
‘Full of details and very subtly and carefully executed’: 
Oil paintings on copper around 1600

Edgar Peters Bowron

Figure l Joachim Wtcwael (I566-163S), The Golden Age, 1605,
oil on copper, 8% x 11% in. (22.5 x 30.2 cm). The Metropolitan Museum of
Art, New York.

HIGHLY wrought, brilliantly painted, exquisitely refined, 
paintings on copper have always dazzled collectors and con
noisseurs. Created in response to the taste for the precious 
and exotic that prevailed in the courts of Europe in the late 
Renaissance, painting on copper flourished around 1600, 
and then diminished gradually in popularity to the point that 
one English eighteenth-century writer described copper 
plates as “seldom employed but for delicate and elaborate 
paintings.”1 Artists painted on copper with the deliberate 
intention of fashioning something that would be out-of-the- 
ordinary, and these small cabinet-pictures have always been 
treasured for their jewel-like surfaces and virtuoso brush-

work. The crisp, detailed handling and enameled perfection 
of Joachim Wtewaels The Golden Age (fig, l),1 signed and 
dated 1605, and painted on a copper plate that can be held 
in ones hands and viewed at close range, is typical of the 
medium. There is always an element of wonder in seeing an 
artist create on the smallest scale imaginable, and one of the 
delights of small coppers is the sight of dozens of figures 
painted within an area the size of a playing card. In this
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depiction of an Ovidian earthly paradise, measuring roughly 
nine by twelve inches, Wtewacl has painted no less than thir
ty figures, and on a copper surface only slightly larger he 
once created a composition with more than a hundred gods, 
goddesses, putti, nymphs, and satyrs (The Wedding of Peleits 
and Thetis, Herzog Anton Ulrich-Muscum, Braunschweig).3

Wtewacl (1566-1638) developed a great reputation for his 
highly finished oil paintings on copper, exemplified by this 
panel, recently acquired by the Metropolitan Museum of Art. 
His glowing palette, sinuous forms, and sophisticated com
position emphasize the strength of the mannerist idiom in 
the Netherlands in the first decade of the seventeenth centu
ry. Like the best of his Dutch contemporaries, Wtewael pos
sessed formidable drawing skills, a keen, if acidic, color sense, 
and an imaginative ability to combine the most improbable 
nude figures in convincing arrangements. Wtewaels artifice 
appears even more extraordinary expressed on the narrow 
compass of the copper plate, and between about 1590 and 
1610, he painted more than two dozen oils on copper. The 
enthusiasm of collectors for these riveting little pictures is 
just as great in the late twentieth century as in the 
Netherlands in Wtewaels day, and in recent years his works 
on copper have been sought eagerly on the art market.

Although paintings on copper abound in museums, pri
vate collections, and the sale room, surprisingly little has 
been written about them. Keith Andrews in a two-page 
addendum (“Painting on Copper”) to his monograph on the 
German painter Adam Elsheimer neatly summarized what 
most art historians know about the subject.4 To attend an 
exhibition of oil paintings on copper would be gratifying, 
and thirty years ago the London art dealer Jack Baer orga
nized an imaginative small show at Hazlitt Gallery of paint
ings on copper, slate, and marble, but no one has followed 
his initiative.5

Copper as a support for oil paintings was known early in 
the sixteenth century. Vasari in his life of Sebastiano del 
Piombo (1485-1547) reported the artists experiments with 
painting on silver, copper, lead, and other metals.6 Correggio 
(c. 1489-1534) painted a penitent Magdalen on copper that 
was considered one of his supreme achievements and enjoyed 
considerable fame and influence in the seventeenth and eigh
teenth centuries (Gcmaldegalerie, Dresden; destroyed 1945). 
(In Cecil Goulds view, nothing is easier than to imagine 
Correggio, in his restless technical experimentation, selecting 
metal as support for a miniature designed to explore the 
extreme delicacy of finish.)7 Other sixteenth-century Italian 
artists painted occasionally on copper and other metals, but 
the practice docs not appear to have become widespread in 
Italy until the 1570s and 1580s when artists began common
ly using copper supports for oil paintings.

Painting on copper arose with the upsurge of appreciation 
for the precious and the remarkable, the unusual and the 
priceless that developed in cultivated humanist circles in the 
late sixteenth century and led to the creation of the 
Kunstkammer, or cabinet of marvels of art and nature. These

figure 3 Bartholomaus Sprangcr (1546-1611), Hercules and Omphiile; c. 1585, 
oil on copper, 9Is x 7'h in. (24 x 19 cm.), Kunsrlmtorischcs Museum, Vienna.

Figure 2 Bartholomaus Spranger (1546-1611), Vulcan and Main, c. 1585, oil 
on copper, 9% x 7% in. (24 x 19 cm.), Kunsthistorischcs Museum, Vienna.
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collectors cabinets contained objcts d’art, sculpture, coins, 
books, drawings, manuscripts, and paintings, and naturalia 
such as minerals, shells, fossils, and skeletons. Pictures on 
copper satisfied the refined taste of late Renaissance patrons 
like Francesco I de’ Medici (1541-87), who for example in 
1568 commissioned from Alessandro Allori (1535-1607) a 
Hercules crowned by the Muses (Galleria degli Uffizi, Florence) 
on copper as one in a scries of small allegorical works provid
ed by a variety of local Florentine painters.

The belief that the technique was introduced into Italy by 
northern artists was fostered by Karel van Mandcr in his 
Schilderboeck, or Lives of the Illustrious Netherlandish and 
German Painters (1604). He noted in his life of Johann 
Rottenhammcr (1564-1625) that when the German artist 
arrived in Rome “he devoted himself to painting on plates as 
is customary with the Netherlandcrs.”8 Van Mander, more
over, singled out a number of northern artists in Rome in the 
late sixteenth century who painted small pictures on copper: 
Hans Soens (1553-1611), Michel Gioncquoy (act.1573- 
d.1606), Hans von Aachen (c. 1551/52-1615); Paulus Bril 
(1553/54-1626), and Adam Elsheimer (1578-1610).

In his life of Bartholomaus Spranger (1546-1611), Van 
Mander records in detail the artists early use of the technique 
beginning with a Last Judgment on copper (Galleria Sabauda, 
Turin) for Pope Pius V, “so full of detail that five hundred 
faces appeared in it.” Subsequently he painted “a Garden of 
Gethsemane by night on a copper plate, the size of a sheet of 
paper, and presented it to the Pope, which pleased him very 
much, so that he desired that Spranger should make the 
whole of the Passion in the same format.”9 In 1575 Spranger 
departed Rome for Vienna and, according to Van Mander, 
presented a small copper depicting a seated female personifi
cation of Rome, with the Tiber and the she-wolf with 
Romulus and Remus, as his first work to the new emperor of 
the Holy Roman Empire, Rudolf II (1552-1612). Sprangers 
journey to Vienna and Prague, along with several other 
northern artists who both worked in Italy and painted at the 
court of the emperor, was a significant source of transmission 
of the practice of painting on copper from Italy to other parts 
of Europe.

In fact, numerous Italian painters at the time—the 
Bassano in Venice; the Carracci in Bologna; Bronzino, Allori, 
and Jacopo Zucchi in Florence; and Cavalier d’Arpino, 
Scipione Pulzone, and other late-mannerist painters in 
Rome—painted on copper, and the practice appeared spon
taneously and spread rapidly throughout northern and cen
tral Italy in the last quarter of the sixteenth century. Why this 
was so may never be explained with precision, whether owing 
to changes in fashion (a new taste for the precious and exot
ic), technology (changes in the mining and manufacture of 
copper), or economics (increased availability and lower 
costs).

Copper was used in the sixteenth century for enamelling, 
engraving and etching, and painting on copper seems to have 
coincided with a revival, or an increase in the activity, of 
print-making in Germany and in Italy, where copper sup
ports for painting became common.10 The fact that many

Figure A Joseph Hcincz (1564-1609), Diana andActaeon, late 1590s, oil on 
copper, 153/i x 191/-! in. (40 x 49 cm.), Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna.

Figure 5 Guido Rcni (1575-1642), The Martyrdom of St. Apollon ia, 
c. 1606-07, oil on copper, I73/s x 13 in. (44 x 33 cm.), M. Roy Fisher Fine 
Arts, New York.

print-makers were also painters made it easy and natural for 
them to use copper plates interchangeably for printing or as 
the support for a painting. The reason for this may have been 
economy, for compared with more commonly used materials 
such as wood and canvas, copper was (and still is) rather cost-
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ly. There are relatively few instances known, however, in 
which a copper plate has been used for both engraving and 
painting: Thomann von Hagelsteins Judith (Friedrichshafen); 
a Flemish seventeenth-century work once attributed to 
Elsheimer, Tobias and the Angel (National Gallery, London); 
Lodovico Cigoli, Rest on the Flight into Egypt (Private collec
tion, Florence); style of Jan van Goyen, View of the Zuider 
Zee (Philadelphia Museum of Art)."

Although the handling of oil paint on copper does not 
vary nor the results differ much from painting on wood pan
els, copper plates had several advantages over wood and can
vas: elaborate preparation of the surface for painting was 
reduced; the surface was extraordinarily smooth and uni
form, ideal for fine brushes and delicate detail; the coefficient 
of linear expansion of copper compares favorably with that of 
wood and thus ensures greater stability and preservation; cor
rosion of the copper plate itself often does little harm to the 
oil paint, because the paint film isolates the copper from the 
air; and the small size of most copper plates made them suit
able for easy transport, so that on occasion two painters

Figure 6Giovanni Francesco Barbicri, called Gucrcino (1591-1666),
The Dead Christ mourned by Angels, 1617-18, oil on copper, 14‘/a x 17‘/2 in. 
(36.8 x 44.4 cm.), The National Gallery, London.

could collaborate on one composition, one painting the land
scape, the other the figures. And although artists could not 
have known this at the time, paintings on copper that are 
well cared for generally survive in excellent condition, owing 
to the protection given the paint film by the solidity and 
durability of the support, and often appear as brilliant and 
fresh as the day they were created.

The disadvantage of the copper support for oil painting is 
that paint has a poor attachment to bare metal. Some paint
ings on copper have a history of blistering and flaking, and 
painters experimented with different techniques to ensure 
that there was no corrosion due to the chemical interaction 
between the copper and the oil priming.12 Old technical 
manuals recommended roughening the copper with ashes or 
pumice stone before use in order to give it “tooth” and allow 
the oil paint to adhere to the surface; rubbing the surface of
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Figure 7 Paulus Bril (1553/54-1626), Mountainous Landscape with St. Jerome, 
1592, oil on copper, 10 x 12% in. (25.4 x 32.4 cm.), Private collection.

years {Old woman at prayer, Salzburger Landessamlungen- 
Residenzgalerie, Salzburg). (These metal coatings may also 
have been applied to increase the reflectivity of the surface in 
the hope of creating a greater refractive index and thus 
increasing the overall luminosity through the translucent 
ground and colors.)

A survey of existing oil paintings on copper indicates that 
around 1600 painters associated the medium with several 
specific genres of painting: mythological cabinet paintings; 
private devotional images; landscapes; decoration of furniture 
and liturgical objects; and reduced records of larger, usually 
public paintings. For reasons ranging from the aesthetic 
effects achievable on copper to its malleability and conve
nience as a support to its inherent costly and precious nature, 
copper proved highly popular for these particular categories 
of work.

Mythological and allegorical subjects, often explicitly erot
ic, were routinely depicted on small copper panels. The taste 
for such cabinet pictures flourished under Emperor Rudolf II 
and became a stock-in-trade of the artists he gathered at his

the panel with garlic was often mentioned as a means of 
improving adhesion. In the seventeenth century painters 
experimented with a variety of methods for preparing copper 
surfaces to prevent any harmful reaction between the metal 
and oil paint and to achieve a better bond between the sup
port and paint layers: Adam Elsheimcr often applied a silver 
film (actually a tin-lead alloy) to the surface of the copper 
plate before applying a ground (Judith and Holofernes, Apsley 
House, London); Scipione Pulzone (Portrait of a Cardinal, 
National Gallery, London) and Claude Lorrain coated their 
plates with tin (Embarcation of St. Paul, City Art Gallery, 
Birmingham); Domcnichino used lead {Landscape with the 
blight into Egypt, Allen Memorial Art Museum, Oberlin); 
Guido Reni employed zinc {Coronation of the Virgin, National 
Gallery, London); and Rembrandt applied gold leaf for the 
ground in a painting on copper dating he made in his Leiden
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court in Prague: Hans von Aachen, Matthaus Gundclach, 
Joseph Heintz, and Bartholomaus Spranger. A pair of small 
coppers by Spranger on the theme of the power of love, 
Vulcan and Maia and Hercules and Omphale (figs. 2, 3) is typ
ical of the work produced by the Rudolfine court artists dur
ing their imperial service.1' Sprangcr was born in Antwerp, 
and from about 1567 until 1575 was active in Italy, where he 
forged a highly original style based on Parmigianino,

Correggio, and Michelangelo. Beginning in 1575 he was 
court painter to Emperor Maximilian II in Vienna, and from 
1580 worked in Prague in the service of Rudolf II. 
Mythologies, allegories, and personifications played a large 
role at the Prague court, and the presentation of this material 
in a sensuous, occasionaly frankly erotic manner, has given 
rise to the view that Rudolfinc painting is largely erotic in 
content.14 What is certain is the frequency with which images 
of amorous couples and single nude figures were painted on 
copper, in part because of the silken handling painters could 
employ to describe the naked female body. And because these 
images were intended for private enjoyment, the small scale 
of the copper panel meant that its possessor could examine the 
work closely and intimately, holding the painting in his hands.

In Joseph Heintzs Diana and Actaeon (fig. 4), painted for 
Rudolf II in the late 1590s,15 the artists retelling of a myth 
from the ancient world barely disguises his intention to cre
ate a sensuous and provocative image that would appeal to 
the sophisticated tastes of his patron on a number of levels.

Figure S Paulus Bril (1553/54-1626), The Catnpo Vaccino, &w/f,l600, oil on 
copper, 8*/s x 1 15/b in. (21.5 x 29.5 cm.), Gcmaldegalcric, Staatlichc 
Kunstsammlungcn, Dresden.

Figure 9 Jan Brueghel (1568-1625), A Road with a Ford in the Wood[ 1608, oil 
on copper, 13 1/4 x 19 in. (33.7 x 48.3 cm.), Private collection.
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(Given die emperors wide learning and taste for complicated 
imperial allegories, the Rudolfine painters presumably used 
erotic mythological imagery to express deeper meanings.16) 
Ovid describes at length the misfortunes of the young prince 
who stumbled accidentally upon the grotto where Diana and 
her companions were bathing, and his Metamophoses was a 
popular literary source for themes involving Diana and 
Actacon, Jupiter and Antiopc, Venus and Adonis, Diana and 
Callisto — each an opportunity for the painting of the nude. 
Not all mythologies of course were painted on small-scale 
coppers but for about twenty years, 1585 to 1605, such pic
tures proliferated in collectors cabinets across Europe and 
they share in common the playfullness and artefice of 
Heintzs painting and its fine facture and imaginative effects 
of scale, lighting, color, and perspective.

In Rudolfine Prague and other cultivated humanistic 
courts, paintings on copper with allegorical or mythological

subject matter took precedence over works with a religious 
cast. But elsewhere, especially in Italy, copper was widely 
used for religious narrative and small-scale, personal, devo
tional images. The latc-sixtecnth-century Bolognese, in par
ticular, frequently painted religious pictures on copper, and 
the practice especially appealed to Annibale (1560-1609) and 
Ludovico Carracci (1555-1619) and their pupils, 
Domenichino (1581-1641) and Francesco Albani (1578- 
1660). Guido Rcni (1575-1642) learned to paint on copper 
in the studio of his first teacher, the Flemish painter, Denys 
Calvaert (c. 1540-1619), with whom he was apprenticed 
from 1585-95, and thereafter he employed copper supports 
for devotional pictures. Renis pictures on copper were often 
commissioned as gifts by patrons with a taste for religious 
works of a luxurious and high finish, and were admired for 
their detailed handling and enamel-like surface. He appears 
to have made in the first decade of the century a number of 
small devotional images on copper of the lives of the saints 
and the Virgin. One of the most popular compositions 
among these was the Martyrdom of St. Apollonia (fig. 5),

Figure /OAdam Elshcimcr (1578-1610), Saint Paul on Malta, c. 1600, oil on 
copper, 65/« x 85/s in. (17 x 21.3 cm.), The National Gallery, London.
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painted about 1606-07, possibly lor Cardinal Emilio 
Sfrondato (1561-1618), the artists first important Roman 
patron, and a serious scholar interested in early church histo
ry a°d archaeology and the cult ot the early virgin martyrs. 
Saints Cecilia, Catherine of Alexandria, and Apollonia.

There was obviously a demand for small cabinet-pictures 
of a religious nature in Rome in the early seventeenth 
ry and the inventories ot the large collections, the Barbcrini, 
Aldobrandini, Ludovisi, Doria-Pamphilij and Borghese list 
many small coppers by both northern and Italian artists. 
Rcni painted for several of these families, and the earli
est recorded owner of the St. Apollonia was Cardinal 
Antonio Barberini (1607-1671), nephew of Pope 
Urban VIII, in whose family it remained until A 
the early 1970s. Rcni intermittently pro
duced devotional images on copper 
throughout his life, mostly of 
Christ crowned with thorns and as 
the Man of Sorrows, and bust- and 
half-length saints.1'

Gucrcino (1591-1666) is anoth- 
er Bolognese painter who appears to 
have favored copper for his early jj 
religious paintings, of which 
none is more memorable 
than the Dead Christ 
mourned by Angels (fig. {
®.1S One of the finest 
and most successful of 
Guercinos small reli
gious works, the fluidity 
of handling belies to 
some extent the argu
ment advanced here 
that artists chose copper 
because it enabled them 
to handle paint with 
great control and pre
cision. However, the 
reduced scale of the

was largely devoted to mural painting, his fame rests on the 
small-scale coppers in oil he began to paint in the 1590s.

His earliest work on copper, a Mountain Landscape with St. 
Jerome, signed and dated 1592 (fig. 7), is characteristic of the 
northern mannerist landscape tradition with its bird’s-eye 
view and infinite vistas.19 However, within a few years he 
abandoned these old-fashioned mountain panoramas in favor 
of a more modern conception of landscape that proved high
ly influential among northern artists in Italy around 1600. 

He painted many small landscapes on copper plates, one 
of which Van Mander particularly admired, “a subtle 

little piece on copper with subtle, handsome ruins 
) and little figures in the genre of the Campo 
. Vaccino, that is, the ancient market of Rome.”20

The composition exists in several versions, 
one of the most brilliant of which is 

» signed with his monogram - a pair 
of spectacles (“Bril” in Dutch) - and 

dated 1600 (fig. 8), and characterizes 
the artist’s success in this field.

Bril’s influence on northern 
painters in Rome in the 1590s appears 
to have been substantial. In 1592-94 

Jan Brueghel (1568-1625) was in 
Rome and the two appear to 

have collaborated on a 
(painting dated 1593, and 
in the following year Bril 
painted the landscape for 
a Christ with Martha and 
Mary for which Johann 
Rottenhammcr supplied 
the figures (Musco Civico, 
Treviso).21 One of the 
attractive characteristics 
of small copper panels 
was the case with 
which they could be 
transported, and as a 
result Bril, Brueghel, 
Hendrick van Balen 
(1575-16 3 2), 

> Hendrick de Clerck 
~ (c. 1570-1630), and 

other artists collaborated 
on small landscapes, one 
painting the landscape, 

the other providing the figures. Bril was also friends with 
Adam Elshcimcr, and although it will probably never be 
established with precision the precedence of one artist over 
the other in the creation of paintings of copper, there seems 
to be little doubt that the small-scale landscape on copper 
was a firmly-established genre in Rome around 1600.

The range of visual effects obtainable on copper 
extraordinarily wide. Jan Brueghel exploited the medium to 
the maximum in a series of brilliantly colored, lush woodland 
scenes, none more impressive than a Road with a Lord in a

centu-

? :;S 5 *
$ 5 a ©

work, restricted pal
ette, simplified com- 
position, and few Bi 
figures are entirely
characteristic of intimate R‘Zure ! I Adam Elshcimcr (1578-1610), The Finding and Exaltation of the True Cross,

1603-05, oil on copper, x 421/* in. (124 xl07 cm),
Siaddschcs Kunsiinsiiiut, Frankfurt.devotional works produced 

for private use.
When painters discovered how sensitively they could ren

der nuances of light, shade, and atmosphere on copper, they 
quickly employed the material for landscape painting. The 
practice of painting landscapes on copper was established by 
Paulus Bril (1553/54-1626), a Flemish painter who traveled 
to Rome before 1582 to assist his older brother Matthias 
(1550-1583) in the execution of frescoes in the Vatican and 
Lateran. He spent his mature in career in Rome and painted 
a number of landscape interiors in fresco for the Church in 
the last two decades of the century. Although Bril’s activity

was
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the high altar of San Cristoforo della Certosa in Ferrara, con
secrated in 1597 is an example. The ciborium itself, made of 
wood decorated with intarsia and gilded bronze, was the 
work of two Bolognese artists, Marco Antonio Maldrato and 
Nicolo Donati. Set into it were two small coppers by 
Agostino Carracci, The Last Supper (a reduced variant of a 
painting now in the Museo del Prado), and Ludovico 
Carracci, The Gathering of Manna, both c.1595 (Pinacotcca

Nazionale, Ferrara).24
The use of copper 

for this purpose is so 
common that it is 
hardly necessary to 
cite the number of 
painters who produced 
work of this kind. 
Adam Elsheimer sup
plied the pictorial dec
oration for several 
portable altars, none 
so spectacular as the 
tabernacle, or house- 
altar, in Frankfurt 
depicting the search 
for and final restitu
tion of the Holy Cross 
(fig. 1 A).25 The Kreuzaltar 
consisted of seven sil
vered copper panels, 
several of which 
miraculously surfaced 
one by one over sever
al decades after 1950, 
enabling the enabling 
the altarpiece to be 
reconstructed on the 
basis of a contempo
rary sketch that show
ed the disposition of 
the individual scenes 
and the appearance of 
the original frame. 
The prevalence of 
series of small copper 

panels in uniform sizes depict
ing saints and figures from the 
Old and New Testaments, and 
scenes from the life of the 

Virgin and Christ, suggests that they originated as decora
tions for furniture of a devotional nature.26

Orazio Gentileschis David with the head of Goliath in 
Berlin (fig. 12) represents another category of work for which 
artists frequently employed copper supports: reductions of 
large-scale easel paintings and altarpieces. The crystal-clear 
forms and precise handling of this small copper is characteris
tic of Gentilcschi, one of Caravaggios most important 
Roman followers. The painting was Identified in 1927 by the

Wood (fig. 9)> signed and dated 1608.22 His meticulous han
dling of the brush and virtuoso skill at depicting delicate tex
tures earned him the nickname “Velvet” Brueghel. Copper 
was ideally suited for painting on a miniature scale, and 
Brueghel has delineated every blade of grass, tree, and hair on 
the hides of the oxen and horses with astonishing fidelity. 
The mark of one of Brueghel’s favorite copper panel-makers, 
Pieter Stas, of Antwerp, is on the back of the panel. By the 
seventeenth century 
the panel makers’ 
guilds in the Nether
lands also regulated the 
manufacture of copper 
as well as wood panels, 
an indication of how 
widespread the prac
tice of painting on 
copper had become.

In contrast to 
Brueghel’s scene of a 
road through a peace
ful wood is Adam 
Elshcimcr’s summation 
of the dreadful power 
of a storm at sea on a 
tiny copper plate (fig.
10) in the National 
Gallery, London.23 
Elsheimcr had already 
painted on copper 
before he came to Italy 
in 1598 and he used 
the support almost 
exclusively throughout 
his career. This scene 
of St. Paul’s shipwreck 
on Malta was painted 
around 1600, when 
Elsheimcr settled in 
Rome, and demon- 

the extraordi-strates
nary range of natural 
effects he was capable 
of depicting: lightning, 
fire, wind, and waves. His ten- Figure 12 Orazio Gcncilcschi (1563-1639), David with the Head of the 

Goliath, c. 1610, oil on copper, 14*/m x 11 in. (36 x 28 cm.), 
Gcmaldcgalcric, Sutatlichc Museen Preussischcr Kulturbcsitz, Berlin.der religious and mythologi

cal scenes in a landscape setting 
and the intense effects of light 
and shade he achieved in “night-pieces” like this influenced 
Rembrandt, Rubens, Claude Lorrain, and numerous 
Northern landscape painters and made him one of the 
founders of Baroque painting.

Copper plates were ideally suitable (or letting into furni
ture, in particular for inlaying into household cabinets, and 
furniture of a devotional nature. One of the most fre
quent uses lor copper was as a support for the pictorial deco- 
rat ion of liturgical objects. A ciborium or tabernacle on
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Even without excessive pedantry, one could extend the 
examination of oil paintings on copper to include other cate
gories such as still life painting. Although Roelandt Savery 
(c. 1576-1639) is usually considered a Landschaftsmaler, he 
produced the earliest extant dated independent flower paint
ing by a Dutch artist (fig. 13) on a small copper panel, signed 
and dated 1603.28 Savery was a naturalist who painted at the 
imperial court in Prague and produced a number of small 
alpine views on copper. Whether this still life is a depiction 
of the theme of Vanitas, a Christian interpretation of nature, 
or merely a straight-forward representation of the natural 
world is open to question. However, it probably is signifeant 
that the support is copper (which, like panel, allowed the 
artist to paint the individual elements with extreme delicacy 
and precision), and the entire subject of flower still lifes on 
copper, which includes such marvels as the Flowers in a 
Roemer that Jan Brueghel painted for Cardinal Federico 
Borrommeo in 1608 (Pinacoteca Ambrosiana, Milan), 
requires investigation.

Painting on copper was not systematically pursued in the 
later seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, but the practice 
never really died out. In Rome, for example, Benedetto Luti, 
Placido Costanzi, Sebastiano Conca, Francesco Trevisani, and 
Pompeo Batoni all painted small pictures on copper. 
Canaletto unexpectedly employed copper plates in the 1720s 
for a series of views of well-known Venetian sites in which he 
deliberately seized advantage of the artistic properties of the 
material to lighten his palette and sharpen his focus to appeal 
to British milords and other grand tourists visiting the city. 
And for certain painters such as Louis-Jean Francois (1724- 
1805) Lagrence copper was an ideal surface for their silken 
and sentimental cabinet pictures.

An artist for whom the copper support is practically syn
onymous, and whose artistic output consisted almost entirely 
of cabinet pictures on copper, silver, and other metals was the 
Viennese Rococo painter, Johann Georg Platzer (1704-1761). 
He painted genre, historical, and mythological subjects, influ
enced strongly by Dutch and Flemish painters around 1600. 
His Rebecca at the Well (fig. 14), epitomizes his conscious 
revival of the mannerist practice of painting on copper, and 
his velvety surfaces indeed seem to be inspired by the works of 
Wtcwacl, with whom he has been occasionally con fused.:‘J 
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