
Most of the researchers that come to the 
Rubenianum are interested in learning 
more about the great artists that roamed 
Flanders in the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries. Leading painters such as Bruegel, 
Rubens, Van Dyck, Teniers and dozens of 
their followers shaped the canon of Flemish 
art, and since the nineteenth century these 
artists have been heralded as icons of the 
newly founded Belgian nation. Quite similarly 
north of the border, the Dutch counterparts 
were busy promoting the likes of Rembrandt, 
Vermeer, Van Goyen, Hals and so many others 
as the bearers of their national identity. 

Already when we were still working at the 
Rubenianum on our dissertations, now more 
than a decade ago, we (kdc and fv) were 
struck by the separate art-historical narratives 
that had been developed for Flemish and 
Dutch art, and which were solidified in the 
minds of generations of art historians and 
the public through the education system, 
scholarly literature and in art museums. 
Stimulated by Hans Vlieghe’s audacious 
questioning of the existence of Flemish art as 
a distinct category in a much-cited article in 
Simiolus in 1998 and Arnout Balis’s insistence 
on a contextual study of  the art from this 
period, we started to wonder if there weren’t 
more similarities rather than differences in 
the artistic production of the Low Countries 
during the seventeenth century. And why had 
these not been properly researched?  

Years went by until, in a curious case of 
serendipity in 2006, we both got jobs at 
Dutch universities – Karolien in Utrecht 
and Filip in Rotterdam – which put us in an 
interesting position to revisit these issues. 
Now Flemish émigrés in Holland, we became 
all the more aware of what it means to be a 
foreigner, but also experienced first hand that 
integration and assimilation takes place in 
various ways (academia not being so different 
from the art world). We soon teamed up with 
Professor Eric Jan Sluijter of the University 
of Amsterdam, an eminent scholar of the 
Dutch Golden Age, and someone who also 
believed that the artistic dialogue between 
the Northern and Southern Netherlands 
remained very lively throughout the 
seventeenth century.

After a meeting of the minds we turned 
this idea into a grant proposal which we 
submitted to nwo (The Netherlands 
Organisation for Scientific Research), and 
were generously rewarded with substantial 
funding in 2009. It allowed us to put together 
a team that would examine the mobility 
of artists, works of art and ideas in these 
fascinating, but turbulent times. The project 
currently employs PhD student Marloes 
Hemmer (based in Utrecht) and postdocs 
Claartje Rasterhoff and David van der Linden 

(both in Rotterdam). The team members 
are trying to find out how, why and through 
which channels cultural transmission and 
artistic exchanges in the visual arts took 
place in the Low Countries during the ‘long’ 
seventeenth century, and what the impact 
was on the (shared) cultural heritage of 
the two regions. The research programme 
builds on recent advancements in the 
understanding of the cultural industries and 
creative cities, the role of artist guilds, and 
theories of knowledge transfer in science 
and art. By examining the artistic exchanges 
between the Dutch Republic and the 
Southern Netherlands, we are working to 
gain insight into the circulation of artistic 
knowledge and examine how culture was 
transferred (for detailed information on the 
project, see www.artistic-exchange.com).

This research is innovative not just 
because of its fresh outlook on cultural 
heritage in the early modern period, but 
also in its multi- and interdisciplinary 
approach. For even though these scholarly 
disciplines have far too long been barely on 
speaking terms with each other, both an art-
historical and a socio-economic perspective 
are necessary to get a grasp on these 
phenomena.

As economic historians, Filip and 
Claartje are mapping the cross-border 
trade in luxury goods between Antwerp 
and the northern art cities. For instance, 
their investigations show that paintings, 
tapestries, musical instruments and books 
were imported into Holland in large 
numbers throughout the seventeenth 
century, even in times of war. David is trying 
to get a grasp of what motivated artists to 
pick up their belongings, move to a different 
town and set up a workshop there (was it 
religion, or were they economic refugees?), 
and how these migrations have impacted 
transfers of knowledge. People usually tend 
to believe that individuals are so much 

more mobile now compared to past times, 
but the exodus of tens of thousands of 
Flemings to the northern provinces after the 
outbreak of the Dutch Revolt was of biblical 
proportions, with enormous ramifications 
for both regions – also in the arts. The 
art historians of our team are mapping 
the significance of personal contacts and 
mobility for artistic innovation on both 
sides of the border. As such, Marloes is 
investigating the reception of Rubens 
imagery in Holland among history painters 
such as Pieter de Grebber (1600–1652/3);  
Karolien is researching the importance of 
mobility, personal contacts and concomitant 
artistic exchanges between Jan Brueghel 
the Elder and Ambrosius Boschaert for the 
shared genesis of still-life painting in the 
Netherlands; and Eric Jan is tracking the 
movements of artists between the great 
artistic hubs of the time, Antwerp and 
Amsterdam. 

 Overall, this project studies how changes 
and innovation in the visual arts occurred 
as a result of ‘foreign’ influences caused 
by the movement of artists, the art trade, 
and exchanges of artistic knowledge. Apart 
from the many instances where assimilation 
did take place, it is equally important 
to get a sense of the resistance against 
‘foreign’ cultural intrusions. The stance 
that guilds in various Dutch cities took 
in the early seventeenth century against 
the importation of Flemish paintings is 
very revealing in this respect. After all, the 
institutional context can either facilitate or, 
by the same token, obstruct the exchange 
and sharing of skills and expertise. The fact 
is that cultural transmission took place in 
various guises and directions during the 
seventeenth century, and that it eventually 
and significantly impacted the (common) 
heritage of the Netherlands and what is 
present-day Flanders. It provided building 
blocks for the shaping and reshaping of the 
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The Artistic Exchange Team. 
Left to right: Claartje Rasterhoff,  
Eric Jan Sluijter, David van 
der Linden, Filip Vermeylen, 
Marloes Hemmer and 
Karolien De Clippel.



canon of Netherlandish art, most noticeably 
in painting. 

The first results of the project seem to 
illustrate this rather eloquently. For instance, 
the Haarlem school of painting is considered 
to be an archetype of the Dutch Golden 
Age and a quintessential Dutchness is said 
to emanate from its famous landscapes 
and genre paintings. In a recent article in 
De Zeventiende Eeuw, Karolien and Filip 
challenged this perceived autonomy by taking 
stock of the artistic exchanges which took 
place between Haarlem and Antwerp during 
the first decades of the seventeenth century. 
A telling example of this cross-fertilization 
occurred between the so-called Haarlem 
classicists and Rubens in the 1610s. Rubens’s 
trip to Leiden and Haarlem in the spring of 
1612, among other things to visit his great 
example Hendrick Goltzius (1558–1617), is well 
documented. The artistic dialogue that ensued 
between both masters underscores the lasting 
impact of travelling artists and personal 
contacts. Examples demonstrating that 
Goltzius was clearly inspired by compositions 
of the great Antwerp master go to show that 
the influence was by no means one-sided. 
For instance, Rubens’s Jupiter and Callisto of 
1613 (now in Kassel) clearly acted as a model 
for the Fall of Man (National Gallery of Art, 
Washington) that Goltzius painted in 1616. 
Cultural transmission thus took place in both 
directions: from Antwerp to Haarlem and 
vice versa. In the end, case studies like these 
can point to the origins of the shared artistic 
heritage of the Northern and Southern 
Netherlands, and perhaps more importantly, 
shed light on the complicated but fascinating 
process of cultural transmission in European 
history. It is in this context that Filip felt very 
fortunate that he was able to spend part of his 
sabbatical in 2012–13 at the Rubenianum for 
research on the project. Besides reconnecting 
with old friends and meeting new colleagues, 
it once more offered him the luxury of being 
able to peruse the best art-historical library 
south of the Moerdijk. 

Now that the project has entered its final 
year, a conference has been scheduled in 
April in Rotterdam where more results will 
be presented. Moreover, a select company 
of invited speakers has been asked to share 
their insights on artistic exchanges in the 
Low Countries and beyond (see the adjoining 
announcement). A final synthesis of the 
project will address the seemingly different 
structure and organization of the Southern 
and Northern art markets respectively, and the 
problem of innovation in the arts, whether it 
was market-driven or inspired solely by artistic 
processes. In the end, our quest is to identify 
and put into context the similarities and 
differences in the visual arts in the Southern 
Netherlands and the Dutch Republic. In doing 
so, the artistic exchange team strives to answer 
this ultimate question: can we truly speak of 
a unified Netherlandish style and an integrated 
art market in the Low Countries during the 
seventeenth century? 
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Conference  Art on the Move: Artistic Exchange  
and Innovation in the Low Countries, 1572–1700
Museum Boijmans Van Beuningen, Rotterdam, 10–11 April 2014

During the seventeenth century the market for visual arts flourished in the Low Countries. 
Dutch artists produced an extraordinary array of works of art ranging from cheap prints 
to the finest paintings to satisfy the seemingly insatiable demand for images in the newly 
founded Republic. Simultaneously, Antwerp and, by extension, the Southern Netherlands 
enjoyed a veritable Indian summer whereby artists were in a position to export paintings 
and other luxury goods across Europe and to the New World. Both the Dutch and Flemish 
schools have been studied extensively, mostly from a strictly local or national perspective. 
The aim of this conference, by contrast, is to explore the shared cultural heritage of the 
Southern Netherlands and the Dutch Republic. Leading international scholars examine 
the differences and commonalities in the artistic output in both regions, and attempt to 
map the mobility of artists, works of art and ideas in the Low Countries and beyond. In 
this way ‘Art on the Move’ assesses the impact of cross-border knowledge exchanges and 
the resulting artistic dialogue on growth and innovation in the creative industries of the 
Golden Age.

To attend, please register at http://eshcc.eur.nl/artonthemove. The conference fee is €30,  
students pay €15. This fee covers lunch, drinks and entry to the museum exhibitions.

Hendrick Goltzius, The Fall of Man, 1616. Oil on canvas, 104 × 138 cm. National Gallery of Art, Washington.

Peter Paul Rubens, Jupiter and Callisto, 1613. Oil on canvas, 202 × 305 cm. Staatliche Museen, Kassel. 


