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Of all the elegant artworks in this Dominican church, the one 
Michael Angelo Caravaggio painted in Naples stands out.

With a little help from his friends
Rubens and the acquisition of Caravaggio’s Rosary Madonna for 
the Dominican church in Antwerp

Adam Sammut

Detail fig. 2 

Antonius Sanderus, Chorographia sacra Brabantiæ.1

The Rosary Madonna is a monumental altarpiece by Caravaggio (1571-
1610) which hangs today in the Kunsthistorisches Museum Vienna (fig. 1).2 
Painted in Rome circa 1601,3 it shows the Virgin commanding St Dominic 
to distribute rosaries to the unshod supplicants who clamour to fondle the 
beads. While affirmatively Tridentine, the Rosary Madonna bears Cara-
vaggio’s hallmarks of chiaroscuro and realistic detail in the pilgrims’ dirty 
feet.4 The painting’s first known display context is the Dominican church in 
Antwerp (St Paul’s),5 to which it was gifted by a coalition of patrons spear-
headed by Rubens (1577-1640).6 This article demonstrates how this corpo-
rate venture was underwritten and thus characterised by friendship. Just 
as palaces in Renaissance Florence were ‘held to embody’ the personalities 
of their occupants, so the Rosary Madonna reflected the social capital and 
good taste of Antwerp’s elite circles, out of which the coalition grew.7

The Rosary Madonna is first documented in 1607, when, as one of ‘two 
very beautiful paintings’ by Caravaggio, it was offered to Vincenzo I Gon-
zaga, Duke of Mantua (1562-1612), through Frans Pourbus II (1569-1622), 
his court portraitist.8 The painting was then owned by two Netherlandish 
artist-dealers, Louis Finson (c. 1574-1617) and Abraham Vinck (c. 1574-1619). 
Refused by the duke, it was taken by Finson to Amsterdam, site of a bur-
geoning market for Italian art.9 At Finson’s death in 1617, full ownership 
passed to Vinck, who sold the altarpiece before his death in 1619.10

The gifting of the ‘great painting’ to the Dominican church was record-
ed in 1651. Among the ‘diverse amateurs’ (liefhebbers) credited are the art-
ists Rubens, Jan Brueghel I (1568-1625) and Hendrick van Balen (1573-1632) 
as well as Jan Baptist Cooymans, who in 1607 registered with the guild of 
St Luke as a ‘merchant and lover of paintings’.11 The Rosary Madonna was 
bought ‘out of affection for the chapel, and to have a rare piece within An-
twerp’. Having ‘seen in this piece outstandingly great art’, the liefhebbers 
called upon ‘diverse others’ to help purchase it, including members of the 
church’s rosary brotherhood and, by extension, Antwerp city council.12 At 
1,800 gulden, the price was deemed ‘not high’.13

The Rosary Madonna was destined for the Fifteen mysteries of the ro-
sary, a cycle of paintings by 11 Antwerp masters – including Rubens, Van 
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Balen and Frans Francken II (1581-1642) – depicting episodes from the lives 
of Christ and the Virgin which comprise the joyful, sorrowful and glorious 
mysteries.14 The cycle was commissioned by the monastery prior, Joannes 
Boucquet (c. 1580-1640), around 1616 and installed along the north aisle in 
1618.15 The panels were financed by elite donors, some of whom served as 
chaplains of the rosary brotherhood. Circumstantial evidence suggests that 
Rubens, Brueghel and Van Balen coordinated the cycle together.16 Caravag-
gio’s altarpiece was installed at the centre,17 as can be seen in the interior 
view by Pieter Neefs I (c. 1578-c. 1660) dated 1636 (fig. 2).18 

The Mysteries cycle and the Rosary Madonna were sponsored by dif-
ferent corporate bodies. While patronage of the cycle can be interpreted 
as an act of collective piety, none of the ‘diverse liefhebbers’ are known to 

1
Michelangelo Merisi da Caravaggio, 
The Rosary Madonna, c. 1601, oil 
on canvas, 364.5 x 249.5 cm, Vienna, 
Kunsthistorisches Museum (photo: © 
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have joined the brotherhood. Only in 1651 did the Rosary Madonna come 
to serve an explicitly devotional purpose, when it was extracted and placed 
above ‘a costly altar of marble’ in the adjacent transept (fig. 3).19 Instead of 
‘affection for the chapel’, this article focuses on the coalition’s real objec-
tive: to obtain a ‘rare piece’ for Antwerp.

The Rosary Madonna was Caravaggio’s first major work to travel north of 
the Alps.20 Moreover, its gifting by ʻdiverse amateurs’ for public display was 
unprecedented.21 Yet beyond Caravaggism and its ‘dismal dark subjects’,22 
the painting’s acquisition by St Paul’s is mostly unstudied.23 By focusing on 
the friendships uniting Rubens and fellow liefhebbers in their endeavour, 
this article rehabilitates the Rosary Madonna within the early modern po-
litical economy, or as Bart Ramakers calls it, the ‘accumulation regime’ of 
Antwerp’s elite circles in which gift-giving was a means of amassing moral 
and cultural capital.24 In a virtuous circle of reciprocal altruism, donating an 
altarpiece to a church fulfilled humanist ideals of magnificence and public 
good which Guido Guerzoni outlines.25

Rubens, Brueghel, Van Balen and Cooymans together formed a quadrum-
virate, whose moral foundation was the love that is friendship (amor amic-
itiæ). Like marriage, amicitia was a social contract based on love, trust and 
family allegiance.26 More than just colleagues, the liefhebbers stood godfa-
ther to each other’s children, shared intellectual passions and partook in An-
twerp’s ‘collaborative circles’.27 Elite culture clubs were a mainstay of urban 
life and crucibles for forging burgher (bourgeois) identity.28 Acting as a cor-
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Pieter Neefs I, Interior view of the 
Dominican church in Antwerp, 1636,
oil on panel, 68 x 105.5 cm, Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum
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porate body but benefitting as individuals, the quadrumvirate enacted amor 
amicitiæ in public, which expedited their social advancement in the 1610s.29 
Having won the respect and trust of important citizens, the quadrumvirate 
could then ask for contributions towards the Rosary Madonna. 

This process is examined in a series of case studies, building upon Ra-
makers’ 2014 article ‘Sophonisba’s dress’, by extending ‘the convivial circum-
stances of gift-giving’ to prestige artworks in the wider public sphere.30 First 
is Rubens’ friendship with Brueghel via objects in miniature. Second is the 
election of Cooymans in 1619 as ‘prince’ (prins) of the ‘Stock-Gillyflowers’ 
(Violieren), a chamber of rhetoric run by artists in which Brueghel and Van 
Balen served as ‘regents’ (dekens).31 Sebastiaan Vrancx (1573-1647) commem-
orated the chamber’s revival that year with an ornamental manuscript, Het 
ionstich versaem der Violieren, in which friendship takes centre stage.32 Third 

3
Pieter Verbruggen I & Jan Pieter van 
Baurschiet I, Our Lady of the Rosary 
altar, 1654/1728, marble, Antwerp, Sint-
Pauluskerk (photo: © KIK-IRPA, Brussels)
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is the guild or confraternity of Romanists; the three artist-liefhebbers were 
successively elected deans (dekens), honouring the office by hosting dinner 
at their houses. The final section looks at the artist-triumvirate’s friendship 
with Hendrick Goltzius (1558-1617), whom they visited in Haarlem in 1612. 
Goltzius’ funeral in 1617 may have been the catalyst for discovering the Ro-
sary Madonna at Vinck’s house in Amsterdam. While Rubens led the opera-
tion on the strength of his Italian sojourn (1600-1608),33 the other liefhebbers 
were no less capable of taking cultural leadership.

The Rosary Madonna was gifted in pursuit of profit, fame and love, 
three reasons to make art according to Karel van Mander (1548-1606).34  
Acquiring art in the name of love likewise promised fame and fortune in 
tow. The liefhebbers’ amor amicitiæ was supra-personal, extending to the 
city and its sacred topography which Caravaggio’s ‘rare piece’ was procured 
to embellish.35 As for profit, the quadrumvirate stood to reap social divi-
dends and receive lucrative patronage from Antwerp’s patrician elite.36

Friends with benefits

Now friendship may be thus defined: a complete accord on all sub-
jects human and divine, joined with mutual goodwill and affection 
(...) Without friendship there is no [noble] life.

Marcus Tullius Cicero, De amicitia.37

This section argues for the centrality of amor amicitiæ to the liefhebber 
quadrumvirate. Connoisseurship, godparenthood and participation in civ-
ic life were all aspects of love, each being wedded to the pursuit of virtue. 
While scholastics considered selfless and desirous love (amicitiæ vs. con-
cupiscentiæ) mutually incompatible,38 friendship and conjugal love were 
interchangeable in humanist discourse.39 The etymological root of amicitia 
is amor (love). According to Cicero (106-47 BCE), ideal friendship sprang 
‘from an inclination of the heart, combined with a certain instinctive feel-
ing of love’ rather than calculated material advantage.40 By employing wed-
ding iconography such as Cupid’s flame, emblematic representations of 
male friendship in the Low Countries blurred the boundary with marital 
love, as Joanna Woodall shows.41

One of Netherlandish art theory’s idées fixes was ‘love begets art’ (liefde 
baart kunst).42 According to Van Mander, an artist wanting only profit was 
mired by greed, and those seeking fame plucked unripe the fruit from ‘art’s 
tree’. Meanwhile, the ‘painful effort’ of toiling for love was eased ‘with Mon-
ey and Honour’.43 Less self-interested still was the ‘liefhebber der schilderyen’ 
(lover of paintings), who patronised artists at great personal expense.44

The word liefhebber translates as ‘amateur’ or ‘lover of ’,45 connoting one 
in possession of virtue. Henry Peacham (1576-1643) equated ‘Leefhebbers 
[sic]’ with those ‘by the Italians tearmed Virtuosi’, whose knowledge of 
Antiquity ‘could perswade a man, that he now seeth two thousand yeeres 
agoe’.46 Aristotle (384-322 BCE) defined moral virtue as a state of charac-
ter acquired through virtuous acts, facilitated by friendships with men of 
corresponding goodness, mutual love being ‘the characteristic virtue of 
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friends’.47 For humanist-inspired Netherlanders, love was virtue in action, 
whereby ‘possession of the virtue of love (liefde) substituted for the direct 
exercise of virtù’, as Woodall explains.48

Part of a new elite, liefhebbers were known for their ‘special expertise in 
or appreciation of works of art’,49 which were commensurate with artistic 
virtuosity. Aristotle considered art, defined as ‘knowledge of how to make 
things’, a chief intellectual virtue which involved ‘true reasoning’.50 As Tine 
Meganck demonstrates, antiquarianism became professionalised in the 
Renaissance on account of ‘an influx of artisanal knowledge’, with which 
Abraham Ortelius (1527-1598) cultivated ‘erudite eyes’.51 The practice of 
connoisseurship was facilitated by amor amicitiæ, as Cicero prophesised.

If a man could ascend to heaven and get a clear view of the natural 
order of the universe (...), that wonderful spectacle would give him 
small pleasure (...) if he had but had someone to whom to tell what 
he had seen.52

As Seneca (4 BCE-65 CE) implied, friendship had the power to activate the 
imagination, allowing one’s thoughts to travel to far-off places just as two 
friends ‘may hold converse [even] when they are absent’ by writing letters.53 

4
Willem van Haecht II, The gallery of 
Cornelis van der Geest, 1628, oil on panel, 
102.5 x 137.5 cm, Antwerp, Rubenshuis 
(photo: © Stad Antwerpen / Bart 
Huysmans, Michel Wuyts)
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Gentlemanly friendships were essential to any connoisseurly enterprise, 
not least because they freed artists from the stigma of manual labour.54 
The Gallery of Cornelis van der Geest by Willem van Haecht II (1593-1637) 
illustrates the visit of Archdukes Albert and Isabella (reigned 1598-1621) to 
the liefhebber’s townhouse in 1615.55 It portrays Rubens and fellow artists 
as gentlemen-virtuosi, who, in the presence of royalty, exercise their virtue 
through amor amicitiæ (fig. 4).56 Behind a table, Peter Snayers (1592-1667) 
and collector Peeter Stevens (c. 1590-1668) examine a portrait miniature, 
one’s hand on the other’s shoulder. To the right, Van Balen and others clus-
ter tightly around a terrestrial globe. Buttressed by their intimate friend-
ships, artists are given privileged status as mediators of artificialia, their 
knowledge and skill indexed by paintings and scientific instruments.57

With so many liefhebbers present, love actually is all around. Accom-
panied by Rubens and Van Dyck (1599-1641), the archdukes have an audi-
ence with a Virgin and child by Quinten Massijs (c. 1465-1530). Hand on 
heart, Van der Geest looked upon his ‘Maria-beeldeken’ like a lover. Having 
‘seen in’ this painting a ‘charmingly skilful technical ability’, the archdukes 
offered to buy it, arousing Van der Geest’s ‘jealousy’. For connoisseurs, ap-
preciation of outstanding art was a liefde so intense, it was pseudo-con-
cupiscent. Massijs’ ‘flawlessly painted’ paradigm made a fitting mirror of 
princes, their virtues reflected in the Maria-beeldeken.58 The object of like 
affection, Caravaggio’s ‘rare piece’ also became a looking-glass in the Do-
minican church’s hallowed surroundings.

If friendship was virtue in action, Rubens and his circle strove to achieve 
moral virtue through artistic praxis. In his edition of Seneca’s Epistulæ mo-
rales, Justus Lipsius (1547-1606) explicitly equated friendship with virtue. 
According to Kate Bomford, Rubens’ group portrait Lipsius and his pupils 
was ‘a self-conscious alignment’ with Neostoic ideals (fig. 5).59 Rubens and 
Jan Woverius (1576-1636) flank posthumous portraits of Rubens’ brother 
Philip (1574-1611) and Lipsius their mentor, who, presided over by the phi-
losopher’s bust, points to a passage in Seneca and gestures as if in mid-sen-
tence. Borrowed from the emblematist Andrea Alciati (1492-1550), the 
painting’s adage might be ‘friendship lasting even beyond death’ (amicitia 
etiam post mortem durans),60 as evoked by the vase of tulips, two blown 
and two in the bud. The lugubrious air of Lipsius and his pupils urges resig-
nation in the face of outrageous fortune’s slings and arrows. According to 
Mark Morford, the portrait embodies ‘Stoic friendship’ and Seneca’s philos-
ophy of life,61 summarised by Christoffel Plantijn (1520-1589) as to wait ‘very 
placidly for death’.62 Married to the intellectual virtue of art, friendship was 
a means of putting the moral virtues of Antiquity into practice.

In this period, as Alan Bray argues, ‘kinship and friendship turned on 
the same axis’,63 most literally in the case of godparenthood, which Gui-
do Alfani defines as ‘kinship with a heterogeneous set of people’.64 The lief-
hebbers cemented their alliances using the sacrament of Baptism, which 
created ‘extended families’ around their children.65 The godparents of Van 
Balen’s progeny included Cooymans (Jan, baptised 1611), Brueghel’s second 
wife Catharina van Mariënberghe (Pieter, 1613), and Rubens (Marie, 1618).66 
Rubens was also godfather to Brueghel’s children Jan and Paschasia.67 After 
Brueghel’s death in 1625, Rubens and Van Balen were made guardians of 
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his offspring.68 By mitigating the feuds that inevitably come with blood loy-
alties, kinship through friendship helped orient patrician alliances towards 
the good of the polis.69

The liefhebbers’ quasi-familial intimacy is warmly conveyed in Rubens’ 
portrait of the Brueghels (fig. 6). Embraced by Jan the paterfamilias, Cath-
arina sits squarely at the composition’s centre, hand on eldest son Pieter’s 
shoulder. With daughter Elizabeth gazing dotingly upward, the composition 
is anchored in Catharina’s right hand, enclosing Elizabeth’s as Pieter fondles 
her bracelet.70 These protective ties extend outward – through Catharina’s 
glance – to their friend and pseudo-kin, the portrait’s author Rubens, invert-
ing the topos ‘love begets art’ to ‘art begets love’.

In humanist discourse, amor amicitiæ was love in its purest form.71 Be-
longing to ‘common Aphrodite’,72 carnal love was bereft of virtue and there-
fore unlikely to beget art. According to Plato (c. 429-347 BCE), the lover of the 
body ‘flits away and is gone’ as soon as its ‘physical bloom (...) begins to fade’. 
With virtue being immutable, ‘the lover who loves a virtuous character re-
mains constant for life’.73 Many considered virtue a masculine preserve, its et-
ymological root being vir (a man).74 In De l’amitié, Michel de Montaigne (1533-
1592) thought women too fickle to sustain ‘that holy bond of friendship’.75 For 

5
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the artist-liefhebbers however, marriage was an honourable institution.76 In 
fact, their wives played important roles in furthering the triumvirate’s profes-
sional advancement when the Romanists came to dinner (see below).

Gifting the Rosary Madonna to the Dominican church was the lief-
hebber coalition’s political acte de présence. Aristotle deemed friendships 
which aspired to civic virtue the worthiest. Realising the coalition’s pro-
fessed aim to give Antwerp a masterpiece depended not on ‘identity of 
opinion’, but on agreement on ‘things to be done (...) about matters of con-
sequence’, avoiding a ‘state of faction’ to achieve what is ‘just’ and ‘advan-
tageous’ for the polis.77 As Cicero remarked in De officiis, friendships based 
on a reciprocal exchange of ‘kindnesses’ readily translated into patriotism, 
which ‘subsumes all the affections which we entertain’.78 Likewise, Dirck 
Volckertsz Coornhert (c. 1519-1590) claimed that there was no higher good 
for society than friendships based on affection that strove towards virtue.79 
The ideal Christian polis, a new Jerusalem, would be ‘founded on grace (...) 
and governed by divine love’, as St Augustine (354-430) envisioned in City of 
God.80 In the Renaissance, such ideas could be spread through printed texts 
and ‘objects of virtue’ in economic circulation.81

The dividends from gifting the Rosary Madonna were substantial. To 
sell it, the monastery was offered as much as 14,000 gulden before the prior 
deemed the altarpiece priceless.82 In the process, the order reaped 8,000 
gulden in donations to spend on the rosary altar,83 demanding ‘the best 
marble and basanite’ for its construction.84 The liefhebbers’ association with 
the altarpiece aggrandised their professional capital. On 28 August 1618, 
Rubens, Brueghel and Van Balen were summoned to authenticate precious 

6
Peter Paul Rubens, The family of Jan 
Brueghel the Elder, c. 1613-1615, oil on 
panel, 95.2 x 125.1 cm, London, The 
Courtauld Gallery (photo: © The Samuel 
Courtauld Trust)



128	 Adam Sammut

tapestries from the History of Scipio designed by Giulio Romano (c. 1492-
1546), ‘famous Italian painter’.85 The Rosary Madonna’s unveiling seems to 
have won the triumvirate a vote of confidence as experts in Italian art.

In Antwerp’s political economy, benefits and goodwill circulated in tan-
dem with goods and capital. If amor amicitiæ was a form of currency, the 
business of merchants was akin to the pursuit of virtue.86 Seneca thought 
‘a benefit’ was the ‘chief bond of human society’ because it ‘both bestows 
pleasure and gains it by bestowing it’; this system of ‘credit’ was the oppo-
site of usury.87 The coalition could therefore expect to profit from the Ro-
sary Madonna’s investment of goodwill. As the following sections demon-
strate, the liefhebbers were professional-class and self-made, striving to 
improve their station through acts of liberality and magnificence. Some 
argued that ‘liberals’ were the true nobility. While a nobleman’s authority 
rested on ‘the glory of his ancestors’, self-made men ‘honoured the virtue’ 
of theirs by giving generously.88 Amor amicitiæ and the embodied virtue of 
artistic knowledge were forms of agency in themselves, working to frame 
the Rosary Madonna as a ‘rare piece’ but also to commemorate the virtuous 
actions of Rubens and his coalition.

Two become one

Rubens and Brueghel formed the nucleus of the liefhebber quadrumvirate. 
Their unity of purpose reflected humanist notions of ‘spiritualized cor-
porality’, whereby, in the words of Juan Luis Vives (1493-1540), ‘friendship 

7
Jan Brueghel I & Peter Paul Rubens, The 
Garden of Eden with the fall of man,  
c. 1615, oil on panel, 74.3 x 114.7 cm, The 
Hague, Mauritshuis
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between two souls renders them one’.89 As Luuc Kooijmans shows, amor 
amicitiæ was the bedrock of professional alliances in the Low Countries, 
including for merchants.90 Inspired by Elizabeth Honig’s recent mono-
graph, this section examines Rubens and Brueghel’s ‘forged connections’ 
through objects in miniature, a scale with which Brueghel is indelibly as-
sociated.91

Rubens considered Brueghel his professional equal. The Garden of 
Eden with the fall of man is jointly signed, indicating that Rubens ‘adorned’ 
Brueghel’s exemplary composition ‘with figures’ (fig. 7).92 Their allegiance 
was also dynastic. Around 1613, Rubens painted an epitaph for Brueghel’s 
father, Pieter I (c. 1528-1569), which was displayed in Notre-Dame-de-la-
Chapelle, Brussels (fig. 8).93 This lustrous, Raphaelesque work paid homage 
to Jan I’s artistic inheritance.94 The accompanying epitaph praised Pieter 
I’s ‘most exacting diligence’, like father, like son.95 In 1625, Rubens supplied 
Brueghel’s own effigy for St George’s Antwerp.96

Brueghel maintained an international reputation in correspondence 
with Cardinal Federico Borromeo (1564-1631) in Milan, who called him ‘fa-
mous throughout Europe’ and ‘a friend’.97 After Brueghel left Borromeo’s 
employ, the two kept a lifelong pen-friendship.98 Rubens ghost-wrote much 
of Brueghel’s correspondence, earning him the affectionate nickname ‘my 
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Staatlichen Museen zu Berlin - Preußischer 
Kulturbesitz / Jörg P. Anders)



130	 Adam Sammut

secretary’ (mio secretario).99 In 1616, Brueghel described ‘a little souvenir of 
my service’, namely ‘an egg of ivory painted in two bands, of the Passion of 
Christ in miniature figurines with the greatest accuracy I have ever used in 
anything’.100 Later mounted into a holy water stoup,101 Mary by the Cross at 
Calvary showcases Brueghel’s accuratezza, which in Borromeo’s words rep-
resented ‘almost everything that is magnificent and outstanding in art’ (fig. 
9).102 Intended for the cardinal’s studiolo, the miniature demands the clos-
est possible inspection. For Borromeo to press his eye against Brueghel’s 
piccol ricordo was almost an act of friendly intimacy.

Borromeo’s Passion miniature strengthened its maker’s professional 
networks en route to Milan. Brueghel gave it to the ‘Father Prior of the Do-
minicans of Antwerp who was going to Rome’.103 This was Jacomo de Hazes, 
a friar resident in the monastery whom Rubens and Brueghel had jointly 
appointed for the errand.104 Never having painted anything for St Paul’s, 
Brueghel was, through this episode, introduced to senior members of the 
order before the Rosary Madonna’s gifting. For Borromeo, Rubens’ pres-
ence behind the ink reinforced Brueghel’s status by association with his 
secretario’s sophisticated Italian and elegant hand.105 The letter concerning 
Brueghel’s piccol ricordo ends with the regards of ‘all [Borromeo’s] most 
affectionate ones’, among them the artist’s friends Van Balen and Vrancx,106 
who were leading members of the Violieren (see below).

In 1592, Brueghel made the artistic pilgrimage to Rome, where he might 
have met Caravaggio. Arriving the same year, the two ‘northerners’ shared 
patrons.107 Back in Antwerp, Brueghel’s social position buttressed his au-
thority as a tastemaker. His sobriquet ‘the Velvety’ (den Fluweelen) suggests 
a penchant for fine apparel as much as velvety technique.108 If so, Brueghel 
cut his coat according to his cloth. His house on Lange Nieuwstraat, pur-
chased in 1604 from Antwerp’s master guardsman, was certainly well ap-
pointed.109 In 1613, the archdukes granted Brueghel (their peintre domes-
tique) exemption from city taxes and guard duties on Rubens’ precedent.110

9
Jan Brueghel I, Mary by the Cross at 
Calvary, c. 1606-1613, watercolour on 
vellum, 35 x 50 mm, Milan, Ambrosiana 
(photo: © Veneranda Biblioteca 
Ambrosiana / Mondadori Portfolio)
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Befitting Rubens and Brueghel’s aspirations as courtiers and virtuosi 
was their shared passion for antique cameos. In Rubens’ family portrait, 
Brueghel’s wife wears them inset in her bracelets (fig. 10, detail).111 Such 
jewellery was neither fashionable nor especially expensive,112 but was ‘val-
ued in other ways’.113 Brueghel surely owned the bracelets his wife wore, 
laying claim to a similar pair in the Allegory of fire by signing the edge 
of the table displaying them within the painting's Cyclopean palimpsest 
(fig. 11, detail).114 In Still life with a tazza, cameo bracelets and other trin-
kets spill out of a painted box with studied carelessness (fig. 12). Worn by 
women, such jewellery signalled their husbands’ knowledge of Antiqui-
ty. Although imitations abounded, Marcia Pointon argues that ‘wealthy 
bourgeois sitters’ would not have worn ‘ersatz examples’ in portraiture.115 
Incorporating authentic cameos, the bracelets connoted classical ideals of 
female virtue such as constancy.

10
Detail fig. 6, Peter Paul Rubens, The 
family of Jan Brueghel the Elder, c. 1613-
1615, (photo: © The Samuel Courtauld 
Trust)
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Jan Brueghel I, Allegory of fire, 1608,
oil on copper, 46 x 66 cm, Milan, 
Ambrosiana (photo: © Veneranda 
Biblioteca Ambrosiana / Mondadori 
Portfolio)
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In the ‘Honeysuckle bower’, Isabella Brant (1591-1626) sports a similar 
pair, dextrarum iunctio with Rubens, her newly wedded husband (fig. 13). 
As Hans Vlieghe demonstrates, the composition ‘in every way emphasises 
the strength and inviolability of the marriage bond’.116 The couple’s con-
trapposto mimics Alciati’s emblem ‘In fidem uxoriam’, a ‘representation of 
faithfulness’, which, if nurtured by Venus’ ardour, became ‘a branch bearing 
apples’.117 Isabella’s bracelets are part of this humanist conceit.

Italy was the fons et origo of antique cameos, the mounting of which 
was a Milanese speciality.118 Purchasing the stones most probably on the 
peninsula, Rubens and Brueghel were alike in mind. Rubens’ greatest plea-
sure was apparently ‘seeing and considering his medals, his agates, his 
onyxes (...) of which he had a very beautiful collection’.119 Brueghel’s anti-
quarian credentials were demonstrable. As well as sketching the Colosse-
um,120 he graffitied his name inside the Catacombs of Domitilla the year 

12
Jan Brueghel I, Still life with a tazza, 1618,
oil on panel, 47.5 x 52.5, Brussels, Musée 
des Beaux-Arts (photo: © Musées Royaux 
des Beaux-Arts de Belgique / J. Geleyns).
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Munich, Alte Pinakothek (photo: © BPK / 
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of their discovery in 1593.121 Rubens’ expertise in glyptography was widely 
recognised. An ‘avid and most experienced scholar of (...) above all cameos’, 
according to Pierre Gassendi (1592-1655),122 Rubens owned the exception-
ally rare Wedding of Cupid and Psyche (fig. 14).123 Signed ΤΡΥΦΩΝ ΕΠΟΙΕΙ 
(Tryphon made it), this ‘excellent agate’, in the words of Nicolas-Claude 
Fabri de Peiresc (1580-1637), had flammei rendered ‘so thin that one can 
discern the ears and the face underneath’.124

Between Rubens and Brueghel, cameo bracelets were personalised 
devices evoking bonds of friendship not unlike marriage vows. In Rubens’ 
family portraits, the classical jewellery worn by their wives stood ‘in an os-
motic relation [to] inner virtue’, clothes in this context being ‘deeply put 
on’, as Jones and Stallybrass argue.125 Expressed in glyptic dialogues, a pas-
sion for cameos tied Rubens and Brueghel closer together. Indeed, one can 
imagine them poring over Rubens’ collection in the intimate space of his 
‘studiolo secreto’.126

As best friends, Rubens and Brueghel were the quadrumvirate’s key-
master and gatekeeper, whose friendships with Cooymans and Van Balen 
completed the alliance. The ‘diverse liefhebbers’ were brought to public at-
tention as Violieren and Romanists.

14
Tryphon, Cameo with the wedding of 
Cupid and Psyche, 50-25 BC, onyx,  
37 x 45 x 6 mm, Boston, Museum of Fine 
Arts (photo: © Henry Lillie Pierce Fund)
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The art-lover formerly known as prince

How princely each prince, who loved the noble art,
Did serve his principality, which he honoured with worthy prizes.
And what wise regents have honourably sought
The prosperity of their guild, and of the flower which they served.

Sebastiaen Vrancx, Het ionstich versaem der Violieren.127

This section brings to light the figure of Jan Cooymans,128 who joined the 
quadrumvirate as a friend of Brueghel and Van Balen. Cooymans’ role in 
procuring the Rosary Madonna can be conjectured from his involvement 
in the Violieren chamber of rhetoric, their shared collaborative circle which 
Ramakers was the first to discuss in detail.129 Performative literary culture, 
suspended because of the Revolt, had long been a pillar of burgher soci-
ety.130 Having last taken place in Antwerp in 1561, the Flemish-Brabantian 
landjuweel (theatre festival) tradition was revived in 1615.131 As Violieren, the 
liefhebbers took part in the 1618 ‘blazon-poem’ (blasoen dicht) competition. 
By trumpeting the benefits of Pax Hispanica, such festivities could repair 
trust between cities and their Habsburg overlords. Procured as a ‘rare piece’ 
for Antwerp, the Rosary Madonna furthered this agenda as a parallel act of 
corporate magnificence.

Liefhebbers of art were often lovers of poetry. Members of the guild of 
St Luke joined associated chambers of rhetoric (rederijkerskamers), namely 
the Violieren and Olijftak (Olive branch).132 Painting and poetry were seen as 
sister arts. Lucas de Heere, the first Netherlander to use poetry to promote 
himself as ‘an elite, universal master of Pictura’, as Ramakers observes,133 
had extolled the Violieren to learn poetry and become ‘the most artful of 
artists’.134 Rather than arid exercises in Horatian paragone, vernacular liter-
ature was celebrated with raucous bonhomie.

Cooymans, Brueghel and Van Balen formed a tightly knit unit within 
the Violieren. Next-door neighbours since 1604, the artists were boon com-
panions whose joint output was prolific and well regarded.135 It was they 
who introduced the wealthy Cooymans to Rubens. Cooymans was neither 
artist nor art dealer. The guild of St Luke’s membership roll (the Liggeren) 
distinguishes between ‘coopman van’ and ‘liefhebber der scilderyen’. While 
not fully professionalised yet,136 art dealers had an explicit terminology al-
ready.137 As such, Cooymans’ trade could have been textiles.138 Pursuing his 
passion independently of commerce, Violieren membership was a way to 
accumulate ‘cultural capital’ as an amatore.139

Merchants were self-made masters of the early modern universe. As 
Tomé Pires (c. 1468-c.1540) put it, ‘Trading in merchandise is so necessary 
that without it the world would not go on’. In the seventeenth century, 
Antwerp became a global distribution centre for wool and luxury com-
modities.140 Weathering the storm of the Price Revolution, its merchants 
possessed uncommon liquidity.141 As Marika Keblusek shows, the mercator 
sapiens was a ‘cultural entrepreneur’, outspending the nobility on human-
ist learning and the arts, including picture collecting.142 Merchants were 
the largest private sponsors of the Dominican church.143 In 1633, Cooymans 



136	 Adam Sammut

contributed 200 gulden towards a stained-glass window in the south tran-
sept.144 Painted by Jan de Labaer (1603-1668), it depicted Christ’s entry into 
Jerusalem and survives in fragments (figs. 15, 16).145 One can assume that 
Cooymans had also been a liberal patron of the Rosary Madonna.

In 1619, Cooymans was elected prince of the Violieren. Described by 
Vrancx in his commemorative manuscript as a ‘most faithful liefhebber of 
both the arts’,146 Cooymans was by this point an established rhetorician. 
The chamber was run by a chief, a prince and regents;147 sitting on the latter 
committee, Brueghel and Van Balen paid contributions towards ‘the pros-
perity of their guild’. As prince, Cooymans worked with chief Jan Happaert, 
elected mayor of Antwerp in 1618;148 together they officiated accountancy 
and chamber membership.149 To qualify as prince, Cooymans had to be not 
just professionally competent, but also a friend the Violieren could trust.

‘United through joyous affection’ being their motto,150 the Violieren’s 
merry company formed a mock principality based on friendship. Its rule 
by a liberal entrepreneur was entirely fitting.151 As Herman Pleij relates, ver-
nacular literature – especially rederijker plays – reflected the spiritual and 
material aspirations of their bourgeois audience, ‘an urban public of (...) 
notaries, merchants, patricians [etc.]’.152 The Violieren did not inherit virtue 
by aristocratic bloodline, but could acquire it at Cooymans’ friendly court 
by putting their love of poetry into practice and becoming what Frijhof 
and Spies call ‘burgher aristocrats’.153 How to embody virtue was spelled out 
in the Book of the courtier by Baldassar Castiglione (1478-1529). As Euge-
nia Paulicelli relates, the purpose of sprezzatura (nonchalance or studied 
grace) was ‘to conceal all art’ and make one’s talents ‘appear to be without 
effort’. Just as artistic wizardry was made to seem innate, however labori-
ously acquired,154 classical erudition was worn lightly at dinner with the 
Romanists (see below).

In 1618, the Violieren united for a ‘delightful blazon or poetry competi-
tion’ (blasoen feeste) hosted by the Olijftak,155 plausibly on June 17.156 In 1619, 
the Violieren’s success prompted Antwerp city council to renew the cham-
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Window in the south transept of St Paul’s 
Antwerp, before 1909, photograph, 
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ber’s privileges.157 Vrancx accordingly praised ‘the Heroes’ who ‘brought the 
old Violier back to the city,/ After the fearsome Mars had threatened to 
devour her’.158 The same year, the ‘free wise’ Cooymans was elected prince 
‘out of friendship’,159 committing ‘great things for funding (...) to purchase 
a property’. The regents’ financial contributions were personally collected 
by Cooymans,160 then put towards permanent quarters in the Spanjepand, 
complete with an indoor stage.161

Cooymans promised ‘fifty guldens or more’ to his ‘beloved’ (i.e., the win-
ner) in future competitions.162 His affection for fellow rhetoricians was re-
ciprocated. As Ramakers relates,163 in 1617 the Olijftak playwright Willem van 
Nieulandt II (1584-1635) described Cooymans as ‘wise, discrete and provi-
dential’, a lover of Clio and ‘my art-loving Pictvra’.164 In 1621, Van Nieulandt 
II rejoiced in their ‘old friendship so fruitful’.165 As the Violieren’s merchant-
prince-to-be, Cooymans may actually be portrayed in the 1618 blazon.

Brueghel and Van Balen, together with Vrancx and Francken II, ‘unit-
ed through joyous affection’ to paint the winning entry, a four-line Flem-
ish poem in praise of rederijkerskamers translated into pictograms (fig. 
17).166 Bordered with olive branches, stock-gillyflowers and marigolds 
– the insignia of the three chambers, the latter of the Goudbloem – the 
diamond-shaped panel sports an eclectic array of gods, saints, flora and 
fauna. Arranged along four stone plinths, the characters are each spoken as 
a word or syllable. The blasoen dicht reads thus:

Apelles’ pupils, who celebrate St Luke
Please help adorn the Olijftak quickly.
With us, Violieren, and Apollo’s laurels
Do flee evil manners, and Peace is steadfastly kept.167

The blazon is a visually witty riddle, pairing a monstrous smoking head 
in the second verse with a quill, forming hel-pen (to help). Elsewhere, the 
god Apollo is accompanied by pot plants and a duck. The blazon’s focal 
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Jan de Labaer, The entry of Christ into 
Jerusalem (damaged), c. 1632, stained 
glass, Antwerp, Sint-Pauluskerk (photo: © 
Corpus Vitrearum Belgium)
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point is the man in the last verse (fig. 18). Read in tandem with two nie-
ren (kidneys), he forms manieren (manners). The man’s gaudy apparel is 
deliberately antiquated, comprising a black velvet bonnet feathered with 
ostrich plumes and a Paltrock studded with pink rosettes.168 Wearing gloves 
and a sword, the man’s courtly garb parodies the aristocracy. While rederi-
jkers on stage put cloaks over their town clothes, the man’s peacock-like 
attire suggests someone more important. Was this Cooymans’ portrait?

To the man’s left is a pointing beggar, personifying Antwerp’s social 
evils (kwade),169 or indeed, Protestant rebels of the Revolt (geuzen). By con-
trast, the man stands beneath a willow tree (wilg or willig), symbolising 
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Hendrick van Balen et al., Blazon of the 
chamber of rhetoric ‘the Violieren’, 1618,
oil on panel, 73 x 73 cm, Antwerp, 
Koninklijk Museum voor Schone Kunsten 
(photo: © Lukas - Art in Flanders VZW / 
Hugo Maertens)
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steadfastness. Individualised in miniature, he looks outward as if address-
ing a fellow Violier. The man’s shoes (Kuhmäuler or cow-mouths) as well as 
the bull directly above (part of versieren) may be references to Cooymans’ 
name (cowman). If so, to be sandwiched between kidneys and a vomiting 
beggar was obviously a joke. The Violieren liked a good drink,170 and one 
can imagine the merry company having a private chuckle at Cooymans’ 
expense. If he was indeed the man, such humour was permissible only 
among intimate friends.

Violieren membership bound the liefhebbers under oath, ‘united in 
friendship as loyal guild brothers’.171 By bankrolling the chamber, rederijkers 
found ‘what love (...)/ And also praiseworthy deeds, have taught through 
the arts’.172 The Rosary Madonna was procured in like spirit. Within the 
coalition, Cooymans accounted the altarpiece’s purchase as he would do 
for the Spanjepand premises. If not themselves connoisseurs of Caravag-
gio, liefhebbers of poetry could trust Cooymans and the regents to invest 
in ‘outstandingly great art’ on their behalf. The coalition’s ‘diverse others’ 
plausibly included Vrancx, who between 1597 and 1600 resided in Rome, 
and Mayor Happaert. Both Violieren were also Romanists.

18
Detail fig. 17,
Hendrick van Balen et al., Blazon of the 
chamber of rhetoric ‘the Violieren’, 1618,
(photo: © Lukas - Art in Flanders VZW / 
Hugo Maertens)



140	 Adam Sammut

The godly feast
The most truly godlike seasoning at the dining-table is the presence 
of a friend or companion [who] participates in the give-and-take of 
conversation.

Plutarch, ‘Table-talk’.173

The triumvirate of artists first caught the public eye as deans of the guild 
of Romanists, which Bert Timmermans names as one of the principal fo-
rums in Antwerp ‘to accumulate social and symbolic capital’.174 Claudia 
Goldstein highlights the importance of dining culture to Antwerp’s civic 
life in relation to paintings by Pieter Brueghel I.175 With reference to the 
guild archives,176 this section demonstrates how, by hosting dinner, the 
artist-liefhebbers persuasively enacted the virtues of connoisseurship and 
amor amicitiæ in advance of the Rosary Madonna’s purchase. By partaking 
of the Romanists’ ritualised friendships, ‘diverse others’ could be recruited 
from the urban patriciate, which formed the bulk of the membership.

Otherwise known as the confraternity of Saints Peter and Paul, this was 
an exclusive club of nominal soulmates. A prerequisite for membership, 
set to a maximum of 25, was having ‘personally visited in Rome the relics’ 
of the two apostles.177 As with all confraternities, the point of joining was to 
expedite the salvation of one’s soul.178 On the feast of Saints Peter and Paul 
(June 29), Romanists held a solemn mass in Antwerp Cathedral. The day 
after, a requiem was given for deceased confreres, followed by dinner at the 
dean’s.179 Between 1608 and 1613, Brueghel, Van Balen and Rubens succes-
sively elected to this office.

Netherlandish artists had long been drawn to Rome, which promised 
‘coveted personal knowledge of Christian relics and classical monuments’, 
as Woodall explains.180 A significant minority became Romanists, including 
Brueghel (1599), Van Balen (1605), Rubens (1609) and Vrancx (1610). The 
guild registry reads like a who’s who of the Antwerp elite. Painters rubbed 
shoulders with Mayor Happaert, canons of the cathedral, the archbishop of 
Cambrai and Woverius, a pupil of Lipsius (see above).181

In 1571, the new Dominican church was rededicated to St Paul (c. 4 
BCE-c. 64 CE), the preacher-apostle.182 Monastery friars may have canvassed 
the Romanists for donations on the pretext of the order’s foundation myth, 
in which St Dominic (c. 1170-1221) is visited by Saints Peter and Paul on their 
feast day while at prayer in the Vatican.183 Procuring the Rosary Madonna 
‘out affection for the chapel’ was one way to honour the guild’s patron saint.

The triumvirate joined the Romanists partly as a business strategy,184 
the success of which can be gauged by their election as deans.185 With sur-
viving invoices detailing an abundance of food and wine, solemnity feasts 
were less than frugal.186 Hosting dinner was a chance to exhibit the liefheb-
bers’ prosperity and sophistication to influential Antwerpians.187 As dean, 
Brueghel recorded hosting all the guild brothers in 1609 as per ‘old cus-
tom’. His dining companions at the Meerminne included Rubens, whom 
Brueghel had just admitted.188 With Rubens fresh out of Italy, the triumvi-
rate may have first talked Caravaggio.189 Van Balen’s 1613 entry describes the 
religious services in some detail.190 In his well-appointed house,191 Rubens 
was elected dean.192 New deans were announced at the banquet’s conclu-
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sion, ‘before the course of cheese or fruit’, having been chosen ‘with com-
mon voice’ by ballot.193 Installed on the spot, Rubens swore to conserve the 
guild’s documents and property.194

As when Rubens ghost-wrote Brueghel’s correspondence with Borro-
meo (see above), Van Balen’s reputation as a liefhebber of Italian art en-
hanced Rubens’ standing as a Romanist. In 1612, Thomas Howard, Earl of 
Arundel (1585-1646), sent Van Balen to Liège to authenticate Ferry Caro-
ndelet with his secretaries, then attributed to Raphael (1483-1520) (fig. 19). 
If ‘Henry van Balen a painter who knows it well’ judged the painting ‘the 
same original’, then Arundel was prepared to spend the princely sum of 500 
gulden.195 Comparatively, Rubens was still on the make.

Of the triumvirate, Rubens set most in store by his deanship. Saints Pe-
ter and Paul being his namesakes, Rubens gave the Romanists ‘the gift of 
two large portraits [of the apostles] on panels by his own hand’ for cer-
emonial use.196 Rubens relinquished office in 1614 with a coup de théâtre, 
presenting the pendants to the new dean just before pudding.197 That year, 
Rubens hosted dinner, not at his father-in-law’s on the Kloosterstraat, 198 
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Carondelet with his secretaries, c. 1510-
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(photo: © Fundación Colección Thyssen-
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but ‘tot mynen huyse’ – at his house on the Wapper.199 Although Rubens did 
not move there until circa 1617,200 the house he purchased in 1610 possessed 
ample living quarters, kitchen included.201

Rubens’ maeltyt may have taken place outdoors, June 30 being the 
height of summer.202 Al fresco dining nourished body and soul in humanist 
discourse, with gardens affording respite from the urban maelstrom. In the 
colloquy ‘The godly feast’ by Erasmus (c. 1467-1536), a luncheon is preced-
ed by a tour of Eusebius’ country villa. A fountain ‘bubbling merrily with 
excellent water’ refreshes, like ‘the heavenly stream (...) according to the 
Psalmist’.203 Echoing Eusebius, Rubens could have played the cicerone, ex-
plaining his grand designs inspired by Vitruvius and Vincenzo Scamozzi 
(1552-1616) to his Romanist friends.204 Rubens’ wife, Isabella, plausibly de-
vised the maeltyt’s many courses.205 At table, her feminine presence gave 
the all-male guild the chance to exercise their gallantry.206

According to Plutarch (c. 45-120), the best seasoning for a feast was var-
ied conversation. At Rubens’ maeltyt, learned discourse between friends 
could be interspersed with earthbound humour, particularly as drinking 
accelerated. The effect would have been like Alcibiades (c. 450-404 BCE) 
crashing the party in Plato’s Symposium, expressing drunken outrage upon 
discovering Socrates (469-399 BCE) in the company of so many good-look-
ing men.207 High spirits are a useful social lubricant, bonding companions 
through moments of intimacy. The guild all having visited Rome, enthu-
siasm for Caravaggio was contagious if stoked by Rubens, the Lombard’s 
‘brand ambassador’.208 

Before the Rosary Madonna appeared on the market, the triumvirate 
advertised their expertise in Italian art to build a network of ‘diverse’ pa-
trons when deans of the guild.209 Although unrecorded, dinner-time con-
versation was a means to win over sceptics. To arrive at a universal appre-
ciation of Caravaggio’s art, disagreements had to be robustly thrashed out, 
for as Cicero observed, ‘it is impossible to debate without refuting’. This 
could be done Montaigne-style ‘with great ease and liberty’, in the tradition 
of Socratic dialogue.210

Three liefhebbers and a funeral 

Membership of the guild of Romanists saw the artist-triumvirate exercis-
ing their friendships before Antwerp’s metropolitan ‘liberal’ elite, to whom 
they signalled their virtue and virtuosity, not to mention adherence to Ro-
man Catholicism. This concluding section argues that the triumvirate, led 
by Rubens, discovered the Rosary Madonna thanks to their cross-border 
friendship with Hendrick Goltzius. The liefhebbers purchased the altar-
piece in Amsterdam, ‘having seen in this piece outstandingly great art’. In 
this period, knowledge of art was acquired through sight and touch, as pic-
tured in Van der Geest’s const-kamer (see above).211 In Rome, Rubens had 
privileged access to Caravaggio’s Death of the Virgin, allowing him to con-
vince the Duke of Mantua to buy it.212 As with the Scipio tapestries, Caravag-
gio’s ‘very beautiful’ altarpiece had to be seen to be believed.

The triumvirate’s first voyage to the Dutch Republic took place in 1612, 
where they met Goltzius in person.213
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Rubens, Brueghel, van Balen and some more [Flemish artists] being 
in Holland, Goltzius and other Haarlemers travelled from that city 
to encounter them in a village where – having played the joke of not 
identifying themselves – they arrested them in order to pay hon-
our to the noble spirits, which they did by raising an undisguisedly 
joking wineglass in order to drink to mutual friendship and trust.214

Published by Balthasar Gerbier (1592-1663), this anecdote is about net-
works networking. Ambushing the triumvirate in disguise, Goltzius was 
living up to his reputation as a practical joker.215 Toasting to each other’s 
health on the road, the delegations from Antwerp and Haarlem forged an 
alliance over wine. Back by June 20 in time for Van Balen to become dean of 
the Romanists,216 the liefhebbers could, at the table, boast of their intimate 
acquaintance with Goltzius, whom Van Mander had famously compared to 
Michelangelo (1475-1564).217

Rubens went to Haarlem with an eye towards starting a print business,218 
while Brueghel and Van Balen saw opportunity in the burgeoning Dutch 
art market.219 Representing Antwerp as part of a larger delegation, the tri-
umvirate’s purpose was also goodwill, desiring the ‘mutual friendship and 
trust’ of Holland’s most famous artist.220 Likewise, the effort Goltzius put 
into his joke honoured their ‘noble spirits’ backhandedly. The liefhebbers 
must have been intrigued by Goltzius’ self-reinvention as a painter.221 As for 
Goltzius, he eagerly responded to Rubens’ prototypes, as Vermeylen and De 
Clippel show.222 Goltzius never forgot his friendships with the triumvirate, 
and neither did they.

Rubens is next recorded in Holland in 1627 but could easily have gone 
back before.223 Early modern artists did not hesitate ‘to travel great distanc-
es on a temporary basis’. The Low Countries had excellent infrastructure 
and no border restrictions during the Truce.224 The triumvirate returned 
to Holland circa 1617-1619 when the Rosary Madonna was sold. This may 
have been alluded to in from Gerbier’s Eer ende claght-dicht, an extravagant 
panegyric – penned shortly after Goltzius’ death – which begins with an 
overblown funeral procession mimicking royalty.225 All three liefhebbers are 
listed as mourners, together with Abraham Vinck, the altarpiece’s co-own-
er, who features twice. Rubens – ‘the greatest of all, whose brain is full of 
art’ – leads the cortege, conjuring ‘the unholy rock where Andromeda was 
chained,/ And a thousand things more’ in painterly pyrotechnics.226 Hot on 
Rubens’ heels is Van Balen, whose ‘sweet light (...) here doth shine’.227 Later 
on, Brueghel – a flower-painter ‘without compare’ – lays ‘a white lily’ on his 
friend’s tomb.228

David Freedberg describes the procession as ‘purely literary’, but calls 
it ‘most instructive’ nevertheless.229 Hyperbole notwithstanding, the eulogy 
tallies with factual evidence.230 Goltzius’ corpse was not jettisoned uncer-
emoniously.231 The engraver-turned-painter received abundant praise in 
death as in life.232 His burial in Haarlem’s Grote Kerk was marked by ‘bells 
ringing [for] half an hour’,233 while Goltzius’ laudatory epitaph was written 
by the classicist Theodorus Schrevelius (1572-1649).234

Who actually attended Goltzius’ funeral? In the Claght-dicht, Cornelis 
Drebbel (1572-1633) festoons his tomb with a perpetuum mobile. Feted as 



144	 Adam Sammut

Archimedes reincarnate,235 Drebbel was Goltzius’ brother-in-law and heir 
to a quarter of his estate.236 However unhappy his marriage,237 a no-show 
on Drebbel’s part would have been embarrassing.238 Among Goltzius’ ‘wide 
and varied circle of friends’ were poet Gerbrand Adriaensz Bredero (1585-
1618) and painter Jan Badens (1576-1618) from Amsterdam.239 According 
to Gerbier, other Amsterdam mourners included Pieter Lastman (1583-
1633),240 as well as Vinck.241 Having painted portraits of Neapolitan bellezze 
for the Duke of Mantua’s Camerino delle Dame circa 1607,242 Vinck was oth-
erwise known as an art dealer, whose estate included a volume of Goltzius 
prints.243 If Lastman was present, his knowledge of the Rosary Madonna 
made it a likely conversation topic.244 In 1630, he would authenticate Fin-
son’s lost copy of the altarpiece.245 Moreover, Odysseus before Nausicaa, dat-
ed 1619, betrays Caravaggio’s influence, combining Odysseus’ dirty feet with 
a melee of hands in mimicry of the supplicant pilgrims (fig. 20).246 

Goltzius’ protracted illness gave admirers ample warning of his im-
pending death.247 As well as ‘voluntary [statements] of emotional or po-
litical solidarity’,248 early modern funerals were also a chance to buy up 
the deceased’s estate. Goltzius apparently owned a substantial collection 
of ‘beautiful’ artworks.249 In 1612, the triumvirate had a pre-sale viewing of 
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Nausicaa, 1619, oil on panel, 91.5 x 117.2 cm, 
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Goltzius’ household effects. As with confraternities, funerals were likely fo-
rums for doing business also.250

If the triumvirate met Vinck during the wake, they would have proceed-
ed to Amsterdam, harbourer of the Rosary Madonna’s ‘outstandingly great 
art’. Rubens knew about the painting when fameglio of the Duke of Mantua 
through his contact with Pourbus II (see above).251 Sold ‘not high in price’, 
the liefhebbers personally negotiated a deal with Vinck, their reputation 
preceding them as with Goltzius in 1612. Promise of a prestigious display 
in St Paul’s, near where Vinck was born,252 may have persuaded him to un-
dersell the altarpiece.253 If so, the wheels of commerce were oiled by amor 
amicitiæ. By extending their hand to the elderly Antwerpian, the triumvi-
rate underwrote the exchange with guarantees of trust. Having inherited 
the Rosary Madonna from Finson and, ultimately, Caravaggio himself,254 
friendship was needed for Vinck to sign the deal.

Conclusion

The Rosary Madonna was more than a flashy foreign import. Procured in 
the name of amor amicitiæ, it came packaged with metropolitan ‘liberal’ 
values and was viewed through the same prism in the Dominican church. 
Participation in Antwerp’s elite circles enabled the quadrumvirate to mar-
ket the altarpiece for corporate investment and pull off their Italian job. 
Instrumental to this process was the artist-triumvirate’s internationalisa-
tion through their friendship with Goltzius, who had welcomed them to 
Holland in high spirits.

The Rosary Madonna was assimilated into the early modern political 
economy like few other artworks, having been bought with contributions 
from the Violieren, the Romanists and the rosary brotherhood. The ‘diverse 
others’ most likely included merchants, city councillors and perhaps May-
or Happaert. Within Antwerp’s sacred topography, the altarpiece stood to 
benefit the polis by attracting aristocratic foreign visitors.255 Action was 
needed because Antwerp was foundering behind Amsterdam, its imme-
diate mercantile rival. As Sir Dudley Carleton (1574-1632) commented in 
1617, ‘magna civitas, magna solitudo’ (great city, great desert). To counter, 
in Rubens’ words, the city’s decline ‘every day, little by little’, he and club-
bable liefhebbers staged what Simon Schama calls ‘a burst of cultural ex-
uberance’.256 Fulfilling the quadrumvirate’s moral raison d’être, the Rosary 
Madonna arrived in Antwerp on a wave of local patriotism.

As well as profits in fame and honour, the gift of the Rosary Madonna 
promised spiritual dividends by reminding viewers of the liefhebbers’ virtu-
ous friendship.257 According to Leon Battista Alberti (1404-1472), friendship 
and painting made ‘the absent be present’ and showed to the living ‘after 
long centuries, the dead’, who were recognised ‘with the artist’s great admi-
ration and the viewer’s pleasure’.258 The effect was symbiotic. Just as ‘ivory, 
gems, and all precious things’ became more so ‘in the painter’s hands’,259 
so Rubens and company burnished Caravaggio’s ‘rare piece’ by their act of 
procurement. As expressed in painting, poetry and at dinner, the quadrum-
virate really loved each other in the humanist sense. Installing ‘a rare piece 
within Antwerp’ had them come forth and let it show.
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