
 
 
Reviewing Committee on the Export of Works of Art and Objects of Cultural 
Interest, note of case hearing on 14 October 2015: St Luke Drawing the Virgin 
and Child from the workshop of Dieric Bouts the Elder (Case 13, 2015-16) 
 
Application 

 
1. The Reviewing Committee on the Export of Works of Art and Objects of Cultural 
Interest (RCEWA) met on 14 October 2015 to consider an application to export the 
painting St Luke Drawing the Virgin and Child, from the workshop of Dieric Bouts the 
Elder. The value shown on the export licence application was £3,300,000 which 
represented the agreed sale price. The expert adviser had objected to the export of the 
painting under the second and third Waverley criteria on the grounds that its departure 
from the UK would be a misfortune because (i) it was of outstanding aesthetic 
importance; and (ii) it was of outstanding significance for the study of painting in the 
Netherlands around 1500. 
 
2. Seven of the eight regular RCEWA members present (Aidan Weston-Lewis was 
not able to be there) were joined by three independent assessors, acting as temporary 
members of the Reviewing Committee. 
 
3. The applicant confirmed that the value did not include VAT and that VAT would be 
payable on the buyer’s premium in the event of a UK sale making the total £3,383,320. 
The applicant also confirmed that the owner understood the circumstances under 
which an export licence might be refused and that, if the decision on the licence was 
deferred, the owner would allow the painting to be displayed for fundraising purposes.  

 
Expert’s submission 

 
4. The expert adviser had provided a written submission stating that the painting,  
(oil on canvas, transferred from panel in 1899 and measuring 109.2 x 86.4 cm), 
depicted St. Luke drawing the Virgin. According to the Golden Legend, St. Luke’s 
Gospel was revealed to him by the Virgin Mary and it was this episode which 
identified him as her particular confidant, resulting in his special privilege of painting 
her with the Christ Child. Images of St. Luke drawing or painting the Virgin were a 
popular subject matter in the Netherlands in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries and 
were particularly associated with chapels belonging to the painters’ guilds of St. 
Luke.   
 
5. Dieric Bouts was one of the leading and most influential Netherlandish painters 
of this period. He was one of the first of his northern European contemporaries to 
make use of single-point perspective; these innovations are evident in Saint Luke 
drawing the Virgin and Child. Bouts’s work is also characteristic of an important 
moment in Early Netherlandish painting which showed a profound response to the 
Devotio Moderna by creating a style of painting which sought to collapse the 
psychological and physical distance between the viewer and the fictive scene in 
order to provoke a more powerful religious experience.  
 
6. Bouts was probably born in Haarlem. He was strongly influenced by Rogier van 
der Weyden as the compositional dependency of the current work on van der 
Weyden’s St. Luke drawing the Virgin (Boston Museum of Fine Arts) shows. He was 
chiefly active in Leuven where his two sons Dieric the Younger and Aelbrecht also 
worked. The earliest dated work attributed to the artist is the National Gallery's 
Portrait of a Man (1462). Only two other works are documented as being by Bouts. 



 
7. This painting was of exceptional interest for two main reasons: its connections 
with Dieric Bouts, and the subject of St. Luke drawing the Virgin that it depicts.  Both 
elements were extremely rare, particularly in the context of UK collections, but it is 
their combination in this work which renders it an important, and indeed unique, 
British cultural asset. 
 
8. During the fifteenth century, Netherlandish pictures were admired all over 
Europe for their visual sophistication, imagination, and invention, and those by Dieric 
Bouts and his workshop were no exception. Saint Luke drawing the Virgin and Child 
exhibits all of these characteristics. The patterned tiles lead the viewer’s eye through 
the composition, to the colonnade and landscape beyond. The face of St. Luke, 
which portrays both age and character, displays the key characteristics associated 
with Bouts’s portraiture. The expensive figured velvet cloth of gold is exquisitely 
rendered, as are the tiled floor and marble columns. The detailed landscape beyond 
the colonnade, showing a walled town receding into a mountainous horizon, 
demonstrates why Bouts is viewed as one of the most important early Netherlandish 
landscape painters.  
 
9. The attribution of this panel has been the subject of scholarly debate. Regardless 
of this uncertainty, between 1900 and 1953 Saint Luke drawing the Virgin and Child 
was included in several seminal exhibitions on early Netherlandish painting, in the UK 
and abroad. The work can therefore be viewed as fundamental to both early twentieth-
century and current art historical scholarship on Netherlandish painting. Moreover, 
despite Dieric Bouts’s artistic significance, a number of outstanding questions remain 
to be answered concerning his oeuvre, particularly who was active in his workshop 
and how it was managed. The date of the painting is also to be more accurately 
determined, given that Bouts died in 1475 and his son, Aelbrecht, ran the studio until 
his own death in 1549. 
 
Applicant’s submission 

 
10. The applicant had stated in a written submission that they did not believe that the 
painting was so closely connected with our history and national life that its departure 
would be a misfortune. The painting had been omitted from all relevant exhibitions in 
the UK, and elsewhere, since 1953. In addition, there were other works in the 
collection of the National Gallery, some firmly attributed to the artist that were better 
known to scholars and the wider public, and more closely connected with our national 
life. The applicant pointed to the number of securely attributed works by Bouts in the 
National Gallery (three) which it felt in the context of the tiny accepted oeuvre of Bouts 
is an exceptional number in relation to those in other countries.   
 
11. Whilst the painting was certainly of aesthetic merit, it cannot be considered of 
outstanding aesthetic importance due to its deteriorated state of preservation, its 
derivative composition, and the quality of its execution. The painting was transferred 
from panel to canvas in 1899 and now appeared removed from its original state, 
particularly so in some key areas such as: the Virgin’s face (the bridge of her nose and 
her left eye are reconstructed); the arm, torso and neck of Christ and the left part of 
His face which have been affected by losses along the former panel join; the cloth of 
honour; and St Luke’s robe which is rather worn. The composition was not wholly 
independent, relying heavily on Rogier van der Weyden’s treatment of the subject. 
Furthermore, the execution and brushwork were not of the same high quality as 
recognised, autographed works by Bouts of which there are several examples in the 
National Gallery. 

 



12. Given the number of higher quality and better preserved works by Bouts himself, 
his workshop and other important Netherlandish painters in the National Gallery and 
other UK collections, the applicant did not believe, relative to them, that this painting 
was of outstanding significance for the study of this particular branch of art, learning or 
history. Unlike many other works by the artist in UK public collections St Luke Drawing 
the Virgin and Child had not been considered an original work by the artist since the 
early 20th century. The applicant drew attention to the high quality panel from the 
Workshop of Quentin Massys in the National Gallery, currently on public display, 
depicting St. Luke painting the Virgin and Child (from circa 1520) which, other than 
being a relevant example of the subject in a UK public collection, is an excellent and 
highly detailed example of the depiction of an early Netherlandish artist’s studio. 
 
Discussion by the Committee 
 
13. The expert adviser and applicant retired and the Committee discussed the case. 
They observed that depictions of St Luke drawing the Virgin were relatively common in 
fifteenth and sixteenth century Netherlandish art. However, there iss no other example 
of this important subject, by Bouts or any other Northern European artist, in a UK 
public collection. 

 
14. The Committee noted that having been transferred from panel to canvas, at the 
end of the nineteenth century, the painting’s condition had been partially compromised 
but that the transfer to canvas had not unduly affected its good state. The painting was 
rare for its large scale. The composition was not considered to be universally 
successful, though some passages, in particular those on the right hand side of the 
painting, where the picture is best preserved, were extremely well resolved and of a 
very high quality. The depiction of the artist’s painting closet or small studio is 
particularly fine and precise. The principal interior is also well realised, with the cloth of 
state arranged correctly with a canopy above the X-frame throne. The canopy and the 
throne, with lion feet, emphasise the high status of the Virgin and Child. The 
polychrome marble columns supporting the arched windows are almost transparent 
and the landscape is also beautifully executed.   

 
15. The Committee discussed the painting in relation to Rogier van der Weyden’s St 
Luke drawing the Virgin (Boston Museum of Fine Arts), in the context of the 
Netherlandish 15th and 16th century workshop tradition. They opined that Bouts, 
while clearly influenced by Van der Weyden, was responding to rather than 
replicating this earlier work. Indeed the presence of pentimenti indicates the trouble 
that was taken to refine this grand composition. They concluded that this painting had 
the potential to be extremely significant to the future study of Dieric Bouts and his 
workshop. No catalogue raisonné exists for Dieric Bouts and full study of this 
exceptional painting will contribute to our understanding of his studio practice, carried 
on by his son, Aelbrecht Bouts. 
 
 Waverley Criteria  
 
16. The Committee voted on whether the painting met the Waverley criteria. Of the 
ten members no one voted that it met the first Waverley criterion.  Six members voted 
that it met the second Waverley criterion. Eight members voted that it met the third 
Waverley criterion. The painting was therefore found to meet the second and third 
Waverley criteria i.e on the grounds that it was of outstanding aesthetic importance 
and that it was of outstanding significance for the study of painting in the Netherlands 
around 1500. 
 
 



Matching offer 
 
17. The Committee recommended the sum of £3,300,000 (plus VAT of £83,320) as a 
fair matching price.  
 
Deferral period 
 
18. The Committee agreed to recommend to the Secretary of State that the decision 
on the export licence should be deferred for an initial period of three months. If, within 
that period, the Arts Council  received notification of a serious intention to raise funds 
with a view to making an offer to purchase the painting, the Committee recommended 
that there should be a further deferral period of four months. 
 
Communication of findings 
 
19. The expert adviser and the applicant returned. The Chairman notified them of the 
Committee’s decision on its recommendations to the Secretary of State. The applicant 
confirmed that the owner would accept a matching offer at the price recommended by 
the Committee if the decision on the licence was deferred by the Secretary of State. 
 
20. The expert adviser agreed to act as champion if a decision on the licence was 
deferred by the Secretary of State. 

 
 


