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Peter Paul Rubens knew like no other artist how to practice his art amidst the worlds of war, peace and power. As a painter, he successfully presented political players with images of great precision and thus even in the most difficult missions created possibilities for overcoming the multiple complexities and hurdles of his time.

Although his often painted political utopia of a peaceful Europe remained elusive, in Rubens’ work the triumph of painting itself emerged.  In his painting, Rubens confronted the viewer with an unattained utopia beyond the world of realpolitik developments.
With nearly seventy objects, this international exhibition will guide the viewer towards a rediscovery of the dynamic painterly oeuvre of Peter Paul Rubens.  It is planned as a large scale exhibition, with an innovative scholarly concept that combines a scenographic consolidation of contexts with a concise and engaging analysis of complex associations.

Beginning in October 2012, the exhibition will be presented at the Von der Heydt-Museum in Wuppertal and offer insight into the past decades of art historical research.  Multiple thematic sections will illustrate the complex interventions of Rubens’ art into the politics of his time:

· The Home of the Diplomat 

A great deal of Rubens’ political correspondence was conducted in his home. Here he collected the classics of political and diplomatic theory, as well as cultural, legal and historical works on European conflicts and the globalizing world; he decorated his home so that he could receive royal visitors in a manner befitting their rank while engaging visually with political themes. This was also where he developed much of his political painting.  Works from Rubens’ estate and depictions of his home demonstrate how Rubens arranged his surroundings for this work as both painter and diplomat.

· Providence

Rubens knew from the outset how to use pictorial means to combine everyday politics with the mythical and religious certitude of working towards a lasting peace.  Central here are works through which Rubens appealed to the religious and mythically rooted sense of purpose within the Mantuan Court. 
· Rubens’ commissions for princes, nobles and the middle class
When Rubens settled in Antwerp again in 1608, after an eight-year stay in Italy, the artistic climate in the Netherlands was particularly favourable. After the Fall of Antwerp in 1585, the south was once again firmly in Spanish-Habsburg hand and an extensive Catholic restoration began. Besides churches and cloisters as commissioners, the archdukes Albrecht and Isabella themselves took great interest in Rubens’ art and offered him the position of court painter. Rubens was expected to paint a large number of portraits of his employers. The wealthy Antwerp middle class, which included merchants as well as high-level functionaries, were also important commissioners of Rubens and purchased religious as well as secular paintings by him.
· Religion – “The Strongest Emotion”

Rubens characterized religion as “the strongest emotion” in political matters.  In this way, a major part of his contributions to sacred art prove also to be contributions to political iconography.  In addition to a selection of studies depicting crusades and triumphant themes, in particular those for the Jesuit Church in Antwerp and for the Triumph of the Eucharist, Rubens’ composition of selected individual works reveals the special politicization of religion as well as the sacralization of politics on the part of the Hapsburgs in Brussels.

· Political Mythology

Central to this theme are several studies for Rubens’ Medici Cycle, in which history provides the basis and motivation for the revitalization of myths of antiquity.  Contemporary politics appear as a constant touchstone for references to antiquity.  Monumental renderings of Hercules, which have not been previously been shown together, make clear the significance of these concepts.
· A Triumphal Life

In the unfinished Henry cycle, whose accessible studies will be brought together in the exhibition for the first time in such a great number, Rubens focused on the conventions of history painting, but at the same time arranged them according to models from antiquity.  In the composition of these works, Rubens attempted to discover and develop a compelling monarch’s panegyric in order to advance Hapsburg interests at the French royal court.
· Diplomacy of Peace

This section concentrates upon the political function of Rubens’ portrayals of the Adoration of the Magi, which in its frequent depictions can be associated with peace missions.  Here the context of the negotiations were also made evident, through which Rubens at the culmination of his political career guides his negotiations with the English court using verbal as well as visual cues.  Noteworthy is how Rubens developed his seminal work, Minerva Protects Pax from Mars (Peace and War), as a component of his negotiations through successive reinforcements in order to effectively advance the respective negotiation topics.   Also in the contextualization of this work he assembled references to antiquity, many of which visitors to his London atelier could have viewed in the original in the same house, thus making them readable as a constituent part of courtly diplomatic culture.  
· Wartime Diplomacy
That peace diplomacy and wartime diplomacy had to be handled with differing means was already reflected in the diplomatic literature consulted by Rubens.  Studies for his Decius Mus Cycle demonstrate how Rubens portrayed the combat readiness of the Hapsburg allies.  An array of important commanders makes evident how the dress code differently portrayed the transition between civil and military functions.  In this section several elements from the periphery of the painting “The Consequences of War” also demonstrate the panic-stricken grappling of allies in the fight for survival of the Hapsburg Netherlands.  Rubens’ “Venus, Amor, Bacchus und Ceres” emphasizes the tone, in which the painter and diplomat on the one hand in the final years of his life resigned himself to the failure of the political utopia he had advanced, and yet responded to this political failure with his own triumph of painting. 

The exhibition will devote particular attention to works by which Rubens supported his diplomatic endeavors with political currency.   The exhibition will not only combine recent scholarship in an overview but also present new research.  It will provide a significant research impetus into political iconography that extends far beyond research of the Baroque.  The exhibition will be initiated with an international expert discussion in summer 2012 and accompanied by a scholarly symposium in early 2013.

Concrete metaphors of political analysis and action in their conciseness made Rubens’ diplomatic correspondence particularly impressive even for his contemporaries (e.g., “the knot in the chain”, “disorder that yields order”, “Each begins war when he wants, but he cannot end it when he wants”).  Many of these metaphors can also characterize elementary compositional processes and principles.  In them a unity is formed by simple analogy of Rubens’ artistic action, and his political thought and negotiation are made tangible.  Beyond his works’ concrete function with their pictorial diplomacy, one can therefore justifiably also see compositional principles as metaphors and analogous figures of political thought.  The exhibition will not only address the context of political iconography, but also the aesthetic effects and strategies within their contemporary contexts.

The Von der Heydt-Museum is well-known for its notable collection and significant exhibitions, particularly of 19th century art as well as modern and contemporary art, in addition to Old Master exhibitions (most recently: Freedom, Power and Splendor: Dutch Art in the 16th and 17th Centuries, 2009).  The museum itself possesses excellent examples of political art, particularly from the past two centuries.  In this context the exhibition of Rubens’ Triumph also invites a search of commonalities and fissures in the history of politics and art in the museum’s other galleries.

Accompanying the exhibition is a richly illustrated catalogue with introductory articles and extensive chapter and image texts. The concept of the exhibition was made by Dr. Gerhard Finckh and Prof. Dr. Ulrich Heinen, Wuppertal.  
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