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8. Summary 
 
This study on Joos van Cleve and his workshop is part of a research project at the 
University of Groningen, sponsored by the Dutch Organization for Scientific Research, 
NWO, entitled: Antwerp Painting Before Iconoclasm: a Socio-Economic Approach (2000-2004). 
Before this project, artistic developments in Antwerp had never been studied systematically 
following a historical, socio-economic approach. The research was innovative and was 
intended to map out the common ground between: technical studies documenting changes 
in workshop practice and quantitative analysis of archival documents about the market and 
the behaviour of customers. The research focused on three aspects that also constituted the 
starting points of this thesis: production, consumption, and the distribution of paintings. 
These aspects were incorporated into a number of basic questions: how was Joos van 
Cleve’s workshop organized; when were workshop procedures standardized; to what extent 
did the artist and his employees gear their production to the wishes of their local and 
international customers; which market strategies were developed; and to what extent did 
the social position of the painter play a decisive role in his relationship with his clientele? 

To be able to answer these questions methods of technical study were used, 
specifically the study of the paintings using infrared reflectography (IRR). Of the more than 
300 works that have been attributed to Joos van Cleve and his studio, a total of one 
hundred and seven paintings were examined by IRR (or IR) and fifty by dendrochronology. 
In the first chapter on the professional life of Joos van Cleve, archival documents and 
statistical research were combined with results from technical studies. This produced 
fundamental additions to the earlier monographs on the artist by Ludwig von Baldass 
(1925), Max J. Friedländer (1934), and John Hand (1978, 2004). Accordingly, it was 
possible to analyze the establishment and functioning of Joos van Cleve’s workshop in 
Antwerp. After a period as assistant to Jan Joest in Kalkar (from 1506 until 1509), the artist 
became a free master in the Antwerp Guild of Saint Luke in 1511. Only five years later he 
registered his first student, and, in total, he admitted five pupils to his workshop. Research 
on the guild’s ledgers (De Liggeren) demonstrated that, for the period 1500-1539, a studio 
like van Cleve’s, with six employees (the master painter and five apprentices) can be 
considered large. The shop, moreover, could even have been even larger, since documents 
(regarding the Antwerp situation) show that, besides students, a number of journeymen 
could also have been active as workshop assistants. 

The study of paintings with IRR gave new insights in the division of labour within 
Joos van Cleve’s studio. Although it can be difficult to distinguish different hands within 
one workshop, with both stylistic and technical study, it was possible to attribute paintings 
to two of van Cleve’s apprentices: first, the so-called Imitator A (possibly Claes van 
Brugge) and second, Joos’s son, Cornelis. The IRR study of the key piece with The 
Adoration of the Magi by Cornelis in the Koninklijke Museum voor Schone Kunsten in 
Antwerp showed that Joos van Cleve’s students were trained to work in the same style as 
their teacher. Both the underdrawing as well as the painting technique of Joos and Cornelis 
show close similarities. 

Although in the period between 1516 and 1535, the workshop counted only one 
pupil, it seems that a major change took place around 1535, when three new apprentices 
were admitted in a short period of time. Based on IRR research, it could be determined 
that the master primarily hired journeymen to assist him in the production of altarpieces in 
the period 1516-1535. Joos van Cleve doubled the capacity of his workshop in the 1530s, 
probably to be able to meet the greatly increased demand for popular serial products. This 
probably resulted in enough permanent employees from 1535 onwards, so that hardly any 
journeymen were active in the workshop at this time. After the death of Joos van Cleve in 
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1540/41, his son Cornelis took over the studio and continued the production of popular 
compositions. 

The second chapter focuses on the workshop production of Joos van Cleve. As in 
the first chapter, the known facts are presented first: in this case, the paintings that have 
been signed by means of the artist’s monogram or an integrated self-portrait. IRR made it 
possible to study the self-portraits within the overall painting process. The artist seems to 
have included his self-portrait or monogram in commissioned works. Based on stylistic 
differences, the complexity of the compositions, and size, it can be assumed the artist was 
helped by assistants in these altarpieces. It is remarkable that in at least three out of the 
four cases where IRR research was done, it became clear that the self-portrait was not 
prepared for in the underdrawing and that the painted face was drastically altered compared 
to the underdrawn one, which was much more generic. One can assume that Joos van 
Cleve waited until the altarpieces were finished to see if the result of his employees’ work 
was satisfactorily. Only after this last inspection did he sign the work with his portrait or 
monogram. Another element that came to light during the study of the self-portraits with 
IRR is the consistent method of applying the underdrawing. The underdrawn layout 
consists of elegant contour lines for the main figures and forms, and an elaborated system 
of hatchings in different directions to indicate shadows and volume. Due to the fact the 
self-portraits can be dated to different periods in Joos van Cleve’s career, it could be 
determined that from the outset in 1511 in Antwerp, the painter had already established his 
own drawing style, which remained quite consistent over time. 

The Reinhold Altarpiece (datable to 1516) is a compound altarpiece with a sculpted 
interior and double wings painted by Joos van Cleve and his assistants. It is one of the 
earliest, known works from Joos’s Antwerp period, and the wings contain the artist’s self-
portrait and monogram. This altarpiece was selected as an example of the complex 
cooperation between the master and his assistants. The graphic underdrawing on the inner 
wing panels in the so-called woodcut convention, along with the forty-four colour 
notations, probably served as a guideline to the workshop assistants. The examination of 
other works, such as the Detroit Adoration of the Magi from Joos van Cleve’s studio, in 
which shop assistance could be postulated, showed that this method was successful. 
Although the schematic character of the underdrawing and the number of colour notations 
decreases over the years, the characteristics of the woodcut look, such as the 
comprehensive use of hatchings, the suggestive ‘white lines’, and the long slim fingers 
(often only drawn with an outer-contour) remain. The underdrawing in the woodcut 
convention can therefore be considered the basis of Joos van Cleve’s functioning 
workshop routine. The underdrawn style of the artist can be characterized as fluent and 
even, making the layout a precise image of the composition which has to be painted. 
Hardly any changes were made in either the underdrawing or the paint stage, as compared 
with the underdrawn layout.   

The case study of the Adoration of the Magi triptychs in Naples and Detroit gave 
insight into the consistent use of underdrawing in the woodcut convention. Although the 
underdrawn layout in both works functioned differently, there are some remarkable 
similarities. Moreover, the IRR research proved that the version in Naples was painted first 
and that the triptych in Detroit -with the monogram- was executed later. The completed 
altarpiece in Naples (or a drawing after this work) probably served as the model.  

In the third chapter, in which IRR also plays a fundamental role, the influence of 
the patron is studied based on commissions from Cologne, Gdańsk, Genoa, and the 
southern Netherlands. Although the artist and his assistants integrated different styles, they 
nevertheless created their own recognizable product. Beside stylistic aspects, the format of 
the panel, and perhaps even the working procedure, were adapted to the country from 
which the commission derived. Despite the geographical differences in the ordered 
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paintings, the underdrawing again remains analogous. A number of elements were revealed, 
however, that indicate the specific wishes of the commissioners. On the left inner wings of 
the triptychs with The Death of the Virgin in both Munich and Cologne, the dragon and coat 
of arms were added. Based on other changes made by the artist in these triptychs, it could 
be stated that both panels were checked by the clients at the same time. The dates for these 
paintings should therefore be revised from the current 1515 for the Cologne version and 
1525 for Munich altarpiece. 

The elaborate underdrawing in the Reinhold Altarpiece served two purposes, as a 
guideline to the assistants and as a videmus. A compound altarpiece with painted wings was a 
costly commission. It is therefore very likely that the patrons or their representative could 
influence the design (as exemplified by the underdrawn word, ‘aventmael’) and watched 
over the process closely. The figure of Saint Reinhold on the right exterior wing must have 
been ordered by the brotherhood, since this saint is uncommon in the Netherlands. As 
mentioned earlier, coats of arms are important aspects in the production process. It is 
noteworthy, then, that there are incorrect escutcheons on the Lamentation (Frankfurt) 
ordered by the council member, Schmitgen, from Cologne, and the San Donato Altarpiece 
commissioned by Stefano Raggio. In the triptych with The Descent from the Cross (Edinburgh) 
for Jan Perls and Digna de Herde, the arms were corrected during the painting process. As 
opposed to this local commission, the altarpieces ordered by Stefano Raggio and 
Schmitgen (both foreign commissions) were possibly not checked before delivery. 
Obviously, local patrons could more easily visit the painter’s shop to verify a piece of work. 
The Crucifixion triptych in Naples, also ordered by a local client, was most likely inspected 
after the underdrawn stage. In this case, Joos van Cleve had to add a third son, since he is 
non-existent in the underdrawing and only appears in paint. 

As in the San Donato Altarpiece in the Chiesa di San Donato in Genoa, the Cerezo 
Altarpiece is –although only partially- still in its original location. It was ordered by a 
Genoese merchant who had settled in Agaeta on Gran Canaria (the Canary Islands). 
Because the panels were sawn into pieces (at some point in time), the original format of the 
altarpiece is unknown. Based on archival documents, research with IR, and close scrutiny 
of the technique and format of the paintings, it can be proposed that the five panels may 
have originally formed one and the same altarpiece. Moreover, the underdrawing and 
painting technique of this altarpiece made in the 1530’s confirmed again that Joos van 
Cleve’s working methods remained constant during his career.  

As a result of IRR study of portraits in the commissioned altarpieces, it can be 
concluded that the patrons were prepared differently from other (fictive) figures. It is 
probable that Joos van Cleve drew the commissioner from life and that this drawing 
functioned as a model during the painting process (although it is questionable if this was 
the case with women and children in foreign commissions, such as the Cerezo Altarpiece). 
Joos van Cleve probably had studies and model drawings of patrons and children in his 
workshop. In a number of cases the person who had to be portrayed died before the work 
was finished. In these cases, the artist used the features of the parents, a brother or sister, 
or a description of the person by someone else. 

In the fourth chapter on serial production, the use of standard sizes is introduced 
based on the study of three groups of serially-produced works: The Holy Family, Saint Jerome 
in his Study and Christ and Saint John the Baptist, Embracing. Panels with dimensions of 50 x 35 
cm, 60 x 45 cm, and 70 x 55 cm were popular in both serial products and central panels of 
altarpieces. Joos van Cleve and his shop created the most desired subjects in various 
dimensions and in different qualities, in order to satisfy the market. Through the use of 
IRR, the way these popular paintings were produced could be reconstructed. The artist and 
his assistants often used cartoons to facilitate production. Due to this technique, the 
underdrawing has no specific characteristics that can lead to an attribution. To put it 
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another way, a work created on the basis of a traced or pounced underdrawing could have 
been laid out by Joos van Cleve as well as by any one of his assistants. By studying the paint 
surface of different versions within one group, one can observe the difference in both 
quality as well as execution. Nevertheless, it is clear that van Cleve and his workshop 
delivered high quality paintings. Although it is possible to distinguish a number of different 
hands, the works from the researched group show a consistent high quality. Based on 
stylistic elements, one can state that the artist probably had a steady group of assistants to 
assure this quality, allowing him to set himself off from other workshops. The large 
number of serial products that can be attributed to the painter and his studio assistants 
shows that it was an important segment of the workshop production. From eighty-six 
works that were examined with IRR, twenty-five (30%) were created with the help of a 
cartoon. The same percentage may also apply to the entire three hundred works that are 
attributed to Joos van Cleve and his workshop. The number of works in each of the 
categories (such as scenes from the New Testament, devotional panels, etc.) of the group 
paintings examined with IRR is similar to the larger group of three hundred works. In 
other words, it seems reasonable to assume that 30% of all works produced by the artist 
and his workshop was created using mechanical reproduction methods. 

The fifth chapter deals with the chronology of the paintings. The art-historical 
arguments concerning chronology have been compared with results from the 
dendrochronological analyses done by Peter Klein. Until recently, only panels by Hans 
Holbein and Gerard David had been systematically examined using dendrochronology. 
Because of the lack of research on other groups of sixteenth-century paintings, there was 
no exact dendrochronological formula available for this period. Since Joos van Cleve and 
his assistants very often adapted both style and composition to the wishes of the 
commissioner, it is difficult to get a fixed timeline based on stylistic elements. This causes a 
wide range of possible dates for specific works in the van Cleve group. Paintings that have 
been dated on the panel itself or the frame, or that can be dated by archival documents, are 
key elements in the chronology. From the more than three hundred works assigned to the 
artist, only thirteen paintings can be dated in this way. Historical events can also help in 
dating paintings. Dendrochronology can be used to confirm or reject such datings based on 
historical hypotheses. Of the full set of fifty paintings examined with dendrochronology, 
only two have a precise date: The Lamentation in Frankfurt and Saint Jerome in his Study in 
Princeton. Because the work in Frankfurt can be considered an autograph painting by Joos 
van Cleve, this work was used as a starting point for deciding which formula yields the best 
result. Based on The Lamentation, it was found that the same method used in the dating of 
fifteenth century panels by Jan van Eyck, Petrus Christus, Dirk Bouts, and Rogier van der 
Weyden, that is, using the youngest sapwood ring plus twenty five years in order to 
compensate for removed rings, storage time, and transport, worked best. This formula also 
gave an acceptable dating for many other works in the examined group of paintings 
attributed to Joos van Cleve and his assistants. With a deviation of four years (most 
plausible dating ± 4), this estimate provides a date which differs less then five years from 
the art-historic dating in almost 47 % of all cases. 

In conclusion, it can be stated that Joos van Cleve can be considered a 
representative painter of early sixteenth-century Antwerp, based on his very diverse and 
market-oriented oeuvre. Due to the fact that van Cleve and his workshop assistants 
focused on both local and international markets and received highly important 
commissions, this research offers the possibility of analyzing a number of aspects related to 
artistic production in Antwerp. The high quality and traditional perfection of the paintings 
from Joos van Cleve’s studio contrast with the products of other Antwerp painters from 
the same period. The artist, moreover, had a large workshop compared to contemporary 
painters in Antwerp between 1500 and 1539. Francis I was also one of his clients. Although 
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these aspects are not immediately characteristic of the artistic production in Antwerp in the 
first decade of the sixteenth century, a number of elements from Joos van Cleve’s 
workshop practice are similar to other artists in Antwerp at that time, such as underdrawing 
in the woodcut convention and the use of cartoons to reproduce popular compositions. 
This study on the artist and his studio therefore offers important information about 
workshop practice in Antwerp in general. 
 




