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FLEMISH APOCALYPSE
BIBLIOTHEQUE NATIONALE DE FRANCE * PARIS

«Iirst, unique and unrepeatable edition strictly limited to 987 copies»

Bibliotheque
nationale de

France

 Shelf Mark: ms. néerlandais 3.

* Date: c. 1400-1410.

e Size: 340 x 250 mm.

¢ 50 pages, 23 full-page illuminations
decorated with gold.

* Bound in deep red leather .

* Leather case.

e Commentary volume (224 p.) by Nelly
de Hommel and A. M. Koldeweij.

&me

The Bibliothéque nationale de France
manuscript is unique amongst illus-
trated Apocalypse codices. It features
the artwork of exceptionally talented
miniaturists who recreate the illustra-
tions customary in this type of text,
whilst incorporating motifs found in
no other artistic tradition. The spec-
tacular visionary nature and enigmatic
atmosphere of each miniature are the
perfect complement to the text.
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Some of the features peculiar to its
miniatures make this codex a faithful re-
flection of the Flemish thinking of that
period.

The Flemish Apocalypse, the most an-
cient one of the Netherlands, dates back
to the beginning of the fifteenth century.
The manuscript «néerlandais 3» of the
Bibliothéque nationale de France is the
only illuminated Apocalypse written in
Flemish that exists nowadays.

Painted between 1400 and 1410, spe-
cialists clearly distinguish two different
hands in it. Its first illuminator worked on
the miniatures of the Folios 1 through 6,
while his colleague did the illumination
of Folios 7 through 23. The difference of
style is appreciated in the treatment of
faces, as well as the in the depiction of ar-
chitecture, ships, trees and meadows. The
whole design of the picture also varies.

The novelty of the Flemish Apocalypse
is found mainly in the condensation of all
the actions described in a whole chapter
in a single image. Thus, the manuscript
includes 23 whole full-page manuscripts:
the first one, the text’s introduction, rep-
resents the scenes of the life of St. John,
and the others relate to the twenty-two
chapters. This implies an important nar-
rative complexity. Thus, miniatures are
«read» downwards; this was indeed done
masterly.

Another innovative element concerns
colours and their use. Specialists amaze
themselves at the beauty of its repertoire.
Dark blue, vermilion, ochre, and a pallid

white are here on the lead. White colour
outlines buildings, and gives a metallic
gleam to the armour. Reds, distributed
in a masterly way, make beasts, roofcloth
and all apocalyptic fires stand out. Gold
has been also applied throughout the
whole manuscript. The one in the halos

Binding and bookcase
in deep red leather
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"This codex,
an outstandingly Flemish one,
is an indispensable work."

of the Lord, of the angels, and of St. John,
shapes itself strongly over the «gloomy
blue» background. This shaded ground
makes the image of the 24 «ancient ones»,
phantoms with golden halos who are seen
carrying musical instruments, almost dis-
appear.

Within this exceptional apocalypse,
the pictorial element is just as impressive
as its colouring. We find ourselves in front
of an extremely refined, as well as popu-
lar, art. The whole creation is clearly un-
der the influence of the realistic pre-Van
Eyck style, fashionable between 1350 and
1420 in Flanders -characterised by its real-
istic depiction and by its expressivity.

This codex, an outstandingly Flemish
one, is an indispensable work. No artist
has ever combined the traditional motifs
in such an innovative and personal way;
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no illuminator has ever given objects such
a delicate colour treatment. Never before
had the exuberant architecture of the
Flamboyant Gothic, the macabre figures,
the flowered meadows, the foliage and its
detail, or the clothing of the Middle Ages
played such an important role in the set-
ting of the book which most detaches it-
self from worldly life: the Apocalypse.
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THE FOUR ANGELS HOLDING THE WINDS, f. 8r

This miniature shows a multitude of sce-
nes. The middle of the page is occupied
by an image of the earth rendered as a
round disk with land above and below, se-
parated by a wide stream of water. Three
different vessels can be distinguished: the
largest sailboat on the left can be recogni-
sed to be a hulk by its pronounced hog.

Its mast is situated almost amidships and

it has a crow’s-nest for the lookout and
sharpshooters. It is a seagoing vessel with
an after castle. The smaller sailboat looks
like a cog, a vessel used to transport goods
on inland waterways. Its mast is placed fur-
ther forward than that of the hulk. The
stem of this type of vessel rises above the
hull. The third vessel is probably a dinghy
for rowing ashore.




SCENES FROM THE LIFE OF ST JOHN, f. Ir

The opening miniature of this manuscript
shows various episodes from the life of St
John the Evangelist prior to his exile on
the isle of Patmos.1 In a round space en-
closed by a brick wall, John, standing on a
pulpitlike structure, preaches to a group
of women. Behind the women rises a Go-
thic church in the form of a Greek cross
(all the arms are of virtually the same leng-
th). Through the open doors of the side
entrance, John can be seen baptising a
woman, Drusiana. A group of three men,
representing the infidel spies, watches
her. However, only the man squatting
against the church wall seems to look at
the scene. Another scene taking place on
the left side of the miniature, outside the
wall, shows John taken before the procon-
sul by two guards. The proconsul holds a
knotty rod in his right hand as a symbol
of his authority. Behind the proconsul is
a high, narrow, step-roofed building with
four small oriels on the corners. On top
of the stepped gables sit two golden lions
that probably symbolize the power of the
Roman Empire. By the proconsul sits a
dog with its head turned away. The next
scene depicts St John being transported
by boat to Rome. On the swirling waters
sails a small boat with John and two men
in it. The boat has a double pair of tho-
le pins enabling oarsmen to row. It has

a forecastle, and the strakes on the side
of the vessel are clearly visible. In Rome,
Emperor Domitian awaits John outside
the Latin gate. He has him thrown into
a caldron of boiling oil. A man feeds the
fire with wood while his companion fans
the flames by alternately stepping on two
bellows. The boiling oil does not harm St
John who serenely raises his hands in pra-
yer. Domitian then banishes him to the
isle of Patmos. In the lower right of the
miniature, the helmsman manoeuvres
his little boat out of the picture in the
direction of Patmos. The construction of
the boat clearly shows it to be a flat-botto-
med vessel. The rudder and helm, and
the pintles and gudgeons used to attach
them to the sternpost, have been rende-
red very accurately in both vessels.

In the foreground, strewn with flowers
and reeds, sit a little rabbit and a bird.
The bird looks back over its left wing. The
right side of the trees in the miniature
have strange bulges that are highlighted
with white paint. Only the trees inside the
enclosure have leaves, those outside the
walls are bare.

St John, who appears five times on
this folio, is always rendered as a bear-
dless, young man with a thick mop of
curly, blond hair and a nimbus of burnis-
hed gold.

@
@

Tel. UK +44 (0)20 7193 4986 » Tel. USA +1 305 831 4986

-~

- 1, Scenes from the l.ife of St John



THE VISION OF HEAVEN, f. 5r

In the lower left, St John climbs up a
flight of stairs. An angel, leaning out of
a crenellated tower, helps him by pulling
him up with both hands. In his vision,
John sees an elegant angel standing on
the green shore. The angel wears a close-
fitting, white garment and has beautiful,
large wings made of peacock feathers.
His back is turned to the beholder and
he holds a mandorla high above his head
with outstretched arms. He makes a great
deal of effort, as shown by the way he
throws his head backwards: his golden
nimbus is no longer behind his head but
under his chin. God the Father sits facing
forwards on a Gothic throne in the man-
dorla, his cloak held together by a large
oval morse. He wears a golden crown and
behind his head is a cruciform nimbus.
He holds a sceptre in his right hand and
in his left, an open book. Beneath his
feet, lying in the angle of the mandorla
is a globe. A thin, white line and a thick,
golden line outlined in black and white,
form a right angle in the upper left of the
globe. Lightning, painted like red sprays
of water, and thunder proceed from the
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throne. Large hailstones accompany the
lightning. The seven lamps mentioned in
verse 5 hang by little hooks anchored on
the upper frame of meandering clouds.
Under the mandorla is the sea of glass
like crystal. God is flanked by the four li-
ving creatures. Clockwise, from the lower
right, is the lion, the bull, the creature
with the face of a man (although he looks
more like an angel), and the eagle. Each
creature has a golden nimbus and six
wings consisting of small feathers. The
illuminator has not followed the text “full
of eyes before and behind”. Thirteen of
the twenty-four ancients, painted tone on
tone blue-black, surround the mandorla.
Their naked bodies have been draped in
large mantles or stoles. Some have their
hands joined in prayer, others play musi-
cal instruments such as a harp, shawm or
viol (although musical instruments have
not yet been mentioned in this chapter).
Eight of them wear crowns of gold, and
the crown of the ancient next to the right
frame dangles casually on his forearms.
St John’s features are less delicate than in
the previous miniatures.
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. 51, The vision of Heaven











