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About the Book

The Arnolfini portrait, painted by Jan van Eyck in 1434, is one of the world’s most famous paintings. It intrigues all who see it. Scholars and the public alike have puzzled over the meaning of this haunting gem of medieval art, a subtle and beautiful double portrait of a wealthy Bruges merchant and his wife.

The enigmatic couple seem to be conveying a message to us across the centuries, but what? Is the painting the celebration of marriage or pregnancy, a memorial to a wife who died in childbirth, a fashion statement or a status symbol? Using her acclaimed forensic skills as an art historian, Carola Hicks set out to decode the mystery, uncovering a few surprises along the way.

She also tells the fascinating story of the painting’s survival through fires, battles, hazardous sea journeys, and its role as a mirror reflecting the culture and history of the time – from jewel of the Hapsburg empire to Napoleonic war trophy. Uniquely, for a masterpiece this old, it can be tracked through every single owner, from the mysterious Mr Arnolfini via various monarchs to a hard-up Waterloo war hero, until it finally came to rest in 1842 as an early star of the National Gallery. These owners, too, have cameo parts in this enthralling story of how an artwork of genius can speak afresh to each new generation.


About the Author

Carola Hicks, an acclaimed art historian, and witty, perceptive writer, died in 2010 just as she was finishing this book. Born in Sussex, Carola studied archaeology at Edinburgh University, and was an actress, journalist and House of Commons Researcher, before taking up an academic career. For several years she was curator of the Stained Glass Museum at Ely Cathedral, and then became a Fellow and Director of Studies in art history at Newnham College, Cambridge. Her books include Animals in Early Medieval Art, Improper Pursuits: The Scandalous Life of Lady Di Beauclerk, and two fine ‘biographies’ of works of art: The Bayeux Tapestry: The Life Story of a Masterpiece and The King’s Glass: A Story of Tudor Power and Secret Art.
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GIRL IN A GREEN GOWN

The History and Mystery of the
Arnolfini Portrait
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‘The subject of this picture has not been clearly ascertained.’

Trustees of the National Gallery, 1843

‘The finest picture in the world.’

Edward Burne-Jones, 1897

‘This picture seems too alien to grasp, and at the same time entirely straightforward.’

Art historian Margaret Kostner, 2003


Foreword

Grayson Perry

My wife was married in green. In a larky wedding snap we pose hand in hand in front of our fireplace, on the mantelpiece a vase I made to celebrate our union. My right hand is raised as if in blessing, her left rests on her pregnant belly. What inspired our nuptial jape was of course a painting over 550 years old. I cannot remember the first time I saw a reproduction of the Arnolfini portrait – it must have been in a school art book – but it seems to have been in my mind forever. It is a civil ikon, the near symmetry of the composition, full-length depiction of the couple, the neat arrangement of significant objects are reminiscent of the much-kissed artworks of orthodox Christianity. To my modern eyes this painting is an early altar to human love. It is an archetype echoed through art history, by Gainsborough’s Mr and Mrs Andrews and Hockney’s Mr and Mrs Clark and Percy, and by those aspirational spreads in Hello! Magazine where we see the accoutrements of social climbing laid out as plainly as in that coolly lit room in Bruges in 1434.

I wonder if it is possible for a relationship with a painting to be akin to that with a marriage partner? The initial glimpse across a crowded room, the first meeting eye to eye, a delightful first date: my gaze roving over the surface, hungry for new joys. Then the marriage: a painting becomes my official favourite. I am often asked what sort of art I like and have a ready list to trot out. But I worry – what if I were to read a book solely about one painting, what if I were to know of its long string of past relationships in messy detail? What if I were to be led chapter by chapter through every line, every image, every symbol on its lovely surface – would I tire of it? Would over-familiarity bring on the ‘Mona Lisa curse’ where the cultural baggage of an artwork overwhelms its beauty. Reading this fine book, such fears were soon laid to rest. Carola Hicks has reinvigorated my love for the Arnolfini portrait to the point where I want to make my own homage. I have sometimes been dismissive about the view that knowledge about and understanding of an artwork would enrich one’s appreciation of it, but I am a convert. I now look at van Eyck’s crystalline masterpiece with new wonder, not only at his illusionistic skill and formal rightness but also his social acuity.

Perhaps the most moving realisation has been how thin the thread is that has pulled this small glowing panel of wood through history. It has survived five and a half centuries of damp, parties, neglect, adulation and war, not to mention travel by sailing ship and baggage cart. Reading this book has turned every future visit to the National Gallery into a pilgrimage where I must each time if only for a few moments renew my acquaintance with the ‘lank quakerish object’ from Lucca and the girl in the green gown.


[image: image]

Preface: History and Mystery

ONE OF THE most loved works in the National Gallery in London is the Arnolfini portrait, painted by Jan van Eyck in 1434, a subtle and beautiful double portrait of a wealthy Bruges merchant and his wife. It shows the couple standing in a room, the man in a large-brimmed hat and dark robes, the woman in a green gown the rich fabric of which dominates the scene. Viewers comment on two things in particular: the woman must be pregnant because of the folds of material over her stomach, and the artist has included his own reflection in the mirror on the back wall of the chamber.

The painting ranks high in any compilation of famous artworks. In 2006, the Guardian included it among ‘Twenty Works of Art to see before you die’. The year before, the nation voted it fourth in a radio poll for the best paintings in Britain. Another list put it among ‘the world’s 100 greatest pictures’. It is constantly cited in the canon of masterpieces of Western art, and features prominently in any discussion of the history of painting. It has influenced artists from Diego Velázquez to David Hockney, and its timeless status is proved by the way the man and the woman have been reinterpreted as Disney, Muppet and Star Wars figures, and even featured in advertisements as a pair of aspirant consumers.

This is intriguing, because the work is relatively modest in size (the painted surface measures just 82 x 60 centimetres) and apparently undemanding in subject matter. In addition, despite endless speculations, the identity of the characters and the true meaning of the scene are still uncertain. Scholars and public alike have puzzled over the meaning of this haunting gem of medieval art. The enigmatic couple seem to be conveying a message to us across the centuries, but what? Is the painting the celebration of a marriage or pregnancy, a memorial to a wife who died in childbirth, a fashion statement or a status symbol?

The first impression of the painting is that it is muted and modest. But on further inspection its contents seem to glow, each item in the room slowly comes to life and begins to contribute to the story. It is the first known portrayal of a couple who are neither royal nor aristocratic, and who are posed in a domestic setting rather than a church or a court. The man and woman are shown full length, holding hands, in an opulently furnished room. On the wall behind them, in the exact centre of the painting, is a convex mirror which reflects not just the whole room and the backs of the couple, but also two more people who are apparently entering by the door opposite. The artist has signed the work, placing his name not discreetly and conventionally at the bottom but prominently in the centre, above the mirror on the back wall. He has written Johannes de Eyck fuit hic, Jan van Eyck has been here, a cryptic comment. He has also considerately added the year, 1434.

My book sets out to explore the painting and its history, and considers why it remains such an icon today. One reason may be that we live in a culture of celebrities and are fascinated by the lives of individuals. The people in the painting are not the gods and goddesses or Bible heroes and heroines who dominate so much of Western art, and they make no threatening demands on our imperfect recollection of mythology, history or literature. It is a secular image for a material age. van Eyck’s meticulous depiction of the contents of the room and the couple’s dress reveals a burgeoning consumer society revelling in vigorous international trade and celebrating its access to new markets – a carpet from Turkey, damask from the East, silk from China – showing a love of fine things that finds striking modern parallels. The couple look real, inhabiting a tangible world brought to life by van Eyck’s quite exceptional skills. As if in a Hello! spread, they are showing off the signs of success – expensive clothes and other status symbols. We are intrigued by their relationship and the circumstances behind their joined hands. It is the fifteenth-century equivalent of a photograph and we can make up our own stories about it.

Through different accidents of fate the portrait became a prized possession which passed through many hands and travelled from medieval Bruges via Habsburg Spain, through the ravages of the Napoleonic Wars to Victorian London. It survived through fires, battles, hazardous sea journeys. And uniquely, for a masterpiece this old, its provenance can be tracked through every single owner from the mysterious Mr Arnolfini via various monarchs to a hard-up Waterloo war hero, until it finally came to rest in 1842 as an early star of the National Gallery. These owners, too, have cameo parts in the enthralling story of how an artwork of genius can speak afresh to each new generation.

Its history – so full of colourful characters and dramatic events – also reveals the different assumptions and expectations that people have brought to it over the centuries. The various interpretations of the painting show how dangerous it is to take anything for granted. We still do not know exactly what it means. My own view is that van Eyck painted a well-off couple in their well-appointed room, and used a repertoire of familiar motifs that they would have appreciated. It was intended for private consumption, to be seen by members of the family and select guests as another prized item to add to the others in that calm room. It is a fascinating portrait of a mercantile couple, with hints of closeness as in a marriage portrait, and with intriguing differences between the sober, realistic portrayal of the man and the idealised depiction of the woman, but with an emphasis more on their possessions than their inner thoughts. Many others have put forward different theories, as we will see. Yet the uncertainty does not spoil our enjoyment. Like all great works of art, the Arnolfini portrait retains an inner core of mystery. The work epitomises the whole history of art, and helps relate the past to the present.
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1. Court Painter to the Duke of Burgundy

ON 19 MAY 1425, an ambitious young artist secured his future career by becoming official painter and varlet de chambre to the glorious Duke of Burgundy. (The term varlet did not mean domestic servant in the sense of valet, but simply a member of the ducal household.) The Duke’s new employee was Jan van Eyck, aged thirty. Born in the southern Netherlands, possibly in the town of Maaseik, and trained, like his brothers, as a painter, van Eyck’s skills and industry had already won him a prestigious position as official painter to the cultured court of John, Duke of Bavaria, in The Hague, where he helped to decorate the palace. But Duke John – nicknamed ‘the Pitiless’ on account of his mass hangings of insurgents – died in January 1425, and civil war broke out between the rivals for the succession. Having lost his patron and his guaranteed source of income, van Eyck decided to take his chance in Flanders, where one brother of his may have already been working in Ghent. His growing reputation – and current availability – came to the attention of the most ambitious ruler in northern Europe, the Duke of Burgundy, who summoned him to Bruges.

Philip ‘the Good’ was the third Duke of Burgundy. The cognomen was not acquired until after his death, and it did not refer to his outstanding moral virtues, which were conspicuously lacking, but to a general nostalgia for the good old days and the lost golden age created by this most lavish and long-ruling of dukes. His father was John ‘the Fearless’, and his grandfather Philip ‘the Bold’. That first duke was a member of the French royal family, a younger son of King Jean II, who awarded him the Duchy of Burgundy, an ancient feudal territory in eastern France whose capital was Dijon. A judicious marriage to the heiress Margaret of Flanders brought the duke extensive lands in northern France and the southern Netherlands – the counties of Flanders, Brabant and Artois. The duchy therefore encompassed a group of disparate territories whose proud and independent citizens resisted the attempts by successive dukes to centralise power and weld them into a unified whole. Historians still debate whether the dukes of Burgundy saw themselves as princes of France or rulers of a genuinely autonomous state.

Fatal tensions were forged between duchy and kingdom in 1407 when Duke John the Fearless arranged the murder of the French king’s heir in order to advance his own claim to the throne. The new heir, the Dauphin, took terrible revenge by ordering John’s assassination during so-called peace talks between the two factions in 1419, bringing van Eyck’s patron, Philip the Good, to power at the age of twenty-three. The elegant Philip vowed to wear black for the rest of his life in eternal mourning for his father (this made the colour chic at court), and he thereafter viewed the French king as an enemy rather than an overlord. Philip shifted his power base from Burgundy to Flanders and made it the core of his sprawling duchy, which he extended still further by his policy of aggressive expansion, seizing the states of Holland and Zeeland. His itinerant court moved between Bruges, Brussels, Lille and Hesdin, with rarer visits to distant Dijon in what was still a fiefdom of France. Combining the exquisite taste of the French court with the prosperity of the industrious Low Countries, the Duchy of Burgundy developed a unique style and culture that made it the most sophisticated state in fifteenth-century Europe. For an ambitious young artist, it was the best place in the world.

Van Eyck’s new master was more of a monarch than a duke. According to Georges Chastellain, the official court historian (a completely new post, pioneered by the duke in order to record his triumphs for posterity), Philip ‘had a handsome figure,1 upright, strong in the arm and back and well-knit … he had the rather long face of his father and grandfather, brown and weather-beaten. The nose was long but not aquiline, his forehead was high and large … such looks and such a figure seemed more befitting an emperor or a king than an ordinary man.’ Miniature painters confirmed this description, giving him an excessively long face and a haughty, refined expression. The duke was fit and healthy too, skilled at archery, tennis and hunting. His only apparent vice was the sociable one of staying up ‘almost till dawn,2 turning night into day to watch dances, entertainments and other amusements’ while his many bastards, cheerfully acknowledged and supported, simply proved his fertility. Ironically, however, the duke’s three marriages only produced one legitimate son and heir.
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Rogier van der Weyden, Philip the Good, Duke of Burgundy

Recruiting a talented painter like van Eyck proved how seriously Duke Philip took his public image. The role of a court artist was to glorify his lord and impress distinguished visitors by tackling all tasks fitted to his training and skills. van Eyck was not the only official artist, for the duke had craftsmen on hand in all his residences. At the castle of Hesdin, in Artois, he employed as varlet de chambre the artist Colard le Voleur, whose job it was in 1433 to repaint the gallery and restore some ancient mechanical figures and cunning devices which squirted water, soot or flour at unsuspecting visitors: the highlight was a gadget which wetted the ladies from underneath. Other special effects included thunder, lighting and snow, and a walking talking hermit made of wood. Colard ‘decorated the room3 in front of the hermit … in good quality oil colours of gold, azure, and so on … and he has done the whole ceiling and panelling of this room in azure strewn with large stars picked out in gold.’

In Lille, the duke’s artist was Hue de Boulogne, one of whose projects was to create table decorations for a particularly ostentatious banquet in 1435. The two top tables sported artificial hawthorn trees painted with gold and silver flowers, bearing the arms of all the nobles present, while a further eighteen trees flaunted the ducal arms. Hue also painted these onto fifty-six wooden plates and constructed ten gilt lions to surround the live peacock that was carried in on a huge platter (for decoration rather than eating). To enliven another feast at Lille in 1454, Colard le Voleur travelled from Hesdin to help make a two-headed horse, a pair of elephants and a naked woman who squirted hippocras (spiced wine) from her breasts. In the same year, when the duke was planning a crusade against the Turks in revenge for their devastating sack of Constantinople, his artist Jehan de Boulogne (perhaps Hue’s son) painted ducal emblems in gold onto damask standards and other military equipment.

Although the incomplete ducal accounts of the period do not list specific examples, these were the sort of tasks van Eyck might initially have been expected to undertake. He certainly accepted a decorative commission from the town councillors of Bruges to paint and gild eight of the statues of biblical and historical characters that garnished the florid exterior of the Stadthuis in the Burg, the political and religious heart of the town. However, the duke was soon impressed by van Eyck’s diplomatic as well as artistic skills, and dispatched him on a series of well-paid and evidently sensitive missions abroad; the accounts describe two of them as ‘secret’. Philip operated an extensive network of spies and messengers all over Europe, and van Eyck may have contributed to the information gathering by drawing plans or recording fortifications and weaponry in potentially hostile states. He created a mappa mundi, ‘a circular representation of the world …4 it is thought no work has been done more perfectly in our time; you may distinguish in it not only places and the lie of continents but also, by measurement, the distances between places’, according to the Italian scholar Bartolomeo Fazio, who saw the original in 1456.

In his official role as court painter, van Eyck joined the huge embassy that set off in 1428 to seek the hand of the Infanta Isabel, daughter of King John of Portugal: the duke had already lost two wives but still lacked an heir. van Eyck’s job was to make two portraits of the Infanta to be sent back to Flanders, one by land and one by sea in case the other got lost. It was unlikely that the marriage alliance depended on van Eyck’s enticing image of the bride-to-be (unlike the unfortunate example of Henry VIII, seduced by Holbein’s too flattering interpretation of Anne of Cleves). Isabel was a virgin of thirty-one, her rank as the daughter of a king outweighing her age. Commissioning her portrait was a mark of courtesy and a demonstration of the artistic resources of the duke’s court rather than a test of her beauty.

While the king and the duke’s men interminably negotiated terms and conditions, the extended stay in the Iberian peninsula enabled van Eyck to study landscapes and buildings that he could never have imagined in flat, foggy Flanders. The party visited Santiago de Compostela, Castile, Granada ‘and several other lords,5 countries and places’, travels which inspired, for example, the exotic, southern trees in the altarpiece van Eyck painted for St Bavo’s Cathedral, Ghent. Being on a mission that lasted for fourteen months also meant that the duke’s artist lived in intimate contact with leading members of the Burgundian court, the duke’s most trusted men. Among the distinguished ambassadors was Count Baudouin de Lannoy, old soldier and governor of Lille, whose craggy features van Eyck later immortalised.

Following a storm-tossed crossing of the Bay of Biscay and the English Channel which surely caused van Eyck to fear for his life and future career, the epic expedition culminated with the triumphal arrival of the bride in Flanders. The party reached Sluys, the seaport of Bruges, in December 1429, where they were greeted by celebrations designed to prove that the Burgundian court was the grandest in northern Europe. The orgy of ceremonies, processions and tournaments demonstrated how the duke had elevated his sturdy northern provinces to rival anything the Italian or French courts might offer. Growing prosperity had spawned luxury industries, while the ostentatious skills of the duke’s artists and craftsmen were as brilliantly evident as the materials they transformed.

Patronising the arts was also seen as proof of moral virtue. Duke Philip promoted poets and writers by acquiring and commissioning books to fill his library, which contained more than a thousand manuscripts illuminated by the very best masters; this was how he first became aware of van Eyck, who probably began his career as a talented miniature painter. The duke naturally possessed hundreds of tapestries, the most expensive art form of all, looked after by a dedicated keeper, another varlet de chambre. He also owned literally thousands of jewels, so many, according to an awed foreign visitor, ‘that the keeper6 of the jewels said he could not show them in three days. He told us his lord had so many jewels that he had not seen them all in many years and indeed did not know where they were.’ The same tourist noted the duke’s silver and gold plate, which outdid even the luxuries of Venice: ‘it is said that nowhere in the world were such costly treasures, if only because of the hundred-thousand pound weight of beaten gold and silver gilt vessels which we saw in many cabinets’. The duke took most of these prized possessions with him on his constant progresses from one palace to the next. A typical journey, when the court moved from Dijon to Lille in the spring of 1435, required seventy-two carts, each pulled by five or six sturdy horses. It took five carts to carry the duke’s jewels, and another two for those of the duchess. The tapestries occupied a further six.

Being employed by such a patron meant that van Eyck was entirely at the duke’s disposal, although he was permitted to undertake commissions for other clients. A major privilege was exemption from the niggling restrictions of guild regulations, and from local taxes. His annual salary was 100 livres, and he wore the duke’s livery. On joining the court in 1425, he had to move from Bruges to Lille, the duchy’s administrative centre, and the duke paid the costs of that move. For the next seven years, van Eyck lived in Lille (apart from the foreign trips and possible visits to Ghent to work on the massive altarpiece). Working for Philip was certainly profitable, although payment could be uncertain. In a bid to reduce household expenditure at the end of 1426, the duke cancelled several pensions and dismissed some servants, but unfortunately the Flanders receiver erroneously assumed the court painter’s salary was also to be stopped and it took more than a year following his complaints before it was resumed by special edict and all arrears paid. Six years later there was another financial hiatus when the duke most generously replaced the 100 livres annual salary with a life pension worth 4,320 livres, partly financed by taxes on the export of Flanders woollen cloth. The accountants at Lille, concerned that no reason had been given for such an enormous increase, declined to pay. van Eyck threatened to leave, forcing the duke to explain to his recalcitrant officials that he was about to use this particular employee on ‘certain great works’, no other artist of his ability was available and they must pay the pension without further argument or delay, or face his wrath.

In 1432, van Eyck moved back to Bruges, where the duke was now spending much of his time. The court occupied the old Princenhof palace, lavishly refitted to host the wedding celebrations, but the duke also had a second residence in Bruges, the hotel Vert, where he escaped from the formalities of court life. The newly enriched varlet de chambre, who did not have to live at court, acquired a property of his own, a combination of home and workshop, in the artisan heart of the vibrant city.
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2. Bruges, Venice of the West

BRUGES EPITOMISED THE golden age of Flanders. Its supremacy was based on international trade, and it was as much the wealth of merchants as of the court that helped the arts to flourish there. Art needs money and its innovations were ultimately underpinned by decent wages and stability in the cost of living following the duke’s reform of the disparate currencies. The character and attractions of Bruges are brought vividly to life in the eyewitness account of a traveller from Castile, Pero Tafur, who toured Flanders in 1438 at the tail end of an epic journey from the Holy Land. Impressed first by Brussels where ‘the multitude1 of people and their refinement and splendour can scarcely be described’, Tafur was overwhelmed by Bruges:

a large and very wealthy city, and one of the greatest markets in the world. It is said that two cities compete with each other for commercial supremacy, Bruges in the West and Venice in the East. It seems to me however, and many agree with my opinion, that there is much more commercial activity in Bruges.

He noted that this Venice of the West offered:

everything which2 the whole world produces. I saw there oranges and lemons from Castile, which seemed only just to have been gathered from the trees, fruits and wine from Greece, as abundant as in that country. I saw also confections and spices from Alexandria, and all the Levant, just as if one were there; furs from the Black Sea as if they had been produced in the district. Here was all Italy with its brocades, silks and armour, and everything which is made there; and indeed there is no part of the world whose products are not found here at their best.

He could almost have been describing the Arnolfini portrait, in which van Eyck depicted some of the luxury imports – oranges, furs and silks – that helped make his town rich. Tafur explained how this cornucopia flowed from ‘all the nations of the world; they say that at times the number of ships sailing from the harbour at Bruges exceeds 700 a day’.

Rubbing shoulders in the cosmopolitan throng were Spaniards importing the merino wool that was overtaking the once-predominant sacks from Lincolnshire, Shropshire and Yorkshire; the adventurous Portuguese bringing back sugar, spices and sweet wines from Madeira and Africa; the German traders of the Hanseatic league, for Bruges (together with Novgorod, Bergen and London) was a Hanse centre where ships unloaded the products of the north – furs from Russia and Siberia, cereals, ores and timber from Sweden, iron and copper from Prussia, ales from Hamburg, woad from Thuringia, and the Danish herring and Norwegian cod preserved in salt from Portugal or western France. The scope and particular privileges made Hanse members unpopular in Bruges: in 1436, for example, there was an unfortunate incident at Sluys, when locals attacked and killed a group of German traders.

Sluys was a bustling seaport on the Zwyn estuary, some 6 miles from Bruges, and directly linked to the town by the river and a series of ingenious waterways. Tafur explored its harbour, which ‘looks as if half3 the world had armed itself to attack the town, so great a fleet of ships is always at anchor here: carracks, sloops from Germany, galleys from Italy, barques, whalers, and many other kinds of vessels according to the different countries’. Most merchandise was carried up the river Zwyn as far as the port of Damme, on the outskirts of Bruges, where it was transferred to flat-bottomed barges to travel along a canal recently extended into the very heart of the town. Here, the goods were unloaded at the Waterhalle, the great depot that framed the east side of the Market Square. Heavy items, such as barrels of wine, were winched up by the town crane, a huge apparatus operated by sturdy lads marching its two treadmill wheels.

Traders disposed of the goods they had brought, then refilled their holds with new produce, including local wares, the expertly woven woollens, linens and tapestries that helped make Flanders so prosperous. Foreign merchants had to obey the protective restrictions imposed by the town guilds: they could sell imported products in Bruges, but not newly purchased Flemish fabrics, which were for export only. Nor were they permitted to deal directly with local traders, but could only negotiate through a makelaer, or broker, who was a member of the Bruges guild of brokers. Such men conveniently combined their trade with running the hostels where foreigners lodged. Tafur attributed the strength of the local industries to ‘the barrenness of the soil, since very little corn is grown, and no wine, nor is there any water fit for drinking, nor any fruit. On this account, the products of the whole world are brought here, so that they have everything in abundance, in exchange for the work of their hands.’

The need for locals and strangers to communicate inspired a Bruges schoolmaster to compile the first ever bilingual phrase book, the Livre des Mestiers (Book of the Trades) in the mid-fourteenth century. This took the form of a Flemish/French conversation manual which proved so popular that it was regularly updated. In 1483, William Caxton published a French/ English version in Bruges which continued to stress the skills of local artisans like Gabriel the linen weaver, Elias the cloth dyer, Ferraunt the hosier, Vedaast the furrier, and Colard the goldsmith, all of whose works van Eyck celebrated in the outfits worn by the Arnolfini couple.

In the 1430s, the population of Bruges numbered around 40,000, and the city impressed visitors like Tafur with its civilised and prosperous atmosphere: ‘the inhabitants are4 very wealthy. It is well peopled, with fine houses and streets, which are all inhabited by work people, very beautiful churches and monasteries, and excellent inns … the people of this part of the world are exceedingly fastidious in their apparel, very extravagant in their food, and much given to all kinds of luxury.’ But there was also a downside. ‘Without doubt, the goddess of luxury has great power there, but it is not a place for poor men, who would be badly received.’ And Tafur noted the presence of the many prostitutes who solicited trade around the market, and the proliferation of the notorious bathing houses, whose mixed-sex bathing, he suspected, was just an excuse for immorality.

In addition to his official work for the duke, van Eyck developed a profitable sideline painting the darker side of Bruges. In marked contrast to his demure Madonnas, he produced a range of saucy bathing scenes that featured naked ladies. (The originals have not survived, but there are later copies and contemporary references.) The town would remain famous for its forbidden delights. A generation after Tafur, an aristocratic Bohemian, Leo of Rozmital, visited Bruges as an essential stop on his tour of Europe. His travel diary duly recorded the notorious baths where men and women bathed together, and evoked an unsettling image of disguise and travesty during Carnival Week, when ‘it is the custom5 for noblemen to go about masked, each striving to be more fantastically dressed than the others … the servants are similarly dressed’.

Bruges’s ambiguous reputation was long established. In The Canterbury Tales, Geoffrey Chaucer, who had travelled in Flanders in the late fourteenth century, cited the town as the essence of permissive behaviour. The workaholic merchant in ‘The Shipman’s Tale’ left his frustrated wife in Paris (where she cheerfully submitted to seduction by his hypocritical cousin, a monk) and went on business to Bruges, where he bought goods and arranged credit, but stubbornly refused to participate in two of the local attractions, gambling and dancing. Chaucer also used a Flanders setting for ‘The Pardoner’s Tale’, a morality story about three corrupt companions who haunt brothels and taverns, dance, gamble, blaspheme, and eat and drink too much: the tale ends in treachery and murder.

Bruges’s outward prosperity in the decade of the Arnolfini portrait barely masked the effects of recent political conflict. Tafur noted many high gallows around Bruges and Sluys displaying the heads of dead men. These were the remains of the unfortunates who had dared to oppose the duke in an unsuccessful uprising in 1437 when the burghers were attempting, as ever, to demonstrate their autonomy over the alien ruling dynasty which imposed unreasonable taxes and regarded the town as an inexhaustible money box to fund the court’s luxuries: the high-spending duke seized one-seventh of Bruges’s annual revenues. The mood of growing unrest climaxed in May, when the citizens virtually imprisoned the duke by closing the town’s main gate after his ceremonial entry but before his troops could follow him. He escaped, but took his revenge by demolishing the offending gate and executing the ten leading rebels, whose heads he stuck on the other ten gates as a warning. Further reparations included a huge fine, which temporarily drove the town into poverty and famine. The honourable Tafur was shocked when a starving woman in Sluys offered him one of her daughters for money. He gave them 6 Venetian ducats and optimistically made them promise never to do it again.

While prostitutes prowled the arcades of the great trading Halls on Market Square, the real red-light district was the St Gilles area to the north-east, where van Eyck lived. Here the brothels and bathhouses flourished, together with all the hostels, taverns and gaming houses that catered for cosmopolitan gangs of sailors kicking their heels and bent on pleasure until their ships left port. van Eyck’s house was in St Gilles Nieuwstraat, a teeming zone where hard-working artisans lived side by side with a transitory and often unruly population speaking unfamiliar tongues – English and Scots, Portuguese and Italian, Prussian, Scandinavian and Slav. This was just a few minutes’ stroll from the respectable trading area colonised by foreign merchants, centred on Beurse Square (named after the family of innkeeping brokers who lived there, whose money-changing activities are thought to be the origin of the term ‘Bourse’).

Bruges’s origin as a marketplace for north and south, east and west, began with the great fairs that punctuated the European year, magnets bringing buyers and sellers together. Flanders hosted five annual fairs; the one in Bruges ran for six weeks in the spring, then the cavalcade moved on. However, the town’s convenient location near a seaport meant that traders found it more profitable to establish permanent bases there to deal with the volume and variety of goods arriving. The different nationalities initially occupied hostels for temporary living and storage space, but by the fifteenth century they had established their own separate headquarters, and acquired the necessary accommodation. Such houses came to contain the necessary status symbols of tapestries, furniture – and paintings.

Among the foreign merchants living around Beurse Square were members of the Arnolfini clan from Lucca, one of the autonomous city states of the Italian peninsula which, together with Genoa, Venice, Florence and Milan, established permanent bases in Bruges. These Italians were vital members of the town’s commercial community. Combining trade and finance, they became the first merchant bankers.

The intrepid seafaring Genoese were the first to sail to Bruges in the late thirteenth century in sturdy galleys purpose built to withstand the battering of the North Sea. The Venetians soon followed, adding a new northern base to their maritime empire in the south and east. The arrival of the Venetian galleys at Sluys each spring was a major event in the year. They brought silks and gold-woven fabrics from Byzantium and Islam, wonderful southern luxuries for the table (semi-tropical fruit, cane sugar, malmsey wine) as well as the ‘spices’ needed not just for garnishing food but also for manufacturing. The French term épices covered not merely condiments but also all sorts of products from Africa and the East, including the dyes and mordants essential for the cloth industry; the alum that set colours permanently was an essential element for Flemish and English cloth workers. The next wave from Italy, the Florentines and Lucchese combined their import–export businesses with the operation of innovative banking systems which enabled merchants to obtain short-term credit in the major European cities.

The Church defined as usurers those who profited from loans by charging interest – they were sinners who would go to Hell. But theologians did not object to the use of bills of exchange for buying and selling foreign currencies, and this was how bankers really made their money: their loans managed to conceal substantial interest rates within the fluctuating exchange system. Those sophisticated accountants, the Florentines, who invented the revolutionary method of double-entry bookkeeping, were the first to exploit this principle, and they made Bruges the northern point of a financial network that linked the major centres of Paris, London, Montpellier and Barcelona. In 1439, the Medici bank opened a branch in Bruges.

Their banking rivals were the Lucchese, who also specialised in trading superb silks made in Lucca. The ‘Community of Lucchese residing in Bruges’ acquired new headquarters in 1394 in a house just off Beurse Square, the base for the consul and a three-man council, whose role was to support members and ensure they maintained the necessary standards. These premises were close to those of their compatriots, for the Florentines, Genoese and Venetians all had properties in the square itself, the latter having taken over the Beurse family hostel. (The enterprising Genoese would surely be delighted that their former headquarters now houses the world’s first
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