











Met hoe ongeloofelijcker gunste / uwe voervaderen / grootmachtige Prince / de stadt van Ant-
werpen altoos bemint / gheholpen / ende veruordert hebben / is eenen iegelijcken wel bekent.
Maer hoe de selve huer dancbaerheyt thoonende / haer tegens hen / bouen alle andere steden /
met onuerbrekelijker ombevlecter trouwen / ende altijts bereydden dienst / tot nu toe gedragen
heeft / ende hen (na de saken gelegentheden) bijstandich ende behulplich geweest is / hebben sij
oock daer teghen wel bekent: het welcke sy met on_getwijfelder hopen betroudt / dat ghy hun
voetstappen nauolgende desgelijcx oock doen sult.?

Here is enacted the very exchange which the procession as a whole was meant
to represent. Antwerp welcomes her new ruler and offers her obedience, but
with expectations, however humbly suggested, of his promotion of her interests.

The procession was not a purely symbolic event. Before ever entering the city,
a ceremony took place at the exact boundary of Antwerp’s jurisdiction, in which
the new ruler signed his name to a charter dating back to 1356 and guaranteeing
the rights of the municipality and its citizens. This document was itself called the
Blijde Inkomste, the Joyous Entry.?® Thus the processional entry was an adjunct
to, and a dramatization of, a legally binding ceremony. This ceremony in many
ways resembled a marriage, as is clearly alluded to in the iconography of the
tableau we have just examined, in which the hand of a female Antwerp is pre-
sented to her Prince.

For the watching crowd, the spectacle encompassed both the procession of
Philip, his entourage and the city notables, and their personifications in the
ephemeral architecture which lined the route. In the examples we have just seen,
we must imagine the effect of seeing the living Philip 11 passing in front of the
tableaux which bore his likeness and those of his historical namesakes or his
-forebears. So, too, would the audience have seen in the personification of Ant-
werp a distanced and abstract representation of themselves. Just as in the Aert-
sen painting, then, the tangible present, the here and now, is placed in spatial
and temporal relation to the abstract, distant and historical precedent. And,
again as in the painting, the Serlian architecture, perhaps because of its connec-
tions to the age of Imperial Rome and thus to classical rhetoric, serves as the
mediator between the two.

We might consider the Joyous Entry of Philip 11 into Antwerp to have been
public theater on an enormous scale, but it was a theater in which the distinc-
tions between audience and actors were almost completely effaced. This brea-
king down of the boundaries between the two realms, between the present rea-
lity of the audience and the fictive world of the drama, is comparable to the
effect we noted in the Aertsen painting, where the still life was so rendered and
so positioned as to place it on the threshold between the space of the viewer and
that of the image. The transgression of the boundaries between reality and alle-
gory, between audience and stage, is also a characteristic typical of theater pro-
per at the time, to which we will now turn.

Theater in the Netherlands was primarily the domain of the rederijkers. The
most important theatrical genre produced by the rederijkers in the mid-century

27 Grapheus 1550: folio m ii verso.
28 For an introduction to the political issues surrounding the signing and subsequent publication
of the Blijde Inkomste, see Fontaine Verwey 1975: 113-132.

186 Aertsen’s Christ in the House of Martha and Mary



was a type of rhetorical drama known as the spel van sinne, literally a ‘play of
meaning’. The spel van sinne is a development of an earlier form of morality

play, which it closely resembles. Several characteristics typify the spel van sinne,
including the use of togen or tableaux, a strong emphasis on the allegorical, the
use of the play to resolve a problem or answer a question of religious or social
import, and the common, albeit not necessary presence of characters known as
sinnekens, whose name encompasses the terrains of both sensuality and significa-
tion, and who are nominally comparable to the Vices of English morality plays.

The earliest versions of the Dutch spelen van sinne were morality plays in the
strictest sense, but the genre underwent a transformation in the course of the
sixteenth century. At the beginning of that era, the plays displayed all the cha-
racteristics mentioned above, including the use of tableaux, but there was a fun-
damental difference in the underlying premises between these and those pro-
duced by the mid century. Like their later successors, the fifteenth- and early
sixteenth-century plays purported to solve a problem or answer a question. In
actuality, however, the outcome of any given play was hardly ever in doubt, and
the argumentative structure of the play was more directed towards explicating
a known truth than exploring new possibilities.*

This is decidedly not the case in many of the plays written at the mid-century,
where the issues raised were by no means commonplace.*® Thus, we must imag-
ine their audiences to have been genuinely at a loss to know where each play
might lead. Indeed, as one of the characters asks in a play from a drama compe-
tition held in Antwerp: ‘Wie weet aen dbeghin hoe stuck eynden sal?’*' Given
the breakdown or transformation in the sixteenth-century Netherlands of those
social structures by which identities and social roles were defined — church,
state, economy — new structures had to be created, new options explored, and
these plays must have been one of the means by which this was done.*?

In the great drama competitions of the time, the Netherlandish landjuwelen,
between ten and twenty rederijker chambers from cities across the land were invi-
ted to participate, and each would write a play answering the same question.*
Each play presented and explored a range of possible answers before finally
deciding on a single solution. If one imagines what it must have been like to stand
in the audience and watch this multiplicity of possibilities, the final result must
have been an enormous opening up of discussion, rather than a dogmatic insis-
tence on a single correct solution, despite the ultimate selection of a single play
with its single, final resolution of the problem as the winner of the competition.

2 For the argumentative structures of rederijker drama before 1551, see especially Spies 1990.

30 A specialized study of the change in argumentative structures in these plays following the mid-

century is much needed. See the Ph.D. dissertation of Anneke Fleurkens, Stichtelijke Lust. De

toneelspelen van D.V. Coornhert (1522-1590) als middelen tot het geven van morele instructie

gUniversiteit van Amsterdam) (Fleurkens 1994) for a study in this regard of the plays of Coorn-
ert.

31 Spelen van sinne 1562: folio a ii.

32 These issues will be more fully explored in my forthcoming Ph.D. dissertation Pieter Bruegel the

Elder and the Practice of Rhetoric in the Sixteenth-Century Low Countries, University of California

at Berkeley, [1994].

33 See especially Autenboer 1981 for a description and history of the landjuweel phenomenon.
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These competitions were lavishly conducted, with lengthy processions, ban-
quets, tournaments, church entries and masses, and contests for poetry, various
forms of drama and for the fools attached to each chamber. The financial and
cultural investment in the landjuwelen was enormous: the competition with which
we are concerned today, that held in Antwerp in 1561, lasted over a month, inclu-
ded thousands of participants — not counting the audience — and was estimated
by a contemporary visitor to have cost about 100,000 marks, which would be
equivalent to several million dollars by modern reckoning. The same witness des-
cribed the ceremonial entry of the rederijker chamber from Brussels alone as ‘the
strangyst matter that I ever sawe, or I thynke that ever I shall see; for the comyng
of King Fylyppe to Andwarpe, with the cost of all the nasyons together in appa-
rell, was not to be comparyd to thys done by the towne of Brussells’.>*

The 1561 competition, the most magnificent ever, was hosted by the leading
rederijker chamber of Antwerp, the Violieren or Gillyflowers, which had been
incorporated with the painters’ guild since the close of the previous century. The
focus of this festival, as described above, was the competition for spelen van
sinne written in answer to a posed question. Each of the fourteen participating
chambers was to write a play of fixed length and form upon the given theme,
and each of the plays was to be performed upon the same stage, here shown as
depicted in the printed edition of the plays which followed the landjuweel
(fig. 7).* While some props may have been used in the plays, scenery as such
did not play a part, and the view of the stage would in each instance have been
much as we see it here.

In this stage built for the Antwerp landjuweel, the same basic type of Serlian
architecture separates the open forestage from the curtained areas used at times
for interior scenes, but also, and more crucially for our interests, for the togen
or tableaux which served to exemplify the points of resolution reached in the
discussions on the forestage. Both the painting and the stage share a common
spatial structure of accessible foreground and distanced background, which
house scenes that are typologically linked to one another. The most immediate
connection between the theater and the painting, therefore, is formed not by
their dramatis person but by the architecture which frames them, which acts
as a locus for a culturally specific way of configuring a persuasive argument.

The stage is divided into a broad forestage, unbounded by walls or curtain,
and a set of smaller spaces separated from the forestage by a two-story Serlian
facade. We see again the triple portal motif found in the back of the Aertsen
painting, although this time with two arches flanking a central post and lintel
opening. The open outer arches on the ground floor of the rederijker stage ser-
ved as doorways through which the characters could make entrances and exits.
The central, curtained inner space, on the other hand, was where the tableaux
or tableaux vivants were located. These tableaux served an extremely important
function in the rederijker drama.

34 Both the financial estimate and this quote are taken from a letter dated August 4, 1561 by
Richard Clough, agent for Thomas Gresham, cited in Burgon 1839: 377-389.
35 Spelen van Sinne 1562. See also Uyt Ionsten Versaemt 1994.
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Each play was to present a solution to the question ‘What most awakens Man
to study of the arts?’ given in the invitation to the competition. The form of a spel
van sinne written for a landjuweel competition required an explication of the assigned
theme, an analysis of possible solutions and then the selection of that answer
deemed most appropriate. Thus these ‘dramas’ were really something more in the
line of deliberative arguments — and here I am thinking in particular of the play
offered by the chamber from Herenthals — with the various lines of the argument
embodied by characters on stage. Within the Herenthals spel van sinne, the discus-
sion of issues took place on the forestage among figures representative of contem-
porary stock social types: the merchant, the peasant, the teacher, etc. As the solu-
tion to the play was reached — in this instance, that Man’s natural inclination best
awakens him to the arts — the curtains covering the central opening were parted,
and the figures on stage stood aside to reveal the tableau contained therein. This
tableau showed the mythological story of Hercules at the crossroads, in which his
own ‘natural inclinations’ led him to choose the path of virtue.

The toog could thus be said to be the heart of the play. All of the activity and
debate on the forestage serves to prepare the audience to be receptive to the
message embodied in the tableau. In cases where there are multiple togen these
define the argumentative structure of the play in question.*® In this landjuweel,
the rogen, always single, were primarily derived from classical mythology and
literature, although in other rederijker productions Biblical tableaux were much
more common.

It is important to remember that the activity on the forestage was couched in
the vernacular, spoken by characters in modern dress who represented elements
of contemporary society. They were physically close to the audience, in a space
which protruded out into that of the public. While we might find the rather
heavy-handed didacticism of their dialogue a bit oppressive, it is, in fact, libe-
rally sprinkled with small jokes and proverbial expressions and therefore plea-
santly amusing. Despite the essentially non-dramatic qualities of this theater,
these were living, breathing, talking and moving figures, whose discussion hel-
ped prepare the audience for the message the play was meant to convey. Having
performed this role, the figures moved aside to reveal a tableau which confirmed
and validated that same message by translating it into a culturally sanctioned
precedent, into a classical or Biblical exemplum which, like the scene in the
Aertsen, was typologically related to the everyday scene in the foreground.

The tableau was physically distant from the audience, concealed and then fra-
med by the architecture of the stage. The figures in the tableau, whether alive
or painted, did not move, and did not speak. They were presumably dressed dif-
ferently from their counterparts on the forestage, in some form of classical

36 This is similar to an argument first put forward in Kernodle [1944]. In this pioneering study,
Kernodle states that the tableaux ‘were so important on many occasions that we may consider the
plays they adorned as illustrated dialogues or as dramatized visual art [...]". Kernodle perhaps
overstates the case, which again applies only to the plays written for the landjuwelen, but his gene-
ral point is still valid: the rogen were integral to the argumentative structure of the plays involved.
I am glossing Kernodle by suggesting that the architecture itself facilitates the structuring of the
arguments involved.
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raiment, which means that the scene was temporally distant from the audience
as well. On some occasions, and this was apparently not one of them, a toog
was provided with an accompanying text, written on a scroll above or beside the
tableau, but written normally in Latin, again distancing it from the audience.

All this should remind us of the structure of the Aertsen painting.?’ In both
instances that which is physically near is presented in apprehensible terms, in
familiar words or in images of familiar objects from contemporary culture. Each
presents a problem to be solved, which is figured in words or images in the fore-
ground. In both instances a physically, temporally and conceptually more dis-
tant scene is displayed in a contained background space, echoing the argument
of the foreground and providing the resolution to the posed problem.

I am not proposing that there is necessarily a direct link between the rederij-
ker stage or the joyous entry and the paintings of Aertsen, certainly not in the
sense that Aertsen is here visually imitating what he must have seen during his
long residence in Antwerp. I would argue, however, that all these phenomena
share a mode of thought, a way of presenting an argument, and that that mode
is mediated by the architecture each uses to frame — physically, literally and
metaphorically — the components of the argument. All three share a manner of
structuring present and past, type and prototype, reality and allegory, through
the mediating diaphragm of Serlian architecture.

This classicizing architecture must have carried with it not only associations
with the ancient Roman empire, but also with Latin rhetoric. The consistency
with which this particular architecture is used to frame typological arguments,
or arguments by exempla, suggests that it served as a rhetorical locus, a place
where an argument of a particular type and form could be found, but a locus
now present in the physical world. We must imagine that a contemporary vie-
wer, conditioned by the use of that same architecture in ceremonial spectacles
such as Philip’s Joyous entry, would have expected similar uses for it each time
it was encountered. The account I have just given speaks to a structure common
to the rederijker stage, the processional architecture and the Aertsen painting.
Ultimately this structure is rhetorical in nature, given that it functions to condi-
tion its audience towards receptivity, that it seeks to persuade.

Aertsen has taken the relatively simple near/far structure used to present
typological exempla in procession or rederijker stage and elaborated it into a
complex and subtle means of engaging his viewers in the act of creating mean-
ing. Not content with the simple typology established by playing the tableau of
Mary and Martha against the present reality of the kitchen scene, he has added
a further typological level in the form of the bas-reliefs of Aaron and Moses.
The group of Apostles near the fireplace provide a bridge between near

37 Previous scholars have also linked Aertsen’s paintings to the rederijker stage. For the most part
this discussion has centered around the various peasants or kitchen servants who populate the kit-
chens and markets of the foregrounds, relating these to the figure of the sinneken. See Emmens
1973. For a refutation of Emmens, see Hummelen 1992: esp. 117-120 and 136-139. Reindert Fal-
kenburg offered a reassessment of these issues at a recent colloquium in honor of Prof. Humme-
len, which will be published in a forthcoming volume. For a general overview of the relations
between painters and rederijkers see Gibson 1981.
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and far, between present and past, between worldly and spiritual. They serve to
remind us that the sacred figures of the Bible also lived in the material world,
also ate and drank and warmed themselves before the fire. The three contempo-
rarily dressed figures carry the subject of the image one step closer, implicating
the act of looking itself in the dilemma of the image. And the exquisitely painted
still life, poised on the boundary between the painted and real worlds, pleasura-
bly ensures that the viewers will be drawn into the games of sensuality and

cognition that so subtly reverberate among the different realms of the painting.

University of California at Santa Barbara.
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Fig. 1.

Pieter Aertsen, Christ in the House of Martha and Mary (1553). Rotterdam, Museum Boymans-van Beuningen.
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Fig. 2. Sebastian Serlio, Generale Reglen der Architectvren, Ant- Fig. 3. Sebastian Serlio, Generale Reglen der Architectvren, Ant-
werpen: Pieter Coeck van Aelst, 1539. Title page. (Courtesy of the werpen: Pieter Coeck van Aelst, 1539. Dorica, fol. G iiii. (Courtesy
Getty Center for the History of Art and the Humanities.) of the Getty Center for the History of Art and the Humanities.)



Fig. 4. Cornelius Grapheus, De seer wonder- Fig. 6. Cornelius Grapheus, De seer wonder-

lijcke, schoone, triumphelijcke incompst, Ant- lijcke, schoone, triumphelijcke incompst, Ant-
werpen: Pieter Coeck van Aelst, 1550. Frontis- werpen: Pieter Coeck van Aelst, 1550. City
piece. (Courtesy of the Getty Center for the triumphal arch on the Vlasmerct. (Courtesy of
History of Art and the Humanities.) the Getty Center for the History of Art and

the Humanities.)
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Fig. 5. Cornelius Grapheus, De seer wonderlijcke, schoone, triumphelijcke incompst, Antwerpen:
Pieter Coeck van Aelst, 1550. City stage on the Meerbrugge. (Courtesy of the Getty Center for
the History of Art and the Humanities.)
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Fig. 7. Spelen van sinne vol scoone moralisacien vvtlegginge ende bediedenisse, Antwerpen: Willem
Sylvius, 1562. Stage design for the spelen van sinne. (Courtesy of the Getty Center for the History
of Art and the Humanities.)
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