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Abstract

Among the paintings of netherlandish origin imported into Catalonia during the first half of 
the 16th century, preserved at the Monastery of Pedralbes, there is a small panel featuring the 
Madonna and Child in a landscape which is attributed here to Patinir’s workshop, not excluding 
the possibility of some autograph intervention by the master. Whatever the case, this article sets 
out to situate the piece both in the context of its production and in that of its reception, that is, 
the community of nuns of Saint Claire of Pedralbes. What is interesting about this apparently 
modest work is the fact that it combines a set of ingredients typical of Patinir in a composition 
that is otherwise atypical as regards his known output as a whole, above all in terms of the 
relationship between the figure and the landscape, although also of its presumed iconographic 
simplicity. The final section of the article examines the piece in relation to the ever-controver-
sial issue –which still remains to be definitively resolved– of the authorship of the figures in the 
works of Patinir. 
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Resum

Del taller de Patinir al monestir de Pedralbes. Una Mare de Déu 
amb l’Infant en un paisatge
Entre les pintures dels Països Baixos importades a Catalunya al llarg de la primera meitat del 
segle xvi que es conserven al monestir de Pedralbes, hi ha una petita taula amb la Verge i l’In-
fant dins d’un paisatge que aquí s’atribueix al taller de Patinir, sense descartar una intervenció 
autògrafa del mestre. El present article pretén situar la peça tant dins del context de la seva 
producció com en el context de la seva recepció, és a dir, una comunitat de monges clarisses. 
L’interès d’aquesta obra aparentment modesta rau sobretot en el fet que combina una sèrie 
d’ingredients típics de Patinir dins d’una composició que, tanmateix, resulta atípica dins de la 
seva producció coneguda, sobretot pel que fa a la relació entre la figura i el paisatge, però també 
per la seva aparent simplicitat iconogràfica. En l’última secció de l’article es discuteix la peça 
en relació amb el problema, sempre controvertit —i encara no ben resolt—, de l’autoria de les 
figures en les obres de Patinir. 
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Joachim Patinir; pintura dels Països Baixos al s. xvi; pintura de paisatges; Mare de Déu de la Llet; 
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Founded in 1327 by Queen Elisenda de 
Montcada, third wife of Jaume II of 
Aragon, the Reial Monestir de Santa Maria 

de Pedralbes, which housed a community of 
Poor Clares, is one of the most outstanding 
monuments of Catalan Gothic architecture and 
preserves a remarkable collection of artworks, 
quantitatively the most important in all Catalan 
convents and monasteries of medieval origin1. 
And prominent in this varied heritage is a set of 
paintings, alongside a few sculptures, that were 
imported from the Low Countries at the end of 
the 15th century and, above all, during the initial 
decades of the 16th century. Although perhaps 
none of them may be described as a masterpiece, 
some are of incontrovertible interest and, above 
all, constitute a historical collection that has been 
preserved over the centuries and provides us 
with a bountiful sample of the kinds of images 
that served as visual references for the practices 
of worship and contemplation in which the nuns 
at a convent of the order of St Clare engaged.

Unfortunately, no information has come 
down to us as to how these works were ac-
quired. Many of them may have been pur-
chased in the Low Countries, for example at 
the fairs of Antwerp, either by relatives of the 
Pedralbes nuns or else by their order. It is al-
so possible, however, that some of the Neth-
erlandish paintings had been available on the 
Catalan market. In 1529, by way of just one 
curious example, a Barcelona craftsman, chain-
mail maker Francesc Serra, obtained a privilege 
from Emperor Charles V which allowed him 
to sell in the city a number of tapestries and 
devotional paintings he had brought back from 
Flanders, a sale that, to judge from the con- 
cession document, would have taken the form 
of an auction or even a raffle2. If most of the 

devotional paintings that reached Pedralbes 
were fruit of the kind of speculative output that 
already flooded markets in the Low Countries, 
it would certainly not be far-fetched to assume 
that some were commissioned. This would ap-
ply at least to a triptych attributed to the circle 
of Pieter Coecke van Aelst, the central panel of 
which represents the Holy Family at Work –that 
is, a scene from Jesus’s childhood highly appro-
priate to Franciscan worship–, while its wings 
feature the figures of St Clare of Assisi and St 
Agnes (left) and of St Gabriel and St Francis 
(right). It seems clear, as Didier Martens con-
tends, that this iconographic selection respond-
ed to the ideas of a nun “who was very clear 
about the work she wanted made for her3”. This 
nun would most certainly have been Abbess 
Teresa de Cardona (+1562), since the triptych 
was incorporated together with other paintings 
into a made-up or ‘composite’ altarpiece that 
bears the coat of arms of this abbess from the 
high nobility. We should note that Teresa was 
the daughter of Joan Ramon Folc IV (+1513), 
Duke of Cardona, sister of Duke Ferran I 
(+1543) and cousin of Ferdinand the Catholic. 
Furthermore, among her brothers there was 
Lluís (+1532), who was Bishop of Barcelona 
and later Archbishop of Tarragona, and Enric 
(+1530), Bishop of Barcelona and subsequently 
Archbishop of Monreale and Cardinal of the 
title of San Marcello4. 

Towards the mid-sixteenth century, precise-
ly during the long abbacy of Sor (Sister) Teresa 
de Cardona (1521-1562) and, perhaps, through-
out the entire second half of the century, at 
Pedralbes many rooms of relatively small di-
mensions were built that in the tradition of the 
Monastery are referred to as ‘day cells’. These 
rooms, located in the cloister galleries and else-
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where in the Monastery, bore the coats of arms 
of the noble families of the nuns who had them 
built and who made use of them, or so it seems, 
as private quarters. Each cell contained a small 
altar on which a retable was placed that usual-
ly also displayed the coat of arms of its owner. 
Thanks to the presence of the altar and the reta-
ble, we know that these cells were prayer rooms 
whose owners could use them for individual 
prayer and for meditation and contemplation. 
Since they were private rooms, it may also be 

that some of the nuns used them, as has been 
suggested, to mortify the flesh in solitude5. In 
short, these possibilities have suggested that the 
day cells may have been conceived in a way as 
hermitages, a notion apparently confirmed by 
the fact that one of them, located in the NW 
wing of the cloister, includes a troglodytic 
space, a grotto gouged out of the rock on which 
the common dormitory rests6.

I must stress at this point that most of the 
altarpieces, such as the one belonging to Abbess 

Figure 1. 
Composite retable of the ‘St John’ cell. Reial Monestir de Santa Maria de Pedralbes (Barcelona). Photograph by Robert Ramos.
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collection by virtue both of its architectural 
structure and of the notable set of pieces it 
contains (figure 1). The architectural com-
position consists of two storeys and an attic. 
The uprights, specifically balustraded columns, 
demarcate three vertical sections, while the 
horizontal mouldings delimit two storeys in 
the side sections and three in the central one, 
which is narrower and surmounted by the attic, 
crowned in turn by a mixtilinear pediment with 
ornate scrolls. The right angles that form where 
the attic and the upper body of the retable meet 
are adorned with equally ornate scrolls.

The coat of arms that most probably em-
bellished the socle has vanished, so that today 
it is difficult to identify the first owner of the 
retable. Old photographs show it located in a 
first-floor cell, the Sant Joan cell, which features 
an interesting 16th century wooden coffered 
ceiling whose centre constitutes a polychrome 
vault keystone featuring the Foixà family coat 
of arms7 (figure 2). Some of the old photo-
graphs show a small wooden sculpture of John 
the Baptist in the altarpiece niche, while in oth-
ers we see the same niche occupied by a cruci-
fix. Whatever the case, the carving of St John 
fits perfectly into this recess and is consistent 
with the traditional denomination of the Sant 
Joan cell. The fact that the retable stands in a 
cell presided over by the Foixàs’ coat of arms 
might suggest that it was the property of a nun 

Teresa de Cardona, were of the made-up type, 
since they consisted of elements from a variety 
of provenances combined in structures made ad 
hoc during that same period, around the mid-six-
teenth century or perhaps a little later. Many of 
the devotional paintings that had been imported 
from the Low Countries were incorporated into 
the made-up altarpieces. Although other mon-
asteries and convents on the Iberian Peninsula 
contain examples of made-up altarpieces, which 
are more or less comparable, so far as I know 
in none of them has such a profuse series been 
preserved as the one at Pedralbes. Unfortunately, 
no documentary or literary references have come 
down to us regarding why the sisters at Pedral-
bes built their prayer rooms or made these kinds 
of altarpieces. All I may do is call attention –even 
though this might constitute a redundancy– to 
the fact that they constitute a unique testimony 
to the worship routines and social uses of this 
community of sisters, whose members were es-
sentially daughters of the Catalan nobility and of 
the Barcelona urban oligarchy. 

The made-up retable  
of the ‘St John’ cell

The panel I shall examine in this article was in-
corporated into one of these altarpieces, which 
figures among the most interesting in the entire 

Figure 2. 
Old photograph of ‘St. John’ cell. Reial Monestir de Santa Maria de Pedralbes (Barcelona).
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belonging to this lineage. Nonetheless, we learn 
from the old photographs that the ends of the 
second-body cornice had to be cut off in or-
der for the altarpiece to fit into the cell niche. 
Furthermore, the altarpiece base is visibly wid-
er than the tile-clad table on which it rests, 
which suggests that it had not originally been 
conceived for this space. Lastly, we must take 
into account that on the NW side of the clois-
ter there is another day cell with a 16th century 
gypsum Gothic vault whose keystone also fea-
tures the Foixà family coat of arms. As we learn 
from Joan Bassegoda and Assumpta Escudero, 
this room was traditionally known as the cel·la 
de la Foixana, that is, the cell of a nun from the 
Foixà family8. 

Despite the fact that, given the information 
currently available to us, we cannot state cate-
gorically that this altarpiece belonged to a mem-
ber of the Foixà family, it strikes me as expedient 
to recall that in the 16th century there were at 
least two nuns belonging to this lineage who 
could have been its owners. These were Sor Ce-
cilia Foixà, documented in the 1550s and 1560s, 
and Sor Àngela de Foixà, documented from the 
1550s until the 1580s. In her history of the con-
vent Sor Eulàlia Anzizu makes no mention of 
them. On the other hand, she does speak on one 
occasion of Canon Martí Joan Foixà, who in 1507 
took possession of the convent as representative 
ad litem of Sor Violant de Montcada, who had 
recovered her abbacy from Sor Teresa Enríquez 
after a long, drawn-out lawsuit9. Whatever the 
case, Martí Joan Foixà i de Cruïlles, Archdeacon 
of Andorra, canon at La Seu d’Urgell and canon 
at Barcelona Cathedral, died early in the 16th cen-
tury, while our composite altarpiece, as well as 
the decoration of the Sant Joan cell, cannot date 
from much before halfway through the century 
(taking into account, for example, the rollwerk 
forms of the corbel that frames the coat of arms 
on the cell’s coffered ceiling). The canon was –if 
I am not mistaken– the son of Bernat Guillem, 
vavasour of Foixà and of Boixadors, and his first 
wife, Joana Maria de Cruïlles, but I am not in a 
position to specify the family relationship Sor 
Cecilia and Sor Àngela de Foixà would have 
had with the lineage of the vavasours of Foixà. 
All I may state is that in his will (June 18 1511), 
Canon Martí Joan de Foixà mentions a niece of 
his named Sicilia –that is, Cecilia–, who was the 
daughter of his brother Berenguer10. Since it is 
feasible that she would have been the future Sor 
Cecilia, might she not have been the owner of 
the altarpiece?

As I mentioned, this retable is particularly 
rich in images. The carving of John the Baptist 
fits perfectly into its niche and may date from 
either halfway through or the second half of 

the 16th century, the work of a sculptor then 
active in Catalonia. On either side of the niche, 
in the lower section of the altarpiece, there was 
one painting each, both of somewhat mediocre 
quality. The one on the right depicts The Holy 
Family with John the Baptist as a Child. It is 
particularly hard to classify this rather provin-
cial-looking work, though it is clearly influ-
enced by Italian models; indeed, the volumetric 
synthetism of the figures brings Lombardy to 
mind, although in this case it might be that Ital-
ian canons were adopted and interpreted by a 
northern –possibly Germanic– artist active in 
Catalonia around the second quarter of the 16th 
century11. The painting left of the niche depicts 
The Visitation. In 2005, when the altarpiece was  
disassembled in order to be restored, it was dis-
covered that the painting was signed in the bot-
tom right-hand corner with an inscription that 
was concealed by the frame (Opvs / Francois / 
Verhvlte). The work, therefore, is by François 
Verhulte, a Netherlandish painter who, so far 
as I know, had not been hitherto document-
ed. While Verhulte seems to be an uncommon 
form, the surnames Verhulst or Van der Hulst 
were apparently concentrated mainly in Bra-
bant and in particular in Mechelen. Hailing 
from Mechelen was, for example, the painter 
Mayken Verhulst (c.1520-1600), also known as 
Bessemers, the second wife of Pieter Coecke 
van Aelst and mother-in-law of Pieter Bruegel 
the Elder. To judge from the Pedralbes panel, 
François Verhulte was a painter of very modest 
talent. The scene is rendered in direct narrative 
and a somewhat naïf style, plain and lacking in 
expressive and compositional rhetoric in which 
the figures, synthetic in volume and rather stiff 
in movement, with puppet-like gestures, are 
juxtaposed in the foreground as in a high relief. 
The Virgin and St Isabel occupy the centre with 
the two secondary actors, St Joseph and Zach-
arias, slightly behind, which endows the group 
of figures with a certain convex relief, although 
in the overall composition, to which an urban 
setting is added as a backdrop, what predomi-
nates is a simple stratification based on frontal 
planes. It would not be far-fetched to imagine 
François Verhulte as being one of several north-
ern painters who worked in Catalonia in the 
16th century, although it seems more probable 
that the Visitation was an imported work, like 
the other two Netherlandish paintings on the 
upper section of the Sant Joan retable. 

In the central compartment of the upper 
section we see the dove of the Holy Ghost in 
relief and, on either side, one imported paint-
ing each, both flanked with two images each 
of standing saints, doubtlessly added when 
the altarpiece was built. These latter were ex-
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Figure 3. 
Joachim Patinir and workshop, Virgin and Child in a Landscape. Reial Monestir de Santa Maria de Pedralbes (Barcelona). Photograph by Robert Ramos.
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ecuted by a modest local painter and feature 
St Jerome and the Franciscan St Bonaventure 
on the left and St Francis and St Clare on the 
right. The two imported panels on this second 
storey of the altarpiece are both Netherlandish, 
although they differ from each other in terms 
of quality. The one on the left, The Virgin and 
Child in a Landscape, is the subject of this ar-
ticle, so I shall discuss it below. The one on 
the right shows The Virgin and St Bernard or, 
more exactly, The Miracle of the Lactation of St 
Bernard. The phylactery above the saint’s head 
contains an inscription that reads: “Monstra 
te esse matrem”, which is a line from the Ave 
Maris Stella. Ainaud, Gudiol and Verrié (1947) 
described the panel as a Flemish piece from the 
15th century, although it may be classified much 
more precisely. Indeed, the same composition 
may be seen in other variants attributed to –or 
associated with– the Master of the Gold Bro-
cade12. In 1918, one of these was in the hands 
of Berlin antiquarian G. E. von Mallman and, 
in 1935, another was in those of Munich anti-
quarian A. S. Drey13. The first mentioned most 
resembles the Pedralbes panel, in terms both of  
the physiognomies and of the arrangement  
of the phylactery, as well as of other details I 
need not mention here. As critics have stressed, 
the corpus of work conventionally attributed 
to the Master of the Gold Brocade is uneven 
in quality and, consequently, poses problems 
when it comes to its ascription. Even so, a num-
ber of such pieces, of very mediocre quality, 
closely resemble the one at Pedralbes, such as 
the fragment with The Angel of the Annunci-
ation, the whereabouts of which are currently 
unknown, and that of The Virgin and Child, 
documented in 1913 in Paris14. 

The heteroclite set of paintings that go to 
make up the composite retable is completed 
with the one placed in the attic, which depicts 
The Presentation of the Virgin in the Temple. 
The work of some painter active in Catalonia, 
from its late style we would judge it to be from 
around 1600. Instead of fitting neatly into its 
frame, this panel was nailed to the altarpiece 
from behind, which attests to the fact that it was 
added later to replace an older, earlier piece that 
would have adapted better to the frame. As we 
have seen, the altarpiece combines three works 
of Netherlandish origin with others that would 
most probably have been executed in Catalo-
nia, that is, a kind of combination observable 
also in other made-up retables at the convent. 
Amidst the stylistic hodgepodge that charac-
terises the ensemble, we observe at least some 
iconographic preferences: the Virgin is given 
pride of place in all the paintings, together with 
the Child, except, of course, in the four images  

of saints, three of whom are Franciscans, as only  
to be expected in an altarpiece made for a nun of  
this order. And if the carving of John the Bap-
tist had, as it seems, originally occupied the cen- 
tral niche, it would have met another of the  
devotional needs of the nun who had the retable 
composed. 

A Patinirian adaptation of the 
Flémallesque Virgin in an Apse

The highest-quality work that makes up the 
Sant Joan altarpiece is undoubtedly The Vir-
gin and Child in a Landscape (figure 3). Ain-
aud, Gudiol and Verrié (1947) described this 
small-format panel as “a copy of Patinir” and 
left it at that with no further comments. They 
shed no light, therefore, on the original or 
originals on which the copy was based; nor do 
they specify what the panel’s status would be: 
whether it was a copy by Patinir’s own work-
shop or, rather, by a follower. Neither Max J. 

Figure 4. 
Anonymous (copy after Robert Campin), Virgin and Child in an Apse. New York, The 
Metropolitan Museum of Art. 
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umental or architectural frames, often opening 
onto landscapes. The exclusively landscape var-
iant that the Pedralbes panel constitutes would 
therefore seem to be an exception.

As part of her notable efforts to catalogue 
and classify all the copies and variations of this 
Flémallesque composition, M.-L. Lievens-de 
Waegh does not overlook the Pedralbes pan-
el, which she classifies as belonging to a set 
of “adaptations associated with the oeuvre of 
Barend van Orley”19. Besides the Pedralbes 
version, the author records a further two in 
which the Virgin appears also standing against 
a landscape background, reversed with regard 
to the Flémallesque prototype and with the 
little finger of her right hand (her left hand in 
the prototype) pointing upwards. These two 
versions are of inferior quality compared to the 
one at Pedralbes and date probably from a later 
period20. In these two the landscape is identical 
in structure and bears no relation to Patinir’s. 
On the other hand, the low wall or parapet be-
hind the Virgin may be understood as a vestige 
of the architectural settings that predominate 
in the variations associated with Van Orley, 
without overlooking the possible iconographic 
association with the hortus conclusus motif. We 
observe a similar solution in a painting by either 
Quentin Massys or his workshop, in which the 
standing Virgin and the Child are placed also 
in a ‘proscenium’ separated by a low wall from 
a landscape that unfolds as a backdrop beyond 
the wall and acquires a notable leading visual 
role, even though the horizon lies at a relatively 
low level and the panoramic aspect of Patinir’s 
landscapes is absent. In terms of the group of 
the Virgin and Child, this painting is a variant 
of the Madonna Seilern by Quentin Massys, 
from which the angels have been removed 
and the architectural structure replaced by an 
outdoor setting with landscape21. Significantly, 
an operation has been conducted here similar 
to the one I have described for the landscape 
variants of the Flémallesque Virgin in an Apse 
with regard to their prototype –that is, the an-
gels and the architecture have been eliminated–, 
although in this case without leaving Massys’s 
workshop. Although this is an original compo-
sition, it has been pointed out that the Virgin in 
an Apse might constitute one of the sources of 
inspiration for this composition by Massys, re-
garded by critics “as one of the most insistently 
traditional images of the artist’s output”22. To 
sum up, the combination of the tender ensem-
ble of the Virgin and Child with a sumptuous 
Italianate-style architectural structure has a 
clear parallel in the versions which the “Van 
Orley group” produced of the Flémallesque 
prototype. 

Friedländer15 nor Robert A. Koch16 included 
any reference to this panel in their respective 
catalogues of Patinir’s work; nor does it feature 
in the recent catalogue for the Patinir exhibi-
tion at the Museo del Prado, either in its own 
right or in relation to others of the catalogued 
works17.

There is no signed painting by Joachim Pat-
inir that presents the same overall composition, 
although the landscape setting on the Pedralbes 
panel does come from the repertoire of Pati-
nir and his workshop. On the other hand, the 
group with the Virgin and Child constitutes a 
famous motif that refers back to a prototype 
acknowledged by most critics as a lost original 
by Robert Campin, the Master of Flémalle, an 
aspect that Ainaud, Gudiol and Verrié over-
looked. The original of the Virgin in an Apse 
must be sought in an early period in the evolu-
tion of Flemish Realism and in that of Campin 
himself, although the true popularisation of 
this devotional image would have taken place 
between the late fifteenth and early sixteenth 
centuries to judge from the copies and varia-
tions still preserved, sixty or so, practically all 
of which apparently belong to this late period. 
It is generally accepted today that the versions 
at the Metropolitan Museum, New York (figure 
4) and in the Diamond Collection in the same 
city figure among the most faithful copies of 
the original18. 

The group of the Virgin suckling the Child 
in her arms, which links back to the Byzantine 
Panagia Galactotrophousa type, appears in the 
prototype flanked by two angels, one playing 
the lute and the other the harp, and located in 
an apse –or, if you prefer, in front of an apse. 
This may allude, as some have contended, to 
the Virgin as personification of the Church and 
also as Ara Coeli, since she occupies the place of 
the altar. This latter, moreover, would reinforce 
a Eucharistic meaning that other keys would 
have, such as the cloth on which the Child 
lies, a possible allusion to the shroud in which 
Christ’s body was wrapped at the moment of 
his burial, symbolised in liturgy by the corpo-
ral, that is, the linen cloth that is spread over the 
altar on which to place the chalice and the host. 
The apse, which along these same lines might be 
interpreted as a genuine presbytery, is therefore 
a motif consubstantial with the prototype and 
appears in the most faithful variants. None-
theless, at a later stage this Flémallesque Virgo 
lactans, with or without angels, reappeared in 
countless variations that, besides slightly alter-
ing the postures of the Mother and Child, also 
replaced the apse motif with a wide diversity of 
other settings. Even so, in most cases these set-
tings consisted of more or less sumptuous mon-



LOCVS AMŒNVS  16, 2018 27From Patinir’s Workshop to the Monastery of Pedralbes. A Virgin and Child in a Landscape

Certainly closer in concept to the Pedralbes 
panel is the remarkable tondo at the National 
Gallery in London (NG 1864), which Max J. 
Friedländer attributed to Isenbrant and, recent-
ly, Lorne Campbell ascribed to Albert Cornelis, 
who would have executed it in collaboration 
with an anonymous landscape painter whose 
style derived from that of Patinir23 (figure 5). 
In this London panel the Flémallesque model 
of the Virgo lactans is converted into a figure 
seated on the ground and, consequently, associ-
ated with the theme of the Virgin of humility24. 
Thanks to the circular format, the foreground, 
which accommodates the Virgin and Child, 
leaves more room for the landscape, which 
consequently becomes more all-enveloping. 
Furthermore, as in the Pedralbes panel, the 
landscape unfolds in spectacular fashion and no 
wall or fence separates the foreground from ei-
ther the middle distance or the backdrop.

According to Lievens-de Waegh, it might 
have been Barend van Orley who, regarding the 
Flémallesque prototype, introduced a new ar-
rangement of the feet of the Child, in which the 
foot further away reveals the sole, a variant also 
observable in the Pedralbes painting. The same 
author also observes that the detail of the Vir-
gin’s upward-pointing right-hand little finger, 
which we see in the prototype, is absent from 
most of the versions associated with Van Orley. 
However, the enigmatic little finger –the virtual 
meaning of which, if indeed it has one, has yet 
to be ascertained–, is present in both the Pe-
dralbes version and in the other two mentioned 
above that have a landscape backdrop. We may 
pinpoint further variations that the Pedralbes 
panel shares with other late versions, such as 
the head of the Child in strict profile, on which 
we therefore see only one eye, while in the pro-
totype we see both. This peculiarity of the head 
in profile we find, for example, in a version 
which Friedländer attributed to Gerard Da-
vid (then in the Mrs Lucile E. Selz Collection, 
New York)25, in which the composition is also 
reversed with regard to the prototype, and in 
some of the versions associated with Van Orley, 
such as the one at the Museo de Cádiz26. None-
theless, I believe we must rule out the assumed 
direct connection between the Pedralbes panel 
and the group associated with Van Orley. In the 
variants attributed or related to Barend van Or-
ley, the outline of the Virgin and the folds in her 
clothes present a characteristic alteration with 
regard to the Flémallesque prototype. In this 
latter, for example, the Virgin’s cape, as it drapes 
over the ground, acquires a rightward-point-
ing lanceolate profile (leftward-pointing in the 
reversed versions), which is noticeably moder-
ated and shortened in the versions associated 

with Van Orley. On the other hand, the sharply 
lanceolate shape, which is so characteristically 
Flémallesque, is maintained in the Pedralbes 
version, which on the whole is closer to the pro-
totype in terms of the folds in the cloth, as is, 
for example, the version I allude to above in the 
Selz Collection, as well as the other two land-
scape variations I also mention. Lastly, the Vir-
gin in the Pedralbes panel does not display the  
chubby canon that seems to predominate in  
the Van Orley group. 

On the other hand, the Pedralbes version 
presents a number of particular traits that differ 
from those of the prototype and from virtually 
all the other known variants. I refer, above all, 
to the modifications introduced into the figure 
of the Child. In the first place, we note that his 
size diminishes in relation to that of the Virgin. 
His little feet, which in the model stick out, 
or almost do, from the outline of the Mother, 
in the Pedralbes version they are comfortably 
contained within the outline. The other distinc-
tive trait is the fact that the head, bust and arms 
of the Child shift towards the left, which cre-
ates the unfortunate impression that the trunk 
is disproportionately elongated away from the 
legs, which in this way seem to be too small and 
poorly coordinated with the rest of the body. 

Thanks to infrared reflectography27, I have 
been able to examine the underdrawing execut-

Figure 5. 
Albert Cornelis and associates (?), Virgin and Child in a Landscape. London, National 
Gallery, NG 1864.
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Figure 6. 
Joachim Patinir and workshop, Virgin and Child in a Landscape. Reial Monestir de Santa Maria de Pedralbes (Barcelona). Infrarred reflectography. (c) Museu Naci-
onal d’Art de Catalunya, Barcelona (2016). IRR: Campuzano, Pedragosa, Ramells.



LOCVS AMŒNVS  16, 2018 29From Patinir’s Workshop to the Monastery of Pedralbes. A Virgin and Child in a Landscape

ed in a dry medium (figures 6-7). The strokes, 
which are considerably blurred, correspond to 
a rough draft with numerous hesitations and 
corrections that mark the outlines, the folds 
in the cloth and the basic elements that define 
the forms. On the other hand, there is no sign 
either of pouncing or any other evidence of a 
mechanical process of transfer of the model. 
Although the artist copied a model, he allowed 
himself a certain degree of freedom which took 
the form of a number of variants apparently 
exclusive to the Pedralbes panel. The creative 
process, though minimal, may be observed at 
both the preliminary drawing and the painting 
stages. From the infrared reflectography we 
learn that the initial sketch of the Child’s arms 
and head, in relation to the Mother’s hands, 
is more faithful to the original. On the other 
hand, the underdrawing reveals corrections 
that seek to shift the head and arms towards the 
left, something that seems to be even further 
accentuated at the painting stage. The result is 
that the space is extended between the Child’s 
right arm and the Mother’s right hand, while in 
the prototype they appear juxtaposed, almost 
in contact, as we observe in all or almost all the 
known versions of the Flémallesque model. A 
comparison between the underdrawing and the 
visible painted surface reveals another modi-
fication with regard to the model: in the un-
derdrawing, the sketch of the Child’s left hand 
seems to coincide with the one in the proto-
type, since what we see basically is the back of 
the hand; when it came to executing the paint-
ing, however, the artist twisted the hand so that 
we see it sideways on with the fingers arched, 
so that between the thumb and index finger a 
small shaded cavity is formed.

Other corrections may be observed in the 
definition of the outline and folds in the clothes, 
especially in the cloth on which the Child lies. 
The trials and errors and corrections are visible 
both on the left, on the part of the cloth that 
covers the Virgin’s right shoulder, and on the far 
right, which covers part of the Virgin’s left arm 
and falls in a cascade of folds. The margin of 
variations was reduced when it came to drawing 
the outline and folds in the dress and cape of the 
Virgin, although here too we observe adjust-
ments and rectifications. In particular, we no-
tice a correction in the lanceloate outline of the  
cape that spreads out on the ground towards 
the left, which was shortened so that it would 
fit into the limits of the frame rather than be 
severed by it –a problem arising from a slight 
‘error’ when it came to accommodating the 
figure inside the frame. Whatever the case, we 
must confess that by virtue of the delicacy of 
its rendering, the group of the Virgin and Child 

at Pedralbes stands among the finest figures in 
the foregrounds of landscapes by Patinir and 
his workshop. 

As in other late versions, in the Pedralbes 
painting the figure of the Virgin maintains its ori- 
ginal leading visual role and stands in the fore-
ground, very close to the frame –of the pictorial 
plane–, so that the landscape unfolds essentially 
behind her. The Virgin stands in a narrow strip 
of land in which a variety of plant species form 
a dense green mass, like a small, minutely de-
scribed botanical garden. Some of these plants 
are in flower, such as the harebells on the left 
and the irises on the right, so typical of Pati-
nir’s repertoire. Beyond this strip, raised like a 
terrace in the fictitious space, the mountainous 
landscape descends through a succession of lev-
els that recede into the distance, defining a set 
of intermediate planes and the corresponding 
spatial jumps. Further beyond these interme-
diate planes, our gaze plunges, as if in a bird’s-
eye-view, into a vast panorama that includes a 
port city and a great water mass that forms an 
estuary and a bay flanked by mountains. As 
invariably occurs in Patinir’s landscapes, the 
bird’s-eye-view takes inconsistent form: while 
the large horizontal land or water-mass surfac-
es are foreshortened, as we should expect from 
a high-to-low perspective, the architectural 
elements, for example, appear as if in a frontal 

Figure 7. 
Joachim Patinir and workshop, Virgin and Child in a Landscape. Reial Monestir de Santa 
Maria de Pedralbes. Infrarred reflectography. Detail. (c) Museu Nacional d’Art de Catalunya, 
Barcelona (2016). IRR: Campuzano, Pedragosa, Ramells.
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eye-level view, without the foreshortening that 
would correspond to a view from above28.

If in the Flémallesque prototype, to judge 
from the most faithful copies, the Virgin wears 
a white mantle and a white dress over another 
dress, this one blue, visible only in the sleeves 
and collar, on the Pedralbes panel she wears 
a red mantle over a blue dress and, beneath, a 
purple dress visible only in the sleeves. The red-
pink nuances of the mantle stand out crisply 
against the range of greenish, earthy and bluish 
hues that combine in the landscape in charac-
teristic sequence. Indeed, greens predominate 
in the foreground, while in the middle distance 
greens combine with earthy browns, while in 
the broad background panorama a pale bluish 
range predominates with greenish, pink and 
cream nuances. In fact, the landscape setting 
is divided into two major, well-defined areas: 
one comprising the foreground and the middle 
distance, in which greens and browns predomi-
nate, and the other comprising the more distant 
backdrop and the sky, where cold, pale bluish 
tones prevail. The chromatic sequence therefore 
coincides with spatial stratification. Thus, the 
illusion of depth is based both on the progres-
sive reduction in scale and on the differentiated 

pictorial treatment of the different planes, in 
which the strongest colour contrasts are asso-
ciated with the foreground while the contrasts 
and clarity are progressively reduced as the set-
ting recedes into the background. In this way, 
despite the perspective ambiguities and despite 
the obvious problems of coordination and su-
ture between the different planes, the landscape 
composition creates a striking visual effect. The 
curvilinear strokes rendering hillsides, rocks, 
mountains and winding rivers constitute the 
most dynamic aspect of a composition whose 
major tectonic constituents are the vertical fig-
ure of the Virgin and the horizon line, on the 
same level as the Virgin’s neck, which makes 
her head stand out against the bluish-white sky. 
The vertical axis is in fact perfectly defined by 
the edge of the Virgin’s mantle and, on this same 
vertical line, the heads are located of the Child 
and the Mother, who looks tenderly and pro-
tectively towards her Son. 

As I pointed out above, Ainaud, Gudiol and 
Verrié (1947) deserve the credit for having sig-
nalled out the connection between the Pedralbes 
panel and Patinir. Nevertheless, they failed to 
better define the precise relationship between 
the landscape and the corpus works attributed to 

Figure 8. 
Joachim Patinir and workshop, Rest on the Flight into Egypt. Former Collection of Comte de Vogüé, Dijon. Source: Robert A. Koch, Joachim Patinir, Princeton 
University Press, 1968.
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Patinir, to his workshop or to his followers. In-
deed, as many as four paintings exist, all of which 
share the subject of the Rest on the Flight into 
Egypt, in which the perfectly identifiable mo-
tif appears of the panoramic background with 
a view of the walled port city, the bridge over 
the river and the bay enveloped by mountains, 
including the detail of the architectural complex 
–perhaps a monastery– on the right, emerging 
from behind a clump of trees. Three of these 
panels were catalogued by Robert A. Koch in 
his monograph on Patinir, which still today con-
stitutes an indispensable work of reference. Of 
the three, the one in the former Comte Georges 
de Vogüé Collection, Dijon, would be of the 
highest quality29 (figure 8). Koch catalogues it 
as being by the workshop, although he admits 
that this ‘well painted composition is conceiv-
ably by Patinir himself’. He also attributes the 
Rest on the Flight into Egypt at the National 
Gallery, London (NG 3115), to his workshop 
(figure 9), while the third, at the Musées Royaux 
des Beaux-Arts, Brussels (inv. 2595) (figure 11), 
would be attributable, in Koch’s view, to a ‘late 
follower’30. To these three works we should add 
a fourth panel, now lost, which belonged to the 
Museo Civico Gaetano Filangieri, Naples (figure 
10), which is a replica with minor variations of 
the version in London31.

Apart from the two panels in Brussels and 
Naples, in which the same overall composition 
is repeated, the versions I mention present differ-
ent overall compositions. On the other hand, all 
of them, according to Koch, may be described as 
pastiches “that involved knowledge of more than 
a single painting by Patinir”. This implies, cer-
tainly, a principle of Patinirian coherence –as it 
were– that might suggest a certain proximity to 
the master’s workshop, whether they be works 
executed at Patinir’s workshop or else by pupils 
of his or, at least, by painters who had access 
to Patinir’s repertoire of motifs and combined 
them in the Patinirian way. I would contend, as 
Koch does, that the panels in Dijon, London and 
Brussels are apparently by three different artists 
–leaving aside for now the issue as to whether or 
not, in each of them, the figures and the land-
scape are by the same hand–, and it also strikes 
me as clear that the one in Dijon is closest to 
Patinir’s signed works while the one in Brussels 
is the furthest removed. Further removed still 
would be a Flight into Egypt documented in the 
former Dr Beermann Collection, Berlin, which 
features the same panorama with port motif32. 
On the other hand, the set of Holy Family fig-
ures –and of the angels who bend the palm trunk 
and branches so that St Joseph may pluck the 
dates– bear no relationship to any of the figure 
types present in the works regarded as by Patinir 

Figure 9. 
Workshop of Joachim Patinir, Rest on the Flight into Egypt. London, National Gallery, NG 3115.

Figure 10. 
Follower of Joachim Patinir, Rest on the Flight into Egypt, lost. Formerly in the Museo Gae-
tano Filangieri, Naples. Source: N. Barella, Il Museo Filangieri, Napoli, Guida Editori, 1988.

Figure 11. 
Follower of Joachim Patinir, Rest on the Flight into Egypt. Brussels, Royal Museums of fine 
Arts of Belgium, inv. 2595. ©RMFAB, Brussels / Photo: J. Geleyns.
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or his workshop; furthermore, the way the dif-
ferent motifs are combined is far removed from 
Patinirian syntax. 

The Dijon panel is undoubtedly the most 
interesting, so it is a shame that it has been some-
what overlooked in most recent studies on Pati-
nir (like so many other historians, I myself have 
also been unable to examine this piece, which 
has been reproduced in black and white only)33. 
To judge from Koch’s description, this would 
be one of the few works signed by the master 
(Joachim De Patinier), although the special-
ist concludes that “The signature in one line is 
orthographically not in Patinir’s manner”. The 
fact that this signature may be false does not, of 
course, rule out the possibility that it was add-
ed to an original by the master. In this painting 
several motifs were combined that may be found 
in other works by Patinir or his workshop. In 
the landscape, for example, we see basically 
two: in the distant panorama the port city with 
which we are now familiar is repeated, while 
for the foreground and the middle distance the 
composition is quite faithfully reproduced from 
the Landscape with the Flight into Egypt at the 
Antwerp museum, regarded by most specialists 
as one of Patinir’s earliest signed works. This 
section occupies approximately two thirds of the 
painted surface, while the panorama with port 
occupies the remaining third, which leads Koch 
to conclude that the Dijon painting constitutes 
an adaptation of the Antwerp landscape with the 
addition of the port landscape. Turning now to  
the figures, the Virgin and Child do not seem 
to appear in any other work by Patinir, by his 
workshop or by any of his immediate followers, 
although –as I shall argue later– I believe that by 
virtue of their style they may be related to oth-
er figures present in works by Patinir34. On the  
other hand, the figures of St Joseph and the graz-
ing ass do seem to have parallels. Indeed, the ass 
may have been taken –as Koch contends– from the 
central panel of the Triptych with the Rest during 
the Flight into Egypt in a private Wiesbaden col-
lection (formerly belonging to the Kaus Collec-
tion, Frankfurt), and in my opinion the crouch-
ing figure of St Joseph may be based, though 
reversed, on the same character in the central 
panel of this triptych (the ensemble of St Joseph 
and the grazing ass was reused, moreover, in oth-
er works from Patinir’s workshop, such as the  
Rest during the Flight into Egypt with the coats 
of arms of Lucas Rem and his wife, in the Kid-
ston Collection, Bristol, and in the panel featur-
ing the same theme at the Brussels museum). 

It seems improbable that such a combination 
of motifs, all of which are strictly Patinirian, 
would not have emerged either from the master’s 
workshop or from the tight circle of his pupils 

and associates. I should stress that the ‘adap-
tation’ of the Antwerp landscape, in the Dijon 
painting, is fruit of substantial remodelling: not 
only did the composition become enriched with 
a host of new details, which was only to be ex-
pected given the painting’s rather larger format, 
but it also acquired a new articulation, which 
coincides with Patinir’s more mature works. The 
treatment of the planes defined by the hillsides 
and rocks in the Antwerp panel retains much 
of the somewhat impressionist, imprecise style 
characteristic of the Landscape with St Jerome 
at the Kunsthalle in Karlsruhe, which might be 
–as many specialists agree– the earliest painting 
in Patinir’s autograph catalogue. On the other 
hand, the landscape in the Antwerp painting ac-
quires a very different physiognomy in that of  
Dijon, in the form of greater crystallization  
of the rock formations, which denote a much 
more solid plasticity. The more articulated and 
tangible pictorial definition would therefore 
place the Dijon painting among the mature 
works by the master or his workshop –from ei-
ther the intermediate (1515-1519) or late (1520-
1524) periods as defined by Koch. Furthermore, 
the addition of the section with the view of the 
port is perfectly consistent with this aggiorna-
mento of the early composition at Antwerp. It 
would seem to be above all this status as pas-
tiche of Patinirian motifs that has led to the 
exclusion of the Dijon panel from Patinir’s au-
tograph works, although Koch –as I have stated 
above– was somewhat undecided in this regard. 
In opposition to this idea, the possibility exists 
that it was Patinir himself who made this pas-
tiche, taking into account, on the one hand, the 
naturalness with which the different Patinirian 
motifs combine, in accordance with an equally 
Patinirian manner of composing and, on the 
other, the high artistic quality that Koch himself 
perceived in the Dijon panel. The absence of 
this panel from the Prado exhibition deprived 
me, unfortunately, of the opportunity to form 
a more grounded judgement of its status and 
weigh up, once again, the possibility that it might 
be an autograph work by Patinir. 

On the other hand: who other than Pati-
nir would be in a better position to ‘translate’ 
one of his early compositions (Antwerp) into 
the style of his maturity (Dijon)? Needless to 
say, supposing that this were the case, it does 
not imply that the landscape composition at 
Antwerp was updated for the first time in the 
Dijon painting. As regards the other landscape 
section, namely the backdrop with the port city, 
we have solid reasons to believe that it was cre-
ated not for, but prior to, the Dijon panel. It is 
important to stress, in this context, that in the 
Dijon variant part of the composition is miss-



LOCVS AMŒNVS  16, 2018 33From Patinir’s Workshop to the Monastery of Pedralbes. A Virgin and Child in a Landscape

ing which, on the other hand, is present in the 
versions at London, at Brussels and at Pedral-
bes. I refer to the bottom right-hand section in 
which, among other things, we see a path that 
runs alongside a coppice. This portion was sac-
rificed in the Dijon painting in order to respect 
the part of the composition that came from the 
painting at Antwerp, in which we see a group of 
houses, close to which we glimpse the slaugh-
ter of the Innocents (Antwerp and Dijon) and 
the miracle of the wheatfield (Antwerp only). 
The prototype of the composition with the 
port landscape, therefore, would have appeared 
for the first time in a lost work by Patinir, as 
Koch rightly assumed (though without using 
the argument I have just put forward)35. Of 
course, in the Pedralbes painting the port city 
composition had also to be adapted; in this case 
it was split into two parts which, once separat-
ed, served to fill the spaces on either side of the 
central figure of the Virgin. 

In reference to the ensemble of the Virgin 
and Child, I have already commented on the re-
sults of the infrared reflectography examination, 
which reveals the presence of a somewhat over-
loaded underdrawing in which the strokes multi-
ply as a result of hesitations and corrections. Very 
different, however, is the style of the preliminary 
drawing for the landscape that encompasses 
these figures. The strokes we perceive here, 
which are somewhat sparse, are also sketchy and 
hurried, as if they were mere notes by which to 
place the main –or some of the main– elements, 
such as the walled city precinct or the outlines 
of some of the mountains. We may therefore 
imagine that once these elements had been fitted 
into position, the painter worked directly from 
a model before him, not necessarily a drawing 
but perhaps another painting, since the different 
versions that have come down to us largely share 
a similar colour scheme. The thickest line, the 
only one traced out using a ruler, is the one that 
defines the sea horizon, in the right-hand section 
of the landscape. The reutilisation of the port city 
motif, spread out on both sides of the figure of 
the Virgin, led of necessity to a number of adjust-
ments. At the same level as the Virgin’s back and 
between this and the coast, we observe a set of 
very schematic underdrawing strokes that would 
correspond to a ship that was omitted from the fi- 
nal execution phase or else transferred to the 
other side, that is, to the Virgin’s right. Although 
the Pedralbes panel has not been subjected to 
an x-ray examination, thanks to reflectography 
we observe a procedure characteristic of Patinir, 
namely that he first painted the trunk and ma-
jor branches of the trees, subsequently to cover 
them with the leaves, so that most of the trunk 
and the branches remain hidden. 

I should stress, in short, that the difference 
between the way the underdrawing for the fig-
ures and that for the landscape are executed is a 
recurrent characteristic in the oeuvre of Patinir 
and his workshop –even regardless of whether 
the style of the figure drawing is not constant in  
these works, just as the style of the figures in the  
finished painting also lacks constancy. In any 
case, the quick, sketchy underdrawing clearly 
predominates not only in Patinir’s own land-
scapes but also in the output most unequiv-
ocally attributable to his workshop. In other 
words, there would seem to be nothing, either 
in the technique applied to the underdrawing 
or, needless to say, in the painting technique 
applied to panel to which this article is devoted, 
that is not compatible with the practices of Pat-
inir and his workshop. 

If we accept that the Pedralbes painting 
emerged –as I contend– from Patinir’s work-
shop, we shall also have to accept that it is a 
somewhat atypical work. And this essentially 
because the figure of the Virgin and Child occu-
pies the entire foreground of the composition, 
while Patinir’s landscapes are characterised pre-
cisely by the fact that the size of the figures is 
substantially reduced in relation to the land-
scape, into which they are resolutely integrat-
ed. As I mentioned earlier, the Virgin stands on 
a natural terrace, which is covered with dense 
vegetation, an aspect which differs from the 
variants I refer to above of the Flémallesque 
Virgo lactans, in which a low wall separates the 
foreground, where the Virgin is placed, from 
the landscape beyond, which thereby plays the 
role of a backdrop. Obviously, this solution 
would hardly have been compatible with Pati-
nir’s canon, and the Virgin at Pedralbes contin-
ues in her own way to be a figure perfectly in-
tegrated into the landscape. However, unlike in 
practically all the works attributed to the paint-
er or his workshop, in the Pedralbes panel the 
Virgin absolutely dominates the composition: 
while we contemplate her figure in the fore-
ground our eyes are forced to plunge almost 
dizzily into a vast landscape. The stratification 
of the planes nearest us leads us abruptly into 
the distance and the contrast in scale inevitably 
monumentalises what is otherwise the tender, 
delicate figure of the Virgin suckling the Child. 

Needless to say, this structuring of the spatial 
fiction was nothing new, since it refers back to 
the ‘plateau type’ formula –as defined by Mil-
lard Meiss– which had already been exploited 
by Jan van Eyck, whom we might also regard as 
being the true inventor of the panoramic land-
scape. The Pedralbes panel, in any case, offers us 
a characteristically Patinirian interpretation of 
this formula. Even so, the visual primacy of the 
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figure may certainly be regarded as an archaic 
aspect in contrast to the ‘modernity’ of Patinir’s 
canonical landscapes, in which the figures, even 
the leading ones, are drastically reduced in size 
in relation to the natural scenario. The vertical 
format itself of the panel, in keeping with the 
exclusive leading role played by the erect fig-
ure of the Virgo lactans, stands in clear contrast 
with the typically horizontal formats of Patinir’s 
landscapes. To find a comparable vertical for-
mat, with a large figure almost monopolising the 
foreground, we shall have to turn to the wings of 
the Triptych with the Rest during the Flight into 
Egypt (now in a Wiesbaden private collection), 
depicting John the Baptist (left) and Pope Cor-
nelius (right)36. Nonetheless, the Pedralbes panel 
is an autonomous piece, not a wing in a triptych, 
so the comparison, in this context, would seem 
to be of only relative interest. In the triptych no 
attempt was made to unify the landscape setting 
across the three panels; all that was sought was a 
balance between the three scenes and, of course, 
a symmetrical placement of the lateral saints, 
both rendered in three-quarter profile and look-
ing towards the centre, an entirely conventional 
solution. As for the rest, the representation of 
figures of saints against a landscape background 
in the wings of a triptych was a traditional re-
course that originated in the 15th century. 

A Flight into Egypt?

In the case of the Pedralbes painting we must 
certainly examine the far from insignificant 
aesthetic, expressive and iconographical impli-
cations of the singular combination between the 
Flémallesque Virgo lactans and her new land-
scape setting, that is, the transfer of the Virgin 
from her original apse to this natural terrace 
that raises her above a vast panorama, which we 
might regard as belonging to the category of the 
Weltlandschaft or ‘world landscape’37. In terms 
of visual realism, the ‘plateau type’ motif, which 
dates back to Jan van Eyck, justifies this asso-
ciation between a human figure that preserves 
its original iconic status and, by extension, its 
leading visual role, and a landscape background 
that serves as a genuine universal reference38. As 
we have seen, the panoramic backdrop to this 
painting appears in a further four, all of which 
depict the same episode, namely the Rest during 
the Flight into Egypt, the theme most cultivat-
ed, together with the Penitence of St Jerome, by 
Patinir and his workshop. While this may be a 
simple coincidence, the fact is that the place-
ment of the Virgo lactans in a landscape setting 
might almost automatically bring to mind the 
story of the flight into Egypt. 

Of course, we may say in general that lit-
erary accounts preceded and nurtured icono-
graphic interpretations of this episode. Lacon-
ically alluded to in the Gospel According to St 
Matthew (2: 13-15), the story of the flight into  
and the sojourn in Egypt was narrated in the New 
Testament apocrypha, especially in the Arabic 
Infancy Gospel, presumably an adaptation or 
translation of a 6th century Syriac archetype, 
and in the Gospel of Pseudo-Matthew, drawn 
up in the West around the first third of the 
7th century39. On the other hand, among later 
reworkings of the story we should take into 
account those that in the Late Middle Ages ap-
peared in the flourishing literature of the Vitae 
Christi. These offered an especially humanised 
image of the Redeemer and told his life story in 
a characteristically affective way, all this con-
ceived to induce a state of empathic meditation 
in the reader (or listener). Methodical engage-
ment in meditation was therefore associated 
with both a form a contemplative piety and the 
idea of the imitatio Christi, which had its fore-
runner in St Bernard and subsequently flour-
ished in Franciscan spirituality and, later still, 
with the devotio moderna strand. 

The famous Meditationes Vitae Christi by 
Pseudo-Bonaventure are, as most people know, 
fruit of the Franciscan milieu; however, the is-
sue of their exact authorship has given rise in 
recent years to an interesting debate with both 
philological and ideological implications. Hav-
ing traditionally regarded the Meditations as 
the work of St Bonaventure, literature scholars 
subsequently accepted their assignation to the 
Franciscan John of Caulibus; however, more 
recently other alternative hypotheses have been 
formulated that should at least be mentioned –
although I am not competent to evaluate their 
respective philological bases. To begin with, 
Sarah McNamer argues that the extensive Latin 
version of the Meditationes Vitae Christi does 
not constitute, as has hitherto been assumed, 
the original form of this famous work, which 
would be a shorter text written in Tuscan, as ap-
parently attested to by a single manuscript (the 
MS. Canon. Ital. 174 at the Bodleian Library, 
Oxford)40. From all the versions we infer that 
the work was addressed to a Clarissan nun, but 
McNamer suggests that the original text was 
probably also written by a nun belonging to  
the same order, which would explain the “fe-
male viewpoint” that seems to pervade the en-
tire narrative. Whatever the case, the affective 
register of this text, of great literary quality, 
would have been offset by whoever wrote the 
extensive version with a set of “didactic inter-
polations, expansions, and surprisingly reac-
tionary corrections” that reveal an exegetical, 
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doctrinaire approach at a far remove from the 
work’s original purpose and spirit –as well as 
the male viewpoint of a Franciscan monk, per-
haps John of Caulibus himself. The operation, 
in short, would have resulted in the original 
text being either shelved or directly censored, 
in the same way that Thomas of Celano’s life of 
St Francis was replaced by the version revised 
by St Bonaventure41. On the other hand, Peter 
Tóth and Dávid Falvay reject the hypothesis 
that the short vernacular text of the Canonici 
manuscript constitutes the original version; 
rather they go back to the idea that the work 
was written originally in Latin and argue, bas-
ing themselves on the incipit of some Italian 
manuscripts, that the author of the Medita-
tiones was a Franciscan named Jacopo (or Jaco-
bo), who thanks to a late annotation on one of 
these manuscripts may be identified as Jacobus 
da San Gimignano, who in 1312 led the revolt 
of the Spirituals in Tuscany42. 

All told, we must acknowledge that it was 
the literary quality and the potent affective style 
of the Meditationes Vitae Christi that assured 
the work’s success and its ongoing circulation 
into the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries43. At a 
somewhat later date, halfway through the 14th 
century, the Carthusian Ludolph of Saxony 
wrote his equally successful Vita Christi, which 
took its inspiration largely from the Medita-
tiones, although he combined the pious, affective 
vein with an even greater emphasis on the theo-
logical and doctrinal perspectives44. Both Pseu-
do-Bonaventure’s and Ludolph’s works were 
translated into several vernacular languages and, 
as from the end of the 15th century, issued in 
multiple printed editions. And they continued 
to inspire new works devoted to the Vita Christi, 
in which the compilatory aspect is usually com-
bined with more or less original contributions, 
depending on the sensitivity, the culture and the 
objectives of each author. In the Low Coun-
tries, for example, a compilatory version in the 
vernacular of the texts by Pseudo-Bonaventure 
and by Ludolph circulated widely in manuscript 
form until it was printed in 1479, in Delft, titled 
Tractaat vanden leven ons Heeren Jhesu Chris-
ti, while another more extensive version, the 
Tboeck vanden leven ons Heeren Jhesu Christi, 
was first published in Antwerp in 148745.

As for the rest, the Franciscan world contin-
ued to contribute decisively to the development, 
the dissemination and the consumption of this 
literary genre. In the Catalan linguistic sphere, 
it was precisely two Franciscans, first Francesc 
Eiximenis and later Isabel de Villena, who made 
the most important contributions to this field, 
both in the vernacular (Catalan) language46. The 
remarkable literary quality of the Vita Christi 

by Sor Isabel de Villena, who was abbess at La 
Trinitat Convent in Valencia, certainly explains 
its success: seven years after the author’s death, 
in 1497, the first edition (Valencia: Lope de la 
Roca) appeared and two new editions, both 
with xylograph illustrations, were published 
in 1513 (Valencia: Jorge Costilla) and in 1527 
(Barcelona: Carles Amorós). While McNamer’s 
hypothesis regarding the possibility that an in-
itial version of the Meditationes was written by 
a woman has not been accepted by everyone, 
in the case of Villena it is crystal clear that her 
version constituted a genuine feminisation –or 
re-feminisation– of the Vitae Christi genre. And 
I am not speaking merely of a ‘feminine sensi-
tivity’ but rather of a militant ‘proto-feminism’, 
since in her text Sor Isabel countered each and 
every one of the platitudes and misogynistic ar-
guments characteristic of her era. Furthermore, 
the Vita Christi by Isabel de Villena ascribed 
to the Virgin a role even more important than 
the one she already played in the texts by Pseu-
do-Bonaventure and Ludolph of Saxony, to the 
extent where, as has rightly been said, her ver-
sion might equally be described as a vita Ma-
ria.47 Indeed, the Franciscan abbess highlights 
the role of all the female characters and gives 
priority to those episodes in the life of Christ 
which are related to women, laying entirely nat-
ural emphasis on the role of Mary Magdalene, 
thereby converting her into the third fundamen-
tal character in the Vita Christi. 

If the truth be told, the Meditationes vitae 
Christi somewhat skipped over the flight into 
Egypt and, incidentally, contain none of the 
chimerical episodes from the apocrypha. For 
its part, the Vita Christi by Ludolph of Saxony 
not only extended the exegetical and doctrinal 
arguments associated with the episode, adding 
new authoritative citations, but also extended 
the narrative contents, laying emphasis on the 
affective passages and admitting two episodes 
from the apocrypha, namely the capture of the 
Holy Family by robbers and the fall of the idols 
of Egypt. In short, if we take into consideration 
other works, such as the ones in Catalan by 
Eiximenis and by Villena, we may observe that 
as regards the apocrypha the literature of the 
Vitae Christi as a whole carried out a twofold 
process of selection and amplification concern-
ing the childhood of Jesus cycle. On the one 
hand, the most miraculous and picturesque 
episodes were either eliminated or modified; 
on the other, some of the contents regarded 
as meaningful and exemplary were extended, 
while the ‘gaps’ in the account were filled with 
new narrative elements, invariably enhanced by 
images and situations that might arouse the em-
pathy of the devout reader.



LOCVS AMŒNVS 16, 2018 36 Rafael Cornudella

      
It is more than likely that the owner of The 

Virgin and Child in a Landscape panel was 
familiar with this kind of literature, even with 
the work of Sor Isabel de Villena which, having 
gone through the Valencian incunabulum and 
post-incunabulum editions was published again 
in Barcelona in 1527. These texts therefore pro-
vide us with a legitimate point of reference by 
which to perceive the cultural and ideological 
framework that would have conditioned the re-
action of a Clarissan nun of the time to the panel 
I am examining here. And needless to say, when 
more specifically it came to interpreting the 
image, they would have given her the keys by 
which to identify, or at least to connect, it with 
the story of the flight into Egypt. As Reindert 
L. Falkenburg states, Ludolph of Saxony’s Vita 
Christi contains a passage in which the subject 
of the lactation of the Child gives rise to a del-
icate, tender evocation of maternity, an image 
that has been taken as an exemplary theme for 
pious contemplation and affective projection48. 
As one would only expect, Isabel de Villena did 
not overlook the theme, which appears twice 
in her account of the flight. The first, which 
coincides with the moment subsequent to the 
angel’s warning St Joseph, before they aban-
don the house in Nazareth and bid farewell to  
St Anne:

And having said this, Our Lady dressed her 
Son, wrapping him up in all the clothes she 
possessed, although they were so few and so 
poor that she could barely put shoes on him 
and protect him from the cold, and she put 
a double cloth around his head, covering his 
face as well as she could, since the night was 
bitterly cold and the boy so delicate that 
he felt human hardships more acutely than 
any man. And then Our Lady suckled him, 
shedding onto his face the abundant tears 
that fell from her eyes…49

And the second at an initial moment of rest, 
after having set off on the perilous journey to 
Egypt:

And thus they departed from Nazareth in 
great fear and apprehension until they were 
at a considerable distance from the village; 
and Our Lady, overcome with fatigue, sat 
down on a stone to suckle her divine Son.50

The association –or even the identification– of  
the Pedralbes painting with the account of the 
flight into Egypt seems to be confirmed by  
the presence, which I pointed out earlier, of the 
tiny figure of the man with his ass, whom we 
should identify as St Joseph. In other versions 

of the theme, such as in the Berlin painting, St 
Joseph and the ass are also two tiny figures, 
far removed from the group of the Virgin and 
Child. Perhaps –who knows?– it may have been 
by virtue of an afterthought that, in the Pedral-
bes panel, the vignette was added showing who 
we assume to be St Joseph to make more explic-
it the virtual association with the theme of the 
flight into Egypt, which was already suggested 
by the combination of the Virgin suckling the 
Child and the landscape. Other ingredients are 
certainly missing that would more clearly iden-
tify the theme; even so, this possibility invites 
us to make other observations that would place 
the Pedralbes painting in the context of a set 
of iconographical and compositional patterns 
widespread in the painting of the Low Coun-
tries at the turn of the fifteenth and sixteenth 
centuries.

In the first place, we should consider Mem-
ling’s small-format Triptych with the Flight 
into Egypt, now shared in a dismembered state 
between the Louvre and the Cincinnati Art 
Museum51. The wings, when open, showed the 
figures of John the Baptist and Mary Magdalene 
(Louvre), and when closed those of St Stephen 
and St Christopher (Cincinnati). Each of the 
images of the saints is complemented with small 
vignettes, integrated into the landscape, that de-
pict major episodes from their respective lives. 
But what I would highlight is the central panel 
in the triptych (Louvre) (figure 12). Here the 
Virgin, holding the Child in her arms, stands 
isolated in the foreground, completely domi-
nating the figurative field. In fact, from both the 
formal and the iconographical viewpoints, this 
central motif constitutes a perfectly independ-
ent unit, lacking in any particularly narrative 
connotation, if it were not for the fact that on 
the right and considerably further back we see  
how St Joseph gathers dates from a palm that 
bends down miraculously and, still further back,  
two vignettes that concisely depict the slaughter 
of the Innocents and the miracle of the wheatfield, 
which enhance the references to the story of the  
flight. Perhaps I should recall here that neither  
the miracle of the palm tree nor that of the wheat-
field figure in the Meditationes Vitae Christi by  
Pseudo-Bonaventure or the Vita Christi by Lu- 
dolph of Saxony (or, for that matter, in the lives 
of Christ by Eiximenis and Isabel de Villena), 
presumably because they were regarded as 
anecdotal episodes of doubtful veracity, while 
they do contain and comment on, needless to 
say, the canonical episode of the slaughter of 
the Innocents. Indeed, the miracle of the palm 
tree, as has been observed, figured relatively 
rarely in the painting of the Low Countries52. 
Lastly, Memling offers us still another major 
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example by virtue of the ambivalence of its 
thematic associations. I refer to a painting in 
the Capilla Real, in Granada, which depicts an 
enthroned Virgo lactans of clearly Rogerian 
affiliation sheltered in an atrium with columns 
that opens onto a landscape background53. 
However, integrated into the landscape a small 
vignette showing St Joseph leading the ass al-
ludes to the flight, thereby adding this associa-
tion or thematic complement to a composition 
that would otherwise appear –and in fact does 
appear– as a perfectly self-sufficient image on 
the fringe of any narrative context54. In fact, it 
seems that the figures of St Joseph and the ass 
were added by Memling at a later stage, since 
they are absent from the underdrawing and no 
place was reserved for them when the landscape 
was painted55.

Memling, therefore, renders the subject of 
the Rest during the Flight into Egypt in the 
manner of a ‘narrative Andachtsbild’ and it is 
this formula that would be taken up and de-
veloped by the following two generations of 
masters. Thus, in the versions by Gerard David, 
the landscape setting acquires new interest and  
new consistency, although the group of the Vir-
gin and Child continues to dominate the scene  
from the foreground56. Now the Virgin sits on 
a kind of natural rocky step, while in the back-
ground we see a vignette with the Virgin and 
Child riding the ass and followed by St Joseph 
(New York, The Metropolitan Museum of Art; 
Madrid, Museo del Prado), or else we see St 
Joseph beating a chestnut tree with his staff 
to make the fruit fall (Washington, National 
Gallery of Art), which might be understood 
as a more realistic adaptation of the miracle 
of the palm tree –a modulation of the account 
along the lines I already mentioned of the Vitae 
Christi, in which the chimerical is often either 
eliminated, tempered or else transformed for the 
sake of greater verisimilitude, in which the daily  
life focus is emphasised. In any case, the group 
of the Virgin and Child –a Virgo lactans in the 
Madrid-New York version– continues to be 
an independent entity which we associate with 
the narrative theme of the rest during the flight 
into Egypt thanks to its placement in natural 
surroundings and the inclusion of a small addi-
tional scene. 

The next step, as we know, consisted of a 
new amplification of the landscape and a cor-
relative reduction in the scale of the Virgin and 
Child motif, coupled with enrichment of the 
iconographical ingredients related to the rest 
and the flight cycle. This is what we find in the 
well-known versions by Patinir, such as the fine  
panel at the Prado, and in those by other con-
temporary painters of his, like Joos van Cleve, 

who may have been following in Patinir’s 
footsteps. In any case and as Falkenburg has 
stressed, the group of the Virgin and Child 
continues to constitute the focal point of the 
composition and to refer back to a ‘conglom-
eration’ of familiar subjects that had enjoyed 
their own previous existence as independent 
Andachtsbilder, including the Virgo lactans, the 
Madonna humilitatis and the Virgin in the Gar-
den of Paradise57. Near the Virgin Patinir places 
the essentials of her luggage –basket, saddlebag, 
staff and from time to time a pumpkin– and al-
so close by we observe the fountain mentioned 
in the story of the flight. These ingredients al-
lude clearly to the journey, but the main scene 
in which the leading characters are the Virgin 
and Child is completed with the presence of St 
Joseph, invariably in the middle distance58, ob-
taining food or simply leading the ass, as well  
as with other varied additional scenes, such as 
the slaughter of the Innocents, the miracle of the  
wheatfield or the fall of the idols, once again in 
the form of small vignettes integrated into the 
landscape. 

Figure 12. 
Hans Memling, Rest on the Flight into Egypt. Paris, Musée du 
Louvre, RF 1974-30.
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As we know, Falkenburg took his icono-

graphic exegesis further to contend that the 
theme of the flight into Egypt is enriched, in 
Patinir’s paintings, by association with the idea 
of the pilgrimage of life: in this case, it would 
be the Holy Family’s journey that is proposed 
as the model or exemplum that the observer 
–the devotee– must face, who in his own per-
egrinatio vitae is forced to choose between the 
hard road of the virtuous life, which leads to 
salvation, and the apparently pleasant road of 
vice, which leads in fact to perdition and eternal 
damnation. The theme had come to circulate 
widely in the devotional literature of the Late 
Middle Ages, particularly in the devotio mod-
erna strand; consequently it would have been 
familiar to both the artist and to those clients 
who purchased this kind of work.

In fact, Falkenburg seems to contend that 
virtually all Patinir’s landscapes should be in-
terpreted in terms of a complex symbolic pro-
gramme that would reinforce this association 
with the theme of the peregrinatio vitae. At least 
one case exists, specifically the panel depicting 
the Landscape with Charon Crossing the Styx 
(Madrid, Museo del Prado), in which the choice 
between the road leading to salvation and the 
road that leads to damnation is unequivocally 
rendered, since this is the actual subject of the 
painting59. Charon’s boat floats in the middle 
of a broad stream, bounded above by the hori-
zon and below by the edge of the frame. At the 
point the boat has reached, the soul is presented 
with two watercourses from which to choose: 
on the left, a river whose mouth is flanked by 
jagged rocks, although it leads to Paradise; on 
the right, a river that flows placidly between 
meadows and coppices, although in fact it flows 
straight into the mouth of Hell. As a whole, 
therefore, the composition provides us with 
an unequivocal key by which correctly to in-
terpret the distinction between the rough road 
of virtue and the pleasant road of sin, which in 
the afterlife become Paradise and Hell, respec-
tively. Thus, in the Prado panel the landscape 
structure itself diagrammatically represents the 
theme of the life journey and dilemma –with a 
rather pessimistic message in this case, for the 
animula in Charon’s boat seems to have chosen 
the bad road. The raised viewpoint over this 
broad paysage moralisé provides the observer 
with the knowledge that the good Christian is 
given by his faith, something of which the sin-
ner is of course unaware, since by choosing the 
easy path he will find only perdition. 

Falkenburg suggests that all Patinir’s land-
scapes, although they may not be seen mani-
festly as diagrammatic devices –that is, in the 
manner of Charon Crossing the Styx–, are 

conceived on the basis of this symbolic duality 
between the jagged rocks (essentially deserted) 
and the placid cultivated (and inhabited) plains. 
However, this approach is a somewhat risky 
one which has been criticised by other special-
ists60. The desire to interpret as many elements 
as possible as components of a perfectly coher-
ent allegorical message obliges the iconographer 
to select what meaning must be attributed in 
each case to motifs which in themselves may be 
polisemical –which lend themselves to multiple 
and sometimes contradictory interpretations. 

Furthermore, Falkenburg contends that an-
other essential key to the iconographic inter-
pretation of Patinir’s landscapes in general and 
to his versions of the Rest during the Flight into 
Egypt in particular may be found in the distinc-
tion that St Augustine established between the  
civitas terrena, that is, the sinful world, and 
the civitas Dei and the association between this 
metaphor and that of life as a pilgrimage and the 
theme of the choice between the good and the bad  
roads. The inhabitants of the civitas terrena are 
those who have opted for the easy road that 
leads to sin and perdition; the inhabitants of 
the city of God are those who choose the hard, 
rocky road that leads to salvation61. As in so 
many landscapes by Patinir, in the Pedralbes 
panel the motif of the city is literally rendered 
–in this case the port city we see in the distance, 
which plays an especial visual role. In accord-
ance with Falkenburg’s approach, we should 
evidently be obliged to interpret the meaning 
of this motif. Nevertheless, does the composi-
tion as a whole provide us with any unequivo-
cal key by which to associate the theme of the 
city with a specific meaning? Was a contrast 
deliberately established, as Falkenburg’s inter-
pretative scheme seems to suggest, between the 
civitas terrena and the Virgin and Child? Or 
is it simply that two repertoire themes were 
innocently combined, that is, on the one hand 
a panoramic view created by Patinir and, on 
the other, a Flémallesque model that would 
have been much in demand on the market to 
judge from the great number of variants (by 
other painters) that have come down to us? In 
a conventional rendering of the Immaculate 
Conception with the symbols of the litanies, 
the civitas Dei would be included as one of the 
Marian symbols and its interpretation would 
obviously raise no doubts. This is what we see, 
for example, in one of the Flemish paintings at 
the Monastery of Pedralbes, which was insert-
ed into the made-up altarpiece of Abbess Sor 
Teresa de Cardona: here, all the symbols are ac-
companied, as was often the case, by a phylac-
tery with the inscription that identifies them62. 
The walled civitas Dei contains an ecclesiastical 
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structure with a dome that marks the highest 
point of the urban skyline. It is clear that the 
port city that appears in the background to our 
Virgo lactans, although the occasional building 
may be identified as a church, was not intended 
to play a predominant visual role: rather the 
wharf and the castle –both secular construc-
tions– constitute the motifs that acquire great-
est visual preponderance and mark the charac-
ter of the urban panorama. This would appear 
therefore to warrant a reading that establishes 
an opposition between the civitas terrena, or at 
least a mundane setting, and the image of the 
Virgin, who in herself embodies the Augustini-
an idea of the civitas Dei. 

In any case, the contents of the landscape 
and the spatial device of the Pedralbes panel 
might suggest other complementary readings. 
Indeed, the antithesis between high and low, 
combined with the isolation of the Virgin and 
Child, evokes a rich gamut of metaphorical 
virtualities63. In the case of Patinir’s landscapes, 
it has been remarked that the isolation of the 
Virgin and Child, or of the ascetic saints, con-
stitutes a visual rendering of the themes of re-
nunciation of and estrangement from the sinful 
world64. In the Pedralbes panel this idea is given 
highly effective visual expression: the solitude 
of the Virgin and Child is further emphasised 
by the fact that whom we assume to be St Jo-
seph has lagged behind, thereby remaining a 
certain distance away. Whatever the painter’s 
intentions may have been, the fact is that few 
known paintings function so perfectly as possi-
ble illustrations of the Mariological perspective 
that Eiximenis, for example, puts forward in his 
Llibre de les dones (Book of Women), in which 
he extols the dignity of women in the figure 
of the Virgin, a viewpoint to which Isabel de 
Villena would certainly have subscribed with 
enthusiasm, given her proto-feminist thinking, 
and which would undoubtedly have been at-
tractive to a host of other nuns belonging to the 
order of St Clare: 

Think… how God has honoured women, 
since he made himself the son of woman, and 
made woman a sovereign creature, endowing 
pure woman with an angelical nature … for 
she alone remained firm in her Catholic faith 
when all men in the world doubted the height 
of the divinity of the Son of God65.

One of the traits that distinguish the Pedral-
bes panel from the other versions by Patinir of 
the Rest during the Flight into Egypt is the fact 
that in this painting isolation is combined with 
elevation: what we observe here is genuine ex-
altation of the Mother and Child, raised above 

us common mortals. The statuesque isolation of 
the group is more intense than ever; the Mother 
and Child acquire the connotation of an eter-
nal image intended for devout contemplation. 
The predisposition and the ability to interpret 
the image depend, today as in the 16th century, 
on the observer’s (or the devotee’s) experience, 
expectations and cultural stock. If, on the one 
hand, an iconographical reading on the part 
of an art historian may be inadequate or even 
mistaken, on the other it is often hard, if not 
impossible, to determine how far the artist’s 
intentional message may reach, whether or not 
he is counselled by an ‘iconographical mentor’. 
Needless to say, on certain occasions the result 
of innocent combinatorial, compositional prax-
is might generate hermeneutical possibilities 
that were far from the artist’s intentions. And 
this will certainly be more often the case in the 
kind of works normally described as a pastiche 
–a label that may be applied not only to the 
Pedralbes panel but also to innumerable Neth-
erlandish paintings of the period66. 

All in all, it is clear that in the case of Pat-
inir –and of the other painters I mention– the 
Rest during the Flight into Egypt is proposed 
as a subject for pious meditation. Since this is 
a limit case, we might be forcing analysis if we 
sought to fit the Pedralbes panel into the narra-
tive Andachtsbild category, but we can define it 
as an Andachtsbild with narrative virtualities or 
accents that suggest, without imposing it, its as-
sociation with the story of the flight into Egypt. 
Its ambivalence merely reinforces the evocative 
power of this small-format panel which, by vir-
tue of its delicacy and lyricism, would be per-
fectly suitable for ‘imaginative devotion’67. And 
this leads us once again to the horizon defined 
by the meditation techniques proposed in the 
Vita Christi and other similar genres. The Med-
itationes Vitae Christi urge the devout reader to 
feel compassion for and consequently identify 
with the holy personages, with their suffering 
and their joy, with their most dramatic situations 
but also with their everyday tasks. The Medita-
tiones at all times urge devotees to imagine that 
they accompany Christ, contemplating and even 
talking to him; to imagine that they are physi-
cally present, not only as observers but also as 
invited actors. And in the Infancy cycle it is a 
matter of accompanying the entire Holy Fam-
ily on their pilgrimage: “Go along with them: 
help carry the Child, and serve in whatever way 
you can”68. In short, the meditation technique 
proposed by the Meditationes does not limit 
itself to suggesting to reader-listeners that they 
mentally visualise what is being narrated; it also 
invites them to develop the story themselves and, 
as far as their imaginations allow, conceive other 
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situations on the basis of their own experience. 
For the canonical Gospels themselves are taken 
as open texts that may not only be expounded 
and understood in many different ways but al-
so amplified, using the imagination to fill in the 
gaps left by the Evangelists69. Faith, devotion and 
honesty would seem to be enough to cannel this 
meditative exercise and guarantee the goodness 
of the contemplations. The different Vitae Chris-
ti, by being put forward explicitly also as open 
texts, thereby deliberately come to form part of 
a potentially infinite chain of compilation and 
amplificatio, the latter founded on the exercise of 
imaginative meditation.

Assuming, therefore, that a Franciscan nun 
of probably aristocratic stock would have been 
familiar with this kind of pious literature70, and 
by extension with the theory and technique of 
imaginative worship, we may surmise the value 
she would attribute to a painting such as the Vir-
gin in a Landscape at Pedralbes, whose thematic 
ambivalence would contribute to stimulating 
her meditation on Christ’s infancy and the role 
of the Virgin, inviting her to participate in and 
identify with the delicacies of the Virgin’s mater-
nity and compassion; and with this, her ability 
spontaneously to shift her imagination between 
the levels of the historical and the timeless, trans-
forming the icon into narrative and, inversely, 
narrative into icon –entwining evocation of the 
most intimate story of Jesus and the Virgin with 
contemplation of the mysteries of Christianity in 
accordance with the model suggested by the lit-
erature of the Vita Christi and other similar texts. 
As an alternative to traditional iconographical 
rendering, which summarised the theme of the 
Flight in a (narrative) image of the Holy Fam-
ily on the move, often with a complementary 
vignette (such as the fall of an idol), the theme 
of the Rest provided the opportunity to fix 
the account at a moment of intimate seclusion, 
centred on the living icon of Mary’s tender ma-
ternity, and to offer this scene as an image for 
meditation. In my opinion, this would explain 
the success of this iconographical formulation  
of the Rest, which would be a figurative corol-
lary of the previous –and contemporary– devel-
opments in pious literature. This, which is valid 
for Patinir’s most characteristic versions of the 
Rest, is also valid for the Pedralbes painting, 
which may be read alternatively as the iconic 
fixing or condensation of the theme of the Flight, 
or else as the narrative transposition of an iconic 
image. With this a return was made to Memling’s 
formulation, although adding to it a by no means 
insignificant supplement of ambivalence. 

We may imagine that the ‘day cell’ in which 
the nun might have contemplated her devotion-
al images (brought together at a given moment 

in the made-up altarpiece), would have been a 
space suitable for this kind of private worship, 
understood as a necessary complement to the 
formal experience of the liturgical cycle that 
took place in the community spaces. As Albert 
Hauf notes in relation to the contemplative mo-
dality of the Vitae Christi: 

The technique makes it possible to imagine 
all the episodes of which our inventiveness is 
capable and engage in all kinds of loans from 
and adaptations of sacred and liturgical texts. 
If this were not enough, it leaves a very broad 
margin to feel and experience them from all 
angles or viewpoints, which means (…) that 
in mathematical terms the possibilities are 
nothing short of infinite. If to this we add 
that frequent recourse was apparently had, 
as in the case of Ubertino [da Casale], to a 
cyclical system based on repetition, it is clear 
that meditation created an intimate, timeless, 
circle of experience of or coexistence with 
Christ, far more intense than the one created 
by the liturgical cycle in the exterior sphere. 
The contemplative is thus immersed in a 
twofold concentric rotation movement with 
Christ Jesus at the core71.

It is obvious that in comparison with the ty-
pology that Patinir and his workshop normally 
presented of the theme of the rest during the 
flight into Egypt, the Virgo lactans at Pedralbes 
maintains her prevailing Andachtsbild status, 
which derives from the Flémallesque prototype. 
As I have stressed, the tender, delicate image 
of maternity becomes particularly isolated and 
magnified when it is raised above a panoramic 
landscape, a ‘world landscape’, and we may pre-
sume that this particular exaltation of the Virgin 
would have the power to stimulate meditation 
and sharpen contemplation of the entire gamut 
of Mariological concepts traditionally associat-
ed with the image of the Virgo lactans, includ-
ing her role as mediator for the salvation of 
mankind72. And perhaps at this point we should 
stress the fact that the rest of the paintings that 
were incorporated into the made-up retable in 
the Sant Joan cell also define an iconographical 
context that would of necessity condition or en-
hance the meanings that a nun would attribute 
to each painting. As we have seen, the altarpiece 
includes four scenes in which the Virgin and 
Child appear: in the lower section, the Visita-
tion (in which the Child is still in her Mother’s 
womb) and an image of the Holy Family with 
John the Baptist as a Child; in the second section,  
our Virgin in a Landscape, in which the Mother 
suckles her Son, and the scene of the Lactation 
of St Bernard. 



LOCVS AMŒNVS  16, 2018 41From Patinir’s Workshop to the Monastery of Pedralbes. A Virgin and Child in a Landscape

Needless to say, in a Franciscan context the 
presence of St Bernard is only to be expected, 
since his thinking, which laid especial emphasis 
on Christ’s humanity, was one of St Francis’s 
principal models. So far as we know today, the 
legend of the saint’s lactatio appears in litera-
ture and iconography only from the beginning 
of the 14th century onwards73, and we might 
understand it as the adaptation of a theme that 
had already been circulating in the collections 
of the Virgin’s miracles, in which she heals a 
sick man by offering him her milk74. Regarding 
St Bernard, however, it is a case not so much 
healing as of conceding a spiritual asset or, as 
the first known account says, of infusing divine 
science75. On the other hand, the Bernardine 
transposition of the miracle of the lactatio had 
its justification in the Cistercian saint’s Mari-
ological formulations and, in particular, in the 
maternal symbolism and the metaphors related 
to milk and lactation he had employed when 
speaking of the mercy of the Virgin, who offers 
her intercession and protection to the whole of  
mankind. Thus, for example, in the sermon  
of the Dominica infra octavam Assumptionis 
we read: “What does human fragility fear when 
it approaches Mary? There is nothing harsh, 
nothing terrible, in her; she is all gentleness, and 
she offers milk and shelter to all”.76 This warm 
Bernardine view of the Virgin as universal nurs-
ing mother justifies in itself the juxtaposition 
that takes place on the composite retable of the 
two images of the lactatio. The authority and 
example of St Bernard invited the pious nun 
to put herself in his place as beneficiary of the 
most intimate favours of the Virgin. Remember 
that in this context the miracle of the lactatio 
of St Bernard was inserted into a broad the-
matic gamut related to the nuptial mysticism 
that was directly significant to monks and nuns 
and circulated widely during the Late Middle 
Ages77. On the other hand, the likelihood is 
that the nun would have interpreted the scene 
in accordance with the earliest and most preva-
lent account of the miracle, according to which 
it occurred when Bernard fell asleep as he was 
praying before a statue of the Virgin. This read-
ing might reinforce belief in the stimulating 
power of images, in particular that of the Virgin 
and Child, which would inevitably be projected 
onto the other image of the Virgo lactans on the 
Pedralbes altarpiece. 

Even if we admit that the set of pieces the 
nun had at her disposal might have been par-
tially fruit of chance acquisitions –for exam-
ple, family heirlooms or gifts–, the way the 
altarpiece is assembled responds to preferences 
characteristic of Franciscan piety and spiritual-
ity in general and, more specifically, to a form 

of feminisation of Christianity that might in-
voke St Bernard’s perspective –summarised in 
the aphorism Ad Iesum per Maria– and which, 
among others, had characteristic expression in 
the Vitae Christi tradition written by both male 
and female Franciscan authors, from the sem-
inal work by Pseudo-Bonaventure –the first 
version of which may have been written by a 
woman, as Sarah McNamer contends– to the 
work by Abbess Sor Isabel de Villena, in which 
the life of Christ is so often narrated from the 
point of view of the Virgin (and of other ho-
ly women, beginning with Mary Magdalene). 
What the modest set of images on the Pedralbes 
altarpiece offers is therefore an intimist, ten-
der, domestic poetical view of the Incarnation, 
conceived specially for the contemplations and 
meditations of a Clarissan nun. We should note, 
on the other hand, that once the retable had 
been built the empty spaces remaining in the 
upper section were exploited to house the imag-
es of the doctors St Jerome and St Bonaventure, 
flanking Patinir’s panel, and of St Francis and 
St Clare, flanking the Lactation of St Bernard. 

If, leaving aside the context of its reception 
on the part of a Clarissan nun we return to that 
of its production, we should make some further 
observations on the Virgin in a Landscape at 
Pedralbes, in recognition of the fact that it is not 
an isolated work in terms of its compositional 
and iconographical typology. Netherlandish 
painting of the time presents other comparable 
examples in which an iconic image stands in the 
foreground against a panoramic landscape set-
ting. I have already mentioned the tondo at the 
National Gallery, London (NG 1864), whose 
source of inspiration is the same Flémallesque 
model, although the standing Virgin is trans-
formed into a figure seated on the ground and, 
consequently, into a Virgin of humility (figure 
5). Naturally, in this case also the placement of 
the group in a natural environment might bring 
to mind the theme of the flight into Egypt, and 
yet the figure of St Joseph does not seem to have 
been included in the scene. In the middle dis-
tance, quite a way away from the protagonists, 
a number of men mounted on horseback “may 
not have any narrative significance” in the opin-
ion of Lorne Campbell; on the right, a similar 
distance away, we see the adult John the Baptist 
carrying a lantern and apparently walking along 
beside the sheep. The lantern illustrates the way 
in which Christ refers to John the Baptist as lu-
cerna ardens et lucens (John 5:35) and the sheep, 
as we know, to the way in which John refers 
to Christ as Agnus Dei (John 1:29 and 36)78. If 
the inclusion of a St Joseph would have simply 
completed a narrative virtuality, it is clear that 
the presence of John the Baptist –as an adult, 
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not a child– provides a symbolic complement 
that reinforces the Christological dimension of 
the main theme. 

The painting of Bruges provides other ex-
amples in which an iconic figure in the fore-
ground dominates a composition that also fea-
tures a landscape inspired by those of Patinir. 
This would be the case of the panel with St 
John the Baptist attributed by Friedländer to 
Isenbrant, which was auctioned at Christie’s 
(Amsterdam, 7-5-1997, lot 35) having formerly 
belonged to the Bertollo Collection in Genoa. 
In this case and also in the Patinirian manner, 
the landscape includes the scenes of John the 
Baptist preaching (left) and the Baptism of 
Christ in the Jordan (right)79. On certain oc-
casions, this iconic-landscape modality gives 
rise to solutions that from the strictly narrative 
viewpoint might appear forced, although this 
seems to lack importance if we read them as an 
Andachtsbild with narrative complements. This 
is the case at least of the panel at the Museo del 
Prado (cat. 2818), also attributed to Isenbrant80, 
in whose foreground we see Christ sitting on 
a cubic stone with his hands tied, wearing the 
thorny crown and with the cross, which he 
holds upright between his hands and legs. This 
image would seem obviously to derive from the 

type of Christ sitting on the cold rock, although 
the cross is added, thereby emphasising the 
symbolic dimension. On the other hand, this 
seated Christ does not seem to be on the top of 
Calvary, as would befit the theme of the cold 
rock, because Mount Calvary is seen in the dis-
tance. In short, the landscape, whose source of 
inspiration is once again Patinirian models, in-
corporates a rendering of the climb to the top of 
Calvary, in which the figure of Christ appears 
once again. The figure of Christ, isolated in the 
foreground, is in itself an image of meditation: 
the Saviour meditates on his own fate and, in 
this way, challenges the observers and obliges 
them also to meditate. 

If, as we see, the iconic-landscape formula  
of the Pedralbes panel may be compared to that of  
other similar paintings, it continues to be ev-
ident that it constitutes a rara avis within the 
catalogue of the work of Patinir and his work-
shop. Even so, all the motifs that are combined 
in this atypical composition are consistent with 
Patinir’s repertoire and style. This is clear in the 
case of the landscape components: the quali-
ty of their execution may be debatable, but it 
is nonetheless incontrovertible that they are 
strictly faithful to the workshop models. More 
complex is the problem posed by the figure, 

Figure 13. 
Joachim Patinir, Rest on the Flight into Egypt. Berlin, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin, Gemäldegalerie, cat. nº 608.
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and this because the overall question of the 
authorship of the figures in the ‘landscapes of 
Patinir’ continues to raise doubts difficult to 
dispel or which, at least, have not been satisfac-
torily resolved, not even subsequent to the am-
bitious monographic exhibition at the Museo 
del Prado. From among the range of stylistical-
ly heterogeneous figures that populate Patinir’s 
landscapes, may we identify a style attributa-
ble to Patinir? Did he normally paint only the 
smaller figures or did he also occasionally paint 
the larger-scale figures in the foregrounds? In 
no way do I intend to settle this question. Even 
so, I believe it would certainly not be a pointless 
exercise to define the character of the group of 
the Virgin and Child on the Pedralbes panel in 
relation to other figures present in works that 
critics regard as either autograph or at least is-
suing from Patinir’s workshop. 

Some observations on the problem 
of the figures in Patinir

As is well known, at least in one case, namely 
The Temptations of St Anthony at the Museo del 
Prado, the figures in the foreground of a land-
scape by Patinir may be attributed to another 
master, specifically to Quentin Massys. This 
collaboration is recorded in the1574 inventory 
of Philip II’s collection at El Escorial, which in-
dicates that the figures are “by the hand of the 
master Coytin” and the landscape “by master 
Joaquin”, which undoubtedly reflects the truth, 
since the style of the figures –at least the larg-
er ones– is absolutely consistent with that of 
Massys, while the landscape corresponds to the 
style of Patinir. Furthermore, extant documen-
tation attests to the family and friendship links 
between Massys and Patinir, the former, for 
example, having been one of the tutors of the 
daughters from Patinir’s first marriage subse-
quent to the premature death of the landscape 
painter81. On the basis of such evidence both 
Friedländer and, later, Koch, although each 
with his own nuances, laid particular emphasis 
on the connection with Massys of other figures 
present in some of Patinir’s masterpieces. 

Hence, for Friedländer the figures (in the 
foregrounds) of the Baptism of Christ in Vien-
na and of the Rest during the Flight into Egypt 
at the Prado, assumed to have been painted by 
Patinir, reveal that Patinir was “a competent 
disciple of Quentin”82; while Koch contended 
that in the same Rest panel at the Prado and 
the Landscape with St Christopher at El Esco-
rial, the larger figures were painted by Massys, 
or else under the influence of Massys, perhaps 
even by Patinir himself. On the other hand, in 

Koch’s view the figures in the Baptism at Vien-
na have nothing to do with Massys.83 Beyond 
their discrepancies, however, both specialists 
concurred that Massys had exerted major influ-
ence over Patinir as far as figures are concerned. 

For his part, Karel van Mander tells us that 
in the Melchior Wijntgis Collection he saw 
three paintings by Patinir and one by Joos van 
Cleve with a “very beautiful Madonna”, to 
which Patinir had added an “especially pretty 
landscape”84. This testimony, too, has given 
rise to observations, which do not always coin-
cide, from critics when it comes to identifying 
possible collaborations between the two artists  
in the preserved works. Koch even put forward 
the hypothesis that the work that Van Mander 
saw was the Rest during the Flight to Egypt at 
the Gemäldegalerie in Berlin (figure 13), or in 
any case he seemed to take it for granted that it 
was Van Cleve who painted the leading figures 
of the Virgin and Child. Other more cautious 
opinions support this supposed connection, al-
though they suggest that the figures may have 
been painted by a “member of Van Cleve’s 
workshop”85. Later I shall discuss these propos-
als. In the meantime I should mention that oth-
er instances have been pointed out in which col-
laboration would have taken place –autograph 
on the part of both– between Van Cleve and 
Patinir. The most prominent would be that of 
the Virgin and Child with a Dominican at the 
Louvre (RF 2068), pointed out by Friedländer 
and seconded by Cécile Scaillérez86, although 
in this case too there are those who cast doubt 
on the autographs of Van Cleve (John Oliver 
Hand87) and of Patinir (Robert A. Koch88).

Of what there can be no doubt, nevertheless, 
is that a fertile exchange of models took place 
between Joos van Cleve and Patinir, inevitably 
involving their respective workshops, collabo-
rators and followers. Thus, in his Rest during 
the Flight into Egypt at the Brussels museum 
(figure 14) Van Cleve incorporated the motifs 
from a composition by Patinir with which we 
are familiar in more than one variant, includ-
ing the one in the Rest at the Museo Thys-
sen-Bornemisza (Madrid) and in the two frag-
ments –from a mutilated painting– at the Muse-
um Boijmans Van Beuningen (Rotterdam) and 
in a private collection. Moreover, either Joos 
Van Cleve himself or his workshop used the 
same group of the Virgin suckling the Child for 
another composition, namely the Rest during 
the Flight into Egypt at the Munich Pinakothek, 
combining it with a landscape background 
containing motifs from other compositions by 
Patinir89. Nonetheless, in these paintings it is 
clear that the style and the repertoire deriving 
from Patinir were recreated by Joos van Cleve 
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(with greater or lesser contribution from his 
workshop in each case). Also the group of the 
Virgin and Child in these two paintings by Van 
Cleve, in Brussels and Munich, repeat an earlier 
model, which would have enjoyed considerable 
prestige since it was exploited by other Nether-
landish painters at the end of the fifteenth and 
beginning of the sixteenth centuries. The hypo-
thetical prototype has not been preserved and it 
is possible that the oldest known variant is the 
painting attributed to the Master of the Leg-
end of St Catherine (former Fink Collection; 
auctioned at Sotheby’s, New York, no. 29)90. If 
Winkler (1912) attributed the lost prototype to 
the Master of Flémalle, later Richardson (1939) 
thought more in terms of Rogier van der Wey-
den, pointing out the analogies with the Virgin 
of St Luke (Boston, Museum of Fine Arts) and 
with the figure of the half-length Virgin at the 
Art Institute of Chicago91. Without attempting 
to solve the dilemma, let me just say that the 
Campin-Van der Weyden prototype was faith-
fully interpreted by Van Cleve, although he 
also endowed it with his own personal style. In 
any case, it seems clear that it was Van Cleve’s 
variant that was adopted for the works that 
emerged from Patinir’s workshop, invariably 
addressing the same theme of the Rest during 
the Flight into Egypt, that is, the painting at 
the National Gallery (NG 3115), which may 
be attributed to Patinir’s workshop92, or at least 
to a “follower of Patinir’s” as Lorne Campbell 
prefers93, and the lost painting that had been at  
the Museo Civico Gaetano Filangieri in Na-
ples94. Both versions simplify Van Cleve’s mod-

el and, needless to say, were not painted by this 
master. While it is difficult to assess the figures 
in the lost Naples painting, those in the Lon-
don painting may conceivably be described as 
a Patinirian adaptation of Van Cleve’s model, 
although the quality of their execution is infe-
rior to that of Patinir’s best figures. In this case, 
therefore, both the figures and the landscape 
may have been painted by one or more of Pati-
nir’s assistants95. Although these examples may 
be insufficient, they allow us to surmise that 
the intense exchange between the workshops 
of Van Cleve and Patinir would have consisted 
mainly of an exchange of models –often draw-
ings– rather than an autograph collaboration 
between both masters.

The issue of whether or not Patinir was re-
sponsible for at least some of the larger-scale 
figures in his landscapes has given rise to con-
tradictory and often wavering replies, accom-
panied by the expression of a certain perplexity. 
As has rightly been observed, the hypotheti-
cal identification of a genuine figure style of 
Patinir’s would have to meet two quite obvi-
ous requirements: that this style should be, if 
not dominant, at least recurrent in the works 
which –with greater or lesser consensus– have 
been placed in the nucleus of the Patinirian 
catalogue; and that this style may not be either 
identified or confused with that of any other 
master96. 

The issue is complicated, certainly, by the 
fact that one of the key works for this discus-
sion, the above-mentioned Triptych with the 
Rest during the Flight into Egypt (today in a 
private Wiesbaden collection) (figure 15), is  
apparently inaccessible and has therefore not 
been examined in recent years by any of the 
specialists who have published studies on Pati-
nir97. This is an atypical composition in Patinir’s 
catalogue by virtue, we might say, of its ‘tradi-
tionalism’. In comparison with the wings, in 
the central panel the group of the Virgin suck-
ling the Child occupies a substantially smaller 
portion of the surface, the group is placed a 
little further back from the picture plane, the 
Virgin is seated and the format of the panel is 
much broader. The leading figures therefore 
leave a considerable amount of space free for 
the landscape. Even so, in this central panel 
of the triptych the protagonists are granted 
a visual prevalence greater than the one they 
have in any other version of the Rest during 
the Flight into Egypt rendered by Patinir in the 
characteristic horizontal format. Hulin de Loo, 
Baldass and Friedländer accepted the triptych 
as an autograph work by Patinir. Friedländer 
wrote that it engendered “vivid recollection of 
the triptych” which then belonged to the Kau-

Figure 14. 
Joos van Cleve, Rest on the Flight into Egypt. Brussels, Royal Museums of fine Arts of Bel-
gium, inv. 2928. ©RMFAB, Brussels / Photo: F. Maes.
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Figure 15. 
Joachim Patinir, Rest on the Flight into Egypt. Wiesbaden, private collection. Source: Rob-
ert A. Koch, Joachim Patinir, Princeton University Press, 1968.

fmann Collection and in 1904 was damaged by 
fire98, as a result of which it had to be restored. 
In reference to the central panel, he observed 
that both the landscape and the figures –those 
in the foreground, in the middle distance and in 
the background– reveal “a wholly convincing 
air of unity” and that in the composition as a 
whole “there are no sharp dividing lines, no 
stylistic jumps”. The same applies, according 
to Friedländer, to the wings of the triptych, in 
which the figures of John the Baptist and of 
Pope Cornelius completely dominate the com-
position from the foreground. More qualified 
is the opinion of Koch, who discerningly places 
the triptych “in the early mature style of Pat-
inir”, attributes “the glorious landscape of the 
central panel” to Patinir, but suspects that he 
may have counted on collaboration from “an 
unidentified master” for the landscapes in the 
wings99. Be that as it may, Koch casts no doubts 
on the figures of St John and St Cornelius and 
ends up admitting that all the figures on the 
three panels of the triptych –large, medium 
sized and small– would have been painted by 
Patinir himself100. Recently, Alejandro Vergara 
has suggested that the figures may have been 
painted by two or more artists and only the fig-
ure of St John seems to him to be the autograph 
work of Patinir101. What is most disconcerting 
here is the way in which he devalues the central 
group of the Virgin and Child, which strike 
him as having been painted “by a specialist in 
figures belonging to Patinir’s workshop or else 
a collaborator with the same.” In my opinion, 
among the larger-scale figures on the triptych it 
is precisely this group of the Virgin and Child 
that best conforms to the Patinirian catalogue 
by virtue of its stylistic affinities with the fig-
ures in other landscapes that critics accept as au-
tograph works. Needless to say, however, since 
I have not seen the triptych first hand I must 
remain cautious. In any case, the figures that 
arouse doubts in my mind are the ones on the 
wings, and of them that of St Cornelius more 
than St John. And in this context more empha-
sis should perhaps be laid than hitherto on the  
conspicuous imbalance that exists between  
the wings and the central panel, caused by the 
different scales of the leading figures, an im-
balance we do not observe, for example, in the  
Triptych with the Penitence of St Jerome at  
the Metropolitan Museum of New York.

Evidence that the leading figures on the cen-
tral panel of the Triptych with the Rest during 
the Flight into Egypt were particularly esteemed 
by Patinir –and by his clients– is the fact that 
they were repeated in another work from the 
workshop, the Rest during the Flight into Egypt 
with the coat of arms of Lucas Rem and his 

wife (Jean Bonna Collection, Geneva) and in a 
painting that addresses the same subject which 
is now in Brussels (Musées Royaux des Beaux-
Arts, inv. 2595), the work of one of the master’s 
followers, to which I have already alluded be-
cause it includes a variant of the port city motif 
that also appears on the Pedralbes panel. On 
the other hand, as has been noted, the St John 
on the left-hand wing took its inspiration from 
Gerard David, which obliges us once again to 
speak of the Baptism of Christ in Vienna, whose 
composition and figures –as Weale pointed out– 
are a free though unmistakable adaptation of 
the composition executed by David on the cen-
tral panel of the great triptych in Bruges (Groe-
ninge Museum). As I have reminded the reader, 
Friedländer related these figures with the style 
of Massys, something that Koch rejected. In my 
opinion, we must nonetheless take into account 



LOCVS AMŒNVS 16, 2018 46 Rafael Cornudella

      
that Massys’s style constituted at least one of 
the filters through which the painter of the Vi-
enna figures –probably Patinir himself– inter-
preted David’s models, above all as regards the 
figure of Christ102. 

Of course, a certain margin of stylistic var-
iation may be justified when the same master, 
Patinir in this case, has recourse to heteroclite 
models so long as the common traits of the fig-
ures attributed to him are sufficiently manifest. 
And this margin becomes even more plausible 
in the case of an artist such as Patinir, who 
was apparently concerned with maintaining a 
recognisably personal style more in his land-
scapes than in his figures, if we accept that it 
was mainly on his innovative landscape idiom 
that the prestige of his signature or ‘mark’ was 
based. Having said this, I believe that the af-
finities between the foreground figures in the 
Baptism of Christ in Vienna, in the Landscape 
with St Christopher at El Escorial, in the Trip-
tych with the Rest during the Flight into Egypt  
in Wiesbaden (at least on its central panel) and in  
the Rest at the Prado justify their assignation 
to the same master, presumably to Patinir –as 
contended by, among others, Friedländer and 
Koch. An additional, though insufficient, argu-
ment is provided by the fact that these figures 
–or almost all of them– were repeated with a 
greater or lesser number of detail variants in 
other works from Patinir’s workshop or by his 
followers (who may or may not have trained at 
his workshop).

This typology of figures –and I continue 
to speak principally of larger-scale figures– is 
characterised by a certain archaism: such figures 
denote not only bonding with the models of the 
great masters from previous generations, which 
was something characteristic of Netherlandish 
painting of the time, but also a pacific, sober, 
respectful interpretation of what we might 
describe as the ‘spirit’ of 15th century Nether-
landish painting, reinterpreted, doubtlessly, in 
accordance with a sensitivity peculiar to the 
first decades of the 16th century. The relative de-
pendence of the presumed Patinir-figure paint-
er on the styles of Gerard David and Quentin 
Massys places him in a strand of poetic archa-
ism which, significantly, did not succumb to 
the temptation of ‘Antwerp mannerism’. It was 
precisely this that distinguished Patinir the fig-
ure painter from his colleague Joos van Cleve, 
who did come close, albeit with talent and 
moderation, to the flamboyant, theatrical style 
of the contemporary Mannerists. In my view, 
it is highly significant that one of Van Cleve’s 
most archaising compositions as far as the fig-
ures are concerned, namely the Rest during the 
Flight into Egypt at Brussels, is at the same time 

one of his most Patinirian works in terms of the 
landscape and the figure-landscape relationship. 

Critics are unanimous in describing the Rest 
during the Flight into Egypt at the Prado as 
one of Patinir’s masterpieces (figure 16). As I 
mentioned, both Friedländer and Koch link the 
group of the Virgin and Child to the style of 
Massys, although the former contends that the 
work is by Patinir influenced by Massys, while 
the latter leaves the question more open by con-
sidering three possibilities: that the figures are 
the work of Massys, of Massys and one of his 
assistants, or of Patinir (taking it for granted that 
he was influenced by Massys). Recently, in the 
corresponding entry in the catalogue raisonné 
for the Prado exhibition, Pilar Silva concludes 
that, unlike the other figures in the background, 
the Virgin and Child may be attributed neither 
to Patinir nor Massys, but rather to a member 
of Massys’s workshop. In my view –and here 
I agree with Friedländer– the group seems to 
be consistent with the style of the large-scale 
figures that predominate in Patinir’s autograph 
landscapes. And such being the case, this would 
certainly be one of the finest figures ever painted 
by Patinir in terms of drawing, of composition 
and of pictorial rendering and would provide 
the yardstick for the master’s talents as a painter 
of figures. I should add that the group of the 
Virgin and Child in the Prado painting was used, 
with some variants, in a painting of considerably 
smaller format (38 x 51 cm), where it was com-
bined with a landscape which, though different, 
is clearly of Patinirian affiliation. This painting 
was auctioned at Sotheby’s some years ago 
(London, 6-7-2011, lot 8), where it was attribut-
ed to the ‘workshop of Joachim Patinir103. In the 
leading figures group the variants affect above 
all the Child, who adopts a more rigid pose, 
with his head in full profile. Furthermore, the 
colour of the cape (red) differs from that of its 
counterpart in the Prado painting (whitish blue). 
And lastly, the figure of St Joseph in the middle 
distance is taken not from the Prado painting 
but from the Triptych with the Rest in Wies-
baden. Evidently, the rendering of the Rest auc-
tioned at Sotheby’s has none of the strength, the  
precision and the subtlety that characterise  
the Rest at the Prado and it is also inferior in 
quality to the Pedralbes painting. If we accept 
that this latter is a product of Patinir’s work-
shop, the same does not clearly apply to the 
work auctioned at Sotheby’s.

As I noted earlier, we perceive how in his 
figures and on the basis of a sensitivity char-
acteristic of the initial years of the 16th century 
Patinir managed to interpret the spirit of Neth-
erlandish realism founded by the great masters 
of the fourteen-hundreds, linking up in particu-
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lar with the strand initiated by Robert Camp-
in and Rogier van der Weyden. The lyrical 
tone and somewhat academicising delicacy with 
which the painter reinterpreted these models 
constitute one of the stylistic options at artists’s 
disposal during the first decades of the 16th cen-
tury. With these figures it seems as though Pat-
inir had set out to confer a seal of respectability 
on a set of works whose innovative quality lay, 
needless to say, in the leading visual role as-
signed to the landscape in detriment to the fig-
ure. We might say, therefore, that the boldness 
of the new landscape genre was offset not only 
by the seriousness of its religious content –with 
its narrative and symbolic ingredients– but also 
by the stylistic pedigree of its figures. By taking 
up this option, as I mentioned, Patinir-figure 
painter revealed that he was barely receptive or 
entirely unreceptive to the models of the Italian 
Renaissance and even to the suggestions that 
came from Dürer, whose influence was decisive 
on many other Netherlandish painters active in 
Antwerp –above all the ‘Antwerp Mannerists’. 
Not even the happy encounter between Dürer 
and Patinir in 1520-1521 –with which we are so 
familiar thanks to Dürer’s travel diary– seems 
to have served to introduce Dürerian motifs or 
stylistic nuances into Patinir’s later works. 

Even so, I note a clear stylistic consistency 
in the group of larger figures we might plausi-

bly consider to be autograph works by Patinir, 
and this encompasses not only the facial types 
but also the drawing and the volumetric ren-
dering of the folds in the clothes. Indeed, in my 
opinion this latter aspect constitutes one of the 
most easily controllable and clearly distinguish-
es Patinir’s style from that of the other masters 
with whom he shared and exchanged ideas, 
like Quentin Massys and Joos van Cleve. And 
needless to say, the elegant, tempered style of 
his folds contrasts with the edgy decorative and 
calligraphic over-elaborateness so characteristic 
of the products of Antwerp Mannerism. In any 
case, it strikes me that there is a manifest corre-
lation between the way the folds are treated in 
the figures of the Virgin and Child in the Rest 
at the Prado and in those of the Rest on the 
triptych belonging to the Wiesbaden private 
collection; furthermore, I believe this analogy 
may be extended to the group of St Christopher 
and the Child on the El Escorial panel as well as 
to the figures of John the Baptist and Christ in 
the foreground of the Vienna panel. 

On the basis of these premises I believe we 
might throw new light on the figures of the 
Virgin and Child that occupy the central posi-
tion in the Rest at the Gemäldegalerie in Berlin, 
which by virtue of its landscape content is re-
garded unanimously as an autograph work by 
Patinir (figure 17). The first I must say is that 

Figure 16. 
Joachim Patinir, Rest on the Flight into Egypt. Madrid, Museo del Prado.
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the group of the Virgin and Child derives un-
mistakably from a prototype created probably 
by Robert Campin, the Virgin and Child before 
a Fire104. The oldest version of this composition, 
preserved at the Hermitage in St Petersburg (inv. 
448), forms a diptych with the Throne of Mercy 
(inv. 447) and has been attributed either to the 
master himself or else to one of his collabora-
tors or followers105 (figure 18). The presence of 
a washbowl and the fact that the Child is na-
ked have led to the belief that the Virgin may 
have bathed him or is on the point of doing so, 
although the presence of the fire has also sug-
gested a more serious reading, namely that the 
child attempts to shun the fire in what is recog-
nised as an allusion to the sacrifices described 
in the Old Testament and, consequently, to his 
own future sacrifice, while the Mother seems to 
protect him with her right hand, perhaps also 
in awareness of the fate that awaits her Son106.

On transferring the Virgin and Child from a 
domestic interior to the open air, Patinir did the 
same with the motif of the fire. This may have 

been merely the result of a mechanical adapta-
tion, although we cannot rule out the possibili-
ty that he intended to preserve the virtual sym-
bolic meaning of fire in relation to the Child. 
We should recall, in this context, the exegetical 
perspective according to which the sufferings 
Christ had to undergo as from his earliest in-
fancy –the rigours resulting from the poverty 
of the Holy Family as well as the Circumcision 
and the Flight into Egypt– were merely the 
prelude to or even the beginning of his Passion. 
If the flight saved him from the worst, from 
the martyrdom of the Innocents, this was on-
ly because the Son of God had been reserved 
for a future sacrifice that would arrive in due 
time. Nonetheless, we might also consider the 
appropriateness of the fire motif in the narra-
tive context of the flight. Although the fire may 
seem somewhat unusual in the iconographical 
tradition of the rest during the flight into Egypt 
as it was codified from the end of the 15th cen-
tury, in fact it is by no means inconsistent with 
the account. It is easy to imagine that on the 

Figure 17. 
Joachim Patinir, Rest on the Flight into Egypt, detail. Berlin, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin, Gemäldegalerie, cat. nº 608.
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long, arduous road the Holy Family would 
have sought comfort several times by lighting 
a fire, which also served as a stove. Indeed, in 
the Berlin painting we see water boiling in a 
pot over the fire, which does not appear in the 
panel at the Hermitage (or in the other versions 
that continue to place the scene in an interior). 
Without the need to assign a symbolic mean-
ing to fire, it is perfectly imaginable as part of 
a purely narrative construction that sought to 
convey a credible view of the everyday and the 
necessary. This we find at least in Sor Isabel de 
Villena’s Vita Christi, in which this motif gives 
rise to a considerable part of the narrative. The 
Franciscan author imagined that, at the moment 
of departure, St Anne had provided the Virgin 
and St Joseph with a mount and several provi-
sions, including a flint with which to light a fire:

…here you have a flint so that you may light 
a fire on the barren mountains, and thereby 
you may find comfort, you and your Son, 
in the heat of the fire, and you may boil an 
egg every time you have the opportunity to 
make fire…107

And in a subsequent passage, on relating 
how the Holy Family sought refuge in a cave, 
the Franciscan author returns to the theme and 
tells how St Joseph used the flint that St Anne 
had given them to light a fire, next to which 
they took comfort and on which, naturally, 
Joseph cooked an egg for the Child. And once 
they had eaten:

…they remained here close to the fire talk-
ing about the great divine mysteries hidden 
to mortal men but revealed to them through 
divine mercy108

Hence the literary testimony of Isabel de 
Villena serves to underline the possibilities that 
the theme of the flight into Egypt offered when 
it came to assimilating the generic motifs of an 
everyday reality, either in the literary field or 
in that of pictorial rendering. Like the image 
of maternal lactation, that of the fire could be 
readily transferred from an interior to an ex-
terior, and in this sense the cycle of the flight 
provided a perfectly plausible context.

The Flémallesque prototype, the Virgin and 
Child before a Fire, engendered a certain num-
ber of variations109, among them a late 14th cen-
tury engraving signed by the Master BM –nor-
mally regarded as a disciple of Schongauer’s–, 
who recreated the model with a certain degree 
of freedom, also transferring the group out-
doors although in this case without a panoramic 
view, only a foreground in which the presence 

of grass denotes an exterior110. Furthermore, the 
engraver eliminated the fire motif, consequent-
ly altering the gesture of the right hand of the 
Virgin, who ceases to stretch it out and, instead, 
supports her Son’s legs. In any case, the exam-
ple of the Rest in Berlin is of maximum impor-
tance when it comes to situating the Pedralbes 
painting in the framework of the practices of 
Patinir and his workshop, since here also the 
Virgin was transferred from the Flémallesque 
church interior apse to a landscape exterior. 
Having said this, I should stress that the Berlin 
Rest, although the model from which it derives 
is evident, was adapted with a greater margin of 
freedom: the Virgin’s head leans more to the left 
and downwards to emphasise her relationship 
with the Child and, above all, the pose of the 
Child himself is altered. On the other hand, in 
this case the composition is not reversed with 
respect to the prototype, unlike in that of the 
Virgo lactans at Pedralbes. 

Another question to be debated is the affil-
iation of the group of the Virgin and Child on 
the Berlin panel. As I pointed out earlier, Robert 
Koch attributed it –apparently with great con-
viction– to Joos van Cleve, while other more 
cautious opinions ascribe it to “a member of Van 

Figure 18. 
Robert Campin (Workshop of?), Virgin and Child. St. Petersburg, 
The State Hermitage Museum, inv. nº 443.
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Cleve’s workshop”. It has also been indicated 
that the underdrawing of the Virgin and Child 
differs from Patinir’s style, whereas “it resem-
bles that of Joos van Cleve”111. While it is true 
that the preliminary drawing differs from the 
most recurrent patterns in other figures on Pati-
nir’s panels, in my opinion it is debatable wheth-
er the figures may be attributed to Van Cleve or 
to one of his collaborators. The interpretation 
made here of a Flémallesque model strikes me 
as extraneous to the style of Van Cleve and clos-
er to that of other figures in the foregrounds 
of other panels by Patinir, including the group of  
the Virgin and Child in the Triptych with the 
Rest (Wiesbaden), in the Rest at the Prado and 
also the Virgin and Child on the Pedralbes pan-
el. The movement, volume and calligraphy of 
the folds in the cloth, in particular, strike me 
as differing from Van Cleve’s patterns to the 
same extent that they come close to those of 
Patinir, perhaps with a slight drop in quality. 
It might also be expedient here to emphasise 
the extreme similarity between the Virgin’s 
hands in the Berlin painting and those of the 
Virgin in the Monastery of Pedralbes painting.  
In short, while it may be that the figures of the 
Virgin and Child in Berlin do not constitute 
an autograph work by Patinir, they do seem to 
have issued from his workshop –from one of 
his collaborators or pupils– rather than from the 
hand of an independent master. 

Lastly, I believe that my overview of the 
leading figures in Patinir’s Rests should not 
neglect the panel in the Vogüé Collection in 
Dijon, although in this case I have to base my 
conclusions on a black-and-white photograph. 
Koch described it as a “very well painted com-
position” and, as I mentioned, although he clas-
sified it as a product “of the workshop”, he did  
not rule out the possibility that it might be an 
autograph work of Patinir’s. Nevertheless, the 
figures did not strike him as consistent with 
“his own style”, but rather “suggestive of that 
of Joos van Cleve”112. But though this might 
seem to be a somewhat rash statement, since 
I have not been able to examine the painting 
first hand, I get the impression that the leading 
group of the Virgin and Child is consistent with 
the style and typology of figures in the Triptych 
with the Rest in Wiesbaden and with the Rest 
at the Prado. In any case, the Vogüé painting 
features a finely composed group with an alert 
Child who stretches out his arms towards the lit-
tle bird that flies away. And once again the type  
of the Virgin seems close to that of the Pedral-
bes painting. Her head and face, her high clear 
forehead, her small mouth and chin and the 
movement of the folds on her dress and cape all 
clearly recall the Virgin at Pedralbes. 

It is my hope that these considerations will 
serve at least to reinforce the idea that Patinir 
himself would have executed many of the fig-
ures in his paintings, although his designation 
as a master who specialised fundamentally in 
landscape painting continues to be valid, some-
thing that most of his contemporaries would 
have acknowledged to judge from Dürer’s fa-
mous description of him as “der gut landshafft 
maler”. As Dan Ewing has suggested, for rea-
sons unknown Patinir does not seem to have 
taken maximum advantage of the commercial 
opportunities afforded by the new landscape 
genre he had created113. Indeed, everything 
indicates that his productivity was rather low 
and that he never employed a large number 
of apprentices and journeymen. The fact that 
a number of paintings that presumably issued 
from his workshop are of uneven quality might 
therefore be due to their having been executed 
by these few apprentices or assistants. Whatever 
the case, the collaboration formulae would have 
varied: while in the Temptations of St Anthony 
at the Prado the figures were executed by such 
a prestigious master as Massys, in other cases it 
seems that the task of rendering the figures was 
assigned to modest painters, who might even 
have copied figure models by Patinir himself, 
as seems to be the case with the Rests in the 
Jean Bonna Collection in Geneva or at the Mu-
seo Thyssen-Bornemisza in Madrid –in which 
the landscapes also might have been largely 
executed by members of his workshop. As a 
token of the complexity of the issue, we have 
the singular case of the Crucifixion at the Por- 
tland Art Museum (inv. 41.7), in which the 
landscape plays a very secondary role but the fi- 
gures struck Friedländer as autograph works 
by Patinir114 (something that Koch denies). 
Friedländer’s opinion is undoubtedly condi-
tioned by his idea that as a figure painter Patinir 
largely imitated Massys. In my view, whoever 
painted the Portland panel would certainly 
have been a disciple of Massys’s115, although 
he may also have had connections with Patinir, 
something far from improbable given the links 
between the former and the latter116. It would 
therefore be perfectly feasible to surmise that 
the painter responsible for the Crucifixion at 
Portland combined models and traits deriving 
from the workshops of both masters.

My conclusion, therefore, is that The Virgin 
and Child in a Landscape at Pedralbes, although 
it is an atypical composition compared to Pati-
nir’s oeuvre as a whole –by virtue of the visual 
importance of the figures and of its vertical for-
mat–, is nevertheless fruit of the combination of 
genuinely Patinirian motifs. The Flémallesque 
and Rogerian influences seem to predominate 
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in the figures by Patinir, especially in the groups 
of the Virgin and Child, and the Rest in Berlin 
provides us with a parallel, unequivocal exam-
ple of exploitation of a Flémallesque model. 
The figures on the Pedralbes panel are entirely 
consistent with the figure style that prevails 
in Patinir’s landscapes and even contribute to 
completing a coherent image of the typology I 
believe we may ascribe to Patinir himself. Per-
haps we should classify the Pedralbes panel as 
largely a ‘workshop’ painting, so long as we 

bear in mind that Patinir would have closely 
supervised its creation and execution and may 
even have intervened himself. If the entire piece 
is by a collaborator, it must be confessed that he 
superbly imitated the master’s style and painting 
technique, as regards both the landscape and the 
figures. In my opinion, the Pedralbes painting is 
undoubtedly closer to the core of Patinir’s out-
put than other works which at the Prado exhibi-
tion were assigned, perhaps over-generously, to 
his workshop or circle117.
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* This article has been translated 
from the Spanish by Richard Lew-
is Rees. I published a first version 
of my study of this painting in 
2005 as an entry in a catalogue 
raisonné; consequently and of 
necessity in reduced form. See R. 
Cornudella (2005), “Joachim 
Patinir (taller). Verge amb el Nen 
en un paisatge”, in M. Carbonell, 
A. Castellano and R. Cor-
nudella (eds.), Pedralbes. Els 
Tresors del Monestir, Barcelona, 
Ajuntament de Barcelona, p. 120-
126. Since then, several studies on 
Patinir have been published and, 
above all, the ambitious mono-
graphic exhibition on Patinir was 
held at the Prado Museum, with its 
corresponding catalogue raisonné, 
in which no mention was made 
of the painting at Pedralbes. See 
A. Vergara (ed.) (2007), Patinir. 
Estudios y catálogo crítico, Madrid, 
Museo Nacional del Prado. Hav-
ing now resumed my study of the 
Pedralbes painting, I have decided 
to place it in a broader critical 
perspective and pose a number of 
general questions on the output of 
Patinir and his studio, comparing 
and contrasting my ideas with 
the most recent contributions to 
furthering knowledge on Patinir. 
Moreover, for the purposes of this 
new study I had access to a recent 
reflectography examination (De-
cember 2016) conducted by tech-
nical staff at the Museu Nacional 
d’Art de Catalunya.
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