
THE WORKSHOP OF Quinten Metsys (1465/66–1530) produced
a number of variant versions of paintings of Christ blessing and
the Virgin in adoration, some of them diptychs, with varying
degrees of participation by Metsys himself. His influence was

such that there are also many variants by artists in his circle, as
well as many later copies. In January 2006 the present writers 
discovered a small painting depicting Christ blessing, hanging in
Holy Trinity Church, Bradford-on-Avon, Wiltshire. Although

We wish to thank the following people for their help: the Revd Canon William
Matthews and his parish (Holy Trinity Church, Bradford-on-Avon), Lady Juliet
Tadgell, Lorne Campbell, Rachel Billinge and Cathy Metzger, as well as Nancy
Allred, Konrad Bernheimer, Xanthe Brooke, David Bull, Nichola Costaras, Yolande
Decker, Joe Fronek, Amanda Gray, Johnny van Haeften, David Koetser, Alastair
Laing, Cindy Pardoe, Caroline Platt, Karen Sanig, Desmond Shawe-Taylor, Alice
Tetlow, Alexandra Walker, Tim Warner-Johnson, Lucy Whitaker, Baroness
Willoughby de Eresby and Martin Wyld.
1 A technical publication illustrating this study in more depth is planned in the near
future.
2 Other workshop and later versions and copies of the Tadgell Virgin include: 
Virgin in adoration (Los Angeles County Museum of Art); Virgin (Priesterseminar,
Salzburg); Virgin at prayer (private collection, Leicestershire; see M.J. Friedländer:
Early Netherlandish Painting, VII: Quentin Massys, pl.13–5c); and Virgin (Wallraf-
Richartz-Museum, Cologne). Versions and copies of the Bradford-on-Avon Christ
include: Christ blessing (Suermondt Museum, Aachen); Salvator Mundi (North 
Carolina Museum of Art); Christ blessing (Grosvenor Museum, Chester); Christ bless-
ing (Thomas Plume Library, Maldon, Essex); and Christ blessing (with an identical

morse; sale, Brussels, Palais des Beaux-Arts, 19th to 21st February 1957, lot 411; 
present whereabouts unknown). A version of the combined Bradford-on-
Avon/Tadgell image can be seen in the Praying Mary and the blessing Christ (where-
abouts unknown; Kaufmann sale, Berlin, 4th December 1917, lot 84). A now lost
copy of the Antwerp Christ was once owned by Nicholas Rockox; see J. Denucé:
The Antwerp Art-Galleries: Inventories of the Art Collections in Antwerp in the Sixteenth and
Seventeenth Centuries, The Hague 1932, p.89. Versions of the Prado pair include a
Christ (sale, Sotheby’s, New York, 24th January 2008, lot 6) and a separated pair with
the figures reversed in Christ as saviour (Kunstmuseum, Winterthur) and Virgin at
prayer (private collection, Germany).
3 The reverse of the panel is inscribed with ‘5965’ in faint pencil and ‘5137’ in blue
crayon. On the reverse of the frame is ‘5965’ in white chalk and ‘No 28’ in light
orange/red wax(?) crayon.
4 Label on reverse of frame reads ‘Leonard Koetser / Old Master Paintings / 13
Duke Street St James’s / London, SW1 / Telephone Whitehall 9349 / ‘The Virgin
Adoring’ by Quentin Matsys. / catalogue no. 10. / Spring Exhibition, 1960’. 
Additional paper label on reverse of frame reads ‘143’. Ink stamp on reverse of cradle
(Christie’s stock number) reads ‘HS 558’.
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A rediscovered prototype by Quinten Metsys: ‘Christ
blessing with the Virgin in adoration’
by KIFFY STAINER-HUTCHINS, SIMON WATNEY and HUGO PLATT

1. Christ blessing, here attributed to Quinten Metsys. c.1491–1505. Panel, 37.6 by 30.4
cm. (Holy Trinity Church, Bradford-on-Avon, Wiltshire).

2. The Virgin in adoration, by Quinten Metsys. c.1491–1505. Panel, 34.7 by 
26.5 cm. (Trustees of the Rt. Hon. Olive, Countess Fitzwilliam’s Chattels 
Settlement; Lady Juliet Tadgell).
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clearly early Netherlandish, the painting (Fig.1), hereafter called
the Bradford-on-Avon Christ, was displayed in a nineteenth-
century-style frame which bore an erroneous attribution to 
the Spanish painter Luis de Morales (1509–86). However, the
exceptionally fine detailing and brushwork appeared typical of
Quinten Metsys.

Upon further examination, the Christ blessing (unusually 
comprising two short horizontal planks) appeared to have been
cut down along the right edge, cropping Christ’s left shoulder
and rendering the image spatially imbalanced on that side. It was
later established that rather than being one half of a pair or of 
a diptych, the painting was originally the left half of a single 
rectangular panel of which the missing right-hand side was found
to be a figure of the Virgin in adoration which is now in the 
collection of the Trustees of the Rt. Hon. Olive, Countess
Fitzwilliam’s Chattels Settlement (Lady Juliet Tadgell), hereafter
called the Tadgell Virgin (Fig.2).

The technical evidence confirming this is set out in the
Appendix to this article,1 and the comparisons made are restrict-
ed to those paintings which most closely relate to this discovery:
the Virgin at prayer (placed on the left) and Christ as saviour
of c.1505 by Quinten Metsys and workshop in Antwerp, here-
after called the Antwerp pair (Figs.8 and 9); the Christ and the
Virgin (placed on the right as with the Tadgell Virgin) of
c.1510–25 from the workshop of Quinten Metsys in London,
hereafter called the London pair (Figs.10 and 11); and to a lesser
degree the much later unaltered diptych of the Virgin at prayer
(placed on the left) and Christ as saviour by Quinten Metsys from
Madrid, hereafter called the Prado diptych, which is signed and
dated 1529 on the reverse.2

Thus far tracing the provenance of the Bradford-on-Avon
Christ 3 and the Tadgell Virgin 4 has proved difficult.5 The only
information that can be firmly established is that the Christ 
blessing belonged to Major Thomas Clarence Edward Goff, who
in 1940 gave it to Holy Trinity Church, Bradford-on-Avon,6
and that the Virgin in adoration was with the Leonard Koester
Gallery, London, from whom it was acquired in May 1960 by
Baron Fermor-Hesketh; it was put up by for sale by an anony-
mous source at Christie’s, London, on 8th July 1988 (lot 131),7
and purchased later that year by the current owner.

The original combined panel of Christ blessing with the Virgin in
adoration (Fig.3) would have measured approximately 38 by 61
cm. and would have been set within an engaged frame. In the
Tadgell painting, the Virgin’s head is slightly downcast and
turned with her shoulders in three-quarters profile to the left.

Therefore, in the original composition her head would have
been inclined towards Christ, with her hands, which are held
together in prayer, directed towards him. The background of
both paintings, beneath differing and, in places, misleading,
restoration, is covered with gold, flecked with a pattern of 
reddish-brown spots and shading. Raised golden rays radiate
from behind the heads of both Christ and the Virgin to the top
and sides of the panels. It seems probable that the two paintings
were separated long ago and, while their original construction
and matching technique appear highly typical of the period and
origin, as a result of later restorations the two fragments now
appear rather different.

Christ’s mantle is clasped at the base of the neck with a morse
of gold set with rubies, pearls and other precious stones. In design
it closely resembles examples of similar late Gothic jewellery in
the celebrated painting by Petrus Christus of A goldsmith in his
shop, possibly St Eligius (1449; Metropolitan Museum of Art, 
New York). The impastoed detailing of Christ’s morse and the
Virgin’s pearls and robe edging are extremely finely rendered
(Figs.5 and 7), using a combination of raised dots and carefully
positioned painted highlights and shadowing that give a brilliant
three-dimensional effect. The exceptionally fine depiction of the
jewellery in particular may perhaps be identified as by the hand
of the master rather than that of his workshop; compare, for
example, Christ’s morse with the large brooch of Metsys’s
Grotesque old woman (c.1513; National Gallery, London). Addi-
tionally, the delicately painted eyelashes involve fine ‘beaded’

5 Nothing has emerged from extensive searches at the National Archives, National
Trust archives (Goff bequest), Heathcote-Drummond-Willoughby archives,
Royal Archives, Leonard Koetser Gallery archives, Witt Library, Rijksbureau voor
Kunsthistorische Documentatie and Getty Provenance Index. A search of the
Getty Provenance Index for similarly titled works listed under Metsys found 
nothing, but for those under Morales there were a number of possibilities which,
although poorly described, might be worth researching further, as Luis de Morales
used to be a popular attributional dumping ground for unassigned religious works
in this vein.
6 Major Goff was the great-grandson of William IV and the actress Dorothy 
Jordon. He lived at The Courts, Holt, near Trowbridge, Wiltshire, and formerly
at Carrowe Park, County Roscommon, Connaught, Ireland. In 1943 Goff
bequeathed The Courts to the National Trust but continued to live there until 
his death in 1949. Various family obituaries and letters to The Times between 1949
and 1975 record a Royal inheritance that included ‘furniture, pictures, letters and
notebooks which had once belonged to William IV’. If there is any basis to this
claim it is likely that these items were part of William IV’s private collection at
Bushy House. Among Major Goff’s collection was a picture by Michael Dahl, A

Horse Guards trumpeter, which had been inherited from his grandfather, the Revd
Lord Augustus Fitzclarence, an illegitimate son of William IV. See M.F. Sandars:
The Life and Times of Queen Adelaide, London 1915, pp.287–88; Lady Cecile Goff:
letter to The Times (17th December 1928), p.10; C. Hussey: ‘The Court [sic], Holt,
Wiltshire – I and II’, Country Life (1st and 8th January 1943); obituary of Major
T.C.E. Goff in The Times (15th March 1949), p.7; and latest wills for Mr Tom Goff
(Major T.C.E. Goff’s son) in The Times (2nd July 1975), p.18. The National
Archives at Kew may well have the actual codicils to Queen Adelaide’s will listing
the items left to the Fitzclarences. The Revd A. Richardson in the Holy Trinity
Church Records of 1940, p.98, wrote: ‘In June a picture, Head of Christ, was 
presented by Col. Goff of Holt. hung in the North Aisle’. ‘Colonel’ appears to have
been a temporary promotion given to Major Goff to reflect his activities as military
attaché to Major-General Lord Athlone in the Second World War.
7 The Koetser spring exhibition catalogue of 1960, p.10, refers to the painting 
as ‘The Virgin Adoring’. The painting was also similarly advertised (with image) in
the Connoisseur (April 1960), ‘Collection L. Koetser, London’. The Christie’s sale 
catalogue of 1988 calls the painting Virgin at prayer, comparing it with the Antwerp
Virgin and giving a full attribution to Metsys.
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3. Reconstruction of the original state of Figs.1 and 2.
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7. Detail of Fig.2.

strokes (possibly in a water-based medium), as a finishing touch
(Figs.4 and 6; the Virgin’s lashes are slightly abraded or smeared).
Although the beaded brushstroke technique is not exclusive to
Metsys, it is skilfully executed here and the same hand can be
seen at work on the eyelashes of both the Antwerp pair and
Prado diptych, as well as on the hairs of the old man’s fur collar
in the Ill-matched lovers (c.1520–25; National Gallery of Art,
Washington), but not on the London pair.8

The imagery of Christ blessing and the Virgin Mary in
Netherlandish painting has been much discussed in recent years.9
The presence of the adoring Virgin in prayer on Christ’s 
left-hand side made the subject suitable for private devotion and
the theme spawned a large number of variants which attest to its
popularity.10 The most direct antecedent for the format of the
original image is Christ blessing with the Virgin at prayer from
Robert Campin’s workshop, which moreover is not a diptych.
The Philadelphia painting has long been recognised as an 
important precursor for Metsys’s various diptychs of Christ and
the Virgin.11 The discovery of the Bradford-on-Avon/Tadgell
painting serves to demonstrate further how directly Metsys drew
on Campin’s composition as a model – showing Christ and the
Virgin in the same proximity, the Virgin behind Christ’s left
shoulder and using the same hand gestures, as well as adopting

the device of placing Christ’s foreshortened left hand on the edge
of the frame, so that it had the appearance of reaching beyond the
confines of the picture plane into the viewer’s space.

Jochen Sander has concluded that the Philadelphia picture ‘is
likely to have been painted in the 1430s’, by the same artist 
in Campin’s workshop who was responsible at much the
same time for a fragment of the Crucifixion of the bad thief (Städel
Museum, Frankfurt) from a lost altarpiece. Furthermore, he
argues that the Philadelphia painting ‘established an independ-
ent Netherlandish tradition, which in the course of time would
separate the two figures again, assigning each to his or her own
half of  a diptych’.12 The Bradford-on-Avon/Tadgell painting
strongly suggests, however, that the Campin workshop’s inno-
vative early fifteenth-century combination of Christ blessing
and the Virgin at prayer within a single picture retained its own
autonomous currency within later Netherlandish art, at least in
Metsys’s studio.

8 See notes 13, 14 and 28 below. See also J.O. Hand, C.A. Metzger and R. Spronk:
exh. cat. Prayers and Portraits; Unfolding the Netherlandish Diptych, Washington
(National Gallery of Art) and Antwerp (Koninklijk Museum voor Schone Kunsten)
2006–07, pp.109 and 282–84.
9 See G. Finaldi, ed.: exh. cat. The Image of Christ, London (National Gallery) 2000,
pp.94–96; and Hand, Metzger and Spronk, op. cit. (note 8).
10 H. van Os: exh. cat. The Art of Devotion in the Late Middle Ages in Europe, 1300–1500,
Amsterdam (Rijksmuseum) 1994–95, pp.40–43.
11 S. Kemperdick and J. Sander, eds.: exh. cat. The Master of Flémalle and Rogier van
der Weyden, Frankfurt (Städel Museum) and Berlin (Gemäldegalerie) 2008–09; see
also Hand, Metzger and Spronk, op. cit. (note 8), p.110.
12 Kemperdick and Sander, op. cit. (note 11), p.216.

13 Unlike the Bradford-on-Avon Christ, the head of the Antwerp Christ is now 
surrounded by a stronger corona of light, and Christ holds a delicate filigree-cross in
his left hand, while the Antwerp Virgin now wears a crown. Recent technical 
studies by Catherine Metzger show that the two Antwerp panels have been much
altered from their initial format; see Hand, Metzger and Spronk, op. cit. (note 8),
pp.110–15 and 283–84. They were made into a diptych, to which end the larger
Christ panel, originally created as a ‘Salvator Mundi’, was reduced and converted into
a ‘Christ blessing’. The original ‘Virgin of Sorrows’, although always intended as part
of a diptych format, was changed during painting to the ‘Queen of Heaven’. 
Metzger concludes that Metsys himself had a major hand in the painting of both 
pictures, but the workshop may well have participated in the reformatting and
preparatory work necessary to convert a stand-alone painting (i.e. the Christ) into a
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4. Detail of
Fig.1.

6. Detail of
Fig.2.
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The exceptionally subtle modulation and colouring in the
Bradford-on-Avon and Tadgell paintings clearly reveals Metsys’s
own hand, particularly when compared with the universally
accepted Virgin at prayer and Christ as saviour in Antwerp 
(Figs.8 and 9). However, not only are the respective positions of
the Christ and Virgin reversed in the Antwerp pair, but it has
recently been discovered that they were originally independent
paintings which were later adapted to form a diptych.13 Stylist -
ically the Bradford-on-Avon/Tadgell paintings also display a 
palpable intimacy and freshness that is not so evident in other
variants, and as they were originally combined in one single 
picture plane (a feature of design that began to wane as the 
diptych became more popular), it seems that they may be 
marginally earlier in date than the Antwerp pair.

Both the Bradford-on-Avon/Tadgell and Antwerp paintings
are certainly of much higher quality than the Christ and Virgin in
London (Figs.10 and 11), which are currently accepted as later
products of Metsys’s workshop.14 Hitherto most art historians
have regarded the London panels as variants of the Antwerp pair.
However, Christ and his mother in the combined Bradford-on-
Avon/Tadgell painting share the same relative positions as the
London pair, which similarly place Christ on the left and the 
Virgin on the right (as viewed), and which are also lit from the left
– as in the majority of accepted works of Christ and the Virgin
from the Metsys workshop (the exceptions being the Antwerp
pair and the much later Prado diptych). The details of the Virgin’s
dress in the many workshop versions are also closer to that of the
Tadgell Virgin than in the Antwerp Virgin (Fig.8). Thus it now
seems more likely that the London paintings are in fact direct

workshop versions after the Bradford-on-Avon/Tadgell painting
rather than a reversed image variant after the Antwerp pair.15

The morse in the Bradford-on-Avon Christ (Fig.5) is very
similar to the one on the London Christ, though larger in 
relation to the overall composition and more brilliantly detailed.
It is also relatively similar to the morse in the Antwerp version,
but seemingly finer in execution. The elaborate raised painting
of these morses seems to derive directly from Jan van Eyck, 
perhaps mediated through the later workshop practice of Hans
Memling. It is instructive to compare it to the equally brilliantly
painted jewellery and other metalwork in Metsys’s celebrated
painting of The banker and his wife of 1514 (Musée du Louvre,
Paris), as well as in other autograph works by this artist – includ-
ing the Grotesque old woman as previously mentioned.

The stylistic and technical comparison of the combined 
Bradford-on-Avon/Tadgell painting with similar accepted
works by Metsys, particularly the Antwerp pair, establishes a
solid case for the work to be considered the product of Metsys’s
own hand.16 Larry Silver dated the Antwerp paintings to the
years c.1491–150717 but more recent research points out that
they are now almost universally accepted as from around 1505.18

We would therefore suggest a similar or perhaps even earlier date
for the Bradford-on-Avon/Tadgell painting, which stylistically
seems likely to have been painted before the Antwerp pair and
thus conceivably completed between 1491 (shortly after Metsys’s
entry into the Guild of St Luke) and 1505. However, this
Antwerp Mannerist adaptation of an essentially conventional late
medieval devotional image seems to speak more of the very early
sixteenth century than the late fifteenth.

diptych; thus the representation of the pair in the Franz Franken II’s painting of a
Banquet in the house of burgomaster Rockox of c.1630–35 (Alte Pinakothek, Madrid),
approximately 120 years later, is probably correct; communications between Stainer-
Hutchins and Metzger, January 2009.
14 As with the Antwerp pair, and following a recent technical survey by Campbell,
Billinge and Jill Dunkerton, it now appears that the London panels did not start 
life together either but were altered to form a diptych some time later. Campbell
also concludes that while assessment is hampered by extensive old restoration
(including a crude re-gilding of the backgrounds), the two paintings appear to be
by different assistants active within the Metsys workshop; communications
between Stainer-Hutchins and Campbell and Billinge between October 2007 and
January 2009.

15 L. von Baldass: ‘Gotik und Renaissance im Werke des Quinten Metsys’, Jahrbuch
der Kunsthistorischen Sammlungen in Wien, NS 7 (1933), pp.137–81, esp. p.166, con-
tended that the London panels were workshop copies after lost early works by Metsys
and that the Antwerp panels were variants produced by him at a slightly later date.
16 It is also important to note that in 1960 Leonard Koetser believed the Tadgell 
Virgin to be by the hand of Metsys, not his studio (communication between Stainer-
Hutchins and David Koetser, 4th November 2008, and so did Christie’s in 1988 (see
note 7 above).
17 L. Silver: The paintings of Quinten Massys (with a Catalogue Raisonné), New York
1984, pp.192–99.
18 Hand, Metzger and Spronk, op. cit. (note 8), p.110, although the alterations may
be slightly later (see note 13 above).
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8. Virgin at prayer,
by Quinten 
Metsys and 

workshop. c.1505.
Panel, 40.9 by 30.6

cm. (Koninklijk
Mus eum voor

Schone Kunsten,
Antwerp).

9. Christ as saviour, by
Quinten Metsys and
workshop. c.1505.
Panel, 40.9 by 30.8 cm.
(Koninklijk Mus eum
voor Schone Kunsten,
Antwerp).
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Finally and perhaps most importantly, we should ask whether
the Bradford-on-Avon/Tadgell painting should be considered as
the original early prototype for all the closely related subsequent
works by Metsys and/or his workshop. The possibility of a 
missing compositional prototype was first proposed in 1933 by
Ludwig von Baldass, who suggested that a pair of panels once
existed earlier in date than the Antwerp pair with the position of
the figures reversed: 

. . . not too far removed in date from the two large altarpieces 
are the beautiful heads of the Virgin praying and of Christ
blessing in the Antwerp gallery. Both pictures are obviously
fragments. The complete compositions – Christ facing the
same way, Mary facing the opposite way – have been 
preserved in the workshop copies in the National Gallery,
London, although these differ in various details. The style 
of these workshop pictures is also slightly more archaic. One
may reasonably assume that they go back to lost originals by
Metsys and that the artist himself then painted the versions in
the Antwerp Museum a little later.19  

In concurring with this theory, Lorne Campbell concludes that
the lost originals were probably created by Metsys early in his
career and that the Antwerp panels were probably the earliest
variations on this theme.20

In Silver’s discussion of the Antwerp pair, he observes that
both this ‘diptych’ and Van Eyck’s Ghent altarpiece, the work
which he considered to be the chief model for the Antwerp pair,
display the Virgin on God’s and Christ’s right-hand side (our left

as viewed) – this being an aberration to the heraldic norm but by
no means iconographically incorrect as it still places the Virgin in
an intercessionary role. Both the Philadelphia painting and the
Bradford-on-Avon/Tadgell painting, together with most of
Metsys’s many workshop versions and copies of this theme, as
well as his altarpiece of the Holy Trinity with the Virgin (Alte
Pinakothek, Munich), all show the related positions in their
reversed, more conventional norm – that is, the Virgin on
Christ’s left (our right as viewed) in her supplicatory role. Silver’s
main argument against Baldass’s theory is that there is no neces-
sary reason to assume an earlier version than the Antwerp pair
since the chief difference between this diptych and the many
subsequent versions and copies is merely a ‘correction’ of the 
figures’ relative positions.21

However, the original state of the Bradford-on-Avon/Tadgell
painting undoubtedly strengthens Baldass’s hypothesis of a lost
earlier version of the subject with Mary on Christ’s left (our
right), although the prototype now appears to be a single panel
painting rather than a pendant pair or a diptych. This discovery
also reinforces the strong probability that this image played a
determining role as a model for other surviving variants and
copies, especially those in which the Virgin is placed on the right.
Using a variety of such models, copies or variants would have
been produced which could be later paired and adjusted to suit
individual patrons. As a result, assistants were able to produce
multiple versions of popular images from stock compositions
without needing help from the master.22 Direct sources for a 
Virgin placed on the right would have been readily available and

19 Baldass, op. cit. (note 15), p.166.
20 Campbell adds that Metsys’s workshop may have continued over a long period to
produce further versions, including the London panels, but at the end of his life he
painted the very different Prado diptych, which he signed and dated 1529 on 
the reverse; communications between Stainer-Hutchins and Campbell between
October 2007 and January 2009.
21 See Silver, op. cit. (note 17), p.196, who explains that in terms of heraldic 
form, when standing behind the shield, the ‘correct’ or more normal related 
positions for Christ and the Virgin is to have Christ in dexter (right) and the Virgin

in sinister (on his left) – i.e. Christ on the viewer’s left and the Virgin on the 
viewer’s right.
22 Hand, Metzger and Spronk, op. cit. (note 8), pp.4 and 22–25. See also J. Dijkstra:
‘Methods for the Copying of Paintings in the Southern Netherlands in the 15th and
early 16th Centuries’, in H. Verougstraete-Marcq and R. van Schoute, eds.: Le Dessin
Sous-Jacent dans La Peinture, 8: Dessin Sou-Jacent en Copies, Louvain-La-Neuve 1991,
pp.67–76.
23 Ibid.; and Baldass, op. cit. (note 15), p.156: ‘. . . Quinten’s workshop must have had
journeymen of great skill and versatility, adept at varying the master’s motifs’.
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10. Christ, by the workshop
of Quinten Metsys.

c.1510–25. Panel, 60.2 
by 34.6 cm. (National

Gallery, London).

11. Virgin, by the workshop of
Quinten Metsys. c.1510–25.
Panel, 60.3 by 34.7 cm.
(National Gallery, London).
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copying techniques were various, including tracings on sheets of
gelatine or oiled paper, or more skilled freehand interpretations
such as the London pair.23

If we accept that the Bradford-on-Avon/Tadgell painting is
stylistically of a similar or slightly earlier date to the Antwerp pair
as first painted by Metsys, and that it is of equal or perhaps even
higher quality, and that Metsys was as directly influenced by the
composition of the Philadelphia painting as by the physiognomy
of Van Eyck’s lost Head of Christ, and that there would have 
been a practical need within the Metsys workshop for such a
stock image as this, then the hitherto hypothetical idea of a lost
prototype must be reconsidered. This rediscovered masterpiece
in its original form (Fig.3) does indeed appear to constitute the
lost compositional prototype which Baldass suspected existed.

Appendix

Technical examination of Quinten Metsys’s ‘Christ blessing with the Virgin
in adoration’.

Since its separation from the Tadgell Virgin panel, the Bradford-on-Avon Christ has
received relatively little interference and survives largely in excellent condition. Seen
from the front the panel has been trimmed very slightly on the top and left edges (right
up to the original paint-edge, or barbe); the bottom edge remains intact. The sawn edge
on the right has a newer looking slight chamfer on the reverse together with a very 
narrow stepped cut along the profile edge – both appear to be later modifications or a
forged attempt to match other edges and make the panel appear as a stand-alone paint-
ing taken from a much smaller engaged frame. The figure of Christ has been selective-
ly cleaned leaving the background covered in multiple layers of aged darkened varnish
and some minimal restoration. More recent retouchings can be seen along the plank
join through the chin. There is almost no paint abrasion from past cleaning methods.

The Tadgell Virgin has received rather more intervention. The panel has been 
cut down at the top by about 2.5 cm. and trimmed slightly on the bottom edge. 
Additionally, a 0.4 cm. wide strip of paint and ground abutting the sawn edge on the
left has been scored and scraped in an attempt to forge a barbe (i.e. the creation of a
false paint-edge that might once have abutted an engaged frame if the work had 
been created as a single image). More recently the panel has been thinned to a depth
of 0.5 cm. and cradled on the reverse. Cleaning and restoration has resulted in some
misinterpreted retouching, including an over-defined straight gold band in the upper
background (which is not analogous to work of the period or to Metsys), and a 
poorly reconstructed veil behind the Virgin’s head. Microscopic examination also
shows that cleaning abrasion is evident on some details (e.g. the raised pearls and ruby
in the centre of the circlet around the head, the veil, the robe-edging and knuckles
on the back of the hand).24

X-rays of both paintings, carried out at the National Gallery, London, clearly 
confirm that the panels were once conjoined and that the vertical cut between the two
figures butts up exactly.25 The Bradford-on-Avon panel is the wider of the two as the
painting was sawn just to the right of Christ’s left hand. Presumably this was to leave
the hand intact as well as to ensure that the figure of the Virgin sat centrally on its own.
However, once separated, the Tadgell panel would have appeared rather tall and 
narrow, thus encouraging the removal of the top 2.5 cm. and cropping the golden rays
emanating from the Virgin’s head. Christ’s left upper arm has been cut through but
remains visible in shadow in the lower left corner of the Tadgell Virgin (Fig.3).

Originally the rectangular panel comprised two matching horizontally grained
oak planks glued and joined together with two internal vertical dowels. The join runs
horizontally (approximately 17 cm. up from the bottom edge of both panels), in a
matching straight line across the paintings through the cleft of the chin of both 
figures. X-rays of the Christ show a wooden dowel and slot at right angles to the panel
grain across the plank join in the area of Christ’s right cheek. The remains of a 
corresponding dowel-slot in the thinned Tadgell panel, across the plank join in the
area of the Virgin’s left cheek, is visible only to the naked eye as an oval shadow on
the reverse, between the fourth and fifth horizontal (from bottom) and third and
fourth vertical (from left) cradle members.

The Bradford-on-Avon panel reveals the original thickness of the whole panel to
have been up to 1.6 cm. The largely intact reverse shows a curved convex profile (in

the vertical direction only) which is 0.6 cm. thicker in the middle than at the top and
bottom edges. Seen from reverse there are no original bevelled edges. Instead, narrow
(approximately 0.6 cm. wide) right-angled sawn steps were cut into and along all four
reverse edges of the combined panel, and these formed the ‘tongue’ that once slotted
tongue-and-groove style into the now lost original engaged frame. These steps survive
on the reverse left edge slightly trimmed, and reverse right and bottom edges of the
Bradford-on-Avon panel. The step on the top edge is missing and the step on the right
reverse ‘separated edge’ is forged. The thinned Tadgell panel also has the shadowy
remains of a matching sawn step seen down the reverse left edge only.

The original engaged frame would have been of the same wood and, as described
above, would have been closely fitted around the panel before painting. The whole,
including the image panel, would then have been prepared, gilded and painted at the
same time. Most northern painters of this period painted portraits and small diptychs
with the works already framed in this way.26

Seen facing, and where original edges survive, both ground and paint end in a
barbe together with a further 0.4 cm. or so of bare wood (the stepped tongue that was
inserted into the groove of the engaged frame). These strips of bare wood (and 
thus the original barbe also) remain largely intact on both the bottom edge of the Brad-
ford-on-Avon panel and the right edge of the Tadgell panel. However, the top and
left edges of the Bradford-on-Avon panel and the bottom edge of the Tadgell panel
have been trimmed right up to, or just along the line of the barbe. This trimming
(including the loss of some of the stepped cuts on the reverse) probably resulted from
the method of extraction of the panel from its original frame before it was sawn in two.

While not yet analysed, the pigment and media of the paint and ground layers
appear entirely typical for the period and place of origin as well as consistently 
similar on both the separated paintings. The creamish-white ground is characteristic
of chalk and glue size and is of medium thickness sufficient to cover the texture of
the wood grain. A thin intermediary second priming (e.g. typically comprising lead
white with a pigmented toning) appears evident under both infra-red reflectography,
and as a pale paint layer under magnification at the bottom paint-barbe of the 
Bradford-on-Avon panel.

Infra-red reflectography of both paintings (also carried out at the National
Gallery) shows some underdrawing in the form of free-hand contour lines and 
shading.27 On the Christ there are lines describing and shading the right hand raised
in benediction. In the Virgin the line of the bodice, the Virgin’s chin, some strokes of
hair and lines and shading around the eye sockets are described in a similar style. The
underdrawing is followed fairly closely in the upper paint layers, however some
painted alterations are apparent, including parts of Christ’s left hand, the heel of his
right hand and tip of his right middle finger raised in benediction. The characteristics
of the underdrawing in particular compare very closely with that found on the 
related Antwerp pair and also on the much later Prado diptych.28

The upper paint layers appear largely typical of oil. The paint surface is notably
smooth overall, with the exception of Christ’s morse, the Virgin’s pearl beading
and the halo rays on both (all of which have raised work) and perhaps the Virgin’s
blue robe. The images are painted in a highly detailed manner with very fine brush-
work. The typical build-up of multiple layers, including opaque reflective base
body-colours, reserves, transparent glazes and opaque highlights, has resulted in a
translucent and vibrant effect showing all the craft of Flemish art of the period. 
The gold leaf of the background has been applied first over the ground, leaving a
reserve for the figures, and is covered in the upper sections with a pattern of dots
and dashes of a now brownish-red lake (possibly madder) comparable to that found
on the background of the diptych Ecce Homo and the Mater Dolorosa by Albrecht
Bouts in the Fogg Art Museum, Cambridge MA. Seen more clearly behind the 
Virgin, this pattern is actually evident on both paintings and should blend gradual-
ly into a denser shadow behind the shoulders of each figure. However, the pattern
on the Bradford-on-Avon Christ can only be seen under the microscope beneath
several thick layers of heavily discoloured, aged varnish and, as mentioned earlier,
the upper background of the Tadgell Virgin has been wrongly restored to an over-
defined horizontal gold band.

The raised lines of the halo rays appear to be rendered using a mixture including
chalk and an oil mordant, then gilded. The rays do not run beneath either hair or veil
and abut a reserve for these areas.

Finally, the overall palette appears typical for the date and origin. For example,
characteristically, the gold colour of the morse together with the edging of Christ’s
robe and the Virgin’s under-dress appear to have been painted using lead-tin yellow
pigment. The pale purplish-crimson of Christ’s robe appears typical of a thin 
crimson-red lake glaze (possibly applied with a blotting technique) over a light grey
body-colour. The very thick deep blue of the Virgin’s robe has a slight greenish tinge
and displays a marked drying craquelure typical of a well-preserved azurite pigment
densely loaded in oil. An identical fine and even aged crackle pattern in the paint 
layers is evident on both panels.

24 The restoration is evident in the image published in 1960 in the Connoisseur
(see note 7 above), and the structural and cosmetic attentions seem to comprise one
campaign that appears typical of a mid-twentieth-century treatment. The pigment
titanium white, not commercially available until the 1950s, appears to have been
used in places.
25 It has not been possible to reproduce the X-rays here (see note 1 above).
26 For example, images of St Luke painting the Virgin that date from the early 
sixteenth century depict the artist working in this way; see the St Luke painting the 
Virgin and Child (c.1520?) by a follower of Metsys in the National Gallery, London.

27 It has not been possible to reproduce the infra-red reflectograms here (see note 1
above).
28 Communications between Stainer-Hutchins, Metzger (National Gallery of Art,
Washington) and Campbell and Billinge (National Gallery, London) between Octo-
ber 2007 and January 2009. For details on underdrawing and technique in the Antwerp
and Prado pairs, see Hand, Metzger and Spronk, op. cit. (note 8), pp.104–09, 110–15
and 282–84. The much later Prado paintings are the only known pendant works on
this particular theme that were originally created as a diptych and which remain 
unaltered (see notes 13 and 14 above for alterations to the Antwerp and London pairs).
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