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[Barber Institute, University of Birmingham).
Increasingly, in research, biblical scholars turn to painting and other forms of visual culture because artists ask a lot of questions of the Bible, they seek to fill the gaps in the narrative and draw our attention to interesting aspects of the story we may never really have noticed before. So its very much within that kind of biblical perspective that I’m approaching today’s painting, Jan de Beer’s Nativity.
Jan de De Beer’s Nativity in the Barber Institute in Birmingham is no longer considered as  a seperate painting depicting the birth of Jesus, but is now generally thought to have originally formed part of a rich visual narrative, comprising four panels focussing on the life of the Virgin. December 8th is the traditional feastday, in Catholic circles, that celebrates the Virgin’s birth,  a tradition in existence, in some form, since ealriest Christian times.
Two of the four paintings are in the Barber:  The birth of Jesus  is depicted on one side of a panel, on the other side of which is the apocryphal  story of Joseph and the suitors, where Joseph is picked out by the High Priest from among many other contenders to be the spouse of Mary. Two other panels, now in the Thyssen-Born-em-isza Museum in Madrid, originally formed part of the work, it’s generally believed: the birth of the Virgin and the Annunciation.  And so, sequentially, we can say that the narrative begins and ends with the all important theme of birth, the birth of the Virgin anticipating the birth of Jesus.  The narrative also appears to be linked visually through a number of other key motifs: we have two appearances of the Virgin, two appearances of Joseph, two appearances of a larger than life angel,  and, most significantly a play on the theme of light and darkness. While natural daylight illumines the earlier scenes, through various stratetgically positioned windows,  this is not the case in the final nocturnal scene  where the figures are illuminated only by a number of artificial lights and lamps.  For these reasons, then, it’s more rewarding, I feel,  to look at de Beer’s Nativity within this visual narrative context, rather than in isolation.
From a biblical perspective, De Beer’s nativity,  which dates from between 1510-1520, is of considerable interest.  While continuing many ideas from the late medieval period of the 14th century, it was completed shortly before the Reformation which had its beginnings in 1517, when religious change was certainly in the air, and not that long before the Council of Trent in 1545 which took a keen interest in stipulating how biblical apocryphal stories, such as we have here, should, or should not, be depicted and viewed by the faithful.   So de Beer’s Nativity gives us a glimpse, a window, into a very distinctive period theologically; but equally significantly, it gives us an insight into a very important and distinctive period in the world of art in Antwerp in the early 1500s, a period that has come to be known as the period of the Antwerp mannerists.  
When writing his voluminous account of Flemish painting in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, the renowned German art historian Max Friedländer  was confronted by a large number of paintings and drawings by unknown Antwerp masters from  the early 1500s and  he referred to these  simply as the "Antwerp mannerists of around 1520’. (Mannerist here coming from the Italian maniera: meaning style, or form). The reason this group of artists has never been well-known or popular, is because we often just don’t know their names. The paintings are not signed and in most cases it is impossible to link the works with the names of painters found in the registers. Only a small number of these works have been classified. The makers of the altarpieces were given a nickname derived from either an owner, the place where a certain painting was kept, or a date found on the work. As a result, people refer to  the Master of the Von Groote Adoration, the Master of Amiens, or the Master of 1518, two of whose paintings , the Visitation and Flight into Egypt may indeed be well known to you from the National Gallery in London.   However, the names of a number of these masters have now been identified and, and fortunately, our artist today, Jan de Beer, is one of them.  

The 'Antwerp mannerists' were a real phenomenon in their day. Their success was closely tied up with Antwerp’s development as a trade metropolis. At that time, the city was a magnet for foreign investment and, hardly surprisingly, an art market of international significance soon began to thrive in that healthy financial climate. Most of the altarpieces and other works were destined for export. They were commissioned by merchants and sold on to other merchants. Original compositions were copied in any number of variations, and themes were often recycled;  and so there is a marked tendency towards repetition, inspired by the demand for a recognizable product or manner.  Antwerp mannerists developed a   repertoire of stock motifs, compositions and themes. Subject and style were ofen chosen simply on the basis of saleability and appear to have been exclusivley religious – and indeed in large part biblical. The style of these paintings is massively extravagant.  'Antwerp mannerism' is a fashion statement of the highest order:  hats to die for; footwear manfactured more for style than practicality, designer stockings;  even the fall of the extravagant folds of the flamboyant costumes worn by the characters in the paintings, totally eludes Newton's laws of gravitation, and the elegant and very well behaved dog seems to be sporting a designer collar. The figures are depicted in rather unnatural poses with  crowded, theatrical figure groupings.  
By far, one of the most painted subjects of the Antwerp Mannerists was  the ‘Adoration of the kings’: not only was that subject familiar all over Europe and so, much in demand, but the three kings from the East and their retinue who come to greet the new-born child also provided an excellent pretext for painting  imaginary and  exotic clothes, bizarre footwear and striking headwear. This is one of a large number of very many similar versions from the period, often identical or painted in only a slightly varied format. All the versions are characterized by a grand, classical architectural setting, exotic costumes, flamboyant gestures, and a high-keyed, somewhat dissonant colour scheme. The opulent gifts presented by the Magi,  from the exotic East, are reminiscent of the objects imported into and produced in Antwerp at that time. 
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At the centre of the composition of this Adoration (of which there are numerous examples) is an elaborate gold crown attached to a wide brimmed red hat. The oldest king, who kneels, wears a lavish mantle lined with ermine, and offers a beautiful gold coffer to the Christ child. The king to the left wears a magnificent golden turban alluding to his eastern homeland.  His dress is elaborate and sumptuous; the blue and yellow stripes of his stockings are echoed in the fractured tile floor beneath.  The third magus to the right holds an intricately fashioned vessel, the base of which is nestled in the soft pink fabric draped around his shoulders. Although Joseph in the background is dressed in a much more simple tunic, befitting his lesser status,  it nevertheless is a beautiful vibrant red with several elegant folds.
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A particularly outstanding example of Mannerism is the large altarpiece by the Master of Amiens dating from 1518, Au juste pois véritable balance, painted for an important liturgucal occasion for the city’s famous cathedral and now in Amiens museum. The painting presents typically elongated figures; it is dense with detail and each character, even the minor angels, are beautifully and magnficently clothed.  

The background in Mannerist paintings is often dominated by a fantastic hybrid architecture covered with late-Gothic ornamentation and renaissance motifs, a style that accentuated  the intricate and highly wrought characteristics of late Gothic art and sculpture.  The 'Antwerp mannerists' were more concerned with technical virtuosity than with monumentality: no distinction was made between essentials and minor details.  But this combination of extravagance and typically Flemish minute attention to detail proved a really winning combination: large numbers of devotional pieces were shipped as far afield as Sweden and Madeira and proved a very lucrative occupation for their creators.
 As the  economic capital of Northern Europe, Antwerp attracted hundreds of artists many of them from northern France, the Rhineland, and especially Holland—who joined the local painters guild of St Luke and established successful workshops that fed this ever expanding market for the production and export of art.  In spite of the factory-like production of many of its products, it is the devotional character of Northern Mannerism that is perhaps the movement's most consistent and enduring feature – and, in my opinion, the aspect most deserving of attention, because it is the devotional aspect that so effectively draws the viewer powerfully and irresistibly into these Mannerist paintings, and through them, into quite another world, the world of the Bible, - with a greater immediacy and intensity that simply reading or listening to the biblical texts they depict could ever achieve.  
 Jan de Beer

Our Mannerist artist, Jan de Beer, is first mentioned in 1490 in the register of the Antwerp Guild of St Luke, apprenticed to the painter Gillis van Everen. In 1504 de Beer became a master. He subsequently served as alderman of the guild in 1509 and dean in 1515, although he found himself temperamentally unsuited to the position of dean, as is known from a lawsuit he filed in 1519 regarding guild administration. In other words, like many a good artist or scholar, and other creative souls, he appears to have been singularly unsuited to any kind of institutional administration. In 1510 and 1513 de Beer enrolled apprentices; his son Aert de Beer became an Antwerp master in 1529. The artist is undocumented between 1519 and 1528, by which date he was dead. Despite the fact that de Beer’s  only signed work is a drawing in the British Museum, around 24 drawings and sculptures have now been attributed to him, all on religious subjects, and most in fact biblical. He is considered by art historians to have been one of the most signficant of the Antwerp mannerists and had a profound effect on those he trained in his workshop. 
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De Beer’s four panels depicting the life of the Virgin are rich in other ways besides the typical Mannerist sumptuousness with which he depicts his characters and the minute detail he offers in each of the scenes.  They extend the biblical narrative beyond its canonical boundaries, and include imaginative, colourful and extravagant scenes from well known apocryphal traditions. 

The first panel depicts The Birth of the Virgin, an episode not narrated in the Gospels. The source for the story of the birth of the Virgin  is the Protoevangelium of James, an apocryphal gospel written about  the year 150. From it, we learn the names of Mary's parents, Joachim and Anna, as well as the tradition that the couple was childless until an angel appeared to Anna and told her that she would conceive.  We see Saint Anne in bed, praying, with the infant Virgin in the arms of one of the midwives whose anatomical proportions are highly elongated, like the rest of the figures. The room is filled with objects treated in the manner of independent, still-life elements, such as the metal pitcher and the basket. The crowded room, the feverish activity, the sumptuousness of the clothes, even the bed clothes are all typically  Mannerist in style. However, while  our attention is diverted to the detail of the clothes worn by the women, we can almost neglect the most important person in the scene, the Virgin herself, whose tiny frame and nakedness contrasts with the artifically elongated and elegantly clothed figures that dominate the painting.  In comparison to such large and robust figures, the newborn baby does indeed appear especially fragile, her state anticipating the fragility of  her own son at his birth in the final panel.  
Another observation on this panel might be on the sources of light in this painting: even though daylight streams through the window, there are other sources of light included: one servant holds a lit candle and a light also comes from the fire.  Of course, the candle could be explained as a religious accessory, a standard feature in religious paintings, and the fire is clearly necessary for heat. However, the light that is reflected on the woman holding the child does not seem to come from any of these sources....where does it come from?  Could it be supernatural? ... I make this observation here because it becomes more relevant when we look at the final panel where the most potent source of light is the new born child himself.
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De Beer also draws from another apocryphal story, Joseph and the suitors. While the birth of the Virgin allowed the artist to depict a domestic scene that only featured women, this story allowed him to concentrate on men. Like  the Adoration of the Kings, this story provided an excellent pretext for the painting of elaborate clothes since all the suitors are all dressed up to kill, as they vie for the hand of the Virgin in marriage. 

The apocryphal story comes from the same source as the previous panel and relates how Joseph was chosen as spouse to Mary. The High priest consulted the Lord and a voice said to him that each unmarried but marriageable man from the house of David should bring a branch to the altar. One of the branches would bloom and the Holy Spirit in the form of a dove would perch upon its tip. Joseph was of such an age already that he thought it incongruous to bring forward his branch. Nothing happened when all the suitors came. The high priest consulted the Lord a second time. The voice responded that the only man who had not brought forward his branch was the right one. Therefore, Joseph now came to the Temple. Joseph’s rod blossomed and a dove came from heaven to perch upon it. This was a sign from heaven that he was the chosen one. The flowering rod is a symbol of fertility; only from Joseph could Mary have offspring.  The Council of Trent condemned this apocryphal story in the sixteenth century, even though some of the tale was attributed to Saint Jerome, since it clearly trod on very dangerous territory, namely the divine fatherhood of Jesus.
The outlandish excesses of the men’s clothes, especially those to the right of Joseph contrast with the humble Joseph – his outward apparel mirroring his inward humility.  Joseph also appears in the final panel of the painting but there, the artist appears to draw on a different iconographical tradition, as we’ll see.
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The Annunciation has a markedly narrative sense, with the Virgin’s sewing implements abandoned on the floor on the Archangel’s arrival, and the inclusion of the episode of The Visitation visible through the window.  The objects in the rooms are particularly striking elements for example, the vase of lilies in the centre of the painting. Again the scene takes place in daylight, the scene illuminated only by the natural light that floods through the window.  The posture of the figure of the Virgin and the large elongated figure of the angel clearly anticipate the next scene, the Nativity.
The Nativity
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De Beer situates his biblical story of the nativity in the grandiose setting of marble pillars, grandiose arches and, most significantly, in a night setting. While the focus of attention  is clearly the new born child, it is the Virgin who is depicted in most detail. Her elongated figure, the details of her garments and the posture of her hands all serve to link this scene to the previous one, the Annunciation –  all reminding the viewer that this narrative is as much the Virgin’s as it is Jesus’s. 

 When I look at this painting from the perspective of a biblical specialist, what’s immediately striking is that the artist doesn’t visualize this scene from the viewpoint of Matthew or Luke’s Gospel with their emphasis on the three kings or the shepherds, but rather he accentuates the theme of light and darkness, a theme so crucial for an understanding of  John’s Gospel.  John’s Gospel, as you may know,  is shot through and through with stark contrasts:  between light and darkness, life and death, truth and falsehood, heaven above and earth below. John tells the story of the Incarnation from a transcendant and eternal vantage point where light, life, darkness, all elements of creation, are meant to symbolise spiritual realities. The theme of light, according to John, leads to that of the visible glory of the Word that illuminates the world.   Through Christ, according to John, the visible Word, who is both light and life, the invisible, unseen God is revealed, becomes visible, becomes flesh.  
De Beer’s use of light and darkness mirrors the message and theological perspective of John’s Gospel. In a deep nocturnal setting, four lights flicker in the darkness in the background:  the light of the moon, a wood fire in the far background, the light that comes from a cottage and the light from Joseph’s candle.  But of course, the light that really illuminates the entire scene is that which radiates from the Christ Child himself;  this, as in John’s Gospel, is an  eternal and supernatural light, that cannot be surpassed by either any other light in the universe, created either by God or by man. The light of Christ illuminates the faces of the Virgin, the three angels around him as well as the angel that hovers above,  and shimmers on their exquisitely painted wings. It diminishes all the other lights in the painting. 
 Most importantly, as a devotional piece, the viewer is invited to enter this scene; as the viewer kneels in front of the Christ child, he or she completes the circle of angels – and easily has the best view of child, the light of the world.  And so, the viewer too becomes totally enveloped in this dazzling light. The Gospel of John emphasises the moral choice that its readers must make between light and darkness; in choosing the light and through believing, the reader is assured of eternal life.  In de Beer’s painting, the viewer kneeling before the Christ child, is offered the same moral choice.  The invitation to life that is offered to the viewer in de Beer’s painting is nothing less than what the evangelist John offers to his readers in his Gospel.  
 There is little doubt that the influence of John’s Gospel on de Beer’s painting was mediated indirectly through two sources: one was the vision of the 14th century saint and mystic, Brigid of Sweden, that hugely influenced later medieval northern painting of the nativity, and the other was the iconographical tradition that had long since embedded Brigid’s vision of the Nativity.
 Shortly before her death, Brigid described a vision of the infant Jesus  lying on the ground, and emitting a very powerful light. In her vision, Brigid dreamt that she was present at the birth of Christ in the cave at Bethlehem (here she is to the left).  She tells us: 
...the virgin knelt down with great veneration in an attitude of prayer, and her back was turned to the manger.... And while she was standing thus in prayer, I saw the child in her womb move and suddenly in a moment she gave birth to her son, from whom radiated such an ineffable light and splendour, that the sun was not comparable to it, nor did the candle that St. Joseph had put there, give any light at all, the divine light totally annihilating the material light of the candle.... I saw the glorious infant lying on the ground naked and shining. His body was pure from any kind of soil and impurity. 

Influenced by her vision, many depictions reduced other light sources in the scene to emphasize this effect, and indeed the Nativity remained very commonly treated with chiaroscuro right through to the Baroque period. Other common iconographical details such as a single candle "attached to the wall", also come from Bridget's vision.   
Brigid’s dream became embedded in the iconographical tradition as is evident from this painting by the Flemish artist Geertgen tot Sint Jans, completed in the 1480s, some 30 years before de Beer’s work.
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 Here, four sources of light illuminate the scene, two earthly, two supernatural. On the hill in the far distance the shepherds turn from watching their puny campfire to kneel before an angel who fills the sky with dazzling light. Joseph holds a candle but it is very ineffective since the radiant body of the baby Jesus illuminates the faces of the Virgin and the five angels who crowd round His crib. 

As in Geertgen’s painting, de Beer superimposes the supernatural onto a natural and human world.  The supernatural becomes subtly  juxtaposed with the natural. For example, in De Beer’s painting, squeezing into the inner circle around the child, between two exquisitively painted angels, is the very ordinary head of an ox. On a different plane in the background, a very human Joseph to the left is balanced with the shepherds on the right, both entering into this divine space through two open doorways. Access into this supernatural world is invited and facilitated through the symbol of the heavy curtain that is pinned back to the left of the painting. The opening up, the revealing of this scene, indicated by the drawn-back curtain,  is  further emphasised by the sweeping movement, in the same direction, of the garments of the angel and the virgin.  
  The other-worldy, and almost overpoweringly-large,  angel may hover protectively over the christchild,  but  it is the ox and ass, symbols of our very ordinary world, that are positioned directly above the crib.  Such attention to detail on the part of the artist serves to embed the wondrous event of this birth within a familiar, human and homely context.  
Virgin and Joseph

De Beer, in my opinion, wants the viewer to make a connection between the Virgin and Joseph, who are clearly depicted in the same line of vision. The virgin’s expression is composed, transfixed in a contemplative adoration of the child while Joseph shuffles around with furrowed brow.  De Beer’s image of Joseph here is not terribly flattering and probably considerably influenced by late-medieval tradition, especially northern tradition, that often saw Joseph as a cuckolded, comical figure. For example, this painting includes the somewhat quaint detail of Joseph mending his socks while the Virgin looks on. In Middle Dutch and Germany folklore,  Joseph was believed to have made Christ’s clothes out of his stockings, and relics of his stockings were kept in Aachen Cathedral.  In this panel by Konrad von Soest,  Joseph is shown blowing on food to cool it.  Joseph’s  fatherhood is generally slighted in late medieval art. He is depicted as ignoring the baby or is not even included in the nativity scene – artists frequently saw him simply as some kind of human accessory. Giotto depicts him as turned away from the scene. Brigid of Sweden improved his image somewhat because, according to her dream, Joseph enters the cave where Mary gives birth and adores the Christ child.   Joseph’s later reputation as a caring and protective guardian, so well documented in paintings after this period,  had not yet been developed in de Beer’s time. 
There are several other interesting aspects to observe in this painting:

The folds of the Virgin’s clothes and the angel’s above, so exquisitively portrayed, contrasts with the utter nakedness of the Christchild. It suggests the vulnerability and human fragility of the child.  This sense of vulnerability is further increased by the way in which de Beer depicts the crib  on which Jesus lies – it clearly resembles a child’s sarcophagus, and points towards his death.  In biblical literature, the cycle of life, from birth to death is a very significant feature….and that idea is clearly present here. The birth of Christ is the beginning of a cycle that will end with death. This might account for the very pained expression on the face of the angel to the right who perhaps has already made this unwelcome association…..it is the one strident expression – and clearly not one of total joy.  
 As in many paintings of the Nativity the sheaf of wheat on which the child lies refers to the Eucharist, and so the crib may also be viewed as an altar…..and of course this was entirely appropriate since, in all likelihood, the painting originally formed part of an altarpiece.  In this particular painting, the sheaf suggests a further resonance from John’s Gospel where Christ says: ‘I am the bread of life . Whoever comes to me will never be hungry and whoever believes in me will never thirst’. I like to think, too, that the sheaf of wheat on which the child lies may be connected to the sheaves that the donkey eats. In John’s Gospel, it is the ordinary everyday things of life that symbolize transcendant eternal realities. We get to know the world of the divine through our human world - And, as I’ve already tried to point out, throughout this painting, there are several instances where human and divine realities are quietly and subltly juxtaposed.
So, so far, we’ve established that our de Beer Nativity was most likely part of a visual narrative focussing on the life of the Virgin and offers an excellent example of an Antwerp Mannerist painting, and that its devotional aspect is one of its most appealing characteristics. As a movement, this branch of Northern Mannerism was relatively short-lived, dying out by the fourth decade of the 1500s.  So, what about our painting today in its present context in the Barber Institute?   Why should we give it much attention today?
The Dutch cultural analyst, Mieke Bal, has written a lot about the juxtaposition of paintings in galleries (in her words, what happens when  you see one painting out of the corner of your eye, while looking at another……how our awareness of one painting will influence our perception of another). She argues that  paintings in a gallery can form a continuous visual narrative (as opposed to a seeing them simply as a range of isolated  individual  paintings hanging side by side) ..paintings can dialogue with each other, and she argues that this approach can  produce very interesting  interpretations. I  feel this is very much the case here in the Barber.
In its present context, de Beer’s Nativity is surrounded by a number of other paintings depicting aspects of the story of the birth of Christ, mostly Italian, as it happens:  among these are Veronese’s Visitation, an episode that occurs only in Luke’s Gospel, Bassano’s Adoration of the Magi, an episode that occurs only in Matthew’s Gospel. And I’ve suggested already that de Beer’s Nativity reflects very much the theology of John’s Gospel – and fortuitously, we just happen to have the author of this Gospel, John the Evangelist, painted by Simone Martini, a few paintings away.  

And so, collectively these paintings, The Nativity, The Visitation, The Adoration of the Magi,  all stories that are unique to individual Gospels, combine to offer the viewer very distinctive and very unique interpretations of the birth of Christ, revealing quite different theological aspects of that birth.  In the visitation,  Veronese accentuates Luke’s perspective on the concealment of the child in the womb, by the way one of the character draws across his cloak,  as if drawing a curtain to conceal the scene from the viewer;   In Bassano’s Adoration, on the other hand, the artist accentuates Matthew’s emphasis on the revealing of the Christ child to the entire world, by showing how the Virgin  symbolically draws back the infant’s clothes;  De Beer’s nativity, on the other hand, accentuates the Johanine symbolism of light and darkness, a visual perspective  that I’m sure Simone Martini’s John the Evangelist would be really pleased with.  So even though de Beer’s nativity has become detached from its original early 15th century Mannerist context, here in the Barber, among other paintings of the same subject,  it  still has the power to draw us into and, and ask questions about the signficance of this biblical narrative and the very distinctive theological way it is represented.  
The philosopher Gadamer uses the word ‘epiphany’ as a kind of technical philosophical term to express the idea that a work of art  can reveal something new,  bring something very unique into our lives, enrich us and often transform us.  He argues that no matter how often any subject is painted,  it still remains essentially inexhaustible – no artist can ever say the last word about any subject, or paint the definitive representation of that subject. Certainly his term ‘ephiphany’ takes on added siginficance when we are dealing with  paintings of the birth of Christ.  No individual painting can every adequately convey the theological symbolism of the birth of Christ, it can only convey one expression of it – and here in the Barber, we are fortunate to have several  expressions of this subject, - and, in Mieke Bals’ perspective,  these paintings set up a dialogue with each other.
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