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"Art follows wealth for its rich rewards.”
{Carel van Mander 1548 - 1606)"

The phenomenal output of paintings in the Dutch Republic
in the seventeenth century inspired several studies of the socio-
economic conditions which facilitated this production.” Thus
far, however, no explanation has been proposed for the causes
of this rise in output. The highly developed art market of
Holland’s "Golden Age” did not come about suddenly but as a
result of developments which can be traced throughout the
course of the sixteenth century. A combination of historical
events, economic conditions, and artistic influences during this
time laid the foundation for the art industry which characterized
the subsequent century. This essay will explore these circum-
stances and demonstrate that socio-economic aspects must be
considered to understand fully the art historical developments
of sixteenth-century Netherlands. 1 intend to show that the
application of economic theory reveals that Iconoclasm and
war were among the major stimuli of this increase in artists'
output and that market forces were largely responsible for the
changes of artists’ products and production methods.

The history of the Netherlands in the sixteenth century was
dominated by the drawn-out conquest of the Netherlandish
provinces by Charles ¥V which was concluded by 1549 with the
{formation of the Seventeen Provinces of the United Nether-
lands, and the subsequent rebellion against the Spanish rule
eulminating in the Eighty Year War of Independence (1568-
1648). This virtually continuous warfare caused, in addition to
the loss of lives, widespread destruction of art. Contemporary
aecounts specifically mention this in connection with the sack-
ing of Antwerp during the "Spanish Fury” of 1576 and the
"French Fury" of 1583.' Besides these martial occurrences
several other events are important for this investigation.

In 1566 the first Calvinist preachers arrived in the Nether-
lands, and by August followers of these reformers began break-
ing into churches demolishing images of worship, and within
iwoweeks, iconoclastic acts were committed in almost all of the
seventeen provinces.! This wholesale destruction of art not
only affected the churches but also private individuals, and
further depleted the Netherlands® stock of art.’ According to
Calvin, painted religious images were frivolous and false, and
only things which were visibly apparent should be represented
forinstruction and pleasure alone: his doctrine, and the destruc-
tive effects it had on religious art, thus boosted the production
of secular painting.*

Ag a result of iconoclasm a number of artists left the
Netherlands for neighboring countries, particularly France which
hidalready a small Netherlandish artists’ community catering to
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the growing patronal environment around the court.” Charles
IX, however, demanded in 1570 that all Spanish subjects who
had lived in France less than two years must leave on penalty of
death. This resulted in a partial dissemination of the local
Netherlandish artists' community which, in turn, positively
affected Netherlandish art exports to France.

The economic development of the region during this cen-
tury echoed that of the city of Antwerp which, between 1493 to
around 1520, had emerged as the trading metropolis of Europe
largely due to an expansion of international trade. Starting in the
fourteenth century and continuing through the sixteenth, the
city underwent a process of rise, expansion, maturity, and
decline, experiencing simultaneously a growth in population,
particularly of the middle class, and stimulating general com-
mercial growth of the whole of the northern Netherlands.® This
economic expansion was facilitated by a corresponding expan-
sion of consumer credit which was vital for the stimulation of
retail trade and spreading of commergial fairs.”

Unguestionably the economic growth of the Netherlandish
cities and their urban middle class were primarily responsible
for the flowering of the region's artistic production.” Besides
expendable capital, however, patronage also required an inter-
estin the arts. The high literacy rate, liberal social structure and
general national character of the Netherlands were fertile ground
for the growth of patronage. The medieval definition of the
function of art was gradually replaced by the recognition that
everything imaginable could be deseribed, and the dialectic
between producer and consumer stimulated the exploration of
this new potential.'’ During the fifteenth century there were
very few independent paintings in middle class houses.
Gradually in the more affluent homes there appeared votive
panel paintings and the predominantly religious subject began
to move from a primary to a secondary position to allow
aesthetic beauty to overshadow religious content.” In order to
economize the production process artists began to substitute
cloth for panel.'® and other cost effective devices followed
during the sixteenth century.'® Correspondingly, there occurred
a change in marketing. The traditional relationship between
artist and patron was being replaced to a large extent by a new
system whereby painters worked for an anonymous market and
attempled to sell their goods outside their workshops, either at
one of the newly established markets or through a middleman,
the art dealer, who began to play an increasingly important role,
The risk of investing time and capital without guaranteed returns
stimulated other economizing procedures which, in turn, further



fueled the market.™ By 1560 there were over 300 masters active
in Antwerp competing in an international market as independent
entreprencurs—as compared to 78 butchers and 169 bakers."”

While other cities"™ also had trade in art, Antwerp played
the leading role."” From 1450 to 1560 the number of artists
working in this city grew twenty-fold and by the middle of the
century Antwerp had become the art center of northern Eu-
rope.” The earliest records of art dealing activity in the city,
dating from the 1450s, show that imports from Brussels, Ghen,
Bruges, and Tournay had to supplement the limited local supply
produced then by no more than one and a half dozen artisis.”’ To
facilitate this, the local Dominican church leased an adjoining
property to visiting artists and merchants. By 1540 the enter-
prise had grown to such an extent that the city decided 1o
provide artists and art dealers with a permanent facility on the
upper gallery of the Antwerpstock exchange ™ By then Antwerp
had developed into the largest all-year-round art producer in
Europe with up tosixteen public outlets forart™ supplying local
and international demand.™

The foregoing discussion has identified the major compo-
nents which led to this flourishing of artistic production, Eco-
nomic expansion, appreciation of art, a high level of literacy,
reduction of input costs, evolution in marketing, and a commer-
cial hub for international distribution are clearly recognizable
growth factors. There are, however, two elements which have
nol been recognized as contributing to this industry’s expan-
sion; iconoclasm and war, Both had in common the wholesale
destruction of art, and by examining these events through a
supply/demand model it becomes apparent that they were
powerful stimuli for the production of supply. Demand con-
sisted of two main groups: an increasing number of private
patrons and those individuals whose livelihood was connected
with selling finished works of art. The destruction of art affected
both calegories in terms of an overall reduction of existing
stock. This, in turn, signalled the market to replace the lost
stock; however, since the loss of stock also represented a loss of
capital resources for middlemen and decreased the net worth of
consumers by the value of the art works destroyed, it resulted in
an overall reduction of the available budget. This implies that
the signal 1o the market to replace the goods was accompanied
by a signal to produce these goods at lower cosis. Since
production inputs relating to paintings consist of labor and
material, the various cost-reducing innovations, such as special-
ization, collaboration, formula painting, and the switch from
panel tocanvas. ete., were, therefore, a direct response to market
forces. Such production cost reduction lowered entry barriers
and attracted resources, that is artists and middlemen, to the
market resulting m an overall expansion. During peniods of
economic growth the expanding art market would try 1o meet
demand and prices would rise. During phases of economic
decline it would create a surplus, prices would fall and stimulate
production input cost-lowering measures. While fluctuations of
the economy of the Netherlands also caused fluctuations in its
art market, the destruction of art works resulting from icono-
clasm and war was partially responsible for its expansion.
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When peace was finally established in 1 648, an art market which
had expanded significantly for well overacentury was firmly in
place.

It should be noted here that the application of this economic
model addresses the art market as a whole and should not be
applied in this form to individual artists. The model explains,
however, many of the characteristics of the market, a few of
which I will now consider in greater detail.

The first to be addressed concerns the artist as producer of
the goods. As early as 1382 records show that the manufacturing
of art in Antwerp was regulated according to economic guide-
lines.* The fourteenth century still viewed painters largely as
craftsmen, and not until the sixteenth century did they consider
themselves as artists. The practice of copying was compara-
tively rare before 1604}, but then as a result of Italian Mannerist
influence, it became the very basis for siudying art.® This
approach lentitself particularly well to formula painting and the
manufacturing of "potboilers."”

Business was conducted in a variety of ways. Direct com-
missions by patrons still existed, although in small numbers.*
Most transactions consisted of purchases from existing stock
of artisis acting as their own retailers. To reduce inventory costs
they often kept a sample selection for prospective clients who
could choose an image which was executed only upon place-
ment of an order.™ Guild regulations governed public exhibi-
tion indicating that participation was an important marketing
outlet,”

Finished works of art, accompanied by independent ap-
praisals, were often accepted as payment for debts, property,
and the like.” Such commercialization of art led to certain
innovations to maximize the efficiency of production. Among
them were specialization in subjects and division of labor;™
another cost-cutting device was the mechanical repetition of
designs for workshop production for inventory.™  Artists who
specialized in certain themes were often hired by others to assist
in the execution of subjects or sections best suited to their area
of expertise.* Popular among collectors were grisailles which
were among the cheapest original works painters could pro-
duce.™ Artists also designed book illustrations™ and, very
frequently, cartoons for glass painters and tapestry weavers.”
The largest production, however, consisted of engravings which
were published in large numbers and sold inexpensively to the
population at large.™

This variety of products leaving artists' studios underscores
the close connection between artists and craftsmen in the
sixteenth century. The former were paid similarly 1o stonecarvers,
carpenters or smiths and the amount generally did not differen-
tiate between heraldic or purely decorative work and panel or
canvas paintings. Prices were established on the basis of labor
and material costs; miniatures were valued somewhat higher,
while cartoons for glass paintings or tapestries were on the lower
end of the pay scale™ The view of artists as crafismen
gradually changed,™ but it took uniil 1773 before artists were
freed from guild membership and the fine arts became an
officially sanctioned activity for noblemen. !



The entrenchment of the medieval guild system impeded
the evolution of artists towards independence, but it also pro-
tected their economic interests. Guild regulations restricted the
practice of painting to guild masters, and citizen’s nghts as well
as payment of dues were a prerequisite formembership. Out-of-
town newcomers were charged higher fees and imports from
outside were controlled by tariffs. Such practice allowed guilds
to exercise a measure of control over artistic production and its
cost since they were also in charge of suppling raw materials.
Guild regulations were sanctioned by civic authority and only
suspended during fairs to attract outside business.” By the
sixteenth century the guild of St. Luke had become firmly
established in Antwerp with 694 registrations of master paint-
ers.” The second half of the century saw an increase of diversity
in guild composition to include persons in non-art related
activities attesting to the fact that there was still no clear
distinction between artists and artisans.” To supplement its
income and to compete with general activities of art dealing, the
Antwerp St. Lucas Guild, in 1508, was granted the right to
conduct periodic public art auctions® for a 5% commission,*
As the century wore on and the art market increased in complex-
ity, guild regulations adjusted to the changing conditions with-
out losing their influence within the industry.

Although guilds were permitted to sell the products of their
members, most art dealing activity occurred outside these
organizations. Aside from the traditional relationship between
patrons and artists and as direct purchases from studios, the
selling of artists’ products initially took place at the numerous
markets and fairs.¥ The gradual replacement of panel with
cloth paintings simplified this since the latter were easier Lo
transport, less vulnerable to weather changes, and cheaper to
produce.’ Pictures became smaller, not only to facilitate
transport but also to allow for the display of a larger selection in
the limited space of a stall.* These stalls were frequently
manned by the artists themselves™ although it must have been
common for painters to consign their works to merchants or
fellow artists who attended such fairs.”' Besides large, semi-
annual or annual markets, there were also open markets and
kirmessesinsmallercities,”® These events were often organized
by the church which benefited from rents charged. Since the
church in the Netherlands was not allowed to become an
important landholder, the sponsorship of such enterprises pre-
sented a welcome source of income.”  Also popular were the
"Friday markets” which were established in Antwerp in 1547;
they existed outside of guild regulations and were a convenient
way of trading artists’ products.® Another customary market-
ing vehicle was art lotteries recorded as early as 1445 in Bruges
and continuing throughout the next century and beyond.*

As the industry was getting used to trading its goods in an
open market in fixed locations the establishment of regularly
held and even permanent art exhibitions soon followed. This
development towards marketing specialization resulted in the
growing importance of middlemen. Already in the preceding
century merchants in Bruges sold art in the merchant hall, but it
was not until 1540 that the first year-round for-sale exhibition
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was established. The "Schilders pand,” as it was called, was
located on the upper gallery of the Antwerp stock exchange
which had been divided into separate stalls and leased by the
city to artists to display and sell their works, From 1565 to 1597
the entire pand was rented by one individual, the painter/dealer
Bartholomaus de Momper. Its colorful history mirrored the
period's political and economic turmoils, and its enterprising
tenant was the first large-scale art dealer of modern times.* By
1517 until the mid-1540s there existed at least seven art-related
public outlets in Antwerp which operated for specified periods
during each year.® The most important, indeed the first, al-
though not year-round,™ art market in post-classical Europe to
be housed in a building specifically constructed for that purpose
was Our Lady's Pand operating from 1460 to 1560, It was
organized by the church and. as figures indicate, it was not only
the backbone of the church’s fair income through much of the
sixteenth century, but its principle merchandise was the preemi-
nent growth industry among the church-sponsored fairs in
general. The data also shows the elasticity of art prices with
respect to fluctuations of the Antwerpeconomy,™ and the devel-
opment of Our Lady's Pand was both symptom and agent of the
new practice of producing art on speculation for anopen market,

The sixteenth century also witnessed the emergence of
specialized merchants inart, the art dealers. They evolved from
the ranks of merchants who had traditionally sold art prod-
ucts, ™ or were artists who either supplemented their income by
selling others' works in addition to their own or had given up
paintingentirely.® Business practices included commissioning
of artists, buying at estate auctions, markets and fairs, as well a=
employing young artists to copy and mass produce.” Theis
business locations were mostly small shops™ or stalls at suitable
markets.

Besides local and regional demand the export trade was of
particular importance. Netherlandish artists' works were sold in
most European countries, with France in the lead, followed by
Ttaly, Spain, Portugal, and, of course, neighboring Germany.*™

For whom was all this effort in production and marketing
expended? Records indicate that only a small percentage of
Netherlandish paintings were acquired by the courts or the
nobility.® The demand side consisted largely of prosperous
townspeople. hospitals, churches, and civic authorities.™ The
mention of specific subjects of paintings recorded in invento-
ries, beginning in the second half of the sixteenth century,
indicates the emergence of a collector's mentality, and patrons
began to recognize the claim of artists that their work entailed
more than just simple manual execution.”” It was not long
before paintings began to be bought and sold by private cons-
umers for purely speculative purposes, a trend which further
fueled production but also added to the volatility of the market
as a whole.

The foregoing analysis of the sixteenth century art market
in the Netherlands is intended to provide a model rather than
guantitative data. Each individually addressed topicis, by itself,
asubject for further investigation. T hope, however, to have suc-
ceeded in providing information about the composition and



dynamics of the period's art market, further insight into its
history, and a better understanding of the economic circum-
stances under which its art was produced.
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