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Boetzkes’ final chapter addresses plastic directly, as 
both an artefact of a deleterious fossil-fuel economy, an 
economic agent, and a material that mixes the natural 
and the synthetic. This is clearly visible in Canadian 
artist Kelly Jazvac’s Plastiglomerates (2013 to present), 
composites of plastic, igneous rock, and coral that 
wash up on Hawaii’s beaches. Jazvac works closely with 
an oceanographer and a geologist, displaying these 
readymades as exemplary materials of a new ecological 
epoch. Plastic has become ecosystemic, so distributed 
that it is difficult to visualize, never mind manage. This 
view is at odds with the neoliberal economy that sees 
plastic as a future energy resource. Instead, Boetzkes 
suggests, plastic returns from the planet’s future to 
indicate a world without life. Contemporary art can help 
us to remain exposed to this predicament.

Boetzkes’ book is more a work of ecocriticism 
than ecocritical art history. It proposes a much-needed 
political economy of waste in art, although it also 
overestimates contemporary art’s political, or even 
aesthetic, agency, especially as that art mostly belongs 
to the gallery-studio complex. In view of world art 
studies, the environmental crisis is a further test of art 
history’s worldliness, as the discipline is challenged 
to think across multiple scales, to extend to non-
human agents, and to measure its narratives against 
deep time. Cheetham’s and Boetzkes’ monographs 
accomplish this and thus show how art history might 
become ecocritical. But they also remain stubbornly 
disciplined and attached to an imaginary that depends 
upon art’s institutions and infrastructures, which 
largely go unquestioned. If ecocritical art history is to 
be interdisciplinary and nonhierarchical, as Patrizio 
demands, it cannot change its discourse and theoretical 
coordinates yet allow the discipline itself to remain 
unchanged.
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Whom Did You Meet … 
And What Did You Wear?
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Tra Fiandre e Italia: Rubens 1600–1608: Regesto 
biografico-critico, by Raffaella Morselli, Roma: 
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Seventeenth-Century Antwerp, edited by Abigail 
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Here are two books that represent opposite ends of 
the spectrum of current Rubens studies: on the one 
hand a finely crafted vade mecum of the artist’s years in 
Rome from 1600 to 1608 comprising transcriptions, 
commentary and indices and, on the other, a wide-
ranging collection of essays devoted to fashion and 
painting in seventeenth-century Antwerp. While Peter 
Paul Rubens (1577–1640) is the sine qua non of the first, 
in the second he is (title notwithstanding) sometimes 
more a distant point of reference than a subject of 
enquiry.

Raffaella Morselli, with a significant contribution 
from Cecilia Paolini, works in the best traditions of Italian 
archival research. Arguing for ‘il sistema Rubens’, she 
meticulously reconstructs what she terms the enormous 
chess board on which Rubens in masterly way moved his 
pieces, organizing for himself in eight years an unequalled 
level of international prestige (12). From detailed 
elucidation of the type of contract typical of Rome in the 
period and favoured by Rubens (accordo privato) to the artist’s 
relationship with the Gonzaga Duke of Mantua, ‘al servizio 
di suo Altezza’ – in other words ‘uomo di fiducia’ or ‘famiglio’ 
(83) (someone trusted as part of the family) – a role far 
removed from that of a mere court artist.

Paolini’s essay analyses the early Rubens 
biographies, beginning with Giovanni Baglione in 1642, 
two years after the artist’s death. Many important issues 
are raised. For example, Paolini argues that Rubens’s 
sudden return to Antwerp was precipitated not by 
his mother’s illness but by the demand of Archduke 
Albert VII of Austria, Governor-General of the Spanish 
Netherlands. Her essay explores who was in touch with 
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whom in forensic detail, evaluating the evidence offered 
in various biographical accounts. It concludes with a 
transcription and translation into Italian of the short 
biography written by Rubens’s nephew Philip (hitherto 
only available in Latin or in an English translation of 
1946), who famously assisted Roger de Piles when 
writing his own biography of the artist.1

The core of this book is the ‘Regesto’, a year-by-year 
re-print of all known documents concerning Rubens 
for the Italian years, including letters, legal papers and 
contracts, all fully footnoted and with each year prefaced 
by a summary. Morselli aims to create a ‘hybrid’, to give 
a voice to everyone with whom Rubens connected and – 
invoking Borges – to make sense of a ‘Babel of languages 
and translations’ by providing an ‘instrumento di lavoro’ (7). 
Accordingly, the book concludes with useful indices of 
individuals and places and a full bibliography. The bulk 
of Rubens’s letters published here are well known from 
the Codex Diplomaticus (where they were translated into 
French alongside the original Italian) and from Ruth 
S. Magurn (where a selection is translated into English 
without the originals).2 But it is indeed ‘instrumental’ 
to have a definitive collection in their original language, 
enabling a better appreciation of the nuanced Italian 
Rubens wrote, which has at times been overlooked by 
art historians making use of the ready availability of 
French or English versions.

Undressing Rubens originated as a conference at the 
Rubenianum in Antwerp in 2014.3 The introduction 
is only two and a half pages long, too short to lend 
proper coherence to what is an interesting and, in 
some instances, novel set of insights and discussions, 
providing a context above all for Rubens’s portraiture. 
For the same reason, common objectives and any 
explanation of methodology are in short supply. 
Several authors warn of the pitfalls of relying literally 
on evidence from images or inventories, but these 
have been topics of debate among historians for the 
past fifty years along with questions about behaviour 
and its relationship to sumptuary laws. In terms of 
geography, we learn in Bianca du Mortier’s essay of the 
probable origin of the ‘huyk’ (a piece of female headgear 
in black silk with veil attached that could cover the 
face or the whole body) in Spain where it was adapted 
from North African dress. A recognized garment in 
the Spanish Netherlands, it is most famously worn by 
Helena Fourment in a drawing (Courtauld Institute, 
plate 1) and a painting (Louvre). These are analysed and 
contextualized by Bert Watteeuw in the wide-ranging 
final essay – surely the last word on the huyk.

Only Isis Sturtewagen in ‘Clothing Rubens’s 
Antwerp’ explicitly raises the question of class, but since 
the economics of acquisition are fundamental to notions 
of fashion the reader is left wondering about dowries 
and what proportion of family expenditure went on 
clothing. Probate inventories do not divulge these 
things. Material evidence, on the other hand, is central 
to a fascinating essay by Frieda Sorber, an archaeologist 
who analyses scraps of cloth found in cess pits and 
refuse heaps, a reminder that dress is a collective 
ensemble, always transient, always in process. Art enters 
at the moment everyday life and the imagination (of 
artist, sitter, and others) fuse. But it is also material and 
has an afterlife. Reading this, and following Watteeuw’s 
discussion of the gender imbalance in which we draw 
on male commentaries on female subjects and how little 
we know about what people felt about the clothes they 
wore, one longs for an editorial directive, or at least a 
gathering together of common themes. While quoting 
the time-honoured lament of a young woman who 
complains she needs a huyk as ‘when going out to dinner, 
I have nothing to wear’ (195), Watteeeuw remarks this 
fashion item was ‘not a random accessory, or a mute 
prop’ (215). Du Mortier somewhat implausibly adopts 
a different hypothesis, suggesting that by veiling the 
face the huyk offered protection against chapped skin 
in the severe winter frosts. However, in general any 
sustained attempt to define what is meant by ‘fashion’, 
how we recognize it, what are the economic and social 
influences that determine what gets worn by whom 
when, how it differs from ‘dress’ or ‘clothes’, and how it 
shaped people’s lives is lacking.

Rubens himself is curiously absent from many of 
these essays, however interesting in other respects. 
Sara van Dijk proposes Isabella d’Este as a fashion icon, 
analysing her portraits from which, she suggests, 
Rubens as a copyist developed an interest in historic 
dress styles. Johannes Pietsch explains exactly how 
Isabella Brandt’s bodice in The Honeysuckle Bower (1609, 
Munich, Alte Pinakothek) with its invisible back lacing 
works in relation to her stays underneath and black 
gown on top. No evidence is adduced for his assertion 
that changes in women’s fashion were slower than 
men’s as they led less public lives (83). It is particularly 
surprising that nobody takes the trouble to examine 
what Richard Trexler calls ‘sexed reality’,4 given Rubens’s 
representation of himself in the above double portrait 
(used on the book’s dust jacket), his calves bulging in 
yellow hose and his doublet open sufficiently to reveal 
his Adam’s apple beneath a healthily sprouting beard.
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Beards and other hairy manifestations at the court 
of Charles I are the focus of Susan Vincent’s essay which, 
along with Karen Hearn’s on embroidery depicted in 
portraits of English subjects, is included on the basis that 
the artists were Netherlandish immigrants and that ‘our 
sense of the hairstyles of England’s elite owes a great deal 

to Netherlandish artists’ (141). Vincent, coming from 
History of Science, offers the kind of contextualization 
(for example, the issue of cleanliness that could be 
applied across the whole field) and detailed data (for 
example, that the King’s barbers were paid more than 
his painters) that would have been beneficial elsewhere. 
There is no mention of Rubens’s often noted attention 
to his own appearance or to his receding hairline 
(covered by a hat with a jewelled hat band in the portrait 

1 Peter Paul Rubens, Helena Fourment, c. 1630–31. Black, red and 
white chalk with retouching in pen and brown ink, 61 × 55 cm. 
London: Courtauld Gallery.
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mentioned above but very visible in The Four Philosophers 
[Florence: Palatina 1611–12]). In later portraits he 
sported wide-brimmed hats, probably to cover the kind 
of hair loss that Vincent cites in relation to gendered 
identity and for which she quotes a quantity of recipes 
for encouraging hair growth.

Readers of Undressing Rubens will not lack variety; one 
moment we are invited to consider an order to priests 
not to administer communion to women ‘with their 
breasts uncovered’ (Hannelore Magnus, 50) and at 
another to reflect on the undressing rituals connected 
with the Chinese figure in Rubens’s The Miracles of St Francis 
Xavier (Susan Miller). For all its pick-and-mix character, 
discerning readers who persevere and are prepared to 
navigate where editors have feared to tread will for the 
most part find this lavishly illustrated volume worth 
their while.
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Reassessing an 
Unimportant Pebble
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Colouring the Caribbean: Race and the Art of 
Agostino Brunias, by Mia L. Bagneris, Manchester: 
Manchester University Press, 2018, 272 pp., 68 col. 
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In her introduction, Mia L. Bagneris reminds us of 
just how far the discipline of art history has shifted in 
less than forty years. She quotes from an inter-office 
memorandum written on 7 August 1981 by a staff 
member at the Yale Center for British Art. The memo 
recommends the sale of one of Agostino Brunias’  
(c. 1730–96) paintings in the collection because, 
according to the unnamed writer, it does not reflect the 
Center’s mandate since the artist is not English and ‘very, 
very minor’. The memo continues with the assertion 
that, ‘I do not think we ought to stub our toe over such an 
unimportant pebble’ (3). In the end, the painting was not 
sold. Recently, one of Brunias’ paintings was purchased 
by the Brooklyn Museum, indicating the turn in regard 
for his work; moreover, this acquisition was deemed 
significant enough to be noted in The New York Times.

These changes position Bagneris’ monograph 
on Brunias as a timely and essential contribution to 
the continued expansion of national boundaries, 
challenging outdated conceptions about who or what 
warrants academic attention. Brunias was born in 
Italy but worked mainly for white plantation owners 
in Britain’s growing empire in the West Indies. His 
scenes of Caribbean life frequently featured people of 
colour. The uncommonness of Brunias’ life and artistic 
production provides an opportunity to consider what 
constitutes British or American art. It also allows for a 
further and more nuanced understanding of how visual 
culture reflected and refracted notions about race held 
during the long eighteenth century.

Colouring the Caribbean is an original addition to 
existing scholarship on the relationships between 
art, Atlantic slavery, the colonial project and imperial 
expansion. Bagneris presents thoughtful interpretations 
of many of Brunias’ paintings that may not always have 
been readily identifiable to his contemporaries, thus 
questioning the customary notion that the images under 
investigation are simply examples of the Enlightenment 


