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Hans Memling

Hans Memling was a true master, Flemish painter, his subject matter combined with his 

technical skills produced some of the most beautiful painting of the fifteenth century. This was a 

very important time for oil painting. According to Susan Jones in her article, Painting in Oil in the 

Low Countries and itʼs Spread to Southern Europe, she says, “The versatility of oil paint made it 

an essential factor in realizing the new artistic vision of early Netherlandish painting, which 

combined extraordinary realism with brilliant color.” Memling was known for his Christian 

themed paintings and his commissioned portraits. 

Early Life 

Memling was born in a village in Germany, known 

now as Frankfurt. At a young age Memling parents 

died. There is no record of Memlingʼs birth but schol-

ars have estimated his age of twelve to fourteen, at 

the time of their death. Dirk De Vos says in Hans 

Memling the Complete Works,(pg. 16) “ Although we know nothing about Memlingʼs education, 

it is almost certain that his early teaching was provided by the Benedictine monks,” and goes on 

to say, “if he was even younger, the abbey might of taken care of him, This institution was a 

leading religious and intellectual centre in the area, and attracted all kinds of artists and crafts-

men.”  This would of been a great foundation for influencing a young artist.  De Vos states, “the 

influential abbey with its international contacts was well placed to help the talented youngster on 

Research Paper Erickson 1

Hans Memling, Triptych of Jan Floreins, 

oil on Oak panel 1479



his way - providing him with a recommendation or referring him to further trading opportunities in 

more lucrative centers.” It is hard to say where Memling received his early training, as there is 

know recored of Memling early life.

Vander Weyden Influence

 Before the first documented recored of Memling, many 

scholars believe Memling studied under Rogier van der Wey-

den.  It is speculated that Memling started out as a journeyman 

in Rogier van der Weydenʼs workshop, De Vos explains, “Mem-

ling earliest paintings reveal a markely graphical style of draw-

ing with the brush,” and “this early technique provides clear 

evidence of an intimate knowledge of practices in Van der 

Weydenʼs workshop.” (pg. 362)  When comparing the two you 

can see the unmistakable simulates. Memling adhered to Van 

der Weyden style, as Von says(pg. 361), “...while never simply  

copying it. The sculptural drapery; the carved physiognomies; 

the wide eyes; the taut modeling and contours of the bodies 

and hands; the still occasionally flat, moon-shaped yet sensual 

faces of the women, and archaic, wrinkled types of the male 

saints; the natural elegance of the  slender figures and the 

stylized courtliness of their gestures - all of these characteris-

tics suggest the thorough assimilation of the earlier masterʼs 

formal language.” One could only learn this language with 

studying side- by -side with Vo der Weyden. 
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After Van der Weydenʼs death the first recoring of 

Memling appeared in Bruges on January 30, 1465. 

There he was granted his citizenship and established 

himself as an artist.

Techniques

When looking at painting techniques of Memling, 

we need to start with the supports, according to 

Marika Springs in,The Memling Studies,(pg. 213) “All 

are oak panels prepared with chalk grounds bound in glue,” 

and goes on to say “A thin priming layer has been applied, probably after the underdrawing had 

been completed.”  Memling used a fine paintbrush and paint in his early works and then moved 

on to black chalk or charcoal for his underdrawing. In the portrait of Maarten van Nieuwenhove 

we can faintly see Memlingʼs underdrawing and his use of geometry 

when creating perspective.  Then the paint was applied in thin lay-

ers, glazing techniques where applied. Memling knew his tech-

niques and applied them, as a true master painter would.

Three Elements of Memlingʼs Portraitureʼs

 In Memling Portraits, Minimal Means, Remarkable Results, Ma-

ryan W. Ainsorth, says, “Memlingʼs indisputable ability simultane-

ously to individualize and to idealize his sitter.” (pg. 93) This 

made Memling a very sought after, he cornered the market on 

the production of portraits in Bruges.  Memling had his own 

style, even though we can see the influences of Van der Wey-

den and Van Eyck. Memling had three elements, according to Dirk De Vos says,  “the framing of 
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the subject, the development of the background landscape and the sculptural realism.” (pg. 366) 

The faming of the subject. Means that, Memling would focus tight upon the sitter, sometimes 

even cutting off part of their shoulder, and focusing the composition on the hands, shoulders 

and head,  Memling is pushing the sitter towards viewer. Memling did have a standard approach 

towards his portraits, certain portraits appear to have originated from 

stock patterns of the head pose, shape and size, the individual of the sit-

ter occurred later in the stage of the painting process. Memling paid 

close attention to the details of the physiognomy. It was not until the last 

stages of the painting that these physiognomy of the sitter appeared. In 

“Portrait of a Man”, we can see Memlingʼs use of  landscape. It is be-

lieved that Memling was the first to fuse two element of portraiture and 

landscape, an idea  which he might have got from the Italians, and 

their open air portraits. Memlingʼs composition of the landscape 

changes from portrait to portrait with the height and distance.  Ac-

cording to De Vos,”the landscape creates a heightened contrast be-

tween nearby and far away, allowing the face to be explored even more 

in its spatial isolation, it also reinforces the impression that the head is 

located high above ground.”(pg. 368) and also says, “This is Memlingʼs 

original contribution to the spatial psychology of the modern portrait.” 

(pg. 368)  This opened a new way of painting portraiture.  Memling was 

the first to paint portraits in “sculptural realism”. This refers to a 

couple of things, the face is three-quarter to full-view and the sit-

ter is never portrayed looking at the viewer.  The viewer looks at 

the sitter as if looking at a sculpture. De Vos (pg. 369) 
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 Symbols

Memling used symbols in his painting, in “Portrait of the Man with a Pink”, the man is hold a 

pink, a symbol of love and fidelity. This suggests that this work is probably an engagement por-

trait and the piece of paper might be a love 

letter or a marriage contract. These kind of 

portraits were common especially among the 

noble but also among members of the mer-

chant class. The use of the objects in the 

portrait lets the viewer know what the sitter 

wants us to know about him. Borchert (pg. 170)

Triptych of St Christopher

“Triptych of St Christopher”, this was commissioned by Willem Moreel, a prominent political 

man of Bruges. This shows him with his five sons eleven daughters and his wife Barbara van 

Vlaenderberch.  This triptych shows three saints: St Christopher, middle, left, St. Maurus monk 

holding a crook and a open book, right St. Giles with a book and an arrow piercing his arm, St. 

William of Maleval, is standing next to Moreel,  His wife is protected by St Barbara. This was an 

family altarpiece in St. James Church and was produced for this purpose. This piece shows a 

portraiture of a family in a altarpiece with the protection of their saints and showing their devo-

tion to God. This was for the wealthy to show their standing in the community and church.  Bor-

chert (pg. 172)

Hans Memlingʼs portraiture lives on today, with art historians trying to dissect his work, to 

figure out who Hans Memling was and who were some of these men and women in his portraits. 

No one truly knows. What we do know is Memling was a true artist, in every sense of word. His 

ability as an artist, shows us he must have been very committed to his art.  
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