportunity to make more money, incorporated
picture-engravings into their bibles.
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Today, the question is not about Roman Catholic or Pietistic sensibilities, or the Second Commandment, but about interpreting the engravings,
both on their own merits and in combination with
the biblical text. We are now asking, in a way that
was inconceivable 400 years ago: “What effect does
having pictures, placed alongside the biblical text,
have upon the text, or upon the Bible as a whole?”
Biblical scholars today do not in any way concern
themselves with pictures, which is odd because so
many bibles these days are filled with pictures, and
one will often see special editions with images by
well-known artists (e.g., Dore, Rembrandt, Chagall).
So, the question returns once again to us, 400 years
later, whether such an enterprise as interleaving pictures with the biblical text is inspiring or beguiling;
whether, in such cases, we have created a work of
Holy Beauty or an Unholy Marriage? I hope to
bring some clarity to this question, by reference to
the Hexham Abbey Bible, the earliest known English
Bible with picture-engravings dating to the 1500s.
2. Discovery
Follow me, if you will, in a thought experiment.
Imagine that you are a caveman or cavewoman –
or, more precisely, a cave-child, 80,000 years ago, at
the beginnings of human society.You are a fully-human child, just 6 years old – or rather 6 summers old
– and your name is Sunshine, because the day you
were born was bright and sun-shiny. It is mid-morning and you have just woken up from a good night’s
sleep.You climb out of your family’s bear-hide blanket, that had kept you warm at night, and you make
your way to the mouth of the cave, where your
mother is tending the community fire pit.
You approach your mother, and gently tug at
her deer-skin apron to get her attention. She looks
at you and smiles. You say, pointing to your mouth,
words that translate as “Mamma, I’m hungry.” And
she says, pointing behind her,“Over there, Sunshine.”
Still continuing our thought experiment. What
do you suppose the child and mother were thinking when they uttered those words to each other:
“Mamma, I’m hungry” and “Over there, Sunshine”?
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Now – in the interest of full disclosure – I am not a
cultural anthropologist, nor am I a sociologist or an
art historian. I’m merely a theologian. Still, I am fairly
sure that when the child said “Mamma, I’m hungry”
(pointing to his mouth) he or she was not thinking
“I hope I get an Egg-McMuffin, like I got yesterday.”
And I’m quite certain that when the mother said
“Over there” (pointing to the bowl behind her) she
wasn’t thinking “Go to the pantry and get the box of
Fruit-loops; milk is in the fridge.” So, if they weren’t
thinking that, what might they have been thinking?
In my own imagination, I suppose the child
could have been thinking the following: “Yesterday,
mamma gave me the most delicious blue berries that
she and her sisters had picked the day before. They
were so much better than the tasteless pale orange
berries I usually get. I hope that mamma saved some
of those blue ones for me this morning. Mamma, I’m
hungry.” And, in my imagination, I suppose that the
mother might have been thinking: “Its mid-morning
already, and the clan has already eaten. I’m glad that
I saved some of those blue berries for my little Sunshine. Where did I put them? Oh yes, in the bowl
behind me, along with some left-over nuts. Sunshine
will love them, too, I’m sure, and they are good for
him. They’ll put some meat on his bones for the
coming winter. Over there, Sunshine!”
OK, you can stop being a cave-child; but now I’d
like to reflect with you more carefully about thinking itself, and about communicating what we think.
I promise that it has everything to do with the Hexham Abbey Bible. What looks, at first, like a simple
exchange between child and mother, 80,000 years
ago, is in reality quite complex. And I’m presuming
that what was true then is true today.
From our thought experiment, I hope you noticed, among other things, that there was quite a lot
of thought behind what was actually said or gestured.
It’s not that there were complex social concepts
bouncing around in their heads, such as love or duty
or justice, but there was a story, a narrative, a snippet
of experience, that crystallized into just a few words
or gestures. Before a single word was uttered, or the
slightest gesture made, both child and mother presupposed a much larger story out of the deep well of
their experiences. This larger story is the “context”

out of which our much smaller stories are told.What
we communicate is only a fraction of what we are
actually thinking. So, when we are presented with a
text, or an engraving – such as we have in the Hexham Abbey Bible – we need to realize that there is a
much larger story or context that was not told, and
could not be told, within or behind the story that
was actually told.
Now let’s take a closer look at communication
itself. It may seem obvious that, as physical beings,
our personal presence is extended in the world, and
thereby exerts “power” on the world, not merely by
our voice and its various inflections, but by our gestures and by our tools. We use whatever non-verbals
we have at hand to communicate alongside the verbal – it’s what we do. We communicate best, in fact,
when our verbal and non-verbal speech-components
complement and reinforce each other. Our verbals
carry a certain tone and intensity. Our non-verbals,
too, take on various forms: from facial and body gestures to written and graphic representations to technological instruments. Like a coin with two sides, we
communicate with each other, as much as possible,
both verbally and non-verbally.
What is not so obvious, is how we think – long
before we begin to communicate. How we think is
not obvious because it is a universal experience, it is
not debatable, and is therefore not a subject of concern to almost everyone.Yet how we think is the basis
for how we communicate. And how we communicate
is vital for evaluating or assessing what we communicate. Thinking and communicating are made from
the same cloth.
Most of us don’t stop and think about how we
think, but those who have thought about it [e.g., R.
Jenson, On Thinking the Human] tell us – and our
experience bears this out – that whenever we think
about something, or dream about something, we always form a picture of it in our minds. What we
think about can be real or imagined, but we always
form a picture of it, or a series of pictures, like snapshots or frames in a movie. This envisioning, in our
mind’s eye, does not have to be very clear and sharp,
and most often isn’t, because they are incomplete
and vague representations [Vorstellung] of what we
are thinking, our concepts [Begriff] as we call them.

Our mental representations of our concepts are the
medium by which we think. We cannot, it seems,
have one without the other. Our representations,
moreover, rarely if ever stand alone; they are connected to one another like frames in a movie. What
we think, therefore, whether our concepts or our
memories, always comes to us in story form, and
thus in pictures.
So here’s the first point I’d like to make, as we
begin to understand the significance of the Hexham
Abbey Bible: there is no human thought or communication without some kind of symbolic representation, or picture-world, both to think it and to express
it. When we think, we do so in pictures; and when
we communicate, we do so in word-pictures.
The second point I’d like to make is that, however an actual communication comes to be crystallized
into words and gestures, there is always more behind
them that is left unsaid and uncommunicated. And
that “more” is a story that can never quite be told in
full. It is the “context” for what is actually expressed,
whether verbally or non-verbally, whether as a text
or as an engraving.
There is third point I’d like to make as well, but I
wasn’t adept enough to include it in my thought experiment. Whenever we express what we are thinking, we are creating; we are making things that did
not exist before. And the things we make, no matter
how simple or complex, always, always, have an aesthetic or pleasing quality to them. They are, for the
time and place in which they are made, both useful
and, if you will permit me to say, artful. Perhaps we
should also say, beautiful – at least to its maker. We
can’t help ourselves; we just do it. Everything we do
or touch or speak, whether it is a simple tool or a
complex communication event, are works of art. In
this respect, we are all artists!
These reflections, I submit, have profound implications for assessing the relevance of the Hexham
Abbey Bible. With these reflections tucked away
safely in mind, let me tell you a tale of discovery.
My interest in rare bibles and in bible manuscripts
began in the mid-1970s, while at seminary to become a pastor. I was fascinated by the old books and
bibles I discovered as I wandered through the stacks
in the dark basement of the library. I found myself
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captivated by the history of those many communities of faith that had kept these books and bibles, as
precious relics for posterity. So, when the occasion
arrived, some 30 years later, to develop a business
that I could count on as being legal and moral, I began to collect, and then to resell, antique bibles and
manuscripts, some dating to the early 1200s. Every
day, I was fascinated by what I was doing. I was in
hog heaven!
One of my first great acquisitions was a 1629
King James Bible, a first edition from the Cambridge
University Press – the same edition, it turns out, as
the Hexham Abbey Bible. Without this acquisition,
and my subsequent appreciation of the 1629 Cambridge Bible as one of the most beautiful and elegantly printed of all the early English Bibles, I would
not likely have noticed, or purchased, the 1629 Bible
that is the centerpiece of our Exhibit.
Besides being the first official editorial revision
of the King James version, the 1629 Cambridge Bible was the first to compete for business with the
King’s printers in London, who until that time had
a monopoly on printing Bibles. Having a monopoly, the king’s printers had no incentive, either to
maintain or to improve on the quality of the bibles
they printed. Therefore, ever since the monumental
1611 first edition, all editions of the “Authorized”
Bible (the official name for the King James Bible)
suffered from mediocre to poor quality; except, of
course, those few Bibles that were specially printed
and bound for wealthy clients.
So, when Cambridge University was granted a
license from the king to print bibles, the University spared no effort to give the king’s printers a run
for their money, and possibly break their monopoly.
Cambridge – very unusually – printed their Bible on
no less than seven different qualities of paper, or “issues,” in order to cater to (and sell to) a wide variety
of clients. This proved to be critical for the creation
of the Hexham Abbey Bible because one of those
paper issues, a very thin rag-linen, was exactly the
type of paper used to produce the engravings that
were later inserted into one of those Bibles.
Another unusual aspect of the Cambridge first
edition is its size, a medium folio about 12” x 8” (give
or take a few millimeters). According to B.J. McMul-
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lin, a scholar whose work on the Cambridge Bible
is unsurpassed, it was thought that the Bible would
be used chiefly in churches, and therefore handled
with great care, so most of them were bound using
cloth or velvet materials. As it turned out, the Bible
was quite popular apart from its church use, and as a
consequence many Bibles suffered premature damage to their text due to inadequate binding materials.
To make matters worse, some of the seven issues
(or “formes” as McMullin calls them) were made
with inferior paper, though many were not. Because
of these paper and binding problems, but also because the Bible itself was so beautifully formatted
and printed, it is no wonder that the 1629 Cambridge Bible is today among the most prized of all
the early English bibles, particularly if it is still in
good shape.
With this knowledge (thanks largely to McMullin’s research) – and with the experience of having purchased other 1629 Cambridge Bibles in the
meantime – I placed a bid for what was called a 1629
Cambridge New Testament.
Now, auction houses are notorious for providing
scant information about Bibles, so all I had to go on
was a picture of the title page, and its description
as a New Testament. I also knew, thanks to Herbert’s
Catalogue of English Bibles (1968), that in 1629 no
New Testament was officially issued by the Cambridge University Press apart from its Old Testament
counterpart. It figured, then, that this 1629 New Testament might just be something rather odd. Luckily
for me, I was the winning bidder. I was in for a treat!
The moment of discovery came when I received
the package and opened it up, very carefully. When
I lifted the book from the box, already I could tell
that the binding was fragile, so I laid it on the table,
and opened the cover. At first, I was surprised to see a
Book of Common Prayer – which was almost always
included in Bibles during this era, but usually bound
before the Old Testament. So I didn’t expect to see
a Book of Common Prayer along with what was
advertised to be a New Testament only.
But then came the New Testament title page, in
perfect condition. I turned the page, and there I saw,
for the first time, a full-page engraving – and then
another, and another, seven in a row! I was astound-

ed, because I had never heard of engravings in Bibles
this old, and what I knew about engravings wouldn’t
have filled a mouse’s tooth. But there they were! I
quickly flipped through the rest of the New Testament, and saw so many wonderful engravings that
my heart was pounding. Not only were the Bible
pages in near-pristine condition, but the engravings
were on exactly the same kind of paper as the biblical text. I was perplexed and excited all at the same
time. What kind of engravings were these, and how
and why did they get into this New Testament?
So I did a bit of research. I looked them up on
the internet (of course) and found that most were
listed on the British Museum’s Online Collection.
They seemed to come from the 1500s, but that was
so preposterous that, at first, I couldn’t believe it. It
took several days for me to be assured that, yes, they
really were from the 1500s. I then called the Portland
Museum of Art, and made arrangements to see the
curator of prints and drawings. With 115 engravings
altogether, I was sure that this was a major find – I
just didn’t know at that time how big a find it was,
and it wasn’t simply because of the engravings!
As it turned out, the curator had been on the
job just four days when we met, and was not yet acquainted with the Museum’s collection. So she put
me in touch with Professor Ricardo De Mambro
Santos, an art history professor at Willamette University, whom she knew was an expert in this period
of Netherlandish engravings. After a lengthy stop at
the library to consult the New Hollstein reference
books, I ended up in Professor De Mambro Santos’
office. When he saw what I had brought, his face lit
up like a kid on Christmas morning, and exclaimed,
“My friends!” – referring to Heemskerck, Wierix,
Galle, de Jode, Goltzius, Sadeler, Collaert, de Vos, and
several other Northern Renaissance masters. And,
being the teacher that he is, he proceeded to show
me what makes these engravings so important and
exciting – my first “Aha!” moment.
We immediately decided that we would have an
exhibit to showcase the Bible and its engravings to
the world. He would research the engravings, and
I would research the Bible and its provenance. Of
course, at that point, knowing next to nothing about
the engravings, I was primarily interested in show-

casing the Bible. As it turns out, it is the Bible plus
the engravings that is so unique and compelling.
While Professor De Mambro Santos was doing
his analysis of the engravings, I began to research the
Bible.What I discovered, after five years of looking –
and this is the truly remarkable thing – is that, to my
knowledge, the Hexham Abbey Bible is the earliest
English Bible with full page engravings, of any sort –
and the only English Bible with engravings dating to
the 1500s. These were mostly printed between 1565
and 1585, with a handful dating to the 1640s.
Are there any English Bibles similar to the Hexham Abbey Bible? And what is the history of extra-illustration? There are literally a handful of extant English Bibles, dated 1633 to 1638, containing
contemporary engravings by Robert Young, which
were then bound into bibles by Robert Peake.These
so-called “Peake” Bibles were immediately regarded
as “popish” (a word of derision in Protestant circles)
because the Young engravings lent themselves to a
Roman Catholic interpretation of the biblical text.
In Puritan England, the experiment didn’t last long.
The next period of extra-illustrated English Bibles came at about the same time as the Hexham
Abbey Bible, from 1660-1680. These Bibles contain
contemporary prints by such artists as Hoet, Picart,
Ogilby, and van Hove. One Bible, though, that is
arguably closest to the Hexham Abbey Bible, is a
1679 King James Bible – extra-illustrated with 124
Old Master engravings printed by Nicholas Visscher
in the 1640s.
Aside from these two periods of extra-illustration, and one similar to the Hexham Abbey Bible,
we should note two specific outliers. The first is the
Little Gidding Harmony Bible of 1630-1635, which
is a cut-and-paste of contemporary engravings and
biblical texts. Its purpose was to provide the Little
Gidding community (Anglican, founded by Nicholas Ferrer, 1592-1637) with a Bible containing a single Gospel story. This was a “harmony” of the Four
Gospels with lots of illustrations from whatever print
media was available at the time. About a dozen copies are extant. The second outlier builds on the idea
of adding portrait engravings to historical works,
first popularized by James Granger in the 1770s.
This method, known as ‘grangerizing,” adds mate-
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rials from other sources into already existing books,
without rebinding them, as a way of personalizing
them or enhancing their aesthetic charm. Grangerizing soon became a popular pastime, and reached its
zenith with what is known as the Kitto Bible. This
Bible was originally published in 1855 as an Illustrated History of the Bible, but was “grangerized” over
many decades into what now stands as a whopping
60 volumes with 30,000 prints and various other
items.
The Kitto Bible contains every imaginable sort
of art media from a vast period of time – back to the
early 1500s. Included, often in duplicate or triplicate, are engravings from many well-known masters,
but also paintings, drawings, and anything else that
seemed worthy – and much was worthy! The Kitto
Bible is currently at the Huntington Library, along
with 40 or so other “grangerized” books.
Unlike the two outliers, the Hexham Abbey Bible is bound and interleaved exclusively with Old
Master engravings, not pasted in or tipped in. Like
the interleaved Bibles of the 1630s and the 1660s,
however, the Hexham Abbey Bible started as an independently published Bible of suitable size and paper quality, then disbound 30 years later and interleaved with 106 full-page engravings (some are two
to a page, uncut, making a total of 115 engravings).
Then at some point it was rebound. It is gauffered on
all sides, meaning that geometric lines and symbols
were embossed on the edges of the pages, after being
gilded in gold foil. Gauffering was generally done,
not only to make a nice impression, but to prevent
oxidation and deterioration of the paper.
The Hexham Abbey Bible is therefore not a
grangerized Bible, because nothing was added in to
it over time, or was expected to be added. Nor was it
meant to be mass produced. But it did have a specific
purpose, and to that we now turn.
3. Provenance of the Hexham Abbey Bible
So far, we have set the stage for the creation of the
Hexham Abbey Bible, and have claimed its uniqueness among all known English Bibles. We turn now
to the Hexham Abbey Bible itself, to determine its
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provenance, who made it, how and why it was made,
and why we are calling it the “Hexham Abbey Bible.”
To begin with, the Hexham Abbey Bible consists of a Book of Common Prayer, a New Testament,
and a Book of Psalms set to English Meeter, in that
order, all dated 1629. Since only a whole Bible was
offered for sale that year, these three sections must
have been disbound from a complete Bible – the
Old Testament and Apocrypha taken out – and then
recombined, along with 115 Old Master engravings.
The most likely reason this was done, even without the engravings, was to create a light-weight,
New Testament and Prayer Book, for someone’s personal use, either in public or private worship. If this
is what happened, then it is likely that there is an
Old Testament companion volume to go along with
the Prayer Book and New Testament combination.
And if similar engravings were also added to the Old
Testament volume, then, just possibly, there is an Old
Testament Bible out there, somewhere, with Old
Master engravings in it – waiting to be found!
An odd feature of the Hexham Abbey Bible is its
near pristine condition, with nary a mark or smudge
on it, except for the first few pages of the Book of
Common Prayer. (Because the BCP is soiled, whereas the rest of the Bible is not, it is likely that the
BCP originated from a different copy of the 1629
Cambridge Bible than the rest of the Bible). Further,
there are none of the usual biographical markers,
such as births and deaths, that many owners wrote in
their Bibles. And there are no ink markings or dogears or tears in the pages, or water stains, or blood.
Why should that be, if it was designed, along
with the engravings, for regular worship purposes?
Being in the rare Bible business now for 13 years, I
have never seen an early English Bible in such good
condition, overall, so I figured that something odd
must have happened for a book designed for worship not to have been used. But then it occurred to
me that, in 1662, a new Book of Common Prayer
was published, to unify factions of the Church that,
for their own reasons, disliked or refused to use the
previous version. It also occurred to me that, when
King Charles II returned to England from exile in
1660, a new religious tone had also returned, that

was accommodating, or at least more open, to putting picture-engravings in Bibles (hence, as we have
seen, the second wave of extra-illustrated Bibles in
17th-century England).
Here was a confluence of events, in 1660 and
1662, that suggested the possibility that the Hexham
Abbey Bible was created around 1660 or 1661, when
it was safe once more to insert engravings into a Bible. But with the advent of a new Book of Common Prayer in early 1662, all previous Prayer Books
– including, of course, the Hexham Abbey Bible
(whether finished or not) – were suddenly obsolete
and thus unusable, at least in public worship. With
this scenario as our working hypothesis, we now had
to discover who had owned the Bible back in the
early 1660s.
The Hexham Abbey Bible offered two indicators
of prior ownership. One is an old library bookplate
pasted onto the inside of the front cover, with a coat
of arms and a name written: “Rev. Robert Clarke.”
The other indicator is an egret or swan embossed on
the bottom of the outer spine. Happily, the bookplate also depicts an egret or swan, just like the one
on the spine.We can therefore conclude that whoever bound the Bible is the same person who owned it.
Unfortunately, however, the name Robert Clarke is
like the name John Smith, so his identification, even
as a Reverend, was impossible.
The key to the correct identification of Rev.
Robert Clarke turns out to be the egret on the
bookplate and spine. In 2013, as a matter of sheer
serendipity, I found the same bookplate and the same
embossed egret on a book that was for sale online –
only the owner’s name was not Robert Clarke but
Sloughter Clarke. For me, this was a very unusual
name! A quick search on the internet led me to a
sale of property, in the late 1700s, in the parish of
Hexham, in Northumberland, England.
Sloughter Clarke (1741-1820) and Robert
Clarke (1771-1824), father and son, had been Lecturers at Hexham Abbey – the father from 1766 to
1801, and the son from 1801 to 1824. A Lecturer, at
that time, was a priest commissioned by the owner
of the Abbey to preside over all church related affairs; and often to adjudicate low-level civil disputes
as well. And since Hexham Abbey could trace its his-

tory to 674 as a Benedictine Abbey, the Lectureship
there was a plumb assignment. The Abbey continues
to this day as the parish church of Hexham.
Since the egret on the family crest is identical to
the egret on the spine of the Hexham Abbey Bible, it
is nearly certain that Sloughter Clarke had the Bible
bound in the form that we have it now, and that his
son, Robert Clarke, inherited it and affixed it with
his family bookplate and signature. The dating of the
current binding to the turn of the 19th century, and
possibly several decades earlier, is supported by a recent close inspection by Susan Lunas, the conservator
recommended to me by the Hallie Ford Museum.
But this information does not yet take us to the
origin of the Hexham Abbey Bible. Since the Bible
is in near-pristine condition (apart from the first few
pages), it figured to have lain on a shelf somewhere,
unused for 350 years. On that conjecture, I traced
the history of Lectureships at Hexham Abbey back
to 1660. If someone created the Bible in 1660 or
1661, and shelved it in 1662, the Bible could have
remained at Hexham Abbey until it was discovered
and rebound by Sloughter Clarke somewhere between 1780 and 1800. This is a reasonable hypothesis, but it depends on the Bible being unbound, or
poorly bound, at the time of its rebinding.
It turns out that the Lecturer of Hexham Abbey in 1660 was a well-known and highly respected
clergyman named George Ritschel (1616-1683). His
story, what little we know of it, is fascinating. And it
is this story that leads Professor De Mambro Santos
and me to conclude that George Ritschel was in fact
the creator of the Hexham Abbey Bible – and that
it was he who married those Old Master engravings
to the biblical text, to form what was at that time a
useful and artful Prayer Book and New Testament
combination.
So, on this 402nd anniversary of his birth, who
was George Ritschel? I’ll tell you the short story (for
academic details, see Professor De Mambro Santo’s
essay in this catalogue, Touching Heavens). According
to his biographers (see Roger Howell, Jr., and Robert Fitzgibbon), Ritschel was born into a Lutheran
family in Bohemia, in central Europe, in what is now
the Czech Republic. Shortly after his education at
the University of Strasbourg, Roman Catholicism
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became the only acceptable religion in Bohemia
(besides Judaism!), and life promised to be difficult
if you didn’t convert! Ritschel, by now a Lutheran
by choice, chose not to convert, so he “renounced”
his share of the family farm and moved away – presumably because he wanted a career in academia –
but specifically because he was hired to do research
for the well-known humanist, Jan Amos Comenius
(1592-1670).
Ritschel’s research was focused on Comenius’
theory, or “method” as he called it, that young people, especially children, are taught best through the
addition or juxtaposition or combination of a given
text with naturalistic-looking images pertaining to
that text, as explained by Professor De Mambro Santos. For Comenius, since the human mind is easily
captivated and informed by bold images, or “ocular
demonstrations” as he called them, these impressions
– together with a written text or oral presentation
– make for a quicker and more engaging grasp of
the material. When a text (any text, according to this
theory) is supplemented with detailed images pertaining to that text, the subject to be learned is both
enlivened and etched in one’s memory. Imagine: text
and images together! “Well, my, my my!” – to quote
Detective Kenda (retired, from Colorado, USA; featured on Homicide Hunter, a reality-TV series).
Comenius’s theory of “ocular demonstrations”
did not fall from the sky, but was based on a broad
appreciation for creation (from the Bible), and for
things created by people, as reflections of the glory of
God, akin, surprisingly, to the Greek Orthodox conception of icons. As Comenius opined in his book
The Great Didactic,
God Himself has filled every corner of this
grand theatre of the world with paintings,
sculptures, and images as living representatives
of His wisdom, and wants us to be instructed by their means… [T]hrough the work of
Divine Providence, all things have been made
with perfect harmony, so that superior things
can be represented by inferior ones, absent
ones by means of present ones, and the invisible things by means of visible ones. (32, 41)
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For Comenius – as explains Professor De Mambro Santos – pictures (or engravings) can be useful
in instruction, not only because they are “representatives” of God’s handiwork in creation, but because
they are in “perfect harmony” with the “invisible”
and “superior” truths of God, presumably love, mercy, righteousness, and the like. On this basis, Comenius was convinced that his “method” was equally
applicable, if not more so, to religious teachings and
to the Bible.
Ritschel was tasked with tracing the philosophical pillars of Comenius’ educational theory, but he
had a falling out with Comenius, a few years later, when Comenius rejected his work as being too
technical for the more elementary book he intended
to write (The Great Didactic, published in 1657). So
instead of scrapping all his hard work, Ritschel wrote
his own book, on metaphysics (Metaphysical Contemplations on the Nature of Things, 1648), which was a
big hit in Germany; but in England, not so much.
Still, this book, more than any other of the 5 or 6
that he eventually wrote, earned him a reputation for
great learning. In fact, Ritschel was been called the
most important philosopher ever to have immigrated from Bohemia to England.
Ritschel’s early research on Comenius’ behalf, as
well as a couple of tutoring positions for the children
of noblemen, took him to Holland, Denmark, and
Germany, before his falling out with Comenius landed him permanently in England. Presumably, these
countries offered Ritschel an excellent opportunity
to become familiar with a wide range of Northern
Renaissance art, including that which is represented
in the Hexham Abbey Bible.
My interest in Ritschel’s biography, up to this
point, has been to show that he was a committed
Lutheran – to the extent of leaving his country of
birth, rather than convert to Roman Catholicism;
that he was exceedingly well educated in philosophy – even if his prowess wasn’t recognized by those
around him; and that he was intimately familiar, both
in theory and in practice, with Comenius’ theory
that texts and pictures are a natural combination for
learning, at least on the elementary level.
I’m going to skip over the intermediate portion of
Ritschel’s career, in which he was a successful head-

master of a grammar school in England – quite naturally, I’d say, given his experience to that point. The
school was in an area that was known for welcoming
Bohemian exiles, and he likely had some extended
family living there. Then, after 9 or 10 years of being
a teacher, and quite suddenly, Rirschel resigned his
position and took up (in 1657) a preaching position
– the coveted Lectureship – in the neighboring town
of Hexham. The reason for this change is unclear,
but I note that his son, George, Jr., was born that
year, which could have prodded him to increase his
income as well as his social standing. But that’s pure
speculation on my part.
What we know is that, in order to make a career
change, from teacher to preacher, which in the context of the times was rather more respected than a
teacher, Ritschel had to become, what he had thus
far refused to become: a political animal. It is this
change in orientation, more than any other consideration, I submit, that prompted the creation of the
Hexham Abbey Bible.
No one knows exactly how Ritschel obtained
his preaching credentials, or exactly why he was chosen, but the folks doing the hiring at Hexham Abbey were Puritans who, “in theory, were purged of
Royalists and Anglicans, and loyal to the Parliament.”
Ritschel signed a declaration of loyalty to Oliver
Cromwell, the Lord Protector, and was hired on as
Lecturer. Yet just a few years later, during the Restoration, when it was no longer politically correct
to be a Puritan – that is, around 1660, Ritschel “denied that he had ever been an active Puritan.” Moreover, according to his biographers, Ritschel later said,
when reflecting on this period in his life, that “he
had never been asked to express disagreement with
the Augsburg Confession.” (This 1530 Confession is
the standard by which Lutherans are identified.)
What prompted Ritschel to create the Hexham
Abbey Bible? The period, from 1657 to 1660, that
is, at the tail end of the English Civil War (in which
Parliament was set against the Monarchy, and Puritans and Independents were set against Royalists and
Anglicans), was one in which a teacher or preacher
had to navigate, on a local scale, a succession of political and religious sensibilities – that is, if he wished
to remain gainfully employed.

Having wormed his way into a preaching job at
Hexham Abbey, as a Puritan or at least as a Puritan
sympathizer, Ritschel, in 1660, found that he needed
to persuade his new bosses, that he was, after all, an
Anglican!
So Ritschel wrote a book, published in 1661,
that defended Anglicanism against Puritan charges of
idolatry and superstition (Dissertatio De Ceremonius
Ecclesiae Anglicanae). The book, which “contain[ed]
strong attacks on the Puritans”, was, tellingly, dedicated to John Cosin (1594-1672) who in 1660 returned from exile to became Bishop of Durham, and
thus became Ritschel’s immediate superior. Once
again, Ritschel was ingratiating himself to others, this
time to his new Anglican bosses – in order, presumably, to keep his well-respected, cushy job. At any
rate, Ritschel did keep his job, wrote several more
books, and lived happily ever after.
Professor De Mambro Santos and I both agree
that Ritschel’s political shenanigans forms the backstory for the creation of the Hexham Abbey Bible,
and that the rich heritage of Hexham Abbey, through
the Ritschel family of Lecturers and the Clarke family of Lecturers, provides good reason to dub the
Bible that Ritschel created,The Hexham Abbey Bible.
We admittedly do not know for whom Ritschel created the Bible, but that it was done in order to shore
up his job and to appease his Anglican masters seems
clear enough.
So let’s turn to the Hexham Abbey Bible and see
what Ritschel did with it. On a broad scale, Ritschel
undoubtedly wanted to create a worship book that
was grounded on the Anglican Book of Common
Prayer, but one that incorporated, back-handedly,
anti-Puritan values. He used Comenius’ “method”
of combining vivid pictures alongside a text, in this
case the New Testament, to create a book that was
worthy of either public or private worship – a book
that would signal to all the world, or at least to his
Anglican masters, that he, George Ritschel, was a
true-blue Anglican. And if anyone asked, he could
easily point to his recent book on Anglican rituals
(1661) to defend himself against any suspected Puritan leanings.
In order for Ritschel to create what he did, he
needed a suitable Book of Common Prayer and a
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suitable New Testament. He found one in a King
James Bible rather than a Geneva Bible (which we
may recall was the “Bible of the Puritans”). It didn’t
matter what year it was, but the 1629 Cambridge
Bible proved suitable for Ritschel because one of its
seven paper issues (“forme” E in McMullin’s study)
was made with the same light-weight, fine, linen rag
paper as the copper plate engravings that he intended to interleave into the New Testament. The 1629
Cambridge Bible, a medium folio bible, was also
suitable because it was large enough, at 12” x 8”, to
hold the engravings. This particular Bible, with its
matching paper type and paper size, to the engravings, was exactly what Ritschel needed.
After the Book of Common Prayer, and after
the New Testament title page, but within the New
Testament only, from the Gospels (Mt, Mk, Lk, Jn)
through Acts, Ritschel interleaved Old Master engravings – matching the storyline of the New Testament with those of the engravings. In nearly every
case, the story depicted by the engraving precedes
the story told by the New Testament text. In some
instances, there are several engravings bunched together, but, again, they precede their Gospel-story
counterparts.
As an aside, I can only speculate why Ritschel
chose to use 16th-century engravings rather than
17th-century ones. Most likely, these were engravings
that he had compiled from his earlier travels in Denmark and Holland, during his research for Comenius. Nonetheless, Ritschel did avail himself of a few
engravings from the 1640s.
I’d like now to take a close look at 3 examples
of Ritschel’s work, from the Hexham Abbey Bible,
to see how they comport with his overall project –
that is, not merely to enhance one’s comprehension
of the biblical text (per Comenius), but to showcase his Anglican sensibilities (per Ritschel). There
is, of necessity, a certain paradox at work here. On
the one hand, the project of adding pictures alongside a text was, in theory, designed to increase the
comprehensions of children. On the other hand, the
project of creating an Anglican worship book that
contained Puritanically offensive engravings, was
designed to persuade intelligent adults of Ritschel’s
current theological stance. Did it work? We will nev-
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er know, because a new Book of Common Prayer
was published in early 1662 – making the Hexham
Abbey Bible, possibly incomplete at the time, obsolete and, for all intents and purposes, useless (if artful). So the Hexham Abbey Bible was set aside, until
Sloughter Clarke (finding it at Hexham Abbey, or
having obtained it through family connections with
the Ritschels) either bound it for the first time, or
rebound it to his liking.
Fast-forward 350 years later, where we are in a
neutral position to evaluate the Hexham Abbey Bible, not only with Ritschel’s eyes but with our own. I
have selected three examples from the Hexham Abbey Bible. One is relatively simple, one is frighteningly dramatic, and one is quite complex.
My first example – the relatively simple one – is
the one at which the Bible is currently opened for
display, at the Hallie Ford Exhibit [Catalogue 2.1].
This is a story, near the beginning of the Gospel of
John, where Jesus attends a wedding, and turns water
into wine. Oops! What I just said is an interpretation,
isn’t it? To say that this is a wedding, or that water is
turned into wine, requires that the text be read, or
remembered. But if we haven’t yet read the text, the
first thing we notice is Jesus – with a nimbus around
his head – at a grand party, directing a servant to
pour some liquid into a cup; and that liquid, judging by the well in the background, is water. Without
reading the text, that is about as much as you can
squeeze out of this picture.
But if one already knows the story, one suspects
that this is a common wedding to which Jesus was
invited, despite the kingly laurel on the groom and
the crown on the bride; and that Jesus is in the process of changing water into an excellent wine. (What
should we make of the little gremlin-face on one of
the water jugs? Or the butt-crack action on one of
the guests? Or that Jesus is barefooted?)
Quite apart from what the engraver, Johannes
Wierix, may have thought: What does Ritschel expect his readership to get from this picture, even
granting that they know something of the story beforehand? We cannot know for certain, but I expect
that Ritschel wanted them to see Jesus turning water
into wine, which would be a miracle, or a “sign” as
the Gospel writer put it. I’m not an art historian,

so perhaps I don’t see the finer nuances of Wierix’s
design – or maybe they’re just not very important
to me. But in this picture, there doesn’t seem to be
anything else going on besides a miracle.
My second example is one that, for me, is frighteningly dramatic, the most dramatic in the Hexham
Abbey Bible [See Touching Heavens, ill. 3] – and very
likely the model for Rembrandt’s painting Storm on
the Sea of Galilee.What do we see here, even granting
that we have read or heard the story beforehand?
Does Ritschel want us to anticipate another miracle
in which Jesus calms the sea, along with the fears of
his disciples?
This is the story, originally from the Gospel of
Mark, in which Jesus and his disciples are on the Sea
of Galilee, on their way to the other side. A storm
churns and blows mightily, and threatens the lives of
everyone. So Jesus, in the text, “rebukes” the storm,
and all is well again. But if we look only at the picture, which comes before the text, what do we see?
Quite naturally, the scene immediately grabs our attention, and we empathize with the disciples who
are beside themselves with fright. The only thing
out of place in this scene, that would be puzzling if
we didn’t know the story, is that Jesus is asleep at the
rear of the boat, oblivious to the danger surrounding them.
Is it enough, for Ritschel, that we are captivated
by this vivid and dramatic scene (that Professor De
Mambro Santos eloquently described in his essay)? Is
it enough, for Ritschel, that we are drawn to wonder
why in the world Jesus is asleep, when the rest of us
are scared to death? Maybe so. Maybe it is enough
that we are led, by this picture, to read or reread the
New Testament text and to discover, perhaps, some
deeper meaning. But that deeper meaning is not
shown to us in the engraving! At most – staying with
the picture here – we are beset with the jarring contrast between the disciples’ fear and Jesus’ calm. For
me, despite all the special effects, it is this contrast
alone that makes the engraving a worthy conveyor
of the Gospel story. But more on that later.
My third example is one that is quite complex,
yet shockingly direct. It’s an engraving by Hans Collaert, and it appears twice in the Hexham Abbey Bible, one toward the end of Matthew, and the other

toward the end of Luke. [See Touching Heavens, ill.
9-10] (The one in Matthew – this one – is a second
state printing, dated to 1585. And the one at the end
of Luke is a third state printing, dated to 1643. A
first state printing, dated to 1563, is among those in
the exhibit that represent different developments in
Northern Renaissance art during the second half of
the 1500s. So together, all three states of this complex engraving are represented in the exhibit.)
Here we have, very dramatically, a scene of the
crucifixion of Jesus, and we must ask ourselves, once
more, What does Ritschel intend for us to see, or get
out of seeing, in this picture – even presuming that
we know something already of the story?
Again, I’m not an art historian, but neither were
those who were reasonably expected to use the
Hexham Abbey Bible. At this point, I’m simply being casual in my observations rather than theological. What was the user expected to see? There are
three men being tortured to death, by being affixed
to crosses, in different ways. In the center is Jesus. We
know that this one is Jesus in spite of the fact that he
is not the foremost one in the picture – that would
be the one to our left. If we know the story, Jesus is
recognized by the nails, by the crown of thorns, and
by the title on the cross, INRI (an acronym which
in Latin stands for “Jesus of Nazareth King of the
Jews”), providing the reason, or at least the charge,
for which Jesus was crucified.
We see, then, a crucifixion, or rather three crucifixions. We notice that none of the three have yet
died, that the one in the foreground is looking back
towards Jesus, and that – in a small grotto in the background, a man is kneeling in a prayerful position. We
see that Jesus is being crucified (without noticeable
blood), the sky is darkened, the wind is blowing, and
death is near. What is there to understand from this
picture, other than death? If there is any Good News
here, it was certainly not evident on that day.
The only hint that something strange is happening, is the man praying in the grotto.We simply don’t
have, in this picture, enough information to know
what is going on here, or why, or what impact this
event might have on our lives. Even those who know
the story behind this picture, and the story yet to
come, cannot discover that in this picture.
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I suspect that those who see this picture in the
Hexham Abbey Bible, are being asked, by Ritschel,
to contemplate, like the man in the grotto, the meaning of this event. I can only imagine what a child
could be thinking about such a scene! Confusion, no
doubt. By Ritschel’s own standard, that pictures are
to assist in one’s understanding of the subject matter,
then this picture – like our other two examples –
does not help us in understanding the biblical text.
But perhaps I’m being too hard on Ritschel.
No one, not even Jesus’ closest disciples, understood
what was happening right in front of them. The jars
of water looked like jars of water, even if they were
filled with wine. The storm on the sea of Galilee
was really a storm, and all storms blow themselves
out. And the crucifixion of Jesus, like countless other crucifixions, ended in death. At least that is what
the disciples saw, and what the pictures depict. The
question is, therefore, if it is even possible for pictures
to tell us anything more than what appears in the
immediate present?
Am I asking too much of these pictures? Does
Ritschel ask too much of them – when, like individual frames in a movie, they can only tell us what
is evident to our eyes at the moment, disconnected
from the frames that might follow? Realistically –
and Ritschel the teacher was all about realism – Is
it even possible to understand a story before it has
reached its end? I don’t think so. The story of Jesus,
like any other story, achieves its meaning only from
the perspective of its ending.
4. Theological Musings
Because I’m a theologian, I’d like now to offer a
theological perspective on the Hexham Abbey Bible – it is, after all, a Bible! How might a theologian
assess the project that George Ritschel intended, but
was cut short by the new Book of Common Prayer?
(He might have considered another try, with the
1662 Book of Common Prayer, a different Bible, and
a different set of engravings, but as far as we know he
never again worked on a similar project.)
I think that what Ritschel did with the Hexham
Abbey Bible, as we now have it, was entirely in line
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with the cultural trends (his Zeitgeist) around him.
As pertains to the Bible, one could even say that
he was a trend-setter, even though his work never
saw the light of day. As we have seen in Comenius’
ground-breaking work, the technology was there
and the time was ripe, for appreciating the combination of pictures and words. The era of pictures
was leaping from canvas to paper to printed books.
The question posed by the Hexham Abbey Bible
was, and still is: Could – or should – the same be
done for the Bible?
Keep in mind that, apart from England, the world
– whether Protestant or Catholic – had no problem at all with paring pictures with the Biblical text.
Martin Luther’s Bible of 1534, for example, is filled
with picture-woodcuts, in blazing color. Adding
small to medium woodcuts to Bibles was simply following the pattern of many illuminated manuscripts
in the pre-Gutenberg era, with elaborate miniatures
and illuminated capitals. From the outset, we should
remember, Protestants were about protesting more
important matters than adding pictures in a book.
And Anglicans, though also protestants, were not so
much protesting Roman Catholic theology as they
were the power of the Pope to tell their monarch
what to do. Graven images, on paper or otherwise,
were not a problem! Puritans, however, protested religious images of every sort (per the Second Commandment against “graven” images), fearing that they
might become idols unto themselves.When Ritschel
inserted full-sized engravings into a Bible, alongside
a Book of Common Prayer, he was making a bold
theological statement of solidarity with the Anglicans
and against the Puritans.
As we saw in our thought experiment, human
communication is always wanting to be conveyed
both verbally and non-verbally, to the fullest extent possible – and that, by extension, everything we
do or make is naturally a combination of form and
function, of usefulness and artfulness. Comenius, reflecting the Zeitgeist of his time, formed an entire
educational theory on this fact, and Ritschel eagerly
jumped on the bandwagon.
The Hexham Abbey Bible, in this context, was
a natural attempt to put theory into practice, that is,
to make the biblical text come alive through a series

of vivid and captivating engravings – a process not
so far removed in their impact from the visual world
of today. The open question, then as now, is whether
the combination of pictures and text is appropriate
to the Bible. (Our world – everywhere we look –
is filled with images in conjunction with texts, not
only in books and in advertisements, but especially
in film. The combination is so captivating, so beguiling, that we almost immediately get lost in the stories
they tell, and we forget, for the moment or the hour,
that we are in a world other than our own.)
Because we today are so completely immersed in
a symbiotic world of text and pictures, it is hard to
imagine any other. But Comenius and Ritschel were
not in our world. As Professor De Mambro Santos
argued in his essay, Comenius believed that his educational method was valid for any subject, including
religion and faith. The Hexham Abbey Bible confirms that Ritschel thought the same. But if Ritschel
believed that pictures could be added to Bibles, he
held back on doing anything (so far as we know)
until it was politically right to do so. Although the
Hexham Abbey Bible never saw the light of day, other trailblazers were in the batter’s box, so to speak,
behind Ritschel, to either prove Comenius correct
or to prove him wrong – that is, in regard to the
Bible.
I am a child of the Enlightenment, and because
of that, I’m naturally inclined to the notion that the
Bible can be, and should be, approached and interpreted like any other book, without presuming any
special status for it. The Bible may, of course, have
a special status – because of what it says and how I
appropriate that into my life – but that has nothing
to do with the proposal that it could be enhanced
by pictures or drawings that depict Biblical scenes.
Every book, whether of history, or of fishing, or of
science, or of religion, must be judged according to
whether the pictures it contains, add or detract to the
information or impact of the book itself.
But, not anything goes! Different pictures have
different effects. So at a minimum, we need to be
careful which pictures, among many, might be used
to enhance the Bible’s impact upon a reader, but especially a young reader. Since the biblical writers did
not produce the engravings that are now side-by-

side the text, we need to pay attention to how they
function in regard to the texts themselves.
I, and obviously Ritschel before me, have no objection, in principle, to putting an artful touch to the
biblical text. Christians have been doing that forever.
It is hard not to do it! When a Bible is being written,
or published, there is invariably an artful component
to it. It can be in color, or in many colors. It can
be capitalized or not. It can be adorned with fancy
initials, or with historiated capitals, or very lavishly illuminated with detailed scenes in brilliant silver
and gold. It can be formed in neat columns or in
justified columns. But invariably, it will be artful to
some extent. So let’s be clear: being artful is, in itself,
no impediment to a well-functioning Bible.
When Ritschel added his engravings to a New
Testament, he was following Comenius’ method to
enhance readers’ comprehension. The subject matter to be learned, let me emphasize, was primarily
in the text, not in the engravings, though there was
of course a symbiotic back-and-forth between them.
For Comenius, as also for Ritschel, pictures served
to enhance the text, not the other way around. So,
ironically, I’m going to put Ritschel’s experiment to
the test, to see how his engravings – the three that I
already picked out – function in regard to their respective New Testament texts or stories.
Now, I need to alert you – so that you are clear
about what I am up to – that we are now entering
the realm of Theological interpretation, or Hermeneutics, as scholars say.There are many ways to interpret a biblical text: some good, some very good, and
a great many others, very bad. I’d like to keep things
simple, as much as possible, so I’ll be as direct as I can
and as uncomplicated as I can.
As almost any biblical scholar will attest, it is surely true in any interpretation: that it is not so much
what you read, or what you see, but how you read it,
and how you see it, that gives shape and substance to
an interpretation. In general, one’s religious frame of
reference – or one’s confessional identity – provides
the interpretative lens through which one reads or
sees. In other words, there is a prior “horizon of
meaning” – from which no one can escape – that
skews everything we apprehend and everything we
comprehend. So the clearer we are about our own
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horizons, or frames of reference, the more manageable and respectful we can be, not only about the
interpretations of others, but also about our own.
A peculiar feature of the Gospel stories is that
they were all written, without exception, after Jesus
had been crucified and raised from the dead. These
are not stories, then, about “days in the life of Jesus.” Rather, they are stories being told in order to
proclaim that Jesus is the Messiah, the King of the
Jews; and that, through him, God is fulfilling his
promises to Israel. Jesus’ ministry was therefore understood, retrospectively, after Easter, as God’s way of
kick-starting the kingdom of God.
In any interpretation of a biblical text, there is one
question that must, eventually, be asked. A lot can be
gleaned from a text without asking this question, but
without it, everything else just doesn’t matter. So, after reading the text, and after gleaning some sense of
the context of the text, we need to ask: “What is God
doing here?” Remember, this is now a theological investigation. I’m not asking about the moral of the
story, or how the story came to be known. Nor am
I asking everyone what their “opinion” of the story
is, as if a consensus opinion must be the correct one.
Rather, the God-question I’m asking cuts through
the fanfare of a lot of secondary questions, and brings
us face-to-face with the reality of God among us, or
at least what the writer intended that to be.
We noted earlier that Ritschel placed his pictures
before the biblical text. This means that the reader
will look upon the engraving, and ponder its significance, and gather information from it, before getting
to the text itself. Which means that the picture now
serves – functionally – as the first interpreter of the text.
(Now consider the reverse, that the picture is placed
after the text, or between the text. In this instance,
the reader may have a chance to read the text, or at
least part of the text, before the picture is looked at.
Now the text either interprets the picture, or there
is a give-and-take between the picture and the text.)
The mere placement of the engraving, then, in relation to the text, makes a great deal of difference
– but especially if the story, the whole story, is as yet
unknown.
Now let’s take another look at my first example,
from the Hexham Abbey Bible. We want to see how
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the picture functions in relation to the biblical text,
how it informs our interpretation of the text, and
whether it adds or detracts from the text.
In the New Testament story, from the Gospel according to John, chapter 2, Jesus and his disciples,
and his mother, Mary, are invited to a wedding. And
during the festivities, Mary notices that the wine has
run out, so she tells Jesus to do something about it.
Jesus initially demurs, then tells a servant to fill some
very large jars with water (used for ritual purifications), and then take a cup of it to the chief steward.
Miraculously, but unknown to anyone except the
servant, the water has turned to wine, leaving everyone to marvel about how delicious the wine is,
and how super-abundant it is. The text concludes by
stating that this was a “sign” by which Jesus revealed
his “glory”.
The engraving doesn’t show it, but the text begins with the phrase, “On the third day, there was a
wedding” (2:1). The alert reader is immediately reminded that Jesus was raised from the dead “on the
third day” – so perhaps this wedding is more than an
occasion for Jesus to do a miracle. Or perhaps “on the
third day” is merely a Hebrew idiom for saying “after
a few days.” But since short stories, like engravings,
say nothing extraneous, we would be wise to remain
alert. Should we be on the lookout for a mere miracle, or for something far richer and mind-blowing?
As noted earlier, the engraving offers few clues
for us to notice anything other than that Jesus was
at a party, and joining in the festivities by directing a
servant to pour out some water. (It is entirely possible, from the picture alone, that Jesus preferred water
over wine, and that we should draw a moral conclusion on that basis.) At any rate, the engraving does
not offer an answer to the God-question, “What is
God doing here?”
But if we had read the prior chapter (there’s no
time to unpack that here), we might have caught on
that Jesus is somehow the place where the God of
Israel has come to “dwell” (1:14) among his people.
If that can be the starting place (or textual context)
from which to understand what Jesus was up to, we
might be open to see what the wedding guests failed
to see. Was it intentional, moreover, that when Jesus
turned the water into wine, he did not tell anyone

what he had done? So perhaps the engraving got it
right after all, that there was nothing out of the ordinary going on, at least that anyone noticed.
But if, going by the story in the text, we were
to entertain the astonishing idea that the God of
Israel was up to something outrageously new, what
might that be? Anyone familiar with the expectations and symbolic traditions of Israel, through her
scriptures, would know that God is often spoken of
as the Husband of Israel (Is. 54:5-8) – and that Jesus,
by extension, is the Bridegroom of the Church (Jn.
3:29). From that perspective, Jesus is manifesting his
“glory” (a God-term) by showing that the wedding
party – rather than Jesus and his disciples – are the
real guests at a wedding feast at which he is their
host, providing a “better” and more “abundant”
wine by which to live; and therefore they are invited, by the God of Israel, to witness the beginning of
their redemption!
I don’t think that one can honestly look at the
engraving and see all that. But if one had read the
story first – through the lens of the history of Israel,
together with the crucifixion and resurrection of Israel’s Messiah-king – and then looked at the engraving, and saw that no one was in the least concerned
about Jesus, one might find oneself saddened by the
realization that the Kingdom of God was arriving,
and no one noticed.
Now to my second example, the one I have
dubbed, frighteningly dramatic. (The engraving is
titled “Miracle of Christ in the Sea” and cites Matthew, Ch. 4 – but the story in Matthew is not until Ch. 8. But the story is also told in Mark, Ch. 4,
which I take as the correct citation). Jesus had spent
the day, along the shore of the Sea of Galilee, preaching to the crowds about the kingdom of God. And
in the evening, he instructed his disciples to accompany him, in a boat, to the other side. A great storm
arose, which started to fill the boat with water. Jesus
was asleep, so the disciples, being afraid, woke him
up. Jesus then “rebuked” the wind and the sea. The
wind ceased, and there was a great calm. And Jesus
said to his disciples, “Why are you afraid? Have you
no faith?” And the disciples were filled with awe, and
wondered who this was, that even the wind and the
sea obey him.

As a theologian, the most interesting thing about
the engraving is the contrast between the fear of the
sailors, fighting for their lives, and the calm of Jesus,
asleep in the stern. But it is hard not to be beguiled
by the sheer magnificence and fury of the storm,
which might lead one to imagine that Jesus’ miracle
of stilling the storm is the whole point of the story
(as its title says). A closer look at the text, however,
offers hints and allusions to something much more
magnificent than the stilling of a storm.
The story in Mark begins, as tellingly as the wedding story did, with the phrase “On that day.” Mark
could have begun with the next phrase, “When evening had come” – but he makes a point of saying
“On that day.” Which day is that? Again, as in John,
a reader in tune with the Hebrew prophets would
pick up on the phrase as a way of referring to “the
Day of YHWH” or “the Day of the Lord.” It is a
signal to the reader that God has finally come to his
people, either to rescue them or to destroy them. It’s
a foreboding phrase!
Apart from the obvious contrast between Jesus
and his disciples, the text says that Jesus “rebuked”
the wind and the storm.That word “rebuked” is telling us something, not so much about a miracle, but
about Jesus himself. In the Greek translation of the
Hebrew scriptures, the word is most often used by
God to “rebuke” the wind or the sea (Is 50:2; Zech
3:2; Ps 104:7), as well as powerful persons.To an alert
reader, the allusion attached to the word “rebuked”
will be picked up, and provide an answer to the disciples’ question, “Who, then, is this, that even wind and
sea obey him?” And just in case the allusion is not
picked up, just a few verses later, a man about to be
healed screams at Jesus: “What have you to do with
me, Jesus, Son of the God Most High?” (Mk 5:7). In
other words, when Jesus is present, God himself is
present – which for a Jew was very good news!
In Harmen Muller’s engraving, the storm is every
bit as worrisome as the text says, and Jesus is asleep
in the stern. That’s it. That’s all we get! Well, almost.
Jesus does have that nimbus around his head. If we
were being generous, we might say that the picture
was merely setting the stage, as it were, enticing us to
read on. But if that function was not in Comenius’
playbook, was it in Ritschel’s? Perhaps what we have
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is a nuance to Comenius’ method, from merely fostering information to enticing further reading. I can
live with that! Still, the most important part of the
story is left out.
In my last example, Jesus is crucified among two
others. There is no nimbus this time, just a crown of
thorns, and a title (titulus) above his head identifying
him as King of the Jews. The contrast between this
scene and every other scene, to this point, could not
be greater. Before, Jesus was in total control. Now, as
it appears to all the world, he is under the thumb of
the ruling authorities, and death is closing in. He is
finished.
Crucifixion then, by itself, does not tell us what,
if anything, God is doing there. It is only that small
figure in the grotto that gives us pause.You can hardly make it out, but we can see that it is Peter, the first
among the disciples. You can tell by the extra-large
key in front of him, which is a symbol for the Church
– and for the papacy. This makes the grotto scene a
projection of the Church’s faith, rather than depicting anything realistic at the time of Jesus’ crucifixion.
That complicates things considerably, and gets in the
way of the original incongruity, or paradox, of a crucified Messiah-king.
If the engraving of Jesus’ crucifixion is to be understood in biblical terms, it will be in relation to the
history Israel’s kings. Israel had always known, as we
can read in her coronation Psalms, that even when
she insisted on having a king like all other kings (see 1
Sam 8),YHWH her God is, and always was, her true
and rightful king. From this point of view, God was
present in Jesus’ crucifixion, precisely as Israel’s king.
I will not explore this last example any further,
except to note that the story of Jesus’ passion, or
rather the one story told in different ways among
four different Gospels, would not have been told at
all were it not for the story or stories of Jesus’ resurrection. That is the one story that gives substance
and meaning to every other story, including Jesus’
crucifixion. Yet it is just that story, the Easter story,
that must be read, or heard, prior to a full appreciation
of any picture, or a full interpretation of any text,
in the Hexham Abbey Bible. Because of this, every
engraving in the Hexham Abbey Bible is limited in
its power to interpret itself according to the Gospel.
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5. Conclusions
I’ll end this essay with a few concluding remarks.
It has taken 350 years for George Ritschel’s experiment in religious education, the Hexham Abbey Bible, to see the light of day. Although it might have
been created in order to smooth the way for his continued employment at Hexham Abbey, the Bible as
we now have it stands on its own, even if no longer
on its own terms.
True – a further investigation into the Hexham
Abbey Bible would analyze what Ritschel’s selection
of images tells us about his own theological leanings, or rather the persuasions he wished to assert. It
would analyze not only the engravings Ritschel includes, but the ones he likely chose to leave out, such
as engraving #21 within the Hexham Abbey Bible,
at the end of John, which depicts Christ in Limbo
(#20 and #22 are present, side by side), or the magnificent Raphael-like engraving of Jesus’ transfiguration that is included in Gerard de Jode’s monumental
Thesaurus Novi Testamenti (1585) of which only nine
complete copies remain – a sumptuous picture-book
of the Bible, without any biblical text, from which
many of the Hexham Abbey Bible engravings originate. And why, because of this, doesn’t the Hexham
Abbey Bible include any post-resurrection appearances, or the Ascension, or Last Judgment? Are we to
suspect that Ritschel considered these scenes to be
non-historical?
Nor ought we to have ignored the more peculiar engravings, like the one that includes the Greek
gods Bacchus and Venus among the partiers at a great
feast; or the one that hails the “Spirit of Science”
(Spiritus Scientiae) as one of the “Seven Gifts of the
Spirit”. Such a further investigation could have taken into account the religious and moral sensibilities
embedded in the engravings themselves, as these are
set alongside, or against, the biblical text – either to
educate or to correct the reader.
These points notwithstanding, the Hexham Abbey Bible proves Ritschel’s patron and mentor wrong,
in that pictures or other visual aids are appropriate
educational aids to add alongside texts, regardless of
subject matter. As we have seen – in the limited scope
of just three examples – pictures that are presented

before a biblical text tend to dominate and limit the
interpretation of the text. The text, then, becomes
secondary to the picture.
Furthermore, as pictures become more and more
a permanent fixture in a Bible, any Bible, they have
the unforeseen function of freezing, for all time, the
interpretation that is already imbedded in the picture – impoverished though it may be – against any
other interpretation that may result from reading the
text in the context of Israel’s history, and in view of
ongoing scholarly investigations.
This result is only slightly mitigated if Ritschel
had instead placed the engravings after their respective texts instead of before them. In that case, it would
be obvious that the pictures have left out of “their
story” the very things that make their New Testament counterparts “Good News.” To be generous to
Ritschel, one might say that insofar as one sees the
engravings with the eyes of faith, one is enticed to
read more of the text; but insofar as one sees the
engravings without the eyes of faith (or fails to read
at all), one sees only what one expects to see, that is,
nothing out of the ordinary. From this perspective,
Ritschel’s placement of the engravings certainly entice (or seduce) the reader to continue reading, if for
no other reason than to be delighted (or beguiled) by
each successive engraving.

To Ritschel’s credit, he created 350 years ago
what would have been, and was, mass produced just
a few decades later – a process that has not abated, to
this day. In this regard, he was among the vanguard
of a creative impulse that, from the beginnings of human society, combined non-verbal communications
with verbal or textual ones. As technology advances,
so does our ability to enhance communication, or to
subvert it.
So then, is the Hexham Abbey Bible a work of
“Holy Beauty” or an “Unholy Marriage”? I say:
Viewer beware!
On a personal note, I am humbled that such a
gift as the Hexham Abbey Bible has fallen into my
hands, and that there have been so many people
willing to give of their time and considerable skills
to present it to the world, in style. Special thanks is
due to the tireless efforts of Professor Ricardo De
Mambro Santos. As these engravings, and others like
them, are his “friends,” I can now count him as my
“friend.”
The Hexham Abbey Bible is, as far as I know,
unique among all English Bibles. What will become
of it? It needs a suitable home, hopefully a public
one – one that will offer the Hexham Abbey Bible
to scholars for continued study, and to the general
public for the admiration it surely deserves.
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The Concept of Romanism in Northern Art.
An Analysis of Its Critical Implications

Olivia Barry

As an art phenomenon, the Italian Renaissance is
characterized by the rebirth of antiquity and an increased interest in the study of the human body and
the human experience within carefully planned visual narratives.This new approach started in Florence
and moved eventually to Rome in the early 1500s
for what has come to be known in the History of
Art as the “High Renaissance,” recognized primarily
by the attention toward works by Michelangelo and
Raphael.
From this blossoming aesthetic in Italy came an
interest in Humanistic themes in Northern Europe
as well. In modern scholarship, this cultural phenomenon was often referred to as “Romanism,” a
term defined as the style that resulted from Northern artists coming to Rome to study the work of
Italian masters. In their studies, these artists focused
primarily on the work of Raphael and Michelangelo, as well as the culture, ideology, and aesthetic
surrounding monuments and traditions from antiquity. As a result of this approach, the Italian Renaissance artistic paradigms migrated North to places
like Flanders and the Netherlands. Ilja M. Veldman
describes how
Romanism found expression, above all, in religious or mythological figure pieces, in which
the undraped, anatomically correct depiction
of the human body, preferably in a complicated
pose, was a central element […] Furthermore,
the complexity of the compositions and an increased interest in new and intricate themes
often revealed the Romanist’s knowledge of
humanism.1

Fascination with the anatomy of the human
body, the rebirth of antiquity through the study of
ancient styles and iconographies, often combined
with Christian elements, and humanistic culture inspired these artists, who brought what they learned
in Italy back to the North.
Frequently, the term Romanism has been
deemed problematic and has therefore appeared less
in scholarship. This is due to an increased study of
Northern art and a greater appreciation for the individuality of local artists. The very term “Romanist” suggest the supremacy of the Italian influence on
Netherlandish artists, undermining the other influences and individualities associated with Northern
art in the Renaissance era. In this essay I will discuss
two key problems in the Romanism category, with
consideration to several Northern artists who have
been deemed “Romanists.” The first problem is the
assumption of the superiority of Roman antiquity.
As I will demonstrate, many “Romanists” were in
fact inspired by the history of their own region as
much as by Ancient Rome. A second problem is the
mass grouping of “Romanists” who went to Italy to
study. Though they were to a certain extent inspired
by Italian art and culture, their reactions to these
paradigms vary drastically, primarily because of the
variation of artists that were studied and selected as
sources of inspiration. Veldman addresses this problem when she claims that “a more profound study
of the work of individual artists has led to more attention being given to their specific characteristics,
while the diversity of their responses to Italian art has
come to be more fully appreciated.”2 Moreover, these
issues reveal the prejudices conveyed by the concept
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of Romanism and call for a more open analysis of
the inspirations and origins of Northern artists.
Romanism as a blanket term implies the supremacy of Italian art and its influence on Northern artists
while it ignores the influence of Northern aesthetics
and motifs. Many “Romanist” artists actively considered Northern history and styles in their art. For
Lambert Lombard, for instance, “[t]he reconstruction of ancient art remained an overarching preoccupation throughout […] [his] career.”3
Lambert Lombard, a highly regarded artist and
theoretician in sixteenth-century Flanders – was
concerned with ideas of Virtue, Humanism, and
“Disegno – a philosophical and technical foundation that unified the arts and united theory and
practice,”4 and other conceptual as well as stylistic
issues that separated him from other Netherlandish
or Flemish artists who still considered art primarily
as manual labor rather than an aesthetic and intellectually-driven procedure. Lombard was convinced
that “a work of art should demonstrate its creator’s
vast knowledge and, in turn, prove his reputation as
a pictor doctus.”5
These ideas clearly have a resonance with Renaissance Humanism. Lombard’s ideas and art, however, did not take inspiration solely from the Italian
tradition. In fact, “Lombard’s ‘antique’ syntax was informed by his encounter with Italy, but…it was also
firmly rooted in the rediscovery of his Netherlandish past.”6 To understand Lombard’s art, theory, and
cultural background, consideration of his encounter
with Northern antiquity is just as important as his
fascination with Italian history and aesthetic.
Lombard’s attraction to the history of his own
region is embodied in his studies dedicated to the
mythological character Hercules. Lombard was
drawn to Hercules in part because of his fascination
with the virtue and morality embodied by the ancient figure. Hercules has a long tradition of symbolizing endurance and ideal virtue with his twelve
labors. Dutch humanist Erasmus “held the figure of
Hercules in high regard and considered his labors
to be spiritually enriching, [and] was drawn to the
subject of Hercules Gallicus for its celebration of eloquence as an ancient virtue.”7 Furthermore, “The
people of Gaul believed Hercules to be the very em-
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bodiment of eloquence who could achieve anything
through his powers of persuasion.”8
In addition to the mythology behind Hercules,
Lombard was also drawn by the hero’s connections
with his own region’s ancient history. While discussing Lombard’s study of Hercules, Wouk references a
folio by Lombard – belonging to the Album d’Arenberg and now at the Cabinet des Estampes et des
Dessins de la Ville de Liège – in which the artist has
drawn Hercules in several different poses, noting that
“[i]n the lower register of this three tiered sheet […]
[he] drew the figure of Hercules based on an ekphrasis of a picture that Lucian claimed to have seen
when he visited Gaul around ad 150. As Lucian recounts in his Heracles, the inhabitants of Gaul called
the hero Ogmios and portrayed him as an old man
with a club in his right hand, bow in his left hand
and quiver at his side.”9
Hercules is a figure most often associated with
ancient Greek and Roman mythology. However,
Lucian’s recounts of the hero demonstrate that the
Ancient people of Gaul also venerated him and represented him in various arts. Lombard’s selection of
a hero associated with Gaul and the North demonstrates the artist’s desire to study his own past, not
merely copy the ideologies and history of Italy.Wouk
makes Lombard’s fascination with the association
between Hercules and Gaul even more compelling
with his assurance that “Lombard was undoubtedly aware of the historic connection between Hercules and his own ancestors. The Roman historian
Tacitus recounts that Hercules’s labors brought him
to Germania Inferior, the province on the left bank
of the Rhine that was split off from Gallia Belgica
in the first century ad, and encompassed Lombard’s
native Liege and surrounding parts of modern-day
Belgium, Luxembourg, the Netherlands and Germany.”10
The very acts that made Lombard so interested
in Hercules, namely his labors, symbols of his virtue
and endurance, took place in the artist’s own region,
according to his account. Lombard’s choice to depict
the Hercules Gallicus in his study of the Herculean
anatomy shows therefore that he was indeed studying the antiquity of his own region and not solely
Roman antiquity. Consequently, labeling this artist

simply a “Romanist” would discard entire facets of
his career and his interests.
In addition to studying the history and the trends
of Humanism in the North, “Romanist” artists distinguished themselves by reacting differently to the
various techniques, styles, and models that were being explored in Italy. Though they sought to learn
from Italian modes of representation, their own
backgrounds, interests, and personalities produced a
myriad of work that in many cases differed from each
other quite drastically. Michiaki Koshikawa reflects
this point in connection to Maarten van Heemskerck. On the front side of a sheet by Heemskerck is a
sketch of the Belvedere sculpture court in the Vatican done in pen and brown ink – now belonging
to the British Museum in London – it is possible
to identity relevant ancient pieces such as the Laocoon, the sarcophagus of M. Sulpicius, and the La
Zitella statue. This drawing, considered the first of
the sculpture court, was attributed to Heemskerck
in 1987, an attribution that has stood strong since its
identification.11
In another sketch that appears on the back of
the sheet, there is a standing male nude, supposedly
a study of a Bacchus figure made by Baccio Bandinelli. Koshikawa observes that “the formal coincidence is precise.The two figures are exactly the same
size, which means that the British Museum figure
drawing is not a normal copy but one made by direct tracing. When we compare the hatching of both
sheets, it becomes clear that the draughtsman not
only copied the outlines of the figure, but also closely followed the system of shading used in the model,
although the hatching lines are slightly less thick in
the British Museum version.”12
Though the nude youth was not initially attributed to Heemskerck, unlike the study of the sculpture
court, Koshikawa observes that if
the View of the Belvedere sculpture court on the
recto of the British Museum sheet was drawn
by Maarten van Heemskerck in 1532-33, and
if the male nude on the verso is related to the
activity of the Bandinelli academy in the Belvedere shortly before, this seems to justify the
fascinating hypothesis that Heemskerck actu-

ally visited Bandinelli’s studio soon after his
arrival in Rome, and there copied the drawing
now in the V. & A. Using the other side of the
same sheet, he then sketched the celebrated
antique statues in the court yard outside.13
On this page we therefore have a documentation
of two works by Heemskerck within a short time
of each other, demonstrating his different interests
and focuses of study. The relationship between the
sculpture court drawing and the male nude study
and the context in which Heemskerck made the
two drawings demonstrates how the sheet represents
Maarten van Heemskerck’s interests, individuality,
and his motivations for coming to Rome. The male
nude, a close study of the specific method used by
Bandinelli, varying so little from its original, reflects
Heemskerck’s desire to learn the technical secrets of
the Italian artists, just as the other Romanists did.
Given that this sketch is a direct tracing of a figure, little outright personality or innovation can be
gleaned from Heemskerck’s side, other than the fact
that he wanted to learn the sketching style of Bandinelli and, as Koshikawa mentioned, the slightly thinner hatching style, perhaps a result of Heemskerck’s
hand or instrument. In contrast, while the nude is a
direct study, the sketch of the sculpture court is a reflection of the Northern artist’s creative agenda. One
can imagine Heemskerck walking through different
rooms of the Vatican, all containing various fruit for
inspiration, but the fact that he chose to stop not
only at the sculpture garden, but at this particular
angle and include precisely these works in the sketch
we examine today reflects his particular interest and
inspiration at a precise moment in time.
Heemskerck’s choice demonstrates his profound
interest specifically for ancient sculpture and culture,
in addition to the interests in anatomy addressed in
the nude sketch. The combination of these two culturally contrasting sketches on the same paper is quite
symbolic, for as Koshikawa notes, the “recto and the
verso of the British Museum sheet therefore reveal
two different aspects of the artist’s interests upon his
arrival in Rome: on the one hand an open view of
a courtyard with classical remains evoking the glory
of the ancient world, and on the other an academic
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study made for the purpose of assimilating the latest
Italian style.”14 The combination of these two models
points to the very problem of the blanket term Romanism: while all of the Romanists sought to study
and understand the Italian Renaissance style, their
source of inspiration and their means of manipulating the Italian style and culture was the product of
their own desires and individualities as artists.
The individuality of the so-called Romanists and
their reactions to Italian art can be seen in a myriad
of works both by Heemskerck and by Michiel Coxcie, particularly through the comparison of these two
artists’ works and inspirations. Coxcie “is considered
one of the principal interpreters of the art of Raphael in sixteenth- century Flemish painting.”15 Scholars
Gnann and Laurenza have examined Coxcie’s avid
repetition of Raphael while he was in Rome and
stressed, in particular, that “the entire series of Psyche
engravings belong[ing] to the first phase of Coxcie’s
Roman sojourn in about 1532-34 – a phase dominated by an intense study of Raphael and his followers. The fruitful results of this can be seen in the
frescoes Coxcie executed in the chapel of St. Barbara
in S. Maria dell’Anima.”16 Heemskerck has been described as a follower of Michelangelo and a student
of classical sculpture. Jefferson C. Harrison, however,
argues that “the decisive influence on Heemskerck’s
mature style came from none of these sources. The
Italian aesthetic that would ultimately transform his
art […] had far less to do with previous High Renaissance or mannerist modes than with the most
contemporary of Roman stylistic developments: the
new High Maniera aesthetic.”17 Though still admitting that much of Heemskerck’s Italian style was inspired by models like Michelangelo, Harrison observes in Heemskerck’s work the “typically ambiguous and compressive Maniera space” and the “acceleration and distortion of depth recession”18 that is
characteristic of the High Maniera.
Although this essay will refrain from sorting
Maarten van Heemskerck into yet another constricted category like the High Maniera, this concept – as
adopted by Harrison in his study – can be nevertheless useful as a preliminary notion that describes
several attributes of Heemskerck’s art and reflects
the particular direction of his adaptation of the Ital-
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ian style, while stressing, at the same time, just how
Heemskerck’s use of Italian models is very different
from Coxcie for instance. These different characteristics can be therefore taken in order to compare not
only the specific styles of Heemskerck and Coxcie,
but also to illustrate the diverse reactions to Italian
art, culture, and working procedures expressed by
different Northern masters.
Interestingly, both Heemskerck and Coxcie interpreted in an engraving the theme of the Brazen
Serpent (ill. 1-2).Their works are highly detailed studies of male anatomy.The male nudes are shown from
head to foot amongst the writhing snakes, and the
muscle definition is precise and exaggerated. Both
engravings display writhing, fretful chaos. However, while in Heemskerck that chaos seems to spread
throughout the composition, covering every inch of
the foreground and then expanding back towards
the depiction of the serpent with little break in commotion, there are two arresting points in Coxcie’s
engraving that draw the viewer’s eye and allow for a
break in the fretting. One of these points is situated
in the very foreground of the composition in the
left corner, where a man sits nearly parallel to the
frame. His right leg is stretched out in front of him
and his left leg is folded over it. His arms encircle the
folded leg and he looks to the sky in a cry of agony.
The other point is directly to the right of the actual
representation of the serpent, where a man kneels
and reaches toward the snake in plea. This man is
probably Moses, for he is fully clothed and seems to
be asking God for help, as it is known that Moses did
in the biblical narrative.These two elements, the man
crying in pain in the foreground and the man kneeling before the serpent further back create a dramatic
and emotional pause. Around them, the snakes reek
havoc on the dying and agonized men.
Such a pause is not as present in Heemskerck’s
piece, in which the bodies appear to be in motion
throughout the scene, except perhaps for the standing figure to the right of the engraving, whose pose
is very graceful and classical, as a snake slithers up his
body. Another difference between the two engravings – based on a preliminary formal analysis – is
that Heemskerck’s serpent and the way that it twists
around the pole is quite dramatic and monumental,

even though it is far in the background, while Coxcie’s serpent simply lays scrappy and lifeless.
Though the different styles and motives of these
two “Romanist” artists are apparent even in a quick
visual comparison, Harrison’s observation of a typical “High Maniera” style in Heemskerck in contrast
to Michiel Coxcie’s faithful emulation of Raphael further clarifies how the visual codes applied by
these two artists branched away from the Italian aesthetic in different directions. In Heemskerck’s piece,
Harrison notes in fact “a preference for complex,
multidirectional figurative movements and virtuoso
foreshortenings, for complicated contrapposti and
the figura serpentinatai.” 19
This is an evident difference between Coxcie
and Heemskerck’s depictions. While Coxcie’s figures
are, for the most part, parallel and perpendicular to
the picture plane, Heemskerck’s twist and writhe in a
myriad of different angles and directions. For example, the two central figures of each engraving are the
man kneeling and pulling the snake from his throat
in Heemskerck, and the man who’s muscled back
is turned toward us in Coxcie. A stylistically-centered analysis of these two figures demonstrates that
Heemskerck had fashioned the limbs of his characters so that they stick out at multiple angles, while
Coxcie’s figure, with the exception of the slightly
bent knee, appears almost perfectly straight up and
down and perpendicular to the ground.
Another example of this difference is the corresponding figures that lie in the very foreground
of the engravings. In Heemskerck’s composition a
woman accompanied by a child, and in Coxcie’s
print a man whose arm has been thrown up to cover
his face. The majority of Coxcie’s figures is perfectly
parallel to the frame of the picture, while Heemskerck’s is foreshortened and moves towards the back of
the engraving.
Harrison also observes in Heemskerck “a directing of attention away from the principal figures or
action. The main subject is often obscured and difficult to locate in a crowd of equally emphasized and
uniformly lighted secondary figures.”20 In Coxcie’s
Brazen Serpent, the actual serpent is much closer to
the foreground than Heemskerck’s, and is highlighted by the praying man beneath it. Heemskerck’s ser-

pent is far in the distance and overshadowed by the
writhing male bodies.
This particular compositional method – that
places the main subject of the work off center – reveals a significant difference between Coxcie’s and
Heemskerck’s style, which becomes even more evident in the comparison of two paintings by these
artists: Coxcie’s fresco in Santa Maria dell’Anima
in Rome, depicting The Torture of Saint Barbara with
Torches and Heemskerck’s oil on canvas representing
Mars and Venus trapped by Vulcan, now at the Pavlovsk
Palace-Museum.
In Coxcie’s fresco, the most important subject of
the piece is represented in the center of the image
and takes up nearly the entire space of the pictorial
surface: St. Barbara hangs by her wrists from a wooden pole while the men around her ready the torches
for her torture. There is no ambiguity surrounding
the central subject of the work, for she is framed at
the very center of the spectator’s vision. She is the
primary focus of the entire work.
The same remark cannot be made in regard to
Heemskerck’s painting of Mars, Venus, and Vulcan.
The main scene takes up a very small part of the
painting. In the very lower left corner, Mars embraces Venus while Vulcan, with his back to us, entraps
them with a net. The three “central” figures are surrounded by other mythological figures including “a
one-eyed Cyclops (Vulcan’s assistant), Neptune with
a trident and Hercules clad in a lion’s skin.”21 In addition to the figures surrounding this triad, identifiable “further to the right […] [are] a vine-wreathed
Bacchus with Ariadne, and Pluto carrying a trident
hand in hand with Proserpine […] Jupiter and Juno
appear in the clouds while on the left, above the
couch, the flying Mercury blows a caduceus-like
bugle entwined by serpents and lifting the curtain
of the alcove […] a winged Victory flies swiftly in
with flowers for the ‘victorious’ Vulcan […] and a
semi-recumbent, blindfolded Cupid, his bows and
arrows scattered on the ground along with Vulcan’s
hammer and pieces of armour.”22
Any of these figures could be described as the
subject of the painting for they are given just as much
importance, if not more in the case of Bacchus and
Ariadne who are more central and visible, as the triad
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Ill. 1 – Maarten van Heemskerck, The Brazen Serpent, ca. 1540,
engraving, Amsterdam, Private collection

Ill. 2 – Michiel Coxcie, The Brazen Serpent, ca. 1533-34, engraving. Antwerp, Private collection

in the corner for whom the painting is named.These
differences reflect not only a variety different styles
between Coxcie and Heemskerck, but also that the
“Romanists” had a myriad of inspirations and styles
to chose from, making it so that none of them responded to the Italian style in exactly the same way.
The migration of Italian Renaissance forms and
Humanist themes to the Northern lands of Europe
is an extremely important event in 16th-century art.
The problems raised by the blanket term “Romanism,” however, reveal that in this field, it is important
not to forget the individuality of the artists and the

influences that their own regions had on the development of their styles.Though both considered Romanists, Heemskerck and Coxcie turned out to be
quite different culturally and stylistically, and Lambert Lombard’s fascination with the Renaissance and
antiquity had just as much to do with his own heritage as with Rome. It is easy to develop prejudices in
the study of history, therefore accepted terminology,
values, and ideas must constantly be reassessed and
questioned in order to rethink those stereotypes for
a more nuanced and complex reading of art, artists,
and history.
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The Parable of Ten Virgins.
An Interpretation Based on Coornhert’s Concept of Perfectionism

Virginia Van Dine

“Watch ye therefore, because you know not the day
nor the hour” (Matthew 25:1-13). This final line
of the Parable of the Ten Virgins forewarns readers to
prepare themselves for the Last Judgement. Further
still, the parable promotes a didactic message which
is to learn, follow, and practice the moral lessons
expressed through biblical parables. The emphasis
on understanding biblical law and implementing
the virtues conveyed in its narratives onto one’s
own actions, suggests the possibility of conducting
a Christian life in accordance with religious and
moral prescriptions.This concept of refraining from
committing sin is very much in line with Dutch
Neostoic philosopher and artist Dirck Volckertsz
Coornhert’s (1522-90) theory of “perfectionism.”1
It was Coornhert’s strong belief that through
self-knowledge, study of the Bible, and complete
submission to God, anyone could live a sinless, perfect life.2 While Coornhert did not design any of
the engravings in Hexham Abbey Bible, his writings
certainly influenced the representation of parables
in some of the works inserted within this unique
volume. Specifically, Coornhert’s encouragement
of strict biblical study and knowledge of how to
conduct oneself morally, impacted the visual narrative composed in a print published by Gerard de
Jode (1509-1591), representing the Parable of the Ten
Virgins (Catalog 29).3
The message of the scene depicted in this print
is an allegorical and moralizing one. Parables act as
didactic stories with symbolic overarching themes,
which aim to guide the reader to salvation, according to a Christian reading of these allegorical tales. Because of their narrative and instructive

nature, biblical parables made an excellent subject
for accompanying prints. The Parable of the Ten Virgins tells a story of ten unmarried women who go
out to meet the bridegroom. The reader is asked to
imagine that reaching the Kingdom of Heaven resembles somehow the journey of maidens going to
meet the bridegroom to attend a wedding banquet.
They all bring lamps to light their way but five are
“foolish” and ill-prepared, forgetting to bring extra oil. The other five virgins, thoughtful in their
preparations, have enough oil to last through the
night. The forgetful five must go out to find oil,
and in their absence the bridegroom arrives, guiding the five wise virgins to the wedding banquet.
This parable acts as a moral warning to be prepared
for the Last Judgment, clearly demonstrating how
to act and how not to act. The parable warns that
if one does not prepare for this final moment, he
or she will be blocked from entry into heaven as
the five virgins were cast out in the dark from the
wedding banquet.
The parable itself aligns with Coornhert’s key
theory of how to behave morally, avoid sin, and
prepare oneself for heaven. However, the visual details that the print published by de Jode incorporated into the composition provide added context to
the parable itself and mirror some of Coornhert’s
most important points. What de Jode accomplished
in this engraving was to visually juxtapose the wise
and the foolish virgins through a comprehensive
visual narrative, filled with symbolic and moral
clues to further guide the reader of this episode to
be prepared for the Last Judgement. Arguably, de
Jode’s print demonstrates the impact of Coornhert’s
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theory of perfectionism. Coornhert suggested that
readers should consider the Scriptures as a “mirror”
and that while reading about the sins committed
in the Bible, “one should ask oneself whether one
would make the same mistakes in a similar situation.”4 This challenge to notice sin in the Bible and
ask oneself how one would act in that situation, is
also represented in de Jode’s engraving.
The scene can be viewed as a split composition.
The foolish virgins seen on the right in the foreground are disorderly, appearing drunk, raucous,
and scantily dressed. In contrast, the virgins on the
left are dressed in modest layers befitting young
unmarried women as they diligently refill their oil
lamps. The parable programmatically differentiates
between the correct and incorrect models to follow
in this story, but the print provides instruction that
moves beyond text. By placing the women sideby-side in the composition, de Jode enhanced the
parable’s efficacy and illustrated behavior to avoid,
actions to embody, and how to best understand the
lesson told in the Bible. Coornhert’s own practice
of engraving allegorical biblical scenes and his belief that sin could be diminished through study of
the Bible and pursuit of moral knowledge,5 was
likely an influence on many of the prints inserted in the Hexham Abbey Bible, including de Jode’s
engraving.
Enhancing the pedagogical goals of the visual
narrative further, de Jode enriched the composition
by adding symbols and depicting the progression of
events narrated in the parable. The unwise virgins,
representative of those who do not follow Coornhert’s and the Bible’s lessons, sit amongst an overturned lamp and hour glass, both acting as signifiers of misfortune, mortality, and the loss of time. In
opposition, an hour glass stands upright before the
moral and knowledgeable virgins, representative of
those who heed the Bible and strive to banish sin
from their lives. In the background, one can interpret these scenes as a continuation of the virgins’
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stories. The women who did not bring enough oil
for their lamps and missed the arriving bridegroom,
are depicted wandering aimlessly with no lamps to
light their way. They are locked out of the wedding
banquet represented as a tower which is symbolic
of heavenly dimensions. The wise virgins, however,
stand in an orderly line, holding their lamps aloft
as a haloed figure ushers them through a doorway.
This haloed figure expands beyond the allegory of
the bridegroom as it clearly demonstrates a divine
figure welcoming those possessing self-knowledge and morality into the Kingdom of Heaven.
The detail of this guiding, heavenly figure further
exhibits the influence of Coornhert who quoted
Hypocrates as a means of expressing his own theory
of fully submitting to God: “Leave yourself and follow me.”6 The wise virgins follow the direction of
God completely, just as the men and women viewing this engraving were encouraged to do.
The Parable of the Ten Virgins reflects but also expands upon the allegory from the Bible. De Jode
made the symbolism of the parable more decipherable and clear to the reader of the narrative as he
or she turned from text to image. What is perhaps
more striking is the ethical and religious implications of this print when interpreted through the
lens of Coornhert’s theory of perfectionism. The
emphatic point of Coornert’s writings was to learn
from the Bible, to take notice of sinful behavior and
know the virtuous way to act against the tendency to “fall”. This concept is clearly laid out in this
print. De Jode makes the sinfulness of the foolish
virgins obvious: they are not merely forgetful, but
wanton with bare breasts, and vain with fine jewelry and elaborate hairstyles. These sinful actions are
observable in direct comparison with sinless, virtuous actions. The composition, like Coornhert’s
theories, works to alert people of sin, but to also
reassure them that with study of the Bible and conscious rejection of sinful behavior, they too can be
like the five wise virgins guided into heaven.
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Prints by Dirck Volkertsz Coornhert and Adriaan de Weert”,
in Renaissance and Reformation, 2013, Vol. 36, pp 83-126 and
Mirjam G.K.Van Veen, “‘No One Born of God Commits Sin’:
Coornhert’s Perfectionism”, in Nederlands Archief voor Kerkgeschiedenis, 2004,Vol. 84, pp. 338-57.
2. Van Veen, “‘No One Born of God Commits Sin’: Coornhert’s Perfectionism”, p. 338.
3. Gerard de Jode was primarily a cartographer but addi-

tionally made and designed various biblical engravings. Consult
M. Felix Freshwater’s “The Good Samaritan: Designed by Gerard de Jode”, in Journal of the History of Medicine, 1971,Vol. 26, p.
438, for more on another biblical engraving credited to de Jode.
4. This translation of Coornhert’s theory on perfectionism
was translated by Mirjam G.K Van Keen. Coornhert originally
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