FRICK EXHIBITION REUNITES STUNNING PAIR OF COMMISSIONS

THE CHARTERHOUSE OF BRUGES:
JAN VAN EYCK, PETRUS CHRISTUS, AND JAN VOS
September 18, 2018, through January 13, 2019

For the first time in twenty-four years and only the second time
in their history, two masterpieces of early Netherlandish
painting commissioned by the Carthusian monk Jan Vos will
be reunited in a special exhibition at The Frick Collection.
These works—the Frick’s Virgin and Child with St. Barbara,
St. Elizabeth, and Jan Vos, commissioned from Jan van Eyck
and completed by his workshop, and The Virgin and Child with
St. Barbara and Jan Vos
(known as the Exeter Virgin,
after its first recorded owner),
Jan van Eyck (ca. 1390–1441) and workshop, The Virgin and Child with St. Barbara, St. Elizabeth, and Jan Vos,
ca. 1441–43, oil on masonite, transferred from panel, The Frick Collection; photo: Michael Bodycomb

painted by Petrus Christus and

now in the Gemäldegalerie, Berlin—will be shown with a selection of objects that
place them in the rich monastic context for which they were created. The exhibition
pays tribute to Vos as a patron and offers insight into the role such images played in
shaping monastic life in fifteenth-century Bruges. The Charterhouse of Bruges: Jan
van Eyck, Petrus Christus, and Jan Vos will be on view in the museum’s Cabinet
Gallery and is organized by Emma Capron, the Frick’s 2016–18 Anne L. Poulet
Petrus Christus (ca. 1410–1475/76), The Virgin and Child with
St. Barbara and Jan Vos (Exeter Virgin), ca. 1450, oil on panel,
Staatliche Museen zu Berlin Preussischer Kulturbesitz,
Gemäldegalerie, Berlin

Curatorial Fellow.
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CARTHUSIAN PATRONAGE IN RENAISSANCE BRUGES
The Carthusians belonged to one of the most austere monastic orders of the late Middle Ages, removed entirely from
the secular world and committed to a life of solitude and silence spent mostly within the confines of their cells. These
ascetic ideals belied a complex attitude toward ornament and images. While specific images were cited as distracting
luxuries in the order’s regulations, others were valued as important tools for meditation, and the Carthusians’
monasteries, known as charterhouses, became rich repositories of painted panels, illuminated manuscripts, funerary
monuments, altarpieces, and other fine works of art.

In April 1441, the Carthusian monk Jan Vos was elected prior of the Charterhouse of Genadedal, an important
monastery near Bruges that was patronized by the dukes of Burgundy and the city’s foremost patrician families. Soon
after his arrival in Bruges, Vos commissioned The Virgin and Child with St. Barbara, St. Elizabeth, and Jan Vos
from Jan van Eyck, who laid out the painting’s composition. Following the artist’s death in June 1441, the panel was
completed by an unknown member of his workshop. Several years later, Vos commissioned the closely related
Virgin and Child with St. Barbara and Jan Vos from Petrus Christus.

It was not uncommon for preeminent Netherlandish masters to paint
important works for Carthusian monasteries, most famously Rogier van der
Weyden, who, around 1455–64, gifted his monumental Crucifixion (now in
the collection of El Escorial, Real Monasterio de San Lorenzo, Madrid) to
the charterhouse of Scheut near Brussels, and another panel (possibly
depicting the Virgin, now lost) to the charterhouse of Herne, where his son
was a monk. Genadedal boasted
impressive works of art as well. In
addition to the Van Eyck Virgin and the
Petrus Christus panel, a small choir book
from Genadedal is included in the
Unknown artist, Low Countries, Gradual (song book formerly at Genadedal), 14th
century, manuscript, Bibliothèque municipale, Douai

exhibition. One of the only surviving

illustrated manuscripts from the charterhouse, its decoration is worn from
generations of monks touching and kissing the holy figures depicted within it.
Another outstanding work in the exhibition is associated with Genadedal: Petrus
Christus’s Portrait of a Carthusian Lay Brother. Painted in 1446, it probably
depicts one of the charterhouse’s members and is thought to be the earliest
surviving portrait of a cleric not depicted in the act of praying.

Petrus Christus, Portrait of a Carthusian Lay Brother, 1446, oil on
panel, The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York

Additional links of patronage tied the charterhouse to Van Eyck and Petrus Christus: for instance, the wealthy
merchant Pieter II Adornes, who joined Genadedal in 1454 following the death of his wife, had previously been
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portrayed by Petrus Christus and had probably commissioned two panels of The Stigmatization of St. Francis from
Van Eyck (identified today as works in the Galleria Sabauda in Turin and the Philadelphia Museum of Art).

ABOUT THE PAINTINGS: DEVOTION & COMMEMORATION
Though different in scale, the Frick and Exeter Virgins bear remarkably similar imagery, composition, and fine
execution. Both scenes depict Vos being introduced to the Virgin and Child by Saint Barbara, and are set within
elaborate porticos opening on a panoramic cityscape; the panels achieve remarkable monumentality while conveying
myriad minute details. Kneeling on holy ground removed from the city below, Vos exemplifies the Carthusian ideal
of isolation from the world. The prior’s choice of patron saints has been connected to his earlier career as a Teutonic
Knight, a military religious order that looked after the relics of Elizabeth of Hungary, a noblewoman who renounced
worldly goods to devote herself to the poor and who is depicted as a nun in the Frick panel. Saint Barbara is shown in
both the Frick and Exeter panels with her attribute, the tower where her father imprisoned her to prevent
(unsuccessfully) her conversion to Christianity. Barbara was the patron saint of artillerymen and, as such, was
especially revered by the Teutonic Knights. The story of her confinement in the tower must have also resonated with
the reclusive Carthusians: during the late Middle Ages, charterhouses often were compared to prisons. The Virgin
features as central object of veneration in both the Frick and Exeter panels, as she does in a diptych and clay tablet
(both lost) that Vos is known to have owned. This reflects not only the ubiquity of the Virgin’s cult during the late
Middle Ages, but also her importance as patron of the Carthusian order.

Because of its diminutive size (7 5/8 x 5 1/2 in.), it is probable that the Exeter Virgin served a devotional purpose. As
the fourteenth-century Carthusian writer Guillaume d’Ivrée recounted, such images were frequently found in monks’
cells, where they were meant to “excite devotion and imagination, and augment devotional ideas.” This is consistent
with meditative practices of the period, which relied on physical images to help conjure mental ones. Images
provided the crucial first step for this spiritual progress: they helped focus the monks’ minds and allowed them to
visualize themselves in the presence of holy beings. Looking at his own likeness in the company of the Virgin,
Christ, and Saint Barbara would have helped Vos visualize this divine encounter in his mind’s eye. This reliance on
mental images and visualization is not so different from exercises promoted by mindfulness meditation today. Images
were all the more important for an order whose members spent the majority of their time in their cells, in solitary
prayer: images, especially ones as rich in detail as the Frick and Exeter Virgins, would have offered endless
possibilities for examination, helping to relieve the mental strain of complete isolation.

The function of the Frick Virgin is more difficult to ascertain. Previous studies have identified it as either a
devotional work or an altarpiece. A recent examination of the archives of the Utrecht charterhouse—where Vos took
the panel after leaving Bruges in 1450—provides compelling evidence that it had served as his memorial, a type of
funerary monument popular in northern Europe during the late fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. Broadly defined,
memorials (also called votive tablets or epitaphs) were large painted or sculpted tablets, which depicted a deceased
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donor being introduced by saints to holy figures—in most cases the Virgin and Child—whose intercession they
sought. Generally, memorials would be placed above the tomb of the deceased, thus functioning as grave markers.
Their frames usually bore an inscription that identified the deceased and petitioned passers-by to pray for the repose
of the deceased’s soul. Indeed, during the fifteenth century, prayers from the living were believed to hasten the
release of the deceased’s soul from purgatory into heaven, and memorials were created specifically in order to secure
suffrages for the dead.

This was not the first time that Van Eyck was commissioned to paint a memorial: his
monumental Virgin and Child with the Canon Joris van der Paele (ca. 1434–36) originally
hung in Bruges’ Church of Saint-Donatian, above Van der Paele’s grave. (It is now in the
Groeningemuseum in Bruges.) Another memorial by the artist, The Virgin and Child with
Nicolas van Maelbeke, was completed probably around the time Vos arrived in Bruges.
Although lost, the panel is known through two silverpoint drawings from about 1445 (now in
the Germanisches Nationalmuseum in Nuremberg and the Albertina, Vienna). The latter,
attributed to Petrus Christus, is featured in the exhibition. This composition inspired the
Attributed to Petrus Christus, The Virgin and
Child with a Donor (copy after Jan van Eyck’s
Maelbeke Virgin), silverpoint on prepared
paper, The Albertina Museum, Vienna

Exeter Virgin and shows the impact of Van Eyck’s legacy on the younger painter.

When Vos began his tenure as prior of Genadedal, he was probably in his fifties, at an age when one usually started
planning for death. By then Van Eyck had completed his memorials for Van der Paele and Van Maelbeke, which
may have been known by Vos, perhaps prompting him to commission the artist to produce a similar (though more
modest) in size memorial for himself.

In 1443, about two years after the completion of the Frick Virgin, Vos petitioned his acquaintance, Bishop Martin de
Blija, to attach to the memorial an indulgence—that is, a grant that promised passers-by a remission of time served in
purgatory in exchange for their prayers. Specifically, the indulgence guaranteed forty days of pardon to whoever
would greet the Virgin in the Frick panel with the Ave Maria, the first line of which, significantly, appears
embroidered on the canopy behind the Virgin, suggesting that Vos planned from the onset of the commission to seek
an indulgence for the panel. The painting’s imagery thus invited viewers to recite the indulgenced prayer. The
indulgence could also be gained by saluting the panel’s images of Saint Barbara or Saint Elizabeth by reciting both
the Ave Maria and the Pater Noster. Forty-day indulgences were by no means uncommon during the late Middle
Ages, and they were frequently granted to encourage prayers in front of newly made images. As a spiritual privilege
granted to the Carthusians, the indulgence was only valid as long as the image remained within the order. Thus, on
the walls of The Frick Collection, the Virgin has lost its supposed power of spiritual remission.

What prompted Vos to seek an indulgence for his memorial? Effectively, the indulgence made the painting’s
beholder a mutually beneficial offer: in addition to benefitting Vos’s soul, the recitation of special prayers in front of
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the panel would also improve the viewer’s prospects for salvation through the remission offered by the indulgence.
Vos thus used the indulgence to call attention to his memorial and incentivize suffrages for his soul among his fellow
monks. In procuring the indulgence, Vos transformed the panel into a currency in the economy of salvation that
pervaded the era.

The Frick and Exeter Virgins survived the destruction of the Bruges and Utrecht charterhouses during the religious
wars, in 1578 and 1580 respectively. While Vos’s body lies anonymously somewhere beneath the residential
buildings that now stand on the site of the Utrecht charterhouse where he died in 1462, his memorial hangs on the
walls of The Frick Collection. Venerated today for its artistic qualities rather than as an object that helped one secure
salvation, Vos’s memorial has fulfilled its function, though perhaps not in the way that he had anticipated: it has kept
alive the memory of this Carthusian monk, whose patronage of Van Eyck and Petrus Christus gave us two
masterworks of early Netherlandish painting.

PUBLICATION
The exhibition is accompanied by a beautifully illustrated catalogue written by curator
Emma Capron with essays by Maryan Ainsworth, Curator of European Paintings at
the Metropolitan Museum of Art, and Till-Holger Borchert, Director of the Bruges
Museums. It is published in association with D Giles Limited. Drawing on recent
technical examination information and new archival research on the works
commissioned by Jan Vos, the volume explores the panels’ creation, patronage, and
function in their rich Carthusian context. The book (hardcover, 160 pages, 85 color
illustrations; $44.95) is available in the Museum Shop or can be ordered through the
Frick’s Web site (www.frick.org) and by phone at 212.547.6848.

Major funding for the exhibition is provided by Howard S. Marks and Nancy Marks and an anonymous gift in
memory of Melvin R. Seiden. Additional support is generously provided by The Andrew W. Mellon Foundation, the
General Delegation of the Government of Flanders to the USA, Mr. and Mrs. Michael J. Horvitz, Margot and Jerry
Bogert, Harlan M. Stone, an anonymous donor, the Samuel H. Kress Foundation, and Nicholas Hall. The
accompanying catalogue is underwritten, in part, by the Flemish Research Centre for the Arts in the Burgundian
Netherlands, Musea Brugge.
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BASIC INFORMATION
General Information Phone: 212.288.0700
Web site: www.frick.org
Building project: www.frickfuture.org
E-mail: info@frick.org
App: frick.org/app
Museum address: 1 East 70th Street, near Fifth Avenue
Hours: Open six days a week: 10:00 a.m. to 6:00 p.m. on Tuesdays through Saturdays; 11:00 a.m. to 5:00 p.m. on
Sundays. Closed Mondays, New Year’s Day, Independence Day, Thanksgiving, and Christmas Day. Limited hours
(11:00 a.m. to 5:00 p.m.) on Lincoln’s Birthday, Election Day, and Veterans Day
Admission: $22; senior citizens $17; students $12; Pay-what-you-wish hours on Wednesdays from 2:00 p.m. to 6:00
p.m. PLEASE NOTE TO YOUR READERS: Children under ten are not admitted to the museum
First Fridays: Museum admission and gallery programs are free from 6:00 p.m. to 9:00 p.m. on the first Friday
evening of the month (except January and September)
Subway: #6 local to 68th Street station; #Q to 72nd Street station; Bus: M1, M2, M3, and M4 southbound on Fifth
Avenue to 72nd Street and northbound on Madison Avenue to 70th Street
Tour Information: Included in the price of museum admission is an Acoustiguide Audio Tour of the permanent
collection. The tour is offered in six languages: English, French, German, Italian, Japanese, and Spanish.
Shop: The shop is open the same days as the museum, closing fifteen minutes before the institution.
Group Museum Visits: Please call 212.288.0700 for details and to make reservations.
Public Programs: A calendar of events is available online
Library address: 10 East 71st Street, near Fifth Avenue
Hours: www.frick.org/visit/library/hours
Admission: Open to the public free of charge
#332, August 16, 2018
For further press information, please contact Alexis Light, Senior Manager of Media Relations & Marketing; Phone:
212.547.0710; E-mail: mediarelations@frick.org
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