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	   Would the Northern Renaissance be what it is as we know it today if there were no 

patrons of the arts? The art world flourished during the Renaissance partly due to a patron’s 

desire to commission religious artworks, for both personal and public use. Relationships between 

a patron and an artist affected how an artwork was made, who it was made for, and what subject 

matter was depicted. Many works of art were made specifically for hospitals. Some artworks 

made for hospitals include, but not limited to, Rogier van der Weyden’s Last Judgement 

Altarpiece (1445-1450), Hugo van der Goes’s Portinari Altarpiece (1475), Hans Memling’s St. 

John Altarpiece (1479), and Matthias Grünewald’s Isenheim Altarpiece (1512-1516). Art 

patronages in hospitals brought more melancholy rather than hope or comfort to the patients at 

the hospitals. 

 Rogier van der Weyden’s Last Judgement Altarpiece (figure 1) was painted for the Hotel 

Dieu, a hospital. Nicolas Rolin, the man who commissioned the altarpiece, found the hospital in 

Beaune.  Rolin was a high official in the court of Philip the Good and Pope Eugene IV allowed 

him to build a hospital in Beaune. The Pope also granted indulgence to everyone who donated to 

the cost of the hospital’s construction. Rolin was influenced to build a hospital in Beaune not 

only because of a plague that dramatically reduced the city’s population from 1438 to 1440, but 

also because Beaune was an important political location.1 Even though Rolin may have built the 

hospital for his own selfish reasons, such as showing off his wealth and creating better political 

connections, having a hospital means that there are less people suffering. Since this hospital also 

had a chapel it created a space for both healing and devoting time to God. Van der Weyden’s 

altarpiece invokes thought of life after death, so the fear of being sent to hell was always present 

in the minds of the patients. 
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 The figures depicted on the same level as the Virgin and St. John within Van der 

Weyden’s altarpiece are secular beings, most likely those who helped in building the hotel-Dieu. 

Rolin placed himself along with his family in heaven because he believed he earned that position 

from doing good deeds. He hoped to attain salvation through his donations for the hospital.2 If 

his belief is true than what kind of message would it send to the audience? People will think that 

they would need to donate money to a good cause in order to secure a position in heaven. Most 

people aren’t rich enough to give their money away, let alone patients who have to pay for their 

medical care. Thus, those who view this altarpiece will feel hopeless thinking that they don’t 

have the means to attain salvation. 

The theme of the Last Judgement focuses on those who are already in heaven versus 

those who are being judged to get into heaven or fall into hell. St. Michael is shown weighing the 

souls to be either labeled as virtutes in gold or peccata in dark blue, close to black. Virtutes are 

those allowed into heaven and the audience can recognize this due to the church-like setting on 

the far left panel and by the white lettering above Christ’s head tumbling leftward that reads, 

“come, ye blessed of my Father, possess you the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation 

of the world.” Peccata are those going into hell and the audience can recognize this by the fiery 

cramped pit on the far right panel and by the red lettering above Christ’s head tumbling 

rightward that reads, “depart from me, you cursed, into everlasting fire which was prepared for 

the devil and his angels.”3 The amount of people sent to hell outweighs the amount of people 

being led into heaven. One should note that Van der Weyden decided to populate hell solely with 

humans rather than devils or monsters.4 This portrayal of the saved and the damned will have a 

negative effect on the patients of the hospitals and fear death even more. Since more people are 



Das	  4	  
	  

being sent to hell within the altarpiece the patients in the hospital will believe that there is a 

higher chance of falling into that pit rather than walking graciously towards paradise. 

Hugo van der Goes’s Portinari Altarpiece (figure 2) was made for Tommaso Portinari, a 

representative of the Medici Firm in Bruges. Around 1285 his ancestor, Folco Portinari, 

established the hospital of Santa Maria Nuova in Florence. Van der Goes’s altarpiece was placed 

within the hospital’s chapel, Sant’ Egidio, some 200 years later.5 Tommaso Portinari always felt 

the need to promote his own glory and the altarpiece not only reflects his intentions but also that 

of his wife’s, Maria Maddalena, situation. She was fifteen years old during her first childbirth 

similar to Virgin Mary during the birth of Christ. Thus, St. Margret, the patron saint of 

childbirth, stands behind Maria.6 Since having a baby was considered to be more dangerous in 

the fifteenth century than it is today, people worried and feared the worst for women and their 

unborn child, which was death. This altarpiece’s targeted audience is women, particularly 

pregnant women and relating sin to giving birth.  

The theme of childbirth resonates with the Nativity scene within the Portinari Altarpiece. 

This scene also emphasizes Virgin Mary’s role as the new Eve. When Eve was kicked out of the 

Garden of Eden she was cursed to bear children in sorrow. Mary who overcame this curse of a 

painful and dangerous childbirth refers to her role in the redemption of man and her own 

exemption from the fallen.7 Childbirth back then presented a real danger to the health of an entire 

family and bearing a child is both painful and fatal. Women, men, and children were likely to 

suffer loss of a wife, mother, or daughter.8 The message that this altarpiece sends is that those 

who go through pain and die from childbirth are cursed due to the original sin of Eve and women 

who don’t suffer from childbirth are exempted like how the Virgin was. Assuming that most 
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women go through the pains of giving birth, people have yet to attain salvation because they are 

still full of sin.  

The features of Hugo van der Goes’s Portinari Altarpiece links to its hospital setting. In 

the foreground, there are flowers inside vases. The vases were frequently used for transport and 

storage of herbs or mineral compounds used for therapeutic purposes. The flowers also had 

medicinal values in the Renaissance. Julia I. Miller, the author of “Miraculous Childbirth and the 

Potinari Altarpiece,” claims that “the Nativity narrative calls attention to the miraculous 

parturition as a powerful message of hope and solace to those afflicted with physical ailment.”9 

Even if creating this positive message was the purpose of the altarpiece, pregnant women would 

not be in any less danger from giving birth. This reality would consume the mind and cause even 

more sorrow especially during the time of the renaissance since it was normal for women to die 

during childbirth. Within the deep recesses of the stable there is a luminous presence of the devil 

right above the ox.10 This reinforces the thought that evil is always present in even the most 

happiest of times. 

Hans Memling’s St. John Altarpiece was ordered by the Augustinian brothers and sisters 

who ran the hospital of St. John in Bruges. The altarpiece commemorates the patrons of the 

hospital along with the Virgin. Also, it personifies the vita activa and vita contemplativa of the 

brothers and sisters of the hospital. This means that they wanted to be viewed and known as 

devoted people who led active lives in doing good works and a contemplative life.11 This 

altarpiece is another example of how patrons simply want to be seen as someone who is pious in 

the eyes of god, first and foremost, and the audience. Patrons want to be remembered as the ones 

who brought the religious work of art to be viewed, so without them ordinary people would 

never have been able to devote time to god.   
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The center panel of the St. John Altarpiece glorifies the Holy Virgin and St. Catherine. 

The left panel depicts the beheading of St. John the Baptist whereas the right panel depicts St. 

John the Evangelist having a vision of the heavenly Jerusalem. The landscape seems to be 

continuous throughout the three panels connecting the three separate scenes or events. The 

figures are not placed side by side but in variation of tall and short overlapping one another 

creating a sense of movement.12 These features and compositional placements do not necessarily 

give you hope or solace but simply paints a picture of a religious story.  One could argue that the 

meanings behind the story may provide hope that humanity will one day find salvation, but 

consequently humanity will also go through immense suffering and even at the end of all that 

suffering people still may not be saved.  

John the Evangelist on the right wing of the St. John Altarpiece is shown not only 

envisioning the heavenly Jerusalem, but also with a pen in hand recording his apocalyptic vision. 

The right panel announces the breaking of the seven seals. The first four seals are the four 

horsemen of the Apocalypse: the white horse of victory, the red horse of war, the black horse of 

famine, and the pale horse of death with hell following behind him. The scene further in the 

background behind the horsemen is of the earthquake and falling of the stars, which happens 

when the sixth seal is broken. There are seven angels playing trumpets to bring terror and 

destruction on earth with creature to torment mankind, plagues, and bottomless pits.  The 

audience is basically introduced to the inner workings of St. John’s mind.13 These horrific 

depictions in a hospital setting does little to bring peace of mind to those already suffering or are 

on their deathbeds. The scenes on the right wing can make people wonder if even more suffering 

awaits them after their death. People tend to focus more on the negative aspects of things even 

though St. John’s vision is only a small part of the whole altarpiece.  
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The beheading of St. John the Baptist is depicted on the left wing of the St. John 

Altarpiece. This dramatic scene of St. John’s death highlights more on the physical horror rather 

than on the spiritual significance of the act.14 One can assume that the artist decided to show 

more of how mankind commits sin and how those who are devoted to god must suffer for other’s 

wrong doings. This reinforces the scene on the right wing with the emphasis on death and 

destruction explaining that due to mankind’s sinful nature they must be tormented. This is the 

underlining message patrons bring to the audience in hospitals through commissioned artworks.  

Matthias Grünewald’s Isenheim Altarpiece was commissioned for the chapel of the 

Antonite hospital in Isenheim. This altarpiece was painted for the dying and so it graphically 

addressed the hospital’s patients. The patients of the Antonite hospital mostly suffer from 

St.Anthony’s Fire, ergotism. Ergotism is a disease caused by eating rye bread that is infected 

with the ergot fungus. Those who have this disease can feel their intestines being eaten away and 

their limbs start to turn black like charcoal and cause an intense burning sensation. Their hand 

and feat start to develop gangrene and their limbs start separating from the rest of their bodies or 

they suffer muscular spasms that deform the body. Patients either die miserably or live more 

miserably.15 One can only imagine the tragedies this disease brought to people and their families. 

In the scene of the temptation of St. Anthony, he cries out, “Where were you good Jesus, where 

were you? Why were you not there to heal my wounds?” One can be certain that the hospital’s 

patients asked similar angry questions.16 How can one expect an art work of this kind to bring 

peace to the minds of these patients? 

Grünewald’s altarpiece tries to connect with the suffering patients within the hospital and 

tries to convey the message that you could be suffering from something worse and one day your 

suffering will end. The artist’s depiction of the pain and suffering of the Crucifixion with 
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Christ’s lacerated body was meant to remind the audience that even something as horrible as this 

is justified by a divine plan. When the triple-transforming polyptych is opened up to the 

resurrection scene, the audience is introduced to a radiating Christ with a clean washed body.17  

This suggests that the patients too will someday become washed clean of their suffering. In the 

sixteenth century, however, physical disease was a sign of sin and it reflected an internal, 

spiritual illness. Craig Harbison, the author of The Mirror of the Artist: Northern Renaissance 

Art in its Historical Context, explains that “the sick and dying in the Isenheim hospital would 

have been lectured to about the ever-presence of sin in their lives, corrupting their minds and 

bodies.”18 This suggests that those who die from diseases would not be saved, not even by god. 

Since the source of Christ’s suffering was different from those in the hospital, the patients cannot 

be guaranteed that their physical suffering will end like Christ’s. With this in mind the patients 

will find a difficult time coping with their suffering caused by diseases because they will believe 

that they are sinful beings. Only patients who overcome their illnesses might be able to convince 

themselves that they no longer bear any sinful characteristics.  

Grünewald’s Isenheim was more often kept closed than open, so the crucifixion scene 

continually confronted the audience. The altarpiece can be opened twice to first reveal the 

wonders of the Passion after the Crucifixion and then the sculptures of St. Anthony in the last 

opening. St. Anthony was a hermit and was believed to perform healing miracles, so his presence 

is relevant in a hospital setting.19 Ann Stieglitz, the author of “The Reproduction of Agony: 

Toward a Reception-History of Grünewald’s Isenheim Altar after the First World War,” claims 

that “the moment when the panel was opened and the right arm, together with the groaning 

crossbeam, began slowly to move away from the main cross, head, torso and the remaining limbs 

of the Crucified Christ, must have been a moment of sheer terror.” Upon closer examination of 
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the nailed hand and feet, the squashed tendons and bursting bones, one can only sit in horror at 

the thought that humans caused this kind of pain. 20 With this in mind, how must have regular 

people and the patients at the Isenheim hospital felt when the altarpiece was opened right in front 

of them? The artist was obviously trying to relate Christ to the hospital’s patients as much as 

possible, but one must question how much of a positive effect the altarpiece had on its targeted 

audience. 

The Isenheim Altarpiece is often described as a grotesque piece of art work due to its 

intense and exaggerated emotions and forms that express nameless fears, complexes, nightmares, 

and angst. Peter Fingesten, the author of “Delimitating the Concept of the Grotesque,” argues 

that even though the Crucifixion scene is exaggerated “it cannot be grotesque or rather it’s a 

grotesque form without a grotesque concept to match it because the self-sacrifice of Christ is not 

a grotesque concept.” Fingesten claims it to be a step short of a genuine grotesque called quasi-

grotesque, where an important part is either missing or not matched.21 Trying to rationally make 

the Crucified Christ seem less of a brutal reality does not take away from the shock of when one 

first views the altarpiece. The imagery of Christ’s lacerated body being pinned down by nails 

hammered through the hands and feet, the crown of thorns causing blood to ooze out of his head, 

the opened gash on his chest drooling blood, and the exhausted look on his face only sends a 

chill down your spine. To think that something so horrible was done to a person makes one 

realize how sinful people really are. How can anyone ask for forgiveness when they let this 

tragedy occur to the son of god? These are the kinds of thoughts that the Isenheim Altarpiece can 

instigate, which would cause people to feel melancholic rather than hopeful for their life after 

death. Thus, Fingesten’s argument about how not-so grotesque the altarpiece is doesn’t really 

matter when weighed against the emotional impact it has on people’s conscience.  
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 Fingesten goes on to explain that the temptation of St. Anthony in the last opening of the 

Isenheim Altarpiece is more grotesque than the Crucifixion scene. The saint is seen being 

attacked and tempted by terrifying looking creatures. The horrid creatures surrounded by the 

foreboding landscape create an eerie mood within the panel. Fingesten argues that this scene is 

genuinely grotesque because there is unity in concept, subject, and form.22 Although Fingesten 

focuses on the grotesque aspects of the altarpiece, his argument helps reveal that the artist was 

focused on depicting the horrors of the human world. Throughout the altarpiece the audience is 

reminded that humans are sinful beings and people are constantly being corrupted through evil 

creatures or thoughts and physical diseases. One can argue that the Resurrection scene, which 

transforms Christ from an anguished man to the almighty savior, brings hope to the hospital’s 

patients amongst others and conveys the message that they too will be liberated from their 

physical suffering, like Christ. One must still remember, however, that death may be a release, 

but there’s no guarantee that you will go to a better place.23  

 Art patronage in hospitals were made in hopes of inciting patients and other people to 

become more devoted to god, but in reality artworks commissioned by patrons caused people to 

be more melancholic. Rogier van der Weyden’s Last Judgement Altarpiece, Hugo van der 

Goes’s Portinari Altarpiece, Hans Memling’s St. John Altarpiece, and Matthias Grünewald’s 

Isenheim Altarpiece are all examples of artworks made for a hospital setting. The Last 

Judgement Altarpiece reminds people to prepare for their own deaths since, as the altarpiece 

depicts, more people end up going to hell than to heaven. The Portinari Altarpiece reminds 

people that having a painful or even a fatal childbirth is due to the original sin of Eve and they 

have yet to be exempted from this curse. The St. John Altarpiece reminds the audience that 

people will continue to suffer, they will commit sinful acts, and there’s no guarantee of finding 
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salvation. The Isenheim Altarpiece reminds the audience that people have physical illnesses 

because of their sinful nature, which suggests that if you die with an illness you will remain a 

sinful being and will be damned. Patrons are conveying these underlying messages since they are 

the ones commissioning these artworks. How can patients or any other viewer in a hospital get 

peace of mind with thoughts of suffering due to their sinful nature?                                              
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Figure 1. Rogier Van Der Weyden’s Last Judgment Altarpiece. Source: Wikipedia. 
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Figure 2. Hugo van der Goes’s Portinari Altarpiece                                                                                
Source: http://smallpax.blogspot.com/2013_11_03_archive.html 

 

 

 

Figure 3. Hans Memling’s St. John Altarpiece. Source: Wikipedia.  
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Figure 4a. Matthias Grünewald’s Isenheim Altarpiece (First view). Source: Wikipedia 
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Figure 4b. Matthias Grünewald’s Isenheim Altarpiece (Second view). Source: Wikipedia 

 

Figure 4c. Matthias Grünewald’s Isenheim Altarpiece (Third view). Source: Wikipedia 
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