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Master of Flemalle (Robert Campin). Merode Altarpiece, c. 1425-1428, oil on wood 



The first, and perhaps most decisive, phase of the pictorial revolution in Flanders can 

be seen in the work of an artist formerly known as the Master of Flemalle (after the 

fragments of a large altar from Flemalle), who was undoubtedly Robert Campin, the 

foremost painter of Tournai.  We can trace his career in documents from 1406 to his 

death in 1444, although it declined after his conviction in 1428 for adultery.  His finest 

work is the Merode Altarpiece, which he must have painted soon after 1425.  If we 

compare it to the Franco-Flemish pictures of the International Style, we see that it 

falls within the same tradition.  Yet we also recognize in it a new pictorial experience. 



Campin maintained the spatial 

conventions typical of the 

International Gothic style; the 

abrupt recession of the bench 

toward the back of the room, the 

sharply uplifted floor and 

tabletop, and the 

disproportionate relationship 

between the figures and the 

architectural space create an 

inescapable impression of 

instability.   

 

In an otherwise intense effort to 

mirror the real world, this 

treatment of space may be a 

conscious remnant of medieval 

style, serving the symbolic 

purpose of visually detaching the 

religious realm form the world of 

the viewers. 



Italian artists favored tempera, using it almost exclusively for panel painting until the end 

of the fifteenth century.  Northern European artists preferred the oil technique that 

Flemish painters so skillfully exploited at the beginning of the century.  In some cases, 

wood panels were first painted with oil, then given fine detailing with tempera, a technique 

especially popular for small portraits.  Tempera had to be applied in a very precise manner, 

because it dried almost as quickly as it was laid down.  Shading had to be done with careful 

overlying strokes in tones ranging from white and gray to dark brown and black.   

 

Because tempera is opaque- light striking its surface does not penetrate to lower layers of 

color and reflect back- the resulting surface was matte, or dull, and had to be varnished to 

give it a sheen.  Oil paint, on the other hand, took much longer to dry, and while it was still 

wet, errors could simply be wiped away with a cloth.  Oil could also be made translucent by 

applying it in very thin layers, called glazes.   



The Merode Altarpiece transports us from the aristocratic world of the International 

Style to the household of a Flemish burgher.  Campin was no court painter but a 

townsperson who catered to the tastes of well-to-do fellow citizens such as the two 

donors piously kneeling outside the Virgin’s chamber.  This is the earliest Annunciation 

in panel painting that occurs in a fully equipped domestic interior. He needed to 

transfer supernatural events from symbolic stage settings to an everyday environment 

without making them look either trivial or incongruous.  He met this challenge by the 

method sometimes known as “disguised symbolism,” which means that almost any 

detail within the picture, however casual, may carry a symbolic message.  



The flowers shown are associated with 

the Virgin.  In the left wing the roses 

denote her charity and the violets her 

humility, while in the center panel the 

lilies symbolize her chastity.  The shiny 

water basin and the towel on its rack 

are not just household equipment.  

They are further attributes of Mary as 

the “vessel most clean” and the “well of 

living waters.”  

 

Perhaps the most intriguing symbol of 

this sort is the candle next to the vase 

of lilies.  It has been extinguished only 

moments before, as we can tell from the 

glowing wick and the curl of smoke. 

Has the divine radiance of the Lord’s 

presence overcome the material light?  

Or did the flame of the candle itself 

represent the divine light, now 

extinguished to show that God has 

become human, that in Jesus ‘the Word 

was made flesh? 





Scholars long wondered, for instance, about the 

boxlike object on Joseph’s workbench (and a similar 

one on the ledge outside the open window).  Finally 

they were identified as mousetraps that convey a 

specific theological message.  According to St. 

Augustine, God had to appear on earth in human 

form so as to fool Satan: “The Cross of the Lord was 

the devil’s mousetrap.”  

 

Campin either was a man of unusual learning or had 

contact with theologians or scholars who could supply 

him with the references that suggested the symbolic 

tradition of medieval art within the framework of the 

new realistic style.  

 

We might say that Campin needed a growing 

symbolic repertory because it encouraged him to 

explore features of the visible world that had not 

been depicted before, such as a candle just after it 

has been blown out or the interior of a carpenter’s 

shop, which provided the setting for the mousetraps.  

For him to paint everyday reality, he had to 

“sanctify” it with spiritual significance.  



It has been suggested that the man standing 

behind the open entrance gate, clutching his hat 

in one hand and a document in the other, may be 

a self-portrait of the artist.  Alternatively, the 

figure may represent an Old Testament prophet, 

because rich costumes like his often denoted high-

ranking Jews of the Bible.   

 

Kneeling in front of the open door to the house are 

the donors of the altarpiece.  They appear to 

observe the Annunciation through the door, but 

their gazes seem unfocused.  The garden where 

they kneel is unrelated spatially to the chamber 

where the Annunciation takes place, suggesting 

that the scene is a vision induced by their prayers.   

 

Such a presentation, often used by Flemish 

artists, allowed the donors of a religious work to 

appear in the same space and time- and often on 

the same scale- as the figures of the saints 

represented. 



In this instance, in addition to asking to be represented in their altarpiece, the 

Inghelbrechts probably specified the subject. Inghelbrecht means “angel bringer,” a 

reference to the Annunciation theme of the central panel. Scrynmakers, (the name 

of Peter Inghelbrecht’s wife Margarete) means “cabinet- or shrine-makers,” referring 

to the workshop scene in the right panel.  



Limbourg Brothers. “January scene” from Les 

Tres Riches Heures du Duc de Berry, 1413-16, 

illumination 

  

In 1404, Jean, the Duke of Berry called into 

his service three brothers, Pol, Herman, and 

Jean Limbourg, who were formerly in the 

employ of the duke’s brother, Philip the Bold 

of Burgundy, who died in that year.  The 

brothers came from a family of artisans in 

Nijmegen in the North Netherlands.  Their 

uncle, Jean Malouel, court painter for Philip, 

no doubt was instrumental in promoting their 

careers in the French courts.  They are first 

mentioned as apprentices to a Parisian 

goldsmith.  

 

The environment in which the Limbourgs 

created this book was as exceptional as the 

quality of their materials. they were working 

for a prince whose collections of luxury 

objects- manuscripts, metalwork, textiles, 

paintings, as well as more exotic or unusual 

media- were second to none. 



Limbourg Brothers. “June scene” from 

Les Tres Riches Heures du Duc de 

Berry, 1413-16, illumination 

 

The fifteenth century was a period of 

widespread bibliomania among Europe’s 

elites.  Princes, dukes, duchesses, 

bankers, merchants, and scholars spent 

considerable sums to assemble libraries.  

Courts gathered to hear histories and 

romances read aloud.  Illuminated 

prayer books were the focus of the 

private devotions of wealthy aristocrats.  

Scholars and their patrons sought out 

reliable copies of esteemed texts, which 

they copied, read, discussed, and 

debated.  The culture of bookishness 

fostered by Europe’s elite- who read, 

collected, commissioned, and discussed 

manuscripts and, later in the century, 

printed books- is a defining feature of 

the fifteenth century. 



The Tres Riches Heures (literally, Very Rich Hours), so-

called after its description in the inventory of Berry’s 

goods made after his death in 1416, is an extraordinary 

example of a type of book that had become immensely 

popular by the later Middle Ages: the Book of Hours.   

 

These prayer books provided their owners with the 

texts- and often the images- they required for their 

daily devotions.  Books of Hours were composed of 

standard elements, including calendars of saints’ days; 

the Hours of the Virgin, a cycle of prayers to be said at 

the eight canonical hours of the day; prayers for the 

dead; the Penitential Psalms; and Suffrages of the 

Saints.  These components could be adapted, 

rearranged and otherwise modified through the 

addition of miniatures and other textual material.   

 

In common with all books made before the advent of 

print in the mid-fifteenth century, every Book of Hours 

was made by hand, with its text copied by scribes.  For 

those who could afford it, illuminators could enrich the 

pages of these books with decorations ranging from 

simple flourishes and ornaments to sophisticated full-

page miniatures.  



Nothing else like it can be found in all of the 

extensively documented possessions of the 

French royal family at this period; the painters 

knew their patron well enough to anticipate his 

delight in a cleverly crafted object, and to rely on 

him appreciating a sophisticated practical joke.  

A sense of this relationship can also be gained 

from the January miniature in the Tres Riches 

Heures, which shows the duke, in profile against 

the firescreen, feasting at New Year, in an all-

male gathering.   

 

Throughout this image visual jokes abound: the 

deliberate blur between the figures in the woven 

hangings of the story of Troy on the wall and the 

real figures in the room is cleverly manipulated, 

with the tapestry arranged to turn the wall at 

the precise point which allows the mounted 

soldiers emerging through the stone gateway in 

the hanging to appear to be entering the duke’s 

hall, while the bunching up of the tapestry over 

the fireplace gives the illusion of the woven 

figures falling down over it into the hall below.   



Moreover, the effect of the vast firescreen 

behind the duke’s head may well have been a 

deliberate reference to portrait medals- an art 

form that Berry collected and commissioned, 

buying some examples from Italian merchants 

in Bourges and Paris.  The Limbourgs certainly 

knew this part of Berry’s collection well, and 

may even have made examples for the duke.  

 

The Duc de Berry has himself portrayed at a 

banquet in an allusion to Janus.  He is seated 

on a bench draped in a blue cloth.  At a 

respectful distance further along the bench sits 

the other man, probably the Bishop of Chartres, 

one of the Duke’s favored advisors.  Rather 

than flaunting the symbols of his rule, the 

artists highlight the Duke’s special status 

through artistic means. 

 

To the left of the Duke is a massive gold 

saltcellar in the shape of a boat.  Salt was an 

expensive commodity that was vital for the 

preservation of food, and an elaborate saltcellar 

was a status symbol.   



Above the duke is a red baldachin, decorated 

with the fleur-de-lys coats of arms and the two 

heraldic animals of the swan and the bear. 

 

Beside him stands his chasseur or page, who 

calls, “Approche, approche” to the servants 

bringing more food to the already laden table.  

A cloth of honor, appropriately adorned with 

armorials, rises to the ceiling above the duke, 

and on the back wall colorful tapestries, 

depicting some heroic or mythological battle, 

provide a decorative setting for the bustling 

activities. 

 

The hands of the figure warming himself at 

the fire seem a visual joke on the figure below, 

while the suggestively shaped, and 

suggestively placed, dagger hilts of the nobles 

in the foreground cannot be accidental.  Even 

the small dogs (Berry had hundreds of dogs 

and was an avid collector of these as of most 

things) standing on the table in front of the 

duke are juxtaposed in a comic way with the 

cooked animals on the plate next to them. 



Limbourg Brothers. “February scene” from Les 

Tres Riches Heures du Duc de Berry, 1413-16, 

illumination 

 

A very different impression and sentiment are 

made by the peasant activities in February. 

The peasants too enjoy the warmth of a 

hearth- except for the few who labor outside in 

the snow- but they are clearly disheartened by 

the climate of this raw month, and the more 

accidental or informal arrangement of their 

dilapidated chambers, moving back in three 

abrupt projections, accentuates the disorder 

and discomfort they experience.   

 

Indecorously they lift their skirts and breeches 

to benefit from the meager heat afforded them.  

The landscape outside the hut, a bitterly cold 

expanse of fields and hills blanked by snow, 

has often been considered the earliest realistic 

winter scene in Western art.  



The countryside is organized in three zones.  A 

wicker fence encloses the foreground with its 

sheepfold, cart, barrels, beehives, and storage 

tower.  From the right a diagonal road leads 

us along hills in the middle zone, and in the 

far distance the snow-covered spires and roofs 

of a village beneath a threatening gray sky 

mark the horizon.   

 

Although important producers of manure, 

doves were greatly feared as grainfeeders.  

Huge flocks of them would descend upon the 

freshly sown fields and devour the seed.  Their 

numbers were therefore strictly controlled. 

The simple peasant was allowed to keep only a 

few pairs nesting under his roof.  A separate 

building for doves was the exclusive 

prerogative of the land-owner.  However, he 

too was required to limit his doves to a 

number related to the extent of his lands.  The 

rule was one nest per arpent: about one and a 

quarter acres.  These regulations had emerged 

gradually during the Middle Ages and, by the 

Duc de Berry’s time, the dovecot had become a 

status symbol: the size of a dovecot indicated 

the size of its owner’s property.  



The beehives ranged on the wooden surface in 

front of the wicker fence were empty.  Every 

autumn they were held over a smoking fire.  

The bees suffocated and the honey flowed out, 

followed by the wax.  At the time, honey was 

practically the only available sweetener, for 

only the very rich could afford imported sugar-

cane.   

 

Wax was used to fashion candles, then 

considered the finest of all forms of lighting.  

In spring, the peasants would go into the 

forest to attract new swarms of bees.  

 

The only herd animals to be seen in the 

painting are sheep.  They were the most 

commonly kept domestic animals on farms in 

the Middle Ages, for they provided meat, milk 

and wool and, unlike cows, were able to graze 

poor ground.  



 

The three figures sitting in front of the fire have 

raised their dresses to warm themselves, the two 

furthest lifting them so high that their genitals are 

exposed.  The Limbourg Brothers were showing 

nothing out of the ordinary: “Folk in many 

communities go about almost naked in summer,” a 

contemporary priest complained.  “Though they 

have no hose, they do not fear the gaze of passers-

by.” 

 

Our own view of the Middle Ages is largely 

conditioned by pictures commissioned for churches 

by the clergy.  Genitalia, of course, was concealed in 

these pictures.  But Christian doctrines directed 

against the body and its pleasures were hardly 

concordant with the behavioral norms of the people 

themselves.  Cramped living space made intimacy 

unthinkable; show families sleeping in one bed left 

little opportunity for privacy.  Nor do people show 

particular concern for the “gaze of passers-by” when 

relieving themselves.  For centuries to come, codes 

of courtly manners would find it necessary to 

remind readers that there were better place to 

urinate than at a window, or on the stairs. 



 

Limbourg Brothers. “August scene” from Les 

Tres Riches Heures du Duc de Berry, 1413-

16, illumination 

 

Like most European artists of the time, the 

Limbourgs showed the laboring classes in a 

light acceptable to aristocrats- that is, 

happily working for their benefit.  But the 

Limbourgs also showed peasants enjoying 

their own pleasures.  For example, 

haymakers on the August page shed their 

clothes to take a swim in a stream.  

 

About 90 percent of the population were 

peasants and agricultural laborers, the 

lowest class, who served- much as the 

donkey served the peasant- as beasts of toil 

for the ruling classes.  “Jacques Bonhomme” 

was the condescending term for a peasant- 

something like Honest John, where ‘honest’ 

means both good-natured and simple-

minded.  



 

The topographic accuracy of the landscape backgrounds in many of the miniature is 

amazing at this early date.  Beneath the battling Saint Michael and the Dragon in the 

Masses for the Liturgical Year, a vivid portrait of Mont-Saint-Michel appears rising 

majestically on the Breton coast, and the miniature depicting the Temptations of 

Christ is dominated by the huge Chateau of Mehun, John’s favorite residence, where 

he stored many of his manuscripts and joyaux  





INNOVATION and EXPERIMENTATION: 
EARLY NORTHERN RENAISSANCE ART 

(Robert Campin and the Limbourg Brothers)  

ACTIVITIES and REVIEW 



PRESENTATION #1: 

 

Identify the artist of this work. In what ways does this artist demonstrate an 

innovative approach to his depiction of the Annunciation through his use of 

materials, technique, and imagery? 



PRESENTATION #2: 

 

Who created these illuminated pages? 

Analyze ways in which these images were 

innovative for their time. In what ways 

might the patron have assisted in making 

these innovations possible? 



Fra Angelico. Annunciation from San Marco (Florence), c. 1440-45, fresco 

 

Fra Angelico's Annunciation - Smarthistory 
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Fra Angelico (c. 1400-1455) was a friar who rose to a high position within his 

Dominican order. When the church of San Marco was expanded as a monastery in 1438 

he was put to work by the Prior Antonino to decorate parts of the cloisters and the cells 

and to make altarpieces for many Dominican institutions around Florence and 

Tuscany.  At the head of the stairs leading to the monks’ cells one is greeted by a his 

treatment of the Annunciation. The use of classical architectural forms, no doubt 

inspired by Renaissance architects working in Florence in the 15th century, lend a sense 

of calm and serenity. 



The mood here is more contemplative. Mary holds no book and she sits on a rough-

hewn, three-legged wooden stool within a loggia. Her chamber, stripped of furniture, 

looks on the world through a barred window, and one is reminded of St. Antonine’s 

admonition to sweep clean the room of one’s mind and to distrust the eye, the 

window of the soul. This austerity can be closely linked to life inside San Marco, 

which was conducted according to the liturgical calendar and strict rules of the 

Dominican Constitutions.  



An inscription at the base 

of the image warns, “As 

you venerate, while 

passing before it, this 

figure of the intact Virgin, 

beware lest you omit to say 

Hail Mary.” Taken as a 

whole Fra Angelico’s 

frescoes for the novitiates 

illustrate a thirteenth-

century text, De modo 

orandi (The Way of Prayer) 

that describes the nine 

ways of prayer employed 

by St. Dominic. 



Although these two works both 

depict the same subject and 

they were created during the 

same century, they differ from 

one another in a number of 

ways. Analyze why these 

differences exist by discussing 

each of the following: medium 

and/or technique, setting 

and/or patronage, and stylistic 

traditions or influences. 


