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ABSTRACT 

 

 The Old Testament figure of Melchizedek, the priest-king of Salem, was a 

popular image in religious art from the Early Medieval period to the Rococo. 

Melchizedek’s unique position as both priest and king caused Paul to compare 

Melchizedek to Christ in his Epistle to the Hebrews, while Melchizedek’s offering of 

bread and wine to the patriarch Abraham in the Book of Genesis was identified by the 

Early Church Fathers as a prefiguration of the Eucharist. This association with Christ and 

the Eucharist causes Melchizedek to take an important role in religious art beginning in 

the Early Medieval period, and his image can be found in the monumental church 

programs of Santa Maria Maggiore, San Vitale, and Chartres to Dieric Bouts’ Altarpiece 

of the Holy Sacrament (1464-1467). The significance of these images relies on the use of 

typology, which by the Renaissance begins to diminish along with Melchizedek’s 

significance as a prefiguration. However, Peter Paul Rubens’s depiction of The Meeting 

of Abraham and Melchizedek for his Triumph of the Eucharist tapestry series (c.1625) not 

only revitalizes the waning use of typology but also signifies the grand culmination of the 

visual tradition of Melchizedek. Combining elements of classical antiquity with the 
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sublime style of the Baroque, Rubens creates an image both secular and religious in 

nature which is unsurpassed by later examples.         
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I 

Introduction 

  

Though it is one of his lesser known works, Peter Paul Rubens’s monumental 

series of tapestries celebrating The Triumph of Eucharist is a testament to the spirit of the 

Counter-Reformation. With a total of over twenty tapestries, the Eucharist series is 

Rubens’s largest and most ambitious tapestry commission. The series was commissioned 

by the Governess of the Southern Netherlands and Rubens’s close friend, the Infanta 

Isabella Clara Eugenia, in c. 1625 for the convent of the Descalzas Reales in Madrid. 

Almost four hundred years after their commission, the tapestries continue to hang in the 

convent today, where they “constitute one of the pinnacles of high Baroque church 

decoration and Counter-Reformation iconography.”1  

Previous studies of Rubens’s Eucharist series, most notably those by Charles 

Scribner and Noora de Poorter, have concentrated on the same general themes, the most 

important of which involves the original arrangement and intended location of the 

tapestries within the convent for which they were commissioned.2 In addition to the 

arrangement of the tapestries, scholars have also focused on the development of Rubens’s 

                                                           
1 Charles Scribner III, “Review of Corpus Rubenianum Ludwig Burchard II. The Eucharist Series by Nora 
de Poorter,” The Burlington Magazine 122 (1980): 772-773. 
2 See Nora de Poorter, The Eucharist Series (London: Harvey Miller; Philadelphia: Heyden & Son, 1978) 
and Charles Scribner III, The Triumph of the Eucharist: Tapestries Designed by Rubens (Michigan: UMI 
Research Press, 1982). 
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preparatory paintings and issues of attribution in relation to these paintings.  Though 

Scribner and de Poorter both provide a detailed analysis of each tapestry design, their 

discussions are limited to provenances, bibliographies, and technical observations about 

the tapestries and their preliminary sketches. Their iconographic studies are confined to 

the overall theme of the series, The Triumph of the Eucharist, and not the rich visual 

tradition that inspired the iconography of each individual tapestry.  

My thesis focuses on one of Rubens’s largest tapestries for the series, The 

Meeting of Abraham and Melchizedek, which is part of a group of tapestries within the 

cycle that prefigure the Eucharist. The significance of The Meeting of Abraham and 

Melchizedek resides with the figure of Melchizedek, whose unique position as both priest 

and king prefigures the priesthood and kingship of Christ and whose offering of bread 

and wine to the patriarch Abraham foreshadows the Eucharistic sacrament. In this thesis, 

I present an iconographic study of the figure of Melchizedek  

In the first chapter, I explain the importance of Melchizedek as a type of Christ, 

and the significance of Melchizedek’s encounter with Abraham in Genesis 14 as a 

prefiguration of the Eucharist. Melchizedek’s special position as both a priest and king 

lent him commentary in the Epistle to the Hebrews (Hebrews 7), in which Paul compares 

Melchizedek’s unique priesthood with that of Christ. Commentary by the Early Church 

Fathers on the Book of Genesis and the importance of the sacraments establish 

Melchizedek’s offering in Genesis as a prefiguration of the Eucharistic sacrament, and it 

is this connection to both Christ and the Eucharist that causes Melchizedek to take such 

an important role in religious art from the Early Medieval period to the Baroque.          
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 In the second chapter, I present an iconographic study of the figure of 

Melchizedek, beginning with the Early Medieval tradition of monumental church 

programs and ending with the Renaissance and the works of Raphael and Dieric Bouts. I 

tried to choose a variety of images in different media, including painting, metalwork, 

sculpture, and stained glass, each of which depicts Melchizedek as a type of Christ. 

Although some of these examples illustrate The Meeting of Abraham and Melchizedek as 

described in the Genesis narrative, others emphasize Melchizedek’s role as high priest, 

celebrating the Eucharistic elements over an altar or accepting offerings on God’s behalf. 

The significance of these images is based on the use of typology, by which “scriptural 

exegesis [is discovered through] structural analogies among the events and the 

personages of the Old and New Testament.”3 By the Renaissance, the importance of 

Melchizedek as a prefiguration begins to diminish, but as I will demonstrate, it is 

revitalized by Rubens with his Triumph of the Eucharist tapestry series.  

The images of Melchizedek discussed in the second chapter culminate with Peter 

Paul Rubens’s depiction of The Meeting of the Abraham and Melchizedek for the 

Eucharist series, which is the primary focus of the third and final chapter. Before 

presenting my analysis of the image, I provide an introduction to Rubens’s Triumph of 

the Eucharist tapestry series (c. 1625), which includes the details surrounding the 

commission of the series, the special relationship between the artist and his patroness, 

and an overview of the various reconstructions of the tapestries within their intended 

space of the convent. At the end of the chapter, I present a detailed analysis of Rubens’s 

                                                           
3 Christopher Hughes, “Typology and Its Use in the Moralized Bible,” in The Mind’s Eye: Art and 
Theological Argument in the Middle Ages, ed. Jeffrey F. Hamburger and Anne-Marie Bouché (Princeton: 
Department of Art and Archeology, Princeton University in association with Princeton University Press, 
2006), 135. 
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depiction of The Meeting of Abraham and Melchizedek for the Eucharist series, in which 

I discus Rubens’s transformation of this obscure Old Testament encounter into a sublime 

depiction of Eucharistic piety.  

The purpose of this thesis is not to offer an extensive iconographic study of the 

figure of Melchizedek, but to provide an overview of how the figure of Melchizedek was 

used in art, and how Rubens’s depiction for the Triumph of the Eucharist tapestry series 

fits into this visual tradition. As I will demonstrate, Rubens’s The Meeting of Abraham 

and Melchizedek, with its rich Baroque imagery, presents a climactic point in the 

iconographic history of Melchizedek that is unsurpassed by later examples.        
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II 

The Order of Melchizedek  

  

But Melchizedek the king of Salem, bringing forth bread and wine, 
for he was the priest of the most high God, Blessed him, and said: 
Blessed be Abram by the most high God, who created heaven and 
earth. And Blessed be Abram by the most high God, by whose 
protection the enemies are in thy hands. And he gave him the tithes 
of all.   

 

   Genesis 14: 18-204 

 

 The legend of Melchizedek continues to baffle scholars even to this day. He appears in the 

Genesis narrative almost as suddenly as he disappears, as the priest-king of Salem who bestowed 

a blessing upon the patriarch Abraham. Besides his role in the Book of Genesis, Melchizedek is 

only mentioned two other times in the Bible. His unique role as both king and priest is recognized 

in the Book of Psalms (Psalms 110:4), where Christ is described as “priest forever in the order of 

Melchizedek.” In his Epistle to the Hebrews (Hebrews 7), Paul offers a commentary to this 

reference in Psalms, in which he compares Melchizedek with Christ. Some have described 

Melchizedek as a divine being with supernatural powers, while others have identified 

Melchizedek with Shem, the son of Noah, who received the priesthood from his father.  So who 

exactly is this mysterious man known as Melchizedek? 

 

 

                                                           
4 All Biblical passages are taken from the Douay-Rheims Catholic Bible, http://www.drbo.org/. 

http://www.drbo.org/
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Melchizedek the Priest-King of Salem  

For this Melchizedek, king of Salem, priest of the Most High God, 
met Abraham returning from the slaughter of the kings and blessed 
him; and to him Abraham apportioned a tenth part of everything. 
He is first, by translation of his name, king of righteousness, and 
then he is also king of Salem, that is, king of peace. He is without 
father or mother or genealogy, and has neither beginning of days 
nor end of life, but resembling the Son of God he continues a priest 
forever. See how great he is! Abraham the patriarch gave him a 
tithe of the spoils.       

     Hebrews 7:1-5 

 

 Numerous legends about Melchizedek began to circulate among both Jews and 

Christians around the fifth century. Jewish commentaries on the figure of Melchizedek 

portray him as a divine figure, who is sometimes identified with the Archangel Michael.5 

In his discussion of Genesis 14, the Hellenistic Jewish philosopher Philo interprets 

Melchizedek as an allegorical symbol, a representation of the Logos.6 Besides Philo’s 

writings, Melchizedek does not figure into contemporary rabbinic discussions. Hugh 

Montefiore suggests that the polemical use of this Epistle against the Jews may have 

contributed to Melchizedek’s absence in Jewish exegesis.7 

 The Christian interpretation of the legend of Melchizedek begins with Hebrews 7, 

in which Melchizedek is interpreted with the help of Psalm 109:4 “as a figure of Christ 

the true high priest.” Paul’s discussion of Melchizedek unfolds in the form of an 

                                                           
5 Harold W. Attridge, The Epistle to the Hebrews: A Commentary on the Epistle to the Hebrews 
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1989), 194. 
6 Fred L. Horton, The Melchizedek Tradition: A Critical Examination of the Sources to the Fifth Century 
A.D. and in the Epistle to the Hebrews (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1976), 59.  
7 Hugh Montefiore, A Commentary on the Epistle to the Hebrews (London: Adam and Charles Black, 
1964), 118. 
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argument that takes four parts: the scriptural story of Melchizedek, Melchizedek’s 

superiority over Abraham and Levi, the replacement of the Levitical priesthood by Jesus’ 

priesthood, and the superiority and the perfection of Jesus’ high priesthood. Apart from 

his exegesis of Melchizedek’s name, where he follows Philo, “[Paul’s] exposition of 

Melchizedek is highly original.”8  

 Paul opens his argument by recounting the meeting of Abraham and Melchizedek 

as described in Genesis 14, which focuses on the battle of the kings. One of the most 

unusual of the patriarchal stories, and at the same time one of the more perplexing, the 

battle of the kings is the only story in the Book of Genesis “that connects a patriarch with 

great historic events that bring him out onto the international stage.”9  Five Canaanite 

kings had been paying allegiance to the ruler of Elam, now southeastern Iran. When these 

five kings finally decided to assert their independence, a coalition of four eastern 

monarchs launched a punitive raid against the rebels, which resulted in the kidnapping of 

Abraham’s nephew, Lot, and his family. Immediately after receiving the news of Lot’s 

fate, Abraham assembled an army of over three hundred men and went in pursuit of his 

nephew’s captors. Although they were greatly outnumbered, Abraham and his men 

defeated Chedorlaomer’s forces and rescued the captives. On his victorious return home, 

Abraham encountered Melchizedek, the priest-king of Salem, who offered bread and 

wine to Abraham’s men and bestowed a blessing upon the patriarch. In response to 

Melchizedek’s generosity, Abraham offered him a tithe from his spoils of war.   

                                                           
8 Montefiore, Commentary, 117. 
9 Nahum M. Sarna, Understanding Genesis (New York: Schocken Books, 1966), 111. 
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    However, Paul is not interested so much in the historical aspects of the story as in 

its meaning. “He [Melchizedek] is first, by translation of his name, king of righteousness, 

and then he is also king of Salem, that is, king of peace” (Hebrews 7:4). Whereas Philo 

addresses this same point as proof that the mind can bring peace and order to the body, 

Paul introduces the meanings of the names Melchizedek and Salem to prove that 

righteousness and peace are characteristics of the Melchizedekian order of priesthood. 

These qualities also find fulfillment in the priesthood of Christ.     

 In addition to being a king of righteousness and peace, Melchizedek is also a 

highly unique individual, for “He is without father or mother or genealogy, and has 

neither beginning of days nor end of life, but resembling the Son of God he continues a 

priest forever” (Hebrews 7:3). The suggestion that Melchizedek has no lineage can be 

interpreted in a number of ways; he was possibly an orphan, a bastard, or even an 

individual of supernatural origin. However, as Montefiore demonstrates, Paul employs 

here the Alexandrine principle that what is unmentioned in the Bible can be presumed not 

to exist.10 Melchizedek suddenly appears in the Genesis narrative almost as suddenly as 

he disappears, prompting Paul to assert that he “has neither beginning of days nor end of 

life” (Hebrews 7:3).  

 Melchizedek’s lack of lineage is contrasted with the hereditary succession of the 

Levitical priesthood for which Aaronic descent was required on the father’s side and 

Israelite nationality on the mother’s. Since Melchizedek’s priesthood is not inherited, 

Paul characterizes it as eternal.  

                                                           
10 Montefiore, Commentary, 119. 
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 John Chrysostom, in his Homilies on Genesis, argues that Melchizedek resembles 

Christ in that he had no family history.11 Christ does not possess the familial 

requirements for priesthood under the old covenant. “For it is evident that our Lord was 

descended from Judah, and in connection with that tribe Moses said nothing about 

priests” (Hebrews 7:14). As the first priest without benefit of genealogy, Melchizedek 

corresponds as the antitype to the way in which Christ becomes priest.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
11 Mark Sheridan, ed., Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture: Old Testament, Volume II: Genesis  
12-50 (Downers Grove, Ill.: Inter Varsity Press, 2002), 26-27. 
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The Superiority of Melchizedek 

Consider how great this man is to whom Abraham the patriarch gave a 

tithe of his best spoils. Those of the descendants of Levi who receive 

the priestly office are authorized to collect tithes from the people 

according to the Law, that is, from their fellow-Israelites, although they 

too are descendants of Abraham. But this man, whose descent is not 

raced from them, received a tithe from Abraham, and blessed even the 

man who had received the promises. Unquestionably the lesser is 

blessed by the greater. Further, in the one case it is mortal men who are 

receiving tithes, in the other case a man who is affirmed to be still 

alive. And it might even be said that Levi, who receives tithes, has 

himself been tithed through Abraham; for he was in his ancestor’s loins 

when Melchizedek met him.  

      Hebrews 7:4-10  

 

 Paul continues his argument by illuminating Melchizedek’s superiority not only 

over Abraham, but also the Levitical priesthood. In Genesis 14, Melchizedek receives 

tithes from Abraham and in return offers Abraham a benediction. The spontaneous gift by 

Abraham from his spoils of war suggests that he realized his own inferiority to 

Melchizedek. Considering that Abraham was the Father of the Jewish nation, the man 

“who had the promises,” his humility before Melchizedek is even more astonishing 

(Hebrews 7:6). By blessing Abraham, Melchizedek demonstrates this superiority, for the 

ability to bestow a blessing is a mark of authority in and of itself. In a family, a father can 



11 
 

bless his children, and in “the extended family of a nation,” a king can bless his people.12 

“It is beyond dispute that the inferior is blessed by the superior” (Hebrews 7:7). If 

Melchizedek were able to bless Abraham, whom God had promised that in his offspring 

all the nations of the world would be blessed, then Melchizedek’s priesthood must be 

superior to the Levitical order.  

 Melchizedek’s priesthood is also differentiated from the Levitical order in the 

sense that Melchizedek’s priesthood is permanent. Whereas Levite priests were subject to 

death like other men, Melchizedek’s priesthood is eternal, a belief supported in Psalms 

109:4 which states “a priest forever in the order of Melchizedek.” However, it is 

important to remember that this attribution to Melchizedek of eternal life is an inference 

from the text and not an explicit affirmation in the scripture.13 By establishing the 

superiority of the Melchizedekian order over the Levitical, Paul is able to justify the 

replacement of the Levitical order with Jesus’ Melchizedekian priesthood at the end of 

Hebrews 7.      

Melchizedek’s Offering as a Prefiguration of the Eucharist 

 It was not until the beginning of the third century C.E., with the writings of 

Clement of Alexandria, that interest began to develop in Melchizedek’s offering of bread 

and wine as prototypes of the Eucharist. In his sermon on the Eucharist, Ambrose 

addresses Melchizedek as the “author of the sacraments.”14 Similarly, in his explication 

of the Genesis text, Augustine identifies Melchizedek’s sacrifice with the Eucharistic 

                                                           
12 Montefiore, Commentary, 121. 
13 Montefiore,  Commentary, 122. 
14 Saint Ambrose, Theological and Dogmatic Works, trans. Roy J. Deferrari (Washington, D.C.: The 
Catholic University of America Press, 1963), 300.  
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sacrament, “for then first appeared the sacrifice which is now offered to God by 

Christians in the whole wide world.”15 This resemblance between Melchizedek’s offering 

and the Eucharist is further enhanced by Thomas Aquinas, who in his own discussion of 

the sacraments, argues that the sacrament of Melchizedek, which was prior to the Law, 

resembles the Eucharistic sacrament of the New Law in respect to the “matter involved in 

it, in virtue, namely, of the fact that he offered bread and wine, just as the sacrifice of the 

New Testament is accomplished by the offering of bread and wine.”16  

Conclusion 

  Since Melchizedek’s priesthood is permanent, exclusive, unique and therefore 

eternal, he provides the type of eternal priesthood for the Son of God. Although every 

characteristic of Melchizedek’s priesthood is recapitulated on a grander scale in Christ’s 

priesthood, we are able to understand the eternal, heavenly priesthood of Christ through 

the earthly, perpetual priesthood of Melchizedek. Christ’s position as high priest enables 

Him to offer His own life as a sacrifice for others, especially since only a high priest is 

able to offer atonement to God on behalf of those he represents.  

 Melchizedek is one of those “shadowy figures which appear in the course of the 

[history of salvation and] re-appear in the light of Christ as elements of the divine plan 

and foreshadowings of the ineffable mystery of God become man.”17 His significance in 

religious imagery from the Early Medieval era to the Rococo is based upon the early 

Church Fathers’ identification of his offering as a prefiguration of the Eucharist and his 

                                                           
15 Saint Augustine of Hippo, City of God, trans. Marcus Dods (New York: The Modern Library, 2000), 
544-545. 
16 Saint Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, trans. David Bourke (Cambridge: Blackfrairs,1975), 47. 
17 Frederick L. Moriarty, “Abel, Melchizedek, Abraham,” The Way 5 (1965): 96. 
 



13 
 

position as the archetype of Christ’s priesthood. As we will see in the next chapter, some 

of these images emphasize Melchizedek’s role as high priest and his connection to both 

Christ and the Eucharist, while others exploit Melchizedek’s unique position as priest and 

king as the embodiment of absolute power.  
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III 

The Meeting of Abraham and Melchizedek: An Iconographic Study 

“Thou art a priest forever, after the order of Melchizedek.” 

-Hebrews 7:17 

 

 There is a misconception that by the seventeenth century, the rich tradition of 

medieval symbolism and allegory had been eclipsed by a rediscovery of classical 

antiquity during the Italian Renaissance, and more immediately, by a newly developed 

interest in naturalism heralded by Caravaggio. Although Charles Scribner acknowledges 

that Rubens achieved a rare synthesis of medieval iconography with Baroque forms of 

expression, he criticizes Rubens’s Biblical subjects as being stripped of any theological 

substance in favor of an extravagant theatricality.18 

 However, as Emile Mâle demonstrates in his seminal work on Counter-

Reformation iconography, the elaborate association between the Old and New 

Testaments which had dominated medieval art by no means disappeared in the wake of a 

classical revival and an obsession with Caravaggistic naturalism, but was adopted and 

reinterpreted by a new generation of artists.19 There was a concerted effort among the 

religious orders of the Counter-Reformation, especially by the most crusading of the 

newly formed orders, the Jesuits, to revive the waning traditions of Old Testament 

prefigurations in religious iconography. Rubens played a crucial role in the extensive 

outgrowth of the revival of Biblical concordances with his cycle of ceiling paintings, now 

                                                           
18Scribner, Tapestries Designed by Rubens, 31. 
19 Franklin M. Biebel, “Review of L’Art Religieux après le Concile de Trent by Emile Male.” The Art 
Bulletin 15 (1933): 191-192. 
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destroyed, in the Jesuit Church in Antwerp and his Triumph of the Eucharist tapestry 

series.  

In the Jesuit ceiling cycle, each of the Old Testament prefigurations not only 

alluded to its New Testament counterpart iconographically but was physically paired with 

the latter, creating a rather straightforward program of ceiling paintings that unfolded as 

the worshipper proceeded down each side.20 However, in the Eucharist cycle, Rubens 

deliberately excludes any New Testament scenes, substituting instead allegorical subjects 

to represent the fulfillment of those prefigurations. Therefore, the Triumph prefigurations 

are to be interpreted as prototypes not for specific New Testament subjects, but rather for 

the Eucharistic sacrament in general. 

  

The Early Medieval Tradition: Santa Maria Maggiore, San Vitale, San Apollinare, 

and the Cathedral of Anagni  

 

 In his selection and use of prefigurations, specifically his depiction of Abraham 

and Melchizedek for the Triumph of the Eucharist series, Rubens had two important 

traditions from which to draw: the early Christian tradition of monumental decorative 

programs for sacramental chapels, and Flemish triptychs from the fifteenth century. The 

most important decorative mosaic scheme still surviving in Rome today is in Santa Maria 

Maggiore, which reflects the triumph of the church during the fifth century. The 

decorative scheme, though Christian, is based on imperial triumphal monuments, such as 

                                                           
20 See John Rupert Martin, The Ceiling Paintings for the Jesuit Church in Antwerp (New York and London: 
Phaidon, 1968). 
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the Arch of Constantine in Rome.21 In this instance, the triumph of the emperor over the 

barbarians is replaced by the triumph of Christ over unbelievers and paganism in the 

central apse. 22  Dedicated to the Virgin Mary, this enormous church, which is designed 

to accommodate some two thousand worshippers, competed in scale and lavish 

decoration with ancient Roman imperial basilicas.  

 

           

Fig 1. Triumphal arch with Scenes from the Infancy of Christ, 432-440. Mosaic on Santa Maria 
Maggiore, Rome. (photo: http://www.paradoxplace.com/Church_Stuff/Popes.htm) 
 

 

While the major fourth-century basilicas in Rome were imperial commissions, S. 

Maria Maggiore is the first great church erected by a pope. The founding of the church 

reflects a situation in the fifth century when the pope played an increasingly independent 

political role. “With the seat of empire long removed (and) the pagan aristocracy finally 

                                                           
21 For more on the Arch of Constantine, see R. Ross Holloway, Constantine and Rome (New Haven and 
London: Yale University Press, 2004). 
22 George Zarnecki, Art of the Medieval World: Architecutre, Sculpture, Painting, the Sacred Arts 
(Enlgewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, Inc.; New York: Harry N. Abrams), 56. 

http://www.paradoxplace.com/Church_Stuff/Popes.htm
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defeated,” the Bishop of Rome was the only effective authority left in the city.23 The first 

to assert this claim as “the true and rightful heir of the Caesars” was Pope Sixtus III (432-

440), who commissioned the huge basilica of Santa Maria Maggiore as a demonstration 

of his newly established political authority.24  At the center of its great triumphal arch 

over the altar, Sixtus proclaims his role as the basilica’s builder with the dedicatory 

inscription XYSTUS EPISOCOPUS PLEBI DEI [Xystus (usually Anglicized as Sixtus) 

Bishop of the People of God] (fig. 1). 25     

 Due to the enormous importance of this basilica to the pope’s political reputation, 

the central theme of the mosaic program revolves around the notion of rulership, 

specifically Old Testament examples of kingship. Rather than create a consecutive 

narration of the Old Testament starting with the story of Creation, the mosaic program 

highlights the lives of four leaders of the chosen people of God, namely Abraham, Jacob, 

Moses, and Joshua. Together they represent the forerunners of the building’s patron, the 

pope, who claims precisely this role for himself with the title of “Bishop of the People of 

God” in the dedicatory inscription.  

At the climax of the Old Testament cycle, ending the series on the north wall 

where it joins the triumphal arch, is a mosaic of The Meeting of Abraham and 

Melchizedek (fig. 2).  Stylistically, the mosaic demonstrates an interesting transition from 

the antique, as represented by paintings in catacombs, to the medieval. Although the 

scene is set in a landscape, the figures are disproportionally large for their setting. 

Furthermore, the space is severely curtailed by the strip of gold which replaces the 

                                                           
23 Ernst Kitzinger, Byzantine Art in the Making: Main Lines of Stylistic Development in Mediterranean Art: 
Third-Seventh Century (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1977), 72-73.   
24 Kitzinger, Byzantine Art, 73.  
25 Zarnecki, Medieval World, 56. 
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middle distance. The triangular arrangement of the composition draws the eye from the 

hands of Melchizedek extending a basket of bread to the outreached hand of Abraham 

and finally to the Hand of Christ, at the triangle’s apex, signifying His acceptance of 

Melchizedek’s offering. Though the figure of Christ may seem anachronistic in this Old 

Testament scene, His presence stresses the significance of the encounter as a 

prefiguraiton of Christ’s sacrifice re-enacted in the Eucharist, which is conveyed visually 

in the composition by the vertical alignment of Christ with the Eucharistic elements of 

the bread and wine. With his soldiers anxiously behind him on horseback, Abraham 

assumes the role of the victorious general. Unlike his men though, Abraham dons not the 

uniform of a soldier but ecclesiastical robes like those of Melchizedek.   

                                         

                                                        Fig 2. Abraham and Melchizedek, 432-440.  
             Mosaic in nave wall. Santa Maria Maggiore,  
             Rome. (photo: ARTstor) 
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Like the pope, Abraham claimed victory over his enemies by invoking the power 

of God, which is expressed in the mosaic with the aid of traditional Roman pictorial 

syntax. Continuing the triumphal idea of the arch, Abraham encounters Melchizedek in 

the manner of the imperial adventus.26 In a vast and extraordinarily disparate world of 

many languages and cultures where few were literate, the Romans engineered an 

effective pictorial language by which images could be “read,” as it were, and serve as a 

universal means of communication.  Roman coins originally conveyed the elaborate 

ceremony of the imperial adventus in which people of Rome would acknowledge the 

supremacy of their leader and petition his benevolent protection (fig. 3).    

  

    

Fig 3. Medallion of Constantius Chlorus, c. 296. Gold, 42 millimeters  
in diameter. From the mint at Trier. (photo: Nees, Early Medieval Art,  
24, fig. 12)   

 

André Grabar, in his study of the origins of Christian iconography, has also 

argued that the S. Maria Maggiore mosaic of Abraham and Melchizedek bears a 

remarkable resemblance to imperial images depicting peaceful contacts with foreigners.27 

However, instead of portraying Melchizedek as subservient to Abraham, the mosaic artist 

depicts both figures as equals. Nonetheless, this assimilation of imperial imagery with 

                                                           
26 Kitzinger, Byzantine Art, 72; Lawrence Nees, Early Medieval Art (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2002), 91.  
27 André Grabar, Christian Iconography: A Study of its Origins, trans. Terry Grabar (Princeton, N.J.: 
Princeton University Press, 1968), 49. 
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Christian iconography demonstrates the pope’s claim to a special kind of priesthood, like 

that of Melchizedek, which encompasses both the secular and religious.  

While the mosaic at S. Maria Maggiore alludes to Sixtus’ “new” type of 

priesthood, a mosaic of Melchizedek and Abel at San Vitale in Ravenna reflects the 

emperor’s role in the church (fig. 4). Considered by some as the Ravenna counterpart to 

S. Maria Maggiore, the church of San Vitale is unusual, since it is not a basilica but an 

octagon with a projecting altar area. The church was originally founded by the Bishop 

Ecclesius in 526 but underwent major renovations in the 540’s when Ravenna became the 

western capital of the Byzantine empire under the authority of the Emperor Justinian.28 

The unique architectural plan of the church may reflect the desire to emulate the latest 

fashion in the imperial capital, where Justinian’s Hagia Sophia was only the most 

spectacular of a number of domed churches.29  

Shortly before the end of Justinian’s war of reconquest, in the 540’s, the chancel 

was redecorated with mosaics, which like the architecture of the Hagia Sophia both 

reflect venerable traditions and embody striking novelties. Decorated with intense bursts 

of color that come alive with figures, the mosaics represent a triumph of excess that at 

first glance appears almost overwhelming. Through the use of different symbols and 

images, the mosaics all convey the same idea: the redemption of mankind by Christ and 

the sacramental re-enactment of the Eucharistic sacrifice.    

Situated adjacent to the altar is a scene illustrating Melchizedek in the process of 

performing the offertory rite. In this instance, Melchizedek does not appear with 

Abraham “as the Biblical narrative indicates or as S. Maria Maggiore represents, but 

                                                           
28 Otto von Simson, Sacred Fortress: Byzantine Art and Statecraft in Ravenna (Chicago and London: The 
University of Chicago Press, 1965), 23. 
29 Nees, Early Medieval Art, 102. 
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rather with Abel offering a lamb (Genesis 4:4), the first sacrifice acceptable to God and a 

reference to the Eucharist.”30 Abel’s offering is also a symbol of Christ, who is the 

“Lamb of God.” Despite being separated by geography and time, Abel and Melchizedek 

occupy the same visual space and flank the image of a single altar, thereby suggesting 

that the theme of offering is what connects them.  

 

   

               Fig 4. Abel and Melchizedek, 548. Mosaic in chancel. San Vitale, Ravenna. (photo:   
http://www.flickr.com/photos/tortipede/3679963718/) 

 
 

Further emphasizing this theme of Eucharistic offering is a chalice and two loaves 

of bread, identical in shape to what Melchizedek presents and also with the Eucharistic 

bread used by the church during the sixth-century, which decorate the altar.31 In the same 

manner as the S. Maria Maggiore mosaic, the hand of God, the traditional symbol of the 

                                                           
30 Nees, Early Medieval Art, 102.  
31 Simson, Sacred Fortress, 25. 

http://www.flickr.com/photos/tortipede/3679963718/
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divine presence in the Old Testament, appears above the figures of Abel and 

Melchizedek, signifying his acceptance of their sacrifices. Decorating the front of the 

altar is the “seal of Melchizedek,” two interlocked squares in gold.32 Although scholars 

are unsure as its meaning, the seal of Melchizedek was a reoccurring motif in religious art 

of the Early Medieval era, appearing again in another mosaic of Melchizedek at San 

Apollinare in Classe. The sparse yet beautifully rendered landscape of the S. Maria 

Maggiore composition has been replaced in  the San Apollinare mosaic with architectural 

structures - the richly decorated temple to the right, behind the figure of Melchizedek, 

and the relatively modest domicile of Abel - which reinforce the identities of the figures 

standing before them, Melchizedek the priest-king and Abel the faithful worshipper. 

Accompanying the scene of Abel and Melchizedek on the opposite side of the bay 

is a mosaic depicting the sacrifice of Isaac and Abraham’s reception of the three angels in 

the valley of Mamre. While Abel, Melchizedek, and Abraham each prefigure the 

Eucharistic rite, they are also specifically mentioned in one of the solemn prayers of the 

Roman canon of the Mass in which the congregation asks for God’s acceptance after the 

consecration of the bread and wine:  

Upon which [the Eucharistic offering] do thou vouchsafe to look with propitious 

and serene countenance, and to accept them, as thou wert graciously pleased to 

accept the gifts of thy just servant Abel, and the sacrifice of our Patriarch 

Abraham, and that which thy high priest Melchizedek offered to thee, a holy 

sacrifice, a spotless victim.33 

                                                           
32 Hugh Nibley, Temple and Cosmos: Beyond This Ignorant Present (Salt Lake City: Desert Book 
Company; Provo: Foundation for Ancient Research and Mormon Studies, 1992), 109. 
33 Simson, Sacred Fortress, 25.  
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This petition on the part of the congregation may seem odd, but it is “a plea that the 

offering, which the Church makes of herself here and now, may be most intimately 

associated with the offering Christ made on her behalf on the cross, and which is  

represented in the mass.”34 In this plea, the figures of Old Testament associated with the 

tradition of sacrifice and whose sacrifices had been accepted, or in the case of Abraham 

who offered his only son in accordance with God’s will, that God may also answer the 

congregation’s plea for acceptance.  

This theme of offering is repeated in the images of Justinian and the Empress 

Theodora, whose portraits on either side of the apse create the impression of an offertory 

procession to the altar (figs. 5-6).35 Both Justinian and Theodora are depicted carrying 

gifts, which they symbolically offer to the image of Christ situated in the apse. However, 

the gifts they present are much more than symbols of their patronage. The emperor 

presents the golden paten containing the Eucharistic bread, while the empress presents 

the scyphus aureus in which the wine was offered at the altar.36 Since the gifts they bear 

are also elements of the Eucharist, they partake in both the offertory rite - when the bread 

and wine are offered to God before they are consecrated - and the Eucharistic sacrament. 

By illustrating the royal couple participating in both the offertory rite and the Eucharistic 

liturgy, these apse mosaics commemorate the privileged position of the emperor as the 

only lay person in the Byzantine rite to participate in the liturgy.   

The significance of this representation is reinforced by the figures of Abel, 

Melchizedek, and Abraham, who indirectly symbolize not just every Christian attending  

                                                           
34 Moriarty, “Abel, Melchizedek, Abraham,” 96. 
35 For more on the imperial portraits see Charles Barber, “The Imperial Panels at San Vitale: A 
Reconsideration,” Byzantine and Modern Greek Studies 14 (1990): 19-40. 
36 Simson, Sacred Fortress, 29. 
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                 Fig 5. Justinian and Retinue, c. 546. Mosaic on entry to apse. San Vitale, Ravenna.  
                 (photo:  http://traumwerk.stanford.edu/philolog/Justinian.jpg) 
 

 

 

                  Fig 6. Theodora and Retinue, c. 546. Mosaic on entry to apse. San Vitale, Ravenna.  
                  (photo: http://traumwerk.stanford.edu/philolog/Theodora.jpg) 

 

 

http://traumwerk.stanford.edu/philolog/Justinian.jpg
http://traumwerk.stanford.edu/philolog/Theodora.jpg
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mass, but also the emperor, who as king and priest represents his subjects in the sacred 

rite before God. This is especially true for the figure of Melchizedek, whose  

unique position as both priest and king was the “embodiment of the theocratic aspirations 

of the Byzantine monarchy.”37 Although Melchizedek dons the attire of a priest, his  

cloak, shoes, and head attire are the same purple color ceremoniously reserved for the 

emperor, suggesting a direct comparison with Justinian. Just as the mosaic scheme at S. 

Maria Maggiore conveys a “new” type of priesthood by which the pope acts as both 

a cleric and political leader, the decorative scheme at San Vitale acknowledges 

Justinian’s privileged role as emperor and priest.              

The dedicatory mosaic in San Vitale is not only a testimony to Justinian’s place in 

the Byzantine church, but also a glorification of the Archbishop of Ravenna, Maximian, 

who is seen to the right of the emperor and is depicted as his equal. 38 As the one 

outstanding representative of Byzantium in Italy, the archbishop faced tremendous 

animosity in Ravenna shortly following the completion of the dedicatory mosaic at San 

Vitale. To boost his reputation among the inhabitants of Ravenna, Maximian obtained 

from Constantinople relics of several saints with the intention of building lavish churches 

in their honor. Of his various artistic projects, the great mosaic program of San 

Apollinare in Classe is the most important. Dedicated to the martyr and first bishop of 

Ravenna, Apollinaris, the basilica provides a magnificent setting for the burial of the 

city’s founding bishop. In the apse of the basilica, Apollinaris is honored both as a 

disciple of St. Peter and also as an intermediary between the worshipper and Christ, 

whose image is seen in the arch above the apse. By elevating its founding bishop to 

                                                           
37 Simson, Sacred Fortress, 31. 
38 Simson, Sacred Fortress, 40. 
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apostolic rank, Maximian hoped to assert Ravenna’s claim as a worthy companion to 

Rome and Constantinople.39  

Situated near the altar of San Apollinare in Classe is a mosaic illustrating Abel, 

Melchizedek, and Abraham, who flank an altar of their own upon which they offer their 

sacrificial gifts: Abel a lamb, Melchizedek the bread, and Abraham his son Isaac (fig. 7).      

  

 

                  Fig. 7.  The Symbolic Sacrifices, c. 550. Mosaic on right side of apse. San Apollinare in  
                  Classe, Ravenna. (photo: http://www.sacred destinations.com/italy/ravenna-sant- 
                  apollinare-classe-photos/slides/xti_7368p.htm)  

 
 

The composition is undoubtedly an adaption of the two Old Testament mosaics in 

San Vitale, demonstrating the influence of the liturgy in the development of both 

decorative programs. This gathered offering at the altar occurs before the veil of the 

temple, which is parted as the hand of God reaches through. The open veil illustrates the 

fulfillment of Christ’s atonement wherein the temple veil was ripped from top to bottom 

                                                           
39 Nees, Early Medieval Art, 123. 
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so that all could potentially come before God and enter the Holy of Holies. In the same 

fashion as the San Vitale mosaic, the seal of Melchizedek is predominantly displayed on 

the front of the altar. However, one of the most important changes made with the San 

Apollinare composition is the elevated significance of Melchizedek. Though he offers his 

own sacrifice, he is seated at the head of the altar, which creates the impression that Abel 

and Abraham are bestowing their sacrificial gifts directly to him. Melchizedek’s role as 

priest-king, as God’s chosen servant, is emphasized with the presence of the divine hand 

to the left of Melchizedek’s right shoulder. In the same manner as the depiction of 

Apollinaris in the apse, Melchizedek acts as a divine intermediary; however, in this 

instance, Melchizedek appears to accept the sacrificial offerings on God’s behalf.  

The association between these three Old Testament figures and the liturgy of the 

Mass is made much more explicit in the Drogo Sacramentary, in which the figures of 

Abel, Melchizedek, and Abraham decorate the initial to the opening of the Canon of the 

Mass (fig. 8). Commissioned for Archbishop of Drogo of Metz, the illegitimate son of 

Charlemagne, the Drogo Sacramentary is one of the earliest forms of a Mass book, 

although the form and the contents were not yet standardized.40 Richly decorated with 

foliate letters and initials formed by gold bars entwined with gold leaves to resemble a 

trellis, the Drogo Sacramentary “is a lavish example of an unusual school of illumination 

that flourished in Metz in the ninth century,” where many of the initials contain scenes or 

figures.41 This technique not only provides a device for accentuating the major divisions 

of the text, but also allows for visual motifs that reflect the subject of the text.   

 

                                                           
40 Robert G. Calkins, Illuminated Books of the Middle Ages (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1983), 162. 
41 Calkins, Illuminated Books, 164.  
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                                        Fig. 8. Te Igitur initial, opening to the Canon of the Mass,  
                                        ninth century. Drogo Sacramentary. Bibliothèque Nationale,  
                                        Paris, MS lat. 9428, fol. 15v. (photo: ARTstor)  
 

In the center of the monumental initial T, “Te igitur” (You, therefore [addressing 

God]), that opens the Canon of the Mass, Melchizedek is illustrated celebrating the 

Eucharist upon an altar. To the left, Abel offers a lamb, while Abraham, to the right, 

holds a ram and points toward two bullocks at the foot of the letter. Again, Melchizedek’s 

role as priest is emphasized as he is the only figure to flank an altar. All three figures 

direct their gaze upward at the Hand of God, who accepts their offerings just as He 

accepts the plea of the congregation during the Mass.  

One of the last examples of The Meeting of Abraham and Melchizedek from the 

Early Medieval tradition resides in the crypt of the Cathedral at Anagni, built towards the 
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end of the eleventh century. Just southeast of Rome, the city of Anagni is famous for its 

possession of the relics of Saint Magnus, which rest within the central altar of the main 

crypt of the Cathedral. Although he had no connections to the town during his lifetime, 

Magnus was adopted as the patron saint of Anagni when the city inhabitants purchased 

his body from the Saracen King, Mura, in the ninth century. Besides Saint Magnus, the 

crypt also serves as the final resting place for the cathedral’s founder, Bishop Peter 

(1072-1105), and four female martyrs, all of whom died in or around the city of Anagni.42 

Undoubtedly part of the original structure of the cathedral, the crypt runs beneath the 

chancel and apse and is decorated with a series of frescoes devoted primarily to the life of 

Saint Magnus and to several Apocalyptic episodes. Interspersed among these scenes of 

veneration and the Last Judgment are various symbols of the Old and New Testaments 

combined with Old Testament scenes, including a fresco of Abraham and Melchizedek 

located near the altar in the crypt (fig. 9).  

Although the subject matter of the fresco cycle is quite varied, the frescos are 

arranged according to a complex typological scheme that includes the legend of the local 

patron St. Magnus and his relics.43 Since the arca, the chest containing the relics of the 

saint, was traditionally employed as an altar, it is commonly identified with the table 

bearing the Eucharistic bread and wine. At Anagni, as was common, the arca containing 

the remains of St. Magnus is itself the altar at which the Mass is offered. This association 

of the body of St. Magnus with the Sacrifice of the Eucharist is enhanced with frescoes 

depicted around the altar illustrating the story of St. Magnus’ relics.  
                                                           
42 F. W. N. Hugenholz, “The Anagni Frescoes-A Manifesto: A Historical Investigation,” Mededelingen van 
het Nederlands Instituut te Rome 41 (1979): 139-140. 
43 M. Q. Smith, “Anagni: An Example of Medieval Typological Decoration,” Papers of the British School 
at Rome 33 (1965): 33. 
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Fig 9. Abraham and Melchizedek, c. 1250. Crypt fresco,  
vault XXI. Anagni Cathedral, Anagni. (photo: ARTstor)  

  

Typologically, this theme of the arca and the Eucharist corresponds with a fresco 

of Abraham and Melchizedek, naturally located near the altar of the crypt (fig. 8). The 

Eucharistic significance of the encounter is clearly emphasized with Melchizedek and 

Abraham flanking a rather elaborate altar.  In his left hand, Melchizedek holds a chalice, 

which is complemented by the loaf of bread Abraham clutches in both hands. Both 

figures raise the Eucharistic elements they hold over the altar as Melchizedek, dressed in 

priestly robes, raises his right hand as if to offer a benediction. The manner in which 

Melchizedek and Abraham are situated on either side of the altar suggests that 
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Melchizedek is not merely offering Abraham bread and wine but performing the 

Eucharistic rite.   

Like the San Vitale mosaic, Abraham and Melchizedek are explicitly identified by 

inscriptions placed directly above the figures; however, the artist of the Anagni fresco has 

framed the figures’ heads with bright gold nimbi to indicate their saintly status. The 

figure of Melchizedek is slightly larger than that of Abraham, signifying a sense of power 

and authority. The rich blue of the background, devoid of any landscape or indication of 

setting, draws attention to the main focus of the composition, the altar and the Eucharistic 

elements of the bread and wine. The two figures and the altar are placed within a square 

frame set in the center of the vault, with Abraham’s shield just overlapping the edge of 

the composition. Framing the composition in triangular patterns are pairs of birds before 

a fountain, and in the very corners of the vault, providing a contrast of circular lines, are 

peacocks with their tails spread open. While birds at fountains are a frequent theme in 

early Christian art, peacocks are often interpreted as symbols of the immortality of the 

flesh.44 This notion of immortality links the Eucharistic aspect of the fresco with another 

important theme of the crypt cycle, the Apocalypse, for the Eucharist and the Last 

Judgment are the only two places where Christ is made apparent.    

 

Medieval Metalwork: Nicholas of Verdun and the Klosterneuburg Altar 

 Although not much is known about the life of Nicholas of Verdun, his altarpiece 

for the Augustinian Abbey of Klosterneuburg is considered one of the most impressive 

examples of Medieval typology. Abandoning the traditional model of Byzantine enamel 

work, Nicholas of Verdun is often praised for his unique style of metalwork, which 
                                                           
44 Smith, “Anagni: An Example,” 24. 
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represents “man as a living, beautiful being, not a symbol or pattern.”45 His figures are 

vivid and personalized, with drapery that emphasizes form and contour rather than 

denying them.   

Originally a pulpit, the Klosterneuburg Altarpiece is only one of two works that 

scholars can securely attribute to the artist. After a fire in the fourteenth century, the 

enamel panels were rearranged to create an altar screen in triptych form, at which time 

six additional panels were added to the original forty-five. The panels are arranged 

typologically in three levels, with events from the life of Jesus Christ appearing in the 

middle register and scenes from the Old Testament and New Testament appearing on the 

registers above and below. Additional scenes illustrating the Last Judgment appear on the 

right wing of the triptych. Based upon this arrangement, the panels are to be in read in 

vertical groups. Events from the Old Testament which prefigure the New Testament are 

aligned according to their similarities and theological significance.    

 The figure of Melchizedek is depicted twice on the altarpiece, once by himself, 

and a second time with Abraham. Due to the relatively large size of the commission, the 

artist may have repeated the image of Melchizedek out of convenience. On the central 

panel, a solitary image of Melchizedek is paired with The Last Supper on the second 

register and the Manna of the Golden Urn on the third (fig. 10). Although the association 

between Melchizedek and the Last Supper is understandable, the pairing of these two 

subjects with the Manna of the Golden Urn is much more unusual. In the Holy of Holies 

of the ancient temple was kept a golden urn with a measure of manna, the rod of Aaron, 

                                                           
45 Florens Deuchler, “Introducing Nicholas of Verdun,” The Metropolitan Museum of Art Bulletin 28 
(1970): 229-231. 
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Fig 10. Nicholas of Verdun. Melchizedek,              Fig 11. Nicholas of Verdun. The Meeting  
                The Last Supper, and The Manna of the                 of Abraham and Melchizedek, The Adoration 
                Golden Urn, c. 1181. Klosterneuburg                   of the Magi, and King Solomon with the Queen  
                Altarpiece, enamel. Klosterneuburg Abbey,           of Sheba, c. 1181. Klosterneuburg Altarpiece, enamel. 

Austria. (photo: ARTstor)                                       enamel. Klosterneuburg Abbey, Austria. (photo: 
                                                                                 ARTstor) 
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and the Ark of the Covenant which contained the tablets engraved with the ten 

commandments (Hebrews 9:3-4; 1 Kings 3:8). Only the high priest was allowed to enter 

the Holy of Holies, and even then he was granted access one day a year, the day of 

atonement. The panel depicts a priest, presumably Aaron, placing the golden urn into the 

Ark of the Covenant. Together, all three panels allude to the institution of the Eucharist.  

Melchizedek, as high priest of a very special priesthood, celebrates the Eucharistic 

sacrament yet to come. In the panel of The Last Supper, Christ is shown as both priest 

and sacrifice. The Eucharistic imagery of the first two panels is reinforced by the final 

panel of the Golden Urn, with the manna alluding to the bread of the Eucharist.    

With The Meeting of Abraham and Melchizedek, it is not so much the Eucharistic 

significance of the encounter that is stressed but the theme of offering (fig. 11). Directly 

beneath The Meeting of Abraham and Melchizedek is a panel depicting the Adoration of 

the Magi; just as Melchizedek’s offering of bread and wine prefigures the Eucharist, 

Abraham’s tithe foreshadows the offering of the Magi to the infant Christ. Continuing 

this motif of offering on the final register is a panel illustrating the Queen of Sheba 

bestowing gifts upon Solomon, as described in 1 Kings. Hearing of Solomon’s great 

wisdom, the Queen of Sheba journeyed to Jerusalem with the intention of testing him 

with questions. According to the story, the queen was so overwhelmed by Solomon’s 

wealth and wisdom that she offered him all that she had brought with her (1 Kings 10:1-

10). In this way, the Klosterneuburg Altarpiece conveys the two most important themes 

of the Genesis encounter, the motif of offering and Melchizedek as the archetype of 

Christ’s priesthood, but in such a way that is unprecedented in the visual tradition of the 

Early Medieval examples.  
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“The Church of the Blessed Virgin”:The Sculptural and Stained Glass 

Program of Chartres Cathedral 

 Although Chartres is dedicated to the triumph of the Virgin Mary, the sculptural 

program of the cathedral illustrates the relationship of Christ to His mother in glory and 

His connection to the Church, Christ’s bride, through the Eucharist. Beyond its historical 

significance, the glorification of the Virgin Mary both symbolizes her union with Christ 

as His Bride and typifies her role as a symbol for the Church.46  

The notion of the Virgin Mary as the Bride of Christ developed from the Song of Songs, 

which in poetic form expresses the experience of intense desire. Attributed to King 

Solomon, the passionate poetry of the Song of Songs was interpreted by Christian 

exegetes as the love between Christ and his beloved Church, each Christian soul, and the 

Virgin Mary.47 This union between Christ and His Bride is reinforced by the Book of 

Revelations, which describes the final peace of the Church as a marriage ceremony by 

which Christ is united to all His followers. At this Apocalyptic wedding feast, John 

witnesses a new Jerusalem descending from the Heavens, “prepared as a bride adorned 

for her husband” (Revelations 21:2). The belief that Mary was a physical representation 

of the Church transformed her into the Bride of Christ. Her association with the 

Apocalypse as a symbol for the new Jerusalem links her to the remaining element of 

salvation, the reunion between Christ and his followers upon the end of the world.  

 

                                                           
46 Adolf Katzenellenbogen, The Sculptural Programs of Chartres Cathedral: Christ, Mary, Ecclesia 
(Baltimore: The John Hopkins Press, 1959), 59. 
47 Marina Warner, Alone of All Her Sex: The Myth and the Cult of the Virgin Mary (New York: Vintage 
Books, 1983), 125. 
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Fig 12. Melchizedek, Abraham, Moses, Samuel, David, ca. 1205-1235. North central portal. Chartres 
Cathedral, France.  (photo: http://www.flickr.com/photos/8682461@N04/2875976089/sizes/l/in/set-
72157619845384863/) 
 
 

 

Fig 13. Isaiah, Jeremiah, Simeon, St. John the Baptist, and St. Peter, ca. 1205-1235. North central portal. 
Chartres Cathedral, France. (photo: http://www.flickr.com/photos/8682461@N04/2875976097 
/sizes/l/in/set-72157619845384863/) 
 
 

http://www.flickr.com/photos/8682461@N04/2875976089/sizes/l/in/set-72157619845384863/
http://www.flickr.com/photos/8682461@N04/2875976089/sizes/l/in/set-72157619845384863/
http://www.flickr.com/photos/8682461@N04/2875976097/sizes/l/in/set-72157619845384863/
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At Chartres, the union of Christ and the Church is allegorically implied through 

the Triumph of the Virgin in the tympanum and the twelve figures flanking either side of  

the central portal of the north transept, each of which prefigures the Eucharist. The 

statues are arranged in chronological order from left to right: Abraham, Moses, Samuel, 

and David on the eastern side; Isaiah, Jeremiah, Simeon, and John the Baptist on the 

western side (figs. 12-13). At the beginning and the end respectively, Melchizedek and 

Saint Peter are added, extending the chronological sequence on either side. In addition to 

the chronological arrangement of the figures, structural clarity is achieved by the 

juxtaposition of certain figures with the column statues on the opposite side of the north 

transept. For instance, the two prophets Elisha and Elijah are contrasted against one 

another, while the figure of King David is juxtaposed with the prophet Isaiah. The eight 

statues, which correspond with the twelve Apostles in the south transept’s central portal, 

flank the trumeau with Saint Anne holding the infant Mary in her arms. Repossessed by 

Count Louis of Chartres during the sack of Constantinople in 1204, the relic of Saint 

Anne’s head was presented to the cathedral by the Countess Catherine, and this sacred 

possession must have encouraged the cathedral designers to arrange the statue of the saint 

in a special place of honor.  

Nonetheless, the parade of statues flanking this tribute to Saint Anne refer 

typologically to the death of Christ re-enacted in the Eucharist, in which Christ acts as 

both priest and sacrifice.48 Of all the sacraments, the Eucharist most strongly unites the 

Church with Christ. The concept of Christ’s body as the true bread in the Eucharist is 

                                                           
48 Katzenellenbogen, Sculptural Programs, 63. 
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“complemented by the idea that through the Eucharist the members of the Church are 

joined to Christ.”49  

Unlike the other Old Testament figures, Melchizedek does not simply allude to 

Christ’s self-sacrifice but also anticipates the rite of the Eucharist (fig. 12). Wearing the 

elegant robes of a medieval priest, he stands upon a lamb, now partially destroyed, in 

reference to Christ as the Agnus Dei. His long, tailored beard and the defined lines in his 

forehead convey a sense of age. In anticipation of the Eucharist, he holds in his hands the 

actually elements of the rite, the host and chalice with wine. As the archetype of all 

priests and of the priesthood of Christ in particular, Melchizedek is juxtaposed against the 

figure of Saint Peter, the first priest of the church of Christ.  

A similar image of Melchizedek is repeated within the stained-glass program of 

the North Rose window (fig. 14). Centered around an image of Anne and the infant Mary, 

the Rose Window commemorates Christ’s ancestors, the twelve Kings of Judah, and the 

prophets who predicted that Christ would come from the royal House of David.  As in the 

North Porch, the central figure beneath the rose window is St. Anne, who holds the infant 

Mary in her arms. To either side of Anne, in each of the other four lancets, are illustrated 

the Old Testament kings and priests who prefigure Christ. At the bottom of each Old 

Testament window, as if they are being trampled upon by their Old Testament 

counterparts, are the small figures of anti-Christs.  

                                                           
49 Katzenellenbogen, Sculptural Programs, 14. 
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Fig 14. Melchizedek, David, St. Anne, Solomon, and Aaron, c. 1230. North Façade lancet   
windows. Chartres Cathedral, France. (photo: http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Chartres_-
_cath%C3%A9drale_-_rosace_nord.jpg) 

 

On the far left stands a relatively young Melchizedek, carrying the same chalice 

as the sculpted figure in the North portal. Representing the virtue of faith, Melchizedek 

overcomes the vice of idolatry in the form of King Nebuchadnezzar, illustrated beneath  

the priest-king’s feet. Melchizedek is accompanied by a significantly older David, who is 

depicted strumming his harp. Like Christ, David was a new king of the Jews, anointed by 

Samuel after defeating King Saul, who is shown beneath, committing suicide out of 

despair. As a forebear of Christ, David embodies hope for humanity. David’s son 

Solomon, to the right of Anne, prefigures Christ as judge and symbolizes Christ’s 

wisdom. Beneath him, the mad King Jeroboam, another idolater, worships golden calves. 

http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Chartres_-_cath%C3%A9drale_-_rosace_nord.jpg
http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Chartres_-_cath%C3%A9drale_-_rosace_nord.jpg
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On the far right, the high priest Aaron carries the flowering rod given to him by Moses, 

while his persecutor, Pharaoh, falls like Pride from his horse into the Red Sea.50  

Both examples of Melchizedek within the iconographic program at Chartres 

reflect his dual role as a prefiguration of the Eucharist and an archetype of all priests. The 

sculpture program of the North portal not only alludes typologically to the significance of 

Christ as both priest and sacrifice but also illustrates the history of salvation, “continuity 

of the pre-Christian and Christian Church.” 51 The juxtaposition of Melchizedek with St. 

Peter creates a lineage between the first priest of the Pentateuch and the first priest of the 

New Church. With the North Rose window, Melchizedek’s sacrifice of bread and wine 

echoes Anne’s offering of Mary to the Church, and ultimately Mary’s offering of Christ 

for the sake of mankind.     

Flemish Influences: Dieric Bouts’ Altarpiece of the Holy Sacrament    

One of the most prominent and accessible Flemish examples of The Meeting of 

Abraham and Melchizedek is from Dieric Bouts’ altarpiece of The Last Supper (1464-

1467) in St. Peter’s Church in Louvain (fig. 15). One of the rare early Netherlandish 

paintings to remain in the space for which it was originally intended, the triptych was 

commissioned by the Brotherhood of the Holy Sacrament almost two hundred years after 

the institution of Corpus Christi, one of the most important ecclesiastical feasts dedicated 

to the veneration of the Holy Sacrament.52     

What is even more remarkable is the existence of documentation relating to the 

commission of the altarpiece. Dated 1464, the document specifies that the altarpiece must 
                                                           
50 Malcolm Miller, Chartres Cathedral (London: Pitkin Pictorials, Ltd., 1985), 54. 
51 Katzenellenbogen, Sculptural Programs, 62-63. 
52 For more on the Bouts’ altarpiece see Maurits Smeyers, “The Living Bread: Dirk Bouts and the Last 
Supper” in Dirk Bouts (ca. 1410-1475): een Vlaams primitief te Leuven, ed. Maurits Smeyers (Louvain: 
Peeters, 1998), 35-58.  
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be a precious painting depicting the subject of the “Holy Sacrament,” and that the 

iconographic contents of the work should be determined by two theologians from the 

University of Louvain.      

 

 

Fig 15. Dieric Bouts the Elder. Altarpiece of the Holy Sacrament, 1464-1467. Oil on panel, 185 x 
294 centimeters. Sint-Pieterkskerk, Leuven. (photo: Web Gallery of Art) 
 
 
 
The contract also stipulates the four scenes from the Old Testament that Bouts is 

requested to paint on the wings: The Meeting of Abraham and Melchizedek; Feast of the 

Passover (Exodus 12:21-27); Gathering of the Manna (Exodus 16:13-17); and Elijah in 

the Desert (1 Kings 19:1-8).53 Bouts actually includes a portrait of the two theologians 

who advised in the iconography of the altarpiece in the panel of The Meeting of Abraham 

and Melchizedek; they stand to the left of the composition, behind Melchizedek’s 

assistant, discussing the scene before them.  

                                                           
53 Catheline Périer-d’leteren, Dieric Bouts: The Complete Works, trans. Mark Carlson et al. (Brussels: 
Mercatorfonds, 2006), 34. 
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Each panel scene features the theme of bread, and together the ensemble 

prefigures the Last Supper, depicted in the central panel. In this way, the theologians 

wanted to emphasize within the painting the continuity between the two Testaments. The 

series is introduced by the two theologians in The Meeting of Abraham and Melchizedek 

and concludes with the small figure of Elijah walking away in the distance of the last 

panel. The panels themselves are connected not only thematically but stylistically as well. 

Like the center image, the panel scenes are characterized by taut compositions, bright 

bursts of color, linear forms, and mostly uniform lighting. With the exception of the 

Feast of the Passover, each of the compositions is based upon the same formula: a 

winding dirt road which opens within the foreground of the composition and acts as a 

stage where the drama of each story unfolds. In the Feast of the Passover, the theme of 

the winding road takes the form of a walkway leading to the house within the left 

background of the composition. This stylistic theme not only creates the sense of one 

continuous narrative, but also elicits the notion of a journey.     

As we have seen, images of Melchizedek are often accompanied by those of the 

patriarch Abraham or in some instances, even the figure of Abel. However Bouts, as 

instructed, paired The Meeting of Abraham and Melchizedek with The Gathering of the 

Manna and The Feast of the Passover. All three subjects had been previously illustrated 

in relation to the Last Supper within the Mirror of Human Salvation (Speculum humanae 

salvationis), which was easily available through the means of woodcuts and illustrated 

manuscripts (fig. 16).  Anonymously written, this fourteenth-century manuscript was  
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                     Fig. 16. Top, left to right: The Last Supper, and The Gathering of the Manna.  
                     Bottom, left to right: The Feast of the Passover, and The Meeting of Abraham and        

Melchizedek, c. fifteenth century. Speclum humanae salvationis blockbook, Chapter XVI. 
(photo: Wilson and Wilson, Medieval Mirror, 138, V-17) 
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                                          Fig 17. Dieric Bouts the Elder. The Meeting of Abraham  
                                          and Melchizedek, 1464-1467. Oil on panel, 88 x 77  
                                          centimeters. Sint-Pieterskerk, Leuven. (photo: Web  
                                          Gallery of Art)  

 
 

“unique in portraying, more fully and dramatically than any other book of the period” the 

concept of Medieval typology. 54 Indebted to the earlier Biblia Picta manuscript, which 

was also typological in nature but composed entirely of pictures, the Speculum humanae 

salvationis was the first to include an extensive text explaining its miniatures. The two 

theologians assisting Bouts with the iconography of the altarpiece must have referred to 

the Speculum for the arrangement and selection of subjects.55    

   Bouts’ triptych resembles the Speculum not only in terms of iconography but 

also in the general composition of the scenes, which Bouts enriches with many details. 

For instance, with The Meeting of Abraham and Melchizedek, Bouts transforms the 

                                                           
54 Adrian Wilson and Joyce Lancaster Wilson, A Medieval Mirror: Speculum humanae salvationis 1324-
1500 (Berkeley: The University of California Press, 1985), 10.  
55 Wilson and Wilson, Medieval Mirror, 136. 
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relatively private encounter between the two men in the Speculum into a ceremonious 

event (fig. 17). At the center of the composition, Melchizedek offers Abraham bread and 

wine as both men kneel, a gesture symbolizing mutual respect and humility. Aides to 

both the patriarch and priest-king frame the composition on either side, while the two 

theologians who aided Bouts in the iconography of the triptych are depicted to the left 

behind Melchizedek’s assistant. Abraham’s men march up the winding dirt road that 

begins in the background of the composition and leads up to the foreground scene of the 

exchange between Abraham and Melchizedek. Bouts even includes the rather jagged 

outline of the landscape, but adds a village to the left of the background.  

Like the image of The Last Supper from the Klosterneurburg Altarpiece, Bouts’ 

depiction reflects Christ’s dual role as priest and sacrifice. Whereas the Klosterneuburg 

panel illustrates Christ administrating the bread to a disciple, as was common in Early 

Medieval religious imagery, Bouts portrays Christ holding a host above a chalice as He 

makes the same gesture a priest makes at the moment of transubstantiation.56  In both 

altarpieces, Christ’s role as priest in The Last Supper is reinforced by the accompanying 

images of Melchizedek, whose unique priesthood prefigures that of Christ’s and enables 

Christ to assume this dual role as priest and sacrifice. 57   

    

 

 

 

                                                           
56 Bernhard Ridderbos, Anne van Buren, and Henk van Veen, eds., Early Netherlandish Paintings: 
Rediscovery, Reception, and Research (Los Angeles: The J. Paul Getty Museum, 2005), 88. 
57 See Barbara G. Lane, “Priest and Sacrifice” in The Altar and the Altarpiece: Sacramental Themes in 
Early Netherlandish Painting (New York: Harper and Row, Publishers, 1984), 107-136. 
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Melchizedek during the Italian Renaissance: Raphael’s Bible 

 Of all the examples discussed thus far, Raphael’s depiction of The Meeting of 

Abraham and Melchizedek for the Loggia at the Vatican is the most similar in 

composition to Rubens’s (fig. 18). The scene is part of series depicting the story of 

Abraham and is illustrated with Abraham’s encounter with the three angels, God’s 

covenant with Abraham, and the episode of Lot and his family fleeing Sodom. The 

composition is neatly divided in half, with Melchizedek and his assistants to the left of 

the composition’s center and Abraham and his soldiers to the right. Within the right 

foreground, two assistants of Melchizedek have just brought out a basket full of bread 

and a vat of wine. One of Abraham’s men leans over the basket of bread, his hand poised, 

as if he is deliberating as to which loaf looks the best. Continuing the tradition established 

by the early Christian examples, Raphael places the encounter before the backdrop of a 

sprawling landscape. However, unlike his early Christian and Medieval predecessors, 

Melchizedek is depicted considerably younger than his counterpart Abraham, whose 

white beard is highlighted against the gold of his breastplate.  

Instead of stressing the Eucharistic symbolism of the exchange or Abraham’s 

militaristic victory, Raphael chooses to focus on Melchizedek’s generosity. He 

benevolently spreads his arms open as if to present the multitude of bread and wine to 

Abraham and his men. Though Raphael’s departure from the traditional iconography may 

seem somewhat unusual, his interpretation of the Old Testament scene may be better 

understood within the overall context of the Loggia cycle, often referred to as “Raphael’s 

Bible.” Like the decorative scheme at S. Maria Maggiore, the Loggia paintings recount 

the lives of the Old Testament patriarchs. The cycle begins with the story of Creation in 
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the first vault and ends with Christ in the thirteenth and final vault, “[bringing] to 

consummation the themes of the history of salvation.” 58 Each patriarch’s life is 

illustrated in just four paintings, with the exception of Moses, whose story extends over 

two vaults and thus consists of eight paintings. Each vault of paintings “[represents] a 

clear narrative articulated in an identical rhythm: slow at the start, reaching a crescendo 

in the two central scenes where the main action is played out, and coming to rest with a 

happy, though often solemn ending.”59  

 

  

                  Fig. 18. Raphael. The Meeting of Abraham and Melchizedek, 1518-1519. Fresco.  
                  Bay four, Loggia on the second floor, Palazzi Pontifici, Vatican. (photo: ARTstor) 
 

 

                                                           
58 Bernice F. Davidson, Raphael’s Bible: A Study of the Vatican Logge (University Park: The Pennsylvania 
State University Press, 1985), 85. 
59 Nicole Dacos, The Loggia of Raphael: A Vatican Art Treasure, trans. Josephine Bacon (New York and 
London: Abbeville Press Publishers, 2008), 139. 
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Some art historians like to believe that the religious scenes illustrated within the 

Biblical cycle were chosen in the spirit of paragone, a contest between Raphael and 

Michelangelo, between the paintings in the Loggia and those completed several years 

earlier in the Sistine Chapel.  However, the choice of the Loggia program “that to some 

extent duplicates ideas, subjects, and even figural motifs from the walls as well as the 

vault of the Sistina implies a deliberate paragone,” not between artists, but between Leo 

X and his predecessor, Julius II.60 Since this Bible had certainly been requested by Leo 

himself, the program must have been conceived with the aid of a theologian or humanist 

from the pontifical court, who made a very careful selection in order to avoid any 

“indelicacy.”61 The emphasis accorded to Moses in the cycle reflects Leo’s desire to 

stress his role not as a warrior like his predecessor, Julius II, but as the champion of the 

faith, like the patriarch “who was very meek, above all men which were upon the face of 

the earth.”62 

This disassociation between Leo and his predecessor has caused some scholars to 

speculate that The Meeting of Abraham and Melchizedek refers to the legacy of Julius II, 

whose militaristic campaigns would have invoked a resemblance with the patriarch’s 

victory against the Canaanite kings. In fact, the aged figure of Abraham closely 

resembles a portrait of Julius which Raphael had completed shortly before the pope’s 

death. However, the lightheartedness with which the subject is depicted suggests a feeling 

of animosity towards Julius’s military campaigns as opposed to admiration. Other 

scholars have argued that the Old Testament scene is an obvious prefiguration of the Last 

                                                           
60 Davidson, Raphael’s Bible, 42. 
61 Michelangelo and Raphael in the Vatican: All the Sistine Chapel, the Stanzas, and the Loggia (Rome: 
Monumenti, Musei e Galleria Pontificie, 1983), 173. 
62 Dacos, Loggia, 196.   
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Supper in the final vault, which is certainly a possibility;63 however, it is strange then that 

The Meeting of Abraham and Melchizedek is not paired with a scene depicting the 

Sacrifice of Isaac. While the Eucharistic significance of the scene is maybe suggested, it 

seems more likely that in this instance the encounter between priest-king and patriarch is 

nothing more than an interesting episode in the life of Abraham, a scene needed to 

complete the patriarch’s narrative.  

 

Conclusion 

 “The goal of these teachings by means of [prefigurations],” Augustine once wrote 

in a letter, “is to nourish and excite within us the fire of love so that we lift ourselves very 

high and seek for repose inside of us. Truths thus presented touch and reach the heart 

much more than those appearing to us stripped of those mysterious vestments.”64 

Melchizedek’s significance as a prefiguration of both Christ and the Eucharist made him 

a popular religious symbol within the Early Medieval church, as seen at S. Maria 

Maggiore, San Vitale, and Anagni Cathedral. Though Renaissance artists still employed 

typology, their use of it does not allow for the same rich associations that are created with 

the Early Medieval decorative programs. Though Raphael’s series of frescoes in the 

Loggia much more closely resembles the Early Medieval church programs in the sense 

that the decorative program unfolds as the viewer proceeds down the walkway of the 

Loggia, his depiction of The Meeting of Abraham and Melchizedek resembles more a 

comment on Julius II’s military campaigns and less a prefiguration of the Eucharist. With 

the secularization of art and the revival of classical antiquity that begins in the 

                                                           
63 Davidson, Raphael’s Bible, 69. 
64 Hughes, “Typology,” 136. 
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Renaissance and slowly gains momentum during the Baroque, the need for and use of 

typology and prefigurations become less prevalent. However, as we will see in the next 

chapter, Peter Paul Rubens’s depiction of The Meeting of Abraham and Melchizedek for 

his Triumph of the Eucharist tapestry series breathes a new sense of excitement into this 

otherwise declining visual tradition.   
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IV 

Peter Paul Rubens’s Triumph of the Eucharist Tapestry Series and The 

Meeting of Abraham and Melchizedek 

 

The Triumph of the Eucharist constitutes the third of four tapestry series 

completed by Rubens during his career, and with a total of over twenty tapestries, his 

largest series of the four. The tapestry series is divided into several iconographic groups, 

one of which relates episodes from the Old Testament that foreshadow the Christian 

Eucharist. These historical prefigurations of the sacrifice establish a sacramental 

procession through time, linking the viewer of the series with revered historical episodes 

and figures while demonstrating and legitimizing the historical ancestry of the 

sacramental rite.  

Prior to his depiction for the Triumph of the Eucharist tapestry series, Rubens 

addressed the theme of the meeting of Abraham and Melchizedek in a ceiling cycle for 

the Jesuit Church at Antwerp (1620-1621), now destroyed, and a solitary painting from 

1625, for which the details of the commission are unknown. Neither one of these works, 

however, compares in magnitude to his depiction for the Eucharist cycle. Before 

discussing Rubens’s The Meeting of Abraham and Meeting, it is important to have some 

knowledge of the circumstances surrounding the commission of the tapestry cycle.      
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The Commission 

In the early part of the seventeenth century, political and religious conflict 

between the Dutch Netherlands and Spain led to the “Dutch Revolt” and consequently the 

longest war in modern European history. The Southern Proveniences remained under the 

rule of the Spanish Hapsburgs, who vowed to uphold the beliefs and doctrines of the 

Catholic Church. Infanta Isabella Clara Eugenia, Governess of the Southern Netherlands 

from 1599 to 1633 and sister to the King of Spain, commissioned The Triumph of the 

Eucharist series as a reaffirmation of traditional Catholic dogma. Once completed, the 

tapestries signified a “victory of the Counter-Reformation over the heresies of Luther and 

his followers.”65  Upon their completion three years later in 1628, the tapestries were 

donated by the Infanta to the Carmelite convent of Descalazas Reales in Madrid, where 

they still hang today.  

After the death of her husband in 1621, Isabella wished to retire as the Governess 

of the Spanish Netherlands and retreat to the Carmelite convent, to which the Infanta had 

strong connections from a very young age. Since its founding in 1556, the convent had 

been a favorite retreat for members of the Spanish royal family. In fact, Isabella had 

grown up at the convent under the care of her aunt, who was also the convent’s founder. 

Due to its importance to the royal family, the convent often received donations of works 

of art from members of the Hapsburg family who frequented the convent regularly. As a 

result of these gifts, the convent “became a showcase for art and a reflection of the 

                                                           
 65 Anthony F. Janson, Great Paintings from the John and Mable Ringling Museum of Art (New York: 
Harry N. Abrams, Inc., 1986), 21. 
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collecting taste of the Hapsburg family.”66 Given that she had spent a good portion of her 

childhood there, Isabella would have been aware of the value these works of art to the 

convent, and the significance of her own donation of the tapestries to this artistic legacy.     

Although she was never able to fulfill her desire of retiring to the convent, some 

believe the tapestries were an advance dowry to the Descalazas Reales. Others have 

speculated that the tapestries served as a commemoration of the victory of Breda in 1624, 

which may explain the triumphal theme of the tapestry series as a whole.67 Nonetheless, 

the tapestries reflect the Infanta’s artistic taste, her spiritual experiences, and her devotion 

to the Carmelite order. 

The Hapsburg Legacy and the Eucharist  

The Triumph of the Eucharist series focuses on the sacrament of the Eucharist, a 

key source of controversy between the Catholics and the Protestants. During Mass, the 

sacramental bread, also called a host or Eucharistic wafer, is offered by the priest to 

members of the congregation. According to the Catholic doctrine of transubstantiation, 

confirmed by the Council of Trent in 1551, the bread and wine provided to the 

congregation undergoes a miraculous transformation into the actual body and blood of 

Christ when consecrated by the priest. The more extreme Protestants, on the contrary, 

believe that the bread and wine are symbolic representations of the body and blood of  

 

                                                           
66 Alexander Vergara, Rubens and His Spanish Patrons (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 
42. 
67 Ana García Sanz, “Nuevas aproximaciones a la serie El Triunfo de la Eucaristía,” in El Arte en la Corte 
de los Archiduques Alberto de Austria e Isabel Clara Eugenia (1598-1633): un reino imaginado, ed. 
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         Fig. 19. Peter Paul Rubens, The Defenders of the Eucharist, c. 1625. Oil on  
         canvas, 171 x 175 inches. The John and Mable Ringling Museum of Art,  

                         Sarasota, Florida.  (photo: The John and Mable Ringling Museum of Art,  
                         Collections online, European art)  

 
 

Christ. In response to this Protestant heresy, Catholic patrons began to commission with 

increased vigor works of art venerating the sacrament. 

Within the imperial realm, the Hapsburgs played a significant part in promoting 

the Sacrament, in regards to both art and church doctrine. For the Hapsburgs, the 

veneration of the Eucharist was much more personal; they perceived the Sacrament as an 

enduring manifestation of their religious and secular authority.68 Isabella’s father, Philip 

II of Spain (1527-1598), was instrumental in reinforcing public awareness of the family’s 
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piety through works of art that both venerate the Eucharistic sacrament and pay homage 

to the Hapsburg legacy. His commission for the Royal Chapel of the Escorial, which is as 

much a palace as it is a monastery, reflects this devotion with a monumental decorative 

scheme reminiscent of the early Christian churches.69 Not only does Rubens’s series of 

tapestries commissioned by the Infanta continue this tradition of dynastic piety, but the 

artist celebrates her role both as patroness and defender of the Eucharist in one of the 

tapestries from the series (fig. 19). Identified with the convent’s patron saint, Saint Clare, 

Isabella stands beneath the Dove of the Holy Spirit surrounded by the Four Latin Doctors 

of the Church (Saint Gregory the Great, Saint Ambrose, Saint Augustine, and Saint 

Jerome) and two leading defenders of the Eucharist (Saint Thomas Aquinas and Saint 

Norbert). Out of all the figures in the composition, she alone is entrusted with the 

monstrance containing the sacrament, giving her “the highest place of honor within the 

cycle which she commissioned.”70 

 
A Man “Who Lives by the Work of his Hands” 

At the time the Infanta approached Rubens with the commission for the Eucharist 

cycle, he had already established himself as the leading painter in Northern Europe. His 

art combines features of the Italian High Renaissance, with which he became intimately 

acquainted during a prolonged visit to Italy, with a northern realism and a passion for 

landscape derived from Pieter Bruegel the Elder.71 Although he is most well known for 

his paintings, like the Life of Marie de’ Medici (c.1620), he also designed tapestries, book 
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illustrations, and pageant decorations for royal processions. He also dabbled in the areas 

of architecture and sculpture.72 In addition to his undertakings as an artist, Rubens also 

served as a diplomat for the Flemish court and was influential in the political negotiations 

between the Dutch Netherlands and Spain.   

                     

           Fig. 20. Peter Paul Rubens. Self-Portrait, c. 1639. Oil on  
             canvas, 43 x 32 ¾ inches. Kunsthistorisches Museum,  
             Vienna. (photo: Kunsthistorisches Museum,  Collections online,  
              Picture Gallery, Flanders seventeenth century) 

 

Rubens’s upbringing reflects the intense religious strife of his age, an element 

crucial to his career as an artist. His father, a Calvinist Antwerp lawyer, fled to Germany 

                                                           
72 See Christopher White, Rubens and His World (New York: The Viking Press, 1968); Frans Baudouin, 
Pietro Pauolo Rubens (New York: Harry N. Abrams, Inc., 1977); Charles Scribner III, Rubens (New York:  
Harry N. Abrams, 1989). 
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in 1568 to escape religious persecution. After his father’s death in 1587, Rubens’s family 

returned to Antwerp, where Rubens was raised as a Roman Catholic and received his  

early training as an artist and a courtier. As a devout Catholic, he infused his works of art 

with the emotional fervor of the Counter-Reformation.  

Unlike Rembrandt, who painted some sixty or more self-portraits, Rubens painted 

only a small number. Apart from the few pictures where he is accompanied by Isabella 

Brant or Helena Fourment, his two wives, or some friends, he represented himself alone 

in only four self-portraits. In contrast to the great Dutch master, Rubens did not approach 

self-portraiture as an avenue for introspection; “it is the public visage, not the inner-self,” 

that Rubens captured in his self-portraits.73  

Painted towards the end of his life, Rubens’s Self-Portrait (c. 1639) now in 

Vienna conveys not the image of a man “who lives by the work of his hands,” but the 

refined and sophisticated portrait of an aristocratic noble (fig. 20). Donning his iconic 

black, wide-brimmed hat, Rubens stands beside a stone column, a classical motif of 

aristocratic portraiture which he applies to other, earlier portraits of his family, including 

Albert and Nicolas Rubens (1626-1627) and Helena with her Son Francis (1635). His 

bare left hand rests on the hilt of his sword; in his gloved right hand he casually holds the 

second glove as he gazes out toward the viewer. Despite his failing health, his eyes still 

reveal a restrained passion.       

Some scholars have suggested that Rubens’s gout was so severe at the time of this 

self-portrait that he included the glove and sword in an attempt to conceal his ailment- the 

glove to mask his symptoms and the sword to support his stiff, tired hand.74 However, 
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gloves, which were a common attribute of Dutch portraits of the upper middle class, were 

considered a mark of a gentleman, while a sword traditionally signified the bearer’s noble 

status.75  I believe that the juxtaposition of Rubens’ sword, a symbol of his newly 

bestowed aristocratic title, with his naked, ungloved hand, representative of his artistic 

talent, reflects the deep-rooted aristocratic prejudices Rubens faced for being a “man who 

[lived] by the work of his hands.”76 Throughout his life, Rubens not only strived to 

become a world-renown artist, but he also greatly desired to become a member of the 

nobility. However, Rubens soon realized that “artists and aristocrats are situated in 

separate social registers.”77 On several occasions he was denied diplomatic positions 

“because he [practiced] a craft that in the end is base and done by hand.”78 Despite 

additional titles and honors, such as a patent of nobility from Philip IV in 1624 and a 

Spanish knighthood in 1631, Rubens retired from affairs of state shortly before his death, 

deciding to exchange his status and the demands of court life for the pleasure of painting. 

With this last self-portrait, Rubens exploits noble rhetoric as a means of elevating the 

status of the artist.   

The Relationship between Patroness and Artist 

The relationship between the Rubens and the Infanta was a rather unique one that 

often involved politics as much as artistic commissions. Rubens had a deep admiration 

for the Archduchess, describing her once in a letter as a “princess endowed with all the 

virtues of her sex [and whose] long experience has taught her how to govern these 
                                                           
75 John Oliver Hand and Martha Wolff, Early Netherlandish Painting: The Collections of the National 
Gallery of Art (Washington, D.C.: National Gallery of Art; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986), 
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76 Ruth Sanders Magurn, trans., Letters of Peter Paul Rubens (Evanston, Illinois: Northwestern University 
Press, 1955), 66.  
77 Rosenthal, “Paternal and Painterly Authority,” 136. 
78 Scribner, Rubens, 124. 
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people.”79 Isabella had been Rubens’s main patron since the painter’s return from Italy to 

Flanders in 1608. After the sudden death of the archduke in 1621, Rubens became one of 

Isabella’s closest confidants. He both advised the Archduchess in matters of politics and 

served as a diplomat for the Spanish Netherlands, all while upholding the position of 

royal court painter.  

Though Rubens was well known throughout the royal courts of Europe for his art, 

Rubens’s sometimes faced tremendous animosity in his diplomatic proceedings due to his 

profession as an artist, as discussed previously. However, the Infanta was extremely 

influential in promoting Rubens’s art both in Spain and abroad. She also vouched for 

Rubens’s competence as a diplomat when members of the court criticized him for his 

profession, and she supported Rubens’s request for knighthood to the King of Spain. 

Although Rubens was released from his diplomatic duties in 1629, the Infanta continued 

her patronage of Rubens until her death in 1633. Among other works including The 

Triumph of the Eucharist tapestry series, she asked him to paint a series of portraits of the 

members of the Spanish royal family in 1628, and shortly prior to her death, she 

commissioned from him the monumental St. Ildefoso Triptych for the church of Saint 

Jacob de Coudenberg in Brussels. The commission of the tapestries for the Descalzas 

Reales demonstrates the instrumental role the Infanta played in the promotion of 

Rubens’s artistic career and the special relationship that existed between artist and 

patroness.80      

 

 

                                                           
79 Magurn, Letters, 276.  
80For more on the Infanta’s relationship with Rubens see Vergara, Rubens and His Spanish Patrons.  
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The Production Process 

   Due to the complex size of the commission, Rubens worked according to a 

structured program involving a series of preliminary sketches and paintings. Rubens 

would first create a bozzetto or small oil sketch of each subject, probably with the aid of 

drawings, from which a finished and slightly larger oil sketch or modello would be made 

(figs. 21-22). The final modello, executed in large part by studio assistants, served as the 

basis for full-scale, colored cartoons, which rarely showed any significant departure from 

the modello (fig. 23). As with Rubens’s first tapestry series, The History of the Decius 

Mus from 1617, the cartoons were executed with oil on canvas, rather than the standard 

tempera on paper glued to canvas. Since the cartoons were considered mirror images of 

the finished tapestries, however, the cartoons were painted in reverse in order to mimic 

the design reversal taking place during the weaving process. Once the cartoons were 

completed by the studio, they were sent to the Gobelins factory and transcribed into 

tapestries. These initial pieces allowed Rubens to adequately communicate his design 

ideas to both the Infanta and his workshop assistants, while helping him to envision the 

final tapestries within their intended space in the cloister of the convent church.   

Although Rubens never intended to reproduce the Eucharist series for other 

patrons, many of the smaller sketches, or bozzetti, remained available in Antwerp to other 

artists, who eventually reworked the designs to their own individual style. In exchange 

for a handful of pearls, Isabella purchased all of the modelli and cartoons, some of which 

supposedly hung in her palace at Brussels. Since she never saw the completed tapestries  

with her own eyes, she was delighted by the idea that she could own the original designs, 

another benefit to Rubens’s method of production. Upon Isabella’s death in 1633, her  
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   Fig. 21. Peter Paul Rubens. The Meeting of Abraham and Melchizedek,  
  c. 1625. Oil on wood, 87 x 91 centimeters. Museo del Prado, Madrid.  
  (photo: Museo Nacional del Prado, Gallery online) 
 

 

           

Fig 22. Peter Paul Rubens. The Meeting of Abraham and Melchizedek, c. 1625.  
Oil on panel, 25 13/16 x 32 7/16 in. National Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C.  
(photo: National Gallery of Art, The Collection online)  
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      Fig. 23. Peter Paul Rubens. The Meeting of Abraham and Melchizedek, c. 1625. Oil on canvas,  
      175 ¼ x 224 ¾ inches. The John and Mable Ringling Museum of Art, Sarasota, Florida. (photo:  
      The John and Mable Ringling Museum of Art, Collections online, European Art) 
 

most precious possessions, including Rubens’s creations for the Eucharist tapestries, 

were left to her nephew, the Cardinal Infante Ferdinand, who succeeded her as the 

Governor of the Spanish Netherlands. The cartoons were stored at the Coudenberg Palace   

in Brussels until Ferdinand’s death, when several of the cartoons were sent to the 

Carmelite Church near Madrid in 1648. Unfortunately, the cartoons that remained in 

Brussels were lost in 1731 due to a fire at the Brussels palace.  Only seven of the original 

cartoons still survive today. Five are in the John and Mabel Ringling Museum of Art in  
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Sarasota, while two others, Elijah and the Angel and The Triumph of the Catholic Faith, 

are now owned by the Louvre.         

 

The Original Location and Arrangement of the Tapestries 

According to his sketches, Rubens originally designed a total of eleven large 

tapestries, with an equal or lesser number of smaller ones, to decorate the sidewalls of the 

convent’s cloister. Although the exact arrangement and location of the tapestries remains 

unclear, the series forms a coherent and symbolic message of the Eucharist: four Old 

Testament prefigurations of the Eucharist, including The Meeting of Abraham and 

Melchizedek, two scenes indicating allegorical victories of the Eucharist over paganism 

and heresy, three scenes representing processional triumphs of the Eucharist, such as The 

Triumph of Divine Love, and a number of other scenes depicting the prophets and 

protectors of the Catholic Church, such as The Four Evangelists, (figs. 23-25). When 

assembled together within the convent, the eleven tapestries reference the eleven 

tapestries hung within the Holy of Holies in the ancient Jewish temple, an allusion further 

enhanced by Rubens’s inclusion of the Solomonic columns within the framework of 

some of the tapestries (fig. 24).81   

Departing from the classic style of tapestry representation, which consisted of a 

fictive scene surrounded by a decorative border of flowers, Rubens choose to surround 

the tapestries within an architectural framework of columns and architraves, against 

which angels are hanging a fictive tapestry depicting the actual scene. When presented 
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alongside one another, the tapestries invoke the illusion of an architectural gallery, while 

blurring the distinction between the real and the divine. Rubens’s concept of a “tapestry 

within a tapestry” 82 and his use of a bilevel architectural framework was unprecedented 

in tapestry design. In fact, Rubens would later return to the traditional representation of 

tapestry design with his final tapestry series, The Life of Achilles (c. 1630).        

Unfortunately, no record of the sequential display of the tapestries exists today; 

the plans of the convent church have undergone numerous alterations since the 1630’s, 

including one in 1861, when parts of the church were completely reconstructed after a 

devastating fire. Some scholars had speculated that the tapestries had been arranged in a  

linear progression. For instance, Tormo in his monograph on the tapestry cycle 

interpreted the Eucharist commission as two separate series of tapestries intended for the 

altar and the open cloister of the convent, which Rubens partially unified through the 

tapestries’ architectural settings.83 However, Scribner argues against a linear progression, 

suggesting that Rubens would never have approved of the architectural arbitrariness that 

Tormo proposes in his reconstruction of the tapestry series.84  

Considering the direction the shadows are cast within the tapestries, the 

viewpoints from which they are designed, and the architectural structures framing their 

borders, Noora de Poorter has proposed a two-tiered register of the tapestries.85  To 

distinguish the placement of the tapestries within the register, Rubens applied a type of 

“architectural formula” to the tapestries’ borders, with the higher tapestries framed by 
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65 
 

       

         Fig. 24. Peter Paul Rubens, The Four Evangelists, c. 1625. Oil on  
        canvas, 173 x 176 inches. The John and Mabel Ringling of Art,  
        Sarasota, Florida. (photo: The John and Mable Ringling Museum  
        of Art, Collections online, European art)  

  

                          

                           Fig. 25. Peter Paul Rubens, The Triumph of Divine Love, c 1625. Oil on canvas,  
                           152 x 204 inches. The John and Mable Ringling of Art, Sarasota, Florida. (photo:  
                           The John and Mable Ringling Museum of Art, Collections online, European 
                            Art)  
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Solomonic columns (fig. 24) and the lower tapestries framed by Doric columns (fig. 25). 

Furthermore, Rubens designed the tapestries of the lower tier to be viewed from a slightly 

elevated viewpoint, revealing the ground on which the protagonists are seated and the 

base of the architectural structures within the foreground. On the other hand, tapestries of 

the upper tier are intended to be viewed as from below, with glimpses of the sky, the 

soles of the figures’ feet, and the bottoms of the architectural supports visible, as if the 

“viewer is looking upward beneath an actual entablature.” 86  

      

     Fig. 26. Peter Paul Rubens. The Adoration of the Magi, c.1625.  
     Oil sketch on panel, 12 5/8 x 12 5/8 inches. The Art Institute of  
     Chicago. (photo: The Art Institute of Chicago, Online collection)  
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According to Poorter’s reconstruction, the processions depicted in the tapestries 

on the nave wall carry the protagonists, and the viewer, to The Adoration of the Eucharist 

(c. 1625), a triumphant culmination on the altar wall (fig. 26). This separate division 

within the Eucharist series consists of four small tapestries depicting a host of angels 

singing and playing instruments in conjunction with members of the Church hierarchy, 

who are seen paying tribute to the Eucharist. All the protagonists- secular, ecclesiastical, 

and angelic- look upward in awed adoration at the shimmering monstrance, held aloft by 

two putti in a final tapestry situated directly above the altar. 

Until recently, Poorter’s proposal was considered the most plausible 

reconstruction of the series to date. However, based upon newly discovered 

documentation at the convent, Ana García Sanz has suggested that the tapestries were 

placed in different parts of the convent for different feasts. Since they were constantly 

being moved throughout the convent, Sanz argues that the tapestries were arranged to fit 

the space in which they were displayed and not in a permanent set sequence. She has also 

found documentation suggesting that in addition to the cloister and the church sanctuary, 

the tapestries were also displayed on the façade of the convent during special occasions, 

such as the arrival of a royal dignitary. Furthermore, unlike Poorter, Sanz believes that 

the tapestries may have lined the walls leading up to the altar, but that an elaborate frame 

decorating the altar would have prevented the tapestries from being hung there. Sanz’s 

findings shed a new light on the tapestry series from the perspective that while each 
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individual tapestry contributes to the overall theme of the series, we can now analyze 

each tapestry independently of its arrangement in the complete series.87     

Rubens’s The Meeting of Abraham and Melchizedek 

Harmonizing elements of classical antiquity with the flare of the Baroque, Rubens 

elevates the rather mundane encounter between Abraham and Melchizedek into a 

ceremonious event unlike any of the other depictions previously discussed. Like the other 

tapestries in the cycle, The Meeting of Abraham and Melchizedek presents a tapestry 

within a tapestry, the illusion of which is created by the presence of three putti in the 

process of hanging the tapestry within the architectural framework of Doric columns, one 

free-standing at the left and the other two partially covered at the right (fig. 23). This 

illusionistic quality to the tapestry invokes the legendary competition between Zeuxis and 

Parrhasios. According to the story, Zeuxis had painted a still-life of grapes, and some 

sparrows flew by and pecked at the grapes. Parrhasios, who was watching nearby, asked 

Zeuxis to accompany him to his studio, where he would demonstrate that he could do 

something similar. In the studio, Parrhasios asked Zeuxis to pull back the curtain 

covering the painting. The curtain, however, was not real, but painted. Zeuxis, 

acknowledging Parrhasios’ superiority, says “I took in the sparrows, but you took me 

in.”88 In a similar manner to Parrhasios’ artistic trickery, Rubens takes in the viewer with 

his illusionistic aesthetic of a fictive tapestry, demonstrating his ability “to faithfully copy 

nature in his work.”89    
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At the top of the composition, a highly ornamented entablature is partly visible, 

which complements the small decorative pedestal placed upon a small base at the bottom. 

The architectural setting is festively decorated with garlands of fruit, reminiscent of 

classic tapestry borders, which are arranged by the putti directly above Abraham and 

Melchizedek, who stand in the center of the composition. The gold highlighting in the 

relief structures and within the capitals, bases, and flutings of the columns is repeated 

within the hanging garlands and the embroidery lining the underside of the tapestry, 

which is conveniently displayed as the putti are in the process of hanging it. As a result, 

the richness of the setting established through the architecture and gold highlighting 

creates a theatrical atmosphere within the composition, for which the historical figures 

resemble actors. 

 In the center of the stage, Abraham, dressed in Roman armor, rushes up the front 

steps to receive the loaves from the Priest King, who is lavishly clothed in an array of 

blue and white robes, his massive gold cloak held up by a young acolyte. Behind 

Abraham and to the far left of the composition stand his soldiers, six of whom are visible, 

and a young boy attending to the Patriarch’s horse. A common motif in Rubens’s work, 

the pair derives from Titian’s Adoration of the Magi and first appears in Rubens’s earlier 

Decius Mus tapestry cycle. Servants behind Melchizedek busy themselves with the task 

of distributing the bread and wine to the attendants, who in turn pass them to the soldiers. 

Towards the bottom of the composition, two partially nude servants emerge from below, 

although from where is uncertain, carrying large vases filled with wine. The muscular 

figures of the servants, their bodies contorted in such a way to emphasize their strapping 

shoulders, remind one of Michelangelo and his figures from the Sistine Chapel. As if 
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pausing for a moment, one of the servants within the foreground turns to look at the 

viewer, his gaze almost unsettling. Consequently, the entire scene contains seventeen 

figures included within the drama of the encounter. The classical details within the 

helmets, armor, and vases reflect Rubens’s love of antiquity, while the monumental 

architecture of the composition adds a sense of epic grandeur to this somewhat obscure 

Old Testament story.90  

 Although Rubens maintains the basic iconography of the scene – the prominence 

of the bread and wine at the center of the composition, the inclusion of Abraham’s men to 

indicate Abraham’s victorious return from battle – he makes the subject entirely his own 

by re-interpreting it within the dramatic language of the Baroque. Compared to Bouts’ 

rather static depiction, Rubens’s embodies a sense of energy and emotion. Melchizedek, 

placed in a higher position upon an altar-like landing, hands down the offering to 

Abraham, thus anticipating the passing of the Eucharist from the high altar to members of 

the congregation during Mass. The numerous figures attending to the Priest-King 

resemble the assistance of the acolytes who help in the sacramental rite, while Abraham’s 

soldiers represent the faithful worshippers waiting to receive the Eucharist. The 

sacramental significance of the event is emphasized by the distinct gap between the two 

principal figures, which draws our attention to the loaves of bread and the hands of the 

soldiers reaching out to grab them. The rusticated columns in the background divide the 

composition roughly in half, thus separating the officials of the Holy Church from the 

common worshippers and linking this historical episode of the past to the modern-day 

presentation of the Mass.  

                                                           
90 See Jeffrey M. Muller, Rubens: The Artist as Collector (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1989).  
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 As Abraham accepts Melchizedek’s offering of bread with both hands, the two 

men make eye contact, making the encounter between the two leaders much more 

personal. As with the other tapestries in the series, Rubens creates a sense of movement 

with Abraham’s hungry men rushing up the steps from the left to eagerly accept the 

offering of bread. At the same time, the bustling activity of Melchizedek’s assistants to 

the right of the background adds to this sense of movement, which almost seems to 

converge in the center of the composition with the exchange between Melchizedek and 

Abraham.        

 For his design of Abraham’s classical costume, including the red cloak, Rubens 

was aided by his brother Philip, whose knowledge of ancient Roman life was an asset to 

Rubens’s art.91 In one book he wrote on the subject, Philip describes how Roman soldiers 

going into battle wore red mantles in the event that they were wounded the blood would 

not be invisible and dishearten the other soldiers. Of all the soldiers, only Abraham dons 

a red mantle, suggesting his position of authority. Incidentally, the vibrant red of 

Abraham’s cloak, which is subtly repeated in various elements throughout the 

composition, is also trademark of Rubens’s style. Although Rubens rarely signed his 

works of art, this vibrant red in essence became Rubens’s signature, and his works of art 

are often easily recognizable by this stylistic detail.    

 As mentioned briefly in the previous chapter, Rubens’s composition strongly 

resembles that of Raphael’s for the Vatican Loggia. Both compositions focus on the 

exchange of bread and wine between the priest-king and the patriarch, with each artist 
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dividing the composition in half to accentuate the differences between Abraham’s rugged 

soldiers and Melchizedek’s assistants. Within the foreground of the composition, Rubens 

even includes the crouching servant carrying the basket of bread from Raphael’s 

depiction.  

                 

                       Fig 27. Peter Paul Rubens. The Meeting of Abraham and Melchizedek, c 1615.  
                       Oil on panel, 204 x 250 centimeters. Musée des beaux-arts, Caen. (photo:  
                       ARTstor) 
 

Rubens’s work, however, exchanges the sweeping landscape of Raphael’s 

composition for an architectural setting. The artist had previously used this same 

architectural background for an earlier depiction of The Meeting of Abraham and 

Melchizedek (1615-1618, fig. 27). At the center of both compositions is an arch, which 

was a common motif in Flemish art from the fifteenth century. Although artists like 

Dieric Bouts, Rogier van der Weyden, and Hans Memling would frame the compositions 
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of their paintings with an arch to create the illusion of a church portal, Rubens’s 

resembles more the triumphal arches of the Roman emperors, celebrating both 

Abraham’s militaristic victory and the triumph of the Catholic faith.92 If the tapestries had 

been commissioned to commemorate the Victory of Breda as speculated, then the 

military component of the tapestry becomes much more important. 

Architecture plays a significant role not just in The Meeting of Abraham and 

Melchizedek, but throughout the tapestry series as a whole. As discussed earlier, each of 

the large narrative tapestries is conceived as a feigned tapestry hanging within an 

architectural setting – in other words, a tapestry within a tapestry. Instead of framing the 

tapestries with an uniform series of columns, entablatures, and bases, Rubens alternates 

between two distinct orders: the Doric and the Composite, the latter with Solomonic 

columns.  

For The Meeting of Abraham and Melchizedek, Rubens modeled the architecture 

after the Doric order, characterized by straight lines and sharp, angular contrasts. The 

oldest and simplest of the Greek orders, the Doric order emphasizes a perfect balance 

between horizontal and vertical members.93 Adopting this principle of balance not just in 

terms of architecture but in composition as well, Rubens creates a horizontal line across 

the composition by aligning the mass of figures, with the exception of the two servants in 

the foreground, within the middle plane of the composition. This horizontal axis is offset 

by the verticality implied by the base of the partially obscured arch and the column that 

forms part of the architectural background of the feigned tapestry, and the Doric columns, 
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both seen and implied, of the tapestry’s architectural framework. The spears of 

Abraham’s men, which seem to pierce the light blue sky of the background, enhance this 

illusion of verticality. While the architecture of the feigned tapestry maintains the 

simplicity of the Doric style, Rubens endows the architecture of the tapestry’s frame with 

gold molding and gilded accents indicative of the opulence of the Baroque. 

The spatial ambiguities Rubens creates through the arrangement of the 

illusionistic tapestry within the architectural framework further enhances the 

iconographic significance of the encounter. Whereas Rubens depicts the figures of 

Abraham and his men as though they have been woven on the tapestry, Melchizedek and 

his assistants appear to emerge from the architectural structure to the left, an effect 

reinforced by the servant in the foreground, who carries an urn and turns to look at the 

viewer. These two worlds, that of the tapestry and that of the architecture, are fused at the 

confluence of hands giving and receiving bread. The powerful physical presence of the 

architecture – the column to the left with its gilded fluting and pitted rustic work, the 

capital with gilded bands and rosettes; the cornice with its gilded molding and beading; 

the gilded wreath of the entablature – enhances this synthesis of architecture and tapestry.  

Of the four prefigurations in the Eucharist series, only The Meeting of Abraham and 

Melchizedek and The Sacrifice of the Old Covenant, the two largest of the group and also 

the most dynamic in composition, are set within the architectural framework of the Doric 

order. The remaining two prefigurations, The Gathering of the Manna and Elijah and the 

Angel, both of which are smaller in size and relatively reserved in depiction compared to 

the previous two prefigurations, are framed by rather elaborate Solomonic columns (fig. 

28).  The animated shape of the Solomonic column harmonized well with the Baroque 
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ideal, and as a result, is found in variant shape and significance in painting, sculpture, and 

architecture of the period. Although Rubens used these twisted columns on many 

occasions in other paintings and designs, its importance in the Eucharist series is much 

more typologically oriented.  

 

            
                 
                 Fig 28. Peter Paul Rubens. The Gathering of the Manna, c. 1625.  
                 Oil on canvas, 192 x 162 inches. The John and Mable Ringling  
                 Museum of Art, Sarasota, Florida. (photo: The John and Mable  
                 Ringling Museum of Art, Collections online, European art) 
 
Though Raphael had previously depicted the columns in his cartoons for The Acts 

of the Apostles, Rubens modeled his Solomonic columns after a series of antique columns 

that stood in the crossing of St. Peter’s basilica in Rome, and according to late medieval 

belief, originated from the Temple of Solomon. The decorative elements of Rubens’s 

columns, the vine tendrils and grapes, symbolize the Eucharist while reinforcing the 
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overall theme of the series as a whole. Typologically, these Solomonic columns, which 

represent the Old Testament Temple, prefigure the new Church (Ecclesia). At St. Peter’s, 

the use of the “original” columns from Solomon’s Temple suggests that the basilica is 

designed as the new Temple of Solomon, the gateway to the Heavenly Jerusalem. By 

referencing the Solomonic columns of St. Peter’s, Rubens too invokes this notion of the 

new Temple and transforms the space of the convent into “an entirely new edifice with 

specific meaning of its own.”94 

Poorter has suggested that the two orders are associated with the realms of heaven 

and earth, respectively, arguing that “the Solomonic and ‘Eucharistic’ architecture opens 

on to heavenly scenes and the [Doric] on to earthly ones.”95 Her theory is certainly 

applicable to the various smaller tapestries in the series which depict heavenly hosts of 

angels or devout defenders of the faith, but not to the larger eleven tapestries, which 

illustrate both historical and allegorical scenes, like The Meeting of Abraham and 

Melchizedek. Despite the Eucharistic and typological significance of the Solomonic 

columns, Rubens may have chosen not to depict them in all the tapestries for formal 

reasons. With The Gathering of the Manna, for instance, Rubens may have felt that the 

Solomonic columns, with their twisted form and elaborate decoration, would enhance the 

tapestry’s relatively compressed and static composition. Similarly, Rubens may have 

eliminated the Solomonic columns from the bozetto of The Meeting of Abraham and 

Melchizedek in the final cartoon when he decided to expand the composition; the 

elaborateness of the columns may have competed too much with the already 

overwhelming composition. Rubens may have very likely designed the tapestries to be 

                                                           
94 Scribner, “Sacred Architecture,” 525. 
95 Poorter, Eucharist Series, 175-176. 
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displayed in a two-tiered register and used the architectural framework of each tapestry to 

indicate their position within this arrangement in accordance with Poorter’s theory, but 

for whatever reason, as Sanz demonstrates, the tapestries were not displayed this way 

once they arrived at the convent.  

Nonetheless, the fanciful architecture of the Eucharist tapestries, and more 

specifically that of The Meeting of Abraham and Melchizedek, reflects Rubens’s 

knowledge of antiquity and his ability to recreate these classicizing elements in his own 

work. While the architectural framework of the composition reflects contemporary trends 

in Baroque art, the much more classicizing architecture of the narrative tapestry stresses 

the historical significance of the scene. In this way, “Rubens [utilizes] the spatial 

ambiguities of the scene to suggest the continued relevance of the Eucharist from its Old 

Testament prefiguration…to the world in which he [Rubens] lived.”96  

 

Conclusion  

 Although Rubens’s The Meeting of Abraham and Melchizedek was part of a series 

of tapestries depicting Old Testament prefiguraitons, the subject, with its militaristic 

overtones, seems like an inappropriate subject for a convent of nuns, which brings into 

question the intended audience of the tapestry series. Though the convent would have 

greatly appreciated the tapestries for their special value, the triumphal theme of the 

tapestry cycle may reflect more the tastes of the members of the royal Hapsburg family 

who frequently visited the convent. The militaristic aspect of the work would have also 

                                                           
96 Arthur K. Wheelock, Flemish Paintings of the Seventeenth Century (Washington, D.C.: National Gallery 
of Art, 2005), 193. 
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had great appeal in the Southern Netherlands, where art of the same nature was extremely 

popular. In this regard, Rubens’s depiction is more than just a prefiguration of the 

Eucharist, it is also a reflection of the nationalistic pride of the Spanish Netherlands and 

the authority of the Hapsburg family. More importantly though, Rubens’s sublime 

depiction of The Meeting of Abraham and Melchizedek represents a climatic point in the 

visual tradition of Melchizedek. Though Rubens adheres to the iconographic tradition 

established by the Early Medieval church programs, he infuses it with elements of 

classical antiquity and the grandeur of the Baroque. Though artists after Rubens provide 

their own interpretations of the Old Testament encounter between Melchizedek and 

Abraham, their depictions do not embody the same sense of magnitude that Rubens’s 

does.    

Complementing the Old Testament prefigurations is a series of tapestries 

depicting the prophets and protectors of the Catholic faith. It is from these individuals 

that the Church receives validation in its claims against the Protestants. In his tapestry of 

The Four Evangelists (c. 1625) Rubens focuses on the men responsible for recording in 

the Gospels the first Eucharistic sacrament at the Last Supper (fig. 24). Each evangelist is 

presented with his apocalyptic animal: At the far left is St. Luke with is ox, his traditional 

attribute since his Gospel begins with the sacrifice of Zachariah. Next to him is St. Mark; 

beside him walks the lion, a symbol of the Resurrection, who is also seen turning away. 

In the center stands Saint Matthew, holding his Gospel wide open; Matthew is associated 

with the angel, who appears above him, for his Gospel begins with the lineage of Christ. 

Apart from the others, stands St. John, the youngest of the four and the only one without 

a beard; he looks yearningly at the eagle and rests one hand on his chest. The eagle alone 
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is the only animal capable of looking directly into the sun, and refers to John’s 

Apocalyptic vision. The golden chalice John clutches in his hand both recalls the 

apocryphal story in which he was presented with a cup of poison as test of faith and 

signifies an appropriate allusion to the Eucharistic rite. Rubens’s inclusion of these 

beasts, which derive from the vision of Ezekiel, again represents the survival of medieval 

iconography in the religious art of the Counter-Reformation. 

Following the Old Testament prefigurations and defenders of the Eucharist, 

Rubens shifts our attention towards the realm of history, or more appropriately, 

allegorical history, with the Victories. Whereas the prefigurations came directly from the 

Old Testament of the Bible, the Victories depends less on any easily recognizable source; 

Rubens based the pair of tapestries on his own “historical and allegorical imagination.” 97 

Chronologically, the pair reflects the two major challenges faced by the Catholic Church 

in terms of the Eucharist doctrine: the early challenge of paganism and the successive 

threats of heresy and dissent.  

The first scene, The Victory over Pagan Sacrifices, focuses on the early history of 

Christianity. On the other hand, the second scene, The Victory of Truth over Heresy  

(c. 1625), encompasses not only the past, but the future in preparation of the allegorical 

triumphs, and more appropriately, to the ultimate victory of the Catholic doctrine over 

Protestant negations (fig. 29). Recalling Constantine’s proclamation after the Council of 

Nicea that “the splendor of Truth has dissipated at the command of God those 

dissensions, schisms, tumults, and so to speak deadly poison of discord,” The Victory of  

                                                           
97 Scribner, Tapestries Designed by Rubens, 50. 
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Truth over Heresy resembles a battlefield strewn with the bodies of conquered heretics. 

In the center of the composition, among smoke and chaos, the allegorical figures of Time 

and Truth arise in the center of the composition. Winged Time, the old man with the long 

white beard, raises his traditional scythe of destruction with one hand as the other 

embraces the beautiful and partially naked Truth. She points upward at a scroll hanging at 

the top of the tapestry upon a garland of fruit. Inscribed on the scroll are the words of 

Christ’s institution of the Eucharist, the words of consecration at each mass, Hoc est 

Corpus meum, “This is my Body.” 98 Although the winged monsters of Heresy breathe 

fire and smoke upon her, she remains secure and unharmed.   

 
 
Fig. 29. Peter Paul Rubens. The Victory of Truth over Heresy, c. 1625. Oil on panel,  
25 3/8 x 35 ¼ inches. Museo del Prado, Madrid. (photo: Scribner, Rubens, 96, pl. 27)  

 

      

                                                           
98 Scribner, Rubens, 96. 
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 By joining Father Time with his daughter Truth, Rubens emphasizes the 

dependence of the latter upon the former. In this instance, Time is much more than 

simply the revealer of Truth or the destroyer of Falsehood; he is presented as Truth’s 

savior and “the metaphysical agent of her apotheosis.” 99 In essence, Rubens implies that 

with time, the truth of the Church will eventually prevail.  

 With their mixture of historical figures and allegorical content, the Victory 

tapestries establish an iconographic transition from the Old Testament prefigurations to 

the final iconographic group, the Triumphs.  As the dramatic focal point of the cycle, it is 

from this group that the Eucharist series derives its name. Unlike the prefigurations, the 

Triumphs do not reflect a revival of medieval conventions but rather a popular trend in art 

that coincided with the Renaissance rediscovery of classical antiquity.100 Rubens based 

his design for the tapestries on the triumphs of antiquity, specifically the “liturgical 

solemnities which accompanied the return of victorious Roman generals to the City,”101 a 

tradition eagerly revived in the early Italian Renaissance with the staging of massive 

pageants; ruling figures would parade through their own cities in imitation of the 

victorious generals of ancient Rome. In fact, Rubens had designed pageant decorations 

for both the Infanta Isabella and her successor, the Cardinal-Infante Ferdinand. 102 

This resurgence of the antique triumph was also reflected in literature and the arts, 

like Petrarch’s Trionfi from the fourteenth century, in which the poet falls asleep and 

dreams of a triumphal procession of historical and mythological figures, and Mantegna’s 

Triumphs of Caesar (c. 1486-1505), which visually reconstructs the Gallic triumph of 
                                                           
99 Scribner, Tapestries Designed by Rubens, 64. 
100 Scribner, Tapestries Designed by Rubens, 65. 
101 Poorter, Eucharist Series, 197. 
102 White, Rubens and His World, 106-108; Baudouin, Pietro Pauolo Rubens, 31 and 264.    
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Julius Caesar.  Like Mantegna, Rubens attempts to recreate the visual representation of 

an ancient triumph, but from the perspective of the Church. For instance, in The Triumph 

of Divine Love Rubens portrays the “Love of God” 103 as the matronly figure of Charity 

standing on a processional chariot led by two lions (fig. 25). Resembling the Virgin 

Mary, she holds one of her children in a tender embrace as two others adoringly stand by 

her side. A halo of flying putti fill the air, completing this magnificent triumphal 

procession, while motifs of love, both sacred and profane, are repeated in various 

decorative elements throughout the composition. The subject of Charity and the theme of 

love convey the significance of the Eucharist as a physical reminder of God’s enduring 

love, for in the words of Thomas Aquinas, the Eucharist is also the “Sacrament of 

Love.”104  

 While the overall theme of the Triumph of the Eucharist tapestry series satisfies 

the Humanist love of expressing abstract ideas in antique guise, it is also an expression of 

the Counter-Reformation itself, with its confidence in the victory of the Church over 

heresy and paganism. Rubens’s choice of the classical Triumph as the theme for the 

tapestry cycle seems only natural considering the tapestries were intended to decorate the 

convent on the feast of Corpus Christi, during which time the Host in the monstrance is 

paraded through the streets like a prince in triumph. In this way, Rubens compares not 

just the Triumph of the Sacrament, but the Triumph of the Church, with that of an antique 

conqueror, whose victory is celebrated with the utmost splendor.   

 

                                                           
103 Mitchell Merling, Ringling: The Art Museum (Florida: The John and Mable Ringling Museum of Art, 
2002), 111. 
104 Scribner, Tapestries Designed by Rubens, 77. 



83 
 

V 

Conclusion  

 

The Secularization of The Meeting of Abraham and Melchizedek 

 Besides Rubens, the Genoese artist Giovanni Benedetto Castiglione (1609-1664) 

provides another Baroque example of the Abraham and Melchizedek story, but from a 

much more secular perspective. Most famous for his brush drawings, Castiglione is 

celebrated for the virtuosity of his execution and his eclectic style. However, his 

paintings are usually marked by some peculiarity. For example, in his version of Moses 

on Mount Sinai, Moses is shown supporting the Tables of the Law on his head while God 

the Father inscribes the Ten Commandments on them.  

 

                      

                              Fig 30. Giovanni Benedetto Castiglione. The Meeting of Abraham  
                              and Melchizedek, c. 1655. Oil on canvas, 41.7 x 52.8 inches. Louvre,  
                              Paris. ( photo: Louvre, Atlas database online)  
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Although Castiglione rarely treated themes conventional in Baroque painting, 

such as episodes from the New Testament or from the lives of the saints, he was 

fascinated by the narrative of the Patriarchs: Noah driving the animals into the ark, his 

sacrifice on Ararat, and the journeys of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.105 These Old 

Testament stories not only allowed him to paint picturesque groups of animals, a 

technique he learned at a young age, but also combined the requirements of animal 

painting with that of other genres, such as still-life and history painting. In his depiction 

of The Meeting of Abraham and Melchizedek (c.1655), the encounter between patriarch 

and priest-king becomes a backdrop for the menagerie of animals and varied loot that 

Abraham’s men have collected as a result of their victory (fig. 30).  

The Rococo artist Giambattista Tiepolo (1696-1770) is one of the last artists to 

depict the theme of Abraham and Melchizedek as a prefiguration. Commissioned by the 

Confraternity of the Most Holy Sacrament at Verolanuova, Tiepolo’s Sacrifice of 

Melchizedek is paired with another Old Testament prefiguration, The Gathering of the 

Manna, which some scholars have described as a tour-de-force of Tiepolo’s artistic talent 

(figs. 31-32).106 Although critics have condemned Tiepolo’s Sacrifice of Melchizedek as 

“unsatisfactory,” especially by the standards set by its pendant, Tiepolo’s depiction of the 

Old Testament theme presents a unique variation on both the Early Medieval examples 

and Rubens’s own interpretation of the story. The figure of Abraham, shown kneeling 

before the priest-king, his army gathered around him, is almost subsidiary to the much 

                                                           
105 Sir Anthony Blunt, forward to Giovanni Benedetto Castiglione: Master Draughtsman of the Italian 
Baroque, by Ann Percy (Philadelphia: Philadelphia Museum of Art, 1971), 19. 
106 Michael Levy, Giambattista Tiepolo: His Life and Art (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 
1986), 102-106. 
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older figure of Melchizedek. However, the rich iconography of Rubens’s depiction has 

been replaced here with the decorative extravagance of the Rococo.  

   

   

Fig 31. Giambattista Tiepolo. The Gathering  Fig 32. Giambattista Tiepolo. The Sacrifice 
of the Manna, 1740-1741. Oil on canvas,                  of Melchizedek, 1740-1742. Oil on canvas, 
1000 x 525 centimeters. Basilica San   1000 x 525 centimeters. Basilica San 
Lorenzo, Verolanuova, Brescia. (photo:   Lorenzo, Verolanuova, Brescia. (photo: 
http://www.artbible.info/art/large/   http://www.artbible.info/art/large/ 

               476.html)   477.html)  
 
 
 

Though highly original in their own way, neither Castiglione’s nor Tiepolo’s 

depictions of The Meeting of Abraham and Melchizedek adequately convey 

Melchizedek’s significance as a prefiguration. While Castiglione’s work focuses on 

Abraham’s caravan, Tiepolo’s expansive canvas distracts the viewer from the importance 

of Melchizedek’s offering. One of the reasons Rubens’s depiction is so significant is that 

http://www.artbible.info/art/large/
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he expands upon the iconographic tradition established with the Early Medieval church 

programs, but does so in a way that the significance of the scene is not lost. With his 

Triumph of the Eucharist tapestry series, Rubens not only revitalizes the waning tradition 

of typology but also the significance of Melchizedek as a prefiguration. Stylistically, 

Rubens endows this rather obscure Old Testament encounter with the pomp and 

circumstance of a royal triumphal procession without losing the Eucharist significance of 

the scene. Unlike previous images of Melchizedek that we have discussed, Rubens’s 

depiction is more than just a prefiguration of the Eucharistic rite, it is also a confirmation 

of the Catholic doctrine of transubstantiation and a testament to the power of the Spanish 

Netherlands. By the end of the eighteenth century, the figure of Melchizedek almost 

disappears entirely from religious imagery, in part due to a lack of interest in typology. 

The Catholic Church, however, continues to use Rubens’s cartoons from the Eucharist 

series, including The Meeting of Abraham and Melchizedek, in literature distributed to 

explain the importance of the Eucharistic sacrament, illustrating the relevance of 

Rubens’s tapestry series even to this day.  

  



87 
 

Bibliography  

 

Alpers, Svetlana and Michael Baxandall. Tiepolo and the Pictorial Intelligence. New
 Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1994.   

Attridge, Harold W.  The Epistle to the Hebrews: A Commentary on the Epistle to the
 Hebrews. Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1989. 

Barber, Charles. “The Imperial Panels at San Vitale: A Reconsideration.” Byzantine and
 Modern Greek Studies 14 (1990): 19-40. 
 
Baudouin, Frans. Pietro Pauolo Rubens. New York: Harry N. Abrams, Inc., 1977. 

Biebel, Franklin M. “Review of L’Art Religieux après le Concile de Trent by Emile
 Male.” The Art Bulletin 15 (1933): 191-192. 
 
Birkmeyer, Karl M. “The Arch Motif in Netherlandish Painting of the Fifteenth Century:
 A Study in Changing Religious Imagery, Part II.” The Art Bulletin 43 (1961): 99-
 112. 
 
Blunt, Anthony. Forward to Giovanni Benedetto Castiglione: Master Draughtsman of the
 Italian Baroque by Ann Percy, 17-21. Philadelphia: Philadelphia Museum of Art,
 1971.  
 
Brejon De Lavergnée, Amauld, Barbara Brejon De Lavergnée, Hans Vlieghe, Hans
 Devisscher, Alexis Donetzkoff, Jacques Foucart, Barbara Gaehtgens, Natalia
 Gritsao, Alexis Merle du Bourg, Jean Vittet. Rubens. Ghent: Snoeck Publishers,
 2004. 
 
Campbell, Thomas P. Tapestry in the Baroque: Threads of Splendor. New York:   
 Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2007. 
  
Calkins, Robert G. Illuminated Books of the Middle Ages. Ithaca: Cornell University
 Press, 1983.  
 
Dacos, Nicole. The Loggia of Raphael: A Vatican Art Treasure. Translated by Josephine
 Bacon. New York and London: Abbeville Press Publishers, 2008.  
 
Davidson, Bernice F. Raphael’s Bible: A Study of the Vatican Logge. University Park:
 The Pennsylvania State University Press, 1985. 
 
Deuchler, Florens. “Introducing Nicholas of Verdun.” The Metropolitan Museum of Art
 Bulletin 28 (1970): 229-231. 
 



88 
 

D’Hulst, Roger Adolf and Marc Vandenven. Rubens: The Old Testament. Translated by
 Paul Stephen Falla. New York: Oxford University Press, 1989. 
 
Douay-Rheims Catholic Bible. http://www.drbo.org/. 
 
Freedberg, David. Peter Paul Rubens: Oil Paintings and Oil Sketches. New York: 
 Gagosian Gallery, 1995. 
 
Friedläander, Max J. Early Netherlandish Painting, Volume III, Dieric Bouts and Joos
 van Gent. Translated by Heinz Norden. New York: Frederick A. Praeger, Inc.,
 1968.  
 
Grabar, André. Christian Iconography: A Study of its Origins. Translated by Terry
 Grabar. Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1968. 
 
Hand, John Oliver and Martha Wolff. Early Netherlandish Painting: The Collections of
 the National Gallery of Art. Washington, D.C.: National Gallery of Art;
 Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986.  
 
Held, Julius S. “Rubens and the Book.” In Rubens and His Circle, edited by Anne W
 Lowenthal, David Rosand, and John Walsh, Jr., 166-184. Princeton: Princeton
 University Press, 1982. 
 
Horton, Fred L.  The Melchizedek Tradition: A Critical Examination of the Sources to the
 Fifth Century A.D. and in the Epistle to the Hebrews. Cambridge: Cambridge
 University Press, 1976.  
 
Hugenholz, F. W. N. “The Anagni Frescoes-A Manifesto: A Historical Investigation.”
 Mededelingen van het Nederlands Instituut te Rome 41 (1979): 139-172.  
  
Hughes, Christopher. “Typology and Its Use in the Moralized Bible.” In The Mind’s Eye:
 Art and Theological Argument in the Middle Ages, edited by Jeffrey F.
 Hamburger and Anne-Marie Bouché, 135-48. Princeton: Department of Art and
 Archeology, Princeton University, 2006. 
 
Jacobs, David. Architecture. New York: Newsweek Books, 1974. 
 
Jaffé, Michael. Rubens and Italy. New York: Cornell University Press, 1977. 
 
Janson, Anthony F. Great Paintings from the John and Mable Ringling Museum of Art. 
 New York: Harry N. Abrams, Inc., 1986. 
 
Katzenellenbogen, Adolf. The Sculptural Programs of Chartres Cathedral: Christ, Mary,
 Ecclesia. Baltimore: The John Hopkins Press, 1959.  
 

Kidson, Peter. Sculpture at Chartres. London: Alex Tiranti, 1958.  

http://www.drbo.org/


89 
 

Kitzinger, Ernst. Byzantine Art in the Making: Main Lines of Stylistic Development in
 Mediterranean Art: Third -Seventh Century. Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard
 University Press, 1980.  

Kris, Ernst and Otto Kurz, Legend, Myth, and Magic in the Image of the Artist: A
 Historical Experiment. New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1979.  
 
Lane, Barbara G. “Priest and Sacrifice” in The Altar and the Altarpiece: Sacramental
 Themes in Early Netherlandish Painting, 107-136. New York: Harper and Row,
 Publishers, 1984. 
 
Levey, Michael. Giambattista Tiepolo: His Life and Art. New Haven and London: Yale
 University Press, 1986. 
 
Magurn, Ruth Sanders, trans. Letters of Peter Paul Rubens. Evanston, Illinois:
 Northwestern University Press, 1991.   
 
Martin, John Rupert. The Ceiling Paintings for the Jesuit Church in Antwerp. New York
 and London: Phaidon, 1968. 
 
Merling, Mitchell. Ringling: The Art Museum. Florida: The John and Ringling
 Museum of Art, 2002. 
 
Michelangelo and Raphael in the Vatican: All the Sistine Chapel, the Stanzas, and the
 Loggia. Rome: Monumenti, Musei e Galleria Pontificie, 1983. 
 
Miller, Malcolm. Chartres Cathedral. London: Pitkin Pictorials, Ltd., 1985. 
 
Montefiore, Hugh. A Commentary on the Epistle to the Hebrews. London: Adam and
 Charles Black, 1964. 
 
Moriarty, Frederick L. “Abel, Melchizedek, Abraham.” The Way 5 (1965): 94-104. 
 
Muller, Jeffrey M. Rubens: The Artist as Collector. New Jersey: Princeton University
 Press, 1989.  
 
Nees, Lawrence. Early Medieval Art. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002.  
 
Nibley, Hugh. Temple and Cosmos: Beyond This Ignorant Present. Salt Lake City:
 Desert Book Company; Provo: Foundation for Ancient Research and Mormon
 Studies, 1992. 
 
Percy, Ann. “Castiglione’s Life and Work.” In Giovanni Benedetto Castiglione: Master
 Draughtsman of the Italian Baroque, by Ann Percy, 21-60. Philadelphia:
 Philadelphia Museum of Art, 1971.   
 



90 
 

Périer-d’leteren, Catheline. Dieric Bouts: The Complete Works. Translated by Mark
 Carlson, Deke Dusinberre, Charles Penwarden, and John Tittensor. Brussels:
 Mercatorfonds, 2006.  
 
Poorter, Nora de. The Eucharist Series. London: Harvey Miller; Philadelphia: Heyden &
 Son,1978.     
 
 Ridderbos, Bernhard, Anne van Buren, and Henk van Veen, eds. Early Netherlandish
 Paintings: Rediscovery, Reception, and Research. Amsterdam: Amsterdam
 University Press, 2005. 
 
Ringling Art Museum. A Short Guide: 50 Masterpieces in the John and Mable
 Ringling Museum of Art. Sarasota: Ringling Museum of Art, 1965. 
 
Rosenthal, Lisa. “Paternal and Painterly Authority in Rubens’s Self-Portrait with  
 His Wife Helena Fourment, and Their Son, Peter Paul.” Envisioning Self 
 and Status 23 (1999): 131-162 
 
Saint Ambrose Theological and Dogmatic Works. Translated by Roy J. Deferrari.
 Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 1963. 

Saint Augustine of Hippo. City of God. Translated by Marcus Dods. New York: The
 Modern Library, 2000. 

Saint Thomas Aquinas. Summa Theologiae. Translated by David Bourke. Cambridge:
 Blackfrairs,1975. 
 
Sanz, Ana García. “Nuevas aproximaciones a la serie El Triunfo de la Eucaristía.” In El
 Arte en la Corte de los Archiduques Alberto de Austria e Isabel Clara Eugenia
 (1598-1633): un reino imaginado, edited by Alejandro Vergara, 108-117. Madrid:
 Sociedad Estatal para la Conmemoración de los Centenarios de Felipe II y Carlos
 V, 1999.   
 
Sarna, Nahum M. Understanding Genesis. New York: Schocken Books, 1966. 
 
Scribner III, Charles. “Review of Corpus Rubenianum Ludwig Burchard II. The
 Eucharist Series by Nora de Poorter.” The Burlington Magazine 122 (1980): 772
 73. 
 
Scribner III, Charles. Rubens. New York:  Harry N. Abrams, 1989. 
 
Scribner III, Charles. “Sacred Architecture: Rubens’s Eucharist Tapestries.” The Art
 Bulletin 57 (1975): 519-525. 
 
Scribner III, Charles.  The Triumph of the Eucharist: Tapestries Designed by Rubens.   
 Michigan: UMI Research Press, 1982. 



91 
 

 
Sheridan, Mark, ed. Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture: Old Testament, Volume
 II: Genesis 12-50. Downers Grove, Ill.: Inter Varsity Press, 2002. 
 
Simson, Otto von. Sacred Fortress: Byzantine Art and Statecraft in Ravenna. Chicago
 and London: The University of Chicago Press, 1965.  
 
Smeyers, Maurits. “The Living Bread: Dirk Bouts and the Last Supper.” In Dirk Bouts
 (ca. 1410-1475): een Vlaams primitief te Leuven, edited by Maurits Smeyers, 35
 58. Louvain: Peeters, 1998. 
 
Smith, M. Q. “Anagni: An Example of Medieval Typological Decoration.” Papers of the
 British School at Rome 33 (1965): 1-47. 
 
Tanner, Marie. “The Hapsburg Cult of the Eucharist.” In The Last Descendant of
 Aeneas: The Hapsburgs and the Mythic Image of the Emperor, Marie Tanner,
 207-222. New Haven: Yale University, 1993.  
  
Tormo y Monzó, Elías. La apoteosis eucaristica de Rubens, los tapices de descalzas
 reales de Madrid. S.I.: Archivio, 1942. 
 
Vergara, Alexander. Rubens and His Spanish Patrons. Cambridge: Cambridge University
 Press, 1999. 
 
Warner, Marina. Alone of All Her Sex: The Myth and the Cult of the Virgin Mary. New
 York: Vintage Books, 1983. 
 
Wilson, Adrian and Joyce Lancaster Wilson, A Medieval Mirror: Speculum humanae
 salvationis 1324-1500. Berkeley: The University of California Press, 1985.  
 
Wheelock, Arthur K. Flemish Paintings of the Seventeenth Century. Washington, D.C.:
 National Gallery of Art, 2005. 
 
White, Christopher. Peter Paul Rubens: Man and Artist. New Haven and London: Yale
 University, 1987.  
 
White, Christopher. Rubens and His World. New York: The Viking Press, 1968.   
 
Zarnecki, George. Art of the Medieval World: Architecture, Sculpture, Painting, the
 Sacred Arts. Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, Inc.; New York: Harry N.
 Abrams.   
 

 


