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	Hans Memling’s St. John’s Altarpiece, particularly the Apocalypse panel completed in 1479 for the Saint John’s hospital in Bruges, may evoke the traditional story of the Book of Revelations but it also sets new trends that break away from the traditional portrayal of the Apocalypse. This triptych is regarded as a masterpiece of the Forgotten Period, during which artists such as Hans Memling (1430/1494), Gerard David (d. 1523), and Pieter Pourbus (1510-1584) broke away from the Flemish Primitive style and created an artistic identity for Bruges, leading Erasmus to call it, “The Athens of the North.”[footnoteRef:1] The Apocalypse panel departs from traditional, segmented depictions of the Apocalypse in favour of a condensed single image panel wherein the events of the Book of Revelation occur simultaneously.[footnoteRef:2]  [1:  L. Green, ‘From Memling to Pourbus: The Forgotten Period.’ Contemporary Review, 273 (1593): Proquest Central (1998), p.208.]  [2:  K. Curling Greenwood, The Art of Revelation in the Apocalypse Panel of Hans Memling’s Altarpiece of Saint John the Baptist and Saint John the Evangelist, Sing-Janshospital (Memlingmuseaum), Bruges, (Unpublished MA thesis) University of Victoria, 2000. p.29.] 

 Memling arrived in Bruges in 1465 and became so popular as an artist,[footnoteRef:3] that he became known as “the Fra Angelico of the North.”[footnoteRef:4] Susan Fegley Osmond writes of Memling’s art:  [3:  Ibid.]  [4:  S. Fegley Osmond, ‘The contemplative eye: Early Netherlandish painting’. The World & I; Washington, 13 (8): (1998), p.5.] 

The expressive force and dramatic realism that so typify the work of certain of his predecessors have given way in Memling to the lucid representation of heavenly or angelic personages situated as if dreaming in idyllic landscapes and clear, precisely executed spaces.[footnoteRef:5]  [5:  Ibid.] 


This statement perfectly describes the altarpiece, especially Saint John’s Vision of the Apocalypse, wherein he creates, “a fairy tale of disasters… we are as bemused as St. John himself, for it is a dream to us as well as a dream to him.”[footnoteRef:6] [6:  S. Neilsen Blum, Early Netherlandish Triptychs: A Study in Patronage (Los Angles: University of California Press, 1969), p. 96.] 

	The painting of Saint John’s Vision of The Apocalypse is part of a triptych entitled The Altarpiece of the Two Saint Johns completed in 1479. It was commissioned four years after the Hospital of Saint John in Bruges was finished.[footnoteRef:7] The patronage of the work is significant: unlike previous works commissioned by Church Hierarchy, this triptych drew funding from local people, demonstrating a “growing concern of the medieval township by its residents.”[footnoteRef:8] Rather than relying on the ducal courts, Memling accepted donors such as “small bankers… traders, merchant grocers, stationers and master tanners, and others less rich, such as the nuns and brothers who tended the patients at the Hospital of St. John.”[footnoteRef:9] This selection of donors did not go unnoticed and may have influenced his popularity in mercantile Bruges. [7:  Ibid., 87.]  [8:  Ibid.]  [9:  B. Donald, ‘A celebration of Hans Memling’, Contemporary Review, Vol 265, p72-80,9p. Available at https://ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/login?url=http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=hus&AN=509502347&site=ehost-live (Accessed: November 6, 2017).] 

	 The three panels of the triptych itself, at first glance have little to do with one another. The central image depicts the Madonna and Child, surrounded by Saints, the left wing depicts The Decapitation of Saint John the Baptist and the right wing shows Saint John the Evangelist on the Isle of Patmos recording his apocalyptic vision.[footnoteRef:10] However the connection takes place at a different level; Kalan Curling Greenwood points out that “the diverse discourses of death, the afterlife and the Apocalypse and the hospital context collectively communicate and celebrate a path towards salvation.”[footnoteRef:11] The panels, particularly the central image of the Madonna and Child, are littered with the faces of the work’s donors, such as Anthony Serghers, a monk since 1445 and master of the hospital 1461-1475.[footnoteRef:12] Thus, the altarpiece firmly binds the hospital, its donors and the Apocalypse together in an artistic synthesis. [10:  S. Neilsen Blum, Early Netherlandish Triptychs: A Study in Patronage (Los Angles: University of California Press, 1969), p. 88-91.]  [11:  K. Curling Greenwood, The Art of Revelation in the Apocalypse Panel of Hans Memling’s Altarpiece of Saint John the Baptist and Saint John the Evangelist, Sing-Janshospital (Memlingmuseaum), Bruges, (Unpublished MA thesis) University of Victoria, 2000. p.7-8.]  [12:  S. Neilsen Blum, Early Netherlandish Triptychs: A Study in Patronage (Los Angles: University of California Press, 1969), p. 88.] 

	The Apocalypse Panel portrays Saint John the Evangelist on the island of Patmos both witnessing and recording the events of the Apocalypse. With his book already open and much shown to be already written, it is clear that St. John has already recorded chapters one to three of the Book of Revelation and is currently on chapter four.[footnoteRef:13]  Greenwood highlights its significance: “it is in this chapter that St. John is transported to the state of being ‘in the spirit’.”[footnoteRef:14] When a voice speaks to Saint John, both John and the viewer are granted visions from the Book of Revelation. Shirley Nielson Blum remarks at the “astonishing literalness”[footnoteRef:15] of the painting wherein it is “almost as if Memlinc [sic] had sat down at his easel with Revelations before him and carefully painted the major events of chapters 4 through 12.”[footnoteRef:16] Figures such as The Enthroned One surrounded by a rainbow, the twenty-four elders, the four beasts, and the breaking of the first four seals signaling the four horsemen of the Apocalypse can be clearly seen from the top left to mid-centre of the painting.[footnoteRef:17] The image of God and Saint John himself are the most prominent figures in the portrait followed by the four horsemen of conquest, war, famine and finally death, who interestingly is followed by a literal hellmouth, a depiction of the phrase that “Hades was following close behind him.”[footnoteRef:18] Notably, the fifth seal is not depicted (Rev. 6:9), neither are the four angels released to kill one third of mankind after the sixth angel blows his trumpet (Rev. 9:14-15). However, the troops and cavalry (Rev. 9:16) are portrayed.[footnoteRef:19] The remaining iconic images of the Apocalypse, apart from the seventh seal which has not yet been broken are shown “trailing up into the hazy distance through the top right-hand register of the panel.”[footnoteRef:20] Of note is that Memling has fused Rev. 6:12 “the full moon became like blood”[footnoteRef:21] and Rev. 8:12 and “one third of the light of the moon was darkened, by creating a crescent moon the color of blood...”[footnoteRef:22] The locusts of Rev. 9:7 are depicted literally with bodies like horses, gold crowns, the hair of women and the heads of men. This panel depicts an extreme literalness of the text, with little in the way of alterations or changes, other than the examples expressed above.  [13:  K. Curling Greenwood, The Art of Revelation in the Apocalypse Panel of Hans Memling’s Altarpiece of Saint John the Baptist and Saint John the Evangelist, Sing-Janshospital (Memlingmuseaum), Bruges, (Unpublished MA thesis) University of Victoria, 2000. p.20.]  [14:  Ibid.]  [15:  S. Neilsen Blum, Early Netherlandish Triptychs: A Study in Patronage (Los Angles: University of California Press, 1969), p. 90.]  [16:  Ibid.]  [17:  Ibid.]  [18:  Holy Bible (Gideon) n.d. Revelation 6:8, p.1290]  [19:  K. Curling Greenwood, The Art of Revelation in the Apocalypse Panel of Hans Memling’s Altarpiece of Saint John the Baptist and Saint John the Evangelist, Sing-Janshospital (Memlingmuseaum), Bruges, (Unpublished MA thesis) University of Victoria, 2000. p.23-26.]  [20: Ibid., p.23.]  [21:  Ibid.]  [22:  Ibid] 

	The Apocalypse panel differs greatly from most other medieval depictions of the subject by depicting the events of the Book of Revelations as happening simultaneously. In contrast “the tapestry and manuscript traditions of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries had shown each event, but in a long narrative fashion… but Memlinc...condensed the apocalyptic events into a single image, occurring at one time and place.”[footnoteRef:23] Shirley Nielson Blum posits that the style of this panel contributes “the germ of the fantastic forms that were to become in the work of Bosch a major innovation of the late fifteenth century.”[footnoteRef:24] The only tangible difference between the two artists’ styles is that the literalness of Memling’s Apocalypse can be understood, whereas in Bosch’s painting “the vision became the private property of the painter, perhaps never to be completely unravelled by a twentieth century mind.”[footnoteRef:25] [23:  S. Neilsen Blum, Early Netherlandish Triptychs: A Study in Patronage (Los Angles: University of California Press, 1969), p. 91.]  [24:  Ibid.]  [25:  Ibid.] 

	In summary, Memling’s Apocalypse panel is valuable as a breakaway from previous renditions of the Apocalypse: “its serene and contemplative portrayal of the episodes of Revelation within a single, undivided narrative space, an approach unparalleled in panel painting”[footnoteRef:26], and finally as an inspiration for later works by artists such as Bosch.[footnoteRef:27] The events of the Apocalypse are depicted in a literal manner despite the colourful and dreamlike aspect of the piece.[footnoteRef:28] Of additional interest, rather than being funded by Church Hierarchy  [26:  K. Curling Greenwood, The Art of Revelation in the Apocalypse Panel of Hans Memling’s Altarpiece of Saint John the Baptist and Saint John the Evangelist, Sing-Janshospital (Memlingmuseaum), Bruges, (Unpublished MA thesis) University of Victoria, 2000. p.29.]  [27:  S. Neilsen Blum, Early Netherlandish Triptychs: A Study in Patronage (Los Angles: University of California Press, 1969), p. 91.]  [28:  Ibid.,96.] 

“The painting was donated to the Hospital by two of its nuns and two of its brothers. Although the triptych took four years to complete, Memlinc would hardly have charged them more than the little they could afford to pay.”[footnoteRef:29]  [29:  B. Donald, ‘A celebration of Hans Memling’, Contemporary Review, Vol 265, p72-80,9p. Available at https://ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/login?url=http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=hus&AN=509502347&site=ehost-live (Accessed: November 6, 2017).] 

Therefore, the work of Hans Memling reflects the evolution of art and society in Bruges itself. 
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