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Foreword

 

Peter Paul Rubens (1577-1640) was the most versatile and influential Baroque artist in northern Europe in the seventeenth century. Highly gifted and internationally oriented, the Flemish artist received commissions from almost all of Europe's major courts. His art blends the High Renaissance of Italy, with which he was familiar from an eight-year stay on the Italian peninsula, with northern realism. Having a phenomenal knowledge of classical antiquity, he was the prototype of the intellectual artist.

Born in Siegen, Germany, Rubens spent most of his life in Antwerp, then in the Southern Netherlands. Archduke Albert and Archduchess Isabella, the rulers of the Southern Netherlands, employed him as their court painter and sought his assistance in diplomatic affairs. After Albert's death in 1621, Rubens became a close advisor to Isabella. His command of Dutch, Latin, Italian, German, and French was a great advantage during his diplomatic missions, which he always combined with painting.

The majority of Rubens's drawings served as a step toward a final work of art in another medium. Rubens kept his drawings close by as studio material to be used by his assistants and collaborators. It was often with the help of his drawings that assistants would execute the related paintings; later, Rubens would merely add the finishing touches. There are indications that the artist guarded his drawings from the outside world, both because he wanted no one to witness his artistic exertions, his sweat and toil, and because the drawings were considered a kind of studio secret. How careful he was about them is clear from his last will and testament, in which he stipulated that his drawings were not to be sold until it was clear that none of his children would become an artist. Rubens himself would never have thought to present them. 

Rubens’ drawings and oil sketches played a variety of supporting roles in his work from the very beginning of his career, when he was apprenticed to Antwerp painter Adam van Noort, and later to Otto van Veen. Following the practice of the day, the young artist made numerous copies of masterworks, particularly the Northern painters Tobias Stimmer and Hans Holbein. In 1600, Rubens moved to Italy, where he obtained a position with the court of the Duke of Gonzaga in Mantua. There, he spent an enormous amount of energy making drawings of the work of all the Renaissance masters, particularly Titian, Michelangelo, and Raphael. The purpose of this enterprise was not simply to learn; it was actually an attempt to ransack the available iconography and compositions so that he could amass a personal library of imagery for later use. What the artist most valued in these drawings was not their personal calligraphy or quality of rendering, but simply their design information. After he left Italy in 1608 to take up permanent residence in Antwerp, Rubens continued to employ young artists to sketch whatever paintings in Italy they might find of interest. 

 

The value of his image bank was immediately evident upon Rubens’ return to Antwerp. The Counter-Reformation was in full swing and the Roman Catholic Church was intent on using revamped, powerful imagery and lavish decoration to lure believers away from the new pugnacious doctrines of Martin Luther, which had swept through much of Northern Europe. In the next 11 years Rubens would receive commissions for some 64 altarpieces—large-scale works often involving several related panels—and many other religious pieces. In order to produce such an enormous amount of work, Rubens set up a studio along the lines of the Italian masters, with assistants and apprentices. Exactly how many people he employed is unknown. By securing appointment to the court of Isabella and Albert, the rulers of the Lower Netherlands, Rubens had managed to avoid the scrutiny of the Guild of Painters, which normally kept records of such things. 

Rubens approached a large work in a series of stages. First, the artist would make preliminary drawings in black chalk, sometimes in combination with brown chalk. At this point he would often refer to his extensive library of copies, but the work of his forebears always underwent radical transformation at his hand. Rubens had an extraordinary ability to breathe life and movement into figures and find new rhythms in old compositional ideas. Clearly, he used these preparatory drawings as creative adventures, and many of them bear the marks of numerous changes of pose and position as the artist’s ideas evolved. He would often change from chalk to pen-and-ink, augmenting with a light bistre (brown) wash. Sometimes, the drawing is left in a very uneven condition, with some parts heavily built up while others are left more or less open, as in The Assumption of the Virgin.

Exactly how Rubens deployed his assistants on final works is not quite clear. One visitor recounts that Rubens made an outline in chalk on the canvas or panel and applied one or two patches of color, leaving his assistants to work up the composition. (He was obviously fortunate to have gifted assistants, a group that for some years included Anthony van Dyck.) At the very end of the process, Rubens himself would apply the finishing touches. Most likely, there was some flexibility in approach, and there are occasions when Rubens seems to have done all of the steps himself.

Rubens also made an important contribution to the art of engraving. Just like the sixteenth-century Italians, he found prints a convenient way of disseminating his work. Lucas Vorsterman was the first engraver to work for him on a regular basis: between 1619 and 1622, Vorsterman made numerous engravings after Rubens's religious and secular compositions, such as the Martyrdom of Saint Lawrence after the painting now in Munich. Other reproductive engravers who collaborated with Rubens were Paulus Pontius, who specialized in portrait engravings, and the Bolswert brothers, famous for their engravings after Rubens's landscapes. Christoffel Jegher made woodcuts of high quality during the mid-1630s, for example, after Rubens's composition of The Garden of Love. The working drawings for these prints were often carried out by the printmakers themselves. However, in some cases Rubens corrected or retouched them with pen and ink or gouache, as he did in the two working drawings for The Garden of Love woodcuts. Some of the designs after Rubens's paintings, made in preparation for Vorsterman's reproductive engravings, have been attributed to Anthony van Dyck, for example the Martyrdom of Saint Lawrence. Rubens attached great importance to all of these reproductions. He sought and obtained a privilege or copyright entitling him to publish them in the Netherlands as well as in France.
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