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Peter Paul Rubens had more than two hands. How else could he have created the enormous 
number of works still associated with his name? A survey of the existing paintings shows 
that almost all of his famous paintings exist in more than one version. It is notable that the 
copies of most of his paintings are very often contemporary, sometimes from his workshop. 
It is astounding even to see the enormous range of painterly qualities which they exhibit. 
The countless copies and replicas of his works contributed to increasing Rubens’s fame 
and immortalizing his name. Not all paintings connected to his name, however, were well 
suited to do the inventor of the compositions any credit. This resulted in a problem of 
which already one of his first biographers, Roger de Piles, was aware: some of these 
productions “harmed his reputation (fit du tort à sa reputation).”1 Joachim von Sandrart, a 
biographer who had met Rubens in person, on the other hand, saw the benefits of copying 
Rubens’s style for the art production in Antwerp:2 “Through his industriousness the City of 
Antwerp became an exceptional art school in which students achieved notable perfection.”3 

Accordingly, gaining one of the apprenticeships in Rubens’s workshop was in great 
demand. Just how sought-after the workshop was is documented by a letter sent to the 
engraver Jacob de Bie and dated 11 May 1611. De Bie had recommended a young man who 
wanted to learn from the famous painter. Rubens answered him that he could honestly say, 
“without any exaggeration, that I have had to refuse over one hundred, even some of my 
own relatives or my wife’s.”4 How many pupils Rubens really had cannot be safely 
determined; as the court painter of the archdukes, he was relieved from the duty of 
reporting his pupils to the guild and no official records exist. There is, however, a large 
number of other sources, such as Rubens’s correspondence or the lives of those painters 
whose biographers, in order to increase their fame, report them as apprentices, journeymen 
or employees of Rubens. These sources reveal the names of about hundred painters who 
were in any way associated with Rubens’s workshop for a shorter or longer period of 
time.5 Nevertheless, opinions vary about the extent to which these many employees were 
involved in the painting production. This diversity of opinion has mainly to do with the fact 
that our contemporary notions of the nature of an artistic original can hardly be matched 
with a production practice in which the master only provided the design while the painting 
of the image was carried out by his assistants and employees. Thus art historical scholars 
were almost horrified to learn from a treatise published in 1808, that according to a family 
tradition—“une tradition courante dans la famille”—Rubens not only had his apprentices 
work on the paintings, but even on the preparatory modelli. These “esquisses” were based 
on his fast and loosely sketched compositions. According to this treatise, his own share in 
the process was almost exclusively limited to the final retouching, so that he ultimately 
would have painted only about two hundred smaller paintings on panel entirely by himself.6 

A major problem in determining what part the assistants played in the production of 
Rubens’s workshop lies in the fact that very little can be said about the specific 
characteristics of the assistants’ painting—even in those cases in which these are known 
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by name. Not one painting is known by Willem Panneels, for instance, who managed 
Rubens’s workshop while the latter was on diplomatic mission in England.7 Thus very little 
can be said about the artistic hand of even close assistants, not even whether they wanted 
to be distinguishable from Rubens at all. 

Rubens himself expressed early on that he remained “always guarded against being 
confused with anyone, however great a man.”8 Thus it seems paradoxical that especially 
his workshop took this explicit effort ad absurdum; for the products of Rubens’s assistants 
had to be perceived as examples of his own style or at least his workshop’s style, even in 
those paintings that were explicitly not by the master himself. The collective workshop 
style necessarily emerging from this practice was created by more or less anonymous 
painters, and it is the reason why distinguishing the individual hand of the workshop’s 
master is so difficult. This difficulty is not new; it was already identified and expressed by 
Roger de Piles who stated in 1699 that “many pictures are attributed to him that were not 
of his doing.”9 

Nevertheless, Rubens never tried to hide the fact that he produced his paintings  
with the help of his workshop.10 On the contrary, everything seems to point towards 
Rubens consciously presenting himself as an artist who practised art as a predominantly 
intellectual activity. While his work focussed on the invention and the idea of an image, his 
assistants were left with that part of the production that was related to work and effort. 
Compelling evidence for this is the travel report of the Hamburg-born student Otto Sperling 
who would make a career as the personal physician of the Danish king. His report is a  
vivid and highly important historical document giving insight into Rubens’s house and 
workshop.11 According to this report, Rubens had welcomed the company of travellers 
with whom Sperling was travelling, he conversed with his guests and afterwards had a 
servant take them all around his splendid palace, 

and show us his antiquities and Greek and Roman statues which he had in large quantity. We 
also saw there a large hall which had no windows, but instead the light came from above 
from a big opening in the middle of the hall. In this hall sat many young painters who were 
all working on different pieces which Mr Rubens had previously sketched for them with 
chalk and on which he had added a blotch of colour here and there. These paintings the 
young associates had to work up fully in colour until finally Mr Rubens himself perfected 
everything used brushstrokes and colour to finish everything off. Thus it was all called 
Rubens’s work, through which the man accumulated an enormous fortune and kings and 
princes showered him with gifts and jewels.12 

There is reason to doubt the verity and accuracy of this description of daily routine 
and practice in Rubens’s workshop, but the report undoubtedly shows how Rubens 
presented himself to the world. Both the self-portrayal and the work process, in which 
many assistants worked after the master’s sketches, are also manifest in other documents.13 
This work process is documented not only through the paintings themselves, but also 
through the underlying contracts, especially in the cases of the big commissions, such as 
those for the Jesuit church in Antwerp or the Medici Gallery. In the contract for the Medici 
Gallery which was set up in 1622, Rubens committed himself to personally paint all human 
figures.14 For the Jesuit church, for which the contract was signed on the 29 March 1620, 
Rubens only had to invent the paintings so that they “could be carried out and finished 
uniformly in the larger size by van Dyck and additionally by some other pupils as each of 
the paintings and their final location required.”15 
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Furthermore, Rubens himself never tried to conceal that he had assistants helping 
him carry out the paintings and that he sought the help of specialists for specific subjects. 
In May 1618, for instance, he wrote to Sir Dudley Carleton that “according to my custom,  
I have employed a man competent in his field to finish the landscapes.”16 In another letter, 
sent to Wolfgang Wilhelm von Pfalz-Neuburg in October 1619, he admits that the Fall of 
the Rebel Angels was a beautiful if quite difficult subject which is why he doubted that he 
could find among his pupils anyone capable of doing the work, even after his own design. 
He adds, “in any case it will be necessary for me to retouch it well with my own hand.”17 
Thus, even the most difficult subject did not require an execution entirely by his own hand, 
but only a careful retouching and finishing by the master. If Rubens’s own participation  
in the project was carefully regulated by contract then only because works by his own 
hand were more expensive than those by his workshop. As Rubens explained himself in a 
letter to William Trumbull, the price for a painting executed entirely by himself was double 
as high as one painted by his pupils or assistants. “For if I had done the entire work with 
my own hand”, he wrote, “it would be well worth twice as much.”18 This relatively moderate 
price difference is hardly imaginable considering our contemporary art market. Nowadays 
the work by any famous artist would probably realise a price hundred to thousand times 
as high as the work by a completely unknown pupil of said artist. Nevertheless, the price 
difference between a painting executed entirely by Rubens and that executed by one of his 
pupils was already commented upon in his time. This is why some customers stipulated 
that Rubens had to paint the whole of the painting or at least its relevant parts, such as the 
faces. At the same time, the participation of specialists or the cooperation with various 
renowned painters could increase the value of a work in some cases.19 All this has often 
been described and does not have to be repeated here. Rather, the following will address 
the problem of the ratio between the master’s share and that of his workshop in specific 
paintings. It will further ask how these can be distinguished and how this more or less 
visible cooperation was assessed in various times. It cannot be denied, however, that the 
following will certainly ask more questions than it will answer, as the few sources available 
simply do not allow a definitive conclusion. 

When it comes to the question of a painting’s authorship, the key word connoisseurship 
is not far away. Traditionally, connoisseurship is considered a method of art history since 
the times of Max J. Friedländer.20 In all fairness it must be admitted, however, that 
connoisseurship is less a method than a more or less consciously-driven application of a 
whole set of methods. Of these the most important are undoubtedly the comparisons of 
material, painterly techniques and the visible traces of the production process in the 
paintings.21 This can happen within one painting, but ideally it refers to a whole body of 
material which is both diverse and clearly defined. 

To illustrate what this means, the depiction of the Drunken Hercules will serve as an 
example (fig. 1).22 This painting is now in Dresden where it has been documented since 
1962. When Rubens died it was listed in the estate of the artist as no. 157 and described as 
“A drunken Hercules vppon bord”.23 The painting was executed on a panel construction 
made of eight vertically glued boards of similar width, and it shows the characteristic layer 
build-up of the Rubens workshop. On a carefully smoothed chalk and glue ground is an 
imprimatura, partly visible through the top layers, and streakily applied with a wide brush. 
The basic composition was then loosely sketched on the dry imprimatura.24 While some 
parts of the painting are left extremely open, the more densely painted flesh tones with 
their many layers draw the gaze of the viewer. Even more painterly effort was put into 
some parts of the painting which on first glance seem rather insignificant. The jug in the 
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hand of Hercules, for instance, and the overturned basket on the left hand side of the floor 
are rendered in such a detailed and pastose way that they stand out from the rest of the 
painting. Considering the time and effort that was spent on these minute depictions, it 
stands to reason to see a different hand at work in these parts, most probably the hand of 
an assistant. While the attribution of the whole composition to Rubens is easily made, 
especially if comparing the layer build-up of the painting to the rapid alla prima oil 
sketches, it is in contrast quite difficult to write him off completely as the artist of the more 
insignificant parts of the painting. Mainly because the assumption that he had not painted 
these parts himself is more a question of the socio-historical context rather than that of 
style. Why should the master waste time on the parerga of a painting if he could assign this 
time-consuming task to an assistant? The very same, both plausible and unprovable, 
argument is nowadays generally used when the various versions of a composition on 
canvas are attributed not to Rubens himself but to his workshop. Today it is almost a given 
that the version of the Drunken Hercules on canvas is made by the workshop (fig. 2).25  
It is rather astonishing then, to find out that until the beginning of the twentieth century 
this version in horizontal format was in much higher esteem than that on panel in vertical 
format, then attributed to Jordaens and considered to be of poorer quality. It was Erwin 
Hensler then, in an article published in 1926, who revealed that the painting on canvas was 
the workshop version that drew on the original on panel.26 This observation had an 
enormous impact mainly because the version of the Drunken Hercules on panel, then 
considered to be the copy, had been given to the Saxon Royal Family in 1924 in the course 
of the restitution payments to the Princes in the Weimar Republic, the Fürstenabfindung. 
After this error was discovered in the museum, the painting was returned and the Society 
Haus Wettin, Albertinische Linie e.V. was compensated with five entirely different paintings.27 

A comparison of both paintings reveals that the level of finish in the canvas version is 
evenly distributed throughout the painting. The painted surface appears more uniform, 
which is why the painting looks more coherent and completed. In addition to that the 

Fig. 1 Peter Paul Rubens, Drunken Hercules, ca. 
1613–1615, oil on panel, 220 x 200 cm, 
Staatliche Kunstsammlungen, Gemäldegalerie 
Alte Meister, Dresden, inv. no. Gal.-Nr.987.

Fig. 2 Peter Paul Rubens, Drunken Hercules,  
1613–1615, oil on canvas, 204 x 225 cm, Staatliche 
Kunstsammlungen, Gemäldegalerie Alte Meister, 
Dresden, inv. no. Gal.-Nr.957.
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colours are more saturated. Also the jug in the hand of the drunken hero in the canvas 
version does not stand out in the same way from the chest of the faun as in the panel 
version; instead it is rendered in the same detail as in the rest of the painting. It may have 
been this greater uniformity in the finish and the greater intensity, created by the effective 
handling of colours and shading, which made this painting on canvas a better Rubens for 
the historical art public. Furthermore, the painting had an attested provenance from 
Mantua, where the painting was bought in 1749.28 In the beginning of the twentieth century 
this origin gave reason to see it as a work from Rubens’s time at the court of Mantua, which 
at the time meant a first-class provenance. 

Nowadays it is surmised that the prototype and the replica, which was painted shortly 
afterwards by the workshop, were made in the years after Rubens’s return from Italy, 
between 1613 and 1615. At the same time, the uniformly closed paint layer of the canvas 
version is taken as an argument that it had not been painted by Rubens himself. Especially 
the juxtaposition of, on the one hand, completely open and thinly painted parts and, on the 
other hand, the more elaborate and more densely painted parts within one and the same 
painting is seen as a painterly characteristic of Rubens. This can also be observed in his 
studies and sketches which is taken as corroborating the argument. Moreover, it seems 
that Rubens preferred painting on panel whenever he had the choice and was not hampered 
by the necessities of transport. However, even this last observation cannot solve all 
problems of attribution to the master or his workshop. 

The painting of a statue of Ceres in a niche surrounded by putti, for instance, exists in 
eight versions on panel of almost the same size. A painting today in the State Hermitage 
Museum in St Petersburg is considered their prototype (fig. 3).29 Its provenance only 
reaches back to the year 1760 when it was auctioned in The Hague, and consequently 
reached Russia after a series of detours.30 The other versions have no better provenance, 
although they can be all dated to seventeenth-century Antwerp according to the technique 
and the way they are painted: they all show more or less clearly the same layer build-up 
and paint handling as described above. The replica that looks to be of the best quality is 
currently kept in a Swiss private collection (fig. 4).31 One of these paintings was listed  
1635 in the Buckingham collection where it was described as showing “Children Tying up 
Fruitage about a Statue.”32 Whether this painting is the one auctioned in The Hague in 
1760 or maybe the one from Switzerland which was in the possession of the Compte de 
Caylus in 1773 is entirely unclear because the wooden support mentioned in the auction 
catalogue of the latter is common to both the prototype and all full copies.33 The term copy, 
which was traditionally used by the Rubens workshop for all reproductions of an image, is 
in relation to the Ceres pictures problematic: there are several marked differences between 
the version in St Petersburg and the one in the Swiss private collection. On the latter, the 
figure of Ceres is shown with pupils in her eyes, while the modelling clearly shows her as 
made of stone. In contrast to this statuary depiction, the Ceres in the prototype is painted 
without the pupils, but with a more animated and dynamic garment. Moreover, the two 
versions differ in some minor details. This includes, for instance, the mounting of the 
garland: in the St Petersburg version it is mounted with a long ribbon whose tassel is 
hanging down. This detail is missing in the otherwise minutely copied replicas. Instead 
they show a keystone almost hidden by the garland above the head of the goddesses statue. 
These details are visible not only on the painting belonging to the Swiss collection, but also 
on the version which was previously in the collection Philippi and on an engraving by 
Philipp Galle.34 Both versions definitively precede the engraving, which was made in 1625. 
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In these cases, the wooden support cannot be used to infer the authorship of these 
paintings. The open painting technique is also no indicator as it is characteristic of at least 
two versions, the Swiss version and the one in St Petersburg. The other typical characteristic 
of Rubens’s painting technique, the juxtaposition of extremely open and very dense areas, 
can also be observed in both paintings equally and is thus of no help. Accordingly, they 
have been exhibited together in St Petersburg under the title “Two Original Versions.” But 
would Rubens really have made a copy of a painting himself? With an eye on the socio-
historical context this is highly unlikely. Rubens was an exceedingly busy man, who in all 
probability would not have stooped to producing a copy if that could have been made by 
an assistant. This again leads to the same unprovable socio-historical argument. 

Moreover it should not be forgotten that there were excellent painters among his 
assistants. Between 1617 and 1620 the young Anthony van Dyck worked in Rubens’s 
workshop. But also Jacob Jordaens, Jan Wildens, Frans Snijders, Jan Brueghel and many 
others cooperated more or less regularly with Rubens in those years. The workforce was 
enlarged once more between 1615 and 1620 coinciding with the consolidation of his 
studio: the development and renovation of the building on the Wapper where the 
Rubenshuis attracts tourists to this day. Why should not these painters have been capable 
of reproducing a high-quality painting? Especially if they could practice the painterly 
ductus of Rubens via the copying. In the case of the Ceres replica, however, there is a telling 
argument for the version in the private collection being a copy. The architecture in the 
image from St Petersburg is painted wet-on-wet; modelled from the coloured imprimatura, 
it is virtually constructed during the painting process almost like built architecture. The 
architrave and the entablature of the pediment above the niche spill over into a horizontal 

Fig. 3 Peter Paul Rubens, The Homage to Ceres, ca. 
1612–1615, oil on panel, 90.3 x 65.5 cm, The State 
Hermitage Museum, St Petersburg, inv. no. ГЭ-504.

Fig. 4 Peter Paul Rubens, The Homage to Ceres, oil on 
panel, 91 x 66 cm, Beyeler Collection, Pratteln 
(Switzerland).
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meander border on the wall. On the version in the Swiss collection the right hand part of 
this meander border is missing. The copyist simply forgot to include it—a typical error if 
motifs are copied instead of constructed. The painting, which appears to be sketchily open 
in many areas, is despite its own high quality and despite the seemingly effortless execution 
a copy. This, however, says nothing about who painted it. Is it possible that Rubens repeated 
himself after all? Would he have made such a copying error?

In other cases such explicit hints indicating which version preceded the other are 
missing. In the case of the image of a military leader with his squire the versions match 
even in details, and nothing seems to be forgotten by the copyist. Thus it needs to remain 
open which of the two versions of the image, and only two of it are known to exist, is the 
copy. One version is in the Detroit Institute of Arts (fig. 5) while the other is in a private 
collection (fig. 6).35 Once again the provenance only reaches back into the eighteenth 
century so that closure is not to be expected from this angle of investigation. There is, 
however, visual proof for the fact that one version was part of a prominent seventeenth-
century collection in Antwerp. For it can be seen as an image within an image on the wall 
of the famous Picture Gallery of Cornelis van der Geest, painted by Willem van Haecht  
(fig. 7).36 The only problem, however, is the fact that the armed man in the painting of van 
der Geest’s gallery rests his commander’s baton on a table which is missing in both extant 
versions. Nevertheless, in the Detroit version the hair curl above the ear of the young man 
carrying the helmet shows the same twist as in the image depicted in the Picture Gallery. 
The same kind of hair curl can be seen on a study of a head painted by Rubens, which was 
probably made in Italy. The curl also appears on a drawing after a painting which once 
belonged to the collection of Phillippe II duc d’Orléans (1674–1723) in Paris.37 Is the 
painting in Detroit the one from van der Geest’s collection or did he own a third version 
that is lost to us? Was the image from Detroit part of the d’Orléans collection? And is this 

Fig. 5 Peter Paul Rubens, A Warrior Accompanied  
by Two Pages, ca. 1615–1617, oil on panel, 119.7 x 
98.7 cm, Institute of Arts, Detroit, inv. no. 79.16.

Fig. 6 Peter Paul Rubens, A Warrior Accompanied  
by Two Pages, ca. 1615–1617, oil on panel, 122.6 x 
98.2 cm, Private Collection, New York.



48 Nils Büttner

version then the original? The extant images do not seem to be trimmed. Could one of 
them be the original? The answer to this is yes. The fact that one of the paintings was part 
of the van der Geest collection is in itself not proof of Rubens’s authorship. And a painting 
of a different provenance, could at the same time be by Rubens himself. Still, I hold on to 
the socio-historical argument, as the notion that Rubens would paint two entirely identical 
versions of the same image seems unlikely. Nevertheless, it is noticeable that the version 
in Detroit seems more homogeneous in the paint handling, its colours more saturated. 
Indeed, even Julius Held had compared these paintings in 1982 and concluded that

the work of art itself […] furnishes the decisive evidence about its historical classification. It 
is only a careful and unprejudiced examination of both paintings with the aim of finding out 
which of them is “the better”—in other words, more worthy of Rubens’ brush—that can lead 
to a decision as to which is the original. Yet, as the differences of opinion show, even this 
approach does not guarantee unanimity. This was, in fact, succinctly demonstrated in one of 
Michael Jaffe’s letters (December 6, 1978; museum files), in which he stated that the Detroit 
picture (then still at Julius Weitzner’s in London), “in my view is of distinctly better quality 
than the Althorp picture.” Yet, he also mentioned in the same letter “that there are some who 
prefer the Althorp Version”.38 

One reason that Julius Held gave for his preference of the latter was the fact that one 
link of the chain around the neck of the squire was not closed in the Detroit version. The 
same sort of copying error as shown in the Ceres version of the Swiss collection.

It is also my opinion that the version which today is in a private collection is superior 
to the Detroit version. For on this image the chain of the squire is complete. That this is 
indeed the first version is also suggested by the x-ray image. Upon that the characteristic 
streaks in the painted imprimatura are visible, thus pointing towards the Rubens workshop. 

Fig. 7 Willem van Haecht, The Gallery of Cornelis van der Geest, oil on panel, 100 x 130 cm, 
Rubenshuis, Antwerpen, inv. no. 171.
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But what can also be discerned is the shadow of a face just next to the head of the lower 
page. Obviously the head of the page had been originally planned to be further to the left 
and was only moved in the course of the painting. Further changes that occurred during 
the painting process can be seen, like one on top of the helmet, indicating a deviation from 
the original plan. These are indications that this is indeed the prototype, even though this 
might not be the painting that hung in the collections of either van der Geest or the Duc 
d’Orléans. The question remains whether it was only Rubens’s hand who had painted  
the picture. Isn’t it conceivable that a talented assistant painted such a composition with, 
for instance, the help of a study of a head? The answer to this question is and remains 
complicated. Especially as the head for the main figure on this painting also exists on 
another, separate panel which is also in Detroit (fig. 8).39 Is this panel a copy after the 
larger painting or is it the preceding study of a head made by Rubens himself? An argument 
for the latter is the fact that underneath the visible study of a head is another visible head, 
rotated 180 degrees. Julius Held has described this reuse of a painting, turned upside 
down, as a typical characteristic for other oil sketches by Rubens. He also raised concerns 
over the fact—another socio-historical argument—that probably no assistant would have 
dared to simply paint over a sketch by the master. In my eyes this is a strong argument  
for the attribution of the sketch to Rubens, and to see it as a preparation for the painting in 
the private collection.

Fig. 8 Peter Paul Rubens, Head Study, ca. 1615–1617, oil 
on panel, 44.5 x 29.4 cm, Institute of Arts, Detroit, inv. 
no. 79.15.
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According to the present-day criteria after which a painting is attributed to a master, 
neither the Hercules on canvas, nor the Ceres from Switzerland or the warrior with his 
squire from Detroit are a Rubens. Although there is no doubt whatsoever that all these 
paintings were produced in the Rubens workshop and were seen and marketed as a Rubens 
in the seventeenth century. The Rubens workshop used division of labour, and the 
assistants imitated the style of the master in a way approaching mimicry. What they could 
not provide was added by him in the last retouching and revision. The result was a Rubens. 
Notwithstanding the great importance attributed to the connoisseur’s opinion especially 
in relation to the pricing of those paintings on the free market today, the question begs to 
be asked: what use is there to force our understanding of what an original is on paintings 
that were not produced on this premise? Especially when we consider the latest research 
on workshop practice in seventeenth-century Antwerp. With this workshop practice, as 
implemented by Rubens, Jordaens and other painters, an additional mechanism of the 
early modern art market can be discerned. If a painter had found a way to occupy a market 
segment through an easily recognizable specialty that was of interest to customers and 
collectors, then he could supply this market with works which he did not have to produce 
himself. As the subject of a painting was the primary concern for a customer, it was 
necessary to define and maintain a particular standard. It was merely important to emerge 
with an easily recognizable specific, making the paintings into distinctive products. 

All in all analysing the historical conditions of the production and the reception of 
works of fine art has shown that the conception of the artistic original is anything but a 
historical constant. In order to grasp the mechanisms of the early modern art market and 
the resulting production conditions for the artists, we need to first give up the nineteenth-
century art-historical criteria which were used to describe artistic values and from which 
resulted the veneration of the Old Masters. It is instead necessary to apply those standards 
that were relevant during the production of a work. 
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