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makers, 1599 – 1706: A multi-faceted analysis

Very few studies have focused on the painters 
or the market for their products in seventeenth-
century Brussels. Throughout the nineteenth 
century, the interaction between historical and 
art-historical ideological/political agendas1 as 
well as easy access to a vast body of archival 
documents and appealing works of art generated 
a fairly narrow interest in Antwerp’s ‘Holy Trin-
ity’ of baroque painters. What is known as ‘path 
dependency’ sustained this interest during the 
twentieth century, and research deviated from 
this track only for the benefit of the Trinity’s 
numerous acolytes.2 This is not to say, of course, 
that art history completely overlooked painting 
produced in Brussels in the seventeenth centu-
ry.3 Still, as a rule, art historians discussing ba-
roque painting in the Southern Netherlands tend 
blithely to use the terms ‘Flemish’ and ‘Antwerp’ 
interchangeably.4 Mirroring the assumption that 
the production of paintings in Brussels was of 
little importance, the debate on the emergence 
and growth of local, regional, and international 
art markets in seventeenth-century Europe al-
most completely lost sight of Brussels.5

The present essay seeks to offset this bias by 
presenting a multifaceted, qualitative, quantita-
tive, and interactive analysis of a specific archival 
source that is – or should be – at the heart of ev-
ery discussion of baroque painting in Brussels – 
or indeed in Flanders as a whole. This source is 
the Boeck van het Schilders, Goudt-slaegers ende 
Gelaesemaeckers Ambachte (the register of the 
guild of painters, goldbeaters, and stained-glass 
makers).6 The 300 pages of this register, which 
is preserved in the National Archives (Alge-
meen Rijksarchief) in Brussels, lists the appren-
tices, masters, and deans who were registered as 
members of the Brussels guild between 1599 and 

1706.7 Painters, goldbeaters, and stained-glass 
makers had complementary specialisations.8 
Stained-glass makers, for example, used designs 
and cartoons made by painters. Painters in their 
turn used gold leaf made by goldbeaters. It will 
become clear that besides facilitating contacts 
and cooperation, the fact that all these crafts-
men belonged to a single organisation fostered 
the development of entrepreneurial strategies 
designed to serve common interests and objec-
tives. As early as in 1387, these three occupational 
groups adopted a joint ordinance to regulate the 
organisational structure of the production and 
marketing of their goods.9

Given the pivotal importance of the Boeck van 
het Schilders, Goudt-slaegers ende Gelaesemaec-
kers Ambachte – the source is a veritable ‘who’s 
who’ of Brussels baroque painting  – Alexandre 
Pinchart (1823 – 1884), chief curator of the Belgian 
Royal Archives, published the register (and its 
eighteenth-century sequel) as early as the 1870s.10 
More precisely, he selected only the painters from 
the registers. Unsurprisingly, art historians have 
appreciatively drawn on Pinchart’s work. How-
ever, this publication presents some problems: 
first, there are the usual omissions as well as 
typing mistakes and other minor errors, some 
of which are attributable to the Frenchification 
of names. Moreover, Pinchart paid no attention 
to complexities that were inherent to the source, 
and said nothing whatsoever about a key meth-
odological issue. Although the guild’s member-
ship embraced three occupational groups, the 
officials whose task it was to keep the register 
up-to-date frequently failed to specify the occu-
pations of new apprentices and masters. Relying 
on his own knowledge, assumptions, or intuition, 
Pinchart identified a large number of these ‘occu-
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pation unspecified’ members as painters without 
indicating, let alone justifying, these decisions. In 
1973, Kervyn de Meerendré published a concise 
quantitative analysis of the Brussels register and 
its Antwerp counterpart.11 However, this compu-
tational approach – as such remarkably ahead of 
its time in historiographical terms  – was never 
absorbed into the literature, possibly because of 
the poor legibility of the detailed though small 
and hand-drawn (!) graphs, the lack of faith in 
numerical methods at the time, and/or the lim-
ited readership of the journal in which the es-
say appeared. Whatever the case may be, like 
Pinchart, Kervyn de Meerendré failed to address 
the methodological challenges presented by the 
register, which influence – if not determine – in-
terpretations of the aggregate data.

This essay revisits and combines the labours of 
Pinchart and Kervyn de Meerendré. It also en-
riches them in two ways. First, by applying a new 
data management and data analysis strategy we 
meticulously processed the data in the register, 
feeding it into the Cornelia database.12 This made 
it possible not only to operationalise the data at 
different levels but also to make the data acces-
sible online. Second, we reinforced the weight of 
the empirical evidence by linking it to informa-
tion extracted from a second seventeenth-cen-
tury source, namely an update of the 1387 ordi-
nance adopted in 1647.13

The essay is divided into six parts. It starts with 
a sketch of the legal and organisational frame-
work as established by the guild in its 1647 ordi-
nance, followed by a brief discussion of the main 
methodological challenges and pitfalls presented 
by the register. Part three gives a bird’s-eye view 
of the Boeck. This analysis not only emphasises 
the source’s complexity, but also provides what is 
sometimes a surprising glimpse of the actual be-
haviour of guild members and their relationship 
to the institutional framework.14 In part four, 
we discuss the method we used to transform 
the register into a workable dataset that allowed 
us to arrive at a quantitative reading. Parts five 

and six present the aggregate data. Here we start 
by focusing on the careers and profiles of guild 
members. We calculate and discuss subjects such 
as the proportion of apprentices who went on to 
acquire the status of masters and at what point 
in their careers masters tended to engage one or 
more apprentices, and in some cases to become 
deans of the guild. In part six we calculate and 
interpret fluctuations in the numbers of enrol-
ments of new apprentices and masters during the 
seventeenth century, focusing more in particular 
on the way in which Brussels evolved as a pro-
duction centre of paintings in the course of the 
seventeenth century.

The present essay is accompanied by an online 
component. This is inherent to our ‘slow digital 
art history’ approach, which sets out to enable 
researchers to interact with archival data. The 
register is accessible through a data retrieval tool 
on www.projectcornelia.be.15 The interface pro-
vides a quick and simple way for users to find 
painters, goldbeaters, and stained-glass mak-
ers who were registered as apprentices, masters, 
teachers, and/or deans in the Brussels guild be-
tween 1599 and 1706. The interface also enables 
users to see all registrations in any particular  
year.

I. The legal and organisational framework

On 11 October 1647, Brussels city council ad-
opted a revised version of an ancient ordinance 
that regulated the production and marketing of 
gold foil, paintings, and stained glass.16 The new 
ordinance ran to 36 articles. Three of these ar-
ticles regulated the market for glass (fols. 23 – 25). 
Four were designed to ensure that consumers 
and patrons could have confidence in the mate-
rial quality of products, and that delivery dates 
were guaranteed (fols. 19, 20, 22, and 28). Four 
articles laid down rules for the social conduct 
of members in the public space (fols. 33 – 36). No 
fewer than fourteen articles related to the prac-
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tices of free-riders and interlopers (fols. 1, 4– 6, 9, 
14, 16 – 18, 21, 27, and 29 – 31). Of these, three (27, 
30, and 31) sought to deny artists and art deal-
ers from outside Brussels access to the market, 
although they were permitted to sell paintings at 
the Friday market and the two annual art fairs.17

Seven articles laid down the conditions of 
membership as well as entrance and registration 
fees (fols. 2, 3, 10 – 13, 22, and 32). The apprentice-
ship fee was set at six guilders. In addition, new 
apprentices were required to pay a sum equal to 
the value of two gelten (stoups) of Rhenish wine 
to one of the deans and a pot of Walloon wine 
to the guild’s servant. However, new apprentices 
were allowed to join for a three-month trial pe-
riod without paying the apprenticeship fee. Fol-
lowing this trial period, they were required to 
pay half of the regular fee. After their first year’s 
apprenticeship, the second half of the fee would 
be payable. Given the importance of these instal-
ments, masters were required to register new 
apprentices within three days. If an apprentice 
defaulted on one or more of his financial obliga-
tions, his master would have to pay, on penalty of 
a fine. Boys of very limited means and orphans 
could apply for an exemption until they could 
afford to pay. The sons of masters – that is, those 
who were born after their father had acquired the 
master’s title – were exempt from apprenticeship 
fees.

While anyone could become an apprentice, 
only burghers or poorters of Brussels could be-
come masters. This was a typical, ancient condi-
tion that applied to virtually all Brussels guilds.18 
Those who were born in Brussels and whose fa-
ther or mother was a poorter automatically ac-
quired this status themselves.19 People from out-
side Brussels and townspeople without poorter 
parentage could purchase the status. Around 
1600, when a skilled journeyman’s daily wage 
ranged between ½ and 1 guilder, the fee was only 
5 guilders. However, the fee rose rapidly in the 
first half of the seventeenth century, from 24 
guilders in 1611 to 100 in 1627 and 200 guilders in 

1639.20 The fee went down to 150 guilders in 1655, 
but two years later it rose again to 170 guilders.

Those who wanted to become masters were 
required to serve a minimum of four years’ ap-
prenticeship and to swear an oath.21 The registra-
tion fee was 14 guilders, 1 gelte of Rhenish wine 
for each dean, and a pot of Rhenish wine for the 
servant. The sons of masters paid a reduced fee 
of 11½ guilders besides the wine for the deans 
and the servant. The registration fee for aspir-
ing masters who had undergone their training 
elsewhere (but who were nonetheless poorters 
of Brussels) was 20 guilders in addition to the 
obligatory quantities of wine.22

There is no reference in the ordinance to the 
need to submit a masterpiece. In other words, 
completing the obligatory apprenticeship and 
payment of the set registration fees were the only 
requirements for the master’s title. Masters who 
had not trained in Brussels and who were unable 
to produce documents to prove that they had un-
dergone four years’ apprenticeship could submit 
work, however, to demonstrate that they were 
worthy of admission to the guild.

Journeymen who had been trained elsewhere 
were permitted to work in the city for two weeks 
without incurring any financial obligation. This 
gave them the opportunity to top up their de-
pleted travel expenses budget before continuing 
their journey. Journeymen were free to extend 
their stay in Brussels as long as they wished, pro-
vided they contributed 3 stuyvers (approx. 1/7 of 
a guilder) to the guild’s poor relief fund every six 
months.

The remaining four articles of the ordinance 
prescribed the dynamics of masters’ workshops 
(fols. 7, 8, 15, and 26). Each master was permitted 
to take on only one pupil during the first three 
years of the four-year period of training. This 
meant that a new apprentice could not start until 
someone more senior was approaching the end 
of his training. The entire apprenticeship had to 
be served with the same master. If an apprentice 
violated this provision, both he and his new mas-
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ter were liable to payment of a fine. A master was 
free to decide how many apprentices he wished 
to take on in the course of his career – and was 
thus also free to refuse pupils. A master was not 
allowed to put pupils and journeymen to work 
anywhere other than in his own workshop.

Unsurprisingly, the policies of the Brussels 
guild as articulated in this ordinance were iden-
tical, or virtually identical, to those of most early 
modern guilds.23 The provisions were designed to 
promote three interrelated and equally impor-
tant goals. First, they sought to organise the pro-
duction and marketing of goods in such a way 
that purchasers would have full confidence in 
their quality and in the agreements concluded. 
The restriction on the number of pupils, for in-
stance, was intended as a safeguard to benefit 
the quality of training. Any doubts regarding 
quality, justifiable or not, could render a mar-
ket non-functional.24 Second, the provisions 
were intended to protect guild members from 
fraudulent conduct on the part of opportunistic 
fellow-craftsmen and interlopers. For instance, 
the provision that masters must register their 
new apprentices within a short space of time was 
intended to prevent the latter from being used as 
cheap labour, kept away from scrutiny and with-
out any rights. The sharing (between apprentice 
and his new master) of the fine on changing to 
another master was intended to prevent a master 
from benefiting from the time that another had 
invested in the apprenticeship.

Finally, although some of these customary 
rules appear to have restricted free competition 
and/or economic efficiency, they left ambitious 
craftsmen and artists considerable scope for 
entrepreneurship. The entrance and registra-
tion fees paid by apprentices, journeymen, and 
masters were certainly not prohibitive. Aspiring 
painters, for example, could save up the obliga-
tory sums quite quickly with a few small com-
missions. In 1647 Michiel Coignet (ca. 1618 –
1683) received 2.4 guilders for adding a handful 
of figures to a painting.25 His contemporary Justo 

Daniels (1618  – after 1666) was probably paid 1 
guilder for each figure that he painted in diverse 
landscapes.26 Those who had attained the status 
of master could develop a dynamic workshop. 
The provision allowing a master to take on a 
second apprentice while the first was still com-
pleting his training, for instance, increased the 
overall potential intake of apprentices. Likewise, 
the freedom that masters enjoyed to hire as many 
journeymen as they wanted, combined with the 
extremely modest fee that the latter had to pay, 
gave enterprising masters ample scope to expand 
their workshops.

Of course, the legal and institutional frame-
work adopted in 1647 does not capture the en-
tire, multifaceted reality of the guild’s practice. 
Additional archival sources shed light on aspects 
that are not discussed in the ordinance. For in-
stance, it is noteworthy that the ordinance says 
nothing at all about the number or qualities of 
deans or the characteristics of those chosen to 
serve as such. This is remarkable, since these of-
ficials were in positions of considerable respon-
sibility with wide-ranging duties. Besides keep-
ing the books, they also had to exercise oversight 
and to make adjustments if necessary, not only 
responding to the actions of guild members 
but also keeping the guild’s overall strategy on 
course, in relation to market trends in Brussels 
and in the international arena.27 Moreover, in the 
seventeenth century, guilds occupied an influen-
tial position through their representatives (that 
is, the deans) in urban and regional politics.28 
Additional archival sources are also needed to 
assess the effectiveness of the ordinance and the 
actual behaviour of guild members as time went 
on, amid the shifts in the marketing and pro-
duction landscape. The Boeck van het Schilders, 
Goudt-slaegers ende Gelaesemaeckers Ambachte 
is one such complementary source, which helps 
to provide a deeper understanding of the guild’s 
organisational structure, the actual behaviour 
of guild members, and their collective strategic 
choices as the seventeenth century wore on.
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II. Methodological complexities and 
pitfalls

The officials who kept the register up-to-date 
opened every working year with a brief formu-
laic passage giving the names of three deans and 
a note stating that the names of the new masters 
and apprentices would follow.29 As a rule, the of-
ficials listed the newcomers in chronological or-
der. In some years, however (such as 1637 – 1638, 
1644– 1645, and 1645 – 1646), apprentices and 
masters were divided into two separate groups, 
and new members listed chronologically within 
the appropriate group. The register runs to 1464 
entries – that is, entries linking a specific indi-
vidual to a particular status: 812 apprentices, 548 
masters (including 103 sons of masters), and 104 
deans.30 It must be stressed that the number of 
entries is not identical to the number of guild 
members. After all, someone might turn up in 
multiple entries: first as an apprentice, then as 
a master and/or teacher and/or dean. However, 
since entries were recorded by different officials 
over the years, and names were often spelt incon-
sistently, it can be difficult to identify people in 
different sections of the source. Matters are fur-
ther complicated by the not infrequent presence 
of family members with the same first and last 
names serving as active guild members in the 
same period.

Moreover, the officials did not always update 
the register systematically or in detail through-
out the century. In some cases, for instance, 
entries for apprentices provide a great deal of 
information. The most informative entries, be-
sides giving the apprentice’s name, chosen oc-
cupation, and teacher, include the apprentice’s 
place of birth, his father’s name,31 and his regis-
tration date (e.g. “glass-maker / admitted as an 
apprentice Jan Baptist Noldens, son of Nicolaes 
Noldens, apprenticed to Carel de Swerte, le-
gitimate child, born in Brussels, on 15 Septem-
ber 1667”,32 fol. 237). But twelve entries omit the 
name of the apprentice’s teacher. From 1664 on-

wards, the place of birth is no longer given. In 
the 1690s, the entries tend to be pared down to 
a minimum. For example, in 1696 – 1697 an of-
ficial merely recorded “admitted as an apprentice 
Fransicus Vinke” and “admitted as an apprentice 
Jaspar van Turhout” (fol. 283). Likewise, the de-
tail in entries for new masters varies enormously 
throughout the register. The most comprehen-
sive entries give the father’s name, the new mas-
ter’s place of birth, the date of registration, and 
the name of the person’s former teacher. The 
entry of Brussels powerhouse Antoon Sallaert 
(1594– 1660), for example, is extremely informa-
tive: “Received as a master Antoen Sallaerts, the 
son of Philips, legitimate child, born in Brussels, 
on 20 August 1613, served his apprenticeship 
with the painter Machil Bordux” (fol. 54).33 How-
ever, sometimes one or more of these elements 
are missing. The barest entries for new masters, 
which are concentrated in the final pages of the 
register, give nothing beyond the person’s family 
name (“admitted as a master Van Uffel”, fol. 215).

Of the 1,360 entries for apprentices (812) and 
masters (548), only 664 link names to occu-
pations. The dominant occupation is that of 
painter, with 424 entries (227 apprentices, 197 
masters).34 Stained-glass makers and goldbeat-
ers follow with 173 entries (101 apprentices, 72 
masters)35 and 67 entries (42 apprentices, 25 mas-
ters) respectively. Put differently, no fewer than 
696 (51%) of these 1,360 entries – most of which 
were recorded in the first half of the seventeenth 
century, as shown in fig. 1 – fail to specify the oc-
cupations of those concerned.36

Thus, the register certainly poses a number 
of fundamental methodological challenges and 
pitfalls. Notwithstanding these issues, however, 
the Boeck provides a rapid, simple glimpse of 
the guild’s organisational structure, the behav-
iour of its members, and some of their real-life 
choices and strategies that followed, bent or 
contradicted the rules as formulated in the 1647 
ordinance. While the following paragraphs at 
times quote precise figures (of apprentices and 
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masters who were not born in Brussels but en-
rolled in the guild, for instance) and comment 
on phenomena that were noteworthy for their 
time, we do not average out the data or pinpoint 
the precise periods in which these phenomena 
occurred. This is because we are too dependent 
on the guild officials’ diligence and meticulous-
ness – or the lack of it – to make a truly quantita-
tive approach feasible.

III. A bird’s-eye view of the register

The register illuminates the composition of the 
guild’s governing board. It consisted of three 
deans who were appointed annually on the Feast 
of St. John the Baptist – that is, 24 June. In other 
words, their terms of office did not coincide with 
the calendar year.

The register sometimes contains informa-
tion about the fate of apprentices, particularly 
in the first half of the century. For instance, we 
find marginal notes recording eleven occasions 
on which masters dismissed pupils for non-
payment of the apprenticeship fee (e.g. fols. 173, 
208, and 299). Ten other apprentices were com-
pelled to give up their places because they failed 
to meet the guild’s expectations and demands 
(e.g. fols. 26, 42, 52, 162, 232, and 273). Six others 
left of their own accord, in some cases to learn 
a different occupation (e.g. fols. 72, 77, and 161). 
One entry records a case in which an apprentice 
was struck from the membership and later had 
his fee refunded because his master had commit-
ted fraud (fol. 6). Another apprentice had to give 
up his training because his master had moved to 
England (fol. 163). One, Jan Bael, died during his 
apprenticeship (fol. 208).

The Boeck lists nine apprentices between 1644 
and 1689 who paid only half of the entrance fee 
because they only wanted to learn to draw (e.g. 
fols. 200, 226, and 274) – a status that is not de-
fined in the 1647 ordinance. This partial training 
was not intended to lead to a master’s title in this 

craft, but could be used to pave the way to “some 
other craft”, such as that of goldsmith (fols. 176 
and 183) or “panel beater” (“plaatslager”, fol. 204).

The entries between 1603 and 1705 list twenty-
five apprentices who were recruited from poor 
relief services (“bij de caritaet”).37 These entries 
reveal that apprentices could be granted defer-
ment of half (fol. 176) or all (fol. 198) of the mem-
bership fee until the apprentice was able to pay, as 
prescribed by the 1647 ordinance. In some cases 
the officials did not state that the deferred sums 
were to be paid at a later date (e.g. fols. 163, 218, 
and 299). It remains unclear whether the guild 
was making compassionate exemptions to the 
rule in these cases or whether the officers simply 
saw no need to spell out the conditions explicitly.

Between 1599 and 1664 the guild officials noted 
seventy-four cases of apprentices who were not 
born in Brussels. Of these, half came from vil-
lages in the surrounding area, such as Ninove. 
Fourteen were born in present-day Wallonia or 
France. Thirteen came from the duchy of Bra-
bant: seven were born in Antwerp, six in Mech-
elen. Nine apprentices were born in the Northern 
Netherlands. The one remaining apprentice had 
travelled very far from his place of birth, which 
was Lisbon. Since these seventy-four apprentices 
were born elsewhere, they could not have auto-
matically acquired poorter status. One of them, 
Guillam van den Inde from Amsterdam, had pur-
chased this status (1609 – 1610) before registering 
(1613, fol. 58).38 In the period 1606 – 1646, the regis-
ter lists another sixteen non-poorter apprentices. 
These new members had been born in Brussels, 
but neither of their parents were poorters, which 
was the second condition for automatic acquisi-
tion of the status. These figures suggest that only 
90 (11%) of the guild’s apprentices were not poort-
ers, which in turn implies that the guild largely 
recruited its members locally. However, since the 
entries are not always detailed, the proportion of 
non-poorters may have been larger in reality.

The masters’ entries reveal six phenomena 
that are either not mentioned in the 1647 ordi-
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nance or are actually at odds with one or more 
of its provisions. First, the guild admitted per-
sons with occupations other than that of painter, 
goldbeater, or stained-glass maker. In 1607, Ja-
cob de Vriese of Friesland enrolled as a glass 
engraver (fol. 18).39 In 1640, his fellow-craftsman 
Willem Lesterbos left Antwerp and also enrolled 
in the Brussels guild (fol. 165).

Second, in exceptional cases, the guild al-
lowed new members to register more than one 
apprentice in the same year. On 28 July 1675, for 
example, David III Teniers (1638 – 1685) enrolled 
as a master (fol. 251) and on the very same day 
he also registered three apprentices (fol. 252)  – 
without paying their entrance fees, as a marginal 
note makes clear. Various details reveal that 
Teniers, the son of the court painter David II 
Teniers (1610 – 1690), had worked in his father’s 
workshop,40 and had now decided to develop his 
activities within the framework of the guild. The 
high status of the Teniers workshop may explain 
why the deans were willing to waive the rules on 
this occasion.

Third, the register reveals that in 1671 – 1672 the 
board decided to introduce the obligation to sub-
mit a masterpiece. For on 12 May 1672, the stained-
glass maker Jan van den Bossche was “the last 
master [to acquire this title] without submitting a 
masterpiece” (fol. 246). Yet neither of the two mas-
ter painters who joined the guild in 1672– 1673 was 
required to submit a masterpiece. The first three 

entries for new masters in the year 1673– 1674, 
all three painters, likewise make no mention of a 
masterpiece. However, the fourth entry, the first 
relating to a stained-glass maker since 12 May 
1672, records that Hubrecht van Wayenbergh had 
completed the first masterpiece (“eerste proeff”, 
fol. 249). Furthermore, this entry is decorated with 
a small drawing of a crown and the guild’s coat 
of arms. In the months that followed, two more 
stained-glass makers were granted the master’s 
title after having submitted a proeff (fol. 249). In 
1674– 1675 we find new master painters enrolling 
without any reference to the submission of a mas-
terpiece. In that year, no new master stained-glass 
makers enrolled. Two enrolled in 1675– 1676; and 
in both cases these entries record the completion 
of a masterpiece (fol. 254). That year also wit-
nessed the first new enrolment of a master gold-
beater since the introduction of the masterpiece 
requirement in 1672– 1673. Judocus van Dormael 
had the honour of making “the first proeff” (fol. 
254). His entry was also decorated with a draw-
ing of a crown. In the period 1677– 1681, the guild 
welcomed a handful of new master stained-glass 
makers and goldbeaters, but curiously enough, 
none of the entries for this period refers to the sub-
mission of a masterpiece. In 1682– 1683, one new 
master stained-glass maker certainly produced a 
masterpiece for admission (fol. 267). Later years 
are silent on the issue of masterpieces – with the 
exception of 1698, when one entry records that a 

1 Annual entries by occupational group, 1599 –1706. The listed occupations are arranged in alphabetical order along 
the y axis. The x axis shows the number of registrations each year. The darker the square, the more registrations were 
received for that occupation. Non-specified registrations are grouped together as ‘members’.
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new master stained-glass maker had completed a 
masterpiece (fol. 285).41 Can we infer from these 
details that in 1672 the stained-glass makers and 
goldbeaters, but not the painters, decided to start 
requiring new members to submit a masterpiece, 
but that this never became a necessary condition 
for acquiring the master’s title? Only additional 
archival research could perhaps resolve the matter.

The fourth phenomenon not mentioned in 
the 1647 ordinance, is that from 1618 to 1690 the 
register records that sixty-nine new masters do-
nated a plate and a napkin (“tailloir en serviet”) 
at their enrolment.42 An entry for 1620 shows 
that these attributes cost 20 guilders. These gifts 
are mentioned neither in the 1647 ordinance nor 
in the entries for all masters, and were therefore 
presumably not obligatory. Plates and napkins, 
of course, were used during the guild’s commu-
nal meals. As will be well known, these commu-
nal meals, which often ranged from the copious 
to the excessive, were important events for most 
if not all Flemish guilds.43 These meals served 
not only to facilitate and consolidate social and 
professional ties among guild members and/or 
guests, but they also symbolised the organisa-
tion’s socio-economic and political influence. 
Since the use of plates did not become universal 
in the Southern Netherlands until the eighteenth 
century, when the country’s eating culture en-
tered a phase of individualisation,44 the plates 
and napkins donated and used by the Brussels 
painters, stained-glass makers, and goldbeaters 
testify to their pride, sophistication, and self-
assurance.45 While the 1647 ordinance does not 
refer to communal meals, the register does con-
tain a single reference to a meal in 1651 (fol. 197). 
The introductory passage records that two new 
masters had joined the board (that is, the deans) 
“at the table” on 17 December 1651. The guild of-
ficial stated in a marginal note beside these new-
comers’ entries that they had paid for the meal 
(maeltijt) and drew a small crown. This suggests 
that the drawing of a crown can be regarded as 
symbolising the beginning of a new practice. 

Later entries that refer to a meal, of which there 
are relatively few (e.g. fols 233, 241, 247, and 250), 
suggest that they can be regarded as initiation 
rituals and/or as alternatives to payment of a 
registration fee.46

The fifth noteworthy phenomenon revealed by 
the register is that the guild did not insist rig-
idly on the relatively expensive poorter status as a 
condition for admitting someone as a master. In 
sixty-three entries, recorded between 1600 and 
1679, the guild officials noted down the places of 
birth of new masters who were not born in Brus-
sels – and who were therefore not automatically 
poorters. Of these, twenty-four were born in An-
twerp, eleven in Mechelen, and five in villages 
near Brussels. In other words, the majority origi-
nated from the duchy of Brabant. Eight masters 
were born in the Northern Netherlands and four 
came from present-day Wallonia or Northern 
France. While in forty-seven of these entries the 
officials noted that the masters concerned had 
purchased their poorter status before registering, 
as the ordinance prescribed, the remaining six-
teen entries, recorded between 1600 and 1679, do 
not state whether these new masters had become 
poorters at the moment of registration. Antoon 
van Bevere from Ninove, who became a master 
in 1632, had certainly not done so; he became a 
poorter much later, in 1638.47

The register shows that from the mid-seven-
teenth century onwards, the guild was ever more 
willing to offer opportunities to artists who were 
not poorters. In 1653, a person named “vanden 
bemden” (whose first name is not given) was 
registered as a master painter. The guild official 
stated, however, that Van den Bemden had agreed 
to become a poorter (“geaccordeert om poorter te 
worden”, fol. 205). In other words, he did not yet 
possess that status. This painter can be identified 
as Jasper van den Bemden of Antwerp. He kept 
to the agreement and became a poorter in 1653.48 
In 1657, the year in which the fee for acquiring 
poorter status rose from 150 to 170 guilders,49 Jan 
Verschuren, Jasper van Eycke, and François de 
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Fosse were registered as new masters (Versch-
uren was a painter, the other occupations are not 
given) although they were not poorters (fols. 212 
and 215). Van Eycke’s entrance fee was 30 guil-
ders. The fee paid by Verschuren and De Fosse is 
not recorded. In contrast to Jasper van den Be-
mden before them, none of these three masters 
ever purchased the poorter status. Nor did the 
painter Simon Duchatel, who was not a poorter in 
1657 but was nonetheless permitted to register as 
a master. He was registered out of gratitude (fol. 
215) for a fee of 42 guilders. Duchatel immediately 
started training an apprentice in 1657 (fol. 214), 
which shows that the gratitude status gave Du-
chatel the right to develop a workshop.

In 1660, François Vogelsanck, who did not 
train in Brussels, purchased the same status, al-
though it was called slightly differently: Vogel-
sanck had treated the guild’s board to a meal, 
and had paid 36 guilders for a cortosie (fol. 223). 
In 1661 and 1662, respectively, the painters Louis 
Cousin (also known as Luigi Primo, ca. 1606 – 
ca. 1667/1668) and Cornelis van Empel (or Impel) 
paid their registration fee for a cortosie (fols. 226 
and 227) – but did not pay the customary quanti-
ties of wine for the deans and the guild servant. 
Cousin and Van Empel had trained in Brussels 
(fols. 78 and 173) but were born elsewhere.50

We can conclude from the information con-
tained in the entries for Duchatel, Vogelsanck, 
Cousin, and Van Empel that a gratitude or cor-
tosie registration offered painters who were not 
(and would never become) poorters an oppor-
tunity to acquire a separate, quasi-full status 
that allowed them to run a workshop in Brus-
sels through the device of a customised financial 
arrangement.51 That a cortosie registration was 
virtually identical to that of a regular master 
is also clear from the 1664 entry for the painter 
Balthazar Leshayer (fol. 231).52 The guild official 
registered Leshayer as a meester but then deleted 
the word and replaced it with “voor een cortosie” 
(for a cortosie), which in this case referred solely 
to the registration fee. Possibly the guild official 

realised that he ought to make a distinction be-
tween a regular master and a cortosie master, so 
as to avoid giving rise to a discrepancy in the an-
nual accounts. For as we have seen in the above 
examples, the contribution paid by cortosie 
masters was not a fixed sum. Indeed, just how 
substantial the differences could be is clear from 
the entries for someone identified only as “bon-
necroy” and the painter Willem de Gyn. The for-
mer paid  – in 1665  – 60 guilders, the requisite 
wine for the deans, and a meal (fol. 233),53 while 
the latter paid only 42 guilders in 1667 (fol. 236).54

The term cortosie ceased to be used from 1667 
onwards. But the regime of granting certain 
people favourable treatment continued, as did 
the extemporised rules for payments. In 1673, a 
guild official registered Martinus Delacourt as a 
master, then deleted the word for master and re-
placed it with reconue (fol. 247). Delacourt, who 
was not a poorter and had not trained in Brus-
sels, had presented the guild with a painting as 
an alternative payment for both the entrance 
and registration fees. In addition, the deans 
had agreed to defer payment for the meal. The 
reconue painter Matthijs Helmont, who arrived 
in 1674, was allowed to join on the same terms 
(fol. 250). One year later, Hendrick Carel van 
Daele, who had enrolled as an apprentice in 1662 
(fol. 227), registered “with payment in order to 
paint as a free master” (“tot voldoeninghe van 
vrij te moghen schilderen”, fol. 251). The entry 
does not specify his financial contribution. Later 
registrations likewise use the term reconue for a 
financial contribution (“voor een reconue om te 
moghen schilderen”, fol. 261), similarly without 
specifying the amount concerned.55 Guild offi-
cials registered a total of forty-seven gratitude, 
cortosie, and reconue masters. Since they did not 
have poorter status at the time of registration, 
they were granted a deferral of the swearing of 
the guild oath (e.g. fols. 214 and 215). Masters 
who had not yet reached the age of majority were 
also allowed to postpone the swearing of the 
oath (fols. 229 and 245).
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Finally, the sixth striking phenonomenon is 
that the register also lists six female members.56 
Four were widows of masters who took on the 
role of teacher after their husband’s death.57 
The other two were the reconue painters Elisa-
beth Seldron and Catharina van Stichel, both of 
whom registered in 1702 (fol. 297).58

This bird’s-eye view of the register supple-
ments the standard framework outlined in the 
1647 ordinance. It also enables us to fill in gaps 
in our knowledge arising from the loss of some 
of the archival sources. For what may appear to 
us in the register as sudden, puzzling decisions, 
especially those that depart from, and sometimes 
clash with, ancient provisions, were undoubtedly 
reasoned choices and strategies distilled from de-
bates at the guild hall – debates of which we sadly 
have no minutes or reports. This descriptive read-
ing refrains from statistical analysis because of 
the very nature of the entries. Unfortunately, the 
register was not kept by guild officials who used 
standard formulas and phrases. This is not to say 
that the source cannot be approached quantita-
tively at all, but such an approach is only viable 
provided a finely-tuned data management and 
data curation strategy is deployed to enrich the 
source and transform it into a workable dataset.

IV. From source to dataset

To arrive at a valid quantitative analysis of ca-
reers and of developments in the numbers of 
apprentices and masters in each occupational 
group, we need to identify unique actors and 
link each one to a specific occupation. Given the 
inconsistencies in the spelling of names and the 
fact that many guild members had the same or 
very similar names, identifying unique actors 
and following them through their careers is no 
easy task. To avoid conflating different actors, 
we decided to err on the side of caution during 
the data entry phase. For example, we processed 
“Jacus Vyderve”, “Jacus Fiedembe”, “Jaques Fi-

derbe”, and “Jacques Fidarbo” as four different 
actors in the Cornelia database. We naturally 
linked each separate actor to events such as the 
enrolment as an apprentice and as a master, and 
the dates on which these events took place. This 
modus operandi lead to a total of 1,468 actors.

During the data cleaning phase, which was al-
most as time-consuming as the data entry phase, 
we reduced the number of actors to 1,291. We did 
so by searching the database using queries that 
generated lists of actors who, following our slow 
and cautious entries, had enrolled as masters but 
not apprentices, as well as those listed as teachers 
but not masters. Put differently, we compiled from 
the dataset lists of actors whose careers displayed 
puzzling gaps. By cross-referencing these lists we 
managed on the one hand to disambiguate people 
with the same name, and on the other to identify 
identical or similar names as references to a single 
individual. When we did the latter, as in the case 
of “Jacus Vyderve”, “Jacus Fiedembe”, “Jaques Fi-
derbe”, and “Jacques Fidarbo”, we made sure to re-
tain the different spellings. When the data mined 
from the register did not suffice to link certain 
events to one of two different actors with identical 
or very similar names, we created a ‘basket’ actor, 
that is, a third actor with that name followed by 
the note ‘b[asket]’. In this way, we avoided link-
ing events to the wrong actor. In short, we took 
as few decisions as possible and ensured that the 
decisions we did make were transparentand re-
versible. For this is the only way of developing the 
dataset into an enduring tool and of enabling re-
searchers to check and improve the dataset on the 
basis of their own additional data and findings.

Starting by identifying the actors in this way 
made it possible to address the major issue of 
the 696 (51%) entries for apprentices and mas-
ters whose occupations were unspecified, as 
discussed above. The Cornelia data model made 
it a simple matter for us to add the occupation 
to a particular apprentice whose occupation re-
mained initially unspecified, but was specified 
later, upon registration as a master. Similarly, 
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with a master whose occupation was only speci-
fied when he registered as a teacher. Further-
more, Cornelia makes it possible to analyse the 
relationships between actors. For example, if a 
master with unspecified occupation had been 
trained by a painter, or if he himself trained an ap-
prentice who is described elsewhere as a painter, 
it is almost certain that he too was a painter. The 
final result of this operation is remarkable, in 
that we managed to reduce the number of entries 
with unspecified occupations from 696 (51%) to 
218 (16%). Many of these expanded entries shifted 
to the profession of painter, increasing the num-
ber of painters from 424 to 809. The total num-
ber of entries of master painters rose from 197 
to 309, which equals 56% of the total number of 
new masters that registered in the course of the 
century. The number of entries for apprentice 
painters almost doubled from 227 to 500, while 
that for stained-glass makers rose from 173 to 255 
(150 apprentices and 105 masters). Finally, the 
number of entries for goldbeaters rose from 67 
to 78 (50 apprentices and 28 masters). Naturally, 
additional archival research on the remaining 
members with unspecified occupations may help 
to identify their occupations as well.59 However, 
the curated dataset already facilitates developing 
significant quantitative analyses of the careers of 
guild members and of trends in the composition 
of the guild’s population as a whole.

V. Development of careers

Anyone who embarked on a career in the Brus-
sels guild was setting off on a challenging and 
highly uncertain course. This is easy enough to 
say with the wisdom of hindsight, but even in 
their own time, aspiring artists and craftsmen 
must have realised that many of them would 
never be able to set up a workshop of their own. 
Since masters were not obliged to register their 
sons when the boys started their training, it is 
impossible to say how many of them became 

masters. Of all registered apprentices whose fa-
thers were not masters, only 26% became mas-
ters. Of all the apprentices of whom the register 
explicitly notes that they were not born in Brus-
sels (74), only fourteen (18%) attained the title of 
master. The boys from the poor relief services 
were even less likely to succeed. Only two out of 
the twenty-five (8%) recorded by the guild offi-
cials became masters. There was little difference 
among the three occupations. Apprentice gold-
beaters were slightly less likely (24%) to become 
masters than painters (26.2%) or stained-glass 
makers (27.3%).

That securing a master’s title was no mean 
achievement is also clear from the average time 
that elapsed between registration as an apprentice 
and as a master: namely, 10.3 years. Here too, we 
find little difference between the three occupa-
tions. Stained-glass makers and painters took an 
average of 9.9 and 10.1 years, respectively, to prog-
ress, while goldbeaters took somewhat longer, at 
an average of 12.5 years. These figures suggest that 
apprentices trained substantially longer than the 
prescribed four years. A longer apprenticeship 
had advantages for apprentices and teachers alike. 
It allowed the former to perfect their skill set, giv-
ing them a robust preparation for a fully-fledged 
career.60 For their teachers, it meant a better re-
turn on their investment, since seasoned appren-
tices could work ever more autonomously, thus 
contributing more to the workshop’s output.61

However, other figures show that some were 
able to acquire a master’s title and to open their 
own workshop after an apprenticeship of only 
four to five years. Most of those who progressed 
so quickly were painters: twenty-one (of those 
master painters who were not the sons of mas-
ters) as opposed to eight stained-glass makers. 
Not a single goldbeater earned a master’s title 
within this short period of time. Since appren-
tice painters could in principle be fully trained 
within four or five years, it is likely that not all 
young painters stretched their training to 10.3 
years, but that they worked for approximately 
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half of that time as paid assistants in the work-
shop of their former teacher or that of another 
master. There was nothing in the 1647 ordinance 
to forbid this. This also means that the approxi-
mately 75% of apprentices who never became 
masters (see above) did not necessarily give up 
their careers during or after their apprentice-
ship. In some cases they remained active as em-
ployees, thus vanishing from the register but not 
from the population of active painters.

Those who did become masters waited an av-
erage of 5.43 years before taking on their first ap-
prentice. The sons of masters did not accept their 
first apprentice, on average, until 6.63 years after 
registering as masters. Masters who were not the 
sons of masters trained an average of 2.87 ap-
prentices in the course of their career. Painters 
trained the most apprentices: 3.32 on average, as 
opposed to 3.18 for goldbeaters and 2 for stained-
glass makers. The sons of masters trained an av-
erage of 3 apprentices – in other words, neither 
more nor less than others. Within this group too, 
painters trained slightly more apprentices (at an 

average of 3.95 per master) than goldbeaters and 
stained-glass makers, who averaged 2.5 both ap-
prentices.

These figures do not mean, of course, that all 
masters took on apprentices. In fact, fig. 2 shows 
that the majority of masters (333, or 61%), never 
took on apprentices at all. It also shows that a 
small minority (10%) of the masters trained over 
half of all apprentices. Of the 215 masters who 
had apprentices, forty-one trained six or more 
boys.62 Of these forty-one masters, thirty-two 
were painters.63 In the first half of the century, 
major figures such as Gaspar de Crayer (1584–
1669) and Antoon Sallaert topped this list. How-
ever, the list also includes painters who scarcely 
appeared on the radar of art historians, if at all, 
such as Antoon van Opstal, Lenaert Wouwer-
man, Jan van Velthoven, and Gerard van Hoogh-
stael, who was so eulogised by Cornelis De Bie.64 
Each of these six painters trained at least ten ap-
prentices in the course of their careers. The list 
of masters who took on a relatively large num-
ber of apprentices continued to be dominated 
by painters after 1650. Top of the list were Lucas 
Achtschellinck and Jan Baptist van Heil with 
nine and eight apprentices, respectively. But the 
goldbeater Francois Ysenbout and the stained-
glass maker Carel de Swert also opted for careers 
with numerous apprentices, training eight and 
seven pupils respectively.

The data reveal that masters who trained two 
or more apprentices generally respected the pre-
scribed period of three years between one and 
the next. The average master averaged 4.65 years 
between pupils, while masters’ sons averaged 
4.91 years.

The dataset also shows how many guild mem-
bers took on positions as deans, that is, as offi-
cials serving in the guild’s governing board. In 
total, 126 different men served as dean of the 
guild. Thirteen of these do not recur in the book 
as masters. Nine were serving around the begin-
ning of the century and had therefore presum-
ably joined the guild in the sixteenth century, 

2 Distribution of apprentices among registered masters in percen-
tages. The reference band shows the 10% most active masters, who 
together trained 55% of apprentices in the course of their careers.
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four others probably never registered as masters 
at all – which is noteworthy but not entirely ex-
ceptional.65 This means that about one out of five 
masters served as dean at least once during their 
career. This list does not include any cortosie or 
reconue painters. Perhaps they shied away from 
the duties and responsibility involved. Alterna-
tively – and this is a likelier explanation – their 
‘light’ status meant that they were not eligible to 
serve. While regular masters and those who were 
masters’ sons scarcely differed in the way they 
performed their role as teachers, masters’ sons 
did take a more active role in governing the guild. 
Over a quarter of them (27.1%) became dean at 
least once, as opposed to 17.8% of regular mas-
ters. As a rule, they were treading in their father’s 
footsteps in adopting this role of leadership.66 
We also find that twenty-four of the forty-one 
masters who took on a relatively large number 
of apprentices were also active in the governing 
board.67 Of the five masters who had the largest 
number of apprentices during their careers, only 
Lenaert Wouwerman does not appear to have 
served as dean more than once (1602, fol. 7) – al-
though it is possible that he had already served as 
dean on one or more occasions before 1599 (when 
the records start). The goldbeater François Ysen-
bout, one of the teachers who was in the greatest 
demand in the second half of the century, served 
more frequently than anyone else. Between 1665 
and 1695, he had served no fewer than ten terms 
as dean – and indeed died while in office in 1695.

It was not only masters’ sons and/or promi-
nent masters who served (often multiple terms) 
as dean. The painter Jan Claerbots, for example, 
served five terms, even though he was not a mas-
ter’s son and did not train a single apprentice. 
Besides Claerbots there were another forty-four 
deans (36%) who never took on any apprentices.

On average it was 11.9 years before a master 
served his first term of office as dean. However, 
it was possible for a new master to become dean 
that same year, as in the case of Claerbots (fol. 
135). A clear majority (69.8%) of masters who 

served as dean did so for multiple terms. The 
usual procedure (in 61.4% of cases) was for the 
same trio to remain at the helm of the guild for 
two successive years – only from 1704 to 1707 did 
the same three guild officials serve for a third 
term.68 This unofficial rule was intended both to 
guarantee a certain continuity and coherence in 
policy and to prevent an unduly great concentra-
tion of power within a handful of individuals or 
families – no theoretical danger, given the fact 
that the deans were often dominated by masters’ 
sons and industrious teachers.

VI. Development of the population

The dataset also makes it possible to observe 
fluctuations in the number of enrolments of new 
apprentices and masters between 1599 and 1706. 
Fig. 3 shows that enrolments of new masters fol-
lowed a fairly regular cycle throughout the cen-
tury. In the first half of the century, an average 
of 5.6 masters joined the guild each year. The 
number fell slightly to 4.6 after 1650.

Fig. 4 shows the registrations of new masters, 
broken down by occupational group. The general 
trend with peaks and troughs is reflected in the 
pattern of painters and stained-glass makers. 
The goldbeaters, in contrast, display a more uni-
form pattern. Throughout the century this oc-
cupational group welcomed just one new master 
every two to seven years.69

While the number of registrations of new 
masters remained stable throughout the century, 
the number of new apprentices steadily declined, 
as shown by fig. 5. In the first half of the century, 
an average of ten apprentices enrolled every year. 
This number halved in the second half of the 
century, falling to just 5.3 new apprentices a year. 
Fig. 5 clearly shows that the falling trend can be 
divided into three waves that are distributed al-
most evenly across the century.

Fig. 6 plots the registrations of new appren-
tices broken down by occupational group. The 
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4 Entries for masters, by occupational group and by year, 1599 –1706

3 All entries for masters, by year, 1599 –1706
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5 All entries for apprentices, by year, 1599 –1706

6 Entries for apprentices, by occupational group and by year, 1599 –1706
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graphs show that the overall decline in the num-
ber of new apprentices resulted from a quite dra-
matic fall in the number of apprentice painters, 
especially after 1630. For the number of new ap-
prentices who wanted to become stained-glass 
makers or goldbeaters witnessed a modest up-
ward trend throughout the seventeenth century.

Interestingly, we see a correlation between 
this decline in the number of apprentice paint-
ers and the composition of the board. Between 
1599 and 1660, when apprentice painters greatly 
outnumbered other apprentices, master painters 
provided the lion’s share of deans. Indeed, for 
half of the time, two out of three of the deans 
were master painters – and in 1649 all three of 
them were painters. Until the 1650s, the gold-
beaters, who had an almost negligibly small 
number of apprentices, frequently provided no 
board members at all. In the second half of the 
century, however, when the number of appren-
tice painters was in decline, the positions on the 
board were divided more evenly among the three 
occupational groups.70

Can we conclude from the changing pattern 
in the number of apprentice painters that Brus-
sels flourished as a production centre in the 
first third of the century and subsequently lost 
its strength and vigour? It is certainly true that 
the economic and political landscape of Brus-
sels was ideal for the creative communities in the 
early decades of the century. As is well known, 
economic and cultural life thrived in the reign 
of Archduke Albert (1559 – 1621) and Archduch-
ess Isabella (1566 – 1633).71 In the context of the 
Counter-Reformation, the archducal couple 
launched a major campaign from their Brussels 
residence to restore damaged paintings and to 
replace works that had been lost.72 Brussels was 
not only the royal seat and residence of the court, 
but also the administrative and judicial centre of 
the duchy of Brabant, a combination of roles that 
underpinned a striking demographic growth. 
Between 1615 and 1693, the population of Brussels 
grew from around 50,000 to around 82,000.73 Be-

sides the aristocratic and courtly patronage, the 
civic authorities, religious institutions, and the 
socio-economic elite were all buying paintings.74 
In addition, painters were needed to paint and 
retouch the cartoons that were used in the flour-
ishing Brussels tapestry industry.75

At first sight, then, it seems logical to link the 
fall in the number of new apprentice painters to 
changes in regional and international politics 
and economics that followed the reign of Al-
brecht and Isabella.76 The year 1633, in which only 
two new apprentices enrolled, could then be re-
garded as a turning point and the beginning of 
the slow but inevitable decline in Brussels’s for-
tunes and indeed of Flemish baroque painting.

Yet, Brussels continued to play its multiple in-
ternational roles, even after 1630. The city’s de-
mographic growth was also sustained. In fact, 
from 1650 until the beginning of the nineteenth 
century, Brussels had a larger population than 
any other city in the Netherlands aside from 
Amsterdam.77 It is consequently a fair assump-
tion that the local and international demand for 
artworks remained stable, or possibly even in-
creased. There are in fact three interconnected 
indicators that strongly suggest, if not prove, 
that Brussels remained in good health after 1630 
as a production centre of, and market for, paint-
ings.

The first of these indicators is that in 1647 
the deans increased the entrance and registra-
tion fees, for which purpose they were obliged 
to update the ancient ordinance that year.78 The 
increase in their fees reflect a self-assured board 
that harboured no doubts, in the 1640s, as to the 
guild’s appeal or to that of Brussels as a market 
for painting – in spite of the downward trend in 
the number of apprentice painters. It is possible 
that the board was not worried about this rela-
tive decline because it saw it merely as a reversion 
to the norm. Unfortunately there is no extant 
register that would shed light on the population 
of painters in Brussels in the last third of the six-
teenth century, but the deans may have regarded 
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the increase in the number of apprentices in the 
first third of the seventeenth century as excep-
tional and therefore temporary.

The second indicator is that in the 1640s the 
deans found themselves confronting a rather un-
welcome truth, which nonetheless highlighted 
the appeal of Brussels as a healthy production 
and distribution centre for paintings and other 
artworks. For the board noted that the city was 
attracting a great many interlopers who were not 
poorters and who painted and traded outside the 
guild’s framework, seeking to capitalize on the 
success of the Brussels market. Archival docu-
ments recorded several names of these profiteers 
in the early 1640s. In December 1642 the guild 
recorded violations of the ordinances committed 
by “diverse foreigners” including one “N[omen 
nescio] Woutier”.79 The guild repeated the charge 
in August 1643,80 and formal accusations against 
the interlopers accompanied the formal adoption 
of the new ordinance in 1647. Charles Woutier 
was named again, along with others: Hendrik de 
Bois,81 Peter François, Jacques Boesdonck, and 
Jasper van den Bemde.82 The revised ordinance 
was therefore intended not only to generate extra 
revenue, but also to compel interlopers to com-
ply with regulations.83 The guild sought to show 
that it was wiser to join a powerful organisation 
than to try to set up a small centre of production 
and trade in the shadows – literally and figura-
tively – of a modernised guild hall that radiated 
the artistic, economic, and political strength of a 
thriving artistic community. The register shows 
that at least some of the interlopers targeted in 
this way complied over the following few years. 
Jacques Boesdonck enrolled in 1647 (fol. 186). 
Charles Woutier and Jasper van den Bemde fol-
lowed suit in 1651 and 1654 (fols. 194 and 205).84

The third and last indication consists of the ag-
gregate data. Between 1600 and 1650, we find 144 
new master painters registering. Between 1650 and 
1700, the comparable number of new registrations 
was 141.85 In other words, as is clear from fig. 3, the 
number of workshops remained virtually constant 

throughout the seventeenth century. It should be 
emphasised that this status quo was to a large ex-
tent a function of the Realpolitik that the guild de-
veloped from the mid-century mark onwards: out 
of the 141 master painters who registered between 
1650 and 1700, no fewer than forty-seven (33%) 
were cortosie or reconue painters. The decision to 
shift away from a repressive strategy towards a 
more open and pragmatic course may have been 
based on two related lines of reasoning.86 First, the 
board must have realised that it was impossible 
to force all non-poorters to comply with its strict 
terms. Second, the deans saw that the interlopers 
brought their networks with them. This enabled 
them to bridge structural gaps between Brus-
sels and other cities, clearing the way for artistic 
and commercial exchanges. It is possible that the 
consequence of this Realpolitik as discussed here 
(that is, the fact that incorporating the interlopers 
into the guild greatly helped to guarantee conti-
nuity in the number of workshops) may originally 
have been one of the deans’ objectives – that is, to 
safeguard the dynamics of Brussels as a produc-
tion centre and art market in spite of the decline 
in the number of apprentice painters. Meanwhile, 
the city council likewise understood that Brussels 
stood to benefit from external artistic capital, and 
was strong enough to accept it. In 1665, it granted 
poorter status to the flower painter François Eyck-
ens, who originated from Antwerp.87

The fall in the number of apprentice paint-
ers does not necessarily mean that workshops 
shrank or their output declined in the second 
half of the seventeenth century.88 After all, for-
mer apprentices, of whom there was an abundant 
supply given the large numbers who had enrolled 
earlier in the century, could always be hired as 
assistants. In addition, there was another poten-
tially large group of actors who are mentioned 
in the 1647 ordinance, but who are unfortunately 
completely absent from the register: journey-
men who had not been trained in Brussels. They 
had permission to work in the city provided they 
contributed a small sum to the poor relief fund.
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VII. Final remarks

This essay and its online component, the Cornelia 
database, seek to move Brussels to the centre of 
the debate on Flemish baroque painting by ana-
lysing a single source, the Boeck van het Schilders, 
Goudt-slaegers ende Gelaesemaeckers Ambachte 
(1599 – 1706) from different angles. However rich 
and compelling this source may be, the entries in 
the Boeck are far less comprehensive and uniform 
than we would wish. The register is therefore 
extremely complex as a source and must be pro-
cessed slowly and methodically. The data model 
of the Cornelia database makes this approach 
possible. This essay accordingly seeks to exem-
plify a method that can transform a complex 
source into an accessible and enduring dataset.

Our analyses of the Brussels Boeck yielded 
several conclusions. For the first time, we ob-
tained a picture of the professional mobility 
and the career choices and strategies of artists 
and craftsmen in Brussels. The essay shows that 
what we might call a ‘complete’ career – one in 
which a single actor took on each of the available 
roles (apprentice, master, teacher, dean) at least 
once – was far from the norm. Only one in four 
apprentice painters (at least, among those who 
were not masters’ sons) became masters, and 
they took an average of ten years to make this 
transition. Only 39% of all masters took on one 
or more apprentices. A relatively small propor-
tion of all masters, just 10%, trained over half of 
all apprentices. Only one in five masters, most 
of them masters’ sons, served on the board for 
one or more terms. In short, a relatively small 
group of artists and craftsmen were extremely 
prominent, both within their profession and in 
the Boeck. Unsurprisingly, these masters have 
generally attracted considerable attention in the 
literature. Moreover, this essay and its online 
component make it possible to discover actors 
who, judging by their profiles, may have played 
an equally important role as producers and 
distributors of art in Brussels. This essay there-

fore sets out to inspire and support scholars of 
seventeenth-century painting in focusing on 
the activities of individual artists and/or their 
workshops. In addition, research on actors who 
became masters but never became teachers or 
served as dean poses a particular challenge and 
may prove extremely revealing. For it is conceiv-
able that these low-profile artists, helped by paid 
assistants, were extremely productive – not least 
because they had no other cares to attend to.

Finally, the essay disproves the assertion that 
the Brussels guild pursued an overly rigid and 
exclusive policy, particularly in contrast with 
the openness of its Antwerp counterpart. Both 
the 1647 ordinance and the Boeck reveal that the 
guild was a living organism that responded to 
real-life situations and experience in constant 
dialogue with its members. In the course of the 
century, the market was open to outsiders, who 
were allowed to trade in paintings every Friday 
and at the two annual art fairs. Art produc-
ers could develop large workshops manned by 
paid assistants, both former apprentices who 
had trained in Brussels as well as journeymen 
from other cities. From the mid-century mark 
onwards, immigrants and other outsiders could 
sign up to a customised regime that enabled 
them to produce art and to advertise themselves 
in line with the regulations.

Project Cornelia will further enrich the dataset 
in the months and years to come. Data extracted 
from parish records, for example, will not only 
provide additional biographical and genealogical 
information that makes it possible to link events 
in the careers of individual actors to their ages – 
an important dimension that is still lacking at 
present  – but will also expand the professional 
networks and artistic genealogies by adding kin-
ship networks. Another source, Wijckboecken – a 
kind of land registry avant-la-lettre – will reveal 
ties that existed within neighbourhoods. The ex-
ploration of Poortersboecken will facilitate bet-
ter qualitative and quantitative analyses of the 
presence of immigrants and interlopers. Last 
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but not least, the processing of sources similar to 
the Brussels register, such as that of the Antwerp 
guild of St. Luke, will add comparative material 

and help us to arrive at an even better understand-
ing of the development of artistic careers and the 
population of artists in different cities.
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