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"Art follows wealth for its rich rewards." 

( Carel va11 Ma11der 1548 - 1606)' 

l11e phenomenal output of paintings in the Dutch Republic the growing patronal environment around the coun.' Charles 
in the seventeenth century inspired several studies of the socio- IX. however, demanded in 1570 that all Spanish subjects who 
economic conditions which facilitated this production.' Thus had lived in France less than two years must leave on penalty of 
fa,·. however, no explanation has been proposed for the causes death. This resulted in a panial dissemination of the local 
of this rise in output. The highly developed an market of Netherlandish anists' community which, in tum, positively 
Holland's "Golden Age" did not come about suddenly but as a affected Netberlandish art exports to France. 
result of developments which can be traced throughout the The economic development of the region during this cen
course of the sixteenth century. A combination of historical tury echoed that of the city of Antwerp which, between 1493 to 
events. economic conditions, and anistic innuences during this around 1520. had emerged as the trading metropolis of Europe 
time laid the foundation fortheart industry which characterized largely due to an expansion of international trade. Starting in the 
the subsequenl cen1ury. This essay will explore these circum- fourteenth century and continuing through the sixteenth. the 
s1ai1ces and demonstrate that socio-economic aspects must be city underwent a process of rise, expansion, maturity, and 
considered 10 understand fully the art historical developmcnL~ decline, experiencing simuhaneously a growth in population, 
of six1eenth-century Ne1herlands. I intend 10 show that the particularly of the middle class, and stimulating general com
application of economic 1heory reveals that Iconoclasm and mercial growth of the whole of the northern Netherlands.• This 
war were among the major stimuli of this increase in artists' economic expansion was facilitated by a corresponding cxpan
outpul and that market forces were largely responsible for the sion of consumer credit which was vi1al for the stimulation of 
chan_ges of a11is1s; products aoq production met)\odg. ,!\!!!1.iUrnl!"<.!ll.1d. ~p!£e\1.i.2,11.,9(.£,WAw.!~!l'jP\[!\i_r,;.• 

The his1ory 01'1he Netherlands in the sixteenth century was Unquestionably the economic growth of theNetherlandish 
dominated by the drawn-out conques1 of 1he Netherlandish cities and their urban middle class were primarily responsible 
provinces by Charles V which was concluded by 1549 with the for the flowering of the region's artistic production.•• Besides 
fonna1ion of the Seventeen Provinces of the Uniled Ne1her- expendable capital, however, patronage also required an inter
lands. and !he subsequenl rebellion agains1 the Spanish rule est in the arts. The high literacy raie, liberal social struc1ure and 
culminating in 1he Eigh1y Year War of Independence (1568- generalnationalcharacteroftheNetherlandswerefertileground 
1648). This virtually continuous waifare caused. in addition 10 for the growth of patronage. The medieval definition of the 
1he loss of lives. widespread destruction of an. Contemporary function of art was gradually replaced by 1be recogni1ion that 
at-counis specifically mention this in connection with the sack- everything imaginable could be described, and the dialectic 
mg of An1wcrp during the "Spanish Fury" of 1576 and 1be between producer and consumer stimulated the exploration of 
'French Fury" of 1583.' Besides 1hese martial occurrences this new potential." During the fifteenth century 1here were 
,cveral other events are imponanl for lhis investigation. very few independent paintings in middle class houses." 

In 1566 the lirs1 Calvinist preachers arrived in the Nether- Gradually in the more afnuent homes there appeared votive 
lands, and by August followers of these reformers began break- panel paintings and the predominantly religious subject began 
ing into churches demolishing images or worship, and within to move from a primary 10 a secondary position to allow 
two weeks.iconoclastic acts werccommiued in almost all of the aesthetic beauty to overshadow religious content." In order 10 
seventeen provinces.' This wholesale des1ruc1ion of art not economize the production process anis1s began to substitute 
only affected lhe churches but also pri vate individuals. and cloth for panel." and other cost effective devices followed 
further depicted the Netherlands' stock of an.' According 10 during1hesixtecn1hcentury." Correspondingly. the-reoccurred 
Calvin. painted religious images were frivolous and false, and a change in marketi ng. The u-aditional relationship between 
only things which were visibly apparent should be represented anist and patron was being replaced 10 a large extent by a new 
for insiruc1ion and pleasure alone: his doctrine, and the desnuc- sys1em whereby painters worked for an anonymous market and 
live effects ii had on religious art. lhus boosted the production auempted 10 sell their goods outside !heir workshops, ci1hcr at 
of secular painting.• one of the newly established markets or through a middleman. 

As a result of iconoclasm a number of anists lefl the 1heandealer,whobegan1oplayanincreasinglyimpo11an1role. 
'setherlands forneighboring countries, pa11icularly France which The risk ofinvesting time and capi1al without guaranteed returns 
had already a small Ne1hcrlandish artists' community catering 10 s1imulated 01hereconomizingproccdurcs which. in turn. further 
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fueled the market. 16 By 1560 there were over300 masters active 
in Antwerp competing in an international 1narkcLas independent 
entrepreneurs-as compared to 78 butchers and 169 bakers." 

While other cities" also had trade in arl. Anlwerp played 
the leading role." From 1450 IO 1560 the number of anists 
working in this city grew twenty-fold and by the middle of the 
century Antwerp had become tbe a,1 center of northern Eu
rope.'° The earliest records of art dealing ac1ivi1y in the city, 
daling from 1he 1450s. show that imports from Bn,ssels. Ghenl. 
Bruges, andToumay had 10 supplemenuhe limited local supply 
produced 1hen by no more than one and a half dozen anists." To 
facilitate this. the local Dominican church leased an adjoining 
properly to visiting m1isls and merchants. By 1540 the enler
prise had grown 10 such an extent that the city decided 10 
provide a11is1s and art dealers with a permanenl facility on lhe 
uppergalleryoftheAntwerpstockexchange." By lhen An1werp 
had develoJX,'<l into the largest all-year-round an producer in 
Europe wi1h up 1osix1een public outle1s fora1t" supplying local 
and intc111ational dcmand.24 

The foregoing discussion has idemificd 1he major compo
nents which led 10 this flourishing of artistic produc1ion. Eco
nomic expansion, appreciation of art, a high level of li1eracy, 
reduction of input costs. evolution in marketing. and a commer
cial hub for intemationa_l distlibut-ion are clearly recognizable 
growth facwrs. The.re arc, however, two clements which have 
no1 been recognized as contributing to 1his industry's expan
sion: iconoclasm and war. Both had in common che wholesale 
des1ruc1ion of an, and by examining 1hese events through a 
supply/demand model it becomes apparent 1ha1 they were 
powerful stimuli for 1he produc1ion of supply. Demand con
sisted of two main groups: an increasing number of private 
patrons and those individuals whose livelihood was connected 
wilh selling finished works of art. Thedes1ruc1ionof art affected 
both ca1egories in tcnns of an overall reduction or exis1ing 
s1ock. This. in nirn. signalled the marke1 to replace the Josi 
stock; however. since 1he loss of stock also represented a loss of 
capital resources for middlemen and decreased 1he nel worth of 
consumers by the value of 1he art works deslroyed, it resuhed in 
an overall reduction of 1he available budge1. This implies that 
the signal to the markel 10 replace 1he goods was accompanied 
by a signal 10 produce these goods ai lower cosls. Since 
produc1ion inputs relating lO paintings consist of labor and 
material, the various cost-reducing innovations, such as special
ization. collaboralion. fonnula painting. and the swi1ch from 
panel 1ocanvas, etc., wcrc.1hcreforc, a direct response to marke1 
forces. Such produc1ion cost reduc1ion lowered emry baniers 
and attracled resources. 1ha1 is artisls and middlemen. to the 
market resulting in an overall expansion. During periods of 
economic grow1h the expanding art market would try 10 meet 
demand and prices would rise. During phases of economic 
decline it would create a surplus, prices would fall and stimulate 
produc1ion inpul cost-lowering measures. While nuc1uationsof 
the economy of the Netherlands also caused nuc111a1ions in its 
an market, the dcs1ruc1ion of an works resulting from icono
clasm and war was panially responsible for its expansion. 
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When peace was finally established in 1648, an an market which 
had expanded significantly for well over a century was firmly in 
place. 

II should be noted here thal 1heapplication of this economic 
model addresses the art markel as a whole and should not be 
applied in this form 10 individual artisls. The model explains. 
however, many of 1he characteristics of the market, a few of 
which l wi11 now consider in greater deta.il. 

The firs! 10 be addressed concerns the rutis1 as producer of 
the goods. As early as J 382rccordsshow 1ha1 lhe manuf acruring 
of art in An1werp was regula1ed according 10 economic guide
lines." The fourteenth century still viewed pain1ers largely as 
craftsmen, and not until the sixteenth century did they consider 
thc,nsclves as artis1s. The practice of copying was compara
tively rare before L600, bul then as a result of halian Mannerist 
influence, it became the very basis for studying art.~ This 
approach Jeni i1self particularly well 10 formula painting and 1he 
manufactnring of "poi boilers."" 

Business was conducted in a variety of ways. Direct com
missions by patrons still exisled. ahhough in small numbers." 
Most transactions consis1cd or purchases from existing stock 
of artists acting as their own retailers. To reduce inventory costs 
they oflen kepi a sample selection for prospective clienls who 
could choose an image which was executed only upon place
ment of an order." Guild regulations govcn1ed public exhibi
tion indicating that part.icipation was an important marketing 
outlet.30 

Finished works of art, accompanied by independen1 ap
praisals. we,·e often accepted as payment for debts. property. 
and the like.11 Such commercialization of an led 10 certain 
innovations to maximize the efficiency of production. Among 
them were specialization in subjects and division of labor:12 

another COSL•cuning device was the mechanical repetition of 
designs for workshop production for inventory. n Artists who 
specialized in ce11ain 1hemes were of1en hired by others to assist 
in 1he execu1ion of subjects or sections best suited 10 their area 
of expertise.,.. Popular among collec1ors were grisailles which 
were among the cheapest original works pai~lers could pro
duce." An.ists also designed book illustrations" and, very 
frcqucnlly, canoons for glass pain1crs and tapestry weavers." 
The largest produc1ion, however, consisted of engravings which 
were published in large numbers and sold inexpensively 10 the 
population a1 large.33 

1l1is variely of producls leaving artists' slUdios underscores 
the close connection between a11is1s and craftsmen in 1hc 
sixiccnthcen1ury. The fonnerwcre paid similarly 10 s1onecarvcrs, 
carpemers or smilhs and 1he amoum generally did no1 differen
tiate becween heraldic or purely decora1ive work and panel or 
canvas paintings. Prices were c.stablishcd on the basis of labor 
and material costs: miniatures were vaJued somewhat higher, 
while cartoons for glass paintings or1apestries were on the lower 
end of the pay scale." The view of ar1is1s as craftsmen 
gradually changed."' bu1 i1 100k until 1773 before anis1s were 
freed from guild membership and the fine ans became an 
officially sanc1ioned ac1ivi1y for noblemen." 



The entrenchment of the medieval guild system impeded 
the evolution of artists towards independence, but it also pro
tected their economic interesLS. Guild regulations restricted the 
practice of painting to guild masters. and citizen's righLS as well 
as payment of dues were a prerequisite for membership. Out-of
town newcomers were charged higher fees and impo11s from 
outside were controlled by tariffs. Such practice allowed guilds 
to exercise a measure of contr0I over artislic production and its 
cost since they were a.lso in charge of suppling raw materials. 
Guild regulations were sanctioned by civic authority and only 
suspended during fairs to attract ouL~ide business.'' By the 
sixteenth century the guild of St Luke had become fi.rmly 
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-an 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 an 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 10 the changing conditions with
out losing their in0uence within the industry. 

Although guilds were permitted to sell the producLSof 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 to 
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 10 merchanL~ or 
fellow artists who attended such fairs." Besides large, semi
annual or annual markets, there were also open markets and 
kirmcsses in smaller cities." TheseevenLS 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 anists' producLS." Another customary market
ing vehicle was art loueries recorded as early as 1445 in Bruges 
and continuing throughout the next century and beyond."' 

As the industry was gelling used to trading its goods in an 
open market in fixed locations the establishment of regularly 
held and even pennanent art exhibitions soon followed. This 
development towards marketing spccialil-3tion 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 di vided into separate stalls and leased by the 
city 10 artisL~ to display and sell their works. From 1565 to 1597 
the entire pand was rented by one individual, the painter/dealer 
Banholomaus de Momper. Its colorful history 111.irrored the 
period's political and economic turmoils, and its enterprising 
tenant was the first largc-scalcartdealerofmodern times.,. By 
1517 until the mid-1540s there existed at least seven an-related 
public outlets in Antwerp which operated for specified periods 
during each year." The most imponant. indeed the first. al
though not year-round," a11 market u1 post-classical Europe 10 

be housed in a building specifically constructed forthat 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 iL~ 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 10 0ucruationsoftl1e Antwerpeconomy,59 and the devel
opment of Our Lady's Pand was both S)'mptom and agent of the 
new practice of producing anon spt.--culation for an open market. 

The sixteenth century also wi1nessed the emergence of 
specialized merchants in an. the an dealers. They evolved from 
the ranks of merchants who had traditionally sold art prod
ucLS.'°or were artists who either supplemented their income by 
selling others' works in addition 10 their own or had given up 
painting entirely." Business practices included coll\lnissioning 
of anisLS, buying at estate auctions. markets and fairs, as well as 

employing young rutisLS to copy and mass produce." Their 
business locations were mostly small shops'" or stalls at suitable 
markets. 

Besides local and regional demand the export trade was of 
particular importance. Nctherlandish artists' works were sold in 
most European countries. with France in the lead, followed by 
Italy, 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 laJ"gely 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 10 provide a model rather than 
quantitative data. Each individually addressed topic is, by itself, 
a subject for funher investigation. I hope, however, 10 have suc
ceeded in providing information about the composition and 



dynamics of the period's an markeL, funher insight into iLS 
hisLory, and a better understanding of the economic circum-
stances under which iL~ art was produced. u 
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