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BARBARA HOCHSTETLER MEYER

Reexamination of the Aix Annunciation
Triptych: Style and Iconography

In 1904 there was an exhibition of French “primitive” paintings in Paris. Paul Vitry
noted that, “the object of the exhibition will be to give a sort of general picture of the
artistic activity of the Valois from Philip VI to Henry 111, from 1328 to 1589, at least
in so far as concerns the art of painting on a flat surface and the arts based upon
drawings !”.

One painting in particular aroused considerable interest and speculation concerning
its origin and style—a fifteenth century panel of the Annunciation lent by the church
of the Madeleine in Aix-en-Provence (Fig.1). In the exhibition’s catalogue, Henri
Bouchot suggested, “Si le tableau a été exécuté dans le Midi, il le fut_‘pnr un de ces artistes
voyageurs venus de la région dijonnaise, attirés par René d’Anjou~". Roger Fry agreed
that the panel had been executed by a French artist from the area of Dijon, but he also
acknowledged the strong eyckian characteristics*. Georges Hulin de Loo declared that
the painter was Flemish since "le caractére Eyckien est des plus prononcé, tout-a-fait
dominant*”, He theorized that the artist had been born and trained in the Low Countries
and might well have been the individual who brought the style of the van Eycks to
Conrad Witz, under whom he may have worked before accepting the call of King René
to come to Provence®,

The Annunciation of Aix was displayed again in 1923 at the Jen de Paume’s “Expo-
sition d’Art Belge”. In the same show were two other fifteenth century panels brought
together by timely coincidence. One had just been purchased at the Paris sale of the
Jacques Normand Collection by the Royal Museums of Fine Arts of Belgium in Brussels.

The painting’s early provenance was unknown; supposedly for many years it had been
in a “bastide provencal & The prophet, Jeremiak, was depicted in contemporary dress

PauL ViTRY, The Exhibition of French Primitives at Paris, in: Burlington Magazine, vol. 3, 1904, p.
89

)

Henel BoucHot (et al.), Exposition des Primitifs francais au Palais du Louvre et a la Bibliothéque
Nationale, Paris, April 1904, p. 16.

Rocer Fry, The Exhibition of French Primitives at Paris, in: Burlingion Magazine, vol. 5, 1904, p.
298.

Georces HuvLw pE Loo, L'Exposition des Primitifs frangais au point de vue de L'Influence des Fréres
Van Eyck, Ghent, 1904, p. 35.

HuLin pE Loo, Op. cil., p. 39.

L.H. Lasanpe, Les Primitifs francais: Peintres et Peintres-Verriers de la Provence Occidentale, 1,
Marseille, 1932, p. 147.
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1. Unknown Master, Annunciation, ca. 1443, Aix-en Provence, Church of Sainte Marie-Madeleine.
(Copyright Arch. Phot. Paris)

standing on a pedestal in a niche with a still-life of books and other objects on a shelf
over his head (Fig. 4). On the reserve side was a standing figure of Christ from a Noli
me Tangere (Fig. 6). The other painting had been seen by Hulin de Loo around 1907
in the collection of Sir Herbert Cook at Richmond Jllh{]il%h it was Wilhelm Suida who
first published it in 1909 with an attribution to Conrad Witz *. On one side was a standing

T WLLHLLM Suina, A Newly-Discovered Picture by Conrad Witz, in: Burlington Magazine, vol. 15, 1909,
. 107. The attribution to Witz is rather astounding. While his St. Bartholomew (Altarpiece of the

Mr.l ror of Salvation, Offentliche Kunstsammlung, Basel, ca. 1434-35) can be compared to Isaiah in
that both are standing, heavily-robed male figures casting upright shadows behind them and conceived
as three-dimensional sculpturesque entities, the similarities end there. The facial expressions and
modelling capture quite different physical charactenistics through the execution of bone, muscle
structure, and skin tonalities. The wvisible hand of St. Bartholomew in no way approaches the
articulation of bone and joint achieved by the Master of the Isaiah panel. To relate the figure of Mary
Magdalene to any of the females in Wilz's ocuvre is even more [ar-fetehed, The doll-like Esther with
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2. Unknown Master, Still Life, Paris, Musée du Louvre, on loan from the Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam.
(Copyright Arch. Phot. Paris / 5.P.A.D.EM.)

male figure, also in fifteenth century dress, also in a niche, subsequently assumed to
represent [saiah (Fig. 3). On the back was a kneeling female figure recognized as Mary
Magdalene (Fig. 5). Although the still-life portion of this panel had been cut off (Fig. 2),
and the lower edge with part of the pedestal was also missing, the iwo painting’s identical
styles, interlocking subject matter, and relative original sizes convincingly indicated that
they once might have been pendant wings of an altarpiece®. Because of the accident
of compatible size, and to some minds compatible styles, the two wings were theoretical-
ly, if not actually, placed side by side with the Aix Annunciation, and a triptych was
triumphantly recreated.

The major figure in this irresistible unification was Hulin de Loo who sensed the
stylistic similarities back in 1909 after the publication of the Cook panel and Suida’s
attribution to Conrad Witz, for in 1904 Hulin had already associated Witz with the Master
of the Aix Annunciation. “The Magdalen, which I now come to know by your repro-
duction, is such clear evidence of identity, that henceforth no doubt will be possible for
anyone. A single glance of comparison with the angel of the Annunciation at Aix-en-Pro-

her downcast eyes, narrow triangular face, and mannered gestures (Esther Pleading with Ahasuerus,
Altarpiece of the Mirror of Salvation) or the riny, purse-lipped Madonna of the Annunciation
(Altarpiece of the Virgin, Germanisches Nationalmuseum, Nuremberg, ca. 1445) are a world apart
from the rather broad, peasant figure of the Magdalene with her full, rounded face and i nely-chiseled
lips and brow. Her strong, blunt-edged fingers separated and responding eloquently to the Risen
Christ differ totally from the Witz Annunciate’s tiny, crooked, rubbery fingers emerging from her
sleeve without the benefit of a wrist joint. See: Hanseeter Lannort, Germain Painting, The Late
Middle Ages (1350-1500), Geneva, 1968, pp. B2-84.

The still-life portion of the fsaiah panel is extant and on long-term loan to the Louvre from the
Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam. There is no way of knowing when it was separated from the main portion.
It was acquired by the museum at the Sale Fred Miller on 30 November 1905,

-
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3. Unknown Master, Prophet Isaiah. Rotterdam, Museum Boymans - Van Beuningen.
{Copyright A. Frequin, Den Haag)




4. Unknown Master, Prophet feremiah. Brussels, Royal Museums of Fine Arts of Belgium.
{Copyright A.C.L., Brussels)




vence (exhibited at the “Primitifs francais™) will show the identity of all elements: type,
hands, drapery, etc.””. Hulin had only assumed that the Cook panel and the Aix
Annunciation were by the same artist. But in 1923 with the appearance of the matching
Jeremiah wing, there was no question in his mind that the three panels had at one time
comprised a triptych created by an artist who, he now agreed, was not Flemish but
Burgundian. The show's catalogue gave credit where it was due '’

For years thereafter art historians endeavored to determine the identity of the Master
of the Aix Annunciation Triptych.

Their task was considerably complicated by the addition of the wings. For despite the
preeptive assertion that the styles of the Annunciation and both sides of the wings were
extremely similar, they patently were not. The problem was to accept the panels as
belonging to a single altarpiece yet to reconcile a variety of regional influences, painterly
styles, and artistic materials. An imaginary artist was again conjured into being. He could
have been a Frenchman in the entourage of King René who had worked in Flanders
and Burgundy and, thereby, absorbed the multiple elements of style evident in the three
panels, for while the Annunciation is strongly Burgundian, the prophets relate to the
School of Tours. and the Neli is pure Provengal. The inevitable crutch of workshop
participation was used to compensate for the many contradictions which arose. Hulin
de Loo maintained his contention that the panels had been painted in Provence by a
widely-traveled, Burgundian-influenced artist ', Louis Maeterlinck stated that the artist
was of the pre-Eyckian school and the triptych had been painted in Avignon'Z.

* Georces Huuiw pe Loo, The Picture Atributed to Conrad Witz in the Cook Collection, in: Burlington
Magazine, vol. 15, 1909, p. 173. Sir Herbert Cook had a different reaction to the Witz attribution:
“Although Dr. Suida and two other competent judges independently suggested to me the name of
Conrad Witz as the painter, I felt some hesitation in adopting this name, and with a view to test the
accuracy of the idea, I submitted the panel to criticism at the exhibition at the Burlington Fine Arts
Club the winter before last. Here the balance of critical opinion went against the attribution to Conrad
Witz, but no one—so far as 1 know—suggested a Burgundian origin, as Monsieur Hulin now
proposes”. He added that “nothing is known of the provenance of the Richmond panel, which after
having been banished for many years from the gallery, was reinstated among the Spanish pictures
where it was catalogued as an old copy of a lost Van Eyck, probably painted in Spain™. (This comment
is found at the end of the Hulin article, p. 174.)

LeonceE BENEDIE, Exposition de I'Ar Belge Ancien et Moderne—Catalogue des (Euvres Exposées
Au Musée du Jeu de Paume ¢ Paris Du 10 Mai au 10 Juiller 1923, Paris and Brussels, 1923, p. 32:
“ID"Aix aussi nous vient un tableau né en France sans doute, et probablement dans 'entourage du
roi René, mais d'un caractére eyckien qui se margue dans une multitude de traits. C'est I' Annonciation
de I'église de la Madeleine, qui retrouve ici, par une fortune merveilleuse, ses deux volets, représen-
tant des prophétes, I'un déja signalé dans la collection de Sir Herbert Cook, & Richmond, I'autre qui
vienl d'étre reconnu et acquis par le Musée de Bruxelles. Cette interessante réintégration, opérée
en deux étapes, nous en sommes redevables encore & M. Hulin de Loo, & qui la science de notre école
primitive a plus d'obligations qu'a personne. M. le comte Durrieu, de son cté, incline & croire gue
le Maitre du triptyque d”Aix est identique avec Jacob de Litemont qui travailla dans le centre eyckien
de Bourges, lequel était déja sous I'obédience de la peinture du Nord, au temps d"André Beauneveu.
Ainsi, dans une exposition qui n’a pas de visées proprement didactiques ou scientifiques, la reconstitu-
tion d'un ensemble important apporte un intérét de cet ordre, & cfté de l'intérét esthétique évident
qui ressort de la beauté de I'cuvre ainsi ressuscitée™.

GeorGEs HULIN DE Loo, Primiiifs flamands et Primitifs francais, in: La Revue de L'Art Ancien et
Moderne, XLIV. No. 248, July-August 1923, p. 84.

Louis MAETERLINCK, Primiiifs flamands et Primuiiifs francais, in: La Revue de L' Art Ancien et Moderne,
XLIV, No, 249, September-October 1923, p. 174,
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M. Fierens-Gevaert pointed to the materials and technique of the exterior of the wings
as well as certain nuances of style and iconography, all of which supported his belief
in all;"mvcm;a] origin, yet he concluded that the artist himself must have been Franco-Flem-
ish ™.

In 1932 the three panels appeared in an exhibition of French art at Burlington House
in London and were described in the catalogue as the component parts of a triptych
painted by an as yet unidentified master '*.

Whenever the panels were discussed in the literature after 1923, no question was raised
concerning their unity. However, after seeing the obvious stylistic incongruities, 1
investigated further and found that the Amnunciation can be documented from 1442

13 M. FiereNS-GERVAERT, Primitifs flamands et Primitifs fran¢ais, in: La Revue de L'An Ancien ef
Moderne, XLIV, Na. 250, November 1923, p. 287. Jacques Duront, Les Primilifs francais, Paris,
1937, p. 23, summed it up very succinctly a few years later: “C'est d"ailleurs un problem presque aussi
délicat que pose le triptych de " Annonciation d’ Aix que 1'on s'est efforeé de reconstituer ici dans son
état original. Tant de courants trouvent ici leur aboutissement que I'on a peine & concevoir cette
admirable synthise d'éléments empruntés & Van Eyck, & I'art bourguignon, & Conrad Witz, et aux
peintres provencaux. Pourtant un artiste, qui aurait suivi dans ses déplacements le roi René, aurail
pu posséder ces vaste connaissances”.

The materials are of importance in determining the authenticity of the triptych as a unit. CHARLES
STERLING, La Peinture Francaise. Les Peintures du Moyen Age, Paris, 1942, p. 28, summarized the
painting techniques: “Alors que Uintérieur du triptyque est peint a la flamande, & la détempre mélée
de glacis & lhuile, I'extérienr des volets est peint & lempera sur un fond de craie poneée, les joints
du bois ayant é¢é préalablement recouverts de toiles marouflées; procédé caractéristique pour les
ateliers provengaux depuis le XIV® siécle”.

These differences accentuate perhaps the most insoluable problem related to the triptych, that of the
exterior of the wings. Both are in poor condition. The figures of Christ and Mary Magdalene both
have areas of repaint, yet portions of the pure linen still show through where paint has flaked off.
The differences in figural types between the exterior and interior have been accommodated by
assuming workshop participation or even a belief that the front and back of the panels were painted
in different locations. The background has a feeling of tapestry; there are space-defeating rosettes
and traces of a brocade-like pattern throughout. Landscape elements are simple and unreal, superim-
posed as they are on the background designs. None of the forms seem to exist in time or space. Here
symbolism reigns supreme. It is almost as if the Nofi were painted on top of an already existent
brocade-designed panel. One can draw an interesting analogy with an item from the contract between
Enguerrand Quarton and Jean de Montagnac, dated 24 April 14353, for the Coronation of the Virgin:
“Item le renvers du retable sera peint d’un fin drap de damas cremesin tout figuré de flores de liz"
(CHARLES STERLING, Le Couronnement de la Vierge par Enguerrand Quarton, Paris, 1937, p. 26). This
could be related in turn to the practice of placing hangings protectively over paintings in licu of wings.
Leonardo speaks of this rather derisively in the Paragone.

There are further material differences. While the panel of the Annunciation is poplar, the Jeremiah
wing is Norway spruce, and fir was used for the Isaiah wing (JAcQUELINE Marerre, Connaissance des
Pr.:'mm:f,; Irmr]"émde du bois du XI au XVI" siécle, Panis, 1961, pp. 200, 220-230 and 284). This can
be compared with the types of wood used for several contemporary altarpieces. The Coronation of
the Virgin, executed in Avignon, is on oak as is the Moulin Triptvch; Froment's Burning Bush Tripiych
is, in its entirety, poplar; and the Pietd de Villaneuve is on walnut (Magerts, Op. cit., pp. 147-149)
Marette’s charts indicate that fir and spruce were used in Southern France but do not appear in
Northern French panels. Poplar was used only once in Touraine and the Loire for the panels she
examined but very often in Provence, Nice, and Avignon (MARETTE, Op. cit, p.73). Since the two
triptychs above ulilized a single type of wood, the obvious question is why three different varities
are found on the three panels of a triptych assumed to be the product of a single master of workshop.

A Commerative Catalogue of the Exhibition aof French Art, 1200-1900, London, 1932, pp. 7-8.
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5. Unknown Master, Mary Magdalene. Rotterdam, Museum Boymans - ¥an Beuningen.
(Copyright Mus. Boymans - Van Beuningen, Rotlerdam)




6. Unknown Master, Christ. Brussels, Royal Muscums of Fine Arts of
Belgium. {Copyright A.C.L.. Brussels)
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when it apparently was first commissioned by Pierre Corpici, a draper of Aix, for his
funerary chapel in the Saint-Sauveur Cathedral. Its provenance is developed from 1442
through the early nineteenth century in archival material, an actual drawing, and
eve-witness accounts. There are no descriptions of the two wings, and the only document
which might refer to them is vague . In addition, were the wings attached to the
Annunciation at one time, enframed, and with the predella requested by the patron, the
resulting huge altarpiece would not have fitted over the Corpici altar table next to the
entrance into the choir of Saint-Sauveur or in a niche in the ancient baptistery of the
cathedral where the Annunciation panel was moved in the early seventeenth century '°,

An examination of the style and iconography of the panels is thus needed to continue
the inquiry into the integrity of the triptych.

#
*® *x

Much has been written about the styles of these three works by relating component
from each to the other and to artists and paintings across the spectrum of northern
European art throughout the first half of the fifteenth century '’. I am hesitant to intrude

15 BarBarA HoCHSTETLER MEYER, A Reexamination of the “Triptyque de I'Annonciation d'Aix”, in:
Gazette des Beaux-Arts, 6°/XCV, March 1980, pp. 97-106.

HoCHSTETLER MEYER, Op. cit., pp. 102-103. There is another factor, related to size, which can focus
doubt on the existence of a Corpici triptych. Pierre Corpici allocated 100 florins for hist retable. Even
he felt that amount might be excessive, for he included in the first will instructions that any remaining
money be used to purchase altar linens and other embellishments. The question is, what would 100
florins have bought in the way of altarpieces in southern France during the mid-fifteenth century.
One most eminent gauge is the price paid to Enguerrand Quarton for the Coronation of the Virgin.
This painting now measures 183 cm in height and 220 cm in widht. According to the contract, the
artist was to receive 120 florins. Obvicusly there are many qualifying variables to consider: the desires
of the patrons; the complexity of the work; the comparative value of the florin in Aix and Avignon;
the reknown or lack of it on the part of the artist; the quality and thus the cost of the paint; the amount
of gold used; the size and intricacy of the framing. However, here is an altarpiece smaller than the
Triptyeh of Aix would have been, yet its creator received 20 florins, or 16,8% more in renumeration,
assuming that the entire sum of 100 florins went to the Mastern of the Corpici retable. On the other
hand, the Coronation of the Virgin is about 28 cm taller and 44 cm wider than the single panel of
the Aix Annunciation in its present cut-down condition, commensurate with the fact that it not only
cost more, but that money could have remained from the Corpici bequest. This is speculative, but
the comparison gives a general insight into the probability that 100 florins would not have been
adequate compensation for a work approaching the magnitude of the supposed Afx Annunciadon
Tripiych.

Some of the most interesting articles are: JEaN Bover, Le Maitre de I'Annonciation d'Aix, est-il
Identifié?, in: Arts, 19 March 1948, p. 1; JEan Bover, Le Maftre d"Aix enfin identifié, in: Connaissance
des Arts, No. 72, 1958, pp. 39-43; Jean Bover, Personnages représentés sur les volels du Tripivque de
I'Annonciation d'Aix, in: Gazette des Beawx-Arts, 6%LVI, 1960, 137-146; Louis Demonts, Le Mafire
de I"Annonciation d’Aix et Colantonio, in: La Revue de I'Art Ancien et Moderne, LXVI, No. 354, June
1934, PP- 131-138; Anne LigsreicH, L'Annonciation d' Aix-en-Provence, in: Gazette des Beawe-Arts,
6° XIX, 1938, pp. 63-67; Louis-PHiLIPPE May, Observations sur le triptyque de ' Annonciation D'Aix,
in: La Revue des Arts, No. I, March 1963, pp. 20-26; M.B. McNameE, The Medieval Latin Liturgical
Dwvama and the Annunciation Triptych of the Master of the Aix-en-Provence Annunciarion, in: Gazene
des Beawx-Ars, 65 LXXXIII, 1974, pp. 37-40; CHARLES STERLING, La Pietd de Tarascon, in: La Revue
des Aris, V, March 1955, pp.25-46, LEo van PuyveLDE, L'Enigme du Maitre de I'Annonciation
d'Aix-en-Provence, in: Gazette des Beaux-Aris, 6% XLIV, 1954, pp. 145-162.
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7. Base of Pier, detail of Jeremiah, Fig. 4.
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8. Base and Socle of Pier, detail of Annunciation, Fig.

into the morass which has already been created. However, T will briefly attempt to
support my hypothesis that the Annunciation of Aix and the prophet wings were not
an integral work by examining details which unfortunately have been given scant or
peripheral attention. The stylists have directed their energy and skill primarily at the
major focus of interest, the figures. One sustained examination would support the
conclusion that different artists executed the three figural groups: the Virgin and
Gabriel; Christ and Mary Magdalene; and the two prophets. Words are superfluous: one
need only examine with care and without prejudice physical features which relate to one
another because of a pictorial kinship delimited by a common source, a common birth
in the early fifteenth century Eyckian school of painting'*.

I8 Oine stylistic analysis is indispensible for any study of French fifteenth century art, the finely written
and meticulously illustrated article by Charles Sterling on the Tarascon Pietd (see footnote 17).
Sterling shows with clarity and precision the evolution of fifteenth century facial and figural types
in French painting from the source root of Eyckian art. Of particular importance are the illustrations
on pages 37, 39, 43, and 45, in which the auther demonstrates the transformation of Flemisch types
in the Air Annunciation, the prophet wings, the Boulbon Altarpiece, the Tarascon Pietd, and the
Coronation of the Virgin. Any attempt to prove the figures on the prophet wings beat individual
portraits is completely negated by Sterling’s presentation.

20



9. Base and Socle of Piers, detail of Annun-
CLaEtion, I"ig_ 1.

The supporting elements of pictorial space, perspective, light and shadow, color, and
architectural and background accompaniment are elusive stylistic factors which present
as much of a challenge as the major figures and tender a comparative use as well. Artists
tend to repeat pattern prototypes and established modes of presentation of these
compositional motifs and technicalities, a methodology which reflects regional schools
and workshops more often than rare individual ingenuity or originality. Yet the very
lack of uniqueness can be used by the connoisseur. The contemporaneous execution of
several works can be tentatively ascertained by comparing the consistency and regularity
of these features. While assuredly the Morellian method can be and has been carried
to extremes solely in order to prove a point, it still serves with careful application to
help delineate the hand or hands assigned to a group of works under surveillance as well
as negate improper attributions or associations.

Ed
¥ ®

The small amount of natural light entering the Gothic choir of Saint-Sauveur would
have come from aisle and clerestory windows, No matter how high or low the enclosure

21




10. Capital, detail of Jeremiah, Fig. 4.

around the choir was in the fifteenth century, diffused light would have been minimal
at the level of the Corpici altar table and its retable. However, the three panels in
question are painted so as to assume a single, direct, ample external light source coming,
as is usual, from the left with shadows falling to the right. The shadows cast by this light
differ in the Annunciation and the interior of the wings, disrupting their intrinsinc unity
as a triptych.

Isaiah is illuminated by a light which causes his shadows to be behind him with no
angular distortion, that is, it is a fully upright shadow which parallels the stance of the
figure. The head of the shadow is clear of the body, and overlap begins at shoulder level.
The shadow behind Jeremiah is also erect but not as extensive as the one behind Isaiah.
Overlap begins at mid-head level. Thus both shadows seem to have been formed
pictorially by the same light source located to the left center of Isaiah; they accommodate
to the fact that he was proportionately closer to the source than Jeremiah, depending
on the size of the center panel once between them. The highlights on Isaiah’s face and
robe are strongly contrasted with the shadow areas, more so than on Jeremiah, who
logically would have been further from the source. However, care must be taken here,
for the Isaiah panel has areas of repaint and is disfigured by a darkened varnish.

The same light source cannot be said to account for the shadows cast in the Annun-
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11. Capital, detail of Jeremiah, Fig. 4.

ciation. These shadows fall to the right at an angle to the objects creating them rather
than being upright behind them as in the wings. This indicated a light source coming
from a different direction, pictorially, than the one illuminating the prophets.

The physical character of the shadows differs as well. Those of the prophets are blurred
in contour with the maximum depth immediately behind the figures flowing unevenly
into an outer area which is not sharply defined. The cast shadows in the Annunciation
are carefully painted often with a deep center portion surrounded by a halo effect
contained within controlled edges. There is less diffusion in these compact and often
dual shadows than those in the prophet wings.

One has the impression of looking slightly downward into the scene of the Annun-
ciation. This is conveyed by the low placement on the pictorial field of the two major
figures and lectern and is enhanced by the consistent expanse backward of the yellow
tile floor. This painting, even with a predella, was probably in the line of vision of the
viewer since it was set against a choir screen, not a full wall. In contrast, one looks up
into the wings which originally must have been hung well above eye level. The upward
view is emphasized by the backward tilt of the still-life objects on shelves whose
shadowed undersides are shown as if seen from below. Even the capitals of the piers
in the two panels are painted from different visual angles. Thus when the wings are
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12. Capitals and Prophet, detail of Annun-
ciation, Fig. 1.

placed open at each side of the Annunciation, there is a disparity of viewpoints.

The achievement of a viable illusion of pictorial space differentiates the Annunciation
of Aix from most other contemporary works of the same genre. One enters the painting
visually at the left center foreground, captured by the figures of the Virgin and Gabriel
who are close to the frontal plane in a space which enfolds them with ease even though
they are too large proportionately for the surrounding architecture. Since a wall closes
off space behind the angel, one is led around the lectern and the Virgin into converging
aisles created by the diagonal march backward of rows of engaged and free-standing
piers, the latter having sharply oblique bases. Both aisles continue on behind the Virgin,
receding into the background where they join other portions of a church.

The floor does not rise or tilt up behind the frontal figures—despite the slight bird’s
eye view—as is frequently the case in Flemish paintings of a scene within an architectural
enclosure *. Its rich yellow color is a unifying factor throughout the panel and is of

¥ The most obvious comparison can be made with the centre scene of the Merode Altarpiece. Leo van
Puyvelde actually proposed that the Aix Annunciation might have been executed by the Master of
Flemalle (See footnote 17). There are hardly two paintings of the period in the north of Europe in
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13. Aisle Wall and Capitals, detail of Annun-
ciation, Fig. 1.

sufficient saturation to project the figures forward almost as if they were superimposed
upon it in sculpturesque three-dimensionality. While the unchanging tonal value of the
yellow from immediate foreground to background fights the intellectual acceptance of
spatial depth, the artist, nonetheless, achieves this illusion through other means, shun-
ning the symbolic space of contemporary paintings.

Spatial logic is aided in simple ways. While there is no single vanishing point or axis
in the painting and no systematic formula seems to be in operation for determining the
floor plan, there is a concentration of irregularly intersecting orthogonals in the upper

which the artists” conception of pictorial space is more at variance. The bird's-eye view into the Merode
Annunciation is accentuated by the seated position of the Virgin and the round table top which slants
impossibly parallel to the picture plane but is fully emphasized by the floor which goes back and upward,
meeting the converging walls high on the pictorial field to create a tilted, wedge-shaped room. Meiss's
vbservation about the Boucicaut Master is applicable to the Master of the Aix Annunciation: “Although
he was unable to apply focus perspective to all the plane—he often approximated it sufficiently to create
an impressive three—dimensional space™ (MiLLARD MEiss, French Painting in the Time of Jean de
Berry—the Boucicauwr Master, London, 1968, p. 18).
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right area coinciding with the tight massing of darkened piers to the left and above the
barely discernable figures near an altar. The artist's sensitivity to a left-to-right diagonal
recession can be seen in variations—progressively altered—in the angles of the orthogo-
nals created by the battens on the ceiling. Further, the edge of the shadowed wall beneath
the aisle windows forms a controlled line—except where it is interrupted by the
illuminated responds—which deviates only slightly from the horizontal as it recedes,
serving thus to contain the stronger diagonal of the colonnade and aisles. Overall, the
spatial achievements manifest in the Aix Annunciation are unique in northern painting
of the mid-fifteenth century and only add to the enigma of its creator.

The enclosures containing the prophets are called niches, but they are rather strange
configurations when compared to the usual niche which is ordinarily a clearly-defined,
frontal, scooped-out space. The niche on the Jeremiah wing has two visible walls and
a narrow, shallow, vaulted ceiling which is intersected at its springing point by the
horizontal shelf. The existence of the third wall is conjectural although one assumes its
presence on the other side of the descending vault. This rectangular space has more than
enough room for the tactile figure of the prophet, but he is placed off-center in front
of the joining of the two walls. Thus the location of the hexagonal base is contrived with
respect to the ground plan of the niche. It overlaps the front edge for no apparent reason
since there is clearly space behind it and to the figure’s right. This is an ambiguous space
turther differentiated from the Annunciation by its creme-colored floor which does not
appear to lie perpendicular to the picture plane due in part to the lack of tile lines.

After only a cursory glance, one might agree with Paul Jamot who stated that some
of the architectural details in the Annunciation and Jeremiah wing are identical®®. But
close scrutiny reveals that this is not so. The elongated bases of the engaged piers which
flank the prophet (Fig.7) do not resemble the bases and socles of the piers in the
Annunciation, neither those which support the arched openings around Gabriel (Fig. 8)
nor those of the aisle arcade (Fig. 9). In the wing, the bases are more freely painted and
have wavering edges, quite unlike the sharp incisiveness of the bases and socles in the
Annunciation. The compound piers’ responds are combined differently while the capitals
and abaci show perhaps the greatest variations between the two panels’ architectural
elements (Figs. 10-13). Itis true that there is a resemblance between the astragals at each
end of the shafts adjacent to capital and base. Yet the same generic type of astragal can
be found in other paintings of the period, both in panels and manuscript illumination ',

M Pavr Jamor, A propos d'un Primitif francais préeé par le Musée d’ Amsterdam au Louvre, in: La Revue
de 'Art, LIT, No. 289, September-October 1927, p. 158: “Depuis, on a retrouveé les volets latéraux:
Isaie et Jérémie sont debout sous une arcature de pierre dont les faisceaux de colonnettes et les
chapitaux sont identiques aux éléments correspondants de la grande église on se déroule la scéne de
I’ Annonciation...”,

See CHArLES STERLING, La Peinture Francaise . (Op. cit. ), Plate CXXX; Le Sacerdoce de la Vierge,
1437, and Fig. 140: Le Bapréme de Clovis, 1495-1500; Jean LoncnoM, RAYMOND CAZELLES, AND
MiLLagDp MEeiss, The Trés Riches Heures of Jean, Duke of Berry, New York, 1969, Plates-20, 32, 33,
80, and 109; CHaRLES STERLING and Craupk ScHaerer, The Hours of Etenne Chevalier, New York,
1971, Plate 39.
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A belief has been voiced that the architecture of these two works might have been
influenced by the cloister of Saint-Sauveur® (Figs. 14 and 15). Actually, the closest
resemblance architecturally between the Annunciation and the cathedral is in the oblique
bases of the painting’s aisle arcade piers; they correspond very closely to the bases of
engaged piers around the lower inner wall of the Gothic sanctuary of the church which
fortunately has survived intact®. This could have been an intentional way to link the
panel to the general locale for which it was created. No such similarity exists between
the capitals and columns in the cathedral and those of the Jeremiah wing.

One additional point of conflict rests on a comparison of the still-lifes from the wings
and the few items of still-life in the Annunciation.

Were the still-lifes not an integral part of the prophet panels, it would be quite
acceptable to date the paintings to the mid-fifteenth century. However, because of their
remarkably advanced conception, composition, and execution, the wings must be placed
at least in the third quarter of the century as compared to the Annunciation which was
probably completed by 1445,

In fifteenth century paintings with still-lifes, books and other objects rarely rested
logically on shelves, most defied gravity with preciptous frontal tilts, seldom were they
ever displayed in even a softened oblique position in order to project their three-
dimensional essence **. The still-lifes of the prophet wings possess characteristics which
place them outside the established format and categories of contemporary works of like

B ANNE LIEBREICH, L Annonciation d"Aix-en-Provence, in: Gazette des Beaux-Arts, 651X, 1938,
pp. 63-67. However, Louis-PuiLiree May Observations sur le triptyque de UAnnonciation d'Afx, in:
La Revue des Arts, No. 1, March 1963, p. 21, feels that the choir of Saint-Jean-de-Malte in Aix
influenced the artist. I Believe the architecture is essentially composite in nature although there are
some resemblances to features found both in the cloister and the interior of Saint-Sauveur. See also
footnote 23.

* The sanctuary of Saint-Sauveur is markedly different from the rest of the church. The walls, the
engaged complex piers, the ribs, all retain traces of polychrome. The bases of the piers rest on a low
bench which continues around the inner wall and is interrupted only by two doorways, one leading
to the axial chapel of St. Mitre and the other to the sacristy. The half-bases strongly repeat the diamond
shape of those pictured in the scene of the Annunciarion. The astragal is also comparable. The capitals
of the piers in the crossing of the cathedral have double rows of leaves contained by the same type
astragal, and the abaci resemble those in the Annunciation. One cal always find architectural members
which follow established patterns in any particular region or period, and thus likenesses can be
assumed and expected. However, pinpointing similarities between a painting and a buiding does not
necessarily serve to establish the locale of the work’s actuel creation, only a possible source of
influence,

The Gothic sanctuary of Saint-Sauveur would have been altered in the early years of the nineteenth

century had proposed changes been carried out. In the Musée Paul Arbaud in Aix there is an elevation

by the architect Joseph Routier, dated 1805 and entitled Projet de Baldaquin pour I'Eglise Métrapoli-
tan Saint Sauveur d’Aix en Provence, Aecording to the drawing, the sanctuary would have been redone
in a restrained classical baroque style.

Some contemporary examples are: St Jerome in His Study, 1442, atributed jointly to Jan van Eyck

and Petrus Christus; the same subject as painted by Colantonio, with several books an an oblique;

St. Jerome of Colantonio’s student, Antonello da Messina, dated 1450-35, Other examples can be

found in CHARLES StervinG, La Nature morte de I"Antiquité ¢ nos jours, Paris, 1952,
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14. Capitals in the Cloister of the Saini-Sauveur Cathedral, Aix-en-Provence.
(Photographed by the author)

subject. While the diversity of objects seems broad, some of the most common pieces
found at this time are missing: there is no sand clock, nor is there a single whole piece
of pottery or glassware; metal is rare. There was little chance for the artist to revel in
depicting light reflecting on faience, on copper, on brass, gold or silver, a source of
delight for most Flemish masters. Yet the still-lifes are painted with the meticulous clarity
of observation, the truer-than-life, supra-realism of Flemish art, rendering individual,
minute details more perfectly than the eye could see them compositely in nature. Some
of the objects overlap the edges of the shelves, books are stacked in an imaginative
variety of positions, some oblique, others within the plane, but every piece interrelates
one to the other within the same pictorial field. The still-lifes are carefully composed
to respond to the artist’s innate sense of compositional propriety, yet they remain
reasonable from the standpoint of having logical, three-dimensional existence on a
two-dimensional surface. To the contrary, the lectern and books in the Annunciation
reflect a different artistic achievement, The base and shelf of the stand are not congruent
with the upper portion; the latter seems to be viewed from below while the former are
painted as if seen from above. The books are held by the rim of the lectern, but none
tempt the plane through a true obligue placement.

Even allowing for the aberration caused by the realization that the figures of the
prophets are uncomfortably larger than those of the Virgin and Gabriel, there are
unifying factors of style and execution, shared links which are to be expected in each
part of a triptych created by a single master even allowing for workshop inditference
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