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Introduction

Some areas of the turbulent years between the fi rst wave of Iconoclasm in 1566 and 
the Fall of Antwerp in 1585 are still a neglected subject in Southern Netherlandish 
art-history. Research such as Carl Van de Velde’s study on Floris, David Freedberg’s 
PhD dissertation and book on iconoclasm, Justus Müller Hofstede’s article on the 
young Otto Vaenius, Martin Zweite’s book on Marten de Vos, some articles by 
Adolf Monballieu, Jan van Roey and Carl Van de Velde, and more recently Anne 
T. Woollett’s PhD dissertation on militia altarpieces have been both enlightening 
and inspiring.2 But as to activities of artists, the actual possibilities and limitations of 
the painter’s craft , the social and economic context of the painter’s trade, and their 
working conditions, the oft en rich archival sources remain untapped. 

First, this contribution aims to explore the aspirations, professional prospects and 
artistic endeavours of Ambrosius Francken (1544/1545-1618), a young painter, during 
a time of economic crisis. Aft er the spectacular general economic boom of the 1560s, 
the economy, including the art market suff ered from the economic, political and reli-
gious instability in the Southern Netherlands. How does this translate to the painter’s 
profession? Ambrosius Francken, a journeyman of the famous Antwerp history 
painter Frans Floris (1519/1520-1570), is an interesting case. While Ambrosius left  no 
ego-documents, fortunately, his background is well-documented, as is the case for the 
whole of the large Francken-family. Administrative records left  by diff erent members of 
the dynasty provide interesting information on social mobility and resilience.3 When 
ego documents are absent or rare, the researcher needs to zoom in on the background 
of the artist’s interaction as can be read in various documents on loans, obligations, 
investments, baptismal records and inventories. Artists in sixteenth-century Antwerp 
were part of an urban network, which functioned both as social capital and buff er.4 
Th rough relationships with various social, religious, and professional groups, they can 
be situated in the social context of the larger early modern Antwerp community. Th e 
Dutch art historian Marten Jan Bok rightly stated that these oft en neglected archival 
documents in which painters act, bear witness to their mutual contacts.5

Second, this contribution also looks into the situation of religious art at a time in 
which religious painting specifi cally was the object of distrust or downright anger as 
Antwerp was taken over by image-breaking Calvinists who stressed the word, not the 
image. In his PhD dissertation of 1972, published in 1988, on iconoclasm and art in 
the Netherlands, Freedberg wrote that the Francken brothers made a name as a result 
of the Silent Iconoclasm of 1581.6 Indeed, both Ambrosius and his older brother Frans 
profi ted from the high demand of new altarpieces aft er these events. But both were 
active in the arts long before that time. 
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Th e career of Ambrosius Francken and his siblings started when their father Nicolas 
sent them from small-town Herentals where he taught them the basics, to nearby 
Antwerp. Nicolas Francken was probably a well-to-do artist, but few facts are known 
about him.7 Ambrosius Francken came to the workshop of the renowned Frans Floris 
in Antwerp between ca 1566 and ca 1568, at a time when the workshop was turn-
ing out history pieces that were in high demand by merchants and rich burghers. 
Antwerp needed a continuous infl ux of workers of all trades to keep its market going, 
and this certainly applied to artists who were lured to the town in search of a market.8 
On the supply side, recent statistical analysis of the Liggeren, (the membership lists 
of the guild of Saint Luke) by Martens and Peeters shows that the majority (78 per 
cent) of the Antwerp artists up to 1585 were immigrants from Brabant, Flanders, but 
many also came from further away.9 Ambrosius went to Floris’ workshop in order to 
train and extend his education but especially to work there as a journeyman.10 Th ese 
workers were expected to have the competence of a schooled artist, without the mas-
ter’s title. Floris, according to Carel van Mander, was reputed to have employed some 
hundred and twenty journeymen in the course of his career.11 Was that a rhetorical 
number, or was it a loose count whereby anyone, even those in the orbit of Floris 
for a short time, was included? In any case, Van Mander only mentions some thirty 
disciples by their name. As the average Antwerp workshop between 1501 and 1579 
ranged from about fi ve to seven persons in the course of its entire existence, Floris’s 
workshop was extraordinarily large.12 

An aspiring artist’s apprentice had approximately one chance in fi ve to become a 
master.13 On average, those who became a master worked between one and eleven 
years as a journeyman aft er his circa four-year14 training period. Th is means that the 
journeyman’s phase was something any aspiring artist on the road to eff ective master-
ship would pass through, some ending it with the title, others dropping out, dying, 
taking up another trade, or remaining a journeyman for the rest of their lives. Th e 
precise activities of Ambrosius in the workshop remain a matter of conjecture; he 
would have been about twenty-two years of age and he thus probably had more than 
four years of basic training. While working with and for Floris, young artists not only 
perfected their craft  and sharpened their talent with a master of great fame. Th ey 
probably also considered it an investment in their future: when Ambrosius left  the 
workshop around 1568, he was armed with an extensive network of contacts that 
would be of continuing importance for the rest of his career. But the times were not 
favourable to history painting. In August 1566, the fi rst wave of Iconoclasm swept 
over the Netherlands; many altarpieces and other works of art in churches and clois-
ters were irreparably damaged or destroyed.15 

Th e wander years 1568-1572

In the years aft er 1566, the atmosphere in Antwerp became grim: many migrants who 
had initially come to Antwerp, now fl ed out of religious or professional motives as the 
tensions put a halt to economic possibilities. Documents state that craft  and trade had 
come to a halt.16 In 1568 Ambrosius left  Floris’s workshop for Tournai, presumably in 
search of work: aft er the iconoclasm had raged through the Netherlands, many towns 
such as Tournai, or Mechelen, found themselves in need of repairs and decoration of 
their religious buildings. Other Floris-trainees as well as his relatives such as Cornelis 
Floris II (ca 1513/1514-1575), and his brother the glazier Jacob Floris († 1581)17 also 
worked in Tournai for some time. It is reasonable to suppose that he went there armed 
with recommendations by Floris. Van Mander mentions Ambrosius in the service of 
bishop Gilbert d’Ognies, but he does not give any further information.18 Th e town 
had been much vandalised during the Iconoclasm, so that it attracted a fair number 
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of artists for repairs and new commissions for art.19 Presumably, these migrant artists 
were not always favourably received by the ‘established’ artistic community and the 
other migrants who had come fi rst. Van Mander recalls how Pieter Vlerick, his own 
former master who had gone to Tournai in the years aft er 1566, had fared: ‘Finding 
himself in these limited circumstances he became like the others so that he could not 
bear it if other people arrived there [Tournai] from elsewhere in order to become a 
master, or even only to make portraits.’20 Was this embittered competition the reason 
why Ambrosius, still a young journeyman-painter at that time, did not stay, or did he 
fi nd other and better opportunities? 

Next we fi nd Ambrosius in Fontainebleau near Paris: he may well have travelled 
there in the company of Cornelis Floris III, son of Cornelis II, who is recorded 
in Paris in 1568 at the age of eighteen years, as an apprentice to Ambrosius’s older 
brother Hieronymus who had settled in Paris around 1566. Ambrosius is mentioned 
on May 27th 1570, as present during a baptism at the church of Saint Peter in Avon, in 
the vicinity of the palace of Fontainebleau, where he signed together with the further 
unknown painter Pieter Engelbrechtsen as a witness to the baptism of the child of 
Mathurin Mordieu.21 Th e church in Avon where Ambrosius witnessed the baptism 
was much used by artists and artisans working for the court. In the past, much has 
been made of Ambrosius’s presence at Fontainebleau, but no proof has as yet been 
found that he was engaged in the decoration of the palace, as the palace-archives for 
these years were destroyed. It seems logical to assume that Ambrosius also went to 
Paris, to visit or maybe work for his elder brother Hieronymus. Perhaps they explored 
the possibilities of the Antwerp-Paris art market; in any case, the Francken-brothers 
had a tight bond.22 One has to keep in mind that Ambrosius was not yet a free master 
which meant that he was not allowed to work independently or for his own account. 
Th at he was probably active as an artist at that time is shown by some attributed 
designs for prints that must have originated during his stay in France: a series of 
drawings of the Commedia dell’arte.23 One signed drawing, Pantalone handing over 
a love letter24 (Amsterdam, Historical Museum) (fi g. 1), and two gouaches showing 
Th e Lover hitting Pantalone and Pantalone handing over a love letter (present loca-
tion unknown for both), were attributed to Ambrosius by Schapelhouman in 1979.25 
Th e gouache and the Amsterdam drawing of Pantalone handing over a love letter are 
alike in composition and dimensions, although the gouache shows less self-control in 
the execution. Th is similarity notwithstanding, the sequence nor the attribution of 

1 
Ambrosius Francken, Pantalone 
handing over a love letter, drawing, 
230 mm x 353 mm. Amsterdam, 
Historical Museum. Photo 
copyrights Amsterdam, Historical 
Museum. 
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the gouaches vis-à-vis the drawing can be ascertained here, as no other gouaches are 
known by the artist. Th e Amsterdam drawing, however, shows round toes, elegant 
poses, simple uncluttered background, a row-like arrangement of large fi gures, and 
an absence of strong contrast that are typical features of Ambrosius’s early artistic 
endeavours. A fourth Commedia-composition is only known by its print Pantalone 
being cuckolded26 or its mirrored version Comédie ou farce de six parsonnaiges (Paris, 
Bibliothèque Nationale, Cabinet des Estampes).27 According to Hans Mielke, the 
print was made aft er an invention by Ambrosius Francken and engraved by one of 
the Liefrincks.28 Presumably, the Commedia-designs were destined for a series of 
prints, but apart from the Paris-print, none have been found up to now. As the pa-
per of the Amsterdam drawing is French, Ambrosius could well have designed it in 
France. Th e prints were probably destined for the French market, but the inventions 
retain a Florislike elegance. In December 1570, Italian actors (specifi cally Zanni and 
Pantalone) performed for the fi rst time a Commedia-play in Paris, to great popular 
acclaim.29 In March 1571 and the beginning of 1572, more performances were held 
both at court and in town; Ambrosius would have had many opportunities to watch 
a troupe perform.30 

But unlike his elder brother Hieronymus, Ambrosius returned home aft er three 
years in the French capital. His decision to return to Antwerp may have been prompted 
by the volatile political situation in Paris: France was the theatre of religious violence 
more than once in these years, and these tensions culminated in August of the year 
1572 with Saint Bartholomew’s Night. It could well have coincided with a more eco-
nomic reason: also Ambrosius may have wanted to make use of his Paris experience, 
and his knowledge of the market. With his brother Hieronymus remaining in place 
as a person of contact, he may have thought of setting up a good business. Also, the 
Southern Netherlands were in need of artists to replace the altarpieces that had been 
destroyed aft er the iconoclasm; that was surely a good prospect for someone trained 
in history painting? 

An exercise in resilience: 1573-1579 

In 1573, a new phase started in Ambrosius’s career: he became a freemaster in the 
Antwerp guild of Saint Luke. Th is was an important step in the life of any painter, 
and bears witness to his belief in his future prospects to earn an independent living. 
Historians Hugo Soly and Catharina Lis remarked that membership of a corpora-
tion was one of the few means to acquire security in a precarious world.31 But which 
aspirations could a young master-painter have in Antwerp in the 1570s? According 
to the rules of the guild of Saint Luke, one needed offi  cial citizenship in order to 
become a master, but exceptions exist: Ambrosius only registered as a citizen in 1577 
thus four years later (see below). No explanation has yet been found for this anomaly. 
Apparently, Ambrosius had not decided at that point on staying permanently; with-
out the bonds of marriage, he may have planned to leave Antwerp again at a certain 
point in the future. Maybe Paris still beckoned. Th e existing archival sources divulge 
no information about Ambrosius’s activities between the end of 1573 and 1576. 

But Antwerp proved scarcely calmer than Paris: the Spanish Fury of November 
1576 had disastrous consequences for Antwerp. Th e city was plundered, houses were 
burned, the city hall damaged, and many inhabitants were wounded or killed.32 
George Gasgoyne, an English traveller and eyewitness to the events, scarcely found 
words to describe what he had seen: ‘I forbear also to recount the huge numbers 
drowned in the new town, where a man might behold as many sundry shapes and 
forms of man’s motion at time of death as ever Michel Angelo did portray in his 
tables of Doomsday (sic)’.33 Ambrosius designed for the political print Lament on the 
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Destruction in the Netherlands engraved by Hans Collaert (fi g. 2).34 Th e print shows 
lady ‘Belgia’, attacked by Spanish soldiers who tear out her heart and strip her of her 
clothes, possessions, and decency. In the background the Spanish Fury is depicted, 
showing the  ruins of a castle, burning towns and fl eeing people. Two women, Ambitio 
and Avaritia, have taken over rule and riches just like the Spanish soldiers and the 
winged harpies Dissidentia, Fiducia and Invidia try to tear the Netherlands apart and 
hold up a rope with the heraldic signs of the Seventeen Provinces. Th e verse below the 

2 
Ambrosius Francken (invention), 
Hans Collaert (engraver), 
Lament on the Destruction in the 
Netherlands, print. Antwerp, 
Cabinet of Prints. Photo copyrights 
Antwerp, Cabinet of Prints.

3 
Ambrosius Francken, Benefi centia, 
drawing, 224 x 355 mm. Brussels, 
Royal Library, Cabinet of Prints. 
Photo copyrights Brussels, Royal 
Library, Cabinet of Prints.
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image alludes to the heavy misery and unbearable sadness of the Netherlands and can 
be read as a defence for unity. Th e soldier tearing at the hair of Belgia is reminiscent 
of the position of the player with the dagger and the helmet of the soldier reminds 
one of the plumed hat of the player on the left  in the aforementioned Amsterdam 
drawing of Pantalone handing over a love letter. Another print, Pax and Justicia, New 
Years’ wishes of Antwerp to Archuduke Matthias35 is not signed but is attributable to 
Ambrosius on the basis of style. It was presumably made in 1577, when Archduke 
Matthew was appointed as a governor; he was deposed two years later. Th e series of 
prints Th ree favours wanted by man was also designed by Ambrosius. Although no 
date is present on any of the prints, they probably originated around 1577 as well.36 
Th e three designs are homogeneous in their simple and clear compositional scheme: 
they show one or two large fi gures, a few accessories, and vistas in the background. A 
preparatory drawing for Benefi centia (Brussels, Royal Library, Cabinet of Prints) is 
signed ‘Ambrosio van Herentals’ (fi g. 3).37 It shows a seated woman holding two large 
slates and two small children in an austere interior with a view onto a square or street 
at the upper left  hand corner. Dividing lines are visible. A wash was used generously 
for shading.

One of the most ambitious projects in printing at that time was the picture bible 
Th esaurus sacrarum historiarum Veteris Testamenti,38 or Th esaurus veteris et novi testa-
menti published in 1579, and in 1585.39 It was overseen and edited by the publisher and 
engraver Gerard de Jode. It consisted of the Old Testament only, or sometimes the Old 
and New Testament. Every page comprises some short verse with a large illustration. 
A select group of international artists contributed to it, such as the Plantin-designers 
Chrispijn van den Broeck and Pieter van der Borcht, as well as Hans Vredeman de 
Vries, Hans Bol, Michiel Coxie, Marten van Heemskerck, and Johannes Stradanus. 
Not all the prints were made especially for the Th esaurus; in some cases, older designs 
were used, such as those by Van Heemskerck. Th e designs were engraved by Hans 
Collaert I, Hans Collaert II, the Wierix brothers, Adriaan Collaert, his father-in-law 
Philip Galle and fi nally also by Gerard de Jode himself.

4 
Ambrosius Francken (invention), 
Gerard de Jode (engraver), Christ 
in the house of Mary and Martha, 
print. Antwerp, Cabinet of Prints. 
Photo copyrights Antwerp, Cabinet 
of Prints. 
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More than thirty inventions have been attributed to Ambrosius by Mielke in 
1975.40 In the Brussels thesaurus-edition of 1585, only the print Christ in the house 
of Mary and Martha (fi g. 4), featuring an Aertsen-like composition with a division 
in foreground and background, is signed by Ambrosius. With this division and the 
strong contrast between light and dark parts, he returns to the compositional scheme 
of the aforementioned Brussels drawing of Benefi centia. Th e strong muscular bodies 
of Christ and the women surrounding him show his interest of prints by artists such 
as Marten van Heemskerck and other Italianist artists which he may have wanted to 
emulate here specifi cally, and whose inventions were used in the Th esaurus. Th e 1579 
edition however, boasts other title pages signed by Ambrosius.41 Moreover, some of 
his preparatory drawings have been preserved, such as Th e convening of king Jeroboam 
(Antwerp, Museum Mayer van den Bergh) (fi g. 5) for the Roboam/Rechabeam-series.42 
Th ey show pathos, and drama and action are evident in the extensive use of expressive 
hands, heavily contracted torsos, and ‘overacting’ fi gures. 

None of the prints or existing drawings which Ambrosius made for the Th esaurus 
bears a date, but they could well have been made around 1577 in order for them to 
be ready, engraved and printed by 1579. Th is is certainly the case for an invention 
by Hans Snellinck used for the Th esaurus which is explicitly dated ‘1577’.43 On the 
preserved title-pages, Ambrosius signed ‘Ambrosius ab Herentaels Inue(n)tore’44 or a 
variation of it. Th is could put the inventions before or in 1577, the date of his Antwerp 
citizenship, as he never used  this kind of signature aft er that date. 

On December 27th 1577 Ambrosius became a citizen of Antwerp.45 Th ree days 
later, he married the fi ft y-year old widow Barbara Reyns, whose husband had been a 
trader in stone and who now owned the business of her late husband.46 Th e bride was 
twenty years older than Ambrosius. His father and his sister-in law Elisabeth (wife 
of his elder brother Frans) acted as witnesses to the marriage.47 Th e artist moved 

5
Ambrosius Francken, Th e convening 
of  king Jeroboam, drawing, 192 x 
300 mm. Antwerp, Mayer van den 
Bergh Museum. Photo copyrights 
Antwerp, Mayer van den Bergh 
Museum. 
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in with his wife in house Saint Peter at Schelleken, not far from where his brother 
Frans lived.48 Th e street, running parallel to the river Scheldt, was located in the stone 
carvers’ quarter, and featured many warehouses. Th e well-known German merchant-
family Fugger49 owned property there, as did Cornelis Floris III.50 Barbara Reyns 
also owned other real estate in the neighbourhood, as well as some stone quarries 
in Hemiksem near Antwerp, and the above mentioned stone business.51 Ambrosius 
besides being an artist, through his marriage also became a merchant in stones and 
lime. Th e Antwerp building trade prospered and profi ted from the destructions of 
the previous years. Ambrosius and his wife sold building materials to the contrac-
tors for repairs of the city hall between 1579 and 1581.52 It has every appearance that 
the couple’s stone business did well.53 Th e clientele of the business was varied and 
also included artists such as Tobias Verhaecht, and the city painter Peeter Leys, with 
whom Ambrosius would continue to keep in touch artistically.54 Th e many foreign 
currencies in Barbara’s inventory aft er her death in 1582, representing a value of 252 
guilders, indicated that many transactions were done with foreigners.55

In August 1578 the fate of Antwerp was sealed by the Provisional Religious Peace, 
proclaimed by archduke Matthew and William of Orange. It confi rmed the growing 
dominance of Protestants in Antwerp. It also meant that Calvinists and Lutherans 
were assigned offi  cial and religious buildings for their meetings and services. 

Next to his work for the stone business Ambrosius continued to make inventions 
for prints.56 In 1578 he designed a series of Th e Fate of Man, an allegory consisting of 
three prints: Vanitas, Casus Hominis, and Exitatio Hominis. Th e Vanitas-print was 
obviously designed to be put above the Casus Hominis to make a large double leaf. 
A preparatory drawing by Ambrosius has been preserved for the Exitatio Hominis 
(Antwerp, Cabinet of Prints) (fi g. 6). However, as the design is not mirrored, its 
specifi c relation to the print is not clear.57 It may have been a fi rst stage or preparatory 
drawing, as some details such as the book on which Man supports himself, have been 
changed subsequently, while others (such as the city in the right hand background) 
have been added. In the Exitatio Hominis, the subjects of the Vanitas and Casus 
Hominis, which take place in a house, have been inserted in the background on the 
left . Th e composition is balanced, but crowded and fi lled with action; the fi gures are 
muscular but again more refi ned, elegant, slim and mannered than the robust fi gures 
of some of the prints for the Th esaurus. Th e fi gure of Death even looks like a study 
of muscles and tendons.58 Other designs such as those for the series of eight Virtues 

6 
Ambrosius Francken, Exitatio 
Hominis, drawing, 224 mm x 355 
mm. Antwerp, Cabinet of Prints. 
Photo copyrights Antwerp, Cabinet 
of Prints. 
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and Vices, dated 1579, also testify of his prolifi c designing-activities in these years. Th e 
series was engraved by Hieronymus Wierix,59 and published a fi rst time by Willem 
Verhaecht, a relative of the better-known Tobias, who was a client in Ambrosius’s 
stone business.60 Th e inscriptions of Bible passages in four languages point to an 
international distribution. A preparatory drawing in ink and wash by Ambrosius’s 
hand for Caritas and Invidia (Florence, Uffi  zi), shows again the neatly divided com-
positional panes, clearly delineated shapes with volumes hinted at by sparsely drawn 
hatching and a few soft  washes that are typical for Ambrosius.61

On June 11-12th 1579 the Religious Peace was proclaimed by the Antwerp city coun-
cil.62 According to this agreement Antwerp Catholics kept the Church of Our Lady, 
Saint James’s church and the (no longer extant) church of Saint Walburga. Th e other 
churches were given to the Protestants. In August 1579, houses were searched, city-
gates closed and street corners watched. A pest epidemic in August and September of 
that year made things worse. Presumably, Ambrosius’s main source of income at that 
time was the stone business, which continued to prosper.63

A last-known design for a print, probably made in the early 1580s, and engraved 
by Adriaan Collaert, is Christ shedding his blood before Fides (fi g. 7). Th e iconography 
is an elaboration of an invention by Marten van Heemskerck and engraved by Dirck 
Volkertsz. Coornhert around 1559.64 As far as is known, it marks the end of Ambrosius’s 
career as a designer for prints. Before 1581, no mention is made of paintings by his 
hand, and none are preserved. Although no information on payment to Ambrosius 
has as yet been found, he probably did not earn much money with his designs, as the 
designer was usually paid less than the engraver.65 But prints that sold well could be 

7
Ambrosius Francken (invention), 
Adriaan Collaert (engraver), Christ 
shedding his blood before Fides, print. 
Brussels, Royal Library, Cabinet of 
Prints. Photo copyrights Brussels, 
Royal Library, Cabinet of Prints.
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an artist’s calling card and make his name. For other artists such as Marten de Vos, 
the 1570s were relatively quiet years as well as far as large commissions went, but they 
were fruitful for his designs for prints. 

Th e more than ten drawings of the 1570s which have been preserved show that 
Ambrosius had an easy hand, and they have a fi nished and polished look. Th e fi rmly 
drawn lines and the few pentimenti present an artist who is sure of himself. Maybe 
the preserved drawings represent a fi nal stage of a long process of trials: no studies, 
sketches or model drawings have been found. One could hold it against him that he 
imitated the brilliant and sparkling compositions of Marten de Vos too much, and 
that they are repetitive so that his inventions are wanting in originality, and look 
merely effi  cient. But Ambrosius keeps his inventions close to the textual source, with 
clearly designated allegorical fi gures that leave no room for obscurity. His composi-
tions show a suitable variétà and a good blending of antique decorative elements, 
landscape and small fi gures. Th e planes are neatly constructed and the play of near-
ness and distance is well balanced, something in which he is comparable to Marten 
de Vos. Marten van Heemskerck especially is an older source which Ambrosius seems 
to have emulated, with large clearly delineated fi gures showing the main action while 
in the background related events take place. Especially in the beginning of his career, 
Ambrosius eschewed motion and contrasts, so that there are few hatchings and dark 
passages, which make his early designs somewhat bland. His compositions of the late 
1570s are generally more agitated, and sometimes even violent. 

‘Den quaden tyt’?66 Th e years 1580-1585

It has every appearance that Ambrosius’s professional ambitions as an artist were 
higher than his work in the stone trade off ered, although he undoubtedly earned a 
good living. Between October 1580 and 1581, he became co-dean in the guild of Saint 
Luke, together with painter and art dealer Bartholomeus de Momper (1535-aft er 
1597).67 De Momper succeeded the painter Peter II Liesaert (Marten de Vos’s nephew) 
as dean.68 Th is new function implies that Ambrosius was active as an artist and that 
he attached importance to his artistic activities. He probably also had a penchant for 
correct administration and neat book-keeping, a capacity he appears to have shared 
with his brother Frans.69 Th e deans of the guilds performed administrative and fi -
nancial duties, estimated prices, judged and controlled quality of art, but were also 
involved in social calls, they visited and checked up on ill members, helped distribute 
poor relief money where necessary and they were present at baptisms, burials and 
marriages of the members of the guild. It was also expected of the dean and his close 
aides that they showed generosity towards the guild and contributed fi nancially to 
all sorts of activities, if needed. 

In the early 1580s, the Calvinist city council replaced the Catholic administration, 
and the guilds and militias were cleansed. Th at Ambrosius became dean during this 
troubled period is indeed curious. Was he a closet-Protestant aft er all? Up to now no 
archival or artistic proof of possible anti-Catholic ideas has been preserved. Th at he 
was not specifi cally marked down by insertion of a symbol as a non-Catholic in the 
1584-tax register (see below) may point to his Catholic beliefs. But whether to be of 
Catholic, Calvinist, Lutheran or any other religion was probably as much a matter 
of belief or conviction, as of opportunity. Not all artists and artisans wanted to take 
sides, especially in a mercantile town such as Antwerp where the market reigned and 
where every customer usually counted.70

By the beginning of 1581, Ambrosius, next to being a stone trader was also a painter 
and maybe an art dealer. Th e Frenchman Antoine Gassen bought fi ve paintings from 
him at that time, for 124 Carolus guilders, a substantial sum.71 At 25 Carolus guilders 
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a painting on average, this seems rather expensive when placed in the context of late 
sixteenth-century prices.72 Unfortunately, the document does not say whether the 
artist made the paintings himself or whether he sold them as a dealer. It is interesting 
that the French connection appears here again; maybe it had been present all the 
time in the background aft er his return from Paris. Antoine Gassen’s brother Jean was 
married to Catherine, the daughter of the famous printer and bookseller Christopher 
Plantin. Catherine and her sister Martine (later wife of Jan Moerentorf or Moretus) 
ran a prosperous lace business and oft en came into contact with Parisian dealers.73 
Th e Gassen-dynasty was not only active in the lace trade but also dealt in art objects 
and paintings. Pierre Gassen (of whom Antoine was a nephew) in 1570 had been 
called ‘lingier de Messieurs frêres du Roy’ and ‘pourvoyeur de marchandises’, selling 
luxury goods to the French court.74 No other such transactions were found in these 
years for Ambrosius.

Between the 19th and the 22nd of June 1581, the altarpieces of the Cathedral were sys-
tematically removed on demand of the powerful Calvinist guild members: the Silent 
Iconoclasm.75 In early July, the city council forbade the exercise of the Catholic religion 
and by the end of 1581, Antwerp was the virtual capital of the protestant Netherlands.76 

Interestingly, as co-dean and dean, Ambrosius might have known up-to-date sensitive 
information about the destruction of religious art during the Silent Iconoclasm in 
1581: deans had access to the colonels’ chamber where these important decisions were 
made. Was he thus in a position to inform his brother Frans about the plundering 
of Peter Pots abbey so that Frans, living opposite the abbey could rescue its valuable 
goods, embroidered chasubles and works of art for safekeeping in his house?77

In these times, Ambrosius registered as a member of the Armenbus, or ‘poor relief 
box’, which provided a certain social security for its members in exchange for regular 
contributions. It looked aft er its ill and poor members, provided relief and covered 
funeral and burying costs if needed.78 Due to his position in the guild, Ambrosius may 
have felt obliged to become a member, as fi nancially he and his wife were still sailing in 
calm waters. Th at they were careful and made good investments is abundantly clear.79 

Between October 1581 and October 1582, Ambrosius took upon him the full deanship 
of the guild of Saint Luke; his co-dean was Joos van de Wyere, a dealer in paintings.80 
In the guild’s ledgers Ambrosius started the year’s chapter with the ominous words: 
‘Memory of those who took their free master’s oath with me, Ambrosius, and who left  
because of the bad times without paying their inscription fee’.81 Here we read one of the 
few personal remarks preserved by Ambrosius. Th e ‘quaden tyt’, or bad times were felt 
by many artists and artisans in their purse. Not being able to make a living, and looking 
for other places to ply their trade, they left  without paying their entry fees. But while the 
political and religious situation worsened, in February 1582, the entry of the new duke 
of Brabant, François of Alençon, was celebrated. Although he had been appointed as 
long ago as July 1580, he only arrived in the Netherlands in early 1582. Th eatres, arches, 
and also ceremonial wagons were decorated with appropriate themes.82 Nothing is 
known about the participation of Ambrosius Francken as an artist in the preparation 
of these events, but he appears in the accounts as a stone trader.83 

In July 1582, Ambrosius’s fi rst wife passed away at the age of 55, aft er a marriage of 
less than fi ve years. If the inventory is anything to go by, their house, called Saint Peter, 
was rather large, and it was valued at 2768 Carolus guilders.84 It had a back room, a 
large room, front room, gallery, corn attic, kitchen, small room, cellar, store-room 
and a few others. Th e inventory does not mention paintings, as they were probably 
Ambrosius’s own belongings, but it does contain luxury items such as a painted cup-
board, Spanish leather chairs which were usually quite expensive, a Dutch Bible (the 
only book mentioned), silver and gilt salt cellars and tableware. Th e division of goods 
shows that Barbara Reyns died a well-to-do woman, as the total value of her houses, 
real estate, land and rents amounted to 10031 Carolus guilders.85 Ambrosius inherited 
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his own dowry of 162 Carolus guilders, as well as part of the belongings of his late 
wife for the total amount of 4437 Carolus guilders, a sizeable sum: the artist had 
made a profi table match.86 Th e death of his wife ended Ambrosius’s career as a stone 
dealer, as the business passed on to her children from her fi rst marriage. 

In January 1583, the French fury ravaged Antwerp, as the capricious and unpredict-
able d’ Alençon tried and failed a coup d’état. In April 1583, less than a year aft er the 
death of his wife, Ambrosius married Clara Pickaerts, a hose-maker’s widow. She lived 
in Augustijnenstraat, where he joined her and would live until his death in 1618. Th e 
whole of Ambrosius’s inheritance was used as dowry for a marriage that would bring 
him yet a step further to fi nancial success, as hose-makers were well-to-do artisans.87 
It must have been at this time that he took in Antoinette and Hans, the orphans of his 
recently deceased youngest brother Cornelis about whom, besides that he was a lead 
white maker, little else is known.88 Hans was apprenticed to him and became a painter. 
Two years aft er Ambrosius had come to live at Augustijnenstraat, Frans Francken 
also moved there in a rented house. Th ere is no information on Ambrosius’s artistic 
activities in the years 1583-1585, but one gathers he was far from poor. According to 
the 1584-tax accounts, he was one of the few taxed artists of Antwerp. Th e richest 
was the famous sculptor and architect Cornelis Floris, who paid 10 Carolus guilders 
of taxes per month, followed by the little-known Ambrosius Schmidt at 7,5 guilders 
per month. Ambrosius Bosschaert, Cornelis van Coninxloo, Ambrosius Francken 
and Frans Mirou each paid 30 stuivers per month.89 Th e historian Jan Van Roey who 
studied the voluminous set of tax documents of 1584, thus calculated that of the many 
dozens of artists living and working in Antwerp, only eight belonged to the group of 
high taxed, while six belonged to the lower taxed. Th e majority of artists and artisans 
in the art trade went untaxed and thus did not have a very large income. However, 
one may ask how much Ambrosius had actually earned with his art. It is reasonable to 
assume that his fi rst marriage and the stone business contributed more to his (mod-
est) fortune than his prints and his other artistic activities. In any case, it also seems 
clear that Ambrosius’s situation diff ered from that of the majority of artists. 

A fl ying start

In the meagre period before the Fall of Antwerp in 1585, there is a rich hoard of data 
which shows that Ambrosius not only survived, but came out of this period as a mod-
estly prosperous man. While the professional and economic possibilities for him, just 
as for other painters, were much infl uenced and even limited by the political and 
religious events of the 1580s, it is clear that he had his own strategies and ways to 
battle the crisis: apparently, he made the right choices, and the right wagers. In the 
years 1566-1585 he was able to strengthen his position in the professional and social 
milieu; this integration by mastership, citizenship and marriage manifests itself in 
the social and professional functions the artist took up in the guild of Saint Luke. 
Th e urban corporate milieu of which Ambrosius was part, formed a social net and a 
buff er. He also had enough resilience to cope with changing professional situations, 
taking opportunities as they came. His entrepreneurship as well took up a prominent 
place: it is clear that the stone business off ered full time employment, allowing only 
limited time for his artistic activities. Indeed, the straightened economic circum-
stances of those years must have forced him to try out other professions as the op-
portunities presented themselves. One thing that points in this direction is the high 
fall-out rate of 80 per cent of apprentices on their way to mastership, a certain (but 
unknown) portion of them looking for work elsewhere. Th ere is no clear answer as 
to why Ambrosius apparently stopped designing prints aft er the early 1580s, contrary 
to his fellow-artists such as Marten de Vos. Was this caused by the fact that designs 
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for prints had been an extra income and not his main source of living when he was 
involved in the building trade before 1582? 

In the early 1580s, his acute sense of business, his involvement with art (whether 
painting or maybe dealing in art, and as a dean to the guild) remained fi rmly present. 
He was more than ever interested in exercising the trade he had trained in: painting. 
Antwerp continued to play an important role as an international and local art centre 
during the years aft er 1566 and altarpieces and works of art in public and religious 
buildings were repaired or replaced with renewed fervour. Due to this, the town 
took the lead in history painting in the early 1570s, which benefi ted painters such as 
Michiel Coxie (1499-1592), Willem Key (1515-1568), Adriaan Th omasz. Key (ca 1544 
- aft er 1589), and Marten de Vos (1532-1603). But the build-up towards the Calvinist 
republic caused religious painting to end at a rather low point by the early 1580s. Still, 
the young artist seemed not to have been deterred by this: he was determined to suc-
ceed: a combination of talent, luck and a shrewd nose for business would allow him 
to build a prolifi c studio some decades further on.90 By 1584, Ambrosius, as shown by 
the tax registers, was not quite an average artist, but someone with enough capital to 
inject into his own studio, and have the funds to take in his niece, and his nephew 
who became his apprentice. All this certainly makes him exceptional. Aft er 1585 his 
career as a painter of altarpieces took a fl ying start.91 Ambrosius was able to obtain 
many commissions for altarpieces for Antwerp churches, such as the Preaching of 
Saint Eligius (Antwerp, Royal Museum of Fine Arts) (fi g. 8). His eye-catching al-
tarpieces, with drama and over-acting fi gures, with a story line close to the source, 
striking colours and contrasts, were all set in a clearly defi ned and neatly expressed 
composition. Together with his brother Frans and with Marten de Vos, Ambrosius 
topped the bill for more than a decade.

8 
Ambrosius Francken, Preaching 
of Saint Eligius, central panel, 
painting. Antwerp, Royal Museums 
of Fine Arts. Photo copyrights 
Brussels, KIK-IRPA. 
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