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jacques de baerze   
(active before 1384 – after 1399 )  
melchior broederlam   
(Ypres ca. 1355 – ca. 1411 Ypres) 

    Retable of the Crucifixion 1391–1399 
Oil on panel, painted and gilded wood | 167 · 502 cm 
Musée des Beaux-Arts, Dijon 

 
Duke Philip the Bold (1342–1404) founded Chartreuse de Champmol, 
a Carthusian cloister near Dijon, in the final quarter of the four-
teenth century and commissioned prominent artists to decorate it. 
In 1390, he saw two carved wooden altarpieces by Jacques de Baerze  
in the Bijloke Abbey in Ghent, which prompted him to commis - 
sion two altarpieces by the same master for Champmol—one with  
martyrs and saints, one with the crucifixion. This commission is 
particularly well documented. It is known that De Baerze delivered 
the two altarpieces from Dendermonde to Dijon in 1391, after which 
they were taken to Ypres in 1393 to be polychromed by Melchior 
Broederlam. In 1399 the altarpieces were installed in the chapter 
house and the monastery church. 

More than 600 years later, only the crucifixion triptych has been 
preserved in its entirety. The panels painted by Broederlam form  
an iconographic whole with the sculptures by De Baerze. In terms  
of scale, the paintings and sculpture fit together well. Art from  
the late fourteenth century is scarce, and sculpture with original 
polychrome painting is very rare. It is exceptional that this altar-
piece has been handed down to us in good condition.  

It is also one of the few remaining testimonials to the breath -
taking quality of late fourteenth-century art. Finely carved niches 
with rosette windows, pinnacles, and hovering angels crown  
figures depicting three scenes from left to right: the Adoration  
of the Magi, the Crucifixion, and the Entombment. Heavy robes 
with round folds give the figures volume and detach them from  
the architecture. But it is above all the movements and emotions  
of the figures that make the work so powerful. The hand of the 
infant Jesus on the cheek of the kneeling king is particularly  
touching, as is the support offered the Virgin by John and Mary 
Magdalen during the burial. 

This interest in the human aspect can also be found in the 
painted wings by Melchior Broederlam, depicting the Annuncia -
tion, Visitation, Presentation in the Temple, and the Flight into 
Egypt. Joseph stands still to empty his water bottle into his mouth, 
and Mary tenderly shelters her baby under her cloak. This is paired 
with a realistic painting style, the suggestion of depth, and subtle 
incidental light. The painter placed the figures in innovative spaces 
that—although not accurately painted in terms of perspective—still 
give a strong impression of depth. The landscape, which presents 
itself as a mountain that is difficult to climb, is also characterized  
by the meticulous and realistic rendering of natural details. The 
painting is a feast for the eyes and in many ways foreshadows the  
art of the Flemish primitives. 
 

Anne van Oosterwijk Head of Collections 
Musea Brugge, Bruges
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anonymous 
Guelders (Zutphen)  

    Chandelier ca. 1395  
Iron, probably originally (partially) gilded and painted |  
270 cm, ø 264 cm 
St Walburga’s Church, Zutphen 

 
In St Walburga’s Church in Zutphen, the Netherlands, a monumen-
tal chandelier from around 1395 hangs at a height of a few meters. 
Above the heads of churchgoers, an intriguing spectacle of black  
silhouettes unfolds, including unicorns, deer, hunters, dancers  
and loving couples. This late fourteenth-century pictorial narrative 
is located on the lower register of the tiara-shaped chandelier and 
comprises a sequence of courtly scenes forged in iron. Below them  
is a frieze with the names of the twelve apostles, Christ and Mary. 
The whole gives us a glimpse of the fourteenth-century noble  
imaginary, its profane as well as its religious aspect. 

With the exception of a brief outing to an exhibition in 2018, the 
chandelier has hung in situ without interruption for more than six 
centuries. For the Netherlands, the fact that this famous specimen 
of the blacksmith’s art survived the religious unrest of the sixteenth 
century is extraordinary. Moreover, the medieval ironwork repre-
sents one of only six ‘Jerusalem chandeliers’ preserved in Europe. 
These chandeliers are characterized by their dodecagonal layout 
with architectural elements and symbolize the heavenly Jerusalem. 
The descent of this eschatological city at the end of time is described 
in the biblical Book of Revelation (21–22). Other examples include 
the famous Barbarossa chandelier in the Palatine Chapel in Aachen 
and the one in Hildesheim Cathedral. Because of its high, tiara-like 
shape and the scenes adorning it, the Zutphen chandelier occupies  
a unique place within the small group of surviving Jerusalem  
chandeliers. 

It is above all the special decorative design that makes this  
chandelier part of the canon of Dutch and Flemish art before 1750. 
The twelve friezes depict a variety of aristocratic pastimes, including  
deer hunting with hunters, dogs and horn blowers. The hunt can 
also be seen as a reference to the game of love in which the heart of a 
woman has to be conquered. The same is true for the many unicorns 
that can be seen on the friezes, which are also being hunted. These 
mythological creatures could only be captured by a virgin, in whose 
lap the unicorn would lay its head. From a Christian perspective, 
this can also refer to Christ, who was born of the Virgin Mary. The 
unicorn would thus refer to Christ’s becoming human. The courtly 
character of the visual narrative is also expressed by a loving couple 
under a tree. Perhaps it is a representation of the legend of Tristan 
and Isolde, a popular love story during the Middle Ages. Who 
actually commissioned the Zutphen chandelier is unfortunately  
not clear, although the answer undoubtedly lies within the ducal 
court of Guelders. 
 

Ingmar Reesing Curator 
Museum Gouda, Gouda
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