


The Holy Kinship: 
Study of Workshop Practice

• LISA MURPHY •

A newly restored painting often 
encourages new scholarship and 
insights, especially a panel such as 

the Rijksmuseum’s the Holy Kinship 
which has been out of public view for 
so many years.1 Paintings produced 
during the 15th century drew upon a 
long tradition of established practices 
existing between Master and appren­
tice painters. Our understanding of 
these practices has been enhanced 
through technical analysis of paintings 
including infrared reflectography or 
irr, x-radiography, dendrochronology 
and paint sampling. The recently 
restored the Holy Kinship attributed 
to Geertgen tot Sint Jans is an ideal 
painting to study within the context of 
workshop practices. This article will 
assume that the painting was produced 
within the workshop of Geertgen tot 
Sint Jans, but not necessarily exclu­
sively by his hand. Only after examin­
ing all of the available information 
directly from the painting is it possi­
ble to understand Geertgen’s typical 
workshop routine and painting prac­
tices as it relates to the Holy Kinship.

Geertgen’s paintings have been 
repeatedly examined with infrared 
reflectography beginning in 1966 
when J.R.J. van Asperen de Boer first 
studied the Rijksmuseum’s the Adora­
tion of the Magi, while developing this 
method for the examination of paint­

ings.2 Since that time, many paintings 
attributed to Geertgen have been 
studied with scientific methods.3 With 
the addition of art historical research, 
a Geertgen Group has begun to 
emerge providing comparative mater­
ial to illuminate the working methods 
of this particular group.« The name 
of Geertgen tot St. Jans reflects his 
association with the Order of St. John 
in Haarlem although his exact role 
within the order is unknown.3 The 
order kept detailed accounts of many 
activities taking place within their 
group, but there is no mention of indi­
viduals associated with Geertgen’s 
workshop.6 We must keep in mind that 
lack of evidence in the records does 
not necessarily eliminate the possibil­
ity of a workshop with assistants, but 
rather that it is not possible to prove 
specific details concerning individual 
assistants.

The benchmarks for comparing 
all paintings attributed to Geertgen, 
are two panels from a larger altar­
piece (fig. 1) in the Kunsthistorisches 
Museum, Vienna, as they are Geert­
gen’s only securely attributed works. 
Van Mander describes the original 
altarpiece quite clearly making the 
attribution certain. He states that 
Geertgen made a large high altarpiece, 
specifically mentioning the center 
panel depicting a Crucifixion and two
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wings. Only one of the wings survives 
today as the other panels from the 
altarpiece were destroyed during icon­
oclasm or during the town’s siege.7 He 
states that one side of the surviving 
wing represents one or other miracle 
or unusual history, and the other side 
depicts a Deposition, which was origi­
nally the interior scene of the wing.8 
There can be no question that Van 
Mander is speaking of the panels now 
in Vienna making them an important 
standard for comparison. They are 
ideal for comparing all aspects of 
workshop practice, from the type of 
wood used in the panel, to the varia­
tions in the underdrawing, through 
to the way final paint glazes were 
applied.

Understanding the structure of the 
paintings associated with Geertgen is 
critical in order to set the parameters 
for works linked directly to Geertgen 
and his workshop versus paintings by 
artists that follow his style. As more 
information on works from Geert- 
gen’s oeuvre is available, we are able 
to establish working procedures idio­
syncratic to Geertgen and his work­
shop. Most northern European paint­
ings from the period consist of oak 
panels from the Baltic region, covered 
with a dilute size and a white ground 
of calcium carbonate polished smooth 
to create an ideal surface for the sub­
sequent layers, and the Holy Kinship 
is no exception.9 Specialist craftsmen 
completed the work up to this point, 
supplying painting studios with panels 
of standard or custom size, ready for 
the painting workshop to complete 
the panel. Since most panels from the 
14th and 15th centuries in Haarlem are 
similar up to this point, the focus of 
the following article will be on what 
happened after the panel was in the 
artist’s studio.

Once the primed panel arrived in 
the workshop it was then ready to 
receive a sketch of the composition, 
serving as a kind of road map for the 
artist. This sketch or ‘underdrawing’

often made with a carbon containing 
material, such as black chalk or black 
ink, makes it visible to irr. On top of 
the underdrawing, a thin coating of 
lead white covered the entire panel 
to create a suitable base for the sub­
sequent paint layers while being thin 
and translucent enough for the under­
drawing to remain visible to the 
artist.'0 The underdrawing revealed 
through irr provides us with valuable 
information about the early concep­
tion of the painting. The underdraw­
ing may reflect a workshop drawing, 
or the creative process of the artist 
putting a design directly on the panel 
or a combination of both. Therefore, 
these first sketches may be rather

Fig-2 
irr assembly of the 
figure of St. John in 
the Vienna Lamenta­
tion. ©Molly Faries.
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cursory or quite detailed depending 
upon the artist and the function of the 
underdrawing. Paintings attributed 
to Geertgen tot Sint Jans contain 
primarily two types of underdrawing: 
drawing in a wet medium applied with 
a brush or possibly a quill and draw­
ing in a dry material. While many 
types of underdrawing are common 
among different artists, idiosyncrasies 
begin to emerge making many under­
drawings as unique as a signature.

The most common type of under­
drawing in panels attributed to 
Geertgen are long fluid contour lines 
applied with a brush. These lines tend 
to swell slightly in the middle and then 
taper off at the end. Individual lines 
often run the entire length of a gar­
ment serving to place figures within 
the composition. The best example 
comes from the St. John in the Vienna 
Lamentation (fig. 2). The lines exhibit 
the characteristic fluidity used to 
locate the major contours of his cloak. 
Medium hatching and cross-hatching 
consisting of lines of about two cm 
in length indicates areas of shadow 
or depressions in the drapery. These 
lines may be straight or curve slightly 
to indicate a fold or area of volume. 
These lines are found throughout 
St. John’s drapery. The drapery has 
additional shorter lines in a wet 
medium applied with what appears 
to be a brush. The shorter lines may 
end in either a hook, a T-shape or eye 
of a needle that often indicates a fold 
or crease. An example of this occurs 
at the bottom of St. John’s drapery 
where a curved T-shape indicates an 
indentation. These shorter lines range 
in thickness from medium to wide 
and are not found in the Holy Kinship. 
While not mechanical the brush 
underdrawing tends to be more rigid 
than the sketchier chalk lines, suggest­
ing the initial wet contour lines may 
follow an existing pattern.

The long contour lines and medium 
length hatching and cross-hatching 
appear in the Holy Kinship as seen in

Fig. 3 
irr assembly of the 
lower drapery of 
Mary Cleophas in 
the Holy Kinship.

the underdrawing for the mantle of 
Mary Cleophas (fig. 3). A long contour 
line marks the turned back edge of her 
mantle. The contour line varies slightly 
in width as it defines the interior from 
the exterior edge of the mantle. The 
artist must have applied uneven pres­
sure to create a slightly meandering 
line to create a natural guide for the 
drapery edge. The medium length 
hatching used in the Holy Kinship is 
quite painterly in application. It begins 
with a thin point, then swells in the 
center while curving slightly and 
finishes with a softer end. The wide 
feather-like hatching closer to the bot­
tom of the drapery is darker along its 
edges where the ink pooled, further 
supporting a brush application. This
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Fig- 4 
irr assembly of 
Christ’s Legs in the 
Vienna Lamentation. 
©Molly Faries.

medium length hatching indicates a 
shadow or suggests an indentation in 
the drapery as found in the St. John 
drapery. In addition to the rhythmic 
hatching there is one continuous 
zigzag line where the drapery lies par­
allel to the floor. It appears to be one 
single line rather than individual lines 
to create parallel hatching. While this 
line appears to be in a wet medium, its 
character is closer to some of the 
more loosely placed chalk lines in the 
Lamentation to be discussed below. 
In the paint, this underdrawing corre­
sponds to where one plane of drapery 
is perpendicular to the other. On one 
side the drapery forms the area in 
front of her lower leg, and on the 
other side it folds under itself.

The underdrawing in a dry medium 
found in several of Geertgen’s panels, 
functions in a slightly different way. 
The lines are used to quickly sketch 
a landscape or make corrections over 
previously placed brushed contours. 
In order to distinguish the two types 
of material used in the underdrawing, 
Geertgen’s use of black chalk in the 
Lamentation to make corrections over 
the initial wet contour lines of Christ’s 
legs best illustrates his use of the 
underdrawing in a dry medium (fig. 4). 
The character of the chalk drawing is 
quite vigorous and free with many 
lines used to work out various solu­

tions. There is a sense that the artist 
is solving a design problem directly on 
the panel rather than copying an exist­
ing pattern or drawing. The stages of 
workshop production are in evidence 
within the one Vienna panel where 
wet contours and hatching is gone 
over in some areas with chalk. Infra­
red reflectography has not revealed a 
dry medium in the Holy Kinship panel. 
The absence of evidence of a dry 
medium in the panel does not auto­
matically eliminate the possibility of 
Geertgen or his workshop’s involve­
ment. There are several conditions 
that may contribute to this fact. 
Specifically, how the chalk was used 
critical to understanding why chalk 
underdrawing is missing in the Holy 
Kinship.

An underdrawing in a wet medium 
is consistently used to place the initial 
layout of the composition while chalk 
is used to freely sketch a composition 
whether it is in a landscape or a figure, 
or to make corrections to an earlier 
underdrawing. It is unknown whether 
Geertgen or an assistant completed 
the underdrawing, but it is likely that 
whoever completed the first stage fol­
lowed preparatory drawings for the 
figures. The probable use of a prepar­
atory drawing is further supported by 
the fact that there are no corrections 
made in a dry medium. If the artist 
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made the original underdrawing in a 
wet medium without a model drawing, 
conceiving directly on the panel, it 
suggests there is a greater chance that 
corrections would be needed to har­
monize the composition or change 
details. The lack of corrective chalk 
drawing in the Holy Kinship may relate 
to the existence of a model in the 
workshop.

Therefore, the use of a dry versus 
a wet medium provides insight into 
the Geertgen Group and possibly the 
organization of a Geertgen workshop 
as well as explains the lack of a chalk 
underdrawing in the Holy Kinship. If 
the artist completed the underdrawing 
after a model, there would be no need 
for him to sketch freely, creating new 
details directly on the panel if he was 

copying an existing pattern. There 
may be a dry medium used for the 
underdrawing that is not visible to 
the infrared camera such as a red 
chalk. Changes to the original layout 
may also have been unnecessary. It is 
important to note that there are large 
areas in the Vienna panels with no 
apparent underdrawing. Geertgen 
used less chalk in the Lamentation 
than in the Burning of the Bones, and 
there are entire figures, such as the 
female figure at the far right of the 
Lamentation where there is under­
drawing in a wet medium applied 
with a brush, but no visible use of a 
dry medium underdrawing.

Looking more closely at the simi­
larities present in Vienna and the 
Amsterdam panel, a convincing argu-

Fig-S
Detail of a female 
figure at the far right 
in the Vienna Lamen­
tation.

Fig. 6
Detail of the sleeve of 
Elizabeth in the Holy 
Kinship.

Fig- 7 
irr assembly of the 
detail reproduced in 
fig. 5. ©Molly Paries.

F/5. 8
irr assembly of the 
detail reproduced in 
f'g- 6.
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fig. 10 
irr assembly, Mary 
Cleophas’ head in the 
Vienna Lamentation. 
©Molly Paries.

fig. 9 
irr assembly of the 
Virgin’s head in the 
Holy Kinship.

____ ....... -J_________

ment is made for linking the panel to 
Geertgen’s workshop routine. The 
sleeve of the figure at the far right in 
the Lamentation (fig. 5) and the proper 
left sleeve of Elizabeth in the Holy 
Kinship (fig. 6) are remarkably similar 
and must be related in some way. The 
final painted version of each sleeve 
shows common characteristics with 
each other, including a few of the major 
creases as well as the shadows along 
the lower edge. The absence of bright 
white highlights in the final painted 
version in the Amsterdam panel is the 
greatest difference between the two. 
Comparing the underdrawing for the 
Vienna sleeve (fig. 7) to the under­
drawing of the Amsterdam sleeve 
(fig. 8), it is clear that they are not as 
close in their conception as compared 
to their final painted state. Three 
possible explanations follow. (1) The 
Amsterdam sleeve could be a direct 
copy of the completed Vienna sleeve. 
(2) Both the underdrawing and the 
final painted sleeves derive from a no 

longer extant finished workshop draw­
ing. (3) The Amsterdam sleeve is a 
copy of a drawing after the completed 
Vienna sleeve. The use of line to place 
areas of indentation rather than to 
indicate shadow in the underdrawing 
suggests that the second option is 
most likely. If the Amsterdam sleeve 
copied the final painted version of the 
Vienna sleeve, we would expect the 
underdrawing to follow the painted 
version more closely. Instead, the final 
painted sleeve for Amsterdam more 
closely follows the underdrawing of 
the Vienna sleeve, strongly suggesting 
a common workshop drawing.

The artist of the Holy Kinship 
employed the same general working 
methods for the layout of the figures 
as found in the Lamentation panel. 
Geertgen uses a simple oval contour 
applied with a brush to define faces. 
This is most common in the faces of 
the female figures. The Virgin’s head 
in the Holy Kinship (fig. 9) is under­
drawn as an oval. This corresponds 
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to several of the female heads in the 
Lamentation such as the figure looking 
at the viewer at the head of Christ 
identified as Mary Cleophas (fig. io). 
The simple ovoid underdrawing sug­
gests a specific convention employed 
by Geertgen, especially when we con­
sider the very idiosyncratic female 
faces characteristic of his work.

There are additional underdrawings 
that provide further insight into the 
Holy Kinship panel. A darker contour 
line has been employed on the edge of 
the drapery over the shoulder of Mary 
Cleophas (fig. n). Contour lines are 
combined with shorter diagonals in 
the drapery to indicate where the fold 
comes out rather than to indicate 
shadow. This means parallel hatching 
may indicate both shadow and volume 
depending upon where it is located 
and how it relates to the contour lines. 
In the underdrawing of St. John’s 
drapery in the Vienna Lamentation 
(fig. 2), there is parallel hatching.
This compares closely to the hatching 
in the underdrawing in the lower 
Cleophas drapery in the Holy Kinship 
(fig. 3). There is cross-hatching com­
posed of shorter strokes primarily 
from upper left to lower right used 
only to indicate areas of shadow. The 
length of the hatching is important 
to the artist and his ability to commu­
nicate a particular intent. Geertgen 
tends to use a vigorous hatching in 
triangular areas of shade present in 
the drapery of Mary Cleophas in the 
Lamentation (fig. 12), which is particu­
larly evident in the hatching on the left 
side of the Vienna assembly. This type 
of hatching is quite similar to that 
found in the Amsterdam Cleophas 
drapery.

In summary, contour lines provide 
defined space, long parallel hatching 
indicates depressions, short hatching 
may indicate volume or shadow and 
cross-hatching indicates the deepest 
shadow. There are always exceptions 
to this formula, but the artist most 
often works within these conventions

and it would be expected that assis­
tants in the workshop would follow 
them as well. Generally, Geertgen’s 
approach to the underdrawing is simi­
lar to his paint application. Paint may 
be loosely brushed in or meticulously 
applied in minute detail. The under­
drawing parallels this approach sug­
gesting Geertgen works from minimal 
contours to specific details depending 
upon how the underdrawing func­
tions.

In addition to the underdrawing, 
one of the most important characteris­
tics of the Geertgen Group is the use 
of undermodeling in the blues. Under­
modeling functions differently from 
underdrawing, but neither is visible 
to the naked eye in the final painting. 
While underdrawing may articulate 
an area of shadow through hatching 
and cross hatching, undermodeling is 
applied to broad areas in a wash that 
serves as the first layer in the build up 
of the paint structure. Undermodeling 
has been detected through irr and 
confirmed through paint samples 
(fig. 13) in the areas of blue azurite 
such as that used for the Virgin’s 
drapery.11 There are no samples of the 
Vienna panels to compare, but the 
Adoration of the Magi in Cleveland, 
a painting accepted as by Geertgen, 
reveals a paint structure that suggests 
there is a possible black undermodel­
ing beneath the blue (fig. 14). There is

F/ß. h 

irr assembly, shoul­
der of Mary Cleophas 
in the Holy Kinship.
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Fig. 12 
irr assembly, drapery 
of Mary Cleophas in 
the Vienna Lamenta­
tion. ©Molly Paries.

Hg- '3
Paint sample from the 
Virgin’s blue robe in 
the Holy Kinship.

Fig. 14
Paint sample from the 
Virgin’s blue robe in 
Adoration of the Magi 
by Geertgen tot Sint 
Jans in the Cleveland 
Museum of Art, 
Cleveland.
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an underdrawing layer covered by an 
isolation layer followed by a thicker 
white layer and finally a thin charcoal 
black layer that is just below the 
densely packed azurite. In the cross 
sections, further supported by paint 
analysis of the Holy Kinship sample, 
the black used for the underdrawing 
and the undermodeling looks quite 
similar to each other, except that they 
function differently. The underdraw­
ing is composed of many individual 
sketch-like lines while the undermod­
eling covers large areas under the blue 
azurite, which appears mottled in irr. 
The use of a black undermodeling is 
not rare, but it is not widespread and 
may be used as a distinguishing fea­
ture of the Geertgen Group. As of this 
time undermodeling in blue has been 
found in paintings from the sixteenth 
century by Isenbrandt, the Master of 
1518, Metsys, Gossart, and Met de 
Bles.12 In comparison, another contem­
porary Haarlem painter, Master of the 
Brunswick diptych did not contain an 
opaque blue in the Minneapolis’ Pre­
sentation in the Temple."’ Unfortunately, 
the Vienna panels have yet to be exam­

ined by x-radiography so there is no 
standard for comparative purposes. 
The x-radiograph of the Amsterdam 
panel may be used for other purposes 
such as revealing the order of paint 
application and changes made during 
the painting stage. One example of 
this is the earlier version of the neck­
line of Mary Salome’s dress in the 
Holy Kinship (fig. 15) most easily seen 
in the x-radiograph, similar to the 
neckline for the female figure at the 
far right in the Lamentation (fig. 16). 
The original square neckline is visible 
in the x-radiograph before the dark 
cloak covered it. Once again there is 
evidence that both Elizabeth and 
Mary Salome in the Holy Kinship 
shared a common pattern that may 
be linked to the same female figure in 
the Lamentation.

If we question why the original 
dress design for Mary Salome changed 
from the bodice worn by the female 
figure in the Lamentation to a more 
sober cloak, the answer may be as 
simple as who the figures represent. 
Accepting as many scholars do, that 
the female figure to the far right is

Rg- 'S
X-ray of Mary Salome 
in the Holy Kinship.

Fig. 16
Detail of the neck of 
female figure at the 
far right in the Vienna 
Lamentation.
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Mary Magdalene, we may make a few 
additional observations. Mary Magda­
lene typically wears a rather ornate 
costume so that the viewer may easily 
identify her even if her pixis is not 
present. Since Mary Magdalene is not 
appropriate to a Holy Kinship scene, 
the artist would want to eliminate any 
confusion by dressing Mary Salome in 
a sober cloak, more appropriate to her 
place in the Holy Family rather than 
as an ornately dressed worldly woman 
representative of Mary Magdalene.

The painting style and technique 
link the panel to Geertgen’s workshop 
and possible dates for the panel pro­
vided by dendrochronology place the 
production of the panel within the 
possible years of Geertgen’s work­
shop. The earliest date of execution 
for the Holy Kinship panel fits within 
the possible years Geertgen worked. 
According to Dr. Klein, the Vienna 
panels were most likely executed from 
1481 on.14 The Grand Master of the 
Hospitallers of St. John acquired the 
bones of one arm and a finger of their 
patron saint, John the Baptist in 1484, 
linking the date with a likely commis­
sion to commemorate the occasion. 
Dr. Klein gives the earliest felling date 
for the Holy Kinship from 1480. With 
the addition of an average number of 
sapwood rings and storage time, the 
panel was most likely executed around 
1496.'5It is important to note that the 
addition of sapwood rings and storage 
time are only averages rather than 
fixed periods making the possible 
year of production much more fluid.

Van Mander states that Geertgen 
died at the early age of about 28 years.'6 
Without getting into the specific argu­
ments of whether Geertgen actually 
studied under Albert van Ouwater, 
and how that would have affected his 
birth, death and years of working, it 
must be questioned whether it was 
possible for Geertgen to have pro­
duced the Holy Kinship panel from 
1496.17 Given that Van Mander is not 
always correct, we must resist assign-
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ing specific birth and death dates to 
Geertgen when nothing has been 
found in the archives except that he is 
buried in the courtyard of the Order 
of St. John.'8 Even if we accept that 
Geertgen died at about the age of 28, 
and on this point, Van Mander could 
have been mistaken, the productive 
years for Geertgen could span the 
years that dendrochronology suggests 
between the Vienna and Amsterdam 
panels. If nothing else, dendrochronol­
ogy does not disprove the attribution 
of the Holy Kinship to Geertgen.

The Holy Kinship is a fascinating 
painting. The panel supports, at the 
very least, a close link to Geertgen tot 
Sint Jans and his particular workshop 
methods. The new evidence presented 
in this paper concerning painting style 
and palette, taken with the underdraw­
ing and undermodeling further sup­
ports this connection. The repetition 
of models in this case, may in fact sug­
gest the involvement of a workshop. 
Until there is archival evidence linking 
the Kinship panel with Geertgen, 
there may always be doubt to its attri­
bution, but we now have a greater 
understanding of the workshop 
practices of the Geertgen Group.
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Spronk (ed.), Recent Developments in the Technical 
Examination of Early Netherlandish Painting: 
Methodology, Limitations, and Perspectives, The 
M. Victor Leventriit symposium papers, Harvard 
University Cambridge 2003.

13 The following information by communication 
from Molly Paries: the Minneapolis panel, 68.41.1 
by the Brunswick diptych Master was examined 
by Molly Paries, September 24, 1984, and she 
reports that the blue mantle of Maria is not com­
pletely opaque; underdrawing was made visible in 
this blue robe.

14 Information taken from Dr. Peter Klein’s report 
of the Vienna panels dated 11 July 1989. See also 
Van Bueren and Paries, op.cit. (note 3).

15 Information taken from Dr. Peter Klein’s report 
dated 28 June 1995. See also Wallert et al., op.cit. 
(note 3), p. 27.

16 Miedema (ed.), op.cit. (note 5), vol. 2, fol. 2o6r, 
p. 82.

17 For a discussion on Ouwater and Geertgen see: 
Snyder, op.cit. (note 3), esp. pp. 115-120; Diane G. 
Scillia, ‘Van Mander on Ouwater and Geertgen', 
Art Bulletin 60 (1978), pp. 271-73; and J.D. Bangs, 
Reply to Scillia, Art Bulletin 61 (1979). PP- 5°5’ 
506.

18 Van Bueren, op.cit. (note 5), p. 379. Miedema 
(ed.). op.cit. (note 5), vol. 1, fol. 205V and vol. 2, 
p. 260, states that Geertgen dies somewhere 
between i486 and 1492. This would place the 
production of the Holy Kinship after Geertgen’s 
death, but it is possible that Geertgen lived a few 
years beyond 28 or lived later in the century.
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