
 

Figure 1. Juan de Flandes, Marriage at Cana from the Retablo de Isabel, 1500-1504, Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, New York. Photo by Author. 
 

An inventory taken of the estate of Isabel the Catholic, queen of Castile, upon her death 

included a collection of forty-seven small panel paintings detailing the life of Christ.1 The 

inventory describes the objects as located in a small cupboard in the queen’s private chambers. 

Because the paintings were located together and a notation suggests that they are all equally 

sized, the panels appear to have been part of a cohesive unit separate from other objects owned 

by the queen. The majority of the paintings are identified as narrative images depicting events 

from the life of Christ with a few dedicated to the life of the Virgin Mary.  

                                                      
1 Ministerio de educación, culturea y deporte de España. Archivo general de Simancas. CMC 1a época, 
leg. 192, fol. 20. Published in Pilar Silva Maroto, Juan de Flandes (Madrid: Caja Duero, 2006), 469-470. 
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Twenty-seven of the panels remain today and are attributed to Isabel’s court artists Juan 

de Flandes and Michel Sittow.2 The surviving paintings, all approximately eight by six inches in 

size, depict a wealth of detail and brightly dressed figures set within yellowed landscapes or 

elaborate interiors. Their small size is in many ways reminiscent of manuscript illumination and 

would have been ideal for private contemplation. 

The Marriage Feast at Cana in the Metropolitan Museum of Art exemplifies the general 

style of the project. The image depicts Christ’s first miracle.3 While attending a wedding feast 

with his mother, the host ran out of wine. Mary brought the problem to the attention of her son, 

who miraculously transformed containers of water into high quality wine. The story was 

understood in the medieval and early modern period as typologically related to the 

transformation of the Nile River into blood during the Exodus and the Last Supper celebrated 

by Jesus on the eve of his arrest.4 By silhouetting the clear stream against the white table cloth, 

Juan draws attention to the specific material qualities of the water. However, by combining the 

water with Christ’s hand, raised in a gesture of blessing, the artist invites the viewer to 

conceptually complete the miracle in their minds eye. Unlike the contemporary version of the 

same subject by Gerard David, where drinking vessels are held by numerous guests who serve 

as witnesses to the miracle, the viewer of the Juan de Flandes painting must take the 

transformation on faith. 

Moreover, the Marriage Feast at Cana from the Retablo de Isabel reduces the traditionally 

boisterous scene into a small gathering with only a few figures and even fewer objects spread 

2 Chiyo Ishikawa, The Retablo de Isabel la Católica by Juan de Flandes and Michel Sittow (Turnhout: Brepols, 
2004), 13; Silva Maroto, Juan de Flandes, 33-48; Matthias Weniger, Sittow, Morrow, Juan de Flandes: Drei 

Maler au dem Nordem am Hof Isabellas der Katholishen (Kiel: Verlag Ludwig, 2044), 201-256. 
3 John 2:1-11 
4 Christopher Hughes, “Art and Exegesis” in A Companion to Medieval Art: Romanesque and Gothic in 
Northern Europe, ed. Conrad Rudoph (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing Ltd, 2006), 180-181. 
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across the table. Conspicuously placed near the servant pour the water is a large loaf of warmly 

yellowed bread. While the round form mimics the round vessel held by the servant in the 

background and the round mirror hanging on the rear wall, the echoing between the bread and 

the water vessel creates a conceptual pairing evocative of the Eucharist. During the celebration 

of the Mass, bread and wine are distributed to the participants as a sacramental statement of 

belief. During the Renaissance, catholic doctrine stated that the material of the bread and wine 

is itself transubstantiated into the body and blood of Christ.5 The miraculous change in the 

materiality of the water at the marriage at Cana therefore serves as a foreshadowing of this 

ritual. Other images in the altarpiece, especially those related to the passion, also coincided with 

late medieval devotional developments that focused on Christ’s bodily suffering.6 

By evoking the mass in its subject and organization, the Marriage Feast at Cana by Juan 

de Flandes manifests its essential intended function. Following a form traditional to Castile, the 

forty-seven panels when completed would have been combined to create a sizable altarpiece 

that mapped the life of Christ from his birth to ascension, probably similar to the in situ Retablo 

Mayor of the “old” Salamanca cathedral.7 The various images would have been unified by the 

repetition of scale, color, and framing elements into a single object that functioned as a unified 

whole. Castilian high altarpieces provided a visual backdrop to the rituals of the church, 

pedagogical tools during the preaching of sermons, and mnemonic triggers during personal 

                                                      
5 Caroline Walker Bynum, Wonderful Blood: Theology and Practice in Late Medieval Northern Germany and 
Beyond (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2007), 85. 
6 Dyan Elliott, “True Presence/False Christ: The Antinomies of Embodiment in Medieval Spirituality,” 
Medieval Studies 64 (2002): 241. 
7 Judith Berg Sobré, Behind the Altar Table: The Development of the Painted Retable in Spain, 1350-1500 
(Columbia, MO: University of Missouri Press, 1989), 137. 
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prayer.8 They were a central component of communal devotion emphasizing the role of 

salvation for everyman, especially the importance of the Eucharist within religious practice.9 
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