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Historical Context 
The chronological parameters of  the artistic development covered by this book are determined by 
two dates which were of  crucial significance for the history of  the Southern Netherlands. The first is 
the year 1585, when the Spanish recapture of  Antwerp marked the start of  the effective partition of  
the Northern from the Southern Netherlands. The second is the year 1700, when the Spanish King 
Charles II died without issue, bringing to an end almost two centuries of  Spanish-Habsburg rule.  

Where territorial limits are concerned, some clarification is necessary. First of  all this book is 
about the history of  art in those regions of  the Netherlands that remained still under Spanish 
Habsburg authority after the revolt that broke out in 1566. The principal territories were the 
duchies of  Brabant and Luxembourg and the counties of  Flanders, Hainault and Namur. In the 
course of  the seventeenth century the northern and southern frontiers of  this area underwent some 
important revisions. Originally the county of  Artois also belonged to the Southern Netherlands, but 
in the second half  of  the seventeenth century this area was conquered by Louis XIV and 
incorporated into France, as were important parts in the south of  the county of  Flanders. On the 
northern frontier, in the final stages of  the Eighty Years War, the northern parts of  Flanders and 
Brabant were annexed by the Republic of  the United Provinces in the Northern Netherlands as the 
'Generality lands'. Towards the end of  the seventeenth century the remaining region approached 
the size of  present-day Belgium and Luxembourg, with one important exception, the prince-
bishopric of  Liege. This lay like a wedge between the northern and western part of  the Southern 
Netherlands, which contained the most prominent provinces of  Brabant and Flanders, and the 
eastern parts, particularly Luxembourg. Liege was not part of  the hereditary Habsburg Burgundian 
lands, but an independent prince-bishopric within the larger union of  the Holy Roman Empire. 
From 1581 to 1723 Liege was ruled by scions of  the ruling house of  Bavaria, who passed it on 
throughout the period from uncle to nephew. Liege would not be incorporated into modern 
Belgium until the nineteenth century.  

The art produced within these chronological and territorial parameters is described as 'Flemish 
art'. Of  course, the epithet 'Flemish' is used here in its historical and cultural context and not in its 
present-day meaning, which refers to the northern Dutch-speaking region of  modern Belgium. 
Since the Renaissance, and particularly under Italian influence, the term 'Flemish' found wide 
acceptance as a description for the culture of  all the Low Countries and even of  neighbouring areas, 
such as Westphalia and Liege; gradually it came to be used to describe the culture of  the subjects of  
the king of  Spain in these regions, whether they spoke Dutch, French or German. Here we must 
add that the artistic development discussed in this book, particularly in the field of  the visual arts, 
was mainly produced in Antwerp, and that the vast majority of  those who produced Flemish  
art were Dutch-speaking. In a seventeenth-century context, and in this book, the terms 'Southern 
Netherlands' and 'Flanders' are mutually interchangeable.  

It should also be mentioned that the artists who were active in the Southern Netherlands between 
1585 and 1700 must have felt that only to a limited extent did they belong to an artistic tradition 
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that was any different from that in the Northern Netherlands. This is most clearly shown by the fact 
that both branches of  the history of  art of  the Low Countries are regarded as a single entity by 
seventeenth-century art-historiography. Certainly the art of  North and South had much in 
common: its bourgeois character; the iconography and typology which were both rooted in the 
same — mainly Antwerp — sixteenth-century tradition; and the mobility of  a number of  important 
artists, such as Brouwer, De Heem and Quellinus, who worked in both parts of  the Netherlands, and 
were therefore able to put their stamp on artistic development both in the North and the South. The 
consciousness of  belonging to a common culture must have been even more strongly felt by artists 
who had settled abroad, including the many artists from North and South, who for an important 
period of  their career, sometimes indeed for the whole of  it, worked in Rome and there, without 
further distinction, were members of  the association of  artists known as the Bentvueghels, or Birds of  a 
Flock.  

On 17 August 1585 Alessandro Farnese, Duke of  Parma, the successful Spanish commander-in-
chief  and newly appointed governor of  the Netherlands, accepted the capitulation of  Antwerp, the 
most important Calvinist bastion of  the Revolt of  the Netherlands. This should have led to a 
complete and definitive victory for the Spanish Habsburg authorities over all the provinces of  the 
Netherlands, but external events decided otherwise. The rebellious provinces remained entrenched 
in Holland and Zeeland behind the natural frontier line of  the great rivers, the Scheldt, Meuse and 
Rhine. Shortly after the fall of  Antwerp Philip II ordered Farnese to divert his attention elsewhere 
from thus preventing him from completing the conquest. He first had to commit his Spanish troops 
to ambitious military operations against France and England, including the venture of  the Armada, 
which turned out to be so disastrous for Spain. These circumstances were responsible for the fact 
that from 1585 the Netherlands were effectively partitioned.  

The Spanish reconquest of  the Southern Netherlands marked the start of  large-scale and 
fundamental structural changes in the patterns of  society. The Calvinist section of  the population 
was given the choice of  submitting to Spain and Rome again, or taking their personal possessions 
and emigrating. They went mainly to the Northern Netherlands but also to the Palatinate (the Pfalz 
region in Western Germany) and England. Dissenters were given a reasonable deadline within 
which to prepare for emigration. This varied from town to town and in Antwerp — by far the most 
important centre — was four years. Even before the temporary suspension of  Farnese's operations, 
the uncertain and troubled times had already caused many Antwerpers to leave the town. In the 
years immediately after 1595 Antwerp's population was reduced by about half  from the more than  
100,000 people who were living there at the outbreak of  the Revolt. This was disastrous for the 
economy of  Antwerp because a large proportion of  the influential merchants, industrialists and 
highly trained skilled artisans, including many artists, left the town. The most drastic consequence 
of  the new political situation was the blockade of  the Scheldt estuary, entailing an economically 
damaging system of  expensive tolls.  

Yet the situation was gradually consolidated, and trade slowly recovered. Although the main route 
to the sea was closed, the Southern Netherlands lay at the crossroads of  the great overland 
communication routes to France, Germany and Italy. As a result of  the emigration, Antwerp had 
become the nerve centre of  an international trade. Family and business links remained in place and 
a so-called 'Dispositions-handel' was carried out from Antwerp at a distance. This form of  trade was 
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carried on by merchants who were shopping for their own accounts goods from one country to 
another, without having them passing by their hometown. The town became the command centre 
of  a wide-branched system of  trading operations in foreign markets that was directed through a 
network of  correspondents. In this way Antwerp remained an important financial market even after 
the closure of  the Scheldt. Local industry became still more specialised than before 1585 and 
applied itself  to the production of  valuable and sought-after luxury products: textiles, Cordovan 
leather, display cabinets, musical instruments and, of  course, paintings. The relative recovery of  
Antwerp can also be seen in the resumed growth of  its population, which would slowly but surely 
increase to some 67,000 by around 1640 and then remain stable at about that figure until the 
nineteenth century.  

The government also took the necessary measures to correct the situation. Its positive influence 
was plainly felt, particularly after the accession of  the Archdukes Albert and Isabella. Their 
marriage in 1599 not only united the German and Spanish branches of  the house of  Habsburg, but 
Philip II, Isabella's father, also made them sovereign rulers of  the Netherlands, rather than 
governors. However, since their marriage was childless, the sovereignty returned to the Spanish 
throne after Albert's death in 1621, as had been formally agreed in advance. By effective measures, 
such as granting patents, the Archdukes contributed substantially to the improvement of  the 
economic climate in the Southern Netherlands. They also managed to secure the loyalty of  the 
remaining commercial and financial elites by elevating members of  the merchant classes to the 
nobility. The Habsburg authority also stimulated the moral rehabilitation of  the population in the 
ravaged provinces by the strong support they gave to the Counter-Reformation.  

With their help Catholic life in the Southern Netherlands experienced a remarkable upsurge. The 
restoration of  the monastic orders was impressive. New orders such as the Jesuits, the Capuchins 
and the Unshod Carmelites, their rules defined in the spirit of  the Council of  Trent, were very 
active. But no more so than the older, reorganised orders such as the Augustinians, Dominicans, the 
Shod Carmelites, Benedictines, Cistercians and Premonstratensians. Like the secular priesthood, 
and with the constant support of  the Archdukes, they encouraged piety and the practice of  the faith 
at all levels of  society by their unceasing efforts in education, in preaching, and in their direct 
involvement in setting up and guiding all kinds of  devotional confraternities. The most spectacular 
expression of  this religious revival manifested itself  in a tremendous enthusiasm for building, the 
results of  which are still visible today. Not only did the great damage suffered during the religious 
troubles of  the sixteenth century need to be repaired, but there was also an urgent need for new 
construction caused by the sudden expansion of  monasteries and abbeys. Besides, the decoration of  
all these buildings had to be adapted in a way which not only reflected the triumphalism of  the self-
assured Catholic Church of  the Counter-Reformation, but which would also demonstrate and 
promote post- Tridentine doctrines to the widest possible audience. Apart from the need to illustrate 
Catholic doctrine, this new church decoration also answered a very practical requirement. Great 
destruction had been caused by the iconoclasm of  1566 and was followed by the more systematic 
removal or sale of  all kinds of  church furniture by the Calvinist administrators, who had 
temporarily occupied many Southern-Netherlands urban authorities. This had created an 
enormous and longterm need for rich pictorial and sculptural embellishment of  the many rebuilt 
and newly erected churches. 
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 One of  the determining factors in intellectual life was the flowering of  a Catholic humanism, in 
which doctrines of  the Catholic faith were reconciled with an ethic based on classical Stoic 
philosophy. This attitude to life, preached particularly by Justus Lipsius, the influential Louvain 
professor, emphasised the importance of  such virtues as self-control and moderation as guidelines 
for the behaviour and actions of  the elite. During the Counter-Reformation Neo-Latin literature 
found a special application in Antwerp in the many publications on theology and the history of  the 
Church, with which the Officina Plantiniana, the long-established Plantin Press, gained a fresh 
reputation. The elite of  officials, clerics and rich merchants gradually became interested in classical 
literature in the widest sense. The level of  literature written in Dutch was, however, in sharp contrast 
to all this classical erudition; whereas Dutch literature in the Northern Netherlands experienced a 
true Renaissance, in the South it shrivelled into not very inspired and repetitive productions by the 
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Chambers of  Rhetoric. Furthermore, innovation in literary life was seriously hampered by the 
effective censorial control exercised by both Church and Government.  

Under the Archdukes some military successes were initially recorded against the Northern 
Netherlands, which were still considered to be in revolt. However, both sides were ready to cease 
hostilities, and in 1609 the Twelve-Year Truce was agreed between Spain and the Northern 
Netherlands. In the first instance it led to further consolidation in the South. Above all it gave 
Antwerp the opportunity to expand its international network properly and in the prevailing peaceful 
situation the revival of  the economy promoted by the Archdukes could progress further. More 
specifically the foundations were laid in these years for the intense commercial relations with the 
Iberian world and its colonial empire, which a little later would be the mainstay of  Southern-
Netherlands trade. The moral and religious revival promoted by the Archdukes could also make 
further advances. Yet the Truce did not really restore the old prosperity=- on which so many hopes 
rested - to Antwerp and the Southern Netherlands. The Scheldt remained closed, and what is more, 
the Dutch managed to make good use of  the armistice to lay the foundations of  their own colonial 
empire and of  their domination of  world trade.  

After the expiry of  the Truce in 1621 and the death of  Archduke Albert the same year, Spain tried 
in vain to regain possession of  the Northern Netherlands. There were some initial successes, thanks 
to the military genius of  their commander, Ambrogio Spinola; the most famous feat of  Spanish 
arms was the capture of  Breda in 1625. But the tide could not be turned. On the contrary, the 
Southern Netherlands had to watch how the continuing weakening of  Spanish power was unable to 
prevent North Brabant from falling to the States General in the years that followed, its most 
significant moment being the loss of  's-Hertogenbosch in 1629. In addition the Dutch made an 
agreement with Richelieu's France, so that the Southern Netherlands were also threatened on their 
southern frontier. An acute crisis in the South arose in the early 1630s, with a section of  the nobility 
trying to reach their own agreement with the North. The course of  events could not be checked, 
even under the command of  the able general, the Cardinal Infante Ferdinand of  Spain, brother of  
Philip IV, who had fought successfully in Germany against the Swedes and other Protestant troops 
in the Thirty Years War, and who succeeded Isabella as governor of  the Southern Netherlands 
between 1635 and 1641. The signing of  the Treaty of  Munster in 1648 at least provided some relief  
to the warweary population of  the Southern Netherlands. Yet the consequences of  the peace treaty 
were disappointing. The closure of  the Scheldt was still irrevocable, and the partition of  North and 
South was given official status. Compared with the Dutch Republic — which particularly in the next 
few years would expand with great self-assurance into one of  the great powers of  Europe and 
become the leading maritime and commercial power of  the continent — the status of  Flanders as 
the most northerly of  Spain's colonial possessions diminished.  

The relative revival of  Antwerp's economy, which can be seen as an 'Indian summer' of  prosperity 
and which had been able to continue through the first half  of  the seventeenth century, now came to 
an end. Trade was increasingly concentrated on Spain itself  and its colonies. France in particular 
restricted Antwerp's relations with its European neighbours. The protectionist mercantilism of  
Colbert had negative effects on the Southern Netherlands economy which went into recession. 
Large commercial firms went bankrupt or were moved abroad. That the dynamism of  industrialists 
and traders had departed is also shown by the fact that the old merchant and administrative classes 
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gradually started to assume a rentier mentality, preferring a life of  ease and leisure. During their rule 
the Archdukes had initiated a policy of  granting such people titles of  nobility to ensure their 
support, and this process of  upward social mobility now seemed to accelerate, with visible 
consequences for their lifestyle. In every respect people tried to emulate the elitist and luxurious 
lifestyle of  the nobility. One of  the most striking expressions of  this was the already established 
significance of  a fine country house, at which to withdraw from the worries of  pressurised business 
life in the town, to live in idyllic harmony with nature. Members of  the higher nobility also had 
houses in Brussels. The SouthernNetherlands capital was a centre of  diplomatic activity, so that 
foreign princes and aristocrats would come to stay there for longer or shorter periods — sometimes 
even in exile, as Maria de' Medici had done earlier. Together with members of  the Habsburg 
Burgundian governing elite this aristocratic clientele ensured that Brussels was a second important 
centre for conspicuous expenditure in the Southern Netherlands.  

For the ordinary people this new economic climate brought little reward. The destruction and 
pillage of  the Eighty Years War might be over, but after 1659 Louis XIV plainly intended to seize 
the whole territory of  the Southern Netherlands as part of  his policy of  creating a natural frontier 
on the Rhine for northern and north-eastern France. The consequent death and destruction 
shattered economic stability.  

Spain was unable to offer the Southern Netherlands any protection. Louis XIV's ambitious plans 
would finally be frustrated by the re-emergence of  England as a great power after the Glorious 
Revolution. The death of  the last Spanish king of  the house of  Habsburg, Charles II, terminated 
the centuries-old link between the Netherlands and Spain. After a turbulent transition, and after the 
end of  the war of  the Spanish Succession, the Southern Netherlands came under Austrian rule in  
1713 under the Treaty of  Utrecht.  
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