Brass foundry workshops of the Southern Low Countries

and the Principality of Liege. A Technical Approach’
Monique de Ruette

The copper-alloy crafts Flanders, Hainaut and Namur, the duchies of Brabant and

Luxembourg — and the Principality of Liege (Fig 1).
Dinanderie has been a very important industry in the There were many workshops in different cities,2 whose
lands of what is now Belgium, which formerly consisted surviving products consist mainly of large and small civil
of the Southern Netherlands — ie most of the counties of and ecclesiastical furniture (for example, statues, canons,
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Fig 1: Map of the Southern Low Countries and the Princfpality of Liege
(1. Border of ancient Lotharingia. 2. County of Flanders. 3. Duchy of Brabant and lands belonging to the Duke of

Luxembourg. 4. Lands of the Count of Hainaut. 5. County of Namur. 6. Land belonging to the Principality of Liége)
(Design Fr. Roloux, Musées Royaux d’ Art et d’Histoire, Brussels).
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bells, candlesticks, baptismal fonts, lecterns; pots and
pans, aquamaniles and censars); but we know that they
also produced more technical work.3

Dinanderie is a synonym for work of copper and its
alloys, more especially brass (Cu-Zn), either cast or
hammered.* The word comes from the city of Dinant on
the river Meuse, famous since the thirteenth century for
its products.5 The earliest surviving dinanderie bearing an
engraved signature and date is a large Easter candlestick
signed by Jehan Jos¢s de Dinant in 1372 in the Collegiate
church of Tongres (Tongeren in Flemish).

Besides its technical advantage, the choice of brass for
works of art is significant. Indeed, in the middle ages
brass was not considered as a simple alloy (Cu-Zn), as
bronze (Cu-Sn), but it was known as the result of the
“tincture of (red) copper in gold”.6 It is not surprising that
it is neither the designer nor the sculptor but the founder,
master of the colour of the metal, who signed the best
works of art. In the case of the Easter candlestick of St-
Ghislain? dated 1442 (Musées Royaux d’Art et
d’Histoire, Brussels, inv. 2979), the founder, Guillaume
Lefevre, proudly specified brass founder (fondeur de
laitton (sic)) (Fig 2 a, b).

The founder had also to solve problems other than
achieving the best golden colour for the metal. The large
Easter candlestick (about 6 metres high) from Léau
(Zoutleeuw), cast by Renier van Thienen between 1482
and 1483, has a very complex shape (Fig 3).8 The founder
had to calculate how to divide the whole into different
parts, suitable for casting and fitting to each other in a
way strong enough to constitute such a big candlestick.

The period of main production and export covers the 15th
and 16th centuries. First Tournai (Doornik) and then —
mainly after 1500 — Malines (Mechelen) (Fig 4)° were
especially famous abroad for their products. Who does
not know of the monumental brasses from Tournai, or the
guns and bells from Malines? However, a centre probably
in the Meuse area had been very active late in the 15th
century and at the beginning of the 16th century.!® There
are 45 brass lecterns surviving in Great Britain and
Ireland — and we know that lecterns were exported to
England through Hull; we have proved that they come
from the same centre as the five others surviving
elsewhere in Europe (Italy and Yugoslavia).!! In respect
of the works of my predecessors and because so many
lecterns survived in England, I have named that centre as
the producer of the “English” lecterns.!2

In the literature on brass workshops, no interest was
taken in technical aspects before this century!? and it is
only since 1966 that significant research has been
undertaken.!4 It was then for the first time accepted that
it was with the lost wax rather than sand casting
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Figs 2 a and b: Easter candlestick from Sainte-Cathérine
in Tournai (Guillaume Lefévre, 1442) (Musées Royaux
d’Art et d’ Histoire, inv. 2979) and a detail of its
inscription engraved on the base (... le fevre fondeur de
laitton atournay) (© IRPA-KIK, Brussels).
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Fig 3 : Easter candlestick of Léau (Zoutleeuw) church
(Renier van Thienen, 1483) (© IRPA-KIK, Brussels).

technique that brasses were cast in the Southern
Netherlands and the Principality of Liege. The
recognition of two different sorts of chaplets made it
possible to distinguish the products of the workshops of
Brabant (Bruxelles, Louvain, Malines) from those of
Tournai and Maestricht.15 Subsequently, technical studies
have been developed and not only can chaplets from
Tournai and Maestricht, and from Bruxelles, Malines and
Louvain be distinguished but also from Antwerp (Fig 5)16
and from the other centre making “English” lecterns,
mentioned above!’ (Fig 6).

Until now, the workshops of Guillaume Lefevre
(Tournai), Renier van Thienen (Brussels) and the centre of
“English” lecterns are the only ones which could be fully
studied, nearly all their surviving brass cast products
having been dismantled for examination in detail.

We know that Guillaume Lefévre used fine models and
that he was a master in the assembly of the different cast
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Fig 4: Pelican-lectern from Bornival (Malines, about
1500) (Musées Royaux d’ Art et d’ Histoire, inv. 3709) (©
IRPA-KIK, Brussels).

»

Fig 5: Chaplet from the eagle-lectern of El Escurial (J.
Simons, Antwerp, 1571) (photo M. de Ruette).

elements, to build up the model in brass. He was very
clever in dividing the pattern into elements which could
be assembled strongly and were easy to cast (when
possible he chose small elements). He produced a high
quality casting with few defects and an excellent finish.
He melted a fine golden brass and any other alloys which
were necessary (for instance bronze for the linings of the
bases of works of art).
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Fig 6: Pair of chaplets from an “english” Lectern (the
eagle lectern of Corpus Christi College, Oxford) (photo
M. de Ruette).

Renier van Thienen was able to cast very large elements
with no more defects than small ones. To assemble most
of his components he used fixed brass rivets or movable
iron ones; all the rivets passed through the whole section
of one cast element covering the end of the other one. To
fasten the core in the centre of the wax positive, he used
an iron bar as axis in the clay core and iron chaplets
around it in the wax. Those, and the fact that we find on
some of the cast elements traces of rope (to produce the
positive for the casting) and fabric (maybe to handle the
wax positive) are characteristics not limited to Renier van
Thienen.

Nearly all the “English” lecterns were produced with the
same number of different cast elements. These were
obtained with many different patterns. We can
distinguish between prototype models of the shapes and
the patterns for casting (producing the positive for the
casting) which identify the workshop. We have noticed
characteristics that we have not yet seen anywhere else,
notably reinforcement of the depth inside some of the
cylindrical cast elements, and the use of brass rectangular
chaplets used in pairs.

This study should be systematically developed, for all the
signed and dated brass castings. Indeed, beside its very
pleasant human dimension, this technical approach
allows us to compare brass items which are still undated
and whose sources are not yet known.
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