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Study Exhibition:

The Flight of Lot and his Family from Sodom
—— Rubens and his Workshop
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There are three works known to have the same composition as The
Flight of Lot and his Family from Sodom, purchased by the Museum
in 1978. With the exception of the version which appeared in a 1991
London auction, there has long been a variety of scholarly opinion
on the differences, similarities and degrees of participation by Rubens
and his workshop in the Tokyo work, one in the Bass Museum of



Art, Miami Beach, and a third in The Ringling Museum of Art,
Sarasota. This exhibition was planned to clarify these scholarly issues.
To facilitate comparison, the three oil paintings were hung side by
side on a single wall. In addition to the oil paintings, the reproduc-
tion print of the composition by Lucas Vorsterman, created under
Rubens’ direct supervision (The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New
York), and a drawing created in preparation for this print (Musée
du Louvre, Paris) were also included in the exhibition. Thus there
were only five works included in this exhibition. But this small group-
ing formed a perfect model case for an understanding of the organi-
zation and creative process of Rubens’s workshop. It was a gather-
ing of important works in a single setting.

As the goal of this exhibition was to clarify, to the greatest degree
possible, the order in which the three oil paintings were created
and the contributions to each by Rubens and his workshop, the three
works were assembled in Tokyo and submitted to a series of exami-
nations two weeks prior to the opening of the exhibition. A team
led by Kimio Kawaguchi of the Museum’s conservation department
submitted the three paintings to close visual analysis of painting
technique, and to a comparison of details. Scientific testing, includ-
ing infrared reflectography and x-ray photography, was also per-
formed on the works. The results of these “visual eye” and “scien-
tific eye” surveys were then introduced through photographic panels
displayed in the exhibition gallery. The exhibited panels included
a total of eighty four images, composite x-ray photographic images
of the entire surfaces of all three oil paintings, nine photographic
panels showing the same detail of each painting, and x-ray and
infrared images of the same nine detail areas from the three paint-
ings. In addition, explanatory panels described Rubens’s painting
method.

This was the Museum’s first attempt at such an exhibition, one
which experimented with focusing on a single work in the Museum'’s
collection and publicized the results of the scientific examination
of that work. And this experiment seems to have met with a gener-
ally favorable response. At first glance the three oil paintings seem
quite similar, but a closer examination reveals the distinct individual
characteristics in each work. Connoisseurship based on this type
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of comparison is like an intellectual “detective game,” a process
which attracted not only the art historian, but also the general art-
loving public. To facilitate an exchange of opinions on the various
issues regarding Rubens’s studio on this occasion of the gathering
of the three paintings, two scholars, Dr. Arnout Balis (Rubenianum,
Antwerp) and Dr. Walter Liedtke (The Metropolitan Museum of Art,
New York), were invited to Tokyo and their lectures garnered large
audiences.

Testing and examination continued on the three paintings after
the close of the exhibition, and Professor Nobuyuki Kamba of The
National Museum of Japanese History performed x-ray micro anal-
ysis on pigment samples taken from the three works. The results
of these analyses provided a general answer to the relationship
between the three works. Essentially, the Sarasota work is by Rubens,
with the assistance of his workshop, the Miami Beach work is a
copy of this work by Rubens’s workshop, and the Tokyo work can
be considered a copy by Jacob Jordaens based on the Miami Beach
work. For a detailed discussion of this issue, please see the English
language research report published by the Museum in December
1994 (Rubens and his Workshop: “The Flight of Lot and his Family
from Sodom” ed. by T. Nakamura, The National Museum of Western
Art, Tokyo, 1994.) (Toshiharu Nakamura)
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