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J acob (also known as Jacques) de Backer, a painter 
praised by Karel van Mander in his Schilder-Boeck of 
1604, remains a problematic figure in the history of late 

sixteenth-century Netherlandish art. None of the pictures 
ment ioned as his works in the Schilder-Boeck can be 
securely identif ied;1 no paint ing or drawing attributed to 
him carries a signature with any claim to authenticity; and, 
despite the admirable efforts of Justus Mii l ler Hofstede and 
Leen Huet, scholars agree neither on his approximate life 
span nor on the definitive scope of his oeuvre.2 The art trade, 
however, continues to baptize as "De Backer" particular 
kinds of paintings and drawings: allegorical, mythological, 
and religious subjects that were clearly made in the Southern 
Netherlands between about 1570 and 1600 but that at the 
same t ime display a strong influence of the late Italian mani-
era. (Indeed, dur ing their previous stint in the art market 
many of the pictures now given to De Backer carried an 
attr ibut ion to Italian painters such as Agnolo Bronzino, 
Francesco Salviati, and Jacopo Zucchi.) The works currently 
assigned to Jacob de Backer exhibit surprising differences 
in artistic qual i ty and, wi th in the def in ing frame of late 
sixteenth-century Netherlandish Romanism, represent a 
plural i ty of ind iv idual substyles. The situation is further 
complicated by the fact that nearly every painting attributed 
to the artist is known in two or more (sometimes as many as 

twenty) versions.3 

In previous publications,4 I have suggested strategies for 
approaching the De Backer phenomenon in order to create 
a more convinc ing profi le of the artist. I called for a close 
reading of written sources and provenance information and 
a study of iconographic parallels and the evidence of prints 
inscribed with a "De Backer invenit." But my ultimate sug
gestion was that we shift our attention away f rom the previ
ous quest, often unsuccessful, to isolate original pictures by 
a distinct personality called Jacob de Backer and concen
trate on defining a corpus of works closely related in style 
and iconography that we might label "the De Backer group." 
Only after such a group has been identif ied and studied 
systematically can we even begin to define individual hands 

within it, among them Jacob de Backer, who indeed might 
be better characterized as a workshop head than as a mas
ter. De Backer is never mentioned as a master in the Antwerp 
Liggeren, or Record of Artists. As Van Mander impl ied, he 
worked in the studio of the art dealer and painter Antonio 
van Palermo (1503/13before 1589). 

Even though a considerable number of prev iously 
unknown Southern Netherlandish Mannerist pictures come 
to light each year, scholarly efforts in the field remain sparse. 
And recent academic publications devoted to the philoso
phy of the mul t ip l ied image in Nether landish art have 
contr ibuted l i t t le to a better understanding of the actual 
mechanics of workshop production in the fifteenth and six
teenth centuries.5 The most promising method of deal ing 
with the mass of replications, variations, and copies attrib
uted to Jacob de Backer remains a close examination of the 
stylistic and material evidence of each work in conjunct ion 
wi th an analysis of its funct ion. Studying the relationship 
between the different versions of a single composit ion can 
then help to reveal how the choice of part icular artistic 
means was connected with contemporary workshop prac
tice and the tastes of patrons and art collectors. 

A case in point is a heretofore unpublished chiaroscuro oil 
on paper (Figure 1) acquired in 2002 by the Department of 
Drawings and Prints of The Metropolitan Museum of Art as a 
work attributed to Jacob de Backer.6 As a recent restoration 
has confirmed, the paper was originally laid down on panel; 
traces of the wood grain are still visible on the verso of the 
cardboard on which the drawing is now pasted. The verso of 
the cardboard (Figure 2) also contains traces of a drawing in 
black chalk depicting the torso and head of a seated woman 
wi th a naked chi ld standing on her leg. The oil itself (for 
which the chalk drawing may have served as a preparatory 
study) shows a seated Madonna gazing down at the infant 
Christ she cradles in her right arm. Jesus, positioned securely 
on the massive l imbs of his mother, looks up at her as he 
stretches his left arm toward the apple she holds up in her left 
hand. Although there is no indication of the throne or chair 
Mary is sitting on, the pl inth that raises her figure slightly 
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1. The De Backer group (active Antwerp, ca. 
1570-1600). Charity, or, Madonna and Child 
with Saint lohn, ca. 1580-90. Brown and 
black oil with white heightening on paper, 
11% x 9 in. (29.5 x 23 cm). The Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, The Elisha Whittelsey 
Collection, The Elisha Whittelsey Fund, 2002 
(2002.88) 
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above ground level lends her dignity. Her elegant headgear 
covers most of her hair. The bodice and sleeves of her dress 
are of more refined cloth than the massive folds of drapery 
winding around her volumetrically defined legs and fal l ing 
over the edge of the plinth to the ground. The angel poised in 
the air behind the Virgin, beyond the light that illuminates the 
figures in the foreground, holds a crown over her head with 
his right hand and a palm frond in his left. The naked child at 
the right raises his right arm to offer two cherries to the infant 
Christ, and as he does so turns his back to the spectator in an 
elegant walking pose that was popular with other sixteenth-
century painters.7 The child sitting on a slightly elevated spot 

in the left foreground that may be the roots of a tree, his face 
almost completely in shadow, holds an anachronistic crucifix 
that clearly identifies him as the young Saint John, the fore
runner of Christ. 

The unusual c o m b i n a t i o n of moti fs in this p ic ture 
evinces its maker's intense study of Italian models, earlier 
Nether land ish images inspired by I ta l ian art, or both. 
Jacques Foucart, f o l l owed by Leen Huet, has compared 
the nude ch i l d present ing the cherr ies to Jesus to the 
f igure of Cupid in Agnolo Bronzino's Felicitas Publica in 
the Uff iz i , Florence," but this moti f is more probably a 
free in terpretat ion of the famous Rest on the Flight to 
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Egypt by Federico Barocci that Cornelis Cort reproduced 
in 1575. l JThe interact ion between a seated Mary hold ing 
an apple and the infant Jesus appears in other contempo 
rary composi t ions, among them Adriaen Collaert's Holy 
Family after Hendr ick Gol tz ius of 1585. ' ° The massive 
f igure of Mary seated on a pl in th derives f rom sculptural 
representations of the Virg in and Chi ld such as the famous 
Madonna of Bruges by M i c h e l a n g e l o (Onze Lieve 
Vrouwekerk , Bruges). Her weighty, vo lumetr ic f igure is 
c lose ly re lated to other Madonnas at t r ibu ted to the 
De Backer group, most signi f icant ly the Madonna and 
Child with Saint lohn in the Kunsthistorisches Museum, 

Vienna (Figure 3) . " 
Not surprisingly for a picture associated wi th the De 

Backer group, the New York oil on paper is closely related 
to several other compositions. Another rendering, in black 
chalk and white heightening on blue paper, is in the Dresden 
KupferstichKabinett (Figure 4).''That sheet, also previously 
unpublished, is slightly disfigured by oil stains in the upper 
half, but their presence does not obliterate the composi
tion's attractions. The number 1583, which may be either a 
date or an inventory number, has been added in black ink 
in the lower right corner. The slightly hesitant drawing style 
of the Dresden work indicates that it was copied by a studio 
apprentice or fol lower after a superior version, perhaps an 
as yet untraced work on paper. 

At least two paintings are connected with the composi
t ion of the New York oil sketch. One, on canvas (Figure 5), 
is in the church of SaintGermaind'Auxerre in Boissisela
Bertrand; the other, on panel and of slightly inferior quality 
(Figure 6), was sold at Sotheby's in London in 1977 and has 
not been seen since.1 'The paint ing in France, which the 
American art dealer and col lector George Aloysius Lucas 
presented to the church of BoissiselaBertrand in 1894, car
ried an attr ibut ion to Andrea del Sarto unti l Foucart pub
lished it as a work of De Backer in 1988.11 The painting is a 
particularly successful translation of the sculptural or relief
l ike quali t ies expressed in the New York oil sketch in a 

colorful arrangement of tastefully positioned figures whose 
marble whi te skin is enhanced by touches of elegant if 
somewhat unnatural colors. Did Karel van Mander base his 
praise of Jacob de Backer as an excellent colorist on this 
kind of picture? 

The New York oil served either as a modello for a paint
ing, a record of a canvas or panel version after it had left the 
workshop, or a finished painting sui iuris that, l ike the ver
sions on canvas and panel , was sold to a col lector . 
Considering that the work was laid down on wood for a 
long time, it is tempting to assume a combinat ion of either 
the first and third or the second and third functions. The 
New York grisail le may even be the "work in whi te and 
black by Jacques de Backer, a Charity on panel in a frame" 
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3. T h e D e Backer g r o u p . 

Madonna and Child with 

Saint )ohn. O i l o n canvas, 

5 2 % x 71 in. (133 x 180.5 

cm). Kunsth is tor isches 

M u s e u m , V i e n n a (1689). 

Pho tog raph : Erich Less ing / 

A r t Resource, N e w York 

mentioned in the inventory of the col lect ion of the painter 
Victor Wol fvoet at the t ime of his death in Antwerp in 

1652.15 If, as the traces of black chalk on the verso of the 
sheet indicate, the paper was reused by the same artist or 
group of artists, the mount ing and perhaps even the pan
e l ing of the grisail le cou ld have been done in the same 
shop. It may have been intended to be seen as a paint ing 
from the very beginning. 

The oil "sketch" in the Metropol i tan Museum has little to 
do with the free and more painterly monochrome oils by 
Ital ian c inquecento artists such as Federico Barocci or 
JacopoTintoretto but is related instead to the clearly defined, 
re l ie f l i ke ch ia roscuro produced in s ix teenthcentury 
Florence, most prominently by artists in the circle of Giorgio 
Vasari such as the Netherlandish painter Joannes Stradanus 
(or Jan van der Straet).'6 The parallel with Stradanus is one 
of style rather than technique. His grisaille paintings were in 
either fresco or tempera, and none of his works on paper 
appears to have been made in the medium of oi l . Yet the 
figure style and distribution of light and shadow in some of 
his more finished drawings, especially those that served as 
models for Medic i tapestries and were later sent to Antwerp 
to be turned into engravings, are remarkably analogous to 
the Metropol i tan painting. 

In the sixteenth century several artists in the Netherlands 
made monochrome oi l drawings on paper,'7 among them 
Joachim Beuckelaer,1" Dirck Barendsz,19 Otto van Veen, Frans 
Pourbus, Crispin van den Broeck,20 Bernaert de Rijckere,21 

and Hendrick Goltzius.22 These artists used grisaille oil paint
ings on paper primari ly as a means to prepare and define 
larger scale pictures; a grisaille was an intermediary step 
between a pre l im inary pen or chalk draw ing and the 

finished oil painting. These works may also of course have 
served as presentation sheets that helped patrons under
stand what the finished picture would look like. Van Veen's 
grisaille study in oil for his large Martyrdom of Saint Andrew 
in the SintAndrieskerk in Antwerp is a good example.23 

Another such sheet is a highly detailed grisaille on paper of 
the Last Judgment (private col lect ion) that accord ing to 
Mii l ler Hofstede might be Jacob de Backer's preparatory 
modello for the middle panel of a triptych intended for the 
tomb of the prominent Antwerp printer, publisher, and 
bookbinder Christoph Plantin, who died in 1589 (Onze
Lieve-Vrouwekathedraal, Antwerp).24 Artists l ike Otto van 
Veen also used monochrome oil sketches on paper as mod
els for engravers. These sketches are usually less f inished 
than presentation sheets because the collaborating engraver 
would often translate the painter's rough indications into the 
incised lines he required. The high degree of f inish of the 
New York oil sketch therefore f i rmly excludes the possibility 
that it served as such a model. 

As they did in the fifteenth century, in the days of Jan van 
Eyck and Rogier van der Weyden, in the late sixteenth cen
tury Netherlandish artists painted grisailles on canvas or 
panel for altarpieces as wel l as for private collectors. For 
example, the predella of The Madonna of Saint Luke that 
Marten de Vos painted in 16012 for the cathedral of 
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4. T h e D e Backer g roup . Charity-Madonna. Black cha lk w i t h w h i t e 

h e i g h t e n i n g o n b l u e paper , 11VB X 8 % in . (29.6 x 22 .2 cm). Staat l iche 

K u n s t s a m m l u n g e n Dresden , Kup fe rs t i ch Kab ine t t (C533 in C 808 ,2 ) 
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Antwerp (now Koninkl i jk Museum voor Schone Kunsten) 
consists of several grisaille scenes from the life of the patron 
of the painters' guild, the Gui ld of Saint Luke.25 Other mon
ochrome pictures by Jacob de Backer are mentioned in the 
1652 inventory of Victor Wolfoet's collection: number 86 is 
a grisaille painting of an unspecified subject ("a [picture] in 
black and white by Jacques de Backer on panel in a small 
frame"),26 and number 80 is a Danae on panel ("a Golden 
Rain by Jackques de Backer in black and white wi thout a 
frame")27 that may wel l be identical with a grisaille painting 
on canvas now in the Kunsthistorisches Museum in Vienna 
(Figure 7).28 Another grisaille painting on canvas represent
ing Susanna and the Elders (Figure 8) was recently auctioned 
as a work of Jacob de Backer.29 Once the New York oil 
sketch was mounted on panel, it must have been regarded 
as an independent work, the equivalent of such canvas or 
panel paintings. 

In terms of iconography, the Metropol i tan's Madonna 
and Child is a surprisingly complicated case. Foucart has in 
fact def ined the subject of the paint ing in Boissisela
Bertrand as a personi f icat ion of Chari ty rather than a 
Madonna, cit ing the example of Andrea del Sarto's famous 
paint ing in the Louvre, Paris, the existence of which may 
even have been the reason for the BoissiselaBertrand pic
ture's former attr ibution to that artist.30 Some of the more 

unusual features of the composition, especially the standing 
child on the right, who does not appear in any of the period's 
more canonical representations of the Madonna with Child 
and Saint John, seem to confirm that alternate interpretation. 
Foucart was both right and wrong, however: the picture's 
composition is based on a typically Mannerist conceit in that 
it represents and confronts two closely related subjects at the 
same t ime, subjects that were both represented by wel l 
known painters such as Andrea del Sarto.31 Viewers who at 
first glance regarded the picture as a simple Madonna and 
Chi ld would have been surprised by the addit ional figures 
and would soon have understood and even admired the alle
gorical complexity. In addit ion to their value as religious 
images, these pictures must have had a special appeal for 
contemporary art collectors (the Liefhebbers [lovers] of De 
Backer's art mentioned by Van Mander). 

The iconology of this and several other paintings attrib
uted to the De Backer group was as much the product of 
effective workshop practice as of considered theological or 
phi losophical reflection. In the corpus of the De Backer 
group are several other pictures representing a woman 
seated in the center of the composi t ion wi th two or three 
nude or seminude chi ldren next to her. These figures are 
more clearly allegories of Charity (Caritas) or Divine Wisdom 
(Sapientia divina). Divine Wisdom can be seen in a picture 
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5. The D e Backer group . Charity-Madonna. O i l o n canvas, 66VB X 
5 2 in. (168 x 132 cm). C h u r c h o f S a i n t  G e r m a i n  d ' A u x e r r e , 

Boiss ise laBer t rand, France 

6. T h e D e Backer g r o u p . Charity-Madonna. O i l o n pane l , 4 9 x 3 8 in. 

(124.5 x 9 6 . 5 cm). Private c o l l e c t i o n . Pho tog raph : cou r tesy Sotheby 's 
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7. The De Backer group. 
Danae. Oil on canvas, 24% x 
18Vs in. (62 x 46 cm). 
Kunsthistorisches Museum, 
Vienna 

I 

in the Nationalmuseum, Stockholm,32 and, in a slightly dif
ferent arrangement, in another in the Staatsgalerie, Bam
berg.33 The Bamberg picture, several other versions of which 
are known (see Figure 9),34 represents a young woman in an 
interior wi th a book on her lap who is point ing wi th her 
right hand at a mirror held by a genius crouching in the left 
foreground. Another chi ld with an enormous torch stands to 

the right and another genius f lying over the woman's head 
brings her a palm frond and a laurel(?) wreath with flowers. 
In several painted versions of Charity, the best known of 
wh ich is in the Kelvingrove Art Gal lery and Museum, 
Glasgow (Figure 10),35 the child on the right stands in almost 
the same pose as his counterpart in the CharityMadonnas 
in New York (Figure 1) and BoissiselaBertrand (Figure 5), 
whi le the f igure of Saint John wi th the crucif ix has been 
replaced by a child standing on the left who holds a burning 
heart in his raised right hand. In another version of the 
Glasgow allegory that was auctioned in Paris in 2001 (Figure 
11), the putto on the right presents the cherries to the infant 
Jesus wi th his left hand rather than wi th his right and an 
additional piece of cloth hangs over his shoulder.36The most 
important difference between the Charities of the Glasgow 
type and the CharityMadonnas is the man cowering at the 
feet of the seated woman, a figure with a money bag in his 
hand who can be interpreted as a personification of Avarice 
or, alternatively, as Judas.37 

A painted Madonna of moderate qual i ty in a private 
col lec t ion (Figure 12)38 demonstrates that certain compo
sit ional features belonging to what must previously have 
been separate inventions cou ld be freely combined. The 
seated Saint John ho ld ing the cruc i f i x in the left fore
ground of that picture, for example, is direct ly related to 
the compos i t i on of the New York o i l sketch, w h i l e the 
poses of Christ and the ch i ld on the right are quite differ
ent, and the seated w o m a n not only has more matronly 
features but also looks up at the angel rather than looking 
down, as she does in most of the other versions. Another 
variant of the Glasgow Charity, last seen in an auct ion in 
1933 (Figure 13),39 shows the standing putto on the right 
hold ing a mirror in his raised right hand that funct ions as 

8. The De Backer group. Susanna 
and the Elders. Oil on canvas, 15 x 
22'A in. (38.1 x 56.2 cm). Private 
collection. Photograph: courtesy Jan 
de Maere Gallery, Brussels 
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9. The De Backer group. Divine 
Wisdom. Oil on canvas, 54 x 
42% in. (137 x 109 cm). Private 
collection. Photograph: 
courtesy Sotheby's, London 

10. The De Backer group. 
Charity. Oil on canvas, 33 '/a x 
24% in. (84.2 x 61.8 cm). 
Kelvingrove Art Gallery and 
Museum, Glasgow. Photograph: 
Giorgio T. Faggin, La pittura ad 
Anversa nel Cinquecento 
(Florence, 1968), fig. 170 

11. The De Backer group. 
Charity. Oil on panel, 40% x 
28% in. (102 x 72 cm). Private 
collection. Photograph: 
courtesy Poulain le Fur, Paris 

12. Circle of the De Backer 
group. Madonna and Child. Oil 
on panel, 42'/> x 29% in. (108 x 
76 cm). Private collection. 
Photograph: courtesy Tajan, 
Paris 
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a kind of speculum passionis, reflecting the image of the 
crucif ied Christ. 

There is little doubt that all of these repetitions, replicas, 
and variants were prepared with the help of painted mod
els, or ricordi, of inventions that had previously been defined 
by the head of the workshop or cooperat ive of painters 
working in the same shop style, that is, by an artist who may 
be identifiable as Jacob de Backer. These models appear to 
have been executed both in pen and in oi l ; for example, a 
fragment of a pen drawing of the Baptism of Christ in the 
Louvre and attr ibuted by the museum to an imitator of 
De Backer looks as if it was copied after a painting such as 
the Baptism of Christ in the Gemaldegalerie Alte Meister, 
Kassel,40 and was thus useful in the preparation of one or 
more replicas of that picture. 

One wonders if such special edit ions and variations of 
exist ing composi t ions were not only the typical results of 
a produc t ion method based on the repet i t ion of proto
types but were also ordered by indiv idual clients. In other 
words, cou ld compos i t ions be adapted and assembled 
accord ing to special needs f rom a k ind of catalogue of 
motifs? An o i l sketch on paper at t r ibu ted to Jacob de 
Backer in the Brit ish Museum, London (Figure 14), for 
example, appears to be an adaptat ion of the paint ing in 
the Metropol i tan Museum, an adaptat ion that most prob
ably served as a new composi t ion of yet another canvas 
or panel of the type best represented by the paint ing in 
BoissiselaBertrand (Figure 5). The economica l reuse of 
figures and motifs exempl i f ied by the London oi l sketch 
was qui te subtle. In fact, the pose of the infant Saint John 
l y ing in the left fo reground is an im i ta t ion , w i t h small 
variations, of the Christ Chi ld ly ing on his mother's lap in 
the New York picture. The secondary status of the London 
sketch wi th respect to the paint ing in the Metropol i tan is 
especial ly apparent in details such as John's right hand 
hold ing the cruci f ix , wh ich is a direct but somewhat mis
placed quotat ion of Christ's gesture in the paint ing. 

W h i l e the London sketch conveys a clear impression 
of the gene ra l l y g o o d q u a l i t y of the w o r k s h o p tha t 
produced all or most of the De Backer group images, it 
also characterizes the dai ly rout ine of mass product ion in 
painters' workshops in late sixteenthcentury Antwerp . 
Do ing business on this semi industr ia l scale meant that 
painters cou ld create a model for a Chari ty and—af te r 
some minor adaptat ions—use it for a Div ine Wisdom or 
a Madonna. This practice extended to composi t ions, orig
inal ly separate, that were sometimes comb ined to form 
new images. The best of these patchwork composi t ions is 
a pa in t ing at t r ibuted to the c i rc le of De Backer in the 
Stedelijk Museum Vander KelenMertens, Leuven (Figure 
15).41 Another version of the same composit ion (Figure 16), 
in which the putto standing on the right offers a bunch of 
small oranges and orange blossoms to the infant Christ 



15. Circle of the De Backer 
group. Adam and Eve, 
Charity-Madonna, 
Crucifixion. Oil on panel, 
31% x 67 Vs in. (80.5 x 170.5 
cm). Stedelijk Museum 
Vander Kelen-Mertens, 
Leuven (S/37/O) 

16. Circle of the De Backer group. Adam 
and Eve, Charity-Madonna, Crucifixion. Oil 
on panel, 30% x 42'A in. (77 x 108 cm). 
Private collection. Photograph: courtesy 
Dorotheum, Vienna 

(the sale catalogue explains this detai l as an homage to 
W i l l i a m of Orange), was of fered for sale in Vienna in 

2000 and 2003.42 

Huet has convincingly identified the Leuven picture as a 
compi la t ion of three different invent ions—an Adam and 
Eve, a Charity, and a Cruci f ix ion—ment ioned in Van Man-
der's Schilder-Boeck as separate paintings "half als t' leven" 
(half l i fe-size) by Jacob de Backer in the co l lec t ion of 
Melchior Wijntgis of Middelburg.4J But does this successful 
connection of an extant painting with attested works actu
ally al low us a glimpse of the true De Backer? If this should 
prove to be the case, it is ironic that the only way to identify 
a painting mentioned by Van Mander as De Backer's is by 
conduct ing a study of a workshop compi lat ion (or even a 

copy of a workshop compilat ion) of rather doubtful artistic 
quality. For an understanding of what made the art of Jacob 
de Backer, or rather the brand "Jacob de Backer and Co.," 
so ubiquitous and attractive to his contemporaries, the New 
York oil sketch offers a fresh starting point. 
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