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Holbein and the Paradigms of Art-Historical Interpretation

by PAsCAL GRIENER

Unlike some painters such as Vermeer, Holbein remained
a well-known artist. However, his image underwent a great
deal of transformations over the centuries. I should like to
recall some important steps in the history of art, which
allowed for the formation of Holbein’s interpretation. An
historiographer’s task is to identify and analyze those intel-
lectual patterns which have been established in the past,
and which still haunt our studies even today. I shall confine
my survey to the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries;
Holbein’s reception during those periods is not well-
known, although some features of the present image of the
artist still owe much to it. The material presented here was
elaborated together with Oskar Biatschmann, and will form
part of our forthcoming book devoted to the “Holbein
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dispute”.

1. The first narrative

Strange as it may seem, Holbein owes his place in history to
Vasari and his “Vite”, although his biography is nowhere to
be found in a book which could be seen as a snub to Ger-
man artists. In effect, when the Flemish artist Karel van
Mander undertook to write the biographies of Northern
artists, he quickly discovered that there was a great dearth
of historiographical models available. Vasari’s biographies
were well constructed: they offered practical and moral
advice to young artists, and they ensured that each artist of
the past was remembered through a literary monument.
But as a model of historical writing, Vasari’s narrative was
not neutral: it was directed towards one conclusion, that
the city-state of Florence had been chosen by God to
develop the arts to their perfection. Finally, that model
implied an elevated representation of the artist, not as a
mere craftsman, but as a humanist, a worthy friend to the
rich and powerful. Van Mander was aware that he would
have to use, but also to subvert Vasari in order to pay jus-
tice to Northern artists. At a time when painters were still
regarded as mere craftsmen in the North of Europe, van
Mander hoped to give them a new status. At a very young
age, he had travelled through Italy for four years, from
1573 to 1577. And he could remember that in Florence, he
had been able to catch a glimpse of an old, bearded man
overseeing some work in the Duomo: Giorgio Vasari him-
self. The author of the “Lives” was to die only a few months
later.? The young painter must have looked up first with

For Georg Germann

awe, and then with jealousy at the pupil of Michelangelo,
the favourite painter of the popes, and the main architect of
the Uffizi. Van Mander became increasingly resentful of
Vasari’s geocentrism, and his “Lives of the most illustrious
Netherlandish and German painters” (1603—4)° claim that
the artists of the North were not inferior to their Latin
counterparts (fig. 1). He managed to increase the grandeur of
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Fig. 1 Title-page of Carel van Mander, “Het Leben der Door-
luchtighe Nederlandtsche en Hooghduytsche Schilders”, Alck-
maer 1604.

his fellow artists by subtly demeaning the achievements of
their Italian rivals.* Besides, some key-concepts of Vasari’s
historiography underwent a drastic change. Van Mander
showed that in some fields, Northern artists had acquired
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greater skills than their Italian counterparts, especially in
the depiction of flowers, of animals and of landscapes. If
van Mander accepted the Italian theory of the genres, he
did however stress that above all, it was the mode of repre-
sentation, more than the object represented, which ensured
the prestige of a work of art.> Carel van Mander is the first
important historian of Hans Holbein. That he knew very
few paintings by the master is clear. Since the catalogue of
an artist’s work was not yet an integral element of his bio-
graphy, this shortcoming did not harm his project. His main
aim was still to characterize a painter through a narrative of
his life.

Holbein was, for van Mander, an almost perfect exem-
plum of the Northern artist. First, he was an adept of the
“neat” manner, as opposed to the “rough” brushstroke
characteristic of the Venetian masters. His technique
allowed him to obtain maximum illusory effect, and to
become what van Mander called with admiration a “bold
liar”. Secondly, Holbein illustrated van Mander’s theory of
genius to perfection. Vasari had made it clear that Florence
seemed to be the “natural” centre of artistic excellence,
blessed by God. Van Mander quoted Holbein as a major
piece of evidence in the case against this Florentine “geo-
centrism”: he was the exemplum of the genius born out of
nowhere. Van Mander insisted that genius is bound neither
to family, nor to country. He knew that, according to an
established tradition, Holbein was born in Germany, but he
could not resist the temptation of declaring him to have
been a Swiss citizen. This fact he then used to show that a
genius could develop in one of the least artistic areas of
Europe, a country which he described as a “rocky, deso-
late” wasteland. Thus: “One finds, however, that it has hap-
pened more than once that a remarkable and great person
in our art emerges somewhere and appears in a country
where none had risen up previously or before them; as
proof that spirit and genius are not bound to locality or
family.”® But van Mander went further, and in order to
deny the importance of an Italian Grand Tour for an artist,
he stated boldly that Holbein had never travelled to the
paeninsula. His wonderful neatness, the realism of his por-
traits were the work of a man from the North.

Van Mander inaugurated two important trends in Hol-
bein’s historiography. He padded out his life with some
anecdotes which were to colour the artist’s biography for a
long time, especially during the romantic period. He also
paved the way for a parallel between Holbein and Diirer,
which was to become paramount for all historical research
on the two artists in the nineteenth century. Both artists’
biographies stress the privileged relationship between, in
the one case, Henry VIII and Holbein and, in the other,
Diirer and the Emperor Maximilian. One day, van Mander
tells us, an aristocrat expressed the wish to see Holbein in
his studio. The artist declined to open his door to him,
engaged as he was “painting something from life or doing
something private™.” His Lordship insisted with such a lack
of tact that the painter threw him down the stairs. When the
courtier complained to the king, Henry VIII rebuked him
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with a simple calculation: out of seven peasants he could
fashion as many lords, but not a single Holbein out of seven
earls. That such anecdotes were narrative devices of van
Mander’s own invention, is obvious upon reading his
account of Diirer’s life. He writes that one day the Emperor
Maximilian was watching Diirer who was completing a
large-scale mural. Diirer expressed the wish to find a lad-
der, whereupon the Emperor requested that one of his
noblemen should lend his back to the artist. Aware of their
reluctance to cooperate, Maximilian presented them with a
similar line.’

2. Classicism and Philology

Seventy years later, the second important text on Holbein
was produced in drastically different circumstances: it was
written by Charles Patin, as an introduction to an edition of
Erasmus’ Laus stultitiae (1676), a new edition of Erasmus’
text illustrated after the Basle copy of 1515.° By then, Hol-
bein had ascended to the rank of an old master. He was
equally a figure of the past, that a historian had to rescue
from oblivion. If van Mander lived in what was still essen-
tially the same world as Holbein, Charles Patin did not. He
was thus conscious of the fact that he was interpreting a his-
torical figure. More important, in a great age of classical
scholarship, it was a scholar, and not an artist, who was
undertaking to write on Holbein. Charles Patin took full
advantage of his position as a philologist: after all, Hol-
bein’s biography was just part of a scholarly commentary to
Erasmus’ text. The first outcome of this position is clear:
beyond Holbein, Patin was interested in Erasmus. Charles
Patin was a somewhat nostalgic admirer of the great Dutch
scholar.!? His father, Gui Patin, belonged to a circle of lib-
ertines who hated the Jesuits as well as all religious
excesses, and who defended the right of Reason to examine
matters of religion and authority. Guy Patin vowed a cult to
Erasmus, whose portrait adorned his house, together with
those of Montaigne and of de Thou. The council of Trent
had branded Erasmus an heretic; over the seventeenth cen-
tury, the humanist became the apostle of tolerance in
enlightened circles. Charles Patin was embroiled himself in
an obscure affair related to forbidden tracts; he had to
leave France without delay. Wandering through Europe
with his precious collection of medals, he settled in Basle in
1671 and 1674/75. Better to appreciate Patin’s interest in
Holbein, we need to consider a beautiful publication made
by one of his daughters, Carla Catherina. The “Pitture
scelte e dichiarate™ of 1691 reproduce, amongst others, a
painting by Noél Jouvenet which represents the Patin fam-
ily.!! Carla is at pains to excuse what may be seen as a lack
of modesty: did Holbein not paint families, like that of
Meyer and his wife, and even his own in Basel? However,
when sitting for the painter the Patins adopted a pose
which recalls, unmistakably, Holbein’s group portrait of the
More family. In the university collection, Patin had been
able to admire the preparatory drawing for the now lost



picture. He had it copied; it was published in Carla Patin’s
“Pitture”.”> The exiled Patin was draping himself in
Thomas More’s robe; he too was the father of very erudite
daughters, and he had been persecuted for his freedom of
thought, as well as for his advocacy of religious tolerance.
On the painting, even Carla herself — a very gifted lady, who
was well acquainted with astronomy — wished to be repre-
sented studying a sphere; she recalled “nelle lettere, che
Tommaso Moro scriveva a sua figliola Marghareta, la rac-
comandazione di questo studio, di cui io mi sono sempre
dilettata.”’® Holbein’s portraits of Thomas More, of
Thomas Warham, with their intensity and their utmost pre-
cision, worked a miracle for Patin: they made visible, they
almost revived these great apostles of tolerance, in the nos-
talgic dreams of a libertin érudit.

The second outcome of Patin’s philological approach was
more ground-breaking: the “Encomium moriae” of 1676
offered to the reader the first catalogue raisonné of Hol-
bein’s works, and probably the first of any modern artist.
Patin, a numismatist at ease with scientific catalogues, had
drawn his inspiration from Franciscus Junius’ “Catalogus”,
published in 1694, but completed in 1670 and well-known
at the time in erudite circles (fig. 2).'* Patin, who kept an
extensive correspondence with other European scholars,
knew that Junius had been a secretary to the Earl of Arun-
del, the greatest Holbein collector of all times. Junius thus
provided the model that would allow for the first catalogue
of Holbein’s work. For the first time, the idea was put for-
ward that the corpus of an artist could become a major
instrument of research, allowing us to circumscribe a stylis-
tic approach to an artist. But how? Patin was facing a prob-
lem which Junius could leave aside — the critical, almost
philological examination of the works listed. Junius listed
paintings and sculptures of the Ancients, lost works only
known through descriptive texts. If Patin managed to
acquire a first-hand knowledge of some works by Holbein,
he could not possibly see them all. Besides, he could not yet
differentiate between authentic Holbeins and other paint-
ings of the Oberrhein school. Even though his attempt was
doomed to failure, Patin met for the first time with a new
critical task, that of the connoisseur. He merely noted down
the paintings which bore Holbein’s signature, or which
were attributed to him by scholars or by tradition. Not
being able to describe Holbein’s style through the cata-
logue, Patin reverted to an old device, that of the biogra-
phy. His own sketch attempts to underline Holbein’s real-
ism, which he praised, but which was probably too acute for
a man used to Lebrun and Vouet’s productions. Patin thus
developed an image of the artist as a rude and lazy painter,
keener to take a drink in a tavern than to devote time to his
own family. Van Mander had already made some passing
comment on the harsh character of Holbein’s wife — a
device designed to parallel Diirer’s biography. Patin
noticed that on fol. S4 of Myconius’ copy of Erasmus’
Praise of folly, Holbein had designed a “plump porker”,
drinking while exploring the bosom of his female compan-
ion. A later, unknown hand had added the word “Holbein”

above the figure. The two scholars read it as a comment,
made by Erasmus himself, on Holbein’s sinful life. That
new reputation of the artist as a dissolute and hedonistic
painter, was to remain a feature of most of Holbein’s
biographies until the end of the XIXth century.> By
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Fig.2 Title-page of the Catalogus, published in: Franciscus
Junius, “De Pictura veterum libri tres”, Rotterdam 1694, Part 11.

emphasizing the features of Holbein’s character, Patin
could compensate for the fact that a stylistic model allow-
ing for the characterisation of Holbein’s manner was out of
his reach. And the classicist could explain Holbein’s real-
ism through a biographical device — the artist was a good
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realist, because he was down-to-earth. In effect, Patin found
himself depreciating the artist while praising his works. On
one side, Holbein was an idle porker, but on the other side,
Patin marvelled at the quantity of works executed by such
a lazy hedonist.

3. History of taste/history of art

The third important moment in Holbein’s historiography is
the publication of the “Teutsche Akademie” by Joachim
von Sandrart (fig. 3). Sandrart, an artist and art theorist,
had a great advantage over Patin: his first-hand knowledge
of many masterpieces left by Holbein. In England, he had
been welcomed by the Earl of Arundel, who had shown
him his treasures in person; the architect Inigo Jones had
even made sure that he could see the Holbein drawings in
the royal collection. Yet if Sandrart managed to provide a
good description of some works seen during his trips to
Holland and to England, he borrowed most of his details
on the master from van Mander. What is new in his bio-
graphical sketch is the insistence on the price of Holbein’s
pictures; his Holbein biography depicts a city of Basel
almost besieged by amateurs wanting, in vain, to buy the
pictures kept in the city.

Sandrart documented a fact that was to become of para-
mount importance for the history of Holbein’s representa-
tion: if there was unanimity among connoisseurs on the
value of Holbein’s works, their reasons for praising them
were very different. His works were being copied, and
accounted for a complex moment in the history of taste.
Without the knowledge of such history, historiography
remains on shaky ground. The world of connoisseurs
hinted at by Sandrart is composed of rich collectors, of
princes, but also of picture dealers. The extraordinary activ-
ity of international picture-dealers in Holland, went hand
in hand with the craze for old masters which developed
steadily in England in the sixteen twenties, and which led to
interesting picture exchanges between the North and the
South of Europe.'® If King Charles I and his favori Georges
Villiers, first Duke of Buckingham were less eager to buy
German than Italian or Flemish pictures,'” a strong sense of
nostalgia for the Tudor period drove a collector like the
Earl of Arundel to purchase Holbeins at almost any cost.'
Arundel was a man of outstanding taste and great culture.
He was Sir Anthony van Dyck’s first acquaintance in Eng-
land, and Rubens called him “one of the evangelists of our
art”.!” By descent, he belonged to the family of the Dukes
of Norfolk, and could recall with pride that Thomas
Howard had been one of Holbein’s best patrons.?’ In a let-
ter to Sir Dudley Carleton, Arundel acknowledges almost
like a sickness his “foolish curiosity in enquiring for the
pieces of Holbein.”! In Italy, the clean manner characteris-
tic of the Northern masters was stimulating the taste of
Cosimo de Medici for works by Holbein — it was a refresh-
ing change to look at one in a gallery full of Florentine
paintings. But instead of hunting for a rare piece on the
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market, the Grand Duke wrote to Arundel, and begged
him to part with a jewel from his own stock, “because I
have become passionately set upon having a work by this
artist”.>> Arundel duly behaved as a perfect courtier, sur-
rendering the only Holbein portrait which he could not
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Fig. 3 Hans Holbein the Younger. Illustration from Joachim Von
Sandrart, “L’Accademia Todesca della Architettura, Scultura et
Pittura, oder Teutsche Academie der Edlen Bau-, Bild- und
Mabhlerey-Kiinste™, 2 vols., Nuremberg and Frankfurt 1675-1679,
1.2 p. 249.

keep in his house: that of Sir Richard Southwell, an ennemy
of his beloved ancestor Henry Howard, Earl of Surrey.
Arundel was duly thanked by the Grand Duke: a splendid
triptych by Adam Elsheimer, and bearing the Medici arms,
was sent to Arundel, to his greatest delight.

From the King of England to the Arundels and Bucking-
hams, all collectors of good-quality paintings were bound
to deal with Dutch picture-merchants. One of the most
prominent among them, Michel Le Blon, turned out to be a



great Holbein connoisseur. He owned a few pictures by the
master, copies or originals.”> He was also a great oppor-
tunist. An engraver as well as a picture-dealer, he soon
owed to his connections in higher social circles the title of
envoy of the court of Sweden in the United Kingdom. Like
his fellow-agent Balthazar Gerbier, he knew all the major
British collectors of the time, whose new passion allowed
for lucrative business deals.

In Holland also, pictures by Holbein were very much in
fashion, but for different reasons. In about 1632/33, Le
Blon travelled to Lyons in order to purchase a Holbein for
the Duke of Buckingham; on his way back, he stopped in
Basle, and bought the “Meyer madonna” from Johann
Lucas Iselin for the very high price of 1000 Imperiales.**

The destiny of this famous picture illustrates, more than
any other painting, the appreciation of Holbein in seven-
teenth-century Europe.® At a time when the Dutch Fijn-
schilders took pride in polishing their paintings to increase
their aesthetic and financial value, such a picture could be
seen as a rare pearl: here was a very finished masterpiece, a
real collector’s item. Le Blon lauded such finished panels to
his clients, like the Swedish chancellor Axel Oxenstjerna:
did they not fall for such pictures — religious or, preferably,
with erotic subjects, but where “one does not see any
uneaven part, any beginning or any end in the colour,
more, it seems to have been washed, or made with a cloud
or with steam”?% If Holbein’s pictures were not always
completely in fashion in England, in Holland they fitted
perfectly the artistic ideal of Gerard Dou and of his clients.
In due course, Le Blon sold the “Meyer madonna” in 1638
to a Dutch collector, Johannes Lossert.”” In a country
where all the churches had been deprived of their religious
ornaments, the “Madonna” was proudly displayed in a pri-
vate apartment. A highly-finished fake was even made
after the original. Such a practice was common among
unscrupulous dealers, and Le Blon may have been tempted
to try to reap a double reward for his discovery of a Hol-
bein masterpiece. He may have wanted to keep that fake
for a while; his own collection, as we have seen, included
some copies after Holbein.?® A friend, the German painter
Bartholomeus Sarburgh, undertook the thankless task with
great skill, correcting here and there, and translating Hol-
bein’s style into an Italian idiom — most probably for an
international clientele, keen to purchase two paintings, one
of the Northern and the other of the Italian school, com-
bined in one. Such a transformation betrays all too clearly
the change of taste which separated the generation of van
Mander from that of Le Blon: in Sarburgh’s hands, the
“Meyer Madonna” was becoming a perfect mix of North-
ern precision and Italian, classical fashion. Sarburgh was an
ideal copyist: he knew Switzerland very well since he had
worked in Bern and more particularly in Basle
(1621-1628), before returning to The Hague. His appren-
tice, Johannes Liidin, was from Muttenz near Basle.? From
Swiss collectors as well, the madonna was no less in
demand. Soon after his task was completed, Sarburgh
received a request from Basle: Remigius Faesch II wanted

two copies of the figures of the son and daughter of Jakob
Meyer. Faesch was a keen collector, who regretted the loss
of a painting that had once belonged to his family. But he
owned the two 1516 portraits of Jakob Meyer and of his
wife, and thought that all that he now needed were the
heads of the children. The figures of the youngsters were
copied by Liidin, not after the original, but after Sarburgh’s
copy, which must have been in Le Blon’s hands*® As the
picture had long vanished from Basle, Faesch tried to imag-
ine it with the help of some of the oral tradition linked to
the work. In his hypothetical description of the picture, this
staunch protestant and antiquarian reduced the painting to
his own fancy. The panel, he thought, showed the family
“kneeling in front of an altar”, and there was simply no
place for a madonna in his description.’! In Switzerland, it
was the secular works which were readapted in order to
carry a moral message. A Swiss miniaturist of the seven-
teenth century — probably Wilhelm Stettler — could copy
side by side the family portrait of 1528 and the Lais
Corinthiaca, as if they both belonged to the same picture:
motherly love was opposed to love for sale — a perfect
antithesis befitting a moral oratio.?

The well-knit community of dealers and collectors we
have described allowed for a new historical approach befit-
ting their needs. New perspectives emerge when one reads
the “Notizie dei professori del disegno™ or the “Entre-
tiens”. Filippo Baldinucci for example, in his “Notizie”,
focused his attention on the only two portraits by Holbein
available to him, especially that of Richard Southwell, and
attempted to reconstruct the artist’s technique.* The al-
most experimental dimension of his perception, the bold
attempt to encapsulate an artist’s manner with words, were
very new. Félibien went further, and pretended that it was
possible to deduce some elements of Holbein’s career from
the sheer appreciation of his technique: “Sa maniere de
peindre toute particulicre fait conjecturer, que ce fut par
son travail et par son propre jugement, qu’il se perfec-
tionna lui seul dans cet Art [...]”.3* The direct perception of
pictures was bearing, at last, an effect on the very narrative
of the artist’s life. The outcome of this close observation
was a new discussion of the parallel, made by Federico
Zuccari according to van Mander, between Raphael and
Holbein. This parallel, Félibien, Baldinucci and later Jean-
Baptiste Descamps or Dezallier d’Argenville saw it as a
comparison very limited in scope: portraits by the two
artists were compared, and their excellence paralleled
exclusively in that field. The portrait allowed the painter to
devote all his attention to technique. Besides, in the art-his-
torical publications of the time, Holbein’s biography was
still placed within the Dutch school, famous for its “effets
de matiere” at the expense of the subject. Gradually, col-
lectors subscribed to such representation. The Duke of
Orleans was proud of displaying the portrait of Georg
Gisze in his gallery, which reminded him of the best Dutch
masters of his time; but his attempt to purchase the Meyer
madonna (that is, the Dresden copy) from the Delfino fam-
ily in Venice betrayed another vision of the master. This
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trend intensified even during the neo-classical period: the
count Schonborn bought the portrait of Hermann Wedigh,
while August of Poland secured both Raphael’s “Sixtine
Madonna” and Holbein’s “Dresden madonna™ (1743), he
got rid of his rococo masters such as the “Banquet of
Cleopatra” by Tiepolo. Unexpectedly, the new fame of the
“Dresden madonna”, after its purchase and display, did not
inspire immediately the curators of the Royal collection to
put Raphael’s “Sixtine madonna” and Holbein’s “Meyer
madonna” side by side. And if Mariette explained that “Le
gout d’Holbein est plus épuré que celui d’Albert; sa
manicre tient davantage de celle de I'Italie”, his com-
ments were merely related to Holbein’s achievement as a
portrait painter. Nevertheless, the seeds were planted,
which would bear their fruits fourty years later or so.

4. Preromantic sensibility: Lavater and Walpole

In effect, it is no small paradox to see that such classical
interpretation could only reach its full bloom thanks to the
Romantic vision of art, and of German art in particular.
The romantic sensibility is epitomized, already in the eigh-
teenth century, by Horace Walpole and Johann Kaspar
Lavater.

Walpole, a great art-collector, was the son of a great ama-
teur, Sir Robert Walpole. He had spent his youth at
Houghton Hall, where one of the best private art collec-
tions in Europe was to be seen. One of the first intellectual
undertakings of the young Horace was to produce a
descriptive catalogue of these holdings.*® Walpole learned
at an early age the art of intertwining biographical data and
descriptions of pictures. The “Anecdotes of Painting in
England” (1762-1780) play on the rhetorical devices dear
to all art historians;? his biographical entries are full of
striking antitheses and jeux de mots, and Holbein’s bio-
graphy is no exception to this rule. Later in the century,
William Beckford was to go further, and denounce those
platitudes used by most cicerones operating in country
houses; both he and Walpole were speaking from experi-
ence. In his satire “Biographical Memoirs of Extraordinary
Painters” (1780) Beckford discusses the unknown works of
“Sucrewasser of Vienna”, “Watersouchy”, “Og of Basan”
and “Blunderbussiana”. All the biographical sketches are
imaginary, but they assemble the most time-worn clichés
about artists’ lives.®® Walpole’s conscious use of such
rhetoric is more complex. His reader is expected to marvel
at the difference between the platitude of Vertue’s notes
and the beauty of Walpole’s own prose. His tone is nothing
short of patronizing towards the painstaking engraver. For
Walpole historical discourse is designed to nourish polite
conversation, and to allow for the free exercise of wit. He
collected all the data available on Holbein’s works known
in England, and made good use of Patin and of Vertue. Far
from dispelling fanciful narratives about the painter, Wal-
pole did not hesitate to create new and totally imaginary
anecdotes related to Holbein’s life: “He had still at his
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house a portrait that he had just finished for one of his
patrons — on the forehead he painted a fly, and sent the
picture to the person for whom it was designed. The gentle-
man struck with the beauty of the piece, went eagerly to
brush off the fly — and found the deceit.”* Much more
important was the outlook that Walpole cast on Holbein’s

Lab. L7

Fig. 4 Judas, as painted by Holbein in the Basle Last Supper.
[llustration from Johann Kaspar Lavater, “Physiognomische Frag-
mente, zur Beforderung der Menschenkenntnis und Menschen-
liebe”, Leipzig/Winterthur 1775-1778, 4 vols.

works. To him, contrary to Mariette and Dezallier d’Ar-
genville, they were gothic. His own country house, near
Twickenham, marked the birth of the Gothic revival. It had
been designed for a man who thought that the Greek style
was not the quintessence of architecture, and that private
lodgings required a more fanciful style: “one only wants
passion to feel gothic”.* And Strawberry Hill had a Hol-
bein room.* Its decoration was neo-gothic; the light was fil-
tered by antique stained-glass windows and the Holbein
portraits, copied after the famous drawings in the royal col-
lections, were framed in black and gold borders. The chim-
ney piece was “chiefly taken from the tomb of Archbishop



Warham at Canterbury”, while the pierced arches of the
screen tried to evoke the choir of Rouen cathedral.*? In
1765, Walpole had already written one of the first gothic
novels, “The Castle of Otranto”, where he recorded a
strange dream. One night, he found himself wandering in
an old castle. A large staircase appeared in front of him,

BinsWiplbein
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fies those new conditions of perception: “If I have ever
seen, felt, breathed in myself Inspiration in human produc-
tions, in the strictest sense of the word, it was when I saw
three or four pieces by Holbein which, to my judgment,
pass everything I have seen in Mannheim, Schleissheim
and Diisseldorf — as far as colour, drawing and poetry are
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Fig. 5 Frontispiece of Ulrich Hegner, “Hans Holbein der Jiingere”, Berlin 1827.

and a gigantic hand in a iron gauntlet touched the bannis-
ter.¥ In the higher circles of society, it had became fashion-
able to feel the frisson of the Tudor period.* A true pre-
romantic spirit, Walpole focused on expression. He never
ceased to subscribe to the most traditional, classic aesthetic
standards, and he never subscribed to the nationalism of a
Bainbrigge Buckridge, who had attempted to rank the Eng-
lish school on a par with that of Italy and of France.* Yet
Walpole was dissociating in himself the man of taste and
the sensitive man, eager to sharpen his aesthetic percep-
tions at all costs. His sense of irony is evident for those who
recognize his Gothic version of the 7Tribuna, a true conter-
part to that of Florence, and which housed the best part of
his collection of curiosities.

Without knowing it, Walpole was paving the way for a
pre-romantic perception of Holbein, whose first exponent
was the celebrated Swiss physiognomonist Johann Kaspar
Lavater. In a letter dated 1780 to Goethe, Lavater exempli-

concerned. His Last Supper, particularly — and the Lais
Corinthiaca surpass everything.”# Holbein was a perfect
painter, because through his pathos, a soul was communi-
cating with a soul (fig. 4). To the analytical, detached admi-
ration characteristic of a Le Blon, Lavater opposed the
powerful spell of enthusiasm (“Schwirmerei”), a new sen-
sibility to the atmosphere, the surroundings in which an
aesthetic judgment took place. A new cult of the work of
art was developing, in which pseudo-religious feelings
mixed with the snobbish cult of originality. Lavater warned
Goethe that no print could convey the powerful effect of
the original. And he begged his correspondent to kneel in
front of these masterpieces in silent, respectful awe.
Lavater was inaugurating a new sensitivity, for which it
became fashionable to worship a masterpiece, and to
bemoan the irreconcilable difference between the power of
the masterpiece, in the hic et nunc of its apparition, and the
pale shadows of its engraved reproduction.?’
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Conclusion

When Ulrich Hegner decided to write a new biography
of Hans Holbein, the study of German art had, thanks to
Fiorillo, become a subject in its own right, distinct from
Flemish painting.** However, Hegner, like most art histori-
ans of the first half of the nineteenth century, failed to build
a new, more accurate representation of Holbein’s corpus.
His only tool was Lavater’s “Charakteristik”.*’ It allowed
for a nationalist appropriation of an artist. During the first
decades of the nineteenth century, Diirer was glorified as
the true genius of his native country; the comparison was
not confined to the aesthetic sphere any more, but per-
tained to artistic mythology. The Nazarenes, far from de-
preciating his “Gothic” manner, enthused about the mysti-
cal atmosphere pervading Diirer’s works. Holbein’s image
followed in his wake. As for the “Dresden Madonna”, like
Raphael’s “Sixtine Madonna”, it became the very para-
digm of the pseudo-religious nature of aesthetic contem-
plation: both of them offered the same “Offenbarung” to

the beholder. Finally, in the eighteen fourties, a new Hol-
bein emerged, who was opposed to Diirer — no mystic, but
a down-to-earth, more secular painter, the hero of modern
Prussia. This new figure was ready to assume the identity of
a Raphael of the North. The comparison initiated in the
late sixteenth century was now generalized by the German
patriots, and turned a painter into a national asset. Like
Raphael, idealized by a Passavant — the master of the beau-
tiful had to be handsome himself - the new Holbein
received a new, beautiful face, based upon that of the Basle
portrait of an unknown man, which had previously been
“identified” as the artist himself (fig. 5).>° The “Dresden
Madonna”, a italianized copy mistaken for an original,
played a great role in that respect. Thanks to the “Dresden
Madonna”, a Romantic paradigm of aesthetic perception
could be combined with a “Raphaelesque” artistic mythol-
ogy. It is that image that the Holbein congress of 1871
undertook to pull down. Today we are facing a similar chal-
lenge. It would prove difficult to produce a new assessment
of Holbein’s work without running a critical eye over the
scientific literature written between 1871 and 1960.
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SUMMARY

Holbein always remained a well-known artist. However, his image
underwent a great deal of transformations over the centuries.
Karel van Mander claimed in his “Lives of the most illustrious
Netherlandish and German painters” (1603/04) that the artists
of the North were not inferior to their Latin counterparts, this
against Vasari’s Florentine “geocentrism”. Van Mander padded
out Holbein's life with some anecdotes which were to colour the
artist’s biography for a long time, especially during the romantic
period, and he paved the way for a parallel between Holbein and
Diirer, paramount for all historical research on the two artists
in the XIXth century. The second important text on Holbein
was written by Charles Patin, as an introduction to an edition of
Erasmus’ “Laus stultitiae™ (1676), in which he offered the first
catalogue raisonné of Holbein’s works. Patin thus developed an
image of the artist as a rude and lazy painter, which was to remain
a feature of most of Holbein’s biographies until the end of the
XIXth century. The third important moment in Holbein’s histo-
riography is the publication of the “Teutsche Akademie” by
Joachim von Sandrart (1675-1679). Insisting on the price of Hol-
bein’s pictures, Sandrart documented the fact of the high reputa-
tion of the artist’s works among conoisseurs: His paintings were
being copied, and accounted for a complex moment in the history
of taste. The destiny of the “Meyer madonna” and its copy by
B. Sarburgh illustrates, more than any other painting, the apprecia-
tion of Holbein in seventeenth-century Europe. Later on Horace
Walpole was paving the way for a pre-romantic perception of
Holbein, whose first exponent was the Swiss physiognomonist
Johann Kaspar Lavater. A new cult of the work of art was devel-
oping, in which pseudo-religious feelings mixed with the cult of
orginality. Finally, in the eighteen fourties, a new Holbein emerged.,
who was opposed to Diirer — no mystic, but a down-to-earth, more
secular painter, ready to assume the identity of a Raphael of the
North.

ZUSAMMENFASSUNG

Holbein geriet als Kiinstler nie in Vergessenheit, aber sein Bild
verdnderte sich im Laufe der Jahrhunderte erheblich. Karel van
Mander fiithrte 1603/04 in seiner Schrift «Das Leben der beriihmte-
sten niederldndischen und deutschen Maler» aus, dass die Kiinstler
des Nordens denjenigen Italiens ebenbiirtig seien. Er begriindete
zwei Traditionen in Holbeins Historiographie: Die von ihm er-
fundenen Anekdoten prigten die Maler-Biographie bis in die Zeit
der Romantik, und er zog Parallelen zwischen Holbein und Diirer,
die fiir alle kunsthistorischen Untersuchungen der beiden Kiinstler
bis ins 19. Jahrhundert wegweisend bleiben sollten. Die zweite fiir
die Holbein-Rezeption wichtige Schrift war Charles Patins Einlei-
tung zu einer Neuedition von Erasmus’ «Lob der Torheit» (1676),
die einen ersten Oeuvrekatalog enthielt. Patin entwarf jenes Bild
Holbeins als eines grobschlidchtigen, faulen Malers, das bis Ende
des 19. Jahrhunderts in den meisten Biographien aufgenommen
wurde. Joachim von Sandrart wies in seiner «Teutschen Aka-
demie» (1675-1679) vor allem auf die Begehrtheit von Holbeins
Gemilden in Kennerkreisen hin. Holbeins Bilder wurden héufig
kopiert und beeinflussten den damaligen Zeitgeschmack. Das
Schicksal der «Darmstiddter Madonna» und ihrer Kopie durch
B. Sarburgh ist ein beredtes Zeugnis fiir die hohe Wertschitzung
des Malers in der européischen Kunstszene des 17. Jahrhunderts.
Spiter bereitete Horace Walpole den Weg fiir die frithromantische
Auffassung von Holbein, deren erster Exponent der Schweizer
Physiognomiker J. C. Lavater war. Daraus entwickelte sich eine
neue Art von Kunstbetrachtung, bei der sich pseudoreligiose
Gefiihle mit dem Originalitéts-Kult vermischten. Die 1840er Jahre
schliesslich setzten Holbein in Gegensatz zu Diirer — er erscheint
nicht mehr als Mystiker, sondern vielmehr als bodensténdiger,
weltlicher Kiinstler, gewiirdigt als ein Raffael des Nordens.
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RESUME

Si Holbein a toujours maintenu sa renommée d’artiste, son image a
néanmoins considérablement changé au fil des si¢cles. Dans son
ouvrage «Vie des peintres allemands et hollandais les plus
illustres» (1603/04), Karel van Mander affirmait que les artistes
du Nord n’avaient absolument rien a envier a leurs homologues
italiens. Van Mander devait créer deux traditions destinées a
accompagner au fil du temps I’historiographie de Holbein: d’une
part, il avait imaginé certaines anecdotes qui devaient marquer de
leur empreinte la biographie de I'artiste jusqu’a I'’époque roman-
tique et, d’autre part, il avait établi des paralleles entre Holbein et
Diirer, qui allaient déterminer toutes les recherches historiques
autour de l'ceuvre des deux artistes jusqu'au 19¢me siecle. Le
deuxiéme texte important concernant la réception accordée a
Holbein fut l'introduction de Charles Patin a une édition de
«’¢éloge de la folie» d’Erasme de Rotterdam (1676), contenant le
premier catalogue des ceuvres de Holbein. Patin décrivait Holbein
comme un artiste grossier et paresseux, lui attribuant ainsi une
image qui fut reprise par la plupart des biographies du peintre jus-
qu’a la fin du XIXem siecle. Quant a Joachim von Sandrart, il évo-
quait dans sa «Teutsche Akademie» (1675-1679) surtout le grand
succes dont les tableaux de Holbein jouissaient aupres des connais-
seurs. Ses toiles furent souvent copiées, influencant ainsi les goats
de I'époque. La destinée de la «Vierge de Darmstadt» et de sa
copie exécutée par B. Sarburg témoigne de facon éloquente de la
grande estime dont jouissait Holbein parmi les milieux artistiques
européens du XVII‘me siecle. Plus tard, Horace Walpole fraya la
voie a la perception de I'ceuvre de Holbein typique des débuts du
romantisme, dont le premier représentant fut le physiognomoniste
suisse Johann Kaspar Lavater. A partir de la se développa une
nouvelle conception de I'art, qui mélait des sentiments pseudo-reli-
gieux au culte de I'originalité. Autour de 1840, un nouvel Holbein
devait enfin émerger par opposition a Diirer, un Holbein ayant
perdu tout caracteére mystique pour acquérir une dimension plus
matérielle et séculicre, qui fut élevé au rang de Raphaél du Nord.
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RIASSUNTO

La fama di Holbein quale artista non tramontd mai. Cionono-
stante, nel corso dei secoli la sua immagine conobbe una notevole
evoluzione. Nel 1603/04 Karel van Mander affermo nel suo saggio
«La vita dei pittori olandesi e tedeschi pitt famosi» che gli artisti
del Nord equivalevano a quelli italiani. Egli introdusse due aspetti
che caratterizzarono a lungo la storiografia di Holbein: Gli aned-
doti da lui inventati accompagnarono la biografia del pittore sino
all’epoca del Romanticismo. Inoltre, le analogie tra Holbein e
Diirer da lui tracciate rimasero indicative per tutti gli esami
storico-artistici dell’opera dei due pittori sino al XIX secolo. Il
secondo testo importante a trattare il lavoro di Holbein fu 'intro-
duzione di Charles Patin per una nuova edizione dell’«Elogio della
follia» di Erasmo di Rotterdam (1676), la quale contenne un primo
catalogo delle sue opere. Patin creo I'immagine di un Holbein
pittore rozzo e pigro, che fu ripresa sino alla fine del XIX secolo
dalla maggior parte delle sue biografie. Joachim von Sandrart
sottolineo nella sua «Teutsche Akademie» (1675-1679) soprattutto
la richiesta a cui le opere di Holbein furono soggette da parte
dei collezionisti. 1 dipinti di Holbein furono sovente copiati e
influenzarono i gusti dell’epoca. Il destino della «Madonna di
Darmstadt» ¢ la copia fatta da B. Sarburgh testimoniano il note-
vole rispetto di cui I'artista godeva negli ambienti artistici europei
del XVII secolo. Successivamente, Horace Walpole preparo la
strada all'interpretazione preromantica dell’opera di Holbein, il
cui primo esponente fu il fisionomista svizzero J.C. Lavater. Tale
interpretazione portd a un nuovo modo di osservare l'arte, nella
quale vennero fusi sentimenti pseudoreligiosi e culto dell’origina-
lita. Gli anni attorno al 1840 rivelarono, infine, un nuovo Holbein,
contrapposto a Diirer: non pitt un mistico ma piuttosto un artista
secolare, con i piedi ben radicati in terra, considerato il Raffaello
del Nord.
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