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The Sack of Tunis by Jan Cornelisz Vermeyen:
A Section of a Preliminary Drawing for his Conquest 
of Tunis Series

Five years ago, Karel Boon published a 
rare drawing by Jan Cornelisz Vermeyen in 
the collections of the Rijksmuseum (Fig. 
i)1. This drawing, a fairly recent acquisition 
of the Rijksprentenkabinet, is in pen and 
ink with grey wash, and measures 35.5 by 
34.5 centimetres. Boon summarily describes 
it as follows: In the foreground a Tunesian 
[sic] man and woman who have been robbed 
and massacred: beyond women being 
assaulted and captured by soldiers. In the 
background the walled city [of Tunis].2 
That Boon’s attribution is correct can be 
demonstrated by comparing the drawing to 
Vermeyen’s large cartoons for the Charles 
V's Conquest of Tunis tapestry series, which 
the artist executed for the emperor between 
1546 and about 15503. In them we find 
costumes and gestures similar to those in 
the drawing as well as the same dichotomy 
of carefully modelled foreground figures 
and more summarily rendered background 
ones. In addition, numerous details of the 
drawing, such as the schematically 
rendered feet, are very close to ones in 
Vermeyen’s signed gouache, the Pardon of 
Ghent (Fig. 2)4. The two figures in the 
foreground of the Amsterdam drawing do 
not have their counterpart in the Conquest 
of Tunis or in any other of Vermeyen’s 
surviving works, but the image of the 
massacred woman brings to mind the 
defeated, voluptuously beautiful woman with 
a gash in her arm which, according to

Karel van Mander, featured in the 
background of a now lost self-portrait by 
Vermeyen5. However, the vigour and 
confidence of the Amsterdam drawing 
virtually exclude the possibility that it is a 
copy after a lost work by Vermeyen. 
As Boon points out, the group with the 
standing woman seen from the back appears 
in an altered version in the cartoon with the 
portrait of Vermeyen and his assistant [i.e., 
the cartoon for the tenth tapestry of the 
Conquest of Tunis series]6. But the precisely 
rendered topography of Tunis in the 
background of the drawing establishes that 
it is more closely related to Vermeyen’s 
ninth tapestry (Fig. 3), the cartoon for 
which has been lost7. Together with the 
tenth piece this tapestry presents one great 
panorama of the sack of Tunis (1535), with 
the ninth panel connecting to the right of 
the tenth. As the cartoons are the reverse of 
the tapestries, the lost ninth cartoon 
connected to the left of the tenth. The 
upper left of the ninth tapestry shows us 
the northern walls of Tunis, including the 
imperial troops that are pouring into the 
Bab Suwaiqa or gate of the market. Further 
to the right in the tapestry we see the 
suburb of Bab Suwaiqa, including several 
palm trees and domed tombs, as well as a 
cemetery8. The background of the 
Amsterdam drawing shows these same 
topographic features in reverse. The view 
of Tunis in the drawing therefore
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Fig. I. Jan Cornelisz Vermeyen, The Fall of Tunis, ca. 
1545- Section of a rejected modelte for the ninth 
tapestry of the Conquest of Tunis series. Pen and brown 
ink with grey wash, 335 x 345 mm. Amsterdam, 
Rijksprentenkabinet.

corresponds in orientation to the right 
third of the lost cartoon. This fact is more 
readily comprehended by comparing the 
drawing to a faithful contemporary copy of 
the cartoon (Fig. 4)’.
This oil painting illustrates the pertinent 
details more clearly than does the tapestry, 

and it has the additional advantage of 
presenting the Tunisian landscape in the 
same orientation as the lost cartoon and 
the drawing.
The Amsterdam drawing is not one of the 
numerous sketches that Vermeyen must 
have rendered at the time of the Tunis



19

Fig. 2. Jan Cornelisz Vermeyen, The Pardon of Ghent 
(1540), ca. 1540. Gouache. 292 x 215 mm. Brussels. 
Koninklijke Bibliotheek Albert I.

expedition10. Although these drawings may 
have resembled the background groups of 
the Amsterdam drawing, they must have 
been smaller and more fragmentary than 
the Amsterdam sheet as a whole11. Boon 
proposes that the drawing is a study for the 
Conquest of Tunis series'2, but, if so, it is at 
the very least a study for a whole section 
—roughly the left third—of the ninth 
tapestry. The amount of space that the city 
occupies at the top of both the drawing 
and the tapestry is about equal. The 
placing of the centre-plan hillocks and 
several of the figure groups in the drawing 
also correspond to those in the tapestry. 
The massacred man at the lower right of 
the drawing provides the same kind of 

repoussoir effect that Vermeyen employed 
repeatedly in the lower corners of his 
Conquest of Tunis tapestries, and the 
stooping soldier at the right edge of the 
drawing is less surprising if we consider 
that, in the tapestry series, the scene is 
continued into the next piece.
The Amsterdam drawing may be more than 
just a study, however. In my opinion it is 
the right section of the ninth of the ‘small 
drawings’ that Vermeyen showed to Mary 
of Hungary for approval shortly before 
June of 154613. The obvious problem with 
my hypothesis is that the massacred man 
and woman and the stooping soldier of the 
drawing are not found at the left of the 
ninth piece of the Conquest of Tunis (or 
anywhere else in the tapestry series). In its 
stead we find a comparatively uninspired 
group of soldiers gambling for booty, and 
a few contrite Moors greeting Mulay 
Hasan and his following14. We must 
consider, however, that the documents 
establish that Mary of Hungary, who, in 
his absence, acted for Charles v in the 
commission of the Tunis series, required 
Vermeyen to make changes to his modelli'5. 
The regentess may well have insisted that 
the butchered victims of the imperial sack 
of Tunis lacked the minimum of decorum 
demanded by a monumental tapestry series 
and reflected too severely on the gratuitous 
cruelty of the troops of her brother 
Charles'6.
Another problem with my hypothesis is 
that the Amsterdam drawing is in reverse 
to the tapestry, which is not the case with 
the surviving modelli for such contemporary 
tapestry series as the Battle of Pavia, the 
Hunts of Maximilian, and the Acts of Joao 
de Castro'1. Moreover, these other 
preliminary drawings are more consistently 
detailed and finished than the Amsterdam 
drawing. However, the Conquest of Tunis is 
the only Flemish tapestry series of which 
we know that the designer also took full 
responsibility for the production of the 
large cartoons18. Knowing that he would in 
the end have to produce cartoons with the 
action in reverse to its correct orientation, 
Vermeyen must have thought it most
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efficient to render his preliminary drawings 
in reverse as well. Finally, knowing that he 
himself would render the large cartoons, 
Vermeyen did not need to provide close 
detail throughout his modelli for the benefit 
of professional cartoon painters. None of 
the surviving contemporary preliminary 
drawings have a superimposed grid like 
that of the Amsterdam drawing. But a grid 
is a commonly employed aid in the 
enlarging of an image.
Its presence on the Amsterdam drawing is 
surely a further indication that it was at first 
intended to be used for the rendering of a 
large cartoon of the Conquest of Tunis series. 
If we assume that the Rijksprentenkabinet 
owns a section of Vermeyen’s discarded 
modello for his ninth tapestry, we can see 
both the similarities and the differences 
between drawing and tapestry in perspective. 
Required to eliminate the two most prominent 
figures of this section of his composition, 
Vermeyen substituted some groups and 
moved others around in order to recapture 
the equilibrium of his composition. This 

process of revision apparently extended into 
the rest of his design as well, because the 
soldier severed by the left border of the 
drawing does not feature near the middle of 
the tapestry. We may assume that the 
drawing was originally about five centimetres 
higher, showing a strip of sky above Tunis, as 
in the tapestry and in the lost cartoon. It 
would appear that the right border has been 
trimmed only a little, if at all. The severed 
toes of the massacred man in the lower right 
corner suggests that the bottom of the 
drawing also underwent minor trimming. 
That the left border was cut is obvious from 
the dissected soldier. The drawing must 
originally have been more than twice as long 
as it is now, with the missing left two-thirds 
resembling the right two-thirds of the 
tapestry.
If the Amsterdam drawing is indeed part of 
one of Vermeyen’s preliminary designs for 
the Conquest of Tunis, it must date from 
around 1545, one year before Mary of 
Hungary and Vermeyen signed the contract 
for the large cartoons. If instead the drawing
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Fig. 4 (below). Anonymous Flemish Master after Jan 
Cornelisz Vermeyen. The Fall of Tunis, ca. 1555. 
Canvas, 126 x 240 cm. Kunstsammlungen Veste 
Coburg.

Fig. 3 (left). The Fall of Tunis. Ninth tapestry of the 
Conquest of Tunis series. Designed by Jan Cornelisz 
Vermeyen, 523 x 920 cm. Woven in Brussels from 
1548-1554. Madrid, Patrimonio National (Photo 
Valencia de Don Juan. Tapices de la corona de Espana).

is a discarded study, it must represent a stage 
in Vermeyen’s work immediately prior to the 
rendering of his preliminary designs, and a 
date earlier than about 1544 is out of the 
question. In the light of the evidence, Boon’s 
suggestion that the drawing was done shortly 
after 15351’, is untenable. Furthermore, his 
claim that the style of our drawing points back 
to his [Vermeyen’s] years of training in Van 
Scorel’s workshop, strikes me as quite wrong. 
The Amsterdam drawing is not related 
stylistically to Van Scorel’s work. Furthermore, 
it has not yet been proven that Van Scorel 
trained Vermeyen20.
The Amsterdam drawing does differ from 
other drawings attributed to Vermeyen, 
which, as Boon points out, are closely related 
to the artist’s dated etchings of 1545 and 
154621. But this does not prove that the 
Amsterdam drawing is a decade earlier than 
the others. It served a totally different 
purpose, a preliminary design for a tapestry 
being different from a drawing which is 
preparatory to an etching and which imitates 
the graphic process. Its function is different, 

but the Amsterdam drawing is clearly related 
to the others, particularly in the modelling of 
the two foreground figures. Furthermore, 
both types of drawings are related to aspects 
of the large cartoons.
To conclude, it is my conviction that the 
Rijksmuseum owns a drawing which was 
executed around 1545 by Jan Cornelisz 
Vermeyen, and which is a substantial section 
of a discarded modello for the ninth tapestry 
of Vermeyen’s Conquest of Tunis series. It is 
one of only a few drawings which can be 
attributed to Vermeyen with certainty, and it 
is all that survives of Vermeyen’s preliminary 
drawings for the Conquest of Tunis. Finally, 
the Amsterdam drawing reflects the key role 
which Mary of Hungary played in the 
patronage of Charles V in general, and in the 
genesis of the Conquest of Tunis series in 
particular22. It is unique evidence for the 
important decisions concerning the 
appearance and content of the Conquest of 
Tunis, his most important commission, which 
the emperor appears to have left to the 
discretion of his sister.
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