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Catalonia 1400. The International Gothic Style looks at one of the most 

creative cycles in the history of Catalan art, which coincided with the period in 

western art known as the 'International Gothic Style'. This period, which began 



at the end of the 14th century and went on until the mid-15th century, gave us 

artists who played a central role in the history of European art, as in the case of 

Lluís Borrassà, Rafael Destorrents, Pere Joan and Bernat Martorell. 

 

During the course of the 14th century a process of dialogue and synthesis took 

place between the two great poles of modernity in art: on one hand Paris, the 

north of France and the old Netherlands, and on the other central Italy, mainly 

Tuscany. Around 1400 this process crystallised in a new aesthetic code which, 

despite having been formulated first and foremost in a French and 'Franco-

Flemish' ambit, was also fed by other international contributions and 

immediately spread across Europe. The artistic dynamism of the Franco-

Flemish area, along with the policies of patronage and prestige of the French 

ruling House of Valois, explain the success of a cultural model that was to 

captivate many other European princes and lords. 

Catalonia played a decisive part in this circuit of internationalism, with an 

original reinterpretation of a stylistic trend which, its own balanced combination 

of filigree work and observation of the natural world, elegance and 

expressiveness, material luxury and artistic skill. The result of this 

experimentation was one of the most intense and versatile periods in the history 

of Catalan art. 

 

Catalonia 1400. The International Gothic Style is the first comprehensive 

exhibition to be held in Catalonia dedicated to a period of Catalan Gothic art. It 

offers a new perspective on the art of this period, gathering an acutely selective 

sample of great masterpieces. Painted panels (mainly altarpieces) make up the 

core of the exhibition, but other de luxe pictorial genres are also represented, 

including miniatures and embroidery. Furthermore, there are also examples 

from the field of precious metals on show, either the Parisian production of 

enamelled gold en ronde bosse or some quite remarkable Catalan works of 

silverware. The survey is completed with important sculptures in polychrome 

wood, stone and terracotta. 



The exhibition brings together works from different museums and libraries in 

Catalonia, Spain and abroad. Many more come from parish or monastery 

churches, from cathedrals and other Church institutions, as well as civil 

institutions such as the Palau de la Generalitat or Lleida City Hall (La Paeria). 

 

The great retables 

The retable is the most genuine expression of Catalan painting on wood from 

the 14th century on. Around 1400, it was showing definite local features of its 

own and had reached a considerable size. The exhibition presents complete 

retables by Lluís Borrassà, Joan Mates, Bernat Martorell and Jaume Ferrer. 

Also on show, amongst others, are the four panels with narrative scenes from 

Bernat Martorell's Retable of Saint George, now kept at the Louvre, which 

probably came from the Sant Jordi chapel in the Palau de la Generalitat and 

which can be admired in Catalonia for the first time since they went abroad. 

 

Metalwork and sculpture 

The metalwork from Paris illustrates the dynastic and diplomatic relations 

between the French court and the Catalano-Aragonese court. The little jewel of 

the broom pod (cosse de genêt) was neither more nor less than the insignia of 

King Charles VI of France; gilded metal and small pearls reproduce the pod and 

its interior in what now seems a timeless jewel that could just as well be Gothic 

or modern. The chalice of Galceran de Vilanova, Bishop of La Seu d'Urgell, 

which is still used in the liturgy today, is a prime example of Catalan silverware 

and shows a complex figurative programme. The processional cross of Igualada 

has been restored at the MNAC for the occasion, and its exceptionally high-

quality sculptures have been returned to their correct positions. Also exhibited 

are the polychrome wood sculptures of Saint Peter, by Pere de Joan, from the 

old main altarpiece of Sant Pere de Cubells, and the sculpture of the Madonna 

attributed to Antoni Claret, one of the leading Catalan sculptors and architects 

of his time, which stands two metres tall and was the titular image of the 

monastery of Santes Creus. 



 

Gothic miniatures 

During this period the miniature flourished once again and reflected the arrival 

of new, Franco-Flemish figurative models. The exhibition presents a group of 

nine illuminated manuscripts, a type of work very rarely accessible for the 

general public, including the two most important monuments of the Catalan 

Gothic miniature: the Missal of Saint Eulàlia, by Rafael Destorrents, which had 

not left Barcelona cathedral for many years, and the Psalter and Book of Hours, 

by Martorell, kept at the Arxiu Històric de la Ciutat de Barcelona. 

 

The unknown Bernat Martorell: from painting to embroidery 

Bernat Martorell, the greatest of the Catalan Gothic painters, painted the the 

Retable of Saint George, which very probably comes from the Sant Jordi chapel 

in the Palau de la Generalitat. The pieces of this dismembered retable are kept 

scattered in foreign museums. The four kept at the Louvre can be seen in the 

exhibition. 

For some time now, many specialists agree that the wonderful Embroidered 

Altar Frontal of Saint George, from the same chapel in the Palau de la 

Generalitat, must have been based on a pictorial model provided by Martorell. 

In this case we have documented the commission for the embroidery, which the 

deputies entrusted to the embroiderer Antoni Sadurní. The pictorial model is 

attributed to Martorell on the basis of a stylistic analysis. 

But this wasn't Martorell's only contribution to the Generalitat chapel. In fact, the 

embroidered altar frontal matches the Sant Jordi liturgical vestments consisting 

of a cape, a chasuble and two dalmatics, all of them decorated with 

embroidered scenes from the legend of Saint George. Made in the mid-15th 

century, in later periods these items underwent various alterations and repairs, 

complicating and distorting our reading of the original style. Nevertheless, after 

an in-depth analysis, specialists at the MNAC's Department of Gothic Art have 

come to the conclusion that Martorell not only provided the picture for the altar 

frontal, but also for all the embroidery with figurative scenes on the vestments. 



The Altar Frontal of Saint George was previously exhibited at the MNAC on the 

occasion of the exhibition Guests of Honour, between December 2009 and April 

2010, after it was restored in the MNAC's workshops thanks to an agreement 

between the Museum and the Department of the President's Office of the 

Generalitat. More recently, one of the dalmatics has been the object of further 

conservation and restoration work at the MNAC and is one of the pieces on 

show at the exhibition. 

With its critical contributions and its work of conservation and restoration, the 

MNAC is helping to highlight one of the least-known series by Bernat Martorell, 

who in this case put his talent at the service of a sumptuary genre, that of 

embroidery with gold and silk thread, which at that time was valued more than 

painting on wood. 

 

An open-ended research project 

This exhibition brings to a close an important cycle of research which in recent 

years has materialised in other projects already completed, especially the 

remodelling of the permanent exhibition of Gothic art (May 2010) and the 

publication of the book Gothic Art in the MNAC Collections (2011). The new 

perspective that the exhibition Catalonia 1400 offers on the period of what is 

known as the 'International Gothic Style' extends this line of investigation and 

the reinterpretation of one of the most creative moments in Catalan art. The 

results of the interdisciplinary research are recorded in the exhibition catalogue 

written by the curators in the MNAC's Department of Gothic Art and by 

acknowledged local and international specialists. The new lines of research 

they suggest could produce further fruits in the near future. 

 

 

 

 

 

  



1. Paris – Barcelona: a Culture Influenced by France 
 
The cultural opening-up of Catalonia towards France is a constant feature in the 

late years of the Middle Ages, but there were times when Francophilia was 

particularly intense. This is the case of the reign of King John I of Aragon, the 

Hunter, who successively married two French princesses related to the royal 

family. These dynastic and diplomatic relationships between the kings and 

princes of France and Catalonia-Aragon fostered cultural connections and 

transfer.  

The exchanging of gifts, which was a characteristic habit of courts, brought with 

it the arrival in Catalonia of luxury artistic objects – including jewels and 

manuscripts with miniatures – made in Paris, Northern France or the Low 

Countries. But we should also bear in mind, above all as a centre of manuscript 

production, the role of Avignon, the Southern French city that was the see of 

Popes, both before and after the Western Schism (1378). 

 

 

 

2. Tradition and Innovation in Catalan Silversmithing 
 

The arrival in Catalonia of jewels and sumptuary objects from abroad, and of 

foreign goldsmiths and silversmiths – from France, Germany, the Low Countries 

or Italy – was the principal means by which the new ideas in precious metalwork 

were transmitted. There is no proof that gold encrusted enamel (ronde bosse), 

the most representative genre of the Parisian vanguard of 1400, was ever 

produced in Catalonia, but the stylistic novelties were incorporated into the 

decorative, figurative and architectural components of local precious metalwork. 

This was compatible with the continuity of types of object and techniques – like 

Sienese translucent enamelwork – that had originated in the previous centuries.  

While few examples of civil jewellery have been conserved, on the other hand 

quite a lot of items of liturgical silver ware have been preserved, at times very 

ambitious due to their size, complexity and quality. The crosses and staffs 

exhibited in this room, for example, bear metal sculptures with cadences and a 

refinement comparable to the monumental sculpture of the time.  



 

 

 

3. Native Artists and Foreign Artists 
 

The migration of artists to Catalonia, mainly from Northern Europe, was one of 

the determining factors with regard to the gradual adoption of the new figurative 

language developed in Northern France and the Low Countries. However, the 

force of the vigorous fourteenth-century Catalan artistic tradition added a touch 

of conservatism to the open and fluid scene of the early fifteenth century.  

The contrasts of styles and traditions that often appear at this time can be 

illustrated with two pieces from the old high altarpiece of the parish church of 

Cubells (La Noguera), which was a pictorial ensemble centred on the 

woodcarving of Saint Peter. The latter was almost certainly done by Pere de 

Sant Joan, a native of Picardy in Northern France. On the other hand, the 

pictorial compartments are the work of old Pere Serra, active from the 1350s, 

and show the fundamental importance of Catalan Italianate painting. 

 

4. Rafael Destorrents and the Renewal of the Miniature 
Catalan miniature painting, which had already experienced a moment of 

intensity in the period of Italianism (from the 1330s onwards), flourished again, 

as or more forcefully, around 1400, coinciding with the assimilation of the 

northern models. We have hardly ever been able to document the identity of the 

miniaturists – or “illuminators” as they were then called – who worked on the 

Catalan manuscripts of this period. The most notable exception was Rafael 

Destorrents, also known as Rafael Gregori, who illustrated the famous Missal of 

Saint Eulalia in Barcelona Cathedral, one of the masterpieces of European 

miniaturist painting of the “International Gothic” period. 

The work of Rafael Destorrents, like that of other Catalan and Valencian 

masters of the time, shows the creative assimilation of the new Franco-Flemish 

figurative models, whereas innovation is combined with local Italianate tradition 

in the composition of the borders. 

 

 



5. The Retable, the Distinctive Expression of Catalan Painting 
 

The retable, namely, the piece of furniture located behind the altar (retro 

tabulum), is the most genuine expression of Catalan panel painting from the 

fourteenth century onwards. By 1400 it has taken on a clearly native 

appearance and it has reached a considerable size, so the delicate figurative 

world from Northern France and the Low Countries has to be adapted here to 

the requirements of the genre, the methods of working and the expectations of 

the local clients.  

The most common altarpiece structure is that which, formed of several panels, 

stands vertically and is organized hierarchically, with more or less fixed parts: a 

central compartment where are usually depicted the figure or figures of the 

titular saints or the Virgin with the Child, and around it a series of compartments 

with narrative scenes; a top compartment or “punta”, where the Crucifixion 

scene is usually depicted, and a horizontal piece on the base, the predella. 

 

 

6. The Value of Formative Journeys 
 

The journeys made by artists were one of the principal ways of transmitting new 

ideas and unifying styles. Catalonia welcomed numerous foreign artists, and 

some Catalan masters also travelled to foreign lands. This is the case with the 

sculptor Pere Sanglada, who in 1394 was given the job of making the choir 

stalls for Barcelona Cathedral. The cathedral chapter provided him with a horse 

and sent him off on a journey to Bruges, the capital of Flanders, passing 

through Girona, Narbonne, Carcassonne and other places. In the course of this 

journey he had to observe and sketch the most beautiful choirs and once in 

Bruges he had to purchase the oak wood needed for the job. We may imagine 

that en route he visited other centres, like Paris or Dijon. 

Back in Barcelona, Sanglada gathered together a team of masters who were 

already trained, like Antoni Canet, and young apprentices, like Pere Oller. Also 

working on the choir was Francesc Marata, who had worked in Dijon with Claus 

Sluter, one of the greatest sculptors of the day. 

 



7. The Accents of Painting and Sculpture: a Variety of Centres 
 

At the end of the fourteenth century, the importance of Barcelona’s influence on 

the Iberian lands of the Crown of Aragon in the field of painting had diminished 

and new artistic centres emerged, such as Valencia or Zaragoza, which freed 

themselves once and for all from Barcelona’s supremacy. In Catalonia, during 

the International Gothic period, Barcelona maintained its position as a great 

artistic centre influencing the entire country. However, Perpignan, the second 

most populated city, and Girona, Tarragona, Lleida, or the Catalan-Valencian 

area of the diocese of Tortosa, now went from strength to strength as centres of 

painting, where stable and competent workshops worked that gave the local 

schools a personality of their own.  

The situation is a little different in the case of the sculptors, who moved around 

the territory more often, at the pace for example of the activity associated with 

the monumental building programmes of cathedrals. In any case, the 

importance of Barcelona is fundamental as regards the formation and spread of 

the new figurative culture. 

 

8. Bernat Martorell: the Last Flowering of the International Style in 
Catalonia 

 

The son of a butcher from Sant Celoni, Bernat Martorell was the dominant 

figure in painting in the second quarter of the fifteenth century and directed one 

of the most active workshops in Barcelona. The conservation in other countries 

of the Altarpiece of Saint George – some of the pieces of which are partially 

exhibited in this room – meant that international historians have been learning 

about and appreciating his work since the beginning of the twentieth century. 

Martorell’s fame is well deserved. His painting is characterized by great 

technical precision, with firm lines and meticulous brushstrokes. It is also 

notable for its fantasy and interest with regard to narrative or everyday 

elements. His works are full of expressive figures, dressed in outlandish hats, 

fur robes and rich brocades. He also excels in the use of colour, and the 

Altarpiece of Saint George is a good example of this; never before had such a 



broad and well-contrasted range of colours been seen in Catalan painting, with 

surprising acid tones and iridescent combinations. 

 

9. Hidden Drawings 
 

The drawings on the back of this altarpiece were done with a spontaneous free-

flowing technique, using charcoal and a few touches of chalk to indicate points 

of light. The style allows us to suppose that they are the work of Martorell 

himself, who used the backs of panels to do sketches on other occasions. The 

best-known case, and the richest in drawings, is the Retable of Saint Peter from 

Púbol (Museu d’Art de Girona), where, among other things, male and female 

heads and busts or a very naturalistic ship can still be seen. 

Indeed, examination of the backs of other Catalan and non-Catalan altarpieces 

has allowed us to see that drawings and inscriptions on the back are relatively 

common. The panels prepared for painting but still unassembled in the 

workshops must have been an ideal support for the experiments and trials of 

the masters. Once they had been assembled, though, the drawings remained 

hidden for centuries. The ones on this Retable of Saint Michael are being 

shown to the public for the first time. 

 

10. Bernat Martorell and the Luxury of Painting 
 

Martorell did not restrict his activity to altarpieces: he also illuminated books and 

provided models for doing embroideries. The best miniatures from the Ferial 

Psalter and Book of Hours, on display in this room, are works done by Martorell 

himself. In the case of the embroideries, however, one has to read the painter’s 

style between the lines, given that the models were interpreted by the 

embroiderers. In the fifteenth century Barcelona had important embroidery 

workshops, outstanding among them the Sadurní family’s. Antoni Sadurní, a 

member of this family, was appointed embroiderer to the Generalitat de 

Catalunya. He had probably earned the deputies’ respect after doing the 

extraordinary Saint George Altar Frontal and Vestments. 

Illuminated books and embroideries were luxury items, highly prized at the time. 

This can be seen by the price that was paid for the Saint George Altar Frontal: 



1,552 gold florins and 3 sous, a sum that trebles what Martorell obtained for 

some of his most important altarpieces.  

 

11. The End of a Cycle and the Pressure of Realism 
 
Around 1420, and more intensely after 1430, a new generation of Flemish 

painters led an artistic revolution comparable in its intensity to the Italian 

Renaissance. Jan van Eyck, Robert Campin or Rogier van der Weyden are 

some of the protagonists of this revolution that, moreover, spread rapidly all 

over Europe, unlike the Italian Renaissance, which to begin with only influenced 

the Italian peninsula. 

In Catalonia, the echo of the new Flemish realism began to be noticed timidly in 

the 1440s, and more intensely around the middle of the fifteenth century. The 

works exhibited in this section – and also Martorell’s last ones – superficially 

incorporate, with an as yet conservative spirit, some of the features of this more 

naturalistic style: the human figure becomes more solid and volumetric and 

appears in more realistic surroundings; the rooms are filled with meticulously 

described everyday elements, and the landscapes show a greater interest in 

nature.  
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