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Hugo van der Goes (c. 1440–1482/83) was the most outstanding Nether-

landish painter of the second half of the 15th century. He is first recorded 

in 1467, when he became an independent master in Ghent. This marked 

the beginning of a highly successful career, which brought the painter a 

large number of commissions from the city and private patrons, but also 

from the Burgundian court. Multiple times he was elected dean of the 

Ghent painters’ guild. 

 

Around 1476, Hugo van der Goes turned his back on the world for rea-

sons unknown and entered the Roode Klooster near Brussels as a lay 

brother. Nevertheless, he continued his artistic work on a grand scale, no 

doubt with the help of several assistants. High lords sought out the artist 

at the monastery, including Archduke Maximilian of Austria. 

 

A few years after entering the monastery, however, Hugo was suddenly 

seized by a mysterious mental illness. He was not to recover from it, died 

a short time later and was buried in the monastery courtyard. 

 

Hugo’s life, which was marked by the tension between worldly success 

and monastic retreat, is unique for an artist of his time. His works reflect 

these extremes: They display a new emotional experience of pain as well 

as of bliss.  

 

HUGOS BEGINNINGS 

Almost all of Hugo van der Goes’ known works date from his time in the 

Roode Klooster near Brussels. Apart from the Monforte Altarpiece, only 

one mural painting, preserved in copies, was undoubtedly created in 

Ghent. Little is known about other lost works from Hugo’s Ghent period.  

It is equally uncertain where the painter was trained. His oeuvre shows an 

intense engagement with the work of the Brussels master Rogier van der 

Weyden. It is therefore conceivable that Hugo worked in the Brussels 

workshop of Rogier, who died in 1464, or one of his successors before 

becoming a master painter in 1467. Thus, his entry into the monastery 

could have marked a return to Brussels. 

 

THE MONFORTE ALTARPIECE 

The central panel of the Monforte Altarpiece is the most important pre-

served painting by Hugo van der Goes. It has survived with its original 

frame, though not intact: both wings have been lost, and of the central 

panel’s top extension only about 10 cm remained when it was trimmed in 

the 17th century. Approximately 70 cm are missing. The lost section can 

be reconstructed with the help of a number of copies and variations of the 

painting. For the duration of the exhibition, the original panel will be shown 

with a modern addition to visualize its original appearance. 
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HUGO’S SECOND ADORATION OF THE MAGI 

In his later years, Hugo van der Goes painted a second Adoration of the 

Magi. The composition of the lost original has survived in several, partially 

free copies. With regard to the types of figures and faces as well as the 

coloration, the painting was obviously close to the late works of around 

1480. It is unclear to what extent Hugo drew inspiration from older models 

for his composition. An Adoration of the Magi painted by a Flemish artist 

in Italy, Justus of Ghent, at about the same time as the lost Adoration of 

the Magi, shows clear parallels to Hugo’s composition. 

 

THE LARGE AND THE SMALL DESCENT FROM THE CROSS 

Hugo van der Goes developed a new type of composition: the narrative 

painting with half-length figures. His Large and Small Descent from the 

Cross show the earliest painted scenes in close-up. With the picture-filling 

depiction of the deceased Christ and the mourners, Hugo heightened the 

emotionality of his two devotional paintings. This pictorial idea was a suc-

cess: more than 100 copies of the Large Descent from the Cross have 

survived up to this day. However, the originals, painted as tüchlein, have 

suffered greatly over the course of time. Teir colors, for instance, were 

originally much more intense. 

 

MONUMENTAL COMMISSIONS FOR ABROAD 

Not all works by Hugo van der Goes were able to leave their present 

home for this exhibition. With a width of almost 6 meters, the Portinari Al-

tarpiece, painted for a Florentine church, is the largest triptych in early 

Netherlandish painting. The central panel shows the Nativity with the very 

prominently depicted shepherds entering from the right. The inner wings 

show the family of Tommaso Portinari, a Florentine banker based in 

Bruges. The outer wings show the Annunciation to Mary in the form of 

simulated stone sculptures. 

 

The wings of the high altarpiece for the Collegiate Church of Trinity Col-

lege in Edinburgh were also commissioned from Hugo van der Goes. Only 

the wings painted on both sides have survived. Their exteriors show the 

Holy Trinity – God being at once Father, Son and Holy Spirit – and the 

patron, Provost Edward Bonkil. On the inner wings, King Jacob III of Scot-

land and his Queen, Margaret of Denmark, with their son and patron 

saints can be seen. The lost central panel probably showed the Corona-

tion of the Virgin surrounded by saints. 

 

HUGO AND THE COURT 

The court and its entourage were important patrons for artists. They deco-

rated the residences and also designed decorations for pageants and cel-

ebrations. Here, allegories, for example of virtues, and holy knights as role 

models were in demand. Hugo van der Goes was involved, among other 

things, in the decoration of the 1468 wedding of Duke Charles the Bold in 

Bruges. In addition to pleasurable themes, references to the transience of 

all earthly things were also appreciated in the circles of those in power. 

Variations on the traditional subject of the encounter of the Three Living 

and the Three Dead were particularly popular. 
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HUGO’S FOLLOWERS 

While Hugo van der Goes lived in the Roode Klooster near Brussels, he 

undoubtedly employed a number of assistants who helped him with large 

commissions. Certainly, they were not monastic brothers, but laymen who 

lived in the area. After Hugo’s death in 1482/83, some of them settled in 

Brussels and other places. For their own works, they often used models 

from the monastery workshop. Thus, Hugo‘s inventions and compositions 

continued to be copied after his death and served as inspiration for other 

artists well into the 16th century. 

 

THE MADNESS OF HUGO VAN DER GOES  

After Hugo van der Goes had lived in the Roode Klooster near Brussels 

as a lay brother for several years and had worked there as a painter, he 

was seized by a mental illness. He believed himself to be cursed and 

could only be prevented from committing suicide by force – as a former 

fellow brother, Gaspar Ofhuys, reports in a chronicle. 

 

Since the discovery of this manuscript in 1863, it has continually fueled 

the imagination. The late medieval artist Hugo thus appeared as the first 

representative of the modern notion of the mad genius which became 

widespread in the 19th century. This was also fostered by Émile Wauters’ 

monumental history painting by from 1872, which was a sensational suc-

cess at the time. The sick artist with his mad look is obviously inspired in 

appearance by the apostles in Hugo’s Death of the Virgin. The monas-

tery’s prior stands behind him and tries to cure the painter’s madness with 

music. 

 

“As I then learned from the account of his brother Nicolaus, the donate, on 

a certain evening on the way back [from Cologne], our converse brother 

Hugo incurred a strange mental disease, as a result of which he kept say-

ing he was a lost soul and was adjudicated eternal damnation; further-

more he was intent on injuring himself physically and committing suicide. 

[…] They then reached the city of Brussels and without delay summoned 

Father Prior Thomas there. The latter, after confirming everything with his 

own eyes and ears, suspected that he was vexed by the same disease by 

which King Saul was tormented. Thereupon, recalling how Saul had found 

relief when David plucked his harp, he gave permission not only that a 

melody be played without restraint in the presence of brother Hugo, but 

also that other soothing spectacles be performed…” 

Gaspar Ofhuys, c. 1509/13 

 

“Not just my paintings, but I myself most of all, I had recently become wild-

eyed, a bit like Hugo van der Goes in the painting by Emile Wauters. But 

having had all my beard carefully shaved off, I believe that I have as much 

of the very placid abbot in the same painting as of the mad painter so in-

telligently depicted in it. And I’m not unhappy to be somewhere between 

the two, because you have to live.” 

Vincent van Gogh, Letter to his brother Theo (Arles, 29 July 1888) 

 

“I’m not ill, but I’d become so without any doubt if I didn’t take hearty food 

and if I didn’t stop painting for a few days. In fact, I’m once again nearly 

reduced to the state of madness of Hugo van der Goes in Emile Wau-

ters’s painting. And if it wasn’t for the fact that I had something of a dual 
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nature, something of both the monk and the painter, I should be — and 

that long since — utterly and entirely reduced to the above-mentioned 

state.” 

Vincent van Gogh, Letter to his brother Theo (Arles, 21 October 1888) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


