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From the author whose writing has been called ‘sublime’ and whose ability to bring art and history vividly to life has earned him admiration worldwide, Hang-Ups is Schama’s rallying cry for the art lover to look again at familiar works of art and their artists – and embrace a new way of seeing.
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INTRODUCTION

Lunches at the Courtauld

ART BEGINS WITH resistance to loss; or so the ancients supposed. In a chapter on sculpture in his Natural History, Pliny the Elder relates the legend of the ‘Corinthian Maid’ Diboutade who, when faced with the departure of her beloved, sat him down in candlelight and traced his profile from the shadow cast against the wall. Her father, the potter Boutades, pressed clay on the outline to make a portrait relief, thereby inaugurating the genre (and wrecking, one imagines, the delicate shadow-play of his daughter’s love-souvenir).

For art, like memory, is never truly solid (even when made from stone or wood or metal) and seldom free of melancholy ambiguity, for it presupposes the elusiveness, if not the outright disappearance, of its subject. Its deepest urge is to trap fugitive vision and passing sensation – elation, horror, meditative calm, desire, pathos – the feelings we have when we experience life most intensely, before routine, time and distance dull the shock, and veil the memory. This craving to nail down transient experience is an unassuageable craving, as basic to us as the self-pitying sorrow for our own mortality, and just as invariably doomed to disappointment. But art draws its wistful power from this heroically futile struggle against disappearance, and what it leaves behind are the visual traces of its defiance. We infer from the awkward turn of the head of Vermeer’s turbaned girl that she must soon turn again from us and dissolve back into the void. For a moment, the immense globes of her eyes are convex mirrors in which we might, were this not a picture, witness our own gaze. Pollock’s serpents of dripped and whipped pigment forever writhe on the canvas at the precise moment before they settle back into dense encrustation. Constable’s onrushing clouds will exit from his pictures as swiftly as they enter but for the instant the cloudcatcher has bagged them.

Art replaces seen reality rather than reproduces it. And the strongest art is the work that is frankest about its artifice, its failure, finally, to duplicate the world, or even to arrest its mutability; the art that, when faced with the commonplace boast, ars longa vita brevis, humbly begs to differ.

Eighteenth-century anecdotalists, in their spirit of cheerful utility, and much taken with Pliny’s story of the Corinthian Maid, took the story as an account of art’s ambition to copy physical reality rather than a parable of wistful passion. Joseph Wright of Derby’s painfully literal rendering of the scene thus turned poetry into a demonstration of early graphic technique. But the paintings that most haunt us are most often those that hint at their own instability; the unbridgeable distance between technical bravura and the world it ostensibly doubles, even when the illusion is more compelling than the material reality. It is precisely the unattainable serenity of Vermeer’s Delft, fictitiously repaired as a civic paradise from the blackened ruins of its gunpowder explosion, which makes it lodge in our imagination. That Delft is forever barred to us, not just by a breadth of water and an array of towers, gates and walls, but by the distance between a shimmering vision projected on a back wall by a camera obscura, and the mundane reality of a small provincial Dutch town past its prime. The image cast by the lens on the wall is sharp but trapped in the unforgiving brilliance of a dream. It is also upside down. Caravaggio’s Basket of Fruit (in the Pinacoteca Ambrosiana in Milan) bathes in a light strong enough to register with uncanny precision the misty bloom on the skin of its black and green grapes. And there is an apt apple, for this is, among other things, a vision of the fall, the most arresting detail of the fruit, the blackened wormhole, marring its rosiness. A pear shows the early freckles of its own decay. But the tip-off that this is a vision, not of substantial, but precarious, naturalism is the artist’s refusal to let us see, comfortably, how the basket is set in space. Its bottom edge rests on a slight support that is scarcely thicker than the picture edge itself (and could easily be altogether hidden by a frame). That support might be readable as a ledge or a shelf, but the dead flat, shadowless paint behind it refuses to let us know whether this ledge is connected with anything, nor give us any clue on the breadth of the support. The cumulative effect is to turn a still life into a visual thriller, precariously perched on the lip of collapse, a fatalism signalled, in case we’d missed it, by a vine (or possibly a fig) leaf, folded and faded about the stem.

This tantalizing, built-in unreachability is all the more ironic, since an element of art’s allure is the alternative version of existence with which it teases us: a fictitious world in which the sprawling tangle of existence has been tidied, its chaos drilled into shape; its patches of raw ugliness edited; its hang-ups well and truly hung-up. Art is life under New Management – the management of picturing’s resident conventions: coherence, harmony, tonal balance. Never mind the rough and tumble enjoyment of a wild ride with de Kooning or Rauschenberg at their most raucous; no one who cares for paintings is entirely immune from the pleasure-trance induced by contemplating strenuous exercises in engineered satisfaction. Poussin’s classical architecture, distributed about his landscapes and histories at musical intervals, a projection here, a recession there; a glittering van Dyck portrait where perfectly judged passages of adjacent colour silkily interlock; or a Mondrian grid calibrated so finely that to imagine the black armature moved a millimetre up dooms the whole to immediate disintegration – all correspond to another ideal of Greek aesthetics: that of transcending the physical for the metaphysical.

But art is at least as powerful when it shows up in the opposite guise: as saboteur and thug; the wrecking crew of exquisiteness; the mugger of our reveries; the ghetto blaster in Arcadia. Beauty? ‘What beauty?’ it roars. ‘I’ll show you beauty.’ And it pulls us into the dangerous shadows where mischief, shame, sorrow and occasional moments of glee all happen.

Take, for instance, Honoré Daumier’s On a Bridge at Night (1) in the Phillips Collection in Washington, in which a woman, presumably a mother, leads a small child by the hand across a nameless span, the riverside buildings summarily described, strong moonlight at their back casting long shadows before the figures as if obstructing their progress. The narrative information is sketchy, no more than tentatively suggested: the woman’s bulging sack, the burden perhaps of another of Daumier’s wanderers in the years of insurrection in Paris; the child’s bent knees rubbery and sagging as if dragged in sleepy reluctance. All this might be projection. But the play of nocturnal brilliance and deep obscurity – the woman’s cap picked out by moonbeams, the child’s right shoulder angled in the darkness as if holding fast to some object tucked under her arm – cannot help but draw from us pulse waves of pathos and anxiety. The shadows of woman and child lie heavily athwart our own fears and nightmares and the two become translated, in the empty, indifferent place, from the local to the monumental. They are nobodies and thus become everybody.

Once the unnaturalness of naturalism (the impossibility of art’s doubling of the world, its shadow-play relationship with its subject matter) is acknowledged, its real vocation – making the invisible visible (light itself, for instance) – can be registered and enjoyed. It’s in the neighbourhood of imperfectly described things or even in the shifting spaces between them, in the half-tones and grace-notes, in the slightly unstable location of the subject in pictorial space, that the strongest charge of art often resides. And it is when the description of objects hints at something other than their mere material constitution, much less their function, that the sorcery of painting begins. A Campbell’s soup can is not a soup can, Magritte’s pipe is emphatically not a pipe. An ox carcass by Rembrandt seems so utterly butchered as to be agonisingly still alive. A tiny mirror image of the king and queen at the back of Velázquez’s Las Meninas suddenly makes them the fulcrum on which the entire meaning of the scene must turn. Manet’s life-size but literally faceless vision of the Emperor Maximilian, executed by firing squad in nineteenth-century Mexico, testifies not to our capacity to imagine The News but to its inaccessibility. We see these things and pick up an unsettling, barely perceptible tremor in the assumed relationships between seeing and believing; the tiniest shifting of subterranean tectonic plates, which nonetheless betokens something disconcertingly off kilter. Art, when it works most powerfully, is a prescription for unease; a touch of giddy disorientation; a buzzing in the brain.

I first picked up this disturbance in the aesthetic airwaves while munching in solitude on cheese and tomato sandwiches in the Courtauld Galleries. In 1961, the spectacular collections of Samuel Courtauld and Viscount Lee of Fareham (from Cranach to Picasso) were housed, not in the grandeur of Somerset House, but in a decidedly functional University of London office building at the drabber end of Bloomsbury. But this was just a few minutes’ walk (and a universe away) from my place of relatively gainful summer employment: the Royal Institute of Chemistry. Needless to say, I had not been hired for any hitherto unsuspected promise in the natural sciences. All the Institute wanted was someone who could proofread their Year Book. Nothing of any scientific significance was to be checked by the lowly adolescent hired help, only the names and addresses of the Fellowship, many, many thousands of them. Even by the time I had got to the ‘Bs’ [Bunsen-Burner, Nigel Alistair, MA (Cantab), DSc (Lond), FRIC; 4 Holly Mews, Sydenham, Kent], it seemed to me, as the galleys lay curling on the desk, that anyone who had ever been given a chemistry set for their birthday was entitled to a Fellowship. When I got to the ‘Cs’ [Cadmium, Magnus, MSc (Glas), PhD (Aberystwyth), DSc (JohHpkns); 2162 Buena Vista, Calif, USA], I was desperate. Happily, the merciless stress of doing this kind of thing without either falling asleep or going mad seemed to affect those to whom I reported, such that the lunch hour was liberally interpreted to mean, usually, two.

Walking north from Russell Square looking for a bench to park myself, my Raymond Chandler and my sandwiches, I noticed the unassuming sign indicating the Courtauld Institute Galleries. That same summer I had chosen – as my school History Prize book, Cézanne. Fifty Plates in Full Colour. (I had also, predictably, selected Ulysses, which through some error in the presentation ceremony had been bestowed on a startled Divinity Prize winner, while Schama, Simon (Lower Sixth) got his Observer’s Book of British Birds’ Eggs.) I had developed a sophomoric obsession with what I already took to be Cézanne’s inspired perversity: the wife painted as though she were made of wood; the pine-woods painted as though they respired; the odd pulsing inner life of things belied by their commonplace surfaces. I had even attempted – with unfortunate results – to paint arrangements of apples and oranges on the kitchen table with the same imminent loss of equilibrium that the master stage-managed. I could do the modelling; I could do the linseed oil; I could even imitate Cézanne’s blocky stabbing motion with the square-ended hog-bristle brush. I just couldn’t paint. Being sixteen and literal-minded, I somehow imagined that my chances of emulation would be better if I could myself contrive an unstable arrangement of table, cloth, fruit. The experiment failed though much time was spent under the kitchen table picking up Bramleys and swearing.

I knew there were famous Cézannes in the Courtauld collection. And besides, the mere name ‘Courtauld’ evoked, in my memory, dashing displays of colour and form, since my textile-merchant father had done business with the great Lancashire manufacturer and sometimes had taken me along on buying trips. In loom sheds, somewhere between Bury and Burnley, I’d gaped in the clatter as yarn magically resolved itself into sheets of brilliant fabric that furled and flowed off the ends of the machines: Action Weaving.

But nothing about the dim and mournful entrance at the corner of Woburn Square gave any hint of what the building concealed. An arthritic lift groaned its way up to the fifth floor, opened on to a carpeted floor and there, in a space not much wider than a corridor, was Cranach’s Adam and Eve: hello paradise. He looked winsome, curly and hapless (what else); she was gem-eyed, snake-hipped, breasts like pippins (more apples): goodbye paradise. More wonders lay within; Rubens’s oil sketch for his Antwerp Cathedral, Descent from the Cross, a near-conversion experience, such was the bolt of pathos carried in the sagging load of the pallid body, lowered into the receiving embrace of John the Evangelist in his blood-red coat. The finished altarpiece in Antwerp is a grand machine of pain and redemption; every piece of it calculated to instill helpless devotion. But the sketch, while undoubtedly animated by Christian zeal, is something else: the draughtsman’s instinct on fire; the hand running free and delirious, barely ahead of the shaping thought; the colours dabbed and dazzling. Suddenly, the burden of Christian sacrifice assumed a form other than the theological masochism I’d found so alien. It became, as Rubens meant it to be, a witness to the weight of the world’s redemption.

Moving from the Lee Collection to Samuel Courtauld’s haul of Impressionists, anti-climax was unavoidable. With Sisley’s busy little suburban train, puffing through its cutting at Cheam, Renoir’s creamy pin-up, all velvet ribbons and corseted embonpoint, up there in her Loge, her indifferent male companion checking out the audience through his opera glasses, and a standard-order Riviera confection by Monet in high-calorie pink and lavender, the Sublime seemed suddenly to have called for the carpet slippers. Yes there was Impressionist light: flicker, flicker, flicker; very nice. I heard the cheese and tomato sandwich calling and since there was no guard to say I shouldn’t eat it, I did. (Returning almost every day that summer and finding the gallery all to myself again, only the filling changed; crumbs carefully brushed back into the paper bag.)

There was, though, one startling exception to this tepid bath of pleasure and that was Cézanne’s Montagne Sainte-Victoire. Like all knock-out masterpieces, it made an immediate, visceral hit: carrying the eye on a soaring flight into its deep space, rising on the thermals that seemed to pulse in Cézanne’s burning cerulean sky and swooping to the parched plain where a viaduct sat in mid-ground. The picture was at once monumentally still, presided over by its adamant purple mountain, yet alive with the kinetic energy that vibrated through the pines: the visual equivalent of the chatter of cicadas at dusk. It was this contrapuntal arrangement – the slight shake of the pine needles against the immovable cubes of the little farm houses strewn through the picture space, the painter hatching forceful, narrow, downward strokes for the vegetation, but using staccato, squared-off marks for the masonry – which lent the picture its musical power. I stayed in front of it, mesmerized, truant from the Year Book, working the detail of each and every passage, following where the draughtsman’s guiding intelligence led: along the branch of the foreground tree limb, over the contour of the mountain, swept back again right to left through bands of colour made by the houses and the viaduct, across the picture plane and then up again and back and forth from shallow to deep space.

And as the picture gathered cumulative force I began to sense the cognitive wobble that signals an uncoupling between ostensible subject-matter and the act of painting itself, a movement of colour and line across a two-dimensional surface. There are other Cézannes where the painter more aggressively ruptures this match between subject and mark by leaving patches of canvas baldly exposed. And in the most dramatic of his late paintings, of the Stone Quarry Near L’Estaque, for example, Cézanne seems to invite analogies between the broken, faceted stone, and the shattered coherence of the depicted image. The view disintegrates, painting happens.

An hour of this total immersion brings on an uncomfortable fullness (and not the kind induced by cheese and tomato sandwiches): an alternation of elation and exhaustion; yes, almost that kind of elation and exhaustion. But the next day I was up for it again. A smaller gallery, leading off the Impressionists had four paintings in it, each one of them a revolution: Manet’s last masterpiece, A Bar at the Folies-Bergères; Seurat’s La Poudreuse (Woman Powdering Herself), Gauguin’s Te rerioia (The Dream) and Van Gogh’s Self-portrait with Bandaged Ear, painted not long after he had tried to assault Gauguin and then turned the razor on himself. Can there ever have been four hundred or so square feet so packed with marvels, each one of them (but especially the Manet and the Gauguin) so full of visual teasing that they each needed a lunch to themselves to work through the visual labyrinth?

Both paintings are modern cautionary utterances: a farewell to simple materiality and the art that pretended to represent it; a warning to mistrust the casual gaze; what you see is not what is. As soon as it registers that the mirror reflection of Manet’s bar-girl occurs at an impossibly oblique angle (given her frontal address to the moustached customer in whose shoes the viewer stands), visual quicksand opens. Is the apparent reflection of the bar-girl seen from the rear, in fact, a second bar girl identically posed and dressed? Or is this last great work in Manet’s bitterly disappointed career a picture that deliberately makes an optical nonsense of art’s pretence at doubling and so, prophetically, renounces it? The beer and champagne bottles perched at the barmaid’s edge of the counter appear in the mirror image, also at the far, rather than the near, edge where, if this is indeed a reflection, they should be. And where, in relation to the audience is this girl, with her je m’en fiche impassivity, standing? Where is this bar, which seems to float beneath the gallery but above the stalls in some sort of spatial limbo? The ground shifts, the head swims, the eyes get rubbed. Disbelief dances a tango with disorientation. Legs materialize out of the gloom, standing on a trapeze but the trapeze is not swinging. Vision gives up, its dependability (like those pink legs) suspended until further notice.

The hypnotic Gauguin, painted fifteen years later, in 1897, is no help either. Like Manet’s painting, Gauguin’s enigmatic Te rerioia is set on an uncertain support, for the floor on which his two beautiful Tahitian women, one half-naked, one not, squat, is tilted impossibly steeply towards the rear, in defiance of all the rules of perspective. The back wall is pierced by a view of a man on a horse, seen from the rear, riding away from us towards tropically lush mountains. This landscape might be a view seen through a window (and thus an analogy to perspective itself as defined by Alberti, a ‘window’ into the illusion of space). But equally it might be a painting laid flush against the wall, in which that illusionistic perspective is embodied. Or the scenery might be a dreamscape since the painter himself warned that everything in the picture is a dream.

But who is doing the dreaming? The pensive women who see themselves in their semi-conscious vision; the artist who has imagined them in his own languid reverie or his erotic fantasy, or the baby sleeping in the cradle? Perhaps even the creepy white cat sleeping with its yellow eyes open? At any rate, the thresholds between waking and sleeping, looking and dreaming, have been scrambled by the painter who covers everything in the darkly gold and empurpled veil of his mystery. The people seem trapped in this slumberous, claustrophobic mesh, while the creatures in the relief decorating the sides of the room seem, on the other hand, worryingly alive. On one wall, lovers embrace, but even as the man shields his girl with the closeness of his body, he turns, his eyes white with a sense of sudden alarm, towards a nymph-like figure emerging from a monstrous blossom, or perhaps towards the fertility goddess Hina on the farther wall, raising her arms to the gods. Something is leaking out in the borderland between the human and inhuman worlds, something not reassuring. The decorative homunculus at the end of the cradle seems to be pushing in the wrong direction, against, rather than with, the mothernana, as if eager for a prize. Vision fails again. Unease hangs in the air like the heavy scent of a fleshy plumeria bloom.

Those lunchtime epiphanies at the Courtauld gave me a healthy respect for the creative shiftiness of art. And by the same token they made me permanently allergic to the literal-minded way in which some historians (or their publishers) casually used paintings as if they were snapshots from the past. Narratives of Napoleonic Europe, for example, reproduced Baron Gros’s hagiographic images – of the first consul in the Plague House at Jaffa, or of the emperor, seated on his messianic white horse, looking stricken as he viewed the carnage at Eylau and bestowed magnanimous compassion on the bodies of the fallen foe – as if they were reports from the scene rather than the feverish and fantastic recycling of Christian hagiography. Likewise, as I attempted an interpretation of seventeenth-century Dutch culture, I became resistant to the reductionist truism that assumed that Dutch art somehow ‘reflected’ some presumably more solid form of social experience: the making of money or the wielding of power. Pondering the density of emblems and images that seemed to point precisely in the opposite direction – that images could hold up the glass of conscience, as much as self-congratulation, to its patrons – it seemed to me at least as feasible to argue that the pictures had made the culture as vice versa.

Now, of course, it is a commonplace to observe that neither social rank nor political power can be imagined without the imagery that invents and sustains them; so that ‘real’ political actors sometimes seemed imprisoned in some sort of perpetually nocturnal pod while their envisioned versions do their thing in The Matrix of the news. For better or worse the images make and unmake our norms. Think Queen Elizabeth I or Karsh’s Bulldog Churchill. But think also Abu Ghraib, an atrocity in which picturing was an integral part of the torture, given that the elaborately obscene degradation of the prisoners was consciously reinforced by their being threatened with images of their emasculation being made public.

So if there can be no art without history, neither can there be history without images, and image-making, moreover, understood as a process far more complicated than ceremonial illustration. So when I was asked in the mid-seventies by the editor of The Times Literary Supplement (TLS), John Gross, if I would review a show of Dutch genre paintings at the National Gallery in London, I rather gracelessly warned him not to expect ‘an historian’s view’, a communiqué from the canals. The ter Borchs and Steens and Metsus could not help but be a visual document of some sort, of course, and establish, cumulatively some sort of consensus about the taste of patrons. But notwithstanding their surface secularism and domesticity, they were just as likely to tell untruths and fables about the society they inhabited as any more conspicuously Christian culture. Within little canvases, in which apes stopped wall clocks and flowers of utterly different seasons shared the same pot, whoppers were being told, fantasies spun, little sermons and big jokes thrown at the beholder. ‘Fine,’ he said, smiling that patient and winning Gross smile, doubtless wondering first about the gratuitous vehemence of my protest and secondly whether he’d commissioned the right person for the job.

Improbably, the review got published and even more improbably John commissioned a few more review essays, mostly on British art (two of which, the pieces on Lawrence and Rowlandson, are reprinted here). Throughout, I tried to keep faith with my hostility to historical over-determinism, a prejudice to which I quaintly clung precisely at the moment when the fashion in art history was turning towards historical context. At the Courtauld Institute (rather than the gallery), and elsewhere, history was now embraced as the antidote to precious connoisseurship and arid formal analysis (the unpacking of pure technique within the picture). The artist was now reconceived as a social actor and his work not the product of some urgent inner muse, but a negotiation between his creative impulse and the demands of patron, market and reigning canons of taste and ideology. Hallowed texts, like Heinrich Wölfflin’s Renaissance and Baroque, which described the change in painterly style almost entirely in formal terms as the shift from a ‘closed’ to an ‘open’ or a ‘linear’ to a ‘painterly’ manner – as if these habits had an existence of their own floating free from particular historical cultures – were now stripped of their authority and targeted for derision.

Now why should an historian have any argument with any of this? The turn to history (which had in truth been going on for at least two generations) was a timely correction: the junking of empty grandiloquence long overdue. We certainly did need to know more about Caravaggio’s Cardinals and Michelangelo’s account books, the political bickerings of Amsterdam’s oligarchs and even perhaps the exigencies of Peggy Guggenheim’s sexual appetite. What bothered me, however, in this headlong rush to history (and away from a sense of artists as bonded by the peculiarities of their own discrete tradition, education and culture) was how indiscriminate the appeal to history as an explanatory deus ex machina could be. From details of the subject-matter of paintings, or details of the way in which they had been handled, all sorts of inferences were drawn, often by a rule of nothing more than instinctive proximity. Turner’s tug belching smoke while pulling the Fighting Temeraire was so very black and beastly that it must, surely, have been making a Romantic protest against the death of naval heroism – that kind of thing.

There was no pleasing me, I suppose. Just as I had fretted over historians who used art illustratively, I now became irritated by the indiscriminate use art historians made of history to confirm assumptions they seemed to have coined in prior ideology. But nor was I about to turn into an airy formalist myself, content to gush over the chiaroscuro. But in the essays I wrote in the United States, first for Leon Wieseltier in The New Republic and then for Tina Brown and David Remnick in The New Yorker, I tried to give a sense of the particular culture in which the art had been created, without ever assuming it would necessarily be obedient to its norms. Sometimes an artist would have precedents, paragons, peers and patrons very much in mind and still end up going his or her way.

One awkwardness never left me, not during the writing of the early pieces for the TLS, nor in the many American essays that followed: the problem of translating images into prose. I was (and still am) mildly surprised by how insignificant an anxiety this redundancy seems to be for the vast majority of critics and scholars who seem to feel no embarrassment at all in the face of the inadequacy of our writing to convey even a vivid description of a work of art, much less the nuances of its making and meaning. But perhaps imperviousness is the better way. The alternative is a self-consciousness that has only two ways to go: the laconic, deliberately distancing itself from any suspicion of imitating the art it describes (though a laconic reading of minimalism would immediately get itself into trouble), or the Romantic, in the gloriously over-wrought fashion of John Ruskin, which heroically struggles to invent a language of reading commensurate with what he takes to be Turner’s re-invention of painting. So as he looks fondly at the Slavers Throwing Overboard the Dead and Dying – Typhon Coming on, Ruskin cannot help but writhe and roll along with the brushstrokes as if he were composing music or poetry or both: a kind of manic chant. (Try reading this out loud.)


Along this fiery path and valley, the tossing waves by which the swell of the sea is restlessly divided, lift themselves in dark, indefinite, fantastic forms, each casting a faint and ghastly shadow behind it along the illumined foam. They do not rise everywhere but three or four together in wild groups, fitfull and furiously, as the under strength of the swell compels or permits them; leaving between them treacherous spaces of level and whirling water, now lighted with green and lamp-like fire, now flashing back the gold of the declining sun, now fearfully dyed from above with the undistinguishable images of the burning clouds, which fall upon them in flakes of crimson and scarlet and give to the reckless waves the added motion of their own fiery flying.



This sort of performance, I felt sure, was probably not the kind of thing that would sit well between the cartoons and ‘The Talk of the Town’ in the glossy pages of The New Yorker. But neither did I want to fall into the densely theoretical diction favoured by academic art historians, nor the watch-this-space casualness of the occasional writer on art. Not long after Tina Brown hired me in 1995 as art critic, two of her editors took me out to lunch and handed me a list of my august predecessors among whom the name of Harold Rosenberg, an immense and embattled eminence in the New York artworld of the nineteen-fifties and sixties, dauntingly featured. It was at that point I knew there was no point in writing to any imagined template of the ideal or even the imperfect critic, nor for that matter anguishing over the fatal discrepancy between image and prose. A reasonable goal might be to give readers just enough vividness and honesty of response, enough of the background world that had engendered the work, and enough of the issues and conundrums it might raise, for them to go see for themselves and make up their own minds. Ruskinian flooding was entirely to be avoided.

Once again, I was churlishly defensive that my writing about art would be taken somehow as the ‘historian’s view’, for I no longer had any idea what that might be, except an account of the art minus the art and that, too, was a poor way to start this job. So I struck a deal with Tina, who after all was taking one of the wilder flyers of her life on making me an art critic with a regular beat. With an exhaustive big Mondrian retrospective coming up in Washington and New York, I would write her a big piece about the quintessential abstract painter for whom the very condition of modern art was its annihilation of subject matter. This would be an assignment where history was no help at all.

Off I went to the National Gallery in Washington, armed just with notebook and wise old saws from wise old friends and critics like Robert Hughes who counselled me never ever to go to press openings. ‘Full of people with glasses of Chardonnay, accousti-guides desperately clamped to the ears.’ (The only time I had no choice but to go to a press opening, I discovered he was right.) Instead, get to the shows while they are being installed or after the openings along with Joe Public, and feed off their response. Never review a friend. (Though in one case alone, that of the sculptor Andy Goldsworthy, I make no secret of a long admiration, and a long irritability with lazy readings of his work.)

For some years, then, I was in journalist heaven, sitting on the floor of galleries with workmen banging away at the installation, pictures leaning against the walls, one of the best angles, I learned, for appreciative engagement. In that heaven there were all sorts of guardian angels to keep me honest: Tina Brown herself who exercised a shockingly astute ability to see at a glance that paragraph A should actually be paragraph D; and an editor, the poet Deborah Garrison, with whom I had as an ideal a literary relationship as any writer could hope for. Deb’s forte was painless surgery or the spiking of adjectival bloat (moi?) without the victim ever noticing the elegance or the precision of the edit. What was left after her work was not just recognizably still me but a colossally improved version of me; the literary me I had meant to be: leaner, punchier, funnier, sharper. When, for some reason, I won a National Magazine Award for my first year of art criticism, I felt the prize ought to have gone to both of us for what was, in truth, a collaboration. Whatever energy these essays might have owes a great deal to the immediate circumstances – and the beckoning deadline – of the assignment. So I have left reference to museums and installations intact, pretty much as published. Hang-Ups is a book about art shows, as well as art.

What happened to the beat was the BBC. With A History of Britain consuming an ever larger chunk of my life, and still wanting to teach art history and history at Columbia University, something had to give. Since 1999 under the generous and patient editorship of David Remnick and Dorothy Wickenden, I have continued to write essays on culture, and sometimes on art, for The New Yorker, often (as in the pieces reprinted on the enigmatic Michael Sweerts and on Andy Goldsworthy’s sculpture) at greater length than was possible in the columns. I’ve been grateful for that collegial generosity, for the pages, for the consistently shrewd and sympathetic editing.

But there was something avid, high-pitched and even slightly drunken (in the most literary way, of course) about the regular art column, which I’m not sure I shall ever quite recapture: the dizzy turnaround from brooding on Rembrandt to walking the racks at the Haute Couture show at the Metropolitan Museum’s Costume Institute; from rediscovering Hockney in London to communing with Soutine’s blood-soaked carcasses in the Jewish Museum; an endlessly moveable feast with each dish quickening the appetite for the next. And the writing, now that I can bear to look at it again, I see has something of that shamelessly noisy quality that the normally demure and restrained Professor Schama is famously careful to avoid.

Don’t worry. It won’t happen again.
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MICHAEL SWEERTS

Another Dimension

IN CALVINIST AMSTERDAM in the summer of 1661, the Catholic painter Michael Sweerts began to exhibit signs of indiscreet fervour. He fasted, took Communion in hidden chapels, slept on hard floors, and gave away his portraiture fees to the poor. Sweerts was from Brussels, the son of a merchant. He had worked as an artist in Rome, bought paintings and antiquities for a rich Dutch family, and run a drawing academy in Brussels in the late sixteen-fifties. And at some point, according to the travel diary of a French missionary, he underwent a ‘miraculous conversion’. While he was in Amsterdam, where he had gone to help prepare a ship for an evangelical mission to China, his devotions were intense. Gazing at the cross, he was vouchsafed ‘beautiful secrets’. He appeared to be not only ‘one of the greatest painters in the world’, the French missionary wrote, but a paragon of piety.

The Counter-Reformation was committed to mobilizing the senses in the work of salvation, and because the natives of Asia were thought to be particularly moved by spectacle, the Société des Missions Étrangères, which followed the teachings of the austere St. Vincent de Paul, wanted to include an artist among the lay missionaries it was sending to the East. (There would also be a musician to introduce the heathen to the sweet euphony of the faith, a sculptor to fashion images of the Saviour, and a surgeon to minister to the bodies of converts.) Sweerts must have seemed right for the appointment. He spoke seven languages and had seen enough of the world to know its perils and stratagems, although not so much as to compromise his faith.

But it was a long way to China. On the arduous sea voyage in the winter of 1661–62, four members of the small company died. The interminable and dangerous overland journey through Syria and Persia made for an even sterner test of humility and discipline. Somewhere amid the dun tracks of the Persian plateau, Michael Sweerts became obnoxiously counter-suggestible. He was, the missionaries reported, incapable of holding his tongue. Not even Bishop Pallu, the leader of the mission, was spared his bumptious homilies. Though much tried, Pallu was patient. Sweerts had painted his portrait and the Bishop liked it. So his initial reprimand was mild, far too mild for some.

Sweerts would recant and abjectly implore forgiveness after his outbursts, but, as the caravan plodded on, the loud-mouth got louder. One of the missionaries, René Brunel, went to the Bishop and let him know that the mere presence of the obstreperous Sweerts had become more than the rest of them could tolerate, and somewhere between Isfahan and Tabriz in the summer of 1662, there was a parting of the ways. Michael Sweerts journeyed on to golden Goa, the Portuguese colony on the west coast of India. It was another citadel of faith, but one – and this cannot have been a coincidence – dominated by the theological adversaries of St. Vincent de Paul’s Lazarists: the Jesuits. Between Tabriz and Goa, between the ascetic Lazarists and the imperious Jesuits, the documentary trail, never very clear in the case of Sweerts, peters out completely. We have no idea how the artist got to India, or whether he preached or painted after he arrived. We know only that he died there in 1664. He was forty-six.

The first article on Michael Sweerts, disentangling him from the many other painters with whom he was confused, was published as long ago as 1907, but it is safe to say that he is still not exactly a household word, even among those few who, on entering a great museum, can’t wait until they get to the Flemish Baroque. (Should you need a sit-down, it’s a rule of thumb to look for galleries where rubicund boozers by Jacob Jordaens and eviscerated roebucks by Jan Fyt preside over imposing emptiness.) Sweerts has been a well-kept secret among Netherlandish art historians, dealers and curators, surfacing in conferences or in seminar chatter as an unclassifiable, mercurial wonder who seemed to come from nowhere (with all due respect to Brussels) and to want to do everything.

The remarkable thing about this most protean of artists was that, technically, he could do almost everything. In the dazzling show of his work at the Wadsworth Atheneum in Hartford (a co-organizer of the exhibition, with the Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam and the Fine Arts Museum of San Francisco), you can find him serving up, with equal aplomb and confidence, a juicy Caravaggio street boy, all sharp blue silk and pouty come-hither lips; big-boned labourers with basketballer feet, chiselled into the same kind of dignified human monuments turned out by Velázquez (who was in Rome when Sweerts was, in the mid-sixteen-hundreds); a glossy little boy, the spitting image of Van Dyck’s Stuart princes; and – in a moment of spectacular overreach – a plague scene meant to show Nicolas Poussin (whose Plague at Ashdod was famous in Rome) just who could do cheese-coloured corpses with rolled-up eyes and nose-holding citizens crouched in nauseated terror.

Having a go at Poussin was, of course, asking for trouble, and draughtsmanship, Poussin’s special genius, was not Sweerts’s strong suit. But for aspiring seventeenth-century painters emulation was not merely allowable; it was expected. The rule since the Renaissance had been to learn by imitating the masters before you had the temerity to compete with them or the presumption to fashion your own maniera. Sweerts, his head spinning with the choice of available role models, living and dead (for he was plainly also drawn to Lorenzo Lotto and Annibale Carracci), often took emulation right to the edge of impersonation. The most brazen borrowing of all appears to be the portrait that is, literally, the poster boy for the Sweerts show: a dewy preadolescent youth in a beat-up brown slouch hat, a mane of auburn locks falling on his neck, calf eyes wide, his head swung over his right shoulder, the figure set in indeterminate depth and space to give it radiance and extraordinary immediacy. Goodness, you might say, he could even do Vermeer.

And you would be wrong. The disconcerting truth is that by the time Vermeer painted the Girl with the Pearl Earring, sometime in the mid-sixteen-sixties, Michael Sweerts was either well east of Aleppo, lecturing his fellow-missionaries on their duties to Christ and man, or dead. If there is a link between the two paintings, it must have been Vermeer who emulated Sweerts, not the other way around. No evidence of any direct connection exists, but we know that Sweerts’s paintings had reached Delft by the sixteen-sixties. And Vermeer’s biographer, John Michael Montias, reminded me of one documented, indirect connection between the Delft master and Sweerts. In 1663, Vermeer received a visit from a French gentleman connoisseur, Balthasar de Monconys, whose travelling companion was a painter from Brussels, Louis Cousin. Sweerts and Cousin had been neighbours in Rome and both had worked for the Pamphilj, the family of Pope Innocent X. Cousin might well have discussed Sweerts with Vermeer.

Most of Sweerts’s work is undated, frustrating the tidy habits of biographers who like their painters and paintings sorted into early, middle and late periods. The heads that are some of the most poetically realized and singular paintings of the seventeenth century seem to come from late in his career, in the middle or late sixteen-fifties, either toward the end of his sojourn in Rome or after he returned to Brussels. Most of the Flemish and Dutch painters working in Italy at the time made money from servicing the vacation-in-the-Campagna market up north: slumbering cows, hunters and ruins, a good drenching in hot yellow light. But Sweerts was after something more ambitious than atmospherics. He wanted to marry the physical monumentality of great Italian art with the common humanity of the north, and the best paintings in the Hartford show achieve just that.

A maidservant in one gallery, neither especially pretty nor especially plain, turns her head over her left shoulder, away from our gaze (2). The rendering of her skin is a technical marvel on a par with Rembrandt’s or Gerard ter Borch’s greatest adventures in naturalism: rosy where it should be rosy; blue-shadowed between the bridge of the nose and the eyes. The shallow valley between the ridged tendons of her throat gets precisely the warm carnation tint it needs not just for anatomical naturalism but for expressive tenderness, as if the woman had been caught in some thoracic blush by the self-consciousness of posing. The eyes are, as always with Sweerts, enormous, the irises coloured a strong hazel-green but with the paint thinned enough to describe, exactly, their vitreous transparency. No trick of the trade is neglected; the barely covered canvas weave helps create an illusion of the slightly granular, filmy surface of the cornea. Highlights work tonally rather than logically, the one on the collar at the girl’s foreshortened left shoulder making a sharp contrast with the light shadow cast by the left side of her chin.

These calculations of what the seventeenth-century Dutch manuals called houding – the interlocking juxtaposition of cool and warm, light and dark passages of paint, to create illusions of three-dimensional modelling in space – are unerringly calibrated. Without the highlight, the progression of the shadow from pale to deep beneath the chin itself would be lost. And without that deep shadow modulated to a more delicate shade along the left side of the face, the movement of the head away from us would be tentative rather than dynamic. Having managed all this art, Sweerts allows himself a little exclamation point of self-congratulation: the glittering pins fastened in the girl’s bodice. Perhaps she is a seamstress. Sweerts often uses the conceit of stitching and embroidering as a metaphor for art, which – unlike many of his contemporaries – he does not want differentiated from craft.

Move along the wall and Sweerts does another quick change, but this time into a portrait manner completely unanticipated by any of his cynosures. The old – or perhaps not so old – duck with a bravely watery smile and painstakingly stitched patches depicted in Head of an Old Woman, which belongs to the Getty, is neither a Rembrandtesque sympathy milker nor one of the grotesque hags of the Leonardo tradition nor a standard-issue procuress of the kind painted by Sweerts himself, all receding gums and beady-eyed predation. This woman is not, in fact, a persona – the mask of a type – but a person. Instead of doing what the hacks would do – offer the usual platitude about the loss of beauty – Sweerts actually observes beauty’s sweetly lingering ghost. Washed by a light that is cooler and sharper than anything that would be used for portraiture until Ingres, the face was, clearly, not so very long ago, good-looking.

This one gallery in the Wadsworth demonstrates that it would be a gross mistake to write Sweerts off as a facile imitator, when he was capable, on occasion, of peerless inimitability. Another lissome youth, only recently identified as a Sweerts, is painted in precisely the opposite manner from the Getty picture: with free, loose and fluid strokes, as if caught by a little gust of wind – the kind of sketchy plein-air manner that would be the rage a century later for milords ordering by the yard from Gainsborough or Fragonard.

The sense of Sweerts as a larger-than-life personality divided between a classically thoughtful temper and a spirited one is caught perfectly in the two big portraits hung at the beginning of the show. The painting of a classic melancholic – gaunt, pale, and pointing to a skull – has been published as a self-portrait, although the face doesn’t much resemble that in other paintings which are more probably likenesses of Sweerts. But painters often featured themselves brooding on their own mortality – sometimes contrasted with the longevity of art, sometimes reinforcing its transience – and there is no doubt that Sweerts put a lot of himself into the study. The second big portrait at the beginning of the show is an even more stunning painting of a young man, this one from the collection of the Hermitage. It is a picture of genuinely solemn contemplation, akin to a metaphysical poem by George Herbert. The young man’s head rests on his hand at a full forty-five degrees to his desk. Before him, painted with as exquisite a realization of surface and texture as anything achieved by Vermeer, are the materials of worldly fortune: commercial papers, a purse, a gleaming inkwell and quill (the translucence of the goose feather perfectly described). But those substantial things surrender to the conventional warning pinned to the tablecloth: ‘Ratio quique reddenda’: each man must make a reckoning.

The pose of wistful reflection was sometimes just that, and sighing at the mirror could be dangerously close to narcissism. Sweerts may have painted sadness, sometimes more feelingly than any of his contemporaries, but it is less clear that he suffered from it. The two generally accepted self-portraits we have of him convey a sense of burly self-confidence. The earlier one (which is in the Uffizi and has not been included in this show) probably dates from the late sixteen-forties and is painted with such thickly applied Rembrandtesque coarseness that it reminds us how well known the Dutch master was in Italy. But the big self-portrait from the late sixteen-fifties that dominates the gallery in Hartford is sui generis. This is Sweerts, the genial colossus, posed against the distant blue horizon of an Italian landscape, as though the painter’s feet were planted on the foothills of Parnassus. He holds a loaded brush in one hand and, in the other, a palette with the paints arranged in standard order, from warm vermillion to sienna and black. Beads of pigment are deposited to represent beads of pigment. (Ceci est une pipe.) Painters depicting themselves with the tools of their trade had a long pedigree, especially in the Netherlands, but a landscape setting for such working self-portraits did not. The most obvious precedent was the self-portrait of another artist who worked in Rome when Sweerts did and who had a richly merited reputation for cranky individualism: Salvator Rosa.

Art historians like to correct romantic fantasies about great art issuing from the visions of a few sublimely inspired Prometheans. Masters, along with masterpieces, are now just so many bourgeois fetishes in the moribund temples of decayed capitalism. Quality is ideology. Instead of the breathless hush and the deathless genius, we have image and sign, in no meaningful sense separate from a welter of other images in social circulation – Renaissance helmet decorations, rococo snuffboxes, tobacco-store Indians, movie posters, subway graffiti. The images are said to be the products of the market, the critical zeitgeist, the patron-painter-public nexus, or – in traditional art-historical literature – just another link in a long chain of predecessors, prototypes, and role models. In the case of figures like Rosa and Sweerts, who seem to stand apart from, or at least to one side of, the herd, the finger-wagging against anachronistic cults of the solitary artist-hero gets frantic.

But we know that Salvator Rosa did indeed think of himself as a maverick hero. The romantic idea of the artist in combat with vulgar patrons and dimwitted critics begins with Rosa, right in the middle of the seventeenth century. (Visitors to the Sweerts show at the Wadsworth Atheneum can find one of Rosa’s strongest displays of visual histrionics, Lucrezia as the Personification of Poetry, in a downstairs gallery.) Rosa fancied himself a satirical poet and a classical scholar as well as a painter and engraver, and he despised the powerful. One of his best etchings is of Diogenes telling Alexander the Great to get out of his light. To avoid contractual captivity, Rosa sold his pictures at public exhibitions. And his style was of a piece with his uncompromising personality: whiplash lines; hurricane hairdos; cavalry horses caught in spine-bending twists; errant boys lost amid sylvan fronds; mossily crumbled bridges; overhanging precipices; skies with an attitude; cavernous lairs prowled by brigands. His stagy convulsions were the antithesis of what orderly academic classicism demanded.

The fact that Rosa paraded his erudition made his calculated unruliness even more irksome to the guardians of classical decorum. One of his etchings, called, with characteristic self-effacement The Genius of Salvator Rosa features the hero in the attitude of a river god, crowned with a wreath of ivy and about to receive the cap of Liberty. For the first time (that I know of), the equation between art and freedom has become a manifesto. Rosa’s self-portrait now in the National Gallery in London is surely a prototype for Sweerts. There, too, the genius is stationed colossally in indeterminate space and depth, as if communing with the muses. He holds a philosophical inscription that reads, in Latin, ‘Keep silent unless your speech is better than silence.’

Which is not to say that, even though Rosa’s fierce star exercised a powerful influence in mid-seventeenth-century Rome, the bright young merchant’s son from Brussels intended to cast himself in a similar role. While Rosa’s face glares from his self-portrait, Sweerts paints himself all innocent self-satisfaction. Far from spurning patrons, Sweerts likely courted them. In Rome, he acted as a purchasing agent for the wealthy Deutz brothers, the portraits of two of whom appear at the Wadsworth Atheneum, their elegantly understated patrician uniforms surmounted by pudding heads and wetly glittering bug eyes. And Sweerts worked for the nephew of Pope Innocent X, Prince Camillo Pamphilj. In a city bursting with outsized talent – Bernini, Borromini, Velázquez, Poussin, Claude Lorrain, Gaspar Dughet and the elderly Pietro da Cortona – Sweerts had, by 1652, become an eminence in his own right, enough of one, at any rate, for the famously irascible Pope to have raised him to the rank of cavaliere, which Rubens and Van Dyck had also held.

Sweerts was no rebel, but he wasn’t much of a joiner, either. Though he lived in the Via Margutta, in the rowdy Santa Maria del Popolo quarter of Rome, where Dutch and Flemish artists congregated, he seems not to have become a regular among the roistering gang of the Bentvueghels (‘birds of a feather’, as the northerners called themselves). Nor was he likely a member of the Accademia di San Luca, an artists’ guild. He was not the enemy of the academies, or of their curriculum, which demanded for the highest vocation – history painting – training grounded in disegno, or the drawing of antique sculpture, usually in the form of widely available plaster casts. But the internal evidence of his off-kilter paintings depicting artists and apprentices drawing suggests a fascinating ambivalence about those very practices. Why, for example, is the most brilliantly lit young apprentice in the foreground of The Drawing School the only figure looking neither at the male model nor at his sketch pad but, rather, at something or someone beyond the frame?

In the seventeenth century, the making of art was argued about intensely. Was painting an art because of its closeness to observed nature or its distance from it? Was it a straightforward report or a refined editorial? Was it to be earthy or erudite, philosophical or social? Was the instrument of its transport colour or the drawn line? By the time Sweerts showed up in Rome, these debates were hoary, but the status of the painter was still at stake. Was he an artist – and in both Italian and Dutch the word itself, arte or kunst, meant skilled craft, not aesthetic practice – because of his intellectual grasp or the finesse of his hands?

Sweerts went out of his way to confound the cliché that Flemish painters were amusingly mindless craftsmen. He embraced disegno rather than colore, and painted artists in the process of drawing. But he had not so much made a choice as refused to make one. All he asks is that we look hard and think as we look. It’s easy to miss this sly thoughtfulness in the apparently anecdotal gatherings that populate the busy paintings of wrestlers and bathers as well as those of sketchers and embroiderers. The show in Hartford dumps the pictures into the category of ‘genre painting’, a slightly tired category for slices of life, street or domestic, comic or serious, that make no strenuous demands on the beholder. And in one nice little number, a painting of a Dutch patrician having his riding boots pulled off by a manservant, Sweerts shows that he is not above this.

Superficially, some of the other work in the show – a painting of an artist sketching Bernini’s Neptune and Triton, for instance, and one of a well-dressed man and woman slumming with a group of off-duty shepherds – seems to be no more than visual eavesdropping. Yet neither of these pictures makes the slightest sense as a social document. The first painting is abruptly and unequally divided. On the left side, beneath one of Sweerts’s brilliant cerulean skies, Bernini’s youthful, breakthrough sculpture (now in the Victoria and Albert Museum in London) stands in an imaginary Roman street. But scowling Neptune, ploughing the sea, could not have been less like the models of classical restraint recommended by the academy. The painting’s gravitas is embodied in a group of workers standing around in the foreground, oblivious of the artist’s efforts. A knife grinder and a cleaver-toting butcher are in deep shadow, the details of the figures not worked up. Some faces are no more than monochrome smears. Thus far, Sweerts’s intention is clear. He has put aside the pretensions of the artist as a pictor doctus, a learned painter following the rules of drawing, and is aligned with the workers. But – and it turns out to be a big but – the most strongly lit figure in the painting is a bearded, heavily muscled, half-naked man, recumbent against what seems to be felled logs, fallen columns, or both. He gazes raptly past the seated artist at Bernini’s sculpture group. Half submerged amid the debris, he is either Lazarus awakening to the power of art or a reclining river god who belongs with the marble figures glowing in the late-afternoon light. Sweerts, perhaps for the first time, but not the last, is playing Pygmalion.

The painting of the well-heeled couple’s encounter with the shepherds is even odder. It is one of the few seventeenth-century paintings where sophisticated patrons for whom the pastoral was a polite game – poetry to be written and recited, cantatas to be sung, dress-up picnics to be taken in the Campagna or the northern meadows – are actually confronted with the physical reality behind the Arcadian fantasy: solid, dirty, hairy men unimpressed by their visitors. A shepherd taking a slug from a flask, his legs parted, feet bare, eyes the couple. The uneasy husband folds his hands together and looks down at a moustached figure whose features are not dissimilar from Sweerts’s own, while his wife, her right hand on his shoulder, stares sourly at us, implicating us in the trespass. It is possible that this extraordinary subversion of the usual pastoral-dress paintings of the aristocracy was nonetheless commissioned, and even possible that the patrons failed to notice the ominous collision of social unequals. Yet it is unmistakably there.

This sort of thing was not what Netherlandish artists in Rome were known for. A decade before Sweerts arrived in the city, the Bamboccianti – the followers of Pieter van Laer, nicknamed Il Bamboccio, or the ‘crooked doll’, because of a deformity that made him resemble a commedia-dell’arte figure – had begun turning out innocuously profane wall candy. In a gallery adjoining the Sweerts show, the Wadsworth Atheneum has helpfully installed a selection from its own collection of mid-seventeenth-century Roman paintings, including a number painted by the Bamboccianti. There is a schlock-horror self-portrait by van Laer of the artist as alchemist. A potion simmers in a skull; a paper on which a drawing of a heart has been rent by a knife lies to one side; and, at the right of the frame, a wicked set of demonic talons reach for the throat of the alchemist, whose eyes start from their sockets, his mouth frozen in a terrorized O.

Van Laer more often produced picaresque scenes of the street life around the Piazza del Popolo and the Piazza di Spagna. His acolytes, such as Jan Miel, Andries Both and Johannes Lingelbach, extended their repertoire to street singers, carnivals, beggars and baroni – the vagabond petty criminals and roughnecks of the back alleys and the countryside. The Bamboccianti were said to have ‘opened a window onto the world’. or ‘pictured the unadorned truth’ – another way of saying that they were concerned with picturesque observation of the lowest kind of subject matter.

Italian patrons and critics had not always seen Netherlandish art this way. In the fifteenth century, no painters were more admired and coveted in Italy than Jan van Eyck and Rogier van der Weyden. Their work, not least because of the brilliance of oil-based pigments, was thought to join miraculous naturalism with tender Christian devotion. The Medici bank in Bruges spread its buying net so widely that by the end of the century more than a third of the entire Medici collection consisted of Netherlandish paintings. Florentines like Botticelli were acutely conscious that their efforts would be measured against the supremacy of the northerners.

But by
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