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Itinerant Matters: Rubens and the Itineraries of
Painting

Mattia Biffis*

In the last couple of decades, mobility has
enjoyed increasing attention as a topic of
research. With their focus on the processes by
which people, objects and ideas move through
space and time, mobility studies pose an impor-
tant set of questions and approaches for various
fields in the humanities.Among the disciplines,
art history has probably been the most receptive
to this new interest in mobility. Scholars are
now tracking the reception of objects as diplo-
matic gifts or market commodities as they
travel around the globe, while interrogating
artists’ peregrinations in order to chart diver-
ging attitudes towards style and influence, and
engage notions of migration and belonging.

Within this framework, however, the actual
mechanics of mobility—literally, how things
moved from one place to another—has been
treated in a far less systematic way. In this
article, I aim to provide a different perspective
onmovement by considering themain logistical
concerns at stake in objects’ transportation in
the early modern era, looking particularly at
the itineraries that paintings were designed to
follow in order to reach their final destinations.

In the early modern period, virtually every
painter had to employ specific strategies to

move their ponderous works. Material
aspects such as the shape and weight of pic-
tures required careful consideration, as did
the length and quality of transfer; pictures
had to be packed, labeled, and entrusted to
intermediaries who traveled from one place
to another. Transportation demanded atten-
tion to issues such as the technologies used
for circulation, the impediments (seasonal,
topographical, geo-political) to an object’s
transferal, and the transformations that
might occur during transit—all of which had
the power to alter the physical conformation
of the object. Consequently, it should come
as no surprise that transportation was often
regarded as challenging as a military oper-
ation. In , when escorting his large altar-
piece on panel, theMadonna del Popolo, some
 miles from Urbino to Arezzo, Federico
Barocci complained bitterly to his patrons
that the shipment of the work had been logis-
tically difficult and quite expensive since he
himself had had to “arm the panel as a war
machine.”

How did early modern artists organize and
discipline movement between distant desti-
nations? What happened to a picture after it
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left the confines of the artist’s studio? The case
of Peter Paul Rubens (–) provides a
relevant example here. Living in a period
characterized by the growing mobility of men
and objects, Rubens was an artist thoroughly
dependent on the politics and practices of deliv-
ery, and a perfect representative of a century of
expansive movements and increasing cosmopo-
litanism. Fluent inmultiple languages, he served
in various diplomatic missions, and his inter-
national network extended to Italy, Spain,
France, and Britain—places that he also
visited repeatedly. Even when staying put in
and around Antwerp (where he resided with
barely any interruption for  years), he was
exposed to a diversified web of routes and con-
nections throughout Europe and overseas. Cele-
brated in the late sixteenth century as “the
center of the entire international economy”
(Fig. ), Antwerp was a city whose vitality
derived from its role as a large transfer station
between land and sea. Here, several incoming
and outgoing routes converged, allowing for
extremely rapid and efficient travel to distant
regions, both in Europe and overseas. These
circumstances favored, even conditioned, the
itinerancy of Rubens’s works and resulted in
what Svetlana Alpers has aptly described as an
artistic language portable and acceptable every-
where, “bound to a culture broader than his
native place.”

In order to move his works efficiently along
the delivery lines that crossed the physically
fragmented and politically turbulent landscape
of seventeenth-century Europe, Rubens
needed an efficient system of communication
and information exchange. Letters were a
valid solution and served as the principal
vehicle of Rubens’s connectedness with friends
and patrons. Through them, the artist’s wishes
and intentions could reach distant places and
become evident to remote interlocutors.

Numbering to more than , his missives
have been thoroughly probed for details on
his life, interests, and works. Less attention
has been paid to the information they contain
on the logistics of his professional activities,
such as packing and unpacking procedures,
assessments of the quickest and most secure
routes to specific destination, names and roles
of customs agents, porters, and couriers.
Details on these emerge frequently throughout
Rubens’s correspondence, showing the artist’s
profound understanding of the mechanical
dimension of the shipping world as well as his
personal investment in the circulation of his
works. When focused on problem solving,
Rubens’s letters are not simply a mirror of
their author, but also a manifestation of his
strategies of mobility, a textualization of itiner-
aries, and a reification of motion.

Packing and unpacking strategies

Rubens’s familiarity with the practices of
mobility emerges in particular in cases
where he describes packing a painting (or
any other object) in preparation for shipping.
This is a preliminary stage that the artist
handled quite conscientiously, as cases and
boxes helped guarantee the relative stability
of their contents, safeguarded things from
mechanical damage, and assured protection
from external agents. Packing is a major
theme in Rubens’s correspondence, which
frequently offers pertinent observations on
the techniques and procedures of contain-
ment. It seems that the artist followed no
single procedure, but adhered instead to a
more complex set of rules and practices that
hinged on the itineraries, their length, and
the size and bulk of the objects transported.
Shipping containers were normally pre-

pared according to the duration and
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complexity of the transfer. The longer the itin-
erary, the more complex the container. When
escorting a cargo of paintings from Mantua
to Spain in spring of  (a trip that took
several weeks in toto), for instance, Rubens
designed a set of rather elaborate containers,
within which paintings were protected “by a
tin casing and a double oil-cloth and packed
in a wooden chest.” These materials provided
different levels of protection from, and imper-
meability to, external agents (through the
wooden chest and tin screen, respectively),
but at the same time also assured a certain
degree of flexibility to the contents thanks to
layers of oil-cloth. However, the carefully
constructed encasement did not prevent

damage to the precious cargo, which, due to
prolonged exposure to the elements, arrived
at its destination “entirely rotted and
destroyed.” In other instances, the crate
appears to have been less of a composite, and
consisted of a simple “wooden case, adequate
for the journey” from Antwerp to England
during the winter season.

There are no surviving examples of these
crates, which, as they were customized for
individual shipments, were presumably
recycled or repurposed after each use.

Visual evidence of a later era, however, does
suggest that they were composed of tightly
nailed simple wooden boards that offered
just a thin protective barrier from the exterior.

Fig. 1. Antwerpiae Nobilissimi Totius Orbis TerrarumEmporii, from Lodovico Giucciardini,Beschryvinghe van alle
de Nederlanden (Amsterdam, 1612). Photo: private collection.
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The interior was occasionally filled with
straw. Unlike most of his contemporaries,
Rubens himself appears to have often super-
vised the assembly of such containers, as in
the case of the large crate meant to contain
Caravaggio’s Death of the Virgin, whose
lengthy preparation delayed the painting’s ship-
ment from Rome to Mantua. Elsewhere, he
seems to have been more personally committed
to their material construction and even pro-
vided his interlocutors with careful explanations
on how to unbox their contents, as in the case of
the “special case”made for a delicate “perpetual
motion” machine, which, contained in a chest
and wrapped in a cloth, he sent to Peiresc in
Aix via Paris. Once the cover is removed,
Rubens explains, the cloth should be lifted and
the glass tube inspected to see whether it is
still intact and in good condition. In addition,
he instructs the courier to handle the chest
with special care—a level of caution that the
recipient is obliged to reward with a generous
tip if the content is intact upon arrival.

The size and shape of the containers
depended on the contents and their materials,
which, in the case of Rubens, were mostly can-
vases. Unlike wooden supports, fabrics per-
mitted even large compositions to circulate
widely and with relative ease, spreading the
reputation of their author internationally.

Introduced as a new pictorial support in fif-
teenth-century Italy, canvas allowed even pic-
tures of large format to undertake long
journeys thanks to its resilience, flexibility,
and lightness. As Vasari observes: “In order
to carry pictures from place to place, men
have found the convenience of painted
canvas, as they weigh less and are easily trans-
ported once rolled up.” Rubens capitalized
on this new technology, which enabled his
large works to travel extensively at a reason-
able cost. The way in which he discusses

packing in his letters indicates that canvases
were normally detached from their stretchers
and rolled up before shipping. The case of the
six large canvases sent to Sir Dudley Carleton
in May  is perfectly representative of this
procedure, as these were expected to remain
on their stretchers for some days before
being rolled up without any risk of
damage. In order to prevent aesthetic
harm or creases, drawings too were usually
rolled up (and not folded) during transfer.

The drying of canvases was a crucial pre-
liminary stage before shipment. Only per-
fectly dry pictures could be rolled up, and
delivery was often delayed if the weather
threatened to dampen them, a frequent
problem, especially during the winter. In a
letter of  January  to his friend Pierre
Dupuy, Rubens announces the forthcoming
completion of his portrait of Ambrogio
Spinola, but notes with some bitterness in
the margin that “painting goes slowly in
winter, since the colors do not dry easily.”

Time needed for drying pictures varied
according to atmospheric conditions. In his
correspondence with Dudley Carleton,
Rubens observes at a certain point that “with
the aid of the sun, if it shines bright and
without wind (which raises dust and is injur-
ious to freshly painted pictures), [the paint-
ings in question] will be ready to be rolled
after five of six days of fine weather.” In
light of this close attention to drying pro-
cedures, it is by no means a coincidence that
the  engraving of the Views of Rubens
House (Fig. ) shows a recently completed
oil painting representing the artist’s Perseus
freeing Andromeda set out to dry in the sun,
as if the drying process were some sort of per-
sonal device—a signature-technique that
allowed the artist’s pictures to be moved
without any risk of damage or alteration.
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The duration of encasement was another
critical aspect as prolonged enclosure could
severely harm a picture, especially its pain-
terly surface. This is a risk that explicitly
comes up in the case of a self-portrait that
Rubens—at the time in London on a diplo-
matic mission—promised in August of 
to dispatch to his friend Peiresc in Aix, and
the delivery of which underwent many
delays. The canvas had been prepared for
shipment before Rubens’s departure from
Antwerp, but something had gone wrong,
and the case remained on hold in Antwerp.
“If I knew,” Rubens writes, “that my portrait
were still in Antwerp, I should have it kept
there in order to open the case and see if it

had spoiled at all after being packed so long
without any light and air, and if, as often
happens to fresh colors, it had taken on a
yellow tone, very different from what it
was.” The painting, which has been ident-
ified with the version today at the National
Gallery of Australia (Fig. ), shows no particu-
lar sign of injury on its surface, an indication
that Rubens’s preoccupation was probably
exaggerated. Yet, as this passage shows, the
transmission of the correct chromatic infor-
mation was considered a crucial factor in a
distant exchange, even more so if it related
to Rubens’s own features. The episode is
further intertwined with the simultaneous
outbreak of the plague in southern France,

Fig. 2. Jacobus Harrewijn after J. van Croes, Views of Rubens House, 1692 (London, British Museum). Photo: © The
Trustees of the British Museum.
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which delayed intraregional communication
and restricted the passage of goods suspected
of contamination. Given this event, one
wonders whether Rubens’s advice on how to

heal his own portrait by exposing it to the
sun—“the only antidote for this grave
malady”—echoed contemporary concerns
about health and sanitation. From this

Fig. 3. Peter Paul Rubens, Self Portrait, 1623–1629 (Canberra, National Gallery of Australia). Photo: Bridgeman
Images.
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perspective, its long detainment in Antwerp
appears as a sort of anticipated quarantine
of the painter’s own doppelgänger.
Once they arrived at their destination, can-

vases had to be mounted on a support and,
depending on their condition, polished and
retouched. Installation was a significant part
of a painting’s production—especially in the
case of large altarpieces—as it had obvious
long-term effects on its reception. For this
reason, contracts often included clauses
demanding that painters (or their delegates)
be present at the installation site to proceed
with repairs or restoration, if need be.

With regard to Rubens, there is little direct
information on unveiling procedures, which
were occasionally performed remotely
without the artist’s direct supervision, as in
the case of the Adoration of the Shepherds
(Fig. ), a large altarpiece commissioned
from the artist in  by the Oratory—a lay
order based in Rome—for its church in
Fermo, in the Marche. At the time, Rubens
was busy with other works in Rome, making
it impossible for him to travel to a remote
location in the Papal State, some  miles
from the capital, to execute the painting in
situ. For this reason, all communication
between the two parties—including particu-
lars about dimensions and illumination—
was conducted via post. When dispatching
the finished painting, Rubens’s representative
in Rome, Father Flaminio Ricci, sent precise
instructions on how to unpack the picture,
freshen its varnish, and tilt it forward in its
frame to avoid distracting reflections caused
by the natural light in the chapel. “I forgot
to warn you,” Ricci wrote to his Ferman con-
freres in July ,

by the painter’s instruction, that if the wrap-
ping paper should be stuck to the painting, it

is possible to wash it off gently with a little
warm water, and that if in this way the
picture does not come out with complete
success in the light, give it a fresh coat of
varnish (which all the same will be left on,
and it will become browner in effect); and
finally that, for this same resolution of the
light, take care in putting it in its position,
to have the top hung in such a way that it
is inset far less into the enframement than
the lower part.

Like a how-to manual, Ricci’s letter provides
instructions for mounting the altarpiece in
its final location. The work arrived in Fermo
rolled up and reduced to a standard shape
so that it could easily be carried by the
porter, its painted surface wrapped in paper
to prevent chipping and cracks. This method
was also used by other contemporary painters,
such as Nicholas Poussin, to stabilize and
secure paintings in transit. Ricci goes on to
offer advice on how to display the altarpiece,
the subject of which—a nocturnal scene—
requires special lighting arrangements. As
the painter was unavailable, someone else at
the site had to adjust the canvas to the existing
frame of the altar in order to minimize the
raking light on the dark surface. As similar
instructions are infrequent in contemporary
sources, one is left wondering whether the
discussion here was related to the recent
episode of the altarpiece executed by Rubens
for the Oratorians in Rome, in which the
painting was rejected by his patrons due to
unfavorable lighting conditions. Despite all
the care taken, the Nativity did not arrive in
as pristine a shape as the Fermans expected;
they later complained of “some small defects
in the picture,” due most likely to its mishand-
ling upon arrival, as Ricci’s instructions
reached the recipients after the painting had
been delivered. The episode thus testifies
to the risks of long-distance transportation
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Fig. 4. Peter Paul Rubens,Adoration of the Shepherds, 1608 (Fermo, Pinacoteca civica). Photo: © 2021. Foto Scala,
Firenze.
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and the importance of proper delivery to the
aesthetic appearance of the finished work.

Deciding on a route

Designing an itinerary was another crucial
aspect of transporting artworks, one at
which Rubens likewise excelled. The artist
always thought seriously about roads and
pathways; references to the quickest, most
secure roads to destinations appear frequently
in his correspondence. His familiarity with
route design was indebted to Antwerp’s pro-
minence as an international shipping center,
though his awareness (conceptual and experi-
ential) of geopolitics was equally instrumental
in this respect. If packing offered Rubens a
chance to deal with the burden of his art,
with all its mechanical and physical limits,
determining a route compelled him to think
strategically about space and time—the
spatial ramifications of his network as well
as the temporal constraints of reaching a
specific destination.
Generally speaking, Rubens’s shipping

strategies seem not to have followed a seaso-
nal pattern, as his paintings traveled mostly
overland and were therefore less threatened
by the hazards (wind and currents) affecting
navigation.Nonetheless, weather conditions
did considerably condition the quality and
length of transit. In a letter of December
, for example, Rubens alerts his corre-
spondent to allow at least fifteen days for the
cart transporting his paintings to cover the
distance between Paris and Brussels, “since
the roads are all torn up and ruined.” Inter-
estingly, the same route is covered in eight
and a half days in January , “due to the
bad condition of the roads and the slow
pace of the carriage.” In general, road con-
ditions are frequently reported as they could

affect the state of, or delay in, communi-
cations, including those related to espionage.
Thus in his letter to Marquis Spinola of June
, for example, Rubens informs the
Spanish general that dispatches from an infor-
mer in Zeeland could take longer to arrive
“due to the difficulty of the passage.”

When shipping his works, Rubens routi-
nely relied on professional couriers or mer-
chant-carriers, and it is certainly no
coincidence that some of his most important
patrons belonged to these professional cat-
egories. Couriers followed regular routes,
whose distances had been converted into
measured units of time needed to cover
them and thus guaranteed the date of delivery.
Among the names that recur in his correspon-
dence are Antoine Muys (alias Antoine
Souris), “chief carrier to Paris,” the agent
and go-between Michel Le Blon, the
“Antonii,” who operated routes on the
Italian peninsula, and the Annoni, an Italian
firm that specialized in the trade of goods
between Milan and the Low Countries. As
mobile figures negotiating between geo-
graphical areas, merchants served as commer-
cial and cultural intermediaries who
participated in the large networks that distrib-
uted goods and thus connected the principal
centers of continental Europe. In short, they
functioned as agents of connectivity. When
the Duke of Neuburg complained to Rubens
about the delays of the paintings sent him,
the painter replied that the works had been
entrusted to a trustworthy merchant (Jere-
mias Cocq), adding that he could also
provide “a list of all the names of the mer-
chants to whom they are addressed, from
place to place.” Similarly, in his account of
his first trip to Madrid in , Rubens enum-
erated the merchants who had demanded
freight fees for the multiple legs of the
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journey between Mantua and Livorno.

Occasional travelers could be employed to
transport less valuable objects, as Rubens
explicitly directed when requesting the latest
issue of the political gazette Mercure Fran-
çais. Other professionals involved in the
transportation of goods included drivers (car-
rettiere), boatmen (appreciated particularly
for low cost service), muleteers, and generic
porters, whose humble and manual activity
was sometimes ridiculed or even equated
with a lack of expertise in painting.

Like all imported goods, paintings were
nominally subject to customs duties when
entering a foreign state. As with the cargo
of paintings destined for Great Britain in
, so in other cases Rubens seems to
have applied for exemptions or assisted his
go-betweens in procuring free passage. On
some occasions, he was exempted from
duties on account of the diplomatic nature
of the cargo, as during his trip to Spain in
, when the Duke of Florence “graciously
surpassed our expectations by exempting us
from all tolls and duties,” and also protected
the convoy “against the officiousness of the
tax collectors who insisted upon opening
our trunks” (though small tips, Rubens adds,
were nevertheless generously handed out to
revenue officers). The same magnanimity
was not granted him upon his arrival in
Spain, the final destination of his journey.
As Rubens reports to the Duke of Mantua,
the crates were carefully inspected at Alicante,
and a total of  crowns in customs duty was
requested by the officials. Taxes could easily
equal or surpass the entire cost of transpor-
tation (in this case, Rubens affirms, travel
expenses amounted to  crowns), making
the careful assessment of routes and national
boundaries a crucial step of any itinerary.

Although this never seems to have happened

to Rubens, it was not uncommon for couriers
to provide greedy and unscrupulous officials
with a payment in kind, using objects and
paintings as compensation for duties.

Although itineraries were normally
designed to maximize costs and save time,
pre-modern mobility was often unpredictable,
and the risk of delays and expensive diver-
sions was considerable. Rubens explicitly
refers to such risks when, stopping in Flor-
ence on his way to Spain, he acknowledges
that he may have taken the wrong route as
passages between the Medici port of Livorno
and Spain are not as frequent as he expected.
Local merchants, he reports, are astonished at
his mistake, “saying that we should have gone
to Genoa to embark, instead of risking the
turnaround route to Livorno without first
being assured a passage.” A Hapsburg terri-
tory within Italy and the entry point for the
Spanish road, Genoa was regularly used as a
major hub for objects in transit between the
Po Valley and Spain. For that reason, it was
the most obvious choice of embarkation
point on the route between Mantua and the
Iberian peninsula. In the early seven-
teenth-century, however, Livorno was still a
relatively small port that served a regional
state and had few international connections.
The odd choice of city was probably due to
the fact that from its founding in , the
Tuscan city was often referred to as a porto-
franco (free port) with custom duties less
stringent than those of other cities along the
Tyrrhenian coast—a feature that made it a
very attractive alternative for merchants.

This would have allowed for consistent
savings even if travel via Bologna and Flor-
ence was ultimately longer and more trouble-
some (the route through the Apennines was
often described as “difficult and harsh” by
Renaissance observers). Rubens finally
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found a passage, but only at the last minute,
thanks to the providential intervention of a
shipmaster from Hamburg who was trans-
porting cargo from Italy to Alicante, a major
trading port in the region of Valencia.

What this episode demonstrates, therefore,
is that every act of physical transmission is
subject to the unpredictable, and that itiner-
aries are the instruments for obviating the
perils and complications implicit in all long-
distance communication.

The information decay: the
Consequences of War

What emerges from these examples is a pro-
found sense of anxiety about distance, the
space–time dimension that tears things
apart, as Fernand Braudel put it—the physical
obstacle that imposes delays and disruptions
to our otherwise synchronous experience of
the world. Whether dealing with his own
paintings or with other objects and books
that he sent from time to time to his friends
and correspondents across Europe, Rubens
was exposed to the tyranny of distance and
its unpredictability. Things disappeared from
his horizon and were subject to what Jennifer
Roberts has called “the inconvenience of
having to pass through the world,” a passage
through space that often marked them with
ruptures and damages. Withdrawn from
Rubens’s own authorial sphere, paintings
were at the mercy of events and subject to
the particular risk regimes of unguarded
itinerancy.
One such risk is related to what we may call

information decay, which has to do more pre-
cisely with the prospect of physical and
chemical alterations to objects in transit. Dis-
coloration in particular seems to have been of
frequent concern to Rubens, and an especially

haunting one for an artist renowned for his
magnificent chromatic effects and a brilliant
palette. The issue of color stability
emerged, for example, when Rubens had to
ship to Italy one of his latest masterpieces,
the Consequences of War (Florence, Palazzo
Pitti: Fig. ), a large canvas measuring  by
. meters that he sent to Florence in March
. Commissioned by the Medici court
portraitist Justus Sustermans, the painting is
a complex allegory on the poor state of a con-
tinent ruined by the Thirty Years’War (–
), an international conflict that was then
entering its final phase. The composition is
centered on the figure of Mars, god of war,
rushing forth and planting his feet on the
pages of an open book, while personifications
of Harmony, Fertility, and Architecture are
hurled to the ground by his irruption,
evoking the plunder, outrage, and misery
that Europe has been suffering for many
years.
The letter announcing the canvas’s delivery

(dated  March , and addressed from
Antwerp) is well known to Rubens experts
as it includes one of the few extant descrip-
tions of his works penned by the artist
himself. In response to a request from his
correspondent, the artist provided an
account of the figures in his painting, their
attributes, and their meanings. Rubens must
have been recalling the work from memory,
however, as the painting had left the painter’s
studio at least three weeks prior at the time of
his writing. Not surprisingly, a substantial
portion of the letter is devoted to the descrip-
tion of the itinerary that the work is undertak-
ing, as well as the conditions and conservation
of the painting during the transfer.
After reporting that he has received his

payment from “signor Schutter” (alias
Andries de Schutter), Rubens explains that
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the painting had been entrusted to the
Annoni, a courier service operating between
the Spanish territories of northern and
southern Europe. According to the
account of Stefano Annoni, the principal of
the Antwerp branch, the painting was
routed to Florence via Lille. Most likely, this
meant that the crate was later forwarded to
Paris and reached the Italian peninsula from
the west (Mont-Cenis or Marseille, from
which there were maritime connections to
the Medici port of Livorno). This was not
the most straightforward route from the
Low Countries to Italy. As evident from Fre-
derick de Wit’s  map of the Passaggio et
strada dalli Paesi Bassi per via de Allemagna
per Italia (Fig. ), the more direct corridors
between Antwerp and Italy passed through
either the Franche-Comté or the Palatinate,
entering Italy via the Gotthard Pass and
Lake Como. (Note that the Annoni held a

special franchise for traveling along the
Gotthard). The choice of the itinerary via
Lille (and central France) was probably
related to the impracticability of the roads in
Germany, although Rubens does not seem
fully aware of this: “Please God that it is deliv-
ered to you soon and in good condition. I
hope that the roads in Germany, since the
capture of Hanau and the defeat of the Duke
of Weimar, will be cleared of all dangerous
obstacles.” The artist is referring here to
the recent fall of Hanau, a fortified town
near Frankfurt that was taken by Imperial
forces in , which resulted in a major
movement of troops into the region, one
that would certainly have impeded the easy
passage of any cargo in the area. Relevant
too is that a painting allegorizing the Euro-
pean war was ultimately diverted due to the
very political situation that it was supposed
to stigmatize. Its obstructed trajectory

Fig. 5. Peter Paul Rubens, The Consequences ofWar, 1638 (Florence, Galleria Palatina). Photo: AKG Images/Mon-
dadori Portfolio.
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accentuates and dramatizes the conceptual
framework of the painting; indeed, the diffi-
culty of the passage makes more real and
present the fragility of the arts that Rubens
so eloquently connoted in Mars’s martial gait.
The new itinerary via France presumably

delayed the cargo’s expected delivery by
some weeks. Rubens again voices his
concern in a final postscript, where he warns
his colleague of the potential damage that
the canvas may have suffered due to the pro-
longed time it had spent in the case. “I am
afraid,” writes Rubens,

that a fresh painting, after remaining so long
enrolled and packed in a case, might suffer a

little in the colors, particularly in the flesh
tones, and the whites might become some-
what yellowish. But since you are such a
great man in our profession, you will easily
remedy this by exposing it to the sun, and
leaving it there at intervals. And if need be,
you may, with my permission, put your
hand to it and retouch it wherever damage
or my carelessness may render it
necessary.

This passage is important in that it offers one
of the few personal statements that Rubens
made on color, a distinctive feature of his
artistic language. The Flemish painter com-
ments here on the behavior of whites, whose
intrinsic brilliance may dull over time if
enclosed in a case. Any defects, he states,

Fig. 6. Frederik de Wit, Carta Nova Accurata del Passaggio et strada dalli Paesi Bassi per via de Allemagna per
Italia […], 1671. Photo: Universitätbibliothek Basel, Kartenslg Schw A 109, https://doi.org/10.3931/e-rara-13425.
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can be corrected with exposure to natural
light. Should this prove insufficient, the reci-
pient himself has the permission to deal
with any chromatic changes that the painting
incurred during transfer.
One wonders if similar observations on the

behavior of whites also appeared in the “essay
on the subject of colors,” a now lost treatise
that Rubens wrote at the instigation of his
friend Nicolas Peiresc. Nothing is known
about the content of the text or the exact
nature of Rubens’s thoughts on the subject,
but it is plausible that, in tune with his con-
temporaries, he restated here the traditional,
pre-Newtonian view of colors as a judicious
balance of light (white) and darkness
(black). He would probably have agreed
with the principles set out in François d’Agui-
lon’s Opticorum Libri (), according to
which, white, being most similar to light,
rated the “highest” and served as a symbol
of excellence. Rubens may also have
sought inspiration in a position attributed to
Apelles, who allegedly claimed that a good
painter ought to be able to use only four
colors: black, yellow, red, and, as one might
expect, white. As this view was extremely
popular among Italian painters, it cannot be
ruled out that Rubens himself may have con-
sidered Apelles’s palette the definitive auth-
ority for his own approach to color, which
too lay emphasis on basic hues, and particu-
larly on white.

Colors are primarily vehicles for conveying
information about things and their status. In
the Consequences of War, white lead is
employed mostly to paint flesh and faces,
create sharp contrasts of light and darkness,
and define volumes and contours. The com-
position centers on the figure of Mars, who
“rushes forth with shield and blood-stained
sword, threatening the people with great

disasters,” while his mistress Venus “strives
with caresses and embraces to hold him.”
The oppositional attitude of these two charac-
ters is reinforced by the use of different tones,
with the flesh of Venus rendered in white and
pink paint. This creates a bright, reflective
surface that contrasts vividly against the
tones used for Mars and his companions on
the right, whose darker complexion absorbs
light and creates a vast area of shadow. The
ultimate effect is that of an atmospheric
movement of light and darkness, rendered
by the measured application of white pig-
ments, more intense on the left and less con-
spicuous on the right. The white accompanies
the movement, emphasizing the drama of the
action. Any alteration to it basically meant a
change in the way the narrative was conceived
and chromatically connected.
Colors were also a primary touchstone of

Rubens’s painterly skills. It is reasonable to
assume that he regarded white as an identity
marker of sorts. White pigments are profusely
used for flesh and faces, that is, for those pic-
torial areas where Rubens’s autography was
expected. It was common at the time for
patrons to stipulate that the master was to
paint the figures of the narrative and leave
the parerga (such as landscape and architec-
ture) to pupils and assistants. In addition,
flesh tones were traditionally viewed as a fun-
damental quality of his art, and Rubens’s
ability to paint them with swiftness, skill,
and freedom, as Roger de Piles put it, always
evoked praise. This implies that the white
used to define the flesh was not a neutral, pre-
paratory ground, but rather a painterly space
in which the author could be found, a signifier
of his own presence on the material space of
the canvas. Any alteration in this pigment
meant, chromatically and metaphorically, an
alteration of Rubens’s own pictorial identity.
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Rubens may have overestimated the risks of
transportation as the Consequences of War
shows no evidence of material alterations on
its surface. This episode, however, confirms
that the artist had a perfect understanding of
the physics of motion. He knew that the
appearance of his works could be undermined
by transportation and at risk of losing their
crucial eidetic information—that the evanes-
cence of the message, as Régis Debray
rightly observes, could compromise the act
of transmission. Since colors can register
particular aspects of a body, they carry index-
ical connotations; control over their chro-
matic fluctuations is therefore essential to
the intelligibility of their composition. But
the stability of color is not simply a matter
of material conservation or iconographic leg-
ibility; besides preserving the consistency of
information, it also preserves Rubens’s iden-
tity as a maker, despite the movement of the
picture and his distance from it. As delegates
of their author, canvases should be and
appear in the same condition upon their
arrival as they were when leaving the work-
shop before being temporarily locked in a
crate.

Conclusion

In this essay, mobility has been addressed
through the lens of the itinerary paradigm,
one that follows the physical traces of
transit—i.e. its “literal” occurrence—and
stresses the distributive processes that
artists had to organize in order to move
their creations. From this perspective, mobi-
lity is not an abstract response to an object’s
exoticism, but a set of logistical operations
meant to ensure the full potential of the
image. Performed through a series of social
and mechanical actions, mobility aims at

maintaining an aesthetic continuum over a
long distance. This entails a certain degree
of spatial intelligence, organizational disci-
pline, and social networking. It also requires
familiarity with customs formalities and
packing procedures. Rubens had a perfect
understanding of all these facets of the pro-
fession. His letters reveal a man equally at
ease with both the words of geopolitics and
the everyday language of couriers and tools
collectors.
This essay has also highlighted that move-

ment is not neutral in its effects on pictures.
Under specific circumstances, mobility
extends creation beyond the limits of the
workshop; it participates in artistic pro-
duction in that it can bring about unplanned
damage that can substantially alter the per-
ceptual impact of pictures. Transit brings
out the bulky materiality of pictures, their
weight and size, the fact that they are
made of perishable and mutable materials
that are susceptible to injury and change
when set in motion. As Christopher
Heuer has recently pointed out paraphras-
ing Alois Riegl, “the ‘object’ status of an
artwork is most present when it moves
around, while the ‘image’ status emerges
only when that artwork is allowed to
rest.” Itineraries are the logistical instru-
ment used to protect the object status, so
that the image can emerge. From this per-
spective, Rubens’s strategies for moving his
pictures can be seen as an informed effort
to protect the materiality and visibility of
his pictures against the contingencies of
physical dislocation.
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(Dinghafte) character. (…) But perhaps we find this very
crude and external approach to the work offensive. It
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encountered by those who experience and enjoy them
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Summary

The history of art has been engaged with
mobility for centuries. The study of
movement, its limits and potential, is a
fundamental principle of the discipline. A
fascination with, and rejection of movement
lies at the core of much of its narrative.
However, recent art historical analysis, which
is concerned primarily with the travels of
artists (as described, for example, in
biographical accounts), overlooks both the
intrinsic itinerancy of their objects and the
intricacies of their transference. This paper
aims to fill this scholarly lacuna by focusing
on the case of the Flemish painter Peter Paul
Rubens (–), one of the most eminent
artists of his generation to fully exploit the
new technologies of transportation on a pan-
European scale. His abundant
correspondence, which counts over 
letters, reveals precious details about packing
and unveiling procedures, strategies for
speeding up cargoes, careful assessments of
the quickest and more secure roads, names
and functions of custom agents, packers,
drivers, couriers, and postmen—in other
words, all the details concerning the
mechanics of mobility in an increasingly
itinerant world. This article analyzes this
logistics concoction in order to better
understand the impact of distance on
itinerant matter in the Early Modern period.
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