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Foreword

 

Rubens received a classical education; his artistic training was entrusted to Tobias Verhaecht, Adam van Noort and Otto van Veen; he became a master of the Antwerp Guild of St. Luke in 1598. Between 1600 and 1608 he stayed in Italy, traveling in the service of Vincenzo Gonzaga in Mantuaon on a diplomatic mission to Spain in 1603-04. He became aquatinted with the works of Classical antiquity, compositions of the great Renaissance masters and with those of his contemporaries.

 

In 1608 he returned to Antwerp and in 1609 married Isabella Brant. In the same year he was appointed court painter to the governor (Stadholder), Archduke Albrecht, and his wife, the Infanta Isabella. In 1610 he purchased a piece of land on which he built a large house with studios. In the following decade he received a number of major commissions, including the cycle of paintings for the gallery of the Palais du Luxembourg in Paris (1622-25), commissioned by the widowed queen mother of France. In 1626 Isabella Brant died. In 1628 Rubens again visited Spain on a diplomatic mission to the court of Philip IV. In 1629-30 he was at the court of Charles I in England. Rubens married the 16-year-old Helene Fourment in 1630. 

 

Amongst the major works he executed in the course of the following years were cartoons for several series of tapestries, the ceiling frescoes in the Banqueting House, Whitehall, London (1630-34), for Charles I, and his collaboration (1634-35) on the festive decorations for the entry of the Cardinal-Infante Ferdinand into Antwerp (1634-35). His last important commission consisted of the designs for paintings for Philip IV's hunting lodge "Torre de la Parada" near Madrid. Rubens died in Antwerp 1640.

 

International diplomat, savvy businessman, devout Catholic, fluent in six languages, an intellectual who counted Europe's finest scholars among his friends, Peter Paul Rubens were always first a painter. Few artists have been capable of transforming such a vast variety of influences into a style utterly new and original. From his workshop, with its many assistants, came quantities of book illustrations, tapestry designs, festival decorations, and paintings on every subject, which his engravers reproduced. He maintained control of the quality, while charging patrons according to the extent of his involvement on a picture. Frans Snyders, Jacob Jordaens, and Anthony van Dyck each assisted him. Rubens's impact was immediate, international, and long lasting. The works of Thomas Gainsborough and Eugene Delacroix, among others, testify to his posthumous influence.
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The Judgment of Paris

c. 1605, Oil on wood, 89 cm x 114,5 cm, Prado

 

As Homer tells it in The Iliad, Paris the shepherd, son of Priam, had to decide with of the three goddesses - Juno, Venus or Minerva - was the most beautiful, and gives her the golden apple Mercury he had received from Mercury. On the left, Paris appears to be meditating, with the apple still in his hands. His attention is focused on Venus, in the middle of the composition. Minerva's weapons are visible in the foreground. The setting and elegance of this work bear a clear relation to southern painting as a result of the artist's stay in Italy. The figures are based on classical sculptures and the influence of mannerist painting is visible in the sinuous rhythm of their anatomies.
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Study of Two Heads

1600-1608, Oil on wood, 69.9 x 52.1 cm, Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York City

 

In Italy between 1600 and 1608, Rubens made many copies after Renaissance and antique monuments as sources for figural types to which he returned throughout his career. The profile head at the left of the painting repeats one of a series of heads copied by Rubens from Andrea Mantegna's "Triumph of Caesar", which he must have studied while in the service of Duke Vincenzo Gonzaga at Mantua. Dominating this profile is the study of a bearded man with ecstatic upturned eyes, a head of Rubens' own invention. He used the bearded head in his altarpiece The Real Presence of the Holy Sacrament, painted in 1609 shortly after his return to Antwerp, and in other works.
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The Holy Family with Saint Elizabeth, Saint John, and a Dove

1608, Oil on wood, 66 x 51.4 cm, Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York City

 

This Holy Family, painted shortly after Rubens' return to Antwerp from Italy in 1608, shows Rubens' debt to Italian treatments of the subject. Among these are Raphael's paintings of the Holy Family with Saint John, as well as more realistic treatments of the subject by contemporary Italian followers of Caravaggio. The two children handling the dove and the tumbled bedclothes figure also in a Holy Family with Saint Elizabeth and Saint John by Caravaggio follower Orazio Borgianni.
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Saint George Battles the Dragon

c. 1607, Oil on canvas, 309 x 257 cm, Prado

 

According to Jacopo de la Voragine's Golden Legend, Saint George slew the dragon that was terrorizing the people of Silene, saving a princess in peril. In this painting, the Christian hero rides a lively white stallion and brandishes his sword against the monster, which attempts to free itself of the lance stuck in its jaws. Behind them, next to a lamb, the princess looks on. This work was made in Ruben's youth, during his trip to Italy and is a perfect example of the monumentality of his paintings from that period, with strong, forceful figures. Also characteristic of his work from that time are the use of directed light and very dynamic compositions, as can be seen here in the strong diagonal placement of the horse, which practically divides the canvas into two parts. Although this piece may have been commissioned for the Church of San Ambrosio in Genoa, it remained in the artist's possession until his death in 1640, when it was acquired for Felipe IV at his auction.
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Rubens and Isabella Brant in the Honeysuckle Bower 

c. 1609, Oil on canvas, 178 x 136, 5 cm

 

Directly after his return from Italy, the 32 year old Rubens married the 18 year old Isabella Brant. This double portrait, which broke new ground in portrait painting, was purportedly done shortly thereafter. Rubens did not however give up using traditional symbolism: Honeysuckle was a well known symbol for faithfulness and hands laid over one another ("dextrarum iunctio") have symbolized matrimony since ancient times. However these references are integrated into this snapshot-like scene in which middle-class contentedness, substantial affluence and strong affection are expressed.
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Philopomenes Recognized

1609-1610, Oil on canvas, 201 cm x 313, 5 cm, Prado

 

According to Plutarch, Philopomenes, a strategist and general of the Aequian League that fought against Sparta, visited the city of Megara. Because of his unassuming, humble appearance, the lady of the house confused him with a servant and put him to work. The present scene depicts the moment when the husband realizes the general's true identity, under whose modest appearance is hidden the grandeur of his personality. Painted right after Rubens returned from Italy, this work reveals the artist's profound knowledge of classical culture. Its formal aspects, forceful figures and almost tenebrist treatment of light also bear witness to his southern influence.
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Landscape with Psyche and Jupiter

1610, Oil on canvas, 95 cm x 129 cm, Prado

 

Transformed into an eagle, the god Jupiter helps young Psyche by carrying a goblet in his beak and filling it with water from the River Styx. Venus had punished Psyche by obliging her to do that after catch her when she covertly watched Cupid, to whom she was supposed to be married.

This work was painted by Bril in Rome, without the figures and was originally a landscape, like many that painter sent to Flanders. Bril made a modern composition with a mid-horizon viewpoint, but with the dramatic flair traditional to Flemish landscape painting. He combined this with the luminosity and order that emerged at the beginning of Roman landscape painting, which was to become so successful in the following decades.

This painting belonged to Rubens, who added the figures, changing the painting's genre and making it into a mythological scene. This work is a clear example of Rubens custom of modifying many paintings that were already finished, both his own and those of others.


OEBPS/OEBPS/item_070.jpeg





OEBPS/cover.jpeg
Daniel Coenn






OEBPS/OEBPS/item_075.jpeg





OEBPS/OEBPS/item_014.jpeg





OEBPS/OEBPS/item_069.jpeg





OEBPS/OEBPS/item_024.jpeg





OEBPS/OEBPS/item_056.jpeg





OEBPS/OEBPS/item_009.jpeg





