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Chimney Friezes in Late-Medieval Utrecht
by H. Defoer

During the medieval period, Utrechr as the only episcopal see was not just the
ecclesiastical but also the cultural centre of the northern Netherlands. The arts
fourished and artistic production was extensive and of high quality. Sculpture, both in
stone and wood, is particularly prominent. In addition, there was a mass-production of
the well-known pipeclay figurines. Though much has been lost in the course of time, a
number of remarkable sculprured stone chimney friezes survive, albeir often n
fragmentary form.

Most of these Utrecht friezes were carved between ¢. 1475 and ¢. 1575, a period when
almost every town house would have boasted at least one fireplace. In large rooms such
fireplaces could be of monumental proportions. The chimney hood would have had a
fricze supported by two consoles reaching down to the floor. Elsewhere in the country
such friezes were gencrally plain, bur in Utrechr they trended to have sculprural
decoration. The most impressive example can be found in the House St. Hieronymus
on the Maliesingel; the fireplace in this house originally came from the Zoudenbalch
House on Donkerstraat which had been built between 1467 and 1468 by one of the
canons of the Dom, Evert Zoudenbalch.! The Centraal Museum in Utrecht houses two
reconstructed fireplaces, in addition to a large number of dismantled chimney friezes
and fragments® The Catharijneconvent Museum in Utrecht also possesses some
chimney friczes, and there is one other in the Rijksmuseum Twenthe in Enschede and
two complete and two fragmentary examples in the Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam.?

As carly as 1948, Bouvy distinguished a link between the remarkable facr thar this
particular type of chimney frieze with sculprural decoration seems to have been unique
to Utrecht, and the building work atr the Dom.* The period berween 1460 and 1520
witnessed a pronounced increase in building activity; the transepts of the church were
completed, as was the nave and its side chapels. This building campaign largely
coincided with David of Burgundy’s episcopate (1456—96). Jacob van der Borch and
Cornelis de Wael were, successively, in charge of the building work.* The style in which
the new parts of the church were constructed was flamboyant, with special emphasis
on decorative and figurartive sculpture, Unfortunately, most of the figuranive sculprure
of the Dom was lost, due to the outhurst of iconoclasm in 1566, the subsequent purge,
and the tornado which hit Utrecht in 1674 and which swept away the nave. Lirtle
sculpture now remains i site, and most of that consists of consoles, spandrels and roof
bosses.® Some sculprure from the Dom is now in the Cathedraal Muscum in Utrecht,”
and recently four roof bosses carved with the evangelist symbols in the Victoria and
Albert Museum in London were idenrified as once belonging to the Dom.* Building
activity at the Dom must have stimulated the rise of sculprors’ workshops, and clearly
these cannot have been solely occupied by the work at the Dom. Indeed, the workshops
seem to have supplied sculpture to a number of other churches and convents in and
around Utrecht. Many remains can still be found in the Centraal Museum. Sculpeure
was not commussioned solely for church purposes, by chapters, church-wardens and
monastic orders, by guilds and religious communiries; there were also private secular

*Translated from the Durch by 5. Oostenwyk
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patrons, who in particular commissioned memorial tablets to be hung above their
tombs as a reminder to relatives to pray for the salvation of their souls. Elsewhere in
the country, such memonal tablets rake the form of panel paintings, particularly
triptychs, now often incorrectly referred to as altar-picces. Some memorial tablers were
made of brass although very few of this kind have survived.” Utrecht possesses a large
number of memorial tablets carved in stone, some preserved almost intact in spite of
the outbreak of iconoclasm which preceded the reformarion; among them those
salvaged during the demolition of the Mariakerk in the last century and now housed in
the Centraal Museum.'” Most of the memonal tablets discovered during restoration
work in churches ar Utrechr since the late nineteenth century tend ro be rather damaged,
like the one for Anthonis Pot in the Van Arkel chapel in the Dom; dating from the early
sixtccﬁth century, it served a dual function both as a memorial tablet and an alrar-
piece.

While these private commissions were still destined for use in churches, the many
chimney friezes carved in Utrechr during the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries served a
distinctly mundane purpose though they often fearured religious iconography; for
example, one fricze in the Centraal Museum is decorated with three medallions
showing Christ as the Man of Sorrows flanked by angels bearing the instruments of
Christ’s Passion (PL. XXXIVa)."* More commonly. the central medallion contains an
image of a saint while the two outer medallions show coats of arms either carried by
fantastically dressed artendants or suspended from a hook by a belt.'* The Virgin and
Child is the most popular image (Pl. XXXIVe)," often accompanied by St Anne
(Pl. XXXIVc.” Other saints found on chimney friczes are St Martin, the patron saint
of Utrecht,’® and St Antony Abbot who occurs on two surviving friezes: one fragment
in the Centraal Museum is carved with a medallion containing a half-length image of
the saint,"” while a larger picce in the Catharijneconvent Museum fearures a shallow
niche with a scene of the Temptation of St Antony. This niche would originally have
been in the middle of the frieze; on the right of the fragment is a carved image of a
wildwose and his wife holding a coat of arms, and there would presumably have been a
matching pair on the left (Pl. XXXVa)."

The depictions of saints on chimney friczes do not merely have a simple devorional
purpose; they served as exemplars, exhorting the viewer 1o a virtuous life. This was
certainly true in the case of St Anne who was particularly popular amongst the rising
middle classes; she was above all the patron saint of marriage, family and kinship, and
her name would have been invoked against infertility and by women eager to bear
children. It is therefore not surprising to find so many examples of St Anne above the
fireplace where the housewife would prepare the daily meals and thus have been
continually reminded of St Anne’s virtuous life as wife and morher.™

The motive behind the representartions of St Antony would also have been more than
simply devotional. St Antony was born in Egypt in AD 215; he is generally regarded as
the founder of Christian monasticism, though it is not so relevant here. In the west, the
veneration of St Antony starred to develop under the influence of the order of the
Antonites founded in 1095 by a French nobleman whose son had been cured by the
saint from a disease known as St Anrony’s fire. The Antonites concemned themselves
above all with caring for the sick, and St Antony himself was regarded as a protector
against the plague and other contagious diseases. This explains the frequent occurrence
in churches and houses of images of St Antony and other saints such as St Sebastian
and St Roch, who were believed to offer effective protection against the plague and
other contagious discases.
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On the other hand, pictures of St Antony also served to remind the viewer of the
saint’s exemplary life of abstinence and steadfastness against the devices of the devil.
He spent most of his long life as a hermit in the desert where he is said to have been
frequently tempted by devils who harassed and tortured him in various ways. They
often appeared to him in the likeness of an attractive woman but Antony was not to be
decetved and he continued to live piously and ascetically. There are countless
representations of the Temptation of St Antony, which became a particularly popular
subject in the larer Middle Ages* The familiar image of St Antony on chimney friezes
would no doubr have served a dual purpose. both as a protection from contagious
diseases and as a warning against lust and fornication. This sccond aspect 1s especially
prominent in the Cathamjneconvent fragment which, in addition ro the scene of the
saint’s Temptation, shows a wildman and his wife holding a tankard. The wildwose
couple serve as a contrast to the hermit: to the medieval imagination the figures would
have appeared as priminve wild crearures of unbridled lust living an almost animal-like
existence.™ Like St Anne, St Antony was an example to the emancipated middle classes
who valued modesty and chastity greatly, as virtues conducive to stability and security.
Order and tranquillity were beneficial to rrade and industry, and clearly defined family
ties were important when it came to negotiating a marriage or settling an inheritance.

The sixteenth century saw the gradual disappearance of the type of chimney fricze
showing an image of a saint flanked by coats of arms, often carried by attendants.
Instead one finds renaissance ornamenrts with saryrs and garlands inspired by classical
art.™ New exemplars were chosen in accordance with the spirit of the rimes; images of
the Judgement of Solomon and the chaste Susanna were preferred to the previously
popular saints who began to occur less and less frequently.” However, two examples
of chimney friczes featuring images of saints are known to have come from the
Cartharijneconvent in Utrecht, which was ar one time a convent of the Order of the
Knights of St John before the Reformartion: one shows rthe severed head of St John the
Baptist on a salver amidst carrouches in the renaissance style, while the other is carved
with images of S5t John the Baptist and St Catherine, the patron saints of the Order.?*

Like all other medieval sculprure in Utrechr, the chimney friezes were never signed
and rarely dated. Only by stylistic analysis is it occasionally possible to date a piece or
link 1t to work by a known master. Obviously, stone carving offers the best comparison
but it is also usetul to include wood sculprure in the analysis as sculptors commissioned
by the Utrecht Guild of Saddlers are known to have worked both in stone and wood. ™

However, it is not easy to obrain a clear insighr into the range of sculprure produced
in Utrecht in the late fifteenth and carly sixteenth centuries; evidence is simply too
fragmentary. The names of many sculptors are known to us through archival rescarch,
but the iconoclastic destruction and the stripping of the altars following the reformation
make it very hard to link these names to any of the surviving pieces. Arremprs have
been made to recover the names of artists responsible for sculpture known to have
come from the Dom or still i sitee there, but these are not always successful. Nor has it
been possible to compile a clear and coherent book of work for any sculptor known by
name,*® with the exception of Adriaen van Wesel (c. 1420—90). The core of this artist’s
oeuvre consisted of the statues originating from or stylistically connected with the
figures from the altarpiece of the Brotherhood of Our Lady at Bois-le-Duc, which was
completed by Van Wesel in 1477.% Part of the sculpture from this altar has survived and
1s now for the most part in the Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam (Pl. XXXVe). Van Wesel's
figures are recognizable on account of their typically tranquil modest expressions; his
saints are gentle rather than harshly ascetic. The lower evelids are often quite
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pronounced and their straight, wavy or curly hair often resembles a wig. Van Wesel
clearly preferred complicated drapery with shallow folds falling across each other in
flar bundles; the folds have soft curves and edges, which rather suggests that the figures
are wearing garments made of wool. Besides wood carvings, there are also a number of
stone statues which can stylistically be associated with Van Wesel's work although asa
group these are less coherent in style and quality. It is often unclear whether these
x'orkslin stone were actually produced by his own workshop or merely influenced by
is style.

We do not know the name of the second sculptor in Utrecht of whose ocuvre we now
have a more or less complete picture; he is simply referred to as the Master of the
Utrechtse Stenen Vrouwenkop, after the upper part of a figure of the Virgin which
originally formed part of a large Annunciation group (PL. XXXVc.** The compilation
of this Master’s oeuvre, for which J. Lecuwenberg has been largely responsible, evolved
from the stone bust, now in the Catharijncconvent Museum.™ The Master, who was
active in the first quarter of the sixteenth century, appears to have inherited Adriaen
van Wesel's workshop. He was clearly open to renaissance influences as can be observed
in his female figures with their egg-shaped heads, which are rather wide and somewhat
bulging at the top and which taper downwards to a pronounced chin, The eyes are
pinched and the upper eyelids often arched. The figures regularly displayed quite
intricate hairstyles with fashionable head-gear and elaborately enriched clothes. The
Master’s workshop must have been accomplished and rather specialized in order to
produce sculptures of such distincr qualiry.

A number of chimney friezes can actually be ascribed to Adnaen van Wesel’s
workshop and to that of the Master of the Utrechese Stenen Vrouwenkop. The former
was probably responsible for the chimney fricze showing the Man of Sorrows with two
angels in the Centraal Muscum (Pl. XXXIVa) and the fragment with the Temptation
of St Antony in the Catharijneconvent Museum (PL. XXXVa). Both the shallow folds
with their soft curves and the faces of the angels and the wildwose's wife with their
small almond-shaped cyes are very reminiscent of Van Wesel's other known work; the
hair of the wildwose, too, is very similar to that of some of the male figures from the
Bois-le-Duc altar.

The Master of the Utrechtse Stenen Vrouwenkop is likely to have been responsible
for a chimney fricze from a house that was subsequently incorporated into the city hall.
The frieze, which is now in the Centraal Museum (PL XXXIVg), shows a central
medallion of the Virgin and Child flanked by two attendants in elaborate dress carrying
the coats of arms of the Van Asch and Van Gruenenborch families on the left and those
of the Van Vianen and Gerstman families on the right.*” The half-length figure of the
Virgin is virtually identical to that on a memorial tabler from the Mariakerk which has
been ascribed to the same Master.” However, the workmanship on the chimney frieze
is much more delicate and detailed, which serves to illustrate the differences in quality
within the workshop of this most prolific sculpror.
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