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Inscriptions, Coats of Arms, and Marks 
none 
 
Provenance  
Perhaps from the chapel of Saints Peter and Paul, Cathedral of St. John,                     
‘s-Hertogenbosch (from c. 1530-35 to before 1649);1 Johan de Witt Galleries, New 
York/The Hague (1929-1930); on loan from Johan de Witt Galleries (1929-1930); 
acquired from Johan de Witt Galleries with the support of the Vereniging Rembrandt, 
1930 
 
Exhibitions 
Rotterdam 1936, vol. 1, cat. no. 117, p. 49, vol. 2, fig. 141; Amsterdam 1939(b), cat. no. 
112 s, p. 95; Utrecht 1941, cat. no. 174, pp. 53-54, fig. 3; Utrecht 1948(b), cat. no. 58, 
pp. 52-53; Delft 1951-1952, cat. no. 47, p. 33; Utrecht 1955, cat. no. 52, pp. 58-59 and 
p. 61, fig. 59; Utrecht 1958(a) (no cat.); Utrecht/Douai 1977, cat. no. 49, pp. 124-125 
and pp. 9, 52, 53, 54, fig. 98-102; Utrecht 1979(b), cat. no. IV, 11, p. 15; Utrecht 
1983(a), cat. no. 4, fig. 4; Amsterdam 1986, cat. no. 108, pp. 227-228, pp. 87 (no. 14), 
90, 91, 93, 99, 105 (note 134), 109, 110, 113, 116 (note 134), 322, fig. 35, 108;  
Utrecht 1994(b) (no cat.); Utrecht 1995(a) (no cat.). 
 
Copies and Variants 
none 
 
Restoration History 
1931: the first restoration recorded in the Centraal Museum’s files was carried out by 
Schuuring & Adama almost immediately after the panel’s acquisition. The painting was 
sent to The Hague 5 March 1931, where it was cleaned, retouched, and cradled,2 and 
then returned 9 June 1931. The restorers also constructed a frame for the painting and 
provided it with a “Renaissance” profile.3 Two photographs exist showing the panel in a 
partial and completely stripped state (Frequin nos. 107, 197). They reveal that a layer of 
discolored varnish was removed from the entire surface and that there were small 
losses, particularly along the seam furthest to the left and in the sky in the upper right.  
1940: Schuuring treated the panel again for blistering paint; the bill mentions that 
blisters were set down, retouched, and varnished.4 1953-54: J.C. Traas undertook a 
restoration as thorough as that of 1931. Traas submitted his evaluation 1 August 1953, 
stating that the paint was flaking and that overpainting was more extensive than need 
be; he estimated that the treatment, to be carried out in the studio of the Mesdag 
Museum in The Hague, would take from four to six months.5 The panel was sent to 
Traas 17 August 1953 and returned to the museum by 28 June 1954. 1962: the 
painting was treated again for blisters while still in the museum.6 1986: L. Kuiper, the 
Rijksmusem’s restorer, retouched matte spots in the varnish as well as previous 
restorations that had turned whitish when the painting was in Amsterdam for the Kunst 
voor de Beeldenstorm exhibition.7 1999-2000: Menno Dooijes carried out another 
extensive restoration in Amsterdam. Lifting paint was set down first on a provisional 
basis, followed by surface cleaning. Varnish and many small retouches were then 
removed using solvents. Mechanical cleaning was required for other retouchings, 



especially those in the sky and landscape, in the fur of the donor’s white robe, and in a 
strip along the lower edge where the dark paint was abraded. Old fills of various 
materials were removed and/or reworked, often revealing original paint in the process. 
After removing any remaining traces of old varnish and dirt with gels, the areas of lifting 
paint and ground were laid down definitively. The seams between planks were 
examined and, when necessary, re-glued. The restoration proceeded with the filling of 
losses, including many of the small holes which had been made on previous occasions 
by injecting glue to secure loose paint. A layer of varnish was applied before retouching. 
Losses were then inpainted, and selective dotting with color was done to cover spots 
where particles of the intermediate lead-white layer had become visible, but only where 
they were particularly distracting. As the final step, the painting was varnished again, 
several times in succession. Dooijes’s pre-restoration condition report dated May 1998 
and the final restoration report, dated 29 June 2000, are in the museum files. 
 
Technical Investigation 
UV  1975   examination with UV lamp 
PIR   1971 Central Laboratory, entire painting and details: donor, Mary 

Magdalene, Christ, Mary and John, and background figures 
IRR  1968   Central Laboratory 

1971   Central Laboratory  
13 June 1974   Central Laboratory, details: figures on left side, head and 
hands of Mary Magdalene, all other heads, soldiers in background, 
foliage, hand and knee of Christ, details lower left corner 
1976 AB 65-66, details: Mary Magdalene, heads and hands of other 
figures 

1977 AB 104:24-37, details: donor’s head and hands, Christ’s legs 
1977   AB 113:0-9, details: head of Joseph of Arimathea, building in 
background 
26 November 1991,  MF 928/7 – 930/28A, details: eight figures on left 
side, head of Joseph of Arimathea, hand Nicodemus, head and hands 
Mary Magdalene, heads John the Evangelist, Mary and Christ, detail in 
drapery 
….      MolArt , left two-thirds of the painting except for the bottom edge, 
and details: Mary Magdalene, heads of Mary and Christ, John the 
Evangelist, two Maries on the left, the donor, and the donor’s head          

X-radiography:        1967,  two details: head of Christ and the Magdalene 
Photomicrographs:  1975  MA 26/1-12  
Paint samples:        1975  A26/1-17 
                                2000? A26/ … 
Dendrochronology: the latest year ring that was still growing when the tree was felled 
dates from 1516, allowing an estimate of 1527 for the earliest possible use of the wood, 
although a more probable execution of the painting would be any time from 1533 on 
(report P. Klein, 8 January 1998).  
 
 
 



Technical Notes 
The panel has been constructed from five vertical planks varying in width from 23.6 to 
29.8 and from c. 2 to 2.3 cm thick. The planks are joined with wooden dowels (as can 
be seen in X-ray).  Despite the cradling on the reverse, beveling is visible along the two 
vertical sides, as well as evenly spaced holes along the top and bottom edges. Wooden 
dowels or pegs were probably inserted into these holes to secure the painting once it 
had been finished and slid into its frame. On the image side, traces of original paint run 
to all four edges of the panel.  
 
The ground may be assumed to be chalk (calcium carbonate), on the basis of analyzed 
samples from other works by the artist done in the Netherlands. It is bound in glue, as 
identified by means of staining tests of one sample taken from this painting. Since the 
ground was only fragmentary in the samples taken, its total thickness cannot be 
estimated, although it must be more than 30 – 54 µm. In cross sections, the ground is 
off white in color, either grayish or brownish. 
 
Underdrawing executed with a remarkable spontaneity has been revealed throughout 
the painting (fig. 1). The material is most likely black chalk, based on the analysis of the 
underdrawing material in other paintings by the artist. In cross sections, the 
underdrawing appears both as separated black particles and as a continuous black 
layer. It is on top of the white priming, although one sample taken from the figure of the 
donor shows underdrawing directly on the ground. The underdrawing was made with 
such force in this figure that it actually incised into the white priming layer below. Ridges 
along the indented underdrawn lines can even be seen with the naked eye (fig. 2). (This 
may indicate that Scorel began his underdrawing by laying out the position of the 
donor.) The underdrawing must also have been executed before the priming layer was 
completely dry, since it often looks smeared and oily in infrared documents, as if 
soaking into the layer underneath. The underdrawing consists of loose placement lines, 
long, undulating outlines, and heavy shading of various types. Concentrated on the right 
sides of the figures, the shading predicts the overall illumination from the left; it is, for 
the most part, comprised of zones of long, regularly spaced diagonals, some of which 
are so rapidly drawn that they form zig-zags. There are also bands of shorter hatchings 
that have the function of delimiting the edges of forms. This type of hatching is termed 
an arbeitsschraffur, a working hatching. Such hatching does not necessarily model; it 
corrects by crossing out previous lines and re-defining shapes. In this painting, it 
emphasizes the provisional character of Scorel’s layout. Despite the apparent free 
sketching, all of the main compositional elements are included in the underdrawing. The 
crown of thorns, sponge, and ointment bottle in the lower left corner, for instance, were 
not added during the paint stage, as often happens with iconographic details; they were 
already predicted in the layout stage. Many changes occurred as this painting was 
taken to completion, and some painted delimitations in dark areas can be seen more 
clearly in IRR: the curving bottom of Joseph of Arimathea’s robe was delimited to the 
right of Mary’s head on top of underdrawn hatchings, and the shape of the Virgin’s 
proper left knee appears to the right of Christ’s waist. Comparison of the underdrawing 
with the paint surface shows that almost every 



 
 
Fig. 1. Infrared reflectogram digital composite of the left half of the Lamentation. 
 



 
 
Fig. 2. Detail of indented underdrawn lines in the donor’s robe. 
 
element in the painting was altered in some way: the positions of the Biblical figures, 
their features and gestures, costumes, drapery patterns, as well as the donor and the 
buildings behind him (for a full discussion, see below).  
 
Although this is a large painting, there is no evidence that Scorel was sparing in his use 
of materials or in the application of the paint layers. The paint-layer build-up is not as 
abbreviated as that in other large altarpieces, where glazes are sometimes applied 
directly on the priming, and highlights and shadows are juxtaposed. There are instead 
extensive areas of underpainting in rose, violet, and reddish brown.  
 
As is usual in Scorel’s paintings after his return to Utrecht from Italy, the Lamentation 
has a lead-white priming layer directly on top of the ground. In this painting, it ranges 
from 6 to 36 µm in thickness. The medium of the priming contains oil, as analyzed by 
staining tests and FTIR.8  
 
The striking purplish cast of the Virgin Mary’s blue mantle is due to a rose underpainting 
that shimmers through a surface layer of blue that has been identified as natural 
ultramarine (see the article on Jan van Scorel’s painting technique). By varying the 
amount of red lake particles in the white matrix, the underlayer models the forms of the 
drapery: in highlights, there are almost no rose particles at all. In the surface layer, 
lighter blue areas are thinner and have fewer dark blue particles. The blue of the 
Magdalen’s greyish-blue sleeve (and probably her dress in its entirety) also has a rose 
undertone; a layer of azurite-like blue crystals has been painted wet-in-wet on a 
purplish layer, a layer that also contains azurite, but in a matrix of deep rose. The blue 
jar held by Nicodemus contains a few red particles in a mixture of azurite and lead 
white. Other blues are dark and dense, such as the drapery of the Mary on the left 
edge, which is in two layers, perhaps applied wet-in-wet, containing thickly-packed 



azurite crystals, with a bit of red lake added. As observed with the stereomicroscope, a 
brown underlayer appears under the darkest portions of this robe as well as this Mary’s 
turban and Joseph of Arimathea’s sleeve. Some purples are simple mixtures of blue, 
red, and white, such as the sleeve of the Mary on the left edge and Joseph of 
Nicodemus’s cloak. The purple sleeve is also glazed in the shadows. Glazes also 
appear in the reds, which are built up in traditional fashion from a light underpainting to 
a darker, translucent layer. This build-up occurs in the Magdalen’s robe, the 
undergarment of the Mary standing above the Virgin, and the robe of John the 
Evangelist, where the depth of color is again modulated in the underpainting (see the 
article on Jan van Scorel’s painting technique for illustrations of cross sections taken 
from lighter and darker areas of John’s robe). Nicodemus’s mantle appears brownish, 
but the cross-section shows only red lake particles with perhaps some vermilion. This 
color requires further instrumental analysis, as well as the orange in the yellow mantle 
of one of the Maries.9  
 
Greens are not glazed in this painting. The dark green in St. John the Evangelist’s 
sleeve is one compact layer of green with blue added, while the highlights have been 
created by the addition of white. The foliage appears to be all of one type, in which 
white scumbles often appear over a darker green. The lead-tin yellow in this painting 
contains fairly large translucent inclusions, as in the scarf on Nicodemus’s head and the 
cloak of the Mary second from the left edge. This Mary’s drapery exhibits a complex 
shot color effect with an orange-brown middle value for the shadows, over which violet 
is scumbled and juxtaposed with lead-tin yellow for the highlights. The whites in this 
painting are shaded with black, as in the Virgin Mary’s veil, the Magdalen’s cuffs, and 
the donor’s robe. The presence of scumbled surface modeling is more noticeable in this 
painting than many other of Scorel’s works; here this more direct method of painting is 
combined with a traditional glazing technique. 
 
Given the many compositional changes involved in the completion of the Lamentation, it 
is not surprising that they occurred both in the first application of paint and in 
intermediate stages of the painting process. Visible even to the naked eye, a rose 
underpainting continues under Christ’s white shroud, suggesting that the Virgin’s robe 
might have been intended to extend further, or that the cloth next to Christ’s arm was 
once meant to be another color. Using background color to delimit forms accomplished 
the reshaping of many of the figures, and some of these changes were taken into a 
further paint stage. The back of the donor’s head was extended out over the 
background, as was the far sleeve of his surplice. The outer contours of Christ’s upper 
arm were widened, and the Magdalen’s headdress, locks of hair, and back of her neck 
were enlarged over underlying paint. Joseph of Arimathea’s head was first delimited as 
a profile following the underdrawing (the delimitation and underdrawing can both be 
seen with the naked eye); then his head was changed in a late paint stage into a larger 
form in a three-quarter, slightly foreshortened view. His forehead and turban were 
painted on top of the background color (see figs. 6a-b).  
 
 
      *   *   * 



Iconography and Function 
The mourning of Christ after he was taken down from the cross is not an event that is 
described in the New Testament, although it is mentioned in the apocyrphal Gospel of 
Nicodemus. Pictorial representations of this subject are thought to have developed in 
relation to funerary ritual and devotional literature.10 Jan van Scorel's depiction of this 
theme belongs to a type that developed in northern Europe showing the Lamentation at 
the foot of Christ's cross.11 Scorel’s Lamentation is more scenic, showing three crosses, 
all of which are cut off by the upper edge of the composition, on an outcropping of rock 
that represents Golgotha, the mountain outside Jerusalem where Christ was crucified. 
Between the crosses in the background, two Roman soldiers are shown who have just 
used a ladder to take down one of the crucified thieves. The Virgin Mary kneels below 
in the foreground and bends forward to take the weight of Christ's dead body, which 
sags into her lap in a half-sitting position. In death, Christ’s face, hands, and knees 
have turned bluish-grey. Sharply foreshortened, Christ’s head falls back on his mother’s 
breast next to her clasped hands; her face just above expresses a quiet resignation. 
John the Evangelist is depicted here with a beard; now committed to Mary, he 
embraces her by placing an arm around her waist. Mary Magdalene kneels near the 
center of the composition with Christ’s hand resting on her bent knee. Although she 
does not hold an ointment jar, she can be identified by her luxurious costume and her 
long, wavy locks, with which she had anointed and wiped Christ’s feet in Bethany (John 
12:3: “Mary took a pound of costly ointment of pure nard and anointed the feet of Jesus 
and wiped his feet with her hair”). The other Maries mentioned along with the 
Magdalene in Mark 15:47 and Luke 23:55 as present when Christ's body was prepared 
for burial -- Mary Cleophas and Mary Salome -- stand side by side on the left just above 
John and the Virgin Mary. Just a step back in space, they form an upper row of figures 
along with Joseph of Arimathea and Nicodemus, who according to the Gospels laid 
Christ in his tomb. Nicodemus holds an ointment jar,12 while Joseph is depicted as an 
older man with a white beard. A large ointment bottle with the reflection of a window 
occupies the lower left corner, along with the crown of thorns and sponge, references to 
Christ’s Passion.13 Instead of showing Christ’s rock-cut tomb or a figure lifting an end of 
Christ's shroud, Scorel places a cleric in the immediate foreground in the lower right 
corner. 
 
The kneeling cleric in the Lamentation can be presumed to be the donor. He wears a 
white surplice over a black tabard lined with brown fur, and a gray fur almuce over his 
arm, all of which would identify him as a canon. Unfortunately, his name remains 
unknown. Judging by the extent of compositional change in this figure, the artist gave 
the donor a considerable amount of attention (figs. 3a-b). Scorel has enlarged the 
donor’s far arm out over the background and widened his white surplice so that it drops 
vertically to overlap the Magdalen’s robe, which had originally been underdrawn 
extending behind the donor’s hands. This brings the donor into a more three-quarter 
view and emphasizes his position in the immediate foreground of the painting. The  



 
 
Figs. 3a-b. Detail of the donor and infrared reflectogram digital composite.  
 
donor’s head, perhaps underdrawn in two stages, was first tilted down in the 
underdrawing, and had a very long, hooked nose and small chin. The portrait was 
completely changed in paint without any revisions in the underdrawing or intermediate 
paint stage, suggesting that Scorel had a drawing of the sitter at his disposal for the 
final portrayal. The artist also modified the landscape just above the donor’s head. The 
distant hillside that was planned in the underdrawing was transformed into a massive, 
multi-storied structure with two obelisks. Given the position and extent of this revision, it 
seems reasonable to assume that the finalized buildings refer to a specific site with 
connections to the donor. Since these structures are considered reminiscent of the 
Vatican palace,14 they may eventually provide important clues to the donor’s identity.  
 
Without any further information about the cleric or the painting’s donation, it is 
impossible to be precise about the function of the Lamentation, but it is quite likely that 
the work was commissioned as a memorial to the canon depicted. The obelisks in the 
distance above the donor’s head strengthen this possibility, for they are used as 
symbols of immortality in other paintings in Scorel’s circle.15 The size of the painting, 
along with the complexity of the painting process and use of expensive pigments, 
indicate that the painting must have been a commission of considerable prestige. 

 
It has often been assumed in the earlier literature on Jan van Scorel that the Centraal 
Museum’s Lamentation is identical to a painting that once stood on the altar of Saints 
Peter and Paul in the Janskerk in s'Hertogenbosch (see above, under Provenance). In 
a chronicle dating 1649 the altarpiece is described as a depiction daer de Heer Jesus 
Christus vanden Kruyce wierdt ghenomen (in which the Lord Jesus Christ had been 
taken down from the cross). This might be interpreted as either a Descent from the 



Cross or a Lamentation, subjects that are rare in Scorel’s oeuvre. Although Maarten 
van Heemskerck is known to have painted the Lamentation frequently, only two such 
paintings can be associated with Scorel, both of which are in the Centraal Museum’s 
collection. One includes members of the Egmond family leaving only the large 
Lamentation as a possibility for identification with the Janskerk altarpiece. There are 
reasons, however, to doubt this connection. First, there is no mention of a donor -- a 
serious omission, since such details, if present, were important to the authors of early 
chronicles. This same source is also mistaken about the name of the painter. The artist 
is identified in the chronicle as Adriaan Scorel, a canon at Utrecht. Although an 
individual by this name did exist and was mentioned in the records of the Mariakerk as 
a relative of Jan van Scorel, he appears to have been active as an architect and poet.16 
No paintings by him are known. The Utrecht Lamentation, on the other hand, exhibits 
the stylistic traits of Jan van Scorel’s known, autograph works. 

 
Style and Date   
Compositionally, Scorel’s painting belongs to a series of Lamentation’s deriving from 
Geertgen tot Sint Jans and, before that, southern Netherlandish painting, as Simon 
Levie noted at the time of the pivotal Scorel exhibition of 1955.17  As an apprentice in 
Haarlem, Scorel could hardly have failed to notice Geertgen’s imposing altarpiece for 
the Order of St. John, and its Lamentation wing (Vienna, Kunsthistorisches Museum). 
Christ’s half-seated position in the Geertgen is repeated in any number of Lamentations 
attributed to early sixteenth-century north Netherlandish masters such as Jacob 
Cornelisz. van Oostsanen, Cornelis Engebrechtsz., and Cornelis Buys II, as part of an 
assymetrical arrangement of figures set against a landscape background. Although 
Scorel maintains a similar posture for his Christ, the figure is a more muscular, 
Italianate nude. It most likely derives from similar figures Scorel could have seen in 
Raphael’s Stanze or Loggia in Rome, and it recurs in some works by Scorel’s 
followers.18 In 1953, in a short excursus on the importance of Dürer for north-
Netherlandish painting, Erwin Panofsky proposed that Albrecht Du,"rer's treatment of 
the Lamentation must have exerted an influence on Jan van Scorel's Utrecht painting. 
The works have some motifs in common, including the stacking of figures and the 
gesture of Christ’s hand either resting on the Magdalene’s knee or grasping her hand.19 
The arrangement in Scorel’s painting is nonetheless more tightly constructed: 
horizontals repeat in Christ's lower body and the tiers of figures rising above him and 
tilted heads and clasped hands counterbalance each other and establish links among 
the mourners. 

 
The quiet, structured quality of the surface belies the remarkable spontaneity and 
expressiveness of the underdrawing as well as the many changes that were required to 
finalize the composition (see fig. 1). Scorel’s quick sketching can be illustrated by 
comparing the face of the Magdalene with that of John the Evangelist in outer wings of 
the Lokhorst Triptych, where the artist was also underdrawing in his freest manner (figs. 
4-5). The underdrawing gives the impression that the artist was working out many 
aspects of the composition directly on the prepared ground. This is made evident by the 
frequent use of placement lines, the number of figures that overlap each other in the 
layout, and the spatial and scale discrepancies. The Mary who stands nearest the  



 
 
Figs. 4 and 5. Comparison of an infrared reflectogram digital composite of John the 
Evangelist’s head from the Lokhorst Triptych and an infrared reflectogram digital 
composite of the Magdalene’s head in the Lamentation. 
 
left edge originally had an arm that stretched out into the top of John the Evangelist’s 
head, and her whole body overlapped the figure of the Mary next to her. This second 
Mary was also first underdrawn with an excessively long arm that extended all the way 
to the back of the Virgin’s neck. These inconsistencies were omitted in the paint stage. 
Christ’s lower arm was also lengthened considerably, so that it would better match the 
length of his upper arm. Some of these changes reinforce stronger surface patterns. 
One of the Roman soldiers above the Maries was moved from behind the cross to the 
front. The Mary second from the left edge was also brought forward and made more 
prominent, overlapping the Mary to her left in the finalized painting. John the 
Evangelist’s shoulders no longer turn obliquely into space, as they were underdrawn, 
but are viewed frontally. As mentioned above, Scorel also defined the donor’s position 
more clearly by turning the figure forward into a more three-quarter view. 
 
In addition to the repositioning of forms, many changes occurred in the details and 
costumes of the figures. In paint, the Mary on the left edge has her hands crossed over 
her chest, her blue robe covering the arm that was underdrawn lower. Just to the right, 
Joseph of Arimathea was envisioned originally with a smaller head seen in profile. The 
head was taken through several paint changes, so that in the final image Joseph 
glances downward in the direction of Christ and Mary (figs. 6a-b). Joseph’s turban was 
also changed, so that it loops down from the shoulder, instead of hanging at an angle 
over the proper right arm. In the figures below, the Magdalene’s cloak was enlarged at 
her shoulder, and long locks of hair were added on both sides of her head. John the 
Evangelist’s red mantle now curves over his shoulder in a direction opposite to that 
indicated in the underdrawing. The drapery over the Virgin’s shoulder, originally 
underdrawn with horizontal folds, now falls vertically and more clearly defines 



 
 
Figs. 6a-b. Detail of Joseph of Arimathea’s head and infrared reflectogram digital 
composite. 
 
the position of her arm and elbow. Remarkably, facial expressions and gestures were 
much more dramatic in the underdrawing. The Mary who stands second from the left 
once stretched out her lower hand with open, splayed fingers (see fig. 10). Originally, 
this Mary also held a hand to her face, as if wiping tears away. Almost all the mouths of 
the protagonists were open in the underdrawing, including the two upper Maries, the 
Magdalene, John the Evangelist, the Virgin Mary, and Christ. The open mouths have 
either been omitted or altered, so that the expressions of grief are muted in the finalized 
image. The evolution of this painting can be characterized as a continuous, creative 
process: more compositional change is incorporated in this work than almost any other 
in Scorel's oeuvre.  

 
Recent research has provided still more information about the origin and development 
of this composition. Technical studies have revealed unsuspected connections to 
Scorel’s workshop in Haarlem (1527-30) and Scorel’s studio associate at that time. 
Maarten van Heemskerck’s Lamentation (Cologne, Wallraf-Richartz-Museum, fig. 7), a 
work that can be dated c. 1530-32,20 has an underdrawing and painting process that is 
perhaps even more complex than that of Scorel’s version of this subject (figs. 8-9). 
Heavy hatchings and dark, lay-in strokes cross out and revise forms as they prepare for 
the finalized image. These lines and strokes belong to a late phase of the 
underdrawing, for there is another, entirely different composition underneath.21 Less  
 



 
 
Fig. 7. Maarten van Heemskerck, Lamentation, Cologne, Wallraf-Richartz-Museum 
 

 
 
Figs. 8-9. Infrared reflectogram digital composite of fig. 7 (left) and (right) overlay of fig. 
8 showing first version of the composition (IRR and digital composite: Molly Faries).  
 
easy to discern, thin, sharp outlines run through the center of the painting, defining 
figures of Christ and mourners who are only half the size of those in the paint surface. 
There is also a smaller version of the Magdalene that was taken into a paint stage on 
the left side of the composition. Additional thin, exacting lines mark out a leg and 
drapery in the lower right corner, suggesting that Joseph of Arimathea was originally 
positioned in front of the sarcophagus, gently lowering Christ’s body onto it.22 Because 



of the style and exacting manner of this underdrawing, and its possible Italianate 
references, 23 the first version of Heemskerck’s Lamentation is decidedly Scorelesque. 
The figure/ground relationship, allowing a landscape background, is even similar to the 
format of Scorel's Utrecht Lamentation.24  
 
A costume motif, an ornate sleeve, also attests to the artistic exchange between Scorel 
and Maarten van Heemskerck. In the Utrecht Lamentation, Scorel underdrew the Mary 
furthest to the left with a slashed sleeve. The first appearance of this type of sleeve in 
Scorel’s works is in the underdrawing of the Mary Magdalene (Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum), a work securely dated to the artist’s stay in Haarlem (1527-30). Maarten 
van Heemskerck knew the slashed-sleeve motif, for he used it in the Magdalene figure 
in his c. 1531 Lamentation, a painting that is now known only from a copy.25 In both 
compositional stages of the Lamentation in Cologne, Heemskerck paints his Magdalene 
with sleeves that are ornamented with crossed ribbons, that is, exactly as this costume 
detail was changed by Scorel in the painted surface of the Rijksmuseum work. These 
elements of the painting process reveal that as Heemskerck developed his early 
versions of the Lamentation, and as Scorel developed his, both artists referred back to 
models that were familiar to them from Scorel’s Haarlem workshop.  
 
In its final manifestation, the Lamentation is a compact, strongly patterned composition 
that predicts the stately grandeur of the artist's monumental altarpieces of c. 1535-40. 
Although it can now be shown that the overall working process incorporates workshop 
designs that the artist developed c. 1530, Scorel must have executed the Utrecht 
painting later -- sometime in the mid 1530s. In the art-historical literature, the painting 
has been dated anywhere from the beginning to the end of this decade, a broad range, 
but one which is understandable given the lack of firmly dated works from this period for 
comparison. The fact that the donor is a canon offers some help: it supports the notion 
that the painting was executed when Scorel was working again in Utrecht, as he did 
after late 1530, when he was re-integrated into the community that provided him with so 
much clerical patronage.26 As a large-figure composition, the Lamentation approaches 
the grand scale of the altarpieces the artist produced for the Grote Kerk in Breda and 
the abbey of Marchiennes (now in Douai, Musée de “la Chartreuse”). These works also 
share the cool coloring that tends to pastels, towering landscape backgrounds, and 
what can be considered a typical paint change: the shift of a head into an oblique view 
that specifies the direction of a glance. Such changes are also noticeable in Scorel’s 
Crucifixion triptych (Utrecht, Museum Het Catharijneconvent), a work usually dated to 
the late 1530s.27 During the research preceding the Scorel exhibition of 1977, strong 
associations were noted between the underdrawing of the Lamentation and one of 
these later commissions, the Finding of the True Cross triptych in the Grote Kerk, 
Breda.28 Both works are sketched remarkably freely, with an abundance of loose, 
parallel hatching, and with arcs or somewhat jagged contours for the outlining of heads. 
Dramatic gestures, such as hands with outstretched fingers, are striking features in both 
underdrawings (figs. 10-11). The resemblances are especially close between the 
Lamentation and the outer wings of the Breda triptych, which were almost certainly 
underdrawn by Scorel himself. Dating the Lamentation to a period up to the mid 1530s 
would bring the painting in line with recent tendencies to date the  



 
 
Figs. 10-11. Comparison of infrared reflectogram composites of an underdrawn hand in 
the Lamentation with a similar hand in the Finding of the True Cross triptych, Grote 
Kerk, Breda. 
 
Breda altarpiece earlier -- c. 1533-35 -- than its traditional dating of c. 1541-42.29 
Scorel’s use of natural ultramarine in the Lamentation is another factor that can be 
considered for dating purposes. Scorel is the only painter of this period who is known to 
have used this pigment, and his supply, which he presumably acquired in Venice, had 
run out by the end of the 1530s.30 It seems unlikely, then, that the work could have 
been painted as late as c. 1540. In addition, dendrochronology suggests that the 
execution of the painting is more probable towards the middle of the 1530s. On 
balance, there is more evidence to see Jan van Scorel’s Lamentation now as a former 
director of the Centraal Museum, C.H. de Jonge, did: as the “pinnacle” of the artist’s 
mature style.31  
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14 First suggested Hoogewerff 1929, 210, and repeated by De Jonge in cat. Utrecht 1952, cat. 
no. 261. 
15 See for instance the explanation of the obelisk in the work of a painter who must have been 
one of Scorel’s shop assistants, the so-called Monogrammist of Valenciennes, by E. de Jongh, 
Portretten van echt en trouw, Huwelijk en gezin in de Nederlandse kunst van de zeventiende 
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